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1.


 


The Oncology
Unit of the Nixon Healing and Research Center was winding down from a busy day
of too many admissions. The new ad campaign offering low or no-cost healthcare
flooded the Center with uninsured or vagrant patients. Test subjects that
wouldn’t necessarily be missed. 


Dr. Howard Nixon
made his final rounds. He adjusted his white lab coat to hang squarely on his
lean frame and then sat on a wheeled stool at a small computer station. An
unresponsive, middle-aged male occupied the bed behind him. A respirator hissed
and shushed, keeping the man alive. Nixon scratched at a tuft of graying hair
sticking out from beneath his surgical cap and called up the patient’s records.
He scanned the various reports with bottomless, dark eyes that conveyed
intelligence, experience, and power.  


Zach Keller, a
new security recruit, watched from the doorway. He clasped his calloused hands
behind his back and stood with his feet shoulder-width apart. Nixon had given
him a lab coat to wear but his stance, his build, and his close-cropped blonde
hair implied ex-military. He was an answer to a mounting problem. The center was
in the crosshairs of a rogue group of locals and the threatened violence had
both escalated and gone public. 


Nixon pointed to
the blue plastic binder in a bin on the wall. “Hand me that chart, please.” He
typed several orders into the computer and remained emotionless as he entered
the last one: palliative care. 


Zach handed
Nixon the file and couldn’t help reading over his shoulder. Palliative. He
knew the word from his mother’s final hospitalization, when the doctors eased her
into comfortable death with calculated doses of morphine. The same end that
loomed for his young wife, Allison, dying of cancer in a room down the hall.



At thirty-two-years-old,
Allison’s diagnosis couldn’t have been more unexpected. The cancer started in her
pancreas and devoured the bulk of her liver before she was ever diagnosed. Chemo,
radiation, nothing worked to treat it. Nixon offered Zach, an expert marksman,
a security position in exchange for experimental medical treatment that was
Allison’s last hope. Zach reluctantly accepted, but so far, Allison was no
better off.


The sound of
hard rubber clogs on tile stopped Zach’s wandering mind. A young intern wearing
dark liquid-spattered scrubs rushed into the room. 


“Excuse me, sir.”
The intern cleared his throat to get Nixon’s attention. He crossed his arms presumably
to hide the circles of nervous sweat extending halfway from his armpits to his
waist. 


Nixon looked up
from the chart, the faint lines of concentration intensifying across his face.
“What’s the matter?”


 “A delivery,
sir. The patient’s water just broke.”


 


*
* * * *


 


Zach stood next
to Nixon, waiting for the main lobby elevator to arrive. Nervous anticipation
gnawed his gut. He was hardened to war, death, and disfigurement, but the invasive
treatment of live beings, surgery in particular, touched a nerve.  


The metal door
slid open and Nixon waved him in. 


“Jim is getting
you your own key,” he said. Jim Lockard was the center’s handyman and whether
it was his tenure or his discreetness, he was held in unexplainably high honor.
Nixon twisted the stubby key in the control panel and hit the “B” button for
basement. “This is the only way down.”


The elevator
descended and Zach couldn’t help thinking the worst. He felt like he was
walking into a trap and, not for the first time, things didn’t add up. Labor
and Delivery was on the second floor and yet, they were headed to the basement because
someone’s water broke. He wiped his sweaty palms on his navy blue pants and
hummed to clear his racing mind. 


The car jerked
to a halt and before they were even out, another intern approached. 


“Dr. Nixon, the
patient is fully dilated.”


Nixon snatched
the clipboard from the intern’s hand and shook his head. “This wasn’t supposed
to happen. She’s not due for another three weeks. Why didn’t anyone call me
sooner? Cesarean. Delivery. Only. How many times do I have to say that?”


“I’m sorry,
sir.”


Nixon rushed to
surgical storage and handed Zach a gown and cap. 


“It ties in the
back,” Nixon said. “I hope you have a strong stomach.”


“Two years in a
war zone prepares you for a lot.”


The intern scoffed.
“Take that ‘lot’ and multiply it by ten. Then you’ll be about halfway to as sick
as this gets.”


Nixon flashed a
stern look and the intern cowered.


The basement was
a maze of windowless rooms. There were no murals, pictures, or flowers--no
comfort items like on the upper levels--and the sickening smell of disinfectant
saturated the air. Zach followed Nixon and the intern past a dozen desolate
labs. The stainless steel tables, microscopes, and Petri dishes were all
unattended. 


Where was
everyone?
The sinking feeling grew worse, distracting him from his usual thoughts of
Allison.


Nixon waved a
small, grey key fob at the device to the left of a solid metal door. Behind it,
the entire intern staff waited.


The patient, a
young brunette in her late teens or early twenties, was partially restrained to
a delivery bed. Her wrists were fastened to the side rails with thick, leather
straps and she kicked at the interns. Her blue and white hospital gown rode up
and exposed her watermelon stomach. Her dark hair matted to her sweaty face. She
screamed like someone who was in unbearable pain and Zach wanted desperately to
help her. This is all wrong. The reality of what he signed on for
started to sink in. He looked over his shoulder to see the others’ reactions
and found nothing but indifference and methodically calculated movements
orchestrated by Nixon.


The girl screamed
at him and thrashed against the bindings. “You did this to me!”


“Get her legs.
Tie them down.” Nixon held the padded stirrups. A pair of interns wrestled her
legs into them and fastened her in at the ankles. “Hand me that vial.” He drew
up a syringe of clear liquid. 


The girl’s panic
increased, her eyes opening wider. “No, no please, no.”


Zach turned
away, unable to watch as Nixon injected the sedative into the girl’s bicep.


“Please, no.” Her
lids fluttered and her eyes rolled back, showing only the whites. Pain drained
from her young face. She twitched and went still.


Don’t say
anything. You’re here for Allison. It
took every ounce of Zach’s self-restraint to avoid lashing out.


Nixon took his
position at the foot of the bed, an intern lingering over his shoulder. The
girl was limp and sadly compliant. 


“The amniotic
fluid is black just like the last one,” said the intern.


An inky flow spilled
from between the girl’s legs and onto the floor. A sour, rotting smell emanated
from her. 


Zach fought the
urge to cover his mouth and nose. A metallic twang settled on his tongue,
making it hard for him to swallow. 


Nixon wiped the
spill. “It doesn’t mean anything, not yet. Hand me the forceps.” He pulled on a
pair of protective gloves and used a set of enormous tongs to coax the infant from
inside the girl. Its head crowned, the peeking hair dark and thick. Nixon
rotated its body until its shoulders were clear. The rest slid out on its own. “Check
her.” He nodded toward the mother.


The intern
checked the girl’s vitals and pupillary response. “Pupils equal, round and
reactive to light. She’s sedated, but stable.”


Zach waited to
hear the newborn’s cry and when it didn’t come, curiosity forced him to see why.
The sight triggered his gag reflex. “Oh my God.” 


Nixon shushed
him and barked orders at the intern. “Hand me a bulb syringe, now!” He laid the
disfigured infant in the clear plastic bassinette and checked for a pulse. It
was still and silent, half-digested as if by acid and its skin slipped from its
tiny bones.


“It’s dead,”
said the intern. “Just like the last one.”


Nixon parted the
infant’s lips and inserted the bulb syringe, clearing thick mucus from its
throat. Tiny, piranha-like milk teeth lined its small mouth. “I’m not ready to
make that call yet.” He started CPR. “1-2-3.” He counted out thirty
compressions while the intern manned the bag covering the infant’s nose and
mouth. “Breathe. Come on, come on.” 


The delirious
young mother cried. “Will you let me go now, please?” The drugs caused her
to slur her words. “Please, I did what you wanted me to do. You can let me go
now. I won’t say anything. I swear. Please, just let me go.”


Zach put his
fingers in his ears and stepped away from the scene, regret hitting him
head-on.


Nixon continued
compressions.


“Four minutes,”
said the intern. “We need to call it.”


Nixon kicked the
wheeled surgical tray, sending the remaining supplies flying. “Shit! Shit.
Shit. Shit.” 


“Please,” the
girl begged. 


Nixon moved to her
bedside, the thick, purple vein in his forehead throbbing. “I’m sorry. I just
can’t do that.” He turned to the intern. “Take her to recovery and put her on
lockdown. She’s out of commission with the other one. We’ll try again in a
month or two. Get her out of here.” He waved his hand at the bassinette. “And
destroy that thing.”


 

















 


 


 


2.


 


Miranda Penton
opened her bathroom door and steam clouded the tiny bedroom of her small, efficiency
apartment. There was nothing homey about her place, just a neatly made bed on a
stock metal frame and a stack of packed boxes including one that now doubled as
a nightstand. It was like living in the barracks again. She sighed longingly,
holding her hand over her stomach. Her muscle tone had mostly come back, but the
small bulge beneath her belly button reminded her every day of the stillborn
infant she and Scott, her now ex-husband, lost. 


The pregnancy ended
her Army career though she was sure she could’ve made General--at least, that’s
what she told herself on stronger days. They weren’t all so easy. 


She picked up
the sonogram picture off the box of keepsakes she didn’t admit to Scott she had
taken. A lump formed in her throat and she smoothed her finger over the image
of her lost daughter.


In the nine
months of her pregnancy, the growing maternal feelings defined her. Getting
back to who she had been before the baby was harder than she expected.


She tucked the
picture safely away and rummaged through her camouflage duffel bag for
comfortable driving clothes. A flurry of knocks came at her door before she was
even dressed.


“Miranda, are
you there?” 


It was Scott.


She put on a
pink t-shirt and her favorite shredded jeans she never imagined fitting back
into. 


“Miranda, come
on. Open up.” 


Her
shoulder-length, auburn hair soaked the back of her shirt and she wrapped it up
in a towel before answering. 


“What do you
want, Scott?” She opened the door, but didn’t slide the chain and kept her eyes
downturned to prevent the inevitable emotional tug. 


Scott stood
there, shaking. “Miranda, we need to talk. It’s important.” He reached to undo
the lock, but his hand was too thick to fit. “Please let me in.” His bloodshot,
hazel eyes were swollen from crying. He was still wearing his wedding ring and there
was a familiar emptiness in his expression. 


She sniffled and
called back the tears that came so easily for him. “I can’t keep doing this. Whatever
you have to say, I don’t want to hear it.” She started to shut the door, afraid
to let him see her break down. She knew what that led to before. 


He used the toe
of his black boot to keep it from closing. There was no aggression, no hint of
anger, only desperation and longing. “One conversation, Miranda. Hear me out
and then I’ll give you whatever space you need. Please?” 


She was leaving
anyway. Whether she wanted to or not. She opened the door and led him
into the kitchen. 


Most of the
dishes were packed and the sink was empty. She wiped the countertop to distract
herself from familiar urges. His natural scent mixed with her favorite
cologne had always enticed her. “Do you want something, a glass of water? I
think I have a can or two of soda.”


Scott looked
around at the boxes. “So, you’re really leaving?”


“I have to,” she
said. “It’s too hard for me to stay.”


“It doesn’t have
to be.” He smoothed his hand across his forehead. “You just need time. We both need
time to deal with losing her. We used to say we could get through anything.”


She nodded. “I
remember, but then anything happened and we found out we were wrong.”


“Please,
Miranda, don’t take that job. Michael should have never put you up for it in
the first place. It’s too dangerous.”


Michael Waters, Miranda’s
OB/GYN and a friend of theirs since Basic Training, referred her to the Nixon
Center where he once worked. 


“He didn’t do
anything I didn’t ask him to.” The confession swelled inside of her. “There’s something
that I never told you, Scott.” The choked-up feeling returned and she took a
deep breath to fight it. “The last appointment, one of the tests confirmed that
my body turned against the baby.” The guilt crushed her. “It’s a genetic
defect, some variant something or other or some carrier thing.” She hadn’t
fully understood the science. “There’s nothing the doctors can do about it. There’s
no fix. No hope. Michael says it will happen again if I get pregnant.”
She avoided the term stillbirth. “That it will happen every time. That’s why I have
to get away. Michael just helped me find a way to do it.”


“So you filed
for divorce?” He wiped his running nose on the back of his hand.


“You deserve the
family that you want, Scott. Your own children.”


“I would have
considered adoption. It just wasn’t my first choice.”


“You’d never
love an adopted child like our own. There’s nothing wrong with that, but
adoption is my only choice. It’s better that I leave now and that you
find a way to get past all of this on your own. You’ll find someone else.”


“I don’t want
someone else.”


She didn’t
either, but tell yourself a lie enough and you start to believe it. “You will.
Give it time.” She opened the apartment door for him to leave, retreating from
his outstretched hand and refusing to cry. Inside, she was falling apart. “It’s
better this way.” She couldn’t look him in the eye when she said it.


“Please,
Miranda.” He stopped in the doorway and tenderly lifted her chin. The platinum
band on his ring finger was hard against her skin. “Please don’t leave. I’m
begging you. Please come home.”


She stepped back
from him and wiped the tears from her cheek on her sleeve. “It’s not my home anymore.”

















 


 


 


3.


 


Nixon’s office
was a secluded, richly decorated suite on the fifth floor of the hospital, which
was otherwise under construction. His grand, mahogany furniture glistened in
the sunlight. The room smelled of lemon-scented furniture oil and the fresh cut
lilies in a crystal vase on his credenza. 


Zach stood in
wait as Nixon washed up from the delivery and changed into clean clothes. He
emerged from the adjoining bathroom, fresh and emotionally unscathed from the
grim birth.


 “Have a seat,
Zach.” Nixon motioned at the plush chair opposite his desk.


Zach sank into
the soft leather and crossed his arms over his nauseous stomach, a show of
weakness he never intended. It’s too late to back out, now. He knew
Nixon would never let him quit after what he had seen.


Nixon interlaced
his fingers and leaned onto the desk with his elbows. “I’d like to take this opportunity
to first remind you of our employment arrangement, of the confidentiality
paperwork that you signed and the nature of the work you signed on for. Once
you get your legs under you, I’ll take you on the full tour and answer any
questions you have after that.”


Full tour. Zach was afraid of what more
he could have to see. Blood rushed in his ears and muffled Nixon’s voice. 


“Zach, are you
all right?”


“I’m fine.” He
lied. “I’m just, caught off-guard.” He wanted to say that he hadn’t signed up
for unlawful imprisonment, that his “arrangement” as Nixon called it wasn’t
supposed to make him a criminal, but there was Allison to consider. 


An elderly
maintenance man wearing gray-green coveralls knocked on Nixon’s office door.
“Excuse me, Dr. Nixon, but I have that elevator key you requested.” 


“Ah, thank you. That’s
for my new recruit. Jim Lockard meet Zach Keller. Zach, meet Jim.”


Jim’s hand was hard
and cracked from a lifetime of manual labor. “Nice to meet you. Don’t let the
old age fool you,” he said with a wink. “If something goes down, I’ll be
ready.”


More obscure
speaking.


Zach managed an
awkward smile and left it at that. “Good to know.”


“Jim’s been with
me over twenty years,” Nixon said. “He has a very special job here. He eats,
sleeps, and breathes the Center. Don’t you, Jim?”


There was an undertone
of secrecy between them. 


Jim smirked. “I
have my own bed and everything. Anything else, Doc?” 


Nixon shook his
head. “No, I think we’re all set. We’re about to head back downstairs.”


 “You sure you
want to do that? This one looks like he’s seen a ghost already.” Jim scrunched
up his aged face and the wrinkles folded into one another.


Zach
straightened up in the chair and lifted his chest, embarrassed by the fact that
even an elderly man found him lacking. “I’ll be fine.”


“Bad call on my
part.” Jim clapped his rough hand on Zach’s shoulder. “Watch yourself down
there, you hear?”


 


*
* * * *


 


Miranda rolled
down the windows of her black Ford Explorer and breathed in the crisp, spring air.
It smelled of melted snow and mud and she loved the way it felt whipping through
her ponytail. 


The gas light
came on, the warning chime drawing her attention to the trip meter rolling 200
miles and the Strandville town line up ahead. Despite the town’s ominous name,
it was every bit as peaceful as she imagined. Hers had been the only car for
miles and she enjoyed a leisurely, sightseeing drive of modest houses and bustling
farms—indicative of a simpler lifestyle than the city could have ever offered her.
This was her do-over, her chance at anonymity. Her escape from the piteous
stares and apologies.


She adjusted the
rearview mirror but there was, literally, no looking back. Boxes of things she didn’t
entrust to the movers--things that belonged to the baby--blocked her view. 


“Hang in there.”



She patted the
dashboard and her stomach growled as she pulled into the parking lot of Porter’s,
a mom-and-pop convenience store, to gas up. She stepped out on the crumbling
pavement and gravel, opened the truck’s fuel door, and eyed the confederate
flag-bearing truck that pulled up to the other side of the pump. Leonard
Skynard blasted loudly through his open driver’s side window and she rolled her
eyes at the stereotype.


The driver was a
filthy man with an unkempt, reddish beard and cut off jeans that exposed a
particularly nasty skin problem. Non-healing ulcers covered his thick calves
and oozed a yellow, syrupy fluid into his leg hair. His round, cirrhotic gut bulging
out from under his too-small t-shirt gave him up as a likely alcoholic. Miranda
took the kind of mental inventory needed to identify a suspect to the police. It
was a new town and one could never be too careful. The redneck dry-humped
her with his eyes and she bristled, returning a confident stare to let him know
that he didn’t intimidate her. She was quite capable of handling him if she had
to. Men in the city would have backed down, but not this guy. He spit out a gob
of chewing tobacco-laced spit and wagged his eyebrows at her.


“Sweet thang.”
His dialect was something out of Deliverance. 


“I don’t think
so.” Dirty old pervert. 


Miranda locked
the truck and went inside to pay. 


The rickety
front door creaked and a rusty old cowbell announced her entrance to the wood
paneled, anything-you-could-want shop. This store had a butcher’s counter, a
wall of coolers, windshield wipers, and Band-aids. A deli, a bakery, and an
unsettling hardware selection of shovels, rope, and duct tape. Miranda tried to
convince herself she’d adjust to the culture, that she’d gone hundreds of miles
and not to some third world country, but when a heavy-set woman and her husband
came in screaming behind her, she wondered.


“I need to see Jack!”
The woman shouted at the clerk--a pimple-faced boy whose eyes were barely
visible through the curtain of greasy bangs--and then burst into tears.


Miranda grabbed
a bag of chips from the shelf and an iced tea from the cooler, checked the
expiration date on both, and watched the escalating drama with curious interest.



A short,
heavy-set man wearing a blood-stained butcher’s jacket came from a back room. 


 “How could you
do this to us, Jack? How could you take it down?” The irate woman shook a
missing person’s poster at him.


The woman had
lost her daughter. 


Miranda felt
suddenly sick. She tapped her fingers nervously against the butcher-block
counter while the clerk cashed her out and wished she could do something to
help.


No greater
loss than that of a child.


The clerk flattened
the crumpled wad of cash she had handed him without taking his eyes off the hysterical
woman. 


 “I just…I don’t
know where it went...” Jack pointed his thick finger at a corkboard on the wall
behind him brimming with askew posters of dozens of missing women. “There are
too many to keep track.”


A thin man in
baggy overalls set his hand on the woman’s trembling shoulder. “Beth, we have
to go.”


Miranda welled
up with tears.


“I’m sorry,” Jack
said. “I’ll put it here, right here, front and center.” He ripped off two lengths
of butcher’s tape and fastened the new poster to the meat counter’s glass,
calming the woman just enough for her to notice Miranda.


“Have you seen
my daughter?” she asked. The smell of whiskey seeped from the woman’s pores.


Miranda looked
at the poster of 18-year-old Penny Hammond. Her chubby, pleasant face
resembled her mother’s and she had a heartbreakingly radiant smile. “No, ma’am,”
she said after a contemplative pause. “I’m sorry, I haven’t. I’m new here.” She
knew the woman’s pain.


“Beth, come on.
Stop bothering the customers.” The thin man all but dragged her out the front door.


The storeowner sighed
with relief and nudged the clerk aside. “It’s not supposed to take this long to
count out a customer’s change, Billy.” He finished Miranda’s order, but she was
shaken and could tell he saw it. “I’m sorry about that. New in town, did you
say?” He held out his bulky hand, attempting to soothe her with small talk.
“Name’s Jack, Jack Porter.”


“Miranda.
Miranda Penton.” 


“Welcome to
Strandville.”


Billy moved on
to mopping the aisle behind her. “You’re making a mistake coming here,” he
grumbled.


Jack shook his
head. “I’m sorry about him. We don’t get too many people moving in, is all. I
think what he meant to say is what brings you here?” 


“A job,” she said,
preoccupied by the wallpapering of missing posters. All of the victims were young
women, last seen within the year. Penny was one of the more recent, having only
been missing for three months.


Jack tried to
distract her. “Must be one hell of a job to bring you all the way out here from
the city.” His smile had sadness behind it.


“How did you
know I came in from the city?”


“I know all the
locals and we can spot city a mile away.” He handed her the change. “Take care
of yourself, Miranda. Things in Strandville ain’t what they used to be.”
















 


 


 


4.


 


Metal cages
lined the perimeter of the lab. Stacked largest to smallest, they piled from
the floor to about a foot from the ceiling. The stench of animal urine and
feces made it hard for Zach to breathe. 


Nixon grinned.
“This is what you came here for.”


Zach scrunched
up his face, confused. Not exactly.


A man wearing a
blue lab coat pulled on a pair of chainmail gloves and reached into a rattling cage.
Whatever was inside growled, hissed, and went still when the intern sedated it.


“Ben, come meet our
newest member of Security.” Nixon looked down the barrel of one of three high-end
microscopes and nodded, appearing pleased. “This is Zach Keller.” He introduced
them without looking at either of them.


Ben appeared to
be in his thirties, even with the horseshoe-shaped bald spot on his head. “I’d
shake,” he said, “but I don’t dare take my hand off this guy.” He held up a dusky,
charcoal grey rat with milky white eyes and a long, hairless tail that draped
over the back of his gloved hand. A large tumor-like growth protruded from
behind its translucent ear and extended down his back like furry cauliflower.  


“What’s wrong
with it?” Zach asked.


Nixon leered. “We
gave it cancer.”


For all the
people ever diagnosed with the disease, the word, in Zach’s mind, belonged only
to Allison. 


Ben tilted his
head inquisitively. “Does he know?”


Nixon took the
rat from Ben and measured its tumor with a flexible measuring tape.  “He was in
the last delivery.” 


Zach couldn’t
imagine the correlation.


“It’s a lot to
process.” Ben aspirated a half a cc of blood-tinged fluid from the tumor and the
rat’s back legs twitched. “Think he’s about to wake up already. The sedative
doesn’t last nearly as long as it used to.”


Nixon shrugged.
“Mark that down as side-effect one million and one.”


Ben put the rat
back in the cage and Zach raised his eyebrows, waiting for an explanation.


Nixon shifted
his weight and leaned on the metal lab table bolted to the floor. “About a year
ago, six patients with unexplainable illness were air lifted here from a remote
area of Haiti. Three of them were family--a father, mother, and their son. Two
were male researchers sent to investigate the young boy that died and
spontaneously resurrected in front of half of his village. It was as if he were
a zombie, though I hate that term. Sounds more like a monster movie than an
illness. We studied the biologicals, the disease’s process, and its effects. These
people are cannibalistic walking dead. At least, they appear to be. I call them
‘infected’ because they are, in fact, infected by a ravenous, all-consuming
virus. One that might save Allison’s life.”


Zach remained
quiet as he connected a series of wayward dots that formed no clear picture. Zombie.
Virus. Cannibals. Rats. Baby. It was an unsolvable puzzle.


Nixon examined a
specimen under the microscope and scribbled down some notes. “Here, take a
look. This is a slide of Allison’s tumor cells, from the one in her liver.”
Zach looked at the magnified image of the disease destroying his wife, though
he couldn’t have said that’s what it was if Nixon hadn’t told him. The cells
had been stained and looked more like one of the images used to test for color
blindness. “We learned early on that the infection, the virus we’re dealing
with in the infected, thrives on oxygen-starved cells. Larger tumors, like
Allison’s, lack organized blood capillaries. They develop oxygen-starved
centers and the virus attacks the cancer cells from the inside out. Like a
smart bomb. It doesn’t affect regular cells because they’re oxygenated.”


Zach held his
hand to his head, the information slowly digesting in what he assumed was an
inaccurate way. “But what happens if you put the virus into someone? Is there a
cure for that?”


The formerly
sedated rat charged its cage door. It gnashed its needle-like teeth around the
cage bars and clawed its skin until it bled. Zach stepped back, startled.


Nixon never
answered his question. “Ben, you better get that.”


Ben drew up
another dose of the sedative with shaking hands.


“Ben, hurry.” He
seemed to be enjoying Ben’s panic.


Tufts of rat fur
danced in the air like feathers from a pillow fight. It was bleeding, badly,
and the oozing darkness quickly soaked it through.


Though Nixon was
still smiling, he now massaged his forehead with both hands. “Come on.” A look
of frustrated restraint washed over him, like this was all a test and Ben was
failing it.


The rat fell to
its side and shred the meat of its throat with its claws. Ben was too late. The
litter tray beneath the now lifeless rat filled with blood. 


Ben opened the
cage door timidly. “Shit! Shit! Shit!” He prodded the rat. It didn’t move.
“Shit!” He slammed the door closed and it bounced back hard, slamming into the
cage next to it and waking its sleeping victim. “I can’t believe it. Do you
know how hard I’ve been working on this? It’s the only one on the new treatment.”


The treatment
meant for Allison.


Nixon slipped on
a pair of examination gloves, lifted the rat’s chin, and assessed the extent of
the damage. Every visible blood conduit was frayed and disconnected. “It’s a
shame. It looked like the tumor was on-track to be cured.” His mood vacillated
between anger, amusement, and annoyance. The pitch of his voice changed, his
expressions running the gamut. He opened another of the small cages and pulled
out another cancerous rat. “We’ll have to start over with a new subject. See,
Zach, science is three steps forward, ten steps back. Ben, hand me its next
dose.” 


“What is that?”
Zach asked.


“It’s a diluted,
genetically altered version of the virus. We weakened the formula, and well,
who knows what happened with that one?” Nixon’s brow furrowed and his voice got
deeper.


Zach noted the Jeckyll
and Hyde change.


Ben mopped up
the mess in the mutilated rat’s cage, shaking his head back and forth with
disappointment. He set the corpse on the exam table. Nixon snatched it up. His
eyes narrowed and glimmered with twisted pleasure as he wrung the rat’s neck
and pulled its head away from its body. He was like a child with a broken toy
whose further destruction made no matter. The clicking and crunching of small
bones compounded the moist sound of tearing flesh and a chill raced up Zach’s
spine. Nixon tossed the two pieces of rat into the medical waste bin marked
incinerator and said, “We can never be too careful.”
















 


 


 


5.


 


Miranda pulled
into the narrow driveway of her new Strandville home and tried to put the
anxiety of what happened at Porter’s behind her. A tiny old woman, her landlady
she guessed, appeared at her truck window. She smelled of moth balls and wet cat
food. 


“Hello, Miss.” The
woman’s improperly glued false teeth chattered.


Miranda smoothed
her wind-tangled hair back into a low ponytail and opened the car door slowly
enough for the woman to shuffle clear of it.


“You must be
Iris,” Miranda smiled and stepped out of the SUV. At only five feet two, she
wasn’t used to people being shorter than her. The top of Iris’s head barely
came up to her shoulders.


“And you must be
Miranda.” Iris grabbed Miranda’s hand and her aged skin was like silky crepe
paper over the knotty bones of a much larger woman. Her hunched back forced her
gaze downward and she twisted her head to look at Miranda’s face. “It’s so nice
to meet you. I’ve been looking forward to having a tenant again.” Her voice
quieted and her next words seemed a reluctant confession. “It gets so quiet
here…lonely, sometimes.”


Miranda patted
the old woman’s shoulder. “Well, I’m here now.”


 “I’m sure glad of
it.” 


Miranda went around
to the rear of the truck and dug past the pile of boxes for her camouflage
duffel bag. Iris followed, close enough to be considered under foot.


“I’d gladly help
you take your things up,” she said, “but I haven’t been up those stairs in the ten
years since my Ralph died.”


“No worries,”
Miranda said, half-thankful already for the steep stairs to the upstairs
apartment that was now hers. “The movers will take care of things when they get
here.”


“That’s good. No
need for a woman to do heavy lifting.” 


“Right, that’s
what I’m paying them for.” Miranda stopped short of offending Iris’s 1920’s
sensibilities by telling her what job she’d come to Strandville to do. 


Iris reached
into the pocket of her shabby, cotton bathrobe and handed Miranda two keys on a
silver ring. “I’m not sure if you’ll need a spare.” 


Miranda didn’t
respond to the obvious information fishing. “You always need a spare,” she said
and hoisted the duffel bag onto her shoulder. She closed the back of the
Explorer and headed for the stairs.


“Dear,” Iris
called after her. 


Miranda turned
and swept back the bit of hair that fell from her ponytail. “Yes?”


Iris shuffled
over to her and handed her a stack of stapled papers: a lease agreement, a
personal information request sheet, and consent to a credit check that seemed
too late, considering. “I mailed you a copy,” she said, “about a month ago.”


Miranda vaguely
remembered seeing them, but didn’t admit it. “I’ll get these back to you this
evening.”


“Don’t let the
one get to you. I like to know who’s living over me and with a single gal like
you in a place like Strandville, it’s in your best interest to leave me someone
to contact in case of emergency.” 


Even the old
landlady knew about the disappearances.


Miranda wasn’t
halfway up the narrow stairs before Iris called after her again. 


“Miranda?”


She chalked the
pestering up to the newness of having a tenant, the loneliness of a woman riding
out the end of her years, and tried to not look annoyed. “Yes, Iris?”


“Would you like
to have dinner with me?” 


A butterscotch
tabby cat rubbed against Iris’s legs and purred. Miranda couldn’t help but wonder
how many more were inside, how many stacks of wet cat food cans filled Iris’s
pantry, and, with that in account what, exactly, dinner entailed.


“Not tonight,
but thank you. I really do need to get settled.”


Iris turned to
walk away, and this time Miranda stopped her. “Hey, Iris?”


“Yes, dear?” She
beamed from the acknowledgement.


“How about you
give me a rain check on dinner? I’ll cook.”


Tears of
happiness settled in the lines around Iris’s eyes. “Sounds delicious.” 


Miranda hadn’t
even said what she’d be cooking.


 


*
* * * *


 


Allison sat propped
up in bed, half asleep and half watching T.V., when Zach walked into her room.
The day wore him down and seeing her looking weaker than she had only hours ago
made him wonder if he was being selfish trying to save her. He pulled a chair
up to her bedside and sat hunched over, his chin resting on the railing. 


“Hey,
beautiful.” He smoothed her black hair into a rough version of the bob-style
that framed her formerly stunning face and reached for her hand. The weight
she’d lost over the past several months sharpened the appearance of her bone
structure and made the soft lines of her cheeks harsh. Jaundice yellowed her
skin another shade darker to the color of honey mustard.


She rolled her
head toward him, her radiant blue eyes a stony gray under the overhead fluorescent
light. 


“Hey, babe. How
are you feeling?” He did his best to hide his worry and sadness, but could tell
she saw through it. 


She smiled and
her bottom lip cracked and bled. “I’m good. Today is a good day.”


She was a terrible
liar. He dipped a paper towel in the pitcher of water on her tray and dabbed at
the wound.


How would he
ever live without her?


“Excuse me.” A
young, female nurse interrupted to take Allison’s vitals. “How is your pain?”
she asked and checked the IV


A tear dripped
from the corner of Allison’s eye to the pillowcase. “8.” Pain was rated on a
ten scale, ten being the worst.


The nurse rolled
down the stack of blankets and lifted Allison’s gown. She palpated her
distended stomach and Allison winced.


“It’s a good
day, huh?” Zach couldn’t understand why she wouldn’t let him help her.


The nurse lifted
the catheter bag full of dark urine from the hanger on the side of Allison’s bed
and marked it with a marker. “Dr. Nixon authorized additional morphine in your IV
if you need help with the pain.”


Morphine. 


Zach held back
the tears. Morphine was the gateway to palliative care, a humane way to let a
terminal patient die without suffering. Nixon hadn’t said it had gotten this
bad. 


“I can wait,”
Allison said. She held up the red call button. “I know how to find you if I
need to.” She smiled a fake strong smile Zach knew well.


Zach stood and
kissed her forehead, the salt of fevered sweat coating his lips. He wanted to
tell her to take what she needed. To close her eyes forever if she felt it was
time, but he didn’t mean it. She was losing her fight and when he should be
accepting her fate, he was thinking only about the virus and how it could bring
her back.


 
















 


 


6.


 


Miranda’s apartment
was much less grand than the rental listing had advertised. She pulled the
dust-covered sheets off of the outdated furniture and went into a sneezing and coughing
fit that persisted until her ribs hurt.


Nothing about the
place felt like home.


Iris said she
hadn’t been upstairs in years. It didn’t look like anyone had. 


The threadbare
carpet provided little comfort and as she walked through the narrow living room,
she wished she had slippers. She dropped her duffel bag on the couch and dust sprang
from the Velour cushions.


The mirrored wall
with faux, veneer arches gave the illusion of size in a funhouse way Miranda found
disorienting. She took a long look at the reflection of her road-weary self,
her eyes still swollen from crying and said, “You’re doing the right thing.” It
was either take the Nixon Center job or run back to Scott who lived in their
home as if nothing bad had happened. She needed to stop thinking about him, but
already the memories intruded on her fresh start. 


She set the stack
of papers that Iris had given her on the orange kitchen counter and found a pen
in her duffel bag. The lease agreement was standard, the three month term a
trial. She signed the bottom and flipped to the information page she could only
half-complete. Next of kin: none. Marital status. The “D” was still hard to
write. Nothing forced her to answer these personal questions, but she thought
of what Iris and others had alluded to. What if she did go missing? The
ridiculous idea was only a distant possibility, but she couldn’t get the women
on the posters out of her head. She set her pen on the Emergency contact line
and debated who would come. Scott. For her, it was only ever Scott.
There was no ignoring him, no forgetting him, and no running away from him. She
wrote his name and number down and expected Iris would never have to use it.


 


*
* * * *


 


Zach convinced
himself that everything Nixon had him doing was for Allison, but with each step
further down the rabbit hole, he wondered. The desperation and the pleas of the
laboring girl still hadn’t left him. They probably never would. He went
into the operating room where Ben and an unknown anesthetist were already
waiting. 


This was his
worst fear. 


The sterile
surgical suite was a windowless prison of stainless steel and crude medical
instruments. An infected adult male lay sedated and restrained on the operating
table. Clumps of his unwashed hair were missing and gashes covered his graying face.
Thin lips peeled away from a set of chipped and decaying teeth and he smelled like
rotten meat. 


One of the
infected Nixon talked about.


Zach couldn’t
decide if he thought it was more or less revolting than the stillborn infant.
He couldn’t shake off the chills.


Nixon scrubbed
his hands with Betadine soap and Ben helped him with his gloves. “You have to
understand the virus to appreciate the experiment’s intricacies, to control the
infection and be safe from it. In the lab you asked me if the virus had a
cure.” Nixon pulled aside the blue surgical lap drape and revealed the
infected’s pallid, shaved, and decaying male genitalia. “The simple answer is
no.” He motioned for Zach to stand next to him.


You can do
this. He
willed his feet to move. The smell was even worse up close.


Zach folded his
arms over his stomach, quickly putting them down at his sides when Nixon glared
at him.


Ben pulled apart
several paper envelopes and arranged a set of freshly sterilized tools on the
tray to Nixon’s left.


Nixon rearranged
the implements and scowled at Ben. “Martin, how are we doing?” 


A dark curl
sprang from beneath the young anesthetist paper cap. “Almost there, sir.” He
piggybacked a small bag of sedative to the already running IV and adjusted the
flow. “The second bag is up.” 


Ben readied a
glass slide next to the microscope and set a cryogenic storage tank at Nixon’s
feet. 


“If he wakes
up,” Nixon said to Zach, “don’t get anywhere near his mouth. Don’t let him
scratch you. Don’t let him bleed into a cut, or a sore, or your eyes. One bite,
a single blood transfer between him and you, and you’re infected. Do you understand?”


Zach nodded. 


“Are you all set
here, sir?” Martin asked.


“Yes, please sedate
the next one. This shouldn’t take long.”


Nixon unsheathed
a syringe and worked the needle into the infected’s swollen testicle. Zach
started to sweat and he took a deep breath.


“You all right?”
Ben’s paper mask muffled his voice.


Zach swallowed, his
mouth too dry for it to matter. “I’m fine. Good.” He told himself he’d harden
to the clinical side just like he had to combat.


Nixon withdrew a
small amount of sperm and put a drop on the slide for microscopic examination. “Good.
Very, very good.” He deposited the remainder of the specimen into the cryogenic
storage tank and handed the syringe to Ben. “Great motility with this one. The
hormones are working.” 


Another dot
to connect. The
realization of what he’d seen struck him. An infant born of a live mother inseminated
with the sperm of an infected father.


 “You’re
starting to get the bigger picture,” Nixon said. “I won’t insult you by pretending
the experiment is victimless, but what we’re doing here will save lives. Far
more than it will cost.” He applied pressure to the oozing pinhead wound. “The
cure for the virus, the missing link to the cancer therapy that Allison needs,
lies in the stem cells of the unborn hybrids. A variant gene lacking a section
called CRA-3 is vital. The infection spreads quickly. The virus replicates and
invades healthy cells until all of them are infected and the patient is turned.
The only way to stop it is to implant resistant cells, CRA-3-deficient ones,
which prevents that. The human body is a self-preserving machine and once the deficient
cells are introduced, they will reproduce and eradicate the virus before it
ever gets full blown.”


“What about the
women you’re making pregnant?” Zach asked. “What about their babies?” 


Nixon looked at
him crossly and he regretted speaking out. “Not a single one of the hybrids has
lived and none of them yielded the gene variant we need. You’ll see to it the
mothers are treated properly.”


Zach hadn’t
signed on as a prison guard, but didn’t dare say it.


A loud grunt
pierced the pensive silence.


Like the rat in
the lab, the infected was coming around unexpectedly fast.


“Ben, get
Martin.” Nixon remained calm as he issued the urgent order.


The zombie’s
milky white eyes popped open and it gnashed its teeth, barely missing Zach’s
arm.


Zach jerked backward
and reached for his concealed pistol.


“Don’t!” Nixon
held up his hand.


The undead railed
against the restraints shaking the table so hard that had it not been bolted to
the floor, its thrashing would have toppled it. 


Nixon drew up a
syringe of sedative. “Zach, don’t let him get loose.”


How on Earth did
he expect him to stop it?


Zach holstered
his pistol, held his breath, and bore down on the infected’s chest with all of
his weight. Don’t get bit. His heart raced. His fingertips sank into its
gelatinous arm all the way to the bone and he shuddered.


Nixon administered
the drug and the man immediately went limp. 


Zach let up
slowly, adrenaline rushing through him. The slick of decomposed tissue on his
hands made him want to rush to the sink, but he knew it wasn’t over.


Martin threw the
O.R. room door open and rushed in.


“I got it,”
Nixon said. “He’s down for now, but they’re too much of a risk on this
sedative. One minute they’re out, the next they’re ready to go. Ben, tighten
the restraints.”


Ben tightened the
right wrist by one notch of the leather belt. “Zach, get the other one.” 


“It’s their
metabolism, sir.” Martin adjusted his slipping cap. “The longer we keep them,
their rate speeds up. I’m trying to keep up with the changes.”


Zach wondered
how long, exactly, the infected patients had been there.


“Get that
wrist,” Ben said.


Zach pulled the
metal tongue from the leather strap, worried that in the split second between
tight and tighter the man would regain consciousness and attack. 


Nixon paced, his
hands clasped behind his back and a familiar change came over him. “If we can’t
rely on the drugs,” he mumbled quietly, “we’ll have to make him less
dangerous.” 


Zach had seen
this particular expression once before when Nixon ripped the mutilated rat in
two. It was frame of reference enough to know that something very bad was about
to happen. 


Nixon pulled
open the drawer of sterile processing packages and sorted through them. 


“Sir, is there
something I can help you find?” Ben asked.


Nixon didn’t
acknowledge him.


“Sir, can I help
you find something?”


Nixon held up a
clear blue envelope. “No, I found it.”


 “All due
respect, Dr. Nixon, this isn’t the way to handle things.” Ben stepped between him
and the infected, posturing protectively. The tension increased tenfold. Nixon
opened a second drawer and pulled out a pair of chainmail gloves. “Sir, I don’t
believe you want to do this.”


Zach watched wide-eyed
and noted Ben’s escalating panic. He’d have asked what Nixon was planning, if
he didn’t already know. The instrument in Nixon’s hand was the exact one the
oral surgeon used to pull out his wisdom teeth.


“Ben, get out of
my way.” 


Ben held his
position. 


“I’m not going
to ask again.” Nixon shoved Ben to the side and into Zach. 


Zach caught Ben
before he hit the floor and wondered what the right thing was to say or do. The
hint of madness in Nixon’s eyes made it clear he was not in a frame of mind for
conflict. “What the hell am I supposed to do?” he whispered.


“I honestly
don’t know or care. Figure it out. He’s all yours,” Ben stormed out of the room
and bad became worse.


“Should I go
after him?” Zach asked.


Nixon put a
wedge under the infected’s neck and secured its head, tilted back, with a
leather strap to the table. “Should you go after him? Do you think I want to be
alone in here? No. You’re going to help me. See those syringes over there on
the tray? They’re loaded. If he so much as twitches, you hit him with one, more
than one if you have to, and it doesn’t matter where, just that you do it
fast.”


Forced into compliance,
Zach picked up one of the syringes to avoid even a second’s delay.


Nixon gripped
the first of the infected’s teeth with the pliers and pulled. He twisted and wiggled
the tooth until it released from the jaw with a crack. A thick string of
yellow-green syrup dangled from the root and a clump of congealed, black blood
filled the dental vacancy. Nixon put the tooth in a plastic container and
continued removing the others in turn. He smiled as he worked, looked smugly
satisfied as if he’d gotten some kind of payback. “Looks like blended food for
you from now on.”


It never
occurred to Zach that the infected had to eat. Cannibals, that’s what Nixon
had called them. Bile rose up the back of his throat. “What do you feed
them?”


“This is a
hospital, Zach, with no shortage of available flesh.” 


 “You’re feeding
them patients?” Zach tried not to look appalled.


“Not whole
patients, usually, unless they’ve signed their bodies over for research, and
not live ones. Never live ones. They need warm flesh to live or at least they
prefer it to be warm.” He tossed another tooth in the bin. “We amputate for
medical reasons, replace organs etcetera, and we feed them the old parts, heated
and treated with a kind of vitamin that tricks them into thinking its live
tissue. So far, they haven’t caught on and it keeps them going so, no harm no
foul.” He sealed the container of teeth and dropped them in a biohazard bag
before putting them in his lab coat pocket. 


No harm. 


Nixon said it
with such conviction there was no way he didn’t believe it. 

















 


 


7.


 


The morning
breeze blew through the screen door. The Strandville mountain air was fresher than
it ever was in the city. Miranda tucked the cuffs of her blue uniform pants
into her boots, laced up, and startled when Iris knocked. 


It only took her
one day to re-learn the stairs she hadn’t been up in years. 


“Good morning.” Coffee
splashed from the mug in her shaking hand.


Coffee. As of 4 a.m. when Miranda woke
up to work out, the coffee pot was her most missed convenience. She opened the
door and helped the elderly landlady inside. 


“I didn’t wake
you up going out for my run this morning, did I?” Running was an old habit she was
easing back into. Five miles a day—rain, snow, or shine.


“No, dear. Insomnia.”
Iris whispered it like a confession and handed Miranda the mug. “I wasn’t sure
if you took cream or sugar.”


“Neither, thank you.”
The coffee smelled bitter, but was hot and strong. And probably the reason Iris
couldn’t sleep. The first sip turned Miranda’s tongue into fleshy
sandpaper. She sucked in air to cool off her mouth and grabbed her uniform
shirt off the back of the kitchen chair.


Iris’s expression
changed the minute she put it on. 


A woman
working a security detail was surely against her antiquated way of thinking. 


“It’s my first
day of work,” Miranda said, breaking the ice. “Nixon Center Security.” The
stiff embroidered badge scratching her chest through her tee shirt probably
already told Iris that.


“The job you
came for?” 


An awkward
silence filled the space between them and Iris stared ahead, despondent. 


“I hate to be
rude, Iris and I really appreciate the coffee, but I need to get going. I’m due
in at 7:30.”


Iris started to
say something, but stopped as if keeping some terrible secret. She wiped a tear
from her eye and sighed. “Is there anything I can say that would change your
mind?” 


 


*
* * * *


 


A couple of
hours earlier, Zach would have believed that no one could be worse to spend
time with than Nixon. He would have been wrong.


Max Reid was
every ex-convict stereotype Zach’s mind could conjure. His close-cropped hair
did nothing to conceal the black ink tattoo of a pistol and a silencer
extending from behind his ear to the base of his skull. One of dozens of
homemade-looking tattoos supporting the assumption that the guy was a criminal.
Ropes of toned muscle strained the fabric of his short-sleeved uniform
shirt and at six feet, four inches tall, a good eight inches taller than Zach,
Reid’s formidable presence intimidated. 


Ex-military.
Ex-convict. Nixon
covered his bases. 


“Hey, Keller, you
know the difference between a soldier and a murderer?” 


Zach inventoried
the ink on Reid’s neck and arms--a confederate flag, a Bowie knife, skulls,
a grenade, and a crucifix--and decided that no matter what Reid’s answer
was, he wouldn’t argue. He adjusted his holstered pistol to validate that he
was a man with options.


Reid forced his
arm across the doorway of the small kitchenette and blocked Zach from entering.
He stared intensely and cracked a malice-laden grin. “I asked you a question.”


Zach stood
strong. “I don’t know. What’s the difference between a soldier and a murderer?”
He tried not to act annoyed and expected the next words out of Reid’s mouth to
be incredibly stupid.


“Nothing.”


He was right.


Reid’s thinly
veiled attempt at comparing the two of them was both insulting and wrong. Zach held
his tongue, but if he had any doubts about Reid’s jaded past, this “first day
in the prison yard” mentality put them to rest.


Reid leaned into
the jamb, his muscles flexing, and waited for a response. After a minute of not
getting one, he took his arm away and grinned. “Nixon tells me you’re the new
zoo keeper.”


“Excuse me?”
Zach’s head ached, he guessed from the rise in his blood pressure he attributed
to Reid.


“The Ids. Nixon
says you want to know what they eat. He says to let you feed them.”


“Ids?”


“ Ids. You
know, ‘infecteds’. Nixon hates it when you call them zombies.” Reid raised
the lid of a small chest freezer and withdrew a large, red bag labeled
‘biohazard’. “This is where we keep the parts.” He took a hunk of
disarticulated leg, a length that extended from knee to foot, from the bag.
“They like their meat warm.”


The dark blanket
of hair covering the calf said it had belonged to a man.


Reid pointed to
a solid metal bone saw hanging by its handle from a hook on the wall. “Hand me
that, would you?”


Zach took it
down and slid it across the counter. Whatever was about to happen, he’d
recently seen worse. Still, the prospects made him squeamish.


“You have to
make the pieces smaller to fit in the microwave.” Reid held the frozen limb and
sawed through slushy tissue and bone. Flecks of bloody skin caught in the saw’s
teeth and spattered Reid’s uniform. He put the pieces into the microwave and hit
the reheat button. “Normally, you hit this button for one minute. Bigger pieces
take longer and reheat seems to work.” 


Like a breakfast
burrito. Zach
tried for emotional distance.


The skin bubbled
and hissed. A boil erupted from between the big and second toes and burst,
splattering the microwave door. Zach breathed through his mouth to avoid the
smell, but the air moving down his throat strengthened the urge to heave.


Reid popped open
the door and reached for the foot with a pair of tongs. “Get the other piece,
would you?” He opened the drawer to the right of the sink and pulled out a
prefilled syringe of brown liquid. “These are Nixon’s vitamins or whatever.
They get this every time we feed them.” He injected the skin to the right of
the erupted boil. 


I’m not going
to puke. I’m not going to…


The remnants of
a turkey sandwich crept up Zach’s throat and he swallowed. He put the second
half of the leg in the microwave and watched it spin on the bloody carousel.
The timer ran down and when the beep came, he wondered if he could open the
door.


“Come on, before
this gets cold.” Reid waited impatiently in the hallway.


It’s like a
roast. That’s all. Like a piece of beef.


Zach took the
rest of the calf out of the microwave and struggled to remember what Reid said
happened next. Don’t forget the shot. He injected the vitamins into the
tissue and cringed when the needle tip hit bone. You can do this. He
hyped himself up. Don’t pass out. Don’t let this Neanderthal see you acting like
a pussy. Don’t let him get the best of you. He held the leg at arm’s length
and followed Reid to the first Id’s cell.


Zach pressed his
face to the window just above his eye level and the thing on the other side rammed
the door. “Holy shit!” He stumbled backward and nearly dropped the leg. The
infected had moved so fast he didn’t see it.


Reid laughed. “We
call that one Bull. He does that every time.” He bent down, lifted the gate on
a tiny pass through in the door, and dangled the warm foot from the tongs. “They’re
attracted to noise.” He pounded on the jamb. “Come and get it, you sick fuck.” Bull
charged and Reid pulled the foot away. “You hungry? You want this?” Bull clawed
and reached through the too small hole in the door. Exposed bone scraped on the
metal and a swath of flesh tore from its near bare arm. 


Zach watched the
taunting and teasing and smirked when Bull caught the foot and pulled the tongs
from Reid’s hand. The snatch and grab pulled Reid forward, Bull’s ragged claws
narrowly missing his skin. One scratch, one bite Nixon had warned. Better
luck next time.

















 


 


 


8.


 


Miranda couldn’t
get Iris’s worry out of her head. The path to the Nixon Center had been paved
with warnings. The gray cloud hanging over the building was the last of them.
She withdrew the keys from the Explorer’s ignition and drew a long breath. You’re
fine, she told herself. This is new job anxiety and that’s all. This is
your fresh start.


She straightened
her uniform shirt and headed for the main entrance. The front doors were nestled
between two towers, one slightly taller than the other, and opened to an all
glass atrium that reminded her of a park or a high-end shopping mall. Inside
didn’t even smell like a hospital. Deceptively calm and beautiful. Her
mind recalled memories of a dozen or so recent newscasts: bomb threats, attacks
on staff, and a violent break-in. The place was too nice, embroiled in
turmoil, and twenty miles away from anything. The voice in her head screamed
for her to turn back.


There’s
nothing to go back to.


She took a scrap
of yellow legal paper out of her pocket, checked the name of her contact, and
followed the signs and arrows to the security office. 


Brian Foster.



His nametag made
him an easy find and he wasn’t what she expected. Five feet, five, his men’s
uniform was ill-fitting. A belt, tightened to the last hole, cinched his slacks
around his boyish waist. Dark-framed glasses contrasted his otherwise thin and pale
face and nothing about him was remotely intimidating. He nodded at Miranda from
behind the counter but didn’t invite her back.


“Excuse me,” she
said, confused. You can see the uniform, can’t you? “My name is Miranda
Penton. I’m supposed to start work here today.”


In
front of him sat an inch thick file with her name on the tab.  He studied it,
flipping through the pages.  Still, he said nothing.


 “Hello?” Is
there some reason you’re ignoring me? He closed the file before she could get
a look at what he was reading. First day jitters. Don’t let him get to you.


Foster slid a paper
clipped packet of new hire forms across the counter. “Do you need a pen?” He
said his first words without making eye contact.


“No, thank you.”
She took her favorite one, a cheap advertising pen she’d fallen in love with
because of the way it wrote, from her pocket and showed it to him. It was hard
not to dwell on why he was acting so strangely.


You’re being
paranoid. There’s no reason to worry. He’s just shy. 


She read sadness
in his downcast eyes. What is going through your head? She smiled at
him, hoping to warm him. 


He only withdrew
further. 


I guess I’ll
fill this out here, then. Miranda
looked at the table and chairs across the counter and when Foster didn’t invite
her to sit she completed the withholding worksheets standing. More reminders
of Scott. Her divorce status came up more in the past two days than it had
in the months since it was finalized. 


Foster positioned
a laptop in front of a small, table-mounted camera and connected the two with a
length of cable. He took her completed forms and lifted a section of counter to
let her through. “You’ll need to wear your ID badge at all times. Have a seat,
please.”


She sat in the
small chair across from the camera, the short distance between her and it
making her self-conscious. Every photo ID she ever had looked distorted, her
smile awkwardly fake and her features out of proportion. Hurry up already.


“Look here,
please.” Foster hit the enter key and without showing her the digital photo,
sent the file to the printer. She wasn’t even sure she’d been looking when he
snapped it. He clipped a breakaway lanyard to the unflattering ID and handed it
to her. 


She flipped it
over and noted a brass contact pad. “A smart key?” she asked, thankful she
didn’t have to carry a bulky ring.


He nodded. “It
unlocks any of the above ground doors, but it won’t work for the elevator to
the basement.” 


It seemed an
unnecessary piece of information, but she thanked him and put the lanyard around
her neck, pulling her ponytail through.


Foster scribbled
on a requisition form and handed it to her. “The lab is on the second floor.” 


Lab? She scrunched up her
forehead only half-expecting him to respond.


“You’re working
in a hospital. Vaccines are required. I checked your file and I don’t see an
attestation from your physician so the lab will draw a titer, a test to confirm
antibodies, before giving you an unnecessary shot.”


He’s not a
robot after all. “After
I go to the lab, do I come back here or is there someone else I should talk to?”



“Back here is
fine. Reid and Zach should be back by then.”


Please let
anyone other than this guy do my training. 


The first day
was losing its luster.


 


*
* * * *


 


Reid seemed to
enjoy feeding time, the taunting part anyway.


“How many
infected are there?” Zach asked.


Reid pounded on
the next door and nothing happened. “Seven.” He shook a hand and forearm through
the feeding pass and knocked again. “Hellooooo.” He didn’t hide his annoyance.
“Fuck.” He flung the arm into the cell and it hit the floor with a wet slap.


Looks like
this one doesn’t want to play.


Zach looked
through the window at the familiar infected slumped in the corner. The one
who no longer had teeth. Dark blood stained its chin and the front of its shirt.
His hands rested in his lap and his straightforward stare was lifeless, even
for a zombie. 


“Maybe he’s
dead.”


Reid cocked his
head. “You think?”


“I mean, maybe
he’s dead dead.”


“You want to go
in there and check? Hand me food for the next one, would you?” They had
done a mass reheating and kept the parts on a foil-covered tray. 


Zach lifted the
corner of the foil and picked out a small foot with the tongs. Feet and legs
were the bulk of their stock. Legs and wings and thighs. The analogy settled
his stomach but he might never eat chicken again. “Here.”


Reid put the
sore-covered foot through the door and a ravenous boy infected attacked it with
the ferocity of a starved animal. “This kid’s a nasty little shit.”


Zach bent down
and watched a dark-skinned boy, no older than seven, go at the foot with
increasing frustration. He growled and grunted, baring his few teeth and scattering
more bits with his thrashing head than he ingested. 


Zach forced back
the impending tears. It was the saddest thing he had ever seen.


Not one to miss
weakness, Reid took the opportunity to knock him off-balance. “I should
introduce you.” 


Zach caught
himself before he toppled over. 


Asshole.


“You met Bull
and I guess we’ll call that guy Toothless now. They were the two recovered
researchers. That kid belongs to this guy. This is Pops.” Unlike the others,
Pops was calm and pensive. His wrinkled, dark skin masked the sores that Zach
wouldn’t have noticed if they didn’t glisten when he turned his head away from
the scrutiny. “Pops is a real thinker. Nixon calls him an emotional test
subject. He leashed him up and made him watch while he used his infected wife
to test for weaknesses. Freezing, cutting, and fire, which killed her. Pops
watched the whole thing and if he could have gotten loose, he would have eaten
every inch of Nixon for sport.”


“You watched
this?” He felt stupid for asking. Someone like Reid would probably pay for the
show.


“Nixon loves an
audience.” Reid shrugged and went to the next cell. “This one is Patient Zero,
the kid that started it all.” The boy appeared less than ten-years-old and was
also missing teeth, typical for kids at that age. 


Zach couldn’t
help commenting. “It’s a shame what happened to them.” 


Reid shook his
head. “Don’t let the innocent look fool you. They’re cold-blooded killers and
you’re a hot meal.” That makes five. Zach had been keeping track. “And
here we have our cautionary tale, Mitch.”


A spry male
infected clawed at the cell window. His neck bore multiple burns consistent
with a Taser and two of his fingers had been amputated. 


Zach swallowed
the dread lodged in his throat. “Why is he wearing a Security uniform?” 


“Another story
for another day, Zach. That one got Bull by the horns.”
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Miranda sat in
the stiff plastic chair on the civilian side of the security desk, annoyed with
her treatment so far. This was the worst first day, ever. She rubbed her
arm around the emerging patchwork of purple and green bruises. No one ever had
trouble drawing her blood before and it was another in a long line of warnings
pushing her back to Scott.


Had she made
the right decision?


Foster talked
low on the phone in a back room and insisted Miranda wait where she couldn’t get
into anything. 


She was too
lightheaded from the five failed needle sticks to fight with him. Nothing was
worse than the anticipation of the needle. The tourniquet, pumping her fist,
the phlebotomist feeling for a vein. She picked at the piece of satiny
white tape holding a gauze square in place and scrunched up her face when the
adhesive peeled away both hair and skin.


“The only way to
do it is to rip it off quick.” The eye-catching man in the doorway smiled.  


Finally, a
friendly face. 


“Oh, you aren’t
kidding.” Miranda rolled her arm to show him the red welts erupting where she
tore away the rest of the tape strips. “That’s how I got this far.”


“Name’s Keller,
Zach Keller.” He didn’t hold back on his firm handshake and his green eyes made
good contact.


Trustworthy. She assessed people based on
their ability to look her in the eye. “Miranda Penton.” She gave him the
once-over, checking his left hand for a ring. A distraction from thinking
about Scott. Yep, there it is. Figures, the good ones are all taken.
“So, did the bald guy mutilate you, too?”


Zach looked
confused.


 “The bald
phlebotomist, mid-fifties. Terrible at his job.”


“I didn’t have
blood work.” 


A tattooed man,
built like an action figure interrupted. “Speaking of which, Keller, you need
to go down there sometime today for yours.”


Miranda sensed
immediate tension. 


Action figure
held out his hand. “Name’s Reid, Max Reid.” 


He shook her
hand hard, igniting new pain in the puncture wounds. She ignored the ache and
kept her eyes on Zach who now seemed on-edge. Like he was waiting for Reid
to leave to tell her something he shouldn’t. It was getting harder to
convince herself that she was being paranoid.


Foster emerged carrying
a hefty stack of three ring binders almost up to his chin. He exchanged glances
with Reid, but neither said a word. “Miranda, you can come on back.” He set them
down on the table and a cloud of dust kicked up.


Bet you’re
going to have to read all of them. There
was little she hated more than reading procedural manuals. 


“You read all of
these?” 


Zach grimaced
and shrugged.


She wondered how
else Nixon treated women differently and noted one piece of hardware no one had
mentioned. Her patience was wearing thin. “So, do I at least get a gun?” 


Foster, Reid,
and Zach all had one holster and while it wasn’t certainly normal for hospital
security guards to be armed, she suspected the recent threats were the reason
for the exception.


Reid shot Foster
a look of warning. “Keller, Nixon wants you to meet him in Allison’s room. I’ll
take you up there.” 


“I know where it
is,” Zach mumbled under his breath.


“No, no. I
insist.” Reid nudged him out the door.


Too chicken
shit to even own up to their own chauvinism?


 “Foster, what the hell is
going on around here?” Her first day manners were gone.


“What do you
mean?” He looked like he was caught in something.


Spell it out.
She went
out on a limb to ask the direct question. “Do I get a gun or are women not
allowed to handle firearms?” She rolled down her sleeve and buttoned the cuff
of her uniform shirt. 


“Oh, oh yeah. Eventually.
After your probation period.”


“And when is
that?”


He handed her a
binder. “About three months after you finish reading these.”


She smirked. “Then
I guess I’d better get started.”


 


*
* * * *


 


An impending
springtime storm darkened Allison’s room, the weather decline corresponding with
Zach’s increasingly sullen mood. Reid neither showed him, nor followed him,
there. He used the excuse to get away from the new hire and Zach was afraid he
knew why.


 “Good
afternoon, Zach.” 


Nixon’s smile
and presence made him uneasy. 


“Good afternoon.”
Zach tried not to show his concern for Allison’s sudden and rapid decline. If
she saw his worry and panic, her fight would be that much harder. She looked to
him for strength.


Allison mustered
a pained smile. “Hey,” she said in a dry whisper.


“Hey.” Zach
poured her a cup of ice water from the pitcher on her tray and set his lips to her
warm forehead. “How are you feeling?” 


She sipped the
water and her cracked lower lip left a bloody kiss on the rim of the white
Styrofoam cup. “I’m okay,” she said, the gravelly tone slowly leaving her.


He opened the
drawer of the bedside table and pulled out a small tube of petroleum jelly. The
task kept him from falling apart. He set the tube on the blanket next to
her and washed his hands, afraid if he touched her lips that he would transfer
germs. Several rounds of chemotherapy had her immune system so far down that
she was susceptible to everything. He hadn’t even reached for the paper towel
by the time she put the salve on herself.


Nixon lowered
the head of her bed and examined her increasingly swollen abdomen. “Can you
rate your pain for me, Allison?”


“Ten.” The word
barely came out. She turned her head to hide her tears, but Zach saw her
reflection in the darkened window.


Nixon drew up a
dose of morphine and added it to her IV. He didn’t ask her if she wanted it and
she didn’t argue as he prepared it. They had done this dance before.
Zach wondered how long Nixon planned on keeping it to himself that her disease
was measurably worse. 


Long enough
to force him to do his bidding was his guess.


Nixon hit the
call button and a young, redheaded nurse appeared in the doorway. 


“Yes, Dr.
Nixon?” 


“I gave Mrs.
Keller another dose of morphine, but she needs to be freshened up. Now might be
a good time to do that while she’s comfortable.”


The nurse
nodded. “I’ll be right back.”


Nixon set his
hand on the blanket covering Allison’s leg. “She’s going to get you in a clean
gown and sheets and help you wash up while I talk to Zach outside, if that’s
okay with you.”


Allison sniffled
and nodded, folding her blanket over in embarrassment, but not before Zach saw
the rose bloom of blood seeping through the covers.


“Zach, will you
join me?” Nixon stepped out into the hall and held his hands under an automatic
sanitizer dispenser. 


Zach waited for
him to step away and did the same, rubbing his hands together. His chest was
heavy with anxiety and he feared the worst, more so when Nixon’s Hyde persona
emerged.


 “The news isn’t
good, Zach. Allison’s kidneys are shutting down and she’s showing end-stage
effects from the cancer.” Zach pinched his lower lip between his teeth to keep
from crying. “I’m afraid if we don’t move up the timeline and introduce the new
therapy, she might not survive until after the trials.”


Zach thought
about the lab rat’s suffering and demise, the Ids conditions and treatment, and
then about committing Allison to the stony earth next to his mother. Hope or
no hope. He simplified the options to their most base terms. “What are the
chances she’ll become infected? What are the chances you’ll find a cure for
the infection in time to save her if she does?”


“We’ll start
slow. We’ll introduce a weakened strain of infection to start working on the
tumors to buy her some time. The lab experiments are working. The new subject is
showing no side effects at all. No viral spread.”


Zach’s shoulders
rolled forward and he lowered his head. This is what you’re here for. Admittedly,
he didn’t know what he was agreeing to, not really. The treatment is
Allison’s only shot. “And if she becomes infected?”


Nixon shrugged. “The
hybrids are our best hope for a cure, but there’s a temporary solution. Ben
developed an injection that inhibits virus replication. It’s meant for those
who work in the lab in case of exposure, but no reason it doesn’t apply to
Allison. Any treatment in her condition is to prolong her life until the full
scope of the experiment, cancer treatment and infection cure, comes to
fruition.”


Zach could prolong
weighing the options forever and neither would be more appealing than they were
right then. The nurse and two orderlies walked between them, the blood-soaked
sheets hard to miss. “What do we tell her?” 


Nixon shrugged. “Nothing
we don’t absolutely have to.” 
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The old F150
clicked and ticked for seconds after Billy parked in the Nixon Center parking
lot. His nerves were frayed, but his longing to bring his sister--the last of
his immediate family--home strengthened his resolve. He downed a swig of
bourbon from the bottle in his lap and wiped the tears from his pimply cheek. Thank
God his parents weren’t here to suffer this. He looked at the missing
persons posters taped to the cracked dashboard, one for Penny Hammond and the
other for his sister, Amy, who’d been gone almost a year. The creased paper flapped
in the breeze from the open window.


What did the
two have in common? What hadn’t he noticed?


The only
similarity was the same lead he’d been chasing: the Nixon Center.


Amy ran with a
pretty rough crowd, drug addicts and dealers, and everyone in Strandville knew
it. Mitch, a Nixon Center security guard, seemed a blessing to her until
neither of them came home. Investigators figured Amy was either in trouble and
running or sick of the small town she’d been complaining about since she was
fourteen. Neither of those things made sense to him. She left too much
behind. He refused to believe she’d go without saying goodbye.


Penny Hammond
was only eighteen, three years younger than Amy. She graduated from Strandville
High the previous June and was college-bound in the fall after taking some time
off to complete a mission with church. He’d done his research. The two
couldn’t be more different except that Penny went missing after a visit to the
Nixon Center clinic for her college vaccines and physical.


Billy looked at
the benign appearing center and shook his head. 


I know you’re
in there. You have to be.


He sighed and peeled
the posters off the dash, folding the tape to prevent it from sticking to
anything else. Please, someone in there, know something. He was dry on
leads and desperate. Willing to deliver himself into the lion’s mouth to get
her back. It wasn’t his first time taking on the Nixon Center, but it was
his first time alone. He took a last pull off the bottle of bourbon and
sheathed his hunting knife. 


One could never
be too careful.


 


*
* * * *


 


The soothing
sound of a running fountain filled the meditation garden. Zach sat, head in
hands, on the eucalyptus bench overlooking the koi pond yet to be stocked for
the summer. The decision hadn’t been easy, but he had agreed to let Nixon start
the treatment.


“Hey.” A soft,
female voice came from behind and he turned around to see Miranda standing with
her hands in her uniform pants pockets.


“Hey.” He
checked for signs of Reid or Nixon. 


“Mind if I sit?”


He pushed over
for her to have a place next to him on the bench and tried to look less nervous.
Everything he did against the center risked Allison. “How’s the reading
going?” Small talk. That’s all this is. Reid had separated them once
already.


She loosened her
tight ponytail and rubbed her temples. “It’s killing me. My head hurts worse
than my arm. “I don’t know how you got through it.”


He wanted to
tell her that he didn’t do either the blood work or the reading, but was
keeping out of it. Especially with Allison’s upcoming treatment.


“So, who is
Allison?” Miranda asked.


Had he said
her name out loud? 


“Reid said that
Dr. Nixon wanted to meet you in Allison’s room. You know a patient here?”


He’d forgotten that
Reid had mentioned her. “Allison is my wife. She has cancer.” He hadn’t
realized how much he needed to talk about it.


Miranda frowned.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t…”


Zach held up his
hand. “…have any way of knowing. It’s okay.”


A palpable
tension grew between them in the subsequent moment of silence. 


Miranda’s
expression grew sad and longing. “I lost my daughter almost a year ago.” 


He hadn’t asked
for a confession and didn’t want to get close to her, but something about her
was genuine and he could see she needed to talk. “What happened?” 


“She was
stillborn.” 


He resisted
wiping the tear from her cheek. “Do they know what happened?” 


Miranda nodded. “They
tell me it was a genetic disorder, some CR something or other that I’m a
carrier for. It’s rare.”


CRA-3. Shit. 


Zach recalled his
conversation with Nixon. Miranda was the key to the cure, CRA-3 deficient. She’d
never see more than those binders. The job was a fake. A way to get her
here. How did Nixon know? He wanted to tell her to leave, to run and never
look back, but his protective instinct for Allison wouldn’t let him warn her.
There were too many unanswered questions. Too great a personal risk. 


“Zach, are you
all right?”


He’d done a poor
job at hiding his thoughts and didn’t know what to say next. Reid stepped out
from behind the bushes and Zach was relieved not to have to say anything at all.
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Reid shook his
head and clucked his tongue most of the way to the basement. “You have a knack
for sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong, Keller.”


“I wasn’t
looking for her. She found me.”


Reid held up his
hand. “Take it up with Nixon. He told me from now on you’re in charge of the
ward.” He swiped the magnetic stripe on his badge through the key card reader
and entered. 


The large room embodied
his worst fear. Human captivity. The darkest side of Nixon’s
experiment. Twelve beds, six on each side, jutted out from the walls with
nothing separating them except for blue and white curtains hanging from tracks in
the ceiling. Five of the beds were occupied. Miranda, the sixth victim,
likely on her way. Four-point leather restraints held them all in their
places.


Reid pulled a
plastic food service cart from behind the door. “I had Ben do the honors of
whipping up lunch, but in the future, you’ll handle it. You know where the
microwave is.” He laughed and lined up four plastic bowls of gelatinous, brown
mush.


Zach wrinkled
his nose. “They’re expected to eat that?”


“They get the
same meal, three times a day, except for the two post-ops. They get what they
need intravenously or through a feeding tube. Neither of which are our
problems. Nursing staff handles that. You can start on that side.”


Zach wheeled the
first bowl of food on a tray to a woman late in her pregnancy. He avoided eye
contact, but could see from her slumped posture that the fight had long gone out
of her. He pushed the tray close enough for her to reach it.


“I can’t eat
that again. Please, I’m going to be sick.” The mid-thirties woman held her
engorged belly. “I need some crackers or something to settle my stomach.” She
raked her fingers through her strawberry blonde hair and when she tucked it
behind her ears, he noted the faint scars of a woman who had seen more than her
fare share of stitches.


He wished he had
something to offer. He wasn’t cut out for this.


Reid shook his
head disapprovingly. “She knows better, Zach. She’s testing you. No refunds, no
substitutions.” An eager grin spread across his face. 


No surprise.


“Annie, you have
to eat.” The brunette in the next bed tried to coax her, a southern drawl
coloring her sweet voice. “If you eat, you’ll stay healthy. You’ll have this
baby and be able to go home to your girls.”


No way was
Nixon ever letting any of them out of here, not for their sakes or anyone
else’s. 


Zach turned to
see Reid fidgeting with his two-way radio. 


“Hello, this is
Reid. Do you hear me?” The basement played havoc with cell phones and radios.
“Hello, do you hear me?”


Zach went to the
next bed and when he was sure Reid was busy he turned back to Annie. “Hang in
there. I’ll see what I can do,” he whispered.


“Thank you.” The
brunette answered on Annie’s behalf and took her food without complaint. “She’s
had it rough since the beginning.” Zach read the name Carlene on the chart
hanging from the foot of the woman’s bed. Not quite as old as Annie and
certainly not nearly as world-weary, he guessed she was in her late twenties. Her
pregnancy barely showed.


“Hello, what was
that last part?” Reid was still shouting into his radio. “Keller, you’re going
to have to handle this. We have a problem upstairs. Meet me in the Security
Office when you’re finished.”


Zach nodded,
half relieved to have Reid away from him and half worried that with him gone,
the instinct to let every one of these women free would take over.


A sour smell
came from one of the sedated patients. Her light brown hair was matted and her ragged
nails were broken like she had, at some point, tried to escape. The other was less
neglected looking, but only slightly. Her hair was greased back into a low side
ponytail that wrapped over her shoulder. Her splotchy skin was scarred as if by
a bad case of teenage acne. 


“Holly is sick.
Someone needs to look into that smell.”


Zach’s breath
caught in his chest. The girl could have been Allison’s much younger sister six
months ago, before the cancer treatments turned her skeletal. 


“Name’s Penny,”
the girl said. The soft shape of her round, pink cheeks were those of a girl
far too young to be having a baby. Nixon’s depravity knew no bounds.
Penny radiated innocence from her deep, blue eyes to her bob-length, black hair
styled plainly like a schoolgirl’s.


Zach considered
the introduction. Do you answer her? Tell her your name? No. Don’t get
involved. This isn’t personal.


“Did you hear
me? My name’s Penny Hammond. I’m eighteen and an only child. I went to the
clinic for my college physical and ended up here.” She was trying to humanize
herself, a smart play under other circumstances. He slid a bowl of food over to
her and refused to engage her. “Christmas is my favorite holiday. My parents
probably still have presents under the tree. My Mom couldn’t take it down
without me opening them. I’m my parents’ whole world. What you’re helping them
do to me in here is nothing compared to the pain and suffering they’re surely going
through. All you have to do is let me out of these straps. Help me get home.”


He wished
she’d stop talking. “I
can’t do that,” he answered, owing her no explanation. He was following
orders. Doing what needed to be done for Allison.


“But you want
to,” she said. “I can see it. You look at us differently than the others do,
like we’re still people.”


Zach collected the
few empty bowls. “I’m not the savior you think I am.”


“If you
weren’t,” Penny said, choking down a spoonful of the mush, “you wouldn’t have
bothered to answer me.”
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Four shots of
bourbon gave Billy the courage to stand on the chair in a semi-crowded waiting
room and hold up the posters. “Have any of you seen either of these women?” He
teetered and nearly fell.


This is the
only way. He
prayed someone would answer him.


A tattooed
security guard appeared and reached for his wrist. “I’m going to have to ask
you to come with me.” His polite tone contradicted the brutal hate in his eyes.



Billy read the
guard’s nametag. Max Reid. The murderer his Uncle Jack warned him
about. He brushed hair away from his pimply face with the back of his hand.
What could he do in public? “Anyone?” He stepped down and stumbled sideways.
“How about you?” He held the poster in front of an older woman. “Have you seen my
sister, Amy. What about Penny? You see her?” He persisted even as Reid grew
more annoyed.


 “I’m only going
to ask this one last time. Will you come with me, please?” He was clearly
not used to being polite.


“I have every
right to be here.” Billy went from one chair to the next showing the posters to
anyone who would look. Some took an interest, others turned to ignore him.


“All right, I’m
done asking.” Reid grabbed his arm. “I’m sorry for the disruption, folks.”


Reid’s grip
tightened as he steered Billy away from the others and toward the security
office.


Shit! This is
bad.
Billy’s head swam from the booze, his body shuddering with fear. He shouldn’t
have drank. This was a big mistake. 


“I’m not doing
anything wrong.” He tried to pull away, but Reid’s hold didn’t budge. Got to
get out of here. Get your knife. The leather sheath rubbed on his leg, but
there was no way he was getting to it.


Reid pushed
Billy inside the Security Office and kicked the door closed behind him. “Foster,
you can stay or go, but don’t get in my way.” 


Stay, please
stay. Billy
didn’t figure Reid would commit public murder.


The thin man in
the dark framed glasses looked up from a stack of papers. “Whatever you’re up
to, Miranda will be back any minute.”


Yes, good.
Tell him reasons why he should let me go. Another witness.


Reid locked the
door. “I’ll be quick.” He pushed Billy hard into the split section of counter.


Billy doubled
over, the hit to his gut making the bourbon rise in his throat.


Reid lifted the
counter and shoved Billy into a chair behind it. 


Billy willed his
hand to his concealed knife, but his ribs hurt too much to bend. He’s going
to kill you. His brow was coated in sweat. 


“You were warned--all
of you-- to stay away from here.” Reid’s brick of a fist connected with Billy’s
jaw and knocked him to the floor. Billy’s vision blurred and he felt the disorienting
sensation of being lifted. “When are you going to learn?” Reid hoisted him back
into the chair. “Foster, give me that tape.” He pointed at a roll of duct tape behind
him.


No, not that.
There was
no shot of him escaping being bound.


“I’m not having
anything to do with this, Reid.” Foster stood up, went into the back room, and
closed the door.


So much for
an audience. Billy
didn’t like the odds of being alone with Reid. You have to get out of here. He
grabbed the edge of the table and managed to stand up, but he couldn’t run. He
could barely walk. 


“Where do you
think you’re going?” A second blow to Billy’s chin nearly put him out. The
sound of ripping tape broke through the fog. Don’t let him get that on you.
Run! 


Reid had Billy’s
hands bound behind his back before he formulated his next thought. His
expression a mix of rage and pleasure. He was enjoying this. Billy
pulled hard against the tape, but it was immovable. Reid’s tattoos blurred together,
a fury of jabs connecting with Billy’s torso and head. The severe pain turned
to numbness even as Billy’s eye swelled and blood ran from his mouth and nose. 


“Please stop,”
Billy whispered. “All I wanted was to find my sister.”


A knock came at
the door. “Reid are you in there?” 


Reid paced, his
clothes blood spattered and his knuckles split. 


 “Goddamn
bullshit.” Reid kicked over an empty chair.


“Reid, hello.
Open the door.”


Please open
it. 


“Come on, open
up.” The pounding continued.


Reid growled.
“What?” He stood in the open doorway.


“What the hell are
you doing?” 


Billy listened
to the fast approaching footsteps and braced for another hit. A hand gently
lifted his face.


“You don’t know
anything about this, Zach. Leave it alone.”


 “Did Nixon tell
you to do this?” Zach grabbed a pair of scissors from off the counter and
ripped them through the tape holding Billy’s hands.


Finally
someone sensible.


Billy slumped
forward, his shoulders, like the rest of him, stiff and aching. He coughed and
tasted blood.


“Reid, he’s a
goddamned kid. What the hell is the matter with you?”


Reid clenched
his teeth. “He’s one of them. Look.” He opened a manila file folder and Billy
saw his high school picture. “Billy Porter, Mark Wittman, Leonard Holtz, John
Malkin, Frank Krieger.” He dealt the rest like cards.


Billy listened
as Reid listed off everyone he knew who lost someone. Those that were willing
to fight. Nixon collected information on all of them.


Zach flipped
through the files. “What were you going to do, kill him? We hand him over to
the cops. That’s how these things get handled.”


Reid sneered.
“What do you know about how things get handled?”


The door opened
and Miranda walked in.


 


*
* * * *


 


Allison woke to
Dr. Nixon rubbing her hand, aggravating the uncomfortable bruises from several
blown IVs. 


“Allison, can
you hear me?” 


She barely had
the strength to open her eyes. On a scale of one to ten, her pain was a twenty.
The increasingly frequent doses of morphine were the only thing allowing her to
sleep. She swallowed and licked her dry lips.


“Allison, wake
up.” Nixon raised her bed and held a cup with a straw for her to drink. 


The plastic
scraped against her dry lips. Open your eyes. Come on. It was like
ordering someone else to move, someone she didn’t have control of. She opened
her mouth and took a sip, the cool water reviving her. 


“There you are.”
Nixon turned off the overhead light when she couldn’t stop blinking.


“Thank you.” She
tried to push herself up and the pain froze her. “Where’s Zach?” She needed
to hold his hand, to feel his kiss, and for him to be there when Nixon gave the
news that was sure to be bad. She regretted never telling him how much his
presence comforted her.


Nixon smiled,
the familiar reassuring expression she’d grown to trust even when the cancer
ran rampant inside of her. “He’s handling a security issue downstairs. How are
you feeling?”


She considered
her answer and not wanting to be long-winded, she simplified. “Like someone
that’s dying.”


Nixon’s smile
faded and she braced for the worst. He pulled an unlabeled vial and a syringe
from his lab coat pocket and set them on the table next to the bed. “Your most
recent test results are in.” He took her chart from the bin on the wall and
flipped to a page near the end. 


She took a deep
breath. “What’s the timeframe?” It was a question she didn’t want the answer
to, not really, but there were important things to tell Zach before the
inevitable happened.


Nixon pulled up
a stool and sat down. “The cancer is spreading again. Your liver and kidneys
are barely functioning.” The blood running through her catheter told her as
much. “I don’t want to speak in weeks or days or hours, Allison. I want to talk
options.”


Hours. Were
things really that bad?
“What options?”


He drew up a
small dose from the vial. “Experimental ones.”


A new wave of
pain hit and something wet and warm spread beneath her. Blood. The pain
contracted and she pulled up her knees. She could tell he saw the mess.


“Oh, dear.” He
pushed the button.


She wanted to
pull the covers over her head and hide. No matter how many people wiped,
washed, and examined her, the process was dehumanizing, embarrassing and she
died a little each time.


“I’ve spoken to
Zach about the risks and benefits. He agrees it’s what’s best, but I’m happy to
go over them with you as well. I believe it’s the only way to reverse these effects.”


Effects. Pissing
and shitting blood in the most polite terms. She had vomited blood, too. The trifecta. The
pain came again, more blood spilling from her. “Do it.”


Nixon had his
eye on the door. “Excuse me?”


“Do it. Inject
me, give me the pill, whatever it takes just do it. Please.” You have
nothing to lose. 


“Are you
positive?”


She pulled her
knees up, rolling on her side in a fetal position that was anything but
dignified. “Yes, I’m sure.”


Nixon put the
tip of the needle into the port in her IV tubing and administered the first
dose.
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Miranda covered
her mouth with both hands, every omen against the Nixon Center culminating with
the familiar, beaten boy in a chair. The clerk from Porter’s. “What did
you do?”


Zach kept his
palm to Reid’s chest and was only able to hold him off, she knew, because Reid
let him.


Reid’s face and
hands were blood-spattered and Billy was barely conscious. She picked up one of
the crumpled posters on the floor and unfolded it.


“What was he
doing here?” She confronted Reid. He didn’t answer and breathed deeply through
his nose, his nostrils flaring. “Zach, what was he doing here?”


“I was looking
for my sister.” Billy answered and his voice cracked.


Miranda knelt in
front of him. His head hung down, a string of bloody drool running from the
corner of his split lip.


“Get away from
him!” Reid shouted.


Zach pushed him
back. “Cool off, all right? Just cool off. Miranda, you should go.”


“I’m not
leaving.” She took the boy’s hand. “Are you all right?” He nodded, but barely.
“Can you stand up?” 


“Miranda, please
get away from him.” Zach said. 


“He needs a
doctor.” What the hell was wrong with these people?


Billy held up his
hand. “No, no doctors. Just get me out of here.”


Miranda helped
him stand. The boy staggered and then regained his balance. 


Reid watched,
grinding his teeth. 


“Let me help
you, let me call someone to come get you.” What kind of hospital was she
working for? 


“No, I mean it.”
Billy steadied. “I don’t need help.”


Miranda sniffed
his breath. Is that alcohol? She stormed over to Reid, pointing and
shouting. She didn’t care that he was a tattooed maniac or almost two feet
taller than her. The only thing she cared about was defending Billy. “You beat
up a kid when he was drunk? What the hell is wrong with you?” 


Zach stepped
between them. “Miranda, please. Take the kid to his car, whatever you have to
do, just go.”


The last thing
Miranda ever did was what someone told her to do. 


The office door slammed
and Zach threw his hands up. “He’s gone, Miranda. Go get him, please.”


“Why don’t you
go get him?” The two of them were up to something.


Reid’s face
tightened. “Zach, shut up.”


“Someone answer
me. What the hell is going on?” 


Reid shoved
Miranda and her feet went out from under her. Her head ricocheted off the wall
and she fell to the floor, the wind knocked out of her. No way to scream. No
one to hear her. 


Zach rushed over
to help her and Reid pushed him away. “Not a word to Nixon about what happened
here or I swear, it will be the end of your wife.”


 


*
* * * *


 


Allison. 


Zach wanted to
run down the halls shouting her name. He had to get her out of here. God,
what did he do? She couldn’t take the treatment. The cost, the risk,
was simply too high.


“Allison.” He
turned the corner into her room and found Nixon at her bedside.


No! He was too late. He covered
his mouth with his hand.


“What’s wrong?”
she asked.


Zach froze, his
heart palpitating.


The Hyde peeked
through Nixon’s smile. “It’s working better than we hoped.” 


Allison sat up
in bed, not slumped but fully upright and looked the best she had since her
admission. Her toiletry bag was open in front of her, a mirror propped up on
the corner of her tray where only the crust of a sandwich was left. 


The first
solids she’d eaten in days almost completely consumed. 


She pulled a
soft bristled brush through her black hair and curled the ends under. “You were
right. Dr. Nixon said you thought I should take the treatment.” 


And now we’re
trapped.
The realization was bittersweet.


Nixon unfolded a
small wheelchair. “Allison would like some fresh air before the rain sets in.
She’s not strong enough to walk on her own, but I’m hopeful she will be soon.”
He lowered the railing and swung her stick-like legs over the bedside, bending
her knobby knees.


Allison wrapped
her arms around Nixon and transferred to the chair. “Well, aren’t you going to
say something?” 


A tear spilled down
Zach’s cheek, one he knew would be misconstrued as pure happiness. He bent down
and kissed her with Nixon’s stare at his back. 


She could
never know the terrifying truth, that she was in more danger well than sick. 


“What can I
say?” he asked with a forced smile. “You look amazing.”
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Miranda jabbed
her elbow as hard as she could into Reid’s Solar Plexus. Women’s
self-defense 101. 


“Get off of me,”
she shouted but Reid kept coming. Like a bear on cat tranquilizer. The
risky hit only made him angrier.


“Foster, get out
here,” he shouted. 


The door lock
clicked. 


Why was
everyone ignoring this?


Reid grabbed a
handful of her hair and swept her feet out from under her.


She went forward
in slow motion, her hands out in front of her to brace the fall. Why was he
doing this? She wasn’t sure what she’d done so wrong. She was only
trying to help the kid out.


The cold, white
tile bit into her knees and forced the bones of her arms up into her shoulders.



Reid flipped her
over and pinned her on her back. She struggled to get her knee to his groin,
but he had expected that and controlled her legs with his weight. I’m not
giving up. She yanked her wrist free from his one-handed grip and went for
his eye socket. He balled up his fist and drew back and that was the last thing
she remembered.


 


*
* * * *


 


Billy staggered
into the four-room cabin his grandparents willed to him and Amy. Home sweet
home. The thirty-acre parcel of land was worth more than the house and
since Amy went missing, he rarely locked the front door. Hope let him believe
he might one day come home and find her waiting for him on the couch. What he
got, instead, was Frank Krieger. The deep lines carved into the old man’s
weathered face told of a life of suffering and loss; first his wife, then his
daughter, Holly, who was one of the earliest girls to go missing.


“Jesus H.
Christ, Billy. What happened to you?” Frank stood up and straightened his enormous
belt buckle. 


“Didn’t see that
crucifix there?” Billy pointed at the ivory Jesus affixed to the wall behind
him. His grandmother had one in every room. He dangled a cigarette from his
split and swollen lip and held out the pack to Frank. The bourbon had long worn
off and he took a beer from the old Kelvinator fridge that barely kept things
cold. The motion of pulling the vintage handle set fire to the lower right side
of his rib cage. At least two, he figured, were broken.


“I quit,
remember?”


“I do.” But
his longing was obvious. “You bring your kit?” 


Frank, a
paramedic in his younger days, now served as unofficial emergency care for local
hunters and men too dumb to avoid bar brawls. He held up a black medic pouch
and went to the sink to wash his hands. “You went up there alone, didn’t you?”


Billy sat at the
old farmhouse table and took a long sip from the bottle hoping to numb up and
avoid a lecture. He raised a hand to the right side of his brow and wiped the
fresh blood spilling from the worst of his visible wounds. “Shit, that smarts.”
Frank put on a pair of rubber gloves and turned Billy’s face to the light. He
pressed the swollen area north of Billy’s eye and Billy yanked away. “Cut it
out, would ya?”


A knowing grin
spread across Frank’s aged face. “Not until you tell me how this happened. You
went back there, didn’t you?” 


“So what if I did?
You want Holly back and I want Amy. Nixon has ‘em up there, I know it.”


Frank sniffed.
“Is that Bourbon I smell? You went to the Nixon Center alone and drunk?”


Billy forgot the
spill and regretted not having changed his shirt. “Not drunk, buzzed.”


“I can only
guess, then, that your condition is courtesy of Max Reid.” Frank opened a
package of suture material and cleaned the split over Billy’s eye. 


Billy clenched his
teeth to get through the pain. “Hang on.” He held his hand up and finished the
beer. Bourbon was more effective. “All right, go.”


 Frank pulled
the jagged edges of the wound together and a trickle of blood ran from between
them. Billy closed his eye when the moisture tickled his lid. 


The first stick
sent a shock wave through Billy and he struggled to hold perfectly still while
Frank secured the first suture. He’d never been at the mercy of Frank’s
geriatric pace before—a slowness that, when someone else was the patient, had
more than once sent him into hysterics—and decided he never wanted to be on
this side again. The second suture was easily as painful. 


“How much
longer?” 


“It’s a nasty,
jagged thing you have here. Probably another ten or so stitches.”


“Ten or so
stitches is not a time frame.”


Frank pulled the
next one a little harder and made his point. “It’ll take as long as it takes.
Why don’t you tell me why you went up there while I work?”


Billy sighed. He
owed him at least that much. “Another girl is missin’. Name’s Penny
Hammond. Her parents came into the shop a couple o’ times. Turns out the last
place anyone had seen her was the Nixon clinic. I took her poster and Amy’s up
there to see if anyone recognized ‘em. I just thought…” He paused. “I dunno
what I thought, but I wasn’t expectin’ Reid.” 


Max Reid was the
prime suspect in an unsolved serial murder case and secrets like that couldn’t
be kept in a town as small as Strandville. After three margaritas one night at
the local watering hole, Missy, the Court Reporter blabbed that it was Nixon
pulling the strings on a certain Public Defender and judge. 


Reid was a
local legend.


Frank dabbed at
the fresh bleeding with a square of gauze. “How did you get out of there?”


“I almost
didn’t. A woman guard distracted him and I ran.”


Frank tilted his
head. “A woman working for Nixon? Something’s not right there.”


Billy could see
Frank calculating. He blinked and the tight wound tugged from the swelling.
“What are you thinking?” 


Frank snipped
the last thread. “That she might be another way in.” 
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Nixon waited for
the lab results to confirm that the timeline Michael, his former employee and
Miranda’s physician, had given him was correct. That her eggs were ready to
be harvested. Nothing about her hire date had been an accident. Everything
had been carefully calculated except for Reid’s assault, which hopefully didn’t
affect the in-vitro. Nixon looked through the observation window at Miranda
sedated on the Operating Room table. Her face was bruised, her chin swollen.
“This isn’t the condition I wanted her in. I’m going to have to monitor her for
a brain injury on top of everything else now.” 


Reid shrank from
the scolding, mumbling something and stopping before he finished.


Nixon heard a
hint of confession lingering on the tip of Reid’s tongue and suspected he knew
the problem. “Did you take care of Billy Porter?” The answer better not be
no. Savage killer instinct was the only reason to keep a guy like Reid
around. Everyone had a purpose.


He shook his
head in the negative. “It was Miranda or Billy. I knew you wanted her.”


Nixon held up
his hand. “I wanted them both.”


The door swung
open and Ben came in wearing surgical booties, a jacket, and a cap that covered
his bald spot and took ten years off his age. He glanced between Nixon and
Reid. “Should I come back?”


“No,” Nixon said.
“Where are the lab results?” He would deal with Reid later. Miranda was the
more pressing issue.


“We’re good to
go.” Ben held up the lab report and Nixon read it for himself. 


Perfect. He’d have to commend Michael
on his accuracy. “Is the ultrasound ready?” 


“Yes and she’s prepped,
fully sedated. Martin is monitoring her.”


Nixon choked
back his anger and issued clear instructions even Reid couldn’t screw up. “I
want you to listen to me carefully,” he said to Reid in a tone fit for a child.
“Keep an eye on Zach Keller. Do the evening feedings, take him around, whatever
it takes to keep him busy. Stick by him. I don’t want him left alone with his
wife until I have a chance to speak to him about what happened. We’ll deal with
the Porter issue later.”


Ben opened the observation
room door and Nixon went through it, nodding to Martin and offering no other
greeting. 


Martin adjusted
the flow on Miranda’s IV “You’re all set, sir.”


Nixon sat down
on the metal stool. This is the one you’ve been waiting for. Your cure. Miranda’s
legs were wide apart, above hip level in the stirrups. Her bottom hung slightly
over the edge of the table. Nine months. The medical community would praise
him. Patients would line up to be treated at the center. He would be a god. He
inserted the ultrasound wand into Miranda and steadied his shaking hand. Get
a hold of yourself. He lined up the firing guide with the follicle,
advanced the needle, and aspirated an egg. Steady now. Steady. An error
now meant waiting another entire month. He was short on time. And those
looking to interfere were only drawing closer.


 


*
* * * *


 


The carousel
stuttered and stalled when an oversized length of arm caught on the side of the
microwave. Zach barely noticed the smell as it heated. The first sign of
dwindling humanity. Each feeding grew easier, a fact he resented as a sign
of an early unwelcome change forced on him by Nixon. 


“I can do this
alone,” he said to Reid, not bothering to mask his contempt.


Reid was unusually
quiet and brooding. “No, you can’t.” He took the arm out,
injected it, and added it to the pile.


Zach followed him
to the cells, the tension increasing between them. Neither had said a word
about what happened in the Security Office. Zach couldn’t stop thinking about
Miranda. He rehearsed, in his head, different ways of asking what Reid did with
her and decided against all of them. 


He’d caused
enough trouble already. 


Reid lifted the pass-though
door and tossed a chunk of leg on the floor of Pop’s cell. He didn’t knock or
taunt and Pop barely acknowledged the feeding. It was the noise that drew
them.


Confident that if
he were quiet there would be no issues, Zach opened the next one. A terrible
stench overcame him. He covered his mouth and nose and peered through the small
opening. 


Reid turned his
head away, but said nothing.


The mutilated corpse
in the cell had all but melted. Its slick skin reflected the artificial light
and its mouth hung open, black voids replacing its teeth. A swamp of sickening,
foul juices spread beneath it. 


 “What do we do
with this?” Zach asked. 


“Fuck,” Reid mumbled.
“I guess we see if it’s headed for the incinerator.” He retrieved an aluminum
pole with a vinyl-coated noose from the kitchenette and took his two-way radio
from his hip. “Clarence, this is Reid. Do you hear me?”


A deep voice came
through the static. “Have an issue, do you?”


Zach looked
around, wondering how someone would know that. There were cameras along the
hallway.


“Just open the fucking
cell.” Reid clipped his radio back on his belt. “The only way in and out of
these cells is through the Control Room at the other end of the hall. Clarence
and Travis are the monitors.”


An alarm buzzed
and the door popped open. 


Zach avoided the
swinging pole as Reid angled himself to step inside the cell. Nervous sweat ran
down his armpits and back. Don’t let this thing wake up. Every warning
Nixon ever issued flew through his mind. No bites, no scratches. 


Reid slid the
loop over the infected man’s head and tightened down on his neck. 


Zach stayed
behind him. “What are we looking for? It has no pulse.” 


“It’s not
eating. Here.” Reid held out a vitamin syringe he took from his uniform shirt
pocket. Zach didn’t immediately reach for it. “Come on, Keller. I’m not in the mood
for this shit. Stick him.” 


He took the
syringe from Reid, the last man on Earth he trusted his life with, and slowly approached
the Id. Reid held the pole two-handed. 


Zach considered
shooting it into his arm, leg, or stomach. “Where do I do this?”


“As far away
from his mouth as possible.”


Zach skirted the
growing cesspool and held his breath. Toothless’s stomach gurgled and the
puddle widened, narrowly missing Zach’s shoes. 1-2-3. He counted himself
down and jabbed the point into Toothless’s bony thigh. A guttural moan escaped
and Zach jumped back so quickly he left the needle in. Thankfully, the infected
was too weak to fight. 


“Not a complete
goner.” Reid backed away and released the loop. They left the cell and Reid made
a call on his radio. “Foster, this is Reid. Pick up.”


No way he’s going
to answer. 


What little Zach
knew of Foster, he knew he avoided confrontation. 


“Foster, you
scrawny fucking weasel, pick up.”


Yeah, that’ll
definitely work. Sweet talk him.


“Reid, this is
Jim. Can I help you?”


Why was the
maintenance man tuned in to the Security frequency?


“You can get me
Foster, the prick.”


“Anything else
I can do for you?”


Reid huffed. “I
need Ben down here. Tell him an Id is sick.”


“You got it.
I’ll find him.” Jim disconnected.


Why did a
maintenance man know everything?


Zach wondered
about his true role in all of it.
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Miranda woke,
terrified, with her head foggy from the anesthesia. Run. Fight. The last
thing she remembered was Reid knocking her around. A needle like pain shot up
her groin and she struggled to reconcile her new surroundings. Oh, no. Her
clothes were missing. A thin gown half-covered her, but wasn’t tied in the
back. She lifted her hand to wipe her eyes and her wrist jerked, held to the
bed by a leather restraint.


Someone,
please help me.


“It’s all right.
Take it easy,” said an unfamiliar, southern belle’s voice.


Miranda blinked
until the brunette two beds over came into focus. “Where am I?” Her swollen jaw
made it painful to talk.


“I’m Carlene,”
the woman said and if she knew what had happened, she didn’t say.  


A strawberry
blonde, pregnant woman slept in the next bed over and was obviously uncomfortable.
She tossed and turned, her ratty hair tangling under her. 


Miranda straightened,
sitting up as much as the restraints would allow. What did they do to me?
Her stomach cramped and she tried to pull her knees to her chest only to feel
the tugging of leather straps also on her ankles. 


“The pain passes.”
The dark-haired girl across the room managed a smile.


Miranda concentrated
on the girl’s round face and familiar blue eyes. “I know you.” Where had she
seen her before? She remembered the mother’s anguish in Porter’s store. “You’re
Penny Hammond.”


What she
wouldn’t have given, once, to see this girl home.


“How do you know
my name?” 


“A missing person’s
poster.” Miranda said sadly, recognizing several of the more memorable faces
from the board. The women’s appearances had deteriorated, but it was clearly them.


Low moans came
from the sleeping woman.


“Hey.” Miranda
called out in spite of her pain. “Wake up. Hey.”


“Her name’s
Annie,” Carlene said.


“Annie, wake
up.”


Annie screamed
and her eyes popped open. Black liquid soaked her white, cotton blanket and
Miranda gasped.


She’s going
into labor.


“Annie, honey.
Just breathe.” Carlene demonstrated a slow breath. “In through your nose and out
through your mouth. You’ve done this before. You can do it.”


“Oh, God. No.”
Annie tried desperately to break loose.


The sight of the
laboring woman transported Miranda back to a time she’d rather not remember. 


This isn’t
about you. You have to help her. 


She called back
the painful memories, refusing to let them cripple her. “Hang on.” She rotated her
wrist to reach the buckle on her right restraint. Her pounding pulse magnified the
headache clawing through her skull. The cuffs were impossible to get out of. 


“My water broke.”
Annie gawked at the mess. “It’s not supposed to be black,” she said, coughing from
crying so hard. “Something’s wrong.”


Carlene continued
to try and calm her. “It’s going to be all right, Annie. Once this is over,
there will be no reason to keep you here. You can go home to the girls and
Lenny.”


Miranda read
worry in Annie’s expression, the unequalled concern of a mother for her child. The
fear that she felt when the fetal heart monitor went silent. A stream of
tears ran down her cheeks. 


“Help!” Annie
screamed again. “The baby’s coming.”


The ward door flew
open and Dr. Nixon, a man Miranda hadn’t met but recognized from website
photos, rushed in with a balding intern behind him. 


You twisted
bastard. 


He threw Annie’s
covers to the floor and exposed her to the room. She tried to close her legs,
fighting off his callous examination, but the ankle restraints made that
impossible. “Her cervix is fully dilated.” He reached inside of her. “The baby
is breech. Ben, take her to the O.R.” 


 “I need
something for the pain,” Annie shouted.


“Call Martin. Tell
him to start an epidural.”


Ben released the
brakes on the bed and steered Annie through the open door.


Nixon kicked the
black-stained blanket against the wall and headed toward Miranda. 


“Ms. Penton, I’m
glad you’re awake.” He didn’t bother introducing himself. 


“What did you do
to me?” 


He tightened her
restraints one at a time. “I haven’t done anything, yet.” His intonation
implied something sinister. 


She wanted to
scream and fight back, to kick him and gouge his eyes, but she couldn’t move
and wouldn’t allow him the pleasure of her begging or cowering. His cold hands pried
at her most intimate flesh, his examination the closest thing she could imagine
to rape. The other women watched and she lowered her head, embarrassed. Be
strong. 


She held back her
tears long enough for him to finish and when he left the room, she crumbled.
Everything she’d been too self-righteous to fear had happened. She was trapped
and alone in the hands of a madman.


Who would ever
know she was missing? 


 


*
* * * *


 


“This is the
Control Room.” Reid slid his hand into a scanner next to the door. “Palm vein
biometric security. State of the art, infrared technology that requires
deoxidized hemoglobin in the veins to get past. The infected don’t have normal
blood flow so if one of us gets turned into one of them, we’re automatically
locked out. You’re locked out, anyway.”


“Then why are we
here?”


It hadn’t
escaped Zach’s attention that Reid hadn’t left his side since just after he attacked
Miranda. It also didn’t go unnoticed that this particular stop on the stall
tour happened when he mentioned going to see Allison. 


Nixon was up to
something and now that Allison had taken the treatment, there was nothing he
could do about it.


Taking her
out of here now meant risking her becoming infected.


The door opened
and Zach looked inside. Monitors stacked four high lined the walls, a row of
empty office chairs in front of them. The pictures flickered and changed.


There were
cameras everywhere.



“Come over here
and meet some people.” Reid gestured at the dark-skinned man with the bulging
eyes. “Clarence, this is Zach Keller.”


Clarence shook
Zach’s hand. “Glad to meet you.” 


“And this is our
resident farmer.”


“How d’ya do?
Name’s Travis.” His shaggy, blonde hair bore the permanent ridge mark of a cowboy
hat and a white line visible beneath his unbuttoned collar hinted at a farmer’s
tan.


“You can almost
smell the manure on him, can’t you?” Reid asked. “Clarence, give him the
run-down would you? I have to make a call.” 


“Be glad to.” He
flicked a couple of switches on a complex control panel. “These two walls of
monitors show basement-level only, full view all the time. That’s how I knew
you were in trouble with that sick one over there.” He pointed at Toothless,
limp in his cell.


Zach focused on
Reid, instead. He’d taken his call in the hallway, disregarding the camera
posted outside the door. Even without sound, his emotions were clear. Frustration,
anger, and nervousness.  


He’s in some
kind of trouble.


Zach hoped it
was something to do with what happened to Miranda. Maybe it was a
misunderstanding. Maybe they let her go. As much as he wanted to believe
that, he knew better. 


Clarence flipped
through the cells, zooming in on each of the Ids and stopping when he reached
the last one. The security guard. 


Zach checked to
see that Reid was still embroiled in a heated conversation. Now’s your
chance. He had to ask. “What happened to him?” He tapped the screen with
his finger. 


Clarence’s expression
shifted to one of sadness and fear. 


“Don’t do it,
Clarence.” Travis warned him.


“He should know
what he’s dealing with.” 


Travis shook his
head. “It’s your ass.”


Clarence’s deep
voice got quiet. “Mitch, that kid in there, him gettin’ infected was no
accident. He got in a disagreement with Doc over a girl Reid brought in
a few months back name of Amy Porter. I only know because I saw it in the
papers and out at her Uncle’s place, you know, the gas station.”


“Sure, I’ve been
there.”


“Anyway, Reid stuck
her on the ward. Rumor has it he knew it was Mitch’s girl, but you never know.”
He shrugged. “One night things got nasty between Mitch and Reid. The kid
was going to do something drastic and Doc knew it. He put that kid right in
Bull’s way. Kept him distracted so he didn’t see the bite coming. Didn’t even
try to save him. Doc had a point to make and he made it. No one’s crossed him
since.” 


Zach’s jaw tightened.
The story was ample warning. “Reid calls Mitch “Dumbass”, says he was a cautionary
tale.”


Clarence lowered
his head. “He was a cautionary tale, all right, just not the way you
think.”
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Allison rolled
her head toward the sound of footsteps coming through her door. Please let
it be Zach. Dr. Nixon stepped into her room and her spirits sank. She
sighed and wiped a tear from the corner of her eye, the decline in her vision
more apparent as she struggled to read Nixon’s name embroidered on his lab coat.
What if Zach wasn’t visiting because of something Dr. Nixon wasn’t telling her.


More bad
news.


Nixon chewed the
inside of his lip while he reviewed her chart. “How are you feeling?” 


“All right, I
guess.” She could tell he saw through her lie. 


Several new
side-effects appeared within hours of her first infusion. If she told him, he might
cancel her future doses. She might never feel well again. Her skin
crawled and her muscles spasmed. 


Nixon lifted her
lid and shined a penlight in her eye. 


Normally, the
light burned to look at. This time, it appeared dim and filtered. She held her
breath, terrified by the thought she might be going blind.


You have to
tell him. 


Nixon flushed
her IV with saline and drew several vials of blood from the hep lock rather
than tangling with her weak and collapsing veins.


She blinked,
repeatedly, trying to clear the fog. 


“Something the
matter?” Nixon asked.


“My vision is a
little blurry,” she admitted. “Is that normal?”


“Not
necessarily.” Not the answer she hoped for. “This is an experimental
drug, Allison. Things will happen to you that we can’t predict and haven’t seen
in others.”


“But there are others,
right?” She knew she should have asked the question beforehand, but desperation
and certain death was persuasive. No matter what Dr. Nixon had told her, she
would have agreed to take it.  


Nixon scribbled down
some notes and after a short pause, answered. “We have tested it, yes. I’ll
call for an ophthalmology consult to make sure there’s nothing unexpected, but…”
He listened to her heart and lungs, palpated her abdomen, and repeated the
check of her vitals. “…it’s possible the cancer is spreading.” He lowered his
head. “I’ll order another scan to include your brain, but I’m not sure we don’t
need to do something more immediately. You were treated with the lowest
effective dose,” he said. “I recommend an increase.” He took an unmarked vial
and two syringes from his pocket.


Allison sat
silent, digesting the news, and buried her face in her hands. She wept. She
wanted to give up. She’d fought too hard for too little gain. 


“Does Zach
know?” 


Nixon shook his
head. “Not yet. I know you don’t want to worry him. He thinks you’re doing well
and I’m keeping him busy until you’re back on your feet.”


Would she
ever be? She
wondered, but his explanation soothed her. “And you think increasing the dose
will do that?” 


“I do.”


She considered
her options. What if she went blind? What if she didn’t survive? The
effects of the cancer were still worse than those of the treatment. You can
beat this. “Let’s do it,” she said and wiped her running nose with a
coarse, one-ply tissue. 


“I’m glad you’re
willing to try.” Nixon drew up two syringes from two separate vials he kept in
his lab coat pocket.


 “What’s the extra shot?” she
asked.


“Hopefully,
something to slow down the side-effects.”


She weighed his word
choices. Hopefully and slow. Not stop. She didn’t know if she was
over-analyzing or if he was covering his bases. What if this is all for
nothing? She mustered the courage to ask the question she’d so far avoided.
“Dr. Nixon,” she said. “What are my chances?”


His nervous
smile did little to comfort her.


“I don’t like to
speak in odds.” He drew up the next treatment. “Every patient is different.”


He positioned
the needle in her IV line and she lifted her hand. “Wait,” she said, before he
pressed the plunger. “What if I changed my mind?” She’d rather not prolong her
or Zach’s suffering if death was inevitable.


Nixon held off. “I
won’t force you, but if we deescalated care, there is no reason to keep you
here. We’ve made an exchange of sorts.” Read as Zach would be out of a job.
“The higher dose should prolong your improvement. If we get you well
enough, you might be able to continue treatment at home.” 


Home. Nothing sounded better than
that.


“It’s your call,
Allison.” He started to withdraw the needle.


“Can I talk to Zach
about this first?” she asked.


Nixon shook his
head. “I’m afraid, in your condition, there just isn’t time.”


 


*
* * * *


 


The stench of
decomposition in the toothless, infected man’s cell burned Ben’s nose, even through
the paper surgical mask. Nixon was going to be furious.


“Why didn’t
anyone call me sooner?” Ben injected the Id with a tranquilizer rather than
restrain him. Dark blood dripped from its ears, nose, mouth, and rectum and
pooled around him in what looked like a puddle of crimson corn syrup. 


“We didn’t
notice something was wrong.” Clarence stood in the doorway with his uniform
shirt pulled halfway up his face. 


“This
didn’t look wrong to you?” Ben shook his hands at the decomposing body. His
breathing grew short and he felt lightheaded as if about to hyperventilate. This
was all Nixon’s fault. He lost his temper. Ben wondered if he tried hard
enough to prevent the dental extraction. It really didn’t matter.


 “It did, I
mean…” Clarence stammered.


Friggin’
useless. 


Nixon interrupted.
“You’ve done enough talking for one day, Clarence.” His eyes narrowed and his
expression was stern.


Ben closed his
eyes for a brief moment, transported back to the day Mitch was turned. There
was a reason Nixon asked for Clarence to assist rather than Reid. Ben rubbed
his shaking hand across his forehead and sighed. 


“I’m sorry,
sir,” he said to Nixon. “He called too late.”


Nixon bent down next
to the infected man. “I didn’t realize he would starve so fast.” He peeled back
his lips with a tongue depressor. “He won’t make another trip to the O.R. and
we can’t bring the equipment to him.” Nixon turned to Clarence and knitted his
brows together. “Do you have children, Clarence?”


Oh, no. It didn’t take long for Ben
to assemble the pieces. The now toothless, infected man was father to most of
the hybrids. Nixon was scouting for a replacement.


Clarence’s
confusion was obvious. “Yes, sir. Four,” he answered.


Ben’s stomach
fluttered, his nervousness causing him to shake. He clasped his hands together
to keep Nixon from seeing.


“Four children.
That’s a large family.” Nixon smirked at Ben. 


Ben took a deep
breath, the mounting pressure of the situation almost breaking him. How
can you let Nixon do this to another family? He briefly debated stepping
in. What if it’s him or you? 


Nixon drew up a
syringe of infected blood and a twisted grin spread across his face. “Ben, will
you get me a couple of empty vials from the lab please?”


What if he
said no? Ben
tried to hide his hesitation, but could tell Clarence had noticed.


“Ben, the vials,
please.” Nixon’s tone was impatient.


Clarence’s
bulging eyes opened wider and he moved toward the door. “I can get them if you
tell me what they look like and where to find them.” 


He’ll never
let you leave. Ben
backed into the hallway, his eyes fixed on the syringe in Nixon’s hand.


Nixon gestured
toward the infected man’s head. “No, no. I need you here. Hook that loop around
his neck, would you?” 


 “I think maybe we
should call Reid. He knows how to handle these things,” Clarence said.


 “There isn’t
anything to handle. Look, he’s barely moving. Do you think I’d be in here if he
was a threat?” Nixon tugged the pole from Clarence’s hands. He slipped the loop
around Toothless’s neck and scowled. “Pick up the pole.” He locked his eyes on
Clarence’s. Reluctantly, Clarence stepped forward. “Tighten this down and hold
onto him.” Clarence took another step. “I’m going to need you much closer than
that.”


Clarence looked
between Nixon and Ben, his expression all but begging for mercy that Ben had no
ability to deliver. I’m sorry. Ben looked away. He wasn’t sure why Nixon
had condemned Clarence, other than for saying something he shouldn’t have. He
picked up on that from Nixon’s comments. Secrecy was the key to personal safety
at the center and everyone knew that. Ben held his breath and waited for the
inevitable. 


“The pole,”
Nixon said, annoyed. “You need to hold onto it.” 


Clarence picked
up the end, cowering like a child from a spanking. 


“Sir,” Ben’s
voice quivered. “I…”


Nixon flicked
his wrist, waving Ben away. “I asked you to go get the vials. Now, go.”


There was no
stopping him.


Nixon’s demeanor
shifted. A rattlesnake ready to strike. He positioned the syringe for injection,
his face expressionless and his hand firm. 


Clarence
tightened the pole on the infected man’s neck and when he moved one step
closer, Nixon plunged the contaminated blood into Clarence’s thigh, infecting him
before he could scream.


Ben’s breath
caught. 


Whatever
Clarence did, it most likely wasn’t worth it.


 


 
















 


 


 


18.


 


Scott rocked in
the chair in his daughter’s nursery. The sunlight emphasized the dust on the
delicate pink crib bumper and the cobwebs in the wooden letters of her name
hanging on the wall. He closed his eyes and the image of her cherubic face,
blue and expressionless, haunted him. She had looked so much like Miranda.
A tear fell on the wedding picture he held in his hand and he set it on the
side table next to a pair of pink booties.


It wasn’t
supposed to end this way.


The ringing
phone called him back from his moment of reflection. He darted down the hall,
closing the nursery door behind him, and grabbed the cordless from the cradle.


“Hello?”


An elderly
woman’s voice came through the line. “May I speak with Scott Penton, please?”


“This is Scott.”


“My name is Iris
Hinkle. I’m calling on Miranda’s behalf. She listed you as an emergency
contact.”


Emergency. “Has something happened? Is
she all right?” His pulse raced. 


“I’m not
certain. She hasn’t come home from work and it’s been days. With so many women
disappearing, I’m worried.”


Missing women. How had his research
missed that?


Scott steadied
the handset between his ear and his shoulder and opened his cell phone. His panic
escalated as he texted Miranda while talking. “Are you sure about this? Maybe
she just went for a run?” The excuse hardly comforted him. 


Iris sighed. “It’s
been two days. I thought someone should know and yours is the only number she
left me with.”


“Thank you for
calling.” Scott clutched his cell, waiting for Miranda’s reply. The digital
clock rolled a minute, then two, then five. Why had he let her go? Why
didn’t he follow her? He had called twice since she left, but assumed their
last talk strained their already tense friendship. He blamed their arguing for
why she wasn’t calling back. Now he wasn’t sure. Seven minutes passed
and he dialed Miranda’s cell. The call went to voicemail in two rings.
“Miranda, please call me back when you get this. Don’t be mad, but Iris called
me. She says you haven’t been home in a couple of days. I just want to know
you’re all right.”


Two rings
meant she had voicemail. 


Miranda never
ignored voicemail. 


He went
downstairs, slipping from running so fast, and grabbed the handrail to keep
from toppling. Why didn’t she ever listen? He warned her about the Nixon
Center-- the bomb threats and break-ins. He fired up his laptop, located the main
number, and dialed the switchboard.


“Nixon Center
operator, how may I direct your call?”


His hands trembled.
“May I speak with Miranda Penton in Security, please?”


Instrumental
music played through the phone and he pulled it away from his ear. The operator
returned. “I’m sorry, sir. There is no employee here by that name.”


“She’s only
worked there a couple of days. Will you please check again?” The nervous pit
grew in his stomach. 


“I’ve searched
our directory by name and department, sir. 


“Are you spelling
it correctly? P-e-n-t-o-n. Miranda Penton. Can you page her, please?”


“Sir, I assure
you if she is not in the global directory, she is not employed here.”


He almost cried.
There was only one thing to do. He hung up the phone to pack.


 


*
* * * *


 


An air of
resignation polluted the ward. The women were convinced that if they followed
along with Nixon’s plan, whatever it was, they would be released. Annie not
coming back from the delivery room bolstered that. 


“He’s going to
let her go home to her family,” Penny suggested.


Miranda knew
better. “How could he let someone go after this? You’re kidding me, right? We
can get out of here if we work together.” The restraints magnified her panic.


 Carlene shook
her head. “Honey, some of us tried.” 


Terror knotted
her insides. She couldn’t go through another failed pregnancy and that seemed
to be what Nixon was bent on. He alluded to an unfulfilled purpose and she was desperate
to escape before it came to fruition. “Then we have to try harder.”


“Those who tried
never came back.”


“Annie didn’t
come back.” 


The ward door opened
and Nixon stepped inside, wheeling a cart of supplies. Ben, his intern, walked in
behind him. The room fell silent and Miranda noted a look of panic on Penny’s
face.


Nixon rolled his
eyes. “I hate to interrupt the rally, Miranda, but I believe you’ll find our
security measures are bar none.” Shit! He heard everything. “No
apologies necessary. I understand your situation, but you have to understand
mine. I’ve done right by these women, as right as I can under the circumstances,
which I’m afraid are born out of necessity. I can’t have you interfering with
that, stirring up trouble. It’s not good for the mothers or the babies.”


“What did you do
with Annie?” she asked.


Penny’s blue eyes
went wide and her jaw dropped.  


Nixon unsheathed
a needleless syringe with a long tube attached to the end of it. “Ben, can you
please tighten Ms. Penton’s wrist restraints and attach the stirrups to her
bed?”


Ben nodded.
“Yes, sir.” 


Miranda noted a
hint of fear in Ben’s eyes, like he would have done anything Nixon asked. Please,
no. Not this. She started to cry. “Please,” she said. “Don’t do this.” Ben
loosened her ankle restraint and fastened her legs to the stirrups. “No,
please. Stop this.” She tried to kick, but the leather strap was so tight it
felt she’d dislocate her ankle. There’s no getting out of this. She knew
what they meant to do. Oh, God. No. Not that. She couldn’t lose another
child, no matter how it was conceived.


Nixon drew the
blue and white curtain around them and spread her knees further apart.


“Please, there’s
been a mistake.” 


He smiled. “Just
relax, Miranda.”


Ben peeled back
Miranda’s sheet, exposing her for Nixon. He held her legs harder the more she
tried to close them.


Nixon’s gloved
hand probed at her flesh. 


Stop. Please.
Don’t do this. It’s a mistake. “I
can’t have children.” 


Nixon slid the
instrument inside of her. “We’ll see about that.” He set the syringe on the
cart, the tube smeared with a milky fluid. “Ben, please take Miranda to a
private room where she can’t cause any more problems.”


 


 


 


19.


 


Scott drove straight
through to Strandville, his GPS leading him to the Nixon Center’s front door. He
stowed his pistol case under the passenger’s seat and tried to convince himself
he was being paranoid bringing it at all. He called Miranda’s cell a dozen
times on the trip, and still, she hadn’t answered.


He locked the
truck, went into the lobby, and followed the signs to the Security Office where
he checked in at the desk. A small man with dark glasses and a nametag that read
Brian Foster greeted him.


“I’m looking for
an employee,” Scott said. “Her name is Miranda Penton.” He clenched his fists
to keep his hands from shaking.


“She works where?”
Foster bit his lower lip and kept his eyes downcast.


“Security. She
works in this department.” Scott slammed his palm down on the counter
and Foster jumped.


“I’m sorry, we
don’t employ female guards.” 


His
expression said otherwise.


Scott leaned
forward, regretting not coming in armed. “I know she’s here. Goddamnit,
what’s with you people? Check. Would you at least check?”


“Why don’t you
take a seat?” Foster went into the private back room.


Minutes passed
without Foster’s return and Scott began to pace. 


He dialed Miranda’s
cell one last time before the Security Office door opened.


Finally.


A physician and
a tattooed guard appeared in the doorway.


Dr. Howard Nixon.


Nixon called
over the counter. “Brian, would you mind doing a quick security check, please?”



Foster came out
of the small back room and glanced at Scott, warning him, before exiting the office
and closing the door behind him.


Scott sized-up
the guard, recognizing his presence as an intended threat.


Security and
muscle.


“Good afternoon,
Mr…” Dr. Nixon put out his hand.


“Scott. Scott
Penton.” He didn’t return a handshake.


“Dr. Howard
Nixon. I’m pleased to meet you.” Nixon adjusted the stethoscope hanging around
his neck. “This is one of my senior security staff, Max Reid.” Reid crossed his
arms over his broad chest. “Brian tells me you’re looking for a female guard.
That you’ve lost someone?” The concerned act was half-convincing. 


“I’m looking for
my wife, Miranda.” He decided on the non-confrontational route, hoping to get a
better idea what had happened to her. She was here, he knew it.


“I’m afraid
there’s been a mistake, Mr. Penton.” A smug grin appeared on Dr. Nixon’s face and
then vanished. “I’m going to have to ask you to leave.”


Scott moved in
on Nixon, a much smaller man than he was. “You’re damn right there’s a
mistake.” 


Reid stepped
forward and Nixon raised his hand to hold him off. “We don’t hire female
security staff. I’m sure you can understand the risks involved with that.” 


Scott took a
deep breath. “You hired Miranda two weeks ago.” 


“I’m certain I
know who I’ve hired at my own facility.” Nixon defended his position.


“Then are you
calling Dr. Michael Waters a liar?” Even if Scott wasn’t trained in questioning
and reading people, he would have seen the shift in Nixon’s expression. “Are
you going to deny knowing him, too? He worked here for years and recommended
Miranda for the job.” He looked around for proof that Miranda had been there,
her purse or a photograph. Anything. And then he saw it. Next to a pile
of dusty binders, a familiar blue object caught his eye. Miranda’s favorite
pen. He never understood why a free pen meant so much to her, but she never
went anywhere without it. He shoved Nixon aside and grabbed it. “You just
happen to have a pen from a dentist’s office two hundred miles away? Our dentist.”


 Nixon shook his
head. “I have no idea where that came from. I’m sorry I can’t help you. I’ve
never heard of either of these people and I’m finished talking about it. Seems
a husband would know where his wife is rather than be out looking for her. I
can’t have you disrupting sick patients and causing a scene. Miranda Penton
doesn’t work here. She has never worked here.”


“I’m not leaving
without my wife.” 


Somewhere in his
frustration with Nixon he’d lost track of Reid.


A loud crack
echoed inside his head and a near bone-crushing jolt drove his skull into his spine.
A hot trickle of blood ran down the back of his neck and his vision went dark.


 


*
* * * *


 


“Scott!” Miranda
woke up in a cold sweat, screaming his name. Sleep was her only escape from
solitary confinement and the sterile, windowless room. From the dread of
another pregnancy and of losing the baby. She drew several deep breaths and
tried to shake the fear the nightmare left with her. 


All she could
think of was the black amniotic fluid leaking from Annie. Nowhere in any of her
pregnancy books was that ever mentioned.


What had
Nixon done?


Her stomach
cramped and her cell swung open, the creaky hinge drowning out her groan. 


“Music to my
ears.” Reid wheeled in a tray with a steaming bowl on top of it.


Miranda clenched
her jaw when a second wave of pain hit. 


Reid lingered at
her bedside, moving his eyes over her body and staring at her breasts. All that
separated her naked flesh from him was a thin, cotton gown. She squirmed at the
idea of him touching her and could see what he was after. His thoughts were all
but spelled out in drool on her sheets. 


“Don’t even
think about it,” she said, snarling. 


 “I bet you’re
hungry.” He smiled and lowered the bed rail, drawing her restrained left wrist down
with it. He sat on the side of her bed and his weight flattened the mattress,
leaning her against him. 


She shivered.  “Get
the fuck away from me.”


“Or you’ll do what?”
he asked. “You’re a bad girl, aren’t you, Miranda?” His words dripped with
sex. “I better not take any chances.” He leaned over her and pulled her right wrist
restraint until the back of her hand was flush with the railing. His chest pressed
down on her and his breath was hot on her ear.


She turned her
face away from his, scooted over in the bed, and yanked against the solid,
binding restraints. Fighting him was useless. 


Reid took the
lid off a bowl of dark brown mush that looked like oatmeal and smelled like
pureed meat. Her already upset stomach turned and she wrinkled her nose. 


“Oh, God. I’m
not eating that.” 


Reid filled a
spoon halfway. “We can do this the easy way or my way, your choice.” He moved it
in front of her like a mother with a toddler. “Open up the hangar.” He was clearly
amused.


 “I’m not eating
whatever that shit is,” she said through clenched teeth.


Reid grabbed her
face and pushed her cheeks toward each other until her lips were forced apart.
“Eat the fucking mush, Miranda. Nixon’s orders.” 


The hard plastic
spoon pressed against her front teeth and slid into her gums, compelling her to
open her mouth.


The metallic
mush mixed with the taste of fresh blood. Her gums ached and she wanted to
vomit. She spat the mouthful at Reid, peppering her gown and blankets with the
soggy refuse. 


Reid wiped his
face and his cold expression held a new intent. He pulled her blanket off and a
chill swept across her causing a gooseflesh eruption.


She shivered and
her nipples grew hard, pressing against the thin gown.


Reid’s eyes
narrowed and his grimace turned to a grin. “We’re going to need to clean you
up.” His finger traced a line from her chin to the neckline of her gown, slowly
drawing it into a “V.”


“Please stop.” 


 “Stop what?” he
asked. “You’re the one who made the mess. You’re lucky I’m willing to clean you
up.” His hand moved slowly over her right breast, pinching her erect nipple.


He was going to
rape her, she knew it. “Please, don’t do this. I’m sorry.”


“Reid, knock it
off.” Foster appeared in the doorway, a pile of clean linens and a gown folded
over his right arm. “I’ll take care of her. Nixon’s orders.” 


Oh, thank
God. 


Reid slammed the
food on the cart hard enough that it aerosolized the mush, spattering two of
the cell walls. “Fine, you get her to eat this shit. I’m out of here.”


Miranda let out
the breath she’d been holding and sniffled, a tear of relief rolling down her
cheek. “Thank you.” She swallowed and tried to steady her nerves. 


He was the
last person she expected to save her.


Foster waited
until Reid was out of earshot, closed the door, set the change of bedding at
Miranda’s feet. “I don’t have a lot of time. Listen, don’t talk. In that pile
are clean scrubs and a tee shirt. Put on the gown for now and keep the other clothes
hidden under your blankets. There’s some food, crackers, mostly, but it beats
the shit Reid was trying to feed you.” He released the wrist restraints from
over her head and allowed her a stretch before refastening them lower on the
sidebars. “You should be able to get out of these with no problem.” He left the
cuffs loose enough for her to pull her hands through. “Wait for me here. I’ll get
you out of this, but do not leave this room. Do you hear me? No matter what, do
not leave this room.” 


“Why not?” she
asked.


“Because there
are worse things out there than Nixon.”
















 


 


 


20.


 


Scott woke up in
the passenger’s seat of his pewter H2 with a headache that sparked fireworks in
his vision. The sun, even through the tinted windows, forced its way into his
squinted eyes and burned like a searing hot poker. He lifted his hand to the lump
at the base of his skull and winced when he touched it. The blood mixed with
his bristly hair to form a thick scab, the damp center of which had not dried yet.



Nixon’s chatter kept
Scott distracted, and while he regretted not heading off Reid’s attack, it
confirmed Miranda’s location.


He looked around
to get his bearings.


Okay, where
the hell did you drop me off, psycho? 


Porters, the
small convenience store he passed on his trip into town, was just up ahead. He
couldn’t help smirking when he saw the sign: Thank you for visiting
Strandville. We hope you enjoyed your stay.


“Hardly.”


Reid had driven him
to the town line as a not so subtle hint. 


Scott adjusted
the driver’s seat, hit Nixon Center in his recently found GPS locations, and
had barely turned around when the truck sputtered and stalled.


“If you wanted
me to leave,” he said, “you should have left me gas.” 


He shifted into
park and started the walk to Porter’s.


 


*
* * * *


 


Zach turned the
corner into Allison’s empty hospital room. Every floral arrangement and
personal effect was gone. The smell of disinfectant and the clean, taut sheets on
the bed said that Allison wasn’t coming back. 


He
double-checked the room number though he could have walked to it in his sleep. Panic
gripped him and he ran his hands through his hair, trying not to cry. 


What had he
started?
Somehow he knew this was all to do with what Clarence told him about Mitch.


Nixon appeared in
the doorway. “Please come with me.” 


Zach was so deep
in worry that he hadn’t heard Nixon’s approach. He let his hands down and
forced himself to stay calm. He would never find his wife without him. “Where
is Allison? Is she all right?” 


“She is. Please
come with me. It’s time we talk.”


Zach followed
Nixon to the stairwell and down to the first floor elevator. Awkward silence
compounded the tension. “Why are we going to the basement?” 


Please don’t
let Allison be there.


Nixon held up
his hand for Zach to be quiet. Two women passed by carrying flowers and
balloons that said Get well soon. 


The elevator
door opened and Zach went in, holding his breath all the way down. His stomach
knotted and he couldn’t think straight. He was terrified of what Nixon was
taking him to see.


Nixon’s demeanor
remained flat even as he approached the cell and gestured for Zach to look
inside. “There’s been an accident.”


Clarence cowered
in the corner. White film formed over his bulging eyes and contrasted his dark
skin like the narrow ends of two eggs rising from his skull. 


Zach held his
hand to his mouth, regretting ever asking about Mitch. 


This is
entirely my fault. 


“The change is
painfully slow,” Nixon said, the fact seeming to please more than upset him.


Clarence rolled
onto his knees and vomited a small pool of blood. His back arched like a cat’s
and he howled in pain, sweat glistening on his skin.


He’s feeling
every bit of this.


Zach turned
away, unable to watch any more.


Nixon had proven
his point.


“Come with me.”
Nixon stopped at the Control Room scanner. “Travis is going to need help.”
Nixon typed in his security code to program it. “Put your hand here, please.”


The only thing
to do was to comply. He placed his palm on the scanner, a green light came on,
and the door opened. Access granted. 


Travis sat in
the corner facing away from the wall of monitors tuned into Clarence’s cell.
His eyes were rimmed red and his posture slumped. 


“You’ll let me
know when he’s finished changing, won’t you?” Nixon asked.


Travis sniffled.
“Yes, sir.”


Nixon went to
Travis and turned his chair. “You’ll need to watch to know when that is.”


Travis tilted
his head and watched the painful transition in his periphery.


The twisted,
sick bastard.  How
long had Nixon made him watch this? 


This didn’t
bode well for Allison. Zach’s
thoughts drifted to her vacated room. “What did you do with my wife?” 


Travis looked
up. 


Nixon flipped a
switch and the new location appeared on the monitors. “I relocated her for the
time being, but I’m certain she isn’t aware.” Allison’s room had been
replicated almost exactly except for that the blinds were closed, concealing
anything that might clue him into where she was. She appeared comfortably
asleep, but nothing at the center was as it appeared. She could be sedated.


“Why did
you move her?”


“Her reaction to
the treatment makes it unsafe for her to be mixed with the other patients.”


“What reaction?”
Zach’s contempt broke through in spite of his desperate attempt for it not to. 


Nixon narrowed
his eyes. “The kind that if not carefully controlled could be painful.” He
flipped the switch back and tapped the monitor showing Clarence’s cell. 


Blood ran from
Clarence’s ears and nose. He pressed his head to the floor and pounded his
fists against the white tile. Urine pooled around him.


“I want to see
my wife.” Zach said tearfully.


Nixon opened the
Control Room door. “I’m afraid that just isn’t possible.” 
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“Are you all
right?” A heavy-set woman wearing a black and red plaid hunting shirt held a
gauze pad to the back of Scott’s head with a fair amount of pressure. “You gave
us a helluva scare.”


Scott leaned
forward and looked at the pimple-faced teen across from him. The young man’s face
was battered, bruised, and stitched. “Where am I?” He took in the cluttered
back room of a log cabin-like store. 


“Porter’s,” the
kid said, his severe expression hard to read. “You passed out’n our parkin’
lot.” 


Porters. To get
gas. Slowly,
things came back. 


Scott brushed a
stray shard of gravel from his cheek. “I have to go.”  He set his hands on the table
and when he tried to stand up, his legs tried to crumble under his weight.


The woman
steadied him and coaxed him back into the chair. “I don’t think you should get up
just yet.” The kid handed Scott a plastic cup of water.


“What’s your
name?” the woman asked.


“Scott. Scott
Penton.” He took a sip. 


“Name’s Maggie
Porter and this’s my nephew, Billy.”


Billy wore a
pair of ratty jeans, an oversized tee-shirt, and a jacket with an ax and
fireman’s hat over the words Strandville Fire Department. “Glad to meet you.”
He shook their hands and then squeezed his aching head, the veins pulsing at
his temples.


“That was quite
a header you took,” Maggie said. “What were you thinkin’ drivin’ with your head
split open?”


The curtain serving
as the door to the back room opened and a broad man with a ruddy complexion and
thick, calloused hands walked through it. He handed frozen peas and a box of
steri-strips to Maggie. “This is the closest thing I could find to an ice
pack.”


Maggie held the bag
to Scott’s head. He leaned in to the soothing cold and only pulled away when
the pressure intensified the pain. “Scott, this is my husband, Jack. Jack,
Scott Penton.”


Jack furrowed
his brow in contemplation. “Penton, huh? Don’t recognize the name. What brings
you to Strandville?”


Scott handed him
a picture of Miranda from out of his wallet. “I came looking for my wife.”


 “Oh, boy,” Jack
said somberly. He turned the photograph over to Billy. “Remember her?”


Billy nodded, his
thin, greasy bangs falling in front of his face.


 “You’ve seen
her?” Scott leaned forward and the scab forming on the back of his head pulled
his hair, making him wince. 


Maggie took the
cold peas away. “We’re going to have to clean this and close it up.”


Still, no one
had asked how it happened. Part of him believed it was because they already
knew.


Billy brushed
his hair back and met Scott’s gaze. “You ‘member how you got to the other side
of the town line?”


He did know.


“Of course I do.”
Scott lied. He flinched when Maggie poured peroxide into his wound. She held a
paper towel to his neck to catch the runoff and reapplied it several more times,
each time stinging worse than the one before it. The bubbling and popping sound
echoed in Scott’s head, fast at first, then steadily slower. “What do you know
about my wife?” he asked, focusing on Jack.


“She came in for
gas maybe a week ago. Said she got a job here and moved up from the city, but
she didn’t mention a husband.”


Scott lowered
his head and Maggie raised his chin, drying the freshly cleaned wound. “You’re
going to have to keep still if you want these steri-strips to hold. They’re not
as good as stitches, but they’ll hold you until you can get to the Nixon Center
for proper care.”


Scott bristled
at the mention. “The Nixon Center? Are you kidding me? That’s how this happened
in the first place. The job Miranda came for was at the center. There’s
something wrong there.” 


Billy perked up,
his eyes wide with interest. 


“That’s
ridiculous,” Maggie said. “That center’s the reason half the people in this
town have any medical care at all.”


“It’s also the
reason the women are missing.”


Jack shook his
head. “Listen, City. I’ll cut you some slack because you’re new in town and I
think that knock to your noggin mighta jarred something loose. Sometimes people
want away from a situation. I’m not speculating on your relationship, but I did
notice that your wife wasn’t wearing a wedding ring. Women have gone
missing around here, but they’re young, reckless, and have every reason to want
to put this small town in their rearview. There just isn’t more to it.”


Scott turned to
Billy who had yet to say a word. “Is that your take, too? Do you think my wife
moved up here to leave in under a week?”


“Strandville has
that affect on people,” Maggie said.


“I was asking
Billy.”


Jack spoke for
him. “Billy doesn’t have a feeling one way or another.”


Billy tightened
his mouth and plucked a napkin from the table. He jotted something on it and
covered it with his hand. 


“My truck’s out
of gas,” Scott said to distract Maggie and Jack. He pulled a fifty-dollar bill
from his wallet. “I’ll have to get it here and fuel up.”


Jack nodded. “Already
taken care of. Towed it down here myself.”


Billy palmed the
note. 


“What do I owe
you for the tow?” Scott asked.


Jack held up his
thick hand. “Nothin’ at all. Barely moved it a few feet. When Billy brought you
in, we figured you hadn’t come from far. I took a ride to look for anyone else
that might be hurt. Found your vehicle in the process.”


“Are you sure I
can’t pay you?” Scott asked.


Jack shook his
head. “Consider it a favor.”


“Thank you, for
everything. I’ll take fifty in gas.” Scott held up the bill folded in half.


“I’ll pump,”
Billy said. “It’s my job anyway.” 


Maggie taped a
piece of gauze over Scott’s steri-stripped wound. “Are you sure you’re all
right to drive?” She handed him two aspirin. “You’re still bleeding some.”


“I’m sure.” He chased
the white pills with the dregs of the water. He took his time standing up,
feeling sturdier and less lightheaded than before. He said another round of
thanks and headed for the parking lot. The cowbell jangled as the front door slammed
shut. The sunlight magnified his headache tenfold.


Billy stood with
his back to the store. His hand was slack on the handle of the gas nozzle and
$50.00 had already registered on the pump. 


Scott opened the
driver’s side door and tried not to be seen speaking. “Who brought me out here,
Billy?”


“Max Reid,” he
answered. “Same guy did this to my face. I can’t talk now.”


“You think your
aunt and uncle are watching you?”


Billy nodded a
slight yes.


“My wife,
Miranda, rented an apartment from an old woman named Iris. Do you know who I’m
talking about?”


Another slight
nod. “Widow Hinkle’s place. An ol’ two-family on Pike Road. White house, black
shutters.” Billy hung the nozzle on the pump and closed the Hummer’s gas cap.
Maggie appeared in Porter’s doorway. “Take care Scott, an’ good luck findin’
your wife.” He shook Scott’s hand and palmed him the folded piece of paper.


“Thanks, again.”
Scott nodded to Maggie and climbed into his truck. One turn of the key and the
engine roared to life. He waited until he was on the road to open the note
Billy handed him. He typed Pike Road into his GPS and unfolded the square of
paper. It was a phone number and address and said ‘meet me at 9:00.’
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Miranda nibbled
the dry, salted cracker. Nausea came in unpredictable waves and confirmed her
worst fear. The pregnancy took. With her, morning sickness started almost
immediately and would only get worse.


Her heart sank
and her mind raced with conflicting emotions. Logically, she wanted the whole
thing over. Emotionally, she clung to the hope of delivering a healthy baby and
proving the doctors wrong. Losing her daughter had pushed her further into
darkness than she ever imagined she’d go. She had contemplated suicide, and had
it not been for the antidepressants and Scott’s support, she most certainly would
have done it. 


The sound of an
electronic lock broke the silence and startled her. She pushed the crackers under
her blanket and positioned herself so if it wasn’t Foster, whoever came in
wouldn’t notice the restraints were loose enough for her to get free.


The door opened and
a young, Hispanic orderly wheeled in a tray of mush. He kicked a doorstop in
place with the toe of his sneaker and pulled in a second cart of linens. She
was thrilled not to see Reid, but wondered why they sent an orderly instead of
security. They were setting her up to see if she would try to escape. She
feared the whole thing was a ruse. If you run, Reid will catch you. 


She weighed her
limited options.


“I need to go to
the bathroom,” she said. “Can you please help me?” In her experience, men were
squeamish about whatever they thought went on in women’s bathrooms. The orderly
didn’t say a word. He shook open a clean sheet and pillowcase and laid them
over the cart. “Excuse me,” she said. “I really have to go.”


He shrugged, the
blank stare remaining. 


What doesn’t
he get? 


Miranda kept her
eye on the door. 


The orderly
prepared a change of linens and pushed the tray of gruel closer to her. He wanted
her to eat before changing the sheets.


“I’m not
hungry,” she said. “I need to go to the bathroom.” 


He shrugged
again. “No English.”


No English? 


He went to
untuck the sheets from the foot of her bed.


“No. No.” Her
muscles tensed, afraid of him finding the clothing Foster had left her. “Bathroom.”
She fidgeted to try and make him understand what she wanted. Again, he pushed
the tray closer. This time, the edge of it pressed against her chest. He pulled
the tucked sheets loose from the foot of the bed as nervous sweat dripped down
her sides.


The propped door
might be the only chance she’d ever get at freedom. 


Careful not to
pull her wrist free, Miranda reached to the end of her restraints and launched
the bowl of mush at the wall. The brown muck splattered and sprayed the orderly.



He threw his
hands up and shouted at her in rapid-fire Spanish. Perfect. He wiped his
face on the sheets he’d been preparing for her bed. He’d have to get more.
He pushed the cart of soiled linens into the hallway and, in his frustration, left
the doorstop in place. The hard wheels of the linen cart thudded on the tile. His
unintelligible mumbling grew faint. 


Come on. Come
on. 


Miranda’s pulse
pounded as she listened for anyone else that might be around. Another door
clicked, the supply closet, and the ranting disappeared. Now! It
was a split-second opportunity. She slipped her wrists out of the restraints,
unfastened her ankles, and grabbed the scrubs from under the blankets. 


Her legs ached
as she ran out of the room, the increasing pace sharpening the pain in her
groin.


You can do
this. 


She would crawl
out of the center if she had to, for herself and the baby. Not afforded the
luxury of a bra, she crossed her arms over her chest and picked up speed. The supply
closet door was ajar and the orderly’s back was to her. He bent over the sink
and washed the mush from his face. His eyes were closed and he grumbled to
himself in Spanish. She held her breath as she passed him, careful not to make
a sound. Nervousness magnified her nausea, but she couldn’t stop. 


She moved
quickly and cautiously to avoid a run-in with security, Reid in particular. Her
feet, clad in terry-cloth slipper socks, ached and she struggled not to slip as
she made her way down the tiled hall.


Which way was
out?


The weight of
interrupted sleep, of the changes in her body, and of living on crackers and
scant amounts of mush made the short run seem like a cross-country marathon. She
turned a corner and heard a loud crash. A door slammed into a wall.  She
had to get out of sight and grabbed the first doorknob she came to. It yielded
and she prayed there was no one else on the other side. 


She ducked into
the dim and windowless mechanical room and was overcome by an indescribable,
putrid stench. Her newly hypersensitive gag reflex kicked in and, if she had
anything more than crackers in her stomach, she’d have vomited. Her back
muscles spasmed in a brief dry heave and she swallowed the mouthful of saliva. 


What stinks? 


She found a
flashlight on a utility shelf and turned it on.


The room was hot
and the smell burned her nose and throat. She cupped her hand over her face, taking
shallow breaths, and held in the urge to cough. 


A medical waste
incinerator roared and the flames gave off a radiant heat that sent Miranda into
a full-on sweat. She pressed her ear to the door and listened. The hall was
silent. She slipped out of the open-backed gown and put on the scrubs. The
increasing heat combined with borderline dehydration made her head spin. She fanned
her shirt up and down in an attempt at cooling herself, but the movement only
made things worse. The room spun and she grabbed the lip of one of the three
covered carts parked in front of the incinerator for stability.


What the
hell?


Her hand landed
in congealed gelatin. She shined the flashlight to see what it was. Sticky strands
like molten red glass or melted cinnamon candy stretched into threads. She
wiped her palm clean on the discarded hospital gown and recognized the gore as
clotted blood and something like mucus.


No, please. She bit the inside of her
lip to keep from crying. What if it was Annie’s blood? She hadn’t been
able to shake the feeling that something awful had happened to her. 


Terrified, she
didn’t want to look at what was in the cart, but knew she had to.


Her heart
hammered as she peeled back the corner of the fitted, plastic sheet. The rancid
stench magnified. A bilious liquid rocketed up her throat and she doubled-over
letting the bitter fluid spill down her chin onto the floor. 


She wanted to
scream, to run, to pretend she hadn’t seen what was inside, but it was burned
so deep into her already damaged psyche that she knew she’d never forget it. 


A half dozen or
more tiny beings covered the rotting bodies of the mutilated women piled into
the cart. Not quite babies, the necrotic beings could have been if they were fully
formed. Their distorted faces were almost human except for the tiny milk teeth
that jutted from their peeled back lips.


She let go of
the cart and closed her eyes, tears spilling down her cheeks. She held her hand
to her stomach and suddenly feared what Nixon implanted inside of her. 


Her hopes for a
healthy infant turned to dread of delivering a monster.


It’ll never
make it,
she told herself. 


Suddenly, she
needed the doctors to be right.


 


*
* * * *


 


This is your
fault. 


Travis’s words
echoed in Zach’s head as he reluctantly drove away from the Nixon Center.  His
unauthorized departure wasn’t without risk, but he couldn’t stand the tense
silence in the Control Room. The angst of Travis losing his dear friend.  The
images of Clarence clawing his skin, gnashing his teeth, and giving in to the
infection wouldn’t get out of his head. 


Nixon held power
over men who were larger and stronger than he was, mostly out of fear, Zach
figured. Zach wasn’t afraid, he was worried for Allison. Nixon knew she was
his weakness. He clutched his cell phone in the breast pocket of his
uniform shirt, and armed with the video of the women in the ward, set out to
find help.


He couldn’t take
on Nixon alone. 


Miranda’s
address hadn’t been hard to locate and Zach was thankful to have gotten to her
file before Nixon became suspicious of him. Scott Penton was his last hope.
Zach parked in the driveway of the small, two-family house and noted the silver
H2 pulled off the side of the road. In a town as small as Strandville, a
vehicle like that stood out. He surveyed the outdated house and noticed that
the front door of the ground floor apartment was ajar. 


“Hello? Can you
hear me?” He jumped when a marmalade-colored tabby pushed between his slightly
parted legs. “I’m letting your cat in.” He opened the screen door. “Hello? Is
anyone home?”


No sooner did
his boot hit the linoleum foyer floor than the cold muzzle of a gun pressed
firmly into the back of his head.


“Don’t you
fucking move!”


Zach’s assailant
came from behind the interior door, the first place he should have checked
given the circumstances. He raised his hands in surrender and steadied his
nervous breath. 


“Listen,” Zach
said unable to lay eyes on whoever had him at gunpoint. “I’m looking for the landlord,
that’s all. I’m a friend of her tenant’s.” The metal settled into the tiny
indent where his spine met his skull. 


“How do you know
Miranda?”


Zach turned to look
over his shoulder and the gun pressed harder into him. 


The steady, but
angry male voice continued. “Without turning around, I want to see your I.D. I
also want you to think very carefully before lying to me. What do you want with
my wife?”


Zach reached
slowly into his back pocket, opened his wallet so that his license was showing,
and passed it to the man behind him. His wife? He smirked at the
coincidence. The person he was looking for had him at gunpoint. “You’re
Miranda’s ex. Scott Penton, right? I came here hoping to find a way to contact you.”


“And why would
you do that?” Scott asked.


“Because Miranda’s
in trouble.” Zach tried to come up with a logical explanation for the infection
and the experiment, but nothing sounded reasonable.


“And you care why?”


Zach drew a deep
breath. “Because Nixon has my wife, too. I need your help.” He could only hope
with him wearing a Nixon Center security uniform that Scott would believe him.


“How do I know
you aren’t part of this?” 


“Part of what?” 


Scott grabbed
Zach by the collar and shoved him toward a small master bedroom at the rear of
the first floor apartment. Zach struggled to breathe as the cotton tightened on
his neck. 


Holy shit. He couldn’t believe his
eyes.


An old woman’s frail
body splayed out across the country roses bedspread. The deep cut through her
throat almost decapitated her. Arterial blood spray painted the delicate pink
walls and the white lace curtains. Blood soaked the bed and had run down the comforter
on to the beige carpet. Her anguished expression, frozen in death, and the
multitude of bruises said her end wasn’t as quick and clean as it could have
been.  


Trademark Max
Reid.


Scott pushed
Zach into the bedroom and he stumbled, careful to avoid touching anything. 


“Look like
Nixon’s handiwork to you?”


Zach shrugged. “I
don’t put it past him, but why would he have an old woman killed?” 


“Because when
Miranda went missing, she’s the one who called me.”
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Reid turned the
basement upside down and two hours later, still hadn’t found Miranda. It was
time for payback. He strung Miguel, the young orderly, up in the
incinerator room. He bound his hands over his head with a length of coarse rope
and hung him from the sturdy pipes in the ceiling.


“Why would you
leave the door open?” He drove his knife between Miguel’s ribs, one after the
other in sequence, until the green scrub shirt was stained red. Air whistled
out of a wound on the right and Reid knew he had punctured a lung.


Miguel howled,
and though Reid didn’t speak Spanish, the words were clearly a plea for his
life. 


Yes, this is
what he needed. 


The frustration
of hunting Miranda melted away. The peace of the impending kill sent Nixon’s
disappointment and anger into the background.


Reid ran his
razor-sharp blade down Miguel’s shirt and flayed it open. Gashes dotted
Miguel’s bald, tan chest. A gold rope chain with a crucifix hung around his
neck. Reid inserted the tip of his knife into one of the smaller holes and
twisted it, increasing the blood flow. “Did you see which way the chica went?”
He cocked his head to the side.


“No hablo
Ingles.” A red mist sprayed from Miguel’s mouth.


“Don’t give me
that shit! Talk!” Reid dealt a sharp blow to Miguel’s cheek, caving the bone
near his eye. Reid grinned at the shattering crunch. 


Miguel’s body
dangled, the ropes groaning under the strain of his weight. Blood pooled on the
plastic sheeting beneath him. This time, when his eyes closed, they didn’t
reopen.


“You’ll look at
me when I’m talking to you.” Reid snatched a roll of duct tape from the utility
shelf, peeled two small strips, and taped Miguel’s lids up. 


“Which way did she
go?” Reid drove his knife, up to the hilt, into Miguel’s chest. 


A weak groan
escaped him.


He was all
but dead. 


With no fear
left in his victim to fuel his attack, Reid grabbed a handful of Miguel’s dark
hair and pulled his head back. 


“Mistakes have
consequences.” 


He drew the
blade across the young orderly’s throat and watched his body convulse until it
went still. The rope chain settled into the wound and the crucifix disappeared
under the blood. 


Reid stepped off
the drop cloth to avoid the final spill. Leave no evidence. Nixon had
been clear. He waited for the adrenaline rush to pass before starting the
cleanup, having learned from his previous mistakes. He pushed aside the medical
waste cart, fired up the incinerator, and moved to open the door, kicking
something wadded up on the floor. A discarded hospital gown. He spread
it out and found a small, bloody handprint smeared on the front. Miranda. He’d
been in that room a dozen times before stringing up Miguel. How did he miss her?


The overhead
ductwork creaked and he smiled. 


Maybe he
hadn’t.


 


*
* * * *


 


Scott pulled up
fifteen minutes early to the address on the scrap of paper Billy had given him.
A sliver of moon peeked out from behind a cluster of gathering storm clouds and
lit the muddy driveway. Loose gravel caught in the tires and kicked up against
the side of the Hummer. 


Scott drove
around to the only clearing in a field of tall grass and parked. Several old
pick-up trucks and a rusted, behemoth of a van obscured his view of the small
cabin.


“Can you trust
this kid?” Zach asked from the back seat. “I mean, how do you know he’s not
part of what’s going on around here?”


“His sister is
missing, too. Believe me, he’s hurting.”


“Are you sure
that isn’t just from the beatings Reid gave the two of you?”


A rapping of
knuckles came at the tinted, driver’s side window. 


“It’s Billy,”
Scott said. “Get down.” 


Zach shimmied to
the floor and settled in face down, though his broad shoulders barely fit. 


Scott stepped
out, careful to block Billy’s view of the back seat. “Hey.” 


“Hey,” Billy
said and pushed his flop of bangs from in front of his red eyes. “We need ta
talk before ya go in there.”


Billy was either
stoned or had been crying. Scott didn’t ask which. “Ok, so talk.” He couldn’t
shake the feeling that he wasn’t welcome.


A man pressed
his face to the front door window.


“Problem is, I’m
not supposed ta tell anyone we’re, ya know, planning on getting into the Center
again. The other guys don’t trust you. I told ‘em about your wife, but some of
‘em think ya might’ve been sent here…by Nixon. Looking like ya do won’t help
that, neither.”


“What do I look
like other than a guy who’s had the shit beat out of him?”


“Military, like
Nixon’s security thugs.”


“I am military,
but I have nothing to do with Nixon.”


“It ain’t me ya
hafta convice.”


A middle-aged
man in a stained tank top and paint-splattered jeans stepped through the
shanty’s creaking front door and headed in their direction. His unshaven face
and ruddy complexion combined with the thick smell of whiskey gave him away as
an all-day drunk. His curled upper lip said he was a mean one.


“I tol’ you not
to bring ‘im here.” The man shoved Billy and knocked him off his footing. 


Billy landed in
the mud and held his hands up protectively. “We need ‘im, Lenny.” 


Scott stepped in
between Lenny and Billy. “Hey, take it easy.” Convincing this group to help him
was going to be harder than he expected. 


Billy stood up
and wiped his palms on his jeans. “If ya want Annie back, Len, you’ll listen.” 


“Listen?
To an outsider?” Lenny planted a firm kick in the Hummer’s driver’s
side door. 


Scott shoved him
out of the way before he could get in another one. “Get away from my truck, you
asshole.”


“City, that
ain’t no truck.” Lenny turned to Billy. “This guy is one of Nixon’s
goons if ever I saw one.” He pointed an accusing finger.


A group of men
ranging from late-teens to mid-sixties appeared from the shadows. One had his
grip choked-up on a weathered, wooden baseball bat, another on a crow bar.
Scott scanned for guns--sure that one of them had one. The man at the back of
the pack held a 0.22 against his leg. He thought of his own pistol in its case
in the truck. He hadn’t holstered it to avoid making Billy uneasy, but between
this and his run-in with Reid at the center, it was a mistake he wouldn’t make
again. 


The group
pressed closer until the largest of the men pinned Scott to the front door of
the Hummer. Don’t raise a hand. He could’ve fought back, but the idea
was to win them over and they significantly outnumbered him. 


“I’m not one of them,”
Scott said. 


Zach climbed out
of the back seat still wearing his Nixon Center uniform. “He isn’t, but I am.”
He aimed a pistol at the crowd.


Billy’s jaw
dropped and his eyes opened wide. “What in the hell?”


Scott held up
his hand. “Listen, it’s not what you think. Let me explain.” 


Zach sighted up
on the man pressing his arm into Scott’s chest. “Let him go.”


No response.


“I don’t want to
hurt anyone. I’m here for help, too. I said let him go.” He pulled back the
slide. 


Billy nodded.
“Do it, Kurt,” he said. “Hear ‘im out.”


The man stepped
away.


“The rest of
you, back up.” Zach pushed a couple of buttons and held out his phone.


A grainy video
appeared on the screen and the image of a woman lying motionless in a hospital
bed caught Billy’s attention.


“Amy?” He tried
to grab it, but Zach held on.


“No you don’t,”
he said. “This stays with me.”


“How am I
supposed to see what’s goin’ on in there? Is she all right?” Billy scratched
his head.


“Take it for
what it is, proof that she’s alive and that we’re telling the truth.”


A tear rolled
down Billy’s cratered cheek. “Where’s she?”


“In the basement
of the Nixon Center.”


The view changed
moving from Amy to Carlene, who held her hand over her only slightly swollen
belly. The man holding Scott against the Hummer lowered his eyes. “That’s my
daughter,” he said.


The oldest of
the men stepped up and patted Kurt’s shoulder. “I didn’t know Carlene was
pregnant.”


Kurt shook his
head, despondent, and let off of Scott. “She wasn’t.”


The video played
out and Zach dropped his arm to his side. “Nixon has my wife, too. She’s sick
and has to get out of there, but I need your help. I know the center well
enough, I can lead you to the women, but Nixon won’t let them go without a
fight. You all lost someone. Why else would you be here? Now that you know, for
sure, that Nixon’s behind it, how far will you go to get them back?”
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Nixon stared out
his office window at the storm bearing down.  He drew a slow, controlled
breath, working to calm his nerves. Reid would have to pay, somehow, for
Miranda’s escape. For reassigning an immigrant orderly to care for his most
valued subject. A plan began to formulate, one he wouldn’t set in motion
until after Miranda was returned. The experiment’s outcome hinged on finding
her, and so far, they were no closer. Nixon forced his shoulders down hoping to
stave off the headache affecting his ability to think. 


Miranda escaping
wasn’t his only problem.


Zach was now
missing, too, and cooperating with Miranda for all he knew. 


A knock came at
his partially open door.


“Dr. Nixon.”
Lois, his matronly secretary, peeked from behind it.


“What is it,
Lois?”


“Max Reid is on
the phone for you.”


Nixon pressed
the flashing button and picked up the call. “Please tell me you found them
both.” He didn’t bother with a greeting.


“No, sir. No
sign of either of them, but I have the gate guard watching for Zach. When he
shows up, I’ll let you know immediately.”


Nixon knew Zach
would come back, it was a matter of when. “Have Foster review the lot security
feeds. I need to know how long ago Zach left and who, if anyone, was with him.
For your sake, it better not be Miranda Penton.” Nixon slammed down the handset
and massaged his throbbing temples. He hired Zach for his tactical military
background and his marksmanship. These were not qualities he wanted used
against him. 


Powerful
allies make even more powerful foes. 


Nixon locked his
office door and pocketed the key. The mounting paranoia created a hollow pit in
his gut and he chewed down a handful of antacids he took from a half-empty
bottle in his drawer. He sat down behind his expansive desk and ran his fingers
through his thinning hair. Don’t panic. You planned for this. He had no
choice but to move as much of the experiment as he could off-site, to the
clinic.


 


*
* * * *


 


The
storm-darkened morning felt more like twilight. The smell of strong coffee
filled the old cabin and the men shuffled to the bathroom in-turn, exhausted
from rotating shifts of keeping watch over Zach and Scott and looking out for
Nixon or Reid. 


Zach hadn’t
intended to stay overnight, but explaining the unfathomable took longer than
expected and still, very few, if any, of them believed him about the infection.



“Everything
okay?” Scott stretched his back, walking with a slight, stiff-legged limp into
the kitchen, which was still well within earshot. He poured two black cups of
coffee and sat down at the dusty farmhouse table. 


Zach nodded and
climbed out from between the folds of the musty sleeping bag. “I’m fine,” he
said, though he was anything but. He rubbed his tired eyes, having been kept up
by the incessant thunder and the snoring of the others camped out on the floor
in sleeping bags near his. 


Trust, with this
group, didn’t come easy.


 “But…?” Scott
sipped from an old promotional mug whose insurance logo had long since faded.


“Nothing,” Zach
said. “I’m just worried about Allison. I should’ve gone back. Nixon must’ve noticed
I left by now.”


Kurt, Carlene’s
father, lit a cigarette and inhaled. “We’re all worried about someone. Frank
and I lost our daughters, Billy, his sister, and Lenny his wife.” Dark circles
rimmed his sad eyes.


Zach didn’t
mention it, but he was awake when Kurt woke up in the middle of the night
screaming for Carlene.  He contemplated talking to him but, considering the
lack of trust, settled on staring out the window. A bolt of lightning touched
down in the back field and lit the obsidian sky.


Lenny yanked the
Kelvinator’s handle and stood there with it open. The refrigerator’s rust and
dents made it hard to believe it kept anything cold.  “I’m worried about us,”
he said and knocked back a can of Pabst. He took a second for slower sipping.


Frank, the eldest
of them, clucked his tongue. He buttoned his red and black plaid flannel over
his turtleneck and straightened the oversized belt buckle that dwarfed his thin
waist. “I am too, if you’re part of the plan. You really think this is the kind
of thing you do shitfaced, Lenny?”


Lenny lit a
cigarette and belched. “This asshole’s talkin’ about guns and zombies and
you’re upset over a few beers. Don’t worry. I can handle my liquor.”


Frank’s teeth
clicked against his fingernails, already bitten down to nubs. 


Zach raised an
eyebrow. “Do you have to do that?” He buttered the piece of toast Billy had
made for him, but had lost his appetite. 


“I recently quit
smoking,” Frank said, explaining the nervous behavior.


Billy smirked.
“You gotta pacemaker, what more d’ya have to worry about?”


Frank rolled his
eyes and tucked his hand between his leg and the wooden bench he sat on.


John, who looked
no older than Billy, munched on a sleeve of stale crackers he took from the
barren cabinet. He kept his eyes downcast and said little since waking up.


Zach nodded in
his direction. “I know the others’ stories. What about yours?”


 “I don’t want
to talk about it,” John muttered and tucked a small, silver ring on a chain
into his shirt.


Billy huffed out
a breath. “Then I will. John’s only here outta guilt. Nixon killed his fiancé,
April. At least, that’s what we think.”


“Killed?” It was
the first time that Zach had heard someone, other than Reid, accused of murder.


“She was taken
right out of their apartment. John was too scared to help her. Few months
later, her body was found in a Nixon Center dumpster, cut up all surgery like.
No way of knowin’ what happened, exactly, but when she went missin’, that’s
where she turned up.”


“You saw this?”
Zach asked John, his heart going out to him.


John nodded.
“Had to identify her.” He looked away so the other men wouldn’t see him crying.


“That’s how we
first came to think it was Nixon takin’ the girls,” Billy said. “Amy dated a
guard--who also went missing--Penny went to one of his clinics, and Annie was
his patient. It all fits.”


Zach sighed. “I
wondered how your group got together.” He set down his scalding hot coffee to
cool. 


Kurt folded his
nervously shaking hands on the table to steady them. “So how do you plan to get
them all back?”


“Hand me that
paper would you, Scott?” Zach uncapped a black marker and unfolded the Sports
section of the weeks old newspaper. He sketched a map of the basement level
from memory. “Here is the ward where the women are. The infected are in these
cells, here, by the Control Room. This elevator,” he drew a door, “is the only
way up and down. I have a key, but my wife’s not with the others. She’s a
patient, not a prisoner.”


Lenny scoffed,
fogging the air around him with the thick smell of alcohol. “Ain’t that lucky for
her?”


“Lucky?” He
stopped short of divulging the specifics of her treatment for fear that if they
suspected her infection, they wouldn’t help him find her. “I wouldn’t call her
lucky. Nixon moved her when I found out about the guard they have down there.”
He’d already told them the stories. “I’ve been thinking about it all night and
I’m almost positive he has her on the fifth floor. We’re going to have to
release the infected to keep Nixon’s people busy while we get the women out.
They’re not much of a distraction dead.”


“I don’t like
this,” Frank said. “There has to be another way.”


Scott shook his
head, the wound at the back of it finally sealed up enough that it wasn’t
bleeding. “Zach’s right. Billy can vouch for Reid’s brutality. We need a big
enough distraction that security has to pay attention. Zach, if you
think Allison’s on the fifth floor, someone else will have to check for you.
Nixon’s going to be watching for you, specifically, and you’re the only one
that can get to the basement.”


Zach shrugged.
“Security is looking for you, too, Scott.”


Frank had
resumed gnawing and spit a fingernail onto the floor. “Lenny, you’ll be the
distraction. I’m pretty sure Nixon’s staff knows about most of us.” He pointed
at Billy who was tapping his disposable lighter on the table. “The three of you
are too conspicuous. Lenny might not have been seen last time.”


“I have an idea
on how we can get in,” Billy said, “but we hafta stop at the firehouse first.”


Frank picked at
a hangnail. “Zach, tell me about Allison. What are we dealing with?”


 “What do you
mean?” he asked. Had he said something to indicate her condition?


“You said she’s
a patient. What is she hooked up to? Can she walk?”


Zach sighed,
relieved. “Last I saw her she was pretty rigged up. An IV, possibly a catheter,
and she’s weak. You’ll need a wheelchair.”


“Frank, you have
EMT training, don’t you?” Mark asked.


“About a hundred
years ago. You’re the doc now, Doc.”


“I’m a vet, not
a medical doctor,” Mark said. “It’s not exactly the same thing. Besides, we
can’t send all of our men after one woman. I need to go with Zach, Scott, and
Kurt. Frank, you go with the boys, unhook her equipment, and get her out of
there. Monitor her in the van until we can get her to safe medical care.”


Frank drew his
eyebrows together and pursed his thin lips. “And what about Holly?”


Zach didn’t
recognize the name. There were two postpartum women unaccounted for in the
group. Either could have been Frank’s daughter. 


Mark held up his
hand as if swearing an oath. “I won’t let anything happen to Holly, Frank. I’ll
get her out of there myself. I just think it’s better to have the…” 


Mark stopped
mid-sentence and Frank grimaced. “You can say it, it’s better to have the
younger men downstairs. No one wants to risk some kids or have to save the old
man’s ass.”


 “It’s not like
that.” Mark tried, unconvincingly, to backpeddle.


“Actually, it’s
exactly like that,” Zach said. “These things are strong and quicker than I’d
have given them credit for. We have to let the infected out of their cells in
order to distract Nixon and security while we get the women to safety, but the
infection is lethal. We need to be smart because one bite and any one of us is
a goner.”


Scott stared out
the window and twisted the platinum band on his ring finger. “I’ll ask the
obvious, but how do we kill these things?”


Zach took a deep
breath. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. Let Nixon’s people wrangle them.
That’s the whole reason we’re opening the cells in the first place. If we kill
them, yes, we’re hurting the experiment, but we’re also then the primary targets.
Only one elevator goes to the basement. It’s Nixon’s way of controlling access
up and down. There should be no way for the infected to get past it. Any of
them get upstairs and there’ll be much bigger problems.”


“And assume it
comes to that. What if one of them hitches a ride? How do we deal with it?”
John asked. “Do we kill them then?”


“I suppose then
we’d have to. Wounds to the torso or the head are the most effective. They bleed
out quickly and die. Nixon experimented on the only infected female to find
their weaknesses. He bled her out almost to death and transfused her to bring
her back. He drowned and mechanically resuscitated her. Then, he burned her.
That was what killed her. He cremated her in front of her husband, who is also
infected and is down in the basement. Nixon wanted to see if they showed
emotion.”


“And?”


Zach shrugged. “Her
husband reacted, I guess, but he’s one of a kind. Don’t get me wrong, he’d
gouge your eyes out and eat your brains given the chance but they say he’s aware,
that he’s cognizant and plotting his revenge.”


Scott smirked.
“My money’s on letting him have it.”
















 


 


 


25.


 


Rain poured down
on the rusted van parked in an unguarded ancillary lot at the Nixon Center. 


“I told ya’ I
had a plan.” Billy smiled, a picket fence of misaligned teeth stained brown
from chewing tobacco. 


Scott nodded,
anxious to find Miranda. “This might just work.” 


The turnout gear
Billy took from the volunteer firehouse offered the perfect cover considering
their planned distraction. He handed out a stack of two-way radios and fastened
one at his waist. “Turn ‘em on an’ check the batteries.” 


A series of
clicks and each of them nodded.


“Hand me that jacket,
would you?” Zach asked. 


Mark handed over
the yellow coat and worked to get himself inside the suspendered pants in such
a tight space. “I still don’t believe Kurt didn’t show.”


Lenny chugged
the last of his morning beer. “I can’t believe the rest of us did.”


Scott couldn’t
help thinking they’d have been better off without him. A temperamental drunk
could be the perfect distraction or an unreliable disaster. 


“No one made you
come here,” Billy said.


Lenny leaned
forward, the tension between him and Billy apparent. “My girls made me. They
need their ma home.”


Scott zippered
his heavy, yellow coat. He dripped with sweat. The humidity of the merciless
storm combined with the heat of six men crammed into a van made wearing full
fireman’s gear almost unbearable. He held his mask for the last minute.


“Lenny, are you
ready?” Mark asked.


Lenny wore his
usual—jeans, beater, and boots—and he stunk of warm beer and rye.  “Yeah, I’m
ready. I still don’t know why I hafta be the fuckin’ distraction.” He opened and
closed his bone-handled pocketknife, narrowly missing clipping his fingers.


Mark smirked.
“Because none of us trusts you with a gun.”


Zach adjusted
his pistol in a shoulder holster.


Scott preferred
his holstered at his waist and loaded his pockets with as much ammo as they could
hold.


 “We don’t shoot
unless we absolutely have to,” Zach said.


Scott didn’t
need a reminder. He rolled his eyes and noticed John, the youngest of them,
with his head bowed and fidgeting with the hood strings of the sweatshirt in
his lap. “Are you okay?” he asked.


Billy gave John a
shot to the arm that looked anything but playful. “Snap out of it,” he said. “Pussy.”


Mark narrowed
his eyes. “Leave him alone, Billy. We’re one man short already. John, toss me
the hoodie. Lenny needs something to hide his face.”


John threw him the
black hooded sweatshirt and Mark pulled it over Lenny’s head like he was dressing
a child.


Lenny pushed
Mark’s hands away. “Jesus, I got it. Let me alone.” He put his arms in the
sleeves and yanked the sweatshirt down over his torso.


Mark lifted the
hood. “Make sure this stays up.”


“Yeah, I got it.
Calm the fuck down.” Lenny pocketed two books of matches sealed inside a
plastic baggie.


Frank, who had
thus far been quiet, clucked his tongue disapprovingly.


“What the hell’s
your problem?” Lenny asked. His profuse sweating magnified the drunken stink
flowing from his pores.


“The six-pack
you drank for breakfast,” Frank said. “If anyone sees you…”


Lenny
interrupted. “The only one’d recognize me is Nixon, assumin’ he remembers
patients’ husbands.”


John handed
Lenny a fresh pack of Pall Malls and a thunderclap vibrated through the van. 


Lenny held up
the cigarettes in a toast. “Let’s hope that ain’t a sign.” He shook his head. “Shit,
even God thinks this’s a bad idea.”


Billy patted
Lenny firmly on the back and handed him a 16 oz. soda bottle filled with
gasoline. “This one’s for Annie, Len.”


Lenny snarled.
“No, this’s for my girls.” 


Billy opened the
rear van door and gave Lenny a shove.


Lenny stumbled
out into the storm, his work boots splashing in a deceptively deep puddle when
his unsteady feet hit the wet pavement. He teetered. 


“You got this?”
Billy asked. 


Lenny pulled up the
hood, tightened the strings, and gave him the thumbs up. “This better fucking
work,” he mumbled and headed for the shed nearest the center’s side door.


 


*
* * * *


 


The small outbuilding
labeled “Smoking Area was, luckily, empty. Lenny stepped inside, waterlogged
with enough booze to almost quell his fear. The familiar numbness provided an
escape from the nagging thought that what they were about to do was all going
to end badly. He sat down on one of three deteriorating office chairs and
pulled a Pall Mall from the pack he managed to keep dry in the rain. 


He lit the
cigarette, mindful of the gasoline-filled bottle weighing down his sweatshirt
pocket and took a few drags. His mind wandered to his last argument with Annie,
the day she went into the hospital. He recalled what she had said that started
their fight. The girls need their father sober. 


He hadn’t meant to
hit her, to keep hitting her until she was unconscious. His girls’
wounded expressions haunted him still. 


What if he
found her and she didn’t want to come home with him?


The thought sparked
a string of uncertainty that made him wish for a bottle of whiskey. His hand
shook, knocking the last ash to the ground. He looked down and realized he was holding
little more than a filter. 


Still, no one had
shown up for a smoke and he knew he allowed himself more than enough time to
see that the coast was clear. He steadied his now frayed nerves, calling on the
remainder of his buzz for bravado, and went into the desolate first floor
hallway. 


To the far right
was a sign for Human Resources and to the left, one for the morgue. No
security or staff that he could see. He lit a second cigarette, dangled it
from his lip, and buried the tip of his pocketknife into the plastic water
bottle. The smell turned his hollow stomach. He hadn’t eaten in days,
preferring a steady diet of alcohol instead of food. The gas dripped slowly, at
first, and then faster when he thrust the blade in and widened the gap. He
dribbled a trail to under the first visible smoke detector and dropped the lit
cigarette.


“Shit!” 


The puddle of
gas extinguished it, soaking it to the filter.


“Shit! Shit!
Shit!”


Off-balance and nauseous,
Lenny struggled to get a pack of dry matches out of the baggie caught on the
keys in his pocket. 


“Hey! What are
you doing there?” A militant-looking guard brandished his side-arm.


He’d been
made. 


His hand shook,
the anxiety he’d managed to bury rising to the surface.


Hurry. 


The guard
advanced, his expression quizzical as he whiffed the air. “Hey, you. Stop. What
are you doing?”


You can do
this, Lenny. If
the distraction failed, the others would never forgive him. Annie would
never come home. He pulled, hard, and the bag ripped. 


“Stop right
there,” he slurred and threw the soda bottle on the ground.


The guard held
his hand up, looking down at the trickle of gasoline under his feet. “Don’t do
anything stupid.” 


Lenny worked a
matchbook free and quickly tore off one of the matches. “I’m warnin’ you. Stay
back.” 


The guard kept
coming, determined.


“I mean it,”
Lenny said and struck the match.


The small flame
ignited and the guard froze. 


“I’m givin’ you
three seconds to run.”


The guard was
obviously weighing his options. 


“Two…” The match
burned down halfway. “One.” He flicked it just before it reached his fingertips.



The trail went
up fast, the flames separating him from the guard. 


Lenny took off
in the other direction, running in a weaving pattern. His wet work boots
skidded on the polished tile.


 The guard
narrowly avoided being engulfed in flames and Lenny heard him shouting,
radioing for help.


He pushed
himself, running when his legs threatened to crumble and the stitch in his side
sharpened. His pulse raced and dizziness gave way to a pounding headache. 


He was almost
there.


The red exit
sign was just up ahead. 


You did it,
Lenny. 


But his
self-congratulations were premature. Three armed guards appeared and formed an
impenetrable human barricade in front of it.
















 


 


 


26.


 


Miranda wiped
her runny nose on the back of her hand so Reid wouldn’t hear her sniffle. An
eerie silence replaced the orderly’s pleas and a stream of tears ran down her
cheeks. His slow and painful death had been her fault, even though she never
intended her escape to cost him his life.


She had come to
a place of suffering.


Hiding in the
pipe work above the drop ceiling, she realized she’d gone from one trap to
another. 


Reid cleared the
utility shelves in the room directly below her. The same ones she’d used to climb
up. He knew where she was and was coming for her. She couldn’t let that
happen.


She unclenched
her sweaty fists and pressed down on the sturdiest looking ductwork to see if
it would support her. It felt strong, but adding the rest of her weight was a
risk. She shifted from one foot to the other and the metal groaned. 


Something
thumped against a nearby ceiling tile.


 “Come out, come
out wherever you are.” Reid taunted.


Miranda held her
breath and covered her mouth with both hands, stifling a whimper. 


“I know you’re
in here.” 


The tip of a
broom handle lifted a tile and slid it back. The orderly’s exsanguinated body
became visible and she clenched her eyes shut. She gasped and was crying before
she could stop it.


“Marco.”


Polo.


She froze, afraid
that any noise would help him narrow down her position.


Another tile
moved, then a third. 


He was getting
too close. 


“We can do this
the easy way or the hard way. You can’t stay up there forever.” 


All she had to
do was out-maneuver him.



She blinked the
tears from her eyes and moved away from the missing tiles. Her body tensed as
she crept through the web of pipes and ductwork to the narrow shelter behind an
industrial fan.


She would
wait him out if she had to.


“You’re really
going to make me come get you?” Reid asked. He stepped on the first shelf and
the metal popped. 


It’ll never
hold him. It
had barely held her.


“Last chance,
Miranda. When I catch you, I promise you’ll be sorry.”


Sweat rolled
down her forehead mixing with tears on her cheeks. She pulled her knees tight
to her chest and clenched her forearm with her other hand.


Reid climbed
another step closer and the shelf rocked, rattling against the hard cement
floor. 


She peered
around the humming fan, the noise making it difficult to hear how close he
actually was. When his blood-spattered face came up through the opening, she
nearly fainted.


“There you are.”
He grinned and reached for a nearby pipe.


Her heart
pounded and blood rushed in her ears. She looked behind her for an easy out. There
had to be someplace she could go. 


Reid pulled up.
As he stepped on top of the shelves, the whole thing collapsed. He hung from a
pipe until his hands, damp with the orderly’s blood, slipped and he crashed to
the ground.


Oh, thank
God. 


Tears streamed
down Miranda’s cheeks and she exhaled a sigh of relief. His fall bought her at
least some time. She was going to be all right. 


No sooner had
she thought it, than the fire alarm went off.


 


 


 


 


 
















 


 


 


27.


 


Gray smoke billowed
out of the Nixon Center’s side door. A brigade of fire trucks arrived and a
dozen firemen filed out of them. 


 Zach hoisted an
oxygen tank onto his back and kept his head down to avoid being recognized. “Where
the fuck is Lenny?” he asked.


Scott shrugged.
“Who knows?”


“He should be
here by now.” The fear that Reid had found him made it hard for Zach to
breathe.


“We can’t wait
all day,” Billy said. “Fire’ll be out in no time.”


“Are we ready?”
Scott asked.


Zach worried
that their plan was unraveling already. “I am if we’re not waiting on Lenny.”


“I don’t see how
we can.” Scott secured the mask over his face and gestured for them to get
moving.


The three ran to
catch up with the firemen heading into the center and blended seamlessly into
the scene. Droves of ambulatory patients and visitors headed for the main doors.
The strobe lights and sounding alarms heightened the chaos. 


Zach pointed to
a service elevator at the other end of the lobby and forced his way through the
crowd. 


Their
breaking away from the pack would raise suspicion if anyone was watching.


Zach pushed the
call button and the door opened.


Scott moved to
the back and lifted his mask. “That was close.”


“Do you think we
were spotted?” Mark asked.


Zach shook his
head. “There were too many people, too much confusion. I’m sure we’re fine.” He
said it more to convince himself. Sooner or later they would be targeted. He
hoped it was after he found Allison.


The elevator
reached the basement and opened to an empty hallway. 


Immediately,
Zach sensed something was wrong. The start of the tension headache he’d been
harboring escalated to full-blown.


“Wait here a
minute.” He unholstered his pistol.


Growls filled
the hall between the elevator and the Control Room, and as he crept along, he
realized Clarence’s cell was open. 


His muscles
twitched and his hands shook. He geared up for the worst, the blood pool being
the first thing to come into view. The rancid smell of vomit burned his nose.
He pulled the door the rest of the way open and prepared to shoot if he had to.



“Oh, thank God.”
He exhaled. The cell was empty. He waved for the others. “One of the infected
guards is missing.”


“Where would he
go?” Scott asked.


“A procedure
room, probably, which means that Nixon might be down here.”


Scott rolled his
eyes. “Then you better hurry up.”


Zach pulled off
his right glove and sweat dripped onto the palm scanner. The light came up red.
What is going on? He wiped his hand on the cool cement block wall and tried
again, sick to his stomach when his access was denied a second time. Nixon
must’ve locked him out. What did that mean for Allison?


Scott dabbed his
forehead with his sleeve. “I thought you said you had clearance.” 


“I did as
recently as yesterday. Nixon is definitely on to me.”


“You bet your
ass he’s on to you.” Foster stood outside the elevator the three of them had been
too preoccupied to notice had cycled. He adjusted his dark glasses and smirked.


Zach froze,
unsure of how to take the smile. Was he going to sound the alarm?


“I can explain,”
Zach stammered.


Foster didn’t move
to stop them. “I’m not going to ask you to.” He stepped up, set his hand on the
scanner, and the Control Room door opened. “A lot has happened while you’ve
been gone.” 


Zach cleared his
throat. “Obviously. What’s Clarence doing in there?” His heartbeat quickened
and he reluctantly went inside.


“Holy shit,”
Scott whispered.


Mark’s mouth
fell open.


“What the hell
happened to him?” Scott asked.


Clarence sat
against the wall with his knees pulled to his chest. His face was shredded, his
nails caked with blood, but the opaque white film had lifted from his eyes. 


“It’s a long
story.” Foster held out a handful of syringes to Travis who knelt at Clarence’s
side. “This is all Ben had.”


Travis injected
Clarence and scowled at Zach. “This is yer fault.” 


Mark set his
mask on the counter and looked curiously at Clarence. “I’ve never seen anything
like this. What happened to him?”


Travis pointed
an accusing finger at Zach. “He left him for dead.”


“I…I thought it
was too late.” Zach wasn’t sure how he felt about what he was seeing. The shots
were the short-term fix Nixon had told him about. He couldn’t help fearing that
Clarence’s relief was only a temporary stay of execution.


“Lucky, not
everyone did. We need to get him out of here. Ben says he’ll take him, fix ‘em
up, and get him home.”


“Take him
where?” Zach asked, knowing that there was no cure. No going home. 


Travis lowered
his eyes. 


“Take him where?”
Zach repeated. 


Neither Travis
nor Foster responded.


Zach slammed his
hand on the counter. “Goddammit, you answer me.” He leveled his pistol at
Travis.


“The clinic,
okay?” Travis held up his hands. 


“What
clinic?”


Foster sighed.
“Nixon has an off-site somewhere up in the mountains. He does research up there.
Ben’s the only one who’s seen it.”


“Is it possible
there’s a room up there that looks like a room here?”  Zach lowered the
gun. “Is that where Nixon took my wife?”


Foster shrugged.
“I honestly don’t know that.”


Clarence drew a
ragged breath, but didn’t speak or maybe he couldn’t.


The monitors
flickered and the commotion caught Zach’s attention even as a thousand fleeting
thoughts collided in his mind. “Why are they so agitated?” The zombies clawed
for the ceiling, crazed and reaching.


“I’m guessing it
has something to do with this.” Foster flipped the switch to change the view. Zach
held his hand to his head. “I think she’s looking for a way out. Last we saw
her, she was climbing the shelves in the Incinerator Room. They hear her over
their heads.” Foster grunted. “I told her not to leave. I was going to get her
out of here.” 


“Who did
you tell?” Scott raised his eyebrow and stepped up to Foster, dwarfing him.


 “Miranda. An
orderly screwed up and she got out of her cell. Reid’s been looking for her for
hours and Nixon won’t let him stop until he gets her back.”


Scott clenched
his teeth, reached under his coat, and pulled his pistol on Foster. “Tell me
everything you know about what Nixon wants with Miranda.”


Foster grimaced.
“Where do you want me to start?”
















 


 


 


28.


 


Two nurses stood
on either side of the room and ushered the patients through the lobby. Nervous
visitors spilled out as fast as the elevator could cycle them. 


 “We have to
take the stairs.” Billy clutched the photograph of Allison Zach gave him to
help find her. 


John chewed the
side of his thumb and smeared his lower lip with blood. “I don’t think Frank
can make five flights.”


Billy stepped
inside the stairwell. “Frank, whadd’ya say?”


“I’m fine. If I
can survive a pacemaker and quitting smoking, I can climb a few stairs.”


Billy shrugged
and started the ascent. How far had the others gotten? He took the radio
silence as a sign they hadn’t reached the ward, but they weren’t in the lobby
so the diversion must have worked. The fire was out, but things were going
smoothly. Maybe too much so. He wondered why Nixon continued the
evacuation after the trucks had left. The closer he got to the fifth floor, the
more nervous he became about security. The whole thing was starting to feel
like a trap. If Allison was there, Nixon wouldn’t have left her unguarded.
Billy stopped at the fourth floor landing and took the Bowie knife from the
sheath on his leg. 


“You two
comin’?” Billy looked over the railing at John and Frank who were a flight behind.


“Frank needs a
minute to catch his breath.” John twisted off the top and handed his water
bottle to Frank.


Frank took a
small sip, coughed, and cleared his throat. “I’m all right.” He pushed past
John and resumed his climb.


Billy took the
last flight two stairs at a time and waited by the fifth floor door. He looked
through the window into the hall. Plastic sheeting hung from the ceilings and the
floor was only partially tiled. A pile of countertops leaned against the wall, waiting
for installation and the room across the hall appeared to be some kind of
storage unit, piled high with medical equipment.


Not the kind
of place to keep a patient, but he’d check.


“John, wait with
Frank. I’ll look an’ see if Allison’s here. There’s a wheelchair in that room
over there.”


John smirked.
“Is it for Allison or Frank?”


Frank shoved
John hard enough to knock him off his footing. “I can still kick your scrawny ass.”
He opened the door and grabbed the wheelchair, using it to steady himself as he
made his way down the rugged hallway terrain.


 Billy tightened
his grip on the knife handle and zigzagged left to right, checking each of the
rooms. Most were under construction, not a bed in them. Some weren’t even dry
walled. “I’ve got a bad feelin’ about this.”


 “She’s not
here,” John said.


Billy pushed
aside the final plastic sheeting and groaned. Two beds sat side by side. They
were freshly made and the room had been recently cleaned. A floral arrangement
drooped on the windowsill and Billy read the card. Get well soon. All my
love, Zach. 


“She ain’t here
now, but she was.” 
















 


 


 


29.


 


The three guards
that apprehended Lenny escorted him to a rich suite of offices. 


A slender,
fifties-appearing man with graying hair and wearing a white lab coat folded his
hands on the mahogany desktop. 


Even riding out
the diminished effects of his morning six-pack, Lenny recognized Dr. Nixon. 


The largest guard
forced Lenny to his knees and pulled his arms up and behind him. 


Lenny’s
shoulders ached under the strain. “What the hell’ve you done with my wife?”


Nixon shook his
head. “Cuff him,” he said to the guard, “and go help the others with the search.”


Lenny tried to
jerk free, but the too-tight cuffs on his wrists stopped him cold. The left
cuff bit into his flesh and he yelped. “Let me go, goddammit.” A guard lifted
him off his feet and thrust him into a chair, shackling his ankles to its legs.
Lenny’s head swam, his equilibrium off from the alcohol. 


Nixon lowered
his eyebrows and concentrated on Lenny. “You remember me, don’t you?”


Lenny pushed his
left arm down and tried without luck to re-seat the cuff. “I oughtta, you
asshole. You promised my girls you’d make their mama better. Tol’ me not to
worry about the bill, that you’d take care of things.”


 Nixon grinned.
“That I did. Leonard Holtz.” He tapped his pointer finger on his temple.
“See, I remember. Your wife, Annie, came in through the ER. Pretty
woman, once you got past the bruises, black eye, and the fingerprints on her
throat. She was on a ventilator for over a week and you came to see her once.
You had the two little girls with you. Twins, aren’t they? Sweet kids, but
dirty and God, you stunk of beer.” He whiffed the air. “I can smell it on you
now.”


“Where’s Annie,
you fuckin’ piece o’shit?”


A gurgling noise
came from an adjacent bathroom, then a loud crash and a woman screaming.


Nixon stood up,
buttoned his lab coat, and took a roll of duct tape from his top desk drawer. “What
makes you think Annie’s here?” An evil grin spread across his face. “Maybe she had
enough.” He headed toward the screams. “Is it really so hard to believe she
would leave you?”


Lenny bowed his
head. Him, no, but she’d never leave the girls. 


The tape ripped and
the screaming stopped. 


“That’s better.”
Nixon emerged from the bathroom pushing a device that was a cross between a
gurney and a hand truck. A plastic-coated pad covered a wheeled, metal frame
and a series of straps held an ill-appearing woman in place. Allison. He
recognized her from the picture Zach had passed around. 


Allison struggled
with the sleeves of the straight jacket securing her arms across her chest. Buckles
scraped the metal frame. An opaque film covered her eyes and her skin was an
off-shade, dusky and nearly blue. Nixon took a syringe from his lab coat
pocket, lifted the hem of Allison’s gown, and injected her bare thigh. Her lids
fluttered then closed. 


Lenny shivered.
He’d never seen anything like her. 


Nixon parked the
cart near enough to Lenny that he could smell death leaching from Allison’s pores.
He wrinkled his nose and turned his face away.


Nixon sank into
the soft, leather chair and grinned. “Do you recognize this woman?”


Lenny attempted
to play stupid. “I don’t know her. I told ya, I’m looking fer Annie.”


“Oh, then I
guess introductions are in order. I’m sorry. Lenny, meet Allison Keller.
Allison, say hello to Lenny.” Allison groaned. “The sedatives don’t exactly
make her a conversationalist, do they?” Nixon laughed. “You know her husband,
Zach?” He drew his eyebrows together and tilted his head.


Lenny pressed
his lips into a thin line. No way was he answering. 


Nixon leaned
forward and narrowed his eyes. “Loyalty is for the stupid or the weak, Lenny.
You’re your own man and you have a family to take care of so which one are you,
stupid or weak?”


“Neither.” Lenny
said, returning an icy stare. “And I’m not yur fuckin’ pawn, neither.”


“Touché. You’re
smarter than you look. You sense a deal coming and you’re not about to take it.
Well, that’s just short sighted. I’m only going to ask you this once more. Do
you know Zach Keller? Bear in mind that I already know the answer.”


Lenny clenched
his teeth.


“Let me put it
another way. You know Zach plans on walking out of here with her.” He
pointed to Allison. “What I want to know is, are you’re willing to deliver him
to walk out of here with Annie?”


 


*
* * * *


 


Zach held the
switches for the cells in his hands. 


One push
would release the Ids.


“This is a bad
idea,” Foster said. “Everyone knows the fire was a diversion. If I didn’t
recognize Zach standing at the elevator, Nixon would’ve had you by now. Get
what you came for and leave. You don’t have to make things worse.”


“You know as
well as I do that Nixon won’t let us out of here if he doesn’t have to,” Zach
said. “We need to redirect his attention.”


Clarence pulled
his knees to his chest and rested his head against them. His eyes closed and
then opened, the white film coming back. 


Travis kept
vigil over him, but the treatment was failing. “We have to get him outta here.
He needs help.”


Foster’s radio
crackled to life. 


Another of
Nixon’s guards was calling on the security frequency. “Reid, come in. Do you
hear me?” 


Scott stared
intently at the monitors. “Where the hell is he? You said he was down here.”


Shhhh. Foster turned up the volume.



“This’s Reid and
it better be important.” 


The guard
cleared his throat. “Nixon needs you to take care of a situation up on five.”


Billy, John,
and Frank had gone to the fifth floor. 


Zach held his
anxiously nauseous stomach. He needed every set of available hands and if the
three men he sent after Allison were caught, he might never find her. 


If Nixon had
moved her off-site, it almost didn’t matter.


“I can’t handle everything,”
Reid said. “Tell Nixon his other problem is cornered in the Incinerator Room
and I’m trying to get to it right now.”


He didn’t use
Miranda’s name, but it had to be her.



After a few
seconds of silence, the guard answered back. “He says to put Foster on her and get
up here.”


“There.” Scott
pointed at the screen. Reid stepped out into the hallway and headed for the
elevator. 


Zach zoomed in
on him. He doesn’t even realize we’re watching.


 “Foster, this
is Reid. Answer your fuckin’ radio.”


Reid’s mouth
moved in time with his voice over the two-way.


Foster held a
finger to his lips, insisting the others be quiet. “This is Foster.”


“Where are you?”
Reid picked his teeth with a piece of folded paper, ignoring the blood on his
hands.


He lied. “I’m clearing
out the last of the visitors on three.” 


“Fire’s out,
stupid. Nixon wants you in the Incinerator Room. Miranda climbed up in the
ceiling, but if she comes down, you grab her and you call me. Do you hear?”


 “Roger that.
I’m on my way.” Foster clipped the handset to his belt and made sure it wasn’t
transmitting. “Please get Miranda and go. I’ll help in any way that I
can.”


Zach waited
until Reid was in the elevator and the door closed behind him. He looked over
his shoulder at Scott who gave him a nod. “It’s not only Miranda we’re after,”
he said and before Foster could stop him, he threw the switches. 


The cell doors
popped open and the restless pack of infected men shambled into the hallway. 
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“What do we do
now?” John asked.


Frank sat on the
windowsill reading the note card from Allison’s flowers. He dialed Zach’s cell
and when the call went to voicemail, tried reaching him by radio. “He’s not
answering. I say we go back to the van.”


“I agree with
Frank.” John’s stare darted nervously between Frank and the doorway.


“You would,”
Billy said, leaning into the hall. 


“It’s not like
that. We can’t check every bed for Allison. We need to talk to Zach, find out
where else she might be.” An elevator chimed and John jumped. “Someone’s
coming.”


Billy peered
around the corner. Paint buckets spanned the walkway and plastic sheeting made
it impossible to see more than a few feet. “I don’t see anythin’.” A propped up
broom fell over and a black boot came into view. Then a tattooed arm. “Shit,
it’s Reid.” 


Reid fidgeted
with his two-way.


“Frank, get in
the chair,” John said.


“I’m not an
invalid.”


“Frank, cut it
out.” Billy ran over and shoved Frank into the seat.


“We can’t take
the wheelchair down stairs.” Frank promptly stood up, though the struggle
winded him. 


“Then we hafta
go.” Billy was the first one out and he barely looked over his shoulder as he
darted into Reid’s sightline. He hurtled a case of tile and heard Frank
wheezing behind him.


“Come on,
hurry.” John pushed Frank along.


“I’m moving as
fast as I can.” 


Billy took a
sharp right turn between two sheets of plastic and headed for a taped off
stairwell. He tore the yellow ‘caution’ streamers and threw the door open. He
considered letting Frank and John take the fall, but changed his mind
mid-stride. “This way, come on.” 


“I’m going to
kill you all.” Reid shouted, nearly catching John twice.


“Frank, hurry
up.” John urged him forward, but Frank didn’t move any faster. 


The old man’s
face was turning blue. He coughed and sputtered.


“Shit.” John
grabbed a nail gun that was plugged into an outlet. He fired several shots and
Reid careened left and right, skillfully missing them. 


“God damn pieces
of shit!” Reid gained speed. 


John toppled a
chair, tripping him up before he could get to Frank.


Billy’s pulse
pounded and he banged his hand on the jamb. “Frank, come on, over here.” He
picked up a chunk of wood from the scrap pile.


Frank limped
into the stairwell with John close behind him. Billy slammed the door in Reid’s
face and kicked the wedge under it.


 


*
* * * *


 


The crowd of Ids
staggered away from the Control Room, moving in a confused pack. Scott held his
breath for a moment, waiting for the coast to be clear to Miranda. “How much
time do we have to get Miranda out of here?” 


Foster frowned.
“Not as long as we need.”


One of the
cameras moved and something flickered on one of the monitors. 


“What’s that?”
Scott pointed.


Zach squinted.
“It must be one of the Ids.”


 “I can’t
believe you put us in this situation.” Foster tightened the camera angle on the
shadowy figure.


“Wait, no. Look
at the sweatshirt,” Zach said. “It’s Lenny.”


“He isn’t
supposed to be down here. He has no idea what’s heading toward him. We have to get
him back upstairs.” Mark scrambled to the Control Room door. “Come on, come
on.” 


Foster hit the
controls and unholstered his pistol. “Travis, take Clarence to Ben.”


“Mark, you
help,” Zach said. “We’ll find out what Lenny’s doing down here.” 


Scott’s heart
pounded, an upbeat tempo fueled by adrenaline. “Hurry, come on.” Miranda’s
troubles were only beginning if he couldn’t get her clear of the horde. Scott
ran past the Incinerator Room and fought the urge to open the door.  She was
safer in there than with them, at least until they’d taken care of Lenny. He
was a liability and would only distract them from getting her out safely. The
dizzying heat from his quick pace in the clunky turnout gear made it hard to
focus. 


“Where is
Foster?” Scott asked, realizing they’d lost track of him. “And where the Hell
is Lenny?” Maneuvering the hall was different from watching it on-screen.


“There he is.”
Zach pointed. 


“Lenny? What are
you doing down here?” Scott asked.


Tears streamed
down Lenny’s scruffy cheeks and snot dripped from his nose. “I found Allison.
She wuzzint’ where you said, but she’s sick, man. She needs help.”


“Where is she?
Is she all right?”” Zach split his attention between Lenny and watching for
approaching infected. 


 “I don’t guess
so.” Lenny’s expression hinted at fear.


 “Lenny, how
did you get down here?” Scott asked, suddenly suspicious. They had needed a
key. One which Lenny didn’t have access to.


Lenny ran his
hands through his unwashed hair. His gaze drifted, but never settled on any one
thing. “The elevator, I don’t know. You hafta come, now.” He pleaded with Zach.


Scott narrowed
his eyes and grabbed Zach’s arm, demanding his attention. “Nixon sent him. It’s
a set up. There’s no way he got down here on his own.”


Lenny pushed
Scott’s hand off of Zach. “That’s crazy talk. You think I’d throw in with that
asshole? Allison won’t listen to me, Zach. She won’t let me help. You hafta
talk to her.”


Zach turned to
Scott. “You understand why I have to go. She’s my wife.”


Lenny’s labored
breathing sent him into a fit of coughing. Scott shushed him, but it was too
late. Something crashed to the floor in the lab. 


A dark-skinned,
elderly man shambled into the hall. Blood seeped from the sores on his face and
settled in his deep wrinkles. His white eyes remained focused on Zach and he
didn’t blink once.


“It’s one of
them things.” Lenny panicked and scrambled for his knife. “She’s one of
them things.”


Zach grabbed
Lenny’s sleeve and pulled him away from Scott. 


Scott drew his
pistol, ready to kill if he had to. The elderly infected man was the one he’d
heard about. The Thinker.


 “Don’t shoot,”
Zach whispered. “It’ll draw the others.”


Lenny babbled on
about the infection and Zach clamped his hand over his mouth. “Shut up,” he
said.


Scott couldn’t
make out what Lenny was on about. Something about Allison. He pressed
his back to the wall and didn’t take his eye off the infected man stalled only
feet in front of them. Scraps of furry flesh clung to his jagged teeth from
dining on lab rats, but he wasn’t attacking.


Zach dragged
Lenny slowly away. “This one’s waiting for Nixon,” he said quietly. 


A commotion
built in the labs and the groans grew to a morbid chorus.


“And the
others?” asked Scott.


“Are only
interested in another meal. Get Miranda and get out of here.”


Scott couldn’t
think of a better plan.
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The elevator
door opened and a dull glow cast across the glossy basement floor. 


Travis sighed. Please
let the infection hold off long enough to get Clarence to Ben. The thought
of being trapped with a full-blown Id terrified him. 


Clarence drew a
raspy breath and swallowed. The dark brown ring around his pupil was barely
visible through the milky opacity which covered his cornea like skin.


Mark shifted
Clarence’s weight and Travis’s knees momentarily buckled. “Take him. I can’t
leave the others.” 


Travis leaned
Clarence against the wall and supported him the best he could as he slid to the
floor. A familiar, rank smell rolled off of him. “I don’t think I can do this
alone.” 


“I promised
Frank I’d get Holly and I’m not leaving without her.” 


“What if I need
help finding Ben?”


“You’ll have to
use the radio, I guess.”


Travis injected
Clarence with another dose of antivirus and when the elevator door sealed them
in, his chest tightened. 


There was no
calling for help. Clarence was contraband. Travis second-guessed letting
him out of the cell. Maybe he couldn’t be saved. Five years of working
together, of knowing his wife and children, had forced the decision. His family
deserved closure, if nothing else.


Sweat dripped
from Clarence’s brow. His legs twitched and his hands contracted. “I’m dying,”
he whispered. The words came out in stunted rasps. He covered his cough and
blood spattered his palm. 


Could this get
any worse?


Travis was
immediately sorry for thinking it.


The lights
dimmed and the elevator stopped halfway to the first floor. The muted,
remaining light was emergency auxiliary. 


The storm
knocked out the power.


Travis pushed
the lobby button, but it didn’t respond. “Geez, oh God.” He smoothed a hand
across his eyebrow and looked up at the ceiling hatch. There was no way to
reach it and no guaranteeing it wasn’t bolted from the other side. He hit
the buttons for each floor in sequence and when still nothing happened, he took
the phone from the emergency box. 


No dial tone.


“We’re fine.”
Travis said. “We’ll be all right.”


Clarence’s
bulging eyes drifted closed and he hugged his knees to his chest. He gritted
his teeth and let out a groan. “You have to kill me,” he muttered.


“Don’t even talk
like that, Clarence. We’re going to get out of here.”


Travis pried at
the doors with his fingers until his hands went numb from the pain. “The
power’ll come back on. You’ll see.”


Blood tears
streamed from the corners of Clarence’s eyes. “Please,” he said. “Just do it. I
don’t want to hurt you.”


Travis sniffled
and his mouth bent into a twisted frown. “I won’t have your death on my head.” 


“Then protect
yourself.” Clarence lightly nodded toward the cuffs hanging from Travis’s belt.


It was the
least he could do.


He cuffed
Clarence’s hands together through the railing and injected him with a final
dose, hoping to stave off the last of the change if not for Clarence’s sake,
then for his own.


 


*
* * * *


 


The shelf
Miranda had climbed lay on its side, stranding her. She looked for another way
down and briefly considered letting one of the covered carts break her fall. A
cold finger traced up her spine as she recalled the horrific images of the
corpses inside them. She shivered and held her hand to the side of her aching
head. The recent events made it hard for her to think clearly. Her best bet was
the top of the supply cabinet on the other side of the room. She maneuvered
across the ceiling, pulled the nearest tile free, and wiped her sweaty palms on
her scrubs. 


She hung her
foot down to gauge the drop and prayed for Reid to stay gone. Realizing there
was no easy way down, she turned and dangled from the lowest sturdy pipe. 


One, two…


“Three.” She let
go and landed with a thud. The metal cabinet dented, but supported her weight.
A wave of nausea hit and she stayed still for a moment, waiting for it to pass.
Realizing it might not, she crept onto the stack of boxes piled next to the
cabinet and used them to get within safe dropping distance. She hit the floor
and stumbled backward into the sheet-covered gurney she’d been trying to avoid.
The bed slid forward and the rusty wheels shrieked, snagging the end of the
sheet before halting. 


She had grown
accustomed to the rotting stench in the room, but a distressing new smell
emerged. Her shoulders rounded, her back stiffened and a bitter taste filled
her mouth. She convulsed in a fit of dry heaves, unable to stop when she heard
the heavy footfall in the hallway.


Shit!


She tucked the
lower half of her face inside the collar of her scrubs shirt and tried not to
breathe through her nose. She ducked behind the gurney, pulled the tail of the
sheet over her head, and prayed it was Foster coming to save her.


The door opened
and she squatted low enough to see the incoming feet. A pair of yellow
fireman’s boots drew closer.


“Miranda, are
you in here?” Scott’s voice seemed an auditory hallucination. Tears formed
behind her eyelids. “Miranda, it’s me, Scott.” 


Jesus, thank
God.


She staggered
into the open, unable to immediately catch her breath. Her legs felt weak and
she cried, flooded with relief. “How do you always know when I need you?” Sobs
punctuated her high-pitched words. 


Scott ran to her
and tried to shield her eyes. A shiner extended from his left eye to his
temple. His lower lip was split and blood streaked his face. A piece of white
medical tape stuck to the back of his head and flapped like a tail behind him. 


Miranda’s foot
caught on the sheet of the gurney and she nearly tripped. Scott caught her.


“Miranda, don’t
look back,” he said and tried to shield her eyes.


She couldn’t
help turning around. “Annie,” she gasped. 


The
blood-stained cotton had fallen away, exposing the naked body of the young
mother she knew Nixon hadn’t sent home. Her stretch-marked stomach bore the
scars of multiple births. A fresh cesarean incision ran parallel to one that
preceded it and her abdomen was flayed open. Her organs glimmered and a severed
umbilical cord lay on top of her pallid corpse.


“Oh, God, no.”
Miranda fell to her knees. Her lower lip quivered and her whole body shook. Had
Scott not come for her, this was her fate. “That could have been me,” she said,
crying so hard that the words barely came out. 


Scott took her
in his arms and held her head to his chest.


Shhhh. “I’m here. You’re all right
now.”


“I’m so far from
all right.” She looked at Miguel’s pallid body and at Annie’s exposed
corpse. A year’s worth of frustration with Scott resurfaced. He never believed
she could take care of herself. Maybe she couldn’t. She pounded her
fists into him and wailed. He stood there, absorbing her angry blows without
flinching. She’d never been more raw or exposed. She loved him. She just didn’t
want to need him.   
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“Zach, do you
hear me?” Frank’s gruff voice echoed off the tile of the locked men’s room. He
coughed and held his chest. “Zach’s not answering his radio.” He dropped his
hand to his side and groaned, exhausted by the narrow escape from Reid.


“They should’ve
called by now.” John was still out of breath from the four flight descent.


Billy dialed Lenny’s
cell and shook his head. “Lenny ain’t pickin’ up neither.”


John paced and
stopped, leaning against a sink and getting the back of his pants wet. “Try
Scott’s phone.”


Frank shrugged.
“Already did. It went straight to voicemail. Tried radioing him, too, just in
case.”


Billy removed
his knife from its sheath. “We’re gonna hafta go to the basement.” 


Frank stared at
his walkie-talkie, waiting for it to announce an alternative. 


Billy tried
contacting both Scott and Zach a second time. “If neither of ‘em pick up, we
go. Deal?” When no one responded, Billy shrugged. “I have my answer.” He
pocketed his phone and examined the honed edge of the Bowie knife, thumbing
across it to test for sharpness. “Frank, you should go to the van. Keep tryin’
‘em.”


John lowered his
eyebrows. “I know that crazed look, Billy.”


Billy tipped the
blade in John’s direction “No one’s askin’ for back-up. Go man the phones with
Frank if you’re scared.”


John took a deep
breath. “Hopefully Zach left the key.”


 


*
* * * *


 


Jim Lockard
clutched the crumpled white name patch on his green jumpsuit. The tiny
maintenance office was little more than a repurposed closet and the on and off
squeezing pain in the middle of his chest made it feel even smaller. 


You have to
calm down.


The impossible
was happening. The infected were released. Other than Nixon, he was the
only person who knew about the lockdown. All of the doors but one emergency
escape would simultaneously lock, sealing in the infected until they starved.
All he needed was for Nixon to give the word.


He picked up his
walkie talkie and tried to reach the Control Room. “Travis, this is Jim. Do you
hear me? Travis, please answer. We have an emergency.”


Jim couldn’t
shake the uneasy feeling that the entire basement was lost and that he was
going into a melee he just wasn’t strong enough for.


Pain radiated to
his jaw and down both arms. He steadied his hand and uncapped his prescription
bottle, placing a bitter-tasting nitroglycerine pill under his tongue. A brief
stinging sensation and the ache subsided. 


This episode had
been the worst since his major heart attack and given the stress, he knew where
it was heading. He dabbed the cold sweat from his forehead with a piece of blue
shop towel. 


Inevitably, the
call was coming.


The desktop
vibrated and he opened the drawer, answering the emergency cell phone only
Nixon had the number to.
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Nixon tapped a
scalpel flat against his palm, his expression calm and collected.


“Where’s
Allison?” Zach demanded, irate with Lenny for springing this trap.


Reid positioned
himself across the door, his elbows touching both sides of the frame.  


Zach slammed his
palms down on Nixon’s desk. “What did you do with my wife?” 


Nixon leaned
forward in his chair. “Lenny, you know where I keep the missus.” 


Lenny lowered
his head. “I don’t wanna do this,” he said. “Zach, I’m sorry. I had ‘ta. He
tol’ me he’d let Annie go home.”


“No one ever
leaves this place.” Why would anyone trust Nixon? He lunged at Lenny,
his hands outstretched as if meaning to choke him. How could he be so stupid?


Reid rushed to get
between them and wrestled Zach to the ground. 


Zach bucked
against Reid’s considerable weight and was barely able to shake him. “Get off
of me!” He tried to push Reid away and Reid caught his arm, his hand landing on
the holster.


 “What’s this?” 


Zach defended it
with his one free arm. 


Reid rolled Zach
over and punched him in the jaw.


Zach’s vision
blurred and his head went momentarily foggy.


“I’m not going
to beg you for it.” Reid confiscated the pistol and set it on Nixon’s desk. 


Lenny eyed the
gun.


“Don’t even
think about it.” Nixon took the gun, put in a drawer, and then locked it. “Cuff
him.” 


Reid dragged
Zach across the coarse carpet and cuffed his wrist to the radiator pipe.


Zach remained
dazed from the hit, but moved his hand from the sweltering heat, rattling the
cuffs.


“You holding
anything else, Boy Scout?” Reid patted Zach down, finding and taking his
phone and his radio. 


“You fuckin’
asshole,” Lenny shouted at Nixon. “I did what you tol’ me, now give me my
wife.”


“Not until you
do what you’re asked. The missus, Lenny. Bring her out here for Zach.” 


Zach drew a
breath and for a second, stopped resisting. He had to see for himself that
Allison was as all right as she could be given the circumstances. 


Nixon raised his
eyebrows at Lenny. “Well?”


“Fine, but
this’s nothin’ to do with me.” Lenny went into the bathroom and came back with
Allison, restrained to a hand truck.


Oh, God. 


Zach railed
against the cuffs, grunting angrily. “She didn’t do anything to deserve this.
You have a problem with me, take it out on me. Leave her alone.” He drew
breaths through his teeth, seething. 


Allison was
barely lucid. Her flesh pale and her breathing labored. 


“Allison!” Zach
called out to her and she responded with a languid blink. Her eyes had gone
cloudy.


Lenny looked
away.


“She’s sedated,”
Nixon said, standing and looking out into the storm. “Better that way, don’t
you think, Zach? Why should she suffer?”


“You told me she
wouldn’t be infected,” Zach screamed. 


A twin flash of
lightning touched down nearby and lit up Nixon’s office window.


“Point of fact,
I told you it was possible. Less likely, really, if you had cooperated.”


Lenny moved away
from Allison who was slowly coming around. “I did whatcha asked. I don’t want
no part of this. Give me Annie and I’ll take ‘er home.”


Nixon opened the
DVD drive on his computer and put in a disk. He turned on his monitor and the
machine whirred to life. A grainy, black and white security video appeared. Annie
lay bound to a hospital bed, her belly swollen and her face red with tears.
“I’m afraid it’s not that easy.”


Lenny stared at
the monitor, the image striking him silent.  


 “Everything
comes at a price,” Nixon said. “I’ve healed the women in both of your lives and
you repaid me in mutiny. You turned my project upside down. This is important
work, bigger than your life or mine. This is about saving people from needless
death and suffering. I’m a healer. I’m looking for a cure, not a war.”


“And yet, that’s
exactly what you’re going to get. A war.” Zach drew out the word for
effect.


“We’ll see.”
Nixon took the handles of the cart restraining Allison. 


She closed her
eyes and her head fell to the side.


“Please don’t do
this.” The tears Zach had managed to restrain spilled over. “Lenny, help me.
Don’t let him take her.”


Lenny wept. “He
still has Annie.” 


Nixon covered
Allison with a white sheet and wheeled her away from Zach, pausing in the
doorway.


Zach thrashed,
yanking his cuffed hand so hard he thought his wrist would break. The clanging
of metal on metal resonated in the office suite. “Stop, you asshole! Allison,
fight him. You’re strong. You can beat this.”


 “Reid, take
Lenny to see his wife,” Nixon said. “Zach, I’ll be in touch.”
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Billy picked a
scab on his face, wiping the tiny bead of blood welling up on his cheek. John
called the elevator, breathing deeply to steady his nerves.


“You’re gonna
pass out, you keep huffin’ like that,” Billy said.


John pushed the
button twice more. “Why isn’t anyone answering their damn phones?”


“Would ‘ya give
it up already?” Billy looked up at the array of floor numbers. “I think it’s
stuck.” The lights for the basement and first floors were both lit. He pounded
the button with his fist and it lit up white. 


“What if there’s
something in there?” John wrung his hands.


“If by somethin’
ya mean a fuckin’ zombie, bring it on.” Billy made like he was fencing John
with his Bowie knife.


“Put that thing
away.” John said. “I have a bad feeling about this.” 


Billy rolled his
eyes. “Go ahead, chick’n. Run. It’s what you’re good at. I’m gettin’ Amy outta
here. She’s down there and ain’t no one callin’ to tell me they have her. This
elevator’s the only way down. Fire, evacuation, whatever. It’s all over. No
reason we shouldn’t take it.”


The elevator
doors opened and Travis staggered out, mumbling and crying. His key was still
in the keyhole.


John’s eyes went
wide. “I’d call that a pretty good reason.” 


Travis was
incoherent. In shock. He grabbed John by the shoulders and shook him
hard. 


John froze, held
his breath, and warm urine leaked from him. A large, dark ring formed on the
front of his pants and ran down his legs. He couldn’t have been more
embarrassed.


“I’m…not…infected,”
Travis finally managed.


“That’s some
good fuckin’ news.” Billy gave Travis a once over for signs that he was lying.
“This one, not so lucky.” He waved his hand at Clarence cuffed to the railing.


John stared.
Clarence was like nothing he had ever seen. His right hand was nearly
disarticulated from attempting to escape. Blood spilled from his eyes and his
ears. He growled and snarled and his jaw moved up and down as he bit at Billy.


“The shots don’t
last. I tried to save him.” Travis’s hand relaxed and a stack of shots fell to
the ground. “I’m so sorry.” He staggered away, mumbling.


John collected
the syringes.


Billy locked the
elevator in place. “Not this time, fucker.” He held Clarence’s head to the
wall, his palm to his forehead, and forced his blade deep into his throat. Dark
blood spilled from the wound, congealing quickly and spattering the walls.
Billy turned his face away from the spatter and only looked back when the
gurgling and moaning stopped. Less than half of Clarence’s spinal cord remained
intact and a thin flap of neck skin was all that kept his head attached.


John squeezed
his eyes shut. Please, no. He couldn’t fight the urge. He doubled over
and vomit poured from his mouth in forceful thrusts. 


Billy wiped his
knife on his pants.


John cowered. “I
don’t want to do this, Billy. I changed my mind. I don’t want to go down there.
I want to go to the van with Frank.”


Billy pointed
the knife in John’s direction. The freshly wiped blade glistened in the
fluorescent light, the one pristine thing among all of the carnage. A devious
grin spread across his face. “Too bad that isn’t an option.”
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Reid ejected the
DVD from the computer. “You heard the Doc. He said take you to see your wife.
Let’s go.” He shoved Lenny toward the door and rolled his eyes at how easily
the emaciated drunk was to control. How stupidly enthusiastic and hopeful he
was. “Pathetic.”


“Lenny, don’t
leave me here.” Zach shouted. The cuffs rattled as he tried to get loose.


Lenny shook his
head. “I am sorry, Zach. You’d have done the same fer Allison.” 


“Move it.” Reid
nudged Lenny into the hall and kept an eye out for the others he had missed.
With any luck, he could solve several problems at once. 


“How far away is
she?” Lenny asked.


“Just a bit
further,” Reid said, grinning. He urged Lenny down the long corridor to an
unfinished section of offices at the other end of the construction zone. His
excitement built up the closer he came to the makeshift security pod.


Lenny looked
around and stumbled when his foot hit the first row of laid tile. “You keep the
women here?”


Plastic sheeting
hung from the ceiling to contain the paint fumes and dust of
construction-in-progress. Five gallon pails of primer, sheetrock tape, and
buckets of drywall compound piled up on the floor. 


“Not exactly.”
Reid steered Lenny to one of two chairs in front of a laptop normally used for
monitoring.  “Sit down,” he said and inserted the DVD.  


Lenny swallowed
hard and reluctantly complied. “Where’s Annie?” he asked, a slight tremble in
his voice.


Reid smirked at
Lenny’s late-coming suspicion. “You’ll never know if you don’t sit down.” 


Lenny did as he
was told.


Reid turned up
the volume and cued the first scene past what Nixon had already played. A male
voice, muffled by a surgical mask, came through the speakers. “The baby is
breach. I can’t turn it.”


Lenny chewed his
thumbnail and tapped his foot.


The scene
continued, lit by a single, bright Operating Room light. Annie was laid out, an
IV line running to the top of her hand. A man in full surgical garb lifted the
sheet covering Annie’s lower body and manipulated something with his hands.


Lenny’s lip
quivered. 


Reid watched
with delight.


“This has to be
a mistake.” Lenny leaned forward. “She wasn’t pregnant.”


Reid motioned
toward the monitor. “Keep watching.”


Nixon appeared
in the frame, gowned and gloved. His eyes were emotionless voids. He roughly
examined Annie and everyone jumped when he ordered a fresh surgical tray.
“We’ll take it cesarean.” He covered Annie’s belly with a windowed drape and
the mound of swollen flesh erupted from its center. “Betadine.” The orange
liquid swabbed onto her skin made her appear artificially tanned. “And oxygen,
please.” An orderly placed a mask over Annie’s face while the anesthesiologist
injected another drug into her IV. The same man removed the mask and positioned
a tube into Annie’s throat via her mouth.


Nixon buried the
tip of the scalpel into Annie’s engorged belly and blood welled up from the
incision. He filleted her, splitting her in half.


An alarm sounded
and Nixon turned his attention to the monitors.


“Vitals are
dropping,” a nurse said. 


“We can’t lose
another one. I don’t care what happens to her, but I want this infant, alive.”


Annie convulsed
and her eyes rolled back inside of her head.


Lenny moved to
the edge of his seat, watching his wife’s decline through splayed fingers. He
was immersed in the video. Reid took a scrap of rope from the construction
material in the corner and tied a thick knot in its center. Lenny didn’t even
turn around.


Nixon reached
inside Annie’s dying body and held up a monster. Bones poked through its
translucent skin and black fluid dripped from its tiny feet. 


 “Why ain’t he
doin’ anythin’?” Lenny cried.


The heart monitor
flat lined. 


“Annie, no.”


Nixon set the
infant’s corpse back inside of Annie and walked away.


Lenny bawled,
grief-stricken. “You killed ‘er! You killed my wife!”


Reid slipped the
rope around Lenny’s neck and pulled him to the ground. Lenny was light and
weak, but his erratic floundering made him hard to control. He flailed and
clawed at Reid’s arms, scratching his bare skin where his sleeves were rolled
up. “Let it go, loser.” Reid knocked Lenny off balance and flipped him
face-down, positioning him over the garrote. The knot lined up with his larynx,
a signature move to hasten the crushing of it. Lenny grappled for purchase. He
grunted and scratched at his throat. Reid knelt in the center of his back and
applied the final devastating pressure. 


Lenny’s body
went limp.


Reid let go of
the rope and Lenny’s head hit the ground with a thud. He flexed his cramping
hands and took the DVD out of the laptop. 


“Nixon told me
to take you to see Annie. Now I have. Safe travels, Lenny. No one here will
miss you.”
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Mark moved
against the wall to avoid being snuck up on. The cement block cooled his
sweat-soaked back and reminded him of the fireman’s jacket he left hanging over
the chair in the Control Room. His exposed skin made him more vulnerable,
especially since he was unarmed. He regretted letting Zach and Scott have the
only guns. 


This whole thing
was becoming a suicide mission.


Why hadn’t he
gone with Travis and Clarence?


Promising Frank
he’d get Holly was a small part of the reason. Fear kept him from getting in
that elevator and he couldn’t help wondering if Travis had made it out alive.


His heart
pounded as he moved toward the rancid smell he’d have rather ignored. The wet
noise, like sloppy chewing, grew louder. The sound of crinkling plastic racked
his nerves. He wrung his hands, moving cautiously, and paused when something
crimson contrasted the white tile. Red bags littered the blood-streaked floor. 


Please don’t
let the blood be Scott and Foster’s.


The ransacked
kitchenette held the spoils of a body farm smorgasbord and provided a fleeting
sense of relief that the others might still be alive. An ulcerated foot dangled
from the mouth of a feral, male Id with his head lowered in line with his neck.
Bloody holes dotted the drywall and white powder covered his dark hair. He’d
rammed the wall. Like a bull. Mark froze, watching the infected man tear
rotting flesh from bone. He was too consumed with its task to noticed Mark in
the doorway.


A lump formed in
Mark’s throat as he tried to quietly back away. The sole of his boots squeaked
against the tile and caught the Id’s attention. He looked up, its white eyes
like a blind man’s, and dropped its meal to the floor. No, God. Please. He
stood from his crouched position and growled. A string of tendon dangled from
between his teeth.


Nervous sweat
poured from Mark and he forced himself to move.


He had passed
a lab not far down the hall. If he could get inside and close the door, he
might find a weapon or at least radio the others for help.


The infected man
charged.


“Shit!” Mark
tried to keep an eye on it but was unable to run backward. It hurried
toward him, teetering like a child learning to walk. 


The heavy
firemen’s pants and clunky boots made Mark slow and uncoordinated. The Id
quickly closed the gap. 


“Get away from
me!” Mark turned and slipped on a pool of blood. A sharp pain shot up from his
right hip and he was laid out flat. Get up. His body wouldn’t cooperate.
He scrambled in a spider crawl toward the lab. The infected man descended on
him faster than he could move, stripping the skin from his forearm like it was
peeling an orange. 


Mark tried to
push him away, to kick him, but the infection was already coursing through and
weakening him. His muscles spasmed and his stomach ached. I have to get out
of here. His thoughts became disorganized as his human life slipped from
him.


“I’m sorry,
Frank.”


The Id tore a
chunk of flesh from Mark’s back and was occupied devouring it. Disoriented and
in pain, Mark made it to his feet. Blood trailed down his back and arm. He
moved in circles, his aching hip making it almost impossible to walk straight,
and staggered into the lab.  


 


*
* * * *


 


Scott slipped
out of his oversized fireman’s jacket and handed it to Miranda. “Here, put this
on.” 


As relieved as
she was to not be alone, she worried she had put Scott in worse danger.
“Thanks,” she said, not feeling well enough to argue. She put her arms in the
sleeves and her hands didn’t come out the ends. 


 “Where have you
been?” Scott asked Foster.


Foster pushed
his glasses up his slight nose. “Looking for Ben to take care of Clarence.”


Scott motioned
toward his pistol still holstered at his waist. “There’s only one way to handle
him.”


“I honestly
don’t know that,” Foster said.


Miranda struggled
to zipper the coat. The lined, Kevlar blend was heavy and didn’t breathe. The
weight of it strained her and stressed how weak she’d become. Foster tried to
help her and she slapped his hands away. 


“I can do it. I’m
not helpless.” 


Foster looked
hurt. 


“I’m sorry.” She
didn’t mean to lash out. It was out of fear and her frustration with the
circumstances. 


“Can we make it
to the elevator?” Scott asked Foster quietly.


Miranda snapped
her head around. “What about the others?” 


“We’ll come back
for them,” Scott said. 


“Like Hell. I
won’t leave them. You have no idea what they’ve been through.”


Scott bristled.
“Reid isn’t going to stay gone forever. What do you think will happen if he gets
to you? Nixon wants you most of all.” 


“Why?”
she asked. “What’s so special about me?”


Scott cleared
his throat.


“Foster, what
does Nixon want with me? Why am I here?”


Scott’s eyes
went wide as Foster explained the infection, the hybrids, and cure in the
briefest terms and to the best of his knowledge. “No one knows everything,” he
said.


Miranda couldn’t
believe her ears. This is impossible. She grunted and crossed her arms
over her stomach, starting to cry. The black amniotic fluid she’d seen with
Annie was finally explained. She was carrying a monster. 


Scott caught her
before she crashed to her knees. “There are options, Miranda. As soon as we’re
out of here, we’ll take care of this.”


She pushed him
away, searching her mind for a reasonable excuse. The raw emotion from losing
their daughter made the idea of having an abortion inconceivable, under any
circumstances. What if this baby was healthy and normal? She put the
thoughts away to focus on escaping. “The smell is getting to me,” she said. “I
need out of this room.”


“Miranda, I’m
sorry.” Scott tried to talk to her about the pregnancy and she held up her
hand.


“Not now.
Please.” She shook her head. “Just leave it alone.”


Scott sniffled
and steadied his crooked frown. “The elevator isn’t far. Stay behind me.”


Miranda tucked a
tangle of unwashed hair behind her ear. “Either you two help me get the others
or I’ll get them myself.” The odds of them coming back once she was safe were
slim. The thought of Penny’s grieving mother wouldn’t let her go. “I mean it.”
Sadness softened her anger.


Scott sighed.
“When have I ever said ‘no’ to you?” He took Miranda’s arm, despite her
previous protest and shunned Foster’s attempt at helping him support her. “I
have her. Get the door.”


Foster opened it
a little, at first, and listened.


“You hear
anything?” Scott whispered.


“Nothing close
by.” Foster went into the hall.


Miranda took a
deep breath and leaned on Scott when the cramps returned. You are going to
be fine, she told herself, even if she didn’t believe it. There were worse
things than Nixon and if she wasn’t careful, she could become, or give birth
to, one of them. She focused on Scott and tried to match his calm breaths. 


“The ward’s this
way.” Foster pointed.


Miranda looked
left then right, afraid to turn her back on either direction now that she knew
what she was up against.


Scott nudged her
along, but she couldn’t take her eye off of something down the hall.


“What are you
looking at?” Foster’s glasses were clearly not strong enough. 


Scott squinted. 


“You see it?”
The cramping settled down and she pulled away from Scott, standing on her own.


“I’ll go see
what it is.” Scott said.


Miranda followed.
“Oh my God.” She covered her mouth.


Bloody
shoeprints lined the floor in an awkward drag-step pattern that wound in
circles and faded into a closed lab door. A distinct separate trail led to the
elevator. 


 “Shit.” Scott
lifted his foot and studied the tread. He turned to Foster. “The only other
person wearing boots that match those prints,” he pointed at the ones leading
to the lab, “is Mark.” He reached for his walkie-talkie.


Foster stopped
his hand. “What if Nixon intercepts, or Reid? There’s no guaranteeing they
won’t pick up this frequency. I’d save the radios for emergencies.”


“And this
doesn’t qualify?”


Foster shook his
head. “Whatever happened here, we’ll find out soon enough. Before we alert the
hounds, we have to rescue the others.”
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A low, rumbling
growl echoed up the elevator shaft. Billy pointed the knife at John and snarled.
“Get in.” 


Clarence’s body
lay at Billy’s feet. His head was nearly off and the frayed ends of muscle and
tendon hung between the pieces.


John stepped
back. “I don’t want to. What if it isn’t dead?” 


Billy delivered
a sharp kick to complete the decapitation. Clarence’s head hit the metal with a
clang. “How ‘bout now?”


John clamped his
hands over his mouth to stifle the climbing scream. 


“I’m not gonna tell
you again.” Billy stepped forward, slipped on a used syringe, and rolled his
ankle. He slammed his hand into the wall to keep from falling. “Dammit.” He
limped and walked off the pain, leaving bloody footprints on the tile. 


John’s whole
body shook. He wanted to go to the basement even less. He stared at Clarence’s
remains and the syringe jutting from his bicep.


Billy plucked
the needle out, careful to avoid the tip.


John moved back
another foot, noting a shift in Billy’s demeanor. 


“Looks like he
was tryin’ to hold off gettin’ sick.” Billy kicked the empties. “It didn’t
work.”


“The guard said
it was temporary.” John swallowed the bitterness in his throat and tried not to
vomit.


Billy held out
his hand. “Maybe I should hold the rest of ‘em.”


John cowered and
a door slammed, breaking the tension. He whipped his head around at the noise. 


“Hey, you two, get
away from that elevator!” A broad-chested, armed security guard ran toward
them. 


Billy grabbed
John’s sleeve, but promptly lost his grip. “Get in!” 


John was barely
breathing enough to speak. “I’m sorry, I can’t.” Frantic, he took off in the
opposite direction of the guard who seemed more focused on Billy.


Billy released
the elevator hold and the doors closed.


 


*
* * * *


 


Billy paced,
taking shallow breaths through his mouth to avoid the spoiled meat smell of
Clarence’s rotten corpse. “Goddamned coward.” He should’ve known better than to
expect back up from John, a man too weak and scared to protect his own fiancé.


The elevator
descended and the brief pause that followed put Billy on-edge. He adjusted his
grip on the knife handle, but the slippery sweat making it hard to get a hold. 


A growl came
from the other side of the door and regret set in that he’d come down alone.


The doors parted
and shock drew out time. Mark was on him before he could even think to get
away. Please, God, no. The angry bite wound on Mark’s bicep festered,
yellow pus coloring the muscle.


Billy pushed
Mark backward and tried to clear the doorway. Mark knocked the knife from his
hand before he had a chance to use it. Billy kicked and punched, clawing to get
free, but the infection made Mark incredibly strong and he was undeterred by
repeated punches to his head and neck. 


“Get off o’ me!”
Billy shouted.


Mark stepped
forward and his boot cleared the track. The door closed and they were trapped.
He quickly pinned Billy and attempted to bite.


“You ain’t gonna
get me.” Billy dug his thumb into Mark’s left eye socket, pushing until he
heard a pop. Warm vitreous fluid spilled over his hand. Mark howled and
thrashed, groping the certain blind spot. 


They feel
pain. If
there were rules, Billy didn’t know them. 


Billy kicked
Mark, sending him tumbling into Clarence’s corpse. Mark faltered and the
split-second shift allowed an advantage. Billy grabbed for his knife,
mistakenly gripping the blade end first and tearing through four of his
fingers. Aaaggghh.  The blood smear sent Mark into a frenzy. Billy
fought the dizziness long enough to flip it around. He lodged the knife deep in
Mark’s chest but Mark drove into it, impaling himself and sinking his teeth
into Billy’s clavicle. Billy screamed and pounded the first floor button. He
had to find John and the shots. The wound burned and the pain continued
long after. Billy tried to recover his weapon, but Mark bit into his arm.
Billy’s skin broke under the pressure and his muscle crunched as it was torn. 


When the
elevator door opened, Mark rushed into the lobby. Billy inventoried the damage.
His clavicle wound was bone-deep and the flap of skin barely held on. Blood ran
from his wounds and he was feverish, sweating, but freezing. Changing. Instinctively,
he knew it. He struggled to get a hold of himself, wanting to believe he could
overcome the transformation, but knowing it was unlikely. 


He patted down
Clarence’s body, checking for unused syringes. Neither the gore nor the smell
could dissuade him. He foraged through the snug pants pockets with unsteady
hands, fighting the marionette he’d become with the infection pulling his
strings. His life seemed all but over when he found the lump in the shirt’s
breast pocket. A single syringe wedged sideways. Hallelujah. He
uncapped the needle, stabbed it into his left arm and wondered just how much
time constituted ‘temporary.’ 
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Miranda shivered
as she walked into the ward, the memory of her insemination like an icy finger
up her spine. Even free, with Scott and Foster by her side, she felt trapped
and helpless. What happened in that room would never leave her.


The women looked
worse than when she left, Annie’s absence forming a palpable hole in their
world. 


Penny, the
youngest and most resilient among them, was the least affected.


“Miranda.” Penny
smiled vibrantly. Her bobbed, black hair shimmered with the grease of having
gone weeks without being washed. Still, there was radiant life in her blue eyes
and her innocence was unspoiled by the hybrid fetus growing inside of her.


Miranda
unfastened Penny’s wrist and ankle restraints, fighting with the coat sleeves
falling in her way. “Can you walk?”


Penny rubbed her
wrists and stretched, standing for the first time in so long that her knees
buckled. Miranda caught her arm and steadied her. “I’m fine,” Penny said and
hugged her.


The brief
contact affirmed she made the right choice saving them.


Miranda smiled
and set her hand on Penny’s shoulder. “We have to get out of here before Reid or
Nixon comes back.”


“Hey, hello.”
Foster unfastened one of the patient’s restraints and stood at her bedside,
shaking her. “She’s not waking up.”


“Nixon keeps
Holly and Amy sedated,” Carlene said. “So they don’t pull their stitches.”


Both women were
postpartum and had cesarean wounds at different stages of healing.


“What do we do
with them?” Scott asked, having set Carlene free.


Carlene limped
to a wheelchair in the corner. “We can wheel them out.” Her gait evened out as
she moved to Holly’s bedside and lowered the railing. 


Miranda went
over to help and a sour odor hit her. “What is that smell?”


Carlene peeled
back Holly’s white blanket and exposed the blood-caked sheet beneath it. 


Miranda coughed
and wrinkled her face. The skin on Holly’s heels had degraded and turned black.
Thick pus leaked from the bone-deep wounds.


“Pressure
ulcers,” Carlene said. “From lying down. I used to work in a nursing home. Saw
them all the time.” She pulled a pair of blue fuzzy socks over Holly’s feet and
Foster helped Carlene ease her into the wheelchair. “I can’t imagine anything
worse than this.”


Miranda looked
at Carlene’s swollen belly. There were more terrible things. She pushed
the other wheelchair to Amy. Scott, always knowing what she was thinking,
stared. “We have to tell them.” 


Foster lowered
his head. 


Scott, never one
for confrontation, handed out scrubs for the women to change into.


Penny changed
behind one of the hanging curtains, the clothes on her full figure tighter than
it was on the others. “Tell us what?” 


Scott closed his
eyes and took a deep breath. “I don’t know that now is the best time for this.”


“When would be
better? When they stumble on that mess in the hallway?” Scott backed down.
“What do you know about the babies?” Miranda asked. 


Penny lowered
her eyebrows and wrinkled her forehead. “Nothing, I guess.” 


“We can’t draw
this out,” Foster said.


 “The fathers,
well…” Miranda weighed her words.


“For God’s sake,
they’re zombies,” Scott said. “They’re out in the hall, waiting to eat and infect
us.”


The room fell
silent, the women visibly registering what he’d said.


Penny’s lip
trembled and her eyes filled with tears. “What does that mean for my baby?”


“We don’t know.”
Miranda held Penny’s shoulder. “But there’s nothing we can do until we’re out
of here.”


“Come on. We
have to go.” Foster leaned on the handles of Holly’s wheelchair.


“What do you
mean do?” Penny cried harder. “I’m not a murderer!”


Miranda moved
her hand to her stomach. “You don’t have to be.”


“We’re wasting
time. We need to leave, now.” Scott used the blunt end of a fire extinguisher
he took down from the wall to smash the locked case. The sound of shattering
glass broke Penny’s hysteria.  Scott cleared the jagged teeth and withdrew the
ax. “Miranda, you and Carlene push the wheelchairs. Foster, you stay close to
Penny.” Scott took Miranda’s hand. “If there’s trouble-,” he said his eyes soft
and pleading. “I mean the no way out kind--I need you to promise me that you’ll
take care of yourself first.”


“Yeah, sure I
will,” Miranda said sarcastically. 


Having been
married, she would’ve thought he knew better.
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The change came
on fast and hit Billy’s system hard. Fluids swished in his stomach, swishing
like a shaken water balloon. A stabbing pain pierced his side and brought him
to his knees. 


Ohhhhhh.


Another wave of
cramps and his bowels let go. Warm, liquid stool ran down the inside of his
pant legs and dripped a trail to the nearest bathroom.


He picked up his
two-way and sent out a distress call. “This is Billy, anyone, do you hear me?”


No one answered.


“John.” He
grunted and breathed through the pain. “Please, answer.”


Where was he?


Sick of being
bullied, probably.



Billy had gone
too far. 


Pull a knife
on the kid, what did you think?



He thrust the
heel of his palm repeatedly into the side of his sweaty head.


“Stupid, stupid,
stupid.” 


The fever made
him shiver and he lumbered to the sink. He turned on the cold water and
splashed handfuls on his face. The sweat washed away, but he still stunk like
shit. He stared into the mirror, at the stranger’s reflection. His complexion
blanched to chalk white. Even his acne, normally red and irritated, was a ridge
of ghostly lumps. Dark circles rimmed his bloodshot eyes and his lips were
cracked and bleeding.


He fished in his
pocket for his cell phone and went inside one of the two bathroom stalls. He
pushed the door closed and when it stuck, saw no reason to lock it. He slipped
out of his soiled pants, careful not to drop his phone in the toilet, and sat
down. 


This is so
goddamned undignified.


The cramps
returned, but his bowels were empty. The pain was almost worse.


He dialed John,
his shaking hands making it hard to hit the numbers, and closed his eyes when
it started ringing.


Without the
shots, he was as good as dead. 


Come on.
Please, answer.


One. Two. Three.
Billy counted the rings. 


Voicemail. 


“This is John,
leave a message.”


“John, it’s
Billy. I’m sorry, man. I’m really fucking sorry.” Tears came, the last sign of
his waning humanity. “I need those shots. I’m so sick. Please, I’m on the first
floor in the bathroom off the lobby. Hurry.”


Billy’s vision
blurred. Dizziness had him teetering on the loose toilet seat.


 “I don’t have
much time,” he whispered and waited for the virus to claim him.


 


*
* * * *


 


John ignored the
stitch in his side and the shooting pains, like spears, through the
non-existent arches of his flat feet as he ran across the Nixon Center parking
lot. He wasn’t made for speed or endurance, but fear was a powerful motivator. Just
being in open space was more relief than John would’ve imagined.


He hurried
between the rows of remaining vehicles and saw the old van nestled among them.
Frank sat in the driver’s seat, the window rolled down. He stared straight
ahead, preoccupied.


John slammed his
hand into the door and startled him.


 “Jesus, John.
What the hell is going on in there? No one’s answering their phones or radios.”


John held up a
finger, needing to catch his breath. His lungs burned to the point of coughing.
He climbed into the passenger’s side and waited until he could speak clearly.


The van smelled
of gasoline fumes and country music played through the worn speakers. The
spoils of the morning littered the floor and reminded John of a not too distant
past when all of them believed they had the upper hand. After what had
happened, the notion seemed naïve and outright stupid. 


He couldn’t
escape the image of Billy decapitating the monster in the elevator. 


Frank leaned
forward, looking out the top of the windshield. A helicopter descending on the
landing pad drowned out an old George Jones tune. Frank sighed. “Nixon’s up to
something.”


John uncapped
the half-empty bottle of warm water in the center console and took a small sip.
Careful to avoid the swill at the bottom, he wished he had more. “I don’t doubt
that he is.” He leaned over and put the syringes into the cup holder.


“What are
these?” Frank picked one up and turned it over in his hands. 


“It’s supposed
to slow down the infection,” John said between huffs. “I got them from one of
the guards.”


Frank collected
the stack and put them in the small, black medical bag. “For safe keeping,” he
said. “Where’s Billy?”


John chewed his
chapped lower lip. “We got separated at the elevator.” 


“And the others?
Holly? Any word?”


John shook his
head. “Nothin’ yet.”


Frank reached
for the pack of Pall Malls Lenny left in the back. He pushed in the lighter and
tapped his yellowed fingernails impatiently on the console. 


“Thought you
quit,” John said.


The lighter
popped out, the center coils glowing red and igniting the cigarette with just a
quick touch to its tip.


“I did. I knew
I’d never live to see Holly come home otherwise.”


“And now?” John
took a crumpled wad of fast food napkins from the glove compartment, dampened
one with the last of the bottled water, and wiped the blood spatter from his
face.


A tear ran down
Frank’s wrinkled cheek. “I wonder if any of us will make it.”


 John’s phone
jingled and he checked it for what he assumed was a text message. It was a
voicemail and he played it on speakerphone.


“John, it’s
Billy. I’m sorry, man. I’m really fucking sorry. I need those shots. I’m so
sick. Please, I’m on the first floor in the bathroom off the lobby. Hurry.”


Frank’s eyes
went wide. “You didn’t tell me he was infected.”


John held his
hand to his head, racked with guilt. “I didn’t know. I told you, we got
separated.” 


The truth was
that he left him. And that he’d do it again under the same circumstance. Billy
had him at knifepoint. What else could he do? Part of him wanted to stay
gone, to not have to face what he’d caused. He looked at the medical kit tucked
protectively under Frank’s arm and knew he couldn’t just leave Billy. “He needs
those shots.” 


 “Who knows how
long ago he was bitten?” Frank asked.


John shrugged.
“So, you’re going to let him die in there?”


Frank took a
last drag off of his cigarette. “I lost my wife and my daughter. This is my
only chance to get one of them back. If things are that bad in there, this,” he
held up a syringe, “is gold. I’m not going to let you waste it on Billy. Kid
never cared for anyone but himself.”


 “He cares about
Amy.” John corrected him. “That’s why he’s here.”


Losing someone
he loved was why John was there, too. He couldn’t let Billy suffer.


Frank handed
over a single dose. “You have one shot at holding off whatever’s trying to take
him. You want more, you’ll have to find it inside. These are for emergencies
only, deal?”


John nodded,
mustering the courage to walk back into the nightmare.


Frank started
the van and looked for an inconspicuous entry point.
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Scott opened the
door to the ward, and with Foster at his side, led the women in an efficient
two-column formation. 


Penny sniffled,
staying close enough to Foster for him to reach back and comfort her. Carlene
and Miranda pushed the clunky wheelchairs.


“This way,”
Foster said heading toward the elevator.


When they came
upon the bloody footprints, Penny stopped. “Whose blood is that?” she whimpered
and reached for Foster’s hand.


Two of the hallway
cameras moved, the sound catching Miranda’s attention. “We have to keep going,”
she said. “It’s not safe.” 


Scott shushed
her. “Noise draws them.”


Penny sobbed.


“Foster, make
her be quiet,” Scott said.


A mewling sound
came from one of the labs. 


Miranda held up
a finger. “Do you hear that?” 


Scott kept
walking. “We don’t have time for this.”


“I know, I know.
Just listen.” 


Carlene tilted
her head. “It sounds like a child crying.”


“There are children
down here?” Penny asked. 


“Take the
chair.” Miranda said to her and headed in the noise’s direction.


The lab
glimmered, even in dim light. A single fluorescent fixture reflected off the
high-polished steel tables and cabinets. 


“Miranda, wait.”
Scott shoved her behind him. 


She huffed, but
since he was holding the ax, she stayed back. The cry changed pitch. “It’s
coming from over there.”


Scott pushed the
swinging door and the hinges creaked.


Slurp. Rip.
Crack.


Miranda stopped
to calm down. Scott tip-toed around the autopsy table bolted in the center of the
room. Blood pooled inside of the sink. A pile of clothes, cut away from a
corpse, lie in a heap on the chair. Miranda caught up to Scott and tracked the
set of crimson footprints to an infected boy crouched in the corner. 


She gasped,
tears coming fast for the sickness and depravity that anyone allowed this.


The dark-skinned
boy was thin, frail and hunched over with his back to them. His navy blue
shorts rode high on his thigh and his short-sleeved shirt might have once been
sky blue but between the blood, the holes, and the filth, it was impossible to
tell. He gnawed on the flayed body of an elderly man, digging deep inside the
“Y” incision for softer pieces when his staggered teeth couldn’t tear the tough
outer flesh.


A clear thread
of snot dripped from Miranda’s nose.


Scott held his
finger to his lips, a gesture for her to remain quiet, but when Foster tore
through the swinging door, the boy glanced up. His milky white eyes went
immediately to Miranda.


“Shit!” Scott
shoved her out of the way just as the infected boy lunged. 


Miranda stumbled
backward into a countertop and shouted for Scott to watch out. Her worry was
more for him than herself.


Scott hoisted
the ax and drove it into the boy’s skull. A loud crack echoed and the
split bone held the blade. Scott tugged and his head opened, infected brain
seeping from the gap as his body collapsed.


Miranda shook with
fear, trembling uncontrollably and sobbing.


Scott wrapped
his arms around her, blocking her view of the recently dispatched. 


“I’m sorry,”
Foster said. “I should have warned you. There’s another one down here. Same
age.”


“You let them do
this to kids?” Scott wrinkled his face with disgust.


 “The two boys
came infected. God knows why Nixon kept them.”


Miranda crossed
her arms over her stomach. “Who knows why he does any of this?” she cried and
squeezed her eyes shut.


Foster tossed a
disposable blue drape over the body and it hid all but the seeping pool of
blood. 


“Miranda, we
have to go,” Scott said.


She sniffled and
he wiped the tear running down her cheek. 


 “Come on,”
Foster held the swinging door open. He was staring at Miranda’s stomach and
only looked away when Scott returned his stare with one suitably threatening. 


Miranda stopped
next to him, turning her ear toward him. “Is that your radio?”


Foster turned up
the volume. “I forgot I lowered it.”


“Foster, Reid,
anyone, this is Jim. We have a Code Black. I repeat Code Black. The
infected have gotten upstairs. Repeat, the infected are upstairs.”


Scott forced
Miranda though the door. “Hurry.”


Foster shook his
head. “It’s already too late. The infection spreads faster than you can
imagine.”
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Jim’s call
interrupted Reid’s post-homicide high. Killing Lenny released his pent up
anger, but now a new, more dangerous hunt was on. Reid stepped over Lenny’s
corpse, loaded his pistol, and descended the nearest stairs to the first floor
without losing his breath. His hands ached from the strain of the strangulation,
but the new prospect energized him. He craved action and it didn’t take long to
find it.


The Ambulatory
Surgery Unit echoed with screams. A horde was already evolving, too many to
kill by silent means. 


Reid rushed
through the double doors. An infected female secretary wearing a two-piece blue
suit and one high-heeled shoe shambled toward him, wobbling as she walked. Her
long, dark hair, disheveled from a struggle, partially hid the festering bite
on the side of her neck.


“Come and get
me.” Reid dared her. She picked up speed, losing her other shoe. Reid waited
until she was just outside of arm’s reach to level his pistol. “Bang.” He fired
a shot into her forehead and she collapsed. Blood gushed from the hole. She
was target practice. Nothing more. 


An elderly
couple that was either too confused or stubborn to evacuate howled in pain on
the waiting room floor. Not yet infected, they were suffering the change. Reid
watched with a twisted grin as the hunchbacked woman reached for her husband.
Her face was bitten, the brittle flesh pulled away from the corner of her mouth
revealing shining pink gums and a distinct lack of teeth. Blood covered her
knotty hand from trying to seal off the wound. Her husband, a stout man with
large pores, bled heavily from his neck and had all but given up his fight. He
drew his last human breath and Reid spent another round to ensure he stayed
dead. The wife howled and he shot her next.


“Please, help
me.” A woman’s voice came from a metal supply cabinet behind the check-in desk.


Reid maneuvered
through the carnage and opened the door. A storm of Post-it notes rained down
on the pretty, young brunette crouched inside. Her gentle, brown eyes looked on
him as her savior. He wished he had enough time to change that. She tried to
stand up, but was stiff and off-balance. He offered his hand and when she stood
up, pressed the muzzle of his gun to her chest. Holding it over her heart just
long enough for her relief to turn to fear, he drank in the two-second thrill
before pulling the trigger. Her body fell at his feet.


The ruckus grew
in the Recovery Room, the sound of gunfire drawing the others. Reid went into
the twelve bed unit where Mark, whom Reid immediately recognized as an infected
intruder, had eaten his way through several of the recovering patients. 


The virus took
them all in turn, each reanimating at a different pace. 


Reid assessed
his targets, prioritizing them by most dangerous out of respect for his limited
ammo.


A rotund woman,
several hundred pounds and with an open chest wound, glanced up from the
elderly man she was devouring. Her gown dangled low enough that he could see
her sagging breasts. Between them, sternal wires pulled apart, exposing her
heart through a gaping surgical gash. Bits of her victims flesh stuck out from
her worn, crowded teeth and blood painted her lips.


A rabid gargoyle
of a boy, no older than seven, crouched on his bed ready to attack. His
expression held malevolence and hunger, and unlike the large woman, he was
spry. He shifted his weight and launched himself forward. Reid fired and missed
his intended headshot. The bullet grazed the boy’s temple, releasing a dribble
of stagnant blood. Reid lined up his next shot and took the boy down. He
didn’t miss twice. The heavy woman, drawn by the noise, moved faster than
Reid would’ve thought possible. Her substantial fat acted like a buffer and she
put Reid out several rounds before finally succumbing. Thick rolls of flesh
slapped the tile as she belly-flopped and pushed one of the beds between Reid and
Mark. 


“Looks like it’s
you and me, fireman.” 


Mark charged
Reid, the yellow pants whooshing as he quickened his pace toward the gurney.
Syrupy fluid dripped down his cheek where his ruined eye laid poked out and
weeping. A Bowie knife jutted from his chest. 


Reid pulled the
trigger, over and over, but his pistol would not discharge. It jammed. Shit.
He’d been lazy with cleaning it. He stepped backward and looked for an
alternate weapon. The knife was his only option. 


Mark gnashed his
teeth and his lips spread wide in either a smile or a growl. 


Reid locked his
gaze, the milky opacity making it impossible to see his pupils. “Come and get
me you rabid fuck.” His heartbeat hammered and blood rushed in his ears. He
kept the gurney between himself and Mark and struggled to grab the knife
handle. The thought of the filthy virus Mark wanted to instill in him fueled
Reid’s rage. He shoved the bed forward, sending Mark backward. He fell on the
ground and Reid was on him before he got up. This was for survival. He
grabbed a pillow off the floor and covered Mark’s face. He pulled the
knife from Mark’s chest and drove it, repeatedly and with crushing force, into
the top of his head. Mark stopped struggling, his moans silenced, and a
familiar calm washed over Reid. The worse was over. Until one of the
other beds moved.
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Foster’s heavy
boots clapped against the tile and the echoing sound made Miranda uneasy. He
was going to draw the infected. Scott hung back, doting on her more than she
would have liked.


“I’m fine,” she
said, unsure if it was true. Her feet ached and she was desperate for a rest or
a comfortable pair of sneakers. She leaned on Amy’s wheelchair and allowed it
to carry her along. 


A rancid odor
emerged and her heightened, pregnant senses took over. She whiffed the pungent
air, the hollow ache in her stomach giving way to returning nausea. 


“What’s that
smell?” A near-imperceptible drawl colored Carlene’s voice. 


“Food storage.”
The words barely made it out of Foster’s mouth when they reached the ransacked
kitchenette. A trail of carnage led away from an open chest freezer. Red
biohazard bags covered the hallway floor and sharply contrasted the white tile.
Chunks of flesh clung to the walls and the ceiling like morbid spitballs.
Smears of blood painted the wall.


“Scott, look
out.” Miranda was the first to see him.


The other young
boy Foster had warned about cried out in obvious frustration. He slumped over a
shredded pile of flesh, his overgrown nails having made mincemeat of the
decayed arm he desperately tried to feed on. His baby teeth scattered on the
floor around him, his face bloody and bruised--cut from the jagged, sharp bone.



Carlene screamed
and Penny covered her eyes.


Scott drew the
ax overhead and decapitated the boy with a single, clean chop.


Carlene hit her
knees and prayed. “Our Father who art in Heaven…”


Penny slipped
into shock. 


Miranda wiped a
tear from her cheek and saw a harsher side of Scott than she ever imagined
possible. While the others mourned the losses of life, he’d grown immune to
them. An adaptive soldier in a harsh and unforgiving reality. 


“Scott, are you
all right?” Foster asked.


The assassin
slipped from his gentle eyes. “I did what I had to,” he said focusing on
Miranda. “Don’t think for a minute I enjoyed it.”


“I know.”
Miranda held her stomach. This side of him unsettled her. She felt Amy’s
wheelchair move. 


She was
coming to.


“We have to keep
moving,” said Foster. 


Penny whimpered
and turned her face away from the slaughter.


Miranda squatted
next to Carlene and held one of her trembling hands between her own. The
prayers had died down to a mumbled string of incoherent words and an occasional
Amen. “Carlene, we have to get Holly and Amy upstairs. I need your help.” She
led Carlene to the handles of the wheelchair and she instinctually held on to
them.


“We’re almost
there.” Foster helped Penny past the carnage.


“Look at me.”
Miranda kept Carlene distracted while Scott cleared a path for her to steer.
“Keep moving. It’s going to be all right.” 


Carlene locked
her eyes on Miranda’s, unwilling or unable to see any more death.


The ruddy-faced
girl with the acne scars straightened, brushing her thin, dirty-blonde hair
from her face. “Where am I?” she whispered, her dry, unpracticed voice cracking.
“Who’re you?”


Foster stood in
front of her, blocking her view of the scene and leading them to the elevator. 


“My name’s
Miranda, Amy. I’m here to take you home.”


Amy tried to
stand, but her legs wouldn’t cooperate and her arms were too weak to compensate.
She let out a yell and grabbed her stomach.


Miranda coaxed
her to be still in the chair. “You’ve been in the bed too long to stand up.
Please, we have to get you out of here.”


“Outta where?”
Amy tugged her hospital gown upward until her half-healed cesarean wound and
retention sutures were visible. Amy attempted, again, to stand, but couldn’t
and she crumbled, crying. “What’d they do to me? What the hell is happening?”


Foster hit the
elevator button, positioning himself so as to shield the already melting down
Amy from further panic-inducing scenes.


Miranda held her
hand on Amy’s shoulder, shushing her and speaking in a calming tone. “It’s
going to be all right.”


Amy pushed her
away. “It ain’t gonna be all right,” she said, recovering a hoarse
version of a voice


Scott stepped up
and grabbed the arms of Amy’s wheelchair hard enough to jostle her. “You listen
to me. We’ll explain everything once we get you out of here alive.” The
threat in his eyes forced her cooperation. Miranda couldn’t believe what she
was seeing. He was suddenly an uncompassionate stranger, not at all like the
man she married. Scott backed away from Amy’s chair, and as if he just noticed
Miranda watching him, softened his expression. “I’m sorry.” 


Before Miranda
could answer, the elevator door opened with Clarence’s body still tied to the
railing.
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Mark’s death had
been too close. 


Reid cleaned his
bloody hands on his uniform pants and kept an eye on the reanimating female
corpse in the bed at the other end of the Recovery Room. A tube extended from
the middle-aged woman’s throat and she thrashed, popping her IV. Blood sprayed
the walls and blankets and while she wasn’t up yet, it was only a matter of
time. He searched the room for a makeshift weapon he could use from a distance.
Hospital beds, IV poles and monitoring equipment, tons of linens and disposable
wound dressings, but nothing sharp, wieldy, or strong enough for him to
dispatch a hungry Id. 


The newly
infected fought the hardest.


He cleared the
jam in his pistol, but didn’t trust it. Without time for cleaning or
troubleshooting, he needed a new gun with ammo and the only place to get
them was the Security Office arsenal. 


He had to lock
down the department first.


And he still
had to find Miranda.


Each
complication made it harder to focus. Reid picked up the IV pole set outside of
the unit for fixing. One of the casters had broken off and a repair tag dangled
from the hook where a medication bag would hang. 


“This’ll have to
work.” 


He held the base
with his foot and unthreaded the pole from its center. He ran it through the
double door handles and bent the ends until it formed a “C”. If anyone were
alive inside, they’d have to get past the infected first.


 


*
* * * *


 


Amy screamed at the
sight of Clarence’s decapitated body handcuffed to the elevator. “Please,
please don’t make me go in there!” She pleaded tearfully, her greasy hair
clinging to her tear-stained cheeks.


Miranda stepped
in front of her, slipped her arm out of the too long sleeve, and used the
jacket as a curtain between Amy and the body. 


“Don’t take that
off,” Scott said. 


Miranda met his
determined stare. She twisted around, yanked off the coat, and tossed it over
the corpse.


Scott tried to
catch it mid-air, but missed.


“Too late, the
blood’s already on it.” 


“That was bite
protection you just contaminated.”


Miranda wheeled
the traumatized Amy to the far side of the elevator and faced her into the
corner. “I don’t plan on sticking around to get bit.”


Amy covered her
face with her hands and wept. 


Foster tucked
Penny under his arm and helped her inside, but the small car had become quickly
cramped.


Carlene forced
Holly’s wheelchair in next to Clarence’s body and the wheels came to rest in
the pool of his blood. 


“There isn’t
enough room in here.” Something was blocking the door, keeping it from closing.
Foster unfastened the belt holding Clarence to the rail. His hands fell, dead
weight, at his sides. “Grab his feet, Scott.” 


Everyone turned
away except for Miranda.


Scott picked
Clarence’s feet up by his bootlaces. Thick clots dribbled from his neck onto
the floor. Foster lifted his hands higher to cut off the leak and the two of
them carried the body into the hall.


“Don’t step in
the blood,” Foster said. He looked at the other women’s feet and they were all
only wearing slipper socks. “Any cuts or cracks, you’ll absorb the virus like a
plant taking up water.” 


 “Penny, stand
over here.” Miranda pointed at a clean patch.  


Penny waited for
Foster to come back and complied, reaching for his hand.


Scott nudged
Miranda until she was the furthest from the spill. “I’m sorry,” he said softly
enough for only her to hear him. “I’m over-protective, I know it. But you’re my
wife.”


“Ex-wife.”
She reminded gently, but the distinction had to be made. 


Scott lowered
his head, obviously hurting. Miranda reached out to touch him and stopped
herself. Don’t let the stress force you to make a mistake. Nothing about
what was happening righted their past. She turned the elevator key already in
the hole and pressed ‘L’ with her scrubs top between her skin and the button.
The virus was invisible and even impregnated with something that might well be
infected, she couldn’t be too careful.
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The rain came
down with hail-like intensity. Frank revved the engine to keep the old van from
stalling and drove around back in search of access.


“There.” John
pointed. “What about that?”


The roll-up door
of a delivery bay hung a foot above the ground, the storage area behind it dim
and lifeless.


“It’s as good an
option as any.” Frank parked the van and tucked the medical pouch under his
arm. Rain beat down on him, soaking his flannel shirt and jeans. A knifing
chill took up residence in his arthritic bones. 


John pulled his
hood up over his head and hurried past Frank to raise the door. 


The sound of the
wheels on the metal track echoed in the receiving bay and Frank shivered,
terrified someone had heard it. He stepped out of the pouring rain and surveyed
the room. Inside, were boxes piled high, unopened equipment, and linen carts.
The heavy air constricted his chest, making it hard to breathe. The cigarette
had been a bad idea. He stifled a cough and snot blew out of his nose. “It
doesn’t look like anyone’s here,” he finally said after a recuperative moment
and wiped his face on his wet sleeve.


“Are you all
right?” John ran his hands over his head, wringing the water from his hair. 


“Fine,” Frank
said.


“Any clue where
we are?” 


Frank took the
rough map that Zach had drawn out of his back pocket. The flaccid paper and
running ink looked like he felt. The sign on the wall ahead said Ambulatory
Surgical Center. “I’m guessing we’re at the rear of the first floor, directly
behind the lobby.”


“Then Billy’s
this way.”


Frank followed
John out of the bay and into the main hospital. Every waiting room they passed
was empty and a sinking feeling set in. Life in the center seemed to have
evaporated. Half-eaten meals grew stale on deserted lunch trays, magazines lay
open on chairs, computer monitors flashed catchy screen savers and there was
the distinct smell of burning coffee coming from the carafe on the hot plate. Apocalyptic.
The word burrowed and nested in Frank’s brain. 


John chewed a
hangnail on the side of his thumb which had become red and angry-looking. Blood
spotted his lower lip.


Frank couldn’t
help wishing he were in more capable hands. “You all right up there, kid?” The
unease set in a bit further.


John moved his
hand. “I’m fine. I’m just...shit…” 


Frank scrunched
up his face. “You’re just shit?” 


John dashed into
the lobby. “Help me get this.” 


An I.V. pole ran
through the door handles of the Ambulatory Surgery Center and was bent into
place. Etched glass panels decorated either side of the department’s entrance
and Frank saw what John had obviously already seen: yellow fireman’s pants.


“It’s Mark.”
John pushed and pulled, twisted the pole and tried to straighten it. 


Frank offered
help, but his hands were stiff from the cold, and the aching squeeze in his
chest still hadn’t subsided. He stuffed the soggy map in his pocket and used a
long, golf-style umbrella from the holder in the corner to pry the bent pole
straight. 


John shoved the
post aside and opened the door. He gasped and turned away from the horrific
scene. 


Frank pushed
past him and buried his nose in the elbow of his wet sleeve. The lingering
tobacco offset the worst of the stink. 


Mark laid face
down, his white tee-shirt stained red. A small slit midway below his clavicle
appeared to be the back side of a stab wound. Billy’s knife sprouted from the
crown of his head and a crimson pool spread around him. 


No way had
Billy done this.


Frank took a
couple of breaths to get used to the decomposition he hadn’t smelled since
retiring. Mark was dead, the signs were undeniable, but the manner of his death
demanded answers. “John, come here.” 


John staggered
out into the lobby and vomited in an open trash can.


“John, I’m not
kidding,” Frank said. “Get the hell in here.”


John coughed,
spat, and when he came back in, kept his eyes focused solely on Frank. 


Frank shook his
head. “Snap out of it, kid. It’s just blood.” But it wasn’t. It was brains, an
enucleated eye, skull fragments, and worse. He clapped his hands to bring John
out of his trance and thought he heard a faint shuffling in the next room.
“You’re sure those things are downstairs?” 


John swallowed.
“I’m not sure about anything.”


Frank braced to
roll Mark, the significant size difference between them making it impossible to
do alone. “I need to get him on his back. Help me turn him over.”


John chewed the
inside of his cheek and his bottom lip. “I can’t.”


Frank glared.
“Pull yourself together.” 


John wedged his
hands beneath Mark’s shoulder. “Oh, God. He’s cold.”


 “One, two,
three, roll.” Frank pushed. Digging into the tile floor with the wet soles of
his boot provided him little traction.


Mark’s eye was
poked out and he’d been stabbed more than once. The appearance of the wound
indicated the stabbing occurred postmortem. After the infection.


John shivered.
“He’s dead.”


Frank nodded. “I
figured as much.” 


John stepped
back and a weak voice called out his name.
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John’s throat
burned from the acidic vomit and a bitter taste filled his mouth. “Hello?” he
moved slowly through the lobby toward the bathroom. 


Frank covered
Mark’s body with a white sheet taken from one of the supply cabinets and ambled
after John, who was holding the door open in waiting. 


“In here,” John
said.  


The poorly
ventilated room smelled like an outhouse. John wondered how long he could hold
it together before being sick again. He counted rows of wall tile to
keep his mind busy. 


“Help me.”
Billy’s voice, normally deeper than most men’s, sounded shrill and weak.


“Somebody
looking for medical?” Frank pushed open the unlocked stall door and tried to
soothe Billy with a bit of dry humor.


John watched
from across the room. 


Billy sat on the
toilet, shivering with his plaid boxers around his ankles. All color had
drained from his face and the once purple and red acne lumps had blanched and
were almost invisible. He was slumped over, muttering something, and covered in
shit.


John strained to
listen.


“Help me,
Frank.” A trail of blood ran from both corners of Billy’s mouth where his lips
split open from talking. He rolled his head so he was looking into Frank’s
eyes.


Frank reached
slowly over to feel for a pulse. John could see his nervousness, as if at any
moment Billy might latch on to him and it would all be over. 


Billy’s eyelids
fluttered and his bowels let go again. 


Frank recoiled
and the stall door swung shut. “Oh, man, that sinks.”


John turned
away, remembering when he left Billy. “I did what I had to,” he muttered. 


“Hand me the
shot,” Frank said.


“There wasn’t a
choice.”


Billy grunted
and cried in pain.


Frank shook John
by the shoulders. “Snap out of it, kid. Give me the damn shot.”


John blinked,
wiped a tear from his eye, and handed Frank the syringe from his pocket. 


“Hang in there.”
Frank injected Billy’s thigh.


Billy drew a deep
breath and pounded his fist on the metal wall, the medicine making quick work
of the virus. He spat bloody phlegm on the bathroom floor and wiped his mouth
clean. Frank had the stall door half open to give him some space. Billy
collected himself and cleared his throat. The first words he had the strength
to say placed blame squarely on John. “Hey chick’n shit? If you’d have backed
me up, this never would’ve happened.”


John bowed his
head, ashamed and embarrassed because it was true. He held the tiny promise
ring that dangled from his chain. April’s screams and her short-lived struggle
as the two masked men dragged her from their apartment echoed in his memory. He
hoped when they took Nixon down, the revenge would fill the void and he would
be able to rebuild himself. That he would be able to move past the pain and
live again without fear.


 


*
* * * *


 


Miranda stood
next to Scott in the main lobby where his cell phone had reception for the
first time since the basement. One after another, voicemail messages poured
in—a welcome sound in the otherwise quiet. 


Scott fumbled it
open and let out a frustrated grunt. His hands were too large for the close-set
buttons and though he would never admit it, Miranda could see his nerves had
worn thin. 


“26 new
messages, Christ.” Rather than listening to them, Scott returned the last call,
which was Frank. 


Miranda perked
at the muffled Merle Haggard tune. “Do you hear that?” 


Holly roused in
her wheelchair, not completely coming around, but the music having a visible
effect.


“Hello.” Frank’s
voice came through in stereo.


Miranda pointed
at the bathroom. “In there.”


Scott opened the
door and nearly knocked John down on the other side.


Miranda
immediately held her breath. The room was a mess of diarrhea and blood and
Miranda moved the wheelchair carefully around it. 


“What the hell
happened?” Scott asked.


The young man
biting his thumb in the corner grimaced. “Billy’s been bitten.”


“Mark, too. He’s
dead.” An elderly man stood in the stall doorway with his back to them, tending
to the sick boy. When Holly groaned, he finally turned around. A spark glinted
in his tired eyes. “I can’t believe you found her.” 


Scott smiled and
introduced Miranda. “None of them would be here without her.”


Miranda wheeled
Holly over and parked the chair next to Frank. 


Frank’s thin
lower lip quivered. “My sweet girl.”


Holly’s pale
eyes rolled open and were the steely gray of someone who hadn’t seen light,
natural or artificial, in a very long time. 


Frank brushed a
tangle of hair from in front of her gaunt face. “I missed you so much.” He held
her hand between his and examined her ragged nails, several of which were
broken past the skin, but healing. 


Holly didn’t
even close her fingers around her father’s hand and Miranda felt a tug of
sadness for the one-sided reunion. 


“Thank you for
bringing her back.” Frank continued to look Holly over, adjusting her to sit
more comfortably in the chair and placing her hands in her lap. He took a paper
towel from the wall dispenser and wet it to wash her face. When he moved her
closer to the sink, one of her feet slipped from the footrest. He lifted it and
a look of concern washed over his face. 


“What’s the
matter?” Scott asked. 


The bottom of
the sock was soaked with blood. He tugged it off and though her heel was
covered in bone-deep ulcers, none of them were bleeding enough to explain the
volume.  


“The blood’s not
hers,” Frank said.


Sweat glistened
on Holly’s brow and she went into convulsions 


Scott grabbed
Frank’s arm and almost lifted him off his feet to get him to the sink. He
turned the hot water on full blast and it sprayed everywhere. “Wash your
hands.” 


Frank barely
rinsed them before running back to Holly. “We need to hold her still.”


Miranda grabbed
Holly’s arms to keep her from sliding out of the chair and Holly tried to bite.



Frank reached
for Holly’s forehead. “She’s burning up. You have to let me help her.”


 “Get away from
her,” Scott shouted.


“We have to stop
her from biting her tongue.” Frank took his wallet from his back pocket and
when he went to put it in Holly’s mouth, Scott held him back. 


 “Don’t make me
hurt you, Frank. She’s infected.” Scott shoved Frank aside and pulled his
pistol. 


Frank stumbled
and caught himself on a sink ledge. “Scott, no!”


Holly’s eyes
glossed over and were starting to turn white. Her body clenched and she gnashed
her teeth.


John watched
from the far corner, slack-jawed at Holly’s rapid deterioration. 


“Please, not
this way. You don’t have to do this.” He put himself between Holly and Scott
and scrambled to get his belt off. “We can tie her down.” He fastened Holly’s
torso to the chair. “I checked her over. She’s not bit.” 


 “She doesn’t
need to be.”


“There was blood
in the elevator,” Miranda said. “The infection got in through her sores.”


 “I’m sorry,
Frank. You should leave.” Scott aimed the gun at Holly’s head.


“Wait!” Frank
held up the medic bag and pushed the stall door open. “Billy, tell them it
works.” He pulled out a syringe and uncapped it. Miranda gasped when she saw
the boy she saved from Reid lingering toward death. “Tell them!”


Billy moaned.


Frank plunged
the needle into Holly’s thigh. 


Everyone waited
for a sign of improvement.


When nothing
happened, Frank gave her a second dose.


“Frank, what are
you doing?” John stepped from his place in the corner. “It’s a temporary fix.
You know that.”


Holly wasn’t
responding. Her hands bent into claws and she fought the belt holding her. 


Frank pulled
another shot from the bag and injected Holly’s bicep. “Come on, sweetheart.
Show them you’re fine.”


“Nothing’s
happening,” John said. “You have to stop. Frank, emergencies only, remember?”


When Frank went
for another syringe, Billy cried out, “Enough. Don’t waste them all.”


 “Frank, she’s
not the only one that needs those shots,” John said.


Scott released
the pistol’s safety. “She can’t beat this, Frank. The shots aren’t working.
She’s infected and she’ll take us all with her whether she means to or not. You
have to let her go.”


Tears poured
down the old man’s cheeks and he hung his head. “God, forgive me,” he said and
before anyone could stop him, Frank uncapped the remaining syringes and plunged
them into Holly’s abdomen. Five doses were more or less spent in a single shot.
Frank depressed the plungers, some completely and others only partially, and
when the medication hit Holly’s system, her eyes rolled back into her head. 


“No!” Billy
shouted. 


Holly’s chest
puffed out and quickly deflated. 


Frank put two
fingers to the side of Holly’s neck and wept, covering Holly’s body with his
own.


Miranda stepped
toward Holly and was the first to say what they were all thinking. “If she
comes back, it won’t be her, Frank.”


“What do you
know about anything?” Frank asked. His eyebrows knitted together and his mouth
bent into a frown.


Foster opened
the bathroom door and loaded a full clip into his pistol. “I heard someone
scream.” He looked around the room at Holly, the bloody sock, and at Billy.


“She’s
infected,” Scott said, stepping closer to the wheelchair. 


Frank bowed his
head, weeping. 


Foster signaled
for Miranda to step back. “You can’t let her change. We have to…”


Scott cut him
off. “Frank, you should go in the hall. Let us help her.”


Billy stared
longingly at the syringes.


“Frank, please?”
Scott asked.


Holly blinked
slowly, the sedatives that had kept her human body motionless slowing her
infected one. Her hand twitched and Frank looked up to meet her stare. Her
mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water. 


“I’m sorry, baby
girl. I’m so, so sorry,” he said.


Scott nodded to
Foster who grabbed Frank’s shoulders and yanked him away.


“I’m sorry,
too,” Scott said and pulled the trigger.


 


 


 


 
















 


 


 


46.


 


Nixon’s
helicopter wound up in the distance, the sound competing with the torrential
rain hitting the office window. Swirling white lights cut the dark storm and
glinted off the chrome desk lamp. 


Zach tried to
stand up, but the cuffs were too low on the radiator and he could only get to
his knees. He needed to make the call. There was no way of getting to the
helipad before Nixon left. Scott was his last hope at getting Allison before
she was taken. 


He lay on the
floor and stretched his right arm over his head, pushing through the hurt and moving
his foot closer to the phone until going any further would dislocate his
shoulder. His hand was dead from his middle finger to his thumb and a stabbing
pain radiated up his wrist from the too-snug cuff.


 “Come on, come
on.”


Repeated missed
calls, texts, and voicemail indicators rang every several minutes, draining his
battery. If he didn’t hurry, there would be no life left with which to make a
call.


No way to
receive the call Nixon had indicated was coming.


Zach tried flexing
his foot, but the bulky fireman’s boot was too stiff. He sat up and tugged off
the right one. The air cooled his sweating foot and the sensation returned to
his hand, pain replacing numbness. Not exactly better. He repositioned
himself, extending his socked foot as far as it would reach, and connected. He
closed his eyes and exhaled. I’m sending help, baby. Careful not to
kick, he hooked his toe around the phone and dragged it slowly toward him. 


He searched his
call log and dialed Scott’s cell.


 


*
* * * *


 


The sulfur tang of
gunpowder overtook the bathroom. Holly’s head hung to the side, her mouth and
eyes open. The milky white film, spotty over her corneas, covered the last
traces of her humanity. Brain, blood, and skull slid down the wall. 


 “No.” Frank hit
his knees and wept, his wrinkled hands pulling the thinning hair at his
temples. He closed his eyes and his mouth twisted in agony.


Foster’s lips
stretched into a pencil-thin line, quivering as if he might cry. 


“Maybe you
should go check on the others,” Miranda said to him, her ears ringing from the
gunshot. 


“I don’t think
they’ll come in here, not after….” 


Miranda nodded. 


They had seen
their share of horrors.


Scott stood at
the sink and rinsed the blood spatter from his exposed skin. He was calm and
practiced. Like he hadn’t just committed murder. 


Not even Frank’s
open grieving affected him.


Miranda knew the
pain of losing a child and mourned Frank’s loss as her own. 


Billy was more
concerned with himself. “You wasted it. My last fuckin’ chance and y’all blew
it.” He covered his groin and put his head between his knees, unfazed by the
cesspool beneath him. Sweat dripped from his chin to the floor and he shivered.



Miranda put the
back of her hand to Billy’s forehead. “He’s burning up.” 


Frank trembled
and buried his face in his hands. Whimpers escaped between sobs. 


Miranda squatted
beside him. “We’ll take Holly with us,” she said. “We’ll see she gets a proper
burial.” She withdrew the syringes from Holly’s abdomen, three of which had something
left in them. Hopefully, it was enough to buy Billy some time. She
reached up and closed Holly’s eyes, smearing the blood spatter in two parallel
lines from her brows to her cheekbones. 


Foster took off
his navy blue uniform shirt and covered Holly’s face. Nervous sweat soaked the
grey tee-shirt he wore underneath it and he crossed his arms over his narrow
chest self-consciously. 


Miranda weighed whether
or not to ask Frank, the only one among them with medical experience, to
administer the shots. His expression was vacant. He was grieving in some
unknowable distance and she chose not to interrupt him. 


Billy shivered,
his teeth chattered, and his muscles visibly tightened. Rigors shook him
violently and the seizing caused the plastic seat to bang loudly against the
toilet. 


Miranda moved
into the stall, keeping enough distance between her and Billy to get out of
bite reach if necessary. Please let this work. She plunged the first
needle into Billy’s thigh and injected a half-dose. 


“Is it working?”
she asked.


Billy was
shaking too hard to answer.


She administered
the second and third doses, watching for signs of improvement. The three didn’t
equal one full dose, but it was enough to bring him back from the edge. He closed
his eyes, resting for a brief moment, and then reopened them. 


Miranda checked
for the telltale opacity and found only two hazel orbs of desperation and
sadness. The symptoms were subsiding. “What do we do with him?” she asked.
“He’s in no condition to go anywhere and who knows how long it will be before…”


“Don’t say
that!” Billy shouted. “Don’t you think for one fuckin’ minute you’re leavin’ me
here. This is your fault. John, you make this right.”


“Are there more
shots?” Miranda asked Foster.


“Nixon stores
them in the basement.”


John lowered his
head, unable to look Billy in the eyes. “You’re right. I shouldn’t have let you
go down there alone.”


Billy stood up,
grabbed the edge of the stall and fell back on the toilet. He reached down,
pulled up his boxers, and tried again. “You’re takin’ me with you and we’re
goin’ back fer more shots.”


John cowered,
scooting against the far wall.


 “You don’t have
to.” Foster handed Billy the several he’d been holding. “I took them from the
lab. I thought we might need them.”


“You knew this
was going to happen?” Miranda asked. 


“No…I…I didn’t know.
I grabbed them while Scott was looking for you. I knew it was a possibility
that if the infected were let out someone would get sick.”


“We have to get
Billy out of here,” John said. 


Scott waved his
hand in Billy’s direction. “He can’t even walk, for God’s sake.” 


Miranda looked
at Holly’s corpse in the wheelchair.


“Don’t even
think it.” Frank sniffled. “There’s no way to get her out of here without it.
You have taken everything from me. Do you hear me? Everything.”


 “We can’t save every
person,” Scott shouted. “Don’t you people get this? Billy’s dying--he might as
well be a zombie already. And I’m sorry Frank, but Holly’s dead. If I didn’t do
what I did, she might’ve taken us all with her. Miranda, come on. We’re
leaving.”


The main doors, only
feet away, might as well have been miles. 


“I can’t go,”
she said. “Not without...” She held her hand on her stomach.


Foster grimaced.
“Nixon’s research. His file on you.”


Miranda nodded.
“I don’t know what’s inside of me, Scott. I need Nixon’s research if anyone
outside of here is going to be able to help me.” The thought of losing a
second child was unbearable.


Foster spoke
softly as if to lessen the weight of his words. “I don’t mean to be insensitive,
but there’s only one kind of help for this situation.” 


Miranda couldn’t
bring herself to think the word again, let alone say it. She wouldn’t kill
her baby. 


Even Scott’s
expression said he doubted she could go through with that after all that
happened. “Where does Nixon keep his files, Foster?”


Miranda sighed. 


He wasn’t
going to fight her on this. 


She hadn’t seen
that coming.
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Scott’s ringer
broke the momentary silence. He answered the phone and static came through loud
enough for everyone to hear. A familiar male voice spoke in interrupted dots
and dashes. “You’re breaking up. Where are you?” He shut off the speaker.


Frank wiped the
flow of tears streaming from his eyes and sniffled, drawing a clear thread of
snot into his nose. 


“Shit. We’ll be
right there.” Scott flipped the phone closed. “It’s Zach. He’s in Nixon’s
office. Foster, can we get up there without any problems?”


Foster glanced
around the room at Holly’s body, at Frank who was crumbling, and at Billy who
was struggling to stand up. “Define problems.” The power flickered, not long
enough to trigger the generator, but the bathroom went momentarily dark. “I
don’t think we should take the elevator, if that’s what you’re asking.” 


Billy shambled
out of the stall, barely able to stand. He fell forward, grabbing the edge of
the sink for support, and coughed blood all over the white porcelain. 


John handed him
a wet paper towel, careful not to get too close.


“We have to
split up,” Miranda said. “There’s no way around it.”


“More of the strong
versus the weak.” Frank projected his hatred onto Scott.


 “Where’s the
van?” Scott asked.


Frank rubbed his
aged hands along the wheelchair handles, staring down at the shirt over Holly’s
head.


“Frank, where’d
you park the van?”


“Out back,
behind the loading dock.” He didn’t look up when he answered.


“Miranda, you go
with Frank and the others. Foster and I will find the file and bring it to
you,” Scott said.


Miranda shook
her head. “No, I’m going with you. It’s me Nixon wants more than anyone. You
send me with them, I lessen their chances of getting to safety as much as my
own. And what if Billy…” Completes his change. She didn’t have to say
it.


Scott nodded in
agreement. “Okay. I get it.”


Foster handed
his pistol to John. “Just in case.” 


John held it
loosely by his fingertips.


“You do know how
to shoot, right?” Foster asked.


“Of course I
know how. Every boy in Strandville’s been on a hunting trip. It doesn’t
mean I like it.” John closed his hand around the grip.


“Then might I suggest
you take the safety off?”


Frank wheeled
Holly toward the door. “I’m taking her out first. I’ll bring the chair back for
Billy.” 


“Like hell you
will.” Billy hooked his arm around John’s neck. John wrinkled his nose and
cringed. “I can walk. I’m not lettin’ you leave me here. How do I know you’ll
come back?” 


Frank shook his
head. “Because you have the shots. Even if they don’t save you, this isn’t
over. What if another one of us gets bit?” He looked directly at Scott and
there was no mistaking his loathing. “What if it’s Miranda you have to put a
bullet in next?”


Scott turned to
Foster.  “Are there more shots somewhere?”


“Not that we can
get to easily.”


Billy clutched
the syringes to his chest. “These here’re mine. You people ain’t even been
bit.”


 “Billy’s
right,” John said. “He needs the shots or everyone around him is as good as
dead.” 


Frank pushed his
daughter’s body into the hallway. “The old, the sick, and the crippled. We’re
as good as dead, anyway. With Holly gone, it doesn’t matter one way or the
other to me.”


 


*
* * * *


 


Billy pulled
away from John, the infection coursing through him. The shots had helped some,
but already the effects of the virus were resurfacing. He held his palm to the
bathroom wall and willed his legs to move. Each step was like trudging through
quick drying concrete.


“Are you sure
you can walk?” John asked.


“I’m fine.”
No thanks to you. 


John held the
door.


Billy moved
unsteadily at first and then recovered, freezing when he saw his sister waiting
in the hall. “You’re alive.” Tears rolled down his pimply cheek. “I
knew you didn’t leave.”


Amy shifted in
her wheelchair and reached for Billy’s hand. He knelt beside her and wept.


“What happened
to you?” she asked.


 “There ain’t time to
explain.”


John handed
Billy a pair of scrubs he took from an abandoned laundry cart in the lobby.
“Come on. We have to go.”


Billy pulled the
extra large shirt over his head and it went halfway down his thighs. He
discarded his soiled underwear and stepped into the drawstring pants.


Frank shuffled
away, head down and sniffling, unwilling or unable to see the happy reunion. 


Carlene set her
hands on Amy’s wheelchair handles and Billy stopped her. “Let me take ‘er,” he
said. “I could use the help standin’.” 


He needed to
be close to her after all that happened. 


 “Stop, wait a
minute.” Amy stretched her legs, flexed her feet, and winced when she pulled
herself forward. “You need the chair more ‘an I do.” She clamped a hand over
her stomach and grunted when she pushed herself up. 


Billy set his
hand on her shoulder and gently pushed her back down. Frank faded in the
distance. “We oughtta go before we can’t catch him.”
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Reid locked the Security
Office door behind him. He wouldn’t be caught off-guard again. 


A montage of his
recent murders played back in his head and he rode out the memories like a
junkie on a high, stopping only when his radio crackled. He checked to make
sure it was on the right frequency and lowered the volume.  


There was
work to do.


A blue, plastic
top stretched over one of a dozen silver keys made the arsenal key an easy
find. He went into the hidden back room and scanned the wall full of weapons. Emergency
supplies for the bedlam he was secretly enjoying. He took down a spare
pistol and as much ammunition as his pockets would hold. He loaded two
high-capacity clips with thirty rounds each and grabbed a hunting knife with a
gut-hook on the back. 


Satisfied that
he had what he needed, he returned to the lobby. The load of weapons and ammo felt
good as his muscles engaged to carry the weight. 


The anticipation
of the hunt was close to true happiness, but his bliss was short-lived. 


In the brief
time he was gone, someone else had been there. 


He picked up his
two-way. “Foster, you piece of shit, answer me.” If he let Miranda out, he
was dead. “Foster, this is Reid. Answer your goddamned radio.”


Shit.


The IV pole had
been moved and a sheet covered Mark’s body. A soiled pair of boxers lay against
the wall and several trails of fresh blood made it hard to theorize what
happened. If it was Miranda who had been there, she wasn’t alone.


He tracked the
bloody footprint smears to the elevator where the numbered lights had stopped
at three. 


Reid slammed the
heel of his boot hard enough into the elevator door to dent the metal. He
pushed the call button and growled at the car’s slow descent. 


Three. Two.
One. 


The door
strained open, clunking along in its track. Part of him thought it best to
clear Ambulatory Surgery, to see what was in there, alive or undead, but he
knew better. Nixon wanted Miranda back and there was no way that IV pole moved
itself. What started as an obvious distraction, releasing the infected, was
about to become a pandemic. 


He stepped into
the waiting car, eyeing the blood pools, the tire tracks, and footprints, and
knew Miranda had made it back to the ward. There were too many different, small
prints for that not to be the case. He slammed his fist into the wall and his
head spun. 


He was losing
control and had to get it back before Nixon found out how bad things were.


The elevator stopped
at the third floor. He drew the knife from his belt, preparing to attack, and
sighed when the door opened to emptiness. He followed the blood trail down an
empty hallway, the red becoming increasingly faint as it meandered through the
vacant neurology wing toward the fire door at the back. He stared at the drag
mark pattern. Two parallel lines. Like a pair of severed legs. The amputee
he left in the recovery room. 


There were only
two ways an infected got upstairs: either it was alive and looking for help
before it changed or someone lured it up there as a viral bomb to take out what
was left of the center. With any luck, Miranda and the rest of them were dumb
enough to get themselves cornered. 


The trail
stopped at the secured fire door. 


Reid heard the
screams before he turned the knob. 


This was all
Miranda’s fault. 


If she wasn’t on
the other side, he vowed to find her and pay her back. 


Payback is
what he was made for.  
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The arsenal had
been ransacked leaving only a single spare pistol, which Foster tucked into his
waistband before heading toward Nixon’s office.


Miranda tried to
keep up, but Penny slowed her down.


 “I thought you
said there were weapons in there.” Scott shook his head.


“Someone beat us
to them. Probably Reid.” 


“Hey, can you
two wait up?” Miranda called up from one turn of the staircase behind them and
Scott stopped.


“You two all
right?” he asked.


Penny moved increasingly
slowly, her arms crossed over her stomach.


“We’re fine.”
Miranda offered for Penny to lean on her. “We are fine, right?” she
asked under her breath.


Penny winced and
cracked a fake smile. “Too much time in bed, I guess. I’ll be okay.” Her
normally vibrant blue eyes paled to a muted slate. 


Miranda saw
through her attempt at being strong and regretted not insisting she go with
Frank and the others. “If you need to take a break, Foster can stay with
you.” 


A blush of
embarrassment painted Penny’s cheeks and she bowed her head. “I’d rather have
another woman nearby.”


Miranda managed
a smile, but her heart ached. Penny was too pure, too virginal and naïve for so
much pain and suffering. Miranda hooked her arm around Penny’s waist and pulled
her wrist over her shoulder. 


Scott held the
hallway door open and brushed his hand across Miranda’s back as she passed him.
She didn’t move away from his touch. Things between them were better
than they had been in a long time, even if only because of the stress.


“Nixon’s office
is the last on the right,” Foster said, but he didn’t have to. 


The rattling of
metal on metal and a stream of profanity echoed down the hall. 


Zach. 


Miranda handed
Penny off to Foster and picked up her pace, breaking into a jog despite her weary
and aching legs.


Scott met her
speed. 


“What the hell
happened?” Miranda stifled a gasp when she saw Zach handcuffed to the radiator.
His face was red, his forehead sweaty, and blood streaked his arm from his
wrist to his elbow. Thunder boomed and the lights flickered. Miranda knelt next
to him and gently lifted his hand. “Oh my God.” Zach pulled away, the cuff
catching at the end and fresh blood running from the wound. “Stop tugging.” Despite
Zach’s attempt at hiding it, she could tell Zach had been crying. “Foster, get
in here. Give me your handcuff key.”


“Zach, where’s
Lenny?” Scott asked.


“He set me up.
Last I saw him, he was with Reid.”


There was so much
about Miranda’s rescue she didn’t know.


Foster helped
Penny into the leather chair behind Nixon’s desk and handed Miranda his key. 


Penny groaned
and drew in a deep breath.


“Are you sure
you are all right?” Miranda asked. 


Penny shook her
head. “I think so.” She strained to speak.


Miranda gently
assessed Zach’s wounds, Scott’s jealous stare burning a hole in her back. She
fit the tiny key in the lock and turned it. The cuff released and Zach
struggled to stand. His knees and ankles snapped and popped. He staggered to
the window and stared down at the helipad. 


Miranda followed
after him. 


A bright, white
light illuminated the caravan of staff loading boxes and equipment into Nixon’s
chopper. The storm beat down on them, but none of them so much as flinched. 


They were moving
the experiment.


Zach rubbed the
intact skin above the bleeding abrasions on his wrist. He flexed his fingers
and placed his palms to the glass. “I have to get Allison back.”


Miranda wrapped
her arm around him and put her head on his shoulder. “Zach, I’m so sorry.” 


The packages
slowed to a trickle, an indication the staff had completed the loading. 


Heavy drops of
rain bounced off the window like hail. 


“You can’t go
out there,” Miranda said. “Even without the storm, even with our help, you’re
still outnumbered."


“Look.” Scott
leaned forward until his forehead touched the glass. 


Nixon’s lab coat
stuck out against the blackness, the white sheet over the cart as visible and
contrasting. The rain drenched him and soaked the sheet, exposing the shape
beneath it. An intern carried an IV pole behind him. 


It was a
body.


“Allison!” Zach
let out a pained cry and slammed his fist into the window. His hand ricocheted
and he howled in pain. 


 “We’ll get her
back,” Scott said, but the room of sad faces made it clear that none of them believed
that. 


 “Not if they
leave.” Zach pressed his face closer to the glass, his eyes wide and unblinking.


Allison was
loaded first. An intern tried to get an umbrella over Nixon’s head, but the
howling wind turned it inside out and pulled it from his hand. Nixon climbed into
the chopper and disappeared from view.


Miranda sniffled
and wiped her burning eyes with the back of her hand. She didn’t know how much more
loss she could take.


Zach looked
away, unable to watch the helicopter take off.


Penny let out a
pained cry and doubled over, wrapping her arms around her knees.


Miranda went to
her and rubbed her back. Heat radiated through her cotton shirt. 


Scott shook his
head and without further acknowledging Penny, rummaged the scattered papers on
Nixon’s desktop. “We don’t have time for this, Miranda. We have to find your
file. You should have made her go with Frank.” He opened the drawers in
succession and slammed them closed progressively louder. “Stethoscope, pens,
Post-it notes. There’s nothing here.”


Penny drew a
long breath. “I’m okay. Really. Help him look.”


Foster filled a
paper cup at the water cooler and handed it to Penny who was rocking in the
chair to stave off the discomfort. She sat still only long enough to take a sip
and then set it on the desk next to her.


Miranda picked
through a stack of files on Nixon’s credenza.


Scott tugged on
the top drawer of a locked file cabinet. “Miranda, hand me the ax.” 


“Here,” she
said. 


He waved for her
to step back and when she was clear of him, took a rounded swing at the lock in
corner of the cabinet. There was a loud smash and the strain of bending metal.
Penny covered her ears, the shrill noise seeming to make her pain, or at least
her tolerance of it, worse. 


The lock gave
and Scott yanked the drawer so hard its contents scattered on the floor.


Miranda sifted
through the rubble, glancing at Zach who put on his shoe and absently stared
out the window.


Foster paced
between Penny and the hallway. “Anything?” he asked.


 “Nothing,”
Scott said. “Graphs, spreadsheets, blueprints for some kind of expansion.” 


A door slammed
and Foster jumped. He got Penny immediately on her feet. “I have to get her out
of here.” 


Penny moaned,
sweat dotting her brow.


“Take her to the
lobby,” Miranda said. “We’ll catch up.”


Scott nodded in
Zach’s direction. “He should go, too.”


“I don’t want
to,” Zach said, wiping his swollen eyes and smearing the blood from his wrist
across his face. He looked at Miranda in a way that made her uncomfortable,
like he was tracking her.


“Go,” she said.
“Foster can’t handle Penny alone.”


“I’d rather…”


“Now,” Miranda
insisted.


Zach grudgingly
agreed.


“What’s with
him?” Scott asked once he was out of earshot.


Miranda
shrugged. “He just lost his wife.” She only partly believed her own excuse. Zach
had been acting strangely, watching her too closely. She was what Nixon wanted
most. What if Nixon proposed him turning her over in exchange for Allison’s
release? Scott had yet to draw that conclusion, but it was only a matter of
time.
















 


 


 


50.


 


Life on the unit
had been exterminated, the virus efficient in its spread. Blood-spattered
gurneys lined the hall and a trail of discarded IV tubes and catheters signaled
the infected that broke from the herd. Reid ducked behind an abandoned supply
cart, warned by the shuffling of slippers of one such defector’s approach. He
could take them out one or a few at a time, but not all of them at once. He
tightened the grip on his knife handle.


A male
infected-- in his thirties if Reid had to guess--rounded the corner. His
deadpan stare fixed on something in the distance and his lumbering gait gave
Reid the peace of mind that he hadn’t been spotted. It’d be moving much
quicker if he had. Tension mounted as the Id moved closer. Reid waited for
it to pass him and grabbed it from behind. He held his breath to avoid inhaling
the decomposing stench and hooked his arm around its neck, choking up on his
grip to prevent a bite. His pulse pounded as he lifted the infected man’s chin
and settled his blade under his Adam’s apple. A single, sharp pull severed the
trachea and settled his knife between two vertebrae. He ripped his blade the
rest of the way through, completing the decapitation, and the body fell to the
floor. Reid wiped his face on his sleeve.


It was a quick
and unsatisfying kill, but a necessary one.


He huffed until
his breathing steadied, the foul smell filling his lungs in spite of turning
his head.


A soft,
whimpering noise caught his attention. 


Miranda. He tip-toed toward the noise,
disappointed to find a young, red-headed medical assistant instead. The girl
balled up in the fetal position, sobbing beneath the nurse’s station counter.
Her pink, striped uniform sleeve was torn and an angry, red bite mark stared
back at him from her ivory, freckled shoulder. 


“Help me,” she
whispered, shivering and frantic, but not yet beginning to the change. 


Reid drew his
pistol and she screamed. 


She covered her
mouth with both hands and tears sprang from her wide green eyes, the telltale
film, so far, absent. 


He pressed his
finger to his lips, drinking in her panic. Shhh. She clamped down
harder, her knuckles turning white, but it didn’t matter. She was too late. 


The mindless
pack of infected were drawn by her scream. They moved quickly and clumsily,
knocking over equipment and each other in their dogged determination to consume
the last remaining live flesh. 


A middle-aged
woman with a freshly cut tracheotomy in the center of her neck led the pack.
The wound tract was disrupted, pulled wide apart and dark blood trickled down
the front of her faded hospital gown. An IV line dangled from her left arm and
dragged on the ground next to her. Her right ankle appeared broken, bent at so
severe of an angle the instep of her foot laid flat against the floor.
Abrasions and stitches disfigured her swollen and bruised face. 


Reid
contemplated stepping in, thinning the herd for his benefit and not the girl’s,
but there were too many of them. You’re on your own. He ducked into an
inpatient room and watched through a small gap in the door as the horde
descended. 


 “Help, help!”
The girl scrambled out from under the counter and ran. “Help me.” The infected
female grabbed a fistful of the girl’s hair. “Help!” The girl twisted and
yanked until the strands pulled free, tearing from her scalp.


Reid watched
with pleasure and the fear that if the girl opened the fire door, an act the
infected no longer had the dexterity for, the horde could take over the center.



An elderly male
tripped and grabbed the girl’s ankle, anchoring her in place.


Bite her.
Finish this.


But the man
didn’t have the strength. The girl kicked him, hard, with the heel of her
sneaker and reached for the door. Her hand closed around the knob and Reid
stifled a scream.


No! 


He aimed his
pistol, but common sense warned him not to take the shot. 


The girl pushed,
hard, and the door caught on the stop, staying open. Worst case scenario. The horde ran her down,
trampled and grabbed at her.  They tore at her flesh, her screams loud at
first, but fading as her life drained away.  The dead devoured her before
fanning out into the hospital.  


 


*
* * * *


 


Penny was almost
to the first floor when the pain in her stomach crippled her. “I have to stop.”
She squeezed Foster’s hand. The stairs had been too much. Every time she took a
step, another jolt shot up from her groin. “I need to get to a bathroom.” A
building pressure in her abdomen threatened to force its way out both ends.


A loud crash
echoed down the stairwell and a single, shrill scream followed. A bloody
catheter fell from above and landed at Zach’s feet.


“We’re almost
there,” he said. “Hurry.”


Foster reached
out his hand. “Somehow the infection is spreading. Dammit, Zach, this is what I
was afraid of. We have to get out of here.” 


God, please
help me. 


Penny shifted
her weight onto Foster, needing to sit down. A cacophony erupted above them;
the moans and groans of a hungry, infected mob. She willed her defeated body to
move. 


“Just three more
steps, come on.” Foster pulled the door open and Penny’s knees buckled. Pain
blurred her vision and something warm and gelatinous seeped out from between
her legs. She lowered her head and tried not to cry. Crimson droplets dotted
the floor. Another wave hit and she let out a wounded moan. She doubled over
and Foster grabbed her arm.


“Help me get her
into a room,” he said.


Zach cradled her
like an oversized baby and she squirmed uncomfortably. He pushed his way
through the first door they came to and immediately turned around. “Whoa, not
this one.”


 “Wait, put me
down.” Penny breathed in the familiar, sweet smell of myrrh incense. The
kind they burned in her church. She settled her gaze on the near-life sized
crucifix at the front of the chapel and prayed. Our Father, who art in
heaven. The pain in her abdomen subsided.


The world was falling
apart around her and this was her peace. Thick clots slipped from inside of
her, the cramps like a terrible period. She was miscarrying Nixon’s abomination.
Guilt overshadowed her relief as her mind turned to Miranda and Carlene who
were both still pregnant. 


Hail Mary,
full of grace. 


She continued
praying, but this time the prayers weren’t for her.
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Frank couldn’t
believe it when they reached the van. Amy took her first slow steps out of the
wheelchair, her feet coming down hard as if to go through the pavement. Her
rigid, spastic gait made it clear she couldn’t run, not even if her life
depended on it. Frank was glad it hadn’t come to that, for all of their sakes.
He guided her toward the open side door and tried to shield her from the storm.
The rain came down hard and at such an angle it hissed against the tarp
covering Holly’s body. 


Amy held her
stomach and limped a few steps closer to the door. John helped her in to the
van and Carlene eased her into the passenger’s seat.


Billy coughed
and wheezed, soaking wet and curled up in the back corner, shivering.


Frank sighed,
the heat on full blast unable to draw the chill from his bones. This was
going to end badly. They never should have taken Billy with them. He wished
he had been thinking straight enough to argue. 


Carlene bowed
her head, her dripping wet hair shielding her face. 


Frank didn’t
need to see to know she was crying. 


He straightened
the tarp around Holly and a bit of blood spilled out from one of the folds,
pooling on the metal floor. He reached in his bag for a pair of latex gloves
and mopped up the spill with the reverence owed to his only daughter. The fresh
blood on the wound, where bone and skin erupted, glistened in the dome light.
He hated Scott for what he’d done. He had no right.  “I’m so sorry.” He
smoothed a tangle of matted hair over the hole and folded the blue plastic so
that it came up to Holly’s chin like a blanket. 


Carlene sniffled
and rested her hand on his shoulder. “She’s with God now, in peace.”


God, in his
estimation, had taken more than his due. 


His respect for
her beliefs kept him from saying so.


John closed the
side door and scrunched up his face. “What’s that smell?”


Carlene pinched
her nose.


Frank lifted
Billy’s eyelids and examined them by penlight. “It’s death. Can you follow the
beam with your eyes?” He traced a square in front of Billy’s face and he moved
his head to see it. “Eyes only,” Frank said, but Billy couldn’t do it. His
right pupil was blown, his left unresponsive to light. A thin, cataract-like
veil formed over both of them. “How many shots have you taken?” 


“Including the
ones in the bathroom?” 


“After leaving
it,” Frank said.


Billy counted
the remaining syringes. “Three.” 


Frank couldn’t
remember how many went into Holly before she stopped breathing, but he guessed
Billy was close. “I don’t think it’s safe to take more than that right now.”
Frank tried to ease the syringes away.


Billy bristled.
“Over my dead body.”


Amy peeled off
her wet shirt and hissed as she moved. She squeezed her eyes shut and held her
breath.


Carlene cringed.
“Frank, you need to take a look at this. The smell isn’t coming from Billy”


 “We have to get
out of here.” 


Carlene folded
her arms across her chest. “I’m not kidding. She needs to be looked at.” 


Billy groaned
and spat on the floor.


“There isn’t
time,” Frank said. 


Carlene blocked
the driver’s seat.


Frank tried to
gently move her. “You don’t understand what’s happening. I have to drive.” 


Amy shivered and
her eyes rolled back.


Carlene held her
hand.  “Not until you help her.”


 


*
* * * *


 


Jim didn’t argue
when Nixon ordered the lockdown to contain the infection. He owed him that for
the ten years he’d taken care of Maura, his late wife. Now that he was a
widower, he didn’t mind if he died fulfilling his purpose, which was almost
certain. He was having or about to have a major heart attack. 


The gore-filled
elevator descended to the basement. Jim took a deep breath and leaned against
the only clean wall, dreading what he might walk into. He’d rather die any
other way. He’d seen the infection’s effects time and again. It was a living
Hell. 


The door opened
and his chest tightened, whether from anxiety or his failing heart he wasn’t
sure. He grunted as the sensation radiated pain to his right arm.


“I’m stronger
than this,” he said, refusing to succumb.


The bloody
slaughter was worse than he could have imagined, but he was thankful to find
only dead and not undead. He pushed off the invisible hand squeezing his heart
and stumbled past the carnage as though wearing blinders. He set his sweaty
palm on the scanner and the red light changed to green. Almost there. He
limped to the master panel and nearly crashed into it. His right leg weakened
and an electric feeling lit up the nerves down the side of his body. He eased
himself into a chair and pulled out the keyboard tray. His arm tightened as he
typed his password in a hunt-and-peck fashion. 


The walls closed
in like a tomb and his breathing grew shallow. He drifted for a moment,
thinking of Maura, the love of his life.


“Honey, I’m
coming home.”


He opened his
eyes, typed the command prompt, and hit ‘Enter’. 
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“The file has to
be here somewhere,” Scott shouted. 


Reams of green
bar and copy paper covered Nixon’s office, the carpet only visible at the
edges. Scott knocked the cabinet over and tossed the desk drawers into a pile
in the corner. Miranda’s chest tightened and sadness came over her as she
watched him fighting her battle, red-faced and on the verge of tears. Months,
almost a year of pushing him away after losing their baby had been undone in a
single day. 


 “We have to
go.” Miranda wiped a stream of tears from her cheek with her shaking left hand.



“We need that
file, Miranda. I get that you can’t stand to lose another child, but we have to
know what we’re dealing with.”


Footsteps echoed
in the distance and the fear of being recaptured made it hard for Miranda to
breathe. “Someone’s coming.” She hoped he’d respond to common sense and reason.
“I’m sure it’s somewhere else. You’ve been through everything at least twice.
Why would Nixon keep those kinds of files here, where a secretary or anyone
else, for that matter, could find them?”


Another door
slammed and pulled Scott back from his determined search. His head snapped
around at the noise. 


“Please,”
Miranda said, already in the doorway. “Let’s go.”


“I’m not giving
up. This is too important. Do you see anyone coming?”


She looked down
the empty hall, but the plastic sheeting and construction left too many blind
spots. “No,” she said and listened for footsteps.


“One more and
we’ll leave.” Scott opened the last drawer of the formerly locked file cabinet and
let out a long, relieved breath. “Holy shit. Here it is!” He put Miranda’s
thick file under his arm. 


She held her
hand over her mouth, unable to believe he found it. It was going to be all
right.


“Come on.” He
tucked her behind him and led her into the hall, drawing his pistol as they
went into the stairwell. 


Shhh.


A moan came from
below.


“What is that?”
Another groan and her breath caught in her throat. “It sounds like someone’s
hurt.” 


“Penny.” Scott’s
heavy boots tapped on the stairs as he descended in quick succession.


“Scott, wait.”
Miranda chased him to just above the third floor and bit her tongue to keep
from screaming. A horde of infected patients poured through the open door and
scattered like cockroaches.


A young girl’s
body covered the width of the landing and held the door open. Blood masked the
faint, pink stripes on her uniform. The horde clawed and clamored to devour
what was left of her ivory flesh, but two males covered her almost completely.


An elderly
female, bleeding from a burst IV site, tore at the larger one’s hospital gown
and painted his back with her dripping blood. His ties came undone and the thin
smock fell away, leaving him naked and unfazed. A Foley catheter dangled from
his flaccid penis, spilling the last of the urine from his human life. He
gnawed the young woman’s neck, chewing through the muscle and tendon until her
spinal column was exposed.


Miranda
shuddered and held her hand over her mouth to hold back the vomit.


Scott drew down
on the horde and the sound of him pulling back the slide drew their attention. 


The man looked
up from his feast, his faced smeared with blood and sinew dangling from between
his misaligned teeth. He snarled and snorted, stumbling in an attempt at climbing
the stairs after Scott. 


 “We have to get
to the lobby,” Miranda said.


Scott fired
several rounds, two of the bullets landing squarely between the man’s eyes. He
fired again, repeatedly, and dropped at least three others, but the noise was
drawing more of them than he could clear. “I can’t kill them all.” 


Unable to walk,
the infected crawled, each using the one before it as a stepping stone.


“You have to
stop shooting.” Miranda backed up a few steps and handed Scott the ax, her
chest pounding as the pack drew closer. 


A middle-aged,
female with a contracted left hand climbed to the top of the pile. A cast
covered her right arm and three of her five fingers had been gnawed to nubs. 


Scott checked
over his shoulder to make sure he was clear and swung the ax as hard as the
narrow stairwell allowed. The blade entered the woman’s skull with a crack and
Scott pulled it free, dragging her forward. The gash disfigured the right side
of her face. Brain swelled from the near-fatal wound and Miranda turned away to
avoid seeing the woman as she half-heartedly kept coming. 


Scott took a
step back, found firm footing and embedded the blade into her head a second
time, splitting her like kindling. Blood collected beneath her, slicking the
stairs and making it harder for the already struggling horde to climb. 


It slowed them
down, but it didn’t stop them. 


Scott turned,
put his hand on Miranda’s back, and pushed her up. “We’re going to have to get
off at the fourth floor. We’ll take another set of stairs.”


Reid appeared in
the fourth floor doorway and smiled. “That sounds like a good idea,” he said,
holding them both at gunpoint.


 


*
* * * *


 


The humidity in
the van intensified the stench of decay and infection, but it was raining too
hard to open the windows. 


Billy’s foot
tapped and he twitched like an addict craving a fix. His mouth twisted as he
injected another dose of viricide.


He was losing
control.


 “What are you
doing?” John asked. “Frank told you to stop. Amy, please talk some sense into
him. He’s going to overdose.” 


Amy squeezed her
eyes shut, in too much pain to speak.


John sat up
straighter and pushed against the bag next to him to feel for the pistol in his
waistband without being seen. It was a relief to know it was in reach “We need
to make sure everyone is safe, including you.”


Billy snarled.
“Safe? She look safe ta you?” Billy pointed to Holly’s body rolled up in
the tarp. “Did ya think I was safe when ya let me go down in that
elevator alone?” 


The guilt trip
wasn’t working this time. “I said I was sorry, but you pulled a knife on me.” 


“And that makes
it all fuckin’ better, don’t it?” Rage settled in as the virus tightened its
hold. Billy clenched the empty syringe. 


“Don’t do
anything stupid,” John warned. 


Billy drove the
needle into his leg and drew up his infected blood. A biological weapon.


“Billy, what are
you doing?” John’s heart fluttered, the rapid beating causing him to sweat
despite being wet and freezing.


Billy pointed
the bloody needle at John. “No one’s safe.”


Amy let out a
moan. She nearly doubled over and shot back upright when the pain stopped her.


“Are you all
right?” Carlene lifted Amy’s shirt and held her hand to keep her from covering
the wound. “Frank, you need to pull over. You really have to look at this.”


“I can’t pull
over. The storm’s flooding the roads.”


John moved his
hand slowly toward his gun.


“Don’ cha dare,”
Billy said, leaning forward into the dome light. His eye color was almost
indiscernible through the maturing film.


Carlene tried to
reason with him. “Billy, don’t do anything crazy. Your sister needs help.” 


John shook his
head. “He’s only ever cared about himself.”


A loud crack of
thunder rocked the van and John used the distraction to reach for the pistol.


Billy got to his
knees faster than John would have guessed possible and had the syringe to his
throat before his hand wrapped around the grip. “Not as sick as I look, I
know.”


The rotting
smell rolling out of Billy’s mouth triggered John’s gag reflex and he held his
breath. He couldn’t get sick. He couldn’t afford to even flinch.


“Give me the
gun.” Billy held out his left hand, his right one shaking, making John
increasingly nervous. 


John turned over
the pistol and he backed up, but not far.


Amy shivered and
cried.


Carlene looked
for something to cover her with and tried to engage Billy. “She’s bleeding,
bad. Billy, come on. Frank needs to look at your sister. What do you want?”


“I want
Frank’s kit and for him to drive Amy an’ I to the cabin.”


Amy fainted and
hit her head against the side window. The noise made Frank swerve.


John braced
himself to keep from toppling. 


He couldn’t
believe it had come to this.


“Frank!” Carlene
screamed. “You have to pull over. Billy, he needs to check on her.”


Billy snarled.
“Fine, a quick look. Do what ya can an’ get drivin’.”


Frank eased into
the driveway of an abandoned house and exchanged places with Carlene. “Here,
hold this.” He handed her a light with the beam aimed at Amy’s stomach and
rummaged through his kit.


“What’s the
matter wit ‘er?” Billy asked.


Frank opened a
small bottle of sterile water and a pack of gauze pads. “She pulled a stitch
and the wound looks infected.” He put his hand to Amy’s forehead. “She’s
burning up.”


“Close ‘er back
up and let’s go. I know you got stitches in there.”


“It’s not that
easy.” Frank flushed the raised, angry wound with the water. “Nixon used
retention sutures. I’m not even sure how she managed to pull this other than
the skin breakdown. He must not have been checking this.”


“Your talkin’
over my head.”


“Retention
sutures are deep.” Frank explained. “They’re secured to the muscle, not the
skin.” The ladder of red suturing material pulled apart to reveal glistening,
infected flesh. 


“So, now what?”
Billy asked.


Amy’s eyelids
flickered open and she let out a scream.


Carlene jumped
and started to cry.


Frank opened a
translucent brown bottle and shook out an assortment of pills. “I’m not sure
this will solve anything, infections like this are tricky, but take these.” He
handed Amy a pain pill and antibiotics. John, hold her still.” 


“I can’t move.”
Billy had him at gunpoint, the needle dangling from his other hand.


 “You’re going
to have to let him up here,” Frank said to Billy. “I don’t have anesthetic and
I have to close the wound.” 


Billy hesitated
and eventually agreed.


John squeezed
between the front seat and the dash and lay across Amy’s chest, restraining her
with his weight. 


Frank dug the
tip of the sutures into her stomach and she screamed. “I’m sorry,” he
whispered. “I have to do this.”


John held her
tighter, closing his eyes to avoid crying, himself.


Her whole body
tensed with every movement Frank made. She alternated howling in pain with
absolute silence as the suturing had her in and out of consciousness. 


When Frank
finished, he snipped the thread. “You can’t take care of her in your condition,
Billy. She can’t take care of you in hers, either.”


 “I’ve seen how
y’all take care of people,” Billy muttered. “I’ll take my chances.”
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“Cell phones and
weapons on the ground.” Reid ordered. The horde moaning in the stairwell urged
their compliance.


Scott set down
the ax and his cell phone. 


“Gun, too.” 


Scott laid down
the pistol and Reid collected the pile. He pressed the muzzle of his gun into
Miranda’s back and marched her down the fourth floor hallway. “Don’t even think
of trying anything,” he said, scowling at Scott. “I swear, I’ll kill her. The
trouble the two of you have caused me today, nothing would make me happier.” He
nodded toward a vacant inpatient room on the right. “Get in there,” he said.


Miranda scowled.
They had no choice but to comply.


“Let her go,”
Scott said. “Do whatever you want to with me, but don’t hurt Miranda.”


Reid ignored
Scott’s plea. 


Miranda’s face
twitched and her lip quivered. The tears she’d tried so desperately to hold in
spilled from the corners of her eyes.


“Stop your
goddamned crying.” Reid drilled the butt of his gun into Scott’s jaw and knocked
him unconscious.


“Stop it!” Miranda
shouted. “It’s me you want. Let him go and I’ll turn myself over to Nixon. I
won’t run again, I swear.”


Reid dragged
Scott’s limp body to the center of the room and shoved the bed against the
window. He cracked his knuckles and his smile sent chills through Miranda’s
body.


Miranda eyed the
weapons and phone Reid set on the windowsill.


Reid put his gun
to Scott’s head. “You’ll never get to them before I pull the trigger,” he said
and flung open a drawer. He withdrew a roll of medical tape and secured Scott’s
hands and feet together behind him in a hog-tie fashion. 


Miranda looked
at the closed door, knowing she couldn’t outrun him, and screamed when he
grabbed her wrists. He forced her hands over her head and bound them with a
length of plastic tubing, securing her to a bracket bolted to the wall. 


Her fingers went
purple and numb. Her heart rate sped up and she feared for Scott’s safety more
than her own. She had a purpose. Reid wouldn’t risk angering Nixon by
hurting her. Much.


Reid kicked over
the bedside tray and stomped his heavy boots. He moved around Scott and smashed
a plastic wash bin against the inpatient room wall. 


Miranda watched,
terrified, as Reid pumped himself up. She whispered to Scott who was still
unresponsive. “Scott, please answer me.”


Reid grinned and
squatted to Miranda’s eye level. “Please answer me.” He mocked her,
seizing her by the throat and pinning her legs with his knee. There was no way
to fend him off. She let out a wet gasp as his hand bore down on her
windpipe. Tears flowed freely and the breath through her nose, congested from
crying, wasn’t enough. The lack of oxygen made her dizzy and she opened her
mouth wider to try to draw a full breath. A string of drool dripped on Reid’s
hand.


For a
split-second she wished to be dead.


Reid lapped up
the spit and pressed his coarse lips to hers, probing her mouth with his eager
tongue. He wrapped her hair around his fist and pulled her head back. Unable to
turn away and desperate to breathe, Miranda bit down hard and braced for a hit
that never came.


Reid let go of
her hair and there was a flash of a pained look, but no real response. He wiped
the corner of his mouth and grinned. “You and I have unfinished business,” he
said, his tone indicating that his planned payback was worse than a beating. That
he’d take his pound of flesh another way. He forced his hands between her
tightly closed legs. “I always get what I want.” He licked the blood from his
lips and released her throat. 


Air rushed into
her lungs. She coughed, drew together the saliva in her mouth, and spat in his
face. “I’d rather die than fuck you,” she croaked.


Reid threw back
his head and his hearty, genuine laugh made Miranda angrier. “If only you
weren’t Nixon’s Petri dish.”


And there it
was. 


“How’s he going
to feel about you hurting me?”


“Hurting you?
You don’t look hurt to me, just pissed off and kind of ratty.” He chuckled
a second longer and without warning, his mood switched. He stepped back from
Miranda and drove his fist into Scott’s already bruised and split cheek.


“Now that is
hurting someone.”


“Stop!” Miranda
shouted.


“And this.” Reid
smashed the bone beneath Scott’s right eye and Miranda heard a crack.


Scott groaned
weakly, clinging to life.


“Stop it!” she
screamed. “You’re killing him.”


Sweat heightened
Reid’s muscle definition and his narrowed eyes held a glint of enjoyment as he
drove the steel toe of his boot into Scott’s stomach.


Scott tried to
curl forward, but his hands were tied to his ankles behind his back, twisting
his body into a vulnerable, inverted circle. Blood spilled from the corner of
his mouth and Miranda turned away. She couldn’t watch anymore. 


“I’m sorry,
Reid. Stop. Please.” She feigned sincerity, longing for either the ax or
the pistol just feet away in the windowsill.


A bolt of
lightning lit up the dark sky. Reid pressed his palms against the wall and
dropped his head, his panting the only sound until his cell phone started
ringing.


“Hello?” He
trained his eyes on Miranda. “Yes, I have her…No. Of course not. No, you
know…I…”


It was Nixon.
It had to be.


“Help! Help me!”
She moaned as if in terrible pain. Reid mouthed the words “shut up”, but she
could see he was shaken. “Please, I need a doctor.”


Reid’s brow
furrowed. When she refused to be quiet, he went out of the room to finish the
call. The door slammed and she hoped the infected would find him. 


Scott’s chest rose
and fell, his breath wet and raspy. 


A thick spray of
blood spattered the floor and walls of the disheveled room, expirate from
Scott’s coughing. The trashcan was knocked over, supplies thrown, and the
furniture rearranged.


Miranda needed
him to be okay.


“Wake up,” she
said quietly. “Scott, come on. He’s gone, wake up.” She pulled against her
bindings reaching for Scott who was lying in the middle of the room, almost
beyond her reach. Come on, come on. Her big toe barely nudged him.


Scott blinked,
only one eye opening and closing. The other was swollen shut.


“Can you hear
me?”He nodded, but barely. “We need to get out of here before he comes back.”


“In my back
pants pocket.” His voice was strained and weak. “There’s a knife.” 


Thank God
Reid hadn’t patted him down.


She stretched
out again, the plastic cutting into her wrists and burning. “I can’t reach.”
She sniffled.


Scott could
barely move. His injuries and the awkward binding made the slightest motion
visibly painful. His face twisted with agony as he inched toward her. 


“That’s far
enough, let me try.” She didn’t want him hurting more than he had to and feared
his injuries getting worse. What if his rib was broken and punctured his lung?
She couldn’t live with losing him for saving her. She took off the slipper
socks she had, until now, wished were shoes. Her bare feet offered some
traction and grip.


She pulled
herself along using her soles until her butt lifted and she was fully laid out.
Shit. She listened to make sure that Reid was still talking. “I still
can’t reach.” 


“Keep trying.”
Scott moved a little closer. 


“That’s good,
right there.” She worked her foot into the sizeable gap between the large
fireman’s pants and Scott’s jeans and felt around until she found the hard lump
of the knife. “I got it.” She held it between her toes.


Ten years of
yoga was about to pay off. She pulled her foot back, slowly and carefully so as
not to lose her grip.  If, somehow, the knife got away from her, it was all
over. Reid had no reason, no inclination to keep Scott alive. After what he’d
done to the orderly, she feared the worst. She lifted her leg as high as she
could, ignoring the nausea and the cramps in her stomach, and reached until she
felt the cold knife handle against her palm. Relief threaded through her,
calming her mind for what needed to be done. She fought the numbness and
coldness in her tingling fingers, unfolded the blade, and clumsily sawed the
thin tubing. 


“Hang in there, Scott.”



Her hands came
loose and fell to her sides. She pumped her fists to get the feeling back in
her fingers and crawled over to Scott. “How bad are you hurt?” She cut through
the tape helped him sit up. 


He groaned.


She pressed her
lips to his forehead. “We have to go,” she said. “Can you stand up?” 


Scott rolled to
his knees. “I think so.” He crossed his arms over his ribs and eased himself
up. “Where’s Reid?” Blood stained his teeth, one of which appeared loose and
hung at an odd angle.


Miranda listened,
no longer able to hear Reid’s voice. “I don’t know.” 


The sickening
dread returned with the fear that Scott couldn’t hold him off.


Scott staggered
over to the windowsill, grabbed the pistol, and sat down on the bed. 


“What are you
doing?” Miranda asked. “We should go.”


The fresh
swelling on Scott’s face made his pained grin more than a little crooked. “No,
we should stay.”


 


*
* * * *


 


Shadows
danced on the wall of the chapel, the red and blue glass oil lamps taking the
place of novena candles. 


The
worst of Penny’s ordeal seemed over, the moans of pain now only occasional
whimpers. She lowered on a kneeling bench in the first row of pews, ignoring
her blood-soaked pants, and looked over her shoulder. “Pray with me?” 


Zach’s
phone vibrated in his pocket and he held his hand against it to quiet it. “Go
ahead, Foster. I’ll watch the door.”


Foster
knelt next to Penny, his hands together, head down, and eyes closed.


“God
grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change,” Penny started.


“Courage
to change the things I can,” Foster joined her in the serenity prayer.


Their
voices chanted in unison.


Zach
moved as far from them as he could and opened his still-ringing phone. “Hello?”
He whispered. He didn’t recognize the number and expected either Miranda or
Scott. Someone sniffled and for a moment, the line was silent. “Hello, who is
this?” 


“You
have to do what he says.” Sobs punctuated the terrified plea.


Zach’s
breath caught and his stomach clenched.  “Allison, where are you?” The line
went quiet. “Allison?” Please don’t be gone again. 


“Listen
to me.” Nixon’s voice replaced Allison’s.


A
shiver ran through Zach and fear seized him. 


“Are
you listening, Zach?”


“Yes.” His heart
hammered. 


“Is Miranda with
you?” 


He considered
lying and thought better of it. He wouldn’t risk Allison’s safety and there was
no telling what Nixon knew already. “No, she isn’t.” He cupped his hand around
his mouth as the others continued to pray.


“Do you know
where she is?” Nixon asked.


“Yes,” Zach
said. “She’s not far.” 


“Can you get to
her?”


Something
crashed in the hallway and startled him. Penny and Foster turned around.


“Who are you
talking to?” Foster asked.


“It’s Scott.”
Zach lied. A chorus of moans and shuffling footsteps moved in their direction.
“I don’t think so.”


A thud came at
the chapel door and pushed it part way open. Foster caught it with his shoulder
and forced it closed, but not before Zach saw what was on the other side. You
have to help him. Instinctively he knew it, but he couldn’t draw himself
away from the call.


“Zach, are you
there?” Nixon asked.


A sea of
infected clamored at the sound of their voices. “I can’t talk,” he whispered,
not that he didn’t want to. He’d have given anything to hear Allison’s voice
again.


Foster’s feet
slipped, but there was more to be afraid of than the horde. Losing Allison
struck the deepest fear in him. Foster recovered. He kept his back to the
door and dug his heels into the thin, beige carpet. A film of sweat covered his
face and his glasses slid down his slight nose.


“Zach, help!”


“I have to go.”


“The price for
Allison is Miranda’s return,” Nixon said. “Get her and I’ll be in touch.”


Zach shoved the
phone in his pocket and ran to help Foster. He was distracted and terrified,
but relieved to know that Allison was still alive. 


 The horde
pounded and kicked, attempting to force their way in.


Zach had even
more reason now not to let them.


 


 
















 


 


 


54.


 


The wipers swept
aside the rain, their rhythmic back and forth motion barely keeping the
windshield clear. Strong gusts of wind bullied the van in and out of its lane.
A radiator leak had the engine borderline overheating.


Frank drove a
steady thirty miles an hour, fifteen under the posted speed limit, with his
knuckles white as he held tight to the wheel. He had to get Billy away from him
and the others and an accident would make that impossible. Anxiety squeezed his
chest and he rolled down the window a crack to let in fresh air.


Amy slept in the
passenger’s seat beside him, the painkiller lulling her to a rest that was
anything but peaceful. Her fevered chills shook her to the point of near convulsing.
She moaned, involuntarily, between snores. 


Billy sat
against the back wall, his knees drawn up, a syringe of tainted blood in one
hand and a pistol in the other. He shook, teeth chattering, from either the
infection or the layers of soaking wet clothes. No one would get close enough
to find out.


“We’re just
about there,” Frank said. The storm nearly washed out the gravel driveway to
the cabin. He maneuvered slowly, but one of the wheels caught in the mud and
pulled the van sideways. He held his breath and looked skyward. Please don’t
get stuck.


“Should I push?”
John asked.


“You’re not
going anywhere.” Billy’s labored breathing grew louder and raspier. A plastic
cover clicked, and against Frank’s advice, he injected another dose. 


“Amy, wake up.”
Carlene shook her. “Amy, do you hear me?”


The tires spun
and dug deeper. Come on. Frank slammed into reverse, then drive, then
reverse again, rocking until, by the grace of God, the tires gained traction
and the van lurched forward. Thank you. He sighed.


“Amy, come on.
We’re here.” Carlene lifted Amy’s eyelid and her eye rolled up. “She’s out.”


Frank pulled in
to the clearing and parked. He reached for the door handle, but Billy squeezed
between him and Carlene and grabbed his wrist.


“You’re stayin’
with us,” he said, keeping his head down.


“That’s not part
of the plan.” Frank tugged his arm free. “I have my daughter to bury and you
have your sister to take care of.” 


“You have
my sister to take care of. I don’t know how.” 


Carlene pulled
back as far from Billy as she could.


Frank kept his
eye on the infected syringe. The blood had been in there a while, but with no
way of knowing how long the virus lived outside of the host, he was careful not
to push it. “Let’s get her inside. Can we start there?”


Billy backed
away and lowered the needle, but already Frank knew what needed to be done. 


Carlene exhaled,
taking immediate advantage of the space. 


Frank unclipped
Amy’s seat belt. “Hey,” he said. “Amy, wake up.”’


Amy awoke and
her stare was vacant. 


Carlene opened
the passenger’s side door and the dome light came on. The rain poured down on
her, soaking her through to the skin, and for a minute she just let it. 


Something had
her attention.


Frank turned to
look at what she was staring at. 


Billy could
barely control himself. His fingers twitched and his arm contracted. 


“We have to
hurry.” Frank stayed inside and lowered Amy down to Carlene, ignoring the ache
in his legs and the burning in his chest. He stepped down and, once he got
Amy’s feet firmly under her, gestured for Carlene to close the door. Billy was
preoccupied enough for Frank to make a move. “Keep the van running.” he
whispered to John.


John climbed in
the driver’s seat and ducked down to avoid being seen.


Billy let out a
frustrated growl and after several failed attempts, pocketed the lethal syringe
in the scrub’s chest pocket. Frank slipped Amy’s arm around his neck and Billy
did the same, leaving most of the weight on Frank.


Carlene stepped
in to help. “Here, let me.”


“I got ‘er,”
Billy said and shuffled toward the cabin. 


His staggering
gait made it hard for Frank to walk and they jostled Amy from side to side. She
let out a moan and Frank readjusted her. “A few more steps,” he said.


Billy’s foot hit
a slippery spot on the sodden ground and he toppled, pulling Amy down on top of
him. She howled and clutched her breast.


Carlene
scrambled to get between Billy and Amy. “Are you all right?” She helped Frank
lift Amy and took Billy’s place beside him.


“We’re okay.”
Frank eyed the pistol Billy didn’t notice he had lost in the patchy grass.


Billy got to his
knees, caked with mud and delirious with fever. He hurtled forward, dry heaving
as he went, and clawed at the unlocked front door knob. The door opened and he
ran to the bathroom.


Carlene and
Frank helped Amy to the couch. Frank covered her with a wadded up afghan. 


“We have to get
out of here.” Carlene cringed at the violent splashing of solids on liquid. 


Frank nodded,
solemnly. Leaving meant Amy was alone with Billy. Another loss and the
possible spread of infection. He had a daughter to bury and he was
determined to do it. Billy was an unsalvageable loose end. “Come on.” He
led Carlene out the front door and snatched the gun from the lawn. “Go to the
van. Tell John to turn facing the road and wait for me there.”


Carlene tilted
her head and rain ran into her eye.


“Go,” he said.
“I’ll be fine.”


“What about the
others?”


 


*
* * * *


 


The storm raged,
the rain against the windows making it hard to hear. Thunder rolled and a fork
of lightning split the sky. The power flickered and Miranda jumped, the thought
of the horde in darkness bringing on palpitations.


Scott sat on the
edge of the hospital bed, his one good eye on the door. He held the pistol
steadily at arm’s length, despite his injuries. 


Miranda put the
cell phone into her shirt pocket and hoisted the ax so the handle rested
against her shoulder. She shuddered and tried not to be sick. How was Scott
keeping so calm? If Reid dominated again, Scott was dead for sure.


“We could’ve run
by now,” she said.


“We could’ve and
we’d have lost the advantage. What’s out there is more dangerous than Reid and
he thinks we’re tied up. He all but handed us the element of surprise. I don’t
intend to waste it.”


She hadn’t
considered that, but he was right. 


Heavy footfalls
eclipsed the sound of the storm.


“He’s coming,”
she whispered. She licked her lips, suddenly aware of how dry her mouth was.
The lingering taste of Reid’s kiss disgusted her. 


Please let
this work. 


The doorknob
turned and Miranda held her breath. 


Reid appeared
and Scott fired three shots before he could even react. At least one of them
hit him.


Miranda let out
a compulsory scream, her ears ringing from the gunshot as Reid hit the floor.
Reid’s phone fell from his hand. Scott smashed it with the heel of his boot and
kicked the battery down the hall when it came loose. 


“He won’t be
making any calls with that thing.”


Miranda called
on her courage and bent down to disarm him. She cringed at the corpse-like
stillness as she took the two pistols off of him. One, she handed to Scott. The
other she kept as a noisy, if not effective back-up plan. 


Scott scanned
for infected. “I’m sure they heard the gunshots. We have to get out of here.”


Scott looked
around, his swollen right eye twitching as he tried to force it to open. “Are
there other stairs?”


Miranda
double-checked that Reid was still down. He lay in the half-open doorway and
blood pooled beneath him. “This way.” For once, Scott allowed her to lead. She
shivered in a cold sweat. Her damp, bare feet slipped on the floor tiles and
made it difficult to run. Scott lumbered along behind her, his gun in one hand
and her medical file in the other. 


Only four
flights of stairs stood between them and freedom.


“Let me go
first, just in case.” Scott tucked the bulky folder into the back of his
waistband and stepped into the stairwell. “It’s quiet,” he said and reloaded
his pistol.


Even injured,
he was the better shot.



Miranda followed
him down, her stomach hollow and her hopes high. 


Three. 


Two.


Halfway between
the second and first floors, the power went out.


“Scott!”  


He was several
steps ahead of her. “Miranda, stop.” 


She couldn’t
breathe. Blood rushed in her ears, making her dizzy, and her hope of escape
bottomed out. A flight and a half of stairs was all that stood between them and
leaving this nightmare. Where was the generator power? She waited for
emergency lights that never came.


The fireman’s
boots made a distinct sound as Scott climbed. “I’m coming up to you. Stay put.”


Miranda held
tight to the railing, listening to Scott draw closer. His warm hand found hers
and her body went rigid for the second it took him to reassure her.


“It’s me,” he
said. “Come on.” 


All of a sudden,
the weight in her pocket registered. Scott’s phone. “Hang on.” She
flipped it open and blinked to adjust her eyes to the harsh orb of white light
surrounding it. “Twelve missed calls,” she whispered. They were all from Zach.
She lowered the volume as low as it would go and depressed the “1” to get the
voicemails. Scott was never one for remembering passwords and programmed the
phone to call voicemail automatically.


She listened as
Zach’s barely audible, but frantic sounding voice detailed his situation.
“They’re trapped. Him, Penny, and Foster in a chapel on the first floor.” 
Penny was crying in the background. “A horde is blocking the door.”


Scott took a
deep breath. “Give me the ax. Maybe they are far enough apart that I can get
through them without drawing attention.”


Miranda
reluctantly held out her hand, the weight straining her bicep. Scott tucked the
pistol away and the cell phone light went out.


She pushed a
random key and the backlight came on again. “What’s the plan?”


“Same as before.
If the infected are outside the chapel, we might have a clear shot out. We need
to keep quiet and head for the main entrance.”


“We can’t leave
them.” Miranda was only half-stunned that he’d suggested it.


“I’m not going
to argue with you. We’re getting you out of here. If I can, I’ll come back for
the others. Right now, you’re my priority.”


Neither said a
word as they descended and this time, when the phone backlight went off,
Miranda kept it off. She felt her way down the railing, careful so that if
Scott opened the door the light wouldn’t catch the zombies’ attention. Darkness
heightened Miranda’s other senses even as her eyes struggled to find shapes in
the blackness. Their footfall was heavier, the metal railing colder, and the
moans louder when they reached the last door standing between them and the
exit. There was no way of knowing how many infected there were, but from the
varying tones and shuffling footsteps it was clearly quite a few. 


Miranda pressed
herself to Scott’s back, holding his shoulder. She was sweat-soaked and felt
like her heart was leaping out of her chest. 


“Are you ready?”
he asked, his hand on the doorknob.


“Ready.” She
took a slow breath.


The catch
released. Scott pulled the door open and Miranda held tight to him, his
breathing and heartbeat steady compared to her own. The air was thick with
feces and decomposition and it was hard to breathe. There was no moonlight, no
power, not even a strike of lightning with which to gauge the horde’s numbers.
The lingering thought of Penny’s desperate mother at Porter’s returned. Miranda
intended to see the girl home. If there were a clear path to the front door,
Scott wouldn’t let that happen. 


He was going
to leave them behind. 


She had to do
something. 


She lifted her
pistol and fired.


 


 
















 


 


 


55.


 


The toilet water
turned cranberry red. Liver-like clots sank to the bottom and blood dotted the
white plastic seat. Billy curled forward, pressing his hands into the cold tile
floor, and braced himself for another round of vomiting that never came. His insides
were dry and his body ached from the thrust and force of what felt like being
turned inside out.


Part of him
wanted to die. The rest believed he was dead already.


His fever spiked
and his clammy skin ran the gamut between extreme heat and freezing cold. He
had so much to be sorry for, but there wasn’t time to repent. Staying at the
cabin put Amy in danger and the last two injections had no effect on the virus.
A torturous bout of cramps and raging hallucinations replaced the temporary
relief he’d come to expect after taking them. He staggered to the sink and
stared at his reflection in the medicine cabinet mirror. Flakes of skin fell
from his face and hands like snow. His lips receded, the muscle and tissue
dissolving as if by acid, leaving him a gaunt, haunted, undead thing. It was
a terrifying look into his future. He’d have screamed if he thought it
would help, but there was someone else to consider. He looked through the
doorway at Amy, the one person he’d ever sacrifice himself for. Asleep on the
couch and covered in blankets, she was fighting a different kind of infection. One
she could recover from. Billy stumbled into the living room, grabbed a
cigarette from the pack on the end table, and sat on the floor by her side. A
disturbing new craving emerged when he lit the match.


He blew it out
and held Amy’s hand to his lips. Bite her. He imagined her pale flesh
between his teeth, the satisfaction of ripping through it, tasting and turning
her. His love for her overtook the primal urge and he let go of her arm,
horrified by what he’d been thinking.


 Amy startled,
but didn’t wake up. She drew a deep breath, and in that moment, he knew he
couldn’t be trusted to care for her. 


His eyes
wandered to his grandfather’s shotgun propped against the wall in the corner. A
box of shells collected dust on the shelf above it.


It was only a
matter of time until he was dead anyway. Better that it happened on his terms.


He pulled the
blanket his grandmother had crocheted up to Amy’s chin, grabbed the shotgun,
and struggled against his tightening hands to load it. He was taking control
before it was no longer an option and briefly considered the best place to do
it.


He went back
into the tiny bathroom already covered in blood, closed the door, and dropped
the toilet’s lid. The shotgun weighed heavy in his shaking hands and he sat
with his feet propped on the side of the old claw foot tub in front of him. He
didn’t want to die, but he knew he couldn’t live, either. He was condemned and
had no intention of putting that fate on his sister. This was too heinous an
end for her. The guilt of a thousand bad decisions made him wonder if he
earned this. He braced the gun between his boots and lowered his mouth on the
muzzle. The metal radiated cold into his teeth. He commanded his finger to the
trigger, but it would not obey. 


Don’t be a
fucking coward, Billy. You can do this. 


He closed his
eyes and prayed for a misfire to end his suffering. 


Please, God,
take me.


Tears streamed
down his pimply cheeks and his greasy hair fell in front of his face. He bit down
until his jaw ached, but couldn’t bring himself to do it. There was another
option. He propped the gun against the vanity cabinet. “It’s for your own
good.” He wrote the words on the mirror in toothpaste and wiped his running
nose on his sleeve. There wasn’t much time. He took the washcloth from the rack
by the sink and soaked it with cold water. He held it to his forehead and it
quickly became warm. Clean up the mess. Get rid of the infection. It
would do no good to leave her and accidentally contaminate her with the blood
all over the bathroom. He flushed the toilet twice, gagging as he wiped the
bloody surfaces clean, and set the shotgun next to the couch. “Take care,
girl.” I love you. Words he’d never said, even once, in his life. 


He was going far
enough away that he couldn’t hurt her.


He opened the
cabin door, stumbled into the storm, and stopped when he realized the van was
still there. Grey smoke billowed out of the ailing exhaust. 


 “What the
hell’re you doin’?” He mumbled, sure they had abandoned them.


A pistol pressed
to his temple. Frank stepped out of the shadows, his wrinkled face drawn by the
thinning hair plastered to it. “What I should have done in the first place.” 


Billy closed his
eyes. This was the help he had prayed for. “Thank you, Lord.”


He grabbed for
Frank’s throat to make him pull the trigger.


 


*
* * * *


 


The flash of the
gunshot illuminated the horde and Miranda had temporary full view of the sea of
undead filling the hallway. There were fifty or more infected, an army of
patients in hospital gowns and robes—their nursing staff in scrubs. She
swallowed the softball-sized lump of fear in her throat and prayed Scott
understood why she fired. 


“Why the hell
did you do that?” Scott took the pistol, grabbed her arm, and dragged her
toward the main entrance only feet away.


Miranda
momentarily lost her balance, hitting one knee and then recovering. A shooting
pain radiated up her leg and a new limp slowed her down “We can’t leave them
here,” she pleaded. The sharp ache increased with each step and the closer she
got to the door, the nearer the horde became. Lightning flashed through the
center’s glass façade, and even though it halted her further, Miranda looked
over her shoulder. Each individual infected scrambled for purchase and the lead
position in the pack. They snarled and moaned. A young boy, maybe fifteen,
clawed past an elderly man and tore off the man’s ear in the fray. The old man
was unfazed as the murky blood poured out of the wound.


The flashes of
light disoriented Miranda. Her eyes could not adjust to the constant change and
when the hall went and stayed dark, her perception was, again, altered. The
front door felt miles away and her pace seemed impossibly slow.


Scott was all
but carrying her by this point. 


Miranda felt the
change in the floor texture. The carpeted mat under her feet that would
normally have the automatic door opening did nothing in the darkness. 


Scott let go of
her, grabbed the manual handle, and pulled. “What the…?” The door didn’t budge.
He tried the next and the one after than until he came to the fourth in the
row. “Dammit, they’re locked.” Scott kicked and crashed into the nearest one
with as much strength as he could muster after Reid’s beating. He was in
survival mode and, for a brief moment, Miranda thought about giving up. 


She closed her
eyes to allay the panic of being in forced darkness. She needed, for one
minute, to be in control. 


Scott pressed
the ax handle into her hand. “Back up. Get away from the window.” He fired
three rounds into the glass and it barely left a mark. “Bulletproof glass, you
have to be kidding me.” He pulled Miranda’s sleeve and headed toward the
encroaching horde. “Come on,” he said. “Follow me.” 


Her knee wanted
to buckle, but she ran, ignoring the pain and unsteadiness and choking up on
the ax. 


Another flash of
lightning showed three of the infected breaking out ahead of the pack; two
middle-aged males and a teen female wearing a foam neck collar covered in
blood. Scott fired four rounds--one miss, one in the girl’s chest, and one into
each of the males’ heads. The bodies dropped and the horde climbed over them.
The noise had them going insane.


“In here!” Scott
opened a door and Miranda ran inside.


Her chest
burned, short of breath, and the ache in her leg was on the threshold between
extreme pain and numbness. 


Scott clicked
the lock and pushed his back to the door. 


Miranda dropped
the ax and put her hands on her knees, drawing several recovering breaths. 


“What the hell
were you thinking, Miranda?”


She sat on the
floor and shook her head. Answering him would only bring an argument so she
opted for avoidance.  “Back in this goddamned bathroom again.” She flipped open
the cell, illuminating the carnage, and rebooting the recent, gruesome memories.
“What do you think happened to Billy?” The room still smelled like shit.


Scott squatted down,
put his hands firmly on her shoulders, and clenched his teeth as he spoke.
“What do you think is going to happen to us?”


She refused to
feed into him. Six years of marriage said that one-sided arguments fizzled
quickly. She settled on discussing the obvious. “The doors are locked,” she
said, weighing her own words. “Bulletproof glass. Nixon doesn’t let anything get
out of his control and he knew how dangerous this research was. We’re rats in a
maze, Scott. This is some sort of activated contingency plan, it has to be, and
we’re stuck. No matter what I did, we weren’t getting out of here.” She dialed
the last number in the phone’s call log and held it to her ear. 


Scott huffed,
wrapping his arms tightly around his ribs, and sat down with his back to the
door. He planted his feet firmly against a metal support to the first bathroom
stall and groaned. He was coming down off the adrenaline rush, the inevitable soreness
of his injuries settling in. “What are you doing now?” 


Miranda
shrugged. “I’m calling for reinforcement.”


 
















 


 


 


56.


 


A shot rang out,
the echo of which hummed in the dark chapel for several moments after. Zach’s
panic increased tenfold. It had to be Miranda. If she was hurt or worse,
he’d lost his bargaining chip.


Penny crumbled,
their bleak situation whittling her to an annoying, defenseless child. 


Even Foster, who
in Zach’s mind had been overly compassionate and supportive, was beginning to
lose his patience. “Pull yourself together,” he said.


She clung to
him, sobbing.


Zach grunted and
lifted the end of a heavy, wooden pew they’d used to barricade the door. The
scratching and growling had stopped, the gunshot drawing them away toward new
targets. Zach made sure his pistol was fully loaded. “It’s now or never. Are
you all set?” he asked Foster, nervous to get going.


Foster thumbed
two rounds into his clip, Penny’s weeping shaking his arm and making it
difficult. 


“There has to be
another way out of here,” she said. Fear made her voice louder and more shrill.


“Foster, please,
shut her up.” Zach swung the pew wide away from the pile. His sweaty hand
slipped from the wood and he caught it before it crashed.  


Foster took
Penny by the shoulders. “There’s no other way out,” he said. “We’re going to
open this door and I want you to stay as close behind me as you can.” Penny
nodded and wiped a clear string of snot from her nose. “The main entrance is at
the other end of this hallway. It’s a straight shot. My truck’s not far from
the door. End of the first row, Black Jeep Grand Cherokee. Okay?”


Penny sniffled.
“Okay.”


 “Foster, come
on. Grab an end.”


Foster tripped,
knocking the pew out of Zach’s hand and sending it crashing into the pile. 


“Goddamnit, Foster!”
Zach froze and listened for the infected’s return. He pushed the sole of his
boot against the bottom of the chapel door, using it as a stop.


Penny covered
her mouth with both hands and stifled a whimper. 


Zach wondered if
he wasn’t better off without them. 


No one moved.
Tension, fear, and anticipation took over the room and was only broken when
Zach’s phone vibrated in his pocket. Startled, he scrambled to answer it in
case it was Nixon. It wasn’t. “Scott, is Miranda okay?”


Penny and Foster
exchanged glances.


“Zach, it’s me.
I’m fine.”


“Miranda.” Thank
God. The tension melted from his shoulders. “Where are you?” He kept his
voice low.


“In the
bathroom, down the hall. Is Penny okay?”


He wondered
that, himself. “She’s fine. What happened to you two?”


“It doesn’t
matter. We’re trapped.” 


 “The main
entrance is right there. I’ll try to distract them…”


Penny sobbed
louder at his suggestion. “I don’t want to be a distraction. Foster, we can’t.”



Shhh. Zach signaled for her to be
quiet. “I can’t hear.”


Foster closed
his hand over Penny’s mouth.


“Miranda, are
you there?”


“I’m here, but
listen to me. We’re trapped. All of us. Scott and I got to the front
doors and they’re locked. He tried shooting out the windows, but they’re
bulletproof.”


A detail
Nixon had neglected to mention.



A loud thud came
over the line and Zach heard Scott’s voice. “Get to the point, Miranda. This
door isn’t going to hold forever.”


Zach huffed.
“Foster, why are the doors locked?”


Foster shrugged.
“I don’t know.”


Penny sat down
on the floor, pulled her knees to her chest, and rocked back and forth with her
fingers in her ears. 


Foster paced the
floors, stalling in front of the flickering oil lamps. “I have an idea. Tell
Miranda I have an idea.”


“Foster has an
idea. Sit tight.” Zach closed the phone and reopened it to the last text Nixon
had sent. “What’s the plan?”


Foster withdrew
a bottle of lamp oil from among the religious paraphernalia in the corner
cabinet. He twisted off the cap and soaked a length of torn altar cloth.


Penny made the
sign of the cross.


“I’m sorry,”
Foster said, eyes lifted.


Zach texted
Nixon, careful not to be seen doing it. “How do we get out of here?” His rising
blood pressure made his head throb.


Foster assembled
a makeshift Molotov cocktail.


Zach rubbed his
temples. “You’ve got to be kidding me. That’s your plan?”


Foster shrugged.
“You have a better one?”


Zach checked for
Nixon’s response and when none came, he texted again. There was no avoiding
looking suspicious, but he had to try. When still the phone stayed silent, he
put it away and set to helping Foster. “You know we’re going to Hell for this,
right?”


Foster twisted
off the metal cap, put the oil-soaked rag inside, and stopped up the hole. “Far
as I can tell, we’re already there.”


 


*
* * * *


 


The security
radio crackled and sprang to life. “Reid, come in. Do you hear me?”


Reid’s eyes
rolled open and he struggled to take in his surroundings. A searing pain like
boiling hot water being poured into his shoulder disoriented him, and for a moment,
he didn’t realize he’d been shot.


“Reid, answer me
right now!”


Reid slid his
good arm down his leg and grabbed the two-way radio. He put it up to his mouth
and cleared his throat. “Dr. Nixon.” His voice sounded foreign, even to him. He
made a sucking motion and licked his dry lips. 


“What the hell
happened?”


He thought about
that before answering and his confusion turned to pure hatred. Cut plastic
tubing and tape lay on the floor at his feet. They must have had a knife. The
ax, the phone, and the gun were gone. The heat of the moment’s mistakes piled
up. Impatience had made him stupid and now he had to answer for it.


“I’ve been shot,”
he croaked.


“And Miranda,
where is she?” 


 “I don’t know.”
Reid hated to say it.


“Listen to me
carefully.” Anger broke through Nixon’s artificially calm tone. Reid sat up,
his shirt sticking in the drying pool of blood. The movement intensified the
burn and the room spun. “The center is locked down. The only way out is a
roll-up door in Central Receiving at the back of the main floor. The manual
override on the wall will allow you to lift the door only enough for you to
crawl under it. Do. Not. Let. The. Infected. Out.” He spoke the last words in
staccato. “That’s the first thing. The second is, find Miranda Penton. Do you
hear me? Find her. No more violence, Reid. Do whatever it takes to get
her out safely. She is the most important piece of what’s left of this project
and I want her. Once you get her back, you call me and I’ll meet you. If you
harm her in any way, there’s a special end for you. One I’m sure you’ll want to
avoid.”


Reid briefly
considered the options. There were worse things than death, Nixon had taught
him that. He opened his eyes wide and blinked until his vision cleared. No
more violence. He scoffed. He’d never wanted to kill two people more in his
life. He moved his wounded arm and let out a pained growl.


“Reid, do you
hear me?” Nixon hadn’t finished.


“Yes, sir.”
Whether or not he’d be able to do what Nixon asked was a different story. 


Reid got to his
feet and the bleeding increased from the movement. A flood of fresh, wet warmth
spilled down his side, bringing a new blaze of pain. He needed to stop the
flow. He emptied a glass jar of gauze and packed the wound, unsure of its
extent. He felt around the back of his shoulder blade. The shot was not
through-and-through which meant the bullet was in there. The hemorrhaging came
quickly under control. He fashioned a sling out of a length of bed sheet and
went for his pistol. 


Shit. 


He had pockets
of ammunition and no gun. 


At least he
still had the knife.


 


 


57.


 


Foster’s radio silenced,
the conversation between Nixon and Reid ending with an instruction for no more
violence—a request that contradicted Reid’s disposition. Intercepting the call
was the first bit of unexpected fortune in an otherwise luckless night.


Zach sighed,
relieved to be off the hook. If Nixon answered him with the way out, he no
longer needed to explain how he knew. “We’re going to be all right,” he said.


Foster put down
his radio. “At least now we know how to get out of here.”


Penny sniffled
and wiped her nose on the back of her hand. “What can I do to help?” she asked.


Zach handed her
a bottle of oil and the last few lamps. “Unscrew the top, soak this, tuck this
in here and tighten.” 


She nodded and
set to work. 


Zach helped Foster
dismantle the blockade at the door. “Listen,” he whispered, “Penny’s functioning
now but we both know if there’s trouble, she’ll crumble. I’ll clear a path if
you’ll get her through it. Head for Receiving or for the van if possible. I’ll
grab Miranda.” Getting her away from Scott when they all had to go out the same
door wouldn’t be easy. 


Foster swung the
last pew out of the way and sighed. “Are you ready for this?”


“I’m ready.”
Zach checked his clip, his pulse racing not out of fear of the horde, but
because if he lost Miranda, Allison was as good as dead. It had been a joint
decision them coming to the center, but he couldn’t help feeling guilty for the
suffering she was enduring in her final days. He tucked his pistol in the back
of his pants and took three lamps from Penny, careful not to spill the oil on
his clothes. 


“Here,” Foster
handed him a lighter from the supply cabinet.


Zach nodded and
turned the knob. “Follow me,” he whispered and pulled the door open. Sweat
slicked his palms making it hard to hold the lamps. He stepped out into the
hall and drew shallow breaths. The stagnant air forced the acrid taste of decay
down his throat and he stifled the urge to cough as he moved along the wall.


Penny whimpered.
“I can’t do this.”


Foster shushed
her.


The shambling,
moaning, and banging echoed down the dark corridor. A wide fork of lightning
crossed the sky and beamed through the lobby windows. There were more infected
than he thought. His hand itched to draw his weapon, but there was no way
he could shoot them all. The noise would cause a frenzy and he’d end up
becoming one of them, locked in the center and waiting to starve. Allison
would be as good as dead. He stopped, within throwing range of the pack
sooner than he expected. “Foster,” he whispered, “we can reach them from here.”



Foster ushered
Penny inside an inpatient stay room. “I’m going to leave the door cracked.
We’ll be right in, but if anything happens, you close it. Lock it if you have
to. We’ll find another way out. You understand?”


Penny sniffled
and nodded. 


Foster followed
Zach into the hall. 


Zach readied his
thumb on the lighter’s wheel, and after a long, deep breath, lit the first
wick. The cotton went up with a whoosh, the light and sound catching several of
the infected’s attention. Please let this work. He launched the lantern
and the glass shattered against the tile floor sending a sea of flames rippling
through the right side of the horde. The infected flailed and shrieked. Those
that were not on fire ran from those that were. 


They were
afraid of it.


Smoke spread
quickly from a lack of ventilation or circulation and Zach pulled his shirt
collar up over his nose. Miranda, I hope you know to stay down. It
dawned on him, too late, that they should have warned her what they planned to
do. 


 Foster lit and
launched the second lamp, landing it perfectly ahead of a divide that was
forming. 


An elderly female
was the first to charge. Her cheek was peeled away, her left ear dangling from
a flap of torn flesh. 


“Take these.”
Zach handed Foster his remaining two lamps, pulled his pistol, and put the
woman down with a single shot to the head. The horde swarmed. Those that
weren’t drawn to their voices were attracted to the gunfire. 


Careful to keep
away from the bathroom, Foster and Zach hurled all but one of the remaining
lamps onto the pyre.


Flames licked
the walls and ceilings, the lamp oil turning the infected into a gathering of
wicks, melting away soft tissue and muscle until they could no longer move. Thinning
the herd considerably. The smell of burning hair and incinerating flesh
eclipsed the tang of the smoke. The wails and moans became louder.


Zach pushed
Foster into the room with Penny and closed the door behind them. He huffed and
wheezed, bending over to catch his breath when his chest was burning. Panic set
in. The infected couldn’t turn the knob, but the leeching smoke would
eventually kill them. He lit the last lantern for light.


“Give me that.”
Zach pointed at the bed. Foster tossed the folded white blanket to Zach who was
already filling the sink with cold water. “Penny, come here.” 


“Hurry.” Foster
coughed and choked, fighting to release the strap holding the fire
extinguishers to the wall.


Zach wrapped
Penny in the soaking wet blanket, covering as much of her exposed flesh as
possible. “We have to go, now.” He took the extinguisher. “I’ll go first.”


“Here,” Foster
said to Penny. “Hold my belt and don’t let go.” 


She grabbed his
belt, covering her hand with the blanket, and followed him into the fray.


Foster white
knuckle gripped his pistol.


“The fire’s
spreading too quickly.” Zach pulled the pin on his extinguisher, sweeping a
path toward the bathroom. He squatted as low as he could and his hamstrings
burned under the strain.


The infected
whirled in disoriented circles, falling into piles of ashes along the hallway.
Skin burnt, then muscle, until their bodies could no longer move. 


“Zach, watch
out!” A blazing female broke through the melee, scattering the ruins of those
before her. 


Zach turned, just
in time, and blasted her in the face with the spray. Carbon dioxide froze her
decaying flesh and her twisted, hungry expression glazed over. He drove the
butt of the extinguisher into her face and it shattered.


Penny wept,
bordering on hysterics.


“Get her out of
here, now.” Zach breathed shallow, taking in only as much smoke as he
absolutely had to while clearing a path for the others. His lungs burned and he
resisted coughing even as he shouted. 


Foster exterminated
the straggling infected and led Penny down the dark hall to where the flames
had not yet gone. 


“Miranda!” Zach
pounded the locked door. “Open up.” The latch released and it gave. Zach
stumbled into the bathroom, which was thick with billowing smoke. Miranda
hunched over and coughed, red-faced and short of breath. Scott held her down,
forcing her beneath the worst of it. 


Zach all but pulled
her away from him. “I have her. I know where we’re headed.” He wrapped his arm around
her, folding her into his chest, and checked for rogue infected. 


Scott stayed
nearby, too close for Zach’s taste, and readied to put down anything that
approached. Zach considered how he would get Miranda alone and realized it
wouldn’t happen anytime soon. 


The hall broke
left, the higher ceilings and open concept dissipating the smoke enough for
Miranda to stop coughing. “There!” He pointed to the roll up door ahead,
cracked open a foot. 


Several infected
followed and were gaining on them. 


Scott paused,
assumed a wide stance, and took them out in turn. 


Kill shots,
every one of them. 


Miranda stopped
and turned. “Scott, come on,” she said, wheezing.


“Zach, get her
out of here.”


Zach pulled her
along. “He’ll catch up. Come on.”


A trickle of
rain cooled Zach’s burning hot hands as he helped Miranda wiggle under the
door.  


With Scott
hanging back, this was his opportunity.


The cold
pavement and gravel dug into Zach’s palms as he pushed himself through the
narrow opening. He rolled onto his hip and heard a loud crunch. A jagged,
plastic edge poked his thigh. No. Please no. He stood, reached into his
pocket and pulled out his ruined cell. In that moment, everything slipped
away—Nixon’s phone number, their communications, Allison. His legs
weakened, but he didn’t fall. He couldn’t let them see him crumble for fear it would
draw suspicion. 


There had to
be another way to get Miranda to Nixon.


The door slammed
shut and Scott appeared. Miranda collapsed in his arms. “The worst is over,” he
said and pressed his lips to her soaking wet hair.


Rain mixed with
her tears to wash away the smudges of ash painting her cheeks. She wept so
violently that she shook them both. 


Shhhh. Scott sniffled and tucked
her head under his chin.


The storm slowed
to a cold drizzle and a sliver of moon peeked through the dark clouds in the
predawn sky.


Zach lifted his head
and sighed, the slowly falling droplets masking his own tears. 


“Are you all
right?” Penny came out from behind a large, green dumpster, the inverted lid
propped against the building providing her minimal and temporary shelter. The
rain melted the blood on her pants into tie-dye like rings, a badge of honor in
a war she was too young to fight. She’d miscarried. Thank God.
She had been the hardest for him to see on the ward. Shame descended and it was
hard to look her in her dimmed blue eyes—eyes that reminded him of Allison’s.
He watched Scott comforting Miranda, a new beginning forming between them. 


“Where’s
Foster?” Zach asked.


Penny pointed
over her shoulder at the Black Grand Cherokee pulling up to them. “There was no
van when we came out.” 


Foster rolled
down his window and adjusted his dark glasses. “Who’s ready to get out of
here?” 


Zach wiped his
eyes, put the remains of his phone in his pocket, and climbed in the
passenger’s side without saying a word. The others climbed into the back seat.
Scott settled next to Miranda and placed his hand gently over hers on her
belly. 


Zach waited for
the inevitable confrontation, a verbal thrashing because of the fire, but his
paranoia was a product of guilt. 


Scott reached
around the seat and patted his shoulder. “We’ll get her back,” he said. “What
you risked for Miranda, I’d give my life to help you.”


He didn’t know
how to respond.


Foster pressed
down on the accelerator and the Jeep lunged forward. 


Zach kept an eye
on the side view mirror, part of him fearing what might escape from the ashes.
The center grew smaller, and just before it vanished, the roll-up door opened
and an injured Reid crawled through it.
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Frank peeled off
his blood-spattered flannel and tucked the gun beneath the driver’s seat. His
eyes appeared empty. 


“You did what
you had to,” Carlene said, imagining how hard it was for him after what Scott
did to Holly.


“At least it
stopped the infection from spreading.”


John remained
silent, his head hung low.


Frank’s lip
quivered and he wiped his nose with his palm. He turned on the radio and lit a cigarette.
Merle Haggard played through the crackling speakers.


Carlene coughed
and rolled down her window to let out the smoke.


“So, what now?” John
asked.


Frank kept both
hands on the wheel and dangled the cigarette from his lip. “We go home. All of
us. And I bury my daughter.”


Carlene debated
telling Frank how much Holly cared about him, how she had begged Nixon to let
her go, crying every night for her father until she was sedated, but it would
only make burying her harder. She leaned into the door and basked in the early
rays of sunlight. The radiant warmth comforted her, but it couldn’t completely shake
the sadness.


Frank pulled
into the driveway of the white ranch house she hadn’t seen in months. The
house she’d been so proud to be able to afford on her own. She cupped her
hands over her nose and mouth and cried. Tulips decorated the neatly mulched
gardens and bright green grass grew where once it had been yellow and patchy. A
fresh coat of paint on the porch made the house look new again.


“How…?” She was
too choked up to speak.


Frank smiled and
a tear dripped from his chin. “Kurt’s been working on it,” he said. “He knew
you’d come home.”


Home. She couldn’t believe she had
made it. 


“Are you positive
you don’t want us to come in with you?” John asked.


She sniffled.
“I’m sure. Thank you--all of you--for everything.” 


She stepped out
of the van, leaving behind the weight of Holly’s death and Frank’s sadness.
There were things to be thankful for. People who loved her. A father who
had kept the home fires burning in her absence. The moist grass tickled her
feet as she made her way up the lawn. She reached for the spare key under the
mat and the infant growing inside of her kicked.


 


*
* * * *


 


It’s for your
own good.


Amy read the
words scrawled in Billy’s sloppy handwriting on the bathroom vanity in
toothpaste. 


Where had he
gone? 


She didn’t even
remember getting back to the cabin. 


A sharp, needle
stick pain had begun in her chest. She peeled off her soiled gown and examined
the bull’s eye rash above her left breast. A tiny scab had formed over the
pinhole in the center and it itched furiously. 


Where had it
come from?


Her stomach
clenched and she flung open the toilet seat, the underside of which was blood
spattered and foul. She hit her knees and vomited. The walls pulsed and closed
in. The sour, yellow fluid burned her throat.


She howled in
pain as the force ruptured another stitch. 


What was
happening?


“Billy,” she
called out for help. 


He had to be
somewhere.


She took several
slow breaths, inhaling deeply and holding her hand on her wound. Her hand
contracted and her ragged nails dug into her broken-down skin. She wailed,
tears springing forth from the agony.


She staggered
into the living room. Her vision clouded and she knelt in front of the crucifix
hanging on the wall.


“Someone, please
help me,” she whispered, sensing it was already too late.
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Yellow ribbons
circled every tree leading down the long, gravel drive to the tidy double-wide
trailer. A thin man in bibbed overalls wrenched on a tractor in the yard,
ignorant of the mud left by the storm. His hands and gentle, gaunt face were
smeared with grease and his knees caked with dark sludge. He didn’t immediately
look up, but Miranda could see the weariness about him. A preoccupation
befitting someone missing a loved one. She’d fallen into that trance
herself from time to time.


“Dad.” Penny
nearly jumped out of the moving Jeep.


Miranda reached
across Scott to grab Penny’s hand. “I told you we’d get you home.”


Foster parked
and the thin man’s jaw fell open. “Beth! Beth, get out here!” He shouted.


Penny flung open
the door and ambled as quickly as she could toward him, almost knocking him
over with a crushing hug. 


Beth, Penny’s
heavy-set mother, stepped out on the porch, moving slowly at first, as though
she couldn’t believe her eyes. “Penny? Oh my God, Penny.” She wobbled, leaning
on a cane she hadn’t been using when Miranda saw her at Porter’s, and then moving
quicker until her arms wrapped around her weeping family.


Miranda squeezed
her lips tight together, tears welling up. She’d returned their child home.


Scott pulled her
close and the car fell silent. Everyone watched the tearful reunion. Foster
sniffled and cleaned his glasses.


Miranda drank in
the sweetness, the gathering obscuring the pain she’d carried with her since
losing her daughter. 


“I have to say
goodbye.” She opened her door and slowly approached the crying family. 


“Thank you.
Thank you, so much.” Beth pulled Miranda into the fold, holding her tight.


She couldn’t
hold back the joyous tears. 


“Are you hurt?”
Penny’s father was the first to pull away, staring at the blood covering
Penny’s damp pants.


“Come inside,
sit down,” Beth said. “You, too.” She insisted Miranda join them.


Miranda waved
the others in and followed the Hammonds inside. All but Zach complied.


An artificial
Christmas tree remained in the corner of the living room, presents wrapped and
waiting. Glimmering red bows caught the sunlight and the packages were
dust-free. 


Her mother
must have cleaned them daily.


Penny’s father
draped a thick quilt around her and settled in next to her on the couch.


Beth opened the
warm oven and the smell of chocolate cake filled the small space. Miranda’s
stomach growled in response. Beth didn’t wait for it to cool to cut it and
extended the first piece to Penny.


“Here.” Penny
handed the plate to Miranda, her expression hinting sadness about Miranda’s
pregnancy.


As much as Miranda
wanted to stay, to savor the food she craved and needed, the baby caused
unsettling tension.


“You know, I
think we should be going,” she said. “You have so much to catch up on.”


“Miranda, please
stay. I didn’t…” 


Miranda
interrupted. She couldn’t talk about it. “Promise me you’ll keep in
touch.” She made a writing motion with her hand and looked for a piece of
paper. Beth handed her a small notepad from next to the corded kitchen phone
and she nodded thanks. “Make sure you call me because I want to know all of the
wonderful things you’re doing.” Penny stood up and Miranda gave her a hug.
“It’s a fresh start,” she said. “Take advantage.” 


Foster said
goodbye next and held Penny long enough for Miranda to notice. He smiled,
adjusted his glasses, and sniffled. “If you ever need anything—a bodyguard or a
rescuing—you let me know.”


“I will,” she
said, a red blush painting her cheeks.


“Thank you,
again, for bringing her home.” Penny’s father put his grease-covered hand out
and Foster shook it. 


Beth hobbled to
dole out another round of hugs and pulled Penny under her arm.


“Take care of
yourself,” Miranda said and followed Scott outside.


Penny waved from
the window more at Foster, who was easing back into the driver’s seat, than
anyone.


Scott stopped
midway to the Jeep and reached for Miranda’s hand. His wedding band rubbed
against her finger and she turned her head to hide her blushing. Zach, red-face
from crying, watched them through the windshield. Not everyone got a second
chance. She took a deep breath and met Scott’s gaze, nervously letting her
guard down. 


“What do we do
now?” Scott asked.


“The same as
everyone else.” She shrugged. “We go home.”
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