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Chase lowered his sunglasses, giving him a better view of a woman walking by in a bikini. Too old, he decided, looking away. She was probably pushing thirty. He scanned the area slowly, his gaze
coming to a stop on the pool where two girls were splashing each other and laughing. They were legal, but barely. Their hard bodies kept his attention riveted as his imagination played out numerous scenarios. He stood and ran a
hand over his thinning hair and sucked in his gut as much as possible before approaching the pool.


Ten minutes later, he was back in his lounge chair. One of the girls had even had the nerve to tell him to find someone his own age. Right. As if he’d have to settle for some forty year old hag. 


He had anticipated this Panama Canal cruise for years, ever since his co-workers had taken one and had returned with stories that could only be repeated in certain macho circles. As it had turned out, either
the singles’ smorgasbord that he’d been promised had been highly exaggerated or his long string of bad luck was continuing. The trip down the east coast from
New York had been enjoyable enough. He had scoped out the hot spots on the ship and had noticed several prospects that would be acceptable, at least for a
night. He had diligently worked his charm on them but for some unfathomable reason, he had been met with one rejection after another. In Miami, his luck
had been no better. Undeterred, he had held out hope that once he reached the tropics, the local cuisine would be more agreeable.


As he relaxed in his chair by the pool, Chase could hear snippets of conversation, mostly about the flu. It figured. He had finally
parted with the cash for a seventeen-day cruise and it happened to coincide with an outbreak of the H1N1 virus. Still, he didn’t worry much about it. These
things were always overblown; anything to sell a paper or get viewers to tune in to the news. 


As the ship headed for the Panama Canal, he told himself that Central America would be better. That was where his friends had
really gotten lucky. With his virile good looks and impressive job as a DJ, bagging a local should be a cinch.


His luck there hadn’t turned out to be any better than it had been anywhere else. It wasn’t the party paradise he had expected
and the women he saw weren’t the babes he’d been dreaming about. His co-workers had assured him that all of the ports catered to the cruise ship passengers.
The picture he had envisioned was of brightly colored little shops with music playing and smiling vendors ready to sell him anything he wanted. What he
encountered instead was street after street of closed businesses and frightened-looking people hurrying to get from one place to another. 


He quickened his step as he passed a woman who lay in a gutter, carrying on a heated conversation with herself. A bandage on her
cheek appeared to be leaking blood and God knew what else. The woman grew silent and her head slowly swiveled to follow Chase’s progress down the road.
Unnerved, he glanced back at her twice to find her eyes still tracking him.


As he walked a little farther down the main street, he noticed that many of the locals were wearing medical masks and avoiding
anybody that appeared to be ill. He saw one man cross himself as he spoke in hushed tones to a friend about ‘the crazy ones.’


A little after noon, the passengers were informed by armed guards that they needed to return to the ship immediately. Chase was more
than happy to comply, as a couple of men had started to follow him. It was obvious to him that they were drunk by the way they swayed with every step, but
it was something in their eyes that caused him the most anxiety. As he glanced back, he saw one of them lift a hand to reach for him, though he was a safe
distance away by that time.


The ship stayed in the harbor that afternoon. After the last passenger was back on board, the gangway was stowed away, ensuring
that nobody would be getting on or off. This ominous measure was the main topic of conversation for the rest of the day. The ship’s bars were full that night,
but the mood was somber.
 

As he sat down to have a drink, Chase overheard a quiet discussion. A man wearing a gaudy Hawaiian shirt was trying to convince
the woman next to him that it hadn’t been the flu that had necessitated the premature return to the ship.


“What was it, then?” she asked, keeping her voice low. Chase strained to hear the reply; something about an attack.


“Was it robbery?” she asked, playing with the umbrella in her drink.


“No. They weren’t even together and in both cases the victim was bitten. The flu doesn’t make people bite each other. There’s
something else going on here.”


“Maybe they have a vampire problem,” she said, trying to lighten the mood.


~*~


An announcement from the captain came the next morning. The remainder of the cruise would be spent at sea since the flu
outbreak was escalating in Central America. Besides concerns about exposure to the virus, there had been rioting and other violence reported. Free drink
tickets and onboard credits were given to all passengers to make up for the inconvenience. Two days later came another announcement, but it wasn’t the captain
speaking. The passengers were informed that the cruise would have to be cut short due to an emergency. The nature of this emergency was never disclosed,
but the ship picked up its speed and set a course straight for Los Angeles. 


That night found Chase sitting in his room with the best company he could get; several bottles of booze. He had begun to count the
hours until they would arrive in Los Angeles and he’d already created a few stories to tell his coworkers. They’d never hear the truth from him; that the
trip had been a disaster and a complete waste of money. 


He drank until he passed out, only to be woken during the night by the moaning pleasures of a neighbor more fortunate than
Chase. He pounded on the wall, but the obscene groans only seemed to intensify. They were mocking him, he was certain. Carefully, he sat up in bed, trying to
shake off the alcoholic haze that surrounded him. Several attempts to call the management led to a busy signal, so he would have to take matters into his own
hands. Standing up, he decided that there was going to be hell to pay. As he approached the door, he realized that the sounds weren’t coming from the other
room, but rather the hallway. He was stunned by the audacity of the couple. He decided that he would open the door stealthily and quickly, catching the
amorous couple in the act. The moans and movements outside his room disgusted him as he curled his fingers around the door knob. With a jerk, he opened the
door, but the harsh words he'd been about to spew died on his lips. Shock gave way to bewilderment until fear began to creep in as well, all in a matter of
seconds. When the two figures outside the door turned toward him, he took a step backward, his heart racing. His mind searched desperately to find an explanation
for the hideous sight, but he had no luck. 


“What the hell?” he asked, but the words came out strained and uncertain.


The sound of his voice seemed to trigger something in the pair and they moved forward with arms outstretched as if to grab him.
The woman’s face was deathly pale, except for the blood stains which started at her teeth and snaked down her shirt. Her eyes were a milky white and seemed to
have a depraved intensity that chilled him to the bone. The man behind her had the same pale complexion and dull eyes, but where a good portion of his face
used to be, there was only bone and patches of torn muscle.


Chase stumbled back and fumbled for the door, still trying to make sense of it. Was this a joke? That's what it was; make-up. Damn good make-up.


“Joke's over!” he yelled, trying to force the door shut. “Keep coming and I swear I'll knock your teeth out!”


They continued pushing against the door, roused by Chase’s voice as others joined them. Turning, he ran into the bathroom and was
able to get the door latched just as his lumbering assailants reached it. He tried to gather his thoughts as they clawed at the door, emitting low,
threatening moans. If this was a joke they were taking it way too far. He could hear a chorus of unearthly lamentations, filling him with the distressing
knowledge that even more ghouls had entered the room. The door started to bend under the weight of the bodies as they pressed against it. Chase tried to hold
it but the latch snapped and he was forced against the sink of the tiny bathroom. In a second, they were on him. He held his arm out in a defensive
position and was met with a searing pain as the woman clamped her bloody jaws around it. He crumpled down to the ground and his foes followed him. 


He felt each bite with amazing clarity as he tried in vain to kick his attackers away. The agony he endured as strips of skin were
torn from his body caused him to clench his teeth so tightly that he could hear them crack. One of the maniacs clawed into Chase’s mid-section and began to
drag his intestines out with a sickening sound. The others joined in, growling as they fought each other for the grisly entrails. Chase could only watch in
horror, praying for death to free him from the torture. A geyser of blood squirted from his belly, giving him the dreadful consolation that he would soon
bleed out. The burning misery began to numb and darkness started to close in on him. The last sound he heard was a chorus of hysterical wails and the tearing
of flesh.


When Chase awoke, he was dead.
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The blaring of the alarm brought Keith awake and he fumbled for the off switch. Yawning, he sat up and rubbed his eyes as he tried to mentally prepare for the day. The
twelve-hour shifts were grueling, but he loved the three-day work week when it actually happened. He often got called in on at least half of his days off, but
he wasn’t complaining. The overtime was always welcome. He stood and made his way to the shower, glad that he had finally modernized the old bathroom. With the
new plumbing, he was always able to get hot water. He shaved after his shower and he noticed something. For the first time, he could see a resemblance
between himself and his late grandfather. It was something his grandmother and mother had always mentioned, but he had never seen it before. He wasn’t sure
what it was that made him suddenly aware of the similarities, probably just the angle of his face or the lighting, but it made him curious. He went to his
bedroom and dug out an old picture. Returning to the bathroom, he held it up beside his face as he looked long and hard into the mirror. The hair was
different. Keith had grown his out long and he kept it in tiny braids. His grandfather, on the other hand, had worn the military cut as had been required
of all the Tuskegee Airmen. He had been one of the first African-American pilots in the United States military and he had been proud of that fact. Keith
looked at the picture and smiled slightly, knowing that he was lucky to have had such an honorable man to look up to as a child. 


After putting the picture away, Keith made himself a healthy breakfast and watched the early morning news while he ate. He glanced at the clock before changing into his
scrubs and grabbing the backpack that contained his lunch and his workout clothes. 5:30. He’d be early, which was how he liked it.


Lansing had been going through a sweltering heat wave but the early morning temperatures were still bearable. The walk home would not be quite so pleasant but since it was
only a few blocks, it would be tolerable. He’d found that it was actually faster to walk than to try to find a place to park. It also gave him an extra
bit of exercise. He didn’t need it, since he spent an hour at a nearby gym every day after work, but he tried to work exercise into his daily routine as
often as possible.


His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of his cell phone playing Linda Ronstadt’s “You’re No Good.” He sighed, not sure he wanted to talk to his soon-to-be
ex-wife, Shanelle. He had left her after catching her with another man and now she was desperately trying to reconcile. Seems that the man she’d cheated with
had turned out to be a loser. Too bad, Keith thought. The phone rang again and he looked at it, still debating. He still loved her and they’d had a couple of
great years together, yet he was reluctant to put himself in the situation where he’d end up looking like a fool again. He knew that it was mostly his
pride controlling his actions, but still, if they were going to get back together, it would be on his terms. He would also have to be sure that the
affair had been a one-time slip-up and not something that would be repeated. He started to punch the button to take the call then stuffed the phone back into
his pocket in frustration. He’d think it over and maybe call her on one of his breaks.


~*~


Her baby blue eyes pierced him to the soul. God knew Eric wanted to give in, but all that was good in him wouldn’t allow it.


“Please,” she begged him. “Only one night, that’s all I ask. No one will know!”


“I’ll know,” was his stern reply. “Cheri, you have a husband. Two kids. I can’t let you hurt
them. You made that vow years ago, and that’s one vow I’m going to help you honor.”


“I was wrong!” she sobbed, grabbing his shoulders.

 
“You drew first blood, Baby,” he replied without emotion.


Sobbing uncontrollably, she grasped his shoulders more tightly than before.


“Don’t make me beg!” she said. This time, her fingers dug sharply into his shoulders, sending
a wave of pain shooting through his body.


“Wake up, Eric! You overslept again.”


Reality came crashing down as Eric realized it was all a dream.


“You can’t be late. You’re going to lose another job, and I’m going to end up supporting your
lazy butt, again,” his mother barked. She was only 5’3” and gray haired, but she was intimidating as she stood over him, arms crossed and glaring.


Eric felt sick to his stomach as he leapt to his feet, revealing a 5 foot 10 inch, 265 pound body in thong underwear.


“Oh, Lordy, do you have to wear those?” she asked in obvious disgust.


“Cheri used to like them,” he argued.


“That was ten years and about 100 pounds ago.”


He ignored her comments and waded through the piles of dirty clothes until he uncovered a blue
uniform draped over a chair by his computer desk. He gave it a quick sniff and winced at the unpleasant odor. Scanning the chaos for something a little less
rancid, he finally gave up and donned the uniform. The only thing tidy about Eric was his military style crew cut. He thought it made him look more
professional, but the main reason he wore it was that it was low maintenance and allowed him extra time for his video games.


“I’m starving,” he whined as he pulled on a dirty sock. “I don’t suppose you cooked up some
breakfast?”


“There are some pancakes on the table,” his mother sighed, “although I don’t think you’re in
danger of starving anytime soon.”


“Thanks, Ma!” he smiled and gave her a kiss.


She balked at the stench and fanned her face in a vain attempt to dispel the aroma.


“If you’d throw your clothes in the hamper like I told you, I could do your laundry and you wouldn’t smell like 
roadkill.”


Ignoring her, he left his basement apartment and climbed the stairs into the kitchen.  The
upstairs lacked the clutter and smell of Eric’s room, although it was in definite need of updating. The decor and furnishings were essentially the same
as they had been when Eric was growing up. Despite the obvious wear, Eric’s mom kept the place immaculate.


When Eric had first moved back, his mother had found it impossible to keep up with his
clutter, so she had used the majority of her meager savings to have the basement turned into a small apartment. Eric understood that cleaning it was
his responsibility. Unfortunately, he didn’t do responsibility well.


Walking to the kitchen table, he poured a generous serving of syrup over a mound of pancakes and quickly shoveled them into his mouth, only pausing to chew for a second.
His mother had barely made it back upstairs when Eric had swallowed his last mouthful. Tilting the plate toward his gaping mouth, he washed the pancakes
down with the pool of remaining syrup. Mumbling his gratitude for the meal, he rushed toward the door, ignoring his mother’s attempts to brush what remained
of his breakfast off his uniform. He reckoned he could make it to work with a minute to spare if he skipped his regular trip to the convenience store for his
Mega Gulp. Besides, the vending machine was not far from the nurses’ station. This would give him an excuse to flirt.


~*~


Keith knew that the day might end up being a long one. Things had been crazy the last couple
weeks due to the abnormally high temperatures that they’d been experiencing.
Many people didn’t have air conditioning in the older sections of the city and
it was taking its toll, especially on the elderly and frail. There had been a
steady stream of people in and out of the ER at St. Mary’s, mostly suffering
from heat stroke and dehydration. Some had been sent home after being treated
but several of them had been admitted. To make matters worse, Mercy Hospital
had temporarily closed the previous week, putting an extra burden on other
medical facilities in the area. It would be busy, but that was almost a relief
to Keith. He would not have too much time to dwell on his failing marriage.


He turned a corner and St. Mary’s rose up on his right, a five story brick building that
had been around forever. It wasn’t large compared to the newer hospitals
scattered about the city, and it wasn’t as modern, but Keith had grown up in
the neighborhood and the old brick building had always been a part of his life.
He’d been born at St. Mary’s and so had his two sisters. His mother had worked
there until cancer had transformed her from a nurse into a patient. She had died
while Keith and his sisters were still in their teens, leaving their
grandmother to finish raising them. Keith had found a part time job at the
hospital the next year, doing janitorial work. It hadn’t been easy, with school
and sports, but his grandmother had insisted that the kids stay busy, knowing
it would help to keep them out of trouble. She’d been right. All three of the
siblings had graduated from college and now had good jobs, though there had
been mistakes along the way. 


It had taken a four-year stint in the military to get Keith back on track after he’d started
to lose interest in college. He had spent some time in Iraq as a Navy Hospital
Corpsman assigned as a medic to the Marines. After that he had gone back to
school and had finished his degree, taking his classes more seriously than he
had done before. By that time, his two sisters had moved away and had started
families of their own. Keith had decided to stay in Lansing and had bought out
his sisters’ shares of the old house that had been in the family since their
grandfather had bought it. The crime rates had risen in the neighborhood and he
often questioned the wisdom of staying there, but being a muscular 6 foot 3
inches tall, people generally didn’t bother him much.


The automatic door swooshed open and he went inside, taking the stairs to the second floor to
put his things in his locker before climbing one more flight of stairs. He
stopped at the nurses’ station where he was briefed by the nurse who was just
getting ready to leave.


“Doctor, excuse me, can you help me?”


The voice came from an old woman on the other side of the counter.


“I’m not a doctor,” Keith said, ignoring the snicker from the nurse at the desk. “I’m an
RN. What can I do for you?”


The woman looked at him in confusion.


“A nurse? You mean an orderly?”


“No, I mean a nurse. Men can be nurses, too. There are no rules against it.”


He kept his tone level, knowing that many people were intimidated by his large size. When he
raised his voice, he could be terrifying, or so he’d been told.


“Well, my husband is hurt. We were visiting a friend here and the man just bit George. I
think he needs help.”


“A patient bit your husband?” Keith blinked, turning to walk with her. “What room?”


The woman hurried along, giving directions but she could not keep up with Keith’s long strides.


When he arrived at room 329, Keith took one step inside and froze. He stepped back into the
doorway, intentionally blocking the woman’s view.


“Ma’am,” he said, not taking his eyes off of the horrific sight before him, “please do me a
favor and go back to the nurses’ station and tell them that I said to call for security, code blue.”


“But is my husband all right?” she asked, trying to peek into the room.


“Right now! Security!” Keith replied, this time raising his voice. As usual, it worked, and
the woman scurried off to the nurses’ station.


“And please don’t let it be Wapowski,” Keith muttered under his breath as he turned to watch the
woman leave.


Once the woman was gone, Keith turned his full attention back to the occupants of the room.
The woman’s husband was quite dead, or at least Keith hoped so, because the
patient in the hospital gown was eating him.
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Eric locked his bike to a post at the back of the hospital, outside the security room. He
opened the door and fumbled for his time card and quickly stuck it into the slot.


“Cutting it kind of close,” said a voice from behind him. It was Jack, his supervisor. Jack was
an African American man in his sixties who worked to keep himself busy. He was retired military, so he took his job seriously and he liked his security team
to arrive early. Eric, in particular, annoyed him, as he was either constantly late or barely on time.


“Sorry,” Eric explained. “I had to make my mom some breakfast. She wasn’t feeling good.”


Jack shook his head while letting out a deep sigh. “And I told you to wash that uniform.
People are starting to complain.” 


Eric pinned on his badge, ignoring Jack’s last comment, and walked over to the elevators,
trying to decide which floor he wanted. The vending machine on the third floor
didn’t seem to get used as much as the others, so it always had plenty of
variety and the odds were higher that it would have what he wanted. Decision
made, Eric traveled to the third floor and went straight to the vending
machine. He put in a bill and pressed the button, happy to get the second to
last Cocoa Nutter Bar.  Looking over what was left in the machine, he was
disappointed to see only granola bars and oatmeal cookies. He put another bill
in the next machine, grabbing a soda as it rolled out. He ate the candy quickly
as he walked down the hall, arriving at the nurses’ station in time to see a
nurse reaching for the phone. 


A panicked little old lady turned to look at him and Eric quickly licked some chocolate from his lips.


“Morning, ladies,” he said in his most professional voice.


“Eric,” the nurse interrupted, "Keith needs you in room 329, stat!”


Eric smiled coolly and leaned against the counter.


“Did you know the word stat comes from the Latin word ‘statim’ which . . .”


“Now!” she yelled.


“Right,” Eric complied, rather embarrassed.


As he headed to the room, he dreaded seeing Keith. He had once tried to bond with him, as they
were so much alike. They were both big men and had a military history, but
Keith hadn't been interested. It had all gone downhill when Eric had suggested
to Keith that he would be better suited for security than nursing, as nursing
was traditionally a female vocation.


As he approached the room, Eric saw Keith pacing outside the door, visibly agitated. He didn't
seem too pleased at the sight of Eric.


“What seems to be the problem?” Eric asked.


“The problem,” Keith said, working to keep his voice calm, “is that one of our patients is
eating one of our visitors.”


Keith hated it when he had to call security. There was little he couldn’t handle himself, but
he had been informed that he was only to worry about doing his job and that
security would handle theirs. He stepped aside so that the security guard could enter the room.


As was often the case, Eric’s habit of not listening left him totally unaware of the spectacle
unfolding in the room. 


“I’m glad you called, Keith. We’re trained to deal with these situations.” He patted Keith’s
shoulder in a gesture of reassurance.


“Oh, I don’t think you’re trained for this,” Keith said, glancing back into the room again
with a shudder.


Eric thought he saw apprehension or maybe even fear in Keith’s eyes. Perhaps that was why he
had acted so strangely at the suggestion of joining him as a security officer. Some people had it in them, and obviously, Keith did not. Maybe being a nurse
was all he could do.
 

“I’ll take care of this,” Eric said confidently, as he backed into the room, closing the door behind him.


“Wapowski, seriously, you might want to watch it,” Keith said, but the door was slammed
in his face. 


Eric turned around, thinking of his training. He knew the first step was to gain control of
the situation. The color drained from his face as he saw a man in a
blood-stained gown hunched over what was left of an obviously dead body. The
chest cavity was filleted to expose an array of organs and a look of horror was
chiseled into the man’s dead face. Eric let out a gasp, which caused the
patient to turn toward him, holding a mostly-eaten heart cupped in his
gore-covered hands. Reaching for his radio to call for backup, Eric tried to
speak, but he could only squeak out, “Mayday, Mayday!”


The macabre sight mixed with the putrid stench of punctured intestines made the mixture of
pancakes, soda, and chocolate begin to churn in his stomach. He shot for the door
and opened it just in time to spew the contents of his guts onto a very surprised Keith.


“Shit, man!” Keith said, stepping back quickly.


Eric collapsed into a fetal position in the hall and started to whimper.


“So, I take it everything is under control in there?” Keith asked, unable to keep the sarcasm
out of his voice. “You’ve got the situation handled, Wapowski?”


Eric couldn’t respond. He lay curled on the floor, sobbing.


Keith was doing his best to appear calm, but it took most of his effort. He’d had patients do
some strange things before, but what was happening inside the room was almost
beyond comprehension. He stepped over the prone guard to look inside the room
again. The patient seemed to lose interest in his meal as his eyes lit on
Keith. Stuffing the last bit of heart into his mouth, the man got to his feet,
shuffling slowly toward the door as a low moan rose from his throat.


Keith had seen his share of violence over the years, both in the ER and during his time in
Iraq. He’d seen enough to give him nightmares for the rest of his life, but
never, ever had he seen anything like this. When the man in the bloodied blue
gown shoved a chair aside and kept on coming for the door, Keith quickly pulled
it closed, yelling for help.


“Come on, Wapowski! Give me a hand!”


The victim’s wife chose that moment to show up again and immediately asked about her husband.


“Just a moment, Ma’am,” Keith said. He reached down and picked up the radio that had been
dropped. When the pounding started on the other side of the door, he grabbed
the handle and pulled it to keep it closed from the outside. Keeping one hand
on the door handle, he looked the radio over, punching a couple different
buttons until he got the right one.


“This is Keith Corbin,” he said quickly into the radio as he continued to hold the door shut. “We
need some backup here on the third floor, room 329, stat, code blue, hurry.”


He tossed the radio to the security guard, who didn’t even make an attempt to catch it. The
man on the other side of the door didn’t seem to be trying to open it; instead
he just kept pounding but Keith didn’t want to take a chance so he held the handle tightly with both hands.


“But my husband is in there,” the woman began again.


“Ma’am, the patient inside is violent and we can’t let him out until we get more help,”
Keith said, trying to be heard over the loud pounding on the door.


“But my husband is in there with him!”


“I know and we’ll do what we can as soon as help arrives,” Keith said, not sure how much to
tell her. 


Jack’s voice came over the radio, snapping Eric out of his haze.


“Eric? Are you anywhere near the third floor? I got a call from Keith in 329. We need to check
it out, but I’m still a few minutes from getting there.”  


The sight of Keith holding the door gave Eric some comfort. Taking a couple calming breaths,
he grabbed the radio and answered, “I’m there now. I’ve got the situation under
control, but we could use some backup, just in case.”


“You do?” Keith looked at him in disbelief.


Eric looked at the confused old lady, who kept asking about her husband, then at Keith.
Standing up on wobbly knees, he said, “My blood sugar is acting up. If I don’t
get to the nurses’ station, I could go into a coma.”


He turned and ran down the hall.


“What the hell?” Keith said, watching the guard take off at a run. It was the fastest Keith
had ever seen him move. “Hey! Hey! Get back here, Wapowski!”


“Perhaps I should go in and check on my husband,” the woman said, stepping closer to the
door. “It sounds as though he wants out.”


“Ma’am, you do not want to go into that room right now,” Keith said. “It’s dangerous. I would
appreciate it if you could go find that fat security guard and tell him to get
back here. Better yet, find a different security guard.”


~*~


Eric reached the nurses’ station at about the same time as Jack.


“Eric, do you mind telling me what the . . .”


Eric interrupted his boss. “We’ve got a 1327, Jack, in room 325,” he said, forgetting the room number.


Jack looked perplexed. “1327? What the hell is a 1327?”


Eric smiled at the nurse. “Very few people know that a 1327 . . .”


“Get to the point, Eric!” Jack yelled.


“Cannibalism,” Eric answered sheepishly.


“Let’s go,” Jack demanded as he started toward the room. He turned to see that Eric wasn’t in
tow. “You coming?”


“Blood sugar has me on the edge of a coma, boss. Already had one seizure. It’s all right. I
locked the perp in his room and I have that male nurse guarding the door.”


“I don’t have time for this,” Jack waved him off in disgust and ran down the hall, passing
the old lady along the way.


The old woman approached Eric and started to address him.


Eric pointed to Jack. “You’d better follow him.”


She watched Jack disappear around the corner and turned to scowl at Eric. “I’m going to sue
everyone in this hospital,” she said, turning to follow Jack.


Eric leaned on the counter and addressed the nurse. “I guess we’d better take care of me now,
huh, darlin’?”


~*~


Keith was relieved to see Jack come around the corner.


“Jack, we’ve got some major shit going down here,” he said, explaining everything that had
happened, or at least as much as he knew about it.


The pounding started again, the door shaking each time it happened. Moans could now be heard
on the other side and Keith could swear there were two different voices.


“How do you want to do this?” he asked. “I can open the door and let him out but it may take a
few men to restrain him. The guy must be on something. Do you have more guards that can be called in? I mean real guards, not Wapowski.”


~*~


Back at the nurses’ station, Eric winced as the nurse pressed the glucose meter to his arm.


“That always gets me a little,” Eric admitted. “A doctor once told me that I must have more
pain receptors than the average human. It’s not like I’m like a wimp, or anything.”


The nurse paused her activities and stared for a second at the ceiling. “This isn’t one of those
meters, Eric. It barely breaks the skin.”


Eric quickly changed the subject.


“Yeah, I think your male nurse peed himself back there. Can’t blame him though, I haven’t seen
crap that nasty since Panama.” Eric leaned back and folded his hands behind his
head. “I was on the team chasing Batista when . . .”


The nurse interrupted him, “Noriega.”


“Huh?” Eric looked confused.


“Batista was in Cuba, you putz and your glucose level is fine.”


Eric let out a nervous chuckle.


“Yeah but we’re the ones that chased him to Cuba! Guess I’d better check on my men.”


He rubbed his arm and started down the hall, stopping at the vending machine, hoping to give
Jack and Keith a little more time to get things under control.


~*~


“You think I’d be working Wapowski if I had someone else?” Jack shot back.


“Good point,” Keith said.


“Sorry,” Jack said with a sigh. “Juarez got mugged or attacked or something on the way to
work today and called in. I’ve been running my ass off on calls all morning and
Wapowski is busy buying candy and flirting with the nurses. I think I’ve had
twenty calls this morning already and the day’s barely started.”


“This isn’t going to make it any better, I’m afraid,” Keith said, nodding toward the door.


The door shook along with the pounding, letting the two men know that the patient on the other
side wasn’t calming down at all.


“I’ll go find someone to help,” Jack said.


As he disappeared, the old lady rounded the corner again, panting from her brisk walk
down the hall. The pounding had stopped for the moment, so Keith turned toward
the woman, intending to send her to the waiting area.


“Ma’am, please,” he started.


“I’m going to see my husband and you clowns aren’t going to stop me!” she said, trying to
squeeze her way between Keith and the door.


“Ma’am, the man that attacked your husband is dangerous. I can’t let you go in,” Keith said,
blocking her from entering the room. 


She swung her purse at his groin with all her strength.
 

Keith instinctively let go of the door handle and doubled over in pain, 
wondering if the woman carried lead weights in her purse. While he had his 
eyes closed, trying to catch his breath, she slipped past him, shoving the door open.


“No!” Keith said through clenched teeth, straightening up again as he limped into the room. The
patient was now crawling across the floor, covered in blood and gore, and the
body that had been on the floor had disappeared. Keith stared for a moment
until the truth of what he was seeing finally hit him. The crawler wasn’t the
patient. It was the woman’s husband. The fact that the man was missing several
body parts including at least one vital organ didn’t slow him down much.


“What did they do to you?” the woman yelled as she made her way over to her husband.


Keith stepped toward them but he suddenly found his path blocked. The patient lurched toward Keith with a loud moan.


“Lady, get out of the room!” Keith yelled as he backed his way into the hall toward a supply
cart with the patient following. He grabbed a pile of gauze bandages, wrappings
and all, and stuffed them into the man’s mouth, careful to avoid the chomping
teeth. Struggling to hold his attacker back as he tore off some tape, he
managed to get it wrapped it around the patient’s head to hold the gauze in place.


~*~


Eric sauntered down the hall with a soda in hand. He hesitated when he saw that the door was
open and Keith was trying to restrain the patient in the hall. He could also
hear some sort of commotion coming from the room. 


“Everything okay now?”


As Keith struggled to hold the squirming patient against the wall, a shriek from inside
the room told him that the woman had reunited with her husband.


“Yeah, Eric, everything’s great!” Keith told him through gritted teeth. He pulled some more
tape out and wrapped it around the struggling man to restrain him.


“Why don’t you see if that old woman is all right? She went back into the room to check on her
husband. He’s moving around in there, missing heart and all.” He looked at the
tape-wrapped patient and tried to figure out what to do with him.


Eric turned to run, but Keith growled, “Don’t even think about it.”


The security guard reached into his pocket and pulled out a can of pepper spray and
cautiously entered the room. The gutted man that had once been the woman’s
husband had somehow pulled himself up to a standing position. The old lady’s
arm was in his mouth and she was trying in vain to remove it, hitting what was
left of her husband on the head with her purse. Eric lifted the canister toward
the man, closed his eyes, and sprayed. His aim was a little off and he managed
to squirt the old lady directly in the face, which, not surprisingly, gave her
the motivation to jerk her arm loose from the mouth of her husband. Before Eric
could adjust his aim, the half-eaten man turned and lunged at him. In an
instant, the old man’s mouth was firmly clamped onto Eric’s throat.


~*^*~
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Jack and a male CNA arrived to see the man gnawing on Eric’s neck and to hear Eric’s
bloodcurdling screams. They pulled the man off and promptly cuffed him,
avoiding his snapping jaws. The CNA held him to the ground, with a knee to the back, as Jack checked on Eric.


Keith left the taped-up patient in the hallway and returned to the room.


“Eric!” Jack shouted. “How bad are you hurt?”


“He tore my jugular out!” the guard moaned.


Jack checked Eric’s throat. “There’s some blood, but I don’t see a puncture.”


“I think I can explain that,” the CNA said, pointing at the set of dentures embedded in the
old lady’s arm.


Keith swore quietly when he realized that the guard’s throat hadn’t been ripped out. He
turned to check on the old woman. Considering that the teeth weren’t real, they
had still broken the skin and had done some serious damage. He pulled the dentures loose 
and cleaned the wound before applying some gauze and a bandage to the bite.


“Ma’am, you’re going to need stitches,” he told her. 


Eric stood up, revealing a wet spot in his crotch.


“Take her down to emergency, Eric,” Jack ordered, reasoning they’d be safer with Wapowski out
of the way. “We’ve got our hands full here. And don’t let her leave your sight!”


Keith lowered his voice and told the guard, “You need to hurry. She’s bleeding badly. Don’t
forget to use a wheelchair.”


Across the room, the CNA started to pull the cuffed man to his feet and finally got a close look
at him for the first time. He let go and backed away quickly, eyes darting up
and down as he tried to make sense of what he was seeing. The cloudy white eyes
looked like they belonged to a corpse and the man’s torso appeared to be almost
hollow. The flesh was missing from his ribs and beyond it was a dark void.


“How can he be alive?” the CNA asked, the words coming out in a panicked rush.


“He can’t be,” Keith said, shaking his head. “He’s missing his heart.”


“Then how can he be moving?”


Nobody had an answer for him.


~*~


Eric was glad to leave the room. Besides, it would give him a chance to change his pants. Oh
great, it’s Friday, he thought. The ER was always packed on Fridays. He led the
woman, still blind from the blast of pepper spray, slowly down the hall. He
glanced around for a wheelchair but didn’t see one, so he decided she could just walk.


“I’m sure you understand why I had to spray you like that,” he said, not wanting to be sued. “Sometimes
a person needs a little burst of adrenaline to escape a potentially harmful
situation.” Eric stopped and turned toward her. 


“You know, Cheri and I used to fight, too, sometimes. I mean, I never bit her, but sometimes we
said and did things we didn’t mean. Well, I’m sure it’s too late for you and
your husband, with him being mutilated and all, but if you ever find someone else . . .”


The woman mumbled some profanity through her fingers, which were still covering her tender eyes.


“Fine,” Eric replied, as he continued to lead her down the hall. Spying the vending machine,
he hesitated, remembering that there was only one Cocoa Nutter Bar left. If he
waited until he got back upstairs, someone else might get it. He turned to the old woman.


“Wait here, I’ve got to check something.” Reaching into his wallet, he saw that he had only a twenty.


“Don’t go anywhere, I’ll be right back,” he said as he went on a quest for change,
ignoring the woman’s protests. 


 Several minutes later, Eric returned with his change and claimed another soda and the last
remaining Cocoa Nutter Bar. He smiled as he tucked his prize in his pocket.


The woman, still rubbing her eyes, was mumbling words that Eric’s mom usually didn’t allow him
to hear. Occasionally the word “lawyer” would pop up among the profanity.


No wonder your husband bit you, Eric thought as they took the elevator down to the first
floor. They started down the south hall toward the ER, but as they passed the
cafeteria, Eric asked the woman to wait again. He walked in to check the white
board for the day’s lunch specials then decided to buy a breakfast sandwich
though he’d already eaten. He stuffed it into his pocket so the old woman wouldn’t see it. 


“Had to make sure everything was okay in there,” he informed the woman as he led her to the ER.
They walked up to the front desk and he got the attention of one of the busy nurses.


“This lady needs a doctor, fast,” he commanded in his most forceful voice.


“Chest pains? Bleeding to death?” the nurse asked sarcastically.  


“She’s got some eye problems,” he replied, oblivious to the pints of blood that had already
soaked through the bandage as they had traveled down the hall.


“Well then,” the nurse replied without looking up, “she can wait with all of the other patients
who don’t have chest pain and aren’t bleeding to death.”


The nurse pointed to the chaotic mass of people around them.


“But, my arm is bleeding,” the woman mumbled in inaudible tones. She lifted her bandaged arm to show
the nurse, but the emergency doors opened and another group of people rushed
through, supporting a man who was covered in blood.


“Help!” one of them yelled, close to panic. They all began to talk at once, drowning out the
quiet voice of the old woman.


Eric led the woman, still mumbling, to a vacant seat. “You’d better sit here,” he suggested.
“It could be a long wait.”


She whispered something and Eric bent down to listen.


“I-I’m not feeling too well,” she said, her demeanor changing.


“Lady, we’re in a hospital. Nobody feels good here. That’s why they call it a hospital.”


She slumped over onto her side.


Good girl, he thought to himself. While you’re resting, I can go change.


~*~


“This is insane,” Jack said, looking at the man who was still struggling to crawl on the
floor, cuffs and all. “How can he be moving around? His heart has been eaten
and this was after it was ripped from his chest.”


Keith shook his head. “I thought the guy might be on something at first. It might explain the
attack but it sure doesn’t explain this.” He nodded toward the man on the floor. 


“What do we do now?”


“Let’s get the other one back into the room then I’ll need to make some phone calls,” Jack said.


They stepped out into the hall and the patient immediately lunged at Keith, managing to
head-butt him. Even with his arms bound and mouth taped, he kept trying to
attack as the two men pushed him back inside the room.  Once the door was shut,
Keith put a “do not enter” sign on it and hoped that it would be enough. With
the patient slamming his body against the door, he was afraid that someone might investigate.


A call came through on the radio for Jack and he answered it, promising to come to the
fifth floor where one of the visitors was threatening a doctor. No sooner had
he put the radio down than there was another call, this time someone
complaining about two men fighting outside. “They’re not on hospital property,
so I can’t do anything,” Jack said. “Call the police.”


“I’m going to go get another shirt and I’ll be back,” Keith said, looking down at the
vomit-soaked top of his scrubs. “I’ll try to keep my eye on the room until you
find out what we’re supposed to do.”


Jack thanked Keith and was moving toward the elevator when another call came in. This time
it was the ER saying that they needed security right away.


“Eric should be there. In fact, he should have gotten there a long time ago,” Jack said.


He was not pleased to hear that Eric had already been there and had left the old woman behind.


“I’ll find him and send him back down,” Jack said, getting into the elevator.


The reply was less than enthusiastic.


“I know,” Jack sighed. “But I’ve got an emergency on the fifth floor, so it’ll have to be
Wapowski. I’ll be down to check on things once I’m done upstairs.”


~*~


Keith changed quickly and grabbed an apple from his backpack to eat on the way back to the third
floor. He finished his rounds, keeping an eye on room 329 as much as possible.
When he saw two men in suits round the corner and approach the room, he got
there first. One of them flashed a badge at him.


“Can I help you?” Keith asked.


“FBI,” said the one with the badge. “We heard you had a biting incident.”


“That’s a bit of an understatement, but yes, we did. You guys got here pretty fast.”


Not much time had passed since Jack had left to make the calls. Keith had figured the local
cops might show up within an hour or so but he hadn’t expected the Feds. As if
on cue, Jack rounded the corner and headed over to where the other three men were talking.


“There were two people that were bitten on this floor. The biter and one of the victims are
both inside this room and we sent the other one down to the ER. What’s going
on?” Keith asked with a frown.


“And the ones inside the room have both been restrained?” asked the taller of the two agents.


“Yes,” Keith said, telling them the whole story with Jack jumping in with some additional information.
 

The tall agent tried to enter the room but the patient inside was banging his body against the
door, making it difficult. They finally managed to force the door open, pushing
the taped-up man back with it.


Keith pointed to the man on the floor with the gaping hole in his chest where his heart used to
be. He’d managed to roll onto his side but he hadn’t been able to get back onto his feet.


“That’s the biting victim. The guy that did it is the one behind the door, wrapped in tape.”


“We’ve been instructed to take one of them to CDC,” the taller agent said, glancing at a
piece of paper in his hand before looking behind the door. Jack thought he caught a glimpse of a photo.


“CDC?” Keith repeated. He asked for the second time, “What’s going on?”


Once again, the agents didn’t reply. Instead they busied themselves putting on gloves as they
discussed something in quiet tones.


Keith thought he heard one of them say, “This one.”


The other agent looked at the paper and nodded.


Keith edged a little closer to Jack and whispered to him, “Get the feeling they know
something we don’t?”


Jack feigned his best surprised look. “What? The government hiding something? You notice when
they saw the guy rolling around with no heart, the ‘holy shit’ factor was about zero?”


“Yeah, I know these guys are notoriously unemotional, but seriously.”


The two agents whispered together for a moment longer then announced that they’d be taking the
man wrapped in tape. While they worked at getting the tape off his arms and
cuffing him, Keith whispered to Jack again.


“Guess they thought that dragging the guy without a heart through the halls might raise a few eyebrows.”


When the two agents started to leave the room with the patient, Keith said, “Hey, what
exactly is going on here? And what are we supposed to do with this other guy?”


One of them shrugged.


“Not our problem,” the other agent said over his shoulder.


“Hey, wait!” Keith said, determined to find out what they were up against, but the men
ignored him once again as they headed for the elevator. 


“Great,” Keith said, frustrated.


Jack picked up his radio and tried calling Eric.


“Eric, you there?” There was no answer. “I’d better head down to the ER and check on the
village idiot. I reported this to admin, by the way, but had to leave a message. No response yet.”


“Maybe I’ll see if I can reach them,” Keith said, knowing that Jack had his hands full.


Jack left for the elevators while Keith closed the door to room 329, locking the partially
eaten man inside. He called for housekeeping to clean up the blood in the hall
then tried to call administration but he got the answering machine, just as Jack had.


~*~


In the emergency room, one of the nurses shook her head, wondering how Eric managed to keep his
job. She looked up to make sure he hadn’t returned before muttering, “He must
be sleeping with someone; someone desperate.”


Her eyes widened as she noticed that the old woman now lay crumpled on the floor. With a new
sense of urgency, she grabbed the other nurse and approached the patient, a
trail of blood droplets leading to the old woman.


“Eye problems my ass,” she said incredulously. “We’ve got another bite victim.”


“Another one? This is getting creepy,” the second nurse said, reaching down to try to find a
pulse. “How many is that today?”


The first nurse shook her head. “Several. Besides the ones that we let go home, I know we sent
two upstairs and others are still waiting down here to be admitted to the ICU.”


Well, we won’t be admitting this one. She’s dead.”


~*^*~
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Eric returned from the security room with a mostly eaten bag of chips, after a ‘well
deserved’ nap. He had changed into a clean pair of pants, which he kept
adjusting as he wasn’t accustomed to going without underwear. It had been some
time since he had taken the old woman to the emergency room and he was hoping
that Jack wouldn’t discover that she had been left alone. As he approached the
lobby, he was met with a greater scene of chaos than there had been earlier. The
nurses were desperately trying to regain control as the crowd had turned wild.
The nurse that he had spoken to earlier grabbed him, hands shaking as her eyes
darted between Eric and the chaotic scene.


“We called for security a while ago and Jack said that you should be down here. The
woman you left here just started going crazy and attacking people. I don’t know
how many she’s bitten, but I’d swear she was dead a few minutes ago because we
couldn’t get a BP on her.  A couple big guys have her pinned down over there.
She even bit them in the struggle. I don’t know what’s going on!”


A woman’s shriek rang above the noise. The crowd scattered in all directions
exposing a horrifying scene. Two men were tearing a casted patient limb from
limb and fighting over the pieces. Both of the men appeared to be bathed in
blood and the one that Eric could see the best had a huge hole where his throat used to be.


One of the nurses grabbed the phone with a shaking hand, trying to explain to the
dispatcher what was happening.


“Hurry!” she screamed. “They’re killing people here!”


The other nurse ran to try to help the patient, but one of the men turned on her,
grabbing her around the waist as he brought his mouth down to her neck, taking
a large chunk before starting to chew.


~*~


As Jack got closer to the lobby, he started passing some very agitated people, all
running away from the ER. When he arrived, he could see why. The room was
filled with screaming people being chased by slow moving, partially-eaten
maniacs. Eric was backed onto a desk in a corner by three of them. He was
swinging wildly at them with a severed limb, casted at the foot. The plaster
appeared to be breaking off in chunks and some of it was hanging from strips of
gauze. Jack, who was the only guard on shift certified to carry a firearm, pulled his gun
and warned the attackers that he would shoot. The three crazed men didn’t even
acknowledge the warning but kept trying to reach Eric.


Jack did not want to use his gun unless he had to and he certainly did not want to
shoot an unarmed man in the back. When one of them lunged at Eric and almost
grabbed him, Jack realized he had no other choice. These were no longer humans
and they were going to kill Eric if he didn’t do something immediately. He
yelled one more warning then he had no choice but to fire. A round landed
directly in the back of one of the crazed attackers.


The lunatic reacted with a jerk and seemed to fold over backwards. To Jack’s
surprise, the man continued trying to grab Eric. His broken back made him
appear to be engaging in some diabolical game of limbo. Ignoring Jack’s
commands to stop, he continued reaching for Eric with malevolent intent.


~*~


Keith put the phone down, frustrated. He’d tried several different numbers and nobody
was answering. He changed a bandage on one of his patients and then decided to
go to the administrative offices himself since he couldn’t get through to anyone.


Instead of answers, what Keith found on the first floor was chaos. The minute the
elevator doors opened, he could hear loud voices coming from the south hall
where the cafeteria and ER were located. Granted, it was Friday, but it was too
early in the day for the weekend madness to begin. 


The hospital was L-shaped, with a large open area at the intersection of the wings
on each of the five floors. The elevators were in this area, along with either
a nurses’ station or, in the case of the first floor, an information desk. For
the first time since he’d worked at St. Mary’s, Keith found the information desk unmanned. 


He hesitated for a moment, glancing toward the south wing. His instinct was to go
see if help was needed, but he turned the other way, reminding himself that his
job was to take care of his patients, not to handle security matters.  Turning
toward the west wing, which housed the administrative offices, he planned to
report the incident in room 329 and get back to his patients as quickly as
possible. As he made his way down the corridor, he ran into a secretary who had
her purse and was running for the lobby.


“Hey, wait a second,” Keith said, stopping her. “We have a problem upstairs and
nobody is answering their phones. I’m supposed to report it.”


“Upstairs, too?” the woman asked, glancing around nervously. “Was someone attacked?”


“Attacked and eaten,” Keith said, turning his head back toward the lobby when he thought
he heard someone scream.


“Something bad is happening,” the woman said, glancing over her shoulder. “We’ve had
people coming in with horrible bites. Community Hospital just called and
reported they’ve had the same thing. Everybody is going home to check on their
families and I’m doing the same.”


“We’ve got patients here to think about,” Keith said.


“Too bad,” she said, fear in her eyes. “I’ve got kids at home. They come first.
Besides, I doubt that anybody needs a secretary right now.”


Her eyes suddenly grew large as she gaped at something over Keith’s shoulder.


Keith turned to find himself looking at a mutilated man in bloodstained coveralls.
Keith thought that it might be Al from maintenance, but it was hard to tell
with half of the man’s face missing.


“Damn,” Keith said, ducking when Al tried to grab him. He saw a second form shuffling
down the hall, a low moan echoing off the walls as it grew closer. Looking
around as he evaded Al’s attempts to grasp him, Keith grabbed a crutch that was
leaning against the wall, wishing he had a better weapon.


“Back off, buddy,” he warned, brandishing the crutch. “I’m not kidding.”


When the warning went unheeded, he swung the crutch hard. Al grabbed for him again,
opening his mouth to expose bloodstained teeth.


They struggled for a moment until Keith was able to shove his attacker back against
the wall, hard enough that it should have stunned him, but there was no
reaction. Instead, the former maintenance man lurched forward again. All the
while the second man was getting closer.


“Here,” a female voice said, shoving a .357 Magnum into Keith’s hand.


He blinked in surprise but there was no time for questions. He tossed the bent crutch aside.


“Last warning. Stop right now or I’m shooting,” Keith said, hoping the threat would
be enough. The vivid memories from the incident in room 329 made him realize
that one of them was probably going to die. He decided that it would be the
other guy. When the ghoul went to grab him, Keith put a hole through Al’s eye,
or where he assumed the eye used to be. After the body dropped to the floor
with a thud, Keith turned to find Marla, who was also an RN, standing behind
him. The secretary was long gone.


“Your gun?” he asked, trying to stay calm as he watched the second man lumbering toward him.


“Sure is,” Marla smiled. She was sipping a soda from the cafeteria. “Stan, I mean Mr.
Paulson, just gave it to me before he left. He said he wanted me to be able to protect myself.”


Keith shook his head. Stan Paulson was the hospital administrator. Now he understood
how Marla kept her job, since it certainly wasn’t due to her nursing skills. He
turned his attention back to the man that was still coming down the hallway.
This one was walking slower, probably because his foot was twisted almost
backward. Most of his throat was ripped out and Keith knew that, like the
visitor who had been attacked upstairs, this man couldn’t possibly still be
alive. That made it a little easier to pull the trigger. The force of the
bullet caused the body to jerk backwards as a hole appeared on the man’s shirt,
directly over the heart. When the walking corpse regained his balance and kept
coming forward, Keith muttered, “Impossible.” After what he’d already seen, he
wasn’t sure why this surprised him. He aimed higher this time and succeeded
with a shot to the forehead that dropped the man to the ground. 


Glancing around to make sure there were no others, he took a deep breath to calm himself.


“So is everything all right in the cafeteria?” he asked Marla who didn’t seem
overly concerned over the bizarre happenings.


“No, there was some kind of a food fight so I left,” she said, wiping at a spot of
red on her scrubs. “Look at this. I even got ketchup on me.”


It looked like blood to Keith, but he really didn’t have time to argue about it. 


“I think we need to get back upstairs,” he said when a scream of terror came from
the direction of the ER. “We need to check the patients and lock the floor down.”


~*~


“The head, Jack, shoot them in the head!” Eric screamed.


Jack shot one of the attackers in the back of the head, dropping him immediately. He
dropped the others with a single shot each, allowing Eric to escape. 


Eric ran past Jack, who was still shooting.


“Jack, they’re everywhere. C’mon, let’s get the hell out of here.”


“Eric,” Jack said as he turned and ran, “you picked a good time to start shining. How
did you know how to drop them?”


Eric panted heavily. “When I borrowed that leg, I beat the pulp out of one and it
didn’t even flinch until I split its head open.”


They hurried through the double doors leading to the hallway and then down to the lobby where they rested a moment. 


“I keep thinking I’ll wake up and realize this was all a dream,” Eric said,
sounding like he was about to cry.


Jack took a couple of deep breaths. “If this ain’t real, Eric, it’s a nightmare.”


A shot rang out and Jack turned to look at Eric. "Looks like I’m not the only one with a gun."


They ran to the administrative hall and there was Keith, sporting
a .357 Magnum over a lifeless corpse. Another body lay face down on the floor, not far away.


“I guess I don’t have to tell you to shoot them in the head,” Jack said, stating the obvious.


“The chest shot barely slowed it down,” Keith said, looking at the two bodies on the
floor. “I thought I must have missed the heart so I went for the head.”


“Well, I laid a round into the spine of one of those things and it didn’t seem to
care,” Jack replied.


Eric jumped in. “I beat the hell out of one and it didn’t do Jack, no offense Boss,
until I gave it an upper thrust punch to the head. I knew my Kung Fu would come in handy one day.”


Jack shook his head. “Remind me, Kung Fu Possum, how old were you when you had your last lesson?”


“Eight, or maybe nine,” Eric replied, “but we got some training in the guard, too.”


“He hit the guy with a deceased patient’s plaster dipped drumstick,” Jack stated
frankly. “I do give him an A for creativity.”


Eric beamed proudly.


Keith shook his head, picturing the scene almost exactly as it had happened.


“Well, since we probably don’t want to try to find more of the ‘drumsticks’ maybe we’d
better think of some other way to keep ourselves and our patients alive until
the cops show up. How bad is it in the rest of the hospital?”


“It’s pandemonium in the ER,” Jack replied, dialing 911 on his radio/phone.


“Marla said there is something going on in the cafeteria, too. Sounds like the whole
first floor is in bad shape.”


“I told you that it was just a food fight,” Marla said, rolling her eyes.


“Problem is, we’re the food,” Keith told her. He added, “One of the secretaries said
that Community Hospital is reporting similar attacks.”


“So it isn’t isolated?” Jack shook his head after a moment. “I’m getting a
recording. I’ve got a bad feeling about this. Keith, what’s your medical take
on it? It looks like those that are bitten change a few minutes after they die,
or appear to die. Could it be some bad-ass strain of rabies?”


Keith thought about Jack’s question for a moment then replied. “Probably not rabies,
but the comment the agent made about the CDC has me worried. If CDC is
involved, seems like it’s got to be some sort of a communicable disease,"
he said. "And whatever it is, it happens fast. The person dies, or appears
to die, then reanimates quickly, though I don’t know how it’s possible. I just
hope to God it’s not airborne as well, though I’d think we’d be showing some symptoms
if that were the case.”


Jack nodded. Maybe we could seal off the areas in the hospital that aren’t swarming
with these freaks and give ourselves a little safety zone until help comes, if it does.”


“What about survivors?” Keith asked. He was torn between wanting to get back to the
patients upstairs and wanting to help those that were in trouble downstairs.


 “Keith, did you hear what I said?” Jack asked. “I don’t think you understand just how
bad it is in there. By the time I reached Eric, I didn’t see a single other
person that wasn’t either changed or in the process of being eaten. We were lucky to get out of there.”


“But the screams,” Keith said. “Someone must still be alive.”


“There are probably thirty of those maniacs in there. We have two guns and a limited
supply of ammo. If we go in, we’re dead, and that won’t help anybody upstairs.
There have got to be a lot of patients who haven’t been infected yet.”


Keith blew out a long breath and nodded. If it had been Eric talking, Keith would
have had doubts. Jack was different. He had always struck Keith as the type of
person that would risk his life for anybody, so if he said a rescue attempt was
pointless, Keith was sure that it was the truth.


“All right,” he said, glancing toward the doors, “so how do we want to do this?”


“We need to get up to the second floor and . . .” Jack stopped in mid-sentence and
directed his attention to Eric, who was walking towards the lobby.


"Eric, what are you doing?"


“I’m getting dizzy,” Eric said with exaggerated panting. “I need to get a candy bar.”


“You can’t be serious!” Jack yelled with amazement. “We barely got out of there
alive and you’re going back for a candy bar? Are you nuts?”


“I’m hungry. Look, I’m shaking.” He lifted his hand to show anyone who cared.


“There’s a vending machine on every floor. You can get something upstairs.”


“They’re out of the candy I like,” Eric explained.


Jack looked at Keith. “Are you hearing this?”


Keith watched in amazement as Eric left. Screams could be heard coming from the south wing.


“Eric, get back here!” Jack yelled, walking toward him. “Eric!”


Either Eric couldn’t hear him over the din from the south hall or he was ignoring Jack, but he kept walking. 


Jack told Keith, “I’m going to go get him. I’ll be right back.”


“Wait, Jack, do you think that’s a good idea?” Keith asked. “You barely got out of
there alive and if Wapowski isn’t smart enough to realize it’s stupid to go
back, do you want to risk your life to go after him? You said yourself that it would be suicide.”


“I can’t just let him walk in there,” Jack said. “They’ll kill him for sure.”


“And if you go after him, they’ll kill you,” Keith pointed out. “As you just told me
a few minutes ago, we’ve got three floors of patients that need our help. If
there’s a problem upstairs, I’m not sure I’ll be able to handle it on my own.
Wapowski made his choice.”


Jack sighed and said, “You’re right. Let’s get upstairs,” he said. “We need to shut
down the elevators and secure the stairs. There shouldn’t be anybody else
needing to get to the upper floors because it’s not likely they’d make it that
far. Once we get up there, we can do a floor by floor check and see what we’re up against.”


“How do we disable the elevator?" Keith asked.


“There’s a manual override that requires keys,” Jack said. “So are we ready to make a run for the elevators?”


“My break isn’t over yet,” Marla said.


“Yes, it is,” Keith said, checking the gun.


~*~


Eric crossed the lobby without a problem. He could hear a lot of noise though most
of it seemed to be coming from the cafeteria, which had a door off the lobby
and another down the south hall, close to the emergency room. Glancing down the
corridor, he checked to see if the route was clear. Confident that nothing
lurked in the shadows, he crept down the hallway. He passed the cafeteria,
quietly moving toward the vending machine just outside the emergency room. As
he approached it, he saw movement out of the corner of his eye. He turned his
head to see a figure at the end of the corridor stooping over something on the
ground. He could see a creature in a nurse’s uniform feasting on a fleshy mass
on the floor. The arms and legs protruding from the gelatinous pile were the
only indications that it used to be human, while the IV still attached to the
arm indicated that it had been a patient. The feasting nurse seemed too
preoccupied with her meal to notice the security guard, who was in plain sight.


Normally Eric’s cowardice would propel him as far away from confrontation as
possible, but his stomach was overriding all other functions and he continued
on. Slowly, he reached into his pocket and grabbed his wallet. He pulled out a
dollar, carefully watching the crazed nurse down the hall. Inserting the bill,
he pressed the appropriate buttons. The metal spring unwound and dropped the
candy, with a muffled thud, into the tray. Eric looked back but the hallway’s
other occupant didn’t seem to hear. He started to leave, but stopped when he
saw the soda machine. Grabbing another dollar, he quietly inserted it into the
slot and pushed the button. The soda dropped with a resounding clang, which
immediately turned the empty eyes of the dead woman toward Eric. She moaned as
she rose to her feet and started to stagger toward him. Eric quickly grabbed
the can and ran into the emergency room, blocking himself from his escape
route. The room was now quiet, except for several feeding ghouls, which
immediately looked up at him. He turned to see the dead nurse gaining on him.
His only option was to shoot for the exit of the ER.


~*~


Jack pushed the door open and ran into the lobby, Keith and Marla right behind him. 
There were two of the crazed people between them and the elevators and more
coming through the double doors of the cafeteria.  Jack’s first thought was to
wonder how Eric had gotten through. Maybe he hadn’t.  Dead eyes turned toward
the three of them and he knew that it wasn’t going to be easy.


“Go!” he yelled, taking aim at the closest of the lumbering bodies as even more of
the mutilated people made their way into the lobby from the south hallway.


Keith began to move toward the elevators, half dragging Marla, who kept asking where they were going. 


Stopping for a moment to choose a target, Keith fired off a couple of shots, getting a
man in the forehead then clipping the shoulder of a woman in a hospital gown.
He fired again and got the woman in the head as Jack dropped three more.


“Good shots,” Keith told him, noticing that Jack didn’t miss often.


There were more coming but Keith ran for the elevator, dragging Marla along. Once
Jack was also inside, Keith hit the button to take them to the second floor,
holding his breath as one of the bloodied patients almost got his hand in the elevator in time to stop it.


“That was close,” he said. The elevator began to move. “Ready, Jack? I’m not sure
what we’re going to find when that door opens.”


“I’m as ready as I’ll ever be,” Jack said, eyes on the doors.
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Keith flinched when he heard the bell chime, announcing their arrival on the second floor. He
waited with his gun ready as the door opened, but he was relieved to find the
area clear. While Jack took a few moments to temporarily disable the elevator,
Keith stood guard outside the door, not sure what to expect. He only hoped that
they could secure the building before the hospital was completely overrun,
otherwise they could end up trapped inside with hundreds of the flesh-eating monsters.


Reaching over the counter at the second floor nurses’ station, Keith grabbed the phone,
pushing the buttons that would send his message to the whole hospital. He
announced that they were in a state of emergency and that anyone acting
strangely, besides Eric Wapowski, should be avoided at all costs. He added that
people infected with an unknown disease were attacking others and that their
bites appeared to be extremely contagious.


When he was done with the message, he dialed emergency, hoping to reiterate the need for some
help. He called three times without luck and he finally hung up the phone, frustrated.


“I just checked the west wing and it seems to be clear,” Jack said. “Maybe we got lucky. I’m
going to check the other hall.”


He took about four steps before saying, “Or maybe not.”


The hallway was filling with the infected and Jack was almost out of ammo.


“Back into the elevator,” he told the others.


They quickly complied, waiting tensely as Jack used his key again to enable the controls.
The elevator car lurched and for one horrible moment it felt as though it were
dropping, then it began to lift, quickly transporting them to the third floor.
When they got out, everything looked normal.


~*~


Eric stuffed the candy bar into his mouth and ran as fast as he could toward the open exit. He
wasn’t the fastest runner, but fortunately the infected were slower. He smiled
as he opened the door to freedom, but his smile disappeared as he saw a
blood-soaked delivery man just outside, blocking his escape. The guy had to be
a good four inches taller than Eric and he looked like he had been in pretty
decent shape at one time.


Panicking, Eric grabbed his soda, shook it, and released the tab directly into the face of the
approaching ghoul. The burst of soda into the face of the ex-delivery man
seemed to confuse him or blind him just long enough for Eric to slip through
his reaching arms. 


Once outside, he surveyed the parking lot as he sipped the foam that had pooled on the can. He
could see several people milling about but they were all covered in gore and
blood. Spying a Harley Davidson about six spaces down, he ran to the bike and
quickly mounted it, but became frustrated when he couldn’t find the gas pedal.
Realizing that he was starting to draw some unwanted attention, he quickly
dismounted and ran, no destination in mind other than to put distance between
himself and the growing mob that was coming his way. He stopped when he came
across a police car, lights on and still idling.


“Help!” he yelled, searching for the officer. “Anyone there?”


He ran to the other side of the vehicle and tripped over the cop, or what was left of him.
The body had been torn apart at the torso, leaving only two arms and the head
intact. Eric jumped as the partially uniformed body did a bizarre crab walk on
its hands, dragging its severed spine behind it while snapping its jaws at Eric’s feet.


He quickly rounded the car to the driver’s side, the shambling figures slowly closing in
on him. As he jumped into the car and locked the doors, he was completely
unaware of the presence rising in the back seat. He sped away, bouncing several
creatures off the hood in the process, and breathed a sigh of relief. 


Eric released his bladder for the second time when the woman in the back seat lunged at him,
smashing her snarling face against the glass barrier used to isolate arrested
passengers. Eric slammed the vehicle to a stop and rolled out of the front
seat, running a couple feet before stopping. The woman’s gnashing teeth moved
to the side window as she followed his every move. Slowly, Eric walked back to
the car. He peered into the back and saw that she was handcuffed. Then, he saw her face.


“Ch-Cheri?” he stuttered. He wasn’t sure if it was Cheri, as he hadn’t seen her for years, but
aside from the whole zombie thing, there was an uncanny resemblance. As more of
the infected began to draw near, Eric reentered the vehicle, figuring his
passenger would be less of a threat behind the glass than those approaching him. He grabbed his radio and keyed it.


“Jack, you there?”


“Eric?” Jack sounded surprised. “You still alive?”


“Yep,” Eric replied. “I’m on the outside.”


Keith cursed quietly in the background.


“These freaks are everywhere!” Eric exclaimed. “I’m going to check on my mom.”


“Go ahead,” Jack answered, relieved that he no longer had to deal with Eric’s incompetence. “If
you see a cop along the way, let him know what’s going on at the hospital. We’re
going to hole up in here. Keep your radio on.”


“10-4,” Eric replied, professionally.


~*~


Keith shook his head in disbelief. “The hospital is filled with lunatics tearing people apart
and Wapowski managed to get out safely?” 


“If it’s as bad as he says out there,” Jack said with as much empathy as he 
could muster, “he won’t last much longer.”


Jack and Keith quickly checked the third floor and didn’t find anything unusual. When they
returned to the nurses’ station, Jack told Marla to stay at the desk while he and Keith checked the other floors. 


“I already took care of one on the fifth floor earlier,” Jack told Keith after clearing the
fourth floor. “I talked to the staff at the time, so I’ll be surprised if we have any problems there.”


As expected, the fifth floor was clear as were the stairwells. The employees on floors three
through five were instructed to do a quick examination of each patient and to
notify Jack at once if they found any bites. When they returned to the third
floor, Marla was asked to check the patients on that floor.


 “So, it looks like the second floor is our big problem now,” Jack said. “We could just leave
it as-is since we’ve shut down the elevator, but I kind of wouldn’t mind a buffer between us and the first floor.”


 “Well, with Wapowski gone, I guess you’re in charge of security now, so whatever you think
is best,” Keith teased, relaxing a little now that they were in no immediate danger.


Jack welcomed the levity amongst all the mayhem.


“If I get confused, I’ll just call him on this.” He lifted his radio for Keith to see it.
“Honestly, I think I keep him around for entertainment. Of course, I’m starting to rethink that, now.”


“It might actually be good that he got out,” Keith said. “He can let someone outside know
what’s happening here, as long as he doesn’t lose his radio or get himself killed.”


~*~


By the time Eric pulled up to his mother’s house, the glass partition in the car was covered in
a thin film of mucus as the barrier had done nothing to discourage his prisoner
from trying to consume him. He had been watching her in the mirror with conflicting
feelings of horror and infatuation, contemplating her fate.


What if it really was Cheri? He knew that the chances were slim but he was drawn to the
possibility. As he left the car, he watched her follow him with her eyes. The
eeriness of it made him nervous but he was flattered by the attention. He knew
that he couldn’t leave her in the car, but he couldn’t let her go, either. As
he pondered his predicament, a solution came to mind. He grabbed the keys and
walked around to the back of the car. After digging around for a moment, he
lifted a body bag from the trunk in triumph.


“Yes!” he said aloud.


He unfolded it and walked to the back door, his prisoner’s eyes still following him. He looked
at her wrists and was glad to see that she was still cuffed.


“Okay, Eric,” he said to himself, “be careful.” He opened the door.


The woman’s eyes widened as she lunged toward him, only to fall flat on the ground.


Eric quickly pulled the bag over her head and slipped it down her body, zipping it as he
went. He stood up, watching the wiggling package in front of him. The ominous
forms stumbling toward him gave him a new expediency and he dragged the body
along the driveway to the front porch. He was looking for his keys when the door opened.


“Eric, what on earth have you done now?” 


“Let me in, Mom, I’ll explain later!” he said with a sense of urgency.


Eric dragged the squirming package into the house and locked the door behind him.


Mrs. Wapowski examined the moving bag with apprehension.


“Mind telling me what that is?”


“Mom,” he started, “listen to me carefully. What I’m going to tell you may shock you.”


“Eric,” she interrupted, “you’d better not be telling me one of your little fibs!”


“Mom, the dead are coming to life and eating the living. I have one right here.”


She scowled and pointed her finger an inch from his nose.


“I brought you into this world, mister, and I can take you out! I’m sick and tired of your
little stories! Now what in the world is going on?”


He rethought his blunt approach, looking at the bag.


“It’s a dog, Mom.”


“A dog?” she asked.


“Yeah,” he ad-libbed. “A Saint Bernard. You know, the kind they use up in the mountains to
save people who are stranded.”


“Why is it in the bag?” She had a skeptical tone in her voice.


Eric thought fast.


“It got bit by a badger while rescuing some skiers so it has to be quarantined for a while in
case it has rabies.”


“You brought a dog into our home that may have rabies?”


“Mom,” he argued, “it had its shots. It’s just a precaution.”


As he started dragging the bag to the stairway it emitted a low, guttural moan. Eric looked up at his mother.


“Got bit in the throat. Vet says he may never regain his bark.”


“Poor thing,” she said, shaking her head in pity.


She changed the subject and walked toward the window. “There are some strange people wandering around outside.”


“Gang members, Mom. Don’t mess with them or let them in. And close the blinds! See, Mom, that’s
why you should watch TV. You’d know these things. There’s a gang war going on.
That’s why I have the police car. They made me a deputy.”


Mrs. Wapowski looked out the window towards the driveway. 


“Well, I’ll be darned,” she mused. “They must be pretty desperate to make you a deputy.” 


Eric mumbled something under his breath, which his mother fortunately didn’t hear. 


“I remember when this neighborhood was so nice,” she sighed as she watched the shadowy figures wander the street.


~*~


“What about the stairwells?” Keith asked Jack. “From what I’ve seen so far, the ones that have
changed don’t seem coordinated enough to open a door, but they could get lucky.”


“I have keys, so we can lock them, just in case,” Jack said.


Keith said, “If we have to, we can always pile furniture behind them, too.”


“Good thinking,” Jack replied. “Are you sure you don’t want a job in security? I’m hoping to
have an opening soon.”


Keith laughed and shook his head. “Somehow, I don’t think I could ever fill Wapowski’s shoes.”


“I don’t think anything but fungus could fill Wapowski’s shoes,” Jack said.


“Any thoughts on how we can clear the second floor?” Keith asked. Without more ammo, it was going to be difficult.

 
“Maybe we should check around for weapons,” Jack said. “Sometimes employees will stash things
they’re not supposed to have. You wouldn’t believe some of the stuff I’ve found.”


“I can imagine,” Keith said, thinking about Marla’s gun.


“I’ll take one hall if you want to take the other,” Jack said, heading right.


Keith went the other way to see what he could find.


~*~


Eric dragged the bag to the landing at the head of the stairs and started plotting a descent. It
was too dangerous to grab his captive by the head, since he didn’t know if she
could bite through the bag, so he positioned her at the top of the stairs and
started to lower her by her feet. Fortunately, there was a railing that he
could hang on to while making his way down the stairs. Slowly, with one arm
holding her feet and one holding the railing, he started his descent. His foot
slipped on the second step and, instinctively, he let go of the bag and grabbed
the railing with both hands. He watched as his prize bounced down the
stairwell, hitting the lower landing wall with a resounding thud. A low moan followed.


“You’re not hurting that dog, are you?” his mother called out.


“No, Mom, it’s okay,” Eric replied, shutting and locking the door at the top of the stairs. He
ran down the stairs to check on his guest. Fortunately, she was still moving.
He pulled her to the middle of the room and plotted his next move. After some
thought, he went back upstairs, returning with a full roll of duct tape. Carefully
unzipping the bag from the bottom, he exposed his captive’s thrashing legs. He
wrapped the tape around her ankles and knees a couple times. As a final
precaution, he taped her handcuffed wrists to her waist by wrapping the tape around her body. 


“This should make you a little more manageable,” he said out loud.


As he unzipped the bag the rest of the way, ‘Cheri’ flopped on the floor like a live guppy on
a hot griddle. The stench permeated the air and the blood on her matted hair
had turned a thick brownish red. Froth seeped from her lips as she continued to
snap in vain at her captor. Ignoring her obvious defects, Eric stared at her for a moment.


“Are you Cheri?” He had to know and there was only one way to be sure. 


A while after the breakup, Cheri, unlike Eric, had moved on with her life and had started
dating. Her new boyfriend had talked her into getting matching tattoos above
their right hips, which Cheri had shown Eric in the hopes that he would realize
that the relationship was over. Unfortunately, neither that nor the restraining order had discouraged him.


He peeled the blood soaked waistband, now stuck to her hips, away from her skin, revealing
the spot where the tattoo should be. No tattoo.


“You aren’t Cheri,” he groaned.


He watched as she stared intently at him, still biting at the air.


“That’s all right. Cheri doesn’t want me. You do. You can be anyone I want you to be. I’ll
still call you Cheri. Is that okay?”


She responded with a moan and a snap of her jaw. 


Eric sat up and grabbed his radio.


“Jack? You copy?” 


A couple seconds later Jack’s voice rang through. “Go ahead, Eric.”


“I’ve acquired a subject for study in my apartment. I’ll let you know what makes these things tick.”


“You captured one?” Jack sounded astonished.


“10-4. She’s in pretty good shape. I have her restrained and I’m going to run some tests.”


“Her?” Jack asked. “Eric, don’t even think about doing what I think you’re going to do, you sick bas . . .”


Eric clicked off the radio and looked down at her again.


“They don’t understand. I finally have someone.”


He stroked her blood crusted hair, avoiding her gnashing teeth.


“You’re not a monster,” he said, looking into her cloudy eyes. “You’re a gift.”


A knock at the stairwell door startled him.


“Eric? I can smell that thing from here. You’d better give it a bath!”


“I’m going to, Mom,” Eric called out, liking the idea.


“We’re going to get you all cleaned up, Baby,” he said, smiling at his ghoulish companion. He
grabbed a pair of scissors from his desk drawer and turned her on her back.
Carefully, he cut away her clothes and peeled them off. He couldn’t help but be
aroused by the sight of her pale, leathery skin. He dragged her writhing body
to the bathroom and started filling the tub.


“You always liked bubble baths, huh, Cheri?” he reminisced as he squirted some soap into
the water. Grabbing her under the arms, he hoisted her into the tub in a sitting position.


“You relax and I’ll be right back, my dear.”


Eric found a trash bag, which he stuffed her clothes into, before running upstairs. His
mother was still peering out the window.


“Mom!” he warned. “Get away from the window!”


Eric cautiously looked out the back door. Seeing nothing, he opened the slider and threw the
bag outside, quickly locking the door again. He grabbed some disinfectant spray
from under the kitchen counter. Seeing that his mother was still at the window,
he slipped into her bedroom and came out with a nightgown, which he hid under his shirt.


“Eric,” his mother said, sounding worried, “there are a lot more of those people than
before. When are the real police going to come?”


“Soon, Mom,” Eric answered, not wanting to be bothered. “I’m on the radio. Just stay away from the window.”


He returned to his apartment in the basement and held up the nightgown.


“What do you think about this?”


She was gone.
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Keith returned about half an hour later with an armful of possible weapons.


Jack was just finishing his conversation with Eric. Putting his radio down, he said, 
“The crazy SOB brought one of those things to his house and it’s female!”


For a moment, Keith could only stare at Jack, but then he burst out laughing.


“What do you think he has in mind? No, wait. Don’t tell me. I’m not sure my stomach can take it.”


“What did you find?” Jack asked, looking over the pile of items Keith had placed on the counter.


“I’m not sure how good this stuff will be but I’ll bet we can improvise.”


He had found a couple of decent knives as well as a heavy wrench and several scalpels.


“It all looks good but I’m not sure I want to get close enough to use them,” Jack said. “I
wonder if slitting a throat would have any effect.”


Keith glanced at Jack. “Good question. I was hoping for a crowbar or an ax but there was nothing
like that. At least we’ll have something to fight with if any of the infected get through.”


Jack checked his pistol. “Hope I’m getting overtime.”


“You and me both,” Keith told him. 


“Why don’t you just use my gun?” Marla asked, picking up a scalpel and looking it over.


“I’ve already used up most of the ammo,” Keith said.


Marla dug through her purse and pulled out a magazine and then two more. “Here, will these help?
I think they’re refills or something.”


Keith blinked and took the magazines from her. “These will help. Thanks.”


Turning back to Jack, he said, “I need to go check on my patients.” 


He returned a while later and told the others, “We need to get 
the meds, soon, especially for those on the fifth floor.”
 

The top floor housed the intensive care unit and had several trauma patients, 
some of whom were on anti-seizure medication as well as other critical meds. “If 
we don’t figure out a way to do it, some of them are going to die.”


His head jerked toward the elevator when he heard the bell ring.


“Damn,” he said, pulling the gun. “I thought you disabled that.”


“I did,” Jack said. “Someone must have used a key.”


“Let’s hope it’s not someone who’s been infected,” Keith said, gun ready. 


He took a deep breath and readied his gun, training it on the elevator door as it slowly opened.


~*~


Eric flew into a state of panic. He didn’t know what bothered him the most; the fact that he may
have lost his new companion, or that she might be behind him ready to rip his
throat out. He turned around and saw that his room was empty, except for the
clutter that was perpetually strewn about. There was no trail of suds or water
leading out of the bathroom. Did she have the presence of mind to dry off? Or
to hide? The questions haunted him. He sat on the edge of the bed to gather his thoughts. Where could she hide?


Staring at the closet door that was open just enough to reveal darkness, Eric thought he saw
it move, ever so slightly. He stood up and inched toward it, debating on
whether to open it slowly or catch her by surprise. He grabbed the door knob
and jerked it back to reveal a most hideous sight: his velour sports jacket
from the early ‘80s. He only took a few seconds to admire it then continued the
task at hand. His last option was to look under the bed. Nothing was there but
a collection of dirty socks and his private magazine stash.


Returning to the bathroom, Eric sat on the toilet, staring at the bubbles that his “Cheri” had
bathed in. The bubbles seemed to tease him as they moved in a waving dance. He
stood up to the realization that the bubbles really were moving. Reaching into
the middle of the tub, he lifted her so that her head was above the water. He
thought she looked ridiculous with suds hanging on her still snapping jaws and water pouring from her mouth and nose.


“I knew you wouldn’t leave me!” he exclaimed excitedly. 


Cheri’s expression never changed. 


Eric emptied the tub and lifted her by the ankles to drain the remaining water from her lungs.
He struggled to hold her high enough and she constantly snapped at his boots
until he put her back down. After he dried her off, he modestly dressed her in his mother’s nightgown.


“Isn’t that better?” he asked. 


Her answer was to lunge at him, jaws wide open. Her teeth clamped shut a fraction of an inch
from his shoulder. Only his clumsiness saved him, as he fell back onto the floor. 


Getting back up, he regained control, keeping a safe distance. He managed to sit her in a chair,
securing her to it with duct tape in several spots.


“We’ll make this one look like a head band,” he told her, while wrapping a length of tape around
her head to the back of the chair. As he pondered his close call, he recalled
the man that had attacked him at the hospital. Returning to his closet, he
grabbed a small tool box and brought it over to where she was sitting. Pulling out a pair of pliers, he smiled at her.


“This should help me to trust you a little more. After all, what is a relationship without trust?”


He lifted the pliers to her mouth.


~*~


When the elevator doors opened and Keith saw who it was, he lowered the gun in relief. 


The gray-haired janitor glanced back and forth between Jack and Keith, running a hand over his handlebar moustache. 


“Are we arming the nurses now?” Ernie asked Jack. “I guess that’s one way to make the patients take those pills.”


“Glad to see you’re still in one piece, Ernie,” Keith said. “I checked the other floors earlier and didn’t see you.”


“I was resting my eyes,” Ernie said, rolling his mop bucket out of the elevator. “If I have to
clean up any more zombie guts, I want time and a half.”


“Don’t go to the first or second floor,” Jack told him. “They’re both overrun with the infected.”


“I guess I’ll be able to finish my nap after this floor then,” Ernie said, taking the mop bucket down the hall.


Keith placed the gun on the desk, not sure what else to do with it. He was glad that they had
the weapon, though the thought of Marla handling a gun was nothing short of
terrifying. The woman still hadn’t figured out how to work the remote controls on the televisions in the patients’ rooms.


“All right,” Jack said. “The patients need their medications. That’s second floor, so we’ll
have to clear it first.”


“And food,” Keith said, glancing at the clock. It was already well past noon and several of
them had asked for lunch when he’d made his rounds. “Some of them can’t take their meds without food.”


“The medications we can maybe do, but then we’ll have to go to the cafeteria for food and that’s
on the first floor with the ER,” Jack said, thinking out loud.


“That’s going to be a problem,” Keith said. “It was bad enough when we were down there before,
but with the front doors open, who knows how many more have wandered in from the outside? Even with the extra magazines for 
Marla’s gun, we wouldn’t have enough for the bottom two floors.”


“We have one advantage over them,” Jack stated. “They don’t seem to be too smart. And like
you said, I doubt that they even have the capability to use a door knob. I
think the only way they could get through a closed door would be by sheer
numbers. You get enough of them pushing on anything, it’s going to give. Too
bad we couldn’t lure them off the floor and trap them somewhere.”


Keith paced for a moment, thinking about what Jack had just said. “What about the physical
therapy room?” he suggested. “We could lead them in there and lock the door.”


The physical therapy room was connected to the exercise room by a wall that had a door and a
large window in it. Both rooms had large windows looking out at the hallway.


“We’d just have to go through the exercise room and then back out to the hall, leaving them inside. What do you think?”


“I’m game,” Jack replied. “Let’s just try not to get cornered.”


“That’ll be the fun part,” Keith said. He walked over to the computer to find the list of
necessary medications. As the list was printing, he checked his phone to find two more messages from Shanelle.


“I need to make a quick call,” he told the others, punching the buttons on the phone. He tried
twice, but couldn’t get through, so he finally just texted her, telling her as
much as he could in a short message. He advised her to check the news and to
find a safe place to go until the crisis was over. The message was sent but he
had no way of knowing if she got it. He grabbed the list and tucked it into his
pocket before turning back toward Jack.


“Ready?” Jack asked.


Keith nodded. “Let me go check the stairs first and see how the second floor looks.”


He peeked through the window into the stairwell and once he was sure it was clear, he
went in, looking up and down the stairs before walking down one floor. When he
reached the second floor, he could see through the window that there were
several infected nearby. Once they spotted Keith, they came over and began to
press against the door, trying to get in. He was taller than most of them so he
could see over their heads and he noticed that the elevator looked clear, but
it was hard to say how long that would last.


Keith ran back up to tell Jack what he’d learned.


“And I’m guessing I drew more of them toward the door. This might be our best chance to
take the elevator, while they’re busy.”


“Damn,” Jack swore, “I hate elevators!”


“Especially when we know what’s waiting for us,” Keith replied, taking the gun and magazines
from Marla again. He checked the gun to make sure the safety was off.


Jack used his key to activate the elevator once they got inside. 


When it stopped, Keith held his breath as the doors opened.


“Here goes nothing,” he said quietly.
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The front teeth came out quite easily. Eric found that if he rocked them back and forth once or
twice, he could twist them right out. The molars were another story. There was
nothing but raw force that could remove them. Several of them cracked in the
process and had to be dug out with needle-nose pliers. He was surprised at the
small amount of blood, forgetting that there was no beating heart to move it.
Then he noticed something odd. The blood actually seemed to be clotting where
the teeth had been pulled, which seemed strange since the woman was dead.


Eric was almost disappointed when it was over. He had worked it out so perfectly. Cheri’s ‘headband’
had kept her upper jaw from clamping down, and his thumb, which had fit
perfectly into the space where her two bottom front teeth had been, had secured
her lower jaw. He was sure he could have been a dentist if he weren’t so drawn to action. 


She seemed to take the operation well, as she was more concerned with eating Eric than
worrying about her dental work. He made sure to wash his tools and spray them
with disinfectant. He then approached her with the bottle. She instinctively
opened her mouth which he quickly filled with a disinfectant fog. She bit at
the spray, frustrated when she hit nothing but air. He almost felt pity for her or was it empathy?


“I’m hungry all the time too,” he admitted to his reanimated companion, “and now I took away
your ability to eat. Some friend, huh? Maybe we can take care of that.”


He went upstairs and returned to the room a few minutes later carrying a small package, which he
opened promptly. The label read Tofu.


“Mom used to trick me into eating this,” he admitted to Cheri. “She said I ate too much red
meat. Supposed to be a good substitute. Let’s see if you like it.”


He put a chunk in front of her face, which she immediately snapped up, chewing with ferocity.


“That a girl!” he said with delight. Upon closer inspection, he saw that her chewing was
mechanical and the tofu flopped from her mouth. Then Eric had a breakthrough.
He returned upstairs to see his mother still sitting by the window, peeking out now and then.


“Those people are getting closer,” she said in a nervous tone. “There are some in the yard now.”


“It’ll be okay, Mom,” Eric assured her as he looked through the bathroom cabinets.
Disappointed, he went to the kitchen and checked under the sink.


“Bingo!” he yelled, pulling out a mousetrap with a recently killed rodent.


“What, Dear?” his mother asked.


“Bingo,” he replied. “That’s what I’m going to call the dog.”


He stuffed the dead mouse into his pocket as he ran back to the stairwell. Hesitating, he turned back.


“And Mom, stay away from the window!”


~*~


When Keith and Jack stepped out of the elevator onto the second floor, several pairs of eyes
turned their way, as well as a few single eyes. They moved down the hall,
dropping a couple of the infected right away to start clearing a path toward
the exercise room. Several more shots followed as the two men continued their grim work.


“Watch the ones on the ground!” Jack yelled. “Looks like half of them are crawling.” 


Jack turned to run backwards behind Keith, watching for anything that might be exiting hidden doorways.


“Gotcha,” Keith said. He spun to his right when he caught movement there. His shot took the
back of the ghoul’s skull off and left most of its brains on the wall. He
barely had time to swing back around before another one was right in front of
him. He shot for the heart, instinctively, cursing to himself when he realized
what he’d done. He fired again, this time aiming for the head and putting the
creature out of its misery. Two more took its place.


“Jack!” he yelled, taking the one on the left. The one on the right dropped just a second later.


“Thanks, Man, I owe you for that,” Keith said.


“I have the feeling that the way this day’s been going, you’ll have plenty of chances to return the favor.”


They continued to work their way down the hallway and finally reached the exercise room. Keith
grabbed the handle to open it, only to find the door locked. He swore quietly,
realizing that the gunshots were drawing more of the infected; many more.


“Please tell me that you have a key for this room,” he said. The undead were swarming toward them from both directions.

 
Jack held out a chain hooked to his belt with a multitude of keys on it.


“I hope you have a lot of ammo,” he stated nervously while searching through the set.


“I’d like to tell you that I do, but I’d hate to give you false hope.” Keith carefully
picked his shots, taking only the closest ones. Once down, they caused some of
the others to stumble, though they always got back up.


Jack reached into a pocket of his uniform and pulled out a set of reading glasses. He put
them on and continued shuffling through his keys. “It’s hell getting old,” he mumbled without looking up.


“Well, if you don’t find those keys soon, you might not have to worry about that anymore,”
Keith replied, firing off another shot. “Not that I’m trying to rush you or
anything,” he added, taking aim at another one and squeezing off a round to drop it in its tracks.


“Ah ha!” Jack exclaimed as he held up a key and stuck it in the lock. “See? No problem.”


He opened the door and quickly but cautiously entered with Keith right behind.


“No problem,” Keith agreed with relief. Pushing the door closed again, he managed to turn the
lock from the inside just before dead hands began to slam against the door.


“We may as well wait until they’re all here before we let them in. I’ll go check the physical therapy room,” Keith said.


Jack started to search the exercise room. He was unnerved by the sight of the dead in the
hallway pressing their faces against the large viewing glass. Their numbers
seemed to be growing exponentially. He looked around the room for crawlers but
found nothing. Approaching a closet labeled “Equipment,” he jiggled the handle. He thought he heard a muffled scream.


“Hello!” he called out. “I’m with hospital security. We’re clearing this room.”


He started to pull out his keys but stopped when he saw the doorknob slowly turn. 


The closet door opened to reveal a very frightened young woman and a child.


“Keith!” Jack yelled. “We’ve got survivors!”


~*~


Eric dangled the mouse in front of Cheri. She seemed to be much more excited about the rodent
than the tofu. As she strained to grab it with her mouth, she rocked the chair
wildly. He dropped it into her yearning jaws and she clamped down with her
gums. When the chewing stopped, the tail draped from the corner of her mouth.
Eric pulled on her lower jaw to see the rodent jammed in her throat. Yanking it by the tail, he pulled it out to examine it.


“You’re going to need help,” he told her as he drew a hammer from his tool box. He thought about
the blender for a second, but figured it would be too hard to explain to his
mother. Holding the creature by the tail, he began to pulverize it on his
bedroom floor. Some small pieces flew into various parts of his room and a
chunk of fur stuck to the hammer. Cheri became visibly agitated by the sight of the blood and flying meat.


Eric scraped up the pile of remaining flesh and dropped it into her mouth, and she quickly
devoured it. The morsel only seemed to make her hungrier, which led Eric to
conclude that her hunger must be more psychological than physical. He sat back,
satisfied at his attempts to take care of her. Watching her lick the remaining blood from her lips, he keyed his radio.


“Jack, you there?”


“You haven’t been eaten yet?” Jack answered back.


“Far from it, Boss,” Eric said, ignoring the sarcasm. “I’ve run some experiments and have come to some startling conclusions.”


“What do you have?” Jack asked against his better judgment.


“Jack, they don’t like tofu.” Eric sounded like he’d just discovered penicillin.


There was a long pause on the radio before Jack answered back.


“Eric,” his voice was harsh and deliberate, “don’t call me unless you have something
important to say. If it has anything to do with tofu, don’t call. If you don’t
know if it’s important or not, don’t call. If you’re about to be eaten, don’t
call because I won’t be able to do anything about it. On second thought, call.
It may improve morale around here!”


The radio clicked off.


“Grouch,” Eric muttered.


Eric was shaken from his thoughts by the sound of breaking glass.


~*^*~






[bookmark: Chap08]

 

 

 

 



~08~

 






Jack looked at the radio and shook his head, before turning his attention back to the issue at hand.


Keith returned to the equipment room. He was glad to see that there were survivors on the
floor, but it was going to make their mission just a little riskier. He hated
to put the woman and child in more danger but now that they’d already drawn the
infected to the glass, there was nothing they could do besides stick to the plan. 


“Have either of you been bitten?” he asked.


“No,” the woman replied. 


Keith guessed that she was about his age, late twenties, maybe. Her long, light brown hair
was pulled back into a ponytail and though she wore a set of oversized scrubs,
Keith could tell that she was in excellent shape. He was relieved, since the
odds of completing their task would be higher with people who could run fast
and wouldn’t be a burden. He glanced at the child, not quite so sure about her.
She was thin and pale and while she didn’t exactly look like an invalid, she
didn’t seem to be in top shape, either. Hopefully she was healthy enough to run.


“I’m Lindsey,” the woman said. “I’m a physical therapist and I was putting Autumn through her
routine when a man went berserk and started tearing people apart out in the
hall. I locked the doors and we hid in the equipment closet. Did you catch the guy?”


Jack hesitated, realizing that the woman and girl couldn’t see anything from where they’d been
hiding. They probably didn’t realize the full extent of the crisis. It was also
unlikely that they’d heard the announcement that Keith had made over the intercom.


“You’d better prepare yourselves,” he said. “There seems to be an epidemic.”


“He’s right,” Keith added. “Whatever caused the man you saw to go crazy, it’s contagious and
it’s spreading fast. Most of this floor and the whole bottom floor are totally overrun by people like that.”


“We’re trying to clear the floor so we can get meds to the patients upstairs,” Jack added. “I’m
Jack, by the way, and this is Keith.”


Keith nodded then explained the plan to them as quickly as he could. “How do you feel about
being bait while we sneak back out to lock them in here?”


Jack noticed that the little girl called Autumn had wandered off and was staring at
something. He turned to see what had caught her attention. A mass of bodies was
pressed against the glass wall, biting and scratching at the barrier. Most were
missing various body parts and the wall was smeared with blood and mucus. Jack
figured the girl, who was no more than nine or ten, was probably in a state of
shock. He knew that a traumatic event like this could scar a person for life.
He directed her attention away from the wall and knelt down next to her.


“Honey, this may seem scary, but think of it like a movie. Those are just actors out there and it’s not real.”


Autumn looked at his name tag and addressed him matter-of-factly. 


“Jack, actors don’t rip people’s arms out of their sockets and eat them. Zombies do.”


Keith and Lindsey walked over in time to catch the girl’s comment. When Lindsey got a glimpse of the window, she gasped in shock.


Turning to Keith, Autumn said, “If you need bait, I’m game.”


Jack mumbled, “They grow up way too fast.”


“You know,” Keith added, “Jack said that there might be an opening for a new security
guard. I think you’d do better than the old one.”


He turned his head when he heard a loud thud against the glass. 


“I’m not sure how long that glass will hold,” Jack said, “so we’d better do this now.”


“If you two want to go into that room,” Keith nodded toward the Physical Therapy room, “I’ll go
unlock the hall door and let our ‘friends’ in here.”


He spotted a heavy metal bar from a set of barbells and hefted it in his hands. Deciding
that it would be a handy weapon, he brought it along with him.


“That door is going to open real fast,” Jack warned him. “Be careful. I don’t want there to
be one less of us and one more of them.”


“I’m with you on that one but if something happens,” Keith said, nodding toward Jack’s gun, “I
don’t want to become one of them.”


Jack nodded and secured himself, Lindsey and Autumn in the Physical Therapy room, readying his pistol.


Keith walked over to the door that led to the hall, knowing that as soon as he opened it, the mass of infected would be pushing through.


“Three, two, one,” The lock clicked and Keith turned to run, but had to dodge the weight
machines as the ghouls swarmed into the room behind him. For a moment, one of
them managed to grab onto one of his braids but he was able to shake the hand free and get into the other room, bolting the door.


“Maybe it’s time to shave my head,” he said, trying to calm his pounding heart, “or start wearing a hat.”


“They would be in for a surprise if they tried that with me!” Autumn pulled off her beanie, revealing a bald head.


“She had her third round of chemo months ago, but for some reason, her hair hasn’t grown
back,” the physical therapist explained. “The doctors are pretty sure she’s
beaten it this time, but you can see why being on death’s door is nothing new to her.”


Jack was amazed. “I think if we get out of this, I’ll appreciate being alive a little bit more.”


Keith was impressed with the girl and he had to agree with Jack. There wouldn’t be much
he’d be taking for granted if they got out of the crisis alive.


The sound of moans soon filled the adjoining room.


“All right, Lindsey,” he said, “we’ll need you and Autumn to draw as many of those things toward that window as possible.”


He pointed to the half window between the two rooms. It started about waist high and went to
the ceiling of the room. “The more of them that we can get into the exercise
room, the better. I don’t think they can open a door, but I’d feel better if
you lock it behind us when we leave. Jack and I will circle back around and
lock them in. Hopefully most of them will be trapped inside. After that, I’m
sure we’ll still have some cleaning up to do on the floor.”


There were still several of the infected in the hall, clawing at the window, but most were turning
to follow the others into the exercise room.


“Can I ask a stupid question?” Autumn interrupted. “You’re rounding up these zombies so you
can get medicine to the people on the other floors?” She continued before
anyone could speak. “I know you can’t get it all and doesn’t some of that stuff
have to be refrigerated? I doubt you have a fridge big enough upstairs.”


Jack took a breath to reply, but she cut him off. “What’s going to happen when you need
more meds and they finally break that window? Are you going to do another zombie roundup? Why not just get rid of them now?”


“Just how do you propose to do that?” Jack tried not to sound too sarcastic.


“We’re extremely short on ammunition,” Keith explained.


“You led them into here, why can’t you lead them out there?” She pointed to the wall.


“Outside?” Keith asked.


“The fire exit,” she explained, rolling her eyes. “It’s right outside that door you’re going to be going through.


Keith didn’t spend much time on the second floor except to go to his locker, but the layout
was the same for the whole building. There were five floors with two wings. The
stairs and elevators were located at the intersection of the wings, along with
a nurses’ station or information desk on each floor. There was a fire escape at
both ends of the hospital. Since the physical therapy room was at the end of
the hall, it was only a few feet from the door that led to the fire escape.


This time Jack took her seriously. “Okay, what’s your plan?”


“I don’t know,” she said, shrugging her shoulders, “you’re the security guy, why do I have to think of everything?”


Jack made a choking gesture as she turned away. He turned to Keith. “Well, do we stay with plan A or go with girl wonder here?”


“Since we don’t know how long the doors and windows will hold, I’m all for getting the ones
that have been infected out of the building completely. The second floor would
be the lowest level of the fire escape, with just a ladder that can be pulled down to the ground, right?”


“Right,” Jack said. “It’s kept pulled up when it’s not being used.”


“I’ll bet if we could take off the railing at the end of the fire escape, they’d walk right off
the edge. I’m not sure it’s enough of a fall to kill them but at least they’d be out of here.”


“I agree,” Lindsey said. “Chances are this glass won’t hold until the next round. We can’t
all go out there. Jack and Keith, since you have the weapons, why don’t you get
Autumn out of here while I act as bait? I’m in pretty decent shape. I could get
them to follow me out onto the fire escape. If we do like Keith suggested and
disable the drop, I could climb to the next floor before they reach the door.
They sure don’t look smart enough to climb and they sure as hell aren’t fast
enough to catch me. They should all fall off like lemmings, I hope.”


Jack thought about it. “Worse comes to worst, they’ll hang back in the physical therapy and
exercise rooms, and we’re back where we started. But I think you’re right. I
think they’ll tumble and hopefully some of them will land head first. Maybe we’ll
put some of the poor things out of their misery.”


Keith said, “Any thoughts on tearing out that railing, Jack?”


“Most of my tools are downstairs, but I found this little Henry Homeowner crescent wrench
in one of the drawers. It’s worth a shot.” Jack stuck the small adjustable wrench back into his pocket.


“We need to clear the hall first and lock in as many as possible,” Keith said. “Looks like
most of them are in the next room now, so shall we give it a shot?”


“Let’s do it,” Jack said.


Jack went first, slipping out into the hallway. He nodded to Keith that it was clear then Keith
joined him, closing the door quietly. Lindsey locked it from behind then told
Autumn to help her listen for it in case the two men had to come back in a hurry.


“Shall we go play bait now?” she asked Autumn, smiling to hide her nervousness.


“I guess it’s show time,” Autumn replied.


They walked over toward the window but not close enough to get grabbed in case something broke through.


As the two females kept the attention of the zombies focused on them, Keith and Jack snuck
back down the hall, having to duck below the level of the hall window to keep
from being seen from the equipment room. When they reached the door, the last
of the infected had already walked in and the door had swung shut.


“Nice,” Keith said. “We should lock it, just in case.”


Jack held his keys up in the air. “Now which one . . . just kidding.”


Keith was not amused.


Jack quickly locked the door and moments later the pounding began.


“If we live through this, I think you owe me a beer for that one,” Keith told him.


“Beer?” Jack made a face. “Maybe whiskey, that way I can join you.”


“That was almost too easy,” Keith said as they started to walk away. Seconds later, two of the
infected came around the corner from the other wing.


“Guess I spoke too soon.”


Jack had to use two rounds but he made his shots count.


They had to kill a couple of crawlers on the way back but were able to do it using the heavy metal bar that Keith had brought.


“Now, let’s see what we can do about that railing,” Jack said, propping open the fire exit
door. “And let’s hope those windows and doors hold until we’re done.

 
While Jack got started on the railing, Keith knocked on the door, letting Lindsey know it was safe to open it.


“The exercise room is full and that window won’t hold for long,” Keith said. “So let’s keep
this door open in case you two have to get out fast.”


“Good idea,” Lindsey said, eying the window nervously. 


Jack struggled with the bolts, which had obviously been there for decades, rusting in the rain
and snow. He grunted as he cranked as hard as he could on one particularly
stubborn fastener. The wrench snapped in two before the bolt even started to
budge. About that time, a crack appeared in the window and Lindsey had to stifle a scream.


“Please hurry. They cracked the window,” she said, sticking her head out the door.


Keith glanced inside to assess the damage then went back out onto the fire escape. “Let me see if I can loosen it.”


When Jack stepped away, Keith gave it a hard kick. Instead of loosening the bolts, the
whole rail broke free and crashed to the ground below with a loud clang. Keith
hadn’t expected it, and when the rail fell, he followed it, momentum carrying him toward the edge.


He fought to maintain his balance as he looked down upon a sea of the infected, then he felt
a hand grab his arm. Jack pulled him back, which was not an easy task. 


Keith stepped away from the edge. “Thanks, man, I thought I was a goner for a minute there,” he said.


“I was going to say, careful with that railing. It’s rusted,” Jack quipped.


“Thanks for the warning. Now we just need to make sure they walk off the edge,” Keith said. “I
wonder if they’ll do it or if they’ll just go back inside.”


“Maybe if one of us hangs out the library window,” Lindsey suggested, pointing to the room on
the other side of the fire escape.


“That might work,” Keith agreed. It would be risky since it was on the same floor as the
infected and it would be possible to become trapped inside the room with no other exit besides the window.


“All right, let’s finish this,” Keith said. They discussed the details of the plan for a few
minutes to make sure everybody knew what they were supposed to do.


~*~


For a moment, Eric held his breath, not making a sound as he wondered if he had really heard
what he thought he had heard. His mother’s scream broke the silence. Eric took
his portly body as fast as he could up the stairs. As he opened the door at the
top, the screaming stopped. He found that several of the creatures had entered
the room through the shattered front window and were feasting on his mother.
Rage welled up inside him as he ran at the group and grabbed two of them by the
backs of their tattered shirts and threw them on the ground. Looking down, he could see that his mother was dead.


Two others stopped feeding and turned their attention on Eric, while the two on the ground
slowly stood back up. Eric backed up toward the basement door, cursing all the
way. He could now see that the two he had thrown to the ground were covered in tattoos
and had their pants down below their waists. Anger rushed through him.


He slipped back behind the door and sat at the top of the stairwell. His mind moved back to
another time, to a time when he had still been engaged to Cheri.


They had been at the parking lot of their favorite restaurant, circling to find a parking space.
They had spotted a couple heading to their car and had waited patiently for
them to exit the space. As Eric was pulling into the spot, a car had sped down
the row and squeezed into the coveted space, clipping Eric’s car on the bumper.
Cheri had gotten out and confronted them.


“Excuse me, but we were waiting for that spot,” she had said politely.


Two young men, probably about 18 or so, had jumped from the car. There had hardly been a spot
on their bodies that hadn’t had a tattoo. They had worn tank tops and their
pants had been oversized and had sat below their hips. The driver had let go
with a flurry of profanity that would have made the entire U.S. Navy blush. His
partner had taunted her with sexual references, each one referring to what he could do to her body. Eric had stood frozen.


“Eric?” she had asked. “Are you going to say something?”


Eric hadn’t said a word. Cheri had gotten into the car, the two teens still taunting her, and
had said, “Take me home.”


Eric had complied. On the way home he had explained to her that he was trained to kill. 


“If I had intervened,” he had argued, “those kids would have ended up dead.”


She hadn’t believed him. It had been the turning point, she had said later. It had been
when she had lost all respect for him. Unwilling to take the blame upon
himself, Eric had blamed the punks in the parking lot for destroying his
relationship with Cheri. Now they, or someone just like them, had killed his mother.


“Mom,” he sobbed into his hands, “why did you have to go near the window?”


Rubbing the tears from his eyes, he couldn’t help but wonder if she had finished the laundry yet.


As Eric sat on the top step, he realized that fate had granted him a chance to regain his
honor. He ran downstairs to his closet shelf, grabbed a long box, and opened
it. Inside, nestled on a bed of blue Styrofoam, lay a long sword with Japanese
markings. He liked to tell everyone that it was a Samurai sword, but in reality
he had gotten it at the local swap meet for $20 and had added the Japanese
markings himself. If one were to understand the language, they would read, “Do
not submerse in water due to risk of electric shock” as Eric had copied the lettering from an appliance box.


He’d sharpened it countless times but had used it only once on a defenseless cardboard box. He
felt the blade and it was as sharp as he remembered. Heading for the stairs, he turned back to his prisoner.


“This is for you, Cheri, and for Mom.” 


His hatred temporarily quelling his cowardly nature, Eric unlocked the door and peered
through the crack. The creatures had lost interest in pursuing him, as there
was fresh meat in the room, which they were again gathered at and fighting over. 


Eric dispatched the first one as he brought the sword directly down the middle of its head.
Unfortunately, the weapon became stuck. He stepped on the corpse’s head and
wiggled the sword out, just in time to see that he had caught the interest of
the other zombies. He stopped the next one with a quick jab through the eye
socket. This worked so efficiently that he exterminated the rest of them in the
same manner within a matter of seconds. With the living room cleared, he
surveyed what was left of his mother, which wasn’t much. He dragged her remains
toward the stairway, hurrying when he saw movement at the window.


~*~


Jack went up to the third floor with Autumn and opened the fire escape door for Lindsey. The
plan was for her to lead the infected out onto the fire escape then run up to
the next floor. The tricky part would be making sure they followed her outside
but not up the stairs. That’s where Keith would come in. He would hang out the
library window and lure them toward him, hopefully getting them to step off the
fire escape. They all realized just how many things could go wrong, but they had been unable to come up with a better plan. 


Lindsey checked the physical therapy room’s hall door to make sure it was propped open then
went to the door between the two rooms. The horde of infected waited on the other side. 


Keith watched through the hall window until he saw that she had her hand on the door knob. He nodded, letting her know he was ready. 


Lindsey took a deep breath and then turned the knob.


Keith turned toward the library and grabbed the doorknob, only to find it locked. He felt a
wave of panic. The library door was never, ever locked. He opened his mouth to
call to Lindsey and tell her to wait but it was too late. He saw her open the
door then turn to run. 


Dropping to the ground so that the infected couldn’t see him through the windows, he crawled
down the hall, away from the library. Once it was safe, he got up and ran for
the stairs, knowing that he didn’t dare risk taking the elevator. The noise
would surely alert the ghouls once they made it into the hall. Had he stayed to
watch, he would have seen Lindsey make it four steps toward the hallway door, then trip. 
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Lindsey tried to regain her footing and stumbled forward, hitting a desk hard enough to knock
the wind out of her. The pain was excruciating, but she didn’t have time to
think about it. She forced herself to her feet and kept going toward the door,
risking a glance over her shoulder. They should have had her, but in their rush
to get through the door, the dead had created a bottleneck. Once one of them finally made it through, the others began to follow.


She moved as quickly as possible to the fire escape door, then paused to catch her breath
and to make sure that the first of the infected saw where she was going. The
man that was moving toward her, covered with gore, was a doctor that she
normally passed in the hall every day. Seeing him was a shock to her system.
These weren’t violent strangers that had broken into the hospital. They were
people that she knew; people that she was now leading to their death, or their
final death, depending on how one looked at it. Maybe there was a cure. She
hesitated only a moment longer, realizing that it didn’t matter who they were
or whether or not there was a cure. Their intent was to kill her and she couldn’t
let that happen. She turned and kept moving, though the pain was still almost
numbing and breathing was difficult. When she passed through the door to the
fire escape, the doctor was only about ten feet behind her. It was going to be
close, she thought as she began to make her way quietly up the stairs. Each
step took effort and she honestly wasn’t sure that she would make it to the top
without being spotted. Keith should have been at the window, providing a
distraction, yet there was no sign of him. Two more steps and she was at the
third floor. She went inside and locked the door before sliding down to the floor with a groan.


“She’s one of them!” Marla yelled. “Shoot her!”


 Lindsey shook her head but couldn’t manage to speak.


“She’s fine,” Jack said.


 “How do we know she’s all right?” Marla asked, warily eying the other woman. “She’s just
sitting there on the floor, staring. I think she’s been bitten!”


Lindsey shook her head, no.


“See?” Jack said. “She hasn’t been bitten.”


“Oh, right, like a zombie couldn’t shake its head,” Marla said, rolling her eyes.


“Marla, a zombie wouldn’t know that it needed to shake its head,” Jack said, losing patience.


“So maybe it was a coincidence and she just shook her head.”


Lindsey managed to get out enough words to explain that she was not infected but that she’d
simply tripped and had gotten the wind knocked out of her.


When Keith came running in, all eyes turned his way.


“Aren’t you supposed to be in the library?” Jack asked.


“Library door is locked,” Keith said, out of breath.


When a hand slapped against the fire escape door, Jack said, “I think that’s not our only problem.”


“We need to lure them back down,” Keith said. “I’m just not sure how to do it.”


Autumn sighed, “None of you geniuses thought about checking to see if the door was locked first? I
guess if I want to live to get my driver’s license, I’ll have to do all the thinking around here!”


Keith looked at Jack and grinned. “I have an idea.”


~*~


“If I don’t die from this,” Autumn said, kicking her feet as she dangled out the window, “I’m
getting a good lawyer, if there are any left, and suing both of you! When I
said I’d be the bait, I didn’t think you meant you’d put me on a fishing pole.”


“Technically, there’s no fishing pole, just rope,” Keith pointed out. He had the other end of
the line looped around his waist, just for extra security.


“I really don’t like this,” Lindsey said to him through gritted teeth. “If she falls . . .”


“She won’t fall,” Keith promised. They’d been over it again and again. Keith had built a climbing
harness from a length of rope. The makeshift harness was what climbers called a
Swiss Seat and was sometimes used in lieu of a regular harness. When he was
finished tying the knots, he was certain that it would safely hold the girl,
but Lindsey wasn’t convinced. She’d wanted to take Autumn’s place but Keith
pointed out that Autumn was lighter and it would be easier for him to hold her
weight for a long period of time. Lindsey hadn’t agreed to the plan until she
tried it herself and was satisfied that the harness was safe. Even then, she
had insisted on a second rope around the girl’s waist as a backup.


“I’m going to start lowering you now, Autumn,” Keith said. “Let me know if you start to feel
uncomfortable and I’ll pull you back up.”


Autumn replied with a hand signal unbecoming of a girl her age.


Keith lowered her slowly. “Remember to hold onto the rope to make sure you don’t tip.” 


Autumn, knowing she had no choice but to go along with the plan, started waving wildly with her
free hand and yelling to attract as much attention as possible.


The dead began to turn toward Autumn as they heard her yelling. Those on the second floor
landing looked up to where the girl was dangling from the window and tried to
reach for her. Higher up, on the next landing, one of the infected took a step,
falling onto the others that crowded the stairway. 


When Autumn reached the same level as those on the second floor, a swell of moans issued
forth as the undead moved toward her in a frenzy. One after another, they
stepped from the metal platform of the fire escape to fall to the ground below.
Those on the stairs and inside the building took the places of the others on the platform, quickly meeting the same fate.


“Like lemmings falling off a cliff,” Lindsey said, watching from the window.


“It was my idea,” Autumn reminded them.


Jack rolled his eyes.


“Why would lemons fall off a cliff?” Marla asked as she looked out the window.


Keith watched as one after another of the dead tried to get to Autumn, each falling to the
ground below until the fire escape was empty. “I guess they don’t have the capacity to learn,” he commented.


“Watch out, Marla,” Jack smiled, “They might be qualified for your job.”


Marla just shook her head. “I doubt they’ve had twelve years of nursing school like I have.”


“Twelve years?” Lindsey asked, turning to stare at her.


Marla shrugged. “I had a lot of bad teachers.”


Lindsey glanced at Keith.


He whispered, “She started sleeping with someone very high up in the college. Dean’s List after that.”


“It all makes sense now,” Lindsey whispered back.


Keith turned his attention back to Autumn, who appeared to be getting bored.


“Now, before I let you back up, promise me that you’re going to stop the smart-mouth remarks,” he told the girl.


“Keith,” Lindsey said, her voice low and dangerous.


“Just kidding,” Keith said with a grin as he began to pull the girl back up.


~*~


Eric slid his mother’s remains down the stairs and into the center of the room. The victory
was bittersweet. He had confronted something for the first time in his life. He
savored skewering the punks that had killed his mother, convinced that they
were also the ones that had turned Cheri against him. Now they were gone, and he had proven to himself that he was a man.   


Eric sat in front of Cheri with his mother’s partial carcass beside him. He questioned his
own lack of grief at his mother’s demise. He had once been called a sociopath
by a child psychologist who had tried to pry into his brain when he was
younger. What the doctor had seen as a self-serving nature, incapable of
empathy, Eric saw as resourcefulness. He felt an array of emotions like
everyone else, but he was too busy feeling sorry for himself to feel much for
others. He did, he reasoned, feel sad about his mother’s current state. She was
the one who had kept his life from turning into chaos after he and Cheri had
broken up. Now she was gone. But, something else had changed. He had a new
friend and she also seemed to care only about herself. They had a lot in
common. Maybe he couldn’t force her to love him, but he could teach her to need
him. He pulled his mother’s remains closer to Cheri and watched her cloudy eyes
light up. Stripping off a bite-size piece of flesh from his mother’s body with
his sword, he dropped it into her mouth. After a couple futile attempts at
chewing, the meat slid down her throat.


“Good girl,” Eric encouraged her as he sliced another filet off his mother.


“I think I was a Samurai in a previous life,” he said, as he watched her again try to gum her food.


“The first time I held a sword in my hand, it just felt natural. It felt like an old friend had
come back to visit.” As he held the sword up and posed, Cheri’s eyes followed it intently. 


Lowering the sword, he began to slice another morsel from his mother. 


Cheri rocked wildly in anticipation.


“I think that’s why I’m so good at war RPG’s,” he said as he continued to carve into his
mother. “Deep inside, I’m a warrior.”


He loved that she would let him talk forever, as long as he fed her. He didn’t even have to
listen to her in return. She wasn’t like other women.  He instinctively knew
that behind those vacant eyes was a mind that mirrored his. Not only did she
find him interesting, but he could tell that she trusted him. He became
fascinated with watching her devour her meal, the way she had barely swallowed
and she was already craving more. Cheri opened her mouth, like a bird getting
fed by its mother and he dropped another slice of flesh in. 


“Mom would be
okay with this,” he reassured her. “She hated to waste food.”


A few minutes later, he yawned.


“Let’s save some for later. I’m getting hungry too, but I’d better have a little nap before I do a recon mission to the fridge.”


When she started moaning for more, he put a piece of duct tape over her mouth.


“Sorry but I can’t rest with all that racket, Baby,” he apologized as he laid back on his bed.


“Give me about half an hour,” he told her while starting to drift off.  


As his eyelids closed, a set of dead eyes opened. 


~*~


“Now we need to get back down there and get the door closed and pick up the meds,” Keith said, setting the makeshift harness aside.


“That was kind of fun,” Autumn admitted. “Maybe I won’t sue, this time.”


“Hey, if we live through this, maybe I’ll even take you and Lindsey climbing sometime when it’s all over,” Keith told her. 


“That would be cool!” she said, grinning.


He glanced at Lindsey again. “I thought I knew all the physical therapists. Are you new here?”


“Sort of,” Lindsey said. “I’m from this area originally, but I’ve been moving around the
country for several years, taking jobs here and there, trying to find the right
place. My last stop was Jackson, Wyoming, where my mom and dad live.
Nice place, but I couldn’t afford to live there so I came back. I’ve been here
about three weeks and I’ve been working with Autumn since my first day back.”


“It’s good that she’s got someone here that she knows,” Keith said. “This would really be tough
on a kid, going through something like this with her family somewhere else.”

 
“She’s really got nobody else,” Lindsey said. “Her parents died several years ago and she’s
been moved from one foster home to another.”


Keith thought briefly about his two sisters, hoping that they would be all right if the plague spread.


“Maybe it’s a good thing she doesn’t have family out there,” he said, “under the circumstances.”


Lindsey nodded solemnly. “I wonder how long it will last. I keep expecting the cops to show up
and get everything under control, but at the rate that this virus seems to spread, I’m starting to have my doubts.”


Keith had been having similar thoughts, but he wasn’t ready to give up yet.


“Nothing lasts forever. There have been a number of plagues and pandemics throughout the
history of the world and I’m sure that people probably had the same thoughts each time.”


“But the victims of those plagues didn’t get up and attack others,” Lindsey pointed out. “They
just died and stayed dead. This adds a whole new dimension that has never been faced before.”


Keith had no answer for that. 


~*~


Eric was in that twilight stage; not quite awake but not yet asleep. More had happened in the
first half of the day than in the first half of his life. The previous few
hours had seen him at his most cowardly and at his bravest. He had found a
friend and had lost his mother. The world he now lived in was a different world
than the one in which he had existed. Part of him hoped that he would wake
realizing that it had been all a nightmare. Another side of him, a darker side,
wanted it to be real. He was in charge for the first time in his life. Jack
couldn’t control him, his mother couldn’t belittle him and he could kill
without repercussion. There seemed to be no rules. He was the law. A smile
cracked his lips as he drifted in and out of consciousness, unaware that the
thing that used to be his mother was pulling its way up the foot of his bed. 
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“Guess we’d better get back down to the second floor,” Keith replied.


“I assume I’m going with you to get the meds, since I’m the only one who knows what I take,” Autumn said.


Keith glanced at Jack and Lindsey. “I don’t know. We aren’t sure the floor is completely clear yet.”


“We should probably check it first,” Jack replied.


“I’m not scared,” Autumn bragged. “I don’t have to outrun them, just you.”


“Never heard that one before.” Jack didn’t even try to hide the sarcasm, but he couldn’t argue with her logic.


Keith raised an eyebrow at Autumn’s comment. “We’ll just remind them that the young ones aren’t as tough and chewy as us adults.”


“If things look bad, we’ll send the two of you back up,” Jack said. 


Lindsey started to protest, but stopped herself. She wasn’t normally one to run from danger,
but having a child in her care changed things. When the attacks in the hall had
happened, Lindsey’s first impulse had been to protect Autumn and she’d done
that. After sending the girl to the closet, Lindsey had crawled across the room
to the door and had locked it, keeping out of sight of the window. Once she had
made her way back across the room and was safely hidden away with Autumn, the
guilt had hit her hard. There had been muffled screams coming from the hall and
Lindsey had anguished over whether or not to leave Autumn to try to help the victims. 


Now she was in a similar situation. She badly wanted to find a weapon and help the two men clear
the floor, but she had a larger obligation to stay with Autumn and keep her
safe if things got dicey downstairs. She glanced at Marla, wondering if the
woman could be trusted to watch Autumn, but decided that it would be a bad idea for many reasons. 


“All right, we’ll do that,” Lindsey said, her face betraying none of her conflicting thoughts.


Decision made, they walked to the elevators. Once inside, Keith and Jack stayed to the front
with their guns ready, keeping Lindsey and Autumn behind them. When the door
opened, Keith stepped out quickly and turned left while Jack took the right. It
appeared to be clear but they checked both halls, killing a couple of zombies
that had decided to stay behind, along with some crawlers who had been too slow
to join the party. Once they were fairly certain that the floor was clear, they closed the fire exit door. The pharmacy was the last stop.


“Wonder if the local gun shops do deliveries,” Keith said, hesitating outside the door. He
checked the gun again and was not happy to see that he only had two bullets left.


“I hear you,” replied Jack. He turned to Lindsey. “I suggest you two stay back until we know
who or what’s in the pharmacy.”


“All right,” Lindsey said, “we’ll yell if we see anything coming.”


“Ready?” Keith asked.


He pulled the door open and watched for movement inside.


The pharmacy waiting area was dark so Keith flipped on the lights. One of the fluorescent
bulbs flickered as it fought to come on, casting a strobe-like effect on the
blood-stained walls.  Jack scanned the room, gun raised and ready for anything
lurking in the corners. A body lay in the shadows in the far corner but it didn’t seem to be moving. 


“Looks like a slaughter house in here,” Jack said, eyes traveling over the walls.  After
checking all of the normal places that a person could hide, he relaxed. He
didn’t notice a creature, devoid of a body from the chest down, crawling from its hiding place from beneath an end table.


“Looks like it’s clear,” he said with a bit of surprise in his voice. “I hope you have a
way to get behind the counter. That’s one key they don’t even allow security to have. If not, we’ll have to be creative.”


“It’s a key card and only the pharmacists have it,” Keith said. “We normally place our orders from this side.”


They both looked across the room at the pharmacy counter. Bullet-proof glass stretched to the ceiling and there were bars as well.


“Well, this is going to be tricky,” Jack said, pondering the problem.


When a hand clamped around his ankle, Keith yelled and tried to pull away. Since the body
it belonged to was just a head and a bit of torso with arms, it was light. When
Keith tried to pull away, the partial body just moved with him. The whole time,
the dead thing was doing its best to bite into Keith’s leg. Keith quickly
switched tactics and used his free foot to stomp down on the corpse’s head,
crushing the skull with a sound that he was sure would haunt his dreams.
Breathing hard, he backed away.


“Well, lucky us, we found ourselves half a pharmacist,” he said, pulling at a bloody lab coat
that was partially under the table. He carefully searched the blood-soaked pockets.


“Nothing,” he said. He looked around the room until his eyes lit on the body in the corner.
When he walked over, he saw that it was actually the lower half of the pharmacist. Making a face, he dug 
through the pockets, finally producing a key card.
 

~*~


The moaning became louder. Eric slowly became aware of it, but it mixed with his dream
state as his subconscious simply reasoned it away. The creature once called Mom
peeked over the bed, pulling her way up the blankets with one hand, dragging
the other meatless arm and legs behind her. She clamped down when she sensed
she was near fresh meat, but she only got a mouthful of leather boot. She
pulled on the bed sheets, slithering even closer to that thing that possessed her soul; flesh.


Eric’s mind could no longer give excuses for the moaning at the foot of the bed and the occasional bounce of the bed springs.


The duct tape must have come off Cheri’s mouth, he thought to himself, now starting to
awaken. But the movements on the bed didn’t make sense. He was sure he’d securely fastened her to the chair.


Any last remnants of slumber were jarred from Eric’s body as teeth clamped onto his leg,
sending pain shooting through to his brain. Instinctively, he kicked, sending
the crawling cadaver flying off the bed. Cursing, he pulled up his pant leg and
examined his leg carefully. It felt like he had been bitten with such force
that the bone had been severed, but the thick cloth of the security uniform had
kept her teeth from penetrating the skin. He could tell already, he was going to have a massive bruise.


His thoughts were interrupted by another moan. He looked over the side of the bed and saw
that the creature in his mother’s body had overcome its minor setback and was
again inching toward the bed. Eric grabbed his bloody sword off the floor and walked toward the aberration that had once been his mother.


“Mom, don’t take this personally,” he stated calmly as he ran the sword through her right eye,
causing her to spasm for a couple of seconds, then relax. He turned to Cheri
and removed the tape from her mouth. He offered her what little blood and tissue
was on the sword, but she didn’t seem interested, instead focusing on Eric.


“Now you’re just being picky,” he said. Cheri responded by having some sort of spasm. Her body
jerked and her jaw began to thrust forward, her head still held firm to the
chair by the duct tape. A glob of undigested flesh mixed with green foam spewed
from her mouth and down her gown. Eric stood back and pulled his shirt up over
his mouth to try to mask the stench that followed the vomited mass. 


“I take it you’re full,” Eric said. 


Cheri replied by staring at Eric, jaws open.


“You may not be hungry, but I am. Surprised I’m not in a coma because of my blood sugar.”


He would have liked to stay in his little world that he had created for himself, but his
hunger once again overrode his emotion. He started upstairs, but the chorus of
moans coming from behind the door told him that he would be in for a major
confrontation. He wasn’t sure he felt up to any heroics in his state of near starvation. 


The door separating the apartment from the upper floor was metal, in compliance with
fire code. Eric had argued with the inspector at the time, thinking the extra
expense of a metal door was unnecessary when they had a perfectly good hollow
core door in place already. It hadn’t been his money, of course, but he had
known that the budget was tight and he had been concerned that there wouldn’t
be enough left for him to have internet installed downstairs. Now the metal
door was the only thing between him and several hungry creatures. Since it
would not offer him an escape route, he would have to go out the window.


~*~


Jack looked at the crushed corpse on the floor.


“Guess I missed that one. Good thing you weren’t wearing slippers.


“We both missed it,” Keith said, glancing down at the body. “I’ll bet we won’t make that mistake again.”


“Suppose we could get Ernie to come down here and clean up before this place becomes a
health hazard?” Jack asked, knowing the answer already.


Keith laughed, wiping the gore from his shoe on the deceased man’s clothing. “Maybe, if we
promise him the time and a half he asked for.”


Jack stuck his head out into the hall and told Lindsey and Autumn that it was safe to come in.


Pulling out the list, Keith flattened it on the table so that they could all see it. He put a
pen next to it and said, “Just mark off anything you find that’s on the list.
Everything should be alphabetical except for the stuff in the refrigerator and the narcotics.”


Keith started to get the things on the highest shelves, since he was the tallest.


Jack reached into his pocket and again pulled out his reading glasses and looked at the list, then began to look for bottles on the shelf.


Autumn headed to the refrigerator. “I know what I need.”


They filled the cart with a two day supply of the items on the list.


“I wish we could clear the bottom floor, too,” Keith said as he started to push the cart out the
door. “It would be nice to take in other survivors but it would be tough to get them up to the second floor.”


“Not to mention, that’s where the food is,” Lindsey reminded him.


“Unfortunately, our Follow the Leader trick wouldn’t work on the first floor and we’re just about out of ammo,” Jack said. 


“Maybe we could convince Eric to bring us some, if he’s still alive, that is,” Keith replied.


“It’s worth a shot,” Jack replied, as he keyed his radio.


“Eric, you copy?”


~*~


Eric thought about the best way to satisfy his hunger. He hoped the city would be in enough
chaos that he could walk into a fast food restaurant and take all he wanted
without anyone, live or dead, stopping him. As he planned his escape, Jack’s voice sounded on the radio.


“Eric, you copy?”


Eric thought about ignoring it, but the temptation to sound important was too strong.


“Loud and clear, Boss.”


“How’s the outside world look? Seems as if we’re going to be stuck here for a while.”


“Looks like these things are all over, Jack, but I’ve figured out a way to dispatch them
pretty efficiently. I can deal with them, piece of cake,” Eric said confidently.


“Good,” Jack replied. “You need to see if you can fetch us some ammo.”


Eric cursed himself for answering. He tried to come up with an excuse but couldn’t think quite fast enough.


“W-well, I was going to get something to eat. I guess I could cruise by the gun shop.”


“Fill your pockets. I know you can’t carry much on that sorry excuse of a bike,” Jack laughed.


“No worries, Boss,” Eric replied. “I haven’t seen any cops but I’ve got a squad car.”


He waited for the opportunity to explain his heroics, but Jack never asked.


“I don’t want to know. Get here as soon as you can,” Jack ordered. “Call when you’re in the
parking lot. We’ll figure out a way to get you in.”


“10-4, Boss,” Eric answered confidently. “Piece of cake!”


Keith stared at the radio in amazement.


“He should have been dead by now,” he said, almost grudgingly. “I just hope he makes it to the gun store.”


“If he gets us the ammunition, he may even get a raise,” Jack said. “He seems to finally be getting his act together.”


“True. I’ve got to hand it to him, he’s managed to get out of here and keep himself alive,”
Keith admitted. “Let’s get the meds upstairs so we can pass them out.”


“Sounds good,” Jack said. “We can come back down when Wapowski shows up.”
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Eric turned his radio off and mumbled, “Fat chance, Jack.” He grabbed his sword and blew Cheri a kiss.


“You hold down the fort, Baby. I’ll get something to eat.”


Eric’s apartment had two windows and since it was a basement room, the windows were high on the
wall, putting them barely above ground level. He stood on a dresser to peek out
the front window but quickly decided against that one as the street seemed to
be filled with the undead. Going to the back window, he placed a chair on a
coffee table, enabling him to see outside. Moving aside the curtains, he
spotted a pair of bloodstained legs and quickly closed the curtains again as he
tried to decide what to do. When he peeked out the window again, the legs had
moved farther away, giving him hope that he might be able to make a run for it
soon. He continued his vigil, silently urging the legs to keep moving, which
they did, but slowly.
 

It was almost a half hour later when the back yard
finally seemed to be clear. The window wasn’t a big one, but Eric had climbed
through it hundreds of times as a child and even once or twice as an adult,
when he’d been locked out. Granted, he’d put on a few pounds since then, but he
wasn’t too worried about it. He quietly opened the window and jumped up,
centering his midsection through the opening and effectively wedging himself
there. As he jumped, he managed to knock the chair off the coffee table. He
cringed as he heard the clatter it made when it fell to the hard floor. 


The reaction was almost instantaneous as the sound of moans began to fill the back yard.
Frantically trying to pull himself through or push himself back, Eric was
making little headway and he could see the infected begin to move into the
yard. Sucking in his breath, he dug his fingers into the grass outside the
window and pulled. Slowly he began to ease out through the small opening as the
lumbering figures in the yard moved closer. There was one not a dozen feet away
by the time Eric finally finished scrambling to his feet. He ran through a
group of the dead and hurried around the corner. Slowly, he tiptoed through the
side yard and positioned himself behind a bush near the front of the house.
Several forms wandered aimlessly about the street but the path to the car
seemed clear for the moment. He reasoned there was time to reach the vehicle
and get in before any of the walking ghouls could reach him, as long as the
door was unlocked. Holding his breath, he ran toward the car, his feet slapping
the ground loud enough for every zombie within a mile to hear. As he reached
the car, he prayed it would open. It did. He quickly climbed in, slammed the
door, and locked it.  Eric smiled with gratification as the undead gathered
around the car and began to slap and claw at the windows. He even went so far
as to taunt them as they bit at the glass. His actions seemed to make them more
agitated and some of them even began to climb up onto the hood in an effort to
get at him through the windshield. His smile disappeared when he reached into
his pockets, realizing he’d forgotten the keys.


Eric began to panic.


“You dumb-ass, where did you put those keys!” he cursed himself as he pulled his pockets inside out.


“I didn’t take them out of my pockets. I couldn’t have,” he reassured himself.


Outside, the numbers of undead were steadily growing. They seemed to call to each other with
their frenzied moaning and as more of the infected arrived, they began to pile
up on the hood and finally onto the top of the car. The roof started to flex
under the sheer weight of bodies that crawled atop, looking for a way in.


Eric searched the cab frantically. He reached between the seats and under the floorboard.


“Okay, Eric,” he said aloud, trying to calm himself down, “you’ll just have to hot wire it.”


He had never hot-wired anything before in his life, but it looked so easy on TV. He stuck
his head under the dashboard and pulled on a panel that was under the steering column.


“Ignition wires must come through here to get to the ignition,” he said aloud. As the panel
came off, he could see bundles of wire everywhere. He could spend hours
stripping wires and holding them together in different combinations, and he
knew that he didn’t have hours. The sound of popping metal told him that he
only had minutes. As he brought his head back up, a skinless face was staring
into his eyes. The creature had taken advantage of an opening that was slowly
developing between the top of the windshield and the frame of the car. As the
unfortunate thing wedged its face into the crack, others piled on top of it,
stripping the already rotting skin from the creature’s face. The bulging eyes
and exposed anatomy seemed to give it a grotesque smile as it snapped its
lipless jaws at Eric. The chilling display again caused Eric to wet himself. The only
consolation was that if he got out of this one, he wouldn’t have to change his underwear, as he still wasn’t wearing any.


His mind raced for a solution to his crisis but all he could do was to sink lower into the
seat to avoid the grinning beast that was being pushed farther into the gap
with every creature that piled over it. The pressure was so intense that both
eyes filled with what he could only guess were postmortem juices. Eric covered
his face as one eye popped from its socket under the strain, followed by the
other, seconds later. He slouched lower to avoid the eyeballs as they dangled above him.


“I guess this is it!” he cried, seeing no way out. “Mom, I hope you’re not mad, ‘cuz I’m coming now.”


As often happens when someone is faced with their demise, Eric’s pitiful life began to flash
before his eyes. He remembered a show on TV from when he was a kid. A car thief
in the cheesy 1980’s rerun had broken the window of a fancy sedan and had pried
at the ignition with his switchblade. Snapping the lock, he had started the
engine, allowing him to abscond with his prize Scot-free. The picture in his
mind gave Eric one last chance. He looked for a tool. There by his side was his
trusty samurai sword. It had saved him many times already. Maybe it could help him again.


He struggled to maneuver the unwieldy sword into position but his efforts were thwarted by a
set of keys that were in his way. He reached out to move them and then realized
what he was doing. He’d never even thought to check the ignition. It must have
been stress, he told himself. He dropped the sword and turned the keys, feeling
a wave of relief when the engine roared to life. He was glad that not a living
soul had witnessed his blunder, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that even the
dead were mocking him. He watched as the vehicle pushed piles of zombies out of
his way. Several fell off the roof as he sped down the driveway and down the
road. Grabbing the sword, he positioned it on the forehead of the creature that
was still lodged between the frame and the windshield. He pushed, causing the
zombie to fly off. He sat upright and watched in his side mirror as the corpse bounced down the road.


“No one laughs at Eric Wapowski.”


~*~


Keith exited the elevator with the cart, followed by the others. Pulling the list from his
pocket, he asked Lindsey and Autumn if they’d mind helping to distribute the
meds. He lowered his voice and added, “I don’t trust Marla to do it alone. There have been problems before.”


Lindsey agreed to help, deciding that she would rather stay busy than to have time to dwell on the crisis.


“Marla,” Keith said, handing her the easy list, “Autumn and Lindsey are going to help hand out
the meds since we’re short-handed. Autumn is going to help you.”


He mouthed the words “watch her” to Autumn when Marla turned her head to study the list. Keith
hoped that with Lindsey’s training as a physical therapist, she could help with
the patients that needed IV drugs.


~*~


Jack watched as the dead seemed to wander aimlessly around the parking lot. He wondered what
they thought, or even if they thought. Some clawed at the walls of the
hospital as if they knew there were people inside. Maybe they remembered or
maybe they could sense them some other way. Others seemed to stagger rigidly in
circles seeming unaware of one another. The streets surrounding the hospital
were dotted with the lumbering infected and none seemed to be in any hurry to leave. 


At times, he was convinced that there were normal people amongst the undead, until they would
turn to reveal a torn out throat or a hollowed abdomen. There were also piles
of moving flesh clinging to partial skeletons. These were the ones, he thought,
who had been mostly consumed before they had turned. Sometimes a head would
rise up from the mush, sometimes it would be an arm, or a leg. There were also
smaller masses that seemed to appear wherever the creatures roamed. These
smaller piles didn’t seem to move, but there was something odd about them. He
couldn’t see them well from the third floor, but there were bright colors in
some of them that could only be fabric, he thought. As he watched the ghoulish
beings, he noticed something peculiar. Occasionally, one of them would cease
its roving and have some sort of spasm. Its head would move almost in a nodding
fashion then it would bend over, opening its jaws. Slowly, globs of sludge
would emerge from its mouth, leaving a revolting pile on the ground. Then the
creature would continue its ambling gait, dragging its feet through the mound
of vomit. That, Jack thought as he tried to keep from gagging, explained the smaller piles.


~*~


Eric sped out of his neighborhood into a business area. Retail buildings and shops lined the
streets and slow moving creatures milled about. Certain shops were swarming
with infected trying to get in. Eric figured these were the ones that were
filled with humans who were trying to stay off the menu. He had to weave past
several cars that had been abandoned in the middle of the road. One in
particular had the roof caved in and the windshield busted out. A trail of
blood led from the hood of the car to a gathering of feasting zombies nearby
and Eric shivered when he realized how close he had been to sharing the same
fate. As he started to leave the center of town, he saw a fast food restaurant
that served chicken. The exterior was crawling with the dead, but the building
still seemed secured. He saw people inside waving frantically as he pulled into the parking lot.


“Eric,” he said to himself, “time to be a hero.”


He pulled as close to the building as possible and started running the walking corpses down.
Each time he approached, they turned to walk toward him, making his job much
easier. After three or four times around the lot, most of them were no longer
walking. Eric ran the crawlers over several more times as the captives inside
the building cheered. He positioned the car in front of a large glass window
and rammed it, driving into the building all the way to the counter. He got out
of the car and climbed over the counter, making his way to the kitchen. As he
grabbed as many breasts and drumsticks as he could carry, a young man approached him.


“Man, we’ve been waiting for you guys all day! Where’s your backup?”


Grabbing a tub of macaroni and cheese, Eric turned to see several people looking at him, awaiting an answer.


“They’re right behind me. I’ve got starving people at the hospital that I have to get this
food to, but help is on the way.”


A woman in the back came forward.


“How can anyone be starving already?”


Eric threw the tub into the cab of the car and got back in.


“And why did you break the window? There are still thousands of those things out there! What
kind of cop are you?”


Eric said nothing as he slammed the door and locked it. People started to bang on the
hood as he pulled back out of the store and into the parking lot. As he pulled
away, he could see a mass of undead pouring out of the neighboring buildings, heading toward the restaurant.


“They would have gotten in anyway,” he told himself, while chomping on a drumstick, “eventually.”


He continued to drive toward the gun shop, quickly devouring the fried poultry. He had taken
the bus there many times, mostly to impress anyone who would listen with his
vast knowledge of firearms. He was able to fool a few unwary customers who had
little experience with guns, but the experienced gun owner could usually see
immediately that Eric had no clue what he was talking about. Even if his mother
had allowed firearms in her home, Eric didn’t have the financial discipline to
save up for a gun and his credit was shot, with more credit card debt than he
could pay off in ten years. Of course, that might not matter anymore. 


He saw the shop in the distance, but slowed when he saw the exit sign. Highway 127 exited about
a quarter mile past the gun shop. He’d often dreamed of following it north, up
toward Ithaca. It was a short drive in a vehicle, but a lifetime for an
overweight man on a bicycle. Once, he had actually taken a bus to Ithaca,
storing his bike on the rack, and had tried to peddle the several miles of dirt
road from the bus stop to Cheri’s farm for a glimpse of her house. He couldn’t
believe she had married a farmer but not even jealousy had been able to give
Eric the motivation to keep going, and he had become exhausted and had turned
back. He’d had to be satisfied with stalking her from the satellite photos he
could bring up on his computer.


Now his fantasy was attainable. It was also possible that she was in trouble. Maybe this was
his chance to redeem himself. He slowed as he approached the gun shop. It was
obvious that he was not the first customer of the day, as the doors were open
and debris was strewn about the front of the building, along with several
corpses that had undoubtedly been used as target practice.


“Sorry, Jack,” he said aloud, as he sped up and took the entrance onto the highway.


~*~


“Eric, you copy?” The radio crackled with silence. “Eric, answer the radio.”


Eric had traveled only a few miles up 127 when he heard Jack’s voice crackle on the
radio. He tried to ignore it at first, but Jack persisted.


“Yeah,” Eric replied with a little hesitation. “I’m here, Boss.”


“Where’s our ammo? We thought you’d be here by now.”


“Yeah, Boss, I just went by the shop and it’s been cleaned out. I’m heading out of town.”


“Eric,” Jack said like a parent chastising his kid, “we need that ammo. There’s more than
one shop in town. Keep looking until you find some. This is extremely important.”


Eric was tired of Jack telling him what to do. This time he was on his own. No one could stop him. Not even Jack.


“No can do, Boss,” Eric said, defying his supervisor for the first time in his life. “Got
some things I have to do.”


“Eric,” Jack said in the slow methodical voice that always intimidated Eric. “I don’t know
how many rounds I have left, but if you don’t get us some ammo, I’m going to
save one bullet, and I’m going to hunt you down and plant that bullet in your
forehead. Then I’m going to drag your dead ass back and let everybody watch as
the zombies tear every bit of flesh from your body.


Eric guessed he was bluffing, but if this thing did get resolved, Eric still needed a job, and
he knew that Jack was one of the only people left in town that was willing to
employ him.


“Losing your sense of humor, Boss?” Eric replied sheepishly. “I was just kidding.”


Eric cursed as he turned around at the next exit and headed back the way he had come. He hoped
that he wouldn’t have to drive all over town to find what he needed.


Returning to the gun shop, Eric surveyed the scene. It was far enough from the city center that
the walking dead were few. He parked in the lot next to the building for a few
minutes to coax the zombies out of hiding. Three creatures approached the car,
pressing their hungry faces against the window. When no more would be lured
out, he proceeded to grind the three ghouls into the parking lot. Once they
ceased to move, Eric exited the vehicle and slowly entered the shop, sword in
hand. The place lay in ruins. The glass cabinets had been shattered and the
guns stripped from the walls and display cases. Not a single rifle or pistol
remained. Fortunately, the floor lay strewn with ammunition. He radioed Jack to
make sure of the caliber needed and found more than he could carry.


As he hauled his second load to the parking lot, he heard a rumbling. A line of
bikers filed into the parking lot. Eric froze as he watched the tattooed,
bearded hoodlums dismount their bikes. The lead rider approached him and sized
him up while Eric, still holding a box of .357 mag loads, started to shake.


“You a cop?” the biker demanded.


“No,” Eric insisted. “I ain’t no damn cop. I stole this.” He nodded in the direction of the car.


“You kill him?” the man asked, looking into Eric’s eyes.”


Eric wasn’t sure how to answer. He wanted to lie, but the way the man looked at him was like he
was looking into his brain. “No,” he finally said.


“Good,” the biker responded. “My brother’s a cop.”


Eric felt a twinge of relief.


“I’m security for the hospital and we’re running out of ammo.”


“Security,” the biker scoffed, “now that I can believe. Boys, load up,” the biker ordered
pointing to the gun shop. “Then we’re going to escort this rent-a-cop to the hospital.”


He turned to Eric and smiled, exposing a couple of missing teeth.


“There are a lot of these undead goons out there. You’re going to need help.”


Eric didn’t know the man’s intentions, but he was in no position to argue. A few minutes later they were on their way.


~*~


“Is he always this grumpy?” Autumn asked Keith.


“When Eric is involved, everybody is grumpy,” Keith explained to the girl. “Just wait ‘til
you meet the guy and you’ll see what I mean.”


Keith was beginning to wonder if he should make the run to the gun store himself, but
that would mean leaving his patients at the mercy of Marla, who had gotten
through nursing school by sleeping with the right people. He vividly remembered
her first day of work. She had held up a catheter and had asked what it was. It
had gone downhill since then. As much as he hated to leave her in charge of the
third floor patients, if Eric didn’t show up soon, Keith decided he’d have to do something.


Lindsey and Keith started down the hall as he explained what they would be doing. There
were several IVs to change and a few other things that he didn’t trust Marla to do.


 While the others delivered the meds, Jack studied an emergency evacuation plan of the
hospital that he had found in the nurses’ station. They needed a route to the
cafeteria that would give them the most options for escape, in case they became
overwhelmed by a large number of the undead. 


~*~


About a half an hour after they’d left, Autumn returned, alone.


“Jack, where’s Keith?”


“He’s distributing meds down the south corridor,” Jack said without looking up.


“I take it Marla usually sits at the desk?” she continued.


“Yeah. Why?” Jack asked.


“She’s trying to make the old man in room 312 swallow a suppository.”


Jack started moving down the hallway, with Autumn in tow. “I hope he’s not cooperating.”


Autumn shrugged. “The guy’s like eighty years old and he looks like he’s in a coma or something.”


“Keith!” Jack yelled, running down the hall. 


~*^*~
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Lindsey turned out to be a quick learner. Keith knew that he would be able to count on her to help with the patients after watching
her change an IV bag and then insert the meds as he’d shown her. They were on
the third patient when he passed the room of one of Marla’s patients. Keith
stopped when the woman called out to him, complaining about pain.


“Didn’t Marla give you your pain pill yet,” he asked.


“Well, yes, but that’s the problem,” the woman
sputtered. “She didn’t give me the pill the normal way, she put it in my . . .”


“Keith!” He heard his name being called. “I’ll be
right back,” he told the patient as he rushed out the door.


~*~


Eric arrived at the parking lot of the hospital,
along with his newly found posse. He watched as his new friends dismounted
their two wheeled horses and started to gather up. Eric noticed for the first
time that they seemed to be a very diverse group, representing a range of ages
and ethnic groups. The only thing that seemed to be missing was women.


Their attention of the group was directed away as one renegade started howling as he shot into the air. The leader calmly
approached him and slapped the top of the man’s head with such force that
Eric’s teeth hurt out of sympathy. The biker cringed and held his hand out in defense.


“What the hell are you doing?” the boss demanded.


“Sorry, man,” the biker apologized while still rubbing his head. 
They walked over to the rest of the group, which had formed a circle, and prayed.
 

Eric left his car, staring at the men in disbelief. When
their devotional was finished, Eric approached the leader.


“You guys in some kind of cult or something?”


The man looked down at his jacket and pointed out the insignia, which Eric hadn’t noticed before.


Embroidered on the leather were a cross and the words, “God’s Grunts.”


Eric was embarrassed that he had been intimidated by a bunch of Jesus freaks.


Laughing out loud, he asked the leader, “What are you going to do, hit them with your Bibles?”


The man went nose to nose with Eric.


“I wouldn’t laugh at these guys if I were you. They
know better than to kill someone that’s not already dead, but they’ve been known to backslide.”


Eric quickly wiped the smirk off his face as the other man turned to his fellow soldiers and raised a shotgun in the air.


“Let’s clean up, boys!”


The lot was cleared in a matter of minutes. They
were a well-oiled machine, as almost every creature was dropped by no more than
one shot. Two bikers donned surgical gloves and masks and dragged the bodies
into a pile and doused them with gas. As they finished up, Eric could see black
smoke billowing from the burning corpses behind him. Within a matter of
minutes, they had cleared the parking lot and were heading for the emergency room door. 


Eric smiled as he keyed his radio.


~*~


“What’s wrong?” Keith asked Jack and Autumn.


“Marla. She’s . . .” Autumn paused as she searched for the proper wording.


“What Autumn’s trying to say is that your bimbo
nurse is trying to shove a log size suppository down the throat of an
eighty-year-old man in critical condition in room 312,” Jack said.


Keith started down the hall at a run. “Well, that
explains why we have an old woman in 303 with a giant Motrin up her . . .”


“Jack, you copy?”


Eric’s voice chimed over the radio, and Jack was actually glad to hear it.


“Where’s our ammo?” Jack asked.


The leader of the bikers saw Eric on the radio and started to walk in his direction.


“I got it, Boss,” Eric said. “My deputies are just cleaning up the parking lot.”


Jack sighed deeply. “What deputies? What kind of crap are you pulling now?”


“I deputized some bikers and they’re . . .”


The leader, hearing most of the conversation, grabbed the radio out of Eric’s hand.


Jack listened as Eric stopped talking and a gruff sounding voice took over.


“Dude,” the voice said into the radio, “we’re
eliminating the threat in the parking lot. I’ve got a group of about
thirty-five armed men who are securing the perimeter as we speak. What’s the situation inside?”


A couple seconds of silence followed then Jack
spoke. He was a little apprehensive about the intentions of the bikers, but he
figured that he was probably outgunned and had better go with it.


“I’m Jack Conner, head of security. We’ve cleared
the second through fifth floors, but the first floor is overrun. Our plan was
to raid the cafeteria once Eric resupplied us with ammo. We’ve got some sick
and hungry people here on the higher floors.”


“Well, Jack, today’s your lucky day. My guys are
about to clear the first floor and there’s a couple of us who were medics in
‘Nam. We’re a bit rusty but we can offer our services if you need us.”


“Sounds good,” Jack answered, “I’ll check with our head nurse.”


“What’s she look like?” the leader joked.


“Oh, I don’t think you would be interested, but you never know.”


The man handed Eric his radio back.


“Well, you gonna help?”


“Actually,” Eric explained, “I have someone that needs my help. I’d better go.”


He unloaded the ammo onto the ground. “Could you make sure Jack gets this?”


“Sure thing,” the biker answered. “I’ll pray for you, Dude.”


“Thanks,” Eric replied as he drove off.  He hoped
that Jack wouldn’t be mad when he found out he’d left, but at least he had the Bible thumpers to help him out.


~*~


With Lindsey’s help, Keith was able to save the patient in 312 and get the correct meds to the woman in 303. He sent Marla back
to the desk and had both Autumn and Lindsey help him finish up with the third
floor. They worked quickly and returned to the nurses’ station in less than an hour.


Jack saw the others approaching and he joined them.


“In my defense, some of those pills are very big,”
Marla said to Keith, while shrugging her shoulders. “How was I supposed to know which was which?”


“Never mind,” he sighed, not having the energy at the moment to explain it.


The elevator bell chimed. Keith turned to Jack. “Did you disable the override?”


Jack, who was already aiming his pistol at the door,
shook his head no. When the door opened, the sorry sight inside gave him no
motivation to lower his firearm. Two bearded men in leather jackets and skull
caps stepped out of the elevator. Both appeared to be in their sixties. One
held a sawed-off shotgun and the other sported an AR-15.


“Is that a pistol in your hand or are you just happy to see me?”


The man moved his shotgun to his left hand and offered his right to Jack.
 

“You must be Jack. I’m Snake, and I can’t tell you
why they call me that, yet,” he said, smiling at Marla.


“Keith Corbin,” Keith said, shaking hands with both
men. “How did you get the elevators working without a key?”


Snake pointed to his friend.


“Let’s just say my friend Wolf here, like most of my
crew, had a bit of a shady past. But he’s trying to use his talents for good
now, right buddy?” 


Wolf smiled and held up a set of small screwdrivers
and a paper clip. “This was one of my easier jobs.”


“So, what does it look on the first floor?” Jack asked, hoping to change the subject.


“My men are clearing it out as we speak,” Snake
answered while handing them a couple of boxes of ammo that had been piled in
the back of the elevator. “Man, I’ve gotta warn you, we can clear them out
pretty easy, but there’ll be more coming; a lot more. The floor’s going to be
pretty hard to keep secure as it is, with all the glass doors and windows. The
dead seem to know where the people are, and they’re persistent.”


“You seem to know a lot about what’s going on,” Jack noted.


“Dude, I’ve just escaped from Hell’s furnace.
Midtown is swarming with these things. A couple days ago we were working at the
shelter and two of the guys from the streets came in with bite marks. When they
started getting sick, we took them to the emergency room, not here but at
Community Hospital, where they checked them out and sent them back to the
shelter. Well, a little while later they went nutso. They started tearing
people apart. We subdued them and took them back to the ER and they put them in
the psych ward. We left the newly injured, at least the worst of them, at the
hospital and a couple of hours later, some suits showed up. FBI, asking all
sorts of questions. They knew. From what I hear, one of the hospitals north of
here was hit hard enough that they had to close it. That was a week ago, though
they’ve been telling people it was black mold in the walls, or some other BS.”


Keith nodded. “Right, Mercy Hospital. We were told
that it was black mold, too. We had to take a bunch of their patients.”


“You think it was some kind of conspiracy?” Jack
asked, half testing the newcomer’s state of mind.


“Not a conspiracy,” Snake answered, “more of a cover
up. When more and more of these things started turning up and the crap really
hit the fan, I called my brother, who’s a cop here in Lansing. He spilled the
beans. The CDC and FBI have known about this for a while. It hit Colombia and
Central America pretty hard. It had been quietly festering down there in some
little villages for some time, maybe months. Remember the riots they reported
on TV several weeks back, in Nicaragua and Guatemala? They weren’t riots. That
was an outbreak. They kept it hushed pretty well. The CDC told my brother and
the rest of the LPD that it was a mutated strain of the bird flu. They said the
reason it spreads so quickly is because it moves to the adrenal glands and then
moves to the rest of the body, so a panic could cause it to spread out of
control.  Don’t know if that’s true or if they were just trying to find an excuse
to keep the public in the dark, but I guess it doesn’t matter.”


“The adrenal glands?” Keith asked, skeptically.
“Sounds like a story to me. We had the FBI here today, too, and they wouldn’t
tell us anything. I’m thinking this is way bigger than a strain of bird flu.”


“It sounds like we’re going to be stuck here for a while,” Jack sighed.


“It’s a decent place to hole up,” Snake said. He hit
the walls with his fist. “Solid masonry. Ain’t no zombie going to bust this
down, but like I say, they’ll find their way into the first floor just by sheer
numbers. We had a couple hundred people holed up at the shelter. We thought
we’d be safe, since it was a metal structure, but they kept piling up outside.
I guess the building was old and not as sturdy as we thought, because the
weight of thousands of these goons pressing against it folded it like a taco.
Some of us were able to escape over a wall that had fallen on top of the mob
and get to our bikes. I think it was a miracle. Thank God they’re slow. Some of
the people that were pinned under the building we just couldn’t help. There
were just too many of those maniacs.”


“Any chance the military can wipe them out?” Jack asked.


“Dude,” Snake said in a manner that masked his
intelligence, “not any time soon. The number of walking dead is growing
exponentially. When they leave a place, there’s more than when they started.
They have no other drive than hunger, and they won’t give up. If you last a
week in here, you could be the only thing on the menu for about a million zombies,
and they’ll all be right outside, and, let me repeat, they won’t give up.”


“It sounds like a city is not the best place to be,
in that case,” Keith said, “but I can’t run out on my patients and I don’t see
how we could evacuate them.”


“I’m staying,” Jack added. “This wasn’t in the
brochure, but I can’t leave these people, either.”


“I’ll be staying as long as I can,” Keith said,
“though I understand if anybody else wants to leave.


“No, it’s right there in the employee handbook,”
Ernie said as he passed them with the broom. “Section 1523. In case of an
attack by the undead, all employees are required to stay at their stations
until either the matter is resolved or they are eaten.”


“He’s kidding,” Keith said to the second biker who
was staring at the old man with his mouth hanging open. “That’s for other
emergencies and it says nothing about being eaten, does it Ernie?”


Ernie was already halfway down the hall and he just shrugged.


“I don’t remember ever reading that part,” Marla
said, staring at Ernie’s back as he disappeared into one of the rooms.


“This could end up being suicide,” Keith said. “For
those of us that do stay, I think we need to consider ways to secure the
hospital. What about using brick or something to close off the windows and
doors? Any ideas?”


“I like your orderly’s idea,” Snake said to Jack,
causing Keith to raise his eyebrows, though he didn’t bother correcting the
man. “There’s a home improvement store about two miles down the road. Maybe we
could commandeer a truck and grab some block and mortar bags. One of my guys
does that stuff. We could have him block out the windows and any glass doors,
while we keep the goons away from him. That should keep the first floor pretty
secure, at least for a while.”


Jack knew he was taking a risk in trusting the strangers but his gut told him that they meant no
harm and his instinct was usually right.


“I’m not sure that this is the best place to be, but if you and your men are willing to stick
around and give us a hand, we’d sure be happy to have you,” he said. “We can
use all the help we can get at this point.”


Snake grinned and said, “It’s a deal, Jack.” 


He looked at his partner. “Wolf, go see if you can find a truck. We’re going shopping.”


 Turning back to Jack and Keith, he smiled, showing a couple of missing teeth in the front.


“You know, we hang around long enough, we could give you guys a cool nickname too.”


Keith laughed, able to relax a little now that they
had a plan. He’d feel even better once the bottom floor was secured. “Will they
completely block the entrances off down there? I guess we could use the fire escape to get in and out if we have to.”


“The side doors should be okay because they’re metal and swing out for fire code,” Jack noted. Only the glass ones need to be reinforced.”


Keith nodded, “Yeah, nothing should get through those metal doors.”


Jack turned to Snake. “I’ll get Eric to help you
with the reinforcing. He’s not real bright, but he’s obnoxious enough that your
guys will have the motivation to get done quickly.”


Snake got a confused look on his face. “Uh, Dude, didn’t he tell you that he was leaving?”


“Let me guess. He went to find another snack?” Keith
asked, rolling his eyes. “I don’t think he can go two hours without some sort of fast-food fix.”


“You kidding?” Snake replied. “That dude smelled
like he just got battered by Col. Sanders. He left half a bucket on his shirt. He found something open.”


“Why am I not surprised? Of course, he could have
been dumpster diving. Either way, if he has food, then that can’t be where he went,” Keith said.


~*~


The journey back to the freeway was nerve-wracking
for Eric as the roads were filled with deserted vehicles. The number of undead
seemed to be increasing. When he reached the on-ramp, he had to nudge several
cars out of the way with his bumper so that he could continue. More than once,
he was sure that he wasn’t going to get through and with the large number of
infected around the car it would have been the end of him. Slowly pushing his
way through, he moved down the freeway at a crawl. It took him an hour to make
it the first mile through the abandoned cars then the traffic became a little
easier to navigate after that point. 


The city gave way to forests, and Eric let out a
breath of relief when he started moving at a decent speed. Something caught his
eye off to the right. A small group of survivors had spotted him from their
hiding place in the trees and were running toward him. Their frantic movements
attracted the attention of a few undead, which were staggering slowly behind them.
Eric slammed on the brakes and jumped out, hurrying to the back of the car.
Opening the trunk, he frantically searched its contents.


“There’s got to be something here!” he said.


He kept looking over to see the survivors closing in on him and the zombies not far behind them, growing in numbers.


“Ah-ha!” he cried. He triumphantly grabbed a can of
florescent paint from the trunk and held it to the side of the car. He looked
nervously at the small crowd approaching him as he painted. When he finished,
he quickly jumped back into the front seat. The exhausted survivors came close
enough to the vehicle to see ‘Not in Service’ painted in bold letters on the
side door as the car took off.


Eric watched from his side view mirror as the group stopped in the middle of the road, demoralized.


At least they know now, Eric thought as he continued on his journey.
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Marla walked over and reminded Keith that their patients were hungry.


“As soon as the first floor is cleared out, we’ll go see what we can find. I have the feeling
that it won’t be a home cooked meal, though,” Keith told her.


“Well, if you don’t need me here right now, I’ll check on the cleanup on the first floor,”
Snake said, turning to re-enter the elevator.


“Wait!” Marla stopped him. “When were you going to tell us why they call you Snake?”


The biker studied her expression to see if she was joking. It was obvious that she wasn’t.


“Well,” he started, “it wasn’t long ago that I used to let my, uhh, one-eyed
python roam just about anywhere it pleased.”


“Wasn’t that dangerous?” Marla asked, putting her hand to her mouth.


“Sure it was,” Snake replied, “but at the time, I didn’t care. I couldn’t care less who I
hurt, and whether or not I got hurt. When I found God, I learned that it was better to keep it in my pants.”


“Is it there now?” Marla gasped.


“I sure hope so!” Snake answered with a sideways glance.


Jack had heard the exchange and was in a corner with his hand over his mouth, appearing to be experiencing some sort of spasms.


“Listen,” Marla said sternly, “I’ve seen all those wildlife shows. I’d see it if it were still
in your pants. If I find that thing, I swear I’ll smash it.”


She made a stomping movement which made Snake step back and cringe at the mental image. Marla turned to Jack.


“I love animals just as much as anyone else, but he’s not allowed to bring that thing in the hospital, is he?”


Jack tried to speak, but quickly turned back to his corner and buried his head in his hands.


Keith just shook his head. Marla would never cease to amaze him. Just when he thought she had
finally hit the bottom of the stupidity pit, he would find out there was yet another level.


“It’ll be fine, Marla,” Keith said. “I’m sure that Snake knows he needs to control his, uh,
pet, while in a public building.”


Lindsey and Autumn had returned from checking the south corridor. They both looked
surprised to see the bikers and Keith could only imagine what they thought
about Marla’s tirade. “I swear, if that snake gets out of his pants, I’m going to scream!”


Lindsey quickly covered Autumn’s ears and guided her back through the corridor.


“I want to see the snake!” Autumn pleaded.


“No, you don’t,” Lindsey insisted. “Believe me, you don’t.”


Snake glanced at Keith and said, “You know, at least it won’t be boring. Stuck in a hospital
full of semi-comatose and bedridden patients for days could have been pretty
miserable, but I have the feeling that we won’t have a dull moment around here.”


Snake gladly got back in the elevator, still confused as to whether Marla had an exceptionally
dry sense of humor or if she was extremely stupid. He rode to the first floor,
and when the doors opened, his men were dragging the last of the undead dead outside.


“All cleaned up?” Snake asked.


“Yeah, man,” one of the men said through his mask. “No bites either.”


Snake was glad to hear that. He had lost two men when he had liberated a shopping mall
earlier, and he’d lost over half of his men at the shelter.


“What about securing those windows?” Snake continued.


“The guys should be picking up some materials from DIY Depot right now. We’ve got a couple of
shooters on the roof picking off the zombies before they can gather back at the parking lot.”


“Cool,” Snake smiled. “Tell Mouse and Gunner to meet me at the cafeteria. We’re going to make some grub.”


~*~


Eric pulled off the freeway to the gravel road. It was a relief to be in the country after the
harrowing experience in town. The freeway had been a nightmare as the survivors
had jammed it up in a desperate attempt to leave the city. Even the dirt roads
were beginning to clog as more people were seeking an alternate route and the
first priority was to get out. Now the rural communities were becoming
overcrowded and with the exodus from the cities came the plague. Many of the
refugees had brought family members that were infected in the hopes that they
could save them, or at least control them. This, more often than not, ended
badly. Fortunately, Gratiot County was crisscrossed with country roads and had
no large population centers. Ithaca was small enough and far enough from
Cheri’s farm that Eric didn’t think they’d have much trouble with the infected.
The problem, he thought, would be the living. There would be thousands of
people with no place to go. They would soon need food, water, and shelter. A
farm like Cheri’s would be coveted, and not everyone would be polite about it.


~*~


“But Keith, I just don’t think you’re taking this seriously,” Marla sputtered. “Remember when
that man snuck a cat in here, and one of the other patients threatened to sue
us because he was allergic or something? Just think what a python could do! It
could swallow one of the patients whole and then they’d sue for sure.”


“Well, they couldn’t sue us because they’d be dead, right?” Keith pointed out. “Do you
think that with zombies having eaten most of the people on the first two
floors, patients and staff alike, that anybody is going to sue us over a snake?
With any luck, they’ve already gotten most of the lawyers.” He rubbed his
temples and said, “Besides, it’s not a snake. He just meant . . .”


“I heard him say it was a snake,” Autumn said, sticking her head back around the corner. “I’m
sure about that part.”

 
Giving up, Keith said, “Okay, you win. Why don’t you guys all go look for the snake in the empty
rooms? I’ll see about changing bed pans and colostomy bags since most of our CNAs have apparently been eaten.”


~*~


Eric stopped a few yards short of the farm house. He had never been this close before, at
least not in person. Several questions haunted him. How would she react? Would
she even recognize him? Would the restraining order still be in effect?  The
previous time, he had lost his courage as well as his stamina. This time was
different. This was a crisis. She could be in trouble . . . and he had a patrol
car. The thought made him smile. She hadn’t seen him for years. She had no idea
what he did for a living and probably didn’t care. Now she would. He was a cop,
for all she knew. He would be her knight in shining armor. He thought about the
people at the chicken place, how they had waited all day for a cop and how they
had cheered him on when he had cleared out the dead. He was in demand and now
she would finally appreciate him. He pulled in front of the house and turned
off the car, wondering if she might be looking outside now, desperate for someone to come to her aid. 


There was no sign of any infected around, but that didn’t mean anything. She had to know
what was going on by now, and she was probably terrified. As he stared at the
house, he could already see in his mind how the events were going to unfold. 


In his fantasy, he saw Cheri peeking out the window, watching as a small horde of
the infected converged upon Eric from all directions. He would be smiling, of
course, and he’d throw her a wink just to let her know how confident he was.
Then, the smile would disappear as he put on his game face and grabbed the
sword with both hands, yelling an attack cry as he jumped into action, slicing,
chopping, whipping around to get yet another of his foes before using a hard
kick on one coming up on the side. He would move like lightning, dropping one
after the other and in a matter of minutes, he would stand alone, bodies
littering the yard around him as he surveyed the devastation. That’s when Cheri
would run out and throw her arms around him, thanking him for saving her. He’d
tell her that it was nothing, that he was a killing machine, and it was what he
had been made to do. Still smiling at the thought, he rang the bell. 


Nobody answered.


~*~


Snake arrived at the cafeteria and found it in decent shape, considering the circumstances. He
knew that most hospitals had backup generators that would kick on at any loss
of grid power, and with all of the mounting chaos, loss of power was
inevitable. This hospital would soon be one of the only places in town capable
of storing frozen food or microwaving a meal. It would be a virtual island in a sea of death. 


Mouse and Gunner arrived and were awed by the size of the kitchen.


“Not like the mess hall, huh guys?”


“This is awesome, man!” Gunner was mesmerized by the row of ovens and stoves lining the
wall while Mouse was trying to figure out the purpose of some of the utensils.


“Boys, we’re not cooking for a bunch of GIs now. We’ve got to tweak our menu for some old, sick
folks. Use your imagination,” Snake suggested. “I’m going to get a head count.”


~*~


Walking around the side of the house, Eric saw a car in the driveway. Avoiding the mud, he
continued around back and peered into a window. He looked for signs of life but
saw no one. He thought about giving up, but a thought occurred to him. What if she was trapped inside, scared and alone? 


He could almost see her, huddled beneath a table as several of the infected searched for her in
the house. She would be terrified, shaking with fear. They would sense her fear
and slowly turn toward the table as they zeroed in on their prey. That’s when
Eric would come leaping through the window in a cascade of broken glass, sword
in hand. He would make short work of the infected in the room without even
breaking a sweat. Cheri would rush to him, and he would crush his mouth to hers in a searing kiss. 


Anxious to rescue her, he tried several windows, but they were all locked. He had gone
this far and he wasn’t about to quit now. He grabbed his sword and thrust it
through the bedroom window and cleared most of the jagged glass from the frame.
He eyed it for a moment, contemplating how he’d leap through it. He tried
jumping in place once, just to see how high he could get. He was pretty sure it
wasn’t going to be enough, but maybe once he got his momentum going, it would
work. He made a run for it, but stopped when he saw that there was still some
glass. Sighing, he brushed away the remaining glass then heaved his bulk up
onto the window frame. It took him a couple of minutes to maneuver his body so
that he could get his legs inside, but finally he dropped to his feet inside
the bedroom. As he stood upright, he felt a terrible pain as a baseball bat
crashed across his head. He fell to the floor, barely conscious. Looking up, he
could see Cheri wielding a bat, ready for another strike.


“Cheri!” he yelled. “It’s me! It’s Eric!”


She hesitated and squinted her eyes at him.


“Eric?” she stammered. The next blow knocked him out.
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Eric struggled to escape the fog he found himself in. He dreamed of his mother. He dreamed
about his new undead friend. He heard children laughing and talking. Slowly, he opened his eyes and saw two small forms in front of him.


“Mom!” one of the children yelled. “He’s awake!” 


Eric’s head throbbed when the child yelled. He went to rub his eyes, but couldn’t move his
hands. He couldn’t, in fact, move anything. As the fog lifted, he could see
that he was tied up on a small bed. Two children sat nearby watching him. He
heard footsteps approaching and he watched as Cheri entered the room. She
looked different than he remembered. Her hair was shorter than he’d ever seen
it, and she looked much older. Still, a decade of being apart from her had done
nothing to heal his broken heart. There was something about her that mesmerized
him. His heart started to pound and he started feeling that longing all over
again. He thought she looked like an angel as she opened her mouth to speak.


“You idiot! You broke my window. You probably led half the population of Michigan to my house.
And where did you get the police car? Did you steal it?”


Eric tried to rub his head, but the ropes prevented him from doing so.


“I’m a cop,” he lied. “Really, I just came to check on you.”


“That’s funny,” she stated. “Your uniform says St. Mary’s Hospital Security. I suppose you stole that too.”


“No, I got blood on my uniform and didn’t want to scare anyone. Could you please untie me?” he asked.


“The safety of my children is a little more important than your comfort right now. You’re just lucky I didn’t have a gun.”


Eric thought about it, and he did feel lucky. She could have shot him when he came through the window.


“Cheri,” Eric tried to reason with her, “I’ve never been dangerous; maybe persistent, but not
dangerous. I’ll fix your window. Just please untie me.”


“Don’t do it, Mom!” one of the children said. “It’s a trick! Hit him with the bat again!”


Cheri looked at Eric and shook her head.


“Don’t worry,” she reassured her children. “One thing is true; he’s never been dangerous, just obnoxious.”


She untied the ropes.


~*~


Lindsey and Autumn had followed the bikers down to see if they could find something for Autumn to eat with her medications.


“I don’t know where to start looking,” Lindsey said, surprised by the size of the kitchen.


“I’ll check over here,” Autumn said, yanking open the door to the walk-in freezer. As she opened
the door, she let out a scream. A body had fallen against her, and she struggled to stay on her feet. 


Snake raised his pistol and fired a well-placed shot into its head, which splintered into small pieces.


“You okay?” he asked the girl.


“Yeah,” Autumn replied, visibly shaken. “Good shot.”


“Probably not necessary,” Snake said, examining the frozen body.


Lindsey ran over to see what was going on. The headless victim was in a nurse’s uniform.


“Someone was either locking somebody in or locking something out,” Snake said. “Either way,
it didn’t turn out well.”


Lindsey looked at the frozen body. “Maybe the dead outside will freeze like this when winter comes.”


Gunner shrugged and said, “Let’s hope it’s all over by then, and we don’t have to find out.”


~*~


After being untied, Eric rubbed his wrists. They still had the rope marks from being bound
so tightly, and he was surprised that his circulation wasn’t cut off.


“I have some sheets of plywood outside,” Cheri said curtly. “You’re going to help me board
up all the windows, so I don’t have any . . . any other morons breaking in.”


Eric rubbed his head.


“Can I get an aspirin? My head really hurts.”


Cheri grabbed the bat again and started to bounce it into her hand.


“Okay,” Eric quickly got up and walked outside. He thought about jumping into the car and
leaving, but he was finally with Cheri again, the real one. It was worth the pain. 


She showed him the plywood, a saw, and a cordless drill, and told him to get to work. 


He started with the window he had broken. Measuring it, he cut the plywood about a foot larger.
He saw the hard brick exterior and reasoned that he couldn’t drill into it.
Bringing the plywood inside, he located some finishing nails and secured it to
the drywall surrounding the window.  As he was putting the last nail in, Cheri
stepped into the room. Eric beamed with pride as he stepped back to show her his handiwork. 


She shook her head and walked out the door without saying a word. He followed her to the
outside of the window and watched as she pushed on the plywood with very little
effort. The board fell with a thud onto the floor. Cheri turned and glared at
Eric, who sheepishly looked down to his feet. She pointed at the hole where the window used to be.


“The object is to keep whatever it is out there from getting in,” she said sarcastically. “It
would be my guess that they would be pushing from the outside. That’s why I told
you do attach it from the outside. Do you get it this time?”


Eric desperately tried to piece his ego back together.


“You can’t drill these screws into brick,” he explained.


“See this wood around the window?” She pointed at the window casing. “Drill into that.”


“But what if they try to unscrew . . .” He thought about what he was saying and stopped himself. “Got it.”


Eric moved the materials back outside and fastened the plywood the way Cheri had shown him. He
repeated the same for the other windows until the entire house was secure. As
he was gathering up the remaining tools, he saw a plume of dust chasing a truck on the road leading to the farm.


“Cheri, we’ve got company!” he yelled. 


They watched as the truck got closer. Cheri’s eyes widened as she recognized the vehicle.


“Kids!” she yelled into the house. “It’s your dad!”


“Miguel,” Eric muttered under his breath as a look of disdain crept across his face.


The truck sped into the drive, and a middle aged Latino man jumped out. Rather than the
sagging jeans and the tattoos that Eric had expected, Miguel was wearing a
dress shirt and nice pants. His glasses gave him a scholarly appearance and his
hair was neatly trimmed. He ran to the children and scooped them up in his
arms. Cheri joined them, and they engaged in a group hug that almost made Eric
lose his now-digesting chicken. 


“You had me scared to death,” Cheri told him. “I didn’t hear from you and I thought all
sorts of things. If it weren’t for the kids, I probably would have lost it.”


“I’m here now,” he reassured her with a hint of an accent. “It got real nasty up north. The
University was completely overrun. It was awful.”


He looked at the children and didn’t want to say any more. He turned to Eric.


“I’m glad to see there are still some cops working.”


Eric was about to spin a web of deceit, but he caught steel in Cheri’s eyes and decided against it.


“I’m not really a cop. I’m a security officer.”


He reached to shake Miguel’s hand and found himself shaking with rage.  Eric had never met
him in person, but had hated the man from afar, blaming him for stealing Cheri.
Sure the breakup had happened years earlier, but until she married Miguel, Eric
had felt that he still had a chance. And now he was shaking the hand that had caused so much turmoil in his life.


“Miguel, meet Eric,” Cheri said. 


Miguel immediately withdrew his hand.


“Crazy Eric? The stalker?” Miguel’s mouth hung open like a toilet seat in a men’s restroom.


“It’s okay,” she reassured him. “Really, he’s harmless, uh, aren’t you, Eric? You’re
over that clingy stalking thing, right?”


Eric was silent for a couple seconds too long.


“Heck, yeah,” he finally said, with false enthusiasm. “I’ve even got a girlfriend now. She’s
kind of quiet. We never argue, and she’s crazy about me. She can’t keep her eyes off of me.”


Cheri wondered what type of woman would find him attractive in his present state but she never
would have guessed the truth about Eric’s new girlfriend. When they had been
together, he had at least been fit, he hadn’t been ugly, and as for his
intelligence, well, she thought, he hadn’t been ugly. Now he had let himself
go. He was flabby, unkempt, and when his pants hung down far enough, she could swear he wasn’t wearing underwear.


“What brings you out here?” Miguel inquired.


“My Aunt has a home not too far from here,” he lied. “I was checking on her and saw Cheri
outside, so I asked if she needed help.”


He prayed that Cheri wouldn’t rat him out. 


As Cheri was contemplating the pros and cons of telling Miguel the truth, one of the children,
a six year old girl named Marie, blurted out, “Mom hit him with the bat!”


Miguel smiled at Cheri and looked back at Eric. “Well, I guess you know your place.”


Eric did his best at faking a grin as he imagined thrusting his sword through Miguel’s heart.


Cheri chuckled under her breath.


“Actually, he was just leaving,” she said, hoping Eric would get the hint.


“I think Eric and I need to have a little talk.” Miguel motioned for Eric to follow him. 


~*~


It had been a long time since Keith had had to empty a bedpan or change a colostomy bag and
he’d forgotten just how unpleasant it was. After thoroughly scrubbing and
donning new gloves, he checked each patient again. When he reached the room of
a patient named Lenny, he noticed a bandage on the man’s shoulder that he
hadn’t seen before. Lenny was asleep, so Keith peeled the bandage back and
noticed a wound that looked suspiciously like a bite mark. It didn’t take him
long to realize that Lenny wasn’t just asleep. He was completely unresponsive.


“Marla?” Keith asked, sticking his head out the door. When she didn’t reply, he went to search
for her. He found her in a patient’s room, poking under a bed with a broom.


“Do you know anything about Lenny, the patient in room 306? He seems to have a human bite on
his shoulder, though there’s nothing about that on the chart.”


“Oh,” she said, thinking about it for a moment. “Oh, now I remember. You know how he always
likes to go for a walk? Well, he came back just before I went on break and he
asked for a bandage. He said someone bit him in the cafeteria.”


“And you didn’t think that maybe this should be mentioned, especially under the current
circumstances?” he asked, stunned. “I even had you check our patients for bites.”


She shrugged. “You can read the chart, can’t you?”


“It isn’t on the chart,” he reminded her. 


He returned to the nurses’ station to get the gun, Marla right behind him.


“What are you going to do, shoot him?” she asked.


“I may have to,” Keith sighed. “For now, I’ll just watch him. You’re going to have to handle the
other patients for a while.”


He sat down in the chair across the room from Lenny and waited for the inevitable.


~*~


Eric and Miguel walked to the hay barn in the back, where Miguel sat on a bale of hay outside
the door. Eric stood with his arms crossed in a way that revealed his lack of trust in the other man.


“Any other day,” Miguel started, “I’d have you out of here so fast your head wouldn’t have time to spin.”


He grabbed a blade of hay and put it in his mouth and started to chew on it like a miniature cigar.


“Today’s different. Today, the world changed. Some things that used to seem important
just don’t matter now. Other things we took for granted matter more than ever.” 


Eric rolled his eyes, not interested in hearing Miguel’s philosophical musings.


Miguel pulled the blade from his mouth and threw it to the ground.


“I’m going to need your help, Eric. If my family is going to survive, they’re . . . we’re going to need help.”


~*~


Snake came back from the cafeteria and approached Jack.


“Jack,” Snake started in his raspy voice, “I need a head count for lunch. I’ve got a couple
of my guys working on some hot meals. I just need to know how many.”


Jack thought about it. “We can ask Keith about the third floor and I’ll call up to ask about the other floors.”


He turned to Marla and tried to keep a straight face as she poked a closed umbrella under the vending machine.


“Marla, I don’t mean to disturb your, uh, project, but would you happen to know where Keith is?” 


Marla looked up and thought about it for a second.


“He’s in one of the rooms. He said he might have to shoot a patient or something.”


By the time she finished her sentence, Jack was already moving down the hall.
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Eric was bewildered. The man he had loathed for so long now not only needed him, but
trusted him. His mind was in turmoil. He wrestled with the fact that Miguel
wasn’t the demon he had imagined him to be. In fact, he seemed quite the
opposite. He couldn’t face the fact that he had hated the man for so many years without
reason. He would have to rethink everything. 


Miguel stood up and started to walk back to the house. 


As Eric followed, he noticed a small bandage on Miguel’s back where his shirt had
traveled up. The patch was visibly oozing something pink. Eric guessed it was a
mixture of blood and pus, from the looks of it.


Miguel turned to see Eric staring at the spot. He quickly pulled his shirt down and continued on.


Eric wasn’t sure what he should do. He decided to do what he did best and act ignorant, pretending
he hadn’t seen anything, but he would have to warn Cheri when the opportunity presented itself.


Miguel stopped at a post that held an array of solar panels and he waited for Eric.


“I think this is going to end up being one of my better decisions,” Miguel said, pointing to the
panels. “The university actually helped to pay for this. In exchange, I take groups of students here to see the system in action.


Miguel had entered the country years earlier on a work visa. The little money he had
earned working as a laborer on various farms had been a windfall compared to
the wage that he had earned in southern Mexico. He had quickly gained a
reputation for his honesty and hard work. It had taken him over ten years to
become a citizen, but when he did, it had been one of the happiest days of his
life. Shortly afterward, he had met Cheri. They had married and had bought
eighty acres of farmland in Gratiot County, which they had cultivated, allowing
them to scrape out a modest living. 


Miguel had been able to take some college classes during the winter, securing a degree in
agriculture several years later. Soon he was teaching at the same university
while Cheri had stayed home and raised their two children. Eventually they had
leased out most of their acreage, keeping a small piece of land for their own
use while the teaching job had brought home the bread.


“When the power goes out,” Miguel told Eric while pointing to the panels, “these are going to save our nalgas.”


Cheri came out to where Miguel and Eric were talking.


“Done with your pep talk?” she asked.


“I think we have an understanding,” Miguel replied. Eric nodded in agreement.


“I was just showing Eric our off-grid resources. If this crisis spreads, the grid could
fail, and we would be forced to become self-reliant. We’d be in better shape
than most people. We’d have power, well water, and a septic tank, and we have
enough canned food in the basement to last us for quite some time.”


“Unless someone realizes how good off we are and decides they need our stuff worse than we do,”
Cheri interjected. “The way I see it, it’s already anarchy out there. Unless
the military takes over, which I don’t see happening soon, we’re on our own.”


“That’s why I invited Eric to stay,” Miguel replied while walking to his truck.


“What?” Cheri didn’t try to hide her disapproval of her husband’s suggestion. “I know I said
he wasn’t dangerous, but he’s got some serious issues.”


“Trust me!” Miguel growled in a manner that she had never witnessed before. “I’m sorry,” he
said, calming himself, “but I’m worried about what could happen to you and the kids.”


He opened the truck box in the back and pulled out two pistols. “That’s also why I got these.”


Cheri was surprised. The frequent firefights in his hometown had made Miguel leery of
firearms. To him, they just added to the upheaval of life in what used to be a
quiet, peaceful town. Cheri didn’t see it that way. She felt that the people
were to blame, not the guns. They had even argued over it in the early days of
their marriage, but they had finally agreed to disagree. Now, with no law
enforcement and civilization slowly deteriorating, he had changed his mind. 


He handed a pistol to Cheri.


“We have you, Miguel,” Cheri argued. “We don’t need a half rate security guard.” 


Eric bristled at her description of him. He was about to protest when the throbbing in his head
reminded him that Cheri wasn’t in the mood for confrontation.


“We’d better learn how to use these,” Miguel said, ignoring Cheri’s protest. “Care to show
us, Eric?”


Eric beamed with importance. He grabbed the pistol and pulled the magazine from the handle,
checking to see if it contained any rounds. He saw that it was full, showing Miguel and Cheri the entire process.


“This is the clip,” he started. “It contains . . . a lot of bullets. In the field, we call
them rounds.”


He pointed out specific parts of the pistol, naming them. “This is the safety.”


His tutorial was cut short by several rapid shots which made them duck for cover. 


~*~


Lenny lay utterly still in the bed, though Keith watched for the slightest sign of
movement. The sound of footsteps coming down the hallway drew his attention,
and he stepped to the door, glad to see that it was Jack.


“We’ve got another bite victim,” Keith said, keeping his voice down so that the patients
in the next room wouldn’t hear. After Jack stepped into the room, Keith closed
the door behind them and told Jack what he’d found. 


“He hasn’t become like the others yet, so maybe he won’t, but I didn’t want to take the
chance. I moved his roommate out. Didn’t want to give the guy a heart attack if
I have to, well, you know.” He nodded toward the gun. “It’s got me thinking
that maybe we should talk to the doctors and nurses on the other floors. We
need to find out who is still in the hospital and what the doctors’ specialties
are. We also might need to redistribute some of the work load. It’s going to be
critical to keep an eye on all of the patients. All it’ll take is one infected
person to start this all over again.”


“How about if I get on the intercom and let everyone know the plan?” Jack asked. “We’ll get a
head count for lunch, and Snake’s guys can feed the patients and do security
detail while we have our meeting. Maybe in the cafeteria? That way, we could
get some lunch too. I’ll just have to tell the staff and patients that we have
some volunteers. What do you think, half hour?”


“That sounds good,” Keith said, but it brought up another issue. “I’ll bet our dietitians
are all gone, and we’ve got several patients that are on restricted diets.
There should be a list somewhere in the kitchen, I’d think. Let me know if they
can’t find it and I’ll see what I can do, but a meeting in the cafeteria sounds
good, unless I’m still here.”


“I’ll go get one of Snake’s men to take over here so you can come to the meeting,” Jack suggested as he left the room.


“Thanks,” Keith said, subdued. The infected people he’d killed earlier had been mostly
strangers and they’d all been an immediate threat. He had not had a lot of time
to contemplate his actions before taking them, but he had simply reacted to
defend himself and the others that were with him. This was different. Lenny had
been in Keith’s care for a week and they’d talked a lot. Lenny’s wife had
brought cookies the previous day to thank Keith for taking such excellent care
of her husband. Now Keith was probably going to have to kill him.


~*~


Peeking from their crouched positions, Miguel and Eric found Cheri examining the bale of hay she had just riddled with holes.


“Smith and Wesson 9mm,” she commented. “Nice!”


“H-how did you learn to do that?” Miguel stuttered. “Wait, I don’t want to know.”


“My dad was a sharpshooter,” she informed him. “You were so against guns that I never told you. I’m a pretty fair shot myself.”


“That may come in handy,” Miguel admitted. He turned to Eric. “I guess the lesson’s over.”


Eric looked like a kid on his last day of summer vacation. When he and Cheri had been together, 
she had always balked at his suggestion that he teach her how to shoot. Now he knew why. 


As Miguel turned to leave, Eric slipped the pistol into his waistband.


Miguel said to Cheri. “I think we should put the beds in the basement. There are no windows,
and the door is solid wood. I think everyone would sleep a lot better.”


Cheri agreed. The basement was 800 square foot, the size of a small apartment. They had
finished it years earlier, making a recreation room for the kids, a guest room,
and a utility room for the battery bank and power inverter. There was also a
small room for their canned foods. If their defenses were breached, the family
could survive almost indefinitely in the basement. 


Halfway through the move, Miguel became tired and had to rest. Eric and Cheri continued
transporting the beds, a small refrigerator, a microwave and, of course, the
kids’ video games into the basement. As Miguel rested upstairs on the couch, Eric approached Cheri.


“I’m not sure how to tell you this,” he said carefully, “but I think Miguel may have been bitten.”


Cheri looked at him skeptically.


“What are you trying to pull now?” she asked him. “Miguel’s not like you, Eric. He wouldn’t
risk exposing us. He would have told me. Why do you even think that?”


“Look at his lower back,” he replied. “It’s all infected. Maybe it’s just a coincidence, but
I think you should check it out.”


Cheri shook her head.


“It’s probably just a cut or something. I’ll look at it, but this better not be some lame attempt to drive us apart.”


Her hand gestures gave Eric a clear message.


~*~


Lenny gasped suddenly, eyes pleading as his fingers tightened on his sheet. Before Keith
could cross the room, death had stolen the light from Lenny’s eyes and had
released his death grip on the bedding. Keith let out a breath as he reached
down to check for a pulse. He found nothing. He closed the dead man’s eyes and
stepped back, hoping that Lenny wouldn’t reanimate as the others had. Maybe he
was truly dead. Keith wondered how long he might have to wait to find out, and
he deliberated over whether or not to shoot him anyway, to be safe. Before he
could make a decision, Lenny’s eyes sprang open.


~*~


Cheri walked upstairs and approached Miguel, who was lying on his back, staring at the
ceiling. As she came closer, she could see his ashen face. His eyes were devoid
of expression and his breathing was shallow. For a moment, she just watched
him. His hand, which was dangling off the couch, began to twitch. The spasm
then spread to his arm. He shot up to a sitting position and grabbed his arm,
trying to stop the tremors. Turning, his eyes met hers.


“This is going to be harder than I thought,” he whispered.


“What? What’s going to be harder?” she demanded, not wanting to know the answer.


“I-I wanted to make sure you and the kids were okay. I was just going to drop off the guns and
make sure you were safe.”


“Miguel,” she asked, “have you been infected?”


His eyes turned away and stared vacantly at the wall. He stood up, his arm still shaking.


“It’s time to say goodbye.”


~*^*~
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“Ah, shit,” Keith said. His heart began to pound as he raised the gun. 


Lenny began to push himself into a sitting position, his milky eyes shifting around the room
until they finally focused on Keith. 

 
Keith stepped closer and took aim, angling the pistol so that it was pointed toward the
outside wall, rather than the next room. As Lenny reached for him, lips curled
back in a snarl, Keith began to apply pressure to the trigger, yet he still
didn’t take the shot. What if there was a cure? What if Keith pulled the
trigger only to find out the next day that the violent symptoms could have been
reversed? These thoughts gave him pause.


“Lenny, can you understand me?” Keith asked as his patient swung his feet over the side of the
bed. There was no sign of recognition, and the only expression visible on Lenny’s face was hunger. 


Lenny lunged at Keith.


“I’m sorry,” Keith said, pulling the trigger. He watched his patient fall back onto the bed, his face a ruined mess.


Jack heard the gunshot and hurried back to the room. “Well, I guess we don’t need a guard after all.”


“I guess not,” Keith said quietly.


“He may be better off than we are. It’s over for him. For us, it’s just begun.”


As Jack walked back to the nurses’ desk and started to speak on the intercom, Keith stepped
over to the window to look outside. He watched as the infected roamed the streets
and the parking lot and he wondered if the rest of the world was also falling
apart. After a few minutes, he left the room and closed the door, refraining
from looking at Lenny’s body on the way out. 


~*~


When it was time for the meeting, he asked Marla to keep an eye on the floor. When she looked
down at the tiles, he said, “I didn’t mean that literally. Just watch the
patients and send a message over the intercom if anything happens.”


Keith had decided that it was best not to have her at the meeting. She’d distract the
bikers at the very least. 


When he reached the cafeteria, it was full of activity. The staff had been so busy dealing with
the crisis that they hadn’t had much time to contemplate the enormity of their
situation. Now everyone was speculating. At Keith’s suggestion, Jack had the
attendees sign in before being seated. Everybody on the first and second
floors, besides Autumn and Lindsey, was either dead or missing. Those on the
upper floors had fared much better as Keith and Jack had halted the invasion
before it could spread. All totaled, 16 staff members were present, including
two general practitioners, one pediatric intern, one cardiologist, six nurses
if Marla was to be included, three certified nursing assistants, a physical
therapist, a janitor and one security officer. Besides the patients, there were
also several visitors, some of whom had decided to attend the meeting, and the
few bikers who weren’t busy distributing meals to the patients.


Jack told the crowd everything that he had learned and then he introduced Snake, who, along
with his men, would be helping with security. 


A balding middle aged doctor took exception to the announcement. 


Jack groaned silently when he recognized him. Dr. Winston was notorious for being difficult and
most of the medical staff hated to work with him.


“I’m not going take orders from a bunch of bikers. We hired you to do the job,” Winston said,
pointing a finger at Jack. “You have no authority to put gangsters in charge of our safety.”


“Well, Doctor, since I am only one man and this is an emergency, I do have the authority to hire
anyone I want to assist me with security. Perhaps you would rather be looking
behind your back every time you go to check a patient’s blood pressure. Or
maybe I should use the remaining CNAs and nursing staff for security so you can
spend your time giving sponge baths and changing bed pans.”


The doctor threw up his hands and sat back down, muttering to those around him.


“It appears we’ll be here for quite some time, so we’ll be working long hours,” Jack
continued. “I doubt that swing shift will be coming in, so we’ll have to make
some sort of schedule. We desperately need everyone here, but if anyone has to
go home and check on family members, I don’t think anybody will blame them.”


A CNA in the back stood up. “What would our chances of survival be if we leave?”


Snake stepped forward. “Like Jack said, it’s chaos out there. Chances are, if your families
are alive, it’s because they’re somewhere like this. Unless you live away from
population centers, you probably won’t find them at your homes, at least not
like you remember them, if you even make it there. There’s a snowball’s chance
that they are holed up at home, but if they are, you could be leading half the
undead population of Lansing to them.”


“Undead? Are you insane?” Dr. Winston said, jumping to his feet. “Do you think this is some kind
of horror movie? This is real life, buddy. The dead don’t get up and walk.
These people are obviously on some sort of drugs.”


Keith stood up. “All I know is that there was a man on my floor who had his heart torn out and
eaten, yet we found him crawling across the room.”


“Oh, please,” Winston said, rolling his eyes. “You’re just trying to start a panic.”


“Keith is right,” Jack replied. “I saw it, too. The man was dead. No doubt in my mind.”


The CNA who had helped them nodded in agreement. “There was no way he could have still been
moving, but he was. The guy had been completely gutted.”


“You probably saw a lump of flesh that you believed to be a heart,” Winston said.


“I know a heart when I see one,” Keith said.


“So they teach you that in nursing school, do they?” Winston smirked, looking around to see if
others found his comment amusing.


Keith took a deep breath but Snake stepped in before he could reply.


“Doc, I’m not sure how much you’ve seen here in the hospital, but I can tell you that this is
not just a bunch of people on drugs. My boys and I were out there. For one
thing, drugs aren’t contagious and this is. A person gets bit and they change, after they die.”


“Again, I’m sure it appeared that way to you,” Winston stated.


Snake shook his head. “We saw people walking around with their intestines hanging out; guys
with throats completely torn out. Just go upstairs and look out the window and tell me what you see.” 


“Whatever. If it makes you happy, we’ll pretend they’re zombies,” Winston said, rolling his eyes
as he sat down.


The cafeteria door opened and a man with disheveled light brown hair walked in carrying a cup
of coffee. He was late but that didn’t surprise anybody since he always worked
on his own schedule. After one of the bikers stopped him and asked him to sign
in, he sat his coffee down and looked over the list then added “Nicholas Doune, brain surgeon.” 


Rather than sitting, he stood at the back, sipping his coffee as the meeting continued.


“Has anybody been able to get any calls through?” an elderly visitor asked. “If we could
somehow contact our families that would help, so we know that they’re all right.”


“The hospital phones were all busy for the first few hours and now they seem to be dead,”
someone replied. “My cell phone works but nobody answered.”


“I got through on my cell,” a nurse named Marian said. “I called my sister and told her to get
her kids and get up into the attic with as much food and water as possible.
They’re all right for now, but I don’t know how long they’ll be able to stay there.”


There was a short debate over how long the epidemic might last and whether or not help
would come. When the discussion began to go off on a tangent, Keith spoke up.


“Let’s finish getting the security matters handled and get this schedule together then we can
open the floor to discuss whatever anybody wants to talk about. I’m going to
need to get back to my patients soon. Marla’s up there now,” he said, sitting
again.


Marian, a devout Catholic, quickly crossed herself.


“Who put you and the rent-a-cop in charge anyway?” Winston asked, standing again. “You’re just a
nurse. It seems like a doctor should be making the decisions around here.”


Winston rarely missed out on an opportunity to belittle others, and he often made comments to
Keith that could easily be taken as racist remarks. The doctor was usually just
careful enough not to cross the line. Keith took a deep breath, knowing that
the doctor was just trying to push his buttons. It wasn’t going to happen. He stood to make sure he could be heard.


Across the room, the doctor flinched when Keith stood.


“You stay right there!” Winston said, looking around frantically. “Where is security?”


Keith shook his head as laughter could be heard around the room. Most of those in the room knew
that while Keith could appear intimidating, just from his size alone, he was very easy-going. 


“Nobody said we were in charge, Dr. Winston, but Jack and I were the ones that secured the top
four floors of the hospital with help from Lindsey and Autumn,” he added,
motioning toward them. “I sure didn’t see you lift a finger to help. And Snake
and his friends cleared out the bottom floor, which was totally overrun. We
secured this building at considerable risk to our own lives. I think that shows
that we can handle ourselves in a tough situation, and I think we’ve earned the
right to have some say.”


The doctor started to sputter a reply as Keith returned to his seat, but Dr. Sharma, the
young pediatric intern from India, stood up and spoke. “Keith is right. We’d
probably all be dead right now if not for those who cleared the building and
that includes the men with the motorcycles. We owe thanks to all of you that
helped. I honestly did not think that any of us would survive the day.”

 
Someone began to clap and soon the applause quickly drowned out Dr. Winston, who was still
complaining. He finally sat down, fuming as he glared around the room. 


Jack had known concerns would be raised with the chain of authority, so he began to address the issue. 


“We don’t plan to impose martial law here. There just have to be some rules if we’re all going
to get through this with all of our body parts intact,” Jack said, trying to
reassure his skeptics. “I admit, I haven’t paid much attention to the hospital
bylaws but I brought someone who has. Ernie, will you read everyone what you showed me?”


Everyone’s attention was directed into the corner. As the room fell silent, snoring could
be heard. Ernie’s mouth hung wide open and his head leaned against the corner
of the wall. The crowd chuckled as Jack rolled his eyes.


“Well, to paraphrase,” Jack continued, “in a state of emergency, which we are undeniably
in, all issues of security are the responsibility of the head of security, who
will answer only to the hospital administrator or board members. Since I don’t
see any of these people on this list,” he said, holding the sign-in sheet high
for all to see, “that gives me authority when it comes to matters of security
only. All other matters are up to the medical staff. So, if no one has any
security questions, I will yield the floor to the medical staff.”


~*~


Cheri stared in shock at Miguel as her world dissolved around her. A river of thoughts and
words flowed into her head, but she could only scream, “No!”


The word reverberated throughout the house. Eric and the kids heard the desperate cry
from the basement and ran upstairs. Cheri was on the floor, sobbing
uncontrollably while Miguel stood with his hands buried in his face. Hearing
the kids approach, Cheri did her best to regain her composure. Wiping her
tears, she turned to the kids and pulled them into her arms.


Miguel had been trying to stay unemotional. When the disease had infected the University, he
and several others had barricaded themselves in the biology lab. Amongst the
group were a couple of biology professors. They were in agreement that this
illness was probably transferred by bodily fluids, which could very well
include blood, saliva, sweat, and tears. Exposing his family to any of these
was a risk he couldn’t take. He wanted desperately to say goodbye, to give them
one last hug. But watching Cheri break down made the tears begin to flow. Now
he was poison. He cursed himself for being weak. He cursed himself for not
picking them up in his arms enough when he was healthy. Now, it was too late.
He knew he would never hold them again. He started to shake more violently and
he knew that he had waited too long. Stumbling to the door, he looked at his
family one last time. He wanted to say something, but nothing came out. Cheri
held the kids tightly and shook her head.


“Please, don’t go,” she begged him. “There’s got to be something we can do.”


He shook his head no, turning a pale white, and stumbled to his truck. Starting the
ignition, he slumped over the steering wheel and stepped on the accelerator.
Eric, Cheri, and the children ran outside to see the truck weaving back and
forth along the dirt road. Marie looked up at her mother and asked, “Is Daddy coming back?”


Cheri didn’t answer and as badly as Eric wanted to reassure the child, he had no reply. If
their father came back, it wouldn’t be a joyful reunion.


They watched helplessly as the truck sped down the country road, kicking up a cloud of dust
behind it. After weaving from side to side for about half a mile, it sharply
turned toward a drainage trench and then disappeared from sight in the cloud of dust that obscured it. 


Cheri started to run toward the truck.


~*^*~
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“I have a few suggestions with the schedule,” Keith said. “I think we should keep the night
shift to a minimum and let these poor patients actually try to get some sleep
during that time. We can use the empty rooms for staff to sleep in and we can
all be on call. This way we’d only have to worry about two shifts, not three. I
think we could get by with one nurse for the night shift if we do this.”


There was a bit of discussion amongst the doctors and Dr. Chan, the cardiologist, finally
stood. “None of us doctors have been involved in the details of scheduling for
the nursing staff. We’ll stay out of that and just work out our own rotation between the four of us.” 


Dr. Sharma tugged at his lab coat and whispered something. 


Dr. Chan glanced back toward where Dr. Doune was standing. “So there are five of us, apparently,
if Dr. Doune won’t mind helping us out.”


Nick shrugged. “I’ll help. We can talk about the schedule when the meeting is over.” He had no
problem with helping but it would be on his terms whether the others liked it or not.


Keith added, “We also have no dietitians and no cooks, though Snake and his crew have offered to
help with that. There are several other jobs that also need to be filled. If
some of the patients or visitors are able to help, talk to me, Jack or Snake
and we’ll find something for you to do.”


Jack walked to the front as the crowd began to disperse.


“If I could have your attention for one more second, Snake brought up a valid point. When night
falls, this may be one of the only buildings in the area with power, thus one
of the only buildings that is lit up. This will be a beacon for survivors all
over the area if there are any. Some of these people may come in with wounds,
scratches and cuts. You get the point. We need to have an area of quarantine
for these people where we can observe them and make sure they don’t infect the
hospital population.”


“We could use the ER,” someone suggested. “It’s going to be empty for a while.”


Jack nodded and said, “We also need to know a little about this epidemic, so we know how long
to quarantine, who to quarantine, etc. I’m no medical professional, but it
seems like this would be the perfect facility to study this epidemic.”


“I’ll oversee that part,” Dr. Doune said at once. “It will be difficult with the tiny,
outdated lab we have, but I’ll do what I can. I’d need an assistant or two that
could help out. They wouldn’t need to be there all the time but I’d need
someone available to do some running around so my time can be spent on the research.”


The lab was a sore subject with Dr. Doune. The hospital was small and there was much debate
over how to use the limited space. There had been a battle over downsizing the
lab in favor of a maternity and pediatrics ward and Doune had fought it, tooth
and nail. The opposition had argued that most of the lab work could be
outsourced but that the neighborhood needed the maternity and pediatrics wards.
He had disagreed, pointing out that the new hospital, which was less than a
mile away, had both a modern maternity facility and a top rate pediatric
department. Having those same departments in St. Mary’s was redundant and a
waste of space, in his opinion. He’d been overruled.


Autumn was eating some mashed potatoes at a table with Lindsey, half listening to the conversation.
Her hand shot up when the doctor mentioned testing. She was sure this would
involve blood, and flesh.


“That sounds cool! We’ll help!”


Lindsey stopped chewing and looked at Autumn.


“Unless you’re just way too busy,” Autumn added sarcastically.


“I don’t think it’s an appropriate job for a girl your age to be doing,” Lindsey stated.


“What, you think I’ll faint at the sight of blood? You heard him. We’ll just be running around getting stuff.”


Lindsey had never felt comfortable around Dr. Doune. There was nothing she could pin down,
but there was something about him that made her nervous. She hated the way he
looked at her. Not like he was undressing her with his eyes, but like he was
filleting her. Autumn was right, though. She wasn’t that useful right now and it would give her something to do.


“Well, Doctor,” she asked, “can you use us?”


“You’ll do,” Dr. Doune said. The girl was undoubtedly a patient, so she might have health
issues, but if she got sick, he’d just find someone else to take her place. The
woman worked in the hospital though he wasn’t sure where. He’d seen her before
and was quite sure she wasn’t a nurse. He searched his brain and was able to
recall seeing a name tag on her once before. Physical Therapy; so she had to be
fit from working with patients. Perfect. He didn’t think that she would be the
type to complain about hard work. 


“I’d like to start getting set up right after the meeting.”


He pulled out a small notebook and began to jot down some notes. Looking up, he said, “I heard
that you were able to detain one of the infected persons on the third floor. I’d like to examine 
him since he may be able to give us some clues as to the nature of this outbreak.”


“Uh, that might be a problem,” said a voice from near the doorway. 


Doune turned to look at the biker, waiting for an explanation.


“I kind of finished him off,” he admitted.


“I’d still like the body,” Doune said. “It won’t be quite as helpful but it’s better than nothing.”


“Well, I kind of tossed it out the window. Sorry,” the biker said, sheepishly.


Doune sighed and turned back to his notes.


“Anything else?” Jack asked. Nobody replied, so he announced that the meeting was over. Some of
the attendees immediately left to get back to their stations, while others
began to talk amongst themselves. Jack approached Lindsey as she was finishing her lunch.


“Can I see you privately for a second?”


“Sure,” Lindsey said, getting up from her seat.


“Hey!” Autumn yelled. “No secrets!”


“Adult stuff,” Jack replied.


“Oh, gross,” Autumn said, turning her attention back to her meal.


“I’d like you to keep an eye on Dr. Doune, if you don’t mind,” Jack started. “The guy’s a
genius, but the board has investigated him a few times for unethical behavior.
Never pinned anything on him, but you may want to watch him. If you see him
doing anything questionable, tell me or Keith.”


“Sure,” Lindsey assured him. “Honestly, the guy gives me the creeps.”


“You’re not alone,” Jack said as he walked away. He pretended not to notice Doune watching as he left.


Nick Doune had noticed the little discussion between Jack and Lindsey. He was used to it and
had an idea what the security officer was saying; the usual warnings about his
lack of ethics. In general, ethics were nothing more than a hindrance to his
work, in Nick’s opinion, but he was careful not to step over the line. The last
thing he needed was to end up in prison with a bunch of lowlifes. Of course,
things had changed now. The old rules might quit being relevant before long and
if that happened, it would open a whole world of possibilities to him.


Stepping over to Lindsey, he said, “Well, if Jack is done warning you about me, we can get on
with our business and see about getting the lab set up.”


Lindsey started to speak but Autumn interrupted her.


“Do we get to dissect anything? I can’t wait to take biology in high school. We’ll get to
dissect a frog. I saw a dead frog once, well, kind of. It got run over by a
car, so there wasn’t much left of it. It was cool. You could see its guts and everything! Can we dissect a zombie?”


The child had potential, Dr. Doune thought, raising an eyebrow. As long as she didn’t talk
all the time they should get along just fine.


“Exactly what I plan to do,” he told her. “And I have no problem with you assisting as long as
you follow my rules precisely. The last thing we need is to have you
accidentally infect yourself and to create another little ‘zombie.’ You’ll
see,” he added, “frogs are quite boring compared to humans.”


Lindsey and Autumn followed Dr. Doune to the lab next to the ER while Jack went outside to
check on the fortification progress. Two men were quickly laying block in the
window openings and several people were bringing in more cinder block and
mortar. The glass main entrance had already been closed off, making a metal side
door the new entrance. Occasionally a shot would ring out and a body would drop in the parking lot.


“Must be running out of food,” Snake said, approaching Jack. “They’re coming more frequently and
I’m seeing a lot more of them in the streets. Glad we’re well-armed now.”


“Once we get this finished, I suggest we pull the snipers,” Jack replied. “If this thing
lasts as long as I think it might, we may need to go easy on our ammo.”


“I’m with you, Dude,” Snake answered, “no reason to keep shooting if we’re all closed up.”


Jack looked at the parking lot for a moment in contemplation. “Maybe this is a stupid idea,
but how hard would it be to wall in the parking lot?”

 
Snake thought about it for a moment. The hospital walls already covered two sides, so it
would only take two walls, though it was a large area. 


“Moose, come here for a minute!” he yelled to the big biker that was doing most of the masonry work. 

When Moose had first joined Snake’s posse, his name had been Tom. Since Moose’s tall stature and thick build  
coupled with his blond hair reminded Snake of Moose Mason in the old Archie comics, he was immediately given the 
moniker. When Snake had learned that the man worked as a mason, he had found it even more fitting.


Moose scraped the mortar off his trowel and walked over.


“Yeah, Boss?”


Snake asked him the question Jack had posed.


Moose paced off the parking lot and came back to scribble some notes down. He had a little
trouble with the math, which was not his strong point, so Snake helped. After
some discussion, Snake nodded and turned back to Jack.


“We can do it. We’ll need a whole lot more supplies but it sounds like the place they got the
block and mortar from had plenty more. Moose thinks he can teach a couple of
the guys to help lay the block and the others can help mixing the mortar and
carrying the block around. We’ll also need some of them to keep the dead back.”


“We may not even need it if this gets resolved soon,” Jack said, “but I’d like to have a plan in
case it doesn’t.”


“Just say the word if you want to do it,” Snake said.


~*~


“Wonderful,” Doune said, looking around the lab.


The room had been thrashed, with microscopes laying on the floor in pieces and other
equipment destroyed as well. Someone had made an effort to clean the blood off
the walls and floor, but it was going to need a lot more work. 


With the help of Autumn and Lindsey, the room was cleaned and sanitized to Doune’s strict
standards. Lindsey had been a little surprised when the doctor had helped. To
her, he seemed like the type that would think himself above menial labor.


“We’ll need an operating table,” Doune said, running a hand through his hair as he paced the
room. “And restraints, as well as surgical tools. If the two of you can find a
table, I’ll go up and get the tools I’ll need.”


Without waiting for an answer, he made his way to the top floor, where he had a small office he
used when he was at the hospital. He opened his notebook on his desk and began
to gather the tools he’d listed, checking each one off as he did so. The last
thing he grabbed was his laptop before closing his door again.


“Doctor, can you check on one of your patients?” a nurse named Amelia asked him before he had
the chance to leave.


Sighing, Nick took a few minutes with the man before ordering a change in medications. 


“What happened in this meeting?” Amelia asked, having opted to stay with the patients.


Doune gave her a quick summary, anxious to get back to his research.


“Don’t you forget about your patients,” she said sternly. “I know how you get with your research.”


“Amelia,” he said, rolling his eyes.


“And don’t you roll your eyes at me, Mr. Brain Surgeon. If you don’t come back to check on
them in a few hours, I will come down and get you. You know I will.”


“Dr. Brain Surgeon,” he said. Amelia was the best surgical nurse that Doune had ever
worked with, so he tolerated behavior from her that he wouldn’t accept from
others. He had a hard time keeping nurses since he tended to offend them on a daily basis.


“I’ll be back. I promise,” he said. With the help of one of the CNAs, he gathered up the rest of
the items he needed and took it all down to his new lab.


~*~


“Wait!” Eric yelled. 


Cheri stopped and looked back at Eric. Her face carried an expression of total hopelessness
and Eric felt a rare spark of compassion well from deep within him. He could
see just a bit of the truck as the dust settled far down the road. He looked at
the children, their faces flush with fear, and he decided that he was tired of being a coward. 


Cramming himself into his recently compacted police car, he headed down the road and stopped a few
yards short of the truck. He got out and cautiously surveyed the scene, one
hand reaching to check for his pistol stuck snugly in his belt. The vehicle had
caught the drainage channel on the side of the road and had rolled several
times before settling on its roof in the ditch. 


Eric pulled the pistol from his belt and raised it cautiously in front of him, knowing that
Miguel could well have become like the others. He made his way carefully down
the small hill to the truck. Stooping over, he peered through the shattered
glass. The broken glass was covered in blood, but there was no sign of Miguel. 


Standing upright, Eric breathed a sigh of relief until he heard the guttural moan and
felt the hot breath on the back of his neck.
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“Perfect,” Doune said, when he saw the operating table and the straps. He looked at Lindsey and
said, “Why don’t you lay down and we’ll try out the straps, just to make sure they’ll work.”


Lindsey shuttered to think what would happen if she complied. Sure, Autumn was there,
but Lindsey was beginning to wonder about her, too. She imagined herself with
her chest cut open and Autumn gleefully commenting, “Look! I can see her heart beating!”


“Not a chance,” Lindsey said, abruptly declining the Doctor’s request.


Dr. Doune put the restraints in place so that they’d be ready when the time came. He turned
to look at Autumn and said, “Assuming you’re old enough to read and write and
can do it legibly, can you add a few things to my list?”

 
He pulled out the notebook he always carried and handed it to her.


“I can write pretty good, but the spelling may not be perfect. If you want perfect, you can hire a secretary.”


Doune mentioned several additional items that were needed from other areas of the hospital and Autumn wrote them down. 


“With the resources that are available, most of my research will just be observational,
unfortunately,” he commented. “Perhaps at some point it will be possible to
bring back some equipment from my private lab, but until then I’ll be spending
a lot of time watching the infected and studying their behavior.”


“How far away is your lab?” Lindsey asked.


“A couple miles from here,” he replied, “on the outskirts of the city.”


When Autumn was done, she put the list down and looked at Dr. Doune.


“My mom and dad died in a car wreck a few years ago. Do you think they’re zombies now? If they
are, maybe we could figure out how to cure them.”


“Do you have any idea what they’d look like by now?” Dr. Doune asked her. “Believe me, you
wouldn’t want them tucking you into bed at night.”


“Zombie parents wouldn’t scare me,” Autumn said expressionlessly. “You should have seen some of
my foster parents.”


She got a rare grin from Nick for that one. Just as he’d thought before, the child had potential.


“Well, sorry to disappoint you in that case,” he said, “but I think if there is a cure, it’ll
be more of a vaccine. I doubt that it will ever be possible to reverse the
damage that’s already been done. It doesn’t usually work that way.”


“So the body has to be infected first. Someone that dies of natural causes isn’t going to be
affected, I hope. That could be an even bigger problem,” Lindsey said.


“I checked the morgue earlier and all of the bodies that were already dead have stayed that
way, though it might be worth trying to infect one to see if it revives. To be
safe, we should keep a close eye on our critical patients until we find out.”


He began to pace, going off on a spiel about the nature of viruses and other illnesses and
how they normally worked. Some of it was over Lindsey’s head, but she found it
interesting. She watched the surgeon as he walked back and forth across the
room, running his hands through his hair as he spoke and occasionally flinging
up his arms and gesturing wildly when he wanted to make a particularly strong
point. For someone that was normally so unemotional, he seemed to get
passionate when it came to talking about medicine and his research.


Snake and a couple of his men had come into the room and were listening to the conversation.


“Not to interrupt, but what if this thing is on more of a spiritual level; a demonic
possession of sorts. I know it sounds far-out, but, Dude, considering the
circumstances, it seems like a possibility that has to be considered.”


Dr. Doune stopped midstride and turned to look at the man in disbelief. 


“Personally,” Lindsey answered before Doune had the chance to say anything, “I believe in God
and I’m sure that sort of thing is possible, but it seems that this virus
affects people physiologically. I mean, if you shoot them in the head, they
die. I think it’s some sort of primal response where the involuntary parts of
the brain take over. What I don’t get is how that part of the brain stays alive
after blood stops flowing to it. She turned to Dr. Doune.


“Do you have any theories?”


“I have one theory. It’s possible that these afflicted persons,” Doune said, still
hesitating to call them zombies, unless he did it in sarcasm, “are not truly
dead. It’s possible that most of the brain is destroyed, causing the victims to
appear dead and not show perceivable vital signs. Yet the brain could still be
working at a primitive level, allowing them to attack anything they perceive as a threat.”


“Why do they eat people?” Autumn asked. “I saw one of those zombies attack a guy that was running
from it, and then it ate him.”


“Perhaps that’s one of the instincts still left; to eat their prey after they’ve killed it,” Doune replied.


Snake shrugged his shoulders. “Whether this is a spiritual battle or physical, my guys have
fought both, so they’re at your disposal. Just try not to piss them off,” Snake
said, grinning. “They’re still learning how to play nice.”


“So I’ve noticed,” Doune said, dryly. “I’ll keep that in mind.”


“So, what do we need for the quarantine room?” Snake asked.


Doune said, “The ER waiting room has chairs and sofas and the ER has beds, but I’m not sure we’d
need both areas for quarantine.”


Snake thought about that for a moment. 


“Let’s use the ER for quarantine. Since we walled off the exit to the outside, the only way to
get to it is through the waiting room, so it’ll be easier to keep an eye on
anybody in quarantine. The waiting room is too open to be very useful for
quarantine, but maybe we could throw a few beds in there for the guys to sleep on.”


“We’ll need restraints for anybody that doesn’t cooperate or that we know is infected,”
Doune said. “But I can take care of that.”


He listed a few more items as they walked toward the ER but heard footsteps approaching and
looked up to see Dr. Winston heading their way.


“Oh, wonderful,” Doune muttered.


“Dr. Doune,” the other doctor said with false surprise. “Just the man I wanted to see.”


Nick sighed. “Yes? What is it, Dr. Winston? We’re rather busy at the moment.”


The GP patted Doune’s back and continued talking while Snake leaned against the wall.


“The other doctors and I have had a discussion and we just want to clarify some things.
Some of the others want you to know that we allowed you to do this job mainly
because the rest of us, well, we’re just overloaded as it is, and with your
specialty not in that high of a demand right now, you have more time on your
hands than any of us. We need you to understand that this is a group effort,
and we’ll need to be informed on how you intend to conduct this research and on
your progress. We may have some ideas or suggestions that could prove helpful,
so maybe when you get everything set up, we can meet and we could all concur on
how we’re going to tackle this project. Sooo, can I count on your cooperation?”


“Oh, please,” Doune said, rolling his eyes. “You know as well as I do that I am the only one
in this hospital that has a chance at finding a cure for this. This is so far
over your head that you wouldn’t even know where to start. Did you even take
gross anatomy in college, Harold, or did your mommy sign a note getting you out of that one?”


The balding doctor began to sputter but couldn’t quite manage to get out a real sentence.


“I trust, Harold, that you’ll be able to handle the uncomplicated procedures such as
taking out splinters and dressing a wound. If there is surgery needed, don’t
even think about it. And I will let you know about my progress as I see fit. I
will not waste my valuable time on long, worthless meetings over how to handle my research.”


He turned away from Dr. Winston to resume speaking with Snake. Suddenly the biker seemed like much better company.


“Now you wait just one minute!” the GP demanded. “The rest of the doctors made me the
spokesman and you had better . . .”


Snake abruptly turned and shoved Winston’s forehead until he staggered back into the open
doors of the elevator. The biker pushed a button and the doors closed, cutting the doctor off in mid-sentence.


“That guy’s more annoying than you are,” Snake said, only half joking.


“You have no idea,” Doune said. “His whining could put the whole pediatrics ward to shame.”


~*~


Eric swallowed a scream and turned to find himself face to face with Miguel. Shreds of meat
dangled from the man’s face, and blood continued to ooze from various parts of
his body, but Eric was relieved to see that his eyes didn’t possess the milky
white stare that those who had turned seemed to share.


Miguel was trying to talk but the words came out a hoarse whisper. He wobbled for a second then fell
to his knees, making another attempt to speak.


Certain that the man had not yet changed, Eric knelt down and put his ear next to Miguel’s mouth. This time,
Eric unmistakably heard the words “shoot me” pass through the dying man’s lips.
Eric stood up, balking at the sheer irony of the request. He had spent
countless hours throughout the past decade fantasizing about ending the man’s
life, and now he held that same life in his hands and desperately wished that
he could save it. 


Miguel shook uncontrollably as he again mouthed his request, the blood beginning to pool
around him. Eric hoped the man would soon lose consciousness and make the job
easier. Instead, Miguel seemed to muster what strength he had left as he
grasped Eric’s arm, which still held the pistol. 


Miguel struggled against the tremors that were taking over his body. He raised Eric’s arm until
the pistol was held squarely against his own head. Taking a deep breath, he
exhaled the raspy words, “Don’t let me hurt them.” 


The tremors seemed to move to Eric as Miguel’s hand, still holding the pistol firmly
against his forehead, shook violently. Killing the zombies was easy, almost
cathartic, but this was a living, breathing human being.


“Do it!”  The guttural scream coming deep from within Miguel snapped Eric out of his cowardice. 


Eric closed his eyes and pulled the trigger. Suddenly, the tremors stopped and Miguel fell to
the ground, releasing his grip on Eric’s arm. Eric turned away, sick to his
stomach. When the queasy feeling subsided, he dared a glance back toward
Miguel. The sight of the man face down in the pool of blood made him vomit.


Putting the gun on the seat of the car, Eric slowly returned to the car and drove back to the
farm. He hoped that the kids hadn’t figured out what the gunshot meant. With
any luck, they had seen the truck disappear into the dust and had assumed that
Miguel was leaving to do an errand. As he walked toward the house, he could see
Cheri and the kids watching him. He looked at Cheri and shook his head. 


Without a word, she turned and walked back into the house, with Eric and the children
following. They all walked silently down the stairs to the basement where Cheri
stopped at the door to the guest bedroom. She turned to the others before entering it.


“I need some time,” she whispered hoarsely, shutting the door behind her.


Eric had considered giving her the ‘now that you’re single’ speech, but he had the
feeling he’d better wait a while. He looked at the children and felt an
obligation. Miguel had entrusted Eric with care of his family. He had known
that Cheri’s chances would be slim if she were alone. Eric, with all his
faults, would be at least better than nothing. It was the first time that
someone besides Jack had trusted him with anything important in years. He
followed the children to a large recreation room where he rummaged through a
shelf and picked up a rectangular box.


“Anyone up for Monopoly?” 


The two children looked at Eric then at each other and they laughed. 


Eric’s eyes lit up as they grabbed a couple of controllers and fired up the gaming system. “Do
you have ‘Bird of War?’” he asked excitedly. They gave him a blank stare and
put a disk into the game console. 


Although it was still early in the evening, it was evident after a couple of hours that the
day’s events had taken a toll on them as they both found comfortable spots on
the couch and fell asleep, leaving Eric to entertain himself.
 

A short time later, he, too, nodded off, only to be awakened from his slumber by one of the children. 
Eric couldn’t understand what the boy was saying through the crying and constant sniffling.


“Calm down, Jon,” Eric said, trying to comfort him as well as possible. “Now take a deep
breath and tell me what happened.”


Jon breathed slowly in, and back out, sniffed, and wiped his eyes.


“I-I went upstairs to get a drink and I saw Daddy outside the window. It looks like he’s
hurt, and he’s really mad.”


A feeling of dread crept up Eric’s spine.


“I think he was mad because we locked the doors, so I let him in, but he just got madder and
tried to grab me,” the boy continued. “I got scared and ran.”


As Eric listened in horror, he heard stumbling footsteps descending the basement stairs.
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Eric closed the door and locked it. He turned to Jon and put his finger to his lips.


“Don’t make a sound,” he implored. “That’s not
your dad. It just looks like him. That’s a mean person who’s trying to look
like your dad.”


Jon looked confused.


Eric knew that he could have come up with something better, but there was no time as the footsteps were now at the door.
The room was quiet, except for the slow breathing of the sleeping girl, and the
beating of Eric’s heart. He put his head to the door to listen. He thought he
heard scratching, then a low moan. As he strained to hear, he wondered if Cheri
would be safe in the other room. Certainly she would have had enough sense to
lock the door, but in her present state of mind, he wasn’t sure. If her
recently deceased husband headed her way, Eric would have to do something.


He grabbed for his sword, but it wasn’t there. He’d
left it on the kitchen table. The gun, he thought, trying to remember where
he’d put it. After shooting Miguel he’d placed it on the seat of the car. He
groaned in frustration realizing he’d left it there.


A loud thud on the door made him jump back.


Jon screamed, waking his sister. Several more thumps followed a piercing moan, which made Marie and Eric join in the screaming.
The noise only seemed to entice Miguel, making him more determined to get in.


The wooden door held firm, but the frame started to crack under the tenacious assault. Searching in vain for a weapon, Eric
grabbed a video controller by the cord and swung it in a circle, waiting for
the dead man to bust through. The frame splintered and he knew that one more
push would put Miguel inside the room. A shot rang out, followed by the sound
of a body dropping to the floor. A series of shots followed. 


Eric gingerly stepped toward the door and peeked through the crack. Cheri’s eyes were vacant as she stood and fired methodically
and continuously into the body, until the magazine had nothing left to give.
Every bit of lead that had been in the gun was now lodged in Miguel’s body.


“Stay right there,” Eric told the kids.


They were happy to oblige. Eric twisted the door knob and pushed with all his might, shoving the splintered frame aside.
He grabbed the pistol from Cheri’s hand but she didn’t notice. Her curved
finger twitched as if the gun were still there.


“Cheri!” he shouted. She didn’t respond. She just stared at the body, squeezing her finger.


Eric gently grabbed her by the shoulders and led her into the rec room. He sat her on the couch and held her finger until the
twitching stopped. Still, she stared into nothingness. 


The children tried in vain to snap her out of her trance, but she seemed to be somewhere else; somewhere far away. It was obvious
that she wasn’t coming back anytime soon.


“Watch your Mom,” Eric told the children. “I’ve got a mess to clean up.”


Eric grabbed a blanket from the bedroom and paused to look at the body for a moment. Miguel’s face was unrecognizable due to the
sheer number of rounds that had made their way through it on their way to his
brain.
 

One wound in particular caught Eric’s eye. A piece of Miguel’s skull was
missing from his left eye socket to his ear, exposing a patch of brain. A red
line traversed the ridges and valleys of the exposed cerebellum from one end of
the missing chunk of skull to the other. The evidence was undeniable. Eric had
missed. The shot had been enough to knock Miguel unconscious, but not enough to
kill him before the disease could take over his body. That explained how he’d
managed to make his way back home, Eric thought. He was glad that it had
happened at night, and he hoped that the boy hadn’t gotten a close look at his
father before escaping his grasp.  If he had, the image would not be easily forgotten.


Eric wrapped what was left of Miguel inside the blanket. The trek across the living room floor was a breeze after struggling to
get the body up the stairs.


Putting a small flashlight between his teeth to
light the way, Eric dragged the body across a barren field and into a patch of
forest, trying to get far enough away that the kids wouldn’t find it. He
thought about burying it, but the darkness of the night proved to be a bit
frightening. It was eerily quiet. No crickets chirped, no frogs croaked. There
was only the gentle sound of a light wind whistling through the trees. 


The near silence was suddenly interrupted by the sound of leaves being crushed underfoot. The steps were slow and lumbering.
Eric quickly backed up, turning to run. He paused momentarily to catch his
bearings, forgetting from which direction he had come. A moan rose up out of
the dark. Eric stopped panting long enough to try to pinpoint the origin,
somewhere off to his right. The sound came again and this time it was louder and it seemed to be in front of
him. When he heard it again on his right, Eric realized that there was
more than one of them. He turned to the left when he heard twigs snapping in
that direction, followed by a low, guttural groan. His only chance was to run
and the only path that seemed to be free was behind him. He spun around and ran,
ignoring the pounding of his heart. It wasn’t long before his lungs were
screaming with pain as he tried to locate the house in the dark. Eric scrambled
blindly through the brush. As the forest opened up, he suddenly found himself
in a field. He put on more speed, hoping he was heading in the right direction.
For just a moment, the moon peeked out, lighting the area. Eric could finally
see where he was going and the house wasn’t far ahead, but the moonlight also
silhouetted a large, dark form in his path. Eric was going too fast to stop,
his body propelling him toward the monstrosity. The collision was inevitable.


~*~


“Dudes!” Snake yelled at his men. “Anyone know about phone lines?”


He was tired of having to travel from floor to
floor every time he needed to find someone and, from what he’d heard, so was
everybody else. They needed to have a faster way to communicate since the land
lines seemed to be completely out.


The men talked amongst themselves for a minute
until a tall skinny man in a bandana said, “Yeah, boss, Spencer was working on
the lines on the shelter. He’s some kind of an audio-visual dude. I think he’s
helping out on the third floor.”


Snake glared at the man in silence.


“What, Boss?” the biker asked nervously.


“Spencer? I’ve got a dude riding with me named Spencer?”


“Uh, yeah, Boss,” the man replied sheepishly.


“Why doesn’t he have a nickname? You go find . . .
Sparky, yeah, we’ll call him Sparky. You go find Sparky and tell him that I
want him to tie every phone together in this hospital. We don’t need any lines
going out. They’re useless anyway. I want to be able to reach any floor, or
room, from the ER, and vice versa. Also, I want two men watching that parking
lot at all times. If we have visitors, I want to know. Get with the staff on the
fifth floor and pick the room that gives you the best point of observation.
Make sure you take plenty of ammo. You may have to give any newcomers some cover.”


~*~


The hospital grew quiet that night as the survivors fell asleep wherever they could find a bed. Some were lucky enough to
find an unused patient room while others settled for gurneys in the hallways.
The only sounds were the distant moaning of the undead, heard through an open
window here and there, and the quiet tread of the bikers on duty throughout the
night. The guards were ever vigilant, knowing that anybody could be hiding a bite. 


Keith finished his last rounds at midnight then
made his way up to the fifth floor to check in with Amelia, who would be
handling the night shift. He briefed her then went to the empty patient room
that she had just vacated. He would be back on duty at six a.m. but they would
all be working long days until the crisis was over. 


As he looked out the window of the room, he began
to wonder if there would ever be an end to the plague. He could see an orange
glow as parts of the city burned and he wondered just how far the fires would
spread. The city was in chaos, with wrecked cars everywhere, sometimes piled up
on top of each other. Shadows could be seen moving on the street through the
smoky haze, but they belonged to nothing alive. Two streets over, an ambulance
sat abandoned with doors open and emergency lights flashing. 


Keith had hoped to see the military step in and
take charge of the city, but there had been no sign of that happening. One of
the bikers had tried to get information on the internet but it was only working
sporadically and what they could find on the TV was vague and conflicting. It
wasn’t just Lansing, either. The announcer had made it clear that other cities
had suffered outbreaks as well. Acapulco and Veracruz, Mexico had been hit as
well as Salt Lake City, but the biggest occurrences were in Central America and
Colombia. Viewers had been warned to stay away from anybody that appeared to be
infected, and those that were in one of the hot spots were told to stay inside
and lock their doors or make their way to a shelter. Twice, a news report had
been cut off in the middle just when it was starting to get interesting. 


Keith didn’t like it. It stank of censorship. He
took one last look at the dying city before turning away and collapsing onto
the bed. He had another long day ahead of him in a few hours.


~*~


The cow was just as surprised as Eric was,
stumbling as Eric’s large body slammed into it. It ended up falling over onto
its side as Eric tumbled over the frightened animal and onto the ground. As the
bovine beast got to its feet and trotted off, Eric brushed himself off and
returned to the house, embarrassed, but glad that his escapade had no human
witnesses. Locking the doors behind him, he descended the stairs to the
basement and walked down the hall to the rec room.


“We need to get some rest,” he told the children.
“We’ve got to get your mom to a hospital tomorrow.”


Jon frowned. “They were saying on TV that most of the hospitals are closed.”


“I know of one that’s still open,” Eric smiled.


The boy wrinkled his nose and looked at Eric. “You smell like cattle.”


Eric’s smile disappeared. “Go to sleep.”
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Keith woke with a start when he felt a hand on his
back. He rolled over quickly, ready to swing, but it was just Amelia.


“Damn, you scared the shit out of me,” he said,
sitting up. “Anything new?”


“We just lost another patient,” she replied,
speaking rapidly as she always did. “The electricity is going on and off. It
was off too long and,” she snapped her fingers, “that was it.”


The woman was a tiny bundle of energy. Keith
watched her buzzing around the room as he tried to wake up and he wondered how
she could be so lively this early in the day.


“Someone on life support?” Keith asked, rubbing his eyes.


“Yes, up here on the fifth floor,” she said,
stepping over to look out the window at the undead below. “Maybe he’s lucky. He
doesn’t have to see all this terrible stuff that is happening.”


“I have the feeling we’re going to be losing more
patients if this keeps up,” Keith said, standing up and stretching.


“Probably,” Amelia said, stepping away from the
window. “I’m going to the fourth floor for a while to help out in Pediatrics.”


“All right. I’ll be fine on the third floor. I’ve got Marla to help me.”


They both laughed then Keith headed off to do his rounds.


~*~


The rumbling in Snake’s stomach reminded him that
he had skipped breakfast. He had been helping to keep the dead back while
several of the bikers dug the trench for the footing of the wall. The decision
had been made to move forward with it once it had become obvious that no help
was coming anytime soon. The crowd of infected outside the hospital was
increasing by the hour, making it critical to get the wall up quickly. The
digging was hard work but it was made more difficult by the hordes of dead that
seemed to be drawn by the noise of the shovels. Someone had finally come up
with the idea of using a wall of cars as a buffer around the work area. It
helped but it wasn’t enough and one of the bikers suggested trying to lure the
dead to the back of the building. Some of the older children and teenagers were
put to work, yelling out the back windows. This worked well, though it also
seemed to draw even more attention to the building than there had been before.
Snake hoped that wouldn’t be a problem later, but if it allowed them to finish
the wall, it just might be worth it.


The infected were able to crawl over the cars but
it took them a while, and the guards were usually able to push them back or
kill them as they came over. When the first twenty foot section of trench was
finished, Moose mixed the concrete using a small mixer that they’d picked up
with the other supplies. He poured out that section while the others continued
digging. When it was poured to the desired level, he set the first row of block
slightly into the concrete, making sure the block was level and square. A
vertical rebar protruded from the footing every so often for added support. He
continued this routine each time a twenty foot section was finished.
 

Several more trips were made to the home improvement store until they had enough
materials to finish both walls. The only thing they were missing was a gate.


When the entire trench was finally poured, and the
first course was set, most of the men went inside to eat breakfast, leaving
Snake and a handful of guards outside to keep the dead from climbing over and
disturbing the new concrete. After a little more than an hour, Moose figured 
that the concrete was hard enough to handle some weight. They added a few more
bodies to the burning pile they’d started earlier then went inside.


“I need more duct tape,” Moose told Snake.


“I already gave you everything I could find,” Snake said. “What are you using it all for?”


Moose held up his hands to show fingers that were individually wrapped in duct tape. 


“Okay,” Snake said, waiting for an explanation.


“Got used to doing it this way,” Moose said. “It’s cheaper than buying gloves all the time.
Cinder block is rough on the hands.”


Snake laughed and said, “I’ll have one of the boys check Doune’s lab. Seems like I remember
seeing some in there.”


Snake headed in the direction of the cafeteria, knowing that there were always leftovers in the fridge. His journey was
interrupted when he heard several shrieks coming from a waiting room. Snake
shot into the room, fully expecting another confrontation with a creature that
had somehow slipped past the quarantine. Instead, he found a crowd of children
gathered around a member of his crew that he recognized as “Monkey,” who was
living up to his moniker by flipping through the air, almost effortlessly.


Monkey had sometimes entertained children with his acrobatic skills when the
group had visited the local homeless shelters. He had been an accomplished
gymnast as a teenager, and his given name had even been mentioned among Olympic
hopefuls, until drugs and alcohol had turned his life in a darker direction.


When Snake had found him, Monkey had been homeless and destitute. Snake had
introduced him to a Higher Power, which had turned his life around and had
given him the motivation to turn his back on his destructive lifestyle. In
time, Monkey had joined Snake’s posse, dedicating his new life to helping others.


Snake watched as Monkey jumped into the air and
twisted his wiry frame as he flipped backwards and landed perfectly on his
feet. The children roared in approval and clapped as Monkey finished with a
bow. His smile disappeared when he caught Snake’s eyes.


“Sorry, boss. I know I’m supposed to be working
but I thought the kids needed a little break.”


Monkey started to walk away to continue his chores
but Snake put a hand on his shoulder.


“I’ve got a better job for you. Entertain the kids.”


The smile returned to Monkey’s face as he moved back to the center of the room.


“Who wants to see a double front flip?”


Several hands shot into the air and for a time life seemed normal.


~*~


When morning came, Eric loaded some essentials
into his compact police car. He wasn’t sure how he was going to get all four of
them in the smashed sedan, but he had no choice. He squeezed the children and
the still-catatonic Cheri into the car and drove. There was no sign of zombies
until they entered the freeway and then sightings were sporadic.


“Eric?” Marie asked. “Can you roll up the windows? I’m cold.”


She was right, Eric thought. The heat wave was
over and the early morning was actually almost chilly, made worse by air
blowing into the broken windows of the car. Glancing at the windows, Eric had
another concern. The trip into town was sure to hold some close encounters.


“Kids,” Eric said as something caught his
attention on the side of the road, “have you ever ridden in a fire truck?”


~*~


“We’ve lost another patient,” Dr. Sharma told Dr.
Doune as she sat down at a table to eat breakfast with him.


“Pediatric?” Doune asked, knowing that it was the woman’s specialty.


“Fortunately, no. I was helping out in ICU,” she
explained. “It was because of a power outage.”


“I thought that the generator was supposed to come
on when the power goes off,” Doune said. “Isn’t that the point of having it?”


“Yes, but from what Jack says, it’s old and needs
a lot of work. He said that the maintenance men used to complain about it but
the board of directors didn’t want to spend the money on a new one.”


“Why doesn’t that surprise me?” Doune said taking
a bite of scrambled eggs. “So they just gambled on the hope that the generator
would be good enough to get them through a short-term power outage and hoped
that a long term solution would never be necessary. That’s two deaths so far,
but there will be more.”


Dr. Sharma looked at him in question.


Doune continued. “We have patients that were
scheduled to transfer to other hospitals for specialized surgery that can’t be
done here. Obviously we will not be able to move them.”


“Can’t you or Dr. Chan perform the surgery?”


“No,” he said. “One of them was scheduled for a
heart transplant and the new heart is not here. The others, perhaps, but keep
in mind we don’t have an anesthesiologist and we also don’t have much blood on
hand for transfusions. On top of all that, with our electricity going out
sporadically, I’ll be surprised if we don’t lose more patients.”


“I wonder if the other hospitals are still open,”
Dr. Sharma mentioned as she stirred her coffee. “At least two were overrun
completely yesterday. We haven’t heard from any of them yet today.”


Doune hadn’t heard this. “This could end up being
much worse than we thought it would be,” he said. “I assumed that the military would
move in and contain it quickly but we may be past that point.”


“I am afraid you may be right,” Dr. Sharma said.
She had finally gotten through to her family in India. So far the plague hadn’t 
reached them but were worried about her. From what they had told her, the only reports of
outbreaks were coming from the Americas. Other countries were scrambling to try
to prevent a similar epidemic within their own borders.


~*~


Dr. Sharma checked on the only baby that was still
in the nursery. The others had all been moved into rooms with their mothers.
Some of the women were already up and able to care for their infants while a
few of them needed assistance. The nursing staff was spread thin but several of
the new mothers had family or friends with them to help out.  These visitors
had been in the hospital when disaster had struck and most of them had been put
to work, either helping the mothers or doing other jobs that needed to be done.
The nursery’s sole occupant was a premature baby that had been born addicted to
crack. The child had been there for almost a month. The mother had been hooked
on drugs when she had given birth and had quit coming to see the child after
only one visit. CPS had already gotten involved, considering the child
abandoned. If the infant survived, she would end up in foster care, but Dr.
Sharma wasn’t even sure the child would make it. She had gained some weight and
her health had improved but she wasn’t thriving.


There was a knock and Dr. Sharma turned to see two
older women standing outside the large glass window of the nursery. She
recognized them at once as the spouses of the two male patients that had died
during the power outages. One seemed to be an emotional wreck while the other,
Joan, seemed to be more under control. Dr. Sharma stepped out of the room to speak to them.


“Dr. Sharma, Lillian and I would like to volunteer
our services,” Joan said. “We both need something to keep us busy and to keep
our minds off of everything.”


“That would be wonderful,” Dr. Sharma said,
thinking quickly. “You know, we have about a dozen babies here, and I’m sure
that some of the mothers would like some help, even just rocking them now and
then so the mothers can sleep. And this one in here,” she nodded toward the large
window of the nursery where a lone bassinet could be seen on the other side. The
infant was wearing a pink cap and had several tubes and wires attached to her
body. “I have to warn you, she may not survive, but she needs all the care we
can give her. Sometimes just having someone hold her seems to help.”


Lillian managed a slight smile and Joan agreed at
once. It would be perfect, she thought. What better way to try to dull the pain
of death than to embrace new life?


“If you’d like to come with me, I’ll show you
where to scrub up so you can hold the baby. She’s about ready for her morning bottle.”


Within a few minutes, both women were fawning over
the child and Dr. Sharma knew that they would be kept quite busy. She left with
a smile.


~*~


Snake watched from the second floor as one of his men threw a flare into the pile of bodies.
The ghouls seemed to ignore the growing flames as they continued to scale the
heap of burning dead in an attempt to reach the living above
them. Snake wondered if they could feel the pain of the fire on their skin.
Maybe the desire for living flesh was so powerful that they were able to tune
out their other senses, if they had other senses. The crackling of the blaze
did much to drown out the moans of the living corpses and the fire almost
seemed relaxing. Had there not been a breeze to carry away the smoke, the smell
of burning flesh would have been unpleasant, to say the least. Scanning the
surrounding area, Snake could see that the zombies were now everywhere and many
seemed to be drawn toward the inferno. Even with the double row of cars acting
as a temporary wall, the dead managed to climb over and come into the parking lot.


“Are they doing what I think they’re doing?” Jack asked, standing next to Snake.


“I think they’re trying to get at us by climbing on the dead ones,” the biker replied. “Lucky
for us, they don’t know they’re on fire.”


They watched as zombie after zombie scaled the burning pile and burst into flames.


“This could work for us,” Jack smiled. “If they keep this up, we could rid this whole area of
zombies without wasting a single bullet.”


“That’d be nice,” Snake said. “Maybe once the wall is done, we can find a better place to
burn them that isn’t so close.”


“How long will it take them to finish the wall?” Jack asked.


“A few days,” Snake said. They had several people that were going to be working on it, but 
it was going to be a big job. He squinted at something in the distance. “Is that a car?”
 

He squinted at something in the distance. “Is that a car?” 


Jack looked down the road where movement could be seen. “I’ll be damned,” he replied as it moved
closer. “It’s a fire truck.”


They watched as the truck sped down the road, plowing over scores of hapless zombies along the
way. Barely slowing down, it slammed through the line of cars and screeched
into the parking lot, swerving violently from side to side. Yelling could be
heard from the observation room a few stories up as the fire truck rolled
through the new concrete on the way in, taking out several pieces of rebar at the same time.


“Moose isn’t going to be happy about this,” Snake said with a sigh.


Jack could make out at least two figures in the front seat of the fire truck. 
He was trying to get a better look at them when his radio suddenly keyed up.


“Boss? You still there?”


Jack heard the voice and groaned.


“Eric? Please don’t tell me that you’re still alive.


“Looks like I’m just in time too, Boss.”


He pulled up to the burning pile. After fumbling with some levers, he jumped from
the truck and pulled out a two inch hose. He flipped a lever at the outlet and
proceeded to douse the fire while pushing back the undead that got too close
with the powerful streams of water. He smiled as he heard what he thought was
cheering from the open windows on the second and fifth floor. Had the sound of
the gushing water not drowned out the cries, he would have heard words like “idiot” and “moron.”


Yep, he thought, time for everyone to meet the new and improved Eric Wapowski.


Eric dropped the hose when the fire was out then returned to the cab. He drove to the front door, knowing it wouldn’t take long
for the zombies to make their way over to the fire truck. 


“I’ve got two children and a woman in need of medical attention,” he radioed.


“My guys are on it,” Snake said to Jack, already speaking to his men on the bottom floor via telephone. 


Jack cocked his head and looked as Snake.


“You don’t suppose he brought his zombie girlfriend here, do you?”


“Zombie girlfriend?” Snake asked, not sure he wanted to know.


Jack explained what Eric had told them in his earlier calls on the radio.


Snake’s eyes widened and he grabbed the phone again.


“Watch the woman,” he said. “If she acts infected, shoot her.”


“I guess we’d better get down there,” Jack said with a sigh.


The bikers opened the door and Eric herded Cheri
and the children out of the cab towards the entrance. Several bikers pointed
their rifles at the approaching dead, ready to fire if they got too close.


“Lower your firearms, men,” Eric ordered. “I’ve
got a cleaner way to control these things.”


He walked to the back of the truck and grabbed the
nozzle of the hose and pointed it at a group of the infected, now uncomfortably close.


“Eat water,” he yelled as he twisted the nozzle to
release a small stream of water, which quickly dropped to a trickle. Lowering
his eyes, he watched in horror as the hose went flat just past the tire he had
parked on top of it. As he lifted his eyes back up, one creature was so close
he could see the pus dripping from its eyeball.


“Shoot it!” Eric yelled, backing up as quickly as possible.


“It’s too close!” one of the bikers yelled. Eric
swung the hose in desperation, hoping to land a lucky shot to the head. He was
slightly off target and the hose wrapped around the neck of the dead man. Unfortunately,
it swung back at Eric and the metal nozzle smashed against his temple.


When Eric regained consciousness, he found himself on a cot in the ER, several bikers
looking down at him. Jack stood nearby.


“You’re lucky Moose is a good shot,” one biker told Eric.


“But I missed,” Moose said. “I hit the zombie instead.”


“You need to work on that aim, buddy,” said Wombat, the Australian biker. He slapped Moose on the shoulder. “Should’ve
aimed for the head.”


“I will next time,” Moose growled, looking down at
Eric. “You know how many hours we spent on that concrete?”


One of the bikers lifted his rifle and pointed it
toward Cheri. “She ain’t quite right. I think she’s turning or something.”


Eric jumped up and ran toward Cheri.


“Don’t shoot!” he shouted, positioning himself
between Cheri and the gun. “She’s having some sort of breakdown. I’ve been
trained to recognize the psychological effects of stress, and she’s definitely
suffering from paranoia; probably from some past relationship that she never quite got over.”


“She’s catatonic,” Snake corrected him. “Dude, you
make my guys look like a bunch of Harvard scholars.”


Snake approached Cheri. “Can you speak?”


She stood motionless, completely unaware of her environment.


“How long’s she been like this?” Snake asked.


“Oh, since last night,” Eric replied.


“Any trauma?” Snake asked, rubbing his beard as he watched her standing motionless.


“Nope,” Eric said. “I had to take out a zombie
before it could get her or the kids.”


“He’s a big fat liar!” Jon said, pointing at Eric.
“He didn’t kill the crazy man. Mommy did.”


Snake knelt down eye level to the child. “Did the crazy dude hurt Mommy?”


“I don’t know,” Jon replied. “He was trying to get
us in the room, but Mommy shot him before he got in.” Tears welled up in his
eyes. “He looked like Daddy, but he really wasn’t.”


Snake motioned for Moose.


“Why don’t you take these kids to the cafeteria and get ‘em some food.”


When the children had gone, Snake turned to Eric. His smile had become a scowl that made Eric take a step back.


“I’ve terminated several hundred of these mindless
pieces of crap in the past few days. One more won’t bother me a bit. You lie to
me again, I’ll put you outside and laugh while you get torn to pieces. Now, tell me what happened.”


Eric explained everything from the beginning, with a great deal of new-found humility.


“So, she had to blow her husband’s brains out
before he ate her kids,” Snake summarized. “Dude. That’s trauma.”


Snake approached Cheri and grabbed her arm. He
lifted it above her head and let go. The arm stayed in its new position.


“Catatonic Schizophrenia,” Snake said. “Happened
to one of my buddies in ‘Nam. You could put a gun to his head and he wouldn’t
move. Something just clicks off in the brain.”


“So you can just do anything you want to her and
she’ll just go along with it?” Eric replied, trying to hide what he was thinking.


“Yep,” Snake replied. “But she’ll probably remember
everything that happened during her stupor once she snaps out of it; especially
you trying to take credit for her saving your sorry rear end.”


Eric gulped, hoping she wouldn’t return too soon.


Snake watched as the bead of sweat dribbled down
Eric’s forehead. He knew there were promising treatments for Cheri’s condition
and he was anxious to see the confrontation that was sure to ensue.


“Let’s find this lady a doctor,” Snake said. Then
they were in darkness.


~*^*~
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“Somebody forget to pay the light bill . . . again?” Snake joked nervously.


As they sat in the dark, Snake talked to one of the CNAs to pass the time, hoping the power failure was temporary. 


In the lab, Doune lit a lantern and went back to work. Autumn didn’t seem to have a problem with it, but Lindsey started feeling
claustrophobic in the small dark room. She went out to the ER waiting room which was just as dark, but more open. 


Within two minutes, the power came back on, though it got everybody wondering just how long the generator would last.


 “We’re going to need more diesel fuel,” Jack
said. “We have maybe a two-week supply and that’s if we use it sparingly. So
far the electricity has been off almost as much as it’s been on, so we may have
to depend on the generator completely before long and it needs a lot of work.”


“That’s not all we need,” Lindsey pointed out. “If
help doesn’t come soon, we’re going to start running out of food. We also have
an extremely limited supply of meds for the patients.”


“I doubt that the local grocery store and pharmacy will still be open,” Jack pointed out.


“Well, we have to do something. We can’t let our patients die,” Lindsey said.


“We have enough food for a week or so,” Snake told
them. “The freezer is pretty full and there are a lot of canned goods. Let’s
give it a couple days and see if anybody is still out there to get things under
control before we go crazy and start looting.”


“Your guys have been picking stuff up at the home
improvement store,” Lindsey pointed out. “Was it still open?”


Snake shrugged and said, “No, but we left an IOU in the register with a list of what we took.”


“Seriously?” Lindsey asked.


“Seriously,” Snake said. “Without
the materials to block off those windows and doors, we’d all be dead now. Maybe
the stuff we took for the wall wasn’t quite as necessary, but then again, with
all the dead I’m seeing out there today, it just might end up saving our butts.
We took what we needed to keep us all alive. But if everything is back
to normal in a week, I want to make sure that we do what’s right and go back
and pay for what we took.”


Lindsey thought this over and nodded. What choice did they have, really? This seemed to be a 
decent solution that should be fair to all.


“Listen to this. We got something on the TV,” said one of the bikers, a portly man that Snake had 
dubbed “Smiley” due to his gold front tooth that shone when he smiled.


The others walked over to join him. 


A man in uniform stood at a podium and Lindsey
thought she recognized him as a general who was often in the news. This was
verified when his name was flashed across the bottom of the screen along with
some information about where the press conference was being held.


“Central America has been blocked off completely,
that’s a fact,” said the general who seemed to be trying to send the message
out that everything was under control. “The Panama Canal has been closed down
and is being carefully guarded by troops from Colombia, with the help of other
South American countries. We’re all working together to get this under control.”


“And what about containing it to the north?” a
dark-haired male reporter asked. “It’ll just spread up through Mexico.”


“There are U.S. and Mexican troops along a two hundred mile section of land in southern Mexico. 
It’s close to the border of Guatemala.”


A map flashed on the screen, showing the southern
end of the Gulf of Mexico with the city of Coatzacoalcos highlighted. Salina
Cruz was highlighted as well, about two hundred miles to the south of
Coatzacoalcos and a highlighted line flashed on the screen between the two cities.


“A fence has been erected along this stretch and
it is being well-guarded. We’ve had offers of more troops from other countries
as well so manpower will not be an issue. We have complete confidence that we
can keep the infected from passing through the two barriers.”


“What about boats?” someone asked. “There was that
raft with infected refugees that was found not far from Florida.”


“And they were apprehended before reaching land,”
the general said quickly. “Our Coast Guard and Navy are vigilantly patrolling our shores.”


“Isn’t it a little late for that?” asked a blond
woman reporter. “We’ve got outbreaks in at least four cities in Mexico and
three U.S. cities. These can be traced to infected persons flying in from
Central America. Then there’s the most recent outbreak in Springfield, Missouri.”


“Which was quickly contained,” the general noted.


“Right,” the blond nodded, “but what about Salt
Lake City; the group of missionaries that returned from Central America and
infected most of the flight before they landed? We hear that the military is
losing the battle there. The whole city has been devastated by this plague
along with Lansing, Michigan. A bartender from a cruise ship flew back and went
straight to the hospital. It spread from there and now the whole city is overrun.”


“That was also contained,” the general said. “The
hospital was closed down and the situation is under control.”


There was a chorus of ‘what?’ and ‘liar’ and ‘you’ve
got to be kidding’ before someone hushed those in the ER so that they could hear the rest.


“So Lansing is safe now?” the woman asked.


“Yes, it is,” he replied. “We have five thousand
troops on the ground there as well as helicopters in the air. When we get a
report, it is dealt with immediately, but we have full confidence that Salt
Lake is our only problem in the U.S. at the moment and we are close to having it contained.”


“I have a caller on the line from Lansing now,”
someone said offscreen. “I’d like to put them on. “Hello?” There was a long
pause. “I guess he hung up, but he said that Lansing was a war zone.”


“You need to check your sources a little better,”
the General insisted. “I repeat; the situation in Lansing has been controlled.”


The picture suddenly disappeared from the TV and was replaced by an emergency signal. 
The biker tried the other channels with the same results.


“Can you believe this?” a CNA asked. “Have we been cut off?”


“Looks like it,” Dr. Chan replied. “Not that I’m
surprised. They’re probably trying to avoid a panic but it makes me wonder how
many other cities are under control.”


“I’ve got no phone service now,” someone else
said, holding up a cell phone. Others picked up their phones to check as well, with the same results.


“And what was that about the five thousand troops
on the ground? Has anybody seen a single military vehicle anywhere? How can
they not know we’ve been overrun?”


“I don’t like this,” Lindsey said, going back to
the lab to update Doune on what they’d heard.


~*~


The military arrived the next day. Several black
helicopters flew over the neighborhood slowly. Jack ran up to the roof and
waved his hands in the air to get their attention, but there was no indication
that they saw him. Eric and a couple of the bikers followed and soon they were
all waving frantically. One of the utility helicopters finally turned around
and came back toward the hospital. It landed on the roof while an Apache attack
helicopter hovered ominously nearby.  


After a few moments, the pilot stepped out with an
armed guard and walked over to the group assembled on the roof. He introduced
himself as 2nd Lieutenant, Lee Reynolds, U.S. Army. 


Jack introduced himself and the others and before
long, Snake joined them as well. While Eric walked over to chat with the guard,
who was also the copilot, Jack and Snake questioned Reynolds on the outbreak.


“I don’t know a whole lot, myself,” Reynolds
admitted. “It’s not just Lansing. There are outbreaks in several cities but we’re
doing our best to contain them.”


“Is all of Lansing like this?” Jack asked
gesturing toward the area around the hospital. “Snake and his guys have been
out there a few times and it sounds like it’s completely overrun.”


“We only covered a small part of the city,” Snake
admitted, “but what we saw was pretty nasty.”


“Unfortunately, the whole city is a mess,”
Reynolds admitted. “We’ve given up on trying to stop the outbreak here and are
just working on containment and getting survivors out.”


“So it’s safe outside the city?” Jack asked.


“Well, it’s safer than it is here, but I don’t
know how long that’ll last,” Reynolds admitted. “From what I hear, our guys in
the rural areas are busy night and day stopping small outbreaks before they can
turn into big ones. In the first few hours, people left the city in droves and
a lot of them brought infected friends and relatives with them. Some of them
didn’t get far, but we know that others did, because we’ve found infected all
over the state with Lansing addresses on their driver’s licenses. 


“So where are you taking the survivors?” Snake asked.


“We’re working on getting large shelters set up in
remote rural areas,” Reynolds said. “At the moment we’re still putting fences
up and bringing in supplies. Until that’s done, survivors are going to
temporary shelters outside of Lansing.”


Jack nodded. “I feel pretty safe here right now.
Snake and his men reinforced our first floor windows and doors with cinder
block and brick and we’re working on walling in the parking lot.”


“Excellent,” Reynolds said, pulling out a small
notebook and jotting something down. “Tell me, do you think you could take in
some survivors until we finish up with the rural shelters? We’re running out of
room at the other temporary facilities. Also, every time we have to do a
transport out of town, it costs valuable time and lives are at stake.”


“We have some room, but we’re getting pretty low on food and supplies,” Jack said.


“We can get you what you need,” Reynolds said,
jotting down a few more notes. “Get a list together and I’ll pick it up
tomorrow. We’ll drop off some basic supplies at that time.”


“If things get worse, we may have to evacuate,”
Jack said. “Will you help with that?”


“If your situation here becomes dire, we’ll try to
figure something out,” the pilot promised.


As the Lieutenant turned to leave, one of the bikers said, “Hey, one of 
your generals announced yesterday on TV that Lansing was contained.”


Reynolds shook his head. “Not even close. I think
they’re trying to avoid panic, but Lansing is a mess. Salt Lake is a total
write-off, but you didn’t hear that from me.”


He ran back to the helicopter. Once there, Eric
turned his attention from the copilot and began to talk to Reynolds and it was
obvious that the pilot was having trouble getting away. Jack finally called
Eric over and told him to relieve the guard outside the lab for a while. Reynolds
grinned and gave Jack a thumbs-up behind Eric’s back before getting into the helicopter
and taking off.


Once it was in the air again, Jack said, “Guess we’d better get ready for more survivors.”


~*~


A dozen survivors were brought in the next day,
along with a large supply of bottled water, dried food and some badly needed
medical supplies. Lindsey had volunteered to be on the welcoming committee
since Doune didn’t need her help at the moment. 


The new survivors were taken to quarantine, where
they would stay for a few hours. Lieutenant Reynolds had assured Lindsey that
all of them had been checked for bites and that those who had been bitten had
already been separated from the rest. She hadn’t asked what had happened to
them and she wasn’t sure that she wanted to know.


While the newcomers were in quarantine, Lindsey had
them each fill out a questionnaire, providing some basic information including
any skills and training they had that might be useful. She found living spaces
for all of them, keeping families together in the larger rooms. 


Many of the bikers preferred to sleep on cots in the
ER waiting room or up on the fifth floor in the observation room that the
snipers were using. For those that wanted something more private, patient rooms
were becoming available. The mortality rate was high due to increasing
power failures and a shortage of some necessary medications, but those who did
recover were given jobs and assimilated into the community.


~*~


When Lt. Reynolds showed up the next day with more refugees, Lindsey noticed that he looked tired. He appeared to be a little
frustrated when Eric once again walked over and began to talk to him. Reynolds excused himself after a moment and approached Lindsey. The bikers went back
inside the building, dragging Eric along with them.


“I hope I wasn’t rude to your pilot, but he’s very persistent,” Reynolds said.


“We have a pilot?” Lindsey asked.


“Eric. He keeps telling me that he wants to ‘take the 
bird for a spin’ but I’ve explained to him that we can’t let him do that. He’s
quite determined.”


“I didn’t know he was a pilot,” she said. “He works
here as a security guard.”


“Well, that explains why he didn’t seem to know what
he was talking about most of the time,” Reynolds said, rubbing his eyes.


“You look tired. Are you all right?” she asked.


He managed a smile but he shook his head.


“I’m exhausted,” he admitted. “Since this whole
thing started, we’ve all been working sixteen hour days and the lack of sleep
is wearing me down.”


“Where do you sleep? Do you fly to a base or something?”


He nodded. “We’ve set up a temporary base, not far
from here as the crow flies. There are a lot of infected around and we have
snipers picking them off at the fences all night long.”


“No wonder you can’t sleep,” she said. “We get that
during the day here, but the snipers stop shooting at night unless we need to
let someone inside.”


“It’s a wonder we’re not all insane from this,” he
said. He glanced at the helicopter and when he saw that the copilot seemed to
be taking a nap, he continued.


“The noise is bad, but it’s not the worst part,” he
admitted. “We’ve lost so many men and women; some in battles with these
deadheads and some later, from bites. One of our pilots got bit and managed to
hide it but he turned during the night. I woke up hearing strange noises, so I
got up to check it out. When I shined the flashlight around, I saw him. He was
eating the man in the bunk next to mine. He had ripped off an arm and was
chewing on it while I stood there with the light on his face.”


Lindsey gasped. “That’s horrible,” she said after a
moment. “What did you do?”


“I shot them both in the head,” he said, glancing
away. “They were both friends of mine.”


“Lieutenant Reynolds, I’m so sorry,” she said. 


“Lee,” he said, “and it’s all right. Well, not all
right, but it’s all part of our new world, I guess. It’s something we have to
get used to.”


“I can’t even imagine dealing with that,” she said. “We
lost a lot of patients and employees, too, but nobody that I was close to.”


“That part is difficult. And now it’s hard for any
of us to sleep. It still bothers me that my buddy was killed in the bed next to
mine and I never heard a thing until it was over. Seems like there would have
been a struggle, but if there was, I never heard it. And since I slept through
that, it makes me nervous about sleeping at all.”


“Don’t you have a quarantine to keep this from happening?” she asked.


“Only for survivors that we bring in to the base.
Quarantine is waived for us. There are so many of us out there,” he nodded
toward the city, “all day long. We’d have to quarantine the whole group and
that’s kind of pointless. We have guards posted now, but it’s still hard to sleep.”


“I don’t think I’d be able to sleep, either,”
Lindsey said, shuddering at the thought. She shared a room with Autumn and they
always moved something heavy in front of the door at night. 


Reynolds glanced at the helicopter again and shook his head.


“Speaking of sleep,” Lindsey said, “it looks like
your copilot is grabbing a nap while he can.”


Reynolds grinned. “He’s amazing. He can sleep
anywhere. I just keep drinking coffee and do my best to stay alert.”


“Would you like a cup?” Lindsey asked. “We’ve got
some in the cafeteria. Food, too, if you’re hungry.”


“Real food?” he asked, his eyes lighting up. “I’ve
been eating nothing but MREs lately.”


She looked confused for a moment then said, “Oh,
those dried meals in the packages.”


“Right, Meals Ready to Eat,” he said.


“You dropped off a bunch of those for us, but we’re
waiting until our perishable food runs out before digging into them.”


“They’re not all that bad. I’m just tired of them.”


“Well, we have a new cook, Theresa, and she seems to
be doing very well, so far,” Lindsey told him. “Snake and his guys were doing
most of the cooking, but one of our patients was a woman who had worked in a
school cafeteria. She was in surgery getting pins put into her broken leg when
the outbreak happened. She offered to take over the management of the kitchen,
and she’s doing a terrific job, though she’s in a wheelchair for the time
being.”


“It’ll probably help take her mind off of her
recovery and it’s a definite plus for those she’s feeding, too,” he said. “Sounds
like a win-win to me.”


“I agree,” Lindsey said. “I’m always happy when we
can find jobs that people enjoy doing.”


“Snake was handling the kitchen before? He seems to be a busy guy,” Lee said.


“Yes and now that he’s off kitchen duty, it’s giving
him more time to help Jack out with security. Things are starting to fall into
place. We’ve gone from having a handful of people handling everything to having
about 80% of the residents working. Between the survivors who have trickled in,
the recovered patients and the visitors who were present at the time, we’ve got
quite a workforce.”


“You’re doing better than most others,” Lee said. “You’re
the only group of survivors that hasn’t asked to be evacuated yet.”


That surprised Lindsey and she was curious to learn
more about the others. She was about to ask when Reynolds spoke first.


“You know, maybe I’ll take you up on your offer of a
meal. I skipped breakfast today and I wouldn’t mind a bit to eat. I don’t even
care if it’s out of a can.”


“How about homemade lasagna?” Lindsey asked. “That’s
what Theresa posted on the whiteboard outside the cafeteria today. She figured
it was something she could keep warm so people could eat whenever they find
time. It’s hard to get everybody to sit down at a meal together, as you can imagine.”


“Lasagna?” Reynolds asked, eyes growing wide. “I
think you just said the magic word. I love lasagna.”


“You’re not the only one. This morning I kept seeing
the bikers wandering over to the kitchen area, just to catch a whiff of the
sauce while it was cooking. I have the feeling it’s going to go fast.”


Lee walked over and said something to the copilot, who nodded and went back to sleep.


 “As long as I make it quick, it shouldn’t be a
problem,” Reynolds told Lindsey. “We haven’t had a break yet today, so I’ll
take mine now.” He nodded toward the helicopter. “He’s just going to sleep.”


Lindsey took Lee down to the kitchen where one of
the bikers was pulling a giant pan out the oven as a woman in a wheelchair
watched.


“You’re just in time,” said Theresa. She was a
stocky woman in her mid-forties, her long brown hair tied up in a bun. 


 “Grab a couple of plates and help yourselves. No
salad to go with it, unfortunately, but we did fix some canned green beans.”


“Thanks,” Lee said. “How did you break your leg?”


 “Skydiving,” she said, motioning for the biker to put the lasagna on one of the counters.


Lee glanced at Lindsey, who shrugged.


“Seriously?” he asked. 


“Yes,” she said. “It’s not like I’m a newbie,
either. It was my thirty-third jump. I just landed badly for some reason and
that was all she wrote.”


“Wow,” Lee said, shaking his head.


“Get yourselves some food,” Theresa said, nodding
toward the doorway. “I hear the bikers out there. Won’t be much left once they get to it.”


Lindsey and Reynolds thanked her and dished up their
food, finding some coffee to go along with it. They took a couple of seats at a
table in the cafeteria and Lindsey couldn’t help but notice the stares. In the
new, changed world, strangers could be trouble. It bothered her, but it was
something else she’d have to get used to.


 As they ate, they talked about their pasts since it
was easier than talking about the present. The time passed quickly and when
they were done with their meals, Lindsey finally asked the question that had
been stuck in her head for the last day.


“You said that the survivors who had been bitten
were separated from the others,” she started. “What do you do with someone that’s
been bitten? We’ve only had one of those cases since the initial outbreak here.”


“How did you handle it?” Lee asked, holding his cup
out for a refill when one of the teens on lunch duty walked by with a coffee pot.


Lindsey noticed how effortlessly he had avoided her question and she wondered why he had done it.


“The nurse waited until the man reanimated then shot him.”


“Wow, tough nurse,” Reynolds said, raising an eyebrow. 


“It was Keith. He was in the military,” she said. 


“Keith? The big guy? He’s a nurse? I’d laugh but he’d
probably squash me,” he stated. He stalled for a few more moments as he looked
into his coffee.


“The ones who have bites are taken to our temporary
base,” he finally said, his eyes dark and haunted. He kept his voice down as he
spoke. “We have to keep them cuffed in the back of the helicopter during the
ride, in case they change mid-flight. At the base, we take them to an area that
we call the compound. They’re kept as comfortable as possible until they die
and they are not given the opportunity to reanimate.”


His eyes grew distant for a moment and he told her
about having to pull a child from the arms of her parents so that she could be
taken to the compound to die. 


“I don’t think it’s something that I’m ever going to forget,” he said.


There was silence for a moment as he was lost in his
thoughts and Lindsey wasn’t quite sure what to say. 


“Do they always die?” she finally asked. They were
no longer getting any news reports, and what they had heard before the blackout was inconsistent.


“Always,” the Lieutenant said. “There is a 100%
fatality rate for the infected so far.”


He glanced at his watch and told her that he had to go.


“I really enjoyed sharing this meal with you,
Lindsey,” he said, offering her a smile. “I just hope I didn’t depress you with
our less than cheerful conversation.”


“It’s fine,” she said, returning the smile. “I was the
one that started it, anyway. I guess we’ll all have to get used to the serious,
grim conversations since I’m sure there will be plenty of them. In fact, I have
more questions if you have time one of these days.”


“Lunch again tomorrow, maybe?” he asked with a smile. 


“That sounds great,” she said, standing. “I look forward to it.” 


“I’d better run,” he said. “I’ll see you again
tomorrow, God willing. We’re going after a large group of survivors on the west side of town.”


“Good luck,” she told him, knowing that every rescue
operation was fraught with danger. “And if all goes well, you can always have
another of Theresa’s magnificent home-cooked meals.”


“That’s just the incentive I need,” he said, waving as he turned to leave.


Lindsey watched him walk away, hoping that his
mission the next day would go well. She made a mental note to ask Snake and his
buddies to keep the pilot and the others at the base in their prayers. They needed all the help they could get.


~*^*~






[bookmark: Chap22]

 

 

 

 



~22~

 




 For the next two days, Lt. Reynolds and his copilot
continued to show up with survivors and supplies. Eric always tried to be there
when the helicopters arrived so that he could “talk shop” for a while, as he
put it. The pilots tolerated it, but it was clear that they were growing
annoyed with him. Jack always tried his best to find something for the guard to
do, but Eric often managed to sneak away to the roof when he heard the helicopters coming in.


The newcomers were smoothly integrated into life at the hospital though space was starting to be a problem. 


Lt. Reynolds ate and talked with Lindsey both days
while his copilot caught up on sleep. They had grown close in a short time,
finding it easy to talk to each other. After lunch the second day, Lindsey
walked the Lieutenant up to the roof when it was time for him to go. Halfway
there, he took her hand and gave her a smile, which she returned. She tried to
ignore the rapid beating of her heart, telling herself that she was acting like
a teenager. When they reached the roof, he turned to her and gave her a
tentative kiss. She didn’t stop him so he did it again, holding her a little
closer. After a few moments, she pulled away with a sigh. 


“Lee, there’s something I have to ask you,” she said. “I noticed that you wear a ring.”


“Yes,” he said, lifting his left hand to look at it. “I was married and my wife died.”


Lindsey blinked, surprised. 


Lee saw the look on her face and shook his head.


“No, not because of this,” he motioned to the city
around them. “She died of cancer two years ago. I like to think I’m over it
now, but I haven’t been able to take my ring off yet, so maybe I’m not.”


“I’m sorry,” she said. “I can’t even imagine how
difficult it would be to lose a spouse.”


“It was,” he replied, running a hand over his short
dark hair. “My friends didn’t get that part, and they kept trying to find
someone for me. I finally gave in and started dating a few months ago. It just
felt so fake, like I was playing a role. I dated three different women
and it was the same with all of them. I’d be sitting there eating dinner with
one of them, forcing a smile, struggling to find something to talk about and
wishing I were somewhere else.”


“Do you wish you were somewhere else now?” she asked with a slight smile.


“No, I don’t,” he admitted. “I’ve truly enjoyed
these last few days. I’d ask if I could take you on a real date but I don’t see
that happening. I guess we’ll have to make do with our lunches together.”


“I think that’s the best we can do in our current
situation,” she admitted, giving his hand a light squeeze.


“Reynolds? You ready to roll?” the copilot called over to him.


“Just a second,” Lee replied. He turned his attention back to Lindsey.


“Every time I leave, I wonder if I’ll see you again,”
he said. “I know we haven’t known each other long, but I think about you a lot.”


“I think about you a lot, too,” she admitted. “And
you’ll see me again. We’ll both be fine.”


“Well, I have something to look forward to each day
now,” he said, kissing her again. “I’ll see you again tomorrow, probably around
the same time.”


“I’ll be here,” she said with a smile, letting go of
his hand as he turned to walk away. She watched as he took off. When he circled the building and waved 
at her, she waved back.  Even after the helicopter was no more than a speck in the sky, she stayed on the 
roof, not ready to go back inside just yet.


There were a dozen iron patio chairs on the roof,
built to withstand a strong wind. Lindsey wandered over to one of them and sat
down to look over the city. The smell was putrid and the moaning of the undead
was disconcerting, as always, but her mind was elsewhere. For the first time in
a couple years, she had found someone that she was genuinely interested in, and
it happened to be in the middle of a zombie apocalypse. Talk about lousy
timing, she thought. Odds were high that one or both of them wouldn’t survive
long, unless something changed, and she had little hope for that. She knew that
the smart thing to do would be to distance herself from Lee and not allow any
more feelings to develop between them. It would be best for both of them. He
didn’t need to be distracted by thoughts of her during the day and neither of
them needed to lose someone close. In this new world it might be best not to
form close ties, though it was probably too late for that. She’d already grown
to like him and for that matter, those at the hospital had become like family
to her. She had plenty of close ties now. She watched buildings burning in the
distance and listened to a few scattered screams throughout the city. Maybe
this truly would be the end of mankind, but Lindsey decided that if it was, she
was going to savor every remaining moment she had. If she and Lee could only
see each other for an hour a day, she would enjoy that time. She stayed outside
another hour before finally going back inside to check on Autumn.


In addition to the twenty or so recovered patients,
there had been almost thirty visitors in the hospital when the outbreak had
happened, and most of them were now also working. Even the children were given
undemanding jobs, such as helping with kitchen cleanup and giving Ernie a hand
with some of the janitorial services. It was rare now that Ernie was seen without
a group of children tagging along behind him as well as three or four adults
that would be supervising once he was done with the training.


“I see you have some new help,” Keith told him.


“My trainees,” Ernie said, giving the younger man a
smile. “I’m almost ready to turn them loose on their own now.”


“You’re a good teacher,” Keith said, remembering his
own first day at work, when he’d been hired to help Ernie after school.


The old man chuckled. “Well, I’ve raised four kids
of my own and I have a dozen grandkids now. I guess I’ve just had a lot of experience.”


“That you do,” Keith said. After the death of Keith’s
mother, Ernie had always been around to keep him steered in the right
direction. More than once, Ernie had had a serious talk with him when he’d been
going through tough times as a teen. When Keith’s grandmother had suggested the
military, Ernie had backed her up on the idea and had helped to convince him to
enlist. Keith was forever grateful for that. Many times over the years, Ernie
had acted as a surrogate father to him and had even gone to his graduation from
college, looking as proud as any father there had looked.


“What about your kids, Ernie?” Keith asked, not sure
if it was a good idea, under the circumstances. “Are they still all up north?” 


“Yes, thank God. All in the Traverse City area,” he
said. “I talked to my oldest boy yesterday and he’s been in touch with the rest
of them. I let him know what’s been going on here and told them to get ready in
case it spreads. They wanted to come to get me but I nipped that idea in the bud real fast.”


Keith patted the older man’s shoulder and said, “Maybe
we can get you to them once things settle down here.”


“Maybe,” Ernie said. 


Ernie had immigrated to the United States from Scotland
as a young boy, settling in Alma, Michigan with his family. His wife, Annie, had come from
the Marquette area and they had met as children on Mackinac Island, where both
families had been visiting for a vacation. They had become pen pals and had
kept close contact with each other throughout their childhood. 
The year they graduated from high school, they both took summer jobs on Mackinac Island, working 
at one of the large hotels and staying in the dorms. It was the best summer of Ernie’s life and 
he had proposed to Annie on their last day on the island.


Within a couple months, they had married. While Ernie’s wife had moved to be with him in
Lansing, where he was working at the time, she had made him promise that
someday they’d move up north and buy a little cottage on a lake. It had never
happened. Her life had been cut short, several years earlier, by a sudden heart
attack; a shock to everybody, including her doctor. Ernie had been devastated
but he had kept working to keep his mind occupied. His kids had eventually
moved north as their mother had always wanted to do, but Ernie just wasn’t
ready to face a retirement alone. For ten years, he had been telling them that
he wanted to work one more year.


“Guess I’d better get back to work. Can’t let these youngsters see me slacking.”


Keith laughed at that, knowing that as soon as the
kids left to do something else, Ernie would find a place for a nap.


As he watched the old man walk away, Keith began to
think about his own family. Cell phone coverage was sporadic at best, but he’d
finally gotten through to his two sisters. They were both safe for the moment
but they were worried about their little brother being stuck in the city. He had
assured them that he was in a safe place, but he also made sure they both knew
exactly how serious the outbreak was in Lansing. He gave them as much advice as
possible on how to prepare in case it hit their areas.


Shanelle was another story. Keith had finally reached
his estranged wife. She was trapped in her apartment building but some of the
tenants had gotten together and had cleared off a couple floors. They were
pooling their food, though she had told Keith they didn’t have enough to last
long. They planned to try to get to the other floors soon and she had promised
to keep him posted. He had told her that the military was bringing survivors in
to the hospital, and she had agreed to talk to her neighbors about trying to
get to the roof. For the moment, she was safe but Keith wondered how long that
would last.


~*~


Nick Doune had not heard from his wife, nor had he
attempted to reach her. In fact, thoughts of her had scarcely crossed his mind.
He was busy with his lab and was trying to learn as much as possible about the
cause of the plague. Without a microscope, he was unable to examine anything on
a cellular level so he spent a lot of time watching the infected from a second
floor window through binoculars and taking notes. He desperately wanted a
specimen that he could dissect, but the others had been squeamish about
allowing him to bring in a ‘live’ one to study. Instead, samples were taken
from the infected in the parking lot when possible. Nick improvised with the
resources available, but he began to think more and more about making a trip to
his lab to retrieve equipment. He finally approached Snake with the idea one morning.


Snake thought about the doctor’s request for a second.


“My guys said the last trip to the hardware store
got pretty hairy, but if you think that crap may help us to figure this out,
there’s no time like the present. It’s only going to get worse.”


“I’d have to go along,” Doune said, not trusting a
bunch of bikers with his fragile equipment. “We’d need at least two people to
carry the heavier things and then I could box up the fragile items.”


“You’re not going to have much time to pack, Dr.
Doom,” Snake said sarcastically. “If the excursion to the hardware was any
indication, we’ll be doing more shooting than anything. Imagine a wounded fish
swimming in a pool infested with slow moving sharks. We’ll be the fish, maybe
the only fish out there, so we’ll be very popular. Still want to go?”


“Of course,” Doune said, ignoring the barbs. He
looked forward to observing the infected a little closer from the safety of the
vehicles. “The lab should be secure. It’s enclosed by a cinder block wall with
a heavy-duty gate, so once we get inside we should be able to take our time
loading up.  A moving van or large rental truck would be perfect.”


“We used a linen truck to haul the cinder block,”
Snake informed him. “It’s about the size of a small moving van. There’s already
a bunch of sheets and blankets in the back that you can use for packing your precious equipment.”


Snake tried to hide his disdain for Dr. Doune, who
reminded him of his CO in Viet Nam. To Snake, Doune seemed like the type of
person that would sacrifice anything and anyone for the mission without
remorse. His CO had caught a ‘stray’ bullet and Snake was hoping history wouldn’t
repeat itself.


Nick sighed. “Worm . . . excuse me, Snake, I am
trying to find a cure for this outbreak. It’s not like I’m asking for help to
get a flat screen TV or, God forbid, a video game console. Without my
equipment, I don’t have a chance of finding a cure or creating a vaccine.”


While the statement was true, Doune knew it was
unlikely he’d ever find a cure. He was no virologist and while he had an
adequate knowledge of viruses, bacteria and bacteriophages, they were not his
specialty. That wouldn’t keep him from trying but his desire to research the
virus stemmed more from his passion to learn than it did from finding a cure to save the world.


Snake grinned, showing the gap where two of his teeth used to be. Looking up, he prayed aloud,
“Lord, forgive me for what is going through my head right now.” He turned to the doctor.


“Well dude, if we’re going to go, let’s do it now,”
he said, walking toward the door.


Autumn approached Dr. Doune with a look of concern.


“If you get bit, can we experiment on you?”


“Of course,” he said. “I agreed to donate my brain
to science but most of the people that would know what to do with it are probably already dead.”


He turned to leave with Snake, who was carrying a
bat along with his gun. Doune noticed an assortment of other odd weapons as
they got ready to leave. One man had a hockey stick while another carried a
crowbar. There was also a sledge hammer and he saw a couple of machetes. 
Some of the men even had metal poles that had been fashioned into pikes.


Snake noticed the curious looks that Doune was giving his men, and he said, 
“We use these weapons when we have to be quiet. Guns tend to draw crowds.”


Doune nodded and stepped outside. He had expected
fresh air and the acrid stench of smoke hit him hard. There was human flesh
burning; he could smell it. The smoke wasn’t just from the bodies that had been
burned, though. Half the city looked like it was in flames and Doune wondered if it would spread to the hospital.


Shots rang out as someone picked off the undead that were wandering the parking lot.


“We may end up with a bigger problem than the infected if that’s possible,” 
Doune said. “I have the feeling that the fire department is no longer on call, and if these fires spread, we could be trapped.” 


“Yeah,” Snake agreed, “I don’t think we’ll be
getting any services any time soon. If the fires spread, we’re going to have to
try to fight them as well as possible or we’re going to have to run. We ought
to talk to Jack about it and get a plan in place.”


“I have no idea what sort of equipment we have to
deal with a fire or any other disaster for that matter,” Doune said. “It’s
funny how many things you take for granted.”


“Speaking of that, the fuel in our generator should
last a couple weeks, but when the power grid goes out, we’ll only have a short
time before the city water tank runs out with no pumps to refill it. My guys
grabbed some barrels from the hardware store to catch rain water off the roof,
just in case.” 


“Good thinking,” Doune said.


“C’mon boys,” Snake said. “We’re taking another field trip.”
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Doune glanced at the wall on his way to the truck. 


“How long will it take to finish the wall?” he asked Snake as they climbed into the cab. 


Six bikers with rifles climbed on top of the truck. 


“Should be done tomorrow. We had a little setback after Eric drove through it the other day, 
but it’s almost done now. Now we just need a gate.” 


They had to stop several times while four of the men climbed down off the 
truck and either pushed a stalled vehicle off the road, or
put it in neutral so Snake could push it with the truck. The other two were
kept busy shooting from their perch atop the truck. It was eerily evident that
theirs was the only moving vehicle on the road.


The devastation of the city shocked Nick, though he
would not show it. He had expected to see battles in the streets, people
fleeing and fighting for their lives, but what they were witnessing was the
aftermath of such a conflict. It was already over and the city had the look and
feel of a post-apocalyptic war zone. The only movement on the streets seemed to
be the infected lumbering about, arms outstretched as they grasped for the
truck as it passed by. He wondered just how many other survivors there were,
holed up in their homes or in places like the hospital. How many of them would
survive the next few weeks? Would the sovereignty of man come to an end or
would the survivors triumph and rebuild their world? Survival in such a place
would not be easy and would not be pleasant, though it would be better than the alternative.


They finally reached the edge of the city and made
their way toward Nick’s lab on the outskirts of town. The number of infected
had dropped as they’d moved into areas of the city that were less densely
populated, but there were still enough to be a problem. Doune watched as the
snipers on the truck took out one after another of the infected. Killing the
brain seemed to be the only way to put them down, he noticed. Until now, he had
refused to even entertain the word “zombie” except in jest, but he had to
wonder if there might be some truth to it. His analytical mind told him that it
was impossible to reanimate the dead, but he was seeing things with his own
eyes that had no other explanation; a man with most of his body eaten away, a
woman with her head twisted around almost backwards. Doune remained silent as
he studied the infected, but he was beginning to accept that the people he was 
seeing truly were the reanimated dead.


When they approached the lab, Snake was glad to see
that it was just as the doctor had described it. A large metal gate spanned the
driveway and an eight foot high masonry wall lined the property.


“Like your privacy, don’t you, Doc?” Snake asked sarcastically. 


“The tight security is essential in keeping my
research secure as well as safeguarding my equipment. I devote more time to
research than to surgery and I am quite protective of my lab and everything in it.”


“Don’t suppose you have a gate opener with you?”


“Key card,” Nick said, holding up the piece of plastic that was hanging around his neck. 


He handed it to Snake as they approached the gate. “Just wave it at the scanner,” he told the biker.


Snake lifted the card and waved it back and forth at the gate post, not sure where the scanner was.


 As Nick waited for the gate to open, he looked around. It appeared that the city power was still on but once that failed, the
generator would kick in. Perhaps it would be best to disable it for now and
turn off the computers. His current experiments didn’t require any power and he
was afraid that the sound of the generator would draw attention to the lab once the grid failed.


“Anyone in there we might be surprising? Maid? Assistants?” Snake asked.


“No,” Doune said. “I don’t allow anybody in the
building when I am not here to supervise. Secrets can be stolen, mistakes can be made.”


The lab had an apartment upstairs where he stayed
almost as often as he did at his home, a huge place a few miles outside of
town. He wondered briefly if his wife had survived. Their house was not in a
populated area and it did have a fence around it, so she might have made it.
Then again, the woman seemed to spend most of her time shopping, so the odds
were good that she had been in the city when disaster had struck. If she were
alive and at home, they had a basement full of food and a pool full of water
outside. She could get by for a while, though he would probably have to check
on her eventually. Odds were likely that she was dead and that thought didn’t
bother him as much as it should have. He’d never loved her. He had simply
needed a wife to bring along to functions and to run the household while he
worked. She had wanted a man that could support her shopping habits, so they
had both gotten their wishes. Still, he knew that others would expect him to
worry about her.


“I was hoping that I might see my wife’s car here,”
he said with a forced sigh. “This place is more secure than our home and she
knows it. I haven’t been able to reach her by phone.”


There was something insincere in the doctor’s voice.
Snake was surprised to hear that the man was married. He pegged the doctor as
someone who was not only hard to get along with, but also someone who didn’t
have the time to nurture a marriage, at least a successful one. He rubbed his
beard in thought. “If your place isn’t far, maybe we could take a side trip and
see if she’s there.” He was sure Dr. Doune would find an excuse to decline his
offer, but he had to ask, anyway.


The offer caught Nick off-guard. The last thing he
wanted to do was to risk his life and his equipment to go rescue his wife. If
she had somehow managed to stay alive, he certainly didn’t need to have her
running around the hospital making demands of him. All these thoughts rushed
through his mind in a matter of seconds. He pretended to be considering it
before finally shaking his head.


“It’s five miles outside of town,” he said. “She
just might be safer there than we’ll be in the city. We maintain a sufficient
supply of food and water at the house, too.”


“Suit yourself,” Snake shrugged, not surprised by the doctor’s answer.


Once they were through the gate, it closed again,
and Nick looked back to make sure that none of the infected had followed.


“There is a service bay over there,” he pointed to a
driveway that led back behind the building. Once they rounded the corner, he said,
“If we back the truck up to that door, we can easily load the equipment.”


Snake backed into the service bay and his men jumped off the truck.


“Careful with his stuff,” Snake advised his men. “Dr.
Doom here just may end up being the only thing between us and some severe jungle rot.”


Doune used the key pad to unlock an entry door
outside the loading bay. Once he went inside and raised the roll-up door to the
loading dock, he went to an inner door that required him to key in a different
set of numbers. He was glad to see that everything in the lab seemed to be
untouched, though he wasn’t surprised since the gate outside had obviously not
been breached. He showed the men the large, fairly sturdy pieces of equipment
that they could take first. While they set to work on their task, he wrapped
padding around a few of the fragile pieces and began to box up the smaller
equipment along with his personal computer and the hard drives from some of the
others. It would have been easier to do research at the lab, but the building
probably wasn’t as safe as the hospital and there was also the issue of
collecting subjects to study. That was something he didn’t want to do himself. 


It was a shame that the microscopes had been
destroyed at the hospital, but even if they hadn’t been broken, they were old
and inadequate for the research he was doing. Had he been working at one of the
larger hospitals he would have probably had access to a state-of-the-art lab.
Unfortunately, he had done his time at the larger hospitals and it hadn’t
worked out well. There was too much scrutiny and too much red tape. St. Mary’s
was a small hospital and Doune helped to bring in money. Well-known in the
world of brain surgery, he had no problems getting donations for the hospital
as long as he wasn’t the one asking for it, since his bedside manner left
something to be desired. He was often asked to come to the fundraisers but he wasn’t
allowed to say much, which suited him just fine. He felt it ridiculous that he
should have to waste his valuable time begging for money, but that was the way
the game was played. He donated his hour or two to the tedious fundraisers and
brought in money to the hospital, enabling him to continue his research without
much interference. Had it not worked that way, he never would have bothered with such a small hospital.


Snake started loading boxes, making sure that his
men were being careful. The linens proved useful for buffering and the
equipment was tightly packed together. If they had to plow through more of the
dead on the way back and the ride got bumpy, the equipment would need to
survive.  Snake was sure that if Dr. Doune had to choose between the bikers and
the equipment, Snake’s men didn’t have a chance. Still, he couldn’t think of
anyone more up to the task than the doctor. 


Snake looked into the sky. It looked surreal. The
smoke from the fires had painted it a reddish brown and seemed to mingle with
the tiny droplets of rain that fell to the ground and gathered into serpentine
streams of rust. Snake thought about the passage in the Book of Revelations
where it was foretold that, in the end days, the waters would turn to blood. He
wondered if biblical prophecy was being fulfilled before his eyes; if this was
the beginning of the end.


Nick had noticed the color of the sky, too, but not
in a philosophical way. His first thoughts were to analyze the color and try to
determine what, exactly, they were breathing. The fires could become a problem
if they were to spread. Not only did they have to worry about the flames and
smoke reaching the hospital, but there were chemical plants in the area. The
air could quickly turn deadly if the plants were to catch fire. He closed his
eyes and sniffed the air. Plastic, he thought, and human flesh. There were
other scents that he couldn’t quite discern, but he didn’t want to take any
chances. He grabbed an almost-full box of N95 respirator masks that he kept on
hand. They wouldn’t help much, but they were better than nothing. As he looked
at the sky again, he began to wonder if the hospital might turn out to be a
death trap. It was something to discuss with the others but for the moment, it
would have to do.


“I haven’t seen anybody change yet,” Nick told Snake
as they were loading the last few items. “What can you tell me about it? From
what I’ve heard, those who are infected get sick first and eventually appear to
die. If this is the case, we should have time to secure them to a bed or a
gurney when they begin to reach a danger point. I don’t want to take any
chances.”


“I couldn’t tell you exactly how long it takes,” Snake
remembered, “but I saw a couple guys at the shelter turn. It started with
flu-like symptoms and it progressed pretty fast. When we took them to the ER,
nobody could figure out what was wrong with them. Nothing showed up on the
blood tests, but remember, we brought these guys from the shelter and they
weren’t insured, so the tests weren’t exactly exhaustive, just the bare
minimum. We took them back to the shelter and they seemed to sleep a lot. A
lady who checked on them noticed that one wasn’t breathing. I couldn’t find a
pulse, so we did CPR. Mouse gave him mouth-to-mouth and I did the chest
compressions but nothing worked. Then the other one stopped breathing and the
ambulance still hadn’t arrived, so we called again. Half an hour later, when
the paramedics finally got there, both of the guys had already woken up and had
gone insane; like rabies. They just attacked everyone they could.  The people
that were killed by these goons seemed to reanimate shortly after they died.”
Snake stroked his beard as if he were deep in thought.
 

“Doc, I saw someone torn in half, literally, and a few minutes later, he started trying to attack
people. I was a medic. Believe me, I know live from dead. These people were
dead. It seems to be transferred by body fluids, mainly saliva . . . oh crap.”


Snake hit his head on his fists. “Mouse gave that
guy mouth to mouth. Do you think he could be infected?”


Nick considered the question. “It might require an
entrance into the bloodstream, so a cut in the other person’s mouth could
possibly allow introduction of a contagion. Perhaps someone should keep an eye
on your friend until we learn more about this.”


Snake grunted in agreement, almost sorry he had said
anything to the doctor. He didn’t want to see any of his guys restrained
needlessly.


“Well, Doc, if you’ve got everything, I think we
need to get going,” Snake said, knowing that they’d been making a lot of noise,
which had probably attracted all the dead within hearing distance. 


Doune walked through the lab one last time then
turned off the generator. The gates and alarms were on a separate system and
would not be affected. He pulled the metal bay door down with a loud clang
before locking up and arming the alarms. 


“Looks like we’ve got company,” one of the bikers
said, noticing several of the undead gathered beyond the wall.


Snake looked at the crowd behind the gate.


“No sense in letting them in,” he said. “We’ll just
pick them off and open the gate. It may be a bumpy ride, though.”


Snake caught movement out of the corner of his eye.
One of his men had jumped off of the truck and was running toward the wall.


Snake yelled up to the others. “What the hell is he doing?”


“He said he’s going to distract them so you can get
through clear,” said a voice from the top of the truck.


The man ran to the wall, leaping as he came within a
few feet of it, and barely caught the top with his fingers. After pulling
himself up, he started waving and shouting at the creatures. Snake watched as
the undead slowly started to leave the gate and work their way toward the man.


“That wasn’t worth the risk but I guess it’s
working,” Snake admitted as they approached the abandoned gate. “Would you
believe we call him Monkey?” Snake smiled, trying to get a reaction from the Doctor.


“Why am I not surprised?” Doune asked, dryly. He
shook his head as he watched the man, wondering if he acted so impulsively all
the time. Perhaps he was just so sure of himself that he didn’t believe that it
was that much of a risk. If his actions enabled them to get the truck out and
close the gate without letting any of the infected in, Doune would be grateful.
It was good to know they might be able to use the lab if they had to leave the
hospital, though it wouldn’t accommodate many. If things got to that point,
Doune would have to decide who would be allowed to come with him. They would
have to be useful to him, of course.


Snake drew his attention to Monkey. Earning his
nick name, Monkey jumped from the wall onto a tree in the neighboring property.
The creatures were slowly enticed away from Doune’s gate toward the adjoining lot,
which housed a run-down commercial building surrounded by a scattering of
trees. The trees were thicker at the rear of the lot and it was hard to tell how far back it went. 


Monkey taunted the zombies from his perch in the
tree, bouncing on a limb while shouting and waving his arms. The dead followed
a cyclone fence that stretched across the front of the property, clawing at the
air as Monkey continued his taunt. 


As soon as it was clear, Snake opened Doune's gate
and drove out, pushing the button to close it again before any of the dead wandered back.


Satisfied with the results, Monkey began to climb
back across a thick limb of the tree. He was halfway to the block wall that
divided the two properties when the branch snapped. 


Monkey hit the ground hard and it showed on his face. He went to stand, but crumpled to the ground when he tried to put
pressure on his right leg.


As some of the men jumped down off the truck to see if they could help, Snake quickly scanned the area, trying to figure out a way
to get to his friend. The only gate was about three feet wide and padlocked from the inside. There was a
small retaining wall supporting the cyclone fence, so driving through it to
perform a rescue was out of the question. 


“Is there another way to get onto the property?” Snake asked Doune.


“The delivery trucks usually go around the back,”
Doune said. “There’s a wider gate and the owner doesn’t always lock it since
it’s hidden from sight by the trees.”


Some of the zombies that had been intent on getting at Monkey through the wire fence now turned 
toward the bikers at the truck with a renewed interest. 


“Guess we'll have to go find that gate.” Snake sighed. “Hang
tight there, Buddy,” he called to Monkey. “We're coming around back.”


Monkey tried to crack a smile through his painful grimace but his expression changed 
as his head turned toward the trees at the back of the property.


Snake had only driven a few feet when he saw the
look on Monkey’s face and it gave him a sick feeling. His heart sunk into his
chest as the dead swarmed out of the trees and began to surround the injured biker.
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The truck slammed to a halt, making Doune cringe. 


Snake jumped out and some of the men on top of the
truck quickly climbed down to join him. They opened up with a volley of shots
that dropped some of the dead on both sides of the fence. The shooters still on
top of the truck concentrated on the swarm surrounding Monkey, but for every
one that was shot, two more staggered from the forest to take its place. 


Monkey crawled toward the fence, dragging his busted
leg behind him. As the shooting continued, it seemed to attract more attention,
as the dead were now beginning to surround the bikers on the other side of the
fence, forcing the shooters on the ground to concentrate on defending themselves.


As Monkey came within feet of the fence, the horde caught up with him. A look of horror
crossed his face as the dead began to overwhelm him, pulling him back as he
tried to claw his way forward. The horror turned to pain as they began to sink
their teeth into his flesh. 


Snake shook the fence and yelled, hoping to draw the zombies away from his friend, but it was
too late. They had already begun to tear into his body.  His friend’s screams
reverberated in his ears and he knew what he had to do. Lowering his pistol to
Monkey’s forehead, he put his finger on the trigger and began to squeeze. 


Snake had pulled the trigger countless times since the crisis had begun and, for the most part,
the targets had been mindless ghouls. He had also performed two mercy killings,
but they had been strangers, mangled to the point where death had been a
welcome release. This was different. Monkey was like a son to him. Snake had
been with him through the drugs and alcohol. He had watched as a life of chaos
had begun to have meaning again. He had watched as Monkey had begun to help
others overcome the same demons that he had slain. Now, Snake’s hand trembled
as he tried in vain to pull the trigger. Monkey screamed as he awaited the
fatal blow and the men grew anxious as the undead horde around them began to
close in. Snake had to end his friend’s suffering, but his finger wouldn’t move.


 A shot rang out and Monkey’s head jerked to the
side then followed his body to the ground where he lay, motionless. Snake
looked up to see Wolf slowly lowering his gun. Snake nodded his head in a
gesture of doleful gratitude and hurried back to the truck, firing through the
crowd of undead that was increasing by the minute. Within seconds, he and the
rest were safely back at the truck.


~*~


The incident with Monkey had happened so fast that
Snake had barely had time to think. Driving back to the hospital, he had
nothing but time. The group had decided earlier that if any of them got bitten,
they were no longer who they used to be. They were dead, and the newly born
creature inside them must be destroyed. Still, it didn’t make it any easier on
Snake. He’d known Monkey for years and had always warned him that someday his
impulsiveness would be the end of him. Doune remained silent and Snake was glad about that.


As they drove back to the hospital in silence, Doune
again studied the infected that they passed, observing everything in an effort
to learn more about them. They were clumsy and slow and while they were
probably almost as strong as they had been in life, their biggest advantage
seemed to be their large numbers. Unless a person was caught off guard, one or
two of them would be little more than an annoyance. 


Nick glanced over when Snake straightened in his seat, squinting at something running ahead of them.


“They’re moving pretty fast for dead guys,” the
biker said, opening the window to call up to the men on top of the truck. “Boys,
I think we might have some survivors up ahead and it looks like they’re not alone.”


He gunned the engine to bring them closer to the
small group of people that were running toward the road. The man at the front
was clearing a path with a baseball bat, but when he spotted the truck he began
waving frantically. He was trailed by a couple of small children and a woman
who was carrying a bundle in her arms.


The man helped his family around some of the cars
that had been pushed off the road then he urged them toward the truck as he
turned to take a swing at the closest of the following horde. He obviously knew
how to use the baseball bat, dropping the creature with a single blow to the
head. He took out a second one and then a third before hurrying after his family once more. 


When the woman and children reached the truck, a
couple of the bikers jumped down to help them. They knew it would be difficult
to get the family onto the roof, so one of them tried to open the roll-up door
at the back of the truck. The man still lagged behind, working crowd control with his baseball bat.


“Come on, hurry up, mate,” Wombat said. “We don’t have a lot of time.”


“It’s stuck,” replied Fish, whose real name was
Gilbert, though he went by Gil. Snake had immediately known what nickname to
give him. “I can’t budge it.”


“That equipment must have shifted inside,” Wombat said, sheathing his machete. 


Both of the bikers worked together while Wolf, who
was still on top of the truck, picked off the closer zombies, but there were many more coming. 


“What’s the hold up?” Wolf yelled to the others, not
able to see them. He turned and fired off three quick shots, dropping one ghoul with each bullet.


“Lady, get in the cab and we’ll put the kids and
your husband on the top of the truck,” Fish said.


“No,” she said. “I don’t want the children up there
unless I’m with them.”


“Fine, then we’ll put you all up there,” he said.


“Hand up the kids,” someone said, leaning over to
reach an arm down. They got the two children up quickly but when Wombat tried
to take the baby from the mother, she pulled away.


“No!” she said, eyes wild.


“All right, lady, nobody’s going to hurt your kid,”
the Australian biker said. “But if we don’t get you up there fast, you’re both
going to die!”


“Ginny, do what they say!” the husband said,
glancing at the truck long enough to see what was going on. He turned away,
quickly crushing another head as the hordes continued to move in closer.


“Can you pull the truck forward, Boss?” Wombat
yelled to Snake as he ran toward the front. “I think that equipment is pressing
back against the door, since we’re on an incline. Can you get her pointed downhill?”


“Can do,” Snake replied, shifting the truck back
into gear. “Hang on boys.”


Doune gritted his teeth, wondering if any of his
equipment had broken in the back. They didn’t need to be piling a bunch of
people on top of it, either. 


Wombat heard a hiss behind him and swung around
quickly, machete ready for action. He only hesitated long enough to make sure
it was one of the undead before easily burying his weapon into the rotting
creature’s head. Once the body dropped to the ground, truly dead, Wombat had to
step on it to pry the machete back out and then there were more of them.
Swinging hard at the next one, he was able to take its head with a single blow,
which always made him feel warm and fuzzy inside. The head was still alive and
snapping at him as it hit the ground and bounced. He took aim and sent it
flying with a perfect kick, much to the amusement of Wolf.


“Quit playing around down there,” the older biker said from the roof with a grin.


“Sorry,” Wombat said sheepishly, jabbing his machete through the eye of another one. 
“I haven’t played football since high school and I kind of miss it.”


“Soccer,” said Wolf. “I keep telling you, that ain’t football.”


Wombat just laughed, turning to face yet another of the ghouls.


“You’ll have to climb up,” Fish told the woman. “This door ain’t opening.”


“Get up there, Ginny,” her husband said, hurrying over.
“I’ll hand the baby up.”


She started to protest, but the look in his eyes
caused her to comply. They hurried to the front of the truck where she was able
to climb onto the hood before taking the baby from her husband.


“Brian, behind you,” she yelled. 


Her husband turned and clubbed a dead woman over the
head, watching her slump to the ground as another replaced her.


“Time to go,” Wombat yelled, hurrying over to join
them. He turned and split another head open, pulling his machete free with some
effort. “Too many of them.”


Brian climbed up onto the roof easily with Fish and
the other two bikers following. Wombat finally pulled his pistol and began to
pick off the closest ones. Those on the roof were doing the same but the numbers were growing.


“Wombat!” Wolf yelled. “Get your butt up here.”


 “Yeah, I’d like to do that, really,” he yelled up,
pausing to put a bullet into the eye socket of what had once been a boy scout. “Just
trying to figure out how to do it without getting pulled right back down.”


The only way he could keep the growing crowd back was to continue shooting them. 
He knew that if he turned to climb onto the truck, they’d grab him.


Wolf turned to the others.


“Guys, we need to lay down some heavy fire to give
him a few seconds to get up here. Everybody down to this end.”


Positions were shifted with the family going toward
the back of the truck while the bikers all moved to the front.


Wolf yelled, “You get ready to move the second you have a chance.”


“Sure thing,” Wombat said, firing off another shot. The
snipers were still picking off the closer ones but the circle was closing in.
The biker was growing tired but he dared not slow down in his efforts. 
He aimed the pistol at an approaching ghoul but when he pulled the trigger, all he heard was a click.
He switched to his machete to finish the job.
With the extra help on the front of the truck, a small area was soon cleared and Wolf
thought that Wombat had a chance of making it up; a slim chance.


“Now,” he yelled down to the other biker. “Get up here!”


There were several of the undead still grabbing for the biker, but the shooters on top of the truck 
were dropping them before they had the chance to reach Wombat. 
The biker whirled around and launched himself onto the hood of the truck. 
He moved fast but not fast enough. One of them grabbed his ankle and pulled his leg out from under him. 
As he was falling onto the hood, Wombat twisted his body and slashed down hard, severing the hand at the wrist.
He kicked it away before scooting back against the windshield and finally getting to his feet again. 
Before making his way up to the roof, he grinned at Doune and Snake through the windshield.


“Well, that was fun,” he said, collapsing onto the roof. 


One of the others pounded his fist on the top of the cab to let Snake they were ready to go.


“Hold on to the chains,” Wolf told the newcomers. Chains
had been bolted down the length of the roof on both sides. “The ride might get
a little rough.”


Brian grabbed the two kids and had them lay down
flat. He held them with one arm and the chain with the other.


 “This is going to be tricky,” Snake said, as they
moved down the street. Every time he hit one of the dead, there was a loud thump
that made him wonder what kind of damage was being done to the truck. 


Nick, on the other hand, was more concerned about
his equipment in the back. Eventually they managed to leave the horde of undead
behind, but Snake knew that the creatures would end up near the hospital
eventually, unless something else caught their attention along the way.


The road was clear of obstacles, aside from a few
more infected that wandered into their path, which Snake quickly dispatched with his bumper.


Nick continued to look around at the wounded city.
It was odd seeing Lansing so quiet, so devoid of life. He had always enjoyed
driving in to the hospital early, before the morning rush began, but even then
there had always been at least a few other cars on the road. Up ahead, the partial
wall around the hospital could be seen and the gap where the gate would
eventually go seemed to be clear. Snake drove through it then turned around to back
up to a loading dock as several of his men approached the truck.


One of the bikers said. “We’ve been dropping a lot
of bodies trying to keep this parking lot clear for you.”


The man looked at the rest of the crew on top of the
truck. “Where’s Monkey?”


Snake shook his head and jumped from the cab. “Let’s
hurry boys. We’re going to have more company soon.”


~*~


Doune thanked them and then hurried inside with a
few of his most fragile instruments. He got the doors opened to the lab and
propped them that way so that the rest of the equipment could be brought in.


“Is this lab going to be big enough for everything?”
Lindsey asked Dr. Doune, as she looked around the room with some doubt.


“I doubt it. It’s already a little tight in here as
it is but I want to be close to the quarantine room and there isn’t anything
bigger available nearby.”


He glanced back toward the ER and he saw that the
rescued family had come in along with the bikers.


“We picked up some survivors,” Doune told Lindsey. “Could
you see about getting them into quarantine?”


“Sure,” Lindsey said, walking over to meet the
family. She introduced herself and asked if anybody had been bitten and was
relieved when they assured her that they had not. She explained that they would
have to be in quarantine for a while, just to be safe, but they could rest or
watch DVDs or have something to eat. The mother seemed distracted but that was
understandable after what they’d been through. 


Brian told Lindsey that they’d seen the lights from
the hospital a couple of days earlier and had been desperately trying to get there ever since.


“Our building was completely overrun,” he explained.
“I had to lower my family down several stories by rope, one at a time. It was
terrifying for all of us and that was just the beginning of the nightmare. I
don’t think that any of us except the baby have slept at all in the last two days.”


A couple of the teenagers who were helping in the
kitchen brought some food over and the family began to dig in, except for the mother.


“I can hold the baby while you eat,” Lindsey
offered, but the mother shook her head and seemed to clutch the child tighter. 


A bad feeling began to creep over Lindsey. Something wasn’t right.


“Once you’re done eating,” she said, eyes on the
bundle in the woman’s arms, “we’d like to have one of our doctors check your
family over.”


“No,” the woman said quickly, eyes fearful.


“You can all be in the room together,” Lindsey told
her. “We won’t separate you.”


The woman started to argue, but her husband spoke to her quietly and she nodded.


“That’ll be fine,” he said.


Lindsey watched Brian’s expression for a moment. He
looked exhausted but there was something darker in his eyes, something that caused
her feeling of apprehension to grow even stronger. Not convinced that the
family was going to cooperate, Lindsey went to look for Dr. Winston, who was on
duty at the time. He wasn’t anywhere to be found on the first floor so she went
to look for him in the fifth floor doctor’s lounge, where he seemed to be
spending much of his time. She informed him that they had newcomers and he lay
down his book with a sigh.


“I hope everybody realizes that we can’t keep
bringing others in. We’re already crowded and food is becoming an issue.


Lindsey bristled at his words. He’d complained every
time survivors had arrived.


“They would have died out there. We’ll just need to
figure out a way to make it work. We’re not turning anybody away.”


“I’m still not sure what makes all you low-level
workers think you’re in charge,” he snapped, standing. “But you go ahead and
have your little power trip. Before we know it, this will be over and
everything will be back to normal. When that happens, don’t think I’ll forget
any of this. I’ll make all of your lives a living hell.”


“Oh, you already do,” Lindsey assured him, walking back to the stairs.


Not ten minutes later, loud voices could be heard
coming from the ER. Lindsey hurried over there with Autumn close behind. Doune
carefully set his microscope on the table before following them.


Dr. Winston was yelling at the woman, Ginny, who was
trying to cover her baby’s head. Brian was standing between his wife and Dr.
Winston, trying to calm both of them. Two big bikers were already there, trying
to figure out who needed to be restrained. They pulled both the father and Dr.
Winston back as Doune arrived on the scene.


“That child is infected!” Dr. Winston yelled,
pointing at the squirming bundle in the woman’s arms. “Let go of me!”


The biker let go and Winston continued. “It’s
already changed. We need to destroy it!”


This set off a whole new round of yelling, from the
mother and father as well as the two children. 


“You can’t have him!” the woman screamed, hysterical.


“Lady, if that baby bites you, you’ll have to be
destroyed as well,” Dr. Winston yelled at her.


The woman was having trouble holding onto the baby,
who seemed to be growing very active under the blanket. Lindsey knew that they needed to act quickly.


 “Does he have teeth yet?” she asked. From what she
could tell of the child’s size, it was not a newborn but was probably several months old.


“He has four teeth,” the daughter said in a
terrified voice. “Please don’t kill my mommy.”


Lindsey glanced at the girl and hoped that it wouldn’t come to that.


“Ma’am, you need to think of your other children,”
Lindsey said, desperately. “They need you. It’s too late for the baby, and
there is nothing that can be done for him now. He’s already gone.”


The woman looked at her other children and burst
into tears again before shaking her head and backing away.


“Buddy, you need to help us out here or you’re going
to lose your wife,” one of the bikers said to Brian, who was trying to block them.


“Dad?” the girl said, tears on her cheeks. The young boy was crying, too. 


The father looked at both of them before closing his
eyes in pain and stepping away with a nod.


“No!” the mother screamed as the two bikers stepped
forward and finally wrestled the child away from her.


“Be careful!” Lindsey reminded them. “Watch his mouth.”


Another biker restrained the mother long enough for
Dr. Doune to inject her with something that quieted her almost instantly.


“Don’t you hurt my mom!” yelled the boy, running over.


“She’s fine,” Doune assured him. “This will just
allow her to sleep for a while.”


The child watched intently as Doune helped his mother to a chair. 


“You can stay here and watch her if you want,”
Lindsey told the boy. “See? She’s breathing quietly, just sleeping.”


Her words seemed to calm the boy and soon his sister
joined him, sitting in the chair on the other side of their mother.


“I want to see him first,” Brian said, his voice
breaking as the biker started to walk away with the wiggling bundle.


The biker hesitated and lifted the blanket to look
at the infant before making a decision. He quickly put the blanket back into
position, shaking his head.


“No, you don’t,” he said quietly. “Just remember him
how he was, all right? Not like this.”


As the biker turned to walk away, Brian tried to go
after him but he was immediately grabbed by a couple of other men. As they
restrained him, one gray arm slipped from beneath the blanket and began to claw
at the biker, who hurried to get him wrapped up again. The sight of the arm seemed
to stun Brian and he instantly stopped struggling, collapsing into a chair near
his family, his eyes distant and vacant.


Doune walked past Dr. Winston and said, “Check the
mother for bites.”


Dr. Winston started to protest but Doune was
already gone, planning on getting some samples of the child’s flesh for his
lab. The parents would not be told about this, of course.
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 Keith jumped when he heard his phone start playing, “You’re No Good.”


“Shanelle?” he asked.


“Hey, Babe, it’s me,” she said, though there was so much static it was hard to hear her.


“You okay?” Keith asked, covering his left ear to block out the sounds of voices down the hall.


“So far,” she said. “I told the others what you said
about getting to the roof, and we’re going to try it.”


“Good, good,” he said, relieved. He suddenly
realized something. He wasn’t sure exactly which building was hers. He knew the
general area but since she had moved out of the house, their only contact had
been over the phone. “Hey, what’s the address of your building? I’ll tell this
guy, Lt. Reynolds, and he can look for it next time they go to check for
survivors.”


Keith heard only static. “Shanelle?” he asked, but she
was gone. He quickly texted a message to her, asking for the address and he made
a mental note to talk to Reynolds about it the next time he came to the hospital.


~*~


“Do you know how long it took the infant to turn?” Doune asked Lindsey.


“No,” she admitted, keeping her voice down so the
family wouldn’t hear the discussion. “I never actually saw the baby when the
family came in. For all I know he may have already turned before then.”


“I don’t think so,” Wombat said. A couple of the
other bikers agreed. “That baby wasn’t moving when we picked them up. I’m
betting it was dead then.”


“I’ll talk to the father once he’s calmed down,”
Doune said. “In the meantime, I need to find Harold and ask him a few things.”


“I can go look for him,” Autumn said, bored. “Theresa
said she’s making cookies today, too. Maybe I can nab a few for us.”


“Mmmm, I haven’t had a cookie since this whole thing
started,” Lindsey said, mouth watering at the thought.


Doune wrote a note for Dr. Winston with his
questions on it and handed it to Autumn.


“Just give him this. Maybe he can write down the
answers and I won’t have to speak to him in person.”


Autumn grinned and grabbed the paper, leaving Doune
and Lindsey to discuss some of Doune’s findings. Within twenty minutes, Autumn
was back with three cookies and crumbs all over her face. She placed two of the
cookies on a desk for the others. “I couldn’t find Dr. Whinealot.”


Doune had to fight a smirk at the name she’d found
for Harold. “Did you try the doctors’ lounge?”


“First place I checked. He told someone in the
kitchen he was going to rest for a while. He said he was just too tired and was
suffering from exhaustion from doing all the work around here.”


“Poor Harold,” Doune said, rolling his eyes. “I
guess he’s not used to working more than three hours a day. This must be quite
rough on him.”


“I ran into Dr. Sharma and gave her the note,” Autumn
said. “She promised to give it to him if she sees him.”


~*~


It was almost two hours later when all hell broke
loose in the emergency room once more. Lindsey hurried over with Autumn close
behind. Nick sat his pen down with a sigh and went to join them.


The mother who had lost the baby had woken and was
hysterical. Dr. Sharma was trying to calm her but was not having much luck. At
the same time, Snake was trying to stop the bleeding on the arm of one of the
bikers. Nick glanced at the hysterical woman and the wounded man and headed
over to the biker.


“What happened?” he asked Snake.


“The genius was messing around and he cut himself,” Snake said.


“With what?” Doune asked


“With a banana,” the biker answered sarcastically. “He
was messing around with his knife.” 


Doune gave a long sigh before asking, “What kind of
knife? A kitchen knife, perhaps? Or maybe a weapon that could have infected blood on it?”


“Oh,” the biker said, glancing at Snake. “Oh, crap.
I think I cleaned it after I used it last.”


“Did you just wipe it off, or did you spray it with
bleach and wash it off, like I told you guys to do?” Snake asked. They always
carried one or two of the spray bottles with them when they went out.


“I think I sprayed it. I really can’t remember,” the biker answered nervously. 


“Well, I think that we should assume that you didn’t,
to be safe. Stay here,” Doune said, leaving to retrieve gloves and bandages.


When he returned, he cleaned the wound and bandaged
it but insisted that the man spend a few hours in the ER with a guard.


“We’ll keep an eye on him, Doc,” Snake said then
turned to his friend. “If you don’t end up going zombie, I’m going to give you
a good thumpin’. I can’t afford to lose any guys to macho knife throwing games.” 


Doune turned to see if he needed to administer drugs
to the sobbing woman but Dr. Sharma assured him that she had things under control.


“I’ll give her something if she needs it,” she said,
not quite hiding the look of annoyance in her eyes. She was fairly certain that
Doune’s wish to help the woman had more to do with keeping her quiet than any
concern over the grief-stricken mother’s well-being.


No sooner had Doune turned to go back to the lab
when a call came over the loudspeaker saying that a doctor was needed on the fourth floor.


“Where the hell is Harold?” Doune asked, angrily.
Everybody else had been working long shifts and he was getting a little tired
of Winston disappearing every couple of hours while the rest of them picked up
the slack. He looked around and found Autumn. “I’m going to see what they need
on the fourth floor, but will you try to find Dr. Winston? Dr. Sharma and I
have our hands full and I still need to check on the fifth floor patients or
Amelia’s going to come looking for me.”


“I’ll go look around,” Autumn said.


Dr. Doune handled the emergency on the fourth floor
but Marian, the nurse on the floor at the time, said that Dr. Winston hadn’t
been to see any of the patients yet.


“Do you have the schedule?” Doune asked.


She handed him the paper and he looked at it. Dr.
Winston was listed as being on duty in the ER for the morning shift but had
been assigned to the fourth floor for the afternoon. Nick shook his head.


“He went to take a nap a couple hours ago, from what
I heard, but I assumed he would be back by now. I need to check on my patients
upstairs but I’ll try to find Dr. Winston in the meantime.”


Doune had just gotten done with his rounds on the fifth floor when Autumn appeared.


“I found him,” she said. “I guess he has the flu and
he’s taking the rest of the day off because he’s just too sick to work.”


“Oh, please. The flu? Did he diagnose himself?”
Doune asked. “If he did, it could actually be anything from the common cold to rabies.”


“Yeah,” Autumn replied, “he was all pale and
sweating. First he said he was suffering from exhaustion. Then he changed it
and said he must have caught the flu because he was soooo overworked.”


Doune shook his head. “We’re too busy for him to be
taking the day off. I think I’d better go pay him a visit myself. Where was he when you saw him last?”


“He checked himself into a private room on the third
floor so Keith and Marla can wait on him hand and foot, and Keith doesn’t seem
too happy about it,” she replied. “I think if the flu doesn’t kill him, Keith will.”


“I don’t imagine Keith will put up with much from
him,” Doune said. “I think I’ll pay Harold a visit.”


He took the elevator to the third floor and found Keith at the desk.


“I sent Marla in to deal with him for a while,”
Keith told him after Doune asked about the GP. “He’s being a pain in the ass.”


“Why am I not surprised?” Doune asked.


He started to leave but Keith stopped him.


“I think Dr. Winston might be infected but he
insists that it’s impossible.”


“On the contrary, it’s very possible,” Doune said,
telling Keith about the infected infant. “Dr. Winston was the one who looked
the child over so he has been exposed recently. We’ll need to check him for bites.”


They headed toward the private rooms.


~*~


“Well, Harold, what seems to be the problem?” the surgeon asked once he stepped inside.


Winston was deathly pale and had developed dark
circles around his eyes since Doune had seen him a few hours earlier.


“The problem is that the nursing staff doesn’t
realize how important we doctors are at the moment.” Harold coughed into a tissue and tried to sit up.


“I’ve had to wait an average of ten minutes for
service after I ring my bell. Ten minutes! I got this damn flu bug or food
poisoning. Yes, that’s exactly what it is. Those gangsters Jack brought in
probably cooked something up to kill us. They want the hospital to themselves.
My blood pressure is dropping like a rock, I’m damn near hypothermic and I’ve
got blood in my urine.” He stopped talking long enough to vomit into a bed pan.
“And that. I’ve been doing that constantly.”


“Well, Harold, I think they’ve got their hands full
at the moment, with half the staff having been eaten and all,” Doune said, then
he began to lie - something he did well, when it worked to his benefit. “Just
last week I heard there were three cases of a deadly strain of E. coli that
killed the victims within a couple of hours. The hospital hushed it up of
course since it most likely originated in the cafeteria, but I’d like to make
sure this isn’t what you have. If it is, we’ll need to start antibiotics at once.”


“Well, thank you,” Harold said, thinking someone had
finally realized his importance. “That’s why I never ate at that damn cafeteria until now.”


Harold got a sour expression on his face and quickly dry-heaved into the bed pan.


While Harold was busy vomiting, Doune spoke quietly
to Keith before turning his attention back to his patient. Keith brought a set
of Velcro straps into the room but kept them out of sight for the moment. 


When Winston looked back up, he had a small trickle of blood running down the corner of his mouth.


“Maybe you can explain to these wannabe nurses here
that with the ‘zombie’ thing and now an E. coli outbreak, we’re going to need
all the healthy doctors we can get. Their first priority should be our
health. If we’re sick, who’s going to take care of the patients?”


Marla stuck her head in the door after hearing the conversation from down the hallway.


“Don’t be dissin’ us nurses,” she said with her
index finger pointed in Harold’s direction.


“And she’s about as sharp as a tennis ball!” he said
as the woman continued down the hall.


“Well, you know how that goes,” Doune said, “it’s
hard to get good help these days. They just don’t understand how it is for us,
Harold, going to school all those years to become a doctor. We deserve special
consideration for that, in my opinion.”


Doune stepped away from the man with a sigh. “It looks like E. coli to me, Harold. I’m going to get you started on an IV right
away since you look a little dehydrated. We’ll start something for the nausea, too.”


Telling Keith to hook up an IV, Doune excused himself to go look for Jack.


Keith took his time making the preparations since he had no intention of actually following through. The doctor’s blood might as
well be poison now and Keith had no desire to infect himself.


~*~


Doune found Jack near the elevator.


“We may have a problem,” he stated.


Jack thought the statement was strange. The city was in flames, most of the population had turned into zombies, and the doctor said,
“We may have a problem.” But it was Dr. Doune who was speaking. His tone of
voice probably wouldn’t change if he were on fire.


“What can I help you with? Jack asked.


“We believe that Dr. Winston is infected,” Doune
said, giving him a summary of what he knew. “It probably happened when he tried
to remove the infant from its mother. Regardless, we need to get him restrained
to check him for bites and I think he’ll fight us, so we may need an extra set of hands to do it.”


Jack thought about it for a second.


“We could bring in the bikers, but I think that would get him even more agitated. I’m sure the three of us could handle him.”


Jack walked with the doctor back toward the room. “Actually,
I think I’m going to enjoy this,” he smiled.


“I think I’ll enjoy it more when I’m dissecting his brain,” Doune admitted. 


When they reached the room again, he asked, “Harold, how are you feeling?”


“Did you tell him?” Winston asked while pointing a
finger at Jack. He redirected his complaints at Jack before the doctor could
answer. “Your biker-gang deputies poisoned me. They had no business in that
cafeteria. Where are their health cards? They could make everybody who eats in
this hospital sick. If we survive this, I’m going to report every . . .” Jack
stuck a towel in the man’s mouth and held his arms down. Harold’s eyes registered shock.


“Oh, now that was just downright pretty,” Keith
grinned, grabbing one strap while Nick took the other. It only took a matter of
moments before they had the doctor’s wrists strapped to the rails of the bed.


“Now the question is whether we want to take the
towel out or not,” Doune said. He looked at the unhappy patient and said, “Harold,
if you get too mouthy with us, we will replace the towel, though I’ll remove it
for now, so you don’t choke on your own vomit.”


He pulled the towel free, careful to tug only at the
end, keeping his fingers away from the man’s teeth.


“Have all of you gone insane?” Harold screamed. “You
can’t hold another physician against his will. This is kidnapping!”


“No,” Jack calmly replied, “this is restraint. When
you admitted yourself as a patient, your rights as a physician ended and you
are now under Dr. Doune’s care. He thinks you have been infected with this
virus and that you may become a danger to those around you. It would be in your
best interest now to cooperate. Maybe he can even cure this virus before you
turn into one of those things outside and I have to put a bullet through your
head. Understand?”


“You’d enjoy that, wouldn’t you?” Harold replied.


Jack tried to keep from smiling.


“Look at this,” Keith said, pointing to a tiny red
mark on one of the doctor’s fingers.


“That’s nothing,” Winston said, trying to pull his
hand away. There was a similar mark on the other side.


“Looks like a very small tooth mark,” Keith said.


“Did you get bitten, Harold?” Doune asked, already knowing the answer.


A small trickle of blood ran out of the corner of
his mouth once more and Nick Doune made a mental note of it all.


“No, of course not. That’s just a hangnail.
Look at my hands. I bite my nails. Just loosen these straps, I’ll cooperate
with . . .” Harold stopped in mid-sentence and stared off into space. Suddenly, he started to convulse.


When Keith stepped forward, Doune placed a hand on his
shoulder and said, “Don’t bother.”


Keith shot the surgeon a look. He might not like Dr.
Winston, but it was his duty as an RN to do what he could to help.


Sighing, Doune said, “There is nothing that you can
do for him and if you try, you might end up just like him.”


Keith glanced at Jack and stepped away. His training
had been drilled into him for years, but everything had changed. From now on,
the old rules would only apply to uninfected patients and it was going to take some time to get used to it.


Doune watched Harold as the convulsions slowed then
stopped. “It’s interesting how some patients seem to simply slip into comas
before they change while others pass through different stages, including convulsions.”


Keith disliked Dr. Winston intensely but it still
bothered him to think that the man was doomed to death. Dr. Doune’s attitude
seemed extremely cold-hearted.


Doune glanced at Keith as though reading his
thoughts. His eyes went back to Dr. Winston as he noted the changes in the man.
In general, they all had some similar symptoms – the dark circles around their
eyes and the pasty skin. Most had fevers and sometimes chills, but other than
that, there seemed to be a lot of differences from person to person. Dr. Doune
continued to watch his new patient with his usual clinical detachment. 


“I suggest we move him into the quarantine room,”
Jack stated calmly, leaning over to unlock the wheels on the bed. “Well doctor,
looks like you have your first victim.”


“Victim,” Doune said thoughtfully. “An interesting
choice of wording, Jack.”


Keith quickly moved the IV rack and a chair out of the way so they could get the bed out.


“It’s too bad we don’t have riot gear for the guards
to wear when they’re dealing with the infected,” he said as they wheeled the
bed out of the room. “The doc here wasn’t too hard to handle, but what if we
get someone my size who’s been infected and doesn’t want to be strapped down?”


“That is an issue that should be addressed,” Doune said. “Assuming
we could find riot gear or something similar.”


Keith said, “Most of Snake’s guys are wearing
leather and it’ll be hard to bite through. I’m thinking that thick leather
gloves for all of us could come in handy.”


“Leather gloves would be a plus,” Jack agreed. “You
got any Hannibal Lector masks? Maybe a hockey mask would do. Of course, we
could always duct tape their mouths shut.”


“I like it,” Keith said. “In fact, it might be
better than these Velcro straps, for that matter. I have the feeling someone
could rip right out of them if they tried hard enough.”


“I have some old four-point restraints downstairs,”
Doune said. “We’ll use those on Harold when we get him to quarantine.”


 “And where did you get those?” Jack asked. “I
thought we destroyed them all when we were told to quit using them.”


The corners of Doune’s lips turned up into a smile,
though it didn’t reach his eyes.


“It’s probably best if I keep that little secret to myself,” he stated.


Winston’s convulsions finally stopped and he lay
quietly, staring into nothing. When he quit moving, Keith grew more serious.


“That was fast,” he said quickly wheeling the bed into
the elevator. He kept one eye on Harold’s still form the whole time.


Doune followed but he was jotting notes as he walked
along, not wanting to leave out a single detail of what had just happened. 


“Are you moving him to another floor?” Marla asked, looking
up from the desk.


Jack laughed at Marla’s comment. He tried to think
up a sarcastic answer, but the elevator door closed. Halfway between the third
and second floors, the power went out, stopping the elevator mid-floor. They
were in total darkness.


“Uh oh.” Jack’s comment seemed to understate their
plight.


“Oh, great,” Keith said at the same time. The idea
of being trapped in a small dark space with an infected body was about as bad
as it could get. He moved away from the bed and leaned against the wall, trying
to breathe slowly.


The small room was silent except for the sound of
the three men breathing until a low moan filled the air. 


~*^*~
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There was a quiet scuffling of feet as the men moved as far from the gurney as possible.


“Seriously? The lights had to go out now?” Keith said. “What are the odds?”


“Pretty good, considering it’s been happening about five times every hour lately,” Jack replied.


“How tightly did we do his restraints?” Keith asked. “I think I got the one on my side tight.”


The sound of human voices seemed to agitate Harold, who began to struggle in the bed.


“Shhhhh,” Doune said, hoping that if they were silent, Winston would forget about them.


Keith closed his eyes, trying to slow his breathing. He hated confined spaces and this was so much worse. Had they done
the restraints tightly? They’d been in a hurry when they had strapped the
doctor down. He had fastened one strap and he thought that Doune had done the
other one, but he couldn’t remember. He didn’t want to reach out and
accidentally find Dr. Winston’s teeth.
Winston’s head would be close to the back wall, so Keith slid down the side
wall the other way a couple feet, guessing he was now about where the doctor’s
restrained arm should be. It would be better to wait, but each moment that
ticked by seemed to last forever. If the arm wasn’t restrained, Winston might
be able to raise himself far enough to grab one of them. Keith could almost see
the dead arm reaching for him through the dark. 


“What was that?” Doune asked, thinking he’d heard
the sound of Velcro pulling apart. His imagination was creating a vision very
similar to that of Keith’s, now that the RN had brought up the question. Harold
hadn’t been able to get loose in the room, so there was no reason to believe he
could do it now, but the doubts lingered. And was it possible that the virus
could be transmitted through methods other than biting? If Winston clawed one
of them and drew blood, would they become infected? Doune had no idea what sort
of infectious material Harold might have on his nails but they didn’t dare
allow him to claw one of them. He carefully reached over and checked the wrist
closest to him, flinching when the dead man’s fingers began to move. The moans
from the late doctor became more insistent, causing some shifting of bodies in the elevator.


The strap seemed to be tight, but Doune wanted to
check the other arm, too. He reached across to do so and his arm was suddenly
grabbed, the grip much tighter than what Doune would have expected. He yelled
and so did Keith. Jack’s voice could be heard as well, asking what had
happened. The gurney was shoved back and forth as Doune struggled to pull
himself free from Winston’s grasp. Doune fought panic as he envisioned the
undead Harold leaning closer now, his mouth opening to bite.


The lights flickered then came back on, illuminating
the scene. Keith groaned and rolled his eyes, releasing Doune’s wrist. Doune
let out a breath he’d been holding and stepped back to run a hand through his
hair. They both looked down at Winston who was still tightly restrained.


“What just happened?” Jack asked, looking back and
forth between the other two men.


“Nothing,” they said at once, both looking at the
walls in silence as the elevator continued its downward journey.


When they reached the first floor, the three men
moved the revived corpse out of the elevator.


“Let’s take him to the lab,” Doune said. “There’s
no reason to have him in quarantine now. He’ll just upset people.”


Jack agreed, but he insisted that a guard be
posted at all times as long as Dr. Winston was still active. 


Lindsey and Autumn walked over in time to catch the discussion.


“He’ll be strapped down,” Doune promised.


“That’s not good enough,” Jack told him. “I want
the door kept closed and I want a guard right outside that room. I’ll talk to
Snake about it.”


“Fine,” Doune said. He felt that the guard was an
unnecessary waste of manpower, but it was Jack’s call.


“Well, Harold,” he smirked, looking down at the
zombie. “I can’t say how much I am going to enjoy spending time with you, now
that you can’t speak.”


The doctor did a few basic reflex tests and made
some notes. Once that was done, he put on a special apron and a pair of
stainless steel nylon mesh gloves that were often used in autopsies where there
was a high risk of contamination. He wasn’t about to take any chances, so he
also put on a mask and added a face shield. Rolling up some gauze, he
cautiously jammed it into his subject’s mouth then looked around for a moment.


“Where’s my duct tape?” he asked. “I know I had a full roll.”


After a couple minutes of searching, he gave up
and pulled out a roll of adhesive tape and tore off a long piece. He placed it from
one side of Harold’s face to the other.


“I’ve always wanted to do that to you,” he said.
He turned to open a cabinet door and pulled out some of the four-point
restraints he’d brought down from his office. He fixed them to the bed then
hooked them to Harold’s wrists and ankles before unfastening the Velcro straps.
Speaking to Lindsey and Autumn without looking up, he said, “I’d appreciate it
if one of you would add duct tape to my list. Make it two rolls.” 


Autumn started making notes and looked up when
Doune pointed at some supplies on a tray. 


“I’ll also need one of you to get some clean slides
out of the box. Once I put a sample on the slide, someone will have to place a
drop of that liquid on it,” he nodded in the direction of a bottle with a
dropper, “and a cover. They’ll need to be marked. Don’t forget to wear gloves.
In fact, wear two pair.”


“I’ve got it,” Autumn said, before Lindsey could
speak. Moving over to the tray, she put on the gloves and picked up a
rectangular piece of glass. “This is a slide, right?”


“Correct,” he said, “and the thin square piece is
the cover.


She lifted one of the covers and looked it over,
finding it much thinner than the slide. It looked very fragile.


Doune turned his attention back to his patient and
lifted a scalpel from a nearby tray.


“Now, Harold, let’s take some samples.”


He began to cut.


Lindsey made a face and turned away as the doctor
started to slice into his subject’s flesh. Autumn, on the other hand, became
intrigued with the entire process, watching every move the doctor made.


After placing samples from the wound and from
other parts of the patient’s body on slides, Doune told Autumn how to mark
them.


“Do you think he can feel that?” she asked.


“I’ve already tested his reflexes with no results.
His nerves don’t respond to touch or to light. He doesn’t seem to feel pain,
but he does respond to sound and he can certainly see us. Come closer, Autumn.
See how his eyes don’t change when I shine this light into them?”


She looked on with fascination. “So the optic
nerve isn’t working, right?” she hypothesized.


Doune glanced over at her. “How old are you?”


“Nine,” she replied.


“Where did you learn about optic nerves?”


“I read a lot and I ask a lot of questions,” she
said with a shrug. “Last time I went to get my eyes checked, I think I almost
drove my optometrist crazy, but she answered my questions. She told me about
the optic nerve and the ocumoter nerve.”


“The oculomotor nerve,” Doune said. “It controls
most of the eye’s movement.”


Autumn nodded and added, “And she said the other eye reacts even if you 
don’t shine a light into it because the nerves cross or something.”


“Right,” Doune said. “So the assumption might be that some of 
Harold’s nerves aren’t communicating with his brain, though that’s nothing new.
This is where it gets interesting.”


He waved a hand over Harold’s face and the dead man’s eyes followed.


“He can obviously see, though I have no idea how good his vision is. It just makes me wonder 
if our usual tests will even be valid on the infected people.”
 

“It’s almost as though he’s been lobotomized,” Lindsey added.


“What’s that mean?” Autumn asked.


“A lobotomy is a surgical procedure where some of
the nerve pathways in the brain are severed,” Doune said.


 “I can’t wait to see the brain! You need to
operate to see what parts of the brain are working, don’t you Dr. Doune?”


“Yes, I’ll have to dissect the brain to learn
more,” he said. He took a scalpel and slid it deep into Harold’s leg, but there
wasn’t so much as a flicker of reaction. “No pain, no reactions. The brain is
not getting a signal from the nerves, I would guess. Yet the brain must still
be sending messages to the body or the muscles wouldn’t be working.”


Lindsey interrupted. “You can’t operate with Dr.
Winston still being alive. Can you, Dr. Doune?”


Doune shrugged. “I don’t know why not. He won’t feel a thing, 
I’m sure. And I may learn more doing this while he’s still active.”


There was a knock on the door. Wolf peeked in.


“Snake said you needed a guard, Doc?”


“Jack wants someone watching the room as long as my patient is still active,” 
Doune said. “It’s just a precaution. He isn’t going anywhere.”


He picked up a scalpel and quickly made an incision over the top of 
his patient’s head, ear to ear. He peeled the scalp back next, causing Lindsey to turn away and gag. 


Setting aside his scalpel, Doune picked up a saw.


“You may want to step back for this part,” he told
the others. “Sometimes the chips fly.”


A Plexiglas room divider had been set up and the
three spectators moved behind it. Doune started the saw, explaining to them
that it was a special vibrating saw that would cut through bone but would not cut through flesh.


Lindsey watched as the doctor prepared the skull
saw for action. Recalling how Jack had warned her of the doctor’s unethical
tendencies, she was afraid that he was crossing the line. Harold was clearly
still alive, or at least seemed that way, and Dr. Doune was preparing to dissect his brain.


“Wait!” Lindsey shouted. “If that man isn’t clinically dead, 
I can’t let you do that. I mean tissue samples are one thing, but carving on a patient’s brain; it’s just not ethical.”


Autumn rolled her eyes and breathed a sigh.


Doune shot the therapist a look, but he turned off the saw.


“I carve on patient’s brains all the time. It’s what I do.”


“Sure, but they’re under anesthesia,” she replied.


“The brain has no pain receptors,” Doune stated. “I have done many surgeries on patients 
while they have been awake. It helps me to avoid disrupting the areas that control speech, for one thing. 
They are given sedation for the opening then I wake them to do the actual surgery on the brain. 
Harold doesn’t seem to feel any pain, so I don’t think he’ll need to be sedated for the opening.”


“It just seems wrong,” she said.


“Come here, Lindsey,” he said, taking her hand once she approached. 
He placed it at Winston’s neck then placed it on the man’s chest. “There is no heartbeat.”


He held her hand close to Harold’s nose, enjoying
seeing her flinch when the doctor tried to bite. Of course he couldn’t do it,
but that didn’t stop him from trying. “No breath. He isn’t breathing and his
heart is not beating. His brain acts as though it is alive, but it probably isn’t.”


Lindsey was visibly agitated as she pulled her hand away.


“You’re telling me that, with all this equipment,
you can’t do a brain scan or EKG or something to see if he’s brain dead? There’s
got to be something in this hospital that could determine whether or not his
brain is working instead of just sawing through it like some kind of Nazi scientist.”


“Yes, I can perform tests and I plan to do so, but
the equipment I will need is on the fifth floor. I’m not so sure that the
intensive-care patients would care to have Harold up there. Not only that, but
I want to see what the brain looks like, now, in the early stages and I want to
watch it as it changes. It would take too long to hook him up to the equipment,
though I can always do that later, if not to Harold, then to another of the
infected.”


Wolf had stepped closer, the saw having kept his interest.


“Lady,” he said, “the guy has no heartbeat. He’s
not breathing. He’s clinically dead. If he were the only one in the world like
that, scientists from all over the place would be lining up to study him. As it
is, there’s probably half a million just like him outside our door with one
purpose; to kill us and eat us. This is self-defense. Every time someone turns,
they become the enemy. They can’t be reasoned with. There are too many to take
prisoner. It’s kill them before they kill us. If the doc can find something out
in the process, so be it.”


“Well said,” Doune told the man. He turned his
attention back to the saw and flipped it on again before beginning the cut.


The observers returned to their spots behind the
divider as the saw started to grind through the skull. The smell almost made
Lindsey gag. Turning, she covered her mouth and walked to the farthest corner
of the room and tried not to vomit. Autumn, on the other hand, watched with
excitement as Dr. Doune removed the top of the skull to expose the brain.


The patient had made no indication that he felt
pain or was aware of what was being done. His only interest had been in
constantly trying to get to Doune while his skull was being opened.


“You can come back now,” the surgeon said as he put the saw away.


“Awesome!” Autumn commented while positioning
herself for a better view.


Doune stepped aside so that the girl could get closer.


“This is the cerebrum that you are seeing,” he
said, not knowing how much she knew about the brain. “The cerebellum and the
brain stem are below where you can’t see, but we’ll get to those eventually.”


He took a scalpel and used it to point out the
frontal lobe, the motor cortex, sensory cortex and parietal lobe, explaining
the functions of each part of the brain.


Autumn helped to make the samples as Doune took
them, and she drank in everything the doctor said. She had once had a book on
human anatomy that had showed a different cross section of the human body every
time the page was turned. She had been so fascinated by the book that she used
to read it at night when her parents thought she was sleeping. After their
passing, the book was lost as she was shuffled from one foster home to another.
She was now thrilled to see the real thing.


“Where is the part of the brain that works things
like hunger? Bet that’s still working.”


“Actually,” Doune said, “it’s the brain stem that
controls most of the basic body functions like hunger, thirst, body temperature
and breathing. The cerebellum controls more complex actions like walking,
talking and balance.


He glanced at Autumn and said, “It’s odd. Once the
person changes, like Harold, here, they still seem to have hunger but not thirst.
They don’t seem to breathe and their bodies are cold. So the critical question
is - if one part of the brain is affected, why wouldn’t all functions be
affected if they are controlled by that area of the brain? Why can they still
walk but not talk? There are so many questions to try to answer.”


Lindsey, feeling embarrassed at her reaction,
wandered back to the operating table and stole a glance at the exposed brain.


“When can I put him on the treadmill?” she joked.


“That might not be a bad idea,” Doune said. “We
could clock him and see just how fast he can walk. We’d just need someone
standing in front to act as the carrot.”


He began to poke at different parts of the brain.


“Amazing,” he said. “The brain looks normal, at a
glance. I see no signs of deterioration, but if you look at his flesh, it’s
already turning gray. So what is allowing the brain to keep working? Any thoughts?”


A knock on the door interrupted the conversation.
All eyes were on Marla as she entered the room. 


“Keith told me that you moved Dr. Winston down here,” she explained.


“Yes, but he’s . . .” Doune paused as he watched
the woman grab the wrist of the zombie once called Harold.


Marla stared at her watch. A few seconds later,
she scribbled something on a chart and pulled out a stethoscope and blood
pressure cuff. It was a bit of a struggle for her to get it on the zombie’s
restrained arm. The room was silent as Marla ignored Harold’s futile attempts
to bite her and continued with her duties. A minute later, she scribbled again
on her pad and left the room, smiling at Dr. Doune as she left.


Nick wondered if the alleged nurse was always so
calm when finding out that a patient had no blood pressure. He looked at Autumn
and shook his head. “We should place a bet on how long that one is going to
survive.”


“I don’t know,” Autumn replied. “She’s so dumb,
they might just mistake her for one of them, and leave her alone.”


The comment earned a smile from Doune before he
went back to prodding at Harold’s brain.
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It wasn’t even daylight yet when Lindsey woke the
next morning. Her eyes opened and she quickly scanned the room, wondering what
had disturbed her sleep. When she saw that Autumn’s bed was empty, she sat up,
turning to look at the clock on her nightstand. 


“Autumn?” she called, seeing a light under the bathroom door.


“Yep, I’m up,” the girl said, coming back into the room and flipping on the lights.


“I see that, but why?” Lindsey asked, closing her
eyes against the bright light. “Do you have any idea how early it is?”


“Sure, 4:00,” Autumn said, putting on her socks. “Theresa
will be starting breakfast soon and I guarantee you that Dr. Doune will be
starting his experiments today without us if we don’t get down there.”


Lindsey groaned, lying back on the bed for a
moment. She hadn’t been able to drag Autumn away from the lab until almost
midnight, and four hours was not enough sleep for her. She briefly considered
going back to sleep but she knew that Autumn would be bouncing off the walls if
she had to wait any longer. Or she’d just go down to the lab alone and Lindsey
didn’t feel comfortable with that.


“Okay, you win,” she said with a yawn. She grabbed
her clothes and went into the bathroom to change.


After a quick breakfast, they went to the lab and
found Dr. Doune there. His unkempt appearance suggested that he might have
worked through the night. When Lindsey asked him, he verified it.


“I’m almost done with Harold then I’ll get some
sleep,” he said. “I didn’t like the idea of leaving him here for several hours
while he’s still active.”


Autumn seemed disappointed that she had missed a
lot of the testing, but Lindsey had to agree with Doune that it would have been
dangerous to leave a zombie alone and active. Regardless, she didn’t want to be
around when he finished off his patient. She had never liked Winston but he was
still someone that she had known. It wasn’t quite like killing the nameless
zombies that the snipers were picking off in the parking lot.


“I think I’m going to go get some air,” she said.


She wasn’t sure about leaving Autumn there without
her, but the girl seemed spellbound by the dissection. After making them both
promise that Autumn would not get close enough to put herself in any danger,
Lindsey paused to have a quick chat with the guard outside the door. 


“The doctor hasn’t slept all night, so I’m just a
little worried that he might not be as careful as he should be. I just don’t
want Autumn getting hurt.”


The guard promised to keep a close watch and Lindsey thanked him before taking the stairs up to the roof for some semi-fresh air.
 

She was surprised to find Snake there and when she realized that he was praying, she turned to leave, not wanting to interrupt his quiet time.


“You’re up early,” his voice said, stopping her.


“Yes, thanks to my overly eager roommate,” she
laughed. “She’s already down there helping Doune.”


“Ah, to be young again and have that kind of
enthusiasm,” Snake said. 


They both heard the unmistakable sound of a helicopter.


“Speaking of early,” Lindsey said, when she
recognized it as the one Lee piloted.


Within a few minutes the helicopter had landed on the roof. 


Lindsey smiled when Reynolds got out but the smile dropped off her face as she saw the grim look he wore.


“I’ve got good news and bad news,” he told them. “The
bad news is that I don’t have any supplies or survivors to drop off today. They’re
shutting us down.”


“What do you mean, shutting you down?” Lindsey asked, alarmed for a myriad of reasons.


“They need us elsewhere. I don’t know if you’ve
been following the news, but we’ve got big outbreaks in Corpus Christi,
Galveston and Long Beach. They’re particularly worried about Long Beach. If
this spreads to Los Angeles, it’s all over.” 


“So they’re diverting you to the west coast?”
Lindsey asked, fear gripping her at the thought of Lee being sent into a battle
worse than the one they had in Lansing. “Don’t they already have people there?”


“I’m not sure where they’re sending me yet. I just
know that Lansing is not one of their greatest concerns anymore.”


He looked at Lindsey with sadness in his eyes and she had to look away.


“You said there was good news?” Snake asked.


“The good news is that we can evacuate the hospital tomorrow, with the help of the Coast Guard. We’ll be using a couple of their Blackhawks.”


“Those are helicopters?” Lindsey asked.


“Yes. They use them on the Great Lakes for water rescues and are willing to help us out.”


“Where will we go?” Lindsey asked, finally finding a bright spot in Lee’s news.


“We’ve got some shelters set up in several rural
locations,” he told her. “The biggest one is in Iowa, but I’m not sure where
you’ll be going. You’ll be shuttled to our base first and then once you spend
your time in quarantine, you’ll be taken by bus to one of the rural shelters.”


“Are you talking about a tent city or a place with buildings?” she asked.


“Farm land that’s surrounded by strong fences with
razor wire. The refugees will be sleeping in tents, but some of the shelters
have a few buildings, too.”


“What about our bedridden patients? Do you have a
hospital?” she asked.


“No. I’m sorry but most of the shelters don’t even
have electricity at the moment. We have some medical personnel but they’re
doing all they can to patch up the wounded.”


“We can’t leave our patients to die,” Lindsey
said, her hopes crumbling again.


“I’ve been trying to think of a solution but haven’t
come up with anything,” Reynolds admitted, glancing back at the helicopter. His
copilot was watching but couldn’t hear them. 


“Listen, you need to get as many people out of
here as you can. They have plans for this place and it’s not going to be pretty.”


“The hospital?” Lindsey asked.


“Lansing,” he said. “They’re planning on bombing
parts of the city. If you don’t leave now, you might not get out with the
quarantine and all.”


“They’re going to quarantine the whole city?” Snake asked.


“They already did it a while back. I guess nobody’s tried to get out?”


Lindsey just shook her head, a sick feeling
beginning to settle in her stomach over what she was hearing. “Are we in danger
of being bombed? We’ve got over a dozen bedridden patients that can’t leave. I’m
sure that some of us will be staying to help them.”


“The hospital will be all right. We’ve been
marking buildings with survivors in them. I told them that you would add a
highly visible “H” for hospital, as well. You’ve got some paint, I hope?”


Snake nodded. “I saw some in the tool shed.”


“Make it large and dark so it stands out. They’ll
leave this building alone and won’t touch the ones directly around it.”


“How are we supposed to get around the city after it’s been bombed?” Snake asked.


“It’s going to get messy,” Lee admitted. “I have
no idea how many roads will be navigable and how many stores will be left
intact. Scavenging supplies is going to become more difficult.”


“Bad enough that we have to fight the walking dead
every time we go out, now we have to worry about the roads not being passable and
buildings collapsing on us?” Snake said, his usual good mood gone.


“I know. Believe me, I talked until I was blue in
the face and they wouldn’t listen. The best I could do was to get them to
postpone hitting this area for a while. They won’t touch anything in this part
of town until dawn tomorrow, but then you’ll need to keep everybody inside.”


“So we’ll need to do a big supply run today,”
Snake said. “What areas will be safe? We need to find a medical supply store
and a gun shop and I’m not sure how close those will be.”


He named the streets, which were all familiar to Lindsey.


“That’s a pretty big area, at least,” she said. “Hopefully
we can find everything we need.”


Reynolds hesitated and took a deep breath. “Snake,
do you have enough firepower up here? How many guns do you have?”


Snake thought about it and was about to give out a number, when Reynolds interrupted him.


“Jack’s got a handgun and we’ve seen two high powered rifles. That’s going to 
be your answer when you’re asked. That’s what’s in our report.” 


Snake thought he detected a hint of trepidation in Lee’s words.


“Listen to me,” the pilot said, lowering his
voice. “They’re going to seize every weapon they find here. Bring up the guns
that I mentioned and hide the rest. Hide them well. But you never heard this from me.” 


Lee gave another quick glance toward his partner, who was still sitting in the helicopter.


“What would possess them to do something that stupid?” Snake said.


“Ask them,” Lee replied. “It doesn’t make any
sense. They’ll expect some argument. Act surprised. Get pissed off, just don’t
get carried away. They’ll give you some bullshit story, but I don’t even know
what the real reason is behind this.” 


Lindsey glanced over to see the copilot watching them with a frown.


“But I didn’t tell you anything. I just asked about the guns for my 
report. They can be very persuasive so don’t trust anyone.”


“What time will the evacuation take place?” Snake asked.


“Tomorrow morning, early,” Reynolds said. “It’ll probably be shortly after sunrise.”


“We’ll have everybody ready that wants to go,”
Snake said, thanking the pilot before leaving to find Jack and update him.


Lee turned to speak to Lindsey alone after Snake left to talk to Jack.


“Lindsey, I did everything I could to change their
minds,” he assured her. “I hope you’ll come with us tomorrow. I might even be
able to work it out so that you can come to the base with me. I’ll tell them
that we’re together.”


She hesitated. She would never leave the patients
to die, but she wasn’t a nurse or doctor, either. It was possible that there
would be enough medical staff willing to stay that Lindsey would be free to leave.


“I’ll need to think about it,” she told him. “I’d
love to go somewhere outside the city. I’ve been worrying about how long we’ll
be safe here and that was before I knew about the bombing.”


“I agree,” he said. 


“Hey, let’s go,” the copilot said, stepping out
onto the roof. “We’ve got a lot to do.”


“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Reynolds told Lindsey,
giving her a quick kiss. “Please consider my offer.”


“I will,” she assured him, thoughts churning as
she watched him leave.
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Snake found Jack and Dr. Sharma talking and he
updated them on the information he’d received from Lt. Reynolds.


“It might be good if some of us leave,” Dr. Sharma
said. “The hospital is starting to get crowded.”


“I don’t like the part about the guns, though,” Jack said.


“I thought that it was a constitutional right to
bear arms in this country,” Dr. Sharma replied. “How can they leave us in a
crisis with no way to defend ourselves?”


“I don’t know, but it happened during Katrina,” Jack
pointed out. “I guess they didn’t want armed vigilantes running amok, or so they claimed.”


“How are we supposed to protect ourselves if we stay?” Dr. Sharma asked.


“Good question. I wonder if they just want the weapons for themselves,” said Snake.


“That’s kind of a scary thought,” Jack said. “If
the military is worried about not having enough weapons, the rest of us are in
deep trouble. We need to have a meeting. Snake, can you have your guys spread the word?”


Once everybody had gathered in the cafeteria, Jack
got things rolling then turned the floor over to Snake, who reiterated most of
what Reynolds had told them. He omitted the part about the guns, which would
have to be brought up carefully. When Snake was done speaking, Jack asked for opinions.


“I’m not leaving,” Keith said after hearing the
news. “Not only am I not about to abandon my patients, but I need to get my
wife out of her building before I leave the city. Why leave to go sit in a corn
field in Iowa and hope that the military can protect us? How safe would we be
in tents? If the fence gives, we’d be screwed. And if someone in the shelter
manages to get infected, we’d be trapped inside the fence with no easy way out.
We have a well-fortified building here with lots of supplies.”


“I agree,” Dr. Sharma said. “I don’t feel safe in
this city right now, but I don’t want to leave anybody behind to die. And if
this virus is spreading, where will it hit next? Maybe the whole world will be
like this in another month.”


“Bite your tongue,” Jack said. “I don’t even want
to think like that right now. I’m still hoping they can get it under control,
but I’m with you two. I’m staying.”


Snake nodded. “We’ll be on our own for supplies
now, so I guess I’ll be sticking around to take care of that. I’ll give my guys
the option of going, but I have a feeling I know what they’ll say.”


“I’m staying,” Ernie said. “My kids are up north
but they know where to find me if things calm down. If I leave, they won’t have
any idea where to look.”


“I’m concerned about the bombing,” Lindsey
admitted. “Lee said that they wouldn’t hit the buildings right around us, but
we may end up trapped in here.”


“Lee?” Keith asked, fighting a grin.


“Lt. Reynolds,” Lindsey said, blushing furiously.


“I’m staying. We’re safe here,” Amelia said,
adding her opinion. “Why would we leave?”


“Look outside,” a CNA named Rick said. “There are
more of the infected out there every day. They know where the food is and it’s
right here. Won’t be long before they force their way in and then we’re all goners.”


A loud murmur went through the crowd as some agreed and others did not.


“Cheri and the kids and I will be leaving,” Eric
said. “I think I might take them back to their place. Seems pretty secure and I
only brought her here for treatment but now that she’s better I may as well take her back home.” 


“Cheri and the kids are staying,” Dr. Sharma said,
standing and crossing her arms. “I’ve been treating her and she’s doing well
here. She’s not ready to go back to the home she shared with her recently
deceased husband yet.”


“It’s not your decision,” Eric said. 


“You’re right,” Dr. Sharma replied. “It was Cheri’s
decision. I already talked to her.”


“Oh,” Eric said. “Well, I should probably
stay and help out here since I’m second in command, seniority-wise.”


“Look,” Jack said. “This isn’t a group decision.
Anybody that wants to leave is free to go.  Those that don’t want to go are
welcome to stay. We’re just asking one thing.”


He hesitated, noticing that there were several
children in the room. “Can we maybe have the kids leave for a few minutes?”


A couple of the adults volunteered to watch them in the ER waiting room, and once 
they were gone, Jack brought up what Reynolds had said about the guns.


“Lt. Reynolds stuck his neck out to warn us about
this,” Jack pointed out. “All it’s going to take is one person to open their
mouth and not only will Reynolds get in trouble, they’ll be back here to grab
every weapon we have. Those that stay will be scavenging food and supplies from
any place we can find it. We’ll need our guns for that and if the military know
we have them, they’ll take them. Does anybody have a problem with keeping quiet about that?”


One of the ex-patients finally spoke up. “I don’t
have a problem with it at all. As far as I’m concerned, everybody here has gone
above and beyond to help us. You all could have easily just left us here to
fend for ourselves when things got bad. There’s no way I’m saying a word to anybody.”


“Honestly,” Marian said, “I hear the guns but I
never see them, since I don’t go outside. I doubt that most of us have a clue
as to how many weapons there are.”


“Three,” someone in the back said.


There was some laughter at the reply.


Jack nodded. “Thanks everybody. Now, I’d like to know who will be leaving. 
Can I see a show of hands for those who have decided to go?”


Not a single biker had even entertained a thought of leaving as Snake had guessed, and much of the hospital staff opted to stay.


Dr. Chan, the Cardiologist, raised his hand and explained his reasoning.


“I’ve only got two patients left and since Dr.
Sharma is staying, she can treat them. I was torn about whether to go or stay
but it sounds like these shelters could probably use a doctor. Since we have
four doctors here for a handful of patients, I’m going to go.”


“Dr. Martinez?” Jack asked the young general practitioner.


“I haven’t decided,” the younger doctor admitted. “I
agree with Dr. Chan that we could be of assistance in a larger environment, but
I’m not so sure we couldn’t do the same here. Who’s to say how many survivors
are left in the city that might find their way to us? And we don’t really know
what these shelters are like. On the other hand, I think that disease from the corpses
is going to become a problem here and that’s something we’re going to have to
consider. We might be okay until spring, but after that, this city may
become even more dangerous than it is now. I’ll have to think about it.”


Rick, the CNA who had spoken earlier, said that he
would be going along with a nurse he’d been dating. The other nurses were all
staying, as well as one CNA. Most of the recovered patients were going to be
leaving as well as a lot of the visitors, though Theresa had opted to stay and
keep the kitchen running. Doune was not in attendance.


The meeting went on for another hour, with several people asking questions and raising concerns. 
When it was finally over, Lindsey was still undecided. She wasn’t convinced they’d 
be any safer outside of the hospital than they were in it. Besides making her own plans, she also had Autumn to consider.
 

She went to talk to Doune and was somewhat surprised to hear he’d be staying. 
She wasn’t naive enough to think that it had to do with
finding a cure to save the world or that he would be staying to help his
patients. She knew that it had more to do with the fact that he had a lab in
the hospital and wasn’t ready to abandon it for the unknown, especially knowing
that he’d be put to work dealing with day to day illnesses and injuries. That was just not his style.


“What do you think about leaving?” Lindsey finally
asked Autumn, who was watching intently as the doctor prodded Harold’s brain.


“Look!” Autumn replied excitedly, ignoring the
question. “We found some green, slimy stuff down by the back of the neck. Dr.
Doune doesn’t even know what it is.” 


“Near the brain stem,” Doune added. “It’s quite odd.”


“Fascinating,” Lindsey said, rolling her eyes, “but
what about leaving, Autumn? You need to . . .”


“No,” Autumn cut her off, still seemingly mesmerized by the autopsy. 
“Why would I want to leave all this to go live in some prison camp?” 


Lindsey let out a sigh of frustration, though the image of a prison camp had crossed her 
mind, too. “I seriously doubt that it would be like that.” 


Autumn said, “When we found out I had cancer and my doctor here told my 
parents we needed to go to UCLA, we drove out the first time. 
My dad said he thought it would be fun for me. I think he really thought I might die 
and would never get to do it later. He and my mom were both
teachers, so they taught me stuff all along the way. They always did that. It
took us weeks to get there, but I learned a lot.”


Lindsey remained quiet and let the girl have her say. 


“I was pretty young, so I don’t remember
everything about the trip, but I do remember a lot of it. I remember stopping
at this place in Utah that was out in the middle of nowhere. Moab, I think it
was called. My dad told me that during one of the wars, all of the Japanese
people were put in these camps. It didn’t matter if they had done anything
wrong or not; it was just that they were Japanese. Most of them were Americans,
but even if their parents were Japanese, they got put in the camps. My dad said
that it was partly because farmers wanted their land. I don’t know much about
that part, but I just remember looking at that place in Utah and thinking how bad
it would have been to get taken from your home and your family and get stuck
someplace like that. I never forgot about it and I don’t ever want to end up
someplace like that.”


Lindsey was silent for a moment longer. She’d
never seen any of the War Relocation Camps, but she had heard about them. She
hoped that the U.S. had learned a lesson from that dark time in history, but
she did have some doubts. Still, she didn’t want to let paranoia keep her from
taking advantage of a safe shelter. She felt that she had to at least try to
convince the girl to go.


“I doubt that this would be . . .”


“No. I’m staying. Final answer.” 


Lindsey wasn’t about to drag anybody to a shelter against their will, so she 
dropped it, letting Doune and Autumn go back to their conversation. 


The girl wanted to know everything that the
surgeon did and why he did it. He was eating it up, enjoying having such a rapt
student. Lindsey, on the other hand, was bored with the autopsy. She had never
been the type of person to enjoy standing around watching someone else work.


“I’ll be back in a while,” she said, needing to get away.


Lindsey was glad that Autumn had found something
to keep her interest. Many of the other children seemed to be bored quite
often. The girl was a natural in the lab and she had learned the job so well
that Lindsey had become superfluous, which was fine with her. She’d simply been
there in the capacity of a babysitter, until she had realized it wasn’t
necessary. Doune might be a bit of a sociopath, but Lindsey was sure that he
would never do anything that would endanger his star pupil. The lab was also
right next to the ER where the bikers tended to congregate when they weren’t
busy. If anything went wrong with one of the experiments in the lab, someone would be right there to help. 


Lindsey still walked Autumn down to the lab each
morning and she checked in on her now and then, but she had been very busy with
other things for the last few days and she had enjoyed it. It had been challenging
to try to find the right jobs for all the newcomers and to get them settled
into life in the hospital. Now that no more survivors were to be brought in by
the military, she would have to find something else to do. Perhaps it would be
best to go the shelter, she thought. Maybe she could do the same type of job
there or maybe they could even use a physical therapist.


She wandered around, not sure what to do to kill time. She wandered over to the 
ER where she heard Snake and some others talking about making a run for supplies.


“We need to get as much as we can today,” Snake
was telling the other bikers. “I want to get one more run in before the
military starts bombing our part of the city tomorrow at dawn. Who knows how
much will be left when they’re done? We may not even be able to get through the
rubble after today.”


Snake looked a list over and then tucked it into a pocket.


“I could go along if you need me,” Lindsey said. “The
doctors and nurses shouldn’t risk going but there isn’t a whole lot of physical
therapy needed right now. And since I don’t have a gun, I’m probably one of the
least valuable people here at the moment.” She laughed and added, “Even Autumn
has turned out to be an excellent assistant to Dr. Doune, so I guess I’m still
trying to find my niche.”


“Looks like you’re in better shape than most of
us,” Snake told Lindsey while patting his rather extended belly.


“What do we need to get?” she asked.


“Medical supplies, mostly,” he said, pulling the
list back out of his pocket. “Plus some diesel fuel for the generator if we can
find a way to carry it back. Groceries and anything else we run across that
might be useful.” He turned to Lindsey. “You know this area better than we do.
I guess you’re leading the way. You sure you’re up to this?”


“I’m up to it,” Lindsey said. “I’m actually kind
of looking forward to it, in fact. I’m getting stir-crazy here.”


She glanced up from the list and said, “My dad
taught me how to shoot when I was young. It’s been a while but I’m sure I could
pick it up again if we happen to stumble across a .38.”


“I don’t know how much luck you’ll have at the gun
store, even if the military hasn’t stopped by there first,” Snake said. “Last
one we went to was almost cleaned out of firearms. Hit a mess of ammo, though.
If you can’t find a .38, I could lend you a .44 Mag. Little more punch.”


“It might be too much for me, but I’d be willing
to try it if I can’t find something smaller,” she said, handing Snake the list back. 


“You might as well hang onto that,” he told her. Snake
pulled out a map and highlighter that he had found in one of the administrative offices.


“I marked the area that Reynolds told us about
yesterday, but I couldn’t remember all of the street names,” he said.


Lindsey looked the map over and took the
highlighter to mark a few more streets. They ended up with a decent-sized area around the hospital.


“There’s a gun shop here,” Lindsey pointed at a
spot on the map, “and a medical supply store here, I think.”


“What about a grocery store? And we’ll need a gas
station, too.”


Lindsey pointed out several locations and Snake
nodded. “We should be able to get everything we need while staying inside the safe zone.”


He made a trip up to the fifth floor to warn the
snipers, in what they were now calling the Crow’s Nest, that he and the rest of
his crew were about to venture outside. They would undoubtedly need cover. On
the way out the door, Snake had to stop the biker who had cut himself the day before.


“You’re staying here,” Snake said.


“I’m fine. It’s just a little cut.”


“It’s a big cut that could easily get infected,”
Snake pointed out. “Wait ‘til it heals before you go back out there.”


The biker hung his head and turned away from the door.


“That’ll teach him to play with knives,” Snake
muttered as they waited for the “all clear” call on the radio.
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Once the parking lot was clear enough, the group made a run for the vehicles. 
Some of the men fired up their bikes while the rest headed to the truck.


Snake told Lindsey to get into the cab with him as
the others climbed onto the hood then up onto the top of the truck. 


“Will they be all right up there?” Lindsey asked, watching the men as they climbed up.


“They’ll be fine,” Snake assured her. “We bolted a
length of chain from the front to the back of the roof on each side, so they
have something to hold onto.”


He started the engine and they headed out of the
relative safety of the hospital parking lot into the plague-ridden city.


Lindsey was stunned by the destruction around them as they moved through the besieged neighborhoods. 
She had observed enough from the windows of the hospital to know that it was bad outside, but seeing it up close drove the fact home. 


The truck moved slowly as Snake eased it around
cars that had been abandoned in the street. Some had doors flung open, telling
Lindsey that the occupants had left in a hurry. Some of them hadn’t left at
all. She watched the undead clawing at windows to try to get out, forever
trapped in their seat belts. Many of them were families, with luggage tied to
the tops of their vehicles. She wondered how many of them had not been able to get
out of the city because they’d taken the time to get their possessions. And how
many had already been infected before getting into their vehicles to leave? It
must have been a lot, she thought, seeing no other explanation for cars with
doors closed and windows intact and infected passengers inside. Others had
windows broken out, telling a different story. 


The truck slowly moved past a car with a child
about Autumn’s age in the back seat. He’d probably slipped free of his seat belt
because he was moving around freely. Lindsey could almost envision the scene as
it had happened, as he had attacked the others with him. The blood smeared
across his face lent credence to her scenario. After that, she quit looking at
the cars they passed and turned her attention to the road before them. Not only
did the truck have to weave around stalled vehicles, but Snake usually tried to
dodge the infected, which cost even more time. 


“Why don’t you just hit them?” Lindsey asked, curious.


“No point in damaging the truck if we don’t have
to,” he pointed out. “It’s a pretty tough vehicle but if we destroy the
radiator and get stuck out here, could be bad news.”
 

They both knew how hard it would be to get back to the hospital without the truck. “I do it when I have to.”


“Maybe we could find a plow for the front or one of those things they have on trains.”


“A cow catcher?” he grinned.


“Sure, why not?” she asked. “It would bounce the infected right out of the way.”


“I’ll have to talk to the boys about that,” Snake said, contemplating. “Just might work.”


In places where there weren’t many dead around,
the bikers jumped down off of the top of the truck and moved vehicles out of
the way. Snake’s intention had been to clear many of the roads to allow easy
travel through the city, but with the military’s plans for the area, he knew
that it might not be quite so easy. 


“So tell me about this group of yours,” Lindsey
asked, curious about the bikers. “Are you guys together all the time?”


“No, most of us have lives outside the group,”
Snake said glancing at her. “We meet up on weekends mostly and help out around
the city at the shelters or wherever we’re needed. It was kind of a fluke that
we were together when all this happened. We were building an add-on to one of
the shelters and those of us who didn’t have day jobs were there all week. The
others planned to come in when they could, but a lot of the guys took Friday
off so we could get the whole addition finished over the weekend. It just so
happened that about seventy of us were together when all hell broke loose.”


“Seventy?” Lindsey asked, knowing there were only about half that many 
of them now. “Did the others go home when things started getting bad?”


Snake didn’t reply right away. His eyes grew distant for a moment as though he was lost in a memory. 
After a few moments he shook his head. “I wish that were the case. We lost a lot of good men.”


“I’m sorry,” Lindsey said. “That had to be tough.”


“It was,” he replied quietly. 


Wanting to change the subject, Lindsey said, “I
notice there aren't any women riding with you. Will there be a problem with me joining you?” 


“Well,” Snake pulled on his beard and thought for
a second. “It’s been a policy of mine lately to only allow men, but we can make an exception.”


“What’s the problem with including women?” Lindsey asked, slightly put out.


“No offense,” Snake said, “but in the past we had
some problems with the women becoming a little distracting. A lot of my guys
were really into the biker lifestyle, and the certain sexual freedoms that came
with it. This is something they’re trying to overcome, and there’s no reason to
surround them with all that temptation. To make it worse, we had a few in the
group that were a little aggressive and hard to keep in line. When the cat
calls and innuendos became too much, I had to put a stop to it.”


“I see,” Lindsey replied, understanding Snake’s dilemma. 
“I suppose you didn’t want to be dealing with a bunch of sexual harassment suits either.”


“I doubt any of my guys would’ve lawyered up,” Snake said. 
“But poor Wombat felt like he was just another item on the lunch menu. 
Those gals wouldn’t leave the poor dude alone.”


Lindsey did a double take at Snake, and chuckled to herself when she realized he was dead serious.


“Wombat, he’s the Australian, right?” she asked.
She remembered him helping out when the family brought the infected baby in. 


“Right,” Snake replied.


Lindsey thought about it and she could see how the women would be drawn toward him. 
He was a good looking guy and seemed to have a great sense of humor, though she hadn’t spent much time around him.


“Well, I promise if you take me along, I won’t harass poor Wombat or any of the other guys,” she said with a grin.


Snake just laughed at the comment.


After almost half an hour, they finally reached the gun shop, which was only about a mile from the hospital. 


Lindsey pointed to a sign. “That’s the gun shop where my dad used to go.”


Snake glanced over at Lindsey with a question in his eye. “Is he still in the city?”


“No,” she told him. “He and my mom moved to
Wyoming a while back. I was lucky enough to be able to contact them and they’re
all right, so far. There are a lot of survivalist types up there and they’re
already getting together to make plans.”


Snake nodded. “Glad to hear it.”


The shop was in a corner of a strip mall and
nothing was moving in the parking lot. Snake flashed his lights to tell his men
who were riding ahead that they had arrived at their first stop. They circled
the parking lot and signaled that all was clear. After dismounting, they said
silent prayers. Snake opened his eyes from his devotional and looked at Lindsey.


“Need all the help we can get.”


“It can’t hurt,” she agreed, looking around
nervously. The sound of the bikes was sure to have attracted attention. She got
out and waited for the others, suddenly apprehensive about going into the building. 


“Do we have any light?” she asked Snake. The
building was gloomy inside and could be home to any number of dark, creeping things.


Snake handed her a plastic mini-flashlight and shrugged his shoulders.


“We had to leave a flashlight on each floor in
case of another power outage. That leaves us with this penlight. Seems like
flashlights were one of the first things to come off the shelves when this thing started.”


Lindsey said, “Maybe we can find some today.”


She turned on the little penlight and followed one
of the bikers inside, hating that she didn’t have a weapon. When she almost
walked into a zombie, she yelped, but quickly realized that it was dead and not
just semi-dead. The deceased was pinned to the wall through his forehead with a
metal pole of some sort. Lindsey hurried to get around him, her heart racing as
she did it. The flashlight threw shadows everywhere and, more than once,
Lindsey started when she thought she saw a dark figure looming up in front of her.


“Looks like most of the weapons are gone,” Wombat said.


Lindsey walked over to the counter where the
Australian biker stood and was disappointed to see that it was true. The glass
in the case was broken and there wasn’t a single gun in sight. Then her eyes
lit on the bows on the wall.


“The guns are gone, but what about taking some bows?” she asked.


“I was thinking the same thing,” he said with a grin.


Lindsey climbed up onto the counter and flashed
the penlight around to make sure there was nothing on the other side before
jumping down. She looked over the compound bows and long bows but finally
selected a cross bow and pulled it down. 


“It seems like this might be the perfect weapon
for those times that we need to be quiet,” she said. “You could shoot a, what
do they call them, bolt through the eye and hardly make a noise.”


“They can shoot bolts, but most of the modern
crossbows use arrows,” the biker told her. “It’s a little shorter than an arrow
you’d shoot from a bow, but I agree, it could be a handy weapon.”


Unlike most of the other bikers, Wombat was only in his early thirties and in excellent 
shape. He easily vaulted the counter and joined Lindsey on the other side.


Lindsey took one of the arrows that the biker
handed her and examined it. “I’ll bet we could make these ourselves if we could
get the right materials from the hardware store.”


“Maybe,” he said, “but they have to be balanced
just right, so I’m sure it would take some practice. It would give us something
to do this winter to keep busy.”


“If we’re here that long,” she replied. “Maybe by
then everything will be back to normal.”


“Maybe,” Wombat said, but Lindsey could see in his eyes that he didn’t believe it.


He took down a compound bow and looked it over,
then placed it on the counter before grabbing a couple more. He rejected a few
of them, but he took some of the superior quality long bows and placed them on
the counter with the other bow.


One of the others scooped the weapons off the
counter and took them out to the truck, though Lindsey held onto the crossbow,
deciding that it would be hers. Now she just needed to learn how to shoot it.
She grabbed as many arrows for it as she could find and then helped Wombat
collect the other arrows and place them on the counter.


“Alright Xena,” Snake laughed as Lindsey strapped
the crossbow over her shoulder. He had to admit that, from what he could see in
the shadows, she looked pretty good in it.


“Who’s Xena?” one of the bikers asked.


“Are you kidding me?” Fish answered. “Xena the
Warrior Princess. Used to be a TV show. It was awesome.”


The other one shrugged and said, “Never watched much TV.”


“Now we just need to get you something to hold your arrows,” Snake said.


“Good idea,” Lindsey said. She looked around and
found a leather quiver that looked as though it would work nicely.


“This should do the job,” she said, admiring the leather tooling on it.


“Hurry up in there, we’re starting to attract some
attention,” someone quietly called from outside the building.


“There’s some ammo back here,” one of the bikers said, sticking his head 
out of a room at the back, “and I found a .357 Mag. in the desk drawer.”


Snake looked at Lindsey.


“Well, Xena, you need some lead to back up your crossbow, or is your heart set on the Middle Ages?”


“I kind of like the whole crossbow idea, but I wouldn’t mind having a 
gun for those times when I need something a little faster.”


She took the gun and found a holster to fit it,
then helped the others to load up everything that they thought might be useful.
Besides finding more ammo, they picked up a couple of hunting knives that had
been overlooked by the previous marauders of the gun store.


The bikers stationed outside were killing off the
undead with crowbars and other silent weapons as the infected stumbled into the
parking lot, but there were more arriving by the minute.


“Well, so far so good,” Lindsey said as they got back into the truck. “Now let’s 
just hope the rest of this little shopping spree goes as well.”


“Dude, here you think you’ve covered everything,”
Snake said as he started the engine, “and we’re lacking something as basic as
flashlights. Too bad we didn’t have some of those lights the miners wear on
their heads. Don’t suppose there’s a ‘Miners R Us’ store around here?”


“Sure, just take the next right,” Lindsey said,
running her finger over the map. “No, but seriously, maybe someone could rig
something up if we can find some hard hats and some of those high-powered penlights.
Or, you know, I think people use those things when they’re exploring caves,
too. Maybe a sporting goods store would have something. Keith is into climbing
so maybe he knows where we could find something like that.”


About three blocks down the road, she pointed at a
building on the right. “That’s the medical supply store.”


“Looks a little crowded,” Snake pointed out. The
parking lot was full of the infected, though the glass front of the supply store wasn’t broken.


“Might be secure. Maybe even empty,” Lindsey said, hopefully.


“Or might be locked or crawling with the undead,”
Snake said. “We don’t want to get trapped in there, either way.”


“What are we going to do?” she asked.


“We’re going to give ourselves a bit of breathing
room,” he said, pulling back out of the parking lot. The undead reached for the
truck, moving forward as quickly as their mangled limbs would carry them. In
some cases, they crawled, but they all had the same goal.


Snake watched in his side mirror to make sure the
crowd followed. The street was choked with vehicles and it took some effort to
carve a path through them. Once they reached a clear stretch, they sped up then
turned down a side street and then another.


“With a little luck, they’ll just keep going
straight,” Snake said, circling back to the place where they’d started.


The parking lot was empty now except for a couple
of crawlers and Snake’s men were able to dispatch them silently after jumping
down off the truck.


“Let’s hurry, boys,” Snake said. “Our friends may
be back before we know it.”


He tried the door and found it unlocked. “Here
goes nothing,” he said, pulling the door open.


The dead thing that rushed out at them came as close to running as any that Lindsey had seen yet. 
She didn’t expect it and she let out a gasp, backing away.


Fish swung his weapon and cracked its head with a sickening thud. 
His weapon of choice was a metal pole with a small iron ball welded onto the end.


“Next?” he asked, peering into the building. He
grinned when another one came walking out, dragging one twisted leg. He put it
out of its misery just as quickly as the first one. There was silence as he
stepped aside and let one of the others shine a light into the darkened building.


“I think that was it,” he said, moving inside to do
a more thorough check. Wombat followed and moments later called out that it was clear.


“After you,” Snake said to Lindsey, still holding
the door. “You know the routine, everybody. Get in, grab what we need, and get out fast.”


Lindsey thanked him and stepped inside, pulling
out the list to look it over. Normally she would have been concerned about
taking too much from the store. Now that they knew that the military was
pulling out of Lansing and writing off the city as a loss, it didn’t matter so
much. It was evident that most of the survivors who had been able to evacuate
had already left. Those who were left were most likely trapped inside buildings and unable to get to the shops anyway.


They took everything that they thought they might
need and, as an afterthought, Lindsey left a note mentioning that they had
taken the supplies to St. Mary’s Hospital and that survivors were welcome there.


“Too bad we didn’t think to make that sign before,”
Snake said. “We could have made copies and left them around town.”


“We could still do that,” Lindsey said. “The hospital might be the only safe place left.”


As they drove on, they were able to find a gas
station that had electricity and was still taking credit cards, though the
place had been abandoned. A few of the bikers went inside to salvage any food
they could find. Others stood guard as Snake filled the truck with diesel.


“Wow,” Lindsey said, watching as the total came up
on the pump. “That’s ridiculous. This is why I drive a Honda Civic.”


“Well, one good thing. You may never have to pay
that credit card bill. I doubt anybody will come and hunt you down for it, anyway.”


“Now that’s what I call looking on the bright
side,” she said with a grin as Snake put the gas cap back on. “Where do we go next?”


“Now that we know we can get diesel here, we need
something that’ll hold some fuel so we can take it back for the generator,”
Snake said, looking at the sky. It would be dark before long. “If we can’t find
anything, we can just haul the diesel in the tank of the truck, then siphon it out
to use for the generator, but I’d rather not do it that way if we don’t have to.”


“Probably the fewer trips we take, the better,” Lindsey agreed.


“Let’s do some grocery shopping then head home,”
he suggested. “We can keep our eyes open for a container along the way.”


They stopped several times to check out shops that
had storage yards behind them. Their perseverance finally paid off when one of
the men spotted a rusty fifty gallon tank inside one of the yards. He called to
Snake from his perch on the roof of the building to let him know.


“Got a pretty big fence around it, though,” he added.


Snake got out and walked over to look at the fence
before returning to get a set of bolt cutters from the truck. It didn’t take
long to cut through the padlock but when the gate swung free, two of the
walking dead lumbered out and grabbed for the big biker. Snake stumbled
backwards, not having expected the onslaught. He glanced at the bolt cutters
still in his hands and decided that they weren’t the best weapon but maybe they’d
work. He closed them and lifted them in one hand, bringing the metal down hard
onto the head of the closest zombie.


“Guys!” he yelled, when the creature stumbled but
kept coming. “Could use a little firepower here.”


Two of the men had been watching the parking lot
and a couple of the others were nearby, waiting to help with the tank, but they’d
been having a conversation and not paying attention. At Snake’s words, they all jumped into action.


The first of the two was now close enough that
Snake could see the rotting flesh in its teeth and the missing nail on one
hand. The second one was also closing in fast. Snake kicked the first one high
and hard, sending it back at the second one. It didn’t take them down but it
bought him the time he needed to move away so the others could come in with
weapons and finish off the two ghouls. When the biker who had been on the roof
climbed down, Snake grabbed him by the front of his jacket. The man’s eyes grew wide.


“S-sorry, Boss, I was so busy looking at the tank that I forgot to check for zombies.”


In the old days, Snake would have probably taught him a lesson that would have taken him years to forget.
Instead, he growled in a low voice, “Don’t let it happen again. Got it?”


He let the grateful man go. Snake knew that the
move had been a sloppy one on his part, too. Normally he would not have opened
the gate without someone standing by with weapons, but he was tired and so were
the others. It was the kind of move that could get them killed, and he knew it.
They had to be alert at all times on the supply runs.


He stepped into the yard and looked around as two
of the men grabbed the tank and carried it back to the truck.


“It’s not in great shape,” one of them said, “but
it’ll probably do the job as long as we can find a way to cover the top. Looks
like it’s broken off.”


“That shouldn’t be a problem,” Snake said.


“You know,” Wolf said, appearing to be deep in
thought. “That gate would be just about the right size for the wall at the hospital.”


Snake looked it over and nodded. “If not, I’m sure
we could make adjustments. It’s a good, sturdy, iron gate. There’s a pile of
sheet metal we could bring along to cover the front of it. What would it take to dismantle it?”


“The gate panels just lift off the pins,” Wolf
said, “though that’s something we may want to change. The hard part would be
getting the bolts out of the wall, but we could do it.”


“This should help,” one of them said, walking over with a sledge hammer.


“Let’s keep that hammer, too,” Snake said. “We’ve
already got one, but it wouldn’t hurt to have another.”


It took a while for them to get the gate and
hardware removed and packed into the truck with the tank, but Snake felt that
the time had been well-spent. He knew they would all rest easier once they had
a gate in place. When they reached the grocery store, Snake yawned and stepped
out of the truck. The lack of sleep was getting to him and he took a moment to
let the cool air clear his head.


“Okay, guys, let’s make it quick,” he said. “You know the routine, look up, look down. 
They could be anywhere. Let’s grab some stuff and get out of here.”


One of the men opened the back of the truck and
got some help lifting out the tank they had found earlier. It would go back in
after the groceries so they could reach it easily to fill it later. The bikers
silently took care of the handful of infected that were scattered around the
parking lot. The glass doors to the store were shattered and Snake had little
hope of finding much, but they had to try. He backed the truck up so it was close to the entrance.


They hurried in and were surprised to find the place fairly zombie-free, though bodies littered the floor. 
Many of them were still moving, though most were not.


“Looks like someone else got here first,” Snake said. “Made things easy for us.”


“They left a lot of crawlers,” Lindsey noticed. “It almost looks like the legs were intentionally broken on some of them. 
I wonder why. Why not just kill them?”


In the aisle across from where Snake stood, a figure waited, eyes fixed on the big biker. 
When it moved, it was faster than any zombie they’d encountered yet.
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Snake moved fast when he saw the large shape coming toward him. He grabbed his aluminum bat and was ready to swing when he stopped suddenly.


“You son of a bitch!” A tall, blond woman stood in front of him, her face inches away from his.


Snake froze. The voice was a ghost from his shady past and Helga was the last person he wanted to see. 


Although he’d had a promising future at one time,
the war had left Snake with some scars that he’d tried to cover with drugs and
alcohol. He had spent the remainder of his youth indulging himself at the
expense of others. When he had found God, later in life, he had tried to
reconcile himself to those he’d hurt. The problem therein was that the list was
so long, he was constantly running into those who hadn’t been aware of his
change of heart, or didn’t care.


Although Helga was two decades younger than Snake,
theirs was the most serious relationship he had ever had. They’d lived together
for a while and he’d even agreed to marry her when she had told him that he had
to. When they’d finally set a date, she’d been ecstatic. As the date had grown
closer, Snake had grown more uncomfortable. Finally, the day had come. Her
family had come into town the night before to attend the noon wedding. As she
had visited with them, Snake had told her that he had to go grab a pack of
cigarettes. He had hopped on his bike, never to be seen by her again, until
now. 


“H-hi, Helga,” he stuttered. “I’m still looking for those cigarettes.”


“Cigarettes!” the blond said as she stepped even
closer. She was 6’1 of solid muscle. As she grew more agitated, her Ukrainian
accent grew stronger. “You left me standing there with over a hundred guests
and made me look like a fool. I spent four hundred dollars on a dress for the
wedding! Leather isn’t cheap, you know!”


She glared at him then growled and landed a hard right cross to his face.


Snake stumbled backward and caught himself. He’d
been hit countless times in his life and this ranked up there with some of the
hardest punches. He rubbed his jaw and looked around to see if anyone else had
witnessed what had happened. Unfortunately, Lindsey and some of his men stared
slack-jawed at him, waiting for a response.


“Guess I might’ve deserved that,” Snake said as he
cautiously watched her curled fist for any more signs of aggression.


“Yes, you deserve that!” she said, still yelling
as she rubbed her sore hand. “I got your name tattooed on my ass for a wedding
present to you! Not too many men around named Snake, you know. I had to find a
Jake and change the first two letters!”


She looked like she was thinking about hitting him
again but then she let out a deep breath and glanced away, finally waving at
some of the other bikers that she recognized.


Lindsey decided she’d be wise to make herself scarce, worried that the woman 
might get the wrong idea since she and Snake had walked in together. She only hesitated 
a moment before quietly moving away with the cart, not looking at Snake or the Amazon.


Snake was curious and he almost asked Helga if he
could see the tattoo. He quickly came to his senses when he saw her scowling at
Lindsey, who was hightailing it down the aisle. His men gave Helga a courtesy
wave and, like rats abandoning a sinking ship, quickly followed Lindsey out of
sight. Suddenly, Snake found himself alone with the mostly-dead zombies and
Helga. The zombies now seemed like better company. His heart raced and a
trickle of cold sweat dripped down his forehead as he tried to think of
something to say to break the ice in her glare. In his panic, he pointed to
where Lindsey had exited and blurted out, “That was my girlfriend.”


Helga’s eyes narrowed as she turned her head
toward the aisle where Lindsey had gone.


“I kill her,” she growled. She thought about going
after the other woman immediately, but she wasn’t done with Snake yet. When one
of the zombies finally made its way over to her and started to moan as it
reached for her foot, she stomped on its head without even looking. It sounded
like an over-ripe melon as it burst. Snake flinched.


“That is who you left me for?” Helga finally
asked. “That little woman? Can she rebuild transmission? Can she pick you up
and throw you on bike when you’re drunk? Nah, that one is way too little!” She
was growing more agitated and she erupted into a string of Ukrainian profanities
before finally calming down again.


“Fine, Snake. You go. You leave me here again,
with zombies this time,” she said, pouting.


Relieved, Snake ran for the door. As he stepped outside, he turned to see the hopelessness in the eyes staring back at him.
They seemed to beg, “Please, don’t do this to me.” He’d never seen such despair. 
He couldn’t do it. He felt like all the anger and ferocity was just a mask, and inside was a childlike innocence. 
Leaving would be a death sentence; the results could be beyond horrible. Yes, they were zombies, but even zombies
didn’t deserve that. Then he looked at Helga. She was extremely volatile, even in normal times, and these times were far from normal. 
He regretted lying to her about Lindsey, but there would still be a chance that she would eventually give up if she thought he was attached. 
Besides, her fighting skills could prove to be extremely useful. He hoped the comment she had made about killing Lindsey was exaggerated.


“So, you coming with us?” Snake asked reluctantly.


Helga thought about it for a moment. She hadn’t
seen Jake since he’d gone for cigarettes two weeks earlier, and she was tired of being alone.


“I will go with you,” she said. She reached around
the corner for her M16 and slung it over her shoulder then grabbed the bag of ammo.


There were several gunshots as she finished off
the zombies that she’d mutilated in the store. Once done, she went outside and
disappeared around the building, returning moments later on her Harley. She
came to a sliding stop in front of the store. 


Lindsey and the bikers came out with their carts
filled to the top. They made more trips into the store, leaving the carts at
the truck and getting new ones to save time. Two of the men began quickly
loading the groceries into the truck. 


By the time they had gotten all that they thought
they could carry, the dead were beginning to drift into the parking lot, drawn
by the sound of the gunfire inside the store. 


“Where will we go?” Helga asked Snake.


“We’re staying at a nearby hospital,” he told her.
“We have to finish loading up then you can ride back with the boys. Xena and I
will be driving the truck.”


He turned to Lindsey and gave her an exaggerated smile so that Helga could see.


“Right, Honey?” he asked, winking at Lindsey.


Helga glared at Lindsey then whipped the bike
around the parking lot. She began to methodically take out every zombie in sight. 


“Do I even want to know what that was all about?”
Lindsey asked with an icy stare. “Xena? Honey? Are you trying to get me killed?
That woman could crush me like a bug.” 


The bikers watched in stunned silence as Helga
decreased the undead population in the parking lot from her moving bike.


“Should she be wasting all that ammo?” one of the
bikers asked from atop the truck. “I mean, we’re done shopping.”


“I know this woman,” Snake replied. “The less
ammunition she has, the better off we are.”


As he waited for the men to finish loading the
truck, a sign next to the grocery store caught Snake’s eye. Festive,
multicolored lettering spelled out, ‘Party Store.’ 


He turned to Lindsey and smiled. “I’d be willing
to bet there’s some stuff in here that would make life seem a little more
normal to some of the kids at the hospital, maybe even some of the adults.”


“That’s not a bad idea,” she said. “Do you want me
to go with you?”


“Maybe just stand guard by the door,” he said. “Just
give me a yell if we start to get company.” He walked toward the glass doors
and peered inside. Sensing no movement, he pulled the door open and once again
scanned the building for any signs of danger. Turning his head toward Lindsey,
he asked, “Could you tell the guys to join me when they’re done?”


“Shouldn’t you wait for some back-up first?”
Lindsey looked concerned.


“Nah, looks clear from here, besides, they’re busy
loading the truck. I think I can handle it,” Snake replied, walking into the building. 


Lindsey watched through the glass as Snake
disappeared down an aisle. It wasn’t long before she saw him running toward the
door, a look of terror chiseled into his face. Lindsey barely got the door open
before he came barreling out. She was sure that, had the door been closed, he
would have blown right through it.


“Close the door!” he screamed in a tone that
seemed odd coming from a grown man, let alone Snake. Lindsey let go of the door
and ran, knowing she had no way of keeping it closed. The commotion caught the
attention of Wolf and a couple of the other bikers and they hurried over to
Snake, who had stopped a safe distance from the store and was trying to catch his breath.


“What is it, boss?” Wolf asked.


“Sorry guys. I can’t. I just can’t,” Snake mumbled, still visibly shaken.


“What could be in there?” Mouse asked Wolf, making
certain Snake couldn’t hear. “I mean nothing scares Snake.”


“Only one thing scares Snake, besides Helga,” Wolf
replied. “Lindsey, could you keep an eye on him? We’re going in.”
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The men approached the door, their weapons ready.
Wolf was first to go in. The rest, still apprehensive from Snake’s reaction,
stayed well behind him. The room was dark, except for the light that filtered
in from the front windows. Movement was heard coming from the back of the
store, followed by a raspy moan. The group cautiously made their way toward the
source of the noise. Wolf could see through the dim light that several shelves
had been knocked over, trapping something in a back corner of the room. As they
peered over the shelves, squinting to see what it was, the aberration appeared.
A collective gasp went through the group, as Wolf’s fears were verified. Before
them was the mauled face of a creature that, in life, had been a clown. Dried
blood blended with its orange wig, which sat sideways on a painted white head.
The smeared mascara around the eyes seemed to intensify the milky corneas, and
the bright red around the mouth disappeared into its red stained upper teeth.
The bottom teeth were missing, as well as the lower jaw. Its tongue flopped
from the back of its torn-out throat and the remnants of a windpipe protruded
from its neck. Dried blood caked the front of its outfit all the way to its
enormous shoes. The men backed up as Wolf raised his pistol and leveled it at
the mutant’s forehead then pulled the trigger. The jolt of the blast caused its
large round nose to pop off, and the creature slumped to the ground. No one
said a word as the men grabbed a few things and left. Wolf was glad to see that
Snake had partially regained his composure by the time they returned.


“Sorry, Dude,” Snake said, as he watched the men
exit the building. “You know how I am about clowns.”


“Don’t worry, Boss,” Wolf reassured him,” if that
were a giant spider, I’d be right there with you.” 


Snake couldn’t tell if his friend was serious but
he knew that Wolf had an issue with spiders.


“What I don’t understand,” Wolf continued, “is how
that thing got bitten in the first place.”


“How’s that?” Snake asked.


“Well, you’d think it would taste funny,” Wolf
answered with a smirk. Snake would have thumped him, but he was still too
embarrassed. Instead, he muttered something and started moving toward the
truck. The groceries were loaded and two of the men were putting the empty tank back in.


Snake stopped when he heard someone say, “Looks like word got out about the party.”


More zombies were beginning to trickle into the parking lot.


Helga asked, “I should shoot these, too, no?”


Snake shook his head. “That’ll just attract more
of them. Let’s do it the old fashioned way and save some ammo. Maybe give these
guys a chance to try out their new bows, too.”


Helga’s eyes lit up at that thought. “I will help,”
she said, leaving no room for argument.


Lindsey bit her lip. She wanted to try out her new crossbow, but she was 
wondering if she would have an accident with Helga around.


“Okay, Snake, you got me into this,” she hissed, “now you’re going to have 
to keep her from killing me while I practice with the crossbow, all right?”


“Okay,” Snake reassured her. “I’ll back you up,
but don’t shoot her. You’ll just make her mad.”


Lindsey looked at Snake, trying to determine
whether or not he was kidding. “I’ll be careful,” she said, getting the
crossbow and arrows out of the truck.


One of the bikers brought out some long pieces of
rebar they’d picked up, thinking they could use them like lances or javelins.
They also had fireplace pokers and crowbars as well as anything else they’d
seen that looked like it might make a decent weapon. Helga picked a crowbar and
began to walk around cracking heads. She glanced at Snake when she passed him,
but only paused a moment before she moved on to the next zombie.


Snake was glad that Helga had something to vent her anger on, besides him, but he hoped 
that she wouldn’t run out of targets before she calmed down. He kept his distance, just in case. 
He was surprised at the ease with which she slaughtered her victims. 
Despite the adrenaline rush, he personally gained no pleasure from it. Every infected he killed was once
a living breathing human being; a mother, father, son, or daughter. The hardest
to dispatch were the children. He had to keep telling himself that they were
already dead, empty vessels possessed by some demonic force. He saw it as a way
to bring the tormented beings to their final resting place. Helga, on the other
hand, seemed to gain more pleasure with each blow. She definitely had issues
and he knew that he had everything to do with that.


Lindsey watched as the other woman coldly and
methodically killed off the infected. It wasn’t going to be so easy for
Lindsey, but she knew that it had to be done. With a city as large as Lansing,
there was little chance that they would ever rid the area entirely of its
undead, but it didn’t hurt to diminish the enemy numbers, either. It also gave
her the opportunity to try out the crossbow and the practice could mean the
difference in life or death for her or someone else.


She looked the bow over. It seemed to be a top of
the line model, not that she was a crossbow expert, but it had been the most
expensive one in the gun shop, and it had lots of extras, including a scope.
She knew that crossbows had been around for a long time, and they seemed to
have come a long way since da Vinci had drawn his sketch centuries earlier.
Overwhelmed, she was still trying to figure out how to use it when Wombat came to her rescue. 


“Having trouble?” he asked with a grin.


“I’m not sure how to work this thing,” she admitted. 
“I tried pulling the string back and it’s even harder than a regular bow.”


“It’s very hard to do it that way,” he told her. “They
have these strings you can use to cock it, but in this case, the bow has a built-in crank.”


He proceeded to show her how to use it and she
gave it a try. It was easy but time-consuming. It wasn’t the sort of weapon
that was going to be useful in a situation where rapid-fire shooting was
necessary, but she thought it might prove handy when the dead needed to be picked off silently.


Lindsey chose one of the creatures that was
shambling her way. She took careful aim, fixing the cross hairs on one of the
dead man’s milky eyes before pulling the trigger. The zombie never even broke
its stride as the arrow punched a hole through its shoulder.


“You flinched when you pulled the trigger,” Wombat
said. “Squeeze it gently, keeping your eye on the target when you do it.”


She tried again, this time following the biker’s
advice as she took her shot, never letting her gaze leave the target. She 
pierced the eye of the infected man and he crumpled to the ground. 
Knowing that she needed to save as many arrows as possible,  Lindsey went to get them, 
trying to ignore the horrible sound as she retrieved the one from the dead man’s eye.


“Nice shot Xena!” Snake yelled, smiling. He turned
to see Helga scowling in his direction. As their eyes met, she turned and swung
her crowbar full force into a slow-moving zombie’s head. The head came off the
body and flew several feet across the parking lot as the body slowly teetered
over. She turned toward Snake again, this time with a mischievous grin on her face.


“Uh, you too, Helga,” he said, trying to get on what was left of her good side.


Lindsey jumped when the rolling head came toward her, wondering if she would be next. 


“Did you see that?” she asked Wombat in a whisper.


“Yeah, didn’t think it was possible to knock a head off like that.”


“Maybe his neck was already broken.”


“Maybe,” Wombat said. “I’d try not to piss her off, just in case.”


“Too late,” Lindsey said, loading another arrow. She
stepped a little farther away from her next target. She missed twice but
finally planted the arrow in the middle of the zombie’s face. She hoped that it
would make Helga think twice about coming after her, but she doubted it.


Snake was a little unnerved by the competition but his attention was soon turned toward the streets where
more of the infected were making their way into the parking lot. Unfortunately,
they were coming from several directions. He thought it might be time to get
moving, but driving the bikes through a horde of zombies wasn’t going to be
easy. Might as well thin the crowd a bit, first, he thought. He readied his bat and joined in the fray.


Lindsey was getting faster with the crossbow, and it was a good thing, because she had more targets
than she could handle. Fortunately Wolf and Wombat were nearby and they took
out anything that got too close. She concentrated on the ones that were near
the edge of the parking lot, shooting away from the others so she wouldn’t
accidentally hit one of them. It seemed that for each one she put down, there was suddenly another in its place.


“We need to get out of here,” Snake finally said. It seemed like they had been fighting off the
growing horde for hours and there was no sign of let-up. The parking lot was
piling up with bodies, though some of the men had been dragging them off to the
side when they had a free moment or two.


“Load up, boys,” he yelled as Wombat locked up the back of the truck. 


Helga fell into line with the rest of the bikers and Snake jumped into the truck, 
starting it as even more of the dead made their way into the parking lot. He had a
hard time dodging bodies on the way out and he winced as he had to go over a couple of them. 
He glanced in his side mirror to make sure he hadn’t lost anybody off the top of the truck.


As they made their way to the next stop on the list, Lindsey pointed into the sky where several jets
were flying by. Within a minute, explosions could be heard across town. 


“I hope that wasn’t as close as it felt,” Snake said.


“Other side of town, from what I can tell,” Lindsey said, checking the mirror. 


~*~


“Keith?” Shanelle’s voice came over the phone. “I’m
back in my apartment with a couple other people but what are we going to do
now? We’re out of food.”


She and a dozen of her neighbors had worked the
previous afternoon to clear a path to the roof. They had gone back up in the
morning, planning to spend the day up there in hopes that rescue helicopters
would be by to pick them up. When Keith had heard the news about the military
pulling out of the city, he had called her at once with the news. She and the
others had gone back into the building, disheartened. 


“I’m going to talk to the pilots the minute they
get here in the morning,” Keith told her. “If they can evacuate the hospital,
there’s no reason they can’t pick up a group from your building, too. I’ll call
you once I talk to them but plan on being up there early in the morning, even
if you don’t hear from me. My cell reception is getting worse all the time.”


“All right,” she said, sounding relieved. “The
city looked pretty messed up from the roof. All I could see for as far as I
looked was those dead things. Didn’t see a sign of a living person
anywhere, not even in the windows of the other buildings.”


“Maybe they got out,” Keith said. Still, the choppers
had only brought in about sixty survivors in all, out of a city of over a
hundred thousand. It made him wonder just how many living people were left in Lansing.


“We couldn’t find any paint to put an “S” on the
roof, like you said we should do, but I guess it doesn’t matter now anyway,” Shanelle
said with a sigh. “Besides, there was already a red cross up there, so maybe
they knew we needed medical help. One of the guys was up there earlier, waving
a sheet around, and he thinks that they might have seen him.”


Something about the statement nagged at the back
of Keith’s mind as they continued to talk. When he heard jets, he went to look out a window. 


Shanelle screamed and it sounded to Keith like she had dropped her phone.


“Shanelle?” Clouds of smoke began to fill the sky.


“I-I’m here,” she said after picking the phone up
again. “Keith, they’re bombing buildings right around us!”


Keith closed his eyes for a moment, feeling helpless.


“Hang on, baby, don’t panic. They’re just supposed
to take out the buildings that are overrun,” Keith said. “You should be all right.” 


The nagging feeling grew stronger and he
hesitated, wondering what it was that he was missing. The answer hit Keith
suddenly and he felt his blood run cold.


“Shanelle, get under a table or something,” he said,
trying to remain calm. “Hurry.”


Depending on the angle, the sign on the roof might
well have looked like a red cross and who wouldn’t think that it meant that aid
was needed? But Keith knew otherwise. He remembered standing on the roof
earlier and seeing the red Xs on the buildings that were totally infested.


“I’m under the table,” she said after a short
pause. “Keith, you don’t think that . . .”


She was cut off. 


“Shanelle!” Keith yelled into the phone.


Moments later, he heard the next group of bombs hit.


~*^*~
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It took another two hours for Snake and his crew to
finish getting everything they needed. They even managed to fill the empty tank
in the back of the truck with diesel fuel and cover it for the ride home. The
whole time, bombs were falling on the city. It was almost dusk by the time they
returned but the sky was already dark with dust and debris. Several of the men
were coughing as they got off their bikes. 


Snake was pleased to see that the wall appeared to
be finished. He got out and approached a man in a surgical mask who was
dragging a body to a growing pile of dead undead.


“We’ve been trying to keep the parking lot clear
for you, Boss,” the biker said, after pulling down his mask. “Hasn’t been easy.”


Snake yawned and stretched his arms. “We brought something back that might help.”


“What’s that?”


“A gate. We’ll just need to be able to keep the area clear long enough to install it.”


“The wall of cars helped. We just had to move a few of them so you could get back in. 
We can move them back when it’s time to start on the gate.”


Moose walked over and Snake talked to him about the gate. 


"You know, Boss, the grout in these pilasters isn't going to be totally cured for a month. 
Better not hang these gates yet." 


Snake slowly turned and glared at Moose.


"But, we should be able to hang them in a day," Moose said, backing up, "if we're careful."


“How about tomorrow morning?” Snake asked.


Moose thought about it and said, “I guess that’ll be okay.”


“I’ll talk to Gunner about starting first thing in the morning,” Snake said, stifling a yawn.


Helga looked disappointed when she got off her bike and looked around. Her eyes lit up when she saw a lone ghoul heading their
way. She made quick work of it with her crowbar then looked around to see if there were any more. 


“I think I’ll go check in with Dr. Doune and see
how Autumn is doing,” Lindsey said after helping to unload the truck.


“Alright, Sweetheart,” Snake said, giving her a
wink. “You have fun with Dr. Doom and I’m going to grab some grub then get some
sleep. Wake me up if anything interesting happens.”


Lindsey shot him a look and mouthed the word, “coward.”


“You’ll need to clean those arrows and the quiver,”
Wombat told Lindsey, leading the way to a corner of the room where the others
were disinfecting their weapons with bleach. “You wouldn’t want to scratch
yourself with an arrow that’s got infected blood on it.”


“No, that would pretty much ruin my whole day,”
Lindsey agreed. She’d wiped the blood and gore from the arrows onto the clothes
of the dead but she realized that probably wasn’t enough.


“We weren’t even sure if the bleach would kill the
virus,” the biker added, “but Dr. Doune did some testing once he got his
microscope and he thinks that it works.”


When they were finished with the arrows, Wombat took
the quiver over to a mop bucket full of bleach and water. From the water, he
pulled something out that looked like a miniature mop, made from a wire coat
hanger and a rag. He swabbed out the inside of Lindsey’s quiver as well as his
own sheath and set them out to dry on some newspaper.


“Now we have to get checked before going into quarantine,” he said.


They walked over to one of the guards and Wombat
pulled up his leather pant legs as far as he could to let the guard look for bites. When Lindsey
did the same with her jeans, the guard took an extra long time to look over her
legs, causing Wombat to slap him on the head.


“Hey! I’m just doing my job,” the man said, rubbing his head.


“Yeah, well, you’re doing it too well, Mate,”
Wombat said, taking off his leather jacket and long-sleeved shirt. He turned
around so that his arms and torso could be checked.


“Um, wait a minute,” Lindsey said.


“Don’t worry,” Wombat grinned at her. “They just
need to see your arms and make sure there aren’t any rips in your shirt.”


When they were deemed free from bites, Lindsey
asked, “Can I skip quarantine if I stay in the lab?”


“Sure, as long as Dr. Doune is there to keep an
eye on you,” Wombat said, taking off the bandana he always wore when they were
around the infected. His hair was almost shoulder length and would be easy to
grab if he didn’t keep it tucked safely away.


“Great,” Lindsey said, having no desire to spend a
couple of hours in the ER. They’d been fairly relaxed about the rules though
there was some talk of changing that since the infected infant had been brought in.


“Good job today, by the way,” Wombat said to her. “You’re
pretty good with that crossbow. You’d be a good addition to the team if you
decide to stick around.”


She gave him a smile but said, “You know, I haven’t
even decided yet, but if I do, I’d love to keep helping with the supply runs if
Snake will let me. It was the most excitement I’ve had in a long time.”


Wombat laughed and squeezed her shoulder briefly
before heading to the ER to find a place to sleep for a couple of hours. 


Theresa heard that the group was back and had
meals brought to them, along with coffee and homemade pie. Once Snake was done
eating, he made his way to a small room adjacent to the ER waiting room. It had
once been a Physicians’ lounge, complete with a coffee maker, a small fridge,
and a couch that looked extremely comfortable to Snake. He fell face first into
it and started to drift off.


~*~


“Can’t you find something for Eric to do?” Dr.
Sharma asked Jack, exasperated. They stood outside of the closed door of the patient
room where Cheri and her children were staying. “Cheri doesn’t want him around
and he just won’t listen to me. He’s come here to her room a dozen times today
alone.”


“I’ll talk to him again,” Jack said. 


Moments later, Eric peeked around the corner then ducked away quickly when he saw them both looking his way.


“There he is again. That’s the third time in the last twenty minutes or so. There must be something we can do to keep him
busy,” Dr. Sharma said. “He has tried to sneak in, dressed as a CNA. 
He has tried telling me that he is there to see her on official security business. 
It is almost comical, except that he is hindering the poor woman’s recovery.” 


Jack sighed. “Snake said he had to stop the other
bikers from throwing him out a window. I’m not sure if he was serious, but I
don’t want to take that chance so I can’t have him in the Crow’s Nest or doing
guard duty. I had him helping to do repairs and maintenance but he broke more
things than he fixed. Let me ask around a bit more and see if anybody needs his help.”


Dr. Sharma thanked him and opened the door to
check on her patient. Jon and Marie were taking turns reading a book to their
mother, who was at least making an attempt to act interested. Cheri had made
some serious progress and Dr. Sharma wasn’t about to let Eric ruin it.


~*~


Lindsey walked into the lab and noticed that
Harold was gone, but there was a jar on one of the counters. When she stepped
closer, she could see that it was a brain – Dr. Winston’s, no doubt. She turned
to leave, almost bumping into Doune and Autumn who were returning from dinner. Before
Lindsey could say a word, there were sounds of yet another confrontation coming from the ER.


~*~


Snake had just entered a deep sleep when he was shaken awake by Mouse.


“Boss!” the small biker whispered so loudly that
he may as well have shouted. “Helga’s been bitten and she won’t go into quarantine.”


Snake sat up and looked at his nervous friend. Rubbing his eyes, 
he mumbled through his fingers, “This had better be a nightmare.”


Snake entered the ER to a scene of chaos. Dr. Martinez was trying to reason with Helga, who was not cooperating.


“It was not one of those dead things!” Helga yelled.


“I’m not sure I believe that,” Martinez said. “Why
would some random person come up and bite you?”


“We were fighting over the last bottle of whiskey,”
Helga said. “It happens to me all the time.”


“Right,” the doctor said.


Helga erupted into a vulgar string of Ukrainian
and Dr. Martinez was glad he didn’t understand what she had said.


“It doesn’t matter,” he told her. “Even if it
seemed like a normal person to you, the man may have been bitten himself and he
could have passed the virus on to you. We don’t know enough about this disease
to take any risks.”


Helga towered over the doctor, her lip curling up
into a sneer. “You want me locked up? You better be able to put me there.”


Grabbing the metal tray from one of the bed sides,
Snake slowly crept behind Helga. While she was preoccupied slandering the
doctor in her native tongue, Snake carefully lifted the tray above her and
slammed it into her head. The tray bent around her head like a sombrero and
fell to the floor. To Snake’s horror, Helga didn’t follow it to the ground.
Instead, she slowly turned around and stared at him with narrowing eyes. He
hadn’t seen that look since he had entered her mother in the local dog show.


“Not nice,” Helga said, taking a step toward
Snake. “You should know better. You want to hit me, you better hit me hard
enough to knock me out.”


She pulled her arm back for a punch but stopped
when she felt a sharp pain in her shoulder.


Snake closed his eyes and braced himself for Helga’s
wrath, but the punch never came.


Standing behind her, Dr. Doune released the
plunger on the syringe and then pulled it out, stepping away from the woman.


Helga growled at the doctor and took two steps
before her eyes closed and she began to sway. Dr. Martinez tried to catch her
but she landed on him, pinning him to the ground.


Snake opened his eyes in time to see Helga falling
on the wide-eyed doctor. The sight reminded him of a Hindu goddess as she
appeared to have four arms.


“Somebody get her off of me!” the doctor squeaked, unable to breathe.


Snake went to pull her off but hesitated when he
saw her finger twitch. “Are . . . are you sure she’s out?” he asked Doune.


Dr. Doune looked down and nodded. “She’s out. I
gave her my own special cocktail and it’ll keep her out for a while.”
His concoction was highly illegal but he doubted that anybody was going to arrest him for it.


A couple of the bikers struggled to lift Helga off
of the doctor then half-dragged her to a gurney.


“You’ll need to strap her down,” Doune said. “I
would recommend using the four point restraints. I doubt that she’ll be in a
good mood when she wakes.”


The other doctor lay on the floor for a moment,
gasping for breath before he finally managed to get to his feet.


“You know,” Snake said to Martinez, “the only
respectful thing you can do after that is to marry her.”


“Marry her?” the young doctor said, paling. He
glanced over at the woman and shuddered. She wasn’t bad looking except for the
unibrow, but she looked like she could bench press about a thousand pounds. “I’m,
uh, married or not into women or something, just in case she asks.”


Doune walked over to where the other bikers were
finishing up with the restraints. He looked the bite mark over, taking
measurements and reading them to Autumn, who jotted down notes. The skin
appeared to be broken in a couple places but just barely. Doune had seen plenty
of bites in his days as an ER intern. Most of them had happened during a bar
fight or domestic dispute, but they had always been done in anger and had been
meant to cause pain, not tear flesh. Helga’s bite appeared to be that sort of a bite.


Snake went to talk to one of the guards then
started back to his room. He smiled and nodded toward Helga as he passed by. “Those
will never hold her,” he said. “Remember King Kong? He ain’t got nothing on her.”


Doune hoped that the biker was exaggerating, but
he wasn’t going to bet on it. His eyes shifted to Helga, who made the gurney look small.


“I have injections ready for her if necessary, but
frankly the bite appears to be healing rather than getting worse. She probably
isn’t infected, though she may be an even bigger threat if that’s the case, at
least to you. She’s been talking in her sleep and has had a few choice words for you.”


Snake was about to ask the doctor exactly what Helga had said, but he remembered that Autumn was nearby, 
and Helga’s vocabulary wasn’t always PG. Then again, Autumn wasn’t your typical nine-year-old. 
The kid was mature beyond her years, both in intelligence and in her knowledge of the world. Snake was sure the girl
had heard worse, so he finally asked Doune for the gory details.
 

Doune lowered his voice and repeated Helga’s threat.


Snake turned pale and swallowed hard.


“Of course,” Doune added, “I don’t think that’s physically possible, but perhaps she was 
speaking metaphorically.”


“I hope you’ve got a good supply of that sedative,” Snake replied before walking away. 


He made it as far as the door to the doctor’s lounge before he was stopped again.


“We need to figure out where to hide the guns,” Jack told him. “I don’t know how early the Coast
Guard choppers will arrive in the morning so I think we ought to get this done tonight.”


Snake rubbed his beard as he thought about it. “Is there any place in the hospital they won’t
search? Walk-in freezer or morgue, maybe?”


“I can’t promise that they wouldn’t find them there,” Jack said. “I’m guessing they may do a
pretty thorough search. I was kind of thinking about someplace outside of the
hospital. Maybe a nearby building they wouldn’t even think about.”


“It would have to be close,” Snake said. “We can’t risk hiding our 
stash in a building that might get bombed.”


“What about the truck?” Jack said after a few moments of silence. “We could hide the guns in the back and park it nearby. We
could even make it look like it’s been wrecked; throw up the hood, park it at an angle.”


“I like it,” Snake said. He looked longingly at the door to the physician’s lounge, where the nice, soft sofa awaited him.
Sighing, he said, “I’ll get some of the guys to help me.”


It took a while to find just the right spot and to
stage the accident. They had emptied the truck earlier, but after stashing the
guns and ammo in the back, they piled some furniture inside and left the back
door hanging open. Snake yawned as he regarded the final product. 


“Let’s go get some sleep,” he told the others as
they killed off a few stray zombies. “Those choppers will be arriving early, I’m sure.”


He was more than ready to collapse for a few hours, but was stopped again, just inside the door.


“Had a little problem while you were gone,” Wolf said, keeping his voice down.


“What now?” Snake asked.


“That guy nurse, Keith, went after a couple of the
guys. He was drunk.” He nodded toward the ER where Keith was passed out on a gurney near Helga.


“Where’d he get booze?” Snake asked.


“Mouse had something to do with it, but I can’t
get a straight answer out of him.”


“Nothing new there,” Snake snorted. “I don’t think
Mouse knows how to give a straight answer. I’m kind of surprised, though. Keith
didn’t strike me as the drinking type. I thought he was all into health food and working out.”


“I guess his wife got killed today,” Wolf said. “Her
building was of those that got blown up.”


“You sure?” Snake asked.


“Pretty sure. Keith was on the phone with her when
it happened. He kind of flipped out. That little Filipino nurse, Amelia, said
she’d never seen him like this.”


“Is he okay, now?” 


“Yeah, Doune gave him a shot of that stuff that he
gave to Helga. He says they’ll both sleep for a while.”


“All right. I’m going to try to do the same, but I’m
sure I won’t need one of Doune’s shots,” he said, tiptoeing past Keith and
Helga to get to his room. He slept for almost two hours before being shaken awake by Jack.


“What?” Snake growled, sitting up. 


“We need you in the Crow’s Nest. Something is
going on and I’m not quite sure how to handle it.”


Snake thought that seemed odd since Jack was the
man in charge of security. He was curious but Jack wouldn’t explain more. 


“You’re going to have to see this for yourself,” he said.


“All right,” Snake said, getting to his feet.
Still half asleep, he made his way with Jack to the elevator and took it to the
fifth floor. He yawned widely as he and Jack stepped out and went to the Crow’s
Nest. Mouse met him at the door. 


“Uh, boss, we got a problem,” Mouse said.


“Yeah, I keep hearing that lately,” Snake said with a long-suffering sigh.


The others were gathered at the window and Jack walked over to join them.


 “Keith found a bottle of tequila and finished it off,” Mouse started.


“I heard that, though I’m still not clear on how
he got the booze,” Snake said. As far as he knew, there wasn’t a drop in the
hospital. “I heard you had something to do with it.”


“Well, I, uh, kind of came across some on our last supply run,” Mouse admitted.


Snake’s attention was momentarily distracted as
Wombat wrote something on a whiteboard then held it up to the window.


“But you don’t drink,” Snake looked back at Mouse, confused.


“Which is why I gave it to Keith,” Mouse said, as though that explained it all.


“Okay,” Snake said, trying to follow Mouse’s
convoluted story. “So you gave Keith a bottle of tequila and he drank it. I don’t
think that’s a huge problem. He just lost his wife so he got drunk and passed
out. And why are so many lights on in here?”


“So people can see inside better,” Mouse said. 


“Four!” Someone called out. 


“Why would they need to see inside?” Snake asked,
turning to look at the men at the window again.


“You kidding? That’s at least a six,” another biker said.


“It kind of goes along with this problem,” Mouse said. 


Snake kept finding himself distracted by the
others. He turned back to Mouse, “The problem with Keith getting drunk?”


“No, that’s not the problem. The problem is that he left.”


 “Let’s go with five,” Wombat said, writing on the
board again before holding it up.


Snake looked at the bikers in utter confusion, but
then he realized what Mouse had said.


“Left?” Snake repeated, looking back at Mouse
again. “Left the building?”


Mouse nodded. “There’s more.”


Snake just stared at him, not wanting to ask.


“Helga saw him leave and she followed him out. The
two of them are on a rampage outside,” Mouse said, nodding toward the window. 


“Helga? She was strapped down with those
heavy-duty straps,” Snake said with a frown. “Did she break out?”


“Not exactly”


“Mouse?”


“She threatened me, Boss. The stuff she said she’d do if I didn’t let her loose, it was horrible. 
Maybe she wouldn’t have really done it but . . .”


“She would have. You don’t know Helga,” Snake
said, walking over to join the others. He looked down at the parking lot, which
was also thoroughly lit up. There were bodies strewn everywhere and in the
middle of it all was Keith with a sledgehammer and Helga with a crowbar. 


“Oooooh,” came several voices in unison as a
couple of the bikers looked away. Keith had just brought down the hammer on the
skull of a crawler. It looked like something Snake had once seen the comedian Gallagher do to a watermelon. 


“That’s a nine, for sure,” Moose said. 


“A nine?” Snake asked.


Wombat showed him the whiteboard with the number
nine on it, before holding it up to the window.


“Should we go help ‘em, Boss?” Moose asked.


“I don’t know,” Snake said, scratching his beard. “We
might just get in the way.”


“That was my thought exactly,” Jack sighed. “Which
is why I woke you.”


Snake stood at the window for a while longer,
watching as the dead trickled into the parking lot, only to find their final
deaths at the hands of the two warriors. Most of the bikers had their rifles
ready, just in case, but so far no assistance had been necessary. “Let’s just
see how it goes for now. Is someone by the door to let them back in?”


“Fish is,” Mouse said. “He’s listening for them to
knock or for us to call down.”


“Ouch!” someone said as Helga split a skull with
the crowbar. “I give that one a seven.”


Wombat erased the nine and drew a seven on the board before holding it up.


Helga looked up at the window and frowned before
looking around. She walked over to two zombies that had just made their way
into the parking lot and she stood between them. As they both turned toward
her, she swung one way with the crowbar then the other, dropping them both
within seconds of each other. She looked up at the window.


“Eight,” Mouse said. Others agreed.


Wombat held the sign up and watched as Helga crossed her arms. 


“Maybe we’d better make that a nine,” Mouse suggested.


“I was thinking the same thing,” Wombat said, changing it. 


Helga grinned after the board was held up again, and went back to her work.


It was another hour before the two were ready to
come inside. When they were told they had to go through quarantine, neither of
them argued. Keith found a gurney and promptly passed out.


Once he was sure that Helga wasn’t going to need
to be restrained again, Snake said, “I’m heading to bed.” Sunrise would be at 7:00,
which was only a few hours away.


“I think I’m going to stay up and work on the
generator with Spencer since the electricity has been flowing a little more
consistently at night,” Jack said. “I can sleep some more tomorrow after the
helicopters leave.


“Sparky,” Snake said. “His name is Sparky.”


Jack grinned. “All right. I’ll try to remember
that.”


Snake made his way to the lounge next to the ER.
When he entered the room, he thought he could actually hear the couch calling
to him. Peeking out the door, he got the attention of a biker passing through the ER.


“Pass it on to the rest of the guys. If anyone
wakes me up before the choppers arrive, they’ll be shot.”


The biker laughed, but Snake didn’t crack a smile.


“Dude, I’m serious,” Snake said with a straight
face. The biker quickly dropped his smile and nodded his head. The door slammed.
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Snake had managed to sleep for less than an hour before being awakened at 3:45 a.m. by Fish.


“This better be important,” Snake said sternly, trying not to lose his diminishing sense of humor.


“Sorry, Boss,” Fish apologized. “But the guys in the Crow’s Nest want to show you something.”


“What, did Keith and Helga go back outside?” he asked.


“No, this is something else,” Fish said.


Promising himself some more sleep once the crisis
of the hour was resolved, Snake sighed deeply and headed to the top floor. He
walked into the observation room where a young biker with rather large ears was
looking out the window. The biker turned to look at Snake when he entered the room.


“Hey, Boss,” he said a little too cheerfully for
Snake. “I think that building across the park has power. There’s some kind of
light going on and off in the window. Maybe a machine of some sort.”


Snake looked to see a rhythmic pattern of flashes coming from the other window.


“How long’s that been going on?” he asked.


“Well, it started just after Keith and Helga came
inside but it’s been going off and on ever since then,” the man replied, scratching his fuzzy beard. 


Snake looked at the young biker and shook his head.


“You can’t tell when someone’s signaling Morse code with a flashlight?”


He went to the phone and put it on intercom, announcing that he was looking for someone that knew Morse code, 
and that they were needed in the observation room.


~*~


Keith was sitting with Jack in the cafeteria,
nursing a hangover, when they heard Snake’s message. 


“Morse code, huh?” Keith said. “Did I ever tell you that I was once a Boy Scout, 
Jack? Guess I’d better get up there and see if I can help.”


“Have fun with that,” Jack said, taking another
sip of coffee. He saw Lindsey enter the room and walk over to get a cup of coffee before walking his way.


“Is this a private party, or can anyone join?” Lindsey asked.


“It’s a little crowded here,” Jack joked as he
pointed out the empty chairs surrounding the table. “But I think we can fit you in.”


She sat down and took a sip of her coffee. 


“I’m so glad we still have a few luxuries,” she said, setting her cup back down.


“Not bad for instant. Next trip to the store, I’ll have to remind Snake to bring the real stuff back.”


“We got some yesterday but I guess it probably hasn’t been taken to the kitchen yet,” Lindsey said, yawning before taking
another sip. “I’m just glad it’s not decaf.”


“Why are you up so early, by the way?” Jack asked.


“Autumn just can’t wait to get down here in the mornings to help Doune,” Lindsey said. “I guess I don’t need to come with her
but I hear her moving around and it wakes me up.”


“I guess it’s good that she’s got something to keep her busy.”


“Definitely,” Lindsey said, taking another sip. “It’s
not good to have too much time to think these days.”


“You looked a little down,” Jack said. “Everything
all right? I mean besides our current situation with the undead and all.”


“Just thinking,” Lindsey answered. “Trying to
decide whether to stay or go. Then there’s my mom and dad. Last time I was able
to contact them, they were fine, but I can’t help but worry. I just hate not
knowing what’s going on in the rest of the world.” 


She took a sip out of her cup and looked at Jack. “What
about you? You never talk about your family. Anyone out there you’re worried about?” 


The long pause that followed made Lindsey think she may have hit a sore spot. 


“If you don’t want to talk about it, I understand.”


“It’s okay,” Jack said, staring at the steam
rising from the cup. “I’ve no family out there to speak of. My wife left this
earth two decades ago.”


“I’m sorry,” Lindsey said, not knowing what else to say. 


“It was kind of sudden,” Jack continued. “That
woman had a heart of gold. Unfortunately, that’s what got her killed.” Jack
paused, seemingly deep in thought. 


Lindsey shifted uncomfortably, wanting to know
more, but she thought better about prodding him on.


“She was a social worker,” Jack finally said. “She
insisted on going into the areas where most of her peers refused to go. Her
cases were children of crack addicts and prostitutes. She said someone had to
help them. Might as well be her. We were never able to have kids, so, honestly,
she loved these kids like they were her own.” 


“How did it happen?” Lindsey said, breaking her silence. 


“She was on a routine visit to one of her long-term
cases. A twelve-year-old kid had been returned to her mother a few weeks
earlier. Her mother had been a meth addict, but had been clean for two years.
The visits were going well and they had plans to get out of the ghetto and
start a new life. Unfortunately, the woman’s meth-crazed ex showed up. When my
wife arrived, the man was beating the crap out of the girl’s mother. My wife
should have just called the cops, but that’s not how she was. She tried to stop
him and was stabbed eleven times. A neighbor called the cops and when they
showed up, the guy came at them. He went down in a flurry of shots. My wife
made it to the ER but died a couple minutes before I got there.”


Lindsey sat in silence, again at a loss for words.


“At least she didn’t have to live through this,”
Jack said, fighting back emotion. “She died helping people. Wouldn’t be a bad
thing to have on your resume when you meet your Maker, don’t you think?”


Lindsey simply nodded.


~*~


Keith made his way to the observation room,
grateful for something to take his mind off of Shanelle. He didn’t know for
certain that his wife was dead, but he knew that it was likely. There were
other possibilities and most of them weren’t any better. He couldn’t stop his
mind from going through all of the scenarios. She could be trapped in a
collapsed building with zombies all around. She could be wounded but alive, but
even if that were the case and they had the resources needed to dig through the
rubble, the undead would probably make a rescue impossible.


When he reached the room on the top floor, he greeted Snake.


Snake was glad to see Keith. He’d been afraid that
Dr. Doune would show up, and he and Snake had nothing in common other than a
mutual distrust of each other. Keith seemed to be a little more down to earth
than the doctors and a lot easier to be around than Doune, in particular.


“You’re up early,” the biker said. “How’re you feeling today?”


“Like I’ve been run over by a truck,” Keith admitted,
“but I used to know Morse code and I think I still remember it, though I may be
a bit slow this morning.”


“We think they’ve been trying to signal us for an
hour or so. Dumbo here just thought it was a machine or something.”


Keith was taken aback when Snake called the man “Dumbo,”
thinking that the name-calling was a bit harsh. After all, most young people
didn’t even know what Morse Code was. Once he turned to look at the younger man
and saw his huge ears, it all made sense. Keith had to fight back a grin.


Dumbo shrugged his shoulders and asked nonchalantly, “Can I go to sleep now?”


Snake nodded and the younger biker strolled out the door. 


Handing Keith a flashlight, Snake pointed to the eighth floor of a nearby building where a dim flashing light could be seen.


“I walk by that place all the time on the way to the gym. It’s an office building,” Keith said. “There’s some kind of
engineering firm there and a computer company. I’m not sure what else. It
always seemed like a busy place so there should either be a lot of survivors or
a lot of infected.”


Snake was lost in his thoughts for a moment as he
looked out the window, eyes scanning the dark between the two buildings. 


Turning away from the window, he said to Keith, “I’ve
found one of my guys that can actually write if you need to dictate.” 


A man in a leather cap smiled proudly at Keith
while holding up a pen and a pad of paper.


Keith glanced at the man and said, “If you don’t
mind playing secretary, that’ll work for me.”


He turned and watched the signal for a while. “That’s SOS.” 


He took the flashlight and started to send back
long flashes just to get the attention of those in the other building and to
let them know that someone had gotten the message. After about a minute of the
long flashes, there was a response. The light from the other building began to
flash up and down erratically for a moment before a slight pause then a mixture
of long and short flashes.


“Dot dot dot, that’s an s and dot dot dash – “u” I
think,” he told the biker. “Let’s see, dot dash dot is “r” and 
dot dot dot dash, um, “g” I think. I don’t remember for sure. Okay, we got “i” and
another “g” then o, r, s.”


“Surgigors?”


“I guess that dot dot dot dash had to be a v, not
a g,” Keith said, looking at the paper. “Survivors.” 


Thinking for a moment, Keith spelled out the words, “More details needed.”


“Okay, this one is going to be longer, so we’ll
translate it after it’s done,” Keith said to the biker. He began slowly calling
out dots and dashes as he got them. Once the message stopped, he looked the
paper over, translating the message.


“Twenty trapped on eighth floor. Building overrun. No food. No water.”


Keith let out a slow breath as he glanced at the other building.

 
Snake was amazed that Keith had remembered the code so well after so many years. He imagined how helpless the survivors must have
felt, being trapped by the infected as they watched Snake and his men quickly
annihilate a parking lot full of them. He wondered why the building wasn’t lit
up like the hospital, but then realized that, unlike the hospital, it probably
had just an emergency backup generator, designed to only run essentials such as
heat and emergency exit lighting. That would also explain the lack of water. He
had heard that some older buildings had to have assist-pumps to increase the
water pressure enough to reach the top floors. It was possible that the basic
generator wasn’t designed to run those pumps. Regardless, a rescue operation
would have to be planned.


“I could gather up a fresh set of men and take
them over,” Snake said. “Glad we had them take shifts.”


“A couple of the newcomers mentioned that they
wouldn’t mind helping you guys out,” Keith said. “I don’t know if they talked
to you or not.”


Snake nodded. “Yeah, but I want to give them a
couple days to rest and rehydrate before taking them back out there. Some of
them have been through a lot and have been without food and water. I’d rather
have them get healthy first then give them a chance to join us.”


He glanced at the other building again. “I wonder
if we could use the fire escape. Then again, there must be a reason they aren’t
using it to get out.”


“I noticed that a lot of the buildings around here
don’t have fire escapes,” Keith said, unable to see much of the other building
in the dim glow of the street lights. “I wonder why? Maybe there’s a second set
of stairs inside instead.”


He thought about offering to go along on the
rescue but the nursing staff was already spread very thin. “I can stay up here
while you go if I can get Amelia to help out on the third floor,” he said. “If
I have a radio here and you take one with you, I can be the go-between.”


“Well, I think I’ve caught my second wind,” Snake
replied. “I stayed up for a week once in my party days. I guess it won’t kill
me to miss a little more sleep.”


“A week?” Keith asked, impressed. “The longest I ever made it was 48 hours once.”


“Believe me,” Snake said about his week-long wake
marathon, “I had help from several substances that I can’t even name. I think I’ll
just stick to a cup of coffee, now. I’m going to need to borrow your secretary
but I’ll find someone that’s awake enough to take notes for you then I’ll round
up my posse.” Snake smiled as he headed to the door. “I’m going to send up a
couple guys to clear the parking lot, too, but it shouldn’t take long. Not too
many of those things out there this morning.”


“Yeah, I think that Helga and I made a dent in
their population last night,” Keith said. “Probably not a real smart move.”


“Well, it turned out all right, so I’m not too
worried about it,” Snake said. “Sorry about your wife.”


“Thanks,” Keith replied. Turning his attention
back to the window, he let the people in the other building know he’d have a
message in a moment. He had to write it down since it was going to be a long
one, but then he sent it, telling them what the plan was and that he would be
the liaison during the rescue. 


Snake went to talk to Amelia then made his way to
the first floor to have the bikers get ready for another run. He noticed that
the lights were on in Doune’s lab and he stuck his head inside. 


“You’re up bright and early today,” he said to the
doctor and Autumn.


“Well, we’re not going to cure this zombie disease
by sleeping all day,” Autumn said.


“I’ve got a favor to ask,” Snake said, explaining
about the message they’d received from the other building. “Can Autumn go to
the observation deck and take notes? I’m going to need to take a fresh crew and
the others are sleeping.”


Doune glanced at Autumn and said, “We can look at
the slides of the brain later. They won’t be going anywhere.”


“You mind being a secretary for a while?” Snake asked Autumn.


“Yippee,” she said with a bored look on her face. “I’m
going from dissecting to dictating.”


Snake thought for a bit.


“Maybe it’s better if we find someone else,” he
said, watching her out of the corner of his eye. We might be receiving some
pretty gnarly messages. Might give you nightmares.”


Autumn gave him that ‘I know what you’re trying to
do’ look, but she had to admit, it did sound exciting.


“Alright,” she cracked a smile. “Sign me up.”


Doune went back to his observations once the girl
left. Now that he had the microscope and other equipment, he’d made some interesting
discoveries. So far, he hadn’t passed on what he’d learned to any of the others
since he needed to run a few more tests to be certain. If his assumptions were
correct, then the culprit behind the plague was a very complex parasite, rather
than a virus.
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Snake directed Autumn to the observation room then
headed back to the ER. He talked to a couple of his men who were getting ready
to start work on the gate.


“Hey, Boss, this is Carmen,” Gunner said, nodding
toward a young woman with spiked, red hair. Snake thought he recognized her as
one of the survivors that Lt. Reynolds had dropped off.


“Nice to meet you,” Snake said, offering his hand.


“She’s a welder and she’s going to give us some help
with the gate,” Gunner said. “She’s done lots of iron work.”


“Awesome,” Snake told her with a grin. “Two of my guys weld, 
but I’m taking one of them with me. I’m sure you and Gunner can handle it.”


Gunner said, “We’re going to make sure the gates
can’t be pulled off the pins, and we need to weld the metal plates onto the
front of the gates so the zombies can’t see inside or reach through. That’s all, right?”


“Yep, that’s it,” Snake said. 


“You know the gates are a little shorter than the wall, right?” he asked.


“Yeah, I had Moose go eight feet high on the walls to be safe.”


“Want us to make the gates a little taller?” Gunner asked.


“Sure. You guys just be careful and have someone
watching your backs at all times while you’re out there.”


“Don’t need to tell me twice,” Gunner said. “We
cleared a spot in the ER and we’ll put the plates on in there. We’ll just be
outside to do the work on the pins.”


“Um, you might want to wait and add the plates to
the top after you get the doors outside,” Snake said.


“Why?” Gunner asked.


“Because the door to the hospital is only seven feet high.”


“Oh, gotcha, Boss,” Gunner laughed. “That wouldn’t
have worked too well, I guess.”


“No, it could’ve been a bit of a problem,” Snake
said, then added to Carmen, “Appreciate the help.”


After chugging a couple cups of strong coffee, he
gathered a group of his men in the ER and let them know about the survivors in
the other building and his plan to attempt a rescue. Lindsey wandered over when
she heard them talking and she asked if she could go along.


“You sure?” he asked. “This one might get a little
tricky. Sounds like the whole building is overrun.”


“I’m sure,” she said. “I won’t tell you that I’m
not terrified to do it, but honestly, I think it’s a fear I need to face. I don’t
see anything changing in the near future and I would rather learn how to deal
with the infected now than to hide out and hope someone else will keep me safe.
Besides, I’d rather be doing this than hanging out in the lab, watching Dr.
Doune. Just give me a couple minutes.”


She hurried to her room for her sweater, knowing that
it would be chilly outside. She was lucky to have it, since the weather had
been hot when the outbreak had happened. The air conditioning in the hospital
tended to get cold at times, though, so she had been in the habit of keeping a
sweater in her locker.


Her pistol and cross bow were hidden in the truck,
along with most of the other guns and ammo, but she was sure that Snake had
plans to retrieve the weapons before making the rescue.


~*~


Snake went to get one of the few working
flashlights from the kitchen, though Theresa protested at first.


“If the lights go out again, I’ll be cooking
breakfast in the dark,” she huffed.


“I know,” he said, shrugging, “but we got some
survivors to try to rescue. They’re in a dark building filled with zombies.”


“Well, in that case, take it,” she said, handing it over.


 “I’ll have someone bring you a lantern in case you need it,” Snake promised.


“I’d appreciate it,” she said. “I’ll keep
breakfast warm for you and the others in case you’re gone a while.”


“We have to be back by dawn. We’ll see you before
then,” Snake said, winking before turning to leave with the others.


By the time Lindsey got back down to the first
floor, the shooters in the Crow’s Nest had cleared the parking lot of most of
the unwanted visitors. The bikers looked like they were ready to go. They had
begun parking their bikes inside the hospital since the undead had a habit of
knocking them over, domino style, when they were left outside. The two first
floor hallways were usually lined with bikes on both sides and the ER waiting
room had them all along the walls, too. Once the gate was in place, the plan
was to add a small garage in the parking lot if enough materials could be found.


“We’re just taking bikes this time,” Snake told
Lindsey. “It took too long to get the truck in place last night, so if we can
manage to get the survivors back with just the bikes, that’ll be best. If not,
we’ll come back and get it.”


Wolf motioned for Lindsey to join him, so she
hopped onto the back of his motorcycle once he had rolled it outside. They
started their engines and once they were ready, the bikes raced through the gap
in the wall where the gate would soon be installed. More of the undead were
already starting to wander toward the hospital while the bodies from the
previous night’s rampage still smoldered in a pile.


Once the bikes were out of the way, the two large
gate panels were placed on the floor of the ER so that Gunner and Carmen could
start working on them. The gates weren’t quite wide enough to fit the gap in
the wall, so the welders had to add a couple inches to the sides of each panel before
adding the steel plates to the outside.


~*~


It had rained during the night, leaving the air
cool and damp. Oppressive dark clouds hung low in the sky and kept the moon
well-hidden. The ominous feeling was compounded by the echoes of voices and engines
and made so much worse by the moans of the undead. Lindsey shuddered, telling
herself that the chills running through her were due to the unusually cool morning. 


A quick detour was made to pick up weapons at the
truck then the bikes roared down the street, spraying water from the wet
pavement along the way. It was only a half a block away, but there was a park
between them that was dense with trees and shrubs. They knew that anything
could be lurking in wait. In their new world, it didn’t take a vivid
imagination to visualize the worst. They were already living it.


When the group arrived at the parking lot, they
found it almost zombie-free except for a few at the entrance of the building.
Gathering at the far end of the lot, they parked the bikes in such a way as to
light up the area well. 


As with much of the city, the electricity went on
and off sporadically and there was no guarantee that the street lights would stay on for long.


As Snake and a few others surveyed the building
for easiest access, Lindsey watched the shadows for signs of the dead. 


“Keith was right,” Snake observed. “No fire
escape.” There were two glass doors directly in front that had been shattered
and several metal doors on either side of the building. The back had a row of
windows, mostly broken, and one door marked ‘Fire.’


“Suppose that’s some kind of inside fire escape?”
Snake suggested. “The way Keith described it, the bottom floors are swarming
with the dead. I’d rather try to find a way around them, or at least most of
them, instead of trying to plow through. A building this size could have
hundreds of them.”


A young, long-haired biker in the back spoke up. “I
think that’s a riser room, Boss. You know, where the fire department goes to
connect their hoses and stuff. Probably no access to the inside.”


Snake looked at him sideways. The biker smiled sheepishly.


“I’m a plumber, or I was a plumber.”


“Well, so much for going through there,” Snake
replied. “I wonder if they said anything to Keith about getting into this place
and where the majority of these goons are gathered.”


Snake radioed Keith with his inquiry.


~*~


Chuck sat on the side of his bed and yawned,
trying to rub the last of a good night’s sleep out of his eyes. Although he was
just twelve floors up from the carnage below him in the streets, he might as
well have been in another world. His penthouse suite offered all the luxuries a
man could want. Chuck had prepared for Y2K, the collapse of the dollar, and
several other calamities that had been predicted by various fringe groups. When
the apocalypse had hit, he had been ready by default. The solar collectors on
the roof provided the penthouse with electricity, supplemented by a backup
generator for those cloudy days. The north side of the apartment had all been
converted to storage rooms, taking away 180 degrees of his view, but for a good
cause. The rooms were filled floor to ceiling with all sorts of provisions
packed in boxes as well as a full walk-in freezer. He figured he had enough to
keep him alive for a year or more if he rationed his supplies. 


Standing and stretching, he walked over to the
window and pushed the button that raised the blinds, revealing the city below.
Something had caused him to wake early and he wondered what it might be. It was
early and still dark outside, but since many of the street lights were
functioning, they lit the city well enough for him to see several figures
wandering aimlessly in the dark of the early morning. Seeing nothing unusual,
at least for the post-apocalyptic world he now inhabited, he watched a moment
longer before going to make a pot of coffee. Once inside the kitchen, he closed
the door and turned on the light. He was always careful not to turn on the
lights near the windows, knowing it might alert someone as to his presence. 


While the glass pot began to fill with the rich
brew, he cooked an omelet from his dehydrated food stash. Not quite as
enjoyable as it would have been had he used fresh eggs, but it was still palatable. 


Pouring himself a cup of coffee, he took it and
his omelet to sit in the recliner by the window so that he could watch the streets
below while he ate. It had been a while since he had seen another living being,
although he knew there were survivors on the eighth floor. He and the others
also shared the building with countless undead.


The survivors had contacted him by shouting
through the ventilation system. It had begun after a bottle of tequila had
urged him to blast Jimmy Buffet’s Margaritaville much louder than he should
have. When he had come to his senses and cut the music, he had heard the
banging on the ductwork. Not wanting to give away his presence, he had sat
quietly until a woman’s voice had broken the silence. Still buzzing from the
alcohol, he had replied. Their conversation had only gone on for a few minutes
before his mind had tried to come up with a plan to bring her to his suite.
When a man’s voice had chimed in, Chuck’s heart had sunk. When they had told
him how many people were stranded on the eighth floor, he had regretted opening
his big mouth, especially when they had related to him how dire their situation
was. They had run out of food days earlier and their water was almost gone.
Leaving had not been an option for them with all the infected roaming the halls
and Chuck had certainly not been willing to attempt a rescue on his own. Sure,
he had some weapons, but he was just one man against a mass of the undead. The
other problem was that a year’s worth of provisions would last little more than
a couple weeks when shared with twenty others. Sharing his goods wouldn’t have
prolonged their lives for long, but it would have sealed Chuck’s fate.


He had lied and had told them that he, too, was
almost out of water. He had hoped that none of them knew of his food hoarding
habits and that they just viewed him as the crazy old landlord that lived in
the penthouse. 


The survivors on the eighth floor had told him of
activity at the hospital, something he couldn’t see as he had no view to the
north. He had suggested to them that they make a run for it rather than die of
starvation. He added that he, on the other hand, would stay and die in the
building that his father had built. His situation certainly hadn’t been as
bleak as he had made it out to be, but they would never know that. 


As he sipped his coffee, his eyes lit on one of
the buildings below, and he wondered again about the giant “X” on the roof. He
had seen helicopters several times over the previous few days, traveling from
rooftop to rooftop. This had piqued his curiosity as they hadn’t seemed to be
picking up survivors, only painting something on the roofs. He had finally
gotten out a pair of binoculars and had been able to see that they were marking
buildings with either an “S” or an “X.” He was guessing that “S” meant survivors and
there were far less of these markings. His guess was that the military was
planning a rescue for those trapped inside. He had no intention of leaving,
just to be transported to a shelter somewhere with a bunch of desperate people.
They’d take his food and expect him to share it. No, he was perfectly happy right where he was. 


The others had asked him to try to get the
attention of the helicopters or to put a sign on the roof. He’d lied and told
them that he had done it. 


He shook his head at the thought. It was a shame
that those on the eighth floor wouldn’t be rescued, but he’d be damned if he
was going to draw attention to the building and risk losing what he had. Since
that day, he’d remained quiet and had quit replying to the other survivors when
they tried to talk to him. He longed for the day that he would stop hearing the
voices coming from the ductwork. Then he would be truly safe. Then, no one
would know he was in the building and no one could steal his provisions. 


He would know when it was time to make his
presence known. When the dead were no longer walking the streets and there were
signs of the city returning to life, then he’d open his doors and not until then.
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When Keith saw the bikes leave the parking lot, he
sent a message with Morse code letting those trapped in the office building
know that help was on the way. He made sure the radio was on, though he wouldn’t
use it unless he needed to warn the others or unless he had to reply to a
message; otherwise the noise just might come at a very inopportune time.


Autumn walked in and Keith handed her the pad of
paper and a pen, explaining what she would need to do.


“I even wrote down the alphabet for you,” he said.
He thought that if she could pick out some of the letters herself, it might
speed things up a bit.


Autumn looked at the series of dots and dashes with amusement.


“Do I connect the dots?” she asked sarcastically.


“Yeah, it’s like that game where you see who can
make the most boxes,” Keith said, watching the other building. When the radio
squawked, he picked it up and listened to what Snake had to say.


“I’ll get back to you as soon as I can,” Keith replied.


He put the radio down and sent the question over
to those in the other building, hoping they had an answer. Once he was done, he
said, “Now here’s where you come in. I’ll give you the dashes, dots and spaces
and you just write them down.”


“Okay,” Autumn replied. “But if it says ‘Be sure
to drink your Ovaltine.’ I’m going to be disappointed.”


Keith laughed at that one, having grown up
watching A Christmas Story at least once each winter.


“What’s with Snake saying Dude all the time?”
Autumn asked, after having heard his end of the conversation. 


Keith said, “I asked Wolf the same question. He
said that Snake went through a surfing phase and never really got out of it.”


A few rapid flashes caught his attention and he
motioned back to let them know he was ready. A long reply followed and Keith
began to read off the dashes and dots to Autumn so that she could write them
down. Once she was done, he took the page and looked it over. Autumn had filled
in several of the letters so he quickly finished it. He got on the radio and called Snake back.


“They saw the helicopter that’s been landing on
our building and were trying to get to the roof but finally got trapped on the
8th floor. Guess they tried to signal the chopper but never got a
reply. They’ve got furniture against the office door, but they’re guessing
there are possibly hundreds of infected in the building. This isn’t going to be easy.” 


Snake put the radio away and sighed. The men had
gathered around and had heard the depressing news.


“We don’t have a lot of time to clear the building,” Wolf said. 


“No, we don’t,” Snake agreed. “As of dawn today,
all bets are off and they’ll be bombing this area, too.”


“It’s almost four thirty now,” one of them said.


“Let’s try to get this done and be back long
before daylight,” Snake said. He hesitated a moment before continuing. “Boys,
there’s twenty people on the eighth floor whose survival depends on us. If we
go into that building, there’s a good chance some of us won’t be coming back
out. If anyone doesn’t want to do this, no one will call him a coward. Moose
made a half-hearted attempt to raise his hand.


“You out, Moose?” Snake asked.


“Hell no!” the man replied. “But if anyone is, I’ll
call him a coward.”


Snake laughed. “If we survive this, we’ve got to
talk,” he said, shaking his head. “Hey, didn’t you work on that wall all day
yesterday? You should be sleeping now.”


“I can sleep when I’m dead, Boss. I don’t want to
miss any action.”


Snake shrugged. He couldn’t say much since he and
Lindsey had both been on the run the previous night, too. 


Two of the lumbering undead made their way out the
front door and were quickly dispatched by the bikers, but it gave Snake an idea.


“Here’s the deal. If we could lure some of those
things out, we could pick them off when they come through the door. They’ll
almost have to come through one at a time and that may increase our odds.” He
looked around the group. “Question is, who wants to be the bait?”


Lindsey only hesitated a moment before raising her hand.


“I’m fast and I’m smaller than any of you,” she
said, “so hopefully I can dodge the infected a little better. Plus, we probably
need as many shooters as possible and I haven’t practiced with my new gun yet.
My efforts would be better spent on being the bait, I think.”


Snake wasn’t comfortable with the idea of Lindsey
putting herself in such a precarious position. One misstep could mean a slow
death, followed by a long un-death, but he had a hard time imagining many of
his present men sprinting away from a horde of zombies, especially since Monkey
was no longer with them. Wombat and a couple of the others were fast, but they
had been up all night on guard duty so Snake had made them stay behind. 


The bikers were managing to kill off anything that
made its way into the parking lot, but Snake knew they needed to act quickly.
The noise of the bikes was bound to have attracted attention, and they would
have a small window in which to act.


“Alright, Xena,” Snake replied, hesitantly. “You
sure you’re awake enough for this?”


“I’m awake,” Lindsey said. The ride over with the
chilly breeze had knocked out the last vestiges of drowsiness, and she was
alert, though nervous about what she was going to do. She knew that she might
have some close encounters inside the building, and she thought about it for a
moment, wondering what she could do to make herself less vulnerable. She looked
down at the bulky sweater that she was wearing then glanced at one of the
thinner bikers. “Would you mind trading me jackets for this little adventure? I’m
afraid my sweater will be too easy to grip.”


The sleek leather jacket would be difficult to
hold onto. It would also provide some protection against a bite and it looked
like the sleeves would cover her fingers, protecting her hands.


“Sure,” the biker said, handing over the leather
jacket and taking her sweater.


“This might not be a good idea, either,” one of
the others said, lightly grabbing a handful of her long hair. “Here,” he said,
pulling off a wool hat he wore and exposing his bald head.


Lindsey thanked him and took it, putting on the
leather jacket and tucking her hair into the hat. A bathing cap would have been
even better but it was a little late to think about that now.


Snake nodded at Lindsey in approval.


“You look good in leather,” he told her with a
smile. He instinctively looked around for Helga’s scowl, before remembering that
she was passed out in the ER.


Lindsey laughed at the comment. “Next shopping trip, I’m going to look for one of 
these jackets,” she said. “Maybe the boots and gloves, too.”


“We’ll add that to our next list,” Snake said. “Boys,
let’s get ready. I suggest we don’t use firearms unless necessary. We don’t
want any casualties from friendly fire. Let’s draw them out as far as we can
from the door. We could have a pretty good-sized pile here.” 


Snake stopped and stared at the man who had just
loaned his jacket to Lindsey. His eyes were closed and he was slowly breathing
in the scent on Lindsey’s sweater.


Snake quietly walked up to him and banged,
closefisted, on his head. The biker dropped the jacket and grabbed his head,
wincing in pain. Without a word, Snake scooped up the garment and threw it on
his bike.


“You ready, Xena?” he asked, slightly embarrassed.


“Sure,” she said, shaking her head to
clear it. “I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”


“We’ll leave some of the bikes running. Between
the noise and the lights, that may help draw the dead out.” 


He knew that it would also draw others from the
neighborhood, but time was growing short and they needed to get the building
cleared as quickly as possible.


Lindsey took a deep breath and walked up to the
building, using the flashlight to peek inside. The lobby looked clear, so she
stepped through the doorway, almost gagging over the putrid smell. The
flashlight did little to cut the inky blackness of the dark inside the
building, and she had to move it around constantly to search for anything that
might be coming toward her. She could hear a lot of noise drifting down the
stairs and the stairwell door seemed to be jammed open. Now the trick was to lead them down.


Lindsey made her way up to the first landing then
turned to peer up the next set of stairs, which led to the second floor.


“Hey!” she yelled. “Dinner time! We’ve got a whole
buffet waiting out in the parking lot.”


Her heart was racing and her hands shook as she
waited for the undead to make their way down. The chorus of moans grew louder
and Lindsey sucked in a breath as a dark shape stepped into view at the top of
the stairs. The light of her flashlight bounced across what appeared to be an
expensive suit, though it was hard to tell through the blood and gore. As she
moved the beam up higher, she could see that the man’s head was permanently
cocked to the side, his eyes fixed on her. Though tempted to run, she waited,
continuing to make noise to bring more of the infected to her. Her heart
pounded as she watched the dead man take a step. His foot hit nothing but air
and he tumbled face first down the stairs, ending up on the landing near
Lindsey’s feet. She stifled a scream and jumped back to watch as a second ghoul
made his way down by navigating the steps. A third one fell, causing Lindsey to
wonder why some of them could manage the stairs and others could not. 


She started to edge her way down the final steps
to the ground floor, making sure to stay in sight of the infected. Her hands
shook as she tried to keep the beam of light steady as the dead man in the suit
lifted his face and let out a loud moan. He managed to get to his feet as
another one fell down the stairs. They were starting to pile up and Lindsey
began to wonder how hard it was going to be to lure them all outside. She would
tell Snake about it and let him decide what to do.
 

She waited until some of them began to make their way down from the landing then she turned to hurry
back into the lobby. The front door was in sight, but Lindsey only made it two
more steps before slamming into a massive body that was suddenly in her path. 
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The flashlight tumbled to the floor and went out as
Lindsey struggled with the ghoul, trying to keep his mouth away from her neck.
She was shocked by his strength and it took every drop of effort she had to
hold him back by pushing against his chest with both hands. 


Though there was some light shining into the
lobby, she was not in a direct line with the door. The light made it possible
for her to see her attacker, but wouldn’t allow those outside to notice that
she was in trouble. She tried screaming but her voice was drowned out by the
bikes in the parking lot. As bad as her situation already was, she knew that if
the infected on the stairs managed to untangle themselves soon, her chances of
survival would plummet. 


Worried that the zombie might be able to bend his
neck far enough to bite her arm, Lindsey slid her right hand up from the dead
man’s chest to grasp his neck. Though she was shaking with fear, she managed to
turn them, placing the ghoul between herself and the stairwell. A few more
backward steps and she was up against the reception desk, eyes darting between
the monster that was determined to end her life and the doorway of the
stairwell, where more danger lay. 


The beast began to claw at her midsection, causing
Lindsey to scream in pain. She realized that it wasn’t just his teeth that were
a danger. Had she not been wearing the leather jacket, it was possible that he
would have been able to tear into her flesh. Using her gun was out of the
question because the holster was out of reach of her left hand. She wasn’t sure
she could hold him back with just one arm but she had to search the desk.
Taking her left hand off his chest, she reached behind her and frantically
searched the surface of the desk until her fingers moved over a letter opener. Her
right arm was growing weak and her elbow was bending, bringing the deadly teeth closer by the moment. 


Grabbing the letter opener, she swung it up hard, plunging it into the eye 
of the putrid corpse whose mouth was now just inches from her neck.


He slumped forward onto Lindsey and she tried to push him off but his heavy body dragged her to the floor.


The shapes that were moving from the darkness near
the stairs told her that some of the others had finally made it to the lobby. Lindsey
pushed with all of her strength to finally shove the body away. She scuttled
away from the dead that had begun to fill the room, her hand feeling for the
flashlight along the way. When she bumped against it, she quickly picked it up,
standing again. She had no idea if the infected could see her or not as she
edged her way across the room and along the wall. When she finally bolted out
the front door and into the cold air of the parking lot, she almost knocked Snake to the ground.


“You okay?” he asked, seeing how badly she was shaking.


She nodded and said, “I’m all right.”


Snake had been worried when Lindsey hadn’t
reemerged as soon as he had expected and he had been on his way in to check on
her. He had the feeling that all hadn’t gone as planned, but he would ask her
about it later. The undead began flowing out the door and Snake quickly turned to deal with them.


Lindsey moved out of the way to let the others
take over. Based on the large number of infected coming outside, the stairs were
not going to be much of a hurdle for them after all. She glanced down at her
right hand to see a sticky green substance on it. Making her way to a patch of
grass, she wiped it off, hoping she didn’t have any cuts or scrapes on her hand that could become infected.


The bikers had gathered in a semi-circle around
the door and they started to back up as the zombies poured out of the building.
When they were several yards back, they pulled out their silent weapons and
began to pick the infected off, one by one. In addition to their other weapons,
most of Snake’s men had spears or pikes, fashioned from materials they had
found earlier at the home improvement store. The weapons worked extremely
effectively when jabbed into an eye socket or an ear. One shorter member of the
team found it easier to come up under the chin, into the brain. It went like
clockwork until the bodies started to pile up. As the men began tripping over
the fallen dead, they found that they had to expand the circle, which spread
them out and made them more vulnerable. To make matters worse, the bikes were
in the way. They’d been parked in certain locations deliberately to light the
area, but now they were becoming a liability, rather than an asset. As the
seemingly endless stream of the undead poured out of the doorway, others were
starting to come from various streets and alleys around the building. The
number of dead pouring out of the building was staggering, and Snake could see
that the plan was rapidly dissolving.


Lindsey glanced around, worrying when she realized
there were far more of the infected than she had expected. No wonder the people
in the building hadn’t been able to get out, she thought. It was beginning to
look hopeless. She knew that guns were still an option, but the noise would
draw others which would make the rescue even more difficult.


“Hey, Boss,” Wolf said suddenly. “What if we get
on the bikes and lead them away from here, like we did at the medical supply
store? Maybe we can find a parking lot nearby and then use the guns? That’ll
maybe draw others that way, too, and then we can sneak back here.”


“It’s worth a try,” Snake replied as he pressed a
boot on a zombie’s head and pulled a long metal rod from its eye socket. “But
we’ll have to make it fast.”


“Dudes!” he yelled in a booming voice. “Hop on
your horses. We’re gonna have a roundup!”


Lindsey joined them as Snake and his men got on
their bikes. As they pulled away from the parking lot, she turned to watch as
more and more of the infected fought each other to get outside, hunger evident
on their faces. She shuddered at the sight. They had once been people just like
everybody else, but now they existed for only one thing - to feast on human flesh. 


As the dead began to fall back, some of the bikers
slowed down and waited, staying just close enough to keep the horde’s attention
before moving away again. 


~*~


In the office building, the group of survivors huddled around the window as they watched the parking lot below.

 
 “Look at all of them. There were hundreds of them in here with us. Thank God we didn’t try to leave.”


“We should tell Chuck what’s going on,” a woman said.


“Chuck’s dead. We haven’t heard anything from him for days,” someone replied.


“I hope that’s not true. He seemed like a decent guy.”


The woman walked over to the vent and yelled to Chuck, telling him what was happening, just in case he was still alive.


~*~


Chuck almost jumped when he heard the woman call to him. He’d been hearing their voices whenever one of them got close to the
vent, but they hadn’t tried to contact him for a while. He tiptoed over and listened to what she had to say. 


He was happy to hear that a rescue attempt was being made by those at the hospital. He wanted the others out of his building,
one way or another, but if they could be rescued, even better. He harbored no
ill will toward them. He just didn’t want them getting their hands on his supplies.


He paced the room, wondering if he should go. With
the military bombing the city, the hospital might be one of the few safe places
left. Then again, if that were the case, would they dare hit his building,
being so close? Doubtful. The powers-that-be would want to leave roads open,
providing access to the hospital. Destroying his tall building would cause
quite a bit of debris to fall and would surely block the road. They would never
do that, he decided. He stepped over to the vent, wanting more information but
he turned and walked away in frustration. If he let them know he was still
alive, they might try to rescue him. And what if those at the hospital weren’t
the good Samaritans that they claimed to be? What if they were nothing more
than scavengers, looking for more loot? Just because they had told those on the
eighth floor that they’d been in touch with the military, didn’t mean it was true.
It could all be a story to gain the trust of those in the building. 


If it was the truth and the military had promised
not to hit the hospital, then his building would surely be safe as well. If it
was a lie, then he was wise to stay hidden. Either way, staying was the only
smart option.


Chuck leaned close to the vent when he heard
voices again. Someone was telling the woman to give it up because he was
obviously dead. Let them think that, he thought. Soon he’d have his fortress
all to himself. 


~*~


The bikers obviously had their hands full from
what Keith could see. “It’s hard to believe there were that many of them
inside,” he said to Autumn.


“My Grandma said she grew up in a little town in,
I think it was Minnesota,” Autumn said.


Keith glanced at her, wondering if she was changing the subject, but she continued.


“When she grew up, she moved to New York City. She
said her apartment building had more people in it than her home town.” She
looked down at the pen that she was twirling between her fingers. 


“That had to be some serious culture shock,” Keith
said. He liked his house and wasn’t sure he could live in a building full of so
many people. “Does she still live there?”


“She died before my parents did.”


“Sorry to hear that. I lost my grandma a few years
back, too. I still miss her.”


Keith watched as the headlights moved away from
the building, the infected following. The streetlights illuminated a steady
stream of the dead that just didn’t seem to end. He sent a message to update
those in the office building and waited for a reply.


“Ready?” Keith asked Autumn. He began to read the
dots and dashes to her then when the message was done he looked it over.


“They want to know if it’s safe to come down and I’m
not sure what to tell them,” he said. “I’ll see what Snake thinks once the
bikes stop moving.”


~*~


Snake rode ahead to the crest of a small hill and
turned his bike around to shine his light back the way they’d come. With the
help of the street lights, he could see the infected still pouring out of the
building and the surrounding areas. They looked like a stream of ants marching
into a flowing river. He was amazed how creatures with such primitive instincts
could somehow understand enough to follow each other to the source of their
yearning. The moans of a thousand undead echoed through the dark of the early
morning composing a dirge that only added to the despair that hung in the air
like thick smog. He had become the pied piper of the dead. He could lead them
for miles, but he knew that they would probably be back. He had to figure out
how to destroy them. 


Wolf and Lindsey pulled up next to him and watched
the bizarre parade march toward them. “Too bad we couldn’t trap these things in
a warehouse or something, and, I don’t know, maybe burn it down,” Wolf said.


Snake’s eyes lit up.


“That’s a great idea,” Lindsey said, glancing back
at the mass of lumbering bodies. “Corral them somewhere. But do you think fire will
kill them? It should work if it’s hot enough to destroy the brain, shouldn’t
it?”


“I’d like to think that a good fire would boil
their brains,” Snake replied. “Even if it doesn’t, I think it would burn off
enough body parts to at least slow them down. I’d really like to get them into
a building and collapse it on top of them, but I ain’t got no dynamite.”


His radio beeped and he answered, listening to
Keith’s question. He was in a dilemma. The infected were still following the
majority of his men away from the building, and he didn’t dare thin the troops
any more, but he still wasn’t sure how many of the ghouls, if any, had stayed
behind. By the sound of it, the survivors weren’t armed.


Snake looked at the small group before him. He trusted Wolf with his life, having known the man for many years. In fact, he
couldn’t think of anybody he’d rather have beside him in a fight. Lindsey had proven herself in the office building earlier and, as she had pointed out
herself, she was fast. The fourth member of the group was Smiley, who had recently joined up with Snake and his men. He’d held his own in the fights they’d had with the infected so far, 
but Snake thought that the man must weigh three hundred pounds and it wasn’t muscle. He hoped that Smiley could run if it became necessary.


“This might be up to the four of us if you guys are up to it,” Snake said. 


He nodded toward the mass of infected that were still following the larger group of bikers. “I say we circle back around and
hope most of those things follow our rolling lunch wagon over there.”


“I’m in,” Wolf said. Lindsey also agreed to go along.


“Can’t let you guys have all the fun,” Smiley said with a grin, flashing his gold tooth.


Snake radioed Moose, who was the lead man on the
convoy, and pointed out a large warehouse building in the distance where he
hoped they could lead the horde. It was an older building that seemed to have
very few windows, but several large overhead doors that could be opened to
allow the dead in, then secured. He only hoped it was unlocked. He watched as
the lone biker sped ahead to investigate.


“Keith?” Snake keyed his radio. “We think that
most of them are gone but tell them to hold on for a few more minutes. We’re heading back.”


~*~


When Keith got the message, he promised he would
pass it on. Grabbing his flashlight, he started to reply and got as far as
saying, “We think most of them are gone, b . . .” Then the batteries died.


“Oh, no,” he glanced at Autumn. “They’re going to think it’s safe to leave. 
Autumn, we need batteries, pronto. Can you help me find some?”


He was trying to stay calm but he couldn’t handle the thought that the survivors 
in the other building might end up dying over a couple of bad batteries.
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On the eighth floor of the office building, the group continued to watch out the window, discussing their options. 


“Look, the person in the hospital said that most of them are gone. Let’s just go.”


“We have no weapons,” another replied. “I think we
need to get a clear answer first. The last message sounded unfinished.”


They used their flashlight to ask again if it was safe to leave, but there was still no reply.


“Let’s wait a bit longer, just to be safe,” someone suggested.


“But not too long or the deadheads will start to come back.”


~*~


Chuck frowned when he heard the sound of engines. Maybe
that’s what had caused him to wake so early, he thought. They weren’t military
vehicles or helicopters. They sounded more like motorcycles. He hurried to the
window and looked outside, shocked to see a long line of headlights moving down
the road away from the building. It couldn’t be a coincidence, he thought.
These bikers had to be involved in the alleged rescue. He’d seen them a couple
times, zipping around on the streets, and he’d hoped that they were just
passing through, but apparently no such luck.


“Rescue, my ass,” he muttered, shaking his head.
The others had bought the story, but Chuck was no fool. The biker gang had
obviously taken over the hospital and who knew what devious plans they had in
mind for those inside the building? Anarchists, he told himself. They were
probably enjoying the chaos, having no accountability anymore. He worried about
what they might do to those on the eighth floor. He took a few steps toward the
vent, wanting to warn them, but then he stopped. Would they even heed his
advice? And if they did, would it matter? They’d already alerted this biker
gang to their presence. If he let the others know that he was alive, they might
tell the bikers. That thought almost sent him into a panic. They’d come up and
take his stuff. He couldn’t let that happen. Frantically, he began to move
furniture against the door, knowing that he might not have much time to fortify his apartment.


~*~


By the time Snake and the others reached the office building again, it was getting late. 
Lindsey was worried about going back into the building in the dark, but they didn’t have much choice. The
sun would be rising by seven and they were running out of time.


“Let’s shut the bikes off this time,” Snake said. “The
light will only help us when we’re in the lobby and it’s sure to draw
attention. I think we need to do this as quietly as possible.”


Once the engines were shut off, the small group
found themselves in something close to silence. There were the ever-present
moans in the background but other than that and the whispered conversation of
the group, the morning was still. Lindsey thought about how strange it seemed
not to hear the sounds of traffic and the normal noises to which she had become
so accustomed. She wondered if the world would ever be noisy again.


Snake picked up his radio when it squawked and he
listened as Keith told him that they’d lost contact due to dead batteries in
the flashlight. They spoke a bit longer and Snake put the radio away.


“We’d better make sure we know what we’re killing,”
he advised the others as he entered the foyer. “Could be hard to tell the
difference between a freshly risen zombie and a white collar dude stuck in a
cubicle all day.”


He pulled out his flashlight and checked it again,
though he’d already tested it before leaving the hospital.  “I bet Keith wishes
he had the bunny batteries, too,” he said. He shined his light across the lobby
until it reached a stairwell.


“Is this the way you went?” he asked Lindsey.


“This is it,” Lindsey said, nervously. She walked
over and closed the door to one of the halls while Wolf did the same to the other.


“I should have done that last time,” she said. “It
would have saved me a whole lot of grief.” She was prepared this time, gun in
hand. She hoped she wouldn’t have to use it, but if the need arose, she would
be ready.


 “You need to tell me what happened when we get
back to the hospital,” Snake said, moving toward the stairs with the others
close behind. “I have the feeling it’s going to be an interesting story.”


~*~


Moose, who had been sent to scout the building,
reached the warehouse and dismounted. He pulled a sawed-off shotgun from one of his
side bags and carefully surveyed his surroundings. The place was quiet. He
yelled a couple times, hoping that any dead close by would be lured out into
the open where he could either take them down, or run like hell, depending on
their numbers. When nothing took the bait, he tried a few doors until he found
one that was unlocked. Slowly, he opened it, shining his flashlight inside to
reveal a vast warehouse partially filled with tires. Several large overhead
doors lined each side of the building, with a small office in the corner and a
door leading to the other side of the building. After searching the office, he
radioed his friends that were leading the undead procession.


“This is perfect,” he reported. “I’ll leave one of
the big doors open. Lead them in and we’ll escape through the office and out
through the back door. Should be a breeze.” 


He continued to survey the scene while he waited
for the horde to arrive. The building was large enough to hold a small rock
concert. Concrete piers stretched from floor to ceiling for a couple hundred
feet. He could see that the columns were aging as stress fractures spider-webbed
across them. The ceiling, about 30 feet up, seemed to sag. He couldn’t believe
the place hadn’t been condemned, and he was sure it wouldn’t take much to bring
it down. The question was . . . how?


~*~


Snake crept up the stairs, pointing his spear
ahead of him, with his skeleton crew in tow. As he climbed each step, his
flashlight jerked, causing shadows to jump along the wall. Each landing had a
door that led to vast darkness and each time he came to one that was open, he
cautiously reached for the door and closed it so that no stragglers would
follow them up. Twice they had to stop and kill off crawlers that were blocking
the doorways. Snake could almost feel the time ticking away and he began to
wonder if they’d make it within their deadline. There was no way he was going
to abandon those in the building, but if the dawn arrived before they reached
the top, he’d try to send the others back to the hospital and finish the rescue
himself. Knowing his men the way he did, they would not leave, and he had the
feeling that Lindsey wouldn’t, either. That made him even more determined to
get everybody out quickly. He didn’t want any more lives on his hands.


The stench of death permeated the stairwell as he
approached what remained of a rotting carcass. The smell almost made Snake gag
as he looked away and pulled his shirt over his mouth. When he looked again, a
pair of lidless eyes was staring back at him.


When Snake stopped, Lindsey ran into him then
backed up. She peeked around him to see the remains of a person and she
shuddered at the sight.


“He’s dead, right?” she whispered.


~*~


Autumn was the one that found the new batteries
and Keith thanked her, quickly putting them into the flashlight. He sent the
message at once, telling the others that a group was on the way up to help them
but that they didn’t know if all of the infected were out yet or not.


~*~


“Yes and no,” was Snake’s answer to Lindsey. He
held his makeshift spear in front of the corpse and its eyes followed. The
flesh was completely gone on the right side of the head, but the left still had
some meat. The exposed tendons seemed to tighten and loosen in an instinctive
attempt to bite, but the jaw only moved sideways. Snake placed the spear over
one eye socket and thrust it into the creature’s brain, causing the exposed
tendons to immediately relax. Pulling the spear from the socket, Snake
continued up the stairs.


The mostly dark stairwell made Lindsey nervous.
Her previous close call had scared her badly but she had not for even a moment
thought about not helping to complete the task at hand. They were coming up on
the fifth floor and with any luck they’d be heading back down shortly and be
back to the hospital before she knew it.


Smiley, who was struggling with the climb, had to
pause and catch his breath, which gave Snake an excuse to slow down.  His legs
were aching and he was a little too out of shape to be climbing so many stairs.
He stopped in his tracks and Lindsey again bumped into him.


“Did you hear something?” he whispered. The bulky
biker’s breathing was the only sound to be heard.


“Stop breathing!” Snake commanded. 


Smiley held his breath.


~*~


As the parade of undead continued their trek
toward the warehouse, Moose searched the back of the building. There were what
appeared to be service bays, large enough for heavy equipment. Around the
corner, he found several backhoes and an asphalt paving machine. He was hoping
for a machine large enough to demolish the building while the undead were
locked inside, but none of the equipment seemed powerful enough. Then he saw
the pavement roller. He climbed into the cab and smiled when he saw the set of keys
dangling from the ignition. A few minutes after fumbling with some levers, he
was back inside, waiting in the cab of the machine.


“Guys,” he radioed. “We may not have to burn the
building down after all.”


He sat upon his perch on the roller watching his friends rumble into the service 
bay then move through the office and out the back door, one at a time. 
The ghoulish procession followed. Moose saw the last biker pull the office door shut 
and he watched as the frenzied horde piled up behind it, scraping and clawing. 
Several minutes later, someone else quickly closed the large overhead door, 
trapping the crowd inside the building with Moose. 
He watched as they mercilessly trampled each other with a blatant disregard for civilized behavior.


The biker’s curiosity turned to nervousness as one of the creatures turned his way. 
Soon, it seemed that every eye was upon him as a thousand ghouls swarmed in his direction. 
He knew that they were pretty lousy climbers, but he wasn’t very high off the ground it would only 
take seconds to claw their way over each other to reach his open cab. Pulling a lever, he surged forward.


The first few ghouls in Moose’s path disappeared
beneath the giant roller, their expressions never changing as they were pulled
under. They’d barely disappeared from view before more were there to take their
places. Moose felt the giant piece of machinery shift slightly as it moved over
the bodies, pulverizing them into a mass of red sludge. The crunching of bones was
accompanied by a symphony of moans to make an unearthly sound as the biker
continued to grind the dead into the cement floor.


~*~


“Oh, no,” Lindsey whispered, hearing the moaning
now that the biker was holding his breath. The hallway to her right sounded
like it was filled with the undead. Snake shone his light that way just
as Smiley let out his breath and gasped for air. The hallway was packed with
the dead and when Snake moved his light around, the reason was obvious. It
appeared that someone had made a last stand, leaving at least twenty corpses
littering the floor between the infected and the stairs. The bodies were heaped
two and three high and had held the crowd back so far, but now that the
infected saw prey before them, some began to climb over the pile of bodies.


“Get that door closed,” Snake said, trying to remain calm.


“I can’t,” Wolf said. “Something’s stuck.”


Lindsey and Smiley hurried over to help him. It
looked like the clothing from one of the bodies had gotten stuck in the hinge
somehow, preventing the door from closing.


Snake held the light while Lindsey and the big
biker began to take out the dead that were making their way toward them. While the
guns made far too much noise, they had little other recourse. A couple minutes
passed before Wolf finally lifted a piece of cloth triumphantly and said, “Got it!”


The group hurried out the door, slamming it closed
just before the dead began to smash their bodies against the other side.


“That was close,” Lindsey said. The portly biker just nodded, completely winded.


“We’ve got three more floors to go and I’m
guessing the gunshots have been heard,” Snake said. “We need to hustle.”


~*~


Moose was amazed at how easy it was to flatten the
creatures into pan-corpses. The ones that chased him could not catch up. The
others were simply rolled under, their arms still grasping and teeth still
gnashing as their bodies were pressed under the weight of the roller. He
laughed at their inability to reason as they continued to come, oblivious to
the fate of their flattened friends. Some had fallen to the side, only partly
crushed. Moose glanced down to see a man, flattened from the chest down, still
clawing at the air with one arm while stuck to the floor. 


 The job would have been easier if the
infected weren’t moving. He had to make several passes in lawn mowing fashion,
yet many of them managed to evade the crushing roller time and time again. He
glanced back to see them following. Looking down at the controls, he found
reverse and backed up. As soon as he did, the crowd began to grow in front of
the machine so he shifted it forward again, taking out more of them.


With about half of the mob incapacitated, Moose
noticed that the floor was becoming slick. He felt a moment of panic when the
barrel spun freely on the cocktail of blood, guts, and brains. He quickly
switched to reverse and backed his way out. When it happened the second time,
he was able to free himself again, though it took a bit longer. The third time
he wasn’t so lucky.
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Moose’s heart sank as he felt the drums continue to
spin on the gooey mixture. He helplessly watched as the remaining dead gathered
around the machine. The cab was high enough off the ground that they couldn’t grab him easily, but it was open. 
He could foresee a grisly death if the zombies managed to climb on top of each other and drag him off the machine.


The other bikers had successfully exited the
office and closed the overhead door. Twenty or thirty of the infected had
lingered outside the building, and the men dispatched them with ease. Through an
upper window, one of the bikers had been watching Moose grind the ghouls into
the concrete, and he noticed his friend’s current predicament.


“We’d better do something, fast,” he said, after
letting the others know what was happening.


“Yeah, but what?” another asked. Anybody got an idea?”


~*~


The threat on the fifth floor had barely been
dealt with when Snake heard a loud thud and turned to find a moving corpse at his feet.


“Did he just roll down the stairs?” Wolf asked,
using a sharpened metal pole to put the creature out of its misery.


“I forgot to mention that part,” Lindsey said. “When
I was in here earlier, some of them were doing that. It caught me by surprise,
but I guess they don’t always realize they have to step down stairs.”


A couple more of the walking corpses made their way down and were quickly dispatched, 
but it was becoming obvious that many had stayed in the building rather than follow the others.


“It’s hard to believe there are so many still
left,” Lindsey said. “It seems like half of Lansing must have been in this building.”


“It explains why there weren’t too many in our
parking lot this morning,” Snake said. “They must have figured out there were
living people in here and told their friends about it, too.”


On the next landing, the group once again had to
work to get the door closed, though this time it was just a matter of moving
bodies out of the way and killing a couple of stragglers. Snake was well aware
of the time that was ticking by, and when they had to wage another battle to
get to the seventh floor, he was seriously starting to worry. Not only did they
need to get the survivors back to the hospital, but he needed to go check on
his men at the warehouse and see how they were doing.


~*~


Back at the warehouse, a couple of the men ran to the back of the building, looking for some more heavy equipment.


They radioed the others, moments later. “Get ready
to open the door, the cavalry’s coming!”


Rounding the corner was a backhoe with a fully
enclosed cab. The mood among the men improved significantly when they saw it. 


“These tires should grip just fine,” the driver radioed. 


The biker who was riding on the step jumped off as
the machine approached the slowly-opening doorway. The others picked off the
escaping zombies then closed the door behind the backhoe.


Spinning around quickly, one of the bikers took
out a couple of strays that had taken a little longer to get to the warehouse. “Awww,
sorry boys,” he said to them as he took his shots. “You missed the party.”


As the ghouls clawed their way over each other to
get to Moose, he finally moved out of the cab to climb onto the roof, stabbing
at the zombies as they piled up on the machine. Their jaws were precariously
close to his legs as they snapped like hungry dogs. He was relieved to see the
door open and the backhoe plow toward him, pushing piles of undead, along with
pulverized remains, out of the way as it went. The operator lifted the scoop
over the cab of the roller and motioned for the big biker to jump in. Moose
began to climb into the bucket, but quickly jumped back onto his perch, making
a gesture to the operator with his wrist. The backhoe driver pushed a lever and
the bucket tipped, spewing guts and body parts onto the floor. Tilting the
bucket back up, he waited for his friend to get in. Slightly disgusted, but
thankful at the same time, Moose jumped into the bucket, trying to find a clean
spot to hold on to as his friend raised him high above the surviving mass of
infected.  Turning the machine around, the operator released the hoe apparatus
and used it to claw at the fuel tank of the roller. After a few minutes, a hole
appeared and the diesel fuel gushed to the floor. He radioed to those that were
outside and the door opened. 


Once the backhoe and its occupants were outside,
the door was quickly shut and the undead escapees were finished off.


“Anyone got a match?” the backhoe operator smiled.
“Those tires should burn real well.” 


~*~


 “End of the hall,” Snake said, pointing. “That’s
where the survivors are holed up.”


They closed doors as they made their way down the
dark hall, having to stop and exterminate three more of the dead along the way.
When they reached the large room at the end, Snake banged on the door.


“Hey, you guys in there?” he asked.


The survivors were ecstatic, letting out a loud
cheer from inside the room. There was the sound of furniture being moved away
then the door was opened to reveal a group of anxious-looking people.


“We are so glad to see you,” one man told them,
shaking Snake’s hand. “My name is Jackson. I don’t know how much longer we
would have lasted up here.”


“Snake,” the biker said, grinning. He quickly
introduced the others in his rescue crew.


“Do you have any flashlights?” Lindsey asked. “We’ve
only got one with us and it’s very dark in the building.”


“Claire’s got one,” he said, nodding toward a
woman with straight, black hair.


The woman lifted up a tiny flashlight and turned
it on, surprising Lindsey when she saw the powerful beam.


“It’s an LED flashlight,” the woman said.


“Thank God we had it or we’d have had no way to
signal for help,” Jackson said. He nodded toward a teenager standing toward the
back of the group. “Dustin had it, but he got trapped in a room down the hall
when we finally made it up to this floor. The room he was in had a window on
the opposite side of the building from the hospital.”


“How’d you make it to this room?” Snake asked the
teen as they moved out into the hall.


“I called Jackson on his cell phone and told them
I was making a run for it and they needed to get the door open,” he said with a shrug. 


“We tried to tell him that it was a bad idea,”
Claire added, “but he opened the door and started fighting his way down the
hall. We grabbed anything that we could find that could be used as a weapon and
came out to help him. Between all of us, we got him here in one piece.”


“In hindsight, it was a good move, though I sure
didn’t think so at the time,” Jackson said as they stepped into the stairwell. “I
think we made enough noise to draw every deadhead for miles around.”


“That’s explains why there were so many,” Lindsey
said. “The building was filled with them.”


“Just to let you know, we need to move fast,”
Snake said, starting down the stairs. “The military is going to be bombing the
area starting at dawn.”


“That’s what Keith told us. We saw the jets flying
past yesterday,” Jackson said, hefting a backpack onto his shoulders. “The guy
in the penthouse said he put a sign on the roof for us, so I don’t imagine they’ll
hit us, but still, we were kind of holding our breath.”


Snake stopped and glanced up the stairs. 


“There’s someone else here?” Climbing four more
flights of stairs was going to put a big crimp in their schedule, but he wasn’t
about to let anybody die. He’d go alone if he had to.


“We’re pretty sure he died,” Claire said, sadly. “We
haven’t heard anything from him for days. Even if he is still alive, he already
told us he’d never leave the building. His dad built it and I guess he’s got
some sentimental attachment to it.”


Snake debated a moment longer, but finally kept on
moving down the stairs. He couldn’t justify risking the others in the group for
someone who wasn’t going to join them willingly, if he was even still alive.


“No point in climbing up there, then,” Snake said
then added. “You guys will be safe at the hospital. The military promised to
leave it alone.”


“We saw the helicopter land on your roof,” Jackson
asked. “It looked like they were dropping people off.”


“They’ve been dropping off survivors and supplies,”
Snake said, “but now they’re evacuating the hospital to a shelter out in the
country. Some of us will be staying and you guys can figure out if you want to stay or go.”


“So you know what’s going on out there?” Jackson
asked. “We’ve had no way to get information. My satellite based system is on
the sixth floor and I couldn’t get to it.”


“You can get online with that even if the internet
is out?” Snake asked as they reached the seventh floor and kept going.


“Yes,” Jackson said. “It doesn’t use the local
systems. I suppose we don’t have time to stop by the sixth floor and get it?” 


Snake hesitated as they reached the next landing. “What time is it?” he asked.


When Jackson answered, Snake debated for a moment.


“If we can do it fast,” Snake said. “Once the
Coast Guard helicopters leave today, we won’t be getting any updates. It would
be great if we could get information when we want it.”


“I agree,” Jackson said.


“I hope you guys don’t mind riding on the back of
a Harley. We didn’t bring our truck,” Snake said then turned to Wolf and
Smiley. “Why don’t you two start shuttling these guys to the hospital? I’ll
stay and help Jackson here to get what he needs.”


“I’ll wait in the lobby with the rest of the group,”
Lindsey said, checking her gun. “I’ve got this, just in case the infected start
coming back.”


Snake nodded. “If you run into trouble, yell and
we’ll get down there as fast as we can.”


“We could just walk,” Dustin said. “It’s not that far.


“It’s not far,” Snake said, “but you’d have to
walk past the park and it’s not lit. I wouldn’t advise it.”


The two bikers and Lindsey began the trek down the
stairs with twenty survivors in tow. When they reached the lobby, Wolf and
Smiley checked to make sure the parking lot was clear. Once they deemed it
safe, Wolf said, “We’ll be taking you over two at a time.” 


He pointed to two of them. “You two are going with
us. We’ll be back for the rest of you. Decide who goes next before we get back.”


He got on his motorcycle and a woman climbed on behind him. Dustin sat behind Smiley.


“Hang on,” Wolf said. “The dead will try to grab
for us, but I can avoid them easily enough. Just don’t panic and throw us off balance.”


He started the motorcycle with a loud roar and Smiley did the same. The two bikers shot out of the parking lot, knowing they
had little time to transfer all twenty survivors to the hospital before sunrise.


~*~


Snake and Jackson started down the sixth floor
hallway, taking out the dead along the way and closing doors. When the floor
was secure, Jackson unlocked one of the doors and they stepped inside. Snake
checked the room quickly but there was nobody, living or dead, inside. As
Jackson hurried to get his equipment, Snake took a call from one of the men at the warehouse.


“We’ve got them trapped inside,” the voice said
over the radio. “There's a bunch of tires inside and we're trying to get them
lit, hoping they'll help torch the building, but we can't seem to get them
burning. Should we just leave it? Maybe they’ll hit the building with bombs.”


“Did you throw some gas on it?” Snake asked.


“Sure did,” the biker answered. “We soaked the
place in diesel fuel, but when we dropped a lit rag in there, nothing happened. Just went out.”


"Guys! Gas and diesel ain't the same thing.
Anyone ever hear of a glow plug?" Snake asked sarcastically. "Diesel
has to be heated up pretty good to ignite. Throw some gas on it. That should
get the diesel burning."


~*~


At the warehouse, the dead were beginning to pound
on the metal doors which were starting to visibly bow.


“Hey! Someone needs to siphon some gas out of a couple of these cars,” 
the biker with the radio yelled, pointing to the parking lot. “Now!”


“I saw a garden hose in back,” someone said. “Buckets, too.”


Within minutes, they had two five-gallon buckets
full of gasoline and were lifting them to the window. The zombies below ignored
the shower and continued to press against the metal door. This time, the fuel
ignited. Within minutes, the floor, the tires, and the horde of undead were all
aflame. The men retreated to a safe distance to watch the thick black smoke
billow from the roof.


“I just hope they all burn before the building
collapses,” one of the men said. “I’d hate to see a bunch of zombies running
around in flames, spreading fire as they go. Guess we should stick around a bit
and make sure?”


Moose imagined his friend’s scenario of a sea of
burning zombies coming after them. “I was kind of hoping a roof collapse would
crush most of them, or at least the ones whose brains weren’t baked.”


The other biker stared at the building. “I guess
we’d better stick around to see who’s right. For once, I hope it’s you.”


One of the others listened as the two men pondered the fate of the zombies. 


“I’m thinking you’re both gonna be right,” he
said. “We can plan on some of them getting out alive, or at least moving. We’d
better surround the building and wait. Anyone see a swarm of those things
coming out, yell for backup.”


The men dispersed around the building, watched, and waited.


“You know, if someone would just run and get some
marshmallows, we could follow a couple of the burning ones around,” one of
the men said, but the biker next to him silenced him with a look. 


“Hey, man, I was just kidding.”


“I know,” the other biker said, “but you’re making me hungry.”


~*~


Jackson quickly packed up two cases, nodding
toward a nearby table. “I’ve got my laptop but there’s another good one there
if you want to bring it.” 


Snake grabbed it, saying, “Might as well.”


Jackson picked up some cables and a few odds and
ends and stuffed them into his backpack. “That should do it,” he said.


“Okay, let’s get out of here,” Snake said, moving
to the door as he keyed his radio. “How are you guys doing?”


He had a brief conversation on the radio as he
walked down the stairs then he ended the call as they reached the lobby. When
they stepped outside, he saw that the group of survivors had dwindled in
numbers. Wolf and Smiley returned moments later and Snake stepped over to speak to them. 


 “This is going to take too long and I can’t stay to
help. I need to get to the warehouse,” he said. He counted eight left in the
group of survivors plus Lindsey, who all would need transportation back. “Five
more trips back. Not sure there’s gonna be time.” 


“Maybe one of these cars has keys in it,” Jackson
said, nodding toward a few vehicles in the parking lot.”


“You should check the ones that look like my
grandma parked them,” Wolf said, pointing to one that was sitting in the middle
of the driving lane. “I’m betting that some of these vehicles were left in a
hurry and may have the keys still in them. While you do that, we’ll take a
couple more of these guys back.”


“I got a call from the boys and they’re running
out of ammo,” Snake told Wolf. “I don’t want them trying to make it back
without a way to defend themselves. I need to get to the truck and get some
ammo to take to the warehouse.”


Wolf went to his bike and dug through a
compartment, pulling out several magazines. Turning to Snake, he said, “Here,
take these if you want to go now. Seems to be a pretty standard round with the
guys. We can bring the ammo to the warehouse after we drop everybody off.”


“Good idea, Snake said. “See you shortly.”


Wolf nodded, motioning for the next two in the
group to join him and Smiley.


Lindsey and Jackson began to search for car keys
with the six remaining survivors.


When Wolf and Smiley returned, the others were
still trying to find a car with keys in it. Wolf scanned the lot and saw a late
model pickup that was parked with one wheel in a grassy median, like the driver
had left it suddenly.


Approaching the truck on the passenger’s side, he
reached out and grabbed the door handle, but hesitated after easing it open a
couple of inches. The windows were tinted, making it difficult to see inside,
so he pressed his face close to the glass and peered into the cab. Seeing a set
of keys dangling from the ignition and a fuzzy set of dice hanging from the
mirror, he grinned as he mused at what the owner must have been like. He was
about to pull the door open the rest of the way when a rotting corpse flopped
up from the seat and slammed its ashen face against the window, breaking a
couple of teeth as it bit in vain against the glass. Startled, Wolf jumped
backwards and stumbled. The creature’s weight caused the door to open, and it
tumbled to the ground and began to crawl toward Wolf, who was now scooting
backwards at a much slower pace than the ghoul was moving forward.


~*^*~






[bookmark: Chap39]

 

 

 

 



~39~

 






Oblivious to what was happening on the other side
of the parking lot, Lindsey was thrilled when she finally got one of the cars
to start. She smiled broadly and rolled the window down, telling the others to
get in. As the last of them got into the car and closed the door, Lindsey
noticed Wolf and his plight. The creature was gaining on the biker and it
didn’t look like Wolf would make it to his feet in time. As he continued his
crab walk, Lindsey saw that he was in a good position to kick it in the head,
at least, if he still had the strength. The guy was in his sixties and she was
sure he had to be feeling it.


“Hang on, everybody,” she said, gunning the
engine. The zombie had almost reached its prey and Lindsey’s window of
opportunity was closing quickly. Barely missing Wolf, who instinctively pulled
his feet back, she rolled over the ghoul with a sickening crunch then backed up over it again.


After one more pass over the corpse to make sure
it stayed dead, Lindsey stopped the car several yards past Wolf and threw it
into park, though she did not turn the engine off. When she was sure that her
shaking legs would hold her up, she got out and walked over to check on the biker.


Wolf lay on his back, catching his breath as she approached.


“Getting too old for this,” he said. “I think I’ll
let the younger guys go on the next excursion.”


“Are you all right?” Lindsey asked, looking down at him.


“I’m fine. I swear, I’ll never say anything again about woman drivers.” 


He reached his hand out for her to pull him up.


“And my high school Driver’s Ed teacher said I’d
never be a good driver,” she scoffed as she took his hand and pulled. “He tried
to tell me that it was inappropriate to hit a pedestrian but I guess he never
took into account the possibility of a zombie apocalypse.”


Wolf grunted as Lindsey pulled him to his feet. 


“I think most judges would take that into
consideration,” he replied. “As long as the judge ain’t no zombie.”


Lindsey didn’t like the thought of a zombie judge
and jury. And while it would never happen in the literal sense, what they had
at the present wasn’t much better. Their world could be completely overrun by
the undead, leaving the zombies in charge of the fate of humanity. It could
very well be happening already if Lansing was any indication of how things were
in the rest of the world.


“That’s a scary thought,” she said, glancing
around now to see more of the infected approaching. “Guess we’d better get
moving.”


She jumped back into the car and let Wolf and Smiley take the lead.


~*~


When Snake arrived at the warehouse, the smell of
burning rubber permeated the air. The heat and the smoke were making the men
constantly back up, forming an ever widening circle around the building.


“Can’t be much left of ‘em,” one man said.


“We’ll see,” another replied, hopeful that his friend was right.


One of the bikers was so intent on watching the
fire, that he didn’t notice what was sneaking up behind him. The sound of the
roaring flames and the falling timber covered the sounds of the shuffling
footsteps, and it wasn’t until one of the others yelled and pointed behind the
man that he knew. He whirled around to find not just one, but two of the undead
within arm’s reach. He dropped the first one with a bullet between the eyes,
but there was no time for a second shot before he was grabbed.


This one was huge. He looked like he could have
been a body builder when he’d been alive, and death hadn’t done much to
decrease his strength. The biker struggled to get away but he was losing the
fight as the hulking creature’s teeth moved closer and closer to his neck. He
could smell its rancid breath as he fought with all his might to hold it back.


The ghoul forced his teeth inches away from the biker’s face and was about to clamp down 
when its jaws suddenly slackened and it dropped to the ground. 


Snake pulled his skewer from the corpse’s ear with
a yank and wiped the blood off on its clothing.


“Ain’t no time for dancing,” he deadpanned. 


“Hey, now, I was just starting to enjoy that
little two-step,” the biker said, looking down at the body at his feet.


“Good timing,” another said to Snake.


“Speaking of timing,” Snake said, “it’s going to be getting
light soon. We’re almost out of time.”


The smoke was so thick that the building was
totally obscured. The smell of burning rubber nudged the men farther backward.


“Not quite that campfire smell,” Snake commented
as they turned to leave. Suddenly, a crash reverberated throughout the parking
lot.


“I’m guessing that was the roof,” Snake said,
pulling his shirt over his face to filter out the billowing cloud of smoke and
dust. They stopped to watch in silence for a few moments. Slowly, lumbering forms emerged from the murk.


When the figures appeared in the smoke, one of the
bikers swore under his breath, an old habit he’d never been able to break. The
image was the most terrifying one the biker had ever seen and his heart was
pounding as he waited to see just how many of them there were.


The first few were charred and smelled like cooked
meat. They moved even more stiffly than the rest of the undead, but they still
moved. Perhaps they’d been protected from the worst of the flames. The ones
that came next were still burning, the light flickering through the smoke as
they emerged. They didn’t even seem to notice they were on fire.


“We’ve got to put these guys down,” someone said. “They’ll
have the whole city in flames before we know it.”


“I don’t think that matters now,” Snake said. “They’re
bombing the city anyway.”


~*~


As Lindsey approached the hospital, she saw a
large crowd of the undead near the wall where the new gate was going to be
installed. A couple of people were up in the Crow’s Nest, playing sniper, but
they were barely making a dent in the numbers.


“What could have drawn so many of them here?”
Lindsey asked, mostly just thinking out loud. A light on the dashboard caught
her attention and she glanced down to see that the car was on empty. Her car
always warned her in advance when the gas was low, so she assumed that this car
was the same. Still, it was one more thing to worry about.


Wolf pulled up next to the car and Lindsey rolled
down her window when she saw him.


“I don’t know what happened,” Wolf said. “There
was hardly a zombie in sight a few minutes ago.”


One of the passengers in the car pointed. As some
of the crowd began to surge toward the vehicles, Lindsey caught a glimpse of
the wall. A couple of people were working on the pins for the gates with a
welding torch, while several others, including some of the newcomers, were
fighting to keep the growing horde back. 


“Guess the work on the gate must have made some
noise,” Wolf said. 


“I thought they were going to block off the area
with cars so they could work on the gate,” Lindsey said.


“They were,” Wolf told her, “but they decided to
leave it open so we could get through with the survivors. Snake was worried
that we might have some people with injuries or too weak to crawl over the
cars. Guess it wasn’t really necessary, but with everybody coming back soon,
there’s no point in trying to move the cars in place now.”


“Right,” Lindsey said, glancing at the gas gauge again.


“Let’s try to lead them away and come back,” Wolf
said. “It’ll help the guys at the gate out as well as giving us an opening to
get through.”


Lindsey followed Wolf and Smiley as they drove
around the block then began to make their way back to the hospital. She could
see that some of the dead were following, but it didn’t look like near as many
as had been at the gate. As they turned the last corner and approached the
hospital again, the car started to sputter as it drank up the last bit of gas. 


“Come on,” Lindsey whispered. “Just a little bit farther.”


As she had suspected, a lot of the crowd had
remained near the gate. The noise must have kept many of them from following
the vehicles when they’d left, Lindsey thought. The two bikes dodged some of
the dead as they raced through the open gates and Wombat motioned for Lindsey to drive through. 


Lindsey moved the car through the gate slowly, since
there were bodies everywhere, ranging from dead, to undead, to alive and fighting. 


Once she had the car inside the wall, a couple of
the men struggled to get the gates closed. Others rushed over to help but they
were having a difficult time of it as the zombies outnumbered the humans.


“Back up!” Wombat yelled to Lindsey. “Use the car
to push the gate closed!”


She nodded, watching her rear view mirror as she
carefully backed to within inches of the men that were struggling with the
gate. Wombat hurried over to talk to them and two of them climbed onto the
trunk and kept pushing while the others moved out of the way of the car. Once
she was sure that nobody was in the way, Lindsey edged the car back farther,
finally stopping it when Wombat gave the word. The gate was quickly latched and
Lindsey pulled forward again once the two men jumped off the trunk. 


The battle continued inside the walled parking lot
as the remaining ghouls were killed.


Lindsey decided to just stay put until it was
safe, since she was the only one in the car with a gun. She knew that she
didn’t dare use the weapon with so many living humans in the parking lot, so
she just waited and watched. The dead circled the car and pushed against it
from the front and the passenger side. They slapped their hands on the glass,
leaving blood and chunks of flesh as well as the green slime that many of them seemed to bear.


“Hey, I think we need to get out of here,” someone said from the back.


The sound of cracking glass emphasized their point
but Lindsey said, “We’re better off in here than we would be out there right
now. Let’s wait until we have a path to the door.”


The zombies around the car finally began to drop
then Lindsey’s door was suddenly yanked open. She shrank back, instinctively,
before her common sense reminded her that a zombie wouldn’t have the dexterity
to open the door. When she saw Wombat, she quickly unbuckled her seatbelt,
telling the Australian, “I am so glad to see you.”


“I get that a lot these days,” he said, turning to
use his machete again before looking at her. “You all ready? We’re going to run
for the door.”


“I’ll help,” Lindsey said stepping out.


“How did I know you were going to say that?” he
grinned. “I’ll get you a crowbar.”


The others unbuckled quickly and when Wombat saw
that they had a clear shot to the door, he told them to go. Jackson and the
others hurried to the entrance of the hospital, one carrying the extra laptop.
Once they were safely inside, the door closed. Lindsey turned her attention
toward helping to clear the parking lot, though it wasn’t easy with all the
smoke and dust.


“Where are the others?” Wombat asked.


“Snake had them lead the infected to a warehouse,”
she replied. “He went to check on them and he wants us to bring them some ammo.
They’re almost out.”


Wombat got on the radio and updated those in the Crow’s Nest.


“Go ahead, we’ll finish clearing the lot,” one of them replied.


“Let’s go,” Wolf said. “We need to hustle.”


“I need to get my bike out,” Wombat said. “Why don’t
you and Smiley go ahead and I’ll bring Lindsey with me. We’ll bring as much
ammo as we can carry.”


“How are we going to do this?” Smiley asked. “We’ve
got about a hundred infected at the gate.”


“Maybe the others can draw them away,” Lindsey said.


Wolf turned to one of the bikers and told him what
they needed. Soon, several of the residents who were unable to fight went to
the fire escape and began to yell, drawing the crowd toward them and away from the gate.


When the gate was clear, two men opened it
quickly, allowing the two bikes out before closing the gates again. Once they
were at the truck, Wolf jumped into the back and grabbed all the ammo he
thought they could carry, while Smiley used his .44 to pick off the dead that
were coming their way. Within a couple minutes, they were hurrying toward the
warehouse.


~*~


Snake watched as the burning creatures waddled
toward his men. Some had their faces completely charred off, leaving nothing but a smoldering grimace.


“If anything, it at least slowed them down,” Snake
told Fish, who was standing next to him. “Still, I hope these are just the
lucky few that survived.” He speared an approaching creature in the eye and
watched it fall to the ground. “I don’t know if we’ll be able to drop them all. We need to get back.”


“If we started out with about a thousand of them,”
the other biker started, “and half of them got run over, we’d still have to kill
fifty or sixty of ‘em, huh?”


Snake gave the man a sideways glance. “Math ain’t
your strongest subject, is it, Fish?”


One of the other bikers rolled his eyes. “Great.
He’s been doing my income taxes for the last five years.”


“I don’t think you’ll have to worry about an
audit,” Snake said, putting bullets into a couple of burning bodies.


A light breeze started to blow, fanning the flames
and sending the smoke away from the bikers long enough for them to see the pile
of rubble where the building once stood. Snake was relieved to see only a few
more figures staggering from the accumulation of smoldering debris.


“Dudes. Looks like this may have actually worked,”
he said with a grin. They quickly put down the smoking corpses. Soon, they
realized that there were more dead coming from behind them than crawling from the rubble.


“How many can there be left in this town?” one of
the bikers asked in obvious frustration.


Fish was counting on his fingers and spouting out numbers.


Snake shook his head. “There’s over a hundred
thousand people in Lansing alone. I’m guessing that most of them are zombified
by now. We got, oh maybe a thousand, as Einstein pointed out. That’s a drop in the bucket, boys.”


He glanced at the lightening sky.  “I really don’t
want to head back while we’re low on ammo, but we can’t wait any longer. We’d
better go and hope for the best.”


He looked up to see two bikes approaching, to his relief. 


“Good thing,” he said, when they arrived. “I only
had a couple rounds left.”


Several of the others nodded in agreement, as they
were all low on ammunition. 


Smiley got off his bike and began to unload the
saddlebags. After handing out the ammo he’d brought, the big biker stepped away
and frowned, rubbing a spot on his chest. 


Snake noticed right away that Smiley didn’t look
right. The man had a sheen of sweat on his face and he was out of breath.


“You all right?” Snake asked him. “You didn’t get
bit, did you?”


“Me?” Smiley asked. “Nah, I’m fine. Just a little
indigestion, but don’t tell Theresa or she won’t keep letting me have seconds.”
He took a step and staggered, grabbing the back of his bike.


Snake grabbed his arm to help steady him.


“You sure you’re all right?”


“I’m a little dizzy,” Smiley said. “Probably from all those stairs.”


“Why don’t you go sit down for a minute, while we finish
reloading the weapons,” Snake said.


The biker nodded and made his way toward one of
the five gallon buckets that had been used earlier. He flipped it upside down
and took a seat on it while the others replenished their ammunition. 


“Boss, it’s quarter ‘til seven,” one of them said.


“I know,” Snake said. “Let’s get moving. We’re
barely going to make it.”


“Boss!” Fish yelled. 


Snake hurried over to find Smiley lying flat on
the ground, not responding to the other biker’s attempts to get him to speak or
open his eyes.


“We need the truck!” Snake yelled, tossing the radio to Wolf while he began to administer CPR to the fallen biker.


~*~


Lindsey and Wombat had just made it to the truck
with a handful of others and were loading up on ammo when the call came in.


“Forget the ammo!” Wombat yelled to the others. “We’re
taking the truck.


Wombat and Lindsey jumped into the cab while the
others climbed on top of the truck, and then they were off. Wombat drove as
fast as he dared but by the time they arrived at the warehouse, the cloudy sky
was starting to show some color.


~*^*~
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Smiley gasped for breath and his eyes flickered before closing again. 


Placing two fingers on the man’s neck, just under his chin, Snake checked for a pulse. 


“He’s alive, but his pulse is weak. We need to get
him to the hospital. He’s already had one heart attack and I’m guessing that’s
what this is.”


The truck arrived within five minutes but to Snake
it seemed like a lifetime. A couple of the men came over to help lift the big
biker into the back of the truck.


“Someone grab our bikes,” Snake said. He always
made sure that a few of the men rode double, so some would be available to
shoot while the others drove.


Two of the men that had ridden with others hurried
over to start the two bikes. 


“I can stay in the back with Smiley,” Lindsey offered.


“No,” Wolf and Snake said at the same time. 


Lindsey looked from one to the other but didn’t question them.


“I’ll do it,” Wolf said, checking his pistol. A
look passed between the two men and Snake nodded.


“Just in case,” Snake said. 


He turned to the others, “Let’s roll, boys! And
let’s hope the jets don’t leave the base right at dawn.”


Once they were in the truck, Lindsey said, “You
don’t think he’s infected, do you?”


“I hope not, but if he is, I don’t want you to be
the one to have to deal with it if he changes,” Snake added.


Lindsey sat back in her seat taking in his words.
The thought of being trapped inside a dark truck with a zombie version of the
big biker made her shiver. Immediately, she felt guilty about her thoughts. 


“I hope he’ll pull through,” she said, meaning it.


“I hope so, too,” Snake said. “He almost died a
few months back and since that time he told me that he felt that every day was
extra, if you know what I mean. Still, I’d like to see him have some more of those extra days.”


Lindsey thought about their walk up the stairs and
she said, “It’s probably a heart attack, like you guessed, but really, it wouldn’t
take much to get infected, would it?”


“No, I’ve been thinking about it and we
probably need to take a few more precautions. We always clean our weapons with
bleach after we use them so we don’t accidentally infect ourselves or someone
else, but what about our bodies? We get covered with blood and gore when we’re
fighting the dead. Think about it, Lindsey. What if you scratched your hand
then got infected blood on the wound? Even scraping a knuckle could be deadly
if this disease is as bad as we think it is.”


“That thought crossed my mind earlier, in the
office building,” she said, finally telling him about her encounter with the
large zombie. “I had to try to hold him back with my hand and I got this slimy
green stuff all over it. If I’d had so much as a hangnail, it could have become
infected. As it is, I’m going to be sweating it for a while until I know I’m all right.”


Snake glanced over at her and shook his head. “I’m
sorry that happened. I should have never let you go in there.”


“It’s fine. I guess we’re all learning how to
survive in the new world and it’s going to take some trial and error.”


“Only thing is, our mistakes could kill us,” Snake
said. “I’ll bet you’re thinking that being Doune’s helper isn’t so bad after all.”


“Are you kidding?” she said. “I love this. I mean,
I’d rather not be in the situation where we’re fighting for our lives all the
time, but the action is so much better than working in that lab. I want to
learn to fight better, so I don’t get myself in trouble again and I want to
practice more with my weapons.”


“Does that mean you’re sticking around?” Snake asked.


Lindsey hesitated, having completely forgotten about the decision she had to make.


“I don’t even know,” she admitted. “I’ve hardly
had time to think about it. Guess I’d better decide pretty quickly.”


Snake nodded, not wanting to push her. “I want to
talk to Doune when we get back. He might have some thoughts on things we can do
to stay safer out here, since he’s been dealing with contaminated blood and
flesh. I’m going to look into finding gloves for everybody, too. And no more exposed arms.”


“Good idea,” Lindsey said. “We need to do everything
we can to minimize exposure. It’s dangerous enough just being out here. There’s
no point in taking unnecessary risks.”


They both grew quiet for a while as Snake worked
to dodge the dead. When the truck had left the hospital, it had
been followed and now that the group was heading back the same way, there was a
mass of undead coming toward them. Normally the bikes had little trouble
working their way through a crowd of the infected, but this swarm was packed
tightly enough that the riders were in danger of being pulled off their bikes.
Snake honked, pointing toward a road that went west. He knew they didn’t have
time for a detour, but if they kept moving through the oncoming horde, it wasn’t
going to end well. The bikes peeled off to the left, taking the turn with the truck following.


“Let’s just hope we don’t lead them all right back
to the hospital,” Snake said.


The sound of gunshots filled the air as the
shooters on top of the truck did their best to keep the numbers down, but it
was starting to look like a losing battle. The side street was nowhere near as
crowded as the other road had been, but there were still far too many of the
undead for Snake’s liking. As if that wasn’t enough, there were fires raging
only a few blocks away and many of the streets were filled with smoke, making
visibility difficult. When Snake hit a pile of bodies that he hadn’t been able
to see, the truck jolted to the side, dislodging one of the men on top. 


The biker, a big man called Bull, dropped his
rifle and grabbed the chain with both hands as he started to slide over the
side of the truck. The momentum of his falling body pulled the last length of the chain free. 
The force was also enough to pull both of his arms from the sockets, causing him to yell in pain. 
One of the other bikers was also pulled partway off before he let go of the chain and scooted back away from the edge.
 

Wombat looked over the edge and was relieved to see that Bull still clung to the chain, 
though the big biker was frantically trying to work his way back up. 
Reaching over to grab the back of Bull’s jacket, Wombat threaded his left arm under the next length of chain and prayed that it would hold them both. 


“Come on!” Wombat yelled down. “Get up here!”


Snake glanced at his mirror and saw the biker
hanging from the side of the truck and slowed down. The minute he did it, the
infected moved in. Snake quickly switched from the brake to the gas, realizing
that the only way to keep Bull from being pulled down was to keep the vehicle
moving faster than the dead could walk.


“Messed up my arms,” Bull hissed as he gritted his
teeth and fought to climb back onto the truck. He kicked at the undead that
tried to grab his legs. “Think I pulled them both out of the socket when I went over.”


“Need some help!” Wombat yelled, noting that he
was starting to lose his grip on the other man’s leather jacket.


Two of the others hurried over and looked over the side. 


“Holy shi . . .” one said, reaching down to help Wombat pull. 
They realized that the big biker’s coat was caught on the chain, which might have saved his life.


Bull suddenly yelled in pain as one of the dead got a grip on his leg and wouldn’t let go. 
The extra weight of the zombie was putting strain on his already injured arms.


Wombat looked at the bolt that was holding the
next length of chain in place and saw that the metal was buckling and creating
a hole around the bolt that could pull through at any moment.


“On three,” he yelled. 


Bull nodded and swung his leg hard against the
side of the truck as Wombat started to count. The ghoul was knocked loose on
the next swing and on three, the bikers pulled hard. Bull set his feet against
the truck and climbed up with some help, finally managing to get to the top of
the truck. He groaned in pain over the abuse his arms had taken but he was glad
to be alive. He was also glad to see that one of the others had managed to grab
his rifle before it could follow him over the side.


The trip back to the hospital would have taken an
average of ten minutes in the old days, but those days were long gone. Every
side street they tried to take was choked with cars and they ended up going
farther and farther out of their way. By the time they circled back to the road
they wanted, almost half an hour had passed. 


Snake was finally able to increase his speed since
they’d already cleared most of the vehicles from that section of the road. They
were just beginning to put some distance between themselves and the undead
behind them when they suddenly came across another mass of dead that was
blocking much of the street. The sun peeking through the clouds made it more obvious how dire their situation was.


“Just when you think you’re home free,” Lindsey
said, heart pounding as she once again wondered if they would make it back alive.


“I’m not having a good feeling about this,” Snake said, trying to stay focused.


Through the noise of the bikes and the zombies, a new sound reached their ears.


“Oh, crap,” Snake said.


“What is it?” Lindsey asked, craning her head to
find the source of the noise. “Please tell me that’s not what I think it is.”


The early morning sky was cloudy but it wasn’t
long before they could see the jets that were racing their way through the gaps of blue.


“I’d like to tell you that, but I’m afraid I can’t,”
Snake said, debating on what to do. “I think our time has just run out.” 


When the jets raced overhead, several of the
bikers looked up. Others didn’t dare because they were too busy dodging the
growing throng of infected around them. When the first of the jets dropped its
payload somewhere behind the group, it was far too close for Snake’s liking.
The street around them shook with the concussion and some of the bikers
struggled to keep their bikes upright. 


Risking a glance in his rear-view mirror, Snake watched as a building collapsed behind them, sending a cloud of
smoke and dust into the air. As most of the jets continued to fly south,
another group could be seen approaching in the sky. Snake flinched as he
watched a building on the north side of the hospital disappear from view. He
hoped it was farther away than it looked. He squinted as dust and smoke began
to blow their way, making it difficult to see. It was going to take a miracle to get them home.


~*~


“Hang on there, buddy,” Wolf said to Smiley as
they went over a bad bump. The big biker groaned and tried to sit up.


“I think you should lay down,” Wolf told him.


“Killing my back,” Smiley managed to say.


“Didn’t think of that,” Wolf said, helping him
into a sitting position. “You doing all right?”


“I’ve been better.”


He fumbled in a pocket for his bottle of
Nitroglycerine tablets. 


“I already gave you one of those,” Wolf told him. “I
followed the directions on the bottle and put it under your tongue.”


“Thanks,” Smiley said, putting the bottle away.


 “We’re almost home and from what I hear, that
Chinese doctor is a heart specialist and he’s very good,” Wolf said.


“Good to hear,” Smiley said, closing his eyes as
he leaned back against the wall of the truck.




~*~


At the hospital, the parking lot had been cleared
of the walking dead and the bodies had been dragged outside the gate. Several
people held a vigil in the Crow’s Nest, hoping and praying for the safety of
the rest of their group while they watched for some sign of them.
 

Helga joined them once she woke and heard what was going on. She offered to go after Snake
but the others assured her that there was nothing that any of them could do at the moment. 


Many of the other residents had gathered in the cafeteria and the ER, their meager belongings packed and ready for the arrival
of the Coast Guard helicopters. The tension in the building was thick as everybody waited.


~*~


The hospital was finally within sight. Snake could
see the roof just a couple blocks away.


“Almost there,” he said.


The street in front of them suddenly
disintegrated, along with a building off to the right. Snake worked hard to
bring the truck to a stop without throwing anybody else off the top. When the
dust cleared a bit, he could see that the bikes had managed to turn onto
another side street and avoid the gaping hole in the road. Snake followed. They
had to circle around the hospital and come at it from the back of the building.
When they rounded the last corner, Lindsey gasped. The street was almost filled
with the dead, with little room to move among them. The bikes would never get
through and those inside the hospital probably didn’t even realize there was a
problem, since it was all happening on the other side of the building. 


Then they got lucky. 


The zombies stopped and began to look up toward
the sky, searching for the source of the noise as another group of jets raced by. 


Taking advantage of the momentary distraction, the
bikers rushed quickly through the crowd, the truck close behind. 


When the next bunch of bombs fell, Lindsey thought
that it was the end for them. The truck shook and debris hit the windshield,
cracking it. She heard yells from the men on top of the truck, though they were
quickly drowned out by the sound of car alarms and the screams of the jets. In
front of them, the dust was so thick that they could barely see past the hood
of the truck. Snake edged the vehicle along, hoping they wouldn’t end up in one
of the giant craters. They turned another corner and suddenly the dust cleared,
revealing the gate. Within moments, it was opened and they were all inside.


“We’re home!” Lindsey said, grinning broadly as Snake
brought the truck to a stop.


~*^*~
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A cheer rose up in the Crow’s Nest when the bikers
returned. The bikes were left in the parking lot, since the gate was
functioning and there was no danger of the dead knocking them over. Smiley was
quickly taken up to the fifth floor where Dr. Chan took over and chased the
others out of the room. Snake didn’t want to leave, but he respected the
doctor’s wishes and went to the Crow’s Nest, since he needed to talk to his
men.


“We need to find another place to hide the
weapons, now that we’ve brought the truck into the parking lot,” he told them.


“Can we just take it back out?” Mouse asked.


Snake looked out the window and said, “It’s pretty
clear on this side of the building right now, but we just drove through hundreds of the dead on
the other side and I’m afraid they may wander over. If you want
to take the truck out to the street, do it fast and get back here before they notice
you. If it looks like you’re going to have problems, forget it. And don’t worry
about staging an accident again. There’s no time for that.” 


Snake would have done it himself, but he was anxious to check on Smiley.


“Can you guys handle it all right?”


“No problem,” Mouse said.


Snake went back to Smiley’s room. He waited outside
but kept peeking in while Keith and Dr. Chan tended to their patient.


“How’s he doing, Doc?” the biker asked.


“He’s doing all right,” Dr. Chan said. He jotted
down a few notes and motioned for Snake to join him in the hallway while Keith
took the man’s vitals.


“It could go either way,” the doctor said to Snake
quietly, once they were out of the room. “Under normal circumstances, I’d say
he’s got a good chance of making it, but we just might not have the resources
to take care of him if he gets worse. This hospital normally transfers a lot of
its cardiac patients to Mercy, but that’s obviously not an option here.”


“Then what do we do?” Snake asked.


“There’s not much we can do,” Chan said. “I’m
doing my best with what I have to work with. Once I leave, I’ll turn the
patient over to the other doctors. He’s responsive right now, so we’re happy
about that. And your friend, Wolf, gave him his Nitroglycerine tablet, so that’s
a big help.”


“Thanks, Doc,” Snake said. He stepped inside the
room to talk to Smiley for a while, but when Smiley fell asleep, Snake returned
to the Crow’s Nest. He could see that the truck was gone from the parking lot.


“Is everybody back?” he asked those at the window.


“Not yet.”


Snake frowned. “I told them to do it fast. It’s
been a good twenty minutes. Where did they put the truck?”


One of the men pointed to the street perpendicular
to the west wing of the building. Snake could see the truck but there was no
sign of the men. It looked like the streets were full of the undead.


“I’m going to the roof to take a look. I should be able to see 
better from there,” he said. He left with a couple of his men following. He walked
to the end of the west wing then looked over the edge of the roof. When he caught
sight of the men, Snake sucked in a breath. Two of them were standing on
cars. The other three were on the ground, but safe for the moment as the
vehicles surrounding them were providing a temporary barricade against the infected.
The dead were thick around the group, grasping and clawing to try to get closer,
while the two on the cars fought with a pike and crowbar to keep them back.


“Not good,” Snake said. He turned to the two bikers who
had followed him up to the roof. “We need to try to lure the dead toward
the back of the building. Make some noise and see if you can get them moving
away from where those guys are trapped.”


The two bikers hurried off while Snake waved to
get the attention of the men below. One of them finally looked up, waving
frantically when he saw Snake. Snake held up his radio and the other biker
shrugged sheepishly, apparently having forgotten to take a radio along.
Sighing, Snake pushed both of his hands down in a signal to tell them that they
should get down. After a moment, the man nodded and said something to the other
biker who was standing on a car. They both jumped down to where the other three
were, temporarily out of sight.  


Snake radioed down to Wolf to tell him what he was
doing. “Maybe you could get some people yelling out the back windows, too,” he
suggested. “And have someone ready to open the gate.”


“Will do, Boss,” Wolf said. “Where exactly are
they?”


Snake gave their location to Wolf, who said he’d
be watching for them. Within moments, voices could be heard from the back of
the hospital as several people started yelling. A few of the dead turned then
slowly began to move away from the trapped men.


Snake hadn’t seen any weapons other than the pike
and crow bar, so he wasn’t sure if they had guns. When one of the men looked up
again, Snake pointed at him then held up his rifle. The biker nodded and held up a shotgun.


“Okay, they’ve got at least one gun,” Snake said
into the radio. “Let’s hope that’s not all they have.” 


“Remember, we’ve only got a couple down here, Boss,” Wolf reminded him. “Just the ones we were going to hide inside.”


“It’ll have to do,” Snake said, knowing there was nothing he could do about it.


Soon most of the mob began to move toward the back of the building, having already forgotten about the trapped men. 
Snake picked up his radio again.


“Wolf, the guys in the Crow’s Nest can’t see
anything along the outside of the wall. We’ll need some shooters up close to
hold off the dead while Mouse and the boys make a run for the gate. I don’t
want anybody in danger of falling, though.”


“Gotcha, Boss,” Wolf said. He turned and relayed the message to Jack, who thought about it for a moment. 


“I’ve got some cabinets inside that we could bring out. 
They’d be just about the right height to stand on but we’ll need a few people to carry them,” Jack said.


Wolf called four men over and sent them with Jack, who led them inside to a conference room. 


There were a couple of tall cabinets that were
about two feet lower than the wall and the men quickly took them outside. It took
a few minutes, but they were able to get one in place near the gate. The other
cabinet was moved to the adjoining wall, and it provided a view of the men’s hiding
spot. A couple of the men helped Gunner and Wolf to climb up then stayed to hold the cabinets steady. The
rest of the bikers and Lindsey waited with their weapons in case they needed to go outside the walls.


When Snake thought the time was right, he spoke to
Wolf on the radio. “Be ready. I’m giving them the signal.”


“Get that gate ready!” he heard Wolf yell.


When Snake saw them unhook the latch, he motioned
for the men to go. The first one stood and slid over a car. He grabbed the
shotgun that was shoved into his hands, and he began to run as the second man climbed over the car. 


“Come on,” Snake said, urging them on, though they
could not hear him. He was relieved to see the first one hit the gate and make
it through easily. By the time the second one was almost there, attention was
turning back their way. Snake considered having the others hold off and wait
for another window of opportunity, but the men weren’t looking up. The other
three followed in a group, stopping to take some shots with their guns along the way. 


“No, no, no,” Snake said, silently urging them to
look up. “No time for that, Boys. Run for the gate.”


More and more of the infected began to turn their
way, and from his place on the roof, Snake could see a mass of movement coming
around the corner of the building. The men were going to be pinned if they didn’t move quickly.


Still shooting, they edged toward the gate but the dead were coming from that direction, too, cutting them off.


Jack turned and spoke quickly to two of the bikers who ran back into the building.


The people who were manning the gate finally had to pull it closed again to keep the horde from coming through.

 
Moose and Jack climbed up and joined Wolf and Gunner on the cabinets, since they were the only other ones with guns.


The men were only twenty feet or so from the gate, but there was no way they were getting through it. 
Snake could see the men looking one way, then the other, knowing that they were going to be overwhelmed very shortly.


They turned and started to run the other way.


“Wait!” Wolf yelled to them. 


The two bikers who had gone inside had just come back out with a ladder and they
quickly put it over the wall, close to where the men were. The first man was up
in a flash, but that left Mouse and one other biker on the ground with the horde quickly closing in. 


“Go!” Mouse yelled to the other man, who spun
around and grabbed the ladder, moving up it so quickly that he almost knocked
it over. In a barrage of gunfire, Mouse finally got onto the ladder. It looked
like he was home free until the ladder began to tilt backward. Wolf reached out
to grab it and time seemed to stand still for a long moment as the ladder stood
almost upright, just out of his grasp. The old biker leaned a little farther,
putting himself at risk of a fall, but his fingers finally caught the top of
the ladder and he was able to pull it toward himself. Others reached out to help, doing
their best to keep it upright as Mouse tried desperately to get his ankle free
from the clutches of one of the ghouls. A shot rang out and the zombie fell,
allowing the man to finally get over the wall.


“Thank you, God,” Snake whispered, closing his eyes for a moment in silent prayer. 


~*~


“Anybody bit?” Wolf asked.


They all said no, but Wolf asked to see Mouse’s ankle, just to be certain that he hadn’t been infected. There were no apparent
bites or scratches, much to his relief.


“So what happened?” he asked. “This should have been a simple job, moving the truck out there.”


“Yeah, it should’ve,” said one of the bikers who had been trapped with the group. He glared at Mouse, who looked away.


“Mouse?” Wolf asked, frowning.


“Well, I saw something in this car that I just couldn’t leave there. I figured it would only take a minute to get it out, 
but the car was locked. The window was rolled down a little but not quite enough for me to get my arm through and unlock it.”


“So he broke the window,” the other man said, “very loudly.”


Mouse said, “Wolf, if you would have been in my place, man, you would have done the same thing.”


Wolf just shook his head. It wouldn’t do any good to lecture the other biker, because Snake had done it many times. 
Mouse would never change. Wolf was definitely going to talk to Snake about keeping him off the supply runs in the future, though.


“So what was this thing that you had to have, huh, Mouse? What was so important that five guys almost died for it?”


Mouse slowly reached inside his vest and pulled out a small, gray kitten. He held it cupped in his hands.


“It must’ve been coming in and out through that crack in the window, ’cuz it didn’t have no food or water. I couldn’t leave the poor little guy out there.”


Wolf opened his mouth to reply, but then he reached out a rough hand and ran it over the tiny kitten.


“He’s sure a cute little thing,” he said. “Well, I guess if Snake and Jack don’t mind you can probably keep him. 
I’m sure he won’t eat a whole lot.”


“I’d better go see if Theresa has anything for him,” Mouse said, hurrying off.


The sound of a helicopter filled the air and Lindsey let out a long breath as she glanced up at the sky. 
It was going to be difficult to say goodbye to some of her friends, many of whom had become almost like family to her.
After much thought, she had finally made up her mind. 


Wombat saw her looking up toward the sky, where the first of the helicopters was now visible.


“I’d better get up there,” she said to him.


“I guess you made your decision,” he said.


“Yes, I did,” she said, “and it wasn’t an easy
one.”


Wolf called over to ask Wombat a question and he
turned to answer. When he turned back, Lindsey was gone.


~*~


Chuck hadn’t heard anything from the eighth floor
in some time, and he finally decided to take the risk of calling down to them.
He held his breath as he waited for a reply, but there was none. A slow smile
broke over his face as he realized that he was the only living person in the
building. To celebrate, he pulled out his best bottle of champagne and opened
it, paying no heed to the early hour. Digging through his CD collection, he
contemplated for a few moments before settling on Wagner’s “Flight of the
Valkyries.” Turning up the music as loud as he could stand it, he went to the
window with the bottle and a glass. He poured himself some champagne and watched the city burn. 


The music boomed from the wall speakers behind him
and seemed to shake the building as Chuck sipped the bubbly liquid. When
another group of jets began to fly overhead, he realized that the building
actually was shaking. He didn’t even know that it had been hit until it began
to collapse around him. The champagne bottle and glass both slipped from his
fingers at the same time, shattering upon the floor. Chuck stumbled as he tried
to keep his footing then the floor shifted beneath him and he began to fall. 


He should have died. It was just a fluke that the
building fell the way it did, the floors collapsing slowly on one another to
slow the fall. Sheer luck kept him from being crushed by the roof and the
collapsing outer walls. When the rubble settled, Chuck found himself trapped but
still alive. A thick wall of dust filled the air making his eyes useless, but
the moans around him assured him that he was not alone. 
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Most of the bikers stayed in the parking lot to
help burn the bodies. When the door opened, Wolf turned to see Eric approaching
him, sword in hand.


“I hear you’ve got a swarm in the parking lot. I’m
ready to kick some zombie butt.”


Wolf looked at Eric and shook his head. “Amazing
how you always seem to show up after the action. Since you’re here, you can
help the guys clean up.” 


He figured it was safe to let Eric work with the
others since there were no open windows on the first floor to tempt the bikers.
They walked inside and Wolf pointed to a pile of pikes and other weapons lying on the floor. One
by one, the bikers grabbed a weapon, carefully wiped any residue from it, and
dipped it into a tub of bleach and water. 


“I’d better check on Cheri,” Eric said, turning to
leave. Wolf’s firm grip guided him back.


“Cheri’s recovering just fine,” Wolf said, “and
you don’t want to go messing that up by bothering her, do you?”


He walked back outside without waiting for a reply. 


Gunner smiled and handed Eric a pair of rubber gloves and a towel.


 


~*~


 


Helga had been glad to see Snake return, but she
had not been pleased to see the woman with him again. She wondered how serious
they were since they seemed to be spending a lot of time together. As she
helped the others to clean the weapons, she glanced over at the group who was
waiting to leave with the helicopters. With so many going, she was sure there
would be plenty of rooms available, and she wanted one of them. It had been
difficult to sleep when she was on her own. Even when she had been able to find
places that had seemed fairly secure, she had always awakened at the slightest
noise. With a room of her own, she could barricade the door at night for extra protection. 


Once she was done cleaning weapons, Helga left the
ER to look for Snake, hoping he could tell her how to get a room. She was told that he was upstairs checking on Smiley.


“Maybe Wolf can help you,” Gunner said. “He’s outside.”


Helga found Wolf and Wombat standing together and
she approached them. Wombat didn’t look much like a biker, in her opinion, and
she thought he had a silly name. Not only was he younger than most of the
others but he didn’t have the facial hair and rough looks that she associated with a real biker. 


“You need scars or tattoos,” she told him,
stopping in front of him, “and a beard.”


“I . . . what?” he asked, confused.


“Nothing,” she said, turning to face Wolf. “I want
a room. Can I just take one or do I have to ask someone nicely?” 


“Talk to Lindsey,” Wolf said. “She’s handling the rooms.”


“I think Lindsey’s leaving,” Wombat said,
surprising Wolf who had been sure she’d stay. “She’s up on the roof meeting the
choppers now.”


“Good,” Helga said, surprised that the other woman would leave a fine man like Snake behind.


“Why is that good?” Wombat asked. “I’ve kind of liked having her around.”


 “Snake will be better off without that woman.”


Wolf and Wombat looked at each other then back at Helga.


“What do you mean?” Wombat asked.


“You don’t think they’re together, do you?” Wolf added.


Helga frowned. “Snake told me she is his girlfriend.”


Both Wolf and Wombat burst out laughing.


“He musta been joking,” Wolf said. “Lindsey’s got
something going with the helicopter pilot. That’s probably why she’s leaving.”


A slow, almost wicked smile broke across Helga’s
face at the news. “Good, then Snake will be mine again.”


Wolf and Wombat exchanged a look, realizing why Snake had lied to Helga.


“Uh, well, maybe we’re wrong about that,” Wolf said quickly. 


“Right, um, who knows? There might be something we
don’t know about,” Wombat added, shrugging. He glanced over at Mouse, who had
helped Lindsey with the room assignments on occasion.


“Talk to Mouse,” he said, nodding toward the small biker. 
“He might be able to find you a room.”


While Mouse was dragging a zombie to the burn
pile, he noticed that the others were looking past him and quickly heading off.
He had hoped it was just another zombie approaching, but as he turned, his eyes
widened and his throat went dry. It was Helga. She stood towering over his five foot five frame.


“Where can I sleep?” she asked him.


He gulped while backing up and pointing toward the building. “Anywhere you want,” he said. 


As he backed up, she followed, step by step. 


“Some of us have gurneys set up on the fifth floor
and are kind of camping out b-b-but if you . . . you know, need your privacy,
being, well . . . kind of a girl and all, Lindsey can maybe find you a room
upstairs.” Mouse wanted to run, but he worried that her animal instincts might
take over, causing her to chase him and bring him down like a wounded gazelle.
Instead, he stood there like a condemned man before the executioner. 


Helga’s fists tightened when Mouse mentioned Lindsey.


“Lindsey again!” she said. “I don’t want to hear about her anymore. 
And I don’t want a gurney. They crumple like tinfoil. Give me a real room.”


“Sure,” Mouse said. “J-just go upstairs and find
an empty room and put your name on the door.”


She walked toward the building but glanced back at Mouse once to see if he would flinch.


~*~


Lindsey stood on the roof as the Coast Guard helicopter landed. It was longer than the one that Lee
normally brought, and the pilot did some impressive maneuvering to fit it on
the roof around the air conditioners. Jack joined her and they watched together
as the helicopter finally settled into place. Moments later, an officer
stepped out and approached them.


“You must be Jack,” he said with a smile as he reached out his hand.


“Yes, sir,” Jack replied, shaking the man’s hand. “And
this is Lindsey.”


“Nice to meet you,” Lindsey said.


“I’m Major Wilson, but you can both call me Bob. I’ve
heard a lot about you,” the officer said. “My crew has been instructed to start
shuttling your people over. We’ve got two of the Blackhawks, so you might as
well get everybody up here at once. We want to get moving right away since it’s
going to take several trips.”


Lindsey glanced up to where the second helicopter was hovering, waiting for its turn to land. 
“I’ll go let them know,” she said, turning to leave.


“Jayhawk, not Blackhawk,” Eric said, walking over to join the others.
He stuffed a pair of rubber gloves into his pocket.


“Same thing,” Wilson said. “The Jayhawk’s just a
modified Blackhawk.” He turned to Jack. “I’m sure you have some questions, so
is there someplace we can go that’s a little more private while my crew gets everyone aboard?”


“Information is gold these days,” Jack answered. “Let me give Snake a call so he can join us.”


As Jack got on the radio with Snake, he heard Eric say to Wilson, “Most people think that’s true about the Blackhawk, but the truth is . . .”


“Eric,” Jack sighed, putting away his radio when he was done with the call. “Go stand guard outside the lab for a while. Now.”


Once Eric walked off, sulking, Jack said, “Follow
me. Snake will be joining us as soon as he’s done checking on a friend. Poor
guy survived the zombies and bombs, just to have a heart attack.” 


“That’s too bad,” Wilson said. “It was fortunate
that he had access to a hospital.”


Jack and Wilson descended the stairway to the
fifth floor and walked down the hall to a small conference room. Four soldiers
followed. 


As they entered the room, Snake came in behind them and introductions were made.


Bob said, “I hope you don’t mind if I ask you to
lay your weapons on the table. Just a policy we have.” 


Jack laid his pistol on the table and motioned for
Snake to do the same with his rifle. Jack noticed right away that it wasn’t the
weapon that Snake normally used. It looked like junk. He wished he could have
swapped his pistol out for something else as well, but they probably already knew what weapon he carried.


“Just a precaution,” the Major said. 


Snake started to protest, but Jack motioned for
him to comply and Snake relented. The soldiers quickly scooped them up. The
Major leaned back in his chair and folded his hands behind his head.


“Give us a little privacy,” Bob said to his men as
he waved them off. Three of the soldiers walked outside the room and shut the
door. The one that stayed moved to the wall behind Jack, facing Wilson.


“I’m sure Lt. Reynolds filled you in on what’s
happening here,” Bob started.


“Well, he told us you’d be evacuating us to other
locations, but he was pretty tight-lipped about the details,” Snake said.


“You’ll be going to our large shelter down the
river from Dubuque, Iowa, for now,” Wilson said. “It’s not too close to the
city or any other populated area, and it’s surrounded by farm land, so there will be
plenty of food. River’s right there, too, for water. It’s an ideal location.”


“For now?” Jack asked. 


“Right,” Wilson continued. “We’ll look at long-term placement after you get there and everything gets sorted out. 
We have shelters all over the country but we’re broken up into regions. 
The Dubuque shelter is in the middle of a region, so you could end up in Illinois, Wisconsin or Iowa.”


“Who decides where we go?” Jack asked.


“We have people at Dubuque that make those
decisions, but they do their best to keep families together.”


Jack raised an eyebrow at the comment. “Do their
best? You mean families could be separated?”


Wilson began backpedaling, explaining that there
had been a few mix-ups which had been straightened out.


“And we don’t get any say in where we go?” Snake
asked.


“Well, now, that would get pretty chaotic, wouldn’t
it?” Wilson asked. “You’ve got to understand, this is a massive operation and
it’s difficult to take care of all these people as it is. We’re doing our best,
but sometimes things do get a little hectic. Besides, we like to place people
where they’re needed based on their skills. It wouldn’t make much sense to have
two mechanics or two doctors in one location and none in another.”


Jack frowned. Wilson’s comment made some sense but
at the same time it bothered him that the refugees weren’t given more say in the matter.


“What exactly did Reynolds tell you?” Wilson
asked, leaning forward in his chair. A look passed between him and the soldier
who stood at the back of the room.


“Not much,” Snake said. “He encouraged us all to
go to the shelters. Guess he didn’t see a problem with leaving the patients to
die, though.”


“He did ask Snake about our weapons,” Jack added. “He
said that you might be able to get us some more. We seem to be in short supply
and we’ve just about exhausted our ammo on our supply runs.”


“Now, that’s not really true, is it?” Wilson asked
with a grin. “I think you have all sorts of weapons and ammo. My men will be
collecting all of it.”


“One of the newcomers has a really great bat,”
Snake replied, grinning right back.


“Gentlemen,” Bob started. “I know what Reynolds
told you. He told you to hide the other guns. Unfortunately, his copilot
overheard and told us. Now, he doesn’t know that we know, and I’d like to keep
it that way. He’s an excellent pilot but it seems that he’s let this woman,
Lindsey, affect his judgment. I guess that he thought he was helping her,
somehow, but it’s making our job that much harder.”


Snake quickly thought back to the conversation on
the roof. The copilot had been watching them, but the chopper had been running
the whole time and there was no way he could have heard anything.


“What the hell are you talking about?” Jack asked
with false indignation. 


“He never said anything of the sort,” Snake added,
looking baffled. “We mostly just talked about the bedridden patients and what
we could do about them.”


Jack said, “Lt. Reynolds said you were going to
reinforce us, not take our guns away. How the hell are we supposed to defend ourselves?” 


“Look,” Wilson sighed. “I don’t like the idea of
disarming people in the middle of a crisis, but my superiors have a certain
number of guns they want on that chopper or they’ll come back and get them
personally. I’m going to be honest with you. They don’t give a shit whether you
live or die. They just want your guns.” 


“Well, they got our guns,” Snake said, “both of ‘em.”


There was a knock at the door and the remaining
soldier went to answer it, speaking briefly with someone in the hallway. He
closed the door again and whispered to Wilson, who nodded.


“My men found a third weapon, a rifle that was
being used down the hall.”


“In the observation room?” Snake said. “Our sniper
takes out any of the dead that get too close. You’re taking his rifle away,
too? You’re crippling us, here!”


“Give us a minute,” the major said to the
remaining soldier, who nodded and left the room. Once the door was closed,
Wilson leaned forward, elbows on the table in front of him as he continued in a
hushed tone.


“I’ll try to send someone back with more weapons
later, but if I don’t come back with something there’ll be hell to pay.”


“I can go get the bat for you,” Snake suggested.


“I wouldn’t trust me either,” the Major replied. “But,
unfortunately, you’re not going to have a choice. My men are already searching
the hospital. If we find your weapons, we’ll have to take everyone in. The sick
will be left to die and nobody wants that. Now, where are the guns?”


“Man, I don’t know what your copilot was smoking,”
Snake chimed in, “but what you see is what you got.” 


The Major smiled. “All right.” 


He keyed his radio and the soldiers walked back
in, this time with Autumn.


“Kids are brutally honest,” Bob whispered to Snake.


“Young lady,” Bob spoke in a forceful, but
non-threatening manner. “I’m Major Wilson with the U.S. Army, and I need your
help. We need to know if these people have any guns and where they might be. We’re
here to protect you now but we need to be sure that no accidents happen. Can
you help us?”


“They’ve got guns,” Autumn replied. “I’ve seen
them. I think they hid them or something.”


“Good,” the Major smiled smugly as he looked at
Snake then at Jack. “Do you have any idea how many there were?”


“Sure do. Three. The motorcycle guy had one and
the security man had another one,” Autumn answered. “And, I think one guy
shoots out the window with one, too.”


Bob’s smile turned into a frown. He stood and
glared at the two men for a moment before storming out of the room. Snake wiped
a bead of sweat from his brow, and Jack made a mental note to recommend to Dr.
Doune that Autumn be given a raise.


When the soldiers were safely out of earshot,
Autumn whispered into Jack’s ear, “Sometimes it pays to be nosy. You owe me big
time.”


“Yes, I do,” Jack replied. He turned to Snake. “Just
where did you hide the guns?” 


“Most of ‘em are in the truck. We kept a dozen or
so out and those are under Helga’s bed,” Snake said. 


“In the ER?” Jack asked.


Snake shook his head. “She wanted a room upstairs.
I happened to run across it when I was looking for a place to stash the
weapons. I pity them if they stumble into her room. It ain’t going to be
pretty.”


“I’ll bet it won’t be,” Jack laughed. He stood and
added, “I’m heading up to the roof to see how everything is going.”


“I’ll join you,” Snake said.
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When Lindsey returned to the roof, she was shocked to see two of the bikers restraining
Keith while he yelled at Lee and another pilot.


“What’s going on?” she asked, running over. 


Keith pulled his arms free and turned on his heel, moving for the door.


Once he was gone, one of the bikers said, “He went off on Reynolds. I don’t know if he would have
hurt him or not but he took a swing at Moose yesterday, so we didn’t want to take the chance.”


Lee sighed. “He was angry and I can’t say that I blame him but I had nothing to do with the
bombing. And,” Lee said, nodding toward the other pilot, “Jerry is with the
Coast Guard. He’s just here to help, so there was no reason to start something with him, either.” 


“He was upset about the bombing?” Lindsey asked, not sure what was going on.


“His wife was in one of the buildings that was targeted yesterday.”


“Oh, no,” she said, glancing back to the door where Keith had gone. “How could something like that happen?
He said there were a dozen others waiting with her. How did that many people go unnoticed?”


“I don’t know,” Lee said. “Accidents happen, but that was a pretty serious mistake.”


Lindsey glanced out across the city and wondered just how many other mistakes there had been.


“Have they been going into the buildings to determine whether or not they’re overrun?” she asked.


“I have no idea,” Lee said. “All I do is pick up any survivors we find.”


“Poor Keith. That’s just horrible,” she said. After a moment, she looked back at Lee. “I’m 
sorry he took it out on you, though. It wasn’t your fault.”


“I don’t think he cares,” Lee said. “He thought we were going to rescue his wife and instead we
blew up her building. That’s how he sees it.”


“Is he sure that her building was destroyed?”


“He asked me and I was able to confirm it with a call to the base. It was totally demolished. When
I verified it, he just kind of blew up.”


“Wow,” Lindsey said. “I heard that he got drunk last night and went on some kind of a
zombie-killing rampage, but I had no idea why he did it. This explains a lot.”


The bikers walked away, leaving Lindsey and Lee to speak privately while the Coast Guard pilot
helped get a group of people into the helicopter.


Lee searched Lindsey’s eyes for a moment and then said, “You’re not going to the
shelter, are you?”


“No,” she said, looking down at her feet. “I’m sorry, Lee.”


“Are you sure?” he asked, reaching down to take her hand. “Why stay here?”


“There are people that need me here,” she said. “Autumn doesn’t want to go. I think I’d have to
pry her away from the lab, kicking and screaming. I’m not as valuable as one of
the doctors, but I keep busy here and I like that. I have the feeling that if I
go to one of those shelters, I’ll just be another body to feed. Here, I have a purpose.”


She told him about going along on the supply run and the rescue that morning.


“It felt so good to be doing something to help,” she said.


Reynolds frowned. “Lindsey, you’re taking an enormous risk going out into the city. It’s going to be hard
enough to know I won’t see you again, but to know you’re out there fighting the
infected is going to make it even worse.”


“Well, isn’t that what you do?” she asked quietly. “I worry about you all the time, Lee.”


“True, but I’m in a helicopter,” he said. 


“Which is supposed to be very dangerous, as I understand it,” she pointed out.


He started to protest then had to laugh.


“You got me on that one. I guess I’m not being fair, but I’m just not ready to let you go. I had
hoped you’d go with me. The last few days have been incredible, and I was hoping you felt the same way.”


“I do,” she admitted, a lump in her throat. “I have enjoyed every moment we’ve been
together, but I feel that it would be selfish for me to go right now when I can
help here. I just hope if you ever come back this way, you’ll stop and see me. Maybe by that time, I’ll be ready to go.”


“I promise I’ll do my best,” he said, but the look in his eyes told her that he knew that it wasn’t likely that they’d see each other again.


“Gotta run,” he said, when the pilot called over to let him know they were ready. “I’ll be back
soon. We’ll have to make a lot of trips to get everybody moved.”


After the helicopter lifted up into the sky, the other one took its place.


~*~


Dr. Chan was updating the other doctors on Smiley’s condition.


“His friend said that he gave him one of his Nitro tablets sublingually,” he said. “The bottle
was supposed to be in his pocket but I couldn’t find it.”


“We’ll look for it,” Dr. Sharma said. “You’d better run or they’ll leave you here.”


An announcement had just been made over the intercom that everybody else that planned to leave
needed to get to the roof at once.


Dr. Chan glanced at his watch and nodded. “All right,” he said, shaking hands with the other two
doctors. “The best of luck to both of you. Hopefully we’ll all meet up again
someday when this chaos is behind us.”


“It’s been great working with you,” Dr. Martinez said.


“Thanks for everything,” Dr. Sharma added. “I’ve learned a lot from you.”


Dr. Chan smiled and turned to hurry out the door. When he arrived on the roof, the last of the
evacuees were preparing to leave. He hurried over to Snake and
told him that there was nothing to report yet but that Dr. Sharma and Dr.
Martinez were both with the patient. 


Snake thanked him and watched as the doctor got on the helicopter. Several other bikers had also
come up to say goodbye as well as many of the other residents that were staying. 


~*~


Snake and Jack were seeing the others off when Major Wilson finally arrived on the roof. Wilson
looked annoyed and Jack took this to mean that they hadn’t found the weapons.
When the Major spotted them, he stormed over to where they were standing, but he had a gleam in his eye that Jack didn’t
like. Eric followed closely behind him.


“Uh oh, do you think your buddy told him about the weapons?” Snake asked quietly.


“I hope not,” Jack said, though it wouldn’t have shocked him.


Wilson came to a stop in front of them. “I know you’ve got the weapons hidden and you can plan
on us coming back to find them.” 


“Where would we hide weapons?” Jack asked, throwing up his arms. “You said your men searched
the building.”


Wilson ignored the comment and continued with a smirk, “In the meantime, I need something to take
back with me to keep the brass happy. I hope this isn’t a problem for you but
we’re taking your pilot.” He nodded toward Eric and added, “You don’t have anything to fly anyway and we need him.”


“I’m good with that,” Snake said.


“No problem at all,” Jack added.


When Wilson’s eyes narrowed at the quick replies, Snake added, “Well, I guess you won after all.”


“But,” Eric started to interrupt.


“No, Eric, really, it’s fine,” Jack said. “It’s for the good of the community, I mean, the
new one; the shelter where you’re going.”


“What about Cheri?” he asked, torn between his obsession for her and his need to feel important.


“She’ll be fine here,” Jack said. 


“Maybe she should come with me so I can keep an eye on her,” Eric suggested.


“No!” Snake and Jack said in unison.


“She needs medical treatment,” Snake added quickly. “And Dr. Sharma’s made a 
lot of progress with her.”


“Can I at least say goodbye?” Eric asked.


“Son, we need to get going,” Wilson said. “I’m sorry about leaving your fiancé behind.”


He patted Eric on the arm and walked to the helicopter with him. Once Eric was onboard, Jack
and Snake high-fived each other then turned to watch as the helicopter got ready to take off.


Wilson, stuck his head out and said, “Reynolds! Let’s roll!”


 “I’ve got to go now,” Lee told Lindsey, taking a moment to kiss her. She hugged him hard before
they parted, and she watched him run over to the helicopter that he was copiloting. Lindsey waved at him as he walked
away, sad to see him go, but knowing she had made the right decision.


As Reynolds passed Snake and Jack, he quietly said, “Don’t worry too much about Wilson’s threats.
I think it’s a bluff and I doubt he’ll be back, but you might want to be
prepared to hide the weapons again, just in case.”


“Thanks for everything,” Jack said.


~*~


“We’re losing him,” Dr. Sharma said, getting ready once again to use the paddles on Smiley. The
generator went out and Dr. Martinez quickly lit a lantern.


“We’ll have to do CPR,” he said, hurrying over to start compressions.


“Shall I try to get Dr. Chan?” Dr. Sharma asked. “Maybe the helicopter hasn’t left yet.”


“What’s he going to do?” Martinez asked. “He can’t control the generator.”


Dr. Sharma noticed something under the bed and reached down to pick it up. It was Smiley’s
Nitroglycerine bottle. The label was worn and hard to read but she could see by
the date that it was years old.


“Look at this,” she said, showing the bottle to the other doctor.


“Well, that sure doesn’t help,” Martinez said, continuing the compressions.


The lights flickered and came on for a moment, but then went out again. It happened two
more times and then the lights stayed out. After twenty minutes of CPR, Dr. Martinez called the time of death.


 “Damn it,” Martinez said. “We should’ve been able to save him.”


“We didn’t have the equipment we needed and his meds were old,” Dr. Sharma said. “The world has
changed, and we’ll need to get used to that fact. So many years of progress gone now, just like that.”


She sighed and covered the man with a sheet. They’d have to tell Snake when he came back down.


“At least this one is at peace,” Dr. Sharma said. “He could be like all of those dead outside.”


~*~


“Wombat thought you were leaving,” Wolf said as he walked over to stand by Lindsey.


“I think that this is where I need to be,” she said, forcing a smile. They watched as the other helicopter made its final landing on the roof.


When Autumn came to stand next to her, Lindsey put an arm around the girl’s shoulder and they watched
while the last few people boarded the helicopter. The family who had lost the baby got onboard, the mother still looking lost and distraught. 
All of the new mothers had decided to go. Even the premature baby had been deemed healthy
enough to leave, having flourished under the care that Lillian and Joan had
given her. The two women had agreed to continue to care for the child at the
shelter, and Lindsey hoped they’d all be
safe in their new home. The Coast Guard Blackhawk lifted slowly into the air as
those who had chosen to stay behind waved goodbye from the rooftop. When
the helicopter grew small in the distance, Lindsey wiped a tear from her eye.
She had known that it would be difficult to say goodbye to her friends, and she
was right. Telling Lee goodbye was the most difficult but there were others she
was going to miss as well. She turned to follow the others inside.


~*~


Lindsey walked Autumn down to their room so that they could clean up before lunch. On the way,
She paused when she reached a room with “Helga” carved into the wood. It
was only a few doors away from Lindsey’s room, which made her nervous.


Snake and the other bikers were stopped by Dr. Sharma on the fifth floor. They listened quietly as she
told them that she and Dr. Martinez had done everything they could do to save their
friend, but had not succeeded.


“I’m sorry,” she said. “His Nitroglycerine tablets were ten years old. If he’d gotten the prescription
refilled more recently, that might have saved him. But with the electricity
going off, it’s hard to say. We may have lost him anyway.”


Snake thanked her, his heart heavy as he and the others walked over to say their goodbyes to the man who had ridden with them. 


“We’ll bury him tonight after the bombers stop flying,” Snake said. “There’s a nice old church down the street with a walled-in cemetery.”


Most of the survivors from the office building had gone with the helicopters, but Jackson had chosen
to stay, unwilling to give up an opportunity to get back online. Claire and Dustin had also stayed behind for different reasons. 
Claire had told the others that she was a city girl and that she would not feel comfortable in a rural location, sleeping in a tent.  
Dustin, on the other hand, was a farm boy, but his family had a farm outside town, and he wasn’t willing to be sent away, not knowing their fate. 


When the three survivors heard about the death of the biker who had helped to save them, they asked if
they could go along to the service at the cemetery to pay their respects. Snake told them that he’d be honored to have them.


Though most of the bikers didn’t feel like eating, they made their way down to the cafeteria and
joined the others for lunch.


Jack came in late and took a seat as he looked over those that were gathered for the meal. There were
about fifty in all and, though it was still a decent sized group, it felt odd
having so many gone. He was glad to see Ernie talking to Keith, knowing that
the older man had been like a father to the RN at times.


Autumn was the only child left besides Cheri’s two children, who were both younger. Lindsey hoped that it
wouldn’t be a problem for the girl, not having others her own age with whom to
socialize. Then again, that sort of thing didn’t seem to bother Autumn. She
seemed perfectly happy spending her days assisting Doune. 


Lindsey, on the other hand, planned to concentrate on bringing in more survivors before their time
ran out. Doune had told her that it took four to six weeks to starve to death,
and only a few days without water before a person would die. Those without access
to water were probably already dead. For the rest of the survivors trapped in
the city, time was running out. She would have to talk to Snake about it, but
she was sure he’d agree that this was a priority. She already had plans for
getting flyers out. If there were more survivors, she wanted to let them know
there was a safe place in the city for them.


~*~


That night after dark, a group of the bikers made their way to the old church to find a good final resting
place for their friend. The tall walls around it kept them safe as they dug, but
once they had a suitable hole, the others were notified by radio. Snake brought
a large group of the residents in the truck but the service was kept short, due
to the growing number of dead gathering around the wall.


“I think he’d have liked this spot,” Snake said, noticing all the mature maple and oak trees on the
property. “He always loved trees.”


“Yeah, he did,” Wolf said, staring down at the newly turned mound of dirt at their feet. “I’m going
to miss that smile of his.” 


“Wish we could’ve brought Monkey here,” Snake said. “I think we need to at least make him a
headstone and put it here.”


“We’ll make one for both of them,” Wolf said.


They waited a few moments longer then decided it was time to go. The dead had to be lured away
from the gate before the vehicles could get out. One of the bikers closed the
gate behind them before they hurried back to the hospital. 


When they returned, Snake and Wolf approached Jack who was talking to Dr. Doune. Dr. Sharma also walked
up at about the same time.


Jack greeted the others and said, “Dr. Doune was just telling me that he thinks this plague was caused
by a parasite, not a virus.”


“I thought that viruses are technically parasites,” Snake said, surprising Doune. 


“Yes, because they infect a cell. There are all sorts of parasites, but this one seems to be
similar to Ophiocordyceps unilateralis, which is, to be precise, a parasitoidal
fungus. It takes over the body of an ant and moves it into position beneath a
leaf on a tree then it kills the host. It seems that what we have here is very
similar. And this green fluid we’ve been finding seems to be produced by the
parasites, if I’m not mistaken.”


“So what exactly does that mean?” Jack asked. “Will it be harder to make a vaccine?”


“I am guessing that it won’t be easy,” Doune said. “This parasite is a very complex organism, but at
least I now have a direction in which to move.” 


“Dr. Doune, I am sorry to interrupt,” said Dr. Sharma, “but I wondered if I could talk to you about
Cheri when you have a moment. She was doing very well, now today she won’t even speak. I was hoping you had some ideas.”


“What medications have you been using?” Doune asked.


“None,” Dr. Sharma replied. “I would rather not do that unless we have to.”


“It would probably speed up the process.”


“I think we’ve got enough zombies out there without adding another one,” Snake said. “The woman’s
been through hell. I think she needs some time to get over it.  You can’t just
start throwing drugs at her if she doesn’t get up and start dancing.”


Doune shot him a look. “And nobody here has the kind of time that it would take to baby this woman through
her ordeal. We need her to snap out of this so that she can take care of
herself and her children, rather than suck up Dr. Sharma’s entire day.”


“It’s not like that,” Dr. Sharma said. “I’m just concerned because I seem to be losing ground.”


“It may be none of my business,” Snake said to Dr. Sharma. “Dr. Doom here may be great at dissecting
zombie brains, but if you’re looking for advice on dealing with a living,
breathing human being, you should probably talk to a doctor with a conscience.”


“You’re right,” Doune said. “It’s none of your business. Why don’t you go back to building walls and
doing supply runs and let us worry about our patients?”


Wolf crossed his arms and grinned. He always enjoyed listening to Snake and Doune go at it.


“Aww, I bet you’d like that,” Snake replied, mockingly. “But since everyone on the State Ethics Board
is probably either zombified or hiding, someone’s got to keep you on the straight and narrow. What better person than me?”


Doune didn’t have a reply for that. While he’d had no intentions of doing anything unethical in treating
the woman, he had been feeling that the rules had changed since the outbreak
had first happened. The idea that he was free to do as he wished had taken hold,
but suddenly there was Snake, letting him know that those same old boundaries
were still in place. While Doune was somewhat disappointed to see his newly
found freedom ripped away, he also found it as something of a relief. He had never quite trusted himself.


“Never argue with a Ph.D. I always say,” Wolf said.


Doune glanced at the man. “I’m not a Ph.D. I’m an M.D.”


“I didn’t mean you,” Wolf said. “I was talking about Snake.”


~*~


“Thanks for the talk Ernie,” Keith said, “and thanks for always being there for me.”


“I’m going to hold you to your promise,” the older man told him. “No more midnight zombie smashing
sessions. No more fighting with the bikers.”


“I said no more drunken midnight zombie smashing sessions,” Keith pointed out.


Ernie glared at him for a moment and finally decided he’d have to settle for the amended promise.


“All right. But don’t go getting into trouble with the bikers, either,” he said. “It’s not like you. I
don’t want to see you change because of what happened. You’re a good man,
Keith. Keep it that way.”


“I promise, Dad,” Keith said with a grin. “Now can I go check on my patients?”


“Sure. And anytime you need to talk, you know where to find me.”


“I sure do. Napping in the janitor’s closet,” Keith said with a laugh.


Ernie chuckled and went to the kitchen to see if Theresa had left any cookies for his bedtime snack.


~*~


Doune turned to look at Snake, a question in his eyes, while Jack and Dr. Sharma both looked equally
stunned at the revelation.


“That was a lifetime ago,”
Snake replied, shooting Wolf a look. 


“Snake doesn’t like to
brag about it,” Wolf said, ignoring Snake’s glare, “but I think his Ph.D. in
psychology should put him at least on equal terms with the good doctor.”


Doune’s first instinct was to disbelieve Wolf’s statement, but he thought back to some of the many discussions
that he’d had with Snake. While the man was rough around the edges, to say the
least, there was no doubt that he was intelligent and he did seem to know a lot
about human nature. Knowing when to cut his losses, he said, “Well, in that
case, I think that Dr. Sharma and I should turn this patient over to you. Good luck.”


He turned and walked back to the lab without another word.


Dr. Sharma had remained silent, but once Doune walked away she asked, “Is it true? You are a psychologist?”


“I’ve got the paper that says I am, somewhere,”
Snake said. “I had a couple setbacks since then that made me realize I wouldn’t
be able to help people by pretending to listen to them as they leaned on a
couch, spouting off about their mother. The majority of what I know about
people comes from living in the real world. That’s where Dr. Doom falls short.
There’s a lot about human nature that you can’t learn from a book.”


“That’s very true,” Dr. Sharma said, understanding that Snake had found a better way to use the gift he’d
been given than by practicing in an office. From what she had heard, Snake had
helped almost every one of the men in his group. More than one of them had told
her that they would have been dead if Snake had not come into their lives.


“Well, like Dr. Doune said, we would be happy to have you try to talk to Cheri. And if you don’t
mind, I’ll bet there will be others that could use some help as time goes by, if you have time.”


“I’ll be glad to help, if I can,” Snake said. “Might give me an excuse to leave some of the wall building
and zombie killing to the young guys.”


“Thank you,” Dr. Sharma said, giving him a smile before heading for the elevator.


Wolf turned to Snake with a grin. “Sorry, Boss. I know you don’t like people to know about that, but
I couldn’t help myself.”


“Well, you succeeded in shutting up Dr. Doom,” Snake said, smiling. “All’s well that ends well.”


“You got that right, Boss,” Wolf laughed. 


Jack said, “Do we call you Dr. Snake now?”


Snake groaned and shook his head. “Let’s not.”


“By the way,” Jack said, “I’m sorry about your friend. How did everything go?”


“It went fine,” Snake said. “We found a nice tree and put Smiley beneath it. I think he’d be happy
about the spot. I’m sad that he’s gone, but he’s in a better place than we are.”


“Maybe if the generator had been working better, he’d still be here,” Jack said, shaking his head.


“Maybe. And maybe if he’d updated his prescription and maybe if I hadn’t sent him up all those stairs. We
can’t dwell on the maybes, Jack, but what about the generator? How can we fix it?”


“We need parts,” Jack
said, holding up a list. “Lots of parts. A new generator would be even better
but I don’t know if that would be possible.”


“Well, the resources of
the whole city are at our disposal now,” Snake said, “as long as the stores
haven’t all been destroyed and as long as we can get there through the rubble.
We may need to be doing our shopping at night for a while, until the bombings
stop, but we can do that. Just let me know what you need.”


“Thanks, I’ll do that,”
Jack said. “Just be careful out there. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that
it’s going to be much worse than it was on your other trips.”


“I know, but don’t
worry. Even though I believe in the hereafter, I’m not ready to visit it just
yet. I plan to do my best to stick around a while longer.”


“I do, too, my friend,”
Jack said. “I think we’ll do just fine here. We’ve got some good people that
know what they’re doing. We’ve probably got a better chance at making it than
most others. I’m glad we all decided to stay.”


“Let’s have a meeting
tomorrow,” Snake said, “I’ve got a whole lot of stuff I want to talk about and
I’m sure you do, too. But tonight, I just want to sleep.”


“I hear you,” Jack said,
his age showing in his eyes. 


Jack made one last check
of each floor before going to his room on the third floor. He went to stand at
the window and look outside at the dark night. In the distance, fires still
raged in various parts of the city. He wondered if nature would soon
erase all signs of man’s tenure on earth. He thought about how quickly things
disintegrated into chaos, and wondered if life would ever be the same. Maybe this was the beginning of a new age. How many people
were still out there, desperately fighting for their lives? He knew that some
of the group would risk their lives to bring these survivors in. They’d have to
be careful. It was possible that some survivors may not have the best of
intentions, but he wouldn’t dwell on what might happen. There was no point.
They had a community that would only improve with time, and they would survive.
He was certain of that. They were all survivors. Turning away from the window,
he climbed into his bed. Then he slept.


~The End~
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