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                 A man stood inside a biological protection suit. The suits were bulky and were often given the moniker ‘white-suit’. An attached oxygen hose ran from a valve in the back of the white-suit into the ceiling, but the microbiological suits were capable of utilizing small detachable oxygen canisters.
 
   The man was carrying a tray of sealed glass test-tubes labeled ‘PT-12’ out of the refrigerator. He did not feel like pulling a double-shift, but an urgent message came from Atlanta at the last minute.
 
   Sighing, he sat the tray on the sterilized silver table that stood in the middle of the immaculate lab. He did not understand the rush to test samples that had been in cold storage for years, but, then again, he did not get paid to question his orders.        
 
   His partner, another veteran researcher inside a white-suit, walked towards the laboratory sallyport doors holding a silver clipboard. He reached behind his back and detached the oxygen hose from his suit and the hose immediately retracted up into the ceiling.   
 
   “Calling it a night, Blanding?” the white-suit standing near the test-tubes asked.   
 
   “Yeah, Ray, I have to be back at four,” Dr. Blanding said. He pressed a button next to the exit and the first set of pressurized doors slid open. “If I’m lucky, I can get about five hours of sleep before I turn around and come right back.”   
 
   “At least you are going home. I have to stay and finish testing samples,” Dr. Raymond said.     
 
   “Oh, which batch?”   
 
   “Something called PT-12. Apparently the specimen sample we sent Atlanta for their yearly audit did not fare well against the antiviral they have in storage. They suspect that it went through a genetic change at some point, and they want us to check our findings against theirs. They put a rush on the order, too.”       
 
   “Really? Sounds rather drastic,” Dr. Blanding said, confused. “Which one is PT-12 again?”   
 
   “Some flu offshoot, I believe. I have not worked with it in ages. It has been sitting in storage ever since the first Bush was in office, just taking up fridge space. It is going to keep me busy all night.”            
 
   “I feel for you,” Dr. Blanding said, laughing. He stepped into the sallyport and froze. He looked down at the metal clipboard in his hand and cursed. “Hey, Ray, do you mind taking this for me and throwing it on my desk when you go in the back? I almost walked out with the daily reports. Not one of my finer senile moments.” He took one step towards Dr. Raymond, holding out the clipboard, standing in the middle of the inner sallyport door’s track.    
 
   Dr. Raymond chuckled and walked towards Dr. Blanding with his oxygen hose still tethered to his white-suit. As he walked, the oxygen hose brushed across the table and sent the tray of PT-12 glass test-tubes shattering against the floor.   
 
   An alarm sounded.   
 
   The sallyport door quickly slid shut with a hydraulic hiss, disregarding Dr. Blanding who was caught standing in the center of its path.    
 
   Dr. Blanding’s bloodcurdling screams drowned out the wail of the alarm.    
 
   Two floors above, on the security floor, the soldier read the words flashing on the computer screen in horror:   
 
    
 
   ‘CONTAINMENT BREACH – SUB LEVEL 3’  
 
    
 
   

 
   

2
 
    
 
                 It would be a long nighttime train ride between Charlotte and Raleigh, North Carolina, and Richard's legs felt it already. He shifted around in his cramped Amtrak seat anxiously and frowned. He knew that he should try to get some sleep, but all he could think about was his brother. He wrung his hands together in his lap and eagerly stared out the window. His brother sat just one-hundred and fifty miles away in a maximum security federal prison in Butner, North Carolina. 
 
   Unfortunately, Amtrak did not provide a direct route to Butner, so other travel arrangements would have to be made once he reached Raleigh. In Richard’s case, it usually meant renting an overpriced compact car from the rental lot next to the train station and making the hour drive to Butner. It was a stressful ordeal, but well worth it since visiting day only came twice a month. He always respected and admired Andy. After all, after the incident in the kitchen, Andy was the only family he had left. It was imperative that he visited him, even if only briefly.  
 
   Tall and lanky, Richard reached his hands up and ran his fingers through his dark brown hair. His hair was tousled and his cheap dress shirt was wrinkled, but he was not in the business of trying to impress anybody anymore. He lost all desire in the opposite sex not long after the medication stole his libido like a thief in the night. The prison doctors said that the medication’s side effects would be temporary, but, as usual, the doctors lied. The doctors always seemed to lie to him, to secretly work against him.
 
   He grimaced; one of his headaches was coming and that meant that the whispering was trying to surface. He was diagnosed when he was young, not long after that faithful day in the kitchen. The prison doctors tried to help him, so they said, but his condition had only gotten considerably worse since he was released one year ago. It was the sort of condition that nobody should ever have to get used to, but somehow he managed. He did not have many pleasant days, but, somehow, he willed himself to feel better on visiting days.
 
   Richard turned his head and distantly stared out the window.
 
   Even on bad days, those long stretches between the two authorized visiting days, thoughts of his brother eventually rose above the whispers in his head. The whispers never truly went away, though. The medication was the only thing capable of temporarily silencing the whispers, and, even then, sometimes the whispering fought back.
 
   He closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead.
 
   He had to see his brother, and he couldn’t let the sickness get in his way again. If worse came to worse… he’d double-dose.
 
    He placed his hand on the pill bottle in his pocket to assure himself and smiled. 
 
   As he fidgeted in his seat, he bumped against the man sitting next to him.                           
 
   Terry was getting annoyed and unable to immerse himself in his novel. The gangly man sitting next to him kept fidgeting around and bumping him with his knee. He kept undershooting the man dirty glances, but the man did not seem to notice. He seemed pretty preoccupied, but so what? Terry had his own problems. He sighed and went back to his novel as he tried to forget about his newly-coined ex-wife.              
 
   Behind Richard and Terry sat the heavyset Howell Wright, a recently dismissed engineer from Atlanta with an agenda. Unlike most people, Howell preferred the trains. On the trains, even after 9/11, baggage security was lacking. He looked past his protruding belly at the duffle between his feet and smiled.   
 
   There were others on that midnight train, of course, asleep in their seats, but very few of them would survive past the accident that would later occur later that morning.    
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                 Nobody said a word aboard the helicopter. It was a cramped stealth number with two black iron benches accommodating a gunmetal cabin interior. Six soldiers wearing biological hazmat suits sat in silence as they flew over the Maryland countryside towards their final destination. They knew whatever awaited them would not be pretty; the 161st Bioterrorism Response Regiment did not get called out often. It was eerily silent inside the helicopter, and it was dark; the moonlight struggled to shine through the helicopter’s narrow windows and reflected off of the soldier’s M16s and their mirrored facemasks.  
 
   There was no small talk, only raspy breaths through six respirators and the constant whirl of the helicopter blades.       
 
   “Any guess where we’re going?” Lloyd Godson, a scrawny New England career solider of eight years, was the first to break the silence since they left Ft. Bragg.
 
   The others looked up, broken out of their meditation.
 
   Silence was his answer.   
 
   Lloyd turned his head and looked out the window slit, fidgeting. Below, the trees were thinning; moonlit green fields stretched out for miles. Army vehicles raced across the fields like ants while white-suits erected tents. Lloyd chewed on his lower lip and stared.                 
 
   The interior lights brightened and the door separating the cockpit from the cabin slid open. The men’s attention immediately focused on the intruding figure holding the red folder, Sgt. Gregory James.   
 
   Sgt. James looked over the men carefully, clutching the red file tightly. He knew they would have difficulty performing the mission, but he knew that orders had to be followed and he trusted his men to carry out their mission with the precision and tact that the 161st expected. 
 
   “Alright men,” Sgt. James finally said. “Our target is a sublevel BSL-4 laboratory deep inside the Fort Detrick complex. At 0107 hours, a biological compound named ‘PT-12’ contaminated the laboratory. The lab’s emergency system activated, but something obstructed one of the sallyport doors and containment procedures failed.
 
   “The entire third sublevel floor became contaminated. The floor was immediately quarantined and locked down. The rest of the building has been cleared and evacuated.
 
   “Your primary objective is to neutralize any and all remaining personnel on the quarantined floor. You will fire two rounds into the head of each staff member you come across, no exceptions.
 
   “Your secondary objective is to place thermal charges inside the main laboratory in order to neutralize any trace of the contaminant.”          
 
   Sgt. James ducked back inside the cockpit and pulled out a small black duffle. He tossed the duffle over to Lloyd.  
 
   Lloyd caught the bag and held it against his chest, hands trembling.  
 
   “Place one set of charges on the main refrigerator inside the laboratory and place the second set on the laboratory’s data servers in the back of the lab.”  
 
   “Sir, permission to speak,” Corporal Nathan Andrews said.  
 
   “Speak,” Sgt. James quickly responded.  
 
   “Is it necessary to neutralize the staff?” Cpl. Andrews asked, clearly uncomfortable.    
 
   Sgt. James nodded somberly.  
 
   “The staff may be hostile and are all highly infectious.”           
 
   “In what nature, sir?”  
 
   “Classified.”  
 
   Lloyd looked down at the black duffle, frowned, and immediately looked away. He turned his gaze out the window. Whatever ‘PT-12’ was, it scared the shit out of him. 
 
   Below the helicopter, armed white-suits led unarmed soldiers and scientists at gunpoint into large white tents. The base's gatehouse was empty, and the barbwire-topped gate was wide open; a convoy of white vans poured through the open gate towards the main complex. ‘Welcome to Fort Detrick, home to the US Army Medical Research and Materiel Command!’ a large sign suspended over the entry gate read.            
 
   The helicopter continued flying over manicured grounds and began its descent towards what looked like a small office building covered with clear plastic sheeting; the sheeting draped over the entire building and large white tents surrounded the building's base. White-suits hauled equipment into the base of the covered building and some of them looked up as the helicopter descended towards the roof.    
 
   The side doors of the helicopter cabin slid open with a hiss.
 
   “Take the roof-top elevator down to the sublevel third floor. You won’t find any buttons inside the elevator for the floor due to the floor’s clandestine nature, but base security will remotely lower the elevator down once you all step inside. After you place the explosives and the staff has all been neutralized, take the elevator back up the main level for decontamination and extraction. The base will take care of it from there.”                           
 
   Sgt. James stepped back into the cockpit and slid the door shut without another word.  
 
   The helicopter hovered twenty feet above the roof of the building, rippling the plastic that shrouded it. The soldiers stood up, secured their weapons, and fast-roped down onto the roof in unison. 
 
   The sergeant sighed and sat down next to the pilot, frowning, staring blankly out the window.  
 
   “Eagle One to Hawk Nest,” Sgt. James said into the secure line, “the team is in position and is about to make first contact.”
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   The wail of the alarm was deafening.
 
   The alarm gave a shrill cry as it cast red strobes into the recesses of empty offices and janitor closets. Offices and other assorted rooms ran along both sides of the long hall. Litter had been strewn about the white tile floor and office furniture lay overturned as the panicked occupants scrambled towards the elevator.
 
   At one end of the hallway was the sallyport leading into the laboratory. At the opposite end of the long hall, an elevator with badly dented doors.
 
   People were huddled along both sides of the elevator which served as the only access portal to the sub-level third floor, coughing and sneezing. They were exasperated, hungry, sick, and most of all scared. Four were soldiers and the rest were virologist staff. 
 
   One of the soldiers, Trent, stood in front of the dented elevator doors holding an equally dented fire extinguisher. He breathed heavy raspy breaths and was soaked with sweat. A blue band was wrapped around his right arm; it said ‘MP’ on it in bold white letters.
 
   “Attention, Attention,” a pleasant artificial female voice announced over the alarm wails. “Laboratory integrity compromised. Critical sallyport failure detected. Quarantine activated. Please proceed to the elevator and wait for evacuation.”
 
   “Goddamnit!” Trent screamed. He raised the fire extinguisher above his head and slammed it against the elevator doors repeatedly. “What are they going to do?! Let us rot down here?!” He dropped the extinguisher and collapsed onto his hands and knees, coughing violently.
 
   “You need to relax,” said a female scientist who was obviously not relaxed. “They are not going to just leave us here! They can’t!” She sat cross-legged on the floor and grasped her cell phone with jittery hands; her face was damp with fever-sweat. She stared at the cell phone and attempted to ‘will’ the signal bars into existence.
 
   Another woman, opposite of the woman gripping the cell phone, rocked back and forth while muttering nonsense.
 
   Next to her, a man in a sweat-soaked lab coat slipped in and out of consciousness while slouched against the wall with his legs sprawled in front of him.
 
   “Oh yeah?” Trent snarled. “Why do you think the elevator is off? Why do you think they killed our Internet connections? Why do you think the phones are down?”  He stood and picked up the extinguisher. 
 
   “Attention. Attention. Laboratory integrity compromised. Critical sallyport failure detected. Quarantine activated. Please proceed to the elevator and wait for evacuation.”
 
   “This is bullshit!” Trent threw the extinguisher down the hallway. The valve flew off when it struck the floor and a plume of white powder shot into the air. The extinguisher skittered down the hall towards the laboratory and struck the lab’s outer sealed doors with a hollow CLANG.
 
   One of the other soldiers, a burly MP nicknamed ‘Gus’, stood and grabbed Trent by the throat and pinned him against the elevator doors, coughing.
 
   “Knock that shit off!” Gus screamed into Trent’s face. “All you’re doing is getting everyone worked up!” 
 
   Trent flushed from seething red to a terrified pale. He gagged and Gus relaxed his grip. 
 
   “We are all in the same boat. So shut the fuck up and sit down, Trent!” Gus let go and sat back down against the wall with a raspy sigh.
 
   “Fuck you!” Trent yelled, coughing, and stormed off down the hall. He retreated into a restroom, rubbing his red throat.
 
   Behind the dented doors, the elevator motors hummed.
 
   “It’s moving,” one of the slouched scientists hoarsely announced as he staggered up to his feet.
 
   The others stood and stared in silent unison with their bloodshot eyes focused on the elevator’s floor indicator lamp as it marked the elevator’s descent. The only person who remained on the floor was a man who was unconscious; he was slumped against the wall with his chin on his chest.
 
   “Trent!” Gus yelled, still staring at the elevator. “Get your ass over here! Rescue is finally here!” He erupted in a coughing spasm.
 
   The crowd stepped back as the elevator doors slid open and revealed six armed soldiers in white hazmat suits. The two opposing groups stood in silence, staring at each other.
 
   The silence was broken by a raspy cough.
 
   “It’s good to see you guys,” Gus said, eying their M16s cautiously. A dribble of snot ran freely from both of his nostrils.
 
   Cpl. Andrews, the lead soldier, slowly nodded his head and gave a raspy reply through his suit’s respirator.
 
   “Get on quickly,” Cpl. Andrews said and motioned for the other white-suited soldiers to form up. The white-suits rushed out of the elevator and took position behind the group of scientists and MPs in the hall, herding them all into the elevator at gunpoint. 
 
   “Someone grab him,” Cpl. Andrews said, pointing at the unconscious scientist.
 
   Gus and another MP picked up the unconscious scientist by his arms and pulled him into the elevator.
 
   “We have another guy, Trent, he just went to the restroom,” Gus said, wheezing. “There may be others, too.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” Cpl. Andrews said, “we’ll find them.”
 
   Lloyd and Patrick, a newcomer to the 161st from Nebraska, aimed their weapons towards the BSL-4 laboratory doors at the far end of the hallway while the other four white-suited soldiers kept their weapons turned towards the group inside elevator.
 
   The group in the elevator watched the soldiers with apprehension.
 
   Trent stepped out of the restroom and staggered out into the middle of the hallway. Pleasant surprise washed over his sweaty face. He ran towards the elevator, smiling almost hysterically.
 
   “Contact!” Patrick screamed, pointing his weapon at Trent.
 
   Lloyd hesitantly followed his lead, finger shaking on the trigger.
 
   They opened fire. 
 
   Trent jerked backwards and spiraled down against the floor as the bullets eviscerated his chest.
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?!” Gus cried, reaching for his sidearm. The other two sick MPs inside the elevator with Gus froze in shock. “We–”
 
   “Open fire,” Cpl. Andrews ordered.
 
   The white-suits opened fire into the elevator with no prejudice, sweeping their rifles side-to-side, clasping them tightly against their bulky hazmat suits. 
 
   The crowd in the elevator let out their last blood curdling cries as they danced to the tune of the M16s.
 
   “Hold fire,” Cpl. Andrews said, “check your targets.”
 
   The white-suits stopped firing and reloaded.
 
   A bloody cluster of bullet-riddled bodies lay motionless in the middle of the elevator. Gus never managed to even clear the pistol out of his holster.
 
   The white-suits stared in horror at their work as they breathed heavily through their respirators, adrenaline pumping through their system. 
 
   Lloyd’s facemask fogged and his hands trembled. The duffle weighed down his shoulder and felt like it was growing heavier by the second. He didn’t turn to look at the elevator massacre. Behind him, he heard double-shots being administered to the corpses, exactly as ordered. The sound alone was almost too much for him to handle. Those people weren’t enemies, but were just unfortunate people caught in the wrong place at the wrong time.
 
   “Good job. Alright, team… move up,” Cpl. Andrews finally said.
 
   The six white-suits advanced towards the laboratory doors, kicking open office doors to check and clear rooms as they made their descent down the hall.
 
   Lloyd kicked open a door that was labeled ‘Vending’. 
 
   Inside of the room, a MP was slouched against a Pepsi machine, holding a sub-machine gun with trembling hands. His face was pale and his uniform was soaked with sweat. A blue ‘MP’ band was wrapped around his right arm. He coughed violently and almost collapsed to the floor as he attempted to raise his weapon.
 
   “Stop! Drop your weapon!” Lloyd ordered.
 
   The ill MP ignored him and pointed the weapon shakily at–
 
   Patrick stepped next to Lloyd and opened fire.
 
   The MP flung against the Pepsi machine as the bullets tore through him. He dropped the gun and sunk to the floor. 
 
   Patrick reloaded.
 
   “T-thanks,” Lloyd stammered.
 
   Patrick nodded and took position back outside in the hall.
 
   “You need to stay focused and don’t hesitate on taking one of them down,” Cpl. Andrews said. “These people are infected and this whole area is crawling with the virus. If your suit gets punctured, or you get shot, you’re staying down here with them. This virus must reach the surface. A slight hesitation could cost all of us our lives. Do all of you understand what is at stake here?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” the white-suited soldiers replied.
 
   “Do you understand, Godson?” Cpl. Andrews asked with a sharp tone.
 
   “Yes, sir,” Lloyd answered.
 
   “I better not see that hesitation again from any of you,” Cpl. Andrews said, “now move up.”
 
   The group made their way to the steel laboratory doors at the end of the hallway.
 
   The outer-doors had the international biohazard symbol on them.
 
   Cpl. Andrews held up a closed fist and then twirled his index finger in the air; the soldiers quickly stacked-up around the laboratory entrance.
 
   “The outer is still sealed. Breech it,” Cpl. Andrews said.
 
   Lloyd moved to the center of the large double-doors and retrieved a small cutting torch out of the duffle slung over his shoulder. He lit the torch and ran the flame down the center of the doors, slicing through the locking mechanisms. Sparks flew and ricocheted off of the floor as the flame reached the bottom.
 
   The doors flew open and the depressurized lab moaned as it desperately and greedily sucked in air from the hallway.
 
   “Danger, laboratory integrity compromised. Outer-door breached. Pressurized containment countermeasure system failure,” the pleasant female voice announced overhead.
 
   The group advanced to the second set of double-doors which were jammed open half-way by a corpse lying on the floor. The corpse was wearing a blood-stained white hazmat-suit and was pinched between two steel doors.
 
   “Pry them open,” Cpl. Andrews ordered.
 
   Lloyd and Patrick grabbed hold of the doors and pried them apart. The doors gave a groan of disapproval and slid open.
 
   The group of white-suited soldiers stepped back and stared at the corpse on the floor. The lower extremities of the corpse were badly mangled, bit, and scratched. The bloodied protective suit had been torn to shreds.
 
   “W-what the fuck happened to his legs?” Patrick asked, voice shaking through his respirator.
 
   The question hung in the air and nobody answered.
 
   “Compose yourself, soldier,” Cpl. Andrews said. He pointed his rifle at the back of the corpse’s head and fired twice. He pushed the corpse off of the doorway track and slid it inside the laboratory with his boot, leaving bloody streaks across the floor.
 
   The group entered the newly opened tomb in stunned silence.
 
   Blood was splattered all over the interior of the lab and even on portions of the ceiling. One of the fluorescent lights had been pulled from its housing and hung by a two sparking wires. The lighting inside the entire lab was dim and flickered. Broken equipment, scattered papers, and toppled equipment littered the lab. Glass shards covered the once meticulously clean floor like tiny pebbles.
 
   A large metallic table had been overturned and recklessly shoved through a glass-door refrigeration unit. The shelving inside the refrigerator had collapsed and petri dishes and glass beakers had spilt out into the lab. 
 
   Blood-smeared handprints ran along the rear wall and the counter, making their way toward a set of swinging steel double doors in the corner of the room.
 
   A splash of sparks flew from the dangling fluorescent light and caused the other lights in the room to flicker as they struggled to continue their duty.
 
   Lloyd was terrified.
 
   “Advance,” Cpl. Andrews ordered quietly, “keep your weapons in the ready position.”
 
   The group moved carefully and scanned the room nervously with their rifles as they marched in single-line formation.
 
   The lights flickered.
 
   Glass shattered in the distance.
 
   The soldiers fired blindly towards the direction of the sound and littered the floor with spent shells.
 
   “Hold fire! Check your target!” Cpl. Andrews yelled. 
 
   The soldiers stopped firing and breathed frantically through their respirators.
 
   “I don’t have a visual,” one of the white-suits said. He tried to sound calm but failed horribly.
 
   “No target,” another soldier said. 
 
   The light fixture dangling from the ceiling threw another shower of sparks and the other lights flickered weakly in response.
 
   “Advance,” Cpl. Andrews ordered shakily.
 
   The group took four steps when the double-doors quickly slid shut behind them.
 
   The white-suits spun around and blindly opened fire towards the doors, sending shells jittering at their feet again.
 
   They stopped firing when they realized that they were firing at nothing but two steel doors. The doors were stenciled with ‘ALL PERSONAL MUST DECONTAMINATE’ and had a bloody handprint smeared down the Department of Defense seal in the center. 
 
   “Obstruction cleared from inner-door. Danger, a critical sallyport failure is still being detected. Biological containment has been compromised. Quarantine protocols are in effect,” the ever pleasant female voice announced from the ceiling speakers. 
 
   “Advance,” Cpl. Andrews muttered. “Damnit, stay calm and let’s clear out the rear rooms of the lab.”
 
   The white-suits turned towards the doors in the corner of the lab, weapons ready. They made their way across the lab as the glass shards crackled under their boots. The dangling light fixture sparked again.
 
   The lights flickered weakly and began to strobe. 
 
   “Steady!” Cpl. Andrews yelled. “Stay calm, Damnit, stay calm!”
 
   The swinging doors in the corner of the lab flung open. 
 
   All six soldiers startled as Dr. Raymond stumbled into the room wearing a bloodied white-suit with no facemask and no respirator. His lips were fastened in a scowl, showing his blood-stained teeth. Dry blood and chunks of gore covered his chest and was smeared across his face. Multiple lacerations had disfigured the left side of his face and his left ear was missing.
 
   Dr. Raymond let out a feral snarl and started sprinting towards the soldiers.
 
   “Fuck! Contact! Take him down!” Cpl. Andrews screamed. 
 
   The hanging fluorescent light threw one last pathetic shower of sparks and all of the overhead lights flickered out. 
 
   Darkness swallowed the entire laboratory.
 
   All six soldiers fired wildly into the dark, towards the direction of Dr. Raymond. Shells jittered at their feet and the dark room lit in an orange strobe from the M16’s muzzle-flash. The gun smoke completely clouded the orange strobe cast from the rifles, reducing their–
 
   “Hold fire! Hold fire! Check for a target!” Cpl. Andrews shouted. 
 
   Multiple empty clips fell against the floor and the soldiers breathed frantically.
 
   “Did we get him?” one of the white-suited soldiers shakily asked.
 
   “Shh!” hissed two other soldiers.
 
   A shard of glass crunched under a boot.
 
   The soldiers aimlessly pointed their M16s in the dark, towards the noise.
 
   Another crunchy footstep echoed in the still lab.
 
   Above, an electrical hum resonated in the ceiling.
 
   “Electrical grid failure detected, rerouting to emergency power. A repair team and security have been notified. Stand-by for power grid re-route,” the pleasant female voice announced.
 
   Air started gently flowing through the vents and rustled the scattered papers on the floor. The overhead lights slowly brightened back to life and revealed the bloodied Dr. Raymond standing behind the unaware Cpl. Andrews. 
 
   Dr. Raymond had been struck by multiple shots, but he didn’t seem to notice. His clouded eyes were focused directly at the side of Cpl. Andrews’ turned head. He gave a guttural growl, grabbing Cpl. Andrews’ attention.
 
   Cpl. Andrews startled and quickly turned towards the doctor. 
 
   “Ah, fuck–!” Cpl. Andrews screamed as he raised his M16.
 
   Dr. Raymond quickly leapt onto him.
 
   Cpl. Andrews shot a wild burst of gunfire as he tumbled backwards to the floor, shooting one of the overhead ceiling lights in the process.
 
   Dr. Raymond straddled him and knocked the M16 aside with his forearm just as Cpl. Andrews gave the trigger another squeeze.
 
   Patrick went flying backwards, screaming, as the automatic gunfire tore up along the center of his chest and shattered his facemask. He collapsed onto his back, twitching.
 
   Dr. Raymond vomited on Cpl. Andrews’ facemask, but the bile simply beaded-up and rolled off of the clear plastic. Undeterred, he leaned closer and ripped a large tare in the side of the white-suit with his teeth. He spat the piece out and sunk his teeth into the side of Cpl. Andrews’ exposed neck.
 
   Cpl. Andrews screamed and withered in excruciating pain, struggling to get free.
 
   The white-suited soldiers opened relentless fire on Dr. Raymond, but the doctor didn’t respond to the multiple rounds striking his body. 
 
   The doctor jerked his head away, holding a large chunk of flesh between his teeth. Cpl. Andrews screamed as blood poured out from his gaping wound.
 
   The soldiers continued fearfully firing, riddling Dr. Raymond with fresh wounds.
 
   The doctor started to lean down again–
 
   One of bullets struck the side of Dr. Raymond’s head and erupted out the opposite side. He jolted and then collapsed on top of Cpl. Andrews, motionless.
 
   Cpl. Andrews rolled the corpse off of him and scurried to his feet, covered with the doctor’s coagulated blood. He pressed his palm tightly against the wound on his neck and grimaced with pain.
 
   The white-suited soldiers trembled as they stared at the bullet-riddled corpse of Dr. Raymond. Then they turned and looked at their fallen brethren, Patrick, who had stopped convulsing and now lay motionless in a pool of blood courtesy of their wounded leader. 
 
   “That… he bit me. He fucking bit me,” Cpl. Andrews finally said, keeping a hand over his wound, still in disbelief and shock. He reached into one of the cargo pockets on his white-suit, pulled out a gauze bandage, and affixed it to the bite on his neck. 
 
   Cpl. Andrews walked over to Dr. Raymond’s corpse and fired six times into what remained of its head. 
 
   Cpl. Andrews turned towards Patrick, aimed, briefly hesitated, and then fired two rounds at his forehead.
 
   The rounds punched through the facemask and sunk into Patrick’s head, making his head lull inside its protective suit.
 
   Lloyd’s heart was racing and fear had tied his stomach into knots. He knew that Andrews was right earlier. Whatever the virus was, he could not allow it to reach the surface.
 
   “Advance,” Cpl. Andrews ordered.
 
   The five remaining white-suited soldiers made their way through the swinging doors in the corner of the lab, weapons ready
 
   Four doors ran along the side of the hallway and one door sat at the far end. Bloody smears covered the hall along both sides. Another doctor inside a white-suit laid face-up in the middle of the hall in a pool of old blood. Bite marks riddled both arms of the white-suit. 
 
   “What the fuck,” Lloyd muttered quietly.
 
   The doctor’s head jolted up from the floor and his clouded blue eyes glared at the group of soldiers though the white-suit’s blood-speckled facemask.
 
   “Contact! Contact!” Lloyd shouted.
 
   The doctor abruptly sat up, snarling.
 
   Lloyd fired a burst of automatic gunfire along the center of the doctor’s chest up through the center of the suit’s faceshield. The plastic faceshield shattered and clouded with blood as the doctor fell back onto the floor with a meaty smack, arms flung up over his head.
 
   One of the doors along the side of the hall flung open hard against the wall–
 
   The soldiers quickly aimed at the door. 
 
   Another white-suit with a shattered faceshield darted out into the hall and looked around wildly, hunched over. Like the others, his suit was caked with blood. He looked towards the soldiers and his eyes suddenly became focused. His lower lip was missing and looked gnawed off.
 
   Lloyd let out an unintentional terrified gasp. 
 
   “Contact!” Lloyd shouted.
 
   All five soldiers opened fire.
 
   The white-suit gave a feral cry and ran towards the soldiers, not impeded by the gunfire ripping through his chest. He shoved Lloyd backwards.
 
   Lloyd fell onto his back and his M16 slid across the hallway.
 
   The white-suit pinned Lloyd down and vomited on his face.
 
   Vomit beaded on Lloyd’s facemask and rolled down the sides.
 
   Lloyd brought his knees up against the man's stomach and pushed– 
 
   The white-suit flung backwards in the center of the hall.
 
   Lloyd quickly got back on his feet and wiped the gore off of his facemask with a gloved hand.
 
   Undeterred, the white-suit snarled and stood–
 
   Cpl. Andrews aimed at the white-suit's head and fired.
 
   The man’s head shattered like a rotten pumpkin inside the white hazmat-suit. He collapsed backwards, his face a gory mash of pulp and bone.
 
   Cpl. Andrews picked up Lloyd's M16 and handed it back to him.
 
   Lloyd straightened up. His face was pale underneath his blood streaked facemask. He took the M16 with trembling hands.
 
   “Let’s sweep the remaining rooms, plant the charges, and get the fuck out of here,” Cpl. Andrews said quietly, holding his wounded neck. “Move up!” 
 
   The soldiers split off into the small four rooms.
 
   Lloyd approached the door at the far end of the hall cautiously, weapon ready. He reached for the silver doorknob slowly and tried to open it.
 
   The door was locked from the inside. 
 
   Lloyd knocked on the door.
 
   Nobody answer.
 
   “Open up. Search and rescue,” Lloyd yelled.
 
   There was no reply.
 
   Lloyd fired a burst of gunfire at the knob. The knob housing fell to the floor with a rattle. He slammed against the door and it swung open into the room, knocking over the tall computer server that had been propped against it.
 
   The computer room was small and very cold. Tall stacks of triple-redundant Novell servers were lined up along the back of the room while smaller towers and routers were neatly arranged down the center. Air conditioning vents were installed in both the floor and ceiling; all of them were churned out bitter cold air.
 
   A white-suit was face-down in the center of the room. Unlike the other ones, it wasn’t bloodied and didn’t look compromised.
 
   Lloyd’s mind went back to how the door was locked and barricaded. This one managed to bunker itself in, he thought. Still, he didn’t take any chances. He knew what his orders were and he didn’t want to get infected. He aimed at the white-suit and stepped closer, weapon trembling.
 
   “Hello?” Lloyd asked as he approached.
 
   He stood above the face-down white-suit, weapon aimed at the back of the head. Hesitantly, he kicked the side of the white-suit with his boot. 
 
   The white-suit didn’t move.
 
   Lloyd kicked it again, harder, but the white-suit still didn’t move. Taking a deep breath, he rolled the white-suit over onto its back.
 
   Beneath the white-suit’s facemask, the man’s eyes were rolled-up in their sockets and his skin was pulled tightly against his face. His skin was ashy and his lips were blue.
 
   Lloyd’s eyes trailed down to the oxygen canister attached to the man’s hip; the needle was all the way in the red. He’d rather suffocate then take off his goddamn mask, Lloyd thought. What kind of hell is ‘PT-12’? Without another moment of hesitation, he fired two shots into the man’s forehead. He knew that he couldn’t let the virus make it to the surface.
 
   “Report!” Cpl. Andrews shouted from the hall, hearing the gunshots. 
 
   “Clear,” Lloyd said as he walked over to the Novell servers.
 
   “We’re clear out here, too. Plant the thermals and let’s go!” Cpl. Andrews shouted, coughing.
 
   Lloyd unslung the black duffle from his shoulder. He brought out one of the charges and attached it to one of the servers. He pressed the button on the side of the charge. It beeped and the green digital readout flashed 00:05:00 as it started counting down. Once he activated the primary charge, the secondary charge self-activated. 
 
   He slung the duffle back over his shoulder, ran out of the server room, and joined the others in the hall.
 
   “Done?” Cpl. Andrews asked, gritting through the pain.
 
   Lloyd nodded, uneasy.
 
   “Alright, let’s get the last one planted,” Cpl. Andrews said, clutching his bleeding neck. The blood had soaked through the thick gauze bandage and he was coughing violently. 
 
   The soldiers maneuvered back through the hall back into the laboratory.
 
   Cpl. Andrews, coughing, pointed at the refrigeration unit that had the metal table rammed through its glass doors.
 
   Lloyd walked over to the refrigerator and pulled the second charge out of the duffle. He stepped carefully around the metallic table that had been rammed through the fridge and carefully slid his arm though the shattered glass door, reaching towards the back of the fridge, gripping the charge tightly.
 
   Inside the refrigerator he saw a veritable arsenal of packaged microbial death. He froze as he read some of the labels on the sealed containers inside: Anthrax, Botulinum Toxin, Saxitoxin, Tularemia, A/W-H5N1, A/W-H1N1, Black Rain, PT-13, PT-14, PT-15–
 
   “Hurry!!!” Cpl. Andrews shouted.
 
   Lloyd jumped, startled out of his trance, and his right forearm struck against the shattered refrigerator doorframe. A small shard of broken glass that was still stuck in the doorframe pricked him; he felt it despite his thick white-suit.
 
   “Those goddamn charges have a five minute timer on them, so we really don’t have time for you to drag your ass! Move! Plant the charge and let’s go!!!” 
 
   Lloyd shoved the charge between ‘Anthrax’ and ‘Botulinum Toxin’, turned, and rejoined the group.
 
   “Alright, fall back to the elevator,” Cpl. Andrews ordered, coughing, gripping his bite.
 
   They ran past the corpse of their fallen, Patrick. Lloyd glanced down at Patrick as they ran and felt ashamed for his thoughts. Better him than me. 
 
   They pried open the lab’s inner-door–
 
   “Danger! Inner-door has been forced open. Proper decontamination procedures were not followed. Security has been notified,” the pleasant female voice calmly announced overhead.
 
   The team ran towards the open elevator with a sudden slight hesitation–
 
   Inside the blood-stained and bullet-riddled elevator, lifeless corpses with pale faces were slouched against the wall, gazing out accusingly at the soldiers.
 
   Cpl. Andrews fired a round of automatic gunfire into the motionless corpses for good measure and then stepped inside, dropping his empty magazine to the floor.
 
   The other white-suited soldiers slowly stepped into the elevator, carefully stepping over the corpse's outstretched limbs.
 
   Cpl. Andrews pushed the 'L' button, coughing loudly, but nothing happened.
 
   He pushed it again, frantic.
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   “This is Colonel Mathis speaking. Have any of your environmental suits been compromised?” a voice asked from the emergency intercom under the controls. 
 
   The soldiers jumped a little in surprise and looked at Cpl. Andrews.
 
   Cpl. Andrews coughed, swayed side-to-side, and looked down. 
 
   “Answer me, Corporal, or you and your team will be left down there! Why are you bleeding?” 
 
   The soldiers looked up at the dome camera centered in the lift’s ceiling.
 
   “It’s nothing, one of the doctors nicked me,” Cpl. Andrews lied, coughing. Droplets of blood sprayed against the inside of his facemask with each cough.
 
   “You have to leave him. I’m sorry, but he can’t come up. His suit has been compromised and he is highly contagious,” Col. Mathis ordered. 
 
   One of the soldiers shoved Cpl. Andrews out of the elevator.
 
   Cpl. Andrews stumbled forwards, panicking, coughing. He turned and aimed the rifle at his men in the elevator while sticking his foot in the elevator’s doorway, preventing the door from shutting.
 
   “You’re going to leave me to die down here!?” Cpl. Andrews yelled, before erupting in a violent coughing spasm. “After everything we’ve been through, you’re just going to toss me out here?”
 
   “I’m sorry, sir,” one of the soldiers said.
 
   “He’s infected,” Col. Mathis said from the elevator speaker. “You have no other options, I’m sorry. You saw those people… what the virus did to them. It will do the same thing to him, eventually.”
 
   “Fuck him!” Cpl. Andrews yelled, waving his rifle towards his men. “What does he know?! He’s not a doctor! Just… just let me come up with you and try to get some help. That’s fair, right? At least give the scientists a chance to look me over!”
 
   Cpl. Andrews erupted into a violent coughing spasm.
 
   “If you don’t kill him, he’ll kill all of you,” Col. Mathis grimly announced from the speaker. “That bomb is going off any minute now. Don’t let sentiment seal your fates.”
 
   The soldiers looked at each other hesitantly.
 
   “Please move your foot, sir,” one of the soldiers said. “We don’t want to hurt you.”
 
   Cpl. Andrews started to sob.
 
   “Please…” Cpl. Andrews begged as he looked over at Lloyd, voice choked by tears. “I brought you in… remember? I’m the one who vouched for you! Don’t do this to me… don’t…”
 
   “I’m sorry… I really am,” Lloyd muttered, looking down. He pushed Cpl. Andrews’ foot away from the door with his boot.
 
   “Fuck you and your apologies!” Cpl. Andrews hysterically shouted. He doubled-over in a coughing fit.
 
   Before Cpl. Andrews could recover, the elevator doors slid shut and the soldiers made their assent to the main lobby.
 
   Lloyd’s rifle shook in his hands as he stared down at the ground. It had to be done, he thought, this virus can’t be allowed to make it to the surface.
 
   The elevator reached the lobby and the doors opened. A sealed plastic tunnel had been erected around the edge of the elevator doors and made a path towards the lobby exit. Showerheads ran along the center of the tunnel.
 
   “Now, leave your weapons in the elevator and slowly walk along the tunnel with your arms above your head,” Col. Mathis said.
 
   The soldiers looked at each other uneasily, but complied. They threw their M16s on the corpses in the elevator and stepped out into the plastic tunnel. As soon as the last soldier stepped out, the elevator doors slid shut and the lift lowered itself back down to the sub-level floor.
 
   As the soldiers walked along the tunnel, the showerheads activated and pelted their hazmat suits with a fine blue mist. 
 
   Lloyd felt his arm get a little moist inside his suit. He lowered his arms and looked down at his right forearm; he found a very small puncture in his suit which allowed the blue mist to seep through. His mind went back to when his arm struck against the jagged glass protruding from the frame of the shattered refrigerator door.
 
   Horror washed over him and made his blood run cold.
 
   The ground rumbled and the tunnel wobbled as the charges on the sub-level detonated. All evidence of the ‘PT-12’ accident was incinerated in less than a second. As suddenly as the rumbling began, it stopped.
 
   Lloyd pressed his hand against the spot where his suit was punctured as he walked but he didn’t feel a twinge of pain. It didn’t puncture my skin, he assured himself. As hard as he looked, he couldn’t see a single drop of blood; the puncture didn’t even appear to have penetrated through the uniform he wore underneath his hazmat suit. Even though his skin wasn’t punctured, he knew what protocol demanded.
 
   Lloyd stopped in the middle of the plastic tunnel, arms at his side. The two soldiers following him stopped as well, arms still above his head as instructed.
 
   Lloyd turned and looked back towards the closed elevator doors in the distance.
 
   He knew proper protocol called for him to be placed in quarantine and monitored. If he didn’t get sick, under ordinary circumstances, he would be released, but Lloyd knew these were not ordinary circumstances. They were ordered to leave their corporal behind because he was infected. They were ordered to execute staff and incinerate a whole floor just to kill the bug that had been unleashed. Whatever ‘PT-12’ was, it scared the shit out of Washington and it made them take extreme measures. Lloyd’s panicked thoughts raced.
 
   Who’s to say that they won’t kill me?
 
   Lloyd bit down on his lower lip as anxiety tightened around his chest. He didn’t get infected and he knew it. After all, his skin wasn’t even punctured! And they said the germ isn’t airborne, right? Right! Lloyd swore that they said it wasn’t airborne in the briefing; at least, he’s pretty sure that they did. Lloyd had two daughters and a wife waiting for him at home in Fayetteville. If he spoke up and told somebody about his punctured suit, would he ever even get to see–
 
   “Hey, Lloyd, I know that was rough back there, but you can’t dwell on it right now. Let’s get out of here, alright? We’ll have a drink and unwind tonight,” the soldier behind him said. 
 
   Lloyd looked around and saw that all three of the other soldiers in the tunnel had stopped walking and was staring at him, probably worrying about his stability after the ordeal with the corporal. 
 
   “Sorry,” Lloyd said as he started walking again.
 
   The other soldiers exchanged uneasy glances and continued walking.
 
   Lloyd kept his gaze fixated on the ground, unable to shake the feeling of guilt gnawing at him inside.
 
   At the end of the tunnel, they passed through a set of plastic flaps and entered a large white tent. They were herded off by white-suits, stripped naked, and given a cold chemical shower while white-suits scrubbed them with stiff-bristled brushes.
 
   After getting decontaminated, the soldiers were herded onto a black helicopter en route back to Fort Bragg in North Carolina for debriefing. The helicopter sat on the helipad for twenty minutes and still hadn’t taken off.
 
   Inside the helicopter, the soldiers were slouched on the metallic benches inside the cabin. The adrenaline had worn off and exhaustion started to kick in.
 
   Lloyd, however, wasn’t feeling well. He stared out the small window and watched as Sgt. James engaged in a heated argument with one of the white-suits–
 
   “Look, I understand that, Sergeant, but I can’t let you take off yet! Protocol demands that they all be placed in an observational quarantine for forty-eight hours to see if they exhibit any symptoms!” the white-suit said, pointing at the helicopter. The white-suit slid off his protective facemask and held it under his arm. He looked like he was running off two hours of sleep.
 
   “Oh, goddamnit!” Sgt. James said, throwing his arms up into the air. “If you people were so safety-conscious then we wouldn’t have to be here in the first place and I wouldn’t be short two good men! I don’t know how many times I have to explain it to you, but my orders are to bring them directly to Fort Bragg for debriefing from the Pentagon! I won’t have my men sit inside a fish tank so you people can feel better about your fuckup!”
 
   “I understand that, but the risk of–”
 
   “What risk? None of my men are infected! I told you, there is brass waiting to debrief them. Should I tell DC to pack up and come back in forty-eight hours?” Sgt. James mockingly asked.
 
   Lloyd watched with tired eyes. I wish I could read lips. He watched as another white-suit ran over to the one arguing with Sgt. James. The new white-suit was holding a satellite phone. 
 
   “Sir, it’s… You should take this,” the white-suit said, handing the phone to his co-worker. 
 
   He took the phone, annoyed, and pressed it against his ear.
 
   “Flight Operations, go ahead,” he said into the phone. His face sunk and lost color. “Yes, sir, I understand. . . Yes, sir, thank you. And sir, it’s an honor.”
 
   He disconnected the call and looked over at Sgt. James, still obviously in disbelief.
 
   “Apparently, the Secretary of Defense himself is waiting for you,” he told Sgt. James. “You’re been given your clearance to go.”
 
   Sgt. James said nothing, turned, and stormed towards the cockpit.  
 
   The white-suit turned and walked off of the helipad. As he walked away, he gave the control tower a ‘thumb-up’.
 
   Within minutes, the helicopter was in the air. Lloyd watched the chaos on the compound below as white-suites rushed into the plastic draped building wielding chemical sprayers and flamethrowers. They would have killed me, Lloyd thought. They would have killed me for nothing, just because they are afraid.
 
   Lloyd coughed, and closed his eyes; it felt good to finally be out of that hazmat suit. He coughed again and drifted into an uneasy sleep, infecting the other soldiers with each breath he took.
 
   

 
   

5
 
    
 
   In his office on the fifth floor of the Pentagon, General Falton sat flanked by Lieutenant General Yates and Colonel Mathis. They stared at the laptop in the center of the polished table with pallid expressions. 
 
   Colonel Mathis, head of the 161st Bioterrorism Response Regiment stationed in Fort Bragg, reached a hand across the table and played the digital recording for the fifth time.
 
   Pilot: “Mayday! Mayday! Eagle One to Hawk Nest [interference] multiple causalities aboard. Requesting emergency landing! [screaming in background]”
 
   Control: “Hawk Nest to Eagle One what is the nature of your emergency? Are you taking fire?”
 
   Pilot: “NEGI– [interference] Threat is aboard! Threat is aboard– [interference] [loud banging in background] they’re trying to get in the– [interference]”
 
   Control:  “Break, Break, Break, Eagle One, what is the nature of the threat, over?”
 
   Pilot: “I don’t fucking know! Sgt. James is dead! He– [interference] Oh God! They’re– [louder banging] [screaming] [gunshots] [heavy interference] [silence]”
 
   Col. Mathis stopped the recording and looked at General Falton.
 
   General Falton, a forty-eight year old battle-worn soldier, headed the United States’ secretive bioweapon division since the early eighties. His once proud military physique had given way to a plump midsection and sagging shoulders. Stress had slowly whittled away at him, raised his blood pressure, elevated his cholesterol, and cost him his hair; serving through Regan’s Cold War tensions, Clinton’s scandals, and both of the Bush eras with each of their respective wars came with a heavy price. However, it was a price he was willing to pay for a legacy and a healthy retirement sum.
 
   And then along came the worst disaster in the bioweapon program’s history, threatening everything that he sacrificed his life for.
 
   Gen. Falton sighed and contemplated in silence for a moment. 
 
   “That’s it, then,” Gen. Falton finally said. “It came aboard, somehow. Fort Detrick?” He rolled his alumni ring around his finger, thinking. Unbelievable, why did this have to happen to me now?
 
   “It has been scrubbed,” Col. Mathis said. “Secondary teams have reported no traces of ‘PT-12’,” he said quickly and then gnawed on his lower lip, fidgeting.
 
   Col. Mathis, twenty-nine, was an ambitious man who was moving quickly up the chain. Unlike most soldiers, he came into the service with a doctorate degree already under his belt and, as such, was the perfect candidate for the 161st. His military future looked promising, but then ‘PT-12’ came along. What was worse was that he knew he would be the one at the end of the pointed finger. 
 
   “Your team blew it, Colonel,” Lieutenant General Yates muttered in his gruff smoker’s voice. “The 161st are supposed to be the experts with biological weapons, and yet they knowingly breach quarantine protocols to… leave early?”
 
   Lt. Gen. Yates, a hardened veteran of the Gulf War, stared coldly at the young colonel. In his eyes, the colonel was a boot-licking schoolboy who was too focused on ass-kissing his way up the food chain. He knew the most wartime action the boy saw involved a video game controller, and yet here this young–
 
   “I never gave any clearance for them to leave!” Col. Mathis defensively said, face flushing. “In fact, the Fort Detrick incident commander told me that somebody called and gave the team authorization to leave without my knowledge or–”
 
   Lt. Gen. Yates’ face contorted and his chest tightened.
 
   “First off, I remind you, Colonel, to mind your tone! Second, you’re in charge of the 161st, so nobody should have made a move without your knowledge! When the investigation is over, this will all fall on you! Your mistakes have cost the–”
 
   “I went to Fort Detrick to personally oversee this mission! I cannot and will not be held responsible for the inept actions of–”
 
   “Enough! Enough, damnit,” Gen. Falton said, waving a dismissive hand at both of heated men.
 
   Col. Mathis and Lt. Gen. Yates glared at each other with their fists clinched at their sides and their mouths clinched shut.
 
   “It’s too early to start pointing fingers,” Gen. Falton grumbled, knowing full-well that he was the one who made the call that gave the helicopter clearance to take-off. After all, William T. Hart, the Secretary of Defense, was waiting, and you do not keep a man in that position waiting. How the hell was he supposed to know someone on the flight was infected?  No, if anybody was to blame, it was the careless people who did the decontamination procedure, he reasoned.
 
   “Is there any hope for clean containment?” Gen. Falton asked, looking over at Col. Mathis with fragile expectation.
 
   “No, sir, the helicopter was en-route to base at Fort Bragg in Fayetteville, North Carolina. It has veered off-course and is now flying over Raleigh, North Carolina, population of five-hundred and nineteen thousand. It is gradually losing altitude and the pilot is presumed to be infected,” Col. Mathis said. “Given the nature of ‘PT-12’, Raleigh is compromised the minute he crashes.”
 
   “Are we sure it will come to that?” Gen. Falton asked, sighing.
 
   “Since he is still capable of flying, he didn’t get bit, that much we know. If it was a bite transmission he would have succumbed by now. But, given the virus’ airborne qualities, yes, he will inevitably turn and crash.”
 
   “Why in the hell is he flying towards Raleigh?” Lt. Gen. Yates asked, narrowing his eyes.
 
   “It’s only a slight deviation from the normal flight path,” Col. Mathis said. “He could be looking for a hospital helipad.”
 
   “Regardless, at this point we have to assume Raleigh will be compromised. Given that scenario, what is the outlook?” Gen. Falton asked, furrowing his brow. He knew how dangerous ‘PT-12’ was.
 
   “Not good, sir,” Col. Mathis said. He passed Gen. Falton and Lt. Gen. Yates each a sealed red folder. The folders were imprinted with ‘TOP SECRET – PROJECT ‘PT-12’ – HIGHLY SENSITIVE’.
 
   Gen. Falton and Lt. Gen. Yates broke the seal on their folders and started reading while Col. Mathis spoke.
 
   “As you can see, ‘PT-12’ is an extremely virulent mutation of four different crossbred neuroinvasive disease agents. It is classified in the program as a social destabilization agent. It attacks the respiratory and neurological systems simultaneously and clinical death occurs five to ten hours after airborne exposure or around forty-five minutes after bodily fluid and bite exposures. As far as we know, the disease is not vector-borne. After initial infection, rather bite-borne or airborne, flu-like symptoms show within the first fifteen minutes as the immune system goes into immediate overdrive. After initial clinical death, things get considerably worse.”
 
   Col. Mathis pulled out a glossy photograph from his dossier and handed it to Gen. Falton.
 
   “This is one of the first test subjects,” Col. Mathis explained. “The photograph was taken after the test subject was pronounced clinically dead. Prior to his death, the subject was lethargic, docile, and delusional with fever. He eventually fell into cardiac arrest. We did not resuscitate and allowed the subject to die. Approximately five minutes later, the subject reanimated. That is when the photograph was taken.”
 
   Gen. Falton stared at the image of a young man wearing an army hospital smock. The words ‘TOP SECRET – TEST SUBJECT ADAM’ were stamped across the top of the photograph.
 
   “Dear God,” Gen. Falton muttered.
 
   The man was chained against the wall. Blood ran freely from his ears, dribbled out of his nose, and clouded his eyes. He was facing the cameraman with an expression of feral rage.
 
   Gen. Falton hurriedly passed the photo over to Lt. Gen. Yates.
 
   Lt. Gen. Yates stared at the photograph, unwavering in his expression.
 
   “Prior to reanimation, the infected subject is contagious and unknowingly spreads the virus much like a common cold. Subjects in the beginning stages will experience severe coughing, sneezing, and shortness of breath. Mania and fever-induced delusions have also been reported shortly before the subject dies.
 
   “The reanimated subject’s behavior,” Col. Mathis continued, “is extremely hostile and focused on creating new hosts. They actively seek out new hosts. The subject will try to spread the infection by biting, vomiting, or most often a combination of both. 
 
    “The reanimated subject will remain active in its search for new hosts for up to five days. After that, the infected host starts to shut down as the ‘PT-12’ virus follows its genetically engineered self-degeneration program.”
 
   “Thank you, Colonel,” Gen. Falton said, shaking his head. He laid the red folder on the desk and sighed. “It’s one of our germs, right?”
 
   “Correct,” Col. Mathis said.
 
   “So we have the antivirus in cold storage?” Gen. Falton asked.
 
   “Yes, sir, the Atlanta storage facility has active vials of the antivirus,” he paused, thinking. “I recall that they had an issue with it during the annual audit, though, but I can’t recall the exact nature. I glanced at the internal memorandum briefly a few weeks ago.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” Gen. Falton said, “As long as we still have the antivirus, we’re okay. I’ll contact the Atlanta facility later to get the details. What about the weapon itself? Do we have any active vials in storage?”
 
   “No, sir,” Col. Mathis said. “They were all incinerated in the Fort Detrick incident.”
 
   “Since we have an active antivirus on file, the weapon is still classified as viable,” Gen. Falton said. “I’ll shift production of ‘PT-12’ over to the Utah compound to get it back into our arsenal. Thank you for the report.”
 
    “Yes, thank you, Colonel,” Lt. Gen. Yates said as he snapped his red folder shut. “Unfortunately, you didn’t offer anything that will help with our current helicopter problem. I suggest that we simply blow it out of the air. A cover story would be simple enough. We could make it look like a pilot error or even play the terrorist angle.”
 
   Col. Mathis shook his head.
 
   “Even then, it wouldn’t help us. The corpses would still be infectious and it would spread by means of first responders. We can’t risk it. If this gets out, we could be dealing with a pandemic within a month,” Col. Mathis said. “I think we need to isolate and look at vaccine distribution before things–”
 
   Gen. Falton raised his hand and abruptly cut him off.
 
   “Distribute the vaccine? Colonel, need I remind you that ‘PT-12’ is a multibillion dollar bioweapon? We are the only country with ‘PT-12’ in our arsenal. It would not be in the best interest of this government to show that we have a cure and defuse our weapon on the world stage, considering that it could prove invaluable in a future war. I’ve already spoken with the Joint Chiefs about this and they are all in agreement.”
 
   “Sir, with all due respect, what else can we do? Wait it out?”
 
   “I think that’s exactly what we should do,” Lt. Gen. Yates said. “Besides, we could never produce enough vaccine to inoculate the whole city before the helicopter crashes, so stop being naive.”
 
   Gen. Falton and Col. Mathis looked over at him.
 
   “You said,” Lt. Gen. Yates continued, “that those who become infected and reanimate survive for around five days before the virus starts to shut down, correct?”
 
                 “Yes, and?”
 
                 “You also said that the pilot will crash somewhere within the Raleigh area, correct?”
 
   “Yes, what’s your point?” Col. Mathis pointedly asked.
 
   “My point, Colonel, is that it could work to our advantage,” Lt. Gen. Yates replied. He took a step forward, reached up, and ran his fingers through his white push-broom mustache, thinking out loud. “Downtown streets are narrow, access is limited, and there are skyscrapers that can accommodate large numbers of people. If he’s going to inevitably crash in Raleigh, downtown would be the ideal place to round people up and confine them inside buildings.”
 
    “And how do you plan on making the pilot crash where we want?” Gen. Falton said, doubtful.
 
   Lt. Gen. Yates cleared his throat, folded his arms across his chest, and continued.
 
   “Either he lands willingly, or we’ll make him land. I can have men in Raleigh within two hours. If we bite this thing early enough and get proper quarantine established, we’ll have minimal localized causalities. Before the helicopter lands, we can start evacuating downtown. Once he lands, we seal it off. We can force those who got stuck inside the quarantine into buildings before they turn, seal the buildings, let the infection run its course, wait till they die off, and then go in and dispose of the corpses. It can be that simple. All I need is your word,” Lt. Gen. Yates said, posed and ready. 
 
   “I don’t like it,” Gen. Falton admitted, frowning. “I’d like to take care of this in an area with less population density. What about outside of downtown?”
 
   “As a failsafe, FEMA could evacuate the rest of the city while we handle things downtown,” Lt. Gen. Yates said. “But the way I see it is simple. Either we control where he lands or we wait to see where he crashes and hope that we get there in time to make a perimeter and control the outbreak. All I am saying is that downtown’s layout would make things considerably easier from a logistics standpoint.”
 
   “Or,” Col. Mathis added, “We could wait and see if he crashes on the outskirts of the city. Perhaps he’ll crash in a sparsely populated neighborhood.”
 
   “But, once again, that is a situation we cannot control,” Lt. Gen. Yates said. “We would have to hope that we’d be the first responders in that situation.”
 
   “Christ, you’re right,” Gen. Falton muttered. “All it would take is for one infected civilian to slip through the cracks…”
 
   Lt. Gen. Yates knew that in times of national crisis, the powers-that-be looked kindly on those who solved problems the cheapest and fastest way possible. He knew weaklings like Col. Mathis and senile fools like Gen. Falton would never be able to handle the ‘PT-12’ on their own. Fortunately, he knew what had to be done. In the end, solving the problem would give him enough political leverage to move-up and really get things done. He looked down at the slouched Gen. Falton and smiled. Go ahead, you stupid old fool, let me clean up your mess and then have the honor of kicking you off of your pedestal.
 
   “Can’t we crash him where he is currently?” Gen. Falton reasoned.
 
   Col. Mathis frowned and shook his head.
 
   “Unfortunately, the residential area he is currently flying over has a very high population density. We’d never be able to control it.”
 
   Gen. Falton looked up at Lt. Gen. Yates.
 
   “Go ahead with your plan. At this point, I guess it is the only viable option. I want a full perimeter established around downtown and a secondary perimeter along the outside of the city just in case things go sideways. Nothing gets in or out Raleigh and every last person caught inside downtown when that helicopter lands must be placed under lock and key, no exceptions,” Gen. Falton said. “We cannot risk this getting out.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Lt. Gen. Yates said with a smirk.
 
    “Colonel Mathis, I want the 161st to manage the downtown quarantine. I want you on the ground in downtown Raleigh immediately. We’ll label it as a biological terrorist attack to sooth the media and cause enough panic to make our actions seem viable. Have the mainstream media spin the story however the national office sees fit. As far as the reanimates go, however, I want a full media blackout,” Gen. Falton said. 
 
   “Yes, sir, but how will we sell any local reports of the… reanimates?” Col. Mathis quietly asked.
 
   Lt. Gen. Yates frowned and furrowed his brows.
 
   “Colonel, nobody will see one,” Lt. Gen. Yates shot back. “By the time the infected start to turn, they’ll be locked inside plastic-draped buildings and hidden away from the public eye.”
 
   “I was addressing General Falton,” Col. Mathis quickly replied, dubious of Yates’ plan. “General, sir, how will we handle the situation should it arise?”
 
   Lt. Gen. Yates’ face flushed with anger, but before he could respond–
 
   “It’s downtown! They have ghettos, right?” Gen. Falton snapped, looking sharply at Mathis with his piercing blue eyes. “When all hell breaks loose downtown and you start shoving people into buildings, blame it on the goddamn minorities! Call it rioting or looting! I don’t care what you have to call it when we start rounding up civilians but don’t call it for what it is!”
 
   Pain rippled across his chest and sent his heart thumping wildly.
 
   Gen. Falton settled and looked down at his trembling right hand while his other hand massaged his chest. His heart slowed and the sharp pain subsided.
 
   “Another thing, Colonel Mathis, I don’t want any reporters near where you’ll be herding people and shoving them into buildings. In fact, I don’t want a single cameraman inside downtown. Understand me?”
 
   Col. Mathis slowly nodded with dread. He understood what the General just ordered him to do.
 
   Lt. Gen. Yates smirked.
 
   Gen. Falton frowned as he looked over at Lt. Gen. Yates. There was something in the man’s eyes that he mistrusted.
 
   “We mustn’t lose control of this situation,” Gen. Falton said.
 
   “Sir, what about the social media networks and cell phones? It could be a problem, if any footage does somehow leak out,” Col. Mathis interrupted, frowning.
 
   “Iron Shield protocol will handle that, Colonel,” Gen. Falton simply said. “I want you on the ground managing the downtown operations, Colonel. You’re to leave for Raleigh immediately. You’re dismissed.”
 
   Col. Mathis snapped a quick salute, turned, and left the office without another word. Guilt ate at the pit of his stomach.
 
   After a moment, Lt. Gen. Yates spoke up.
 
   “So you’re activating Iron Shield?” 
 
   Gen. Falton nodded.
 
   “I really don’t see any other option in this day and age,” Gen. Falton said. “I trust you to handle containment measures if things go south. The Joint Chiefs have already mentioned using thermobarics as a failsafe. I’m putting a lot of trust in you to handle this.”
 
   “It’s a solid decision, sir, and I won’t let you down,” Lt. Gen. Yates said in his gruff voice, smiling. As if you had any other choice. Who else would be able to make the tough decisions? 
 
   “Another thing,” Gen. Falton added, folding his hands over his belly. “Make sure that the skyscrapers they choose have hurricane-rated impact resistant glass on all floors.”
 
   “Is there a specific reason, sir?” Lt. Gen. Yates asked.
 
   “The reason will make itself apparent once people start to panic inside the sealed buildings. You’re dismissed.”
 
   Lt. Gen. Yates saluted and left the office in a hurry.
 
   Gen. Falton was left alone with his thoughts.
 
   Gen. Falton stared vacantly at the medals and pictures that covered his office wall. He stared at one picture in particular, a picture of a younger him standing next to President Regan.
 
   “Yes, it’s a command decision, a solid, justified response,” Gen. Falton said to himself.
 
   He nodded, confident in his decision, and picked up the red phone on his desk to call the president, who was eagerly waiting.
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   As the wayward black helicopter neared downtown Raleigh, the war machine sprung to life and alphabet agencies descended upon the city. A coordinated attack on Raleigh’s infrastructure had begun.
 
   At 4:31 A.M., forces at Camp Mackall, Fort Bragg, Pope Air Force Base, Seymour Johnson Air Force Base, and Camp Lejeune began emergency mobilization.
 
   At 5:21 A.M., the first frantic call came through the dispatch center:
 
   OPERATOR: “911, what is your emergency?”
 
   CALLER: “Yeah hi, I'm driving down I-85 North, uh, about five miles out of Butner. And there are some tanks, I think. Yeah, tanks, they uh drove across the freeway and blocked it off.”
 
   OPERATOR: “You said there are some tanks driving on the freeway?”
 
   CALLER: “No, No, No. Not driving on it. The tanks are parked on it and are blocking the freeway down both directions. And there are some soldiers. They look like our guys but I don't– I just made it through before they– I don't know, I heard lots of crashes. People– people probably going too fast to stop in time when the tanks blocked the freeway. A few of us just made it past before it was completely blocked off.”
 
                 A few cubes down away from the first operator, another call hit the call center:
 
   OPERATOR: “911, nature of your emergency?”
 
   CALLER: “I just had an accident! I need–I–I–Oh God, I–just–”
 
   OPERATOR: “Miss, please calm down and–”
 
   CALLER: “I had an accident! I crashed into the back of him and– Oh God! He's hurt. He's hurt! He’s not moving and there’s lots of blood! I'm on I-40 East headed out of Raleigh when– My God, they came out nowhere– They drove right in front of traffic and blocked the whole interstate! I couldn't sto–op–Icouldnot– Oh my God! They have– have guns!”
 
   OPERATOR: “Miss, Miss, please slow down. Who has a gun? The other driver?”
 
   CALLER: “NO! The soldiers! There are tanks and trucks– Oh God! What's going on? Is there an attack? He looks– [Explosion][Metal Crunching]”
 
   At the cube adjacent to her, another call came at the same time hers did:
 
   OPERATOR: “911, what is–”
 
   CALLER: “I am on the phone with the POLICE, right NOW! [Yelling in background]”
 
   OPERATOR: “Sir, excuse me?”
 
   CALLER: “Yes, Miss? I am here with somebody who claims to be from the US Army and he is– [Yelling] Don't you touch me! [Yelling] And! He is illegally blocking a public road and threatening– [Gunshots][Screaming][More Gunfire]”
 
   [LINE DISCONECT] 
 
   More calls flooded the Raleigh-Durham Emergency Call Center, all describing similar horrors; the lines quickly jammed. The stunned operators took off their headsets and stood up from their consoles to peer over the edge of their cubicles, looking at each other, frightened. 
 
   The atmosphere became deafening as hundreds of console phones rang at once, consistently. The operators couldn’t even hear each other’s frightened prattling.
 
   Then, silence as all of the phones stopped ringing at the same time.
 
   “What in the hell is going on?” a man manning one of the cubes in the middle of the center asked aloud.
 
   The other operators murmured amongst each other and checked their console phones.
 
   “I’m calling Marcel,” a woman announced as she sat back down at her console. She picked up the phone to call the shift supervisor, Marcel, and then paused as soon as she put her headset on–
 
   Her console phone had no dial tone.
 
   Her eyes drifted over to the error message displayed in the corner of her computer screen: ‘Cannot acquire network address’
 
   She quickly reached down into her purse that was slung over the side of her chair and pulled out her smartphone. Dismayed and frightened she read: ‘NO SERVICE’
 
   At 5:28 A.M., the entire Raleigh-Durham metropolitan area simultaneously lost all cellular access, landline access, and internet access. 
 
   Meanwhile, at 5:32 A.M., the first military transport and attack helicopters landed at Raleigh-Durham International Airport, ignoring the frantic orders of air traffic control.
 
   Inside, travelers watched in horror as the large flight board flipped to 'DELAYED' behind every in-bound and out-bound flight. 
 
   Army personnel swarmed onto the tarmac, pushing back the frightened ground crew and RDU security.
 
   By 5:56 A.M., the military had successfully blocked off all major highways leading in and out of the Raleigh-Durham metropolitan area and quickly established a no-fly zone over the entire metro area.
 
   With the larger secondary quarantine surrounding the city established, at 6:01 A.M., a convoy of National Guard Humvees, black SUVs, and Raleigh police cars sped along Glenwood Avenue towards downtown to establish the primary quarantine.
 
   At the same time, in other parts of the city, soldiers and Federal Agents stormed the News14 studio, NBC 17, WTVD, and six other local television and radio stations mid-broadcast. Non-essential personnel were forced out of the buildings while FEMA and FBI officials wearing respirators coerced the remaining producers and anchormen, dictating the cover-stories they should report.
 
   It was rather hard to argue or even raise a dissenting voice while soldiers stood in the corner of the studio toting assault rifles. 
 
   Meanwhile, the national news outlets were already spinning–
 
   “Sorry to cut you off, Roland, but we just received breaking news out of Raleigh, North Carolina,” the troubled CNN anchorman said, interrupting a political pundit mid-rant. “The Department of Homeland Security has just confirmed that they have received creditable information about an imminent attack somewhere in the Raleigh metropolitan area. Secretary of Homeland Security William Rushmore is expected to give a live press conference within the next few–” 
 
   The image on the screen switched to that of an empty podium adorned with the Department of Homeland Security seal. Multiple microphones lined the top of the podium and a royal blue drape served as the backdrop.
 
   Within a few seconds, the Secretary of Homeland Security walked up to the podium and cleared his throat.
 
                 “We have confirmed intelligence that a major terrorist attack is imminent in the vicinity of downtown Raleigh, North Carolina and we believe the attack to be biological in nature. This is not a test. This is not a drill. The nature of the toxin is unknown. All federal agencies have been mobilized and, rest assured, that we are doing everything in our power to keep the residents of Raleigh safe.”
 
                 He paused, cleared his throat, and brought out a sheet of paper from his suit jacket. Lowering his bifocals, he looked down and read.
 
                 “As such, FEMA has issued the following mandatory evacuation orders for the entire Raleigh metropolitan area…”
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   The Amtrak train rattled on as it pushed closer to Raleigh. 
 
   Richard blankly stared out the window, dozing in and out of sleep, shifting in his seat. The whispers always seemed to subside when exhaustion got the better of him. It was tragic that some of his sanest moments came when he couldn’t stay awake long enough to enjoy them.
 
   The rising sun threw hazy beams of orange light through the train windows, awakening passengers and making them shuffle in their seats.
 
   Both of Richard’s legs stung as they both fell asleep. He groaned, shifted, and accidentally knocked into the man sitting next to him with his knee.
 
   The man sitting next to him jolted out of sleep and mumbled something under his breath.
 
   Richard felt embarrassed; it had to have been the thousandth time he knocked into the man throughout the night. Besides, he figured, perhaps this guy could offer some conversation. After all, it was visiting day, and he had to keep himself awake and focused.
 
   “Sorry,” Richard mumbled to the man with an awkward smile. “My legs keep falling asleep.”
 
   The man looked over at him with bloodshot eyes and his stare softened some. In his lap a paperback novel lay open, unread for hours.
 
   “It’s fine, I know how these coach seats are,” the man said, thinking about offering a quick smile. He decided on an understanding nod. He settled, looked down at his book with crossed eyes, and felt his eyelids slowly begin to–
 
   “Richard.”
 
   A hand adorned with tacky gold rings flew in front of the man’s book, inches away from his face. He startled awake.
 
   “Terry,” he said in a tired voice, taking Richard’s hand in a weak handshake. He looked at the collection of cheap-looking rings as they glistened in the morning sun and yawned deeply.
 
   “Sleep on here and all you get for your troubles is a stiff neck, right?” Richard said, laughing.
 
   Terry smiled and grunted. His eyelids slowly started to–
 
   Richard elbowed him jovially.
 
   Terry jumped, settled, and slowly started to nod off again.
 
   Richard frowned.
 
   “I’m headed to Butner, you?” Richard asked.
 
   “Newark,” Terry mumbled with his eyes closed.
 
   Newark, New Jersey. Thoughts of his ex-wife, Patricia, crept into his mind and roused him out of his sleepy state. Sleepiness was replaced by depression as it started to wrap itself around him. He needed a distraction.
 
   He opened his eyes and looked at Richard.
 
   “What’s in Butner?” Terry asked, yawning.
 
   “My brother,” Richard said proudly, cracking his knuckles. “What takes you to New York?”
 
   “Newark in Jersey,” Terry corrected, rubbing his stiff neck with his left hand; the silver wedding band he wore glistened in the early morning sunlight. Even after all she did, he still refused to take it off. “Newark is home.” 
 
   Richard stared at the wedding band and nodded.
 
   “Where’s the wife?” Richard asked, and then pointed casually at the wedding band. “Or do you frequently vacation alone?”
 
   Terry quickly lowered his hand to his lap and covered it with his right hand, feeling violated.
 
   “We… don’t travel together anymore. We’re… separated,” Terry lied, as if it was a temporary situation.
 
   Terry was used to hearing the insincere ‘I’m sorry to hear that’ or something along those lines, but Richard didn’t put up any false pretenses. Instead, an awkward silence settled between the two men.
 
   Richard frowned; his intended conversation fell flat. Andy was always a better talker. Andy was better at a lot of things.
 
   A woman in the front row mashed on her smart-phone, cursing.
 
   “Stupid Verizon!” she exasperated. She shook her husband awake to see if his phone had a signal; of course, he, and the rest of central North Carolina, did not.
 
   Richard leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes as they pulsed under his lids. His head started to twinge and his left ear started to ring. It was time for another dose, even though he hated to visit Andy while medicated. If he didn’t, though, the whispers would arrive and distract him.
 
                 Richard couldn’t afford to be distracted on visiting day.
 
   He frowned, slid his hand into his front pocket, and retrieved an amber pill bottle. He twisted the white lid off and dumped a pill into his hand. The pill bottle read ‘Chlorpromazine – 100mg’. 
 
   Richard dry-swallowed the pill, snapped the lid back onto the bottle, and slid it back into his pocket.
 
   Terry stared past Richard and looked vacantly out the window at the passing trees, lost in thoughts about Patricia. It would be a long time before he got any sleep.
 
   Howell sat with his fingers laced together, licked his lips nervously (an old habit of his), and threw the old black woman next to him a cautious glance. She was dead asleep and had a line of saliva dangling out of the corner of her mouth. He had tried to catch some sleep, but he was too wired to unwind.
 
   His eyes kept wandering down towards the duffle at his feet.
 
   The doors at the front of the car slid open and two Amtrak police officers stepped into the center of the aisle. The few passengers who were awake started murmuring, knowing that something was up.
 
   One of the officers held up his hand and the passengers silenced.
 
   Howell’s face froze with terror.
 
   “May I have your attention, ladies and gentlemen,” one of the officers announced loudly. “There has been an incident in Raleigh, so we will not be stopping at the downtown Raleigh station.” Angry grumbles of protest greeted the news and made the officer speak louder. “We have been ordered to continue through to the next available station in Virginia, for your safety.”
 
   “I don’t need to go to no damn Virginia! My flight leaves out of Raleigh! RDU!” a man shouted from the back.
 
   “Sir, I understand that, but–”
 
   “What sort of incident? Was it the Muslims?” a woman shouted from the middle.
 
   Panicked murmurs echoed through the car.
 
   “–the orders came directly from FEMA,” the officer continued. “We will receive farther instruction once we get to the station. Right now, our communication equipment is acting up, so we’re in the dark.”
 
   “What happened?” a man near the front asked, voice shaking.
 
   One officer shrugged and the other shook his head. 
 
   Richard didn’t care what happened, just as long as he could rent a car at the next station. Besides, he had no real business in Raleigh anyway. Butner was his ultimate destination.
 
   Terry stared at the two officers in a sleepy confused glare.
 
   “At this time, we know as much as you do, I’m afraid. As I said, we’re having some communication difficulties,” the officer said.
 
   The second officer stepped forward.
 
   “In the meantime, due to the increased security risk, we will be performing additional baggage screening. So please have any and all carry-on luggage out, unzipped, and ready to be searched. Thank you.” 
 
   The murmurs intensified.
 
   Terry reached under his seat, slid out his briefcase, and plopped it on his lap. He didn’t particularly care if they skipped the stop in Raleigh; he just wanted to get the trip over with. 
 
   Howell, just a few rows behind Richard and Terry, was absolutely terrified. I’ve been made, goddamnit! He snatched his duffle up from the floorboard and squeezed it tightly, holding the twenty pounds of plastiques close to his chest. Looks like I can’t make it to New York after all, he thought. He knew they were approaching Raleigh, a major city as good as any. He also knew that the Raleigh Amtrak station was downtown…
 
   Oh well, plans were made to be broken, right?
 
   Howell reached a hand into his duffle and activated the timer, just in case the Amtrak cops got to him before he could bring his alternate plans into fruition.
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   The helicopter continued along its ill-fated course as it hovered towards the edge of downtown Raleigh; it swayed from left to right, dropping altitude, and then gaining altitude.
 
   Two fighter jets approached the wayward helicopter, flew past it in an instant, turned in-between two skyscrapers, and then banked back towards the helicopter.
 
   The cockpit of the helicopter was splattered with death. Blood and vomit was caked on the inside of the windshield and across the flight controls. 
 
   The pilot reached up weakly and smeared his bloody palm across the glass, creating some blood-streaked visibility.
 
   The pilot breathed shallow, rattling breaths while mucus ran freely out of his nostrils. He was slouched over the controls with both hands weakly wrapped around the cyclic stick. In his lap lay the nearly depleted pistol.
 
   Behind him, inside the cabin, came guttural screams and loud bangs. His infected comrades desperately tried to smash their way through the door into the cockpit, but the corpses of the co-pilot and sergeant were stacked tightly against it inside the cockpit. So far, the makeshift barricade held.
 
   The pilot struggled to remain conscious.
 
   “Whiskey-Tango to Eagle One, come in, over,” the helicopter radio chirped next to the pilot. “Eagle One, come in, over.”
 
   “Hawk Nest to Whiskey-Tango, go weapons hot,” Lt. Gen. Yates bellowed over the radio. “Quarantine is established down below and we cannot allow them to leave the downtown perimeter, over.”
 
   The pilot ignored the radio traffic and focused his energy on keeping the bird steady, destination unknown. He erupted into a rattling coughing spasm and sprayed the windshield with bloody mucus.
 
   “Whiskey-Tango to Eagle One, you are ordered to stand-down and accompany us to the designated downtown landing zone immediately. Do you understand, over?”
 
   The pilot continued to ignore the radio and kept peering through the smeared windshield. He couldn’t remember where he was going. He briefly remembered trying to find a hospital, but he didn’t care anymore. He didn’t feel much of anything anymore. He was drifting… 
 
   “Hawk Nest to Whiskey-Tango, take it down! Take it down now!” Lt. Gen. Yates ordered.
 
   Below, at a small bar in the middle of downtown Raleigh, a group of regulars sat earlier than usual, watching cable news (most of the local stations were just static). They sat in their business suits and had their ties and tongues were well-loosened. The lead shit-talker, Doug, a tall lanky systems manager from Sysco, waved his beer at the television screen on the wall. 
 
   “I’ll tell ya’ what this is,” he slurred out. “Nerdstrom-damious predicted this shit ya’ know?!” It was only ten in the morning and he was completely wasted, sitting inside a bar that was ordered to close hours ago.
 
   The downtown skyscrapers had been closed and evacuated earlier that morning by the military while FEMA was busy shuttling people out of downtown by the busloads. All of downtown Raleigh had been ordered to evacuate and the result was utter chaos.
 
   The lanes headed out of downtown were congested to a standstill by FEMA buses and civilian vehicles, while, in the opposite lane, convoys of military flatbeds loaded with plywood and rolls of clear plastic steadily rolled into downtown. 
 
   Despite the fear and sense of urgency, some people didn’t rush out. Many assumed it was just typical post-9/11 governmental overreaction in response to the Fort Detrick terrorist attack that occurred hundreds of miles away. People waited it out in their downtown condos and the military was having a hard time chasing them out. Most bars and churches refused to close since both establishments prospered during times of fear and panic. The governmental orders were falling on deaf ears.
 
   “Shh!” the bartender hissed at Doug. He turned the volume up on the television to drown out the wail of sirens outside and the loud-mouthed patrons inside.
 
   Doug belched, loosened his tie, and stared at the television.
 
   “–at this time it is unclear. Again, for those of you just tuning in, a biological terrorist attack has occurred at Fort Detrick early this morning. The number of fatalities is believed to be over twenty and that number is expected to rise as more details come in,” the newscaster coldly announced. “We now go live to our correspondent on the scene, Lisa Thompson. Lisa?”
 
   The image on the screen cut to a caravan of military trucks. The camera panned and revealed an attractive reporter. She held a clipboard against the side of her head, ineffectively shielding herself from the passing convoy’s dust storm. 
 
   “Thank you, Matt!” she yelled loudly into the microphone, attempting to talk over the rumble of the passing diesel engines. “Vehicles have been rushing towards the base for the last hour or so. An official who wishes to remain anonymous told us that the incident has been contained and that they are now in the clean-up stages.” If she did somehow know that ‘clean-up operations’ consisted of incinerating corpses then her neutral expression hid it very well. “A large perimeter has been established and this is as close as we've been allowed due to the extremely communicative nature of the contagion.”
 
   “Have you learned any additional information about this contagion or the nature of the attack?” Matt voiced over.
 
   “Not yet, unfortunately. The military has not officially released details yet, but sources inside tell us that it was a dirty bomb.”
 
   “Thanks, Lisa. Even more alarming is the breaking news coming this morning from Homeland Security. They claim that Raleigh is the target for a second–”
 
   Outside of the bar, there was an explosion high in the air. The television screen flickered, the hanging lights shuddered, glasses chattered, and the startled occupants ducked underneath the bar and tables.
 
   “What the fuck happened?” Doug asked, wide-eyed, sobering up. 
 
   People in the bar slowly stood and stared out the window at Fayetteville Street and watched as a Prius slammed on its brakes in the middle of the busy street.
 
   A white FEMA evacuation bus slammed on its brakes, but couldn’t stop in time. It slammed against the rear of the Prius and sent the car flying against a SUV.
 
   The SUV skidded against another FEMA bus and shattered the bus windows.
 
   Traffic in the street came to a standstill.
 
   People abandoned their vehicles in a blind panic while throwing terrified glances above. Glass shards and smoldering debris pelted down into the street, shattering windshields and denting roofs. People scattered in every direction, some took shelter inside the Wachovia Center skyscraper across the street with their arms covering their heads. Others trapped inside the wrecked FEMA busses clamored over each other and banged against the windows, screaming. Sirens honed in from every direction.
 
   The bar patrons, confused, rushed towards the front door–
 
   A second missile struck the helicopter and sent another concussive blast hammering down. The blast imploded the front windows of the bar and sent the occupants flinging backwards.
 
   The flaming remnants of the helicopter crashed against the Wachovia Center skyscraper, blossomed into an orange fireball, and then plummeted down into the street below. The glass facade of the Wachovia Center shattered in the impact and large panes of glass rained down along with the flaming wreckage. 
 
   The twisted helicopter remains landed in the middle of Fayetteville Street, crushing a crowd of scurrying civilians and flattening a FEMA bus full of people. The bus’ fuel tank erupted and engulfed other nearby vehicles.
 
   The people trapped inside the vehicles screamed and flailed in the fire.
 
   Traffic further along Fayetteville Street stopped in both directions with a succession of multiple fender-benders. Numerous secondary accidents occurred as people attempted to turn their cars around in the middle of street. Most abandoned their vehicles altogether and took off running on foot.
 
   A Raleigh police car was the first responder. It weaved in-between abandoned vehicles with its blue lights flashing and siren blasting. It stopped in the intersection of Morgan and Fayetteville, in front of the State Capital Building.
 
   Two more police cars weaved through the vehicle maze and joined the first responder, blue LED lights flashing.
 
   The officers got out of their vehicles amongst a sea of panicked people that swarmed past them away from the helicopter.
 
   Most of the Wachovia Tower’s facade was scattered along the street amongst the wrecked vehicles and flaming wreckage. Screams of pain and agony echoed into the air from the people trapped inside their engulfed cars and trapped underneath smoldering rubble.
 
   A fire truck slowly rolled up next to the police cars, pushing a path through the abandoned cars, repeatedly blasting its air horn, severely hampered by the tide of evacuating people. In the distance, more fire trucks and ambulances struggled to get to the scene, but were rendered immobile by the clogged streets.
 
   The first firemen at the scene jumped out of their truck and started unraveling their hoses while the police officers advanced towards the wrecked helicopter. 
 
   A black military helicopter arrived and hovered low above the street, kicking up dust and debris.
 
   The police officers froze and looked up at it.
 
   “Attention, do not approach the wreckage! This is the United States Army, repeating, do not approach the wreckage! Stay back and wait for military assistance. Help is on the way!” the helicopter announced over its loudspeaker.
 
   The spreading flames engulfed another FEMA bus.
 
   The police and firemen flinched and stepped back.
 
   The rear emergency doors of the bus flung open and people ran out screaming, completely covered in flames. The engulfed bodies aimlessly ran forward a few feet, floundered, and finally collapsed.
 
   The firemen and police officers watched in horror and started to run forward… but then looked up at the helicopter, uneasy.
 
   The helicopter hovered above the street, an aerial view of the carnage below.
 
   “Do not approach the accident, help is on the way. Return to your vehicles for your own safety!” the helicopter’s loudspeaker repeated.
 
   In the distance, additional helicopters approached.
 
   “Forget that!” one of the police officers yelled and turned towards the others. “There are people trapped in there!” He took off running towards the flaming wreckage and others joined him.
 
   Six police officers and four firemen rushed towards the flaming rubble, weaving in-between empty cars. Curious onlookers started walking out from the alleyways and adjacent buildings, trying to catch a glimpse of what was happening; the sidewalks filled quickly. The helicopter continued to circle and bark ignored orders over the loudspeaker, when–
 
   Lloyd’s charred body lurched out of the flaming wreckage.
 
   The officers and firemen froze at the sight of Lloyd.
 
   Flames danced madly off of Lloyd’s blackened skin. Every hair and every strand of fabric had been burnt off of his body and burning flesh fell off of him in clumps. He ran forward, slowed to a stagger, and then collapsed to the ground. 
 
   A fireman rushed towards Lloyd with a first-aid kit. He sat the kit down on the ground and pulled out a silver fire blanket. He draped the blanket over Lloyd to smother the flames, pulled the blanket off, and turned Lloyd over on his back.
 
   Lloyd’s burnt eyelids fluttered opened.
 
   “Bring me a crash cart!” the fireman screamed over his shoulder. He looked back down at the man, afraid to even touch him with such serious burns covering the man’s entire–
 
   Lloyd convulsed and vomited in the fireman’s face. 
 
   The fireman gagged, quickly stood, and blindly stumbled backwards. He tripped on the edge of the curb and fell against two gawking onlookers. The bile splattered onto the two onlookers and caused both of them to throw their arms up in protest, cursing. They shoved the fireman back into the street.
 
   Lloyd struggled, got back on his feet, and turned his gaze towards the crowd gathered on the sidewalk. He ran towards–
 
   A soldier wearing a respirator fired a single shot from his sniper rifle aboard the hovering helicopter.
 
   The round entered the back of Lloyd’s skull and blew out through his forehead, spraying the crowd on the sidewalk with blood, bits of shattered skull, and brain matter in the process.
 
   Lloyd collapsed and lay motionless.
 
   In an instant, the infected crowd took off screaming in every direction, pushing each other aside.
 
                 “Sierra-Eighteen to Control,” the helicopter pilot spoke into the radio. “Downtown is hot. Wildfire has begun.”
 
   The hapless police officers and rescue personnel stood frozen while civilians swarmed around them.
 
   Additional military helicopters arrived and flew low in-between the skyscrapers while the civilians scattered in a blind panic.
 
   White vans and Humvees approached from the distance. They pushed their way through and created a path through the congested downtown streets.
 
   “This is the United States Army,” one of the newly arrived helicopters announced above the panicked crowd. “Please remain calm. We are here to help you.” The helicopter kicked-up debris, shattered windows, and sent car alarms wailing. “Please clear the street and seek shelter inside immediately. Rescue is on the way.”
 
   While chaos overtook downtown, an Amtrak train approached unaware.
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   The two Amtrak police officers crept closer towards Howell’s row. 
 
   Howell stared at them and held his duffle tightly against his chest. 
 
   The other passengers handed their carry-ons to the officers disinterestedly and without protest. Most of the passengers were too busy trying to get their cellphones to work. Inevitably–
 
   One of the officers approached Howell and extended a hand. 
 
   “I need to see inside your bag, sir.”
 
   Howell unzipped his duffle, reached inside, and blindly felt for the manual trigger mechanism. Sweat beaded on his face and he took a nervous dry swallow. He hesitated.
 
   The old lady sitting next to him turned and offered a toothless smile.
 
   “Don’t be sc’ard. They aint gonna keep it,” she said and cackled.
 
   The other officer walked up and approached the scene with suspicion.
 
   Howell continued to feel inside for the trigger mechanism.
 
   “The bag, sir,” the first officer said, extending his hand.
 
   Both officers watched him cautiously and Howell noticed that the second officer had a hand resting on the butt of his holstered pistol.
 
   Howell’s finger brushed against the triggering mechanism, the switch that overrode the timer. He didn’t plan on becoming a martyr, but he didn’t have many options left. Licking his lips, he–
 
   Up in the locomotive, two distracted conductors stared at the numerous military helicopters hovering over Raleigh’s downtown skyline, awestruck. One of the conductors lazily drifted his gaze back down to the tracks ahead as they entered the edge of downtown.
 
   “Christ!” he screamed as he noticed the mass of vehicles that blocked the railroad crossing ahead. The street was packed with panicked evacuees and traffic was at a complete standstill. A FEMA bus and four passenger vehicles were parked on the tracks at the railroad crossing. 
 
   The railroad signal started chiming as the stripped crossing arm swung down. The crossing arm snapped as it struck against the roof of the FEMA bus.
 
   The drivers on the tracks watched the approaching train in horror. They panicked and either tried to back-up off of the tracks while others tried to drive forward to safety, but the heavy traffic on the narrow street was unyielding in both directions and prevented the vehicles from moving more than a few inches. People abandoned their vehicles and left them idling on the tracks.
 
   The driver bailed from the FEMA bus, but left the busload of screaming passengers onboard. The passengers clawed through each other, desperately trying to make their escape.
 
   One of the conductors hit the airbrakes, but it was way too late and they were going way too fast. 
 
   The train plowed through the FEMA bus and punched through the other vehicles on the track like a missile, creating a chain of violent explosions. Both conductors were reduced to bloody splotches and the interior of the locomotive quickly engulfed in flames. The fiery locomotive derailed and brought the other cars along with it–
 
   Back in the passenger cars, the initial jolt sent every occupant whiplashing against the seatback in front of them, knocking many passengers unconscious. The two Amtrak officers flung towards the front of the cabin. The screams were deafening. 
 
   A second violent jolt simultaneously shattered the windows and whiplashed the occupants again. Suitcases poured out from the overhead bins and the overhead lights darkened. Suddenly, everything started spinning, tossing luggage and unconscious passengers around like ragdolls; the passenger car was rolling.
 
   The six train cars, still linked together, rolled to a stop on Wilmington Street, smoldering, lying upside-down. Twisted corpses, luggage, and scattered burning wreckage littered the pavement.
 
   Just a few blocks away from the derailment, a military checkpoint marked the edge of the downtown quarantine. It had been set up on Glenwood Avenue in an area heavily populated by restaurants and nightclubs. Normally, the avenue served as a main thoroughfare in and out of downtown Raleigh. Now the checkpoint was the only remaining thoroughfare since the military barricaded all of the other roads. The Glenwood Avenue checkpoint was codenamed Glenwood-Five Points.
 
   Glenwood-Five Points was a hodgepodge of military vehicles and police cars. Tall generator-powered halogen flood lamps gave the area a harsh clinical light and blinded the frustrated gridlocked drivers who had been waiting for hours to get out of downtown. Rows of barbwire and .50 caliber-mounted Humvees cordoned off traffic while two rows of guardsmen wearing hazmat suits and brandishing riot shields formed a line in front of the barbwire and Humvees, facing the crowd. 
 
   The street was gridlocked with busses and cars stacked high with luggage. Angry drivers blew their horns and edged as close as they could to the car ahead of them. Traffic was allowed to pass one vehicle at a time through a small passageway in-between a row of barbwire and Humvees. Four CDC white-suits checked every vehicle occupant for any sign of infection before allowing the vehicle pass through the checkpoint.
 
   Suddenly, a guardsman ran out from one of the white tents on the side of Glenwood-Five Points and whispered something to one of the CDC white-suits. The startled CDC worker quickly signaled the other CDC white-suits and they ran away from the narrow passage in unison. In their place, another Humvee mounted with a gun turret pulled up and blocked off the passageway while more guardsmen ran multiple rows of barbwire across the path. The only remaining thoroughfare out of downtown Raleigh had been sealed.  
 
   People panicked, abandoned their vehicles, and started running towards the checkpoint. The guardsmen kept the besieging crowd back with riot shields and batons. 
 
   A CDC white-suit holding a loudspeaker climbed atop one of the Humvees behind the guardsmen and surveyed the frustrated, screaming crowd. He cleared his throat and placed the microphone against the speaker on his facemask.
 
   “May I have your attention, please!” he yelled, feedback whining. Hundreds of sweaty angry faces looked up at him. “CDC has confirmed the presence of a deadly contagion within the quarantine zone. As–” 
 
   Loud murmurs rippled through the crowd. “Bullshit!” a man screamed near the front.
 
   “And– As a result, downtown must be temporarily sealed to prevent the possible spread of infection! FEMA has established grouping centers at a number of downtown high-rise structures. Please turn back and seek safe shelter inside any one of the official FEMA grouping centers! Once inside, listen and wait for official instructions! When it is safe to do so, evacuation procedures will resume from within the established FEMA grouping centers! Turn back, now, and seek out the nearest FEMA grouping center! You cannot pass here!”
 
    The people didn’t turn back. Instead, the crowd seemed to come forward. The white-suit raised the loudspeaker again, nervous. 
 
   “If you do not turn back immediately, we have been authorized to use deadly force in order to enforce this quarantine.”
 
    Somebody flung an empty bottle at the white-suit and startled him. He dropped the loudspeaker. As the crowd erupted in angry protest, the frightened white-suit jumped off of the Humvee and ran to safety.
 
   The guardsmen manning the turrets on the Humvees opened fire into the crowd.
 
   Men, women, and children gave shrill screams as the gunfire tore into them. Bullet-riddled corpses collapsed on the blood-soaked pavement.
 
   The guardsmen stopped firing, turrets smoking.
 
   The blood-splattered crowd screamed and collapsed back in on itself in a wild panic, trampling many and stumbling over the already dead. 
 
   Half of the panicked drivers tried to go in reverse while the other half tried to drive forward. A chain of collisions rippled down the street and the drivers quickly realized that they had rendered themselves immobile.
 
   One of the vehicles in the front tried to barrel through the checkpoint–
 
   The .50 caliber rounds tore the vehicle and its occupants to shreds. The scrapped, bullet-riddled vehicle rolled to a stop, tangled in razorwire.
 
   People abandoned their cars and took off running away from the checkpoint towards the center of downtown.
 
   Within minutes, the crowd in front of the Glenwood-Five Points checkpoint had dispersed and all that was left behind were bullet-riddle corpses and countless abandoned vehicles.
 
   Hours later, Howell slowly opened his eyes. He was sure he was-
 
   (dead?)
 
   He was lying on the remains of a fluorescent ceiling light. The bulb had shattered and glass shards had embedded into his side. Something cold and heavy was lying on him, crushing him, restricting his breathing.
 
   He groaned and, with glass shards crackling underneath him, turned his head. He saw that the corpse of the old lady who had been sitting next to him was lying on him, not breathing. She was buried along with him underneath a large pile of luggage.
 
   He laid his head back down and coughed violently, spurting up blood. Howell knew he wasn't dead, but also knew that he wasn’t far from it. What happened? It had to have been the bomb- 
 
   (sensitive trigger perhaps?)
 
    No, couldn't be. Howell knew he didn't build mistakes. With painful effort, he elbowed the old woman off of him with a curse and clawed his way out of the luggage tomb.
 
   As he moved, his body ached with sharp pain. He ran a cautious hand along his throbbing side and felt the embedded glass shards protruding from his side. Carefully, he pinched one of the shards and slowly pulled it out; the pain was intense. He pulled out another shard, sweat beading across his forehead; it was longer, more painful to remove, and was coated with darker blood. He gave an agonizing cry and threw the bloody piece of glass down. The other pieces inside him would have to wait since he couldn’t work up the nerve to even touch another one.  
 
   He tried to calm himself and look around–
 
   It quickly became apparent that the bomb didn’t cause the damage. The whole train car was laying upside-down. He looked up at the rows of seats above him. In some of the seats, people hung limp with their arms and legs dangling down, swaying side-to-side. They were still fastened against their seats by the seatbelts wrapped across their lap.
 
   Those who hadn’t worn their seatbelts lay scattered and twisted amongst the tossed luggage.
 
   Howell stood up and searched through the scattered luggage. He finally found his duffle underneath the mangled corpse of man. He kicked the corpse aside and snatched the duffle greedily. Moving carefully, he waded through the mangled corpses and scattered suitcases towards the exit door. 
 
   At the end of the car, in front of the exit door, he saw the corpse of one of the Amtrak cops.
 
   Howell reached down and pulled the pistol out of the cop's holster. He slid the gun under his belt, tucked the duffle under his arm, and crawled up to the exit, using the corpse of the police officer as a stepstool.
 
   The officer’s spine cracked audibly as Howell’s bodyweight pressed down on it.
 
   Howell climbed up and tumbled over the top edge of the door. He landed outside of the car and rolled over onto his back, screaming in pain as the glass shards slid deeper into his lacerations. After lying still for a minute, withering in pain, he stood, spat blood, and took a look around. 
 
   Wreckage lay strewn all around him. Train cars were scattered everywhere and multiple fires billowed black smoke into the air.
 
   Despite the chaotic scene of the derailment, Howell’s thoughts inevitably drifted back to his bomb. He unzipped his duffle and looked–
 
   “Shit,” he said faintly. The timer that he had activated when he thought that the Amtrak cops were going to arrest him was still counting down diligently by the microsecond. He only had eight hours until the bomb would detonate. Eight hours to get to New York? Normally, it wouldn’t be improbable, but he noticed that the day looked anything but normal.
 
   Army helicopters hovered between the skyscrapers and smoke billowed out from the center of downtown. Burglar alarms and sirens wailed everywhere. In the surrounding streets, he saw people running around aimlessly, many carrying boxes or armfuls of clothes with the tags still on. Shouts and gunfire echoed in the distance. His first thought was that he was in the middle of a riot. But–
 
   Howell’s gaze slowly went back to the train accident itself.
 
   If a train crashed in a major city, Howell expected to see all sorts of first responders. However, the only people at the scene were six people in hazmat suits checking corpses. One of the white-suits spotted him. 
 
   The white-suit unslung the rifle from his shoulder and started to cross the street–
 
   A Humvee honked and caused the white-suit to stumble backwards onto the curb. A long convoy of Humvees sped past and weaved in-between the train wreckage that littered the street. 
 
   The white-suit stared at the procession, momentarily forgetting about the man on the other side of the street. When the convoy finally passed, Howell was gone. The white-suit grumbled and figured that the man would get rounded up by another patrol, so it didn’t matter. He went back to work checking corpses.
 
   Howell staggered along the side of McDowell Street, heading deeper into downtown, gripping his bleeding left side. Abandoned vehicles, many loaded down with luggage, haphazardly clogged the road. He lurched along the glass-littered sidewalk past shops and cafes that had their windows shattered and their contents looted out.
 
   The city looked empty.
 
   Howell trudged on as the shouts and gunfire echoing in the distance started to ebb and the pedestrian traffic started to dissipate.
 
   As Howell passed a Starbucks, a man leapt out through the shattered storefront window carrying a cash register with the cords still attached. The man stared at Howell for a second and took off running down the opposite direction, headed towards an intersection.
 
   Howell watched, stunned, and then raised a hand-
 
   “Wait! What the hell is going on?” Howell shouted. 
 
   Suddenly, two white vans careened into the intersection and skidded to a stop. The man dropped the cash register and ran back towards Howell but tripped and landed on the sidewalk, coughing violently, struggling to get back on his feet.
 
   Four white-suits hopped out of the vans, each totting automatic weapons. They surrounded the man at gunpoint.  
 
   “Freeze!” one of the white-suits ordered, his voice muffled by his plastic faceshield. “Put your hands above your head! Now!”
 
   The man placed his hands above his head, shaking, terrified.
 
   One of the other white-suits opened one of the van’s rear doors. Inside the back of the van, people, all coughing and sneezing, sat on metallic benches with their hands zip-cuffed in their laps. They looked at Howell with feverish faces.
 
   A white-suit bound the man’s hands together with zip-cuffs and shoved him inside the van.
 
   “Where are you taking me?” the man asked, terrified.
 
   “We’re taking you to a FEMA staging center,” a white-suit replied. Before the man could protest, the rear door of the van slammed shut.
 
   Howell watched in confusion, clinching his wounded side.
 
   One of the white-suits pointed at Howell and quickly alerted the other white-suited soldiers. They all turned and aimed their rifles at Howell.
 
   “You! On the sidewalk! Stay where you are!” one of them ordered.
 
   Howell abruptly turned and ran inside the Starbucks.
 
   A spray of bullets struck the sidewalk in Howell’s wake and ricocheted off of the Starbucks’ facade, chipping bricks and shattering what little glass remained intact along the store’s windowsill.
 
   The white-suits stopped firing and ran towards the Starbucks, breathing frantically through their suit respirators.
 
   “I thought Charley-Ten’s group already cleared this block!” one of the suited soldiers yelled as he ran.
 
   “Those fucking weekend soldiers can’t get anything right!” another white-suit angrily replied. 
 
   Howell ran through the Starbucks, clutching his duffle tightly. Tables lay on their side, chairs were scattered, the pastry case was emptied, and the shelves were wiped clean. He slid across the countertop and fell on the other side, landing on a toppled espresso machine. He groaned and forced himself back onto his feet, still clutching his bleeding side.
 
   The white-suits ran through the front door, scanning the looted shop with their rifles.
 
   “Where did he go?” one of the soldiers asked out loud.
 
   Howell searched frantically until he spotted a door in the corner a few feet away from him.
 
   “There he is! He’s behind the counter!”
 
   “Stop running, civilian! We’re here to take you to safety!” 
 
   Howell crouched behind the counter and ran towards the door.
 
    Bullets peppered against the front of the counter and shattered the glass display case, narrowly missing him. 
 
   Howell slammed against the door and swung it open against a large metallic supply rack. He shut the door behind him and toppled the supply rack against the door, barricading himself in. Breathing wildly, he backed away from the door but he couldn’t shake the feeling that he wasn’t alone in the dark storeroom.
 
   The doorknob rattled as the soldiers tried to open the door. 
 
   “He’s blocking it!”
 
   Bullets punched through the wooden door and ricocheted off of the makeshift barricade, narrowly missing Howell as he dove down to the floor.
 
   He heard a woman whimper behind him and turned.
 
   Light streamed in through the bullet-riddled door and afforded the dark room minor visibility. Howell’s eyes adjusted to the faint light and he saw the woman huddled up in the corner. The front of her shirt was caked with vomit and her eyes were hazy. She stared at Howell with a sweaty face, wheezing.
 
   Howell crawled over towards her, grabbed her wrist, and pulled her closer.
 
   She shrieked loudly and stared at him, terrified.
 
   The white-suited soldiers slammed repeatedly against the door.
 
   “Quiet!” Howell snapped. “What the fuck is going on here?” 
 
   She looked at him, baffled by his ignorance.
 
   “Didn’t you pay attention to the news? The Muslims bombed us with some sort of biological stuff,” She cried, hacking. “Everyone is getting sick! And the soldiers are–”
 
   Muslims, Howell thought with distaste. Could it be possible? Could they have planned an attack on the same day as his? Howell’s mouth twisted in a sardonic grin and he slowly shook his head.
 
   The woman pulled her wrist free from his grip and stared at him, sobbing and coughing.
 
   “The soldiers are shooting at us!!! We tried to-tried to get-go out down the 401 but- The army won’t let us leave! They’re rounding up people and forcing them inside buildings at gunpoint!”
 
   The storeroom door started to buckle and splinter.
 
   Howell stood and stared at the door.
 
   “And now you led them right to me! They’re going to take me and lock me away with the others! You idiot!” the woman screamed, sobbing, coughing. “They didn’t know I was hiding in here before you came,” the woman stammered in-between rattling coughs.
 
   Howell slid the 9mm out from his waistband, aimed it at the door, and fired four shots in rapid succession. The woman covered her ears and screamed.
 
   Return gunfire tore through the door and ricocheted off of the makeshift barricade, narrowly missing Howell as he ducked back down onto the ground.
 
   The gunfire ceased and empty clips fell against the floor as the white-suits frantically reloaded.
 
   “Shit! He got my thigh!” one of the white-suited soldiers cried.
 
   “His suit has been compromised!” another shouted.
 
   “No! It’s–”
 
   Gunfire muffled the soldier’s screams.
 
   The remaining white-suits turned their weapons back towards the door and vindictively opened fire, ripping it to splinters. 
 
   Howell, keeping low against the ground, aimed his pistol at the door and he prepared to make his last stand.
 
   The sick woman suddenly stood up. Her long dark hair was matted down with sweat.
 
   “I’m… going to… find a new spot… Don’t follow me…” she stammered as she staggered towards the back of the dark storeroom.
 
   Before Howell could say anything, the woman burst through a fire exit at the back of the room that he didn’t notice before. 
 
   Sunlight flooded into the storeroom and sirens filled the air as the door opened.
 
   Howell shielded his eyes with his forearm, squinted, stood, and walked towards the open door. He stepped cautiously through the door and found himself in an alley.
 
   Howell ran along the alley with his duffle clutched tightly against his chest. Blood soaked the side of his shirt and his chest pulsated with sharp pain. He could feel the glass shards working their way deeper into him with each step he took.
 
   The woman ran a few feet ahead of him and kept turning her head towards him, giving terrified glances.
 
   Howell continued to limp after her, gripping the pistol with one hand and the duffle with the other.
 
   “Stop following me!” the woman screamed before erupting into a coughing spasm. She tripped, stumbled against a dumpster, and slid down onto her knees. She vomited bloody bile on the pavement and stared down at it with wide eyes. Strands of salvia hung from her pale lips as she gasped for air.
 
   “What the fuck is the matter with you?” Howell asked as he took a cautious step towards her.
 
   Helicopters hovered overhead and sirens honed in.
 
   A single gunshot reverberated down the alley–
 
   The woman’s head erupted and splattered Howell with bloody splotches; Howell flinched. She collapsed against the pavement.
 
   Two white-suits stood at the end of the alley with their weapons pointed towards him.
 
   Howell aimed the pistol at–
 
   “Stop or you’re dead,” a voice behind Howell ordered. “Drop the gun and put your goddamn hands above your head.”
 
   Howell cursed and dropped the pistol to the ground. He slung his duffle over his shoulder and slowly raised his hands above his head.
 
   “Turn around you piece of shit.”
 
   Howell turned and faced two soldiers wearing white hazmat suits. He had a defiant smirk plastered across his blood-splattered face. “What are you going to do, shoot me in cold blood, too? Do your worst, you fucking pig scum.” 
 
   One of the white-suits stepped forward and slammed the butt of his rifle into Howell’s face.
 
   Howell’s nose cracked and blood flow profusely. He gave a savage scream and collapsed down onto his knees, clutching his broken nose.
 
   The white-suit stepped back and aimed the rifle at Howell’s head.
 
   “Rot in hell,” the white-suit said as his fingertip tightened around the trigger.
 
   “Mike, stop,” the other white-suit said, stepping forward.
 
   “Fuck protocol! This bastard killed Tillman, Kirk,” Mike yelled; the rifle trembled in his hands.
 
   Kirk placed a hand on Mike’s trembling rifle.
 
   “He killed Tillman, and you don’t want him to pay?” Mike asked as he angrily turned towards Kirk.
 
   Howell stayed on his knees, holding his broken nose.
 
   “I want him to pay, but I want him to suffer even more,” Kirk said, smirking behind his suit’s silver reflective facemask. “A bullet to the head is way too fast and easy.”
 
   Mike hesitantly lowered his weapon.
 
   “I say…” Kirk trailed off and pointed up at one of the skyscrapers. “That’s much worse. Just imagine that hell.”
 
   “Yeah, let him stew in there with the others, that’s good,” Mike said.
 
   “What are you going to–”
 
   Kirk slammed the butt of his rifle against Howell’s head.
 
   Howell’s jaw shattered and he slumped facedown onto the pavement, unconscious.
 
   The two white-suited soldiers brought Howell down the alley by his legs and pulled him out onto Fayetteville Street. White vans cluttered the street. Civilians, disarmed police officers, and rescue personnel were herded out of the back of the vans at gunpoint with their hands raised above their heads and led into nearby skyscrapers by white-suits. Nearby, white-suited soldiers unloaded multiple rolls of clear plastic sheeting and stacks of plywood off of the back of flatbed trucks. 
 
   Helicopters flew in-between the skyscrapers, repeating the same message over and over:
 
   “This is the United States Army. Please, remain calm. We are here to help you. You are being led into a FEMA staging area. You will receive medical services and additional processing once you get inside. Do not panic. Remain calm. After you are processed, you will be taken to a safe place. Repeating, this is the United…”   
 
   The two white-suits led Howell towards the crowd being herded into the RBC skyscraper. As they got closer to the crowd, they could see that most of the frightened civilians were already displaying symptoms; the disease was communicating faster than predicted.
 
   Howell’s eyes fluttered opened as he regained consciousness.
 
   “Where… are I… mean, where are you taking me?” Howell slurred, weakly resisting as he was led towards the building, feet dragging.
 
   The white-suits didn’t answer and kept leading him forward.
 
   A man amongst the stream of people being herded into the RBC skyscraper stumbled back as he climbed up the entrance steps. Two other men caught him and supported him as they trudged towards the RBC lobby doors together. White-suits watched over the line with their weapons ready.
 
   “Hey!” Mike called out to one of the white-suits guarding the RBC skyscraper entrance.
 
   The white-suit turned and looked at him.
 
   “How close are you guys to capacity?” Mike asked.
 
   “Nobody inside has turned yet, so we’re hoping to squeeze in another three van loads,” the white-suit said. “Who–” 
 
   Suddenly, an older woman ran out from the RBC tower lobby and shoved her way through the crowd herding inside. The supervising white-suits sighted-in on her and ordered her to go back in at gunpoint. 
 
   “Help us! There’s a man up on the second floor attacking people and there is nobody inside to do anything! You said there would be help! There are no soldiers, no police, no FEMA, no nothing! People are hurt! Where–”
 
   The white-suits opened fire.
 
   The woman and the other civilians caught in the crossfire let out blood curdling cries and collapsed to the ground. The rest of the crowd panicked and started to jostle with each other, trying to flee.
 
   “Get inside the building! Get inside the building!” the white-suits screamed at the crowd, brandishing their weapons. They surrounded the crowd and herded the people through the lobby entrance at gunpoint. 
 
   Within seconds, the crowd was inside. White-suits stood outside the lobby with their weapons pointed towards the doors, deterring anybody from running back outside. The panicked screams coming from inside the lobby were deafening.
 
   “Bravo Detail to Omega Camp, RBC is hot. Repeat, RBC is hot. Rear exits and roof hatches have been welded shut. Permission to seal main entrance, over,” one of the white-suits said into his radio.
 
   “Copy, Bravo Detail, seal her up and start filling the next location, over,” a man’s voice responded.
 
   Additional white-suited soldiers rushed over towards the RBC lobby doors with thick sheets of plywood. They started covering the doors with the plywood while a secondary team bolted the wood into the steel frame with pneumatic drills.
 
   The people inside the lobby realized what was happening and screamed for help, pleading, but the soldiers kept their weapons pointed towards the lobby doors.
 
   The soldiers held the last piece of plywood in place while two other soldiers wielding pneumatic drills ran up to secure it in place when–
 
   “Wait, before you seal it, can we throw this one in?”  Kirk asked the supervising white-suit.
 
   The white-suit turned, looked down at Howell, and groaned. 
 
   “Fine, but hurry up. We need to wrap this one up and start filling the hotel.”
 
   Kirk and Mike pulled Howell up the stairs towards the RBC tower lobby entrance when a man wearing a grey business suit pushed past the unbolted piece of plywood and ran towards the street with his arms waving frantically.
 
   “I am unarmed! I am unarmed! Don’t s–”
 
   The white-suited soldiers opened fire and sent the man’s bullet-riddled body tumbling down the steps past Kirk, Mike, and Howell. Terrified screams billowed out from the lobby.
 
   Kirk and Mike hurled Howell into the RBC Tower lobby.
 
   As they turned and descended back down the steps, satisfied, the last sheet of plywood was quickly sealed behind them.
 
   “Let that bastard rot in there with them,” Kirk said.
 
   “He’ll be wishing we just shot him by the time those people rip him apart,” Mike added.
 
   A white-suit walked past them and trudged up the steps towards the lobby holding a large orange sign. 
 
   He stapled the sign onto the plywood.
 
   The sign read:
 
    
 
   QUARANTINE
 
   WARNING: HIGHLY COMMUNICABLE CONTAGION INSIDE
 
   THIS AREA HAS BEEN DEEMED UNSAFE
 
   ABSOLUTELY NO ENTRY PERMITTED
 
   ABSOLUTELY NO EXIT PERMITTED
 
   USE OF DEADLY FORCE IS AUTHORIZED
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                 Howell landed hard in the RBC tower lobby and the duffle containing the bomb went sliding across the floor amongst the panicked sea of people.
 
                 Most of the crowd had gathered by the elevators, shoving each other, trampling the unfortunate ones who had fallen to the ground. People pressed the elevator call buttons in a fevered frenzy, coughing and shouting, terrified.
 
   Others ran aimlessly in the lobby, searching frantically for another set of exit doors that didn’t exist. Some of them limped and staggered, barely able to keep conscious, covered with human bite-marks.
 
   Two Raleigh police officers, stripped of their weapons and radios by the white-suits, attempted to maintain order in the center of the lobby, but their shouts were drowned out.
 
                 Howell spotted his duffle lying in the middle of the floor, lost amongst the crowd. He hastily stood and staggered towards–
 
                 A man wearing a sweat-soaked suit ran across the duffle and tripped over it, sending it sliding across the lobby.
 
                 Howell cursed and–
 
                 A woman wearing a kitchen apron ran into Howell and sent both of them tumbling to the ground.
 
                 “Watch it, you stupid bitch!” Howell shouted as he shoved the woman off of him.
 
                 The woman looked at him with a pallid expression and coughed in his face. She got up and limped away, hurrying towards the other side of the packed lobby, holding her bit left arm.
 
                 Howell reached up and wiped the woman’s spittle off of his face and cursed as he got back on his feet. He searched frantically for his duffle–
 
                 He spotted it as it got kicked from one side of the lobby to the other by the panicked crowd. Finally, it slid to a stop against the trampled corpse of a security guard.
 
                 Howell pushed his way through the crowd and snatched the duffle up, hugging it against his chest.
 
                 ‘DING’
 
                 A set of elevator doors slid open and sent the crowd into frenzy. They jostled and shoved against each other as they crammed into the open elevator. People were pressed against the sides of the elevator while others were crushed against the floor. The car was crammed to the point of suffocation. The maximum weight limit buzzer sounded repeatedly, but that didn’t stop people from clawing through each other as they attempted to get inside the crammed lift.
 
                 As soon as the elevator doors opened, the screaming crowd swarmed past Howell, pelting him with elbows, fingernails, and fists as they rushed towards the open lift. Howell collapsed into a fettle position and cradled the duffle against his chest, protecting it from the trampling horde.
 
                 ‘DING’
 
                 A second set of elevator doors slid open, and a bloodied man covered in human bite-marks ran out into the lobby, screaming in horror.
 
   Behind him, two infected men emerged from the elevator. Both men were covered with blood and their shirts were caked with vomit. They gave feral snarls, projectile vomited on the people closest to the open elevator doors, and enveloped themselves into the frightened crowd, gnashing madly.
 
                 The lobby filled with a crescendo of blood-curdling screams as the crowd tried to ineffectively push against itself to get away from the infected men. A number of brawls broke out as people started to pummel each other, literally trying to kill whoever stood in their way of escape. Meanwhile, the infection spread like wildfire throughout the chaotic lobby.
 
                 Howell looked up and spotted a group of people slipping into a doorway in the far corner of the lobby.
 
                 It was a stairwell.
 
                 Howell snatched up his duffle and limped towards the open stairwell, elbowing frightened people out of his way. The stream of people headed towards the stairwell was increasing, so he sped up, lungs burning–
 
                 A woman stepped in front of him, holding her what remained of her left ear, bleeding profusely. She cried hysterics, pleading for help.
 
                 Howell shoved her to the ground and pushed his way through the doorway, entering the stairwell.
 
                 The stairwell was as chaotic as the lobby. People were sprinting up the stairs, skipping two or three steps each stride. Some of them lost their footing and went tumbling backwards down the stairs, taking others down with them like a human avalanche.
 
                 Howell kept his duffle held tightly and–
 
                 Two security guards and a construction worker slammed the stairwell door shut behind Howell. They held the door shut while one of the guards fished through his key ring.
 
                 Howell started sprinting up the stairs, gasping for breath, keeping the duffle squeezed tightly against his chest.
 
                 People bashed and scratched against the door from the other side, pleading. Behind their pleas, the feral cries of the infected grew louder.
 
                 “I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” one of the guards repeated to the pleading voices as he searched for the stairwell door key. He found it, slid it into the lock, locked the door shut, and snapped the key off inside the tumbler.
 
   The guards and the construction worker stepped away from the door and briefly listened in horror to the carnage coming from the other side. They turned and ran up the stairs as blood started to flow underneath the door.
 
                 Howell up the stairs and passed the third floor landing.
 
                 A man lost his footing and tumbled backwards down the stairs, screaming–
 
                 Howell stepped aside and allowed the man to go cartwheeling down past him. After the man passed, Howell ran up to the fourth floor landing and paused briefly to catch his breath.
 
                 The sixth floor stairwell door swung open and three infected men and one infected woman rushed into the stairwell.
 
   Two people nearby were caught unaware and were immediately pounced.
 
   The infected woman bounded down the stairs, headed towards the group climbing up.
 
                 The people climbing up the stairwell stopped mid-stride and abruptly started running back down the stairs, screaming, tumbling over each other in their blind panic.
 
                 Howell turned and tried to open the fourth floor stairwell door–
 
                 Someone was holding it shut.
 
                 “Go away! Find somewhere else!” a frightened voice said from the other side of the door.
 
                 Below, Howell heard another stairwell door open and could make out the distinctive snarls from the infected.
 
   Terrified screams echoed throughout the stairwell.
 
                 Howell pounded against the door.
 
                 “Let go of this fucking door! I’m not sick, you stupid son-of-a-bitch!” Howell shouted, rattling the doorknob.
 
                 “I said go away! Go to another floor before– oh, shit! Shit!”
 
                 The person let go of the door and it swung open into the stairwell. 
 
                 The terrified businessman who had been holding the door shut shoved Howell out of the way and ran out into the stairwell, looking over his shoulder fearfully.
 
                 Howell passed through the doorway and pulled the door shut behind him. He ran down a narrow hall that was lined with doors. It opened up into a large office area full of cubicles. He froze–
 
                 In the middle of the office area, three infected men and two infected women pinned down a young pregnant woman and were gnashing into her. They sunk their teeth into her neck, arms, and bloated stomach as she writhed in agonizing pain, gushing blood from nearly every orifice. 
 
                 A group of terrified onlookers watched, frozen, mouths agape.
 
                 The infected let go of the dead pregnant woman and leapt into the group of onlookers.
 
                 The group let out a terrified scream as the infected spread amongst them.
 
                 A man wearing a bile-splattered paramedic uniform broke away from the besieged group, toppled a cubical wall, and ran towards one of the skyscraper windows.
 
                 He picked up an office chair and hurled it at the hurricane-rated glass–
 
                 The chair bounced off of the impact-resistant glass.
 
                 Undeterred, he picked the chair up and hurled it at the thick glass again, as hard as he could, grunting, stumbling forward–
 
                 The chair bounced off of the unscathed glass once again.
 
                 The man picked up the chair a third time and–
 
                 A single hole formed in the middle of the glass and the back of the man’s head erupted in a geyser of blood.
 
                 The man dropped the chair and crumpled to the ground as a pool of blood formed around him.
 
                 Howell looked around the corner and saw a helicopter hovering outside, between the skyscrapers. The side doors of helicopter were open and revealed a row of snipers peering up and down the building through their scopes.
 
                 The pregnant woman slowly stood and stared down the hallway at Howell. Her stomach was eviscerated and a puddle of dark blood had formed at her feet. In the middle of the puddle lay what remained of a fetus. She fastened her lips into a feral snarl and sprinted towards Howell, dragging the fetus with her across the carpet.
 
                 “Fucking bitch!” Howell snarled as he ran to the nearest door. He turned the knob, swung the door open, and ran inside.
 
                 It was a nicely appointed office, one that looked like it belonged to a manager. It had a mahogany desk in the middle and a plush black leather chair. Two bookcases filled with legal books dominated the side of the office and the back of the office consisted of a large floor-to-ceiling window offering a panoramic view of the plastic-draped skyscraper directly across the street.
 
                 Howell slammed the door shut behind him and locked it. He hesitantly backed away, clutching his duffle tightly against his chest, coughing.
 
                 Within the seconds, the pregnant woman was bashing against the outside of the door, trying to claw her way in. Howell knew that the door wouldn’t be able to take much more of–
 
                 “Sherry? Sherry!?” a man’s voice asked. “What the fuck… Jesus!”
 
                 The pounding against the door stopped as the woman sprinted towards fresh prey.
 
                 The man’s screams turned into gurgles as he choked on his own blood.
 
                 Howell picked up the office phone off of the desk and cradled the receiver against his ear–
 
                 The line was dead.
 
   Howell dropped the phone and sat his duffle on the desk, coughing. He walked towards the window, closed his fists, and pounded against the glass as he cursed to himself. As he drew a fist back, he looked down and saw a red dot centered on his chest–
 
                 Howell ducked away from the window and sat underneath the desk.
 
                 Outside, plastic draped down over the window, shrouding out the sunlight.
 
                 Howell rung his fingers through his oily hair and started to rock back-and-forth, trying to drown out the screams coming from the other side of the door. He couldn’t care less about the bomb on the desk anymore. He knew that he would never make it to New York.
 
                 He knew that he would never make it out of the building.
 
   He was terrified.
 
   He dropped his head down between his knees and wept underneath the desk in the dark office, alone, terrified.
 
                 The bomb’s timer, however, counted down dutifully.
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   When Terry regained consciousness, searing pain was his first sensation. Vertigo overtook him. Briefly, he opened his eyes and saw his tie lolling side-to-side in front of his face. Another explosion of pain rippled through him.
 
   Terry screamed.
 
   His consciousness faded.
 
                 Below Terry, a white-suit waded through corpses and luggage. He heard the scream and he quickly turned his attention up towards Terry’s dangling corpse.
 
                 “Hey, Green, there’s a live one here!” the white-suit, Small, called out. “Test ‘em!” 
 
   Green, donning his own white-suit, crawled into the upside-down train car and stumbled over a sprawled out corpse wearing a tattered Saks suit in the process.
 
   An interesting mixture of excitement and terror washed over both soldiers as they stared up at Terry since they didn’t find a single survivor from the train accident all morning.
 
   Green pointed the infrared thermometer at Terry.
 
   “37.2 °C,” Green said, reading off the red LED display on the device. “Slightly above normal but not quiet falling in the ‘PT-12’ exposure range. Of course, the increase could probably be attributed to the accident trauma. I would say that it’s a passable reading.”
 
                 Small shook his head. 
 
                 “I don’t know… It’s higher than normal, right?” Small asked while aiming his M16 up at Terry’s lolling head. “I’d say it’d be a waste of time to drag him down.”
 
                 Green put a hand on Small’s rifle and pushed the barrel down.
 
                 “Jesus, Small, what are you doing? You know what the orders are. You must really want to piss off the Colonel, don’t you?” Green said
 
   “What, Green?!” Small cried out, jerking the rifle free from Green’s hand. “Do you really want to waste time hauling him down, taking him to one of those CDC idiots in the hospital just so they verify that ‘oh what do you know, he is infected just like everyone else we looked at’, waste some more time out of our day by hauling him out from the hospital, and then haul him across downtown to a skyscraper just to seal him inside with the other infected civilians?!”
 
   “Those are the orders,” Green said matter-of-factly. “If we find anybody without symptoms three hours after initial viral exposure, take them to the CDC triage center for close observation and lab work! They don’t want us arbitrarily shooting people in the street! That’s not what we’re here for!”
 
   Small raised his rifle up towards Terry again.
 
   “Fuck that. I’m saving us both a lot of headache and I’m saving him from rotting inside some shitty downtown skyscraper tomb,” Small said, finger tightening on the–
 
   “Do it and I’ll report you,” Green quickly said. “Please, be reasonable and be somewhat humane.”
 
   Small froze and slowly turned towards Green.
 
   “Who are you going to tattle to? The Sergeant already left. I guess he figured that he had more important shit to do then watch two assholes do busy work,” Small said.
 
   “I’ll call Colonel Mathis himself, then,” Green said defensively.
 
   Small laughed.
 
   “No, you won’t,” Small said. “You know, you talk pretty noble for someone who was picking the pockets of corpses and–”
 
   “Yeah, well, if he isn’t infected, this is murder. And I won’t take part in cold-blooded murder,” Green snapped back.
 
   Small and Green stared at each other a moment and finally Small lowered his weapon.
 
   “Fine, if it makes you feel better. But when we have to haul him out from the hospital because he’s infected and take him to another fucking building, don’t say I didn’t tell you so,” Small said, grumbling. “Nobody is immune to this shit, you know! CDC is wasting their time! Atlanta says they want someone with natural immunity but I’d bet money that they already have a fucking vaccine for this shit in storage!” 
 
   Green, ignoring his partner, climbed on top of a stack of luggage to reach Terry when the corpse dangling next to Terry suddenly twitched.
 
   “Christ, the one beside him just moved, too,” Green said.
 
   “Aw, fuck, here you go again. It’s just rigor mortis or something,” Small grumbled.
 
   Green reached a hand up and pressed two gloved fingers against the side of Richard’s throat. 
 
   “No, he’s alive, too! Christ!” Green shouted. 
 
   Small threw his hands up in the air in exasperation and shook his head.
 
   Green pointed the infrared thermometer at Richard and frowned as he read the results. “38.4 °C. He’s within the infection suspect range.” He paused and turned towards Small. “There’s a chance that the observation center won’t accept him. If you’re worried about making two trips, we can leave him and just drop off the first one. I’m not saying kill him, I won’t agree to that, but we can leave him for another team to find. It’s up to you.”
 
   Small stared up at Richard, thinking. Finally, he shook his head.
 
   “We’re already taking the first one so, fuck, we may as well drag the second one along for the ride,” Small said, shaking his head.
 
   “Who knew you had such a big heart,” Green said, chuckling.
 
   “Me? Hell, you’re the bleeding heart snitch. I’d say shoot both of them.”
 
   “Well that isn’t happening,” Green said. He cut Terry out of the seatbelt and carried him down over his shoulder. “Believe it or not, I still have somewhat of a conscience.”
 
   “I don’t see how, considering the shit we’ve done here today,” Small said. He climbed up the luggage pile and cut Richard’s seatbelt.
 
   Richard collapsed on top of the luggage pile and his medication bottle fell out of his pocket.
 
   The two white-suits hauled Richard and Terry’s unconscious bodies out of the derailed train car and loaded them into the back of a white van.
 
                 Green stared at the crash site in the rearview mirror a moment and then turned the engine.
 
   “If we stuff anymore in the back of the van we run the risk of cross-contamination. We’ll have to come back,” Green said. 
 
   Neither of the men really wanted to return to the accident and, since they supervisor was AWOL, neither of them would.
 
   The van swerved around abandoned cars as it sped down the deserted downtown streets towards the CDC’s medical observation center established at Central Hospital. Downtown Raleigh had become a ghost town within a matter of hours. Skyscrapers draped in clear plastic towered high along every street while soldiers wearing white hazmat suits hurriedly covered the bottom floor windows of the plastic-draped buildings with plywood. The looting was taking its toll on the shops and cafes, but all of the looters, confused on-lookers, and responding police officers were all herded into and hidden away the plastic-draped tombs by the besieging military.
 
   Central Hospital’s parking lot was filled with FEMA busses and hundreds of civilian vehicles. Near the building’s entrance, National Guard soldiers wearing gasmasks were unloading plywood and rolls of plastic off of flatbeds.
 
   Green and Small rolled Richard and Terry along the sidewalk towards the hospital’s emergency room entrance using two wheelchairs they found in the back of an empty ambulance. One of the masked National Guard soldiers stopped unloading plywood and looked at them.
 
   “New admission?” the soldier asked, his voice muffled by the gasmask.
 
   “Yeah, CDC is still inside, right?” Green asked, staring at the stacks of plywood and plastic sheeting; he knew that it could only mean one thing.
 
   The soldier nodded.
 
   “They’re still in there,” he said, picking up a pneumatic drill off of the ground. “They’re not having much luck though, I hear. Everyone who was brought in healthy is getting sick. Some people may have been resistant or slow to show symptoms… but they’re all dancing to the same tune in the end. The damn place is festering! All of their blood work is coming back hot, too. I don’t think anybody has turned yet, but it won’t be too much longer until CDC has to evacuate and let us seal it. Hell, it’s just a matter of time now.”
 
   “I told you so,” Small muttered to Green.
 
   “Pull out? Seal it? We just drove across downtown to drop these two off,” Green said, ignoring Small. “What a complete mess! Are they even taking new ones or are we supposed to take them straight to one of the quarantine towers?”
 
   The solider holding the drill shrugged.
 
   “I think they’re still taking them,” he said. “All I am advising is that you hurry in and hurry out, you know? Otherwise… you won’t need to take them to a quarantine tower,” he held up the drill and continued, laughing, “You’ll already be inside of one!”
 
   Green and Small quickly rolled the wheelchairs through the emergency room doors.
 
   The emergency room was a madhouse and the waiting room was the main hub of activity. CDC workers in white hazmat suits shuffled amongst hundreds of terrified civilians who were camped out on the hospital floor. The white-suits took temperature readings and drew blood samples. Civilian nurses and Red Cross volunteers, most of who were coughing behind their thin paper germicidal masks, were helping to collect blood samples and pacify the sickly crowd.
 
   Green tapped one of the CDC white-suits on the shoulder.
 
   The white-suit spun around, holding a clipboard in one hand and a digital thermometer in the other. He looked down at Terry and Richard, both of which were still unconscious and badly bruised.
 
   “We don’t take the dead,” the CDC white-suit said, annoyed.
 
   “They’re not dead, just out cold. They were involved in a train accident near the edge of downtown,” Green said. “Their temperature readings came back acceptable, though.”
 
   “There is no guarantee that they will wake up, though,” the CDC white-suit snapped, shaking his head. “And besides, we hardly have the facilities to handle trauma patients.”
 
   “What, this isn’t a hospital?” Small snidely replied.
 
   “Not anymore,” the CDC white-suit said, gesturing an arm out at the packed waiting room. “Look, I don’t have time to–”
 
   “Well what should we do with these two?” Green asked. “Will you at least take them?”
 
   The CDC white-suit sighed and quickly scanned Terry and Richard with the digital thermometer. The LED read back ‘37.0 °C’ and ‘38.1 °C’, respectively. He put the thermometer away and flipped through the scribbled pages attached to the clipboard.
 
   “Wheel them up to any one of the available patient rooms on… the fifth- Oh, wait, goddamnit,” the CDC white-suit muttered, flipping through some more pages. “That floor is festering, now. Wheel them… up to the eighth floor…. Let me check… Yeah, eighth floor. Stick them inside any available room.”
 
   The CDC white-suit turned and hurried away without speaking another word.
 
   Green and Small wheeled Richard and Terry through the crowded waiting room towards the elevators, ignoring the pleading cries echoing all around them.
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   Terry’s eyes opened and the florescent ceiling lights above him slowly came into focus. He leaned up and saw that he was still in his dress shirt with his sleeves rolled up. He smelt like diesel. An IV fed into his arm and was tapped securely against his skin. He laid his head back down and closed his eyes as fragmented memories of the train accident flooded back.
 
   His whole body ached, but it was not as intense as before. He touched his badly bruised forehead and suddenly became reacquainted with the sharp stabbing pains he had felt earlier. He quickly lowered his hand and allowed the stabbing pain to fade back into dull throbs. He coughed and made his body cringe with fresh pain.
 
   Slowly, he opened his eyes and looked around the windowless hospital room.
 
   The room was nicely appointed with the latest medical and monitoring devices. Gauges and pristine instruments were mounted on the wall behind his gurney. In front of him, white cabinetry and a small sink dominated the wall. A sterile scent hung in the room and clashed with the burnt diesel smell that lingered around him. He–
 
   “I didn’t think you were going to wake up,” Richard said from the gurney next to him.
 
   Terry startled and looked over towards the voice. It took him a minute, but he recognized the tacky rings and then helplessly gawked at the vicious bruises that covered the man’s face. He frowned and laid his head back down.
 
   “Hi. How long was I out?” Terry groggily asked. He glanced around the room, but was unable to find anything that even resembled a clock.
 
   “Not sure, I’ve only been up for about thirty minutes,” Richard said, shrugging. “It’d be nice if I saw a doctor sometime soon. Nobody gives a fuck around here it seems. All I saw so far was one nurse who was more concerned with taking my temperature then doing something about the…”
 
   Richard trailed off and simply pointed at his bruised face, as if explanation enough. 
 
   “I can’t believe this… I better call home,” Terry muttered, noticing the LED television on the wall for the first time. It was turned off. “Did you check the news? How bad was the accident?”
 
   Just then, a middle-aged nurse walked into the room, coughing. She wiped her sweaty hands on the side of her uniform and slipped on some latex exam gloves.
 
   “Glad to see you’re up, sweetie,” she said to Terry, smiling. “Let’s just see how you’re doing.” She walked over to his bed and fished the electronic thermometer from the wall behind his head. She slipped a fresh probe over it and stuck it into his mouth, coughing into her arm. The silver name pin on her shirt read: T. Brooks, LPN.
 
   “Look, when is a doctor in? I need my–” Richard started.
 
   “Miss… Brooks, what exactly happened and how long–” Terry interrupted, making the thermometer bobble in his mouth.
 
   She quickly shushed him, and then sneezed into her sleeve.
 
   “Don’t talk. Wait, and let me get this.” The thermometer beeped and she took it out his mouth. “100.1. Well, you still got a low grade fever but that could be caused by a variety of things. It’s not the worst we’ve seen, but it’s not the best either. It’s still not high enough to pull you out. Anyway, we’ll know for sure after the blood work gets checked out.” She sneezed again. 
 
   Both Richard and Terry stared at her, hungry for answers.
 
   She smiled.
 
   “Pull me out? What’s going on?” Terry asked, confused.
 
   “All sorts of craziness, I’m afraid. Terrorists released some sort of engineered flu virus and it’s catching like wildfire. The army’s got all of downtown on lockdown, you know. All sorts of craziness,” she said as she started walking towards Richard to take his temperature. “But you didn’t hear any of that from me.”
 
    Terry look baffled.
 
   “What about the train accident?” Terry asked, voice shaken.
 
   “Oh, I don’t know anything about that. We’ve been busy as bees here all morning and those government people in their white spacesuits aren’t exactly fountains of information,” she said.
 
   Richard raised his hands up and shook his head.
 
   “Look, whatever is going on, I need my medication. It’s not in my pocket. When can I see a doctor and–” Richard asked before she popped the thermometer into his mouth and cut him off. 
 
   “I’m afraid I can’t say, honey. The only doctors left are from the CDC. The last staff doctor we had just got locked up in the isolation unit downstairs,” she said, frowning. “If I were you, I’d ask the CDC man when he comes in to do the blood work. He’d know better than I would. They just have us out checking temperature readings and moving sick people into isolation.”
 
   The thermometer in Richard’s mouth beeped and she slid it out, smiling.
 
   “98.1, good,” she said, throwing the thermometer probe cover away, smiling.              
 
   “Wait– isolation? How bad is this flu?” Terry asked.
 
   The nurse lost her smile.
 
   “You shouldn’t worry yourself. You just need to worry about feeling better,” she replied and then coughed. “I have to go now and check on the others, but I’ll be back later to check on you two, okay? One of the CDC guys should be coming in to draw your blood and give you something to tide you over until a doctor gets a look at you two.”
 
   Frustration boiled inside Richard and he clinched his fists until his knuckles turned white. 
 
   “Can you please try to get someone up here soon?” Richard asked, massaging his throbbing forehead. “It’s very important that I see somebody soon, okay?”
 
   “You and the other thousand souls in here,” the nurse said. “I’ll be back in ten minutes.” She exited, coughing violently on her way out.
 
   They never saw her again.
 
   “Well she was helpful,” Richard muttered over to Terry. “This is all so fucked-up.”
 
   Richard unclenched his fists and stared at his open palms. He could hear the whispers growing louder inside his head. He needed his pills.
 
   “This is all too much,” Terry said, shaking his head. “One minute we were on a train and now we’re trapped inside a hospital in the middle of a terrorist attack? I-I really have to call home.”
 
   Terry reached towards the small table between the two gurneys and grabbed the room phone. He quickly dialed his home number, desperate to call the one woman who couldn’t care less about his well-being.
 
   “Due to network malfunctions, your call cannot be completed at this time. Please hang up and try your call again later,” the operator’s voice chimed in his ear.
 
   Terry cursed and hung the phone up. He picked the receiver back up and dialed again.
 
   “Due to network malfunctions, your–”
 
   Terry slammed the phone down, picked it up, and dialed ‘0’ for the operator, frantic.
 
   “Due to network–”
 
   And again.
 
   “Due to–”
 
   And again.
 
   “Due–”
 
   And again.
 
   “D–”
 
   Terry hurled the phone off of the table. The cord tore from the wall as the phone flew across the room. 
 
   Richard stared down at the phone as it started to ring. 
 
   Richard startled in his bed, staring at the broken phone as it rang continuously. Each ring was loud and piercing. It made his head pound as he stared down at the ringing phone, trying to make sense out of what he was–
 
   Get the phone, Richie.
 
   The voice reverberated in his head, drowning out the rings.
 
   Richard pressed his hands against his pounding forehead as the phone rung louder each passing second.
 
   “Stop,” Richard whispered to the phone.
 
   Terry said something, but his voice was drowned out.
 
   Get the phone!
 
   Richard startled again at the sound of the familiar voice as the ringing continued to echo inside his skull.
 
   “Stop it,” Richard hissed between his clinched teeth. “You’re not really him…”
 
   Answer the goddamn phone!
 
   “STOP!” Richard screamed at the voice, squeezing his hands over his ears.
 
   The ringing stopped.
 
    Laugher reverberated inside his head and slowly faded.
 
   “Stop WHAT?!” Terry asked for the third time, frustrated. “What is wrong with you?!”
 
   Richard lowered his hands and stared at the phone on the floor, silent. He habitually reached a shaking hand down to his front pocket, feeling for the pill bottle that was no longer there. Remembering his missing medication, he stopped, and folded his arms across his stomach. The nausea and dizziness, both of which were common withdrawal symptoms, were already starting to manifest.
 
   “Nothing,” Richard said, head aching. It’s been a long time since he had an episode and it left him feeling beside himself and frightened. 
 
   Terry shook his head and muttered something as he slid his cellphone out from the carrying case on his belt.
 
   Richard shot a questionable look over towards him, unable to decipher what he mumbled.
 
   (What the hell did he say?)
 
   He said something about you, Richie. Don’t trust that little shit.
 
   Richard winched at the sound of the whispering voice, but he knew that it was right, even if it wasn’t real. People were always saying cruel things about him underneath their breath and behind his back. His condition made him different, and he knew that everyone around him picked up on it. His whole life has been about trying to fit in and appear normal. But without the medication, he didn’t know how long his pharmaceutical mask of normalcy would last.
 
   He felt his deceptive mask chipping away a little bit more each passing minute.
 
   Terry didn’t pay Richard any attention and continued to stare at his cellphone. Despite being relieved to see that it survived the crash, he was dismayed to see the message on his screen.
 
   “No signal. Great!” Terry yelled as he shoved the phone back into the leather case.
 
   Terry snatched the remote off of the nightstand and turned on the television. He flipped anxiously through channels. 
 
   Richard closed his eyes and his headache slowly subsided. His anxious roommate wasn’t helping him any. His stressed behavior was obnoxious and, frankly, becoming intolerable. He wasn’t worried about the flu. Hell, he had the flu countless times before. 
 
   “Maybe you should try to relax,” Richard suggested with his eyes closed.
 
   “Relax? We’re in the middle of a terrorist attack! We need to find out what is going on,” Terry counter and finally found CNN on the television. 
 
   “–as planned. We don’t know the exact nature of the attack, but we have been told that the entire downtown area is affected,” the reporter said from behind the news desk. “The Raleigh evacuation is still in progress and we’ve been told that things are going orderly, due mostly to the multi-agency coordinated response we saw at Fort Detrick this morning. We–” 
 
   “They got Fort Detrick, too?! What in the hell is going on,” Terry muttered, shaking his head, watching fearfully.
 
   He flipped to Fox News–
 
   “–in size and scope,” the reporter said. She stood outside a large grass field full of white tents. People wearing blue jackets adorned with ‘FEMA’ in yellow lettering scurried behind her, carrying boxes of supplies while helicopters hover overhead.
 
   “FEMA is establishing a number of refugee centers just like the one behind me in and around the Halifax County area for evacuees,” the reporter said, speaking loud enough to drown out a passing helicopter. “The fact that no vehicular traffic has been permitted through Raleigh’s city-wide quarantine roadblocks has complicated evacuation procedures, a source inside has informed us. The military is transporting evacuees out of the city via helicopter from FEMA centers that have been specially designated throughout the city. Even more time consuming we’ve been told, is that evacuees must pass through strict medical screening before even being allowed to board.”
 
   “Any word on why such strict security measures or why the refugee centers are being placed outside of North Carolina?” a male’s voice asked.
 
   The reporter shook her head.
 
   “Unfortunately, officials have been very tight-lipped about the nature of the contagion. We can only speculate that–”
 
   Terry flipped back to CNN.
 
   A woman stood behind a podium, hurriedly shuffling through a series of notecards. Cameras flashed and cast her in strobe. The ticker at the bottom of the screen read ‘BREAKING NEWS: NC GOV. JANET WELLS declares state of emergency.’
 
   “Due to the unprecedented and volatile nature of the biological terrorist attack, I am hereby declaring a state of emergency for North Carolina effective immediately. All schools and public offices will be closed and all off-duty local and state emergency personnel are ordered to report to their duty stations at once.
 
   “While Raleigh is the only city currently under a mandatory evacuation order, I deeply implore residents in nearby cities to evacuate and seek a safe place until the issue is resolved in a satisfactory manner. Residents quarantined inside downtown Raleigh will be evacuated as soon as it determined safe to do so.
 
   “It is also with a heavy heart that I am declaring martial law and activating the full resources of the North Carolina National Guard in order to maintain accountability for personal safety and the protection of personal property in this time of crisis.”
 
   The ticker at the bottom of the screen changed: ‘NC GOV ENACTS MARTIAL LAW’
 
   “A statewide curfew of seven to seven will be enforced. Looters will be dealt with extreme prejudice. May God watch over us and give us strength in our hour of need. This concludes my announcement and there will be no questions.”
 
   She walked off of the stage as the reporters erupted into an uproar of questions.
 
   Terry flipped through the channels, hand trembling as he pressed the button on the remote.
 
   CSPAN was all static, as were a lot of other basic cable stations. Most of the local stations were static, but the local FOX affiliate, WRAL, came through.
 
   He turned the volume up and listened.
 
   An attractive reporter stood a few blocks away from an army roadblock setup a few miles away from the edge of downtown Raleigh. Tanks and Humvees blocked the street while soldiers in white hazmat suits stood post in front of them. Bright halogen lamps ran the expanse of the roadblock and created an eerie white glow that silhouetted the soldiers. Despite the extreme military presence, the reporter seemed unnerved as she yelled into the microphone, speaking over the rumble of the passing Humvees and the helicopters overhead.
 
   “FEMA assures us that residents trapped inside the downtown quarantine will be evacuated as soon as the area is deemed safe. People trapped inside are under careful supervision and twenty-four-hour medical supervision,” she said carefully and exactly as instructed. She didn’t glance over at the armed white-suit standing next to the cameraman even once. 
 
   “While exact fatalities are not yet known, those who have taken ill are receiving the best medical care available. CDC has assured us that no cases of the virus have emerged outside of the downtown containment zone, but they also urge residents in the rest of the city not to take the evacuation order lightly.” 
 
   Footage of men and women standing in line at the Crabtree Valley Mall FEMA evacuation center filled the screen.
 
    “Officials urge all residents to report to any of the multiple FEMA Safe Haven evacuation centers that have been established throughout the Raleigh area for free medical screening and safe evacuation out of the city.”
 
   A list of FEMA Safe Haven locations rolled along the bottom of the screen, slowly. 
 
   The footage switched back to the reporter.
 
   “Thanks, Lisa. Any word on what to do if you do start to feel ill?” an off-screen voice cheerfully asked from the newsroom.
 
   The reporter, Lisa, nodded stiffly and tried to smile.
 
   “Yes, don’t go anywhere. Stay home. They’re urging anybody exhibiting flu-like symptoms to isolate themselves from other family members and call the twenty-four hour hotline as soon as possible to receive help. Do not call 911.”
 
   A 1-800 number flashed along the bottom of the screen.
 
   The image flipped to an anchorman sitting at the desk in the newsroom.
 
   “Thank you again, Lisa. In other news, federal authorities say that solar flare activity is behind the communications interference plaguing the entire central North Carolina viewing area. A NASA spokesman said–”
 
   Terry turned off the television, horrified.
 
   “Seriously, you need to calm down,” Richard said, eyes closed, massaging his temples. “You’re agitating me.”
 
   “We’re in a hospital during a killer flu outbreak and you tell me to relax? Haven’t you paid attention?” 
 
   “Well working yourself up and breaking phones won’t help things,” Richard quickly responded. “Look at it this way; we’ve survived something that kills most people. We’re lucky. I mean, it’s just the flu.”
 
   “That logic doesn’t assure me much,” Terry scoffed. He turned the television on again and muted it. Commercials played across the screen.
 
   Richard frowned at the man’s insolence.
 
   He’s acting weird. I don’t trust him, Richie.
 
   Richard stared at Terry. He knew that the voice inside his head wasn’t real, but he agreed with what it said. Terry was acting strange and on edge. Even worse, Richard suspected that the man’s sanity was teetering on the edge.
 
   Although he knew that he should ignore the voice, he had nobody else to turn to.
 
   For the first time in a long time, he asked for the voice’s advice.
 
   (What should I do?)
 
   Talk to him. Ease him into conversation.
 
   (Why?)
 
   So that way, when we have to kill him, he won’t see it coming.
 
   The coldness in the voice was unsettling. It was one of the reasons he didn’t like talking to it.
 
   (When we have to kill him? What do you mean?)
 
   If, I meant. If we have to kill him. Talk to him and get him to warm up.
 
   It made sense to him. He understood what the voice was trying to say.
 
   (He’ll think we’ve bonded.)
 
   Exactly, Richie. See? Then he won’t see you coming.
 
   Richard fidgeted in his gurney. He wasn’t a murderer anymore. Those days were behind him. The doctors cured him. Still… if it came down to it and the man really was insane…
 
   (I don’t want to do it… but I will do it if it comes down to it.)
 
   Oh, trust me, it will. He’s insane. 
 
   Richard agreed. The man clearly wasn’t in a sane state of mind.
 
   Now talk to him before he knows that you’ve figured him out.
 
   “What do you do, Troy?” Richard asked.
 
   Terry frowned, looked over at Richard, and coughed.
 
   “Terry. Not Troy. And what do you mean what I do?”
 
   “What do you do for work?”
 
   “Does it matter?”
 
   “We have to distract ourselves somehow, don’t we?”
 
   You see? I don’t like his attitude, Richie.
 
   Richard didn’t either. He almost had forgotten how much sense the voice made sometimes.
 
   What is he trying to hide?
 
   It was another good point.
 
   “I’m a regional marketing manager. You?”
 
   So he says.
 
   Richard stared at him, but he couldn’t tell if the man was being honest. The voice may have been right.
 
   “I do a little of whatever comes my way… Work has been tough ever since I got out,” Richard eventually answered.
 
   “Which branch of service?” 
 
   “The prison service,” Richard answered. 
 
   Terry stared at him, ready for an explanation.
 
   Richard was used to the stare and he knew what it meant.
 
   “I did a little stint in USP Butner with someone,” Richard calmly said, just like he said many times before to many different people. The reaction was always the same: a mixture of disgust, pity, and fear. He wanted the man to know that he had a history, just in case the insane man next to him tried to do anything foolish.
 
   “So you were in prison,” Terry said, somberly, not very surprised. He pegged Richard as a loser back on the train, so he wasn’t shocked to find out he was an ex-con.
 
   “Yes,” Richard said calmly. He studied Terry’s expression for a moment and smiled. He saw the discomfort in the man’s face, and that brought him a strange sense of satisfaction.
 
   Now at least he knows where you stand.
 
   Richard found himself agreeing with the false voice once more.
 
   Terry found Richard’s nonchalant smile cold and calculating and immediately felt uncomfortable. He turned his head and stared at the television as commercials continued to play, staying silent. 
 
   Richard decided to rattle the man’s cage even more.
 
   “My brother is locked up there, too,” Richard said, savoring the drama. He laughed and quickly looked over to watch for a reaction.
 
   Terry continued to gaze vacantly and silently at the television, his bruised face luminescent from the LCD screen’s glimmer.
 
   “I don’t really care to hear about it,” Terry said, staring at the television.
 
   Richard seethed with anger.
 
   He doesn’t care, Richie.
 
   (I don’t care much for him.)
 
   I don’t trust him.
 
   (I don’t trust him either.)
 
   We have to kill him.
 
   (Stop it. Don’t say things like that. You’re not real.)
 
   Richard habitually reached for his pill bottle but was once again reminded that it was gone. 
 
   His thoughts went to his brother, Andy. Hopefully, the thoughts of Andy would drown out the false voice inside his head.
 
   Andy was the only man in the world he respected and was the only family he had left. He hated to leave him behind while walking out a free man. It just didn’t seem fair.
 
   However, Richard summarized that the arrogant prick lying next to him couldn’t care less. Still, just talking about Andy made him feel better, safer.
 
    “Yep, old Andy… that’s my older brother. He killed a man,” Richard looked at Terry, hoping for an interested glance, a disgusted look, something to show that he gave a fuck. Inside, he got nothing. Terry just stared at the television and coughed.
 
   “I don’t want to talk about your brother right now, sorry,” Terry said. “I have other things on my mind.”
 
   Kill him. Kill that disrespectful queer.
 
   Richard suddenly wanted to strangle the little arrogant bastard. He almost got out of the hospital gurney, but stopped himself.
 
   (No, I can’t listen to you anymore. You’re not really talking to me, Andy. It’s impossible. You’re in Butner. That isn’t really your voice.)
 
   Reality is relative. Those prison doctors really got you to swallow their horseshit with their pills, didn’t they?
 
   (You’re not really here, Andy.)
 
   I’ve always been here. You just chose to block me out.
 
   The door suddenly opened, startling them both.
 
   A man inside a white hazmat suit with the ‘CDC’ logo stenciled across the chest stood in the doorway. Wails and shouts echoed down the hallway behind him. “Code Blue, Emergency Ward, Security Stat. Code Blue, Emergency Ward, Security Stat,” a female voice droned over the ceiling intercom speakers. Additional CDC white-suits with assault rifles ran past the white-suit standing in the doorway down the hall. The CDC white-suits were followed by coughing hospital security guards, most of them soaked in fever-induced sweat.
 
   The CDC white-suit walked into the room holding a small silver case. He quickly closed the door and instantly reduced the commotion in the hall down to a murmur.
 
   “Are you a doctor?” Richard quickly asked.
 
   “No, sorry,” the white-suit said as he walked over towards Terry. “But I understand that you two are doing pretty well on our temperature scans so I’m here to take some blood. If everything checks out, we’ll have you on the first evacuation helicopter headed towards Atlanta.”
 
   The CDC white-suit walked to the nightstand between the two beds and sat the case down on it. He opened the case and brought out some syringes and small glass vials. He walked over towards Richard first and injected a syringe into Richard’s forearm.
 
   Beads of sweat started to form across Richard’s brow and his hands were fidgety.
 
   “Look, when will a doctor come see me? I have some very important medication that I need refilled,” Richard said as he watched the man drew a vile of blood.
 
   “Are you on diabetic or asthmatic medication?” the CDC white-suit asked as he tossed the syringe into a red bin, wrote down ‘Room 120-A’ on the vial’s sticker, and then put the vial into the silver case.
 
   “No, it’s a psychotropic,” Richard said in a quiet voice. “It feels like I’m coming apart inside my own skin…”
 
   Terry looked at Richard with wide-eyes, alarmed.
 
   “Oh, well that all will get taken care of later,” the CDC white-suit dismissively said. He turned towards Terry. “What about you? Diabetic?”
 
   “No,” Terry said.
 
   The CDC white-suit went to work drawing Terry’s blood.
 
   “Ah, that’s good. And as far as non-essential medication or any other medical questions, I’m afraid you will have to wait to see Dr. Mathews. He has this floor,” the CDC white-suit said, finished drawing Terry’s blood. He labeled the vial ‘Room 120-B’ and put the sample in the case with Richard’s.
 
   Terry broke into a spasm of wet coughs.
 
   The CDC white-suit startled and looked over at Terry. He reached into the case, retrieved Terry’s blood sample, and threw the vial in the trash with the used syringes.
 
   Terry didn’t notice.
 
   “Well how long do we have to stay here? The phone doesn’t work and I need to call my wife!” Terry said as he sat-up.
 
   The CDC white-suit gently placed a hand on Terry’s shoulder and lowered him back down onto the bed.
 
   “Once again, I can’t say. It really all depends on the result of your blood test. That will determine how long you have to stay here,” the CDC white-suit said. “But I’m going to see about getting you moved to another room.”
 
   “One with a working phone?” Terry asked.
 
   “Yes,” the CDC white-suit lied.
 
   “So we’re prisoners, is that it?” Richard suddenly asked.
 
   The man turned in his bulky hazmat suit and faced Richard.
 
   “Prisoners? No, we’re here to help you,” he said defensively. He walked over to Richard’s IV and injected a serum into the IV’s injection port. “This is for the pain, doctor’s orders. He wanted to tide over his patients until he can get up here.”
 
   “Oh,” Richard said, and then lay back down. He stared at the ceiling as his world started spinning and his mind started to float.
 
   The CDC white-suit walked over to Terry and injected the rest of the serum into the IV’s injection port.
 
   “When can I use the damn phone?” Terry asked. 
 
                 Richard’s eyes fluttered closed and he slipped unconscious.
 
   The CDC white-suit shook his head.
 
   “Soon” the CDC white-suit promised and then quickly retreated back out into the hall, slamming the door shut behind him. Terry thought that he heard gunshots, but he wasn’t sure. His world was spinning.
 
   Terry coughed, and then fell asleep.
 
   Thirty minutes later, the CDC white-suit sat inside his make-shift laboratory, analyzing blood samples. The gunshots coming from a few floors below had intensified, but he was too busy with his work to pay attention. He didn’t even hear the fire alarms going off.
 
   He slid a glass slide marked with blood from the vile labeled ‘Room 120-A’ underneath the microscope. 
 
   He drew back, blinked, and then looked through the lens again. “Oh my God…” he muttered. He hurriedly reached for the satellite phone to call Atlanta.
 
   His door flung open, startling him, and a woman wearing a blood-splattered patient smock ran into the room, snarling, knocking his table aside as she lunged towards him.
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   By the end of the evening, every skyscraper in downtown Raleigh had been draped in plastic and boarded up. A small battalion of soldiers in white hazmat suits stood guard in front of each tower. The white-suits weren’t expecting any problems. The occupants inside the towers, if any were still alive, would be too sick and feverish to cause any protest. Throughout the day, people inside the towers periodically took to the roof or tried to shatter a window and escape, but the sniper’s expert marksmanship made their efforts fall short. The screams inside the skyscrapers eventually stopped and the frantic pounding against the plywood-covered exits slowly subsided. 
 
   A Humvee rolled along Fayetteville Street past small groups of white-suited soldiers as they stood watch in front of the sealed skyscrapers. Colonel Mathis, wearing a white hazmat suit just like the others, sat in the passenger seat and stared out the window. For the first time since the ‘PT-12’ virus escaped the Fort Detrick facility, Col. Mathis felt some sense of an uneasy calm. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling of guilt that continued to gnaw at him.
 
   The Humvee drove past countless shattered storefronts as it made its way towards the 161st downtown base camp. Col. Mathis stared listlessly out the window at the activity outside, chewing on his bottom lip inside of his white-suit.
 
   Outside, soldiers were burning large pyres and rummaging through emptied buildings for more corpses to burn. Abandoned vehicles littered the street and peppered the sidewalk. Telephone poles and traffic signals lay mangled and toppled. The quant downtown shops had been gutted-out by looters earlier in the day and by soldiers later in the evening. The state capitol building had burnt down to the ground and the cause of the fire was anyone’s guess; army vehicles parked on its once pristine lawn while groups of white-suits watched the remnants of the building smolder.
 
   The Humvee approached the Meymandi Concert Hall, where Mozart and Chopin once filled the air. It had been reclaimed as the 161st Bioterrorism Response Regiment’s downtown base camp. 
 
   Inside the concert hall, three bored soldiers wearing white-suits were taking it upon themselves to redecorate the concert hall with graffiti. They abruptly stopped when Col. Mathis entered through the front door, flanked by two sergeants.
 
   The soldiers were surprised when Col. Mathis said nothing and simply walked towards the main auditorium.
 
   Just as Col. Mathis reached the auditorium’s heavy wooden doors, he stopped and turned towards the soldiers. The two sergeants stopped and turned as well.
 
   “Sgt. Trevor, Sgt. Rivers? How about taking these three outside and running them through some drills?” Col. Mathis said. “I can’t imagine that their environmental suits will make it a very pleasant experience. When they’re done, I want them to come back inside and clean up the mess they made inside my base. We’re probably going to be here for a long time, so let’s keep it looking nice. Understand?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” the sergeants quickly replied. They walked towards the soldiers, barking orders.
 
   Col. Mathis turned and entered the auditorium, shaking his head. He felt disgusted with himself, disgusted with his men, and, frankly, disgusted with his own country.
 
   “A long fucking time,” he muttered to himself. He kept trying to forget about the dying souls trapped inside those skyscrapers, but found the task to be impossible.
 
                 Meanwhile, inside a darkened office on the fourth floor of the plastic-draped RBC tower, Howell paced back-and-forth. 
 
                 His eyes were clouded, his skin was pale, and his clothes were caked in dried vomit. He gave guttural groans as his muscles fired in wild spasms. He paced jaggedly from one side of the ransacked office to the other. Periodically he would stop, stick his nose up in the air, and sniff like a feral animal, listening and smelling for new prey. He could hear thousands like him outside the office, aimlessly wandering the recesses of the darkened skyscraper. 
 
   Howell gave a frustrated snarl and kept pacing.
 
                 The desk in the middle of the office was overturned and coved in dried vomit. Howell’s unfinished handwritten manifesto against the government lay strewn across the floor, lying in pools of urine, trampled beyond recognition by his relentless pacing. The bookcases were ransacked, and the door was riddled with deep fingernail gashes from when he tried to claw his way out. In his final form, doorknobs were no longer something he could master.
 
                 His duffle sat in the far corner of the room, next to the window, underneath a pile of books. The bomb inside, Howell’s last creative endeavor on earth, started beeping as the timer reached the ten second countdown.
 
                 Howell flew across the office in a feral rage, snarling, and dug into the pile of books with blood-stained hands, digging towards the sound. He reached the duffle and battered it with closed fists, screaming.
 
   The timer reached zero and the resulting blast vaporized Howell along with most of the fourth floor.
 
   The massive explosion created a shockwave that shattered the building’s exterior windows and blew the plywood off the lobby doors. The small battalion of white-suits standing in front of the building was hurled backwards as a pillar of flames shot out from the lobby. The plastic tarp over the building started to melt and dribbled into congealed lumps onto the pavement as the RBC tower engulfed into flames.
 
   The blast caused a crescendo of car alarms echoing out for miles.
 
   “What the fuck was that?!” Col. Mathis asked from inside the command post, blocks away. The entire auditorium shook from the explosion and chunks of plaster shook loose from the ceiling.
 
   Humvees quickly arrived at the scene of the RBC tower explosion along with multiple FEMA vans. White-suited soldiers poured out of the Humvees and took position around the breached lobby, sighting-in their weapons. Helicopters circled above the engulfed lobby entrance. 
 
   “Delta Lead to Delta Base! Delta Lead to Delta Base! There has been an explosion at Site 21! There are multiple causalities and the building is breached! I repeat, Site 21 has been compromised!  A CDC disposal unit is at the scene. Requesting immediate additional security support, over,” one of the white-suits screamed into the radio.
 
   CDC white-suits wielding flamethrowers hopped out the back of the FEMA vans and formed a semicircle around the breached lobby.
 
   “Copy, Delta Lead. Base to all downtown detachments! Attention all downtown detachments! Converge on Site 21 immediately! Code Orange! Weapons hot! Engineer detachment, report to the breach and get it sealed, over!”
 
   A man staggered out of the breached lobby entrance, head twitching as he looked around with glazed eyes. He gave a feral cry and started to run towards the amassed soldiers.
 
   The CDC white-suits fired-up their flamethrowers and engulfed the infected man. 
 
   The man staggered towards one of the CDC white-suits and collapsed to the ground a few feet away from him, withering in the flames. 
 
   “Delta Lead to Delta Base! We have confirmed Whiskey-Tangos! I repeat, confirmed Whiskey-Tangos, over!”
 
   Two more infected men wearing blood-stained dress shirts staggered out of the lobby with their mouths fastened in a bloody snarl.
 
   The CDC white-suits engulfed the two men in flames.
 
   Both men, despite being covered in flames, charged towards the CDC white-suits but were quickly put-down by the white-suited soldiers just a few yards away in front of the Humvees.
 
   “Copy, Delta Lead! Attention all downtown detachments! Confirmed Whiskey-Tango sighted! Code Red! Break. Repeat. Code Red!”
 
   Suddenly, ten people ran out of the lobby in a full-sprint, screaming, snarling rabidly, and two of them were already on fire. 
 
   The CDC white-suits fired-up their flamethrowers, sweeping the flames back-and-forth as they collectively took several steps backwards.
 
   The infected continued, unimpeded by the fire dancing off of them, and leapt onto several of the CDC white-suits, biting through their protective suits.
 
   The CDC white-suits panicked and turned their flamethrowers on each other, screaming.
 
   The white-suited soldiers opened indiscriminate fire on both the infected and the CDC white-suits, riddling the corpses with bullet holes.
 
   The corpses collapsed on the ground, engulfed in flames.
 
   “Delta Lead to Delta Base! The CDC disposal detachment has been neutralized! I repeat, the CDC detachment has been–”
 
   Infected ran out of the lobby sixteen strong and effortlessly hurdled over the engulfed bodies of the fallen. 
 
   The frightened soldiers managed to take down about eight when twenty more rushed out of the lobby.
 
   As the soldiers fired, infected started to jump out of the shattered lower-floor windows.
 
   Soon, the infected outside were over a hundred strong. 
 
   Bullets fired wildly into the air as the soldiers were tackled to the ground one-by-one. Infected swarmed the soldiers, ripped open their white-suits, and tore into them ruthlessly. 
 
   All the while, infected men, women, and children continued to pour out of the breached RBC lobby and jump out of the lower-floor windows. 
 
   The soldiers manning the Humvee’s mounted machine guns indiscriminately fired into the rapidly growing horde of infected as they converged all around them.
 
   Infected climbed onto the Humvees and pulled the screaming gunners out of their nests, tearing into them.
 
   The infected horde ran down the street, snarling, towards an arriving convoy of four armored personnel carriers and a battalion of jogging white-suited soldiers.
 
   The soldiers opened fire and managed to take down a few scattered targets but failed to effectively slow down the horde. Within seconds, the horde swarmed the soldiers and climbed onto the four armored personnel carriers. The personnel carriers crashed against each other in the middle of the street as the infected swarmed past them and climbed over them.
 
   “Overwatch Four to Delta Base, Overwatch Four to Delta Base, we lost primary ground position and have multiple targets! Whiskey-Tangos have pushed through and are Oscar-Mike, over!” one of the pilots hovering above cried out into the radio.
 
   “Delta Base to all ground and Overwatch units! This is Colonel Mathis, downtown operations commander! Use of indiscriminate fire is authorized! Fire at will! Fire at will! Do not allow the Whiskey-Tangos to get anywhere near the downtown quarantine border!” 
 
   Two Blackhawk helicopters hovered low and fired their machine guns into the massive crowd on the street, killing both infected and non-infected alike. It was no use. For every infected person they killed, dozens more seemed to emerge from the RBC tower.
 
   On the street, terrified white-suits fell back and ran away from the advancing horde while firing wildly into it, tearing through many unfortunate white-suits caught in the panicked crossfire.
 
   The horde overtook soldier-after-soldier as it relentlessly advanced towards the bright halogen lamps of the 161st base camp a few blocks away at the Meymandi Concert Hall. The bright lamps led the infected like moths to the flame.
 
   Four Humvees careened around the corner at the intersection of Hargett and Fayetteville, crushing four terrified white-suits in the process. The gunners manning the Humvee’s rooftop M2 Browning machine guns opened fire into the advancing horde.
 
   Large sections of the horde disintegrated into bloody splotches, but more bodies filled-in the gaps from the back of the horde, bounding over the bodies of their fallen comrades. Within seconds, the horde swarmed over the vehicles.
 
   The gunners manning the Humvee’s machine guns screamed as the infected ripped into them and tore into their flesh with rabid intensity. One of the terrified gunners squeezed down on the trigger, screaming, as an infected woman grabbed hold of him; the M2 Browning’s barrel jerked towards the sky and the rounds flew wildly into the sky.
 
   “Overwatch Four to Delta Base! Overwatch Four to Delta Base! Whiskey-Tangos are nearing your perimeter! I repeat, Whiskey-Tangos are–”
 
   The pilot’s radio broadcast was cut short when one of the M2 Browning’s errant .50 BMG rounds punched through the floorboard of the cockpit, shattered out the back of the pilot’s skull, and exited through the roof. The pilot slumped forward onto the controls. A shrill alarm started chirping in the blood-splattered cockpit as the craft twirled out of control towards another Blackhawk hovering nearby.
 
   “Overwatch Two to Four! Two to Four! Check your- Jesus!” 
 
   Both helicopters collided and blossomed into an orange fireball. The flaming remnants cascaded against a nearby skyscraper, ripping the plastic tarp off of the building. The remnants of the two helicopters landed at the base of the skyscraper and erupted into a billowing explosion.
 
   Swarms of infected poured out of the newly breached skyscraper and joined the horde on the street as they sprinted towards the downtown base’s bright halogen lights.
 
   Alarms started wailing at the base. Searchlights placed along the roof of the Meymandi Concert Hall powered on and encircled the pavement below as white-suited soldiers scrambled into position.
 
   Sentries along the base perimeter opened fire at the advancing horde and emptied clip-after-clip, but the horde continued unabated. Within seconds the sentries were overwhelmed and overrun.
 
   The infected, many soldiers newly amassed amongst their ranks, shook the flimsy chain-link perimeter fence that had been temporarily erected around the Meymandi Concert Hall. The fence toppled over and infected sprinted towards the concert hall, overtaking the scattered pockets of soldiers they encountered. 
 
   Reinforcements ran out of the hall, guns blazing, but, they too, were quickly overrun.
 
   Inside the concert hall’s main venue, a make-shift command console had been erected in the center of the concert hall’s main stage. The soldiers positioned themselves out in the stadium-style seating surrounding the stage, crouched down, and sighted-in their weapons towards the venue doors. 
 
   The gunfire and screams coming from outside the main concert hall was intense. The radio traffic had become garbled and incoherent.
 
   Col. Mathis crouched next to the radio operator manning the command console in the middle of the stage. Col. Mathis’ skin was pale behind his facemask and his heart was beating wildly inside his stuffy white-suit. Whatever false sense of calm he felt earlier had dissipated. 
 
   “Try them again, goddamnit!” Col. Mathis shouted at the back of the radio operator’s head.
 
   The radio operator jumped and quickly pressed down on the microphone button.
 
   “Delta Base to Outside Perimeter Detail, what is your status? Over,” the radio operator spoke into the microphone in a trembling voice.
 
   No response.
 
   “Sir, should I send the distress call?” the radio operator asked.
 
   Col. Mathis frowned. To send out the call would admit defeat. However, he knew that there wasn’t a victory to be won downtown anymore. His career was finished. He closed his eyes and thought about the sacrifices he made for his career, sacrifices that proved to be for nothing in the end. He thought about the wife he left behind in Texas and about the kids he had lost contact with.
 
   “Sir?” the radio operator asked again, frantic.
 
   “Yes, do it. We don’t have any choice left,” Col. Mathis said.
 
   Gunfire echoed outside, mixed alongside the dying screams of soldiers and the feral cries of the infected. 
 
   The radio operator spun back to the microphone and quickly switched bands.
 
   “Delta Base to Control! Delta Base to Control! Wildfire! Break. Repeat, Wildfire!” the radio operator said into the microphone.
 
   “Control to Delta Base, We received your transmission. Wildfire protocol has been initiated.”
 
   There was a brief pause. The gunshots outside had stopped, as had the screams. 
 
   The soldiers who had taken cover spread out amongst the concert hall’s stadium seating slowly started to rise and look around.
 
   “Did they manage to push them back?” one of the soldiers asked.
 
   One of the main venue doors flew open and infected started pouring into the concert hall.
 
   The startled soldiers ducked back down behind cover and opened fire.
 
   Infected bounded over row-after-row of seats and took the soldiers down one after the other.
 
   Two other venue doors flew open and even more infected charged in. 
 
   With the soldiers overwhelmed, the massive horde swarmed towards the two men standing by the command console on the main stage. 
 
   “Control to all detachments. This is Major General Yates, commander of Raleigh operations. The downtown position has been compromised, prepare to implement Wildfire contingencies! All Overwatch units pull out of the DZ at once! Glenwood-Five Points Checkpoint, hold back Whiskey-Tangos and prepare for Wildfire! Do not allow targets to break downtown quarantine, over.”
 
   Col. Mathis snatched the microphone from the radio operator. 
 
   “Yates! This is Mathis! I need extraction! They’re here! They’re inside!” Col. Mathis shouted into the radio, shaking, staring at the horde as it swarmed closer, aisle after aisle. “I need a chopper on the roof immediately!”
 
   “Sorry, son, you know what Wildfire entails. Hold them off as best you can and get to any cover you can find. God be with you,” Maj. Gen. Yates replied. 
 
   Mathis screamed in anger and threw the microphone down against the polished stage floor.
 
   The radio operator drew his Beretta sidearm and started firing at the advancing horde. 
 
   Mathis stared at the horde as it drew closer to the stage.
 
   “What are you doing? Help me! Help me hold them back!” the radio operator screamed, reloading his pistol. Infected started to climb onto the stage. “Help me, you coward!”
 
   Mathis looked over at him, gave him an apologetic look, turned, and took off towards the service door at the rear of the stage. Behind him, he heard the radio operator’s final screams and the command console topple over onto the floor. He didn’t dare look back and, instead, forced himself to run faster.
 
   He slammed against the door. It swung open into a narrow corridor that ran behind the main stage that was littered with ladders, stage lights, and sound equipment.
 
   Mathis ran down the corridor, overturning equipment behind him as he ran in a frail attempt to slow the infected down. He sucked frantic breaths through his suit’s respirator.
 
   The infected effortlessly hurdled over the toppled equipment, screaming, and started to close the distance quickly.
 
   Ahead, Mathis saw the fire exit doors. He knew he wouldn’t be able to outrun the infected inside his bulky white-suit.
 
   He knew that he would never make it to that fire exit.
 
   In his peripheral vision, he saw another door. He quickly stopped, grabbed the knob, swung open the door, and ran inside.
 
   The small closet had shelves of cleaning equipment on one side and a single sink full of mop heads on the other. He quickly tried to shut the door behind him.
 
   A young man wearing the tattered remains of a white-suit grabbed the door and prevented him from shutting it. The man stuck his head around the edge of the door into the supply room and screamed at Mathis, snapping at him.
 
   Mathis recognized the man as a private who had been in his unit for about six months. He couldn’t remember the man’s name, but he remembered that the man was a hell of a runner, not that it mattered anymore.
 
   Mathis drew his sidearm and shot the man point-blank in the forehead.
 
   The man’s head snapped backwards and he let go of the door.
 
   Mathis quickly pulled the door shut, dropped the pistol, grabbed the knob with both hands, and leaned back with all of his weight. 
 
   The infected pounded against the door with fevered intensity.
 
   Mathis, realizing that the infected weren’t even trying to use the knob, let go of it. He stepped back against the rear of the supply closet, sunk down to the floor, and cowered in the corner. His sobs were muffled by the unrelenting pounding against the door.
 
   A squadron of six fighter jets raced towards Raleigh in formation at top speed, leaving long contrails in their wake.
 
    “Hades Zero-One to RAL Control, enroute to the DZ, nineteen minutes out, how you copy?” the lead pilot said into his helmet radio.
 
   “Control to Hades Zero-One, good copy. Cent-Com gave Wildfire final clearance, you’re clear all the way through.”
 
   “Copy that, RAL Control, eighteen minutes out.”
 
   Hundreds of infected sprinted down ruined downtown streets toward the Glenwood-Five Points quarantine checkpoint, attracted by the multitude of bright halogen flood lamps.
 
   “Glenwood-Five Points to Delta Base! Five Points to Delta Base! What is your condition? Over,” a white-suited soldier yelled into the radio, hands trembling. 
 
   A sergeant stood over the man’s shoulder.
 
   Both men were hunkered down behind one of the tanks barricading the street. Four tanks and two platoons of soldiers in white hazmat suits were all that stood between downtown and the rest of the city. 
 
   A rather large crowd of onlookers had gathered two blocks away and was being kept away from the quarantine line by riot police and National Guardsmen. The crowd had grown in size ever since the explosion and gunplay started. Unfortunately for them, most residents of Raleigh didn’t pay attention to the mandatory evacuation order and had paid even less attention to the curfew.
 
   The white-suited soldiers manning the downtown quarantine line were antsy ever since Wildfire had been initiated and since the helicopters left downtown’s airspace. Even more alarming, the downtown base wasn’t responding.
 
   The sergeant looked down at the soldier holding the radio and motioned for him to try again.
 
   “Glenwood-Five Point to Delta Base, please respond, over,” the soldier said into the mike.
 
   “Where the hell are those jets?” the sergeant grumbled, looking up towards the sky. 
 
   One of the gunners manning the .50 CAL on top of one of the tanks whistled and grabbed everyone’s attention. He pointed down the street at the advancing infected as they between the abandoned vehicles that littered the street.
 
   The amassed horde numbered in the thousands.
 
   An air raid siren on the side of the street started wailing and pierced the night air with its shrill cry.
 
   Soldiers quickly took position, many of which were still staggering half-dressed out of their makeshift barrack (formally a bar and grill) at the sound of the air raid siren.
 
   The on-looking crowd of civilians a few blocks away began to panic and push against each other at the sound of the siren. The police struggled to maintain order and keep the crowd behind the barricade.
 
   “Christ,” the sergeant said as the infected quickly closed the distance. He knew that the jets wouldn’t make it in time. “All units! FIRE AT WILL! Hold them back until the jets get here!”  
 
   Gunfire pummeled the horde but the infected were neither impeded by the bodies of their fallen brethren nor by the ineffective body shots from the frightened soldiers.
 
   The military HF bands were rendered useless as the panicked soldiers all tried to talk at once and stepped on each other’s transmissions. 
 
   “HEAVY FIRE! USE HEAVY FIRE!” the sergeant yelled.
 
   The tanks opened fire and took out large groups of infected and erupted abandoned vehicles into massive fireballs. Body parts and large sections of asphalt went airborne as the tanks fired their ordnance.
 
   Despite their heavy losses, the infected continued their relentless advance.
 
   Within a few seconds, the front-line troops were overrun and entombed by the horde.
 
   One of the gunners atop the tank abandoned his post, leapt off of the tank, and ran away from the approaching horde.
 
   The radio operator looked at the sergeant, gave an apologetic look, and took off running after the gunner; other soldiers in white hazmat suits stopped firing, turned, and joined the retreat as the horde weaved in-between the Humvees and tanks.
 
   Down the road, the gawking civilian onlookers realized what was happening and their panic intensified. They trampled over each other and shoved past the riot police as they tried to make an ineffective retreat.
 
   Infected climbed onto the tanks and pulled gunners out of their nests while the others chased after the retreating soldiers and spread out into the terrified civilian crowd, claiming countless new numbers.
 
   A group of four infected men tackled the sergeant, tore open his white-suit, and started to bite him repeatedly.
 
   The sergeant managed to pull his Beretta out of his holster, stuck the barrel against his head, and pulled the trigger. 
 
   Glenwood-Five Points Station was lost and the downtown quarantine had failed.
 
   The six fighter jets roared past the compromised Glenwood-Five Points and over the heads of the screaming crowd.
 
   The lead pilot looked down at the ground below, dismayed.
 
   “Hades Zero-One to RAL Control, it looks like we have Whiskey-Tangos mixing with civvies in all directions. Five Points didn’t hold. This won’t be an effective run. How do you want us to proceed, over?”
 
   “Control to Hades Zero-One, we copy. Drop your payload as planned.”
 
   The fighter jets fired their thermobaric missiles towards the heart of downtown Raleigh and then veered off into opposite directions. 
 
   A massive pillar of flames formed over the heart of downtown and quickly flooded the surrounding streets with liquid fire, spreading outward.
 
   Within seconds, every downtown street was awash in burning napalm and multiple plastic-draped skyscrapers took to the flames like dry kindling. Agonizing shrills of death filled the air and rose above the roar of the flames.
 
   Many of the smaller skyscrapers along the outskirts of downtown, including Central Hospital, remained unscathed.
 
   Outside of the engulfed downtown area, the infection spread into the surrounding neighborhoods unabated and festering with infection.
 
   Back in D.C., Gen. Falton sat at the polished oak desk inside the White House’s Situation Room with his hands clasped together atop a piece of paper. His mind helplessly drifted back to an earlier time in his illustrious career, a time before the ‘PT-12’ unpleasantness. His mind searched desperately for some way to escape, for some way to make things the way they used to be. He wished that he could tell himself that everything was going to be okay and actually believe it.
 
   “General Falton?” a haggard man sitting across from him asked.
 
   Gen. Falton blinked and stared at the unfamiliar man until recollection finally struck him.
 
   The president stared back at him, looking lost, pale, sick, and worried.
 
   “So, the downtown firebombing happened too late and the quarantine has been defeated?” Gen. Falton asked aloud for the third time. How did such a well-organized plan fall apart so rapidly? He blamed Maj. Gen. Yates since it was his plan in the first place.
 
   The president’s expression went from distraught too annoyed.
 
   “We already went over that! My question to you, again, is why in the hell did those planes take so long to respond?” the president asked.
 
   Gen. Falton looked around at the faces staring at him around the table. He saw the vice-president, looking frail and frightened; Chief of Staff Norton, frowning in his wrinkled blue suit; Secretary of Defense Hart, staring at him with piercing green eyes; Secretary of Homeland Security Rutherford, slowly shaking his head side-to-side, glaring at him; Admiral Rooks, a look of disgust plastered on his hard-lined face; General West, looking focused and energized; and General Spinks, sitting ramrod-straight, calculating.
 
   Gen. Falton wished that he could detach himself from his body and leave that unpleasant room. His eyes drifted up the large LED screen on the wall above the president. The screen showed a live satellite view of Raleigh, North Carolina and various other live camera feeds. It all felt so very surreal.
 
   “Well?” the president asked. The irritation was evident in his voice.
 
   Gen. Falton’s gaze drifted back to the president. He kept his hands clinched over the face-down sheet of paper in front of him.
 
   “The… pilots were on schedule. It was the virus’ fault. It swept through at an unbelievable speed. We never expected it to be so… tenaciously fast,” Gen. Falton trailed off, lost in his own thoughts.
 
   “Unbelievable,” the president muttered. “Completely unbelievable. Hart, what projections are we looking at?”
 
   The Secretary of Defense cleared his throat.
 
   “Sir, there is no way to confine this situation to Raleigh. At best estimates, we’re going to lose Durham, Wake Forest, Garner, Cary, Morrisville, Chapel Hill, and Carrboro just to name a few of the larger surrounding cities,” Secretary of Defense Hart said with dismay. “And that is within a twenty-four window.”
 
   Dead silence hung in the room for a full two minutes.
 
   “Projected loss of life?” the president finally asked.
 
   “Insurmountable,” the Secretary of Defense replied. “Many people ignored FEMA’s mandatory evacuation order, probably due to hassle and complication involved.”
 
   All attention shifted to Secretary of Homeland Security Rutherford. FEMA was under his command.
 
   He shifted in his seat uncomfortably. 
 
   “Well, we couldn’t point a gun at their head and force them to leave. We tried that with Katrina and look at how that backfired. The cover story for this was ridiculous. Why would anybody evacuate over a flu bug?” Rutherford said defensively.
 
   The Secretary of Defense waved his hand dismissively.
 
   “None of that matters anymore, anyway,” Hart said. “We can’t risk evacuating anybody out of Raleigh now, not even our own men.”
 
   “What are our options?” the president asked.
 
   Secretary of Defense Hart stood up and pointed a small remote at the screen on the wall. The lights in the room dimmed and the men swiveled in their chairs to face the screen. A detailed topographical image of North Carolina centered on the screen.
 
   “As of right now, our immediate worst case infection scenario is this… after roughly three hours,” Hart said, clicking the remote.
 
   A large section in the center of the map turned red.
 
   The men in the room stared at the map in silence.
 
   Gen. Falton looked away from the screen and stared down at the paper underneath his folded hands.
 
   “If we seal the state border and corral the hot zone, we can keep this thing from blowing into a full-scale pandemic,” Hart continued. He clicked the remote and red ‘X’s appeared on every road leading out of the state.
 
   “And just how are we supposed to corral a hot zone that size, exactly? We couldn’t even handle downtown!” Gen. Spinks said, angrily gesturing towards the map. 
 
    “With fire,” Hart said. He clicked on the remote and a white circle appeared around the red shaded area on the map. “If we create a flame barrier using white phosphorus munitions, we can keep the infected from leaving and spreading the virus to outlying areas. The infected swarm and overpower physical barriers, but tend to stay clear of fire. The behavior could be instinctive, but we’re not sure.
 
   “In any case, we can keep the flames fed, keep the infection corralled, and then move in after the infected die off in the currently projected five day window and begin clean-up. It would be a large scale version of the downtown operation.”
 
   There were murmurs.
 
   “How do you know they’re afraid of fire? They sure as hell aren’t afraid of getting shot, that’s for sure,” Gen. Spinks griped.
 
   “After we firebombed downtown Raleigh,” Hart continued, “Our UAVs detected a mass exodus of them moving away from the drop zone. In addition, the others outside the drop zone haven’t ventured in towards the engulfed areas. They avoid flames, if they can help it.”
 
   “I can see how a flame barrier would prove more effective, but what about the smaller towns caught inside the barrier’s confines?” the president asked.
 
   “In light of the larger circumstances, expendable,” Hart somberly said.
 
    “Nobody in those smaller outlying towns is infected yet, though,” Chief of Staff Norton quietly remarked.
 
   Nobody answered.
 
   “Do it,” the president said, closing his eyes.
 
   “Yes, sir, I’ll get it started,” Hart said.
 
   Norton shook his head.
 
   “This will be a public relations nightmare,” Norton said. “We’ll never politically recover from this, you know.” 
 
   “All cellular traffic and Internet access in the state is being jammed and we have a handle on the media,” Hart said. “It’s not an ideal situation, but it’s better to lose one state than it is to lose the entire eastern seaboard.”
 
   “What about the troops already trapped inside the red zone? Surely they will try to escape once they realize they’ve been cut off,” Admiral Rooks said. “The troops have protective suits and respirators. Most of them can survive for a few days with adequate supplies of oxygen canisters.”
 
   “The firewall will prevent them from using ground-based transportation,” Hart said after a moment. “Their only option will be to use aircraft, and the Air Force’s orders are to blast anything out of the sky, civilian or military. It’s very unfortunate, but we really don’t have any choice.”
 
   “Christ, those are our people though, Hart,” Rooks said punitively, shaking his head.
 
   “I know…” Hart looked down and sighed. “They will be remembered as heroes.”
 
   The lights slowly brightened and Secretary of Defense Hart sat back down.
 
   “Falton,” the president said with distaste.
 
   Gen. Falton’s haggard gaze slowly drifted away from the paper underneath his folded hands up towards the president.
 
   “Have you at least pulled the vaccine out of cold storage and started mass production? I’d like to get the surrounding states inoculated just as a fail-safe,” the president said. Gen. Falton slowly slid the paper he was guarding across the table towards the president.
 
   The president blinked and grabbed the paper.
 
   “What’s this?” the president asked.
 
   It was, in fact, the very same memorandum that the Fort Detrick laboratory received and the same memo Col. Mathis mentioned briefly glancing at. 
 
   Gen. Falton sat in silence, wringing his hands together as he started down at his sullen reflection on the glossy tabletop.
 
   The president stared at the memorandum. His eyes widened as he processed what he read. He sat the paper down, stunned, shocked, afraid.
 
    “The antivirus we have in storage is no longer viable. If it really did mutate, it may cause more problems than the disease itself if we administer it,” Gen. Falton said, looking down at the desk. “Since… we have no cure on-file for ‘PT-12’… we have to start from scratch. If you want a timetable on when it will be completed, well… I have none and I couldn’t even begin to guess.”
 
   A silence hung the room.
 
   “I’ll have CDC to start working on it then,” the president said as he pressed his thumb and index finger against the bridge of his nose. “In the meantime, let’s test out the vaccine we have in some of the surrounding smaller towns.” He paused. “We don’t have anything to lose at this point.”
 
   “Sir, may I speak?” Secretary of Defense Hart quickly interjected.
 
   The president weakly waved his hand.
 
   “We won’t be able to let the teams that venture inside the hot zone to test the vaccine back out,” Hart said.
 
   “I’m aware and it is a tragedy, but this is about national security at this point,” the president said. “I don’t want to waste BLS-4 laboratory time on an unstable vaccine. I want all of our labs focused on creating a new viable vaccine.”
 
   “What if,” the vice-president asked, “The quarantine fails? What then?”
 
   Admiral Rooks brought out a silver attaché case from underneath the table and opened it. 
 
   “If that event arises, we have a final contingency,” Rooks said. He brought out a handful of sealed red folders from the case and distributed them around the table.
 
   Gen. Falton stared at the folder as it slid in front of him, afraid to even touch it; he knew what the folder entailed. 
 
   Admiral Rooks reached underneath the table and brought out an additional attaché case, a hardened metallic one. He handed the case to the president.
 
   The president took the case, moving slowly, deliberately.
 
   Admiral Rooks handed the president an additional sealed folder.
 
   “And these are your codes, sir,” Rooks said, voice low.
 
   

 
   

 
 
   DAY 2
 
    
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
   

 
   

14
 
    
 
                 At 1:00 A.M. the fires in the heart of downtown Raleigh were slowly starting to burn themselves out. Multiple buildings had been gutted by flames, while the smaller skyscrapers along the outer edges were unscathed for the most part. Burnt vehicles and charred corpses littered the downtown streets and layers of black soot covered everything in sight. Scattered hordes of badly burnt infected aimlessly wandered the streets, limping, giving guttural moans.
 
                 By 2:04 A.M. Glenwood Avenue’s affluent residential section (a few miles away from downtown) was in chaos. Traffic was gridlocked in both directions. Vehicles jumped the curbs and drove across residential lawns, flattened hedges, toppled lampposts, and even struck fleeing pedestrians. Fires burned uncontrolled throughout the neighborhood and turned once beautiful Victorian architecture into flaming rubble. Some homeowners took to their roofs in order to defend their homes from looters and the infected, but most of the homeowners simply locked themselves inside and waited to be rescued. Police and military helicopters circled overhead helplessly and directed residents to remain calm. The announcements were drowned out by screams, explosions, and gunfire as the virus spread rampantly.
 
                 At 2:19 A.M. two riot police battalions took position at Six Forks and Atlantic Avenue in response to the widespread looting in the area. They quickly found out that the infected were not fazed by rubber bullets, tear gas, and police intimidation tactics. By 2:28 A.M. both battalions had been wiped out and joined the ranks of the infected.
 
                 It was 2:31 A.M. when FEMA’s Crabtree Valley Mall Safe Haven picked up its first positive temperature reading. FEMA was trying to fill the last of their civilian evacuation helicopters despite the conflicting orders they received from Washington.
 
   Elise Thompson, age 7, registered a temperature of 100.8 at the south admittance station. The soldiers in white hazmat suits immediately restrained her and attempted to drag the screaming girl and her mother into the isolation chamber. A native trucker named Billy DeMayo, age 42, clearly objected; he broke away from the line and drove his right fist through one of the white-suit’s reflective faceshield. The other white-suits immediately opened fire and killed their compromised companion, Billy DeMayo, Elise Thompson, her mother, and three other innocent by-standers caught in the crossfire. It was the spark that lit the fuse.
 
   A mob of people rushed the south entrance checkpoint, trampling over the white-suited soldiers and masked riot police in the process. The crowd shattered Macy’s glass entryway and poured into the mall, toppling store displays and shattering glass cases as they swarmed past the frightened FEMA staff.
 
   The three transport helicopters that were parked on Crabtree Valley Mall’s parking deck took off despite not even being half-way full.
 
   And then were quickly shot down by the Air Force.
 
                 At 2:45 A.M. looters struck the Glenwood Avenue Wal-Mart and cleaned the hunting, electronics, and jewelry sections out. Two coughing police officers watched helplessly since they couldn’t get dispatch to respond over the radio and were out of ammunition. Across the street, a small strip mall went up in flames.
 
                 By 3:00 A.M. RPD headquarters was overrun with infected. The virus found its way inside the building though contagious officers.
 
   Officers covered in blood shambled through the building’s darkened hallways while others aimlessly ran from room-to-room in a feverish delirium. The hallways were littered with overturned desks, toppled chairs, spent shell casings, and tossed papers stamped with bloody boot-prints. Phones dangled off of the hook, gun-smoke hung thick in the air, and the fire alarms wailed.
 
   The virus reached Cary at 3:17 A.M. Most of the residents were in their bed when the chaos overtook the city streets.
 
                 By 4:16 A.M. all of Raleigh’s hospitals and clinics were overran.
 
                 At 4:20 A.M. the outer boroughs of Raleigh were a lost cause and the neighborhoods burned. Panicked residents tried escaping on the beltline, but they were greeted with a slew of stalled cars and a multitude of pile-ups that rendered their vehicles useless. People left their vehicles behind and took to the gridlocked-street on foot, providing easy prey for the sprinting infected.
 
                 The virus reached Chapel Hill at 4:40 A.M. and Carrboro shortly thereafter.
 
                 Shortly before 5:00 A.M., the virus reached the small town of Morrisville.
 
                 It was 5:07 A.M. when Troy Douglas, a pilot of ten years, decided to ignore the military orders and break the quarantine at RDU. The crowd huddled inside RDU’s terminals had started to succumb to the virus and were giving the police and military a fight. Troy refused to die that way. He snuck onto one of Continental’s planes, locked himself in the cockpit, and started the trudge toward the main runway, coughing steadily.
 
   Humvees chased after the Boeing 777.
 
   Troy turned the plane onto the main runway and increased speed. 
 
   The Humvees slowed and fell behind.
 
   The plane achieved lift and veered left.
 
   Below Troy, RDU grew smaller, becoming a bad memory. He laughed and started coughing violently, spurting blood onto his gauges.
 
   Sadly for Troy, he didn’t get far; a surface-to-air missile sent his Boeing 777 raining down in flames over the Brier Creek Shopping Center and across the I-540 interchange.
 
   By 5:11 A.M., Garner was overrun as the virus started to spread across the surrounding farmland. 
 
                 By 5:21 A.M. frightened residents of Creedmoor, a small town located about 14 miles north of Raleigh, established a militia checkpoint on the main access road, Highway 50. Anyone attempting to drive into town was summarily executed. 
 
                 Wesley Nelson, a 21-year-old anarchist and publisher of a questionable newsletter, led a small group of like-minded individuals on a mission into Research Triangle Park in-between Raleigh and Durham. It was there, he was convinced, that the virus had been created by one of the many ‘establishment controlled’ pharmaceutical firms. Without any police to stop them, Wesley’s group had successfully burnt down the Bayer Crop Science campus, the GlaxoSmithKline campus, and part of IBM’s campus all by 5:35 A.M. His group was eventually located and eliminated by a small unit of coughing National Guardsmen.
 
                 By 5:45 A.M. infected hordes roamed the Triangle Town Center Mall. The mall’s FEMA Safe Haven had been overran hours ago.
 
                 The virus finally reached the unprepared city of Wake Forest at 5:49 A.M. just as the confused residents were starting to wake up.
 
                 The virus reached Durham at 5:53 A.M., despite numerous police roadblocks, barricaded side-streets, and stringent military checkpoints.
 
                 By 5:58 A.M. Maj. Gen. Yates moved his compromised forward operating base from the outskirts of Durham deep into the forest near Falls Lake. The large lake was situated in-between Durham and the small town of Butner. Washington ordered him to stay in the area and promised him additional resources.
 
                 Half of Raleigh’s power grid went dark around 6:02 A.M. The few households that still had electricity and were healthy enough to remain conscious watched an emergency briefing from the White House that was being broadcasted across all stations. The president urged the nation to stay calm and insisted that FEMA had the North Carolina situation under control. A lethal viral weapon dubbed the ‘Piedmont Flu’ was being blamed. He said that the group responsible behind the brazen attack was a domestic terrorist cell. He promised that a vaccine would be forthcoming, and asked everyone to keep those quarantined inside North Carolina in their prayers.
 
                 At 7:21 A.M. the infection reached the military quarantine line on I-85. Thousands of frightened people were lined-up at the blockade and the lanes were gridlocked. Most people had abandoned their vehicles and had gathered at the front of the blockade to argue with the soldiers. Many in the crowd tried to barter their way through with money and even sexual favors.
 
   The soldiers kept their gasmasks on and their weapons ready as they stood their ground. They didn’t allow a single person to cross the quarantine line.
 
   Suddenly, somewhere deep in the crowd of frightened crowd of civilians, a man who had been steadily coughing collapsed to the ground and turned.
 
   The infection spread like wildfire along the clustered interstate and the people panicked. The crowd trampled through the soldiers, toppled the wooden barricades, and climbed over the tanks as they ran towards freedom.
 
   A squadron of F-16s responded quickly and firebombed both northbound and southbound lanes of I-85. Flaming corpses flailed off the sides of the interstate and collapsed along the medians. The rest of them died where they stood and collapsed atop the melting asphalt amongst countless burnt vehicular skeletons. 
 
                 At 7:30 A.M., the small town of Knightdale fell.
 
                 By 7:51 A.M. a squadron of USAF B-1 Lancer’s started corralling the massive red zone in a wall of flames. After the red zone was fully encircled in napalm, additional waves of bombers would keep the flames amply fed with white phosphorus.
 
                 At 8:28 A.M., a lone tank rolled along Milbrook Street in a Raleigh subdivision, flattening abandoned vehicles and crushing corpses sprawled out across the pavement. Debris and scattered red flyers detailing FEMA Safe Haven locations blew freely along the road as the tank passed. The driver of the tank was coughing, feverish, and struggling to breathe. His suit’s oxygen canister had run dry hours ago so he took off his helmet. 
 
   The other three soldiers inside the tank were already dead. They suffocated inside their oxygen-depleted white-suits. Even in the very end, they didn’t want to remove their helmets and breathe the toxic air.
 
   The driver erupted into a spasm of coughing and wiped the fever sweat off of his brow.
 
   The tank veered around two abandoned police cars that were haphazardly parked on the sidewalk with their blue lights flashing and their windows smashed. Next to the two cars, an electric utility sign surrounded by sandbags flashed a message in flickering green letters:
 
   FEVER CHECKPOINT
 
   1 MI AHEAD
 
   ALL TRAFFIC MUST STOP
 
   The tank passed a smoldering overturned fire truck and turned left onto Lynn, driving past a massive pile-up.
 
   An empty ambulance sat next to the pile-up with its rear doors open. The doors swayed in the morning breeze and the inside of the ambulance was splattered with dried blood and gore.
 
   The tank started to swerve as it drove off the road and veered into a park. It crushed a swing set, rolled through some picnic tables, and rolled into Lake Lynn.
 
   A startled gaggle of Canadian geese took flight as the tank sunk to the bottom.
 
   A new day had begun.
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                   The overhead fluorescent lights were dark when Richard awoke. A single wall-mounted emergency lamp in the corner of the room bathed the windowless hospital room in dim yellow light. The scent of smoke hung thick in the sour air. He groaned, rubbed his aching head, and sat-up with a wince.
 
   His IV hung dry and flat.
 
   He grabbed the red call button that dangled from the monitoring equipment beside his gurney and mashed it, but there was no response from the intercom. He mashed it again, but was met with the same silence. He stared at the monitoring equipment on the cart and saw that it was dead.
 
   His head pulsed with pain as his withdrawal symptoms worsened. He reached his hands up and roughly massaged his temples. The whispering inside his head started to surface and sounded like fingernails grating against a chalkboard.
 
   Muffled in the distance out in the hallway, he heard somebody laughing.
 
   Groaning, he swung his feet to the floor and stood, keeping a supporting hand on his bed. The gurney rolled away from him and his head spun with sudden vertigo.
 
   He staggered backwards against his IV pole and sent it chattering against the floor. The IV tube ripped out of his arm and the needle spurted a few drops of blood onto the tile floor. He steadied himself and looked over at Terry.
 
   Terry’s face was pale and his clothes were soaked with sweat. He was still deep in an uneasy sleep.
 
   The hospital room shook violently and the metal gurneys rattled as fighter jets flew over the building. Plaster ceiling tiles shook loose and shattered against the floor.
 
   The laughter in the hallway intensified.
 
   Terry shifted in his sleep and rolled over onto his side, coughing.
 
                 “Nurse!” Richard hoarsely yelled.
 
                 You’re all alone, Richie.
 
                 “Shut up and let me figure this out, Andy,” Richard said to the intrusive voice. He knew that the voice wasn’t real, but it was real enough to be an annoyance.
 
   Terry shuffled on his gurney again.
 
   Four gunshots echoed from the hallway as the laughter rattled on manically.
 
   Richard ran towards the door, tripped over an overturned stool, and collapsed against the medical monitoring equipment cart. The cart overturned and the computer monitor shattered against the floor.
 
   He stumbled over the toppled cart and reached for the light switch. He flipped it on-and-off to no avail. 
 
   You’re all alone and they left you to die in the dark.
 
   “Shut the fuck up,” Richard hissed at the voice. “Nurse!” he screamed again, panic evident in his voice.
 
   Outside in the hall, he heard more gunshots.
 
   He turned the doorknob and opened the door slowly.
 
                 The hallway was splotched with blood and the floor was caked with dried vomit. The overhead fluorescent lights flickered weakly as they operated on the emergency generator’s dwindling power reserves. An overturned supply cart was toppled in the middle of the hall and its contents were sprawled out across the floor amongst tattered bloody bandages. Most of the patient rooms had their doors opened, but a few of them were barricaded by overturned hospital beds. Two mangled corpses were sprawled in the middle of the hall next to the toppled supply cart, one was an elderly man and the other wore bloodied nursing scrubs.
 
   The maniacal laughter bellowed out from one of the rooms.
 
                 “Hello?” Richard timidly called down the hall.
 
   A teenage girl stumbled out of one of the open rooms at the end of the hall and stopped in the middle of the hallway. She stared at the ceiling, mouth agape, with blood smeared all over her hospital gown. 
 
   “Hello?” Richard repeated, voice shaking. 
 
   The girl turned towards the sound of his voice and snarled. Dried gore was smeared around her mouth and matted into her long hair. 
 
   A chill ran down his back and he froze in place.
 
   The girl sprinted towards Richard in a rabid frenzy, tripped over the overturned supply cart, and slid across the tiled hallway. She quickly leapt back onto her feet and continued her mad dash towards him, screaming loudly. 
 
   Richard ran back into the room, slammed the door shut, and fell backwards onto the floor. He scooted across the floor and pressed himself against the wall, panting. He stared at the door with wide-eyes.
 
   Terry groaned and sat-up in his gurney, letting his sweat-soaked sheet fall to the floor. He erupted into a spasm of raspy coughs. 
 
                 “What is your problem?!” Terry hoarsely shouted, glaring at Richard with blood-shot eyes. A dribble of blood ran out from his left nostril.
 
   Richard looked over at Terry, mouth open, lips quivering, but words wouldn’t come out.
 
   Terry looked around at the room, disoriented.
 
   “What’s going on? Is the power out?” Terry asked. He doubled-over in a violent spasm of coughing.
 
   The girl started franticly pounding against the door, making both Richard and Terry startle.
 
                 “Quiet!” Richard hissed as he slowly got back on his feet. He stumbled to the table between the two gurneys and reached for the TV remote with a shaky hand.
 
                 Terry swung his legs off of the gurney and steadied himself against the gurney, coughing. He slid the pulse monitor off of his finger and stared at his empty IV. He pulled the IV needle out of his arm. “What the fuck is going on!?”
 
   Richard repeatedly clicked the ‘power’ button on the remote, but the TV remained dark and the pounding against the door grew louder.
 
                 “I don’t know! Just… be quiet and let me think!” Richard yelled as he threw the remote on the bed. He paced and stared down at his trembling hands. He spotted the hospital phone that Terry had thrown earlier on the floor. He snatched it up and cradled the receiver against his ear.
 
                 “Dead,” Richard announced as he dropped the phone back to the floor. “What about your cell phone?”
 
                 “My what?” Terry wheezed, disoriented and in shock.
 
                 There were more gunshots in the distance. 
 
                 “Your cell phone! CELL PHONE!” Richard screamed, agitated.
 
                  Terry blinked and fished his cell phone out of his front pocket, fumbling with it in his hands.
 
                 “Still no signal,” Terry muttered. He tucked the phone back in his pocket and staggered towards the pounding door. 
 
   Richard watched him walk towards the door, frightened. He ran towards Terry, shoved the gurney out of the way, and pushed him away from the door forcefully.
 
   The pounding against the door intensified.
 
                 “Don’t fucking touch me!” Terry yelled. He erupted into a coughing spasm and staggered back towards the door.
 
                 Richard’s words fell into hysterics as he begged Terry not to open the door.
 
                 There was a gunshot outside. 
 
   The pounding against the door immediately ceased and the only sound echoing in from the hallway was the sound of laughter in the distance.
 
   “Get out of my way,” Terry said. He pushed past Richard and carefully turned the knob.
 
   The door flung inward as the teen girl rushed into the room, knocking Terry down onto his back. She straddled Terry and pinned him against the floor, holding his arms down with her lacerated hands.
 
   Terry looked up at her blood-smeared face and screamed. He struggled in his sickly state, but she kept him pinned down.
 
   Richard stood frozen in horror, trying to calculate his next move.
 
   The girl lowered her head closer to Terry and vomited directly on his face. Coagulated chunks poured into his gaping mouth and covered his eyes. After she finished regurgitating her bloody bile, she immediately lost interest in him and turned her head towards Richard.
 
   Richard panicked, turned, and grabbed one of the metal IV poles next to the gurneys. 
 
   The girl leapt off of Terry and darted towards Richard, reaching out for him with blood-stained fingers, screaming.
 
   Richard swung the pole at the girl and struck her in the side of her head.
 
   Her head contorted to the side with the blow and she went stumbling backwards against one of the gurneys.
 
   Richard raised the IV pole above his head and brought it down against the top of her head, hard, repeatedly.
 
   The girl’s feral screams stopped and she collapsed against the floor. Blood began to pool out of her shattered skull.
 
   Terry rolled over onto his hands and knees, dry-heaving. 
 
   The laughter in the hall continued unabated. There was another gunshot, closer.
 
   Richard stared at the blood-streaked pole and threw it down. He ran over and closed the room door. He stared down at his trembling hands and leaned against the closed door, heart beating madly.
 
   Someone from the hall started pounding against the door. 
 
   Richard bolted away it.
 
   Terry slowly stood up, trembling, shirt caked with vomit.  
 
   “What was wrong with her?” Terry asked, voice shaking.
 
   Richard wrung his hands together and started pacing back-and-forth in the room, staring down at the ground.
 
   Terry stared at Richard, coughing, heart beating wildly.
 
   Richard stopped pacing and pointed up at the television.
 
   “You saw the news. Remember the quarantine? That’s what this is about… That… flu virus or whatever they were calling it,” Richard said, pointing at the dead woman. “That’s what this is! The virus on the news!”
 
   You’re smart, Richie.
 
   (Stop mocking me.)
 
   No, I’m being genuine. You always were smarter. I mean that.
 
   (I know you are mocking me, Andy. Stop it!)
 
   No, I’m not mocking you… but he is.
 
   Richard looked at Terry and saw that the man had a smile across his lips.
 
                 “You’re… serious aren’t you?” Terry muttered. He let out a roll of frightened hysterical laughter. “You honestly think that this is the flu?! You’re fucking insane!”
 
                 He thinks you’re a lunatic.
 
                 Richard spun Terry around and pinned him against the wall.
 
                 That’s right, kill him. You can’t trust him.
 
                 “Shut up! Shut up! Shut the fuck up!” Richard screamed into Terry’s face. “Stop laughing at me!”
 
                 He’ll never stop. He thinks you’re insane!
 
                 “Shut up, Andy! You’re not really him!” Richard shouted, spitting as he yelled.
 
   Terry paled as he stared into his homicidal eyes and weakly tried to struggle free but Richard kept him pinned firmly against the wall. 
 
   “Stop… let me go… please…” Terry cried. 
 
   Richard pressed his forearm against Terry’s throat, gagging him.
 
   Do it! He thinks you’re a fool!
 
                 “I said SHUT UP! Look, I don’t care what you think about me, but we have to get the hell out of here. I have a plan. It’s simple, but it’s a plan. And to do it, we have to leave this place. You can either come with me, or stay here.” 
 
   Richard relaxed his grip some, and Terry gasped for breath. The frantic pounding at the door continued.
 
   “I don’t know how things look outside the hospital, but I imagine it’s not good if the hallway is any indication. So if you do come, be ready to fight. These people… are sick and crazy. They butchered each other in the hall. There is blood everywhere,” Richard said as he lowered his arm and let Terry go. 
 
   You should have snapped his neck. Those doctors and their pills really did castrate you, didn’t they? You’re going to let this man disrespect us? He called you crazy!
 
   “Stop it… just…. Shut up,” Richard muttered to himself.
 
   You can’t shut me up anymore. I’m here to stay, brother.
 
   Terry sat on the gurney, coughing, rubbing his throat.
 
   “So… um… are you coming with me or are you staying here?” Richard asked.
 
                 Terry glared at him, and then stared down at the dead woman, saying nothing.
 
   Richard picked up the bloody IV pole and reached for the doorknob with one hand while holding the IV pole like a spear with the other. He slowly turned the knob.
 
   “Get ready, I’m opening the door,” Richard said.
 
   “Jesus! Don’t!” Terry cried.
 
    The door flung open and a doctor rushed in with half of his face gnashed off. He lunged at Richard, snarling and yelling.
 
   Richard shoved the man backwards and drove the IV pole through the doctor’s mouth. The pole shot out the back of the doctor’s skull, coated with gore. 
 
   The impaled doctor froze, collapsed backwards, and slid down off of the pole.
 
   “Fuck,” Richard muttered to himself. He quickly backed away from the corpse, trembling, gripping the bloodied IV pole. He looked over at Terry.
 
   Laughter echoed from down the hallway.
 
   There were two more gunshots, making Richard and Terry flinch.
 
                 “I don’t want to stay in here with them,” Terry said as he pointed towards the two corpses on the floor. “What is your plan?”
 
                 “We’ll go to Butner,” Richard whispered.
 
                 “Butner? Why?” Terry asked in disbelief.
 
                 “I’m going to break my brother out of prison. I’m not about to let him rot away inside a cage, starving to death, just because the world is going to hell,” Richard whispered while peeking out cautiously into the hall.
 
                 Terry scoffed.
 
                 “And you assume that the guards will simply… hand him over?” Terry whispered back.
 
                 He’s mocking us, again.
 
                 Richard tried to mask the rage that contorted his face.
 
                 “I’m going on the assumption that they’ve either turned into homicidal lunatics like the people in here or that they left the inmates behind to die,” he said coldly.
 
                 “So you assume this… virus or psychosis or whatever… made it all the way to the piss-poor town of Butner and got inside the prison? And that your brother survived the virus, somehow, if it did?”
 
                 Richard clinched his fists tightly around the bloodied IV pole.
 
                 “My… brother is a fighter. And if I am wrong, and if it’s still business as normal and virus-free at the penitentiary, then I will simply continue on my way north far away from this shit. Butner is right along I-85, which is a straight shot into Virginia.”
 
                 Richard paced back-and-forth in the room, deep in contemplation.
 
                 “It’s a dumb idea,” Terry said, coughing, shaking his head.
 
                 Richard stared at him in disbelief.
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “Your plan,” Terry continued, “doesn’t make sense. It’s a stupid unnecessary risk based off your assumption of a situation you know nothing about. Does that spell it out clearly enough for you?”
 
                 Richard felt his body tense up. His grip tightened on the IV pole and his knuckles turned white.
 
                 “He’s my brother,” Richard said with forced composure.
 
                 “I can understand why you want to rescue him, but I think… I think that the best thing to do is to find a safe area of the hospital and wait for help,” Terry said. “They’ll send somebody in here to get this situated… I mean, they have too!”
 
                 “HE’S MY BROTHER!” Richard yelled, ignoring everything Terry just said.
 
                 “I get that!” Terry shouted, coughing. “I just don’t think that the best thing to do is to try to go outside in the middle of this killing spree! We don’t even know how bad it is outside… If you want me to stick around, I will, but only if we wait for help. I will not go on some stupid quest to break someone out of prison!”
 
                 “He… He’s my brother…” Richard stammered, stepping towards Terry.
 
                 “Yeah, well, I have family, too,” Terry interrupted. “And until we can figure out just what in the hell is going on, I don’t think we should go anywhere. We’re injured, unarmed, and untrained. Your plan is–”
 
                 “Fuck you,” Richard spat, glaring at Terry.
 
                 Terry scoffed.
 
                 “Well fuck you, too, you crazy son of a bitch,” Terry shot back. “You can go out there and get killed for all you want, but I’m staying here until help arrives.”
 
                 “You’re a fucking coward,” Richard said. “He’s my brother.”
 
                 “Yeah, well, fuck him too,” Terry said before erupting into a chain of coughs. He sat on his gurney and glared defiantly at Richard.
 
   Richard tried to speak, but his mind clouded as his anger overpowered him. The IV pole grew heavy in his clinched hands and brought his thoughts back into focus.
 
   He looked at the IV pole with confusion. The pole was coated with clumps of hair, flesh, and blood.
 
   His eyes trailed down in horror at Terry’s corpse. It was slumped against the wall and its head was beaten to an unrecognizable pulp.
 
                 Richard dropped the IV pole at his feet and stepped back, mouth agape.
 
   The laughter from the hallway escalated.
 
                 “No…” Richard whispered to himself. “Fuck!”
 
                 My, my! You did it again! It serves that little shit right!
 
                 “No! I didn’t do this– I didn’t do this! I’m no killer!”
 
                 Well, he sure didn’t bash his own skull in.
 
                 “YOU DID IT! I didn’t do it!”
 
                 Andy tittered.
 
                 Who are you trying to kid? We both know what you are.
 
                 Richard stared at Terry’s accusing corpse and felt his stomach churn.
 
                 “Just… just stop talking!” Richard shouted.
 
                 Well then hurry too Butner and get my body out of that prison! Without my body, I am trapped in here. 
 
                 “I told you I will!” Richard hissed as he picked up the bloody IV pole and stepped out into the hallway. “Just don’t make me hurt anybody else, Andy, please!” 
 
                 Then hurry up and rescue me.
 
   The hallway was quiet with the exception of the woman’s laughter echoing down from the far end. Bloody splotches peppered the walls. Infected banged against the door of their barricaded rooms. By the time the staff started to barricade rooms, it was too late; for every door that was barricaded, three more were wide-open.
 
   Two gunshots echoed from down the hall and made Richard flinch.
 
   At the far end of the hall, a lanky woman in blood-stained scrubs walked out of one of the open patient rooms. Her face was flush, splattered with droplets of blood, and glistened with fever sweat. In her hand she held a pistol, barrel smoking. She turned and looked at Richard, grinning in her feverish delirium.
 
   Richard froze and anticipated the nurse to run after him. He gripped the IV pole defensively in front of him.
 
   The nurse simply stared at him vacantly.
 
   “Help… please,” Richard uttered faintly.
 
   “I’ll be there in a minute to treat you,” the woman slurred. “You’ll have to wait your turn. I’m doing my rounds. There are so many sick people on this floor… so many sick people…”
 
   Maniacal laughter echoed from the open room across from her.
 
   She turned towards the room and lurched inside, coughing steadily. She shut the door behind her and locked it.
 
   “Wait… Miss! MISS!” Richard screamed. He sprinted down the hall, gripping the IV pole tightly. 
 
                 Suddenly, an elderly man wearing a patient gown stumbled out of one of the open rooms a few feet in front of him.
 
   Richard stopped, gasped, and gripped the pole tightly. 
 
   The elderly man turned his head towards Richard, shrieked loudly, and charged towards him.
 
   Richard drove the IV pole through the man’s chest. The tip of the pole pierced through the man’s back and splattered the drywall behind him with coagulated blood.
 
   Richard rammed the pole into the wall, impaling the man against the sheetrock.
 
                 The elderly man continued to snarl and swipe at Richard with his bloodied hands, seemingly unmindful of the sixty-inch rod rammed through the center of his chest.
 
   Richard slid the pole out of the snarling corpse and quickly drove its blood-streaked tip through the man’s right eye.
 
   The end of the pole erupted out the back of the old man’s head and sprayed the ceiling tiles with blood, hair, and bits of grey matter. 
 
   Richard pulled the pole out of the man’s eye, hardly cringing.
 
   The old man sunk down against the wall and sprawled out on the floor at Richard’s feet.
 
   Just like old times, isn’t it, Richie? It’s easy for you… but then again, you’ve had a lot of practice.
 
   “Shut up, Andy! Just…” Richard backed away, turned, and ran towards the door the nurse entered.
 
                 The plaque on the door labeled the room as the recovery ward. Below the plaque a piece of paper adorned with the CDC logo read in permanent marker: Symptom-free Patient Holding Area.
 
                 There was a gunshot inside the room.
 
                 Richard tried to turn the knob, but the door was locked. He bashed against it repeatedly with his shoulder until the lock gave and the door flung open.
 
                 Multiple gurneys were lined-up on both sides of the room and each had a patient handcuffed to the arm rails. Most of the patients had already succumbed to the virus and were thrashing around violently in their gurneys, snarling. Some, however, hadn’t turned and simply lay in their beds, looking confused and disoriented. The ones who hadn’t turned were soaked with sweat and their skin flush with fever. A man in one of the center gurneys was laughing uncontrollably while two others rambled to the ceiling in their feverish delirium.
 
                 The nurse holding the pistol swayed along the aisle between the two rows of gurneys. The handcuffed infected thrashed violently as she walked past and tried to lunge towards her.
 
                 “Nurse?” Richard asked from the doorway.
 
                 She ignored him and kept swaggering down the aisle. She stopped in front of a young man who hadn’t turned yet. He was soaked with cold sweat. He erupted in a chain of rattling coughs and weakly turned his head towards her, confused–
 
                 She casually pointed the pistol at the man and pulled the trigger.
 
   Richard flinched.
 
                 The laughing man in the center gurney burst out in a peal of hysterics.
 
                 The nurse doubled-over in a coughing fit and then swayed down the aisle, ignoring the thrashing handcuffed patients who had already turned.
 
                 “Carol…? Did you find Jake? I can’t find Jake,” one of the cuffed patients murmured, full of fever, teetering on the edge of consciousness.
 
                 The nurse stopped, pointed the pistol at the man, and fired.
 
   Richard flinched again.
 
                 She walked leisurely to the laughing man’s gurney and pointed the pistol between the man’s eyes.
 
                 The man stared cross-eyed down the gun barrel and burst out laughing, his face soaked by fever sweat.
 
                 She pulled the trigger and blew the man’s brains all over his pillow.
 
   The nurse lowered her weapon and twitched.
 
                 “Marissa? What was that? Is that you, baby?” a man muttered from the back. “I hurt… I hurt all over–baby–I–”
 
                 “What… what in the hell are you doing?” Richard asked, clutching the IV pole.
 
   The shackled infected thrashed violently in their beds at the sound of his voice.
 
                 “I thought… I told you… to wait in your room. I am doing my rounds,” the nurse said. She turned towards Richard and smirked. Her forehead was moist with sweat and blood dribbled out of both nostrils. She half-heartedly aimed the pistol at Richard and fired, swaying.
 
                 The round flew high and whistled over his head.
 
   Richard ran back out into the hall and slammed the broken door shut behind him just as she fired again. The round splintered through the wooden door and narrowly missed his left thigh.
 
                 He ran towards the elevator at the end of the hall.
 
                 The wooden door flung open behind him and the nurse hobbled after him, laughing in-between wet-sounding coughs. She pointed the pistol at his back.
 
                 A bloodied woman wearing a hospital gown flew out of one of the open patient rooms, screaming. She leapt at the nurse.
 
   The nurse’s pistol skittered across the ground as the infected patient tackled her down to the ground and tore into her neck with her teeth. Blood shot out of the nurse’s torn jugular in spurts.
 
   Richard reached the elevator and mashed the down button repeatedly with a trembling hand, but nothing happened.
 
   He panicked and turned towards the stairwell door. A bloody palm-smear ran down the center of the door.
 
   Down the hall, the female patient rose back to her feet, soaked with fresh blood.
 
   The nurse slowly stood up behind her, eyes clouded, gaping neck wound glistening.
 
   Both women stared at Richard for a brief second and bolted down the hall towards him.
 
   He swung open the stairwell door and the stench of smoke and defecation struck him immediately. Just as the two infected women neared the door, he slammed it shut in their face and slid the IV pole in-between the door lever and the doorframe to prevent the door from opening.
 
   The pounding against the door was ferocious.
 
   Richard slowly backed away from the door, breathing heavy. Slowly, he turned towards the stairs.
 
   The lighting situation inside the stairwell was dismal. Emergency lights were mounted on each floor landing and barely lit the dark stairwell.
 
   A few floors above him, frantic footsteps suddenly started descending the metallic stairs in an awkward gait.
 
                  Richard ran down the first flight of stairs.
 
   The perusing footsteps above him descended faster, closing in fast.
 
   Richard’s chest burned as he descended flight after flight.
 
   Below, multiple footsteps started ascending the staircase just as quickly as the footsteps descended from above. He was getting cornered.
 
   Richard stopped on the fifth floor landing and ran to the stairwell door. A paper sign stapled on the door read: 
 
   Symptomatic Isolation Floor
 
   Use Extreme Caution. Firearms Must Be Carried At All Times. Non-armed Staff Must Be Escorted!
 
   Richard opened the door and was immediately inundated by black smoke. The smoke hung thick in the room and fire alarms chirped loudly. Overhead, only a few flickering fluorescent lights remained lit. A circular desk dominated the center of the room and was surrounded by rows of bolted-down chairs. Corpses were stacked like cordwood underneath red bio-hazard tarps and lay strewn between the rows of chairs. A man was huddled in the corner of the room, moaning in pain.
 
   At the circular desk, a nurse laid face-down on the desk with her arms dangling over the front of the desk. Next to her arms, a white blood-smeared telephone receiver swayed side-to-side. Silver lettering on the front of the desk read: 
 
   WILLIAM B. DUKE CARDIAC INTENSIVE CARE WING
 
                 Richard heard the stairwell horde approaching behind him. He ran into the waiting room and quickly slammed the stairwell door shut behind him.
 
   He threw a panicked glance around the waiting room for movement, but fortunately none of the tarp-covered corpses moved. All he could hear was a man moaning somewhere near the corner of the smoke-filled lobby.
 
                 Infected pounded against the stairwell door.
 
   Richard reached down and grabbed a nightstick off of a dead police officer and slid it in-between the door lever and the doorframe.
 
   The door lever rattled, but would not turn
 
   He backed away from the door, uneasy.
 
                 This is great. How do you plan on getting out of here exactly?
 
                 (I’m working on it.)
 
                 Well work a little harder, Richie.
 
                 (Just shut up and let me think, Andy!)              
 
   Richard frowned, turned, and scanned the room. His gaze fell on the double-doors at the opposite end of the room.
 
   This is a bad idea, Richie. You’re fucking up.
 
   “If you know a better idea, I’d love to hear it. Besides, you’re not really real,” he muttered to himself, but he was beginning to doubt himself when he could hear Andy’s voice so clearly. He carefully made his way through the sea of sprawled out corpses that littered the room. Many of the corpses had rolled out from underneath the red tarps and lay stiff on the floor. Many of the corpses were police officers. He tried not to look down at them as he walked.
 
   Stop, idiot.
 
   Richard stopped walking.
 
   “What is it now?!” he growled.
 
   Don’t you think it would be a good idea to take a weapon?
 
   Richard glanced down at of the dead police officers. As usual, his brother’s voice was right, real or imagined. He reached down and pulled the officer’s pistol out of the holster and loaded his pockets with the extra ammo clips off of the officer’s duty belt. He stood and walked towards the double-doors, pointing the gun in front of him.
 
                 Another fighter jet passed overhead and shook the room violently. Suspended ceiling tiles shook loose and fine granules of dust fluttered down above Richard. He coughed and struggled to catch his breath amidst the plumes of dust. After the jet passed and the room stopped shaking, the emergency lights dimmed and the fire alarms silenced.
 
                 The immediate silence was unsettling.
 
                 Richard stood motionless in the pitch-black room, skin prickled with gooseflesh.
 
                 “Bring the Buick in for the night,” a man muttered from the corner of the room. “Bring it in before the frost collects… Nancy.”
 
                 The man groaned in fevered anguish and started crying. 
 
                 Richard tried to drown the lunatic’s voice out. He gripped the pistol with both hands and blindly shuffled in the dark towards the direction he remembered seeing the double-doors. His feet nudged against corpse after corpse as he blindly navigated his way across the room.
 
                 “The door should be close,” Richard whispered to himself in the dark.
 
                 “Nancy? Is that you? Did you move the Buick? You need to bring it in before the frost collects! Do you hear me? Nancy?”
 
                 Richard’s path was blocked by something large. He crouched down and blindly searched the cold floor tiles with his fingertips. His fingers brushed across a bloated cold ankle, a sticky wet puddle, spent shell casings, and a handful of cold wet bandages. Gooseflesh ran up his arm but he forced himself to keep searching. His fingers ran across ashy dry lips, plastic, and then brushed over a cold oily nose–
 
                 Richard recoiled immediately. He knew what was blocking his path; a stack of corpses. He tried to maneuver around the pile of corpses and tripped. He landed against an obese corpse spread-out on top of the pile. His elbow struck the corpse’s abdomen and caused the corpse to expunge a pungent burst of rotten air out his gapping mouth.
 
   The smell almost made him vomit. 
 
                 He managed to maneuver around the pile and his hands brushed against the double doors. A faint orange glow shimmered out from underneath the door. He heard something rustle on the other side of the doors and the sound of rattling chains.
 
                 “Fuck,” Richard said, barely above a whisper.
 
                 “Nancy?”
 
                 “Shut UP!” Richard screamed.
 
                 “Nancy? Is that you? Did you move the Buick?”
 
                 “Shut the fuck up! Nancy is not here!”
 
                 “Did she move the Buick? Frost is coming.”
 
                 The man started crying and broke off into a spasm of coughing.
 
   Slowly, Richard pushed one of the swinging doors open and choked on the thick smoke and the stench of burning flesh. He doubled-over and coughed violently.
 
                 A pile of corpses burnt in the center of the room and inundated the room with thick black smoke. The flickering flames lit the room in an orange glow and revealed multiple overturned hospital beds against the wall and bullet-riddled medical monitoring equipment. The few beds that was still upright had patients on them with their arms handcuffed above their heads against the bed’s metal headboard. Each patient had been executed by a single gunshot to the head. Their heads hung limp with their chin against their chest.
 
   Corpses inside white hazmat suits lay strewn all throughout the room amongst countless spent brass shells. One of the white-suits way sprawled on his belly at Richard’s feet near the double doors.
 
   Richard rolled the corpse over with his foot and read ‘CDC’ on the white-suit’s chest in bold blue lettering. The protective suit had large tares near the neck and its plastic faceshield was shattered. The face visible through the shattered faceshield was badly disfigured from multiple gunshots. He rolled the white-suit back onto its belly.
 
   Richard pulled a dirtied handkerchief out of his pocket and covered his nose with it using one hand while gripping the 9mm pistol with his other hand. Slowly, he ventured into the room. Each step he took sent brass bullet casings skittering across the floor. 
 
    As he walked deeper into the room, closer towards the human bonfire burning in the center, he discovered the source of the rattling noise in the far corner of the room and froze.
 
   The infected patients in the corner of the room hadn’t been shot and thrashed violently in their beds, handcuffed to the headboards.
 
   Richard stared at one patient in particular, a greying old woman, as she viciously snarled and snapped her toothless mouth at him from one of the beds in the far corner. Her eyes were cold and listless and her curly hair bobbed as she trashed against her restraints. She didn’t seem to mind as the metal handcuffs tore into her wrists.
 
                 Get us out of here.
 
                 Richard flinched at the sound of Andy’s voice and then quickly scanned the room, struggling to peer through the thick smoke. The flickering bonfire revealed a second set of doors at the opposite end of the room. He trudged towards the doors.
 
   The handcuffed cavalcade of infected clamored, snarled, and bit the air like rabid animals as Richard crept past their beds.
 
                 The doors he was walking towards creaked open and a nurse shambled into the room. She was wearing a paper germicide mask speckled with droplets of blood. She fixated her gaze on Richard and darted towards him, closing the distance quickly.
 
                  Richard raised his pistol in a panic and fired three shots at her at point-blank range.
 
   Two shots sunk into her chest and simply made her flinch, but the third struck home. 
 
   It tore through the paper mask covering her nose and mouth, sunk between her lips, shattered her front teeth, ripped into the back of her throat, and erupted out the base of her skull in a burst of blood and bone.
 
   The nurse collapsed backwards in a lifeless heap, arms flung over her head.
 
   Richard took deep frantic breaths and coughed as the smoke filled his lungs. He hurried towards the door, lowering his pistol. 
 
   A CDC white-suit darted through the flames in the center of the room. The flames rolled off of his flame-resistant environmental suit. The white-suit sprinted behind Richard and wrapped his arms around him, snarling.
 
                  Richard gave a frightened cry and bashed his pistol against the white-suit’s mirrored faceshield.
 
   The white-suit’s faceshield shattered and exposed a pale lacerated face. He gave a feral scream and hurled Richard across the room towards the shackled infected in the beds.
 
   Richard slammed hard against the wall between two beds and the pistol slid underneath the bed next to him.
 
   The infected patients on the beds thrashed lividly and leaned towards Richard, as close as their cuffed arms would allow anyway, as they tried to bite him.
 
   Richard sat with his back pressed tightly against the wall, well out of their reach, terrified.
 
                 The white-suit sprinted towards him. The glow from the flickering flames made the reflective blue ‘CDC’ lettering on his chest glimmer.
 
                 Richard grabbed the bed to the left and quickly rolled it out in front of him, sending the man cuffed to the headboard into hysterics.
 
   The CDC white-suit crashed into bed and toppled with it against the wall. Both the white-suit and the handcuffed patient began scuffling with each other.
 
                 Richard spotted the pistol. It was lying underneath the hospital bed next to him. He crawled underneath the bed as quickly as he could, keeping pressed tightly against the wall. He grabbed the pistol off of the floor, but didn’t turn around. Instead, he continued crawling underneath bed after bed, terrified. 
 
   The patients handcuffed to their headboards thrashed wildly in their beds as Richard crawled underneath. 
 
   Richard managed to distance himself from the CDC white-suit by ten beds in that manner when his path was blocked by a glass divider that separated a section of the room. He gritted his teeth, turned, and aimed the pistol shakily at the CDC white-suit standing ten beds away.
 
                 The CDC white-suit stood frozen and looked confused. He appeared transfixed by his own shadow on the wall provided by the flame’s flickering glow. He stared at his shadow with his arms hung limp at his sides, unaware of Richard’s presence.
 
                 Richard slowly lowered his gun. The smoky air was irritating his sinuses and made his eyes water. He tried to hold back a–
 
   He sneezed and the sound echoed throughout the room, rising above the sound of the snarling shackled infected.
 
                 The CDC white-suit’s head snapped towards Richard. He charged towards him, hurling the hospital beds out of his way in the process, ignoring the handcuffed patient’s feral protests as they were flung across the room. 
 
                 Richard hurriedly aimed the pistol at the advancing white-suit and fired multiple times.
 
   The rapid gunfire cast the CDC white-suit in white strobe from the muzzle-flash as he dove towards Richard, arms flailing.
 
   Richard kept firing relentlessly until he exhausted his ammo.
 
                 The CDC white-suit stumbled forward and collapsed against the glass divider. His bullet-riddled body left a bloody streak as it slid down the glass and landed next to Richard. 
 
   Richard scooted away from the corpse and sat trembling in his own urine. He forced himself to stand, shakily slid a fresh clip into the pistol, and chambered a round.
 
                 Fighter jets passed overhead and the entire room shook once again. Something inside the ceiling conduits made an audible click and the overhead emergency lights flickered back on and the monitoring equipment next to the patient beds powered back on as the computers rebooted. The smoke-filled room slowly became filled with dulled light and fire alarms started chirping once again. 
 
   Richard saw that hospital gurneys were lined across the opposite side of the room. Each bed had a corpse handcuffed to it, and each corpse had been executed by a single gunshot to the head. The heads of the handcuffed corpses undulated back-and-forth as the room shook as the jets passed overhead. The cardiac monitors next to the beds gave an alarm tone as they all flat-lined.
 
   Richard turned his head and looked towards a set of double-doors, an exit. Gripping the pistol tightly, he ran towards the double-doors and burst through them into the middle of a long windowed hallway.
 
   The hallway was long and stretched out in both directions. One side of the hall was lined with doors and large soot-covered windows and overturned benches lined the opposite side. The windows were covered with thick soot from the outside that filtered out most of the light coming through.
 
   Richard slid the gun under his belt and started at the darkened window in front of him. He walked over to the window and pressed his hand against it. He couldn’t even see the ground below through the soot. He picked up one of the benches lying in the hall and hurled it against the window.
 
   The bench bounced off the window pane and landed in the middle of the hall while a web of fine glass crackles formed across the broken safety glass. Small fragments of glass fell loose and pelted against the charred plastic tarp outside.
 
   Richard stared at the soot-covered tarp outside, confused. He reached out and pressed his hand against the blackened plastic tarp. The charred plastic crumbled away with his touch and created a large hole.
 
   He stepped back in horror as he peered through the hole at the downtown Raleigh skyline.
 
                 Most of the skyscrapers in the middle of the city were reduced to burnt steel skeletons. The skyscrapers along the edge of downtown were mostly intact and were covered by charcoaled plastic. The noon sky was hazy with ash and black smoke, and behind the downtown skyline, plumes of smoke rose into the sky from all over the city. The building he was standing in appeared to be at the far edge of downtown sprawl and was afforded some safety from the inferno that had engulfed the heart of downtown Raleigh.
 
                 Far, far in the distance, he saw a flickering orange glow that extended across the entire horizon. Unbeknownst to Richard, he was staring at the military’s attempt to corral the outbreak many miles away.
 
   The whole city is burning! And you’re stuck in the middle of it all!
 
   Andy started to laugh.
 
   Some savior you’re turning out to be! I’m going to die in this fucking prison!
 
   Richard shook his head and tried to ignore Andy’s intrusive nagging. He forced himself to step closer to the window and look down at the hospital’s parking lot five floors below.
 
   The lot was full of burnt vehicular skeletons and smoldering military transport vehicles. Infected soldiers, civilians, and rescue personnel aimlessly shambled amongst the vehicles and stepped across blackened corpses. A badly burnt man wearing a tattered suit stood next to a smoldering police van and looked up at Richard, snarling. 
 
   In the distance, a commercial helicopter took off from the roof of a low-rise apartment building. It banked away from the edge of downtown Raleigh and headed in an eastwardly–
 
   Two fighter jets approached the helicopter and fired two missiles at it.
 
   The helicopter erupted in a billowing explosion and crumbled to the ground in a cascade of flaming rubble.
 
    Richard flinched from the flash of the explosion.
 
   The infected in the hospital parking lot started staggering towards the helicopter crash site.
 
   I’m never going to get my body out of that prison…
 
   “You can’t say that for sure, Andy.”
 
   Oh stop being so goddamn optimistic! Look outside!
 
   “You’re inside a modern fortress you–”
 
   You really think you’ll find my body there alive?
 
   “I’m sure of it…”
 
   Then get your ass to Butner and save me!
 
   He turned and stared down the hallway. At the end of the hall, he saw an elevator. He gripped the pistol in his hand and ran towards it.
 
   A door a few feet ahead of him swung open and a male nurse stumbled out of the room.
 
   Richard fired a volley of rounds at nurse as he ran continued to run towards the elevator.
 
   The shot blew out the side of the nurse’s head and splattered gore across the wall. The nurse collapsed face-down.
 
   Richard leapt over the nurse and continued sprinting.
 
   Fighter jets flew overhead and caused the windows to rattle and plaster ceiling tiles to fall loose. The hallway lights flickered out as the power died once again.
 
   Richard sprinted faster, sucking smoke-filled air into his lungs desperately. A door swung open next to him and a sweaty hospital security guard leapt out into the hall. The guard grabbed Richard by the sleeve, mumbling incoherently–
 
   Richard tore himself free from the guard’s grip and kept running, pushing the frightened guard aside.
 
   Ahead of Richard, a CDC white-suit without a facemask staggered out of an open room. The white-suit bared his teeth and ran towards him.
 
   Richard jolted to a halt, aimed his pistol, and–
 
   The white-suit pushed past Richard and tackled the security guard. The two men tussled on the floor until the guard gave out a horrific scream as the white-suit bit into his jugular.
 
   Richard turned away from the two men and bolted to the elevator. He pressed the elevator call button repeatedly, but nothing happened. He panicked and searched frantically until he found what he was looking for; he found the stairwell door. 
 
   He ran towards the door when a frantic pounding coming from the other side of the door froze him in place and made his stomach knot.
 
   He glanced back down the hallway and saw a growing horde of infected nurses, patients, and CDC whit-suits closing in on him.
 
   He knew there was no going back the way he came.
 
   He turned his attention back towards the stairwell door, aimed the pistol, held his breath, and swung the door open.
 
   A man, clothes blackened with soot and skin badly burnt–
 
   Richard fired the pistol point-blank between the man’s eyes and shoved the man’s corpse out of the way. He ran into the smoky stairwell and slammed the door shut behind him. 
 
   He bounded down the stairs, hardly slowing as he passed the fourth-floor and third-floor landings. His pace was reduced to a stagger on the second-floor landing, nearly suffocating on the thick smoke. He kept low as he crawled underneath the black smoke, coughing. He made his way to the first-floor and staggered back in horror. 
 
   Numerous soot-covered corpses were huddled together near the first-floor stairwell door. They were not plague victims, but rather–
 
   “Smoke inhalation,” Richard whispered to himself, throat raw from coughing.
 
   Thick smoke crept into the stairwell from underneath the door. A housekeeping cart had been overturned and jammed under the doorknob, preventing anybody from entering the stairwell.
 
   Richard kicked the overturned cart away from the door.
 
   As he turned the scolding silver knob and cracked the door, flames entered the staircase and immense heat enveloped his body.
 
   Richard quickly slammed the door shut and leaned against it, coughing violently. Slowly, he sunk down along the door to the floor and hung his head between his legs. Tears ran down his soot-covered cheeks.
 
   He felt trapped, useless, and afraid. 
 
   Richard stared at his pistol a moment.
 
   It would be an easy way out and a sure way to silence the voice inside of his head forever.
 
   Richard closed his eyes and stuck the barrel under his chin.
 
   What are you doing, Richie? Have you forgotten about me?
 
   “Stop it,” Richard hoarsely choked, barrel pressed underneath his chin. “You’re not even really him, so just shut up and let me do this.”
 
   Tears welted in his eyes.
 
   I’m not real? Then who the fuck am I, Richard? 
 
   “I don’t know!” Richard spat between his clenched teeth. The pistol shook in his grip. “I don’t fucking know what you are!”
 
   I know what you are, though. You’re a murderer. 
 
   “I’m sorry… I’m so fucking sorry, brother. I never meant to hurt anybody,” Richard mumbled. He squeezed his eyes shut tighter as tears ran down his ash-covered cheeks. His whole body trembled.
 
   Don’t be sorry. I understand you. You’ll never have to apologize to me for what you are. You’re my brother and, despite it all, I love you. I understand why you want out of this wretched life.
 
   Richard’s grip on the pistol tightened.
 
   At least I thought I understood you…
 
   Richard’s eyes slowly opened. 
 
   “What- what do you mean by that?” he asked, tears clouding his vision.
 
   I just never pegged my own brother as a selfish coward.
 
   “I’m not selfish! I’ve never been selfish! I gave you everything! EVERYTHING I DID WAS FOR YOU!” Richard screamed.
 
   Andy laughed.
 
   You get to take the easy way out while I sit here and waste away inside a prison cell and starve to death. That seems pretty selfish to me…
 
   Richard abruptly stood up and hurled the pistol in the back of the stairwell.
 
   “Well what the fuck do you want me to do, Andy!?” Richard shouted up the stairwell, afraid. “I can’t even get out of this goddamn hospital much less navigate my way to Butner! So what do you want me to fucking do?! TELL ME!”
 
   TRY! I want you to at least try! Fucking try! Stop being a frightened bitch and at least try to save me! After all you’ve done to me… it’s the least you can do!
 
   “It’s a goddamn suicide mission and you fucking know it!” Richard shouted, tears streaming from his eyes. “I’ll fail you! I’ll fail you like I always have!”
 
   But at least you would have tried. Do the right thing… for me… for mom… for dad… and even for Stacy.
 
   Richard’s face flushed with anger upon hearing his sister’s name.
 
   “Not for her. Everything that ever happened… it’s all her fucking fault,” Richard said.
 
   Andy snickered.
 
   Then do it for me. Save me to spite her. Be the man they never thought you were. I always had faith in you. Prove me right and prove them wrong. Don’t let me waste away in there…
 
   “Goddamnit…” Richard muttered, shaking his head. He started to pace in the small stairwell, rubbing his neck. “I can’t let you die in there. It’s just not fucking right.”
 
   That’s right, be a man, little brother.
 
   “I’m sorry…” Richard said shamefully, closing his eyes. “I was being selfish… afraid to fight on. I was being a selfish pussy. You deserve better than that. I’m fucking sorry… I will. I will save you. I will save you even if it kills me.”
 
   Richard gripped the scalding doorknob and opened the–
 
   Intense heat and thick smoke billowed through the doorway and made Richard cough violently. He forced his teary eyes to open and peer into the flame engulfed first-floor hospital lobby. 
 
   The lobby was engulfed in flames. The inferno had spread across the ceiling and ate holes into the drywall. Bolted metal rods were all that remained of the melted plastic waiting room chairs that filled the lobby. The sliding glass entrance doors had been barricaded from the outside. Half-melted silver lettering on the wall read: ‘Emergency Department and Admittance’. Sections of the second floor had collapsed throughout the lobby and blocked off access to the rear halls and the reception area.
 
   The smoke was inundating and the flames were blinding.
 
   He couldn’t breathe.
 
   He couldn’t see.
 
   Richard slammed the door shut and collapsed onto his knees inside the stairwell, gasping for breath in-between violent coughing fits. Mucus dribbled out of his nose and tears flowed down his ashen cheeks profusely.
 
   “We–,” he struggled out between gasps, “–we can’t… can’t go out that way, Andy”
 
   Then think of another way before that fire guts the whole building.
 
   Richard slowly got back onto his feet. Jets passed overhead and the building trembled. He stumbled against the side of the stairwell and steadied himself.
 
   “We’ll go up to the second floor,” he said and then erupted into a coughing fit. “We will have to jump from the second floor, that’s the only way.”
 
   He struggled his way up to the 2nd floor landing and cautiously grabbed the stairwell doorknob.
 
   It was cool to the touch.
 
   He tried opening the door, but something was weighed against it from the other side. He slammed his bodyweight against the door and the toppled the overturned supply chest that was propped against it tumbled backwards as the door flew open.
 
   Richard staggered through the door and cautiously entered the hall.
 
   The hallway was short, dark, and narrow. Smoke hung near the ceiling and plaster ceiling tiles lay shattered on the floor. Fluorescent light fixtures hung from their housings in the ceiling and swung side-to-side. Shell casings littered the floor and bullet holes peppered the drywall. A silver door stood at the far end of the hall.
 
   Richard’s approached one of the dangling florescent lights in the center of the hall and pushed it aside. The frayed wires arced and sent a shower of sparks into the air. He startled and ran past it, heart pounding. As he neared the silver door, he read the blue sign above it and the words twisted his stomach into knots:
 
   Infectious Diseases Wing
 
   He pulled the door’s lever; the electronic lock was powerless and the door swung open effortlessly. He ran through the door and ran past flaming offices and barricaded doors that lined both sides of the hallway, desperate to find some way out of the building that was burning down around him. Parts of the floor were sunken and the walls were lined with fine cracks. At end of the hall he saw a set of steel double-doors that read Hematology Lab.
 
   The building suddenly shifted and shuttered, flinging Richard against the wall. The hallway shook violently, shaking loose ceiling tiles and chunks of plaster. The lights flickered off and bathed the hall in battery-powered yellow emergency strobes.
 
   Ahead of Richard, it sounded like a freight train was tearing through the hospital and, in an instant, Central Hospital’s Hematology Lab collapsed into the engulfed first floor and blocked Richard’s path with a massive pile of rubble.
 
                 There was another loud rumble behind him.
 
   Richard spun around and watched as the hallway started to cave-in on itself. The emergency lights blew in rapid succession as large chunks of debris pelted through the ceiling and punched through the ceiling. The entire second-floor was collapsing down into the enflamed first-floor.
 
                 He ran towards the door closest to him and slammed against it shoulder-first. The door flung open and he tumbled inside just seconds before the doorway was barricaded with flaming rubble.
 
                 Richard slowly stood and coughed violently in the dust-filled air.
 
   The room had eight metal gurneys in it. Each gurney was bolted to the floor and stood next to a steel sink. The stench of formaldehyde and bleach fermented in the air and permeated through the smoke. Empty chemical jugs were scattered across the floor. Doors lined both sides of the room and large windows facing outside dominated the room opposite of the door. The view through the windows was blurred by the half-melted plastic tarp covering the building.
 
   “I found a way out,” Richard whispered, staring at the large windows.
 
   The floor rumbled underneath Richard’s feet.
 
                 This place is falling apart! You’re going to get killed and I’m going to die in that fucking prison! You’re fucking useless!
 
                 “I’m not useless!!!” Richard screamed. “Shut the fuck up and let me figure this out, okay?!” 
 
                 A set of doors across the room swung open at the sound of his voice.
 
                 Four male orderlies in blood-smeared smocks and two lacerated police officers ran into the room towards Richard, giving feral cries.
 
                 Before Richard could react, a series of explosions rippled throughout the building. The floor underneath his feet upheaved and knocked him onto the floor. 
 
   The enclosing infected stopped running as the floor warbled underneath their feet, rendering them barely able to stand.
 
   A second violent jolt knocked the infected down onto the ground and made the ceiling pelt down around them. A series of fine cracks formed along the floor and portions of the room sunk as sections started to crumble away into the engulfed first floor lobby.
 
                 Richard quickly got up and clamored towards the windows. The floor creaked and groaned under his weight.
 
   The infected started to get back on their feet, snarling. One of the orderlies sprinted towards Richard.
 
                 Richard braced himself as–
 
                 The orderly tackled Richard onto the floor.
 
                 Richard grappled with the orderly, desperately trying to keep the man from biting him. He kept both hands pressed against the orderly’s chest, keeping the man’s snapping mouth back.
 
   The orderly scratched Richard’s arms and tore deep gashes into his skin.
 
   Richard screamed in pain.
 
                 In the midst of their tussling, neither of them noticed that the floor underneath them was sinking and sagging.
 
                 The orderly vomited into Richard’s face as the other infected in the room converged en-mass towards–
 
                 The entire floor gave a defeated groan and collapsed into the engulfed first floor lobby.
 
   Richard and the group of infected plummeted down amongst a shower of debris, drywall dust, and sheets of insulation. 
 
                 Richard landed hard against the charred laminate floor on his back amidst two rows of engulfed waiting room chairs, expunging the air from his lungs.
 
   The orderly who had assaulted Richard landed amidst the engulfed waiting room chairs. One of the police officers landed headfirst a few feet in front of Richard; his neck gave an audible snap on impact and he lay motionless. The rest of the infected landed scattered amongst the flames and flailed on the floor, screaming.
 
   Richard sat up, gasping for air, and frantically wiped the vomit from his face with his hands. The searing heat blurred his vision and the smoke stole his breath. He was in hell. He stood amidst a shower of flaming debris, gasped uselessly in the smoke, and staggered forward between the large pockets of flames. A large pillar crashed down behind him, narrowly missing him, but he couldn’t even hear it over the roaring fires all around him. Ahead, at the other end of the engulfed lobby, he could barely make out the hospital’s emergency room entrance.
 
   The sliding glass entrance doors were shattered and covered from the outside by badly burnt plywood plagued with multiple bullet holes. Beams of sunlight shone through the holes and cast numerous spots of light on the charred corpses huddled against the base of the plywood.
 
   Gasping for air, Richard walked towards the barricaded entrance. He trudged between two rows of engulfed plastic chairs and felt his arm hair and eyebrows searing off.
 
   He was going to die.
 
                 An engulfed corpse bounded out of the flames next to him. The corpse was so badly burnt that its sex was indistinguishable. It collapsed and lay motionless in front of Richard as the flames devoured it.
 
                 Richard maneuvered around the corpse and lurched towards the bullet-riddled plywood. He stuck his mouth around one of the bullet holes and was finally able to draw in a breath of air; he began coughing uncontrollably.
 
                 A large sign suspended over the lobby entrance crashed next to Richard and kicked-up a plume of ash. The sign read: ‘Please Remember to Sign out with the Receptionist. Thank You for Choosing Us for Your Healthcare Needs. Central Hospital, a Member of the Triad Healthcare Group, LLC’.
 
                  Richard kicked the sign aside and climbed on top of the charred corpses huddled against the base of the plywood. He heard their brittle bones snap under each step.
 
                 “Hey!” Richard hoarsely cried through one of the bullet holes as he simultaneously slapped his open palms against the burnt plywood. He erupted into a spasm of violent coughs. “Help me!”
 
   He took a step back and rammed the plywood with his shoulder.
 
    The weakened plywood shattered easily and disintegrated into black ashy splinters.
 
   He tumbled down the five small steps that led up to the emergency room doors and landed hard on his side, coughing violently. Severe burns covered his body and his arms and face were covered with pus-filled blisters. Pain radiated throughout his entire body. He spat out bloodied saliva onto the cement and slowly rose to his knees as his breathing became more regulated.
 
   Richard looked up at the building, gasping for breath.
 
   The hospital towered into the sky and leaned askew. The upper floors had caved-in and the plastic covering the building had fallen away. The building was close to collapsing.
 
   A large white sign was stapled to a sheet of plywood covering the other set of lobby doors. The edges of the sign were badly blackened, but it was still legible.
 
   QUARANTINE
 
   WARNING: HIGHLY COMMUNICABLE CONTAGION INSIDE
 
   THIS AREA HAS BEEN DEEMED UNSAFE
 
   ABSOLUTELY NO ENTRY PERMITTED
 
   ABSOLUTELY NO EXIT PERMITTED
 
   USE OF DEADLY FORCE IS AUTHORIZED
 
   He turned and stared at the parking lot.
 
   It was a jam-packed maze of burnt vehicles, toppled luggage, and blackened corpses. Infected, many of which were badly burnt, wandered aimlessly between the haphazardly parked vehicles. None of the wandering infected seemed to notice Richard as he gawked at them with his mouth agape, terrified.
 
   Countless red fliers blew freely across the parking lot and littered the steps of the hospital. He reached down and grabbed one of the tattered fliers. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THIS AREA IS NO LONGER SAFE
 
   A mandatory evacuation has been ordered for the entire affected area.
 
   Report to the following FEMA Safe Havens for immediate evacuation:
 
   North Hills Mall – Overrun
 
   Rex Hospital – Overrun
 
   Brier Creek Shopping Center
 
   Crabtree Valley Mall
 
   Wake Med (Official CDC encampment) – Overrun
 
   Central Hospital (Official CDC encampment) – Overrun
 
   RBC Center – Overrun
 
   Triangle Town Center
 
   Official Information: 90.1 WXTK FM
 
   Official Information: 96.3 WYTT FM
 
   No cameras, phones, luggage, weapons, nor pets allowed. Four people max per household. Children less than 3 years old and elders over 85 cannot be accepted at this time. No handicap services are available. If you are ill, you will be turned away. Avoid major roads and all strangers.
 
    
 
                 Richard crumpled the red flier, dropped it to the ground, and stared at the breached lobby doors with a haunting realization.
 
                 He stared down at the deep fingernail-gashes that ran down both of his blistered forearms and then looked at his vomit-caked shirt.
 
                 “I’m infected…”
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                 Colonel Mathis slouched sullenly against the rear-wall of the cramped supply closet, the very same closet he spent last sixteen hours. He reached a gloved hand up and wiped the condensation from the outside of his facemask. He was sweltering inside of his soiled white-suit, but he didn’t dare remove it and compromise his suit in the process. The only light in the dark closet came from the small LED tactical light attached to the right shoulder of his white-suit.
 
   Earlier, he heard the rippling explosions and felt the heat radiate though the building from the napalm bombardment. He knew what had happened.
 
   He was pretty sure that part of the building he was in had collapsed but he was thankful that the fire didn’t gut the entire building and roast him in the process.
 
   Nonetheless, the situation inside the closet wasn’t good.
 
   The odor inside his white-suit was noxious and near overpowering. Urine and feces ran down his legs and soaked through the uniform he was wearing underneath his suit. The closed environment of the suit prevented anything from coming in, but it also prevented anything from going out. His stomach ached with a strange mixture of nausea and hunger.
 
   In the hours that had passed, Mathis’ thoughts never veered towards the family he abandoned, to the horde outside, or to the fifteen hundred soldiers under his command who were most likely dead. His mind was quiet and alert as he stared at the closed door in front of him in a state of shock. It felt like a nightmare he couldn’t wake himself out of.
 
                 Before his radio battery died, he heard numerous scrambled transmissions coming in from units all over the state. The news wasn’t good. It sounded like the Air Force was shooting down anybody trying to escape by aircraft and that the Marines were using deadly force to keep people from breaking the state-wide quarantine; military personnel included.
 
                 He even heard reports that they were field testing a vaccine in some of the towns around Raleigh.
 
                 The most frightening part, however, is that it didn’t sound like the vaccine was working. In fact, it was making things worse.
 
                 His squadron was dead and his career was finished.
 
   He contemplated turning his pistol on himself multiple times in that dark closet, but he could never build the nerve to do it. Instead, he resolved to wait for help, even though he knew no help was coming.
 
                 Finally, he made a decision.
 
                 If death was coming for him, he vowed to accept it, but he refused to die alone in a closet, hiding from the creatures lurking outside in the dark. Granted, he hid while his men were being massacred, so he knew that opting to save himself after the chaos settled down was a selfish decision.
 
                 It didn’t matter to him though; he made selfish decisions his entire life. 
 
   The infected had stopped pounding against the closet door many hours ago and he no longer heard them wandering outside in the hall. In truth, it was hard for him to hear anything above the rumble of his stomach and the steady, albeit dwindling, sound of oxygen flowing through his white-suit’s respirator. 
 
                 He looked down at the gauge on his hip.
 
   He had a few hours of oxygen left in his tank.
 
   If he planned on getting out of the city, he knew he would have to act fast. If he ran out of air and had to take off his respirator to keep from suffocating… it would be certain death.
 
                 He reached forward and gripped the doorknob tightly with one hand while gripping his pistol with his other. Taking a deep breath, he swung the door open and stepped out into the hall.
 
                 The electricity was out and the hall was pitch-black.
 
   He swept the LED’s beam across the wall and along the floor. The intense heat from the fire bombardment had pealed the paint off of the walls and blackened the ceiling. Dried pools of blood and black soot covered the concrete floor.
 
   Out the corner of his eye he saw a glimmer. He turned towards the light and spotted the fire exit at the end of the hall.
 
   The door was slightly ajar and sunlight seeped-in around the edges. The door was charred black and warped from the intense heat.
 
                 He heard a rustle.
 
   He quickly turned towards the noise and froze with surprise when his lamp’s beam reflected off of the back of a CDC white-suit. The light glimmered off of the suit’s reflective lettering. The CDC white-suit did not appear bloodied, battle-worn, or compromised in any way. It stood motionless at the far end of the hall with its arms at its side with its back turned towards Mathis.
 
   Mathis stared at the white-suit for several minutes, aiming his pistol between the white-suit’s shoulders. 
 
                 The thought occurred that perhaps the man was another survivor or part of a rescue detail, so Mathis finally spoke, barely above a whisper.
 
                 “Hello? Are you… healthy?”
 
                 His voice reverberated down the silent hall.
 
                 The CDC white-suit spun around at the sound of Mathis’ voice.
 
   The white-suit’s faceshield had been shattered and the man’s face was badly disfigured. His nose had been bitten off and his lower jaw was missing. The man’s tongue freely lolled out of what remained of his mouth and dribbled salvia down onto the CDC logo on his chest.
 
                 The CDC white-suit gurgled, making blood and pus bubble out of his throat and roll off of his tongue. He clouded gaze fixated on Mathis and he started sprinting towards him, pumping his arms madly as he closed the distance quickly.
 
   Mathis panicked and quickly opened fire in rapid succession.
 
   Gunfire lit the hallway with orange strobe.
 
   The white-suit’s body jerked with each shot until one bullet landed in his forehead. He collapsed face-down and slid across the floor, stopping just a few feet away from Mathis and leaving a bloody smear across the floor in his wake.
 
   Feral cries and rapid footsteps reverberated off of the walls as a horde of infected rushed towards him.
 
   Mathis quickly scanned the hall with his pistol as his shoulder light revealed five infected soldiers sprinting towards him, arms extended. Behind the soldiers, he saw numerous white-suits and burnt civilians approaching joining in the chase.
 
   Gasping, he lowered the pistol, turned towards the fire exit, and ran for his life.
 
   The LED light attached to his shoulder bobbled as he ran and his warm breath quickly fogged his faceshield. He heard the snarling horde behind him closing the distance at a relentless pace. Just when his energy nearly left him in the seemingly endless hallway, he slammed against the fire exit door.
 
   It swung open easily and the hallway was inundated with harsh sunlight.
 
   Mathis threw his hands up and shielded his eyes from the scalding sun. He ran blindly, squinting, barely able to make out basic shapes as he ran across the burnt parking lot.
 
   The horde followed in a frenzied pace.
 
   Mathis forced his eyes open and hissed in pain as his pupils constricted. He reached up and wiped the condensation off of his facemask as he continued forward.
 
   He was in the parking lot behind the half-collapsed concert hall; half of the concert hall had burnt down to the ground. Red fliers littered the ground, corpses were baked onto the half-melted pavement, and thick smoke inundated the air. Small fires smoldered on the burnt vehicular skeletons that peppered the lot and fires had gutted most of the surrounding buildings.
 
   He threw a quick glance behind him as he ran.
 
   The pursuing horde had tripled in number. Infected men, women, and children emerged out from in-between the flame-gutted vehicles and from the alleyways to join in the pursuit. Many of the infected were mutilated by severe burns and could only hobble along. Chunks of flesh fell from some of the more severely-burnt pursing corpses.
 
   The infected were closing in from all directions. 
 
                 Mathis frantically searched the lot for some sort of shelter or escape. On his left he saw a metallic awning with three white FEMA vans parked underneath it. The flames had gutted two of the vans, but the van in the middle appeared relatively unscathed.
 
   A man in tattered civilian clothes lunged out from behind the center van and charged towards–
 
                 Mathis fired two shots into the man’s chest.
 
                 Blood erupted from the man’s back and sprayed onto the FEMA logo adorned on the van’s backdoors.
 
   The man gurgled, tripped, and collapsed facedown. He struggled to get back up.
 
                 Mathis approached the man and fired another shot into the back of the man’s head, blowing out the back of the man’s skull.
 
                 The man collapsed back to the ground and lay motionless.
 
                 Mathis darted towards the driver-side door of the van and climbed into the cab, slamming the door shut behind him.
 
                 The key was missing from the ignition switch, despite FEMA’s motor pool regulations.
 
                 He started searching frantically for the key. The front seat was cluttered with stacks of folders, paperwork, empty coffee cups, and germicidal masks.
 
   A charred corpse, sex unrecognizable from the severe burns covering its entire body, slammed against the outside of the van’s driver-side door and started slapping both open palms against the glass, gurgling. 
 
   Mathis hurriedly pressed the door lock button and created an audible click as the van’s door locks engaged. He leaned over the passenger seat and dug through the cluttered glove compartment.
 
   The infected converged around the van en-mass and pounded it from all sides, snarling and screaming. They rocked the vehicle from side-to-side, trying to bash their way in.
 
   An infected SWAT officer wearing full tactical gear punched the passenger-side window and created a large crack down its center.
 
   Mathis shut the glove compartment and searched the driver-side visor but found nothing. He pulled down the passenger-side visor–
 
   A single key fell to the floor.
 
   He leaned over and snatched it off the passenger-side floorboard.
 
   The SWAT officer punched the window a second time and the glass erupted into small fragments. He reached both arms into the vehicle towards Mathis, snarling.
 
   Mathis shot back up in the driver’s seat, aimed his pistol at the SWAT officer, and pulled the trigger–
 
   ‘CLICK’
 
   His pistol was out of ammunition.
 
   “Goddamnit!” Mathis shouted. He dropped the gun, slid the key into the ignition, and cranked the engine. 
 
   The van started-up effortlessly. The blue strobe lights in the van’s grill started flashing and the siren started wailing, attracting more infected to the scene.
 
   The SWAT officer, undeterred, started to climb in through the shattered passenger window and claw his way across the seat towards Mathis.
 
   Mathis threw the van into drive and floored the accelerator, plowing a path through the besieging infected gathered around the front of the van. Bodies crumpled against the front bumper and slathered the windshield with blood. The van jolted violently as it crushed corpse after corpse.
 
   The SWAT officer slid backwards but held onto the passenger-side door with both hands.
 
   The van broke free from the horde and careened through the desolated parking lot while the SWAT officer clung to the passenger door, steel-toe boots throwing sparks as they drug across the pavement.
 
   Ahead, Mathis saw the chain-link fence marking the edge of the parking lot. Before the lot had become a temporary FEMA and military motor pool, it served as one of downtown Raleigh’s numerous pay-per-hour lots. Behind him, he saw that the sprinting horde was falling behind. He focused his attention ahead again, bracing for impact.
 
   The van tore through the flimsy chain-link fence. 
 
   Mathis’ head whiplashed in the impact and the loose litter in the front seat briefly went airborne as the van jumped the curb and struck the asphalt hard. The side-view mirrors were torn off, the emergency siren weakly warbled and silenced, and the blood-smeared windshield shattered into small fragments.
 
   The SWAT officer was flung off of the passenger door and struck the blacktop headfirst, snapping his neck.  
 
   Mathis quickly regained control of the vehicle and steered it along the street, veering around the burnt vehicle husks and building wreckage. The van’s blue strobes struggled to shin through the smoky and hazy atmosphere. He careened through a deserted intersection, passing underneath a dead stoplight swaying in the breeze.
 
   The infected gave up their pursuit as the van turned the corner and fell out of sight. They went back to aimlessly wandering the street and alleyways, shambling through shattered storefronts and wandering into flame-gutted buildings.
 
   Soon, Mathis was many blocks away from what remained of the Meymandi Concert Hall and where so many of the men under his command had been left behind.
 
   He didn’t slow down and didn’t dare look back.
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   Richard knew that he didn’t have much time before he succumbed to the infection, but he wasn’t ready to give up.
 
   He was determined to get to Butner and rescue his brother.
 
   First, there was the matter of making it to Butner before the disease claimed his life. Richard didn’t feel sick, yet, but he knew that his fate had been sealed when the orderly vomited on his face. He tasted the blood-laced bile and knew some had seeped into his mouth.
 
   Still, he knew there was no time for self-pity. There was only time enough to rescue Andy.
 
   Time was of the essence.
 
   Pieces of the flame-ravaged hospital started to break loose and collapse in front of the lobby, only inches away from crushing him in some cases.
 
   He had to keep moving.
 
   He stumbled forward, frightened.
 
   The building noticeably sagged and warbled as flames enveloped the entire structure. Pieces of plaster, mortar, brick, and glass trickled down and pelted the ground below. Windows were shattering and the building made loud groans as the structural support beams weakened.
 
   It wouldn’t be long before the building collapsed.
 
   He knew that he had to distance himself from the doomed building quickly and, if he ever hoped to get to Butner, he needed a vehicle.
 
   He carefully surveyed the parking lot.
 
   Even though the hospital had been spared the blunt of the firebombing, most of the vehicles had been reduced to smoldering skeletons. Smoke plumes drifted lazily into the air while hundreds of infected shuffled amongst the vehicle carcasses, mindlessly navigating the parking lot maze. The only sounds in the parking lot were the low persistent groans the infected made and the sound their feet made as they shuffled across the pavement.
 
   Richard crept down the steps in front of the emergency room entrance and walked towards a Wake County EMS ambulance that was parked up on the walkway in front of the hospital. The ambulance had been badly burnt and its tires were flattened. 
 
   A woman wearing a tattered Red Cross uniform staggered onto the sidewalk from the parking lot just a few feet away from Richard and stood motionless, hair matted with blood. She gazed forward absently, unaware of his presence. Slowly, sensing something in what remained of her peripheral vision, she started to turn her head towards–
 
   Richard took cover and dove against the side of the ambulance. He pressed himself tightly against the vehicle and held his breath, praying that he moved fast enough to dodge her gaze.
 
    The woman gave a low guttural moan and then turned her head back towards the hospital, staring at it.
 
   Richard crept along the side of the ambulance and stopped at the rear as he peered out into the parking lot.
 
   A car, Richie, we need a car!
 
   “You think I don’t know that?! They are all burnt up and not worth a shit,” Richard whispered. 
 
   A SUV and two sedans were wrecked against each other just a few feet behind the ambulance. The wreckage blocked Richard’s line of sight into the parking lot.
 
   The front-half of the SUV was on the hood of one of the sedans, the result of a panicked driver attempting to flee a very crowded parking lot. Both of the vehicles had their driver-side doors open and the occupants were gone.
 
   But the occupants of the flame-ravaged third sedan were not as lucky– their burnt skeletal remains sat inside their smoldering car.
 
   Richard stepped out into the clearing behind the ambulance and ran towards the SUV, staying crouched down.
 
   He reached the rear of the SUV and froze… waiting to hear the clamor of approaching infected–
 
   Silence.
 
   Hesitantly he stood and peered through the SUV’s rear window…
 
   He saw a bus in front of the SUV through the crackled grass.
 
   Surprisingly, the bus seemed rather unscathed aside from some minor burns.
 
   Richard found his ride.
 
   You have to get over there and get inside- fast! 
 
   “Working on it,” Richard muttered to Andy’s voice.
 
   He planted one foot on the bumper of the SUV and held onto the roof with both hands as he climbed on the roof of the vehicle.
 
   Behind him, the rear doors of the ambulance swung open in the faint breeze and something started to thrash inside the back of the burnt ambulance.
 
   He heard the sound behind him and froze. Slowly, he turned towards the noise in the ambulance.
 
   A charred woman was strapped to a gurney inside the ambulance. The flames had burnt off her clothes and her blackened skin hung off of her in clumps. She stared at Richard with her one remaining eye and twisted and contorted in a futile attempt to free herself from the tattered yellow nylon straps that restrained her. The gurney rocked side-to-side as her struggle intensified. She kept her eye on him while white foam and bile seeped out from the corners of her mouth.
 
   Richard let out a sigh of relief when he saw that the restrained woman couldn’t do little more than stare at him.
 
   He climbed onto the roof of the SUV, ignoring the thrashing woman in the ambulance behind him. He stood shakily on the roof and surveyed the parking lot from his new vantage point. His expression sunk in dismay.
 
   Across the entire parking lot he saw hundreds of infected wandering aimlessly in-between the vehicles, but none of them noticed him as he stared at the bus.
 
   Aside from a few broken windows and seared paint, the bus in front of him appeared drivable. Throughout the lot he spotted a few other unscathed vehicles that were scattered amongst inaccessible regions of the infested parking lot.
 
   He knew that the bus would be his best bet for escape.
 
   The woman in the ambulance behind him stopped thrashing against her restraints and let out a shrill cry, spewing saliva and bile.
 
   Richard badly startled and nearly fell off of the SUV’s roof.
 
   Every near-by wandering infected man, woman, and child within earshot of the woman’s cry stopped pacing and looked up at Richard, staring. Giving a unified feral cry, the horde of infected charged towards the SUV. 
 
   Richard panicked, tripped off of the roof of the SUV, bounced off the hood, and landed hard against the pavement on his shoulder. 
 
   In the distance, he heard the horde quickly closing in. They activated car alarms as they bumped against abandoned vehicles. 
 
   Richard gripped his aching shoulder and hurried towards the bus.
 
   The bus had a burnt and tattered Red Cross banner tacked on its side and its folding doors had been left open.
 
   He ran towards the open bus doors when a screaming businessman wearing a charred suit careened from around the corner of the bus.
 
   Richard threw both hands out just as the man lunged towards him and shoved the man back.
 
   The businessman rebounded quickly, leapt forward, and bit Richard’s left hand.
 
   Richard cried out in pain and quickly tore his hand out from the man’s mouth. His wounded hand bled profusely.
 
   The man, blood dribbling down his chin, lunged at him again.
 
   Richard drove his foot into the businessman’s chest and sent the man sprawling backwards onto the pavement.
 
   As the businessman struggled to recover, three more infected emerged from both sides of the bus and two more infected clamored over the top of a nearby sedan.
 
   The infected were closing in on Richard from every direction and the crescendo of car alarms they were activating became deafening.
 
   Richard held his bleeding hand against his chest and ran inside the bus.
 
   The inside of the bus was littered with empty water bottles and opened suitcases. Some of the seats were burnt and some of the interior plastic molding had melted away. Near the back, a few corpses sat slumped over in their seats and their bodies were mutilated by multiple bullet holes. A sign in the front of the bus read: 
 
   FEMA Evacuation Bus Guidelines
 
   Keep your mask on at all times. No talking.
 
   Do not touch other passengers. Do not approach the driver.
 
   Obey all orders from military staff.
 
   As Richard scanned the inside of the bus, the businessman who had bit him ran towards the open bus door with a multitude of infected following on his heels.
 
   Richard grabbed the door control lever and swung it forward, sending the bus doors folding shut with a hydraulic hiss.
 
   The businessman slammed face-first against the shut doors and savagely clawed at the glass, screaming.
 
   Richard stepped back from the door, hyperventilating as looked around the bus, terrified.
 
   The infected had swarmed around it from all sides, screaming and slamming their open palms against it. They had torn the Red Cross banner off the side of the bus and clawed at the small shattered passenger windows, trying to crawl inside.
 
   The businessman at the closed bus doors continuously scratched at the narrow door windows, unmindful of his well-manicured fingernails as they tore from his fingers. His bloody fingertips smeared the glass. 
 
   Richard stared down at his bit left hand, trembling. If there was any question before…
 
   Well, if the vomit didn’t do you in, then that damn bite did.
 
   “I know that,” Richard hissed at Andy.
 
   Face it. You’ll never make it to Butner, Richie.
 
   “Have a little fucking faith. I made it this far, didn’t I?” Richard snapped back. He searched the floor for something to wrap the wound with. He thought the clothes on the corpses slumped in the back seats, but decided that he didn’t have the nerve to get near them if he could help it.
 
   Outside, more infected gathered around the bus and caused it to rock side-to-side.
 
   Near the front of the bus, Richard found a dirtied plaid shirt lying across one of the seats. He tore a strip off of it apart with his teeth and went to work wrapping his wounded hand.
 
   In the last row of bus seats near the emergency exit, behind two slumped bullet-riddled corpses, a man wearing a bloodied Red Cross shirt slowly rose to his feet. His left eye was gouged out and burnt flesh hung off of the left side of his face in clumps, exposing muscle and bone. ‘Volunteer’ was etched across the back of his shirt in black lettering and a silver key ring dangled off of his belt. His right eye was fixated on Richard, who had his back turned towards him.
 
   The man took a single step forward towards Richard, causing the keys attached to his belt to jingle.
 
   The jingling of keys, so quiet and innocent compared to the ruckus coming from outside of the bus, somehow rose above the ambient noise and snatched Richard’s attention.
 
   Richard spun around.
 
   The man charged towards Richard with his arms outstretched, screaming.
 
   The horde gathered outside the bus went into frenzy.
 
   Richard panicked and turned to run towards the front of the bus, terrified.
 
   The volunteer dove onto Richard’s back and latched on. He bit into his shoulder, immediately causing blood to seep through Richard’s shirt.
 
   Richard screamed in agony and spun around, viciously shaking side-to-side, trying to throw the man off of him.
 
   The man kept his arms wrapped around Richard’s chest and kept his legs fastened around his waist.
 
   Richard threw himself backwards against the dashboard as hard as he could–
 
   There man’s back smashed against the metallic door lever that protruded from the dash and his spine made a sickening sound. The hydraulic bus doors gave a slight hiss as they folded open just an inch…
 
   The man screamed, let go of Richard, and sunk to the ground.
 
   Richard backpedaled away from the man, frantically hyperventilating.
 
   The man, unable to use his paralyzed lower extremities, started to drag himself along the aisle with his hands towards Richard, snarling.
 
   Richard screamed at the top of his lungs and brought his foot down on the back of the man’s head… again… again… and again, allowing himself get lost in fevered repetition.
 
   What remained of the man’s head looked like a gory mesh of tissue, hair, blood, and small fragments of bone. The man lay motionless.
 
   Richard stepped back and tried to compose himself. One leg was covered in the man’s blood. He stared down at his hands as they trembled uncontrollably.
 
   The folding doors at the front of the bus opened up another few inches as the infected gathered outside slid their fingers between the doors and started to pry them apart.
 
   Richard sprung forward and grabbed the door lever with both hands. Using all of his bodyweight, he pushed the lever back to the left and the hydraulic mechanism locked back into place.
 
   The bus doors snapped shut on the intruding fingers and created a series of audible cracks. Some of the fingers plumped and burst open, spraying blood, while others snapped off and fell to the floor. 
 
   The infected outside cried out in protest and rocked the bus even more violently.
 
   Richard plopped down on the driver’s seat and stared out the cracked windshield. 
 
   The infected were clustered tightly all around the bus, but past the mass of bodies there appeared to be nothing but scattered vehicles littering the parking lot and past the parking lot he saw the street… 
 
   You’ll never make it out. This is a goddamn city bus, not a bulldozer. You’ll never make it Butner to save me…
 
   “NO! NO! I will make it!”
 
   You’re infected. You’re as good as dead. I was counting on you… 
 
   “Shut up. I told you that I’ll save you.”
 
   Richard reached for the ignition switch–
 
   No key.
 
   He turned towards the Red Cross volunteer’s corpse lying on the floor and stared at the keys attached to the man’s belt. 
 
   He quickly leapt towards the man and unlatched the keys from the corpse’s belt.
 
   The rear emergency exit door’s window shattered and a multitude of arms reached into the bus, feeling desperately for the door release handle.
 
   Richard ran back to the driver’s seat, slid the key into the ignition, and cranked the engine.
 
   The diesel engine rumbled to life and sent the infected outside into hysterics as they tried to bash their way inside.
 
   At the back of the bus, one of the hands managed to grasp the red bar and pulled it up–
 
   The emergency door swung open and knocked the group gathered around it backwards. Two soldiers bolted over the toppled corpses and started climbing their way into the bus.
 
   Richard floored the accelerator.
 
   The bus jerked forward and crushed the infected gathered in front of it. It plowed a gory path through the sea of corpses as it picked up speed and its diesel engine spewed exhaust. The windshield quickly caked with blood-splatter and made seeing through the glass nearly impossible.
 
   Within seconds, the bus had broken free from the bodies surrounding it.
 
    The two infected soldiers tumbled backwards out of the bus as it jolted forward. One soldier spiraled out onto the pavement and snapped his neck, but the other soldier held onto the bus by digging his fingernails into the strip of rubber that ran the expanse of the center aisle.
 
   The infected horde chased after the bus but started to fall behind as it gained speed.
 
   Richard tried to navigate the vehicle-littered parking lot, but couldn’t see through the smeared glass. He squinted and leaned forward to–
 
   The bus slammed against the side of a flame-gutted sedan and sent it skittering out of the way.
 
   Richard jolted forward and quickly fastened his seatbelt, not letting his foot of off the accelerator.
 
   The solider at the back of the bus managed to pull himself back into the bus and stood up. He started stumbling towards–
 
   The bus crashed between two cars and sent both cars skidding in opposite directions with their car alarms wailing.
 
   The soldier tumbled backwards out of the bus. He hit the asphalt headfirst and lay motionless. 
 
   Richard blindly plowed through vehicle after vehicle and knocked them out of the way like toy cars, creating a consonance of wailing car alarms. Smoke billowed through the vents and the amber ‘Check Engine’ display lit up on the dashboard, but he didn’t care as he kept the accelerator mashed firmly against the floorboard.
 
   The distance between the pursuing horde and the bus grew greater and greater. Some of the infected gave up running after it and aimlessly veered off in other directions.
 
   Richard stared at the horde in the rearview mirror and an exasperated laugh escaped from between his lips. He–
 
   The bus crashed to a grinding halt against a metallic light pole at the end of the parking lot. The light pole threw a shower of sparks from its base and then toppled over into the empty street.
 
   The bus sat motionless on the sidewalk while its dead engine smoldered.
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   Richard coughed violently and spat blood. He covered with glass shards from the shattered windshield. His whole body ached. The dashboard of the bus had been shoved forward in the accident and pinned down his legs. Thick smoke seeped in through the vents and he heard flames crackling underneath the hood.
 
   Groaning, he pushed up on the dashboard with all the strength he could muster in his dazzled state.
 
   The dash resisted at first, but finally rose a few centimeters. It was just enough clearance for Richard to slide his legs out from underneath it.
 
   Richard slid out of the driver’s seat and let go of the dashboard, allowing it crash against the floorboard.
 
   He staggered into the center aisle of the smoke-inundated bus, coughing, and clumsily grabbed the bent door lever. He gave the lever a push.
 
   Oil shot out of the badly damaged hydraulic mechanism and dribbled down the shattered folding doors. The doors didn’t fold open.
 
   He turned towards the rear of the bus and limped towards the open emergency exit door.
 
   In the distance, he saw the infected trudging towards the direction of the wrecked bus. They were following the path that the bus had cleared.
 
   Richard stood at the open rear door and stared out at the infected. Behind him, he heard the roar of two approaching jets. He looked up at the roof of the enflamed hospital and spotted a group of six CDC white-suits were waving dirtied sheets over their heads, trying to flag down the jets. Two of the white-suits held up a large hand-painted sign that read ‘Not sick – Suits low on O2 – Need airlift’.
 
   The jet fighters flew low over the parking lot and sent car alarms wailing as they screeched past. The infected stopped walking and looked up towards the sky at the jets as they flew past. 
 
   Both planes made a beeline directly towards the engulfed hospital and then quickly veered off in opposite directions, narrowly missing the structure. 
 
   The CDC white-suits on the roof stared in confusion and dismay as four fast objects, fired from the jets, whistled towards the hospital.
 
   Creating a resounding explosion, the missiles struck the hospital and four orange blossoms bloomed along the center of the building. The shockwave rippled out across the parking lot, knocked the infected to the ground, and flung Richard backwards into the bus.
 
   The ground shook as the flame-ravaged hospital collapsed in on itself and threw out a massive plume of ash high into the air. The plume spread outwards and inundated the entire city block in seconds in a dense cloud of soot and ash.
 
   Richard staggered back on his feet and struggled to breathe in the dirtied air. Tinnitus muffled his hearing and ash blurred his vision. He rubbed his stinging eyes as they welted with tears. Coughing, he stumbled out of the bus onto the pavement. His visibility was shot, so kept his head low and stared at the ground.
 
   As the ringing stopped and his hearing slowly returned, he heard the infected groaning nearby and heard them blindly stumble against vehicles. He knew that he had to be out of sight before the dust settled or else they would spot him. 
 
   The ash sent him into a coughing spasm and, in the distance, the infected snarled in response.
 
   They may not be able to see you, but they can hear you, stupid shit.
 
   Andy’s intrusive voice was as loud as ever.
 
   Richard reached his hand out blindly and pressed it against the bus and felt his way towards the front–
 
   He stumbled over the curb at the edge of the parking lot and landed on his hands and knees in the street, kicking up a thick plume of soot. He erupted in a spasm of violent coughs as he struggled to breathe in the polluted air. 
 
   Closer in the distance, the infected gave their response.
 
   You better shut up, before you lead them right to us, Richie!
 
   Richard crawled along the street, staring down at the pavement, wheezing, coughing. He heard the infected closing in, honing in on his coughs.
 
   Suddenly, he saw lights approaching out of his peripheral vision.
 
   He turned his head and was immediately blinded by the approaching headlights. He raised an arm and shielded his eyes as the vehicle approached, speed unabated.
 
   Richard stood up and weaved his arms over his head, desperately trying to signal the driver.
 
   Col. Mathis saw something through the dust-filled air as he sped down the street. He leaned over the steering wheel inside his soiled white-suit and saw a man waving him down. His eyes widened as he saw the improbable: a survivor.
 
   He slammed on the brakes.
 
   The FEMA van skidded to a stop with its bumper only a few inches away from Richard’s face.
 
   Richard stopped waving and griped his bit shoulder with his bandaged hand. He stared at the white-suit sitting behind the steering wheel of the van. 
 
   Mathis switched the lights off, swung the driver’s door open, and stepped out holding an assault rifle.
 
   “Thank God!” Richard cried, elated. “Please, help me. They’re coming! They’re all around the hospital!”
 
   Mathis quickly noticed the wounded shoulder and the bandaged wrist. He pointed the rifle at Richard. “How long ago since you were first bitten?” 
 
   Richard startled and stepped back.
 
   “I don’t know… thirty minutes? Probably close to an–”
 
   “Thirty minutes and you’re still conscious? How long have you been breathing without a respirator?” Mathis asked, flabbergasted.
 
   “Since I was- I don’t know! Ever since I woke up in the hospital! Does it matter? Look, we have to get out of here!” Richard screamed.
 
   Mathis slowly lowered his weapon and ran to Richard as he heard the infected approaching the edge of the parking lot.
 
   “Put your hands together,” he quickly ordered.
 
   “Why?” Richard asked, stepping away.
 
   “If you want me to get you out of here, put your hands together!”
 
   Richard hesitantly folded his hands together.
 
   Mathis slung his M-16 over his shoulder, dug out a pair of plastic zip-tie cuffs from one of the cargo pockets on his white-suit, and zipped the cuffs tightly around Richard’s wrists.
 
   “What the fuck are you doing?!” Richard yelled, tearing away from Mathis. He threw a panicked glance over towards the parking lot. The dust was starting to settle and he could see a multitude of silhouetted figures rapidly approach. “They’re fucking coming! I need my hands to defend myself!”
 
   Mathis pointed the rifle at him.
 
   “Move to the back of the van! Now!”
 
   “Those things are coming! We don’t have time for–”
 
   “Then hurry up and MOVE! NOW!”
 
   Mathis pressed the barrel of the gun against Richard’s chest.
 
   Richard, defeated, hurried towards the doors at the back of the white van. There were no windows on the doors, only the Homeland Security emblem and ‘FEMA’ etched in blue lettering.
 
   Mathis swung open the doors and Richard noticed that the inside looked like a prisoner transport van.
 
   “GET IN!” Mathis shouted. He shoved Richard into the van, slammed the door shut, and ran towards the open driver’s side door.
 
   A scalded man charged from the parking lot towards Mathis, screaming.
 
   Mathis aimed the rifle at the man but then quickly lowered it when he remembered that the gun didn’t have a single usable round left in it.
 
   The infected man lunged towards him.
 
   Mathis turned the rifle around and swung it like a bat.
 
   The stock of the weapon struck the man hard in the head and sent him collapsing to the ground, gurgling on his own blood.
 
   Before the man had a chance to recover, Mathis jumped into the driver seat and sped off.
 
   Infected staggered out from the ash laden parking lot but the van knocked through them effortlessly. It swerved between burnt wreckage that clogged the road, crashed through aluminum police barricade, and careened through an intersection that was littered with abandoned vehicles.
 
   Within seconds, the pursing horde was left far behind.
 
   Mathis reduced his speed as he navigated the cluttered street with an air of calculated caution. It both amazed and frightened him how quickly such a well-organized plan had fallen apart.
 
   The downtown streets had become a maze littered with burnt vehicles, countless charcoaled human remains, and heaps of rubble. Every nearby building, violated earlier by looting during the onset of the crisis, had been gutted by flames. Trashed ATMs had been pulled free from their housing and charred money blew freely across the street. The infected stopped aimlessly shuffling as the van passed and chased after it.
 
   Mathis knew he had to make his escape, but many of the streets had been rendered impassable. Getting out of downtown was proving to be rather difficult.
 
    “Where are you taking me?” Richard asked through the checkered grille that separated the front seats from the iron benches in the back of the van. “I need to get too Butner.”
 
   Mathis glanced up at Richard in the rearview mirror and then focused his attention back to navigating the street. In truth, he didn’t know where he would take him. If the man was infected, he would be worthless. However, it seemed impossible that the man could have survived so long after being bit all while breathing infected air. He knew it highly improbable, but just maybe…
 
   “I asked where you are taking me!” Richard yelled. He spun around on the metallic bench and kicked against the grille.
 
   “You’ve clearly been bitten. How do you feel?” Mathis asked.
 
   “Fuck you!”
 
   “Are you experiencing any fever, dizziness, nausea, or anything like that?”
 
   “FUCK you!”
 
   Richard repeatedly kicked the grille as hard as he could with both feet.
 
   “Look, you’re not helping any. I need to know if you feel sick so that I can administer the antidote.”
 
   “I don’t feel sick yet! Now take these fucking cuffs off of me!”
 
   “In time, I have to be sure first,” Mathis said. Yes, it was a longshot, but if the man was immune then he had found his ticket out of the quarantine zone. He knew from the earlier radio reports that they weren’t allowing anybody to leave, but now he had a card to barter with; the key to making a vaccine that actually works. He just hoped that his discovery was the first. Otherwise his bartering ticket was worthless.
 
    “Look, I’m not sick yet! So why don’t you just give me the fucking antidote and ease both of our minds?” Richard asked.
 
   Mathis paused.
 
   “Because there is none,” he calmly said.
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                 A box sat in the center of Gen. Falton’s highly polished executive desk next to a red telephone. The box was filled with old awards, medals, and faded pictures of a younger him posed with presidents and congressmen.
 
   The fact that his legacy, all that he had ever worked for, fit inside a cheap cardboard box depressed him. He slumped down in his chair inside his emptied office and stared at the box on his desk.
 
   What it all came down to, he decided, is that he gave the order. He gave the order that cost so many lives. If only that helicopter stayed on the landing pad… If only they ignored his call and followed protocol… If only.
 
   His guilt had whittled away at his very core ever since the Raleigh outbreak and nothing was abating its daunting weight. No matter how hard he tried, rationalization did not untie the knot sitting in his stomach. He no longer felt like the man he was, but rather like a war criminal. 
 
                 “Sir, they’re sealing the bunker doors in twenty minutes, we have to go soon,” a man said from the hallway.
 
                 Despite everything that they didn’t know he did, they were going to protect and coddle him in their underground hiding hole.
 
                 Gen. Falton looked up at the man with exasperated eyes.
 
                 The man stood calmly in the doorway with his hands neatly folded below his naval, wearing a black suit, white shirt, and a red tie. Behind the man, people ran past in a panic, each hauling a cardboard box exactly like the one sitting on Gen. Falton’s desk.
 
                 “You can go, I’ll be there shortly,” Gen. Falton muttered, staring down at the box again.
 
                 “You’re a priority, sir. I’ve been instructed to escort you and ensure that you arrive safely,” the agent unwaveringly replied.
 
                 “I’m not a goddamn child! I said I will be there shortly! Now go!” Gen. Falton shouted, standing up abruptly. 
 
                 The agent didn’t move.
 
                 Gen. Falton sighed, shook his head, and sat back down.
 
                 “Please? Just another minute,” Gen. Falton said, defeated.
 
                 “I’ll give you a few minutes to collect yourself, and then we have to go,” the agent replied, turned, and walked down the hall.
 
                 “If you knew what I was responsible for, then you’d be escorting me out in handcuffs,” Gen. Falton said to himself.
 
                 Nobody who was still alive knew about his little call to Fort Detrick.
 
                 The flight operations officer had been exterminated along with the rest of the Fort Detrick staff in the clean-up and cover-up operation once the virus arrived in Raleigh.
 
                 In the end, Gen. Falton would be able to maintain his legacy, but he knew that sooner or later his gnawing guilt would force him to tell the truth and that would be the beginning of his demise.
 
                 His legacy would be forever tarnished.
 
                 He refused to lose the only thing he had left.
 
                 Gen. Falton sighed and pulled the box closer to him, moving with the slow and shaky finesse of a decrepit old man. He reached into the box and brought out his medals, admiring and polishing each one of them as he methodically pinned them on his uniform.
 
                 He wondered if he was right to shred the latest, and final, memo from Atlanta. He knew that if his superiors found out about the latest mutation Atlanta had discovered then they would lose all hope.
 
                 Hope of some salvation was all they had left. Who was he to take hope away from them when he was the one responsible for unleashing the hell in the first place?
 
                 They had their hope while he had his legacy and his guilt.
 
                 What they held onto was finite, while what he had was eternal; it was his and he planned on keeping it. 
 
                 He opened his desk drawer and reached for what was inside with tears in his crusty eyes.
 
                 The agent who was supposed to escort Gen. Falton to the underground shelter was standing inside a small break room down the hall from Gen. Falton’s office. 
 
                 Another agent, an older veteran, stood next to him as they stared at the television screen next to the microwave.
 
                 The news was reporting around the clock about the catastrophic forest fires in North Carolina and how the USDA Forest Service had closed the state borders due the danger posed by the unprecedented scope of the blaze. The news said that rescue crews were having a difficult time getting people out of the affected areas and the loss of life was expected to be insurmountable. 
 
                 “Unbelievable how they’re able to spin it isn’t it?” the younger agent said as he stared at the screen.
 
                 The veteran agent scoffed.
 
                 “Nothing surprises me anymore,” the veteran agent said, shaking his head.
 
                 A single gunshot reverberated down the hall from Gen. Falton’s office.
 
                 Both agents gripped their pistols and sprinted towards the general’s office.
 
                 Of course, they arrived too late.
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                 “What do you mean ‘there is none’?! You told me that there is an antidote!” Richard screamed, pounding against the grille with his clenched, zip-tied fists.
 
                 “I lied,” Col. Mathis said calmly, continuing to drive. 
 
   They were finally nearing the edge of downtown but the streets were becoming increasingly difficult to navigate. Rubble from collapsed skyscrapers blocked most of the streets and the other streets were so thick with burnt vehicles that they were rendered useless, forcing Mathis to turn the van around and try a new path.
 
   They were driving in circles.
 
   A horde of infected chased after the van as it sped along the downtown streets and the horde grew larger with each darkened alleyway and flame-ravished building they passed.
 
                 “So that’s it then?” Richard asked, nodding towards devastation outside. “There is no vaccine. Everybody is sick. This is all that’s waiting out there?”
 
                 Concern about Andy twisted his stomach into knots.
 
                 “The vaccine they had didn’t work. They are probably working on developing something else… how far they got by now, I have no idea. We were checking people in downtown, trying to find anybody resistant to the virus. All we found out is that some people were slower to succumb than others… The virus always won in the end.”
 
                 “These people… are they alive or dead?”
 
                 Mathis glanced up at him in the mirror.
 
                 “What kind of question is that?”
 
                 Richard paused and looked down at his hands.
 
                 “Some of the people I saw… they were so injured… they shouldn’t have been moving. It would be impossible…”
 
                 “Are they vampires or zombies? Is that what you’re asking?” Mathis scoffed. “They’ll die of their wounds in a matter of days, some sooner than others.”
 
                  Richard didn’t answer and didn’t bother pointing out that Mathis dodged the question.
 
                 “How did this all happen?” Richard finally asked.
 
                 “There was a terrorist attack. They used a novel biological agent.”
 
                 Richard stared at him.
 
                 “A novel agent that you just happened to have a vaccine for, right?” Richard asked, eyeing him suspiciously. “I think you’re lying to me.”
 
                 Us. He is lying to us.
 
                 Mathis didn’t reply.
 
   “Who do you work for? Are you from the CDC?” Richard asked.
 
                 “I’m a Colonel in the United States Army. You need to relax; you’re in good hands… considering the circumstances.”
 
   A squadron of fighter jets roared overhead, headed out of downtown.
 
   “How far has it spread?”
 
   “As far as I know, just Raleigh, Durham, and maybe a few surrounding towns,” Mathis answered.
 
   Richard pictured Andy sitting alone in an abandoned prison, frightened, left to rot by the guards. He winced and stared down at his bit hand. The blood had already soaked through the fabric he had wrapped around the wound.
 
   As much as he hated to ask the question, he asked.
 
                 “I have to do something important… Are you going to kill me soon?”
 
                 “If I thought you were infected, I would have already shot you.”
 
                 Richard rolled his eyes.
 
                 “Come on! Don’t bullshit me! I was bit! Twice! I was bit and one of… of… those things vomited all over me. We both know I’m infected.”
 
                 “You would have been symptomatic by now,” Mathis said, leaning forward, trying to peer through the dark smoke outside. “Right now, I just need you to stay calm and let me get us out of here.”
 
                 Richard backed away from the grille and sat down on the metallic bench, staring at his feet.
 
                 “Before I get sick, I need to go to Butner. At least give me that much before you put a bullet between my eyes.”
 
                 Mathis thought on it a moment, and then asked out of sheer curiosity. 
 
                 “What is so important about Butner?”
 
                 Richard glanced up at him.
 
                 “I have family there… a brother.”
 
                 Mathis nodded. It was an understandable request. Even though Mathis didn’t have the slightest fraternal instinct in his career-focused mindset, he knew he how much family mattered to most people.
 
                 Besides, the man’s brother was in all likelihood dead. 
 
                 “I understand, but we need to stay focused.”
 
                 “If you’re not going to help me save him, then take these cuffs off of me, let me go, and get out of my way,” Richard said, holding up his zip-tied wrists. 
 
                 “You’re safer in my custody until we get out of the city.”
 
                 “I don’t want your help, okay?!”
 
                 Mathis glared at him through the rearview mirror.
 
                 “Have you looked outside?” Mathis asked. “You wouldn’t last one minute out there by yourself.”
 
   “I managed pretty fucking good so far, didn’t I? You sure as hell didn’t help me get out of that hospital.”
 
                 Mathis gave an aggravated sigh and shook his head.
 
                 “Are you done?”
 
                  “No, as of a matter of fact, I’m not,” Richard said. “Who locked me inside the hospital in the first place, boarded it up, and covered it with plastic? Who sealed me away to die? Who is responsible for that?”
 
                 Mathis didn’t reply for several minutes.
 
                 “We did what we had to do,” Mathis finally said. “We were trying to keep this from getting out into the rest of the city. Obviously, our best intentions failed.”
 
                 “So you wrote me and everyone else inside off for dead.”
 
                 “You were all dead the second you took a breath!” Mathis shouted defensively. “The virus is airborne and once it got loose in the general population all hope of containment was lost. We did what we had to do and I’m not going to justify myself or apologize to you.”
 
                 “Airborne? What about these bites you were so worried about?”
 
                 “That mode of transmission just kills you faster. Once you breathe near someone who is infected or is a carrier, you’re infected. It’s as simple as that. I’m done answering your questions. Shut up.”
 
                 Richard backed away from the grille and slumped down on the metal bench, staring down at his zip-tied wrists solemnly.
 
                 He’s going to get us both killed. You’ll die from your infection before you can save me.
 
                 “You think I don’t know that?” Richard muttered.
 
                 Mathis glanced up at him in the rearview mirror.
 
                 We were better off traveling alone.
 
                 “He does have resources, though.”
 
                 “Who has resources?” Mathis asked.
 
                 Resources?
 
                 Andy tittered.
 
   His superiors abandoned him, idiot. You saw how they opened fire on their own men on that hospital roof. You’re his only resource. He hopes that you’re immune so that he can use you as his ticket out of here. 
 
                 “Perhaps you’re right,” Richard said softly.
 
                 “Who are you talking to?” Mathis asked as he stared at Richard in the mirror.
 
                 You know I am right. So if you are his lifeline, why are you letting him hold you prisoner?
 
                 “He has a gun and seems pretty desperate.. That’s never a good combination.”
 
                 “Who are you talking to?!” Mathis shouted. 
 
                  So what? He won’t shoot his only ticket out of the quarantine. If he doesn’t have you, they won’t let him out! He’d just be another soldier stuck inside the quarantine. He’ll use you to get out and then they will cart you off to some laboratory and you’ll be their little test monkey… if you are indeed immune.
 
                 Richard’s body tensed.
 
                 We both know that you’re not immune. We both know that you’ll fall victim to the virus like everyone else. He is delusional and holding onto false hope.
 
                 “He’s insane… What should I do?”
 
                 “I’ll ask you one last time!”
 
                 Call the shots. And when the time is right… kill him. Kill him and continue towards Butner to save me before you fall victim to the virus.
 
                 “Call the shots… I like that plan,” Richard said.
 
   I’m getting weaker, Richie. My body won’t be able to hold out much longer in here.
 
                 “I haven’t forgotten you, brother. I’ll stick to our plan. I’ll get you out before I get sick.”
 
                 The van sped through an empty intersection and careened right onto the massive thoroughfare of Glenwood Avenue. The smoke that hazed the air started to clear and visibility slowly returned as the van drove out of the downtown firebombing’s limited radius.
 
                  “What plan?! What are you talking about?!” Mathis shouted, fogging the clear facemask of his white-suit. He turned his attention away from the road and turned towards Richard, furious. “What’s wrong with you?”
 
                 “Look out!” Richard yelled, staring out the windshield.
 
                 Mathis quickly turned his attention back to the road–
 
   All four lanes of the avenue were clogged with bumper-to-bumper abandoned cars, trucks, and busses headed towards the same direction: out of downtown. The vehicles were pressed against each other and some were badly wrecked but they were all unscathed by the firebombing, narrowly escaping it’s radius. Down the road, past the ocean of cars, rows of lit halogen flood lamps lined the road and created an eerie ambiance.
 
   –the van was headed right into the rear of a Toyota sedan parked at the rear of the vehicle stalemate.
 
                 Mathis slammed on the brakes and Richard’s body flung against the grille divider as the wheels locked-up and the van skidded across the pavement, creating a vicious squeal as the rubber burnt along the asphalt.
 
                 The van finally came to a jolting stop just a few feet away from the rear of the Toyota.
 
                 Mathis sat frozen in the driver’s seat, hands shaking on the steering wheel.
 
   Richard slowly stood in the back of the van, coughing, and rubbed his bruised face with his zip-tied hands, cursing to himself.
 
                 Mathis didn’t see any infected wandering ahead amongst the cars, but he knew that horde that had been following the van would catch up to them soon.
 
   When he saw the glow from the halogen flood lamps ahead he felt a twinge of hope rise inside him. 
 
                 “Up ahead is the Glenwood-Five Points checkpoint. It marks the edge of the downtown quarantine border,” Mathis said. He turned the engine off, grabbed his rifle, and stepped outside.
 
                 Richard abruptly turned towards the rear doors of the van as they swung open.
 
                 “Come on,” Mathis ordered, gripping the rifle tightly. “The road is impassible by vehicle so it looks like we’re walking ahead to the checkpoint.” 
 
                 Richard shook his head.
 
                 That’s right, stand up to him. Show me that you have some spine.
 
                 “I’m not going anywhere until you take these cuffs off of me.”
 
                 Mathis stared at him a moment, calculating, and then aimed the rifle at him. 
 
                 “Get out of the van right now, or I will shoot you,” he calmly ordered.
 
                 Richard sat down on the bench, ignoring the small sweat beads that started to form across his forehead.
 
                 Relax, he’s bluffing, Richie.
 
                 “I mean it,” Mathis said, sounding slightly off-kilter. He climbed up into the back of the van and pressed the barrel of the rifle against Richard’s forehead. “Let’s move. Now.”
 
                 Richard looked up at him defiantly and held out his zip-tied hands.
 
                 “Cut these off,” Richard ordered. “Then I will go.”
 
                 “I’ll shoot. You mean nothing to me. I was just trying to help you get out of the city alive.”
 
                 “We both know that’s a lie,” Richard said. “You need me more than I need you.”
 
                 Mathis gritted his teeth and felt his faux composure evaporate. He kept the rifle steadied a moment longer and then slammed the butt of the rifle against Richard’s face. 
 
                 Richard’s head swerved with the vicious blow and he sunk down against the bench, nose bleeding. 
 
                 “I’m not asking you nicely again,” Mathis said. 
 
                 Richard sat up and spat blood at Mathis’ feet. He looked up at him and slowly held out his zip-tied hands again.
 
                 “Take them off,” Richard said. “You can hit me again and knock me unconscious if you want, but I don’t think you’ll make it very far carrying me.”
 
                 Mathis hesitated a moment and slung the rifle over his shoulder, reached into one of the cargo pockets of his white-suit, and brought out a tactical knife. He opened the knife with a flick of his wrist and brought the blade underneath Richard’s chin.
 
                 Richard tilted his head up as the blade pressed against him.
 
   Mathis leaned close. 
 
   Richard felt his skin gooseflesh as Mathis’ cold plastic faceshield pressed against his nose.
 
                 “If you try to run or cross me, I will kill you, immune or not” Mathis whispered. “And the minute you start to display symptoms, we’re done, you and I.”
 
                 “I guess… we will have to trust each other,” Richard replied lowly. He held his zip-tied wrists up towards Mathis. “We both want the same thing.” It was a lie, of course, since he still planned on getting to Butner and saving his brother, alone.
 
                 Mathis swiped the blade down the center of the zip-cuffs and sliced them in half. He snapped the knife shut, slid it into his cargo pocket, and hopped out of the van holding his rifle. 
 
                 Richard stood up and rubbed his wrists, massaging the red marks that the zip-cuffs left on him. 
 
   Andy started snickering.
 
                 That dumb bastard. Bide your time, Richie, you’ll know when it’s the perfect moment to strike.
 
                 “Hurry,” Mathis said. “We had a crowd following us. They’ll be here in a few minutes.”
 
                 Mathis’ estimate was wrong.
 
                 It only took three seconds for the first infected to show up.
 
                 Two men ran out from the corner of the intersection that the van had just turned from. They spotted Mathis and Richard standing at the back of the van and sprinted towards them. A crowd of fifty followed behind them, sprinting down Glenwood Avenue.
 
                 “What are you waiting for?! You have the weapon!” Richard cried, pointing at the infected.  He jumped out the back of the van and stood next to Mathis. “Shoot them!”
 
                 Mathis slowly started walking backwards, nearly petrified.
 
                 “It’s out of ammunition,” Mathis said. “Just run! Follow me!”
 
                 They both turned and ran through the thick sea of vehicles towards the Glenwood-Five Points checkpoint. Suitcases and bullet-riddled corpses littered the tight narrow passageways between the cars.
 
   The besieging horde followed, bounding over vehicles and sliding across hoods, closing the distance quickly.
 
                 Richard followed Mathis as they maneuvered between the vehicles, both breathing frantically. Behind them, car alarms wailed as the infected knocked against them recklessly.
 
                 “They’re catching up!” Richard screamed.
 
                 “Just keep running!” Mathis yelled back, sweating profusely inside his bulky white-suit. 
 
                 Richard glanced over at a black sedan, spotting movement.
 
                 Two small infected children flung themselves at the rear window in the back seat, snarling. They scratched frantically at the glass, screaming. Their bullet-riddled parents sat slouched over in the front seat, still wearing their seatbelts. The windshield was peppered with bullet holes. 
 
                 Richard leapt away from the car and knocked into a Toyota Tundra.
 
   The Tundra’s alarm blared loudly and made him leap away.
 
                 “Keep running! Don’t slow down!” Mathis shouted.
 
                 The horde was closing fast.
 
   An infected soldier broke ahead of the pack and sprinted towards Richard with both arms outstretched. The flesh around the soldier’s mouth had receded and his cheeks were torn to meaty shreds, exposing muscle and his blood-stained teeth. Blood caked the front of his National Guard uniform and urine soaked the front of his pants. He gave guttural cries as he ran with focused intensity.
 
                 Richard quickly opened one of the Tundra’s doors, turned, and chased after Mathis.
 
                 The infected soldier slammed against the door and snapped it off of its hinges, shattering the glass. The soldier, his newly mangled arm hanging limply at his side, continued sprinting after Richard with the rest of the horde following closely behind.
 
                 A city bus was parked lengthwise across the street, riddled with artillery holes and the inside of the bus had been torched. Blacked skeletons sat in the seats, staring up at the ceiling with their jawbones hung down to their ribcage. At the driver’s seat, a skeleton sat slouched over the steering wheel with his bullet-fractured skull resting against the melted dashboard.
 
                 Mathis and Richard maneuvered around the bus and immediately froze; they had arrived at the Glenwood-Five Points checkpoint.
 
                 Both of them squinted, blinded by the harsh halogen lights against the setting sun.
 
                 Slowly, their eyes adjusted–
 
   Whatever hopes Mathis had about the checkpoint quickly dissipated. 
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                 It was dusk and Glenwood-Five Points was in complete disarray.
 
   Razor-wire had been spun across the front of the blockade. It had been flattened-out in some places and had lacerated corpses tangled in its snare. Humvees were parked behind the razor-wire and had their windows shattered. Behind the Humvees, tanks blocked off the street with their cannons turned in different directions. At the end of the barricade, behind the tanks, a row of lopsided halogen floodlights shone brightly, operating off of struggling diesel-powered generators. Bullet-riddled corpses, toppled aluminum crowd control barriers, spent rifles, riot shields, and dead soldiers littered the street in all directions.
 
                 Richard started to run towards the tanks when Mathis grabbed his shoulder and pulled him back, forcefully.
 
                 “We’ll never outrun them on foot,” Mathis shouted. He pointed at a bar on the side of the avenue. 
 
                 Richard threw a panicked glance towards the building.
 
                 It was an ominous one-story brick building with thick steel shutters sloppily bolted over its shattered windows with a vertically-striped tattered plastic awning hung over them. Sandbags had been dumped around the base of the building and the bar’s signage had been stripped from the structure. The reinforced entry doors were open and it was dark inside. A red sign had been attached to both entry doors and read in bold white lettering:
 
   Restricted Area
 
   Use of Deadly Force is authorized
 
                 “Are you insane?! Those things will surround us and we’ll be trapped in there!” Richard shouted.
 
                 The infected emerged from around the bus while another larger group closed in from in-between the tanks and Humvees from the other direction; the whole city seemed to be converging on one spot.
 
                 “Look up!” Mathis pointed towards the roof and ran towards the bar as the infected closed in.
 
   Richard followed after him. He glanced up at the roof and spotted the tail of a black apache helicopter, barely visible, peaking off the edge of the roof.
 
                 Mathis and Richard ran into the building and slammed the steel-reinforced doors shut behind them.
 
   Waves of infected bodies hammered against the doors and caused the doors to fling–
 
   Mathis quickly shoved the steel doors shut once again and slid the locking bar into place.
 
   Infected slammed against the doors and the battered on the steel shutters covering the windows, surrounding the building on all sides.
 
   Mathis leaned against the doors and closed his eyes, breathing frantically. Condensation coated his facemask and sweat made his urine-soaked uniform cling against his flushed skin underneath his white-suit.
 
   Richard stared at the door and backed away from it, trembling. He slowly turned and surveyed the dark, dismal bar.
 
   The pub tables and bar stools were stacked against the rear wall and covered under a plastic tarp. All of the wine and beer behind the bar had been liberated. Rifles and pistols lay scattered everywhere. The entire room was filled with toppled army cots and thick with flies. The foul stench of rot mixed with defecation hung in the air.
 
                 Mathis unslung his rifle, dropped it to the floor, and picked up a fresh rifle off of the floor. He ejected the magazine and was satisfied to see that it was full. Holding the rifle with one hand, he knelt down and removed the magazines from two other two rifles and slid them into the cargo pockets on his white-suit.
 
                 We need a gun too. Think, before you give him the upper-hand again!
 
                 “We need a gun, too,” Richard obediently said.
 
                 Mathis spun towards Richard and glared at him through his foggy facemask.
 
                 “Who’s ‘we’? You mean me and you? That’s not happening.”
 
                 “I can help hold them back. I can shoot.”
 
                 Mathis hesitated a moment. He didn’t like the idea of giving someone he didn’t trust a weapon, but he was dangerously low on backup at the moment. He looked down and spotted a pistol lying on the floor in a dried pool of blood. He picked it up and handed it to Richard.
 
                 Richard took the pistol. The weight of it felt good in his hand.
 
                 “Are you familiar with them?”  Mathis asked. 
 
                 “I’ve had experience,” Richard muttered. He checked the clip and saw that it was nearly full. He slid the clip back into the gun, switched off the safety, and chambered a round.
 
                 Mathis watched him with hesitant suspicion.
 
                 “What did you do, before this? Were you a security guard or something?” Mathis asked, watching Richard handle the gun. “How did you survive inside that overran hospital all by yourself?”
 
                 You weren’t by yourself.
 
                 Richard hadn’t been alone for a very long time.
 
   “I just… remembered what my brother showed me,” Richard said. “He was good at it.”
 
                 Don’t lie. I never showed you how to kill. You were just a natural.
 
   You owe me.
 
   You owe me Butner.
 
   I went through a lot for you. The least you can do is save me.
 
   Before Mathis could respond, the kitchen door behind the bar swung open and four infected soldiers bolted into the room. They leapt over the bar and sent empty bottles shattering against the floor.
 
                 Mathis switched the rifle’s firing mode to ‘full-auto’ and held down the trigger, stepping backwards, sweeping the rifle side-to-side.
 
                 Automatic gunfire swept across the besieging soldiers, ripping through their chest and abdomen.
 
   The soldiers jolted with each bullet but continued unabated.
 
                 Mathis ejected the empty cartridge from the rifle and slapped in a fully-loaded one.
 
                 Richard thrust the pistol out and fired four rounds in rapid succession, closing his eyes, terrified.
 
   The rounds went errant and didn’t hit a target.
 
   Mathis glanced over at Richard for a fleeting second and saw how shaken and novice the man was a gun. He was not surprised.
 
   Mathis focused back on the targets and fired another burst of automatic fire and swept the rifle across the soldiers, higher.
 
                 The rounds struck through the heads of two of the soldiers and blew out the back of their skulls. They both collapsed against the floor.
 
   The remaining two bounded over the corpses of their fallen brethren and continued sprinting.
 
   Focus, Richie!
 
                 Richard opened his eyes at the sound of Andy’s voice, held his breath, and sighted-in on one of the soldiers.
 
                 The forehead of the first soldier caved-in and a geyser of blood and bone erupted out the back of his head as it snapped back. He tumbled to the ground.
 
                 Richard sighted-in on the second soldier and fired.
 
                 The soldier’s head snapped backwards and he flung backwards against the ground.
 
                 Mathis looked over at Richard, mouth agape. He felt as if he was looking at a different person all of a sudden.
 
                 Richard lowered the gun, slowly letting out his bated breath.
 
                 There’s the killer I know…
 
                 Mathis studied Richard, trying to figure out what sort of man casually goes from one extreme to another in the blink of an eye. In truth, Richard frightened him, but a good shooter was definitely hard to come by at the moment. 
 
   After a few seconds, Mathis walked towards the kitchen door.
 
                 “Come on,” he said, “we have to get to the roof and get on that helicopter.”
 
                 “And fly where?”
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   “Richard.”
 
                 “Richard, we have more pressing issues at the moment,” he said as he checked his suit’s oxygen canister; it was running dangerously low. “There is a communications center in the break room behind the kitchen. Hopefully, the equipment is still operational and we can let the Air Force know not to shoot us down.”
 
                 “And then what?” Richard asked.
 
                 “There is a roof access hatch in there as well,” he said, checking the ammo in his rifle. “We’ll get to the helicopter and we’ll fly out of the quarantine.”
 
                 “What about Butner?” Richard quickly asked.
 
                 “Butner? There’s no point in that,” Mathis said casually. “It’s inside the hot zone.” 
 
   He reached for the kitchen door.
 
                 Richard grabbed Mathis by the shoulder and spun him around towards him.
 
                 “I already told you that my brother is there. I need to get him out!” Richard yelled.
 
                 Mathis brushed Richard’s hand off of his shoulder.
 
                 “The National Guard refugee center is overrun,” Mathis said. 
 
                 Richard shook his head side-to-side animatedly.
 
                 “No! He is safe! He is locked away in the federal prison! The infection couldn’t have gotten into the prison!”
 
                 “How did you come to that estimation? It was probably brought inside by sick guards. Jesus... you really have no idea, do you?” he said with a tone of disbelief.
 
                 “About what?” Richard asked, glaring.
 
                 Mathis gave an exasperated sigh.
 
                 “You have absolutely no idea about the scope of this infection. Panic started setting in across the state well before the virus even escaped the downtown quarantine.
 
   “Charlotte was engulfed by rioting and civil unrest. Wilmington was a ghost town. Frightened Ashville citizens took up arms. The Air Force firebombed two interstates and shot down four commercial planes that broke the no-fly zone over Raleigh-Durham International! The Navy sunk ships trying to leave the coast! Hell, they’re using napalm mixed with thermite to corral half of the state with flames.
 
   “They’re going to keep the quarantine in place until those things die off on their own in a few days. After that they’ll keep the area sealed for months as a precaution. Then FEMA will march in and collect the dead and bury the evidence of what happened here. Don’t you understand? This state is one mass graveyard.”
 
                 Don’t listen to him. Stay calm, Richie.
 
                 Richard started to pace and bit his bottom lip.
 
                 Mathis glanced down at the pistol in Richard’s hand and hesitated.
 
                 “I’m sorry,” Mathis finally said in a pitiful attempt at pacification.
 
                 He’s just trying to discourage you. He wants you to obey him and go where he wants you to go. Just play along.
 
   Despite what Mathis said, Richard still planned on getting to Butner, one way or the other. He was not going to leave without saving Andy from that hell, if he was still alive…
 
   I’m not dead, yet. I am still inside my cell. Those fucking guards left me to die. You just need to get here before you get sick. For now, just stay fucking calm until I think of something.
 
   Richard stopped pacing and turned towards Mathis.
 
                 “Why didn’t you just stay hidden and wait it out!? If they’re going to die off in a few days, why bother dragging me out in the middle of it? You could have waited until FEMA came around, right?”
 
                 “I didn’t have the luxury of waiting a few days,” Mathis said, pointing down towards the oxygen canister on his suit. “I’m low.”
 
                 “If I’m immune to this like you think I am then I don’t need you. You’ll just slow me down. I don’t need a special suit to breath. Go your own way, and I’ll go to Butner.”
 
                 Mathis stared at Richard a moment and then laughed.
 
                 Richard flushed with anger and his grip tightened on the pistol’s grip.
 
                 “Do you honestly think that you’d make it out of here alive without me?”
 
                 “I was doing okay before you showed up.”
 
                 “You got bit.”
 
                 “But I’m still standing,” Richard quickly replied. “I haven’t been hacking. Looks like I may be immune to them after all.”
 
                 Mathis wiped the condensation off of his facemask and stared at Richard. He knew that the man was simply grandstanding trying to get his way.
 
                 The sound that the infected made as they banged against the shuttered windows and slammed against the doors was deafening.
 
   “Okay, since we’re surrounded and you can’t go on foot, what are you going to do? Shoot me and take a helicopter you don’t even know how to fly?” Mathis asked.
 
                 Richard said nothing.
 
                 “Exactly, so shut the fuck up, and follow me,” he said as he motioned for Richard to follow him into the kitchen, “We’re doing this my way. Forget Butner.”
 
                 Patience, brother, patience.
 
                 Richard gripped his pistol tightly and followed.
 
                 Dirtied pots and pans lay scattered throughout the narrow kitchen. On the right side, about half-way down, there was a large freezer with its door shut. At the far end of the kitchen a door was labeled ‘Staff Lounge’ and cracked open an inch. Bright light spilled out from behind the cracked door and glistened off of the spent brass shells that lay scattered across the grimy floor.
 
                 “The coms center is just behind that door,” Mathis said as he pointed the barrel of his rifle towards the break room. He hurried towards the room and sent brass shells skittering aside with each step.
 
                 Richard followed, gripping the pistol tightly.
 
                 Mathis swung the break room door open and bathed the dim kitchen with sunlight. He squinted and stared into the room with dismay.
 
                 Military communication equipment lay scattered and computer desks were overturned. A soldier wearing a radio headset lay motionless in the center of the room, riddled with bullet wounds; flies hovered around the corpse and danced across its clammy skin. The roof hatch in the ceiling hung open and allowed dusk’s orange light to pour into the room. The rungs of the ladder leading up to the roof were soiled by dry blood.
 
   Overhead, a squadron of fighter jets passed on their way out of downtown and sent dust fluttering down from the roof hatch.
 
                 Mathis entered the room and walked over to a battery-operated civilian radio that lay next to a toppled desk. He reached down and turned it on just as Richard entered the room behind him.
 
                 “–at once. Please make your way an operating FEMA shelter immediately. The nearest operational FEMA centers in this listening area is: Crabtree Valley Mall and Brier Creek Shopping Center. Follow all official instructions. Avoid the interstate. If you are sick, stay at home and isolate yourself from others. Do not report to a hospital. Avoid any individual who appears to be sick and report them immediately–”
 
                 “Is that an actual–” Richard began.
 
                 Mathis shushed him and turned the volume up.
 
                 “–seek safe shelter. Do not panic. Help is on the way. This message will loop until the situation is resolved and will be periodically updated. Please stay tuned for additional information. This is the North Carolina Emergency Broadcast System with an urgent message. This is not a test. A biological attack has occurred in the listening vicinity. Seek safe shelter at once. Please make your way to–”
 
                 “A recording,” Mathis muttered. “It’s the same one FEMA had cycling across all local FM bands.” He flipped through the channels and found nothing but the same recorded message being played. He threw the radio down in frustration. 
 
   He quickly scanned the room but all of the military-band equipment had been thrashed. He shook his head and scaled the ladder up onto the roof. 
 
   Richard slid the pistol under his waistband and followed.
 
                 The roof of the bar was littered with empty ammo boxes and boxes of food rations, evidence of somebody’s last stand. In the center of the roof sat the helicopter.
 
                 Mathis watched the fighter jets fade into the setting sun.
 
                 “We don’t have to worry about the Air Force for a little while. They’re pulling back to refuel or something. We’ve been afforded a window of opportunity so we better not waste it,” Mathis said.
 
   He ran towards the helicopter and climbed inside the cockpit while Richard wandered towards the edge of the roof and stared at the ground below.
 
   Hundreds of infected had gathered around the bar from every direction. They reached up their dirtied hands up towards the roof towards Richard, snarling, and moaning. 
 
   “Come on! What are you waiting for?!” Mathis shouted. “Get in!” 
 
   Mathis toggled the helicopter’s starter switch and began the starting sequence. The copter’s engine churned to life as fluid pressure started stabilizing. He took the radio headset that was hung above his seat and pulled the wire off of them. He plugged the wire into a jack on the outside of his white-suit while he waited for the RPMs to reach full throttle.
 
   Richard crawled into the co-pilot seat and slammed the door shut behind him. The sound of the whirling blades was loud even with the cockpit sealed. He looked at Mathis and saw his lips moving but couldn’t hear a word he was saying.
 
   “What?!” Richard shouted.
 
   Mathis reached over, grabbed the headset hung above Richard’s seat, and tossed it in Richard’s lap.
 
   Richard put the headset on and the ambient noise was immediately muffled.
 
   “I said that we’re on borrowed time,” Mathis said into his suit’s mike. The voice came in loud and clear over Richard’s headset. “If those jets circle back and spot us, they’ll shoot us down just like the others.”
 
   “What about the radio? Can’t we call somebody?” Richard yelled.
 
   Mathis recoiled in his seat.
 
   “Speak normally,” Mathis said. “I can hear you just fine through the headset’s mike. We’re listening to the Army frequency now. It feeds in alongside our two-ways in the cockpit.”
 
   “But I don’t hear anything,” Richard said.
 
   “I know. We’ve been cut off and the frequencies are being scrambled. I was hoping that we could access a secure DSN terminal at Glenwood Five-Points and contact someone on the outside, but the equipment was purposefully thrashed.”
 
   He keyed the mike on the ceiling.
 
   “Mayday! I am requesting an emergency extraction! Come in, over!” he said.
 
   The line crackled with static.
 
   No response.
 
   Mathis continued transmitting.
 
    “I am infection free and currently five-clicks away from event epicenter, en-route for extraction with a HVT! I have a Sample-Prime HVT in my custody! Repeating, subject is Sample-Prime! What is your location? Do you copy? Does anybody copy?”
 
   “[static] Falls Lake FOB, [static] repeat your [static] located a Sample-Prime [static]”
 
   “You’ve got through!” Richard said, looking at him.
 
   Mathis shook his head.
 
   “We’re only receiving them because of their close proximity,” he explained. “The Falls Lake forward operating base is in the red zone. That whole area is.”
 
   “So? What does that mean?” Richard asked.
 
   “That means that they can’t do anything for us,” Mathis said. “They’re trapped in here… just like us.”
 
   He pressed the transmit button.
 
   “Falls Lake, this is Colonel Mathis. Where is the nearest operational secure DSN terminal, over?”
 
   “[static]to proceed to Brier Creek Staging Area [static] extraction. [static] the beacon on your display. We- [static]”
 
   He banked the helicopter away from the hollowed remnants of downtown and flew it over Glenwood Avenue. He glanced down at the avenue of wrecked vehicles and thousands of wandering infected. Vacated homes lined the avenue along both sides.
 
   Richard looked over at Mathis, expectant.
 
   Mathis shook his head again.
 
   “It’s a set-up. Nobody is running extraction details anymore. They just want me to land there so that they can ambush us, take you into custody, and have a bargaining chip to escape the quarantine,” he said. “We’re on our own until I can get in touch with DC.”
 
   “This is Major General Yates to [static] –hello? [static] –do you copy?”
 
   Mathis didn’t reply.
 
   “ [static] –make your way to Brier Creek [static] –for extraction. Is that understood [static]”
 
                 Mathis toggled the radio off.
 
                 “Yates must think that I’m an idiot,” he said, shaking his head. “I would have thought that he would have been extracted when the shit first hit the fan, but I guess they really aren’t taking any chances with this. Rank really doesn’t matter anymore, I guess.”
 
   Richard turned his gaze away from the desolation below and looked over at Mathis.
 
   “What about Butner?” Richard asked.
 
   They passed a neighborhood full of historic homes. Multiple fires ravaged the large two-stories and ate their way through the neighborhood streets.
 
   The sky darkened as dusk turned to night. Behind the helicopter, the smoldering remnants of downtown gave an ominous amber glow. Stretched out far in the horizon, the sky flickered orange from the military’s flame barrier.
 
   “Butner? Forget about that nonsense,” Mathis said.
 
   Richard opened his mouth to protest, but closed it when he realized how worthless the endeavor would be.
 
   We’ll have to get rid of him soon, Richie. He won’t take us to Butner.
 
   (I know.)
 
   We need to hurry.
 
   Richard stared down vacantly at an overturned Raleigh fire truck lying in the middle of the avenue. It had multiple vehicles crushed against it in a pile-up that stretched out for miles.
 
   “You want to know how Butner looks? Just keep looking out your window. We’ll be passing over the Crabtree Valley Mall FEMA center soon.”
 
   “How do you know that FEMA center is in bad shape?” Richard asked. “The radio just said it was safe!”
 
   “Yeah and how long ago do you think that was updated? A bunch of panicked people crammed into a small area? You’re just asking for trouble,” Mathis said. “Just look at how the downtown fiasco went… and you want to rescue someone trapped inside a prison? You’d have better luck landing and finding a survivor inside that goddamn mall.”
 
   “You can’t assume the mall isn’t safe! You don’t even know where it is!” 
 
   “Crabtree Valley is one of the largest malls in Raleigh. Their FEMA center was purposely made hard to miss,” Mathis said as he pointed ahead.
 
   A few miles in the distance, beams from rotating searchlights penetrated high into the night sky and lazily encircled each other. The sight of the searchlights calmed Richard’s nerves some, but they did nothing to quiet Andy’s nagging voice.
 
   You’re going to listen to that horseshit?! He has no intent on stopping in Butner and I already told you that I’m still alive! If he lands at that mall, you’re done! They’ll cart you away! We have to act fast. What are you going to do?!
 
   Richard reached up and switched off his headset microphone.
 
   “I don’t know,” Richard whispered under his breath.
 
   You don’t know? Grow a fucking backbone.
 
   “Just tell me what to do,” Richard muttered as he closed his eyes.
 
   Kill him and take the helicopter to Butner.
 
   “But I don’t know how to fly it,” Richard whispered.
 
   It’s okay. I’ve been watching how he does it. It’s not that hard. I will fly it.
 
   “I want to make it fast though… He’s been nice to me. I don’t want to make him suffer like Stacy did… that fucking cunt.”
 
   Thoughts of his sister always made his blood boil. He wished that he could kill her a thousand times over.
 
   You’re his prisoner! He is not being nice to you, he’s been USING you. Don’t be naive. Kill him!
 
   “I know that I have to kill him,” Richard muttered. “I know, Andy, I know. I just don’t want him to suffer. I’ll do him quick.”
 
   “We nearing the mall,” Mathis’ voice chimed in through the headset. He wanted to fly over the mall just to make sure… he needed a fresh oxygen canister in the worst possible way and he didn’t know where else to look. It was a long shot, but if the mall was still a safe haven then he would land take advantage.
 
   Richard pressed his face against the window and stared down. His heart felt like it was going to beat itself out of his chest in fear that they were going to land before he could do anything.
 
   Judging by the scenes below, landing was out of the question.
 
   Mathis let out a discouraged sigh while Richard breathed a sigh of relief, elated by the destruction below that ensured their continued path forward closer towards Butner.
 
   The helicopter passed the intersection of two main roads that were backed up for miles and rendered impassible by collisions. Three tanks were parked in the middle of the intersection. Thousands of infected wandered the street in-between the stalled traffic, swarming towards the mall’s searchlights. 
 
   Situated off of the corner of the intersection was a small gas station. The station’s parking lot was full of vehicles that were crammed around the station’s two pumps. The line of vehicles led out into the street. The sign said that gas had been selling for $22.89 per gallon.
 
   Next to the gas station were two banks. One of the banks had its windows shattered and its ATM removed. The other bank had a semi-trailer smashed against its side.
 
   The helicopter continued flying over a looted Best Buy, the burnt remnants of an Old Navy store, and a bookstore before making it finally passing over Crabtree Valley Mall’s main hub.
 
   The mall’s main parking lot was speckled with a few military vehicles, some disabled cars, and countless infected that had gathered around the rotating diesel-powered searchlights pointing towards the sky. Hundreds of red body bags were stacked near the edge of the parking lot bundled together like timber and surrounded by sandbags and barbwire. The parking lot entrance had a large banner hung overhead that read FEMA evacuation center.
 
   The restless horde milled aimlessly in the lot and had crushed Red Cross tents and toppled aluminum police barriers. They stared up at the helicopter as it hovered overhead with an unabated longing in their soulless eyes.
 
    The mall itself was in dismal shape. Most of the building’s facade had been decimated by artillery fire and every window was shattered. A tattered Red Cross banner hung above the mall’s main entrance. Below the banner it read CR BTR E V  LEY MA L in broken silver letters.
 
   The helicopter flew over the mall and hovered over the multi-level parking garage situated behind the building. 
 
   The top level of the parking deck had two blue ‘H’s spray-painted on its surface. Sandbags, barbwire, and two abandoned .50 CAL machine guns cordoned off the ramp that led to the levels below. Still corpses lay scattered all over the parking deck like tossed rubbish; most of the cadavers had been riddled by gunfire.
 
   “Landing to search for a fresh oxygen canister and a secure radio is too risky,” Mathis said, discouraged. “Things look absolutely dismal down there. We’ll keep pushing forward.”
 
    “Look! A jet is headed towards us,” Richard shouted, pointing ahead at the rapidly approaching fighter jet.
 
   “Shit,” Mathis replied. He quickly toggled the radio microphone. “This is Colonel Mathis speaking! I have a Sample-Prime HVT! Do not engage! I repeat, do not–”
 
   His words were cut short by a pulsating alarm tone.
 
   “Christ! They’ve locked on! Brace yourself! We’re going to go down hard!” Mathis shouted, gripping the controls tightly. He quickly veered the helicopter down towards the parking deck.
 
   Two sidewinder missiles struck the tail boom of the helicopter and erupted into a large orange fireball. The boom disintegrated into fiery wreckage along with the tail rotor and drive shaft.
 
   What remained of the flightless bird spun out of control towards the parking deck and the fighter jet disappeared into the horizon.
 
   The helicopter’s fuselage struck the deck hard, shattering the cockpit windows and the gauges. The craft threw a shower of sparks as it slid across the pavement. It slowed to a stop at the end of the edge of the deck, teetering on the edge. The disabled craft’s main rotors slowly stopped spinning.
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   Black smoke quickly filled the cockpit as the instrument panel crackled and sparked.
 
   Mathis tried to open the cockpit door, but it was stuck. He kicked it repeatedly–
 
   The cockpit door fell off and landed on the pavement.
 
                  He groaned and stumbled out onto the parking deck, gripping his rifle tightly.
 
                 Richard crawled out of the cockpit behind him and collapsed on the ground, withering in aching pain. 
 
   Flames engulfed the helicopter cabin.
 
   Richard tried to stand–
 
                 “Stay down!” Mathis shouted. He grabbed Richard by the shoulder and shoved him against the pavement.
 
                 A loud whump rolled over the top of them as the helicopter’s fuel tank erupted and turned the craft into a massive fireball. The fiery wreckage toppled off of the edge of the parking deck and exploded as it struck the ground below, billowing ink-black smoke into the air.
 
                 The wandering infected on the ground level started converging towards the wreckage from all sides.
 
                 Mathis slowly stood and frantically checked his suit for any tares. Satisfied that his suit’s integrity was still intact, he picked his rifle up off of the ground and carefully surveyed the parking deck, weapon ready.
 
                 Richard staggered onto his feet, coughing.
 
                 “What in the hell was that?!” Richard shouted. “Why did your own people shoot us down?”
 
                 Mathis quickly shushed him.
 
                 “I told you already. They’re not letting anybody leave,” Mathis whispered.
 
                 Richard scanned the deck and looked at Mathis, confused and exasperated. He didn’t see anybody else on the deck except for the numerous motionless bullet-riddled cadavers lying underneath the moonlight.
 
                 “Why are you whispering?” Richard asked in a normal speaking tone.
 
                 “Be quiet! We need to make sure that we’re–”
 
   One of the cadavers laying face-down on the cement slowly started to move, getting onto his hands and knees. He was wearing a blue nylon jacket that had FEMA etched on the back in bold yellow lettering.
 
   Mathis fired a single shot.
 
   The round struck the man’s scalp and blew off the back of his head. He fell back against the pavement and lay motionless.
 
   A soldier and a mutilated teenage boy struggled to rise.
 
   Mathis fired twice and took both of the infected down. He scanned the area carefully, staring down the rifle’s iron sights. After a few minutes, he lowered the weapon, satisfied.
 
   “We need to get inside before the ones on the ground find their way up here,” Mathis said, no longer whispering.
 
   “And how do you propose that we get out of here now that our ride is destroyed!?” Richard shouted, wringing his hands together.
 
   “This was one of FEMA’s Safe Havens. There should be a secure DSN terminal inside the command center,” Mathis said.
 
   “DSN?” Richard asked, rubbing his hand on the back of his neck.
 
   “Defense Switched Network. It’s a network strictly for Department of Defense use,” Mathis quickly explained, annoyed. He hesitated. “The secure terminals can’t be jammed and I can access a DSN number.”
 
   “Why bother?” Richard said, continuing to rub his neck as he paced. “Your military friends are the ones who almost killed us!”
 
   “They only did it because I couldn’t communicate with them. For all the pilot knew, I was just another soldier trying to escape the quarantine. If they knew about you they– ”
 
                 Mathis stopped himself mid-sentence and paused.
 
                 “It doesn’t matter,” he finally said. “Let’s just get inside and find the secure terminal. Help me find another way in. I don’t think we want to walk down to the ground level and waltz through the besieged front doors.”
 
                 “How do you know there is still someone alive on the other end to answer your phone call? How do you even know that this quarantine bullshit has stopped the virus from spreading beyond North Carolina?” Richard asked as he stopped pacing, fright evident in his voice.
 
                  Mathis turned and studied him.
 
                 “Because we’re not irradiated yet,” Mathis answered. “They haven’t resorted to their final contingency, so there is still hope. Now, help me find a way in and be quick about it.”
 
                 Richard walked towards the mall, muttering, limping towards the edge of the parking deck. He wrung his hands together tightly, making his knuckles turn white.
 
   Patience, Richie. We’ll deal with him soon, I promise.
 
   (If I wait too long, you may get hurt, Andy. He’s wasting time!)
 
   Just have patience. When the time is right, we’ll act.
 
                 Richard leaned over the edge of the parking deck and spotted the shattered glass remnants of the mall’s 2nd floor entrance on the deck below them. The entrance’s sliding glass doors were shattered and covered by a steel security grille. A wide blood-smeared walkway connected the mall entrance to the 2nd level of the parking deck and was barricaded by sandbags with an empty .50 CAL BMG nest in the middle.
 
                 “The level below us has a way inside the mall,” Richard said as he turned and limped back towards Mathis. “I didn’t see anybody but someone rolled the security shutters down over the doors.”
 
                 “Then let’s head down there,” Mathis said as he hurried towards the ramp that led down to the next level. “If the doors are fortified, maybe FEMA managed to secure the inside of the mall.”
 
   Mathis crawled over the top of the sandbags that barricaded the ramp down to the lower level and pushed the razorwire aside as he started his decent down the ramp.
 
                 Richard drew his pistol and followed him, inadvertently twitching.
 
   The ramp was splattered with splotches of blood and bits of bullet-torn flesh. Bullets had chipped away the surface of the concrete and riddled the support pillars next to the ramp with holes. Countless corpses were piled atop each other at the bottom of the ramp, eviscerated by gunfire.
 
   Mathis walked the forward position down the ramp scanning the area cautiously with his rifle, Richard followed. They made their way through the pile of dead strewn across the bottom of the ramp.
 
   The air was pungent and stale with the stench of rot. Flies were thick and hovered over the countless dead. Feral cats, busy feasting on the numerous deceased, hissed and scampered off in every direction as Mathis and Richard clamored through the pile of corpses.
 
   The entire level was pitch-black with no moonlight to succor.
 
   Richard’s foot crushed the face of an older man and it made a sickening sound as the man’s skull cracked underneath his boot.
 
   Richard, startled, blindly stumbled his way across the rest of the pile of corpses and collapsed against one of the bullet-riddled support pillars, dropping his pistol. He fell onto his hands and knees and vomited. The smell of defecation and rot made him vomit a second and a third time. It was a cruel chain-reaction.
 
                 Mathis, unaffected by the smell that permeated all around thanks to the unique stench inside his closed environment, turned his suit’s LED shoulder lamp on and turned towards Richard, rifle ready.
 
                 “Hold it together,” he ordered, barely above a whisper. He walked over to Richard and helped him back onto his feet, handing him the pistol off of the ground. “Stay focused! Let’s make our way across and get inside the mall… quietly.”
 
                 Richard nodded, gasping for breath, trying to suppress another round of vomiting.
 
                 Mathis scanned his shoulder light’s beam across the dark parkade, trying to pierce the veil of darkness that swallowed them.
 
                 The beam glistened off of the abandoned cars and emergency vehicles that were peppered across the entire parking deck. The sandbag-barricaded walkway leading to the mall’s second-floor entrance was revealed at the far side of the deck. 
 
                 Below, they heard an army of infected sprinting through the lower level towards the second-story access ramp, attracted by the gleam of Mathis’ flashlight.
 
                 “Fuck,” Mathis said, “Just run!”
 
                 Mathis took off running towards the barricaded walkway while Richard followed close behind. Their footfalls echoed throughout the dark deck and reverberated off the cars.
 
                 The snarls of the infected grew closer and echoed in from all around them.
 
                 Mathis leapt over the pile of sandbags that blocked off the walkway and grabbed the steel security grille covering the shattered glass doors.
 
                 He shook the grille violently, but it was secured by a padlock from the outside.
 
                 Richard stumbled up behind Mathis and turned towards the dark parkade, blindly aiming his pistol into the shadows. Multiple car alarms activated as the approaching horde grew closer, louder.
 
                 Richard started to panic and the gun shook in his hands as his eyes jerked from side-to-side, scanning the dark.
 
                 Mathis raised the rifle, aimed it at the lock at the bottom of the grille, and fired a burst of automatic gunfire.
 
                 The padlock shattered in a shower of sparks and fell to the ground.
 
                 Mathis grabbed hold of the security grille and rolled it up. He kept his weapon aimed a moment longer and then slowly walked through one of the shattered sliding glass doors and entered the mall.
 
   Richard lowered his gun and hurried into the mall after him, almost tripping in his panicked haste.
 
   Mathis rolled the steel security grille shut behind them and turned off his shoulder light.
 
   Immediately, the clamor coming from the parkade ebbed and the snarls turned into listless moans as the infected blindly searched for their prey.
 
   Mathis and Richard stood motionless in the darkness, breathing heavily.
 
                 As their eyes slowly adjusted to the limited light afforded by the moonlight shining through the mall’s skylights, they saw that they were standing in a large open area encircled by multiple fast food restaurants. The food court tables had been removed and replaced by a toppled maze of aluminum crowd control barriers. The barrier’s paths zigzagged throughout the food court and were divided into three distinct paths with red, blue, or green colored tape running down the middle of each path. A staircase situated in the center of the food court led down to the first-floor level below. The red and blue paths led to the staircase and down the steps. Access down the stairs was impossible since it had been barricaded by a high stack of toppled tables, sandbags, and debris. The green path branched deeper into the mall along the second level. A large sign adorned with the FEMA logo was suspended above the barricaded food court staircase:
 
   RED PATH – SYMPTOMATIC OR HANDICAPPED
 
   BLUE PATH – CHILDREN UNDER 12 AND SENIORS OVER 75
 
   GREEN PATH – ALL OTHERS
 
   A few corpses were strung out among the toppled aluminum barriers and were aerated by multiple bullet holes. 
 
   The air was deafly still and reeked of death.
 
                 The haunting moans of the infected echoed up from the lower level of the mall.
 
                 Mathis took a cautious step forward and scanned the food court with his rifle, unable to see farther than a few yards.
 
                 “The command nexus for all of the FEMA centers are somewhere along the green pathways, so follow me,” Mathis whispered.
 
                 “How do you know?!” Richard asked, creeping behind Mathis with his pistol drawn. “What if they did things different here? What if it is on the red path or the blue path?! So much for this place being secure! I hear those things down there. What if the command center–”
 
                 Mathis shushed him, interrupting him mid-rant.
 
                 “All of the FEMA evacuation centers were designed the same way. There is no deviation. The red and blue paths always go to the holding pins. In this particular center, those pins look like they’re downstairs.” He paused, listening to the ghastly moans from below. “We don’t want to go downstairs now, do we?”
 
                 Richard shook his head ‘no’ like a scolded child.
 
                 “Exactly. Green path,” Mathis said, “Shut up. Follow me.”
 
                 He’s leading us into a tomb! If you don’t do something, I will!
 
                 Richard startled at the sound of Andy’s voice. It no longer sounded like the voice was confined in his head. Instead, it sounded like Andy was standing right next to him.
 
                 Sporadic bursts of automatic gunfire echoed in the distance, making both of them flinch and crouch low to the ground.
 
   The moans of the infected intensified in response to the gunfire.
 
                 Mathis led the way across the food court, following the green path.
 
                 A man wearing a blood-matted polo shirt and tattered trousers lurched out from the shattered remnants of a video game store near the edge of the food court. The store had been ransacked and empty game cases littered the floor.
 
                 The infected man snarled and lunged towards Mathis, knocking over one of the aluminum crowd control barriers.
 
                 Richard froze.
 
                 Mathis quickly raised his weapon and fired a three-round burst into the infected man’s face.
 
                 The man’s head ruptured like a rotted watermelon and he collapsed backwards, sprawled out on the floor.
 
                 The gunfire in the distance stopped and human voices could be distinguished, rising above the moans of the infected.
 
                 “You heard that one?! That one definitely came from inside,” a voice exclaimed in the distance.
 
                  Mathis stopped walking and motioned for Richard to do the same.
 
                 Richard stood behind Mathis. His fingers twitched as he loosely gripped the pistol with his clammy hands.
 
                 “No, idiot, that came from outside again. Probably someone from Reggie’s group who got cornered,” a voice responded.
 
                 “We told ‘em not to go outside. That’s what they get for playing Rambo,” a third voice said. “We done told them that the helicopters were gone. No sense in getting bit going on some wild goose chase.”
 
                 The shooting resumed and the voices quelled.
 
                 Mathis relaxed, let out a deep breath, and slowly started walking along the green path again.
 
                 Richard felt his trembling hands steady and felt his grip tighten around the pistol. He looked down at the gun in his grasp, confounded.
 
                 Andy’s hands were holding the pistol.
 
                 We can shoot him here in the dark mall.
 
                 Richard looked up at Mathis, staring at the back of the man’s white-suit.
 
                 He’d never see it coming.
 
                 Just as Andy started to raise the pistol, Mathis stepped out of the food court and into the mall’s main atrium.
 
                 “Oh my God,” Mathis muttered as he stepped towards the brass railing and peered down at the lower level.
 
                 Richard lowered his pistol and walked towards Mathis, curious.
 
                 Both men were enthralled by the horrors below.
 
                 The lower level of the mall was swarming with shuffling moaning corpses, numbering in the thousands. They mindlessly trampled over each other and everything else caught in their path. Every first-floor shop was full of them, as were the kiosks lined along the center of the atrium. Their numbers were so great that the floor below their feet wasn’t even visible from above.
 
                 The dead masses were reaching up towards the sky, moaning loudly.
 
                 At first, Mathis thought that they were reaching up towards him, but then he noticed the gas-masked soldiers standing on the opposite side of the upper-level tier, directly across from him.
 
                 The soldiers had their weapons pointed over the edge of the brass railing and fired randomly into the vast sea of infected. A CDC white-suit cowered behind the soldiers, armed with a pistol. The whole group was standing in front of a shuttered Apple store. They looked weak and frail; their bulky body armor did nothing to hide the air of desperation that pervaded all around them.
 
                 One of the soldiers looked up and quickly pointed his rifle at Mathis and Richard.
 
                 “Tangos on the upper tier!” the soldier shouted, startling the others into action.
 
                 “Wait! Stop!” Mathis shouted, lowering his own weapon.
 
                 The other soldiers hesitated and looked at each other.
 
                 “Which detail were you assigned?” one of the soldiers asked.
 
                 “I’m Colonel Mathis, 161st Bioterrorism Response Regiment!”
 
                 The soldiers murmured amongst themselves, shaking their heads.
 
                 “So, Colonel, you’re here to rescue us, sir?” one of them asked, sarcastically.
 
                 “Yes,” he lied, “but I need to contact the outside and let them know we need a pick-up. I just need to use your secure DSN terminal.”
 
                 One of soldiers scoffed and threw his arms out at his side.
 
                 “Good luck with that! The operations center was overrun hours ago. We got out, but we…” the soldier trailed off and looked down.
 
                 “What’s your name, soldier?” Mathis asked.
 
                 “Ramirez, sir,” he answered. “We… had… to lock the others… inside.”
 
                 “Ramirez, where is the operations center? I need that DSN terminal,” Mathis asked.
 
                 “We had it sat up in the Belk department store at the other end of the mall, sir. But… like I said, we had to seal the shutters shut,” Ramirez said.
 
                 “Yeah, trust us. You don’t want to go in there,” another soldier quickly added.
 
                 Mathis looked over and spotted a walkway that connected the side he was standing to the side that the soldiers were on. He started to walk towards the walkway, slinging his rifle over his shoulder.
 
                 All of the soldiers quickly aimed their weapons at him.
 
                 Mathis stepped back, startled.
 
                 “What… are you doing?!” Mathis asked.
 
                 “Sorry, sir, but we can’t let you come any closer,” Ramirez said. “Not with that infected civilian lingering with you.
 
                 Mathis looked over his soldier at Richard and shook his head.
 
                 “No! He’s not infected! He’s immune to this. Trust me, he’s harmless,” Mathis explained. “Lower your weapons!”
 
                 The soldiers kept their weapons aimed at Mathis.
 
                 “Look,” Mathis said, taking a step forward, “I’m an officer and I am giving you a direct–”
 
                 One of the soldiers fired a single shot at the ground in front of Mathis’ feet, chipping into the floor’s decorative tile work.
 
                 Mathis leapt backwards, startled.
 
                 “No offense, but I don’t think that all that rank shit matters anymore… sir,” the soldier who fired the shot said.
 
                 Mathis paused a second and threw his open palms out towards the soldiers in a pantomimic begging manner.
 
                 “Look, please, I am trying to get someone in here to save us all, so you need to just–”
 
                 “No offense, sir, but we all know that’s a load of bull,” Ramirez said. “We know they’ve been shooting down aircraft and the jets aren’t letting anybody leave.”
 
                 Mathis gave an exasperated sigh and then held up his two index fingers, wiggling them as he took a step backwards.
 
                 “Yes, that is true – but!” Mathis turned and pointed at Richard, “They will come and rescue us since we have him! He is immune!”
 
                 “Nobody is immune, sir,” Ramirez said, tone neutral. “Some people are just slow to show symptoms. We can see that he has been bitten on the shoulder and we see his wounded hand. We’re not dumb, sir.”
 
                 “He just wants to get close to us and steal our ammunition,” one of the soldiers said to the group.
 
                 “I don’t give two shits about your weapons!” Mathis shouted. “I just want you to do your job and give me some back-up so that I can get to that DSN terminal!”
 
                 The soldiers kept their weapons aimed at Mathis for a few moments and then lowered them back down at the infected below.
 
                 “We’ll cover your back from here, but we’re not coming with you,” Ramirez said. “We sealed that place off for a reason and we’re not looking to go back, sir.”
 
                 “I’ll go with them,” the CDC white-suit sheepishly said behind the soldiers. “I’ll… I’ll show them were the command center is.”
 
                 The CDC white-suit cautiously stepped forward, trembling.
 
                 “Then bug the fuck out, doc,” a soldier replied sharply, coughing.
 
                 The CDC white-suit ran past the soldiers and hid behind Mathis, staring uneasily at Richard.
 
                 Mathis turned and walked back towards Richard but then paused and turned back towards the soldiers.
 
                 “If you know that you’ve been written off, then why are you still trying to defend this place?” Mathis asked. “What’s the point?”
 
                 “We’re Marines, sir, not the Army,” Ramirez said. “We don’t go without a fight.”
 
                 The Marines laughed and a few of them erupted into a spasm of coughs. They started firing down aimlessly into the infected horde on the lower level.
 
                 “This isn’t going to end well for any of you, especially if you stay here and waste your ammunition,” Mathis said.
 
                 “No offense, sir, but this isn’t going to end well for you, either,” Ramirez said. “The only difference between us and you is that we’ve accepted our fate. Now go, before those tangos figure out another way up here.”
 
   “Some free advice, sir? Save one bullet for the very end,” another soldier added.
 
                 Mathis turned his back on the Marines and walked towards the CDC white-suit.
 
                 The white-suit was staring at Richard, circling him, slowly, eyeing him up-and-down.
 
                 Richard stood still, face muscles twitching, staring back at the CDC white-suit. His fingers opened and closed around the pistol’s grip and his feet fidgeted.
 
                 “What’s your name?” Mathis asked the CDC white-suit.
 
                 “Doctor Lewis Medford, immunologist from the Centers for Disease Control,” he proudly responded, looking over at Mathis.
 
                 “Well, doctor, lead the way towards the operations center and take me to the DSN terminal,” Mathis said, gesturing ahead with his rifle. “I’ll be right behind you.”
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                 Medford led the way along the second-story of Crabtree towards the flagship department store at the far end of the mall, gripping his pistol tightly. He was sweltering inside his white-suit.
 
                 Every storefront that they passed had their steel security shutters buttoned-up tightly.
 
                 The Belk department store was coming into view, visible by the moonlight reflecting through the skylights.
 
   Richard glanced down over the brass railing at the lower level. He spotted row after row of red steel cages. The cages were chained shut and full of trashing handicapped men, women, and children. All of the cages shook violently as their imprisoned feral occupants struggled to escape. The cages were adorned with the FEMA logo and had signs labeling them as ‘Medical Observational Holding Area ’.
 
                 Even though the Marines were now far behind them, the sound of their automatic gunfire bursts echoed down the atrium through the mall, making all three men flinch with each shot.
 
                 “They’re right, you know,” Medford finally said as they walked past a looted jewelry store, breaking a long stretch of silence. Glass shards crunched underneath his feet.
 
                 “About what?” Richard asked, scratching his arm with his pistol as he walked, throwing paranoid glances over his shoulder.
 
                 “You’ve been bitten, so you’re infected,” Medford casually said as he walked. “That’s not even taking into account the virus’ airborne qualities...  and you without an environmental suit… Nobody is immune to this. You are just one of the rare ones that show symptoms later. Trust me. I’ve seen your type in this very center all night long until all hell broke loose.”
 
                 Mathis raised a hand up dismissively.
 
                 “Enough, enough,” Mathis said. “Let’s just get to the operations center, okay?”
 
                  “I’m just saying… he’s a liability,” Medford said. “Once he turns, he will kill us both. If you get ahold of anybody on the DSN, they will never pick all three of us up… not with those bites. Please, listen to reason!”
 
                 Mathis shook his head and gave a humorless laugh.
 
                 “Now wait a goddamn minute here. You–”
 
                 “Is that the only reason you volunteered to tag along, doc? Are you afraid to go down with the ship?” Mathis said, interrupting Richard mid-sentence.
 
                 Medford threw his arms up in the air, shaking his head.
 
                 “Those imbecilic jarheads were on borrowed time and they knew it! They were all getting sick! Their gasmask filters were useless by the time you showed up. They might as well have worn N95 masks,” Medford said. “I’m not just some soldier; I’m an immunologist with ten years field experience. Ten years! Do you have any idea how important someone like me will be outside, especially during an event like this?
 
   “Look, I don’t want to die here, and I know that you want to get out of here. I can be your bargaining chip! They will send an evacuation helicopter for someone like me. They need me! Just get rid of him so they’ll take us! Surely, you can’t honestly believe that he is immune! You can’t be that naive!”
 
                 Mathis grabbed Medford and pinned him against the brass handrail, leaning the man halfway over the top of it.
 
                 The infected on the lower level below went into frenzy at the sight of the prey above. They clustered tightly around the floor below, reaching up towards Medford, moaning.
 
                 Medford panicked and struggled, trying to free himself from Mathis’ grasp.
 
                 “Please! Just listen,” Medford begged, “I was simply stating–”
 
                 “Enough! I get it! You don’t like him around,” Mathis shouted inside his soiled white-suit. “Just shut up and quit pestering me with your opinions! Otherwise, when the rescue does come, you’ll find yourself left behind, understand me?”
 
                 Medford’s eyes drifted past Mathis and grew stark with terror.
 
                 “Stop eyeballing him and look at me!” Mathis shouted. “I asked if you understand me, doctor!”
 
                 Medford’s gaze remained transfixed beyond Mathis. He tried to speak, but all that came out were incoherent stammers.
 
                 Richard, puzzled, turned to see what the doctor was staring at.
 
                 Next to them stood a sporting goods store that still had its glass display windows intact and didn’t have a security grille protecting it. Inside, nearly one-hundred infected men, women, and children were lining up against the display windows, slapping the glass, staring at the three men outside. 
 
                 “Mathis! Look!” Richard cried, backing away from the windows.
 
                 Mathis let go of the doctor and turned towards the store. He was immediately taken aback. He fumbled with his riffle and aimed it at the infected behind the glass.
 
                 “I thought they said that the second floor was secure!” Mathis said, rifle shaking.
 
                 Medford stepped away from the railing and wearily pointed his 9mm at the infected inside the store.
 
                 “The second floor was secured! Sure, there were a few scattered here and there, but… all of those?! There- there must have been a maintenance stairwell in the back of that store that we missed!” Medford stammered.
 
                 Mathis looked over at the Belk department store in the distance. Heavy security grilles protected the store’s entrance, but he couldn’t see inside the dark storefront.
 
                 In order to get there, though, they would have to walk past the sporting goods store that was festering with the infected.
 
                 Mathis debated it over in his head, because he knew that walking near the infected would send them into frenzy and he knew that the glass offered limited protection.
 
                 Finally, he shook his head, defeated.
 
                 “We don’t have any choice,” Mathis said, “We can’t go back the way we came and use that crossover… Those men will shoot us the second we step over on their side. Let’s just move fast past the store, okay?”
 
                 Medford was hesitant, but knew that he was right.
 
                 Richard stood staring at his reflection in the glass, lost in a whimsical moment of confusion. Inside the store, he thought he saw Andy walking among the ranks of the dead.
 
                 Mathis was the first to walk past the store, trying not to look at the ghouls inside as he hurried past them.
 
                 As he had expected, the infected erupted into an uproar as he walked past them. They tumbled over each other as they followed him and slapped their open palms and closed fists against the thick safety glass, making it vibrate. 
 
                 Mathis reached the other side and turned around. He was annoyed but not especially surprised to see Richard and the doctor still standing frozen on the other side.
 
                 “Hurry up! Those things can’t get out of there – you’re fine!” Mathis shouted, gesturing for them to walk towards him.
 
                 Medford went first, jogging inside his bulky suit.
 
                 The infected inside followed him, bashing against the glass.
 
                 Medford glanced over into the store, briefly, and caught a glimpse of a teenage girl with half of her right arm mauled off.
 
                 The girl gnashed against the glass, trying to bite Medford, and left a thick coat of saliva on the glass. She leaned back and threw up on the glass, coating it. She leaned against the glass again, smearing her face through her own bile in her futile attempts to bite her prey.
 
                  Medford quickly looked away and sprinted for the rest of the way before coming to a stop next to Mathis. He hunched over, nearly fainting, as he breathed frantically inside his white-suit.
 
                 Mathis gestured for Richard to move.
 
                 Richard took a few uneasy steps forward past the store and startled each time someone struck against the glass–
 
                 Come on, you pussy! Stop being an embarrassment!
 
                 Richard shut his eyes and felt his body tense as Andy tried to take control.
 
                 With his eyes shut, Richard fought Andy’s influence and ran as fast as he could, trying to ignore the shuddering glass–
 
                 He ran into Mathis and quickly opened his eyes, panicking.
 
                 “Relax! Calm the fuck down!” Mathis shouted, shaking Richard by the shoulders.
 
                 Richard heartbeat slowly settled as he looked down at his hands and realized that he was still in control of himself.
 
                 “The operations center… it’s inside that Belk store, right?” Mathis asked the doctor.
 
                 Medford looked disoriented and confused by the question, but then snapped back to reality as his sharp gaze came back into focus.
 
                 “Yeah… yes, yes, of course,” Medford stammered.
 
                 “And you know where the DSN terminal is, right?” Mathis asked again, speaking slowly, pacifyingly.
 
                 “Yes, it is in the main operations room we sat up in the store’s security office. It’s the management hall behind menswear,” Medford replied, staring at the Belk store with frightened misgivings.
 
                 “Alright, then let’s get moving,” Mathis said, extending an open palm towards the store.
 
                 Medford trudged towards the Belk store, Richard followed, and Mathis took the rear.
 
                 Behind them, the infected continued to pummel against the glass of the sporting goods store. An infected man wearing a tattered Crabtree Valley Mall security uniform pushed ahead of the pack, knocking over a display rack of baseball equipment as he staggered against the window. He slapped his open palms against the glass and then used his closed fists, giving feral growls.
 
                 He stopped, reached down, and picked up one of the metal baseball bats that had fallen by his feet.
 
                 He stared vacantly at the bat in his hands for a minute and suddenly swung it back, and struck it against the glass.
 
                 A web of fine cracks formed around the impact point and blossomed out across the entire window pane.
 
                 Medford, Richard, and Mathis stopped and turned at the sound of the crackling glass, horrified–
 
                 The security guard swung the bat again, harder.
 
                 The stores display window pane erupted in a shower of glass shards.
 
                 The guard ran out of the store towards Mathis with the baseball bat raised over his head.
 
                 Mathis almost dropped the rifle in his haste to aim it and quickly fired a burst of ineffective gunfire into the guard’s chest.
 
                 The guard’s body jerked with each bullet, but he relentlessly advanced and started swinging the bat wildly.
 
                 Mathis fired again, taking time to steady his aim.
 
   He struck the guard in the center of his forehead.
 
                 The guard collapsed against the ground. The metallic bat clanged as it hit the floor and then rolled off of the upper-tier and into the sea of infected on the first floor.
 
                 Infected poured out of the sporting goods store and branched off into two different directions; one group headed towards the Marines and the rest started running towards Mathis, Richard, and Medford.
 
                 “Shit! Run! Run!” Mathis shouted, firing wildly into the advancing crowd.
 
                 The infected on the first floor started funneling into a nearby store and made their way towards the open stairwell in the back of the store.
 
                 Medford suffered as he ran inside his bulky suit. He was not a solider and he was definitely not athletically gifted. He was sweltering and panting, unable to catch his breath as sheer terror and adrenaline kept his legs frantically moving forward.
 
                 Richard ran on Medford’s heels, head twitching, and Andy’s voice prattling away in his head.
 
                 Mathis followed close behind; he blind-fired ineffective bursts of automatic gunfire into the pursing horde, but didn’t have time to aim and land any effective shots. He heard the Marine’s panicked gunfire in the distance and then heard their blood-curdling screams, before both sounds abruptly stopped.
 
                 Medford was the first to reach the Belk entrance. He pulled and violently shook the security grille covering the doors, but they didn’t budge–
 
                 He started to panic and hyperventilate inside his white-suit.
 
   Richard arrived next. He grabbed the grille at the bottom and tried desperately to roll it up. He strained, and felt his face breakout in beads of sweat.
 
                 Mathis fired a burst of gunfire at the padlock at the bottom of the grille with the infected swarm closing in behind him.
 
                 The bullet-riddled padlock, a cheap round lock, disengaged and fell to the floor.
 
                 Richard rolled the heavy grille up halfway and held it open.
 
                 Medford, still hyperventilating, collapsed on the floor and crawled underneath the grille into the store.
 
                 Mathis turned and blindly opened fire as he ran towards the grille.
 
                 A business woman, half of her face missing, wearing a tattered black Prada dress, slapped the rifle aside and reached for Mathis.
 
                 Mathis lunged away, and brought the rifle up to her– 
 
                 A man wearing a dirtied nursing smock grabbed the rifle’s muzzle with both hands and pulled the gun out from Mathis’ grasp.
 
                 Mathis grabbed the riffle and tried to take it back, but was assaulted by countless grasping cold hands as the horde started to entomb him from all sides. He let go of the rifle and shoved his way through the massive swarm, pulling his arms and legs free away from their deadly grip. He darted forward and slid headfirst underneath the security grille into Belk.
 
                 Richard let the heavy grille slam shut and staggered away from it, hands shaking.
 
                 In less than a second, the entire grille was swarmed with bodies, all of which were reaching in between the grille’s iron bars towards the three men with clammy hands, moaning. The grille bent and swayed as countless bodies continued to swarm against it.
 
                 Mathis helped Dr. Medford back onto his feet and led him away from the grille.
 
                 The infected started to projectile vomit through the grille, creating slick pools of bile across the floor.
 
                 Richard stepped back in revulsion, wringing his hands together.
 
                 The drywall along the top of the security grille started to crumble away as the infected shook the grille.
 
                 “We better hurry up,” Mathis said, “That thing won’t keep them out of here for long.”
 
   

 
   

24
 
    
 
   Forty miles away from downtown Raleigh and fifteen miles away from the small town of Butner, a behemoth trailer adorned with the Homeland Security logo was parked in the middle of a picnic area next to Falls Lake. The mobile command trailer was white, armored, and built to withstand the devastating shockwave from a nuclear blast. A crew of fifty worked inside the large trailer, monitoring a variety of specialized equipment. All around the outside of the trailer, hundreds of soldiers wearing respirators scurried about, checked equipment, sat up halogen lamps, moved armored vehicles, and secured the perimeter. 
 
                 Major General Yates sat inside his cramped office at the far end of the white command trailer and stared at his blank laptop screen. He called repeatedly for clearance to evacuate over the encrypted DSN line, but his requests were denied each time. Instead, he was given some ridiculous fictitious orders to keep him busy and to deplete his very limited resources.
 
                 Each time he sent a helicopter out towards the edge of the quarantine border to test the waters, the helicopter was shot down.
 
                 They were watching him on radar.
 
                 He was out of options and was about to give up and shoot his way through the quarantine with what remained of his squadron… but then he heard the garbled transmission from Colonel Mathis.
 
                 Despite his current situation, his sweat-stained uniform, and being abandoned by Washington, he sat back in his uncomfortable chair and grinned.
 
    Once he secured the immune survivor that the inept Mathis somehow acquired, he would hold the most powerful bargaining chip in the country. Yates knew that if he held the key to a working antivirus, he could achieve whatever political leverage he wanted and get safe passage out of the hot zone. They may even name the antivirus after me, Yates thought with a smirk.
 
   He also took solace in the fact that his encampment was far enough away from the interstate that the infected wouldn’t stumble across him for quite some time.
 
   “Sir, we have a problem,” one of the lieutenants announced at Yate’s office door. 
 
   Yates frowned; he was getting sick of complications. 
 
   “What is it now, Lieutenant?”
 
   “We lost radio contact with Colonel Mathis’ craft and it dropped off of our radar. The last know location was the Crabtree Valley Mall FEMA Center. We suspect that the helicopter was shot down by the Air Force in accordance with the ‘No-Fly’ zone.”
 
   “Goddamnit! I knew he would fuck this up!” Yates exclaimed as he pounded his closed fists against the top of his desk. “Those fucking planes are gone now, right?!”
 
   “Yes, sir, the majority of the jets have fallen back and now only a few scattered ones remain on patrol.”
 
   “And they’re still leaving our few remaining birds alone, right?”
 
   “As long as we stay away from the quarantine borders, I don’t think they’ll fire on us since we’re operating on official orders.”
 
   Yates scoffed at their ‘official orders’. The aerial observation operational orders that Central Command tasked him with was busy work and he damned well knew it. Washington had absolutely no intention on evacuating him or anybody else trapped inside the quarantine, unless he had something to offer in return.
 
   In order for him to get out, he needed that immune civilian.
 
   “What’s the nearest unit we have in that area?” Yates asked.
 
   “Bravo-Echelon is, sir, they were monitoring the I-40 corridor and–”
 
   “How big is their flight crew?”
 
   “Six, sir, but like I tried to–”
 
   “Have them turn around and report to Crabtree immediately. Securing that immune civilian is our number one priority.”
 
   The lieutenant threw an uncomfortable glace around the small office.
 
   “But, sir,” he said nervously, “aren’t the orders from Central Command to cease all evacuations and observe and log what we–”
 
   Yate’s face contorted with rage as he grabbed the laptop off of his desk and threw it full-force across the room. 
 
   The laptop shattered against the doorframe just inches away from the lieutenant’s head.
 
   The terrified lieutenant quickly retreated from the doorway and ran back towards his control station, almost tripping over his own feet in the process.
 
   “Do not ever question my authority again!” Yates billowed out from his office. “Until the goddamn president comes out of his hole in the ground and steps into this trailer, I am the only one making the decisions! If we don’t capture that immune civilian, we’re all going to be left here to rot! He is our last hope! Do you all understand!?”
 
   “Yes, sir!” came the immediate reply from the terrified console operators. They kept their eyes glued to their monitors.
 
   “Now, Lieutenant, order the helicopter to turn around and bring me that civilian! I don’t care if they have to pull his mangled corpse out of the wreckage! Is that understood?!”
 
   “Yes, sir,” the lieutenant quietly replied, defeated. 
 
   Outside of the trailer, gunfire erupted and alarms started chirping throughout the complex.
 
   “Proximity alarms are activating along the western side of the perimeter!” one of the console operators yelled, terrified. “It looks like a herd of them!”
 
   “Infected?! Way out here?! All detachments, masks on! Masks on! Perimeter units, engage hostiles!” Yates ordered, fumbling to slide his gas mask over his fat face.
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                 The lights were off in the Belk department store. The store was afforded some meager lighting from the moonlight shining through the overhead skylights and from the continuous white strobes of the fire alarms. The obnoxious fire alarms blared every ten seconds and echoed throughout the store, staying in sync with the wall strobes. Droplets of water trickled down from the sprinkler heads. Overturned display racks were scattered across the floor and piles of clothes lay soaked in the pools of water that had collected on the floor.
 
                 Mathis and Medford switched their white-suit’s lamps on and swept their beams across the jewelry department that was situated right in front of them. The glass jewelry cases had been shattered and everything of value had been stolen. Costume jewelry and cheap watches lay left behind in the water on the floor. Some of the water was tinged red, mixed with blood and small bits of flesh.
 
                 Richard stayed hidden behind Mathis and Medford and stared at the infected as they shook the security grille, desperately trying to pull it down. He gipped his pistol tightly, trembling, neck twitching.
 
                 Mathis kept still and silent, but he didn’t hear any movement inside the store.
 
                 “Why did they lock this place up?” Mathis whispered to Medford.
 
                 Medford hesitated a moment, afraid to venture ahead. He looked over at Mathis and spoke quietly.
 
                 “We… tried the antivirus that we had on file for ‘PT-12’,” Medford finally said. “They wanted us to try it, even though we already knew that ‘PT-12’ underwent an antigenic shift and the ‘vaccine’ was useless. It’s a joke, really. The ‘vaccine’ is simply another virulent pathogen that was engineered to devour ‘PT-12’ strains without causing ill effects to the hosts. The plan was to use one virus to cure another virus. We had no idea that the virus we were using as a cure was so volatile. We never even passed the antivirus through the final stage of testing, so how were we supposed to know?”
 
                 “There’s a cure?!” Richard exclaimed, rubbing his neck.
 
                 “They distributed it here?” Mathis asked, ignoring Richard’s outburst. “From what I heard on the HF lines, it sounded like the vaccine wasn’t working.”
 
                 “You’re right. The stuff is deadly,” Medford said reflectively, shaking his head. “At the CDC, we knew that the antivirus wasn’t ready going in, but the orders were to try it anyway. I guess they ran out of options and were getting desperate. Like I said, if we knew what that the antivirus was capable of once it got into a human host, we would have never risked trying it, despite the ill-informed orders…”
 
                 “What do you mean?” Mathis asked.
 
                 Medford laughed darkly and shifted uncomfortably inside his bulky suit.
 
                 “We… abandoned the operations center for a reason, colonel. I suggest that we hurry to that secure terminal and then get out of here as soon as quickly as possible.
 
   “And if you’re considering moving forward without me, the door to the operations center is reinforced and secured with a battery-backup lock and I’m the only left alive who knows the code,” Medford said in a tone meant to sound threating but ultimately came out frightened.
 
                 Medford started to move forward, but stopped when Mathis grabbed his shoulder.
 
                 “Where did you store the oxygen canisters for the suits?” Mathis asked, glancing down at his nearly empty tank. The red light on his gauge flashed steadily.
 
                 Medford glanced down at his own tank, satisfied; he had the foresight to exchange his canister before they abandoned the center.
 
                 “Those are all stored in the armory we sat up in the supply office, next to the store manager’s office,” Medford said. He looked at Mathis, and saw that he was no longer carrying his rifle. Seeing Mathis without a weapon gave him a sense of security. “Maybe while you’re in there, you can find another weapon, since you seem to have lost yours.”
 
                 “Give me yours,” Mathis ordered, holding a hand out.
 
                 Medford gripped his pistol tightly, suddenly frightened again.
 
                 “I’d…I’d prefer to keep my pistol,” Medford said sheepishly.
 
                 Mathis clinched his fists, but then relaxed, forcing a sense of composure. He knew that it would be smarter to wait until the man let his guard down. He turned and looked at Richard, remembering that he held the other pistol…
 
                 Richard was stroking the pistol and staring down at it longingly. His lips were moving, speaking in silent whispers.
 
                 Mathis turned away. He knew that something wasn’t right about Richard, and he really didn’t want to test the man in such a dangerous state of mind.
 
                 No.
 
                 He would go after Medford’s, when the time was right.
 
                 “I hope you can shoot,” Mathis told Medford bitterly. “Go on! Lead the way, since you’re a leader of men all of a sudden.”
 
                 Medford uneasily entered the jewelry department, scanning the area with his nearly depleted pistol, navigating a maze of shattered glass display cases.
 
                 Mathis followed closely behind, staring at Medford, calculating.
 
                 Richard trailed in the back, clinching his teeth together as Andy continued to scream inside his head. Andy had been prattling on nonstop ever since the CDC white-suit mentioned a cure.
 
                 You have to do it!
 
                 (I can’t yet though! I need to wait until–)
 
                 Excuses! You’re fucking pathetic! Didn’t you hear what he said?! There is a cure – and they have it! 
 
                 Richard shook his head and slapped his forehead with his open palm, groaning.
 
                 (YES! Yes, Andy, I know! Give me time to–)
 
                 Time for what?! They have a fucking cure! A cure! That means that you are worthless to them! Don’t you get it?! You’re expendable to them now and they’re going to kill you the first chance they get! Did you hear it?!
 
                 (Yes, Andy, yes! I know! I know already!)
 
                 Do you hear it?!
 
                 Richard stopped walking and started to pace back-and-forth, slapping his forehead with a closed fist. The gun in his other hand shook uncontrollably.
 
                 (YES! YES! YES! I KNOW, ANDY! I KNOW!)
 
                 Shut the fuck up! DO YOU HEAR IT?!
 
                 Richard stopped pacing and looked at the two white-suits in front of him; they had stopped walking and were staring off into the distance.
 
                 “Do you hear it?” Medford asked again, the fear evident in his voice.
 
                 Mathis shushed him and listened attentively.
 
                 The sound of multiple footsteps sloshing through stagnant water echoed above the blaring of the fire alarm. The sound seemed to be closing in from all around.
 
                 “God, we’re surrounded,” Medford whispered as he aimed his gun blindly ahead, frantically scanning with his light.
 
                 “Kill the lights,” Mathis whispered. “They’re honing in on us because of our lights.”
 
                 Medford and Mathis both shut off their white-suit’s light and the sound of sloshing feet abruptly stopped.
 
                 Medford shuffled ahead and made his way around a toppled display case full of gemstone earrings. He kept his weapon and eyes fixated blindly ahead, using the white strobes from the pulsating fire alarms to gain some limited visibility.
 
                 Mathis followed close behind, tailed by a nervous Richard.
 
   Flies filled the air and the stagnant water on the ground was thick with blood.
 
                 Medford tripped over a mutilated torso and fell face-forward into the bloody water, screaming. In his panic his index finger tightened around the trigger– 
 
                 The gunshot reverberated throughout the store and the sound of sloshing footsteps resumed, moving faster.
 
                 Medford flailed about in the puddle, panicking. He had gotten his foot tangled in something.
 
                 Mathis stepped back and quickly switched his light on. He aimed his beam down at the torso of what was once a teenage boy and immediately cringed in revulsion.
 
                  The boy’s arms and legs had been gnawed off and his innards had been dug out and lay strewn around him like confetti. Most of the boy’s face had been gnawed down to the bone.
 
                 The boy’s remaining eye fluttered opened and he started weakly opening and closing his mouth, biting the air, staring at Mathis with a ravenousness hunger in his eye.
 
                 “Doctor!” Mathis growled at Medford, snapping the man back to his senses. “What the fuck is in here? Infected don’t do this! They bite to infect, not… not this…”
 
                 Medford hurried back onto his feet, and freed his foot from the boy’s stringy intestines. He walked backwards away from the ravished corpse, stammering, shaking his head.
 
                 “That-that is why we need to hurry and–”
 
                 Medford’s words were cut short when he bumped against a tall man wearing the tattered remnants of a National Guard uniform.
 
                 The soldier’s left arm and the lower half of his jaw were gone. What remained of his tongue lolled out of his mouth and dribbled blood down the front of his already badly stained uniform. His milky eyes fixated on Medford.
 
                 Medford spun towards the soldier, faced him, and screamed.
 
                 The soldier drove his right fist back and punched it through Medford’s faceshield.
 
                 The plastic faceshield shattered and Medford’s white-suit depressurized instantly.
 
                 The soldier wrapped his cold hand around Medford’s throat and lifted him off of the ground, staring at him.
 
                 Medford gurgled, struggling to breathe as his feet flailed underneath him. He aimed the pistol at the soldier’s chest and fired in rapid succession.
 
                 Mathis and Richard stepped back, terrified.
 
                 The gunshots aerated the soldier’s chest, but didn’t make him flinch. Despite the fact that his lower jaw was missing, he pulled Medford towards him and tried to bite his face. His teeth scrapped across Medford’s cheek and broke skin. The wound oozed warm blood and the soldier greedily lapped it up with his lolling tongue.
 
                 Medford let out a shrill garbled scream as his body convulsed with pain. He dropped the pistol and started to claw the soldier’s face.
 
                 Mathis sprung forward and grabbed the pistol.
 
                 The soldier’s milky eyes shot towards Mathis. He threw Medford down and reached for Mathis, gurgling.
 
                 Medford clinched his wounded face, sobbing uncontrollably, and took off running towards the back of the store.
 
                 “Doctor! Wait!” Mathis called out. “The door codes! Damnit!”
 
                 Medford disappeared into the darkness and left large droplets of blood in his wake.
 
                 The soldier lunged towards Mathis, snatching for him.
 
                 Mathis leapt back out of his reach, aimed the pistol between the soldier’s eyes, and fired.
 
                 The soldier’s head erupted and he collapsed against the floor, body twitching.
 
                 Mathis looked over at Richard.
 
                 Now’s our chance! Do it now!
 
                 Richard obeyed and hastily aimed his pistol at Mathis.
 
                 Mathis flung his hands in the air, holding the pistol above his head.
 
                 “Easy! I didn’t get bit! My suit is safe!” Mathis shouted.
 
                 Pull the fucking trigger! They have a vaccine! You’re useless to him!
 
                 Mathis ducked just as Richard fired. The round whistled above Mathis’ head and sunk into the abdomen of a heavyset woman who was lurching her way towards him.
 
                 Mathis spun around and noticed the woman, immediately taken aback.
 
                 The woman’s long blond hair was matted with blood and she was topless. Her left breast and most of her midsection had been gnawed away and her wounds were ripe with pus and infection.
 
                 Just as Mathis aimed his pistol at her, she fell to her knees and crouched next to the dead soldier. She ripped the soldier’s shirt open and leaned her head over his chest. Without a second thought, she started to mindlessly devouring him, ripping strands of flesh off of him.
 
                 Mathis backed away, confused, keeping his pistol aimed at the woman. 
 
   Suddenly, a man wearing a blue FEMA windbreaker emerged out of the shadows next to the woman, right eyeball gouged out.
 
                 The man in the FEMA jacket crouched down next to the woman and started eating the flesh off of the soldier’s right hand, barely taking the time to chew his meal.
 
                 Richard watched the horrendous act in disgust, momentarily forgetting that he just tried to shoot Mathis in cold blood.
 
                 “What… what the fuck is wrong with them?” Richard asked, smoking gun trembling.
 
                 The fat woman reacted to Richard’s voice and looked up at him, growling. She slowly tried to get back on her feet, still chewing a piece of fat from the soldier’s abdomen.
 
                 Mathis fired a single shot into her bloated forehead and sent her tumbling down onto the soldier.
 
                 The man in the FEMA jacket casually leaned over towards the woman’s corpse and started to sink his teeth into her fatty jowl.
 
                 “I-I don’t know what’s wrong with–,” Mathis started but stopped himself as he fired a round into the top of the man’s head. “This is what he was talking about… why they abandoned the operations center. It’s the vaccine. The vaccine did this!”
 
                 The man in the FEMA jacket wheezed and collapsed face-down atop the woman.
 
                 Richard ran his hand up his face and through his oily hair, grinning manically.
 
                 “Their vaccine… its shit,” Richard said, giggling. “The vaccine is worthless!”
 
                 That means… you still have worth. You still have worth, Richie.
 
                 “I have worth,” Richard whispered to himself, grinning.
 
                 Mathis scanned the area, panicking, trying to spot the doctor. He saw silhouetted cadavers encircling them, some of them were crawling. Most of them were missing whole appendages and snapped at each other like rabid dogs.
 
                 “Come on! Stop standing there grinning like an idiot!” Mathis shouted to Richard. “We have to catch up with the doctor!”
 
                 Mathis pointed his white-suit’s flashlight at the ground and followed the doctor’s blood trail as it zigzagged through the ransacked jewelry department.
 
                 Richard followed after Mathis, gripping the pistol tightly.
 
                 A battered businessman lurched out from behind a rack of men’s colognes, reaching out towards Richard.
 
                 Richard shoved the man aside and sent the man sprawling against the display rack, shattering countless bottles of cologne against the floor.
 
                 Richard chased Mathis, seeing more and more creatures close in from all around.
 
                 “Colonel!” Richard shouted, struggling to catch his breath. “Stop, damnit! Don’t leave me behind!”
 
                 He’s ignoring you, Richie! He’s ignoring YOU!
 
                 Mathis didn’t hear him. In fact, he couldn’t hear anything apart from his own frantic breathing inside his enclosed white-suit. The blood trail finally led him out of the jewelry department and into men’s clothing. He shoved past two mauled CDC white-suits and continued his mad dash forward.
 
                 Richard stumbled after Mathis, lungs burning, desperately trying to close the rapidly growing distance between them.
 
                 He’s abandoning you, Richie! He doesn’t even care about using you anymore. Now he just wants to save his own ass!
 
                 Richard wasn’t going to let him get away with it.
 
                 As he ran, he raised his pistol and pointed it shakily at the back of Mathis’ white-suit.
 
                 Do it. Fucking do it.
 
                 He squeezed the trigger.
 
                 The bullet struck the white-suit in the back and made it jolt. The CDC white-suit turned towards Richard and revealed its eviscerated chest, most of the internal organs missing.
 
                 It was not Mathis.
 
                 Another bloodied white-suit with its hood torn off pounced the one that Richard had just shot and dug its hands inside the eviscerated chest cavity. It shoveled handfuls of torn red tissue into its mouth, feasting.
 
                 Wrong one, Richie!
 
                 (I know! I can see, goddamnit!)
 
                 Richard chased after Mathis into the men’s section, knocking a rack of soaked three-piece suits out of his way.
 
                 Suddenly, a loud distinctive clank resounded throughout the store as the metal security grille at the entrance finally tore free from its track and collapsed to the ground.
 
   Hundreds of infected sprinted into the Belk department store, trampling over one another in the process.
 
   The vaccinated cadavers wandering inside the store immediately shifted their attention towards the new intruders and started shuffling off in their direction, forgetting about Mathis and Richard. 
 
   Mathis followed Medford’s blood trail towards the back of the store into the customer service department.
 
   The customer service lobby was a haphazard maze of toppled chairs, vaccination kiosks, and countless mutilated corpses mauled down to their skeletal remains. Mangled body parts and spent ammunition lay scattered across the floor and bullet holes peppered the drywall. It was the perfect backdrop for a nightmare.
 
   Mathis zigzagged through the kiosks and leapt over the customer service desk. He collapsed against the ground and his LED lamp shattered on the outside of his white-suit. 
 
   Suddenly, his oxygen warning sensor started to give out a steady tone, letting him know that his tank was empty.
 
   Mathis started to panic as he felt the air stop flowing and his suit started to deflate slightly and cling against his sweat-soaked uniform.
 
   It suddenly felt like the world was closing in on him and death’s icy scythe was pressed against his throat.
 
   He ran towards the store management hallway, following Medford’s sporadic blood trial.
 
   Two badly mauled MPs still wearing gasmasks protected the hallway, slouched against opposite sides of the hall. The pistols that they had used to take their own lives lay next to them.
 
   A red banner on the ceiling at the hallway’s entrance read ‘CRABTREE SAFE HAVEN – FEMA/JOINT OPERATIONS COMMAND CORRIDOR – CONTROLED ACCESS FROM THIS POINT FORWARD’.
 
   Mathis ran past numerous rooms that were labeled things like ‘Planning Section’, ‘Logistics Section’, ‘Liaison Officer’, ‘Public Information Officer’, and ‘Incident Commander’.  All of the rooms had been sealed by electronic locks and he heard moaning and banging coming from behind some of the doors.
 
   Those doors didn’t matter to him, because at the end of the hallway he saw his goal, the sealed door labeled ‘Operations Section’.
 
   The room across from the ‘Operations Section’ was labeled ‘Secure Storage’. It was open and the doorknob was smeared with Medford’s blood.
 
   Mathis slowed to a walk, approaching cautiously, gun raised. He heard metal puncturing through metal and heard gas leaking inside the room.
 
   “Doctor Medford?” Mathis asked, easing the hammer back on his Beretta with his thumb. “Are you in there?”
 
   In the front of the store, the shuffling cadavers grappled with the sprinting infected, ripping into them with their teeth and digging open their wounds with their bare blood-smeared hands, devouring them.
 
   The infected gave feral cries and ineffectively bit and vomited on their attackers, trying to pass on their sickness to those who were already dead.
 
   Richard heard the fighting behind him and heard them recklessly crash through the store displays. AT least they were leaving him and Andy alone, he reasoned. Exhausted, he finally arrived at the customer service section in the back of the store and searched frantically.
 
   He spotted Mathis making his way towards the rear of the hallway, gun raised.
 
   He’s trying to run, Richie! He’s leaving you behind! Stop that fucker!
 
   “Colonel!” Richard spat out as he crawled over the service desk, knocking over a computer monitor. “Stop, damnit!”
 
   Mathis ignored him and carefully creaked open the supply room door with the tip of his pistol.
 
   The room was pitch-black and was sporadically bathed in white light from the fire alarm strobes on the wall. Each time the alarm flashed, it gave a brief image of what was inside.
 
   The white strobes flashed.
 
   “Doctor Medford?” Mathis called, squinting, blinded by the sudden light.
 
                 The strobe flashed and he saw racks of oxygen canisters, all of which had been pierced and expelling air.
 
                 The room went dark.
 
                 Mathis started to panic and stepped inside, aiming his weapon frantically in the dark, searching for Medford. He was starting to suffocate inside his suit, gasping for little oxygen remained. His white-suit clung tightly against his wet clothes.
 
                 The strobe flashed briefly again and he saw a rack of new CDC white-suits hanging in the corner of the room, each rendered useless by multiple slashes and gouges before the room went dark once more.
 
                 He waved his pistol around in the dark.
 
                 “Medford!” Mathis shouted, finger tightening around the trigger.
 
                 The strobe lit again, revealing Medford standing in the center of the room, face badly lacerated and bleeding. He was holding a screwdriver and giving a toothy skeletal grin. He took short gasping breaths, stepping back slowly.
 
                 “You’re… too late, Colonel,” Medford said, voice shaking in-between his manic chuckling.  “It’s all hopeless, don’t you see? I’m saving you from yourself! False hope is a dangerous thing…”
 
   “No, you’re just a sick, selfish fucker,” Mathis murmured, lowering his weapon. “Give me the door code and I’ll make it fast for you. I’ll keep you from turning into one of them.”
 
   Medford stared a moment, mulling on his thoughts.
 
   “4… 2… 7… 1…” Medford strained before laughing again. “Not that it even matters…. I ruptured the air tanks! You will die here, just like me… Just accept things for what they are.”
 
   Mathis stepped towards the doctor and raised his pistol as the strobes flashed again.
 
   “Make it quick,” Medford said, holding his arms out at his side and closing his eyes.
 
                 “No, I’m not going to die here. You forgot a tank,” Mathis said, smirking. The strobes lit. He nodded towards the oxygen canister attached to Medford’s suit.
 
                 Medford’s face sunk and he quickly reached down to–
 
                 The room went dark.
 
                 Mathis blindly fired three times. The pistol’s muzzle flash briefly bathed the room in orange light.
 
                 The doctor made a wheezing noise and then collapsed against the floor.
 
   Mathis reached down and removed it from Medford’s suit.
 
   He then fumbled with his own empty canister and pulled it off of his suit abruptly. He attached the full canister to his suit and opened the valve, taking a deep breath of the pure air.
 
                 He turned towards the door.
 
                 Richard was standing silhouetted in the doorway with his pistol aimed at Mathis. He took a deep breath and fired.
 
                 The shot narrowly missed Mathis and struck the wall in the back of the room.
 
                 “Stop! It’s me!” Mathis shouted.
 
                 You missed him, you idiot!
 
                 Richard pulled the trigger again–
 
                 ‘CLICK’
 
                 Mathis shoved through the doorway past Richard and ran out into the hall. He grabbed the depleted pistol out of Richard’s grip and hurled it across the hall.
 
                 The pistol went skittering across the floor out into the customer service lobby.
 
                 Richard stepped back, frightened, weaponless.
 
                 “What the fuck is wrong with you?!” Mathis exclaimed. “I said that it was me! You need to stop being so jumpy before you get us both killed!”
 
                 “I thought… I thought you were one of them,” Richard lied. “It was dark in there.”
 
                 That’s right, play nice and buy some time until you get your hands on another weapon. He’s a risk, Richie. He left you behind! We can’t trust him!
 
                 “You left me behind back there!” Richard yelled.
 
                 “Quit being so needy and lose that victim mentality. I had to get the door code from the doctor,” Mathis said flatly, annoyed. “Besides, you handled yourself alright. You didn’t get bit, right?”
 
                 Richard shook his head no like a scolded child.
 
                 In the distance, Mathis heard the infected and the vaccinated cadavers fighting, devouring each other. Judging by the sound of it, it wasn’t clear which group was winning, but he had no intention to stick around and discover the victors.
 
                 “Hurry before they make their way back here,” Mathis said as he walked over to the ‘Operations Section’ door. He punched ‘4271’ on the keypad and the door’s battery-powered lock disengaged.
 
                 Mathis entered the room slowly with his pistol drawn.
 
                 Richard followed, habitually wringing his hands.
 
                 Behind them, in the storage room, Medford coughed, choking on his own blood.
 
                 The room labeled ‘Operations Section’ was once the loss prevention office for the store and was running off of an internal generator. The fluorescent lights overhead were still lit and stale air churned out the ventilation shafts. The room housed a waiting area with a security guard’s desk next to an office door in the corner of the room. The waiting room sofas had been shoved to the side of the room and crates marked ‘US ARMY’ sat stacked in the middle. The guard’s desk was piled with boxes of tightly-packed EMP-hardened satellite laptops.
 
   They didn’t even have time to finish setting up the command center, Mathis noted, shaking his head.
 
                 The television on the wall was broadcasting a cable news station and the signal was badly speckled with static.
 
    Richard stared at the television, transfixed by the images on the screen.
 
   Mathis followed Richard into the room and closed the door behind him. The electronic device attached to the door locked back into place.
 
   On the television screen, the news camera swept along the expanse of E. 23rd street, showing hundreds of people clashing with NYPD officers clad in black riot gear. The air was hazy from the tear gas and smoke that permeated the entire city block. The panicked crowd was jostled with the police officers, trying to force their way into a Walgreens pharmacy. Behind NYPD’s defensive line, people trickled out from the pharmacy’s shattered windows in steady waves carrying armloads of looted merchandise.
 
                 “Panic continues to grip the streets here in New York City despite the government’s repeated assurances that no cases of, what is now being dubbed, ‘Piedmont Influenza’ have emerged outside of North Carolina’s affected areas,” a pleasant sounding female voiced-over the footage. “It is important to stress once again that there has not been a single reported case of the illness outside of the state since the first cases emerged inside Raleigh. With the recent widespread and uncontrollable rash of forest fires that northern North Carolina is experiencing, believed to be caused by anti-government domestic elements, it is doubtful that anybody affected with the flu will be able to leave the affected area any time soon. However, those assurances have not deterred panicked residents in multiple surrounding states to take up arms with authorities.”
 
                 After a few more minutes of futile jostling with looters, the overwhelmed NYPD riot police officers stepped aside.
 
                 The swarm of looters, most wearing ineffective paper germicidal masks and latex gloves, flooded past the officers into the Walgreens.
 
                 “There have been widespread reports of looting throughout New York, mostly targeting pharmacies and small doctor offices,” the female newscaster added. “The problem has deteriorated in some major Virginia cities, where the violence has gotten so bad that news crews have not even been allowed in due to safety concerns.”
 
                 The image on the screen switched to a well-groomed CNN anchorman sitting behind a newsroom desk with a troubled look on his face.
 
                 “Very disturbing,” he said, shaking his head. “Are there any new developments out of Harlem?”
 
                 The image on the screen switched to footage of a large apartment building engulfed by flames.
 
                 “Nothing new,” the female voice said. “The fires are still burning and have spread to surrounding structures. From what I have been told, emergency crews are having a difficult time responding to the fires due to the crowded streets in order to get to the affected areas.”
 
                 The image switched back over to the anchorman.
 
                 “Thank you,” he said somberly. “That was Patricia Evans with our New York affiliate. We now go live to our affiliates in Portland, where similar scenes of panic and flash-mobs have recently–”
 
                 Mathis unplugged the television and frowned, looking over at Richard.
 
                 “See? It’s contained. No virus outside of this hellhole. We need to hurry, though, and we certainly don’t have time to watch television,” Mathis said. “We need to find that DSN connection, so stay focused.”
 
                 Richard turned away from the screen and upended one of the US Army crates. The top fell off and multiple bottles labeled 'Potassium Iodide 130mg’ spilt onto the floor. He frowned and upended another crate, revealing multiple sealed Geiger counters and radiation suits.
 
                 Mathis walked over and examined the spilt contents, frowning, but he was not especially surprised.
 
                 “What does all of this stuff mean?” Richard asked, dumbfounded.
 
                 “It means we better get far away from Raleigh,” Mathis said.
 
                 Mathis walked towards the office door next to the security desk. The door was labeled ‘CCTV Room’.  He felt a chill run down his spine when he noticed that the knob was stained with old blood. Slowly, he opened the door and held out his pistol, methodically scanning the room.
 
                 The CCTV room had multiple folding tables lined up along the side of the room, stacked with refrigerated metallic crates labeled ‘VAC SAMPLE A001’. Rows of camera monitors lined the wall, all of which were speckled with static. A white dry erase board sat at the front of the room, listing evacuation destinations. All of the destinations were crossed out.
 
                 A circular table sat in the middle of the room, littered with loose sheets of paper. A secured satellite phone and multiple laptops were lined around the table.
 
                 A man wearing the tattered remnants of an army uniform sat huddled in the corner of the room with his back turned towards Mathis.
 
                 Mathis let out a loud whistle, aiming his pistol at the man.
 
                 The soldier slowly turned around, chewing what remained of his left arm. He was gnawing on a thin strip of torn muscle tissue. He had already reduced his left arm to a mangled nub.
 
                 The soldier, eyes fixed on Mathis, stood and started to lurch towards him, chewing as he moved.
 
                 Mathis fired a single shot directly into the center of the soldier’s forehead.
 
                 The soldier’s head snapped backwards as he collapsed against the wall and slid down to the floor.
 
                 Richard was still staring at the blank television screen, opening and closing his fists.
 
                 Infected started to pound against the hallway door, snarling. The hall was thick with them.
 
                 Richard startled and ran into the CCTV office where Mathis was busily pressing buttons on the DSN satellite phone’s keypad.
 
                 “They’re right outside in the hall!” Richard announced.
 
                 Mathis frowned and continued to mash buttons.
 
                 “Yes, I can hear, thank you,” Mathis said, frustrated.
 
                 The phones screen kept flashing the same error message:
 
   ‘Cannot connect with rooftop satellite relay’
 
                 “Damnit!” Mathis shouted as he slammed his fist against the table.
 
                 “What’s the problem?” Richard asked.
 
                 “Something is wrong with the rooftop antenna,” Mathis said, exasperated. “We can’t bridge the connection and get through the disruption signal unless that relay is operational. We’re going to have to climb up there and fix the antenna.”
 
                 Mathis cursed under his breath and slid the satellite phone underneath his arm.
 
                 In the hallway, Medford dragged himself across the floor, snaking his way through the besieging infected, determined to make it to the sealed door that Mathis and Richard had entered. 
 
                 The rabid infected repeatedly bit Medford as he crawled across the ground and they covered him with projectile vomit, but still he remained focused on the door, shoving his way through.
 
                 Medford struggled to reach up towards the keypad while the infected scratched into his skin and nipped at him, ripping his white-suit to shreds. He gave a guttural moan and entered ‘4271’ on the keypad.
 
                 The lock disengaged and the door swung open.
 
                 Medford was quickly trampled to his death as infected swarmed through the doorway, hurling the ‘US Army’ crates out of their way as they raced towards Mathis and Richard.
 
                 “Shit!” Richard exclaimed, as he quickly slammed the CCTV office door shut, pressing his body weight against the door.
 
                 The infected pounded viciously against the wooden door, making it shudder.
 
                 Richard kept his body tightly pressed against the door, struggling to keep it shut while the infected threw their entire bodyweight against it from the other side.
 
                 “They’re going to push through! Do something!” Richard exclaimed.
 
                 Mathis slung the satellite phone over his shoulder and pushed the heavy circular table sitting in the middle of the room, grunting. The wired laptops toppled to the floor as the wooden table slowly screeched across the floor, inch by inch. Sweat soaked through him inside his white-suit as he struggled and pushed with every ounce of strength he could muster.
 
                 “Move!” Mathis ordered between his clenched teeth.
 
                 Richard leapt out of the way just as Mathis shoved the table against the door.
 
                 The infected continued to pound against the door, but, with the table against it, the door didn’t budge an inch.
 
                 Mathis sunk against the floor next to the table, frantically trying to catch his breath, thinking.
 
                 Richard paced around the room and ran his fingers through his oily sweat-soaked hair. There were no other doors or windows in the room. They were trapped.
 
                 Even Andy was quiet for once.
 
                 “What are we going to do now?!” Richard asked, exasperated. “Getting to the roof is out of the question!”
 
                 Mathis held up a hand to shush Richard and carefully scanned the room, studying the ceiling.
 
                 The ceiling was a typical dropped ceiling consisting of plaster tiles inside a grid-work of metal channels. Fluorescent light fixtures, air vents, and sprinkler heads were visible while all of the ductwork, piping, and wiring were concealed behind the dropped ceiling in the plenum space. There, Mathis figured, would be their best hope of accessing the roof – even if he had to break a hole in the sheetrock of the true ceiling. 
 
                 Mathis stood up and climbed up on the table in front of the door.
 
                 “We have to go up into the ceiling,” Mathis said.
 
                 The wooden door started to make a foreboding splintering sound and bulge.
 
                 Mathis jumped up and knocked one of the large plaster ceiling tiles out of the metal grid-work.
 
                 The ceiling tile fell to the ground and crumbled, throwing up a plume of white dust.
 
                 Mathis frantically motioned for Richard to step up as the door continued to bulge and creak and the feral cries of the infected increased.
 
                 “Come on!” Mathis exclaimed. “I’ll help you up and then you pull me up!”
 
                 Richard ran and climbed up onto the table.
 
                 Mathis crouched low and laced his fingers together to make a step for Richard.
 
                 “Once you get up there, lay flat,” Mathis said. “Try to support yourself on the metal grid-work and not on the plaster tiles or else you’ll collapse right through.”
 
                 Richard slowly nodded and placed one foot into Mathis’ clasped hands and slowly stepped up.
 
                  Mathis quickly stood, grunting, and propelled Richard up into the ceiling.
 
                 Richard caught himself on the edge of the grid-work and pulled himself up into the dark plenum space, coughing in the dusty stale air. Dust-covered electrical conduits and old water pipes took up most of the ceiling space and were covered in cobwebs. The hanging ceiling was suspended by numerous support cables.
 
                 Richard turned himself around, crawling on his belly. As he moved, the entire suspended grid-work swayed and shook a few ceiling tiles down to the ground below.
 
                 He coughed and looked down at Mathis.
 
                 “Give me a hand,” Mathis said, holding up his right hand while holding the satellite phone against his chest with his left arm.
 
                 The infected pummeled against the door, causing it to buckle out and splinter against the heavy wooden table.
 
                 Richard stared at Mathis, thinking.
 
                 Don’t pick him up! Leave him! He just wants to use you! Let those creatures take care of him while we escape from here and get to Butner!
 
                 “Hurry up!” Mathis shouted, extending his hand, jumping up towards the hole.
 
                 Don’t you dare, Richie! It’s better this way, since you’re too much of a pussy to kill him yourself.
 
                 Richard knew that Andy was right; it would be easier to just leave Mathis behind. All that was left to do was to figure out a way to safely escape the infested mall. It was a topic that even Andy avoided.
 
                 Richard started to crawl backwards away from the exposed hole in the ceiling but quickly froze when he heard the groan of bending metal followed by the snap of one of the nearby support cables that suspended the metallic grid-work of tiles from the ceiling.
 
                 The ceiling suddenly sagged and sent Richard nearly hurdling out through the exposed hole headfirst.
 
                 Richard’s right arm flailed down the hole as he grabbed one of the nearby support cables with his left hand, catching himself from falling down out of the suspended ceiling.
 
                 Mathis immediately latched onto Richard’s dangling arm and hoisted himself up into the ceiling. He crawled away from the exposed hole and hunkered next to a row of three suspended water pipes, clutching the satellite phone and catching his breath as the suspended ceiling swayed violently back-and-forth. Slowly, his eyes adjusted to the darkness.
 
                 Richard crawled away from the sagged portion of the suspended ceiling mere moments before the entire compromised section collapsed away into the CCTV room. The entire air became inundated by a cloud of thick dust.
 
                 Richard crawled over and sat next to Mathis, coughing violently.
 
                 “You pulled my arm out of socket,” Richard said, rubbing his shoulder, glaring at Mathis.
 
                 “Your arm is fine,” Mathis said. “But we can’t just sit here. We need to find a way to the roof so I can fix the antenna relay.”
 
                 A few yards away, Mathis spotted a large ventilation shaft that fed through the ceiling up to one of the industrial air conditioning units on the roof. At the base of the shaft, it branched out into smaller rows of ventilation ductwork that ran the expanse of the suspended dropped ceiling.
 
                 “Come on,” Mathis said. “Follow behind me to that main exhaust shaft. If we can get inside it, we can climb up to the roof.”
 
                 Richard felt ridiculous taking orders from someone who he was going to kill soon, but he knew that his escape options were limited at best. As much as he hated to admit it, he had no idea how to get out of the mall safely. Even Andy was short on ideas.
 
                 The door in the CCTV room below finally splintered off its hinges and the horde of infected poured into the room, toppling the circular table out of their way. They crowded into the room and started thrashing equipment, searching for their prey.
 
                 Mathis tried to ignore the horde of infected below and carefully crawled across the grid-work of hanging tiles towards the exhaust shaft, phone slung over his shoulder.
 
                 Richard crawled close behind him, terrified. 
 
                 The suspended ceiling shook as they crawled across it. The suspension cables groaned as they tightened. A few cables snapped loose and a few ceiling tiles shook from the grid-work and fell down into the room below.
 
                 The infected in the room noticed the movement above them and held their arms up towards the ceiling, jumping and down, snarling. They swiped at the swaying ceiling, waiting for an opportunity to present itself.
 
                 Richard, paying far too much attention to the horde below, accidently veered off of the metallic grid-work and placed his hand in the center of one of the plaster tiles as he crawled forward.
 
                 The tile broke in half and fell from the grid-work, pelting an infected man below on the head.
 
   The man snarled and stared up at Richard with his arms outstretched.
 
                 Richard let out a frightened gasp and quickly withdrew his hand, almost tumbling through the hole that he had created. He crawled around the hole and continued after Mathis, paying close attention to hand placement.
 
                 Mathis reached the exhaust duct and pressed his bulky white-suited head against it, listening intently. He knew that the power was out, but remained cautious nonetheless. He didn’t hear the exhaust fan churning and that meant that they had a clean escape route to the roof.
 
                 He pressed his gloved hand against the tin structure and realized the next dilemma. There were no bolts or aluminum screws to take off in order to gain access. The entire shaft was welded together.
 
                 Mathis pounded his fists against the shaft, giving full-force blows. He quickly exhausted himself and collapsed onto his hands and knees, breathing frantically. He stared at the shaft and saw that his efforts had fallen short. The shaft had multiple dents in it, but he hadn’t broken any of the welds.
 
                 “Damnit!” Mathis shouted, punching the shaft again.
 
                 “What is it?” Richard asked, crawling over next to him.
 
                 “I can’t breach into the damn thing with my bare hands,” he said with an aggravated sigh. “We… I don’t know. We may have to go down and find a staircase or something.”
 
                 He felt stupid saying those words because he knew they would never survive. They would die up there, trapped in the dropped ceiling like two fools.
 
                 Richard’s body tensed.
 
                 “Do you hear that?” Richard quickly asked.
 
                 All that Mathis heard were the infected below, persistently reminding him of his pending fate. His body was sore and felt very heavy. He knew that he had reached the point of exhaustion. He wondered how much longer it would take for the infected to find a way up into the dropped ceiling.
 
                 He looked over at Richard who had a stunned expression on his face, looking idiotic.
 
                 Mathis had no intention to spend his last few hours waiting for death. He was done. He was spent. He was finally ready to give it up and jump down into the horde below and dictate death on his own terms, but he quickly froze as he heard a sound reverberating down through the exhaust shaft from the roof, the very same sound Richard noticed earlier.
 
   Mathis heard a helicopter.
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                 At a military checkpoint located on NC State Route 719, situated on the North Carolina/Virginia border, two bored soldiers played cards on the hood of their Humvee. The NC 719 checkpoint was minuscule compared to the massive I-85 blockade just a few miles away. The NC 719 checkpoint consisted of two soldiers, two halogen flood lamps, and two Humvees. Concrete highway dividers and rolls of barbwire blocked off both lanes of the small road. A sign in the middle of the road read ‘Road Closed – No Thru Traffic’. Even at the height of the outbreak, the checkpoints along on the rural routes hadn’t seen much activity.
 
                 The distant glow of the massive controlled-burn forest fire, that corralled the ‘red zone’ in its entirety, gave the midnight sky an ominous red glow and filled the air with the stench of smoke.
 
                 One of the soldiers manning the checkpoint slapped an Ace of Hearts down on the hood of the Humvee, grinning.
 
   The other soldier groaned and tossed down his cards. He pulled out a crumpled five dollar bill from his pocket.
 
                 “I swear you’re fishing me, Young,” the soldier said as he tossed the bill on the hood.
 
                 “Nah, Diaz, you’re just green,” Young said as he collected the money. “Don’t worry; by the end of the night, I’ll have you schooled.”
 
   Diaz looked at his wristwatch and shook his head.
 
                 “Man, this night is dragging,” Diaz said. “Why couldn’t we get a real post? I wanted to be on the burn detail.”
 
                 “Just be glad we didn’t get trapped inside the red zone like Yate’s crew. I hear those boys are all sorts of fucked up,” Young said.
 
                 “Yeah,” Diaz said, sighing, “But playing with those chemical flamethrowers would be badass.”
 
   “Fuck that shit. The flame guys still have to wear those sweaty biohazard suits,” Young replied casually.
 
   “Yeah, I guess you’re right. At least way out here we don’t have to wear those bulky suits,” Diaz reasoned.  “Man, if one of those assholes trapped inside the red zone bugged out, ran through the fire, and shot his way through the I-85 blockade… could two jerks like us really fuck with him? That dude would be a new level of crazy.”
 
   “Well, hell yeah I would try to stop him. He’d be infectious and shit,” Young said as he scooped up the playing cards and started to shuffle them again.
 
                 “Could you really do it though?” Diaz whispered.
 
                 “Do what?”
 
                 “Shoot ‘em. You know… another one of us.”
 
                 “Fuck yeah,” Young said without hesitation. “I don’t want to catch whatever it is they got. It’s us versus them, survival of the fittest, and all of that shit. They were just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
 
   Young dealt the cards.
 
                 A large flock of Canadian geese flew high overhead across the border into Virginia in a broken formation. The soldiers glanced up and then went back to their cards. Lots of frightened birds were flying out of North Carolina ever since the outbreak and especially since the military started the forest fires, so it was not an uncommon sight. 
 
                 “Think it will reach us way out here?” Diaz asked as he laid a Ten of Spades down on the table.
 
                 Young slapped down an Ace of Spades and shook his head.
 
                 “Nah, man, they’re going to spread the flames inward and barbeque the fucking place at sunrise. That’s the rumor I heard, anyway.”
 
                 Diaz laid down an Ace of Diamonds.
 
                 “At least they won’t nuke it, you know? I don’t trust all that radiation and stuff.”
 
                 Young slapped down an Ace of Hearts.
 
   Diaz groaned, defeated.
 
                 “Even if they did, I don’t give a shit. My family is in Nevada. It’s survival of the fittest. Speaking of which…” Young said, smirking. “I’ve beat you again. Pay up, bitch!”
 
                 As Diaz reached into his pocket, a Jeep sped towards them from the direction of the I-85 blockade.
 
                 “Vehicle! Shit!” Young shouted. He hastily unslung his rifle and sighted-in at the approaching vehicle.
 
                 The playing cards scattered on the ground.
 
                 Diaz fumbled with his weapon and quickly sighted-in, heart beating madly in his chest.
 
                 “Stop! Stop your vehicle damnit!” Young shouted. 
 
                 The Jeep rolled to a stop a few yards away from Young and Diaz.
 
                 A man wearing a flame retardant white-suit stepped out from the driver’s seat with his arms raised over his head. He reeked of gasoline and his vehicle was covered in soot.
 
                 “Easy, you fucks!” the white-suit said. “I’m in Lance Corporal River’s detail!”
 
                 Young and Diaz hesitantly lowered their weapons.
 
                 “You’re in the burn detail? Why are you way out here?” Diaz asked.
 
                 “Besides, you know we can’t let you pass without permission from command or else it’s all of our asses on the line,” Young added.
 
                 The white-suit lowered his arms and laughed.
 
                 “I’m not AWOL, you shitbirds! I’m here to see if you two are interested in buying something,” the white-suit said. He walked to the back of his Jeep and pulled out a metallic case marked ‘PT-12a’.
 
                 Young and Diaz walked over to the back of the Jeep, curious.
 
                 “Woah,” Young said, stepping back. “Is that the fucking virus?! Are you crazy?!”
 
                 “No, it’s the anti-virus,” the white-suit said. “They’ve been secretly testing it inside small towns trapped inside the red zone this whole time.”
 
                 The white-suit broke the CDC seals and opened the case.
 
                 “I fucking knew they had a cure hidden somewhere!” Diaz said.
 
                 “This is some serious shit. How did you get ahold of it?” Young asked, wide-eyed.
 
                 “We lifted some crates off of one of the CDC transports headed into Butner earlier, but does it really matter? I’m offering salvation at two-hundred dollars a vial,” the white-suit said. “The limit is four. You want in?”
 
                 Young and Diaz hesitated.
 
                 “Come on, man, it’s a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’. Make it fast. I have to drive to six other checkpoints manned with more people then you two shitbirds. I just came here first because you were the closest,” the white-suit said.
 
                 “Alright, alright,” Diaz said. “I’m in.”
 
                 “Yeah, me too,” Young finally said. “And I’ll take another one for my girl.”
 
                 Diaz looked at Young.
 
                 “I thought your wife and kids were back in Nevada,” Diaz said.
 
                 “They are,” Young replied, smirking, “but my girlfriend is up in Norfolk, Virginia.”
 
                 All three men laughed.
 
                 Diaz and Young reached for their wallets.              
 
   In the midst of their transaction, none of the men noticed as another disorganized flock of geese flew overhead into Virginia.
 
   One of the ill geese stopped flapping its wings and tumbled out of the sky into the forest across the state line.
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                 The helicopter hovered low over the roof of Crabtree Valley Mall, scanning the area with its bright searchlights.
 
                 The searchlights revealed a few staggering corpses on the roof and a few sloppily painted messages pleading for help that never came.
 
                 As the helicopter lowered its altitude, the corpses stumbled underneath it, standing in the center of the searchlight’s beam. 
 
   The corpses, most wearing blue nylon FEMA windbreakers, raised their hands towards the light, moaning.
 
                 “Bravo-Echelon to Falls Lake, Bravo-Echelon to Falls Lake, we have arrived at Hotel One but we do not detect any survivors. Do you copy, over?” the pilot said into the headset.
 
                 “Falls Lake to– [gunshot][screaming in background] –Lake to Bravo-Echelon, do you see any sign of the two targets? [static] Son of a– [gunshots] Keep that goddamn door secure!”
 
                 The pilot hesitated a moment and then keyed his mike again.
 
                 “Um, Bravo-Echelon to Falls Lake, are you guys okay? It sounds like you have a situation over there.”
 
                 “Never mind about us! This is Yates! [static] [automatic gunfire] Do you see the civilian?!”
 
                 “Negative, sir, we just see some scattered reanimates on the roof of the mall. No sign of the Primary One or Two. We did see some crash wreckage near the parking deck, but the area is full of Tangos, over.”
 
                 “They have to be there, damnit! [heavy static] –out the ones on the roof and– [gunshots] –the crash site. Do you– [static] –me? They’re about to blanket the city with firebombs and that civilian is our hope out of the red zone! If we don’t – [gunshots] [screaming] –they will never let us leave! Find whatever is left of him!”
 
                 “Bravo-Echelon copies all, over,” the pilot said. He clicked off the mike and turned towards the soldiers in the crew cabin behind him. “Clear us a path, we’re landing on the roof and securing the high ground.”
 
                 “But they’re going to carpet-bomb us soon,” one of the soldiers muttered inside his hazmat suit.
 
                 “Well, we better be fast then,” the pilot said, “because we’re not taking off without that civilian. If we don’t find him, we’ll burn alongside Yates. I don’t know about you guys, but I want to get the fuck out of this city.”
 
                 The soldiers nodded in agreement.
 
                 The sliding cargo door on the helicopter slid open and one of the hazmat-suited soldiers leaned outside, wielding a sniper rifle.
 
                 The soldier fired and took down one of the corpses on the roof.
 
                 “Jesus!” Mathis shouted, head pressed against the exhaust shaft. The gunshot echoed loudly down the shaft. A second shot echoed down through the vent, followed by a third and a fourth.  “They’re clearing a path on the roof! I think they’re going to land!”
 
                 Richard crawled closer towards the vent.
 
                 “But… how are we going to get to the roof?” Richard asked.
 
                 Mathis unslung the DSN satellite phone off of his shoulder and stared at it for a moment, thinking. He gripped it with both hands and bashed the bulky hardened military-grade satellite phone against the aluminum exhaust shaft, yelling. 
 
                 The infected below started to go into frenzy at the sound of the screaming and bashing.
 
                 Mathis slammed the bulky phone as hard as he could against the shaft, repeatedly. The hardened casing started to chip away and the phone’s screen shattered, but finally one the welds in the exhaust shaft snapped and a section of aluminum bent inwards. 
 
                 Mathis dropped the mangled phone and pressed his body weight against the bent section.
 
                 The aluminum section folded down into the shaft and created a space large enough for both Mathis and Richard to crawl through.
 
                 “Come on!” Mathis shouted. He crawled into the shaft and started his difficult ascent, using the exposed weld lines inside the shaft as meager footing.
 
                 He climbed past the motionless fan blades and rested on one of the steel braces that supported the fan’s motor, catching his breath. He had forgotten just how out of shape he had allowed himself to get.
 
                 Above, he saw the bird-shit coated wire meshing that covered the exhaust shaft’s rooftop opening. After being stuck inside the dark mall for so long, the moonlight shining through the mesh was a welcomed sight.
 
                 Keeping his back pressed against the steel brace, Mathis kicked out both feet against the wire mesh repeatedly. 
 
                 The mesh snapped off and flung out onto the roof.
 
                 “I’ll climb out first and get them to lower a line for you!” Mathis shouted down the shaft at Richard. “Just wait there! I’ll be right back!”
 
                 Mathis carefully stood up and balanced on the steel brace, reached up and grabbed the lip of the exhaust shaft.
 
                 Two soldiers wearing white hazmat suits reached in, grabbed Mathis’ arms, pulled him out of the exhaust vent, and let him fall to the ground on his back.
 
                 Before Mathis could react, two rifle barrels were pressed against his white-suit’s faceshield.
 
                 “Easy, please, just listen,” Mathis said, slowly displaying his open palms. “I’m Colonel Mathis, of the 161st. I have an immune survivor with me and he is still inside the ventilation shaft. There are no other survivors inside.”
 
                 The two hazmat-suited soldiers backed away, but kept their rifles aimed steadily at him.
 
                 One of the soldiers pressed his radios transmit button attached to the chest of his suit, keeping his other hand secure on his weapon.
 
                 “This is Lima-Three to Yankee-One. We have located Primary Two, do you copy, over?” the soldier said into the mike.
 
                 “Yankee-One copies. Check him for breach and bring him to the bird. Have you located Primary One, over?”
 
                 Three other soldiers wearing hazmat suits ran towards the exhaust vent and dropped a zip-line down into the shaft. One of them lit a red flare and tossed it inside.
 
                  “Lima-Three to Yankee-One, we’re in the process of retrieving him, over,” Lima-Three responded. He let go of the mike and gestured for Mathis to stand.
 
                 Mathis slowly stood and adjusted the oxygen tank slung around his waist.
 
                 “Keep your hands above your head, Colonel,” Lima-Three ordered, sighting his weapon on him. “This will just take a second.”
 
                 Mathis slowly raised his hands above his head.
 
                 A hazmat-suited soldier walked up with a spray bottle full of foamy-liquid and spritzed Mathis’ white-suit from head-to-toe. 
 
                 The three white-suits who threw the zip-line down the shaft finally pulled Richard out and immediately pinned him against the ground and fastened plastic zip-cuffs around his wrists.
 
                 Richard struggled violently, but was quickly subdued by a swift kick into his ribs. He curled up on the ground, gasping for breath.
 
                 “Hey!” Mathis shouted, lowering his arms.
 
                 Lima-Three and the solider standing next to him stepped forward, their fingers tightening around the trigger.
 
                 “Easy, Colonel,” Lima-Three said.
 
                 Mathis froze and slowly raised his hands again.
 
                 “You guys aren’t search and rescue,” Mathis said with disdain in his voice. “You’re with Yate’s group, aren’t you?”
 
                 The white-suit spritzing Mathis stopped, stood up, and turned towards Lima-Three.
 
                 “He’s clean,” she said, “His suit hasn’t been punctured. I can’t detect any leaks.”
 
                 “Great,” Lima-Three said, “let’s get them both in the bird and head back to the lake.”
 
                 “Goddamnit!” Mathis shouted, clinching his fists. “You’re wasting your time! Yates has been cut off! He doesn’t care about securing your safe passage! He only cares about his own ass! He wants the civilian as a personal bargaining chip! Can’t you see that?!”
 
                 “Just get on the helicopter, chief, and everything will be alright,” Lima-Three said. “Everything will be alright.”
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                 The President sat aboard Air Force One, staring out the window at the countryside below. It was hard for him to remember the last time he had slept. All that he knew was that he was getting sick and tired of being shuffled around from one secure location to another. His body ached and his head was pounding.
 
                 Sitting across from him was his Chief of Staff and beside him was his Secretary of Defense.
 
                 In the Secretary of Defense’s lap sat a silver attaché case that was handcuffed to his wrist.
 
                 The President was sick of the whole mess. First, he got pulled out from the White House’s secure panic room and shuffled to the downstairs bunker. Then, not even five hours later, he got shuffled to the Pentagon’s bunkers. He didn’t even get two hours of sleep before he was shaken awake and ushered up to a waiting helicopter flanked by Secret Service agents wearing riot armor. 
 
                 Then to make matters worse, his throat was getting scratchy and his head was pounding from the lack of sleep.
 
                 He didn’t know the exact reason why he was getting moved across country to the Cheyenne Mountain Complex, but, while sitting through countless situational briefings, he heard something about the situation deteriorating along the east coast. In truth, it was hard to pay attention when he was running off of two hours of sleep.
 
                 It excited him to know that his wife would be waiting for him in Colorado. Perhaps he’d be able to curl up next to her and sleep for sixteen hours straight. He was completely exhausted.
 
                 The thought about seeing his wife again made him smile, but his aching head made him wince. 
 
                 “Are you okay, sir?” the Secretary of Defense asked.
 
                 “I’m fine, Hart,” the President said, forcing a smile. “I just really need to get some sleep.”
 
                 The Secretary of Defense offered a polite nod.
 
                 “Well, sir, I think after all of the commotion going on, you deserve a good night’s rest,” the Secretary of Defense said.
 
                 “We all do, Hart,” the President added.
 
                 “Who will do all the work if we’re all sleeping?” the Chief of Staff said, smirking.
 
                 “Well,” reflected the President, “I’m sure there are a few democrats hiding somewhere in the DC sewers.”
 
                 The three men chuckled and then fell back into silence.
 
                 The President sneezed.
 
                 The Chief of Staff politely offered his handkerchief.
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   Mathis sat next to Richard on the cold metallic bench inside the helicopter’s gunmetal cargo hold with his handcuffed hands neatly folded in his lap.
 
    Richard’s right hand repeatedly inadvertently twitched during the flight, but he didn’t notice; he was too preoccupied eavesdropping on the voices echoing inside of his head. He heard Andy whispering to somebody, a female, but he couldn’t make out what either voice was saying and it was making him increasingly paranoid. He hated when his brother talked about him behind his back.
 
   The four soldiers, three males and one female, sat opposite from Mathis and Richard, staring at them with their rifles gripped tightly. The soldiers were no longer wearing their hazmat suits because they were considered safe from ground-level airborne contamination at the altitude they were cruising. Not that it mattered anyway, because their suits ran out of oxygen not long after taking flight from the mall’s roof.
 
   The pilot gave up trying to get in contact with Falls Lake since nobody on the other end was answering anymore.
 
   “You’re wasting your time following the Major General’s orders,” Mathis finally said, breaking the awkward silence. “He’ll kill or abandon all of us and use the civilian to negotiate safe passage for himself out of the state. Falls Lake is isolated just like the rest of us.”
 
   “Why don’t you want to land there? Are you sick?” one of the soldiers, Greg, aka Lima-Three, asked Mathis.
 
   “I never took off my suit and I didn’t get punctured,” Mathis said, staring at him. He looked over at the female, Patricia. Attractive, if she would have bathed in the past forty-eight hours. “You checked me yourself, right? You weren’t satisfied?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter if he is infected,” Patricia said. “He can’t infect us as long as he keeps his suit on. He has enough oxygen to make it to the lake and then we can let Yates make the call.”
 
    “I’m not infected,” Mathis said matter-of-factly. “But Yates won’t care.”
 
   “Well,” said Greg, “you just keep that hazmat suit on and we won’t have any problems, okay chief?” He propped up his rifle, staring at Mathis. 
 
   “You’re followed outdated orders,” Mathis said, “If you want to actually make a difference and get out of this alive at the same time, contact someone on the outside – away from North Carolina. That way, we can all negotiate our own safe passage without Yates.”
 
   “Shut up, Colonel,” Greg said, “I have friends I left behind at Falls Lake. I’m not going anywhere unless we all get out safely.”
 
                 “Bombers coming in!” the pilot shouted, interrupting, “This is it! They’re making their run!”
 
   A squadron of low-flying bombers passed underneath the helicopter and made it rumble with turbulence.
 
   In the next instant there was a series of explosions, a sudden whoosh that reverberated through the air, and suddenly a sea of fire washed Raleigh in liquid flames. 
 
   The soldiers all huddled at the helicopter’s side window, staring down below at the burning liquid that flowed along the city streets.
 
   “Well, there goes Raleigh,” Trish said without emotion, shaking her head.
 
   “Damnit man,” another solider muttered. “Do you think that finally did the trick? Did that get them all?”
 
   “I hope so,” Patricia whispered.
 
   “The pyrotechnics display certainly blew their flu cover story. Every country with a satellite saw their little light show,” Greg said.
 
   “I guess things are… getting desperate,” Mathis muttered to himself flatly, shocked yet not surprised. “They… just don’t care anymore, do they?”
 
   Richard started to slap himself in the forehead.
 
   “No!” Richard hissed to himself. “Not yet!” 
 
   The soldiers looked over at Richard.
 
   “He worries me,” Greg said, pointing at Richard. 
 
   Richard’s hand continued to twitch in his lap as he stared absently ahead, lost in some deep thought.
 
   “Something… something isn’t right about him,” Greg continued. “I think he’s infected.”
 
   “He’s immune, you idiot,” Mathis said monotonically, sighing.
 
   “And how do you know he’s clean?” Greg countered, face pale. “Look at him… Look at how he acts. You’re brass, not a doctor! If he is infected, we’ve been breathing the same air as him… so we’ve got it too.”
 
   Patricia stared at Greg, horrified.
 
   “Look, you need to calm down,” another soldier, Reggie, said.
 
   “I am calm, Reggie!” Greg said, reaching for his pocket. “I just think that we should take some… precautions.”
 
   Greg pulled out three vials wrapped in red CDC shrink-wrap.
 
   Patricia’s eyes grew wide.
 
   “You managed to buy some?! From whom?” she asked.
 
   “Some radio geek got some from the CDC caravan that was headed into Butner,” Greg said. “I could only buy three and don’t have enough for everybody, so I didn’t want to bust them out unless absolutely necessary. And this shit,” he pointed at the jittery Richard, “just made it necessary in my book.”
 
   “What is…?” Mathis started to ask, flabbergasted, “Oh, you got to be fucking kidding me… Didn’t you hear the reports about the CDC vaccine trails?” 
 
   “Shut up and mind your own business,” Greg snapped.
 
   “I looked everywhere… I couldn’t buy a vial anywhere,” Patricia continued, tuning out Mathis.
 
   “Wait…” Reggie said, “If you only have three then that leaves two of us without.”
 
   Greg rolled his eyes.
 
   “Yeah, I know, that’s why I didn’t want to pull them out in front of everybody,” Greg explained again.
 
   “Dude, Greg; you have to hook me up,” the fourth soldier, Matthew, said.
 
   “I saw what happens first hand! You’re going to–” 
 
   “Shut the fuck up, Colonel!” Greg shouted. “You’re not getting one, anyway! You’re not infected, right!? So shut the fuck up and sit in your little pussy spacesuit.”
 
    “Give me one,” Patricia said, holding a hand out towards Greg. “Josh and I just had a baby last year… Please, Greg.”
 
   Greg smirked.
 
   “What do I get in return?”
 
   “I have ten in cash,” she said. “I can get more when we land.”
 
   Greg laughed.
 
   “They cost me fifty a pop! You’ll have to do better than that!”
 
   Patricia bit her bottom lip.
 
   “I’ll… pay you back in other ways,” she said, quietly, shamefully.
 
   “You’re not worth fifty!” Greg said, laughing.
 
   “Fuck you, asshole!” Patricia shouted, punching him.
 
   “Ow! Relax, crazy bitch, I was kidding!” he said, rubbing his arm. “I was just fucking around. Of course I’ll hook you guys up, no charge, but like I said… there’s… a supply issue…”
 
   The soldiers stared at each other hesitantly.
 
   “I’ll pass,” Reggie finally said. “It’s tempting, but I heard some crazy stories from Butner.”
 
   “Crazy stories?” Greg asked, raising an eyebrow.
 
   “Cannibalism,” Reggie answered, uncomfortably. “It turns you into some kind of cannibal, I heard.”
 
   Greg, Matt, and Trish laughed.
 
   “Man, that shit is just disinformation put out by the brass to keep guys like us from hijacking those lab geeks and stealing the stuff for ourselves!” Matt said.
 
   “Yeah, for real, Reggie, do you believe everything you hear?” Greg asked, still laughing.
 
   “He’s telling the truth, you idiots,” Mathis said, closing his eyes. “If you paid attention to the radio traffic earlier, you’d know exactly how successful the vaccine is!”
 
   “Say one more word! I swear to fucking God! Say one more fucking word!” Greg shouted, pointing his weapon at Mathis.
 
   “See? They even have their field brass spreading their cover story around. Told you so, it’s all a lie manufactured by the brass to keep us scared and docile. If it were up to the brass, we’ll be last on the list to get the vaccine, I promise you that!” Matt said, matter-of-factly. “I bet Colonel Mathis already got inoculated.”
 
   Reggie shifted in his seat and stared out the window at the burning streets below them.
 
   “Still, I’ll pass,” Reggie said.
 
   “Me too,” the pilot said from the cockpit, staring straight ahead. “Vaccines are bullshit. I don’t even trust flu shots.”
 
   “Well, I guess that makes it simple,” Greg said. He passed a serum-filled syringe to Patricia and one to Matt.
 
   Patricia tore open the vacuum-sealed plastic with her teeth, flicked off the plastic tip that covered the needle and injected the serum into her thigh, hissing in pain at the sting of the needle.
 
   Greg ripped the syringe out of the plastic, slid the cover off of the needle, and injected himself in his left arm, grunting as the needle punctured through his skin.
 
   Matt carefully picked at the plastic that the syringe was sealed in, trying to peal it open with his fingers, aggravated.
 
                 Patricia dropped the empty syringe and grabbed her abdomen, wincing with pain. She let out a shrill cry and clinched her arms around herself tightly, screaming.
 
                 Matt stopped trying to open his syringe packet and looked over at her in horror.
 
                 “What is wrong with you?” Matt asked, sliding away from her on the metallic bench.
 
                 Patricia tried to answer but vomited on the floor instead, making everybody cringe in revulsion.
 
   “Get these cuffs off of me!” Mathis said as he stood up, holding out his handcuffed hands towards Matt and Reggie.
 
   “Shut up and sit down!” Matt screamed, pointing his rifle at Mathis.
 
   Mathis sat back down on the bench and stared at Patricia as she vomited a second time.
 
   Greg’s body tensed and he collapsed to the floor, seizing violently. His head struck the floor repeatedly, his eyes rolled up into their sockets, and salvia bubbled out from between his clinched lips.
 
   “Jesus! What do we do?” Reggie asked as he stared down at Greg’s convulsing corpse, frozen.
 
   “What’s going on back there?!” the pilot shouted, throwing quick glances behind him while trying to maintain control of the helicopter at the same time.
 
   “Your idiot flight crew used the vaccine!” Mathis shouted back.
 
   “What the fuck did you do to them?!” the pilot shouted at Mathis, glancing back in horror. “You and that civilian infected them!”
 
   Patricia tumbled off of the bench and started convulsing next to Greg’s corpse. Trickles of blood dribbled out of her ears and out of the corners of her eyes.
 
   Both Patricia and Greg stopped convulsing and lay motionless while Matt and Reggie stared down at their fallen comrades in disbelief.
 
   Mathis stared down at the two corpses, fidgeting, calculating.
 
   Richard sat on the bench, calm, staring vacantly ahead and smiling.
 
   Matt laid his rifle on the bench and crouched down next to Patricia’s corpse.
 
                 Mathis lunged off of the bench and swung his handcuffed arms over Matt’s head and pulled back tightly, choking the man with his cuffs.
 
                 Matt gasped for air and tried to pull the cuffs away.
 
   Mathis snapped the handcuff’s chain-links tighter against Matt’s throat while simultaneously pressing his foot into Matt’s back to gain leverage.
 
   Matt gurgled and thrashed about on the floor, clawing at his throat.
 
   Reggie, still in shock, aimed his rifle at Mathis and pulled the trigger.
 
   Mathis released and shoved Matt out towards Reggie and quickly ducked against the floor.
 
                 The gunfire riddled Matt’s chest and peppered the wall behind him with bloody splotches.
 
                 Matt’s bullet-riddled corpse collapsed on Reggie and sent the man stumbling backwards against the bench.
 
                 Mathis rolled towards Patricia’s corpse and pulled her pistol out of her holster. He rolled back onto his back and aimed the pistol at Reggie.
 
                 Reggie shoved Matt’s corpse off of him and–
 
                 Mathis fired three shots into Reggie’s chest and one right below his left eye.
 
                 Reggie took his last gasping breath and sunk backwards onto the bench, dropping his weapon beside him.
 
                 The terrified pilot quickly started screaming into the radio.
 
                 “Mayday! Mayday! Mayday! This is Bravo-Echelon to Falls Lake Command! Primary Two has gone rouge! He killed my entire flight crew! Everyone is dead! Bravo-Echelon is requesting clearance to dump all precious cargo and cut losses! Please respond!”
 
                 There was no response, only static.
 
                 “Keep us in the air, goddamnit, or else I’ll blow your brains all over the control panel!” Mathis shouted at the pilot from the floor, pointing the pistol towards him with his handcuffed hands.
 
                 The pilot hunkered back over the controls, silent, shaking.
 
                 “Well are you just going to sit there like a dunce or are you going to help me?” Mathis growled at Richard.
 
                 Richard sat emotionless on the bench and then looked down at Mathis, studying him, lost in thought.
 
                 Mathis slid across the floor towards Greg’s corpse and laid the pistol on the floor. He rolled the Greg onto his back and reached his hand into Greg’s cargo pockets. He managed to finally fish out the handcuff key and fumbled with them as he tried to unlock his handcuffs.
 
                 Patricia slowly stood up and stared vacantly up at the ceiling, making a strange gurgling sound.
 
                 “Shit,” Mathis cursed under his breath. He managed to unlock one of the cuffs and free one hand. He hurriedly reached for the pistol but accidently knocked it out of his reach.
 
                 Patricia looked down at him and opened her mouth. She crouched down and grabbed his left leg. She leaned her head towards his thigh, opened her mouth, and bit into his suit.
 
                 Mathis screamed out in pain.
 
   He kicked her hard and sent her slamming against the helicopter’s sliding cargo door.
 
   The cargo door slid a quarter-way open and wind rushed into the helicopter. 
 
                 Greg slowly got onto his hands and knees and crawled over towards Matt’s corpse. He leaned down and sunk his teeth into Matt’s.
 
   Patricia, her mouth dribbling with fresh blood, climbed onto Reggie’s bullet-riddled corpse, ripped open his uniform shirt, and started to ravish his abdomen.
 
                 Richard stared at the surreal scene as he slowly slid down the bench, pressing his back tightly against the wall.
 
                 Mathis, hands shaking, managed to unlock his other hand, threw the cuffs aside, and grabbed the pistol off of the floor.
 
                 “Drop the weapon and jump out of the helicopter! Now!” the pilot ordered standing in the doorway of the cockpit, pointing his pistol at Mathis. The helicopter started to sway and lose altitude.
 
                 “The vaccine reanimated them!” Mathis shouted, pointing his pistol towards Patricia and Greg. “Shoot them!”
 
                 The pilot glanced over at Patricia and Greg and stared at them in horror and revulsion as they feasted on their two dead comrades.
 
                 Mathis quickly turned his weapon towards the distracted pilot and fired twice.
 
                 One round flew astray but the second hit the pilot’s throat.
 
                 The pilot gurgled on his own blood and stumbled backwards. He squeezed off three quick shots, but they all flew wild.
 
                 Mathis fired twice more into the pilot’s chest before dropping the depleted pistol and gripping his bitten leg.
 
                 The dead pilot collapsed on the control panel, arms splayed out at his side.
 
                 An alarm chimed and the helicopter violently tilted as it started to spin out of control, rapidly losing altitude.
 
                 Mathis was thrown across the ground but managed to grab the doorframe of the cockpit with one hand, legs flailing, trying to keep from falling out of the spinning craft. 
 
                 Greg, Patricia, and the two corpses tumbled across the helicopter and slammed hard against the partially-opened cargo door and snapped it off of its bottom rail.
 
                 The door, along with the corpses, fluttered down towards the engulfed remnants of the Brier Creek Shopping Center, one of FEMA’s central Safe Havens.
 
                 Richard had his arms wrapped around one of the welded bench’s legs, feet dangling towards the opened doorway. One of his tattered shoes flung off of his foot and fell down into the lake of fire below.
 
                 “Help me, Andy!” Richard shouted, eyes clinched shut, grip slipping.
 
                 “Just hang on!” Mathis shouted above the wind and the sound of the inferno below. He pulled himself up into the cockpit with one arm and grabbed the dead pilot with the other. He pulled the pilot’s corpse off of the controls, threw him out of the cockpit, and let him fall out into the flames below.
 
                 Mathis climbed into the pilot’s seat and gripped the cyclic stick with both hands and fought with it tenaciously, trying to stabilize the helicopter’s rapid spiral descent.
 
                 Richard lost his grip and slid towards the open cargo door, screaming.
 
                 The helicopter jolted as the spinning craft’s course evened itself and stopped its rapid descent. 
 
   Mathis worked the controls and stabilized the helicopter course.
 
                 Richard, only an inch away from the open cargo door, quickly stood up and backed away from it, shaking, as the helicopter regained proper altitude.
 
                 “Come up here and sit the fuck down,” Mathis said. He removed his white-suit’s protective hood and ran his fingers through his oily, sweaty hair and scratched his stubble-covered face. As soon as he removed his hood, the stench of urine and wet feces filled the air.
 
                 Richard cautiously made his way into the cockpit and sat down in the co-pilot’s seat, staring at Mathis with apprehension.
 
                 “Your suit,” Richard said, methodically rubbing his neck.
 
                 “Doesn’t matter anymore,” Mathis said, glancing down at his bit leg.
 
                 Richard said nothing and simply stared out the window at the ground below. He sat rigidly still.
 
   The radio in the control console crackled with dead static. It hadn’t uttered a single human voice for hours.
 
   Mathis looked down at the Brier Creek shopping center as the helicopter made its assent. The entire area was awash with burning napalm. The Target and Wal-Mart stores, both former Red Cross shelters during the outbreak, were burning out of control and flames leapt through their tattered roofs. On the roofs, thousands of severely burnt men, women, and children shuffled aimlessly amongst the ashes in search of fresh hosts, staring up at the helicopter with an insatiable hunger.
 
   As he stared down at the walking cadavers, Mathis realized for the first time just how beyond anybody’s control the situation outside had become.
 
   It was no wonder why the government risked blowing their flu cover story by carpet-bombing the entire city with napalm.
 
   Things had fallen apart.
 
   “Well, it looks like their little firebombing was a failure,” Mathis said. “They’re still milling around down there… thousands of them.”
 
   He glanced over at Richard.
 
                 Richard sat in silence, listening to a conversation Mathis couldn’t hear.
 
   “Just hang tight. I’m going to deliver you safely,” Mathis said. “But it won’t be at Falls Lake… that’s a waste of time.”
 
   Richard ignored him and stared vacantly ahead, desperately trying to eavesdrop on Andy and the female voice.
 
   “Are you alright?” Mathis asked, coughing.
 
   Richard snapped back to reality and slowly turned his head towards Mathis, opened his mouth, and then sighed.
 
   “What is it?” Mathis asked.
 
   “I was going to say something, but my thought got taken from my head before I could say it,” Richard said and went back to eavesdropping on the conversation inside his head.
 
   Mathis stared at him a moment and then focused ahead. He was starting to notice just how damaged and out of touch his co-pilot really was.
 
   “You need to pull yourself together,” Mathis finally said. “I know that you’re… not well, but if they make a vaccine from your blood… you’ll be a national hero. I’m finished. I don’t think you’re infected. I think that Dr. Medford was speaking out of turn. This…this thing is bigger than you and me, now, and much bigger than Raleigh, I fear. They need a cure… a real cure… You can offer them that. You can give this country a future. Do… you even understand how important you are?”
 
   Richard said nothing.
 
   “Do… you even care?” Mathis asked.
 
   Richard slowly nodded, as if digesting the thought.
 
   “I do. I do care about Andy. I’m going to save him,” Richard muttered. “But first, I am going to sleep.”
 
   Richard leaned his head back and closed his eyes.
 
   The sun was rising.
 
   Mathis frowned and stared outside as they flew out of Raleigh’s city limit and skirted the edge of Durham. In the distance, he saw what remained of Durham’s plastic-draped skyline. The entire city had an orange glow as the flames devoured entire neighborhoods and leveled forests. Duke University’s campus was awash in flames.
 
   Evidently, Raleigh was not the only city that had been firebombed.
 
   With the whimsical hopeful illusions of rescue and safe passage dashed, reality suddenly became frighteningly real to Mathis. A part of him was relieved that he didn’t have long to live in the ruined world of fire and teeth and he started to welcome death’s eternal peaceful prospect.
 
   The irony that the only hope that the United States and quite possibly the world had left rested in the hands of an infected army colonel and a broken civilian teetering on the abyss of insanity was not lost on him.
 
   Mathis erupted into a coughing spasm.
 
   In truth, he didn’t know what to do, or who to call. All he could do was fly until he couldn’t fly anymore and hope that he made it far enough to deliver Richard to safety.
 
   In truth, it all started to feel hopeless.
 
   From his vantage point, the whole world appeared to be burning against the rising sun.
 
   Mathis watched, and Richard slept.
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                 Wake up.
 
                 Richard’s eyes shot open on Andy’s command. 
 
                 The morning sun momentarily blinded him.
 
   He found himself still sitting next to Mathis in the helicopter. The helicopter had left the city behind and was flying over dense forest and the vehicle-clogged remnants of Interstate 85. The trees below were green and unscathed, meaning that they must have passed the radius of the fire bombardment. He saw a large lake in the distance.
 
                 That’s Falls Lake, Richie.
 
                 Richard heard the voice come from behind him and felt spooked. He spun around but nobody was there. Andy’s scent lingered, though.
 
                 Mathis was struggling to maintain consciousness let alone maintain control of the helicopter as he battled the infection coursing through his veins. Snot dribbled out of both of his nostrils and his lips were swollen. Each breath was labored and came out in raspy spurts.
 
                 Your sister and I were talking. We decided that it’s time.
 
   The sound of the female voice that Richard heard inside his head earlier suddenly became very familiar.
 
   “Stacy,” Richard murmured.
 
   A flash of violent images passed before his eyes.
 
   He closed his eyes, shook his head, and pushed the horrific images away. He started to wring his hands in his lap, methodically popping each knuckle.
 
   We’re almost at the lake, so we have to do it now, okay Richie? Butner is close just a few miles north of the lake and a very short drive along the interstate.
 
                 Richard took a nervous swallow and clinched his fists in his lap. He looked over at Mathis and saw that he was very sick. It would be easier to catch him off-guard.
 
   Just punch him in the throat, reach for the pistol on his lap, and kill him. As soon as you do that, I’ll take over flying this thing.
 
   Richard looked down at Mathis’ lap. He didn’t see a gun.
 
   Look again.
 
   Richard looked down at Mathis’ lap again and saw that a handgun had materialized. His eyes widened with fear.
 
   See? He was going to use that pistol to shoot you as soon as he lands at Falls Lake. He’s sick. He knows that he’s not getting out so now he’s going to kill you and take you with him! Kill him first!
 
   Richard bit down on his bottom lip with slight trepidation and then drew a fist back.
 
   Outside, there were two blinding flashes of brilliant white light, brighter than a thousand suns. 
 
   Richard quickly shut his eyes and turned his gaze towards the floor. All sounds stopped as his ears rung with tinnitus. 
 
   Slowly, his vision returned and the ringing in his ears subsided. 
 
   He heard what sounded like a rapidly approaching freight train.
 
   Richard threw a panicked glance outside.
 
   A vicious shockwave ripped across the forest below and bent every tree against the ground as if they were mere saplings caught in a breeze.
 
   Richard looked over at Mathis, who appeared equally terrified.
 
   Mathis mouthed two words, but Richard couldn’t make them out over the roaring outside.
 
   Before Richard could utter a response, the shockwave struck the helicopter. The windows shattered, the electronic gauges fried, and the craft went spiraling towards the forest floor below.
 
   In the distance, two massive mushroom clouds blossomed high into the sky and blocked out the sun
 
   One of the clouds formed over the remnants of Raleigh and the other one formed over a desolated Durham.
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                 Richard regained consciousness several hours later.
 
   Even though it was only noon, the sky was dark and it was raining, leaving him cold and soaked. His whole body ached and his head throbbed. He smelt burning hair.
 
   His eyes slowly fluttered opened.
 
   The mangled wreckage of the helicopter was suspended in-between two oak trees. His body dangled out of the craft’s shattered windshield, suspended in his tangled-up seat harness, swaying side-to-side.
 
                 The left side of his body, the side facing the distant blasts, was badly burnt and covered in painful pus-filled welts. While the right side of his body appeared relatively unscathed.
 
                 Hanging there, he stared down at the ground below.
 
                 Splintered branches and small pieces of wreckage littered the muddy forest floor as torrential raindrops pelted the ground.
 
                 Richard weakly fought against the restraint straps that were tangled around his chest, struggling. One of the straps started to loosen just as Mathis limped out from behind one of the massive oak trees.
 
   Mathis’ left leg was badly broken and his femur bone jaunted out through his bloodied white-suit. He limped underneath the helicopter, dragging his broken leg behind him, and reached up towards Richard, snarling and groaning. Half of his body had been burnt beyond human recognition.
 
                 The strap wrapped around Richard’s chest loosened a little more, and dropped him closer to the ground.
 
                 Mathis started to claw at the air towards Richard, making guttural gurgles of excitement as his prey dangled closer.
 
                 The strap started to loosen more…
 
                 Richard grabbed the strap with both hands, desperately attempting to keep it wrapped around him.
 
                 The strap tore loose from Richard’s grasp and he tumbled towards the ground.
 
                 Richard landed hard on Mathis and sent him sprawling onto the ground.
 
                  Richard rolled off of Mathis’ corpse and crawled a few feet of distance while struggling to catch his breath, trying to ignore the excoriating pain that radiated throughout his body.
 
                 Mathis slowly stood back up, now covered in mud. He limped towards Richard, dragging his fractured foot through the muddy water.
 
                 Richard struggled to his feet and started walking backwards, away from Mathis. He slipped in the mud and landed on his back.
 
                 Mathis lurched forward, reached down, and grabbed Richard’s right ankle with both hands. He pulled Richard towards him through the mud.
 
                 Richard drove his left foot into the center of Mathis’ chest with all of the strength his feeble body could muster.
 
                 Mathis lost his grip on Richard and went tumbling backwards in the mud.
 
                 Richard quickly got up, turned, and sprinted into the tree line without looking back, panting.
 
                 Mathis struggled back onto his feet and slowly limped after Richard, trudging through the mud, making guttural growls.
 
                 Richard ran in-between the twisted trees, leaping over fallen branches and swerving around fly-ridden burnt animal carcasses. Many of the trees had fallen during the earlier shockwave but it was still a struggle to maintain even the barest of visibility in the thick foliage. Thin saplings slapped against his face and thorny weeds tore through his tattered jeans as he ran. He was terrified, lost, and consumed by pain. He heard things shuffling in the woods all around him, shuffling towards him in the dark. 
 
   Worst of all, however, he had no clue where he was headed.
 
                 “We’re going to Butner. That’s where we’re headed,” Andy said, running beside Richard.
 
                 “Yes, I know that! Goddamnit! But how?!” Richard shouted between exasperated breaths. He couldn’t even remember the last time he ate. He was already dizzy and he knew that he would never make it to Butner on foot. “We’re in the middle of the woods, its pitch-black, and I am about to pass out!”
 
                 Andy stopped running, reached up, and slapped Richard hard across his face.
 
   Richard stumbled backwards and caught his balance against a tree.
 
                 “Don’t you EVER talk to me like that again! Not after what you did1! Do you fucking understand me?!” Andy shouted.
 
                 “I’m sorry,” Richard muttered, massaging his reddened cheek. “I’m-I’m just frustrated, is all.”
 
                 “That is not my fault now, is it? Getting me out of Butner is the least you can do for me,” Andy said, crossing his arms across his chest.
 
                 “I just don’t know how to get–”
 
                 A squirrel ran out from the weeds on the forest floor and leapt onto Richard’s leg.
 
                 Richard startled and kicked it off.
 
                 The squirrel landed on its back, immediately righted itself, and ran towards him again.
 
                 Richard stomped down on the squirrel and sent its innards shooting out from every orifice. He grimaced and stepped back, resting against a tree.
 
                 Andy narrowed his eyes and stared at him.
 
                 “Interesting… killing a rodent makes you wince, but you didn’t blink twice when you killed our sister, did you?” Andy asked.
 
                 Richard looked away.
 
                 “Butner is north, so start walking,” Andy said, pointing towards a lake that was barely visible through the trees. “I’ll be there in my cell, waiting for you to set me free.”
 
                 Richard nodded, staring at the ground. When he looked back up, Andy was gone.
 
                 A grey flake slowly fluttered down from the darkened sky and landed in front of Richard. Soon, another fell, and another.
 
                 Richard held out his hand and caught one of the falling flakes. He mashed the flake in his closed fist, opened his hand, and stared at his ash-stained palm. He wiped the smut off and walked through the dark forest towards the lake whilst irradiated ash continued to flutter down from the sky all around him.
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                 Richard stumbled out from the tree line and found himself at the edge of a barbwire-lined picnic area situated next to a large lake. He had arrived at the Falls Lake forward operating base. The dirty snow covered everything in sight under a thin layer of grey soot.
 
                 An armored battered trailer adorned with the Homeland Security seal sat in the center of the picnic area. The diesel generator next to the trailer was still dutifully churning. Toppled halogen lights, wrecked military vehicles, and hundreds of ash-coated human and animal carcasses littered the area. Three unscathed armored personnel carriers sat parked next to the trailer.
 
                 Infected meandered throughout the picnic area, most wearing combat fatigues. A few deer and raccoons staggered amongst the ranks of the infected, twitching and moving erratically.
 
                 One of the infected soldiers spotted Richard standing at the edge of the encampment. He stopped pacing and let out a guttural cry.
 
                 The rest of the infected stopped walking and turned towards Richard, staring.
 
                 “Fuck,” Richard muttered.
 
                 The infected horde started to shuffle towards Richard, making guttural moans. Most of them were no longer moving with the same speed and ferocity they had been hours ago, but a few infected soldiers near the back of the horde still had vigor in their joints and sprinted towards Richard, screaming, pushing their slower moving comrades out of the way.
 
                 Richard, mustering what little strength he had left, ran towards the command trailer for shelter.
 
                 Two infected soldiers staggered in front of Richard’s path, snarling, and reached out to grab him.
 
                 Richard shoved his way through them and pressed onward, unable to handle the stench of rotting flesh.
 
   The horde started to close-in on him from all directions, threatening to drown him in a sea of teeth and nails. His only salvation would be to take refuge inside the trailer.
 
   Richard shoved through the besieging corpses and slowly fought his way towards the trailer.
 
   Infected scraped their nails across his skin and bit him repeatedly like rabid animals.
 
   Richard screamed out in pain and forced himself to keep going, just a few yards away from the trailer’s door.
 
                 One of the sprinting infected, a man wearing a tattered uniform with lieutenant’s insignias, finally rammed his way through the horde and pounced on Richard’s back, screaming.
 
                 Richard fell and slid across the ash-covered ground with the lieutenant latched onto his back. He slid to a stop a three feet away from the command trailer’s main door.
 
                 The lieutenant flipped Richard over on his back.
 
                 Richard drew back his fist and delivered a vicious blow to the young man’s face, snapping the man’s nose askew.
 
                 The lieutenant, momentarily stunned, let out a shrill cry and tumbled off of Richard.
 
   The rest of the horde surrounded Richard and grasped at him with their boney hands, moaning, while more sprinters jostled their way through the horde towards the trailer.
 
                 Richard fought his way back onto his feet, pushed the clawing hands away from him, and lunged towards the command trailer door.
 
                 The steel door was sealed shut.
 
                 He started to panic and banged against the door, screaming for help. In the center of the door there was a biometric handprint reader and a small screen that read ‘Security Lockdown in Effect – Access Restricted to Command Line Staff’.
 
                 The lieutenant got back on his feet and lunged towards Richard again, broken nose bleeding profusely, screaming.
 
                 Richard sidestepped just in time and let the lieutenant crash into the door.
 
                 Thinking quickly, he grabbed the lieutenant’s left wrist and pressed the man’s palm against the door’s biometric reader. The lieutenant snarled and tried to pull away, but Richard held a firm grip.
 
   The lieutenant bit into Richard’s burnt arm, but the painful lesions covering his skin masked the sting of the bite.
 
                 The biometric reader beeped and the screen read ‘Access Granted – Welcome LT. HAWKINS’. The locking mechanism disengaged and the door opened.
 
                 Richard shoved the lieutenant back into the growing horde of infected and ran inside the trailer, slamming the door shut behind him.
 
                 The pressurized locking mechanism automatically slid back into place.
 
                 Richard backed away from the door as infected pounded against it. Even through the beaten trailer’s thick armor, he heard the horde’s guttural moans and cries. He turned and slowly started to walk towards the front of the trailer, compulsively scratching his neck.
 
                 The computer consoles that ran along both sides of the narrow trailer were splattered with dried droplets of blood. Each console was manned by soldiers handcuffed to their chairs. Each of the soldiers was gagged and had been shot pointblank in the forehead. They were slouched back in their chairs with their expressionless faces fixated on the ceiling.
 
                 Richard glanced at the blood-speckled monitors as he walked past the consoles. The monitors were all speckled with static. 
 
   Richard focused his attention on the door ahead of him that read ‘Operations Commander Maj. Gen. Yates’.
 
                 He slowly opened the unlocked office door and stepped into the dark office. 
 
   The commander’s desk drawers had been rummaged through, his laptop lay shattered, and his desk lamp was toppled onto the floor. A red rotary DSN satellite phone sat at the corner of his desk.
 
   Opposite of the door Richard entered, behind the commander’s desk, there was another door labeled ‘Armory’.
 
   The armory door had a leather office chair propped underneath the handle to prevent it from opening.
 
   Piles of dried human feces and puddles of stale urine sat in the far corner of the office, reeking.
 
   Major-General Yates sat slumped in the corner of his office still wearing a gasmask, motionless. An emptied pistol lay by his side.
 
   Richard carefully maneuvered around Yates’ corpse and went towards the armory door. As he walked past the desk, he accidently brushed against the red phone and sent the receiver flying off of the cradle. The receiver dangled from its red wire off the side of the desk.
 
                 As Richard rolled the office chair out from the underneath the armory door latch, he heard a small voice coming out of the phone’s receiver.
 
                 “Hello? Hello? Hello, Falls Lake, this is CENT COM, can you hear me? Hello? What is your status?”
 
                 Richard turned towards the desk and picked up the red phone’s receiver, cradling it against his ear.
 
                 “Careful,” Andy said, leaning against the wall in the corner of the room.
 
                 Richard was startled by Andy’s presence, but his curiosity was too aroused by the sound another human voice to stop what he was doing.
 
                 “Hello? Hello? Falls Lake?”
 
                 “H–hello,” Richard said weakly into the phone.
 
                 “Falls Lake, it has been over six hours since your last update. We thought that you were overrun. Report immediately. What is the status of the immune civilian you promised? Is he or is he not in your custody yet?”
 
                 There was a pause on the other line.
 
                 “Falls Lake, who am I speaking with?”
 
                 “Richard.”
 
                 “Rank and number?”
 
                 “No,” Richard muttered, “I’m no soldier.”
 
                 There were murmurs in the background on the other end of the line.
 
                 “Richard, is there somebody you can let me speak with, someone who is in charge?”
 
                 Richard looked down at Yates’ corpse.
 
                 “Everybody is dead. This trailer is surrounded by those things.”
 
                 There was a pause on the other end and more murmuring in the background.
 
                 “Who is this?” Richard asked.
 
                 “Richard, you seem to be able to speak coherently, your voice doesn’t sound muffled by a respirator, and I don’t hear you coughing. Do you feel ill at all?”
 
                 “No, I feel fine. That is the way it is supposed to be. You see, I can’t get sick because Andy is counting on me,” Richard said, staring at Andy in the corner.
 
                 Andy nodded.
 
                 “So… you’ve sealed yourself safely inside the trailer? Are you armed?”
 
                 “Why?” Richard asked cautiously.
 
                 “Sir, just– just stay where you are. Will you stay on the line with me for a while, Richard? Please?”
 
                 “I can’t,” Richard said, matter-of-factly. “I have to go to Butner and save my brother. I am sorry.”              
 
   “No! Richard, please, PLEASE just–just stay on the line and talk with me a–”
 
   Andy walked over, grabbed the phone out from Richard’s hand, and hung it up.
 
   The red phone started ringing again immediately.
 
   Andy pulled the cord out from the jack in the wall and the ringing ceased.
 
   “Enough talk,” Andy said flatly, “get to Butner and save me already.”
 
   Andy’s visage disappeared and Richard was left alone in the office holding the phone’s cord in his hand.
 
   Richard dropped the cord and opened the armory door.
 
   The door at the rear of the armory had been blown off by explosives and a cool outside breeze whistled into through the open doorway, covering everything in ash. The gun-racks were picked clean, the ammunition tubs had been emptied, and the oxygen canisters for the white-suits were gone. A row of gold key-hooks lined the wall and most of the keys were still hung in their place, surprisingly.
 
   He quickly formulated an escape plan.
 
   Richard ran over and started snatching keys off the golden hooks, cramming the keys into his pockets. He turned and quietly searched the ammunition bins, desperate to find a weapon of some sort, but also trying to be quiet enough not to alert the horde outside the trailer.
 
   Suddenly, the armory door flung open and Yates rushed into the room, coughing violently.
 
   Richard startled and spun towards him.
 
   Yates grabbed Richard and pinned him against the wall, hard.
 
   Richard struggled.
 
   Yates pressed his forearm against Richard’s throat, choking him.
 
   Richard stopped struggling and gasped for air, clawing at Yate’s arm.
 
   “Who… are you?” Yates wheezed, soaked with sweat.
 
   “Pl-please” Richard croaked.
 
   “I asked you a question.” He pressed his forearm harder into Richard’s throat, hacking up thick wads of mucus. “Who are you?” He moved his arm off of Richard’s throat a little so that the man could speak. “Did they send you here to kill me? Tie up all of their loose ends?”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about… I’m not sick,” Richard whispered. “I’m not sick yet.”
 
   Yates’ pallid expression brightened.
 
   “You’re the one Mathis was bringing me, aren’t you?” He looked uneasy and started coughing steadily. “Where is Mathis? Did he come here with you? I know he killed the team I sent to Crabtree.”
 
   “We crashed. Mathis is dead,” Richard said flatly.
 
   “It serves him right. His incompetent team that brought this pestilence on us, you know.”
 
   Yates kept his sweaty face an inch away from Richard’s, glaring into his eyes, coughing rattling chains and spraying his face with droplets.
 
   “I was going to take you away from here and whisk you off to safety. You’re a very valuable man,” Yates stammered between coughs. “They can use your blood to create a cure, as I’m sure you’ve been told. Your blood is special and Washington wants you badly, well, what’s left of Washington anyway.” He slid his free hand into his cargo pocket and pulled out a knife. “But, Washington doesn’t much care for me… They left me out here to die, you see. Can you believe that they didn’t even check on me when I stopped calling in my status reports on their goddamn space phone? I guess rank doesn’t equal shit now…”
 
   Yates broke off into another violent coughing spasm.
 
   Richard felt blindly for something to use to get the deranged man off of him… but his world was going dark, his airway cutoff.
 
   “Not that it matters now,” Yates continued. “I heard you on the phone in there… negotiating your way out… I was going to fly off into the sunset with you, my little bargaining chip, but my mask filter expired hours ago and now I have the bug. Why should I care if they create a cure long after I’m dead? Fuck them and fuck you.”
 
   Yates flipped open the tactical knife and brought the sharpened blade against Richard’s throat.
 
   “Well, I guess the world needs a good purging. Lord knows we’re overdue,” Yates muttered.
 
   Andy bashed a fire extinguisher against the side of Yates’ head, cracking open the man’s skull.
 
   Yates collapsed against the empty ammunition bins, his head wound gushing blood.
 
   Richard sunk against the wall with the fire extinguisher lying beside him.
 
   Andy turned and walked out through the armory’s breached rear door.
 
   “Andy, wait!” Richard cried as he ran out through the breached door and fell into the grass. He was sprawled on his back, body throbbing with pain.
 
   Most of the infected were still gathered at the front of the trailer, but a few had wandered around the back and were gathered near the breached armory exit. A soldier wearing the tattered remnants of a white-suit spotted Richard lying on the grass a few yards away and started to stagger towards him with an awkward gait.
 
   Richard quickly got on his feet and started to back-step away from the approaching soldier. He shoved both hands into his front pockets and pulled out two handfuls of vehicle keys he had snatched off of the wall in the armory.
 
   He ran towards the makeshift parking area, creating a wide buffer between him and the staggering soldier.
 
   Another solider missing his left arm and a civilian wearing an orange hunting vest spotted Richard as he ran and staggered after him.
 
   Richard ignored the growing crowd behind him and crawled over the toppled chain-link perimeter fence that surrounded the camp’s parking lot. He ran towards the nearest jeep and fumbled through the keys he had collected, dropping a number of them at his feet in the process.
 
   Nearby, more infected became aware of Richard’s presence and started to shamble their way towards the parking area, making guttural moans.
 
   Richard’s hands shook uncontrollably as he fumbled through the keys, unable to find the key that unlocked the jeep. He threw a panicked glance up towards the approaching horde as he tried multiple keys.
 
   The horde was nearing the edge of the parking lot and a few infected soldiers were already clamoring over the toppled chain-link fence.
 
   “Stop wasting time and move on to the next one!” Andy shouted from behind him.
 
   Andy’s voice startled Richard. He cursed under his breath and ran to the next jeep, dropping a few more keys as he ran.
 
   A sprinter shoved his way through the encroaching horde. His uniform was speckled with fresh blood and his mouth was matted with gore. He leapt over the shambled chain-link fence and darted across the parking lot towards Richard.
 
   Richard tried to open the second vehicle and, of course, it was locked. He began to shuffle through the keys when he happened to notice the rapidity approaching soldier’s reflection in the window.
 
   The soldier let out a shrill scream and leapt at Richard-
 
   Richard quickly barreled out of the way, dropping all of the keys to the ground in the process.
 
   The soldier crashed into the door and shattered out the window. He quickly recollected himself and turned towards Richard, unmindful of the glass shards that were now embedded in his lacerated face.
 
   Richard almost took off running, but stopped to pick up some of the sets of keys he dropped. He picked up about four sets and reached to grab a fifth set when the soldier leapt onto his back.
 
   Richard threw the soldier off of him and sent the man sprawling backwards onto the pavement.
 
   The soldier’s right shoulder made an audible pop when he struck the ground. He let out a feral cry and crawled towards Richard.
 
   Richard quickly reached for the last key ring.
 
   The soldier reached out with his good hand, snatched up the key ring, and tossed it aside. He stared up at Richard with the slightest glimmer of intelligence behind his dead gaze.
 
   Richard, stunned, stepped back holding the keys against his chest. He backed away from the soldier, not fully comprehending what he had just witnessed. 
 
   The soldier gave a feral cry and grabbed Richard’s ankle.
 
   A buck with a full rack of antlers charged into the parking lot, running towards Richard, twitching its head side-to-side violently.
 
   Richard spotted the infected animal, pulled his foot free from the soldier’s grasp, and dove out of the way just as the animal rammed against the side of the jeep, denting the driver-side door. 
 
   Richard landed hard on the pavement and the keys went scattering across the ground again.
 
   The buck’s neck was mangled. It kicked and thrashed around on the ground furiously in tight circles, beating against the infected soldier.
 
   Richard scurried away on his hands and knees and quickly got back on his feet.
 
   The shambling horde had fully surrounded the parking lot and sprinters were quickly shoving their way through the massive horde.
 
   Richard bent over and grabbed a few sets of keys, turned, and ran towards the next vehicle, a Humvee.
 
   An army nurse shambled out from behind one of the jeeps and grappled with Richard, snarling. She leaned in and snapped at his neck.
 
   Richard drove his knee into the center of her stomach, keeping hold of the keys against his chest.
 
   The nurse sprawled backwards onto the pavement.
 
   Richard turned and ran towards the Humvees. He tried the driver-side door.
 
   It was unlocked.
 
   Richard swung the door open, ecstatic, just as a group of sprinters were almost on him.
 
   Three infected soldiers with gasmasks slung around their necks were sitting in the backseat of the Humvee, moaning. They climbed over each other as they crawled into the front seat towards Richard.
 
   Richard slammed the door shut and ran towards one of the nearby armored personnel carriers, steadily dropping keys as he ran.
 
   Two sprinters had broken ahead of the horde and closed the distance quickly as their dim eyes kept focused on their prey.
 
   Richard tried the driver-door of the first APC.
 
   It was unlocked and the armored door swung open effortlessly.
 
   A soldier sat slouched over the steering wheel, suffocated by his own depleted oxygen canister and his refusal to take off his mask. A second soldier sat slouched backwards in the passenger seat, victim of a self-inflicted gunshot in the head. The pistol lay by the passenger’s feet on the floorboard.
 
   Richard pulled the driver’s corpse out of the APC and let it fall to the ground. He started to panic as he stepped over the corpse and climbed into the driver’s seat and threw the few keys he had managed to hold onto atop the center console.
 
   One of the sprinters reached the APC, grabbed Richard’s leg, and tried to pull him out.
 
                 Richard dove down and grabbed the pistol off the passenger-side floorboard. He turned and fired.
 
   The reverberating sound of the blast in the APC’s enclosed space made Richard wince in pain and drowned out his hearing with sudden tinnitus.
 
   The sprinter’s head snapped to the left as the bullet punched through his cheek and exited out the base of his skull. His grip on Richard’s leg fell limp and he collapsed backwards onto the pavement.
 
   The second sprinter approached just as Richard slammed the APC door shut and dropped the pistol onto his lap.
 
   The sprinter crashed against the armored door and collapsed backward. He rebounded and scrambled back onto his feet. He started ramming the door repeatedly with his shoulder with a fevered intensity.
 
   Richard ignored the pounding and snatched the keys off of the center console. He fumbled with them as he frantically searched for the APC’s ignition key.
 
   Panic started to set in.
 
   Did he drop it outside or was it one of the keys that he left behind in the trailer? He knew that the odds were not in his favor.
 
   His expression fell flat as he stared at the ignition switch; the key was already inside, left there by the deceased driver.
 
   Richard turned the key in the ignition switch.
 
   The diesel engine rumbled to life and a row of bright halogen spotlights mounted on the ash-covered roof of the armored vehicle threw out a harsh white light.
 
   The infected swarmed the brightly-lit APC, drawn in like moths towards the flickering flame. Within seconds, the APC was surrounded. Infected rocked the vehicle side-to-side, trying to claw their way inside.
 
   As the APC swayed, the pistol slid from Richard’s lap and landed on the floorboard between his feet.
 
   Richard threw the gears into ‘D’ and floored the accelerator.
 
    The rear-wheels spun-out and splattered the infected gathered at the back of the vehicle with mud.
 
   Richard threw the gears into ‘R’ and floored the accelerator.
 
   The rear-wheels spun-out in the opposite direction and covered the infected gathered at the sides of the vehicle in a coat of mud.
 
   “Damnit!” Richard yelled as the rear wheels sunk deeper into the soft earth, unable to gain traction. 
 
   Hundreds of infected continued to emerge from the forest and converge on the APC, moaning. Infected wildlife joined the gathering horde in greater and greater numbers.
 
   Richard remained undeterred and kept the accelerator pressed against the floorboard.
 
   “You’re doing it wrong,” Andy said from the backseat. His voice sounded cruel and broken.
 
   Outside, the horde thickened.
 
   “Help me then!” Richard shouted.
 
   “I’m trying to tell you how to do it but–”
 
   Andy’s voice changed to that of Richard’s sister, Stacy.
 
   “–you’re not listening. You never listened, big surprise!” Stacy said from the backseat.
 
   The sound of her voice cut through the center of his head like a scalpel and made him wince with pain. He reached up and clasped his hands over his ears.
 
   “Shut up! Just shut the fuck up you self-righteous bitch!” Richard screamed. “I want to talk to Andy!”
 
   Stacy tittered.
 
   “I’m sure you do. You’re crazy; you know that right?” 
 
   Images flashed behind his closed eyes. His sister, Stacy, many years ago, laughing, stood in the kitchen, yelling at him.
 
   “They never should have released you after the first time!”
 
   His sister, Stacy, lay face down in a pool of blood as he stabbed the knife into her chest repeatedly.
 
   “Mom would still be alive.”
 
   The kitchen door opened. His mother stepped back and dropped the bag of groceries she was holding. The bottle of milk shattered. She screams.
 
   “Dad would still be alive.”
 
   His father ran into the kitchen, holding the car keys in one hand and a bag of groceries in the other. The keys fell to the floor and landed in a puddle of milk.
 
   “You’re a sick freak. They would have known, if they would have paid attention that first time. I remember the first time, your first time...”
 
   A mangled cat lay dead in the backyard, beaten into an unrecognizable pulp by a rock. The general consensus was that the neighborhood kids did it, but he kept the collar in his closet as a trophy. Stacy found the collar. She was nosy. She was always so damned nosy.
 
   “Our brother would–”
 
   “Stop it!” Richard screamed.
 
   “You’re a cancer to society, isn’t that what the judge said? I wasn’t there, thanks to you, so my memory is a little foggy.”
 
   “Shut up!”
 
   “You should still be rotting in there,” Stacy said, smirking.
 
   ‘F Block’, cell 22. He had hated the guards in that block, but he liked looking at the nurses. The nurses were always nice to him.
 
   Richard pounded his fists against the side of his head, screaming, as he kicked his feet up underneath the dash repeatedly.
 
   “But, you know that, though, don’t you? You know that you belong in there! That’s why you can’t help but go back! Just look at you! How tragic!”
 
   “Stop it, you jabbering bitch!” Richard shouted.
 
   Stacy tittered, infuriating Richard.
 
   Richard screamed at the top of his lungs and bashed his head against the steering wheel. His forehead split open and blood dribbled down the bridge of his nose. He kept the accelerator pressed firmly against the floorboard and the tires spun uselessly in the mud.
 
   Richard closed his eyes tightly.
 
   “Go away!” he shouted.
 
   Stacy went silent and all that he heard were the infected gathered around the vehicle, moaning.
 
   Slowly, he opened his eyes.
 
   He felt a presence next to him and saw something in his peripheral vision.
 
   He looked over at the passenger seat, foot still mashed on the accelerator…
 
   The corpse of the soldier who committed suicide was gone.
 
   Stacy sat next to him, rotted skin hanging off of her face in clumps. Her body was ripe with gangrene and her dress was soaked with blood. Her abdomen was sliced open and her blackened innards lay in her lap.
 
   “You’re not immune! You’re going to burn for what you did to us!” she yelled, maggots falling out of her mouth.
 
   Richard immediately startled at the sight of her and jolted away from her corpse, hands still wrapped tightly around the steering wheel; the wheels of the APC jerked to the right. 
 
   The tires managed to gain some traction and the APC violently jerked as it pulled out of the mud.
 
   Richard whiplashed against the steering wheel and Stacy vanished, the dead solider took her place.
 
   The APC mowed a path through the infected swarmed around the front of the vehicle. It effortlessly plowed through the corpses and the windows were quickly covered with a thick layer of gore. It cleared the horde, shattered through the wooden fence that surrounded the Falls Lake camping area, crushed two picnic tables, and crashed to a grinding halt against a massive oak tree all within a few seconds.
 
   Branches and ash fell from the tree and a flock of startled infected blackbirds took flight.
 
   What remained of the horde staggered after the APC and followed the destructive path it created.
 
   Richard’s foot limply slid off of the accelerator and the diesel engine stopped giving growling protest. He groaned in pain, trying to fight the urge to faint. The pistol had slid off of his lap and fell onto the floorboard.
 
                 The narrow windows were coated with gore from the outside, blocking all visibility. There was no way he would be able to navigate his way onto the freeway and get to Butner.
 
                 “Damnit!” Richard screamed.
 
                  “Now what are you going to do? Just sit here?” Stacy asked from the backseat. “You always were a coward.” 
 
                 “I’ll show you what the fuck I am going to do, you bitch,” Richard said. He reached down, grabbed the pistol from the floorboard, and forcefully opened the driver-side door.
 
                 The door swung out and knocked a staggering infected man wearing fishing attire onto the ground.
 
   As soon as the fisherman fell, he snarled and tried to get back onto his feet.
 
                 Richard leapt out of the armored vehicle and pointed the barrel of the gun pointblank between the man’s eyes and pulled the trigger.
 
                 The gun seized; the round was a dud.
 
                 The fisherman lunged forward and–
 
                 Richard jabbed the barrel of the pistol deep into the fisherman’s left eye and then gouged out the man’s right eye, twisting the gun as he dug the barrel deep into the man’s skull.
 
                 The fisherman let out a shrill scream and started convulsing as he clawed blindly at Richard.
 
                 Richard let go of the pistol and shoved the fisherman backwards, sending him tumbling backwards down the ash-covered embankment towards the water’s edge.
 
   The infected horde chasing after the APC was only a few yards away. He didn’t have much time.
 
   Richard used his bare hands to scrape the gore off of the windshield. His efforts only afforded a few miserable streaks of visibility, but it would have to do given the circumstances.
 
   Richard wiped his blood-smeared hands off on the front of his pants and jumped back into the APC, slamming the door shut behind him.
 
   Richard threw the vehicle into ‘R’ and plowed a path backwards through the besieging horde as he backed-up onto the camping site’s parking lot. Once on the asphalt, he threw the transmission into ‘D’ and raced along the camping site’s access road, leaving the pursuing horde behind.
 
   The bright halogen lamps mounted on the roof penetrated deep into the scraggily forestry that surrounded both sides of the narrow dirt road. Many of the taller trees had toppled from the earlier shockwave. Infected animals scurried away from the vehicle while others uselessly charged against it, snapping their necks in the impact. 
 
   The armored vehicle smashed through a pair of chained aluminum swing gates that blocked off the dirt access road from the paved street and flattened a sign that read ‘PICNIC AREA CLOSED’.
 
   Richard coughed.
 
   “You’ll never make it to Butner and you know it,” the condescending voice of his sister echoed once again from the center of his head.
 
   “Watch me, bitch,” Richard said.
 
   He turned onto the paved road and sped towards I-85, passing countless cars that had been bulldozed over into the ditches along the sides of the road.
 
   A park ranger staggered out from in front of a disabled sedan and stopped in the middle of the road. He slowly turned towards the approaching APC, snarling, frozen in the headlights.
 
   The vehicle hardly jolted as it struck the park ranger, rolled over him, and left his mangled corpse lying in the middle of the street.
 
   “Why do you go through all of this trouble? It won’t change what you did,” Stacy said.
 
    “Because I owe it to him, damnit,” Richard answered.
 
   He drove past a green sign on the side of the road: I-85 – 3 MI
 
   “He’s dead, now. He’s beyond your help. You know this…” Stacy said, her voice seemingly coming from in front of him.
 
   Her voice infuriated him.
 
   “No, Stacy, my brother is a fighter… unlike you. I made sure that you couldn’t run that fucking mouth of yours anymore, though,” Richard said. “I killed you.”
 
   “I’m not the only one you killed. I still know what I saw. I’ll tell everybody,” Stacy tittered.
 
   “You won’t say anything to anybody. I killed you. I killed you...”
 
   The vehicle passed a generator-powered roadside sign. Its lighted digital message of promised safe locations was obscured by a large piece of plywood. A painted message sprawled across the plywood read:
 
   FEMA CENTERS ARE OVERRUN! THE BIG CITIES ARE DEAD!
 
   NO HELP COMING! THERE IS NO VACCINE!
 
   

 
   

33
 
    
 
   The APC veered onto the on-ramp of northbound I-85. The ramp was clogged with charred skeletons and burnt vehicular husks that had melted into the asphalt courtesy of the military’s earlier interstate bombardment campaigns. The vehicle maneuvered around the remnants of an overturned bus and turned onto the interstate.
 
   The military’s I-85 blockade a few miles away, just outside the Durham County border, kept the northbound lanes leading north from Raleigh and Durham mostly clear but had southbound traffic snared up for miles. By the time the blockade had been overran and the panicked drivers caught in the traffic jam noticed the first napalm bombs dropping, it was too late for them to escape. Their vehicles ended up becoming their tombs. The remnants of the vehicles in the southbound lands had melted down and coagulated together amongst countless blackened human skeletal remains.
 
   On the other hand, the northbound lanes only had a few scattered vehicles caught in the bombardment; a tall concrete median divided the freeway and kept the chaos that plagued the southbound lanes from spilling over into the northbound lanes.
 
   The trees along both sides of the freeway were charred black and everything in sight was covered in ash that continued to flutter down from the polluted sky.
 
   Richard kept his eyes fixated straight ahead and tried to read the burnt freeway signs as they swayed with the stale breeze. The low fuel indicator light illuminated on the dash display, but he didn’t pay it any mind; he was determined to reach his destination.
 
   He drove across the long bridged section of I-85 that crossed over Falls Lake.
 
   The lake was thick with bloated floating corpses and capsized fishing boats. Part of the southbound section of I-85 had crumbled away into the lake and left a multitude of vehicles ebbing in the water.
 
   He swerved around a burnt RV and pushed a wrecked highway patrol cruiser off the bridge and sent it plunging into the water.
 
   “Why the rush?” Stacy asked, sitting in the backseat, picking at her rotted flesh. “You already know that he’s dead.”
 
   “He can’t be,” Richard muttered, annoyed.
 
   He finished crossing over the dilapidated bridge and picked up speed. 
 
                 “You honestly believe that, don’t you? You honestly think that he is there?” Stacy asked, amused. 
 
                 “I know he is,” Richard said. “He is waiting for me.”
 
   He drove for miles across the desolate landscape, not noticing as the sunset behind the impenetrable ash-ladened cloudscape.
 
                 The charcoaled scenery of the burnt forest along the interstate gave way to desolate farmhouses, empty fields, and darkened billboards advertising fast-food restaurants as the vehicle escaped the interstate’s napalm strike radius.
 
                 Infected started to meander onto the freeway in scattered droves as the vehicle passed. They shuffled aimlessly onto the pavement in-between stalled cars in hapless pursuit.
 
                 Richard ignored the wandering hordes and kept his eyes focused on the interstate signs. His stomach was cramping and he felt noxious. He felt like the infection was finally starting to take hold of him.
 
                 Finally, he saw the sign he had been waiting for:
 
   BUTNER – NEXT 2 EXITS
 
                 He turned off on the first Butner exit ramp, vehicle running on fumes, and left the interstate behind.
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                 Downtown Butner was situated along a two-way street. The street was desolate and there was not a car in sight. Boarded-up storefronts and empty parking lots lined the street on both sides. The streetlights and the town’s one stoplight were dark. The entire town was powerless. Flames lapped out of the Dollar General in the heart of town, illuminating the surreal scene in an ominous orange flicker. Near the edge of downtown, a darkened BP sign displayed gas prices at ‘NO’ a gallon for unleaded and ‘GAS’ for diesel. A thin layer of ash covered everything. 
 
   There was not a single person in sight, infected or otherwise.
 
                 Past downtown, there was nothing except dark farmhouses, acres of forest, and the state and federal prison facilities that paved Butner’s roads and put pennies into the town’s coffers.
 
                 Aside from fallout, the distant nuclear blasts left Butner untouched for the most part. ‘PT-12’, however, was not as forgiving.
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   Butner, North Carolina
 
    
 
   48 hours earlier…
 
    
 
                 “May I have your attention, please,” the crackled voice repeated through the speakers mounted on top of the army truck for the hundredth time. “This area has been exposed to a toxic biological agent. All residents are ordered to report to the Granville County High School immediately for inoculation. Please, remain calm. There is ample supply of vaccine. If you are sick, we can help you. Report to the Granville County High School immediately. If left untreated, the biological agent is deadly. If you are already ill, disabled, or otherwise unable to drive, we will be checking house-to-house and will provide you with safe transportation. Inoculation is mandatory. Attention, attention, attention. This area has been exposed to a–”
 
                 The National Guard truck continued east along Butner’s main artery past a trickling procession of slow-moving cars headed towards the high school. Helicopters hovered overhead, observing the cavalcade below. Army flatbeds drove house-to-house along the town’s side-streets and loaded-up wheelchair-bound residents and elderly retirees.
 
   Guardsmen wearing respirators and toting assault rifles stood watch at sentry positions along the curb while hordes of people, many coughing, headed towards the high school’s gymnasium in a mass exodus in the early morning sun.
 
   Near the edge of town, at the North Carolina state prison, the inmates were getting restless inside their cells. Overnight, the guards had abandoned their posts and the dayshift guards never showed up for work. The inmates screamed and banged against their cell doors, desperate to get out. Their FM radios picked up nothing but static. Ironically, it was the inmate’s isolation from the outside world that kept them protected from the horrors of ‘PT-12’… initially.
 
   A few inmates in the segregation unit, oblivious to the events outside, resorted to lighting their mattresses on fire inside their cells. They thought that the guards were purposefully refusing to serve them their morning meal. Within the hour, all one-hundred and forty-two of the inmates inside the state prison’s segregation unit succumbed to smoke inhalation.
 
   A general population inmate inside one of the housing units managed to bash his cell door off of its hinges. He stumbled out of his cell wielding a prison-made knife, or ‘shank’, in each bloodied hand, ready to fight. He was surprised to see that the cellblock’s control station was empty and the door was open. He ran inside the control station and stared at the control panel. Smirking, he pressed the door controls. All of the cell doors made an audible click and slid open.
 
   Granville County High School’s parking lot was filled with flatbeds, Butner police cars, and even a few tanks. Civilians parked their personal vehicles in an adjacent grass field and were led single file into the school’s detached gymnasium by soldiers wearing gasmasks.
 
   The entire gymnasium was covered under a clear plastic dome with large machines pumping air into it, keeping it inflated. A steady procession of civilians marched through the open slit near the gymnasium’s entrance, flanked by armed CDC white-suits.
 
   Inside the gymnasium, people were amassed in a massive line that wrapped around the gym. At the front of the line, men in CDC white-suits injected person after person with the newer version of the antivirus serum they had kept in storage.
 
   The gym was decorated with balloons, orange lights, and a large disco ball. At the front of the gym, a banner read ‘Welcome to the 20th Annual GCHS Harvest Dance!’ The gymnasium had a DJ booth sat up in the corner. The white-suits had CDs, previously reserved for the school’s dance, playing in a continuous loop on low volume in an attempt to keep the restless crowd pacified.
 
   “Attention, please,” one of the CDC officials announced over the loudspeaker, “after you receive your inoculation, please go to the left side of the gymnasium and have a seat in the bleachers. We have to keep you under observation for thirty minutes. We promise that we will have you out of here as quickly as possible.”
 
   A handful of townspeople muttered and shuffled over to the left side and climbed up into the bleachers as instructed while pop music played overhead.
 
                 Behind the gymnasium, soldiers wearing white-suits unloaded red gas canisters labeled ‘Hydrogen Cyanide’ off of a flatbed parked next to one of the machines pumping air into the plastic dome. The military had their failsafe, should the antivirus fail.
 
                 “How much more time do you guys need inside?” one of the white-suits asked over the radio inside his suit. He sat down the red container down and groaned; the canisters of gas were heavy.
 
                 “About ten minutes. Then we’ll have mostly everybody inside and will be able to see if the symptomatic ones display any sort of improvement and monitor for allergic reactions,” a voice crackled back over the radio.
 
                 “What about Butner’s public safety department?”
 
                 “We’ve started inoculating the local police and fire crews. We even–”
 
                 Deafening screams rose out from inside the gymnasium, startling the soldiers standing outside. Automatic gunfire quickly followed.
 
                 “SEAL IT! Seal it and PUMP IT! Do it NOW! It changed them into– into– PUMP THE–”
 
                 The voice on the other end was cut-off abruptly.
 
                 A few miles away, six military jeeps, loaded with armed white-suits, pulled into the parking lot of the maximum security federal penitentiary, USP Butner. It was situated a few miles away from the abandoned state facility. The penitentiary was a massive two-story cement building surrounded by double razorwire-topped fencing and eight guard towers. The guard tower windows were pitch-black and the outside patrol vehicles that drove around the perimeter fence were gone. Every prison window of the facility was dark and the parking lot was mostly vacant. Similar to the state prison, most of the staff at the penitentiary abandoned their posts during the night.
 
                 The six jeeps slowed to a halt and the armed white-suits disembarked towards the prison.
 
   The prisons would not be evacuated. The government had other contingencies in mind.
 
                 In downtown Butner, a white van adorned with the CDC logo sped down Butner’s main artery, headed east out of town towards I-85.
 
                 “I knew this second batch was rushed from the start,” the CDC white-suit muttered to the passenger. “Fighting the virus with another virus? Didn’t the Wilmington tests teach them anything? Atlanta is getting desperate to contain this thing.”
 
                 “Yeah, but, still… the lab tests were good. It just doesn’t make sense. Either the anti-serum mutated, which is unlikely, or ‘PT-12’ mutated again into a new virulent form that adversely reacted to the–”
 
                 A Butner police car pulled out from behind a vacant house with its blue lights flashing and siren wailing. It came to a stop in front of the white van.
 
                 The van’s driver slammed on the brakes, sending the steel crates piled up in the back sliding forward.
 
                 The van’s tires squealed as the vehicle skidded to a stop only a few feet away from the police car. The two CDC white-suits inside the van struggled to calm their pounding hearts.
 
                 Two men, one hispanic and one black, wearing orange jumpsuits exited the police car, each armed with a Remington shotgun. The orange jumpsuits read ‘NC D.O.C.’
 
                 Before either of the white-suits could react, the inmates raised their shotguns and opened fire on the CDC white-suit in the passenger seat.
 
                 The buckshot shattered the windshield and peppered the white-suit, shattering through his clear plastic visor. He convulsed and collapsed against the dashboard.
 
                 The inmates turned their guns towards the driver.
 
                 “Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!” the driver begged as he raised his hands.
 
                 “Get out of the fucking van!” the black inmate shouted as he racked another shell into the chamber.
 
                 The driver opened the door and staggered out of the van in his bulky white-suit, shaking.              
 
                 The second inmate, a heavy-set Mexican national, spun the white-suit around and shoved the barrel of his shotgun against the man’s plastic visor.
 
                 “Please! Don’t kill me! I can help you!” the white-suit begged.
 
                 “Shut up with that bitch shit and tell us what is going on before I aerate your face.”
 
                 “V-vi-viral outbreak! It’s a new strain, airborne, and very contagious! We’re here to help you!”
 
                 The two inmates glanced at each other. It was the same story that the two soldiers told them right before they executed them.
 
                 “I can help you!” the white-suit stuttered again. “I-I can get you out of here safely! Everyone is leaving! The military is pulling out of Butner, we’re done here. I-I-I can take you with us! I can hide you in the back! B-both of you can fit! I won’t tell anyone! I promise!”
 
                 The Hispanic inmate pressed the shotgun barrel the white-suit’s visor, bending.
 
                 The black inmate stared at the CDC logo on the van, coughing.
 
                 “What’s in the back?” the black inmate asked, staring at the van’s rear doors. “Is someone back there?” He raised his shotgun towards the rear doors.
 
   “N-nobody is back there! It’s just stockpile of a cultured counter-viral vaccine, but we just tried this batch and…”
 
                 “A vaccine? Guess we have what we need.”
 
                 The hispanic inmate immediately opened fire.
 
                 The white-suit collapsed to the ground in a pool of blood, twitching.
 
                 He racked another shell in his shotgun and walked over to the back of the van, joining his companion.
 
                 The inmates opened the rear doors of the van together and brought out one of the large insulated steel crates labeled ‘TST BATCH 002 – BUT’.
 
                 “Well, let’s get this shit back to the DC boys. We’ll divvy it up with your crew and make things right. After this, the virus shit can’t touch us and this whole fucking town is ours,” the black inmate, a gang lieutenant, said. He erupted into a coughing spasm.
 
                 The hispanic inmate, a lieutenant of a rival gang, nodded and grinned. He quickly raised his shotgun and opened fire on the DC lieutenant.
 
                 The buckshot sent the black inmate into the ditch where he lay motionless.
 
                 The hispanic inmate sneezed.
 
                 “Sorry, homes, nothing personal, but my crew will be the only crew running this shithole town. Your boys are out of luck.” He put the shotgun down, opened the metallic crate, brought out one of the individually wrapped sterilized syringes, tore it open with his teeth, and injected himself. 
 
                 Back at the high school, poisoned air churned steadily out through the gymnasium’s ventilation shafts, rustling the ‘Welcome to the 20th Annual GCHS Harvest Dance!’ banner. The gym was eerily silent.
 
   The disco ball slowly swayed in the middle of the gymnasium and caught the sunlight coming in through the skylights. The ball threw reflected circles of light across the thousands of corpses that lay strewn across the gymnasium floor and slumped in wheelchairs.
 
   In the corner of the gymnasium, slow-moving reanimated corpses were amassed on top of each other, devouring the dead…
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                 The APC crushed a blue wooden police barricade as it neared the edge of downtown Butner. 
 
   The engine was sputtering.
 
                 It rolled across the railroad tracks and passed the National Guard Armory. The front doors of the armory were wide-open and the military vehicle storage lots had been emptied. Richard contemplated stopping and searching for any weapons that the soldiers left behind, but he thought that he saw something moving inside the armory’s darkened windows.
 
   He decided to keep moving.
 
                 He drove past a BP station on his right. The station was deserted and looted. All of its windows and glass doors were shattered.
 
                 The engine continued to sputter as it passed a Subway restaurant and a row of shuttered shops. Just a block ahead, a Dollar General store burnt wildly out of control and threw flames high into the nighttime sky.
 
                 Lightning arced through the sky and ash continued to flutter down.
 
                 The engine coughed on its last drop of fuel before finally dying.
 
   The heavily armored vehicle slowly coasted to a stop in the middle of the street and its lights greatly dimmed.
 
                 “Damnit,” Richard muttered. He cranked the key in the ignition, causing the lights to briefly flicker brighter but otherwise no avail.
 
                 “You need gas,” Andy said from the passenger seat, arms folded across his chest.
 
                 “You think I don’t know that?” Richard sighed and peered out the window for infected. He couldn’t see through the falling ash and the darkness that consumed the town.
 
                 Richard opened the driver-side door and stepped out onto the street. It was eerily quiet; even the sound of crickets and cicadas had ebbed. All he heard was the crackling flames of the Dollar General.
 
                 His stomach suddenly twisted in an excoriating cramp as lightning arced across the sky.
 
                 Richard collapsed onto his hands and knees. Once his hunger pains subsided and his head stopped spinning, he stood and staggered towards the sidewalk.
 
                 “You’re weak,” Andy said, walking besides him.
 
                 “I know,” Richard muttered as he stumbled onto the sidewalk in front of the plywood-covered Subway restaurant. He stared at the covered front door and begun walking towards the building, keeping a wary eye out for infected. “I need to eat something… I feel like I am going to pass out, Andy…”
 
                 “Come over here and have something to eat with me then,” a man wearing a blood-stained sweater and dirtied khakis said from in front of the Subway. His chest had been stabbed multiple times and his forehead had a deep gash in the middle of it, giving him a grotesque third-eye. The man smiled warmly at Richard.
 
                 Richard narrowed his eyes, staring at the familiar face.
 
                 It was impossible.
 
                 “Dad…?” Richard said, stepping towards the Subway.
 
                 “The power is out! Any food in that restaurant will be spoiled by now!” Andy shouted into his face. “He’s just trying to slow you down and trick you!”
 
                 The man in front of the Subway frowned and vanished.
 
                 Richard clinched his aching stomach. His throat was parched and his tongue felt swollen. 
 
                 “Besides, you need to find a way to get us some fuel. You’re so close to the prison and so close to breaking me out!” Andy pleaded, exasperated.
 
                 Richard looked over at the BP station. Lightning arced across the sky and the heavens opened up. Heavy rain started to fall and rinse away the irradiated ash. He was soaked within seconds. Puddles quickly formed on the asphalt.
 
                 “Don’t fuck this up and stop being selfish! Did it ever occur to you that I’m hungry too?” Andy asked, glaring at him.
 
                 Richard cupped his hands together and collected rainwater in his palms. He greedily gulped down the water and collected a few more handfuls.
 
                 “I bet it’s cool and refreshing, isn’t it? You’re a selfish bastard. I’ve been drinking toilet water in my cell. I’m wasting away inside here,” Andy reminded him, looking up at Richard from the puddle’s reflection.
 
                 Richard shuffled towards the BP station, sloshing through the puddle, dissolving Andy’s visage. Cold rain continued to pelt against his back and stifled the fire at the Family Dollar.
 
                 Lightning arcs flashed across the heavens and lit the town in white strobe.
 
                 In the white flash, he caught something in his peripheral vision. It looked like someone was standing on the other side of the street.
 
                 Richard spun towards the person, but the lightning had subsided and the town was shrouded in darkness once again.
 
                 He turned his attention back towards the BP station and shuffled onto the parking lot, limping past an abandoned Butner police car parked underneath the BP canopy next to one of the pumps.
 
   Richard leaned against one of the fuel pumps and reached for the black nozzle. 
 
   “Diesel, Richie. That armored vehicle takes diesel,” Andy said, his voice seemingly coming from two directions at once, disorienting Richard.
 
                 He reached towards the green fuel nozzle, the diesel one.
 
                 “You’ll need something to carry it in, idiot. Not that matters anyway. The power is out so the pumps are worthless. You’ll need to figure out something else,” Andy said, voice coming from the center of Richard’s skull.
 
   Richard winced and massaged his temples. He heard his sister snickering at his frustration. Her laughter got lost in a legion of voices.
 
   “Shut up!” Richard hissed, swatting at the air. He stumbled backwards and caught himself on the pump.
 
                 “Focus, goddamnit!” Andy shouted, rising above the other voices in Richard’s head.
 
                 Richard closed his eyes and steadied his breathing. Once the voices and laughter subsided, he opened his eyes and stared at the Butner police car.
 
                 Richard pushed himself off of the fuel tank and looked inside the police car. The keys weren’t in the ignition. He opened the passenger door and searched the glove compartment, both visors, and looked in the center console.
 
   He found nothing.
 
   Distressed, he got out of the car and kicked the fender.
 
                 Andy’s visage stood next to him and pointed down at the pavement.
 
                 “Maybe he still has them,” Andy said.
 
                 A trickle of dried blood led from the police car through the BP station’s shattered glass doors.
 
   Richard staggered along the trail and entered the station.
 
                 The shelves were ransacked. The only light inside the station came from battery powered emergency lights in the corners of the store. Candy and trinkets littered the linoleum floor. The cigarette and the lottery ticket displays had been emptied out and the cash registers were missing.
 
                 Glass shards crackled underneath his feet and a putrid smell overwhelmed him. He gagged, repressed vomiting, and covered his nose and mouth with his sleeve.
 
                 He glanced ahead and saw the spilt candy bars lying in the middle of one of the ransacked aisles. Entranced, he immediately forgot about the smell and let his ravenous hunger consume him.
 
                 Richard ran forward into the aisle and collapsed to his knees. He tore open packs of half-melted candy bars, consuming each of bar in two or three bites. Chocolate smeared his lips and stained his fingertips.
 
                 “Now is not the time, selfish bastard!” Andy yelled, standing in front of him.
 
                 For once, he ignored Andy. He snatched up a bag of trail mix and tore it open with his teeth, downing the bag in a matter of seconds.
 
                 “RICHARD!” Andy’s voice billowed from all around him and items went flinging off of the shelf into the center of the aisle.
 
                 Richard startled and almost choked, spewing a mouthful of raisins and peanuts onto the floor.
 
                 “Find the cop’s fucking keys! Now!” Andy ordered, voice rumbling.
 
                 Richard shoved a few melted Hersey bars and crumbled protein bars into his pockets and got back on his feet. He walked back down the aisle towards the entrance, stopping along the way to grab a two-liter bottle of Pepsi. He twisted the cap off with his teeth and chugged half of the bottle down by the time he reached the trail of blood by the shattered entrance doors.
 
                 He took another swig of Pepsi and followed the trail deeper into the station. He looked ahead and froze.
 
                 At the back of the store, in front of the bathroom, the corpse of a police officer wearing a gasmask lay sprawled out on the floor in a pool of dried blood underneath a flickering emergency light. His lower extremities were hidden behind a tall stack of beer cases, leaving only his upper torso visible. His arms were splayed over his head and a Remington riot shotgun lay near him amongst a number of scattered spent casings.
 
                 Richard turned abruptly back towards the entrance doors.
 
                 Andy was standing there, blocking his path.
 
                 “And run where, pussy? Where is there left to go?” Andy asked.
 
                 Richard froze, heart thumping.
 
                 “You need those keys unless you want to walk to the prison,” Andy said, smirking.
 
                 Slowly, Richard turned back around towards the corpse…
 
                 “Besides, he’s not even moving. Be a man and go get his cruiser keys,” Andy said, gently shoving Richard forward.
 
                 Richard stumbled forward and then, begrudgingly, crept towards the dead man. The coppery stench of blood mingled with the stench of decay and made the air thick and noxious. He held his breath and dropped the Pepsi.
 
                 The sound of horseflies was almost deafening.
 
                 Richard reached the corpse and prodded the corpse with his foot.
 
                 The corpse didn’t move.
 
                 Just to make sure, Richard prodded it again, harder, and then stepped on the corpse’s hand, grinding his heel into the man’s palm.
 
                 The corpse didn’t react.
 
                 Feeling some confidence, Richard stepped over the corpse, shooing the flies away. When he looked up, he gasped in terror and stumbled backwards against the wall.
 
                 Another police officer, a female, was hunched over the officer’s eviscerated lower abdomen.
 
                 She pulled out handfuls of the officer’s innards and shoveled them into her gullet. She looked up at Richard and stood, chewing on a piece of fat as she staggered towards him. She reached a shaky hand out towards him…
 
                 Richard reached down and grabbed the Remington shotgun off of the floor, quickly leveled it at the woman’s chest, and fired.
 
                 The woman’s chested erupted out through her back as she was flung backwards onto the ground, sliding back against an emptied beer cooler.
 
                 Richard chambered another round and watched in horror as the woman struggled back onto her feet. He quickly crouched down and rummaged through the eviscerated officer’s front pockets, but didn’t find the keys. The male office wasn’t carrying them.
 
                 The female officer staggered towards him with a gaping hole in her chest.
 
                 Richard stood and leveled the shotgun between her eyes and fired.
 
                 The blast took off the top portion of her skull and sprayed the beer cooler behind her with hair and bits of brain matter. She stumbled forward a few more steps and collapsed face-forward.
 
                 Richard chambered another round and cautiously stepped towards the woman.
 
                 She remained motionless.
 
                 Richard kneeled down and rummaged through her pockets. He slid his hand down into her left pocket and pulled out a set of car keys.
 
                 He heard something moving behind him and froze.
 
                 The male officer was clawing his way across the blood-smeared tile floor towards Richard, snarling, with his innards trailing behind him.
 
                 Rather than wasting another shell, Richard backed away towards the beer cooler, turned, and ran down another aisle, terrified, sprinting as fast as he could.
 
                 He bolted outside and collapsed against one of the fuel pumps, breathing franticly, trying to compose himself. He squeezed the keys tightly in his hand, reassuring himself.
 
                 “You don’t have time to rest! They’re almost inside my cell!” Andy shouted.
 
                 Richard jolted at the sound of his voice and ran towards the Butner police cruiser. He froze as lightning arched across the sky and illuminated the dark horizon.
 
                 Hundreds of corpses wearing tattered orange jumpsuits were lurching towards the gas station, emerging out from the seemingly vacant shops and alleyways. 
 
                 The lightning subsided and the town was bathed in darkness once more, but the sounds of shuffling feet and low moaning filled the stale air.
 
                 Richard dove into the cruiser, slammed the door shut, and shoved the key into the ignition with a shaky hand.
 
   The engine turned over effortlessly.
 
                 The headlights and the blue rooftop police strobes powered on immediately and bathed the area in light. The siren blared loudly, attracting even more unwanted attention.
 
                 The headlamp’s glare reflected off an enclosing horde of corpses shuffling towards the front of the cruiser. They moved with a slow but determined gait, arms stretched out in front of them.
 
                 Richard fumbled with the dash toggle switches and powered off the siren and the flashing blue lights.
 
                 “Richie! They’re in here! Those creatures! They’re inside my–”
 
                 Andy’s voice came through the car speakers before abruptly cutting off.
 
                 “Andy? Andy!?” Richard shouted as he threw the transmission into ‘D’.
 
                 Andy didn’t respond and Richard started to panic.
 
                 “I’m coming,” Richard yelled, pressing down on the accelerator, “I’m on my way, just hang on a little bit longer!”
 
                 The car jolted forward, jumped the curb and spun-out onto the street.
 
   The ravenous horde continued towards the rapidly approaching police cruiser unabated in their determination.
 
                 Richard didn’t take his foot off of the accelerator.
 
                 The cruiser sent the first few corpses hurdling over the top of it in twisted and contorted positions and plowed its way through the grotesque crowd of cadavers that cluttered the street.
 
                  A series of fine cracks spread across the windshield as bodies pelted against it and coated it with a thick impenetrable layer of gore.
 
                 Richard struggled to peer through the crackled grass which proved to be an impossible task as body after body struck against the racing cruiser and splashed the glass with blood. Within seconds every window in the car was covered from the onslaught as the vehicle jostled its way forward, crushing corpses.
 
                 Richard didn’t let up; he knew that Andy was in trouble.
 
                 The car finally cleared the undead horde and gained speed as its blood-slickened tires caught traction on the asphalt.
 
                 Richard drew his fist back and struck the crackled windshield, blindly speeding forward.
 
                 The shattered windshield crumbled away and sent a shower of glass bits pelting into the car, striking Richard’s face.
 
                 Richard quickly shut his eyes and flinched. He reached a hand up, quickly brushed the pebbles of glass off his face, and opened his eyes.
 
                 He slammed on the brakes, but it was too late.
 
                  The speeding cruiser, tries squealing, jumped the curb and crashed against a brick sign that read ‘Town of Butner Department of Public Safety’.
 
                 The wrecked car’s engine clunked a few times and then fell silent as it smoldered, dead.
 
                 Richard lay slouched over the steering wheel, on top of the deflated airbag, barely maintaining consciousness.
 
                 A few blocks behind him, the massive horde lurched down the street towards him.
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                 As Richard teetered on the brink of consciousness, the sound of an approaching helicopter roused him back to his senses.
 
                 He had crashed in front of Butner’s public safety headquarters. The small town had a conglomerated fire, EMS, and police department that operated out of the one building. 
 
                 The two-story building’s main door was chained shut and the windows were covered by plywood. The adjoining vehicle garage had all three of its doors rolled open and all of the vehicles were gone with the exception of one fire truck that had three flat tires and a shattered windshield. The truck’s doors were open.
 
                 He heard he infected approaching.
 
                 He forced himself to move, despite the pain shooting though his body. He shoved himself off of the steering wheel, knocked the deflated airbag aside, and pulled on the door handle.
 
                 The door wouldn’t open.
 
                 He turned in his seat and started to kick both feet against the door, striking it as hard as he could.
 
                 The door made a metallic groan and finally flung open, striking the mangled front-end.
 
                 The military helicopter hovered low over the street, drawing closer towards the wrecked cruiser.
 
                 Richard stumbled out of the car and stared down the street at the approaching craft.
 
                 The helicopter shined its searchlight down into the sea of corpses that were shuffling in the street. The infected seemed to have momentarily forgotten about Richard and were intensely focused on the hovering craft. They clamored together and held their emaciated arms up towards the searchlight, reaching for it, staring at it like captivated animals.
 
                  Richard took an uneasy step backwards, not sure what to do…
 
   Without Andy’s guidance, he felt lost.
 
                 The helicopter abruptly centered the searchlight on Richard, blinding him.
 
                 He threw his arms over his eyes, squinting.
 
                 The helicopter veered towards him and someone announced something over the craft’s loudspeaker, but it came out garbled and distorted.
 
                 The infected horde stared out at Richard and started shuffling towards him once again, biting, swiping, and tussling with each other as they slowly advanced.
 
                 Richard ran.
 
                 He turned towards the public safety building and sprinted into the open garage.
 
                 The garage was dingy, dark, and barren. All of the firemen’s supply lockers had been raided and picked clean and most of the other emergency equipment was long gone. The equipment on the fire truck surprisingly remained intact, with the exception of the hook ladder.
 
                 Richard ran into the garage and hid behind the fire truck, gasping for breath.
 
   The helicopter swooped past the building and then banked back towards it, searchlight scanning.
 
   Richard knew that it would draw a lot of unwanted attention.
 
                 He had to act fast.
 
                 He searched the garage and spotted the buttons that operated the metallic roll-up garage doors. He hurried towards the buttons and mashed them frantically.
 
                 No power; no response.
 
                 He slammed a fist through the drywall, and then searched the garage once again.
 
                 Near the corner of the garage, he spotted a wooden door next to the restrooms that led into the main building.
 
                 Richard ran towards the door, throwing a panicked glance behind him as he moved.
 
                 The corpses wearing orange jumpsuits had shuffled their way onto the parking lot and were lurching towards the garage. The helicopter hovered outside, pointing the searchlight into the garage, creating tall grotesque silhouettes of the encroaching infected along the cement floor and against the rear wall of the garage. 
 
                 There was a frantic pounding coming from the opposite side of the door.
 
                 Richard froze. He heard the rabid snarling and scratching and he knew that it was not the slow variants of the ‘vaccinated’ undead waiting for him on the other side of the door.
 
                 He needed a weapon.
 
                 He quickly turned and ran to the disabled fire truck. He grabbed one of the red fire axes off of the side of the truck and hurried back towards the wooden door.
 
                 The first shambling corpse entered the garage behind Richard, stumbling quickly towards him. The male inmate’s left arm had been gnawed down to the bone and his jumpsuit was covered with gore. Behind it, an undead hungry army followed.
 
                 Richard came to a stop at the door and, while holding the axe above his head with one hand, turned the knob.
 
                 The wooden door flung open and a fireman rushed out of the room, lunging towards him.
 
                 Richard brought the axe’s blade down into the center of the fireman’s forehead, screaming.
 
                 The blade sunk deep into the man’s skull, making a sickening noise.
 
   The fireman collapsed as Richard dislodged the blade out of the man’s skull.
 
   The fireman twitched violently on the ground as blood pooled around his head.
 
                 The shambling inmate immediately dropped down to his knees and started devouring the fireman’s twitching corpse. A swarm of others huddled down around him and tore into the fresh corpse with their bare hands, pulling out his innards and shoveling them into their mouth.
 
                 Richard ran through the doorway and slammed the door shut behind him, locking it. He backed away from the door as a multitude of fist slowly pounded away against it. He heard the helicopter hovering outside. He turned and entered the room, gripping the axe tightly, prepared.
 
                 The main room was sparsely lit by orange battery-powered lanterns scattered on the desks and toppled on the floor. Most of the lanterns were already dead and the rest were barely operating on near-depleted batteries. Most of the desks had been toppled and papers littered the floor. The windows were all haphazardly covered by plywood and the helicopter’s searchlight shone brightly between the cracks in the plywood, throwing narrow strobes of light across the ransacked room.
 
   The adjoining rooms were all barricaded by toppled metal filing cabinets and frantic pounding and snarling echoed out of each one.
 
   A single dark stairwell with its door broken off of its hinges stood forebodingly at the far end of the room.
 
                 Richard stared uneasily at the stairwell. He picked up one of the working, but flickering, lanterns with one hand while gripping the axe with the other and slowly walked towards the stairwell. As he passed each barricaded room, the pounding coming from the other side intensified as the infected sensed nearby prey. 
 
                 Behind him, he heard wood splinter.
 
                 He spun around, axe ready.
 
                 A multitude of mangled hands with broken wrists and dislocated joints punched through the wooden garage door and reached inside, trying to squeeze through. One of the inmates stuck his head through the opening and stared at Richard with vacant expression, unconcerned about the deep gash a large wood slither had sliced into his throat as he tried to shove himself through the door.
 
                 The cadavers started to pry the flimsy plywood off of the windows and crawl their way inside while the garage door finally gave and the horde shuffled into the room, lurching towards Richard.
 
                 Richard ran towards the stairwell, breathing frantically.
 
                 A man in a dirtied police uniform sprinted out of the stairwell towards Richard, snarling like a rabid animal.
 
                 Richard swung the axe’s blunt blade at the officer, striking him in the shoulder.
 
                 The officer tumbled to the ground and quickly tried to get back up.
 
                 Richard kicked the officer back down and ran into the stairwell, glancing behind him.
 
                 The corpses swarmed the infected officer and piled on top of each other as they greedily ravished him, ripping him to shreds. Others followed Richard, shuffling after him into the stairwell.
 
                 Richard bolted up the staircase, maneuvering around the multiple bullet-ravished corpses that lay on the steps, bodies thick with flies and maggots. At the top of the stairs he glanced down and saw that the horde had slowed in their pursuit as they took time to devour the motionless corpses scattered on the steps. He turned and entered the door at the top of the staircase, axe and lantern in hand.
 
                 The second floor was a maze of cubicles. The cubical walls were peppered by bullet holes and splattered with blood. Many of the walls had been toppled over and revealed ransacked desks and broken dispatcher equipment. A multitude of barricaded office doors lined the back of the room. Corpses lay sprawled all across the floor, most wearing police uniforms.
 
                 Richard heard the helicopter still hovering outside and squinted as the craft’s searchlight shone in-between the cracks of one of the plywood-covered windows.
 
                 A police dispatcher emerged from behind a cubical next to Richard, snarling with his lower lip gnawed off.
 
                 Richard startled and swung the axe at the man.
 
                 The man grabbed the axe’s handle mid-swing and prevented the blade from striking a deadly blow.
 
                 Richard panicked and bashed the lantern against the man’s head, shattering the plastic lantern into pieces.
 
                 The dispatcher let go of the axe and recoiled, snarling rabidly as he stumbled backwards, head gashed open.
 
                 Richard used the opportunity and took off running towards one of the adjacent empty offices, leaping over toppled desks and askew cubical walls. Corpses started to clamor up onto their feet all around him, snarling, twitching.
 
                 The dispatcher ran after Richard, screaming.
 
                 Other infected started to rise off of the floor and rush towards Richard from all sides, converging on him, leaping over the debris that littered the area. 
 
                 Richard reached the empty office labeled ‘Deputy Chief of Operations’ with a multitude of infected at his heals. Panicking, he ran inside and locked the door shut behind him
 
                 The office was dark and it’s only window was covered by a flimsy piece of plywood from the inside. The massive desk lay overturned in the center of the room and office clutter was scattered all across the floor.
 
                 The infected pounded against the door with rabid intensity.
 
                 Richard ran to the overturned desk and shoved it up against the door. He stepped away, trying to figure out his next move.
 
                 Infected struck against the door relentlessly.
 
                 His sister started snickering.
 
                 “There is no escape for you. You’re going to be joining your brother soon!” Stacy’s voice echoed from above.
 
                 “Shut up!” Richard shouted, clinching the axe tightly with both hands. Images started to flash in his mind–
 
   His sister, Stacy, was lying in the kitchen in a pool of blood as he stabbed the knife into her chest repeatedly.
 
   The kitchen door opened as his parents returned from the store.
 
   His mother entered the room and stepped back, pale, afraid. She dropped the bag of groceries she was holding and screamed.
 
                 His father ran into the kitchen, pushed past the terrified mother, holding the Buick keys in one hand and a bag of groceries in the other.
 
   He dropped the keys to the floor.
 
                 –Richard screamed and tried to shake the images out of his mind, clinching his eyes shut and with his hands wrapped tightly around the axe. His screams drowned out the pounding infected–
 
                 It was dead and its blood covered his hands.
 
                 Stacy saw everything. She was supposed to be over with friends, but she came home early. She saw him kill it. He had to kill her because she saw too much.
 
                 It was because of a cat.
 
   She saw him kill another annoying fucking stray cat.
 
                 –Richard opened his eyes and he saw Stacy standing in front of the shattered plywood-covered window inside the office, staring at him, smirking.
 
                 “You can believe that it you want. We both know what you killed,” Stacy said.
 
                 “Leave me alone, you bitch!” Richard screamed. He raised the axe high above his head and brought it down hard.
 
                 Stacy’s apparition vanished and the axe’s blade struck through the plywood and sent a large portion it tumbling outside. 
 
                 Richard stepped forward, panting, and stared out the window.
 
                 The back of the building he was in faced a moonlit cornfield that stretched out for acres. Past the cornfield, he saw the guard towers of the federal penitentiary.
 
                 He saw his goal.
 
                 The office door started to splinter and break off of its hinges.
 
                 Richard quickly hacked away at what remained of the plywood as infected shambled into the office.
 
                 A police officer wearing a tattered uniform grabbed Richard’s left arm, snarling.
 
                 Richard drove the axe’s handle backwards into the officer’s face, breaking the man’s nose and shattering his front teeth.
 
                 The officer gurgled on his own blood and stumbled backwards, losing his grip on Richard.
 
                 A barrage of hands reached towards Richard, accompanied by a symphony of guttural moans.
 
                 Richard barreled through the window, shattering out what little remained of the broken glass still stuck in the frame. The axe flew out of his hands and he landed hard in the grass. He rolled across the grass for a few yards before finally coming to a stop. He curled into a fetal position and embraced his aching body, moaning in pain.
 
                 Infected shambled out from the around the side of the building while others mindlessly plummeted out the shattered second-floor window like lemmings.
 
                 The military helicopter swooped overhead and centered it’s searchlight on Richard.
 
                 Richard stood and felt terror seize him. The slow-moving variants of the infected were amassed all around him and more continued to shamble out from the side of the building.
 
                 He darted forward towards the fire axe.
 
                 Two men, a disfigured police officer and a mangled teenage boy, crept towards him with their bloody-arms extended.
 
                 Richard shoved both of them back, picked up the axe, and backed away towards the cornfield.
 
                 The helicopter’s side door slid open and a soldier wearing a gasmask fast-roped down in front of Richard, his feet just a few meters from the ground.
 
                 The masked soldier held on tightly to the rope with one hand and extended his other hand towards Richard, motioning for him to step closer.
 
                 “Take my hand!” the masked soldier shouted. “Take my hand and I’ll take you to safety!”
 
                 Richard clutched the axe tightly and backed a few more steps away, cautious, as the marauding infected lurched closer.
 
                 The helicopter banked towards Richard and swung the dangling soldier along with it.
 
                 “Jesus Christ! Just grab him! Those things are closing in all around you!” a voice ordered over the soldier’s radio.
 
                 The dangling soldier extended his arm towards Richard.
 
                 Richard screamed and drove the axe blade deep into the soldier’s chest.
 
                 The soldier grunted and fell off of the rope. He landed hard on his back, axe stuck in his chest.
 
                 Before Richard could retrieve the axe, the infected swarmed the soldier, devouring him, drowning out his blood-curdling screams.
 
   The helicopter quickly retracted the rope and banked away from the scene, keeping the light centered on Richard.
 
   Richard turned and sprinted off into the corn field, escaping the searchlight’s glare as he blindly ran through the corn stalks towards the federal prison.
 
                 The walking corpses shambled into the corn after him, moaning.
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                 The corn stalks lashed against Richard’s face and slapped his chest, expelling the air out of his lungs as he blindly sprinted forward. He could hear the military helicopter retreating farther into the background and could hear the undead shuffling through the stalks all around him.
 
                 He was lost, completely and utterly lost in a never-ending sea of corn. His legs hurt, his chest heaved, his burnt skin stung, and his mind spun with vertigo.
 
                 Nevertheless, he kept sprinting, running towards his brother. 
 
                 Horrific images flashed in his mind repeatedly as he ran–
 
   His sister, Stacy, was dead in the kitchen; dead by his own hands. 
 
   Richard continued to stab the knife into her chest repeatedly.
 
   The kitchen door opened; his parents had just returned from the store.
 
   His mother entered the kitchen and stepped back, pale, afraid. She dropped the bag of groceries she was holding and screamed.
 
                 His father ran into the kitchen, pushing past her, holding the Buick keys in one hand and a bag of groceries in the other. He dropped the keys on the floor.
 
                 Father darted forward and snatched him by his collar, raising a hand to strike.
 
                 Richard spun around and stabbed the butcher knife deep into his father’s throat.
 
                 His father jolted back off of the knife, gurgling. He collapsed and bled out on the kitchen floor.
 
   Richard turned his attention towards his mother, still wielding the knife.
 
                 She tried to run, but she never even made it out the door.
 
                 It was dark work, but it needed to be done after what they caught him doing.
 
                 It needed to be done to silence the voices.
 
                 Andy was the only person he had left.
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                 He finally emerged from the corn stalks, close to fainting. He stumbled forward a few steps and collapsed onto his hands and knees onto a two-lane road that ran parallel to the corn field.
 
                 Get up.
 
                 “Andy…?” Richard asked, exhausted. His head pounded and he was dizzy.
 
                 I said get up.
 
                 Richard recognized the voice; it was his own.
 
   Slowly, he stood, breathing frantically.
 
                 The road stretched out for miles in both directions. Across the street, he saw the turn-off that led to the prison and a concrete sign next to the turn-off that read: ‘United States Department of Justice Federal Bureau Of Prisons Correctional Facility’.
 
                 Richard stumbled across the barren street and cut across the grass embankment onto the prison’s main parking lot.
 
                 The parking lot was empty with the exception of a few ransacked cars and looted prisoner transport vans. The parking lot’s high-mast lights were powered on and bathed the vacant lot in an orange glow, making it evident that prison’s emergency generators, capable of lasting for days, were still operational.
 
                 Two rows of tall barbwire-topped chain link fences ran the expense of the prison’s perimeter. In-between the two fences were rows of razorwire. Multiple corpses were tangled throughout the razorwire and snagged up on the fence, many of which continued to move and escape their entanglement. Darkened, abandoned guard towers lined the expanse of the perimeter fence.
 
                 Inside the fence, sat the penitentiary itself. It was a large monolithic structure that had very few windows. A long corridor connected the featureless building to a separate building that sat outside the perimeter fence.
 
                 The smaller building outside the perimeter fence was the main entrance lobby and housed the administrative offices. It had ample windows, all of which were shattered.
 
                 Behind him, infected started to emerge out from in-between the corn stalks and stagger after him, crossing the highway, moaning.
 
   He knew he had to be quick.
 
                 He ran towards the entrance of the administration building, huffing.
 
                 The infected that were snarled in the razorwire along the perimeter fence went into frenzy as Richard drew closer. They struggled intensely inside the ensnarled wire, snarling, desperately trying to go after their prey.
 
                 Six empty military jeeps were haphazardly parked near the main lobby doors, causing him some apprehension. The glass doors were shattered. Dried blood speckled the cement steps leading up the lobby amongst numerous spent brass shells. Above the lobby entrance it read: ‘United States Department of Justice, Federal Penitentiary – Butner, NC’. 
 
                 “I’m coming, Andy,” he muttered tom himself, but his voice came out different, somehow.
 
                 Richard ascended the steps and kicked open one of the shattered entrance doors.
 
                 A mixed look of horror and aggravation washed across the officer’s face who was manning the main reception desk. The officer was wearing a dark blue blazer adorned with the Federal Bureau of Prison’s emblem, white shirt, grey slacks, and a maroon tie.
 
                 Two large metal detectors and an x-ray machine stood next to the desk, similar to the security screening protocols at an airport. All staff members and visitors had to go through the rigorous screening ritual. It was all prison protocol to control contraband.
 
                 “It’s him again,” the desk officer told the other officer manning the metal detector and x-ray machine.
 
                 “I’ll call the operations lieutenant,” the other officer said, picking up the phone up off of the desk.
 
                 The front lobby was full of visitors and screaming babies, a typical scene on visiting days.
 
                 Richard rushed up to the desk, placed his hands on the counter, and smiled politely at the desk officer.
 
                 “Hello,” Richard started, “I’m here to see my brother.”
 
                 “Yes, yes… we know. We’ve done this song and dance before, remember? You’ve been trespassed from the property. You know you’re not allowed here. Why do you keep coming back? Are you off of your meds again?” the officer asked flatly. “If you don’t leave right now, we’ll have to forcibly remove you from the property, sir.”
 
                 Richard’s smile flattened.
 
                 “I’m here to see my brother,” Richard said. “You have to let me see my brother. Do your job and let me go see my brother!”
 
                 “The lieutenant is on the way up,” the second officer said.
 
                 “You need to leave,” the first officer told Richard. “Just do yourself a favor and leave. We’re not going through this every month. Your brother… pfftí,” the officer shook his head. “You know, most cons don’t want to go back to prison, but you just can’t stay away. I don’t get you.”
 
                 The other visitors in the lobby stared in silence; even the children quieted to stare at the strange man.
 
                 A smile slowly returned to Richard’s face.
 
                 “How could I stay away when my brother is waiting for me?” Richard asked. “That’s okay. If you don’t want to let me though, I’ll just go let myself in. My brother is expecting me.”
 
                 The desk officer rolled his eyes and let out an aggravated sigh.
 
                 Richard turned and waltzed through the metal detectors that flanked the desk on both sides–
 
                 BEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEP
 
                 –and headed towards the secure sallyport that led to the inner secure confines of the institution. The sallyport was situated next to the institution’s main control room.
 
                 Richard didn’t make it five steps before he was tackled to the ground by the two officers and handcuffed. He screamed in pain and fought with the officers, struggling to break free.
 
                 Additional officers rushed to the scene.
 
                 “Andy! ANDY!” Richard closed his eyes and yelled.
 
                 Slowly, he stopped yelling and opened his eyes.
 
                 The lobby was ransacked and peppered with bullet holes. The chairs in the waiting area were overturned and strewn everywhere. The overheard fluorescent lights were on, but most of them were flickering, creating an ominous ambiance. The reception desk was unmanned and had been reduced to splinters by heavy gunfire. Riot shields and batons lay on top of the desk, most of which were battle worn with blood-splatter.
 
                 Seven handcuffed corpses in khaki inmate uniforms had been lined up against the wall and executed. Their rotting corpses reeked.
 
                 Richard walked around the desk and passed through the metal detector–
 
                 BEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEP
 
                 He glanced down behind the desk and saw a bullet-riddled guard wearing riot gear.
 
                 On the wall next to the desk, something was spray-painted on the wall in orange spray-paint:
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                 He walked towards the sallyport next to the control room. The sallyport doors had been pried open and the control room window had been shattered. 
 
                 Richard carefully peaked into the control room and saw two more guards wearing armor sprawled out on the floor, each shot in the forehead. Behind them, on the wall, another cryptic message was painted:
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                 All of the CCTV monitors in the control room were speckled with static and the electronic door controls were powerless.
 
                 It reeked of death and decay.
 
                 He stifled a cough and turned around as he heard the moaning infected approaching outside. They were shuffling up the steps towards the lobby.
 
   He knew he had to keep going.
 
   He ran through the breached sallyport doors and raced down the long narrow corridor into the institution. The corridor was dark and the air was thick with the same stench of decay that permutated the lobby. At the end, he found another sallyport. The sallyport’s iron doors had been cut off of their tracks.
 
   Richard stepped through the sallyport and found himself in a small atrium. On the left side of the atrium, a sliding door was labeled ‘Visiting Room’ and on the door on the right side was labeled ‘Main Corridor – To All Housing Units – No Visitors Beyond this Point’.
 
   The main corridor’ steel door was pried open and its electronic lock had been welded off.
 
   Richard cautiously slid the door aside and walked into the main corridor.
 
                 The main corridor had been barricaded by numerous overturned tables, desks, and steel filing cabinets; evidence of somebody’s last stand against the besieging military. Normally, a barricade like that would make accessing the housing units difficult, but there was a secondary corridor to the right that ran the expanse of the entire penitentiary. 
 
   The secondary corridor was normally used during emergency situations since it bypassed the main compound and had back-door access to all of the housing units. It was protected by a series of iron grilles that were controlled from the control room. Fortunately, as far as Richard could see, the iron grilles had all been cut through by a cutting torch and were forced open, providing a straight shot down the corridor.
 
   He knew that he could access each housing unit’s emergency exit by following the path. 
 
                 Unfortunately, he also knew that meant taking the long way. He would have to walk past the rear emergency exits of blocks ‘A’, ‘B’, and ‘C’. Then, he would have to follow the corridor through the education and recreation departments before looping around to the opposite side of the institution in order to reach blocks ‘D’, ‘E’, and finally ‘F’.
 
                 His brother would be waiting in ‘F Block’, cell 22.
 
                 “I’m coming,” Richard muttered.
 
                 Richard made his way down the desolate concrete corridor, walking slowly, limping. The corridor lights overhead flickered and a few were out completely. The scene was so very surreal, the backdrop of nightmares.
 
                 He passed the ‘A Block’ housing unit emergency exit sallyport. The door had been cut open and spray painted with the same type of cryptic message he saw earlier:
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                 He had no reason to go inside. His brother was in ‘F Block’, so he continued onward past the ‘B Block’ housing unit emergency exit. Like the other unit, the doors had been cut open.
 
   The spray-painted message on the door read:
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                 Terror gripped him as he started to understand what the cryptic messages meant, what they were tallying. The realization of what they could possibly mean for his brother consumed him.
 
                 Ignoring his burns and his aching body, he ran to the next housing unit, ‘C Block’, to confirm his suspicions. Like the others, the door locks had been burnt off and the door was slid halfway open. On the door it read:
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                 Richard slid the sallyport doors open and walked into the housing unit and immediately gagged on the stench of decay. The buzz of flies was almost deafening.
 
                 The housing unit consisted of two tiers that wrapped around the expanse of the unit, each lined with cell doors. There was a staircase leading up to the upper tier on each side of the unit. An officer’s control station sat in the center of the unit, situated on a raised cement platform. The housing unit was running on emergency generator power and only a few of the overhead gymnasium-style halide bulbs were still on.
 
                 The bullet-riddled corpses of a soldier wearing a white-suit and a prison guard wearing an ineffective N-95 paper mask lay in the middle of the housing unit.
 
   The pistol used to kill the soldier lay next to the guard.
 
                 All of the cells were locked and the cell door’s narrow windows were peppered with bullet holes. An orange ‘X’ was spray-painted on each cell door.
 
                 The prisoners, locked in their cells, had been systematically executed.
 
                  Terror seized Richard as he realized that he may already be too late to save Andy.
 
                 He ran towards the 9mm pistol and snatched it off of the ground.
 
                 With fumbling hands, he checked the gun’s clip.
 
                 It had ten rounds left.
 
                 Working quickly, he patted the guard’s corpse down for additional clips but found nothing. Under normal circumstances, he knew the guards would never be issued guns inside the secure confines of an institution since, obviously, it caught the soldier by surprise. However, Richard knew that things stopped being ‘normal’ right about the time the dead started to walk and the military executed people with impunity.
 
                 If Andy was still alive, he would have to hurry.
 
                 Richard ran back into the corridor and froze, listening.
 
                 He heard his shambling entourage as they made their way towards him from the far end of the corridor, following him, nearing ‘B Block’. They were persistent hunters; he had to give them that.
 
   Richard ran onward, darted through another breached security grille, turned the corner, and entered the education department annex.
 
                 Doors leading to classrooms and workshops lined the right side of the annex. Each of the doors had an orange ‘X’ spray-painted on them. Bullet holes peppered the concrete walls and some of the overhead lights had been blown-out by gunfire. Brass shell casings littered the floor. 
 
                 The bullet-riddled corpses of two guards wearing heavy black tactical armor lay face down in the middle of the floor. The back of the armor read ‘S.O.R.T.’ in bold white lettering.
 
                 Richard ran to the two corpses, sliding his pistol underneath his belt. He bent down and searched the corpses for extra ammo.
 
                 Behind him, one of the classroom doors opened.
 
                 Richard quickly spun around and drew his pistol, pointing it towards the opened door.
 
                 A German shepherd limped out of the classroom. The dog’s coat was matted with dried blood and he held his left hind leg up close against his body; its injured leg was covered with bite marks. The dog wore a harness that read ‘S.O.R.T.’ and had a tattered leather leash attached to it. The dog stared at Richard, ears perked up.
 
                 Richard sighted-in on the dog, finger on the trigger…
 
                 The dog’s ears lowered as it whimpered and limped away in the direction that Richard had just came from, barely able to walk.
 
                 Richard slowly lowered his pistol and relaxed.
 
                 The dog let out a series of excoriating yelps and cries of pain as soon as it retreated around the corner. The dog’s cries were quickly drowned out by the loud moans of the infected.
 
                 Richard hastily raised the pistol and backed away…
 
                 One of the S.O.R.T. officers on the ground became aware of Richard’s presence and slowly stood up. He turned towards Richard and stared at him with dead eyes.
 
                 The S.O.R.T. officer lunged at Richard, groaning, arms extended.
 
                 Rather than wasting ammunition, he jumped back a few feet. 
 
                 The S.O.R.T. officer fell down on his face and his helmet rolled off of his head. He slowly started to rise again, moaning…
 
                 Infected started to emerge from around the corner and shamble towards Richard. They had fresh blood and dog hair smeared across their faces.
 
                 Richard turned and ran.
 
                 He bolted past the vacant classrooms and entered the recreation annex.
 
   The windows on the right side of the wall looked into the weight rooms, craft rooms, and the indoor basketball court; every window was shattered and the gym doors were chained shut.
 
                 Corpses bound in clear plastic and wrapped in masking tape were stacked high in the middle of the gymnasium. Some of the wrapped bodies were moving, trying to wriggle free from the plastic. The amateurish scene was evidence that the prison staff was trying to contain things their own way before the military intervened.
 
                 He turned the corner and ran through yet another set of security doors that had been defeated by a cutting torch and forced open.
 
                 He was now on the opposite side of the prison.
 
                 “I’m almost there, Andy,” Richard said.
 
   He ran past ‘D Block’ and threw a passing glance; the sallyport doors were forced open and another tally was spray-painted on the doors:
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                 As he approached ‘E Block’, he noticed that the polished concrete floors of the corridor were splotched with large pools of blood. The gory scene was not at all reminiscent of the almost surgical precision strike he saw on the opposite side of the institution.
 
   Something went wrong for the marauders.
 
                 He reached ‘E Block’ and was forced to stop.
 
   The security grille was still intact and the lock hadn’t been torched off.
 
                 He looked at ‘E Block’s sallyport and saw, like the other units, it had been cut open, but the spray-painted message was different:
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                 Orange spray-paint had dribbled down the wall and pooled on the floor, mingling with the blood and spent brass. It left him with an uneasy feeling, but he had more pressing concerns at the moment.
 
                 In order to get to ‘F Block’, and his brother, he first had to get past the locked security grille.
 
                 Behind him, he heard the moans of the infected as they approached, slowly gaining ground, lurching forward. 
 
                 Richard slid the pistol underneath his belt and grabbed the grille with both hands. He groaned and strained as he tried to slide it open, even while in his weak state.
 
                 It was no use.
 
   It was locked tight and wouldn’t give an inch.
 
   He knew that he needed the torch that the military’s execution team was using.
 
                 He had an idea on where to find it.
 
                 Outside, he heard a helicopter approach overhead.
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                 Richard slid the ‘E Block’ sliding door open. With its lock torched off, it slid effortlessly along the track.
 
                 The corpse of a white-suit that was slumped against the door collapsed backwards out into the corridor at Richard’s feet.
 
                 The white-suit’s abdomen had been eviscerated and his lower extremities had been practically gnawed down to the bone. A burst of automatic gunfire through his shattered mirrored facemask had been his only salvation. In his left hand he held an orange spray-paint can and in his right hand he held a Heckler & Koch MP5 SMG.
 
   The paint can rolled from out from his dead grasp out into the middle of the corridor.
 
                  Richard slid the pistol under his belt and pulled the MP5 out of the corpse’s hand. Stepping over the sprawled corpse, he entered the housing unit, nearly choking on the coppery stench of blood mingled with the overpowering stench of decay.
 
                 Half of the cells were wide-open; the housing unit guard never managed to lock down the entire unit in time during the initial outbreak and the besieging military got more than they expected when they cut their way into the tomb.
 
                 Countless mutilated body parts were strewn throughout the unit amongst tattered bloodied piles of clothes. Inmates wearing khaki uniforms shuffled aimlessly throughout the unit, mouths caked with gore. The inmates swiped at each other and bit chunks of flesh off one another. Their stomachs were grotesquely bloated and many of them were missing entire appendages. A few of the inmates crawled across the floor with their hands, devouring their fallen comrades that no longer had any appendages to drag themselves away with. 
 
                 Four guards, each badly mutilated by bites, shuffled amongst the inmates. A few scattered white-suits, the few that were still able to walk, shuffled amongst the walking dead, moaning behind their mirrored facemasks; their MP5s slung at their side.
 
                 It was a horrific scene; the entire housing unit’s population gorged on itself as it paced back-and-forth.
 
                 All of the walking corpses stopped and stared at Richard as he entered the unit. Moaning, they slowly advanced towards him, staring at him with their soulless eyes and blank expressions.
 
                 In the center of the unit, near the bloodied, tattered remains of a white-suit, Richard spotted the small cutting torch.
 
                 The inmates continued to shamble towards him from all sides, their bellies bloated and their arms extended.
 
                 Richard aimed the MP5 into the crowd and opened fire, sweeping the weapon side-to-side, screaming.
 
                 The automatic gunfire tore through the encroaching horde, rupturing their bloated stomachs and sending pools of acidic bile and half-digested human remains onto the floor. A few collapsed as an errant round struck through their head, but the rest simply continued to push forward towards Richard, unmindful of their wounds.
 
                 Like the soldiers before him, Richard ran out of ammunition.
 
                 Panting, he quickly surveyed the room.
 
                 He had no choice.
 
                 He dropped the MP5 and sprinted towards the cutting torch, jostling infected out of his way.
 
                 An inmate moaned and grabbed him, snagging his shirt.
 
                 Richard tore himself free and kept running–
 
                 He slipped in a pile of bile and slid across the polished floor, knocking anybody in his way down like bowling pins. He slid to a stop a few feet away from the torch–
 
                 A crawler grabbed Richard’s foot–
 
                 Richard drove his other foot into the man’s face and pulled free. 
 
   Infected started to converge on all sides–
 
   Richard quickly crawled over to the cutting torch and scooped it up, panicked. He frantically searched for the gas canister’s control valve.
 
   A cluster of inmates swarmed him. They piled around him on all sides, scratching at him, trying to bite.
 
    The clustered horde let out anguished cries as they were engulfed in flames. They stumbled back off of Richard, ineffectively batting at the flames that spread across their bodies.
 
                 Richard stood, wielding the cutting torch in front of him. He had the flame extended as far and as hot as it could go. He pointed the cutting torch at two nearby infected inmates, pointing the bright blue flame directly at their face.
 
                 The inmate’s flesh charcoaled and their uniform shirts engulfed. They swatted at the torch before collapsing onto the ground, tousling blindly.
 
                 Richard ran back towards the exit, burning anything that shambled its way into his path.
 
                 Near the exit, a white-suited soldier lurched out towards him.
 
                 Richard pointed the torch at the white-suit.
 
                 The flames had no effect, aside from a slight darkening of the suit’s material; the white-suits were highly flame retardant.
 
                 The white-suit moaned and–
 
                 Richard pulled the pistol out from under his belt and shot the white-suit twice in the face.
 
                 The white-suit turned out to not be so immune to bullets.
 
                 Richard jumped over the white-suit, ran out into the corridor, and slid the door shut, panting madly.
 
                 The infected in the corridor were closer and would be right on top on him in a minute. The S.O.R.T. officer led the horde, limping single-focused towards Richard, moaning.
 
                 Richard ran towards the locked security gate and started burning through the locking mechanism, anxiously looking over his shoulder.
 
                 With an unexpected burst of stamina, the S.O.R.T. officer hobbled faster, snarling, excited to grab his prey.
 
                 The flame finally cut through the locking mechanism and the lock fell against the ground with a hollow clang.
 
                 Richard slid the gate open and ran over to the other side.
 
                 The S.O.R.T. officer grabbed Richard’s arm–
 
                 Richard spun around and fired his pistol three times into the officer’s face.
 
                 The officer’s weak grip loosened and he collapsed against the ground.
 
                 Richard leaned down and snatched the handcuffs off of the officer’s duty belt and then kicked the officer’s corpse back away from the gate’s track. He slid the gate shut and secured it by handcuffing its iron bars together, preventing it from sliding open.
 
                 Infected clustered against the security gate, swiping their boney hands in-between the iron bars towards him.
 
                 Richard backed away from their reach and collected his breath.
 
   Slowly, he turned and limped towards ‘F Block’.
 
                 “F Block, cell 22,” Richard said. “I’m coming, brother.”
 
                 At the ‘F Block’ door, he ran the cutting torch down the locking mechanism. The lock disengaged.
 
                 Slowly, pistol in hand, he slid the heavy door open–
 
                 An infected guard lunged towards him and vomited on his chest.
 
                 Richard shot the guard point-blank in the face.
 
                 The guard floundered backwards and collapsed against the cement floor, motionless.
 
                 Richard stepped forward, staring down at the man. It was clear to him that the other type of infection, the slower variety caused by the government’s experimental antivirus, hadn’t made it inside ‘F Block’ yet.
 
                 The housing unit was quiet and all of the cells were locked.
 
                 Richard walked into unit cautiously, footsteps echoing.
 
                 “Andy?” Richard called out loudly.
 
                 The entire unit immediately awoke in an uproar of banging, snarling, and pounding as the infected inmates tried to break out of their cells. Hundreds of emancipated faces stared at Richard through narrow cell door windows. Most of the cells were empty, but ‘F Block’ was the mental illness and protective custody ward, so it never had a full house. 
 
                 Richard slowly started walking towards cell 22. He didn’t see any movement inside the cell and that made him pick up his pace. Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted the nurses’ station next to the officer’s station. 
 
                 The nurse’s station was empty and her desk was still intact; she never even showed up for her post during the crisis. The unit normally required a mental health nurse to be in house at all times. Richard remembered her… she was always so nice to him.
 
                 His head throbbed, making him freeze and wince in pain.
 
   He shook the memories out from his mind and continued walking towards cell 22.
 
   The infected inmates furiously pounded against the cell doors all around him, making his headache even worse.
 
                 A helicopter hovered overhead and pointed its harsh searchlight through the housing unit’s skylight windows. The bright light sent the infected into even more of an uproar.
 
                 “Shut up!” Richard screamed, covering his ears. His voice only agitated the infected more.
 
                  Richard ran towards Andy’s cell and nearly collapsed against the door, panting.
 
                 “Andy?” Richard asked through the door. “I’m here!”
 
                 No response.
 
                 Richard peered through the cell’s narrow window, but it was pitch-black inside. The light switch was off. He pulled on the cell’s door, but it was locked tight.
 
                 He took the cutting torch and ran the flame around the locking mechanism, creating a shower of sparks.
 
                 The lock disintegrated as the flame gutted it.
 
                 Richard kicked the cell door open.
 
                 It swung inward and revealed a darkened tomb.
 
                 He stepped inside and slapped a hand against the light switch, turning on the single overhead light.
 
   The metallic bed was made and had fresh linens on it. A single tube of institutional shampoo, a bar of lye soap, a cheap toothbrush, and off-brand toothpaste sat on top of the bed. Next to the neatly stacked items, a new ‘Bureau of Prisons Inmate Orientation’ booklet sat unread.
 
                 Richard’s eager expectation fell flat. The cell looked clean and ready to take on a new inmate. There was no sign of Andy. He started to panic.
 
                 He turned, about to run outside the cell, and then gasped.
 
                 “Andy! I didn’t see you standing there!” Richard said, ecstatic.
 
                 Tall and lanky, with dark brown hair, Andy was a sight for sore eyes. Burns covered half of his body and his dress shirt was badly tattered and covered with blood. Stubble covered the non-burnt portion of his face.
 
                 Richard leaned over the metallic institutional sink and stared into the mirror, smiling.
 
                 “It’s about time you got here, brother, I was beginning to worry,” Andy’s reflection said.
 
                 “I told you I’d come for you. I’d never let you down,” Richard said.
 
                 Andy looked away.
 
                 “I let you down once, though,” Andy said, quietly. “That’s why I was worried you wouldn’t come save me. You… remember that day in the kitchen…”
 
                 Richard winced.
 
                 “You remember, don’t you? Of course you do. It’s all I ever think about,” Andy said, pain evident in his voice.
 
   Yes, Richard remembered it all.
 
   It was dead and its blood covered his hands.
 
                 Stacy saw everything. He had to do it because she saw too much.
 
                 She was supposed to be over with friends, but she came home early. She saw him do it.
 
                 It was the cat. She saw him kill another fucking stray cat.
 
   “A stray cat?” Andy laughed. “No, it wasn’t a cat she saw me kill. Remember? She saw me kill you.”
 
   Andy winced again and swirled away from the mirror. He backed out of the cell and clinched his hands over his face, shutting his eyes tightly.
 
   His brother, Richard, was always the spoiled one, always the normal one. Whatever Richard wanted, he got, unlike Andy…
 
   Richard had a wall full of trophies. He was a rising star. His trophies brought him fame and admiration from mom and dad.
 
   Andy’s trophies were all buried in the backyard and hidden in alleyways. If he displayed his grotesque trophies of mutilated animal carcasses, he’d be put away in an institution.
 
   Mom and dad always knew that he was different, but they never knew just how different, except for Stacy, of course; she saw him kill a cat once. Ever since she witnessed a snippet of the real him, the hidden him, she feared him.
 
   Secretly, Andy always wanted to be normal like his younger brother. He always harbored a strange feeling though…
 
   At first, he thought it was simply jealously. Then that day in the kitchen happened…
 
   His parents were at the store and his sister was out with her friends. He stood at the counter, making a ham sandwich.
 
   Richard walked into the kitchen. His uniform was still dirty from practice. He sat at the kitchen table, trailing mud into the house.
 
   “Hey, make me one too,” Richard told Andy, yawning.
 
   Andy frowned and continued to slowly slather mayonnaise on his sandwich, staring down at the knife.
 
   Richard stared at him.
 
   “Uh, did you hear me, dingus?” Richard asked.
 
   Andy kept smearing mayonnaise and sighed. Whatever Richard wanted, he got. He always thought the strange emotion he harbored for Richard was jealousy.
 
   Richard, annoyed, stood up and stomped over to Andy.
 
   “I don’t know why you have to be such a freak sometimes,” Richard said as he reached for some bread to make his own sandwich.
 
   Andy screamed, spun around, and slid the mayonnaise-smeared knife deep into his brother’s chest.
 
   It was then, at that very moment, that Andy realized it was not jealousy he felt, but, rather, pure hatred.
 
   He hated him for being everything that he would never be.
 
   He hated him for stealing his parent’s affection.
 
   He hated him and his fucking trophies.
 
   He hated how cruel he treated him.
 
   He hated how he talked down to him.
 
   He hated him.
 
   He hated him.
 
   He hated him.
 
                 As he harbored that hatred, meditated on it, Andy stabbed Richard in the chest, again… and again… and again…
 
   He turned and saw that his sister had walked into the kitchen.
 
   She saw everything, and this time it was more than just a stray cat. He had to do something…
 
                 Andy collapsed onto his knees outside his old prison cell, defeated. He stared down at the polished concrete floor, staring into nothingness. All around him, the infected clamored against their cell doors, snarling, screaming.
 
                 Richard’s ghost had haunted his mind ever since that day, so had the crushing guilt. He could never escape the guilt that he enjoyed killing his brother. He would have killed him a thousand-times over if he could.
 
   The guilt was more of a prison than any physical fortress could hope to be.
 
   The ironic part of it all is that Richard never would have bothered to rescue his brother; he always was a self-absorbed asshole.
 
   In all honestly, he probably wouldn’t even fucking care.
 
                 Andy slowly stood and wandered into the middle of the housing unit, moving at a snail’s pace. As he walked, the skylight’s shattered out and the sound the helicopter hovering overhead became deafening.
 
   Glass pelted down all around him.
 
                 Andy stopped walking, slid the pistol out from underneath his belt, and stared at it a moment.
 
   Four soldiers in white-suits fast-roped down into the housing unit through the shattered skylights.
 
   Andy tucked the pistol’s barrel underneath his chin and closed his eyes.
 
                 Before Andy could wrap his finger around the trigger, taser barbs stuck into his back and he was quickly incapacitated by a massive electric shock.
 
                 As he lay twitching on the concrete floor, one of the soldiers ran to him and injected him with a syringe.
 
                 Andy’s world spun as he slowly drifted off.
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                 Andy’s eyes briefly fluttered open and he found himself lying on an uncomfortable cot. His body was restrained against it by thick nylon straps and he had multiple IV tubes running into his left arm. The sound of airplane turbines was deafening. Struggling, he raised his head and glanced around.
 
                 A clear plastic tent had been erected around him and white-suited soldiers stared at him from the other side, talking amongst each other. He glanced to the side and saw the night sky through the plane’s circular porthole windows.
 
                 He was on a cargo plane, a rather large one judging by the sound of the engines.
 
                 Vertigo overtook him and he laid his head back down.
 
                 Before he slipped back into unconsciousness, he looked over at the long rack of IVs and watched as they fed their drug-laced drips into him.
 
                 Andy fell back asleep, drool dribbling out from the corner of his mouth.
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                 The prattling of the television roused Andy out of his drug-induced sleep. He found himself lying in a hospital bed, strapped down. He weakly raised his arm as high as he could and stared at the numerous IV tubes feeding into it. Slowly, he looked around his hospital room.
 
                 The room was strange. It had no décor and appeared heavily sanitized. The walls, ceiling, and monitoring equipment were all white and reflected the harsh lights overhead. A television was mounted on the wall at the foot of his bed. The room’s door was steel and the hinges were hydraulic. Next to his bed, there was a long window.
 
                 Andy glanced out the window but the bright sun gave him a piercing headache and he had to look away. He briefly made out a city skyline and he could hear the ambient background noise of a normal hustle and bustle of a busy metropolis outside. 
 
                 The news was playing on TV.
 
   He tried to watch it, but his head pounded and his vision constantly blurred in-and-out of focus. The bright images on the television hurt his eyes, so he closed them and just listened.
 
                 “–in an undisclosed location while Texas’ interim governor pushes ahead with the succession of the state, despite the UN’s objections. In Denver, William D. Yorkton, Secretary of Energy, was hastily sworn in earlier today in accordance with the United States’ order of presidential succession. His incumbent, Patricia West, number fourteen on the presidential succession list and former Secretary of Transportation, was sequestered and forcibly removed from office by the Secret Service after falling victim to the–”
 
                 The voice on the television disappeared as Andy fell under the spell of medication-induced sleep once again.
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                 Andy’s eyes slowly opened and he felt a sense of clarity. He tried to move, but found himself still strapped to the hospital bed. He looked at his arm and saw that less IV’s were in his arm and he took that as a good sign.
 
                 He lifted his head up and stared at the TV, but the screen simply read ‘Stand By… Acquiring Satellite Signal’. 
 
                 He looked over at the window and saw that it was beautiful outside. The sun was shining, the sky was clear, and the streets were full of busy commuters. Judging by the view, he knew he had to be at least ten stories high. Staring at the skyscrapers outside, he recognized the Bank of America Plaza, the SunTrust Plaza, the One Atlantic Center tower, and the Westin Peachtree Plaza.
 
                 Something above him whirled.
 
                 He looked up at ceiling and noticed the camera for the first time.
 
                 The door’s hydraulics released and it slowly opened.
 
                 A doctor wearing a self-contained white-suit walked into the room.
 
                 “Good morning, Andy, how are you feeling since we talked yesterday?” the white-suit asked as he sauntered over to check on Andy’s vitals.
 
                 “Where am I? You never told me yesterday,” Andy muttered, hoarse.
 
                 “You’re safe, which is a major accomplishment considering where we found you,” the white-suit responded as he entered some information into the computer next to Andy’s bed. “You are in a secured room inside the Center for Disease Control and Prevention’s headquarters in Atlanta, Georgia. My name is Dr. Gladstone, chief virologist on this floor.”
 
                 “How long have I’ve been here?” Andy asked.
 
                 “Two days, but we should have you out of here soon,” Dr. Gladstone said. 
 
                  Andy struggled weakly against the nylon straps, trying to sit up.
 
                 Dr. Gladstone placed his hand on Andy’s chest and gently pressed him back down against the bed.
 
                 “Relax, we’ll have you out soon, I promise,” Dr. Gladstone said. “In the meantime, I need to order another battery of tests.”
 
                 “Raleigh… how is Raleigh? My brother? Did he get…? No, wait,” Andy winced and shook his head.
 
                 “Your head, Andy, how is your head feeling?” Dr. Gladstone asked, ignoring his questions.
 
                  Andy stared at the television and sighed. The television said that it was still acquiring a signal.
 
                 “I’m fine,” Andy muttered, thinking about Richard.
 
                 “I hope that’s true, and I hope that what we’re seeing is just acute radiation syndrome, but I… don’t like some of your test results. I’d like to schedule you for another MRI and take a better look inside your head. I want to make sure the brain swelling hasn’t gotten any worse.”
 
                 “Brain swelling?” Andy asked, alarmed.
 
                 “Yes, it can be an early symptom of infection, which is alarming given the circumstances. As a precautionary measure, I’d like to place you in a medically induced coma for a couple of days until the rest of the test results get back. It will slow the progression and slow the swelling. Do you know what a medically induced coma is? It’s perfectly safe. It will only be for three days, maximum, until we figure out what’s going on with you.”
 
                 “No,” Andy said, adamantly shaking his head. “I don’t want to be put under again.”
 
                 Dr. Gladstone injected the propofol into the IV injection port anyway, despite the objection.
 
                 “Three days, maximum,” Dr. Gladstone assured as the drug flowed into Andy’s veins and coursed throughout his system.
 
   Within seconds, Andy drifted off again.
 
   He had horrible nightmares about Richard.
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   The overhead lights were dark when Andy jolted awake and his eyes shot open. A wall-mounted emergency lamp illuminated a sick yellow glow in the corner of the room. The scent of smoke hung in the sour air and had overpowered the hospital scent. He groaned, rubbed his aching head, and tried to sit up.
 
   The nylon straps held him down against the bed.
 
   Andy panicked and glanced around the room. His IVs were dry and their plastic sacks hung flat. The television showed nothing but static. 
 
   Outside, it looked like another beautiful day in Atlanta. The sun was shining bright, the sky was clear, and the streets below were busy with the typical hustle and bustle of the commuters.
 
   Muffled in the distance, he thought that he heard somebody moving outside in the hallway.
 
   Andy tried to scream for someone, but found that he had no voice to scream with. 
 
   Andy violently twisted and contorted his entire body, struggling to free himself from the nylon straps holding him down.
 
   The strap around his left wrist loosened and had some slack; he had lost a lot of weight.
 
   Andy slid his arm free and methodically released the strap’s metallic clasps.
 
   The straps fell against the floor one by one and he was free.
 
   Groaning, he swung his feet to the floor and stood, keeping a hand on his bed to support his emancipated and atrophied muscles.
 
   The bed rolled away from him and his head spun with vertigo.
 
   Hunger consumed him to the core.
 
   He staggered against his IV pole and sent it chattering against the floor. The IV’s needle ripped out of his arm but didn’t draw any blood. \
 
   He steadied himself.
 
                 Andy hoarsely yelled, trying to find his voice. He waved frantically at the camera mounted in the ceiling.
 
                 There was no response.
 
                 He staggered over to the door.
 
                 The door was pressurized locked in place by hydraulic mechanisms on all four corners.
 
                 Andy pushed against it, groaning, but it didn’t budge an inch. He pulled on the handle, but it refused to give.
 
                 He stumbled over to the wall mounted television and flipped through the channels. Most of the channels were static. Only one channel came through and it was broadcasting a foreign news network.
 
                 The grainy video footage showed protestors clashing with riot police in the middle of a wide cobblestone street. The caption at the bottom of the screen read: Grippe Se Propage!
 
                 He limped away from the television and went to the window.
 
                 Even though he was multiple stories high, the narrow ledge outside the window would have to be his only escape. Below, he saw that the streets were full of pedestrians. Perhaps, if he was lucky, one of them would spot him on standing on the ledge of the hospital and call for help.
 
                 He picked up the IV pole and smashed it against the window as hard as he could.
 
                 The video screen shattered and bathed the room in a shower of sparks. The image of Atlanta instantly disappeared and the shattered video screen filled the room with murky smoke that reeked of burnt plastic.
 
                 Andy, stunned, dropped the IV pole and slowly reached a shaky hand out towards the shattered screen, trembling.
 
                 The screen flashed again and threw out another shower of sparks into the room, making Andy cover his face and stumble backwards.
 
                 The air stopped circulating out of the overhead vents and the hydraulic door locks disengaged. The overhead emergency lights powered on and bathed the room in red light.
 
                 “Priority alert,” a monotonic female voice announced overhead, “a critical containment system malfunction has occurred. Biological specimen containment has been compromised. Automated fail-safe programing has been activated. Facility will self-sanitize in five minutes. All personnel must evacuate immediately. This is not a drill.” 
 
                 He quickly trudged towards the door and pushed against it.
 
                 The heavy door swung open.
 
   The door was labeled ‘Specimen Room 1’.
 
                 He cautiously stepped out into the metallic corridor and stared in disbelief.
 
                 “Priority alert,” the female voice announced, “Specimen Room One’s door has been opened without clearing biometric safeguards. Security breach, security breach... Sanitizing Specimen Room One.”
 
                 Andy turned and stared into his hospital room.
 
                 A fine mist started to spray down from the sprinkler heads in the room. It smelt like rubbing alcohol or some similar type of accelerant.
 
                 Andy slammed the heavy door shut and pressed his body weight up against it.
 
                 The room erupted in a giant fireball and a ball of flames flung the door open and threw Andy against the opposite wall.
 
                 The fire extinguished and black smoke churned out from the room like a furnace.
 
                 “Specimen Room One has been sanitized. Facility-wide sanitization will commence in four minutes and counting. All personnel must evacuate,” the voice announced overhead.
 
                 Andy quickly got back on his feet and hobbled towards the elevator at the far end of desolated corridor.
 
                 The corridor was is dismal condition. Most of the overhead lights were off and the other specimen rooms were sealed shut. He passed a window looking into a laboratory on his right. The lab was abandoned and looked ransacked.
 
                 Andy focused his attention towards the elevator, hobbling towards it as quickly as he could.
 
                 “Sanitization will commence in three minutes and counting,” the voice announced overhead. 
 
                 Andy reached the end of the corridor and frantically pushed the elevator button.
 
   The elevator hummed to life.
 
   He looked over at the window next to the elevator into the security station. Two decomposing corpses wearing combat fatigues sat slouched at their static-speckled computer terminals. Their eyes had sunken deep into their skulls and maggots were snaking their way underneath the corpse’s leathery skin.
 
   Andy looked away from the grotesque sight.
 
   The elevator arrived and the lift’s heavy blast doors slid open.
 
   A decomposed soldier sat slouched in the corner of the elevator, weapon beside him. His mummified-looking corpse sat amidst a swarm of ants and flies.
 
   The stench was overpowering and beyond description. 
 
   Andy nearly vomited in revulsion.
 
   “Sanitization will commence in two minutes and counting.”
 
   An alarm blared as the system commenced the final sequence.
 
   Andy held his hand over his mouth and entered the elevator. He stared at the buttons and mashed the one at the top labeled ‘Surface Level’.
 
   The elevator doors slid shut as it started its rapid ascent.
 
   Andy stared at the corpse of the soldier’s corpse, uneasy.
 
   The corpse didn’t move, and, judging by the state of decomposition, hadn’t in some time.
 
   “Sanitization will commence in one minute.”
 
   The elevator stopped and the doors slid open.
 
   Unrelentingly bright sunlight poured into the elevator and blinded Andy, disorientating him.
 
   Slowly, he opened his eyes and stared in disbelief. Saguaro cacti covered the flat desert landscape as far as he could see. The sky was clear the sun was bright, and the heat was intolerable.
 
   Clearly, he was not in Atlanta or anywhere else even remotely near Georgia.
 
   Andy stepped out of the elevator and looked around…
 
   A small indiscreet chain-link fence surrounded the minuscule elevator shaft. Outside of the gated perimeter, there was an abandoned small landing strip and empty helicopter landing pad; both of them looked unused for quite a while. In addition, there were twelve rows of solar energy collection cells, all of which appeared very dirty. 
 
   The small building that the elevator led out of was topped with a few decorative weather monitoring devices and satellite dishes. The aged tin sign on the building read ‘US Army Meteorology Monitoring Station Number 5’.
 
   “Sanitization commencing,” the female voice said from inside the open elevator.
 
   The ground shook violently and knocked Andy down onto his hands and knees. The elevator car broke in half and tumbled down the elevator shaft and a pillar of flames shot up immediately afterwards. The small building collapsed in on itself and crumbled down into the earth.
 
   The resulting hole was almost perfectly symmetrical.
 
                 After the ground stopped shaking, Andy got up, dusted himself off, and staggered over towards the hole to look down inside.
 
                 Something under his feet rumbled to life.
 
                 Two heavy blast shutters rolled out from the earth near the top of the hole and sealed it shut forever.
 
                 As soon as the shutters sealed shut, the rumbling stopped. The solar cells powered down and the facility was dead forever.
 
   Andy limped away from the sealed hole and pushed open the chain-link gate.
 
   The rusted gate fell off of its hinges and landed on the desert floor. It had a tattered sign on it that read ‘US Govt. Property – No Trespassing’.
 
   He started to stagger forward into the desert, unsure of where to go, unsure of where he had been.
 
   As he walked under the daunting desert sun, his thoughts inevitably turned to Richard.
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   He walked for what seemed like ages but strangely he was not tired. His exposed skin was red and blistering, but he felt neither pain nor thirst.
 
   All he felt was hunger.
 
   Ahead, after countless miles of walking, he saw an interstate cutting across the desert.
 
   He staggered up towards the two-lane highway and stared out at the endless stretch of cars that clogged up the eastbound-lane. The westbound-lane was clear.
 
   Walking slowly, he made his way to a four door sedan that had its roof loaded with luggage. The car’s windows were rolled down. The badly decomposed driver and passenger sat slumped in their seats. Both of their bodies were festering with maggots and the car’s cabin was ripe with the stench of death.
 
   He backed away from the car.
 
   Looking down the road, he saw that most of the cars had their doors open and windshields smashed. The cars were with dirt and grime. Mummified corpses were strewn on the pavement, wasting away.
 
   Something slapped against the rear passenger window of the sedan near him, startling him.
 
   He peered through the streaked glass and saw the sunken face of a young girl no older than six or seven.
 
   The girl stared at him disinterestedly, opening and closing her rotting jaw as she continued to weakly bat against the glass. She made a pitiful moan, staring at him with dead, sunken eyes.
 
   He looked down the road and saw a few of the other mummified corpses were moving, but none of them had the strength to stand; not any longer.
 
   He looked down the highway towards the setting sun, the direction all of the traffic was traveling away from. He saw countless smoke plumes in that direction rising up from a fractured metropolitan skyline.
 
   He saw something in his peripheral vision.
 
   He turned and startled at the sight of a gangly infected man standing next to him.
 
   Slowly, he realized that his eyes were playing tricks on him; it was just his reflection caught in a tinted car window.
 
   Moving as fast as molasses, he moaned and turned back towards the horizon. He focused on a green highway sign far in the distance, towards the direction of the rising smoke plumes and the direction where the traffic was headed from.
 
   The highway sign read:
 
   ‘Chandler – 7 MI’
 
   ‘Phoenix – 10 MI’
 
                 A white sign had been sloppily mounted below the green one. It swayed with the hot desert breeze. It read: 
 
   ‘FEMA Safe Haven – 18 MI’
 
   He stared at the fractured skyline in the distance and the endless line of desolate vehicles. 
 
   Something was very wrong.
 
   He had to get to the east coast. 
 
   He had to save his brother.
 
   He ignored the hunger that consumed him and focused all of his attention saving the only person in the world who mattered to him.
 
   Richard turned east and lurched along the interstate towards North Carolina with the sun on his back.
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