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One – The First Witness
 
   Samaipata, Bolivia
 
    
 
   It was the day of her death. Not that Mariana was ill. She was perfectly healthy. One hundred percent well. But she was going to die.
 
   She was ready.
 
   A young woman, barely an adult, made her decision. For nearly two days, she stayed in one room, watching the end of the world. At least to her, it was the end.
 
   She prepared to leave. What would happen once she stepped outside her home was a mystery. Her tourist attraction village had gone from peaceful and serene to nothing less than hell on Earth. Streets splattered with blood, armed soldiers fighting the enemy, men and women in medical space suits.
 
   Her primary focus for two days was Franz Vargas. He ran the bake shop in town and was the first person that told her about the illness. She was picking up a bread order and he was closing shop early for the day.
 
   He warned her that people were falling ill at the snap of a finger. He conveyed that he believed it was more than likely something in the water. How ignorant and absurd. Falling ill at the snap of a finger was a ludicrous exaggeration.
 
   Until she witnessed it with her own eyes. 
 
   Not one block from the shop, an old woman grabbed her arm, gasped, and struggled to breathe. Her eyes were dark, face pale, and before Mariana could do anything, the woman collapsed to the bench on the street.
 
   Mariana ran all the way home.
 
   After having done so, she finally noticed that old woman was the only person she saw. The streets, usually dotted with tourists, were vacant. Had they heard of the illness or were they all sick?
 
   When she got home, her parents were rushing out the door. Her sister was ill with the mystery sickness and they were taking her to the hospital.
 
   That was the last she saw of them.
 
   That was two days earlier.
 
   She did, however, see Franz. Alive and well until he was killed.
 
   Whatever the illness, it caused some sort of violent mental disturbance. A transformation in the victims.
 
   They looked dead, dropping to the ground motionless, only to get up again.
 
   They rose into a violent state, ripping apart anyone that went near them. Chasing them down with a vengeance.
 
   They moved oddly, twitching movements that seemed inflexible. As if parts of their bodies were broken.
 
   That first night, she also heard them.
 
   Mariana realized that many were not sick that first night, they were hiding like her. But those… things sought them out, pounding on doors, scratching at the walls, breaking windows.
 
   They never saw her or sensed her. Unlike Franz, she was safe.
 
   The first thing silenced was internet connectivity that went down before the sun, followed by any phone service, and finally the electricity. Military vehicles along with medical vans started rolling 
 
   Franz sought salvation from the infected pounding relentlessly at his home. He ran out, only to be pounced on by countless infected. When they were finished, Franz lay in a huge pool of his own blood, his insides ripped from him, a huge gaping hole in his gut.
 
   Mariana watched him all night.
 
   At first light, Franz rose.
 
   She watched his figure contort its way from the ground to an upright position. He twisted and jerked, his legs shook, and his back wrenched left to right before he stood upright with defined, rigid movements. 
 
   A stiff turn of his head and he opened his mouth as if trying to speak or gasp for breath, and he made the same sound as the others.
 
   The air rumbled against his tongue trying desperately to get into passageways that were closed. It sounded similar to snoring, only in a painful way.
 
   She wanted to believe he was aware, though she knew the reality of that was slim. He wasn’t alive; he couldn't be alive.
 
   Franz would become one of them. Pouncing on the uninfected, violently recruiting them into the sickened world.
 
   No one was safe, not even the medical personnel. A woman in a protective suit held a clipboard up for Mariana to see.
 
   Words written big, it read, ‘I am from The World Health Organization. Stay put. It will be over soon.”
 
   The woman was attacked and killed right before Mariana’s eyes.
 
   The soldiers surprised Mariana. Some remained and fought, trying to rescue people from their homes, but the rest withdrew with the trucks. When that happened, people panicked. The tourists in the hostels took to the streets with their luggage. It was insane to her. If they needed to escape, why weigh themselves down with heavy baggage?
 
   By morning of the second day, it was mayhem. Screams and cries for help filled the air, and Mariana knew it was time.
 
   She prayed for everyone. For the sick, the dying, the suffering, and then with a plan to head into the nearby park, her destination, Mariana slit her wrists and opened the door.
 
   Holding out her arms in a ‘here I am, come and get me manner’, she was shocked that she was ignored.
 
   The infected never came near her. It was as if she wasn’t there. They continued devouring the others while she stood among them.
 
   In bare feet, Mariana walked down the street. Her soles sloshed through pools of thickened blood, people cried out to her for help, arms reaching out to her in desperation, but she didn’t stop.
 
   What could she do?
 
   Blood draining from her arms, Mariana grew weak. She brought her hands to her ears to block out the noise, the screams, the gurgling those things made. She ventured only as far as the end of the block when she heard it.
 
   A high pitched whistle sound.
 
   Peering up to the sky, Mariana saw the trail of white smoke and the object overhead.
 
   It could only mean one thing.
 
   Mariana lowered her arms, took a breath for courage, and waited.
 
   The explosion arrived a split second later.
 
   The medical worker was right. It was over.
 
   


 
   
  
 

TWO – DAY ZERO
 
   Pittsburgh, PA 
 
    
 
   Some people were born too late. Myron Bauman believed he was a soul meant for the eighties, but somehow, he missed his spot in line and was born decades later. Even his name dictated that.
 
   He felt it and knew it. REO Speedwagon music defined him. Not a day went by that he didn’t blast the past tracks while getting ready for work. He was a master of Atari, and despite the low resolution and often comical graphics, mastering such an old game was not an easy task.
 
   Myron was different. He was creative and eclectic, and his aspirations and dreams didn’t require a college degree. He was quite happy working at the Game Shop as assistant manager. At twenty-eight years old he had his life ahead of him.
 
   Myron was a large guy, larger in the middle with, as his grandmother described, chipmunk cheeks. He stood before his bedroom mirror, combing his thick brown hair and trying to look his dapper best for work.
 
   Myron always did.
 
   He could smell the cinnamon rolls baking, his grandmother was fixing breakfast. He had lived with his grandmother since he was nine when his parents decided to go to Aruba and never returned. They were alive and called once a year.
 
   His grandmother was his all star; he would do anything for her, and vowed that even if he got married, his wife would have to live there. He wasn’t leaving her alone. She supported his every whim. 
 
   When Myron wanted to join the football team, his Gram came to the tryouts. Myron didn’t make it because, well, he was slow and didn’t run quite as fast as everyone else did. At every gamer tournament, she treated him like he was a celebrity and when Myron decided to join the wrestling team, his grandmother was all for it. Although she did ask him not to wear those tights. They showed far too much of his ‘gentlemens’ and should a future wife be in the audience, she didn’t need to get a sneak peak before the wedding night.
 
   She was fun, she also was the quintessential, cliché Jewish grandmother.
 
   After he finished getting ready, he opened his door. His grandmother must have been listening.
 
   “Bubby, its eight forty-two. You need to get a move on.”
 
   “I’m hurrying, Gram.”
 
   “I got cinnamon buns for you.”
 
   “Be right there.” He moved across the small apartment, and she sat in the kitchen, fully dressed and hair done.
 
   “Bubby! Don’t you look handsome today? Have a bun, you need your nourishment.”
 
   “Thanks, Gram. I’m gonna have to eat it on the run. The manager just sent me a text, he’s sick. He’s not coming in.”
 
   “Well, you do have those responsibilities, you never know who will walk in the store.”
 
   He leaned down and kissed her on the cheek.
 
   “And try to be home by evening. Purim starts.”
 
   “I know.” Cinnamon bun in hand, Myron grabbed his music player and headphones and left for his day. He had no high expectations because nothing out of the ordinary ever really happened to Myron, and this day would be no different.
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   It was the third time in a year that Grace Howard spent the night in jail. Not that she was a criminal, far from it, in fact. Grace had never committed a crime in her life. However, some other woman with the same name, same birthday, had a laundry list of bench warrants and when Grace got pulled over, they arrested her and impounded the car.
 
   She couldn’t be lucky enough to get stopped in the same borough. Three times. Three different areas of the city.
 
   The previous time, she was in county lock up for three days because it was a holiday weekend. She had been fighting it ever since, and they kept assuring her it was handled.
 
   It wasn’t.
 
   At first she wondered if the mug shot would give it away, but when Grace saw the mug shot while in county, she saw why there was confusion. She and the other Grace had physical similarities.
 
   She was released early and the arresting officer took her to the impound lot to get her car. The battery on her phone had died, so she had to wait until she got to work. She would have called off of work, but it was Wednesday and a big day for school tours.
 
   Grace worked at the Museum of Natural History. With a degree in Archeology, she dreamt of traveling the globe, but that wasn’t feasible with a husband and two daughters, so Grace worked in the fossil division, dusting off bones while scores of schoolchildren watched her in the window.
 
   She came close to going to Egypt once with the museum, but she quickly learned her passport had been revoked due to outstanding warrants. By the time she cleared that up, it was too late.
 
   Grace arrived at the museum and was surprised to see there wasn’t a single school bus out front. Usually there were at least five or six.
 
   Maybe it wasn’t Wednesday.
 
   Her co-worker Mark was in the lab, already in his coat, already working.
 
   “Morning,” she announced as she raced in and grabbed her lab jacket.
 
   “You’re disheveled.”
 
   “Well, I spent the night in jail.”
 
   “Again?”
 
   “Again.”
 
   “Grace Howard?”
 
   “Yep.” She grabbed gloves and goggles from the counter. “I got pulled over for a taillight. Who ever knows when they have a taillight out? There should be an indicator system in your car.”
 
   “So why did you spend the night in jail.”
 
   “I had no one to vouch for me.”
 
   “What about your husband?” 
 
   “Scott was home with the girls and he has this bug, Macy too.” She walked to her work area. “I was fine. They were very apologetic and bought me a latte.”
 
   “What was his excuse last time?” Mark said. “I think your husband uses this as mini vacations from you.”
 
   “Probably.” Grace looked out the big observatory window. There was one lone woman moving slowly through the exhibits. “Did we cancel tours today?”
 
   “No, why?”
 
   “I don’t see a bus and that…” she pointed to the woman, “is odd. Only one person.”
 
   The woman moved aimlessly, staring down, as if looking for something.
 
   “Hmm.” Mark peered out the window. “Weird. I can’t speak for her or the lack of people, I can speak for the buses. I guess you didn’t hear.”
 
   “Probably not, I was in jail.”
 
   “A lot of the schools canceled classes today. There’s a rumor that the virus is in the city.”
 
   “How can that be? It’s contained in South America.”
 
   “You know how people get,” Mark shrugged. 
 
   “I wonder if the girls had school. Shit.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I better call to let Scott know I’m out.” Grace picked up the work phone and dialed. It rang without an answer. “Odd, he knows the work number.”
 
   “You want to send a text?” Mark extended his phone.
 
   “Yeah.” Grace reached out and when she did, from the corner of her eye, she saw the woman teeter. Grace turned her head to see the woman drop to the floor. “Oh my God!” Grace rushed to the window. “Mark, call 911.” 
 
   It was impossible to leave the lab and go directly to the main floor. Grace had to go out of the lab door, down the hall, and race around. In the few seconds it took her, security had arrived.
 
   She wasn’t a large woman by any means, still wearing a winter coat, despite that it was fifty degrees out. But it took both security men to carry her because the woman began to thrash. Her arms fought the security men, legs kicking up and down, while her body twisted. Her head moved as well, and if Grace didn’t know any better, she would think the woman was trying to snap at the security men like a mad dog.
 
   The security men tried to calm her as they carried her out of the main floor.
 
   Stunned, and heart racing, Grace returned to the lab.
 
   “What the hell was that?” Mark asked.
 
   “I… don’t know. Some sort of seizure.”
 
   “Hope it’s not that virus,” Mark said. “You’re screwed if it was.”
 
   Admittedly, Grace didn’t know much about it. It had started in a small town in Bolivia, and had never made the news because it vanished as quickly as it started. It had resurfaced, garnishing attention, and the only reason Grace knew anything about it was because her nine year old daughter, Candice, asked.
 
   She had responded with a quick Cliff Note version from information gathered on the internet. It didn’t seem scary, so Grace tucked it away in the back of her mind.
 
   However, after watching the woman, hearing about the schools, and seeing the empty museum, Grace decided to check the internet one more time to see what was being said about the illness.
 
   That was, of course, after she tried to call home one more time.
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   Paul Furlong typed the words, ‘Heading to Canada’ and hit send. He placed down his phone and sat back in the booth of his favorite Chinese restaurant.
 
   He had a different perspective on things. Everything in the restaurant looked different, despite the fact that it hadn’t changed in two decades. Not even the waiter, Ed, had changed. Paul often wondered about him but never asked Ed anything about his background. All he knew was Ed worked for the previous establishment and he came with the deal.
 
   A man in his sixties who looked seventy, Paul had been a ‘two times a week regular’ at Silver Palace since he was in college twenty-years earlier.
 
   Ed wasn’t Asian; he was the only worker there who wasn’t. But Ed was a staple and was always there.
 
   Ed set the tea pot on the table and asked, “The usual?”
 
   “Nah, let’s mix it up. Let’s do the shrimp and lobster sauce.”
 
   “You are mixing it up.”
 
   When Ed turned, Paul called out. “Hey, Ed. You know I have been coming here for decades, and I’ve never asked. Are you married? Kids?”
 
   Ed shook his head. “Never had the chance. I worked two jobs to support my mother and pay for her medical expenses and by the time I knew it, life had passed me by.”
 
   “So this isn’t your only job?”
 
   “Is now but… look around. Can’t support a household off of tips in a local Chinese restaurant. I was an electrical engineer for thirty years.”
 
   “Wow, you never know.”
 
   “You never know.”
 
   “Sorry you never got married or had kids,” Paul said. “I didn’t either.”
 
   “Well, you know what they say. It’s never too late to find love.”
 
   When Ed walked from the table, Paul released a sarcastic huff and said softly. “It is now.”
 
   Paul glanced to his phone. No reply. But he was serious. He was going home and packing, he’d leave for Canada the next morning. It was the one reported place not hit.
 
   At least a ‘clear’ place he could drive to.
 
   “There you are,” a woman said then slipped into the booth.
 
   “Here I am. I said I was going to lunch.”
 
   Madeline Winston was a coworker. They didn’t have normal jobs, they worked for the health department under emergency management. Both of them had public health and science degrees. Paul was a nurse before moving on to the health department, Madeline a biologist.
 
   “Yeah,” Paul sipped his tea. “This is the last time I’ll be here. I may get some takeout for the road.”
 
   “You’re nuts. Why are you doing this?”
 
   “Because they lied,” Paul said. “They lied. They said it wasn’t weaponized, and it is.”
 
   “We don’t know that.”
 
   Paul laughed in ridicule. “Then explain how it’s everywhere.”
 
   “Mother Nature is unpredictable. You know that. Just because they say the markings are not consistent with anything they’ve seen, doesn’t mean it’s weaponized.”
 
   “Then what? Alien?” Paul asked sarcastically. “I know that’s what you think.”
 
   “It’s doesn’t have to be little green men to be alien. This could just be biology that attached itself to a space craft. I told you, with the crafts landing on meteors, anything can happen. They return to the atmosphere, they carry the samples—”
 
   “Enough. Whatever it is doesn’t matter.” Paul waved out his hand. “They lied. They said it wasn’t weaponized, they said it wasn’t a problem. They said it was an incident of a blip on the map in South America. Look what happened overnight. We are two of thirty people that know what is going on and that’s only because your uncle is the head of the CDC. Thank you for telling me by the way.” Paul looked up when Ed brought the eggroll. “And man, does this look good.”
 
   Ed asked Madeline, “Do you want anything?”
 
   “Sure, lord knows when I’ll get Chinese again. I’ll have whatever he’s having.”
 
   “Maddy, listen,” Paul leaned against the table. “We have no idea if we’ll get it, be susceptible or immune. It hits that fast. Pass the duck sauce please.”
 
   Madeline moved the container his way. “So you’re running to the hills.”
 
   “Yes, I am. Not ashamed to say I am hiding out. There won’t be a cure for this thing. We’ll have to wait and see if it can burn out.”
 
   “Why not stay? We are emergency management.”
 
   “What are we gonna manage?” Paul asked. “How are we going to manage any emergency in Pittsburgh? This isn’t any other outbreak, where it starts and flowers out like pollen. This thing hits and it happens all at once. It’s very science fiction if you ask me.” He shook the salt over his food. “I just want to go before it gets here. Because if I wait, I’ll be screwed.”
 
   “Well, then you’re screwed.” Madeline offered a fake smile to Ed when he delivered her egg roll. “You can’t leave.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean… by tonight you won’t get out of the city, let alone across the border. First reported case, the museum. Two security guards and three EMS are now infected. It’s here,” she said. “Pass the duck sauce.”
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   
  
 

Los Angeles, CA
 
    
 
    
 
   Max Ryker could barely walk. His entire being ached with every step and he was a man in good physical condition. The whole time he went through the airport he kept looking over his shoulder, watching for the police. He had never been so nervous going through TSA.
 
   They kept looking at him. Max didn’t blame them.
 
   He wasn’t breaking any laws for boarding a plane, he had permission from his probation officer to visit his mother in New York.
 
   It was what happened the night before that worried Max. 
 
   It was a repeat of history, a repeat of what sent him to jail in the first place. Max always was a hot head. Not even ten years in the service helped that. When he returned, he was more volatile, especially after his tours of duty.
 
   One night, while out with his girlfriend at a bar, he got into a fight with another man, and in a fit of rage that he didn’t understand, Max beat the man to death. The courts were lenient; defense claimed he had Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, and was sentenced to ten months.
 
   Max served all ten months and was in his fourth month of his three year probation term.
 
   He had stayed out of trouble, worked a job, and all was good. He was excited to see his mom, and had gone out for a drink. A local place that didn’t mention Max was ever there. Of course, that was a violation of his probation.
 
   It was right before the bar closed that it happened.
 
   Several times he told the bartender about the man falling asleep at the bar. The bartender waved Max off. Then two men woke the sleeping man and Max didn’t see the start of it, but the sleeping man went ballistic.
 
   Because he didn’t want to get involved, Max stayed back. The bartender tried to break it up, to no avail, the fight continued.
 
   Max had decided it was time for him to go and he finished his beer amidst the three man fight. By the time Max made it across the bar, as if fighting were contagious, the desire to engage spread to everyone. More were involved, fists flailed, people leapt on others, some screamed. It was insane. Almost out the door, Max saw two of the men attack the only woman in the bar.
 
   What the fuck? Max thought. At that point, the woman, defenseless, screamed and Max intervened.
 
   Not that he was a big guy, but Max wasn’t small. The ‘fighters’ seemed to want nothing to do with him, so it was an easy task. He tossed one of the men from the bleeding woman, and before Max could reach to help her up, the man flung himself back toward the woman. When Max turned to block him, the man opened his mouth and plunged his teeth into Max’s side, gnawing against the ribcage.
 
   Max saw black when the pain hit and once again, he lost it on the man. The man stopped responding. No one noticed, everyone was fighting.
 
   That was when Max took off, certain that the police would catch up to him before he boarded that plane.
 
   They didn’t.
 
   The only thing that eased his mind was the news report about rioting. Perhaps the bar fight was dismissed as that.
 
   Max just wanted to get to New York.
 
   He upgraded at check in, stating he was in a motorcycle accident on the way there and wanted to be comfortable. They asked if he needed medical attention. Max declined, stating he only needed to wash up, have a drink, and relax.
 
   And he did need to wash up. He still had blood on his shoes from people and lord knew what else. He was one of the first to board the plane. 
 
   Once on the plane, he squeezed into the tiny bathroom and did his best to wash up. Lifting his shirt, he finally took a look at his chest wound.
 
   The bite mark was huge and it looked as if a chunk was missing from him. He grabbed some towels, wet them down, and placed them over his injury. Surely, he’d get an infection. Hating to do so, Max knew he’d need to see a doctor when he landed. A human bite was nothing to mess with. Although other than being achy, Max felt fine. He wasn’t sick or fevered, and the injury didn’t show signs of infection, it just looked raw.
 
   His face wasn’t all that pretty either, scratched and abraded. Max was a mess.
 
   It was apparent to everyone, including the captain. While in the bathroom, he heard the captain instruct the attendant to ‘keep an eye on that passenger, he may be trouble’.
 
   Max hoped it was someone else, but knew better,
 
   Sore and tired, Max found his seat. He accepted the preflight glass of champagne and after downing it, covered up with a blanket, closed his eyes, and hoped that he drew no more attention to himself. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Three – Beginning
 
    
 
   
  
 

Pittsburgh, PA
 
    
 
   Typically, Myron was not oblivious to things around him. Especially when it came to the Game Shop. It opened at ten, closed at nine, and was the ‘go to’ place for used video games. Myron worked at one of eight in the city.
 
   He worked at the one in a mall south of the city. He thought maybe it was just a bad day when the other employees called off of work, that, along with the manager phoning in sick. After calling his grandmother and regretfully telling her he wouldn’t be home to take her to temple, Myron dreaded running the busy store alone.
 
   But it wasn’t busy.
 
   They didn’t have a customer all day. In fact, he saw about three people in the mall. When he went to get his lunch at the food court only two of the places were open and they seemed more engrossed in chatting about the slow day than making him food.
 
   Just before five PM, mall security dropped by and informed him the mall was closing. When Myron asked why, the guard called him an idiot and kept on walking.
 
   What had he missed?
 
   Myron was far from an idiot, and he knew he actually had missed something. Some event of sorts had caused people not to leave their homes.
 
   There wasn’t any television playing in the video store and Myron wasn’t a fan of social media or the internet, so he didn’t have one of those fancy phones.
 
   His only option was to forgo playing his music in the car on the way home and listen to the radio to find out what might be going on.
 
   After locking up the store, Myron headed to his car. It was the last one in the parking lot. Sirens filled the air, people drove like maniacs down the road, all going somewhere.
 
   Myron didn’t live that far from the mall. His first floor apartment was two miles away in a suburb, located half a block from the tiny town square. A place called Mount Hallow.
 
   Myron loved his location, he could walk to the ice cream store or get a pizza. It was a great little neighborhood.
 
   After leaving the parking lot and merging into traffic, Myron turned on the radio. There wasn’t any music. In fact, several of the stations were just dead air.
 
   The ones that were on were hard to decipher. No one filled in the blanks.
 
   Myron got bits and pieces of debates. He listened while driving, fearful of getting into an accident. Everyone was in such a hurry, cars were colliding left and right, causing more traffic jams.
 
   “No one knows. No one is saying,” a DJ said.
 
   “They did know. It’s been in South America for how long? It had to reach here.”
 
   “I have to disagree. This is fast moving. One person turns to two, two into four and so on.”
 
   “Then it has to be a biological weapon. It’s not just here, it’s everywhere. It just popped up. Nothing in nature moves that fast.”
 
   “That we know of.”
 
   Myron slowed down for the light to take his right turn. He started to fill in the blanks himself. Some sort of illness, an outbreak, based on that South American mystery virus from the previous year. That was what he guessed.
 
   “They’re saying it’s like a rabies.”
 
   “It’s not rabies. It’s something that hits the brain, but it’s not rabies. You have to be alive to have rabies. I hear these people are dead.”
 
   “Really?” Myron spoke out loud in disbelief. “Seriously? Come on. Dead?” He lifted his foot from the gas and quickly slammed the brake when a man walked between his car and the one ahead of him.
 
   About to blow the horn, Myron froze when he looked more closely at the man. He walked oddly, almost robotic with his jagged movements. He turned his head and looked at Myron. Myron’s heart raced. The man was pasty white, his mouth bleeding around the lips, and his eyes didn’t focus. The man tipped his jaw and snapped several times at the air quickly, before finding another focus and running for the car next to Myron.
 
   He lunged on the vehicle, slamming his hand against the windshield and pounding relentlessly.
 
   “Oh shit,” Myron uttered.
 
   Though he wasn’t convinced the bleeding and psychotic man was dead, he did realize it was something he didn’t want to be around and understood right then and there the reason for the panic. With a greater focus on getting home and making sure his grandmother was all right, Myron drove faster.
 
   It didn’t take him long to get to his neighborhood, and Myron saw things on the way home he wished he didn’t. People fighting, attacking each other, pulling men and women from cars. He was too scared to stop and help.
 
   His quaint little town square was blocked off with abandoned cars and so were any roads to go around. So Myron, like many others, had to abandon his car. At the start of the town square it was two blocks to his apartment.
 
   He could make it.
 
   Manbag draped over his head, Myron moved quickly through the cars. Nothing much was happening in his neighborhood, and he didn’t see the violence there, which was a good sign.
 
   He paused before his building, which was a huge old house converted into individual units. Out on the sidewalk was a huge pool of blood.
 
   His heart jumped to his throat and all he could think of was his poor defenseless grandmother. Even though he didn’t see any of the ill people around, clearly there were signs they had been there.
 
   He rushed through the main door, hurrying up the steps.
 
   Myron’s apartment was immediately there on the left and he reached for the door. When he did, it opened, an arm reached out, grabbed Myron, and yanked him in.
 
   “Bubby, thank God!” Myron’s grandmother slammed the door. She held a cast iron frying pan. “Help me barricade this and the windows. This is insane. Some sort of germ has everyone going nuts. It happened so quickly.”
 
   Myron hurriedly moved the bookshelf in front of the front door. There was nothing he could do about the windows but pull the blinds. He’d figure something out when he took a moment to breathe.
 
   “You’re okay?”
 
   “I’m fine, Bubby. It’s been harrowing. Mr. Stevens took a leap from the third floor to get to some man outside.”
 
   Myron looked out the window. “I don’t see the bodies.”
 
   “Oh, they took off running. Here.” She handed him the frying pan. “Take over. I need some sherry.”
 
   When Myron took the frying pan he noticed the blood on it. “Gram? Why is this bloody?”
 
   “Don’t ask. It’s not my fault. That crazy girl across the hall came in here trying to get me. Luckily, I was frying fish. I hit her. I need a drink.” His grandmother walked into the other room. “Bubby, put on the news, see what they’re saying.”
 
   Myron’s head spun. He had been so removed from everything it was hard to comprehend. His grandmother especially. She recited the events as if she were recounting an episode of Dancing with Greatness.
 
   Myron walked to the television and did as his grandmother requested. It was a good idea to look for the news, get informed. Myron would be able to process and make a plan much better if he knew exactly what he was dealing with.
 
   At that moment, he was still in shock.
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   Earlier in the day Paul had planned to finish his Chinese food, go home, pack, and drive north, but curiosity got the best of him. He couldn’t resist.
 
   Right after his lunch, Madeline got the call that the Emergency Team was summoned to the museum. Most of the infected had been cleared, but some still remained.
 
   With reports of infection springing up everywhere, there weren’t any CDC or WHO teams going out. It was left up to each individual city.
 
   Paul knew Pittsburgh was lucky. Back in the day, the CDC had divisions in Atlanta and Vermont only, but over the decades, Pittsburgh had earned its own office, so the CDC was going to be there as well. That let Paul know that more than likely, there wouldn’t be too many mishaps. Plus, he would get information. Even though Madeline confided in him the information shared with her by her uncle, hearing it and reading it on paper was different than actually seeing it. Maybe it wasn’t as bad as it appeared.
 
   Although Paul couldn’t speak of other towns, his city emptied out. Most of the traffic was outside in the suburbs. Paul experienced that when he left the restaurant. He couldn’t figure out where everyone was going. He realized some were going home for the day, but those with packed cars? Where did they think they could run? Unless, like Paul, they were aware of safe zones.
 
   An entire three block radius around the museum had been shut down. Small fires erupted and a lot of vandalism had occurred at nearby businesses. Windows were busted, and merchandise was strewn to the street.
 
   Paul suited up. While doing so, he conveyed to Madeline how it sickened him to see the looting and how people were taking advantage of a bad situation.
 
   “It’s wasn’t looters, Paul,” she replied. “The infected are just violent. The ones who catch the bug go through a flu-like phase, but those who are secondary infected are in a rage within one minute to an hour.”
 
   “How many from the museum?”
 
   “Most,” she said as they walked in. “We know it’s airborne and blood borne.”
 
   The museum swarmed with health officials and they walked straight until they arrived at the dinosaur section.
 
   “Our last remaining ill,” Madeline pointed to the long window. It opened to a lab, where workers would dust bones and so forth as a means of entertainment for the visitors.
 
   The one worker inside spotted them and raced full speed to the window.
 
   Paul jumped back.
 
   The infected man pounced against the glass, gnawing at it, scratching it. Paul stepped closer to get a look. He needed to see what an ‘infected’ looked like. The appearance of death, white and pale. The man had no injuries other than what was self inflicted.
 
   Even though the infected man was on the other side, Paul heard it.
 
   “What is that noise? Why does he sound like he is snoring? That’s loud.”
 
   Madeline shook her head. “I don’t know. That’s the only sure sign that they aren’t dead. Their airways seemed constricted.”
 
   “Or his tongue is swollen.”
 
   Madeline stepped closer and the infected man wearing the name tag, ‘Mark’ slammed against the window again.
 
   “Did you get a look?” Paul asked.
 
   “It does look swollen.”
 
   “That would explain the breathing.”
 
   Mark backed up and ran to the window again.
 
   “That window will not hold,” Paul said.
 
   “We’re sending people in there.”
 
   “Anyone unaccounted for?” Paul asked.
 
   “One worker, she left early. But she left after the first victim collapsed.”
 
   “How is she?”
 
   “Well, she’s fine. That was several hours ago. Last we talked she wasn’t showing symptoms. She said the reason for leaving was because two of her family members were ill.”
 
   Paul groaned. “Did she go near the victim?”
 
   “No, but was in the same room.” Madeline said. “Infection spread is fast. The scariest aspect of this is the ability to spread via indirect contact. Any surface, object, holds the virus.”
 
   “If she did go near the victim, get any blood on her at all, she was a walking weapon.”
 
   “If we had more time we would be able to test and see if people are carriers.”
 
   “What do you mean more time?”
 
   “Take a look around, Paul,” Madeline stated. “We’re out of time. It’s over.”
 
   Madeline’s words stayed with him and he actually debated on sticking around. The scientist in him wanted answers and wanted to help, but the man and human in him wanted to live.
 
   Paul went home, packed what he could, gathered food and supplies and a baseball bat, and left his house.
 
   He tried calling Madeline and there was no answer. He couldn’t with a clear conscience leave without staying anything.
 
   By the time he left the house that evening, he realized he could possibly get out of the city. It had quieted down. No one was around. Either people were staying inside and safe or they were sick.
 
   Madeline lived not far from Paul in the suburb of Mount Hallow. He lived in the neighboring community and drove over to her home without incident.
 
   Her lights were on, and her car was in the driveway.
 
   Paul rang the bell several times and knocked. There was no answer. He looked in the front window, spotted her asleep on the sofa, and then tried the door, which was locked.
 
   He walked around to the back and tried the sliding door. Fortunately, that was open and as soon as he stepped inside he heard that eerie sound.
 
   Before visiting the museum he would not had thought twice about it, but hearing the deep steady sound sent fear into Paul.
 
   It sounded like a large man growling and snoring at the same time.
 
   He reached into the kitchen drawer, grabbed a knife, and headed to the living room.
 
   “Maddy?” he called out.
 
   Madeline didn’t move.
 
   He thought about leaving, not saying a word, but he had to know.
 
   He inched closer, knife ready in case she attacked, and called her name again.
 
   The ‘snore’ sound did not stop, but Madeline opened her eyes.
 
   They were void of all color. She twisted her neck left to right, then stood up.
 
   Her left leg shook, as if her body was apprehensive about take a step. She moved slowly, trying to find a balance. Her head bobbed side to side, looking around.
 
   She paused at Paul and looked right through him. Madeline opened and closed her mouth several times. He could hear the clack of her thickened tongue hit against the roof of her mouth. Then Madeline walked by him.
 
   It broke his heart to see her like that. He gripped that knife tightly, truly thinking of putting her out of her misery, but he couldn’t. No matter how easy the movies made it look, it wasn’t. No matter how deathlike the person appeared, they were still a friend. There was still love and a connection.
 
   He reached out and touched her and she didn't respond. Softly, he said his goodbye, and walked away.
 
   For as much as it bothered him, Paul discovered another thing at his friend’s home. Paul had learned that, more than likely, he was Immune.
 
   Whether that was a blessing or curse, remained to be seen.
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   
  
 

Fight 4772
 
    
 
   Two hours and ten minutes after takeoff from Los Angeles, the co-pilot told Captain Eugene Lewis that he was ill. In fact he looked really bad. His forehead was sweaty, eyes dark, and when Eugene reached over to touch him, the co-pilot’s skin was on fire.
 
   He thought about moving him to first class to make him more comfortable then nixed that idea because he didn’t want to put the other passengers at risk of infection. Not a few minutes later, the head flight attendant called for the captain.
 
   “Something is wrong,” Stacy said. “We have about forty percent of our passengers who got sick right away. I don’t know if it was something on the plane, but they’re fevered and ill.”
 
   Eugene took a moment to close his eyes and think. “The co-pilot is sick as well.”
 
   “What is going on?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’ll radio to see where we can land.”
 
   Eugene returned to his pilot’s chair, and made the radio call out. The first tower that answered denied him the request to land. The second request was denied as well.
 
   With the co-pilot getting worse, he strapped in his friend, covered him with a blanket, and Eugene diligently made calls.
 
   With repeated denials to allow them to land, he finally got angry. “I have a plane full of sick people here!”
 
   “Yes, well, understand 4772, we have a country full of sick people too.”
 
   What?
 
   What did that mean?
 
   Eugene instructed Stacy to go online to see what she could find out and he kept trying.  Four hours into the flight, he stopped getting responses from any of the towers.
 
   It had been a while since he’d heard from Stacy and Eugene was worried. They were to land in New York in less than ninety minutes. 
 
   Putting the plane on autopilot, Eugene went to investigate.
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   Twice Max Ryker woke up during the flight. He was exhausted and hurt. He just needed to sleep. The flight attendant woke him to see if he needed anything, Max downed a glass of water. 
 
   The woman next to him had an odd, medicinal smell.  She looked pale and was snoring as she slept.
 
   Max honed in on the white noise and went back to sleep.
 
   The second time he woke up, a scream jolted him. He didn’t think much of it, because the plane was quiet. It was probably one of those subconscious sounds that enter dreams. He kept his eyes shut, trying to fall back to sleep when he noticed his lap was wet.
 
   He could feel the warm dampness on the front of his jeans. Max cringed.
 
   Tell me I wasn’t sleeping so hard I pissed myself!
 
   He reached down and touched the abundance of wetness. It was on the blanket as well.
 
   Great.
 
   As he opened his eyes, he felt something hit his lap. Had a bag fallen on him?
 
   Max sat up, his eyes widened, and he immediately sprang up, banging his head off the roof.
 
   Stacy, the flight attendant was wide eyed, her head resting on his lap, her body stretched across the other seat while the woman who had been seated next to him hungrily indulged on the contents of the flight attendant’s gut.
 
   It wasn’t piss on his lap, it was blood.
 
   There was blood everywhere.
 
   Max finally stood and Stacy rolled to the floor.
 
   Gurgling, the woman next to him peered up to Max and sneered at him with a look that seemed to say, ‘Fuck you for tossing my dinner to the floor.’
 
   The strange and horrific occurrences weren’t only happening in his row. From what Max could see, it was all around.
 
   It wasn’t happening.
 
   It had to be a dream.
 
   Maybe it was.
 
   Wake up. Wake up!
 
   He climbed over the cannibalistic woman into the aisle. The white noise and engine sounds were drowned out by the steady buzz of snore -like breathing, coming from everywhere.
 
   Max felt like he was in some sort of Night of the Living Dead dream. That was what they looked like, moving corpses. Had they not been making that sound while trying to breathe, Max would have been convinced they weren’t alive.
 
   He looked back into the coach section. Some passengers were wandering up and down the aisle, but there were as many bleeding and dead passengers as there were ones who looked like snoring woman.
 
   Snores, gurgles, some sort of clucking sound. Half-eaten bodies dangling from seats with looks of horror frozen on their faces.
 
   He turned, and that was when he saw Stacy the flight attendant sit up.
 
   Oh, no, Max thought. Now I know she is dead.
 
   Then Stacy did that snoring breathing. Corpses don’t breathe. Stacy reached down and ripped the eating woman from her, they then engaged in some sort of brawl.
 
   Max’s first thought was go to the bathroom and stay there. Then again, what difference would it make? They were probably going to crash.
 
   That was when he saw the pilot emerge from the cockpit.
 
   Eyes wide, looking horrified, the pilot backed up.
 
   “Hey!” Max called out.
 
   The sound of his call alerted those in first class and at that second, every single one of those ‘things’ lunged for the pilot.
 
   The pilot quickly jumped back and slammed the door.
 
   The things didn’t stop.
 
   Max needed to get into the cockpit. He wondered why, when he called out, those things only chased the pilot.
 
   There were about fifteen of them, relentlessly pounding at the cockpit door.
 
   Max whistled and shouted. “Hey, over here!”
 
   They stopped, looked, then returned to the cockpit door.
 
   “You’re shitting me, right?” Max shook his head. He made another attempt and called for them again. Only that time, they all turned and in a split second, blasted full speed his way.
 
   He was done. Doomed. He was about to dive to his right when he heard the woman’s scream behind him.
 
   With a quick turn of his head, he saw another flight attendant in the back of the plane, she stood by the bathroom. Every single one of them barreled right by Max toward her.
 
   Max couldn’t see if she went back into the bathroom or if the ones in coach got her, all he knew was he had a clear path to the cockpit.
 
   He quickly opened the bathroom door, grabbed the beverage cart, and formed a fast and weak barricade.
 
   He knocked on the cockpit door. He only had a few seconds.
 
   Come on, he thought. I’m not one of them. He waved his hands frantically at the camera. Shouting was useless, the pilot wouldn’t hear.
 
   He kept looking over his shoulder. Some of them were making their way back.
 
   At the point he felt doomed, the cockpit door opened, Max jumped in, and the pilot slammed it behind him.
 
   “Thank you for opening the door,” Max said gratefully.
 
   His feeling of safety was short lived.
 
   The co-pilot, strapped to his seat, reached out, his mouth making that clucking sound as he bit at the air.
 
   Max jumped back. “Holy shit!” 
 
   “Yeah,” the pilot replied, out of breath. “Any ideas?”
 
   “Where’s your cockpit gun? Do you have one?”
 
   “What! First, that’s murder. Two, you can’t fire that in here. If you compromise the shell of this plane we are going down.”
 
   “I can take him out without compromising the cabin. Look at him,” Max argued. “This isn’t the man you knew hours ago, is it?”
 
   “How can you be so callous?”
 
   “Take a look out there. Look what others like him did to your passenger manifest, dude. Give me the gun.”
 
   After some hesitation, the pilot pulled out the revolver.
 
   After taking it, Max looked around the cockpit, saw a box of tissues, and shoved some in his ears. “Cover your ears,” Max instructed, then placed the revolver to the co-pilot’s head.
 
   The co-pilot didn’t react to the weapon, though he still reached for the pilot.
 
   “Why isn’t he going after you?” the pilot asked.
 
   “I don’t know.” Max was certain firing that gun would have been easy, but even with the co-pilot looking as frightening as he did, and acting violently, it was hard. Max closed his eyes, said a prayer, double checked to make sure the revolver was flush against the forehead of the co-pilot, then turned slightly away and pulled the trigger.
 
   In the closed in space, despite their clogged ears, they still rang.
 
   The co-pilot slumped, and Max undid the belt. His dead body nearly rolled from the seat, Max caught him and placed him on the floor.
 
   He stood, his body aching from his wound, and Max groaned.
 
   “You hurt?” the pilot asked.
 
   “I’m fine. It was before the flight.”
 
   “I saw that.” He took his pilot’s seat and stared out.
 
   “I’m not this cold.” Max moved closer. “This is just …what is happening, Captain?”
 
   “Eugene. Call me Eugene.”
 
   “I’m Max.”
 
   “Something, some epidemic is out of control below. I’ve been trying to land for hours. No one is out there, no one is responding now.”
 
   “That can’t be.”
 
   “I’m telling you, I’ve …holy shit!” Eugene grabbed the control yoke, pulled back hard, banking the plane.
 
   Max flew sideways when the plane did. He saw through the windshield as another plane shot by them on a downward spiraling course.
 
   Caught up in the tailwind, the plane shook, and Max grabbed for anything to keep from being tossed.
 
   It was the longest few minutes of his life until Eugene got the plane under control.
 
   Hating to do so, Max took a seat in the blood soaked chair that belonged to the co-pilot. Processing everything that was going on was pointless.
 
   There was no way to process it.
 
   Eugene exhaled. He was clearly shaken and fought to stay in control. “That was close.”
 
   ‘Did that plane just fall from the sky?”
 
   “Yeah.” His hands gripped and released the yoke. “Are we the only ones alive?”
 
   “There was a flight attendant. She may still be alive in the bathroom. What do we do?”
 
   “We have a couple more hours of fuel left. It could take us to daylight, then we have to land.”
 
   “Where?”
“Anywhere we can at this point,” Eugene said. “Does it really matter?”
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   
  
 

Pittsburgh, PA
 
    
 
   It had been a long day and even longer night. Grace’s six year old daughter, Macy, was so sick with the flu, she didn’t want to get out of bed. Her husband Scott tried to pretend he wasn’t sick, but Grace saw it on his face. He was drawn and pale and coughed a lot.
 
   The telephone call from the health department told her that something serious was going around, the rumors of the flu were true. They assured her everyone was going to be fine, it was just going to be a few days of hell.
 
   Their exact words.
 
   Neither Macy nor Scott ate dinner, and shortly after sundown, the power went out. It was cold and that made it hard for Grace to sleep. When she finally did, she was woken by Scott’s snoring.
 
   Exhausted from her second night without sleep, Grace groaned. 
 
   “Honestly, Scott?” she blasted. “I know you’re sick, but…” She huffed. She didn’t want to show a lack of compassion but it was hard. He was on his side with his back facing her and Grace nudged him. The snoring didn’t stop. “Oh my God.” She covered her ears then opted for the living room. She sat up on the side of the bed. It was freezing in the house, her fingers felt like ice. She tried the lamp and found the power was still off.
 
   “Mommy?” Candice, her eight year old stood in the door, calling softly.
 
   “Hey, sweetie, why are you awake?”
 
   “Macy is snoring loud. Like Daddy.”
 
   “How about we go cuddle on the couch?” Grace suggested.
 
   Candice nodded.
 
   Reaching back, Grace nudged Scott again. He kept snoring. Grace stood and walked to the doorway.
 
   “Daddy’s up,” Candice said.
 
   Grace looked over her shoulder. Scott sat up on the side of the bed, his back to them.
 
   “He has to be sleeping. He’s still snoring.”
 
   Scott stood.
 
   Grace thought it was funny and chuckled. “Look at Daddy sleepwalking and snoring. Scott,” she called, “go back to bed.”
 
   Scott turned.
 
   Grace saw it then. The look on his face, the coloring, something was wrong. Seriously wrong. She grabbed onto Candice as Scott lunged full speed, over the bed and toward them.
 
   Candice screamed. Grace was quick. She slammed the door, holding the handle.
 
   “Mommy!” Candice cried. “What’s happening to Daddy?”
 
   It was taking everything Grace had to hold that door. Her heart raced, she couldn’t breathe. Her feet were firmly planted and it was a tug of war at the door. “Run in the bathroom! Now!”
 
   “Mommy.”
 
   “Now!”
 
   Candice backed up, crying.
 
   Knowing she couldn’t hold the door much longer, Grace looked over her shoulder to Candice. That was when she saw Macy at the other end of the hall. “Grab your sister.”
 
   Candice took one step toward her little sister and Macy, making that sound, ran at Candice.
 
   Grace didn’t know if it was instinct, or if Candice had gotten a good look, but whatever it was, she didn’t go to her sister. Candice ran for sanctuary of the bathroom and slammed the door.
 
   Macy flung her body at the bathroom door. In temper tantrum mode, she slammed her hands against it and kicked rapidly. Grace could hear Candice screaming on the other side.
 
   Then her grip gave up and the bedroom door flung open. It knocked Grace off balance and Scott, arms wide, stepped right over her and ran for the bathroom door.
 
   Why were they going after Candice?
 
   If Grace didn’t do something, Scott and Macy would knock down the flimsy bathroom door.
 
   That was her child in there, crying and screaming in such fear, Grace could feel it every time she called her name.
 
   The first one she had to stop was Scott, he was sick with some sort of infection that was making him maddened. Knocking him out was her first thought as a solution. She ran into the bedroom, grabbed his bowling trophy from three years earlier, and raced up to Scott from behind, hitting him in the head with all she had.
 
   His body teetered, but after a second, he continued again at the door though with less force. He was injured. Hating to do so, she hit him one more time and Scott dropped to the floor.
 
   A sob crept up her chest. She wasn’t about the hurt her daughter. She couldn’t. But knowing she was much bigger, using both of her arms, Grace snuck up on Macy, wrapped a hold around her and lifted her.
 
   Macy kicked and thrashed as Grace pulled her from the door. She was driven by her desire to get to her sister.
 
   It was a battle, all thirty-five pounds of her was out of control. Grace carried her a few feet to her room, took her inside, put her in the closet, then before Macy could get out of the closet, she pulled the bedroom door closed and locked it.
 
   Macy always had a hard time unlocking that door. Grace was confident she was secure in there.
 
   Scott was still on the floor outside the bathroom, though for how long remained to be seen. He wasn’t dead; he was still doing that snore breathing.  After running to the bedroom and grabbing her phone, Grace called out quietly to her daughter. “Candice, open up please.”
 
   A click and the door creaked open. Grace hurried in, locking it. She immediately grabbed her daughter and held her tight.
 
   Grace wanted to fold. She wanted to break down and cry. She felt it in her, the emotions stuck in her throat wanting to emerge as a cry of agony. The bathroom was pitch black, adding to the horrific and scary feeling.
 
   Grace was overwhelmed. “I’m scared. I’m scared, Mommy.”
 
   “Me too, baby.” She could feel her child trembling in her arms. Her legs locked around Grace’s waist.
 
   “Why were they doing that?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Grace sniffed.
 
   “What are we going to do?”
 
   “We have to call for help.” Not letting go of her child, Grace looked at her phone. The lack of electricity made it impossible for the phone to charge, but she had a little battery life remaining. Whatever illness her family had made them go insane. Grace dialed 911.
 
   She expected a ring, or even an immediate answer, what she didn’t expect was a tone and the recorded message that all circuits were busy. Slowly, Grace pulled the phone from her ear.
 
   “Mommy?”
 
   Grace shook her head and tried again. She would keep trying.  Maybe if they waited it out, things would calm down and be over. Until things normalized or they found help, Grace had to figure out something. For safety’s sake, staying in the bathroom wasn’t going to cut it.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Four – Calling Out
 
    
 
   
  
 

South Pittsburgh
 
    
 
    
 
   Paul had made it almost all the way to Erie, Pennsylvania. The highways were passable but when he stopped at the first roadblock, it wasn’t the military that stopped him from going forward. It was his conscience and guilt.
 
   They asked for his identification while warning him to stay off the roads for his own safety.
 
   “I’m with Emergency Management out of Pittsburgh,” Paul told them. “I know how bad this thing is.”
 
   “At least they can spare you,” the soldier replied. “I know Erie needs all the help it can get.”
 
   Spare him.
 
   No one had spared him, because Paul ran. He ran without doing a damn thing. What made it worse was he had immunity and in doing so, he was able to help and he didn’t. He wasn’t sure how far the immunity factor carried. He knew the infected didn’t rage for him, but he did have one smell and nip at him.
 
   After the solider said something so simple as ‘spare’, Paul was wracked with guilt. Did he leave too soon? It was his chosen field and he picked it because he wanted to help people. Running was not helping.
 
   With that, he apologized to the soldier, turned his car around, and headed back.
 
   He could see the glow of fires hovering over the city’s skyline as he made his approach. He took the long way into the city, avoiding the heart of it. His office was located on the east edge of town.
 
   His cell phone was charging in the car and there was still service. Confident he would be all right, he pulled over and started making calls. He called everyone in his contact list that he worked with.
 
   He received an answer from one person. A field worker named Carl. He was hiding out, and the infected were relentlessly trying to get him.
 
   Paul informed him what he wanted to do. From what he’d heard on the radio, there were pockets of areas not affected, and some city emergency management teams managed to get things rolling. Better late than never, Paul wanted to do the same thing.
 
   In order to implement it, he had to make it to the office, grab an Emergency Management case, and initiate the city’s Emergency Broadcast System.
 
   Any DJ holding a post on the airwaves was lost as to what to tell people. They took phone calls from people reporting conditions. A church in Bloomfield was offering sanctuary and help; a police station in Wexford, everyone but the government. He wasn’t sure what he could do, but Paul would try.
 
   Power was down in half the city. He hoped the generators kicked in. Unfortunately, Paul had to abandon his car a block from the Safety Building.
 
   He hated the idea of leaving his car but abandoned vehicles made it impossible for him to pass. There were very few infected on the streets. Many had fled the city when the outbreak at the museum was announced.
 
   With no street lights, it was pitch black and the distant sounds of the infected carried in the air.
 
   He ran as fast as he could to his building, up the small number of steps, and reached for the door. It wasn’t locked. In fact, the door was ajar. He knew what he had to do once inside. Run up the stairs to the third floor, get to the director’s office, pull one of the cases from the cabinet, and fire up the generators so he could reach the uplink to the emergency broadcast system.
 
   There were eight designated places around the city for shelter. Whichever case Paul grabbed first would be the shelter he would initiate.
 
   The emergency lights in the hallway were out. He didn’t understand why, they were battery operated. Using his phone as a light, Paul ran down the hall to get to the stairwell.
 
   Before he arrived, taking him by surprise, he heard the shifting of a shotgun chamber and a shadowy figure emerged from an office holding the weapon on him.
 
   “Say something.” The voice was female but Paul couldn’t see who it was, she was in the dark.
 
   “Don’t shoot?”
 
   She lowered her weapon. “We’re grabbing supplies; you’re welcome to join us.”
 
   “Supplies from where?” Paul asked.
 
   “Vending machines. Lunch room. Trying to get all we can. Hunker down somewhere until this thing passes.”
 
   “It’s not gonna pass for a while,” Paul said. “How many are here?”
 
   She didn’t answer.
 
   “Well, thank you for the invite, but I have to get to my office,” Paul said and moved to the stairwell. “I worked here.”
 
   “Why in the world would you come back?” 
 
   “It’s the only way to get a shelter started. The city has the means and the supplies. I just need to get to them and get it up and running.”
 
   “Are you going to call out to people?”
 
   “If the generators get me to the main uplink of the EBS, then yes.”
 
   “Will it be safe?”
 
   “I don’t know. If I get enough people to show up, help, then maybe, yeah. I don’t know. To be honest I’m going at this blind. I was only a field worker and a nurse.”
 
   “Do you know anything about what’s happening?”
 
   “I know more than most,” Paul replied.
 
   “Then let me tell the others and we’ll help you.”
 
   “Thank you,” Paul said with a nod. “How many are you?”
 
   “Four. Safety in numbers, right?”
 
   “Well, that all depends.”
 
   “On what?” she asked.
 
   “If any of the numbers are immune,” he said. “If not, there is no safety.”
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   
  
 

Mount Hallow
 
    
 
   Myron hated the neighbor across the street. She always thought she was better than everyone else. Myron couldn’t figure it out. If she was all that why did she rent an apartment and not own some big house? He tried to be nice. He always waved and said hello, but she snubbed him.
 
   Now she was wandering the front lawn of her house, nipping at the air and dragging her gimp leg that appeared to be half severed.
 
   “Bubby, get away from the window,” his grandmother said.
 
   “They don’t see me, Gram. I’m dying.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Like in that movie. They don’t see me because I probably have a deadly disease.”
 
   “Well at least cancer is good for something now.”
 
   Myron’s mouth dropped open and he gasped. “I can’t believe you said that to me."
 
   “You brought it up, Bubby. I think you are just special.”
 
   “This is insane. How did this happen?”
 
   “It was time for another plague. The world is too crowded.”
 
   Myron looked back at his grandmother. She was playing on her tablet. “You’re keeping that charged, right? Because radio said a lot of places don’t have power.”
 
   “All plugged in. We should go to Florida. It’s not that infected.”
 
   “Yet.”
 
   A sudden tone over the radio, followed by a series of buzzes, caused Myron to rush from the window to the radio. “Emergency broadcast.”
 
   “It’s a little late.”
 
   “Never too late.”
 
   “The following message is from the Southern Pennsylvania Emergency Management Association.” 
 
   Buzz.
 
   “Numerous power outages are being reported in the vicinity of the following counties: Allegheny, Westmoreland, Washington. There is no expected return time. Civilians are urged to use caution when traveling the roads. We are experiencing a biological emergency. Seal windows and doors. Restrict travel. Emergency shelters in the following locations will be operational at zero, six hundred hours.”
 
   The computer voice rattled off only four locations.
 
   “Caramount?” Grandmother said. “Did he say Caramount Elementary?” She stood.
 
   “Yeah, he did.”
 
   “Bubby, that’s not far at all.”
 
   “Gram, I had to leave the car,” he said. “I don’t see how I can even get it close.” He walked back over and looked out the window. The street was a parking lot.
 
   “We can walk there.”
 
   An abundance of sadness hit Myron. “I’m the one dying, I’m the one that’s safe out there. They’ll still go after you. I can’t take a chance bringing you out there. I don’t want anything to happen to you. I’ll go get supplies.”
 
   “There has to be a way,” she said. “Think, Bubby. You’re smart. Think. What if you conceal me some way?”
 
   Frustrated, Myron moved from his window watch spot. He would try his hardest to think of something. He needed to get his grandmother safe. While they were good for the time being, the first floor apartment windows that were six feet from ground level wouldn’t be secure once those things decided they would get in. They were already pounding at the door nonstop. The hundreds out here were flushing through the buildings like scavengers.
 
   His grandmother was right, Myron was smart. Once he figured out what it was that attracted them to attacking his grandmother, whether it was sight, sound, or smell, Myron would figure out a way to hide it. Or at least try.
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   The bathroom was not an option in any scenario. There was a tiny window that Grace wouldn’t fit through, and considering the power was out, the water probably wouldn’t be good for long. The one floor ranch style home was a trap for her. 
 
   Grace stopped trying her phone. She had to conserve the battery and put her attention on what she could do. A decision had to be made fast, and while Scott was still unconscious and Macy was locked in her bedroom.
 
   Leaving the house wasn’t an option either, at least until daybreak. Where would they go? Grace didn’t know if the whole city was infected or only her area.
 
   The only viable safe hiding place was the basement and family room. She could lock the basement door and block the staircase with that old bookshelf. Plus, the family room offered the ability to retreat to the laundry room and then garage. There was a means of escape, unlike the bathroom. If they were to make the move, they had to do it right away.
 
   Candice wouldn’t let go.
 
   “We have to leave the bathroom, baby.” Grace told her daughter.
 
   “No.” She shook her head. “I’m scared.”
 
   “I know you are. So am I. We can’t stay in here.” Grace listened to the sounds of Scott’s breathing; that loud, gurgling flutter sound mixed in with Macy slamming against the bedroom door. It was a flimsy door, like the bathroom door, and it was one time Grace wished she would not have taken the budget route on home decorating.
 
   It wouldn’t be long until Macy’s racket woke Scott. Unless, of course, Grace did permanent damage when she hit him.
 
   Slipping the phone into her pajama pants pocket, Grace stood up. Her stomach fluttered and her heart raced out of control. Candice had her arms and legs wrapped tightly around her and Grace reached for the knob.
 
   Scared that Scott was going to jump up the second she opened the door, Grace prepared herself.
 
   She opened the door a crack and peeked out. She saw Scott on the floor. The plan was to open the door, quietly step over his body, and run.
 
   She opened the door enough to slip out. Scott didn’t move. Holding her breath along with her daughter, Grace carefully stepped over Scott.
 
   As soon as she brought her other foot up, he grabbed on to it.
 
   Grace screamed. Scott pulled on her, using her as leverage to stand.
 
   Grace set Candice down. “Run! To the basement. Go!”
 
   Once she saw Candice take off, Grace turned and kicked Scott. It didn’t do any good. The only advantage she had was that he was still half on the floor and having trouble getting up.
 
   Grace stretched as far as she could, her fingers reaching for the trophy on the floor.
 
   Almost there.
 
   An inch away.
 
   Scott pulled and when he was nearly to his feet, she had enough room to grab the bowling trophy, pivot her body, and swing down.
 
   She closed her eyes tight because she was certain that hit was it. That was the one that killed him.
 
   Shoulder bouncing, Grace whimpered, “I’m sorry,” and still holding the trophy, she bolted down the hall. As soon as she was passing Macy’s room, the little girl reached out her hand through the hole she had punched in the door.
 
   Grace stopped.
 
   “I’m sorry, sweetie. Mommy is so sorry.” She grabbed the little hand and held it for a moment. “I’m sorry.” She brought her lips to it and a tear rolled own her cheek. Though Sick with an illness causing mindless violence, it was still her baby.
 
   She stepped back, releasing the hand, and when she did, she bumped into Scott who was standing. Grace took off for the basement.
 
   Surprising her, Scott did not follow.
 
   Grace was correct in her choice to go to the basement. There not only was a door at the top of the steps but one for the family room. The emergency flashlight was at the bottom of the steps, and Grace turned on the kerosene heater.
 
   The car was in the garage and at first light they’d make their way out. She wanted to put on the car radio, but was fearful of any noise.
 
   They were safe in the basement. They had the soda that was stored in the family room fridge and the snacks from behind the bar. With only having to make it through the night, they were fine. Grace, who wasn’t much of a drinker, even had a glass of wine.
 
   After retrieving another light from the garage, the family room had warmed up enough, and Grace held Candice as they sat on the sofa. She had no plans of falling asleep.
 
   Candice did, and Grace was glad about that.
 
   In the quiet darkness, Grace thought a lot. She thought about her life with Scott, how they met after college and waited a few years before having any children. Candice was planned but Macy was more of a surprise, and the reason they stayed married. They had trouble like everyone else, some times more than others.
 
   They were toughing it out for the sake of the children.
 
   Grace had always been quiet, and Scott liked that about her, until she started working at the museum. Suddenly, the loner career she chose brought out some sort of hidden personality via the historical place.
 
   Scott didn’t like that.
 
   A year before, when Grace was arrested the first time, she changed again. Scott hated the fact that she kept in contact with two of the women she met while in custody at the county jail. However, at that point Grace didn’t care. Like so many couples going through the motions, there were a lot of callous days.
 
   The day of the outbreak was not one of them. Grace felt hopeless, scared, and sad, thinking about her family.
 
   She was also wracked with guilt. She wasn’t ill and was hiding from them.
 
   That wasn’t some monster she’d smashed with a trophy, it was her husband. Was she handling it wrong? Grace wished she knew how the rest of the city was handling it.
 
   Above her head she heard the steady footsteps.
 
   Scott must have released Macy. She heard the weight difference in the movement. All they did was pace.
 
   Around five in the morning, Grace heard a large thump. She knew it was Scott. After the ‘thump’ she didn’t hear him anymore. Only Macy, and not long after that, she heard crying. Or at least something that sounded like crying.
 
   It broke her heart. What if Macy was aware of what was happening? What if she was scared, and felt abandoned? She was only four years old.
 
   After seeking out a hammer from the garage and making sure Candice was okay, Grace slipped from the family room, secured the door behind her, and went upstairs.
 
   Scott lay in the middle of the kitchen floor. She saw him as soon as she opened the door, closing it quietly behind her.
 
   Hammer in her strong hand, Grace approached him and reached down.
 
   Scott was cold to the touch and he had a horrendous rotting smell to him. He also was not doing that snoring breathing anymore. To the best of Grace’s knowledge, Scott was dead. She was certain his death was her doing, and couldn’t even take time to mourn.
 
   The slight snore sound caught Grace’s attention. Macy stood in the kitchen doorway. She was still wearing her soiled pink princess nightgown. Her brown hair was a matted mess and her head tilted to the side. Her face was ghostly white.
 
   She didn’t lunge for Grace, she just stood there.
 
   “Macy,” Grace called her.
 
   The little girl didn’t reply.
 
   “Macy, baby,” Grace walked to her and crouched down. Her eyes were glazed over with some sort of gray film and Macy stared right through her.
 
   Grace reached up. Her skin was on fire and she had developed lesions on her neck, right under the chin. The same lesions were on her arms and around her mouth.
 
   The feel of her body temperature told Grace the child was sick. What was to say she wouldn’t get better? And to think, Grace had planned on leaving her behind.
 
   How cruel. How awful it was of her as a mother to abandon her sick child.
 
   Grace took Macy into her arms and held her up. Macy didn’t move from the embrace, she was emotionless and stone faced.
 
   In the kitchen holding her baby, Grace had to rethink her whole plan.
 
   


 
   
  
 

FIVE – Highway To hell
 
    
 
   The eastern rising sun cast through the window of the cockpit, jolting Max Ryker awake. His feet flung forward, smacking into the numerous tiny empty bottles of booze. The barricade he had made with the beverage cart had plenty.
 
   Max Ryker drank them all.
 
   Of course, the pilot, Eugene, kept on giving him the side eyed look of disappointment.
 
   For all Max knew, the plane was going to crash or the bite he received the night before boarding the plane was going to do him in. He was still very much alive and well at the moment. The bite, however, was sore and pulled his skin when he moved.
 
   “Hung over?” Eugene asked.
 
   “Nah, I don’t get hung over.” Max leaned forward to lift his shirt and he realized he was glued to the seat by the dried blood of the co-pilot. He groaned. “That’s just gross.” After a hard pull his shirt released.
 
   “You didn’t mind last night.”
 
   “I was drinking heavily  last night.”
 
   “To ward off pain or fear?
 
   Max cringed again and rolled up his tee shirt. “Both.”
 
   Eugene whistled. “Well, I’d say better make your peace with God. Because I’m willing to bet it isn’t long before you turn into one of those things.”
 
   “Do I look that bad?”’
 
   “No, you look fine,” Eugene said. “The wound is bad and, you know, they are all sick. How can you not get sick?”
 
   “Maybe I’m immune.”
 
   Eugene laughed. “I doubt that. You’re infected, that’s why those things don’t come after you.”
 
   “You’re probably right.” Max stood and walked to the cockpit door. “No banging anymore.”
 
   “Stopped some time after you fell asleep.” Eugene pointed to the monitor. “They calmed down. Sick or not, they’re alive and they need rest.”
 
   “How is she alive?” Max pointed to the flight attendant that not long before was strewn across his lap gutted. Yet there she was, walking with a gaping hole in her midsection.
 
   “How is she not?” Eugene asked. “The dead don’t walk.”
 
   “Ever see the movies?”
 
   “Movies don’t count.”
 
   “Then how about Lazarus and Jesus?”
 
   Eugene groaned. “For sure, you better make your peace.”
 
   Max looked at the controls and saw flashing lights. “What’s that?”
 
   “We’re on fumes. We are gonna have to land.”
 
   “Where are we?”
 
   Eugene shrugged. “Lost track. Who cares? Looking for a stretch of highway to land. I’ve been circling for about thirty minutes. I spotted one.”
 
   “Can you land this on a highway?” Max sat down, it was painful and he winced.
 
   “At this point,” Eugene said, “it doesn’t really much matter now does it?”
 
   “Anything I can do?”
 
   “Seeing how you don’t fly, my advice right now to you is, buckle up and …”
 
   Max looked at him. “Make my peace with God?”
 
   “You got it.”
 
   “Somehow I knew you’d say that.” Max grabbed the seatbelt and watching with a high level of anxiety as Eugene prepared to land the plane on a stretch of highway... somewhere.
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   The two-story, ‘E’ shaped elementary school didn’t sit far from the road. In fact, Paul was worried when he saw the location. The property wasn’t secure, though the building was.
 
   The woman he met at the Public Safety building was Tara. She was not immune to the virus, but two of her pack were. While Paul went his way south, she led the others to initiate a second shelter.
 
   They communicated via radio. Had it not been for Tara, Paul wouldn’t have known that a lot of the reservists that had been activated were seeking where they would be needed.
 
   She ran into a whole group of soldiers and sent half of them to Caramount to assist Paul.
 
   Paul was at a loss as to what to do. He was supposed to be a management expert, yet Tara and her two had located the Emergency Management Storage and had loaded a truck. They were well on their way to establishing a shelter long before Paul set forth his own plan. He went to the school first, knowing there were supplies there. That was his first mistake.
 
   Sergeant Stanton, a middle aged African American man who was a high school principal when he wasn’t serving his country, was a huge help and a life saver.
 
   He picked up right away that Paul was somewhat disorganized.
 
   “Look,” he said. “Shelter first, you have that. Let’s make that secure and the rest will fall into place. There’s a lot of supplies out there we can go get.”
 
   “It’s dangerous.”
 
   “We’ll deal,” Stanton said. “We been beating these things off since the onset. We’ll keep beating them off.”
 
   It was his idea to create a barricade using cars for the front and side of the school property. The back was fine, it had a fence and beyond it a wooded area.
 
   By dawn they had a perimeter set and two armed soldiers on roof watch.
 
   The announcements were made on the EBS, and not long after people started arriving.
 
   More than Paul bargained for, more than he was ready for, and none of them were immune. It frazzled Paul because he had the ‘big idea’ and the binder with information, he just needed to work on coordinating what was actually happening and the plan set forth by the county. Paul knew for a fact Stanton hadn’t slept. Yet, he kept busy.
 
   Stanton had told Paul he was activated and ‘called up’ three days prior, two whole days before everything hit. He wasn’t told anything, only that things could happen.
 
   “Some were sent to roadside checkpoints to look for infected,” Stanton told him. “I was sent to Mercy Hospital. In the snap of a finger it got bad, No one moved and the place sounded like an orchestration of chain saws. Don’t think I’ll ever hear someone snore again without getting freaked out.”
 
   “I hear you,” Paul said. He knew what Stanton was talking about. The obstructed breathing sound they all made. It was worse while they rested and right before they turned.
 
   Paul was tired and his brain was fried. He needed to rest. He desperately searched for where he fit into the equation. His job training, other than being a nurse, was to investigate, document, and report public health emergencies.
 
   He was in over his head.
 
   Staring at the binder as he sat in the corner of the gym, the smell of coffee crept under his nose and he looked over to the cup set next to him.
 
   “Thought you could use that,” Stanton said. “We separated the ones I thought were suspicious. You may want to check them out in case they’re sick.”
 
   “I will. Thank you.” Paul lifted his mug.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   Paul groaned. “I’m trying to do a speed read of this book. Find out what to do, how to do it to make this run more efficiently and…” he stopped talking when the three ring binder closed.
 
   “You can read all you want, but it’s a simple solution. You have people. They need help. Shelter, food, protection, some medical attention and the biggie—safety. They need to feel safe.”
 
   “The book tells you to—”
 
   ‘The book will not tell you what you can see. Follow your gut. The shelter is good. We let people see that, they’ll feel safe, be less panicked, and the energy will calm down some. This gym for example, is a great lockdown location. We get enough supplies in here, we can stay safe in here until this thing is over with.”
 
   Paul only looked at him.
 
   “You do know how long that will be, right?”
 
   Exhaling, Paul stood up. “I have no idea. It hit so fast there are no case studies. Some got sick, real sick. They died right away. Most of the sick turned into …whatever you want to call those things out there.”
 
   “Ragers.”
 
   “I’m sorry?”
 
   “Ragers, that’s what we call them. Because they are enraged. Ragers.”
 
   “Uh huh.” Paul nodded. “The sick turned into… them, the ragers. They attack and infect more. And some… some are…” he cringed, “dead-ish.” “Oh, I’ve seen them. Eventually, the Ragers have to turn into the dead… ish. We’re all organic material. They’ll decay and drop, right?”
 
   “In theory. But if they move while they are dead… ish, that may slow down decomposition. Then again, they can’t be dead. They can only be dead … ish.”
 
   “We need to get a few,” Stanton suggested. “They don’t react to you. You check them out.”
 
   “For now. What if this thing mutates and suddenly they attack those of us they ignored?”
 
   “Then you’ll be the same as most of us.” Stanton gave a swat to his back. “Time to hone in on those fighting skills. Right now we need you in the right frame of mind. I think getting you on track will do that. Let’s go down our list.”
 
   Paul reached for the binder.
 
   Stanton stopped him. “Walk with me. Let me show you what’s going on out front.” 
 
   The main door wasn’t far from the gymnasium wing. Stanton led him to the double glass doors and opened them. The front of the school was clear, yet in the parking lot there were two tractor trailers that formed most of the barricade. A borough dump truck and numerous cars filled in the cracks. There was another tractor trailer toward the back by the gated entrance into the school lot.
 
   Paul could see the infected reaching between the cars, making attempts to get by, but failing.
 
   “Will this hold them?” Paul asked.
 
   “For now. But if more come, probably not. We don’t want to start shooting them because that will cause more noise.  We have shelter and protection covered,” Stanton said. “We don’t need to block the doors yet. How are we on medical supplies?”
 
   “Not much.”
 
   “And we need food. We need to go out in small groups to get supplies.”
 
   “I should go,” Paul suggested. “Right now I can slip in and out. That’s what we need.”
 
   “No, we need more immune,” Stanton said. “And another thing. Maybe you can talk to them. Get them calm. Assure them.”
 
   “Talk to who?”
 
   “The forty people in that gym.”
 
   “And tell them what?”
 
   “Lie. I don’t care. Tell them it won’t last long.”
 
   “Why don’t you do that?” Paul asked. “You’re more of a leader than I am.”
 
   “I have a job to do and—”
 
   “Sarge,” a male voice over the radio interrupted.
 
   Stanton brought his radio to his mouth. “What’s up, over?”
 
   “We have two survivors walking straight through the Ragers. Over.”
 
   “I’ll grab the riot gear and go help, over.”
 
   “No, Sarge, they don’t need help. They’re walking right through.”
 
   Stanton smiled at Paul. “Ask and you shall receive. More immune.”
 
   Paul felt a twinge of excitement. More folks that could go out and help. Plus, according to Stanton, more survivors meant more protection.  There was a soldier on top of the tractor trailer. He lay belly down and lifted his arm with a short whistle. Paul supposed that was his signal to the incoming survivors.
 
   The solider must have gotten their attention because he was indicating, without noise, where they were to go. Of course, that would be to the back of the barricade and Paul, along with Stanton rushed there.
 
   A younger man walked, embracing an older women, almost as protection, leading her to the back of the school. Paul watched them through the cars. The infected stayed clear.
 
   At the end, Stanton climbed into the cab of the truck, signaling that it was the way for the new arrivals to enter.
 
   Paul had watched others arrive an hour earlier. They were followed by infected; the younger man and woman were not.
 
   Stanton climbed back out and stood by Paul waiting.
 
   “I got it, I got it, Bubby,” the woman said.
 
   She emerged first. Stanton stepped forward and reached to help her. For some reason, Stanton coughed, sniffed outward, and turned his head. Paul wondered why until he took a step forward. She smelled horrible. Similar to a rancid litter box. It was even a bit much for Paul.
 
   The younger man jumped down and closed the door. “I secured the other one,” he said. “Those things weren’t chasing us.” He extended his hand. “Myron.”
 
   “Sergeant Stanton. This is Paul Furlong.”
 
   “Pleasure. Glad to have you.” Paul reached out to shake his hand.
 
   “This is my grandmother, Leona,” Myron said.
 
   Paul held his hand to the odorous woman, trying not to show any reaction. He figured she was older and had health problems. “Ma’am.”
 
   “I came to get my grandmother to safety,” Myron said. “If you need me, I’ll help.”
 
   “He’s a godsend, my Bubby is,” Leona chirped
 
   Paul nodded. “We can use the extra hands.”
 
   “I’m your man. I’m… I’m dying,” Myron stated. “So these things stay clear of me.”
 
   Stanton laughed. “You think they ignore you because you’re dying?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Maybe you are, but more than likely, you’re immune,” Stanton said. “Ask Paul.”
 
   Paul nodded. “When you are immune they don’t attack you.”
 
   Myron exhaled. “Oh, excellent. That’s a relief.”
 
   “So that means you both are immune,” Paul said. “More than likely.”
 
   “Oh, I’m not,” Leona said. “They come after me like flies on shit.”
 
   “But you walked right through them,” Paul said in confusion.
 
   She pointed to Myron. “He came up with an idea.”
 
   “I figured it was something about me they couldn’t sense,” Myron explained. “Maybe a pheromone or something. So I pissed in a cup and let it set, and put it all over my grandmother. I can’t take all the credit, she thought of it.”
 
   “When he was a baby, he had magic urine. Anyone got a rash we rubbed Bubby’s pee on it.” “Holy shit,” Paul exclaimed. “You put your fermented piss on your grandmother and it worked? Unbelievable.”
 
   “I don’t know if it was something in the urine,” Myron said, “or the smell, because she’s pretty rank now. But it worked. They were really coming after her until then.”
 
   Stanton laughed in a mix of glee and disbelief. “Oh, snap. He can piss on me if it keeps me safe from the ragers. You think it’s anyone’s piss or just his?”
 
   Paul shrugged. “We can test it. Let’s get you guys inside.”
 
   “And clean,” added Stanton.
 
   “And clean.” Paul led the way. ‘Then I think we head out for those supplies. Got to figure out where to start though.”
 
   They all stopped walking when a huge plane, flew by them, incredibly low.
 
   Leona asked, “Is it going to crash?”
 
   “No.” Stanton shook his head. “The gear is down, they’re landing.” He lifted his radio. “Rufus, you see that plane? Watch for direction.”
 
   “You got it Sarge.”
 
   Paul asked. “Why are we watching that plane?”
 
   “You wanted to figure out where to start. That’s where,” Stanton replied. “If we need to get out and get away from this mess. We just figured out how.”
 
   “If it doesn’t crash,” Myron said. “That was too low to be getting to the airport. I can’t think of a place around here something that big can land.”
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   Her concentration was divided, but Grace had to go forward.
 
   At sun rise, she quietly crept from the back door, walked to the driveway, and backed the car down and into the garage.
 
   She expected a quiet street; what she saw was neighbors roaming aimlessly. Some up and down, some in circles, all were infected. It answered Grace’s question on whether or not it was only her family. Seeing all the sick people told her the reason 911 calls didn’t go through.
 
   It was a nightmare.
 
   Mr. Withers from next door was covered with blood. His right arm was missing, yet he walked past. Most of the infected walked stiffly, unless they ran. They seemed to move more freely while running. None of them ran for Grace. They did when she pulled out of the driveway, however, but that was only because they spotted Candice. There was something about her that they wanted.
 
   They chased the car, smacking their hands against it, jumping in front of it.
 
   It took all Grace had to keep it together and get off of her suburban street. Without thinking about what she was doing, she floored the car, drove forward, tried to miss people but in case she didn’t, she muttered, “God forgive me.”
 
   Once out of her division, she was safe. Fewer people. Only a couple of cars zipped by her. She beeped her horn but no one stopped.
 
   Grace wasn’t a survivor. She wished she would have packed more, but couldn’t. She took blankets, flashlights, some soda because she didn’t have bottled water, and whatever snacks and chips were in the family room. Hopefully, she would find more later. 
 
   She knew where she had to go. 
 
   Candice barely slept. When she did it was short naps and she’d wake scared and weepy. Grace was sacred and weepy, as well.
 
   Her heart broke for her family. Trying to not think about the fact that she had killed her husband was difficult. She justified it that he was violent and not in his right mind. It still bothered her and caused a guilty pain in her chest when she thought about it.
 
   Had it not been for Candice needing her, she would have crumbled. She couldn’t; she had to stay strong and get help.
 
   She had a mental list of places to go, and the last on the list was the shelter the emergency broadcasting announced over the radio.
 
   Her location was between them both. It was six of one, half dozen of the other on where to head.
 
   Her first stop was a mile from her home; the local police station. Surely, if there was anyone in authority, it would be there. The campus for the borough held the police, fire, and EMS buildings. It was the logical place to go.
 
   As soon as Grace pulled up the driveway, she knew it was useless. The garage doors for the fire department and ambulance were open and infected roamed the area.
 
   She couldn’t understand why they gathered there or how they ended up mobbing the police station trying to get in. Was there someone like Candice inside?
 
   More than anything, Grace wanted to check, to help, but she couldn’t. She had her child.
 
   As soon as she turned the car around, the infected spotted Candice and again it was a goose chase.  Grace’s eyes shifted to the rearview mirror to see them still in pursuit.
 
   Her next stop on the list was a hospital. It was a plague or infection, surely people would go there to try to get medical attention. Most of the hospitals were in the city, and Grace could see the smoke coming from that way. The city wasn’t safe. There was one on the edge of the county, a short highway drive.
 
   Getting to the highway was a maze, and to make matters worse, her gas tank was low. Before the exit, Grace stopped at a gas station. No one was there, and the front doors were busted out. She hoped the pumps worked. All she needed was a little gas. She wasn’t going to steal it, she’d use her debit card.
 
   “Mommy,” Candice whispered. “Do we have to stop?”
 
   “Stay here. I’ll be right outside pumping.” 
 
   Grace stepped from the car, lifted the pump, clicked the trigger, pressed the buttons. Nothing happened.
 
   Then it dawned on her.
 
   No power.
 
   No pumps.
 
   No gas.
 
   At that, she had a mini break down. How was she going to do it? She felt defeated, slamming the nozzle several times in a tearful frustration before letting it fall to the ground.
 
   She’d hoped the car made it to the next station. It was highway driving, as long as Grace didn’t drive with a lead foot, she could conserve gas. She had a quarter of a tank. The radio said not all places were without power. Although, most of what she heard was from the automated emergency broadcast. The only other radio playing was a DJ named Cee, who had locked herself on the third floor of the station, proclaiming she was safe and wasn’t going anywhere. They still had power there.
 
   She was taking phone calls, most from panicked people with no real information needing someone to talk to. Grace wished her phone worked, she would have called.
 
   By the time they hit the highway, Candice had fallen asleep again, and Grace listened to her breathing, just in case. 
 
   Grace kept checking her rearview mirror and that was when she saw it coming. It was a dot at first and before Grace knew it, the plane roared so low and close overhead it rumbled the car and pulled it along.
 
   Candice sat up with a start, “Mommy?”
 
   “It’s okay. It was a plane, probably crashing.” Grace kept looking ahead, waiting for the impact. The plane was too close.
 
   When a crash didn’t occur, Grace deduced that it was probably farther and higher than it seemed.
 
   The highway, for the most part, was free and clear. Cars and trucks were scattered about randomly, the doors opened as if people had ran from them. Grace was diligent in staying slow and moving carefully around them.
 
   She knew the town of Canonsburg wasn’t that far, and gratefully, her gas gauge barely moved. The last sign she saw was four miles. The hospital there, along with gas, were her goals. Maybe even real food.
 
   She came over the ridge onto the straight portion of the highway and that was when she spotted the plane a mile from her, parked on the highway.
 
   Grace slowed down. Could she go around it?
 
   While registering its presence and figuring out what to do, she saw two men running from the plane. They moved fast and Grace panicked.
 
   More infected, but it was only two. She thought she could drive around them until she saw the mob a good twenty yards behind the men and more coming from the plane. They leapt from the side door, landed, and injured or not, they got up and hobbled in a run.
 
   Then she realized the two men were probably not infected, they were being chased. The Good Samaritan in her headed their way. She saw them better as she closed in on them. One was in a white shirt and dress pants, the other looked bloody and messy.
 
   No. They were infected and upon that thought, Grace slowed down and turned the wheel. She’d find another exit.
 
   Had she not taken one more look at the men, she wouldn’t have seen the man in the white shirt waving his arms frantically at her.
 
   Infected didn’t do that.
 
   She stopped and clicked ‘unlock’
 
   They ran faster to her, looking behind them. Grace grabbed her chest and almost drove off. The horde of raging infected were closing in.
 
   Candice immediately locked her door.
 
   “Baby, leave it open,” Grace said. “They need help.
 
   “But what about—?”
 
   “Let them in.”
 
   With a click, Grace unlocked the door again and Candice pulled the handle, opening her door.
 
   Immediately, the man in the white shirt pulled it open wider, jumped in, squishing against Candice. “Thank you!”
 
   The other man jumped in the back behind Grace. “Drive!”
 
   Grace hit the gas, peering in the mirror. “You okay?”
 
   “Yeah,” the man in the back answered. “I just….” He grunted loud and scream-like, “Uh!”
 
   “What? What?” the white shirt guy asked. “What?”
 
   “She has an infected kid in a car seat.”
 
   “She’s a calm infected,” the white shirt guy said.
 
   Candice shared a seat with the man, he had his arm over the top to give them both room. She peered up to him. “That’s because Mommy gave her Benadryl.”
 
   “That was smart,” he said. “Thanks again. We owe you guys. I’m Eugene and that’s Max.” 
 
   “Grace,” she said. “You’re sitting with Candice and Macy is in the back.”
 
   “She’s out cold,” Eugene said. 
 
   “Yeah, I doubled the dose. The noise isn’t as bad when she’s sleeping. So I figured she’s not struggling with whatever breathing problem she had. At least not as much.”
 
   “Can I ask …” Max leaned forward. “How you gave her Benadryl without her biting off your hand?”
 
   “She doesn’t attack me. Only Candice.”
 
   “Are you bit?” Eugene asked.
 
   “No.” Grace shook her head. “Why do you ask?”
 
   “They come after me, but not him.” Eugene pointed to Max. “He was bit several times.”
 
   “By accident. I happened to be in the way of their mouth,” Max said. “They didn’t come after me.”
 
   “They don’t come after me and I wasn’t bit,” Grace said. “There has to be something else.”
 
   “Whatever the reason, it’s a sense of safety. Where were you headed?” Eugene asked.
 
   “To a hospital. Trying to find help for my daughter.”
 
   From the back seat, Max huffed.
 
   “What?” Grace looked at him in the mirror, she then glanced at a sleeping Macy. “You don’t know. There may be help out there for them. I can’t give up on my daughter. I can’t.”
 
   “I take it you drugged her because she was violent?” Max asked.
 
   “I did. But she wasn’t violent to me. I held her. She’s still in there.” Grace shifted her eyes to Eugene. “My daughter is still in there. I have to try to help her.”
 
   Eugene reached over and laid his hand on hers. “I understand. I do. I have a daughter. She’s in Denver and I’ve been trying to reach her, then my phone died.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Me, too.” Eugene said. “Kind of a shitty thing to happen. To be away from your family, not knowing. She posted on social media that her mother was sick. That was her last post.”
 
   “I’m afraid I’m not a good source of information,” stated Grace. “We didn’t have power and the radio is useless. By the time we got to the car, the news was done.”
 
   Eugene exhaled. “It has to be widespread. I couldn’t reach a tower anywhere.”
 
   “Where were you headed? I mean, after you landed.”
 
   Eugene shrugged. “Off the plane. There was no plan. There is now. We go with you. Let’s go try to find your daughter some help.”
 
   Grace nodded. She was scared and hadn’t the first clue what to do. Undoubtedly she would have figured it out eventually, but she was glad she and her daughters weren’t alone.
 
   It was an instantly crazy world with infected attacking left and right. Even though she didn’t know the two strangers at all, they were an added sense of safety Grace needed to feel in order to keep going. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Six – End Unit
 
   Caramount, PA
 
    
 
   The world wasn’t dead. Not yet. Granted, there were a lot of infected, but from what Myron saw, there were still some people alive. They hid, peeking out the windows, afraid to come out or just unable to with the risk outside.
 
   Had Myron been one of those ‘prepared’ people, he would have waited it out with his grandmother. But there wasn’t much food and it wasn’t safe for her in their home.
 
   He was glad they made it to the shelter. It wasn’t what he expected. In his mind, he believed he’d step into a well maintained military shelter created in the school. Hundreds upon hundreds of survivors, cots spread out evenly, he’d be given a blanket and care package and told to have a seat, relax, this would be over soon.
 
   That wasn’t the case. There were a few dozen scared and confused people sitting on the floor.  What he and his grandmother stepped into was a salvation in its infancy. Someone with good intentions and a good idea was in over his head. That person was Paul. He was a good guy, Myron could tell, and he needed help.  
 
   After making sure his grandmother was fine and able to get clean, Myron volunteered to go out with Paul. They were one of four that had the gift of immunity. The other two stayed behind while Myron went out with Paul for supplies.
 
   They needed batteries, food, and some basic medical supplies. Things Myron figured would be there for the taking.
 
   As they prepared to leave, Myron told Paul about his fantasy vision of shelter life.
 
   Paul found some amusement in that, producing a smile. “Yeah, in theory, that’s how it should have been,” he explained as they made their way from the school. “Maybe yesterday, if it was implemented before the city went to shit. Looters burned a lot of it down. There was supposed to be a garage where the trucks were stored. Management was supposed to call up the units to the locations, they get the truck and everything was to be set up. Unfortunately, I kind of thought since the location was the school, we’d have more supplies.”
 
   “You have the cafeteria,” Myron said, “My gram offered to go through that and I’m sure she will.”
 
   “It’s not gonna be enough if we have to wait it out.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Myron asked.
 
   “I mean, more of these Ragers will show up. Eventually, we won’t be able to get out. You and I will, but those not immune won’t. The Ragers are live beings. They aren’t eating food, they’re eating flesh. Eventually they will die.”
 
   “Yeah, what about the ones already dead?”
 
   “I am not convinced they are dead. Just dead… ish.”
 
   “Maybe we need someone with medical training to check one out.”
 
   Paul laughed. “Believe it or not, I was a nurse.”
 
   “No kidding? How did you end up working in this field?”
 
   “Nurses go through phases. It’s a job that beats you down. Some look for the next step, others change careers. I stayed in healthcare, though I stopped caring for patients.”
 
   “Bet you sucked at it,” Myron said. “You don’t seem like the type.”
 
   “I was good. I just hated the bureaucracy of it all.”
 
   “Dude!  And you thought taking a county job was gonna be better?”
 
   “It had great retirement benefits.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter now, does it?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   They had to find a car, that was the first task. Caramount had an urban feel to it, yet it was a suburb. Very few yards, lots of concrete and cars parked at the curbs.  Trying to determine which car went with what house was the hard part. The houses were so close together.
 
   The goal was the strip mall at the bottom of the large hill. It had a grocery store, electronics store, and pharmacy. One stop shopping. Getting down that hill was not a problem, though coming back up with supplies would be. There was hope in finding something in the parking lot.
 
   Caramount had a population of over thirty thousand, all crammed in sardine lots, apartments, and row houses. It seemed as if half those people were wandering the street now.
 
   Of course, there were also a lot of bodies. Ones too far damaged to become dead-ish. Myron tried to ignore those.  Being the video game guy, he put it in his mind that it was a game. It was the only way he could make it through without getting sick or upset.
 
   A the top of the long hill that would take them to the shopping center, Myron noticed a lone car parked on the corner close to the side gate of the end unit in a row of houses.
 
   No one would park next to a gate that wasn’t theirs. He pointed it out and told Paul, it was a good bet so they went to the house.
 
   Myron reached for the back gate but stopped. Leaning against it was the body of a dog lying on its side. A yellow lab, its neck looked swollen, eyes bulging,  and tongue lolling.
 
   Unable to bring himself to push on the gate, Myron walked to the front door of the end unit.
 
   Paul stopped Myron from opening the door. “Someone might be inside and scared. They could have a gun. Knock first.”
 
   Myron reached to knock and noticed the door bell. He pressed it, and heard the sound of the chime. After a few seconds he pressed it again.
 
   There was no response.
 
   He opened the screen door and knocked.”Hello!” he called out. “Hello! Anyone home? We aren’t gonna hurt you.” He knocked again.
 
   A women appeared in the small window of the front door. She startled Paul and Myron. It was obvious by her complexion and eyes she was infected.
 
   She looked out the window as if right through them and turned away.
 
   “Oh, that’s creepy,” said Paul. “We get in, we get out.”
 
   Myron turned the knob. Upon opening the door they were blasted with an odor, a sour and rotten smell like moldy food in a fridge.
 
   Myron grimaced and covered his mouth.
 
   “Look for a purse or key ring,” Paul said.
 
   The woman walked around the living room of the home. She was wearing a nightgown soiled with urine stains and neck had blackened marks on it and, like the dog’s, was swollen. “Paul, look at her neck,” Myron said.
 
   Paul walked up to her and reached for her throat.
 
   “Oh, God, don’t touch her.”
 
   “I need to feel it.” His trembling hand touched her neck.
 
   The woman didn’t react.
 
   “Every gland in her neck is swollen. Every single one. It’s like pustules in there.”
 
   “Is that why they breathe like that?” Myron asked.
 
   “Could be. Her nose doesn’t sound stuffed.” Index finger extended, Paul reached for her mouth.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “You said a medical professional needed to look.”
 
   “But now? Right now?”
 
   “We have the opportunity.” He placed his finger on her chin and lowered it. Immediately, Paul turned his head and breathed outward.
 
   “That bad?”
 
   “Her tongue is huge. I’m surprise she can breathe, and covered with these sores...” He closed her mouth. “Yeah, that bad.”
 
   “Maybe she has a different case.”
 
   “Or this is a progression. We need those keys. Check in here, I’ll try the kitchen.” Paul walked by Myron and straight through to the next room.
 
   Myron started to think, If he lived in the house, where would he put the keys when he walked in? “Where are the keys to your car?” he asked her.
 
   She stopped walking.
 
   “You hear me?”
 
   She turned her head his direction.
 
   “You do hear me.”
 
   She lifted her head, looking around, chin up, and it cut off her breathing, like a heavy snorer choking mid-snore. She glanced at Myron.
 
   “God, I hope this isn’t one of these moments where I am suddenly your lunch.” Myron took a deep breath. “Keys. Yes. Keys.”
 
   The thought hit him that they should have checked the car first, but he passed that thought when he realized, as nice as Caramount seemed to be, it still wasn’t the type of place where a person left keys it the car. Plus, she was wearing pajamas; she had been home all night.
 
   A table was right by the front door and the most obvious place to drop keys. It was empty and when Myron turned, he saw.  He had failed to notice when he walked in because he was so focused on the woman. He wished with all his heart he didn’t see it.
 
   There was a sofa flush against the same wall as the front door, under the picture window and on the couch, a child lay on each end, neither older than a toddler.
 
   Both were on their sides, covered with a blanket, heads on a pillow. Immediately, Myron hoped they were only sleeping, alive, immune and sleeping, but after taking a closer look he knew better.
 
   Their coloring was gray, their necks blackened and enlarged. Both were laying the exact same way on opposite ends, their tiny hands peeking out from the covers. There was no blood, they hadn’t been attacked. The children had been ill and died in their sleep.
 
   Myron’s knees buckled. It was a vision that hit him hard. Instantly, he felt this overwhelming sadness and a whimper seeped from his throat before he choked up. He spun to the woman. She was in the room with them. More than likely she wasn’t consciously aware, but instinctively she knew, that was why she stayed. Or at least Myron rationalized that. Instead of fearing her, being disgusted by her, be felt sorry and pity for the woman.  
 
   “I’m sorry. These were your babies. I’m sorry.”
 
   She didn’t understand what he said, but Myron felt the need to say it.
 
   “Found them,” Paul said, jingling the keys excitedly as he walked into the room. “Right on the kitchen… oh, man.” His eyes shifted to the couch. “That’s so sad.”
 
   “Yeah,” Myron choked.  “Let’s go.” He snatched the keys from Paul and bolted out the door. He didn’t stop until he hit the sidewalk.
 
   “You sick?” Paul asked. 
 
   “No. That... that just got to me.”
 
   “I’m sorry. Do you have a kid?”
 
   “No.” Myron shook his head. “You don’t need to be a parent to see how horrible that was. How really screwed up this is.”
 
   “You’re gonna see that a lot. You’ll get used to it.”
 
   “No I won’t. I won’t let myself.”
 
   Paul followed Myron to the car. “How do you propose to do that?”
 
   “By remembering they aren’t just bodies, they’re kids. People are dying, they have died, but we can’t die inside, dude, we can’t.” He opened the car door and got inside. The moment he did, he looked in the rearview mirror and saw the two car seats in the back. Immediately he opened the car door.
 
   “What are you doing?” Paul asked.
 
   Without answering, Myron opened up the back door and undid the car seats, removing them one at a time and placing them by the back gate.
 
   “You alright?” Paul asked him when he got back in the car.
 
   “Yeah,” Myron stared the ignition and pulled out.
 
   He wasn’t.
 
   Something had changed in Myron.  Before that, Myron was confident, felt lucky to be alive and invincible. His focus was purely on survival. Everything that was happening was like a fleeting moment in a video game.  Until he stepped into that end unit and looked at that sofa and all of a sudden a different reality hit him. 
 
   Seeing the children was heartbreaking and the sight of the car seats only sealed the deal in the devastating reality department.
 
   Life as he knew it was done. It would never be the same.  It wasn’t a video game. In the end, no matter how he viewed it, there wasn’t a positive outcome.  There were no winners, no victories, and everyone lost.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Seven – Snack Cakes
 
    
 
   No one had a working phone and Grace wanted to kick herself for not listening to her father all those years ago when he said, ‘No matter how high tech things get always have a paper map’.
 
   One of those would had come in handy.
 
   The mob of infected didn’t follow them far and Grace was able to pull off the highway and navigate to a main road. Though she was familiar with the area, Grace knew she was far from Canonsburg Hospital. There was another around somewhere, she was certain.
 
   There was a problem. Macy had come out of her drug induced slumber and began to freak out. Her breathing was loud and she outstretched her arms, swinging to get free from the car seat.
 
   It wasn’t Max that she wanted, she was trying for Eugene and Candice in the front seat.
 
   “Okay, Okay,” Max reached out to Macy. “Calm. Come on. Calm down.”
 
   The child was loud, and his attempts to appease her failed.
 
   “She’s hurting herself,’ Max said. “The straps are cutting into her.”
 
   “What can I do?” Grace asked.
 
   “I can’t believe you brought her.”
 
   “What was I supposed to do?” Grace snapped.
 
   “Leave her.”
 
   “Hey!” Candice yelled. “That’s my sister! We weren’t leaving her.”
 
   “I wasn’t leaving my child,” Grace argued. “No one told you to come. I stopped for you. Deal with it.”
 
   Eugene turned around and looked at Max. “She’ll wear down, she has to. She’s a child.”
 
   “A dog with rabies doesn’t wear down,” Max said. “That’s what this is like.”
 
   The car slowed and then came to a halt.
 
   Eugene asked. “What’s wrong? Why did you stop?”
 
   “We’re out of gas.” Grace tossed the car in gear and opened the car door. “If we’re out of gas,” Max said, “why did she stop on a downhill?” He stopped talking when the backdoor opened with a vengeance.
 
   Grace ran her hand over her forehead and tucked her hair behind her ears to keep it from her face. She reached in for her thrashing daughter. “It’s okay, sweetie. ”
 
   Grace fumbled with the child, feeling her face and neck. She pulled on the straps to relieve her and even placed her lips to the top of the little girl’s head. Please. Please, Macy. I love you.”
 
   She reached for the buckle on the car seat straps. Her hand shaking, Grace froze, and after closing her eyes tight, she brought her hand to her mouth, backed up and slammed the door.
 
   Grace was crouched down, back against the door, head to her knees, when Eugene approached her. She was sobbing.  Being a father, Eugene could only imagine what she was going through, especially with a child as young as Macy.
 
   It was a lot for anyone to handle.
 
   “Hey,” he said softly, standing before her.
 
   Grace ran her face against her arm and looked up. “What am I doing, Eugene? Huh? She doesn’t know who I am, but I can’t stop being her mother.”
 
   Eugene hiked up his slacks and crouched down next to her. “There is no way you can stop being her mother.’
 
   “I heard her scream, make that sound, and for a second, for the sake of everyone I was … oh my God, I thought of taking her out and leaving her. But I can’t do that. I can’t.”
 
   “No one is asking you to do that, Grace. Don’t confuse Max’s sarcasm and callous snippets for him telling you to leave your child.”
 
   “But I am I wrong? You’re a parent Eugene, am I wrong? She’s so sick, feverish, I mean out of control fevered and her neck… her neck is black now with these lumps.  Am I keeping her with us for me or her?”
 
   “Oh, Grace.” He placed his hand on her head. “This is a very young child. You can’t put her out of her misery like some animal. I can’t say I would give up hope either, not while she’s still breathing.” Eugene stood. “I just met you and I’m not ready to give up hope yet. Hell, I give up here at this moment, I’m giving up on all moments ahead of us.” He extended his hand. “Come on, I’ll drive.”
 
   Grace took his hand and pulled herself up.  “We’re out of gas,” she reminded him.
 
   “We’re on a pretty big hill and I see a gas station at the bottom. We’ll get Max to give us a push and drift our way down there.”
 
   “Think they’ll have power?”
 
   “We can hope.” 
 
    
 
    
 
   It was an oasis. The big red Shotz sign beckoned them. It was more than a gas station, it was a convenience store and one of those places late night patrons stopped for mediocre made to order sandwiches at three in the morning.
 
   Perched in the ‘V’ of two hills, almost as if it were strategically placed for those who ran out of gas, it was a mini reprieve and salvation.  No sign of any infected around.
 
   Candice in her youthful wisdom said, “The infected don’t walk good. The hills are tough. I bet steps are tough too.”
 
   “Unless they’re running,” Grace added. “They run very well.”
 
   “They need a reason though,” Candice said. “If they can’t see a reason they won’t run.”
 
   It was frightening. After the initial push, which Eugene said they actually didn’t need, the car picked up speed. Fortunately, when the car ran out of gas, Grace saw it coming, felt it coming, and stopped before she could use the last little bit of power to the brakes.
 
   To be on the safe side, Grace and Candice sat strapped in the back.
 
   The car turned over once more, shuddered off, Eugene put it in drive, and Max pushed.
 
   They glided, picking up speed, and Grace could see Eugene had a hard time steering. He pumped the last little bit of fuel into the brakes and cut the car wide and hard so the momentum of the moving vehicle made it up the small ramp into the parking lot of the gas station.
 
   It was a hard stop using the emergency brake, and they overshot the gas pumps, nearly careening into the window of the store.
 
   “Everyone all right?” Eugene asked.
 
   “Yes,” Grace answered.  She looked out to double check for any infected.
 
   “We can roll the car to a pump.” Eugene peered through the windshield. “No one is in there.”
 
   “Can you see if there is power?”
 
   With a smile, Eugene looked back. “Lights are on above the Slushy machine. Won’t heal the wounds but I bet a Slushy would make you feel better, Candice.”
 
   “I’ll go in first,” Grace said, opening the car door. “Just in case. Candice, sit up front with Eugene.”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   “It’s safer for me or… shit. Max.” Grace ushered Candice into the front seat while looking for Max. With all the excitement of rolling without control down the hill, she’d forgotten about him. 
 
   It was conceivable that he fell after the push and was lying on the roadway. He was already injured.  Grace rushed to the driver’s door.  “Eugene, did you see Max in the rearview mirror?”
 
   “I didn’t look,” Eugene answered.
 
   The parking lot was huge. Eyes focused forward, Grace walked toward the road and stopped when she saw Max hobbling toward her.  He lifted his hand in a signal.
 
   Grace waited for him and he arrived out of breath.
 
   “You alright?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah,” he cringed. “Add, uh, banged up knees to my laundry list of injuries.”
 
   “When we get to the hospital we’ll have them check you out.”
 
   “Um… yeah.  Looks like you overshot the pumps.”
 
   “Eugene said we can push the car back.   Store has power. Doesn’t look on out here, but the Slushy machine light is on.”
 
   “We’ll go in and turn on the pumps.”
 
   “Do you know how?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah, I do. We need to make sure there are no infected inside, once we do, your daughter can wait in there. Maybe you two can load up on supplies. The non-sick daughter I mean.”
 
   Slightly irritated by that, Grace commented, “I figured that’s what you meant. Let’s go check out the store.”
 
   “Do you have your gun?”
 
   “What gun?” Grace asked.
 
   “You brought a gun with you when you left your home, right?”
 
   She shook her head. “No, I don’t own a gun.”
 
   “Weapon. What weapon did you bring?”
 
   “I didn’t.”
 
   “You took your kid out in this without a weapon?”
 
   “I don’t need one.”
 
   “Yeah, you do, for her. What do you have in your trunk that can be used?”
 
   “I have a snow brush.”
 
   “Forget it,” Max walked to the store. “We’ll find something in there.”
 
   Before opening the door, he looked into the windows. “It looks clear.”  He pulled on the door. “Locked.” He grabbed the garbage can and aimed it at the far window instead of the door.
 
   “Wait, if you break that, won’t the alarms go off? We don’t want to ring the dinner bell for every infected in the area.”
 
   “No, they’ll ring silent to the alarm station. I worked at a Shotz when they first opened up. “Step back.”
 
    Max awkwardly hurled the can into the window.  Grace ducked when the glass shattered.
 
   Telling her to hang back, Max climbed through. Grace watched as he fiddled with something behind the register and then walked to the door, reaching up to the arch. When he did, she saw the blood on his hands.
 
   He opened the door.
 
   “Add lacerations to your injury list?” 
 
   “Yep.” He wiped the blood on his pant leg. “I’ll check the back.”
 
   It took a few moments.  Grace stayed in the main part of the darkened store watching her daughter in the car. Soon the lights all came on and Max returned.  He told her it was clear and instructed her to get Candice while he authorized a pump. She went out to get her daughter and brought her into the store.
 
   “Get what food and drinks you can,” Grace said, reaching for bags on the counter. When she did she noticed the rack of phone chargers and she grabbed a few then handed Candice the bags.  Candice was literally like a kid in a candy store, she took off down the aisle.
 
   Max and Eugene moved the car to a pump while Grace stayed inside. She wasn’t as diligent in grabbing items as Candice was, her focus still on the car and thinking of Macy inside.
 
   Max came in first while Eugene pumped.
 
   “I’m gonna try to wash up. The refrigerators are still working if you want to grab some premade food from the cooking area.”  He walked away, telling Candice not to grab only junk.
 
   Grace acknowledged what he said but when she saw Eugene replacing the pump nozzle, she walked outside and to the car.
 
   “I was coming in,” Eugene said. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Oh, nothing. I’m gonna wait out here with Macy. Do you mind?”
 
   “No. Do you need anything specific?”
 
   “Not really, I grabbed these.” She lifted the chargers.
 
   “Excellent. Maybe once we stop I’ll charge mine.” Eugene walked off toward the store.
 
   Grace thought about his words. Once they stopped. Stopped where? She knew they were going to try to find a medical center or hospital in the area, but after that, they were still a short distance from the one shelter.
 
   Without anyone in the car, Macy calmed down. Grace could see the bloodstained clothes of the baby from where the straps cut into her body. She opened the car door, reached for the center console, and pulled out the travel pack of wipes.
 
   After climbing in the back seat, Grace pulled out a wipe, raised the strap, and wiped under Macy’s shirt.  The child didn’t react to pain or her touch.
 
   Grace wiped off her fevered face, the moist wipe seemed to dry instantaneously. She stared into her daughter’s eyes, trying to make a connection with her. It was useless. Grace trembled with emotions and at a loss, stepped back out of the car.
 
   She stayed close, standing right next to the window so Macy could see her if she wanted.  Not that Macy cared.
 
   The others were in the store a while and Grace had her moments of panic.  She didn’t have a clue who those men were. It was only a little over an hour since she’d met the two strangers running for their lives.  Yet, she’d not only entrusted her life with them, worse, she’d entrusted her daughters’ lives.  A part of her felt insane, then a wave of neurosis hit her.  They were taking a while.
 
   All of a sudden worry for Macy turned to worry for Candice. Her nine-year-old daughter was alone in the store with two strange men. What if they were hurting her?  Her heart beat out of control. Convinced they were doing something vile to her child, Grace ran for the store.
 
   When she was not even ten feet from the car, they all emerged, all loaded up.
 
   Candice was holding bags in her tiny hands along with a Slushy cup that looked as big as she was.
 
   “Look at all we got, Mommy.” 
 
   “Something wrong?” Eugene asked when he got a look at Grace’s face.
 
   “Um, no.” Grace bit her lip.
 
   “You were running. Did you have to use the bathroom?”
 
   “I wanted to make sure you guys got paper towels. Candice, get in the car. Can… can you drive?” she asked Eugene. “I’m not thinking clearly.”
 
   “Sure.” He walked to the driver’s side.
 
   Max toted not only bags, but a drink carrier as well. Grace was ready to get in the back of the car when he stopped her and showed her the carrier with coffee. “I waited until it was brewed.”
 
   “You made me coffee.”
 
   “And a burrito. Heated.  I’ll give it to you in the car. I figured you were hungry.”
 
   “That was nice. Thank you.”
 
   Max nodded. The front passenger door was open and he reached in, setting things down and giving them to Candice. “Before we go, you might want to do your thing.”   He handed Grace a bag.
 
   Looking at him questioningly, Grace glanced into the bag.  She reached in, pulling out a bottle of Benadryl. 
 
   “And there’s children’s fever reducer, too. Eugene said that’s all they had.” Without saying more, Max got in the car.
 
   No sooner were the others in the car than Macy began to get agitated. When that happened, Max, Eugene, and Candice quickly exited, waited for Macy to calm down, and then Grace was able to medicate her with ease.
 
   After she had done so, she clutched the bottle of medicine and looked at the three of them. Grace was thankful, and felt a twinge of guilt for thinking the worst of the two strangers.
 
   They all got back in the car, slightly reinvigorated and ready to go.
 
   “Do we know where the hospital is?” Max asked.
 
   “No. I grabbed that atlas in there though. Didn’t even think they made them anymore,” Eugene said. “Why don’t one of you take a peek?  I’m sure there’s an index in the back.”
 
   “I’ll look,” Grace said softly, reaching for the atlas.
 
   Max handed it to her then rested his arm on the seat he shared with Candice. “Find that hospital, I’m pretty sure I need stitches. What do you think?” he showed his hand to Candice.
 
   “Oh, gross,” she muttered.
 
   Eugene pulled the car from the gas station.  Grace didn’t say much. She had reached a point where she was too emotional, tired, and confused to speak. She sat in the back, hand on her daughter’s leg waiting for the medication to kick in.
 
   They were on their way to find help. God willing, there would be help to find.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Seven – Seek and Find
 
    
 
   They took what they needed and could carry, but they didn’t empty the store. Myron made it a point to show Paul every time he saw someone in a window. Someone not infected. They were waiting it out, finding a sense of safety on a higher floor.
 
   When Paul and Myron returned, they were shocked at the number of infected that had congregated around the school. In only a little under two hours, the numbers had doubled.
 
   Getting close to the school was difficult and they had to plow through the infected to get to the back area, where they pulled the car into the playground, then backed it against the fence.
 
   Their behavior had changed. The infected grew agitated when Paul and Myron invaded their space. While they still didn’t attack or rage after them, they swung out defensively.
 
   “This isn’t good,” Paul told Myron. “We have no means to get out of this building. We have to think of something.”
 
   “You saw that woman,” Myron replied. “Honestly, you’re a medical professional. How long will she last?”
 
   “You mean live or walk around?”
 
   “What’s the difference?”
 
   “Have you seen some of the infected? They shouldn’t be walking around.”
 
   “You know, the news said some were dead. I have a theory.”
 
   “I welcome it.”
 
   “Whatever this is, it infected the brain and these people aren’t feeling pain so they keep moving until they stop.”
 
   “Let’s hope you’re right.”
 
   Stanton was there to greet them with a few men to help unload. “Glad you guys made it back alright. Myron, your grandmother is worried sick about you. Make sure you stop and see her. We have been keeping her busy.”
 
   “Thanks, I’ll do that.” 
 
   “Anything new?” Paul asked.
 
   “Trying to figure out a few things, is all,” Stanton said. “One, what do we do with the infected? We have enough ammunition to start taking them out. Or are they going to die?”
 
   Paul shook his head, at a loss. “I really don’t know. Maybe if we waited another day or so…”
 
   “Can we wait? Can we sustain all of these infected?” Stanton questioned. “I mean, we are cornered. We have no way out of this building.”
 
   “We were just discussing that,” Paul said. “Too bad we can’t build a walkway over them.”
 
   Myron snapped his finger. “Maybe we can.” Both men looked at him. “Not sure it will work. There’s a man inside I need to speak to. Will you excuse me? I’ll help with the stuff in a little bit.”
 
   After he walked away, Paul turned to Stanton. “I wonder what that is about.”
 
   “Haven’t a clue, but any idea is better than none. We’ve been monitoring the emergency band, when you get in, Tara needs to speak to you. Says she has information regarding the infected.”
 
   “Did she say what?” Paul asked and walked with Stanton to the building.
 
   “No. Also, the local radio DJ is holed up at her station. People are calling in. I have someone listening now and trying to get information. Did we want to call her?”
 
   “It could be beneficial,” Paul said. “I don’t see how it can hurt. Anything else?”
 
   “Our shelter residents are dealing, but they are upset. I still stand firm on having that group meeting.”
 
   “And again, I will ask,” Paul nearly whined, “tell them what?”
 
   “What you know. That the infected are sick. Tara has information. Whatever that is, share it. A calm shelter is a productive and better shelter. Anything you can tell them to make them feel at ease, safe, and secure.”
 
   Paul had to chuckle at that. He would make the attempt after hearing what Tara had to say. Hopefully she had viable information, though he had to wonder about the effectiveness of anything he had to tell them. How was he supposed to make them feel at ease and secure when he himself was scared to death?
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
   
  
 

 
 
   Mt. Hallow, PA
 
    
 
   After a failed attempt to get close to Washington County Hospital, Eugene sought the next logical hospital that wasn’t in the city. It involved  turning around, but they had to. Infected swarmed the streets around the medical center.
 
   Cars were spewed across the road, blocking any passable routes, and it looked like a war zone. Desecrated bodies, torn apart, dotted the streets.
 
    
 
   They discovered their next medical destination by accident. Opting to head north, they ran across the outpatient clinic seven miles from Washington. The main hospital associated with the outpatient center was another seven miles away. Deep in a borough, the hospital actually seemed a logical place.
 
   Max’s hand finally stopped bleeding, but it didn’t look good. Without a doubt he had several lacerations that needed stitching.
 
   None of them were familiar with the area and they relied on the Rand McNally Atlas Eugene had grabbed from the Shotz.
 
   “We’re going to need a plan,” Eugene said. “It’s already after three, couple hours it’ll be dark. I don’t know about you guys, but I don’t want to be anywhere in the open after dark.”
 
   “It’s possible,” Grace said, “that if the hospital is operational, we can stay there, right?”
 
   “Right,” Eugene replied. “And if not?”
 
   “What about that shelter? That community is not far from the hospital.”
 
   Max interjected, “I think the shelter should be for tomorrow unless we can safely guarantee we can get there before dark. We don’t know how long we’ll be at the hospital.  I’m sure there are places to go that are safe.”
 
   “Let’s do this one thing at a time,” Grace suggested. “Hospital first.”
 
   They had taken what looked like on the map, small secondary routes. Pockets of traffic jams made up of abandoned cars and groups of infected were all over the main roads. It was longer, but easier. The last leg of the hospital voyage would be made on the main road, a two mile stretch.
 
   Blue road signs indicating a hospital zone told them they were on target. It was easy to spot Saint Clair Memorial hospital. At least a block beforehand, the sign was visible, and so were a couple of other things. The road was a parking lot and the top two floors of the hospital were smoldering fires with smoke flowing steadily into the blue sky.
 
   Eugene stopped the car at the end of the traffic jam a block away. Walking was out. Infected were moving about between the cars.
 
   “I’m, sorry,” he said, looking back at Grace. “I can’t get any closer.”
 
   “We’re so close.”
 
   “I know. But we don’t even know if it’s operational.”
 
   Grace stared at Macy.  The little girl was out like a light, her shoulders heaving as she breathed thick, snoring breaths. 
 
   “I have an idea,” Max said. “Back the car up.”
 
   Even though it was on a main road, it was primarily a residential area. Eugene did as instructed and pulled over once Max noted there weren’t any infected around.
 
   After telling them to stay put, he got out of the car, closed the car door, and walked to the house that he had spotted just before the traffic jam. It was exactly like the other homes on the street, constructed in the same era, but the story and a half home caught his attention. It was different than the others. The front screen door was open, there was a blanket and another small object on the lawn, and the garage door was lifted.  There was no car in the garage or on the street in front of the home.
 
   To Max, it looked like the residents up and left in a hurry.
 
   He checked out the garage; it was empty and he immediately shut the door between the garage and the basement. Then he walked up the few steps to the front of the house and tried the door, finding it unlocked.  He didn’t worry about encountering any infected, he just wanted to make sure the house was safe and empty.
 
   “Hello?” he called out as he stepped into the house. It wasn’t a big house, no entranceway, and the front door opened directly into the living room. A couple of the couch cushions were disheveled, a lamp knocked over. The dining room was in clear view and no one was there.  He peered up the steps to his right, called out again, and walked up.
 
   At the top of the stairs were two bedrooms and a bath. It was a compact upper floor with slanted ceilings. The bathroom was empty, no signs of a struggle. The bed in the master bedroom was unmade and the other room looked as if it belonged to a teenager. It was a mess and controllers for a video game were on the bed.
 
   The second floor was clear.
 
   That was when he heard a thump and shuffle from below.
 
   He left the teenager’s bedroom and headed back down the stairs. The living room was still empty and Max peeked out to check on the others in the car.  When he stepped into the dining room he saw the man. 
 
   The kitchen was a small open area connected to a family room on the other side.
 
   Moving rigidly and stiffly, the man, wearing a tee shirt and pajama bottoms, bumped relentlessly into the sliding glass doors of the family room.  He'd stagger into the closed doors, bounce back, and try again.    His white shirt was filthy and covered with a brown substance, his hair matted and messy.  He emitted an odor that Max caught even at ten feet away.
 
   Max made his way slowly over to the man, whose back was covered with dried blood and his face not only showing signs of the sickness but of bruises sustained from hitting against the door.
 
   Max was surprised the glass hadn’t broken.
 
   Eyes focused on the man, Max’s foot hit something on the kitchen floor that rolled across the linoleum, catching the attention of the man.
 
   The infected man stared at Max, breathed his gurgling frustration with a snarl then continued his actions.
 
   Max peered down to see what he had kicked. It was a huge butcher knife. There was blood on the knife and Max reached down for it.  Someone in the house had tried to take down the man and failed.
 
   Max would finish the job.
 
   He walked up behind the man, his insides twisting with nervousness and a sickening feeling.
 
   Was he making the right decision?
 
   Botched attempts to stab the man were evident all over his back.  Max gripped the handle of the knife, taking a breath of courage. “I’m sorry, guy.”
 
   Upon hearing his words, the infected man spun to Max, released this thick mucus filled growl, and Max inserted the knife under the man’s chin until the handle met his jawbone.
 
   Eyes widening, the man fell sideways.
 
   Emotionally it wasn’t an easy task. He had taken a life in cold blood. He saw the man’s eyes, looked into them, if only briefly.
 
   Max then opened the sliding glass doors and pulled the body outside.  First and second floor secure now, Max shut and locked the front door, secured the sliding glass doors, pulled the drapes, and went to the basement.
 
   The game room was free of infected as well and he decided it  was a safe place. With a windowless garage door, Max’s idea would work.
 
   He instructed Eugene to back the car into the garage.
 
   “Grace and I can get to the hospital, walk among the infected, you two can’t,” Max said. “The house is empty, but stay down here in case you need to escape. I really think you’ll be fine in here. Stay in the garage, and for God’s sake, don’t run the car.”
 
   “I’m not an idiot,” Eugene replied. “How will we know you guys made it? Or if everything is okay at the hospital?”
 
   “We’ll come back,” Max stated.
 
   Grace crouched down to Candice. “You stay with Eugene, stay near the car and listen to him.”
 
   “Will Macy be okay?” Candice asked.
 
   “I don’t know.” Grace placed her lips to Candice’s forehead and stood. She opened the back car door, and undid the straps on the car seat, lifting Macy into her arms. “We’ll be back.”
 
   After double checking the basement door was locked, Max gave one more look to Eugene and Candice and pulled down the garage door. 
 
   The handle turned, Eugene had locked the door.
 
   “Why are you doing this?” Grace asked.
 
   “We came this far, right? We were running for our lives, well, Eugene was. And besides,” he lifted his hand, “I need stitches.”
 
   It was two blocks to the hospital, mostly on an upgrade, and halfway there, Max took over the task of carrying Macy. Although the child was small, her immobile body was heavy for Grace to keep carrying.
 
   “What if no one is there?” Grace asked worriedly.
 
   “Then no one is there. It’s still a hospital. They have an ER, and at the very least, maybe we can find something besides Benadryl that will keep her calm.”
 
   “Do you know what to look for?”
 
   “I have an idea.” He adjusted Macy against his chest. “She’s still really feverish. Maybe some antibiotics.”
 
   “This is a virus. I don’t think antibiotics work on a virus.”
 
   “We’ll find something.”
 
   They weaved through the cars and walked inconspicuously around the infected. The first entrance to the hospital was the emergency room entrance, a gated opening, sealed off by a military truck. Yet, there were no soldiers.
 
   They squeezed by the truck into the parking area of the ER wing. It had been cleared. No infected walked around, but there were bodies. Some torn to shreds, some bullet ridden.
 
   The ER had two entrance bays, both huge glass doors that were closed.
 
   Max handed Macy to Grace, walked over to the patient entrance, and peered inside. He saw one light and a body lay on the floor.
 
   “Any one there?” Grace asked.
 
   “Not that I see.” He tried to pry open the door. It didn’t budge. Max then walked over to the ambulance entrance doors, which were locked as well, and gurneys were pushed against them on the inside.
 
   “What do we do?” Grace asked.
 
   “Break in.” Max looked around. There was a guard booth directly outside the patient entrance and, hoping to find something in there, Max went over to it. As soon as he stepped inside the booth, he heard Grace scream and rushed back out.
 
   A man in soiled scrubs stood inside the patient entrance, holding up his hand for them to wait. He grabbed a chair, carried it to the doors, stood on it, and reached to the top, obviously unlocking it.
 
   Grace sighed out loudly in relief when the doors opened.
 
   “Come on in,” he said. “Hurry.”
 
   Grace and Max slipped inside the small opening. The man in scrubs peered out nervously, then locked the doors again.
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   His name, Darshan Jvaheri, was on his name badge, which he still wore clipped to his chest pocket. The younger, dark complexioned man calmly stepped over the sheet covered body by the main doors. “This way,” he said. “We need to stay out of sight. Do you folks need anything? Food. Water?”
 
   “No,” Grace replied. “Just help.”
 
   “I assume for the child?” Darshan said, reaching for the ‘open’ pad for the double doors.
 
   “And him,” Grace said. “He’s injured too.”
 
   “What kind of injury?” He paused in pressing the button.
 
   Max held up his hand. “And I have a bite. I need to make sure it’s healing.”
 
   “A bite.” Darshan stopped cold. “How long ago were you bitten?”
 
   “Thirty-six hours ago, maybe more.” “And you’re still not ill?” Darshan pushed the open button. “Amazing.”
 
   As soon as Grace walked through she saw people: some medical professionals, some survivors like her. They sat on the floor, in chairs, there weren’t many, maybe thirty, but it was the most uninfected people Grace had seen in one area since the outbreak.
 
   “We’re safe here,” Darshan said. He grabbed a med cart by the nurses’ station.
 
   “Doctor, do you need any help?” one of the women asked.
 
   “No, thank you, Betty, I’m good.” He moved the cart with him as he spoke to Grace and Max. “We secured the stairwells. There are infected on the upper floors, but they haven’t made it down. I don’t know if it is the steps or not, but we’re not taking any chances.” He peered into exam rooms as they walked by. “Here, this one is empty.” He pulled the curtain. “Please place the child down.”
 
   Grace kissed Macy and laid her on the gurney. Macy didn’t move.
 
   “Tell me, how did you make it through the infected to the hospital?” Darshan asked.
 
   Grace answered, “They don’t react to either of us.”
 
   “For now,” Darshan said. “I am guessing that could change so do not take a lot of security in that.”
 
   “Have you seen any others like us?” Grace asked.
 
   “Yes, we have a couple here. They are our supply runners. Parents such as yourself seeking help.” Darshan glanced at Macy as he grabbed his stethoscope.”She is infected with the virus, you know this, right?”
 
   “Yes,” Grace whimpered.
 
   “How did you sedate her?”
 
   “Benadryl.”
 
   Darshan carefully examined Macy. “What happened to her shoulders and chest?”
 
   “She tried to get out of the car seat.”  Grace stood nearby, arms folded tight to her body.
 
   “She is in a full blow viral state. It has hit her glands.” He tiled her head left to right. “As you can see, heart rate is exceedingly rapid, respiration as well. Temp …” He placed the aural thermometer to her ear, “well into the danger zone.”
 
   “Is there anything we can do?” Grace asked.
 
   “I don’t know what to tell you. It is still early. This thing... this virus, is like a melting pot of every extinction potential virus known to man. It’s like Mother Nature made a soup of it all and tossed it in the air.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Upon examination, we have the respiratory and fever reaction of H1N1, the blisters on her arms are remarkably similar to smallpox lesions, the mental state is akin to rabies. He lifted Macy’s arms.  “On her neck and in her armpits the lymph nodes have buboes which have formed pustules. See how black they are?  These are why the bubonic plague was also known as the Black Death.”
 
   “Have you heard anything from authorities on this?” Grace questioned.
 
   “We received a health alert three days ago about the possibility of the outbreak. They stated it could be rapid and overwhelming. I will say it is my belief that no one has had time to examine this phenomenon. It moved and struck too fast. Whether it is only locally, or a few states, or America, we don’t know. No one knows. Communications have broken down.”
 
   Grace lowered her head. “What’s going to happen to her?”
 
   “Again, I wish I had answers,” Darshan replied. “This is new. We’ve been seeing patients only a couple of days. Most of them passed away without ever hitting the rage state. The ones that become violent started yesterday afternoon. A fast mutation defying nature. That’s why I said don’t get comfortable being invisible to them. Now in answer to your question, more than likely she is suffering a complete breakdown of her internal organs. The fever will do that. She’ll more than likely pass away in her sleep when her air supply completely blocks.”
 
   “There’s no hope?”
 
   “You should never give up hope.”
 
   “What about the other parents?” Max asked. “You said other parents came here seeking help.”
 
   Darshan nodded. “They did. Some opted to spare their child. Most opted for hope. I gave them medication for sedation. Because there is no way this isn’t hurting her. She lacks the brain function to recognize it, or she does know and the attacking is her reaction.”
 
   “So she is suffering,” Grace stated.
 
   “Look at her, what do you think?” Darshan asked. “Although sedating her would ease the suffering.” He placed hands gently on her arms. “Take a moment, think about what you’d like to do. I will assist in any way I can,” he said, and Grace nodded.
 
   Darshan turned to Max. “I saw the wound on your hand. Let’s see this bite.”
 
   Max slowly rolled up his shirt and then brought it over his head.
 
   Grace wasn’t as inconspicuous about her reaction as Darshan. She gasped when she saw Max’s chest. The bite mark had never been dressed and was raw, like a stretched piece of flesh was pulled across his body.
 
   “Three bites. Two minor,” Darshan said then whistled. “This one here, a chunk of your flesh is missing.”
 
   “I’m aware. It hurts like hell.”
 
   “I bet. Excuse me. I need a little more than what is on that cart.”  Darshan turned and walked out of the exam room.
 
   Max brought his tee shirt to his chest and stared outward.
 
   Grace wanted to ask Max what she should do. However, Max was unpredictable, almost bipolar in his behavior. One moment he was quiet, reserved, the next angry and cold, and then nice.  She was fearful that if she asked Max for advice he’d tell her to let the doctor put Macy down and move on with it.
 
   It was her daughter lying on that gurney.  Macy had rolled to her side and her body was shivering. Grace grabbed the blanket on the bottom of the bed and placed it over her child.
 
   “Once the doctor fixes me, if he can,” Max said, “we’ll head back down to the house. We can make her comfortable there, wait it out and plan our next move.”
 
   Grace replied, “I thought for sure you’d say opt out and put her down.”
 
   Max shrugged. “That’s not my call to make. You’ve been toting her around so it’s obviously not a call you’ll make either. Not an option, as I see it. Something better than Benadryl is though, so that’s what I assumed we’d go with.”
 
   “If she were your child, what would you do?” Grace asked, stroking Macy’s forehead.
 
   “I don’t have a child.”
 
   “But if she were your child what would you do?”
 
   “I’d… I’d end it now for her.”
 
   Grace exhaled and nodded.
 
   “It’s unfair to ask me that because I don’t have a child. I don’t know what it’s like to have a child. In a bad analogy, it would be like asking me if I were Jewish would I eat pork. A hypothetical decision based on experience I don’t have.”
 
   Max was right and Grace knew it. He didn’t have that innate parental instinct that guided him. Grace did. When it came to her children, like every parent, she tried to think of the best interest of the child.
 
   Was allowing Macy to linger in the best interest of Macy or the best interest of Grace?  It was something she’d grappled with all day.
 
   Truth was, Grace knew instinctively that her time with Macy was limited and a part of her, selfish or not, wanted to grab and hold on to every second she had left with her baby.
 
   


 
   
  
 

EIGHT – Ellipsis
 
    
 
   Following Stanton’s advice, Paul gathered those who came to the shelter in a close circle in their safe haven gymnasium.
 
   He could tell by their faces that none of them were at ease. They were frightened, confused.
 
   “So you see there is some semblance of safety,” Paul told them. “We stay high up, they won’t make it to us. Even the dead... ish aren’t exhibiting the ability to climb at this time. They reach, jump, hell they’ll jump from a window at you and get back up. But at this time, they are not going up.”
 
   A man in the group spoke up, “We’re aren’t high. We’re in this gym.”
 
   “Behind steel doors.”
 
   “Lot of good that will do it. Get enough of them together, they’ll break in. Or worse, someone in here turns and starts a chain reaction. I was in the supermarket when one person,” he held up a finger, “one – turned. Within five minutes, anyone bitten or scratched were turning.”
 
   “If anyone feels safer being upstairs or locked in a classroom, you are more than welcome to go there,” Paul said. “We’re here together because it is easier to protect everyone in one place.”
 
   “We still need an escape plan,” the man said. “There are thousands out there.”
 
   “I agree. We’re working on it and will take any suggestions.”
 
   Someone else in the group asked, “What is this thing? Where did it come from? I mean, last we heard on the news it was in South America. Is there a cure?”
 
   So many questions from one person. Paul supposed everyone had the same questions.
 
   “There’s no cure. There wasn’t time. When it first broke out in South America, the entire town was infected in two days and to prevent spreading, they burned out the town. But it did spread. Now, there were rumors within the CDC that the germ was manmade. The town was used as an experiment. By who? We don’t know. That was never confirmed. Soon it popped up all over South America, but it wasn’t here. It wasn’t at the time airborne.”
 
   Stanton spoke up. “We were mobilized before the germ arrived. Before any of you probably knew, it was already here, our hospitals were seeing it. We don’t know where it is or how far it spread, we know it’s in a good bit of the United States. We’re trying like heck to get radio communications up somewhere.”
 
   “Unconfirmed and in no way take this as gospel,” Paul said, “I was told yesterday morning that it was over. It was here, there was no stopping it and my friend that told me believed it was a massive biological attack on the United States. That was how so many got it at once.”
 
   Stanton laughed. “That’s a hell of a massive attack.”
 
   “The government had to know,” someone in the group spoke up. “Why else do you mobilize the National Guard before a germ arrives unless they knew it was coming? No one predicts a natural virus of this magnitude. This fast. An attack makes sense.”
 
   Stanton shook his head. “No, it doesn’t. Explain the delivery. A bomb? We didn’t see a bomb. A lone suicide deliverer? A single infected is not going to do this, whether or not they turn an entire supermarket at once.”
 
   Paul cleared his throat. “No laughing. Chemtrails. Three sweeps. All major airports had embedded people to rig the planes. The pilots were none the wiser. Enough planes fly over major cities, that’s how many sweeps with the germ.”
 
   Stanton waved out his hand. “I will not buy chemtrails. No way.”
 
   “Then explain it.”
 
   “God.”
 
   Paul laughed. “And you had the audacity to ridicule my chemtrail theory.”
 
   Leona, Myron’s grandmother stepped forward. “Gentlemen. This little informative gathering was not supposed to be a whose balls are bigger or who can guess the best. It doesn’t matter how it happened. It happened. There isn’t a cure. Find a solution. If we are stuck here, find a way out. If other places don’t have this, find them. Work on what you can do, instead of what you can’t. Involve my Bubby because he’s smart.” She patted Paul on the cheek.
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.”
 
   “Don’t dismiss God either. I won’t dismiss chemtrails whatever the piss they are.”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.”
 
   Leona slipped back into the group and Paul humbly wrapped up, asking for help from anyone who had ideas or solutions. Everyone went back to what they were doing.
 
   It didn’t go as well as he’d hoped and Paul was certain he hadn’t made anyone feel better.
 
   His next order of business was to call out. Leona was right. Work on what he could do and stop worrying about what he couldn’t change or help.
 
   The radio equipment was moved to the principal’s office. It was quieter there, and aside from the military radio, the school had a HAM. Paul settled at the radio desk, and clueless on what to do, he played with the knobs, tuning in and listening closely to the static.
 
   He’d leave the calling out for Stanton.
 
   Paul had been at the radio for a while when Myron excitedly approached him with the idea after the sun had set. 
 
   Paul spun his chair around. “You want to do what?”
 
   “I want to take a couple guys and head into Mount Hallow to grab Big Bessie.”
 
   “Who is Big Bessie?”
 
   “Big Bessie is a what, not a who.”
 
   “Okay, what  is Big Bessie? A weapon?”
 
   “You want an escape out of here, I got it,” Myron said. “Last year Mount Hallow christened their new fire truck Bessie. It has a one hundred and five foot extension ladder. Positioned correctly, that ladder can be the escape from the roof.”
 
   “To go where?” Paul asked. “Not that I am doubting or criticizing your ingenuity, but where?”
 
   “What did Tara tell you about these things? The Ragers don’t do steps, they lack the coordination to climb. Almost like their body won’t move or isn’t nimble enough. Even when they run, they don’t do steps.”
 
   “For now.”
 
   “Well, we aren’t clairvoyant,” Myron stated. “Okay my grandmother claims to be, but I’m not. It’s our cross walk over the infected if we get overrun. It’s our only out because let’s face it, unless we have a weapon that will take them all out or they all drop over at once, we’re stuck in here.”
 
   “Paul!” Stanton rushed into principal’s office. “Hurry up, come here, you have got to see this!”
 
   Paul set down the radio and followed Stanton without question. Myron trailed close behind. They went to the west wing staircase, climbing to the second floor where a ladder to the roof was waiting.  Stanton climbed to the roof.  Once Paul arrived, he held out his hand to Myron and they both joined Stanton on the edge.
 
   “What? What’s going on?” Paul questioned.
 
   Stanton took the spotlight and danced it across the crowd of infected. “Watch.”
 
   It wasn’t systematic, it was more random. And it wasn’t a lot, but it certainly made a dent. It was continuous and making its way through the thousands of Ragers. One here, one there, but without a doubt, the infected were dropping to the ground, motionless.
 
   Paul turned to Myron. “What was it you were saying?”
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   By the time they had left the hospital, it was already dark. The doctor had given Grace several doses of medication for Macy, along with instructions on what to watch for with Max. Admittedly, Grace didn’t pay attention to those.
 
   They were kind at the hospital. Macy was given a sponge bath and cleaned up. She smelled better and even slightly resembled her ‘old’ self.  With Macy wrapped in a blanket, they left the hospital in the dark. Streetlights were out and they were guided only by a single flashlight. On the way back to the house, Macy started to stir. Grace knew she was coming out of the Benadryl sleep.
 
   Once they arrived at the house and were certain Eugene and Candice were fine, Grace took Macy to a bedroom on the upper floor, closed the door, and sat on the bed with her.
 
   She wanted to spend some time with Macy while she was awake. Hold her, look at her, try to get some sort of reaction.
 
   Macy was draped across Grace’s lap, clutched in her arms. Grace withheld the sedative. She’d give it to her after she spent that time. Because Grace didn’t know how much time she had left with her baby.
 
   Macy’s hair was smooth and brushed. Her eyes stared blankly and Grace pretended they didn’t. She thought of how Macy usually was, how much life and energy the four year old girl exuded. She was different from her big sister. Candice was grounded, practical, while Macy loved fairytales and princesses. She believed in anything magical.
 
   Grace’s heart was breaking. Though she wanted to be grateful for the time she had with her child, she couldn’t. She felt robbed.
 
   Stroking her hair, Grace spoke softly to Macy, conveying her love, her emotions. She gripped Macy’s hand, rolling her fingers between her daughter’s tiny ones, hoping, praying, wishing with all her heart for one response. One spark of Macy.
 
   None came.
 
   For as long as she could, until she had to medicate her, Grace stole time with her child.
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
    
 
   The basement game room wasn’t bad and Max even thought it was better than his apartment. It was a huge room that, with the exception of the laundry area, spanned the entire width of the house.  He blocked out the basement windows, found a lantern in the garage, and lit a fire in the small fireplace.
 
   Eugene had found a quiet spot across the room. He didn’t sit on the smaller sofa there, he sat on the floor, leaning his back against the bar.
 
   The fireplace was on the opposite side of the room, near the big screen television. Max scoured the house for clothes, and found fresh ones. He gave Eugene the shoes he found, figuring the pilot was tired of his hard black dress shoes.
 
   They had gotten mostly junk food from the Shotz convenience store, and Max found two cans of spaghetti in the kitchen. He grabbed utensils and items from the kitchen, dumped the spaghetti in the pot, and cooked it by the fire.
 
   Candice sat down by the fire near Max.  “Are you sharing?”
 
   “Yeah, why would you ask that?”
 
   “You don’t look like you share.”
 
   “Neither do you.”
 
   “I don’t.” Candice brought her knees forward. “You think my Mommy is okay up there?”
 
   “She’s fine. She needs you and Eugene to stay away so your sister doesn’t get all freaky.”
 
   “Is my sister dying?”
 
   “I… I don’t …” Max stuttered. “Why are you talking to me? Go somewhere else.”
 
   “I talked to Eugene a lot. I think he’s tired of me. He’s just staring at his phone. Why are you mean to me?”
 
   “I’m not mean. I’m making you food, aren’t I?”
 
   “Yes.” Candice nodded.
 
   “I’m not a kid person.”
 
   “I can tell.”
 
   “Thanks.” Max stirred the pot. “It’s almost done.”
 
   “Where did you learn to do all this?”
 
   “Growing up,” Max said. “Plus, I was in the military. That helped.” 
 
   “Are you scared?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Not at all?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “You’re a kid.” Max served some of the pasta in a bowl and handed her a bowl. “Here it’s hot.”
 
   Candice took the bowl. “So what did you do?”
 
   “You mean in the military?”
 
   “No. I mean to go to jail. What did you do?”
 
   The serving spoon slipped form Max’s hand. “Why would you say that?”
 
   “Because you have that tattoo between your fingers and thumb. Five dots. That’s a prison tattoo.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “I watch a lot of television.”
 
   “Too much.” Max rolled his hand into a fist and looked down. “It was stupid getting the tattoo. Don’t ask me why.”
 
   “Did you rob a bank?”
 
   “Something like that.” Max grunted. “Eat your food.”
 
   The basement door opened and closed and Max peered up. Grace walked down the steps with a sleeping Macy.
 
   “Is she sleeping, Mommy? Did you give her the medicine?”
 
   “I did. I’m gonna take her over across the room to lay her down,” Grace said.
 
   “I’ll be over when I am done eating,” Candice showed the bowl. “Max cooked.”
 
   “That’s nice of him.” Carrying not only her daughter, but much sadness, Grace walked over to the other end of the room.
 
   She lay Macy on the smaller couch and covered her with a throw. “You don’t mind do you?” she asked Eugene.
 
   “No.” Eugene looked up from his phone, then lifted the bottle of wine next to him. “Drink?”
 
   “Maybe in a little bit.” Grace sat on the floor by him. “What are you doing?”
 
   “My phone is charged. I was looking at pictures of my daughter.” He showed her.
 
   “She’s very beautiful.”
 
   “Yes, she is.”
 
   “Did you try to call her?”
 
   “I did. No answer. The last I heard from her was that social media post. I replied and got nothing back.”
 
   “You can’t get discouraged. If she was fine and posted that her mother was sick, you and I both know she didn’t get it right way. Have you tried texting her?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Try. Send a message. Maybe she can’t get a clear enough signal to answer the phone.”
 
   Eugene nodded. He looked nervous as his fingers moved. The ‘swish’ sound told Grace the message was sent.
 
   Eugene whispered, “Oh my God.”
 
   “What?” Grace moved closer.
 
   Eugene held the phone in front of her.
 
   Grace’s eyes widened. “She’s replying!  The three dots means she got it and is typing,” she said excitedly. “See?”
 
   “She’s taking a while.”
 
   “Probably trying to fit it in. Instead of sending one back saying she’s all right. You know how kids are.”
 
   “I do,” Eugene said. “I wish I knew Leah better. I spent so much time working. I was always flying, all over the world. What about you? What did you do?”
 
   “I dreamt of seeing the world. My education says I am an archeologist, but the kids kept me grounded and I worked at the museum in the paleontology department, don’t ask how those are related. I dust dinosaur bones.”
 
   “You wanted to find buried cities. Sounds exciting.”
 
   “I did,” Grace said. “Actually, lost civilizations. You know, find out why whole cities had their populations disappear. I never understood how that happened. How civilizations vanished. Now…” she exhaled. “I know.”
 
   The ‘beep’ of Eugene’s phone indicated he had gotten a reply. Before Grace had a chance to show her enthusiasm it was curbed by Eugene’s reaction.  He let out a painful groan, tossed the phone down, and covered his face.
 
   Grace reached down and grabbed it. Her stomach knotted in a sickening feeling when she saw the reply. A huge paragraph of nothing but strings of letters filled the blue box. It was obviously an accidental play. Fingers pressing until eventually it sent. A message that said more than any words.
 
   Her lips puckered and Grace set down the phone. “It doesn’t mean … maybe she dropped her phone. Maybe someone else has it.”
 
   “No.” Eugene grabbed the phone again. “I know what my gut is telling me. I know.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Yeah, me too,” He said, his words heavily laced with emotions, Eugene took to staring again at his phone. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Nine - Rising
 
    
 
   It was the quiet that woke Grace, not the noise. She had grown used to the steady, buzz saw sound too deep and big to come from her child, her struggled breathing.
 
   Now it was quiet.
 
   Grace had fallen asleep sitting on the floor, leaning against the couch, her head close to Macy’s, waiting for her to stir so she could give her the next doze of sedative and fever reducer.
 
   Somewhere around two in the morning, Grace gained an ounce of hope when it felt as if her fever was lessening. Macy was still warm, but nowhere near as hot.
 
   Like white noise, Grace honed in on Macy’s breathing, holding her hand until she fell asleep.
 
   The silence caused her to jolt and open her eyes.  Everyone else was still asleep. It was eerily quiet. Grace shut her eyes and prayed that the silence meant Macy was well. Perhaps she’d healed during the night. Heart racing, inwardly trembling, Grace turned and looked at her daughter.
 
   There were no movements of her body to indicate breathing. What remained of her coloring was drawn and pooled with gravity causing the side of her face to be black.
 
   Macy’s skin was cold to the touch.
 
   She was gone.
 
   Even though she knew it was coming, a pain radiated through her and Grace’s lips quivered. She felt the cry building her chest, swell to her ears, and it seeped out. She clutched Macy and lifted her.  The stiffness of her body told Grace her daughter had been gone a couple of hours. Macy was hard to cradle and hold. However, Grace held on, weeping in the silence of the morning.  Even though she tried to be quiet, her cries stirred those in the room.
 
   Candice jumped up and ran over. “Mommy?”
 
   One arm holding Macy, Grace pulled Candice onto her legs.
 
   Eugene slowly stood. “Grace? Grace, I am sorry.”
 
   So was she. No one was sorrier than Grace.  Not only was she at a sorrowful loss, she had no clue what to do next. She couldn’t hold Macy forever, even though she wanted to.
 
   In the infancy of her loss, Grace placed the ‘what next’ thoughts aside and absorbed the final moments of holding her daughter.
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   Caramount Elementary School
 
    
 
   Myron never claimed to be an artist and his rough sketch was designed to be more informative than decorative. It was raw at best.  It was his plan, the escape and backup plan that Myron thought through all night.
 
   Not that Paul wasn’t a good leader; Myron supposed he was.  To Myron, a good leader didn’t need to have the answers, he only needed to project that he was confident he’d find them.
 
   Myron had drawn a picture of the school. On the street parked by it was the fire truck, behind that a school bus. Myron explained his plan to Paul and Stanton.
 
   “There’s the dip, or grade, whatever you want to call it,” Myron said, “on the side of the building near the main street. Cars parked on the lot keep that side safe. If we get overrun with infected, that lot will be like a lake, it dips down enough that they won’t get near the ladder.”
 
   Paul said. “It doesn’t look like you want to pull the truck near the school.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t. Annapolis Avenue runs north to south, perpendicular with the school property.” Myron pulled forth a map. “Greenmont is east and west. It comes out and faces Exit E of the gym.  I want to bring Bessie down Greenmont, on to Annapolis and facing the school. The Ragers can’t reach the top of the truck.”
 
   Stanton ran his finger over the drawing. “This is good. You have the school bus behind Bessie, ass end to ass end. Extend the ladder to the roof like a catwalk, we can climb down, cross over to Bessie to get to the bus.”
 
   “Yes.” Myron nodded. “Ceiling to floor in the gym is twenty-four feet. With the distance and the ladder extended it won’t be a steep slope. The scaffolding is inside to get to the roof, should we be trapped in the gym and not able to make the staircase.”
 
   “You expect people to climb twenty-four feet?”
 
   “If they want to live, yes. Everything we need is at Mount Hallow, eight blocks away. Including the bus.”
 
   Paul folded his arms. “This is a very viable plan.”
 
   “I’m confident we need only me and two others to implement it.”
 
   Stanton held up his hand. “I’m game. You may have to piss on me.”
 
   “I can do that.”
 
   “No,” Paul Argued, “this is not needed. Have you looked outside? Half of the infected have dropped dead. They’re just laying there. It’s my guess they’re expiring and in a day or two they’ll all be gone.”
 
   “Do you want to take that chance?” Myron asked.  “I sure don’t.”
 
   “Neither do I,” Stanton said.
 
   “It’s dangerous,” Paul remarked.
 
   “Yeah, well,” Stanton tilted his head, “according to you it’s only half as dangerous as it was yesterday.”
 
   “When are you going?” Paul asked.
 
   “I wanted to go now,” Myron replied. “But since Stanton wants my urinary tract protection, give my urine an hour to ferment a bit and then we’ll head out.” 
 
   “You’re really going to douse yourself in his urine?” Paul asked.
 
   “Whatever it takes.” Stanton shrugged. “And by the way,” he nudged Myron, “I love it. Urinary Tract Protection.”
 
   “That was pretty good, huh?”
 
   Paul groaned.
 
   Myron was confident in his plan. Once he got Bessie, he was certain, not only he, but the others would not feel quite so cornered or trapped. 
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   Once again, Grace attempted to read Max. She didn’t get him, nor did she think she ever would.  Of course, she still wasn’t thinking clearly.
 
   Max got up, looked at Grace, ran his hand over Candice’s head, muttered “Sorry,” and walked away, heading up the stairs.
 
   It took an hour before Grace placed Macy back on the couch. She didn’t want to but she covered her with a blanket, because the sight of her wasn’t pleasant and she didn’t want that to be Candice’s last impression of her sister.
 
   Losing Macy was tough, and walking away, leaving her behind, was going to be just as hard.
 
   Grace had to get herself together, think clearer, for the sake of Candice. She was all she had left.
 
   Max returned and Grace knew as soon as she saw him what he had done. His face was dirty, hands as well, and his blue jeans had mud all over them.
 
   “Whenever you’re ready,” Max said.
 
   “You are a piece of work,” Grace said. “Really, that was your first thought?”
 
   “What are you talking about?” “Your first thought, you see my child and think okay, bury her?”
 
   “Yeah. What are you going to do? Leave her on the couch?”
 
   “Hey, now,” Eugene said. “Easy, both of you.”
 
   Grace ignored Eugene. “What did you expect me to say?” she snapped at Max.
 
   “How about ‘thank you for digging a grave for my daughter’?”
 
   “She died.”
 
   “And that means what?” Max said, throwing up his hands in frustration. “We’re to wait? For how long? Tell me Grace.”
 
   “You can act like this because you don’t know.”
 
   “No. No I don’t,” Max said passionately. “But I do know it isn’t fair to the child you have left. I actually know for a fucking fact how unfair it is for the child left behind. You lost your daughter, I’m sorry. I am. Right now, you have another one who is alive that needs your full focus. Give it to her.”
 
   “How dare y—”
 
   “Stop!” Candice screamed. “Please. Stop.” She stepped back from her mother and looked to Max. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” Max nodded at Candice. “I didn’t mean to yell.”
 
   Eugene inched forward. “I know this sounds harsh, Grace, but Max is right. We need to give her a burial, you need that as well. Then we have to move on.”
 
   Grace ran her hand down her face. “You’re right. I’m sorry, too. The shelter isn’t that far from here.”
 
   “Mommy?” Candice peeped out, but no one paid any attention.
 
   Max said, “I think that’s a bad idea.”
 
   Eugene glanced at him. “What do you mean it’s a bad idea?”
 
   “I mean, how many people are there? To me, the more people, the more dangerous it can be.”
 
   “Mommy?” Candice said.
 
   “What about safety in numbers?” Eugene asked.
 
   Max shrugged. “Depends.  Are there more immune? Then you have safety in numbers. But if not, you have a calling card.”
 
   Candice tapped on Grace’s leg. “Mommy?”
 
   “Just a minute, sweetie.” Grace faced Max. “What do you propose?”
 
   “Head to the hills, to the country,” Max said. “Hell, another country. Maybe a place with no infected. Away from crowds.”
 
   “Where? We have no information,” Grace said. “I understand your point and reasoning. However, we need to get to that shelter to at least find out what’s going on. It’s run by the government, they have to know.”
 
   “And they may be able to tell us where a better place is,” Eugene said hopefully.
 
   Candice screamed.
 
   Everyone turned at the same time to look. Grace gasped when Macy sat up.
 
   A twinge of excitement hit her. Thinking maybe, just maybe she wasn’t dead, Grace knew better when the blanket slid from Macy and Grace saw her eyes.
 
   Nothing but a single dot for the pupil remained. The rest of her eyes were a grayish white.  Grace reached back to grab for Candice and only swiped air. She turned her head for a second to look for her, saw she had backed up, and when she looked again at Macy, the small child had assumed a froglike position on the couch, preparing to leap.
 
   “What do we do?” Eugene asked.
 
   Upon hearing his voice, with an ear piercing squeal, Macy leapt from the couch, her aim on Candice.
 
   Max quickly intercepted the four year old mid-jump, wrapping his arm around her waist. “Go!” he said. “Grab the stuff and go!”
 
   Macy kicked and screamed, her hands slapping down, scratching into his arms furiously.
 
   “Go!”
 
   Grace grabbed Candice and lifted her up, watching Max the entire time.
 
   “Let’s go!” Eugene grabbed her arm, pulling her along.
 
   Max’s arms were bleeding badly as he fought to restrain the maddened child. 
 
   “Go!” Max yelled.
 
   Eugene grabbed what he could of their things while ushering Grace to the basement door that led to the garage.
 
   Once in the garage, Eugene opened the back door, tossed in their few bags of supplies, then got up front.  Grace got in the back with Candice.
 
   “Close the door, Grace, close it!” Eugene started the car.
 
   “Don’t leave him!” Candice shouted. “Don’t leave Max.”
 
   “I’m not. I’m getting ready to go.”
 
   In the backseat, arm wrapped tightly around Candice, Grace watched the basement door.  It seemed like an eternity, but Max eventually emerged, his arms bloody and looking like he was attacked by a dog.  Within a second of him closing the door, it rattled on its hinges.
 
   Max ran behind the car to the tool bench.  searching for flashlights and other items, he saw the medium sized hammer that was on the workbench and he grabbed it. He swiped up the jar of nails, the single baseboard panel that lay next to the bench, and the can of spray paint.
 
   Thankfully, the door opened into the garage and that worked in his favor.
 
   It rattled insanely, banging and shaking. Macy was a small child. He could only imagine what a full grown adult could do.
 
   Hurriedly, Max placed the baseboard plank over the door and quickly pounded two nails in each side.  After putting the hammer in his back pocket, he lifted the spray can. He had every intention of writing ‘stay out’, but figured who would see it? The board alone was enough to indicate something dangerous was in there.
 
   Instead of a warning, he sprayed Macy’s name on the door, with the letters RIP, set down the can, and opened the passenger door.  He wanted for Grace’s sake to give her daughter a final resting place.  The basement of a home wasn’t what he had in mind, but it had to do.
 
   “Get ready to go,” Max said, then walked to the garage door, pressing the button.  He hurried back to the car, jumping in as the door lifted, exposing the owner of the house standing in the driveway. He spun around when the door lifted all the way, the butcher knife still plunged under his chin. 
 
   “Gun it” Max instructed.
 
   Eugene slammed down the gas pedal, sending the car forward in a shot. Butcher knife man jumped on the hood of the car, but as soon as Eugene turned right out of the driveway at a high rate of speed, the man fell off and on to the road.
 
   Through the side view mirror, Max watched as he stood and raced after them. He turned around to Grace. “Everyone okay?”
 
   “Yes,” Grace said, gripping Candice. “Yes.”
 
   “What now?” Eugene asked.
 
   Max took a second to catch his breath. “I don’t know. Just drive.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Ten – Squish
 
    
 
   A man named Beret joined Myron and Stanton on their jaunt to get Bessie and a school bus. The bus was the easy part, it wasn’t far from Caramount School, parked a few blocks away at the district bus lot.
 
   Beret was immune, one of the few at the shelter who were. A smaller man with a thick gut and hair that needed a trim, he volunteered when they asked because of his skills. He was a truck driver and would be the best one to drive Bessie.  He was a man of few words and kept making comments about how Stanton had a hint of a pee odor, which was pretty much all he said. 
 
   When they found the bus, since it was located in a relatively safe and infected free zone, Myron suggested that Stanton take the bus while he and Beret went for Bessie.
 
   “I’m not wearing your urinary tract protection for nothing, you know,” commented Stanton. 
 
   They all rode the bus and parked it off of Greenmont Street, where it would be easy to retrieve later. They then made their way off Washington Road to the public safety building where Bessie was stored.
 
   It was the main road; they expected blocked traffic, infected, however, the Ragers who were standing didn’t look twice at the three of them.
 
   Storefronts in the upscale section of the neighborhood had been smashed. Some cars were left on the road, doors open, some containing bodies that were desecrated by hands and mouths.
 
   Myron had a service pistol given to him by Stanton.  Beret wasn’t a gun guy, and opted for a baseball bat. Stanton carried his M-4, nestled for safety’s sake in between Myron and Beret as they walked.
 
   It was a warm day for March, yet Myron had placed a scarf over his nose. It didn’t help with the sour and pungent smell. There was a strange chirping, almost clicking sound in the air.
 
   Carefully and quietly they stepped between each body that was on the ground.
 
   “Not that I’m complaining,” Beret said, “but this smell mixed with Stanton’s is making me sick.”
 
   There was a grunt and Myron looked back. Beret had walked into Stanton.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Myron asked.
 
   “This. There are way too many bodies,” Stanton peered left to right.
 
   “They all dropped,” Myron replied.
 
   “Yeah, they did. But we walked here. Did we see a massing like this anywhere else? Only when they are people around they want.” 
 
   Myron immediately looked to the buildings. There had to be apartments on top of most of the buildings. They’d passed a huge apartment building a block before and Stanton was right. There wasn’t any huge massing here.
 
   “You think there are survivors somewhere?” Myron asked.
 
   “Or were. Keep an ear out and I think maybe we should look.”
 
   “What about once we’re on the truck, we honk the horn?” Myron suggested.
 
   Both garage doors to the station were wide open and in front of the doors were even more bodies of infected. 
 
   Stanton said, “They were here. The survivors. Too many infected here. What is that clicking noise?”
 
   Myron didn’t know.  He directed Beret to Bessie. She wasn’t hard to miss; she was huge and shiny, bigger than the other truck. “Why don’t you go get her started.”
 
   “And what? Pull out? How?” Beret asked then gestured to the bodies. “We can’t roll over them. Well, we can, but we take a chance of a body getting stuck in the wheel well.”
 
   “Get the truck ready,” said Stanton. “We’ll move bodies. Myron, start on the left, I’ll take the right.”
 
   “And do what?” Myron asked.
 
   “Move them aside. Make a path.”
 
   There was more than a mechanical reason that Stanton felt it important to move the bodies. It was a matter of respect.  Something wasn’t right though, and instinctively Stanton felt it. They needed to clear a path. Myron did his best, and Stanton listened to the play by play description of Beret of getting the truck.
 
   “Keys aren’t here.”
 
   “Checking the office.”
 
   “Nope. Wait. Hey. I found them.”
 
   Great, Stanton thought. Now get it started. And what the hell is that noise?
 
   He grabbed bodies by whatever means he could, arms, legs, and dragged them. They leaked bodily fluids. He placed a body near the mound of others and walked to grab another.
 
   Not many more. Maybe ten.
 
   “You hear that, Myron?” Stanton asked as he reached for a body.
 
   “What?”
 
   “That clicking sound?”
 
   Myron lifted his head. “Sounds more like a clack.”
 
   “Whatever it sounds like, what is it?” He grabbed the arms of a woman and pulled her toward the pile.
 
   “Maybe something electronic? A clock?”
 
   “Who knows? Something isn’t right. Has a weird feel about it, you know?”
 
   “I kind of do. Let’s get that truck and get out.” Myron pulled down his scarf and smiled. ‘Hey! It started.”
 
   Beret honked the horn three times.
 
   Stanton laughed. Surely if there were survivors, they’d hear that horn. He brought the woman’s body to the pile, and because she was light, he hoisted her up some. As he brought her down, a hand reached from the pile and clasped onto his wrist. 
 
   “Shit!” With a twist of his body, he swung forth his rifle and before he could pull his hand completely away, teeth seared into his hand. He felt the bones crush and the warm sensation of blood.  He didn’t scream in pain, instead calling out for Myron, and shot into the pile.
 
   At that second all the bodies started to move.
 
   Stanton didn’t stand a chance. He felt the bite into his thigh, another to his forearm.  He was grabbed so quickly, his reactions were limited. He fired his weapon, calling out for Myron. He couldn’t see him and didn’t know what Myron was doing.
 
   Too many hands were on him, pulling him, grabbing. The horrendous pain hit his stomach and Stanton knew he was done when he looked down and saw a hand reaching into his gut. 
 
   “Myron!”
 
   Myron heard Stanton cry out, but he couldn’t see him anymore. One second he heard the shot, looked over at the call of his name, and within five seconds, before Myron could make it to him, Stanton was encompassed.
 
   Nearly every single body that lay on the street began to get up.
 
   Beret swung the baseball ball, but it didn’t do much good. Other than in a video game, Myron had never fired a gun. He didn’t have a clue how many shots he had.
 
   Instead of wasting the shots, he used the pistol as a blunt weapon, and joined Beret in pulling and hitting the Ragers away from Stanton. Their only saving grace was the Ragers didn’t attack them, they did, however strike defensively. Myron felt nails dig into his skin every time he pulled a Rager away.
 
   Finally, he pulled and clubbed enough of them to see Stanton.  He was still alive.  The Ragers were feasting on him, pulling at his insides, finding new places not eaten.
 
   Stanton didn’t cry for help. Eyes connecting to Myron, blood spewed from his mouth when he coughed and then said, “Don’t… don’t let me turn. Shoot me. Shoot. Me.”
 
   Myron stood there, hand extended, holding the pistol. It was already cocked and ready to shoot. His hand shook and Myron wanted to scream. At that point he knew he didn’t have a choice. Stanton did not deserve that death and certainly didn’t deserve to turn.
 
   Whispering, “Forgive me,” Myron aimed with a trembling hand and fired. The shot hit Stanton on the left cheekbone, killing him instantly.
 
   A collision of emotions slammed into his gut and rumbled through his body. Myron was engaged in an inner struggle, crying out in utter turmoil. Sadness, pain, anger. He fired at the Ragers until he had nothing left to deliver.
 
   Amidst it all and the horde of Ragers, Myron dropped to his knees.
 
   “Let’s go,” Beret said. “Let’s make a run for it. Now.”
 
   Myron couldn’t move, he folded right there, trying to comprehend what he had done. Even though it was what needed to be done, he couldn’t process it.
 
   “Now!” Beret shouted.
 
   It wasn’t Beret that motivated Myron to lift his head. It was the sound of a child’s scream, crying out for help. She was close and upon hearing that, Myron reached into the bloody mess and grabbed Stanton’s rifle.
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   What had gone wrong? They were moving nicely down the main road and then suddenly the streets were lined with the bodies of the infected.
 
   Grace couldn’t see much in front of them, only what she could make out from the window. She pulled Candice close to her.
 
   The car bounced as they slowly rode over the bodies.
 
   “There’s a side street up ahead. I’ll pull down there,” Eugene said.
 
   “Do that. Jesus. How did they all die?” Max asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Eugene answered. “Maybe it’s over.”
 
   He had spoken too soon.
 
   “Oh, shit.” Max grabbed the dashboard. “They’re all getting up!”
 
   Eugene gunned it and the car jerked. An infected jumped up at the car, and Eugene jerked to the left. Bodies of the infected thumped and banged into the car as Eugene hit them, but he lost control and the car slammed hard into another car parked on the road.
 
   The front airbags immediately ejected. The steering wheel bag into Eugene with such force it knocked him out cold.
 
   The Ragers surged forward. 
 
   “Get her out of here!” Max yelled.
 
   Grace looked out the back window, there were no infected there, that was her best bet. “Grab on to me and hold tight,” Grace told Candice, and reached for the door handle. An infected lunged for the car and she kicked out the door as hard as she could.
 
   The infected flew back and Grace, mentally keeping it together and focused, swung her daughter to her hip and ran in the opposite direction away from the car.
 
   Candice was heavy, but she clung tight, and while it slowed Grace down, it was safer for her daughter than running on her own.
 
   Grace spotted the salvation of a corner tavern. The glass on the front door was busted and getting cut by the glass or not, getting inside was her goal.
 
   Get inside, hide, run up the stairs. Something.
 
   She made it there, believing with every bit of her heart she was safe, until three infected came from around the corner.
 
   In trying to get to Candice, they grabbed onto Grace and Candice screamed long and loud. She had to keep any part of Candice from being exposed. From them touching her. Grace pulled Candice from her hip at the door. “Run in!”
 
   She prayed there were no infected inside when Candice ran through the hole in the glass, screaming the entire time. Grace bodily blocked the doorframe, holding out her arms as a barricade.  She tried to see Candice but she couldn’t. Finally, her strength gave out and Grace fell through the door.
 
   To her advantage, the ones who managed to get inside tripped over the doorframe, and Grace grabbed the first chair she could, hitting them. It wasn’t enough.
 
   “Mommy!”
 
   “Hide, Candice, hide!” Grace’s stomach twisted and turned and she feared that the infected had her child.
 
   In one last attempt at victory, Grace swung out a chair, nailing an infected and breaking free.
 
   Crying, Candice stood behind the bar in front of a door.
 
   “It’s locked!” Candice cried and then screamed.
 
   Grace peered over her shoulder and saw the crowd coming. She tucked Candice as best as she could between herself and the door and begged that if it were the end, it would come quick.
 
   It was the end.
 
   She felt the hand grab onto her back, the nails digging against her shoulder blade and then she heard gunshots. They were rapid, not single, a couple dozen. The weight of the infected that was attacking her fell into Grace and she heard the thump as he hit the floor.
 
   “Are you okay?” a male voice asked. She didn’t recognize it.
 
   Grace turned around to see a shorter man holding a baseball bat, standing right behind her, he obviously had bludgeoned the infected that attacked her. Across the room, a burly younger man held a rifle.
 
   “Thank you,” Grace said breathlessly. “Thank you so much.”
 
   The man with the rifle stepped forward. “We’ll get you out.” He walked by her to the back of the tavern. “Beret,” he called to the other guy, “keep an eye out, it won’t be long before more come.”
 
   “Myron, where are you going?” Beret asked.
 
   He disappeared into the back and returned quickly. “Clear. I’ve been at this bar lots of times. Fire escape is out back. I’ll take them up there to get them safe.”
 
   “Bring the truck around?” Beret asked.
 
   “That’s our best bet.” Myron reached out his hand. “Come on, let’s go. We don’t have much time.”
 
   Candice whimpered, “Max. Mommy, Max and Eugene!”
 
   “We have friends out there,” Grace said.
 
   “Beret will look for them when he goes for the truck. Right now, we have to get you safe. They’ll be coming.” He reached out and grabbed Grace’s arm. “Beret, hurry.”
 
   Beret ran out holding his bat.
 
   Myron rushed Grace and Candice to the back of the tavern and down a hall. For the sake of her daughter, she followed him freely, what choice did she have?
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   Max was pretty certain his body couldn’t take any more. The airbag hit him in his already wounded chest, knocking the wind out of him. Of course, he was nowhere near as bad as Eugene; he was unconscious.
 
   With Grace and Candice physically fine in the back seat, and a clear getaway behind him, Max concentrated on Eugene, although he did believe it was going to be in vain.
 
   After wrestling himself from the deflated bag, Max jumped from the car to get to Eugene. He glanced only once at Grace and saw they were almost at a building at the corner of the street and then he focused on Eugene. He had to get him out of the car.
 
   The infected were coming, mobbing their way toward them. It was going to be difficult –if even possible— to get Eugene free when he wasn’t moving. Max contemplated fighting them off the car and leaving Eugene inside.
 
   Then two things happened. When he reached for the door handle, Candice screamed. The mob of infected moved down the street, blocking his view of Grace and Candice.
 
    If anything happened to Grace or Candice he had only himself to blame for sending them away, believing they’d be better off running when they would have been safer in the car. The infected seemed to be ignoring Eugene. Another scream, and Max apologized to Eugene, but he had to go. He had to try to help. He made it halfway to the road when he saw two men running through the mob, obviously not infected. A few seconds later he heard shots and Max hoped they had made it in time.
 
   He moved through the swarm of infected, trying to push his way to the building, and one of the men emerged. He moved, rushing against the grain of the horde.
 
   “Hey!” Max called out. “Hey! Are they okay? Are they hurt?”
 
   The man stopped looked around, jumped up a little, then spotted Max. “They’re fine. Heading to the fire escape out back. Come on, you can ride with me to get them.”
 
   “I can’t. I have an unconscious friend in the car. We were in an accident. He’s not immune.”
 
   “Stay there. I’ll be back and swing by with the truck. You can climb up. Just be ready.”
 
   Max returned to the car to get Eugene, who was groaning and coming to. 
 
   “Dude,” Max said when he opened the door, “you are gonna have to make a run for it when I say. Okay?”
 
   “Grace. Candice?”
 
   “They’re fine. We need to get you out of here.” Max pushed back the airbag, and then moved the seat back as far as he could. “Inch your way to my door. Can you do that? We have a truck.”
 
   Eugene climbed over the console, wincing in pain.
 
   Max shut the driver’s door and raced to the passenger side. He was ready to swing it open and pull Eugene to the truck. He hoped that the truck would be safe enough for them all. He heard the deep honk of the horn and looked down the street to see a humongous red fire truck plowing his way. When he spotted the truck, Max felt a whole lot better and at ease about their chances.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Eleven – Chicken Soup
 
    
 
   It wasn’t going to work. There was no way they would be able to drive directly to the school with the fire truck. The masses of recently risen infected followed them.
 
   They led them until a point they could safely get to the school. Even then, to get close enough to extend the ladder meant having to run down the infected that gathered. In theory, Myron’s plan was good, it only needed a last minute tweak.
 
   Max had an idea. 
 
   “Oh, yeah,” Eugene said sarcastically. “This isn’t dangerous at all.”
 
   “You’re fine.” Max secured a belt around Eugene’s waist. He had him in the back of the school bus. Grace, Candice, and Beret waited with the fire truck. 
 
   Max ran to the bus, turned it around, and backed up as close as he could to the fire truck, like Myron wanted.
 
   There were still too many infected to not only get near the school but also close the gap between back ends of the vehicles.
 
   Eugene had to make a run for it, catching the attention of the infected, which confirmed to Max his plan could work.
 
   “They are right outside this door,” Eugene said.
 
   Max peered out the emergency back door exit.  Mob of infected hit against the door, snapped their teeth at the bus. “Oh man they want you.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Look, this is our only choice right now.” He then yelled to Myron. “Are you sure you can drive this thing?”
 
   “Not really, but can you?”
 
   Max exhaled. “Who do you want holding you?” he asked Eugene.
 
   “He’s probably stronger, but I kind of trust you.”
 
   “Kind of?” Max asked, then shook his head. “Okay. Once Myron puts it in gear and pulls off, I’m opening this door. Remember I have you and will pull you back.”
 
   “What if they jump up?”
 
   “They don’t climb.”
 
   “They jump.”
 
   “I’ll give you that. We’re good though.”
 
   The engine revved and Myron hollered back, “I’m ready. How fast should I go?”
 
   “Slow enough to have them follow us and keep up. I’ll guide you.”
 
   “Got it.” Myron gave a thumbs up. “On my call.” Max reached for the emergency door. “Ready?” he said to Eugene.
 
   Eugene gripped the edges of the doorway. “Oh God. Whatever you do, don’t drop me.”
 
   “I’m right here. Myron, keep it straight and steady and let us know if you have to turn. I don’t need him flying out. It’ll be like I’m casting a line if he does.”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   “Go.” Max ordered, and the second the bus moved, he pushed open the door.
 
   It flung open nailing an infected man and sending him bouncing off to the side. Eugene shrieked when the dozen or so that were there all reached in.
 
   “Hey!” Max yelled out the door, trying to grab the attention of the infected. He banged the baseball bat against the side of the door. “Look!” He inched Eugene forward.
 
   “I’m killing you,” Eugene grumbled, dancing back and forth to avoid the hands that grabbed for him.
 
   The bus moved slowly down the road. It wasn’t a smooth ride, Myron hit things, cars or infected, causing the bus to jolt and Max had to grasp Eugene to keep him from flying out.
 
   The infected no longer made that snoring sound. They squealed like possessed pigs, hungrily reaching for Eugene, leaping on top of each other in an attempt to get to the bus.
 
   It reminded Max of ants, the way the insects would all lump together. They created a trail of infected, holding on, grouped together, and dragging behind the bus.
 
   Once one of the infected pursued something, the others followed. That was what Max had hoped for and that was what happened. Not all, but enough tailed the bus that all he needed was for enough of them to leave the school so Candice could get inside. Max wasn’t convinced that the school shelter was the best place. It was encompassed by infected. However, for Candice’s sake, anywhere was better than being in the open.
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
 
   When Candice was in first grade, Grace had attended ‘Parents’ Day Lunch’ at the school. The gymnasium was also the cafeteria, bleachers were rolled back and replaced with tables with connected round seats and the lunch lady windows were to the left. When Grace walked into the shelter, it reminded her of that day.
 
   The Caramount School gym was the same set up. There were a lot of people there, though not as many as Grace had hoped for. Maybe forty or fifty. One row of the bleachers was pulled out near the scaffolding. Sleeping bags were on the floor, along with a few cots.
 
   The cafeteria tables with round chairs were set up on the left side near the lunch lady windows. A desk, or rather makeshift office, greeted her as soon as she walked in.
 
   “We don’t have much to give out,” a man named Paul said. “Blanket, a personal care package for now. We’re getting more. Please make yourself at home, we have plenty of room and are glad to have you.”
 
   He seemed nice enough, offering to check out the scratches on Grace’s arms and hands. She was fine and thanked him. While waiting inside the fire truck, she had found the first aid bag and cleaned and dressed her wounds.
 
   She was antsy for the return of Max and Eugene. Even though she had only known them a few days, they were a group, their own pack. Until they arrived, she sat down at the lunch tables with Candice.
 
   It looked like some of the people were practicing climbing the scaffolding. She found it odd and kept watching until an older woman approached them.
 
   “Newcomers, I made soup,” she said, reaching out and placing her hand on Candice’s shoulder. “Would you like some soup, sweetie? It’s not real chicken, but I think it’s good.”
 
   “Yes, please,” Candice nodded with a smile.
 
   “And you, honey?” she asked Grace.
 
   “That would be very nice. Thank you.”
 
   The woman left, returning with two mugs filled with broth and vegetables. “Eat up, we don’t know when we’ll get the fresh vegetables for soup. My Bubby loves my soup. Oh.” She laid her hand on her chest and sat down across from them. “I’m so sorry, my name is Leona. The unofficial lunch lady.”
 
   “I’m Grace, and this is my daughter Candice.”
 
   “Oh, such beautiful names. Are you two alone?”
 
   Grace shook her head. “We have friends we were traveling with. We got separated, they’ll be here shortly. I hope.”
 
   “I’m certain they will be. I’m waiting on my Bubby now. He went to play hero and get a fire truck so we won’t be trapped here.”
 
   “Myron?” Grace guessed, based only on the age. Beret was too old to be the woman’s grandson.
 
   “You know him?”
 
   “He saved our lives,” Grace said. “We were done. Cornered. He came in and saved us, him and the other guy.”
 
   “My Bubby has always been heroic. This is wonderful. And he’s fine?”
 
   Candice replied, “They’re playing pied piper, they were leading the infected away. Beret made us come in before they got back. I’m sure he’s safe. He’s with our friends.”
 
   “Then they’ll all be back,” Leon said assuredly.
 
   Grace was about to say more, keep the conversation going, ask Leona what she knew or had heard, when she spotted Eugene. 
 
   The spoon clanked against Candice’s cup. “Oh no. Where’s Max?”
 
   Eugene was speaking to Paul and when he made eye contact with Grace, he held up his hand and walked over.
 
   “What happened?” Grace asked. “Where are Max and Myron?”
 
   Eugene pointed back with his thumb. “Myron is adjusting the ladder. Max is um …”
 
   Candice gasped. “He died?”
 
   “No, no, no.” Eugene held up his hand. “He’s outside.”
 
   Leona stood from the table. “You look worse for wear. I’m gonna get you some soup.”
 
   “Thank you. I’d kill for some ibuprofen as well. My head is killing me.”
 
   “I’ll see what I can do.” Leona winked and excused herself, walking back to the lunch lady kitchen.
 
   “Where is he?” Grace asked.
 
   Eugene leaned into the table.
 
   “He is dead,” Candice said. “Isn’t he?”
 
   “He is not dead, Grace.”
 
   “I like Max. He is misunderstood.”
 
   “I bet. Good word. Big word.” Eugene said. “Anyhow, he’s out there trying to find a car and get supplies. He really doesn’t think this is a good idea. He just wants to have things ready in case we have to run. It’s bad out there. There’s a ton of the Ragers. We drew a lot of them away, but they’ll be back.” He glanced up when Leona brought the soup and he thanked her.
 
   “Will my grandson’s escape plan work?” Leona asked. “Can we get out with that many of the sick people out there?”
 
   “Yes,” Eugene nodded. “For now. That’s why it’s probably best not to stay here.”
 
   “Hmm,” Leona said. She placed her hands over Candice’s ears and said softly, “This place is a deathtrap. A tragedy waiting to happen. I can feel it in my bones. I also feel…” she lowered her hands, “until there is a better option and a definite place to go, this is our safest bet. Just my thoughts. Take it for what it’s worth.”
 
   “What do you think?” Eugene asked Grace.
 
   “I think there are so many out there,” Grace replied. “If we leave, until this thing is over, we’re going to be running, trying to be one step ahead. I look around, I see concrete walls and steel doors. As long as we have food and Immune that can go out and get more, I think this is not only our safest, but our best option. There’s not another one.” She looked at Leona. “No offense.”
 
   “None, taken,” Leona said.
 
   “Are you saying you want to stay?” Eugene asked.
 
   “Yes. Until the time comes when we have to leave.”
 
   “And what happens when that time comes and we can’t?” Leona asked. “You have a child here, so this cannot be a cross the bridge, or rather fire ladder, when we get to it.”
 
   “You’re right. I honestly don’t think it will come to that,” Grace said. “How could it?”
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   He felt inconsequential in the grand scheme of things. The key master, the thinker, the person obsessed with the radio. Other than those few things, no one really paid much attention to Paul. Sure, they gave him the time of day, were considerate about asking to do things. After all, in a sense, the shelter was his ‘house’. If they were leaving or changing something it was the polite thing to do.
 
   The bottom line was, no one cared. If he were a character in a book, people would be waiting on his death. He supposed in life there were people who lived their lives, never making a mark outside their daily jobs.
 
   Paul had the chance to shine. However, he just couldn’t hit that point.
 
   Stanton was a different story. He not only was instinctively a leader, he’d had it together, or at least projected it. Paul was a plethora of emotions, most of which were anger and sadness. He was hurt because Stanton had been killed. It was senseless. Stanton should have never have gone on the recovery expedition. 
 
   It was a great loss to the shelter. A good man who could have made the difference was gone. His men were not taking it well. Two had told Paul they were taking a break from duty and would probably head out.
 
   Everyone in the shelter knew Stanton.  He was the one that had updated the residents, walked the floor at night checking on people. He projected a sense of safety and calm, and Paul wasn’t sure he could fill those shoes.
 
   The news about Stanton’s death was delivered by Myron. The young man choked up. 
 
   “I told you not to take him,” Paul said. “I said it was dangerous.”
 
   Like a child being scolded by a parent, Myron took the verbal hit personally and his demeanor sunk even further. Not even the fact that he helped that family made a difference.
 
   Paul would speak to him later, possibly apologize for coming down so hard on him. It wasn’t Myron’s fault, it was an emotional time.
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that,” Tara said via their radio communication when she heard the news. “We lost two men today when they went out to clear infected from around the buildings.”
 
   “This is insane, Tara.”
 
   “Staying in and close to the city isn’t a viable option anymore. We have thirty-two people here. A small enough group to move. Where, I don’t know yet.  We made phone contact with Cee the DJ. We’re gonna try to pull off a rescue for her. She is still getting calls and has been marking locations.”
 
   “So you’re gonna be a martyr and go out saving people?”
 
   “Hey, you do what you have to do. You of all people should be out there. You’re immune. You walk among them. If I was, nothing would stop me.”
 
   Yes, Paul thought, but you don’t have cowardly tendencies. I do. I wanted to run before this shelter shit, and now I hate my decision. He didn’t outwardly convey his thoughts, becoming silent for a moment then cleared his throat. “Did Cee say if she heard anything from anywhere outside of the city?”
 
   “No. But we’re all— hold on,” Tara said in a rush. Paul waited, listening to the silence of the radio. He looked down to the cup of chicken soup that had been placed before him. It had grown cold. 
 
   “Paul,” Tara said with some exuberance when she returned. “You are not gonna believe this.’
 
   “Good news?”
 
   “Awesome news. It’s not global. I mean, it’s pretty much global, but there are uninfected areas.”
 
   Paul paused, setting down the radio for a moment. It was great news. “How do you know?”
 
   “We have been calling out constantly. We got word from a radio operator in Canada.”
 
   “So Canada is infection free?”
 
   “Not all. Mid provinces and Northwest Territories are low population areas and aren’t seeing it like us, and have been able to control it. He said he hasn’t reached many in the US, but apparently Russia is battling it better than we are.”
 
   Paul exhaled. “This is great. Are they sending help?”
 
   “Help?” Tara asked. “Paul, no one is coming to help. If we want help, we have to do it ourselves.”
 
   “Great. Then we’re back to square one. Radio communications or not.”
 
   “How can you say that? We can head to the safe zones in Canada.”
 
   Paul laughed then lifted the radio again. “Trek dozens of people thousands of miles through millions of dangerous infected. That’s not an option or reality, Tara. Canada may as well be Russia right now. Because it’ll be just as impossible to get to.”
 
   He set down the radio, grabbed his soup, and walked from the office. Tara kept calling and Paul returned to lower the volume. She may have been excited about the prospect of safe zones, but to Paul it was a fantasy.
 
   When he returned to the gym he saw the reality. And that was, they were trapped. Trapped in a dead city in nothing less than what would soon be a concrete tomb.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

TWELVE – BAGGED
 
    
 
   Max found a Toyota and parked it pretty close to the school, loaded it with supplies, then made his way through the growing number of infected. There were so many of them pressed against the glass, running their hands up and down, causing a squealing noise. He had two bags across his shoulders, and he reached for the door. It was locked. Which was a good thing, because when he withdrew his hands, several of the infected tried to open the door.
 
   Wondering how he was supposed to get in, Max made his way around the circumference of the building until he spotted a soldier in the clearing out back, having a cigarette. The solider showed him a door propped open by a shoe and Max, after thanking him walked in.
 
   He had been gone for hours. The community of Caramount was self-sufficient in that it had every type of store necessary, and Max had hit as many as he could. After seeing how many infected were around the school, he was even more convinced they had to leave.
 
   After recalling Myron had told him something about the gym, Max wandered the halls, following the sounds of life until he saw the gym doors.
 
   They were closed and he knew why. The interior gym doors were directly across from the glass ones where the infected were gathered.
 
   He slipped though the first set of doors, pausing inside to look around. There weren’t that many people, yet he didn’t see Grace. He did, however, see Candice sitting at a table and it looked like she was coloring.
 
   There was a desk by the door and a frazzled looking man sat there. He peered up when Max walked in. “Can I help you?”
 
   “Oh, no, I’m good thanks. I see one of my party right over there.”
 
   “You can’t go in. We have to register you.”
 
   “I’m sure they did already. They came in with Myron.”
 
   “Oh. You must be Max. I know they were concerned about your return. I’m Paul. I run the shelter.” He extended his hand to Max.
 
   “Nice to meet you. Thanks for having us. Can you excuse me?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Max walked over to the table, placed his bags down, then sat next to Candice. “Hey.”
 
   She glanced up. “Hey. I was worried. Where were you?”
 
   “I was getting us some things. I didn’t mean to make you worry. Where’s your mom and Eugene?’
 
   “Getting blankets and stuff. I guess we’re sleeping here tonight.”
 
   “It won’t be for long. I have stuff ready to go outside, so when we can get out, we will.”
 
   “Where will we go?”
 
   “Have they said anything about safe places?”
 
   Candice shook her head. “Not that I heard.”
 
   “We’ll figure it out. How is your mom doing?”
 
   Candice shrugged. “Okay, I guess.”
 
   Max leaned closer. “How are you doing?”
 
   “I’m sad about my sister.”
 
   “I bet. Hey…” he pulled one bag forward. “I know we had to leave our bags behind, so while I was out….” He reached in and pulled out a big bag of chocolate pieces. “I got this for you. This bag has some goodies for us while we’re here.”
 
   “Thank you! What’s in the other backpack?”
 
   “Oh, grown up stuff. Things I found that we’ll need.”
 
   She muttered “Oh” and returned to her coloring book.
 
   “Candice, I know this is rough on you. I do. I’m not so much a kid person.”
 
   “Yeah, you told me. Remember? Last night. But then you gave me food. Like today.”
 
   “Well, I really don’t know what else to do. If you need anything, you can ask me.”
 
   She nodded, then paused as if she were on freeze. “Are we gonna die?”
 
   Her question threw him and Max was at a loss on how to respond. Her question conveyed her fear and doing the best he could, Max replied, “No.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “I think we’re though the worst of it.” Max looked up. “Yeah. We’re though the worst of it. It’s moving forward from here on in. We’re fine. We aren’t gonna die.”
 
   “Promise?”
 
   Max cleared his throat then after a slight hesitation said, “I promise.”
 
   “I have one more question.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Can you open these for me, please?” She pushed the bag of candy his way.
 
   “That,” he said as he ripped open the bag, “I can do.”
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   The gymnasium roof offered the best view, but wasn’t the easiest one. While he tried to put on a cool exterior, Myron could see that Eugene was still a little shaken. His words were choppy and he kept fumbling with things in the supply closet. He felt bad both Eugene and Grace were dealing with losses. Myron didn’t have words to give them because he didn’t know what to say. Even his grandmother’s chicken soup didn’t help, but he knew something else of his grandmother’s would.
 
   Her vodka.
 
   “Do you mind, Gram, if I give him some? I can go out and get more.”
 
   “No, he needs it. Poor man. I had no idea he lost his daughter, and Grace, oh, that poor soul as well. Offer her some.”
 
   “I will, thanks.” Myron took the clear plastic bottle of vodka, shoved it in his coat pocket. 
 
   “Bubby,” Gram said, grabbing his arm. “Do me a favor. Keep an eye out on Paul, will you? He seems off and nervous. Like he’s hiding something.”
 
   “Nah, Gram, he just has a lot to deal with. Stanton dying wasn’t easy, he kind of freaked on me.”
 
   “Why?’
 
   “Because he didn’t want Stanton to go in the first place.”
 
   “Yeah, well, he didn’t want Stanton to go because Stanton did everything. You know it and I know it. He knows something, Bubby. I worked at the bank for years, I know when people are hiding things and are on the edge.”
 
   “I’ll keep an eye out.” He leaned down and kissed her on the cheek.
 
   He found Eugene and, under the guise of wanting to show him something, he took him to the east wing roof.
 
   “Here.” Myron extended the vodka bottle to him.
 
   “Oh, I’m not a drinker.”
 
   “Have some. You’re kind of frazzled and it’ll help. Think of it as liquid Xanax.”
 
   Eugene chuckled and took a sip. He wiped his mouth and stared out. “Holy shit.”
 
   “Best vantage point would be the gym, but we can see things coming from here.”
 
   “They’re relentless,” Eugene said and took another sip. “Thanks for all your help today.”
 
   “Not a problem. Where were you headed?”
 
   “Actually… here. We didn’t intend to stay, though. We stopped by to see if you had any information. Like will this last? Are there any safe areas?”
 
   “Answers we don’t have,” Myron said. “Paul mans the radio and I am sure as soon as he hears of a safe area, we’ll be packing up. This is a great shelter, but if we get completely surrounded, even for us Immune, it can be a coffin.”
 
   “The only safe place is one with few infected.”
 
   “Small town maybe,” Myron shrugged. “If there were an end to this madness, we could hunker somewhere safe and high. Wait to see if these things will die off. But we don’t know.”
 
   “I can’t see how they’ll last forever. They’re only people. Dead or alive, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Max wants to leave,” Eugene said. “He has a car packed, that’s where he was. He wants to take Grace and Candice and go. Back roads south of the city aren’t as bad as these. Shoot for the south, stay in houses at night. Only houses with an attached garage. Park in there, leave from there.”
 
   “With him being immune, he can clean out a house.”
 
   “Him and Grace.”
 
   Myron whistled. “So you’re not thinking immediate, you’re thinking long term?”
 
   “Yeah. I mean we just met Grace. She rescued us actually. She’s a good woman. I have no doubt she can’t make it on her own. She feels better having us around, I think.”
 
   “For sure,” Myron said. “I want what’s best for my grandmother. She’s all I have in this world. Maybe… maybe, you know, we can come with you guys. I’m immune so I can be a help.”
 
   “Absolutely, I’ll talk to Max and we’ll—”
 
   “Unbelievable.” The voice carried to them across the roof.
 
   Myron looked over his shoulder. It was Paul. “Hey, what’s up?”
 
   “Is that why you’re up here? To plot and plan?”
 
   Myron laughed at the ridiculous notion and didn’t even understand what Paul meant. “Plot and plan what?”
 
   “To leave.”
 
   Eugene cleared his throat. “Paul, it’s not like that and even if it was, why sneak? Myron’s not a prisoner here.”
 
   “He made a commitment. When he arrived he committed to helping. Stanton is gone, I need you here. You can’t go. My god, Myron, you would still be in that apartment if I hadn’t opened this place. All of you would have nowhere to go, yet no one wants to help keep this place going. Unbelievable. This is the gratitude—”
 
   “Dude, honestly, chill.” Myron held up his hand. “Way out of control.”
 
   “Aren’t we all planning on leaving anyhow?” Eugene asked. “I mean, this is a temporary shelter. Eventually, people will have to find safe permanent shelter. Myron devised a way out. If we can move them—”
 
   “You aren’t moving them anywhere. You and your little crew are self-focused and you know it. Myron isn’t. Besides, you won’t outrun them. Good luck out there, but I will advise against moving forty people to their deaths, because that’s what it is. There is nowhere to go.”
 
   As abruptly as he entered, Paul left. Had he followed them to the roof? His behavior was odd but to Myron, not unexpected’ he was under a lot of stress.
 
   “Wow,” Eugene said. “Sorry I got you in trouble.”
 
   “In trouble? He’s not my dad. Although, he could be, I don’t remember him. That would be weird, wouldn’t it? If he were my long lost dad.”
 
   Eugene laughed, took one more sip of the vodka and handed the bottle back to Myron. “Let's go thank your grandmother for this.”
 
   “She has a spare. And for the record, I said I’d help here, but I am focused on my grandmother. She is first.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “If you go, we go.”
 
   Eugene led the way to the roof ladder that would lead them to the staircase. At the bottom, Myron started mixing his Grandmother’s words with his encounter with Paul, and it worried him.
 
   He saw the main office door was open and the principal’s office door slightly ajar. “Go on ahead,” Myron said. “I’m gonna go talk to Paul.”
 
   “Yeah, guy is really on edge.”
 
   “I know. Be right there.” Myron stepped into the main office. Oddly it was empty, usually one soldier stayed in there. “Paul?” he called out.
 
   No answer.
 
   He knocked on the principal’s door, Paul’s hideaway and radio room. “Paul?” When he received no answer, he pushed the door enough to peek his head in. Paul wasn’t in there. He inched back and he heard it. A nearly inaudible static, and then Tara’s voice.
 
   “Paul, come in. Paul. Answer me. I’m worried about you guys. Answer. Over.”
 
   It was no wonder she sounded frantic, she probably was calling out and with the volume so low, Paul didn’t hear. Just to ease her mind, even though it was Paul’s thing, Myron stepped into the office.
 
   “Hey, this is Myron. Over.”
 
   “Thank God. I was worried. I’ve been calling out for hours. I thought something happened.”
 
   “No. We’re fine. Maybe he lost connection and he has the volume so low, he didn’t hear you. Want me to get him?”
 
   “That won’t be necessary. I wanted to make sure you guys were intact. Please tell him to get back to me. We are planning our route. I know he was down about it. Since it’s been a few hours, he may want to hear what route we came up with.”
 
   “Route?” Myron asked.
 
   “To the safe zone.”
 
   The safe zone? A few minutes earlier Paul was saying there was no place to go and mentioned nothing about a safe zone. Myron hoped it was an oversight, that Paul just had too much stress and too much on his mind. Myron decided before he brought it up to Paul, he’d wait to see if he mentioned it. In case he didn’t, Myron got all the information he could from Tara.
 
   


 
   
  
 

THIRTEEN – Pigsty
 
    
 
    
 
   The room was large with an echo effect. There weren’t enough people to muffle the acoustics. As nightfall set in, every little noise seemed amplified. A turn of a page, a cough.
 
   The forty or so shelter residents made the best of the space, creating little personal camp areas, their belongings perched next to their sleeping bag or blanket. The full moon cast a good bit of light into the gymnasium that, along with the small lanterns used by those not sleeping, kept the area from being a sea of blackness.
 
   A few people were still awake, Grace was one of them. She’d opted not to sleep on the floor. Instead, she and Candice were using the bleachers. Eugene slept on the floor not far from them. Others were awake, reading or doing puzzles.
 
   It had to be near two a.m. Grace wasn’t tired. Her mind was in nonstop mode and she was thinking of Macy, drowning in guilt. Macy was ill but Grace had just left her. Left her four year old child in the basement of a stranger’s home. No matter what Macy had become, she was still Grace’s child. And her husband, the guilt over that pummeled her as well.
 
   Grace wanted to cry but held it back. It wasn’t the time. Maybe when things settled, when her mind wasn’t ridden with guilt, she’d let the tears come. 
 
   The squeak of the opening gym door caused her to look across. Max walked in, he was looking around, using his flashlight until he spotted Grace. He waved and walked her way.
 
   Max was an anomaly. She couldn’t figure him out. Candice had, or at least Grace thought she did. The child had an unusually fast attachment to Max. Grace attributed it to Candice’s love of superheroes and the fact that Max had come to her rescue.
 
   “Hey,” Max said quietly. “You’re still awake.”
 
   “Not in the mood to sleep.”
 
   “Can I join you?”
 
   “Sure.” 
 
   Max chuckled as he stepped over Eugene and paused in his climb on the bleachers. He peered over to where Candice slept in the inside fold of the bleachers. The blanket was like a hammock, keeping her protected. 
 
   “Why is Candice sleeping there?” he asked, then sat down.
 
   “My way of keeping her hidden and safe. Crazy huh?”
 
   “Nope. Not at all.”
 
   “I’m surprised you came in here. I thought you were sleeping out there.”
 
   “No, I was hanging with Myron. He said he’d feel better if he stayed awake. That was after I walked the halls of the school. Man is it depressi—” “Stop.” Grace held up her hand. “Please, that’s far too sad to hear.”
 
   “I understand.” He handed her a small Dixie cup. “Drink?”
 
   “I think I will. Where did you get this?”
 
   “Nurse’s office.” Max filled the cup with bourbon.
 
   “Where did you get that?”
 
   “Not the nurse’s office.” He placed the bottle down next to his flashlight. “I got it when I was out getting supplies.”
 
   “You are a mystery, Max.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean, typically after spending time with people nonstop, you find out about them. I know a lot about Eugene already. You, not so much.”
 
   “I don’t talk much. It’s not my thing. What do you want to know?”
 
   “I didn’t say I wanted to know anything.” Grace sipped her drink and cringed.
 
   “Good because there’s not much to tell. Like Myron, I grew up with my grandmother. In fact I was on my way to see my mother after almost thirty fucking years. Then this happened.”
 
   “That’s a long time.”
 
   “Yeah.” Max cleared his throat. “Wasn’t meant to be. But that’s my life. I worked jobs, failed at school, and went to the service. I did good there.” He brought his drink to his mouth.
 
   “When were you in jail?”
 
   Max hesitated and looked at Grace, she pointed to Candice. “Ah.” He downed his drink and poured another. “A little after I got out. Called it post traumatic stress disorder.”
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   Max stared ahead, answering in a calm, matter of fact way. “I killed someone. An accident, a fight. I still killed him though.” He sipped. “I still feel it every day.” His lips pursed and face tightened.
 
   “I killed someone too.”
 
   Max glanced at Grace in surprise.
 
   “My husband. Couple nights ago when it all started. He was going after Candice. I hit him with a bowling trophy. He didn’t die. Passed out, but didn’t die. When he got back up...” She finished her drink and held out her cup to Max. He refilled it. “I went nuts. I killed my husband and father of my girls.”
 
   “He was sick?”
 
   Grace nodded.
 
   “That doesn’t count.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Would you want to live like that? Wouldn’t you want him to put you down if you were attacking the kids? We’re meant to kill the infected. I think that’s why we were spared.”
 
   “It’s not easy. You read books, watch TV shows, movies, and they make it look like killing someone you love is easy as long as they turned, as if there is an instant detachment. Well it’s not. Sick, risen, doesn’t matter, they are the person you love. It’s not easy. It’ll never be easy.”
 
   “I hope it isn’t ever easy. The guilt and sadness is what makes us human. We can’t lose that.” Max paused and sipped. “How are you doing?”
 
   “I’m doing. I’m sad. Scared. I’m trying to keep it together for her.” Grace glanced at Candice.
 
   “That’s good. And… and I’m sorry I got on you.”
 
   “No, you were right,” Grace said. “You mentioned you knew what it was like to be the child forgotten about. What did you mean?”
 
   “You listened,” Max replied. “When I was eight, my brother drowned in the lake where we were fishing with our dad. He was four.”
 
   Grace gasped. “I am so sorry.”
 
   “I remember the whole thing. I was there. It took five days to find his body. That whole time, you know, my mom only thought about Joey, cried. My father too. I was a nonentity. No one asked me how I was. I didn’t exist, I was eight. Then they found him. My mother blamed my father, and he was so guilt ridden, he shot himself. My mother… she couldn’t take the pain or guilt and she left. Ran away. I guess I wasn’t enough to keep her around. My father either. Story of my life. I’ve never been enough to keep anyone around. And like, wow, totally pity party for me.” He finished his drink.
 
   “Max, I am really sorry. That’s horrible.”
 
   “Hopefully, now you can tell an uplifting bio,” Max said. “You seem like the—” He stopped short, cocked his head.
 
   “What? What is it?’
 
   “Listen.”
 
   “I don’t—” Grace instantly froze. “Snoring.”
 
   “Yeah.” Max stood.
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “I’m checking.”
 
   “Max, we’re in here. It’s just someone snoring. People snore.”
 
   He grabbed the flashlight. “Are you wanting to take that chance?”
 
   “No, but I’m sure it’s fine.”
 
   After Max stepped down and checked Eugene, he moved onward. Grace, arms folded tightly to her body, inched even closer to Candice.
 
   The obstructed breathing, gurgling snore was the only sound in the hollow gym. It echoed, steady, unwavering. A part of Max felt foolish for checking, but he had to. He walked, flashlight extended. It was hard to pinpoint where it was coming from. There weren’t a ton of people, but enough that he had to watch where he was walking. He went to his right, toward the cafeteria set up. The snoring was softer. He aimed his flashlight at where Paul was sleeping on the desk. It wasn’t him. It was coming from the other side.
 
   He was careful, shining the light everywhere and on everyone. As he drew closer to the far side, to the larger gathering of sleeping people, the snoring stopped.
 
   Max had been holding his breath and he exhaled in relief. Just his overactive imagination. That’s what he thought until Grace called his name fearfully. 
 
   Flashlight on, Max slowly turned around. Amongst all the slumbering people, one woman sat up and the beam of his flashlight hit her face. Her skin was white, eyes gray and she had that look. That maddened look.
 
   Game over.
 
   She went from one stage to another in minutes. With a pig-like squeal she edged to her knees, pivoted to her right, and lunged on the person next to her.
 
   Max raced over.
 
   The screams of the male victim, mixed with a slurping sound, woke those in the gym and raised them into an immediate panicked state.
 
   The screams caused the newly infected woman to quickly claim her next victim. She moved fast. The others all jumped up and ran. Max pushed his way to the woman. He couldn’t shoot her, not with everyone racing about. Using his flashlight as a weapon, he smashed into her head where she hovered over her second victim.
 
   “Don’t go out the front door!” someone shouted.
 
   The first hit did nothing.
 
   “Race for the bleachers. They don’t climb!” another cried.
 
   He struck down, pummeling her until the flashlight broke and all went dark.
 
   “Calm down. Everyone!” Myron. That was Myron’s voice.
 
   A calmer silence hit and then the woman dropped to her left, and another scream of agony pierced the gym, mixed with the squealing.
 
   Even in the dark, Max saw her first victim rise up and attack someone else.
 
   It was a chain reaction, happening so fast. Those bitten turned quickly and raged toward another victim.
 
   “Get to the bleachers!” Myron cried out.
 
   Frightened people woken abruptly from a deep sleep raced toward the bleachers in a wave. Soon, all that was left on the gym floor were the five newly infected and the victims they devoured.
 
   Max pulled his gun. With the gym floor clear, he could take his shots. Five infected. Five victims. Ten shots. The exact number the clip held. He didn’t want to take a chance on missing, so he walked up to the first one.
 
   He fired, one shot into the infected attacker, the other into the attacker’s victim. When he did, those on the bleachers screamed in protest.  Knowing he didn’t have much time before the victims turned, Max moved from infected to infected, until finally, he arrived at the last one.
 
   The infected woman snarled at him, blood dripping from her chin and flesh dangling from her mouth.
 
   Max was so focused he didn’t notice anything else around. He fired on the fifth and final one. When she fell over, Max aimed for the victim.
 
   “No!” Myron cried out, reaching for the gun. “No. I’ll ...I’ll do it. I’ll do it. Give me …” Myron burst into a gut wrenching sob and dropped to his knees, sliding into a pool of blood.
 
   Max handed him the weapon and turned away. Myron needed his moment.
 
   The last victim on the gym floor was his grandmother Leona.
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   Everything fell apart in the course of a few hours.
 
   The bodies had been cleared from the gym and moved to the farthest end of the school. Taking them out was not a possibility, the infected had broken the barrier and relentlessly pounded at the windows. Thankfully, the glass was thick and not easily broken.
 
   Even an immune person couldn’t take the chance. An open door would let the infected in.
 
   Paul woke up to screams and before he could do anything, that guy Max was playing dirty Harry, shooting the infected and their victims without a second thought. It angered Paul, gnawed at his gut. Especially since he had taken a stance in front of everyone like some sort of godlike hero. Their new leader to take them out of danger. A big shot, ignoring the fact that Myron still knelt in his grandmother’s blood. Her body had been removed, yet Myron didn’t budge.
 
   “I know it’s pretty bad in here,” Max said, addressing the people on the bleachers. “But this gym is our best option. We’re going to figure something out. A place to go. First …is anyone bit? Anyone? Tell us. Scratched or bitten?”
 
   “If we were we would have turned, right?”  came a response from the bleachers.
 
   “I suppose you’re right,” Max said.
 
   “Hey, Moses!” Paul shouted. “Why are you misleading them?”
 
   Max looked at him. “I’m sorry?”
 
   “We don’t know about this virus. It changes. I have seen bitten take a day to turn. I have seen it take a minute. Leona laid there for a good five minutes while you played shoot ‘em up cowboy. She never turned. We don’t know.”
 
   “Okay,” Max said calmly. “Is anyone bitten? Scratched?” he asked again.
 
   “I want you out,” Paul said, approaching Max. “Leave. You’re immune, go to the roof, climb down and go.”
 
   Max nearly laughed at that. “What?”
 
   “Are you serious?” Grace called out. “It’s the middle of the night.”
 
   “It’ll be light in a couple hours,” Paul replied. “He can go.”
 
   “We’re already leaving in a couple of hours,” Grace argued. “He doesn’t need to leave. If it wasn’t for him—”
 
   “None of this would have happened!” Paul shouted. “I told them not to go out. But they did. They brought you in here. We were fine. Infection free, until you showed up. One of you brought the infection in here. On your shoes, clothes, somewhere, you brought it in.  It’s your fault, his, yours. His…” he pointed to Eugene, “Myron and Beret. Even your kid.”
 
   Wham.
 
   Paul never saw it coming. He felt the hard hit to his face, stumbled back, and didn’t even realize what happened or who hit him, until he looked up from the floor and saw Max reaching for him.
 
   “Max!” Grace screamed. “Let him go.”
 
   Max backed up and Paul clumsily stood. He held the side of his face and shook his head. “So none of you have my back? Aren’t going to insist he leave? Just let him shoot people? Why does he even have a gun in here? Fine. Follow him. All of you. You were safe. I considered you safe. Now I consider you statistics.”
 
   Ego bruised as well as his face, Paul stormed from the gym in a state of fury.
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   Eugene actually sought out Paul, to talk to him and see if there was anything he could do. That was the type of person Eugene was. 
 
   Paul had retreated to the science labs located at the end of the south hall. He asked to be left alone and Eugene respected that.
 
   Upon returning, he heard someone suggest for people to try to get some rest. They’d figure out a plan in the morning.
 
   Grace had settled back on the bleachers, holding Candice close. Myron had moved from the floor and sat at the table with Max.
 
   “She was all I had,” Myron lamented. “All I had. When my parents ditched me, she raised me.” “I had a similar life,” Max said. “I know how you feel. I’m really sorry. She was a good woman.”
 
   “Maybe it was for the best,” Myron said sadly. “I mean, I hate the way she died, but how hard would it be for her?”
 
   Eugene slid in at the table. “Her death is a tragedy and loss. That’s the only way to look at it. I am very sorry, son.”
 
   Myron rested his head on his arms. “This place smells.”
 
   Eugene knew what he meant. There was a sour smell to it, and they had no way to clean up the blood, which was everywhere. “We won’t be here for long. We really need to brainstorm. We need to get these people out of here. If we knew of a safe zone, we only need to get to the airport. I’m a pilot; hell, I’ll fly us to wherever we need to go.”
 
   Myron lifted his head. “Thompson, Manitoba.”
 
   “Canada?” Eugene asked.
 
   Myron sniffled. “It’s a safe zone.  Tara made contact. Paul knew about it and he never told us. It’s a really secluded place. She’s been talking to the guy who runs it, and they’re taking survivors.”
 
   “Can we reach them?” Max asked.
 
   “I don’t know. Tara can.”
 
   Eugene stood. “Then let’s go call Tara. Max, can you stay back and keep an eye on things here?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “What about Paul?” Myron asked. “Should we get him?”
 
   Eugene glared at him.
 
   “I guess not,” Myron said, following him out of the gym.
 
   If it panned out, they had a place to go, they just needed to make it to the airport and wait it out there until Eugene prepped a plane. First things first, before he got his hopes up about the prospect, they needed to get in touch with Tara.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Fourteen - Last Leg
 
    
 
   Eugene’s voice was froggy from being tired. He had caught an hour sleep after they spoke to Tara. She and her people already had an escape plan, and they were waiting on word from Eugene on when to head to the airport.
 
   It was almost time.
 
   There was no coffee, and he desperately needed some. He and Myron ended up staying in the east wing after they rested. There wasn’t a choice, someone needed to keep an eye out. The sun had started to rise, and they sat on the roof listening to the sounds of the infected below. There were so many of them, it sounded like an orchestra of groans and squeals.
 
   “Where are our soldiers?” Eugene asked. “Didn’t you say there were, like, eight?”
 
   “When Stanton didn’t come back, they left.”
 
   “Smart guys.”
 
   “I thought we had one left.” Myron grunted and stood. “He was supposed to be up here. Are we going to tell Paul?”
 
   “Hating to do it, but yes. It’s only right.”
 
   “I agree.”
 
   “We can always knock him out if he….”  Eugene walked to the edge of the roof and looked down. “Holy shit.”
 
   Myron rushed over. “It wasn’t like this twenty minutes ago.”
 
   “And it won’t be like this twenty minutes from now.”
 
   A sea of infected had converged on the school property, and a few straggled on the street, but they crammed in. The barricade had completely collapsed from the weight of all of them pushing through.
 
   “So much for five at a time,” Myron said. “We should move on this now.”
 
   “Agreed. Let’s get Paul, radio Tara that we’re leaving, and get everyone to the roof to evacuate.” Eugene climbed in the hatch and down the ladder.  “Max is getting them ready now.”
 
   The last they had seen Paul, he was in the south hall. That was their first destination. A twenty foot walk. If Paul was sleeping, he had no idea what was going on. When they arrived at the south hall, they found the door to the science center open.
 
   “Paul?” Eugene called out.
 
   Myron walked ahead and checked the four rooms. “He’s not here. You think he left?”
 
   “No. He must be in the gym. Let’s radio Tara.”
 
   “Wait.” Myron moved toward the stairwell.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Just seeing if he left. If he did, this door would be…” Myron reached for the emergency exit, a blue door that led not only to another staircase, but also to an outside exit. 
 
   Something was wrong.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   A hint of sunlight shone through the single pane of glass of that door and then… the face of an infected man appeared.
 
   Myron backed up. “They’re in.”
 
   “Shit.” Eugene hurriedly turned around. “We have to warn the others.”
 
   Down the hall and rounding the bed, they hit the main hall and both skidded to a stop in front of the main office.
 
   The chorus of high pitched squeals carried to them as a mass of infected poured in through the main doors, one of which was propped open by a garbage can.
 
   The can toppled over and when Eugene was spotted, the infected raced his way.
 
   “Jesus!” Eugene said. “Someone let them in!”
 
   Eugene knew it had to be that soldier, Paul, or both. Neither had been seen for some time and the best way for a clear path outside was to let the infected in.
 
   Both men spun on their heels and ran.
 
   “What about the people in the gym?” Myron asked.
 
   “The doors are closed. We have to get to the roof. We can reach them from there.”
 
   When they passed the south hall they were met my more infected, hordes of them. They reached and grabbed for Eugene.
 
   Myron quickly grabbed Eugene, pulling him from their grip. Pivoting his body, Myron pushed Eugene forward, but the masses of infected were relentless. Myron was surrounded and couldn’t move. It was like pushing through a wall. They surged for Eugene, grabbing, arms reaching even as he made it to the stairwell. Myron learned something new.
 
   The infected may not have chased after him, but he wasn’t immune if he got in their way. His heroic attempts were futile. While helping his new friend, he got caught in the attack and clipped by a swinging arm. The fingernails clawed with such force that they seared through his belly with razor sharpness. A rough and jagged slice gutted Myron.
 
   Blood poured from his stomach and with every bit of fortitude he had left, Myron lunged for the stairwell.
 
   “Oh my God!” Eugene hurried to him from the first landing.
 
   “No. Stay there. It’s safe.”  Myron coughed and made it only halfway up the first flight of stairs before he collapsed. Eugene grabbed hold of him and with his help, Myron tried to keep going, even though he was on his hands and knees. He’d get to that rooftop.
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   After the departure of the soldiers and those who had died, our of the forty-three people left, only twenty-four remained. They stood in the gym, what few belongings they had perched with them.
 
   “We’ll be taking it to the roof slowly,” Max explained. “Four at a time. The scaffolding will not hold a lot of people, so keep that in mind.” He walked over to Grace. “Keep Candice close to you.”
 
   “Where will you be?” she asked.
 
   “Down here helping people up or on the roof making sure no one jumps the ladder. It’ll be fine.”
 
   “Is Canada really a safe zone?”
 
   “That’s what they say. Eugene will fly us somewhere, that’s for sure.” Max quickly turned his head at the sound of the gym doors being pulled as if someone were trying to open them. “Are they locked?”
 
   Grace shrugged.
 
   Beret walked across the floor. “I think they are. It’s probably Myron. I’ll get it. Start getting everyone up the scaffold.” He pushed the metal bar on the door and opened it.
 
   The door widened and infected poured in. So many rushed through the doors, even though he was immune, Beret was trampled beneath them.
 
   Max didn’t have enough ammunition in his clip. He grabbed onto Grace’s arm and pulled her to the scaffolding. By the time they arrived there, many had already climbed on, running in a panic to get to the ladder. A tsunami of infected flooded the gym, making their way like a wave to the corner where the scaffolding was located.
 
   Grace held Candice close to her and Max blocked the way. He looked at the infected then to those climbing the scaffold. It wasn’t going to work. There was no way he would get Grace there in time. His only option was to get them on the top bleacher. He reached for Grace and was shoved forward by someone running to get out and lost his footing. He stumbled, quickly regained his stance, and turned. Grace was gone.
 
   “Grace!”
 
   “Max!” Candice yelled.
 
   He looked back. They were on the first level of the scaffolding. It was already shaking. Twenty people weren’t a lot, but it was enough to topple it.
 
   Reaching for the scaffolding, he held it tight. He was only one man, and chances were it wouldn’t make a difference, but he would try to keep it steady.
 
   The scaffolding shook and swayed. Grace held on to the bar as she and Candice climbed. There were five levels. People were below her and above. The ones on the ladder weren’t moving fast enough.
 
   “Mommy!” Candice whimpered.
 
   “Keep moving, baby. Move!” Grace tried to see below. Where was Max? The infected aimed for the scaffold, hands reaching. They were safe as long as they were above them,
 
   Three more levels to go.
 
   “Grace!” Max shouted. “Keep moving. Don’t stop!”
 
   Grace looked down. She caught a quick glimpse of Max on the bottom steps of the scaffold. Lifting her head, she saw everything was at a standstill. Four or five people were crammed on the ladder.
 
   Please hurry. Climb faster. Climb faster!
 
   As they rounded the bend to take the next flight of stairs, the scaffolding swayed drastically, causing a blizzard of frightened screams. It steadied and Grace sighed. She inched Candice to the next set of stairs and without any warning, the side gave out, the scaffolding jolted and, screaming loudly, Candice flew backwards. At least ten people above her fell off. 
 
   Grace was fast, she was close. She reached out and grabbed Candice. Holding the bar above for balance, Grace held her dangling daughter by the wrist.
 
   “I got you. Don’t move!” Grace yelled down.
 
   “Mommy!” 
 
   It took all Grace had to hold her. There wasn’t a speck of floor to be seen; the massive crowd of infected gathered under her little feet, all reaching for Candice, their fingertips mere inches from her.
 
   “Help!” Grace yelled. “Someone help me.” She diligently tried to pull her daughter up.
 
    “Mommy!”
 
   “I have you!” Grace kept her eyes on Candice, assuring her daughter with a look that all would be fine.
 
   Max saw it all. The scaffolding shaking, the support bar breaking, and Candice falling from the edge. Grace was holding on with inhuman  strength, a mother’s love the only way it was possible.
 
   Heart racing and a dire sickening feeling in his gut, Max climbed the side of the scaffolding. Only one railing was gone, that was on the level where Grace stood clutching the bar above her.
 
   He begged in his mind for the scaffolding to hold and for Grace to not let go. Finally, he made it to the side, and Candice was within his reach, her life quite literally suspended above the throngs of infected. He couldn’t jump down, and climbing up with her would be almost as dangerous. He had to get her.
 
   The bleachers weren’t far, it was his only hope. One good, nearly impossible leap, and he could make it. Reaching out, he gripped the waist of Candice’s jeans, then peered up to Grace. She returned a grateful look, relieved when she made eye contact with Max.
 
   They had her, they both had her… until a taller infected reached up and grabbed onto Candice’s foot.
 
   She screamed loudly, and Max, one foot on a bar, the other holding on, inched over to her, pulled Candice into his arms, and with everything he had he jumped for the bleachers.
 
   They slammed down hard on the third bench, surely dislocating his shoulder. It still was not quite far enough, and Max had to scurry with Candice to climb a few more feet to safety.
 
   “You okay? Are you hurt? Bit?”
 
   Candice shook her head wildly, her arms gripping on to Max.
 
   When he looked to Grace again, she was crying. “I have her. Meet you at the top!” he shouted.
 
   “Thank you!” 
 
   With Candice in his arms, Max climbed the bleachers. Once he reached the top, he could make his way to the top scaffold ledge and the short ladder through the roof hatch. The closer he drew, he saw the set of arms reaching down helping people. It had to be Eugene.  No sooner had Max arrived on the top bleachers then, with a creak and multitude of screams, the scaffolding toppled over, throwing everyone on it into the pit of infected.
 
   Candice screamed. Horrified, Max looked to the masses. Where was she? Where was Grace?
 
   “Max!” Eugene yelled and leaned down thought he hatch. “Give me the girl!”
 
   He would have to lift Candice to Eugene’s hands, there was no more ladder. After getting as close to Eugene’s extended arms as he could, Max raised Candice.
 
   Eugene gripped on to her arms, and Max hoisted her up.
 
   “Mommy!” Candice cried.
 
   Once Candice was safely on the roof, Max looked down below.
 
   The screams of the suffering were unbearable. Geysers of blood shot up, fountains here and there.
 
   Yet, he still didn’t see Grace. Many of the infected merged like ants into a few spots and Max knew why. They were fighting over their conquests.
 
   Was it luck? Fate? Briefly, Max saw Grace. She bounced around like a ping pong ball. She didn’t look like she was moving on her own. That glimpse was enough and Max raced down the bleachers and dove into the swarming mass of infected.
 
   He punched them, pulled them, threw them; Max gave his all, then at last he saw her on the ground. Using his uninjured arm he burrowed into the masses and clutched Grace. He lifted her up and pulled her to him. Her legs didn’t move and her head was slumped forward. Bracing her back to his chest, he pushed through to the bleachers.
 
   He made it two rows up and he had to stop. He sat down and brought Grace against his lap. Her head was bleeding, her face was bruised, and what shallow breaths she did take were wheezing.
 
   “Grace, hold on. I’ll get you out of here.”
 
   Her eye lids fluttered and she seeped a pain and tear-filled moan. “Candice.”
 
   “She’s fine. She’s safe.” Max placed his hand on her face. 
 
   “Don’t leave her. Please. Take …” a tear rolled down her cheek, “care of her. Promise me.”
 
   “I promise. But I won’t need to. You’ll be there. We have to get you up to the roof now.”
 
   Weakly Grace grabbed for his hand. “Tell her I love her.”
 
   “You tell her.” Max stood, Grace in his arms. He adjusted her and climbed the bleachers. At the top, Eugene peered through the roof hatch.
 
   “Can you lift her up enough for me to grab?” 
 
   “Yeah,” Max said. He knew it would be tough and his dislocated shoulder was painful. It was awkward to lift Grace. Yet, there was some hope because she was trying to help.
 
   Eugene secured his hand on Grace’s arms. “Push,” he instructed Max.
 
   Despite the pain, Max did until Grace moved completely away from him. Eugene had gotten her to the roof. Now all that was left was for Max to get there as well.
 
   Once Max had lifted Grace enough, Eugene placed his hands under her arms and pulled her the rest of the way through. He expected her to be injured; what he didn’t expect was for her to go totally limp the second he had her in his arms. He choked on his own breath and swore his heart stopped. There was a peaceful silence that surrounded that moment, one that was broken by Candice’s heartbreaking cries when she realized she lost her mother.
 
   Grace had passed away.
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   There was nothing left. Bits and pieces of flesh, some hair, a single shoe. Not even a shred of clothing was recognizable. In an instant, so many, too many, were devoured with ease.
 
   It was nothing less than a slaughter.
 
   The infected had massed into the gym and Max slipped out, opting for another stairwell to get to the roof. He cut through the cafeteria area which led him into the hall. Many infected roamed about, though not enough that Max couldn’t maneuver around them.
 
   How had they gotten in? He knew eventually they’d get beyond the barrier, but there was no broken glass and the front doors were still locked.
 
   He made it to the east wing stairwell and eventually to the roof. He followed a trail of blood smeared on the roof and even on the ladder.
 
   As Max took the first rung, he heard Candice’s sobs.  They were deep and heartbroken cries, and by hearing them, Max knew the cause.
 
   Reaching the top gave him a street view and it was then he realized most of the infected were inside the building. On the roof, Eugene crouched by Grace, one arm draped over his knees, while Candice clung to her mother’s lifeless body and pressed her head to her chest.
 
   He was so focused on Grace he failed to see Myron, the source of all the blood. He was not far from Grace, his shirt saturated and red as he lay on his side. 
 
   “Ah, man.” Max knelt down near him and closed Myron’s open eyes.
 
   Eugene shook his head and stood. “This didn’t need to happen.”
 
   “Where did we go wrong?” Max asked. “I can’t… I can’t comprehend this. Did anyone make it out?”
 
   Eugene pouted and his throat moved up and down as he swallowed. “Seven. They… they took the ladder and are waiting for us.”
 
   Max closed his eyes tightly as if trying to squeeze out the pain. “Myron?”
 
   “Caught in the cross fire.”
 
   “How? I mean, the timing…”
 
   “Paul.”
 
   “What?” Max asked breathless and shocked. “No, he—”
 
   “We couldn’t find him. Someone let them in, propped open the front door with a garbage can. I’m gonna guess he did the same at the south entrance because there was no way they could have gotten in there. He let them in so he could get out.”
 
   Hands to his head, Max screamed out. “Fuck!”
 
   “We have to go,” Eugene said. “We have to go now, while they are in the building and we have clear route.”
 
   Max walked over to Candice. “Hey.”
 
   “My mom,” she wept.
 
   “I know. But… we need to leave now.”
 
   “We can’t leave her.”
 
   “Candice, as much as I don’t want to, we have to. Your mom would kick my ass if I kept you here any longer and didn’t get you to out. I promised her, Candice.”
 
   “She talked to you before she died?” Candice wiped her hand across her face.
 
   “She did. She asked me to watch over you and to tell you that she loved you very much.” He held out his hand. 
 
   “I don’t want to go.”
 
   “You have to. There is no choice. Come on. We’re gonna get on the bus, head to the airport, and hopefully, Eugene will fly us out of here.”
 
   Candice leaned forward and kissed Grace’s mouth. “I love you, Mommy.” She kissed her again then with a hard sob, grabbed Max’s hand, stood, and threw herself into his embrace.
 
   Max stayed there for a moment holding Candice. He hated to leave Grace and Myron, however there really was no other choice.
 
   As they left that roof, he held on to Candice and the promise he made to Grace. That was all he could do.
 
   Eugene took a moment to thank Myron. The brainchild of the young man would have paid off brilliantly, had their efforts not been thwarted. Despite the fact that there were only ten of them left, the fire ladder to the school bus route had worked.
 
   No one really said anything on the bus, and that put pressure on Eugene. No arguments, no questions, they were placing their faith in him, trusting he’d drive the bus safely to the airport. To him, that was the hard part. He didn’t know the city. He relied on directions from a man named Sam who sat behind him on the bus.
 
   Driving the school bus around the crowded and narrow streets was a challenge, though once he left the confines of the Caramount School area, it was easier.
 
   They had pulled onto the main road when from the back of the bus, Max shouted, “Stop! Stop the bus!”
 
   “What? Why?” Eugene asked, looking into the rearview mirror as Max made his way forward.
 
   “Look.” Max pointed out the windshield where they saw Paul, attempting to start a car.
 
   Eugene stopped the bus and Max grabbed the handle, swinging open the door.
 
   “Shut this. There’s infected around.”
 
   “What are you going to do?”
 
   “Find out if he let them in.”
 
   “For what purpose?” Eugene asked.
 
   “So I feel more justified in killing him.”
 
   “Max, no. Hasn’t there been enough death?”
 
   “Yeah, so one more piece of shit isn’t going to matter.”
 
   “Max—”
 
   “Close this.” Max walked down the steps.
 
   “Max, don’t do this. Max!” Eugene banged his hand on the steering wheel, and closed the door. He glanced in the mirror. Only one or two watched out the window. Candice stared outward not paying attention to anything. When Eugene looked back out the windshield, he saw Max approaching Paul. He wished he could hear the exchange, though he could only guess what was being said. 
 
   Paul appeared nervous and grabbed for the door. Max halted him, holding the driver’s door open. There was an exchange, then Max pulled Paul from the car.
 
   No, Max, let it go, Eugene thought, despite the fact that if Paul was responsible, and Eugene was certain he was, a lot of unnecessary deaths had occurred. He imagined what was going through Max’s mind. How angry and hurt Max was. So was Eugene.
 
    
 
   Their exchange was heated, and when Paul stepped up to Max, Max pushed him hard against the side of the car, held him by the collar, and slammed him into it several times. Then Max released him and turned.
 
   Eugene released the breath he was holding and then reached for the bus door. When he did, he saw Max take a step, turn, and without hesitation, pull his gun and fire a single shot at Paul.
 
   His back against the car, Paul slid down until he hit the ground and Max walked away.
 
   Mortified at the actions of his new friend, Eugene hesitated and then opened the door.
 
   “Let’s go,” Max said, stepping in.
 
   “Did he admit it?”
 
   Max didn’t answer.
 
   “What did he say?” Eugene pressed.
 
   Max walked by him and Eugene reached out, stopping him. “Max,” he said in a low voice, “you just killed a man in cold blood.”
 
   “No, Eugene, it’s a new world. I killed a man for justice. Drive.”
 
   Looking forward, Eugene placed the bus in gear and drove on.
 
   Max found his seat in the back next to Candice. She didn’t say a word, only leaned against him. He didn’t know if she saw what he did. Eugene did not approve, that was obvious by how many times he looked back at Max in the mirror.
 
   He didn’t need Eugene’s blessing. What he did, he felt right in doing. Max had always been a survivor. Most of his life he was on his own, and now, by way of a deathbed promise, he was responsible for someone else, a responsibility he would take seriously and uphold.
 
   Max wasn’t sure what was ahead for the group, whether the airport would pan out or that they’d even make it to the safe zone. Arm around Candice, he was positive of one thing—no matter what, he and Candice would make it. Good or bad, they would survive in this world. It was a guarantee. It was in his soul to not quit, to push on, to live.
 
   Max was a fighter and whatever it took, he’d fight for them to survive.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Alternate Endings
 
    
 
   I am truly blessed to have the beta readers that I do. Dozens of people read my novels before they get published and provide vital feedback. This book, I provided them with three endings. They voted and these are the two endings they did not choose. I included them for your enjoyment.
 
    
 
   Alternate Ending One
 
   Alternate Ending Two
 
   


 
   
  
 

Alternate One
 
    
 
   Eugene’s voice was froggy from being tired. He had caught an hour sleep after they spoke to Tara. She and her people already had an escape plan, and they were waiting on word from Eugene on when to head to the airport.
 
   It was almost time.
 
   There was no coffee, and he desperately needed some. He and Myron ended up staying in the east wing after they rested. There wasn’t a choice, someone needed to keep an eye out. The sun had started to rise, and they sat on the roof listening to the sounds of the infected below. There were so many of them, it sounded like an orchestra of groans and squeals.
 
    “Where are our soldiers?” Eugene asked. “Didn’t you say there were, like, eight?”
 
   “When Stanton didn’t come back, they left.”
 
   “Smart guys.”
 
   “I thought we had one left.” Myron grunted and stood. “He was supposed to be up here. Are we going to tell Paul?”
 
   “I hate to do it, but it’s only right.”
 
   “I agree.”
 
   “We can always knock him out if he….”  Eugene walked to the edge of the roof and looked down. “Holy shit.”
 
   Myron rushed over. ‘It wasn’t like this twenty minutes ago.”
 
   “And it won’t be like this twenty minutes from now.”
 
   A sea of infected had converged on the school property, a few still straggled on the street, but they crammed in. The barricade had completely collapsed from the weight of all of them pushing through.
 
   “So much for five at a time,” Myron said. “We should move on this now.”
 
   “Agreed. Let’s get Paul, radio Tara that we’re leaving, and get everyone to the roof to evacuate.” Eugene climbed in the hatch and down the ladder.  “Max is getting them ready now.”
 
   The last they had seen him, Paul was in the south hall. That was their first destination. A twenty foot walk was all. If Paul was sleeping, he had no idea what was going on. When they arrived at the south hall, the door to the science center was open.
 
   “Paul?” Eugene called out.
 
   Myron walked ahead and checked the four rooms. “He’s not here. You think he left?”
 
   “No. He must be in the gym. Let’s radio Tara.”
 
   “Wait.” Myron moved toward the stairwell.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Just seeing if he left. If he did, this door…” Myron reached for the emergency exit. A blue door that led not only to another staircase, but an outside exit. Something was wrong.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   A hint of sunlight shone through the single pane of glass of that door and then… the face of an infected appeared.
 
   Myron backed up. “They’re in.”
 
   “Shit.” Eugene hurriedly turned around. “We have to warn the others.”
 
   Down the hall and rounding the bed, they hit the main hall, both skidding to a stop in front of the main office.
 
   The chorus of high pitched squeals carried to them as a mass of infected poured in through the main doors, one of which was propped open by a garbage can.
 
   The can toppled over and when Eugene was spotted, the infected raced his way.
 
   “Jesus!” Eugene said. “Someone let them in!”
 
   Both men spun on their heels and ran.
 
   “What about the others in the gym?” Myron asked.
 
   “The doors are closed. We have to get to the roof. We can reach them from there.”
 
   When they passed the south hall they were met by a horde of the infected. They reached out, grabbing for Eugene. Two of them managed to grip on to him and Eugene screamed out in pain as one chomped down on his shoulder.
 
   Myron quickly grabbed Eugene, pulling him from the hold. Pivoting his body, Myron pushed Eugene forward. The masses of infected were relentless. Eugene made it only a few feet, grabbed for the stairwell door, and collapsed.
 
   “No! No!” Myron shoved forward. He was surrounded and couldn’t move. It was like pushing through a wall. They raged for Eugene, grabbing and clawing, and Myron learned something new. The infected may not have chased after Myron, but he wasn’t immune if he got in their way. His heroic attempts to save Eugene were futile. While trying to help, he got caught in the attack and was clipped by a swinging arm. The fingernails of the infected attacker clawed with such force that they seared through his belly with razor sharpness. A rough and jagged slice gutted Myron.
 
   Blood poured from his stomach and with every bit of fortitude he had left, Myron forged for the stairwell. After climbing only the first flight of stairs, he collapsed. He’d try to keep going even if he was on his hands and knees. He’d get to that rooftop.
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   After the departure of the soldiers and those who had died, out of the forty-three people left, only twenty-four remained. They stood in the gym, what few belongings they had perched with them.
 
   “We’ll be taking it to the roof slowly,” Max explained. “Four at a time. The scaffolding will not hold a lot of people, so, keep that in mind.” He walked over to Grace. “Keep Candice close to you.”
 
   “Where will you be?” she asked.
 
   “Down here helping people up or on the roof making sure no one jumps the ladder. It’ll be fine.”
 
   “Is Canada really a safe zone?”
 
   “That’s what they say. Eugene will fly us somewhere, that’s for sure.” Max quickly turned his head at the sound of the gym doors being pulled as if someone were trying to open them. “Are they locked?”
 
   Grace shrugged.
 
   Beret walked across the floor. “I think they are. It’s probably Myron. I’ll get it. Start getting everyone up the scaffold.” He pushed the metal bar on the door and opened it.
 
   The door widened and infected poured in. So many rushed through the doors, even though he was immune, Beret was trampled beneath them.
 
   Max didn’t have enough ammunition in his clip. He grabbed on to Grace’s arm and pulled her to the scaffolding.
 
   By the time they arrived there, many had already climbed on, running in a panic to get to the ladder.
 
   A tsunami of infected flooded the gym, making their way like a wave to the corner where the scaffolding was located.
 
   Grace held Candice close to her and Max blocked the way. He looked at the infected, then to those climbing the scaffold. It wasn’t going to work. No way would he get Grace there in time. His only option was to get them on the top bleacher. Making that decision, he reached for Grace and was shoved forward by someone running to get out. He stumbled, and when he regained his footing, Grace was gone.
 
   “Grace!”
 
   “Max!” Candice yelled.
 
   He looked back. They were on the first level of the scaffolding. It was already shaking. Twenty people weren’t a lot, but enough to topple it.
 
   Reaching for the scaffolding, he held it tight. He was only one man, and chances were it wouldn’t make a difference, but he would try to keep it steady.
 
    
 
   The scaffolding shook and swayed. Grace held onto the bar as she and Candice climbed. There were five levels. People were below her and above. The ones on the ladder weren’t moving fast enough.
 
   “Mommy,” Candice whimpered.
 
   “Keep moving, baby. Move.” Grace tried to see below. Where was Max? The infected aimed for the scaffold, hands reaching. They were safe as long as they were above them,
 
   Three more levels to go.
 
   “Grace!” Max shouted. “Keep moving! Don’t stop!”
 
   Grace looked down. She caught a quick glimpse of Max on the bottom steps of the scaffold. Lifting her head, she saw everything was at a standstill. Four or five people were crammed on the ladder.
 
   Please hurry. Climb faster. Climb faster!
 
   As they rounded the bend to take the next flight of stairs, the scaffolding swayed drastically, causing a blizzard of frightened screams. It steadied and Grace sighed. She inched Candice to the next set of stairs and without any warning, the side gave out. The scaffolding jolted and, screaming loudly, Candice flew backwards. At least ten people above her fell off. 
 
   Grace quickly reached out and grabbed Candice. Holding the bar above for balance, she held her dangling daughter by the wrist.
 
   “I got you. Don’t move!” Grace yelled down.
 
   “Mommy!” 
 
   It took all Grace had to hold her. There wasn’t a speck of floor to be seen, and the massive crowd of infected had gathered under her little feet, all reaching for Candice, their fingertips mere inches from her.
 
   “Help!” Grace yelled. “Someone help me!” Someone joined Grace, extending a hand down for Candice. “I’ll help.”
 
   “Mommy!”
 
   “We have you, baby!” Grace kept her eyes on Candice, assuring her daughter with a look that all would be fine.
 
   The stranger joined forces with Grace. They had her and then… a taller infected man reached up with ease. With sheer horror, Grace watched him grab and pull Candice from her grip.
 
   “No!” Grace bellowed as her child sank into the mass of infected,
 
   Candice screamed, high pitched and shrill, though her screams were instantly muffled by those who encompassed her.
 
   Max saw it all.
 
   The shake of the scaffolding, the breakage, and Candice falling from the edge.
 
   Grace had her and someone was there helping. And then… Candice dropped.
 
   Heart racing and a dire sickening feeling in his gut, Max climbed the side of the scaffolding, searching for Candice, listening for her screams.
 
   The infected swarmed like ants into one spot and Max knew why.
 
   Without thought, he dove into the infected. Max hit them, pulled them, he gave his all, but he wasn’t making a dent. It was an endless tunnel and he wasn’t reaching the end.
 
   Grace tried to get back down. In fact, she fought to get there, but someone grabbed her. Anchored her around her waist and hoisted her up.
 
   “I’m sorry, there’s nothing you can do. Nothing.”
 
   “No!” Grace screamed over and over. She couldn’t handle the pain. It was horrendous, an emotional agony like a thousand knives in her soul, what her poor child was enduring. It worsened when she no longer heard Candice cry.
 
   No screams.
 
   Only the sound of infected.
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   There was nothing left. Bits and pieces of flesh, some of her hair, and a single shoe. Not even a shred of clothing was recognizable. In an instant, Candice was devoured.
 
   It was something Max could not tell Grace. He didn’t need to; more than likely, Grace knew.
 
   Candice wasn’t the only casualty. Seven others fell into the throes of the infected feeding frenzy, but Max focused on Candice, his heart breaking.
 
   He plowed his way through them, fighting with everything he had. Driven by emotions, he reached into the crowd, trying to pull her out. At one point he had her. Her little hand reached out and Max grabbed it. 
 
   “I got you. I got you.”
 
   Her fingers wrapped tight around his hand and Max pulled. He swore he felt an emotional reprieve, but it was short lived. Her grip released.
 
   He had never screamed before in his life, but he did in that gym. He cried out loud and in agony.
 
   They were overrun and he realized when he finally made it to the roof that most of the infected were inside.
 
   Where was Grace? He turned left and right, looking for her. That was when he saw Myron covered in blood. He tried to sit up, but he was bleeding too badly. Max ran to him. “What happened?”
 
   “Someone let them in,” Myron grunted, breathing heavily. “I got caught in the crossfire.”
 
   “Eugene?”
 
   Myron shook his head.
 
   “Fuck!” Max cringed and stood. The roof was empty. “Where is everyone? Did anyone make it out?”
 
   Weakly, Myron held up his hand showing three fingers. He then pointed out to the edge of the roof. Max ran over and looked down. He saw the three people running.
 
   It fell apart. It all fell apart.
 
   At the end of his emotional rope, feeling defeated, he turned. He finally saw Grace, sitting against the large ventilation unit. Her legs were drawn to her chest and it was a painful walk to her.
 
   “Grace, I’m sorry.” He reached for her and she swatted his hand away.
 
   “Grace, we have to go.”
 
   “I can’t. They’re all dead.”
 
   “I’m not. You have to. We have to go.”
 
   “I’m not going. I’m done,” she sobbed. “I’m done.”
 
   “No, you’re not. Come on.” He grabbed for her arm, lifting her.
 
   “No!” Grace screamed. Pulling back, she swung out her arm and dove forward, grabbing the pistol from the waist of Max’s pants.
 
   “Grace, give me the gun.”
 
   “Go away.” She put the gun to her head. “Just leave. I have nothing left!”
 
   “Grace, listen to me, do you think Candice would want—”
 
   “Oh my God, what she went through! My poor baby. She screamed and screamed… and I dropped her!’
 
   “You didn’t drop her, Grace. They grabbed her from you. You tried.”
 
   “No, Max, you tried. Thank you, but I’m done.” She engaged the chamber and placed the gun to her head. “I’m sorry.” Her shoulders bounced as she cried.
 
   Max held out his hand. “Come on, Grace. Let’s go.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I can’t.” She lifted the weapon, placed it under her chin, and fired.
 
   Max’s reaction was a bloodcurdling scream as Grace fell to the roof. It was a dream, a nightmare. It didn’t feel real. How could she do it? How could she give up?
 
   Max looked back and knew it was completely done. Myron lay on his side, eyes open. He had passed away.
 
   Max lost it. He paced in circles, crying out every ounce of his sadness and anger until he fell and folded in an emotional collapse.
 
   He stayed on the roof for a while, staring out, thinking, crying. He didn’t move from the spot until the sun went down. Night or day didn’t matter to him. He was immune. Max stayed there while he contemplated what to do. There was one thing he was certain of, no matter how bad things were, he couldn’t put a gun to his head. As much as he thought about it, he couldn’t.
 
   He had been alone most of his life, and now he was alone in a world devoid of people. As hard as it would be, he would push forward. To do so he needed a focus and goal other than just staying alive. There was a safe zone out there, somewhere, and that would be his goal.
 
   Even if he had to walk, someway, somehow, Max would get there.
 
   He had to. He was a survivor.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Alternate Two
 
    
 
   Eugene’s voice was froggy from being tired. He had caught an hour sleep after they spoke to Tara. She and her people already had an escape plan, and they were headed to the airport.
 
   He told her to find a terminal and to get to it from the fields, not the front entrance. To send immune people into the terminal and secure it. Each terminal was self contained.
 
   There was no coffee, and he desperately needed some. He and Myron ended up staying in the east wing after they rested. There wasn’t a choice, someone needed to keep an eye out. The sun had started to rise, and they sat on the roof listening to the sounds of the infected below. There were so many of them, it sounded like an orchestra of groans and squeals.
 
    “Where are our soldiers?” Eugene asked. “Didn’t you say there were, like, eight?”
 
   “When Stanton didn’t come back, they left.”
 
   “Smart guys.”
 
   “I thought we had one left.” Myron grunted and stood. “He was supposed to be up here. Are we going to tell Paul?”
 
   “I hate to do it, but yes. It’s only right.”
 
   “I agree.”
 
   “We can always knock him out if he—”  Eugene had walked to the edge and looked down. “Holy shit.”
 
   Myron rushed over and looked as well. “It wasn’t like this twenty minutes ago.”
 
   “And it won’t be like this twenty minutes from now.”
 
   A sea of infected had converged on the school property, a few still straggling on the street, but they crammed in. The barricade had completely collapsed from the weight of all of them pushing through.
 
   “So much for five at a time,” Myron said. “We should move on this now.”
 
   “Agreed. Let’s get Paul, radio Tara that we’re leaving, and get everyone to the roof to evacuate.” Eugene climbed in the hatch and down the ladder.  “Max is getting them ready now.”
 
   The last they had seen, Paul was in the south hall. That was their first destination. If Paul was sleeping, he had no idea what was going on. When they arrived at the south hall, they found the door to the science center open.
 
   “Paul?” Eugene called out.
 
   Myron walked ahead and checked the four rooms. “He’s not here. You think he left?”
 
   “No. He must be in the gym. Let’s radio Tara.”
 
   “Wait.” Myron moved toward the stairwell.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Just seeing if he left. If he did, this door—”
 
   “He didn’t leave. Where would he go? Come on.” 
 
   Heading back toward the gym, they hit the main hall and raced into the office. As soon as they entered the principal’s office, they realized what had become of Paul. The radio was gone and all that remained was a note.
 
   ‘Good luck,’ it read.
 
   Paul had left.
 
   With a sickening feeling, Eugene reached for the note. “Is he crazy? He couldn’t have left. Immune or not, how would he get through them out there?” He retracted his hand when he heard the high pitched squeal
 
   Myron’s eyes widened. “By letting them in here.”
 
   Eugene rushed by Myron out into the hall. “Oh my God.” He backed up, running right into Myron.
 
   Infected poured in through the main doors, one of which was propped open by a garbage can.
 
   The can toppled over and when Eugene was spotted, and the infected raced his way.
 
   Both men spun on their heels and ran.
 
   “What about the others in the gym?” Myron asked.
 
   “The doors are closed. We have to get to the roof. We can reach them from there.”
 
   When they passed the south hall they were greeted by a swarming mass of infected. They reached and grabbed for Eugene, and Myron quickly intervened, shoving them away. Their only option was the east wing stairs and hopefully, Paul hadn’t opened that emergency exit as well.
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   After the departure of the soldiers and those who had died, out of the forty-three people left, only twenty-four remained. They stood in the gym, what few belongings they had perched with them.
 
   “We’ll be taking it to the roof slowly,” Max explained. “Four at a time. The scaffolding will not hold a lot of people, so, keep that in mind.” He walked over to Grace. “Keep Candice close to you.”
 
   “Where will you be?” she asked.
 
   “Down here helping people up or on the roof making sure no one jumps the ladder. It’ll be fine.”
 
   “Is Canada really a safe zone?”
 
   “That’s what they say. Eugene will fly us somewhere, that’s for sure.” Max quickly turned his head at the sound of the gym doors being pulled as if someone were trying to open them. “Are they locked?”
 
   Grace shrugged.
 
   Beret walked across the floor. “I think they are. It’s probably Myron. I’ll get it. Start getting everyone up the scaffold.” He pushed the metal bar on the door and opened it.
 
   The door widened and infected poured in. So many rushed through the doors, even though he was immune, Beret was trampled beneath them.
 
   Max didn’t have enough ammunition in his clip. He grabbed onto Grace’s arm and pulled her to the scaffolding where many were already climbing on, running in a panic to get to the ladder.
 
   A tsunami of infected flooded the gym, making their way like a wave to the corner where the scaffolding was located.
 
   Grace held Candice close to her. Max looked at the swarming infected then to those climbing the scaffold. It wasn’t going to work. No way would he get Grace there in time. His only option was to get them on the top bleacher. He reached for Grace and was shoved forward by someone running to get out. Max tripped, and when he regained his balance and turned, Grace was gone.
 
   “Grace!”
 
   “Max!” Candice yelled.
 
   He looked back. They were on the first level of the scaffolding. It was already shaking. Twenty people weren’t a lot, but it was enough to topple it.
 
   Reaching for the scaffolding, he held it tight. He was only one man, and chances were it wouldn’t make a difference, but he would try to keep it steady.
 
   The scaffolding shook and swayed, and Grace held on to the bar as she and Candice climbed. There were five levels. People were below her and above. The ones on the ladder weren’t moving fast enough.
 
   “Mommy,” Candice whimpered.
 
   “Keep moving, baby. Move.” Grace tried to see below. Where was Max? The infected aimed for the scaffold, hands reaching. They were safe as long as they were above them.
 
   Three more levels to go.
 
   “Grace!” Max shouted. “Keep moving. Don’t stop!”
 
   Grace looked down and caught a quick glimpse of Max on the bottom steps of the scaffold. Lifting her head, she saw everything was at a standstill. Four or five people were crammed onto the ladder.
 
   Please hurry. Climb faster. Climb faster!
 
   As they rounded the bend to take the next flight of stairs, the scaffolding swayed drastically, causing a blizzard of frightened screams. It steadied and Grace sighed. She inched Candice to the next set of stairs and without any warning, the side gave out. The scaffolding jolted and, screaming loudly, Candice flew backwards.
 
   Grace was fast. She reached out and grabbed Candice. Holding the bar above for balance, Grace held her dangling daughter by the wrist.
 
   “I got you! Don’t move!” Grace yelled down.
 
   It took all Grace had to hold her. There wasn’t a speck of floor to be seen through the massive crowd of infected gathered under her little feet, all reaching for Candice, their fingertips mere inches from her.
 
   “Help!” Grace yelled. “Someone help me!” Someone joined Grace and extended a hand down for Candice. “I’ll help.”
 
   “Mommy!”
 
   “We have you.” Grace kept her eyes on Candice, assuring her daughter with a look that all would be fine.
 
   The stranger joined forces with Grace. They had her and then… a taller infected man reached up with ease
 
   With sheer horror Grace watched him grab and pull Candice from her grip.
 
   “No!” Grace bellowed as her child sunk into the mass of infected. 
 
   Candice screamed, high pitched and shrill, though her screams were instantly muffled by those who encompassed her.
 
   Max saw it all. The shake of the scaffolding, the breakage, and Candice falling from the edge.
 
   Grace had her and someone was there helping.
 
   And then… Candice dropped.
 
   Heart racing and a dire sickening feeling in his gut, Max climbed the side of the scaffolding, searching for Candice, listening for her screams.
 
   The infected swarmed like ants into one spot and Max knew why.
 
   Without thought, he dove into the mass of infected.
 
   Max hit them, pulled them, he gave his all, but he wasn’t making a dent. It was an endless tunnel and he wasn’t reaching the end.
 
   Grace tried to get back down. In fact she fought to get there, but someone grabbed her,  anchored her around her waist, and hoisted her.
 
   “I’m sorry, there’s nothing you can do. Nothing.”
 
   “No!” Grace screamed over and over. She couldn’t handle the pain. It was horrendous, an emotional pain felt like a thousand knives in her soul. What her poor child was enduring. It worsened when she no longer heard Candice cry.
 
   No screams.
 
   Only the sound of infected.
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   There was nothing left. Bits and pieces of flesh, some of her hair, and a single shoe. Not even a shred of clothing was recognizable. In an instant, Candice was devoured.
 
   Max could not tell Grace. He didn’t need to; more than likely, Grace knew.
 
   When it happened, Candice wasn’t the only casualty. Seven others fell into the throes of the infected, but Max focused on Candice, his heart breaking.
 
   He plowed his way through them, fighting with everything he had. Driven by emotions, he reached into the crowd, trying to pull her out. At one point he had her. Her little hand reached out and Max grabbed it. “I got you. I got you,” he said.
 
   Her fingers wrapped tightly around his hand and Max pulled. He swore he felt an emotional reprieve, but it was short lived. Her grip released.
 
   He screamed. They were overrun and he realized when he finally made it to the roof that most of the infected were inside the building.
 
   Eugene approached him when he climbed up. “We thought you were dead.”
 
   Max shook his head. “I failed.”
 
   “No. You tried. You’re hurt.” Eugene reached for his arm.
 
   “I don’t care.” 
 
   Myron was helping people on the fire ladder.
 
   “We have a chance now,” Eugene said. “There aren’t many infected out here. We have to take it. We have to move now, as hard as this is.”
 
   “Is Grace on the bus?”
 
   Eugene shook his head. “No.” He pointed.
 
   Grace sat on the roof, her legs brought to her chest, and it was a painful walk to her.
 
   “Grace. I’m sorry.” He reached for her and she swatted his hand away.
 
   “Grace, we have to go.”
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   “You have to. We have to go.”
 
   “I’m not going. I’m done,” she sobbed. “I’m done!”
 
   “No, you’re not. Come on.” He grabbed for her arm, lifting her.
 
   “No!” Grace screamed. She swung out her arm and dove forward, grabbing the pistol from the waist of Max’s pants.
 
   “Grace, give me the gun.”
 
   “Go away.” She put the gun to her head. “Just leave. I have nothing left.”
 
   “Grace, listen to me, do you think Candice would want—”
 
   “Oh my God, what she went through. My poor baby. She screamed and screamed, and I dropped her!’
 
   “You didn’t drop her. You tried.”
 
   “No, Max, you tried. Thank you but, I’m done.” She engaged the chamber and placed the gun to her head.
 
   “Wait!” Max screamed. “Wait! Please. Please, I am begging you. Don’t do this.”
 
   “And what? Live with this curse? Because that’s what it is. Being immune is a curse. We have to watch others die.”
 
   “Or you can help people live. We have people that need us.”
 
   She shook her head, her finger held to the trigger. “Not me. I can’t live with this pain. I can’t. I don’t want to and I don’t have to.”
 
   “I know.” Max held out his hands. “I know. I also know I have no right to ask this of you. I know you just met me, Grace. But don’t do this. Please be the one person, the only person that doesn’t slip through my fingers. Give me a chance to help you through this.”
 
   Grace sobbed hard and her hand lowered. Max rushed to her, grabbing the gun, and then he grabbed on to Grace. Her legs gave way and she buckled immediately, and Max wrapped his arms tightly around her.
 
   She wept in his arms. While the others evacuated from the roof, Max stayed there with Grace a few minutes longer.
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   The usual forty minute drive to the airport took Myron nearly two hours. The quiet bus with only eighteen people took many back roads until the bus sputtered its last bit of gas on Tower Road and coasted to the tarmac outside terminal A.
 
   It was eerily deserted. No infected at all. There were planes parked by the gates, which probably had been waiting to leave but had been stranded.
 
   A lone bright green dump truck was parked near the gates, and a stairway ladder was perched next to an open gate.
 
   Myron thought it was a good sign. Because he was immune, he ventured out by himself and when he got to the stairs, a slender woman with short brown hair appeared at the edge of the extended walkway.
 
   “You made it,” she said.
 
   “Not without problems. Are you Tara?”
 
   “I am. Myron?”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “Get your people. We have it secure.”
 
   Myron nodded a thanks and turned. He paused to look at the plane that was sitting there. He had a good feeling, he really did. He felt like they had a real chance.
 
   He wasn’t sure where Thompson, Manitoba was, but as long as Eugene could get them there, that was all that mattered.
 
    
 
   <><><><>
 
    
 
   Grace sat in the back of the bus, speaking to no one the entire trip to the airport. Not even Max, who sat in front of her. She cried the whole way, her mind replaying the events over and over like a bad movie. Seeing her daughter’s precious face, then watching her fall into the horde of infected. Every time she saw it, her body tensed up, and Grace wanted to scream it out of her.
 
   She didn’t know who the stranger was that reached out his hand to help. She never looked at his face. Eventually she would find out who he was. 
 
   The others started to leave the bus. Myron asked her if she was coming, and she didn’t answer. Talking was hard, because she was pretty certain the only sound she could make was sobbing.
 
   Grace felt weak. In fact, she was certain she was the weakest person on that bus. Moving was a chore.
 
   Eugene sat down in the aisle across from her. He reached out and grabbed her hands. “We’re here, Grace.”
 
   “I know.” Her voice cracked.
 
   “Let’s go inside. Rest up. In a few days I’ll have everything ready to go. We go north. You can do this. We all can do this.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Eugene squeezed her hands and then stood. He moved sideways down the aisle and was the last one off except for Grace and Max.
 
   “Ready?” Max asked, standing.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Staying close, Max walked before her, moving slowly.
 
   “Max,   thank you for stopping me. I’m not sure if it was really what I wanted to do, but I know that moment was the wrong time to make that decision. So thank you.”
 
   “There will never be a good time to make that decision, you know this right?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “We take it one step, one day at a time. Okay?” Max tightened his lips and offered her a comforting glance.
 
   Grace accepted the look and then took his hand.
 
   It was all one step at a time. Off the bus was the first step. Somewhere, somehow, one day Grace hoped to find her strength. Until then, she would push forward. That was the best she could do.
 
   That was the best any of them could do.
 
   Move forward and survive.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~ End ~
 
    
 
   If you enjoyed this novel, please visit Jacqueline’s website for other exciting apocalypse fiction. www.jacquelinedruga.com
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