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        Luck is a very thin wire between survival and disaster, and not many people can keep their balance on it.

        Hunter S. Thompson

      

        

      

      
        
        
        Monsters will always exist. There's one inside each of us. But an angel lives there, too. There is no more important agenda than figuring out how to slay one and nurture the other.

        Jacqueline Novogratz
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      Uncivil War is an episodic six novel series where you’ll follow two brothers into the apocalypse. What makes our story unique is that I, B.T. Wright, will be writing Jake Maddox’s story, and Jonathan Dudycha will be writing Colt Maddox’s story.

      The advantage this gives us as co-authors is that each brother will truly have his own unique voice, because the authors have theirs. We believe the stories of the different brothers are much more authentic because of the way we have split the storytelling duties.

      As the reader, you get to see the apocalypse from two different perspectives along the same timeline. Jake lives in Kentucky and Colt lives in Colorado. They both confront their own obstacles along the way while trying to fight their way back to each other. Each novel in the series is from one brother's perspective, battling through a world that all of a sudden is nothing like it used to be.

      We hope you enjoy the ride. It has certainly been fun for us to write.
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      “What the hell is so dire that you dragged us to the PEOC in the middle of the night?”

      President of the United States John Miller was disheveled. His silver hair was a mess, his clothes half on while hanging from his lanky frame, and his mind remained in the fog of sleep. The Presidential Emergency Operations Center, a bunker-like structure below the White House, was the most secure place to put the president on such short notice. He and his wife had been rushed there from their bed by secret service at the behest of George Armstrong, the secretary of defense.

      “And what the hell are Jerry and Will doing here? What’s going on?”

      The president was referring to Jerry Wesley, the director of the CIA, and Will Dunning, head of the FBI.

      “Have a seat, Mr. President,” George said. “Please. We don’t have a lot of time.”

      George was a broad-shouldered man, big by anyone’s standards. The gray in his hair matched his beard, and his uniform was finely pressed as always. There was fear in his voice. And he had a look of worry that President Miller had never seen his old friend wear before. It was hard not to fear the worst.

      George picked up a remote from the table behind which he, the president, and the first lady were seated. The large television on the wall in front of them came to life. Jerry and Will looked on, standing against the wall behind them.

      George cleared his throat. “Remember the outbreak we’ve been monitoring at the US Army base in Syria? The one that’s progressively gotten worse?”

      The president let out a sigh of relief. “Good God, George, the way you all are acting I thought someone had shot off a nuclear bomb. Don’t bury the lead next time. Can’t we do this in the Oval Office? Can’t Melissa go back to bed?”

      Though it didn’t seem possible, George’s face had grown even more worried.

      “Fine, then, spit it out already. Yes, I remember the outbreak.”

      George toggled something on the screen. “In the last forty-eight hours, sir—”

      “Cut it out, George. Call me John. And can someone get me some coffee?”

      A woman in the corner of the room made a move for the carafe on the table and began to pour coffee into a mug. “And who the hell is she? She cleared for this conversation?” the president said.

      “John, I’ll introduce you in just a second. She’s the reason we all are in here. This is bad. Real bad.”

      “Well all right then, get on with it.” The president rolled his hand, motioning for George to proceed.

      “The last forty-eight hours,” George continued, “the same outbreak that has been getting worse in Syria has spread. John, it’s everywhere.”

      “What do you mean it’s everywhere? The whole base caught it?”

      “No, sir, every base caught it.”

      The president’s face scrunched in confusion. “Every base? We only have one Army base in Syria. You okay, George? You feeling all right?”

      “Not just the Army base, John. And not just Syria either. Every base, every single one we have in the entire world.”

      “What?”

      The room was quiet. George punched a couple of buttons, and a flat map of the Earth appeared on screen. Red dots were everywhere, all over the map.

      The woman moved in and set a cup of coffee in front of both the president and his wife.

      “John,” George said, “this is Doctor Emily Fraser.”

      “Mr. President,” Emily said. “Mrs. Miller.”

      The president simply nodded. He was still trying to process what George had started to say. Emily was a good-looking young woman, late twenties, her dark hair pulled into a ponytail. She was dressed in a  business suit, the only thing left in her wardrobe fit for the occasion of meeting with the president.

      George continued, “Emily was the doctor at the Army base in Syria who started working with the outbreak patients when this whole thing first started. I’ll let her explain as she knows more than any of us at this point.”

      “Mr. President,” Emily started right in, “these red dots represent every US military base on the planet. And every single one of them has now reported an outbreak. They had all been warned to watch for symptoms, but most had full-blown cases before word even got around.”

      “Word of what, again?” the president said. “What is this thing?”

      Emily looked to the map, then back to the president. “We . . . We don’t know, sir.”

      “Don’t know? Haven’t you been testing it?”

      “We have. I’ve personally not stopped working on this since the first sign of it two weeks ago.”

      “And?”

      “And . . . we have never seen anything like it before.”

      “Who’s we?” the president asked.

      “Humanity.” Emily said bluntly. “No virus, no disease, nothing has ever been seen like this before.”

      The president took a moment and looked up at the map. “And you’re saying that all of these military bases are infected with it?”

      George interjected, “Most of them have gotten so bad they are no longer responding to our attempted communications.”

      “Okay,” the president said, “so quit beating around the bush. It must be worse than just this if I am sitting here in the PEOC.”

      Emily nodded to George. He hit a button, and a video began playing.

      Emily said, “Sir, this is video from Fort Benning in Georgia. We have countless more videos just like this from other bases around the world.” Emily paused for a moment, then looked to the first lady. “Mrs. Miller, you might want to look away. I promise you, you can’t unsee this.”

      The first lady held her head high, defiant. “I’ll be just fine, thank you. Go on.”

      Emily gave her a moment to reconsider. When the first lady didn’t look away, Emily did as she was told and pushed play. On the screen in front of them, the video started in night vision, showing the sleeping quarters inside of an Army barracks. There was an open aisle running down the middle of a row of cots on both sides of the room. Before the president could ask what the problem was, the video showed the door farthest away from the wall-mounted camera bursting inward and people flooding inside. The soldiers sleeping on the cots sprang from their beds, but it was too late. Dozens of people rushed into the room, attacking them, the soldiers were overwhelmed. The glow of the night-vision camera didn’t pick up the gory details, but it was more than clear that whatever came into that room was tearing away at the soldiers’ throats––not just with their hands, but with their teeth.

      “What the hell are we watching?” The president was appalled.

      The first lady turned her eyes away. “Turn it off! For God’s sake, turn it off!”

      The president said, “What was that? What were those things? I know they look like people, but clearly they aren’t. No human being would do that.”

      Emily didn’t know any other way to say it, so she just stated the truth. “Their fellow soldiers, sir.”

      “What?” The president turned to George. “What the hell is she talking about? What’s happening out there?”

      George just looked down, hit a button that brought the map back to the screen, then looked over at Emily and gave a nod. She worked the remote in her hand, and multicolored dots filled the screen overlapping with the red dots.

      “Those were infected soldiers who broke into those sleeping quarters and killed every last one of those men.” She looked back up to the screen. “These other dots you see here are the military bases of other countries all over the world. All have similar stories as the video you just watched.”

      The president was flabbergasted. “I––I don’t understand.”

      Emily walked over right in front of him. “Mr. President, we have some sort of pandemic on our hands, but it shows no signs of anything we have ever dealt with.”

      “How . . . how do we fight it? Do we have any information on how to stop it? Anything at all? You were there, how are you not infected?” Then he turned to George, “How could you have brought her here? She could infect all of us!”

      “Well, that is actually why I am here,” Emily said. “Several other bases that were able to report found the same thing I did. I along with three other soldiers at our base in Syria were not infected. And everyone who has been able to report around the world shares one thing in common with us. They all were on Beritrix.”

      “Beritrix?” the president asked.

      “A daily injection for the disease known as WD17,” Emily said. “Anyone like me who has this disease, we are stripped entirely of our immune system. Beritrix restores it completely and often puts one’s immune system in hyperdrive. About one percent of the world’s population has the disease, and there is no cure. As far as we know, Beritrix doesn’t do anything to reverse the symptoms when someone is already infected by whatever this new thing is. But I don’t have evidence to support that. Not yet. But it apparently works as a vaccine. At least for now.”

      “Then let’s get word to our military to find more of it, fast, before it’s too late.”

      There was a silence in the room. Everyone but the president and the first lady knew what George was about to say. They still didn’t understand the situation, but they understood how bad it was.

      George said, “I’m sorry to tell you, it’s already too late. We no longer have a military to speak of. And neither does anyone else.”

      “Dear God,” the first lady gasped.

      “And I’m sorry to tell you even worse news—”

      “Worse news? How can it get worse than . . .”

      The president didn’t finish. He already knew how it could get worse.

      “Sir,” Emily said. “All we can do is try to inform the people who aren’t infected to stay inside, which is already being coordinated. But it’s spreading so fast that those who aren’t already on Beritrix like me are in danger every moment they breathe. We have some here for you and are administering it to everyone we can at this very moment.”

      The president could hardly speak. He looked over to George. “What are we talking about here, George? How bad is this?”

      George had to keep his emotions in check. “John, it’s worst-case scenario. The infected will total in the millions before morning. The world as we know it will never be the same.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      The crowd let out a roar that echoed across the little league baseball field. Another inside-the-park home run. The sun was high in the deep blue sky, a beautiful day in Lexington, Kentucky. As everyone applauded the young man who rounded third base and headed for home, Jessica Sanders and Jake Maddox were sitting on the bleachers, preoccupied in their own little world. She hooked her arm around his and hugged him.

      “It’s so good to have you home, Jake.”

      Jake gave her arm a squeeze and became lost in his own thoughts. Even though it was great to see Jess—he’d really missed her—and it was great to be back in his old stomping grounds, he felt bad he couldn’t say it was great to be home and truly mean it. Being back felt different than he’d thought it would. He knew he wasn’t the same man that had left for the Army ten years ago, but he was surprised things felt so different since his last visit home twelve months ago. It had been a hell of a year in Delta Force. Maybe that was why.

      “You all right?” Jess asked as she patted his hand. “You’ve been awfully quiet.”

      Jake gave her a smile and kissed her on the forehead. “I’m fine. Just having a little trouble adjusting.”

      “Yeah, my dad told me to be sensitive. Said he had a hard time being a civilian after serving so long. He said you can talk to him if you ever need to.”

      “Thanks, Jess. But I’m fine. And unfortunately it doesn’t much matter if I adjust here or not.”

      “I can’t believe they want you to come back so soon. I know being Delta Force is different, but you need time with your loved ones. With me.”

      Jake could hear the emotion rising in Jessica’s voice. She looked away, and he could tell she was trying not to cry. Jake took a deep breath. He could hardly deal with his own feelings right now, and he certainly wasn’t equipped to help manage hers. He felt bad about it, but she knew what being in a relationship with him meant. His first duty was to his country. And right now all he could think about was getting back to it. Oddly enough, war felt more like home these days than Kentucky.

      “There y’all are!” a man called from the bottom of the bleachers.

      Jake had never been so happy to see his oldest friend. He loved Jess more than anything, but not knowing how to comfort her always made for an awkward moment.

      Jake jumped up, ran down the bleachers, and wrapped Tyler in a bear hug.

      “Good to see you, Jake.” Tyler patted Jake on the shoulder. “Good god, man. What did they do, carve you out of stone?”

      Jake playfully slapped his round friend on the belly. “What’d they do here, mix you out of marshmallow?”

      They both laughed. Jake looked back up at Jess, who was wiping away the tears to put on a brave face. He loved her strength. He just wished he could be what she needed him to be.

      Tyler laughed. “Oh good, you’re still an asshole.”

      “Wouldn’t want to disappoint you.” Jake brought back a smile.

      The two of them beside each other was a comical sight. They couldn’t be more opposite. That was probably why the friendship had worked for as long as it had. Yin and yang, so to speak. It made for a lot of bickering, but since Jake’s brother Colt had moved to Colorado, Jake’s friendship with Tyler filled in for that brotherly love. Jake stood six foot three to Tyler’s five foot eight. Both weighed about 200 pounds, put together in two completely different ways.

      “It’s good to see you boys back together again.” Jess came down the bleachers and gave Tyler a hug. The two of them had become close in Jake’s absence overseas. In high school they’d fought over him; later they had bonded over the fact that he was gone. “From back there, you all look like the number ten.”

      Tyler scoffed. “Ha-ha. He won’t admit it, but I can still kick his ass.”

      The three of them laughed. Jake was starting to feel better; Tyler made him feel at ease. There was some commotion across the field in the parking lot, but the three of them paid it no mind.

      “I’m ready for a drink,” Tyler said. “Why are you all hanging out at a little league game? They don’t serve beer here.”

      “My nephew’s playing and he wanted Jake to see him in action. As you can imagine, Jake is quite the hero to Brandon.”

      “I guess,” Tyler said. “If you like the whole Captain America thing.”

      The commotion was getting louder beyond the far side of the field. A lady in the bleachers next to them gasped and rose to her feet. “What the hell is going on over there? What is that?”

      Jake turned to look, and at the edge of the parking lot out in left field someone was slamming his body continuously against the fence. Just running into it over and over again, like he was trying to plow right through it.

      “Holy shit, what’s that guy’s problem?” Tyler said.

      The man was huge. Even though this deranged man was far away, the left fielder was close enough to him that Jake could see that he was three times the kid’s size. He didn’t have a shirt on, and it looked like his pants were ripped to shreds. Jake took a step toward the chain-link fence that separated him and the field.

      “What’s he doing?” Jess said. “Why is he just—”

      Jess finished the sentence with a gasp. The crowd in the bleachers began to scream. Some were in shock, some shouting, trying to tell the left fielder to run. The man ran right through the fence. The entire left side of the outfield barrier collapsed under his feet, and he started sprinting toward the boy in left field. Jake made a move to hop the fence. He felt Jess grab his arm.

      “You can’t go out there. What if he has a weapon?”

      The screams became panicked. Jake turned back around just in time to see the man slam into the boy and tackle him to the ground. Jake ripped his arm away from Jess, pulled himself over the fence, and sprinted for the outfield. The boy was wailing in pain.

      “Jake!” Jess shouted.

      “Run!” Jake shouted to the rest of the players on the field. “Run! Get off the field!”

      He sprinted past second base, and the closer he got to the man on top of the boy, the more the blood came into view. It was everywhere. The boy had stopped screaming, and the massive lunatic stood and turned toward Jake. Jake involuntarily slowed to a stop. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

      The crowd of people were all rushing for safety, screaming at the top of their lungs, and running for their lives. But Jake didn’t see or hear any of it. All he could hear was his heart pounding inside his chest, and this . . . this thing, breathing wildly in front of him.

      The man squared up. His eyes were black. But that wasn’t what terrified Jake. It was the pieces of the boy’s flesh hanging from the man’s mouth that shook his entire body. Out of instinct he reached for his sidearm. But the gun that always sat on his hip during combat wasn’t there in this civilian world. Slowly Jake began to backpedal toward safety. Ten years of war overseas and he’d never backed down from anything. Two days back in the safety of his hometown and he found himself in the middle of his first retreat.
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      Jake turned and ran for the bleachers. He could see people running, but Tyler and Jess were frozen in shock. He looked back over his shoulder and the crazed man had started chasing after him. The boy lay motionless in the grass behind him.

      Dead.

      When he looked back toward the bleachers, Jess was waving her arms furiously, shouting something that Jake couldn’t make out amongst the screams all around her. He didn’t know what was wrong with the mountain of a man behind him, but Jake knew he was going to have to stop him before he could hurt anyone else. Jake’s mind was telling him to jump the fence and get the hell out of there, but his training forced him to scan the field for a weapon. He had his knife in his pocket, but he needed something that would take the man down without letting him get too close. He spotted a row of aluminum bats leaning up against the fence. It wasn’t much, but it was all he had.

      He sprinted for them and picked one up.

      “Jake, what are you doing? Get out of there!” Jess screamed from the other side of the fence.

      “Run, man!” Tyler shouted. “Let’s get out of here!”

      Jake turned, bat cocked back, and swung as hard as he could when the man was in range. The bat bounced off the man’s forehead with an awful thud, knocking him off his feet. It was a hard-enough blow––any other man would have been out cold. But it was clear to Jake that whatever it was getting back to its feet in front of him now was no longer a man at all.

      “Jake, run!” Jess shouted.

      Instinct kicked in when the man moved forward, and Jake dove at his waist for a double-leg takedown, tackling the thing onto its back. The monster fought wildly as Jake moved on top of it, mounting it and pulling a knife from his own pocket. As he simultaneously fought against the thing’s flailing arms and flipped the blade open on his knife, the moment he locked onto it’s coal-black eyes was one he would never forget. It was like staring into the dark of midnight, something entirely inhuman staring back.

      Jake hooked his right arm forward, thrusting the three-inch blade into the thing’s neck. The sounds, the grunts, the wheezing coming from this monster were like no animal he’d heard before. He stabbed at its neck several more times, but the thing kept moving. He rose off it, his clothes covered in blood, and reached for the bat behind him.

      “Jake! Are you okay? Jake!” Jess continued to shout.

      Jake picked up the bat, and as the thing sat up he swung so hard its head nearly flew off when he made contact. Though the monster of a man fell to his back once again, he was still moving. Jake stood over him, watching as whatever it was continued to fight despite a shattered skull and gaping wounds in its neck. Jake pulled the bat high over his head and, as if he were chopping wood, he pounded down on its skull. Then he pounded down again. And then again, until there was no semblance of a skull left, and finally the thing stopped moving.

      Jake dropped the bat and bent over, resting his hands on his knees. He could run twelve miles in full gear without getting winded, but right now he was drenched in sweat, his chest heaving for air. He looked back to the outfield where a man and woman were standing over the boy. The woman was sobbing, trying to get him to wake up. The man was doing his best to pull her away from the horror. Jake hung his head for a moment. His mind was numb. Nothing about what just happened made any sense at all. And he had no time to think it over either.

      When he looked up at Jess and Tyler, chaos had broken out in the parking lot up the hill behind them.

      “We’ve gotta go,” Jake said.

      The two of them looked over their shoulders and watched as several more people—things—ran toward the crowd as they tried to leave the baseball complex.

      “Now!”

      Jake grabbed his knife and put it in his pocket, then picked up the baseball bat. He took one last glance down at the creature that he couldn’t help but think just might change the world forever. There was no time to ponder it. They had to move. He hurried over and picked up two more bats then jumped over the fence to join Jess and Tyler. He handed each of them a bat. Their car was in the parking lot atop the hill. Unfortunately, they were going to have to run right into the middle of all the chaos. It was their only way out.
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      For the moment, the path was clear to Jess’s Chevy Malibu. Jake scanned the parking lot and knew that if they didn’t move, their window would close in a hurry.

      “Let’s go. Ty, you’re coming with us. Jess, just stay behind Tyler and jump in the driver’s seat as soon as we get up there. We don’t have long.”

      On the outside, Jake was calm. That was his training. On the inside, however, his mind was racing, trying desperately to make sense of the mayhem around them. Though he had never seen anything like whatever it was that killed that boy, he couldn’t squelch a sense of familiarity. There was something about that crazed man he’d seen before. But he couldn’t quite put his finger on what it was. Up ahead, families were being chased out of the parking lot, which opened up a lane to Jess’s car.

      “Go!” Jake shouted. “I’ll keep things clear till you can get the car started and then I’ll jump in!”

      Jess and Tyler moved forward ahead of him. He scanned the immediate area, but the height of the SUVs made it difficult to see the area completely. The two of them made it to the car.

      “Come on, Jake!” Jess shouted as she jumped in and started the engine.

      Jake moved toward the car, but just as his hand hit the door handle, a woman’s scream a row of cars away made him recoil.

      Jess rolled down the window. “Come on!”

      But Jake couldn’t get in. Just on the left side of a Ford Expedition, a woman was trying to get her son in the backseat while one of the creatures growled at her on the other side of the open door. It was attempting to get around the door to her.

      “No!” the woman screamed. “No!”

      “Mom, get in!” the boy shouted from inside the backseat.

      The thing slammed into the open door between itself and the mother, and it knocked her to the ground. Jake sprinted for the SUV, and just as the monster dropped down to bite at the mother’s neck, Jake smashed its head, flowing with long blonde hair, with the tip of his baseball bat. As his swing knocked the deranged lady back, Jake pulled the mother away by her shoulders and kicked the thing in the forehead as it surged forward; then, before it could get back up, he stomped on its forehead and crushed its skull. A sickening crunch vibrated up his leg, and when he was sure the thing was no longer moving, he opened the front door for the woman and told her to get the hell out of there.

      He didn’t stick around for the thank-you, because behind him he could hear another one growling as it ran toward him. As he sprinted for the car, Jess had the door ready and open for him. Over the back side of the car he saw two more inhuman humans running straight for him. He hurried around the door, and just as he shut it, the two things slammed against the trunk and clawed at the back windshield. Tyler screamed from the backseat, and Jake shouted, “Go! Go! Go!” as Jessica slammed the gas pedal to the floor, leaving the monsters behind and swerving around the one that had been running for Jake’s back. Two wild turns later they skidded out onto the main road, the madness growing smaller in the rearview mirror behind them. They were all huffing for air and searching their minds for answers.

      “Is everyone okay?” Jake scanned Jess’s and Tyler’s bodies and faces. “Are you hurt?”

      “Jake, what the fuck just happened?” Tyler was in shock. “What the hell were those things, man?”

      “Jake, what is going on?” Jess said. The fear in her voice was unnerving.

      “I have no idea, you saw what I saw. You guys okay?”

      “No, we’re not okay!” Tyler shouted. “We are in the middle of the zombie apocalypse. How could we be okay?”

      Jess swerved around a couple cars moving slowly. “Is that what this is, Jake? A zombie apocalypse?”

      Jake was quiet. His mind was needling at something. It was when his phone began to ring and he saw who was calling that it finally came to him what had been familiar about that madman on the baseball field. He had seen glimpses of it just before he’d left Syria.

      “I’ve got to take this call,” Jake said. “This might give us some answers.” He slid his finger across the screen to answer. “Emily, what is going on out here?”

      “Jake! You're okay!”

      “I’m not sure about that, but we’re alive.”

      “So it’s spread to Kentucky. Damn it. There’s no containing this. You have to get to Washington as soon as you can.”

      “No offense, Emily, but I barely just survived a parking lot. Much less couple hundred mile drive.”

      “You’ve still been taking your Beritrix?”

      “You know I have. Is that what this is? This got out of the Army base?”

      “No,” Emily said. “Well, yes and no. We didn’t leak it, but it spread somehow. We have no military left, and now it’s everywhere.”

      “And the reason I’m not one of those things is the same reason you and I weren’t infected back at the base? Because we were on Beritrix?”

      “Yes. At least that is the only explanation I’ve been able to find.”

      Jake looked around the car. “Then why aren’t my friends infected?”

      “They will be.”

      Jake was quiet. He looked over at Jessica and behind him at Tyler again, then covered the phone. “You sure you all are feeling okay?”

      Their faces were terrified, but they both nodded.

      Emily spoke again. “You have to isolate yourself, Jake. It’s the only way to survive them. They will turn on you.”

      Jake was incensed. “I’m not leaving my loved ones behind. They’re all I’ve got!”

      “Jake . . .”

      This time Emily went quiet. Jess made a couple more turns. They were getting close to Jake’s home.

      “Emily?”

      “How much Beritrix do you have on hand?”

      “I always keep a two-week supply. Why?”

      “I don’t recommend it, because you know how hard it is to come by, but you could inject them with it. I’m not sure if it will help since they may have to have been taking it for a while for it to work, but it’s either that or leave them. And I know it seems cruel, but leaving them might be the only way you survive.”

      “I’m not leaving them behind. What else do we know about this, what this is . . . how to fight it?”

      “We only—” Emily went away from the phone for a moment. “Jake, I have to call you right back. The president needs me. Be sure and answer when I call, okay?”

      “The president? Emily, what the—”

      “I have to go. I’ll call you as soon as I can.”

      Emily ended the call.

      “Who was that?” Jess asked.

      “Emily Fraser. She was the doctor at my Army base in Syria.”

      Tyler scooted up between the front seats. “What did she say? What’s going on?”

      “I don’t know, but before I left Syria there was an outbreak of some sort at the base. Everyone got it but Emily, me, and two other soldiers.”

      “Is this because of that stuff you have to take?” Jess asked.

      “It’s the only thing Emily could figure out for why we weren’t infected.”

      “And these things were there? At the base?”

      “No,” Jake said. “Well, yes, but not like this at this stage. Not that I saw anyway.”

      Jess turned down Jake’s street and weaved around a couple cars that were stopped in the middle of the road.

      “So what did she say? How bad is it?” Tyler asked.

      “She said it’s everywhere.”

      No one said anything as they pulled into Jake’s driveway. Jess put the car in park, and they sat there for a moment, gazing around the neighborhood. It was eerily quiet.

      “I don’t like this,” Jake said. “Let’s get inside.”

      Jess grabbed his arm, stopping him from getting out of the car. “What are we going to do, Jake? Are we in danger?”

      “Looks like we’re all in danger. But I may have something that can help us at least for a little while.”

      “You’re talking about the Beritrix?”

      Jake nodded.

      Jess shook her head. “But you need that to live.”

      “Looks like you might need it to live too.”

      “This can’t be happening,” Tyler said from the back.

      Jess said, “Didn’t you just pick up a new shipment of Beritrix before the game?”

      “I did. Tyler, it’s on the floor behind Jess. Grab it and let’s take it in. The dry ice is probably about gone and it has to be refrigerated.”

      “Okay,” Tyler said. “But seriously, how is this happening?”

      “Let’s just get inside. Call everyone you know and tell them to stay indoors and not to answer the door for anyone. Tell them it’s life-and-death.”

      The three of them got out of the car and hurried toward the house.

      Jess said, “I’ve got to make sure my sister and nephew made it home from the ballpark.”

      Jake pulled out his phone and opened his contact list. “I have to call my brother.”
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      The house was quiet. Everything was quiet. Jake walked over to the window and lifted the shade. Dusk was working its way across the sky. There was zero movement out on the street. His mind still couldn’t comprehend the situation. How the world could go from harmony to chaos in a matter of days just didn’t make sense. And Emily had said there was no military left. Could it be a coincidence that whatever was happening here to all these people had started there? With America’s defense system? How was it even possible?

      He pulled his phone from his pocket. Though it had been a while since he and his brother had been close, he had to warn him. Make sure he was taking the Beritrix too. Make sure he gave it to his family. The first thing Jake had done was administer a dose to both Jess and Tyler. He hoped it would be enough.

      As he scrolled through his contacts to his brother’s name, the night Jake’s and Colt’s parents died flashed in his head. It always did when he thought of his brother. Colt had handled it a lot better than fifteen-year-old Jake. Much better, in fact, because Jake still hadn’t gotten over it. It was probably the reason he and his older brother had grown apart, which was still odd even fourteen years later. Before that, they had always been so close. Inseparable until that night. Colt had tried to reach out and help Jake with his grief, but Jake had been too stubborn, and it had cost him his best friend in the process.

      He shook the sorrow from his mind and dialed his brother.

      “Hello?” A young boy answered.

      “Dylan? That you?”

      “Hey Uncle Jake! What are––”

      “Dylan I’m sorry I don’t have time to talk,” Jake cut him off. “I need to talk to your dad. It’s important.”

      “But––”

      “Now, Dylan!”

      The line went quiet. Jake waited, and as he did, thoughts of what he was going to say spun in his mind. It wasn’t a conversation a person ever thought they would have, so there was no way to be prepared for it. There was no way to be prepared for anything that was happening for that matter.

      There was a shuffling sound, and Colt finally answered, “Jacob. Long time, no talk.”

      “Where are you?”

      There was no time for pleasantries. Not that Jake had any to offer. But it was good to hear Colt’s voice. For the first time in a long while, he felt like he was truly home.

      “Hello to you too, soldier.”

      “Colt, are you with Anna and the boys?”

      “Jacob, what the hell is going on? You sound like you’re hiding from a ghost.”

      “Colt! Listen to me. Get Anna and the boys and lock up, don’t let anyone in or out until you hear from me again. There’s some sort of disease or something that has spread. Millions of people are already infected—”

      “What are you talking about?” Colt interrupted. “What disease? You mean like the flu?”

      “I mean like it’s airborne. And if you get it, you’re dead. But still alive. You—”

      “Do you realize what you sound like?”

      Jake couldn’t get the words out fast enough.

      “Colt, would you just listen to me for once and do what I’m saying? Make sure you keep taking Beritrix. And make sure you give it to Anna, and keep giving it to the boys too. You hear me? It will keep you alive for now.”

      “Jacob, where are you? What’s going on? It sounds like you’re talking about some sort of apocalypse. Walking dead, stay inside, give everyone Beritrix—”

      “I know what it sounds like, Colt. You don’t think it sounds crazy to me too? But I just watched a man chew the Adam’s apple out of a kid’s throat right in front of me. I had to literally smash his brains in to stop him from doing the same to me. Get Anna and the boys to safety and lock everything up. Give them Beritrix, grab any weapon you can, and when I get more information, I’ll call you. Got it?”

      Complete silence.

      “Colt?”

      Some rustling on the other end.

      “Colt!”

      Jake could hear Colt, but he wasn’t talking into the phone.

      Then there was nothing.

      “Colt! Colt, are you there?”

      Jess and Tyler came rushing into the living room.

      “Colt!”

      He was gone. Jake stood staring blankly at the screen that read call ended.

      “Everything okay?” Jess asked, giving him a caring squeeze of his arm.

      “I don’t know.”

      Jake took one last look out the window. The light was fading fast. So too was his hope that he would ever see his brother again.

      Tyler tried to change the subject. “Looks like we’ve got plenty of food. For a few days, anyway.”

      Jake snapped out of his trance and looked first at Tyler’s face, then to his stomach, which was stretching out his Star Wars T-shirt over the belt of his jeans. “Only a few days? You sure about that?”

      Tyler smiled. “Ha-ha. That’s right. I’m fat. Still plenty of food, asshole.”

      “So . . .” Jess took her time. “Now what?”

      Jake had been forming a plan in his head. It was second nature. A Special Forces soldier is always adapting in his mind. It was no different here. Even though he’d flown halfway around the world to get a break from war, it seemed war had found him anyway. And he knew this battle would be the fight of his life. For now, though, it was just another mission. And every mission needed a plan.

      “First and foremost, we need more Beritrix. We don’t know how long this epidemic––or whatever it is––might last, so we have to be prepared.”

      “How much Beritrix do you have?” Tyler asked.

      “If this lasts more than a couple days and with all three of us using it? Not enough.”

      “What about weapons?” Jess asked.

      Jake smirked, walked across the room, and opened the door to the basement.

      “That’s one thing we don’t have to worry about.”
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      “Damn, you weren’t kidding,” Tyler said. His mouth gaped at the closet of weaponry Jake had been collecting since he’d joined the Army.

      Jake picked up a hunting rifle.

      “Yeah, I got a lot of it from my dad. He was nuts about weapons too.”

      As Jake ran his hand along the wood stock of the rifle, a warm memory of his father teaching him and his brother how to shoot came to him. He could smell the wintergreen Skoal in his father’s mouth as his dad leaned over to show him how to lock in a fresh bullet. He could feel the dampness of the wet fall air, and he could even see the turning leaves falling to the ground in the distance the first time he looked through the scope.

      “What is this?”

      Tyler interrupted Jake’s thoughts, and he looked up to see his friend holding one of his favorites from his collection.

      “A compact axe made by Winkler Knives. Custom steel with a Micarta handle. The best there is.”

      “What’s the spike on the front of the blade for?”

      “Combat.”

      Tyler laughed. “Oh, combat. Yeah, ’cause lots of people buy spike-front mini-axes just in case the second civil war breaks out.”

      Everyone glanced at each other, all understanding the irony.

      It was a handheld axe, only a little over a foot in length, but sharp enough to split hairs. Tyler swung it once, then continued to marvel at it, looking it over as he turned it in his hands. “This is badass. But damn it’s heavy!”

      Jake stepped forward and took it from his friend. “Yeah, best we leave this one for a man.”

      “I suppose that’s you?” Jess asked with smile. She leaned over and gave him a soft kiss on the lips.

      Jake’s smile faltered when he looked back at Tyler. “You grab that twelve gauge. It’ll kick, but I think you can handle it. Take that Chris Reeve knife over there too. Might come in handy.”

      “What are we doing?” Jess sounded worried.

      “What do you mean?” Jake said.

      “Why are we equipping ourselves? You aren’t planning on leaving, are you?”

      “Not tonight, Jess, but tomorrow we are going to have to find more Beritrix. We can’t sit around here and wait to turn into whatever those things are out there, can we?”

      Jess turned and walked a few feet away.

      “Look,” Jake continued, “I know you’re scared, but that doesn’t change what we have to do.”

      Jess turned and gave him a stern look. “Jake, this isn’t the Army, and Tyler and I aren’t soldiers. Those things may not scare you, but they sure as hell scare me.”

      Jake shook his head. “The thought of you becoming one of those things is what scares me. My brother, his family . . . your family. What do we do? Just sit here and wait to die?”

      Tyler said, “Don’t you think they will fix it?”

      “Who the hell is they, Ty? The military is gone. The government at this point will be in hiding, trying their best like we are not to get sick.”

      “What about that Emily whoever?” Jess said. “Isn’t she working on it?”

      “Look,” Jake said, looking intently at both of them, “there’s nothing to work on right now. This came on too fast. When Emily first told me about it in Syria, she said it was like nothing we humans had ever seen. It could take years to—”

      “Years?!” Jess was shocked. The fear on her face hit Jake hard. He had to remember that she hadn’t been through what he had. Hadn’t seen the things he’d seen, the horrors.

      He walked over to her, tucked her dirty-blonde hair back behind her ear, took her jaw in his hand, and caressed her sharp cheekbone with his thumb.

      “Listen, I don’t know what this is. And I don’t know how long, if ever—”

      Jess started to turn away, but Jake took her by the shoulders and pulled her back to face him.

      “I don’t know how long this will take to figure out, but I promise . . . Look at me.”

      Her green eyes sparkled under the basement lights.

      “I promise I’ll keep you safe. You hear me?”

      Reluctant, she finally nodded. Jake turned to Tyler. “You too, shithead. Okay?”

      Tyler nodded, and his dark curly hair wobbled atop his head.

      “Shit! I forgot to get the Beritrix or whatever it’s called out of the backseat!”

      Jess said, “No you didn’t. Jake just gave us some.”

      “That was from what I already had in the house,” Jake said. “Damn it, Ty, I told you it had to be refrigerated.”

      Tyler moved over to the stairs. “Calm down. I’ll get it. Get your girl some weapons. And no offense, but she’s gonna look smokin’ hot when she’s outfitted like Lara Croft.”

      Jake and Jess watched Tyler bolt up the stairs as fast as a chubby, unathletic, professional gamer could bolt.

      Jess finally let a smile cross her lips as she shook her head. “He’s your friend.”

      Jake smiled and nodded. Then he walked over and picked up his Beretta. “You know how to shoot a pistol, don’t you?”

      “Doesn’t every good Kentucky woman?”

      “That’s my girl.”

      Jake handed it to her along with a spare magazine.

      “Why the backpack?” Jess asked, pointing to the black one on the floor of the closet.

      “It’s a go bag.”

      “You say that like it’s supposed to mean something to me.”

      “Sorry. Delta Forces thing. I keep a go bag ready for emergencies. There’s a few food packs, a box of shells for the shotgun, a box of bullets for the rifle, small med kit, and two spare magazines for my Beretta.”

      “Oh, you know, just your basic everyday needs.” Jess smiled.

      Jake laughed. “Yeah, exactly.”

      From a distance both Jess and Jake heard someone shout. When they looked at each other, they wore the same fearful look. It sounded like Tyler, and he sounded like he was in trouble. Jake kicked himself for letting Tyler go up alone. Jake ran for the stairs, axe in hand.

      “Bring the pistol!” he shouted.

      Jake quickly ascended the stairs and sprinted for the front door. When he opened it, he was not prepared for what he saw. Moving in front of the last of the orange sunset were at least a dozen of the infected in the street. Jake looked to his left and saw three surrounding the car, Tyler standing on top of it. He was kicking at them and swinging the rifle, trying to keep them back.

      “Jake! Help!”

      “Shoot them!” Jake shouted.

      “I can’t! If I don’t swing it at them, they’ll grab my foot!”

      Jake took another look at the street. The infected seemed to notice Tyler shouting. They keyed in on his voice and began heading toward the car.

      “Stop screaming! They can hear you!”

      If Jake didn’t hurry, Tyler would be overrun. And he couldn’t let that happen. Jake tightened his grip on the axe and steeled his nerves. The fight had come to them quicker than he’d thought it would. But he was ready. His entire adult life had been preparing him for this.

      War.
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      Just before Jake jumped into the fray, one of the infected, the fat one wearing a white tank and a pair of gray sweatpants, had finally gotten a grip on Tyler and yanked him by the leg to his ass on top of the car.

      “Jake!” The fear in his voice was palpable.

      Jake turned to Jess and pointed at the street. “Keep them off me if you can.”

      “Go!” she shouted as she extended the pistol in front of her.

      Jake spun the axe once in his hand and bolted down the front porch. From the two encounters at the ballpark, the only thing Jake knew for certain killed these things was making sure their brain could no longer communicate with the heart. That’s why when he brought the axe back the only place to swing for was the neck. And with one powerful blow, Jake severed the fat man’s head from his body like cutting through a wet piece of firewood.

      Tyler was able to shake his leg free of the headless infected and stood back up on the car. He raised his gun to shoot, but Jake stopped him.

      “Not the shotgun!”

      “What? But more of them are coming!”

      Jake front-kicked an infected woman in a flower print dress, creating some space to swing his axe. He hesitated for a moment. This was someone’s mother, maybe someone’s girlfriend or sister. How could this be happening? He couldn’t kill her. What if they find a way to reverse—

      The infected woman cocked her head to the side, blinked, and stared at Jake for a moment. Her coal-black eyes felt like they were reaching inside of him. Pulling something from him. It was the oddest feeling he’d ever had. Was there more to these things?

      The woman jumped toward him, faster than she should have been able to. Fortunately, Jake already had his axe in position to swing, and he jumped back as he whipped his arms forward, lopping the creature’s head clean off its shoulders. Then he turned 360 degrees and slid his blade through the throat of an infected man in a suit who was behind the infected woman in the dress.

      “Go now, Tyler! Get in the house!”

      Tyler slid off the roof of the car and bolted for the house. Gunshots ripped through the air from the porch. Jess was firing into the crowd of infected, trying to give Jake time to get back to the house.

      “Stop shooting!” Jake heard a man’s voice shout behind him.

      When he looked back toward the house, he watched a man dive at Jess and knock her off her feet.

      “Help!” Just before Jake turned to help Jess, a young female voice shouted from the street.

      Jake swung his axe once more, this time through the neck of a young man still wearing a bathrobe. He looked back and a man was holding Jess in his arms. She was fighting against his grip.

      “Help me! Please!” He heard the young girl again.

      He finally caught sight of her in the crowd of infected out on the street. She was backing herself into the wooded area across from the houses. Several infected were moving in on her, fast. Jake pulled his Beretta from the small of his back and fired six shots into the air. The noise froze the infected on the street, as well as the man who had a hold of Jess. Jake stared at him for a moment, but when the man’s glare moved beyond Jake to the street it focused him, and he turned to help the young girl.

      “Jake, no!” Jess shouted from the house.

      He had no time to look again; he raised his pistol and began firing at the oncoming infected. There were at least twenty of them now. The girl was screaming, which drew half of the infected to her. Jake shot two in the forehead who were running toward him. A sea of black-eyed monsters. Two shots rang out from behind him, dropping two more infected. Jake glanced back; the strange man had moved forward with him to help.

      Jake fired twice more, two more infected dropped, and as he made it to the end of the driveway, he tucked his empty Beretta in his pants and began to swing away. The man behind him kept firing as they made a path to the girl, who was now pinned against a tree. She had dodged the infected as long as she could. The dying light was just enough to let Jake chop through three more infected, the last one being a man in a construction vest who was reaching for the girl. A bullet ripped through a crazed woman who had just grabbed the girl, and Jake scooped the girl up with his left arm. The fear in her eyes drove the reality of the situation even further home.

      “Hold on tight!”

      He didn’t have to tell her twice. Jake made his way back to the house. The salt-and-pepper-haired man, who had only a moment ago tackled Jess, was now helping to clear a path for Jake and the girl. With only one free hand, Jake swung the axe, chopping off a reaching arm. The girl screamed. He swung once more, taking off the head of the body he’d just removed the arm from. The infected were closing in around the porch. He wasn’t going to make it if he couldn’t fight freely.

      “Can you run?” Jake shouted to the girl he was holding.

      She pulled her head back far enough to look at him, then to the porch that was only thirty feet away but was quickly becoming overrun.

      “I promise I’ll keep them off you, but I need you to be brave and make a run for it. Okay?”

      The fear seemed to deepen in her eyes. But she let go of her grip, dropped down out of his arm, and sprinted for the house.

      The infected closed in.

      They were in trouble.
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      “Go!” Jake shouted as he ran alongside the girl, trying his best to protect her.

      The stranger who was helping threw his empty pistol to the ground, grabbed the shotgun that was strapped around his shoulder, and began blowing the heads off the oncoming infected. The girl ran up the porch toward the front door and Jess pulled her inside. Jake felt something smack so hard into his right side that it knocked him off his feet. The axe tumbled across the front yard about six feet away. He would have moved for it, but the infected man who’d run into him was clawing at his face. Jake used his Brazilian jujitsu training and shrimped out away from him, but the thing kept coming. He wrapped his legs around the thing’s waist and grabbed its wrists, holding it in place. With no limbs to come at Jake, it began snapping its jaws, its mouth only inches from him. Its black eyes glazed over like a great white hungry for prey.

      Jake heard two more gunshots behind him, dug his feet into the hips of the monster, and pushed off as hard as he could, sending the thing flying backward. It quickly regained its balance and jumped back toward him, but just before it made it to Jake he heard a shotgun blast right behind him, and the infected man’s head disappeared into a pink mist. Jake scrambled to his knees, picked up his axe, and when he looked up to see the man who’d just saved him, he only had a split second to hurl the axe forward, the blade connecting with the head of another infected that was running for the man’s back. The man looked behind him, then back to Jake, then back to the thing as he watched it fall to the ground. He gave Jake a nod before removing the axe from the infected’s head, and both he and Jake hurried inside the house. Savage moans and ghastly shouts from the infected became the soundtrack outside.

      Jess slammed the door behind them and immediately shoved the man who had just saved Jake’s life.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?! You could have gotten me killed!”

      Jake grabbed Jess.

      “Control your woman, son. Or I will,” the man said.

      Jake didn’t hesitate. He turned, grabbed the man by the throat, and pinned him against the foyer wall. A flame of rage moved through him as if the man had never helped him outside at all.

      “If you ever”—Jake was right in his face—“ever talk to her like that again, I’ll throw you out there with those things, and then once they turn you, I’ll chop your fucking head off. You hear me?” Jake shook the man against the wall.

      “Please stop fighting. Please,” the girl said, cowering in the corner.

      “Jake,” Tyler said, putting a hand on Jake’s shoulder. Then to the man pinned against the wall, he said, “Dude, I suggest you do what he says.”

      Jake let go and the man immediately held his throat. He was as thick as Jake, hair buzzed, and looked like a silver-streaked G.I. Joe.

      The man replied, “I save your life, and this is how you repay me?”

      Jake stepped forward, and Jess jumped in between them. “Stop it, all right? We have enough to worry about.” She turned to the man, who was now standing upright, his chest jutted like a peacock. “You can leave now if you want. But I suggest we all stay together. The enemy is outside, not in here.”

      Jake wasn’t surprised by Jess’s resolve, but his respect grew deeper by the second. He knew better than anyone that a person’s true character emerged during tough times. Jess was everything he thought she was and more.

      The man took a step back and gave a sweeping look at everyone. “You can’t be shooting like that. It just draws their attention. War isn’t about who’s a better fighter. It’s about who’s a smarter fighter.”

      Jake began to cool. “At least there’s one thing we agree on.”

      The man scoffed. “What the hell do you know about war?”

      Jake didn’t respond. He had nothing to prove to this stranger. He walked over to the girl. “Are you okay?”

      She couldn’t have weighed more than a hundred pounds soaking wet. Her blonde hair was stark against her tan face, and her deep blue eyes were wet with tears.

      “I––I think so.”

      Jess came over. “Where are your parents, sweetheart?”

      The tears finally spilled over her bottom lids and flooded down her face. Jess took her in her arms and held her.

      “You guys go secure the house. If we’re staying here tonight, I want to keep her safe.”

      Jess looked over the girl’s shoulder and mouthed “give us a minute” to Jake. Jake turned back to the man who’d saved his ass.

      Jake reached out his hand. “Jake Maddox. Delta Forces.”

      The man’s demeanor changed entirely at hearing Jake’s military background.

      The man gave Jake’s hand a firm shake. “Tom Jackson. US Marines.”

      Jake dropped Tom’s hand. “I meant what I said. Fellow military man or not, you talk to her like that again, I’ll kill you.”

      The man held Jake’s glare for a moment. Then he softened. “Won’t happen again, I was just angry. Calling all those infected over with noise was a mistake.”

      “We understand that now. What else do you know?”

      “This house isn’t safe. They’ll come through the windows. How come all of you aren’t infected?”

      Jake looked around. “I was about to ask you the same thing.”

      “Don’t know. Was hoping to find someone who did.”

      Jake motioned toward the pack on Tom’s back. “What’s in the sack?”

      “Food, water . . . medicine.”

      “That’s why you’re not infected. You’re on Beritrix, aren’t you?”

      Tom was taken aback. “How the hell did you know that?”

      “It’s the same reason we haven’t caught it yet.”

      “I’ll be damned. The problem I’ve had my entire life saved me?”

      “Looks that way.” Jake turned to Jess, who was still consoling the girl, and asked the girl the same question. “Are you on Beritrix too?”

      The girl let go of Jess, dried her eyes, and shook her head. “I’m not on any medicine.”

      Tyler instinctively took a step back.

      Tom said, “Maybe she should go back outside.”

      Jake shot him a look.

      The girl began to cry again. “No, please don’t send me back out there!”

      Jess hugged her as she gave Tom a death stare. “You aren’t going anywhere, sweetheart.”

      “Tom might be right, Jess.” Tyler sounded worried. “What if she . . . turns?”

      The girl’s face was wet with tears. “No! Please! I feel fine. Please don’t make me leave!”

      Jake wasn’t sure what to say. Tom and Tyler had every right to be worried, but he couldn’t send the poor girl to her death. “It’s okay, you’re not going anywhere. What’s your name?”

      “Amy.”

      “How’d you get here, Amy?”

      “I live just three doors down. My parents had me trapped in my room. I noticed them acting weird and then . . .” She started to cry again and couldn’t finish.

      Jess said, “It’s okay, Amy. You’re all right now. How long were you trapped?”

      “Since this morning.”

      “That must have been scary. So your parents are like those things out there?”

      Amy nodded, then pointed at Tyler. “I crawled out the window when I saw him standing on the car. I know it was dumb, but my own parents were trying to kill me.”

      “It wasn’t dumb,” Jake said.

      “Thank you for saving me.”

      Amy broke Jessica’s hug, ran over, and wrapped her arms around Jake. Jake wasn’t used to affection from a teenager, so he didn’t really know how to react. He looked up and Jess motioned for him to hug her. He gave a one-armed squeeze and patted her on the back. Jess stepped in.

      “Let’s get you some water, sweetheart. You must be thirsty. I’ll put this medicine in the refrigerator.”

      Jake looked at Tyler. “You managed to get the Beritrix?”

      Tyler looked proud. “Well yeah, tucked it all in my pockets when I saw them coming. That’s why I got trapped on the roof.”

      “Good, so you aren’t a total liability.”

      Tyler raised his middle finger.

      Jess rolled her eyes and led Amy away to the kitchen.

      “So how do we know she won’t turn and infect us all?” Tom asked.

      “We can’t know for sure,” Jake said. “But in Syria the men exposed to the infected became sick in a matter of minutes. So there must be something we don’t know about her that is keeping her from becoming infected. She was in the house with her infected parents all day. If she were going to become infected, I think she would have already. Maybe something other than taking Beritrix can keep people from getting sick.”

      “Well, I sure as hell ain’t a doctor, so I’ll be keeping my eye on her,” Tom said.

      Jake thought of Emily in Washington. “We need to get her to someone who can run some tests. Maybe something about her can help us find a cure.”

      Tom slid the pack off his back. “You said you were in Syria around this? What else do you know?”

      “No more than you unfortunately. Except that our military is supposedly gone, and we are on our own. I have a contact in Washington who is with the president. They’re working on it, but it doesn’t look good. Maybe Amy, if she doesn’t get infected, can help shed some light on a cure. Or at least on a vaccine. That is, if there are any survivors by the time we get there.”

      “That’s a big if,” Tyler said. “What are we going to do now?”

      “This whole damn situation is a big if,” Jake said. “Our only strategy now is to survive the night. Then we’ll see what tomorrow brings.”

      Right on cue, something shattered in the kitchen, and then they heard Amy scream.
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      Jake ran down the hall and into the kitchen with his axe at the ready. He fully expected to see one of those things climbing through the window, clawing at Jess and Amy. For the first time all day, he was pleasantly surprised when all he found was a glass jar broken on the floor.

      Jake sighed. “You scared the shit out of me.”

      Jess looked up from where she was cleaning up the mess on the floor. “Sorry, my hands are still a little shaky.”

      Jake nodded.

      His relief was short-lived.

      Crash!

      A window shattered in another room of the house. Amy screamed once again, and Jake darted toward the hallway.

      “We’ve got company!” Tom shouted from the living room.

      Jake rounded the corner in time to watch Tom drive a Bowie knife through the throat of the infected who’d gotten stuck in the windowpane. He ran to the window beside it, pulled back the shade, and nearly fell backward in shock when he took in the sea of infected that was now gathered outside the house. In the glow of the porch light, he was able to count dozens of heads. They were being drawn like moths to a flame.

      “The lights,” Jake whispered unconsciously.

      “What?” Tyler said.

      Louder this time, he said. “The lights, they’re drawn to the lights. Shut them off, all of them!”

      Jake pulled the shade closed. Tyler hit the porch light and the living room light. They were plunged in darkness.

      “What do you mean they, Jake?” Tyler whispered. “How many of them are there?”

      Jake stopped Tyler in his tracks, and in what little light glowed from the kitchen, he gave Tyler a look that frightened him. “Too many to count.”

      If Jake could have seen the color in Tyler’s face, he would have been able to watch it drain completely.

      Jake’s military instincts kicked in, and he took command of the situation. He had to see if the infected were encroaching on the back of the house like they were the front. If so, Jake and his friends were in serious trouble.

      “Tyler, you take Tom to the basement and gear up. Tom, grab everything we need for a fight. A long one. I’ll be down in a second. Go!”

      Another window crashed to the floor in the living room. Jake ran down the hall and into the kitchen, past Jess and Amy to the French doors that led out to the back deck.

      “Jake, what’s going on? Is everything all right?”

      Jake couldn’t answer. His words were stolen by the blank face staring at him in the back-door window. The soulless black eyes of another infected man stared back at him. Multiple infected were gathering behind them. They were trapped.

      “Jake!”

      Jake turned and ran for the cupboard on the opposite wall. He grabbed the insulated cooler bag, turned, and handed it to Jess.

      “We’re trapped. The lights are attracting them.” He flipped the switch on the wall and the room went dark. He pulled out his phone and used the screen as a soft flashlight. “I need you to do everything I say, and do it right now. No improvising.”

      Jess didn’t question him; she took the cooler by the shoulder strap and grabbed Amy by the hand.

      Jake continued, “Get the Beritrix out of the fridge then put it in the cooler filled with ice. Keep all the lights off and don’t make a sound. Head upstairs and get up in the attic. Don’t make any stops in between. Pull the door up behind you. We’ll be there as soon as we can.”

      Jake walked over to the doorway. “And Jess . . . hurry.”
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      Jake left Jess to ensure she and Amy had a clear path upstairs. Another one of the infected was climbing through the window. Jake’s axe sliced through its neck, sending the head thumping against the hardwood floor. There were more lined up to come in behind the now headless woman, but her body was momentarily blocking them. Jake turned his phone back to the hallway in time to see Jess running up the stairs with Amy. They would be safe for now.

      Crash!

      They had left the kitchen just in time––a window had just caved in from that direction. Though every fiber of his being was telling Jake to run upstairs, right then he couldn’t leave Tyler and Tom by themselves in the basement. And if they were going to make it out of the house that night, he was going to need more weapons.

      Jake didn’t wait to see what might greet him from the kitchen; instead, he made his way for the basement. He shut the door behind him and ran down the stairs. When he turned the corner, he was greeted by the ends of two shotguns.

      “Shit, you scared us,” Tyler said. He and Tom lowered their weapons. “How’s it going up there?”

      Jake moved past Tyler and picked up his go bag, then began filling it with boxes of nine-millimeter rounds, twelve-gauge shotgun shells, and all the .30 caliber rounds he could manage. After he stuffed it full, he put it on his back, attached his waistband holster for his Beretta, and threw his 300 AAC Blackout AR-15 build over his shoulder, ready for war. He’d never intended for his and his father’s collection of weapons to be used, but he couldn’t be happier now that he had decided to keep it when he joined the Army.

      “You boys have everything you need?” Jake said.

      “Only thing missing is night-vision goggles,” Tom laughed.

      “Yeah, those didn’t make the collection.” Jake picked up the axe, slid it into the strap he had fitted to his go bag, and pulled his Beretta from the holster. He reached for the shelf beside him, picked up a silencer can, and fitted it to the end of his pistol. “But I do have one of these. They’re coming in through the kitchen and the living room. Let me do the shooting so we don’t draw any more attention than we already have. Only use your guns if you have to.”

      Just as Tyler and Tom nodded, readying their shotguns, they heard footsteps above them. All three of them looked up in the direction of the kitchen first, then the living room directly above them. The sounds were coming from both sides of the house.

      “Let’s go before it gets worse. We’ll hole up in the attic until we can figure a way out of here. I have to make a couple calls before something happens to the cell towers.”

      Tyler’s mouth gaped. “You think it’s already that bad?”

      “No idea. But if it’s spreading like this all over the world, things are going to stop working pretty damn quick.”

      Tom nodded. “The power won’t last forever.”

      “Which might be a good thing,” Jake said. He moved over to the foot of the stairs and flipped the switch off on the wall. “’Cause they seem to like the light.”

      “We’re going up there with those things . . . in the dark?” Tyler said.

      “Afraid so. Just stay between me and Tom. And try not to accidentally shoot me.”

      Jake took the flashlight from the outside pocket of his go bag. Though the creatures were attracted to light, he had to be able to see what he was shooting at in order to safely make his way to the attic. There were more than one set of footsteps creaking the floors above them, but how many there were exactly was impossible to tell. He had to be ready for the worst. As he approached the closed door to the living room at the top of the basement stairs, he heard a thump. Something had banged into the door. It sounded like more infected had moved in. He paused for a moment to ready himself. He knew there would be no time for hesitation once he opened that door. How the hell he and Tyler had gone from watching a baseball game two hours ago to standing in his pitch-black basement with a total stranger, guns in hand, ready to push open a door into what seemed like some terribly cliché zombie movie scene just wasn’t computing. Even though he had seen the beginnings of this with his own two eyes with Emily back in Syria, neither of them had any idea it would grow into this. Whoever would have? This was madness. But it was also reality. And Jake knew that indulging the panic, relenting to the fear, and even what he was doing by dwelling on how they got here was a big mistake. They needed to do whatever it took to get to the attic unscathed. They could work on the next step after that.

      One problem at a time was the only way they were going to make it.

      Jake reached for the doorknob and gave it a turn. “Remember, don’t shoot unless you have to,” he whispered.

      He didn’t wait for confirmation before brought his pistol to eye level and pushed open the door.
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      The first thing Jake noticed in his flashlight’s path when he pushed open the basement door was the back of someone’s head. It wasn’t anyone he recognized, so he squeezed the trigger and the body dropped in front of him. Though the round was silenced, it still made enough noise to get the attention of the four other infected in the room. They all turned toward him at the same time, and a cold chill ran all the way through Jake’s body. The first one on his left let out a hissing sound, and he swung the pistol toward her head and squeezed twice. Before her body hit the floor he’d swept the gun to the right and shot five more times. Three of the bullets found heads and he was able to move forward.

      With his gun-hand resting on top of his left wrist, he held the flashlight parallel to the gun’s muzzle. He moved forward into the living room, the stairs just a few steps away on his right. He whipped the gun to his left and scanned the living room to make sure nothing would come up behind them. There were several infected trying to make their way through, but they had yet to make it inside. He turned to his right and surged forward, shooting twice at a man with black eyes that had made it to his end of the hallway from the kitchen.

      It was then that the front door burst inward. Several of the infected must have been pressing against it, because they all poured in at once. Jake raised his gun to shoot, and Tyler and Tom followed suit. Their gunshot blasts filled the house, Jake’s ears instantly ringing. He squeezed the trigger several times, hoping to hit one or more of the half-dozen infected still moving through the door. He couldn’t tell if he’d been successful, or if it was the shotguns taking down the intruders. Either way, the sudden flood of infected from the front door drew all of their attention, leaving no one to watch what was coming from the kitchen.

      “Ah shit! Get it off of me!”

      Jake whipped his pistol to the left and his flashlight found a woman, her teeth sunk into the back of Tom’s right arm. Jake shot once, hitting her in the right shoulder, then his slide locked back––his magazine was empty.

      “Tyler, watch the front door!”

      Jake holstered his Beretta before he swung his AR-15 around from his back, and when Tom finally shook free from the woman and kicked her back against the wall, Jake shot until she fell limp to the ground, then fired several more times to take down the other three infected that had come around the corner from the kitchen.

      This was an all-out war.

      “Get to the attic! Now!”

      Tyler didn’t hesitate and ran up the stairs at Jake’s instruction. Jake moved the gun back to the front door and shot several more times, until nothing was left standing.

      “Go, Tom! Go!”

      Tom took one last glance in the direction of the kitchen. For the moment the coast was clear. He ran past Jake, who backpedaled to the top of the stairs. The carnage of bodies on the floor below him was staggering. These were people. Maybe not when they had come through the windows and the doors of his house, but at one time they had been just like him. Living, breathing, human beings with lives, friends, and families. Jake’s brother Colt flashed in front of his eyes. He hoped his brother had heeded his warning and taken the proper precautions. He could only imagine the fear his nephews would feel if they saw one or more of these things coming at them.

      Jake looked to his right, watching Tyler and Tom disappear into the ceiling as two more infected rounded the hallway from the kitchen. They didn’t immediately run for the stairs, so Jake decided to save the ammo and made his way up the ladder into the attic. Jess was there to pull the ladder up into the ceiling and shut the attic door. She had lit a candle at the middle of the room, and the soft orange light shone over the five of them. The adrenaline was still coursing through Jake’s veins, and it took him a moment to calm his breathing.

      “Get the first aid kit,” Jake said through still-labored breaths.

      Jess looked at him, concerned. “Are you hurt?”

      Jake nodded toward Tom, who had just removed his shirt. Blood dripped from his elbow and soaked through the shirt as he held it against the wound.

      “It bit him. One of those things bit him!” Tyler called out as he moved away from Tom.

      “It’s not that bad. I’ll be fine,” Tom said.

      “It’s not the bite I’m worried about, man. It’s what happens to you in the next five minutes that I’m scared of.”

      “Tyler,” Jake said. He knew what his friend was alluding to. “We don’t have any idea how this thing works. Just because he got bit doesn’t mean he’ll turn into one of them.”

      Amy threw her arms around Jess. The thought of being trapped in the attic with one of those things clearly frightened her. Jess held her close and made an effort to comfort her.

      “It’s okay, Amy, Jake is right. We don’t know that a bite means anything.”

      Jess looked over at Jake. Her face said that she didn’t really believe her own words. She was scared too. Jake didn’t have any idea what a bite meant either. He had seen all the same movies everyone else had. And in almost every one of those movies, a bite meant you were going to turn. This wasn’t a movie, and he didn’t want to jump to conclusions, but it certainly was concerning. He stayed quiet for a moment.

      Tyler didn’t.

      “Hell with that, he can’t stay up here with us. He turns, we are all dead. Jake, we can’t risk it!”

      Tom picked up his shotgun and pointed it at Tyler. “You can try to make me leave.”

      Jake stepped forward. “Tom, put down the gun. Tyler, shut your mouth. Nobody is doing anything rash right now.” Jake turned his attention to Tom. “You feel fine don’t you?”

      Tom had yet to lower the gun. “Just a little pain, nothing else. I told you I’m fine.”

      Jake turned to Tyler. “See? He’s fine. Move over to the other side of the attic if it makes you feel better. But in the meantime, no one is going anywhere.”

      “But what if—”

      Jake held up his finger. “Ty, that’s enough.” Then to Tom, he said, “Put the gun down. Let Jess take a look at your arm.”

      Tyler let out a breath and walked as far away from Tom as he could. Jess peeled herself from Amy to grab the first aid kit and have a look at Tom. Amy rushed over and wrapped her arms around Jake. He could feel her trembling. Jake looked down at Amy, then up at Jess. Jess had to once again coerce him to console Amy. He awkwardly rested his arm on her shoulder and gave her another pat on the back. His phone began to ring, saving him from having to come up with any consoling words that he felt would surely miss their mark.

      Jake took the phone from his pocket. “It’s my brother. Let’s hope he has better news than we do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      “Jacob, you got my message? What the hell is going on?”

      Jake didn’t even get the chance to say hello before Colt started in. His tone held fear. It was the first time he’d ever heard that emotion from his brother. Even when Colt had broken the news that their parents had died he hadn’t sounded this shook up. Something terrible must have happened.

      “Is everything okay? Anna and the boys? Are they all right?”

      There was silence. All Jake could hear was the hum of a pickup truck in the background.

      “Me and the boys, we . . . we just left the house.”

      “And Anna?”

      More silence. Jake took the phone away from his ear for a moment. He had only met Anna twice, but both times it had been immediately apparent she was Colt’s better half.

      Jake tried to lead the conversation. “She was infected?”

      “Yes.”

      “Shit, Colt.”

      “What are these things, Jacob?”

      “I’m not sure. It’s spreading like a virus, but . . .”

      Jake didn’t really know what his own “but” was leading to. He supposed it was the fact that it had all started with the military that had him confused. If this was just some sort of out-of-control virus, why had it started in such a controlled way? The military first? That couldn’t be a coincidence. But he still wasn’t sure what it meant.

      “But what?” Colt prompted.

      “It’s just strange, is all. How the whole thing started.”

      “You know how it started?”

      “Doesn’t matter. All I can tell you is I know a doctor who is in DC with the president right now. She said our entire military is gone. And not just ours, countries all around the world are reporting the same thing. That their armed forces were infected first.”

      Colt took a minute before he responded.

      Jess was doing her best to clean up Tom’s wound.

      Colt said. “So, what? This is a terrorist attack? Bio-chemical warfare that turns people into . . . zombies? That doesn’t make any sense. What good would that do the terrorists if the entire world was infected?”

      It was a good question. Colt was right, it wouldn’t do anyone any good. Terrorism is used to push an agenda to the masses. What good is an agenda if everyone is dead?

      “You’re right, it doesn’t make sense. But maybe something went wrong. Maybe whoever did this didn’t mean for it to have the effect that it did. Or didn’t mean for it to spread this wide.”

      “How widespread is it?”

      “Wide as it goes. Right now I’m holed up in an attic, surrounded by the bastards. Where are you?”

      “We just left the house. I might stop by the neighbors and make sure everyone is all right. After that . . . who knows.”

      Jake didn’t know either. He supposed the plan was ultimately getting to Emily in Washington, then trying to figure out how the hell to survive this thing. That didn’t help him with what to tell his brother. From Lexington, Jake was only about an eight-hour drive to Washington. But Colt being in South Park, Colorado, meant he had a twenty-six-hour drive or so, and that was if he didn’t stop. There are quite a few major cities along the way too. They could all be absolutely overrun at this point which would make the trek even longer if he stayed to the back roads.

      Jake heard a beep, and when he checked his phone’s screen, he saw that Emily was calling.

      “Colt, my contact in DC is calling. I have to take it. We are going to do our best to get to DC and try to figure this thing out. I know it’s a long way for you, but I don’t know what else to tell you.”

      “Listen, little brother. The power could go anytime, cell service too. I suggest you find an old CB radio somewhere. I’m sure that’s the way the government will have to contact everyone. Might be the only communication soon. We’ll do our best to get to DC, but that’s a lot of road. Not sure what we’ll run into.”

      “Be careful, Colt.”

      “You too, Jacob.”

      Jake switched over to Emily’s call just before it stopped ringing. “Emily, you there?”

      There was a helicopter in the background. Wind was swirling, making it hard to hear.

      “Jake!” Emily had to shout over the noise. “Jake, I don’t have long. We are moving everyone, including the president, to the Mount Weather Emergency Operations Center in the Blue Ridge Mountains in Virginia. I’ll text you the address. Can you hear me!”

      “I hear you.”

      “What?”

      “I hear you!”

      Everyone in the attic jumped when Jake raised his voice.

      “Jake something’s not right!” Emily continued to shout over the helicopter’s rotors. “These . . . infected . . . they’re changing. Evolving. This is more than just a virus. I have to go now, but I will call you when we land in Virginia. You need to get to Cincinnati. There is a scientist there, he could be on to something. Says he intercepted a possible conversation or transmission. We are going to send a helicopter to pick him up, but it will be a few hours. You need to get to Cincinnati now so they can pick you up before they leave for Mount Weather too. I’ve got to go. Get to Cincinnati. I’ll text you the address of the scientist, but he’s at the University of Cincinnati’s Department of Research. Apparently the university is swamped with these things and he can’t get out. He’s holed up in the basement there. He wanted to elaborate, but I had to go. Jake get—”

      The line went silent.

      “Emily?”

      He looked at his phone and saw the call had been dropped.

      “Is your brother all right?” Jess said.

      Jake shook his head. “His wife was infected.”

      Jess finished dressing Tom’s wound and walked over to Jake. “I’m sorry. Are the boys okay?”

      She kissed him on the cheek.

      “As good as you can be when your mom is a zombie and the world is ending.”

      Jake knew he shouldn’t have said it as soon as it came out of his mouth. Amy immediately began to cry. She’d lost both of her parents and was in a room full of strangers. It couldn’t get much worse than that.

      Jess moved over and took Amy in her arms. “It’s okay, sweetheart. We’re going to take care of you. I promise.”

      There was some noise below them now. The infected had made it upstairs.

      “What did Emily say?” Tyler said.

      “Something about this being more than a virus. Not sure what she found out, lost the call. Either way, we have to go. We have to—”

      “Go?” Jess stood and turned to face Jake. “How the hell are we going to go anywhere? You hear those things below us. We’ll blow through all our ammo just getting downstairs.”

      Jake walked past Jess over to the dormer window that looked out across the street. He opened the window and started to climb through.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Jess walked up behind him. Amy and Tyler filed in behind her, but when Tom started to walk over, Tyler backed away.

      Jake pulled himself through and stood on the slant of the roof. “Trying to find another way out of here. We have to get out of here. Now. It’s our best chance at making it to Cincinnati before we miss the helicopter the government is sending for the scientist.”

      “And you think we can make it off the roof? So what if we can? Then what? We are just putting ourselves back down right in the middle of those things.”

      Jake ignored her and turned his attention toward the street. There wasn’t time to think of ways this wouldn’t work. He had to find a way that would. There was still a crowd of infected just below him at the front of the house. He assumed it would be the same on the other side of the pitched roof. Jess was right, jumping down into those things would be suicide. So the only way to get down safely would be if they were all gone. Only way to make that happen was to get the infected to go somewhere else.
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      The helicopter lifted off from the front lawn of the White House. Emily tried for the third time to get her phone to power on, but the battery had finally given out. She didn’t have the chance to text Jake the two addresses she’d promised, but she would reach Mount Weather before he would get to Cincinnati. Jake was smart, he would easily find UC’s campus without her directions. She just hated that she hadn’t had the chance to say goodbye.

      For the first time since the madness had begun, she felt she could finally take a breath. She paused for a moment to take in the chaos below. She felt as if she were in a dream. And not a good one. The last twelve hours had been more like the worst nightmare one could imagine, but there wouldn’t be the freeing moment of waking from it to offer relief. Though it didn’t seem it, all of this was actually happening. And that was never more apparent than from her seat looking out the helicopter’s window.

      Just to make it to the helicopter with the President and the first lady, the Secretary of Defense, and the heads of the CIA and the FBI, they first had to don gas masks. Then they were led out of the White House by a full military detail, all equipped with fully automatic weapons, which they used to keep the infected at bay as they relentlessly kept coming for the helicopter. If that wasn’t enough, several explosions nearby lit up the night sky, a chorus of booms and fireballs made up the soundtrack to the terrifying scene.

      Now, as she looked down at Washington DC on fire from the safety of the helicopter, it was sinking in that Emily was literally watching the world coming to an end. The worst part was that she didn’t yet know if she was one of the lucky ones or not. On the surface one would think it couldn’t be confused. But if the world was ending and she was one of the less than one percent to survive, would life even be worth living? Maybe succumbing to the virus, or whatever was going on down there, was actually the most fortunate thing. So one wouldn’t have to watch the entire world die.

      Emily took her eyes from the window. She just couldn’t watch anymore. She looked around the softly lit cabin as the rest of the high-profile passengers were being given the thumbs up to remove their masks. All of it was so surreal. She didn’t belong in this helicopter. Who the hell was she? A doctor, that’s all. Lucky––or unlucky––enough to be the one that got the first look at what was happening. That was the only reason she was there. Not because there was a single thing she could do for anyone going forward. She couldn’t even help her only family member, much less help save the world. She dialed her sister’s phone at least a hundred times that day. Not once did she pick up. And even though her sister shared her condition, the one that kept Emily from getting whatever was going around, she knew in her heart that there was no way Diane would be able to survive all of this. Not by herself. Emily couldn’t help but feel guilty. Here she was alive on this helicopter while her sister was most likely mindlessly running the streets looking for blood. Was it even her sister at all anymore if she had become infected?

      So many unknowns.

      The only thing she knew for certain at that moment was that she was happy Jake was still alive. She had no idea if the night they’d spent together in Syria meant to him what it meant to her, but the feeling of him holding her long into the night hadn’t left her for a moment. Of course she knew he had a girlfriend. He spoke of Jessica often. And even though he’d told her that night had been a mistake, that he loved Jessica, she couldn’t help but hope that somewhere in the future they could have a chance to be together again. In a day where all had gone to hell, a thought like that might be enough to give her hope.

      “Emily. Emily can I have a word with you?”

      Emily snapped out of her trance when President Miller tapped her on the arm.

      “Sorry to bother you, Emily.”

      “Not at all. Just trying to steady myself.”

      The president leaned in. “Were you able to make any more contact with the professor in Cincinnati?”

      “Only text messages. He was afraid actually talking on the phone would attract the infected.”

      President Miller nodded. “Any clarification?”

      Emily turned toward him fully. Still dazed that she was staring at the face she had seen so many times on television. The face that ran the most powerful nation on the planet.

      “Mr. President, to be honest, the guy could be a complete lunatic.”

      “Granted. Panic may very well have driven him crazy.”

      “But his first call to the DOD was before all of this broke out. So maybe there is something to it.”

      “That’s my point. Do we know what exactly his claim is? Other than he can talk to aliens?”

      Emily cleared her head.

      “From what I can gather, he isn’t claiming to have spoken to any aliens. He just says that in research of one of our satellites, he came across something that resembled a conversation.”

      “Conversation?” The President was visibly leery.

      “Right. But not in a language he could decipher. That is why he said it wasn’t human.”

      “Okay. Well if it wasn’t human—however one could determine that—or wasn’t a language he could decipher, how the hell could he tell it was a conversation?”

      “The cadence.”

      “The cadence, Emily?”

      “He said it was something about the rhythm of the sounds. Two distinctly different tones, sounding in a back-and-forth manner, just as you and I are doing now.”

      President Miller sat back in his seat. For a moment the cabin was filled with only the sound of the rotors. Everyone else was trying to get some sleep. None of them had had a minute of it since Emily had made it to the White House.

      The president leaned back in. “Sounds crazy. And yesterday I would have dismissed it immediately. But with the things I’ve seen today? Things I would never have imagined being witness to? Well, you made the right call telling him we would send a helicopter for him. No way we can dismiss anything at this point. Get some sleep. We’ll need the best of all of us to try and figure out what to do next.”

      Emily nodded and leaned back in her seat. The president was right, she did need some sleep. But with thoughts of Jake battling his way through the end of the world out there, through God only knew what sorts of evils, that sleep would never come.
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      Jake brought the scope on his AR-15 to his right eye. There was a row of houses that extended to his right for a couple of blocks across the street. Several streetlights dotted the neighborhood, and as far as he could tell, they had attracted the attention of almost all the infected in the area. In the distance, he noticed a few balls of fire around the city. Everything looked like it was going to hell, fast. Those flames were too far away to draw the attention of the infected in his neighborhood. But maybe if he could create a fire down the street, that would be enough to get them moving. He already knew they were attracted to light and sound. An explosion would seem to be a perfect draw for the bastards.

      He moved the scope down the street a few houses on his left and noticed an RV sitting in a driveway. That would be big enough to fit the five of them and still have room for supplies. He aimed the scope in the opposite direction. A couple hundred feet down the street, there were two SUVs parked side by side in the same driveway. If he could hit the gas tank on one of them, both would probably blow. That might buy them the couple of minutes they needed to get to the RV. Problem was, what if there were no keys inside?

      Jake knew what he had to do, and he also knew Jess wasn’t going to like it. He walked back over to the window.

      “Tom, can you come out here for a minute?”

      “Tom?” Tyler spoke up. “What the hell do you want him for? Let me help you strategize.”

      “No offense, Ty, but just because you’ve seen Game of Thrones thirteen times doesn’t exactly make you a master strategist.”

      “But I—”

      “Call of Duty doesn’t count either.”

      Tyler hung his head. Tom rounded the window and Jake helped him through.

      “What’s on your mind?” Tom asked as he balanced on the slanted roof and looked out over the city.

      “See those explosions out there? They gave me an idea.”

      “Okay. I’m assuming you want to create a diversion.”

      “That’s right. How’s your distance shooting?”

      “Been hunting deer since I was a kid. If it ain’t moving, I can hit it.”

      “Perfect.” Jake pointed to his left. “I’m going to go make sure that RV has a key and the battery isn’t dead.” He moved his finger to the other side of the neighborhood. “See those two SUVs?”

      “Yeah.”

      “If the RV is in working condition, I’ll give the signal. You blow those SUVs. If these things go running for it, I’ll drive over and we can jump down on the roof and get the hell out of here.”

      Tom shifted from looking down the street to Jake. “Well, that all sounds great, soldier. But how the hell are you going to get to the RV without a distraction?”

      Jake didn’t hesitate. “Carefully.”

      “I suspect so. Mighty brave of you. Might just work too. But you think your pudgy friend in there can make the jump to the RV?”

      Jake smiled. “He won’t have a choice.”

      Tom nodded.

      Jake started to hand Tom the AR-15.

      “Let me get my rifle. I’ve been using it for years. No sense taking a chance.”

      Jake nodded, then he followed Tom back inside the attic. The noise below them had grown even louder.

      “So?” Jess walked up. “Did Tom talk you off the ledge?”

      Jake replaced the empty magazine in his Beretta as he explained the plan.

      He was right. He’d known Jess wouldn’t like it.

      When he finished explaining, Jess still wasn’t convinced. “You’re crazy. You can’t go down there alone with those things. You’ll never make it!”

      “What other choice do we have, Jess?”

      Jess huffed and put her hands on her hips. “What happens if there’s no way to start the RV? Then what? That’s if you can even make it past those things to get there in the first place.”

      Jake hadn’t really thought about it, because to him it didn’t really matter. He had to go see if it would run. No way they all could fit in Jessica’s car. The trunk couldn’t hold their bags and weapons even if the five of them could squeeze in the car.

      “I’ve gotta say, Jess.” Tyler walked over. “You’re bringing a lot of negativity to the group right now.”

      “Shut the hell up, Tyler. Are you going to help Jake across the street?”

      Tyler raised an eyebrow. “See? Negative. Just sayin’.”

      “All right, all right,” Jake said. “We don’t have time for this. I will make it to the RV. And if it doesn’t start, I’ll find an SUV, or a van or something. I have to. We have to make this work. We don’t make it to the helicopter in Cincinnati, this journey gets a hell of a lot longer And if we have to go by car it will be much more dangerous all the way to Virginia, too. I’d rather take some chances now to try and avoid a more difficult situation later.”

      Jess’s face held trepidation in the orange glow of the candle. She was beautiful even when she was skeptical. “And you think that just because this . . . woman you knew from Syria says there will be a helicopter that it’s automatically going to be there?”

      “If Emily says it will be there. It will be there.”

      “And just how well do you know this woman, Jake?”

      Tom interrupted the impending awkward situation. “This isn’t really helping us. Let’s save the jealous rant for the car ride to Ohio, shall we?”

      “Fuck you, Tom.” Jess took two steps toward him. “You don’t know me or who I am, so just mind your own damn business.”

      Tom didn’t back down. “Whether I like it or not, getting all of us out of here is my business now. And your relationship insecurities are nothing but a distraction—”

      Amy stepped between them. “Please stop fighting! They’ll hear us!”

      Everyone was quiet for a moment. The only sounds were Jess’s labored breath, and the movement of the infected on the floor below them. Jess shook the anger from her face and put on a smile.

      “Amy, honey, those things can’t get up here. I promise.” Then to Jake, “Do what you’ve got to do, but I’m going with you.”

      “The hell you are, Jess. I’m not putting you down there with those things until I can distract them.”

      “But it’s okay for you to go?”

      Tyler spoke up. “Jess, at least Jake has training. Maybe not against zombies, but he’s Delta Force, for God’s sake. You’ll only slow him down.”

      Jess was quiet.

      “Fat boy is right,” Tom said. “Jake is as qualified as anyone on the planet.”

      Tyler gave Tom the finger.

      Jake pulled back the slide on his Beretta to put a bullet in the chamber, then holstered it. He removed his go bag and his AR-15 and handed it to Jess while he kept his axe with him.

      “You guys gotta be ready to move when Tom blows the SUVs. We’re only going to have one shot at this.”

      Jess moved in and gave him a long hug. When she pulled away there were tears in her eyes. “We’ll be ready.”

      Jake kissed her on the lips then exited through the window. He turned around and ducked his head back inside. “Tom, you know what to do. Tyler, help Jess with my stuff and Amy. And whoever is the last one out, tip the candle over. If there are any of these things left inside . . . let’s burn the mother fuckers.”
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      Jake backed away from the window and walked over to the left edge of the roof. There, he could see the front and side of the house. There were several infected still trying to make their way in through the windows. Emily had said that they were evolving. He didn’t know what she’d meant by that, but they certainly weren’t evolving here at his home. The front door was wide open and they were still climbing over each other at the windows. However, the side of the house was clear.

      He walked up to the top of the roof’s pitch to see if he could get a look at the back deck, but he couldn’t see it without going all the way over. There were a couple of straggler infected out in the street between him and the RV. He would just have to manage them, because shooting them would be too loud and draw unwanted attention. He crouched and walked to the edge of the roof. It was about a fifteen-foot drop. It certainly wouldn’t kill him, but it might do some damage to a leg. The pine tree just below him on the side of the house was going to be his best bet.

      Jake tossed his axe down to the ground at the foot of the tree. He then grabbed hold of the roof just above the gutter with both hands and lowered himself down. Dangling, he took the top of the tree in between his feet and squeezed. All he could do was drop on top of it and hope it held his weight.

      It didn’t.

      As soon as his body hit the tree, the top half of the trunk snapped and he crashed onto his back to the ground. It knocked the wind out of him, but that wasn’t his concern. The tree breaking and him crashing through it was loud. Too loud. As he sucked in air to try and refill his lungs, he grabbed the axe and pulled himself up against the aluminum siding of the house. He snatched up as many branches as he could and covered himself with them, just getting them in place before he heard something walk around the corner.

      The infected had heard him fall.

      Jake froze, but he still needed air, and his back was aching. He didn’t feel like he had broken anything, but that wasn’t helping him find a breath. He did his best to take small breaths in through his nose as quietly as he could. Branches cracked underfoot; something was moving on the other side of the now half tree. Jake’s chest was burning. His body was begging for air. But the infected had now come to a stop, and another one had just rounded the corner of the house. It was a woman. For the second time since all of this had started, he wondered who that infected woman had been before she became a monster. Had he met her somewhere before? Maybe seen her at the grocery store? Why was he having these thoughts? Was he light-headed? He had to breathe, and with that he knew he was probably going to blow his cover.

      Jake couldn’t hold out any longer. He sucked in a long breath through his mouth, blew it out and sucked in another. The feeling was almost euphoric. Like he’d been at the bottom of a pool for far too long and he’d just surfaced. The euphoria was short lived. The woman on the other side of the tree heard him. Jake acted fast and he sprung from his cover and hacked at the thing’s leg. It lunged forward as if he hadn’t even made contact. He moved to his left to avoid its snapping teeth, shoved it off to the side by its shoulder, did a 180 spin to bring the axe around and hack at the neck of the second infected, shook the axe free, turned back in the direction of the woman, and slammed the blade down into her forehead. The sound it made was a wet, sickening thud. He removed the blade from her skull and turned just in time to front kick the still-advancing infected man with half a neck, and then he baseball swung the axe to finish the job. The half-dead man’s head thumped against the grass, and a second later his still flailing body did the same.

      Jake spun around a couple of times, axe at the ready, feeling like at any second one more of those things would grab him. But for the moment, he was alone at the side of the house. His arm was wet with blood, and his lungs were still playing catch-up after the fall from the roof.

      A whisper came from above and Jake nearly jumped out of his skin.

      “You okay down there, son?”

      It was Tom.

      Jake let out a sigh of relief. He looked up at the roof and could barely make out Tom’s figure against the clouded night sky. “I’m fine, just be ready. I’m going for the RV now.”

      “Copy that.”

      The thought of the helicopter leaving Cincinnati without them flashed in his mind. That’s all he needed to sprint forward, then make a left toward the RV that was about four houses down. He stayed close to the front of the neighboring house, as far away from the road as he could. There were two infected walking lazily toward his home. They seemed not to notice him. He glanced back over his shoulder. No infected on his heels. The clouds had cleared overhead, and the moon rested behind Tom’s silhouette that stood watch on the slanted roof. He could just make out a head protruding from the dormer window. Jess.

      Jake remained in the shadow of the neighboring homes until he drew parallel to the RV across the street. He wasn’t a religious man, but before he crossed the road, he sent up a silent prayer to anyone who might be listening that the RV would please start. There was no backup plan. This was it.

      He waited for the last of the infected moving in the road to pass, then darted across the street. He made it to the RV’s door. Though there wasn’t much light, it was clear that it must have been brand new. If he could get this thing to run, they’d hit the jackpot. Another silent prayer passed his mind as he placed his hand on the door handle and gave it a tug. He then slowly lowered his forehead to the driver’s-side window in disappointment.

      The door was locked.
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      Jake walked around to the front of the RV and crouched for cover so he could take a minute to think. He couldn’t let the locked door stop him. This was really the only way all of them could make it out of the neighborhood. Sure, he could take the time to check every large SUV on the block, but there weren’t that many to begin with, and he was already here. He looked over his shoulder at the house. The keys would have to be inside there somewhere. The problem was, something else might be too. Either way he had no choice; he had to get the keys.

      Jake walked around the back of the house, peeking around the corner to make sure it was clear. He moved on when he didn’t see any infected lingering there. Maybe he just had never noticed, or maybe it was because no one could operate cars anymore, but the night was intensely quiet. The only thing he could hear was the faint moans of the infected, most likely still trying to climb into his house.

      He walked up the back deck and tested the door. It was locked. He was going to have to break the glass to get in. He gave the backyard a scan. There was no one around. Just an empty swing set. The breeze was blowing one of the swings, creepiness at its best. Jake took a step back from the door, raised his right leg, and kicked his boot through the door’s window right beside the handle. It made a decent crash, but for as still as the night was, it could have been worse. He reached his hand inside, turned the lock, and opened the door. He was in the kitchen. There were no lights on, but the moon provided enough white glow to see his surroundings. In this room, at least.

      He started down the hall in front of him. The light was fading the deeper he moved into the house. There was a table about halfway down, and he could just make out the drawers on its side. As he reached for the first knob, once again sending up some more prayers, he froze when he noticed the framed photo in front of him. He didn’t know why, but he reached for it, picking it up and turning it until the light behind him caught it just right so he could see. In the photo there was a man and a woman along with their daughter. The daughter was Amy. And her story of how she had been trapped in the house with her parents flashed in his mind, just as something flashed in his vision near the front door.

      Jake set down the frame, readied his axe, and went into a crouch. His first thought was that his mind was playing tricks on him. He couldn’t have seen something at the end of the hallway, right? Impossible. If one of Amy’s infected parents had been there, they would already have lunged at him. Wouldn’t they?

      Jake, something’s not right! Emily’s words came to him in the silence of the hallway. These . . . infected . . . they’re changing. Evolving. This is more than just a virus.

      Jake scanned toward the front door, then to the back. The floor below him was carpeted. So it was possible something had moved without him hearing. Evolving. Emily had said they were evolving. He hadn’t seen that at his house, but maybe it has something to do with how long they’d been infected. Maybe the more time under whatever spell had taken them, the more they became aware as whatever kind of being they are now. Maybe they’d become used to their host and were starting to put things together. His mind was going in circles. It didn’t matter if they were evolving or not; he had to find the keys to the RV and get the hell out of there.

      A creaking sound came from the kitchen behind him. A pang of fear moved in Jake’s stomach. Something was in there with him. And whoever––or whatever––they were, they were trying to be quiet. Jake squeezed the handle on his axe and rotated toward the sound. His blood ran cold when a figure moved in front of the moonlit window. A silhouette of a man.

      Amy’s dad.

      It let out a terrible screeching sound and rushed toward him. Jake maintained his crouched position and held his ground, held the axe’s blade staunchly in front of him, and let it run right into him. When he felt the infected thump into the blade, he stood, kicked it backward, brought the axe overhead, and just when it started for him again, he slammed it down on the top of its head. The screeching stopped and it collapsed to the ground. He went to pull the axe free, but on the first tug, it stayed fixed in the skull.

      Thump thump thump thump thump.

      Footsteps came running up behind him and all he had time to do was put up his hands in defense before what used to be Amy’s mom was on him. Her momentum pushed him down, slamming onto his back, barely able to get her by her throat with his left hand before her teeth sank into his face. The glow from the window reflected in her black marble eyes. She kept savagely lunging for him with no other goal but to make sure he no longer drew breath. As he held her off, it occurred to him that she had purposely waited to come after him. They had somehow coordinated a trap. The dad was the distraction and the mother was to come in from behind for the kill. He shuddered as he wrapped his legs around her waist, helping to hold her in place. He slid his free hand down to his holster. He undid the strap, pulled the Beretta, and placed the tip of the silencer under her chin.

      As he squeezed his finger her demeanor shifted.

      “Wait.”

      But it was too late, he had already put a bullet in her head. He pushed her body off of him with his legs and shuffled back to the back door. Every hair on his body stood on end. Did he really hear what he thought he heard? Or was his mind playing tricks on him? Was it just a hiss that sounded like the word wait? It had to have been. These things had made no effort to talk up to that point.

      These . . . infected . . . They’re changing. Evolving. This is more than just a virus.

      If Amy’s mother’s demeanor hadn’t changed—softened—just before he heard it, he would have dismissed it entirely. But it did shift. And Emily’s words continued to echo in his mind as he heard the word “wait” over and over in his mind. If these things were evolving somehow, getting smarter, adapting, why wouldn’t they be able to pull the rope at his house to open the attic door?
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      Jake holstered his pistol and pulled his cell phone from his pocket. One ring later Jess answered the phone.

      “You’re okay! Where did you go?”

      “The RV was locked so I had to go inside the house to find the keys. How are things there?”

      “Okay for now, but they know we’re up here. They’re scratching at the attic door.”

      “It probably won’t be long before they pull the door down, so make sure someone is watching it with a gun.”

      “Pull the door down?” Jess’s tone was a mixture of fear and shock. “What do you mean pull the door down? How would they be able to do that?”

      “I’ll explain in a bit. Just be prepared. Jess, I’m in Amy’s house.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Pictures. And I just killed her parents.”

      “Good God, Jake. This feels like a bad nightmare. How is any of this actually possible?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Jake was quiet for a moment. The house was quiet too. But his house was in chaos, and they needed to move.

      “Listen, I need you to ask Amy where her parents keep the keys to the RV so we can get out of here.”

      “Hold on.”

      While Jake waited, he thought he heard something at the other end of the house. He tuned his ears, waiting for another sound.

      “On the nightstand in their bedroom. Far right side of the house upstairs. Hold on, she’s saying something else . . .”

      Thump thump thump thump thump thump.

      Jake pulled his pistol out when he saw a small figure running toward him in the hallway.

      “Jake, she said they could also be in the basement on her grandmother’s bookshelf. Her grandmother is in the house!”

      Jake didn’t hear Jess’s last sentence. He was pulling the Beretta’s trigger, sending a bullet through Grandma’s forehead. Her body skidded face down to a halt at his feet.

      “Jake! Did you hear me?”

      “I heard you.” Jake holstered his gun. “Anyone else running around here I should know about?”

      A pause.

      “She said no. You scared me there.”

      “Get everyone ready on the roof. I’ll be there in a minute.”

      “Be careful.”

      Jake put away the phone, walked down the hallway, then up the stairs. It was darker on the second level. He pulled his phone out and used it as a flashlight since his actual flashlight was with his go bag. Before he went any farther, he stopped and Googled directions to the University of Cincinnati, took a screenshot of the turn by turn text and messaged it to Jess. If he didn’t make it back to them, they needed to know how to get there. And Jake couldn’t help but feel like their cell phones wouldn’t be lasting much longer.

      Jake turned his phone back into a flashlight and turned right––a bedroom door was open there. He walked inside and checked the nightstand, and in a decorative bowl sat two sets of keys. He took them both. He gave the room a once over with the phone’s light. House shoes on the floor by the bed. Clothes laid out above it, a man’s, probably what Amy’s dad would have worn to work––if of course he hadn’t turned into some sort of monster. The room screamed normal. Something Jake had always run from since his “normal” parents had died in such an abnormal way. It was the reason he joined the Army. Ordinary had scared him because “ordinary” had gotten his parents killed. Ironically, all he could wish for now was that things went back to normal. But he knew his wish of avoiding normalcy had been forever granted by the gods at that point. He had a feeling that life was going to be anything but ordinary from then on. However long the rest of his life lasted.

      He noticed an iPod and headphones sitting on the opposite nightstand. He walked over and pocketed them, figuring Amy might a way to escape while all of them were discussing the gruesome details of this misadventure to her home. And maybe it would also be an escape for her while they were plotting the grim road ahead.

      Jake left the bedroom, descended the stairs, and checked the window by the front door. He didn’t see any movement, so he opened the door and ran for the RV, pushing the unlock button and jumping inside. Before he started it up he walked back through the cabin. It was an extremely nice RV. They must have been planning a long road trip, because no expense had been spared. There was a mini kitchen, complete with a refrigerator where they could keep the Beritrix cold. A sitting area around a table with a couch across from it. And he found two bunk beds in the hallway that lead to what he assumed would be called the master suite and the adjacent bathroom. They’d truly hit the jackpot.

      He noticed a skylight in the roof overhead. He pulled the latch and it opened outward. Perfect for getting everyone into the RV after jumping there from the roof. With no more time to spare he rushed back to the driver’s seat, inserted the key, turned it, and the powerful engine roared to life. He pulled his phone and called Jess.

      “Jake, Tom has already shot three of them. You were right, they opened the attic door! How did they know how to do that?”

      Jess was starting to panic.

      “Jess! Get everyone to the roof with all of our things. Tell Tom to shoot the gas tank. When it blows I’ll be coming in hot. So be ready!”

      He ended the call, put the RV in reverse, and backed out of the driveway. He watched as a figure walked out onto the roof from the dormer window on his house. Tom. Below him the moon showed a crowd of infected still pushing inside the house. He cracked the window and could hear shotgun blasts. Jess and Tyler fighting off the infected from entering the attic. If Tom didn’t blow the SUV, it was going to be almost impossible to—

      Fire rocketed toward the sky down the block as the first SUV blew, then a second explosion sounded as the second SUV went up in flames. Jake mashed the gas pedal to the floor and the RV lurched forward. The crowd of infected shifted focus and began to move toward the burning vehicles. The plan had worked.

      Jake turned right and rolled through the front yard, smashing a couple of infected before slamming on the brakes just before the nose of the RV hit the wall of the house. He put it in park, ran for the skylight and pulled himself up and out to the RV’s roof. Tom tossed him his go bag and his AR-15. Amy came head-first out of the window and staggered on the slanted roof. Tom took her arm at the elbow and helped her to the edge of the roof. Below Jake, two infected began beating on the passenger side door of the RV. The explosion had garnered a lot of attention, but not every infected had moved toward it. Especially the ones in the house. Two more shotgun blasts rang out from the attic. Jake moved toward the edge of the roof, reached up and took Amy in his arms. As he walked her over to the skylight he reached in his pocket and handed her the iPod.

      “Here, go back to the back of the RV into the bedroom, shut the door, and put on your favorite music. Turn it up loud. But if you do hear something, don’t worry about. I’ll take care of it, okay?”

      Jake began lowering her into the RV.

      Amy looked at him, tears in her eyes. “Did you see my mom and dad?”

      Jake didn’t have time to think about it, so he lied. “No. They must have gotten out of the house before I got there.”

      Amy nodded. Jake lowered her and let go of her hands. “Do what I said okay? I’m going to get us out of here.”

      The two infected beating on the passenger side door had become six. The infected that couldn’t get out through the attic were coming back out of the house and stopping at the RV. Two more came running out of the front door.

      “We’ve got to go, Tom. Get them out of there!”

      “Jake!”

      Jess shouted his name from inside the attic. Her voice was filled with panic. Jake knew without seeing that infected had made it into the attic. They were about to be overrun.
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      Jake ran and jumped up on the roof, passed Tom, and moved quickly through the window. He was right. Tyler was holding his shotgun horizontally, pushing back a large male infected, desperately trying to keep them from coming in. Before Jake could step in, the infected forced Tyler backward, bulldozing him into the table that held the candle. It fell, and the flannel blankets below instantly went up in flames.

      “Jake!” Jess screamed once again.

      Jake raised the butt of his gun and slammed it down on the head of the infected man that was pushing at Tyler. He turned the gun in his hands, pointed it down the attic stairs, and began firing rounds at the half dozen waiting to get in. The shots were near deafening in that small space. Jake could feel the heat from the fire on his back. They had to go.

      Two more gunshots filled the room. Jake looked over his shoulder and Jess had shot the infected man that Jake had bashed to free Tyler.

      “Let’s go!” Jess shouted.

      Jake turned and waved Tyler toward the window. The back wall was consumed with fire. Jake watched as Jess went through the window and he ran over and followed Tyler out. As soon as Tyler’s feet hit the shingles, he lost his footing and began to slide toward the edge.

      “Help!” Tyler screamed.

      Jake jumped out through the window and swiped for Tyler’s hand, but he missed and Tyler kept sliding toward the edge. He was going over. And Jake knew the fall was the least of the worry, because he knew there were several infected waiting below.

      “Tyler!”

      Jess tried for the back of his shirt, but it was too late. Tyler’s feet went over the edge, but just before he fell into the crowd of flesh eaters below him, Tom was able to hook his arm under Tyler’s right armpit and for a moment had him stopped, dangling over the edge at the waist.

      “I can’t hold him!” Tom shouted.

      Jake got up from his belly and slid feet first to Tom, digging his heels into the shingles and grabbing him by his left forearm.

      “Pull yourself up, Ty. Pull!” Jake shouted.

      “I can’t! One of them has my foot!”

      “Pull, Tom! I’ve got you. Pull!”

      Tom took a death grip around Jake’s arm. Jake could feel the strain on him as Tom pulled on Tyler. After a few seconds of struggle, Tyler began to slide up onto the roof. Their effort had been enough. Tom made sure Tyler had a solid place on the roof, and then let go. The three of them took a moment to catch their breath.

      “Oh God thank you.” Tyler said.

      “We have to go. Now,” Jake reminded them.

      The three of them carefully rose to their feet.

      Tom turned to face Tyler. “You sure you don’t want me around, son?”

      Tyler answered with a shout of panic. Jake followed Tyler’s eyes fixed on something behind him, but he wasn’t able to turn his head before it was too late. Before any of them could make a move, one of the infected had come through the window behind them and ran right for Tom. Its momentum was too much for the unprepared Tom to withstand the force of the collision and it took him right off the edge of the roof.

      “Tom!” Jess shouted.

      Jake rushed to the side of the roof and looked over. He began firing into the crowd of infected, but Tom was like a drop of blood in a pool of piranhas. They had already encompassed him entirely. Blood-curdling screams filled the quiet night, until one of them ripped through Tom’s throat, quieting him too.

      “Tom!” Jake shouted, though it was just a reflex. There was nothing he could do.

      “Jake, help him!” Jess shouted. But her shout was already filled with sobs. She also knew there was nothing to be done.

      Jake moved over and jumped down to the roof of the RV. As much as he hated it, he knew this was the time to move, while the infected were distracted. He reached out his hand to Jess.

      “That’s it? We just leave him there? Is that what we’ve come to already?”

      Jake could see the hurt mixed with fear etched onto Jessica’s face. He wished he could take the pain away. He wished he could comfort her, but there were no words that would help.

      “What do you want me to do, Jess? Shoot them all? Waste our ammo?”

      “I want you to make all of this go away.”

      She was spiraling. He needed something to get her off that roof. To get her mind off Tom dying in front of her. There was only one thing that would do that.

      “I can’t do that, Jess.” The infected began clawing at the RV again. They had finished with Tom. “But we do need to go. If you want to stop by your sister’s house and see if she’s still alive, we need to move.”

      Jess’s entire demeanor changed. With all that they had been fighting over the last hour, thoughts of not being able to get ahold of her sister had slipped her mind. She immediately jumped to the RV, momentarily squeezing Jake’s hand, then moving straight down through the skylight. Tyler followed onto the RV with Jake.

      “They just ate him alive, Jake. He saved my life, and they ate him alive.”

      Jake’s normally goofy and jovial friend was nowhere to be found. The face that Jake normally laughed with was in shock. This entire situation had sucked the life out of Tyler.

      Jake put his hand on his friend’s shoulder. “We’re going to find a way out of this, Tyler. We’re going to get to Cincinnati, get on that helicopter, and hole up with the government’s top officials until we figure a way to outlive this. You hear me?”

      Tyler looked down at the infected as they desperately tried to reach the two of them. “You really believe that, Jake? After seeing Tom get devoured like that?”

      “Do we have any other choice?”

      Tyler nodded somberly. Then, he moved past Jake, wiggling his way down inside the RV. Jake wasn’t sure if he did believe his own words, but he was a soldier. All of his training taught him to fight until there was nothing left. And while he didn’t know a lot of things, Jake knew that right now, they still had something to fight for. What surprised him was that an image of Emily came to him with that thought. With all the things they had to overcome to get to Mount Weather, that was the last thing he needed to be worried about.
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      Tyler turned left out of the neighborhood. Jake watched as the infected gave chase, the still-fiery SUVs their backdrop. Jess continued to try to make contact with her sister as she lay on the bed next to Amy at the back of the RV. Amy was still escaping with her headphones, just as Jake had hoped she would. The immediate plan was to stop by Jess’s sister’s house. Jake held little hope for finding Vanessa and her family alive, but he had to check. If for nothing else, Jess would need the closure.

      On the next street over, the neighborhood was desolate. They had to weave around the occasional abandoned car in the road, but most were stopped at its side. Jake had no idea how the interstate might look. They may have just escaped the neighborhood, but the road out of town could be completely blocked. He didn’t know what the course of action would be if that were the case. As with most problems that day, they would have to cross that bridge when they came to it.

      At the end of his neighborhood in Beaumont they went straight, crossing over Harrodsburg Road. The normally bustling intersection was crowded, but none of the cars were moving. The lights on the Texas Roadhouse sign were still lit, sending a glow of neon red out into the street. For no reason, he pictured infected serving other infected human hearts as they all danced to REM’s, It’s the End of the World As We Know It (And I Feel Fine). Of course things weren’t fine. The fact that that image played in his head was probably good proof of that.

      Tyler was able to use the shoulder to get around the cars. He drove straight through the red light. Just up ahead was Venessa’s neighborhood.

      “What’s the plan here, man,” Tyler said in a whisper. He glanced toward the back of the RV to make sure Jess wasn’t nearby. “Don’t you think this is a waste of time?”

      “Probably. But wouldn’t you want to know if you had family close?”

      Tyler nodded.

      “Make a right here.”

      Jake’s phone began to ring. It was Emily. Jess popped up from the back of the RV and joined them at the front so she could listen.

      “Stop here for a second. I have to take this call without interruption.”

      Tyler pulled to the side of the abandoned neighborhood road. Before Jake answered the phone he couldn’t help but wonder where the hell everyone was. Empty streets were the last thing he’d expected to see.

      “You safe in Mount Weather?”

      “Jake! Thank God. Just made it and got my phone on the charger. I lost battery earlier, before we could finish the call. I’ll text you those addresses as soon as we’re finished here. Are you all right? Are you still trapped?”

      “We’re fine.”

      The image of Tom being eaten alive washed over him. “Fine” was a relative term at that point.

      “We made it out of the house, and I found an RV. We have one stop, and then we are hitting the interstate.”

      “Jake, don’t miss that helicopter. It will be leaving here soon to pick up Professor Reed. After seeing the fallout in DC from the helicopter I have to imagine that at some point, the roads will be impassable. Just hopefully not before you make it to Cincinnati.”

      “Nothing I can do about that.”

      “No, I suppose not.”

      There was a pause.

      “Jake,” Emily’s tone changed. “I know what you said about your girlfriend, and I respect it completely. And I know this is not the time, but I can’t stop thinking about you.”

      It was so quiet in the RV that, even though Jake didn’t have the phone on speaker, Jess heard every word Emily said. Jake reached for Jess’s hand but it was too late. She turned and walked toward the back of the RV.

      Jake covered the phone with his left hand. “Jess!” It was no use. He could see the hurt on her face.

      He put the phone back to his ear.

      “Jake?”

      “You’re right, Emily. Now is definitely not the time.”

      Jake looked up at Tyler and Tyler had formed his mouth into an O, his eyes showing he wanted the juicy details. Jake just rolled his eyes.

      “Listen . . .” Jake needed to focus, because they needed to go. “My brother. He’s alive. But he’s all the way out in Colorado. He’s alone with his sons. Is there anyone communicating from there? Maybe at NORAD? He needs to find some allies.”

      “Jake, that is great news that he’s alive. And more good news, I just heard the president on the phone with the vice president. He was in California and they managed to get him to the Air Force base where we still have a small group of survivors. They are flying him via helicopter to Cheyenne Mountain Complex near Colorado Springs. You think your brother can make it there?”

      “I don’t know much about Colorado, but I know my brother. If there’s a way to get there, he’ll find it. So there is some military left?”

      “We’re not sure how much, but yes. We’ve had several bases that were radio silent check in. They are all devastated, but there’s still some units that we didn’t know existed. They got our warning calls in time to gear up and keep from contracting whatever the hell is going on.”

      Jake let out a breath. He couldn’t have heard better news. Through all that was going on, and even though he and Colt hadn’t spoken in a long time, his brother being out there on his own with his boys had been weighing on Jake more than he’d realized.

      “That’s great news. I need to call my brother. Can you make sure someone in at the base will be watching for him?”

      “Of course. I’ll go right now and speak with the president himself.”

      “Thank you, Emily. We’re on our way. Hopefully we will be to you some time in the early hours tomorrow morning.”

      “I hope so. Be careful, Jake. If you need anything, please call me.”

      Jake ended the call and immediately dialed Colt.

      Tyler whispered. “Did you?”

      Jake ignored him.

      “Come on, man, look at what we’re dealing with here. Give me something fun to think about for a minute at least.”

      The phone kept ringing while Jake kept ignoring Tyler.

      Tyler kept on. “You did, didn’t you?” He lowered his whisper even further. “You had sex with her didn’t you? Come on!”

      The call went to voicemail and Jake’s mind immediately thought the worst. With the world officially ending, it was hard to stay positive.

      Tyler noticed the somber look on Jake’s face and stopped with the ribbing. “I’m sure he’s fine. Let’s just check Jess’s sister’s house and get the hell out of here.”

      Jake nodded and put his phone away.

      But there would be no need to check Vanessa’s house. Because standing in the glow of their headlights, head cocked, eyes black as the night behind her, was Jess’s sister.
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      “Jake, why the hell would that woman on the phone say she—”

      Jess had walked up behind them, but before she could finish her thought about the phone call she, too, noticed her sister standing there alight in the RV’s high beams. Jake turned and saw the shock on Jess’s face.

      “Jess, just go back to the bedroom. You don’t need to see—”

      “Uh, Jake,” Tyler interrupted. “I think we’d better get out of here. Like, right the fuck now.”

      Jake turned and watched at least a dozen more infected move in behind Vanessa. Jess’s nephew, Brandon, was one of them.

      Jess began to cry. “Jesus, not Brandon too!”

      She bent over at the knees and Jake caught her before she collapsed to the floor.

      “Tyler, get us the hell out of here,” Jake said. “Now.”

      “Roger.”

      The RV shifted backward as Jake scooped Jess up into his arms. He stumbled when Tyler whipped the RV around, but managed to plod his way back to the bed. Amy was sitting up. The sudden rushed movement of the RV had pulled her from her trance. Jake laid Jess down.

      “It’s okay, Amy.” Jake placed his arm on her shoulder. “We’re heading for the interstate now. Enjoy your music. I’ll get you some food in a bit if you’re hungry.”

      Jess was bravely trying to hide her tears from Amy so as not to worry her, but she couldn’t hold it in. Amy placed her hand on Jess. It was her turn to do the comforting.

      “It’s okay, Jess,” Amy said. “I don’t blame you for crying. This is all so messed up.”

      Amy didn’t know about Vanessa just yet, but Jake was sure the words were meaningful anyway. He bent down to try to help comfort Jess, but his phone began to ring. Jess shot up and gave Jake a hard look.

      “It’s Colt. I have to take this.”

      Jess just laid back down and continued to cry. The RV was swaying left and right as Tyler navigated around the cars stopped in the road. Jake was surprised by how relieved he was to see his brother’s name on the caller ID.

      “Colt, everything okay?”

      “We’re alive. Okay is another story, I guess. You get out of the attic?”

      “We’re in an RV on our way to Cincinnati. Trying to make a helicopter that’ll be flying to Mount Weather in Virginia.”

      “Speaking of helicopters, saw a couple military choppers overhead flying toward Colorado Springs. Thought you said there was no military left.”

      “I just talked to Emily. She said they received word that the vice president is being taken to Cheyenne Mountain Complex. Said they’ve had a few bases report back since I last spoke with her. Their numbers are devastated, but there are more that aren’t infected than we thought. Hopefully a lot more people not infected than we even know. Where are you?”

      “At the neighbor’s. We ran into some . . . trouble.”

      “Yeah, I would imagine you did,” Jake said. A vision of the infected man toppling Tom off the roof and tearing at his throat came to mind. “Emily is going to let the people at Cheyenne Mountain Complex know you and the boys will be coming. How are they holding up?”

      “They’re fine. Look, Jacob, I know you don’t like listening to me much, and I know you’re a highly trained soldier and all, but you’ve got to be smart. Don’t stop till you get to Cincinnati. Don’t miss that helicopter. And don’t worry about us. The boys know how to shoot, and I know these mountain roads pretty well. Just get yourself to Mount Weather. Tomorrow will bring some clarity.”

      Colt still spoke to him like he was still the same wide-eyed eighteen-year-old kid from eleven years ago. But at least they weren’t arguing. Tragedy either brings you together or it completely rips you apart. The first tragedy they’d suffered together had broken their relationship in two. Hopefully tragedy they were now facing, whatever the hell it was, would be the kind that would bring them back together.

      “Don’t worry about me. This isn’t my first war.”

      “Just don’t get cocky. It’ll make you complacent. And that will get you kill—”

      Jake heard something in the background, and then nothing but silence.

      “Colt?”

      He took the phone away from his ear––the call looked like it was still running. He put it back to his ear. “Colt!”

      But Colt was gone. Jake ended the call and tried three more times to dial Colt back, but the phone wouldn’t even ring. For the first time since everything had gone to shit, he felt the heavy sting of panic. He looked back at Jess crying on the bed, then over to his right at his goofball friend trying to steer around the madness. If he let this panic grow and get the best of him, they were all dead. He’d seen this kind of thing before in combat. If the leader loses it, everyone is lost. He had to swallow the panic before it got too strong of a hold on him. Other than Colt, everything he loved in the world was right there in that RV. And he’d be damned if he were going to lose anyone else he loved.

      For some reason, when he thought about everything he loved, Emily’s smile flashed in front of his mind’s eye. And the smell of her perfume needled at his senses. This had happened several times since they’d said goodbye last week in Syria. And just as he had the last several times it happened, he did everything he could to put it out of his mind. He dialed her number just to see if it was Colt’s phone that was having trouble. But her phone didn’t ring either.

      The sting of panic faded as his will to survive settled in. For Colt, for Emily, and for the three people with him in the RV, it was what needed to happen. The other thing that needed to happen was them finding some other way to communicate. If cell service was really gone and wasn’t going to come back, they needed a backup plan.

      Jake walked to the front of the rig and took the passenger seat.

      “Thanks for getting us out of the attic back there,” Tyler said.

      Jake bypassed his remark. “We need a CB radio. Any idea where they sell them around here?”

      “CB radio? Are you serious?”

      “Phone lines are dead. Might be for good. How close is Walmart?”

      Tyler glanced over. “You’re sure?”

      “I can’t get out on my phone.”

      Tyler pulled his phone from his pocket, scrolled to Jake’s contact, and pressed CALL.

      “Anything?”

      Tyler shook his head. “Not even ringing. This just went from bad to worse, didn’t it.”

      “Afraid so.”

      “There’s a Walmart right up here. You think it’s smart to go in? Probably crawling with those things.”

      Colt’s words about not stopping rang in his head.

      “You’re probably right, but we don’t have a choice. If we get stuck somewhere on the way to Cincinnati, we might need it, as well as some other supplies. Failure to plan is a plan to fail.”

      Tyler laughed. “Okay, Oprah. Good God they really brainwashed you didn’t they? Remember when you used to be cool and not this . . . robo-soldier?”

      Jake smiled. “Remember when you used to be able to see your toes in the shower?”

      “There he is!” Tyler laughed. “That was hurtful, but at least you’re still in there somewhere.”

      Jake wasn’t sure the old him was still in there somewhere. But he did know that whether he was, or wasn’t, he was glad the boring robo-soldier was. Because he knew to survive long enough to make it to that helicopter, they for damn sure were going to need it.
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      Emily placed the framed picture of her and her sister on the nightstand next to her new bed. Other than some clothing, it had been the only possession she’d managed to take from Syria. Her heart broke as she looked into her sister’s eyes. The picture was the only way Emily would ever see her again, and that reality was weighing heavy. So was the conversation with Jake.

      Before the phone call, the helicopter ride in had been surreal. Even crazier was where they’d landed. The Emergency Operations Center in Mount Weather was nothing short of spectacular. She’d heard rumblings about it throughout her life, even seen it mentioned in a few movies. On their way down to the bowels of the mountain in Virginia, the mayor of Mount Weather gave them a briefing.

      The man said the operations center sat on 564 acres of mountaintop and it consisted of two parts: the above-ground FEMA complex, and the 600,000-square-foot underground facility where Emily was now. The complex was so big that it had its own police and fire department, and even its own laws. If that wasn’t enough, the underground bunker had its own hospital, crematorium, dining and recreation areas, sleeping quarters, reservoirs of drinking water, emergency power plant, and radio and television studio, which were part of the Emergency Broadcasting System. The facility was meant to accommodate about two thousand people. The mayor mentioned that they were roughly a thousand people at the moment. Helicopters had been coming in from nearby bases all day long––mostly full of soldiers, but a few were civilians who had been lucky enough to be around and survive long enough to catch a ride.

      Emily’s helicopter had been the only one to fly in for about an hour before that. It seemed most bases anywhere near them had been overrun. Between the extra supplies the helicopters brought in, and what the facility had already been equipped with, they were in good shape for a long wait if that was what would be necessary. Food and all other supplies were plentiful. Though there were over a thousand people there, as Emily sat on her bed, she still felt alone. And the way Jake had brushed her off . . . she figured that wasn’t about to change, even when he made it to the facility.

      She needed something to do. Something to occupy her mind. They were all supposed to meet in half an hour for a strategy meeting, but she couldn’t wait that long. She would go and make sure someone was contacted in Colorado to be sure they were ready for Jake’s brother Colt. That would help her nerves . . . at least for a few minutes.

      Emily walked the halls of the underground facility. The only way she knew her way through the maze of all white corridors was the map they’d all been given and the helpful signs posted on the walls. The president had told the mayor to relay the message to Cheyenne Mountain Complex that a man named Colt would be coming with his two sons. She’d heard the mayor communicate this to the radio room, the room that was just down the hall now.

      Emily knocked on the door.

      “Come on in,” a man’s voice said, and she entered.

      “You must be Emily,” the short, balding man said with a smile.

      “I am. Any luck contacting the base in Colorado Springs?”

      “All set. The vice president is aware of Colt and his sons, and security will be watching for him.”

      “Thank you.”

      Emily walked back out into the hallway and pulled her phone from her pocket. She was happy to deliver good news to Jake, especially with what he was fighting at the moment. She couldn’t imagine what it must be like to be stuck out there in the madness. She hit send on the text, but almost immediately received a red warning that told her the message could not be delivered. She tried again, same result.

      Emily ducked her head back inside the radio room. “Excuse me.”

      The man smiled.

      “Sorry to bother you again, but I can’t seem to send a text message. Is that because we are so far underground?”

      The man’s smile melted. “No. I’m sorry, ma'am. Usually cell service is great down here. But . . . there is no cell service anywhere now. It went out about a half hour ago. There’s nothing we can do about it from here. This Emergency Broadcast Radio is our only line out.”

      Emily nodded, then backed out into the hallway and leaned against the wall. All of a sudden she became overwhelmed with claustrophobia. Her breaths became short, and she slid her back down the wall until she was sitting in the hallway. Even basic communication was gone. Everything had changed. And now that she couldn’t communicate with Jake, he was all on his own. She feared the worry might just eat her alive. She began breathing through her nose and out through her mouth in an attempt to squelch the growing panic. Her palms were sweaty, her mouth was dry, and she felt faint.

      “Emily? Are you all right?”

      She jerked her head in the direction of the voice.  It was Will Dunning, director of the FBI. He was young for such a position, couldn’t have been more than forty.  The good looking man was polished, but not rigid, and his handsome smile was warm and inviting.

      “I’m not sure, really.”

      He held out his hand and helped her to her feet. “You’re wanted in the situation room, but let’s take a detour and get you some water. They can wait a few minutes.”

      His even tone helped Emily relax. “Did you know the cell towers are down?”

      “Unfortunately, yes. But we’re fine. We have open lines of communication with everyone we need to be in touch with.”

      Emily knew what he meant, but she disagreed. The only person she cared to communicate with, she couldn’t. And she would have no idea if Jake made it to Cincinnati, or if he was alive at all. As they walked to meet with the most important people left on planet, the only thing Emily could do was worry about the only person she cared about. And that worry had no end in sight.
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      The bright blue Walmart sign shone bright overhead as Tyler and Jake walked toward the front entrance. Because they had no idea what could be waiting inside, Jake convinced Jess that it would be best if she waited in the RV with Amy. Jake felt that normally she would have put up more of a fight to go along, but with what had just happened with her sister, Jess was quick to stay put.

      Jake walked up and the automatic doors slid open. The store was still well lit, but there were no signs of the crowds that would be shopping on a normal night. No signature Walmart greeter either. It was creepy that the upbeat pop music continued to play over the speakers even though no one was there to listen. As they had discussed in the RV, Jake and Tyler walked together, making a lap around the entire store––making sure they wouldn’t run into any surprises before they began putting things in carts. Other than stepping around the occasional dead body, things were pretty quiet. No infected to speak of, or shoot at. They finished the lap back where they’d started at the front of the store.

      “Take a cart and grab as much food as you can. Start with a bunch of water,” Jake said. “I’ll go and get supplies.”

      “We’re gonna split up?” Tyler asked, clearly wary of being alone.

      “You’ll be fine, but keep your gun out just in case.”

      Tyler nodded, took his shotgun from his shoulder, and laid it across the top of the shopping cart.

      Jake stopped before walking away. “Oh, and Tyler . . .”

      Tyler waited as if Jake were about to say something really important. Then a smile grew across Jake’s face. “Don’t just get Twinkies and Doritos, okay? Try to find at least a few healthy options.”

      Tyler’s face morphed from concerned to annoyed with a roll of his eyes. “I was wrong about wanting the old you back. Forgot you were a total asshole. I’m happy just having robo-soldier. Bring him back please?”

      Jake laughed. “Just make it quick, would you?”

      Tyler pushed the cart away toward the food section. Jake laughed to himself; it felt good to feel something other than fear and worry.

      “Oh, Tyler.” Jake walked back to his friend as he pulled his go bag open, fished through it, and pulled out a pair of two-way radios. He extended one to Tyler. “Here. Now that we don’t have cell phones, these handheld transceivers will help if we get spilt up.”

      “Handheld trans—you mean walkie talkies?” Tyler smiled.

      “Yeah, but these aren’t the walkie talkies we grew up with. These have a max range of fifty miles.”

      “Fifty miles? Damn. That’s a hell of a range.”

      “We shouldn’t need it, but we need to always be thinking worst-case scenario from now on. I have them set to the same channel already. Keep it on you no matter what.”

      Tyler gave him a sarcastic salute, but Jake just shook his head and turned away. He walked toward the sporting goods section and at the very back he saw that almost all of the hunting rifles that usually lined the wall were gone. There was just one all alone on the right side. Apparently there were a few more survivors in town than he’d thought, and it seemed they’d had the same idea. Jake grabbed the Ruger Mini-14 and boxes of as many rounds of bullets as he could find. He filled his go bag up with ammunition first just in case they had to make a quick exit, then began filling the cart,.

      Jake heard something on his left and pulled out his Beretta. He held it out in front of him as he searched the isle where he heard the noise. It sounded like the bottom of a sneaker. Florescent white lights hummed overhead when a break between songs came. He tuned his ears, but the music started up once again. That’s when he heard a crash and Tyler’s scream at the far end of the store.

      Jake sprinted past electronics, then past housewares, his heart thudding in his chest. Thoughts of Tom getting eaten alive once again haunted him as he ran around the corner into the food section. What he saw caught him completely off guard. His mind had expected to see Tyler fighting off a ravenous infected. Instead, there was a large bald man in a camouflaged vest pointing his gun at Tyler. The shock of seeing a coherent human was almost stronger than the shock of someone holding a gun on his friend.

      “I said give me the keys to the rig!” he shouted at Tyler.

      “Put the gun down!” Jake said. He held his gun on the man, ready to pull the trigger if given any reason whatsoever.

      Before the man had the chance to swing his shotgun over onto Jake, Jake felt something metal press against his temple from behind.

      “Drop the gun. Right now, or I’ll blow your head off,” the ragged voice of a man out of breath demanded from behind him.

      It was a rookie mistake. Jake hadn’t secured the middle isles in their initial walkthrough and now he was paying for it. If they made it through this, it wouldn’t be a mistake he would make again. The man holding a gun to Jake’s head must have been the noise that he’d heard in the sporting goods section, the sneaker squeak before Tyler screamed. He didn’t like missing things, and this miss could be particular costly.

      Jake took his left hand away from the gun and held it in the air, then dropped the gun onto the tile floor. The man with the bald head motioned with the end of his shotgun for Tyler to move closer to Jake. Then he spoke to Jake.

      “We just want the keys to that RV you got out front. You all ain’t the enemy, so we ain’t tryin’ to kill you. But we need that RV to get the hell out of here.”

      “Where are you going to go?” Jake said.

      The question surprised the man. “The hell do you care?”

      “Take the gun away from my head and let’s talk about it.”

      “That ain’t how this works. Now hand over the keys, or I radio my brother and he shoots that pretty lady and the little girl you got waiting inside.”

      Jake’s stomach dropped. Then his body filled with rage. This wasn’t the first time he’d been in this sort of situation. In Afghanistan a few years back, it had been a local hostage and a jihadist instead, but still a similar scenario. He’d lost his cool then, and the girl paid for it with her life. It had haunted him ever since. But as with all tragedies in life, you either let them kill you, or let them make you stronger. Jake swallowed his anger and softened his demeanor.

      “I have a contact in DC. I know where there is a safety zone. The only one I’ve heard exists. You can come with us if you like, but you’re going to have to follow us.”

      The man laughed. “Why the hell do you think I would believe that? Who do you think you are? The president’s son or somethin’?”

      The man holding the gun to Jake’s head behind him started to laugh along with his bald-headed friend.

      The man continued, “You’re gonna have to come up with somethin’ better than that to keep me from takin’ that nice RV from you. Might even take the girls too just cause you’re a liar.”

      Jake had tried the nice approach. He really had. Now it was time for what he was much better at.

      Jake shot his right hand up behind his head and grabbed the man’s gun hand before he could react. He yanked it forward until he felt the man’s elbow on his shoulder, then he pulled violently down on the man’s arm and broke it in half. The man screamed in pain and it echoed through the empty store. Jake continued to hold the man’s gun hand, training the gun on the bald man until he worked the gun free and allowed the man to drop to the ground behind him.

      “Put the shotgun down,” Jake demanded.

      “Fuck you.”

      “Tyler, pick up your shotgun and hold it on him.”

      Tyler hesitated.

      “Go on!” Jake said. “He won’t shoot you. If he turns his gun on you I’ll put a couple holes in him.”

      Tyler picked up the shotgun like Jake asked. The bald man didn’t move.

      “All right now. Hang on,” the man said. His buddy was still writhing in pain on the ground. “We’re just out here trying to survive whatever the hell this thing is just like you are.”

      Jake took a step toward the man. “No, not like we are. I offered to show you safety. You offered to steal my RV at gunpoint and take our girls. That sound the same to you?”

      The bald man’s radio crackled. “Jake, if you can hear me, don’t give those assholes that RV key. We’re safe here.”

      Jake couldn’t help but smile. “You gotta love a Kentucky woman. Looks like your backup is gone. You want to put that gun down now?”

      The big man looked over at his accomplice on the floor.

      “Not particularly.”

      “Okay, how about I shoot your friend here? Either way, we are leaving. Your call.”

      The bald man smiled. His yellow-toothed grin held more than one blank slot. “That guy ain’t my friend. Just met him a few hours ago when we was running from those zombies. Now I got somethin’ for you, though. You hand over those RV keys and I’ll tell you how to keep from getting sick.”

      “Beritrix,” Jake said.

      The man’s face went from a knowing grin to a defeated frown.

      Jake reiterated one last time. “Now put down the gun or we’re both going to shoot you.”
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      Jake finished looping the duct tape around the big bald man’s ankles.

      Tyler said. “We can’t leave them alive, Jake. What if they come after us?”

      “We won’t come after you,” the bald man said. The toughness in his voice was gone and he seemed like he was ready to beg.

      “We’re not going to kill them,” Jake said.

      Tyler shook his head in disagreement and finished taping the rest of the smaller man’s wrists.

      Jake stood, collected the tape and a pair of scissors, and wheeled his cart around toward the exit. They were at the very back of the massive store. Jake motioned for Tyler to get his cart, then he addressed the two men.

      “These will be waiting at the far end of the store,” Jake held up the scissors. “Worm your way down to them, cut yourself free, and be on your way. If I see you again, I’ll kill you. You understand?”

      The little man with the broken arm and the scraggly beard spoke first. “You can’t just leave us here like this. What if one of those things gets in here? It’ll kill us!”

      “You should have thought of that before putting a gun on my friend and threatening to take my girl.”

      “Look, I’m real sorry for the way we handled everything, but we’re scared too. Just trying to figure all this—”

      “Save it,” Jake stopped him. “You showed me your true colors. You’re lucky I’m giving you a way out of this alive.”

      The man stopped talking.

      Jake and Tyler started pushing their shopping carts toward the exit.

      “The scissors will be by the last register. Your guns too.”

      Tyler whipped his head around and gave Jake a bewildered, wide-eyed look. “Guns? They try to kill us and you’re leaving them weapons? What are you doing, Jake?”

      They were out of earshot now.

      “Listen. Just because the world is going to hell right now doesn’t mean we have to. If we stop being human, how is that different than being one of the infected?”

      “That’s easy, Jake, we’ll be the ones alive.”

      Jake shook his head. “I’m not going to take away their chance to survive. We’ll be long gone before they make it out of here. I’m not killing just to kill.”

      This time it was Tyler that shook his head. “I don’t know a thing about war, Jake. But I’ve seen a lot of movies where this type of shit comes back to bite you in the ass. Something happen to you overseas? Or is this just the way you’re trained?”

      Tyler didn’t understand because he’d never been in a life or death situation where your actions affect whether someone lives or dies. Jake’s training taught him kill these people. But his experience told him sometimes you never live that sort of thing down. The image of the little girl that had been killed because he’d lost his cool in Afghanistan flashed in his mind. He laid the scissors on the floor and they continued toward the exit.

      “We can’t lose our humanity, Ty. Not when we have another choice.”

      Tyler was quiet. Jake could tell he didn’t like the decision. Jake wasn’t sure he really did either, but it was the right thing to do. Though the right thing to do may not be the same anymore. Nothing else in the world was the same as it had been a day ago, Jake supposed laws and rules probably weren’t either. But it was the decision he made, and it felt better than murder.

      The two of them wheeled their carts into the parking lot and over to the RV. Jake picked up the duct tape from the top of the pile in his cart, opened the door, walked in, and found Jess siting at the table nook holding her gun on the man sitting across from her.

      “Sorry I left you girls here alone.”

      “Don’t be.” Jess nodded toward her prisoner. “He wasn’t prepared for me.”

      Jake smiled. “How could he be?”

      Jess said to the stranger. “Told you your boys didn’t stand a chance in there.”

      The man’s dark hair was messy atop his head. His face was dirty with sweat, and he was much smaller than his bald brother. Younger too. “Where’s my brother?”

      “Tied up inside,” Jake said. “Where you’re going to be.”

      Jake started with the tape on his mouth. He didn’t feel like hearing the man beg all the way back into Walmart. When he finished with the man’s hands behind his back, Tyler surprised him.

      Tyler said. “I’ll take him in.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah, you guys load all the stuff from the carts.”

      “All right. Just make sure you tape his feet too.”

      “Got it.”

      Jake didn’t know what to make of Tyler wanting to take him in. Maybe he was going to be more helpful than Jake originally thought. That, or he just didn’t want to load the stuff from the carts. That seemed much more likely. Either way, Jake watched Tyler go through the automatic doors, then began grabbing the food from the cart and passing it inside to Jess, who put it away.

      Several minutes passed. Jake and Jess, with a little help from Amy, loaded the last of the bullets inside the mini closet of the bedroom. They were stocked with everything they would need for a journey to DC, just in case they somehow missed the helicopter in Cincinnati. The thought that brought an urgent feeling to Jake. They needed to go––why wasn’t Tyler back yet?

      Just as Jake placed the last box of bullets in the closet at the back of the RV, a blast of music rocked the quiet parking lot. The music was so loud that Jake could feel the rumble all the way to the RV.

      “What the hell was that?” Jess popped up from putting a jug of water under the bottom bunk.

      Jake pushed past Jess, and that is when the real sound came. Feedback. That ear-piercing, high-pitched whine that goes all through you when a microphone is in the wrong place during a live performance. What the hell was going on?

      Jake opened the RV door, stepped outside, covered his ears to dampen that awful noise, and ran around the front of the truck. He couldn’t believe what he saw. For a moment, he was so caught off guard that he was frozen in place, staring at what his long-time friend had done. It wasn’t until he saw his chubby friend plodding toward him, the sound still blaring, that he snapped out of it.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Jake shouted.

      “Let’s go!” Tyler ran right by him and jumped inside the RV.

      Jake looked back at the building. The sliding doors were propped open, and it looked like Tyler had pulled a mass of speakers and sound equipment just outside. He was making the noise on purpose. Jake had to shut it off.

      Jake took three hard steps toward the entrance, then stopped dead in his tracks. About a hundred yards away at the edge of the building, the reason Tyler had created the loud noise, was coming straight for him. An ocean of infected. And they were coming fast.

      “Come on, Jake! Let’s go!” Jess shouted.

      He barely heard the shout over the feedback. There was no way he could get to the men inside before he was swallowed by the wave coming at him.

      “Jake!”

      Jess’s voice sobered him. As much as he wanted to help the men inside, he had to protect Jess and Amy. He turned away from the oncoming horde, jumped inside the RV, and slammed the door behind him. The RV spun its wheels as Tyler threw it into reverse, whipped the front end around, and launched forward, moving away from the army of infected. He turned out of the parking lot, then back onto Harrodsburg Road.

      “What the hell were you thinking?” Jake moved to the front of the RV. “Tyler!”

      “You made a mistake back there, Jake. Leaving them alive was the wrong call!” Tyler shouted, eyes fixed on the road.

      Jake shrugged off Jess’s hand from his arm and took his place in the passenger seat, scooting to the edge and getting right in Tyler’s face.

      “Wrong call? You just murdered three people! Do you realize that?”

      “Murder? They were going to take the RV and rape the girls. And you're worried about them?”

      Jake shot a look at Jess, but she had already turned Amy around, getting her to the back bedroom and shutting the door.

      Jake continued. “So this is how we are now? Not even a day has passed and we’re already without laws? Without humanity?”

      Tyler slammed on the brakes. Jake was thrown into the dash, and the girls screamed in the back.

      “Look around, Jake! Shit has changed! We’re being chased by monsters, our cell phones don’t work, and people are pointing guns at us in the middle of stores trying to steal our RV! Yes. To answer your question, YES! We are already without laws, and if we are the only ones left with humanity, then we are next on the dead list!”

      Jake was quiet. After a few seconds of heavy breathing, Tyler pulled forward and took the on-ramp to I-75 North. As crazy as what happened in Walmart had been, Jake couldn’t help but think Tyler might be right. Jake was always the man who did the right thing. Clearly, the right thing had a different meaning now. Mostly because everything was wrong.
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      Emily sat quietly at the long, rectangular wooden table in the meeting room. As she looked around at the President of the United States, the secretary of defense, and the heads of the FBI and the CIA, the same feeling that she didn’t belong in that room bubbled to the surface. But it was different this time. On the walk with Will, they’d passed several rooms where people were hard at work. On what, she didn’t know, but she did know that they weren’t sitting there feeling sorry for themselves––they were working to make a difference. That is exactly the mentality Emily needed to adopt, and fast. She was the one who had seen the first incidents of these things. The one who documented how their behaviors slowly changed, and the one who the president already said he trusted. She needed to buck up and trust herself. She needed to make a difference. She was one of the few sane members of humanity and there was no other choice. They couldn’t just quit; she couldn’t just quit.

      “You said you had a couple infected here in the complex and were running tests on them?”

      Everyone turned and looked at Emily.

      “I’d like to take a look at them.”

      “Of course,” the president said. “Anything in particular you are looking for?’

      Emily stood. “I was going over my notes back in the helicopter. The progressions I witnessed while the infected were quarantined on base, they were fairly slow at first. But the last of the infected went through the progressions much faster.”

      “Progressions?” Will said.

      “To put it plainly, progression from complete savages, to . . . Not as savage.”

      “You mean you witnessed them becoming less aggressive, and not more so?”

      “Exactly. It was almost as if they were learning a new system.”

      “They?” The president’s question hung there for a moment. “How will seeing the infected we have here, help?”

      “If your doctors here have made thorough notes, I’ll be able to see if the progression has moved along even faster.”

      “To what end? What’s your theory?”

      “Not a theory,” Emily said. “Just a notion right now. But what if––whatever this virus or pandemic is––what if it isn’t just accelerating by individuals, but as a collective.”

      Will spoke up. “You mean like a hive mentality?”

      “Right. Like these organisms, or whatever they are, can communicate. And maybe they are learning our brains and functions. Getting better at them.”

      CIA Director Jerry Wesley cleared his throat. “This is ridiculous, Mr. President. Are we really going to let some medical doctor lead us down a rabbit hole where we are chasing hypotheses instead of using what force we have left to wipe the infected off the map entirely? So we can start to heal and rebuild?”

      The president started to speak, but Emily spoke over him to defend her position.

      “Coming from you I have to say I’m surprised. Your entire line of work focuses on intelligence. Hell, it’s in your acronym, for God’s sake. But you don’t want to apply it here? Even if we have the resources to wipe them out, what happens when we don’t learn what actually happened and why, and the virus, or organism just comes back stronger?”

      “Am I the only one hearing this?” Jerry asked, now laughing at Emily. “Have we lost our minds? Organism? You think, what, that some parasite has been able to take over our brains? Control us? They are nothing but savages out there. Chasing flesh and killing anything in sight. Come on, people.”

      “Sit down, Jerry,” Will spoke up. “What’s your plan? Sit back and wait? Emily was the first to watch these things. I, for one, want to hear what she has to say.”

      “Nobody gives a shit what you want, Will. You’re lucky to be in this room yourself.”

      Now both men were standing.

      “That’s enough!” the president shouted as he pounded his fist on the table. “Both of you sit down. Jerry, we are considering everything at this point. Use of force and use of science. We don’t have a feel for how many survivors are out there yet, so as we continue to assess, we will continue to try and learn.”

      Both Jerry and Will took their seats. Emily sat down as well. Now that she had asserted herself, she was anxious to speak with the people researching the captured infected.

      The president continued, “Now, we have been in contact with several bases. There are more military than we first thought. So we do have some positive momentum. Unfortunately, we are still completely in the dark about what started this thing, and what continues to drive it. The vice president is safe in Colorado, and so are a few top biologists and scientists from the West Coast. Emily, if you can get up to speed here, I’d like you to be the liaison between us and them with respect to this virus.”

      “Of course, Mr. President.”

      Emily looked over at Jerry, who was clearly not on board with that decision. At this point she didn’t care. The president’s faith in her was enough. And faith in herself was growing by the second.

      “What about the helicopter to pick up the professor in Cincinnati?” Emily said.

      Jerry spoke up. “You mean the kook who lost his mind when he heard there was a pandemic? Started making shit up as he went crazy?”

      “We don’t know that what he found doesn’t have relevance. Mr. President, we—”

      “I’m sorry, Emily. It’s just too dangerous to send a helicopter for one man. Daylight will help our men see danger if it’s present. Then maybe we can get the helicopter to him.”

      “But Mr. Pres—”

      “I know your friends were supposed to meet there too, but they’ll have to wait till morning as well. I’m sorry.”

      “But he’s a Special Forces soldier, Mr. President. Delta Force. We need him, possibly more than the professor. Do we have anyone here with actual high-level combat experience?” Emily looked over to the secretary of defense. “No offense, George. I mean someone who can possibly lead us out there on the ground?”

      “None taken,” George said. “But we do have soldiers here, Emily. Maybe not a Delta operator, but I’ll have to go over everyone's qualifications—”

      “I’m sorry,” the president said. “But it doesn’t matter. No helicopter is leaving here until dawn. If it is even able to leave then.”

      “But sir!”

      “Emily, this is Janice Wilkinson,” the President interrupted. “She will take you to the laboratory so you can get up to speed.” He then addressed the entire table. “If there is nothing else, I need to speak with the vice president.”

      Emily bit her tongue. A pit formed in her stomach as everyone exited the room. She had told Jake a helicopter would be waiting. Now that that wasn’t happening, he might possibly be stranded for good.
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      No one had said a word in over fifteen minutes. Tyler was busy trying to navigate around the mess of cars on the interstate while Jake attempted to work out the mess in his head. Though Tyler might ultimately have been right about how everything had indeed changed, including what was right, he could have at least untied those men stuck in Walmart and given them a chance.

      He also needed to talk to Jess. He knew some difficult road would be ahead for them, and he needed to get right with her. Talk to her about her sister, talk to her about Emily, and make sure everything was okay. They were going to need a united front going forward. The four of them left in that RV, regardless of current tensions, were all each other had left. And they needed to be a team.

      “You okay up here for a minute?” Jake asked.

      Tyler nodded. “You’re not going to tell Jess about this thing between you and the doctor are you?”

      “She needs to know.”

      Tyler slowed the RV. There were quite a few cars to navigate right in front of them now. “Look, dude. Clearly you have more experience with women than I do. I mean look at you––even I’d have sex with you. But you have to listen to me now. Okay?”

      “So now you’re an expert on apocalypses, and relationships?”

      Tyler smiled as he steered. “I’m telling you, man. You can’t tell her. Not now. That woman is on the edge as it is. She just saw her sister in full-on zombie mode. You can’t dump this on her too.”

      Jake pointed into the darkness on the right in front of them. “Watch out right there, the ditch is pretty steep.”

      Tyler corrected course and slowly pushed past three cars turned in different directions on the road.

      “Look, Jake. I know you’ve been through a lot. Losing your parents and then not really knowing the truth took its toll. Made you the brutally honest person you are. But you can’t do that here. I’m telling you, you just can’t.”

      Jake was frustrated. “What the hell do you know about my situation? Or about any situation, for that matter? All you do is smoke weed and play video games, for Christ’s sake. You’re psychoanalyzing me?”

      “Jake, I’m not the guy you left all those years ago when you joined the Army. I’ve grown up a lot in the last few years too. You just haven’t been here long enough to know. Why do you think me and Jess have gotten so much closer? We actually talk like adults now. And anyway, I happen to know everything about your situation, remember? I went through it with you. Your parents practically raised me. I loved them, too, you know.”

      Jake did know. When it happened, Tyler had been devastated. He coped by turning to drugs, while Jake coped by trying to save the world. Ironically, now the world actually needed saving and all Jake wanted to do was go back home and get to know the people he loved again. Because apparently all of them had changed so much that he needed to. He was definitely not the guy he used to be. Jake was growing tired of fighting. It’s all they’d been doing for almost an entire day.

      Jake smiled. “Look at you all grown up. Bout time.”

      Tyler laughed. “Right? Sorry I didn’t consult you back there. That could've went sideways.”

      “Sorry I made you feel like you couldn't have a say in things. You just have to understand that I’m not used to a democracy with my team. When men don’t take my orders in battle, they die. That’s what I’m used to.”

      “Speaking of war, what are we going to do? What if we get to the university and it’s crawling with these things and we miss the helicopter?”

      “We can’t think like that.”

      “Okay, then what do you think this is? I heard you say terrorist attack to your brother. You think that’s what’s happening?”

      Jake rubbed his face with both of his hands. “No. It just doesn't make sense.”

      “What, then?” Tyler turned on his high beams to find a hole through the cars. “Just a virus gone wrong? You think this is really like some zombie movie?”

      “Listen, something weird happened in Amy’s house when I was getting the RV keys.”

      Tyler looked over—intrigued, but concerned. “I don’t like the sound of that.”

      “Yeah, well, remember Emily saying these infected are evolving somehow?”

      “Not at your house they weren’t . . . Well, except when they were able to pull down the attic door, I guess. You think that’s what she means?”

      “I'm not sure what Emily meant, but I am sure that Amy’s parents coordinated an attack on me.”

      Tyler’s tone was skeptical. “Coordinated? Like, talked about a plan then implemented it, coordinated?”

      “I know it sounds impossible. But I’m telling you, the dad distracted me while the mom came at me from behind.”

      “No way. Come on. You let what Emily told you about how she thought they may be evolving play tricks on your mind. It was just a coincidence.”

      “Yeah?” Jake walked away, opened the refrigerator, and grabbed a couple of waters. He handed one to Tyler, then opened his and took a long drink. “What if I told you the mom said something to me?”

      “Bullshit. Don’t be trying to scare me. We have enough real shit to worry about without you making me piss myself.”

      “I’m telling you, before I shot Amy’s mom, she said ‘wait’. Like, she hissed it at me.”

      Tyler gave Jake a look that lingered. Jake could tell he was trying to make out whether Jake was lying to him, or if he was scared out of his mind.

      “You're serious.” Tyler finally said.

      “Dead serious. I thought I was hearing things at first, like maybe she just hissed in a way that sounded like it. But she said wait. And her coal-black eyes were looking right through me as she said it.”

      “What the hell am I supposed to do with that information? I was already scared. But if these things are evolving, or getting used to their host or whatever, what does that mean?”

      “It means we’re going to have to be even more careful when we come across another group of them. Because they may be different than at the house.” Jake shook his head and took another drink of water. “Next time, they may be setting a trap.”
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      The last eighty miles had gone better than the first five in the RV. The farther they had gotten away from the city, the fewer cars they had encountered on the road. It was somewhere around ninety miles from Lexington to where Jake remembered the University of Cincinnati to be. Their current stretch of road was very familiar. Before his parents died they used to take him and his brother Colt on this trip a couple times a month. Sometimes to visit family, sometimes to catch a Cincinnati Reds baseball game, or once in a while to go to the theme park. Either way, no map was needed. He had been to football games at the university on several occasions as well.

      As they closed in on Cincinnati the traffic in the road began to swell. But it wasn’t impassable. That was fortunate, because Jake was growing more worried by the minute that they would get there and find the professor and the helicopter had already gone. It was going on one o’clock in the morning, but he felt like he had been up for days. A lot of life had been lived in the last twelve hours. Enough to prematurely age a man. His eyes had gotten heavy several times, but he and Tyler had been able to catch up, so that was good, and it kept him alert. His friend really had changed a lot since Jake went away.

      They talked about the past few years and what each other had been through. Jake shared several stories where he and his men had gotten themselves into some tough situations and found a way out of them. In an effort to ease some worry, Jake promised Tyler that they would make it through this in much the same way. Somehow. Tyler explained to Jake how he was able to make a good living playing video games online. Which quite honestly blew Jake’s mind. And that wasn’t easy to do on a day filled with inhumans chasing after you for your blood. Apparently people all around the world would tune in to watch Tyler play a game. Tyler said it was more about his personality and commentary that kept the large audience engaged. Jake, of course, joked that that was impossible. Tyler finished the story by explaining that he even had endorsement contracts. A gamer, with endorsements. Companies were actually paying him to drink their drinks and wear their clothing while he played games. It was unreal he could make a living that way. Every teenager’s dream come true. It made Jake feel even more disconnected from society. Of course, none of that mattered now.

      All the things that people put thousands of hours into in their lives over the span of decades, like family and career, all of a sudden meant nothing. Unless of course they were someone like Jake, who had put thousands of hours into learning how to outthink and outmaneuver the enemy. In the blink of an eye, those skills were more in demand than ever. Possibly one of the few skillsets that would ever matter again. He felt fortunate to know what he knew about combat in this new world. He was one of the elite, and he had a feeling it was going to come in extremely handy over the foreseeable future.

      Jake also felt unbelievably fortunate to have made it out of Lexington alive. And not just him, but he felt lucky that Tyler and Jess had too. They could all very easily have ended up like Tom.

      Tyler broke the silence in the RV. “You think Tom would have turned? After being bit, I mean?”

      Apparently he’d been thinking along the same lines as Jake.

      “He didn’t seem to be showing signs of it. Whatever those signs may be.”

      “Yeah. It all happened so fast, though. We haven’t seen a soul since started driving on this road. You think everyone is dead?”

      “Not everyone. I think there are probably a lot more that made it than we think. They just aren’t dumb enough to leave their house like we were.”

      “Yeah, like we had a choice.”

      “True,” Jake said. “Take this exit up here.”

      They were getting fairly close, and Jake needed to wake Jess and Amy. They would have to eat before all of them left the RV. He hated to think negatively, but someone in command has to do their best to think of everything, even the possible negative outcomes. That way there is always a plan B. Jake didn’t know what lay ahead, but he knew it wasn’t going to be easy. What made it even harder would be keeping Amy safe. It wasn’t like a thirteen-year-old could defend herself.

      Jake said. “How do you think it’s possible that Amy didn’t turn?”

      “I was thinking about that earlier. Honestly, I have no clue. Even if on the street she managed to avoid the virus or whatever, when she was trapped all day in the house with her parents she would definitely have been infected by now if she could be infected at all. Freaky, if you ask me. Especially since the only word we’ve heard one of these things say was from her mom.”

      “What do you mean?” Jake didn’t really follow Tyler’s line of reasoning.

      “Well, I don’t know. You want me to put on my ‘pop culture slash gaming’ hat for a minute?”

      Jake sat back in his seat and folded his arms. It never occurred to him that his friend being a media junkie could actually help in this situation. And while he doubted Tyler could, at this point, Jake would indulge just about anything. “By all means.”

      “Okay. Well . . .” Tyler’s eyes were wide with excitement. He seemed to be really getting into this. Maybe something he said could be of help. “If I were writing this story, or if this were a game I was creating, and all I had to go on to finish the game is what we know, the arc of the story would obviously be centered around survival, figuring out what was turning these things and how to stop it or reverse it. Pretty standard stuff. The wild card here is Amy. The Beritrix has been proven to keep a person from becoming infected, and so far it’s the only thing that we know of that does, yet she doesn’t take it. She was around her infected parents for an entire day, yet still didn’t turn. Nothing about it follows what we know to be the rules of this virus or whatever this is.”

      Jake stopped him. “Okay, so far all you’ve done is repeat what’s happened. Your gamer brain have any theories going forward?”

      “If you’d give me a second. The setup is as important as anything to a story.”

      Jake smiled. “Got it. Please, do continue.”

      “Smart woman in DC says she thinks these things are evolving. Your story about Amy’s mom and dad coordinating an attack against you, and saying a word to you, corroborates that. So, this leads us to believe there is more to the story than just some random outbreak, especially if it is known to have started with our military. A scene in the movie would show that you and your brother think a terrorist attack doesn’t make sense, because if everyone is dead, what is the point of a religious revolution? I tend to agree, but it could have started as a scare tactic then became far more contagious then they ever imagined.”

      “I feel a but coming on. Get to it, we’re almost to the bridge.” Jake was actually enjoying this. The bridge he was referring connected Kentucky to Ohio. It did so by crossing over the Ohio River. In the distance they could see downtown aglow, along with a few fiery blazes. Not good. But at least the lights were still on.

      “But,” Tyler paused for dramatic effect. “That doesn’t explain the part where they are evolving, or the part where a young girl is immune for no apparent reason. Now, there could be more like her, but in our small sampling, we have seen few survivors, and the ones we have met have all been on Beritrix.”

      “Come on, man. Enough with the backstory.”

      “Fine,” Tyler continued. “If it were my story, the girl would be the most important piece. She would hold the key to everything. Whether it be something in her blood, or whatever, that would be key. So the cast in my story would die to keep her alive. As for the infected evolving? Definitely aliens.”

      “Aliens?” Jake didn’t see that coming. “You just lost me.”

      They slowly approached the bridge into downtown Cincinnati.

      “Yeah, aliens. It’s the only thing that makes sense. They want what we have here on earth for some reason, but they need us out of the way. So instead of war, they use our weak immune system against us. That way they have a lot less risk of losing their own kind in a war. The evolution of the infected is the aliens getting used to our bodies and our functionality. And if I’m writing the story, the good guys will have to hurry before the aliens can gain full control, because once they can use smarts, and they have the numbers, we’re all fucked.”

      “Yeah, you’ve seen way too many movies.”

      “Oh yeah, Jake, because what we are doing right now isn’t like one of those movies at all. You having a normal Saturday? Cause mine’s been a little weird.”

      Just as Jake was about to agree, Tyler slammed on the brakes, skidding to a stop just before the entrance to the bridge. Illuminated by the headlights was what looked to be a woman standing right in front of them, looking down at something she was holding in her hands.

      “Is that . . .” Tyler cocked his head and squinted his eyes. It was clear he was trying to make sense of the image glowing in the RV’s lights.

      “A baby,” Jess finished his sentence. She had raced to the front of the RV when Tyler had slammed the brakes.

      Jake got a strange feeling as he watched the woman holding the baby. Something was off.

      “Nobody move.”
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      Emily was tired. She hadn’t slept in two days and she could feel it in her bones. However, her curiosity was stronger than the pull of sleep, and when she learned there was still one scientist up and working on an infected subject, she couldn’t help but go have a look. She was escorted through a maze of hospital-like hallways––white walls, white ceilings, all very sterile. At the end of the hall were two doors and her escort brought her to the one on the left. Emily had never been on the business side of a two-way mirror before, but the room she entered looked like all the ones she’d seen on television. A couple of chairs sat in front of an oversized rectangular window; the scientist and an infected were just on the other side.

      “Can I get you anything to drink, Ms. Fraser?” the woman said.

      Emily was about to say no, but a drink sounded like it would really hit the spot. “Got any vodka?”

      “I think I can rustle some up for you. Need anything with it?”

      “Just ice and a splash of water. You’re a life saver.”

      The short-haired woman gave her a wink, then pointed to a button on the wall. “If you want to listen in, just press that.” She then left the room to get Emily her drink.

      In front of Emily on the other side of the mirror there was a dark-haired woman on her left sitting in a chair. She could only see the woman’s side profile, but could tell the corner of her right eyeball was black. The thick wooden chair had arms, and the woman’s wrists were strapped to them. Her legs were fixed to the legs of the chair as well. The woman on Emily’s right had a small gas-mask-type thing on her face, long dark hair pulled back into a ponytail. She was sitting in a chair as well, no more than a couple of feet away. That was the first thing that struck Emily as odd. How she could be so close without fear, and how she could be so close without the infected woman snapping at her? Did they have her sedated?

      Emily walked over to the mirror and pressed the button. The woman’s voice came through the speakers; she was in mid-sentence, and speaking with a calm and conversational voice.

      “. . . are safe here. No one is going to hurt you. Are you able to speak?”

      For a moment Emily held her breath, as if waiting to actually hear words come from the creature’s mouth. The infected woman was still wearing normal clothes. The blue blouse was torn in places, and her white pants were dirty and ripped, but other than her black eyes there wasn’t much to distinguish her from the woman in the mask across from her. Especially since she wasn’t trying to tear out the scientist’s throat with her teeth.

      “Are you hungry?” the doctor asked.

      The infected woman leaned forward after hearing the last question. Was it a coincidence? Was that something the scientist had seen a reaction from before? Emily had so many questions, but no one to ask. She was enthralled with what she was witnessing. The closest she’d come to any of the infected in Syria was a television screen displaying the camera. None of them had been docile enough to strap down, and no one knew enough about them to think it would be okay to enter the room with them––even with a mask. The last thing Emily had seen when she ran to the helicopter in Syria was three infected soldiers running after her from around the corner of a building. There had been no civility to them whatsoever.

      The door to the room opened and Emily nearly jumped out of her skin.

      “I’m so sorry to startle you,” the woman said as she handed Emily a glass.

      Emily’s heart was racing. She took a deep breath and thanked her. “Sorry, I was really into this. Do you know anything about it? What’s been going on? The progress? I apologize, I know the president said your name, but I . . . I’m Emily.”

      “Shelley. I’m Doctor Kendall’s assistant.” She nodded in the direction of the two-way mirror. “There isn’t a lot to go on, but I can fill you in if you’d like.”

      “That would be great.” Emily took a sip of vodka. The burn of the alcohol as it slid down her throat served to perk her up a bit. “I noticed that when the doctor asked if the woman was hungry, she leaned forward. Is that something new?”

      “It is, as of this evening. There have been several words like hungry that have evoked a small response. It’s all so new. Just this afternoon you couldn’t even get in the room with this woman without her freaking out. In the last several hours, she has become very calm. It’s weird––and scary, if you ask me.”

      Emily turned to look through the mirror. She hadn’t heard the doctor say anything, and it was because she was attempting to give the infected woman food. The woman made no move toward the food, though. It was like it wasn’t even there.

      Emily said. “What other words have evoked a response?”

      “The same words that do in me and you, really. Love, friend, hate . . . it’s almost as if there is still a human in there, but only those words with strong meaning to us get her to react.”

      “So, they really are evolving?”

      Shelley took a deep breath. “Well, it’s almost as if they completely devolved, and maybe now they are . . . relearning?”

      Emily said nothing. Her mind was racing. She was trying to figure out if the fact that the infected were no longer just running around ravaging people all the time was a good or bad thing. What were they now? Was there something starting to fire in their brains? Were they able to think?
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      Tyler unbuckled his seatbelt and started to get up from the driver’s seat.

      “Wait.” Jake put his hand on Tyler’s shoulder. “I don’t like this.”

      “Yeah, me neither,” Jess said. “There’s a woman standing out there alone with her baby and we are just sitting here staring at her.”

      She turned toward the door of the RV, but just before she was able to turn the handle, Jake caught her free hand and spun her around.

      “Just wait. Something feels off.”

      Jess searched Jake’s eyes like she didn’t recognize him. “Jake, we have to help her. What if those things are out there?”

      “That’s exactly my point. What if they are?”

      Jess was quiet for a moment. Everything was quiet. It was as if there wasn’t a thing making a sound in all the world.

      Jake pulled her away from the door. “Don’t you think if this was a woman holding her baby that she would have already run up to the RV begging us to let her inside?”

      Jake saw a shift in Jess’s demeanor. Her face softened. She walked past Jake toward the front to get a better look out the window.

      “You’re right. Why isn’t she moving?”

      Tyler said. “Jake, do you think it could be like you said? Like they’re setting a trap. Could it be happening this soon?”

      Jake thought about it for a moment. If the infected were evolving this rapidly, all of humanity was in much more trouble than if they were just dodging zombies. It would mean this really was something else. Something much more involved.

      “It’s the only thing that makes sense to me.”

      Jess turned toward him. “You really think they are smart enough to set a trap?”

      “It’s not a good trap, but what else could this be?”

      “Jake,” Tyler said as he stared out the front windshield. “Jake, get over here. Now!”

      Jake moved Jess to the side and peered through the window. It wasn’t that the woman had looked up and the headlights were glistening in her deep black eyes that frightened him. It was the dozens of glistening eyes on both sides of the road that shocked him to the core. There was no way to tell how many of them there were, but it looked like a group of fireflies floating in the darkness off to the left and right sides of the road.

      “Reverse.”

      Tyler hesitated. The fireflies began to move out onto the road.

      “REVERSE!” Jake shouted.

      The fireflies were now a horde of infected, and they were coming right for the RV.

      “GO GO GO!” Jake shouted again.

      Tyler pulled the shift lever up to reverse and stomped on the gas. In front of them, the many infected were running around the woman holding the baby as she just stood staring. It seemed like she was waiting for the director of the trap to yell cut. Just as soon as the RV began moving backward, several thumps sounded at the back of the RV.

      On instinct, Tyler hit the brakes when he heard them hit something behind them. Jake rushed past Jess, dove to the floor, pulled his AR-15 from under the bunk bed, and strapped his bag to his back.

      “Jake!”

      Tyler’s voice was frantic. Jess went to grab a shotgun while she told Amy to keep her headphones on and stay in the bedroom. Bodies of the infected could be heard thumping against the RV.

      “Jake they’re climbing the hood!”

      Jake snapped his magazine in place, then picked up his axe from the table.

      “What are you doing?” Jess said.

      “I’ve got to get a look behind us. I’ve got to see how many there are so we can figure out which way we try to drive.”

      “How?”

      Jake answered by popping out the sunroof. He stepped up on the small table and poked his head out. They hadn’t made it on top yet. The muggy night air warmed his face. He placed the axe on the roof as he pulled himself through the opening. As soon as his shoes hit the top he heard a thump to his right. An infected man was pulling himself up from the front of the RV. Jake squeezed the handle on his axe and rushed to greet him there. He said hello with an over-the-head swing that connected on top of the man’s skull. Jake put his shoe on the man’s shoulder and pushed down as he pulled the blade of the axe free. Then he hooked the axe on the loop holster on his bag and took the AR-15 strapped around his shoulder in his hands.

      In the headlights in front of him was at least two dozen of these monsters, all clawing at each other to get at the RV. He turned and ran to the back of the RV, and his stomach dropped when he saw even more of them glowing in the RV’s red brake lights. There was no way they were driving out of this. If they tried to push through the crowd the RV could get stuck on piled bodies. There was no way they could risk that. If the RV became immobile, they were all dead. But there was no way he could shoot them all either. There were more continuing to rush the RV from the sides. Even though Jake knew the trap they’d set wasn’t a good one, it worked. Because they were stuck.

      Jake rushed back to the front of the RV and began shooting down the infected that were immediately threatening the windshield. He shot three of them off the hood, but there were more waiting to pop up. They needed a way out of there.

      They needed a distraction.

      Jake shifted focus to the bridge that was about half a football field away. If he could pull the infected’s focus long enough to move them from the front of the RV, Tyler would be able to pull away. But it wasn’t like he had flares or anything like that. So to create a diversion, he was going to have to be the diversion. He was going to have to get down there with the infected. He pulled what he knew about the area surrounding the bridge up in his mind. He wasn’t very familiar with what was in the direct vicinity of the bridge, but he knew another bridge wasn’t far just to the east. There were actually four bridges in total that connected that part of Newport, Kentucky, to downtown Cincinnati. He knew the next one over wasn’t far by car, but wasn’t sure what it would be like on foot.

      At this point, it didn’t really matter. If he didn’t do something, all of them were dead.

      Jake shot a couple more climbing infected and pulled out his two-way radio. “Tyler, pick up. Pick up, Tyler.”

      “Jake!” Tyler’s reply came back after only a couple of seconds. “What do I do? Reverse? Plow forward? What?”

      Jake press the talk button. “Tyler, we’re trapped. You can’t go backward or forward, you’d get stuck. So I need you to listen to me and do exactly what I say, okay?”

      Jake watched two more infected climb onto the hood. He shot them both down. It was time to make a move.

      “We’re listening!” Tyler said.

      “Turn off the RV, and turn off the lights.”

      “What?” Tyler’s reply came back immediately. “I can’t turn off the RV!”

      “Tyler, we don’t have time for a debate. Shut the engine off and turn out the lights. When you see the infected move out from in front of the RV, turn it back on and get across that bridge as fast you can.”

      Jess must have snatched the radio from Tyler’s hand, because it was her voice he heard next. “Jake, whatever you’re planning, don’t do it. I’ll come up and we’ll blast through these things and pull forward.”

      “Too many bodies. The RV won’t make it over them. You know it, and I know it. The only way forward is if they are out of the way. I’m going to get them out of the way. Just be ready to drive across that bridge when they’re gone.”

      “Jake!”

      Jake pocketed the radio and shot two more infected off the top of the hood. His gunfire had only drawn more infected to the RV. Which, at that point, was exactly what he wanted to see. Because that meant they were still attracted to sound. And with the RV’s engine off, all he could do was hope he could make enough sound for the infected to follow him.

      Away from the RV.

      The radio crackled again.

      “Jake!”

      Then the lights went black, and the engine shut off.
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      The only sounds Jake could hear after the engine went quiet was the thumping against the RV and the hissing and moaning of the relentless infected.

      And it was dark.

      The green glow of the Radisson Hotel sign off to his right and some moonlight was the only light that was close. Jake felt for his spare magazine and swapped it with the one that was nearly empty. He took the radio and turned the volume all the way up. Then, he pressed the strobe button, which was a safety feature on the radio, but he doubted it would be enough pulsing light to draw attention. However, when he scrolled to the call test, the ringing was good and loud. He let it sound continuously, like a cell phone with a stuck ringer.

      “Jake, please don’t do this!”

      Jess had popped her head up through the skylight.

      “We don’t have a choice. Keep the radio on and don’t stop driving until you get to the university. I’ll radio you once I get across the river.”

      “You’re not getting back in before we cross?”

      If he could see her face, he was sure it would be shocked.

      “Jess, I have to lead them away. If you stop before you cross and I bring them right back to you, what good would it be? If I’m going to leave you, it’s going to be worth it.”

      Jake crouched and walked over to the sunroof opening. “Just be ready and get across. I’ll find a way over. I promise.”

      “We’ll wait for you across the river, then. By the Reds stadium?”

      “Jess, you can’t. You have to go where the helicopter will be. I have no idea how long it will take me. Or if I will make it there at—”

      “Don’t,” Jess interrupted. “Don’t you dare say it, Jake. We’ll get to the university, but only to make sure the helicopter doesn’t leave without you.”

      Jess reached up, put her arm around Jake’s neck, and pulled him close. “Be careful. I’ll see you soon. And I love you.” Then she kissed him.

      All he wanted to do was crawl down into that RV and stay with them. But he couldn’t. Leaving was the only way to keep them––to keep her safe.

      “I love you. See you soon.”

      Jake stood up and walked around every side of the RV. The right side looked to have the least amount of infected. That was where he would jump. With the radio set to strobe and continuous ring in his left hand, and the AR-15 in his right, he moved to the edge of the roof. He could see a mass of them ramming into the side of the RV. Just beyond them, there was an opening.

      He pointed the AR-15 at the several just below him and squeezed the trigger. He shot five of them and leapt down on top of them, not stopping as he jumped off their bodies and ran into the clearing. He shouted the Star-Spangled Banner as he fired the AR-15 in front of him, sprinting off the interstate and down a grassy hill that led to the parking lot of the Raddison Hotel. In front of him he could see it was a clear path to the parking lot, so he stopped shooting and turned to see if it was working. About twenty-five yards up the hill, a mass of infected humans came sprinting down the hill after him.

      Jake thought he heard the RV start up, but he couldn’t be sure. It could have been the groans of the infected. It was still hard to hear over the test ring of the two-way radio. At that point it didn’t matter, because all he had time to do was run. He turned and sprinted down the hill. “And the rocket’s red glare!” His voice was never the best, but it was loud, and the audience liked it enough to follow him away from the RV. To him it felt every bit as good as a standing ovation.

      He clipped the radio to his belt line and just barely got the nose of his AR-15 back up in time to shoot into the crowd of infected that had come around the side of the Radisson. It made sense that he wasn’t only attracting them away from the RV, but from other surrounding areas, but he hadn’t thought they would come that fast. He made a hard left and ran toward the river. He didn’t know how much room he would have along the bank, but he did know running there would be safer. There would be less buildings to worry about corners, and less vehicles to block his line of sight.

      Jake’s weapon clicked and locked. His magazine was empty. There was no time to rifle through the bag on his back, so he shouldered the AR and pulled his Beretta from his hip holster. A glance back over his shoulder was a sight he would never forget for as long as he lived. It was the stuff of the worst nightmares. There he was, alone, running toward a river in the dark with a sea of bloodthirsty lunatic humans chasing after him. The crowd from the RV and the crowd of them from the hotel parking lot merged into one scary-as-hell wave of monsters.

      Up ahead, Jake could see the river water glistening in the light of the moon. He looked up and to the left and saw something that made the nightmare behind him disappear for the moment. He watched the RV’s headlights rolling across the bridge. His plan had worked. Unfortunately for him, he had reached the end of the best-laid plan. The rest was going to have to be improvisation.
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      “I can’t believe it worked!” Tyler shouted for about the fourth time since pulling forward onto the bridge.

      Jess could believe it. Though she obviously had never seen Jake in his element with Delta Forces, and he would never tell her how great he was himself, she had met a few of his fellow soldiers. Once the drinks kicked in, not one of them could stop singing his praises. And though that was great, this wasn’t what he had been trained for. This was something different entirely, and not a second would go by without worry until she saw him again.

      Tyler maneuvered around some cars on the bridge, and before they knew it, they were in downtown Cincinnati.

      “I have no idea where to go,” Tyler said. “Did he say where to meet him?”

      “The university,” Jess said as she opened the message Jake had sent hours ago with the turn-by-turn directions.

      “University? We can’t leave him behind like that. Are you crazy?”

      “No. But your friend is. It’s what he wanted. This way we can make sure the helicopter doesn’t leave without him.”

      Tyler was quiet.

      “Just stay straight on the interstate. I’ll tell you when to turn.”

      The road wasn’t nearly as crowded as she’d thought it would be. They were forced to creep along, but it was nothing they couldn’t get past. The lights of downtown were still shining bright. For whatever reason, she felt like it offered a glimmer of hope. She realized it was probably psychological, because the facts were that the only thing they’d seen in a hundred miles was a horde of dead humans trying to attack them.

      Can you believe they trapped us? How do you think it’s possible?” Jess said.

      “Jake and I have a couple of theories, but he thinks I’m crazy.”

      “Well, he’s right about that.”

      Jess leaned over from the passenger seat and gave him a solid pat on the shoulder.

      “But I figure crazy is where we are now, so you fit right in.”

      Tyler laughed. “Yeah. I guess. We both thought they were evolving, and obviously they are. We just don’t agree on how.”

      “So . . .” Jess waited.

      “So, I said it was obviously aliens getting used to their new hosts, and Jake just laughed at me.”

      “Laughed?”

      “Yeah, laughed.”

      “Had he forgotten all the craziness that has happened today?”

      Tyler pounded the steering wheel. “That’s what I said!”

      “Well, like I said, you are crazy, but so is everything else. But you really think it’s aliens?”

      “Really? No. That’s just my twelve-year-old self’s fantasy. It’s probably just the effects of being infected. The virus shifting, allowing them to use their old brains a little.”

      Jess felt a lot better about that explanation. “Yeah, that makes much more sense.”

      Tyler had to slow down almost to a stop as he tried to find a way around a row of cars that nearly blocked the entire five lanes.

      “You see any open spots?”

      They both scanned the row of abandoned cars glowing in their headlights.

      “There. Over on the right. I think there is room between the guardrail.”

      Tyler turned the wheel to the right and eased over that way. “Looks like enough space.”

      “You got this? I’m going to go check on Amy.”

      “Yeah, but hurry back. I have no idea where I’m going.”

      “We’re looking for the Martin Luther King Jr. exit. But I’ll be back in just a second.”

      Jess left Tyler to navigate the opening on his own. She was proud of the way he’d handled everything. A couple of years ago the maturity level wouldn’t have been there to do anything on his own. When Jake had left for the Army, Tyler was lost. Jake was all the family Tyler had had for years. He dove deep into drugs and games, hardly even coming out of the house for air. But recently he had been using that gaming experience to actually make a nice living. It was good to see. And Jess was certainly happy she had the more mature version of him in the current disaster.

      After stopping for a drink of water, Jess quietly opened the door to the only private bedroom. Amy was sound asleep on her side, headphones still on––Jess could hear a beat coming from them. She felt great sadness when she looked at Amy. On a scale of horrible days, hers had to have been off the charts. She’d lost literally everything she ever loved in a matter of hours. Now she was rolling along with a group of strangers, without any idea where she was going, or what was going on. In an odd twist, though Amy had the worst day ever, she was also incredibly lucky. If Jake hadn’t risked his life for hers, she would be dead.

      Jess shut the door and took a quiet moment to sit on the adjacent lower bunk bed outside the bedroom. Jake had been doing a lot of saving over the course of the last day. Something that came so natural to him. She supposed that if she were a psychologist, she would say what drives him to continue to push to help and save people was that he was trying to save his parents with every new attempt. Maybe somehow it was healing for him in a way. Or maybe it was what was leaving him still so broken. She was sad that Jake and Colt had grown apart, especially since she remembered when they were so inseparable. But now she could certainly relate. Her sister was gone forever. And she hadn’t been able to get ahold of her parents in Florida. She hadn’t had time to grieve, however, because she was too busy trying to survive herself.

      The RV sped up and jerked her backward a bit. It wasn’t a natural acceleration. Something was wrong.

      “Jess!” Tyler shouted. “Jess, we’ve got company!”

      Jess jumped from the bed and ran to the front of the RV. “What? What’s going on?”

      “Someone is behind us!” Tyler was panicking.

      He pointed to the passenger-side mirror. Sure enough, a pair of headlights danced in the road behind them. Then they began to flash. Her first thought, a crazy thought born from her and Tyler’s conversation a moment ago, was that the infected had already figured out how to drive. But she shook that off when the memory of them still savagely trying to attack the RV flashed in her mind.

      “What do I do? Who the hell could they be?”

      Jess tried to keep calm. “I don’t know, but we can’t stop. Our exit is right up ahead. Just take it and maybe they’ll leave us alone.”

      “You really think they’re going to leave us alone? Probably the only other uninfected people they’ve seen in a long time? With a fridge full of food and Beritrix, and a hot woman on board? You think—”

      “Tyler!” Jess tried to stop his line of thought. “I said don’t stop. Just take this exit and we’ll try to keep moving.”

      The vehicle behind them began to honk their horn. Part of Jess wanted to stop. Wanted to find more people like them that were trying to survive. There was strength in numbers. Unfortunately, after what happened at Walmart, her and Tyler were both very wary of other people. Tyler turned off the interstate onto their exit. The truck blocking the road in front of them made their decision easy enough.

      They had no choice but to stop.
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      The woman in the white lab coat reached out her hand. “Hello, I’m Dr. Kendall, but please, call me Elaine.”

      She had a kind face. There were the beginnings of crow’s feet in the outer corners of her eyes and a few small lines in her forehead, but no gray to speak of in her dark hair that was pulled back into a ponytail. She wasn’t a tall woman, but she clearly stayed fit.

      “Dr. Fraser, but call me Emily.” Emily gave the doctor’s hand a firm shake. “Nice to meet you. I’m sure you are tired, as am I, so I won’t take up too much of your time.”

      “Time,” Elaine said with a smile. “Sort of irrelevant now, isn’t it? Especially down here in this hole. Feels like late afternoon, not one in the morning.”

      “I was wondering how it would be being down here for a while.”

      “I’ve been here for a year. You don’t really get used to it. Of course, I always went back up top to my home at night prior to, well, the world ending and all.”

      Another smile. Though she made it seem as if she wasn’t tired, she certainly looked it.

      Emily sighed and ran her fingers through her hair. “It still seems like a nightmare I’m hoping to wake up from.”

      “My assistant tells me you were one of the first to see this thing blossom. I’d love to hear more about it, and I’m sure you want to know more about Karen in there.”

      “Karen?” Emily said.

      “She still had her purse on her when our men captured her on the street, if you can believe it. ID, credit cards, driver’s license and all.”

      “Guess there’s no worry of identity theft at this point,” Emily joked.

      She felt at ease around Elaine. It was nice. They shared a laugh.

      “How did this happen? Were you able to trace anything back to the first sign of infection in Syria?”

      “It wasn’t like Karen, I can tell you that,” Emily said.

      “In what way do you mean?”

      “I got called in from the cafeteria that one of the soldiers was acting strange. ‘Wigging out’ were the exact words. He wasn’t talking, but was pacing the room aggressively and lunging at other soldiers without touching them. I was lucky they had decided to strap him down. Otherwise, he probably would have killed me. I began running tests, but nothing seemed strange in his blood. Nothing viral was occurring, and I was beginning to chalk it up to a mental breakdown.”

      “Not even a fever?” Elaine said.

      “Nothing. Until the convulsions. They weren’t violent, almost more like tremors, I guess you could say. I gave him a sedative and he fell asleep for a few hours. Overnight, in fact.”

      “Any change in vital signs at all?”

      Emily thought it over. “His heartrate was increasing slowly, but nothing significant.”

      “When did you realize there was a problem?”

      “When I was woken up at four in the morning by military police. Three more soldiers had begun showing the same symptoms. But the convulsions had manifested faster. It was then that we started wearing masks, guarding against infection. At that point, though, it was too late. And of course I didn’t know it at the time, but if I hadn’t been on Beritrix, I would have already been infected myself.”

      Elaine walked over and took a seat beside Emily. “So others were becoming infected. What then?”

      “I had the MPs quarantine the infected, and those who had come in contact. It was too late for that as well, but it did slow the process. I knew we were in trouble when patient zero awoke about an hour later that morning.”

      “He was more aggressive?”

      “Yes, but that wasn’t what scared me.”

      “Was it his eyes?” Elaine said.

      “Yes,” Emily said. A chill ran down her spine just thinking about it. “It started at the outsides of his eyes and slowly moved inward until they were completely black.”

      “Wow.”

      “Right? After that, each soldier that became infected, it happened faster and faster. Like whatever infected them was getting better and better at bypassing the immune system.”

      “And now it’s evolved to the point where the aggression is slowly beginning to subside. At least that’s what we’ve seen in the three infected we have here. Were you able to watch Karen’s reaction to any words?”

      “Hungry,” Emily said. “She leaned in when you said hungry.”

      “Yeah, it’s creepy. She only reacted to emotional words. But we have a serious flaw in being able to determine the level of evolution.”

      Emily already knew the problem. “We don’t know when and how long anyone has been infected.”

      “Right. The only way we could know is if we infected a few people and watched from the beginning. Oddly enough, no one has volunteered as of yet.”

      They both laughed.

      Their moment of levity was interrupted when Elaine’s assistant burst into the room. “Doctor, you have to come quick!”

      Elaine stood up, and Emily’s heart began to race.

      Elaine said. “What is it?”

      “She spoke . . . Karen . . . she spoke!”

      Elaine looked at Emily––both of them were shocked to hear it.

      Emily couldn’t help but ask, “What did she say?”

      Elaine’s assistant had a bewildered look on her face when she answered.

      “Amy.”
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      Jake wanted to make it to the riverbank, but at the last minute he figured unless he was willing to swim across, it would probably be best to be careful not to trap himself in that direction. The infected had only been chasing from behind him before, but they could also come from other angles. If the only way out was to swim, that left him with no options and a possible ruined radio in the process. So instead of potentially trapping himself by the water, there was one last parking lot before the hill ran down to the river, so he decided to make a quick right behind the hotel and jump in the back of a pickup truck to wait and see where the infected would go. It was a dangerous play, but so was continuing to run blindly around the corner of buildings or straight to the edge of the water. He needed to see their habits when things were quiet. He silenced the ring on his radio.

      The worst part about being in the bed of the truck was hearing them moan and hiss as they ran by. He felt like he was in the middle of a movie scene where the hero was about to expire. He also had a lot of things on him that made a lot of noise when he moved against the aluminum truck bed, making it very hard to ease upward to take a look at his surroundings. But he had to look.

      Jake first rolled over onto his side. He held his axe in place with one hand, and the AR-15 with the other. He made no noise, success number one. He then propped himself up on his left elbow, keeping his head low for the moment. Again, no noise. He was almost there. The sounds of the savages continued to swirl all around him. Inch by inch he raised his head, slowly moving it from left to right and ensuring he could see all angles. What he saw shocked him. It was as if the infected were a pack of wolves, moving together while hunting him.

      Some of the pack were searching along the riverbank, the parking lot’s tall lights glowing over them. Some of them were going back up the hill where he’d come from the RV. He supposed they were trying to make sure Jake didn’t go back there, and probably to see if the RV was still trapped. There were also several wandering the parking lot itself. These few obviously concerned him the most, as they were the most imminent threat. Any wrong move now and they would be on him. And he would be forced to shoot them, which would once again attract the horde and put him directly back to start without passing GO. Whatever he decided to do, he had to do it quietly. His life depended on it.

      “Jake! Can you hear me? We don’t know what to do! We’re trapped on the road by other humans!”

      Because Jake’s entire reason for running from the RV was to be a distraction, he had set the radio’s volume as high as it would go. When he’d jumped into the back of the pickup truck, he’d killed the test ring and the strobe light, but he’d made his first major mistake of the day by not turning the radio off entirely. Tyler’s shouts through the speaker nearly echoed out of that truck bed.

      Jake didn’t have to look to know they were coming. He switched the radio off, stuffed it in his pocket, rose to his feet, and hurdled over the truck’s gate. As soon as his feet hit the blacktop he ran right, heading toward an adjacent neighborhood while he looked left and watched the infected in the parking lot race toward him. He didn’t have to shoot, which was lucky, but he had no idea what he was running toward. This was a heavily populated area of Northern Kentucky, so the number of possible infected would be in the tens of thousands. His best bet out of there would be to find a car and make a drive for it. But finding enough time to escape the infected long enough to not only find an unlocked car, but also one that had the keys in it, was going to take some finesse. His combat skills were as good as they get. What separates a Delta operator from all the other soldiers is the ability to also outsmart the enemy. To find a way to beat them by taking advantage of their biggest weakness. And though they were obviously getting better at putting things together, they were still way behind the curve.

      Jake jumped a chain-link fence separating the parking lot from the neighborhood. He glanced over his shoulder and saw what looked to be a half-dozen infected giving chase. The time it took them to either go over the fence, or through it, might give him the window needed to get into a house. He thought it fitting to use their own tactics against them. They’d set a trap for someone coming across the bridge. He was going to set a trap for them.

      As he approached the first of a row of houses, he wanted to radio Tyler, but there was nothing he could say to help. If they were trapped, Jake just had to hope the people were still reasonable, and not like the men they’d encountered in Walmart. Radioing now would be a mistake. It would have to wait until he made it to a car and was on his way to the university.

      Behind him, the infected had evolved enough to climb a fence. What a difference a few hours makes. He’d probably showed them how to do it just now. All it meant was that he was going to have to be fast, so he ran up the driveway of the first house and tried the door. Locked. He bolted for the second house––the infected were over the fence, but still about a football field away. The second house was locked, and so was the third, but the fourth knob turned and the door opened. He rushed inside, his axe at the ready, just in case it was like Amy’s house and the owners were still home.

      In front of him was an open entryway, a staircase going up the right side, a second-story balcony that overlooked the front door, and what he assumed was a living room of some sorts on the other side. It was a lucky break. He rushed up the stairs and pulled out his silenced Beretta. At the top, he had a perfect view of the front door, and if one of the infected happened to get by his bullets, he would be able to shoot it in the back of the head on the other side.

      Jake pulled back the slide to load a round from the magazine, went down on his right knee, rested his elbow on his left thigh, placed his gun hand in his propped left hand, and waited for the first of the infected to come running through the door, all while tuning his ears to the house, making sure nothing was already in there with him. It was quiet, so he felt confident he was alone.

      The infected that were coming for him didn’t stand a chance.
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      Jess watched as Tyler slowed the RV and anxiously awaited a response from Jake. If she had known Tyler was going to radio him, she would have stopped him. God only knew what predicament Jake was in after making the infected chase him. She was trying not to think about it, because she knew if anyone could handle himself out there it was Jake. But the last thing she wanted to do was make it harder for him. However, now that it had already been done, she anxiously awaited his voice to chime in.

      Waiting for that, coupled with the danger that surrounded them, was enough to make her sick with worry. She racked the slide on the twelve-gauge shotgun, but at the same time prayed she wouldn’t have to use it.

      “What are we going to do, Jess? What if they try to kill us?”

      “Just stop the RV and keep the doors locked. I’ll do the talking.”

      She had no idea what that meant, but she thought better her than Tyler to speak to the strangers. When he got skittish, a lot of dumb shit had the tendency to roll out of his mouth. The two trucks up ahead of them that were turned parallel had both sets of headlights on, but she couldn’t see anyone outside of them yet. She rushed back to the bedroom. Amy pulled off her headphones and sat up with a frightened look when she saw Jess with the shotgun.

      “Everything’s going to be okay. We’re blocked on the road, but not by infected. People we can actually talk to.”

      Amy’s face turned even more scared. “Like the man at Walmart? Are they going to hurt us?”

      “Not like the man at Walmart. I promise. We’ll be fine, okay? Just stay in here until I talk to them.”

      Jess didn’t like lying to Amy, but some lies were necessary. What she told her could be true. But just as likely, Amy’s fears would be correct, and while they may not want the RV itself, they could want the food and Beritrix that was inside. And God willing nothing more than that.

      Amy nodded, but continued sitting up. Jess moved to the window over the bed and peeked through the blinds. The large SUV behind them had stopped, and someone was walking toward them. Jess’s heart began to pound and she had to swallow the rising fear when in the red glow of the RV’s taillights she made out a large man carrying an equally large gun.

      “Stay in here, Amy. No matter what. Understand?”

      Amy nodded. Her expression told Jess everything. She believed the worst was about to happen. Jess’s hands were shaking as she held tight to the shotgun. Apparently her subconscious felt the same way. She tried a few in-through-the-nose, out-through-the-mouth deep breaths. Ever since she began teaching yoga over the past year, she had become better at centering herself and controlling her impulse emotions. She was going to have to Namaste the hell out of the next few minutes, just to avoid a gun fight.

      As she approached the door, she’d made up her mind that she was going to go ahead and step out of the RV. It was dangerous, especially with a shotgun in her hand, but she didn’t want the man coming inside and realizing how good they had it. And stepping out would also help keep Amy safe, and Tyler from shooting off his mouth. But she really didn’t want to get out. She really just wanted to crawl under the bunk bed and let Jake do the talking. If only Jake were there. He had already saved their ass once. Jess mustered up all the courage she could find inside her, because it was her turn to take one for the team.

      “Stay in here and protect Amy no matter what, you hear me?” She tried to say it with as much steel in her voice as she could, even though she was a quivering mess just below the surface.

      “What? You can’t go out there. You can’t—”

      “I can’t let them in here. They’re either going to try to rob and kill us, or they aren’t. If they shoot me, plow right through those trucks and drive like your life depends on it. Because it will.”

      “Jess, you—”

      “Just be ready,” she cut him off and opened the door.

      Jess wanted to just rip off the bandaid, and before she knew it, she was standing outside holding the gun over her head as the man stopped at the back of the RV.

      Jess made sure her voice wasn’t shaky. “My shotgun is above my head, but make no mistake. There are three more guns pointed at you from inside the RV if you try anything.”

      The man raised his gun and Jess’s stomach dropped to the ground.

      “Don’t move,” he said.

      The man was big. Real big. Like Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson kind of big. Bald like him too, and the gun he was holding looked like Jake’s AR-15. These guys weren’t messing around. Jess’s instinct was to put the shotgun on him, but she fought it, because she didn’t want to make the situation seem hostile if there was a chance it wouldn’t be.

      Jess said. “Take your gun off of me or they’ll shoot you. I don’t want that to happen, but the people in the RV don’t know your intentions.”

      Jess felt herself literally shaking in her boots. Though it wasn’t all that hot, she was sweating. The fumes from the RV’s exhaust were wafting her way, and the sickness of the day was finally setting in. She’d been strong for so long. Her sister and nephew were gone, she hadn’t been able to get ahold of her parents––so they were most likely gone––she’d watched Tom get his neck chewed to pieces, Jake was all alone with a horde of infected on his heels, and now this. She had a very large man with a very large gun holding her hostage in the middle of a road where she didn’t know if there was any way out. Just because some woman that clearly had feelings for Jake says so? Her head was starting to spin. If she didn’t calm down she was in trouble. She took a deep breath, but it felt like a penny in a well. Empty.

      “I don’t know your intentions,” he said. He took a big step forward.

      “You stopped us. Not the other way around. We don’t—”

      Jess’s legs wobbled.

      She tried again. “We don’t—”

      Everything went dark, and oddly enough, the last thing she thought before her body gave out on her was that she should have had something to eat.
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      They should have been here by now.

      Jake maintained his pose, gun held toward the door, finger on the trigger. It hadn’t been very long, but it had been long enough. The infected that were after him had been on their way over the fence when he opened the door to the house. Even at a slow pace, it shouldn’t have taken more than twenty seconds for them to arrive. It had been over a minute.

      His mind was telling him to move to one of the windows that looked out over the neighborhood and see what was happening. His heart was telling him they would be running through the open door below him at any second and to hold position and end the bastards. However, the seconds kept ticking by, and not only did he not see them, he couldn’t hear anything from them either.

      What if they went back to get the others?

      Jake shook that thought from mind. It was outrageous to think they would double back for more support. Wasn’t it? He felt his pulse quicken just thinking about it. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Jess and Tyler flashed in his mind. He wasn’t good at letting the thoughts of them being in trouble leave him. But he could not afford to have a split conscience. Not now. Something was definitely going on, and it was time to find out what.

      He eased out of his crouch, never moving the gun from the front door. He raised it up over the banister and continued walking to the right on the balcony. It was dark in the house, but there was enough light from the street, and the moon gave him walkable visibility. He hadn’t heard a sound from inside the house since he’d been in there. At least he didn’t have to deal with that. He came to a wall and finally moved his gun. He took one look back around the wall toward the front door. Just in case. There was nothing. He was starting to get antsy, and he could feel a small pit forming in his stomach.

      Once past the wall, he came to a door. He knew the window would give him a view of the direction he’d just run from. He wasn’t sure what he hoped to see, but he was ready to know. In the back of his mind a hopeful thought lingered that maybe these things couldn’t see that far in front of them, and that they had lost him when he ran from the fence. But his experience back in his neighborhood when Tom blew the SUVs, and they’d all gone running for it squashed that optimistic thought.

      Jake eased open the door. Being quiet at every turn had already become second nature. It was even brighter in the room because of the concentrated lights of the night coming in the window. It was a children’s room. He could tell by the decorations. The small bed filled with stuffed animals. Not more than a day ago, a child had played happily in this room, no idea the nightmare that was coming. Jake looked to his right and saw maybe the creepiest thing he’d seen all day. A curio cabinet full of spooky dolls. Every eye, it seemed, was focused directly on his own. Why anyone would want a bunch of dolls looking at them while they slept was another of life’s incredible mysteries.

      The irony of the dolls creeping him out in the situation he was currently maneuvering through was comical, even in such an intense moment. However, the closer he came to the windows, and to being able to watch what the infected were up to, the humor of the situation quickly faded. The first thing he saw out the window was the top of the hotel in the distance. He couldn’t see the rest of it because of the trees, but the parking lot he was hiding in was just to the right of it. With every step he took toward the window, more of the street below came into view, and it was immediately apparent that he had made a massive mistake.

      He had underestimated them.

      They had doubled back for the rest.

      There was a sea of infected just below him. They’d come by the dozen. All the hairs on his body stood on end. His heart raced and his stomach dropped. These things no longer needed light or sound to draw them to a location––they were clearly communicating with each other. Instinct made Jake’s hands holster his pistol and pull a fresh AR-15 magazine from his pocket. He locked the magazine in place and loaded a round into the rifle’s chamber. But he didn’t have the weaponry to survive a battle with this many infected.

      Jake was now standing at the window, looking out over the mass of infected. They weren’t hostile. It was as if they were a platoon of soldiers, patiently awaiting their orders. Not moving at all. Dead still. Until they weren’t.

      In one motion, the infected mass below him collectively moved their heads upward until every single one of them was staring through the window at Jake. There was something beyond fear that sparked inside him. Beyond any reality his brain was meant to comprehend. For a moment, he was lost. He couldn’t move. It was as if they were sucking him in somehow, and all he could do was stare back at them.

      The front door is open.

      Finally, a rational thought squeezed through the distress.

      All of these things are out there waiting for you, Jake, and the front door is open. What are you doing? MOVE!

      Jake shook his head and snapped back to the cold reality. His body caught up with his mind. He turned from the window and rushed out the bedroom. He sprinted across the balcony and practically flew down the stairs, sliding into the door and slamming it shut. He turned the deadbolt––not that it would do any good––then took a deep breath to settle his nerves. Once again, the only advantage he had over them was to outthink them. He’d underestimated them once––he wasn’t going to do it again.

      His first thought was the garage. If there was a car in there, with the keys in it, he could make a break for it. In hindsight, it was what he should have done the moment he walked through the door for the first time. But he hadn’t, and now he was going to have to make something happen. Even if there was a car, or even better some sort of SUV or truck, he couldn’t just back out, because there were too many of them standing at the front of the house to run over them and keep going. Backing over them he’d probably be okay, but once he tried to go forward again, he’d be stuck. Especially if it were only a passenger car.

      Before he could take the time to check the garage, he needed a plan to get them to move. He knew he was going to have to do the exact thing he didn’t want to do. He was going to have to make them come in the house. But how?

      Fire.

      Would they still be attracted to it? It was very possible the answer was no. Did he have a choice? Also no. Jake sprinted under the balcony, into the living room, then made a left into the kitchen. The stove was gas, a lucky break. He turned all six available burners all the way to high. Fire rose from the stovetop and he began digging through the drawers. That’s when he heard the first thump against the door.

      They were coming.

      The first drawer was silverware. The second was full of measuring cups and stainless kitchen tools. The third held what he needed––towels. He grabbed them with both hands and threw them on the fire. He noticed drapes hanging above the window that overlooked the backyard and he yanked them off the rack and tossed them atop the now heavily flaming stove. When he did that, he also noticed for the first time that something was in the window. Two black eyes staring at him, the fire flickering inside them.

      That’s when he noticed the window was open.

      And that’s when he heard the front door burst inward.

      Jake reached the knob and set the oven to bake.

      The infected in the window began to reach through. Jake raised his gun, but before he could squeeze the trigger, the monster hissed something at him.

      “Amy.”
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      When Emily, Elaine, and Elaine’s assistant Jennifer walked into the room, Karen––the infected woman–– was just sitting quietly and staring off into space as if watching a movie in her mind’s eye. Elaine and Jennifer had to suit up before walking in. Against their protests, Emily did not.

      Elaine said, “Jennifer, can you get me her vitals from the time she spoke to you?”

      “I have it on my tablet. Let me pull up the video to get the right timestamp.”

      “What are you looking for?” Emily said.

      “I just want to see if there is any bump in heart rate, or anything we can measure when she spoke. See if there is emotion there, or if it’s just some sort of synapse incident.”

      “You mean you want to know if the name ‘Amy’ has an emotional meaning to her.”

      “Basically,” Elaine said. She then walked over in front of Karen. “Amy.”

      There was no movement.

      “Karen,” Elaine tried again. “Does the name Amy mean something to you?”

      Nothing.

      “Amy. Amy. Amy,” Elaine repeated.

      Emily didn’t know anything about behavioral science. However, she imagined that if you wanted an emotional response, you had to try to speak with emotion.

      “Elaine,” Emily said. “Do you mind if I talk to her? Maybe someone she hasn’t spoken with before will help?”

      “By all means. I’m willing to try anything.”

      Emily walked over to a chair and pulled it over in front of Karen. The closer Emily drew to Karen, the more pronounced her veins seemed. Like blue streets on a road map. The blackness of her eyes up close was chilling. Nowhere in any of Emily’s medical background had she ever heard of anything that could turn eyes completely black. Florescent lights in the white room were gleaming off of them, and Emily could see her reflection dead in their center.

      “Hi, Karen.” Emily felt awkward. She had no idea how to do this, but she was the type that always liked to dive right in. She had always been the first to volunteer on dissecting days, and always the first to jump off the steep cliff at Lake Chickamauga where she’d grown up just outside of Chattanooga, Tennessee. So, she dove. “My name is Emily, and I would love to get to know you. Can you tell me what happened to you?”

      No response from Karen, and no laughing from Elaine and Jennifer. One out of two wasn’t bad.

      “I’m sorry this has happened to you,” Emily continued. “Where are you from?”

      “This isn’t going to work,” Jennifer spoke up.

      Elaine shut Jennifer down, “Just give her a minute. And give me those vitals.”

      Emily settled in with the approval from Elaine.

      “No jump in vitals,” said Jennifer. “No waver in any of them since we hooked her up.”

      Emily turned to Jennifer. “So she does have a heartbeat? She isn’t dead?”

      “She isn’t a zombie, if that’s what you mean,” Elaine answered. “At least not in the George A. Romero sense.”

      Emily nodded. She didn’t know whether that was good or bad. She supposed it could be great news that the infected stayed alive, if they did happen to find a cure one day.

      “Karen, do you know a woman named Amy?”

      Karen didn’t even blink. Hadn’t since Emily sat down.

      “Is she your sister? Your daughter?”

      Emily looked over to Elaine. Elaine nodded for her to keep trying.

      “Why is Amy important to you?”

      This wasn’t working. Emily got up and walked away from Karen. She couldn’t stare into those soulless eyes for another second.

      “Maybe it was just a fluke that she said it. Are we sure it wasn’t just a noise that sounded like Amy?”

      Jennifer said, “It was Amy. Plain as day. I can play it back for you.”

      Emily was about to tell her it wasn’t necessary, but she was interrupted by a frantic knocking at the door. All three of the women in the room jumped. There was a man in the same air-tight suit as Elaine and Jennifer pounding on the glass air-lock door. Elaine rushed over and let him in.

      “Jesus, Dan, you scared us to death. What the—”

      “John Doe spoke. Can you believe it? He spoke!”

      Dan’s face was red inside his helmet. He was clearly worked up.

      “So did Karen,” Elaine said. “What did he say.”

      Dan whipped his head over to Karen. He was wild eyed. He apparently had never seen such excitement in his line of work before. “She spoke?”

      “She did,” Elaine said. “Now what did John Doe say, Dan?”

      “I––I have no idea what it means, but he just said the name Amy. That’s it, nothing else, just Amy. Plain as day.”

      The three women shared a bewildered look. What just moments ago seemed like something of a fluke didn’t seam anything of the sort now. The word Amy definitely meant something. But more disturbing was that they both had said it.

      “When did he say it?” Emily said.

      “What are you thinking, Emily?” Elaine said.

      “What did Karen say?” Dan said.

      “The same thing. Amy,” Emily said. “When did your John Doe say it?”

      “Wait, Karen not only spoke, but she said the same thing as John? You’re joking.”

      “We’re not,” Elaine said. “Now answer Emily’s question.”

      “When did he say it? I, well, just a few minutes ago, I guess. We wanted to play the video back to make sure before we came and told you.”

      “No, Dan,” Emily said. “I mean, when exactly, to the tenth of a second, did John Doe say the word Amy?”

      Dan looked over at another man that was standing just inside the door. “Craig?”

      Craig pulled out a tablet and moved his covered finger around. For a few seconds, no one said a word. They were all lost in their own spinning thoughts.

      Elaine broke the silence. “Jennifer, pull up the exact time when Karen spoke.” Then she turned to Emily. “What are you thinking, Emily?”

      “Well, it’s not a coincidence either way, right? There’s no chance two different infected would say the same exact name out of coincidence. That alone means we are dealing with much more than a virus, if we didn’t already know it.”

      “Okay, I agree. But what does the time matter?”

      “It may not.” Emily was quiet for a moment as she tried to gather her thoughts. “But it might give us a clue as to how big this thing actually is. A clue into its significance.”

      “I’m not following.” Elaine walked over closer to Emily. “Don’t be shy now.”

      Emily nodded. “If they said it at the exact same moment––and I do mean exact––we could be dealing with something much larger than what we know.”

      “We’ve established that already,” Dan said. “Nothing in our medical history as humans shows anything like this.”

      “That’s not what I mean,” Emily said. “I don’t know exactly what I mean. It’s just that . . . If the times are somehow exact, it would mean that there is the possibility of a hive mentality happening. One consciousness. A singular viewpoint somehow, interconnecting all of the infected.”

      “That’s crazy.” Jennifer had to stop herself from laughing out loud.

      The look on Elaine’s face was like a laser beam of anger when she turned her eyes to Jennifer. “There is an apocalypse on the surface level, yet you think what Emily just said is crazy?”

      Jennifer didn’t respond.

      “Emily, what do you think that would mean?”

      Emily tried to reel it in a little. They didn’t even know if it had happened at the same time.

      “Like I said, I don’t know. But no point in speculating until we know the—”

      “2:32.24 am,” Jennifer interrupted.

      Everyone looked over to Craig. Craig did something with his index finger on the tablet, and then went white as a ghost. He looked up, his eyes wide, and everyone waited for what they already knew was coming.

      “2:32.24 am.”
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      The drone of muffled voices swam in Jess’s head. At least she thought it was muffled voices. It could have been talk radio, but why would her mom be listening to that in the middle of the night? Jess felt the fold of the sheets beneath her. But they didn’t feel like her sheets. She always slept with a fan on for white noise, and she definitely didn’t hear that. She rolled her head around the pillow to stretch her neck as she felt for her stuffed animals. But there were none.

      Jess shot straight up and for a moment was entirely lost when she opened her eyes. This wasn’t her bedroom at the house she’d grown up in, but then again, why would it be? She hadn’t lived in her childhood home in more than ten years, and hadn’t slept with stuffed animals in almost twenty. A second later, the nightmare of the situation came back to her. She was in the back of the RV. The voices must be Jake and Tyler.

      But Jake wasn’t there.

      She gave her face a good rub with both hands, trying to recall exactly how she got there. And where was Amy? Then the memory of the man with the gun outside the RV flashed in front of her, and she remembered feeling faint before he shot her. Did he shoot her? She did a quick assessment of her body. No holes that she could find.

      “Wait,” she whispered to herself. “How did I get in here? Are Tyler and Amy okay?”

      She saw her shotgun propped against the wall beside the door. She threw the sheets off of her and jumped out of bed. Wobbled once, then regained her balance. Wobbled again, shook her head, and grabbed the shotgun. She opened the door and pulled her shotgun up to a shoot-ready position as she stepped into the hall. Tyler, Amy, the big man with the big gun, and two other strangers whirled their heads around.

      “Whoah, Jess! Put the gun down!” Tyler held up his hands and moved toward her.

      “What the hell are they doing in here?”

      “It’s okay, Jess.”

      “It’s not okay!” She pointed to the big man. “He tried to kill us!”

      Tyler put his hand on the barrel of the shotgun and pushed it downward. “No he didn’t. I was watching through the window. You started to wobble on your feet, and he rushed in and caught you before you hit the pavement.”

      Jess obviously didn’t remember that, as she was already unconscious, but it didn’t align with how the men had forced them to stop, or his demeanor as he’d approached her and the RV.

      The big man stood up, took a step forward, and extended his hand. “Bryan. Sorry if I scared you before.”

      Jess took a step back. His skin was tanned, and it made his blue eyes look like there were lights on behind them. Amy ran beside him and threw her arms around Jess.

      “I’m so glad you’re okay!”

      Jess gave a small smile to Amy and patted her on the back.

      “It’s okay, Jess. Really,” Tyler said.

      Jess looked Bryan in the eye. “Why did you force us to stop?”

      “Well . . .” His voice was deep. “We didn’t know exactly where to go after the whole pandemic happened. We figured if a car was driving down the road, they probably hadn’t caught the virus, and maybe they knew somewhere to go. Sorry about the way we stopped you, but it was the only way.”

      It made sense to Jess. Not everyone had a contact like Jake did, directing them to a possible safe haven. She softened a bit, but didn’t take his hand. “Who is we, exactly.”

      “Like I said, I’m Bryan. The skinny one is Jason, and the ugly one beside him is Mark.”

      They both said hello.

      “Sorry to barge in on you like this,” Mark said.

      Jess was still trying to let everything sink in. Amy went back to happily eating her meal while the adults worked it all out.

      Bryan continued. “We all pretty much just met. But they are good guys. Apparently, Beritrix ended up being a life saver. At least for us. And Tyler was telling me your man Jake kept you from getting it with Beritrix too. Crazy, right?”

      “You have no idea what we’ve been through.” Jess was still on edge.

      Bryan shifted his weight and took a step back. “No offense, ma’am, but I assure you we do. My wife tried to eat me a few hours ago, and both these guys lost their families. So excuse me if I disagree completely.”

      Now Jess felt terrible. Of course these guys knew what she’d been through. They’d been battling this thing the same as her and her friends.

      “I––I’m sorry. I’m just playing catch up here. I didn’t mean—”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Bryan interrupted. “We’re a scary bunch, especially coming out of nowhere. I’m just glad you didn’t shoot me out there. That took guts walking out of the RV to meet me. Real guts.”

      Jess let down her guard. “Thank you. Embarrassing that I passed out, but thank you. Though the real hero is out there right now alone running from the infected. I was just trying to be brave while he was gone.”

      “Tyler told me what he did. I can’t wait to meet him. Jake, is it?”

      Jess nodded.

      “Yeah, sounds like a brave man.”

      “You have no idea,” she said. Then realized she should probably stop saying that.

      Amy came back over to Jess and handed her a plate. “Here, Bryan said you needed to eat. He said it wasn’t you being scared that made you pass out, said it was your blood sugar.”

      Jess took the plate and smiled at Amy. Then smiled at Bryan.

      “You okay to talk?” Bryan said. “I don’t think we should sit here on this exit much longer. Never know when those things could be coming.”

      Jess nodded and took a seat at the table. The men moved around to make sure she had room.

      “Tyler said that Jake knew someone in DC. Said that’s where you’ve been getting your information. Straight from the president?”

      Jess was put off that Tyler had shared so much.

      “Before you answer,” Bryan said, “we don’t mean to intrude. We’re just talking it all out. We had a woman with us earlier who swears when she was in the store that a radio broadcast said there was a safe zone in Columbus. About two hours from here.”

      “Where is she now?” Jess said.

      “She left for there immediately. We were going to go, but first we had to check and see if Mark’s family was okay, or not.”

      Jess definitely understood the feeling.

      “We still don’t know if it’s the best move, driving all the way to Columbus. We were hoping to find some place safe here in Cincinnati. That’s why we were hanging around the interstate. Trying to get lucky that a car with some info would come by. Didn’t expect to find someone communicating with the president.”

      Jess finished chewing her bite of sandwich. Though there wasn’t much on it, it was about the best sandwich she’d ever had. “Not the president. Just someone with him.”

      “Same thing to me.” Bryan smiled. “Look, I figure if we help you find Jake, maybe you’ll let us see about this professor and the helicopter? If there isn’t enough room, we stay behind.”

      “It’s not up to me. But thank you for offering to find Jake. He told us to meet him at the university. I know Jake. He’ll be there. Probably already is.”

      “Jess,” Tyler said. “We still haven’t heard from him. I keep trying, but . . . nothing.”

      Tyler looked defeated. And Jess felt defeated, but no way was she going to let that negativity steer her. “He’ll be there.” She looked at Bryan. “You guys are welcome to follow, but I can’t make any promises on what will happen when we get there. All of this may be for nothing. There may not be a professor, and there may never be a helicopter.”

      Bryan nodded. “I understand. But, if it’s all the same to you, we don’t have a better plan. At least together we have a better chance of getting there safely.”

      In that moment, Jess was thankful they had run into Bryan. But there was still a part of her that wouldn’t let them all the way in. Her guard would stay up. All she cared about was seeing Jake again. Anything else would be a bonus.
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      For a moment Jake was frozen. Even though the infected man was crawling through the window, even though the fire was rising on the stove and at any moment could ignite from the gas in the oven, and even though he heard the front door burst inward, the infected surely right at his back, he couldn’t move. This thing, this former human—whatever it is now—said the name Amy. It wasn’t like back in Amy’s house when he thought her mom had said “wait” but he wasn’t exactly sure. But this was clear, and Jake’s brain couldn’t get caught back up to the moment he was so blown away.

      To his left, the flames had traveled up the wall and were burning the bottom of the cabinets. That flicker, coupled with the infected man swiping at him and knocking against the end of the silencer on his Beretta, finally snapped him out of it. He wanted to try to communicate with this thing after it spoke. He wanted to understand why, and how it said Amy’s name, but he couldn’t do any of that if he were a ball of fire, or if he had infected chewing on the back of his neck.

      He re-aimed his pistol, twitched his right index finger, and blew a hole in the talking zombie’s forehead. As he holstered his gun and took the AR-15 in his hand, the image of the outside of the house came to him and he sprinted toward the right side of the house, where he remembered the garage doors were. Out of the corner of his eye, on his left, he saw a couple of infected run into the kitchen. Jake had just put one foot in the adjacent dining room when the gas met the flames on the stove and a powerful blast shook the house behind him, strong enough to propel him forward onto the ground. Shattering glass and a burst of heat popped off behind him. He wanted to look back to watch the flames melting the black-eyed strangers, but he was too busy rolling to his side and aiming his gun at the line of infected that were rushing the dining room to attack him.

      Jake held his finger down as he stood, a string of bullets began meeting flesh, and blood colored the white walls crimson. He continued to fire, taking down at least ten of them before his thirty-round magazine clicked empty. There was a mass of them still moving into the front door. He darted left and ran down the hallway under the balcony he had been on a minute ago. He ran past a bathroom, then a laundry room, and he tried the next closed door. It opened out into the garage, and as he slammed the door behind him his heart leapt when he saw the shiny, red Ford F-150 parked in the first bay. He removed his bag from his back as he opened the door, and as if a holy light were shining down on it, the cabin lights glowed over the set of keys that sat in the center console. He tossed his bag in the passenger seat, climbed in, and started the truck. The engine firing up was like the sweetest of songs. He pulled the lever down to reverse, but instead of going ahead and hitting the gas, his instincts told him to wait as the scene he watched from the upstairs window––the mass of infected covering the driveway––jumped into his mind.

      He didn’t want to floor it and run into too many of them. If he could hold out until they started coming into the garage from the same door he’d just used, maybe enough of them would have moved into the house to give him an easier, less risky route to the street. It was a fairly new truck, and it might be able to handle it, but if it couldn’t, he was out of the frying pan and into the fryer.

      Waiting wasn’t an easy thing to do. Everything inside of him, except for that small voice telling him to wait, was screaming at him to punch the gas and roll out. It was like having the worst of itches and not scratching it. Like starving and not eating. But he waited. As he did, he took his AR-15 from around his neck, reached into his bag for his last loaded magazine, and locked it in place. He put both hands on the steering wheel, ten and two, and stared without blinking at the door from the house into the garage. Though it had only been seconds since he started the truck, it felt like hours.

      Seconds were long enough for him to think of Jess and Tyler. There was so much chaos surrounding him that it was crazy to be worried about anything other than himself. But he was. Tyler was like his brother. And if he lost Jess, he didn’t know what he would do. She was the only woman he’s ever loved. He remembered the first time he’d kissed her. A forever fourteen years ago. As he continued to stare at the door, waiting for the infected, he could see Jess’s nervous face, her wiping her sweaty palms on her jeans as he leaned in on the bleachers at the football game. It wasn’t the best kiss, but it was the most memorable. It had changed both of their lives forever. From that moment on she was like a magnet. No matter what was going on in his life, she always drew him back in.

      The door to the garage flung open and banged against the wall. Reality set back in when a train of infected rushed through, the first flinging itself onto the hood of the truck as Jake switched his foot from the brake to the gas. He stomped on it, and the tires screamed as they spun atop the slick poured concrete below. When they caught traction, the back of the truck bed smashed through the garage door behind him, and, before he knew it he had run over at least four infected that had been moving outside. It wasn’t the horde it had been earlier. The waiting had paid off.

      He continued backward, bouncing and rumbling over the bodies. The truck continued out into the street where it struck a couple more when he turned the wheel to the left, slammed the shifter down into drive, and pressed the gas pedal all the way to the floor. The tires spun again and the truck shot forward, running over two more infected that were moving toward the house. With a look to his left he saw flames licking the sky at the back of the house, and a throng of infected running from the busted garage door like ants from a flooding hill.

      They were too late.

      Jake was already three houses away by the time they reached the street. The streetlights glowed over them as they raced to catch up, but they couldn’t, Jake had managed to escape them again. He made a quick right, then a left. Once he found his way out of the neighborhood, he was going to drive away from the bridge that Tyler and Jess crossed earlier. He didn’t want to take the chance that some of the infected were still waiting there. If they could coordinate an attack at the house and say the name of the girl in the RV with Jess, they were capable of leaving some there for him at the bridge.

      He pulled out of the neighborhood. He knew there were multiple bridges across into different parts of downtown Cincinnati. He was going to find the next one over and cross there. Jake’s mind shifted as he drove––he had to see if Jess and Tyler were okay. He reached down to his left pocket where he’d stashed the radio when he was hiding in the hotel parking lot.

      But the pocket was empty.

      Panic shot through him like a bolt of lightning.

      He felt in the other pocket and found nothing. He frantically dug inside his bag, but there was no sign of the radio. His mind replayed the blast in the kitchen that had knocked him to the floor. He hadn’t noticed at the time, but it must have fallen out there. He slammed his fist against the truck’s dashboard. Not once, but three times. He’d been by himself for a while now since he jumped from the top of the RV to draw the infected away from the bridge, but being in that truck with no way to reach out to Jess was the first time he truly felt alone.
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      After a few wrong turns, Jake finally found the road that led to the second bridge over to Cincinnati. Traffic was a little more jammed on that route because it was more residential. He was still recovering from the anguish of losing his radio. More so because Jess and Tyler had no way of knowing if he was okay than it was that he didn’t know if they were. He couldn’t imagine the worry Jess would have after watching him jump right into the middle of the fray. Seemed surreal even to himself. Amazing what you can talk yourself into doing to save the people you loved. And Jake was willing to go much further than that.

      He weaved around some cars, but made it onto the bridge. The shoulder was fairly clear, giving him a path to finally cross over into Ohio and be on his way to the university. Though by that time, with all the detours that he had to make, he doubted there would be anything there waiting for them. He still needed to try. His worst nightmare would be that he did make it, but Tyler and Jess weren’t there. He had no idea what he would do then. Backtracking their route would be the most obvious start, but they might have had to detour a dozen times to make it there. They could be on one of a hundred different roads.

      Jake shook the stream of negative thoughts from mind. However, there was no running from the negative that happened when he reached the middle of the bridge. All the glowing lights of downtown in front of him, from the Great American Tower to the Scripps Center building, all at once––they all went black. Jake hit the brakes and slowed to a stop. It was as if a black cloud had suddenly swallowed Cincinnati whole. All he could do was stare into the darkness. Other than a few blazing fires, his headlights were the only lights he could see. It was a haunting sight as he idled above the river.

      He thought back to his conversation on the phone with Colt. He remembered either he or Colt had said something about how the power could go out at any moment. But in between conversations with Tyler on the interstate, it occurred to him that the power should stay on for quite some time. Jake was no expert on power sources, but even if no one was manning the stations, there should be enough coal loaded to last a few days at worst. And the nuclear plants could run autonomously in a lot of situations.

      Amy.

      That infected man hissing her name came back to him. The infected evolving quickly enough to set a trap came back to him. And when they’d gathered each other instead of bull-rushing the house when he was waiting for them came back to him, all telling him that this was more than a virus. Now that he was staring at a blacked-out Cincinnati, it seemed to only further prove something much larger was going on.

      “Aliens,” Tyler had said. “It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

      Jake let the thought wash over him. If, in fact, someone had shut off the power manually––which was what Jake figured to be the case since this entire thing was only about a day old––aliens, no matter how absurd, couldn’t be ruled out. Of course in most everyone’s mind, the thought of an alien invasion most likely brought visions of spaceships and weird-looking creatures. But that didn’t have to be the case. It also could be the other idea Jake had been tossing around: a terrorist attack. None of what happened really added up to that, but there had to be something from those two options. A virus, considering the speed of which the power and technology had been shutting down, actually seemed more unrealistic than aliens and terrorists. All he knew for sure was that there was someone––or some thing––to blame for this. And if that was the case, though hard to imagine, things could still get even worse.

      Before he moved ahead toward downtown, he turned on the radio and began shuffling through the stations. Static continued as he scrolled through them, until finally he found a continuous beeping. Then a man’s voice came over the airwaves.

      “This is the Emergency Alert System. If you are hearing this message, please either return to, or remain in your home until further notice. Lock all doors and windows, and if you have a room without a window, stay there and listen for an update. There is a serious threat to all that remain outdoors. Please adhere to this message. Your life could depend on it.”

      The beep came again, then the same message. It was such a surreal and creepy thing to hear. America truly was a completely different place now. Jake wondered how long the message had been on loop. Though it didn’t offer much information, there really wasn’t much else to be said. He supposed if there were safe zones being reported, they would update the message, so apparently there either wasn’t any, or more likely there was just no way to report it. Things had happened so fast that there had been no time to set up a safe zone and then report it before everything went down. There had only been time to survive.

      Jake switched off the radio and moved forward on the shoulder of the bridge. He didn’t like the darkness he was driving toward, and he hated the silence that was accompanying him. He reached over and unzipped the front pocket on his bag where he had put his phone.

      “Just because the cell service is useless doesn’t mean you can’t be useful.”

      He unlocked the phone and tapped on the music app. He had a decent collection. When he’d been deployed in Afghanistan, there wasn’t a whole lot in the way of entertainment, so music had been something of a daily, if not hourly ritual. Especially when heading into a mission. He glanced up at the dark city as he rolled off the bridge onto land. This was just as much of a war as anything he’d ever experienced before. So he put on the song he always listened to when going into battle and made his way toward the University of Cincinnati, visions of helicopters dancing in his head, Metallica’s “Enter Sandman” in his ears. Since the light had literally just exited the city, he couldn’t think of any song that could be any more fitting.
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      Emily finished removing her makeup, brushed her teeth, and flossed. As she sat in the chair in her new cubbyhole of a bedroom, she began to brush her hair while she stared into the mirror. For the foreseeable future, this was her home. With none of her things, none of her surroundings, and––worst of all––none of her people. And she wouldn’t be seeing any of  her people ever again. Because in a matter of only a few days––they had all died.

      At first it was just one tear that squeezed out of the corner of her eye. But feeling the tear run down her cheek triggered what she had been holding back for a long time and she began to sob. In her adult life, Emily hadn’t been much of a cryer. She’d never really had reason after her parents died. She had a solid upbringing, good family, never went hungry. Like everyone else, her life had its ups and downs, but never anything that could emotionally prepare her for this. Not that anything could. Humans weren’t supposed to experience what was going on out there. But it was happening, and everything she’d ever loved was gone.

      Tears flooded her face. She was red with grief. She reached for a tissue, trying to dam up the waterway, but it was no use. Finally, she moved over to the bed and let it out. Really let it out. She had never cried like that before. At least not since her parents died in the plane crash. But even then, she’d been so numb that she never really had this kind of moment.

      The thought of her parents reminded her of Jake. It was the reason they had connected on such a deep level so quickly. She had been performing a physical exam on him when Emily had awkwardly asked where his parents lived. When he’d told her they were both dead, Emily had told her story and it led to more and more communication. He’d told her things that he said he had never told anyone. Not even his high school sweetheart. Said there was something easy about Emily, he felt he could truly be himself. That was the night they’d made love. The night Jake had called a mistake. However, the things Emily felt, and the things she could see in Jake’s eyes that he felt, there was no possibility that what they’d shared was a mistake.

      The most painful part of all of it might be that he was the one person alive that she did feel a connection to. But she won’t even be able to connect with him. Even if he did make it to Mount Weather, she would have to keep her feelings to herself. All that was happening in the world was terrible, but the worst of it for Emily was that she’d survived, yet had no one to share it with.

      Karen could always come around. She is a really good listener after all.

      Emily laughed out loud in between sobs. She pictured her playing chess with the infected woman. Even getting a high five for her win. Then it occurred to her that John Doe could play too. Apparently he and Karen had a lot in common. They both liked the name Amy.

      “I like the name Amy,” Emily said to no one.

      She dabbed her wet face with tissues and sat up in bed. She was tired of feeling sorry for herself. She laid back down, this time letting what happened in the room with Karen, Elaine, and Jennifer replay in her mind. Both Karen and John Doe had said Amy at the exact same moment. Meaning somehow that whatever happened to them, be it a virus, or whatever it was, somehow connected them. They, at least on that one occasion, shared a consciousness. So what could that mean?

      Emily let herself extrapolate that shared consciousness thought to the rest of everyone infected. What if they all were interconnected now? What if, somewhere, one consciousness had access to all of them? What could that mean? How could it be possible, and what did it mean if it was? A virus could never do that. At least not the knowledge of viruses humans currently had. The closest thing Emily could relate to a mass of people having one conscious, at least in earthly terms, was the internet.

      Obviously, at least on the surface, the infection had nothing to do with computers. Emily let her mind wander to places it had never gone. Humans didn’t have the capacity to meld their minds like computers. Well, maybe they did, but they hadn’t figured out how to do it yet. But that didn’t mean it couldn’t be done. It would have to be by a more evolved species, but it could be done. In theory.

      “Is that what this is?”

      She wanted to stay with that line of thought. So what if it was? If a more advanced species could have one consciousness, and they brought it to earth, what were they doing? Was it annihilation? Because it sure as hell looked like it on the surface. Did they need a new place to live? Were they microbial in size and they needed new hosts?

      “This is absurd,” she said.

      Emily rolled over and shut off the bedside lamp. If the virus that infected everyone truly was a new thing, theoretically, it could connect everyone that had it to a single consciousness. Whatever it was that had moved in on humanity, she wasn’t going to solve the mystery of what was going on that night, especially not with her ridiculous line of thought. And she really needed some sleep. With all the questions swirling in her head, though, it would be hard. She quieted her mind and was able to block all of the questions. All of the questions but one.

      “Who the hell is Amy?”
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      “Amy!” Jess rushed from the passenger seat of the RV when she heard the thump behind her. “Amy!”

      Jess dropped to the floor over top of her and began to stroke her hair.

      “Amy, wake up, sweetheart.”

      “Is she okay?” Tyler shouted from the driver’s seat. “Should I stop?”

      “Amy, honey, wake up, okay?”

      Jess could see that Amy’s chest was rising and falling. She pressed two fingers on Amy’s neck––her pulse was strong.

      “No, keep going. I think she’s just passed out.”

      All of her functions seemed to be working, though Amy’s face was much whiter than it had been earlier. Jess walked over to the fridge, grabbed a bottle of water and picked up a towel from one of the kitchenette’s drawers. She soaked the towel the began to dab it all over Amy’s face.

      “Amy, can you hear me?”

      Amy’s eyes shot open, and she sat upright on the floor. It happened so fast that it startled Jess and she scooted back toward the front of the RV. Amy was sitting there, staring at her, but Jess could tell she wasn’t really there.

      “Amy?”

      “What the shit, Jess? What’s wrong with her?” Tyler said.

      “Just watch the road, she’ll be fine. She’s just exhausted. Poor thing has been through a lot.” Jess scooted forward, not far from the girl now. “Amy, can you hear me? You’re safe now. You can wake up.”

      That’s when her eyes rolled back in her head.

      Jess was frozen. She wanted to move, to take her by the shoulders and shake her, but all she could do was stare into those white eyes.

      Amy started to tremor. Not a seizure, but a shaking equivalent to someone with Parkinson’s. Jess was getting scared, but still couldn’t move.

      “NO!” Amy shouted, then fell to her back on the floor.

      The shout had been so loud that Jess nearly jumped out of her skin. Tyler hit the brakes and the RV skidded to a stop. Jess moved forward and once again checked her vitals. Still breathing, heart still beating. She thanked God that Amy’s eyes were closed. Jess didn’t want to see that again.

      “Tyler, can you help me get Amy back to the bed?”

      Tyler put the RV in park.

      Static crackled at Jess’s hip. “Everything okay up there?”

      It was Bryan. The three of them were following behind the RV. He had tuned his hand radio to the same frequency as Jess and Tyler’s. She pressed the talk button.

      “We’re fine, just putting Amy in bed. We’ll only be minute.”

      “Copy.”

      Jess grabbed Amy by the shoulders. “You get her legs.”

      Tyler did as she asked and they carried her back to the bed.

      “Jess, what the hell was that? That wasn’t exhaustion.”

      “I don’t know, Ty. Maybe it was exhaustion and she was just having a lucid dream.”

      “Yeah, keep telling yourself that.”

      Jess covered Amy with a blanket, then shuffled Tyler out the door and shut it behind them. “Keep telling myself that? What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Tyler’s face was dead serious. “We have to quit beating around the bush here. Something is going on with Amy. It’s no coincidence that she’s not infected, even though she hasn’t had any Beritrix. Come on, Jess. Wake up!”

      “All right, calm down. Let’s go back up front and get moving. We can talk there. You want me to drive?”

      Tyler shook his head. He couldn’t wait till they were siting. “I’m telling you, there is some sort of connection we’re missing here.”

      Jess sat in the passenger seat, Tyler put the RV in drive and rolled forward. They weren’t far from the university now.

      “Connection to what? I don’t get what you’re saying.”

      “She’s the only person that hasn’t been infected after a long period of exposure, and no Beritrix. That has to mean something!”

      “It doesn’t have to mean anything. You know that.” Jess tried to keep her voice calm, hoping it would bring Tyler’s level down a notch. “We have too small of a sampling. There could be many more like her, we just don’t know it yet.”

      “Really? Really, Jess?”

      Her calm voice hadn’t calmed him down at all.

      “Because look around. We’ve seen about seven people alive in over a hundred miles, and all of them had one thing in common. Beritrix. You’re telling me that’s a coincidence?”

      “No, Tyler, I’m telling you that we don’t have enough information to go on. There could be thousands like her.”

      “Okay.”

      It was a dismissive okay. Jess could tell that his mind had already leapt to places she wasn’t going to be able to talk him back from. She let him have a moment to at least cool down before she said anything else. The image of Amy’s eyes rolling back in her head kept replaying in Jess’s mind. She had told Tyler it was exhaustion, but did she actually believe that? The tremors, the eyes, the passing out, the screaming of the word no at the top of her lungs. Was it just a dream, or had she seen something?

      “Good God, you’re starting to rub off on me.”

      Tyler looked over.

      Jess pointed to the right. “Turn here, we’re almost there.”

      “You’re thinking about it aren’t you. There has to be a connection somehow, between Amy, and these things. Right?”

      “I don’t know. She isn’t infected. So, there’s no way Amy could be connected to them, right?”

      “Connected to who?”

      Both Jess and Tyler jumped and Tyler almost swerved off the road. Amy had come up from behind them.

      Jess was breathing heavy. “You scared us, Amy. Are you all right?”

      “I don’t think so. I think they’re in my head.”
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      It took Jake by surprise how different everything was when there was zero power. Sure, when the sun goes down, it’s dark. But he never realized how much the light of houses in suburban areas, and buildings and street lights in commercial areas made a difference in being able to signal where you were going. Nothing looked the same. Driving straight through powerless traffic lights felt odd as well. Despite all of this, Jake was pulling up to the University of Cincinnati. Only one wrong turn along the way that was fairly easily corrected.

      Now the real hunt would begin. Though he’d been to the stadium here at UC, he had never actually been on campus, and certainly nowhere near the science department. He assumed like any other university, there would be signs posted, but the thought of just strolling out in the open on a campus full of thousands, seemed entirely counterproductive. He’d seen the way the infected rallied outside the house he’d blown up an hour ago. If they were still hanging around here, it was going to be virtually impossible to get to the professor.

      The first thing he noticed when he momentarily pulled into one of the student parking lots along the outskirts of campus to get his bearings was the fact that there was no sign of a helicopter. Not that he expected it. He figured if they had come, they were probably long gone at that point. Which made him question the decision to go on this little danger-filled field trip at all. If Emily wasn’t getting her information from the president himself, Jake wouldn’t even consider going near this place. However, when the commander-in-chief finds a person interesting enough to send a helicopter for in the middle of an apparent apocalypse, that was good enough for Jake. Even if the professor was already long gone.

      Jake knew Nippert Stadium was pretty much in the middle of campus, so he pulled out of the parking lot and drove to where he knew it would be. The stadium was also the destination of the directions he had left with Jess. So if they were lucky enough to make their way there after their forced stop, this would be where they would be.

      After a couple of turns, Jake was in the main stadium parking lot. So far it was an absolute ghost town. He made a lap around the entire lot, then turned down the main drag toward the stadium’s entrance. There were quite a few cars in the lot, but nothing like it would have been on a game day. He supposed the stadium’s lot was used by students during the week. Of course it was just an assumption as Jake had never been to college.

      Jake’s attention shifted when he noticed a large vehicle parked out of place toward the front. His headlights and a strong moon were the only light to guide him. He felt both relief, and exhilaration when he could tell it was the RV they had taken from his neighborhood. Jess would know not to leave the RV until Jake got there. But as he pulled up, there were no lights on. Which would be smart, seeing as how light attracted the infected.  However, it also seemed like the RV was empty. Maybe it was just his mind jumping to a negative conclusion, but the three trucks parked in much the same way behind the RV didn’t give him confidence anyone was still around.

      Jake pulled close, and his headlights were positioned on the cab of the first truck behind the RV. No one was inside. There would only be two reasons Jess would leave the RV. One: she thought Jake was dead and wasn’t coming. Two: She had been forced to leave.

      The reason didn’t matter to Jake. The outcome for him was the same. He would have to find her first, then worry about the professor. He didn’t know who had forced Tyler and Jess to stop earlier, and both of them could be in danger––either from the people that stopped them, or from the infected that were most certainly lurking somewhere on campus.

      Jake put the truck in park and stepped out. He left it running in case he needed a quick exit. The summer night was muggy and damp, but Jake was focused on the RV and, more importantly, its unlocked door. Jess was smart, she would never have left the door unlocked with all of their things in it unless she hadn’t had a choice. Jake jumped in the RV, gave a quick look to make sure it was empty, then rushed back to his truck. He threw the AR-15 over his shoulder and strapped on his bag. He then quietly shut the door to his truck, and made his way toward the entrance of the stadium. It was the logical place to start, given where the RV was parked. If forced to run, either from the infected, or from the trucks that may have given chase and followed them there––directly into a place full of bathrooms, concession stands, and a myriad of other hiding places would be an ideal place to go. Especially because it had multiple exits to escape from.

      On any other night, there would have been too much ambient noise to hear much of anything. But in the new world devoid of electricity, it only took a couple steps inside the gates for Jake to make out the unmistakable sound of a group of infected hissing and groaning. Jake fought the panic that rose in his conscience. He fought the urge to just rush in, because action without thought yielded unwanted results in terrible situations. Then two men emerged from the shadow of the stadium, out into the moonlight. Jake froze.

      Were they infected?

      Were they human?

      The still of the night was broken, and Jake’s questions were answered when one of them made a sound Jake had never heard before. It was somewhere between the howl of a wolf and the scream of an eagle. Every hair on his body stood on end. Then a crowd of infected filled in behind the two men. Shooting would do no good. There was only one way out of there.

      Run.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            41

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake turned from the stadium and broke into a full sprint. He had no idea where he was going, but he knew he wasn’t going to hang around the mob of infected. He felt light on his feet. Though he had a full go bag on his back, an axe hanging from it, a pistol on his hip, and an assault rifle in his hands, it was nothing compared to the gear he was used to carrying in the Army. He and his fellow Deltas would train with free-weights in their bags, just in case of situations like this one.

      The stadium shadowed the moon, so every corner of the part of campus he was in was dark. And each time he came to one of those dark corner, the thought of infected running at him kept him sharp. As he focused in on a building that was partially lit by the moon off in the distance, the near-paralyzing thought that if Jess and Tyler were actually in that stadium, there was no way they could have survived. It was overrun with infected. Almost like they had been holding some sort of meeting and Jake had interrupted. Which wouldn’t even be a surprise at this point. Not after what he had seen the way they had come together back at that house.

      There was a large fountain in front of him that he almost ran right into. He rushed around the right side of it, and as he did, he fought against the growing anxiety inside him. The worry that something happened to two of the five people left on the planet that he cared about began to filter through his nervous system like a fast-moving cancer. He also needed somewhere to go in a hurry. He couldn’t just keep running. He had to find a place to—

      A blinking light came from the bottom of the building in front of him. At least that’s what he thought it was. Was he seeing things? Was he like a man stranded in the desert? Was he seeing some sort of mirage?

      Then the light blinked again.

      It must be Jess.

      But how could she see him?

      It didn’t matter, but when he surged forward, helped along by a surging boost of adrenaline, his foot caught on something that was sitting at the break between the concrete and the grass, and he sailed forward, a full-on sliding dive onto his stomach. When he popped up to his feet, he felt something tighten around his ankles, then he was right back on his ass. But that wasn’t the worst of it, because he was also being pulled—dragged—back in the direction of the oncoming horde. Their moans and groans grew louder as he was pulled. He glanced back over his shoulder and saw the doors of the building open and a few people walk out. He couldn’t tell if it was Jess, but right then it didn’t matter.

      Jake was almost back to the concrete where he’d tripped, and he had to stop the momentum of the pull fast or he was a dead man. He rolled to his stomach, and the grass turned into concrete below him. As he scrambled to free his axe from its hook, gunfire erupted from the direction of the building. Whoever had come out was trying to help him. Jake’s hand found the axe, but when he pulled it free, the handle caught in a break in the concrete and was yanked from his hand. It bounced to his right, and with a desperate lunge his fingertips caught the handle and he squeezed with all he had.

      He rolled to his back, being dragged even faster, and could see the front line of the infected was just on the other side of the fountain. Not twenty feet from him.

      “JAKE!” he heard a woman scream behind him.

      Jess.

      Jake raised up, grabbed the taut rope below his feet with his left hand, and chopped down on it with the axe in his right.

      “Jake, RUN!” Jess shouted.

      “Jake, you gotta get out of there!” This time it was Tyler. His voice echoed over the open area of campus Jake was fighting for his life in.

      The axe cut right through the rope, and finally Jake was no longer being dragged. He came to a full stop, sitting upright. He stopped, but the oncoming wave of death did not. The infected had rounded the fountain on both sides, now just a few feet from him.

      Once the rope was cut it wasn’t as tight around his ankles. He was able to separate his feet just enough to chop down through the rope and free his legs. If his axe had been even the slightest bit more dull, he would be dead. Instead, he sprung to his feet like his life depended on it, because it did. But it wasn’t fast enough, because after his first three strides back to the building, he felt something grab hold of the bag on his back. They had caught up.

      Whoever had the guns at the entrance to the building couldn’t help him now. Now that he was standing, shooting him would be just as likely as shooting any of the infected. He felt the hand on his bag began to pull, and it was slowing him down. Then he felt another hand grab and pull at the strap on the left side of his bag. What was worse were the sounds coming from these things as they breathed down his neck. It was almost like a growl as they hunted their prey. Jake wasn’t a man that scared easily, but there, running from certain death, he was terrified. The thought of being eaten alive was bad enough, but actually becoming one of whatever the hell those things were, that was what really did the trick.

      Instinct overcame thought, and Jake swatted behind him with his axe as he maintained as much forward momentum as he could. He was half a football field away from safety. At full speed he could get there in about five seconds. Fighting for his life, it would take a little longer. The first blind swing he took hit nothing. He was slowed even more. He had to break free or not only was he dead, but so were the others that waited at the door. They would never be able to shut the door in time to hold the infected off. And even if they did manage it, this bunch of blood suckers would just smash right through it.

      He swung again. Nothing.

      He swung again and finally made contact, and the tension pulling him back eased a bit. Jake switched the axe to his left hand and swung one more time, and as soon as he felt something hit, there was no longer anything holding onto his bag.

      “Get inside!” he screamed while closing in on the building. “Get ready to shoot!”

      Jake kicked it into another gear, giving it his best Flash Gordon impression. It felt as though his feet weren’t even hitting the ground. As he approached the entrance he could finally see Jess, Tyler, and four other men with guns out front. He didn’t have time to look back.

      He was just going to have to go for it.
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      Jake took two more massive strides then launched himself forward. Jess and Tyler had moved inside, and two of the men were waiting to slam the doors shut once he made it through. Jake went flying headfirst through the open door, and as soon as he hit and started to slide on his stomach, he heard the doors slam behind him, and the horde slam into the doors. Before he could come to a stop, he’d already slid the axe into its holster and taken the AR-15 in his hands. He was ready to fire if they broke through.

      The doors bent inward, but for the moment, they held.

      “We gotta go! Now!” a large bald man wearing night vision goggles shouted.

      Tyler came over and helped Jake to his feet. “Christ you’re so dramatic.”

      Jake smiled and hugged him. Then he shoved his friend out of the way to get his hands on Jess. She felt like a security blanket. For a second all was right with the broken world, and he squeezed hard around her.

      That second was up when the next push from outside began to crack the doors.

      “Lets go!” the man shouted again. Jake could just make him out at the back of the room standing next to a door.

      “Come on, we’ll be safe down here!” Jess said as she yanked Jake’s hand.

      He didn’t have to be told twice. The reckoning was just beyond those doors, and Jake wanted no part of it. They ran across the lobby of the building, through the open door, and down the stairs. Jake stopped halfway down. He was about to ask how they thought this would be safe, to trap themselves down in the basement, but when he looked back up he saw that it was no ordinary door. It had been modified at some point and the lock on the frame made it almost seal like a hatch. Besides, it wasn’t like they had an alternative at that point.

      The men pulled a long steel bolt across the door and latched it on the other side. That was when the lights being on down the stairs beneath Jake registered, and so too did the hum of a generator. Jess was just below him, a smile on her face. She waved him down. When he reached the bottom of the stairs he noticed a door. When it opened, it sounded pressurized. The men who had helped save him up top stepped in with them. The door shut, one of them pressed a button, and the air sucked out of the top of the room at the same time it was filled with more air from the bottom.

      “You’re sure he’s been on Beritrix too?”

      Jess took Jake’s arm. “I told you he has, but have a look for yourself.” She turned his arm over and showed him Jake’s injection points––something he’d been hiding his entire life so no one mistook him for a junkie.

      The man nodded to the other and the second door of the small room opened. The large bald man stepped forward and extended his hand.

      “Bryan Hall.”

      Jake shook his oversized hand. “Thanks for having my back up there.”

      Bryan nodded toward Jess. “Thanks goes to her. She showed us how to get here, even though we trapped her on the interstate.”

      Jake understood then that these were the people who stopped his friends on the exit ramp.

      Bryan said. “Heard a lot about you. Hell of a thing you did going out there alone. I’m ready to fight these things with you when we’re ready.”

      Jake just nodded. He was a little overwhelmed with all that was going on. He first wanted to get his bearings on exactly where, and what it was that he had just entered into. He walked out of the chamber and more than a dozen other people were staring back at him. He realized that someone had absolutely been preparing for what happened that day. And it looked like they’d been preparing for a very long time. A man in a lab coat walked over to him and extended his hand.

      “Professor Reed. Call me Charlie. Last time I spoke with Emily she mentioned you’d be coming. Glad to see you made it safely.” The man seemed warm. His salt and pepper beard combined with his black-rimmed glasses screamed professor. Jake imagined there would be a cardigan beneath the lab coat.

      “Good to be here. Thanks for letting us in.” Jake shook his hand.

      “Your skills really round out our little group here. We have everything from a cook to a nurse. The only thing missing was a military man. Can’t say I had one in my inner circle before the fallout.”

      Jake felt as if he were in a movie. And it wasn’t the first time that day he’d felt that way. But to hear they had a cook, a nurse, and to hear the word fallout? It just seemed far too surreal. “I’m assuming you’ve been preparing for this day?”

      The group laughed.

      “You have no idea,” Reed said.

      A man walked up, a wide smile across his ebony face, his hand reaching for Jake. “Randy. Nice to meet a real-life Delta. I’m an American History teacher at a local high school. A bit of a military nut.”

      “Nice to meet you too, Randy,” Jake said. Then, he turned back to the professor. “Not that it isn’t great to meet you, all of you, but there are quite a few infected just above us, you know, trying to eat us? But you don’t seem concerned. Should I be worried?”

      The professor’s face was serious. “We all should be worried, Jake. Just not about them getting down here. We’ve been preparing for this for some time now. This is a university-funded project, if you can believe it. It took me years to get them behind the idea.”

      “University-funded project? For the apocalypse?” Tyler said. “That’s pretty sweet.”

      The professor nodded. “More of a project about being prepared. The way I finally sold it to the board was that we would perfect the standard in fallout shelters for anyone out there who is a ‘prepper’, so they can follow our mold. I’ll show you around, but needless to say, we have everything we need to survive for some time down here.”

      Jake wanted to say something about our tax dollars and tuition money hard at work, but what could he say? It had literally just saved his and his friend’s lives. “Fantastic. I can’t wait for the tour, but do you have a radio? I need to get in contact with Mount Weather. When was the last time you spoke with Emily?”

      “Of course, right this way. We have been working on making contact with them for a little while.” Jake, Tyler, Jess, and Amy followed behind the professor. “I’d say the last time I got a message to her was probably around the last time you spoke with her. That was when we lost cellular capabilities. What do you know about what is going on, Jake?”

      As the professor walked them around the basement, Jake noticed it was set up like a school, but it seemed the classrooms had been converted to storage and bedrooms. The large room he walked into from the stairs when he first came down was a common area with couches and other various seating, with what looked like activities or games set up in the back.

      “I’m sorry,” Jake said. “But how long have you been preparing this area?”

      The professor showed them into a space that was clearly designated as the communication room. Stations were set up with radios, and other computer devices. “Two years. That was when we got permission to move forward. The university stopped using this area down here over five years ago. I’ve been trying since then to get all of this approved. We are incredibly lucky to have it. I don’t have to tell you that most down here would be dead without it. Including the members of the board that we promised beds in order to get this project approved in the first place.”

      Now that made some sense to Jake. Some members of the board hedged their bets in case this wacko professor was right about the end possibly coming. Two days ago, Jake would have laughed if he’d heard about this project. Now, he hoped there were a lot more ‘crazy people’ across the world that had done some of the same things.
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      “So, professor, how did you get everyone here in time to survive without getting infected?” Jake said.

      The professor looked solemn. “Call me Charlie. And a lot didn’t make it. Most, actually. I always thought we would have more warning. We were set up to hold a hundred. Only fifteen made it.”

      “I’m sorry,” Jess said.

      “Me too. The only reason as many of them made it here as they did was because of the radio transmission I intercepted two days ago. I felt it meant something, so I told everyone to be ready. But I had no idea it would lead to this.”

      “Radio transmission?” Jake asked. “Is that the one Emily mentioned? Said you claimed to have heard an alien conversation or something?”

      Jake didn’t realize it at first, but he was smiling when he said it. Even after the day he’d had, the words alien conversation still sounded ridiculous.

      “I know it seems outrageous, Jake. But is it really . . . after all you’ve seen out there?”

      Jake’s mind flashed to the trap the infected had set in front of the bridge, to the conversation about Tyler’s theories they’d had in the RV, to the house where the infected had coordinated an attack, and to just moments ago when they’d caught him in the rope like he was an animal running from hunters. Did it really sound outrageous after all of that?

      “Alien conversation?” Tyler stepped forward. Then he looked at Jake. “I told you, man. You too, Jess. I knew there was more to this!”

      Then Jake thought about the moment in the kitchen of that house. When the infected man was reaching through the window then, plain as day, he said Amy’s name.

      “No,” Jake said. “It doesn’t sound outrageous at all. But do you really think that’s what these things are? Aliens?”

      “I don’t know, but I know what I heard on the transmission is a conversation between two intelligent beings. I don’t have any idea what was said, but if you listened to it, you would see what I’m saying. The cadence, the back and forth—”

      “Couldn’t it just be a college prank?” Jake interrupted. “I mean, surely students knew about this little project of yours down here. Sounds like something I might have done. Play a prank on the paranoid professor? You don’t think that could be it?”

      “Maybe, Jake. Maybe before the pandemic today that crossed my mind. But not after what happened to those people that chased you into this building. After more than eighty of the people who’d been chosen for this project turned into whatever that is up there, I knew the transmission wasn’t a fake. And when you hear it, you’ll know it too.”

      “Well what are we waiting for?” Tyler said. “I believe you, professor—Charlie––and I want to hear it.”

      Charlie looked at Jake. “Matthew is in the back still working on finding Mount Weather’s frequency. There is nothing else for us to do while we wait for him to connect with them, so we might as well hear the transmission now.”

      With the look of getting a new puppy draped over Tyler’s face, how could Jake say no? He knew it was silly. And he knew it wasn’t going to mean anything to him, but if all of them were going to fight what was going on above them, Jake knew they were going to need to sift through every piece of information they could find. No matter how wild it seemed.

      “Let’s hear it,” Jake said. “I wouldn’t want Tyler to have an aneurysm waiting for his dreams to come true.”

      Charlie nodded, then walked over to a computer. He hit some buttons, and as he did, Jake, Tyler, Jess, and Amy gathered around them.

      “There will be some fuzz at first, then you’ll hear what I’m talking about. Don’t expect to learn anything, except that maybe something bigger is going on out there.”

      Jake tried to remain neutral as Charlie hit play, but he couldn’t deny the feeling that this was completely nuts.

      Charlie pointed at the screen. “This is a sound-level meter that was recording this particular frequency from a satellite. You’ll see the measurements jump when the conversations starts.”

      At first there was some fuzz, kind of like when you are tuning an old radio, or when you hear the break between speaking into a handheld walkie-talkie. The meter jumped once at a sound, then just like Charlie said, two distinct sounds were going opposite each other. You could definitely hear the difference in each ‘voice’. It didn’t sound like any language from planet Earth, more like computerized gibberish, but with sounds instead of words. It could have been a lot of different things, but Jake could see where Charlie, especially since he was looking for something like this, could say it was a conversation. But beyond that, it didn’t mean a thing to Jake. And jumping to the conclusion that it was aliens talking? That was borderline laughable in his mind.

      “They are talking to each other. This is amazing!” Tyler on the other hand bought in hook, line, and sinker. But this had always been Tyler’s dream––ever since he watched E.T. The mind hears what it wants to hear when there is room for shades of gray.

      Jess interrupted Tyler’s fantasy. “Amy . . . Amy are you okay?”

      Jake turned in time to watch Amy’s eyes roll back into her head as she stood behind them listening.

      “Amy!” Jess got behind her to make sure she didn’t fall.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Jake said.

      “This happened in the RV. Her eyes did the same thing. Then she passed out.”

      The professor kneeled down in front of her, looking into her all-white eyes. He glanced up at Jess. “When you first got here, you said she wasn’t infected, and you also said she wasn’t on Beritrix, right?”

      “Right, you almost didn’t let us in.”

      “That’s because you mentioned she had been with her infected parents all day. Then she was out in the open with you all night. Both are sure-fire ways to become infected, so obviously I was a bit leary. But you’ve seen her do this? Where her eyes rolled back into her head?”

      “Like I said, she did it back in the RV.”

      Amy started to tremor.

      Jake cut in, saying, “One of them said her name.”

      Everyone turned their head to look at Jake.

      “What?” Tyler said.

      “Yeah, in the house earlier. One of the infected looked me dead in the eye and said Amy.”

      Charlie stood from his crouch, his mouth was agape. “You heard an infected speak?”

      “Yes. For the second time today. But this time, the thing said Amy. Plain as day.”

      “What? That has to be connected!” Tyler was excited.

      The professor clarified, “So she has never had Beritrix, isn’t infected, and one of those things said her name?”

      Before Jake could answer, Amy stopped shaking and her eyes returned to normal. But her facial expression changed––she was absolutely terrified. She turned and buried her face in Jess’s shirt and began to sob.

      “It’s okay, Amy.” Jess rubbed her back. “You’re okay, sweetheart. You just went somewhere for a second. But everything’s fine.”

      “What was it? What did you see?” Charlie pulled at Amy’s shoulder, trying to turn her around.

      Jake swatted his arm away, then shoved him a couple of feet back. “What’s wrong with you? You can’t put your hands on her.”

      “What did she see? It was something! Look at her!”

      Charlie was adamant. He didn’t even acknowledge Jake’s shove.

      “You need to give us some space. Right now!” Jake demanded.

      “No, I need to know what just happened to her.” He looked past Jake to Amy. “Amy, what was it. Did you hear something?”

      Jake stepped toward Charlie. He was going to get Amy her space one way or another. Just as he began pushing him back, Amy spoke up, but none of them could make out what she said.

      Jake stopped and turned toward her.

      Jess let go and Amy pulled away, drying her eyes.

      “What was that, honey?” Jess said. “You don’t have to—”

      Amy cleared her throat.

      “I said . . . I understood them. I understood everything they were saying.”
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      Jake knew everyone in the room felt the same spine-tingling sensation that he did. The same feeling he got earlier in the night when the infected man in the window said Amy’s name. They were all stunned into silence at Amy’s words. She understood them?

      “I knew it! I knew it was a conversation!” Charlie shouted.

      Jake kept him from running at Amy, and held him back with a hand to his chest.

      “Calm down,” Jake said. “Everyone just relax. It’s been a long day. Jess, maybe we should take Amy somewhere to lie down. She’s clearly just exhausted.”

      The words Jake said to everyone came out as if he were on autopilot. He wanted nothing more than to hear what Amy claimed to have heard, but he never expected to hear himself trying to defuse the situation. The weight of the moment was throwing him off his game.

      “No,” Amy said. “I’m okay. But we’re not.”

      Charlie shoved Jake’s hand aside as Jake was trying to process, then rushed forward, crouching to Amy’s level and getting right in her face. “What was it? What did you hear?” He was frantic.

      Jake pulled him up by the collar of his white coat. “Stay out of her face.”

      “This isn’t a game!” Charlie yanked his coat free. “This is history for God’s sake. I need to know what she heard!”

      Jake saw a chair behind Professor Reed, grabbed him by the lapel, and sat him down in it. “You will give Amy her space. You hear me?”

      “Stop fighting each other!” Amy shouted.

      Everyone turned toward her.

      “It’s what they want!”

      They.

      The room was completely still. Everyone, including the three other men working the radios, all stopped what they were doing and tuned in on Amy. Jake felt paralyzed when he heard the word they. He hoped she meant something other than what his worst fears were telling him. Something other than what the professor and Tyler were telling everyone this was. And something other than what his instincts had been telling him after watching the infected evolve as quickly as they had. But he knew. Deep down Jake knew what she meant, and that was why he and everyone else in the room couldn’t summon words as they stood staring at Amy. Waiting for her to speak.

      Amy looked at Charlie. “You were right. That was a conversation.”

      Amy looked over to Jake. Her blue eyes were swimming in tears. “This wasn’t a disease or an infection that did this to my parents, and all of those other people.”

      Jake finally managed words. “Then what was it?”

      “An infiltration.”

      The words stunned Jake, and apparently everyone else as well. There wasn’t a sound in the small room.

      Jess walked around so she could face Amy. “Infiltration? You mean another country has done this? Like an act of war?”

      Amy shook her head. “It’s a war, all right, but not another country. They are from somewhere else.”

      Just as Charlie began to speak, the radio at the back of the room squawked. Then they heard a man’s voice. “This is the United States Army. We are looking for survivors on this frequency. We heard a transmission from here just a moment ago. If anyone can hear us, please respond.”

      The man at the radio turned toward the professor for guidance. The transmission was horrible timing, because the only thing any of them in that room wanted to hear was what Amy had to say. But there was no way they could miss this communication with the Army. They had no choice but to respond.

      “Professor?” the man at the radio prompted.

      The radio sounded again. “I repeat, this is the United States Army. We are looking for survivors on this frequency. We heard a transmission from here just a moment ago. If anyone can hear us, please respond.”

      It seemed to Jake that Charlie was so caught up in understanding what Amy heard that he was willing to lose the opportunity with the Army. Jake knew better.

      “Amy.” Jake began moving toward the back wall. “You think you can remember what you heard until I finish with the radio?”

      She nodded. “I’ll never forget. Not for as long as I live.”

      Jake couldn’t put his finger on why, maybe it was just the way was she was speaking, but Amy seemed more mature than when he’d first met her. Probably because she was just a frightened little girl on the street outside his home. It’s not like he actually knew her. Maybe she had always been this mature. Or maybe the end of the world has that effect on thirteen-year-old girls.

      Jake walked over to the radio.

      “Just press this button to talk, then release for a response,” the man said.

      Jake nodded, picked up the microphone and its stand, and pressed the button. “This is Jake Maddox, Special Forces 1st group. We read you loud and clear, United States Army.”

      Though things were about as bad as they could be, the ability to communicate with someone, somewhere else in the country, felt like hope. Jake waited for a reply. Everyone in the room now turned their attention to him. But there was no response.

      Jake repeated his statement. “This is Jake Maddox, Delta Forces 1st group, we read you loud and clear, United States Army.”

      They all waited for a few seconds, but there wasn’t even the sound of static.

      Jess stepped forward, concerned. “Are we too late? Would they move on to a different frequency that fast?”

      Jake’s feeling of hope was quickly replaced with worry. He didn’t think they would move on that quickly, especially since the man said they’d heard a transmission from their frequency just a minute ago, but this much lag in response was not a good sign. And the longer they all stood there in silence, the deeper the worry burrowed.

      Now Charlie stepped forward. “They should have already responded. Tim,” he said to the man at the radio, “is there a problem with the radio?”

      Tim checked the wires, checked the power, then smiled as he started to check the microphone.

      “What?” Jake said. “What the hell are you smiling about?”

      “The button. You forgot to release the button.”

      Jake looked down at his hand and released the button immediately. If he hadn’t cared so much about hearing a response, he probably would have been embarrassed.

      “Nice one, G.I. Joe. Apparently Radio 101 isn’t a course in Delta Forces.”

      The radio barked. “Oh good, you finally released the button.”

      Now Jake was embarrassed.

      “Really good to hear from you, soldier. This is Corporal Jim Banner. Where are you transmitting from and what is your situation?”

      Jake breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Good to hear from you, Corporal. We are at the University of Cincinnati. There’s about twenty of us in a basement full of supplies. Where are you transmitting from?”

      This time Jake was sure to release the button.

      “Best news I heard all day, Jake. You’re my first contact outside of military bases. Glad to find some of us still among the living. Especially a fellow soldier. We are in Mount Weather, trying to see what’s left of this country.”

      Mount Weather.

      Jess’s face lit up. Tyler stepped forward and pumped his fist. Professor Reed was still lost in his own thoughts.

      “Jim, that is damn good news. A woman by the name of Dr. Emily Fraser came in with the president earlier today. I need to speak with her immediately.”

      “I can’t confirm she’s here right this second, but if she is I’ll find her.”

      “Wake her up if you have to. I need to talk to her now.”

      “I’ll be back here as soon as possible.”

      “We’ll be here.”

      Jake sat the microphone down and turned his attention back to his friends. Back to Amy. And back to the new reality that was stranger than fiction. The break in communication with Mount Weather was perfect. By the time they found Emily and got her to the radio, Jake would know what Amy heard.

      He knew what he was about to hear would change his world forever. But he figured that had already happened, so he was ready to bring it on.
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      “Put the camera down, professor,” Jess said.

      “This is literally history in the making. We have to capture it!”

      Jake moved from the radio toward Charlie. The professor took a defensive step back.

      “It’s okay. He can record it,” Amy said as she dried her eyes and repositioned her ponytail.

      “You’re sure?” Jess said. “He doesn’t have to.”

      Amy nodded.

      The professor refocused the camera. “It’s June 30th, 2019. Amy here has heard the transmission of the conversation I have recorded between two unknown beings. And she understood them. She is going to tell us what she heard.”

      Jake watched the professor nod to Amy. All of it felt so surreal. Before Amy began to speak, Jake had a terrifying thought. It wasn’t about what the aliens said in the transmission, though. Rather, his thought was about why Amy could understand it, and what exactly that meant.

      One life-altering thing at a time. He focused, as did the others, on Amy.

      “The first thing that was said sounded like someone was giving an update. They don’t speak like we do, in and sort of order, so I’ll summarize. They said, ‘infiltration complete, armed defenses crippled, very few immune.’ Then the other voice said, ‘begin phase two.’ The response to that was, ‘already learning.’ The other said, ‘are they as weak as they seem.’ The response was, ‘they are fragile, but resilient.’ The other said, ‘will this be enough.’ The response was, ‘too early to tell.’ Then the last thing that was said was, ‘will hold on reinforcements. Find element zero. There has been no recent report. Element zero is our only weakness. Find and eliminate element zero.’

      They all were stunned.

      “That’s it. That’s all they said,” Amy finished, then waited for a response.

      Jess gave Jake a look, then glanced at Amy, then back to him. Though Jess said nothing, the meaning behind her look was unmistakable. He knew she was thinking the same thing he was, that because Amy could understand the transmission, it was very possible she was Element Zero.

      “Thank you, Amy,” Jess said. “I understand how that would be hard to forget.”

      “I know we were already in trouble,” Amy said. “But doesn’t this make it worse?”

      Jake felt like this was all too much for a young teenager. Mostly because it was too much for him, a battle-hardened soldier. “Professor, I need some water. Amy, you could probably use some too, right?”

      “I think we all could,” Jess agreed.

      “Professor?” Jake prompted.

      “What? Oh, yes. Just out in the common area. Bill here can show you. I’m going to upload this video to the computer to make sure we don’t lose it.”

      A man stood up from in front of a computer, ready to take them to get water. Jake walked out with them, and as they exited the long hallway into the common area, he stopped.

      Jess turned around. For the first time Jake noticed how tired she looked. “What is it?”

      The rest of the group turned to Jake when they heard Jess. He waved them on. “Go on ahead. I just need a minute with Jess.”

      The group seemed to think nothing of it, and Amy followed beside Tyler to get some water.

      “You don’t think it’s really possible, do you? That she’s this ‘Element Zero’?” Jess said.

      “I don’t know. She was surrounded by the infected when we first saw her out on my street. Looking back, they had opportunities to get her. Didn’t they? Before I got there?”

      “I don’t know, Jake. I don’t know anything anymore. I mean, aliens?”

      “Amy didn’t actually say it was aliens.”

      “You’re right. She didn’t. She just rattled off a translation of a takeover in some weird language that no one has ever heard of. Where it was asked if we humans are as weak as we seem.”

      Jake nodded. He knew she was right.

      “What are we going to do?”

      Jake took her hand. “All that we can do. Which is work off of what we know. It doesn’t matter if this is a zombie apocalypse, or an alien invasion, or both. We’ll figure it out. It’s what we do. And if Amy is somehow a part of them, or a part of their plan, then we have our first advantage. We know where she is and they don’t. Maybe we can learn more about them and figure out a way to use it against them. They did say it was their only weakness.”

      Jess leaned in and wrapped her arms around Jake. He gave her a squeeze, then he immediately pushed her away.

      “What is it?” Jess said. “What’s wrong?”

      Jake was already backpedaling. “If Amy is Element Zero, and Element Zero is their only weakness, we have to make sure there is no way they can find out where she is!”

      Jake turned away from Jess and began sprinting back down the hall. If Emily came back on the radio and he wasn’t there, the professor could say the wrong thing. Since they had no idea what capabilities these beings had, they couldn’t chance it that they could be listening in somehow–monitoring the airwaves. There was no such thing as being too careful. Not with what was at stake: the very fate of humanity itself.

      Jake threw open the door and his exact fear materialized in front of him. Charlie was at the back of the room, the microphone in his hand.

      “And we have someone here that was able to translate it, she could understand—”

      “Stop!” Jake shouted.

      Charlie jumped and nearly dropped the mike. His finger slipped off the button.

      “Professor? Are you there? Is everything all right?”

      Jake heard Emily’s voice through the speaker.

      “What did you say?” Jake stalked toward professor Reed.

      “I––I was just relaying that I was right, that it was a conversation. That I wasn’t crazy.”

      Jake snatched the microphone from his hands. “We can’t talk openly about this. What if they’re listening?”

      Charlie backed away. “They can’t . . . They can’t hear this radio, can they?”

      “I don’t know, but it’s not worth finding out, is it?”

      Jake pressed the button. “Emily? It’s Jake. No more talking about this over the airwaves. Understand?”

      A squawk. “Jake! You’re all right! Thank God you made it! When they came and told me you were on the radio, I ran as fast as I could!”

      “Emily, no more discussion about what Professor Reed is saying, okay?”

      “But how can we fight this without knowing what was said?”

      “You can hear it in person. Get the helicopter here, and I’ll bring Amy to you.”

      “Jake, did you just say Amy?”

      “Yeah.” Jake stopped talking and let go of the button.

      “Jake?”

      If the infected man had said the name Amy back in that house, they were already looking for Amy. Which confirmed that Amy was the one they called Element Zero. Which means if these things could listen in on this radio communication, Jake had just made an even bigger mistake than the professor did.

      “Jake, the infected woman we captured said the name Amy too. Jake, what is going on?”

      As soon as the radio fuzzed, Jake pressed his button. “No more talking! No more names, no more information. We are here waiting for the helicopter. Let me know when it leaves, and I will see you soon. We can discuss everything then. But no more talking on here!”

      “Okay but we—what?”

      The transmission stopped. When Emily said ‘what,’ it sounded as if she had turned away from the mike to talk to someone else. Jake pressed the button. “Emily? Are you there?”

      After he released the button, there was a break in the communication. The silence seemed to go on forever.

      “Is something wrong with the radio?” Jake asked the man that had been working it.

      Tim checked everything. “It should be good to go.”

      He pressed the COM button again. “Emily.”

      Released.

      Pressed it again. “Emily!”

      Finally it barked back at him. “Jake, I’m so sorry. They just informed me that there is no way to get to the helicopters here right now. The airfield has been overrun with infected. The soldiers that were guarding it are dead.”

      Jake’s stomach dropped. He felt sick.

      “Jake?”

      “I heard you. We’re on our own.”

      “The president will have someone come get you, I know he will. It just won’t be from here. Not right now. I will let you know as soon as I hear anything. I’m so sorry, Jake. How long will your supplies last? Can you make it okay for a while? Just in case it takes some time?”

      Jake didn’t know what to say. If someone or something was listening to all of this from the beginning, they not only knew where Amy was, but they now knew where the president was as well. The two of them needed to stop this communication right then. It might already be too late.

      “Emily. Stop talking on here about people’s names, titles, and whereabouts. We can no longer communicate this way. It’s too dangerous. I’ll figure something out and get back to you.”

      “Okay. All right. Someone will always be here by the radio when you need to communicate.”

      “Here too. Be safe. And consider getting the POTUS the hell out of there if it’s possible. I don’t know who knows what anymore.”

      “I’ll tell him. Stay safe.”

      “You too, Emily.”
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      The next morning came and went. No helicopter. So did the next morning––day three––and Jake had just poured himself a cup of coffee after checking with the watchmen. They let him know once again that no helicopter had come. That wasn’t good, but what was worse for Jake was that he checked with the radiomen too, and there was still no word from Colt. It should never have taken his brother that long to get to the Cheyenne Mountain Complex, and Jake was doing everything he could to keep the worst out of his mind, but after seeing things like Tom getting his throat chewed out, it was hard for his mind to go anywhere else.

      After a full day without running from infected, everyone was all rested up, well fed, and well hydrated. Ready for the next move. But Jake knew they weren’t really ready for a next move. Not for what was coming. That’s why when the first morning had passed without a helicopter coming to take them to Mount Weather, he began training select members of Professor Reed’s group. Training them for the trek they were going to have to make to Mount Weather, Virginia. By land.

      He had been communicating with Emily. They talked in as much code as they could. They even said some of the more sensitive things in pig-Latin. But Jake wasn’t counting on anything, or anyone coming to help him. As he had many times over the years with the Army, he instead was preparing for war. He began training Jess, Tyler, Amy, two of Bryan’s men, and three others that were willing to make the journey with them from Charlie’s group in everything from weapons to tactical movements and defensive hand to hand combat.

      The thing he couldn’t train them for was the evolution of the infected. Because he had no idea to what level they had evolved. If how far they’d progressed in one day was any indication, he believed they would be completely up to speed by the time he and his crew hit the road. The longer they waited to move, the more complete the infected’s capabilities would be. Which Jake planned to treat them like any other threat he had ever faced, like they were as capable as any of the best soldiers in the world. Preparing for less would leave them even more vulnerable than they already were.

      The problem was, his “team” wasn’t ready. They had a lot to learn, even to get the basics down. Bryan was good––he was a Marine––but his two men and the three others were weak. In the meantime, one of the members of the group was a technology expert. They sent out small drones with even smaller cameras just before nightfall yesterday, capturing a look at campus. Overall it was quiet, which made Jake even more nervous. After listening to Amy’s translation of the conversation where the aliens had stated, “move on to phase two”, Jake figured that even though he didn’t see any infected on campus, they were most certainly plotting. Or they at least were making sure they were familiar with all of their host bodies’ cognitive and physical functions. It further reinforced that the longer Jake waited to move Amy, the better prepared the infected would be.

      Jess, Tyler, and Amy were comfortable in the basement of what they now knew was the library building at UC. Everyone had been very generous in taking them in and making them feel welcome. Professor Reed was busy helping plot a course to Virginia which stayed off the main roads. Emily was still maintaining that a helicopter would be coming, but she still couldn’t say when. She mentioned there were several bases with working helicopters and planes, they just couldn’t mobilize yet. They were all still fighting to keep the infected at bay.

      Jake knew these things were going to just keep coming. He just didn’t know what they wanted. Whether it was extinction, or making Earth their own, it didn’t really matter to him. His job was the same either way; keep them from winning. The first step in that would be securing Amy, and letting people much more knowledgeable than him help understand exactly what she was, and how they could use her to fend off the aliens. Once he got Amy to Mount Weather, he could then be made aware of the situation around the country, which Emily explained there were more people reporting every hour.

      Jake knew a war was coming. It was inevitable. And he was built for it, maybe better than anyone else left on the planet. All of that would have to wait. His first mission was clear, and that was his sole focus. Get Amy to Mount Weather.

      Day three down in the bunker was going to go just the same as day two had. He had already made love to Jess––the rest of the day he would be spending every hour on a different aspect of combat training. When Jess and Tyler weren’t training, they would be working with Charlie to continue to perfect the course to Virginia and work up a supplies list that would sustain them weeks on the road if necessary. The most difficult was the Beritrix. None of them knew why it continued to keep them from turning into one of the infected, but a daily dose did. Those doses, however, were running low. It would already be gone if everyone had been taking it. But the air filtration system that Charlie had used a lot of the university-allocated money on was doing the trick for the people not on Beritrix.

      That was the mission that was set for that evening: to get more Beritrix. They would need a much larger supply with seven or eight of them making the trip to Mount Weather. This would be the first small gauge of how the team would be able to work together, and how their training would hold up. It would also give Jake his first look at how much the infected had evolved. It was a key element in knowing when they could leave for Virginia.

      Even this first move out into the open air wasn’t set in stone. If they had a bad day of training that day, that first move would be pushed back too. All Jake could do was focus on the next hour, and then the next one, and so on. He took a sip of his coffee and stared blankly over the common area of the bunker. He was the only one awake other than the guards and radiomen, so the room was empty and silent. Leaving him alone with his thoughts. Every second he had alone with his thoughts, the other thing that had been weighing on his mind maybe more than anything else always came storming back.

      His brother Colt and the boys.

      Colt had always been a hunter and great outdoorsmen. This fact gave Jake a little bit of hope––that, and the fact that the thing that he and his brother had most in common was that they never quit. Two great qualities when you live in the mountains and the end of the world happens. But worry came with those comforts, because Jake knew how hard it was for him to survive out there, and he was a highly-trained soldier. Not to mention he’d had two adults alongside him. Colt only had his sons, which would only make it more difficult for Colt to survive.

      Would Colt be able to handle the evolution of these things? Could he adapt to their changing habits? It had nearly killed Jake twice. If he’d had to protect two young men in the process, it might have turned out differently. The longer the silence lasted for Jake, the more the worry grew. And the more the worry grew, the worse he felt about his brother’s chances. The not knowing was enough to drive a man insane.

      Sitting idle was making him sick. He had never had anxiety before, but if he didn’t get up and get moving, it was going to overwhelm him. He didn’t want to know, he needed to know. And the need to know was getting to him. Filling his head with doubt. Any more time alone and—

      Jake couldn’t take it. He knocked his coffee mug to the floor with a violent swing of his arm. It smashed into a dozen pieces, he stood from his chair––his insides churning––and let out a scream. Just as he did, the hallway door burst inward and the radioman came running into the room.

      “Jake, Emily is on the radio from Mount Weather. She needs to talk to you. She said it’s urgent.”

      Jake’s chest was still heaving from the moment he’d had with himself. After hearing the word urgent, his breath quickened even more. “Is it about a helicopter?”

      “No, she said it’s about your brother.”
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      Chapter 1

      South Park, Colorado

      

      Colt Maddox grasped his axe, twisting his fingers around the hickory handle. He brought down the blade with force, cutting through the thick piece of wood like a fiend. The split wood lay in half. He picked up both chunks and tossed them into a disheveled pile.

      Bringing his hands to his lower back, he arched into a stretch, and the sun gleamed on his rugged face in the afternoon glow. His shoulders were wide and his arms long, and his thick, dark graying beard just added to his manliness. But father time was catching up with him, as it does all.

      Another log rested beneath him on a bed of pine needles. Just as he reached down to lift it, a noise—a reverberating snap—echoed near the edge of his property close to the country road. He shot a look to his right and scanned the area for any sign of intrusion.

      He’d had trouble in the past with poachers coming onto his land illegally to hunt elk. All fifty acres of his property were surrounded by state land, and more than a few trespassers had tried to use the excuse that they didn’t know where they were. That was a line of bullshit. Any hunter in these parts knew exactly where they were.

      He shook off the noise and reached down again, but again came a snap. This time Colt would not allow it to be a coincidence. He took one step to investigate but was distracted by the sound of rolling tires over crushed gravel. Colt spun to see his wife Anna driving up the driveway in her SUV. She noticed him and gave him a smile and a flicked wave before she proceeded up the drive.

      He watched her exit the SUV with an overnight bag in hand. Even after a long day of travel, she was still stunning—always in his eye. Her blonde hair was tied up in a ponytail and she wore a zip-up sweatshirt with a pair of blue jeans that hugged her curves. She had just returned from a trip to visit her sister in New York City. Her plane had landed that morning; only now had she reached their home in the middle of the Rocky Mountains.

      She walked up the decked staircase and toward the front door of their log home. Colt stepped forward and started up the slope. He wished to hear all about her trip, but his path was stopped by his son’s call.

      “Dad, it’s Uncle Jake,” Dylan yelled to his father. “Says he needs to talk to you right away,” Then Anna came near to her son. She leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek before proceeding inside.

      Colt shouldered his axe, avoided the scattered trees, and walked up the incline until he reached the patio that led directly to his house. He’d built their house with his own bare hands—sure it took almost five years to complete, but it was perfect, each log set with precision and accuracy, and it would withstand anything mother nature sent to test it.

      When he reached the wrap-around deck, Dylan, his oldest son, held out his cell phone.  He rested his axe against the wood support that ran to the second story. He smiled at Dylan but waited for him to re-enter their home before speaking to his brother.

      “Jacob. Long time, no talk.”

      “Where are you?” He cut to the chase.

      “Hello, to you too, soldier.”

      “Colt, are you with Anna and the boys?”

      There was hysteria in Jake’s voice.

      “Jacob, what the hell is going on? You sound skittish, like you’re hiding from a ghost.”

      “Colt! Listen to me. Get Anna and the boys and lock up. Don’t let anyone in or out until you hear from me again. There’s some sort of disease or something that has spread. Millions of people are already infected—”

      “What are you talking about?” Colt interrupted. “What disease? You mean like the flu?”

      “I mean it’s airborne. And if you get it, you’re dead. But still alive. You—”

      “Do you realize what you sound like?”

      But Jake didn’t acknowledge his question. “Colt, would you just listen to me for once and do what I’m saying? Make sure you keep taking Beritrix, and make sure you give it to Anna right away. And keep giving it to the boys. You hear me? It will keep you alive for now.”

      “Jacob, where are you? What’s going on? It sounds like you’re talking about some sort of apocalypse. Walking dead, stay inside, give everyone Beritrix—”

      “I know what it sounds like, Colt. You don’t think it sounds crazy to me too? But I just watched a man chew the Adam’s apple out of a kid’s throat right in front of me. I had to literally smash his brains in to stop him from doing it to me. Get Anna and the boys to safety and lock everything up. Grab any weapon you can, give them the Beritrix, and when I get more information, I’ll call you. Got it?”

      Colt lifted the phone from his ear and stared down in disbelief. How? How could there be people doing these things? Alive, but not?

      “Colt! Colt!” he heard Jake yell into the phone.

      But he didn’t answer his brother. He didn’t bring the phone back to his ear, because as Colt stood, his youngest son, Wesley ran out the front door to play with his dinosaurs on the cedar deck. Frozen in shock, Colt couldn’t shake his brother’s words or even Wesley’s play-talk ringing in his ears, until . . . another snap resounded again in the trees, this time closer to the home. And it wasn’t caused by the rolling tires of Anna’s SUV.

      His thought went to his son and his well-being, just as he hung up on his brother. Colt turned the corner to see Wesley on his hands and knees. He sprinted toward him and scooped him up without explanation.

      “Daddy, what are you doing?” Wesley looked up from his father’s arms.

      An emotion lingered on his face—one he’d never shown Wesley before.

      Fear.

      Once inside, Colt tossed Wesley onto the couch, spun around and slammed the door shut, then locked the deadbolt.

      The staircase was just to his right. He climbed to the top, bounding two steps at a time. At the top of the stairs were three doors: the boys’ bedrooms, and Colt’s office. Colt pushed into his office and went directly to the closet. Inside was a Browning gun safe. He typed in the combination and spun the handle.

      Three handguns—a Glock 23, a Sig Sauer SP2022, and a .357 Magnum revolver lay across the top of the shelf. Next to the Glock was a belt holster. He lifted the holster and the Glock. Then shoved the magazine inside the Glock, racked the slide to load a round, and pushed the handgun into the holster that sat on his right-side.

      Below the shelf were three rifles and a shotgun. He lifted his favorite hunting rifle—a Browning BLR Lightweight ’81—and slung the strap over his head and across his chest. As he was loading ammunition into his pockets, Dylan walked in.

      Dylan held tight to his own phone but looked up and said, “Uh, Dad, what are you doing?”

      Colt didn’t answer his question, but instead asked one of his own. “Where’s Mom?”

      “She said she was going to take a shower.”

      Next to the gun safe was a mini-refrigerator. It had multiple uses. Cold beer, soda. But the most important use was for Beritrix. (Medicine Colt and his boys had taken daily since birth due to a defect in their DNA.) Beritrix acted as an immune system booster, and it always needed to be kept cold. If the boys ever had an attack in the middle of the night, Colt’s office was the closest room to theirs. Colt threw open the door and grabbed the remaining three vials and syringes and stuffed them on top of the ammunition he loaded into his pocket.

      Without further explanation, Colt breezed by his son. He needed to find Anna.

      He hurtled down the staircase. Wesley lay precisely where he left him. He clung to the armrest of the couch, unwilling to move, scared by his own father’s demeanor, but Colt couldn’t stop to calm him or help. Anna needed to know.

      From the hallway, Colt heard the shower running. When he reached for the bathroom door, steam poured from underneath.

      “Anna?” Colt tapped on the door.

      No answer.

      He knocked again, this time harder and his voice went up. “Anna, honey, can you hear me?”

      He reached for the handle and pulled down. It was unlocked, and the door clicked open.

      “Are you in here?” His eyes remained on the floor but rose as he stepped inside in search of his wife. He looked to the glass first, maybe she was inside washing herself and didn’t hear his call.

      But she wasn’t there, not in the shower. Instead, she was standing nude with her face against the wall. Her blonde hair was tossed and wiry, different than normal.

      “Honey?” he questioned softly. Then Colt noticed more peculiarity.

      The skin along her spine, vertebrae by vertebrae, went black as it cascaded from her hairline to the base of her lower back. She turned slow—only an inch at a time. When she faced him, the color left his face. What stared back was not Anna, not his beautiful wife of fifteen years, this was something different, some thing.

      Instead of sea green eyes staring back, she peered through eyes void of color, black, with a deep sullen gaze.

      Is this what Jacob meant? No. Can’t be. Not Anna.

      “An-na?” He held onto hope that his wife was somewhere inside, maybe buried deep, but there all the same.

      She made no response. She simply tilted her head, shrieked, and attacked.
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