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 ONE – WHO SHE IS 
 
      
 
    June Mannis was dying. She knew it. In every fiber of her being, emotionally and physically she felt it. It moved with her blood through her system like a thick acid, burning, expanding, in every artery, vein and capillary. Each pump of her heart literally hurt and, it wasn’t figuratively, it was real. 
 
    In a way, what happened to June was her own doing. She supposed that it could have been avoided. The time of it, not the actual act. Eventually she would die. Her death sentence would come, she didn’t have it in her for it not to. But she had it in her to beat the foe before the danger was right there. Physically she was average. Average height, average weight, average … everything. Her destiny was to be a cerebral hero. An expectation many placed upon her, and one she had failed to live up to. 
 
    June was no different than billions of others. She didn’t lack the will to live or to fight, things just happened. At one point, June was a warrior. That turned on a dime and her priorities changed. 
 
    It was about saving her family, it had always been about them. 
 
    Her family, and saving them, was the reason she became a doctor. The decision to embrace medicine came long before the events that threatened the very existence of humanity. 
 
    It wasn’t some sort of star studded revelation that the world would face a plague, viral outbreak, nuclear war or any other bring of the apocalypse scenarios that caused her decision to choose medicine. It was the everyday things. Fever, cough, a banged up knee … all so she could be the one to make the decision. So she would have the knowledge and not have to bow down and accept at face value what someone with a degree told her. 
 
    It grew from an experience, not paranoia. She never thought she had it in her to be a doctor, nor wanted to, until her first born daughter, Henny was born. 
 
    At the age of two months, Henny became sick. The pediatrician dismissed the symptoms and gave her the speech, ‘If this or that happens, call, otherwise let it run its course’. June had a hard time with that, Henny was tiny and fragile, how could a medical professional not take something serious? 
 
     The pediatrician dismissed her as some first time, neurotic mother, but June, like many other mothers took to the internet. Which prompted the doctor to tell her, “Google doesn’t have a medical degree nor see patients like this every day.” 
 
    “She was around my nephew, he has strep,” June told him. 
 
    “She was vaccinated. She doesn’t have it.” 
 
    His words didn’t lessen her fears and June took the child to the Emergency Room. Still she was dismissed. Finally, Henny didn’t get better and another trip to the ER confirmed her web browsing, mother’s intuition diagnosis. 
 
    Meningitis. 
 
    Henny survived, but it wasn’t without repercussions. The delayed treatment caused her not only to suffer an intellectual disability, but she was deaf as well. 
 
    It was after that, June wanted control. 
 
    She just didn’t realize that she would become a smug doctor who dismissed things, that diagnosing her family wasn’t easy, and it was faulty. Suddenly knowledge was a curse. When any illness or injury arose, she misdiagnosed them easily with a ‘It couldn’t be that, you’re fine’, because her judgement was clouded by wishful thinking. 
 
    Nevertheless, June was good at what she did. She could have chosen to do private practice, but not wanting to deal with all the insurance issues, she opted for emergency medicine blanketing herself under a hospital. 
 
    She grew up, married and went to school in Chicago. She even did her residency in Chicago, did so well she was given a position there. She credited her husband Stan for her ability to focus on school. He supported the family and made the sacrifices, he worked extra hours as an editor and producer at the local news. When he needed to transfer farther east to be close to his ailing mother, June didn’t balk at the thought. She encouraged him not to work, to take it easy and take care of his mother. Stan didn’t listen, he was used to working and he was able to land a job at the local news in Pittsburgh. June focused on the area closer to her mother-in-law and easily secured a senior physician position at a rural ER thirty miles south. They lived near the hospital and since June was a doctor, they moved her mother-in-law, Ester into the new home. 
 
    It was difficult going from the fast pace of an eight hundred room hospital in the city, with gunshot wounds and drama, to a hospital a quarter of that size and an emergency room that rarely saw anything. 
 
    Twenty-four recently remodeled trauma rooms, and at most they had eight at a time full. Most of the time there was only one doctor and a couple nurses. The nights weren’t crazy like Chicago, they were quiet and boring. 
 
    It didn’t take long for her to fall into the routine there. 
 
    She ended up enjoying the pace. Smug as she was, God complex in tow, June wasn’t thrown through a loop like most when the infection began. Even in her rural setting she recognized it and was on top of it. She was the first to go public with concerns that human nature, not communicability rate, would cause the virus to spiral out of control. 
 
    She was right. 
 
    People, just like June, would get it. Not because they took a breath of air or were exposed to it, but because they cared and loved. They were human. 
 
    All the precautions, gloves or facemasks, in the world weren’t going to cut it. They wouldn’t protect the mother who held her dying child, or the husband who cradled his wife, because they wouldn’t be wearing a plastic sheath when they kissed their loved ones goodbye, or rather, what was really needed … a suit of armor. 
 
    No one who caught it truly willingly allowed themselves to get infected. It wasn’t on any death wish, bucket list. In an unconscious way they were vulnerable and didn’t realize it. 
 
    At some point though, it wasn’t enough to just survive, that wasn’t living. Succumbing was the fast way out. 
 
    Was it though? 
 
    Was it really? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWO – ORIGINS 
 
      
 
    One of the things June had learned working in a big hospital was to stay on top of things. New strains, flu outbreaks, anything like that. She didn’t want to be that ER attending that misdiagnosed Ebola for food poisoning. 
 
    Not only did she read the reports that were sent to her from hospital administration, she frequented the websites of the CDC and WHO to check for alerts. 
 
    From the moment she joined the staff at Mon Valley, she knew those daily informative emails were over. Mon Valley saw cases of flu, but mainly the hospital didn’t get much. Bruises, cuts and occasional cardiac arrest. June had to take it upon herself to be informed. 
 
    Each patient at Mon Valley was treated like royalty and given the full-scale examination, every stone turned. Not because they prided themselves on being that thorough, but more so there were never that many patients and a plethora of tests made the nights go faster. 
 
    June got used to that. So much so, that when it got a little busy, she grew irritated. 
 
    She grew to like the slow pace. 
 
    It was a Tuesday night and June was on the nightshift. She never minded the night shift, she could get the kids off to school when she got home and then sleep. It allowed her to be there for her three girls when they got home, and for Ester, should she need her. 
 
    Usually weekday nights saw at most five patients during the course of the shift, but on this one, she had five at one time. All of them different things. 
 
    A breathing problem, kidney stones, banged up knees, possible cardiac and a drug addict, he claimed he flu and coughed so hard he threw out his back, when he was really looking for a way to get a fix as he fought, what the charge nurse described as symptoms of withdrawal. 
 
    “Is it a full moon,” June asked looking at the computer. “Someone tell me it’s a full moon.” 
 
    “It’s not,” a nurse, Patrick said. “Room six.” He handed her a chart. “Thirty-three year old male, complaining of chest tightness.” 
 
    “EKG?” 
 
    “Slightly abnormal rhythm.” He showed her the EKG strip. “Waiting on the chest x-ray and labs now.” 
 
    “His O2 Sat.” 
 
    “Normal. There is a family history of pericarditis.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks,” June took the chart and headed toward room six. The wife of the patient in room five hurried out to stop June. 
 
    “We’ve been waiting an hour. My husband is in pain,” the woman said. 
 
    “Ma’am, I promise I will be with him shortly.” 
 
    “I don’t think you understand. He’s bad. He was fine when he went to the concert, he’s even worse since I brought him in.” 
 
    June leaned slightly back to see the man. He lay on the ER bed, his head going back and forth, and he appeared to be restless. “I’ll be with him shortly. I promise.” 
 
    “Please,” the woman begged. 
 
    “Ma’am I …” 
 
    Patient Five groaned out painfully. 
 
    June spotted Patrick and grabbed him. “Hey, I’m going to check on five. Can you go in six, hook him up to the monitors, prep him for an IV and begin pre-admission.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
    “I’ll be right in,” June said, then went in room five. She was going in blindly, she had his chart but didn’t look at it, only relying on the verbal rundown of the man from Patrick. “What’s his name?” she asked his wife. 
 
    “Greg. Greg Jenner.” 
 
    “Mr. Jenner,” June said in a slightly louder voice. “I’m Doctor Mannis, can you tell me what you’re feeling right now?” 
 
    “It hurts. Everything hurts.” He grunted loudly. 
 
    June placed on gloves and walked closer to him. When she put her hand on his arm, she could feel the warmth of his skin. “Mr. Jenner, have you had this fever long?” 
 
    His wife answered. “No. It started an hour after he got home.” 
 
    “Mr. Jenner, I want to take a look, can you sit up for me?” June helped him to lean forward, when he did, she noticed the blood on the bed. Crinkled brow, she looked at his back. There was a huge gaping scratch right by the base of his neck. “How did he get this?” June asked. 
 
    “I … I don’t know. Maybe at the concert. He said there was a huge fight.” 
 
    “Where was he at?’ 
 
    “Stage AE.” 
 
    June lay the man back down, but this time on his side. She faced his wife. “I’ll be back, I want to get his chart and a nurse to help with the wound.” She took off her gloves and tossed them in the trash. As she left, she not only pulled the curtain closed, she partially shut the sliding glass door. 
 
    Knowing Patrick was in the next room, June headed back to the nurse’s station. “Evie,” she spoke to the other nurse there. “I need a complete blood work up on five.” 
 
    “Doctor Mannis, this …” 
 
    “I thought I was told five was a known user here.” 
 
    “He is, but …” 
 
    “That’s not detox. I want …” 
 
    “Doctor Mannis,” Evie firmly cut her off. “This just came in. A fax.” She handed June a document. 
 
    June looked at her watch. “A fax at three in the morning?” She took it and saw the CDC heading. 
 
    It was an alert brief in nature, but informative. June had made it half way through when her own internal alert system went off. She set down the document on the counter and turned just as a long scream rang out. It was a woman. 
 
    She raced back down the hall toward the examining rooms and no sooner did she approach room five, Mrs. Jenner stumbled out. Hands to her throat, blood pulsed out between her fingers and she dropped to the floor. 
 
    June reached down for her and her eyes lifted to the bang that came from room five. She didn’t see anything. It was a gut reaction that caused June to lunge for the glass door of the room and quickly slide it shut. 
 
    The second the door connected with the latch, Jenner slammed into the glass. His bloody hands squeaked against the glass as he clawed at it. His mouth moved in a biting motion. 
 
    June stepped back and took a breath. She believed he was trapped until she watched him reach to open the door. As he pulled for it, June jumped forward and countered his attempts.  A struggle over the door ensued. She pushed as hard as she could to keep that door shut. 
 
    Mrs. Jenner on the floor behind her was crying and screaming hysterically, all June could think of was keeping Mr. Jenner in room five. 
 
    Patrick ran from room six. “Oh my God.” 
 
    “Get Evie to help her,” June said of Mrs. Jenner as she tried to plant her feet firm. 
 
    “I’ll get security,” Patrick said. 
 
    The notion of the Mon Valley Hospital security guard coming to the rescue was comical to June, he could barely make it to the vending machine. 
 
    “And the police,” June told him. 
 
    “I’ll be right back to help you,” Patrick said. 
 
    June nodded. She had to focus and give it all her strength. Jenner kept a locked stare on her through the glass as he pulled the door. He was relentless in his pursuit to get free, and June had to be just as relentless to keep him in there. She had to be. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THREE – THE FAX 
 
      
 
    Rational, level headed June went into a complete paranoia meltdown. 
 
    “Stan,” she spoke his name hurriedly as she huddled with the phone in the corner of the nurse’s station. 
 
    “June, it’s three in the morning, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “Listen to me, I can’t talk right now. Do not send the girls to school. Lock the doors. Do not leave them alone. I don’t know when I’ll be home. I can’t …” she looked over her shoulder. “I can’t talk. I’ll text you.” 
 
    “June …” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    She hung up the phone and slipped it into her pocket.  She needed a moment, a break, her hands were still covered with blood. What was she thinking touching things? She rushed to the sink and scrubbed her hands for at least a minute. 
 
    The ER was transformed from oddly semi-busy to the insanity of the ER in Chicago. State police had come in and within two hours, the Health Department arrived in hazmat suits. 
 
    Strangely enough, they only shut down hallway A and rooms one through six. 
 
    The chaos died down almost as fast as it began. 
 
    Mr. Jenner’s body was placed in a bag and had been removed. The police officers purchased from the vending machines on their way out, Wally the security guy was back to watching informercials, and the lab sent down the results for the cardiac patient. 
 
    June found herself staring down at the mess in hallway A, holding those lab results in her hand. 
 
    She kept flashing back to the moment help arrived. 
 
    “We have it,” a police officer said. “Let go of the door.” 
 
    June shook her head. She watched as another officer in riot gear stood back against the wall opposite of Mr. Jenner’s room. 
 
    “We have it. Let go.” 
 
    June’s eyes shifted to the officer’s hands flush against the glass, holding the door, then she released and stepped back. 
 
    “You ready?” the one officer asked. 
 
    SWAT policeman indicated to her she was done on the count of three, the officer slid open the door to examine room five. 
 
    Mr. Jenner took one lunging step. Riot gear officer fired a single deadly shot. 
 
    Mr. Jenner went down. 
 
    June didn’t know if she screamed, she thought she did. She knew she jumped, just like she jumped when a hand lay on her shoulder, taking her out of that flashback. 
 
    “Just a precaution and for investigation,” an epidemiologist from the health department said. “This virus is not airborne. It’s bloodborne, so contact with blood and fluids.” 
 
    “I’m well aware of what bloodborne means. This is the virus that was in the fax?” June asked. 
 
    “We believe at this time that Mr. Jenner wasn’t a derivation case, he was more of a progeny of the original strain, one caused by a bite or scratch. There were nine other cases reported at UPMC, all of which, like Mr. Jenner were at the concert. They, more than Mr. Jenner, showed baseline symptoms of CO-D4.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Co … 
 
    “For ease we pronounce it Cody. Cognitive Impairment Dysfunction virus level 4. Baseline is basic flu like symptoms that increase with severity. None of the concert goers showed this rage, those are seen in progeny cases.” 
 
    “So, there are others?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes. It happened fast, we are still collecting facts. It came out of nowhere seven days ago. Then again, if you think about it, is it always out of nowhere when we travel so much.” He shrugged. “Have a good night, doctor, we’ll take it from here. I believe your cardiac patient was moved to eighteen.” 
 
    When he walked away, he left June a stuttering mess. She was still processing all that had happened. 
 
    Why was the hospital even open? 
 
    She expected the hospital to be quarantined or at the very least, herself, yet the only person they did quarantine was Mrs. Jenner. 
 
    What happened to her throat? 
 
    How did she get cut? Obviously, Mr. Jenner did something to her. June wasn’t allowed to do the examination, but it wasn’t as if they were being secretive. 
 
    The whole thing shocked June, the CDC felt compelled to send a warning, yet was completely dismissive about it all. Everyone seemed to be. The health department declared the area contained. How was that possible? Maybe it was. Maybe it wasn’t. Maybe they planned on covering things up, destroying all evidence or …  they weren’t doing anything. Perhaps the trivializing of the situation was just a ruse for the fact that it was so already out of control, why waste efforts over only one case? 
 
    June didn’t have the answers, but she did have that fax. Before she went home for the night, just in case it ended up being something the authorities wanted to bury, June grabbed the fax, folded it and placed it in her pocket. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FOUR – FREAK 
 
      
 
      
 
    In her mind, she envisioned chaos and panic. Throes of infected rampaging the streets, after all, if they had a case in of it at Mon Valley Hospital, she couldn’t imagine how bad or how far out it had already spread. 
 
    The warning from the CDC. It wasn’t fast enough. 
 
    June convinced herself they were nonchalant about it all because it was over. Life as she knew it was over. 
 
    She kept thinking of all the movies she saw, how the outbreak consumed the world. That was what June expected. An overnight catastrophic turn of events. 
 
    There was nothing, absolutely nothing other than Mr. Jenner to warrant such fears on a massive level.  
 
    Doctor Ung told her she was being ridiculous, he saw nothing like that when he drove in. June reminded him that he was called in at two in the morning and only lived three miles away. He probably was still on a slight buzz from a hefty glass of scotch before bedtime routine. He reeked of it and he was irritated, which told her he didn’t pay much attention on the drive. What would he see anyhow? 
 
    “Go home, June,” he told her. “You had a traumatic experience tonight. Go home.” 
 
    She was paralyzed with fear to leave the hospital and she stood at the automatic doors staring out. It was semi-dark and the street lights shone slightly orange giving the mist in the parking lot an eerie effect. 
 
    “You need me to walk you out?” Wally the security guard asked. 
 
    June jolted, not expecting him to approach from behind. She looked at him. A man older than her. He carried extra weight and never moved very fast. “No ... but thank you. Can you just ... just watch?” 
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She looked out again. 
 
    “You have to step forward for the doors to open.” 
 
    Irritated, she snapped. “I know.” Exhaling, she stepped forward. Her car wasn’t that far and she feared hitting the clicker. What if the sound drew in infected like Mr. Jenner? 
 
    She walked at a fast pace across the small parking lot to her car three rows back. The entire way she looked over her shoulder and all around, and at the last minute she hit the clicker and grabbed the door handle. 
 
    It didn’t unlock. 
 
    She pressed it frantically and flung open her door, hurrying inside and locking it. Her hands gripped the steering wheel as she caught her breath. 
 
    ‘This was it, this was what it felt to be totally terrified,’ she thought. 
 
    She began her journey home, eight miles away. Her phone had died and she reached for the charger in the car. It wasn’t there. 
 
    What if she broke down? What if she ran into a large group of infected? She pulled onto the main road and a car nearly cut her off. The first thing she thought of was the driver was fleeing from something. An ambulance raced by her and she panicked. What if it was headed to her house? 
 
    She kept seeing Mr. Jenner, the look on his face, the maddening determined glare and blood that poured from his mouth. His eyes were beyond blood-shot with red tears. 
 
    It was like nothing she had ever seen before. 
 
    Mind racing, thoughts she didn’t want to have arrived one after another. Her heart raced out of control and it drove June to the point that she screamed loudly in the car. 
 
    “Stop it, June.” She yelled at herself while driving irradicably. “Stop it now.” 
 
    The radio, raced through her mind and she turned it on. Surely if there were a massive event it would be on the radio. A turn of the knob only brought music, and that made her feel slightly better, but not enough. 
 
    She thought of her family, her three daughters, especially her Henny. God forbid someone like Mr. Jenner approached. Henny wouldn’t hear him coming. 
 
    Even if her fears of the worst case scenario were unfounded, they were only unfounded for the time being. They were dealing with a level four virus. It was highly contagious, if it made it to the United States, it could slip under radar easily. Ten people at a concert meant a thousand in the city. 
 
    June began to calm the farther she drove, she saw traffic moving normally, people going about their lives, stopping at fast food restaurants and pumping gas. 
 
    She may not have been able to control what was happening with the CODY virus, but she could control what happened with her family. With those thoughts in mind, she stopped at the grocery store and did a mad dash down the nonperishable aisles, tossing things in the cart at an incredible speed. 
 
    The store was empty. That would change once news of the virus broke. It would have to, there was no keeping it a secret. She remembered how people panicked over Ebola in the US, and already the number of cases of CODY that June knew about exceeded that. 
 
    What would they do over something like this? 
 
    After her mad dash shopping spree, June headed home. A huge part of her knew she was wildly overreacting, but she couldn’t help it. 
 
    No sooner did she pull into the driveway, her front door opened and Stan flew out.  
 
    Placing the gear in park, June jumped out of the car. “What happened? What happened?” June asked panicked. “Are the girls okay? What ...” 
 
    “Stop.” Stan placed his hands on her shoulders. 
 
    “You ran out.” 
 
    “I ran out to see if you were okay,” Stan said. “Doctor Ung called, said you had a horrible experience tonight and he was worried you were having a meltdown.” 
 
    “I am. Oh, God, Stan, this …” her trembling hands reached into her pocket and she pulled out the fax showing him. 
 
    “Is this what your text tried to tell me?” he asked. 
 
    June nodded. “I saw this first hand. It scared me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Stan took her into his arms. “I am so sorry you had a bad night.” 
 
    “It was more than a bad night.” 
 
    “June.” 
 
    “Stan, this could be bad. It could be really bad.” 
 
    Stan pulled back. “Listen to me. Yeah, it could be bad, but good people are working on this. You need to get it together. If things would get that bad and you’re like this now … what will you be like then? This is not you.” 
 
    June returned to his arms. She heard his words. She remembered what Doctor Ung had said, that she saw something horrendous. 
 
    Her behavior was not only out of norm for her, it was beyond reasonable for the situation. 
 
    Her entire psychotic episode was based on a small outbreak. Fear for her family caused it. 
 
    She had to get it together, and June would.  
 
    As a doctor she was going to be on the front lines. She would be that first line of defense. June decided she would allow herself this moment, the freak out, then she would soldier up, be realistic and be rational. 
 
    Rational and smart were truly the only way to protect her family. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FIVE – KNOWLEDGE 
 
      
 
    If there was one thing June did, it was tackling her obstacles. Whenever she didn’t understand something or needed to learn it, she studied it, became an arm chair expert via the internet. That was what she did with the CO-D4 virus. Learned it. The problem was, there wasn’t much on the internet, nor did the CDC have information ready, they were still learning it themselves. 
 
    The doctors in the field, those treating the patients were the investigators, they were told to report anything and everything. A special website and phone number were set up. 
 
    Even though June had her freak out moment, or rather hour, she vowed it wouldn’t happen again. She would keep a level head, she was going to be smart. 
 
    It didn’t matter that the virus wasn’t airborne, she knew how quickly Ebola had spread just in closed quarters, surface to surface. Because of that, when the news broke that day to the public, June notified the school that the girls would not be returning until the crisis was over. 
 
    The school had no idea what crisis she spoke of. 
 
    Stan insisted it was a bit much. 
 
    It was April 28th when the world found out about the virus, to the best of June’s research there were approximately four hundred known cases worldwide. 
 
    It wasn’t big enough and the news went over people’s head and garnered about as much attention as a forecast for rain in the spring. 
 
    Nobody cared. 
 
    Nothing really changed for the first few days, people went about their day to day lives. June didn’t see any more patients with it at the hospital. 
 
    Then at one week everything changed. 
 
    The amount of infected went from the initial four hundred, to three thousand at day three, and at one week one estimated fifty thousand were infected in the United States alone. 
 
    The quiet rural hospital of Monongahela, Pennsylvania was continuously packed. June saw as many patients with it as she could, the ones thinking they had it. 
 
    There was no test. 
 
    It was fast. 
 
    That was how they knew. 
 
    The onset of symptoms were mild. General malaise, aches and pains, low grade fever and mild conjunctivitis. Within hours the fever would spike, the patient would become agitated, their eyes would bleed, if they were lucky, death would follow rapidly. 
 
    Then they revived. 
 
    It wasn’t as if they were one hundred percent dead, the heart beat at a few beats a minute and the brain functioned partially. They moved, sometimes fast, sometimes slow, they were instinctual and they were hungry. 
 
    That … was what sent people into a panic. The revival, the creation of what people called Codies, and the fact the virus stuck fast, hit hard and killed. A person would feel fine in the morning and possibly be dead by dinner. 
 
    The entire situation took the world by storm. Chaos ensued before the ten day mark, businesses were closed, people ran for the hills and they fought for food. 
 
    City streets were dangerous, not just because of the infected, but because of the people who wanted to take it upon themselves to rid the world of them. 
 
    It made for a dangerous situation. Lawlessness abounded. 
 
    June saw it coming, she made sure the house was stocked with food and water. 
 
    For three days she never left the house. Everything shut down. Hospitals, stores, electricity went off, essential services were all down. No police, no law or order. 
 
    It took only two weeks and a million infected to reach that point. In June’s mind and in her heart, she believed that it was the end of the world.  
 
    Then someone in authority had the brilliant thought, ‘We won’t go down without a fight’, and the end of the world was put on hold. 
 
    At least for the moment. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SIX – A NEW ORDER 
 
      
 
    The long blast of the air raid siren caused June to cringe. 
 
    She was still on the road, still five miles from the hospital. 
 
    It wasn’t her intention not to be at the hospital when curfew arrived, but she got held up at home. Stan was working on editing a Public Service Announcement for the news station and was holed up in his office. June didn’t want to leave for her night shift without making sure the house was locked tight. 
 
    She secured the doors, closed the safe shutters, took the dog out and made sure the girls had a snack waiting for them in the kitchen. 
 
    It was unfair to close them off to daylight before the sun went down, but it was the only way to ensure it was done. Stan often got lost in his work and closed the shutters too late. 
 
    The girls were good about it for the most part. Henny understood, of course, she was thirteen. At the age of eight, Melinda teetered between understanding and irritation over it, but Aggie was confused. She was four years old and just didn’t get why they couldn’t go out and play all the time, or why she stopped going for rides in the car. 
 
    Things had changed in the first month. It went from chaos early on to controlled, controlled wasn’t a bad thing. 
 
    The stats were frightening and sad. 
 
    Seven billion people on the planet and it was estimated, one month post outbreak that twenty percent of the population had, or did have, the CO-D4 virus, it wasn’t showing signs of stopping. 
 
    It didn’t mean it was twenty percent across the board. It was the average. 
 
    High population areas saw infection rates as high as forty percent, whereas rural areas would be as low as five percent. 
 
    Whatever the case, it was a different world. Rules were established to save lives and protect them. 
 
    It was a hardcore military and government controlled state, but it was needed. 
 
    Before it happened, people were starving. They were desperate for water, food and medicine, there was nowhere to get it. 
 
    The so called, Cody Vigilantes on the streets with dreams of being mighty zombie hunters were killing as many healthy people as they were infected. They made going out more frightening than the revived. 
 
    When the government took over full force, they promised safety, but America had to get back to some semblance of normalcy. “Get back to work,” they said, then the soldiers started knocking on doors to make sure people got out. 
 
    The farmers were farming, but no one was moving the product to the factories to be processed, or the stores to sell. There was no electricity to run the factories, no gas to get the workers there. 
 
    The restoration phase was swift and it started at ground level. The Army Corp of Engineers got the utilities up and running. Workers were needed to keep it running, the gas stations were operable, and gas went first to the trucks to get more gas and get the food. 
 
    With each phase of the restoration more and more people were returned to circulation to keep things running.  
 
    Just after the six week post outbreak mark there was a new normal established with harsh rules.  
 
    When to go out and when not to. Limits on where people could go. Advisories were constantly being updated and changed. 
 
    June knew if the rules weren’t in place she and her family would be, either hiding in the house as masses of infected pounded at their door, or dead. And the one point five billion infected people would be much higher. 
 
    Still, how does one explain that to a four year old? How would a small child understand the reasons for not being able to go to the store, or why it was the law to install thick, wooden or metal storm shudders on all first floor windows? 
 
    Despite the advisory not to, parents took their children out to the stores. June didn’t. It was a chance she didn’t want to take. The kids slowed her down, anything could happen in a parking lot. 
 
    And when Aggie asked why they could never go out when the sun went down, June told her in the best way she could understand. “The monsters come out at night.” 
 
    The monster came out in the daytime as well, they were just as massive, but were easier to avoid and less hungry. 
 
    Sundowning was a term June knew well, it was applied to people who suffered dementia, because it seemed when evening set in they were worse, more confused and more agitated. The same applied to the Codies. They were worse at night. Which made sense to June, seeing as it was a cognitive virus. 
 
    There was a reason for every rule, which included the air raid sirens. 
 
    The air raid sirens blasted each night for three minutes. They were the signal for everyone to be inside and to lock down. Absolutely no one was allowed on the roads or streets, if they were, they stood a good chance of being shot. 
 
    If medical help was needed a person had to call for an ambulance or the police. 
 
    The sirens also served another purpose … they called out the Codies. 
 
    The noise was like a dinner bell, and that made them easier to kill. When the sirens stopped and the silence of the night set in it was quickly broken by the sounds of gunfire. The shots echoed across the valley letting everyone know the hunting squads were out. 
 
    June was out there in the middle of it. She drove faster to get to the hospital. The last time she was out when the sirens stopped a bullet hit the back of her car. 
 
    She was halted and flagged down about a mile from Mon Valley. It was dangerous to stop, for her and the soldier that approached the car on the road. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she told him before he could even speak. “I had to get my daughter locked down before I left for my shift.” 
 
    “Where do you work?” 
 
    “I’m a doctor at Mon Valley.” 
 
    “Do you have your medical pass?” 
 
    “I do.” June reached for her purse, fumbled for the ID and handed it to the young soldier. 
 
    “Okay, doctor,” he handed it back. “No fine this time. But go straight there.” 
 
    “I intend to.” 
 
    “And be safe.” 
 
    “I intended to do that, too.”  After thanking him, June hurriedly drove away. 
 
    Just because the sirens blared and no one was on the streets didn’t mean she wouldn’t get patients. Police, fire and ambulances would bring in the infected. 
 
    They’d come at a steady pace. No slowing, no down time. Not anymore. 
 
    June was ready for a busy night. It was always busy now. 
 
    They were in a new phase of living, unfortunately that meant a lot of death. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SEVEN – ROUNDS 
 
      
 
    “I thought you were dead,” Doctor Ung greeted June when she stepped into the nurses station. “Or at the very least your car was shot again.” 
 
    He wasn’t a young man, but his age was hard to tell. June pegged him as possibly late forties or early fifties. He electively wore his head shaven, wasn’t tall and he took pride in his physique, talking often about going to the gym. For as long as June knew him … years, she still had a hard time reading him. He spoke slightly faster than most people, he left out a lot of inflection and dashed the way he spoke with arrogance.  
 
    “I’m sorry I worried you,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, I wasn’t worried. I was mad. I kept thinking that you were going to go and get yourself killed by the cleanup squads and leave me alone with the midnight rush.” 
 
    “Really? And to think I brought you chicken.” 
 
    “You brought me chicken?” 
 
    “I did.” She pulled out a container from her bag. 
 
    “Wow. Thanks.” He took it. “In all seriousness June, you need to be careful.” 
 
    “I’m good, James, I only have my street to worry about then I get to the main roads all the way here.” 
 
    “Still, you don’t know. One red light and things can go bad. I was sitting at a red light just tonight and two of them slammed my window.” 
 
    “Oh my God, what did you do?” 
 
    “Nothing. I waited for the green light. I wanted to shoot them, but that’s illegal. Why is that? Why is it illegal to kill something so deadly?” 
 
    June shrugged. “I don’t know. Control maybe. If they can control every aspect as much as they can, maybe it’s their way of believing they can control whatever is happening.” 
 
    That was the only thing June could think of. Control. Every aspect was controlled when it come to the infected. Who was allowed to shoot them and who was not? Everyone had to be registered, if there was an infected in the home, it was illegal to keep them. Only police, military, emergency personnel and medical staff were allowed to kill them, or rather ‘rectify' them. 
 
    “You know,” Doctor Ung said., “We are only one missed shot away from losing that control.” 
 
    “I know. So … what is happening tonight?” 
 
    “Before we get to that. You may want to read the revised procedural guidelines for medical personnel.” 
 
    “More rules?” June asked. 
 
    “More like revised.” 
 
    “What’s new?” 
 
    “Restraining.” 
 
    “Please don’t tell me we aren’t allowed to restrain at all.” 
 
    “No.” He shook his head. “In fact, they established that we are allowed to restrain before the final stages if we see or feel a threat.” 
 
    “Thank God.” June exhaled. A week earlier an uproar entailed over restraints. People were complaining that their family members were being restrained unnecessarily.  
 
    June didn’t get that. They were infected, they were about to becomes something extremely dangerous.  For a moment June thought they’d have to stop restraining all together. 
 
    Thankfully, that wasn’t the case. 
 
    She took the memo from Doctor Ung. “Oh, look,” she said. “A nifty frequently asked question section.” 
 
    “Don’t.
June read, “When should we restrain?” 
 
    “June.” 
 
    She changed her voice. “Restraining should only be applied to progeny cases and only when patient is in the third stage, sooner if irritation is present. Restraining is also recommend when rectification is delayed. No shit ...” 
 
    “June,” Doctor Ung said. “I read the whole …” 
 
    “What if patient refuses restraints?” June read. “Oh, this is good.” She cleared her throat. “Explain to patient and family that restraints are for the safety of patient and those around them. If patient still refuses to comply, secure and seal patient in isolation until R-team can be called post revival.” 
 
    “Okay, done?”  
 
    “It doesn’t say anything about sedation proceedings.” 
 
    “We’re not supposed to sedate unless they ask for it.” 
 
    “That sucks.” 
 
    “Yes, I know now …” 
 
    “And if we are supposed to be PC, not restrain, just let them destroy a room until R-team can come and shoot them.” 
 
    “That’s the law. You have patients. We have a lobby full and we need to process and transfer to the ward. There’s also about six we’ll probably need to rectify.” 
 
    “I hate this.” 
 
    “It’s easier now,” Ung said.  
 
    “Physically.” June stood. 
 
    “They’re gone at that point, June.” 
 
    “Not ... not quite yet.” She stood. “And I’m not fast enough. I’ll sedate. Let’s go do this.” 
 
    “Hey, June.”  
 
    June stopped walking. “Yeah?” 
 
    “County hasn’t been in since the onset. They won’t know and won’t review records.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “I know I joked about being one shot away from losing control, but … this is going to get ahead of us.” Ung also stood, waving June to follow him to the back room. “I want to show you something.” He opened a folder. “I’ve been keeping track. When we reopened the hospital, what six weeks ago?  We were seeing roughly eighty percent derivation cases to twenty-percent progeny.” He shifted the page. “Two weeks later that eighty percent went down to seventy. Last week … we were seeing fifty, fifty. This week, that’s shifting even more.” 
 
    “Do you think the virus is finally dying down?” June asked. 
 
    “No. I just think people are taking care of their own. Not bringing them in like they’re supposed to, parents are getting the Mother or Father complex, taking care of their kids and in turn …” 
 
    “They get sick.” 
 
    “They get sick, yes. They come here for help because they can’t take the pain. Pain from the virus, the bite, whatever. Problem is, where are the children? Where is the person who got sick and revived?” 
 
    “That’s why there are so many on the streets.” 
 
    Ung nodded. “You’re going to have the person who can’t get in here. But if it all went as instructed, if every person called for retrieval or came in. If they called for R-Team, there wouldn’t be the masses of Codies on the street. This is only going to get worse and the infected number of caretakers will grow.” 
 
    “Basically, it was all good in theory, but it will be worthless." 
 
    “That’s my belief,” Ung said. “In my opinion, they’ll just have to move the healthy unaffected to areas and do a mass destruction, or leave the Codies to die out.” 
 
    “That’s sad, they aren’t really dead.” 
 
    “Yeah, they are, June. They are technically dead,” Ung said. “The brain revives, the soul is gone.” 
 
    “When do you think it will flip completely?” 
 
    Ung shrugged. “I don’t know, but if it continues on this pattern a few weeks, a month maybe. Let’s go make those rounds.” 
 
    A few weeks or a month was a scary thought to June, that would mean a return to the chaos and calamity, the insanity. If that were to happen, June would be prepared, but she hoped Doctor Ung was wrong. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EIGHT – RECTIFY 
 
      
 
    It was always the same and was protocol. Medical staff entered each treatment room in pairs. It was safer that way. The admissions nurse usually noted if the patient was in an early phase or late phase. If they were in the late transition phase, they stayed in the emergency department until the end. If early, the attending doctor would have them moved to the ward, where doctors and military handled them. June was glad she hadn’t been drafted to work in one of those places. It was a lottery system, only those picked … lost. 
 
    Making her rounds, June missed the good old days of broken bones and lacerations. She had seen one case of non-CO-D4 in the past two weeks. No one came in for simple stuff, actually no one came in for anything but the virus or repercussions caused from it. 
 
    Trauma rooms eighteen through twenty-four were reserved for suspected transition stages. A nurse’s cart was in the hall with all supplies needed. 
 
    June and nurse Patrick made their way to room nineteen. 
 
    “Sixty-eight year old female, suspected late stage, her eyes are already hemorrhaging.” 
 
    “Demeanor.” 
 
    “Calm.” 
 
    June paused before room nineteen. A tray was there and on it was the instrument they used to rectify. Out in plain view. The tool looked like an old school pair of ice block tongs, complete with the long pointed and sharp ends that would penetrate the skull in one quick pull of the handles. Handles go out, points go in. It wasn’t easy the first time June tried, she figured it was her own apprehension that caused the lack of force. She preferred to sedate them then drill a hole to kill the brain. The tongs were better for the patient. Quick and final. 
 
    She covered the instrument and walked into the room. 
 
    It was reminiscent of days gone by of the ER. The patient laying on the bed, a family member in a chair next to them. 
 
    “Mrs. Logan,” June waked in the room, “I’m Doctor Mannis.” 
 
    The woman seated in the chair stood and leaned over the bed. “Mom?” She removed headphones from the older woman. “Mom.” 
 
    Mrs. Logan jumped a little, startled. “I was sleeping. Sorry.” 
 
    “The doctor is here.” 
 
    June stepped closer the bed. She saw the eyes, the bloody tears that welled in the corners and slowly rolled down her cheeks. It was apparent Mrs. Logan was near the end. “Mrs. Logan, how are you feeling?” 
 
    “Bad. Every part of me hurts.” 
 
    “I can give you something to make you more comfortable,” June said. 
 
    “No. No. I want to be fully aware when I leave this earth. I don’t know how any drugs will affect me. I know how this ...” She indicted to the headphones. “Will.” She then placed them on again and closed her eyes. 
 
    June looked curiously to her daughter. 
 
    “Classical music,” the Daughter said. “It always calms her. She said maybe it will help if she … if she … you know, comes back.” 
 
    Patrick leaned into June, whispering. “A lot of people say, ‘how you go out is how you come back’.” 
 
    That made sense to June. The raging Codies were usually the agitated Codies just before they went. 
 
    June still needed information for her records and to send to the CDC. “When did your mother start feeling ill?”  
 
    “About an hour after she was bit.” 
 
    June stopped writing. “She was bit?” 
 
    “On her ankle, yes. She … she was taking care of several family members who are ill.” 
 
    June hurriedly lifted the bottom of the sheet, it was barely noticeable and she examined the small bite on the ankle of Mrs. Logan. She looked at Patrick. 
 
    “Tiny,” Patrick said. “Had to be a direct hit to the vein.” 
 
    “That’s the only way to get ill so fast.” June then turned to the daughter. “This is the reason you are not supposed to take care of those who are infected. We have wards.” 
 
    “We know that. You know that. Everyone does. How do you just turn over the people that you love?” the daughter asked. “I brought her in because of how much pain she’s in.” 
 
    It didn’t make sense to June. Not at all. Obviously, Mrs. Logan was in the transition phase, ready to pass away. She also was clearly a progeny case, yet, she was calm.  Eyes closed, slight smile on her face. “I’m going to go get Doctor Ung, I’ll be right back.” June set down the chart and walked from the bed, no sooner did she get to the door, Patrick called her. 
 
    “Doctor Mannis.” 
 
    June stopped and turned around. 
 
    “She’s … she’s gone,” Patrick said. 
 
    The woman’s daughter sobbed out and June walked back to the bed. She reached down, touching the woman. Mrs. Logan immediately had lost her color, that was common. June couldn’t feel a pulse or see any signs of breathing. 
 
    “Doctor Mannis?” Patrick asked. “Rectify now?” 
 
    June just started at Mrs. Logan. “Patrick get me the restraints.” 
 
    “Restraints? She passed away.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “We have a few minutes. We need to rectify.” 
 
    “No,” June replied, her eyes transfixed on Mrs. Logan. “Not just yet. There’s something I need to see first.” 
 
    “The classical Music?” Patrick asked. 
 
    “Didn’t you say, ‘the way you go out is the way you come back’?” 
 
    “I’ll get the restraints.” Patrick hurried from the room. 
 
    June’s focus remained on Mrs. Logan for a second, staring at the headphones and the wire that ran from them to a phone. “Whatever you do,” June told the daughter. “Don’t shut off the music.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 NINE – TRIAL AND ERROR 
 
      
 
    Doctor Ung rarely, if ever, raised his voice. Even when mad, he kept that annoying smug tone, rarely changing infliction. That almost wasn’t the case when he scolded June, “You did what!” 
 
    “No, listen to what …” 
 
    “No,” he cut her off. “There is no reasoning here. Thank God Patrick told me.” 
 
    June turned to Patrick. “Tattletale.” 
 
    “Really?” Ung snapped. “You’re calling him a tattletale. Grow up.” 
 
    June scoffed. “He was all compliant when I told him. He got the restraints.” 
 
    “That was before I realized you weren’t gonna rectify at all. There are laws,” Patrick defended. “I’m sorry. They’re there for a reason.” 
 
    “That right there.” Ung pointed back toward the hall. “That situation in room nineteen is the reason, you are the reason right now, that those laws are going to fail. This is what I was saying earlier. This is exactly how it will get ahead of us.” 
 
    “Can’t you see the science in this?” June asked. 
 
    “Science?” Ung asked. 
 
    “Yes.” June nodded. “There’s a saying about the infected, how you go out is how you come back.” 
 
    Doctor Ung groaned. “How you go out is how you come back, is a rumor, it isn’t science.” 
 
    “But she was calm when she went out. She is a progeny strain, she was calm when she should have been out of control. She revived … calm.” 
 
    “June, I am well aware of the calm out, calm back, rage out, rage back, thing. I am,” Ung told her. “But even calm doesn’t make her any less dangerous.” 
 
    “We don’t know that.” 
 
    “Yes, we do.” 
 
    “What if … what if a part of her is still—” 
 
    “Stop.” Ung held up his hand. “They are dead.” 
 
    “No, technically …” 
 
    “Technically my ass. They’re gone, June. The body may still have a semblance of life, but they are gone. That part of you that loves, feels, that part of you is gone. Gone, that is what makes us alive and human and not want to bite off someone’s face and eat them.” 
 
    “James, we know nothing about this virus,” June said calmly. “We know what we report. Fever, symptoms, length of time until revival, they expire, revive and we rectify or call R-Team. But we haven’t studied this. If someone else has we don’t know about this. This virus is threatening mankind’s existence. It is the enemy, we need to know it. Right now we don’t. Let me go through with this. Just go see her. She is different.” 
 
    Ung looked at her for a few seconds. “Fine.” 
 
    “Doctor Ung?” Patrick questioned. 
 
    “If there’s something there,” Ung said. “We need to know. Let me go see Mrs. Logan.” 
 
    Patrick seemed irritable to June, she didn’t understand why, nor did she ever take him for a stickler for rules. Perhaps he was just scared, she thought. They all were one way or another. 
 
    Mrs. Logan had revived. 
 
    Her daughter Stacy still stayed by her side, and Mrs. Logan wore the headphones, her hands and feet restrained. 
 
    Doctor Ung approached the bed and into Mrs. Logan’s line of sight. She merely looked at him, she didn’t attempt to attack or reach for him. 
 
    “Watch,” June said and approached the bed. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Ung asked. 
 
    “Watch.” June had a towel wrapped around her forearm and she extended it toward Mrs. Logan. 
 
    “What are you doing? Are you nuts?” Ung pulled her back. 
 
    “She doesn’t even try.” 
 
    “What happens when you remove the headphones?” Ung asked. 
 
    “We haven’t tried.” 
 
    Doctor Ung walked behind the bed and carefully lifted the headphones. Mrs. Logan moved her head about as if looking for them. He replaced them. 
 
    “Classical music calms her,” June said. “Has to be the reason she’s like that.” 
 
    “Classical music doesn’t calm everyone,” Ung said. “It annoys me. You realize this is the exception, not the rule. I’m not meaning to be a downer here, but I have to be realistic.” 
 
    “We should try to see if it’s the exception,” June said. “Go to the ward, find those willing to try. See if we can repeat this. If we can lessen the danger, we can lessen the spread.” 
 
    Doctor Ung exhaled heavily, and ran his hand over his mouth. “They are human beings. Not guinea pigs.” 
 
    “But what if something like this can help them retain more human instincts?” 
 
    “You’re reaching, June,” Ung said. “There is nothing behind her eyes.” He looked at Stacy. “I’m sorry, that was cold.” 
 
    “We need to continue this with her,” June suggested. “See when, and if, she goes violent.” 
 
    Doctor Ung pursed his lips and looked at Stacy, “This is your mother. I will rectify her if you want. I will do it. Your call.” 
 
    “Is her heart still beating?” Stacy asked. 
 
    “Like ten beats per minute, maybe,” Ung scoffed at the question. 
 
    “Then as long as her heart is beating, she isn’t fully dead, she may come back.” 
 
    “She’s not coming back,” Ung said, “Not from this.” 
 
    Stacy folded her arms, staring at her mother. “I’d like to let Doctor Mannis continue.” 
 
    “Fine.” Ung raised his eyebrows and walked to the door. “I want her moved to the third floor. No one is up there. Hear me out though, the second she gets violent. Family permission or not …” He paused and looked back. “Rectify her.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TEN – MAJOR TOM 
 
      
 
    Seventeen years of dedicated service to his country, nine tours of duty, Tom Leland made it from enlisted man to officer, the long and hard way. He was good at what he did, and the fact that Tom had no emotional attachments made his job easier. 
 
    He was respected in the field because he would never expect his soldiers to do anything he wouldn’t do. 
 
    When duty called at home, when he found himself having to raise arms, he took the call, because Tom knew he was not only doing it for his country, he was doing it for humanity. 
 
    Gone was the term battalion. They were no longer called Soldiers, Marines, or Seamen, they were a R-Team. 
 
    From one battlefield to the next, the elite were placed in groups of eight, rectification squads that moved from one place to another in an area. 
 
    It didn’t stop, nor show signs of slowing. It had been six weeks since Tom led his first R-Team raid, it was clumsy and awkward, and they had to remind themselves why they were doing it. 
 
    After a couple weeks, the routine was tweaked and done without emotion. It had to be that way. 
 
    Tom was given the southern division of Pennsylvania. He handpicked his team from the hundreds that were nicknamed ‘Street Cleaners’. The ones who went out after the curfew sirens, picking off the infected as they straggled about. 
 
    Tom’s job was a bit more specific. His team went into businesses, hospitals and homes. Anywhere there was a report of harboring Codies. 
 
    Usually those situations were dangerous because the Codies were contained in a structure and the longer they were imprisoned without food or a way out, the stronger and faster they were. 
 
    It had to be a coordinated raid, get in, clean up, get out. 
 
    In the six weeks, Tom had one member of his team take a hit, or rather a bite. 
 
    The Codies no longer felt pain, so they had no limitations. There was no pain when the jaw clamped down at two hundred pounds of pressure. Whereas, someone not infected would subconsciously stop themselves. 
 
    It would be easier to wear riot gear, like a lot of R-Teams, but Tom felt they hindered movement, agility and speed. Some thought he was insane, but Tom countered that with his statistics they were wrong. He was the only team leader to only lose one member so far. 
 
    He didn’t even have time to take a break when a report came in about harboring. Usually it would state how many Codies they had to deal with, but not this one. 
 
    It had come in overnight from a nurse at a local hospital. It would be the last one before his team stopped and rested. 
 
    “Unconfirmed, we’re working on suspicion,” Tom told his team as they stood outside the single story modular home at 426 Second Avenue, New Eagle, Pa. “There is at least one inside.” 
 
    Neighbors had gathered to watch, that usually happened when the team showed up. 
 
    “It’s can’t be any bigger than a three bedroom,” a team member said. “So there can’t be many Codies in there, right Major?” 
 
    Tom turned around and faced the onlookers. “Anyone know this family?” 
 
    An older gentleman raised his hand. 
 
    “What can you tell us?” Tom asked. “Members? How many? Anything.” 
 
    “I know the husband and wife lived there with their grown daughter. Two grandkids. They have a whole slew,” said the man. “Lots of cars during holidays. But typically five people.” 
 
    Tom nodded. “Thanks. Alright team, let’s operate as if there is one in every room. We know what to look for, eyes on the prize. What’s a prize?” 
 
    “Stay alive.” They all responded. 
 
    “Ears in.” Tom ordered. He placed in his ear piece as did everyone else.  
 
    He reached down to the radio clipped to his belt. It was more of a contraption he had for years, and it was part of his personal routine that no one else really did. A music player was connected to the radio and the units duct taped together. 
 
    When he pressed play, not only would they hear his commands and be able to communicate with each other, they’d hear the music. 
 
    The music gave them timing, each part of the song was part of the raid, choreographed  
 
    What started as a joke, became motivation. When he made the rank of Major, everyone started singing Space Oddity by David Bowie, then Tom started playing it to be annoying, then Tom … started using it. 
 
    He pressed play. 
 
    He didn’t need to order out anything. The start of the intro was the teams signal to take positions. They moved quickly to surround the house. When the first verse began, they raised their launchers and fired in unison as the verses ended. 
 
    The cannisters shot through the windows releasing a gas that would render most Codies unconscious, unless they were enraged, in that case the gas did nothing.  
 
    The four bar musical interlude was enough time for the gas to work and as the song blasted into the chorus, Tom and his team blasted into the house. 
 
    This is Ground Control to Major Tom … 
 
    The second Tom stepped in, shots began and he saw a body on the floor by the couch.  
 
    “Jesus,” a team member said. “How many are here?” 
 
    “Check for life,” Tom said, he walked to the body and rolled it over with his foot. The eyes were red, cheeks streaked with cried bloody tears. Tom whispered, “Rectify.” And fired a single shot into the forehead. 
 
    This is Major Tom to Ground Control ... 
 
    “Holy shit! It’s a fucking family reunion,” someone shouted. 
 
    From the corner of his eye, Tom saw movement and pivoted in the nick of time. A Codie raged his way, leaping at him. Using his rifle like a baseball bat, Tom swatted him. When the Codie fell, Tom swung his weapon around screaming, “Rectify” and fired. 
 
    “I got one.  Barricaded in. A live one,” came over the radio. “It’s a kid. A boy.” 
 
    Tom lifted his head and sighed. It was words he liked to hear. “Get him out. Get him out now.” 
 
    “Roger that, Major Tom.” 
 
    Within a few seconds, he saw the team member emerge from the back hallway carrying the child at top speed, he raced straight out the door. 
 
    Tom continued on with the sweep.  
 
    There were more Codies than they expected in the small house. Whoever lived there was caring for them all. They thought they could do it. Medication and bandages were on the counter. It was evident the caretaker tried to feed them as well. Remains of small animals and rodents were scattered about the house. 
 
    Something is wrong. Can you hear me, Major Tom? Can you hear me … 
 
    The caretaker of the Logan family was dedicated and loved their family very much. Tom wished they understood loving them didn’t include actions of feeding them and allowing them to revive. Showing unconditional love was to end their suffering, rectifying them before revival. They were human though and filled with emotions, rendering them psychologically ill equipped to end a family member’s life. Tom was human, but he didn’t have that emotional attachment. That was why he was there. To do what they couldn’t. 
 
    As the song finished, so did the raid inside the Logan home at 426 Second Avenue. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 ELEVEN – LIGHT 
 
    “Mama,” Aggie’s tiny voice, trying hard to whisper, called to June, while her hand had a grip on her arm, trying to wake her. “Mama. Daddy says get up.” 
 
    June grunted and rolled to her back, she felt as if she had been hit by a truck. She was non-stop the night before at the hospital. Going from seeing patients in the ER to the third floor where they moved Mrs. Logan and eventually five other patients. 
 
    Ung was fascinated when they repeated the process with another man who found it calming to watch videos on his phone of his grandkids. 
 
    She spent the evening running about, all twelve hours of her shift. After rubbing her eyes, she looked at the clock. It wasn’t even noon. 
 
    “Are you kidding? Honey, mommy just went to bed a couple hours ago.” 
 
    “Daddy says he has to go to work.” 
 
    “I like how your dad didn’t have the balls to come up here and tell me,” June said, sitting up. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Never mind.” She rubbed her daughters head and leaned forward to kiss me. “Go tell him I’ll be right down.” 
 
    When Aggie had left the room, June got out of bed, freshened up and headed downstairs. If he was going to wake her up long before she was due, she hoped that Stan would at least have her coffee made. Stan rarely left the house for work. When he did it was for a short span of time and usually after three p.m. The only time he did leave early was if he had a special assignment. 
 
    Henny was sitting on the couch reading, June walked over to her, tapped her on the shoulder to alert her presence, then kissed her. Her middle child was not in the living room. She probably was off with Aggie somewhere and June would find her as soon as she has coffee. 
 
    Sure enough, Stan extended a piping hot cup of coffee to her the moment June stepped into the kitchen.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Stan said. “Please forgive me. I hate to do this to you. I know you work really hard now. But, an assignment came up.” 
 
    June sipped on coffee as she took a seat at the kitchen table. “I figured it was something like that.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s actually pretty cool.” 
 
    “What is it?” June asked. 
 
    “Get this. For the next couple days, I’ll be the cameraman on a team following the R-team.” 
 
    From over the rim of a cup June lifted her eyes. 
 
    “June, I know what you’re thinking. But really this is a good story. This will let people know what the R-team is actually doing. Show people they are a force not to be fearful of, but rather one to be grateful for.” 
 
    Grateful. 
 
    June knew that people were grateful for their service. They did a job that was difficult and one no one wanted to handle. A tough one. But Stan was correct in thinking that the population just didn’t get the R-team. Immediately in that moment, June’s mind went to just hours beforehand when she was getting ready to leave the hospital. She had just finished checking on her six subjects on the third floor and was walking with Stacey Logan downstairs. 
 
    Stacey looked tired and drawn, she had a reason to. Both physically and psychologically. Not only was she dealing with all that was going on with her mother, she helped out quite a bit for June with the test subjects. 
 
    “Why don’t you get some rest before going anywhere?” June said. “I can get you a bed right on the third floor. You’ll be safe. You need to sleep. Go get something to eat.” 
 
    “I know. I will. But I need to go home first. I think … I think I need to call the R-team. No, I will. I have to. I know it isn’t what my mother wanted. But it’s what I have to do. Maybe I will meet them there. I have to let them know that my son and my father are still in the house.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good idea. I know how hard this is for you,” June said as she stepped off the elevator. “I have the number for the R-team at the nurses’ desk. Let me get it for you“ 
 
    “I appreciate that.” 
 
    “Just right over …" 
 
    “Miss Logan.” Doctor Ung called out to her. “I was just on my way to see you. Hear me out, don’t panic, it is nothing life-threatening, but your son is here in the emergency room." 
 
    Even though he told her not to panic, it was evident to June that Stacey did. She squealed out an, “Oh my God.” 
 
    “No.” Dr. Ung said. “Listen, he’s not injured, he received a dose of gas when R-team raided your house. He’s fine. We’re giving him some oxygen to clear his lungs.” 
 
    June stepped into the conversation. “The R-team raided her home? When? How?” 
 
    “Apparently, someone turned them in.” Dr. Ung responded. 
 
    “My father. What about my father?” Stacey asked. “He was there. He was fine. He wasn’t bit.” 
 
    “It says …” Doctor Ung look down to his report. “Seven revived. One alive. One male consumed.” His voice dropped on the last word. 
 
    June watched as Stacy closed her eyes. Probably trying to absorb the brutal information. 
 
    “I would’ve done it,” Stacey said. “I was going to. I was going to call. I wanted to be the one to make the call. My choice. My terms. Who … who would do this to me?” 
 
    June didn’t need to say. She lifted her eyes to Patrick, he made brief eye contact and looked away. There was no question in June‘s mind who made the call. 
 
    “June. June?” Stan fully snapped June out of that memory. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” June sipped her coffee. “I was just thinking about last night.” 
 
    “I have to go. I won’t be long. A couple hours at the most. You can rest when I get back.” 
 
    “Be safe.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m with the best team I can be with. The news station said they had only one incident. One, June. All the others have one per raid. I’m good. I promise.” He leaned down and kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll be back.” 
 
    Once more June told him to be careful and then she returned to her coffee. She did feel confident her husband was going to be safe. If he had to be out there on the battleground, there were no better people to be with than the R–team. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWLEVE – CREW 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t Stan’s job to write the story. His job was to film it and edit it. He’d give an opinion on an angle or a good shot he wanted to get, otherwise he stayed back, camera heaved on his shoulder while he recorded and listened to the audio. 
 
    He was often introduced as an afterthought, much like he was when he was introduced to the major. Stan fumbled between balancing the Steadicam and shaking his hand. The major wasn’t at all what Stan expected from the man who led the best R-Team on the East Coast. He expected a huge guy, maybe someone like The Rock. Someone with arrogance and charm, a killer smile that matched his confidence. Instead he met a very humble, serious and quiet man. He wasn’t huge and he looked like the everyday, average, thirty-something guy. 
 
    It was obvious that the major took his job seriously, but whether he believed in the project remained to be seen. He answered matter-of-factly and steered from giving opinions. 
 
    Just because Stan didn’t conduct the interview, or wasn’t in the thick of the conversation, didn’t mean he was clueless as to what was going on. Stan paid attention. 
 
    This story particularly caught his attention. 
 
    Stan had no idea how things unfolded. All he knew was that an R-Team went to places and rectified Codies. 
 
    The Major explained it all. 
 
    There was actually an entire process that unfolded to ensure there were no errors.  
 
    The only exception was when the R-Team actually saw the Codies themselves. Otherwise, calls or online reports were received by the national center, who passes on the information to the division. Each division has one R-Team, but several scouts. The scout goes to the location and assesses. He or she either do that by knocking on doors, looking in windows, whatever it took to confirm the presence of the revived. 
 
    Once confirmed, a report is generated and is placed on the schedule for the R-Team. How many raids they did per day depended on how long each raid took. According to the Major, some raids were fast, others were complicated. They did their best to be respectful. 
 
    They also did their best to let surviving family members know what all happened. 
 
    “It’s the job, and you do it the best you can,” the major said to the reporter, Ellie. “For example, this morning we did a raid on a house. We received reports there was at least one revived in the home. The mother was trying to take care of her infected adult daughter and was bit. She went to the hospital and that’s how we were informed. When we went in it appeared the entire family had revived. Two remained, a boy and his grandfather. The boy was still barricaded in his room, but the grandfather was outside the door, he had been eaten to the point he wouldn’t revive.” 
 
    “So the grandfather was protecting her child?” Ellie asked. 
 
    “In his own way he was protecting him by being a diversion.” 
 
    “What about this place today?” 
 
    The major looked over his shoulder to a three story apartment building. “This is a little tricky. There are no easy access to deliver the gas. Management tells us the apartment is occupied by an elderly couple with no children. So chances are, at most there are two in there. Age plays a factor into how fast they can move, as well. Our scout knocked on the door and no answer, but he did hear groaning and noises. Matching the report we received. 
 
    Stan snickered. 
 
    The major looked at him. “That’s funny.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is. What if they’re having sex?” Stan asked. “I mean my grandparents used to go at it and loud, because both of them were hard of hearing …” he paused and cleared his throat. “What if it’s an innocent situation?” 
 
    “Then they’ll answer the door, won’t they?”  
 
    “But when has a Codie made a sound?” Stan asked. 
 
    The major ignored his question and hand signaled three of his team to follow him. “We use everyone, there’s no way to circle the building.” 
 
    Stan, camera rolling, followed behind Ellie as they tagged along with the major and the three other soldiers. 
 
    The apartment was on the second floor of the building at the end of the hall. 
 
    The four of them formed a diamond position with the major at the door. He looked back at Ellie. “Stay in the rear until we are in. Got that?” 
 
    Stan waved a free hand. 
 
    Ellie looked nervous, she stood next to Stan wearing riot gear. She glanced his way passing a forced smile. “This is exciting.” 
 
    “Ears in,” the major said. 
 
    “Yeah.” Stan nodded to indicate the major. “What are they doing?” 
 
    The team of four placed in earphones. 
 
    “I don’t know. My earpiece is quiet and …” Ellie paused. “Wait. They’re playing music.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    The Major knocked on the door. “Mr and Mrs. Anderson, Major Tom Leland from the R-Team, are you in there?” He paused then knocked again. “R-Team, are you okay in there?” The major peered over his shoulder. “Folks you can go back to your apartments, thank you.” 
 
    Stan did a quick look behind him. Residents of the building had gathered in the hall. 
 
    “Get ready,” the major called out, using a key he unlocked the door. He held up three fingers, hesitated then used them to countdown. When he had a closed fist he shoved open the door. 
 
    He only took a single step forward when two of his team charged passed him. They all spread out in the apartment. 
 
    Stan didn’t want to miss anything, so he hurried into the apartment. 
 
    There were no Codies, the apartment was neat and clean, Stan filmed around the living room, trying to find something. 
 
    “In here!” someone shouted from the small hallway off the kitchenette. 
 
    Stan ran that way. When he arrived the team was entering the bedroom. 
 
    At first glance, Stan was embarrassed, he one hundred percent believed he was correct in his prediction of what the couple was up to. 
 
    The old man was on the bed, his back propped up against the pillow. His head flung back, as he groaned out. Mrs. Anderson was in a nightgown. One of those flowery things that came to just below the knees. Her veiny white legs poked out as she bent over the bed, head toward his lap. 
 
    Then Mr. Anderson brought his head forward and looked at the Major. “Help me.” 
 
    On his words, Mrs. Anderson turned quickly and jumped to her feet. Her eyes streaked with bloody tears, mouth open, silently snarling with a mouth full of flesh. 
 
    One shot, one single shot to the head and Mrs. Anderson flew back out of the way. Stan was able to get a clear shot of Mr. Anderson on the bed. The sheets were saturated with blood and what remained of his legs seemed to absorb into the fabric. There wasn’t much left. Everything from the hips down was mere bones. 
 
    “I … tried to help her,” Mr. Anderson said. “I woke up and she was ...” he sobbed. “Help me.” 
 
    Major Tom aimed his weapon. “Rectify,” he whispered and fired a shot into Mr. Anderson’s forehead. 
 
    Stan shut off the camera. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THIRTEEN – SWEEP 
 
      
 
    It didn’t smell pretty and June had to brace herself every time she walked into the third floor ward where the six test subjects, including Mrs. Logan, were. 
 
    She didn’t fear them, she feared smelling them. She stopped by the ward each night. Most of the time it was just to peek in and check, and once a night she documented progress. June was certain, in due time, she would be able to turn over her findings to the CDC. 
 
    Calming them, made them less deadly. That was important. 
 
    Stacey Logan hadn’t been around. Her and her son were given housing for displaced survivors. She told June, “I agree with everything you’re doing. I see what you are doing … but for my son’s sake I have to get away from here.” 
 
    June understood. For her children’s sake, she would do anything, too. 
 
    She peeked in the window of the former nursery before she walked in. The subjects were on leash style restrains and wandered in small circles. All except for Mrs. Logan, she sat in a chair, looking out the window. Sitting was something Codies didn’t do. 
 
    She wondered how they would react when she walked in. Not that they had charged for her, but June never let her guard down. 
 
    They only grew agitated when they were hungry. To keep them fed, June used the amputated limbs of bite victims. As long as the limb was given to them within a couple hours of amputation, the subjects ate it. But had it been longer, they balked at it. 
 
    It didn’t take much, only a small amount curtailed their agitated state. 
 
    Slowly, she walked in, staying in the center of the room and out of their reach. They all looked at her for a second, then returned to pacing in circles. June lifted the recorder from her pocket. 
 
    “Day five,” June spoke into the recorder. “Subjects remain calm and show no signs of violence or a threat. They do, however, seem to be showing signs of decomposition, albeit much slower, but they are decomposing.” She walked by each of them, still keeping her distance, yet pausing to look and examine their faces, and hopefully expressions. “No cognitive improvement or deterioration.” June stopped by Mrs. Logan. 
 
    Mrs. Logan went from looking out the window to looking at June. 
 
    “How are you Mrs. Logan?” June inched closer, staring into her eyes. “You see me. You know me. Do you know …” She shut off the recorder, put it in her coat pocket and when she pulled out her hand, she withdrew a photograph of Stacey. “You know her, right?” She brought the photo closer to Mrs. Logan. “Do you know her?” 
 
    Slowly, Mrs. Logan lifted her hand. Her index finger extended toward the picture. 
 
    “You are there,” June said. “You’re in there. Now how do we get you to progress?” 
 
    “June,” Doctor Ung called out her name. 
 
    It startled June and she jumped. 
 
    “You’re too close to her,” Doctor Ung said. 
 
    “I’m not afraid.” 
 
    “You should be.” 
 
    “No.” June shook her head. “Look at her. I swear, James she knows what’s going on.  Look at her eyes.” 
 
    “June, while I agree that she’s calm and docile, I still am not convinced that she is in there.” 
 
    “She is. I’m certain. I wish there was a way to prove it. Then maybe we keep them this way until a cure is found. The question is, how can we get her to improve?” 
 
    “We can’t. That’s pure science,” Doctor Ung replied. “I think the biggest reason they get to this point is because of that window of time before revival when the brain is dead, when everything is dead. It comes back, but not all the way. If only there was a way to keep the body alive or comeback faster.” 
 
    “Like a de-fib?” June asked. 
 
    “No, it would have to be constant and longer and … the reason I’m up here isn’t to discuss these subjects. We have a full house downstairs and you’re needed.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m done up here for now.” She handed the picture to Mrs. Logan. Slipping it into her fingers. “I’ll be back.” 
 
    Doctor Ung moved to the doorway and waited for June. 
 
    She stepped out pulling the door closed. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Doctor Ung asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I am.” She walked down the hall with him. 
 
    “I was a little worried you weren’t in your right mind. I mean your mother is at your house.” 
 
    June paused by the stairwell door. “How did you know?” 
 
    “Your lunch bag had your name on it. Very telling,” Doctor Ung said. “Why is she there?” 
 
    “Aside from the fact she’s my mother? Stan’s been working on this assignment with a R-Team, and he’s been out at all hours. I called my mom to have her sit with the kids.” 
 
    “That’s really dangerous.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “How long will he be doing that?” 
 
    “He’ll go out tonight for a late raid. It will be his last one. Thank God.” They stepped from the stairwell onto the main floor where the ER unit was. 
 
    As they approached the desk, June saw a military man heading her way. 
 
    “Doctor June Mannis?” The soldier asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m with the R-Team, my name is Major Tom Leland.” 
 
    When he walked by them, Doctor Ung softly sang, “This is Major Tom to ground control.” 
 
    Tom looked at him. “Funny. Anyhow …” He looked at June again “We have a report that you are harboring revived.” 
 
    June laughed. “This is a hospital, Major, I am pretty sure that at any given point in time we are harboring a revived.” 
 
    “Ma’am, you are aware that it is a federal offense to harbor revived.” 
 
    “I am well aware.” 
 
    “We have a report that you, personally are researching and experimenting on revived.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous.” 
 
    “Ma’am,” Tom was firm. “Please. I’m here alone. No team is with me. I am handling this by myself out of respect to your husband who has been accompanying my team the last several days. Let’s handle this and get this done. No charges need to be filed or arrests made. I’m going out on a limb here.” 
 
    “And I appreciate that, but again,” June said. “Your information is incorrect. Someone is lying to you.” 
 
    Tom huffed, reached into his breast pocket and pulled out his phone. After fiddling with it for a moment he showed it to her. On the screen was an image taking in the ward of June and a revived. “Would this image lie?” 
 
    June didn’t reply. 
 
    “Take me to the third floor ward.” 
 
    “Major …” 
 
    “I am authorized under federal law …” 
 
    “This is research.” 
 
    “Then show me your sanction documents.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “Take me to the ward … please.” 
 
    June felt beaten. She nodded, informed Doctor Ung that she would be back and then quietly led Major Tom to the third floor. 
 
    Once they arrived, outside the door he drew his weapon. 
 
    “No.” June begged. “Listen to me. You see them all the time, right? They are different.” 
 
    “They are revived.” 
 
    “Yes, but listen.” June blocked him before he went in. “They’re calm. They don’t attack.” She began to speak rapidly. “I … I give them a high dose of medication, like Xanax, they’re calm when they pass and so they’re calm when they revive.” 
 
    “Most derivation cases are.” 
 
    “These are progeny.” 
 
    Major Tom paused for a second. “Still, they’ll be that way until hunger strikes.” 
 
    “We keep them fed. Minimal amounts will do that and …” 
 
    “I don’t even want to know how. I don’t understand why you’re doing this.” 
 
    “Because their hearts still beat. If only a few beats, they beat. If we can keep them in this state until a cure, we can reverse it.” 
 
    “Can you reverse the decomposition?” Tom asked. “Please … step aside.” 
 
    June’s heart sunk, she felt horrible, like she had betrayed those in the room. 
 
    He walked in first, and in the few seconds that June remained in the hall, she heard the shots fired. Each one made her jolt, each one fired through her own being with defeat. She wanted to cry, scream out. 
 
    After several shots she raced into the room. 
 
    Four of her subjects lay on the floor and Tom fired at the fifth. 
 
    When he moved to Mrs. Logan, June raced over. 
 
    “No. Please. No.” June held up her hands. “Look at her.” 
 
    Mrs. Logan sat in the chair and raised her eyes. 
 
    “She’s holding a picture of her daughter. Please.” June begged. “You have to see. Take a look. A good look. She’s different. She’s in there. Look at her eyes. She’s in there.” 
 
    June saw it. Major Tom held his aim steady but was locked in a stare with Mrs. Logan. He had a look on his face as if he were studying her. 
 
    “You see it,” June said. “I know you do. You see it, right?” 
 
    No answer. 
 
    “Right?” 
 
    “Rectify,” Tom said in a whispering voice and then … he fired. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FOURTEEN – SLAM 
 
      
 
    No one would have ever given June the nickname of Scrappy, she just wasn’t a fighter or physical person. She found it best to unleash any anger through written word, some would call her a pacifist, but she wasn’t, she just knew her skill set for physical confrontation was bad and she never wanted to take a beating. 
 
    But she did anyhow, without ever lifting a finger. In the former nursery ward, June felt as if she were kicked in the gut. 
 
    Physically her body shook, her knees weakened and she grasped onto the med cart, nearly toppling to the floor. The cry she released was silent, her jaw tensed and she just wanted to scream. June didn’t understand why she felt the way she did. She had no emotional attachments to the subject. It was a way of feeling hope. That maybe ... maybe if she just made progress not everyone would have to die. 
 
    “I apologize,” Tom said to her. “I realize this was your work. I understand what you were trying to do.” 
 
    June raised her eyes, when she did she saw Mrs. Logan. Her body slumped in the chair, head to the side.  
 
    “How many times …” June’s voice cracked. “How many times have you seen a Codie sitting?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “How many times? That woman was sitting, staring out the window, holding a picture of her daughter. I will tell you what I told everyone else … her heart was still beating, whether it was one beat per minute or a hundred, it still beat.” 
 
    “She was in necrosis.” 
 
    “Her heart still beat!” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I was doing my job.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault, is it?” 
 
    Suddenly, June felt enraged. She hurt for Stacey and was angry for Mrs. Logan and any progress her off the grid research was achieving. She stood and raced from the room with one focus in mind. 
 
    Patrick. 
 
    For the first time in her life, she struck someone.  
 
    It wasn’t just a hit, it wasn’t a slap, full might, closed fisted, June put all of her body weight into her swing as she sailed her fist into the side of Patrick’s jaw. He teetered back and she tackled him. 
 
    She literally saw red as she straddled over him, hitting him again and again. 
 
    Patrick raised his hands in defense, trying to fight her off. 
 
    “Someone get her!” he shouted. 
 
    Doctor Ung tried to pull at her, but she swung back, then hit Patrick again and again. 
 
    Major Tom stepped into the mix, grabbing hold of June and lifting her with ease. 
 
    “Enough!” He blasted as he set her on her feet. “Enough! Do not … make me arrest you.” 
 
    “Fucking crazy,” Patrick stood up. “Arrest her.” 
 
    “Let it go,” the major said. 
 
    “Let it go?” Patrick touched his bleeding lip. “I will have your license for this!” he pointed. 
 
    “You did this. You reported me.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah I did. And not only were you doing something illegal, you’re crazy, you know that. Crazy!” 
 
    “You caused them to be killed.” 
 
    Patrick laughed. “Them? Like they’re actual people? They are an abomination. They aren’t human.” 
 
    “Yes, they were. And what I was doing was trying to maintain them enough until the cure was found. I was saving them. Mrs. Logan … Mrs. Logan knew things. She looked at me as if trying to tell me something.” 
 
    “What the hell, June?” Patrick shook his head. “In what warped world do you live? If … if they had some semblance of their old self in there you weren’t saving them … you were condemning them to a life in a rotting shell. If she looked at you it was her begging you to set her free.” 
 
    June stepped toward him again, Major Tom blocked her. 
 
    “Go home,” Tom said. “The curfew is done, sun is up, go home. Now.” 
 
    June looked at Doctor Ung. 
 
    “As much as we need you here,” Doctor Ung said. “Taking a break is probably best right now. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I am, too.” June nodded and took a step away. 
 
    “June,” Doctor Ung called after her. “Your hand. It’s bleeding pretty bad.” 
 
    June looked down, her knuckles were split wide and bleeding. “I’ll be okay.” 
 
    “June those are open wounds let me …” 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” June stormed away. Before leaving, she stopped at the rest room, quickly rinsed off her hand and wrapped it in paper towels. It didn’t hurt, but she supposed when her adrenaline slowed she’d feel the pain. 
 
    Her shift wasn’t over, she still had an hour, but it was truly best if she left. 
 
    The entire ride home her mind raced. Was she insane, or was she really making a difference? Everything looked different when she left. Daily she would pass soldiers gunning down Codies, but on this day, when she saw it, she didn’t see them as protectors, she saw murder. 
 
    This wasn’t right. 
 
    June needed to get her head straight. 
 
    Somehow, somewhere she lost her perspective. 
 
    As she approached her house, she was taken aback by the fact that the shutters were still drawn, as were the bars on the door. She rationalized it was because it was still early, after all, she wasn’t due home for a couple hours. 
 
    Adding to her confusion was the open garage door. 
 
    She pulled up behind Stan’s car and immediately got the sensation that something was wrong. She carried a tire iron in the front seat for protection, and she grabbed it. As quiet as she could, she shut off the car, stepped out and crept around Stan’s car. 
 
    She sighed out in relief when she saw Stan in there. 
 
    He was moving about the back of the garage looking for something. More than likely his stash of weed. 
 
    Stan probably just got home and didn’t have time to open up the house. June walked to the edge of the garage. 
 
    “Hey, Sweetie,” she called out. “Let me know if you’re looking for the weed, because I could sure use …” 
 
    Stan didn’t just turn around. With almost rigid movement, he spun to look at her. His eyes red, his complexion pasty white and his face blood streaked. He raged her way, but June was quick. She jumped up, pulling the garage door, crashing it down and closed just as Stan slammed into it from the other side. 
 
    June’s mouth dropped open. She didn’t know how to react, the shock of it was overwhelming. 
 
    Stan was infected. How? When? 
 
    Back against the garage door, she bounced with every hit Stan made. 
 
    Then it hit her and June dropped the tire iron, slid down until she sat on the ground. 
 
    June broke down. She needed to do that, get it out of her, so she could be strong when she faced her children and even stronger for when she placed that call for the R-Team. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FIFTEEN -  BENEATH THE SHEETS 
 
      
 
    Only one other time in her life could June recall ever seeing that look on her mother’s face, hearing the desperate, panicked sound to her voice as she raced from the house and gasped out, “June Bug.” 
 
    June was nine the last time that happened. She had been playing in the front yard with her Barbies when a car jumped the curb and hit the next door neighbor’s porch. The sound of the squealing tires and the crash must have sent her mom into panic knowing June was outside. 
 
    She was fine. 
 
    As June sat in front of the garage door, she was reminded of that day when she was nine. Her mother rushed out, calling out her nickname, then when she saw June was alright, she grabbed onto her. 
 
    “I’m fine,” June said. 
 
    Her mother, Linda, whimpered and looked at the garage. “He’s in there?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Linda brought her hand to her mouth. “I was so scared.” 
 
    That surprised June because her mother was a tower of strength, never scared of anything. 
 
    “You knew?” 
 
    “It happened so fast. So fast. He came home from work, said he wasn’t feeling well. He laid on the couch, I didn’t think anything of it,” Linda said. “I went back to bed and woke up when I heard this banging sound. Melinda must have hear it too, because when I came out of the bedroom, her door slammed.” 
 
    “Is she alright?” 
 
    “Yes, I ran in to her room, she was crying and said she was scared of Daddy and that’s when I went downstairs. Stan … Stan was blocked by the sofa table and couldn’t figure out how to get around it. He was one of them. I had to get him out of the house. I opened the front door, moved the table and ran out. He chased me and I raced back in here. I locked him out.” 
 
    “How did he get in there?” June pointed back to the garage. 
 
    “It was open. He must have been so sick he never closed it. I don’t know.” Linda’s head turned to the sound of a motor. “You called them?” 
 
    “I had to.” 
 
    “Oh, sweetie,” Linda ran her hand over June’s head. 
 
    “Mom, can you go in with the girls. Keep them in there. Please.” 
 
    Linda nodded, looked out to the jeep, then went back in the house. 
 
    June stood. It was Major Tom and he was alone. She hoped he would be. When she called the R-Team hotline she asked for him and stated that she was a doctor, and confirmed there was one agitated revived in the garage. She asked for discretion. 
 
    “Doctor Mannis,” Tom approached her. 
 
    “Thank you for coming.” 
 
    “I have a team and a removal vehicle on the way.” 
 
    “I don’t think you need a team. Unless you don’t think you can handle it alone,” June said. 
 
    Major Tom raised his eyes to the garage when a loud bang rang out. 
 
    “He’s agitated. Gas probably won’t work,” June said. 
 
    “Is it a raccoon?” 
 
    “Excuse me.” 
 
    “Sorry.” Major Tom held up his hand. “That’s what we call stray Codies that make it into someone’s house.” 
 
    “No. It’s not. It’s my husband.” 
 
    All expression drained from his face. “Aw, Stan.” 
 
    “What happened?” June asked. “Do you know?” 
 
    Tom shook his head. “No, I don’t. I just …” He paused. “Yes, wait, I do. The raid yesterday evening. He had a close call, he said he was fine.” 
 
    “He wasn’t.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I know. So am I.” 
 
    “Is there another door?” Tom asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    He looked up to the window above the garage door. “Another window?” 
 
    “One on the side and in the back.” 
 
    “Okay, maybe I can use the window to …” he looked behind him when a truck arrived. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    It was the rest of his team. June watched as he walked to the truck, spoke to them and returned with two others. 
 
    “Doctor Mannis, can you move back please?” Tom asked. 
 
    June stepped back to the walkway. 
 
    “Just know I am very sorry.” Tom signaled his two men. Both of them took positions on opposite ends of the garage. They both bent down, gripping the edge of the door. 
 
    Major Tom moved away from the garage about ten feet. He drew his pistol and held it firm between both hands as he aimed forward, ready. After a few seconds he nodded. 
 
    At the same time, the two men quickly raised the garage door. 
 
    Stan ran out. He made it only a few feet. 
 
    “Rectify,” Major Tom said, and then fired. 
 
    June brought both hands to her mouth to stifle her scream. When she saw Stan on the ground, she raced toward him, but was stopped.  
 
    “You can’t,” Tom said. “I advise you to go into the house.” 
 
    “I’ll wait here.” 
 
    The Major inched her back and June watched as the team quickly moved in. A man in a mask, crouched over Stan’s body examining him, then just as fast as they moved in, they placed Stan in a body bag, then carried him to the truck. 
 
    Five minutes tops and Major Tom was the only one who remained. 
 
    “We can have a cleanup crew here tomorrow,” Major Tom said. “Keep everyone away from the garage. You also need to check the house. But I don’t need to tell you about how the virus spreads.” 
 
    “No, you don’t. I’ll check the house.” 
 
    “Our man examined Stan for marks and he found a small scratch on his forearm. That was where it came from.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “I’ll leave you be to your family.” He began to walk away. 
 
    “Major, can I ask you something?” 
 
    He stopped walking. “Certainly.” 
 
    “I saw you do it at the ward and just now. You say the word, ‘rectify’, just before you shoot your gun. Why?” 
 
    “Honestly?” 
 
    “Please,” June said. 
 
    “I ask for forgiveness and say a short prayer. The rectify is my ‘amen’. It’s sounds silly, I know—” 
 
    “No. No it doesn’t. Thank you for telling me.” 
 
    Major Tom nodded and then he walked back to his jeep. 
 
    June watched him drive off, then went into her home to explain to her children why they wouldn’t be seeing the father again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    Henny was stoic watching her mother as she explained what had happened to her father. June knew even though Henny seemed indifferent, she had to be feeling turmoil. 
 
    Of her three daughters, Henny was probably the one who would understand, yet, she kept shaking her head, conveying she didn’t get it. 
 
    June never saw beyond the rectifying. In fact, she didn’t even know what they did with the bodies. It never dawned on her. Now there would never truly be closure, the mourning process would be different. Acceptance would take longer. 
 
    “When? How did this happen?” Henny asked. 
 
    “We don’t know. I’m sorry, honey, I am,” June signed. “I just wish—” 
 
    “June!” For the second time that day, June’s mother cried out her name in a panic from upstairs. 
 
    June turned to the sound of the call. 
 
    Henny reached out, tapping her mother then signed, “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Grandma is screaming for me.” June then raced up the stairs. 
 
    Her mother stood in the hallway in front of the open bedroom door of Aggie and Melinda. “June, I checked, I swear I did. After I ran and had Stan follow me, I came back in and looked at the girls …” 
 
    June’s heart thumped into her stomach and she raced passed her mother into the girls’ room. 
 
    Aggie sat up in bed, “Mommy?” 
 
    Slightly confused, June’s eyes shifted from Aggie to Melinda. What was wrong? Then she saw the small spot of blood on the sheet, June raced over, dropping to the floor by the bed. 
 
    Her little hand extended from the sheets and June saw the two inch scratch just above the wrist. 
 
    “She’s warm,” her mother said. 
 
    June felt her. She was. “Melinda.” 
 
    Melinda groaned out a, “Mommy, I’m sick.” 
 
    “I know, baby, I know.” June looked over her shoulder. “How long?” 
 
    “What?” Her mother asked. 
 
    “How long ago did this happen?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I just …” 
 
    “How long!” June blasted. “I need to know.” 
 
    “An hour before you got home.” 
 
    June muttered as she thought out loud. “One hour before I got here. That makes two hours …” She looked at her watch. “Two hours and seven minutes. Fourteen minutes to get to the hospital.” She stood and whipped the sheet from Melinda. “There’s time. Still time.” She slipped her hands under Melinda and lifted her into her arms. “I gotta go.” She hurried out of the room. 
 
    “June …” her mother followed. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To the hospital.” 
 
    “Call the service for an ambulance.” 
 
    “They don’t rush for these cases.” June raced down the stairs. “I have to hurry. I can stop this. I can stop the infection.” Without saying anymore, June ran from the house. Her keys and purse were still in the car. She placed Melinda in the front seat, strapped her in, raced around, got in the car, pulled from the driveway and as fast as she could, she took off. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SIXTEEN – MINUTES COUNT 
 
      
 
    Doctor Ung was more than ready to go home. He had it all timed, he saw and treated his last patient sending them to the ward just as the morning staff strolled in. 
 
    It was crazy without June or Patrick, both of whom went home two hours before their shift ended. 
 
    He was tired, he grabbed his things and was just about to head off the trauma area when he heard the commotion and voices shouting, a bang of a door. 
 
    “You can’t go back there!” someone shouted. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Belongings still in hand, Doctor Ung rushed into the hall and was surprised when he saw June carrying a child. “June?” 
 
    “I need a procedure room, stat.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “She was scratched. I need to do a wide excision.” 
 
    “Seventeen is open. Cart’s in the hall. I’ll get what is needed, you prep her. I’ll be right there.” 
 
    “Thank you.” June raced down the hall way, and Doctor Ung ran to the nurse’s station to set down his items. 
 
    “Doctor Ung,” another physician approached him. “What’s going on with Doctor Mannis?” 
 
    “Her daughter was scratched. We’re gonna remove the area.” 
 
    “Do you need help?” 
 
    “No, we got this. Thanks.” He turned to a nurse on duty. “I need the standard IV treatment for a CO-D4 excision.” 
 
    “Yes, doctor.” 
 
    Both Doctor Ung and June had done the procedure many times. Most of the time it was successful, so he was confident. 
 
    He moved hurriedly, stopping at the med cart in the hall. He grabbed the premade kit, which included sedation, anti-anxiety drugs, along with other items that were needed for the emergency operation. They had become so commonplace that the kits were made up on a daily basis. 
 
    “Okay, let’s get this done,” Ung announced when he walked in the room.  
 
    “Sedation given,” June replied. 
 
    He placed down the kit when he saw an already open one on the counter. June had wasted no time. “Where’s the scratch?” Ung placed on his gloves, and moved to the table to examine Melinda.  
 
    “The wrist. We have to move,” June said. “We have to. It’s at the later stage of the time frame.” 
 
    He moved around the table and took hold of the wrist.  
 
    “I administered the local,” June said. “She should be numb.” 
 
    “Good. Now we …” Ung paused. 
 
    “Do you need the scalpel?” 
 
    “June, It’s too late.” 
 
    “No. No it’s not. We can …” 
 
    “Look at the veins, June.” 
 
    “No, you’re wrong. We can try—” 
 
    “Look at the veins.” Ung pointed to the dark spidering veins that led from the scratch. “It’s in her blood. I’m sorry.” He inched to Melinda’s head and lifted her eyelids. Her eyes were purely bloodshot.  
 
    “How?” June asked. “How is this possible? It’s been a few hours, tops.” 
 
    “That you know of. Maybe it was longer. Maybe she hid it. How did she get scratched anyhow?” 
 
    “Stan. He got it and revived before any of us knew.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about that, too. I am. Listen, let’s not put her in the ward. Let’s find her a room …” He stopped talking when he saw June grabbing items and placing them in a plastic hospital belongings bag. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Taking what I need.” 
 
    “June.” 
 
    June pulled the string on the bag, tossed it over her shoulder, and then lifted Melinda. 
 
    “June please don’t do this.” 
 
    “It’s my child. I’m taking her home.” 
 
    “She’s in the final stage,” Ung said. “She could pass and revive at any time.” 
 
    “I know. She’s calm right now.” 
 
    Doctor Ung stood before her, blocking her way. “Do not do this to yourself, or to your child. I know … I know you one hundred percent believe that if they come back calm, a part of them is still there. This is a child.” 
 
    “My child,” June said passionately. “What am I gonna do, James? Watch her die and rectify her, or leave the room while someone else does?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “No. I’m taking her home to die. To be around those she loves. I took the rectifying tool.” 
 
    Doctor Ung sighed out in relief. 
 
    “I won’t let her go like Stan. Hand her body over. I will bury my child.” 
 
    “Let me come to your house. Let me be there.” 
 
    “No. But thank you. I got this.” With her child in her arms, June walked out. 
 
    Doctor Ung hoped she meant what she said. He wanted more than anything to follow her, but he didn’t. He had to trust that June would do the right thing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
      
 
    No one said anything to June when she left the hospital. Before pulling out of the lot, June lay her unconscious daughter on the back seat and wrapped her in the sheet like she did when Melinda was a baby. She swaddled the sheet around her, keeping her tightly bound. 
 
    Bloody tear drops seeped from the creases of her tightly closed eyes. Melinda breathed slowly, but each breath was heavy. She had Melinda so sedated, June was angry with herself. Angry because her daughter was so close to passing and probably wouldn’t wake up. Any last moments with her child, any last 'I Love You's' were gone. 
 
    She called her mother on the way back home and told her they were returning. Linda didn’t ask any questions, June figured her mother knew attempts to stop it were probably futile. 
 
    When June arrived home, she was blasted with the instant memory of Stan. How she was sad for losing him, but angry because he did this. 
 
    Her heart was breaking. 
 
    She had done all that she could to protect her children. No amount of safety shutters and bars, no locking them up and keeping her children in the house, the virus found its way in. 
 
    Linda opened the door for her as she approached. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Linda ran her hand over Melinda’s head, then leaned down to kiss her. She stepped back with a gasp, hand covering her mouth. “Is she …” 
 
    “Not yet. Soon.” June looked at her mother, then Henny and Aggie. “Keep them down here,” she instructed, then carried Melinda upstairs. 
 
    “I realize this is our little girl,” Linda said as June laid her on the bed. “Why did you bring her home?” 
 
    “I didn’t want her to pass at the hospital. I didn’t want her in a ward, I wanted her in her own bed.” June grabbed the hospital bag and took things out, placing them on the night stand. 
 
    “What about Henny and Aggie?” 
 
    “We need to keep them away. At least for now.” June sat on the edge of the bed, her hand stroking Melinda’s face. “My little girl. I love you so much. So much.” She leaned forward, and placed her lips to Melinda’s head. She rested them there for a second, and knew.  
 
    Melinda was gone. 
 
    June whimpered. 
 
    “June?” 
 
    “No.” June squeaked out the word emotionally. “Too fast. Too fast. I didn’t get to say goodbye.” 
 
    “Oh, honey, I’m so sorry.” Linda’s words quivered and she placed her hand on June’s shoulder. 
 
    “Can I have a moment please?” 
 
    “Yes. Absolutely.” 
 
    June didn’t take her eyes off Melinda. She listened as he mother left the room and shut the door. She just wanted to pick up her child, cradle her in her arms just one more time. She knew she couldn’t. “Baby, I’m sorry. Mommy is so sorry.”  
 
    June reached for the rectifier tool on the night stand. How would she do it? Would she be able to summon the strength?  
 
    She had to try. It was something she needed to do. 
 
    As her fingers gripped the instrument, Melinda … opened her eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SEVENTEEN – OF VALOR 
 
      
 
    There were times that Major Tom Leland missed living alone. He missed the privacy of his apartment. But they were only fleeting. Living in a community house with his team had its benefits. It built comradery and when the day was bad, they had each other to fall back on. Everyone understood because everyone had the same feelings and problems. 
 
    The plain, square military style building had three bedrooms, two of which were large and had four cots each, plus a bathroom. As commander, Tom had his own room. However, he spent a good bit of time in the community area. He liked the open floor plan for the living room, dining and kitchen areas. No matter where he was in that area he could hear the conversation and be a part of it, he could watch whatever they were watching on the television. 
 
    It was Tom’s day to cook and, while he didn’t feel like it, it took his mind off of things. 
 
    Everyone was talking about the same thing. 
 
    Stan. 
 
    The cameraman from the news that had been with the team nearly a week. The quiet guy in the back that made little comical quips every once and awhile. Tom couldn’t imagine anyone not liking Stan. He felt bad for Stan’s family and, through it all, it was the first time Tom truly felt bad. 
 
    “I didn’t see it,” one of Tom’s men said. “When the Codie came at him, he dodged it. I thought he dodged it.” 
 
    “I asked him,” another said. “I said are you hurt? He said he was fine.” 
 
    “What the fuck?” a third man said. “Where was the scratch Major?” 
 
    “Forearm,” Tom said. “About three inches.” 
 
    “Why?” the third man asked. “Why would he not say anything? It was a fucking scratch. We all know a bite is worse than a scratch. Hell, he probably wouldn’t even had lost the arm. Was it worth it?” 
 
    “Maybe he didn’t know,” Tom said. “Remember Rollins? He got scratched and never felt it until it was too late.” 
 
    “Hey, Major,” Dietz, one of his men, called from the living room. “You see this? Have any of you guys seen this?” he turned up the television. “There may be a cure.” 
 
    Not only did Tom stop what he was doing, everyone else did, too. They all rushed to the television. 
 
    “As the CDC reports, the French Health Ministry is still a month away from any production,” the newscaster said. “There is still much testing that needs to be done before they can hit that phase. It’s still early so they are being very cautious about what they are saying. At this time, early testing is showing a seventy percent success rate with the antidote. They advise not to be optimistic, there has been talk of a cure before, but this one has shown definite promise.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Dietz asked. “It works or doesn’t it? I’m confused.” 
 
    “They don’t know for sure,” Tom replied. “If they can turn it around seven out of ten times that’s pretty good.” 
 
    “Officials at the CDC say if this is indeed the wonder drug,” the newscaster continued, “We in the United States will have it on the ground with our health care facilities and R-Teams within six months time. Possibly a vaccine will follow soon after.” 
 
    The men in the room all cheered and whooped.  
 
    “Alright, alright,” Tom held up his hand. “Let’s not get too excited yet.” 
 
    “Sir, this is great news,” Dietz said. “I mean … we could be out of a job.” 
 
    “One can only hope.” Tom folded his arms, watching the television. “One could only hope.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EIGHTEEN – BREAKFAST 
 
      
 
    The temperature reading on June’s rearview mirror read eighty and it wasn’t even nine am. What made matters worse were the reports of rolling blackouts. The news reported that everyone at some point would lose their electricity for two hours. There weren’t enough workers to keep up with demands. June was guilty of not conserving energy, she pumped her air conditioning on high. 
 
    At least the hospital remained cool. 
 
    Her shift felt exceptionally long. Too many patients, not enough hands. June was still reeling in grief and working didn’t help. At least she didn’t make mistakes. 
 
    She was exhausted. When she pulled into her driveway she didn’t even have the energy to get out of her car. He legs hurt so bad that she didn’t want to walk. She had to take a moment because her day wasn’t done. Before even getting some sleep she knew she had to prepare breakfast. Her mother wouldn’t. No one but June would. 
 
    “June, you need to take some time.” Doctor Ung had told her before she left. “It’s only been five days since your husband and daughter died. Take some time.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “You’re exhausted.” 
 
    “I have to be here. I have to.” 
 
    Maybe Doctor Ung had a point. Maybe she should take a day or two off. As much as she needed to be at the hospital, she needed to get her strength back. As she sat in her car, June decided that after she slept, she would call the hospital and take that bereavement time they offered. 
 
    After she figured she was outside long enough, June shut off the car, grabbed her purse and bag and opened the car door. 
 
    Her legs had tightened up in the short drive. 
 
    The second she stepped from the car, her front door opened. 
 
    Her mother didn’t look well or happy. What was wrong now? 
 
    At a slow pace, June made her way to the front door.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” June asked and stepped inside. That was when she saw the bags. A suitcase and two overstuffed backpacks. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I can’t do this with you,” Linda said. “It’s not fair to the girls. I’m … I’m taking Henny and Aggie with me.” 
 
    “You can’t take my daughters.” 
 
    “Yes, June, I can. I will. It’s …. this is not good for them. This isn’t good for you.” Linda placed a firm grip on her arms. “You need to put this behind you.” 
 
    “It’s only been five days.” 
 
    “I know. I’m not telling you how to grieve. I’m just saying I can’t let my granddaughters go through this. I’m taking them with me.” 
 
    “Mommy?” Aggie tugged on her pant leg. “Come to Grandma’s.” 
 
    “I … I can’t. Not right now.” 
 
    Henny looked sad as she stepped to June and signed. “I don’t want to leave you Mommy. You can’t stay here. Please come with us. We love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
    “The girls,” Linda said. “They need you, June. They need you.” 
 
    “I know. I need them, too. Take them.” June placed her hand on Henny’s face. “I will be there soon.” 
 
    “Promise?” Linda asked. 
 
    “I promise. I need to close up here and find closure.” 
 
    Linda embraced her. “Get better. Heal. You need to heal.” 
 
    “I will. I decided to call the hospital and take a few days off.” 
 
    “Good. Good. That’s good. A couple days, June. You need to find peace.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    It broke her heart, but June understood why her mother was doing what she was doing. Emotionally, June wasn’t there for the girls. When she was home, her thoughts were on Stan and Melinda. More so on Melinda. 
 
    June slept, ate, went to work, but mentally she never left her daughter behind. 
 
    For the sake of her other children, June needed to heal and like her mother said, find peace. 
 
    It was a tearful goodbye to the girls, one that ended with Henny nearly begging her mother. 
 
    “Just come with us, please, come with us.” 
 
    “Soon. Very soon.” 
 
    June hugged and kissed them, and said her goodbyes. She stood in the door watching them leave. Then she closed the door. 
 
    She was so tired, but she couldn’t rest yet. 
 
    The steady thumping coming from the second floor reminded her of that. 
 
    She locked the front door, set down her purse, then carrying her bag, slowly made her way up the stairs, her legs ached with every step she took. 
 
    June needed to sleep. 
 
    It felt like a victory when she arrived at the second floor. She went into the bathroom and placed her bag on the vanity. She filled a cup with water, then reached in the bag. She pulled out a plastic square with medication and popped two pills out. She took them, then took other items from the bag. Items she took from the hospital. A syringe, large gauze squares, a scalpel and the packaged, tiny white skin stapler. All of the items she rested on the vanity, then opened the medicine chest and pulled out a bottle of benzidine and cotton. 
 
    After undoing the draw string on her scrub pants she let them drop. 
 
    “Oh, God, what leg?” She examined her thighs. She looked like Frankenstein’s Monster with all the sutured and stapled lacerations. 
 
    It had to be the right leg. It was the only option. There was a patch of inner thigh right above the knee. After that, she would move to her stomach … if need be. 
 
    She lifted her right leg to the toilet seat and using the syringe injected the local, numbing her leg. 
 
    The thumping noise grew louder and more intense. 
 
    “Okay, I’m coming. I’m coming,” June called out. 
 
    It seemed like an eternity until the area was numb. Once it was, June opened the stapler, moved the gauze closer and wiped an area of her leg with the benzidine. She pinched what flesh she could, and holding it tight, she grabbed the scalpel and sliced her leg like a roast. The flesh lifted and she let it rest on the hand that held the pinch. Blood poured out over her hand and to the floor. 
 
    It was a routine June was used to. 
 
    She dropped the scalpel, picked up the flesh and placed it on the gauze, then reached for a towel. June blotted her blood the best she could, then lifted the skin stapler and repaired and closed the wound. 
 
    It was something she was getting quite good at. She was proficient and fast. It would hurt when the local wore off, they always did, that was why she took the pain pills. When they hit, she’d fall asleep deep enough not to feel the pain. 
 
    Cleaning up would come after … after she stopped the thumping. 
 
    June’s daily routine. Come home from work, cut her leg, clean up and sleep. 
 
    How much longer she could keep it up? She didn’t know. 
 
    After lifting her pants and tying the waist string, she stepped from the bathroom with the gauze and flesh in hand. She hadn’t noticed how hot it was in the house, which didn’t help with the over powering smell. 
 
    It was horrendous and sour. It started getting bad a few days earlier and that was when she made Henny and Aggie sleep on the first floor in the family room. 
 
    Her mother had hung what looked like a hundred of those tree shaped air fresheners all up and down the second floor hall. Cans of deodorizer lay on the floor. She bent over and grabbed a can, casting a spray around before venturing the rest of the way down the hall to the final door. 
 
    The thumping was loud from behind that door. 
 
    “It’s me,” June called out, reaching for the handle. 
 
    She was ready, but didn’t have too much to worry about. She turned the handle and slowly opened the door. 
 
    The second it opened, Melinda raced full speed June’s way. She looked enraged, maddened, but June knew that would be short lived. 
 
    Melinda’s arms were confined in a homemade straight jacket created from one of Stan’s shirts. She stopped when she reached June. Her hair was a matted mess. Her face gray with splotches of green discoloring and sores had formed around her chin.  Her eyes had lost the blood shot look and became almost translucent. Her belly was bloated as were her feet, which were black. 
 
    The child tilted her head and moved her mouth in a biting manner. 
 
    June stared at her and lifted the gauze. She looked into Melinda’s eyes and smiled. Then June, like any mother would do, proceeded to feed her child. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 NINETEEN – THE DECISION 
 
      
 
    Because of the huge tree in the front yard, the living room was the coolest place to sleep. The days were humid and stifling and the rolling blackouts became longer. June’s neighborhood had the misfortune of losing their power at night. 
 
    The hot summer weather made deep sleep impossible. June did her best to rest. Her self-inflicted injuries were painful. She dulled the pain with pills and booze, passing out on a couch with a fabric that made it seem even hotter than it was. 
 
    All of that attributed to the fact that she heard the doorbell right away. 
 
    It rang and then there was knocking. 
 
    June swung her legs from the couch and felt the pulling, stinging pain as soon as she stood. She could feel the fabric from her hospital scrubs pulling at her wounds. She peered down and saw the spots of dried blood. She cringed and walked to the door. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” she shouted. 
 
    Thump. 
 
    Her eyes lifted to the ceiling then she peeked out the window next to the door. 
 
    Doctor Ung stood there. 
 
    She hesitated, making a face of irritation that he couldn’t see and then she opened the door, staying off to the side. “Hey, James, what … what brings you here?” 
 
    “Oh my God.” he said, as if taken back by her appearance. “Let me in June, I want to check on you.” 
 
    “No, it’s okay, I’m fine.” 
 
    “Let me in. Your mother called me.” 
 
    “James, I appreciate you coming to the house, but …” The screen door opened and he stepped in. “Hey!” she shouted. 
 
    He grunted, then winced, bringing his hand to his nose, obviously trying to block the smell. 
 
    “I haven’t showered.” 
 
    “We both know that’s not what I smell. June … June ... what are you doing?” 
 
    “Getting my head together. Healing.” 
 
    “This is not healing. Look, I get it, I do. As a father … I would be hard put to let go. I would want to do everything possible for my child. That is not your child.” 
 
    “You’re wrong, James,” June said. “She’s just like Mrs. Logan. She lets me hold her.” 
 
    “Then you have been playing Russian Roulette. Even Mrs. Logan grew agitated when she was hungry. What happens if you don’t feed her. How are you …” his eyes lowered. 
 
    At first June thought he was looking at her pants, then she realized his eyes were transfixed on her abdomen. June glanced down, the wife beater tank top she wore had blood on it. 
 
    Before she could stop him he lifted her shirt. “Oh my God. What are you doing?” He bent over some, getting a closer look. “June … is this how you’re feeding her?” 
 
    She lowered her shirt. 
 
    “It is,” he said in shock. “Again, I am saying I get it. I do. But you have two other children and a mother who loves you. If you want what’s best for your family, then consider your family. Let the child go. Do you need me to do it?” 
 
    “No.” June shook her head. 
 
    “One bite, one scratch, in your weakened state, you’ll go from zero to sixty before you know it. There will be no coming back. June …” 
 
    “I know. I know.” 
 
    “It’s heartbreaking, but it has to be done before you don’t have a choice and someone does it for you. If you die, who will be here to feed her. She will become a violent rotting being locked in a room, or someone will call R-Team and they’ll storm in here and take her out. That is not how you want Melinda to go. Before I leave, let me tend to your wounds.” 
 
    June shook her head. “No, I have this. I just … I just need to be alone.” 
 
    “You promised Henny and your mother you would take care of this. Promise me you’ll follow through.” 
 
    June lowered her head. 
 
    “Promise me, June, promise you’ll take care of this.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    “I’ll be back to check on you later,” Doctor Ung said. 
 
    “That’s not necessary.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is.” 
 
    “Give me until tomorrow?” June asked. 
 
    “I’ll think about it. Call me if you need me to help.” 
 
    June nodded. 
 
    He looked around, then slowly walked out of the house. 
 
    Once he was gone, June locked the door. She hated the thought of ‘taking care’ of Melinda. It wasn’t that easy. Even though June knew a big part of her daughter was gone, it wasn’t as simple as walking into the room and rectifying her. Melinda was her child. Yet, unless she came up with another way, it wouldn’t be long before June couldn’t supply food for her child. 
 
    She stood at the bottom of the stairs. The thumping grew louder. June’s glance moved along the table of photographs by the steps. She saw her life there, her family, numerous school pictures. James Ung was right. Even though Melinda needed her, they needed her more. 
 
    The news spoke about a possible cure, but that was months away. Even if someone showed up the next day with a cure, with the heat, the decomposition of Melinda was too far advanced. 
 
    Sadly, and with a heavy heart, June knew what she had to do. 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    It would be the last time she did it. The last time she sliced flesh from her own body. June took from her flank and the repair wasn’t as easy to do. It didn’t matter. After she handled Melinda, June planned to call Ung. 
 
    Melinda hit against the door and June waited for the pause that told her Melinda was backing up to charge the door again. She opened it and stepped inside. Melinda raged to her and stopped. 
 
    Holding out the gauze to Melinda, June’s lips puckered with sadness. 
 
    The child took the flesh as if taking a piece of candy. She hungrily placed it in her mouth and June had her chance. 
 
    “I’m sorry, baby, I am.” June crouched down to Melinda’s level, she ran her hand down her hair, then reached for the rectifying tool on the night stand. How long had it sat there, how many times did June contemplated using it and changed her mind? She never intended to keep Melinda revived, but it happened and she couldn’t bring herself to end it. 
 
    June feared her child looking at her in the eyes, even in that state, that look was mistook as trust. 
 
    She decided she would walk behind Melinda while she was occupied eating. Melinda wouldn’t see it coming and June wouldn’t have to see her daughters face as she snuffed out the last of the life in her. 
 
    It broke June’s heart. Melinda was docile and focused on eating. 
 
    “Goodbye my precious one,” June said. “Mommy loves you.” Before she stood to do the deed, June did something she had done every day since Melinda revived. 
 
    She embraced her. 
 
    It was never for long and usually while Melinda ate. 
 
    She placed her arms around Melinda, pulling the rigid child close. “I love you,” June said.  
 
    June didn’t think the embrace was any different than the days before, but it was. What June didn’t know was when she took her child in her arms, Melinda dropped her food. 
 
    In the middle of saying one more ‘I love you’, Melinda bit down hard on June’s shoulder. 
 
    June screamed. She felt the teeth go into her and Melinda's jaw locked like a Pitbull. 
 
    It took all of her strength to remove Melinda, and when she did the skin pulled from her. The warm sensation of blood oozed down her chest, breathing heavily June stumbled to a stand, holding the rectifying tool. 
 
    Melinda didn’t move to attack again, she had more food and had once again become calm. 
 
    It was June’s opportunity, the bite told her one thing. Melinda didn’t see June as a mother, she saw her as a meal. 
 
    As she tried to lift the tool her arm shook, she had lost her strength and was very weak. June dropped the instrument and raced out, closing the door behind her. 
 
    She ran into the main bathroom where she had all her supplies and grabbed a towel to stop the bleeding. 
 
    The pain was unreal, worse than the self-inflicted ones on her legs. She fumbled for the skin stapler. Standing in front of the mirror, she dropped the towel. The wound felt bigger than it was. It was about the size of a fifty cent piece. Despite the size, it was gaping, June squeezed it closed and stapled three times. 
 
    It wouldn’t hold. She knew it wouldn’t. Getting medical help was pointless. The location of her wound was considered high transference. Meaning, it was an immediate infection, instantly working like a shot of adrenaline straight to the heart. 
 
    There was nothing June could do. She was doomed. She could not stop it, June could only go forward. 
 
    With those thoughts, June reached for the medicine bag and grabbed the pain medication and a syringe with a sedative. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY – JUST BEFORE 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t supposed to happen this way, it wasn’t. All had gone as planned. The grocery store back room was an open area, there was nowhere for the Codies to hide. The gas dispersed perfectly, Major Tom was certain they could take out the four that were in there without incident. 
 
    Tom was just as guilty as everyone else on his team. They were arrogant and cocky that it would be easy. All of them over the course of a week had become braver, if that was possible. Carrying a premature case of feeling infallible. 
 
    The cure was on the horizon, they were the most successful team. They had made it. 
 
    Yet, Dietz was on the ground with one of those things on him as he screamed. “Get it off. Get it off.” It came from behind, a fifth one that intel didn’t know about. 
 
    No one wanted to shoot it because it was too close to Dietz, but Tom did. 
 
    He walked up, put the pistol to the Codies head and fired. 
 
    Blood sprayed down all over Dietz causing him to freak more. 
 
    It was standard to carry the field morphine and without hesitation, Tom injected Dietz. 
 
    Then he looked for the bite. 
 
    “Are we amputating, Major?” a soldier asked. 
 
    Tom slowly shook his head when he saw the bite was just below the right pectoral muscle. Why wasn’t Dietz wearing a vest. 
 
    Then it hit him, none of them had for a long time. 
 
    “Don’t let me turn, Major, don’t let me revive,” Dietz begged. 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    “Help’s on the way,” someone said. “I called for service.” 
 
    Tom knew it was useless. When it was someone, even an R-Team member that was bit, no one rushed to help. It would take upwards of half an hour and by the amount of blood flowing, Dietz wasn’t living that long. 
 
    Tom put pressure on the wound, but that didn’t help. The team gathered solemnly around. They watched as his skin color faded and the veins in his neck and face darkened. 
 
    Dietz kept repeating how much he didn’t want to revive. How he needed Major Tom to tell his mother some things. 
 
    It surprised Tom that the ambulance arrived and Dietz was still alive. They loaded him into the ambulance. Tom was the commander and wanted nothing more than to go with Dietz and see it through to the end, but he couldn’t. 
 
    They had two more stops for the day. One looked to be difficult. Major Tom had to prepare his team for it. He didn’t know if they were going to be emotionally ready. 
 
    Two more raids and they would call it a day. 
 
    They all went into the grocery store raid confident, which was their mistake. Moving forward he wouldn’t make that error again, nor let his team make that mistake. He would stick to the job he was best at. Focus and rectify. He would never again assume anything would be simple or easy. 
 
    His job was too dangerous, and assumption was a luxury none of them could afford. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-ONE – DEATH 
 
      
 
    June was dying. She knew it. In every fiber of her being, emotionally and physically, she felt it. It moved with her blood through her system like a thick acid, burning, expanding, through every artery vein and capillary. Each pump of her heart literally hurt, and it wasn’t figuratively, it was real. 
 
    In a way, what happened to June was her own doing. She supposed that it could have been avoided. She had too much faith in what she believed, and she believed that in mind of the Codie, the person was still there. 
 
    Her Melinda was still there. 
 
    Her death sentence would come, she didn’t have it in her for it not to, but she also didn’t have it in her to quit. 
 
    A fever raged throughout her body, she watched the veins on her arms turn dark and checked her reflection often. When her vision grew blurry, she knew her eyes were hemorrhaging. It was the least of her pains. 
 
    She understood it all in that moment. 
 
    Why so many cried out in pain and grew angry, and it wasn’t the virus killing them, it was the horrendous pain. 
 
    Before that stage hit, June was able to write her goodbye notes. She got on the task right away. She knew she didn’t have much time. It wasn’t many notes, just four. All of them brief, but she hoped, unlike what she felt, it would give resolution to her mother, Henny, Aggie and James. 
 
    She explained why she had done what she did, her reasonings and hopes. 
 
    There was one positive aspect, as the virus moved through her body she was no longer a viable source of food. Melanie didn’t run for her. June was able to free Melinda from the restraints and to hold her daughter, cradle her in her arms. Say the things she wanted to say to her, and she felt within her soul Melinda heard and understood. It was in those final glorious moments of time with her child that June wished she had proof, she worried about what would become of her child after she died. How long would Melinda linger? June didn’t the strength to rectify. 
 
    The only other choice June had was to protect her. Do what she could to protect Melinda. 
 
    She knew by her own breathing her time was close. 
 
    June had everything ready. 
 
    She kissed the child again and struggled to stand. She made her way to the bathroom and shut off the running tub. 
 
    When she did, she flashed back once more to the conversation she had with Ung. The one that sparked her final attempt to prove that the person remained even with the body changed. 
 
    “No. Look at her. I swear, James, she knows what’s going on.  Look at her eyes.” 
 
    “June, while I agree that she’s calm and docile, I still am not convinced that she is in there.” 
 
    “She is. I’m certain. I wish there was a way to prove it. Then maybe we can keep them this way until a cure is found. The question is, how can we get her to improve?” 
 
    “We can’t. That’s pure science,” Doctor Ung replied. “I think the big reason they get to this point is because of that window of time before revival, when the brain is dead, when everything is dead. It comes back, but not all the way. If there was a way to keep the body alive or comeback faster.” 
 
    “Like a de-fib?” June asked. 
 
    “No, it would have to be constant and longer.” 
 
    It had to work, it had to, June thought. 
 
    She grabbed the hair dyer, still plugged in, placed it in her shirt and sat on the edge of the tub. Back toward the water, June leaned against the wall while propping her feet on a foot stool. She didn’t want to fall forward. 
 
    While sitting there, in the final moments of her life, June clutched photos and thought of her family, her children and her life. It was a good one. She loved every aspect of it. She was blessed. 
 
    With those closing thoughts, June smiled, closed her eyes and died. 
 
    As she hoped, her body fell backwards into the water. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-TWO – REVIVE 
 
      
 
    Boom. 
 
    The sound caused June to open her eyes. She was confused for a second, thinking she had woken up from a dream. The sound, what was it? 
 
    She could feel the beat of her heart. One beat was really hard. That had to be it. The sound of her own heart woke her. 
 
    Still in the tub, June slipped trying to sit up. There was no pain. Her legs and stomach didn’t hurt, the headache was gone. 
 
    She managed to fling her arms over the tub, hoist herself up and roll out and onto the floor. Not even that hurt. 
 
    Had she beaten the virus? She looked down and saw she was wearing a burnt and ripped shirt. Probably from the blow dryer tucked beneath her shirt. 
 
    For a moment she truly believe that she had won. She had figured out a way to control it until she noticed her vision was still slightly blurry, as she crawled her way to the commode she saw the gray skin of her arms. 
 
    She didn’t survive. She had died and revived. 
 
    Once at the commode, she used it as leverage to sit up, then finally stand. 
 
    Her legs wobbled and her feet wouldn’t set flat on the floor. 
 
    It took a few seconds, but she walked to the vanity. When she saw her reflection she froze. 
 
    Under her bloody eyes were dark circles. Her face was a blueish gray, lips colorless. It also seemed as if she had bruising under her chin. The biggest was her lack of facial expression. 
 
    She tried to change it, but it wouldn’t. 
 
    I’m dead, she thought. I’m dead. But I know who I am. I am June Mannis. Doctor. My husband is Stan. I have three daughters. Henny, Aggie ... Melinda. 
 
    I did it. 
 
    I was right. 
 
    We remain. We remain. My daughter knows me. Oh my God. I did the right thing. 
 
    Still staring at her reflection, June tried to smile, it didn’t happen. She tired to speak, but no words came from her mouth. 
 
    She felt justified. 
 
    She no longer felt bad for not rectifying Melinda. 
 
    Melinda. 
 
    June had to see her, hold her, see if there was some sort of communication that would happen between them. 
 
    She turned for the bathroom door and reached for her. 
 
    Her fingers wouldn’t move. They were stiff. She tried to grab the doorknob, but she couldn’t. How was she going to get out? 
 
    Bringing both arms together, she banged her hands against the door, trying to use her wrist to turn the knob. 
 
    She didn’t need to. 
 
    The door opened with a force, throwing her back and making her stumble backwards. When she gained her balance she saw him. 
 
    Major Tom. 
 
    I’m here. Look at me. I know you. You know me. I’m looking at you. See it. See me. See that I know you. 
 
    He stared at her. 
 
    June tried to talk as her mind spoke the words. 
 
    You do. You see it. Oh my God. You see it. I’m in here. 
 
    “Rectify” 
 
    Bang. 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
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 ONE – STALLING 
 
      
 
    Her eyes had not closed at the moment of death. Even in the brightly lit trauma treatment room, her pupils were so dilated, it gave her eyes the appearance of being black. 
 
    Doctor James Ung knew what he had to do. 
 
    It had been thirty seconds since her heart stopped beating steadily. 
 
    He grabbed the instrument called the rectifier, an object that looked much like the old time ice tongs. He placed the pointed edges of the tong end to both temples, took a deep breath, then after a mental count of three, fast and hard he squeezed the handle. The sharp ends pierced the skull, entered the brain matter and stopped the woman from reviving. 
 
    There was no blood. There never was. 
 
    He removed the instrument and placed it on the tray. 
 
    He then closed her eyes, something he should have done prior, he thought to himself.  
 
    James just knew he was running out of time. 
 
    Many in his position, those who had to perform the act of rectifying, they felt guilty. 
 
    Not James. 
 
    There were many times in the course of his day as an emergency room doctor that he felt guilty. Snapping at a nurse, being cold and callous to family members all because he was overwhelmed. 
 
    Rectifying was a part of the new way of life. It had to be done in order to contain the pandemic. It had become another standard procedure. 
 
    The CO-D4 virus still raged, it was out there. A cognitive dysfunction virus, it not only ravaged the body with fever and pain, it caused severe mental impairment up until the moment of death and continued even after when they revived. 
 
    When the virus first surfaced it moved rapidly. It took the world by storm and their way of life crumbled.  
 
    James believed it was the end. The great apocalypse depicted by movies, books and prophets. 
 
    He didn’t leave his house. He hoarded food and water, all the while blocking out the sounds masses of infected made after revival. 
 
    More than the virus, the reviving was the pandemic. Everyone was aware of the danger victims of CO-D4, or Codies as they were called, were to others upon awakening. 
 
    Because no one wanted to kill a brother, sister, mother or father, the number of Codies grew. They’d infect others. 
 
    Until someone said, ‘enough is enough’ James didn’t know who that person was or group of people. All he knew was one day, after a long stint of barricading himself in his house, things changed. 
 
    Military vehicles arrived, mass shootings of the Codies entailed, the power was restored and rules were set in place. 
 
    Everyone was to resume their normal jobs. 
 
    No one was to be on the street after sundown. 
 
    Absolutely, under no circumstance was anyone allowed to care for the infected in their homes. They had to be brought to a controlled environment. 
 
    Controlling the infected before they revived was the only way to minimize the presence of large masses after they revived. 
 
    There were even specialty teams called R-Teams. Groups of specially trained and highly decorated soldiers who went into places to clear them of the revived. 
 
    It was all part of the plan and the best way to keep the human race one step ahead. 
 
    Like the saying, people were one pay check away from homelessness, the world was one missed Codie away from extinction. 
 
    Those thoughts helped in keeping James from feeling guilty each time he snapped the jaws of the rectifier close. 
 
    Guilt was a horrible thing and not a luxury James could afford. 
 
    Although guilt truly was the one sure thing that reminded Doctor James Ung that he was still human. The ability to feel, to be sad, happy ... were all part of human emotions. It was hard to carry, he knew that from experience, it was why he prided himself on being as honest and transparent as he could. 
 
    He hated the feeling of guilt. 
 
    Not even the act of rectifying made him feel guilty, and he had rectified at least two hundred infected. 
 
    That was because he justified the act. 
 
    Those he rectified were not only infected, they were technically dead.  
 
    Technically. 
 
    The heart though still beating, beat so slow it was undetectable, but it did beat. 
 
    That was the basis for his friend and colleague’s belief that somehow, someway the person they were was still inside. Trapped in a body they could no longer control. 
 
    June Mannis was a doctor as well. She had merit in what she believed. When other Codies opened their eyes and exhibited rage, June was able to have them revive calmly. 
 
    She had methods. 
 
    There was a saying in the medical community, ‘How you go out is how you come back'. 
 
    June made sure they came back peacefully. They didn’t full scale attack like others had. She likened the ragers to someone unable to control their mental faculties. 
 
    She had several subjects she was studying. But then, medical personnel or not, it became against the law to harbor infected and her test field was wiped out by a R-Team. 
 
    Sometimes James saw it, and sometimes he didn’t. But June was passionate about it, she fully believed it, therefore to her, rectifying was a crime against humanity. 
 
    They were alive, if there was a cure, they could be helped … that was what she thought. 
 
    That fervent obsession was what caused James Ung to worry about her. 
 
    Her husband, a television camera man, was on assignment with a R-Team. He was bit and revived. June had to call in the R-Team. Unknown to June, he had scratched their youngest daughter. 
 
    For the first week, June came to work. Every day. James thought she needed time, she had lost two members of her family. 
 
    Then again, he hadn’t heard if she had called the R-Team on her youngest daughter. In fact he heard nothing. Each day June looked worse. She was pale and limping. 
 
    Then she didn’t come in. James thought at first she was finally getting rest, until June’s mother called. 
 
    “She’s sick,” Linda said. 
 
    “Was she bit?” James asked. 
 
    “No, mentally sick. The baby … Melinda ... she died then revived over a week ago. She won’t put her to rest. She promised me and Henny she would, but she hasn’t yet.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” 
 
    “I need your help. Please, I’m worried about my daughter. Don’t tell her I told you.” 
 
    “I won’t, and I’ll head over there now.” 
 
    James did what he told Linda he would do. He went to June’s house. He had to pound on the door until she answered. June looked and tried to pass off normalcy, blocking him from entering, but he pushed his way through. The stench of a rotting body filled the house and he knew June’s mother was right. 
 
    Knowing that June’s revived daughter was in the house was bad enough, until he noticed the blood-stained, scrub pants she wore. 
 
    The revelation that June was feeding her child from her own flesh hit James. 
 
    This was how she was keeping her calm … feeding her. Like a mother with an infant, but instead of a breast, June was giving chunks of her thigh and mid-section. 
 
    James told her he understood, even offered to take care of it for her. June refused. 
 
    “You promised Henny and your mother you would take care of this. Promise me you’ll follow through.” He told her 
 
    June lowered her head. 
 
    “Promise me, June, promise you’ll take care of this.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    Apprehensively he left, telling June he  would return in a few hours. 
 
    He did. 
 
    He knocked on every door, peeked in every window. He saw nothing and heard nothing. 
 
    James with no other choice, and hating to do so, did the only think he could think of to do. 
 
    He called the R-Team. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWO – THE CALL 
 
      
 
    One cold beer, that was all Major Tom Leland wanted. He was like a newborn, whose nights and days were mixed up. Leading the one and only R-Team in the southeastern Pennsylvania region wasn’t a nine to five job. It was alternating shifts. Eight hours on, three hours off. Then every third shift, he’d get enough time to sleep. On this day it was the afternoon. The sun was shining, rolling blackouts didn’t allow for the air conditioning to stay on long enough to make things really cold, or for the white noise to put him to sleep. 
 
    So, Tom wanted one beer. 
 
    He sat in the common room of the R-Team barracks, feet kicked up on the coffee table as he sunk into a relaxing vegetative state, trying to get tired enough to fall asleep despite the heat and the daylight. 
 
    The news wasn’t helping. 
 
    It was all talk about a cure. 
 
    Cure this. Cure that. 
 
    Tom thought it was ridiculous. They were far from out of the woods fighting the infected. In fact, he wished the news would focus on teaching people to be vigilant, to stop trying to care for infected family members. 
 
    Tom knew all too well how that ended. It always ended the same way. 
 
    There was never a single family member that got well. If they didn’t take the C0-D4 victim to a medical facility, if they tried to keep them at home, when they revived they infected others. 
 
    Tom got it, he understood. It was hard not to see that person as mom or dad, Aunt Mary or Uncle Joe. But they had to. 
 
    All the talk about a cure vaccine or immunization was going to fan the flame of people caring for their loved ones. If something to help them was out there, why would they take them to a medical facility where they would be, basically exterminated. 
 
    Tom was certain people weren’t paying close enough attention to the news. The so called cure wasn’t a hundred percent fix, and it hadn’t even been given at any clinical testing yet. However, it went so quickly from ‘Maybe we have a cure’ to ‘We’re gonna have this on the streets and to facilities as soon as possible'. 
 
    With news of a potential cure, people, soldiers, everyone would get lax, what would happen if the cure didn’t work? 
 
    Tom just wanted to watch reruns instead of the news, but that was all that played. 
 
    “Major Tom?” a soldier called to him. 
 
    Tim brought his beer to his lips and lifted his eyes. “What’s up?” 
 
    “There’s a doctor on the phone from Mon Valley. I tried to tell them you were on your sleeping break, but they said it’s important.” He showed Tom the phone. 
 
    Tom nodded then took it. He figured it had to be June Mannis. He had spoken to her quite a bit at the hospital. “Hello, this is Major Tom Leland.” 
 
    “Major Tom, this is Doctor James Ung. I need your help.” 
 
    Upon hearing the rush sound to his voice, Tom sat up. "Dr. Ung, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “I know you’re resting. But it’s June. Her daughter had been infected. She kept her at home. She allowed the child to revive.” 
 
    Tom closed his eyes and rubbed them. “When?” 
 
    “Her mother called me. It’s been going on for at least a week.” 
 
    “Jesus.” 
 
    “I went over to talk to June this morning. She looked bad. She wasn’t bit or sick, but it’s obvious this was taking its toll. She promised me she’d take care of it.” 
 
    “You’re calling because you don’t think she did?” 
 
    “No,” Dr. Ung replied. “I told her I would be back. I just left the house. I couldn’t get in. No one was answering. I think … I think things went bad. When are you back on duty?” 
 
    “In six hours but … I’ll go handle it now.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Ung asked. 
 
    “Yes, I will personally handle this.” 
 
    “I appreciate it.” 
 
    “How many are in the house?” Tom asked. 
 
    “Just June and her four-year-old daughter. According to her mother, the daughter is in an upstairs bedroom.” 
 
    “So just the two of them, and one of them is contained?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m on my way.” 
 
    “I’ll meet you there,” Ung said. 
 
    “Doctor, it’s dangerous for you to go,” Tom said. 
 
    “I’ll not be in the way. I have to be there. June is my friend. I need to be there.” 
 
    “Then I’ll see you there.” Tom hurriedly finished his one beer and headed towards the door. He announced on his way out, “I’m headed to a house with a possible hoarding and revival. Just two people.” 
 
    “Major, you need me to grab the team?” a soldier asked. 
 
    “No. No,” Tom shook his head. “I know these folks, I’m gonna go do this one alone. I’ll call for clean up to meet me there. Get some rest. I’ll be back.” 
 
    After leaving the barracks, Tom stopped by the weapons depot, retrieved what he needed and left. He knew he wasn’t supposed to go alone, but he wasn’t worried. He was good at what he did, not only that, he felt out of respect for June, he needed to do it alone. 
 
      
 
    On his way to June’s house, Tom notified the cleanup crew. He told them to expect one body, possibly two. But in Tom’s mind, June was fine. She wasn’t answering the door because she didn’t want to face Doctor Ung. 
 
    There was no way anything could have happened to her. She was too smart. 
 
    It was the second time he had been to the house. The first being when he had to rectify June’s husband, Stan. 
 
    Tom knew Stan. He was the camera man assigned to his unit. Stan was bit under Tom’s watch and never said a word. 
 
    He pulled up to the house and Doctor Ung was already there, parked in his car across the street. He stepped out of his vehicle as soon as he saw Tom. 
 
    Tom walked toward him. “Stay here. I’m going in.” 
 
    “How long until I know?” 
 
    “Hard to say. Did you try all the doors?” 
 
    “Yes, they’re all locked.” 
 
    Tom nodded and walked back to his car. He reached inside and pulled out a crow bar. He checked his weapon and then headed to the front door. 
 
    As always, neighbors started to gather. 
 
    Usually, Ton would plot out his entrance while playing music in his head. 
 
    Not this time. 
 
    He knocked on the door, then knocked again, calling out, “Major Tom Leland, R-Team, Doctor Mannis, open up.” 
 
    He waited. 
 
    “Doctor Mannis, please open up or I’m coming in.” 
 
    He gave it a few seconds, then jammed the crowbar into the seam, cracked it outward while shoving his shoulder. 
 
    The lock broke, but he didn’t immediately storm in. 
 
    Tom was smarter than that. 
 
    He wasn’t going in with gas, so he had to take his time. 
 
    Quietly and slowly he opened the front door. Immediately the horrid smell he was all too familiar with hit him. 
 
    Death. 
 
    Decomposition. 
 
    A single step into the house, he readied his weapon and prepared. 
 
    There was a sad sound that made him lift his head to the ceiling. The pitter patter of little feet. 
 
    Tom knew the youngest daughter had died and revived as he made his way up the stairs. 
 
    They creaked, alerting his presence and the footsteps ran to him. 
 
    Just as he hit the top of the stairs, the little girl appeared. From Tom’s experience she had revived over a week before. 
 
    Her face was almost green, with slashed from where her skin had split. He held aim on her, then reached to his belt. He grabbed the tube-shaped object and using his thump, pulled the retracting switch back. 
 
    He didn’t want to shoot her, not if he didn’t have to. 
 
    ‘Hold still sweetie, don’t bite’, he thought and brought the mini rectifier toward her. “Rectify,” he said softly. All he had to do was place it to her temple and press the button. A small spear like object would eject into her. But the child leapt for him, Tom had no choice but to fire. 
 
    Even though it was his job, he never got used to rectifying a child. 
 
    It made him pause, hate the world and at times hate himself. 
 
    He stood on the staircase holding the railing when he heard a ‘thumping sound’. Getting it together, Tom followed the sound. 
 
    It continued, the sound led him to a closed door. 
 
    As soon as he reached for it, the door knob shook. It didn’t turn, it just shook. It was the scraping against the door that told him, whatever … whoever was on the other side had revived. 
 
    He took a deep breath and opened the door. 
 
    It was the sole reason why Tom never spoke to anyone before, he didn’t want to know them in case they revived. 
 
    June had revived. 
 
    At some point she had died. 
 
    When he met her, she was this vibrant woman with spunk. Shorter hair that she attempted to pull back, but strands were always hanging. He found her beautiful and even more so because she had faith and hope in humanity. 
 
    She believed that those who revived were somehow still alive within the shell of their bodies. 
 
    She tried to prove it to him, but Tom didn’t see it. 
 
    June had turned recently, he knew that by the look of her. She would of looked almost alive had it not been for her grey pupils and blood shoot eyes. 
 
    She stared at him. 
 
    Maybe, Tom thought, maybe this was the chance June had, the final chance to prove it to him. Prove she was in there. 
 
    "Come on June,” he beckoned in his mind. "Do something." he locked eyes with her. "Do something to show me you are still you. Please." he begged silently. 
 
    To Tom, she didn’t. 
 
    He waited. 
 
    He gave her a chance. 
 
    But she opened her mouth wide moving toward him. 
 
    He raised his pistol and sadly whispered, “Rectify.” 
 
    Bang. 
 
    He lowered his weapon. “I’m sorry, June.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THREE – CLOSURE 
 
      
 
    When he was twenty years old, James gave up the habit of biting his nails. Yet as he stood on the street across from June’s home, he bit them until they bled. 
 
    He went through a range of emotions, sadness, guilt and relief when he saw Major Tom come from the house. 
 
    Major Tom walked directly to him. “I’m sorry, Doctor Ung.” 
 
    “I feel horrible for calling.” 
 
    “No, you did the right thing.” 
 
    “I just … I just knew. I couldn’t go into the house, I pounded on the door, she didn’t answer. I knew she was weak.” 
 
    “She was … she was more than that,” Major Tom said. “She revived.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” 
 
    “From what I saw, she took a bite to the neck.” 
 
    James closed his eyes briefly. 
 
    “These .. these were in there.” He handed him the envelopes. “She knew she was going. She took the time to write the note and it appeared she tried to rectify herself by suicide. It didn’t work. She died holding pictures of her children.” 
 
    “Her poor girls.” James looked down to the notes. “Did she … June believed a part of the person remained. Did you notice, or see anything like that?” 
 
    “For a second … a split second, I wondered,” Major Tom said. “Then she opened her mouth to bite. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No. No.” James waved out his hand in a no worry manner. “I understand. I was just kind of hoping that for her sake, a part of her remained, and for all of her believing it, that maybe she was right.” 
 
    “For what it’s worth, I was hoping so, too.” Major Tom placed his hand on Ung’s arm. “Clean up crew will come by shortly then the family can come in and handle the effects. Do you need me to tell them?” 
 
    “No, I will.” 
 
    “Look on the bright side Doc,” he said. “A cure is on the horizon. It’ll be over soon.” 
 
    “That will be a good day.” James gripped the letters, one of which was addressed to him. He had to face her family, tell them the news. He had told them previously that she was ill and he would inform them she passed away from the injuries. He would leave out she had revived and became just another monster. Or that all of her insistence and determination attributed to her own death. They didn’t need to know she was wrong about Melinda, or that despite what she believed and wanted, the June they knew left when her heart stopped beating. He would simply tell them to know June went peacefully, holding their photos. 
 
    They were her last thoughts. 
 
    That was all they needed to know. 
 
    When he saw them carrying out her body, James almost found his own closure … almost. There was something he had to do, first. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FOUR – TO BE SURE 
 
      
 
    It was a vision forever set in stone in James’ mind just as he was told it would be. He had seen countless dead bodies, a hundred rectified remains, but June’s body was different, this was his friend. 
 
    After Major Tom handed him the letters, James could have walked away, got in his car and went home. After all, it was his only time to sleep before his shift. Instead, he went into June’s house using his medical identification as his pass inside. 
 
    Melinda’s body had already been removed and the clean-up crew was inside, probably retrieving June’s body. 
 
    The rotten egg mixed with skunk smell had lessoned some since he was there in the morning. The windows and doors were open and Melinda’s body gone, which was the main source. 
 
    James heard voices up above him on the second floor and he followed them up. 
 
    The two men wearing the clean-up uniform were by the bathroom. 
 
    “Grab the bag,” the one guy said.  
 
    “No,” replied the other. “It will be easier to bring her in the hall and bag her.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right.” 
 
    “Wait,” James called out to them. “Please.” 
 
    They both turned around and looked at him curiously. 
 
    “Please, before you take her.” James held up his hand in a halting manner. “Let me see my friend.” 
 
    “It’s not a good thing, man,” one said. 
 
    “I’m a doctor. I’ve seen many.” 
 
    “Yeah, well how many of them did you know personally?” he asked. 
 
    “None.” 
 
    “You’ve been warned. It stays with you. I know.” He stepped from the way to let James in the bathroom. 
 
    The bathroom was narrow and not very big at all, so James was immediately greeted with the sight of June’s body. 
 
    There was a single bullet hole to her forehead, she had been thrown back from the force and was wedged between the toilet and tub. Her shirt was burnt and her hair was singed badly. 
 
    James looked around the small room. The bathroom vanity was a mess. Staple gun, bloody gauze, a scalpel. The sink had dried blood and there was old blood on the floor. It was probably where she sliced her own flesh like some sort of luncheon meat for her child. 
 
    “He said she killed herself,” James looked at the clean-up crew. “Do we know how?” 
 
    “My guess,” one of the cleanup crew replied and pointed to the filled tub. “Blow dryer. Her shirt was burned. Probably tucked it in her shirt and jumped in.” 
 
    “Nah,” Second Clean Up Guy replied. “She fell backwards in. The shower curtain is off. She was either sitting on the edge of the tub or lost her balance while getting ready.” 
 
    James assessed the situation. If June was trying to be the subject of her own experiment, she would have timed it. She wouldn’t have killed herself to get there, she knew the process. She had to die first ... June had spoken about what it would take to rapidly revive the body, and James believed she figured out how to accomplish that. To do so, she would have had to be electrocuted shortly after death. Only way for that to happen would be to position herself to fall in when she died. 
 
    “Only thing I can’t figure out,” Clean Up Guy One said. “Is how she got out.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Clean Up Guy Two said, agreeing. “You’re right.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” James asked. 
 
    “Clearly she was electrocuted,” Clean Up Guy One said. “Clearly, she’s wet, she was in the tub. But how did she get out? They don’t. I mean …” he looked at the other Clean Up Guy. “How many have we found in their tub? At least a dozen. Death by suicide, sliced wrist, plastic bags.” 
 
    “And they stay in the tub,” he replied. “They lack the physical ability and agility to get out, especially with water. And in a tub that full? It’s baffling.” 
 
    “Maybe she didn’t die in the tub,” Clean Up Guy One said.  
 
    “Maybe she was already half out,” replied the other. 
 
    James didn’t respond out loud, but he thought it. ‘Or maybe … she knew exactly what she was doing’. He stepped closer to June’s corpse and stared. ‘Did you, June? Did you know?" 
 
    Unfortunately, for James the answer to that question would never come. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FIVE – TRAPPED 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t as simple as going to sleep under a veil of normalcy only to awaken the next day and find most the world had transformed into maddening, undead-ish creatures. 
 
    It wasn’t that simple or scary. 
 
    It was more heartbreaking. 
 
    There was a plague, or at least that would be how Ella Hoffman would describe her eye witness account to her children, should she ever have any. 
 
    The news had it all wrong. Not even in the vast faux news of the internet did the stories even come close to the reality of it. At least not in Ella’s recollection. 
 
    She had heard about a new virus, one making the rounds as a final hurrah to the cold and flu season. This one had a fever, chills, body aches and blood shot eyes. 
 
    When she first heard of it, she knew of no one that had it, then within two weeks, everyone seemed to contract it. But there weren’t any, “How long were you sick until you felt better questions bobbing along between friends and family." 
 
    No one got better. 
 
    They all fell like dominoes. 
 
    Ella was newly married, then in the same breath she was newly widowed. Most of their month long marriage was spent facing what they both believed was the end of the world. 
 
    In fact, it was. 
 
    A lot of the world just didn’t know it yet, or they were too blind to want to see it. 
 
    Before that, Ella lived a normal life. 
 
    She and her husband, Bruce lived in an apartment in a large apartment community. Her grandmother lived in the same community in the building next to her. It was an awesome place to live, the grounds were country and suburban-like, but two blocks away down the hill was the bustling south side area of the city. 
 
      Bruce worked for a local and small moving company and Ella, often labeled an underachiever thirty-something, was a pharmacy tech at the Rite aid down the street. It wasn’t her dream to work as a tech, she wanted to be an Olympic runner. Ella was a great runner, fast, too. She made the Olympics, then a minor car accident had major consequences when she suffered a knee injury. 
 
    The Olympics were out. A career as a runner was out. Ella healed and could run again, but her speed was never what it used to be. 
 
    As the world was cast into a sort of apocalypse, Ella was running again. She was fast enough to run where and when needed. 
 
    Just after the virus took hold and everything fell apart, Ella ran out for supplies … literally, including raiding the Rite Aid where she used to work. 
 
    That was when there were no police, no law and order, and those things ran amuck everywhere. It was before someone, somewhere decided to put it all back together. 
 
    At the time, her apartment community had dwindled down to a handful of people in one building. Family members of those who remained, wandered outside in a post infection state of danger and hunger. Every day it was increasingly deadly. 
 
    Someone had brought up the industrial park by the river. A large area with dozens of buildings, surrounded by high and sturdy fences. 
 
    Go there, wait it out, be safe from those … things. 
 
    In order to get there, they had to make their way through the South Side, which was swarming with the risen. 
 
    Bruce went ahead to check it out, he had his moving truck and could plow through the infected with ease. 
 
    When he got there he learned people were already living there. They welcomed Bruce and the others, but they had to bring their own supplies. 
 
    In order to get some extra supplies, Bruce made a mad dash thought the hordes of South Side infected. It was somewhere in his shopping extravaganza that he was bitten. 
 
    He said nothing to Ella. Upon his return, he loaded the remaining survivors from the complex into his truck and headed to the industrial park. 
 
    The area was safe. The fences were thick steel with a tilted top wrapped in barbed wire. 
 
    After Bruce unloaded the truck, the survivors and Ella, he backed out the truck, asked them to lock the gates, told Ella he was infected and said his goodbyes. 
 
    He died outside the fence and rose again almost immediately. 
 
    Bruce and hundreds like him walked all day and night around the perimeter. Each day he decomposed a little more, but he never left. 
 
    Ella swore it was because he didn’t want to leave her.  
 
    She went out daily to see him. Sometimes she’d sit by the fence for hours. 
 
    They were safe and alive in that industrial park, while outside the fence the whole South Side district swarmed with revived. 
 
    Ella and a couple others were the only ones out of a hundred that ever left the fenced in area, and that was to forage for supplies. 
 
    It was dangerous, but Ella was fast and was able to do the task. 
 
    But the South Side area that surrounded the complex was as far as they ventured on a regular basis, only in desperate situations did they leave the area and that took being stealthy. 
 
    Desperate situations arose a lot more than they liked. 
 
    Ella always was the one to go. She had her safe, secret way. 
 
    For everyone there, leaving was impossible. 
 
    There were so many revived in that section of the city, taking them out in military street sweeps was impossible, so the government sealed off the area like a major quarantine zone. No one gets out and only the dead got in. 
 
    Walking a hundred people to safety wasn’t feasible, it was like walking through a piranha mine field. And even if they found enough vehicles, the roads and access points were all destroyed, not to mention military snipers were set up at a distance and shot anything that moved coming out of the South Side. 
 
    The complex lost four people that way when they went for a rescue for the camp. 
 
    One man, Leonard, made it as far as talking to a soldier. He was lucky, because unlike the other four before him, he wasn’t shot sight unseen. He was told, everyone, even those alive and well were carriers and dangerous and could never leave. 
 
    Ella found that assumption to be absurd and based on ignorance. 
 
    She supposed it was the government’s way to give a false sense of security.  
 
    Through listening to a battery operated radio, Ella and the others learned the world got back on its feet. They were phased back into some sort of normalcy, with curfews and law. The revived were handled through professional means. 
 
    They lived their happy lives, feeling safe, and totally oblivious to what was happening in areas like the South Side. 
 
    Ella and the others like her were forgotten. 
 
    While those outside the South Side all lived a life of hope and optimism, Ella lived a life that was nothing but a nightmare. 
 
    She once heard someone on the radio say, "We as a civilization are one unrectified infected away from the apocalypse." 
 
    Obviously, to Ella, that radio person had not been to the South Side. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SIX – FIZZLE 
 
      
 
    The ice in the small plastic cooler was ninety percent melted, but the water was cold and that told James so were the beers in there. 
 
    He would have opted for coffee after catching a few hours sleep, but he didn’t have electricity to brew any. The rolling blackout would have his lights off for several more hours. 
 
    All he wanted to do was relax and clear his head. It was his first day off from the hospital in months. 
 
    Bringing his cooler to the front porch, James grabbed a beer, twisted the cap and sat down. As he brought the beverage to his lips, he noticed the R-Team at the house across the street. 
 
    They were  exciting the house. 
 
    The Landons. They had three small children. He wondered if any of them made it out. 
 
    He felt bad … again. 
 
    For months, James tried to let nothing faze him, yet over the past week everything bothered him. 
 
    Once again, James found himself across the street from a house that had been rectified. And once again he watched. 
 
    Major Tom was one of the last to exit, James didn’t think he’d be noticed until the major lifted his hand in a wave. James lifted his hand as well, and Tom walked over. 
 
    “You ever sleep, Doc?” The major asked. 
 
    “Just woke up. Got three hours. You?” 
 
    “When I’m dead.” 
 
    “Beer?” 
 
    “Wow, yes, thank you.” Tom smiled. 
 
    James retrieved one from the cooler and handed it to him. 
 
    The major uncapped it and took a long drink, gasping afterward and smacking his own chest. “That hurt.” he smiled. “Thank you.” 
 
    “No problem. The uh … the Landons. Any of the kids make it?” 
 
    “All.” 
 
    James sighed out in relief, it was good to hear. 
 
    “The grandparents called. The father had revived and the mother wouldn’t leave him. When we went in, both were … they revived.” He took another drink of his beer. “Do you work tonight?” 
 
    “No. I … I called off. I just needed a break, after … after June and all.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Yeah, I usually work to keep my mind busy and off my wife and son.” 
 
    Tom paused in sipping his beer. “I’m sorry. Did they—” 
 
    “No. Well, I don’t really know what’s going on. Right before the virus they went to visit family in China. I was supposed to finish off the month long trip with them, but the world changed. Last I heard from them was after things just got up and running. My parents’ village was fine.” 
 
    “That’s good to know.  And I hear China has it together better than us.” 
 
    “Let’s hope. One day … one day I’ll find them.” 
 
    “So, Doc, you ever think of venturing out?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” James asked. 
 
    “Well, all the doctors are in rural hospitals like Mon Valley. City is hurting. Especially the expedient med camps they set up. Seems like everyone is afraid to be down there.” 
 
    “Good reason. It’s a war zone.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is, but there are a lot of good men and women who fall ill or die when an amputation could save them. We try in the field, but the raw amputation kills them most of the time.” 
 
    “Whose taking care of them?” 
 
    “Nurses, volunteers, a lot of people without any medical experience. We can’t get doctors down there. Like I said, they’re afraid. They stay where it’s safe with a controlled environment, little rush and if you see an infected you send them to a ward or rectify.” 
 
    “What happens in the field?” 
 
    “Most revive before they are rectified. Then there’s the people who just need medical help but can’t make it twenty miles south. Diabetes, heart attacks and the common flu. It’s a mess down there. I was just throwing it out to you …” 
 
    “I’ll do it.” 
 
    “Excuse me.” 
 
    “I have two days off a week that I don’t take. I’ll do it. Count me in and I’ll toss some hours that way when I can.” 
 
    “Ah, Doc that would be amazing. Are you sure?” 
 
    James looked back at his house. “I don’t want to be here any more than I need to be. When I do, I worry and make myself sick. So, yes, I am sure.” 
 
    “Whenever you can. Go to Mercy Hospital area. If you head to the zone one barracks in Bethel we’ll get you a ride there. Just show up ... whenever.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    Tom extended his hand and shook James’, then set his empty beer on the railing. “Thanks for the beer and for caring.” 
 
    James nodded and Tom walked away. 
 
    He had thanked him for caring, that surprised James, because he didn’t think Major Tom, a man who put people down every day even cared about those who were still alive. 
 
    James never really thought about what happened out of his little comfort of care circle, he was so focused there. He didn’t even image there were people that couldn’t get help. 
 
    It was time to venture out like Tom had asked. The question wasn’t if James would, it was if he was ready. 
 
    That remained to be seen. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SEVEN – RUN 
 
      
 
    They called it Sanctum, simply because it had become their home and Industrial Park was just odd to say.  It consisted of eight warehouse buildings surrounded by a fence. One of the buildings ended up being a home furnishing place, so none of the survivors of Sanctum were sleeping on the ground. 
 
    In the months there they had made it a home. A clean and safe community. The view however, from inside the fenced-in area, left a lot to be desired. 
 
    Hundreds of Codies gathered at the fence. 
 
    Ella’s husband Bruce was one of them. 
 
    Bruce was front and center again, and every time Ella saw him she felt compelled to walk to the fence. Almost driven by guilt, as if it would hurt him if she didn’t go and see him. 
 
    He stared at her, doing that snapping jaw thing. It was hard to stand there, especially when the weather was warmer, the stench was horrendous. 
 
    Sometimes Ella would imagine words coming from his mouth. A whole fantasy conversation would take place in her mind. 
 
    “How’s it going out there, Bub?” she’d ask. 
 
    “It’s okay. Kinda of stinks being on this side of the fence. Stinks … get it?” 
 
    Bruce had that corny sense of humor. 
 
    “He lost another finger,” the male voice said behind her. 
 
    Ella turned around slightly startled by his sudden presence. “Oh, hey Grant. What did you say?” 
 
    “Bruce.” He pointed. “He lost another finger.” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re like falling off of him.” Ella shrugged. 
 
    “Where do you suppose they go?” 
 
    “Just drop, I guess. He’s decomposing.” 
 
    “So is Betty over there, but she still has her fingers,” Grant indicated to another Codie. 
 
    “We can do an entire study on the decay of the human anatomy from this side of the fence. One day they’ll decay enough they won’t be a threat.” 
 
    “There will still be the fresh ones out there unless the cure works.” 
 
    “I’m not very hopeful,” Ella said. “Stuff like that take ages to perfect, testing, they’re only throwing something out there. It’s a way to appease the public, let them know they aren’t forgotten. It’s all a façade and we know it. Clean up the streets, shoot a few Codies.” 
 
    “And lead the rest to the wastelands.” 
 
    “Us,” Ella said. 
 
    “So,” Grant sighed out. “We have a bit of a problem.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Little Jensen. Her tonsils are bad again, really bad. Swollen, infected and it’s affecting her breathing. We’re out of antibiotics and if she doesn’t get them, I don’t see her making this bout. We are dangerously low on maintenance medicine as well.” 
 
    “You need me to go?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Grant said. “You don’t have to.” 
 
    “No, no, I’ll go. It’s my contribution. Same as before?” Ella asked. 
 
    “You know the routine.” Grant handed her a switchblade. 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t easy the first time Ella left Sanctum to venture out of South Side, but she found a way to make it work. Despite how many times she did it, she was scared because she had to go at night when the Codies didn’t see as well. 
 
    Grant always helped her with the anxiety. He filled a pint size bottle with Jack Daniels and shoved it in the front pocket of her tee shirt. It was for the road and her run. Ella wasn’t ashamed to admit she indulged in liquid courage. Alcohol was one thing they had an abundance of. The South Side of the city used to be the go to nightlife location for most young people, there were eighty bars in the area.  
 
    Libations were a plenty. 
 
    Ella had her straight up double from the main bottle, saving her pint for when she was out there. Her exit from Sanctum was the rear area of the fence. Very few Codies were there and Grant and two others distracted them while Ella slipped out. 
 
    From there she ran along the river bank. She was always chased, but she moved faster than the dead. Three blocks down was her rowboat tied under the bridge. 
 
    She had to be quiet and row slowly. She also had to stay under the bridge so she wasn’t seen. She was fortunate on this night, the river barely had a current and she made it across with ease. 
 
    Once on the opposite bank, she tied the boat and checked for guards. She worried less about Codies, they were out there on the street, but not in the numbers of the South Side. Once she saw it was clear, she took the old city steps. She had to be quick, the guards made a pass every twelve minutes. 
 
    The steps took her to a part of the city called Uptown. It wasn’t as glamourous as it sounded. It was inner city, with rows of old townhouses. It reminded her of the time she was in Queens. 
 
    Uptown was safe from the military, they rarely patrolled there. The residents of the area took care of their own and had their own watch crew on corners. 
 
    The first time through there, Ella was nearly shot, and would have been had it not been for an older woman named, Marcy and her husband Horace. They called out to the fact she wasn’t a walking corpse. 
 
    They not only saved her, they became her help from that moment on. 
 
    She made her way to the rear of the large, red row house and knocked on the back door. Ella remembered the days when the simple knock would have caused dogs to bark, no more. It was silent.  
 
    Uptown used the animals for other purposes. 
 
    Marcy opened up the door. “Oh, hey there,” she said in a greeting. “Passing through?” 
 
    “Sure am, Miss Marcy, thank you.” Ella walked into the home and stood in the kitchen. The counters were stacked with water and boxed goods. 
 
    “You hungry? You want anything?” Marcy asked. 
 
    “No, I’m good. How’s Horace doing?” 
 
    Marcy lifted her views to the ceiling. “Shuffling around. He’s been quiet for the most part. R-Team came through the other day for Sophie’s house.” 
 
    “The R-team came through?” 
 
    “The field hospital is right up the street, it doesn’t take much for someone to hear or see.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re fine. I have to head up there. Do you want me to grab you something?” Ella asked. 
 
    “Not from there. You doing your thing to get in?”  
 
    “I am.” 
 
    Marcy walked to the kitchen cabinets, opened one and pulled out a bowl. She placed it in front of Ella along with a dish towel. “If you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    “It’ll keep him quiet until the feeders come tomorrow,” Marcy said. 
 
    “It’s the least I can do.” Ella said, pulling out the switch blade. “And I crushed half this pint.” She patted her chest pocket. “Horace will get a nice nightcap.” She brought the blade to the inside of her forearm and sliced a good two inches. The wound immediately bled and she allowed the blood to drip into the bowl.  
 
    Slicing her arm was her ticket into the hospital camp and as twisted as it was, Ella didn’t mind sharing the blood. She had to cut herself anyways, why waste it, especially when Marcy needed it and she was always so helpful. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EIGHT – DIFFERENT WORLD 
 
      
 
    Even though James didn’t live in a wealthy neighborhood like other doctors, he was pretty much as suburban as they came. His housing community was upper middle class with perfectly maintained lawns, and neighbors that ran the mowers every Saturday morning, even with the world in a different state, he felt safe and comfortable in his zone. 
 
    With the exception of the curfew and no deli counter at the supermarkets, life had returned to about seventy percent normal. 
 
    James knew there had to be a catch. 
 
    His father always told him that life was about balance, that everything evened out. There wouldn’t be rich people if there weren’t those who were poor. The summer wouldn’t be enjoyed if the winter wasn’t dreaded. 
 
    There were only so many soldiers, so many doctors and workers, and James remembered his father’s words of balance when he arrived to the inner city. The reason they had so much in the suburbs was because they had so little in the city. 
 
    He wondered why he was advised not to drive there, but to take a ride from the soldiers. Even before the sun set he could hear the gunfire.  
 
    The city itself looked as if it had seen war, and in an essence, it had. Mercy Hospital, a once icon of the city was burned out from the original days of chaos.  
 
    The streets weren’t empty, in the suburbs, James rarely saw a revived walking the streets, yet in the city they moved about everywhere. 
 
    There weren’t enough soldiers to kill them. 
 
    The new hospital was a series of erected tents on the old hospital grounds that spread down the streets of the inner city neighborhood. 
 
    The tents were surrounded by poorly and hastily built fences, but he was told, he was safe in there. 
 
    He was greeted with an abundance of gratitude from a nurse named Jodi and given a hand drawn map of the hospital camp when she guided him on a quick tour. 
 
    “It’s you and me on emergencies,” she told him. “Then we’ll split rounds on the long terms.” 
 
    “What about infected?” he said. “Do we put them somewhere?” 
 
    “Only to another tent where the soldiers wait to rectify them,” she replied. “Oh, yeah, a lot of our emergencies haven’t seen a bath in a while. We have showers and personal packs that have soap, toothpaste, a towel .. that kind of stuff. Tell them they are welcome to use the showers.” 
 
    “So we insult them.” 
 
    She smiled and shook her head. “They won’t be insulted. Trust me. There’s no gas out there so a lot of these folks don’t have hot water.” 
 
    “How do they not have gas?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Does anyone?” 
 
    “Yes.” James nodded. “I do. Essential services went back up months ago.” 
 
    “I guess that is privilege for you,” Jodi said. “Thank you again Doctor Ung for being here tonight.” 
 
    And that was it. His introduction to everything and then she was gone. It was calm at first, then it seemed in a snap of a finger things went insane. 
 
    In the middle of removing a bullet from the thigh of a soldier, James got word he had a baby to deliver. 
 
    By the time he delivered and arrived at the tent, the young woman named Rhonda was alone and bearing down. 
 
    He could see the baby’s head and barely had time to wash his hands. 
 
    A baby. 
 
    James hadn’t delivered or thought of babies in months. 
 
    He cleared the baby’s mouth and nose, and after his stock encouraging words of, “You’re doing good, Rhonda, one more push,” James finished the delivery. The baby boy was normal, healthy and large. 
 
    He wrapped him partially in a towel, then placed the baby on Rhonda’s stomach and cut the cord. 
 
    “We’re going to need to deliver the placenta,” James said to her.  
 
    Jodi’s voice entered the tent. “I’ll handle that. You examine the baby.” 
 
    James agreed and thought nothing of it. He took the child across the room and did a thorough examination, again clearing his eyes, nose and mouth. Upon wrapping him and turning to hand him back to his mother, James saw Jodi sealing a clear plastic bag that obviously contained the afterbirth. 
 
    He wouldn’t have thought it odd, had Jodi not hurriedly left the tent with Rhonda still exposed and in a birthing position. 
 
    It  felt strange and it angered him a bit. 
 
    How could she just leave the patient? 
 
    He handed the baby to Rhonda, covered her, informed her that he’d be back and left the tent to look for Jodi. New man on the field or not, there was a level of care to be given and Jodi just dismissed that. 
 
    He spotted her walking away with the bag, moving at a quick pace. 
 
    Where was she going?  
 
    He prepared to call for her, wanting her to stop, when he noticed she walked straight toward the fence. James stopped following and stood back a few feet. 
 
    Two men were on the other side of the fence, Jodi lifted the bag of afterbirth over to them. They tossed something in return to her. 
 
    She turned around and saw James. Jodi didn’t react as if ‘busted’ exchanging afterbirth for whatever it was she received. She coolly looked at him and walked away. 
 
    “Doc, hey Doc,” a male voice called to him. 
 
    “Um, yes.” James turned around. 
 
    “You have an arm injury in tent three.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’ll be right there. I need to finish up another patient.” 
 
    The male worker nodded is acknowledgement and walked away. 
 
    James returned to Rhonda and her newborn child. He would do what he could for them, but he couldn’t help but wonder what would become of them when he was finished, he wondered if anyone in the hospital camp really cared. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 NINE - LAZARETTO 
 
      
 
    Tent three. 
 
    Ella had never been in tent three. Most of the time it was the higher numbers, which made things easier for her. The higher number tents were closer to the supplies. 
 
    Tent three held four cots, each sectioned off by a drape. She was the only one in the tent and awaited the routine. The nurse would come in, numb, then stich her up, fetch the release papers so she could travel on the streets after curfew, and then go, leaving Ella to get what she needed in from the camp. 
 
    It was the same way every time. 
 
    She realized that could change when the partition curtain parted and an Asian man in scrubs stepped into her section. 
 
    “I’m Doctor Ung, I hear you hurt your arm,” he said, placing down a medical tray on the cot next to her. 
 
    “Wow. This is new,” Ella said. 
 
    “Excuse me?’ 
 
    “No one’s ever cared enough to give me a name around here.” 
 
    “So you’re here a lot?” 
 
    “Um … I’m pretty accident prone.” 
 
    “I see. Where’s the injury?” 
 
    Ella held out her arm. 
 
    He touched it with his gloved finger. “How did this happen?” 
 
    “I cut it opening one of those big fruit cans. You know the giant restaurant kind? I don’t have a can opener, I use a knife.” 
 
    “Well you’ll need to find a …” he turned her arm. Ella knew he saw them, the similar scars. Some healed, some still fresh. “You … you have quite a bit of the same injury.” 
 
    “I’m a klutz.” 
 
    “Are you cutting yourself?” 
 
    “Yes. When I open the cans.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of the same type of cut.” 
 
    “I open a lot of the same type of cans.” 
 
    He sighed out heavily as if to say, ‘I give up’, then grabbed a syringe injecting a greenish ooze into her arm to numb her. 
 
    “So you’re a real doctor?” Ella asked. 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “I've never seen you here before.” 
 
    “I work at a hospital in the suburbs. I was asked by the Major who runs the R-team to do some volunteer work. Numb?” He touched the wound. 
 
    “Yes,” Ella nodded to his question. “Major Tom?” 
 
    The doctor lifted the sutures. “Yes. You know him?” 
 
    “Doesn’t everyone. He’s well known. He’s the grim reaper.” 
 
    “That’s pretty unfair considering he’s only rectifying those who have passed already.” 
 
    “Have they?” 
 
    His eyes lifted to her. 
 
    “I mean, have they really passed?” Ella asked. “I heard they still have a beating heart. Some even look like they know you.” 
 
    She noticed the doctor paus in his stitching to stare at her. 
 
    “What? That sounds crazy, huh?” she asked. 
 
    “No. It sounds like a good friend of mine. She said the same thing,” he told her. “A fellow doctor as well.” 
 
    “Something to be said about what a doctor thinks …” 
 
    “She’s dead.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “She got bit and died. She tried in a way to prove her point. Unfortunately, we’ll never know.” 
 
    “A lot of people think they retain,” Ella said. “A lot. And that is what will be the downfall of  the remainder of civilization.” 
 
    “That’s an odd thing to say considering it’s pretty much under control and a cure is on the horizon.” 
 
    Ella laughed. 
 
    “That’s funny?” 
 
    “Yes, it is. Not the cure, but under control. How can it be under control when people won’t kill their own? When they hide them. Believing they are still who they were.” 
 
    “You contradict yourself.” He bandaged her arm. “Do you think they retain or not?” 
 
    “I’m torn. Sometimes I do, sometimes I don’t. But even if they do, eventually they won’t. The brain would be what keeps the person intact, right? They’re decomposing. How long before that brain goes, too?” Ella slid from the cot. “And thank you for this.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Stay here, I’m going to go get your papers so you can head back home.” He took a step and stopped. “And, um, before you go, if you want to use the showers, you’re welcome to.” 
 
    “So you’re saying I stink?” 
 
    “No. No. Maybe like booze but not ...,” he stammered his words. “I was told to—” 
 
    “Insult me?” 
 
    “No, to offer showers. I didn’t mean to insult you. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Eight minutes. 
 
    Ella knew from experience it took eight minutes to walk to the main tent, get the papers and return. Typically she was in the back, so she took off a minute or two. Still, plenty of time. 
 
    She reached into her back pocket and pulled out the folded nylon bag. It wasn’t huge, but big enough to get what she needed and then she slipped from the tent. 
 
    As usual, no one was around and she hurried to the supply tent. She’d get what she needed, stash the bag and be back before they even knew she was missing. 
 
    The supply tent was lit and that was a bonus, no flash light to fumble with. She went immediately to refrigerated storage to get insulin. There was no locking that, the antibiotics, mild pain killers, or bandages. She quickly opened the door, scanned the products and reached inside. 
 
    The moment she retracted her hand, fingers grasped her wrist. 
 
    “Stop,” he said. 
 
    Ella looked up. 
 
    It was the doctor that sutured her. 
 
    Doctor Ung. 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    He moved spryly, back and forth, almost nervously as his hands danced about the air. “What am I supposed to do here?” he asked. “Huh? Am I to turn you in?” 
 
    Ella opened her mouth to answer, but he kept going. 
 
    “This is not what I expected. It isn’t. I’m asked to volunteer, to give my time, there are no doctors, Tom said. ‘The place is a mess. A mess.’ No shit.” 
 
    “You …” 
 
    “A mess is an understatement,” he continued to ramble and pace. “It seems like every  single person waits until nightfall to come in.” 
 
    Ella interjected rapidly, but he didn’t notice. “That’s because no one good is here to help … medically until night.” 
 
     “I have soldiers shooting civilians, civilians shooting soldiers, infected being rounded into a tent to be put down like dogs before they even pass away. Drunks ...” he touched the pint that poked from her tee shirt. “…  with self-inflicted wounds.” 
 
    “Hey now.” 
 
    “So they can pull off some sort of medicine heist and then, you know, the nurse from hell ...” 
 
    “Jodi.” 
 
    “… is tossing afterbirth in a bag, over a fence to two men like a back alley arms dealer.” 
 
    “To the feeders.” 
 
    He stopped pacing. “The what?” 
 
    “The feeders. They’re the equivalent of a drug dealer in this world. They supply the flesh of humans, animals, even afterbirth to people who are harboring revived. They sell it for money, goods, whatever.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” 
 
    “You haven’t heard of them?” 
 
    “No.” he shook his head. “I’m from the suburbs.” 
 
    “Remind me to go there if I ever get a chance. Besides, I bet you have feeders in the burbs, you just don’t know it. Now ... I appreciate you unloading on me, I’m glad you feel comfortable enough to do that. Lots of people do, but I have to go. I would appreciate you not turning me in.” 
 
    “You aren’t stealing narcotics. You’re taking insulin.” 
 
    “And antibiotics.” 
 
    “Why?” he asked. 
 
    “We have a few who need the insulin, and right now, a really sick five year old girl with severe tonsillitis who won’t make it without it.” 
 
    “And an anti-inflammatory. Why don’t you bring her here?” 
 
    “I can’t. It’s too dangerous,” Ella replied. 
 
    “Then bring her in the morning.” 
 
    “Even worse.” 
 
    “If she’s that bad, then she needs an IV antibiotic or to have them removed.” 
 
    “That’s not possible. You could be a great guy and give me what I need and let me go on my way. Just know I can’t bring her. I can’t carry her the entire way and do it safely.” 
 
    “Then … then how about I go with you and check on her,” Doctor Ung suggested. 
 
    “Wow, and I don’t say that sarcastically. As chivalrous as that offer is, you won’t make it either. Alone I make it here and I alone I make it back.” 
 
    “I ... I don’t understand. I’ll get a soldier and —” 
 
    “No!” Ella cut him off. “Oh my God, please do not tell a soldier.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I’m from the Lazaretto.” 
 
    He looked deeply at her for a moment. “Lazaretto, that’s a quarantine area, medical set up.” 
 
    Ella chuckled. “That’s what we call the area. It’s quarantined. It’s shut down. Thousands, tens of thousands of those things are there and we are right smack dab in the middle. A hundred and three of us. Trapped. Roads destroyed. No way out. We’ve been there since the fall.” 
 
    “My God, that’s months ago. Why has no one gotten you out?” 
 
    “We tried. We’ve been shot trying to leave. We’ve been told we can never go. We’re carriers.” 
 
    “That’s absurd.” 
 
    “You know that. I know that. Whoever is in charge probably knows that as well, but they won’t let us out. If we get out, word of how many there are will get out as well.” 
 
    “Miss Hoffman.” 
 
    “Ella.” 
 
    “Ella.” He took hold of her arm. “If there are that many Codies, eventually they will clean sweep that area. Fire bomb it. You have to get those people out of there. If you got out, they can too,” 
 
    “I cannot get a hundred people out of there. It’s not possible. Not the way I leave. What am supposed to do, make a hundred trips.” 
 
    “If that’s what it takes.” 
 
    Ella laughed. “Obviously, you have never ran from a large pack of them.” 
 
    “I haven’t. Let me help you.” 
 
    “You can help by giving me what I need and letting me go so I can get the medication to that little girl.” 
 
    Doctor Ung released her arm. “I’ll go get your papers. Take what you need. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “For real?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “You’re not gonna walk out and turn me in?” 
 
    “No. I’m getting your papers.” 
 
    She believed him. There was something humble and honest about the way he spoke. 
 
    He took a step. “Is there anything else you need?” 
 
    “Since you’re asking. Candy for the kids and Miss Marcy. I know they have it in that food tent …” 
 
    He held up his hand stopping her. “I’ll get it. Don’t run.” 
 
    “Running is what I do best.” 
 
    “I believe that. Do me a favor. In the future, I’ll be here on Mondays. Find me. Don’t cut yourself. Fake a bellyache or something.” He turned to leave. 
 
    “Doctor …” 
 
    “James. Just call me James.” 
 
    “James. Thank you. It means a lot. Thank you. I know there’s no way to repay you.” 
 
    “Actually, there is.” He reached out and snatched the pint from her tee shirt. “Liquor is scarce everywhere. I’ll be back.” He then walked out. 
 
    Alone in the tent, Ella was grateful. She opened the nylon bag and proceeded to take only what she needed. She wouldn’t take more than that. There was something about the new doctor and she trusted him, it was like he hadn’t been jaded yet. Ella knew the longer he hung around the Mercy field hospital, the more all that would change. Ella made a mental note that on her next trip back, not only would she try to make it on a Monday, but she would bring a bottle for the doctor. 
 
    It was the least she could do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TEN – THE NEIGHBOR 
 
      
 
    It truly wasn’t how Rhonda imagined the blessed event. Even though the virus outbreak happened early in her pregnancy, she held high hopes that everything would be alright. 
 
    Briefly, she contemplated terminating, but her mother convinced her that together they could bring the child into the world, raise and protect him together. 
 
    As the virus situation worsened, she knew it wasn’t going to be easy. That perhaps hospitals would be the same. Her mother had prepared for when things shut down. Before that happened, she went out and bought formula and diapers. 
 
    She envisioned her mother at her side, holding her hand while she gave birth. But her mother passed away from an attack not one month earlier. 
 
    Rhonda had to call the R-Team, she couldn’t get her to the hospital before she revived. 
 
    In all her fantasies of the birth of her child, she didn’t imagine giving birth in a tent, having a doctor barely make it in time, and a nurse run off with her placenta. 
 
    She delivered the baby, was given the child and during her course of the night only one person came in to check on her. 
 
    Rhonda woke up after a few hours, grateful she hadn’t dropped her son when she passed out. She was still on the cot stained with her own expelled blood. She stood, swaddled the baby tighter and headed for home, on foot, the same way she arrived. 
 
    Although walking to the field hospital in pain was easier than walking the eight blocks home weak and carrying a baby. 
 
    The first two blocks were tough, then the ground felt as if it slanted and started to sway. Rhonda found herself walking close to the buildings, trying to grab something every once and awhile to get her balance. 
 
    Twice a soldier riding by stopped and asked if she needed help. 
 
    Why she didn’t say, ‘yes’ was beyond her. 
 
    All she wanted to do was get home. She only had one flight of stairs once she arrived there. 
 
    Then two blocks from her building, she spotted Mr. West. He was walking down the sidewalk pulling his shopping cart. Something he did every morning. He went to the little store on the corner when they opened and bought his daily items. 
 
    He wasn’t a young man, he moved slowly, but he was too old that he couldn’t be a sense of support. Maybe if he just walked with her to make sure she didn’t fall with the baby. 
 
    “Mr. West,” Rhonda called out to him. “Mr. West.” 
 
    It took a few calls to him to get him to stop and with a sense of relief, Rhonda hurried to him.  
 
    “Mr. West, I am so glad …” 
 
    He turned to look at her. He was no longer the Mr. West that she knew, he was one of the revived. 
 
    Before she could step back, he lunged at her, grabbing her arms and moving his mouth in a biting manner. He was close, too close to her son and Rhonda struggled. She shifted her body left and right to free herself, while screaming out. 
 
    She didn’t care about her own safety, just that of her child. 
 
    Please don’t get my baby, please don’t get my baby. 
 
    Finally, a soldier showed up. He pulled Mr. West from her, shoving him back into the side of a building before delivering one fatal and final shot. 
 
    The baby cried. 
 
    “Are you alright?” the soldier asked. 
 
    “Yes. Yes,” she said emotionally. “I just want to get home.” 
 
    “Let me help you,” he said. 
 
    “No, I’ll be …” 
 
    “Let me help you,” he repeated stronger. 
 
    Rhonda relented and allowed for his assistance walking her home and to her apartment. He wanted to walk her in, make sure everything was alright, but Rhonda declined. She insisted she was fine and thanked him. She wanted him to leave and do so fast, The truth was, she was scared. Fearful for her child. 
 
    Mr. West had been grabbing and attacking them. It happened so fast, all Rhonda could think was to check her baby for a bit or scratch. 
 
    One in the apartment she locked the door, rushed to the couch, laid the baby down and unwrapped him. 
 
    She frantically searched him head to toe for a mark. 
 
    Let him be okay. Let him be okay. 
 
    He was fine, not a mark on him. Just as she exhaled in relief she froze. With all the fear, all the adrenaline pumping through her, she never felt it. She didn’t know and never thought of herself. When she saw it, she wanted to die. The cold hard fact was, because of it, it wouldn’t be long before she did. 
 
    Across her right forearm was a deep and bleeding scratch. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 ELEVEN – CHANGING 
 
      
 
    Nineteen. 
 
    They had to rectify nineteen people in one house sweep. Men, women and children. It was the biggest rectification Tom had done since being on the R-Team. 
 
    It was also something he had never seen before. 
 
    One extended family, one house that was made into some sort of ‘care’ center. 
 
    It was obvious that those inside had been revived for a while. They were placed three or four in a bedroom, the doors not only closed but barricade with baby gates stacked on top of each other. 
 
    The call came from a local preacher, who regularly checked on his congregation. 
 
    He didn’t go inside. He needed only to look through the front window to see the Harrison family was no more, at least in the normal sense. 
 
    When he was called, he had no idea how many were in the house. 
 
    Tom arrived to find one lone, adult, daughter survivor. She was the one that told them there were at least a dozen in the house. 
 
    Family members came to her mother for care because her mother was a nurse and her mother, much like June Mannis, believed that they remained in the shell of the body. They weren’t dead because the heart still beat. 
 
    The daughter was devastated because she knew that they got the best of her mother. 
 
    When Tom and his team went inside, the mother was the first person they saw., She carried a pot of something bloody. It dangled from her hand as if she died and revived carrying it and never put it down. 
 
    It was disturbing to Tom, especially the five children locked in one bedroom. Toys scattered about the carpet, one child was even playing with action figures. 
 
    For the most part, Tom and his team didn’t shoot children to rectify. Unless they were in danger, it was handled another way. Because the heart still beat and breaths still taken, albeit slowly, they used gas on the children to render them unconscious then one by one, they used the rectifying tool on them. 
 
    These children were particularly hard, especially the one playing with the toy. 
 
    Why? 
 
    As soon as Tom saw the child, all he could think of was June. 
 
    When she looked at him in that bathroom was it truly predatorial or was it with familiarly, trying to convey something her voice could not speak. 
 
    The child with the toy looked at him as well. 
 
    It was the first time he couldn’t finish the job. He transferred responsibility to his captain and excused himself, citing he had pressing matters to attend to. 
 
    No one questioned him. 
 
    There was no reason to, and Tom showed no outwardly signs of his internal confusion. 
 
    He knew what he had to do and wanted to do. He placed a call to zone one barracks. 
 
    “Has a driver left to retrieve Doctor Ung,” he asked. “Or did he already return?” 
 
    “Actually, I was just getting ready to send someone.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Tom said. “I’m headed down there. I’ll pick him up.” 
 
    When he arrived, James was seated on a folded chair, his back pack at his feet and genuinely looked surprised to see Tom. 
 
    “Exhausted yet, Doc?” Tom asked. 
 
    “Actually, not as bad as I thought I’d be, I caught a nap.” James followed him back to the truck. “I’m surprised to see you.” 
 
    “I had a raid, thought I’d grab you.” He closed the door for James, then walked to the driver’s side and got in. 
 
    “A raid huh? In this area?” James asked. “Granted I’m the new guy, but it seems the R-Team rarely makes a showing here.” 
 
    “That’s true, they take care of their own,” James said. “I had a raid, but not here. I needed to speak to you.” 
 
    “About?” 
 
    “June’s theories about the revived.” 
 
    “The Mannis Syndrome.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Her name, June Mannis, I called those who display retrograde behavior as having Mannis Syndrome. Because not all did. She swore by the ‘how you go out is how you come back’, thing.” 
 
    “So you believe it?” Tom asked. 
 
    “Major, I can’t say that I do or don’t. Short of allowing myself to be bit then coming back, I’ll never know. Even then how do I prove it. The revived don’t speak.” 
 
    Tom exhaled heavily. 
 
    “What’s going on?” James asked. 
 
    “Just … I’m seeing things in them.” 
 
    “Like?” 
 
    “Like today, a revived little boy playing with action figures.” 
 
    “Whoa,” James said. “What did you do?” 
 
    “I stepped away.” Tom glanced at him quickly. “I have never stepped away before. I just couldn’t do it. And I am not a big humanitarian guy. But they’re different, like they’re changing.” 
 
    “Are they?” James asked. “Are they really different, because maybe you’re just seeing them different after June. She had this way of working it into your brain, where her theory is dormant until something visual causes it to erupt.” 
 
    “Maybe. But I am keeping track.” 
 
    “Please do and keep me posted,” James said. “I have something to ask you. What do you know about the Lazaretto?” 
 
    “Wow, where did you hear that term?” 
 
    “A woman who sliced herself to get to the hospital, so she could steal antibiotics for her ... What did she call it?” 
 
    “Sanctum.” 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “We uh … not me personally, but we talk to a guy named Grant. His people have no clue we speak to him.” 
 
    “Major, they are shooting people trying to get out,” James said. “Calling them carriers.” 
 
    “That was early on. When our guys were scared and we didn’t know better. Now … Grant just tells them they’ll be shot. It keeps them in. Stops them from trying. We keep the water on and power. This woman. Was she arrested?” 
 
    “No, I let her go.” 
 
    Tom nodded. 
 
    “Although water and power being on is big of you,” James said sarcastically, Why in the world would you want to keep them in there?” 
 
    “Two reasons,” Tom replied. “There’s tens of thousands of those things in that area. They migrated there. Those people leave, we’re afraid the Codies will, as well.” 
 
    “To me that reasoning sucks. You’re leaving those people in there.” 
 
    “Not me personally,” Tom defended. “But they are.” 
 
    “Like a dangling carrot.” James shook his head. “I know it’s not you doing it, but that reasoning sucks. You said there were two reasons. What’s the other?’ 
 
    “There are tens of thousands of Codies,” Tom said. “We just … can’t get to them. A rescue is impossible.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWLEVE – NEXT STEP 
 
      
 
    “You really make a pot of coffee smell amazing,” Grant said as he stepped into the dining section of building three. 
 
    “Well, four coffee shops in one block means ample supply so I have lots to practice with.” Ella sipped from a mug. “How’s Jenson?” 
 
    “Better. Thanks to you,” Grant sat with her. “How’s the arm?” 
 
    “Tight, but it stopped throbbing.” 
 
    “Did you get any rest?” 
 
    “Nah, I will later.” 
 
    “So everything went well?” 
 
    “I got busted.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Taking supplies, I got busted,” Ella replied. 
 
    “You never get busted.” 
 
    “I did this time by a Doctor Ung.” 
 
    “For real? You know his name?” Grant asked. 
 
    “I do. A new guy. He was going to get my walking papers, I was figuring on my eight minutes, but he forgot to ask me something and followed me into the supply tent. He’s uh … he’s a really good guy, Grant. That’s where the candy came from.” 
 
    “He let you go, so he’s a good guy in my book as well.” 
 
    “He said to fake a bellyache next time.” Ella chuckled. “He also said something else. He told me we should get out of here. He said how long will it be before they just blow this place up.” 
 
    “You and I know that’s impossible,” said Grant. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about this. I have. What if I get a bigger boat?” 
 
    “Ella …” Grant laughed out her name. “And do what? Row multiple trips across the river? Or are you talking Gateway Clipper size boat, load us all up. How do you propose to sneak a hundred people out of Lazaretto?” 
 
    “I thought of that, too. This doctor, he’ll help. He said we aren’t carriers. If he can help us, we can do this.” 
 
    “Okay,” Grant said calmly. “Let’s say this doctor decides to help. Let’s say he contacts authorities. Let’s even say you find a bigger boat. How … how are we supposed to get everyone out of Sanctum to the boat? You know you have to run the entire distance.” 
 
    “I thought of that.” 
 
    “Of course you did. Go on.” 
 
    “There aren’t as many at the river bank side of Sanctum. We take them out at night, and I take small groups. They don’t see that well at night. If we clear them instead of distracting, that will give us time.” 
 
    “Gunshots will attract more.” 
 
    “Use the cross bow. You’re good with it. You’re talking twenty max back there.” 
 
    Grant folded his arms and sat back in the chair. “You have been giving it some though. Alright, let me look at all the logistics of this and …” 
 
    “Ella,” a woman rushed into the kitchen area, her face was flush and she sounded panicked. “You have to come out.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s Bruce.” 
 
    Ella jumped to her feet. She couldn’t imagine what would be the urgency about Bruce. All he ever did was pace at the fence and lose appendages. 
 
    The second she stepped outside all her questions were answered. 
 
    Bruce had turned from docile to violent. Snarling relentlessly, racing back then running full speed into the fence. He grabbed at the links, thrashing his body against it. 
 
    “Oh my God,” said Ella. “What … what happened? 
 
    “I don’t know,” the woman replied. “I was out here and he was acting normal, then he just snapped.” 
 
    Bruce was loud and was attracting even more Codies. 
 
    Ella stepped closer to the fence, Bruce pushed his mouth through a slight opening of the links, trying to get to her. 
 
    Then a single arrow sailed across the yard and landed directly in the center of Bruce’s forehead. His head snapped back, he dropped down to his knees and then finally to the ground. 
 
    Within moments, he was no longer seen as the wave of Codies pushed for the fence, stepping over and on him. 
 
    Ella stood in shock. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Grant said. “I had to try and …” 
 
    “No, it’s fine,” Ella told him.  
 
    “What do you think happened?” asked Grant. 
 
    “I think the deterioration finally hit the brain. Once that happens, he’s operating as pure animal.” 
 
    “He lasted how long?” 
 
    Ella thought about it for a second. “Months. Which means Liza is next. She died right after him.” She stepped even closer to the fence. “I would have to think what would happened if every one of them got like Bruce.” 
 
    “The fence would come down,” sighed out Grant. ‘And I think maybe I need to give your plan a little more thought. You sure you’re okay?” he placed a hand on Ella’s back. 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine.” She meant it. Ella wasn’t in denial of what Bruce had become. Not only was she expecting one day for him to be rectified, a part of her was waiting on it. Now that it had been done, Ella felt a little guilty, because along with the sadness there was a sense of relief for her. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THIRTEEN – DELIVERING 
 
      
 
    The last time James gave any thought to hot water was right after the virus began and everything shut down. What he wouldn’t have given for a hot shower. Then when it came back on, it went from grateful every time he turned on the knob to once again taking it for granted. 
 
    But after working the shift at the inner city field hospital and hearing about how people in the actual city didn’t have hot water, James wondered if his life was a band aid on a bigger wound, placed there to give a false sense of hope. 
 
    He was guilty of conscious ignorance. He chose not to want to see what was happening in the world. Accepting at face value the reality he woke up to, the reality he preferred to live inside. 
 
    In a sense, doing that was a problem James had. 
 
    After his shower, he wanted to pack a lunch for his shift at Mon Valley, however there was something he had to do. It was something he did, every single day, without fail. He did so at the same time. 
 
    He lifted his phone and dialed his wife’s number. 
 
    It didn’t ring, it went straight to voice mail. Only it was full and James couldn’t leave a message. He knew he was the reason for the messaging to be full. He left a message every day and did so until the system was full. 
 
    ‘The mailbox you are trying to reach is full. Please try your call later.’ 
 
    “I love you guys and miss you,” said James, even though they’d never hear it, he knew he was saying it. 
 
    Before he put down the phone, he thought back to the last time he spoke to his wife. 
 
    “It’s hard to say,” Jana his wife said. “The village is simple, it’s not showing signs of a crises.” 
 
    “Well, we’re getting back on our feet here,” James told her. “It won’t be long before I bring you and JJ home, or I go out there. 
 
    That was months before. 
 
    The planes never resumed. 
 
    He hadn’t spoken or heard from her at all. 
 
    At least he told himself that. 
 
    On his phone in the voicemail section was a voicemail from Jana’s mother. It came three days after he last spoke to Jana. It had been after three days of constantly trying. 
 
    James had never listened to that voicemail because a part of him knew what his mother in law was going to say. 
 
    Something happened to Jana and JJ. 
 
    James was sure of it. 
 
    He was also sure that if he didn’t listen to the message, it would never be real. 
 
    Many times he thought about listening, but was fearful. He’d rather not know. James would rather be walking around blind, but hopeful, than eyes wide open and devastated. 
 
    Much like the normalcy of his neighborhood in the midst of such a crisis. 
 
    As he did daily, his finger hovered over the ‘play’ symbol of the voice mail. He never pressed it. James simply closed the app and went into the kitchen to make something to eat. 
 
    While he prepared his meal, he placed the small kitchen television on so he could hear the news. 
 
    The words ‘Breaking News’, caught his attention and he upped the volume, certain it was news about the outbreak. 
 
    In a sense it was, but not like he expected. 
 
    The anchor team was excited, and the news was plastered everywhere. 
 
    Mass production of a vaccine and the cure were underway. Within one week they would be arriving at medical facilities and camps. 
 
    James didn’t know much about the vaccine or cure, only that mass quantities were arriving in a week. 
 
    It was news that James wanted to hear. Humanity had been raging a war against the virus and barely holding the front lines. Finally they had an upper hand and advantage, more than that, there was legitimate hope on the horizon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FOURTEEN – LINE UP 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 One week later 
 
      
 
    After weeks, months of daily R-Team house and business calls, Major Tom received the notification that all R-Team activity had been suspended until all team members received an inoculation and training on delivering the cure. 
 
    At the one-week mark everywhere Tom looked he saw tractor trailers rolling in with crates of the vaccine. 
 
    It was insane, how were they able to mass manufacture nearly two hundred million doses. Tom asked that question, more of a rhetorical thing, and a truck driver answered him. “Four facilities,” the truck driver said. “That’s not hard to do when, figure five hundred thousand per facility, that’s roughly seventy-one thousand doses a day in a factor running twenty-four seven, that breaks down to forty-nine a minute. Considering the machines can run five doses every three point one seconds, they can exceed that.” 
 
    “Are you a mathematician?” Tom asked. 
 
    “Actually, yeah, no need for a math geek now, right?” He said. “Now ask me about quality control and testing.” 
 
    “Do I want to know?” 
 
    The truck driver shook his head.  
 
    “Bet you were first in line for one though,” Tom said. 
 
    “Oh, hell no. I’ll stick with the cure if I get bit.” 
 
    The cure. 
 
    Major Tom and his team were to deliver the cure to the infected, no matter how far along they were as long as they had not passed and revived. There were just too many revived to waste a dose on. 
 
    The day the vaccines arrived was the biggest inoculation day in the history of the planet. People lined up for city blocks, home visits were placed in order. Anyone who could help distribute the self inoculation kits were on hand to pass them out. 
 
    There was no doctor doing the deed, although some had to, most people just passed out the kits. Each person received a single dose that they would give to themselves. 
 
    Some couldn’t do it and had to wait in line to have it done for them. 
 
    There was a sense of hope that was widespread. The mood in the country had been lifted, people celebrated, to most the crisis was over. 
 
    Major Tom hated being the odd man out, but he just didn’t feel the joy, instead, for some off reason he carried a feeling of foreboding, he just didn’t know why. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FIFTTEEN – A MOTHER’S ARMS 
 
      
 
    To whom it may concern. 
 
    Rhonda’s letter generically began. 
 
    A week earlier when she had heard the news about the inoculation and also the cure it was mere hours after she had sliced into her own flesh in an attempt to remove the infection from the scratch part. 
 
    I hope that when you read this, I am calling out for your help. That I am still alive. I hope that I am. 
 
    Rhonda was optimistic. When her own mother was scratched, within hours she was ill and a day later … she died. Rhonda was counting down the days until the vaccine arrived. Especially when three days had passed and she wasn’t ill. The wound was healing. Rhonda had beaten it. 
 
    Or so she thought. 
 
    My name is Rodney David Daniels. I’m only a few days old. 
 
    Then on day four Rhonda felt achy, she attributed it to just having a child, after all the wound was healing. She knew from watching the television that the virus could be stopped if the site of infection was removed. 
 
    She did that and didn’t waste time. 
 
    Then her temperature began to rise and everything hurt. 
 
    My mother didn’t mean to leave me alone. 
 
    Rhonda fought it, she fought with everything she had, but the virus was stronger than she was. Her skin burned, every beat of her heart caused a stabbing pain in her chest. 
 
    But she couldn’t help it. She loved me very much. More than life. But she had to go. 
 
    She lacked the strength to barely move, but somehow Rhonda managed to make bottles for the baby. Lots of them so as the hours went by it would be easier to feed her child. In her mind, when she passed away, the baby would cry. He would cry enough that someone would have to come and help. 
 
    More than anything Rhonda wanted to walk back to the medical station. In fact she planned on that, but she could barely walk. Every step she took ached, her head spun and the ground seemed to slip out from under her. 
 
    Her fear was dropping the baby. 
 
    That was when she came up with the plan. 
 
    Please take care of me. Find me a good home. Please. Thank you. 
 
    Rhonda knew her time was coming. It wouldn’t be long before she died and revived. She didn’t want to revive and become one of those monsters. She knew well what she could do to her child. How helpless the days old baby would be. Rhonda knew in order to stop the reviving, she would have to destroy the brain. 
 
    She had no means to do that. 
 
    Why didn’t the government pass out self-rectifying kits? She saw that once in a movie. It would be simple and save a lot of problems. 
 
    That was fiction. She lived in a nightmare reality. 
 
    She didn’t want to hurt her child. 
 
    She wrote the note and pinned it to the baby’s chest and moved the crib near the open window. Rodney would cry, he would cry enough to rouse suspicion. 
 
    She would leave him in the back room, and shut the door so she couldn’t get in. 
 
    That was her plan. 
 
    After changing his diaper, Rhonda grabbed a bottle and decided to feed him one more time. 
 
    Once more and then she would put him safely in the other room. 
 
    She cradled her child, rocking him as she fed him. Rhonda shared stories of her life and told him over and over how much she loved him. Her heart broke, she didn’t want to leave him. He was helpless and would be alone, 
 
    Her poor child. 
 
    She finished feeding him. 
 
    One more moment, she thought, one more moment with her son and then she would lay him down. 
 
    That one more moment never came. 
 
    While holding him, loving him, staring at her baby, Rhonda’s head dropped to the left. Against what she hoped, planned and wanted, with the child in her arms, Rhonda died. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SIXTEEN – FAVOR 
 
      
 
    Ella carefully wrapped the bottle of bourbon in a towel, placing it in a back pack. She hated carrying backpacks, because they drew attention, but it was easier to bring the bottle that way and just in case the soldiers asked her about the pack, she wrapped another  bottle for bribery. 
 
    She wasn’t making her journey out of Sanctum due to the need of supplies, she was going because of the vaccine. 
 
    If they were going to attempt to leave, they needed the vaccine. That would add extra assurance should someone get bit or scratched. The only way to get that was to find Doctor Ung and hope he would help out. 
 
    According to the radio, the vaccine and cure had been delivered to locations three days earlier, and while Ella worried it would all be gone, she knew her best chance was Doctor Ung and he told he would be at the field hospital on Mondays. So she waited. 
 
    But the weather didn’t. 
 
    The hot and humid weather brought on a typical summer storm and Ella had to wait for a break in the rain. 
 
    “Maybe just try tomorrow,” Bruce told her. 
 
    “He’s only there on Mondays,” Ella replied. “It’s our best bet. Anyone else is going to ask a million questions when I ask for a hundred doses.” 
 
    “You know it’s funny. You were pretty adamant against the vaccine.” 
 
    “My opinion hasn’t changed,” Ella said. “You heard the debate on the radio. There’s limited testing on the vaccine. Lab testing only. Not on people.” 
 
    “But the cure, that’s been tested.” 
 
    Ella nodded. “It has. With some ... some success. But the cure is useless to us. We need the vaccine.” 
 
    “Remember, we’d be happy with eighteen doses. That protects all the kids. Anything over that is golden. We’ll do a lottery if we have to.” 
 
    Ella wasn’t going to settle for just eighteen, she knew enough was produced. 
 
    She had to try for it all. While she wasn’t confident in the vaccine, going out beyond the safety of the wall with it would give confidence to those in Sanctum. Where they would otherwise be too scared to leave without it. Just like a non-swimmer would feel safer in water with a lifejacket, having a vaccine, whether it worked or not, would help those in Sanctum feel safer in an attack and more focused on just getting out. 
 
    The rain subsided two hours after Ella’s desired leaving time. The damp air made the smell unbearable and the clouded sky blocked the moon causing the wooded area along the river bank to be exceptionally dark. She ran nearly blinded, her feet squishing in the mud as she fled from her undead pursuers. They followed her sound more than the sight of her. 
 
    The small boat had about three inches of water in it, not enough to weight it down. She made it across to the shore just as another bout of rain began. Ella made certain to pull the boat as much as she could under the covering of the bridge. 
 
    The only advantage to the rain was the soldiers didn’t make a pass by the city steps. The streets were empty and silent. Ella kept her mind clear and stayed focus in case anything jumped out at her. 
 
    Even though Ella was quiet in her run, the steadily falling rain blocked out any noise she could make. She raced through the back alley behind Miss Marcy’s house. It was late and she hoped Miss Marcy was still awake., When she entered her backyard she saw Miss Marcy pass by the kitchen window. 
 
    She sighed out in relief, swiped the water from her face and approached the backdoor. 
 
    Although it was warm, the wet clothes caused Ella to be chilled. She thought about asking Miss Marcy for a change of clothes. She hated doing that, even for something as simple as dry clothing, Miss Marcy had done so much for her already. 
 
    She raised her hand and knocked on the door. 
 
    Ella bounced up and down to keep warm, waiting on Miss Marcy to open the door. When she saw her approach, Ella smiled. The smile quickly fell when Miss Marcy came into view. 
 
    Miss Marcy peered out the glass pane of the door at Ella, her hand hitting against it. 
 
    Ella stepped back, shocked and saddened. It wasn’t what she expected to see. 
 
    Miss Marcy didn’t open the door. She couldn’t. Those who died and came back somehow lacked the coordination to turn a knob. It was obvious it was what happened to Miss Marcy. The sweet, wonderful woman who was always so helpful had died … and revived. 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    James caught glimpse of her going into Tent six and he recognized her. He knew for sure it was her when he saw Ella’s name on the check in from along with the words ‘arm injury’. He then shook his head with a smile, thinking, ‘I told her to say she had a bellyache.’ 
 
    He was glad she made it back, because that let him know she was safe. He worried about her. She was risking her life every time she went out to help the people in her trapped community. 
 
    “Nice to see you again,” James said when he walked in.  
 
    Ella had a blanket wrapped around her. Her hair was dripping wet. 
 
    “You look soaked,” he said. 
 
    “You’ll have that when you’re running in the rain,” she replied. “You look tired.” 
 
    “You’ll have that when you’ve been up for …” he looked at his watch. “Thirty-seven hours. It’ll be over forty when I finally get to bed.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be. It’s the vaccinations and cures. It’s been nonstop. On a positive note, I don’t have to be back to the hospital until Wednesday, I plan on sleeping tomorrow away.” 
 
    “Oh … then I hope you can at least find time to enjoy my gift.” She pulled her backpack forward from under the blanket and reached in, lifting out a bottle. 
 
    “For me?” 
 
    “For you. I hope you like bourbon.” 
 
    “I like anything in a bottle that has alcohol and isn’t beer.” He took it. “Thank you. Thank you so much. You came for some supplies?” 
 
    “Yeah, but …” She lowered her head. “The guy at check-in said you were out. I came  to see if you can help me get the vaccine for my people.” 
 
    James cringed. “Oh, I’m sorry. We are here. But, I can't get more until tomorrow. I could bring it down.” 
 
    “That’s your sleep day.” 
 
    “You come at night. We can work it out. But the arm won’t wait.” James winked. “Didn’t I tell you to say you had a bellyache.” 
 
    “You did.” 
 
    “So why the arm injury.” 
 
    “It … it wasn’t intentional.” She pulled her arm from the blanket exposing a small bite mark on her wrist. 
 
    “Oh, Ella. How … how did this …” 
 
    “Miss Marcy. She ... I guess Horace got to her, I don’t know. I tried to revive her because I didn’t want to see her like that and she got me.” Ella pouted. “Some luck, huh. I get bit and you guys are out of the cure.” 
 
    “Yeah, we are. But they say the vaccine … the vaccine if given within four hours of a bite works as a cure.” 
 
    “The man said they were out.” 
 
    “The hospital is. But … he reached into the pocket of his scrubs. “I didn’t want to leave this hanging around.” He lifted a small blue plastic pouch. “Around here this is gold.” 
 
    “What is it?’ 
 
    “The vaccine.” 
 
    “You said you were out.” 
 
    “We are. This is my dose. I didn’t take it yet.” 
 
    “No. No I won’t take your dose.” 
 
    “Hey.” He stepped to her. “I can get another when I go on shift Wednesday. I’m not worried about it. You need it.” 
 
    “Are you sure?’ 
 
    “While it isn’t necessary, I would like to remove the area around the bite as a safeguard.” 
 
    “Do what you need to do.” 
 
    “And you’ll need to stay here for eight hours.” 
 
    “That I can’t do,” she said. “I can’t. In daylight those things can see. My best chance at getting back to camp is to go before sunup.” 
 
    “Okay, then you’ll stay here as long as you can before you head back. Deal?”  
 
    Ella nodded. “Deal.” 
 
    “Let’s take care of you.” James pulled the medical treatment tray forward, but before he worked on her arm, he opened his own dose of the vaccine and injected Ella. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SEVENTEEN – DELIVERANCE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Prior to the arrival of the vaccine and cure, Tom’s standard R-Team offense and defense gear was a gas can, revolver and rectifier. Now he was armed with a jet gun injector. A relic of the past mass immunizations used by the military, but it was brought back for the CO-D4 virus battle. Because of fear of virus transfers, the military stopped using it. However, since the jet gun would only be used to deliver the cure to infected, that worry went out the window. It was a matter of fast and mass injections over cross contamination. 
 
    His R-Team was down from eight people to three. Some of his men were ill, a common side effect from the vaccine. While they did offer to go, Tom made them stay back. It was a simple call. A report regarding a mother and her baby. Things had been calm for a couple days, they could take the time off. 
 
    He thought of Doctor James Ung as he drove to the inner city destination. Doctor Ung was working in the field hospital a few blocks away. Oddly they had developed some unspoken friendship. He liked Doctor Ung, respected him. 
 
    As soon as Tom and the team pulled up to the building, he knew he had been there before. That same building. 
 
    It was an extremely early morning, the sun hadn’t risen and the sound of a baby’s cry carried in the night air. 
 
    “Major, that’s a newborn,” Private Garret said as he stepped from the truck. 
 
    “How do you know?” Tom asked. 
 
    “I know. The baby is a newborn.” 
 
    “Has to be alive and not revived,” said the other soldier Wanes. “The revived don’t produce enough air flow to vibrate the vocal chords.” 
 
    “My God, you’re right,” Tom said. Immediately his mind raced to the child. It was still alive, but for how long? It could have been injured, bit, and he readied his Jet gun. 
 
    They were greeted by a frantic older woman in her sixties. She stood outside the single door main entrance to the apartments. 
 
    “I’m the one who called,” she said. “I should have called earlier, the baby has been crying nonstop. But I thought it was just a baby thing. When I realized it wasn’t, that maybe something was wrong, I was too scared to go up there and check.” 
 
    “It’s alright, Ma’am,” Tom said. “You reported only a baby and the mother?” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied. “Her name is Rhonda. I remember seeing her walking around pregnant. I don’t know her last name, but her first name is Rhonda.” 
 
    “Anyone else in the apartment?” Tom asked. 
 
    The woman shook her head. “No. But I am sure it is her apartment. I went up and listened. 4B.” 
 
    Then it clicked. Not only had Tom been at that building, he was at that same apartment, not long before. A pregnant woman called for the R-Team. 
 
    He thanked the older woman, signaled Wane and Garrett and together they entered the building. 
 
    There was no need for gas. Especially since there was only one adult in the apartment. Unless Rhonda suddenly took people in, she was the only threat in the apartment. That was if  something happened to her. 
 
    The sounds of a crying baby told Tom, that maybe Rhonda was fine. After all, if there was a revived in an apartment with a baby, there wouldn’t be any sounds of crying. 
 
    “There’s a possibility,” Tom told the team. “The baby is in another room. Let’s do this. Stay alert. Stay alive.” 
 
    He reached for the knob to test it, expecting it to be locked. It wasn’t. 
 
    Slowly he opened the door, looked in. “Clear,” he said, then signaled the others to enter. 
 
    Wane and Garret ran by him into the apartment. 
 
    “Nothing,” Wane said. 
 
    “Crying is coming from the back,” Garret said. 
 
    “Careful of a revived jumping out.” 
 
    “Roger that.” Garret moved ahead down the small hallway. A moment later, he called out softy in the radio. “Major, you have to see this shit.” 
 
    Tom hurried that way, the door was open and when he stepped in, he slid to a stop. 
 
    Sitting in a rocking chair next to a crib, holding the crying baby was a revived Rhonda. 
 
    She lifted her head and looked at him. 
 
    “What do we do?” Wane asked. “Shoot her?” 
 
    “Can’t take a chance she’ll bite it if she hasn’t already,” Tom replied, he stepped forward toward her. “I’m taking the baby. I need to help the baby,” he said to her. 
 
    “No disrespect, Major, she doesn’t understand you,” Garret said. 
 
    Another inch to her and Rhonda tried to lift the baby his way. 
 
    “Jesus, did you see that?” Garret asked. “She handed him over.” 
 
    Hurriedly, Tom took the baby, as he tried to quickly asses for bites, he saw the note pinned on his tee shirt. With a pivot of his body, he handed the baby to Garret. “Check him for bites, scratches, then see if you can find a bottle. If not field hospital is a few blocks away. Take him there.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Tom returned to looking at Rhonda. She wasn’t violent, she just stared at him. He looked at her and thought about the note, the open door, she had tried before she died to make sure the child was easy to get to. She made him think of June. 
 
    Tom pulled out his pistol and aimed it at her. “Rec ... Rec ...” 
 
    “Major? You need me to ...” 
 
    “No.” he shook his head. “No, I got this.” He locked eyes with her. “Rec …” He couldn’t finish the word, then Tom couldn’t pull the trigger. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EIGHTEEN – WAIT 
 
      
 
    To Ella, Doctor James Ung was either a genuine saint, or he was trying in some way to make up for something he felt he did wrong. He was far too nice and helpful. 
 
    A soldier was in the camp not feeling well, but not sick enough that the doctor asked him to accompany Ella to the river for her return. 
 
    He had known this soldier and trusted him. 
 
    The soldier didn’t move as fast as Ella, she felt as if she was dragging. But a slow pace was good, she had been bit. She’d be lying if she said she wasn’t worried about it, that somehow the cure wouldn’t work and she’d turn Codie inside Sanctum. 
 
    “I appreciate this,” Ella told him. “I feel bad I can’t go back with doses.” 
 
    “I don’t understand why you just don’t stay until Ung can get it for you tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’ll come back.” 
 
    “Why take that chance?” he asked. “You’re injured, you got the injection, you’re supposed to take two days.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’ll be fine.” She turned and untied the boat. 
 
    “You must be one brave chick,” he said. “Is it always like that?” 
 
    She hadn’t a clue what he was talking about, lifted her head and looked at him. 
 
    He had just lowered a pair of binoculars. 
 
    “Look like what?” Ella asked. 
 
    He handed them to her. She didn’t really need them. As soon as she looked across the river she could see the Codies. They moved in masses along the wharf. However, because she had them, she lifted the binoculars to her eyes. Her usual landing spot was swarming. The mass of them spanned the shore line. 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a no.” 
 
    “No, maybe a handful. Never that many.” She returned the binoculars. 
 
    “Is there another way?” 
 
    “Not to get back to our compound. That’s the easiest way.” 
 
    “How many followed you?” he asked., 
 
    “I don’t know. It was really dark because of the storms and I just ran.” 
 
    “Take this as a sign. You’re supposed to hang back. So hang back. We’ll figure out a way.” 
 
    Ella nodded. She glanced again across the river then to the young soldier. He was pale, tired looking, “I appreciate you walking with me. I’m sorry I dragged you out of bed.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine.” He peered to the sky. “It’s getting light, let’s head on back. I’ll just grab some sleep then.” 
 
    Again, Ella agreed with a nod. She felt defeated and worried. There was nothing vital she had to bring back, but it didn’t stop her from feeling guilty for being unable to return. 
 
    The soldier said maybe it was sign. Ella hoped it was a good sign, and not one that meant she wasn’t supposed to return because she was actually still infected. 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    “To repeat under the advisement of the FDA and the CDC, all vaccine inoculations are to be put on hold,” the female radio voice announced. 
 
    James listened as he gathered things so he could go home and get that long awaited sleep.  He looked at the bottle Ella had given him, undid the cap and took a small drink. He gasped out in the pleasure of tasting it. 
 
    “With the severe reactions to the vaccine in a small group of individuals, those distributing are asked to cease at this time. If you have not taken the vaccine, you are urged at this time not to do so. While it is believed the small pocket of individuals is not the norm, further testing is required and vaccinations are expected to resume in several days. In the meantime, the cure can still be distributed—” 
 
    James laughed out a ‘ha’ and shut off the radio. “Do you know how many were already vaccinated.” 
 
    “Talking to yourself?” her voice entered the tent. “I hear that’s a sign of intelligence.” 
 
    James turned around and in shock said her name. “Ella, what are you doing here? Is everything alright?” 
 
    “No. I’m fine but … the wharf was overrun, I couldn’t get across the river safely.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I’ll try again tomorrow. You said I should rest anyhow, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Plus, you know you said you were gonna come back tomorrow with more of the vaccine. Okay, well later tonight, since it is already technically tomorrow.” 
 
    “About that.” 
 
    “You changed your mind.” 
 
    “No. No.” James shook his head. “It’s not that, the government has put a hold  on vaccines. Temporarily. There’s been some reactions.” 
 
    “I knew it. They didn’t test it enough,” Ella said. 
 
    “The news is saying only a small amount of people are having adverse reactions.” 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You gave it to me.” 
 
    “For the cure,” James said. “And I am sure it is fine. Two thirds of this city already picked up their vaccine pen.” 
 
    “What kind of reaction, did they say?” Ella asked., 
 
    “No, I’ll find out. And let you know.” 
 
    “Thank you. So … how does one go about getting a cot for the night in this place? Or day, considering it’s morning now.” 
 
    “I have a better idea,” James said. “Why don’t you crash at my place today. My transport should be here soon, I have a guest room. It would be much better than a cot. I’m not … I’m not hitting on you or anything like that.” 
 
    Ella laughed. “I know. You’re just a nice guy.” 
 
    “I try to be. Plus, I have air conditioning.” 
 
    “You’re not going to insult me again and tell me to shower, are you?” Ella joked. 
 
    “No. I …” 
 
    “Doc,” Tom rushed into the tent, calling out with urgency. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize—” 
 
    “No, it’s fine. She is a new friend of mine,” James said. “What’s going on, Tom? Everything okay?” 
 
    “Doc … I uh … I did something,” Tom said. “And I need your help.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 NINETEEN – REVERT 
 
      
 
    “You did what?” James asked in a near scolding voice as he stood before an apartment door. 
 
    He was already irritated. He had already been up for over forty-eight hours, should had been home in bed instead of eight blocks away from the field hospital in a less than desirable neighborhood.  
 
    Then Tom bursting in the tent with urgency, claiming he did something, but refusing to say what it was didn’t help matters. He needed James to come along and bring a medical bag. 
 
    James thought at first Tom had shot someone innocent and was afraid of getting in trouble. Until Tom led them into the building, four flights upstairs, stood before an apartment door and said, “I gave the cure to a revived.” 
 
    “Let me get this straight,” Ella said. “You, the king of undead euthanasia, not only gave the cure, but wasted a dose on a revived. When they’re already dead?” 
 
    “Who is this woman and why is she here?” Tom asked. 
 
    “I am the woman who was supposed to be in an air conditioned house, bunking on a couch and getting a pretty good 'peace of mind' rest while I heal. I don’t want to miss my ride.” 
 
    “What is she talking about?” Tom asked. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” James said. “Now tell me what in the world made you give a revived a cure dose?” 
 
    “June,” Tom replied. 
 
    “Whose June?” Ella asked. 
 
    “My colleague or former colleague,” James replied. “She believed that the revived were still us. They just couldn’t voice it, but they were in there.” 
 
    “I thought that at times about my husband Bruce,” Ella said. “He used to look at me like he knew me. Then one day he just went … enraged and wasn’t the same. He was like every other Codie.” 
 
    James looked at Tom. “You saw something in this person?” 
 
    “I did. She had a child. A baby, a newborn. The crying was what alerted us,” Tom said. 
 
    “Revived can’t speak or make noise,” James stated. “How was a revived baby crying.” 
 
    “He wasn’t revived. He was just hungry.” 
 
    “Where is he now?” James asked. 
 
    “At the field hospital and is fine,” Tom replied. “He wasn’t dead. He wasn’t revived. He was being held by his mother.  She was a revived.” 
 
    Ella held up her hand. ‘Wait. She revived and the baby wasn’t bit or eaten?” 
 
    Tom shook his head. “No. And she pretty much handed him right to me. She was trying to care for him. When I looked at her, I thought about June. I thought, what if she knows? What if she just can’t voice it? I mean, she cared for the baby. I looked at her and thought of June. I couldn’t pull the trigger.” 
 
    “Why am I here?” James asked. “How is she now?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Tom replied. “I injected her, she dropped and I ran to get you. I’m not allowed to do that and I thought you could help me figure out if it is working, or if I should just rectify.” 
 
    “It can’t work,” Ella said. “They decompose.” 
 
    “Not fast,” Tom said. “Not for at least two weeks then it speeds up. Can you doc, can you just take a look at her? Tell me you see what June has been talking about and tell me if you think the cure can work.” 
 
    “Yes, I can do that. Open the door,” James said.  
 
    Tom nodded and turned the knob, leading James and Ella inside. “She’s in the back room. Once we get back there. Stay back in case she is no longer docile. That way I can …” He quit talking when he heard a scuffling sound. Like feet shuffling on the floor. He lifted his weapon. 
 
    Rhonda stepped slowly from the small kitchen. She moved stiff and with a limp. She stopped and looked at Tom. “Where’s my baby?” 
 
    “In answer to your question,” James whispered to Tom. “It worked.” 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    It made the typical ripping sound when James removed the blood pressure cuff from Rhonda. “Sixty over forty. Low. Not impressive, but better than being too low to register, which is probably where you were.” 
 
    He had also physically examined her, finding her heart rate low. Her skin was still pale, eyes not quite back to normal color, but the blood was gone. The arm where she was scratched was still discolored and he found necrosis on her legs. Something they’d deal with later if she survived. James wasn’t sold on it being permanent. 
 
    “How do you feel?” he asked her. 
 
    “Better. Weak. The pain was horrendous. I felt like everything was on fire.” She then looked at Tom. “Thank you. Thank you for seeing it. I tried to talk. I couldn’t. In my mind I was saying to you, help me, I’m still in here. Thank God you saw it.” 
 
    Tom nodded in a humble way. 
 
    “What now?” Rhonda asked. 
 
    “I’m cautiously optimistic,” James replied. “But this is all new. This cure. I mean we had to pause the vaccine. It was causing severe side effects.” 
 
    Ella asked. “What kind?” 
 
    James shrugged. “They were specific. Can’t be that bad if they’re expecting to resume in a couple days.” He stood. “However, I do know, giving the cure to a revived is strictly prohibited. You still look rather …” 
 
    “Dead?” Rhonda guess. 
 
    “Yeah. You need fluids if we can even get an IV line in your vein. Perhaps some protein, even steroids. All that is back at the field hospital and I can’t bring you there. Because you know, what if you turn again and there’s no guarantee that your brain won’t say, ‘nope not this time, I think I’ll be a … monster’ for lack of a better word.” 
 
    “Can she be treated here?” Tom asked.  
 
    “Yeah, but I can’t …” James cringed. “I hate to say it, but I can’t stay and take care of her. I’m on no sleep for days and I’ll be no good if I collapse.” 
 
    “I’ll stay,” Ella said. “I’ll stay with her. I’m not a trained medical professional, but I handled a lot of the medical and medicine at Sanctum. I’ll stay. I’m guessing, what? We’ll know in a couple days if she is gonna pull through.” 
 
    “Probably less.” 
 
    “Then I’ll stay. I need to rest anyhow.” 
 
    “No offense,” James said. “But what if you turn? You were bit. We don’t know if the cure works.” 
 
    “Doctor Ung, I would be sick by now,” Ella said. “But I understand.” 
 
    “I’ll be here,” Tom said. “I’ll watch them both. I’ll go with you to the station, get what we need and ….” He glanced at Rhonda. “The baby. I’ll bring him back. I’ll be here if there’s trouble. It’s a couple days, right? It’s the least I can go. I … did this to her.” 
 
    “Major Tom,” Rhonda spoke weakly. “You act as if you created a Frankenstein’s Monster. You didn’t. You saved my life.” 
 
    Again, Tom nodded in a humbling manner. 
 
    James relented and agreed to the home care supervised by Tom.  A part of him still felt uneasy because of the unknown effects of the cure. Rhonda was grateful, claiming Tom saved her. Whether or not that would be a good thing, still remained to be seen. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY – REST 
 
      
 
    Once during his residency, James suffered from sleep deprivation. He was young and cocky, certain that he could go without sleep and without it affecting him. 
 
    He was wrong. 
 
    He knew he had to rest when he started seeing purple rabbits hopping about the hospital. They were in hospital scrubs, and talked to him. He knew where the hallucinations came from. They were a product of a book he had read to a child in the hospital. Yet, James kept pushing until he woke up with a huge headache and stitches on this cheek from when his body said ‘enough is enough’ and he just dropped over. 
 
    He was almost to that point again. He supposed hitting that bottle Ella gave him didn’t help. James knew he was tired, but was nowhere near the tipping point, even though it had been two decades since his residence days. At least that's what he thought, then the hallucinations started. This time it wasn’t purple rabbits, it was a giant baby, wearing only a diaper thumping down the road. 
 
    “Did you see that?” James asked the soldier who was driving. 
 
    “See what?” 
 
    “That six foot baby?” 
 
    “Can’t say that I did.” 
 
    “Okay, just checking.” 
 
    “Too much of that?” The soldier pointed to the bottle that peeked out of his bag. 
 
    “And lack of sleep.” James gave a closed mouth smile and rested back. By his calculations he had another hour in him before he hit the end of his energy. No amount of energy drinks would save him. Then again, he would be home before that point. 
 
    And he was. 
 
    He thanked the driver, swaying his way to his house and declining the help. Once inside, he locked the door, and since he had electricity, cranked the air conditioning so the house would remain cool during the black out. 
 
    With just enough energy left, he made himself a peanut butter sandwich, grabbed a bottle of water and sat on the couch. He ate the sandwich, alternating between the water and the bourbon Ella gave him to wash it down. 
 
    By the time he was finished, he was a bad mixture of drunk and tired. He could barely set the bourbon and water on the coffee table. James leaned back on the couch to take a moment before trudging up the stairs, but he didn’t make it. The second he closed his eyes, his body slid sideways and the second his head hit the seat cushion, James was fast asleep. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-ONE – RAIL TALK 
 
      
 
    The air was stifling, humid … hot. The scientific fact that heat rises, combined with no electricity made the upper floor apartment unbearable. 
 
    Tom took all clothing from the newborn and placed him, wearing only a diaper in his crib. 
 
    Rhonda was resting, though not sleeping. In the course of five hours her eye color returned, and no longer did she have that severe glaucoma look. 
 
    Little Rodney went down easily. He ate two ounces, burped without a problem and fell fast asleep. 
 
    Even without any experience, Tom had a knack with him and liked taking care of him. 
 
    It took his mind off things and Tom was a man with a lot on his mind. 
 
    Just in case Doctor Ung needed or anyone else for that matter, Tom documented each hour’s progress with Rhonda and Ella. Though he wasn’t a doctor, he believed they were doing well and the cure was working on them. 
 
    After placing the baby down and in a separate room from Rhonda, just as a precaution, he sought out Ella. Not only did she have the bottle of bourbon, he needed rest and she seemed well enough to take a watch. 
 
    He panicked a little when he didn’t see her, until he noticed the open window outside the kitchen, that was where he saw her. She had climbed out and stood on the fire escape. 
 
    He grabbed a cup from the kitchen and stepped out of the window. “Mind if I join you?” 
 
    “No, not at all.” She leaned over the fire escape railing.  
 
    “May I?” Tom pointed to the bottle by her feet. 
 
    “Help yourself.” 
 
    He lifted the bottle and poured some in his glass. “You look like you have a lot on your mind.” 
 
    “I do. She added some booze to her glass and took a drink. “One of which is my camp. We’re pretty tight there. I can't help but imagine they think I'm dead.” 
 
    “Do you have family there?” 
 
    Ella shook her head. “I did. They passed away early on. But I can image they’re pretty worried.” 
 
    “How about … how about tomorrow when I go for supplies, and let my post know where I am, I radio your camp?” 
 
    She glanced at him. “You’re cute, Major, but honestly, we’re off the grid for communication.” 
 
    “No, you’re not.” 
 
    “Sure, we are. I would know,” Ella said. 
 
    “No, you wouldn’t.”  He cleared his throat. “Because it was impossible to get your camp out of there. Because the military feared that if they somehow rescued you that the Codies would follow, they left you there. You were made to believe that you couldn’t leave.” 
 
    Ella looked at him with confusion. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “There is no way to get a hundred and three of you out of there.  Plus, your presence there. They believe is keeping those Codies there.” 
 
    “So, we are bait?’ 
 
    “In a sense. This is not my call.” Tom lifted his hand. “Just what I know.” 
 
    “Then how do you know you can radio.” 
 
    “What I heard. They talk regularly to a guy named Grant.” 
 
    Ella paused rolling her glass in her hand. “Wow.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be. It isn’t you keeping us there. It … it isn’t Grant either. It’s just the way things are. However, …” she downed her drink. “I will be having words with him when I get back for not telling me.” She refreshed her drink. 
 
    “Do you want me to try to radio them and let them know you’re alive.” 
 
    “Yeah, please do’ 
 
    “Change of subject?” Tom sipped his drink. 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Good. My surgical site is a bit sore and tight.” 
 
    “How much did he take off?” 
 
    “Not much. You know, you are really good with the baby. Do you have kids?’ 
 
    “No. None. Not even a wife,” Tom replied. “You?” 
 
    “I had just gotten married when everything happened. Bruce died one month later.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “Yeah, me, too. Especially after …” Ella pointed backwards with her thumb. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “My husband was bit and wouldn’t come into the compound. Instead, he stayed outside, died and revived. But he never left. He paced back and forth.” Ella softly chuckled. “Every day I went out there, watched him, wishing you know, wishing he knew me. I’d have entire conversations with him and hoped he understood me. Now … now I know, he probably did.” She brought her drink to her lips. “And I did nothing. God!” she shook her head. “I have to wonder if he was looking at me, trying to get me to do something and I just rambled. I just let him go until he turned to the point he couldn’t come back.” 
 
    “I know how you feel.” 
 
    Ella looked at him. 
 
    “My job has me rectifying a lot of people.” 
 
    “Yes, I know, you’re famous for it.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “On the streets they call you the Grim Reaper.” 
 
    “Whoa,” he said facetiously. “I didn’t know that. But as I was saying, I rectify. Now ... now I wonder if those people, the ones that stared at me, that didn’t attack were looking at me and trying to say, ‘hey I am still in here. Help me.’” 
 
    “They probably were.” 
 
    “Gee, thank you for that.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t mean it to make you feel bad. I just … you didn’t know. How would you know?” 
 
    “I did after June.” 
 
    “What happened to her?” Ella asked. 
 
    “I rectified her. She was bit, revived and now I think about it … she didn’t attack. She believed so badly that those who were calm and docile were those who still remained in their bodies. Trapped, unable to do anything about it. She probably proved her theory and I shot her.” 
 
    “Let me tell you something Major, If this cure doesn’t work on me, if I die and revive. Unless I speak the words, please don’t, you have my permission to rectify me without feeling bad. Because I don’t want to be them.” She pointed down to the street. “Calm or crazy, I don’t want to be one of them.” 
 
    Tom peered over the railing. Dozens of Codies meandered about. Some saw them on the fire escape and were reaching up as if their arms would suddenly have extended four stories. 
 
    “Is there something happening I don’t know about?” Ella asked. “Am I missing something? 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’m in this part of town … a lot. After curfew, too. I have never seen more than one or two of them on the streets. It’s still daylight. What’s going on?” 
 
    Tom looked around the streets. “I don’t see any soldiers.” 
 
    “You won’t. They don’t patrol this area, this neighborhood has its own rectifiers, if you will. Neighborhood guys that sit on the corner, taking them out. But ... they aren’t there. No one’s there.” 
 
    Tom finished his drink. “I’ll be back. When I do, I’m gonna get some sleep if you don’t mind. Maybe you can keep an eye on things.” 
 
    “Sure, but …where are you going?” she asked as he reached for the window. 
 
    “Down there. See if I can find out answers. There’s too many on the streets and no one on patrol. You’re right, we’re missing something. I’m gonna go find out.” 
 
    “Be careful.” 
 
    Tom paused as he climbed through the window. “I will. Thank you.” 
 
    After he climbed back in, Ella returned to peering to the street. She heard the door open and close, then she watched until she saw Tom. 
 
    He handled the revived with ease, shoving them aside and moving through them carefully without being attacked. 
 
    With the exception of the South Side, everything was always under control. She had to be over reacting, more than likely it was just an off night. 
 
    She stayed on the fire escape a few more minutes, then she would go back inside to check on Rhonda and the baby. She wouldn’t stay inside long though, dead on the street causing a stench or not, it was just too hot to be inside, and a fire escape four stories up was a pretty safe place to be. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-TWO – TENT ONE 
 
      
 
    There wasn’t any specific sound that woke James, just the fact that he finally had enough sleep, perhaps. Maybe even more than he needed. With a groan, he rolled from the couch with a bang to the floor, feeling the thump as a mighty pain that ricocheted straight to his head. 
 
    On his knees, James brought his hands to his head and groaned again, 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with me? Why would I drink so much?” 
 
    Blindly he reached for the bottle of water on the coffee table and gulped it as if it would instantly hydrate him and rid him of the excruciating headache that pounded away at his brain. 
 
    The water did nothing but cause a lump in his chest that rolled down to his empty stomach. 
 
    When he finally opened his eyes enough, he realized two things. One, it was hot, too hot and the other, the lighting was off. 
 
    When he got home from his marathon aid and inoculate session, it was Tuesday late morning. He couldn’t have been up much longer than that. But the lighting from outside suggested it was afternoon. 
 
    Had James only slept a couple of hours. 
 
    He pushed the coffee table out of the way, rolled on to his back and lay there for a moment. He brought his watch into his view and focused. 
 
    Wait. What? he thought. It was Wednesday? 
 
    Clearly his watch said August 23. And it certainly wasn’t one in the morning, the bright sun told him that. 
 
    James had slept over twenty-four hours. 
 
    Not only did his head make him feel horrible, the fact that he didn’t return to the field hospital to check on Rhonda and Ella made him feel worse. 
 
    He had nine hours to before his shift at Mon Valley. He would go into the city and check on them and Tom. James was surprised that Tom hadn’t been by at all. 
 
    It took all his strength to stand. 
 
    Not only did he have a headache from hell, his stomach was queasy and he was dizzy. He staggered into the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of water, placing it in his one cup coffee machine. Just as he was about to add a coffee pod, he noticed the power light was off. 
 
    He pressed it. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Great. Swell. No power and I need coffee.” 
 
    All was not lost. He opened his refrigerator and grabbed a bottle of iced coffee, he always had those handy. He drank it quickly. So fast, that like the water, it hurt his chest. But it gave him a burst of caffeine. 
 
    His plan was to shower, that would help to hydrate him, then after he was dressed he’d head into the city, stopping at the coffee shop on the way, of course. 
 
    After picking out his day’s clothes, he undressed and stepped into the shower. James didn’t care if the water was cold, it would be a relief. I had to be at least eighty degrees and humid in his house. 
 
    He turned on the water. It blasted him with an icy cold, enough to make him shiver. He took a deep breath of bravery, stepped completely under the water and in thirty seconds it just stopped. 
 
    “Oh, you have got to be kidding me.” 
 
    He turned the shower knobs again and it was dry. 
 
    Thinking, ‘I’ll grab a shower at the hospital’, James dressed, grabbed his keys and phone, then stepped outside. 
 
    There was a weird quiet to everything. No cars, no sounds, no neighbors. It stilted him, and he looked around. When he did he saw him. 
 
    A Codie. 
 
    Never, since the beginning of the outbreak had he seen one on his street. It walked up the center of the road and then as soon as it spotted him, it made its way to James. 
 
    James hurried to his car, pressing the remote starter as he did. 
 
    He got inside and shut the door just as the Codie reached his hood. 
 
    This is insane, he thought. Where are the guards? The cleanup Crew? 
 
    He put the car in reverse and backed out of his driveway quickly. 
 
    James still had a headache and he far from had his wits about him, he reached for his phone, giving it a verbal command. “Call Major Tom.” 
 
    Typically, the phone would respond, “Calling Major Tom.” But there was nothing. 
 
    James tried again. “Call Major Tom.” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    At the intersection stop sign, he grabbed his phone to manually dial and he saw it, no signal. 
 
    What was going on? 
 
    He reached for the radio … static. He pressed scan and it just kept scrolling numbers. Nothing was on the air. 
 
    It all started to register. 
 
    No water, no radio, no phone … no cars on the road. 
 
    James placed his car in gear and stepped out into the intersection. 
 
    There were no cars at all. It was the middle of the afternoon, where was everyone? 
 
    Thinking it was just some weird no traffic moment, or his imagination, James got back into his car and headed toward the strip mall with the coffee shop. 
 
    It was three miles away and the entire way there, James looked for a car, looked for a person, but the only movement he saw anywhere was that of Codies. 
 
    He started to panic, get scared and then he picked up the pace. 
 
    Upon arriving at the strip mall, he peeled into the empty lot. 
 
    “No. No.” He got out of the car. No people. No vehicles, every shop was closed. 
 
    James obviously slept through something, a major event. Was everyone evacuated? 
 
    He needed to get answers. 
 
    Zone One Barracks was only a few miles away. They had to have answers there. 
 
    James got back into his car and headed that way. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dead end. 
 
    James felt as if he were part of some science fiction movie where he woke up and everyone was gone. At least that was what it looked like as he approached Zone One Barracks. It was a make shift military set up, spread across a two lane road. Built to check point people going into the city. The yellow roadblock horses were up, but from where he was, he didn’t see the soldiers standing guard. 
 
    Until he drove closer. He saw the body of one of the check point soldiers laying on the ground and James placed the car in park, jumping from it without turning it off. 
 
    His first thoughts were some sort of terror attack, chemical warfare, but the second he saw the soldier, he realized it had to be something else. The soldier, while slightly pale, looked as if he were sleeping. 
 
    James crouched down to him to feel for a pulse. There was one. He leaned closer to hear for breathing. The heartbeat and breathing were slow, but not ‘Codie’ slow. He checked him for bites and scratches … nothing. It was during that examination that he saw another on the ground. That body led to the discovery of another, then another. He stepped inside the barracks tents, to discover that those lying in their beds weren’t stirring. 
 
    “Wake up!” James shouted. “Wake … up!” 
 
    He hollered those words, over and over, louder and louder, but nothing. 
 
    Without an idea of what was wrong with them, James was lost on how to treat those at Zone One. His best option was to get one of them to the field hospital just inside the city. Once there they figure out what was happening, James could return to help the others. 
 
    While he considered himself a strong man, James wasn’t very tall, so he had to visually pick the soldier he believed he could handle. 
 
    The name tag on the uniform said, ‘Bradly’, he looked small in stature, and was smaller than the two women James saw there. 
 
    He locked his hands under Bradly’s arms, and walking backwards dragged him to the car. To get him inside was even more of a chore. 
 
    He had to prop Bradly against the rear of the car, open the back door, move the soldier over, climb into the car and bring him in that way. 
 
    If he didn’t still have that headache, James probably would have handled it better. 
 
    With all the moving, dragging and shoving, Bradly never stirred or woke. 
 
    That bad feeling didn’t dwindle as James drove into the city. There was still no traffic and an increase of Codies were in the tunnel, on the bridge and streets. 
 
    The entrance gate to the fence was ajar when James pulled up, he wasn’t hopeful until he saw movement. A man in scrubs walked to tent one and stood looking in. 
 
    “Thank God, everything is okay here,” James said to Bradly. “I’ll be back..” He turned off the car and got out. 
 
    Tent one was nearest to the check in tent, and was the one they used for those suffering from illness. But why was that doctor or nurse in scrubs, just standing there? Did he discover what the same thing that James saw at Zone One? 
 
    His mind raced of possible scenarios, then he called out as he hurried to him. “Excuse me.” 
 
    The scrub person walked into the tent. 
 
    Not wanting to leave Bradly in the car for too long, James ran. He ran to the tent. The plastic zipper door was undone and James reached for it. 
 
    He froze in complete and utter horror. 
 
    In all his years of medical practice, James had never had an instant vomiting reaction. He never thought it was physically possible, yet, the second he saw inside, vomit shot up from his stomach and straight out of his mouth. 
 
    The tent was full of Codies. They feasted on the ill who were laying on beds, fighting over the innards as they pulled them from their bodies. 
 
    Hand over mouth James spun and slammed into a Codie. 
 
    He shoved him out of the way just as he lunged to attack. James spun, in his turn, nearly losing his balance. He regained his footing and with the car as his destination, tried to run. Another Codie was there and James was playing a game of dart and go. Shoving, dodging, he tried tent two and it was the same thing. 
 
    He saw a clearing between the tents and raced through there. He felt like he was in one of those haunted house, moving forward, waiting for something to jump out. 
 
    Nothing did. There were none in the area. They were consumed with getting those in the tents. Those helpless to defend themselves. 
 
    He rounded from behind the check-in tent, the car was in sight, but three Codies surrounded it. 
 
    “Shit. Damn it,” He grunted out in frustration. 
 
    “James.” His name was called out with such a sound of relief. 
 
    He spun around to the call of his voice. 
 
    Tom stood there. He looked as if he saw a ghost and ran to James. 
 
    “You’re okay,” Tom said grateful. “You okay.” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah. I think.” James’ voice trembled as he spoke. “My God, Tom. What’s happening?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-THREE – HORIZON 
 
      
 
    “How did you make coffee?” James asked when Ella extended him a piping hot cup. 
 
    “Sterno and French press,” she replied. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “No. Yes. Shaken. This will help. What is going on?” He looked over to the couch where Bradly was laying down. Tom had carried him up the four flights of stairs with a lot more ease than James had placing him in the car. 
 
    “We really don’t know,” Ella said. 
 
    “Nearest we can tell,” Tom stated. “Those who got the vaccine just started dropping on Tuesday afternoon. Everything went down, all coms, so it’s hard to tell how wide spread this is.” 
 
    “A lot more than we realize,” James said. “This is the side effect they were talking about. They should have told us.” 
 
    “it’s some sort of coma,” Tom explained. “They get drowsy, feel kind of blah and then fall.  Like we thought happened to you.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” James asked. 
 
    “I drove to your house early this morning. Your doors were locked, but I was able to see in the window. I pounded on the window, called out for a good ten minutes. You didn’t respond, you were half on, half off the couch.” 
 
    “I passed out from exhaustion and booze.” James scratched his head.. “No wonder you seemed shocked to see me.” 
 
    “I was. I’m sorry I didn’t try harder. But I thought you maybe took the vaccine even though you gave Ella your only dose. Maybe found another. Who knows.” Tom shrugged. “I just thought you were one of the fallen. Now ... the problem is, there are more of the fallen than there are us to help them and more Codies than there are fallen.” 
 
    “The ones in a coma,” Ella added. “Are a virtual all you can eat buffet.” 
 
    “Yeah, I saw that.” James sighed heavily. “When did you guys find out?” 
 
    “Yesterday afternoon, late,” Tom answered. “We started to see a lot of the revived out there. I went down to the field hospital and it had started there.” 
 
    “But you’re fine,” James said to Ella. 
 
    “And Rhonda,” Ella added. 
 
    “She was given the cure strain,” James sipped his coffee and stood, pacing. “But if she’s fine, why isn’t any of the other infected fine. Why are you fine when you got the vaccine and the others who got it are not?” 
 
    “Pretty obvious don’t you think?” Ella asked. “Whatever they are giving everyone is strong. Too strong. When it comes to the cure it was too strong for those who were simply infected, but Rhonda she was basically dead. It wasn’t too strong for her. The vaccine is too strong for those not infected, but I was.” 
 
    James snapped his finger. “So, when given to a healthy person, the vaccine attacks because it has nothing to fight. It didn’t do it to you, because it had the virus to fight. Same goes in a different way for the cure strain.” 
 
    “The answer is simple,” Ella said. “The vaccine is the cure not the immunization and the cure only works on the revived that haven’t been revived long.” 
 
    “Yes,” Tom added. “They have to be fresh.” 
 
    “And we know this how?” James asked. 
 
    Tom looked at Ella then back to James. “We tried it on Rhonda’s neighbor. What I am curious about is, what happens when everyone wakes up. Are they going to be normal? Will they wake up?” 
 
    James walked over to Bradly. “We’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
    “Until then?” Ella asked. “We just let them lay where they dropped. Not do anything?” 
 
    “What can we do?” James shrugged. “In this city alone there were over a hundred thousand vaccines given. Sad thing is, if they don’t wake up, unless we find every one of them and hook them up to IV fluids, they will be dead in about four days.” 
 
    All expression dropped from Ella’s face as her hand swiped down across her mouth. “I didn’t think of that.” 
 
    “Neither did I.” Tom walked over to the window. I did think of something else. Since the initial rebuilding, R-Teams, curfews … we have had a sense of control. Now we don’t. The dead roam and rule. We are severely outnumbered and that number will grow.” 
 
    “What can we do?” James joined him at the window. 
 
    Slowly, Tom shook his head. “I don’t know. I just know we can’t stay here.” 
 
    James stared out to the street below, even in the short time that he had been in Rhonda’s apartment, the numbers outside grew. Almost as if they sensed them … smelled them, were just waiting for the right moment to attack. 
 
    For as much as James wanted to take a breather, get his head together, make sure Rhonda, the baby and Bradly were medically alright. He knew that wasn’t realistic thinking. They had hours, at most, to formulate a plan and do it quickly. That meant packing up not only a healing revived, but a newborn and comatose man. Where they would go, he didn’t know. He didn’t even know if anywhere was safe. They couldn’t stay put, that was for sure. Unless they left not only this neighborhood but the city, James and the others would be like the people in Sanctum … trapped. 
 
    The world was tossed into chaos when the virus first hit, yet, they emerged from it to take control. They moved forward, grasping at optimism with the arrival of the cure. 
 
    That page turned. 
 
    Now there wasn’t chaos, there was silence. And that frightened James. 
 
    He wasn’t sure what was ahead, but he knew he wouldn’t give up. He would keep going, keep hoping, keep fighting. 
 
    They rose from the ashes once … they could do it again. 
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 ONE – OF MICE AND PLANS 
 
      
 
    This is not the end. 
 
    Those were the thoughts of James Ung. He thought them the second he arrived on the roof of that inner-city apartment.  
 
    This is not the end. It can’t be. 
 
    He had been in a bubble and it broke. But his bubble wasn’t caused by denial, it was caused by society’s delegation of safety while in the crisis. 
 
    Rich, poor, middle class … it did matter. 
 
    He was the head physician in the emergency department of Mon Valley Hospital. Had been for years. It was a cushy job in a hospital that rarely saw much of anything. 
 
    Until the CO-D4 virus. 
 
    He saw the beginning, the panic, the chaos, and he saw the world dust off, get it together and loudly declare with one voice, “We will not be defeated.” 
 
    Essential services were restored, and not only were people encouraged to return to work, they were required. Life had to proceed as it always had. The only difference was the curfews and the soldiers on the street eliminating those who caught the virus and revived. 
 
    Life returned to normalcy. 
 
    Well, as normal as it could get. 
 
    He lived in the suburbs, in a nice house, in a perfect housing plan. Even at the height of the first outbreak, James had never seen more than a few infected at one time. That was because of where he lived. They were highly policed, and when the world began putting itself back together, they created teams. They called them R Teams. Highly trained, specialized teams when called, infiltrated homes or buildings with suspected infected. There they would remove the threat or … rectify them. They were part of a network making life safe. Although, at night there was never a guarantee, but James worked that shift at the hospital. 
 
    When last he went to bed, everything was close to being normal. As normal as it could be with the Codies, as they called them, out there. But there was hope, albeit short lived. An inoculation had been distributed and delivered to a lot of the public. At least in James’ area. And while a warning had been issued for possible side effects, James didn’t think much of it. After all they had rushed production and vital testing. 
 
    Life would resume shortly, and all would be fine. 
 
    Society was on the road to recovery. 
 
    James himself needed to recover. He was without sleep going on two days straight. 
 
     So, with the combination of exhaustion and inebriation, James slept over twenty-four hours with no interruptions. 
 
    When he woke up everything was different. 
 
    It was as if the world was on pause. 
 
    He didn’t realize how fortunate he was until that moment. James could’ve been killed by his naivety. He ventured out from his home never realizing the dangers ahead. 
 
    The side effect of the inoculation was more than the typical ones. Those who received it fell ill, slipped into a coma and had yet to waken. The world was quiet. 
 
    Vulnerable. 
 
    Those exposed when they dropped from the immunization were nothing but an easily had dinner bell for the infected. 
 
    No one was around to control the infected anymore. 
 
    Now James was trapped, or so he thought, in a ten-story apartment building. He was there with new friends. Friendships formed by circumstances. 
 
    Ella was one of them. A woman who lived across the river. She came from a compound completely engulfed by the infected. Yet, as if she had some sort of thrill seeking addiction, she would make her way out of the compound every week to get supplies for her people going through the infected unscathed. She was good at what she did, but her last trip was one without a return ticket. Her route back had been totally blocked. 
 
    Major Tom Leland, the commanding officer of the R Team in the city, was with them as well. 
 
    Ella and James were good ones to have around, they knew how to handle infected. 
 
    James only knew how to handle the sickness and wounds. 
 
    They sheltered in Rhonda’s apartment. A woman who not only just gave birth but was bit and turned. Major Tom gave her an inoculation knowing the chances of it working were slim, because it had to be delivered rather quickly to work as an antidote, as James had done with Ella after being bitten. 
 
    It worked.  
 
    James still didn’t know why. 
 
    The old saying ‘safety in numbers’ wasn’t going to hold true for long, because the number of infected grew by the hour outside of Rhonda’s apartment. Moving about the streets below, almost as if they knew lunch was in the building. 
 
    They needed an exit plan. Getting out of the apartment building at least into the sub or were there was less affected might work. But James needed a better view than from the fourth-floor apartment door, so he made his way to the roof. 
 
    Once there the stench of the dead carried up to him, but the air was cooler than in the apartment. He didn’t feel comfortable he would know how to determine a better way to go. It all looked hopeless to him. 
 
    He took a moment in the quiet and pulled out his phone. He locked onto the battery indicator in the right hand corner staring. 
 
    “Are you wanting to be alone?” Ella asked as she stepped onto the roof. 
 
    “No, no. I …” James cleared his throat. “I came up to see if there is a better way out.” 
 
    “Good idea.” Ella walked over and joined him. Her eyes shifted to his phone then back to James. “This side isn’t working.” 
 
    “Nah.” 
 
    “How about over that way?” she asked. 
 
    “I didn’t check.” 
 
    “Then I will.”  
 
    When she walked away, James fiddled with his phone. “How are you feeling, Ella?” 
 
    “I’m good. Fine. I have some energy today.” 
 
    “And the surgical site?” he joined her. 
 
    “Fine.” She peered over the edge. “This way is good. Doesn’t look bad at all.” 
 
    James looked down. “There are infected down there.” 
 
    “Yeah, but less than the other side. Only a couple dozen. I’ve dodged more when I was at Sanctum and left for a booze run.”  
 
    “Which was often,” James joked. 
 
    “Uh, yeah. It’s the apocalypse. Who wants to be sober? Not me.” She walked over to the other side. “No, this is in no way as good as the other side,” she rejoined him. “This is the doable side.” 
 
    “Okay, what does that mean?” 
 
    “This is the way out. At least, I can try. There are trucks at the Med camp. Big ones. I can go get one and bring it back here close to the fire escape. We need to get out of this area. Further away. How were the suburbs when you were there?” 
 
    “Not like this. Wait. Ella, the field hospital is over run.” 
 
    “Not so bad that Tom couldn’t make it. Besides, they’re slow as fuck. I’m pretty fast. I’ve made it through far more over on the South Side.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I like this plan.” 
 
    “It’s the only one we got, but we’ll talk to Tom and Rhonda first.” 
 
    James nodded. 
 
    “James? Why do you keep looking at your phone?” 
 
    Almost embarrassed, James smiled. “It’s almost dead.” 
 
    “I’m surprised it’s not.” 
 
    “I had it on the charger before the power went out.” He sighed. “Truth is … my wife and son were overseas, back home in China when this all started. I stayed in contact, even when things got back up again. Then I lost contact. I tried every day … no answer. It started going straight to voice mail. But … Jana … my wife, her mom called me three days after I last spoke to Jana. She left a message. That was months ago. I … I haven’t listened to the message. Call it fear, call it avoidance, whatever. Waiting until I was strong, I suppose, or ready to hear what it was. Now … now I have eight percent battery and I am scared that if I don’t listen to it right now … I’ll never get a chance.” 
 
    “And you’ll never know.” 
 
    James nodded. “You’re the first person I have told this to.” He clutched his phone. 
 
    “Are you telling me just to tell someone or are you wanting my advice?” 
 
    “Both.” He glanced over at her. “What would you do?” 
 
    “Me, personally, I would have listened to it right away. Good or bad, get it over with. The suspense would kill me. I was terrible with TV shows. I was that person who looked for spoilers or went online while watching a movie because I couldn’t wait for the end.” 
 
    “That’s terrible.” 
 
    “That’s me ... you don’t seem the type … obviously. You could listen to it and know. Or not listen to it and never know. So, my advice is, follow your heart. I think you know what the message says even if you never listened to it. If you believe in your heart, they are still alive, then you don’t need to listen to a voicemail to tell you. But if you don’t know their fate, or are unsure, then you can’t possibly move on without the confirmation. That’s the best advice I can give you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Ella ran her hand across his back as she stepped back. “I’ll leave you be. I’m going to go talk to Tom and Rhonda and see what they say.” 
 
    “I’ll be right down.” 
 
    Ella said nothing further, she slipped away quietly leaving James alone with his thoughts. 
 
    James looked again at his phone and to the voicemail log. Then after a deep breath he hit ‘play’ and brought the phone to his ear. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWO – STILL A DISTANCE 
 
      
 
    They called it Sanctum. A place where one hundred and three people took refuge when they couldn’t cross the river. It was a section of the industrial park which was completely surrounded by a sturdy fence. In that area were three buildings. A storage unit that served as their housing, along with a kitchen remodeling center and a restaurant supply store. 
 
    During their months there, they lifted sections of the concrete lot to expose soil and plant a garden. Most of the food came from what was already there and from what the government dropped to them in the beginning along with what Ella scavenged for. 
 
    She had a keen ability to make it through large groups of Codies quickly and safely. 
 
    Sanctum was located at the South Side of town. It was a place that thrived with business during the day and an out of control nightlife on weekends for the rowdy alcohol warriors. 
 
    It was always busy. 
 
    After the fall, it was still crowded. Only this time with the infected. They swarmed the entire area. More so than anywhere else, it was as if they were led there on purpose to cleanse other areas. 
 
    The compound was located a mere fifty yards from the river, but it might as well had been a thousand. Getting out was useless. 
 
    Grant led Sanctum. An unwanted honor that was placed on his shoulders, but he took it on with his entire being. He would keep those in Sanctum alive. 
 
    At first, when the government learned about those trapped in Sanctum, they dropped food and water, they also kept the power on and provided a radio. 
 
    “We’ll get you out,” they said., 
 
    No one ever came. 
 
    Then it turned to, ‘you can’t leave, you all are carriers now.’ 
 
    Grant knew it was bullshit, but he went along with it. Until he was told the truth there was no way to get them out. Sanctum was a beacon of sorts for the infected. If they left, so would the Codies and it would be game over for the entire city. 
 
    Too many Codies with too few to kill them. 
 
    So, Grant held onto that lie and told his people it was the reason they couldn’t leave. 
 
    They wouldn’t take it well to find out they were in place to be nothing more than a magnet. 
 
    Grant looked at it as his sacrifice for humanity. 
 
    Even though they had a surplus for food, Ella and a few others would go out. A few diverted the Codies while Ella ran. The infected had no need for food, they dined on the living. The huge chain grocery store had been stocked fully along with all the other businesses in the area when they were trapped. 
 
    Eventually they’d run the gauntlet on the food in the area, or the amount of infected would grow to the point they couldn’t leave, but Sanctum planned ahead. They were gardening and building a water purification system. 
 
    Eventually the Codies would die out. 
 
    Eventually. 
 
    But would Sanctum survive until then? It was growing more obvious the longer a person was Codie, the more violent they became. 
 
    At least from Grant’s perspective, he didn’t have any hardcore scientific or medical facts, only what he saw and perceived.  
 
    When they first revived, they were docile, almost as if they retained a part of who they were. As their bodies decayed, along with their brain, any trace of humanity remaining was gone and replaced with sheer animal brutality. 
 
    He received a broken radio transmission from a man who identified himself as a Major. He told Grant Ella was still alive. Grant was relieved, he feared they had lost her when she didn’t return from a run and was gone overnight. 
 
    Before the radio went silent, he assured Grant they’d do their best to get to them. They’d figure something out. 
 
    Grant didn’t doubt they would try. He held onto his hope. 
 
    Their chance of survival hinged on outlasting the Codies. But as more and more of them power housed against the fences, Grant wondered how long they could hold out. 
 
    He had to keep hoping this Major would pull through. If the Codies broke the fences getting through, they were done. They had no defenses that could match an invasion of thousands of them. 
 
    It would no doubt be a horrible way for them to die. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THREE – LET GO 
 
    Moundsville, West Virginia 
 
      
 
    The shortest distance between two points wasn’t always the wisest route when it came to running from infected. Clay Owens knew this, but he also knew time was limited for the woman and her husband who made the distress call for help from a trailer park not even a few blocks from where he and his camp were safely located. 
 
    Using a child’s walkie talkie, Clay only by chance heard the call. 
 
    Clay and the others didn’t take refuge in the historic West Virginia State Penitentiary to hide, they went there for safety and to help others. 
 
    He had brought at least a dozen people into his camp. 
 
    Cathy and Talbot would be no different. 
 
    Or so Clay thought. 
 
    He drove over, which was the smart thing. He told them to stay put in the rental office, after all that was where they had called from. 
 
    When he got there, the building was overrun. 
 
    He estimated in Moundsville, before the weird post immunization thing, there were about a thousand Codies. Too many to shoot, but not enough that they were worried. Never were they in the same place at the same time. It just so happened that two dozen of them were relentless at that trailer office. 
 
    He stayed a distance away and radioed, “Cathy. Hey, it’s Clay, come in. Over.” 
 
    “Clay.” 
 
    Something about the way she said his name, just sounded off. 
 
    “Cathy, you’re gonna hear a car horn. I’m gonna divert them. When I do, I need you to come out and run across twelfth street to the church. It’s clear over there. I’ll swing around and pick you up.” 
 
    “We’re not in there.” 
 
    “You’re not in there? Is someone else in there?” 
 
    “No. We ran.” 
 
    “Where?” Clay asked. 
 
    “To the pit.” 
 
    “Goddamn it, stay put.” 
 
    Clay knew what the pit was. It was a part of the trailer area where they expanded, but it was underdeveloped. Why they ran there he didn’t know. Probably scared. He knew the second he hit the gas and drove down the main, and only road into the park, the infected would see him and pursue. 
 
    They did. 
 
    All would have been fine timewise had they been in plain view when he made it there. But he had to look for them, calling for them on the radio, however they wouldn’t come out. 
 
    Finally, Clay threatened then over the radio. “If you don’t come out now, I’m leaving.” 
 
    They emerged from behind a bulldozer at the edge of the pit. They moved slowly as if they were exhausted. Clay made the mistake of going down to get them. He knew it was risky, the road was gravel and sand. 
 
    When he slid the car to a stop, he then pushed open the door for them. “Get in. Hurry.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Cathy breathed heavily when she got into the back seat, Talbot, just as winded, got in the front. As soon as he closed the door, Clay hit the gas. 
 
    “Why did you run down here?” he asked. 
 
    Talbot answered. “We thought it would be safer to go to the creek. Get across it.” 
 
    “This isn’t a vampire apocalypse, the infected can cross water.”   
 
    Clay drove up the main road and as he came up the crest, he could see the group of infected. ‘I can make it, I can make it,’ he thought. As soon as he gunned the gas pedal, the wheels spun, and he was stuck. 
 
    Cathy screamed. 
 
    “We’re gonna have to run,” Clay told them. “We’ll head across the field to the woods hitting the main road.” 
 
    “I can’t. I can’t,” Cathy cried. “My legs.” 
 
    Clay didn’t get it. Cathy didn’t look like a damsel in distress, she looked like she just got back from a hunting trip. Rough and rugged. “You don’t need to run far,” Clay told them. “A good hundred yards ahead and we can slow down. Got it. But we have to run and do so now.” Clay pushed open his car door, bolted, and noticed quickly they weren’t following him. 
 
    The infected neared and Talbot stood by the back door, seemingly trying to convince Cathy to move. 
 
    Clay ran to them, pushed Talbot away with an order to go, and then Clay yanked Cathy from the car. 
 
    “I will not leave you, and I will drag your ass,” he told her. “You called me for help. I’m here. Now move it!” 
 
    She sobbed in fear, lagging behind Clay every step of the way. She moved in zig zags, her legs wobbling as she ran. 
 
    Clay waved his arm to Talbot. “Just go. Go. Quit looking back. Hit the main road, you’ll see the prison. My people are waiting by the south entrance.” 
 
    Talbot nodded and ran. 
 
    “I can’t,” Cathy slowed down. 
 
    “A little more. A little more and we can walk the rest of the way.” 
 
    “I can’t.” Cathy dropped to her knees. “I can’t breathe. My legs won’t work.” 
 
    “Listen to me,” Clay said. “We’re almost there. We only need a little more distance between us and them. Okay?” 
 
    With a weakened cry, Cathy nodded. 
 
    At that moment, they heard what sounded like a short muffled scream. 
 
    Cathy looked up quickly. “What was that?” 
 
    Clay heard it but pretended he hadn’t. “Nothing. I didn’t hear anything. Let’s move.” 
 
    His encouragement got her up, and despite having to still pull her, they moved quickly. 
 
    As promised, just as they hit the small wooded area, Clay slowed down the pace. They had to be diligent keeping a keen eye out for straggling infected. He knew other than the group at the trailer office, there weren’t any larger groups. 
 
    “Just stay quiet. Sound attracts them,” Clay said. 
 
    The moment they emerged from the woods to the road, Clay recoiled slightly. He wasn’t expecting what he saw. 
 
    Three Codies were hunched over Talbot’s body, congenially sharing his midsection. 
 
    Talbot wasn’t dead, or at least Clay didn’t think he was. His right hand twitched as did his head, his eyes stared at Clay as if trying to convey the words, ‘help me.’ 
 
    Cathy let out a blood curdling scream, catching the attention of the infected as they stood. 
 
    Hating to do it, because sound was like a dinner bell, Clay pulled out his pistol and fired a single shot into Talbot’s head. 
 
    Cathy screamed again. 
 
    Still, they had a chance to get by them. There were only three, they were slow, and Clay could see a clear, straight shot to the back wall of the prison. 
 
    Clutching Cathy’s hand, he pulled her to the left to avoid the Codies. Somehow that wasn’t what Cathy wanted. She moved in the opposite direction, toward her husband, crying out his name. 
 
    What was she? Nuts? 
 
    “Talbot!” 
 
    Clay pulled her towards him, he had her by the hand, but then so did one of the infected. 
 
    The infected lunged down, taking a bite out of her arm, causing yet another scream from Cathy. 
 
    Seeing more Codies making their way toward them, Clay didn’t have a choice. He shot the one that bit Cathy, then hurriedly shot the other two. 
 
    It was a lot of work, took a lot of his strength, but Clay dragged a bleeding and hysterical Cathy back to the camp. 
 
    Bit or not, infected or not, it didn’t matter. 
 
    Dying out there at the jaws of the infected was not an option for any human being. 
 
    No one was turned away at his camp. 
 
    They’d help her and try to make her comfortable. 
 
    When she died, which she probably would, and when she revived, they would rectify her. But it would happen in a safe environment, surrounded by people, not Codies. 
 
    It was the humane thing to do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FOUR – STUFF 
 
      
 
    Ella needed a nap, she hadn’t slept much and if she were going to try the great escape to get them transportation, she needed her energy. She didn’t sleep long, the baby started crying, waking her. Not so much the noise of his infant wail, but the thought of getting him to safety. 
 
    Then again, sleeping in the middle of the living room next to a comatose ‘fallen’ didn’t help. 
 
    The soldier’s name was Bradly. He was one of Tom’s men who, like millions of others, took the inoculation against CO-D4 and just fell into some sort of deep sleep. 
 
    Tom and James brought him into Rhonda’s apartment under the guise of help, but a part of Ella thought it was more to see what was going to happen to him. 
 
    She staggered from the living room into the kitchen, pausing to look out the window. 
 
    James and Tom stood on the fire escape. She could see them out there talking. 
 
    It was cooler outside, not much, but the apartment was sweltering. 
 
    She boiled water using the sterno stove and made a cup of coffee, then sat at the kitchen table. 
 
    There were items there she hadn’t noticed earlier. 
 
    A military style radio with headphones, a shoulder harness, a revolver, something that looked like a wallet and another item, a music player. She found it odd because the music player had an eighth inch cord extending from the headphone jack and connected with an adapter to the military radio. 
 
    After looking at it in her ‘just woke up’ state, she realized it was a way for Major Tom to play music for his men. 
 
    Men who went on rectify raids. Putting down infected like they were rabid animals. In his defense, many of them were. 
 
    The longer an infected was revived, the more dangerous they became. 
 
    Sipping her coffee, she shifted her eyes again to the window and flipped open the wallet. 
 
    It was an identification wallet. A military ID that said ‘R-Team’ on top, as if anyone would ask to see his ID when he showed up to rectify at a home or business. 
 
    His name was on the card, Major Thomas Leland.  
 
    It wasn’t a bad picture. 
 
    She lifted one eyebrow and looked over her shoulder at Tom. Usually military men look older than what they were. Tom actually looked younger than the age on the ID. She wouldn’t have guessed him to be more than thirty-five, when he was in fact turning forty-five in two days. 
 
     “Happy Birthday, Major Tom,” she whispered, closing the wallet.  
 
    As she brought the cup to her lips, she glanced down at the music player. Genuinely curious as to what the R-Team listened to when they did a rectify raid. 
 
    Not seeing the harm, she lifted one of the earpieces to her ear and pressed play on the music player. 
 
    Nothing happened. Nothing played. 
 
    She lifted the player looking at it, then decided to switch the ear buds from the radio into the player.  
 
    That worked. 
 
    Music played. 
 
    At first, she didn’t recognize the intro and then the signing began. 
 
    ‘Ground control to Major Tom. Ground control to Major Tom.’ 
 
    She nearly spat her coffee. 
 
    “No way,” she laughed. 
 
    “Something funny?” Tom asked. 
 
    She didn’t see or hear him come in and Ella jumped. 
 
    “Sorry, I was just—” 
 
    “Touching my stuff?” Tom asked. 
 
    “In her defense,” James said. “You kind of just left it out.” 
 
    “Let me ask you something Major …” Ella cleared her throat. “Tom. Is the music choice by chance or is it an ego thing?” she asked jokingly. 
 
    “What does she mean?” James asked. 
 
    “Ha, ha, funny.” Tom took the music player from her. “It’s not an ego thing. At first, it started as a joke. My men always sang that song to me. Then the song became a timing thing on the raids. It just times everything perfectly and we never needed to speak, only listen.” 
 
    “What song?” James asked. 
 
    Ella started to sing., “This is Major Tom to ground control …” 
 
    “Stop,” Tom requested. “Please.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I am. And in all seriousness, will you explain the timing to me? I find it interesting.” 
 
    “You’re not joking?” Tom asked. 
 
    Ella shook her head. “Everything, when it comes to the Codies is about timing.” 
 
    “Then I will,” Tom said. “Speaking of timing.” He pulled a chair out at the table. “James tells me you want to take the fire escape on the opposite side of the building. Hit the pavement and make it to the med station.” 
 
    “Get one of those trucks left there, yes.” Ella nodded. “I think it’s our best shot. I would take the fire escape from the roof, there aren’t that many Codies. I can get through them and out run them. I have done it a ton of times.” 
 
    “I think it’s insane,” James added. 
 
    Ella looked at with seriousness. “We need to get out of here. I told you this. It’s the best way., We need to get to a safe location to formulate a good plan to get the people out of Sanctum. Being here, in the inner city is not the best place. I ‘ll get the truck, bring it to the fire escape or the side entrance. It’s our best option.” 
 
    “I agree,” Tom said. “I think I should go.” 
 
    “No offense, Major,” Ella said. “But I can do this. I can do it fast and, besides, there’s a fallen on the couch. What if he wakes up, what if he’s a Codie or worse? You’re a lot better equipped to handle that situation than me or James. No offense, James.” 
 
    “None taken.” 
 
    “Okay,” Tom said reluctantly. “We do this. I’ll watch from the roof. If I see trouble, I’ll follow. Agreed?” 
 
    “Agreed,” Ella said. 
 
    “We get the truck, we get out,” Tom said. “I say we make a pit stop at the R-Team base. There’s an armory there, we can get weapons and supplies. Then head … where?” 
 
    James answered. “My house. My neighborhood was heavily patrolled so there were very few Codies, and I’m guessing my neighbors all were inoculated.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was pretty quiet there.” Tom replied. “So that’s the plan. Let’s do this. Finish your coffee, Ella, daylight’s burning.” 
 
    “Roger that, Major, I’ll take my protein pills and put my helmet on,” she joked, referencing the song lyrics. 
 
    “Funny.” Tom nodded. 
 
    Ella downed her coffee, placed her cup on the table and stood. “To the roof.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FIVE – BEHIND THE WALLS 
 
      
 
    The website once claimed it to be the Alcatraz of the East Coast, and when the West Virginia was built, the architects probably didn’t plan on it being a viable fortress for an apocalypse. 
 
    Maybe they did. 
 
    Clay worked there before the CO-D4 virus and he wasn’t a seasonal employee. He was administration and did summer tours. During the Halloween season he oversaw the haunted prison, and even came up with the ‘Spring Fling’, which was a reenactment of a prisoners last day on death row. 
 
    Other than a historical site, the prison was also a training facility and while half of it was spooky and run down, a good portion of it was in fair condition. 
 
    That was the portion where people lived. 
 
    It offered protection. Surrounded by thick concrete walls, and plenty of grass in the center for farming. 
 
    Before things started getting bad, Clay lay claim to the prison, speaking to others who worked there about making it a retreat and fortress. They all thought he was insane and that things would be back to normal. 
 
    Moundsville, Wheeling and other surrounding areas didn’t have the Codie cleanup crews like most places. No one came in at night and took out the ones that wandered. No special teams had gone into homes and cleaned them out. 
 
    It was like another world.  
 
    While other cities were still going to Starbucks, Moundsville was under siege from the infected by the strain. They lost their electricity long before anyone else. 
 
    When news of the cure finally hit them, Clay sent a couple men to Steubenville to try to get a batch, but the men never returned at all. It had been days. 
 
    Clay all but gave up until he himself took a ride to Washington, Pennsylvania an area only twenty-five miles west of him. There he saw it was a dead world. No people, only Codies. 
 
    Soldiers at aid stations were lying on the ground, people in medical camps seemed to have just dropped. 
 
    Welcome to the Apocalypse, Clay thought, ‘Hell, I’ve been living in a dead world for a couple of weeks.’ 
 
    He and the others at the prison were pros. 
 
    In actuality they had been there for twenty-seven days. 
 
    However, Clay had rescued more people in the past couple days since the cure was delivered, than the prior month. 
 
    Those people told Clay what happened to the world. 
 
    He rescued anyone still breathing, even if they were injured. 
 
    They were life. 
 
    And he wasn’t sure if they’d turn. There was one man in his camp who was bitten three times in six months since the outbreak, he never got sick. Clay attributed it to the fact the man was tough as leather with skin that looked like leather, too. Eighty-seven years old, a bottle of vodka a day drinker and a smoker. 
 
    Tough guy. 
 
    His lack of moving fast was what caused his bites.  
 
    Clay made his way to the medical room just off of the reception area. It had used to be the director of tour’s office, but it was transformed by making two trips in a truck to the Chain Name Urgent Care office. 
 
    Jerry, the fire chief was acting doctor, and he did a good job at it. 
 
    He pretty much treated wounds, made people comfortable and rectified them. 
 
    Jerry looked tired when Clay walked in. It had to be something else that was getting him down, Clay knew they weren’t that busy. 
 
    Cathy, the new woman, was on a cot sleeping, her arm bandaged, Jerry sat next to her. His hands were folded with head down. His eyes looked deep and dark. Clay cleared his throat to announce his presence. 
 
    “Hey, Clay.” Jerry stretched and stood. 
 
    “How is she?” 
 
    “Well, injury wise, she is good. She had the CO-D4, without a doubt.” 
 
    Clay shook his head. “Aw, man.” 
 
    “It’s a blessing for her,” Jerry said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Cathy, that’s her name, wants to die. I mean she didn’t up to the point she was bit. She had her husband. 
 
    “How do you know this?” Clay asked. 
 
    “She was lucid. We get the radio calls and people come in. Some injured, some not. They all talk. She talked. She said to me she and her husband did some pretty stupid things the last couple days in the name of survival.” 
 
    Clay chuckled. “Yeah, running to a dead end is one of them.” 
 
    “They weren’t thinking clearly, Clay. Both their small children were ripped from their arms. She carried one, he carried the other and they held on,” Jerry glanced down at her. “She said they held on so tight, but still the infected got them. They were running for their lives. Broken people, broken hearted.” 
 
    “That’s the poet in you coming out in your description, Jer.” 
 
    “Can’t help it. I’m a writer, too. Anyhow. Her husband was the last person she had left. Now that he’s gone, she’s ready to go.” 
 
    “I don’t blame her. Sounds like you were really affected by her story.” 
 
    “Of course, I was,” Jerry snapped. “I’m not heartless. I just feel guilty.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Because I haven’t lost anyone. I had no one to lose. So, I have no way to relate. I can only be sympathetic. And I am.” 
 
    “I know you are.” Clay reached out and gave a squeeze to Jerry’s shoulder. “We couldn’t do this without you.” 
 
    “I wish I could do more. I wish I could help them. It exists, you know,” Jerry said. “The cure. The treatment.” 
 
    “Yeah, but Jer, you heard the people that came in, right? They said the ones that received the inoculation got sick and went into some sort of deep sleep.” 
 
    “I did,” Jerry said with a nod. “But even without thorough testing there had to be a reason they released the vaccine. There had to be research that said, ‘hey this works’. They didn’t just whip something together and hope for the best. That’s not the way it works. At least I wouldn’t think so.” 
 
    “So, if that’s the case, why didn’t it work?” 
 
    “Oh, it did. It did. Out there, somewhere, people are alive because it worked. Maybe not many, but they exist,” Jerry said. “We just need to find them.” 
 
    “Does it matter?”  
 
    “Hell yeah. Each life we save matters. Each life we lose is another victory for extinction, and that’s part of the battle, my friend,” Jerry said. “We can’t afford to lose.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SIX - UNDER FOOT 
 
      
 
    The smell of the dead carried in the slight breeze. With rising temperatures, the rotting intensified and every time the wind blew, James caught a whiff of it as he stood on the roof with Elle and Tom just before he made dash for a truck. 
 
    He listened to Tom instruct Ella like she was a soldier going into battle. Actually, she was. But more so a soldier sneaking into enemy territory. 
 
    “This is the mini rectifier,” Tom said, handing her the small handheld item. “It is for close range rectifies. If they close in on you, use this. Press it to the head, press the button, that’s it.” 
 
    “Why would she be that close?” James asked. 
 
    “She could be surrounded or surprised.” Tom then handed her a gun. “You know when and how to use this, right?” 
 
    “I do,” Ella said. 
 
    “Good. There’s a round in the chamber so be careful. Remember, they’re still human with human weaknesses. Sweep the legs if need be. Keep a two foot distance, dash and spin.” 
 
    “Ground control to Major Tom,” Ella said. “This isn’t my first rodeo running from the Codies. I got this. No worries.” 
 
    “I know. I know,” Tom told her. “Just get to the mobile hospital. Any truck you see should have the keys in it.” 
 
    James watched as she nodded her agreement then turned to him. He walked over to her. “Just be careful.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Whoa, hey, wow,” James waved his hand in front of his face. “Have you … have you been drinking.” 
 
    “I had a double. Standard running prep,” Ella replied. 
 
    “Ella, you need your wits,” James said. 
 
    “And that is exactly why I drink. I do not want to face those things without my liquid courage. Never have. Never will.” 
 
    “Ya think maybe you have a problem?” James asked jokingly. 
 
    “Nah, I don’t think I do.” Ella smiled. “I know I do. And I … am off.” She reached for the fire escape rung. “I’ll try to grab a radio at the hospital. Not sure if it will work. Once I get the vehicle, I’ll be back and will pull straight up to the back entrance. It should block any Codies so you can get out.” She stepped onto the ledge, pivoted her body, looked down then stepped backwards on the fire escape ladder.” 
 
    Both James and Tom stood right by the ladder and watched as she descended the it. 
 
    There were maybe eight of them at the bottom when she began, but within seconds, more gathered. 
 
    As soon as Ella was two thirds of the way down, she stopped. There wasn’t any space to jump when she reached the end. 
 
    Tom whistled a short whistle. “Stop,” he told her. “Come back up.” 
 
    “I can try to jump,” she said. 
 
    “What, are you nuts?” James asked. “It’s not worth it. Come up we’ll figure out another way.” 
 
    “Fine.” Elle reached back up for the wrung. She lifted her leg to climb and when she did, the fire escape ladder let loose and slid all the way down. 
 
    Not only did the ladder bring her close to the Codies, but the unexpected and abrupt stop of the ladder jolted her from it. She flew off and after she hit into a few Codies with her back, she slammed hard to the ground. 
 
    “Ella!” James called out. 
 
    She quickly was submerged within the hoard. 
 
    Tom pulled out his revolver and aimed. 
 
    “Wait. Stop. What if you hit her?” James asked. 
 
    “You’re right.” Tom harnessed his weapon. “I’m going down.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ella knew the second the fire escape dropped she was done for. She tried to hold on, but the force of the jolt sent her flying to the ground and into the pack of Codies. 
 
    It felt as if it happened in slow motion. She didn’t know whether it didn’t hurt when she hit the ground or if she was just so consumed with where she landed. 
 
    She felt no pain. 
 
    Ella had good reflexes and was fast, but not fast enough to get up on her feet and free from the hoard. 
 
    They were all around her. Rotting flesh and a sour pungent odor consumed every quick breath she tried to take. They were there, delaying their attack, staring down at her. 
 
    This was not the way she was going to go out. 
 
    She only had a second, a single second and they would be on her, tearing her apart. She was held down by the weight of their feet and presence. 
 
    They’d tear her apart, a death she didn’t want to feel, and for sure she didn’t want to come back. 
 
    The revolver was in the waist of her pants, she reached for it. 
 
    Her heart pounded out of control. She wasn’t afraid to die, she was afraid of how bad it was going to hurt. 
 
    “God forgive me,” she said putting the gun under her chin. 
 
    Just before she pulled the trigger, she stopped. 
 
    Why hadn’t they attacked her? 
 
    They meandered above her and around her, even looking at her, but not a single one of them grabbed for her. 
 
    She withdrew the gun away from her chin, extended it as best as she could and fired. 
 
    The round hit a Codie in the gut and he went down, not a kill shot, but he was down and that gave her more room. She could move her legs and bent them up, firing again. 
 
    Another one went down and Ella scurried to her feet. 
 
    She was ready and expecting it, the attack at any moment, but it didn’t happen. 
 
    In fact, the moment she stood ready to fire and fight her way free, the large group shifted and moved away just enough for her to pull back and away. 
 
    Their attention was elsewhere. 
 
    Once off the sidewalk and in the street, she turned to see what drew them from her. 
 
    Tom was on the fire escape. 
 
    “Hey!” she shouted to him. “Go back up! I’m good.” 
 
    Tom looked as if he saw a ghost. He stared at her with a shocked expression. 
 
    “Not a bite or scratch,” Ella hollered. “I’ll be back.” She spun around again and finally felt the effects of the fall to her back. ‘Uh, yeah,” she said softly to herself as she picked up her pace. “That’s gonna hurt tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    James nearly toppled over the roof when he saw Ella not only break free from the group of Codies but do so unscathed and still with an arrogant attitude. 
 
    As he clutched his chest, he could feel his own heart beating against his sternum. ‘My God,’ he thought. ‘A rising dead apocalypse and I’m having a coronary.” 
 
    He focused watching Ella move down the street. 
 
    Just as he calmed down, Tom popped up from the fire escape, startling him again. 
 
    “Shit.” James jumped back. “Oh my God.’ 
 
    “Did you see that?” Tom asked with excitement. “Did you see?” 
 
    “Yeah, of course I did.” 
 
    “Doc, seriously, how?” 
 
    “Has to be the fact that she was infected and cured. That’s the only thing I can think of.” 
 
    “This is beautiful,” Tom said. “This means she’s a weapon against them. Unless, you know, you think maybe it was a fluke.” 
 
    “No, they would have gotten her.” James exhaled through his slightly parted lips. 
 
    “You okay?” Tom gave a swat to James’ back. 
 
    “Yeah.” He nodded. “No. I … don’t know. That was scary. I thought she was a goner.” 
 
    “I did, too.” 
 
    James stepped back to the edge of the roof and looked out. He no longer saw Ella. She was long gone and on her way to the field hospital. 
 
    As long as everything went as planned, it wouldn’t be long before they were all safely out of that apartment building. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SEVEN – ROSE COLORED GLASSES 
 
      
 
    Suddenly, everything was changed. Even if Ella never acknowledged her fear, it was there. Always. 
 
    Her train of thought was continuously, ‘get there, get what I need, get back.’ 
 
    She’d stay focused on staying alive and being fast. She took in her surroundings, but only to assess them for danger. 
 
    Now that the veil of fear was lifted, she was seeing things in a different light. 
 
    The world seemed scary, not from a dangerous threat but from emptiness and change. 
 
    Ella was always running, and now she slowed down. There was no need to run. The Codies didn’t notice her, they walked right by her, even bumped into her and didn’t do a thing. 
 
    She had a chance to really look around. 
 
    Perhaps things were different because she was in the inner city. 
 
    The streets were littered with paper and other trash, windows broken, and long standing brick buildings burned out. 
 
    Blood stained the streets, the sidewalks, doorways and stairs. Body parts were rotting on the ground, some torn from bodies, some eaten until very little was left. 
 
    As if the Codies said, ‘okay, I had enough,’ and dropped the remains of humans wherever they felt like it. 
 
    Ella knew from just being around and talking to Rhonda that some of the Codies had a spark of who they were. Some, like Rhonda were well aware. But it seemed to Ella the longer they were Codies, the more they lost the human side of themselves until they became murderous creatures with no regard for life. 
 
    Blinded by rage they attacked … like her husband. 
 
    Even the rage-filled Codies wanted nothing to do with Ella. 
 
    She didn’t need to be a scientist or doctor to know why. 
 
    Ella had been bit, infected then cured. 
 
    Whatever infected her was still there, somewhere. 
 
    That scared Ella. 
 
    Was she in fact a Codie? A functional Codie. 
 
    She had no idea what would become of her, so she decided to live for the moment. However, looking around at the world, a bit of her wondered what there was to live for. 
 
    Desolation, death, destruction. 
 
    The triple threat. 
 
    She arrived at the field hospital that had been erected on the streets by the main hospital. Any time she had been there to steal medication, she went to the tents. As if the main hospital was off limits. 
 
    Other than it being the first time she was truly seeing things, it was the first time Ella felt sick to her stomach. 
 
    The field hospital stunk of rotting flesh. It saddened and sickened her because anyone remaining, anyone alive, was a mere meal for the Codies. 
 
    Those who went into post immunization limbo didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    The Codies were so consumed with … consuming, Ella had to wonder if they would even notice her at all. Even if she hadn’t been ‘invisible’ to them. 
 
    There were numerous trucks and vehicles parked and abandoned near the entrance. Immediately she found a truck with the keys in it. The ignition was in the off position and the tank three quarters full. It would start, she hoped, and she would take it. First, she had to get supplies. 
 
    She knew right where to go for those. 
 
    Ella had snuck into that supply tent many times. She doubted that any Codies would be in there.  
 
    James needed saline intravenous bags and other items for Bradly. Plus, he asked her to pick up other things. 
 
    Just as she neared the tent, she stopped, when she heard voices. 
 
    “Yeah, I heard that, too,” the smooth male voice said. “Sure, would be a sight to see, now wouldn’t it.” 
 
    “Yep,” another man said, his voice was raspy. “I thought of going there. Out of curiosity.” 
 
    “That’s dumb.” 
 
    “I know. So, I’m playing it safe. I should be there by morning. No traffic anywhere.” 
 
    “Would think so,” Smooth Man said. “Don’t think the infected can drive.” 
 
    “Now that would be a sight.” 
 
    Ella didn’t want to go in there. In fact, she backed up. Two men, in the supply tent, she was a woman, alone. It could be trouble. Then again, they could help her. 
 
    She needed those supplies. 
 
    After hanging back a few minutes, listening to the banter about where raspy voice would stop on his journeys and what he would get, Ella took it as a sign to go into that tent, when smooth man said. “I could use a drink.” 
 
    Ella had that handled. 
 
    Maybe she could hand them a peace offering, if needed. 
 
    But first, she drew upon her best Netflix cops’ drama knowledge. 
 
    Not wanting to take a chance though, Ella pulled out the revolver, made sure it was ready and with a pivot, swiftly entered the tent, gun extended. “Hold it right there,” she said, fully expecting to take them by surprise. 
 
    It Ella that was taken by surprise. 
 
    There was no one in the tent.  
 
    The voices came from an unmanned radio. 
 
    She had no idea, because she hadn’t heard static or the obligatory, ‘over and outs’ she knew to be radio protocol. 
 
    Protocol be damned, there were other people out there, and they had to be close, too. 
 
    After securing her weapon, she hurried to the table and lifted the microphone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EIGHT – BUILDING 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Steve,” Clay said over the radio. “I thought you were traveling alone.” 
 
    “I am,” replied Steve. 
 
    “Well your girl was just on the radio.” 
 
    “I don’t have a girl.” 
 
    “I’m not his girl,” Ella said. “I’m not with Steve.” 
 
    “Who is this?” Clay asked. 
 
    “Ella.” 
 
    “Who’s Ella,” asked Steve. 
 
    “Isn’t she your girl?” Clay asked. 
 
    “No,” Ella said. “Why would you say that?” 
 
    “Because you said, ‘I’m here, too.’” 
 
    “I’m here, too, as in I am here in this world alive,” Ella said. “Can you guys please use over and out, so I know when someone is done speaking … over.” 
 
    “Didn’t seem important,” Clay said. “When I was only talking to Steve … over.” 
 
    “Now me,” another voice entered the radio waves. “Over.” 
 
    “Who is this?” Clay asked. “Over.” 
 
    “Grant,” he replied. “I know Ella. Over.” 
 
    “Grant!” Ella squealed. “Oh my God, how are you?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “You have to say over,” Clay told her. “Or else we won’t know you’re done. Your rules.” 
 
    The radio conversation became confusing and even slightly comical. He knew Steve, didn’t know the Grant fellow or even Ella, so instead of using all the overs and outs, Clay simply asked them to speak one at a time and he was able to learn a little about them. 
 
    They weren’t far from him. Maybe an hour away. 
 
    Ella was part of Grant’s camp when she got separated from them. Now she was trying to figure a way to get Grant and his people out of their camp. 
 
    A camp that was surrounded by tens of thousands of Codies. 
 
    That whole story sent warning bells off to Clay.  
 
    He found it hard to believe there were that many Codies in one area. Yes, it was the city, but the soldiers and armed civilians never let it get that out of control. 
 
    Because Clay didn’t know them enough to trust them yet, he didn’t give any information about his whereabouts. He had a good thing, and though he wanted to find people to build his community, he had to be careful. 
 
    Clay ended the radio transmission asking them to keep him posted about the rescue operation, and since Ella and Grant were able to communicate through the radio, Clay would listen in to gauge their legitimacy.  
 
    If indeed there was a rescue attempt, there would be talk between them. 
 
    Clay would hear and then he’d make the decision to invite them or not to what Clay believed was truly nothing less than a sanctuary. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 NINE – LIFT OFF 
 
      
 
    “She’s dead,” James said, looking out the window. 
 
    “She’s not dead,” Tom argued. 
 
    “I’m telling you, she’s dead. She’s taking way too long. Too long. I think she got cocky about the Codies not touching her and they ate her.” 
 
    Tom laughed. “Stop.” 
 
    “She shouldn’t have gone by herself,” Rhonda said. “I mean, that was wrong of us to send her by herself. I should have gone. If she is immune to them, so am I.” 
 
    “Okay,” James held up his hand. “You could be invisible or immune to them, as well, but you are in no shape to go. You just had a baby, plus, you know, some of your body is not in good shape. You’re necrotic in several areas.” 
 
    “Then what about you?” she asked James. “You’re in good shape. Or Major Tom. Isn’t he the expert? All I’m saying is, we let her go out there. If anything happened to her, it’s on us.” 
 
    Just then, there was a knock at the door, James rushed over. He looked through the peep hole and exhaled loudly in relief before opening the door quickly. 
 
    “Thank God,” he said, pulling Ella inside. “Where have you been? You’ve been gone hours.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” Ella replied. “I went to the field hospital, got the truck and I got supplies. I made a few supply stops.” 
 
    “We could have made them once you got back,” James nearly scolded. 
 
    “You’re right. I just thought with the baby we should keep the stops to a minimum. I got walkie talkies,” she said. “So, we won’t have this problem again.” 
 
    “We’re glad you’re alright,” Rhonda said. “We were just worried.” 
 
    Ella looked at Tom. “You’re not saying anything?” 
 
    With a tightly closed mouth, Tom shook his head. “I knew you were fine. Didn’t know what the hell was taking so long, but I knew you were good.” 
 
    “Thank you for that,” Ella said. “So …” she clapped her hands together once. “I have the truck pulled right ass end to the door. I’ll go out there and open it up, you guys climb right in. Who’s ready?” 
 
    James hid the fact that he was catching his breath, slowing his heart and allowing is head to spin less. He went from a frenzy of worry to being relieved, now he was about to leave the safety of the apartment to venture out into the Codie filled streets. Ella didn’t seem that concerned, that helped James. Even though Ella had that invisibility to her, she seemed unfazed by anything out there. It told James, how bad could it be? 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    When Rhonda blurted out, “Oh, can I try?” James couldn’t help but wonder what was wrong with the mentality of the people he was with? 
 
    Like it was a video game, Rhonda wanted to walk among the Codies to see if she, too, could do so like Ella. 
 
    They had pulled to the temporary base and to the barracks style house where Tom had lived. There were at least two dozen Codies swarming around the house. Most were soldiers, some with blood stained clothing, some looked as if they hadn’t been injured.  
 
    Ella came up with the idea that she would go out, take down a few Codies to make a path for Tom so he could go in and get what he needed. 
 
    “I thought you didn’t like killing them,” James said to Ella. “I thought you believed a part of them was still in there.” 
 
    “I do, for some,” Ella replied. “After a while they aren’t who they used to be. I don’t like or want to kill them. I don’t. I just tell myself that I wouldn’t want to be like them, that I would want someone to help me. To put me out of my misery.” 
 
    “Why are you giving her a mother’s guilt trip?” Tom asked James. “Do you think we shouldn’t kill any of them?” 
 
    “Not now that we know they can be reversed. How do we know some scientist out there isn’t working right now on an aerosol version?” 
 
    Tom laughed, then held up his hand. “Sorry. Not to make fun. But … no … they’re not. If we don’t cull their numbers, there will be no turning back and there’ll be to many of them for us to defend against.” 
 
    “We just need a place to run and hide for a month,” James said. “Scientifically speaking, eventually they will all die out and drop.” 
 
    “They haven’t yet,” Tom said. “Despite what science dictates the human body will do.” 
 
    “Guys,” Ella interjected. “The longer we sit here and debate, the more that arrive. Can you just tell me what you need and I can go get the items?” 
 
    “No.” Tom shook his head. “I want to go in and get my stuff.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ella nodded. “Then we stick to the plan. I go out there.” 
 
    “Oh, can I try?” Rhonda asked. “If they don’t attack me, two of us could clear a path faster.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Ella said. 
 
    “No!” James barked. “It’s not. It’s insane. She just gave birth, she has a child that needs her and she already has rotting flesh on her legs, and I can’t chance them getting worse before I operate.” 
 
    “That was rude,” Ella said to him. “Bringing up her rotting flesh.” 
 
    “What?” James blasted, confused. 
 
    “Can you really see it?” Rhonda asked. “I mean how noticeable is it?” 
 
    “Really?” James snapped. “You’re being vain right now?” 
 
    “Okay. Stop.” Tom held up his hand. “Enough about the rotting flesh. And ... no, Rhonda, it’s only noticeable when someone mentions it.” He looked at James. 
 
    “Gee thanks,” James said. 
 
    “Back to the plan,” Tom said. “As good of a plan as it is, Ella I don’t think you’re strong enough to take more than one or two. This isn’t the movies. Taking them out isn’t easy or fast. Our best bet is for me to go to the back of the truck. Cause some noise and get their attention, James drives and pied pipers the truck far away from the house for me to make a run for it.” 
 
    “You?” Ella asked. “What about me?” 
 
    “I want to do this alone. You risked enough already,” Tom told her. 
 
    “I like that idea.” James replied. 
 
    “I still think I should try,” Rhonda said. “I need to know if I am the same as Ella.” 
 
    “They’ll be plenty of enough time for that,” James said. “I think … whoa … wait,” he reached for but missed Ella when she passed him. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m driving. You get to the back of the truck,” she said. “Tom wants to go in there alone. We need to give them a reason to follow us. If Tom is the distraction and he gets out, they won’t follow us. If you’re hanging out the back of the truck … they will.” She sat down and started the truck. “Hey, Major Tom. Slight change,” Ella said. “I’m gonna back up and pull away from the house. Far enough to let you out to wait and watch, and far enough time for James to safely get out and get in the back. I will swing back around, get the diversion started and drive slow enough so they follow us. Radio when you have what you need.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Tom replied. 
 
    With a jerk of the vehicle, Ella pulled quickly from the front of the house. The Codies knew the truck moved to fast for them, they reached but only one or two bothered to try to follow. Once a good two hundred feet away, and with minimal Codies nearby, she stopped. 
 
    Tom gave her a nod of thanks and then got out. 
 
    He looked both ways as if darting traffic and raced across the road. 
 
    James opened his door and paused before getting out. “For the record, I wasn’t being rude. I was stating fact. And worrying about appearance, it’s a little unwarranted to be so petty in the apocalypse. That’s all I wanted to say. I’ll go make some noise now.” He jumped from the truck and shut the door. 
 
    “Am I being petty?” Rhonda asked. 
 
    “Not at all.” Once Ella knew James was in the back. She initiated the plan, heading back to Tom’s barrack house to start the distraction. 
 
      
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    Even for as great of physical shape that she was in, Ella’s foot cramped from keeping a steady, even amount of pressure on the gas pedal to move the truck at a constant seven miles per hour for nearly thirty minutes. That was how long it took Tom to get in his place and get what he needed. It seemed so long that Rhonda even radioed him to make sure he was alright. 
 
    He was. He said he was taking care of things. 
 
    When they returned to get him, he carried two large duffel bags, tossed them in the back and got in the front of the truck. His demeanor seemed different to Ella, if possible, he was quieter and more reserved. 
 
    Something had occurred in there, she wasn’t going to ask him, but he volunteered the information. 
 
    “A couple of my men had turned,” he told them. “I had to rectify.” 
 
    “Were they bit?” James asked. “Scratched.” 
 
    Tom shook his head. “No. I couldn’t see any marks.” 
 
    “You don’t think?” Ella lifted her eyes to the rearview mirror. “They were maybe, like Bradly and they woke up as Codies, do you?” 
 
    Tom looked over his shoulder to the back seat where Bradly was with James and Rhonda. He was unconscious but propped into a sitting position with his head against the window. “No,” Tom said. “There were two of my men like Bradly. Why didn’t they get up if that was the case? Besides, why would the vaccine turn them?” 
 
    “This whole thing,” James said. “Started somewhere, somehow with a virus. A virus that infected someone, and they were then able to spread it with a bite or scratch. But we also know that the virus they carried could be caught by sharing needles, sexual contact, just like any other bloodborne virus. To make a successful immunization, often times it is made with a virus like polio. This could have been made with the virus.” 
 
    “Which …” Tom said. “Would explain Ella’s invisibility to them. She has the virus. In a sense, to them, she’s one of them.” 
 
    James nodded. 
 
    “Can you check?” Tom asked. “Can you do a blood sample from Ella and see if she has the virus.” 
 
    James laughed. 
 
    “What?” Tom asked. “Why is that funny?” 
 
    “Because I am an ER doctor. I’m not a virologist or epidemiologist, I haven’t a clue what I am looking at under a microscope. Maybe if I knew what the virus looked like I could try, but then, any of you could do it also.” 
 
    “So, we’ll never really know?” Tom asked.  
 
    “If we confirm Rhonda’s the same,” James said. “Then we factor in the common denominator. They both were bit, they both were infected, and they both were given the vaccine and it cured them. If Rhonda has invisibility, then it’s safe to say they still have the virus in them.” 
 
    “Are we contagious?” Ella asked. “I mean, if we have it in us, then we may be contagious.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t rule that out,” James replied. “It’s not airborne, it’s blood born. Chances are, if you have it in you, no matter how it is working on you, you’re probably contagious.” 
 
    “Which means,” Rhonda spoke up. “I have to keep bottle feeding the baby. I can’t breastfeed. I can’t take that chance.” 
 
    Her concern was acknowledged, and before going to James’ house, they stopped to get more formula and bottles. 
 
    There was a certain point in their travels where everything changed. 
 
    Even though they were still in the larger populated suburbs, there were very few Codies. 
 
    “We took care of areas outside the city,” Tom explained. “More so than inner city. There was just too much danger to the teams going out to clear the streets. Folks like James rarely ran into them. If they did, there was maybe one or two.” 
 
    “That’s how I knew something was up,” James said. “When I woke up and saw the Codies on our street, I knew something went south.” 
 
    They made it to James’ neighborhood pretty effortlessly after a pharmacy stop for formula. He lived in an area south of the city and in a housing plan that wasn’t new. It was probably decades old. The trees had a chance to grew tall and thick, the streets were perfectly paved, the houses were all similar, large and bulky, too much so for each lot. The homes had very little in the form of front yards. 
 
    James’ house was a storybook white one. A cross between a ranch and split level. It had a sense of eloquence to it. A flower lined path that led to the house. Double red doors were at center of the home, and the first floor windows were all easily accessible to any burglar who wanted to take a chance on his house. Ella knew instantly upon seeing it why Tom was able to peek inside and see James that morning passed out on the couch. 
 
    There was a basketball hoop above the garage in the double wide driveway, but they didn’t pull in there. They just pulled in front. 
 
    James handed Ella the keys. “Why don’t you open the front door, and I’ll help Tom carry Bradly. Get Baby Rodney inside.” 
 
    Ella nodded, took the keys and shut down the truck. 
 
    “Wait,” Tom called out. “Let me go check the house.” 
 
    “Why don’t I go check the house to make sure,” Ella said. “You can get Bradly ready.” 
 
    “I’d really rather it be me,” Tom retorted. 
 
    “Why does it matter?” Ella snapped. “You. Me. One of us.” 
 
    “Me,” Tom said. 
 
    “Is this some kind of macho, male thing.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tom said. “It is. Sorry. Chivalry is not dead in my book. I don’t think a woman should have to put herself in danger.” 
 
    Ella laughed a loud, single scoff. “A woman.” 
 
    “Hey!” Rhonda snapped. “Guys, this isn’t important. Let’s all just get out of the truck. Get air. I don’t think Codies are in the house, the door is shut. Let’s just go.” 
 
    Ella smiled smug and opened her door. “I agree. Thank you, Rhonda.”  
 
    She stepped out. James was right after her. 
 
    Just as she rounded the front of the truck, Ella stopped when she heard the call of his name. 
 
    A female, a cheerful voice, laced with a bit of relief. 
 
    “Doctor Ung. Hey, Doctor Ung.” 
 
    “Shit,” James whispered right behind Ella. 
 
    Ella raised an eyebrow and looked to him. She then looked to the direction of the voice. 
 
     Two doors up and across the street, a woman stood on the edge of her lawn waving. A thicker woman, not heavy or fat, just thick. If it hadn’t been for her breasts, Ella wouldn’t have known it was a woman. She had short, curly dark hair and wore blue, dickie workpants and a blue tee shirt. She was in her thirties, and she waved her arm high in the air, back and forth. 
 
    “Doctor Ung. Hey!” she yelled again. 
 
    From the front door of the house a man emerged. He wore a short sleeve dress shirt and vest with a pair of Cargo shorts. His dark blonde, Prince Valiant styled hair came to his chin, and he kept his hands in the front pockets of his pants as he stayed on the porch. 
 
    “Shit,” James repeated. “Just wave and hurry to the house.” 
 
    “Why?” Ella asked. 
 
    “They’re annoying.” 
 
    “They’re alive and survivors in an extinction level event,” Ella said. 
 
    “Again, ignore them. You’ll thank me.” 
 
    Ella shook her head. “Now who’s being petty in an apocalypse.” She tossed the keys to Rhonda and headed toward the couple. 
 
    As she made her way across the street, Ella was surprised when James walked straight to his house with Rhonda. Tom, however, stood by the truck watching. 
 
    “Hello,” Ella said, extending her hand to the woman. “I’m Ella.” 
 
    “Ella.” With a firm grip, she shook Ella’s hand. “I’m Paula, that’s my husband Don.” 
 
    Ella lifted her hand in a wave to Don. “I am so happy to see—” 
 
    “Is Doctor Ung, okay?” Paula asked, cutting off Ella. “He just hurried into his house. Or did he have to use the bathroom?” 
 
    “We have a baby with us and a sick man in the truck, he just—” 
 
    “Wanted to take care of them,” Paula said. “He’s a good man. He helped me many times. Didn’t he Don?” she hollered back. 
 
    “Didn’t he do what?” Don asked. 
 
    “Doctor Ung. He helped me lots.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, lots.” 
 
    “Whenever I needed anything. He would answer the door,” Paula said. “I’m so glad to see he is alright and alive. I was worried.” 
 
    “I’ll tell him,” Ella said. 
 
    “Good and invite him over for dinner. I’m sure he isn’t eating or has time to make food. You know, being busy rescuing you all. That is what he did. He rescued you and brought you to his house, right?” Paula asked. 
 
    “In a sense,” Ella answered. “Okay, maybe not the soldier over—” 
 
    “Can you tell him to come to dinner?” Paula asked. “I mean, all of you are invited. We have plenty. We went to the food bank to stock up. I work there. Well, volunteer. Technically you can’t work there. There is a lot of food there.” 
 
    “I’ll tell him.” 
 
    “You know what?” Paula waved out her hand. “We’ll bring it over. With the sick person and the baby, we’ll bring food to you.” 
 
    “That would be nice. Thank you.” 
 
    “We’d be nice to the whole neighborhood, but no one is around,” Paula said. 
 
    “They’re around,” Don shouted from the back, still holding steady in his same position. “They’re just unconscious.” 
 
    Paula nodded. “They are. We checked. When we woke yesterday things were weird. I went to the food bank. No one came. At all. Then when I came home, we knocked on doors. Even ... even went into a couple house. Nothing. Everyone is sick or out of it.” 
 
    Ella nodded. “It’s the immunization that caused some sort of reaction. You didn’t take it?” 
 
    Paula shook her head. “No. We were given it, but we’re anti-vaxxers.” 
 
    “Oh, so you have children,” Ella said. 
 
    “No, why would you say that?” Paula asked. 
 
    “Usually, anti-vaxxers have kids. They are against immunizing them, so they are anti-vaxxers.” 
 
    “No, not really.” 
 
    “Okay, well, I’ll go tell him. Nice to meet you.” Ella quickly turned and headed across the street. 
 
    “Seven,” Paula yelled. “We’ll be by then.” 
 
    Ella lifted her hand to acknowledge and approached Tom. 
 
    “What did they say?” Tom asked. 
 
    “They’re bringing dinner.” Ella kept walking and went straight into James’ house. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TEN - PREPLAN 
 
      
 
    Tom was going to eat that orange before it went bad. Who knew when he’d ever get another orange again. It was already getting tender spots from the heat. 
 
    He leaned with his back against the far counter in the spacious kitchen, taking in all the activities around him. The baby cried in the other room and Rhonda tried to sooth him. It wasn’t working. 
 
    Perhaps it was because between James and Ella there wasn’t any quiet in the house. 
 
    Ella fiddled with the radio but was by no means quiet. She’d try the radio, fail, hit it, swear, pour some alcohol into a glass, down it and repeat. 
 
    James, after situating Bradly in the den, paced the kitchen, seemingly more concerned with the fact that his neighbors said they were coming over than anything Ella told him about the men on the radio. 
 
    It hadn’t been long, but since Tom missed television, it was reality entertainment before him. 
 
    “Why?” James asked. “I mean, you met them, so you know.” 
 
    “I know I need to get this radio working.” 
 
    “Do you know how to fix it?” 
 
    Ella shook her head. “Haven’t a clue. It worked at the field hospital, it has to work here. We need to get in touch with Grant.” 
 
    “We need to stop my neighbors from coming over.” 
 
    Ella slammed her hand on the counter. “Why? Who cares?” she lifted her drink. 
 
    “Maybe those of us sober.” 
 
    She downed her drink. “Maybe.” She played with the radio. “Look all I know is we are sorely outnumbered against the Codies. They’re alive. They survived. They’re people. Every life is important. Like them or not, we’re all in this together. Do you think I like everyone at Sanctum?” 
 
    “I really didn’t think about it,” James said. 
 
    “I don’t. Half of them I don’t bother with. But I still do what I can. It’s my part. Just like it’s your part to accept your neighbors. If we join with Sanctum, rescue them, then that’s more of a crowd they can get lost in.” 
 
    “Do you think …” Tom peeled his orange. “Maybe the radio works. The light is on. Maybe no one is responding or talking. Maybe Grant’s battery died. Who knows? You’re their runner, right? No one is running out for batteries now. My advice is to stop beating it and messing with it, leave it on and wait.” 
 
    Ella sighed out and walked over to him, taking a piece of his freshly peeled orange. “I’ll do that.” 
 
    “Wait.” James held up his hand. “We talked about rescuing Sanctum. Do we know what we’re doing after the rescue? I mean that’s a hundred people.” 
 
    “That’s a valid question,” Tom said. 
 
    “And I don’t have a valid answer,” said Ella. “I mean, yeah, we can all move into a neighborhood, but still, we’re gonna be a beacon for the Codies. That’s why Sanctum is so surrounded. We’ll need to find a place to go. Far away, maybe removed. Who knows?” 
 
    “What about this guy on the radio?” James asked. “Did he say where he was.” 
 
    “He’s safe,” Ella said. “He was far too calm and laid back. He’s somewhere with people. But he wasn’t saying. I don’t blame him. He doesn’t trust us. If I had a good, safe place, I wouldn’t announce it either.” 
 
    “We can think of a place,” Tom said. “Transport and food are the problem for a hundred people.” 
 
    “Well …” Ella tilted her head. “An idea from Paula, we stock up. We hit the stores or food banks. We get the food. I would assume there are resources out there right now. All of that is a moot point unless we come up with a way to rescue a hundred people.” 
 
    “Where on the South Side are they?” Tom asked. 
 
     “You don’t know?” Ella asked. 
 
    Tom shook his head. “We knew of Sanctum. I’m sure someone knew where they were. I don’t.” 
 
    “If I had a map, I could show you.” 
 
    Tom briefly turned his back to her. “Will these work?” he extended his hand and dropped a small stack of pamphlets before her. “Tourist maps. I was thinking they might come in handy.” 
 
    James looked at him. ‘Where did you get tourist maps?” 
 
    “In your junk drawer,” Tom answered. 
 
    “I have a junk drawer?” 
 
    “Everyone has a junk drawer,” Ella said. 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “You do,” Tom said. “I found those when I was looking around.” 
 
    “You were looking through my kitchen.” James shuffled through the pamphlets. “Oh, okay, my housekeeper got these for my parents when they came over to visit.” 
 
    Ella opened one all the way. It took up a large portion of the counter. “Okay, this will work nice. Did you find a pen when in that drawer?” 
 
    “No need.” Tom pulled one from his chest pocket and handed it to her.  
 
    “Thanks.” Ella took it and clicked it. “Here is where we …” 
 
    THUMP. 
 
    The loud sound caught all of their attention. 
 
    “What was that?” James asked. 
 
    “Did Rhonda drop the baby?” Ella suggested. 
 
    “Too heavy to be a baby,” Tom said. “Rhonda?” he called out. “You alright?” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied from the other room. “I was going to ask the same of you. What was that noise?” 
 
    Then it happened again. 
 
    Tom realized at that moment it wasn’t something dropping, it was a door rattling on its hinges. As if someone was banging to get in … or out. On that thought he raced to the den. 
 
    For certain the noise came from there. A constant banging against the door. Tom listened, he heard footsteps then a loud bang. 
 
    “Bradly?” Ella asked when she arrived. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tom nodded. 
 
    “He’s a Codie,” James said. “That would explain your men at your base house.” 
 
    “We don’t know this,” Ella said. “Maybe he’s confused.” 
 
    Tom shrugged. “One way to find out.” He leaned closer to the door. “Hey, Bradly.” 
 
    One loud band and the door knob not only turned, the door began to open. 
 
    Tom was quick, he grabbed it and pulled it closed, holding with both hands. A struggle ensured. “Shit. Ella, tell Rhonda to take the baby upstairs. James, grab my revolver from the back of my pants. Then when I say, you guys back up. I’ll open the door.” 
 
    James reached for his gun and extended it to him. 
 
    “Wait,” Ella said. “What if we give him the vaccine? Like we did with Rhonda and Ella. What if we try? Do you think you can subdue him enough so we can administer it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Tom said. 
 
    “I see where you’re coming from,” James said. “But, Ella, even though there are unused vaccines out there, we don’t have them close enough right now for this moment. Where are we going to get it?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    The small black cardboard box was open exposing two prepared syringes. 
 
    “This is what caused this,” Paula said. “Do you want to make it worse? It can make it worse.” 
 
    James lifted one of the syringes. “We have to try. Thank you for bringing these over.” 
 
    “If he dies, I am not to blame,” Paula said. 
 
    “Of course not. I am.” James hurriedly flashed a fake smile and raced toward the den where Tom still held on to the door. 
 
    “You got it?” Tom asked. 
 
    “Yep. All ready.” James nodded. 
 
    “Ma’am,” Tom looked at Paula who had followed James. “You may want to go back.” 
 
    “I want to see.” 
 
    “Very well.” Tom then looked at Ella. “Get in position.” 
 
    Ella placed her back to the wall directly across from the den door. “I’m ready.” 
 
    “When I let go,” Tom said. “He’s gonna come out and go directly for you. You sure you want to do this?” 
 
    Ella nodded. ‘Yes, you said you had me covered if I’m not invisible to him.” 
 
    “Honey,” Paula said. “You aren’t invisible to anyone. He’s telling you this to be bait. Step away from the door.” 
 
    “I’m okay,” Ella told her. “If Major Tom says he has me covered, I trust that. I’m ready.” She took a deep breath. “Do it.” 
 
    “Bradly,” Tom called out. The second he did, the fight over the door began. Still holding the handle, he reached for his weapon and then released the handle and stepped back. 
 
    As predicted, the den door flung open. 
 
    Bradly took a step, paused for a second, and breathing heavily, locked a stare on Ella and raged forth at her. 
 
    Just as he reached her, he came to a full stop. He slammed his hands to the wall behind her, keeping Ella close to him as his arms formed a barricade on both sides of her. 
 
    Mouth still open, eyes a maddening red, he tilted his head, while tilting his chin upward as if smelling her. 
 
    A soft clicking growl emerged from his throat as he brought his face closer to Ella’s. 
 
    Then he froze. His head lifted with agitation, he dropped his arms and spun around to James who was behind him. 
 
    James backed up. 
 
    “It’s not working,” Ella said. “Take him down. Take him down now, Tom.” 
 
    Tom didn’t need to. Another step closer to James and Bradly’s legs buckled and he dropped to the floor. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 ELEVEN – RIPPLES 
 
      
 
    Grant chose his room in Sanctum, not because it was a corner office, but it was away from the loud, everyday life in Sanctum. 
 
    As far as corner offices went, it wasn’t that impressive. Second floor of the industrial warehouse, two windows and one of his walls was made out of glass. Probably for the supervisor to watch the happenings below in the paper and office supply facility. 
 
    He kept that covered with a curtain and made the area into his home, pushing the desk to the wall, and sleeping on the fake leather couch. 
 
    The windows were the size of his old bathroom windows, not an escape route for any adult, but big enough for him to look out. 
 
    He stood, shoulder against the wall, fingers separating the slates of the blinds, staring out, trying to catch a glimpse of the river. It was moving pretty good. He wondered if there was a storm north of them. 
 
    It was hard to tell. Every day was so gray and dismal. 
 
    Now it seemed worse. 
 
    They were trapped and the prospects of getting out of Sanctum were slim. 
 
    He was at the point where he was almost resolved to die there. 
 
    He heard the light tap on his door. He knew it was Mandy before he called, “Come in.” 
 
    It was always Mandy this time of day. 
 
    “Anything?” she asked as she stepped in. 
 
    “On the radio you mean?” Gran asked, not turning around. “No. Well, I hear her, she doesn’t hear me.” 
 
    “Did you try one of the other mics? Or the other radio?” 
 
    “No. I don’t think it will work. I’ll try.” 
 
    “At least we know she’s alive. Good for her,” Mandy said. 
 
    The sound of something dropping on his desk finally caused Grant to turn around. “That the inventory?” 
 
    “Yep. We have about three weeks before we seriously need to cut rations.” 
 
    “Why not cut them now?” Grant asked. “We should.” 
 
    “But you said earlier, Ella told you she’s coming.” 
 
    Grant chuckled softly. “Ella is one person. The area is so overrun, she’ll have to come by the river.” 
 
    “But it’s over,” Mandy said. “Right, I mean. No one is gonna shoot us for leaving, so she can approach the main dock.” 
 
    “Mandy.” Grant walked to her. “Even if Ella came straight to the main dock, that is still two hundred feet to get one hundred people out of here and to what? How is she going to get all of us, then take us where?” 
 
    Mandy exhaled and lowered her head. “Do you think she was just saying that?” 
 
    “Oh, no. No.” Grant shook his head. “I believe Ella will make every attempt.” 
 
    “Then maybe we should, too.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “She has to make an approach from the river. She’ll call out, she’ll let us know she’s coming. Instead of standing here, staring out the window wondering how Ella is gonna get us, why don’t we try to figure out how we will get to her?” 
 
    “Any ideas?” Grant asked. 
 
    “No,” Mandy answered quickly. “But we have a hundred people down there and I am sure one of them does.” 
 
    Mandy was right. She was absolutely right, and instead of wallowing in his office, Grant was going to follow Mandy’s advice and as a community they would figure something out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWELVE – ROUND TWO 
 
      
 
    Apocalyptically neighborly or not, there was only so much of Paula and Don that James could take. They weren’t going home, and he wondered if they were going to. 
 
    They talked about things that had nothing to do with what was going on, with the exception of a thousand questions Paula asked Rhonda about her birthing and death experience. 
 
    James kept checking on Bradly, and like being social, he could only do that so much as well. 
 
    Tom pretty much laughed at him when James asked him if he wanted to take a break and James would take watch. 
 
    So, he went back in, meandered around his house, finding his way to his own bedroom. 
 
    He looked at the pictures of his wife, Jana and their son that graced the mantel in there. Then he needed a little bit of them, he opened her top drawer and pulled out one of her tee shirts. 
 
    It was either losing its smell or James was losing his ability to sense her. He just didn’t feel it and it saddened him. He knew why and was trying not to think about it. That voicemail lingered in his mind 
 
    The shirt, though, even after being in the drawer smelled fresh. Jana was always particular about the way her clothes smelled, never letting the housekeeper do her laundry at all. 
 
    It was funny, Jana had a lot of clothes, but seemed to wear the same ones often. She even had clothes with tags still on them. Just as he went to return it, he paused and unfolded the shirt, holding it up. 
 
    He looked over his shoulder as if someone was there, and then James, with a thought, went through his wife’s drawers. 
 
    After finishing there, he sought out Ella. He thought maybe she had gone to sleep, but the lantern in the kitchen was still glowing. James was glad she was still awake. 
 
    When he walked in, she was leaning over the island counter, with the map spread out, the radio beside her and her head bobbed slowly side to side. 
 
    He approached the counter and waved his hand in front of her face to get her attention. 
 
    “Everything okay?” she removed the headphones. 
 
    “Yeah, what are you listening to?”  
 
    “Major Tom greatest hits. Only, you know, it’s just one song. I was hoping it would inspire me somehow. The lyrics are that really applies to us. Maybe … I don’t know.” She shrugged. 
 
    “So, you’re thinking about a plan?” 
 
    “Yep. Trying.” 
 
    “Can I help?” 
 
    “Yes, any help would be great.” 
 
    “I uh … was upstairs in my room and I thought of something.” He placed a stack of folded clothes on the counter. “These are my wife’s. You two are about the same size. And this is gonna sound weird, but there is a package of undergarments unopened, as well.” 
 
    “Again, with the Ella stinks thing?” Ella asked. 
 
    “No, no, I’m sorry, I just figure you hadn’t changed your clothes in days and …” 
 
    “I’m joking. This is sweet of you. Packaged underwear, huh?” 
 
    “Yes. Why?” 
 
    “Well.” Ella tilted her head. “Looking at this house, knowing you had a maid, package underwear is just so middle class.” 
 
    “True. But she was frugal and hated the thought of throwing away underwear that cost a lot of money.” 
 
    “I don’t even want to know why she threw away underwear.” 
 
    “She never wore the same pair twice.” 
 
    “So, she is like an oxymoron.” 
 
    “Was.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    James cleared his throat. “Was. I … listened to the voicemail.” 
 
    Ella sighed heavily. “Oh, James, I am so sorry. And your son?” 
 
    James shook his head. “My mother-in-law said she was joining them soon. She didn’t say how they passed, but that the village was attacked.” 
 
    Ella reached out and placed her hand over James’. “I’m really sorry.” 
 
    “Thank you. So, please, feel free to wear her stuff. That doesn’t sound callous does it?” 
 
    “No, but I won’t throw away underwear. I’ll even wash up.” She winked. “Cause I do think I stink.” 
 
    “You’re fine. So …” He clapped his hands together once. “What do we have. What are you thinking?” 
 
    “Not much,” Ella said. “Here is where Sanctum is.” She pointed on the tour map. 
 
    James joined her on the other side of the island. “Okay, yeah, that’s by the German restaurant. We went there a lot.” 
 
    “Me, too, after the fall.” Ella smiled. “Still the best place to get booze quick. I mean we’re twenty paces from there.” 
 
    “I thought you said it was an Industrial park?”  
 
    “Well, that’s what the sign says. It’s more of a glorified storage place. One small office supply place, that is where most of us sleep. The kitchen remodeling place is where we cook. And we use the grocer chain building mainly for produce, we wiped that clean right away.” ------ 
 
    “The rest of the time you got food from nearby places?” James asked. 
 
    “Yeah, Giant Bear store was literally a run down the railroad tracks. Codies lose their balance pretty easily on those.” She snickered. 
 
    “That could be a way to get those people out. That’s a heavy populated and congested area.” 
 
    “You’re telling me. The streets are swarming with Codies. They are congregating more around the Sanctum fence. It won’t be long before it falls.” 
 
    James ran his hand over his chin. “So, getting to Sanctum by the river is the best option?” 
 
    “It’s the only option.” 
 
    “You know how to handle boats, I mean you crossed that river all the time.” 
 
    “With a row boat.” 
 
    James pointed to the map and the area that said ‘Marina’ which was directly behind Sanctum. “Is this where you got on your boat.” 
 
    “No.” She ran her finger up the map to a bridge. “I hid the boat under there. Remember, I was crossing during a time where I thought I’d be shot if caught.” 
 
    “Are there boats still at the docks?” James asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Tom’s voice interjected. “It’s not so easy. Those boats use keys to start and the owners probably have them.” 
 
    James looked at him. “What are you doing in here?” 
 
    “Taking a break. Seeing how Ella and her planning is going. Thought I could help.” 
 
    “Who’s on watch?” James asked. 
 
    “Paula,” Tom answered. 
 
    James choked out a shocked laugh. “Paula? Are you serious?” 
 
    “She’s a card carrying member of the NRA,” Tom told him. 
 
    “That doesn’t mean anything,” James scoffed. “I can say the same, doesn’t mean I can shoot.” 
 
    “She was reigning women’s sharp shooter champ, regional and national, three years in a row.” 
 
    “She told you that?” James asked. 
 
    “Yep and showed me the cards.” 
 
    “Who carries their marksmanship award cards?” 
 
    “Paula.” Tom leaned over and looked at the map. “So, we have the dock really accessible. We need something big.” 
 
    James suggested. “What about one of those land and sea tourist things. We can go down the river and roll right up to Sanctum.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea, but …” Ella showed him. “The only area to roll on shore is where I parked my boat under that bridge. Then the problem is getting to Sanctum. The streets are overrun. It’s not possible.” 
 
    “Plus,” Tom added. ‘They are located on the north side of town. We could get them, they were used to evacuate people from that area.” 
 
    “You evacuated the North Side?” Ella asked. “Why did the South Side get left behind?” 
 
    Tom shrugged. “I don’t know.” 
 
    James snapped his finger. “Here. Not far from Sanctum. Still on the south side. The Clipper River Boats. That area is not populated, just businesses, bet we can get there. We talked about this before. All those people can fit on one of those boats.” 
 
    “How are we going to man it?” Ella asked. 
 
    Tom answered. “I’m sure it’s not that hard.” 
 
    “It’s not,” another voice entered the room. It was Don. “It isn’t at all. The controls are pretty self-explanatory.” 
 
    “Okay,” James said. “Your wife is a sharp shooter and you man riverboats?” 
 
    Don laughed. “No, don’t be silly. I know the controls. I worked for the fleet for decades as super hero on the kids’ cruises.” 
 
    No one laughed. It was silent. 
 
    “Anyhow …” Don made his way to the map. “We can move the boat straight down to those docks. Put down the ramp.” 
 
    “We?” James asked. “You and Paula are coming? You know we probably aren’t coming back. Probably stuck on that boat awhile, I mean it’s a hundred people and—” 
 
    “I know. We know. What else are we going to do?” Don asked. “Survivors have to stick together.” 
 
    Tom asked him. “So, you can maneuver this boat?” 
 
    “Yes.” Don nodded. “You could, too. And honestly, you stock this thing up it can sustain everyone until we figure out a place to dock for good.” 
 
    ‘That still leaves a big problem,” Ella said. “How do we get the people of Sanctum to the boat? With no way to communicate that we’re coming, they can’t even lend a hand.” 
 
    Tom gazed down. “Using the shortest distance between two points is a straight line, how far is that, Ella?” 
 
    “Roughly a hundred feet,” she answered. “But it’s not a straight smooth shot. No matter how we slice and dice it, it comes down to the same problem. We can get there, we just can’t get to them. I mean, I have been wracking my brain, but I’m like a hamster in a wheel.” 
 
    “That’s it,” James said. “A wheel, well, not a wheel, a tunnel.” 
 
    “You want to dig a tunnel?” Ella asked. 
 
    James shook his head. “Build one. But it won’t be a real tunnel. If the Codies can’t see you, they won’t attack. We quietly move groups through, straight from the fence through the tunnel.” 
 
    “Good thinking, Doc,” Tom swatted his back. “But realistically, where are we getting the tunnels.” 
 
    “Tents,” James said. “The quarantine and field hospital tents. They’re thirty to fifty feet long. The walkways that go between them. We only need a couple and … they’re retractable.” 
 
    Ella asked. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means,” Tom explained. “You pulled them out like a Slinky. Not bad. We put them as best as we can together. Those things weigh at least a hundred pounds.” 
 
    Don snapped his fingers several times rapidly. “How about we do one better? How about we use Doctor Ung’s Hamster wheel idea, but go with tubes., Like the ones that the hamsters go through. From the dock ramp straight to the gate.” 
 
    “How?” Paul asked. 
 
    “Three foot diameter construction chutes. You know the ones used on buildings that hang down for debris. Three feet in diameter pretty much anyone can crawl through. Lightweight plastic, each extends twenty feet, they interlock, easy to assemble and they weight thirty-seven pounds.” 
 
    Ella blinked in shock. “That’s a pretty detailed knowledge of those things.” 
 
    “I know them well. I look at the purchase orders and I know where we can get them. MeinCo Construction. Got about eight sitting in the back warehouse, they were supposed to go out when the jobs were still running. I … I know this, I am Chief Financial Officer there.” 
 
    “Wow,” Tom said. “He comes up with not only the idea for the boat, he can man it and … he solves the Sanctum dilemma. Pretty good, huh, James, for a neighbor you don’t like.” 
 
    Don quickly looked at James. “You don’t like me?” 
 
    “What?” James snapped in shock. “No, I never said that. Please, what I said was …” He stopped talking when he noticed everyone’s attention was elsewhere. Not only that, they looked surprised. James turned his head to see Bradly standing in the kitchen. 
 
    “What ... what happened?” Bradly asked, confused. 
 
    “Son.” Tom approached him. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Fuzzy. Weird,” Bradly answered. “I remember not feeling well. Sick to my stomach, you know. A bunch of the guys were. I laid down, next thing I know, I’m … staring at her.” He looked at Ella. “And then nothing again.” 
 
    “You had an episode.” Tom placed his hand on Bradly’s shoulder. 
 
    “In fact,” James added. “I’m a doctor. I’d like to examine you now if I could.” 
 
    Bradly nodded slowly. “Okay. I would like to go back to bed if I can.” He turned, took a step and stopped. Slowly, he turned back around. His eyes widened, almost with a saddened revelation. “Major Tom?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “If you see my mom, tell her I love her.” 
 
    “Son, why don’t …” 
 
    Before Tom could finish, Bradly’s eyes rolled behind his head and he fell to the floor. 
 
    No convulsions, no noise … nothing.  
 
    Hurriedly, James rushed to him and joined him on the floor. His hand felt his neck, then James put his ear close to his face. “He’s dead.” 
 
    In a whisper, Don spoke, “The virus killed the virus.” 
 
    James peered up at him. 
 
    Don explained. “He was healthy, the vaccine was part virus. He got it, you hit him again with the vaccine, the virus canceled itself out.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” James asked. 
 
    “I’m just theorizing.” 
 
    “He thought of his mother,” Ella said sadly. 
 
    “He was twenty-three years old,” Tom said. “So young.” 
 
    “Will he come back?” Ella asked, looking at Don. “Will he revive?” 
 
    “Why are you asking him?” James snapped. 
 
    “He seems smart,” Ella replied. 
 
    “I am, with a high IQ,” Don said. “But I don’t know. I would say yes.” 
 
    “I say …” James cupped his hands over Bradly’s chest. “Let’s not give up on him.” 
 
    Tom stopped him. “He has the virus Doc. One way or another he has it. CPR means mouth to mouth. You wanna risk doing that, having him vomit in your mouth and give it to you?” 
 
    James closed his eyes. “As a doctor …” 
 
    “You have to preserve the integrity of life as well,” Tom told him. “Let him go. He was one of my men. Let him go.” 
 
    “How much integrity is it giving him if he revives?” James asked. 
 
    “He won’t.” Tom knelt down by Bradly and reached into his front chest pocket. The object he carried protruded like a long pen. But it wasn’t. It was an instrument of eternal peace for those infected. 
 
    Tom swept his hand down Bradly’s face, closing his eyes then placed the thin narrow instrument to Bradly’s temple. Tom looked down to the young man and with a depress of his thumb to the end of the tool, Tom whispered his standard, “Rectify.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THIRTEEN – EAVESDROPPING 
 
      
 
    Legs extended and resting on the desk, Clay kicked back in his chair, watching the radio and sipping a warm beer. 
 
    “I don’t know how many are in your town,” Ella’s voice carried over the speaker. “Just giving you the warning. If he woke up. So, will they. I know around here, everyone got the immunization. So, everyone went down.” 
 
    Clay lifted his beer, speaking to himself out loud and not into the radio. “Don’t have that problem here. No one got the immunization.” 
 
    “They went down and will get back up,” Ella said. 
 
    “Yeah, well, ours caught the flu and turned.” He took another sip. 
 
    “He seemed different, though. Which scared me. Almost as if he were fully aware of what was happening. He was one of them, a Codie, but had a look about him.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “He died though. He died shortly after we hit him with the vaccine again.” 
 
    “You double dosed him, of course he would. And, you have a doctor. Ha!” 
 
    “Anyhow, I’ll check back later. Just wanted to give an update to Grant and to anyone else that is listening. Night.” 
 
    “Night.” 
 
    “You know …” Jerry, the residential fill in doctor, stepped into the room. ‘You probably would get a lot further if you picked up that mic and actually let her hear what you were saying.” 
 
    “Nah. I’m just listening.” 
 
    “What is she saying?” 
 
    “Like a news update. She talked about those who got the immunization and kinda went comatose.” 
 
    “We knew that.” 
 
    “They’re rising.” 
 
    “We didn’t know that.” 
 
    “Well, we don’t have that problem here,” Clay said. “We never got the shots. Did you catch that last part about the one being different?” 
 
    “I did. So, she was being an apocalypse Delilah.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, a what?” Clay asked. 
 
    “Delilah, she ... just ... it was a woman DJ a while back that used to be on the air, sultry voice, talked to people and they all thought she was their friend. She played music.” 
 
    “This chick was talking about music. Trying to break down the words to some old David Bowie song. Strange. She was also talking to her friend, who wasn’t replying. Seems she came up with some elaborate chutes and ladders rescue for him and the town. Gonna boat up to their riverside compound and set up tubes for the people stuck to crawl through. From the compound to the boat. Only way out. Apparently, that part of town was the dumping ground for Codies. Radio chick says there are tens of thousands of them crammed in the area.” 
 
    “That really is elaborate. How do they propose to do that with tens of thousands of Codies?” 
 
    “Sneak in from the river. Less of them that way. And one of them is invisible to the Codies. That’s what she said. She said she is like the Jesus of Codies, she walks among them.” 
 
    “She called herself the Jesus of the Codies?” 
 
    “No, I did.” 
 
    “You’re insane. Pick up the radio and talk to her.” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Clay, you’re the one that said everyone is welcome.” 
 
    “I did.” Clay nodded. “But I don’t know. Call it a gut instinct. I just don’t trust them. They’re trouble.” 
 
    “Your gut is wrong. Think about it. Good night.” 
 
    After another swig of his beer, Clay lifted the bottle as his form of goodnight and returned to focusing on the radio. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FOURTEEN – ONCE BITTEN 
 
      
 
    Jennifer and Ben Fields, a couple that lived several doors up the road from James, were wandering aimlessly down the middle of the street. They staggered, Ben was half dressed, Jennifer in workout clothes. They looked lost and confused. 
 
    In fact, Tom thought at first that was what they were ... confused, maybe they woke up, didn’t know what was going on. Following a short whistle from the second floor window where he held watch, Tom knew better, 
 
    They honed on in him and raged his way. 
 
    That told Tom, they were like Bradly and had risen. 
 
    How long would it be before the entire neighborhood was at their door? 
 
    The spotting of those two people wouldn’t have been that big of a deal if Rhonda hadn’t also seen them and decided that was the moment she wanted to check and see if she was like Ella. 
 
    She walked right out of the house and up to the couple. They walked around her, ignored her as if she weren’t even there. 
 
    As if she won the lottery, Rhonda did a celebration dance right there in the middle of the small front yard. 
 
    Tom told her to get back into the house. 
 
    He watched awhile longer, then decided to join the others. He could hear their voices carrying up from below. 
 
    After coming down the stairs, Tom double checked the locks before joining the others in the kitchen. “The natives are getting restless,” Tom said., “You have two wandering out there. We need to get a move on before the entire neighborhood, or those who got the shot, get up and make it impossible for us to leave.” 
 
    Ella gathered up the map. ‘So basically, we need to stay clear of areas where people were tucked in their beds thinking they had some bad side effect.” 
 
    Tom nodded. “James, I know this is your home. You may want to take this time to get things you want to take.” 
 
    “I’ve already been doing that,” James replied. 
 
    “Paula and I will do the same thing,” Don said. “We’ll head home. Get some items, grab the rest of our guns and will be back. We’ll head to the construction company first. There are trucks in the garage there, we can take one of those trucks to the boat.” 
 
    “Unload the chutes on the vessel,” Tom said. “And head out for supplies. Use the day to get supplies and practice moving and carrying those chutes along with connecting them.” 
 
    “Any of the clipper fleet big enough to do that,” Don said. “Taking the day is a good idea.” 
 
    Don then excused himself from the kitchen and left the house with Paula. 
 
    “Are they safe out there?” James asked, in reference to Paula and Don. 
 
    “I only saw two Codies,” Tom replied. “For now. Once we get to the fleet, James, you’ll set up inside, I’ll head out for supplies and when I am doing that…” He then looked at Rhonda and Ella. “You two have to practice moving those tubes. They’re gonna be heavy.” 
 
    “Why are they doing the chutes?” James asked.  
 
    Rhonda answered. “Because Ella has some sort of immunity and I do, too. It’s the best combination.” 
 
    “You’re not well, Rhonda,” James said. “I know you feel it. I know it’s been a couple weeks since you had the baby, but it’s only been a few days since Tom gave you the serum. Your legs …” 
 
    “I know. Have rotting flesh.” 
 
    “I was hoping to find a way to do the invasive surgery today,” James said. “Hit the hospital. Get what I need. Do it either here or find a way to do it on the boat. Either way, it needs to be done.” 
 
    “Then it can wait,” Rhonda told him. 
 
    “The longer you wait, the more chance you have of losing your legs all together.” 
 
    “What about I do it alone?” Ella suggested. “They’re tubes, they roll. I can roll them into place.” 
 
    Rhonda faced her. “It is a two person job. So, unless you …” she turned again to James. “Have another suggestion. The surgery is going to have to wait until after the rescue.”
“I do,” Tom interjected. “What about if I go. I’m strong. I can move those chutes quick. I’ll do it with Ella.” 
 
    Ella lifted her hand. “There you go again being chivalrous. Thank you, Major Tom, but really in this instance, chivalry be damned. Those Codies will be all over you making it impossible for us to lay those chutes efficiently and fast.” 
 
    “Not if I’m like you.” 
 
    James chuckled. “And how do you suppose you do that.” 
 
    “What if I …” Tom extended his hand and laid a syringe on the table. “Get bit.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is totally insane, you know that, right?” James asked Tom. 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “You know this is not guaranteed to work.” 
 
    “I am going to try to repeat the process,” Tom said. “Bit in the left arm, give the virus time to hit me and then take the vaccine.” 
 
    “And it if doesn’t work?” James asked. 
 
    “I prefer to believe it will.” Tom smiled. There was a bit of nervousness in his smile and James saw it. He raised his eyes to Ella. “Watch him.” 
 
    “We’re good. We’ll be three houses over. They have a big fence, we’re letting one of the gnarly ones in. Only one. We can handle one.” 
 
    James shook his head. “Gnarly. Anyhow, control the bleeding.” 
 
    “We will,” Ella replied. 
 
    “As soon as the skin breaks, I’ll rectify it,” Tom said. 
 
    James was hesitant. He actually hated the idea and the plan, but they seemed dead set on it and all he could do was step back and hope for the best. He had to. Truth be known, other than him being a good guy, Tom was an anchor in the group. They couldn’t afford to lose him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    Ella figured the people that lived in the house down from James had to be either particularly protective of their garden or were up to something in their yard. They were the only reasons she could figure why they had the large wooden plank fence. It was the epitome of a privacy fence. 
 
    The particularly ‘gnarly’ one that Ella described was at least a few days old as a Codie. He paced back and forth in the driveway and dove for the truck as soon as they pulled in. 
 
    It was silly driving only a few houses down, but it was the safest bet. 
 
    Get in, get out. 
 
    The Codie didn’t pay any attention to Ella. His hands hit and squeaked against Tom’s window and she slipped from the truck to check the backyard of the house. 
 
    She wanted to make sure there were no others around. 
 
     After getting out of the truck, she walked to the fence a mere five feet away. It was latched and she had to reach up to undo it. 
 
    The gate pulled outward and Ella opened it a few inches to peek in. The yard was empty. She closed the gate again, stood there and waved Tom to come. 
 
    He climbed over and slipped out her side of the truck, closing the door and drawing the attention of the Codie. 
 
    It came his way, and he kept the pace even enough that it followed him to the gate and stayed on the other side as he slipped into the yard with Ella. 
 
    She held the gate closed. 
 
    The yard wasn’t big, and it was obvious the owners hunkered down and were probably still in the house. The first floor windows, including the patio doors were boarded up tight. 
 
    “You ready?” she asked him. 
 
    Tom nodded. 
 
    Ella knew the plan. She would open the gate and the moment the Codie charged in, she’d push it close then grab for him, so he didn’t go after Tom full force. 
 
    Tom was to block him with his left forearm, hoping that was where the Codie would bite down. 
 
    When she saw Tom had his small rectifying tool ready, Ella opened the gate. 
 
    There was a second delay, then Gnarly Codie made his way through. He locked on to Tom and full force headed his way. 
 
    Ella slammed the gate and grabbed Gnarly, arms around his waist, holding on to him. He felt slimy, making her gag. His clothes were damp and stunk. 
 
    She tried to see what was going on, but Gnarly struggled against her hold. 
 
    The second she heard the soft grunt from Tom, she knew he was bit. 
 
    It was only a second, and she didn’t have to hold on to Gnarly any longer. His body went limp and he dropped from her arms to the ground. 
 
    Tom held his forearm and Ella whipped a cloth from her back packet, throwing it over his wound. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, son of a bitch hurts.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “It’s five after ten. How long after you were bit did he give you the shot?” Tom asked. 
 
    “About an hour,” Ella said. “My heart was racing so, I am guessing it pumped through my blood pretty fast.” 
 
    “I have news. My heart’s racing right now.” 
 
    “You’ll be alright,” Ella said. “I believe that. And … I’ll drive.” 
 
    “Keys are still in the ignition.” 
 
    Not that he needed it, but Ella held on to Tom as a sense of support and opened the truck door for him. 
 
    It was going off without a hitch. 
 
    The backed out of the driveway and drove back down to James’ house. 
 
    As soon as they pulled in front, Ella saw the woman across the street. She moved rigidly, her head swinging back and forth as if looking for something. 
 
    “That’s different.” 
 
    “That’s the neighbor of James. She was with a man this morning. Jennifer Fields. Her husband is Ben. I wonder where he went?” 
 
    “Is that really their names?” Ella asked. 
 
    “That’s what Paula said.” Tom opened his door, he stepped out at the same time as Ella and headed up the walk. 
 
    Ella didn’t follow. She was busy watching Jennifer and her odd movements. She had seen a lot of Codies, but Jennifer was different. Almost like Bradly. 
 
    “Ella?” Tom called her. 
 
    “Was she a riser? I mean, you think she had the vaccine and went down like Bradly?” 
 
    “I would assume so. You coming in?” Tom asked. 
 
    Ella briefly looked over her shoulder. “Yeah. Go on. I’m coming.” 
 
    Ella heard the door squeak open and close, then after another second or two looking at Jennifer, she headed to the house. 
 
    The second she approached James’ red double doors, she heard the heavy breathing. 
 
    Peering over her shoulder to her right, she saw a male Codie. He too, like Jennifer moved differently. It had to be Ben. 
 
    Eyes never leaving him, Ella reached for the door handle, just as she grabbed hold of it, before she could give it a turn, Ben charged her way. 
 
    Then exactly the same as Bradly, he stopped cold directly in front of her. His face a mere few inches from hers. 
 
    His mouth opened, head tilted as if he were orally taking in her scene. 
 
    “Tom,” Ella called out. “James? Stay inside.” 
 
    She wanted to go in the house but feared if she opened the door. Ben would go in. So, slowly and cautiously, she moved away from the door. 
 
    Ben kept the same distance, moving with her, studying her. 
 
    She didn’t like the feeling she was getting. Was he trying to figure her out? 
 
    Quickly she mentally went through her options. She could run or try for the door. 
 
    The keys were still in her hand. 
 
    She had to draw him from the house. 
 
    All it would take was a quick shove and then she’d bolt to the truck. 
 
    That was her plan. 
 
    The second she went to shove him, he grabbed her by the shirt and tossed her to the side. 
 
    She slammed against the house. Before she could bounce back, get her footing and run, he struck her in the face with a closed fist. 
 
    Everything spun around her, the pain was tremendous, even taking her breath away. 
 
    Ella lost all balance and toppled to the porch. 
 
    As soon as she hit the planks of the floor, he sailed a foot into her side, then rapidly and viciously began to kick her, one right after another. Ella brought her arms to her body to protect her ribs and rolled in a ball. 
 
    He landed six solid kicks before he stopped and fell down right next to her. Blood poured from his head, forming a puddle that aimed for Ella. 
 
    She felt her arm grabbed and she was lifted quickly to her feet. 
 
    James wrapped his arm around her, nearly dragging her back into the house. 
 
    It was happening so fast, Ella wasn’t really registering anything. 
 
    “I didn’t hear … I didn’t hear the shot,” Ella said. 
 
    “Paula put a silencer on her revolver.” He handed the weapon back to Paula. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Paula asked Ella. “You’re bleeding.” 
 
    Rhonda rushed her way. “Oh my God, what happened?” 
 
    James held up his hand. “She’ll be fine. I’m taking her to dining room. Is Tom in the den?” 
 
    “Yes,” Rhonda answered.  
 
    “Tell him I’ll be right there. I need you to bring me my suture kit. I have it in there. Paula, grab me some rags, third drawer down, left of the sink, also a pan of water. And in the kitchen is Ella’s black bag. Grab me a bottle from her bag.” 
 
    “There’s more than one?” Paula asked. 
 
    James let out an airy chuckle. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Any particular spirit?” 
 
    “Any will do.” James led her though the living room. He sat her in one of the dining room chairs, then grabbed a glass from the cabinet in there. 
 
    “It’s empty,” Ella said as the glass was set in front of her. 
 
    “Won’t be for long.” James pulled up a chair and sat directly across from her. “What the hell happened out there?” 
 
    Ella exhaled heavily and leaned into James, whispering. “They’re different. I said it when I saw Bradly. These ones are different.” 
 
    “You’re not invisible to them.” 
 
    Ella shook her head. “But they look at me differently.” 
 
    “What do you …” James paused when Rhonda brought in the suture kit and Paula brought in the water, cloths and a bottle of Vodka. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Are we allowed to know what’s going on?” Rhonda asked. 
 
    “When I’m done, she can tell you.” 
 
    Rhonda nodded and stepped back. She and Paula left the room. 
 
    James grabbed the bottle and looked at Ella when she grunted. “What’s wrong.” 
 
    “I’m not a vodka fan.” 
 
    James shook his head and poured some in the glass. “It’s not all for drinking.” 
 
    “You’re gonna waste my booze on my injuries.” 
 
    “Drink.” He pushed it to her. “And tell me. You said they look at you differently.” 
 
    “Yeah, like they’re thinking.” 
 
    “That’s impossible.” He dipped one of the cloths in water and wiped her bleeding cheek. 
 
    “No, it’s not,” Ella said. “Your friend June theorized a part of them was still in there. Rhonda ... was still in there. These ones are completely and utterly a different breed. They think. They know. The ones that rot, the ones bit, scratched, they used to look at me like a meal. This one … he looked at me like a threat. He had an opportunity to take a bite out of me, but he didn’t. Instead …” She downed the small amount of vodka. “He opted to beat the hell out of me.” 
 
    “How much pain are you in?” James set down the cloth. 
 
    “I don’t know. My adrenaline is still going. How did you know to come out?” 
 
    “Paula,” James said, preparing the sutures. “She called for me.” 
 
    “Boy, for a couple that you just don’t like, they are coming in handy.” 
 
    “Stop.” He poured some vodka onto the clean cloth and brought it to her cheek. 
 
    Ella winced a little. 
 
    “Sorry.” He then poured some in a glass. “Have another drink. I’d like to get you numb.” 
 
    Ella laughed. “I’m a hardcore drinker. It’s gonna take more than that to get me numb.” 
 
    He pushed the bottle forward. 
 
    “James, the other ones, the ones that were like Rhonda. They were near dead, weren’t they?” 
 
    James nodded. “Yeah. Heart rate, respiration, all very slow. They are there, but slow.” 
 
    “These ones aren’t like that. I don’t think they’re rotting.” 
 
    “You think they’re one hundred percent alive.” 
 
    “Yes. We need to get one and test them.” 
 
    James laughed. “The best I can do is examine them. I can’t run blood tests. I don’t know what I’m looking at. I told you this before. Now, I need to get you sutured and then tend to Tom.” 
 
    As he brought his hand to her cheek, she stopped him, grabbing his wrist. “Bradly … Ben … they looked at me like they were thinking. Thinking, James. If by some chance they are, they can plot, they can plan.” 
 
    “We’ll have to be one step ahead.” 
 
    “Yeah, we will. But we have one problem.” 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “When it was just the Codies. The ones bit, the ones that passed and revived … we had an upper hand, but tens of millions got that vaccine. Tens of millions are going to wake up and be just like Bradly. And we’re in trouble,” Ella said. “These intelligent, thinking, raging creatures … now outnumber us.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FIFTEEN - PREPPING 
 
      
 
    It was bittersweet for James. He hated leaving his house, yet, he knew they had no choice. In the hour that he waited until he gave Tom the vaccine, the neighbors began waking. 
 
    He packed what memories he could, telling himself, eventually he would come back. The house was going nowhere. 
 
    They loaded into two vehicles and headed toward the river where the Clipper Fleet was located. Stopping only at an Urgent Care for James to grab supplies. 
 
    They needed enough for a month, maybe more, that was how long he figured they’d have to be on the boat until they found a safe place to dock. 
 
    James knew the location of the Clipper Fleet but didn’t put two and two together until they arrived there. 
 
    It was close, too close for comfort to the part of South Side that was swarming with Codies. Only four blocks. But that section was blocked off by the military, large fences and barricades were erected and did their job well. 
 
    He didn’t see any by the barricade. Ella said they were all center and massing where there was life. 
 
    She conveyed she was certain, at one time, a lot of the residents were alive. 
 
    Once at the Fleet, Don showed again why he was a useful part of the team and how wrong James was about him. Their annoying personality paled in comparison to how much of an asset the odd ball team was. 
 
    After breaking into the office building, Don knew where the keys were and chose the Majesty Two as their means of transportation. 
 
    It was large, and a smaller replica of the old steam boats. It was the last one used and docked in a position where they could easily head down river toward the compound. 
 
    James, Rhonda and the baby were left there, while the others went out to the Construction company and supplies. 
 
    He hated that he wasn’t out there with them helping, but he understood their reasoning to keep him away from harm. 
 
    The ramps were pulled up and locked, they were safe on the boat, even just docked. 
 
    The boat was large, three decks. The first was tables that surrounded a dance floor, a bar on one end and kitchen on the other. The second floor were more tables with an open center area that looked down, and the third floor, tiny as it was, were where the controls were located. 
 
    There were other little rooms, like offices, storage rooms and bathrooms. 
 
    He hadn’t a clue how they were going to organize over a hundred people to live on the boat for one month. Rhonda made the suggestion there were enough table cloths to create curtains for privacy. 
 
    That would work but having a destination would be better. 
 
    After exploring, James went topside to the outer second floor deck. It faced the city. Even with some of the buildings showing signs of fire, it was still a beautiful sight. Beautiful but, there was such a dead silence to everything. It felt lonely and terrifying. 
 
    For a second, looking at the skyline under the perfect, cloudless blue sky, James allowed himself to forget about all the horrors that were happening, he was brought back to reality by the bodies that continuously floated by in the river. 
 
    There were so many of them, James didn’t stay outside for long, he went in to wait for the others. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tom helped until he couldn’t and then he passed out. 
 
    Ella was grateful for the help because there was no way she was assisting Don in putting the construction chutes in the truck. They were heavy and she worried about that. They had to put down at least five of them to get to the fence, at least that was what she figured. 
 
    Fortunately, Don had a flat dolly 
 
    That was the part of the work that Tom did. He made all the way to the Clipper Fleet and then he said he had to stop. 
 
    That worried Ella, but she didn’t show it. She continued to help Paula and Don on the supply runs. Ella hadn’t a clue there were that many food banks in the city. They hadn’t been touched or picked over. 
 
    They stayed away from residential areas. The business districts may have more Codies, but at least they were the original ones. 
 
    Ella never thought she’d see the day when she preferred one type of Codie over another. 
 
    By the time they had finished, Ella, too, had reached the end of her rope. 
 
    Her face throbbed and ached along with her entire body. She couldn’t determine where all she had been kicked and was certain the next day the bruises would pin point her injuries. 
 
    Then again, her face didn’t waste any time turning colors. 
 
    She saw her reflection once and it was briefly. Ella turned away. Her cheek was swollen and the entire side of her face was already blue. 
 
    Upon returning to the boat, they had to unload everything, and that process took time. 
 
    Ella was ready to rest, but she couldn’t. While it was still light out, she had to practice locking the chutes together. 
 
    One piece of the plan was missing … Tom. 
 
    Hours later, and he was still sleeping. 
 
    To Ella, that meant one thing. It didn’t work on Tom and he was going the same route as Bradly and anyone else that took the immunization. 
 
    “He’s fine,” James told her as they stood on the deck. “Trust me.” 
 
    “He’s still sleeping.” 
 
    “Well, the man hasn’t slept in days. Don’t you remember me?” James asked. “You thought the same about me.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you weren’t bit. He was.” 
 
    “He’s fine.” 
 
    “We need to know,” Ella said. “If he’s a new and improved Codie, we need to know.” 
 
    “Oh my God, he’s not.”  
 
    “I’m finding out.” Ella walked inside and to the corner where Tom had set up a make shift bed on the floor. “Hey.” She nudged his leg with her foot. “Hey.” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Ella, let him sleep,” James said. “He’ll wanna take watch tonight and tomorrow is the rescue.”: 
 
    Ella ignored James. “Tom. Tom. Tom.” 
 
    “Ella,” James warned her. 
 
    Then Ella started to sing her own version of his theme song, “This is ground control to Major Tom, you’re laying on the floor and I need to know if you’re human anymore.” 
 
    Tom groaned. “Yes, Ella. I am.” 
 
    “Oh. Good. Thanks.” Ella turned and walked away. 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
      
 
    She had blisters on her hands. James treated them and suggested gloves for the rescue the next day. He was sure after they got the people from Sanctum, if they were successful, Ella would, like Tom, pass out. She was running on fumes and booze. 
 
    In fact, James found her on the deck, bottle in hand, leaning against the railing staring out into the darkened city. 
 
    “Think maybe after we get everyone situated,” James approached her. “You may want to give your liver a rest?” 
 
    Ella laughed. ‘You’re cute.” 
 
    “I’m serious, Ella.” 
 
    “I know.” She sipped from the bottle. “And eventually, I’ll stop. Just not now. Not yet.” 
 
    “It’s still going to be there. Sober or not,” James said. 
 
    “In time I’ll face it.” She lifted the bottle and pointed to the city skyline. “I never thought I’d see the day when the world went dark. Yet, here we are. You know, if you listen you can hear them.” 
 
    “Hear who?” 
 
    “The Codies.” 
 
    “No, you can’t.” 
 
    “Yes, you can. Just have to tune in. So … did Tom finally get up?” 
 
    Before James could answer, Tom did. 
 
    “I’m up and up to speed,” Tom stepped onto the deck. “I know the plan. And, Ella, while I appreciate you worrying, please know I wouldn’t have shunned my responsibilities. I literally couldn’t do anything. It took over.” 
 
    Ella nodded. “Do you think it worked?” 
 
    Tom shrugged. 
 
    Ella face James. “What about you? Do you think it worked?” 
 
    “I don’t know. We should test it. Maybe tomorrow …” 
 
    “How about now?” Ella asked Tom. “Take the truck and hit the barricade?” 
 
    “Ella,” James squealed out in shock. “It’s night. It’s dark. You’re drunk.” 
 
    “I’m not drunk.” 
 
    “Okay, then tipsy.” 
 
    “I’ll give you that,” she said. “We’re not going in. We’re just going to the barricade. If they charge for him and keep trying to get him, then we’ll know. We’ll be completely safe either way. At least it’s the OG Codies.” 
 
    Tom chuckled, ‘The O … G Codies?” 
 
    “Original Gangster Codies. First wave, non-modified and intelligent.” 
 
    “You really think that’s what we’re dealing with?” Tom asked. 
 
    “You didn’t see, Tom,” she said. “That Codie knew exactly what he was doing to me.” 
 
    “Okay, then let’s do this.” 
 
    “You know what?” James lifted his hands in defeat. “I give up. And … I am not staying here. I’m going.” 
 
    “Doc,” Tom said. ‘You really shouldn’t.” 
 
    “Ella said it is completely safe. I want to leave this boat. I’m going to be on it for a while. So … let’s do this. I want to see for myself.” 
 
    Ella was game and seemed rather happy that James was coming along. 
 
    After telling the others, they loaded into the construction pick-up and headed a few blocks away to the barricade. 
 
    The moment James stepped out, he wanted to tell Ella how right she was. He could hear them, in the dead of night and a silent world, sound traveled in an abundance. He could not only hear the Codies, he could hear baby Rodney crying blocks away. 
 
    The Codies were gathered at the barricade fence, they could hear the baby, too. 
 
    A smell filled the air, it was awful. Like some garbage pen with rotting trash. 
 
    That and the moment the three of them were spotted. The Codies grew vicious and rushed the fence, clamoring over each other to get out. 
 
    “James,” Ella said softy. “Go back to the truck. We need to see if it’s Tom they’re reacting to, as well.” 
 
    James agreed and backed up. He needed to get away from the smell. As he stepped into the truck, he watched Ella walk straight to the barricade. 
 
    They didn’t go for her, they moved as if she was blocking their view. 
 
    “I still got it,” Ella yelled. “At least with them.” 
 
    James slid in the truck, shut the door and slid down. Enough to be out of sight but not far enough that he couldn’t watch. 
 
    Tom walked to the barricade. 
 
    It was at that moment, James knew that it worked. 
 
    The Codies backed off and calmed down. 
 
    He watched as Ella and Tom celebrated with high fives to each other like they were watching a football game. 
 
    For months the world battled the CO-D4 virus. Mankind had gone to the edge of extinction, retreated and returned the edge again. 
 
    Every scientist in the world worked on a way to beat it. 
 
    Finally, by accident, their little group discovered a way. 
 
    There were two types of inoculations handed out. A supposed antidote and the other, a vaccination. 
 
    The antidote didn’t work to defeat the virus in the body, but oddly, the vaccination did. 
 
    In order to be immune, one had to be infected and cured. 
 
    That was the secret. That was the way to overcome CO-D4. 
 
    It was too bad, it was all learned a little too late. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SIXTEEN – THE OTHERS 
 
      
 
    There was about fifteen feet from the fence to the building. The smallest open area in Sanctum. Grant stood there, watching the Codies bounce off the fence. There were at least three dozen back there, a lot less than anywhere else. Grant figured it was because the area was hidden. 
 
    It was the spot Ella would sneak out. 
 
    “It’s gonna be here,” Grant told Mandy. 
 
    “Are you sure?” she asked. 
 
    “Has to be. This is the shortest distance between here and the main dock. This is it.” 
 
    “And we are going to make our way through the Chuck E Cheese tubes from here to the dock?” she asked. 
 
    “That’s what she said on the radio.” 
 
    “That’s a hundred people going a hundred feet. We’re going to have to be fast.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Once we start heading out, the infected are going to swarm to this area.” 
 
    “Not to mention the dock. This is going to be impossible,” Mandy said. 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s the only way out. Children first with escorts. Those are the most important people to get out.” 
 
    “I talked to the kids,” Mandy said. “I told them about crawling through. It’s going to be dark. We have six kids under the age of five. They’re going to be scared, they won’t go, I’m telling you. 
 
    “My plan is to have an adult, every couple kids. You know, with a flashlight, crawling through with them. It might work. If it doesn’t … we carry them.” 
 
    Mandy laughed airily. “Carry them through the tubes?” 
 
    Grant shook his head. “No. It’s a hundred feet. We carry them and run for the docks.” 
 
    “How do you propose we do that? You just said this place will be swarming once we start moving out. How do we get out with our most precious cargo with all of those things … out there?” 
 
    “Simple. A diversion. When it’s time to go. When it’s time to carry them out,” Grant said. “We take all those infected out there and let them in.” 
 
    “Let them in?” Mandy said as if he were nuts. “You realize they will storm this place and it will be extremely dangerous. There are thousands out there. Thousands.” 
 
    “Yep.” Grant nodded. “Truth be told, Mandy, we aren’t all making it out. We’re not. You know how the saying goes. The best laid plans of mice and men? This is one of those plans. Something is going to go wrong. We’re all going to die here if we stay. Some of us will live if we leave,” Grant said. “Really, at this point, what choice do we have?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    Did she have nothing else to do, Clay wondered. Other than talk away on the radio? Didn’t she sleep? Then again, neither did Clay. The woman whose voice filled the air talked about her experience with that she called NICS. N … I … C. New Improved Codies. 
 
    Was everything a nickname or acronym? He supposed they needed a name or else they would be saying, “Hey, watch out, that person who took the immunization, went comatose, woke up enraged is coming for you.” 
 
    He listened to her ramble, then cycle back to her plan of rescue in case Grant was listening. 
 
    Clay had to admit, he was impressed. Even if the rescue didn’t work, he had to give them props for trying. 
 
    He was in his new typical position, feet propped up listening to the radio, when Jerry knocked on the door and stepped in. Clay turned down the volume. 
 
    “Busy, I see,” Jerry said. 
 
    “Yep.” Clay cleared his throat and exhaled. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Cathy passed away. You know the woman you rescued yesterday?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “I rectified her. I see you’re listening again.” 
 
    “I am. They have this elaborate rescue planned. As you know. A hundred people. And, they got a case of the immunization they are bringing with them. Two hundred doses.” 
 
    Jerry crinkled his brow. “It doesn’t work.” 
 
    “Nope. Alone it doesn’t. It turned them into NICS.” 
 
    “NICS?” 
 
    “New Improved Codies. Intelligent ones,” Clay said. “She went off about how they think and stuff. One kicked her ass.” 
 
    “Wow. Okay. So why grab the inoculation?” 
 
    “She said they have a way to make it work. She’s calling out for a scientist.” Clay shrugged. 
 
    “Bill’s a science teacher, will that work?” 
 
    Clay shrugged.  
 
    “Yesterday when you brought Cathy in, she was another person you rescued. You ... Clay said everyone gets in. You have this fortress, this safe haven here.  A place that can grow and nothing can get it. We can conceivably wait it all out. Heck, I remember a couple weeks ago, you standing up telling people how we need to find survivors, yet … you won’t invite these people.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Is it because there are so many?” Jerry asked. 
 
    “In part, yeah. One or two at a time, I can control. We have thirty-six people here., We bring in another hundred, hell we have …” 
 
    “Life.” 
 
    “I was going to say confusion.” 
 
    “You’re a good guy, Clay. You have a good thing here.” Jerry reached out and gave a squeeze to Clay’s shoulder. “Lift that radio and tell them where to go.” He patted him once before pulling back his hand. “Good night.” 
 
    “Night.” Clay lifted his hand in a wave, then turned up the radio again. 
 
    “And you know,” Ella’s voice carried over the radio. “I’m wondering if it’s a psychic thing with him.” 
 
    “What the hell is she talking about?” Clay asked. “What did I miss?” 
 
    “See what you think. And when we meet up you tell me,” Ella said. “Major Tom you really made the grade. And the papers want to know whose shirt you wear. It’s time to leave the capsule if you dare.” 
 
    Lyrics? She was reading lyrics? 
 
    “I mean,” Ella said. “How does that even fit into what is going on? What does an astronaut have to do with Codies? Or is it symbolic and really means nothing at all?” 
 
    After a groan and grunt, Clay lifted the microphone. “You do know that song isn’t about space, right? Over.” 
 
    Pause. 
 
    “Oh my gosh,” Ella gushed. “I thought I lost you. What did you say?” 
 
    “You’re talking about the song lyrics, right? It’s not about space. It’s about a junkie who overdosed. Stepping through the door. Floating in a most peculiar way. Stars look very different today. Heroin overdose.” 
 
    “Oh, wow. I never thought of that. Now you ruined the song,” she said. “Did you just tune in or have you been listening?” 
 
    “I’ve been listening and learning you. That’s why I didn’t say anything,” Clay told her. 
 
    “Why now?” Ella asked. 
 
    “Because you’re rescuing or attempting to rescue a lot of people tomorrow. You’re doing it by the river, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, since you need a place to go. You’re taking an awfully convenient route. I have your place. I have a safe haven. Even though I don’t think you and I are gonna get along at all … you’re gonna take the boat and float on down the Ohio River in a most peculiar way, directly to us.” 
 
    “Wait. We have a lot of people,” Ella said. 
 
    “I have a lot of room.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said softly. 
 
    “You’re welcome. Besides, I want to meet this Major Tom and Doctor James. Along with uh … Pauline?” 
 
    “Paula.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Thank you again.” 
 
    Clay nodded, even though she couldn’t see. He felt better about it. He wasn’t sure why he didn’t trust her and her people, a part of him still didn’t. But as Jerry had said, they were in a war against extinction and every person was a soldier. 
 
    Life needed soldiers. 
 
    Clay proceeded to give her the information to get to Moundsville. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SEVENTEEN – THE RESCUE 
 
      
 
    Paula and Don were oddly bubbly. They were the first ones up, then again, they were the first ones in bed. Don fired up the engines, which in turn gave power to the vessel. 
 
    Somehow, Paula whipped up a breakfast of egg puffs and fruit along with freshly brewed coffee. She set the table, made a bottle for Rodney and made everyone sit down together for a meal. 
 
    “This is the last day before mayhem,” she said. “Hopefully, a hundred people will board this ship and it will seem a little overwhelming. I know. I was a volunteer at a hurricane relief center. It gets hectic. So, enjoy this moment.” 
 
    Ella would. The egg puffs were delicious. She dabbed a little hot sauce on them and devoured them. She needed that energy source in her body. Something. Because every move she made hurt. 
 
    “We have about two days’ worth of power,” Don said. “We need to cook off anything that can go bad. After that, we’re going to be just floating. For God knows how long.” 
 
    “About five hours,” Ella said. 
 
    Everyone looked at her.  
 
    “Last night when I was playing with the radio again, hoping Grant could hear me, that guy responded,” Ella told them. “The one from two days ago. We’re gonna back track to the Ohio River and head down to West Virginia. Moundsville. He’s there. He has a place. He called it a Safe Haven. He and about thirty others are set up in an old prison and they are safe. They are planting and that’s where we’re headed.” 
 
    Everyone vocally responded at the same time and their voices meshed together. 
 
    “It sounds legit,” Ella said.  
 
    “What if it’s not,” Tom asked. “What if it’s an ambush?” 
 
    Ella giggled. “We’ll have over a hundred people, it is going to have to be a big ambush.” 
 
    James lifted his hand. “So, we’re not going to be floating on the river for a month.” 
 
    Ella shook her head. “Let’s hope not.” 
 
    After finishing up the meal, Don excused himself. It was time to go. 
 
    Ella walked to the deck to wait. 
 
    The morning sun felt warm and soothing. They were so close to Sanctum, so close. Under normal circumstances, she could walk there in less than ten minutes. 
 
    She sipped her coffee, elbows against the railing as the book lifted from dock and moved slowly down the river. 
 
    In minutes they would be there. 
 
    James joined her on the deck, asking her if she was nervous. 
 
    “Of course,” Ella replied. ‘Aren’t you?” 
 
    “A little, yeah. I have everything ready in case of injuries. Just hope I can keep up if it all goes south.” 
 
    “Let’s hope it doesn’t.” 
 
    It was a wild card rescue and they all knew it. Their unspoken fears were confirmed when they approached the dock and saw the Codies. 
 
    There weren’t thousands or even hundreds, but enough scattered about the shore and docks that the dream of a safe, quick rescue went out the window. 
 
    The original plan was the lower the ramp and leave it down. 
 
    That would be impossible. 
 
    The second they docked, the Codies made their way over. 
 
    Ammunition was rationed, so there was no way to take them all out. The sound of gunfire would only bring more. 
 
    It would be a quick drop and go. 
 
    Lower the ramp, Tom and Ella would roll the dolly down with the chutes and the ramp would be raised. 
 
    There wasn’t time to overthink, they had to just move. It was also a true test of Ella and Tom’s ability to slip through the Codies. 
 
    James wished them luck and they secured the first two chutes to the dolly and waited by the ramp. 
 
    The second it lowered and touched the dock, the Codies moved toward them. 
 
    They had to race down and clear the ramp before Don raised it within seconds of them making their way down. 
 
    The Codies encompassed them, ignoring Ella and Tom and reaching for the raised ramp. 
 
    Ella looked over her shoulder to James, then she and Tom together moved the dolly. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Grant was at the fence when Ella arrived with Tom. The arrival of the boat was a diversion that drew the Codies from the back area where they would attempt the rescue. 
 
    “I wouldn’t believe it if I didn’t see it with my own eyes,” Grant said astonished, reaching his fingers through the chain loops of the fence to touch Ella. “They aren’t attacking you.” 
 
    “No, they aren’t. We need to move quickly,” she said. “This is Major Tom.” 
 
    “Major Tom, thank you.” Grant nodded. 
 
    Ella explained the plan. They’d be back once the chutes were all in place and connected. They’d start with the children first. 
 
    It was tedious and physically exerting work, but Ella and Tom worked together. They placed the chutes, connected them and ran back to the boat to get another. 
 
    It took three hours, but they did it. 
 
    In doing so, they created a dilemma. Even though the last chute was a mere two feet from where the ramp would come down, more Codies had gathered at the dock and there was no clear and safe way to lower the ramp. 
 
    The best laid plans of mice of men … 
 
    They had to toss out the plan to have adults escort the children through the dark chutes. 
 
    The children had to venture alone. At the end, they would be lifted to the ramp that would still be in a raised positioned. 
 
    Don and James waited to grab them while Paula took position as a sharp shooter. 
 
    Led by an older child with a flashlight, they slipped though the slightly opened fence and began their journey on hands and knees. 
 
    Out of eighteen, only ten ventured through. 
 
    They thought it out, but not well enough.  
 
    The best laid plans … 
 
    They didn’t take into account that the children would pause, cry out and struggle as they crawled through. 
 
    They didn’t take into account the amount of people that would rush to the back portion of the fence to await their turn to crawl through the chutes. 
 
    They didn’t take into account … people would panic. 
 
    Ella and Tom stayed close to the chutes, following as the children made their way. 
 
    Their cries and the shaking of the tube caught the attention of the Codies and soon, the Codies were attacking the tubes. 
 
    They swarmed to the tubes, covering them which increased the panic in the kids. 
 
    “Keep going, keep crawling.” Ella encouraged. “Go. Go.” 
 
    It was a constant fight, pulling a Codie from the tubes only to have two more take its place. 
 
    What should have taken a few minutes, took nearly thirty, with all the stopping and going. Finally, the first child reached the end. 
 
    Tom yanked him out, like a doctor delivering a baby and lifted the ten-year-old child up into the clutches of Don. Codies reached and fought to get each child. 
 
    While Tom did the pulling them out, lifting them up, Ella battled the Codies. Pushing them back, striking them, doing everything in her power to keep them at bay. 
 
    Occasionally, Paula would have no choice but to fire a shot. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Then just as James lifted the tenth and final child upwards, something happened. 
 
    The Codies suddenly seemed disinterested in trying to get the children, they changed directions, and after all of them turned, they moved back in the direction of Sanctum. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Deep within his soul, James wanted the plan to work, but knew somehow things would go wrong. 
 
    In theory, it was awesome. Something like that would work like a charm in the movies, but in real life, it went from tricky to dangerous. 
 
    He watched in horror as the Codies pounced on the chutes, two or three at a time at the same spot. Grabbing for it, bending it. 
 
    Tom and Ella were on it, though. Shoving them off, repairing the chutes when they started to disconnect. 
 
    He worried about the children and how easily they could get hurt. 
 
    James recognized that they couldn’t lower the ramp and that he and Don had to be ready for when Tom lifted each child up. It wasn’t easy for him. The children would kick and scream in fear as the Codies reached and grabbed, extending their arms around Tom. 
 
    Then something happened, the Codies faced the other way and moved in a horde toward Sanctum. It happened just as Tom lifted the last child and the first adult made his way out. 
 
      
 
      
 
     “Lower the ramp,” Tom ordered. 
 
    He saw it as an opportunity to freely get those in the chutes up to the boat. James had to wonder if Tom was curious as to why they turned or even if he cared. 
 
    James did. 
 
      
 
      
 
    What is happening? Why is this happening? Ella thought in a panicked state. She watched the Codies move in droves back to Sanctum. She heard Tom yell out about lowering the ramp, and when she looked over her shoulder, she saw an adult male, impatiently grabbing for the ramp as it lowered. 
 
    Then another adult emerged from the tube, followed by another., They were coming out fast, not even giving the ramp a chance to make a connection to the dock. 
 
    Tom yelled at them, “Stop. Wait.” 
 
    Ella turned back around. The chute had to be full, it moved like a snake across the ground, shaking buckling. The Codies walked into it, bumping it … and then at the mid way point, it cracked and broke just as the wave of people passed. 
 
    The Codies stopped. 
 
    The reached inside the chutes, grabbing the first set of legs they could. 
 
    “No, no, no,” Ella hollered. “Tom! What do we do?” 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder to him. 
 
    When he saw what was happening, he paused in helping people. “Ella, come back to the boat.” 
 
    “The Codies, they’re getting …” 
 
    “Come back now.” 
 
    She didn’t understand why? She wasn’t in any danger. But it wasn’t the Codies, it was the oncoming rampage of running people that posed a threat. 
 
    Those from Sanctum barreled toward the boat, blasting past the Codies, tripping over the chutes, some making it through, some not so fortunate.  
 
    There were those holding children running and Ella watched helplessly. Why did they run? Why take the chance? 
 
    “Ella!” Tom called out. 
 
    There was nothing she could do, Ella wasn’t even armed. After two steps backwards, she spun on her heels and raced to the boat. 
 
    The ramp was still four feet from the dock. At that point, there were at least six people fighting to get up there and a few more emerging from the tubes. 
 
    She shuddered to think what was going to happen when the rest of the running people arrived. 
 
    Upon getting there, she shoved her way through to help. 
 
    “Get on the boat, Ella,” Tom told her. 
 
    “I want to help.” 
 
    “Get on the boat.” 
 
    “I just …” 
 
    Without being given a chance or choice, Tom shoved others out of the way, grabbed hold of Ella, lifted her up and rolled her onto the ramp. 
 
    Before she could get on her feet or knocked off the ramp, someone, James, Don or even Paula, grabbed her by the back of the shirt and dragged her back. 
 
    “Raise the ramp.” James yelled out. 
 
    “What?” Ella scurried to her feet. “Wait. No.” 
 
    “Yes,” James said strong. “Because we can’t lower it all the way, the Codies will get on board. Leaving it up creates nothing but a death trap for them. They stand a better chance jumping in the river and swimming to us.” 
 
    Ella looked out, some of the Sanctum people had broken free and raced down the docks. 
 
    “Once the Codies arrive back here,” James said. “It has to be game over.” He barreled his way to the ramp. “Tom, get up here now.” 
 
    “We have to help them. I promised I would help.” 
 
    “You did what you could. We’ll pull as many as we can up here, but only until the Codies make it to the docks.” 
 
    Ella nodded quickly and rushed toward the ramp. It was dangerous. No one wanted to climb up orderly. The grabbed the edge and kicked each other off. The first hand she reached for pulled her so hard Ella’s legs swung over the edge as she stopped herself from falling. 
 
    She was losing her grip and Ella struggled to climb back on the metal ramp. Her hands had nothing to hold onto so she used her forearms to move, but it wasn’t helping. 
 
    Surely, she would fall. 
 
    Thankfully, Tom had listened to James and climbed on the ramp. He grabbed hold of Ella, bring her back on board. 
 
    “Stay back,” he said. “I’ll help as many as I can. But then we have to lift this thing.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be.” 
 
    Ella backed up and waited. She stood next to Paula at the railing. She had a rifle perched against the railing. Occasionally she’d pop off a shot. She didn’t shoot steadily, she couldn’t, they didn’t have the ammunition for it. 
 
    There was so much confusion, so many screams. So much pandemonium, she didn’t know who or how many made it onboard. 
 
    James ordered the ramp to be lifted one final time, and while Ella didn’t look, she heard it lift along with the people crying for them to stop, to help. 
 
    The Codies reached the docks. 
 
    Suddenly it wasn’t Codies and Sanctum people, they were all converged as one huge mass. She scanned the masses of Codies and people for Grant. She couldn’t find him. 
 
    The only thing that distinguished the infected from those who weren’t was the blood. She wanted to turn away when she saw people from Sanctum being torn apart. Ella did watch. She forced herself to her, watching it all was her punishment. She had done this. It was her fault, her arrogance. She … not the Codies or anyone else, she … caused their deaths. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EIGHTEEN – FLOATING 
 
      
 
    They pulled away from the dock, but because James needed things steady while he helped the injured, Don moved the boat a few yards from the dock and dropped anchor. 
 
    Ella stood on the starboard side, staring to shore and then to the river, looking for anyone who tried to swim their way. 
 
    For an hour, Codies continuously fell in the river, trying to reach the boat. 
 
    Ella’s job was to be look out for anything and anyone. Even when the prospects of more survivors looked bleak, she spent a majority of her time outside. 
 
    She had gone back in several times to check on things. Tom, Don, Paula and Rhonda were helping James with the medical aspects, while Mandy held Rodney. 
 
    The main floor of the ship was set up like a MASH unit, tables were used as beds. 
 
    James looked frazzled, moving from one patient to the other. 
 
    She didn’t have it in her to face those from Sanctum. They’d stop her, reach for her and thank her. 
 
    Ella didn’t reply verbally, but in her mind she cried out, ‘Please don’t thank me. Hate me instead.’ 
 
    Mandy wanted to talk to her, she called for Ella’s attention, but Ella made the excuse she had to get back outside. So, Mandy followed her. 
 
    “It went crazy,” Mandy said. “Some of the people knew Grant’s plan to open the gate and let them in.” 
 
    “Why would he do that?” Ella asked, not even looking at Mandy. 
 
    “We have eight adults and eight kids that would have to run for it. The plan was to open the gate and draw them all in.” 
 
    “Is that what he did? 
 
    “No. Jacob panicked, the Codies were really jamming the fence and he made a run for it. When he did, they just flooded in. Some of us went for the chute, some of us just ran for the boat.” 
 
    “What happened to Grant?” 
 
    “I … I ... don’t know.” 
 
    Neither did Ella. He wasn’t on the boat, she didn’t see him anywhere. Sadly, she figured he was a casualty of her mess. 
 
    After a few minutes, Mandy got the hint that Ella wanted to be left alone. 
 
    Ella stayed out on the deck without going back in. 
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    It had been hours since James attended to his first patient and when he finally finished his last, he was beat, but not done. It was time for a break before he did his rounds. 
 
    Some fresh air would do the trick. 
 
    “Hey, Doc,” Tom approached him. “I’m headed up top with Don. If you’re squared away right now, I’d like to get moving.” 
 
    “Yeah, that would be good. Get us there so we can dock first light. How’s the arm?” 
 
    “It’s alright. Throbbing a little now and again. But you’ll have that.” 
 
    “You will. Are you going to radio that guy?” 
 
    “Clay? I can. I thought …” Tom tilted his head toward the window and to where Ella was sitting on the park bench like a seat on the deck. “I thought that was her thing.” 
 
    “Sitting there is her thing right now. Why don’t you go up? I’ll talk to her.” 
 
    “Sounds good. And … good job, today.” 
 
    “You, too.”  
 
    Tom gave a light swat to James’ arm and walked away, James headed to the doors to take him to the deck. 
 
    When he stepped out, he couldn’t believe how much cooler it was outside. 
 
    A few hours earlier the opposite occurred. Now with the sun no longer reflecting off the water, the lower temperature of the water in the river offered a sense of relief from the heat. 
 
    “So …” James approached Ella. “Someone said you weren’t drinking, and I thought, wow, if that’s true, something really must be wrong.” He slid on the bench next to her. 
 
    “I’ll get there.” Ella said softly. 
 
    “What’s going on in that head of yours?” 
 
    She glanced at him. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, you have been out here the whole time.” 
 
    “I was in there. I saw you working. You were really busy.” 
 
    “We had a lot of bites and scratches. I had to move fast.” 
 
    “And?” Ella asked. 
 
    “And we have about three I don’t think the serum will work on.” 
 
    Ella lowered her head. “I feel horrible.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “The whole thing. I was so confident we would succeed.” 
 
    “It was a long shot, Ella. Running a hundred feet of construction chutes?” 
 
    “It was the only way,” Ella said. 
 
    “Yes, yes it was. It was either that or let them go. According to Mandy they had about six weeks of food left, and that was if they rationed meagerly. They were a dying camp.” 
 
    “Like they are now?” 
 
    “You didn’t need to go back for them,” James said. “You could have left them. But you didn’t. You risked your life. Tom risked his to save them.” 
 
    “I failed.” 
 
    “Hardly,” James chuckled. “You have fifty-seven people alive in there. They’ll still be alive two months from now, where they wouldn’t have been had you not tried the elaborate rescue. Well, okay, three of them won’t be.” 
 
    “James,” Ella scolded softly. 
 
    “Just saying. Look, yeah, those people are sad for the friends they lost. They are. But not a single one of them blame you. So, you shouldn’t blame yourself. Maybe with all we have lost in life up to this point, maybe you need to focus on what we still have.” 
 
    Ella nodded slowly. 
 
    “Why don’t you go radio Clay and tell him we’re on our way. And, have a drink.” 
 
    “What about giving my liver a rest.” 
 
    “It can rest tomorrow.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She leaned to him and kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you for everything.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” James watched her stand and she reached for the door to go inside. “Hey, I thought you were going up to radio Clay.” 
 
    “I will. After I get my drink. Doctor’s orders you know.” 
 
    “You’re right.” 
 
    Ella opened the door. 
 
    “Ella,” James called her, causing her to pause. “I’ll take one, too. Doctor’s orders.” 
 
    Ella gave a closed mouth smile as her response and she walked inside. 
 
    James could have followed, instead he stayed on the bench, resting, watching the shore. Even in the darkness he could see the Codies moving about, some moved in the water. Most just meandered around the docks.  
 
    The boat jolted, then started to move. 
 
    James prepared himself for the rough river boat ride, for the uncertainty of heading to a new place and perhaps even a little bit of sea sickness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    The control room seemed a lot smaller with Don and Tom both in there. It took Ella a bit by surprise how cramped it seemed when she stepped inside. She had been in there before, but it was when she was alone and making the radio call. 
 
    “Am I interrupting?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” Tom said. “Not at all.” 
 
    “I was just taking a break,” Don replied. “Glad you’re here. I’m gonna go grab a bite to eat. Watch the controls, Ella?” 
 
    “Um, yeah, sure. Do I just steer?” 
 
    “No.” Don smiled. “Just watch. I’ll be back. It’s on auto.” He squeezed his way past her and paused before leaving. “Good job today.” 
 
    Ella didn’t want to say thank you, she just nodded her gratitude. Once he was gone, she showed the bottle and two plastic cups to Tom.  
 
    “I will indulge, thank you.” 
 
    “I owe you an apology.” She poured the drink and handed him one, then poured one for herself. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Not telling you sooner.” She lifted the glass. “Happy Birthday.” 
 
    He inched back in surprise. “How did you know?” 
 
    “I was snooping the other day, remember?” She then mumbled and sang a little of Space Oddity. 
 
    “Yes. I recall. Apology accepted.” He clinked glasses with her and downed his drink. 
 
    “I want to radio Clay and let him know we’re …” 
 
    “I already did,” Tom said. “I’m sorry I know that’s your thing.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine.” 
 
    “I told him we’ll dock in the morning and radio him to organize how we’re going to move all these people.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    “How are you?” he asked. 
 
    “Okay, I guess. Angry that it didn’t turn out the way I hoped. Sad because people died.” 
 
    “Your friend.” 
 
    “Yep. I wish I knew what happened to him. Did he suffer?” 
 
    The crackle of static from the radio drew their attention. 
 
    “Must be Clay trying to get through,” Ella said, finished her drink, set down the glass and extended her hand. 
 
    “Hello,” the voice from the radio called out. “Ella, you there. Come in. God, I hope you can hear me. This is the last mic in the place.” 
 
    Ella gasped in shock, nearly shrieking. “Grant.” She grabbed the mic, cradling it in both her hands. “Grant. Come in. I hear you.”  
 
    “Ella, thank God.” 
 
    “Grant, you’re alive. Are you okay? Hurt?” 
 
    “No. I’m fine. I’m here with Peterson and two kids,” Grant said. “In the main building. We have supplies and water. We’re safe. We’re fine. You know those things can’t get in.” 
 
    Ella did know that. The main building was always Sanctum’s last stand retreat. “Grant, I thought you were dead. I didn’t see you.” 
 
    “That’s because when the fences gave in, I bolted for the building with Peterson. No one else came. I know ... I know you guys are leaving. I can see the boat moving. I just wanted to let you know. We’re here. We’re alive. We’ll figure something out.” 
 
    Ella lowered her head in gratefulness before saying anything further. “Grant, I know it’s hard to trust me after the fiasco today, but please believe me, we’ll help. We’ll figure out a way to get to you.” 
 
    “I know. I’ll count on that. And I do trust you. You guys saved a lot of people today. I’m gonna disconnect. It took me a while to get this thing working and I don’t want to risk losing contact. But know we’re here.” 
 
    “Hang in there, Grant,” Ella said. “It won’t be long. Over.” 
 
    “Out.” 
 
    She set down the mic and grabbed the bottle. “Calls for another drink. Then again …” she poured. “Everything seems to call for another drink.” 
 
    “I’m happy to hear he’s alright. Now you know.” 
 
    “Now I know.” She brought her cup to her lips. Her mood immediately changed for the better. Yes, she still lost a lot of people, but some had remained and survived. That gave her hope. 
 
    “So …” Tom cleared his throat after taking a drink. “You want to plan another rescue?” 
 
    “I do. Maybe Clay has an idea. But I think I should try.” 
 
    “Count me in.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Ella sighed out and faced the window, watching the wake of the river as they moved at a slow pace. “We’re on our way, huh?” 
 
    “We don’t know exactly where in Moundsville we’re going, but yes, we’re on our way.” 
 
    “Rolling down the river,” said Ella. 
 
    Tom laughed. 
 
    “What?” She looked at him. “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Rolling? Rolling down the river. You know …” He tilted his head. “I would have thought you of all people would have used a different song lyric reference at this moment.” 
 
    “Shit.” Ella closed her eyes and smiled sheepishly. “For all the times I did it, I missed the perfect opportunity.” 
 
    “Yep. You did.” Tom lifted his glass and referenced the song. “Floating in a most peculiar way.” 
 
    “Really? I would have said, ‘for here I’m sitting in a tin can’.” 
 
    “Either works.” 
 
    Ella tipped her glass to his and sipped instead of downing it. She wanted to absorb not only the taste of the drink, but the moment as well. She sat down in Don’s chair, staring ahead. Tom rested his hand on her shoulder. 
 
    They were on their way. A new place, a new destination. The last leg of one journey and the beginning of another. One thing was for sure, it was far from the last journey any of them would take. 
 
    The CO-D4 epidemic was far from over. Like the water on the river behind them, a new wave was forming. One, Ella and the others were more than ready to face. 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
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 ONE – SOON 
 
    Moundsville, West Virginia 
 
      
 
    Clay Owens was sound asleep. Usually he wasn’t at two in the morning, but on this night he was. He was exhausted from the mad rush of getting things ready for the arrival of close to seventy people to his safe haven. 
 
    They were ready for them. He knew more had to be done, but when the survivors arrived they’d pitch in to finish off what was left. 
 
    He went to bed tired and ready for the morning. When he woke up the others would figure out how to get those people off the boat to the old prison where there was sanctuary. 
 
    It was only a half mile and was a straight shot from the dock down to Tenth Street. Unfortunately, it was a straight shot right through hell, too. 
 
    Moundsville was the forgotten town. Clay knew about it since the outbreak of CO-D4. They didn’t get the relief stations they needed, the military nearby shipped elsewhere, nor did they have access to the cure or vaccine when it was available—even though it didn’t work. They didn’t even get the memo that a virus was turning people into nearly dead, rotting, walking bodies until Pastor Barrington, sick with the flu, or they thought, vowed to stand with his congregation in the sanctuary of his church in prayer. Until of course, he fell over, looked like he was dead but got back up and started biting the hell out of those in the church. 
 
    Before long Moundsville was under siege. Its very own citizens turned the small town into an open buffet for those not infected. 
 
    No one came to help, and it was up to Clay and others to do what they could to survive. 
 
    They took refuge and stayed alive, helping others when they radioed in, giving them assistance, even if they were sick. 
 
    Clay had established an open line of communication to anyone in range of the radio. 
 
    He’d brave the Codies, as they were called, and go out to help. 
 
    For some reason, when he heard the woman Ella on the radio and found out she was attempting to rescue a large group of people who were trapped, Clay shut down. He had a bad feeling about it, and unlike what he had been doing, he didn’t disclose his location. 
 
    Maybe it was the sheer number of people that frightened and worried him. After all, Clay had been in charge. It was easy to get a few people to tow the line and follow rules. A hundred was a mutiny waiting to happen. 
 
    Not that Clay was a dictator, far from it, but those hundred people could turn a peaceful community into some sort of savage romp. 
 
    Finally, after Ella and her friends rescued a good portion of those hundred people, and an ear beating sermon from Jerry, Clay relinquished the info and invited them down. 
 
    That’s who Clay thought it was when he was summoned out of bed at two in the morning to take a frantic radio call. 
 
    Ella and her boat load weren’t supposed to dock until sunrise. Maybe they ran into trouble, Clay thought, as he stumbled out of bed and rushed to the radio room. 
 
    Jerry was working the radio. That surprised Clay. Jerry, the local fire chief, was also the acting doctor and typically he went to bed early. 
 
    “Why are you monitoring?” Clay asked when he walked into the monitoring room. He sat down to finally tie his shoes. 
 
    “Monitoring Mrs. Lewis’ heart. She’s having issues, she’ll be fine,” Jerry replied. 
 
    “Chrissy said there was a frantic call?” 
 
    “Yeah. They’re waiting to talk to you.” 
 
    “Ella?” 
 
    Jerry shook his head. “Nope. I don’t think they’re part of our South Side voyage. Says her name is Shannon. She sounds really frantic. They said they barely made it from the dock and are hiding in the marina boat house.” 
 
    “How many are with her?” 
 
    Jerry shook his head. “Don’t know. She’s hysterical. She keeps asking for you. Do you know her?” 
 
    “I  don’t think I even knew a Shannon in my life.” Clay switched spots and took hold of the radio. “This is Clay. Come in.” He released the button. “Calling Shannon. This is Clay, come in.” 
 
    Static. “Clay,” the woman’s voice shivered. “Clay, are you the one with the shelter?” 
 
    “I might be.” 
 
    “Thank God! We’re so sacred.” 
 
    “Who is we?” 
 
    “Me … me and my teenage son. He’s fourteen. We barely made it off our boat and ran in here. We’re trapped in this big building. It’s empty.” 
 
    “The marina warehouse. Doesn't it have boats and stuff in it?” Clay asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Are there any of those things in there?” 
 
    “Not that we can see. No. We locked the door. We have a single flashlight. It’s so dark.” 
 
    “It’s dark everywhere, Darlin, it’s the middle of the night. Why did you dock at this hour?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t. I thought we could make it. We looked at a map. It looked close.” 
 
    “If it was day time,” Clay said. “It’s night. Even with a full moon you can’t gauge how many there are or where they’re coming from.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” she said. “When Ella said this was a good destination, we just hurried here. We had been on the river for three days. We’re out of food and water.” 
 
    Clay depressed the microphone. “So, you’re part of Ella’s group?” 
 
    “No. I spoke to her on a different channel. When I told her where we were, she told us we were close. And we were.” 
 
    Clay facially flinched, lowered the microphone and looked at Jerry with disgust. “Why is Ella inviting people here?” 
 
    Jerry chuckled, and shook his head, shrugging with a smug expression. 
 
    After a huff of disbelief, Clay brought the microphone back to his mouth. “Listen, Shannon. There is nothing I can do right now. I would love to run down there and get you. I can’t. It’s too dangerous for us all. You said the doors are locked?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Make sure they are all locked.” 
 
    “The Codies are out there,” she said. “They’re pounding to get in.” 
 
    “I know. It’s scary. But if you stay out of sight, stay quiet and get in one of the boats in there you’ll be good for a couple hours.” 
 
    “You sure?” she asked. 
 
    “I am. I promise, and I promise we will be there at first light.” 
 
    She thanked him, and they ended the radio call. 
 
    “Going back to bed?” Jerry asked. 
 
    “No, I’m up. I’ll stay up and plan how I’m gonna get everyone here. Ella is making it out like it’s a damn party.” 
 
    Clay had taken two steps toward the door when the radio squealed, along with Shannon. 
 
    “Clay, oh, God, Clay, they’re in here. There are Codies in here with us. What do we do?”  She screamed, but it was cut short, probably because she released the button on the radio. She returned sounding just as scared. “Help us.” 
 
    Clay snatched up the radio. “Find a place in there to hide. Do not ... I repeat … do not go outside. I’m on my way.” Clay handed the radio to Jerry. 
 
    “You’re going?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll grab Pete.” 
 
    “Take the fire truck, it’s your best bet.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m thinking.” 
 
    “Good luck.” 
 
    Clay was already out the door when Jerry told him that. He needed more than luck going in the pitch black to rescue the woman and her son. He needed a miracle, because it was going to be almost impossible. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWO – WAITING 
 
      
 
    With her elbows dug hard into her knees, Ella rested her chin on her folded hands and stared at the silent radio. 
 
    The radio was in the control room on the fun cruise boat they had used as their escape from the city and as an aid to rescue the people from Sanctum. 
 
    She was alone there, listening, while the boat anchored less than a mile north of Moundsville. They didn’t want to pull up to the dock, because they didn’t want to draw attention from the Codies. The last thing they needed was for the docks to be overrun. It was going to be difficult enough getting everyone off the boat. 
 
    Only three of them were able to walk through the Codies as if they were invisible. Ella, Rhonda, and Major Tom. 
 
    Ella and Rhonda had been bitten and after getting what was supposed to be an inoculation injection that worked as a cure, they were immune to attacks. Major Tom Leland wanted that ability, and deliberately took a bite to his arm. It  had worked for him also. 
 
    However, they didn’t know the extent of their ‘cure’, were they still infected, carriers, or contagious? Because of that, they kept their distance from most of the people on the boat. 
 
    Ella retreated to the control room and the radio.  
 
    It was a good thing she did, because while calling out for survivors, she connected with Shannon. 
 
    Since then, it was a drama unfolding over the airwaves like an old-fashioned radio show. 
 
    Ella was engrossed. She didn’t move, she just stared, waiting to hear anything. Not even the knock on the control room door pulled her away from the radio. 
 
    “Hey,” James called out as he stepped in. “Are you the captain now?” 
 
    “No.” She sat back. “I figured since we weren’t moving, Don should get some sleep. He didn’t need to be in here.” 
 
    “What about you?” James sat down next to her. “As a doctor, I highly recommend rest.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Oh, James,” she said with slightly desperation. “I was going through the channels, calling out, you know.” 
 
    James nodded. 
 
    “And this woman responded. She was scared, needed help. She was on a boat with her son. Had been on it for three days.” 
 
    “Is she on the Ohio River?” James asked. 
 
    Ella nodded. “But south of here. So, I told her about Moundsville. I told her to call out for Clay on Channel twenty-four. She did.” 
 
    “That’s good.” 
 
    Ella finally pulled her eyes from the radio and looked at James. “She did after she went to Moundsville.” 
 
    “Wait. I’m confused. We only learned about Clay this evening, so you didn’t talk to this woman that long ago.” 
 
    “No.” Ella shook her head. 
 
    “She went to Moundsville and radioed Clay. Is she on the docks? We’re not too far. Maybe if I wake up Major Tom and Don, we can figure a way to get them.” 
 
    “Let them sleep. She and her son got off the boat.” 
 
    “Why would they do that in the middle of the night?” James asked. “We can’t see anything.” 
 
    “I know. They made it into a warehouse.” 
 
    “That’s a relief.” 
 
    “And the last I heard, they locked themselves in there with Codies. They’re surrounded and can’t get out.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” 
 
    Ella nodded. “I was just listening. Can you imagine how horrified she must be? How scared for her kid. Last I heard, Clay was on his way. It’s been silent since.” 
 
    “And you’re waiting to hear what happened?” 
 
    “I am. I’m worried sick about them. I don’t know them, but I sent them there.” 
 
    “You didn’t send them there in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “That doesn’t help me feel less responsible.” 
 
    “I know,” James said. “Would it help at all if I stayed and waited with you?” 
 
    “I’d like that.” 
 
    “Then I will.” 
 
    The radio broke the silence and Clay’s voice emerged. “Shannon, we’re leaving to get you now. We won’t be long. Shannon, come in. Do you copy?” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Come on, Shannon,” Ella whispered. “Answer.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THREE – IN DEEP 
 
      
 
    Hopelessness and stupidity. That was the only excuse and reasoning Shannon could come up with for getting off the boat in the middle of the night. It was dark, they were out of fresh water and food. Still, a few more hours wouldn’t have hurt. 
 
    All she had to do was wait. 
 
    In her defense, Shannon didn’t see a Codie until they reached the end of the dock and then the only recourse they had was to run into the aluminum building. 
 
    It felt safe, sounded safe, until one of them came from behind a boat. 
 
    Shannon didn’t think at first. When she saw one, then another she grabbed the radio and called for help, shielding her son behind her. 
 
    Then the first Codie grabbed for her and she hit him with the radio. 
 
    Not before she heard Clay’s advice to stay out of sight and hide in a boat. 
 
    “Run, Ari,” She ordered her teenage son, while she fought off the Codie. “Hide.” 
 
    She hoped that he had, because when she turned around, he was gone. 
 
    There was a large sail boat in the warehouse. She ran for it, climbed up and dove for the hatch. The boat was big enough, surely there was room in the hatch. Why else would there be a double hatch door? 
 
    They swung outward and were small, but large enough she could step through and down into a tiny room. It was very small, a short bench with a pillow covering and a shelf. She grabbed the hatch doors, pulling them and locking them. 
 
    She breathed out in relief until she realized the center of the hatch doors were glass. As the Codies pursued, they pounded on the glass. 
 
    It was breaking. She could see the cracks and knew it wouldn’t be long until they reached through. 
 
    Shannon was trapped. There was nowhere to run if one of them climbed in. They couldn’t get through the glass portion, she was certain of that. Her question was, how long could those doors hold? 
 
    The first window broke and an arm extended in, then another. Shannon backed up as far as she could go then crouched down. Their arms were mere inches from her. It was then she noticed the burning and stinging of her hands and arms. She was injured. Either she had been bitten or at the very least, scratched. In both cases she was doomed, and she knew it. 
 
    “Mom! Mom!” 
 
    She looked up. Even over the loud noise of the Codies, she could hear Ari. He was crying out for her. 
 
    There was nothing she could do. 
 
    ‘Please, God,” she said in her mind. “Please, help my son. Please.” 
 
    He kept calling out. Finally, Shannon couldn’t take it anymore, she crouched down and covered her ears. 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
      
 
    The fire truck was parked outside of the east gate entrance, and it was easy to get to. The walls of the penitentiary were so thick and high the Codies didn’t mass around the area. Pete manned the ladder, it was what he did for the fire department, having bragged he could ‘put that thing anywhere’, on more than one occasion. He was definitely put to the test since the outbreak. 
 
    It would be a matter of putting his money where his mouth was with rescuing Shannon and her son. Pete was a firefighter in Wheeling, which was only a couple miles away. They boosted the longest fire ladder in the tristate area and Pete brought it with him, he figured he’d have to bring it to the top of the prison wall and drop the rope ladder to climb down. 
 
    He was wrong. When he first arrived at the prison it was only a matter of parking and walking in. 
 
    This night, they used heavy duty spotlights to leave the prison and get into the truck. They would also be useful at the marina warehouse. 
 
    Using a different channel on their walkie talkies, Clay radioed Pete. “Any plans?” He started the truck. 
 
    “I say aim for the roof,” Pete told him. “We drop in from the roof, lower the rope ladder once we spot them.” 
 
    “What if there’s no access from the roof?” 
 
    “There has to be access from the roof. Marshal County building and fire Code 523, C, section 2, paragraph 3, states that all commercial buildings at least a thousand square feet must have roof access for proper ventilation and or emergency egress.” 
 
    “Seriously, did you just quote all that to me?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “It’s a big tin box, Pete,  I don’t think they’re required to follow code.” 
 
    “They are, and they could get seriously fined.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” Clay shook his head, something Pete couldn’t see, and as he edged the truck around the bend to Tenth Street, the bright headlights caught the young man running down the street. 
 
    “Whoa,” Clay said into the radio. “Is he a Codie?” 
 
    “They don’t run.” 
 
    “Gotta be the boy.” Clay stopped the truck. The pack of Codies weren’t far behind the teenage boy. Not but a few seconds after the truck came to a stop, the young man, climbed up, opened the door and jumped in. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said rushed and scared. 
 
    “You Shannon’s son?” Clay asked. 
 
    He nodded. “Ari. My name is Ari.” 
 
    “Ari, I’m gonna back up and take you to the camp.” 
 
    “No, please, I want to help get my mom. Please.” 
 
    “Okay, but I’m pretty sure your mom wants you to be safe. So, if it gets dangerous, you do as I say.” 
 
    Again, Ari nodded. 
 
    Clay pulled forward. “Where was she? Do you know?” 
 
    “In the building. She was fighting off those things and then I watched her climb into a boat. Four of them followed her. But I think she climbed below.” 
 
    “Good. Good. Then you only saw four?” 
 
    “Yes. I tried to call for her. To tell her the one door was clear, but she wouldn’t answer me,” He lowered his head. “I think they killed her.” 
 
    “We aren’t gonna think that way. Okay?” Clay continued to drive, he plowed through the Codies as they stepped in his way, causing the truck to lift and jolt. He drove determined, straight to the warehouse, pulling the truck right up front and following Pete’s instructions on where to place it. 
 
    Once there, he lifted the radio. ‘Ready, Pete.” He then switched to the other channel for Shannon. “I don’t know if you can hear me. We’re gonna try to get you from the roof.” Clay lifted his eyes when he heard the ladder moving, he wound down his window with the walkie talkie in his hand. “Your boy is with us. He’s fine. We’re going to distract them, and you’ll make a run for it. He says there’s not that many. Maybe four. See you soon, Shannon.” He clipped the radio to his belt and faced Ari. “When I leave, wind this window up. Okay? Do not … I repeat ... do not get out.” 
 
    The teenage boy nodded. 
 
    With a whispering, ‘Oh boy’ and an exhale, Clay climbed out the window. 
 
    Halfway out, the Codies reached for him, he hurriedly stood on the edge of the window, kicking at the hands that grabbed  ahold of his feet as he balanced on the window’s edge. 
 
    He waited in a partially hunched position until he saw the ladder raise a bit more, then he climbed on to the roof, and made his way to the back of the truck. 
 
    Pete stopped the ladder. 
 
    It looked as if it were positioned over the roof. 
 
    “How far of a drop is it from the end to the roof?” Clay asked. 
 
    “Six feet,” Pete answered. 
 
    “And how do we get her back up?” 
 
    Pete patted his left shoulder to the rope he carried. On the other he had the rope ladder as he began to climb the fifteen-degree slope. 
 
    Clay followed behind, holding on as he did. The ladder felt unstable, even though it wasn’t. 
 
    The climb wasn’t very long, the ladder wasn’t fully extended. Clay was still higher above the ground than he felt comfortable with, so he focused on Pete, and how the large spotlight flashlight on his belt was dragging down his pants. 
 
    Once at the end, Pete turned, and hang jumped from the end. 
 
    “It’s not that bad,” he hollered to Clay. 
 
    Clay got to the edge and just before he turned, he paused.  
 
    He saw them. 
 
    He had a clear view of the river and not far north, he saw the dots of lights that could only be coming from the boat. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Pete asked. 
 
    Clay glanced down to Pete who was waiting on the roof. “I see the boat.” 
 
    Pete turned and looked. “Think they brought a big enough boat. Why are they stopped there?” 
 
    “Who knows.” Clay turned and climbed down to the roof, releasing his grip and dropping a couple feet. “Okay. Now … where do we go in?” 
 
    Pete lifted his spotlight and turned it on.  
 
    Clay watched as Pete moved about the roof, shining the light back and forth. 
 
    “Pete?” 
 
    “Um …” 
 
    “Don’t tell me.” 
 
    Pete turned around, lifting his hands. “I’m not seeing anything.” 
 
    “Wait. You aren’t seeing anything?” Clay asked. 
 
    “No. Doesn’t look like there is one.” 
 
    “So … what was all this bull about city code 5 … 2 something—” 
 
    “County Code 523 C, Section—” 
 
    “Whatever.” 
 
    “They didn’t follow it,” Pete said. “Seriously. They could have really faced a huge fine over this.” 
 
    Clay growled. “We’re on the fucking roof and there’s no way in from here?” 
 
    “Not that I see.” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” Clay yelled. “Are you shitting me? This whole plan is about going through the roof. You said there’d be a way in from the roof.” 
 
    “There is supposed to be. There isn’t. If they would have followed code.” 
 
    Clay grumbled. 
 
    Pete snapped his finger. “The kid said the one door isn’t blocked.” 
 
    “Well, it probably is now,” Clay said. 
 
    “Don’t get snippy. It’s not my fault these people didn’t build the way they were supposed to.” 
 
    “I’m not snippy. I’m just … frustrated.” Clay scratched his head a couple times and lifted the radio. “Hey, Shannon. Change of plans. Seems there’s no way in from the roof. But hang tight. We’re … we’re gonna figure it out. We’ll find another way to get you.” Clay’s hand lowered. 
 
    Static. 
 
    “I’ll go,” came Ella’s voice. 
 
    Clay lifted the radio. “Come again.” 
 
    “I said … I’ll go. This is Ella.” 
 
    “I know who this is,” said Clay. 
 
    “We’re lifting anchor. Don said we’ll be there in less than ten. Shannon, if you hear me, hang tight. We’re coming.” 
 
    “Ella, switch to nineteen,” Clay instructed. 
 
    “I’m sorry. Come again,” Ella said. “I don’t understand radio lingo. Does that mean something?” 
 
    “It means switch to channel nineteen.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Clay switched over, then waited a moment.  “You there?” 
 
    “I’m here.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Clay asked. 
 
    “We’re coming in. I sent for Tom. Him and I will get off, go to the warehouse, go inside and get her.” 
 
    “You realize there are about a hundred or so of those things just hanging out by the docks?” Clay asked. 
 
    “I do,” replied Ella. “That’s why we’re doing this. It’s safer for us to go than you. You’re opening your home to us. Don’t put yourself in danger when you don’t have to.” 
 
    Clay chuckled before he depressed the button. “Okay, now, I know you see yourself as some sort of Messiah of the undead and you can walk among them, but this is real shit.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. And I don’t see myself as a messiah, I can walk among them. So can Tom and Rhonda. Call it a gift. I’ll explain when I see you. Just hang back and get ready to get her away to safety. How far is the building from the docks?” 
 
    “Fifty feet from the end of the dock,” Clay replied. “And Ella, she may be bit or scratched.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind. We’ll have the serum.” 
 
    “I thought that didn’t work,” Clay said. 
 
    “It does if you’ve been bit. Clay, do you really have the boy or were you just saying so to make her feel better.” 
 
    “We have the boy.” 
 
    “Good. We’re moving now. Be there shortly.” 
 
    “Switching back to twenty-four,” Clay said. “And that means I’m going back to channel twenty-four. Out.” 
 
    Clay lowered the radio and walked toward the edge of the roof that was nearer to the river. He could see the boat slowly moving his way. 
 
    “Do you think they can actually walk through all that?” Pete asked, pointing down. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Clay replied. “But we’re about to find out, aren’t we?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FOUR - FORWARD 
 
      
 
    “Ella,” James called her name as he followed her out onto the first-floor deck. 
 
    Ella seemed to either not hear him or ignore him. She handed Tom a small ax. “You carry this. It’s probably too heavy for me to fling about.” 
 
    “Ella,” James tried again. 
 
    “You sure?” Tom asked. “I mean …” He lifted the ax bouncing it up and down. “It feels pretty light.” 
 
    “I have the baton.” 
 
    “A baton may not work,” Tom said. “It's pretty lightweight.” 
 
    “Ella,” James said. 
 
    “I know,” Ella said. “But I’m leaving you on Codie detail, I’m going to focus mainly on Shannon.” 
 
    “Where’d you get the baton?” asked Tom. 
 
    “Don. Man, for a guy that James thought he wanted to leave behind, he sure has been helpful.” She turned and faced James. “And I am so sorry. I wasn’t blowing you off.” 
 
    “It sounded like it.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    Tom brushed behind her. “I’m headed in to see if Paula has the medical pack ready. I’ll put a few syringes in.” 
 
    Ella nodded as Tom left and returned her attention to James. 
 
    “You are nuts, you know that,” James said, looking her over. 
 
    “You know it’s the only way to save that woman.” 
 
    James nodded. “It could be really dangerous.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “And what if the Codies out there are like the one that attacked you?” James asked. 
 
    “They’re not.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “Because of the NICs.” 
 
    “New improved Codies.” 
 
    “Yep. They were people who got the inoculation. This area never got it, so those ones out there are OG Codies.” 
 
    James shook his head with a slight smile. “OG. So, what’s the plan?” 
 
    “Get in. Get her, protect her and get her out,” Ella said. “Then we’ll probably hang back with Clay a few hours to figure out how we’re getting all of you off this boat.” She looked beyond James. “Okay …  we’re getting close. You need to go in. We don’t want any Codies seeing you or anyone else. Can’t take a chance on them rushing the docks.” 
 
    James nodded, took a step back, stopped and then before he went inside, he embraced Ella. “Be careful.” He stepped back from the embrace. 
 
    “Wow, that was unexpected.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Just know you have to be the bravest woman I have ever met.” 
 
    “I’m not a brave woman, James. I’m just a woman with nothing left to lose.” 
 
    James wished her luck once more, then slipped inside the boat. Out of sight and scent of the Codies who lingered on shore. 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    Don’s instructions to Ella and Tom were simple, “Take the leap.”  
 
    He wasn’t talking about faith, he was talking about stepping from the ramp. As he neared the dock and panned the search light across the shore, he saw too many of them to take a chance. He pulled farther away from the dock then he should have and lowered the ramp three quarters of the way.  
 
    And while the distance between the end of the ramp and dock was only about three feet, there was a two-foot gap between that and the edge of the dock. 
 
    Ella felt as if she were in some sort of action movie, jumping between roof tops. 
 
    Tom went first, it was easy for him. 
 
    Then Ella followed. She tossed her things down to Tom, then backed up to get a good run. Of course, she ran down the ramp and stopped cold at the end. It seemed so far when it really wasn’t. The third time she leapt and lost her balance when she landed on the dock. 
 
    “You okay?” Tom asked, helping her to her feet. 
 
    “Yeah, thank you.” She brushed herself off, then turned to the sound of the ramp raising. “He’s wasting no time.” 
 
    “Would you?” 
 
    “Probably not.”  She lifted her items, tossing what she could over her shoulder and paused on the dock. She saw the warehouse; the moon afforded enough light to see that and the flashing spot light from the roof was another guide. “That’s him. It has to be Clay.” 
 
    “Why is he still up there?” Tom asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe watching us? I know he doesn’t believe we can walk through them.” 
 
    “Well, he’ll see for himself, now, won’t he?” 
 
    “I wonder what he looks like,” Ella said. 
 
    “Why is that important?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It’s just this thing I have, trying to imagine a face to go with the voice. I did it all the time at work, then I’d see if I was right when they came in.” Ella began to walk. 
 
    “Really? What did you do?” Tom asked. 
 
    “I was a pharmacy tech. My husband was the main bread winner.” 
 
    “Wow, first time you mentioned him. At least to me. How long were you married?” 
 
    “Twenty-nine days. Then he was killed by Codies.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “So am I.” Ella paused as they reached the end of the dock. She huffed out a sound of disgust and covered her mouth and nose with her hand. “I will never get used to that smell.” 
 
    “Eventually, they’ll stop rotting,” Tom said, turning on the flashlight. 
 
    “Well biologically speaking they all should have crumbled to the ground by now, they haven’t.” 
 
    The flashlight seemed to call to the Codies. Some saw it and were distracted by it, following the light source, but even though some of them made their way near Ella and Tom, they diverted and walked elsewhere. 
 
    “Bet that’s the door they used,” Tom aimed the flashlight at the warehouse. “I can’t see them running around the building for cover.” 
 
    “You’re probably right.” After approaching the door, Ella lifted the radio. “Clay. Clay, you there.” 
 
    “I’m here. We see you.” 
 
    “We’re going in.” 
 
    “Roger that. We’re headed back down to the truck. We are parked opposite of where you are. If you can, get her through the warehouse, and out the rear door. We’ll be there.” 
 
    “We’ll try. I’ll radio if we have problems.” She hooked the walkie talkie back to her belt and stood by the door with Tom. “Ready when you are.” 
 
    Tom nodded. “Now, you said you heard there were four in here. Let’s prepare for more. She’s hiding in a boat. Should be simple. Just find where the Codies are gathering.” 
 
    Ella agreed. 
 
    Tom led the way, flashlight in hand, slowly opening the door. “It’s dark in here,” he whispered. “Put your flashlight on.” 
 
    Ella did as instructed. The warehouse had a dusty smell and was completely black. No windows and no way for the moonlight to even get inside. “No wonder she felt safe. I can’t see anything.”  
 
    “Your eyes will adjust.” 
 
    They moved back against back, slowly swinging the flashlight to see where the Codies were. She couldn’t hear them or see them. 
 
    Elle moved the beam of the light to her right and it caught the face of a Codie. It seemed to appear out of nowhere and it caused her to jolt. 
 
    “You alright?” Tom asked. 
 
    “Yeah. It’s a Codie. He had blood on him.” 
 
    “Shit,” Tom said. “I see another. That’s two.” 
 
    “Another,” said Ella when the beam caught a third. “There’s either more than four or they scattered because they got what they were after.” 
 
    “Maybe the fourth is still with her.” Tom inched in side steps with Ella. “That could be why …” 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “I see the fourth. How the hell are we going to find her in here?” 
 
    “Shannon,” Ella called out in a loud whisper. “Shannon. Make a noise so we can hear you.” 
 
    “I don’t think she’ll make a noise.” 
 
    “Maybe she hid well.” Ella swayed her light left to right, up and down. 
 
    “Ella, honestly, I’ll be surprised if she’s still standing.” 
 
    Ella stopped moving. “Prepare to be surprised.” 
 
    Tom turned around and looked at the woman caught in the beam of Ella’s flashlight. “You think that’s her?” 
 
    The woman was thin, her clothes were completely covered in fresh blood. She was backed up against the wall, her arms moving about to block the light, she looked confused and frightened. If indeed it was Shannon, then without a doubt she had died, revived and was now a Codie. 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    “What are you, nuts?” Pete asked with a harsh whisper, when Ella and Tom brought Shannon to the back end of the fire truck. 
 
    Tom lifted the partially restrained woman into the truck. 
 
    Pete stepped back. “You said you were coming out. You said … she had been killed. You said nothing about her being one of them. Her boy can’t see her like this. You know this, right?” 
 
    Ella climbed in. “Listen …” 
 
    “No, I don’t know what you people do with your dead family members, but we rectify and bury. When you said make room in the back, I thought you were bringing the body for her son.” 
 
    Ella held up her hand. “Listen, please, she’s calm. She’s calm for now and will be for another day or so. We have the serum.” 
 
    “It doesn’t work,” Pete said. 
 
    Tom extended his arm to show him the bite mark that James had repaired. “Yeah, it does. How else do you think we walk among them?” 
 
    Ella then showed hers. “And one of us had turned, we brought her back. The heart is still beating, it’s slow, so while the heartbeat is there, we need to give her the serum.” 
 
    “But we need her wounds tended to,” Tom said. “Or else she’ll bleed out when her heart starts pumping normally. I can do the repairs. I just need a place.” 
 
    “No, Jerry can fix her.” Pete closed his eyes. “Oh my God, this better work.” He brought the radio to his mouth. “Clay, they’re in. Drive.” 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    Ella’s first introduction to Clay was that look about his face. One that screamed, ‘I can’t believe you are putting me in this position.’ But Clay wasn’t one to keep his mouth shut. 
 
    “I hope to God, you’re right,” Clay told her, pointing to Ari who walked into the prison with Pete. Ari kept looking back at his mother. “That boy doesn’t need false hope to see his mother like this.” 
 
    “It’ll work,” Ella said. 
 
    “If it doesn’t. You … you two will rectify her.” 
 
    “We will.” Ella said. ‘He will.” She pointed to Tom. 
 
    “You have my word,” Tom told her. 
 
    “Sorry, your word is still new,” Clay said. “Can’t put much stock to it.” He grunted and stepped off the fire truck. “Welcome to the Mound.” He moved toward the entrance. “I’ll leave you two to bring her inside. But try to be quick, we don’t need Codies rushing our only clean exit.” 
 
    After he slipped inside, Ella faced Tom and exhaled with a slight whistle. “Wow, we certainly made a good first impression, now didn’t we.” 
 
    “It could have gone better.” Tom moved from the truck and edged Shannon to him. “Go get the door. I’ll carry her.” 
 
    Ella climbed down and paused. “Do you think it will work?” 
 
    “I don’t know. The best we can do is give it a try.” 
 
    Ella nodded and after getting off the truck, walked to the door, waiting for Tom and Shannon before she opened it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FIVE - NEWBIES 
 
      
 
    ‘Feel free to walk around and take a tour,’. Tom was told.  When he heard the word ‘tour’ he couldn’t help but think of what the place actually was. At one time a prison, then after it was deemed too small and was considered cruel and unusual punishment to the prisoners, the gothic designed prison was made into a Halloween haunt. People lined up to walk through to hear stories and to spend the night. 
 
    They had the place pretty bright, even at night, Tom didn’t find it spooky at all. At least where they were. Ella lay on a bunk, her legs crossed at the ankle while she stared at her hands as her foot tapped nervously. 
 
    A woman brought them a bowl of soup and a piece of bread. She didn’t say much, just left it on the table and walked out. 
 
    Tom ate his. It was vegetable and tasted fresh, Ella’s was getting cold on the table next to her. 
 
    “You gonna eat that?” Tom asked her. 
 
    “Um, no, you want it?” 
 
    “If you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Help yourself.” 
 
    Tom lifted the bowl and without hesitation began to dig in. “So what’s going on? What are you thinking?’ 
 
    Ella sighed out and glanced up to him. “Did we make a mistake?” 
 
    “Coming here?” 
 
    “No. Bringing Shannon out of the warehouse. What did they say when you carried her in?” 
 
    “I told you they said nothing,” Tom replied. “The guy asked me to make sure she was secure and restrained. I did. They told me where you were. That’s it. Here we are. Did someone say something to you?” 
 
    Ella shook her head. 
 
    “It’s been almost an hour,” Tom said. “We haven’t heard anything. I take that as a good sign.” 
 
    “I don’t mean to be such a downer, I don’t. I mean, we made it here when we didn’t have anywhere to go. But every time I try to do something good, something bad happens.” 
 
    “What was bad about Shannon?” 
 
    “Um, she was bitten and revived.” 
 
    “And that is your fault, how?” 
 
    “I told her to come here,” Ella said. 
 
    “You didn’t tell her to dock in the middle of the night. Ella ...” Tom drank the rest of his soup from the bowl, set it down and then sat next to her legs. “Listen to me. You wanna run in and save the day, you wanna take chances, you have got to accept the bad things that happen as well as the good. All of us that go out on a limb face that.” 
 
    “You, too.” 
 
    “Well not me.” 
 
    Her eyes widened and she nudged him. “So in other words you’re telling me to quit whining or quit trying to help.” 
 
    “You said it not me.” Tom stood again and walked to the open door of the cell. “I do, however, wish they would talk to us. Not only to tell us about Shannon, but about getting our people off the Clipper.” 
 
    “I guess all we can do is wait.” 
 
    “Nope. He said feel free to look around and take a tour. I’m gonna take a tour.” 
 
    “And look around for ... answers?” Ella asked. 
 
    “You got it. Wanna come.” 
 
    “Yes.” She swung her legs over the bed and stood. “You know I heard so many things about this place. I heard it’s haunted. Do you think we’ll see any ghosts?” 
 
    “Considering what we face on a daily basis,” Tom said. “If I see any ghost I think I’ll laugh. Let’s go.” 
 
    He didn’t know which way to go, so he simply led Ella back the way they came. Tom was hopeful they’d find something out and at the very least get a pretty good look at the place they would be calling home, at least for the time being. 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    Jerry had no idea he’d be so far out of his league. But he also didn’t’ realize he actually had a hidden talent for bodily, injury repairs. Before he was fire chief he was a paramedic, actually he was a Corpsman, but even with training he really never saw any injuries. He didn’t serve in wartime and even if he had, he was on call for the general who only had extremely high blood pressure at times. He wasn't much of a challenge. 
 
    When Major Tom brought in the woman, Shannon, Jerry thought, ‘no way’. She was not only dead, but revived. However, Tom insisted the heartbeat was there and to repair the injuries then administer the serum. 
 
    He left Jerry with one syringe, stating they had more. 
 
    Shannon’s arms had bite marks, her neck had a huge gaping hole. There was no way, no how he was going to repair it. But he did. 
 
    It was like a puzzle to Jerry. Once he started he couldn’t stop. He was bound and determined. 
 
    Like with every other bite victim, he removed an area of flesh, but unlike others, Jerry burned the area to seal it. 
 
    Then again, none of his other bite victims were meant to survive. The repair was to make them comfortable until they passed, revived and were rectified. 
 
    Jerry didn’t expect much more from Shannon. He did the repairs which took him almost two hours, then hit her with the serum. 
 
    Just for shits and giggles, he hooked her up to a monitor. 
 
    Sure enough when he did, there was the single heart beat that thumped once a minute. Tom was right about that. What Jerry didn’t expect was when he was walking out the door, the monitor beeped, then beeped again. 
 
    Jerry spun around in shock. 
 
    Shannon went from a beat or two a minute to twenty, then forty, she held steady at sixty beats with near normal respiration. 
 
    After a semi-loud, “Holy shit.” Jerry took off running to find Clay. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SIX – WHEN YOU SUCK 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was James’ third cup of coffee and he was glad they had it on the boat. 
 
    He made his rounds to check on those ill. One was close to passing, the serum didn’t work on her. Her breathing was shallow, heart beat erratic and she burned with a fever that radiated from her body. 
 
    She would have to be rectified. It would happen soon. 
 
    But James needed a break. He was worried about Ella and Tom. He stayed inside the control room, which was at the highest point of the boat. From there he could see the crest of Tenth Street. He had watched the fire truck leave the warehouse, but after so long they slipped from his sight. 
 
    “Won’t be long until we’re off the boat. It’s almost daylight,” Don said as he walked back into the control room. 
 
    He was the default Captain of the vessel. Learning to control the clipper from years of service dressing up as a super hero for children’s cruises. 
 
    James couldn’t see it. To look at Don, he just didn’t seem like the type of man to put on a Captain America suit and play with children. The father in James got creeped out. Suddenly he had a different view of Don. One, not that good. Why did Don play with children? Granted, he started while in college, James supposed, but at some point, he’d want to give it up.  
 
    “James?” Don called his name. 
 
    “Oh, sorry, yeah, daylight.” 
 
    “You’re worried.” 
 
    “You can say that,” James replied. “I know they’re fine. Just me being me.” 
 
    “You looked in deep thought,” Don said. 
 
    “I was.” James faced him. “Why did you do it for so many years?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, why did I do what?” 
 
    “Work for the Clipper. I mean what’s the story behind that? You’re a grown man, like in your forties.” 
 
    “Well, thirty-nine.” 
 
    “Close enough. When did you start?” James asked. 
 
    “I was eighteen when I first played Spider-Man, you had to ... work your way up to get to a main Avenger.“ Don smiled.  
 
    “Wait. Wait. Wait. You were doing this for twenty years? Why? It’s kind of ... never mind, just ... why?” 
 
    “I had good reasons. I was in college at the time, you know. Then when I graduated and I married Paula, the money came in handy. I know to you a hundred bucks is probably small change, but to us it was groceries, then it paid for diapers.” 
 
    “Diapers?” 
 
    “For the baby,” Don said. 
 
    “Of course,” James replied with some confusion. 
 
    “Anyhow, when Kyle was about four, he started knowing and realizing things. And  he loved coming down for the cruises. Paula would bring him for Halloween, then Christmas, also the Kid Corral. You name it. It became a thing. I couldn’t quit, he would have been so disappointed. At that point I was doing it for almost ten years. Plus, I graduated to Captain America.” Don paused and sighed out sadly. “I can still hear him say, ‘that’s my dad, hey, that’s my dad,’ and Paula would shush him so as not to spoil it for the other kids.” 
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    “I almost quit, I didn’t do the Kid Corral cruise that year, it happened right after he was killed, I mean right after. But I thought, he loved it so much, that’s why I kept doing it and still did it up until ... well, up until now. Gosh, can you believe it will be six years since it happened. Six years.” 
 
    “No, I can’t.” 
 
    “Seems like last week. I have to tell you, James. Your wife was so good to us. She fed us for I don’t know how many weeks. She kept bringing food over. She was a good woman. She was the one that never forgot. Other neighbors kinda of fell by the wayside, but not your Jana.” Don paused and cleared his throat. “Of course, I’m not telling you anything you don’t already know. I’m sorry. I ... hate being one of those people who tell the same stories.” 
 
    James stared at him. A thick lump formed in his stomach. He wanted to slap himself. How could he forget? The whole neighborhood was in disarray that summer. The little boy that was hit by a car in front of his father. 
 
    That father was Don. 
 
    James never bothered to find out. He was so consumed with his own life and job. What kind of human being does that? Not the kind that James wanted to be. On top of that, here he was thinking Don was some sort of pervert for playing with children when all the man wanted to do was keep the memory and the feeling of his son alive. 
 
    “Hey, Don?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I am really truly sorry.” 
 
    “That’s okay.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. I suck,” James said. “I really suck.” 
 
    Don partially smiled. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I suck,” James repeated. “And if you ever sit back and think that I am a good guy, which I am not and I don’t deserve that, just remember that I suck.” 
 
    “Um ... okay.” 
 
    “Thanks.  James turned from Don and went back to looking out the window. 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    “So basically, what you’re saying is,” Clay said to Jerry. “That I suck.” 
 
    “No, not in general, just at judging people,” Jerry replied. “You were wrong about these people. And we were wrong about the serum not working.” 
 
    “Is she going to be okay?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She’s coming back, I know that much. Whether she’ll survive past that remains to be seen. Do you feel bad?” 
 
    “Not in the least,” Clay said. 
 
    “You were a little harsh. You’re the king of taking people in, even those bit, but right away you didn’t trust them.” 
 
    “I think it goes back to the sixth grade.” 
 
    “What?” Jerry asked with a laugh. “Twenty-some years ago?” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard the name Ella and I lost it. I had the biggest crush on an Ella and she broke my heart for, ready? A guy named Grant.” 
 
    Jerry laughed even harder. “Oh, for sure you suck. You were gonna let those people go on as floating nomads because of a decades old case of unrequited love?” He paused. “On a serious note …” 
 
    “I was serious.” 
 
    “On a serious note. I’d like to check out the boat people, the ones who were rescued from the compound. They were a community and I want to see their mind set, you know, before we let them into general population.” 
 
    Clay sputtered his lips when he tried to stifle a laugh. “General population. We have like twenty-three people.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s our population.” 
 
    “Point taken. Getting them should be easy. When they said they were coming down the river, I didn’t expect it to be a multi-level, river cruise boat.” 
 
    “We just roll right up to the docks, extend the ladder to the second level and evacuate them that way. Make several trips.” 
 
    Clay nodded. “A hell of a lot easier than hamster tubes.” 
 
    “You gonna go talk to Ella?” Jerry asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose so. But …” With fake dramatics, Clay laid his hand over his own heart. “It’s painful to face her, sixth grade or not.” 
 
    “Get the hell out of here.” 
 
    Laughing, Clay walked out of Jerry’s room and while turning the bend he nearly knocking over Ella. 
 
    “Judging by the look on your face,” Ella said. “You’re not mad at us anymore.” 
 
    “I wasn’t really mad, Ella, I was just …” 
 
    Jerry’s voice carried out from the room. “Unrequited love for a girl in the sixth grade named Ella.” 
 
    “I …” Clay opened his mouth to speak again. 
 
    Jerry continued. “She broke his heart over a guy named, Grant.” 
 
    “Will you shut up,” Clay barked. “Anyhow, no hard feelings.” 
 
    “You hold ... grudges?” Ella asked. 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Clay, where … where did you go to sixth grade?” 
 
    “That’s not important. I didn’t move here until high school. Anyhow, I want you, me and this Major Tom guy to sit down right now, break some things down about your people.” 
 
    “Absolutely, and Clay? This place is great. It’s a fortress, I’m gonna say this was a great call.” 
 
    “Good. Thank you. And … in a few short hours, hopefully,” Clay said. “You’ll be calling this place home.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SEVEN – THE TEAM 
 
    University of Virginia, Charlottesville, VA 
 
      
 
    Everyone said the only way to contract CO-D4 was through a bite, scratch, or bodily fluids. However, Grady Nelson knew that to be false. 
 
    Not only was he knowledgeable, he had lived it first hand. 
 
    The general population knew very little about the virus in the beginning. Even Grady, a professor, thought he was educated about it. After all, they received the health alerts. But those alerts were the same that were put out to the general public. Not the one health care providers received. 
 
    No one told them how contagious it was. No one told them once the person died of the virus they’d come right back. 
 
    Come back and take a bite out of anyone near them. 
 
    The military and doctors, even scientists working on it, they didn’t see how it was. 
 
    They didn’t see neighbors crushed in pain at the loss of their loved ones and confused as to what to do when the loved one revived.  Especially when the loved ones looked at you with care, or still had soul in their eyes. 
 
    They were a silent community. 
 
    Banning together to keep their revived, loved ones fed and calm, even after it was against the law. 
 
    How could one destroy someone they loved? Especially if they were only sick? 
 
    When the news of the virus was first told to the public, nothing about bites were mentioned. They mentioned scratches, Grady dismissed that as something children would do. Not adults, and certainly in his mind it wasn’t a side effect of the virus. 
 
    So when his five year old daughter came down with the sniffles, Grady was certain she didn’t have CO-D4. The child hadn’t been out of the house except to play with the neighbor kids, and certainly Grady would know if one of them scratched her. 
 
    He checked her and assured his wife it was a cold. 
 
    It wasn’t. 
 
    That was then he realized, bodily fluids included droplets from a cough or sneeze. 
 
    The day she died, four days after her first symptom. His child passed in her mother’s arms. Grady’s wife couldn’t let her go and was bitten the second his daughter revived. 
 
    Grady pulled his wife from the child’s room and shut the door. It was then he learned what he had just witnessed was normal. And Jill, his wife, wouldn’t survive. She’d be like their daughter. 
 
    She would revive. 
 
    At that point the schools and colleges were closed so Grady was home. It wasn’t long after he realized he wasn’t the only one in the neighborhood keeping a secret, keeping their dead family locked up. 
 
    It stayed that way for weeks, then Jill and his daughter became even more violent. 
 
    As heartbreaking as it was, it wasn’t them. Grady couldn’t see soul in their eyes and he called the R Team himself. 
 
    He packed a bag, took what he needed, waited until the R team was done and then Grady left. Vowing not only to never return to the house, but he also vowed to find out all he could about the virus 
 
    The virus was the enemy, what it did to people caused them to be the enemy as well. To beat an enemy, one has to learn it.  
 
    Grady was on a mission. 
 
    He wasn’t a physician, but he was a biologist, and he had taught it for many years at the university. 
 
    He had the college labs at his disposal. 
 
    Grady went to work. 
 
    For the first couple weeks he buried himself in the lab. 
 
    Then things began to fall apart. 
 
    He didn’t expect several students too show up at the college for refuge. Together they formed a team. He was the father figure. They were safe and for the time being, they had all they needed. 
 
    They made several supply runs after the immunization was distributed. 
 
    Grady knew it was going to be a mess. 
 
    The college campus wasn’t long term. It couldn’t be. Grady had information that needed to get out. 
 
    Plus, it just wasn’t safe. 
 
    Grady didn’t know what it was like with the rest of the world. But in his corner of the world, on that college campus, things were pretty interesting. 
 
    At least they made it that way.  
 
    Each day was surviving and learning. They couldn’t just sit around. 
 
    Grady suited up, he and sophomore Zach Freeman were the two that always went out. Suiting up entailed covering in thick clothing, then padding the forearms shins and neck. Even something as simple as loading the bus was a task. 
 
    The Codies moved slow, but the new ones … they were a different story. 
 
    Zach entered the lab, as Grady pulled on his padded sleeve for his arm. The young man wasn’t a student of Grady’s, but he was on the fast track to becoming an excellent protégé. 
 
    “Ready, Professor?” Zach asked, holding a helmet against his hip. 
 
    “Yep. Just about,” Grady replied. “Did you um, stop by the radio room and see Josh.” 
 
    “I did and nothing.” 
 
    “Nothing? We finally get the transceiver working and there’s nothing. Did you try channel twenty-four?” 
 
    “We did. No, Ella.” 
 
    “Really. The chatterbox doesn’t shut up for days and now when we can talk, she goes radio silent.” 
 
    “She was going to rescue that woman.” 
 
    “Hopefully, that all went well.” 
 
    “We’re not going to need her to rescue us, are we?” Zach asked. 
 
    “Heavens no. That’s why we’re loading the bus. We have that location now. We can go when we're ready.” 
 
    “Do you think they’ll let us in?” 
 
    “I think they have to,” Grady said. “With the information we have gathered, I think they’ll want to let us in.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EIGHT – ARRIVE 
 
      
 
    Ella stood anxiously in the holding bay—as Jerry called it—with the first wave of passengers from the Clipper. The first to arrive were those who were bit or attacked during the South Side rescue. 
 
    There were three less than when she left. According to Paula, who came with the first wave, James had to rectify them. 
 
    The serum didn’t work. 
 
    The recovery of those on board the Clipper seemed seamless. It took a while, sometimes hours, Tom had gone with them, while Ella stayed behind. 
 
    “So many children,” the voice behind her said. 
 
    Ella turned around to face Jerry, the acting medical provider of the camp. ‘Yes, there are. They were with me at Sanctum when I was there with them.” 
 
    “What happened? How did you end up not trapped?” 
 
    “I was the runner,” Ella said. “I ran, even before I had the ability to walk among them. I’d run for supplies, and when needed, I would make my way to a small boat and cross the river. Cutting myself.” she showed her arm. “I'd get into the medical camp and steal what I needed.” 
 
    Jerry raised an eyebrow. “Well, Clay will be glad to hear that.” 
 
    “What? No thieves?” 
 
    Jerry laughed. “No, another runner who isn’t afraid. Fear can be a killer out there. If you’re scared, you die. Clay isn’t afraid, but it puts the trip in danger when he goes with those who are. Make sense?” 
 
    Ella nodded. “I’ll be more than happy to go with him.” 
 
    “So, I’m sorry. I interrupted your explanation,” Jerry said. “You were on a run I take it.” 
 
    “Yep. Well, no and yes. I wanted to get the serum, the vaccine. But I got bit and by the time I was treated and could make it back, there was no way for me to make it through all the Codies.” 
 
    “’We tried to get the vaccine, too. But we saw what it did. How it took everyone out.” 
 
    “Did you really see, or do you think you saw?” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” Jerry asked. 
 
    “Did you see them out or up?” 
 
    Jerry’s eyes widened. “We wondered if they woke up and what would happen if they did.” 
 
    “They’re different. I mean, really different. I call them NICs. New improved Codies. They look at you like they know what you’re thinking. And we’re in trouble in any area where it was heavily immunized.” 
 
    “That’s not this area,” Jerry said. “We didn’t get it.” 
 
    “Even if you did. This place is a virtual fortress. The walls go all the way around, are twenty feet high …” 
 
    “Twenty-four to be exact.” 
 
    “And what? Two feet thick.” 
 
    “Um, six feet at the base, it tapers to about two feet up top.” 
 
    “Yeah, fortress. This is amazing. I’m surprised people weren’t storming to get in here.” 
 
    “They were too sick,” Jerry said. “Clay lay claim to this right away. I mean ... he was stocking it, telling people to come. Started the garden in the yard. Everyone thought he was crazy. A few of us didn’t. We saw first hand what was happening. A lot of us are fire fighters and EMT, also we have two soldiers.” 
 
    “Funny,” Ella said. “You mentioned having scared runners. Fire fighters and EMTs, they don’t strike me as being easily frightened.” 
 
    “Having family does something to you,” Jerry explained. “Most of us retreated with our families. That’s the population here. You don’t want to rush out and chance dying when your wife and kids are in here. You think … who will watch them and protect them?” 
 
    “Something I don’t have to worry about,” Ella said. “Although, I will tell you. The next run I make is back north to Sanctum. We have two men and two kids still trapped in there.” 
 
    “We were listening, that chutes and ladders thing … it was a good move.” 
 
    “We only got fifty-seven out.” 
 
    “You got them out. Tell me, can we chopper your friends out?” 
 
    Ella laughed. “Sure, if we have a chopper. We could radio, have them on the roof, lift them off somehow. The area has tens of thousands of those things.” 
 
    “For real?” Jerry asked. 
 
    “Yeah, when they couldn’t kill them all in the city, they pulled a pied piper and led them to the area, penning them in. We got penned in as well. It’s thick there. Like a carpet. That’s why we used the chutes. A chopper wouldn’t have been practical for a hundred people. Even if we did have one.” She looked at him. ‘Do you … have a chopper?” 
 
    “Come with me.” Jerry turned and led her out. 
 
    The moment Ella stepped out into the enormous prison yard, she saw the chopper, it took her breath away. 
 
    “I can’t believe you have a chopper.” 
 
    “You would think it’s convenient, but we don’t use it. It’s a rescue chopper. Carl, our pilot is hammering to get up there and Clay is wanting it out, also. Said it’s using up valuable garden space. I’m thinking your rescue mission will suit them both.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah it will.” Ella smiled as she looked at the chopper. 
 
    It would work, she just hoped that Grant and the others could hold on until they got there. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 NINE – ABRUPT 
 
      
 
    Grady’s aim was spot on. A single tranquilizer dart taken from the veterinarian school on campus rendered the female Codie unconscious. 
 
    Her name was Liza. Zach knew her from a Political Science class they had shared. 
 
    She never looked at him or paid attention to him, but he was aware of her. She was beautiful, Zach told him. 
 
    “Okay, enough, just tie her up,” Grady replied. 
 
    Zach commented that she didn’t look like a Codie. Grady thought he was ridiculous. Of course, she did. Her hair was matted, her skin pale and she smelled horrendous. 
 
    Liza wasn’t a normal Codie. 
 
    When they first saw her, Grady believed she was. She was in the grassy area, on a bench, gnawing on a small dog. A Yorkie, Grady believed, its white fluffy fur mixed with the blood and was adhered to her face. She looked up to them when she noticed them. 
 
    When Liza dropped the half-eaten dog carcass and ran for them, Grady knew she wasn’t a normal Codie, she was one of them. One of the ones that received the immunization, and Grady had to have her. 
 
    He lifted the tranquilizer instead of a gun. 
 
    Another confirmation she was a second wave Codie. The first wave, the ones that died and revived wouldn’t be fazed by a dart and the only real way to take them down was a blow or shot to the head. 
 
    They brought her back into the school to the study wing, as they called it. Which was in the criminology division. 
 
    It was the first new wave Codie, Grady had a chance to get close to and examine. There was a bit of excitement over it. He drew her blood which filled the tube slowly. Grady was anxious to examine it under the microscope and compare it to other samples he had taken from Codie subjects. 
 
    Two of the five students that were with him protested him working on Codies. They were people at one time, someone’s child, sister, friend. 
 
    Grady defended his experiments for the sake of those left alive. 
 
    They had to know what they were dealing with. 
 
    He wasn’t doing anything to torture them, he was just watching them. Learning from them. 
 
    His theory that they needed flesh or food to survive was correct. 
 
    Subjects A and B were actually a faculty member and student that retreated to Grady’s group. They both died and revived the same day. 
 
    He fed the younger person, Subject A, Cheerios, left a box in the room with them. They ate them, and while they still deteriorated, it was slow. At first, they were calm, then they grew increasingly agitated. 
 
    Subject B was given nothing. No nourishment at all. She went from calm, to raging, to weak. 
 
    In three weeks, her body was emancipated, and the rotting flesh pealed from her. She could barely walk or move, it was a matter of time before she ceased to exist. 
 
    That was good news. That told him all those Codies would eventually die off once their food source was gone. They lacked the skills or thinking ability to go off and scavenge, it was either kill for it or in Subject A’s case, be handed it. 
 
    Subjects C and D were given nourishment every other day. They didn’t thrive like A, but they were holding on. 
 
    They untied Liza then placed her in the room with Subject D. An older maintenance worker. That room had a large observation window. D ignored Liza as she lay on the floor. He wanted nothing to do with her. 
 
    While the Codies feasted upon the comatose bodies of those who received the vaccine, once they woke, the Codies bypassed them as a possible meal. 
 
    He thought of Ella and her radio claim that she was able to move around them. Perhaps Ella and Liza had some sort of similarity in the blood. Another reason Grady needed to find her. 
 
    Grady was anxious and started examining Liza’s blood while waiting for her to wake up. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Grady to see the virus was in Liza and confirming his suspicion it had mutated. It was now stronger 
 
    When he placed a drop of his own blood onto the slide, the virus consumed it instantaneously. It didn’t act like CO-D4, which moved slowly. 
 
    “Professor?” Zach called to him. “She’s stirring.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Grady removed his gloves, goggles and mask, following Zach out of the lab and to the floor above. 
 
    He moved fast, not wanting to miss anything. 
 
    Grady and Zach arrived in time to see Liza sit up from her laying position. 
 
    Standing close to the window, they watched her. 
 
    She looked around, confused, then stood slowly. 
 
    Subject D, again, didn’t notice her. He meandered around the small room. 
 
    Grady tapped on the window. 
 
    The second he did, she spun around and raced to the window, sneering at him. 
 
    Zach asked. “Why is she looking like she’s studying us?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Can her brain function actually do that?” Grady wondered out loud. 
 
    Liza smacked her hand on the window, then hit it again. She slowly backed up, turned and looked at Subject D. 
 
    “There, there she goes,” Grady said. “Now we’ll see if they communicate.” 
 
    She moved to D inching her way, until finally, he noticed her. 
 
    They locked eyes, a mere six inches apart. It was a quiet moment, one of discovery. Then Liza moved back her arm. Rapidly she swung upward, bring her hand to D’s face, gripping him with a force never seen on a Codie, she slammed his head backwards into the wall, instantly shattering his skull. 
 
    “Holy fuck!” Zach cried out. “Did you see that?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Grady answered in shock. 
 
    Liza turned to them and raged their way, smacking bodily into the window. 
 
    “She’s gonna break out,” Zach said slightly paniced. 
 
    Liza backed up. 
 
    “No,” Grady replied, calmly. “She’s not.” He reached to the back of his pants, pulling out the pistol he kept in the waist. He engaged the chamber, raised it and the moment Liza ran toward the window again, he fired. 
 
    The shot shattered the glass and the bullet landed squarely between her eyes. 
 
    Liza flew back into the wall, sliding down. Her body nearly overlapping D’s. 
 
    Grady lowered his weapon and turned to Zach. “Go to the radio room. Tell Josh to radio out. Do it. Try and try again. We need to get ahold of Moundsville. They have to know this. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Zach backed up in a rush, then stopped. “This is bad, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Grady said dazed staring at the bodies. “This is real bad.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TEN – THE VIEW  
 
      
 
    Don looked like a kid staring at the most expensive shelf in the toy store. Standing there on the roof walkway just above the old main entrance to the building. “Aw, man,” Don said. “I want to climb that.” 
 
    Tom had to admit it was pretty interesting. Directly across the street from the front of the prison was a huge mound. A cone like hill, surrounded by a fence at the base. It was higher than the walls of the prison and the one thing it blocked could have been a great aerial view of the surrounding area. 
 
    “If I’d climb it,” Tom added. “It would be to get a good view of the town. It blocks any clear scope of vision we have from here to the river.” 
 
    Clay joined the two men. “And that’s been my chief complaint. There’s the whole area beyond it we can’t see. We can’t move it either. It’s tombs all through there.” 
 
    Don looked at him. “Tombs.” 
 
    “Kinda ironic, huh?” Clay asked. “That’s a two thousand year old burial mound.” 
 
    “Across from the prison?” Tom said. “It's like they built this here on purpose to scare the prisoners.” 
 
    “The prisoners in here didn’t scare,” Clay said. “Trust me.” 
 
    “You know,” Don said. “There aren’t many Codies between us and that mound. I can make it there to climb it. It’s surrounded by a fence, so once I get to it, it should be safe. Not many Codies at all.” 
 
    “This isn’t a high population area,” Clay said. “Never really was.” 
 
    “How many people?” Tom asked.  
 
    “Eight thousand.” 
 
    Don asked. “How did you guys fare with clean up and rectifying.” 
 
    “We got the occasional sweeps from the military, other than that, we took care of our own.” 
 
    “Clay!” came a call of his name from below. 
 
    Clay looked down. “What’s up, Bub?” 
 
    “You’re needed in the radio room. Some professor from Virginia looking for Ella.” 
 
    “For real?” Clay asked. “Okay be right down.” Clay shook his head. “That makes two people in two days calling because of Ella. The voice of the Apocalypse.” He walked away toward the staircase. 
 
    “Well,” Tom returned to staring out. “She has been on the radio a lot since she found it. She is finding life out there. At least she’s being heard.” 
 
    “And that, my friend,” Tom said. “Isn’t necessarily a good thing.” 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    James wasn’t impressed as everyone else was. Yes, it was a safe location, but it was a prison, or at least it used to be at one time. 
 
    He was just glad Ella’s mood had changed. She gave him a tour as if she had lived there a long time. Then as he listened to her speak, he realized, it was a lot like home to her because of her living in Sanctum. 
 
    “And they all eat at the same time,” Ella said. “Except breakfast, that’s a free for all. The cooking schedule will be posted. But then again, they never had this many people. We did that in Sanctum, maybe I should talk to Clay about how it goes. You know, with this many people” 
 
    “That might be a good idea.” 
 
    Have you spoken to anyone?” Ella asked. “Are they excited to have you? I mean, you’re a doctor.” 
 
    “I guess. I don’t know. No one has said much.” James shrugged. 
 
    “And this …” She led him out into the open yard. “Is this where Clay started the garden? It’s the only place where there’s a break in the wall. The horse entrance or something.” She pointed to an arched opening in the wall, sealed off with a thick iron gate. 
 
    Two Codies meandered outside of it. 
 
    James nodded slowly, turning clockwise, looking around. “Ah, the chopper.” 
 
     “We’ll be taking that to get Grant. 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    Ella turned to him. “What is it?” 
 
    “Nothing. It’s just that … you just have to keep going, don’t you?” 
 
    “I told you …” 
 
    “I know what you told me,” James said. “Right before you got off the boat. You said you are a woman with nothing left to lose. There are a lot of people who would feel like they lost if something happens to you. All those people on the boat. Ella, please stop taking so many risks.” 
 
    “I did this in Sanctum,” Ella replied. 
 
    “You don’t need to do it now. Not all the time.” 
 
    “I have to get my friend. After that, I’ll settle.” 
 
    “Will you?” asked James. 
 
    “Yes, right here. It’s perfect. Won’t you?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Ella.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Look around.” James held out his hand. “What do you see? No matter where you turn, no matter where you go, it’s a wall. A big, dark gray wall.” 
 
    “It’s safe.” 
 
    “Yes, yes it is. From the outside world. But it is no less than what it was built to be. A prison. And how long can you really stay here without leaving? There’s a big world out there, and people are going to stay here. I don’t think in the long term it will work.” 
 
    “What’s the alternative?” Ella asked. 
 
    “Well, I agree, stay here. Sooner or later, the Codies will die off.  We get it together, then leave. Go west, go find an area that is wide open. Away from population centers.” 
 
    “That will never work. We are going to have to find a way to stay put. There’s nowhere that will be safe out there … ever.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” James asked. “Eventually …” 
 
    “I don’t think there will ever be an eventually. Think about it, James. How many people got the vaccine? Millions? Hundred million? We know what they become. “ 
 
    “They can’t be everywhere, Ella. Again, they lack the ability to think about how to survive. I just think, in time, this place, which we all see as a sanctuary and paradise, will eventually become a hell. We’re humans, we aren’t meant to be trapped. And that’s what we’ll be in here, trapped.” 
 
    Ella lowered her head.  
 
    “Ella, I’m sorry.” James placed his hands on her shoulders. “I’m not meaning to be so negative. I’m just tired, that’s all.  Hey …” he moved closer to her. “I go where you go. I stay where you stay. We’re a team.” 
 
    Ella nodded, then lifted her head and shifted her eyes. 
 
    “What is it?” James asked. 
 
    “Clay,” Ella said. “He looks like a man on a mission.” 
 
    James turned around. “Maybe it’s dinner time.” 
 
    Clay walked up to them. “Hey.” 
 
    “Hey,” Ella said with some trepidation. “What’s uh, going on?” 
 
    “You know how you like …” Clay cleared his throat. “How did Jerry put it, were the Delilah of the Apocalypse.” 
 
    Ella tilted her head. “I don’t get it.” 
 
    James explained. “All those radio broadcasts. Reference to a DJ in the past.” 
 
    “Yep,” Clay said. “That’s it. Well, I just wanted to let you know your radio broadcast may just be bringing us some answers.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” James asked. 
 
    “Just got a radio call. They wanted to speak to Ella. A biology professor and his team from Virginia. Apparently, they have been researching.” 
 
    “The virus?” James questioned. 
 
    “No.” Clay shook his head. “The Codies. They asked if we could make space for a lab here, and if they could test Ella and the others who can walk among the Codies. I didn’t see a problem with it. They’re on their way.” 
 
    “No, no problem,” said Ella. “That’s a good thing. We need to know. The question is looming.” 
 
    James released a soft chuckle. “What question is looming? You mean about being contagious? I highly doubt that, Ella, I’d be sick by now.” 
 
    “Whether I’m contagious or not isn’t what worries me.” Ella turned and pointed to the iron gate. “It’s whether I am turning into one of those things. That is what I need to know.” 
 
    Instantly, James wondered why she would even think that, why it would even cross her mind. It hadn’t crossed his until that very second. And for as outlandish as it sounded, it was probable, it scared him and at that moment, James needed to know as well. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 ELEVEN – SPREAD 
 
      
 
    In the two days they had been at The Mound, Tom had never seen it so hectic as it was the morning they prepared to leave for the rescue of the four people at Sanctum. 
 
    The professor arrived, and his team wasn’t quite the science squad everyone expected. They were young. College kids whose fear was diverted by staying busy. 
 
    The professor looked like a science teacher from middle school, but a young man named Zach assured everyone that Grady was an award winning biologist. 
 
    Tom wondered how one wins an award in biology. 
 
    Clay was supposed to go on the rescue trip with Ella, until Professor Grady and the gang arrived with their bus load of equipment, then it switched up at the last minute. 
 
    Tom ended up volunteering to go so Clay could stay back and get everything in order. He wasn’t keen on it, he hated flying in helicopters. 
 
    Grady wasted no time pulling out a needle and taking their blood. He wanted to take it right away, Tom didn’t see the point, but he and Ella extended their limb, donated a tube of blood and headed toward the chopper. 
 
      
 
    James stayed behind, the weight limit on the chopper kept him back, plus, he really did want to speak to Grady. 
 
    He listened to the chopper lift, and then James kept himself busy for about an hour. Then he grew nervous, thinking about Ella and Tom on the rescue mission, how they were, or were they almost at Sanctum. He thought meeting the newcomers would keep his mind occupied and away from obsessing over the rescue and how things could go wrong. 
 
    Clay and Jerry made sure the good professor had his space, and James was surprised when he went there and his students were still unpacking boxes, yet, Grady was engrossed, working on something already. 
 
    “Hey,” James stepped inside the large room, hand extended. “We haven’t had a chance to meet. I’m James Ung. Dr. James Ung.” 
 
    “Doctor Ung, the pleasure is mine,” Grady said. “Were you working on CO-D4 when it began?” 
 
    “Actually, I was working in an ER. I see you are working on it.” James pointed.  
 
    “This … this is important.” Grady pointed to the computer screen with nine images on it. “These images of the virus all look the same.” 
 
    With a ‘hmm’, James leaned in to take a closer look. 
 
    “These nine …” He moved to the next set. “Half of them are the same as the page before, these two …” he pointed. "They are different. You can see the virus is different. I haven’t gotten to the next set, I suspect they’ll look the same as the previous set. What you’ll find interesting is these two virus samples.” 
 
    “Stop.” James said. “Okay, they all look alike to me. Even the ones you said looked different.” 
 
    “Are you challenging me?” Grady asked. “Because I am certain …” 
 
    “No. No.” James waved out his hand. “I have no idea what I am looking at.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re kidding. You’re a doctor.” 
 
    “An ER doctor. I fix wounds and help people.” 
 
    “Still, you had to have taken a class like mine to get your medical degree.” 
 
    “And I am sure I did,” James said. “I just don’t remember.” 
 
    “It was twenty-fives years since Jerry took biology and he remembered.” 
 
    “Who’s Jerry?” James asked. 
 
    “The fire chief,” Grady replied. 
 
    “In my defense, I had a few tough residency years. I will leave all this to you and your expertise. I came in to say hello,” James said. “And to tell you I am really glad you’re researching all this. I know it's important, I especially have been hoping to hear some science behind it.” 
 
    “I have discovered a lot the last couple days. When they get back from the rescue operation, I plan on sharing.” 
 
    “Is that what you’re working on now?” James asked. “I mean, you got right to it.” 
 
    “Actually, no. These are blood samples of those who were given the vaccine after being bit. After hearing Ella talk about those able to walk among the Codies. I was very curious as to how. This tells me how.” 
 
    “They have the virus in them.” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t know the science.” 
 
    James shrugged. “You don’t need to be a scientist to know that. It was a guess. So, Ella does have the virus?” 
 
    Grady nodded. “Let me show you something though. Pull up a chair.” 
 
    James grabbed a chair and sat next to Grady. 
 
    “I’m still testing. I suspect, what this will boil down to is four different strains of the virus.” 
 
    “Four?” 
 
    “Yes. This …” he showed a slide. The virus moved about. “This is CO-D4. Original. This is what our Codies have in them. Also this was found in people who were bit, people who were infected before they turned. Notice the movement is steady, it swims around, merging with the other cells. In essence, it is changing the host.” 
 
    “So if it’s a Codie, it eventually consumes everything?” James asked. 
 
    “Hence why they are mild at first and then get increasingly more violent. It starts consuming the cells once the fever starts. Now … watch.” He reached out. “I’m adding a drop of uninfected blood.” 
 
    “Wow.” James watched as the virus attacked the cells. 
 
    “Slow, but they attack. This is how we know it’s contagious. It’s fast. Not as fast as this …” He switched slides. 
 
    The virus moved rigidly and fast, almost jerking. “Holy shit.” 
 
    “Yes. This is the virus taken from those who received the vaccination and turned from that. It is deadly. One drop of blood in you or your eye, you name it … you are infected. It infects fast. Much like the original strange on this is amped up. I would assume droplets as well are contagious. This is …” 
 
    “Scary.” 
 
    “Absolutely. The only positive thing about this, is it is not progressing the host. Once fully infected the host doesn’t change any further. Like with the original strain,” Grady explained. “The vaccine contained a live virus. So it just took over. In the case of it being used on someone already infected … it doesn’t kill the virus …” he switched screens showing another virus. “It freezes it. Kinda of shrinks it. I would venture to say the vaccine doesn’t always work.” 
 
    “Not always,” James said. “It didn’t work on ten percent of those bit or scratched, and one of them was barely wounded.” 
 
    “Nothing is ever a hundred percent. But when it works,” Grady said. “It works. Like this.” 
 
    “They're not moving,” James said. 
 
    “Nope. It’s dormant and much smaller. This is a sample taken from those who were bit, infected and then received the vaccine. It does nothing when I introduce blood to it.” he added blood to the slide. “It’s not attacking itself or that.” 
 
    “So those people are not contagious.” 
 
    “I would say no, but I still would be proactive. Like the herpes virus, theoretically you can’t catch it when it’s dormant, but you shouldn’t take a chance.” 
 
    “Whew, okay.” James said with some relief. “I was worried. I mean, Ella is worried she is going to turn. But clearly looking at this, the host isn’t mutating any further.” 
 
    “I haven’t gotten to her blood. But I suspect she’s dormant. I’d say the likelihood of turning into a Codie for these people are slim. However, we have one more virus to look at.” 
 
    He changed it again. 
 
    James examined it. He really didn’t know what he was looking at, but he could tell the movement of the virus was minute. “Is it moving. It looks like it is.” 
 
    “It is. But slow. It’s very slow. It is slowly taking over the other cells, and this strain is as contagious as the original.” 
 
    “That person is here?” 
 
    “Persons. Two so far. They are turning slowly, but are turning. They will eventually turn one hundred percent.” 
 
    James sighed out and sat back. “Only two?” 
 
    “Two, one is further along than the other. I’m trying to figure out why these two are different.” 
 
    “Who are they?” James asked. “Maybe their circumstances were the same.” 
 
    Grady backed up for a clipboard and shuffled through pages. “This one is from the woman rescued a few days ago at the warehouse and the other is …” 
 
    “Rhonda,” James said. 
 
    “Yes, Rhonda. How did you know?” 
 
    “I know what they have in common. They not only were both bit, they died and revived. So going by your theory, CO-D4 had already taken over and the vaccine didn’t freeze it, it just slowed it down. So what do we do?” 
 
    “Watch them. Test them. Let them know. But watch them, because my good doctor,” Grady said. “They are a threat, not only because they are contagious, but because at any time, any place, they could turn.” 
 
    James closed his eyes briefly. His thought didn’t go to Shannon, but more so to Rhonda and the baby she always had in her arms. 
 
      
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
      
 
    Another swoop and turn of the helicopter caused Ella to peer over her shoulder to the back of the chopper where Tom sat, holding tightly to a wrung with his eyes closed. 
 
    “You okay?” she asked through the headset. 
 
    Tom nodded. 
 
    He looked pale, his forehead beaded with sweat. 
 
    “You look like you’re gonna hurl,” she said. 
 
    “I’m alright. Just airsick. I get airsick,” Tom replied. 
 
    “Please do not hurl in my chopper, Major,” Carl, the pilot said. 
 
    “I’m not … I’m not gonna hurl.” He puckered his lips, swallowed and closed his eyes tighter. 
 
    “We’re coming up on it,” Carl announced. 
 
    Ella knew they were close, especially when she saw the city skyline in the distance. But now they were there, flying above the Monongahela river toward Sanctum. 
 
    It had only been a few days, but Ella felt a sense of sadness as they flew over her home city. 
 
    “Up here on the right,” Ella instructed. “Right after the bridge you’ll see the marina docks. There is a small line of trees and Sanctum is to the right. That is the RIDC complex.” 
 
    “Got it.” Carl veered the chopper. 
 
    Tom groaned. 
 
    Ella giggled. “Hang in there.” 
 
    “Okay, so we know the plan,” Carl said. “There is no where to land. I will hover long enough for you to descend, Major.” 
 
    Tom nodded. 
 
    “Tom, I can do this,” Ella told him. “I can climb down.” 
 
    “No,” Tom replied. “It’s too dangerous if you haven’t done it. The ladder sways and coming back up I’ll have to carry one kid at a time on my back. I’m doing it.” 
 
    “Do you have the experience?” Ella asked. “You hate choppers.” 
 
    “I hate flying, doesn’t mean I haven’t done it.” Tom moved toward the door. “I’m opening it now.” 
 
    Ella watched as he opened the door. She felt the gush of wind hit her in the face. Her eyes stayed on Tom as he lowered the ladder, then watched as he paused. 
 
    Just as Ella registered him pause, Tom must have seen something amiss, then she heard Carl. 
 
    “What the hell?” Carl asked. 
 
    “What?” Ella asked. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Tom replied. “They’re gone.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “I thought you told me there were tens of thousands,” Carl said. 
 
    “There are.” Ella then looked out and down. “There … were.” 
 
    Below she could clearly see Sanctum. The building remained, the fence was buckled and down. There were bodies strewn across the ground, but the area, usually swarming with Codies, was clear. There was no movement. 
 
    “I don’t see any in my scope,” said Carl. “How do thousands of those things disappear?’ 
 
    Ella didn’t have an answer. It wasn’t what she expected to see. 
 
    “I’m headed down,” Tom announced. “Hold it steady.” 
 
    “When you’re down there, Major, I’m gonna scan the area,” Carl said. “See if we can figure out where they went. Reach us by radio if there’s problems.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Tom replied. 
 
    “Tom, remember, roof hatch, first floor under, corner office,” Ella said. “That’s Grant’s room and where the radio is.” 
 
    “With the workman hazard poster on the door, got it.” 
 
    “Be careful.” 
 
    After a nod, Tom turned his body and began his climb down. 
 
    Even though Carl held the chopper steady, Ella’s heart still beat quickly as she watched Tom, fearful he would fall. Once he reached the lower end of the ladder he jumped to the roof, gave a wave of his arms, readjusted his rifle and ran to the hatch. 
 
    “He’s in,” Ella announced. 
 
    “Let’s go see if we can find our ten thousand Codies.” 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    The moment he left Grady, the first thought that came to James’ mind was find Rhonda. He had a bad feeling. Perhaps it was just the matter of fact seriousness that was presented by Grady or maybe even intuition. 
 
    James didn’t know. 
 
    He felt an urgency, after all, Grady said one of them was bad. 
 
    He passed through the sick ward, Shannon’s son, Ari, was sitting with her. She was still recovering from her injuries, 
 
    How long? How long would it take for her and Rhonda to turn? 
 
    As far as James knew, Ella wasn’t in the clear either. He hadn’t gotten to her blood to confirm or deny her stage. 
 
    The prison was huge and most people stayed in the same area. They had to. Fall and winter weren’t far off and it was the only area they’d heat. 
 
    Cell Block A had been cleared and cleaned for those who lived at The Mound. Most of the cells were cleared, cleaned and painted. The others were a work in progress, but Cell Block A would hold almost everyone. Giving people small but private spaces. 
 
    Rhonda was given an already cleaned space because of the baby. One near the main door so she could make her way to the kitchen faster, if need be. 
 
    The seven by five foot cell was her home. She had a cot and next to it was the white mesh cradle. The bars of the cell were covered with a curtain for privacy, and the door was open. 
 
    James was nervous as he approached. He was unable to see into the cell until he was at the door. When he arrived Rhonda was sitting on the bunk, her back to him and the cradle was empty. 
 
    “Rhonda?” he called her name softly. 
 
    She turned slowly. 
 
    He exhaled in relief when he saw her, even felt a bit silly for fearing she had suddenly turned into a monster. 
 
    “Hey, James,” she replied, her voice cracking some. 
 
    He looked at her. Were her under eyes really darker or was it his imagination? 
 
    “How … um, how are you feeling? You look tired,” James said. 
 
    “I am. I’m really tired.” 
 
    “So you’re sick.” 
 
    “No.” she chuckled as if he were silly. “I’m a new mom. I’m just tired. He’s being a little fussy.” 
 
    “Here.” James held out his arms. “Why don't you let me take him.” 
 
    “No, I’m fine.” 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t mind. I’ll take him and you can get some rest.” 
 
    “James, really, I’m fine.” She lifted the bottle. “I’ll finish feeding him, and he’ll go down. I’ll nap then.” 
 
    “Until then, why don’t you give him to me.” 
 
    “James.” 
 
    “Give me the baby, Rhonda.” There was something about the way he said it. James didn’t mean for it to come out so demanding. 
 
    She gave him a scolding look. “Are you kidding me? What the hell?” 
 
    “I’m … I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Is something going on?” she asked. 
 
    “No. No.” he waved out his hand. “I’m being paranoid.” 
 
    “You think I’ll fall asleep on him?” 
 
    James didn’t answer. 
 
    “Don’t be silly. I’ll put him in the cradle before I close my eyes. Look …” she pulled the bottle from his mouth. “He’s sleeping. I’ll get a good burp out of him and put him down. Then I’ll sleep.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll let you rest.” He turned and walked away from her cell. A part of him felt ridiculous for acting that way. As if she would turn instantly after Grady had told him. 
 
    The superstitious part of James was screaming there was a reason Grady showed up on this day, demanded the blood immediately and without hesitation, worked on it and presented the conclusion Rhonda would turn. There was a reason for it coming to light, like a forewarning James was supposed to heed. 
 
    In his gut James felt strongly that Grady was right. Something was going to happen and happen  soon. 
 
    The realist in James, the doctor in James, said … no. 
 
    There would be signs, they would know. They’d do something before it happened. Until then, she should be allowed to enjoy what little time she had left with her baby. 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    The huge barricade that spanned across Carson street, down Second Avenue to the river … was down. 
 
    A part of it was broken and massive amounts of Codies flowed down the roads and side streets like blood through arteries. 
 
    It was only a few days earlier that Ella had stood at the same barricade. 
 
    Never would she have believed they could have breached it. But they did. 
 
     It was only one of the barricades. 
 
    They circled around the area, Ella’s attention was on that and listening to radio updates from Tom. 
 
    “That’s a negative here in the office, Ella,” Tom reported. “Only a few Codies. I’m going to check the building. Let me know when you’re on your way back.” 
 
    They weren’t there. Grant and the others were missing. 
 
    But just like the Codies being gone, Ella had to wonder if they too found their way out. 
 
    The Carson street barricade was just one of many that were used to create a pen for the massive amounts of Codies. Trapping them in the South Side. 
 
    Downed roadways, imploded bridges, tunnels and sealed tunnels were all part of that. Yet … for some reason, at this point in time, after all those months ... the barricades didn’t hold. 
 
    The only thing Ella could think of was the hundred people, whose scent called to the Codies like a dinner buffet ... were gone. 
 
    Like rats, the Codies migrated with a vengeance, finding their way out to find another source of food. 
 
    They could only fly around for so long. The fuel life of the chopper only allowed for them to travel for so long. 
 
    Carl had to turn back. 
 
    The rescue mission to retrieve Grant and the others had to be aborted. It was time to go back and get Tom. Ella hoped he had found something, she hoped he somehow found an answer to what happened to Grant. 
 
    But like with the question on how the Codies suddenly made their way out, Ella had to resolve herself to the fact she may never find out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 TWELVE – HINDSIGHT 
 
      
 
    “There was no blood, no bodies,” Tom explained. “Nothing of a struggle that I could see. Other than those killed in the first rescue attempt.” 
 
    They had met in a meeting room just off the sick ward. A debriefing following the failed rescue attempt. 
 
    “Nothing there told me they were killed or attacked,” Tom said. “The radio is gone. I don’t know what the supply situation was like there, so I can’t say if they took supplies. My guess is when Grant saw the Codies were moving out, he saw the clearing and went for it. Probably grabbed a boat and took to the river. I would have.” 
 
    Clay asked. “Did you guys check the river for a boat?” 
 
    Carl nodded. “We did as much as we could. But we had only three hours of fuel and I wanted us to get back. If they left yesterday they would have been out of our reach.” 
 
    “They know where we are,” Clay said. “Let’s hope he got those kids out of there and is somehow trying to make his way here.” He looked at Ella. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “We tried,” she said sadly. “But we know about the Codies. They go where there is food. Their drive is enough to break a barricade.” 
 
    “It looks almost as if someone let them out,” added Carl. “But that’s not possible.” 
 
    Grady spoke up. “The good news is without a food source, they will die. They'll go from calm to violent, and then degrade to the point where they can’t help themselves. We’ve been watching the ones we captured.” 
 
    Tom looked at him. “You captured Codies?” 
 
    “You have to know them,” Grady answered. “We need to know what we’re up against. And when dealing with the original strain Codies, after the virus completely takes hold, they no longer lack the intellect to feed themselves. They rely on instinct. Which, without food, will cause their deaths. It’s all a waiting game.” 
 
    “They outnumber us,” Ella said. 
 
    “In time they’ll die out,” Grady replied. 
 
    “What about the NICs?” Ella asked. 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “I call them NICs. New Improved Codies.” 
 
    James turned to Grady. “The other sample you showed me. The fast moving ones.” 
 
    Grady nodded. “The scary version of the virus. Those who turned after receiving the vaccine.” 
 
    “They’re different,” Ella said. 
 
    “Yes, they are,” Grady said. “The virus is worse. You get bit, scratched, spit on, blood or saliva in your eyes, you turn fast.” 
 
    “And the vaccine won’t help,” James said. “If you get bit by a Codie and get the vaccine or serum pretty quickly, it helps. You get this form of the virus, you'll still die, getting the vaccine again won't save you.” 
 
    “And you know this how?” Grady asked. 
 
    “Baily,” James answered. “A soldier that had taken the vaccine. We had him, gave him IV’s while he was comatose. He woke up and turned so we hit him with the vaccine again. He had a moment of lucidity and then just died.” 
 
    “Wow,” Grady said. “That is really helpful information. An aerosol form could exterminate the new ones, then again, it would kill the uninfected. So scratch that thought.” 
 
    “But killing them isn’t what I’m talking about right now,” Ella added. “They’re a threat. They’re different. They act different. They see me, unlike the OG Codies, one beat the hell out of me.” 
 
    “Then you were lucky,” Grady said. “We captured one. She was a petite thing. But the rage and strength she showed was unbelievable. She attacked a Codie like you wouldn’t believe. Killed it. Instantly.” 
 
     “Whoa. Whoa,” Clay spoke up. “Did the Codie attack the NIC?” 
 
    Grady shook his head. “The Codie didn’t even pay attention to her. Just like, I assume, they don’t pay attention to Ella and Tom and anyone else invisible to them. It did nothing to her. However, she saw him and killed him.” 
 
    “Christ,” Tom blurted. “If what you’re saying is true, the Codies outnumber us, the NICs outnumber them. They could conceivably wipe out the Codies.” 
 
    James mumbled. “Then come after us.” 
 
    Grady laughed. “That’s saying they have the brain capacity to think, to reason … to plot. No, I highly disagree. Then again, I would need one to test.” 
 
    Clay shook his head. “Not gonna happen. Not that I wouldn’t allow it. It’s just that nowhere around here did we get the vaccine. Parts of Wheeling got it, but that is an area fifteen miles away. They wouldn’t make it here. I doubt they drive.” 
 
    “So they aren’t close,” Tom said. “No way to get to us. They can’t smell us so they won’t migrate here. Assuming their instinctual mission is to go after the Codies, they may follow that trail her, but it would take awhile.” 
 
    Grady shook his head. “They won’t survive. They would have to know exactly where we are, or know it’s a populated area with Codies. By the time they’d get here starvation or the elements would kill them.” 
 
    “And there is a huge mass of Codie population,” Clay said. “Between us and the vaccine portion of Wheeling.” 
 
    “So let’s not give them something to chase,” Tom said. “You told me eight thousand people were in this town. Following the normal progress of the virus and wipe out teams, there should be no more than maybe two thousand Codies in this town.” 
 
    Clay nodded. “That’s about right. Scattered about. They mass every once and a while. What are you proposing?” 
 
    “We rectify,” Tom replied. “We have enough people now invisible to the original strain Codies. I'll train them, take them out and we rectify the town. Clear it. Manually, no guns, nothing where sound travels. If we do it every day, with the twenty people we have, it won’t take long.” 
 
    “Keep in mind,” Grady said. “If you get bit or scratched, the serum won’t work again.” 
 
    “Not to mention,” James added. “We only have about forty doses left and …” 
 
    A scream. 
 
    One long scream brought silence to the room. It was a woman’s scream, one that sounded horrified. After a pause, the scream repeated over and over. 
 
    While Tom and Clay were the first to shoot out the door, Ella’s size allowed her to maneuver by them and pass. 
 
    She knew the scream. It was Paula. It frightened Ella even more because Paula was a calm, strong person not easily rattled. 
 
    Ella was right, it was Paula. 
 
    In the middle of the first floor walkway of Call Black A, Paula was hunched, knees bent slightly, arms to her body screaming in hysterics. 
 
    Ella grabbed ahold of her, grasping her arms. “What is it? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I shut the cell. I didn’t know what else to do …” Then she gurgled out a screaming. “Oh, God!” 
 
    As soon as she said that, she heard Clay murmured a shocked, “Oh my God.” 
 
    Ella looked. 
 
    She moved by Paula a few steps to the cell. A simple peek through the closed cell bars, and a split second glance at a bloody cradle was all Ella needed. 
 
    She spun around, took a step and felt everything from her stomach rise up without warning. An eruption of vomit she couldn't control shot from her mouth and her legs felt weak. She grabbed onto the wall opposite of the cell and faced it. 
 
    “No. No.” James groaned out. “No-no-no-no-no.” 
 
    Ella saw James reach around her and she immediately turned into him, burying herself within his hold. Staring only at the fabric of James’ tee shirt, Ella wanted to scream. She tensed up when she heard Tom’s voice. 
 
    “I’m sorry Rhonda,” Tom said softly. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Ella closed her eyes. 
 
    “Rectify.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 THIRTEEN – MESS 
 
      
 
      
 
    Of all the raids he had done, all the rectifications, this one was by far the worst for Tom. It was personal. He was shattered. He would live with that moment for the rest of his life. Watching Paula, a woman who always presented a chilled and fearless front, fall into a pit of despair, crying and screaming made it even more horrifying. “I closed the cell. I just went … I just went to check on her.” 
 
    Ella in speed demon mode, racing forward only to vomit at the sight of it. 
 
    James buckled. He looked, his legs buckled and he grabbed on to Ella. 
 
    The look on Clay’s face said it all. 
 
    Tom didn’t need to look. 
 
    He knew it was something horrific simply by their reactions. He didn’t expect in a million years for Rhonda to have turned and for her to violently have taken the life of her baby, Rodney. 
 
    When Rhonda previously revived, she was gentle and calm, this time she rushed the bars of the cell and facially sneered at him. 
 
    Tom looked her in the eye, trying to find a bit of her that remained. 
 
    Nothing was there. Nothing was behind the eyes, there was no soul. 
 
    Only madness. 
 
    He had no choice but to do what he would want done to himself … rectify. 
 
    There was a fenced in area, just opposite the South Gate entrance. It was a short walk through several Codies, but Tom made the walk, taking Rhonda and the baby to the area to bury them. 
 
    He needed to do it, he needed time alone, even doing something as sad as digging a grave. After he finished and cleaned up, he sought out Ella and the group. She, James, Paula and Don were in an office. 
 
    They were silent when he walked in. 
 
    “I placed her to rest,” Tom said. “Her and the baby.” 
 
    “How did this happen?” Ella asked. “She was fine.” 
 
    James shook his head. “No, it was my fault. This is all my fault. I could have at least saved Rodney.” 
 
    “How?” Ella asked. 
 
    “I knew. I knew she was going to turn. Grady had told me eventually the virus would take over and she would turn. I went to her cell earlier, but I couldn’t tell her. I convinced myself it wasn’t going to happen yet and we’d have warnings. I was wrong.” 
 
    “No,” Paula spoke up. “This is my fault. She told me yesterday something was wrong. She told me she wasn’t feeling well and was having horrible thoughts. She didn’t say what they were, but I … I just told her it was post-partum depression. I could have done something.” 
 
    “It’s no one’s fault,” Tom said. “Even with Rhonda having thoughts, or with Grady giving that information, there is no way we could have possibly known it was going to happen today at this hour. What were we going to do, take the baby from his mother indefinitely? It’s a tragedy, a horrible, horrible tragedy, but it’s no one’s fault.” 
 
    “What about you, Ella and the others from the boat?” Don asked. “Are you next? Are you going to turn?” 
 
    Tom shook his head. “I asked Grady. Our blood shows a dormant virus. We have it, but it’s dormant.” 
 
    “Dormant as in like a volcano?” Don said with a hint of question. “At any time you could become active?” 
 
    Tom exhaled. “He’s said the dormant virus looks different in us. Smaller. We will blood test regularly, if there are any changes noted, like if it goes active or becomes larger, we’ll know. Rhonda’s was active. More than likely because she and Shannon had revived and we brought them back.” 
 
    “What about Shannon?” Paula asked. “Are we telling her and her son.” 
 
    “Grady and Clay are telling them now. Monitor her is all we can do. Keep her separated from everyone.” 
 
    Ella stood. “We have to go. We have to leave this place. We can not stay here. We’re a danger. All of us who got the vaccine. We should leave.” 
 
    “And what?” James said. “Go where?” 
 
    “Out there. Anywhere,” Ella said. “Away from people we could hurt.” 
 
    “No. I disagree,” James argued. “You’ll go out there and live each day never knowing if you’re going to turn into a Codie. At least in here, we monitor it, you can exhale each time you hear it’s still dormant. If you leave you won’t know. It will hang over your head every moment of every day.” 
 
    “As much as I hate the thought of being behind these walls for the rest of my life,” Tom said. “It’s what we have to do. Staying is our best option.” 
 
    “What if they don’t want us?” Ella asked. “What if they don’t want us living among them.” 
 
    “Then we talk to Clay about getting another wing of the prison,” Tom replied. “We need to be close to the technology so we know. I want to know.” 
 
    “They aren’t kicking you out,” Paula said. “No way. If they do, Don and I go with you all.” 
 
    “Me, too,” James added. “I’ll make sure I learn all the stuff that Grady does. But I go where you go.” 
 
    Tom lifted his hands. “We’re getting ahead of ourselves. Right now we’re in shock, we’re grieving, we need to be together for that. Then tomorrow we lift our heads and we get to work. We’re going to reclaim this town from the dead.” 
 
    No one was in the mood for a pep talk and it certainly wasn’t Tom’s intention to deliver one. He just needed them to know, it was one step at a time, 
 
    They were still alive when the rest of the world was dead. 
 
    They had to look at what they had, and not what they lost. 
 
    Control what they could, and let go of what they couldn’t. 
 
    Make life right, at least in their little speck of the world. 
 
    That’s what was needed to continue on. 
 
    One way or another, they would. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FOURTEEN – TWISTED MERMAID 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Two Months Later 
 
      
 
    The last fire smoldered in the distance, the black smoke blending some with the gray sky. Don stood on the wall walkway above the main entrance. The burial mound blocked his full view, but if he squinted one eye it looked like the smoke came from The Mound. 
 
    Forty-eight Codies burned, the remaining ones in the town after two months of effort to clear the streets and businesses. The homes where Codies were they let go, allowing those rectified to remain inside and the natural decaying process to take over. The cold weather that was forthcoming would delay it some, but by spring it should be done. 
 
    The town of Moundsville was sectioned off. Completely shut down. All access routes were completely barricaded with the bridge being the single point of entry and exit. The average Codie wasn’t smart enough to make their way in. 
 
    Don didn’t need to be on watch or pace the walkway, it was something he liked to do in the early morning. Plus, he wanted to see that last fire. 
 
    It symbolized a finality on many levels. Even if the world was still speckled and crowded with Codies, in Moundsville they weren’t, and to those at The Mound Prison, it was all that mattered. 
 
      
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    “Clear,” Grady told Ella. “Still dormant.” 
 
    Ella exhaled with a whew. “Thank you. I always get nervous around test days.” 
 
    “You’re good.” Grady shifted his eyes when Tom walked in the room. “Ready for testing?” 
 
    “Sure,” Tom answered. 
 
    “I’m dormant,” Ella said. 
 
    “I expected no less. As I expect no less that you will keep your word,” Tom said with a nod at Ella. 
 
    “It’s done?” Ella asked. 
 
    “The last of the bodies are burning now.” 
 
    “So the fire is still going?” 
 
    “Smoldering.”  
 
    Ella stood. “Good then I have time before we leave for a run.” 
 
    “Ella.” Tom took hold of her arm as she tried to pass him. “No one has come. The last one was Shannon.” 
 
    Hearing her name caused a pausing moment to Ella. 
 
    Tom knew by looking at Ella she was thinking of the woman who only wanted to save her son. A woman who not only was attacked, but revived, was cured then before she could turn again, took her own life. 
 
    “I know,” Ella said. “I have to try. Grant—” 
 
    “Grant isn’t coming, Ella. Not now. He knows where we are. If he is out there alive, he’s not making his way here. Not yet. You need to understand the radio broadcasts have to stop. It’s been a while and we don’t need desperate people hearing we have what they want.” 
 
    Ella nodded. “I understand. I made you a deal. I’ll stop when the bodies have all burned. They’re still burning so …” She stepped backwards. “I can get one more broadcast out of the way.” 
 
    Before Tom could stop her again, she was gone. 
 
    “Let her go. If the marauders haven’t come yet, they aren’t coming,” Grady said. 
 
    “We’ve been lucky. Let’s keep it that way. I would prefer no radio broadcasts at all. Clay would too, he just won’t confront her.” 
 
    “As if your burning bodies aren’t a smoke signal?” Grady raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I suppose they are.” 
 
    “Have you ever thought that no one is responding or coming because no one is left?” 
 
    “Nah, that broadcast is being heard. I feel it.” Tom sat down and held out his hand. “Okay, Professor, prick away.” 
 
    “In a hurry?” 
 
    “Yep. I want to get back out there and get more wood and stuff to burn. Tonight we fire up the furnace. They got it working, I’m just hoping we all don’t die of carbon monoxide.” 
 
    Grady laughed. “This place is too drafty. I am sure it will be fine.” 
 
    “I hope. I think we’re going to have snow. You can feel it. See it in the sky.” 
 
    “Snow and cold are not bad things,” Grady said, paused and pricked his finger. He grabbed a tiny tube allowing the blood to travel through it. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Because the cold will kill off everything. We may be few, but the one thing we as humans still have over the Codies is our ability to reason, to think, to problem solve. So if the cold doesn’t kill them, time certainly will. I’m confident this time next year, we may go south.” 
 
    “Do you really believe that?” Tom asked. 
 
    “Going south?” 
 
    “No, about the cold, time and intelligence.” 
 
    “I do,” Grady said with confidence. 
 
    “Then I hope you’re right, Professor,” Tom said as he stood. “I hope you’re right.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    “And that’s it,” Ella held the microphone, kicked back in a chair, legs on the desk. “This will be the last one. Just know we’re here, and will be. Ella … signing off. Hopefully, not forever,” Sadly, she set down the microphone. She stared at the radio for a while until she saw James step into the room. 
 
    “Hey,” James said. 
 
    “Hey.” Ella lowered her legs from the desk and stood.  
 
    “Keeping your end of the deal?” he asked. 
 
    “Yep. I’m gonna miss it. It’s been a part of my day.” 
 
    “And night.” 
 
    Ella smiled blushingly. “And night, yes. However, Clay said if I have the need to be the new world’s next DJ, he’ll rig something so I can talk like a radio person to everyone here.” 
 
    “I’d like that.”  
 
    “Not sure …” Clay’s voice entered the room. “Everyone else shares your passion for hearing Ella ramble.” 
 
    “Ella exudes life,” James said. 
 
    “And …” Ella smiled. “Ella is still dormant.” 
 
    “And weird,” Clay added. “Talking about herself in third person.” 
 
    “I don’t mind,” James said. 
 
    “You guys are so cute,” Clay joked. “You remind me of the couple from the old TV show, I Zombie. Where the chick is a zombie but the guy she digs isn’t so they can’t be together, because he’ll get infected.” 
 
    “Dude,” James chuckled. “We’re friends.” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s go.” Clay pointed to the door. “It’s gonna snow and I don’t want to be out there. Don is already in the truck.” 
 
    “Wait. What?” James asked. “Why is Don going? This is my turn to go with you guys. I haven’t been out yet.” 
 
    “Quit whining, Doc,” Clay told him. “There’s room in the truck for the four of us to go on this run. It’s got a back seat.” Clay walked out. 
 
    “Was I whining?” James asked Ella. 
 
    “A little, yeah.” 
 
    They made their way down to the south gate where the pick-up truck was parked. There they listened to the standard Tom speech. Ella was used it, she heard it every time she went out with Clay and him on a run. 
 
    ‘Keep your radio on’ 
 
    ‘Don’t separate too far’ 
 
    ‘Get in, get out.’ 
 
    ‘Do not engage.’ 
 
    ‘Mini rectifiers only when close’ 
 
    ‘Weapon’s ready. Fire as a last resort. Sound travels.’ 
 
    Tom’s standard list of rules and regulations. Of course, he always added, ‘Don’t make me come looking for you.’ 
 
    Ella tried to give him the same rules when he went out and Tom just scoffed at her. 
 
    It was different than the last run two weeks earlier. 
 
    There were no Codies gathering at the South Gate. No Codies on the street. And when they arrived at the small bridge, there weren’t even any Codies lingering at the fence they built. They opened it, pulled though and even closed it again without problems. 
 
    They radioed bac they had made their way through town and were on their way to the Walmart without incident. 
 
    The roadway to the Super Center only had a few Codies here and there. They moved even slower, the colder weather that settled in was taking its toll. 
 
    Clay pulled the truck straight up to the doors as he always had. The Super Center was a prime spot for their salvaging, they had far from picked it over, still only taking food items that were perishable. 
 
    On this trip, they weren’t there for food items. They were there for winter wear. Since the world shut down in the summer, no winter coats were out. They had to be creative about what they would grab. Blankets and anything warm. 
 
    A half dozen Codies meandered the parking lot, not even worrisome enough to bother with. They were end stage. Mostly decomposed, barely moving, having only enough energy to swipe an arm as they passed. 
 
    “Remember, grab only what we need. In and out,” Clay dictated as they walked in. “Let’s make a sweep, then if we do it quick enough and get things in the truck, we can take a few minutes to see if there’s anything else we need. Pair up. I’ll go with Don.” 
 
    Ella was used to Clay’s method. She had done quite a few runs with him. It was always the same. Get what they came for quickly, then any spare few minutes were for any extras. 
 
    It was James’ first run, and he was excited. Ella explained to him it was like a timed shopping spree. A ready, set, go sort of thing. 
 
    Each of them grabbed a cart and headed to the home section. They raided the comforters, bedding and blankets. 
 
    A few sweatshirts and long sleeves were available, but not much. 
 
    They loaded what they could and took it quickly out to the truck. The entire bed was covered with items. 
 
    Clay checked his watch, then looked around assessing the Codie situation. They were still in the clear and he gave everyone ten minutes to go back in. 
 
    “Stay close,” he said. “I’m headed to automotive.” 
 
    Ella didn’t see a problem with that. The store was empty from what they could see. Then again, it was dark in there, the only light came from the entrance and their flashlights. 
 
    Ella wanted to go to the kid’s department and get some clothing for them. 
 
    “Do you mind?” Don asked. “I’m headed over to the faux jewelry department. Right over there.” He pointed. “The whole reason I came was to get something for Paula. It’s out twentieth anniversary tomorrow.” 
 
    “Aw,” Ella smiled. “That is so sweet. Go. We’ll be right here.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Don moved on. 
 
    “I knew there had to be another reason he came,” she said to James. 
 
    “I think it’s pretty awesome that he remembered with all that was happening.” 
 
    “They are quite the pair. You ever feel guilty for not wanting them around.” 
 
    “No.” James answered quickly. “Yes. Sometimes.” 
 
    Ella laughed. 
 
    “You guys know this store well.” 
 
    “We’re in here enough. This is our big go to place. Then again, this is the first time there were so few Codies.” 
 
    “Maybe Grady is right. Maybe they are dying off.” 
 
    “Maybe.” She grabbed a stack of tee shirts. “We have so many girls.” She handed them to James then lifted her radio. “Hey, Clay, come in.” 
 
    “Yeah. What’s up?” 
 
    “What do you think about us grabbing some toys for the kids?” 
 
    “You mean again?” 
 
    “Well, they need toys.” 
 
    “Christmas is around the corner Ella,” Clay replied. 
 
    “It’s still two months away. Just some games. A treat.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess. Make it quick.” 
 
    Ella lowered her radio, still keeping it in her hand and turned to James. “Let’s get Don, before we head over.” 
 
    James agreed and using the flashlight they sought their way. 
 
    “Don?” she called out in a loud whisper. 
 
    “Over here.” Don replied. 
 
    Ella spotted the flashlight waving about and followed it. They found Don at the cases with the jewelry. “Did you find anything?” she asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I did. It’s awesome. I think,” Don said. “When we get into the light, I’ll show you.” 
 
    “Sounds good. We’re gonna head to toys and grab some stuff for the kids. Did you wanna join us?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’d love to,” replied. Don. 
 
    Ella raised her radio. “Clay, Clay, come in. We’re headed to toys. You wanna meet us there?” 
 
    “Negative. I’m still in automotive.” A paused. “Meet me at the truck in five.” 
 
    “Five?” Ella asked. 
 
    “No longer.” 
 
    “Fine. We’ll …” Ella paused and her eyes lifted. 
 
    James asked. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    She looked left to right. “Clay.” She said into the radio. “Where are you again?” 
 
    Again, James asked. “What is it?” 
 
    Ella shook her head. 
 
    “Automotive.” 
 
    Quickly, Ella shifted her eyes to Don then James. “Shit.” 
 
    “What?” James asked. 
 
    “Don't you hear that?” Ella asked in a low whisper. “An echo.” 
 
    Don looked behind him. 
 
    “What do you mean?” James asked. 
 
    She lifted a finger to James, then turned her body to the right staring at complete darkness. “Clay, come again. Where are you?” 
 
    “Goddamn it, Ella, automotive.” 
 
    Ella’s eyes widened. She thought she was imagining it, but the reply from Clay confirmed it. She heard it not only come from her radio, but somewhere in the distance. With a rushed and panicked whisper, she faced James. “Another radio. I hear another radio.” She lifted hers to her mouth. “Clay, we have to leave. Someone is in this store. They’re listening to us.” 
 
    The moment she said it, James grabbed her arm. “I heard it, too.” 
 
    Don backed up hurriedly swaying his flashlight left to right. “It’s coming from over …” he froze when the beam of his light hit the face of a man directly in front of him.  
 
    He had emerged from the darkness. By the smell of him, the look of his skin and his eyes, he wasn’t a normal human being, nor a Codie, he was definitely a NIC. 
 
    Before they could bolt toward the light of the entrance, with a fury, the NIC swung outward at Don. His semi open hand viciously swiped into his throat with the momentum of his swing. 
 
    Don teetered backwards. James lunged forward to catch him, just as the NIC raged to attack again. 
 
    Ella was ready. She fired one single shot into the darkness, hoping against hope it hit the NIC. She heard the thump of a body hitting the floor, saw James struggling with Don and knew she hit her target. 
 
    Don’s body jolted slightly and convulsed. 
 
    Panic shot through Ella’s body, her entire being trembled as she also grabbed ahold of Don and helped James drag him out of the store. 
 
    Suddenly she didn’t feel as if they were alone. There were more, she sensed them. 
 
    Just as they hit the entrance, Clay came barreling their way. 
 
    “Oh my God,” he said. 
 
    Ella didn’t have time to look, she couldn’t see what had happened to Don. 
 
    Clay took over, nudging Ella out of the way, helping to carry Don out, and together he and James carried him to the back of the truck, tossing him inside like supplies they had gathered from the store. 
 
    That was when Ella saw. Don held on tight to his own throat, but blood pulsed through his finger tips. His eyes were wide and filled with horror. James jumped into the back end of the truck as Ella climbed inside with him, when she did, she saw more NICs emerge from the store. “Go!” she told Clay. “Drive!” She lifted her gun and fired a shot at one of the NICs as he reached for Clay. 
 
    He barely made it out of the way. 
 
    Ella fired again as everyone tried to get in. All she could think of was aim and shoot. Get them away from the truck. 
 
    The empty chamber clicked as she heard the truck start, it jolted and moved before she even heard Clay shut his driver’s door. 
 
    The jerk of the truck sent Ella back and rolling. When she picked herself up, James had grabbed a blanket, trying to bring it to Don’s throat. But Don’s hands were there, holding tight as his body twitched. 
 
    ‘We have a situation,”  Clay’s voice carried on the radio. ‘Have someone at the bridge stat. We’ll be there in four.’ 
 
    “You have to let go,” James told Don. “I have to move your hands.” He raised his eyes to Ella. “Help me. I have to try to stop the bleeding. We’ll be home soon.” 
 
    Ella grabbed ahold of Don’s hands, when she did, she saw the chain of a necklace intertwined in his fingers. His gift for his wife. She pulled down his hands. “It’s gonna be okay,” she told him. “It’s gonna be ...” she looked down. His hand opened and the pendant of the necklace lay in his bloody palm. It was a gold mermaid. 
 
    “Jesus,” James groaned out. “They ripped out his throat.” 
 
    “What?” Ella asked in shock. “How is he …” 
 
    Don made eye contact with Ella. His lips moved. She couldn’t hear him, he obviously couldn’t make a sound, but he was trying.  
 
    Maybe it was her imagination, but she swore he was trying to say his wife’s name. 
 
    “I’ll tell her. I’ll tell her.” 
 
    Don closed his eyes. 
 
    “The bleeding won’t stop,” James said. “I can’t stop it. It won’t stop.” 
 
    “Hold on, Don,” Ella told him. "Just hold on until we get back. Please. We’ll be back soon. Hold on for Paula.” 
 
    James held the saturated blanket against Don’s wound looking at Ella and shaking his head. 
 
    Her lips puckered and her body tensed up, the truck moved fast, speeding down the road, they screeched around the bend, she glanced over her shoulder to gauge where they were. 
 
    “We’re close, Don.” she told him. “We’re so close.” 
 
    Don stopped moving. 
 
    James lowered his head, releasing his grip on the blanket. “He’s gone.” 
 
    Every ounce of energy left Ella’s body when she heard those words and her muscles seemed to go limp. 
 
    The truck slowed briefly, enough for her to know they were passing through the fence. She saw Tom as they drove by. 
 
    Reaching for her rectifier on her belt, her hand grabbed it at the same time she saw Don’s hand. His fingers no longer tensed, the necklace rested in the palm of his hand. It saddened her and she lifted it, placing it in her front pocket. She then reached again for the tool. 
 
    “Here,” James said, leaning over Don, his hand over Ella’s. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    In that moment, as James took the rectifier … Don sat up. 
 
    His body snapped upward and he lunged his teeth into James shoulder. 
 
    Without missing a beat, James brought the tool to Don’s temple and rectified. 
 
    It was a matter of a second or two, it happened so fast. 
 
    “James,” Ella gasped out panicked, reaching for him when the truck stopped. 
 
    “I’m okay. I’m okay. It’s not bad. Barely broke the skin.” 
 
    “You’re bit. You’re bit …” 
 
    “No, listen,” James said calmly. “I’m alright. Let’s just get Don inside.” 
 
    Clay appeared at the back of the truck and opened the gate. He paused and stared. “Is Don …?” 
 
    Ella nodded. 
 
    Clay shook his head. “I tried to get here as … Jesus, Ung, are you bleeding?” 
 
    “Yeah he revived.” 
 
    “That fast?” Clay asked in shock. 
 
    “Yeah, that fast.” 
 
    “I’ll handle this,” Clay said. “Ella, get him to Jerry. Tell him to hit him with the serum and don’t hesitate.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” James argued. “It can wait.” 
 
    “No, Doc, not really. If he revived that fast, how fast do you think the virus is moving in your veins?” Clay asked.  
 
    It was a good point taken, James didn’t argue and they hurried inside. 
 
    Once inside the entrance, Paula ran to them.  
 
    “What happened? I heard the radio. Something went wrong,” she stood before Ella and James. “Oh, James, you were bit, I …” her eyes shifted. “No.” She moved from Ella and James, crying out a weeping. “No!” 
 
    There wasn’t time to stop, not for James. Despite his wanting to go back to Paula. Hearing her cries for her husband were painful and physically hurt Ella. She pushed forward and moved James toward the health unit. 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    Jerry administered the vaccine right away, and while he repaired the minor injury to James’ shoulder, Grady took a blood sample. 
 
    “Barely hurts,” James said, swinging his legs over the cot and down to the floor. “I’m good?” 
 
    “You’re good,” Jerry said. 
 
    “I have to tell you, I saw your work.” James pointed to his shoulder. “Very nice job.” 
 
    “I 've become kinda like a pro removing the flesh areas around a bite. It wasn’t bad at all.” 
 
    Ella interjected. “James was fast. He rectified Don right away. I don’t know how you did it.” 
 
    There was a single knock on the door and then Tom walked in.  “Hey, James, how are you feeling?” 
 
    “Good. I’m good.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Tom was happy to hear. “Everyone wants to know what happened, and Clay is waiting on you guys.” 
 
    “How’s Paula?” Ella asked. 
 
    Tom shook his head. “Not good. But she’ll be better. The ground is too cold to dig a grave so we’re gonna do a pyre tonight.” 
 
    “We’ll be there,” said Ella. “I want to talk to Paula. Is she with the others?” 
 
    “She is. Everyone is in the big room. Well, mostly everyone.” Tom motioned his hand outward. “After you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Ella spoke softly to Paula as soon as she stepped inside the big room. “He … he loved you so much and you were the only thing he thought about. Please know, James tried. He tired so hard to save him.” 
 
    Paula sniffled and nodded. 
 
    “He got something for you. He told me it was for your anniversary tomorrow.” Ella reached into her pocket and pulled out the necklace, handing it to Paula. 
 
    Paula whimpered some, grasping it. 
 
    James place his hand on her back. “Paula, I’m sorry, too.” 
 
    “What happened today …” Clay spoke up, grabbing their attention. “Was a tragedy and … and we didn’t see it coming. Ella, me and Don, we have made a lot of trips out there. Basically it was an ambush.” 
 
    “An ambush?” a man hollered out. “You mean an attack.” 
 
    “No.” Clay shook his head. ‘We were ambushed.” 
 
    Tom spun quickly, facing Clay. “By Codies? Ambushed by Codies? That makes them sound intelligent. They’re not.” 
 
    “No, they’re not,” Clay replied. “It wasn’t Codies it was NICs, and they are intelligent. Somehow they are retaining their thought process only it’s distorted with rage.” 
 
    “Impossible,” Grady said calmly. “They are far more vile, strong and vicious, but they are not thinkers. Most of the brain capacity of the dead is used to keep them mobile.” 
 
    “That may well be,” said Clay. “But the NICs aren’t dead. They went into a coma, the virus took over and they rose, not revived. I have no doubt they’ll revive if they die and the brain is not destroyed. Right now, they aren’t just a threat because they’re vicious, they’re a threat because they can plot.” 
 
    Ella added. “They use radios. Maybe not to talk. They’re silent. But they had one and they were monitoring us. Which tells me they came to the Walmart for us. That’s how we discovered them. We heard the echo of their radios.” 
 
    “If this is true,” Tom said. 
 
    “It is true,” Ella cut him off.  
 
    “Yeah, well, then, those barricades mean nothing,” Tom said. “Codies won’t tackle them, but they listened, found you and are making their way here, nothing will stop them.” 
 
    “Our walls will,” Clay argued. “They can not penetrate these walls.” 
 
    “So we stay in the walls?” Tom asked. “How feasible is that survival wise?” 
 
    “We’re good,” Clay said. “We have water, heat, food and a greenhouse started. We’re good. We'll wait them out.” 
 
    Someone in the room shouted a question. “If they can plot and think, what’s to say they won’t find a way to blow up our walls?” 
 
    Grady answered that. “They would have been here already. Ella’s been calling out for months. If they listen to the radio, they know where we are. They had to have been in the area and made it to Walmart. If they were that intelligent and on our level, they would have retained the ability to drive. They would have been here by now. No, they’re smart, but not that smart, I’d stake my life on it. In fact, I will. We know where they are, let’s go get one and learn from it.” 
 
    A rumble of voices erupted in protest. 
 
    Tom tilted his head with a look to say it wasn’t a bad idea. 
 
    “Still,” Clay spoke up. “We all agree they’re intelligent. What do we do? I say hunker in.” 
 
    Grady nodded. “They’re limited in what they can do. They won’t survive the winter. At least the majority of them won't.  I say we wait it out.” 
 
    Ella felt a nudge, a slight movement to her body and thought maybe James was getting her attention to make a comment. With a smile she turned to him and the smile fell from her face. 
 
    James teetered forward then dropped to the floor. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 FIFTEEN – FLINCH 
 
      
 
    Ella bit into her bottom lip, trying her hardest not to cry. She stood on one side of James’ bed, Tom was on the other. 
 
    James acted as if he were fine, but Ella could feel the heat coming from his body. The skin of his hand beneath hers was hot. His golden rich complexion was dried up and nearly all color was gone from his face. 
 
    One minute he was fine, the next he was on the floor. 
 
    When Grady returned, Ella knew. She could tell by the look on Tom’s face, he knew … James did, too, even though he tried to project otherwise. 
 
    “It didn’t work,” Grady said. 
 
    Ella lowered her head. 
 
    “James, you have been infected with the aggressive NIC strain of the virus. Unfortunately, the serum that created the strain in healthy human beings will not touch this. It is very aggressive.” 
 
    “I had, you know, a feeling,” James said. “I thought that, too. I thought when the NIC attacked Don, and he infected me, it was the new strain.” 
 
    Grady nodded. “It’s moving pretty fast, James. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “No, don’t be. I've had a good life. A good run of it. I did my best. I can leave this earth at peace.” He cleared his throat. “How long?” 
 
    “Considering how fast it moves, how much its advanced in the last hour … a couple hours. But I’m guessing. I’m not a doctor,” Grady answered. 
 
    “I am and I’d agree. Thank you.” James looked down to his hand when Ella squeezed it. 
 
    “I’ll leave you three be.” Grady stepped from the room. 
 
    Ella gripped his hand tighter. “I’m sorry, James.” 
 
    “Why are you apologizing?” James asked. “This is no one’s fault. I’m okay with this. Really. I just wished it wasn’t so sudden.” 
 
    Tom sat down next to him. “Can I get you anything, do anything?” 
 
    James shook his head, then stopped. “Yeah, you can. Promise me you won’t let me turn. I don’t care if it looks like I may know things or know you, don’t let me turn.” 
 
    “I won’t,” James said. “You have my word.” 
 
    “You’ll have to be fast. If it happens like it did with Don, it will be instantaneous. Don’t hesitate, just rectify.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Ella exhaled loudly, catching James’ attention. 
 
    “What?” he asked her. 
 
    “I can’t believe this is happening. You don’t deserve this. Not you. Not for all that you have done for me, for everyone.” 
 
    “No one deserves this end. But here we are, right? I don’t know how this will play out. These last couple hours. I don’t.” James moistened his lips. “I don’t know if I’ll just pass or struggle at the end, convulse. All I know is you two are my friends, and I don’t want you to see me go like that.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not leaving you,” Ella said. “So, tough.” 
 
    “I’m not asking you to leave my side.” He squeezed. “Tom, in my bag, in my room, the medical one I take out, there’s morphine. Can you grab the vial and a syringe please.” 
 
    Tom stared at him for a moment. 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “Yes.” Tom stood and walked toward the door. 
 
    “James, are you in that much pain?” Ella asked. 
 
    Tom hesitated before opening the door. “He’s not asking for it for pain.” Then he walked out. 
 
    “What?” Ella asked confused, then it hit her. “James, no.” 
 
    “Yes, Ella.” 
 
    “James, no,” she said strongly. No. You can’t do this.” 
 
    He nodded. “This virus took away everyone’s choice. Don didn’t have a choice, Rhonda, my wife and son. But me … right now, I have a choice, and I choose to go under my terms. I choose to go while I still have dignity.” 
 
    Ella whimpered. 
 
    “Ella, please don’t cry. Not you.” 
 
    “I can’t help it. James …” she inched even closer. “When we got here, I told you I was a woman with nothing left to lose. That’s not true. That is so not true. I have you, James, and I don’t want to lose you.” 
 
    “Right now, you don’t have a choice.” 
 
    “But you do,” Ella said. “You have a choice. You want to leave us right now. You don’t know what’s going to happen.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “No you don’t. You could suddenly change again and heal.” 
 
    “Ella, stop. The virus is raging through me. I can feel it,” he whispered. “I feel it in my veins. I feel it burning its way through me, it physically hurts with every beat of my heart. Right now, I can look at you and Tom and I can say goodbye. That’s what I want. In two hours, who knows. It’s only two hours.” 
 
    “But it’s my two hours,” Ella said. “My two hours left with you, and I want every minute and every second with my friend.” 
 
    “But I want you to remember me talking and looking at you.” 
 
    “I will, and I’ll remember you at the medical camp the day I met you and how you helped me.” 
 
    “It has been my pleasure.” James lifted his eyes when Tom entered the room. 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” Tom asked. 
 
    James nodded. “It’s the only way. Fill the syringe all the way.” 
 
    Tom did as instructed. 
 
    “Now this is how it’s going to go,” James said weakly. “You’ll inject every bit of that in me. It won’t take long, a few minutes maybe. But I will close my eyes, and when I do … you … you, Tom, do what needs to be done.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “I hate that you’re doing this,” Ella said. “But I understand. I’m going to hold your hand until it takes your life and …” Her speech slowed down when James shook his head. “No? Why are you telling me no?” 
 
    Tom answered. “He wants it done before he passes.” 
 
    “You can’t do that,” Ella said. 
 
    “I don’t want to,” Tom replied. “But he wants it done.” 
 
    James gripped her hand tighter. “It’s okay, Ella. It is. Go on, Tom, please.” James extended his arm on the bed. 
 
    Ella couldn’t watch. She turned her head when Tom injected James and didn’t look until he said he was done. 
 
    “Hey,” James said to Tom. “Thank you. Watch out for her.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Ella, you keep running, okay? Let no one stop you.” James then breathed slowly through his slightly parted lips. “Whoa…” he said slowly. “I feel like your song, Major Tom. I’m floating in a most peculiar way.” 
 
    “You’re making jokes now?” Tom asked. 
 
    “What better time.” James turned his head to Ella. “Stay alive,” he whispered. Then he straightened his head center of the pillow, sighed out in relief, and partially smiled. “Yeah, this is good. I’m good. You can do this now.” James closed his eyes. 
 
    Ella placed her hand on his chest. “Wait.” 
 
    “Ella, he said not to wait until he goes.” 
 
    “I know, but he’s still breathing. Give me one second.” She lifted up some and brought her lips to his forehead leaving them there for a few seconds.” She sniffled hard and sluggishly, wiping the back of her hand across her eyes as she whispered. “Goodbye, James.” 
 
    Sitting back in the chair, she grabbed James’ hand bringing it to her lips and nodded the go ahead to Tom. 
 
    He pulled the mini rectifier from his belt and brought it to James. 
 
    Ella buried her eyes into James’ hand, she didn’t want to see. 
 
    “Goodbye, my friend,” Tom said. “For all that you have done …” 
 
    Ella closed her eyes tight. In the quiet room she heard the snap of the tool, the crack as it entered James. But one thing she didn’t hear. She didn’t hear Tom’s signature ending. She didn’t hear him say, ‘Rectify’ when he performed the ending on James. 
 
    Instead, Tom quietly and simply said, “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
 
      
 
    The snow fell lightly when they lit the two triangular burial pyres in the middle of the courtyard. The fires raged high, snapping sparks and flames for the longest time. Ella never left, neither did Paula, they stayed in the courtyard even as the fire diminished to smoldering embers. 
 
    That was the point where the wind whipped up and a blustery snow fall hit. Temperatures dropped to unbelievable lows. 
 
    Tom couldn’t sleep, he couldn’t rest, nor did he want to. 
 
    It was a bad day, a really horrible one, and he needed time alone. He had a reputation of being strong and stone walled with his emotions. He didn’t want anyone to know he felt otherwise. 
 
    Through it all, James had become his friend, his good friend. Don, too. They were the family he never had, and his entire being ached with grief. 
 
    Four men would take watch and Tom wanted to be one of them. 
 
    He chose Don’s favorite spot. It didn’t offer a wide vantage point, then again, on this snowy night, nothing was offering one. 
 
    Visibility was near nil. The snow was blinding, but it wasn’t blinding enough that Tom couldn’t see the figures. 
 
    They were out there. They lined the streets, and more eerily they were on top of the burial mound across the street, as if they too, wanted to get a view. All of them faced the prison. 
 
    They weren’t Codies, they were NICs. 
 
    They just stood there. 
 
    Tom wasn’t worried or scared. In fact, he felt a little relieved. 
 
    Grady was right, and Tom was seeing it right then and there. 
 
    Yes, the NICs had a level of understanding and intelligence. That was obvious, they sought out the prison. However, like Grady said, they were limited in their thinking. 
 
    They stood in the street with no coats, some of them still wearing shorts, some half dressed, some even naked. The snow pelted them, covering them, and they still didn’t move. 
 
    Clay suggested hunkering down and waiting it out, a war of who could outlast the other. 
 
    Tom was sure on this night, those in the snow weren’t making it until morning. He vowed to stay on the roof and to enjoy watching every single one of them drop. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 SIXTEEN – STALEMATE 
 
    First Anniversary of CO-D4 
 
      
 
    “Yo, Major!” Clay shouted from the courtyard. “You wanna switch positions with Wilson? Someone says your growing roots up there.” 
 
    “Nah, I’m good.” Tom waved down.  “My roots are finally taking hold.” He watched Clay move tables into the courtyard, it made Tom laugh. They were having a celebration. A party that evening. It seemed morbid to him, but they wanted a holiday and this was the day the world first learned of CO-D4 
 
    Not surprising to Tom, Grady claimed to remember the date of April 4 very well. 
 
    It would be a day to pause and remember those who were lost, and to celebrate those still alive. 
 
    Tom internally celebrated every time Grady told him the virus in him was still dormant. 
 
    They were alive, at least  those in the prison and a small town in Albany. 
 
    Not long after James died, Ella started the radio again. Before they lost the remaining battery power, she made contact with Albany. 
 
    He guessed that out there somewhere more people survived. They were just few and far between. 
 
    Human beings were resilient. 
 
    The NICs on the other hand were just as resilient if not more. 
 
    That first winter more came, but more also died. They fell to their deaths, where they stood. It was a vicious and curious cycle to Tom. The NICs that died would revive only to be instantly slaughtered. It was as if the NICs were saying to them, “you are not one of us.” 
 
    While the NICs weren’t as intelligent and resourceful as those in the prison, they weren’t without internal survival skills. They tried and failed miserably to live. 
 
    That first winter, half of Moundsville burned to the ground in their attempt to be warm. 
 
    There was a span of time in February where there were maybe a dozen NICs outside the prison. A small enough number that allowed them to leave and stock up even more. 
 
    But that was it. Those four days in February were the last anyone left the prison. 
 
    Once the weather broke, the NICs came in droves. 
 
    They’d come, they’d stand there and they’d just watch. 
 
    Tom watched them as well. Any person taking a guard shift, did just that. Watched and waited for them to make a move. 
 
    They never did. 
 
    Tom watched as one of the NICs fell to the ground in his death. He barely had time to twitch and revive before he was curb stomped in the head. 
 
    “Wow, that’s brutal.” Tom pulled out a mini notepad from his chest pocket, flipped to the back and made a mark. 
 
    “How many does that make?” Ella’s voice carried to him. 
 
    “I haven’t counted in a while.” 
 
    “Oh, God, Tom, it smells up here.” 
 
    “There’s a blanket of dead bodies out there. The decomposition is a whole layer. I bet the grass grows good this year.” 
 
    “That’s just gross.” She looked out. “Reminds me of Sanctum. How they swarmed us then.” She sighed out. “Speaking of grass. You need a hair cut and Bella is clipping people, why don’t you go down and get one?” 
 
    Tom smiled. “I don’t know what my hair has to do with grass, but I won’t ask. And later. I can clip my own hair. What brings you up here?” 
 
    “I came to relieve you, go take a break. You’re especially obsessive today.” Ella peered out. “Gil said he came up earlier and you wouldn’t leave.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, not for Gil. He pisses over the wall to below.” 
 
    “And that matters … how?” 
 
    “Civility is all we have left. We need to be civilized.”  
 
    “Is there a particular reason you aren’t coming down today?” Ella asked. 
 
    “Irony. Irony of this situation, the NICs, and in particular this day.” He leaned against the wall, staring out. “You know where I was April 4th, last year?” 
 
    “I haven’t a clue, and I can’t believe you know where you were on April 4th.” 
 
    “I had a date.” 
 
    “Well, then that makes sense to me you’d remember the day. I mean, dates probably were few and far between for you.” 
 
    He nudged. “I’ll have you know I had lots of dates. Anyhow … I was best man in a fellow soldier’s wedding. She worked at a coffee shop I went to. I asked her to be my date, she said yes. Her name was Paige. Not that it will ever happen, but never take a date to a wedding when you’re in the bridal party.” 
 
    “I’m so curious to see where this is going.” 
 
    “Well, she got drunk and locked herself in the ladies room. I mean she bolted the door and wouldn’t come out drunk. It became the entire focus of the evening. No one could get in there. They didn’t have a key so the police and fire department came. They were talking to her, but she wouldn’t open the door.” 
 
    “Why didn’t they break it down?” Ella asked. 
 
    “Because she wasn’t hurt and she wasn’t sick, she went from being drunk to an embarrassed sober person, aware of everything happening. She was … she was bound and determined not to come out until everyone in the building was gone. A game, a ...” He pointed out. “Stand off.” 
 
    Ella looked out to the NICs. “How did it end?” 
 
    “She won. Everyone went home and sometime there after, she came out. Everyone gave up.” 
 
    “How is that irony?” 
 
    “On this same day, a year ago, I stared at a door, waiting for someone to come out, to give up. And today, I stand on a wall, like Paige, holding my ground.” 
 
    “Aw, man.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That was good.” 
 
    “You said it reminded you of Sanctum,” Tom said. “What happened to the Codies around Sanctum?” 
 
    “They left. There was nothing for them,” Ella answered. “It’s different now. The NICs … they know we’re here though. I don’t think it’s a stand off.” 
 
    “You don’t think they’re waiting to starve us out?” 
 
    Ella shook her head. “Grady said the NICs could very well be the new inhabitants. The new beings that inherit the earth. They haven’t attacked, they haven’t even tried. I don’t think they’re starving us out. I think they’re out there to make sure we know our place. And that isn’t out there with them. It’s here. Penned in like animals. Their caged pets. It’s their world now.” 
 
    “You might be right,” Tom said. “Either way, it’s still a stand off with only one side prevailing. It’s a matter of which side will outlast the other.” 
 
    “Do you think that will be us?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Tom said with certainty. He then pointed as a NIC fell to the ground. “They’re dropping, they’re dying. We’re not. Not yet. It might be months, years, hell, maybe even a decade, but I know, like Paige in that bathroom, we will be the ones to emerge.’ 
 
    Tom and Ella drew silent, staring out to the area below, to the NICs. 
 
    There were so many of them. Those in the prison were trapped. They had been for a while and would be for some time. 
 
    Tom believed his words, he believed them one hundred percent. 
 
    The world, at this moment in time, was ruled by the beings outside the wall, it belonged to them. But in time, no doubt, Tom and the others … would take it back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    <><><><> 
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