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Chapter 1
 
 
 
The faux-leather was hot and sticky, her breath only adding to the sheen of sweat she was covered in.  Jamie peeled her face off the bench seat of the Chevrolet Suburban, her arms bound behind her back.  Rocking back and forth, she jerked herself into a seated position with a resigned sigh.  Jamie was in the furthest back of two rows in the rat’s nest of a vehicle.  Trash was scattered everywhere adding to the musty stench to which she’d become accustomed.  The inside of the windows were grimy, the outside splashed with brown mud, but she could still see out of them.  The vehicle was one of about five or six in a wide circle around a bonfire burning with a bright flame despite the afternoon sun.  There were people milling about around the fire, everyone heavily armed except for one man.
Seth.  That’s what he called himself but Jamie wasn’t so sure it was his real name.  He didn’t look like a Seth, with his long dark hair and dark olive complexion.  He’d always pretended to be nice, going out of his way to be pleasant; the guy who could get Jamie anything she wanted.  But it was what he wanted that she denied him.  Her only possessions were the marks and bruises from the punches and slaps of Seth’s men.  Seth always claimed he was shielding her from the rapes that would have undoubtedly already been happening should he turn her over to his men, but Jamie knew he was just preserving her for himself.  It was a game to Seth, getting her consent.  He could have easily raped her a hundred times over, but he always played the gentleman.  Jamie had never given in, never consented, and she’d paid the price for each refusal.  Seth was always careful to not be present when she was being “punished,” that was part of the game, but she knew her beatings and the withholding of food were always a direct result of Jamie’s refusal to sleep with him.
Today was different, though.  Everyone was milling around the circle, fully armed.  This was unusual, as many people chose to drink the days away when they weren’t preparing for another “hunt.”  There were always games.  Unless they could create some psychotic game, it didn’t appear to be worth doing.  By Seth’s logic, without the games and hunts, they were just as bad as the infected, mindlessly killing to survive.  Despite his failings being anything close to a respectable human being, it was hard to deny that Seth was smart...and cunning.  Seth had not started out as the leader of this Hell’s Angel’s gang, but if his stories could be believed, it didn’t take him long to become it.
Jamie chuckled to herself.  A prisoner in his SUV and all she could do was gaze out at Seth and think about how smart and cunning a person he was.  She’d always been so much stronger than this, how did she get herself into this situation?  “A series of bad decisions, dummy,” Jamie said to herself aloud.  She often talked to herself while locked in the Suburban.  No one could hear her and it was nice to hear another voice besides Seth’s.
“You never realized how good you had it in Boston.  Med School sucked, but you made a ton of money modeling,” said Jamie, subconsciously rubbing a dove tattoo on the underside of her left forearm.  
              “You know why you left Boston, it’s not like I had a fucking choice, okay?”  Jamie replied to herself, suddenly heated.
“Okay fine,” she sighed after a pause.  “I get it, he was an asshole.  But Montreal?  Did you really have to go that far away?” she questioned.
Jamie laughed.  “Was it that far?  It was only like an hour north of Burlington.  Plus it was good timing, Boston got quarantined right after that,” she said.
“Hmm,” Jamie mumbled.  “Yeah that all worked out real well.”  She adjusted her restrained arms behind her back.  She looked over to the window at Seth who was standing near the bonfire.  “Fucker,” she said softly in his direction.
Jamie sighed, leaned over in the seat and rested the right side of her head against the window.  It was sometimes hours or even a day between when they’d dump Jamie in the Suburban and when they’d get her out again.  Jamie had become so bored while being held captive in the van that she’d taken to making up names for all of the men in the camp.  Seth had never bothered to tell her any names besides his own and it never came up when it was their turn to give her a beating.  
Most of the names were uninspired and usually based on appearance.  For example, there was tall shaved head guy, fat shaved head guy, guy with the silver eagle jacket, guy with the American flag bandana on his head, or white bearded guy with yellow teeth.  There were a few women as well, all of whom answered directly to Seth but were clearly “shared” around the camp.  Jamie was equally unoriginal with their monikers: crazy red-haired bitch or crazy green-haired bitch.  Jamie didn’t currently see crazy black-haired bitch (Jamie called her BHB for short), but that was not unusual.  BHB was their scout, possibly ex-military, and she would go off for days at a time before reporting back to Seth with their next target.  She was the worst of the women.  BHB knew that Seth was trying to recruit Jamie to be part of “the team” and BHB was the jealous type.  Luckily, she had nothing to worry about, Jamie wasn’t interested.
Peripherally, Jamie made note that only about half of her nick-named captors were present.  Probably off scouting someplace or another, maybe with BHB.  Not that she really cared.  It wasn’t like they kept her in the loop or anything.  She was just the captive girl in the SUV.
At some point, Jamie must have dozed off as she woke up with start, a line of drool stretching down the window below her mouth.  She’d been awoken by a shout outside of the Suburban.  Sitting up and wiping the drool from her lip with her shoulder, Jamie could see increased activity in the camp.  Everyone seemed tense.  In the distance, Jamie noticed BHB walking into the camp.  She appeared much worse for wear, with large sweat stains on her shirt and injuries to her face that Jamie could see, even from far away.
BHB walked in between two trucks parked on the far side of the circle and right up to Seth who was standing by the bonfire.  The fire was still large but had died down a bit.  As BHB reached Seth, she threw her arms around his neck and began to give him a full-on, deep mouth kiss.  “Jeez we get it, you like him,” mumbled Jamie to herself.  Everyone else seemed to be thinking the same thing, as they were moving away from the center of camp to different locations all around the ring of trucks.
BHB broke her kiss with Seth, turned and pointed to a large cluster of trees up a small hillside from the camp.  Immediately, gunfire erupted from all over the camp, converging on that location.  Jamie, shocked by the sudden cacophony, instinctively threw herself down on the bench seat.  
The gunfire seemed to last forever but then stopped almost at once, leaving a long silence.  Jamie was tempted to sit up and see what was going on, but before she could move, another series of shots erupted, still loud but further away.  These were quickly joined by more, closer and louder shots.  
As the gun battle raged on, Jamie knew that she couldn’t just continue to lay on the seat.  She needed to try and take this opportunity to escape.  Sitting up and peeking out the window against which she’d been sleeping only a short time before, Jamie could see several dead bodies scattered around the camp including the body of Seth whose head seemed to be about half the size it’d been previously.  Jamie could also see BHB’s legs sticking out of the central bonfire, her body slowly being consumed by the flames.  Despite the death around her, Jamie couldn’t help but smile.  Soothing satisfaction mingled with a sense of weight being lifted from her shoulders was undeniable, but Jamie didn’t have any time to savor the feeling.  A large blast on the hillside shook the Suburban so much that she thought it was going to flip over.  “What the fuck was that!?” yelled Jamie as she dove for cover on the floor between the seats.  The gunfire from the camp seemed to pick up, as if answering the blast.  
It was time to go.  Seth was dead and there was no way she would be spared from rape and death if the other half of the gang returned before she could get away.  Jamie wrenched herself up off of the floor and heaved her body over the back of the next bench seat, flopping down on the other side, one row closer to the driver’s seat.  In front of her were the two captain’s chairs for the driver and front passenger.  Before she could get out though, she needed to get out of her restraints.  
The battle seemed to have died down slightly outside.  There didn’t appear to be as much gunfire.  Glancing out the window, she could see a few of the bikers firing on another truck in the circle.  One of them, possibly tall head-shaved guy, stood and reached back to throw something in the direction in which they’d been shooting.  Before he could let go, his bald head exploded in a burst of red mist and gore.  Whatever he was going to throw dribbled slowly out of his dead hand.  There was a blinding flash of white, red and orange and the truck he’d been hiding behind was thrown into the air, landing on its roof a short distance away.  The blast shattered the windows on the passenger side of the Suburban, pieces of glass flying in every direction inside.  Thrown to the floor, Jamie continued to lay in the silence that followed.
Several minutes passed, possibly longer, until she was sure there would be no more gunshots.  Ignoring the sting of numerous cuts on her face and arms from the glass, Jamie rolled over, grabbed the largest piece she could find and got to work sawing away at the bindings on her wrists behind her back.  It wasn’t easy and it took some time before she finally heard a snap and her wrists separated from each other.  Shaking blood back into her arms and rubbing her wrists worn raw, Jamie slowly peaked out of the shattered windows of the Suburban.  She could see two figures, likely a man and a woman, in a charred area on the hillside.  They appeared to be standing over another figure lying on the ground in the blackened clearing.  Jamie thought about calling for help but then decided against it.  These people had just eliminated half of the biker gang from which she’d been unable to escape for months.  While grateful, she couldn’t be sure she could trust them.  Jamie sat, watching and waiting for them to leave, willing them to move quickly.  The other half of the gang could return at any time.
As she watched, Jamie was startled by a loud scream somewhere off to her left in the woods beyond where the woman and man were standing.  Infected.  Those screams had haunted her dreams ever since she’d first heard them.  The man and woman immediately took off at a run away from Jamie and the camp.  Finding herself now alone, Jamie kicked open the Suburban’s front passenger door and hopped out.  Looking around the camp quickly, she could see that most of the vehicles were damaged in the fight, some more so than others.  Jamie ran over to a beat-up, almost broken-down green truck and yanked open the driver’s side door.  The familiar chime of the keys in the ignition was exactly what Jamie wanted to hear.
Jumping inside, closing and locking both doors and rolling up the windows, Jamie was about to start the truck when she heard more screams, all of which were very close.  They were here.  Likely drawn by the gunfight and explosions, the infected had found their camp.  It was too late to hide anywhere else.  She was going to have to hide in the truck.  
Looking behind the seat of the truck, Jamie found an old red blanket, ratty and oil stained.  Pulling it out, she wedged herself into the passenger side footwell.  As she was covering herself with the blanket, Jamie looked up at the driver’s side window.  She could no longer see what was going on outside in the camp, but she could tell that the infected were close.  Their screams and howls were louder than ever.  Before Jamie could pull the blanket up over her head, a face appeared in the driver’s side window.  Heart in her throat, Jamie realized it wasn’t an infected.  It was the green-haired bitch (GHB).  She tried the door and found it locked.  Looking in, GHB saw Jamie and began to pound on the window, screaming at her, pleading for her to open the door.  Jamie couldn’t help but smile at GHB, her pleas turning to obscenities.  Jamie only had to endure a few seconds of verbal abuse before GHB disappeared out of sight amid flashes of bare skin and nappy hair.  Jamie pulled the blanket over her head and prepared for a long night.
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
Wave after wave of infected seemed to pour by as the night dragged on.  Jamie’s truck was like an island in a raging torrent of water pouring in the direction in which the camp’s attackers had fled.  While most of the infected that made their way by the truck squeezed around it, some decided to go up and over it.  Jamie hoped that the windows held.  If they broke, she was done for.  
Swaying back and forth, Jamie pictured herself on a boat rocking in the waves as body after infected body slammed by.  Their screams were like a howling, storming wind accompanying the battering waves.  Whether because of poor night vision or they just didn’t care, the impacts continued through the night.  Jamie was frozen, refusing to move, blanket over her head.  In the darkness, Jamie probably no longer needed it over her, but she wasn’t taking any chances.  The infected had never been something she’d ever underestimated from the start.  Better to be extra cautious than wind up as one of them.
Jamie’s legs were cramping and her back was aching from being wedged into the footwell as the night dragged on.  Every time she’d move just a little bit to stretch out her legs, another infected would slam into the car, freezing her in place.  It was torture and she wanted nothing more than to stand and stretch.  On and on in the darkness, the pain became more and more intense until she mercifully reached a point where she just started to go numb.  That was good, numb was better than painful, but she knew when she eventually did stand, it was going to be excruciating.
Well past midnight, the stream of bodies seemed to slow.  The bumps into the truck became more random and and with less frequency.  As the inky blackness started to wane and dawn approached, Jamie realized she hadn’t heard or felt any infected in quite some time.  
Her movements glacial, Jamie lowered the blanket off her head just enough to expose one of her eyes.  She didn’t have much of a view of her surroundings, just the windows and the overcast sky beyond.  The fact that she could even differentiate the truck’s roof from the slate-colored sky told her she’d made it through the night.  The driver’s side window was smeared with blood but the widow and the rest of the truck did not appear severely damaged, at least from the inside.  
Taking a deep breath and bracing herself for the inevitable pain of her blood flowing back into her numb body, Jamie forced herself, very slowly, up on to the bench seat of the truck.  Being careful not to rise above the bottom of the windows, Jamie laid on the seat for some time, all her joints tingling and aching as feeling returned to them.  
Jamie didn’t know what to expect.  What would the world outside of the truck look like?  Would there be infected still milling around?  Jamie didn’t know but she did know she couldn’t sit in the truck forever.  Pulling herself into a slouching, sitting position in the passenger seat, Jamie was afforded a panoramic view of the camp around the truck.
She was surprised how similar the camp looked to the last time she’d seen it.  All the vehicles were still in a circle with the exception of the one that had been thrown onto it’s roof.  The fire in the center was now a mound of smoldering wood, BHB’s legs were mostly charred but still visible.  The other dead of the camp were generally where they’d been when they died.  Seth was still lying near the fire.  His body had been trampled pretty heavily, but otherwise was still in tact.  It appeared as though the infected were just interested in living prey not the dead-unless they’d made them that way.
There also appeared to be no movement.  Everything was still.  Reaching over, Jamie grabbed the lever for the window and rolled it down slightly.  The quiet seemed unearthly.  There were no birds, no animals, no wind, just silence.  
Jamie sat there for some time observing and listening.  The last thing she needed was to be mauled right when she opened the door after surviving the night.  Reaching over, Jamie unlocked the door, opened the passenger side door, and slowly at first but then faster, hopped out.  Quickly moving from the door, she moved to the rear of the truck and squatted down making herself small.  If she was going to be a target, she was going to be a small one, difficult to focus in on and ready to spring away from danger.  A coiled spring ready to let go, Jamie waited and waited but an attack never came.
Relaxing, Jamie stood up and leaned her back against the truck.  Now able to get in a good stretch, she again surveyed the camp.  Bodies, weapons, canned food and water were scattered about haphazardly.  Every other vehicle in the circle seemed to have either broken or open windows so there were likely no survivors left...except the scouting party that was still away.  Jamie realized that they probably should’ve been back by now and if they hadn’t already come, they’d be due any time.
Jamie ran over to Seth, the closest dead body, looking for weapons.  He was a bloody mess, unrecognizable aside from his clothing.  Kicking his body aside, Jamie picked up Seth’s AK-47 which he’d been lying upon.  Jamie slung it over her shoulder and collected several more weapons from other bodies before depositing them near the truck.  She then gathered food and water from several piles around the camp.  Grabbing a cardboard pallet of canned food, she ran over to her truck and hefted the pallet up onto the side.  Peeking into the bed of the truck for a spot to drop the pallet, Jamie came face to face with a nappy-haired blond man with a matted, thick beard.  He was looking right back at her, eyes wide, inches from her face.
Suppressing a yelp and dropping the pallet to the ground, Jamie backed away fumbling for the AK-47.  Finally getting it unslung and aimed at the back of the truck, Jamie waited, panting, for the infected to emerge.  Time seemed to slow.  Everything around Jamie faded away as she waited for the infected’s head to rise above the bed of the truck.  The longer she waited however, the less likely it seemed.  Jamie had seen enough infected to know they typically didn’t lie in wait.
Moving up to the truck, Jamie did a quick peek in the back.  The infected man was still there, eyes wide toward the sky. Jamie did a few more peeks and confirmed he wasn’t moving.  Swinging around to the rear gate of the truck, holding the AK-47 with one hand and opening the gate with the other, Jamie stepped back after unlocking the latch.  With a loud groan of metal on metal and a slam as the the gate fully opened stretching its chains taught, Jamie had a full, unobstructed view of the bed of the truck.  Contained inside was the infected man, apparently dead, lying on his back face-up.  All around the man were piles of gore.  Someone had met their end in the back of the truck and the infected man probably died with a full belly.  He was nearly coated from head to foot in dried or drying blood and gore.  Small, red streams were now seeping out of the back of the truck now that the gate was down.
Grabbing the man by his feet, Jamie dragged him down the length of the truck bed and off the back of the gate.  As the man tumbled to the ground, a previously hidden head tumbled out onto the ground next to him.  It was GHB...Or at least Jamie was pretty sure it was.  Most of the face was gone but clumps of her green hair were still attached to the back of her skull.  Frowning, Jamie moved around to the driver’s side of the truck.  There was a small pool of blood where GHB had been tackled and smears of blood all over the driver’s side of the truck.  Lovely.  
In an effort to clean the bed of the truck so she could load it quickly, Jamie started it up, put it in drive and lurched forward continuing toward the bonfire at the center of the circle.  While not clean by any means, this maneuver at least got a large amount of liquid gore out of the back.  
Making stops at several piles of food around the camp, Jamie loaded all the food and water she could find into the back of the truck.  Looking over the camp, full of her dead former captures, Jamie felt a tremendous sensation of relief.  Their bodies being ripped apart by the wildlife would be a  fitting end to how they’d lived their lives.  Satisfied, Jamie drove away, not bothering to even glance in her rearview mirror.
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
North seemed like the logical direction of travel.  West was out, that would only bring her closer to Quebec City.  East was the coast and coast lines usually meant people.  South was toward the United States.  North offered hope.  North had the allure of being empty, wooded.  This seemed like the safest option to her, despite the fact that she had no idea where she was going.
As Jamie travelled, she tried to avoid main roads but even the smaller roads eventually all seemed to funnel her to a highway called “Route 132.”  This appeared to be an east-west highway along the coast.  Luckily for Jamie, it seemed she’d stuck to back roads enough that she didn’t encounter any cities.  The highway was incredibly scenic but had no real prospects for any type of long-term shelter.  Wide roads with panoramic views of the St Lawrence River dotted by large hills and trees...and no people.  Any small cluster of buildings Jamie came upon appeared more to have been abandoned than overrun.   Maybe all these people evacuated when they saw what was happening in the United States?  If Jamie was living on a main highway, she would’ve evacuated as well.
A few pop-up storms were her only distractions as Jamie continued her trek.  The storms were short but had driving rain that washed some of the gore and grime from her truck.  Jamie was grateful to be rid of the blood but her mood was tempered by signs telling her she was getting closer and closer to some place called Sainte-Anne-des-Monts.  Based on the signs and the frequency she was seeing them, this was likely a city and cities were not where Jamie was looking to go.  
Slowing down to look for a place to turn off, Jamie almost missed a damaged sign for Parc National de Gaspesie.  The victim of a vehicle crash, the sign was bent and almost unreadable, one of it’s support poles knocked away and lying on the ground nearby.  “A national park?” said Jamie out loud, the first words she’d said since the camp was attacked.  
Pulling over, Jamie pulled open the glove compartment and dug through the pile of paperwork eventually finding what she was looking for, a map of Quebec.  Fairly basic and possibly from a restaurant, Jamie had no other options.  Regardless, Jamie studied the map locating her likely location and proximity to the park.  It was exactly what she’d been looking for: big, heavily wooded, and secluded.  She’d lived out of a car before and if she could find some nice wooded place to tuck herself way, Jamie was sure she could make due.
Decision made, Jamie drove off, exiting the highway the next chance she could.  She didn’t want to get any closer to a city if she could help it.  If she could cut across from Route 132 to another smaller road which went north-south right into the park, she wouldn’t have to take the risk of navigating a city.  Low-risk was what Jamie was all about now.
It took Jamie a few tries and several trips back-tracking before she finally found the smaller highway, Route 299, and headed south toward the park.  It wasn’t long before signs advised her she was now within its boundaries. 
It was getting dark and the daylight was fading fast, so Jamie would need to find a place quickly.  As she rounded a bend in the road, out of the corner of her eye in the fading light, Jamie thought she saw a structure through the trees.  A few more turns brought her right to a large hotel.  Jamie was unsure if there’d been signs and if there had been, she’d completely missed them.  But a hotel was a mixed bag of good and bad news.  If it was abandoned, that possibly gave her a place to stay, if it was full of infected…
Jamie pulled up in front of the hotel and parked.  She could see a sign advising they were closed for the season.  Jamie blew out a sigh of relief not realizing she had been holding her breath.  That was a good sign.  Exiting the truck, she found the door to be locked.  Smashing her way in was an option...if the hotel was truly abandoned.  Jamie wouldn’t know until she got inside.  Instead of finding out, Jamie chose to drive to the far corner of the parking lot and park.  Hopefully this night would be slightly more restful than the previous.
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
At the break of dawn, despite the lack of infected, it had been a mostly sleepless night for Jamie.  She figured she’d dozed off several times, but restful sleep was just not something Jamie was going to get in the truck.  She’d seen too much in the last few months.  Too much death, too much surviving.  She was exhausted but her body refused to give in.
Forcing herself up into a seated position, she found the hotel and the surrounding parking lot unchanged from the night before.  It’d been so dark the previous night, Jamie wouldn’t have been able to see anything sneaking up on her so she was glad for this.  
In an effort to save on gas, Jamie decided to look around the area, AK-47 strapped to her back.  It was quiet and peaceful in the morning hours.  Birds in the trees, wind blowing through the leaves, it was the most peaceful and serene place Jamie had been in recent memory.  She couldn’t stand it.  Jamie had grown up in downtown Boston and had lived there most of her life.  She loved the city and all the noise and bustle that came along with it.  Being out in the wilderness was very much outside her comfort zone.  But she was a survivor, she’d survived this long and if she had to spend a few years alone in the woods, that’d be a small price to pay.  She’d make it back to Boston eventually.
Jamie did a lap around the hotel and from what she could tell, it was abandoned.  All the windows were still in place and all the doors were locked.  She was fairly certain there were no infected inside.  If they were, they would’ve been trying to break out; these windows wouldn’t stop them.  However, Jamie’s cautious side got the best of her.  No need to poke a sleeping bear.
After checking the exterior of the hotel, Jamie walked down the road headed south.  After about 10 minutes of walking, the trees lining the road seemed to be growing closer and closer.  Walls of green closing in around her.  Accompanied with the ever-present din of the forest, Jamie decided she’d gone far enough and made her way back toward the hotel.  Passing it by, Jamie walked north.  Not seeing anything useful to the south, Jamie hoped there was something to the north that she’d missed on her drive into the park at dusk.  She wasn’t disappointed.  After about ten minutes of walking, Jamie finally came upon a sign.  Cottages.  Seasonal and year-round cottages were just up around the bend according to the sign.  
The encroaching forest forgotten, Jamie broke into a jog as she turned the corner onto a small road she’d missed before.  As the road continued on and on, Jamie couldn’t help but think she’d made a wrong turn somewhere when she finally came to a driveway.  Continuing another half-mile down the driveway, the forest parted and the driveway opened up revealing the cottages.  There were four of them clustered around a cul de sac in which the driveway terminated.  Two large cottages and two smaller.  Off in the distance, a large house was visible but Jamie headed for the larger cottage, gray smoke twisting from its chimney.  
Having been so cautious her entire trip, Jamie knew she was putting all of her eggs in one basket just going up and knocking on the door.  She knew the person or people inside could run the gambit of nice and welcoming to terrible and tortuous.  But Jamie’s biggest flaw was also her biggest attribute: her faith in humanity.  Before she’d met Seth, she’d believed that everyone was inherently good, some people just had their good buried deeper than others.  Seth had taught her the hard lesson of there being an exception to every rule, but this cottage represented her best shot at survival yet.  She needed this place to survive; there was no other option.
Pushing aside her fears, Jamie stepped up to the door and gave the outer screen door three loud knocks.  Jamie could hear movement inside the cottage and stepped away from the door to be as unthreatening as possible.  The inner door cracked open and Jamie could see the muzzle of a pistol point out at her.  For a second, Jamie thought she might be shot without even seeing the person holding the gun, but the door slowly opened more revealing a boy, maybe 20, with a beard behind the gun.  “Wha-what do you want?” said the man, his voice cracking.
“My name is Jamie.  I stumbled across your camp here and I was curious if you could give me a place to stay,” said Jamie spreading her hands out in front of her body to show she was not a threat.
The man paused briefly, “Who else is with you?”
“I’m alone.  I have a truck with supplies back at a hotel nearby.  You’re welcome to some if you can give me a place to stay.”
“Give me your gun,” said the man curtly.
“Ok, that’s fine,” said Jamie unslinging the AK-47.  “Can you tell me who you are?”
The man opened up the inner door all the way revealing a skinny, wiry frame.  He opened the screen door and propped it open with the side of his foot.  Taking the gun from Jamie, he finally answered, “My name is Jacob.  These cottages belong to my family.  You said you have some supplies?”
“Yes, they’re in my truck back at the hotel,” said Jamie, smiling at Jacob.
“Fine.  We’ll take my Dad’s car to get the supplies and if you aren’t lying, you can stay here for a few days.  Then you have to leave,” said Jacob, not returning Jamie’s smile.
“This is the start of a beautiful friendship, I can tell,” said Jamie with enthusiastic sarcasm.  “Show me to your ride.”
Without acknowledging her, Jacob strode past Jamie closing the door to the cottage loudly behind him.  
“I suppose introverted loner is better than extroverted psychopath any day,” said Jamie to herself, chuckling.  Jacob gave her a glance over his shoulder but did not say anything else to her as they walked across the driveway and toward the large house on the far side.
 
 



Chapter 2
 
 
 
Jamie was laying on her stomach, head turned and snoring loudly in the early morning hours making it difficult for Rose to stay asleep despite her exhaustion.  Spring had now sprung, the second spring they’d spent at the cabins.  Jamie and Rose had been busy most of the previous day turning over all the dirt in the gardens with just a couple of spades and a small metal rake.  They were lucky they had that much.  Aaron had helped for a little while, but Adeline always had some chore that she needed done that took him back to their own cabin.  Jacob was no where to be seen when work was happening, but that was nothing new.  He’d likely been down by the river, possibly fishing but more likely hold up somewhere reading.  Jacob always seemed to have his nose in a book, emotionally distant as well as physically removed from the rest of the group.
It wasn’t exactly what Rose would call warm outside, it wouldn’t be anything close to warm this far north for a while, but under the deerskin blankets on their bed, it was almost too hot.  Jamie typically slept naked and didn’t seem to be bothered by the warmth.  Rose always insisted on wearing a t-shirt and some sort of underwear, she couldn’t do nude like Jamie.
The sleeping arrangements hadn’t always been this way; Rose and Jamie didn’t even start out sharing a room.  This room had initially been Adeline and Aaron’s room, the only true couple of the group at the time.  The cabin had three bedrooms, Aaron and Adeline’s, Jacob’s room, and then Jamie’s room.  The first few weeks, Jamie and Rose had both slept in the living room, Rose still hadn’t trusted Jamie and she wanted to keep an eye on her.  But as time went by, Rose’s suspicions of Jamie waned.  She was a hard worker, and as much as Rose hated to admit it, she was funny too. 
The first winter had been rough.  They got their first big snowstorm the week immediately following Rose, Aaron and Adeline’s arrival.  It’d been about a foot of snow but a warm spell immediately following melted most of it.  Rose had been hoping for a mild winter but being this far north, she wouldn’t have known the difference.  A mild winter up here would still be more snow than a normal winter down in Maine.  
The infected were never far from Rose’s mind either.  Despite almost daily screams nearby in the beginning, there had only been distant sightings every once and a while.  The cabins seemed to be fairly secluded and far enough away from any main routes of travel that they were not easily stumbled upon.  Once or twice Rose had encounters with infected out in the woods but those infected had been emaciated and slow.  None had yet made it into their camp, but one did make it as close as the far bank of the river.  A slug from her shotgun had taken care of that threat, but Rose had never become relaxed.  With everyone’s help, they fortified the camp with passive defenses like pikes made of small trees and trenches filled with sharpened spikes of wood interspersed with lots of noise makers, should someone come stumbling into them.  Nothing like the defenses of Paimpol, but at least it would act as an early-warning system should any infected try and penetrate their camp.  
The first winter was long and boring with almost no time spent outside, but it went by with little issue.  They had plenty of food and wood for heat and while the cabin was not huge, there was enough room that they could escape each other’s company for some alone time should they want it.  Aaron and Adeline appeared to need this alone time more and more as the winter dragged on.  When the first spring came, everyone’s mood improved substantially.  No one was surprised when Aaron and Adeline volunteered to move into the other large cabin and Rose could hardly blame them.  They were essentially married now, moving into their own place together was the next logical step.  There was no sense living on top of each other if they could help it.  
Rose had assumed their bedroom once it‘d been vacated.  Sleeping in the living room had gotten old, despite the company of Jamie, which she’d minded less and less.  Rose had broken down and allowed Jamie to sleep in her own room early into the winter leaving Rose alone in the living room, just her and the ever-burning fireplace.  But as time went on, Jamie lingered longer and longer taking up residence on another couch despite no longer being assigned to it, some nights never leaving.  Jamie and Rose would spend hours talking about all different things, Jamie doing most of the talking at first.  She was witty and seemed to have an endless supply of funny stories of things that’d either happened to her or someone she’d known.  Rose was grateful for her company and it didn’t take long for the icy shell Rose liked to wrap herself in to start to melt.  When Rose moved into Aaron and Adeline’s old room, it quickly became Rose and Jamie’s room.  Jamie claimed Rose had the softer bed which in truth, compared to Jamie’s cot, was like a cloud.  In truth, Rose probably would have gone along with any bogus excuse to get Jamie to start sleeping in her bed and was grateful for the company.  
Rolling over onto her side, Rose lightly drew her hand up and down Jamie’s bare back and along her bumpy spine.  Jamie’s back was one of the few areas that was relatively free of tattoos.  In the dim light, Rose could see her creamy skin, the occasional random freckle as if some artist had flicked a paint bush on her back.  Rose ran her fingers over a tattoo near Jamie’s shoulder blade.  They were strangely appealing, her tattoos.  Rose had no tattoos of her own, nor had her late wife Kate, but she’d never been opposed to them and Rose respected that Jamie had a story for each one.  Some memory or special event forever documented on her skin for the rest of her life.  Rose could appreciate that and the skilled artwork that’d gone into each one.  
Sighing, Rose withdrew her hand, her thoughts lingering on Kate.  Jamie snorted, shifted position, and continued to sleep, her snoring now much less.  Kate was ever-present in Rose’s mind in the quiet times, especially now that her and Jamie had grown so close.  Rose doubted that would ever change.  Kate had been her first love, her wife, and that wasn’t something that she could just forget or replace with someone else.  Kate and Jamie were similar in many ways, but they were also quite different.  Rose loved Kate, but she wasn’t sure if she’d have been able to survive the trip north that Rose had undertaken.  Rose had made some hard choices; she’d done things that likely saved her life, but she wished she’d done some things differently.  Rose wasn’t sure that Kate could have made those hard choices; Jamie’s presence in their bed showed that she had.  Their past lives were something her and Jamie talked about a lot, but they were just peripheral stories, sanitized versions not meant to shock or offend.  They’d both not opened up all the way.  That was fine with Rose, she was in no rush.
Their go-to conversation was always Boston.  Boston was where Jamie was from and Rose could sometimes hear that distinct accent come out when she said certain words.  Rose had visited Boston once when she was a child and had good, albeit fuzzy memories of the city.  Rose remembered the tall Prudential building, the rocket-like elevator to the top making her dizzy; the bustling farmer’s market with the highway rumbling above her as her parent’s weaved through the vendors and she hopped over fallen trash and produce on the ground.  According to Jamie, that highway was now underground in a tunnel, part of the “Big Dig” Rose had been vaguely aware of but never cared about.  Jamie’s view of the city was always positive and appealing, not a hard sell when they were living in the middle of the woods in northern Quebec.  Rose had been born and raised in Bangor, Maine, which was more of a city than Green Forks ever was, but tiny compared to Boston.  Despite this, Rose and Jamie considered themselves city people, plain and simple.  Escaping to northern Quebec and its endless woods had been a novel way to escape death but now, in their second spring, it was becoming slightly maddening.  
Rose had shared with Jamie her desire to someday return to “civilization,” whatever that meant now, and lord over the rubble of a crumbling city like a queen.  Surprisingly, Jamie had been all for it.  Living in a city stripped of all it’s people, being able to take advantage of all the amenities a city provides, while still having the solitariness of the wilderness seemed like the perfect compromise given their current circumstances.  Each night they discussed it, the idea becoming less of a fantasy and more of a goal, something out there that was achievable instead of just sitting around in the woods and growing old.  Rose could not deny that the draw of this idea, of leaving Quebec and adventuring back home and beyond was becoming more and more appealing.
“What about the infected.  They’re still out there, or did you forget?”  said Adeline when Rose mentioned the idea over breakfast one morning near the tail end of their first summer.
“Do you remember what it took for us to get here?  How many people died?  Rene?  Everyone in Paimpol and Green Forks and everywhere beyond that?  You think one winter has been enough to kill off something that killed off the whole human race?” added Aaron, clearly angry and distressed over any talk of leaving their sanctuary.  “You would be nuts to leave.”
At the time Rose had conceded, the desire to go back hadn’t been as strong then.  But as the second winter had dragged on, her and Jamie’s desire to leave had only grown more intense and acute, like a spark that had been fanned into a flame.  
As spring had started taking hold around the cabins, this longing could no longer be contained.  Rose had decided that it was time to go, she couldn’t stay in their woods any longer.  Both  her and Jamie seemed to have independently come to the same conclusion:  the fading winter would be their last in Quebec.  Their hopeful planning changed from distant fantasy to a real decision.  “Surely two winters should be enough,” they thought.  “What infected human could survive two winters exposed to all that cold and snow?”
Giving up on sleep, Rose rubbed her eyes, stood and walked out of the bedroom.  Being on the second floor, the doorway faced a balcony overlooking the first floor; an open-concept kitchen, living room and dining area.  Sitting at the dining room table below were Jacob and Adeline.  They were both talking and looked up at Rose as she stepped up to the railing of the balcony.  
“Rose, I hope we didn’t wake you up,” said Adeline, smiling faintly.
“Nope, I’ve been awake for a little bit,” said Rose, yawning.
“Well since you’re up, mind if we talk about something?  I was just talking to Jacob about it,” asked Adeline.
“Sure,” said Rose as she turned and walked to the stairs.  Rose reached the bottom and shuffled across the floor, grabbed a chair, and dragged it over.  Jacob looked his usual dour self so Rose couldn’t really get a read on what this discussion was going to be about from him.  Adeline appeared nervous but also excited, her cheeks lightly flushed with a light-pink hue.
As Rose sat down, Jacob went to stand but Adeline stopped him.  “Why don’t you say Jacob?” she asked him.  Reluctantly, Jacob sat back down, “Are you sure?” he asked.
“Yes I’m sure, it’s good news after all,” said Adeline, smiling.
Rose and Jacob’s relationship was not what anyone would classify as “warm” or probably even a relationship at all.  They were more like distant roommates who interacted with each other because they had to, not because they wanted to.  It’d always been this way.  Rose guessed it either had to do with the way they took the camp from him or them entering his parent’s home, possibly a combination of the two.  There were lots of things that Rose regretted, but those things were not two of them.  They needed this camp to survive and it seemed to work out well for everyone involved.  No one got hurt or even injured.  If it was the house he was still mad about, Rose couldn’t understand why Jacob wouldn’t have wanted his family buried.  Why let them rot in the house?  It made no sense but there was a lot about Jacob that she didn’t understand nor did she really care to figure out.
After Jacob sat back down, Adeline got right to the point.  “Rose, I’m pregnant.  I would guess at least a couple months, but I couldn’t be sure until now.  Isn’t that exciting?!”  Rose could feel the joy radiating off of Adeline and couldn’t help but smile even if she didn’t feel like it.  Was it exciting?  Rose didn’t think so.  That pretty much cemented the group staying here for the foreseeable future.
“I haven’t even told Aaron yet,” Adeline continued, blushing.  “I think he’ll be excited.  We’ve talked about this type of thing, there is no birth control around here so…”
“Congratulations,” said Jacob giving her a small smile.  That was almost as surprising to Rose as Adeline’s announcement.  
“There is a reason I wanted to tell Jacob first,” said Adeline.  “Jacob, I know this might be tough for you, but I think we are going to move out of the cabin we are in now and move into your parent’s house.”
Jacobs weak smile died on his face and Rose could see his eyes turn dark.  This was not something that Jacob was anticipating or wanted.  
“The house is already set up for kids and it will give us a lot more living space once the baby comes.  I think it will be best for everyone.  Jacob you can stay here in this cabin and Rose and Jamie could move into our cabin.  It’s going to be great!  We’re going to make our own little neighborhood!” exclaimed Adeline, now bursting with joy.
Rose and Jacob likely both felt equally disheartened by this news but Rose did her best not to show it outwardly.  The last thing she wanted to do was to ruin this for Adeline.  They had so little joy in their lives, she didn’t want to take this away from her.  Maybe they could talk later privately, but now was not the time.
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
The next few weeks were strange for Rose.  She’d all but decided to leave the camp to start a new adventure when Adeline had dropped her bombshell.  Aaron had seemed to take it pretty well and while he still had the occasional look of someone in shock, he was adjusting.  Jacob seemed a little more withdrawn than normal, but Jacob was always withdrawn so Rose really didn’t pay it much attention.  This extra withdrawal seemed to coincide with everyone, Jacob excluded, starting to clean the big house.  Jamie had been referring to the house as “The Tomb” since Rose had arrived at the camp, but that nickname died quickly after Adeline’s announcement.  Now everyone just called it “the house” or “the big house” until it would inevitably be called Adeline and Aaron’s house.  
Jamie seemed curiously indifferent to the news.  Rose had been fishing for an ally to commiserate with now that they’d be staying, but Jamie didn’t appear phased.  This pissed off Rose to no end and she confronted Jamie about it one day while they were alone in the big house cleaning.  “I really thought you would be more upset about staying now that the baby’s coming,” said Rose out of nowhere, trying and failing to keep her annoyance from boiling over.
“What do you mean?” answered Jamie casually.  “I love it here.”
Oh hell no.  “What the fuck does that mean?” said Rose, equal parts anger and frustration.  “What about all those talks we had about Boston?  About going back there and starting our lives over?”
“What about it?  You were serious?  I thought we were just talking,” said Jamie shrugging and grabbing a spray bottle.  Despite the appearance of labels, the bottle was filled with river water, the best cleaning agent available to them.  Turning her back to Rose, she sprayed a mirror and wiped it down with a rag.
Steaming, her vision taking on a red hue, Rose took the broom she was holding and flung it into a wall snapping off the top third of the handle.  “Jamie, what the fuck!  Are you fucking serious right now?”  Rose could feel the color rising in her face, her hands were clenched in fists.
Turning and facing Rose, Jamie could barely contain her laughter.  
“You fucker!” spat Rose. “Were you seriously just messing with me?” Rose’s anger slowly deflating like a pricked balloon.
“I am fucking serious.  But not about that,” said Jamie moving over to Rose and sliding her arms around her waist and pressing her body against Rose’s.  Jamie leaned around and kissed Rose on the side of her neck before leaning back and pulling off Rose’s shirt leaving her completely bare-chested before she knew what was happening.  “Let’s christen this bedroom before Aaron and Adeline have a chance to,” Jamie whispered slyly in Rose’s ear.  
Anger now gone, replaced with the warmth of Jamie’s body and the smell of her hair, Rose answered by tackling Jamie onto the nearby bed, her lips finding any patch of open skin available.
Some time later, exhausted but at the same time energized, Rose laid naked on the bed, Jamie’s head resting on her stomach, her own naked body coiled around her legs like a snake.  Both were awake but preferred to lounge in the afterglow of good sex for as long as they could.  Rose was content to stay there for the rest of the day and happily ponder the popcorn ceiling above her, but the opening and closing of the front door made Rose and Jamie sit up with a start.  Like two guilty teenagers, they quickly danced around the room collecting their clothing and dressing before their visitor found them.  Rose could hear footsteps on the stairs as she pulled her shirt over her head and zipped up the front of her jeans.  “Everyone descent?” yelled Aaron as he rounded the top of the stairs and walked into the master bedroom Rose and Jamie were in.
“Yes, yes of course,” said Jamie, cheeks flushed, a wide grin on her face.  “You really need to get your mind out of the gutter Aaron.”
“Hmm, clearly” said Aaron raising a suspicious eyebrow.
“What’s up Aaron?  Come to check on our progress?” asked Rose.
“Or lack thereof?  No, I actually wanted to talk to you about something Rose.  Jamie, you mind if Rose and I have a chat?”  asked Aaron.
“No problem.  I’ll go find Adeline and see what’s next on our list of chores,” said Jamie flashing Aaron a toothy grin.  She gave Rose a kiss on the cheek before leaving the room and playfully bouncing down the stairs.
“So Aaron, what’s up?” asked Rose sitting back onto the bed.
“Rose there is something I wanted to talk to you about.  Actually I wanted to talk to you about it before we found out about the baby, but things happen.”  Aaron was somber but not sad, Rose wasn’t sure what to make of that.
“I know you want to leave,” Aaron continued.  “I mean, it’s obvious, you told us about your plan last summer, but I know you were looking forward to it and now with the baby, I know you think you have to stay...you don’t.”
Rose was a little taken aback that she’d been that transparent.  Apparently the brave face she’d been putting on was not brave enough.  “Aaron, I can’t just leave you guys and a new baby,” she started.
“You can Rose,” said Aaron, cutting in.  “We don’t need you to protect us anymore.  We needed you to escape from Paimpol and everything else, but we’re safe now.  We have you to thank for that.  The least we can do is let you know we’re okay with you leaving.  It’s the elephant in the room.  We know you want to go and I wanted to tell you can.”
“Aaron, you keep saying we,” started Rose.
“This is from Adeline too.  She’s not enthusiastic about it, she loves you like a sister, but she also knows that we owe you a lot and we can’t make you stay, nor would we want to.”
“Aaron, you can’t be sure you’ll be safe here.  Would you be able to protect this place if a large group of infected came through?” asked Rose.
“Rose, I think we both know that’s not going to happen anymore.  That first winter, we heard the infected here and there but this last summer, we heard what?  One scream, maybe two and we haven’t seen anyone, infected or otherwise.  Now that we’ve gone through a second winter, I’m going to go out on a limb and say we’re probably safe.”
It was solid logic, the same logic Rose had been telling herself to justify her departure.  Could she leave?  Would it feel like abandoning them?
“Rose, I want you to take this,” said Aaron pulling Rose from her thoughts.  It was what looked like a walkie-talkie, but more phone like.  
“What is that?” asked Rose, accepting the device. 
“I found them in Sainte-Marguerite-Marie last time we were there in some electronics shop.  There was a big display and everything.  They are rechargeable satellite phones and assuming the satellites are still in orbit, they should work.  Adeline and I will keep one and you’ll have the other.  We can talk whenever we want and if we can’t, they have emergency buttons that emit a distress signal until the battery dies,” said Aaron.
“A distress signal isn’t going to help you if I’m hours or days away,” said Rose.  It was a weak argument, but she felt she couldn’t give up without some sort of fight.
“Rose, the world ended.  This is easily the best option out there and much better than most people could hope for,” said Aaron.  His mind was made up, he was just waiting for Rose to join him.
“You’re sure about this Aaron?  You’re sure you’ll be okay?” said Rose.  Her internal fight was over, the phone had pushed her over the edge.
“Rose, we’re sure.  This is what we want,” said Aaron pulling Rose in a massive bear hug.  Rose wrapped her arms around Aaron and hugged him back.  It was time for her next adventure.
 



 
Chapter 3
 
 
 
It took about a week to get everything together and prepare for whatever Rose and Jamie may encounter outside the boundaries of the national park.  Besides a few trips out to  Sainte-Marguerite-Marie and back to scavenge for supplies over the last few years, they’d not been out into the world at all.  Rose was a little worried about what they’d find; it was easy to be lulled into a false sense of security being as isolated as they were in the woods.  Who knew what a city would be like, all those people concentrated in such a small area, and could the infected survive this long?
Adeline had her doubts and did not hide them very well.  It was pretty clear to Rose that her absence from the “sit down” with Aaron had been purposeful.  Adeline didn’t want them to leave, but she knew there was nothing that was going to stop Rose now that she’d been given the okay.  And if Rose left, so would Jamie.  Rose hadn’t been this close to a person since Kate and she was grateful that Jamie was going to come with her.  Rose wasn’t going to let what happened to Kate happen to Jamie.
The once sister-like relationship between Rose and Adeline had become awkward and stiff; even small talk was a struggle.  Adeline and Rose had been alone just the night before after their final dinner together as a group.  “Do you have enough food?” Adeline had asked Rose while they were clearing the dishes.  
“I think so,” Rose answered.  “We’ll run out eventually though so I assume we’ll have to scavenge at some point.  At least I found another charger for my phone in town so there’s that I suppose.  We’ll be able to scavenge to a soundtrack,”  said Rose, smiling.  The exchange was followed by a long silence only broken by the clinking of plates and silverware as they were washed in a large tub by Adeline and stacked in a drying rack by Rose.  Clearly Adeline was not in a joking mood.
Finally, when most of the dishes were cleaned, Adeline asked, “Do you even know where you’ll go?  Do you have a plan?”
“Well not an exact plan, but we’re going to start by visiting your father,” said Rose becoming slightly annoyed.  “Then we’ll probably make our way toward Boston where Jamie’s from.  I’d also like to stop at my house in Green Forks.”
Letting a plate loudly slip into the tub of unwashed dishes, Adeline turned to Rose, “You can’t know Rose!  You just can’t! How do you know if all the infected are gone?  It’s too much of a risk!  Stay here, stay here where it’s safe and maybe in a few years, when we can all be sure, maybe then you can go back out there if you still want to…”
“Adeline, look,” said Rose cutting in, “I know that would make you happy to have us stay, we’ve been through a lot together and those experiences have made us like a family.  Speaking of which, you are about to make bigger.  I did what I needed to do, I got you and Aaron here, you’re alive and now you’re having a baby.  I couldn’t be happier for the two of you, but as your family grows, my place here gets smaller.”
“Rose, you know that’s not true.  You’ll always be welcome here.”
“But this place will never be my home.  Even when I was alone in the woods making my way up north, finding a place like this was just a fantasy in my head.  I never planned on spending the rest my life here.  The plan was always to go back some day.  Going back is just something I need to do.”
There was a fire in Rose’s eyes she could feel and knew that Adeline could see as well.  Rose had made up her mind.  She knew that she could handle whatever challenges may lie ahead.  She would not be the scared former-police officer scrambling north to save her life.  Rose would be the survivor; hardened by her experiences and knowledgeable of her enemy.  If there was anyone who could take this risk...no not risk, adventure, it was Rose.
Adeline’s shoulders slumped and she shuffled forward wrapping Rose in a tight embrace.  Face pressed into Rose’s shoulder, she sobbed silent tears until Rose could feel the moisture bleed through her shirt to her skin.  There was part of Rose that felt bad for leaving, guilty that she wouldn’t be protecting Adeline and Aaron forever, but these feelings were like leaves in a breeze, passing doubts in a whirlwind of oncoming excitement.  
Rose stroked Adeline’s hair as she continued to sob, content to let her cry all she needed.
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
The next morning was not at all what Rose had expected in terms of weather.  She’d been hoping that by late-spring, they’d have more bright and sunny days than cloudy and gray days, but the later was what they got.  Aaron and Adeline’s moods seemed to match the sky as they met up with Rose and Jamie at their cabin.  Rose had finished putting the last of their things into the car as they showed up.  
“All packed up?” asked Aaron as they walked up to Rose.
“All packed,” replied Rose slamming shut the trunk of dark green Subaru Forester shut.  The Subaru had been found by Jamie in a garage of a house in  Sainte-Marguerite-Marie on one of their last scavenging trips before the winter came.  Instead of trying to get it going only to have it sit outside in the snow all winter in the park, they’d left it and collected it in the spring once most of the snow had melted.  According to the registration, it was a 2008, but it had been kept in great condition by its previous owner and didn’t have a spot of rust on it.  Jamie claimed it was the nicest car she’d owned her entire life.  Rose was just happy to see the USB jack in the aftermarket radio deck; Rose missed listening to music.
“You guys have enough food?  Water?” asked Adeline.  Despite the gloomy day, it was the warmest it had been since the end of the last summer and Adeline was wearing a t-shirt, a small bump on her belly already starting to become visible.
“Got the last of what we think we’ll need right here,” said Jamie exiting the cottage.  She ran over to the front of the car, slid across the hood, and flew off the other side stumbling slightly before regaining her balance.  Rose smirked.
“You have the 2-way radio right?” asked Aaron.  “All charged up?”
“Yes, yes thank you,” said Rose, continuing to smirk.  “We are adults, we can pack things without having to be looked after by…”
“Ah shit, forgot my toothbrush,” said Jamie doing another hood-slide and running back into the cottage.
“I apparently spoke too soon,” said Rose smiling at Adeline.
The smile was returned, but it was a weak one.  “We’re going to miss you guys,” Adeline said.  “Please come back and visit us as soon as you can and use the radio as much as you want.  We don’t want to lose contact with you.” Tears were again welling in Adeline’s eyes and Aaron put an arm around her.  His eyes were red as well though no tears were currently present.  
“I’m going to miss you guys too,” said Rose, she could feel the sting of tears at the corners of her eyes as well.  She moved forward and pulled Aaron and Adeline into a 3-way hug.
“Any room for me?” called Jamie as she opened the back door to the cottage.  Without waiting, Jamie wrapped her arms around Rose and Aaron’s shoulders, joining the hug.  
As the group hug broke apart, Adeline moved over to Jamie and pulled her into another, solo hug.  “Hey now, save some of that strength for that little one you’re growing,” grunted Jamie, smiling.
“You keep Rose safe okay?” said Adeline to Jamie, half serious and half joking.  “You two make a good team but try and be safe.”
“You got it Adeline,” said Jamie kissing her on the cheek.  Jamie broke the hug and gave a quick but gripping hug to Aaron.  “Rose and I are really going to miss you guys.”
Rose caught sight of Jacob exiting the back door as Jamie finished talking.  “Hey Jacob, thank you for your hospitality these last couple years, we wouldn’t have made it if it weren’t for you,” Rose called.
Jacob seemed a little taken aback by this but quickly recovered.  Stopping and turning to them, he said “This is for the best,” before continuing on.
“Ah, well hey, thanks buddy!” Jamie called to Jacob before turning toward Rose and saying quietly, “What a fucking weirdo.”
Rose nodded and leaned in close to Adeline, “If you need anything, I don’t care how small or minor you might think it is, don’t hesitate to call me on the radio and we’ll come back.  I mean it Adeline, anything.”
“Thank you Rose.  We’re going to miss having you around,” smiled Adeline sadly.
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
It was a quick trip to Sainte-Marguerite-Marie, the excitement of starting a new journey with Jamie sitting in the passenger seat was exciting and intoxicating, Jimi Hendrix’s Red House, pumping out of the car’s speakers.  They’d made this journey so many times, Rose could probably make the drive in the dark with the lights off.  Rose couldn’t leave this area behind without stopping in and saying a goodbye to Rene.  He was so important to Rose’s survival up to this point, how could she not?  
 Sainte-Marguerite-Marie was very much how it’d always even after two years.  People’s yards were more like meadows and there was a build up of random debris in the roads, nature was slowing taking back the town, but by and large, it was the same.  Other than the two infected that killed Rene, Rose had never again seen any infected in town.  Most, if not all of the people living there had either fled or moved to Paimpol when everyone decided to make a last stand there she supposed.  Rose had considered visiting Paimpol as well, but the memories there, a place she’d thought to be her final safe haven, were still too fresh.  Memories of the slaughtered innocents still too painful.  
Loaded down with supplies and a few extra containers of gas, Rose and Jamie didn’t need to scavenge for supplies once they’d made it into town.  Making a turn, Rose drove straight for the auto repair shop where Rene had been buried.  They’d talked about digging up Rene and moving him to a park or even to the cottages up north, but as good as an idea as it sounded, no one could bring themselves to dig up Rene.  As time went on, the idea became less and less appealing.  By last fall, everyone had accepted that this is where Rene would stay and everyone had put a lot of effort into creating a memorial for him.  The large rock originally moved to Rene’s gravesite was still there, but it was now joined by several other large stones they’d been able to gather.  A large granite cross they’d found was there too, several large candles that’d long since been extinguished and a wide range of multicolored wildflowers that were now just starting to sprout above ground.
Jamie, not knowing Rene, stayed behind with her rifle slung over her shoulder while Rose went up to the memorial.  Some old leaves had collected between the rocks and Rose cleared them away.  She’d always felt strange talking to Rene’s gravesite.  She knew she’d never get an answer, but she felt she had a duty to at least stop and not bypass it all together.  Rose held no belief of a heaven or a hell, but there was this little hint, a fraction of a deep-set belief buried in her mind somewhere she needed to satisfy.  All those years of church when she was young had hard-wired the thought that not paying some sort of respect to the dead was somehow worse than doing nothing at all.  
Feeling as though Rene would be satisfied by the effort to stop by his final resting place, Rose, who had been kneeling next to the biggest of the rocks, stood and looked down at the ground that contained Rene’s bones.  “Take care old friend,” she said softly before turning and walking back toward Jamie and the car.  To her credit, if Jamie was bored, she didn’t seem it leaned against the passenger side front door.  “Alright lets go,” she called to Jamie.
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
After leaving Sainte-Marguerite-Marie, the talk quickly turned to where they were going and how they were going to get there.  Boston had always been the goal, but what if it was a barren wasteland?  Rose and Jamie had both experienced infected first-hand and knew that small towns could be reduced to ruin, but how would a large city fare with all of those people living there?  Rose knew they needed a backup should Boston not end up as their final destination.  
“What about the Cape?” asked Jamie from a reclined passenger seat, legs stretched out and her bare feet against the windshield.
“Cape Cod?  I’ve never been.  Would that place work?” replied Rose.
“I’ve been there a few times, went there once with my family and once or twice with friends before the infection.  Some parts are pretty populated so who knows what’s left, but worst case scenario, we could spend some time lounging on a beach before moving on,” said Jamie, a wide smile on her face.
“Alright that’s fine, we can try it but if that doesn’t work out, we need to have other places in mind.  We have a lot of gas, but it won’t last forever.  I would prefer not to walk across the country,” said Rose.
“We’ll have lots of options on the east coast.  We probably don’t want to go any closer to New York City than Rhode Island or northern Connecticut though…”
“No fucking way Rhode Island!” Rose cut in with.  “I think we can do a little better than that!”
“Ok, ok,” said Jamie chuckling, “No Rhode Island, but we always have the northshore of Boston and even up into New Hampshire, like Hampton Beach, if the Cape doesn’t work out.”
“Yeah, I suppose, I’d just like to have a plan,” said Rose.  
“Plans are fine, you’re a good planner,” replied Jamie, a hint of sarcasm present.
“...As long as that plan doesn’t involve Rhode Island,” added Rose, smirking.
Jamie leaned over and gave Rose a kiss on the neck followed by a nip at her right ear.  Taking her attention away from the road for a moment, Rose leaned over and gave Jamie a quick kiss before looking back to where they were going.
“You know, we’re not in any type of terrible rush to get anywhere, lets pull over and fool around a little bit,” said Jamie seductively popping open one of the buttons on near the top of her button-up flannel shirt.
“I’m not going to stop here,” said Rose, her tone suddenly serious.
“Why not?” said Jamie, turning her attention to their surroundings.  “Where are we?  Near the border?”
“Yes,” said Rose, her voice becoming curt as she too realized where they were.  Rose had told Jamie about her escape north from Green Forks to Paimpol, but there were several details she omitted and some events she’d left out altogether.  The border crossing was one of those left-out parts.  Jamie had no idea what Rose had done in the structure they were quickly approaching.
The general shape of the base remained, but it no longer looked like a base, it was more like a twisted ruin.  The base was still roughly circular in shape, but several sections in the circle were collapsed, some a direct result of infected, others appeared to have fallen due to poor construction or neglect during the last two years.  All the walls were the same color brown; weathered and rusted.  None of the catwalks that spanned the base remained, only sections of the ones that had lined the tops of the walls remained.  The inner catwalks were now part of the collection of ruin in the center of the base.
As Rose and Jamie approached the wall in their car, Rose could see a large jagged hole on the northern side about the size of the humvee she’d used to smash through it.  The hole was wide enough to provide a good view of the destruction inside.  Nothing discernible as a building could be seen on the inside, just piles and piles of rusted metal highlighted with the bleached white of hundreds and hundreds of exposed bones.  They were scattered as far as Rose could see in every direction, clearly the work of scavengers who’d no doubt fed themselves well for some time.
“That’s a lot of bones in there,” said Jamie.  “This must have been some kind of hold-out that was over-run or something.  Jeeze.”
Jamie was wide-eyed, focused on the aftermath of all the death that had occurred there.  Rose was grateful for Jamie’s attention being focused somewhere other than on her.  She couldn’t help but be taken back to the day she’d escaped from here, likely the only person that did.  “And whose fault was that?” she screamed to herself.  “That soldier, Lt Drisco?  He could have survived too.  But you shot him in the face!  For what reason?  Because he made you mad?”  The screaming in Rose’s head took on the voice of Lt Drisco.  “I could have helped you!” he yelled at her, his ghostly voice reverberating between her ears.  “You could have saved me but no!  You killed me.  You did that.  You!”  
Angry, Rose punched the steering wheel of the car, tears welling in her eyes.  
“Whoa Rose, it’s ok, we can just go around, it’s not a big deal!” said Jamie, startled by Rose’s reaction.  “Seriously, we can just cut around it.”
Stopping herself and taking a deep breath, Rose smiled faintly at Jamie.  “Sorry I guess it’s been awhile since I’ve seen death on this scale.  Long day.”
“Ok, sure,” said Jamie smiling back, her voice skeptical.  Jamie was always observing and analyzing things and she was doing just that to Rose now.  “Want me to drive for a while?”
“Sure,” said Rose immediately, taking the excuse to remove herself from Jamie’s analytical eye for a moment.  Rose opened the door and walked around to the passenger side door.  Jamie slid across the seats and flopped down into the driver’s seat.  As Rose reached down to open the passenger side door, she noticed a human skull nearby, several teeth missing in the front middle and a large hole in the back.  Shuddering, Rose quickly opened the door and slammed it shut.
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
The only way south from the base would, inevitably, bring them to Green Forks.  It was well past midday and while the sun was lasting longer and longer now that they were into the spring, the days were still much shorter than they’d be mid-summer.  The winding road south from the base was still relatively clear of debris even after two years, no large trees blocking the road or any abandoned cars.  Just the wall of woods on either side, woods Rose had hiked through in her trek north, now just a distant memory.
Rounding a corner, Rose spied a white object off the side of the road, the white object she’d been hoping for.  “Jamie, pull over,” said Rose jumping out of the car as it stopped.
“What’s this?  Why are we stopping?” asked Jamie, also stepping from the car.  
“This was what I drove when I escaped Green Forks,” said Rose moving toward the SUV.  Grimy and covered in leaves after sitting next to the woodline for all this time, it appeared to be otherwise undisturbed.  
Hoisting her rifle up over her shoulder, Rose drove the butt through the driver’s side window.  Cracked from her escape attempt years ago, the window broke easily showering the interior with glass fragments.  Reaching in, Rose pressed the unlock button but nothing happened.  Dead, obviously.  Opening the door from the inside, Rose reached in and groaped the back door until her hand found the lock and pulled it open.  Moving inside, she unlocked the remaining doors.  The air in the SUV was stale but everything appeared the same as she’d left it.  
“Did you leave something in there?” asked Jamie moving up to the car and looking inside.  She must have noticed the radio cluster between the front seats.  “Where did you say you got this car from again?”
Ignoring her, Rose moved around to the back driver’s side door and pulled it open.  Inside, untouched was a duffle bag full guns but more importantly, the photos and albums Rose had taken in her hasty exit from her home.  Smiling, Rose quickly gathered up the albums and began moving them to the car.  
Grabbing the bag of guns and heaving it up onto her shoulder, Jamie followed.  “Quite the haul...where are these from?”
“Do you really want the answers to these questions?” Rose tossed over her shoulder.  Dropping the bag of guns in the Subaru, Jamie’s reply went unheard.  The world seemed to fade away as Rose got a good look at the albums now safe in the trunk of the car, mindlessly flipping through the pages.  Memories flooded back, fast and hard, slamming her with fear, guilt, remorse...Old wounds ripped open.
“She was beautiful Rose,” said Jamie appearing at Rose’s shoulder, her arm wrapping around Rose’s shoulders.  Looking down her wedding photo, Kate in angelic white, Rose almost shrugged away from Jamie’s touch.  Almost.  The past two years had hard forged a strong bond, stronger than the fading memories of her and Kate, but clearly the instinct had survived.  Instead of pulling away though, Rose leaned into her after a short pause.
Forgoing the tour of Green Forks in favor of reaching Rose’s house before night was the best course of action it was decided.  Not that there was much left to give a tour of.  Even driving on the outskirts of town, Rose could see that nature had been quite eager to reclaim Green Forks.  The fires had likely helped.  The small fires, concentrated to mainly the downtown area that were burning when she’d left seemed to have spread to most of the city.  Many of the remaining buildings were blackened hulks with no windows and whose interiors had been exposed to the elements for so long they were indistinguishable from the exteriors.  Rose hoped her home had been spared at least some of the city’s destruction. 
As they pulled onto Rose’s cul-de-sac, it was dusk and getting darker but Rose could see her home was still standing.  She could also see her truck in the driveway and the white Centers for Disease Control vehicle parked behind it.  Jamie would again be privy to the choices of her past.  
Pulling up in front of the house, Jamie put their car into park and stepped out onto the lawn.  Like everywhere else, two years of neglect had transformed it back into something closer to a wild meadow, but being early in the season, the grass was only about knee height.  Despite this, Rose could see the telltale gleam of white bone in her front yard.  If Jamie noticed, she did react or say anything to Rose.
Jamie was silent as she walked by the CDC’s SUV parked behind her truck.  The man Rose had shot was still seatbelted into the driver’s seat, mostly skeletal with a few scraps of mummified flesh clinging to the exposed bone.  Jamie paused by the SUV, as if making note of it mentally before moving on.  Rose followed like a beaten dog slinking along behind its owner, guilt and embarrassment becoming an oppressive weight bearing down on her.  
Rose could see her front door was closed but the side door to her house was open.  Despite the open door, Rose continued past it, now drawn by the tree out in the back yard, guilt over the dead men in her yard temporarily forgotten.  Jamie, however, went inside.  Rose half expected there still to be a spot of fresh dirt at the base of the tree where Kate had been buried, but that too had been reclaimed by nature.  The spot of Kate’s grave was almost indistinguishable from the rest of the unkempt grass around it.  That was the hardest part for Rose, she hadn’t realized, until that moment, how much she still missed Kate.  Visiting this site now, after all she’d done and all she’d survived the last two years, dropped her to her knees in the grass; all the memories were back, fresh and raw.  All the wounds she thought were healed or buried deep now white hot and gaping, oozing with all the pain, fear and doubt she’d felt before.
Rose was unsure how long she knelt there, muffled sobbing soaking her hands as she covered her face.  It could have been minutes or it could have been days, but finally Rose felt the warm embrace of Jamie as she wrapped her arms around Rose’s shaking body from behind.  The urge to push Jamie away flashed yet again.  She wanted Kate to be holding her again, comforting her pain and sorrow, but the longer Rose stayed in Jamie’s arms, the faster that feeling drifted away.  Jamie would never replace Kate, but Rose didn’t want Jamie to replace her.  Kate was Kate and no one could ever fill that void in her heart.  Jamie was something else entirely, uncompromising and just what Rose needed in that moment whether she knew it or not.  Kate was a treasured relic from her old life, Jamie was the passion of her new one.
Rose leaned into Jamie and her tears began to fade.  Finally and with great effort, Rose stood and faced Jamie.  Rose gave her a long kiss on the mouth before sliding her head next to Jamie’s, embracing her in silence.  As agonizing as her wounds had felt, Jamie made them fade to a dull throb, not gone forever but reduced to manageable levels.  
Lifting her head from Jamie’s moist shoulder, Rose realized it was pitch black out.  “Are you sure you’re okay?” asked Jamie softly.
“Yes, thank you,” said Rose sniffling and releasing Jamie.  It was so dark, Rose could barely see Jamie right in front of her.  
“I checked the house.  You can be the judge, but looks as though it was looted, the kitchen is stripped bare.  There are a few rooms that are in pretty good condition if you want to sleep in one of them.”  
The living room and the upstairs guest room where the two rooms least effected by the two years of exposure the house had suffered.  Any room with an open window had been exposed to wind, rain and snow resulting in pervasive mold.  They stripped the bed in the spare bedroom bare, Jamie gathered blankets and pillows from the car and they set to work making a bed for the night.  The idea of using two year old sheets was not appealing to either of them.
The day had been a long and exhausting one but despite this, Rose laid in bed next to Jamie in her former home and stared at the ceiling.  Rose was not proud of the things she’d done to survive, but she’d done them and she needed to own them.  They’d allowed her to live this long, something most people wouldn’t be able to claim.  If she and Jamie were going to spend whatever was left of their lives together, she needed to fill in the gaps for Jamie.  Jamie needed to know what Rose had done and hopefully that would not scare her away.  
Rose wasn’t sure how long she’d been laying there, staring into the darkness, she may’ve even fallen into a dreamless sleep.  But in one moment, the room went from pitch black to illuminated by a piercing red light and an incessant beeping like an alarm clock.  Both Rose and Jamie immediately sat up in bed, “What the fuck is that?  You’re alarm?” yelped Jamie.
Not immediately putting it together, it hit Rose like a slap in the face.  “Shit, it’s the satellite phone.  The SOS beacon is on!”  Aaron and Adeline were calling for help.
 
 



 
Chapter 4
 
 
“They’re still not answering,” said Rose to Jamie as she lay next to her on the bed.  It’d been about an hour since the SOS had first gone off.  The wailing of the beacon had been shut off, but their phone was still flashing, getting a constant signal from Aaron and Adeline’s phone.
“Let’s wait a few minutes then try calling them again,” answered Jamie, her voice muffled by the pillow.  “Maybe they hit it by mistake?  Maybe they’re asleep so they’re not answering?”
Rose wasn’t so sure.  “Jamie, they were keeping it right next to their bed.  How could they not hear it?”
“That was in the cottage,” replied Jamie sitting up.  “Let’s not jump to conclusions.  Who knows where they keep it now that they’re living in the house.”
“This isn’t right Jamie.  We need to go back there,” said Rose getting out of bed.  “If it’s just a false alarm, all we’ve lost is a day.”
If something happened to them, Rose had no one to blame but herself.  She abandoned them and now just a day later, they activate the SOS?  Panic was flashing through her system with every illumination of the beacon.  She’d been selfish to leave them, she saw that now.
Sighing, Jamie moved to get out of bed as well.  “Fine, but you’re driving,” she said pulling on a sweatshirt.  “If this was a mistake, you owe me like some ice cream or something.”
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
It didn’t start to get light until they were well into Quebec.  It was about a six hour drive from Green Forks to the Park.  Rose felt as though she was starting to lose it and give in to sleep, but when the sun came up, she was reinvigorated.  They’d left Rose’s house around 4am and it was just past 6:30am now.  Rose took advantage of this newfound energy and pushed the car as fast as she felt she safely could.  The last thing they needed was to crash somewhere out here.  They were taking all main roads to make the trip as fast as possible.  This would take them through some small cities along the coast of the Saint Lawrence River, but Rose wasn’t stopping for anything.  They needed to get back to Aaron and Adeline as fast as they could.  Rose hoped against hope the SOS beacon was a mistake, but in the pit of her stomach, she had a feeling it was not.  Before Jamie had fallen asleep in the passenger seat, they’d tried calling every hour.  The repeated unanswered calls only bolstered the feeling.   
With the sun burning bright, Jamie was unable to fight off unconsciousness in the seat beside Rose.  Finally Jamie gave up tossing and turning and instead stared out the window at the passing wilderness.  They were both quiet.  As much as Jamie tried to play off she that she wasn’t worried, Rose knew she was.  Jamie was very rarely this sullen.      
About mid-morning, they entered the park.  They had to slow down significantly since these roads were covered by leaves, branches and other debris from the surrounding wilderness.  Despite this, they made it to the camp without issue.  Pulling into the cul-de-sac, all appeared the same as it always had.  There did not appear to be any signs of destruction Rose had seen so much of with infected and small plumes of smoke continued to drift out of the chimneys of Rose’s old cottage and the big house.  
Jamie put the car in park and Rose hopped out, jogging toward the big house.  The house looked much different than it had the first time Rose approached the front door.  All the leaves had been cleared away and the patio set was freshly washed and set up in an organized fashion on the front deck.  A wreath of pine boughs and colorful spring wildflowers was a new addition to the front door, likely made by Adeline.  Rose found the front door unlocked and opened it, half-expecting to find Adeline cooking breakfast in the kitchen, half-expecting the body of Jacob’s father lying like a mummy on the entryway floor.  Rose found neither.  She found the interior of the house much as it had been the last day she’d been inside cleaning.  The house was quiet, Rose could not hear anyone moving around inside, nothing that would indicate any danger...or anything else.  
“Jamie, you check all the rooms downstairs and I’ll check upstairs,” said Rose, glancing back at her.  Jamie nodded, now openly worried and slightly pale, the satellite phone clutched in her hand.  
Rose imagined she likely looked about the same way.  Grabbing the bottom of the bannister, she pulled herself up onto the steps and climbed them slowly, ears straining for any sounds, any hint that someone might be upstairs.  Rose had done many building checks when she’d been a police officer.  Searching people’s homes when their friends or family members called in a check on a person’s welfare ranked as some of her least favorite calls for service.  There was always the possibility that if friends and family hadn’t heard from someone for an extended period of time, the possibly of them being dead somewhere in that house or apartment was high.  Rose could handle death, she’d seen more than her share in the last few years, but there was something very different about stumbling upon someone’s dead body in their own home, especially if they’d been there for some time.  Rose hoped this welfare check would turn out much differently.  
Rounding the top of the stairs, Rose couldn’t help but think of Jacob’s brother and sisters she’d found the first time she searched upstairs with Aaron.  That’d been doubly-disturbing for Rose as they’d not only been young children, but they’d been killed in their sleep by their father.  Pushing those thoughts aside, Rose skipped the rooms the children had been in in favor of checking Aaron and Adeline’s room first.
Aaron and Adeline’s bedroom door was the only door on the second floor that was closed.  Rose grabbed the door handle, took a deep breath, and pushed the door open.  
All of Rose’s training as a police officer and all the horrors she’d seen making her way north could not prepare her for what she saw on the other side of that door.  Adeline and Aaron had both been in bed, in fact Adeline still was.  She was laying on her back facing the ceiling, eyes closed as if she was still sleeping, but Rose knew better.  She’d seen enough dead bodies to know the distinct color and waxiness of the skin.  Both her hands were crossed over the bump in her belly, possibly a dying reflex, as if trying to protect the unborn child in a last act of selfless motherhood.  Aaron seemed to have fought death before succumbing.  He appeared to have crawled or fallen out of the bed and managed to grab the satellite phone, pressing the SOS button.  It was still clutched in his cold, pale hand outstretched toward the door as if he was trying everything he could to signal Rose to help them.  
She’d been too late.  Rose felt cold as if she was amongst the dead.  Staring at their bodies, so empty, so lifeless, Rose felt like her mind was slowly spinning out of control.  Her ears were pounding and darkness was encroaching from the corners of her vision.  Rose needed something to hold onto, something to keep her grounded, conscious.  She needed focus.  Focus on the scene not the overwhelming death.  Something had killed Aaron and Adeline.  She grasped onto this notion like a buoy in a sea of madness.  She needed to hold on to her sanity, she needed purpose or she would break.  
Forcing herself to look at their bodies with cold rationality, Rose couldn’t see any sign of violence.  Adeline looked as though she’d died in her sleep, but Aaron appeared to have been less-effected, at least initially, before finally succumbing.  The scene was so similar to the children she’d found in the bedrooms right down the hall.  The first and only thing that came to mind was poison.  Could Aaron poison himself and Adeline?  That made no sense, he was the one that activated the SOS beacon.
A sharp gasp followed by a low moan behind Rose signaled the arrival of Jamie.  Rose turned to look and she could already see tears in Jamie’s eyes.  Rose reached out to Jamie and grabbed her shoulder, but the sadness in Jamie’s eyes turned quickly to anger that blossomed to her face.  Rose could see Jamie’s fists begin to clench as she withdrew her hand. 
“Jamie…” started Rose.
Jamie’s eyes were fixed on the satellite phone still in Aaron’s hand.  “Jacob,” she growled, her voice was thick and heavy with anger and pain.  Jamie spun on her heel and raced down the stairs.  Rose immediately followed, all the pieces falling into place.  It hadn’t been Jacob’s father that killed his family, it’d been Jacob.  He’d been the only one left at the camp when Rose and Jamie left.  Had he just been waiting for them to leave before killing Aaron and Adeline?  Or had Rose and Jamie left before he had a chance to kill them too? Rose wanted answers and she intended to get them before Jamie got to Jacob.
Rose was just approaching their old cottage as Jamie was kicking in the door.  “Where the fuck are you Jacob!” screamed Jamie pulling a Bowie knife from a sheath on her belt.  As Rose entered the cottage, Jamie had made it to Jacob’s door on the second floor and began banging on it.  “Open this door!”
Rose sprinted up the stairs to the second floor and had just reached the top when she heard the crack and splintering of the door being kicked in.  There were a few moments of silence before Jamie came rushing out.  “He’s not in there,” said Jamie, her anger very present but slightly less now.
“We need to find him and figure out what exactly happened,” said Rose.
“We know what happened.  He killed Aaron and Adeline.  You saw them in the big house, they looked almost identical to the way Jacob’s family had died,” said Jamie, panting.
“I want to know all the details.  I want to hear him say it,” said Rose, a steely tone to her voice.
“What good will that do?” asked Jamie, anger flashing in her eyes.
“I want him to know that I know what he did before I kill him,” said Rose coldly.
Rose and Jamie had only just exited the cottage when movement drew their eyes to the ridge trail leading to the river below.  Jacob was walking toward them.  He was dressed as he always seemed to be: his red and black checkered flannel jacket, jeans and boots with a mop of unkempt black hair.  His beard had gotten significantly thicker in the last few years, but not any longer as he kept it trimmed to a certain length.  In most cases, Rose thought that beards made men more handsome, but in Jacob’s case, he just seemed to be more odd-looking the thicker it’d become.  
Jacob had a fishing pole draped over his shoulder and a net filled with a few fish. He seemed to be in a better mood than Rose could remember seeing him in all the years they’d lived together in the cottage.  The best she had ever gotten out of him was a neutral half-smile and that had only been a few times.  By comparison, as he was returning from fishing, he was practically giddy.  But that giddiness faded almost instantly as he crested the hill and saw Jamie and Rose standing at the front of the cottage.
“Jacob.  We need to talk,” called Rose to him once she knew he saw them.
He stopped dead in his tracks, frozen by her words.  He knew.  Jacob could see they knew what he’d done.  Judging by his mood, he’d thought he’d gotten away with it.  He thought he’d finally regained the camp.  Rose could feel the anger bubbling inside of her and it took all of her self-control to not run over to him and strangle the life out of him.
“Come inside Jacob.  We need to talk about a few things,” said Rose using her most neutral police officer tone.  
Jacob didn’t move.  He was like a deer caught in the headlights of a truck, frozen into inaction by their presence, Rose’s words.
“Fuck this,” said Jamie taking a step toward Jacob.
However, before Jamie could take another step, Jacob dropped the fishing pole and net and called out to them, “It’s better this way.”  Pulling his father’s 22 caliber pistol from the small of his back, Jacob pressed the muzzle of the gun into the side of his head and pulled the trigger.  Unlike his father, Jacob’s bullet was not contained by his skull.  Blood, brain matter and skull fragments burst out the opposite side of Jacob’s head as he collapsed to the ground, his body immediately still.
 



 
Chapter 5
 
 
 
The next few days and nights were filled with the image of Jacob’s dead body on the ground, bloody matted hair and an ever-growing pool of deep red blood seeping into the dirt on the path down to the river.  Aaron and Adeline were there as well, their cold faces frozen in death.  But as hard as Rose tried, Jacob’s death was the image that stuck with her.  As much as she wanted to remember Aaron and Adeline, how they’d been happy, in love and alive, Jacob’s death would just replay itself over and over again in her mind.  His death was persistent, an unscratchable itch, an invisible fly buzzing around her in her head.  It symbolized her worst fear: Rose’s failure to protect them all.  She’d abandoned them and now they were all dead.
Jamie was Rose’s tether to sanity.  Rose felt she would’ve lost her mind, maybe followed Jacob to a messy death had Jamie not been there to keep her grounded.  Rose had found herself unable to cope, after all that she’d been through, this had finally broken her.  She was useless.  Unable to function, unable to move; sitting and replaying her failings over and over in her mind.  Jamie had taken on the burials.  There was a small outcropping near the path to the river that overlooked the water below.  It had a pleasant view of downstream as the currents gently meandered over rocks and through S-curves, eventually turning out of view.  There was a large rock that made for a natural bench and Jamie buried Aaron and Adeline nearby.  Jamie had also fashioned three wooden crosses made from sticks and old shoe laces for Aaron, Adeline and their unborn child.  Rose had spent most of her time sitting on the large rock overlooking the river only to return to the big house when it got too dark to see.
Rose was unsure what Jamie had done with Jacob’s body and she truly didn’t care.  There was a fraction of her rational brain that knew Jacob had been disturbed, but that small whisper had been almost completely shouted out by the rest of her crying for revenge.  
It’d been three full days since they’d returned to the camp and they were now about halfway through the fourth.  Rose was again sitting on the rock overlooking the river when she felt a small touch on her shoulder, it was Jamie.  They’d barely talked since Jacob had killed himself, Rose had shut down and Jamie had automatically taken over.
“Which cottage should I unload the car into,” she asked softly, plainly not trying to upset Rose.  “Or do you think I should just put everything in the big house?”
Slowly, Rose turned and faced Jamie.  Her hair was messy and unkempt, likely from the lack of showering after exerting herself taking care of Aaron and Adeline’s bodies.  Jamie gave Rose a cautious small half-grin as Rose turned toward her.  “Why would you do that?” croaked Rose, her voice having not been used in days.
“Well I just figured,” started Jamie, “After Aaron and Adeline...I just assumed you were going to want to stay here now.”
For the first time in days, Rose finally felt like smiling.  Just the fractional movement of her lips into a smile seemed to restart the pilot light in her soul.  She looked deep into Jamie’s eyes and she could feel her emotions starting to fill the dead voids carved by Jacob’s actions.  Rose’s smile broadened to a small smirk, the deepening sadness now receding to the periphery of her mind.  Standing, she wrapped her arms around Jamie’s neck, a perplexed look on Jamie’s face before she caught on and wrapped her own arms around Rose’s waist.  “Thank you Jamie,” said Rose, her face buried into Jamie’s neck.  “Thank you for being here with me.”
“I...You’re welcome?” stammered Jamie.
“I think it’s time we went to Boston.  There is nothing left for me now, for us here.  Maybe we can return to visit some day, but it’s time to move on.  Thank you for helping me see that,” said Rose peeling her face away from Jamie’s neck and kissing her on the lips before breaking the embrace.  
“Glad I could help,” said Jamie, a goofy half-grin on her face.  “I’ll go grab our things from the house,” said Jamie.  She turned to leave but then stopped, leaned over, and gave Rose another quick kiss before trotting off toward the big house.
Rose turned from Jamie and faced Aaron and Adeline’s graves, fresh tears blurring her vision.  “Goodbye my friends,” she said in a soft voice.  “I’ll never forget you or everything you’ve done for me.”
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
The second trip south from the camp back toward the United States and eventually Boston was much different than their first.  That first trip had been filled with so much excitement and anticipation of adventures to come, now Rose was neutral at best.  While she still was excited about the prospect of heading to Boston with Jamie, that excitement was heavily tempered by the loss of Aaron and Adeline.  What if Rose lost Jamie?  How could she handle that?  Jamie was all that Rose had left, the thought of losing her as well haunted her.
It wasn’t just physical loss either.  Sure there were lots of physical dangers out there, but Rose had done many things she was not proud of when she was making her way north.  The guilt of seeing the gleaming white remains of her past actions was gnawing at her as well.  Jamie had seen the SUV she’d escaped Green Forks in, the shot-up CDC vehicle and bodies at her home.  It wouldn’t be hard for Jamie to connect the dots there.  The spectre of Lt. Drisco was present as well, the horrors of that escape loomed like a shadow.  Jamie had yet to ask about any of the things she’d seen at these locations, maybe she had no idea Rose was associated with them?  But there was only one way north from Green Forks and Rose knew Jamie probably would ask someday; she dreaded it.  
They had left the camp in the early afternoon, the sun was high and bright in the sky and Rose’s phone was plugged into the stereo, a steady mix of Led Zeppelin, Cream, The Rolling Stones and others provided them a soundtrack as the countryside swept past.  By the evening, Rose and Jamie again approached the base at Estcourt Station.  It was starting to get dark and neither Rose nor Jamie wanted to keep driving as Boston was still about a ten hour drive away.  Staying at the base was not an option Rose was open to and Jamie seemed to know better than to suggest it.  They carefully picked their way around the base in the car trying to avoid as much debris as possible.  Once on the American side of the border, they were able to rejoin the road.
“There are several houses along this road that we might be able to stay in,” said Rose turning down The Rolling Stones’ Brown Sugar on the radio.  “That’s assuming they’re all not as destroyed as the base.”
The houses closest to the base were very much destroyed, almost as though they’d been bulldozed over, but the further they got from the base, the less damaged they appeared.  Near the edge of town, they found a secluded house that appeared virtually untouched.  The grass on the lawn was high even now but the windows appeared to all be unbroken from the road and the front door was closed.  
Parking in the driveway, Rose got out of the passenger seat and slung her rifle over her shoulder.  Jamie followed slamming her door closed and slinging her new shotgun; formally Adeline’s and even more distantly, Rose’s.  
“Clearly, you were never a cop,” said Rose after Jamie slammed the door.
“Yes, thank you for reminding me officer,” said Jamie sarcastically, sticking out her tongue at Rose.  “You really think someone or something is waiting for us inside here?”
“You can never be too careful,” called Rose, checking her rifle quickly to make sure there was a round in the chamber before re-slinging it on her back.  “You can never be too careful,” she muttered again patting her holstered Glock .45 on her hip softly.
“Oh my God you’re such a cop,” said Jamie shaking her head and walking up to the front door.  “Locked,” she said after checking the knob.
“Ok, you check around the far side of the house, I check around this side,” said Rose pointing to the side of the house closest to the driveway.
Rifle still slung, Rose moved quickly but carefully around the side of the house checking the windows she came upon as she passed by.  The growing darkness outside and the darkness inside made for very little visibility inside the house.  Taking her time, Rose slowly rounded the backside of the house, her hand on the grip of her handgun.  Rose kept close to the house as she moved along the back wall.  Above her head were a few windows she wouldn’t be able to look into without standing on something so she ignored them.  The backyard was just as overgrown as the front but Rose could see a small inground swimming pool off of a back patio.  The water inside it looked black from a distance and Rose chose not to get any closer.  The patio was red brick, large weeds growing up between each brick giving the patio a warped and disused look.  The patio ended at a small cedar staircase that rose to a sliding glass door.
Moving up to the door, Rose could see Jamie now moving away from the house toward the pool.  She seemed to be more interested in taking in the sights than checking the house for threats but Rose could hardly blame her.  She was no doubt a good fighter and survivor, but being tactical was something Jamie was not.  Rose loudly whispered to Jamie, “I’m going to check this door,” pointing at the sliding glass door.  Jamie gave her a smile and a thumbs up moving to get a better look at the swimming pool.
Frowning, Rose returned her attention to the door.  Moving along the house right up to the frame of the door, Rose put her back to the house and readied herself for a quick peek inside.  If someone was waiting for them, doing a quick peek would be safer and likely not get her head blown off.
Unslinging her rifle and holding it up and down against her chest and shoulder, Rose twisted around for a quick peek into the house through the slider.  Instead of getting a glance of the inside of the house, Rose came face to face with a mostly-rotted, grinning skull.  Letting out an involuntary squeak of surprise, Rose tried to move away but instead toppled head-first over the treads of the stairs, flopping down onto her back on the patio with a loud “Ouaf!”
As she lay on her back, all Rose could hear was a loud guffaw of laughter from Jamie from over by the pool.  Pushing aside her own embarrassment, Rose too began to laugh as she lay on the ground, shaking on her back.
Offering a hand, Jamie heaved Rose back up on to her feet.  “Hey, watch out, there’s a dead guy in the doorway there,” Jamie deadpanned, a sly grin on her face.
“What the fuck, you knew?” asked Rose, her cheeks glowing pink with embarrassment.  
“Well you seemed so focused doing cop stuff, I didn’t want to interrupt you,” said Jamie, her sly smile broadening.  
Rose responded with a quick jab to Jamie’s arm, “You fucker,” she said, smiling.
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
It only took a few disgusting minutes for Jamie and Rose to wrap up and drag out the dead body in the house, luckily there were no other bodies.  Possibly the homeowner or possibly a survivor who just didn’t make it, either way the house was his final resting place.  Previously infected or not, they definitely weren’t going to be spending the night in the house with the body.  It would just have to finish it’s decomposition out in the yard.
They took up residence in what was most likely the master bedroom.  It was at the back of the house and the windows didn’t face the road so there was no immediate fear of light being seen from outside the house, but even still, they kept it to a minimum.  Having the ability to charge Rose’s phone in the car meant they had a flashlight as well as access to music in the house, an amenity that Rose hadn’t realized she missed so much.
After a meal of cold beans and some of the last bits of Adeline’s bread, Jamie and Rose settled in on a bed of blankets and pillows brought with them from the camp.  Lying there on the soft blankets, Led Zeppelin's Since I’ve Been Loving You playing on her phone, and Jamie curled up, her head on Rose’s stomach, she could easily forget that the world had ended and her and Jamie were among the last of its survivors; that so many of the people close to her were now dead.  It was an odd thought, knowing you were one of likely just a few left roaming the planet.  
“Do you want to talk about your house?” asked Jamie, her head still lying on Rose’s stomach.
Rose’s blood went cold.  She was silent for a long moment.  “What do you mean?” she said softly.
Jamie picked up her head.  She wasn’t angry, but she looked serious.  The normal Jamie with a quick smile was plainly sitting this conversation out.  “Rose, I love you, but we can’t have any secrets between us.  I need to know everything about you, what happened to you at your house especially.”
Rose’s could feel herself starting to sweat.  Should she tell her everything?  Would that drive her away?  Rose knew herself, she wasn’t a cold-blooded killer, she’d just done what she had to survive.  What if Jamie left?  How would she handle that?  Rose had serious doubts that she could survive without Jamie now, she was relying on Jamie more than anyone since the infection started.
Jamie could clearly see the hesitation in Rose’s face.  “Look Rose, we both had to do some terrible things to survive.  I just think we both should put it all out there, then there won’t be any surprises.  Everyone’s cards will be on the table.”  There was another pause.  “Would you like me to go first?”
Rose wasn’t sure how to answer that, so she just gave Jamie a nod.
“Ok fine.  Quick summary of my life before the infection.  I was living in Boston, Med Student, studying to be a doctor or a nurse, I wasn’t really sure.  Money was tight and I didn’t have a very good relationship with my parents so it was all being paid for by scholarships and loans and stuff.  About two years in, I decided I was sick of it and left.  When I told you I left Boston to avoid the infection, that was a lie; I left to avoid my parents.  When I quit school, they quit me cold turkey.  No contact, nothing.  God forbid I’d ever run into them so I left town and the best place I could think of was Montreal.”  
Jamie shrugged then continued.  “By chance I got into modeling once I got up there and since I already had a few tattoos, I decided to go all in and become an alternative model.  I got a lot of the artwork I have now in the beginning but the initial money didn’t last and I was struggling to get by yet again.  Thats when the drugs and prostitution started.”  Jamie paused looking at Rose for a reaction.  Rose was shocked, but kept her reaction internal, Rose knew her own secrets were even worse.
“It’s ok, keep going,” said Rose, rubbing Jamie’s thigh.
“Nobody sets out to become a hooker, okay?  It just kinda happened.  I was sleeping with girls and guys anyway and I needed money so it just kinda happened that way,” said Jamie, shrugging.  “Anyway, I’d been doing that for about two months along with some coke.  I tried some other stuff, but coke was the drug I did mostly.  Not a ton, just a little bit here and there.  Drinking was the big thing I did.  Lots of drinking.
So two or so months in, that’s when the news started up with all of this infection stuff.  Not on TV so much, more on the internet.  People talking about what’s happening in New York and stuff.  So anyway, a couple of my girlfriends and I are working this motel, we got a couple rooms, all adjoining, and from my room I can hear this guy wailing away on one of my friends.  Like really going to town on her.  But I know this girl and some guys are into that so I’m not immediately in panic-mode.  This goes on for a while so I crack open the common door just to peak in, check on her.  Sure enough, this guy has beaten the shit out of her so badly there’s blood spray literally all over the walls.  So I throw open the door and yell for him to stop.  Without even letting up, he yells over his shoulder, ‘You’re next bitch.’”
“I wasn’t even thinking anymore, I was just moving instinctively.  I grabbed a pair of scissors off the dresser and rammed them into the side of this guys neck.  I think he tried to scream, but it was just a gurgle before he collapsed next to the bed.  I looked down at my friend and I could tell she was a goner, her entire face was crushed.  I turned to run but before I could get to the door, he was there.”  Jamie shuddered at the thought.
Rose looked into Jamie’s eyes and she could see the pain that was present there, an old wound just exposed.  “Who was he?” asked Rose.
“His name was Seth,” Jamie said his name as if spitting.  “He was a biker, Hell’s Angels.  After I turned and was running toward the door, he was just there, like he’d appeared out of nowhere.  He didn’t say anything that I can remember, he just punched me in the face, knocked me out.  The next thing I remember was in his Suburban and we were outside the city headed north.  I put it together from what I overheard, the infection, the fall of Montreal, I even saw some of the bikers kill some infected I think.  It was hard to tell since they killed everyone.”  Jamie grew silent, the memories still replaying silently in her own mind.  
Rose was still rubbing Jamie’s leg, as much as she didn’t like sharing, she knew that it was better this way.  Rose was going to accept Jamie, the good and the bad, but it was nice to know it all.
“Thank you for killing him Rose,” said Jamie, breaking the silence.  “I know you were just defending yourself but you saved me.  I don’t think I’ve ever actually said thank you,”  She leaned over and gave Rose a long kiss on the lips before breaking it off.  Rose had heard the story of Jamie’s escape from the Hell’s Angels before and it was easy to connect the dots to her and Aaron.  Rose had been skeptical at first, Jamie’s appearance made her look the part of someone who would run with a gang of Hell’s Angels, but the more Rose had gotten to know Jamie, the more ridiculous that thought became.  Despite the air of roguishness she liked to maintain, she was exceedingly kind and would have made an amazing doctor had she stuck with it.  She was empathetic and gentle, a perfect complement to Rose who was often cold and closed off.  Jamie had all the missing pieces of Rose that made them so perfect together.
Jamie was looking at Rose.  “Do you want to go now?”
Rose swallowed hard.  “Jamie, I have done things...to people.  People who weren’t infected.  I did them to survive.  I probably wouldn’t be here if I didn’t.”
Jamie placed a hand on Rose’s shoulder.  “I’ve been to your house, I can probably put the pieces together.  It’s okay Rose, we’ve all done terrible things.”
Rose sighed.  “Jamie look, the first thing you need to understand is that I’m immune.  Like fully immune to the infection.  I’ve been bitten many times and I’ve never gotten the infection is what I mean.  People, the CDC, they came for me and I defended myself.”  
The shock was plain on Jamie’s face, she clearly was not expecting that, but it faded quickly.  Rose could see the wheels turning in Jamie’s mind, putting things together.  “I saw the destruction in your house, the basement, when I went in there,” said Jamie.  “I suppose it makes sense, your wife Kate, she was buried in the backyard and you were in the house with her.  It shouldn’t surprise me, but damn Rose.  Really?  You’re immune?  Why’d you never say anything?”
“We were safe up north.  It didn’t seem important up there and it never really came up frankly.  It’s not like Jacob had a lab in his basement or something we could cook up a cure with my blood,” said Rose.  She tried to make the retort sound sarcastic but she couldn’t hide the hurt in her voice.
“Rose, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to accuse…” started Jamie.
“No Jamie, you’re right, I should have said something.  It’s just...after everything I went through making my way north, I got used to not talking about it.”
“The CDC came after you?” asked Jamie.
“Yes,” said Rose, a touch of sadness still in her voice.  “They got tipped off I was immune and came to do a check.  They were going to take me away, I had no other choice but to fight back.  They’d given this presentation to law enforcement and...Look, they forced my hand.  I probably would’ve ended up in some laboratory somewhere and odds are, I wouldn’t be walking or breathing.”
“Alright, I get it.  You did what you had to, trust me, I get that.  That’s pretty much been the theme of my life up to when I met you,” said Jamie smiling slightly to ease some of the tension.  It worked.  Rose decided to let her anger go.  She wasn’t angry at Jamie, she was angry at herself.  Rose had been over that scenario so many times in her mind and she always came to the same conclusion.  Rose just wished she could’ve found some other solution.
“Thank you Rose, I know that wasn’t easy to share,” said Jamie, pulling Rose into a hug.  “I love you Rose,” she whispered into her ear.
There was more to tell but Rose couldn’t bring herself to do it.  Lt Drisco, Andy, the bikers, that man she’d met on the road near Sainte-Marguerite-Marie...Rose wanted to stop Jamie, to break free of her embrace and confess all her sins, but Jamie seemed content with just the one confession.  Part of Rose knew it was wrong to withhold the other things she’d done, but that voice in her head asked: “What’s the harm?”  Rose would be carrying these burdens for the rest of her life, Jamie shouldn’t have to share the weight of her actions.
Instead of dumping more pain on Jamie, Rose chose to lean into her instead, returning the hug and pushing Jamie onto her back, their lips connecting.  Rose’s past was exactly that, her past.  It was time to put all that behind her and start living in the present with Jamie.  
 



 
Chapter 6
 
 
 
Rose and Jamie woke the next morning and ate a quick meal of cold canned beans before leaving at first light.  They had a long drive ahead of them and Rose wanted to get on the road as quickly as possible.  The day was bright and unseasonably warm so they drove with the windows down, their hair blowing in the wind and classic rock pumping from the speakers.  
Jamie and Rose skirted Green Forks and made straight for the south.  They eventually joined up with Route 95 South, the highway that would take them all the way to Boston.  This far north, there was the occasional tree or car in the road but it was otherwise clear of any major obstructions.  This made for fast driving, but the road itself was surprisingly dirty.  Not having any traffic for two years with no one to maintain, sweep or plow it, the road had accumulated a lot of clutter.  Rose figured it was all part of mother nature re-taking the roads as most of humanity was gone.  Usually just leaves and dirt, there were rocks and sinkholes here and there from general disrepair that they had to avoid.  Rose actually welcomed the obstacles as it gave her something to do rather than just driving straight for hours.  
Around midday, Jamie made the suggestion they stop in Waterville, Maine.  They’d been driving all morning and Jamie wanted to get out and stretch her legs.  Pulling off the highway into town, they found it completely deserted.  There was a large plaza off the highway that was completely destroyed after what appeared to have been a large fire.  Blackened pillars could be seen among the rubble that had since been covered with a layer of grass and weeds that was starting to turn green in the warm spring weather.  Not much was left of the town either and Rose made the decision to not drive any further in.  As they’d progressed further south in Maine, the highway had more and more cars and debris and it was just that much worse in the town of Waterville itself.
Stopping in the middle of the main thoroughfare through the town, Rose parked in front of the destroyed plaza and turned off the car.  Grabbing some canned peaches, canned green beans, canned brown bread and a can opener, Jamie and Rose got out to eat.  Rose hopped up on the front bumper and sat on the hood getting to work on the cans.  Jamie gave a loud stretch followed by a louder sigh.  “I’ll be right back,” she called moving off toward a nearby overgrown hedge.
Glancing in Jamie’s direction, Rose kept working at the cans.  The opener was not the best they could have hoped for having been found on one of many scavenging missions over the last two years.  It was likely from the 1970’s and was tarnished from age.  It still worked, but Rose made a mental note to grab a new one should she come across one later.
As Rose finished opening the last can, Jamie re-emerged from the hedge zipping up her jeans.  “I could go for a rest stop with a place to wash my hands and some decent toilet paper, but I suppose beggars can’t be choosers,” said Jamie, wiping her hands on her pants.
“There are probably a few between here and Boston, maybe we can stop at one and find some toilet paper,” said Rose, handing Jamie the can of green beans.
“That’s why I love you, always the woman with the plan,” grinned Jamie taking a sip of the water the beans were suspended in.
“Oh man, I don’t know how you drink that,” said Rose making a face.
“Can’t let it go to waste.  I don’t know how you eat that canned bread,” said Jamie, making a similar face.  “Talk about nasty.”
“Well you know, beggars can’t be choosers,” said Rose giving Jamie an elbow in the side.  
They ate the rest of their meal in contented silence, the only sounds were the sounds of the wind in the trees and the birds around them.  After eating, both Jamie and Rose reclined back, their legs on the hood of the car, their backs on the windshield, arms folded behind their heads.  It was sunny, warm and peaceful, exactly what Rose needed.  The loss Adeline and Aaron was still raw, but there was something about lying in the sun without a care in the world that made the bitter pill of their deaths just that much easier to swallow.  Rose let out a soft sigh and closed her eyes, the sun warming her eyelids with its warm rays.
Rose must have fallen asleep, she wasn’t sure how long she’d laid there, but she could tell the sun was still in the sky without opening her eyes, perhaps just not as high.  Keeping them shut, she felt refreshed and knew she’d napped at least a little.  She could feel the press of Jamie next to her and figured she’d likely fallen asleep as well.  However, she wasn’t asleep now.  Rose could feel Jamie’s hand slowly creeping up her thigh and then slipping under her shirt to gently rub her belly.  Rose, arms still crossed behind her head, didn’t move as Jamie’s hand slowly caressed her body.  Jamie was slow and methodical in her attention to all of Rose’s curves.  After stirring up butterflies in her stomach, Jamie moved up Rose’s chest caressing each breast with care making sure each nipple got the attention it needed leaving them erect and aching.  Finally, after toying with Rose’s waistline until the point she almost couldn’t take it any further, Jamie’s hand slowly plunged deep into her jeans, under all layers of undergarment, and into the warm, wet crevasse between her legs.  Not able to stand it any further, Rose let out a low moan, unfurled her arms and grabbed Jamie close, jamming her tongue into Jamie’s mouth.  They rolled around on the hood of the car, Jamie’s hand moving in rhythmic circles as Rose kissed her deeply, lost in pleasure.
Completely engrossed in Jamie’s touch, Rose could think of nothing but what was happening to her in that moment...until a loud scream broke her from her trance and seemed to echo around the plaza and surrounding buildings.  Simultaneously, Rose pulled back from Jamie and Jamie ripped her hand from Rose’s pants.  The scream wasn’t close, but it’s owner was clearly in town somewhere nearby.  Disorientated from rolling around on the hood, Rose stumbled off the passenger side of the car and nearly fell on her face, still partially intoxicated from Jamie’s touch mingled with the unexpected panic those screams induced.  There was no question in Rose’s mind what the scream belonged to.  It’d been at least a year or more since the last time she’d heard a scream like that, but it was something she would never forget as long as she lived.  Infected.  
Whether it’d seen them, it was hunting or something else, Rose was sure she had no interest in finding out.  She ripped open the passenger side door and jumped inside before slamming the door closed as Jamie did the same on the driver’s side.  Turning the key, the engine immediately responded.  Jamie threw the car in drive, slammed on the gas, and cranked the steering wheel spinning the car around; the empty cans from their meal flying off the car and into the road.  Once turned and facing the off ramp for the highway, Jamie floored it the wrong way up the ramp, back onto the highway and out of town.
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
It wasn’t until many miles down the road that Rose and Jamie’s adrenaline finally started to dissipate.  Rose’s breathing lessened from panting to hurried and then finally, back to normal.  Rose could tell Jamie was similarly calmed as the speed of the car had eased from borderline reckless back to their normal controlled speed.  It was then that it finally hit Rose, there were still infected out there.  As much as she’d hoped that two years in the woods had been enough to outlast all the infected, that was clearly not the case.  Based on the level of destruction in Waterville, the scream was likely not from someone who’d survived and was just recently infected.  Could the original infected still be around?  Had they found a way to cope?  A way to survive the ravages of the infection on their brains and survive?  If it was true, Rose shouldn’t have been surprised.  She knew she was immune to this disease and probably should’ve figured that others, while maybe not immune, could come to live with it.  The human race was funny like that, it refused to die despite how terrible living may be.  
“How many do you think?” asked Jamie, breaking the silence.
“I don’t know Jamie, as much as I’d like to think that one back there was the only one, I really doubt it,” said Rose quietly.
“Should we keep going?” asked Jamie, letting off the gas and glancing at Rose.  “Should we keep going toward Boston?  If there was at least one in Waterville, Maine then there’ll be even more in Boston.”
It was solid logic.  Boston had a lot more people when the infection hit and would likely have a higher number of infected still running around.  Rose thought about it for a long time before finally answering.  “We need to be more careful.  The closer we get to Boston, the more dangerous it’s going to get.”
“Okay,” said Jamie.  “We’ll take a look around, but if it’s not safe, we should just move on Rose.”
“Are you sure Jamie?  Boston was as much your idea as mine,” said Rose turning to Jamie.  “You used to live there, it was your home.”
“It was my parent’s home, I just lived there,” said Jamie sadly.  “If Boston’s not safe, we’ll find a place that’s safe.  It will be our place.  That’s what I care about Rose.”
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
After some debate, it was decided that Route 95 would be the best and fastest way to get into Boston-and out of needed.  Now that they knew there were infected about, the faster they could get in, the faster they could see how dangerous it was.  Leaving the highway and taking local roads, after seeing the state of Waterville, was just not an option.  The only downside was that Route 95 passed through many major population centers outside of Boston, any of which could be filled with infected.
It was early evening when Rose and Jamie started seeing signs for Portsmouth, New Hampshire.  The roads were much more crowded here, both with cars and other debris.  There were some places where they had to slow down to a crawl and navigate around clusters of cars.  Some were just stopped in line as if stuck in an eternal traffic jam, the reason for the backup long since gone.  Other clusters were a direct result of crashes.  The carnage was muted from time and weather, but the white bones of occupants were testaments to the pain and death that had once been here.  Scattered bones had become a common sight as they approached Portsmouth.  Bones around cars, strewn over the highway and in the grasses on either side.  Jamie tried to avoid driving over them, but soon it became impossible, crunching and snapping like twigs under the tires of the car.  It had gotten warmer the further south they’d driven, but despite this, Rose and Jamie kept the windows up, Led Zeppelin's “Whole Lotta Love” drowning out the sounds beneath their tires.  
As they neared an exit for downtown Portsmouth, the road had become so cluttered with abandoned vehicles that they were now only driving on the median and even then, it was slow going.  They were driving through grass that was the height of the windows of their car so visibility was poor.  Who knew what unseen obstacles were lurking in the grass.
“Let’s try getting off at this exit,” suggested Rose.  “Maybe we can find a way to circumvent this traffic jam.”
Concentrating on driving, Jamie didn’t answer but began making her way off the median and over to the exit.  They ended up having to go past it and then circle back around as the cars were so dense, but once they got off the highway, the number of cars blocking the paved portion of the road was much less.  Using the compass feature on her smartphone, Rose directed Jamie to the south.  “Hopefully if we keep going south, we’ll meet up with the highway again and it’ll be clearer,” said Rose looking down at her phone.
“Sounds good to me,” answered Jamie.  “Looks like we’re...out of the weeds,” said Jamie snorting, barely able to contain her amusement.
“Oh God,” said Rose sighed sarcastically shaking her head, the tension of navigating the cars and bones evaporating.  “If we follow this for a while, it’s our best shot.  This road goes mostly south as far as I can tell.”
Continuing south for several miles, it was becoming clear to Rose that they were headed into the heart of Portsmouth.  Destruction from fire, wind and snow had taken its toll in the last two years.  Everything still standing looked rundown and abandoned with overgrown yards and large swatches of green everywhere.  The evidence of death was a little harder to find amid the destruction, but if Rose looked hard enough she could still see bones and large, dark rust colored stains on buildings or in cars.  
As Jamie and Rose approached the downtown area of Portsmouth, the roads again became less and less passable.  The fire damage in the downtown area was pretty extensive and many buildings had fallen over, likely having burned for an extended period of time.  
“I don’t think we’re going to find the highway this way,” said Jamie skeptically.  She stopped the car in front of the ruins of a blackened church, the frame of a charred and broken stained-glass window the only structure left standing among the rubble, much of which had tumbled into the cemetery adjacent to it.
“Yeah I think you’re right.  Let’s turn around and head back to the closest main road, maybe we can find a sign somewhere,” said Rose glancing behind her out the back window.  “I think you could do a 3-point turn right here.”
Three maneuvers had been a little conservative for the turn-around and after five trips traveling forward and backward, Jamie was finally able to get the car headed back in the opposite direction.  About a quarter-mile back, they found a sign they’d missed the first pass through.
“Alright, take a left here and this will bring…” started Rose.
KAPOW!!!
The noise caught both Rose and Jamie by surprise and both ducked down in their seats, Rose scrambling to unholster her handgun from her waist.  Jamie slammed on the brakes bringing them to a stop.  “The fuck was that?” yelped Jamie.
“I’m not sure, maybe someone was shooting at us?” replied Rose, gun in hand.  “You stay here and keep the car running, I’m going to check it out.”
Without waiting for a reply, Rose quickly opened the door and staying low, moved along the side of the car squatting, moving toward the back passenger side tire.  Holding her gun at the ready, Rose visually scanned the area looking for any threat, any indication they might be under attack from someone.  Everything seem quiet and nothing appeared to be moving but Rose knew better than to call it safe.  
Rose continued to squat by the tire listening for several minutes before rising slightly and looking back into the car.  Jamie was still slouching in the driver’s seat but she was looking around as well, her head moving back and forth as she looked for any threats.  
Turning her attention back to the ruins around her, Rose decided to move out from the car and check the area around them.  Continuing to stay low, Rose moved around the back bumper toward the driver’s side.  As she rounded the driver’s side, she could hear a soft hissing noise coming from the driver’s side rear tire.  Looking down, Rose could see a blackened, jagged chunk of wood sticking out of the rear tire.
“Fuck,” said Rose standing and re-holstering her handgun.  She walked over to the driver’s door and knocked on the window.
Jamie opened the driver’s window about an inch and a half.  “How can I help you officer?” said Jamie in a faux-serious tone.
“Quit it Jamie, just get out of the car,” said Rose, annoyed.
“Not until you tell me why you pulled me over, Officer,” Jamie replied, smirking.
Instead of answering, Rose just frowned at Jamie before turning and walking to the back of the car.  “Does that mean I just getting a warning?” called Jamie as Rose walked away.
Jamie rolled up the window and shut off the car before exiting.  “Just a joke man, relax,” said Jamie, joining Rose.  
“Do we have a jack or anything we could use to change this tire?” asked Rose, still annoyed, pointing at the rapidly deflating tire.
“Ahhh...hmm.  You know, I don’t think so.  Probably should have brought one of those eh?” said Jamie, clearly not as concerned as Rose.
“Well we need to find one before we can go to Boston, we can’t drive on the fucking rim,” said Rose, her annoyance growing.
“Rose, there are like a thousand cars around downtown Portsmouth, probably more.  I’m sure one of them has a jack set and a comparable tire ok?  Relax.  You always get so stressed out about stuff like this,” said Jamie squeezing her shoulder.
“You ladies having some car trouble?” called a distant male voice from behind them.
Both Rose and Jamie spun around to face the voice.  It was coming from a group of five men.  
“Shit,” said Rose under her breath.
 



 
Chapter 7
 
 
 
The five men started jogging toward Rose and Jamie as Rose pulled her handgun from her holster.  Jamie had done the same and they both moved around to the passenger side of their car putting it between them and the approaching men.  As they came closer, the man who’d called out to them slowed to a walk, his companions following his lead, again calling to Rose and Jamie.  “No need for weapons ladies, we’re here to help,” he said approaching the car.
Rose and Jamie didn’t move, weapons still pointed at the men.  Rose had been in this type of situation before and she was glad to see that Jamie was not listening to the man.  Realizing they likely weren’t going to drop their guns, the man stopped and put his hands up.  “Honest, we’re here to help you guys out,” the man said.  “My name’s Zach.  Me and my merry men here are survivors just like you.  Let us help you.”
Zach was smiling in a way that did not make Rose feel comfortable.  He was about six feet tall with tan olive skin, jet black hair, brown eyes and shabby clothing; jeans and a sweatshirt that was faded, dirty and sweaty.  The men with Zach were dressed similarly, all in old and dirty clothing, but all appeared to be relatively healthy.  None of them were gaunt and did not have that look of hunger she’d seen many times in the infected.  These men were athletically toned and well-fed, like Rose and Jamie.  Their friendly demeanor worried her.  If it came to a fight, Rose and Jamie were at least evenly matched if not outnumbered, since Rose and Jamie currently had a position of advantage behind the car.  
Calling to Zach but not lowering her gun, Jamie asked “How can we trust you?”
Smiling, Zach looked over both his shoulders to the two men on either side of him and nodded, both pairs backed away.  “My men will stay back and will not raise their weapons.  We can talk and you can decide if I’m trustworthy.  Only me.”
Jamie lowered her gun slightly and leaned over to Rose, “Should we trust them?” she said quietly.
“No,” replied Rose in a terse whisper not lowering her gun or taking her eyes off Zach.
Jamie sighed.  “Rose, we need to get this tire fixed and these guys aren’t going to just leave I don’t think.  Let them help us and once the car is fixed, we can get out of here.  Okay?”
Rose ground her teeth mulling over Jamie’s word, her eyes boring into Zach skull.  Finally, with a grunt, she lowered her gun slightly.  Rose growled at Zach, “Get over here.”
Zach complied and met Jamie and Rose at the front of the car.  Jamie had reholstered her gun but Rose kept hers readily available in her hand next to her leg.  Being this close to Zach, she could see that he was only slightly older than them, maybe 30 at the most.  He wasn’t clean shaven, but had only a few days worth of stubble so he clearly had access to a razor and water.  
“We have tires, tire irons, jacks and gas back at our camp.  We can go back, grab some supplies, and then come back and change your tire.  How does that sound?” said Zach, completely pleasant.
“Too good to be true,” replied Rose matter-of-factly.   “You want us to believe that you will just help us out and send us on our way for no reason?  Because you’re a great guy?”
“Well I am a great guy, and I hope we’ll have time for you to figure that out.  But yes, I just want to help you guys.  That’s what we’re doing out here.  We help people,” said Zach, leaning against the front of their car and grabbing an apple out of his pocket before taking a bite.
“How could that possibly benefit you?” asked Rose, skeptical.
“Geez you guys must have been out of the way for a while,” said Zach, his mouth full of apple.  “There aren’t much of us left.  By us, I mean non-infected.  We’ve gotta help each other out or we’ll all be screwed.  We’re from Boston.  We were sent out here to find people and direct them toward the city.  Boston’s one of the last main strongholds left.  They’ve got everything there: water, food, even electricity.  We’re one of the outposts here in Portsmouth.  Anyone comes across our radar, we patch them up and point them in the right direction.”
Rose was still trying to be skeptical but doubt was eating away at her skepticism.  If there was a surviving society of people out there, it would make sense to set up outposts to direct people to the city proper.  If they had a place that’d withstood the infected, only having more people there would help.  Had the human race turned this corner while she was hiding in Canada?
“Are you fucking kidding me?” asked Jamie, disbelief plain in her voice.  “Boston survived and they even have power?”
“Yes ma’am,” answered Zach, a smug smile on his face as he took another bite of apple.
“You realize this is a little hard to believe,” said Rose, finally holstering her gun and putting her hands on her hips.  “We saw how deadly the infected were, how quickly cities and towns were decimated.  You really expect us to believe you?”
“Look I’m not here to convince you,” answered Zach, standing up.  “We’ll patch up your tire and get you on your way.  If you head into Boston, great.  If not, well I did my job and I’ll sleep just fine tonight.”  He turned and began walking back toward his men.
Jamie looked over to Rose.  She could tell Jamie wanted to follow them, but was hanging back, waiting for Rose to affirm it was the right choice.  Rose wished she knew.  Finally, Rose shrugged and began to follow Zach.  She whispered over to Jamie, “Keep your eyes open, we may have to fight our way out of this.”
Jamie nodded and followed behind Rose.
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
It was only about a 20 minute walk to Zach’s camp.  It looked like it had been a small military base at one point but destroyed and then rebuilt.  Zach confirmed that it had been a holdout during the first year of the infection but had been overrun and abandoned before being retrofitted by a team from Boston.  That team had disappeared about a year later and Zach’s team was sent to take over the base.  According to him, it appeared as though the previous team had just up and left and there’d been no sign of them since.
True to his word, Zach and his men had all the supplies needed to change and replace their blown tire.  Rose and Jamie were given a quick tour of the base before their new tire and other supplies were loaded up and lugged back to their car.  One of Zach’s men went to work changing the tire while Rose supervised, concerned about possible sabotage.  This fear seemed to be unfounded as the man finished up without issue.  Zach and Jamie had been making small talk the entire time, much to the annoyance of Rose.  Jamie would laugh often and loudly at anything remotely funny Zach would say, almost to the point that Rose thought she was flirting with him.  
When the tire was finished, Rose was at her limit of Zach and was ready to leave immediately.  Unfortunately, by the time the tire was changed, it was deep into the evening and was getting dark quickly.  They’d be lucky to make it out of the city before nightfall, a point not lost on Zach.  
“Not safe to travel the roads around here during the day,” Zach said, kicking their new tire.  “Even worse at night.  Look I know this sounds exactly like I planned it this way, but it’d really be the safer option if you guys spent the night.”
After noting the time and the encroaching darkness, Rose had considered this might have become an option.  But hearing Zach suggest it made her temper flare and her judgement fly out the window.  “Thanks, Zach, but I think we’ll take our chances.  We can fend for ourselves,” Rose sneered.
Zach put his hands up, surrendering, but Jamie jumped in before he could speak.  “Rose, don’t be an idiot.  With all the shit in the road and infected around, it’s not like we can just drive around slowly with our lights on.  We’d be sitting ducks.”
“We have warm food,” added Zach.  “And you can sleep in your car if that’d make you feel safer.  You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to.”
“What do you say Rose?” asked Jamie.  “It’s only one night.”
After a moment to think, Rose gave in and emitted something between a sigh and grunt before opening the driver’s door, flopping down into the driver’s seat and closing the door.  She could hear Jamie say to Zach, “Jump in the back seat” and Zach order his men to “double-time it” back to the camp.  Jamie slid into the passenger seat and Zach wedged himself into what little room there was in the back seat behind Jamie.  
“Just one night, okay?” said Jamie, squeezing Rose’s leg.  Rose fired up the car and they were off.
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
It indeed took Rose some time to weave through the debris on the road and with the growing darkness, they arrived at the camp just after Zach’s men did.  There was an outer cordon of chain-link fence topped with razor-wire that Rose parked just inside of near the entrance/exit gate. 
Not counting the five men Rose had already met, there appeared to be only two other men at the camp.  Everyone was gathering around a large brick fireplace near the front of the camp that had a crude stovetop built onto it heated by a wood-burning fire underneath.  On the stovetop was a large copper kettle with steam rising off it.  Rose couldn’t smell it from this distance, but she knew it wasn’t just boiling water and she could feel her mouth salivating at the thought.  As much as she didn’t want to admit it, eating a hot meal that wasn’t canned would be nice.
Jamie had walked over to the stove and joined the men as Rose finished locking the car.  Introductions had already begun when Rose arrived so she missed the names of the men who’d been with Zach earlier.  Rose learned that one of the two men she hadn’t met was responsible for the soup they would be eating.  
“Name’s Bill but everybody calls me Buck,” he said, shaking Rose’s hand.  He was a large man, plump and greasy, with small eyes and a puffy, red face.  He seemed to be out of breath simply from the introduction.  
“Hello, I’m Rose and this is Jamie,” said Rose motioning to her companion.  Jamie gave the man a smile but did not seem eager to shake his hand.
“And this is...Nick?” added Zach, motioning to the last man Rose had not met.  “Nick is new to the camp as well.  We just ran into him, what?  A week ago?”
“Yeah I think it was about a week,” said Nick.  Rose could tell Nick was different from the other men.  He still had that sickly, gaunt look of someone who’d gone hungry for some time, but seemed on the mend now.  
“Nick was in some dire straights when we found him.  We’ll get him healthy enough then send him on his way to Boston.  Probably any day now, right Nick?”
“Yeah you got it,” he answered, turning to Rose.  “You made the right choice coming here, these guys are great.”  Nick stood up and patted Zach on the back.  Rose saw a flash of something behind Zach’s eyes but it was there and gone so quickly, she couldn’t place the emotion.  Disgust?  Pity?
“Alright, let’s eat!” said Zach, stepping away from Nick’s touch and toward the pot.
The food was good, much better than Rose had thought it was going to be.  It was packed with vegetables and meat, all grown or caught by Zach and his men according to him.  While Boston would send a messenger from time to time, each outpost was designed to be self-sufficient.  According to Zach, as many strides as they’d made in Boston, there just wasn’t the infrastructure to have supplies shipped out to them or have established communication lines, at least not yet.  That sounded reasonable to Rose but at the same time, it seemed like Zach had all the right things to say.  Rose had decided to take all this with a grain of salt and to let the situation play out, ever watchful of Zach and his men.
Jamie had taken a different approach.  As with any gathering, it wasn’t long before the alcohol came out and Jamie and Nick did not hesitate to partake.  Everyone seemed to be drinking, but Rose was just too skeptical and stuck to water.  Long after the soup was gone, the drinking continued into the night and as the night dragged on, the more tired Rose became.  Several times, Rose had dropped some pretty obvious hints to Jamie it was time to head to the car for the night, but she was either too drunk or was just plain ignoring them.  As much as Rose wanted to leave, she wasn’t going to leave Jamie behind.
Finally, Rose got the distraction she needed.  Nick, after taking another shot of some yellow-colored booze someone had been pouring from an old milk jug, promptly passed out, face down, in some nearby grass.  This was followed by raucous cheers from Zach’s men.  Jamie, who was sitting in Rose lap, finally turned to her and said, “Alright, let’s go.”
Standing, Rose called to Zach while pointing at Nick, “Is he going to be alright?”
“Yeah he’ll be fine, we’ll get him back to his room.  You guys sure you don’t want to stay inside the base?  It’ll probably be more comfortable than your car.”
“We’re good.  Thanks,” Rose answered turning away from Zach.  Jamie put her arm around Rose’s shoulders and they both stumbled back to the car, Jamie near dead-weight.
Once Jamie’s butt to hit the passenger seat of the car, it didn’t take more than a minute before she was snoring away, her head leaning back on the headrest and her mouth open wide.  Rose climbed into the driver’s seat, reclined it back as far as it would go and locked the doors of the car before she too surrendered to sleep, eager for the next morning’s arrival.  
Rose wasn’t sure how long she’d slept but it’d been at least a few hours.  It was still dark, but not as dark as it’d been; morning was approaching.  All that water she’d been drinking had caught up with her and she needed to find a place to relieve herself.  Jamie was still snoring in the passenger seat, but she’d shifted positions and her head was now wedged between the headrest and the A-frame of the car door.  Quietly, Rose opened her door, re-locked it making sure she had the keys in her pocket, and closed it as quietly as possible.  Jamie didn’t even stir.
The air outside the car was cool and crisp, refreshing after being locked in the warm, moist air inside the car.  Making her way from the car into the camp, Rose patted her handgun verifying it was still in her holster on her hip.  The fire in the stove was still flickering, casting an orange glow on the front of the base.  Everything seemed quiet and deserted.  There was a main front door to the base directly behind the fire.  It was a metal door with metal hinges that appeared to be well taken care of and well oiled.  Rose walked up to the door and gave it a yank, but it appeared to have been locked from the inside.  Figuring that was probably good security protocol, Rose began to make her way around the base.  On either side, there was about a 10 foot gap between the fences and the walls which made walking around it fairly easy despite some tall grass.  
Rounding the back side of the base, Rose found several more doors but all of them were locked.  Behind the base was a small field with at least five different gardens with raised beds, each bed surrounded by chicken wire.  As Rose walked by them, she could see different varieties of vegetables in different stages of growth.  
At the far end of the field was another building that Rose could distinctly see light coming from.  This building seemed to be newer construction compared to the base behind her.  As she approached, she found a large wooden door at the center of the building.  Grabbing the handle, it appeared to be locked, but the door had not been closed tightly, a quick tug opening it up.  
Not knowing what to expect, Rose unholstered her gun and entered inside.  Inside the door was a small antechamber with a table and several chairs.  The room was unoccupied but there were several lanterns burning illuminating the room brightly.  In a sloppy pile in one of the chairs was a pair of shoes and some clothing that looked vaguely familiar to Rose.  There were several doors off of this room, one each to her left and right, and one directly ahead of her in line with the front door.
Moving to the center door, Rose grabbed the handle with her left hand and slowly and quietly pulled it open.  The door was solid wood and about 4 inches thick which had done a good job of deafening the sound, but as the door opened, Creedence Clearwater Revival’s Born on the Bayou, playing loudly inside, spilled out.  The room was also brightly lit with more lanterns which reflected brightly off the stainless steel table in the center of the large room.  All along the walls of the room were all different cuts of meat, human meat, in different stages of dry-aging.  Rose could easily distinguish between arms, legs and torsos hanging from hooks and chains all around the room and from the ceiling in some places.  
In the center of the room, on a table straight out of an autopsy lab was Nick, or rather what was left of him.  Nick’s torso was draining onto the table and over a lip into a tub where his dismembered legs and arms were also draining.  Rose knew it was Nick because his dismembered head was propped up next to his torso on the table, his dead eyes staring right at the door Rose had just come through.  Buck was standing over the tub, his back to Rose, and he was whistling along to music.  
Rose stood there, perfectly still, taking it all in while fighting off shock and the urge to flee.  However Buck, still whistling, turned around.  He didn’t immediately notice Rose, but must have caught her out of the corner of his eye.  Buck took the deboning knife he was holding in his right hand, slammed it down on Nick’s torso sinking it deep where it stuck quivering, and pointed to Rose.
“Hey! You can’t…”
Rose didn’t realize she’d shot Buck.  As if in slow motion, she saw the red hole appear in Buck’s forehead and the brain matter spray out the back of his head.  It wasn’t until she looked down did she see that she still had the gun pointed in his direction, wisps of smoke twirling from the end of her barrell.  However, this realization was quickly followed by the next that both doors she’d come through were left open and that shot had likely been heard.  
Spinning on her heel, Rose sprinted through the doors and out into the gardens.  Rose had almost reached the side of the base when she heard shouts from behind in the garden.  Not slowing, Rose raced down the side of the base and shot out into the front.  As she passed the stove, she heard the front metal door clang open and several people exit, their boots crunching in the dirt.  Skidding to a stop at the car, Rose began to bang on the roof with the butt of her gun.  Jamie sat up straight, eyes blood-shot and groggy.  “We’ve got a problem Jamie,” said Rose loudly, turning to face the men behind her.
Zach and his four men were standing about 15 feet behind Rose in a semicircle with Zach at the center.  Rose moved slowly to her left as Jamie exited the car, shotgun in hand.  
“Alright ladies, let’s talk about this,” said Zach calmly.  “I think there may have been a misunderstanding.”
“I saw what’s going on in that shack you’ve got back there Zach.  I know that you are eating people,” said Rose, gun aimed at Zach.  
“Wait, what?” said Jamie, the sleepiness from her voice being replaced with panic.  “They’re eating people?”
“That’s right,” answered Rose to Jamie without taking her eyes off Zach.  “I found Nick all chopped up and their shack is full of dismembered people.  They’re hanging from hooks…”
“Oh what the fuck…” started Jamie.
“Look, guys, lets talk this out.  I’m sure we can come to an understanding.  We’re surviving just like…” Zach started, but then stopped and shook his head.  “You know what?  Fuck you, I’m sick of this nice guy bullshit.  We helped you out and then you just had to go snooping around.  This is how we survive.  I don’t seem to recall you complaining when you ate your soup tonight, did you?  Look, you two seem like strong, headsmart women.  You can either join us, or we’ll just kill you.  It’s five on two, it’s just that simple.”
“We’re the ones with the guns,” pointed out Rose.
“Well, not for long.  Once we kill you, we’ll have your guns,” said Zach flippantly waving his hand, as though he was bored with them.
Before anyone could retort, Jamie let loose a blast that made Rose jump.  One of Zach’s men on the end of the semicircle let out a yelp of pain and tumbled to the ground away from the group.  “Four on two now bitch,” said Jamie racking another round into the chamber.
“You’re going to pay for that you little cunt,” said Zach starting toward them but then somersaulting to the side.  Rose had pulled the trigger after “cunt” but Zach had seen it coming and the shot meant for his head instead blew off the right forehead of one of his men as he moved in to attack.  The man dropped to the ground without a word other than the thump of his face connecting with the ground.  Three on two.
Zach and his two men were able to get to Jamie and Rose before either could fire another shot.  One of Zach’s men had produced a bat while the other had slipped on some brass knuckles.  Zach hung back while the remaining two men fought.  The man with the bat targeted both Jamie and Rose swinging wildly, the brass knuckle man focusing on Jamie.  Rose dodged a swing at her head, the bat instead connecting with the passenger side mirror; shattering in an explosion of glass.  Rose rolled away.  The follow-up swing connecting only with the ground.  The man turned and raised the bat over his head to bring it down on Rose, but Jamie slammed the man in the small of his back with the butt of her shotgun sending him sprawling, temporarily out of the fight.  Zach came in for a kick aimed at Rose’s chest but she rolled away, hopping up into a squat.  Eyeing an off-balance Zach, she swept his feet.  He crashed to the ground and rolled away.  Now it was two on one in Rose and Jamie’s favor.
The brass-knuckle man had landed a shot to Jamie and she’d lost her shotgun.  Jamie was doing her best to avoid the man’s wild swings.  The man was going a knock-out blow with haymakers instead of beating Jamie down with jabs and punches.  It proved to be a fatal mistake.  The man was so focused on Jamie, he never saw Rose come up front behind.  After one particularly wild swing, Rose stepped up behind him, pressed the gun to the back of his head, and pulled the trigger.  
She had no time to savor the kill however.  As soon as the blast rang out, Rose was tackled by Zach and slammed into the ground.  Two on two.  The bat man was back and was focused on Jamie.  Rolling around in the dirt, Zach was trying to get on top of Rose and get his hands around her neck.  Almost managing to slid his fingers around her, Rose brought up her gun and smashed Zach in the face sending him tumbling into the dirt.  Following the momentum, Rose turned toward Zach and aimed a wild shot at him, hitting him in the lower leg as he scrambled away.  He cried out in pain and collapsed into a heap.  
Rose turned away from Zach and brought her gun around to bear on the bat man.  As Rose took aim, the man’s midsection all but evaporated in a spray of bloody mist and gore.  Jamie had regained her shotgun and was able to get off a shot.  The man collapsed in on himself with a wet thump as he hit the ground.
Standing, Rose slowly walked over to Zach now whimpering in the fetal position on the ground nearby, clutching his leg.  Joined by Jamie, they stared down at Zach in disgust, Jamie angrily working the pump on her shotgun loading another round into the chamber.  
 
 



 
Chapter 8
 
 
 
The base had an abundance of fresh and canned food to which Rose and Jamie helped themselves loading their car to near-capacity.  It was about mid-morning and the sun was bright, the sky a light blue with only a few wispy clouds drifting by.  The front yard of the base was still, the bodies of Zach’s men still strewn where they’d fallen, untouched.  There were no trees or other obstructions to block the hot sun shining down and the men’s bodies which were already starting to bloat.  The only shade cast on the yard was a single wooden beam off the front of the base used to haul up supplies from below that were too large to fit in the front doors.  Instead of hauling, today this pole had another purpose.  
Zach had put up almost no fight as Rose and Jamie had dragged him into the base and up to the second level.  He’d mumbled something about “survival” and “no choice” but Rose had not paid much attention.  There was always a choice.  Rose understood doing what you have to to survive when you life is on the line, but the abundance of his base was the flaw to that defense.  No one who was surviving, or better yet flourishing like Zach and his men were, had any excuse to kill and eat their victims.  That was not surviving, that was cannibalism.  There were some lines that Rose would never cross and that was one of them.
Even as the noose had slipped over Zach’s head and his wrists were bound behind his back, he didn’t actively resist.  Maybe deep down he knew what he’d been doing was wrong.  Maybe some part of him knew that this was exactly what he deserved for the choices he’d made.  Jamie, having seen the shed out back for herself, guessed there were at least ten separate people in there, possibly more, she couldn’t be sure.  Rose knew Zach’s execution would not bring those people back, but at least there would be consequences for his actions.  Rose could provide them some closure.
Using some hearty weeds from the fenceline as a paintbrush, Jamie was able to fashion a sign with a scrap piece of cardboard she’d found.  Fittingly, she used the dead men’s blood for paint.  The sign had been tied around Zach’s neck before he was unceremoniously kicked off the ledge by Rose who didn’t even glance back at him as she went back inside the base.  Jamie lingered briefly, but joined Rose soon after at the car.  Rose had been surprised how long Zach jerked and kicked as his body fought to preserve his life, his singular shadow dancing in the dirt below.  After some time, the only movement in the rope was from the wind which had picked up slightly as Rose and Jamie leaned against the car watching Zach die, fresh carrots standing in for movie-theater popcorn.  Rose gave the sign on Zach’s body one last inspection before they drove away, their journey south resuming.  
“Justice.”  A simple sign but effective, Rose thought, as they drove away.  
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
Rose had expected the road from Portsmouth to Boston to only get worse, but she was surprised to find exactly the opposite.  Once they made it out of the Portsmouth area, there was clear evidence of maintenance on the roads.  They weren’t clear by any means, but most of the cars had been pushed to the sides, only the most mangled car wrecks remained.  Care had clearly been taken at some point to make traveling between Portsmouth and Boston easier.  Maybe parts of Zach’s story had been true?  Everything was suspect, but the idea that Boston had survived and that teams had been dispatched to outposts seemed like a sound military decision.
As they traveled, Rose didn’t see any sign of the infected.  Or rather, any recent sign.  Despite the relative ease they were having traveling on the roads, on either side of the highway and as far into the distance as they could see, destruction reigned.  Nothing looked fresh, many destroyed structures were overgrown and cars were rusted inside and out.
Shortly after what they believed was the New Hampshire/Massachusetts border, Jamie sat up in her seat and pointed at something far in the distance.  She’d been staring out the window, likely daydreaming about this or that as the scenery streamed by, but something had caught her eye.  
“Out there!  Did you see that?” Jamie exclaimed.
Rose hadn’t seen anything, she’d been driving, keeping any eye out for the next obstacle.  Getting another flat tire somewhere between Portsmouth and Boston was not something Rose wanted to deal with again.  
“I think it was an infected,” explained Jamie, turning down “Stairway to Heaven” on the stereo.  “It looked like a naked guy sprinting between a couple buildings.  I’m not positive, it was quick, but he wasn’t moving like a person you know?  More like an animal, like how the infected move.”
Rose nodded, causally speeding up.  “How much further is it to Boston?”
“I think that was the border we passed a little while back so it’s about half an hour, maybe forty-five minutes or so.  Depends on traffic I suppose,” added Jamie smirking and elbowing Rose.
“Yeah, I don’t think that’ll be an issue,” said Rose sarcastically.  “If the road keeps being clear...Do you think this is a good idea?”
“What do you mean?” asked Jamie, suddenly confused.  “Going to Boston?”
“Yeah, I mean we haven’t had very good luck with people lately.  Jacob and then Zach’s group and everybody before…” said Rose trailing off.
“Rose,” said Jamie, for once serious.  “Boston isn’t going to be a city full of people like Zach or Jacob okay?  Most of what Zach said was probably bullshit, but of all of it, I think the stuff about Boston making it wasn’t.  Or at least I hope so; it’s our best option right now.”
“I feel like we’re rushing into this,” pressed Rose.  “Should we really just be driving into a city where we have no idea if people are living inside it or if it’s filled with infected?”
Jamie paused, thinking.  “Yeah I guess you’re probably right Rose.  Well, how do you think we should do this?”
“I think we should stop nearby and take some time to observe.  Are there any places outside the city that we could stop for the night and observe?”
Jamie thought about it for a minute before answering.  “Cambridge is a pretty good spot, right across the Charles River from downtown Boston and we’d be able to tell if they were a functioning city from there.  If they had power, it would be pretty obvious.”
“Alright,” said Rose.  “Let me know if you see any signs for Cambridge and we’ll spend the night there.  If it still looks like bad news, then we’ll go around to Cape Cod.”
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
Using Jamie’s knowledge of the area and a map of Boston in Rose’s phone, it only took them an extra hour to find their way to Cambridge.  The clear roads had been great getting them to that point, but trying to leave the highway was not an easy task.  Picking their way through the debris and off-roading through overgrown medians and shoulders in their Subaru was not an easy task.  GPS would have made the trip much easier but Rose didn’t have a cellular signal, nor would she likely have one ever again.  Off-line maps on her phone were the closest thing she had to GPS.  Rose figured the satellites were probably still in orbit, but without infrastructure on the ground to support them, they were just floating space junk.  
It took most of the afternoon to navigate through Cambridge to a place that was near the river with a good view of downtown Boston.  Countless times roads were so impassable that Rose and Jamie had to double back and around hoping for an alternative route.  It was frustrating and time consuming and if it wasn’t for Rose’s seemingly endless playlist of classic rock songs on her phone, maddening.  By the late afternoon, they spied a block of apartments that were less destroyed than others and as such, provided a near unobstructed view of the Boston city skyline.  
Parking nearby, Jamie and Rose both filled backpacks with some water and supplies before donning them and slinging their weapons over their shoulders.  The building they chose appeared to be brick and cement, not the most attractive building but was the least destroyed and had the best view.  A victim of what Rose guessed was a fairly major fire, the front facade had fallen off leaving a large rubble pile that covered most of the area between the building and the street.  Exposed floors and walls were all visible as if the building had been bisected.  
Because the building had been so heavily damaged, Rose and Jamie were able to enter the on the first floor and easily cross in between apartments inside.  The building was eleven stories stories tall with a large flat roof that might have once been used by its residents as a terrace when it was still whole.  The building appeared to have been U-shaped at one point, but one section was just rubble leaving it L-shaped.  Rose and Jamie selected a bedroom on the eleventh floor that had most of its four walls still standing and a roof covering them incase it happened to rain.  Three of the walls and the door into the room were near-undamaged, but the fourth wall, the one facing Boston, had large bay window set into it at one time.  This wall was only about half there.  The window, its frame and part of the wall seemed to have been taken with the front of the building when it fell off.  The fire damage and two years of exposure to the elements had made the room dingy but dry.  Rose and Jamie salvaged what they could from surrounding apartments: a destroyed and weathered table, some rickety chairs, and a slightly charred coffee table.  
Eating a dinner of cold canned soup, cucumbers and water, Rose and Jamie sat at their table and watched the sun as it slowly set over Boston.  If there was anything happening in the city, it wasn’t apparent from where they sat.  The evening was quiet and from this distance, they couldn’t see any movement.  Rose had her phone on the table and Led Zeppelin’s “Going to California” was twinkling in the background.  It was a warm night, possibly the warmest yet.  Having a chair to sit in, a room with a view, good music and a full belly was more than Rose could’ve asked for.  Having Jamie by her side was just icing on the cake.  Leaning back in her chair and putting her feet up on the table, Rose reached over and took Jamie’s hand holding it softly in her own.  Looking over at Jamie, Rose couldn’t help but smile, Jamie returned a smile full of warmth and tenderness.  It was the happiest Rose had been since they’d left Quebec.  
Jamie’s warm eyes were drawn away from Rose’s by something in the distance.  Jamie let go of Rose’s hand and stood, silently pointing.  Jamie’s expression was a mix of shock and excitement.  Letting her chair fall forward onto its four legs as she stood, Rose followed Jamie’s gaze.  Towering in the center of Boston’s skyline was a large boxy building, a flat rectangle seated on top crowned with a cluster of antenie.  Rose gaped at the building, not because of its size, but rather its lights.  Most of the building below it was still black, but the box on the top was lit up with lights at all corners defining it in the darkening sky.  In the center of one side of the box were bright yellow letters spelling out “PRUDENTIAL” and the largest antenna on the top was pulsating with a red light.
“Holy shit Rose,” said Jamie quietly.
Rose was speechless, after two years in exile, the possibility that there were people here with power floored her.  
“Holy shit,” repeated Jamie.  
Rose looked to Jamie but she wasn’t looking at the light anymore, she was looking down onto the road eleven stories below.  Even in the gathering gloom of dusk, Rose could see what looked like a military vehicle.  It’d stopped and was unloading a team of heavily armed soldiers nearby.  Instinctively backing away from the ledge and squatting down, Rose and Jamie watched the group of about six soldiers move in formation away from the truck and down the street toward their building.  
When the men were about 100 yards away from the truck, Rose could hear the engine rev and begin to drive down the road behind the soldiers.  The truck pulled even with them, slowed, and Rose could hear words being exchanged, along with laughter, before the truck continued on leaving the men behind.  Rose and Jamie waited anxiously as the group of soldiers got closer and closer.  They were in two lines, three soldiers in each, on either side of the street.  They seemed to be on patrol, one line searching Rose’s side of the street while the other was searching the side of the street closest to the Charles River.  Shrinking back, Rose tried to move slowly so no one would notice.  She knew at eleven floors up, her being spotted was unlikely, but based on her previous encounters with the military, she decided on an abundance of caution.  
“Should we call out to them?” asked Jamie in a whisper.
“What?  We know nothing about them,” snapped Rose, also whispering.  “They look like they are military, they have guns and truck.  Zach’s group was living in a military base and had lots of supplies too.”  Rose softened her tone.  “I think we should just observe.  Last thing we need is an encounter with soldiers on patrol in the dark, itchy fingers on their triggers.”
“Yeah you’re probably right, it’s just...we’re so close now.  I can see Boston and they have their lights on!  It’s hard to not just run over there,” said Jamie in a hushed voice, slightly resigned.
“We’ll get there,” said Rose reaching over and rubbing Jamie’s leg.
The group of soldiers slowly moved past their building and eventually disappeared into the night as the darkness closed in.  Looking over to Boston, several more lights in other buildings had come on, beacons of light burning in the darkness.  They were so close, yet still so far.
“Why don’t you get some sleep,” said Rose to Jamie, breaking the silence.  “I’ll take first watch.  I’ll wake you up in a few hours.”
“You won’t hear any argument from me,” said Jamie, already moving over to her backpack to unload some blankets.  “I’d prefer a feather bed, but I suppose this spot of floor will do nicely.” 
Rose smiled and moved across the room giving Jamie a kiss on the forehead.  “Tomorrow’s going to be a big day,” said Rose grabbing her rifle and slinging it over her shoulder.  “I’m going to head up to the roof, I’ll be able to get good view up there.  Will you be ok down here?”
“Me and Ol’ Blasty here will be just fine,” smirked Jamie patting her shotgun.
Rose gave Jamie a wink before looping out of the room bound for the roof. 
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
It was still spring, a fact Rose was reminded of fairly quickly standing on the roof for a few hours in the dark.  The wind had picked up when she’d first gotten up to the roof, but had since died down leaving her to huddle in her hoodie on a pile of cold cinder blocks.  Boston blazed like a jewel across the river casting reflections in the rippling water.  It was almost completely silent aside from the occasional gust of wind.  Rose couldn’t hear any noise coming from the city, but she knew that wasn’t unusual being this far away.  Rose doubted she would be able to see any movement either.
What Rose could see, aided by the lights of the city, was a large wall that seemed to start just beyond the shoreline and encircle the city.  She could only see a small portion of the wall, but it seemed reasonable to her the wall went all the way around the city.  It was hard to tell exactly how high it was, but from her vantage point seemed higher than the building she was currently standing on top of.  Rose made a mental note to study the wall more in the morning.  Military patrols, electricity and high walls were all good signs of a persisting human population, something Rose and Jamie were now becoming eager to rejoin.  But they still needed to be cautious, their past had taught Rose a hard lesson about that.
The night dragged on uneventfully, the lights constant and unmoving across the water, dark and quiet destruction surrounding Rose.  At one point, sometime past midnight, Rose had gone down to the bedroom Jamie was sleeping in to check on her.  She’d been fast asleep, lightly snoring in a tangle of blankets in the corner.  Jamie looked so peaceful, Rose couldn’t bring herself to wake her so she let Jamie sleep on, returning to the roof instead.
It was probably Rose’s imagination, but it seemed to get fractionally lighter as the night dragged on past 3am and approached 4am.  Rose was yawning now, struggling to to keep her eyes open as she sat on the cold dark roof.  Once or twice, Rose thought she may have dozed off for a few seconds before reawakening with a start.  In an effort to keep herself awake, she paced the roof taking in all the other dark sides of the building.  The pile in the front of the building from the wing that’d collapsed was easily the highest rubble pile around the building reaching up four or five stories.
Rose had just turned a corner away from the rubble pile when she thought she heard the faintest of sounds.  It sounded like the tumbling of a few stones down the pile, but she was unsure exactly what she’d heard.  Rose, very slowly, turned and peered over the edge of the building down at the pile.  At first she couldn’t see anything.  Maybe just the rubble settling?  Some small animal disturbing the pile?  Rose stood there silent and unmoving, ears straining for any further sounds and eyes scanning the darkness.  Rose had almost given up and was about to turn away when more rubble tumbled down the same pile, this time louder and more distinct.  
Straining all of her senses to try and locate what was causing the movement, Rose finally caught sight of the source.  It appeared to be a man, but being so dark, Rose couldn’t be sure.  There was no doubt he was infected, scaling the rubble pile on all fours, picking his way up the pile to the peak where it met with a rather large hole in the apartment building.  As the infected got closer, Rose could see more details: he was naked and dirty, his hair long and matted, and a scraggly beard was hanging from his face.  
The infected man didn’t give any indication he’d seen Rose, he was still cautiously and slowly picking his way up the rubble pile as if he was exploring.  The man finally reached the hole in the side of the building and paused there, looking around skeptically sniffing the air before slowly moving inside the building and out of Rose’s view.
Once the infected disappeared, Rose sprang into action moving to the stairwell and down to the bedroom Jamie was sleeping in.  The infected entered the building on the 5th or 6th floor, but Rose knew that the building was full of holes and missing sections of floor and wall.  The infected man could very quickly get to Jamie’s location.  She needed to be warned.
Flying down the stairs as fast as she could as silently as possible, Rose found Jamie still asleep, curled up in the corner.  Without waking her, Rose closed the room’s door as quietly as possible, grabbed their dinner table and hefted it over to the doorway, leaning it against the door, partially blocking it.  Rose then grabbed their chairs and propped them up behind the table holding it in place.  The barrier wouldn’t, by any means, keep the infected out, but it would at least slow him down.
Moving from the door, Rose went over to Jamie and shook her lightly.  Jamie just snorted and rolled away from Rose pulling a blanket over her head.  Sighing, Rose shook Jamie harder.  “Jamie,” she whispered urgently.  “Wake up!  Come on Jamie!”
Jamie was not responding to the shaking so Rose had to take it up a notch.  Grabbing Jamie by both shoulders and lifting her off the ground, Rose shook Jamie violently.  Instead of just waking, Jamie let off a high-pitched yelp followed quickly by a loud, “What the fuck Rose!”
“Shhh damn it!” whispered Rose loudly.  “There’s a fucking infected in the building!”
Before Jamie could answer, they both heard it: running.  Something, the infected man, was very clearly now running through the building and ascending the floors.  Rose and Jamie could hear debris being smashed as the infected made a beeline for their room, louder and louder the closer it got.  
Rifle and shotgun at the ready, Rose and Jamie waited as the infected got ever closer.  And closer.  Finally, Rose could hear the infected man crash into the room directly below them, pause, and they continue on searching them out.  It occurred to Rose how methodical, how controlled, the infected’s search appeared to be.  He’d heard the noise and had almost perfectly zeroed in on them, missing them by only a floor.  That was equally impressive and frightening.  
Rose checked her rifle instinctively making sure the safety was off and she had a round in the chamber.  Jamie did the same and both raised their guns pointing them at the table blocking the door.  The infected was now on their floor.  They could hear him stomping closer and closer checking room by room.  Finally, Rose could hear the footsteps stop on the other side of their door.  The infected slowly opened the room’s door almost instantly hitting the table pinned against it.  He paused and then gave the table a light push with the door which moved it only very slightly.  Then silence.  
Rose didn’t know where the man had gone then...Blam!  The table and the chairs behind the door exploded in a burst of splinters as the infected smashed through them and into the bedroom.  Rose fired a shot but missed as the infected dove away from them.  Jamie also fired and missed, her shot punching a hole in the floor where the infected would have been if he’d not rolled away.  
Across the floor he rolled.  With unbelievable agility, the man sprang up into the air, planted his feet on the wall at a 45 degree angle and, without touching the ground, launched himself like a lizard toward Rose.  Rose only just avoided the man by squatting down, but he grabbed the back of her sweatshirt and spun her deeper into the room before slamming Rose on stomach, her rifle flying off into the room.  The infected landed on the ground next to Rose, but instead of stopping, used his momentum to continue his roll away from her.  Jamie, on the other side of the room, fired off two quick shots as the infected rolled, both ripping holes in the floor and both completely missing the man.  
Finally ending his roll, the man half stood, half squatted on his powerful legs, muscles rippling with coiled energy.  He let out a beastial roar and dove for Jamie.  She tried to bring her shotgun to bear in time but the man was too quick grabbing Jamie’s shoulders, wrapping his legs around her waist and slamming her into the floor.  Jamie’s shotgun bounced off the man’s muscle hardened chest and fell away as he sunk his teeth into the fleshy part of Jamie’s upper left arm.  
Jamie’s scream of pain spurred Rose into action.  She ran over to them and drop-kicked the infected in the side of the head as if she was kicking a field goal.  The infected man’s head snapped back ripping flesh from Jamie’s arm.  Momentarily stunned, the man staggered and fell a few feet away.  Jamie was conscious but bleeding freely from her arm.  Grabbing a nearby blanket, Rose wrapped it around Jamie’s arm and tied it as tightly as she could.  
“How bad is it?” asked Jamie in a strained voice. 
“Not too bad, we’ll need to clean it but…” started Rose.
“I’m infected,” said Jamie matter-of-factly.  
“Look Jamie, we’ll figure something out.  Maybe…” Rose didn’t finish her sentence, the infected was back and returned the favor landing a meaty kick of his own in her side.  
As Rose tumbled across the room, she could feel an intense pain in her ribs and breathing immediately became much harder.  Rose had no time to assess her injuries as the infected had followed her tumble.  Another kick to Rose’s face caused her nose to break and she blacked out momentarily.  Stars in her eyes, Rose was brought to reality but a sharp pain in her upper right arm.  The infected had bit down on her arm, piercing her skin in several places, her sweatshirt preventing a deeper bite.  Rose yelped in pain and tried to pull her arm away.  At the same time, Jamie unleashed another shotgun blast.  The infected man jerked away at the sound, spinning away from Rose and dropping her to the ground.  
Blinking blood out of her eyes, Rose could see the infected now had his back to her and was stomping back over to Jamie a few feet away, blood dripping from a small wound in his side.  Jamie must have just grazed the man, but it was enough for him to forget Rose and redirect his focus.  Jamie was kneeling.  She tried to stand but was knocked to the ground by a powerful punch to her head from the man.  It was like he was swatting a fly.  Towering over Jamie, the man was sizing her up.  Jamie made a desperate kick at the infected’s knee cap, but he just lazily batted it aside.  Rose realized there was something more going on here.  There was something more to this infected.  He wasn’t the mindless killing machine Rose had encountered before...This man was an animal yes, but an intelligent one that had hunted them down with purpose.  One that was now toying with them.
Coming to her senses, Rose put her hand down on the floor to rise and realized she’d found the strap of her lost rifle.  In one fluid motion, Rose grabbed the rifle without looking at it, instinctively raised it and fired off a round from her hip at the man without looking.  The round ripped through the man’s upper right thigh spraying Jamie with the man’s blood.  He unwittingly dropped to one knee as his leg buckled.  Jamie took this opportunity to land another kick, but instead of batting away her leg, the man instead grabbed it and pulled her in close sinking his teeth deep into Jamie’s right inner thigh just above the knee.  There was the briefest of howls from Jamie, but this time the pain appeared to be too great and passed out.  
Horrified, Rose raised her rifle and rammed the butt into her shoulder firing off three blasts into the man’s chest.  The man unlatched from Jamie and roared in pain, standing and facing Rose.  Rose then unleashed another five rounds into the man’s chest leaving several large gaping holes, gore painting the wall behind the man.  Growling, his upper body and face covered in blood, his beard dark and glistening, teeth glossy and red, the man took two steps toward Rose before collapsing face-first to the floor.  No sooner had the man’s head stopped moving than Rose put two more rounds through his skull.  Thinking better of it, she released the butt of the rifle from her shoulder and rammed it into the back of the man’s head over and over and over.  Lost in a red haze of revenge, Rose wasn’t sure how many times she’d slammed the man’s head, but what remained was unrecognizable as human.
Slinging her gore-soaked rifle, Rose went over to Jamie.  She was breathing but her breaths were faint and shallow.  Grabbing another blanket, Rose wrapped up her leg.  The bandage on her shoulder was soaked through, a deep shade of red.  Jamie was losing a lot of blood and wouldn’t make it if Rose delayed.  Hefting Jamie up onto her shoulder and wincing at the shooting pains in her chest, face and arm, Rose pushed it all aside.  Jamie.  She needed to save Jamie.  That was all that mattered.
 
 



 
Chapter 9
 
 
 
The night was gone, dawn greedily eating up the darkness.  The sun was just starting to creep over the horizon and sending rays of bright light into the nearly cloudless sky.  It was going to be another clear day, sunny and bright.  Rose however, had no time to notice this.  Soaked in sweat and blood, both hers and Jamie’s, Rose was exerting every ounce of energy and adrenaline she had remaining to her.  The pain in Rose’s chest was acutely intense making breathing, let alone carrying Jamie difficult.  The swelling in Rose’s face was starting to obscure her vision but she pushed it all aside.  Rose had a mission.  Jamie’s life was at stake.  Readjusting the still-unconscious Jamie on her shoulders, Rose huffed down the final few flights of stairs, stumbling out into the lobby of the building.  
Scattered with large chunks of debris, dust and the occasional pale white bone, Rose staggered through the obstacle course of destruction to a hole in the front wall that used to be the front doors.  Smashed and destroyed, Rose was able to pass through the opening easily and emerge out into the early morning sun.  It was already starting to get warm and the sweat on Rose’s face only added to her misery making her eyes sting, literally adding salt to open wounds.  
Rose had a hard time recalling where exactly they’d parked.  Being out in front of the building, she was on the opposite side of the building from where they’d originally entered.  Rose’s thoughts seemed to jumble together then skip around, she could hardly concentrate on one thing and found herself going over the same things again and again.  Did she had a concussion too?  It was likely.  That punch had broken her nose easily.  
Picking a direction and going with it, Rose lumbered down the empty street.  She would have prefered to move more stealthy being unarmed, the rifle and the shotgun left behind along with the supplies she and Jamie had brought into the apartment building, but speed was all that mattered now. Rose tried to be as quiet as possible, but she knew she was likely doing a terrible job.  They’d barely survived just one attack, Rose didn’t want to attract any other infected, Jamie wouldn’t survive it.  Their only hope was Boston now.  If there was a way for Jamie to survive, it was in Boston.  It felt so true, Rose hoped she wasn’t becoming delusional as well.  Rose grabbed ahold of that hope and held on for dear life.
Looking over her shoulder, Rose could see Jamie’s face, pale and listless.  She looked near death and Rose hoped she wasn’t already gone.  She couldn’t stop to check Jamie, they needed to find their car, they needed help.
Several wrong turns later, Rose finally spotted the car in the distance.  It appeared untouched since the last time they’d been at it.  Stumbling up to the car and leaning against it for support, Rose fished around in her pocket producing the keys.  Rose placed Jamie into the passenger seat and checked her pulse.  At first, Rose couldn’t find it, but on her second attempt, she was able to find one, but it was very weak.  Jamie somehow looked even more pale now, color draining from her lips.  Slamming the door, Rose ran as fast as she could around to the driver’s seat.  Firing up the car, they were off.
Rose only had one chance to save Jamie.  One option.  One guess.  Rose had to throw all she’d learned surviving out the window and place all her faith in people she didn’t know or trust.  It was all or nothing now.  
Driving back the way she’d come carrying Jamie, Rose swerved her car out onto the main road between the apartment building and the river.  She caught sight of a street sign which named the road Memorial Drive.  It was a wide road with paved sections separated by a green space between them.  Taking a left, Rose drove as fast a she dared.  This was the same direction she’d seen the soldiers patrolling but she saw no sign of them now.
It wasn’t long before Rose spotted what looked like a bridge up ahead.  The bridge appeared to lead right over the river and into Boston where all those lights had been shining so brightly the night before.  As Rose approached the bridge, the road curved before ending at a large barricade of debris which seemed to block a small tunnel under the bridge.  Rose had to slam on her brakes and skid to a stop.  She reached over and held Jamie into the passenger seat, preventing her from flying forward into the windshield.  
Rose spied a green space now overgrown with grass and trees nearby.  Throwing caution to the wind and hopping the curb, Rose plowed through the grass section avoiding the trees.  She could hear things bumping off the bumper or clanging against the undercarriage but Rose continued, intent on getting onto that bridge.  Cresting the small hill, Rose found the entrance to the bridge with another street sign: Main Street/MA-3.  
Taking that as a good sign, Rose spun the car into the road and again floored the gas, ascending the bridge over the river.  About half way across the bridge, there were two stone towers built into the bridge, each about three stories high with small windows and domed roofs.  Rose could see guards stationed in and around these towers, rifles slung on their shoulders dressed in urban camouflage.  The guards clearly hadn’t been expecting Rose and just gaped at her with stunned expressions on their faces as she sped by them at nearly 70 miles per hour.  
The road was still unobstructed at this point but that was going to end quickly.  Rose could see up ahead, just beyond another set of stone guard towers, the huge wall she’d seen the night before.  Same concept as the barrier wall around the military base at Estcourt Station in Maine, this wall was far more permanent and far better built.  Significant time and effort had been put into the wall’s construction and while it was still an amalgamation of several different types of building materials, primarily metal, stone and concrete, it had been built to last, built to defend and built high.
The guards at the second set of guard towers were far more prepared than their colleagues and had already deployed a spike strip across the roadway to which Rose promptly drove over popping all four of her tires.  She was going way too fast to stop for them and the loss of air in her tires barely slowed her down.  Rose did the best she could to keep the car from careening off the side of the bridge.  Maintaining a straight line for the time being, Rose now attempted to stop the car as quickly as she could, the rapidly approaching barrier wall looming large as she drew up upon it.  Pumping the brakes hard, Rose tried to used what little steering control she had left with her rimmed tires to come to a controlled stop.  
Dangerously close to the wall, Rose gave up on pumping the brakes and just slammed them sending the car into a spin.  Luckily, Rose had lost enough speed and was able to maintain enough control that she spun in the road and avoided the barriers on either side of the bridge, coming to a stop about 25 yards shy of the barrier wall.  
Exhausted, dizzy and disorientated, Rose threw open the car door and collapsed onto the ground.  Almost immediately, she was surrounded by armed men and women yelling commands at her.  Still disoriented, the world itself now began to spin.  Rose could feel herself losing consciousness.  With the last bit of strength she could muster before being swallowed up by darkness, Rose grabbed the nearest soldier, a short man with a neatly trimmed mustache, and yelled, “Jamie...In the car...You need to help her...she’s been bit!”
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
Unsure how long she’d been out, it took Rose a minute to put together where she was.  She was inside.  Bright sunlight was shining in through a big window so it was still daytime...unless it was the next day, Rose couldn’t be sure.  Looking down at her arms, there was an IV taped just beyond the crook in her left elbow.  Sitting up in bed, Rose winced in pain, her ribs sore, her breathing still painful.  Rubbing her right hand on her stomach, she found herself bandaged and taped, her midsection stiff.  That was when Rose noticed it: the beeping.  Looking down at her right arm, several sensors were stuck to it, their wires running down off the side of the bed.  Looking past an IV bag to her left, Rose noticed a monitor on a rolling pole recording her vital signs, it’s digital display happily chirping away as her heart beat.  The lights above her head were on, Rose noticed, the heart rate monitor picking up slightly.  
The TV beyond the end of her bed was off, but Rose spied a remote on a table next to the bed and straining to reach it, turned the TV on.  It didn’t matter that all she got was static, the fact that it even turned on was somewhat of a miracle to her.  Turning off the TV and lying back on the pillow behind her head, Rose laughed softly to herself.  It hurt, but it didn’t dampen her spirits.  They’d made it.  They’d made it back to humanity, back to civilization.  
They.  A jolt of fear shot through Rose.  Where was Jamie?  Did she survive?  She’d been bit!  Rose needed to find her before she lost her like she’d lost Kate.  
Rose’s thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of a nurse.  A dark-haired hispanic woman of about 40 or so, she was slightly overweight but only just and wore the traditional green scrubs associated with a hospital.  She was carrying a tray with food on it: a cup of ice water, an apple and what looked like pasta with red sauce.  Noticing that Rose was awake, the nurse gave her a smile, placed the tray down on the table next to Rose’s bed, turned and left without a word.  Finding that behavior odd, Rose eyed the food on the tray.  It looked harmless enough, but she wasn’t going to take any chances.  Rose needed to find Jamie.  She could eat later.
Pushing back the covers of the bed, Rose found she was wearing a pale blue patterned hospital gown, all of her clothes gone.  Looking around the room, Rose didn’t see them anywhere.  Gritting her teeth, she swung her legs over the side of the bed, the pain in her chest was intense.  Any movement seemed to make her dizzy, her head swimming.  Panting as if she’d just finished running rather than merely sitting up, Rose decided to rest on the edge of the bed before continuing on.  
Before she was ready to move, the door to Rose’s room opened yet again.  Instead of the hispanic nurse, this time a woman in a white coat entered the room.  The woman appeared to be in her late thirties, dirty blonde hair cut shoulder-length, brown eyes and a rosy complexion.  She was wearing a plastic nametag, but Rose couldn’t make it out.  She also smiled as she entered the room, but unlike the nurse, stuck out her hand as she approached.
“Hello, my name is Dr Sara Faraday,” she said grabbing Rose’s hand and shaking it.  “I’m one of the resident physicians here at Massachusetts General Hospital.  How are you feeling?”
Rose didn’t know what to say.  This encounter was not what she was expecting...It was like the last two years hadn’t existed.
Dr Faraday seemed to recognize the confusion on Rose’s face.  “I suppose I should have started with a ‘Congratulations’ for making it to Boston.  From what I’ve been told, your arrival caused quite a stir.” The smile on Dr Faraday’s face seemed warm and genuine, Rose was looking for any hint of deception but she wasn’t finding it.  Was it being hidden that well?
“I was with another woman…” started Rose.
“Yes, she was in much worse shape as you probably already know.  She’s in another wing of the hospital receiving treatment.  It’ll be slow going, but she seems to be responding well.  The first few days are always the most crucial.”  Dr Faraday looked down at a clipboard she had with her.  “So how long were you out there?  Since the outbreak two years ago I mean.”
“I need to see Jamie,” said Rose, attempting to stand, wincing, and then sitting back on the bed.
“No, you need to rest.  Jamie, you say? She is being well cared for.  In a few days, after your ribs heal, I can bring you over to her room.  You were lucky you know, any of those broken ribs could have punctured a lung.  I doubt you would have made it here if that’d happened.”
Rose knew the doctor was right.  She couldn’t even stand, how could she get to another part of the hospital?  She knew nothing about these people, she wouldn’t be able to defend herself, fight back.  Still, it seemed rather coincidental.  Rose needed to bide her time, heal and wait for an opportunity.  Slowly and with great effort, Rose pulled her legs back onto the bed and layed back on the pillow.
Satisfied, Dr Faraday again looked down at her clipboard and continued.  “So, you were out there for a while?”
“Since the beginning.  I’m from northern Maine, my hometown was overrun and I made it north to Quebec.  I...Jamie and I found a cabin in the woods far away from any towns or cities and waited it out.”  Rose felt that was enough detail, the doctor didn’t need a blow-by-blow of everything they’d been through and Rose wasn’t about to share.
“Was it just the two of you?”  asked Dr Faraday.
“No, there were others,” said Rose.  After a pause she added, “They didn’t make it.”
“Based on your injuries and your friend Jamie’s, you almost didn’t make it either.  What happened?” asked Dr Faraday as she made notes on the clipboard.
“We were attacked, as I’m sure you already knew.  An infected man, he seemed stronger than the infected I remember...Almost like a predator.  When this all happened, the infected were wild beasts.  This guy seemed to almost know what he was doing.  Like we were fighting an intelligent animal.” said Rose.
“Well you’re lucky it was just one.  And I don’t mean to insult you, but he was probably one of the weaker infected that remain out there,” said Dr Faraday, putting the clipboard down on the bed and looking at Rose.  Rose only returned a blank look, unsure what to make of what she was saying.  
“The infected are different now,” continued Dr Faraday.  “The infected you knew when this all started, they could still be around I suppose, maybe some hapless survivors out there somewhere who gets infected.  I suppose it still happens but those infected don’t last long.  The real problem are the Alphas, or at least that’s what we call them.”
“What do you mean Alphas?  Like an Alpha Male?” asked Rose, still confused.
“Actually, that’s not far off,” said the doctor.  “Alphas, as far as we can tell, are infected that have been around, possibly since the beginning.  Their brains have adapted to the infection and they are able to survive, albeit at a lower cognitive level compared to pre-infection.
Based on what we’ve found from testing, an Alpha is around the same cognitive level as a wolf or dog, sometimes more, sometimes less.  Just like every human has a different level of intelligence, so goes for the Alphas.  There’ve been some documented cases of near-human levels of cognition, rudimentary speech, etc.  The infected you and Jamie encountered sounds as though it was alone and had likely been culled from the pack, maybe because of lower cognition, injury, illness...who knows.  What I do know is that if you’d run into a pack of Alphas, you wouldn’t be here.  We lose soldiers all the time and they’re trained to deal with them.”
“How do you know all this?  How big is this community in Boston?” asked Rose, her head swimming with new information.
“Research of course,” said Dr Faraday, smiling slightly.  “We never lost Boston, since the infection started the military was able to mitigate the situation here.  Once the walls went up, we went from surviving to defending and finally to conquering.  We lost a lot of people to get us to this point.  Here in Boston and a couple other cities: Milwaukee, Atlanta, Denver and San Diego; humanity was able to survive and we’ve made significant strides in defeating this disease.  There isn’t really a United States anymore so the remaining five cities have decided to call ourselves ‘The Pentagon.’  People needed something to rally behind and it seemed fitting.”
Rose was still having a hard time believing all of the information she was being told, but there was so much detail, was it possible?  “How many people are left?”
Rose watched the small smile die from Dr Faraday’s face, pain and remorse flashed behind her now-tired eyes.  This woman had likely been through as much as Rose in the last two years.  “We will never be 100% sure of the numbers, but from what we’ve gathered, only about 1/10,000th of the US population survived.  Around 30,000 people total we think, but that number is growing every day.  Communication with other countries has been limited and I just don’t know how many survived elsewhere.”
Rose had figured that the number of survivors would be small, but that was a crushingly high number of people to have died in only just two year span.  It didn’t hit Rose until that moment how bad it’d really been, how much was lost, how much would need to be rebuilt.  “How did you do it?”  Rose asked after a long silence.  “How’d Boston and other places survive?  Just outside the city was like a war zone.”
“It was a war.  That first year after the infection was all-out war, night and day, no rest.  The infected were relentless, their numbers seemingly unending.”  Dr Faraday was now staring off into space, lost in recollection.  “It happened almost naturally, groups of survivors, the military, the CDC...We all just kind of came together and established a place to make a stand, we used the river and harbor on three sides to make a natural moat and just kept fighting.  The military took on defending what few small footholds we established and fought admirably.  They lost so many but they knew what was at stake.  The CDC did the same thing.  They worked tirelessly trying to find a cure, find a way to mitigate the infection.  Then everyone else, people like me and other civilians, we did everything we could to assist them.  It’s kind of ironic that it took the end of humanity for people of all walks of life to work together so cohesively.  There wasn’t any time for petty squabbles, for egos.  You either helped survive or you died.  And so many did...So many.”
Dr Faraday trailed off, lost in unimaginable tragedy.  Rose sat there in her silence for some time.  Rose had known loss, she knew the pain.  After a short time, Dr Faraday shook her head, drew herself out of her memories and looked down at her clipboard attempting to regain her place.  
“So how far has the CDC come with the infection?  Last I knew there was no cure, but that was two years ago,” said Rose, breaking the silence.
“Quite far if that was your experience.  Were you aware you’re immune?”  Dr Faraday asked casually.  
Taken aback, Rose didn’t immediately answer.  Rose opened her mouth to say something, but only accomplished gaping at Dr Faraday.
“So you did know.  I figured, being on your own for two years, you likely figured it out.”
Rose felt immediately uncomfortable.  She was in a hospital, inside a walled city, she was injured, unable to walk or defend herself, the CDC were here and they knew she was immune.  This was possibly a worst-case scenario, the exact thing she’d killed for to escape Green Forks.  The fear must have been plain on Rose face, Dr Faraday reached over and placed a hand on Rose’s foot.  
“I understand.  If your only experience with the CDC was two years ago, I get that fear.  There were lots of people who felt the same way in the beginning.  Their scientists did a lot of...unconventional things trying to contain and find a cure for this disease that they’ll forever be associated with, that’s their cross to bear.  But the CDC of two years ago is very different than the CDC here in Boston.  I can’t get into all the details because frankly, I don’t know all of them, but I can tell you there is a cure.  It’s not glamorous, it’s not like a flu shot you’d get every year...it’s painful.  But know this: your friend Jamie will survive.  She’ll be fully cured and the CDC are the ones to thank for that.”
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
Rose’s skepticism was the only thing that kept her from being lulled into any sense of security by everything she was surrounded by while recovering in the hospital.  The power, the technology, it was all so overwhelming at first.  Just sitting in her room with the light on, a gentle breeze blowing out of the vent in her ceiling, the beeps of the equipment monitoring her vital signs.  There were even movies she could watch in the DVD player on the TV in her room.  At first it was hard to accept, but it didn’t take her long to grow comfortable again with the technology all around her.  Using all the gadgets she’d been so accustomed to using only two years ago was an easy transition.
But there was always that skepticism in the back of Rose’s mind.  That nagging feeling that something wasn’t right.  It likely had a lot to do with not being able to see Jamie, something that Rose was eager to do.  She’d been told that once she was well enough, she would be taken over to her wing.  It took over a week for that day to come.  Between the broken ribs and the concussion, the medical staff wanted to make sure she was well on her way to recovery before allowing her to leave the wing she was in and go to Jamie’s.  
Rose felt doted on.  She never wanted for anything and there was always a nurse or doctor, Dr Faraday or some other doctor, available at her beck and call.  Once Rose was allowed to walk around her own wing, she found out why.  Despite the enormity of Massachusetts General Hospital or “MGH” as most of the staff called it, there were only about ten other patients in her entire wing.  All of the others were residents of Boston and most were from the Boston area.  There was one man from Connecticut and another woman from Rhode Island, but everyone else had been local before the outbreak.  That wasn’t the most interesting bit though, many of the people Rose talked to were immune.  The staff was mixed, some were immune, some weren’t, but as she learned from the other patients in her wing, many of the civilians living in Boston were immune.  Apparently, the CDC had brought as many New England-area immune people as they could to Boston when it was decided they would make a stand here with the military.  There had been other, non-immune civilians brought as well, but the early days of Boston’s defense were dark days and the CDC still hadn’t found a cure.  The immune were able to survive the infected’s slashes and bites while defending the city, the others did not.  
Not many people seemed interested in recalling many details of those early days in Boston or what they’d done to survive before coming here.  Rose could understand, she wasn’t interested in sharing her story either.  Rose was able to cobble together enough to get the basic backstory and that was good enough for now.
Most of the patients of the ward were workers who’d suffered some sort of workplace injury.  A broken leg or a bad cut from doing this or that helping to maintain Boston.  Talking to them about what was being done in the city made her eager to explore it.  This, coupled with her desire to see Jamie as soon as she could, pushed Rose to be on her feet as much as she could and speed along her recovery.  
While Rose hadn’t gotten her things from her car returned yet, she’d been told they were being kept safe and would be returned once she was discharged.  Rose’s clothes, including her cell phone, were returned to her a few days into her stay after they’d been washed.  The phone was dead, its cord likely still in her car, but it only took Rose asking for it before it was delivered the next day.  Charged, Rose now had access to music, the date and time.  It was late April and her window was filled with the typical April showers.  The day was bright but gray, the rain running down her room’s big window in zig-zagging lines like long wet fingers.  Dr Faraday usually didn’t show up at Rose’s room first thing in the morning, but today was different.  She was there, dressed in her traditional white doctor’s coat, clipboard in hand and a typical small smile on her face.
“So, I think you’re ready to make that trip to the other wing,” said the doctor, her voice pleasant.  “How does that sound?  Are you up for it?”
Rose was already standing before Dr Faraday finished the second question.  “Yes, Ma’am,” she said moving to the pile of clean clothes on a nearby chair.  Rose dressed quickly and joined Dr Faraday who was waiting outside her room.
It was still fairly early and most of the other patients were not awake yet.  Most, seeing their time in the hospital as a vacation from laboring to keep the city running, slept in, shades closed blocking out the early morning gloom outside.
At the far end of the hallway, there was a guard station that always had rotating military personnel.  Rose had taken to doing laps around her wing as it was circular and while she’d passed this desk multiple times, Rose still wasn’t sure of the guard rotation.  There were at least four people who rotated shifts at that desk, possibly five, but the times of those shifts seemed to be random.  The guards working there always seemed nice, giving her a smile or wave, but she’d also never tried to pass by them.  Today was different though.
Rose and Dr Faraday approached the desk and Dr Faraday pulled out an ID card from a pocket of her jacket.  The man working at the station that day was sitting behind the desk looking down as a computer terminal, its screen turned away from Rose.  He was a black man, solidly built but not bulky, he was about Rose’s height and age, but it was hard to tell the former as he was sitting.  As they approached, the guard looked up, glanced at Dr Faraday’s ID card, and then nodded returning his attention to the computer terminal.  As they passed by the man through a set of double doors, Rose could see over the man’s camouflaged shoulder he was watching a movie, not another thought given to her or Dr Faraday.
The hallways of the hospital were fairly bland, much as you’d expect in a hospital, and they were only minimally lit.  Unlike the wing where Rose had spent the last week, the in-between places like hallways, stairwells and other less-essential places were dark unless there was motion and then just the bare minimum.  Efficient and logical, clearly a military idea.
Dr Faraday hadn’t been lying when she told Rose it was going to be a long walk.  MGH was big and Jamie was at the extreme far end.  Elevators were only used for patients that couldn’t walk and Rose was not one of them so it was all hallways and stairs for her.  She was glad she’d pushed herself so hard to keep moving, while fatigued, Rose could only imagine how she’d feel had she just laid around for a week or two.  After a long walk, they reached Jamie’s wing.  
There was much more security for this wing than her own.  A guard station had been set up outside this wing and it was staffed by two soldiers, rifles slung on their shoulders, standing in front of a set of double doors.  There was not computer screen with movies playing here, this wing was being guarded.  As Dr Faraday and Rose approached, one of the two soldiers stepped forward and took Dr Faraday's ID card.  The man produced a small device with a slit in the top.  Sliding Dr Faraday’s ID through the slit, the device beeped and a green light appeared.  The soldier handed Dr Faraday back her card.  “Yall’re set.  Good to see you again Doc,” said the man, a distinct southern accent to his voice.
“You as well Sgt Cody,” replied Dr Faraday, flashing him a quick smile.
The other soldier keyed a radio mic attached to his shoulder.  “Two coming in,” he said in a crisp military tone.
The double doors behind the two soldiers popped as the magnetic locks released and electric door openers engaged swinging the doors open.  The two men stepped aside as Dr Faraday and Rose continued on past them and into Jamie’s wing.  Rose noticed the name of the wing on the wood paneling above the doorway: “Blake 14 - Labor & Delivery Unit.”  
“The maternity ward?” asked Rose as they continued in.
“Yup,” said Dr Faraday chuckling.  “It was the most secure unit in the hospital, so it made sense for the CDC to take it over and use it for curing non-immune.  Easy to contain and secure.”
“Makes sense, but where do people have kids now?”
“There are so few babies born now,” replied Dr Faraday, shrugging.  “Our population is so low and I don’t know, I guess people have other things on their minds.  We’ve had births from time to time, but not frequently enough to warrant a whole wing.  We usually do it in the wing we just came from.”
They continued on into the wing’s lobby and to a desk with several nurses seated on the opposite side; Dr Faraday stopped and briefly spoke with one of the women.  “We’re here to visit the patient in room #17.  Can you please check with the Doctor-In-Charge and make sure this is still ok?”
As the nurse behind the desk made a phone call, Dr Faraday turned back to Rose.  “This wing is in MGH, but it is essentially an entirely different facility run by the CDC.  While we’re all on the same team, what they do here is way beyond what I typically do in my wing.  They do their thing, we do ours.  We work together, but right now we are essentially guests in their facility.”
Before Rose could answer, the nurse hung up the phone.  “Dr Faraday?  I just spoke with Dr Knight, he said the patient in room #17 is heavily sedated and unconscious as she is mid-treatment, but if you’d like to visit, he sees no problem with that.”  The nurse looked over to Rose.  “Ma’am, I need you to fill out this sheet so we can document everyone who comes in and out.  Do you know the patient in room #17?”
“Yes,” answered Rose.  “She’s my...she’s my wife, her name is Jamie.”
“You’re…” the nurse looked from Rose to Dr Faraday then back to Rose.  “Alright, whatever, please fill out this other sheet too then, we had her listed as ‘Jane Doe’ so having a name and any medical history would be helpful.”
It took several minutes for Rose to complete all the paperwork, something she’d never thought she’d see again when the world ended.  “As long as government agencies exist, so will bureaucracy,” Rose sighed quietly to herself as she worked through the forms.  
Finally finished, Rose passed the paperwork back to the nurse and was pointed in the direction of room #17.  “I’ll wait for you here in the lobby,” said Dr Faraday.
Rose made her way down the hallway toward Jamie’s room.  All the patient’s doors were closed as she traversed the hallway making it feel narrow and close.  Upon reaching #17, she found that door closed as well.  Pushing open the door and walking inside, Rose found the hospital room mostly dark.  The light from the hallway was enough for Rose to easily find the lightswitch for the room and flicked it on.  Appearing to be a typical birthing suite of a maternity ward, the room was adorned with white walls and a small window, its shades drawn, a couple hotel-style water color paintings of landscapes, some chairs for sitting, and a single bed surrounded by IV bags and beeping machines.  Lying on the bed, pale, seemingly lifeless, unmoving with a tube down her throat, wires and diodes connected to her arms and face, was Jamie.  The crushing realization of Jamie’s injuries had not fully registered until that second, seeing her lying there, so drawn, hovering on the brink of death.  Rose found the nearest chair and collapsed into it.  She sat there, staring at Jamie, the beeping of the machines keeping her alive the only sound in the room.
Finally, with great effort, Rose dragged her chair over to Jamie’s bed and sat next to her holding her hand, warm but limp, in her own.  The realization that she was once again in a hospital at the bedside of another woman, gravely injured by the infected and near death, could not be avoided.  Kate’s death was still a vivid memory in Rose’s mind years later.  Rose had done everything she could to prevent Jamie from suffering the same fate but she’d failed.  Rose was not going to abandon Jamie to this disease.  They were going to overcome this together.
Rose was unsure how long she sat there musing on Kate and Jamie, Dr Faraday’s talk of a cure, the CDC...there was something bothering Rose.  Some detail buried that was wiggling it’s way out, trying to get Rose’s attention.  The more she seemed to focus on it, the hazier it seemed to become.  She knew it was important, what was it?  What was she missing?  
Sighing, Rose stood and stretched.  Dr Faraday was probably still waiting for her in the lobby, in this wing run by the doctors of the CDC.  CDC.  Doctors.  What had that nurse said when she’d hung up the phone?  Rose could feel her stomach drop as it clicked into place, white-hot adrenaline shooting through her veins.  Dr Knight.
 



 
Chapter 10
 
 
 
Rose moved over to the open door of the room and glanced out into the hallway.  There was no one waiting to grab her and no guards closing in on the room.  Taking one last glance, Rose closed the door and stood with her back against it.  Dr Knight was still alive, the scientist who’d come to the Green Forks Police Department and told them about the outbreak, the one who authorized the extermination of the staff at Green Forks Hospital, he was here and he was the head doctor.  There were two ways Rose could handle this.  Option one involved scooping up Jamie, hoping she’s cured and attempt to make a break for it somehow.  Glancing over at Jamie, unconscious and frail, Rose recalled the security they passed through on the way in; that option one wasn’t going to work.  Option two, her only option, was to continue to bide her time.  The chances of Dr Knight remembering Rose, especially after two years was slim.  Also, they had a cure, or so Rose has been told, which means they no longer needed her.  If that was the case, it would mean no more “by any means” experiments to find a cure, they were already there.  “But at what cost?” Rose wondered quietly out loud.  How many immune people like her hadn’t fought back against the CDC but instead gave up?  Were they brought to Boston instead of Georgia?  How many immune people died to find this cure Jamie was now benefiting from?
There was a soft knock at the door behind her.  Slowly, Rose cracked open the door, half expecting to see the the tall Dr Knight with his dark, wiry hair and pinched face, but instead it was Dr Faraday.  “How are you doing Rose?” she asked softly.
“Oh, we’re ok.  Thank you,” said Rose awkwardly.
“I know this can be tough for some people, seeing their loved one in a medically-induced coma with all the wires and tubes.  I can give you more time if you’d like?”
“No that’s ok, when will I be able to come back and visit her again?” asked Rose opening the door more.
“As much as you’d like.  I got you a visitor’s pass so you’ll have access to this wing at any time,”  said Dr Faraday, turning back to the hallway.  “I’ll meet you in the lobby.”
Turning from the door to face Jamie again, Rose could do little else but stare at her.  Jamie’s colorful tattoos seemed dull against her pale skin, buried under wires.  Rose missed Jamie’s wit right then, her ability to make a heavy situation light with some snappy comment.  Most of all though, Rose missed her companionship.  As alone as Rose had been after Kate’s death, Jamie had come and more than filled that void, they’d survived together, loved each other.  They had a special bond, leaving her alone in this room felt...wrong.  Rose resolved to come each day, talk with Jamie, make sure she knew Rose was still with her.
Moving over to Jamie, Rose gave her a kiss on her forehead, lingering near her face for some reaction, some acknowledgment of her presence but none came.  Blinking back tears, Rose turned away from Jamie and walked over to the door.  “I’ll be back soon Jamie,” said Rose turning.  Before she closed the door behind her, Rose leaned back into the room.  “Don’t go anywhere without me,” Rose added with a sad smile that quickly evolved into more tears.
Closing the door, Rose took a minute to collect herself before walking back to the lobby.  Dr Faraday was waiting for her talking with the nurse.  As Rose approached, Dr Faraday turned to face her, and handed her an ID card ignoring the puffy eyes and tear streaked cheeks Rose surely had.
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
Two weeks of daily visits to Jamie’s hospital room and there was little change in her condition.  Rose had been told by nurses in the CDC wing that Jamie was improving, she’d even been shown results of blood tests and brain scans that showed the disease was in remission.  Rose wanted to believe them, she really did, but all of these people worked for Dr Knight.  Rose wouldn’t be able to forget what he sanctioned and her imagination had gone wild picturing the horrors that may have happened in the two years since their last meeting; how many people were killed on his orders?
Despite all this, Rose could hardly deny the results.  Color seemed to be returning to Jamie’s complexion.  To Rose’s dismay however, she still remained unconscious and wired to machines.  Rose had brought books from her wing and read to Jamie every day.  Rose even recounted some of the adventures they’d had together, anything she could think of so Jamie could hear her voice and know she wasn’t alone, she hadn’t been abandoned.
Since her first trip to the CDC wing with Dr Faraday, the guards at both wings had become accustomed to Rose coming and going.  Rose made sure that she visited Jamie at different times of the day and night, always somewhat random so no matter when she was going to visit, her presence in the hallways of MGH wouldn’t be questioned.  This freedom allowed Rose the ability to explore the hospital as she pleased.  Leaving the hospital would be too suspicious, there were guards at the front doors who would question why she was leaving.  Dr Faraday had decided that, based on Jamie’s consistent recovery, she would hold off on discharge for Rose until Jamie was ready as well.  As far as Rose could tell, this was done as a gesture of goodwill from Dr Faraday to Rose.  Rose had gathered that once she was discharged, she would be put into the service of maintaining the City of Boston somehow, her role to be determined at that time.  Rose was grateful for this, her ability to visit Jamie, and to explore, would be severely hampered if she then had a job outside the hospital.  
In an attempt to be as random as possible, Rose would always switch up her exploring, sometimes before Jamie’s visit, sometimes after; random patterns were harder to detect.  According to her phone, it was just after 6pm on May 12th.  The day had been a sunny one and even at 6pm, it still seemed like late-afternoon.  Rose had just finished reading another chapter of George R. R. Martin’s “A Storm of Swords” to Jamie and had given her the usual kiss on the forehead before heading out to do some more exploring.  Rose had started with the top floors of MGH and had systematically worked her way down.  Just as Dr Faraday had said, most of the hospital was empty and in many cases, the lights weren’t powered causing Rose to procure a flashlight to continue her exploration.  As Rose had guessed, most of the floors with no power had nothing of note, occasionally some were used for storage, but otherwise empty and unremarkable.  Only as Rose neared the first floor and basement levels did things start to become more interesting.  
On the second floor of the hospital, in another wing that was powered down but being used for the storage of medical equipment, was a service door.  Rose had missed it on her first sweep through the clutter.  It was a nondescript metal door with a small glass window set into it and a standard circular door knob.  The door was buried behind stacks and stacks of beds piled on top of each other and if Rose’s flashlight hadn’t lingered in just the right spot, she would have missed it entirely.  It took her some time to clear away the beds and the amount of noise that Rose was making, she was sure she’d be caught but to her surprise, she wasn’t disturbed at all. By the time she had cleared enough away however, she was out of breath, sweaty, and had been gone from her wing for hours, much longer than normal.  
Deciding to call it a night, Rose made her way back to her wing barely acknowledging the guard at the doors making a beeline for her room.  The last thing she wanted to do was raise suspicions, but going straight to her room was much less suspicious than someone noticing she was drenched in sweat.  
Swinging into her room and closing the door behind her, Rose let out a sigh of relief.  On a table next to the bed was a new DVD.  The nurses in the wing did a good job of circulating DVDs for the patients.  There were only so many, but they made sure there was a good rotation.  Tonight looked as though she would be watching Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire.  Putting in the movie, Rose got ready for bed.  She planned on an early morning.  She wanted to get back down to that door as soon as she could.  
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
Rose woke early and dressed quickly.  She was going to head straight for the door and then go and see Jamie.  The door had been the most interesting thing Rose had found since she’d started searching the hospital and she was excited to see where it led.  If it ended up just being some access stairway that led to another floor, she was going to be thoroughly disappointed.  There was part of her that wouldn’t be surprised though.  Since she’d been at the hospital and with the exception of Dr Knight, everything appeared to be as it seemed.  The doctors and staff, the patients and civilians she’d met all appeared to be survivors, the military were your normal military troops.  Even the CDC seemed to be working in conjunction with everyone else as she’d been told and Rose had finally started to see major improvement in Jamie.  Rose had been told it’d only be days before she was out of the coma, the threat of the infection now gone, her body now healing from the physical injuries.  
Maybe she was paranoid.  Maybe she’d been looking out for threats for so long, she’d conditioned herself to never stop looking even when there wasn’t one.  Despite the gnawing doubts at the back of her mind, she needed to do this.  She needed to finish checking out the hospital.  If there was nothing to see, she would cross that bridge when she got to it, but until then, she just couldn’t operate under that assumption.  She needed to be sure.  Maybe she was still that cop from Green Forks in some small way.
That made Rose smile to herself as she dressed in the light of the rising sun outside her window.  It was going to be a nice day, cloudy but nice.  Slipping out of her room and down the hall, she got an uninterested wave from an uninterested Asian female working the security desk.  One of the four or five in the rotation, the woman seemed the least interested in the comings and goings of Rose, which Rose took as a good sign.
Not taking any chances someone might be following her, Rose took a roundabout route to the second floor storage area she’d been to the night before.  Finding it undisturbed from the previous night, Rose went right to the door, grasped the handle and yanked it open, the metal door letting out a loud but quick shriek as it was dragged across the metal frame.  Inside, Rose found a nondescript cement staircase, unlit and seemingly unused.  
Clicking on the flashlight, Rose shined the beam out into the darkness.  The stairwell went up at least a few more floors before the beam was lost in the darkness.  Pointing it down, Rose could see that it only went down one more level to the first floor.  Following the stairs down, Rose found a single exit door.  The door was another metal one, identical except without a window.  It was closed and showed signs of rust around the bottom edge.  In the center of the stairwell’s base, there was a rusted metal drain.  Neither appeared wet currently but there was a evidence of past watermarks by the door and drain.  The cement floor was rust colored indicating water had come from beyond the door to the drain.
The door in front of Rose had the same rounded door handle as the one on the second floor and Rose had to give this door several tugs before it opened, metal shrieking on metal each time.  Beyond was a large janitorial closet.  The room smelled of mildew and disuse, likely not having been entered since around the time of the outbreak.  Rose’s high hopes were instantly dashed by old mops and maintenance logs decorating the room.
There was an old desk with a wooden chair behind it, stacks of old work orders cluttering the desk along with assorted wrenches, screws and other odds and ends.  Looking around the room, Rose hoped for another door she’d missed, an access panel or something that might lead somewhere else, but she couldn’t see anything.  The room was just a janitorial closet, no secret bunker, no hidden lab, nothing.  This was it.  Rose had searched the entirety of the hospital and came up with nothing.  It was a hospital of survivors struggling to make it and help others in a new world shaped by the infected.  As much as Rose had willed it to not be true, it was the truth.  
Resigned, Rose sighed and walked back across the room toward the metal door she’d come in.  About half way across the room, her foot stepped on something metal making a hollow clunking sound as she walked over it.  Stopping and shining her light down, Rose discovered a rusted sewer cover.  Circular and worn with use, she hadn’t even thought to look down for it.  
Rose set the flashlight down, its beam shining across the surface of the cover illuminating it and allowing Rose to use both of her hands.  The cover had likely not been opened for a far longer time than the door she’d entered the room through and it took several minutes to get some movement out of it.  There were two metal handles that could be pulled out of the top of the cover making lifting easier, but both were brown with rust and Rose could only get movement out of one of them; about an inch, barely enough to get a few fingers under.  Picking up the flashlight, Rose took another look around the room for a crowbar or other tool she could use to pry up the handles or the cover itself.  The cover had several holes in the top and if she found something small enough, she might be able to leverage it open.
“There’s gotta be some sort of tool,” she said aloud to herself while she searched, pouring over the shelves and hooks that lined the room.  Finally Rose found a small metal pole, about two feet long with a pointed end, likely some sort of pry bar.  Working the bar back and forth and using her fingers to pull on the handle the slightest bit, Rose was able to work it around the edges until some of the rust began to fall away, the pointed end finally able to find some traction.  Working the bar up and down under the cover like she was jacking up a car, Rose was finally able to work the bar under the heavy sewer cover and create a gap large enough she could slip an entire hand under.  Now holding the bar with one hand and the cover with the other, Rose hefted the cover up, letting go of the bar and grabbing the cover with both hands.  The pry bar, now abandoned, clammered to the floor, it’s metal clanging reverberating around the small room.  
Holding the cover with both hands, Rose half dragged, half hobbled the deceptively heavy cover away from the circular opening in the floor.  Being solid metal, Rose guessed it weighed at least fifty pounds, possibly more.  Dropping one side to the floor, Rose tipped the other against the nearby desk, letting it come to rest with a heavy thud.  Panting, sweating heavily and filthy with rust, Rose’s anticipation had again started to grow.  
Grabbing her flashlight, Rose shone the light down the newly exposed tunnel and found exactly that, a long, dark cement tunnel with metal rungs embedded into the wall leading down into the darkness.  Without a second thought, Rose spun around and began her descent down into the tunnel.  
Narrow and only slightly wider than the width of her shoulders, Rose felt she was climbing down the tunnel for some time, well past just one or two floors, but continued on.  She was unsure how deep she was, at least four or five stories down, maybe more it was hard to tell.  As she climbed, she’d stick her foot down, grope for the next rung until at last, instead of a rung she found a floor.  Bringing her flashlight to bear on the platform she’d landed on, she found herself in another room, smaller than the janitorial closet.  This room seemed to be some sort of maintenance room with several circuit breakers and other electrical equipment mounted to the wall, none of which appeared to be powered on.  
Moving to the only door, Rose found it more modern than others above with a push bar to open it rather than a door handle.  Pushing it open, the door almost immediately stopped, Rose crashing face-first into it.  The door had only opened about a foot or so and appeared to be blocked by something Rose could not see as the door had no windows.  Rose pushed and shoved at the door but whatever was blocking it wouldn’t budge.  Giving up on pushing the door open, Rose attempted to squeeze her way through the opening.  After much scraping and maneuvering, Rose was finally able to expel herself from the doorway and out into whatever was beyond.  
Rose found herself in the corner of an underground parking garage.  The object blocking the door was some sort of street sweeper that’d been backed into the corner at some point and blocked the door.  Whether intentional or not, the sweeper made the door invisible to passers-by.  Close inspection might have revealed the door behind it but judging by the amount of dust accumulated on the sweeper, it had not been closely inspected in some time.  
The garage itself was pretty typical as far as underground garages were concerned.  Not much special about it beside the fact that it was dimly lit by yellow-tinged lights casting a hazy fluorescent gloom over the whole area.  It was also completely devoid of cars; all the spots were empty.  Instead of cars, the parking spaces had been filled with cells, an underground prison, about three spaces per cell.  Not professionally made, the cells had been retrofitted over parking spaces after all, but they appeared sturdy constructed with metal, rebar and barbed wire.  The cells themselves were not what drew Rose’s attention though, it was what was inside.  Most of the cells were empty but several contained people.  
Slowly, Rose approached the closest occupied cell.  Inside was a man, possibly about 35 years old with a scruffy brown beard and long nappy brown hair.  There were no clothes to hide his naked body which was muscular and toned.  An infected.  The man, whose back had been to Rose, must have heard or smelled her and turned.  Rose expected him to rip himself apart trying to get at Rose much the way Kate had done when she’d been trapped in their basement, but he did nothing of the sort.  Rather, the man slowly padded up to the barrier around him, eyes fixed on Rose, like a caged tiger eyeing its prey.  The man let out a low growl as he paced back and forth in front of Rose, his eyes locked on hers the whole time.  The man was aware he was incarcerated and was biding his time; a predator waiting for his opportunity to secure his next meal.
This disconcerted Rose even more than if the man had been in a frenzy to attack her.  Dr Faraday had obviously not been lying when she spoke of infected who’d adapted to the infection...Alphas.  Rose felt more and more uncomfortable the longer she stood in front of the man’s cell.  Rose imagined this is how prey must feel when confronted by a predator higher up on the food chain.  Humans had been unseated from the top spot it seemed.
However, Rose didn’t have an opportunity to stay even if she’d wanted to.  In the distance, she could hear a vehicle descending from upper levels of the parking garage.  Moving quickly, Rose retreated to the sweeper and hid from view.  The infected man watched her go with hungry eyes but lost interest as a Humvee came into view.  It was a military-style Humvee but had the blue letters of the CDC on the front doors.  The humvee was pulling a small trailer with a cage mounted to it, very similar to the larger cells in the garage.  The Humvee pulled up to a cell two down from where Rose was hiding.  As the vehicle came to a stop, several soldiers exited, rifles in hand and immediately surrounded the cage they’d been pulling.  After the soldiers, two men in white lab coats exited the Humvee and joined the men around the cage.  Rose didn’t recognize the first man: tall, blonde with a blonde mustache, but she could never forget Dr Knight.  He and the other man stood near the cage but a safe distance back as a signal was given and one of the soldiers closed in, his movements covered by two others.  They opened the cage and dragged a body from it, apparently unconscious.  
Rose’s view was mostly blocked by the Humvee as the soldiers carried the body from the cage to a cell and laid it down on a cot inside.  Once placed on the cot, all the men quickly backed out, secured the cell and shouldered their rifles.  
“Great work men,” said the blonde-haired scientist.  His voice was deep and cultured.  A stark contrast to Dr Knight’s.
“I was hoping she would be awake by the time we put her in a cell, Dr McNeil,” droned Dr Knight to his colleague, his nasally voice unchanged over the two years.  “I hope your men did not kill her.  Capturing Alphas is one thing, but we’ve never encountered a pregnant Alpha.  Should she die…”
“I have faith in my men Dr Knight.  They are well trained and thought it was best she were unconscious for the entire transport.  To have minimal impact on the pregnancy, I mean.”  Even from a distance, Rose could tell the blonde man, Dr McNeil, was covering for his men.  
“Well, I suppose there won’t be much observation time while she sleeps.  Would you care to join me for some breakfast up top while we wait?” asked Dr Knight moving toward the Humvee.  
“It would be my pleasure, Dr Knight.  Alright men, let’s head back up,” said Dr McNeil motioning to the closest soldier.  All the men piled back into the Humvee and after turning around, were soon gone leaving Rose once again alone with the caged Alphas.  
Rose knew it was a risk going over to the cells again, but she had to see what the men had been talking about.  A pregnant Alpha?  Was that possible?  The infected were still technically human, just altered mentally by the infection so a pregnancy wasn’t outside the realm of possibility she supposed.  Was she pregnant before or after she was infected?  That added a whole new layer to these Alphas.  
The female was still lying on the cot she’d been placed on, unconscious.  Naked, her swollen belly was quite obvious, but at the same token, she was not very far along either.  Maybe three or four months pregnant?  Rose knew what nine months looked like and this woman was not there yet, not even close.  As Rose studied her, she began to stir.   She appeared hispanic with black hair on her head, under her arms and between her legs.  It was hard for Rose to be sure because she was dirty, but it was too early in the year to appear as tan as she did.  The woman rolled over on the cot before sitting up, brown eyes wide, but like her male counterpart, the fear in her eyes was not accompanied by a wild rage.  The woman studied where she was, then the cell that confined her finally settling on Rose.  The woman stood, shaky at first, but more steady with each step and walked up to the cage directly in front of Rose.  The woman put her hands on the cage and tugged back and forth several times before stopping and staring at Rose.  She raised her upper lip and hissed as her, Rose instinctively took a step back. 
The infected woman’s gaze lingered briefly then she moved on to another section of the cell giving that a couple tugs before again moving on.  Backing away, Rose knew she needed to leave, the infected woman was awake, the CDC could return at any time.  How much time had she spent down here?  Rose didn’t have her phone so it was impossible to know.  Awake or not, Jamie needed to hear this story.
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
Popping out of the door into the garage had been a lot easier than squeezing herself back through it, but Rose eventually did so and quickly made her way back up to the second floor of the hospital.  Opting to leave the sewer cover off, Rose made sure all the other doors were closed.  Moving quickly, she needed to get back to her room, change out of her dirty, sweaty clothes, and then get to Jamie’s room.  It was not uncommon that Rose would visit her several times a day, but the state of her clothing would draw attention.  
Emerging out onto the second floor, it appeared to be mid-morning.  The hallways between the wing she’d been in and her own were bright with sunlight, it was a warm day so that meant the only people indoors were there because they needed to be.  The hallways would be almost deserted.  Rose gave a cursory wave at her wing’s guard and didn’t even look in his direction as she hustled past.  Lingering would only draw attention to the state of her clothing and that might lead to uncomfortable questions.
Entering her room, Rose quickly stripped and redressed in other, hospital-provided clothing: a pair of old jeans and a t-shirt.  Rose went into the bathroom and splashed some water on her face and washed her hands, most of the grime now gone.  As she was leaving the bathroom, there was a knock on her door and it slowly started to open.
“Hello?  Rose are you in here?”  It was Dr Faraday, a concerned look on her face.
“Hey Doc,” said Rose tossing aside a towel.  “I was just on my way to see Jamie, everything ok?”
“Yes, everything is fine.  That’s exactly what I came to talk to you about earlier this morning.  Jamie is awake, you can talk with her.”
Rose hadn’t been expecting that for another couple weeks, she was genuinely shocked.  A broad smile grew on her face.  “That’s great news!  Let’s go see her!” said Rose moving toward the door.  
“Rose, where were you this morning?” asked Dr Faraday, not moving.
“What do you mean?” asked Rose, her joy fading, her gut starting to churn.  What did she know? 
“I came by this morning to tell you the news and your room was empty.  I asked Sue, the guard at the door, if she’d seen you and she said you’d left early.  I figured I’d missed you in passing somewhere and went back over to the CDC wing but you weren’t there either nor had their guards seen you.  Rose, where were you?”  Dr Faraday did not seem angry, she almost seemed a little worried.
“I needed to go for a walk,” Rose lied.  “Doing laps around this wing was getting old so I expanded my route.  Was that against the rules or something?”
“Rose, look.  We try and keep upbeat here, that’s the job of medical staff, to keep our patients happy and healthy.  But you shouldn’t forget this place, Boston actually, is run jointly by the military and the CDC.  There’s no government, there’s no democracy anymore.  It’s martial law and I don’t see that ending anytime soon.  No, you didn’t technically break any rules but...Rose I don’t want you to...Look Rose, military regimes don’t historically have “grey areas” ok?  You’re either part of the solution or part of the problem.  Please try and remember that ok?”
Dr Faraday seemed sad, almost like one prisoner rationalizing her acquiescence to a new prisoner.  Was this a lesson Dr Faraday also had to learn the hard way?  Rose didn’t have much time to analyze it, the mask of the kind health professional was quickly pulled back on, her sad eyes replaced with caring ones.  
“Alright, are you ready to go see your wife?” asked Dr Faraday, as though the previous conversation hadn’t happened.
Rose nodded.  
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
The walk from Rose’s wing to Jamie’s was quiet and awkward.  Rose was still mulling over what Dr Faraday had said and Dr Faraday was pretending as if the conversation hadn’t happened, ever the caring health care worker.  
Rose and Dr Faraday entered Jamie’s wing without incident and went right to her room.  Jamie was sitting up in bed talking with a nurse, her complexion rosy, looking almost as if the attack that’d put her in the hospital bed had never happened.  Jamie turned to look as Rose entered the room, her face brightening as she saw Rose.  Rose couldn’t help but smile.  She’d made it.  Jamie was cured, she couldn’t believe it.  After everything they’d been through, all the people that Rose had seen killed by this disease, here sat Jamie cured.
“There you are,” said Jamie, her voice a little hoarse.  “I was wondering when you would find the time to stop by.”  
Rose didn’t answer, she just walked over to the bed, wrapped her arms around Jamie and hugged her, Rose’s face already wet with tears.  
“We’ll give you two a few minutes,” said Dr Faraday from the door as the nurse left the room, closing the door behind her.
Finally Rose broke the hug and gave Jamie a deep kiss on the lips.  “I’m so happy you’re alive, I was so worried.”
“I know, can you believe it?” said Jamie, unable to hide her excitement.  “Before I woke up here this morning, the last thing I remembered was fighting that infected guy outside Boston.  Let’s just say I was shocked to wake up here, let alone be alive.  Rose, they have power!”
Rose wanted to tell her about her morning, the Alphas, Dr Knight, all of it, but it was not the time.  They were safe and alive, both of them.  Rose didn’t know how long this moment was going to last and she wanted to preserve it for as long as she could.  Climbing into bed with Jamie, they both laid there for some time just holding each other, their warm bodies pressing against each other.  Rose softly stroked Jamie’s hair as her head rested against her chest, rising and falling as she breathed.  There was a small part of her that was sad Kate had died before this was possible, Rose had never had this chance with her infection, but that was her past.  Jamie was Rose’s future and Rose wanted nothing more in that moment than that future.
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
It took a few days for Jamie to be well enough to move from the CDC wing to Rose’s wing.  Rose was a little surprised that the CDC would let Jamie go that easily, but they were so confident in the cure, other than a few follow-up blood tests when Jamie woke up, they didn’t really seem concerned about any type of relapse.  Dr Faraday made a point of stopping by every day to check on Jamie and Rose who now barely left her room anymore.  According to Dr Faraday, almost everyone who lived in Boston and was not immune had been through the same treatment Jamie had been through at least once, others several times.  Since they’d yet to find a way to inoculate someone from the infection, a person would need to be treated each time they were infected.  However, repeated treatments did affect the potency of the cure.  
It hadn’t taken Rose long to spill the beans on the Alphas in the basement.  Rose had spent almost all of her waking hours in their hospital room and it was too juicy of a story not to tell to someone.  Rose was excited to get back down there, but she wasn’t going to leave Jamie now that she was conscious, so they waited until she was well enough to tag along. 
Jamie was just as curious as Rose, the idea of Alphas had been a hard pill for Jamie to swallow and a pregnant one was borderline unbelievable, but Jamie and Rose were cut from the same cloth, the idea of it was too appealing to deny.  A few days after Jamie was all moved in to Rose’s room, they made a point of announcing to the guard at the entrance of the wing that they were going to take a stroll around the hospital as part of Jamie’s on-going recovery.  The guard, not unexpectedly, could care less but they made sure the trip was after Dr Faraday had gone home for the night.  Rose filled Jamie in on her conversation with the doctor and while Jamie had similar feelings on the subject to Dr Faraday, her desire for answers was a strong as Rose’s and easily won out in the end.
It was late in the evening and the sun had just about set so Rose’s flashlight was a necessity.  The hallways were filled with the minimal gloom via the overhead lights, but once they turned off into the storage wing, the flashlight was their only source of light.  Rose had moved the beds back in front of the janitorial door to hide it from view but it was still easily accessible.  Once through the door, Rose found the room unchanged from her last trip through it.  The sewer cover was still propped against the desk and the hole in the floor was still gaping and dark.  
Taking the flashlight with her, Rose descended the tunnel followed closely by Jamie.  Jamie was still weak and with the injury to her arm and leg, Rose wanted to be below her should Jamie fall.  By the time they reached the bottom, Jamie was clearly winded, but eager to press on.  Opening the door to the garage slightly, Rose was able to wiggle through, this trip ever so much harder due to Rose’s lack of exercise since Jamie’s recovery.  Jamie, by comparison, had lost some weight and passed through the doorway with little issue, a fact not lost on her.
“Don’t worry Rose, a couple sit-ups and you’ll be right back to where you were,” deadpanned Jamie sarcastically in a low voice giving Rose a wink.
Rose replied with a faux-scowl and pressed her index finger to her lips before then pointing in the direction of cells beyond.  The pregnant female was still there accompanied by three other males, all in their own cells.  No guards or CDC scientists appeared to be around.  Slowly, Rose and Jamie made their way over to the pregnant Alpha’s cell.  She appeared further along than the last time Rose had seen her, which was as to be expected, and was asleep on the cot in her cell.  
Jamie’s was focused on the female, a mixture of shock and disbelief on her face.  Rose, however, was more interested in what was happening in the other cells.  Of the three males, only one was awake and walking around, his focus on Jamie and Rose.  The other two infected males were lying on cots, but unlike the female, the males had IV bags and monitors hooked up to them not unlike what Jamie had just so recently finished up with.  Elbowing Jamie, Rose pointed at one of the infected males.  “Are they trying to cure Alphas?  Is that possible?” 
Dragging her attention away from the female to the closest male, Jamie studied him, a confused look on her face.  “I’d only been infected for a few hours when my treatment started, could these people be cured after months or years of infection?”
It was an interesting thought, but at the same token, was it a huge loss if it didn’t work?  Jamie continued.  “If these Alphas are essentially top-tier predators and are almost equal to us in brainpower, should we be experimenting on them?  It seems like the CDC’s up to the same old tricks it was up to when the infection happened.  Are they sacrificing these captives, perfecting their cure at any cost like they did with...say, immune people?  Do we know what these cells were originally built for?”
“Jamie look, you’re standing here because of what they were able to do.  They saved your life, what if they could save these infected too,” said Rose, again pointing at the man in the cell.
“I don’t know Rose, the ends were great, don’t get me wrong, but I still don’t like the means.  Isn’t this what you fought to avoid way back at your house?  These Alphas are essentially a new race of human, I don’t know if we should be letting the CDC experiment on them in some underground garage unchecked.”
“Correct and correct my dear,” said a voice from behind them.  Panic shot through Rose as she spun around, face to face with Dr Knight.  He was smiling a weak smile on his pointed face, his squeaky voice ringing in Rose’s ears.  He was accompanied by a man in black tactical gear, a handgun on his hip.  The gun wasn’t drawn but the man’s hand was resting on the grip.  A warning.
“You are very much correct to call these ‘Alphas,’ as everyone is so fond of calling them, as a new evolution of the human race.  Or de-evolution.  The alpha hunter, unburdened by most human emotions, is only concerned with hunting and survival.  And you are also correct that we, the CDC, should not be allowed to experient in ‘some underground garage unchecked.’  We are, in fact, very checked.  This facility is at the forefront of what humanity is doing to combat this disease on a permanent basis and is fully supported by the military here and the militaries in the four other US cities that still exist.”
“Well shit,” said Jamie.  Never a fan of authority figures, Jamie was likely going to say something really stupid soon and Rose needed to take control of this situation if they wanted to make it out of this garage.
“Look, Dr Knight, we were just curious what was happening down here, we weren’t doing anything to jeopardize that, just exploring,” said Rose quickly.
“Well you know what they say about curiosity and that cat,” said Dr Knight wistfully.  The guard with Dr Knight looked over to him and tightened his grip on his handgun.
Rose was about to protest, but Dr Knight cut in turning to the man next to him.  “Now, now.  No need for that.  Soldier, why don’t you give us a second.”
The guard, apparently disappointed he wasn’t going to get to kill them, sagged slightly and backed away to a nearby table.  
“I bet you don’t think I remember you, Ms Jordan Rose, do you?  Ah, but I never forget a pretty face.  I knew I recognized you the day you were brought in from that bridge.  You looked familiar and, I must admit, I couldn’t place you.  I’d dismissed it until you came and visited your wife here.  That paperwork you filled out was quite handy.”
Rose was dumbfounded.  This man knew her, knew everything about her, knew what she’d done.  This was it.  Their run was all over.  Jamie, still not putting all the pieces together, simply looked over at Rose and mouthed “wife?” with a smirk on her face.
“Look Dr Knight, I can explain, I can…” started Rose.
Dr Knight waved a hand dismissively.  “No need my dear, no need.  You actually did me a favor if truth be told.  I never liked Hastings, the doctor I sent to your home.  But the past is the past, I’m impressed you survived.  Canada huh?  Smart move.  Now I don’t know much about your companion here, if I seem to recall, you marked down her previous occupation as a nurse correct?”
Jamie gave Rose a sideways glance and Rose shrugged in response.  
“I also seemed to recall your first wife was a nurse as well, correct?” pressed Dr Knight.
“Her name was Kate,” answered Rose, anger flashing in her eyes.
“Yes well, I’m sorry for your loss, but clearly you’ve moved on,” Dr Knight replied, winking at Jamie.  Taken aback but the wink, Jamie quickly recovered and responded with a simulated puking sound.
Ignoring the faux-puking, Dr Knight turned back to Rose.  “After we figured out who you were, I refreshed my memory by looking over your file from when we put out that pick-up order for you.  Former police officer, yet you didn’t realize we have cameras almost everywhere?  I know you were here when we brought in the pregnant Alpha.”
Rose blushed.  “I guess I’m a little out of practice.”
“Well, I won’t hold that against you,” said Dr Knight turning away from them and beginning to walk away.  “I’m sure we’ll be seeing much more of each other.  After all, it is such a small world nowadays.”
“Wait, you’re just letting us go?” asked Jamie, confused.
Dr Knight stopped and looked over his shoulder.  “We’re all in this together, what few of us are left.  It’s stupid to waste lives on petty mistakes.  Please go back the way you came, don’t attempt to come down that access tunnel again, not that you’ll have a choice, it’ll be sealed immediately.”
Dr Knight turned away from them and continued walking, the guard falling in step next to him.  “Have a good night ladies,” he called.
 
 



 
Chapter 11
 
 
 
Dr Knight hadn’t been lying.  Rose went back and checked the access tunnel the next day and it was indeed sealed.  The sewer grate had been welded shut and the janitorial office completely emptied as if something in there might have been able to break the seal.  Rose and Jamie did not say a word to anyone.  They both knew they’d just dodged a huge bullet.  Rose knew what Dr Knight was capable of, if they’d just disappeared, she doubted anyone would ask many questions.  Everyone seemed happy here, but now that Rose knew there was something else going on, she could now see that everyone had an edge to them; a conscious denial of the whole truth.  
Jamie seemed more bothered by the testing in the garage than Rose.  Sharing a room outside the CDC wing, Rose and Jamie felt they could freely talk without fear of being overheard and Jamie made it clear, the experimentation was where she drew the line.  She’d been pre-med, she knew study was important, but trying to cure infected that’d been that way for months or years seemed inhumane to her, it was her line in the sand.  Rose however did not feel the same.  Having seen Jamie go from sitting on death’s doorstep to being healthy, Rose was all for experimentation now.  Rose knew first-hand how much humanity someone would lose once they became infected and if there was a way to stop and reverse that process, the ends justified the means in this case.  If there’d been immune people in those cells instead of infected, Rose acknowledged she may have thought something different, a fact Jamie had annoyingly made clear early on, but that was not the case...at least now.  Rose pushed from her mind what those cells original purposes may have been and how the cure they were now using came to pass.  That was before their time here and they were already on thin ice with the CDC, no use looking for cracks.
Dr Faraday was a frequent visitor to their room, at first to monitor Jamie, her wing’s newest patient, but as Jamie healed and their time at MGH grew shorter, the visits were clearly more social.  She was a nice woman, but didn’t appear to have many friends or people she could talk to.  Rose learned Dr Faraday lived alone but was dating the security guard with the southern drawl they’d seen outside the CDC wing when they first visited Jamie.  Boston was pretty much empty compared to the population before the infection so pickings were slim.  
Rose knew almost nothing of Boston having grown up in Maine, but Jamie had lived here a long time and was very interested in what had become of the city outside the hospital.  According to Dr Faraday, once Boston had been designated a “holdfast”, a place that immune persons would be brought to and protected by the CDC and military, huge walls were erected around a portion of the city at great loss of life.  Ten feet thick and fifteen stories high, these walls were metal and stone, reinforced and sturdy, designed to withstand anything the infected could throw at them.  The reward had seemed to be greater than the risk and eventually a large portion of downtown Boston was walled off from the world.  Pulling out a map for Rose’s benefit, Dr Faraday traced her finger around where the barrier was.  South Boston, East Boston, Charlestown, Cambridge...they’d all been abandoned outside the walls.  The wall started in the Back Bay at the Route 2A/Harvard Bridge and followed the Charles River northeast along the banks all the way around the peninsula of downtown Boston until meeting with Interstate 90.  The wall continued following I90 back west and meeting with 2A before concluding the loop north to the Charles again.  The wall was mostly straight lines, but bowed out around the Prudential Building complex.  The building was used as a beacon to drawn in uninfected and as such had been included in the safe zone inside the walls.  Bridges and boats were the only way in and out, all the tunnels had been sealed off and filled in, either by the survivors or by the seawater.  Boston, with its high thick walls, was an island of humanity in a sea of devastation.  Boston Common and the Public Gardens had been converted to farmland to provide food for the survivors.  Heavily guarded fisherman made trips with boats salvaged from ports up and down the coast and the Cape, coming and going from the Coast Guard Station on Hanover Street.  It was all well thought out and run with military precision.  
Dr Faraday had also given them a preview of what they could expect after they were discharged.  Everyone had a job in this new society.  There were no rich people or poor people, everyone was given ample place to live and enough food to eat, but everyone had tasks that needed to be done.  Everyone living in Boston counted on everyone else to accomplish a common goal: survival.  Dr Faraday explained that when discharged, they would be interviewed by military staff and plugged into positions that best fit their skills and the needs of Boston.  Some people, like Dr Faraday, who’d been in Boston since the beginning, were allowed to maintain their current positions.  Others, whether new to Boston or in a position that was no longer needed, like a stockbroker, were reassigned to another job.  According to Dr Faraday, these jobs were all classified as voluntary, no one was forcing people to work like a work camp, but if you were found to be not doing your assigned job, there was the possibility of punishments and even expulsion from Boston, which was tantamount to a death sentence.  Despite this though, Dr Faraday assured them that everyone living in Boston was just grateful to be alive and knew they wouldn’t be if it weren’t for the military and CDC’s help.
Rose and Jamie weren’t sold, but they knew there was little option otherwise.  What other choice did they have?  Fending for themselves had almost gotten Jamie killed and why should they leave?  Having a job in exchange for security, food, power and a cure for a deadly disease didn’t seem like such a raw deal.  Rose could tell Jamie would need some convincing, she was much more free spirited, but Rose was more or less satisfied.  
The remaining days in MGH seemed to drag for Rose and Jamie.  Little to do but watch out the windows as the weather continued to improve, the rays from the sun warming their room to uncomfortable levels.  After their run-in with Dr Knight, Rose was much less interested in any further exploring, but Jamie, having missed most of it, welcomed any distraction from the boredom.  Rose humored Jamie as they searched the hospital for anything new but they hadn’t found anything, Rose’s steps being retraced.  If nothing else, it was nice for Rose to spend time with Jamie after almost losing her and Rose accepted the time for what it was.  She followed behind letting Jamie take the lead, but she could not be less interested.
After one particularly hot day in a stuffy and disused wing, Rose, desperate for a distraction from Jamie’s exploring, came across a secluded room with a wide brown leather couch, fluffy and inviting.  Likely an old lounge or someone’s office, the room was mainly empty, the couch, a desk and a few chairs the only remaining furniture.  Walking in, the room was dusty from disuse, but the couch was soft and threatened to envelop Rose as she flopped down on it, dust clouds filling the stale air.  Resting her head on an armrest, Rose lounged on the couch waiting for Jamie to notice her absence.  It didn’t take long and soon enough, Jamie popped her head into the office.  “Don’t mind me, just make yourself comfortable,” said Jamie smirking and raising an eyebrow.  
“Thank you.  I was doing just that,” answered Rose, smiling.  “Why don’t you come and join me?” said Rose, raising a suggestive eyebrow at Jamie.
“You’ve already checked this floor?” asked Jamie, moving into the doorway.
“This one and all the others, there’s nothing else to find,” said Rose sitting up.  In one fluid motion, Rose pulled off the old grey t-shirt she was wearing before smoothly reaching behind her back and unsnapping her bra with a snap of her index finger and thumb leaving her bare-chested.  
“I think I may have just found something interesting,” said Jamie, grinning and moving over to Rose.  
Kneeling into the cushion of the couch, Jamie almost toppled Rose over as she wrapped her arms around her and pressed her mouth to Rose’s, her tongue pressing it’s way into Rose’s mouth.  Reaching around Jamie’s waist, Rose grabbed the bottom of her t-shirt and pulled it up and over her head.  Jamie, bra-less, pressed her body against Rose’s once her shirt cleared her head, her hands groping for the zipper-fly of Rose’s jeans.  With the deftness of someone well practiced, Jamie popped the button of Rose’s jeans and unzipped her pants in a single effort.  Jamie then plunged her hand down inside.  Rose couldn’t help but let go of a loud moan as Jamie’s hand touched her, gentle but steady leaving Rose grasping and groping for Jamie’s button-fly jeans.  After some effort, Rose was able to release enough buttons for her hand to find access to the inside of Jamie’s jeans as well.  Jamie and Rose gasping and moaning in tandem, the movements synced, rocking back and forth bringing each other ever closer and closer to climax, their bodies trembling as they rubbed against each other.  Faster, harder, until at once, they both came, each body trembling, screeching and arching, Rose buried her face into Jamie’s chest, Jamie dropping her head onto Rose’s shoulder and bit her gently, riding out the waves of pleasure-filled dopamine rocking their bodies.  
Rose had needed that.  Nuzzling into Jamie’s breasts as she lay on top of her, Rose realized their combined weight had pushed them deep into the cushions of the couch, but Rose never wanted to leave that couch, that moment.  It was perfect.
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
The morning of their release from the hospital was gray and wet, a driving rain had been pounding the windows of the hospital since before sunrise.  Rose and Jamie had only been told of their impending discharge by Dr Faraday the night before.  Hospital staff were satisfied with Jamie’s recovery and there was no sign of lasting physical damage from the infection or injuries.  All of the physical tests that Jamie had to undergo came back perfectly normal and other than scaring, the infected attack in Cambridge was just a bad memory, one that Jamie often woke up from in the night in panic and sweats.  In addition to the mental scars, Jamie would forever have scars on her thigh and upper left arm.  The thigh scar was big, mean and red, but it was just that, a scar on a bare section of skin.  The upper-arm scar had been in the midst of a rather intricate floral tattoo of bright red cherry blossoms intertwined with black and grey stylized roses.  The doctors, more concerned with closing and healing the wound than preserving the artwork, had distorted the flowers into a jumbled blur of colors and lines.  Jamie had talked of finding a competent tattoo artist somewhere, someday that could repair the damage and restore her artwork but neither held out much hope.  Rose hoped Jamie remembered the scars as a symbol of their survival, not the attack.
Neither Rose nor Jamie had much in the way of possessions to pack up and after eating a quick breakfast, both had little more than plastic hospital bags with a few items of clothing.  Dr Faraday had quietly allowed them to keep the DVD of Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, one of the few movies they could watch over and over again and not grow tired of.
After signing off on any lingering paperwork, they were met by a guard at the entrance to their wing.  He was more casually dressed than most of the other soldiers, but still clearly military: clean shaven, short hair peppered with grey, a rigid stature and a pistol on his hip.  “Hello ladies, I am Lieutenant Greene.  I am the liaison between the military and the hospital.  Any new members of Boston are processed through my unit, please follow me.”
With a quick smile, he turned and led the way to a nearby stairwell.  They were joined by Dr Faraday who walked with them to the first floor’s main lobby.  
“This is where I say goodbye to you for now Rose, Jamie,” said Dr Faraday, giving them both hugs.  “I’ll look you guys up once you’re settled into you new place.  I really enjoyed meeting both of you.”  She gave them a wide smile before turning and leaving.
“Alright ma’am,” said Lt Greene motioning to Jamie.  “You can head on into this room here if you don’t mind.”  It appeared to be an office off of the lobby.  The room was labeled “Records” on a plaque next to the door.  Lt Greene turned to Rose, “Her interview should only take a little while, if you don’t mind grabbing a seat.”
Rose nodded and selected a chair near the reception desk.  Lt Greene and Jamie continued on to the office.  “Wish me luck!” called Jamie.
Rose gave her a thumbs up and took a seat.  There were no magazines to read nearby so Rose gazed around the lobby looking for one.  Not seeing any, Rose took stock of what was around her.  There was a female working at the reception desk, her blonde hair pulled into a tight bun at the back of her head, her military fatigues clean and pressed.  She appeared to either be reading or looking down at something at her desk.  There were also two men standing outside of the hospital in front of the glass lobby doors; both tall and muscular, rifles slung over their shoulders.  While Rose couldn’t hear what they were saying, they were clearly having a conversation with each other, both laughing and motioning with their arms.  Both seemed utterly unconcerned with Rose and her presence in the lobby behind them.  
That was a good sign.  There’d been a nagging feeling in the back of her mind about this whole process.  The morbid side of Rose’s brain was expecting a Nazi-style gas chamber that outsiders would be marched into in lieu of being set free, but that would be a little crazy after spending all that time rehabilitating them both.  Still, Rose was cautious.  She was prepared for anything.
Time, however, seemed to drag and Rose’s boredom eventually won out.  So standing, she approached the woman at the reception desk who looked up at her as she approached.  Rose had been right, she was reading a book.  It appeared to be some sort of textbook, possibly a physics book.  The woman raised an eyebrow at Rose, “Yes, can I help you with something?”  She sounded slightly annoyed.
“Yeah, I ah, I was curious if you happened to have any type of magazine or something to read.  I didn’t see any out by the chairs.”
Sighing, the woman looked down and opened a drawer.  Pulling out a couple of magazines, she flopped them down on the counter loudly.  “There’s a Marie Claire from 2012 and a Good Housekeeping from 2011.  Knock yourself out.”  The woman looked back down at her book without another word.
Rose grabbed the Good Housekeeping.  “I’ll just take this one,” she said, moving back toward her chair.
“I don’t care,” said the receptionist, not looking up.
“Alrighty,” mumbled Rose to herself, taking her seat.
Rose had flipped through most of the magazine when the office door Jamie had gone through opened and her and Lt Greene exited the room.  
Standing, Rose walked over to them.  “How’d it go?”
“Fine,” said Jamie giving Lt Greene a faux-annoyed look.  “Took us a while to find something that fit, but we got there.  I’m going to be a nurse here at MGH,” added Jamie giving Rose a smile.  “I guess you’re up.”
“Okay, I left a magazine over there for you,” said Rose moving toward the office but stopping and turning.  “If you need another, the receptionist is very helpful, I’m sure she could get you whatever you want,” she called in the direction of the reception desk.  The woman at the desk looked up slightly, frowned and gave a grunt before returning to her book.  
Chuckling, Rose followed Lt Greene into the office.  The smile on her lips died as she entered the room, the door closing behind her.  There was a single table in the room with several chairs at different places around it.  Sitting in a chair directly across from the door was Dr Knight.
“Great to see you again Ms Rose.  Or do you just go by Rose now?”  Dr Knight did not stand, he just sat there, a thin smile on his thin lips.
“I...ah, I…” Rose stammered, unsure what to say.
Lt Greene cut in.  “I normally handle these intake interviews but Dr Knight insisted he be a part of yours.  Please, Ms Rose, grab a seat.”
Still at a loss for words, the bad feeling in the back of her mind now expanding exponentially into full-on dread, Rose grabbed the closest chair and pulled herself into it.  Jamie clearly hadn’t had the same experience in this room, Rose would’ve known it when she came out.  It must have been how Lt Green described: unusual.  
Lt Green opened up a file folder on the table, flipped a few pages and read briefly before looking to Rose.  “We don’t always have this much information on people, especially those who have been off the grid for so long before they turn up here, but it appears the CDC had compiled most of this information around the time of the outbreak several years ago.  I’m just going to go over it briefly with you for accuracy.”
“Okay…” said Rose slowly.  Glancing over at Dr Knight, his gaze was fixed on her, the slight smile still on his lips and there was a hint of something in his eyes too...enjoyment?
“You are Jordan Rose, formerly of Green Forks, Maine?” continued Lt Greene.  “Widow of Kate Rose, and former member of the Green Forks Police Department?”
“Yes, that’s all true,” said Rose quietly.
“There is an annotation in here that you are immune to the infection.  This was confirmed upon your arrival in Boston.  Were you aware of this?” asked Lt Greene.
“Yes, I knew,” confirmed Rose.
“There is also an annotation that says a four man CDC evaluation team was sent to your home in Green Forks to detain you after the outbreak.  This team was later confirmed dead at your residence.  All four confirmed shot to death.” After reading, Lt Greene looked at Rose and raised an eyebrow.
“Was that a question?” asked Rose, her voice hardening.  Should she lie here?  They seemed to know everything about her.  They knew who Kate was, they knew Kate was dead, they knew what Rose had done to escape Green Forks.  Why was Dr Knight here?  The last thing she was going to do was ask for forgiveness.  She’d survived this long relying on herself, she wasn’t about to apologize for that.
“Did you kill that team?” asked Lt Greene directly.
“Yes.  I’d seen what the CDC had done at Green Forks Hospital,” Rose turned and looked directly at Dr Knight.  “All the staff there, the security guards...everyone was killed and burned on Dr Knight’s order.  When the team showed up at my home, it was them or me.  I wasn’t going to be carted off, thrown in a cage, experimented on because of something I had no control over or asked for.  I did what I needed to do to survive.”  Defiant, Rose crossed her arms.  “Next question.”
Lt Greene looked over to Dr Knight.  Dr Knight gave a slight nod.  Lt Greene sighed, looked down at the files, and turned the page.  “You were MIA for approximately two years from when the team at your home was killed to when you showed up here in Boston.  Please tell us what you did in those two years.”
“I survived,” answered Rose, defiant.
“Could you be a little more specific?” asked Lt Greene, now becoming annoyed.
“Alright fine.  I went north into Quebec, I found some other people who’d escaped the infection, I found Jamie and we all survived together in a cabin.  We thought two years would be enough to outlast the infection.  Apparently we were wrong.”  Rose’s arms were still crossed but some of the defiance was fading.  Glimpses of memories, of the people she’d lost along the way; Aaron, Adeline, Rene and others flashed through her mind.
“The others you were with, they’re not here.  Did you kill them as well?”  asked Lt Greene bluntly.
“Jamie and I were the only ones that survived,” said Rose solemnly.
“The others?  Killed by you?” Lt Greene pressed.
Anger flashed in Rose’s eyes briefly, but she knew he was just asking questions, he had no idea what she’d been through.  “No,” she finally said.  After a pause she added, “Some I lost to the infection, others to...people.”
“You said ‘I’, were you were their leader?”
“I never planned it and it didn’t start out that way, but it always seemed to end up that way.  I never asked for it…” Rose trailed off.
“How many people have you killed.  The total.”
“I’m not sure, too many.  But they were all threats, threats to myself, my group, my survival, none of them were innocent,” Rose replied, her voice and confidence returning.
Lt Greene looked down at the files again and flipped through several more pages before closing it.  “Are you sure about this Dr Knight?” he asked.
“Oh very much so Lieutenant.  I think she will fit in nicely,” he said, the doctor’s smile growing.
Lost, Rose turned to Dr Knight.  “What are you talking about?  What am I fitting nicely into?”
“Tell me Rose,” asked Dr Knight, “when you snuck down into our secure garages and took a look around at our prisoners down there, what exactly did you think about what we were doing?”  Lt Greene’s eyes grew wide jumping back and forth between Rose and Dr Knight and his face began to turn pink, the notion that Rose had made it down into the garages was clearly a surprise to him.
Sensing a test, Rose narrowed her eyes.  “At first, I was shocked that you would be keeping Alphas locked up below a hospital inside your secure city.  But, then when I realized what you were doing, trying to find a cure and I gotta admit, I had less of a problem with it.”  Rose shrugged.  “ I suppose curing them is a lot easier than finding and killing all of them, right?”
Dr Knight laughed, a high-pitched, squeaky laugh that matched the tone of his voice.  “Oh yes, I imaging that would be a lot easier, don’t you think Greene?”  Dr Knight continued to chuckle and Lt Greene looked on, uncomfortable and silent.  
“I’m still confused, if you couldn’t tell,” added Rose, now annoyed.  Dr Knight seemed to be toying with her.
“Ok fine, enough with the silliness,” said Dr Knight clearing his throat.  “We have an opening on one of the elite teams we use to capture infected persons, Alphas, as you called them.  There are a few requirements for this team which I would say you possess, wouldn’t you agree Lieutenant Greene?”  Lt Green still appeared uncomfortable and had clearly disconnected himself from the conversation.  Was he uncomfortable with the experiments?  The capture team?  Dr Knight?  All three?  Rose guessed probably the latter.  Lt Greene nodded slightly.
Dr Knight continued, “Immunity is a requirement, we can’t have team members out of commission for weeks or months while they’re being cured.  Other popular traits include proficiency with weapons which I think that team we sent to your house can attest you possess.  The ability to be a leader, think on your feet and most important, a will to survive and fight through adversity.  Based on what you’ve told us and what you’ve demonstrated since you arrived in Boston, I think you would be a perfect fit on one of my teams.  What do you say?  This has to seem more interesting than working as a farmer or plumber or whatever job Lieutenant Greene would end up assigning you to.”
Rose hated to admit it, but Dr Knight was exactly right.  Doing anything else but what he’d just described would be torture.  How long before Rose’s thoughts would start to drift to moving on from Boston to somewhere else if she was stuck working in a field?  Rose knew this was the right option for her, but could she trust Dr Knight?  He seemed to be saying all the right things, but why?  Why was he so willing to trust her?  Working closely with him might be the best way to judge that…
“I can see the wheels turning in that pretty head of yours.  So, what will it be?  Fun and guns or sun and sweat?” asked Dr Knight.
Rose sighed, “Okay, I’m in.”
 
 



 
Chapter 12
 
 
 
The meeting had wrapped up not long after Rose had agreed to join Boston’s military defense force.  She was given a place and time to report for duty in several days and then escorted back to the lobby by Lt Greene.  Rose found Jamie and the woman in the lobby having a lively conversation about something or another.  Jamie always had that effect on people, she was affable and could relate to anyone; she would make a great nurse.
Leaving the lobby and walking outside into the humid, grey drizzle, Rose and Jamie were met by one of Lt Greene’s subordinates, his clipboard in hand.  Rose and Jamie’s car, the one Rose had barely managed stop from crashing into the barrier wall, had been searched, inventoried, and then repacked less the guns, ammunition, and other weapons.  They were allowed to keep their food, clothing and all other personal effects, but everything else went to the defense and support of Boston.  
“What about self-defense?” asked Rose to the sandy-haired clerk with large glasses holding the clipboard.
“Defense is the role of the military and the guards on the walls.  No one is allowed weapons inside the city unless they are military and on-duty,” replied the clerk with a shrug.  He flipped a few pages on his clipboard and added, “But, it looks like you’ll be joining the military either way.  Once you report, they’ll provide you with whatever they deem necessary.”  
Rose did not like that answer, but figured there was little she could do to change it, especially with this low-level clerk.
“You will be allowed to keep your vehicle,” the man continued.  “Fuel is a scarce commodity and you are only allowed so much per year.  I would suggest not using your car often.  You may want to keep in mind that you’ll be walking, running, or possibly biking to work most days, year round, so if that isn’t appealing, you’ll want to select a residence that is as close as possible to where you’ll be working.”
Rose hadn’t thought about where her and Jamie would be living outside of the hospital.  Rose turned to Jamie, “Any suggestions on where you want to live?”
“My parents lived in Watertown, but that’s way outside the walls.  What are our options?”
The sandy-haired man flipped another sheet on his clipboard.  “We have openings all over the city, you pretty much have your pick, but I can let you know which sections of the city are in better shape than others.  We are nowhere near capacity.”  The man paused, scanning the sheet.  “I have housing available near here in Beacon Hill, over by Tufts Med Center, up in the North End, as well as in the Back Bay.  There’s also some condos left on Congress Street and over by the Aquarium.  Like I said, we’re pretty wide-open.  
Rose liked the idea of living near the aquarium but who knows what it might be like while living in a police state.  The animals may have all been eaten for all she knew.  Before Rose could say anything, Jamie answered the clerk.  “I’ve always liked the old North End of Boston, but if I could choose anywhere, I’d say the Back Bay.  It’s only like a mile walk to MGH.  What do you think Rose?” 
“I think I’ll defer to your judgement.  If you think the Back Bay is best, then that’s where we’ll live,” she said putting her arm around Jamie’s shoulders and giving her a squeeze.  “It’s not like it’d take us days to cross the city anyway.”
“We have several homes on the northern end of Beacon Street if that works for you, that will put you a little closer to MGH,” the man asked, helpfully.  
“Sold!” said Jamie, a wide smile on her face.
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
It didn’t take them long to find their new home.  Jamie had been right, it was only about a mile from the hospital and with almost no vehicle traffic, just pedestrians and bikers, they made good time.  It’d stopped drizzling and was now just overcast but bright.  Free from any debris that would make driving difficult, the streets were virtually empty of cars and made the city seem largely abandoned despite the occasional person walking about.  There were three lanes for driving on Beacon Street each direction plus a lane along each curb for parking making the road seem enormous.  Given their situation, it seemed garish to have such wide roads, but Rose figured they were likely packed with cars before the infection, back when this was still a city and not a community trying to survive.  
Pulling up to building #155, they parked behind a dark green military Humvee.  Getting out of the car, they were met by a man in jeans, a dirty grey t-shirt and a toolbelt around his waist.  The man gave Rose and Jamie a wave as he exited the building.  He was an older man, maybe in his late 60’s, his hair was the same color as his shirt, minus the stains.
“You guys are up on the top floor.  Great pick, by the way.  You guys got one of them move-in-ready types.  Still got most of its furniture and all the windows are in good shape.  Probably gonna wanna air out the fridge and stuff before you use it.  I got the power on to your building and this block never lost water so you should be good.  I wouldn’t use the elevator if I were you, there’s still brown-outs and you don’t want to be in it when that happens.”
Rose and Jamie gave each other a look and grinned.  “Thanks for your help,” said Jamie.  “That was some quick service.”
“Yeah, well everyone needs to do their job, right?  They radioed me and I was in the area so you guys lucked out.  I thought most of these types of apartments had been gobbled up but I guess not.  The phone works but only to call the dispatch center.  Call them if you have any issues and they’ll send one of us back out.”
With another wave, the man walked over to his truck but turned around before opening the door.  “Almost forgot,” he yelled and tossed the keys to Rose who caught them in the air.  The man then opened the door, pulled himself inside, slammed the door and drove off.
“Well that was easy,” said Rose as the truck pulled away.  
“Yeah if I’d known moving to the Back Bay was this easy, I’d have come back years ago!” answered Jamie.
Leaving the car, they both walked up the front steps of their new building.  Big grins on both their faces, they held hands excited to explore.  The building was a pale gray with tall windows trimmed with black.  The front entrance had two doors, both black and topped with glass half-circles with wood inlay resembling spokes on a tire.  The lobby was modest and tan with bronze mailboxes, some still filled with mail.  Continuing past the elevators to the stairs, they found them wide and sturdy, dark oak with tan trim.  Rose and Jamie climbed the stairs up four flights and exited on the top floor.  There appeared to be two apartments on the top floor with the hallway bisecting the building so both apartments were afforded street and river views.
Rose and Jamie walked the white, nondescript hallway to the first door, inserted the key and turned but found the door still locked.  “If we’re locked out already, I’m going to be pissed,” commented Jamie sarcastically.
Giving Jamie an amused grunt, Rose moved on to the far door.  This door opened easily revealing the large apartment beyond.  The apartment was “open-concept”, airy and bright, decorated with whites and earth tones that seemed untouched by the years of disuse.  The kitchen was large just off the dining room and was accented with wood, the stainless steel appliances taking Rose right back to the kitchen she’d shared so long ago with Kate.  It was remarkable how similar the style was, at least in the kitchen.  The previous owner, however, had decorated the walls with rugs and mats, some framed, instead of photos or paintings.  That was not a choice Rose would have made and she made a mental note to take them down as soon as possible.  This city was likely filled with piles untouched art that could easily take its place.  
Rose made a quick sweep through the two large bedrooms before meeting Jamie back in the living room.  “We finally made it, can you believe it?”
Jamie had tears in her eyes.  “I never thought we would Rose.  Not until this very second, I never allowed myself to truly believe it.  But we did it.  We made it.  We survived.”
Closing the distance between them, Rose and Jamie embraced, meeting each other in the middle of the room.  Both of them cried, their bodies filled with relief, happiness, fear, regret, joy...it all poured out of them.  They had survived.
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
The weeks seemed to melt by as they fell into their daily routines.  Jamie being trained at the hospital, Rose with the military, each came home exhausted and in Rose’s case, sore.  Rose was nearing completion of her training and would soon be leaving the safety of Boston’s walls for the first time since arriving.  From their apartment, they could see far into the distance, rubble and destruction slowly being overtaken by green as nature reclaimed what had been taken from it for so long.  
The heat was not helping.  When they’d left the hospital, it was the beginning of summer and the heat had very quickly become oppressive.  Rose couldn’t remember a summer being hotter and that was just one more obstacle with her training.  Rose has thought she’d fit right in.  She’d survived two years out in the wilderness with only her wits and best judgement to keep herself and her companions alive, but being part of a military unit was a completely different animal than protecting a rag-tag bunch of survivors.  For one thing, Rose wasn’t the leader and had started off being seen by the others as more of a liability than squadmate.  Rose was told what to do and was expected to follow, her opinion was irrelevant.  Of all the training, both physical and mental, that Rose was enduring, the loss of control was by far the hardest hurdle for her to overcome.  To swallow her pride and do something she felt was not thought out or just plain wrong was...difficult.  
Despite this, Rose was making progress.  Rose hadn’t been overweight before, in fact, while in Quebec, they hadn’t eaten well and she’d likely been a touch malnourished.  Now she was well-fed, strong, muscular and more fit than ever.  Rose could run faster and longer, lift heavier things than she’d ever been able to do.  Her accuracy with her rifle, while probably a little above average before, had also improved.  AR-15s were what her unit was using so there was no transition for her, she continued to improve from day one.  
There were ten people in her squadron, Rose and another woman, York, were the only females, all the rest were men including their Commanding Officer, Pointe.  Rose was not particularly impressed with Pointe and while he was the one giving the orders, it was usually York who thought of them.  York was quite skilled at making Pointe think he was the one giving the orders, a fact Rose had picked up on quickly.  Their training missions were much more manageable and they suffered much fewer faux-casualties when York’s plans were followed.  Sometimes though, Pointe would be dead-set on whatever decision he’d made and those were the times Rose struggled to obey orders.   
Rose wanted to congratulate York for her clever subtle manipulations of Pointe; let her know Rose thought she had some great battle strategies, but that would require York to give Rose the time of day.  Other than the occasional barked order, York nor anyone else in the unit socialized with Rose.  She got it, she was too new.  Rose hadn’t even been outside the wall with them yet, they didn’t know what she’d do or how competent she was.  All they knew was that Dr Knight had personally appointed Rose to the unit bypassing the normal waiting list for such positions; positions other residents of Boston, particularly friends of her squadmates, were waiting for.
The day of their first deployment outside the walls started with an early morning phone call to their apartment.  Rose was told not to come in for training, rather they would be deploying later in the afternoon on a scouting mission.  Jamie was up and eating breakfast in the kitchen, already dressed in her hospital scrubs.
“Was that work?” she asked, her mouth full of cereal.
“Yep, today’s the day.  We’re headed outside the wall for a patrol,” answered Rose, hanging up the phone and walking into the kitchen.
Jamie put down her bowl on the counter and walked over to Rose pulling her into a hug.  “Are you ready?  Nervous?”
“Yes to both I suppose.  This will give me a chance to prove to them that I deserve to be there though.  Just a scouting mission, out and back, but I really want to show them I can do it.”
“Look at you,” smiled Jamie pulling back from the embrace.  “The Rose I used to know wouldn’t have cared about what they thought.  Do we have, dare I say, a team player on our hands?”
Rose couldn’t help but laugh.  “I suppose so.  I haven’t felt like this since before the infection, back in Green Forks.  I feel like I’m that 22 year old rookie again headed in to my first day as a police officer.”
Breaking the embrace, Jamie moved up and picked up her cereal bowl.  “Safety and routine have a way of doing that to people, bringing you back to yourself.  It’s nice to feel safe again.  I still can’t believe I can eat this breakfast of fresh milk and stale cereal again.”  Jamie took one last bite of cereal before placing the bowl in the sink.
“Well I suppose that’s why we do these patrols...so you can have your cereal,” smirked Rose.
“Oh come on, you know what I mean.  Look at this place, look at us.  I pictured a good life for us, but never this good.”  Jamie leaned over and gave Rose a quick kiss.  “I gotta go or I’ll be late for work.  You be safe out there okay?”
“It’s just a patrol mission,” said Rose.
“Just be careful, you don’t need to prove anything, just do your best okay?  I love you,” said Jamie before turning toward the door.
“I love you too Jamie,” replied Rose.
Jamie was almost out the door before she stopped, spun around and jogged over to Rose.  Pulling her into one last hug and kiss, Jamie gave Rose a wide smile before leaving for real.
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
Puttering around the house, Rose did everything she could to make herself busy.  Cleaning, washing dishes, tidying up, anything to distract her from the upcoming patrol.  Rose was finding it difficult to determine if it was the patrol mission itself or her desire to impress her squadmates that was making her more nervous.  Jamie was right, pre-Boston Rose wouldn’t have thought any of these things, probably would have called her weak.  But Rose now realized that the pre-Boston Rose was the weak one.  She’d been driven by fear, by hunger, by hate; she’d been little better than the infected she’d been hiding from, cowering in the woods waiting for it all to go away.  Now she was truly strong.  Well fed, well-trained and most importantly, surrounded by others who were willing to stand up and defend humanity.  Others willing to actively take back the world instead of waiting and hoping it would be handed back to them.  Rose was once again on the front lines protecting those who needed her protection and preserving their way of life.  It made her feel proud to be a part of it.
At long last, the clock showed it was time to go.  Most commutes in Boston required a run, walk or bike trip as there wasn’t the infrastructure to get people to where they were going unless they did so themselves.  Rose’s job was slightly different.  After being picked up in front of her home, she was then driven by Humvee to the main military facility where they’d be briefed, suit up and head outside the walls.  Supposedly no one knew where the main military facility was, but everyone did, people just pretended they didn’t.  Rose had been told that 75 State Street was some fancy office complex back before the infection, but all she’d ever known it as was their home base.  The above ground building was still used as offices for some of the higher ranking officers and others like Dr Knight.  All of the underground parking structures, just like at the hospital, had been converted, but instead of cells, they’d been made into barracks, equipment storage, briefing areas, and troop deployment staging areas.  It was cold and stark, but that was the new normal for the military.  Ruthless efficiency, nothing wasted.  
One level had been converted for each of the 10-person squadrons.  They used the space for briefings, equipment storage, and bunking should they not be able to return home for some reason.  The squadron levels started on the third level of the parking structure and continued down to the sixth level, the deepest level.  Rose’s squadron, Liberty Squadron, was on the fourth.  Justice Squadron was on the third, Freedom Squadron was on the fifth followed by Patriot Squadron on sixth.  Rose had wondered in the past if the floor rankings were a testament to how good the team was, like first or second or third string.  Now though, her thoughts were on the impending mission.  
Rose was one of the first to arrive at her squad’s level but everyone else arrived within a short span of time.  Her squad, familiar with their surroundings, paid them little mind and headed straight for the briefing area after arriving.  Rose while not her first time at the facility, was still taken aback at the ingenious repurposing of the parking structure, having done most of her training off-site.  
Rose followed the others into the briefing room and took a seat near the front.  There were a couple of men in dress uniforms, “Captains,” Rose thought, standing at the front of the room.  They were talking quietly to each other as people entered.  There were several maps of Boston on the wall near the men which Rose studied and tried to get a sense of where they might be going or what they might be doing.  However, being new to the city, her understanding of the the topography was still a work in progress.  The two men separated and one stepped forward to talk.  
Without introducing himself, the man dove right into the mission.  “Our scouts have just reported back a large amount of Alpha activity in this area here.”  The man was holding a wooden stick with a black rubber tip.  He pointed the pointer at one of the maps of Boston.  Rose concentrated on where he was pointing, but it just seemed like one big mass of buildings.  She was suddenly glad she wasn’t leading the group.
The man continued, “Justice squad was just in that area and didn’t report any abnormal activity, but scouts in that area did.”  There was some murmuring and snickering from behind Rose after this piece of information.  Rose thought she made out “useless” and “losers” amongst the murmurs.  The man up front ignored or didn’t hear the whisperings and continued on, “Normally we wouldn’t re-deploy to the same area right after another squad just left it, but those same scouts also reported another significant piece of information to us.  According to our scouts, we believe we’ve located Giant.”
Any lingering murmurs stopped immediately.  Puzzled by the silence, Rose glanced back at the other members of the squad.  Stern, serious, pale, worried, their expressions ran the gambit as she looked from face to face.  As the silence stretched on, York stood.  “Sir, are we sure it’s Giant?  Not just some other big guy?  Giant?”
“Scout reports are never 100%,” the Captain continued.  “But, from the information we’re receiving, it appears to be him.  He is in the company of about fifty or so Alphas, but that number could be more or less, we can’t be absolutely sure.  Captain Carter, would you like to take over?”
“Thank you, Captain Winters.  Freedom and Patriot squads are receiving the same briefing as you.  Liberty will be the point squadron while Freedom assists.  Patriot will wait here and deploy as needed.  So, as you likely already guessed, the scouting mission for Liberty is canceled.  Instead you will be doing a capture mission.”
It was now time for Pointe to stand and object, likely because York had already done so.  “Sir, we haven’t done any practice with capture missions in several rotations.  We have new members who haven’t trained in one, let alone done a mission outside the walls.  And with Giant…”
“Thank you for your concern Sergeant Pointe,” said Captain Carter cutting him off.  “Like I said, Justice has just finished up in the field and will not be able to immediately redeploy.  Of the remaining squads, Dr Knight and General Pease feel that Liberty is the most qualified so congrats on that.  Based on the numbers being reported, one squadron should be able to tackle this no problem.  You will have Freedom and Patriot in reserve to assist as I said.  Now, you have about an hour to prepare before we deploy.  Any further concerns?”  There were none.  “Dismissed.”
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
Once the briefing broke up, Rose went to her locker and began to prepare her things like she did before every training mission.  This was were Rose felt comfortable.  She’d dressed and undressed so many times as a police officer, checking and re-checking all her weapons and tools, it was like a ritual.  
Rose was almost fully dressed when she got a tap on the shoulder from behind.  It was York.  She seemed her normal agitated self, but dialed back maybe a notch or two.  “Hey York.  Big day,” said Rose as she secured a handgun in a drop-holster on her right thigh.  
“Listen Rose, this isn’t going to be a training mission alright?  This is going to be some serious shit, possibly the most serious Liberty has seen yet.  Are you okay with that?”
Stopping her ritual and looking York right in the eyes, Rose replied, “I have been through a lot in the last two years, possibly more than most of the people in this squad.  I may not know all the military codes and maneuvers, but there is one thing I know how to do, and that’s survive.”
York looked at Rose for a few long seconds, her gaze hard and piercing.  “Good,” she finally said.  “That may be tested today.”
York turned to leave but Rose stopped her.  “York, what is everyone so freaked out about?  Who’s Giant?”
“Giant is exactly that, a giant.  One of the biggest Alphas anyone has ever seen supposedly.  There’s a rumor he was an NFL football player, who knows, there are lots of rumors about him  If the rumors are true though, the past two years will have only made him more muscular and deadly.  There are only a few reports on him, some of the guys had thought he was a myth like Bigfoot, but two things you need to know if we find him and if the rumors are true: He’s the Alpha Male of our local Alphas and he is supposedly more intelligent than your average Alpha as well.  Be ready for anything.”
With that, York turned and walked back to her locker.



 
Chapter 13
 
 
 
Jamie always liked to alternate the ways in which she’d commute to work, some days biking, some days running.  Now that they were undoubtedly into the summer, it was too hot, even in the morning, to walk or run.  Better to just bike to work and get there as quick as she could.  Getting into the air conditioning was the goal, but it wasn’t on in every part of the hospital, actually most parts, but in the places with patients, it was nice and cool.  One could almost forget the destruction that’d been visited upon humanity standing in those air conditioned rooms.  But a look out the window, into the distance beyond Boston’s walls, made it quite clear how lucky she was.
Jamie really didn’t think about it a lot, she prefered to live in the present and not dwell on the past.  The past was filled with pain, loss, death; the future had the prospect of so much more.  Finding Rose had been one of the few bright spots in an otherwise bleak life.  Jamie had made mistakes, so many mistakes, but now she had a chance to make up for them.  
Nothing in her life could have prepared Jamie for how rewarding being a nurse at Mass General was.  If Jamie had been so inclined, she would’ve kicked herself for dropping out of medical school all those years ago, but that thought had entered her mind exactly one time and had so thoroughly been pushed aside it had likely fallen right out of her head.  The past was the past.
The breeze rushing through Jamie’s hair as she sped down the middle of Boston’s wide streets was cool and refreshing, giving her a temporary reprieve from the blazing sun overhead.  There were still people out walking, but they were all hugging the inner lanes of the sidewalks moving from shadow to shadow in an attempt to stay as cool as possible.  Functional bikes were fairly rare and Jamie was glad to have one.  The wide roads were wasted on a single biker but she could hardly complain, she knew what they were like before the infection.  Jamie’s thoughts drifted off to ideas of repurposing these roads some day, finding or making new bikes and adding some much needed greenery inside the protected walls of her city.  It was ironic: outside the walls it was so green and alive, but was filled with deadly Alphas; inside was safe and protected, but gray, bland, industrial and so...sterile and militaristic.  Which was ironic given where she was headed to work. 
Jamie got it, she really did.  Rose was very much a part of the military now and she knew their walls and guns were what protected her and everyone else inside, but couldn’t a little effort be put into maintaining the city’s greenery and parks?  An argument for another time she supposed.
Pulling up to the front entrance of the hospital, Jamie parked her bike in an empty bike rack along the side, locked it to the rack out of habit, and hustled inside, eager to avoid the sun.  Jamie’s t-shirt and shorts would need to be changed for scrubs before she started her shift which was just as well, she already had a ring of sweat around the collar from the ride.  
Changing in the staff locker room, Jamie couldn’t help but glance in a mirror after peeling off her shirt.  The wounds she’d suffered from the Alpha attack were still quite apparent, pink, red and jagged.  The most noticeable was the large bite wound she’d suffered on her left arm.  The cherry blossoms and roses, so artfully designed and colorful, were a mangled tangle, barely recognizable to what was there before.  They’d been one of her first major tattoos and symbolized her breaking away from her previous life and venturing out on her own.  She’d toyed with the idea of finding someone to try and repair the damage some day, but as time had gone on, the more symbolic the remains of the tattoo became.  This was her life now.  Pieces of her previous life still existed, but they were now warped and distorted by the infected.  
Looking at her scars in the mirror always helped to boost Jamie’s resolve to help others.  People should always be willing to help others, to help them survive, even when death is heartbeats away.  Jamie was now one of those people.  Her left arm was her affirmation to the people in the hospital now and to future patients.  She would help them survive as she’d been helped herself.  
She looked forward to a quiet day taking care of patients in a nice air conditioned space, no drama, just healing.  Their patient load outside the CDC wing was low, just a few people with this or that, mostly workers from the fields.  No major injuries, but Dr Faraday was always keen to “keep them for evaluation” when it was this hot outside.  Jamie had started with Dr Faraday after being assigned to MGH, but now she bounced back and forth between Dr Faraday’s wing and the CDC wing as needed.  While Jamie didn’t work with Dr Knight on a day to day basis, he was usually always around and would occasionally have a brief conversation with her.  Rose had filled Jamie in on their history and Jamie could hardly blame Rose for being skeptical of him, but Jamie was still looking for red flags.  Other than the encounter in the garage, she’d come up empty.
Not expecting anything out of the ordinary, Jamie was caught off guard by the electric atmosphere of the CDC wing.  She could tell that it was not going to be a normal day.  Everyone seemed alert and on edge, rushing around.  Concerned, Jamie stopped in to the front desk.  “What’s going on?” she asked.
“Are you just getting here?” asked the woman behind the desk. 
“Yeah, why has something happened?” asked Jamie, now worried.
“Well we have a new patient.  A pregnant Alpha,” said the woman, pausing and waiting for Jamie’s shocked expression.
While surprised the Alpha was up in the wing, Jamie was hardly shocked by the pregnancy.  If anything, she was a little taken aback that the pregnancy lasted to full term.  “Oh, wow,” said Jamie trying to look surprised.
The nurse, unfortunately, caught on right away.  “You knew?” she asked, slightly exasperated.  “Am I the last one to know everything?”
Jamie didn’t know how to answer that and just shrugged before walking down the hallway towards the largest concentration of commotion.  It wasn’t hard to figure out which birthing room had the infected woman inside, it was the only one with guards posted outside the door, one on either side.  Jamie, dressed as a nurse, didn’t even get a second glance as she hustled by them doing her best to exude purpose.  Inside the room, she was greeted by two more guards on either side of the door and one on each side of the hospital bed.  The infected woman, clearly very pregnant, her large belly protruding from her otherwise toned body, was strapped to the bed in numerous locations.  She appeared heavily sedated but conscious, her eyes following the movements of the staff around her.  The room was packed with people: nurses, guards, doctors and surgeons.  It was easy for Jamie to blend into the background and she pretended to be busy with this or that should anyone’s attention be drawn to her, however unlikely.  
Dr Knight was conversing with several other doctors off to the side of the female.  Jamie couldn’t hear him over the noise in the room, but a couple times he motioned to the woman’s belly, as if he was explaining something to the other doctors.  After several minutes of conversation, he nodded and turned from the doctors to the surgical staff.  “Ok, lets begin.  All unnecessary personnel need to leave the room!” he announced loudly.  
Not wanting to press her luck, Jamie filed out of the room with most of the other doctors and nurses.  Taking up a position down the hall, Jamie couldn’t hear anything for a long time.  So long in fact, that Jamie had given up and was walking back toward the lobby when she heard screaming.  Stopping and turning back toward the birthing room, Jamie first thought it may be the newborn, but the closer she got, it soon became clear it was the mother.  Jamie had a pretty good idea what she was screaming about.  She couldn’t help but notice how sad, how mournful, how pathetic the cry seemed; so much different than their cries when hunting.  It almost sounded like a wounded or dying animal as wave after wave of screams rippled past her body and made her hair stand up on end.
Suddenly, the door to the operating room flew open and Dr Knight along with several others rushed a plastic-enclosed incubator from the room and down the hall.  Jamie jumped to the side of the hallway as they hustled past; catching only a glimpse of the baby contained inside, it’s cries muffled by the hard plastic shell.  It’d been quick, but Jamie was almost positive it was a boy with dark black hair and light chocolate-colored skin.  The doctors whisking the baby away didn’t even notice Jaime, their attention solely focused on child.  At the end of the hallway, the group and the child made a hard left and disappeared from sight.  
Confused and a little concerned, Jamie took a step in the direction the child had been taken, but thought better of it and again turned back toward the lobby.  She hadn’t gone another few steps when the operating room door flew open yet again, and the infected woman was wheeled out on the hospital bed.  Still covered in blood and after-birth, they’d made no effort to clean her other than sew up the incision from the C-section.  The woman, still conscious and still letting off a dull, pathetic wail, was wheeled off toward the lobby, the opposite direction of her child.  
After the woman’s exit, surgical staff, doctors and nurses began to slowly trickle from the operating room.  Catching up to a nurse who’d been in the room for the birth, Jamie fell into step next to her.  “Hey, Angela right?  Any idea where they’re taking the baby?” asked Jamie.
Angela laughed slightly, “Way above my paygrade.  Dr Knight and the CDC have it all under control I’m sure.”
“What about the woman,” Jamie pressed.  “I think they took her somewhere else.”
“Probably back down to the cell they dragged her from I’d imagine,” Angela shrugged.  “Who cares?”
“I guess I didn’t think they’d just take the baby from its mother like that,” said Jamie, half to herself.
Angela stopped and turned to face Jamie.  “I think you need to get your priorities straight.  This isn’t a fucking daycare okay?  That kid is a means to an end, nothing more.  It’s not human, it’s one of them.  We’re fighting a war, in case you forgot, this is an important victory for us.”  Angela turned abruptly and stormed off, muttering to herself as she walked away.  Confused, Jamie continued slowly down to the lobby lost in thought.  What “end” might a little baby possess?  What an odd thing to say.
Everyone on the wing seemed to slowly return to normal operations after the excitement of the birth.  By the afternoon, the morning’s events seemed like they’d happened days ago and everyone had fallen back into their routines.  What the nurse had said to Jamie still nagged her in the back of her mind, but she just ignored it, her focus was her patients: soldiers and workers unlucky enough to have been attacked but lucky enough to have been near Boston when it happened.
While checking the vitals on one unconscious soldier, Jamie was joined by an unexpected visitor, Dr Knight.  Jamie hadn’t seen or heard him enter the room and she had no idea how long he’d been standing there watching her, but when she turned and noticed him, she yelped so loud she thought for sure the soldier would be drawn from his coma.
“Sorry to disturb you, I always finding it calming to watch a competent person do their job well, it’s like watching art in motion,” said Dr Knight, a thin smile on his thin lips.
“I didn’t know you were going to stop by Dr Knight, I could have come to you, you didn’t need to stop by while I was just doing rounds,” said Jamie, her heart rate starting to slow slightly.
“Like I said, I like watching my staff work, but given your...history, I wanted to address this issue with you in private while not calling you out in front of the staff.  Calling you to my office, as it were, would only draw attention.”
Jamie wasn’t quite sure how to react to that and so she kept silent.
“It has been brought to my attention you seemed concerned for the child born today and it;s mother, beyond the normal concerns of your profession.”  Dr Knight walked over and took a seat in a nearby chair.  “I would appreciate you not talking about this child with other nurses and staff in this hospital.  Everyone has different levels of knowledge and this is done for specific purposes.  It is not fair to others to ask them what they may or may not know.  Come to me and I will tell you everything you need to know.”
Jamie raised a sarcastic eyebrow to that.  “Well then, what do I need to know?”
Dr Knight chuckled.  “You and your wife, Ms Rose, are in a unique situation.  Given your background outside of Boston, you two are among the ones most likely to survive should we ever be overrun here.  Therefore it behoves me to keep both of you in positions of advantage should a situation like that lurk on the horizon.  I’ve placed Ms Rose on one of my most elite capture teams to further our research goals and I have placed you here to ensure our fallen get the care they need to recover and re-enter the field as quickly as possible.  Everyone has value in this new society, but some have higher value than others.”
Jamie thought about that for a second.  “If we’re more valuable than others, I’d like an answer to this question then: Where is the child that was born today?”
Dr Knight smiled a toothy smile.  “I can, of course, answer that question.  The child is safe in another wing of the hospital, a quarantine if you will, just for him.”
“Why?  Why is this child so important?  A nurse told me he was a ‘means to an end.’  Called it a victory…”
“Ah I see, you’d like to find out just how much of a valuation you have in this new society we have here.”  Dr Knight stood and walked over to Jamie moving well into her personal space.  Jamie took a step back, caught the back of her knee on the hospital bed, and sat down next to the unconscious soldier.  Dr Knight leaned in closer still, his nose just an inch away from Jamie’s, his breath heavy with the scent of mint.  “This child is everything.”
Dr Knight backed away and stood up.  “Everything we have worked for, the future of our race, this child embodies all of these things.”  Moving back toward the chair, Dr Knight continued, “I’ll admit, when we first captured its mother, we thought her little more than a sideshow attraction, a freak we could study, make note of and move on.  That’s all she would have been if she’d been captured in Milwaukee or Denver or any of the other remaining cities, their technological abilities did not survive as well as Boston’s.  Oh, but the tests we did, the results were so exciting.  Groundbreaking.”  Dr Knight turned and sat, facing Jamie and crossed one leg over the other.
“I still don’t understand,” said Jamie, continuing to sit.
“The work we do in this wing of the hospital, to cure those that have been bitten but don’t have the good fortune of being immune like your partner, I think you would be inclined to call it a miracle, or maybe something close to it.  It starts to become less and less of a miracle each time you undergo the treatment.”  Dr Knight motioned to the soldier lying on the bed next to Jamie.  “This man for example, this is his fourth treatment cycle.  He was patrolling along the wall and...well the Alphas are still out there as you know.  He’s a good soldier but these treatments take a toll.  How much longer will he stay a good soldier, a willing soldier?  What if we could prevent infection in the first place?  What if scratches, bites, all of it were simply just wounds instead of death sentences without prolonged comatose recovery?”
“Are you saying that…” started Jamie.
“Preliminarily, yes.  That is exactly what I’m saying.”  Dr Knight stood and walked toward the door but then stopped and turned.  “I guess you now know your worth.”
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
It’d been a long day and Jamie had been lost in thought for a large portion of the later half after her conversation with Dr Knight.  As much as Jamie wanted to take what he’d said with a grain of salt, she had a hard time doing so.  It seemed logical, a child of two Alphas, growing and developing immersed in the infection and who is able to be born alive and seemingly uninfected might carry an innate immunity different from the one Rose has.  If this immunity could be replicated...It was all a lot to think about.
Leaving the hospital and hopping on her bike, the sun was drifting low on the horizon and dark clouds seemed to be slowly rolling in.  “Rain might cool this place down a little,” thought Jamie as she began to peddle away. 
Jamie’s route brought her along the side of the hospital for a bit before she turned off onto one of the main roads which led toward home.  As Jamie came to the end of the building, she could see an ambulance parked nearby.  Not unusual near the hospital, but this one was running.  As she got closer, she could see several guards escorting a naked woman from a nearby exit to the waiting ambulance, its back doors splayed open.  Slowing and stopping, Jamie couldn’t help but watch.  As the group cleared the building and walked the short distance to the ambulance, Jamie realized it was the Alpha female, the one who’d given birth just hours before.  The roundness of her belly was still quite visible.  
As the group approached the ambulance, as if on queue, the woman began to struggle, half-heartedly at first as you’d expect someone who’d just given birth under heavy sedation would.  However, Jamie watched in horror as the female, her struggles apparently a ploy to draw her guards in close, seemed to flip a switch.  The two closest guards were thrown off of her in separate directions stumbling and falling on their backs, one guard knocking down a third.  The two remaining guards rushed in to subdue her.  Before either could reach her, the female turned in the direction of the barrier wall, cupped her hands around her mouth and let out the loudest, high-pitched scream Jamie had ever heard from a human.  Both rushing guards pulled up short, clearly not expecting the sound before regaining their composure, resuming and tackling the female, subduing her in handcuffs and shackles.
Jamie stood frozen watching the female, who’d since gone limp after unleashing the scream, finish being hogtied and tossed unceremoniously in the back of the ambulance like someone being ejected from a bar.  That scream though...Jamie knew it was bad.  Down in the pit of her stomach she knew.  Fear was growing, fear she’d not felt since before she’d met Rose.  A cold trickle that soon blossomed into a torrent of dread.  
Turning her head toward the wall, Jamie heard it.  At first it was just one or two, but it was soon joined by more 20? 40?  There were so many now it was hard to differentiate between them.  Screams.  Some like the females, most undeniably male.  All from the far side of the wall.
Sprinting, Jamie made for the hospital.  There wasn’t much time.
 



 
Chapter 14
 
 
 
The troop carrier Rose was riding in was hardly state-of-the-art but not particularly old either.  Like all things in this new military, it was bare-bones efficient.  It was a modified flatbed tow truck that had a canopy built over the back and had benches installed on either side.  The open space in the middle was filled with the squad’s backpacks.  After the briefing they’d received, the ride out to their drop-off location had given them nothing but time to think about what might be to come.  Rose, while concerned after the talk-up she’d been given by York, was still probably the least concerned of any of the ten troops in the truck.  Having been outside the walls of Boston for the last two years, Rose felt oddly at ease, as if she were back in her element.  She didn’t realize until then how artificial it felt inside those walls.
The ride became significantly more bumpy the further they got from the barrier wall.  The truck had slowed to about half the original speed as it maneuvered around cars and debris traveling further and further outside wall.  Finally, with a sudden jolt, the truck came to a stop and the two squadmates closest to the rear, Troy and Pointe, jumped out, slung their packs, and began ordering everyone do the same.  Pulling on her own pack, Rose filed out of the truck and got into formation while verifying the rifle she had in her hands was loaded and the safety was off.  It was probably the cleanest AR-15 she’d ever held.  All the squadmates around her were doing similar checks preparing for the worst and hoping for the best.
Glancing around her, Rose found her surroundings downright apocalyptic.  Buildings were smashed, the roads were thick with rubble and debris, the only glass visible were shards in windows and littered on the ground.  Cars were flipped over and there was evidence of fires, long burned out, their blackened traces lingering.  A large faded green structure loomed in the distance, a large metal bowl-like building overlooking the destruction around it.  
Before Rose could ask what it was, Pointe started in with his mission brief.  “We will be breaking into two teams of five, diamond formation.  Team one will take the south side of the street, team two will take the north.  Fenway Park up ahead seems to be where most of the activity has been seen so we’ll start there, clear the park, and then move further up the block.  Transport will be standing by here should we encounter and capture Giant.  I’ll be leading team one, York will lead two.  Move out.”
It seemed like a fairly well thought out plan which lead Rose to think it was likely York’s.  Luckily they’d practised team break-downs from two to five groups so everyone knew where they had to go without being told.  That meant Rose was on the north side of the street with York and the others in team two. 
Moving quickly across the street, Rose fell into formation: York at the front middle, two squadmates to her right and left facing forward and two squadmates at the right and left facing the rear.  Rose took her position at the front right of York as they advanced slowly forward down the street toward the park.  
There were several buildings on their side of the street and each gap between the buildings needed to be cleared quickly before moving on, all the while keeping pace with team one on the opposite side of the street.  Team one had fewer hazards and gaps to clear and as a result were moving faster than York’s team could move.  It wasn’t long before team one had pulled about fifty meters ahead of of team two.  While still moving forward, York grabbed her walkie-talkie.  “Pointe, stand by, we have more to clear and are falling behind.  Stand by at your location.”
Right after York finished transmitting, Rose thought she saw movement up ahead and off to the right of her position, but as she swung her rifle around to focus on the spot, there was nothing there.  
“Movement?” asked York quietly to Rose.
“Yeah, ahead to the right,” Rose answered softly.  “Gone now.”
“Eyes open, keep moving,” York ordered, slightly louder so the whole team could hear.
Pointe hadn’t answered and his team was still moving forward and would reach the outer gates of the park well before York’s team.  Without a word, everyone on team two seemed to realize this and moved that much faster to try and close the gap.  Despite the new pace, Rose could see up ahead that Pointe’s team had just about reached a gap in the outer fencing and had paused there.  York’s radio crackled.  “Team two, double-time it.  You’ve fallen behind.”
Answering with an exasperated sigh to herself, Troy picked up her pace significantly, the rest of the team responding to her movements.  As they pulled up even with team one, without notice, team one began to file through the fence and into the park.  
“What the fuck?” said York to herself angrily.  She again key’d the radio, “Pointe!  Where are you going?  We can’t cover you from here, we need to regroup!”
York paused a moment, but there was no answer.  Turning around, York looked at her squad.  “I have no idea what the fuck Pointe is doing and he’s only going to get us hurt or killed.  Here’s the deal, we are going to follow them in at our own pace, covering ourselves.  We’ll hook up with Pointe’s team and try and unfuck this before it’s too late, but we’re going to do it safely.  On me.”
Holding formation but moving fast, Rose’s team crossed the street and cleared the fence opening before tactically entering one by one, guns up and covering all the angles, re-forming and continuing to move through the inside of the stadium.  Bare cement and green-painted metal girders made up the interior of the park and while it was messy inside, the level of destruction was much less than outside the fence.  From the signs that still existed and the glimpses of the field Rose had while they made their way down the main thoroughfare of the ballpark, it appeared they were under the bleacher sections of the park.  
Team one had now pulled so far ahead of them, they weren’t visible. Team two continued along the thoroughfare which began to curve around to the right as they headed toward the grandstands overlooking home plate, or whatever was left of home plate on whatever was left of the baseball diamond.  
Further and further they continued through the park.  Rose figured they should either be coming to an end soon or run into the other team.  She was about to say something to York when the silence of the park was shattered by gunfire just ahead.  “Move!” called York but everyone already was, rushing forward maintaining a loose formation as the gunfire, seemingly from several different guns continued.  
Rounding a bend, Rose’s team came upon team one.  Two members of the team were standing back to back firing at about six Alphas dancing around doing their best to avoid the gunfire.  Without thinking, Rose and her squadmates opened up on the remaining Alphas who were not expecting gunfire from behind.  All six were put down quickly, their bodies strewn on the floor among other Alphas and several squad members.  
Joining up with the remaining members of team one, Rose did not find Pointe among the survivors.  York noticed the same.  “Where’s Pointe?” York asked as they approached.  One of the men pointed his rifle over to a corner before falling into formation with Rose’s squad without a word.  Pointe was suspended about halfway up the wall and at first, Rose couldn’t tell how.  Closer inspection revealed the the back of Pointe’s head had been impaled on a large bolt in the wall.  He appeared otherwise unharmed, aside from the streams of dark red blood trickling from his eyes, nose, ears and mouth.  
“Giant,” said one of the two survivors of team one.  “He’s here,” he said nodding in Pointe’s direction.  
“Alright, time to get the fuck out and come back with more troops,” ordered York.  “Backtrack to the truck and we’ll defend there until Freedom and Patriot get here.  Move-”
“Incoming!” called one of the squadmates guarding the rear before opening up, muzzle flashes lighting up the dim corridor.  
Turning, Rose could see a mass of Alphas sprinting around the bend toward them.  For every Alpha mowed down, another took its spot almost right away.  Closer and closer.
Over the roar of the gunfire, York screamed, “Out to the field!  We’ll flank them!  Go!  Now!”
Remarkably, everyone heard the command and broke at the same time, the rear guard keeping up a steady spray of bullets, slowing the approaching horde.  Bursting out of the corridor and into the sun-baked bleachers caused Rose to squint and trip.  Luckily, York was there and caught her, neither woman barely losing a step as they descended down the steep stairs of the stands to the field below.  Rose had been so focused on escaping the corridor above them, she’d barely even glanced at the field they were escaping to below.  
One look and Rose knew it’d been a bad idea to come this way.  Like all the fields, yards and road medians Rose had seen, she expected the grass field to be overgrown but this field was crucially different.  Instead of two years worth of overgrown grass and weeds, it was all flat, as if it’d been mowed.  But it hadn’t been mowed, it’d been trampled from use.  The field was littered with holes that’d been dug in the ground; nests built from salvaged materials in the city.  This wasn’t an avenue of escape, they were running right into the heart of their den.
One glance over her shoulder showed Rose she didn’t have any choice but to keep going, Alphas were pouring from the corridor they’d just left as well as through other exits nearby.  One of the rear guards exhausted his magazine and stumbled while reaching for a replacement.  That was the opening the Alphas needed and he was quickly pulled away screaming for help, disappearing into the approaching mass.
Reaching the bottom of the stairs and hurdling the wall, they lost two more squadmates, a man and a woman.  The man had reached for a knife and had his arm bent so violently back the opposite direction, Rose thought it might have been ripped off if not for his uniform and body armor, the woman tackled and trampled by the mass as she stumbled over the wall.
“Form up!” York screamed over the noise of guns, screams, snarls and roars.  “Back to back!  We take out as many as we can!”
Circling up, back to back, the remaining five members of Liberty squad sprayed bullets in every direction as the press closed in.  The bodies of the Alphas shot down were starting to pile up around them, a wall of gore the infected now had to climb over.  
Despite this, their numbers seemed endless.  How could they possibly survive?  They’d killed probably fifty or more Alphas, but there were hundreds lurking in the stands or closing in.  Maybe Rose could make a break for it?  Sprint away while the focus was on the remaining squadmates?  
Rose dismissed that thought almost as quickly as it entered her mind.  She wasn’t that person anymore.  That was a coward’s way out and she was no longer that coward.  She was a fighter, a defender of the human race.  If she was going to die here, she would take as many Alphas as she could with her.
More determined than ever, Rose refocused on shooting the surrounding Alphas, trying her best to make every shot count when, over the noise of the gunshots, a loud, booming roar seemed to reverberate through her body and vibrate through the ground at her feet.  The Alphas all around them immediately stopped advancing and quickly scattered, cowering.  
Looking over her right shoulder, Rose saw him.  Giant.  He had bounded out of the grandstands somewhere below the press boxes and was sprinting toward them down what would have been the first base line.  Giant appeared to be everything he’d been described to be: a massive black man, maybe 6’5, 350 pounds of pure, rippling steel muscle that was very evident as his naked body raced toward them, dirt being kicked up from behind his massive feet as they chewed into the ground.
Rose and the other squadmates raised their rifles and fired but Giant was already darting away, unleashing another booming roar.  Before they knew it, he was on them, bowling over the man to Rose’s right causing him to flip in the air and then land on his chest.  Undeterred by the impact, Giant wrapped his arms around another squadmate and drove her body into the ground with a sickening crunch.  His entire weight on top of her, a Giant-sized hole was left in the ground in his wake, the woman’s shattered lifeless body a bloody mangled mess in the dirt. 
Moving, Rose popped off a few inaccurate rounds in Giants direction, but York was more successful, a spray of blood spurting from Giant’s right shoulder.  The squamate knocked to the ground by Giant, now limping, and another squadmate opened fire scoring more hits in Giant’s left leg and arm.  Giant dove, flipped in the air and rolled away from Rose’s squad demonstrating more agility than she thought possible.  Standing and facing the squad, fists clenched and blood dripping down his arms and splattered on his chest, Giant bellowed in low, guttural broken English, “Kill! Them!”
Screams echoed from all around the park, bouncing off the walls, the stadium seating and grandstands amplifying the noise to a fever pitch.  Hundreds of Alphas began emptying from the stands from all directions, all converging on the four surviving squadmates.  
This was it, Rose told herself.  Setting her jaw and firing indiscriminately, she fired off as many rounds as she could, quickly reloading when she emptied a magazine and slamming in another.  It didn’t matter.  The press was coming, closer and closer each second, the closest Alphas less than twenty meters away on all sides.
“I’m out!” called the man to her right as he pulled out a knife.
“Out” called York pulling out a knife as well.  
As the gunfire started to drop off, the Alphas came closer and closer, their speed increasing.
Then over the screams of the infected and the dwindling gunfire, there was a new scream.  Rose almost missed it, barely audible, but it was high pitched, desperate and from far off.  All the approaching Alphas stopped in unison and turned their heads toward the scream, all falling deathly silent.
After a few seconds of stunned and surreal silence, Rose and the other squadmate with bullets remaining redoubled their efforts pouring shots into the frozen crowd around them.  The Alphas didn’t seem to notice their comrades falling around them, transfixed by the distant scream.  
The uninterrupted shooting gallery didn’t last however, Giant, also taken by the scream, was the first to break out of the trace-like state.  Giving off another loud bellow, all the Alphas turned and began to stream back up the stairs of the bleachers and out of sight, Giant leading them away.
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
Finding herself and her squadmates now alone in the middle of a silent Fenway Park, Rose was stunned by how quickly their situation had changed.  It was jarring and unsettling, a pit of dread she hadn’t realized had been there before now began to blossom ten-fold.  Where had they gone?  There was only one place.
York, seemingly unphased and already taking advantage of their continued state of living, moved over to the squadmate crushed by Giant and gathered her still-loaded rifle and any salvageable magazines.  “We need to get moving,” she ordered, standing.  “We have no idea where they went or when they’ll be back.  We need to get back to the transport and radio for support.  Move!”
York was already hopping the first base line wall and Rose had to physically push herself into motion.  Stiff from shock and adrenaline, it took a few steps before running became automatic again and not forced.  Hopping the wall herself, the two members of the squad in tow, they sprinted up the stairs headed for the closest exit.  Moving down the corridor and out the same fence break to the street unmolested, the remains of Liberty squadron ran/hobbled down the street, all tactical movements abandoned, their only focus on getting themselves to their transport and behind the barrier walls of Boston. 
The transport was still in the same place it’d been left, the two drivers guarding it were nowhere to be found.  The only trace of their presence was a large bloody streak on the ground and a bloody rifle near the back of the truck which was quickly repurposed.  Rose jumped into the passenger seat next to York who was climbing into the driver’s seat.  The keys, still in the ignition, were cranked and the truck fired up immediately.  Finally, something was going their way.
Racing through town, Rose grabbed the truck’s radio.  “Base this is Liberty squad, we’ve suffered heavy losses, requesting support, we are inbound from drop site.”
There was a few seconds of static before a response.  “Liberty this is Base.  Support is unavailable, Boston is under attack, all squads are being deployed to the western wall between the Longfellow Bridge and the Back Bay area.  Attacks seem to be focused on the bridge accesses for now.  Redirect to Copley Place or points east for re-entry.”
Without a word, York swung the truck to the right.  Rose could see the barrier wall off in the distance.  They’d been driving right towards it, now the were going parallel, the wall looming large.  Could the Alphas really make it over?  Racing away from the mass of Alphas, York did not slow up, she drove as if they were being chased, and Rose could hardly blame her.  Boston, her home, was under attack and she wasn’t helping to protect it.  The sooner they could get back to the city, the better.  
The radio was not helping.  It was now chirping away relentlessly with updates of Alpha movements, troop movements, and calls for medical assists.  Being the first major attack on Boston that Rose was aware of, there was an abundance of overlap with transmissions and louder, more demanding voices than needed.  Overall it seemed that people’s training was taking over and the fight was going their way.  
The initial attack seemed to be focused on the corner section of the wall where the Back Bay met Massachusetts Ave, normally a lightly defended section of the wall.  However, Freedom and Patriot squads had been staging there and the barrier wall was easily being defended, the element of surprise it seemed, had been lost.  As Rose and her squad continued to an access point near Copley Square, the radio confirmed the Alphas were continuing north up the wall.  Heavy fighting was being reported all along the Storrow Drive wall as far north as the Longfellow Bridge.  That worried Rose.  Mass General Hospital was just past that bridge and MGH was where Jamie worked.  
Pulling into the Copley Square access tunnel, they were flagged through by heavily armed soldiers with grim, determined looks on their faces.  “Base this is Liberty squad,” radioed York.  “We’ve cleared the wall at Copley and we’re back inside.  Where should we re-deploy.”
“Liberty this is Base.  Report to HQ for debriefing.”
“No fucking way,” said Rose out loud, luckily the radio’s microphone wasn’t key’d.  
“Orders Rose.  We’re headed to HQ,” said York making a turn.  
“Alright then, let me out,” said Rose matter-of-factly.  
“What...?” York said surprised.  
“Alphas have made it north almost to MGH, you heard the radio.  I’m going there, I don’t care what the fuck our orders are.”
“Not happening,” York answered, returning her attention to the road and speeding up.
“Fuck you then, I’m jumping out.  The woman I love works at that hospital and I’m not going to sit in HQ and wait for her to be killed.  I’m getting there and I’m keeping her safe.”
“Look Rose,” said York, her expression softening.  “I get it, but we can’t…”
“You can do what you want, but I signed up to keep Boston safe.  There is no one in Boston I want to protect more than Jamie.  If you think you are doing your job by just sitting and getting debriefed in a basement somewhere while real soldiers are fighting, then you’re more than welcome to follow orders, but not me.”  Rose reached over and undid her seatbelt.
York sighed and shook her head.  “It was a pretty fucking stupid order.”  Speeding up that much more, York swerved back in the general direction of the hospital.  “MGH, here we come.”
 



 
Chapter 15
 
 
 
Arriving at the hospital, Rose found it mostly deserted.  There were a few soldiers about, but for the most part, everyone had either gone home or gone south to fight.  Pulling up to the front door and jerking to a stop, Rose jumped out followed closely by York and her other two squadmates.  
“Where is she?” asked York.
“CDC wing I think,” answered Rose as she made her way through the front doors.  
“You two,” York called to the remaining squadmates.  “I want you to protect the truck and this front entrance, we may need to leave here quickly.” 
They saluted and secured their weapons, again readying themselves for battle.  York caught up to Rose by the front desk.
“...Not authorized into that wing,” the guard at the desk was saying, but Rose was only half listening.  
York, picking up on what was going on, jumped right in.  “I am Sergeant York, Liberty Squad.  I am commander of this unit and we need to get into that wing.”
“Liberty?  Your unit was ordered to report for debrief.  I’ve been monitoring the radio,” said the guard, her tone uncertain and fear etched on her face.  
Seizing on the indecision, York pressed her.  “We have new orders,” she said confidently.  “We have been ordered by Dr Knight to report to the CDC wing and you are delaying us.”
That did the trick.  The woman stood up a little straighter, clearly confident she was now doing the right thing.  “Very well, proceed.”  Pressing a button, Rose heard the lock on a nearby door pop open.  Moving quickly, Rose and York rushed through the door and down several hallways, eventually coming to the CDC wing.  Instead of the normal two guards, there was six, all deployed at different locations in the hall behind portable metal boxes being used as cover.  
“Halt!” called one of the guards.  “Identify yourselves!”
“Sergeant York and Corporal Rose, Liberty Squad.  We have orders to report to the CDC wing here at the hospital,” York called back.
“Those orders haven’t been relayed…” the soldier had started, but Rose couldn’t hear the rest, her ears were filled with the sounds of yells and gunfire over the squad's radio frequency.  
“Contact!  Contact at the front of the hospital!” called York to the soldiers guarding the wing.  
“Negative,” called the soldier.  “I have no…” he trailed off as another man yelled over him.
“Large force!” the second man yelled.  “Coming from the north...oh my God.  Fifty plus Alphas, contacts all around MGH!”
“The south attack was a diversion,” said Rose to York.  “They’re coming here, why?”
Shrugging, York called back to the men outside the CDC wing.  “We have orders sir, can we work out the details later?”
There was a brief silence in the halls that was filled with the sounds of battle in her earbud.  It didn’t sound like it was going well.
Finally, the first soldier called down the hall, “Move!  Quickly!”
Without hesitating, Rose and York sprinted down the hallway and through the open doors of the CDC wing.  
“Sergeant York!” called a voice in their ear.  It was one of their squadmates, he sounded out of breath, a pained tone to his voice.
“Go ahead, this is York.”
“We’re overrun, I managed to get in the truck and retreat to a safe distance.  Ma’am, they’re focused on the hospital, they didn’t even come after me.  Everyone else is dead, they’re coming your way.”
“How many?” asked York somberly.
“Twenty or thirty? We took out a chunk with some ‘nades, but they just kept coming,” he answered, his voice sounding more and more strained.
“Alright, go get some medical attention, we’ll do what we can here,” answered York, moving back toward the entrance to the CDC wing.  
Rose, however, hadn’t stopped, she was heading deeper into the wing, her focus on Jamie.  As Rose passed the reception desk, her squadmate made one more transmission.  “Ma’am?  He’s here.  Giant.  He’s in the hospital.”
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
Sprinting down the hall, Rose threw open door after door finding empty room after empty room.  Becoming more and more frustrated, the fear inside her was rising like a tide in a storm lapping over her levies, threatening to break open and bring on a flood of full-on panic.  
Rounding a corner, Rose found herself in a secluded section of the wing but she was not alone.  All the fear, all the dread seemed to drain from her almost immediately, there was Jamie.  Standing with about ten soldiers, doctors and nurses, all heads turned to her as she rounded the corner.  
“Rose!” called Jamie, running forward and hugging her.  “When did you get here?  You shouldn’t be here, they’re coming for the baby.”
So happy to have found Jamie, Rose almost missed what she was saying.  “Wait, baby?  What baby?”
“The baby we’re protecting.  The baby that will be the savior of our race,” said a voice from behind Jamie.  Rose recognized it right away.  Dr Knight.
“Funny, I don’t recall ordering you here soldier,” Dr Knight said sarcastically and raising an eyebrow in her direction.  “The more guns the better I suppose though.”
“Contact sir!” called a soldier behind Dr Knight.  “Contact at the front of the wing.  Dr Knight, move behind us and into the child’s room please.”
Nodding, Dr Knight moved toward the soldiers, followed by Jamie and then Rose.  Once past the firing line, Dr Knight continued off into a nearby room at the end of the hall but Jamie stopped, as did Rose.  “Jamie, you need to keep going, I’ll be out here, no one will get past us.”
Jamie didn’t look convinced.  “Rose, I’m…” she started to protest, but stopped when a hand was laid on her shoulder.  It was Dr Faraday.
“Jamie,” said the doctor.  “We need to be with the child, there are only a few medical staff here and the child is the priority, I’m confident in Rose and the others.”  Dr Faraday gave them a half-hearted smile, probably the best she could pull off, but it was enough.  Jamie conceded.  Kissing Rose on the cheek before leaving, she leaned in close.  “Come back to me.”
Jamie turned and left, her eyes watery and bloodshot.  Rose, doing her best to keep her emotions locked down, turned from Jamie and took a few deep breaths before finding an open spot on the firing line.  The soldiers at the entrance to the wing had made contact and were checking in with frequent updates.  They estimated about 30 Alphas.  Rose could hear the constant gunfire and shouts of battle, cries of pain, orders of movement, all of it.  
After what seemed like an eternity, the entranceway team reported in advising they’d made a sizable dent in the Alphas before falling back in the face of Giant.  He’d finally made an appearance but seemed to be hanging back ordering his vanguard forward at a heavy loss.  However despite the losses, the Alphas continued to advance forward.
The gunfire, distant and hollow, kept getting closer and closer; Rose’s anticipation building the louder it became.  Finally, the remains of the squad at the front of the wing, including York, quickly swung around the corner.  The original force of seven had been reduced to four.  
As they rounded the corner, York pulled something from one of her comrades vests and threw it in the direction they’d just come from.  All four of the soldiers turned and sprinted for Rose’s position.  Rose heard one of the men near her yell “Get down!” before a thunderous blast came from York’s direction, pitching all four soldiers forward.  York and one other managed to keep their feet while the other two stumbled but quickly recovered, scrambling toward the firing line.
York dove in behind Rose and the other soldiers holding the firing line.  “That was the last one,” York yelled to no one in particular.  “Only guns from here on.” 
There was a slight delay after the explosion, maybe Giant feared more grenades?  But the delay was short-lived.  The first cautious Alphas jumped around the corner, only to be quickly cut down by the soldiers.  Their firing line and the corner seemed a perfect way to hold their position, it was almost like a shooting gallery as more Alphas rounded the corner and were killed.  With their numbers quickly being reduced, it wouldn’t take long for Rose and the others to put down the remaining Alphas.
Giant seemed to realized this as well and the frequency of Alphas rounding the corner slowed and became more random.  Rose thought she heard dull thuds coming from the distance, but with all the gunfire and orders being hollered about, she dismissed it.  
Finally the drizzle of Alphas coming around the corner slowed to a stop.  It’d been thirty seconds or more since the last Alpha had been killed and a pile of bodies littered the floor by the corner, partially obstructing their view.  One of the soldiers near Rose, a gold star on each lapel, called to two soldiers near the rear of the firing line.  “Go check the corner, lets see if they’ve retreated or are just cowering in the hall.”  This got a few chuckles from nearby soldiers.  
The two men, moving slowly and deliberately, traversed the no-man’s land between their firing line and the corner taking extra care, the closer their got.  One man, acting as cover, stopped just shy of the corner while the other began to move in a semi-circle out from the wall giving himself a larger and larger view of the hallway beyond, rifle at the ready.  
About three quarters of the way, the man stopped and bent his head to the side, lowering her rifle slowly.  He did a few more quick peeks around the corner, turned and called back to the firing line.  “All clear!” Lowering his rifle and joining his partner, they began to walk back to the firing line.  Relief was plain on their faces and they both had a slight swagger to them as they walked back.  
Just before crossing over the firing line, the wall next to the men exploded in a hail of plaster dust and drywall.  Rose had no time to react as a deluge of bodies poured from the new hole.  The two men, taken completely by surprise, were pinned to the ground and disappeared from view under the debris and press of infected bodies.  
Recovering quickly, Rose, York and the remaining soldiers opened up on the mob, mowing down anything that might be moving, spraying them with bullets at almost point-blank range.  “Hold your ground!” screamed the man with the starred lapel, he himself firing away, a pistol in each hand.
Rose was lost in a blur of blood and bullets.  Shooting, more shooting, reloading, shooting and shooting more.  Time seemed to slow down, everyone moving in slow motion, infected or otherwise.  The Alpha body count was rising faster and faster the more that pressed through the hole, their bodies lining the floor and now starting to obstruct the hole in the wall they’d created.  Rose was becoming more and more confident as time went on, as long as the bullets didn’t run out, they’d win this for sure.  Then she heard it, the bellow she’d heard at Fenway, now enclosed in the hallway, it seemed like an earthquake.   
The next thing Rose saw was not the cluster of Alphas being mowed down in front of her and her comrades, but instead the ceiling as she was thrown through the air before slamming against the opposite wall.  Giant had burst through another section of wall right on top of their firing line, completely collapsing it.  
Shaking her head and sitting up, Rose had a new perspective on the battle.  Giant aside, it seemed all but over.  Most of the Alphas were dead or dying, but so were most of the soldiers.  Giant had made his way down the hallway eradicating the soldiers before, nimble as a cat, going toe-to-toe with the star-lapel’d soldier.  Abandoning his exhausted pistols, the man had drawn two large knives, one in each hand, and was expertly dueling with the massive Alpha landing cut after cut while deftly avoiding Giant’s massive swings.  
Turning her attention to the few remaining Alphas around them, Rose picked them off as she moved down the hall.  Glancing to her side as she moved past the second hole, she spied York, her bloody body on the ground buried under a large pile of debris.  Assuming she was dead, Rose moved past her but York coughed and groaned as she moved past.  “Ah, fuck me,” she grunted.  Her face was covered in blood, one eye clearly shredded from shrapnel.  
“Stay down, I’ll be back for you when I can,” yelled Rose over the noise around them.  
York gave a slight nod before collapsing back onto the debris pile she was buried in.  Standing and moving, Rose aimed her rifle at Giant.  Now adorned with several new gleaming slices on his arms, legs and chest, he didn’t seem to have lost a step.  The man he was fighting however was fading.  He’d lost one knife and was panting heavily.  
Rose got off one shot which grazed Giants shoulder blades before she was tackled from the side.  An Alpha female had rammed into Rose’s side sending her into the far wall leaving a large hole in the drywall.  The female, knocked to the ground by her own attack, jumped up to charge Rose again.  It was the female from the basement, the pregnant female.  The bulge in her belly was still there and her C-section scar, stitches ripped, was bleeding freely.  How the woman had made it there, Rose wasn’t sure, but she had more pressing matters at hand.  Too close to get off a shot, Rose dodged to the right and smacked the female with the butt of her rifle sending her sprawling, but not before the female slashed her fingers across Rose’s mid-section, drawing blood almost immediately.  
Spinning away and leveling her rifle at Giant’s last location, she found him gone.  Scanning to the right she saw a large bloody hole in a window which she hoped had been made by him, but instead caught a glimpse of the massive man stomping into the far room at the end of the hall.  Jamie.
Sprinting down the hall and throwing herself into the large room, Rose had to duck almost immediately to avoid gunshots.  The remaining nurses along with Jamie, Dr Faraday and Dr Knight, all armed, were doing everything they could to stave off Giant.  The large man was dancing around the room, but he’d lost some of the agility and speed she’d seen at Fenway Park.  Regardless, he seemed almost super-human.  
Dropping to a knee, Rose fired off several rounds at Giant who wasn’t expecting gunfire from behind.  Rose was rewarded with a spray of blood from Giant’s right quadricep and he slowed significantly.  However, he also turned his attention to Rose.  
Roaring his ground-shaking bellow, he charged Rose who instinctively dove to the ground in an attempt to roll away.  Giant stopped short, twisted in the air and threw an inaccurate punch which missed Rose’s face but connected with her left shoulder.  Rose could hear something pop and she immediately lost all sensation in the arm.  Grunting in pain, it was all she could do not give in to unconsciousness.  Rolling away from Giant, she could hear more gunshots as the others continued to fire, the sounds now oddly distant.  
Glancing up, Rose could see another Alpha had entered the room, the pregnant female.  Ignoring Rose and Giant, the female charged the doctors and nurses.  They all opened fire on the female, Jamie scoring several body shots the but the female still kept coming.  Screaming a wild, high-pitched scream, she seemed to be making a beeline for a small covered bassinet in the back of the room hooked up to several computer screens.  The baby.
Rolling onto her stomach and leaning to her left side, Rose, holding her rifle one handed, lined up her rifle to add to the firepower.  Rose fired and caught the female in the calf which caused her to trip and stumble, but she continued forward, clawing at the ground.  Rose leveled her rifle for another shot, but instead felt two large hands wrap around her left ankle.  Looking down at her legs, she saw Giant, face bloody and twisted in anger.  Rose was barely able to register what was happening before Giant began to spin taking Rose with him, flinging her across the room.  Rose experienced a brief second of weightlessness before smashing into a wall near the entrance to the room.  Stunned by the brutality of the throw and surprised she was still conscious, Rose watched in horror as Giant padded over to her, his bloody feet slapping on the ground, raised his meaty fists and began to pound away at her in her chest and abdomen.  
Helpless, her rifle gone, Rose raised her right arm to block some of the blows but it was just knocked away so violently, it bent at the elbow the wrong way with a sickening crunch.  As each blow rained down, Rose seemed to transcend pain, vaguely mindful of cracks and snaps in her chest with each blow; peripherally aware that she was still witnessing events around her.  How was she still conscious?  Is this what death was like?  Painless but still consciously aware of what’s around you, unable to interact?
A loud boom drew Rose out of her reverie and back to the present, all the pain she’d been missing out on slammed back into her like a sledgehammer to the face.  Despite the torturous amount of pain, Rose looked up at the towering figure above her...except he didn’t seem so towering anymore.  Giant had been kneeling over her, but his body seemed to be wavering back and forth now, his head swaying as if he were moving to the beat of some song Rose couldn’t hear.  In slow motion, Giant buckled and his body came crashing down next to Rose, what was left of his head coming to rest mere inches from her own.  His head had been crudely halved.  Most of his nose, right cheek, right eye and about half of the remaining head was gone, sheared off leaving dark blood, brain matter and skull fragments.  The ooze from the remains of his head was creating a dark pool on the floor growing ever closer to Rose’s own head.  Rose tried to move away from the approaching gore, but instead of movement, she was greeted with unimaginable pain.  None of her limbs seemed to be responding, all she could do was moan as Giant’s blood, still warm, reached the side of her face and begin to surround her head.  
Rose’s view was obscured by Giant’s body, but she thought she saw flashes of people’s faces, the room growing steadily darker.  Jamie, Dr Knight, Dr Faraday, even York’s grisly visage seemed to flash in front of her before it all became a deep, impenetrable blackness.
 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
 
“I Can’t Quit You Baby.”  That was it, Rose was sure of it.  She knew she’d heard that song before.  How could she forget Led Zeppelin.  Where was she?  Taking stock of herself, Rose found the room was dark, pitch black actually.  Rose wiggled her toes and felt soft blankets on her legs.  She did the same with her fingers and felt more of the same soft blankets.  Her arms itched badly and felt oddly heavy.  Rose tried to open her eye lashes and at first, found them sealed closed.  Redoubling her efforts, she was able to pry them open breaking through the seal of gunk pinning them closed.  
Immediately upon opening her eyelids, she slammed them shut.  She’d been wrong, it wasn’t dark, it was blindingly bright.  Being more careful on her second attempt, Rose opened her eyes fractionally before closing them, again and again until they eventually adjusted enough for her to see, but she still squinted, surveying her surroundings.  And herself.  
Rose was lying in a hospital bed, many wires and tubes connected to her, a cast on one arm, a sling on the other, a large bandage on her head and many bandages around her midsection.  Just lying on the bed and looking around made Rose dizzy, but she fought back the nausea and looked around her hospital room.  There was a bright window overlooking Boston.  That was a good sign, they hadn’t all died.  On the nightstand next to her bed was her phone playing the Zeppelin song that had brought her out of the darkness.  
On the opposite side of the bed from the nightstand, in a reclining chair, was Jamie.  She was asleep, dressed in her hospital scrubs, her chest rising and falling as she slept.  Rose just laid there and watched her sleep for some time, possibly hours, content with how this situation seemed to have turned out.  They had, once again, survived.  A full on attack...Rose didn’t even want to think about how many people had died.  There’d been talk of a baby but it was all still fuzzy.  
Rose must have dozed off again because when she opened her eyes again, it wasn’t as bright as before.  Jamie was standing over her, tender and nimble fingers running through Rose’s hair.  Rose looked up at Jamie and smiled.
“Welcome back to the land of the living,” said Jamie softly.  “We were all a little worried for a while there.” 
Swallowing, her throat dry, Rose attempted to answer, her voice cracking.  “How...How bad was I?”  Her throat raw, her words hoarse.  
“Internal bleeding, broken ribs, broken elbow, dislocated shoulder, likely concussion and so many cuts and bruises we just stopped counting.  You were lucky Rose, it was a long couple weeks waiting for you to wake up.”  Jamie leaned in and gave her a kiss on the lips.  “On the bright side, you’ll have some pretty cool scars.”  
Rose closed her eyes and smiled savoring the kiss as well as Jamie’s wit.  “The city?” she finally asked.
“Still here,” answered Jamie.  “Your squad took the most losses, just you, one of your squadmates and Sergeant York survived and she’s almost as banged up as you.  There were losses in South Boston and the barrier wall needs some repair, but I think we fared well.  It was worth it Rose, they say the Alpha threat around here has almost completely disappeared with Giant gone.”
Rose was starting to remember now.  “The baby?  They were after a baby?  Is that what this all was about?”
“Dr Knight seems to think so.  He is under the impression that Giant was the child’s father.  I’ve been put in charge of the little guy’s care while he’s at the hospital.  It’s actually been pretty easy, taking care of a baby and a vegetable, lots of down time.”  Jamie gave Rose a wide smile and a wink.  “I’ve named him Marshall.”
“Marshall?” Rose thought aloud.  “I like it.”  
Sitting back against the pillows on her bed, Rose again looked out the window at the city beyond.  Tom Petty’s “It’s Good To Be King” began to play in the background.  She’d made it.  All the horrors, all the death, the struggling to get by, they’d done it.  Rose and Jamie had the rest of their lives ahead of them now.  Humanity’s next chapter was just now beginning.
 



Epilogue
 
 
 
The room was pitch black, nothing to be seen except the clock in the corner; it’s red digital numbers displaying a time that had to be wrong.  It was much too early in the morning.  Groping through the darkness, he searched for his shorts.  His hand knocked over his cell phone instead sending it clattering to the hardwood floor.  The human-shaped mound in the bed that was his wife mumbled something incoherent as she rolled over returning to sleep.  
Locating the phone, he grabbed it and held it tightly as he yanked the power cord from the bottom.  It was an old phone, many years beyond what could be called an extended lifespan, but there were almost no phones left in the world now, it was a connection to his past, his childhood.  The songs contained within it were like part of a time capsule, a glimpse back to a simpler time, to the apex of humanity.  The songs weren’t just on his phone of course, they’d been saved many times in many places so the music would never be lost, but he kept the “originals.”  They were almost as important to him as the phone.
Slipping from the dark bedroom, he made his way down the hall as quietly as possible, the wooden floor creaking with every step he took.  Pausing in the hallway, he opened a door just slightly, the ambient light from the hall casting a shard into the bedroom beyond the door.   The twin beds inside the room each had child size mounds sleeping in them, their soft breathing in tandem.  He didn’t expect either of the boys to be awake at this hour of the morning, but he always liked to look in on them before he went away.
There were many bedrooms in the duplex that he and his family lived in, the dividing wall mostly removed making a spaciously large single-family home.  Their family was four but would be five in only a few short months.  The man sighed.  He felt guilty leaving his wife alone with the twins in her condition.  He made a mental note to call his mothers before leaving the city to check in on her.  They both loved their grandchildren and would drop anything to help out with them.
On the far side of the house was a bedroom he used for exactly this morning’s purpose: changing for early or late night deployments.  He would never hear the end of it if he happened to wake one of the boys getting ready for work this early.  The last thing he needed was a fight.  
Loaded down with all his military gear, a heavy jacket and sturdy boots, he stepped out into the bitter cold, the hairs in his nose freezing on contact with the arctic air.  Winter hunts were the worst; slow moving, cold and typically unsuccessful if the intelligence was bad or stale.  Deployments this early in the morning were rare, but happened from time to time.  Being the leader of his squadron, his departure was especially early; it would not do for him to arrive after to his men.  His way was to lead by example. 
Even in the Humvee, the drive through Boston was slow.  The snow was at least a foot deep, two foot snowbanks on either side of the street.  It was like driving through a tunnel of white, flakes of snow flying at the windshield adding to the effect; the only light source the two beams of the headlights.  Marshall Tucker Band’s Running Like The Wind was playing softly over the speakers, his phone plugged into the jack.  
As he drove on, the darkness started to slowly release its grip on the city, the black night giving way to an early-morning gloom.  Boston’s barrier wall loomed to his left as he drove appearing like a white-grey wall of ice.  The wall itself was little more than a security blanket now, a relic of the past but handy should they ever need it.  It was his job to make sure they never did.  Many people lived outside the walls these days, slowly taking back the suburbs and countryside left abandoned and neglected for so many years.  That was something he wasn’t interested in.  
The hunts were effective.  All of Boston and large swatches of New England had been mostly purged of Alphas, but not completely.  The Pentagon estimated that at least 60% of the country was free of Alpha infestation, but it was the 40% that worried him, that kept him and his men hunting.
He’d made a career of hunting Alphas just like his mother had done when he was a child.  Boston had always been safe, it hadn’t been attacked since he was a newborn, but as they started to expand out past the walls, they’d needed what his blood had carried more than ever.  Without him, none of it would’ve been possible.  Their wounded would’ve become the very things they were fighting, but not any more.  His blood had broken the cycle.  
Despite all this, he’d always been an outcast, a subspecies, anything he did was never enough, he was always looked on with suspicion.  Only in the military, following in the footsteps his mother always tried to sway him from following, had he found the acceptance he’d been looking for.  Starting from the bottom, training and working his way up the ranks, was he finally accepted not for the gift he’d given humanity, but rather what he’d earned protecting it.  His children, his children’s children and so on, they would always be slightly different, but he would never let them take that for granted.  Everyone had to earn their keep in this new world.
The snow had dropped off as he approached State Street, the flakes falling from the sky randomly now.  The sun had crested the horizon, but was still hidden behind grey cloud cover, only a small portion of its light making it to the ground.  He could see the entrance to the military base now in the distance, bright lights adding to the gloom.  The underground base had been expanded significantly over the years and spread for several blocks in all directions, but the main entrance still remained on State Street.  
There were men out shoveling snow around the entrance to the massive underground structure but they stopped and moved to the sides as his Humvee approached, headlights passing over them making them squint.  They were all boys, new recruits.  If they’d been his men, he’d be out there with them.
Continuing past, he drove under the shelter of the outer lip of the complex’s tunnel entrance.  The morning gloom was replaced with the yellowish-orange of fluorescent lights lining the walls.  As he approached the guard shack, he only had to pull up to the window for the guard to recognize him, salute and open the gate.  Thankful he didn’t have to open his window to the morning air, he continued on down the tunnel into the heart of the complex.
The snow had delayed him enough that his men had already started to gather for their morning briefing as he arrived.  The soldiers in the briefing room stood as he entered, all conversation stopping.  He nodded and gave them a quick salute before continuing into the room, his troops sitting and returning to their conversation: girls, guns and tales of valor.  The talk of the young still eager for adventure.  That’d been him for many years, but time makes old men and women of everyone.  He still accompanied his soldiers on hunts, but he was not the one at the front of the formation anymore.  He was their leader and he was happy to let the next generation take over.
Within the hour, the remaining members of his team assembled and he was joined by their squadron’s logistical expert, Lieutenant Perry.  Perry was a good man, but going out in the field, especially in the winter, was not something he was remotely interested in.  Smart and methodical, if given accurate intelligence, Perry’s operational plans would get them there and back without issue.  
Seats full and everyone’s attention focused at the front of the briefing room, Lieutenant Perry stepped forward and began addressing the details of their mission.  It would be a two-day trip, out past Worcester and back.  There’d been numerous sightings of infected and their team would scout the area and determine if a larger force was needed.  The Worcester area was still largely abandoned and so the information was spotty and unconfirmed.  Wrapping up his presentation, Lieutenant Perry turned.  “Major Rose, would you like to add anything?”
“Perry, how many times do I have to tell you, you can just call me Marshall in these meetings,” he said stepping forward, chuckling.  “No, I think you covered all the important points.  As always, I want to remind you to live up to the standard of those that came before you set.  We must resist our enemy in any and every way, and try to leave to those who come after us a better world.”  He looked around to the faces peering down at him, despite them having heard that short speech before every mission, they all seemed determined, ready for whatever they might face ahead of them.
“Dismissed,” Major Marshall Rose stated simply.  
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