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A Haunting
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Have pity upon us miserable sinners, that now are visited with great sickness and mortality, that like as thou didst then command thy angel to cease from punishing, so it may now please thee to withdraw from us this plague and grievous sickness; through Jesu Christ our Lord…As it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be: world without end, Amen
-The Book of Common Prayer
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Prologue
 
To every man upon this earth
Death cometh, soon or late.
And how can man die better
Than facing fearful odds,
For the ashes of his fathers
And the temples of his gods?
-Thomas Macaulay
 
Viruses by definition are neither dead nor quite alive. Unable to grow or reproduce they are nevertheless quite capable of hijacking a host’s genetic material and, much like millions of microscopic Dr. Frankensteins, using it to create replicas of themselves. Hidden inside layers of flesh, disguised inside the very cells they destroy before moving on to the next, they are the ultimate stealth predator. Ever looking for ways to expand, leaping species barriers with devastating consequences, they are capable of altering their host’s behavior in profound and disturbing ways.
The veneer of civilization is thin and it takes little to peel it away, exposing the barbarism that lurks beneath. In Haiti that veneer has been tested time after time by hurricanes, failed economies, and vicious, oppressive political regimes. When the country was felled by the most devastating earthquake in their history and reports of widespread cannibalism circulated, no one understood that sending in more supplies and workers would not stop the problem. By then the victims had already been transported almost worldwide to the finest medical facilities available. Once everyone understood that quarantine was the only possible solution it was too late to stop the nightmare already ravaging the world.
A series of earthquake and aftershock-triggered tsunamis washed over the islands of the Caribbean, the waves pulling thousands of the dead and the living out to sea. Aerial video shot by the media the day after the first earthquake showed bodies floating, washed back and forth by the currents and winds. Further video shot the next day revealed these people still struggling in the water, floundering about in apparent attempts to stay afloat. The local island maritime police sent out boats and helicopters to rescue these intrepid survivors. Most of them, police and victims, never returned.
Geologists determined that the magnitude ten plus earthquake had knocked the earth six and one half degrees off its axis. The long-term ramifications of that (weather changes, shorter days, etc.) were many but there was little time to speculate as the rapidly-spreading virus took center stage.
~
 
Dulles International Airport 5:20 p.m.
William Blount stood waiting at the luggage carrel, tired and ready for this nightmare day to be over and done with. He didn’t see his leather duffle bag yet and figured it was probably lost. That would be the icing on the cake.
He glanced down at the bandage on his left hand. The bleeding had stopped but it ached with a non-stop, cold throbbing. Why he had jumped in and helped with that crazed passenger he didn’t know. He would never do it again. His belief that no good deed goes unpunished had been proven and then some.
When the man boarded the plane at Punta Cana in the Dominican Republic he looked deathly ill, so much so that William wondered why they had allowed him to board at all. There were so many displaced people since the earthquake and so many were trying to get the heck out of the country maybe the airlines just weren’t paying close attention. He was grateful to be seated four rows away from him. The sound of that wet, loose cough was driving William insane and when it finally stopped, he settled back into his seat and closed his eyes, grateful for the quiet.
After what seemed like only minutes he jerked awake to the sound of screams. He turned and looked around trying to find the cause of all the commotion. A flight attendant crouched in the aisle, crying and holding her arm, out of which a huge chunk of flesh was missing. Blood covered the white cuff of her uniform blouse but hardly anyone was looking at her. The star attraction stood in the center of the aisle.
The ill passenger was on his feet, mouth, chin, and the front of his shirt drenched with blood as he chewed on…something. His glazed eyes locked in on a small girl with a particularly shrill cry and he moved in her direction. She screamed louder and her mother pulled her closer, turning and trying to shield the child with her body.
William looked around. What the hell was this? Was no one going to do anything? He didn’t see the other flight attendant anywhere.
William was a big guy but the sick man looked insane and he preferred not to take him on alone. Even so, (he looked around again but no one else was getting up) someone had to stop this.
The first thing he noticed was that the guy was strong. When William gripped his arm to pull him away from the child it was like trying to bend a steel rod. The second thing he noticed was the smell. Had he rolled in something dead before he boarded the plane? William must have pulled him off balance because the guy fell sideways on the woman across the aisle. She scrambled to get away and wound up in the lap of the woman next to her but the sick guy wasn’t paying attention to her. He pushed himself back up and turned toward William who now saw his face up close.
Gray-white except for the blood-spattered mouth and chin, the eyes were unfocused but his movements were feral and predatory. William realized for the first time what the guy was eating. His mouth continued to chew and William heard teeth clicking together as he put his hands up and slowly backed away down the aisle and tried to talk some sense into him.
“Look, buddy, you can stop where you are right now. Or even better, just go back to your seat and stay there. I don’t want to hurt you but I will if you don’t stop. Of course I could really use A LITTLE HELP!” He shouted the last three words and two men somewhat shamefacedly stood and moved into the aisle. 
They came at the sick man from behind but before they reached him he stumbled, falling hard into William and knocking him to the floor. That gore-filled mouth bit into the hand William held up to hold him off. The ill man shook his head as if he were a dog trying to tear the hand off. William screamed. The two men moved in and pinned the man’s arms behind him, using someone’s luggage strap to tie him up. They trussed his ankles as well and dragged him down the aisle behind the galley curtain and into wherever the flight attendant had gone. The captain’s voice came over the speakers. 
“Uh, ladies and gentlemen, we have requested assistance from Airport Security and our flight has been re-routed to Miami International Airport. They are, uh, clearing a runway for us and we expect to land in about, uh, fifteen minutes. Emergency medical personnel are already waiting for us there so everyone just hold tight for a few more minutes.”
Easy for them, thought William, cradling his injured hand. The bite went to the bone. He had thought the guy was going to tear his finger off. A continuous moaning came from somewhere and he wished they would gag him and shut him up. He could still smell the stink of him and again wondered what on earth made someone smell like that. Gangrene? And why do pilots talk like that?
After they landed and armed officers removed the tied up passenger the EMT workers came for William and the flight attendant. He caught a glimpse of the injured woman as they loaded her into an ambulance. She was prone on a stretcher and her face was the same gray/white as the sick passenger. The techs cleaned and bandaged William’s hand and prepared to take him to the hospital but he refused. He didn’t have time for this.
“Sir, you really should get that x-rayed and you’ll need some heavy-duty antibiotics. Human bite wounds are filthy. When was your last tetanus shot?”
“I don’t know. Look, just bandage me up here and I’ll go to my doctor when I get home. I work for a living and I don’t have time for this.”
William brushed off the tech’s remonstrations and now, watching the endlessly turning conveyor, felt relieved to be almost home. His duffle finally slid into view and he hoisted it onto his shoulder with his good hand. He got in his car and sat, massaging his arm. He could swear it actually felt cold to the touch and that cold ache had spread to his shoulder. No matter. He would take some Tylenol and eat a hot meal and he’d be fine tomorrow. Both the boys had hockey games this weekend and he was more than ready for a little down time with the family. A fit of coughing surprised him and it was several minutes before he could stop. Eyes still watering, he started the car and pulled out into the evening D.C. traffic.
 



Chapter One
Two days later.
Five o’clock. Finally. Beatrice Kelly powered off the tablet she had carried most of the day while doing a last minute inventory of the Egyptian exhibit in the basement gallery.  When the British Museum closed its Egyptian rooms for renovation and sent the priceless exhibit on tour, the National Gallery Board jumped at the opportunity to display it. The collection of Egyptian artifacts, the most extensive in the western world, was amassed over centuries starting in 1753 with contributed items from a private collector. Sir William Hamilton donated more in 1772 but the biggest haul came in 1801 when British forces defeated Napoleon and happily liberated the collection that the Little Emperor had in his turn appropriated from the Egyptians during his expeditions in that ancient land. After that, European interest in the region grew and each year saw new treasures shipped to England for public and private collections. Only in the past twenty years or so had Egypt begun to restrict exports of its antique heritage.
Her boss wanted to be absolutely certain the actual exhibits matched the report she was preparing for the director. Fortunately everything did. Tomorrow was the grand opening for the collection and they were expecting big crowds. She lingered a moment, going back to look at a monolithic carving of Senemut, Queen Hatshepsut’s steward, architect, and possible lover. The sculpture showed the great man sitting down, only his head visible above a blanket-type garment through which a happy, little face peeked, just below his. The face belonged to Neferure, daughter of Hatshepsut, clearly content to be held by the man some archaeologists and historians conjectured was her father.
A glass display case held a series of brightly colored tiles showing a giraffe and zebra playing cards and drinking wine. Next to that was a polished lapis-lazuli makeup compact accompanied by a series of exquisite makeup brushes of varying sizes. She saw her reflection in the glass. The bun she had twisted her hair into this morning looked frayed. She pulled the chopsticks holding it and her hair tumbled down around her shoulders. The light streaks from last summer were long gone and she was back to regular blonde. She needed to have it trimmed. She finger-combed it then put it back up.
Checking her phone she found a voicemail, sent at noon today from her boss, Sylvie. 
“Bea? It’s Sylvie. We’ve decided to close for the day in light of everything that’s going on. We may be out tomorrow too. Don’t worry about finishing the report right now. The opening is going to be delayed, obviously. Go home and stay safe.”
What did that mean? In light of what?  It had to be the snow. The building had been quiet all day and she had seen no one. She suspected that even the open areas had few visitors since the snow started. Personally she thought the city looked better covered in a sparkling blanket of white but she could see how people would prefer not to drive in it.
Her phone buzzed in her pocket and she saw Evan’s number. Since he lost his last job, he called her several times a day even though she told him that personal calls at work were discouraged in her department.
“Hello?”
“Bumble-Bea, where are you?”
“I’m still at work. I had a special project to work on today. Where are you?”
“I’m just hanging out. I thought you would be home by now. Have you seen the news?”
“Evan, I’ve been at work all day.”
He didn’t seem to hear her and kept talking.
“They’re saying it’s pretty bad and they’re telling people to-”
Dead air. The call dropped. Cell phone reception was never good down here. She turned the lights off and pocketed her phone.
Figuring out what to do about Evan, fun, charming and utterly irresponsible, had occupied her thoughts for the past few weeks. They dated off and on for over a year and in that time he found and lost two jobs, the first because of the economy but the second after an escalating feud with a co-worker that ended in a fistfight. He hadn’t had a job since then and she had a feeling his roommates weren’t going to float him much longer. He had hinted broadly that he might want to move in with her but every square inch in her rental was in use. 
She headed up the stairs to the back hallway leading to her office. The guards must have herded all the stragglers out double-time. She met no one on the stairs or in the lobby.
As large as the public areas of the Gallery were, they were dwarfed by the storage areas that most people never saw. Bea’s office was carved out of a football field-sized area dominated by glass-less display cases, snarling reptilian figures missing limbs, eyes or teeth, benches with broken slats and other items, all awaiting repair. She scooted around a stack of wooden pallets and into her tiny office. It wasn’t much space but just the fact that she had an office at all made her happy. She had worked so hard for this. Taking classes while working two restaurant jobs had been her life for years until she finally got her first “real” job. 
She loaded her report, typed a quick summary paragraph and then sent it to Sylvie. Checking her phone she found two texts from her brother. The first told her that school closed early today and in the second he complained that there was no food in the house. If there’s one thing I have learned, she thought, it’s that there is never enough food in the house for an eleven-year-old boy.  She texted him back. “Sliced turkey meat drawer.”
Though she complained, she felt a fierce, protective love for him. Even before first their dad and finally their mom dropped out of the picture completely, lost to drugs and alcohol, it had really been just the two of them against the world. The day her parents brought him, a warm, blanketed bundle, back to the apartment from the hospital she knew he was hers. That very first night she woke to his fretful, hungry cries, fixed the bottle with the WIC supplied formula, and fed him herself. He latched ferociously onto the nipple, not stopping until he drained every drop. He then produced an enormous burp and went to sleep but not before their eyes met and the bond between them was born. Oh, she knew newborns weren’t supposed to be able to focus but he did that night. 
It was Bea who made sure there were vegetables and milk in the house, Bea who saw that he went to bed on time and who helped him with his homework while their parents made half-hearted attempts to get clean. The attempts failed. After their dad left, her mom seemed to disappear a little more every day until finally one night she just didn’t come home. Bea was seventeen and working after school but Brian was only six. 
That night when she got home from work, he had already fixed her a supper consisting of a peanut butter sandwich and chocolate milk and was sitting solemnly at the chipped formica kitchen table waiting for her to help him with his phonics workbook. When she asked him where their mom was he burst into tears and said he didn’t know.
The next morning Bea called the police and reported her missing but after three weeks they told her brusquely they couldn’t devote any more time to the case, especially with their mother’s history of substance abuse. For years she and Brian looked for her everywhere they went. There were several times when, catching sight of a slender woman with blonde streaked hair, they drew closer only to find that it wasn’t her. Almost every night for six months Brian woke up crying. She would go in his room and hold him until he went back to sleep. Bea, fortunately, was only a few weeks away from her eighteenth birthday and their caseworker endorsed her request to be Brian’s legal guardian. They never saw their mom again.
Double checking her work she opened the file she just sent to her boss. To her dismay, while the summary at the top looked good, the body of the report had not converted well into Word. There were gaps in the text and the margins were all over the place. If she had to retype the whole thing into Word she would be here half the night. She uploaded the original one more time and tried to convert it to a PDF to see if that worked better. A message popped up that said “Converting”.
Crossing her fingers she sidled out of her office, walked past the pallet stack and up to Sylvie’s office. The offices along the way were all open with the lights left on. That was unusual. She flipped the switches off as she went, a lifetime of ingrained thriftiness impelling her. All along the wall back here were items that, for whatever reason, the curators had decided not to display. There was a squat little statue that looked fine until she turned it around and found that- oh dear- the Egyptians did not shy away from phallic symbols in their art. She turned it back to face the wall. 
Sylvie’s glass-walled office was locked which was also unusual. A battered, metal chest took up most of the space on her desk and the lights had been left on in here too. A series of tablets propped on a table looked like they might have once been part of a frieze. They showed the steps in the embalming process starting with the usual washing of the corpse in palm wine, followed by removal of the internal organs. The brain was removed first, pulled out through the nose by a hook. The body was washed again in Nile water and then wrapped in linen bandages, amulets placed in the appropriate places. The series continued on with another body, the embalmers performing the same steps but on the last tablet the corpse was shown stepping down from the embalming slab, breaking out of its wrappings. The artist had conveyed very realistic-looking fear on the faces of the fleeing attendants.
She looked back at the preceding images. The embalming process was something she had known by heart for years. Something was missing from the last series but she couldn’t figure out what exactly. Still, it made no sense not to display it. Maybe there just wasn’t room. She wandered back to her office.
The file was still converting and she checked her phone for the time. It was almost six-thirty. Everyone would soon be gone except for the night security staff. She took her shoes off and pulled on her boots, thinking about what she wanted for supper. Whatever it was she would need a lot of it to make Brian happy.
There were no windows down here but she was sure it was close to dark. The stupid file finally finished but now, while the body looked perfect, the summary at the beginning was all askew. Forget this. She deleted the summary and sent the body of the report through. She would explain to Sylvie tomorrow.
Finding her coat, she fished her hat and gloves out of the pockets then shouldered the over-sized, red, patent leather purse she had found on Ebay. It was the nicest purse she had ever owned and she had hesitated before taking it this morning. It was a lengthy walk from the Metro to her house and she didn’t want it ruined by the snow. Instead of walking home from Foggy Bottom she might take the Circulator bus tonight.
She would be fine from here to the first station. The Metro was fairly impervious to any kind of weather and went almost everywhere she needed to go. Her footsteps echoed on the hard, cold floors and again she saw no one on her way out. Usually one or two of her co-workers stayed late but not tonight. The snow must have spooked everyone into scurrying home. Her phone buzzed.
“Bea, where are you?” Brian asked. 
 “Still at work but on my way in a minute. What’s up? Did they cancel school for tomorrow because of the snow?”
“It wasn’t because of the snow. They told us that it’s flu or something; I forget what they called it. But just a few minutes ago, all the channels either went blank or stopped showing anything but the news. Everyone is supposed to stay home until it blows over.”
“Until what blows over? The snow or the flu?”
“The flu, Bea,” he said with exaggerated patience.
“Oh, okay. Are you all locked up?”
“The doors are locked but there’s someone rattling the gates. Oh, I think the dog was here. All the dog treats I left outside were gone when I got home.”
Their little rental had the good fortune to be inside the gates of a once stately Georgetown property. The old, creaky, metal gates were mostly unused since she and Brian came and went through a break in the stone wall caused long ago by the ground settling. Hardly anyone knew it was there as it was covered by a thick curtain of English ivy but a few weeks ago a stray found his way in and Brian was determined to entice him into becoming their dog.
“Who is rattling the gates? Can you see them?”
“I can see him, a little. It’s just a man. I’ve never seen him before but he looks sick.”
“Don’t go outside and stay away from the windows. The trains may be running slow so I’m not sure how long I’ll be, okay? Just sit tight.”
“Ok but, Bea?”
“What?”
“Can you bring home pizza?” 
“I’ll try. See you in about an hour and, seriously Brian, don’t go outside.” She rang off, pocketed her phone and ran down the steps into the basement.
Next to the ramp in the south dock a service door was open, banging back and forth in a strong wind. A small pile of snow had already built up on the threshold. That door was never supposed to be left open. She heard someone outside gasping and struggling to breathe and she hurried over.
Blood stained the snow outside. In the failing light it appeared dark, almost black but she knew it was blood because she could see the body it poured from. It was Ben, one of the veteran guards. He had always been especially kind to her and was a friendly source of information when she was new and still finding her way in the often bewildering hallways, basements, and sub-basements of the huge buildings.
“Oh no, Ben! What-?” She knelt in the snow and took his hand. He struggled and seemed to be trying to speak. The blood poured out into the snow even faster, pooling thickly near her knees. A trail of it led around the corner of the building. He must have dragged himself here.
“Don’t move.” She dug for her phone with her free hand and punched in 9-1-1. The line was busy.
What now? She knew she had to stop the bleeding but she couldn’t see where it was coming from. His coat was unzipped and she pulled it open to find his abdomen slashed and torn, shreds of skin hanging down to the side. Strings of flesh stuck to the flaps pulled apart with the coat and she began to shake. He was going to die and there was nothing she could do about it.
She ran back into the building, searching, screaming for someone to help. She heard nothing but her own voice echoing back. She ran up to the break room and found the first-aid kit. Back in the basement the door had blown closed but someone pounded on it from the outside. Someone must have come along and seen that Ben needed help. Thank goodness.
The door vibrated from the blows. She turned the knob and pushed it open.  It was dark enough now that the outside security lights were on, casting an unnatural glare across the heavily trampled snow. To her surprise Ben was on his feet, coming forward and she moved aside to let him through the door but instead he lunged at her and took her down to the floor. Caught completely off guard her head hit the concrete hard, dazing her.
She had just a second to register that he smelled like something dead and rotting before he grabbed her by the hair and opened his mouth, pulling her head close. She hit him hard with the first aid kit and it burst open, scattering gauze and alcohol swabs everywhere but he didn’t even flinch. He was so heavy she couldn’t breathe. Frantic and suffocating she clawed at his eyes and face but it didn’t bother him. He just tried to bite her hands. Pulling the chopstick from her hair she plunged it deep into his eye. He slumped on top of her.
A dark figure stumbled through the door and she called out, “Help me, please. I can’t get him off of me.” 
The stranger said nothing. She pushed hard and finally wriggled out from under Ben’s body then looked up.
A woman she had never seen before stood over her, swaying as if drunk. She wore one black stiletto and the other foot was bare. Her mouth, chin, and the front of her un-tucked blouse were covered in blood and black chunks of something. Most of the skin on the left side of her face was missing. 
Bea got to her feet and ran to the stairs. She stood a moment and watched as more people stumbled inside. Her legs trembled and she almost fell but held on to the banister until she calmed down a little. Starting to call out she stopped. Something was wrong with every single one of them. None wore coats and all were injured in some way. A small boy turned her way and hissed, lurching forward and dragging a broken leg behind him. The sound of gunshots and sirens came in through the open door.
She backed up the stairs. People still poured in. She ran for the top and slammed that door behind her. Leaning against the door, taking comfort in the solid, metal feel of it, she heard moaning echoing up the stairwell. Shivering, she pushed a bench against the door and went to the lobby. The bench wouldn’t keep them out but it was all she could do for now. She tried calling 9-1-1 again but got an automated message about unusually heavy call volume. Panic welled up and she stifled sobs when she thought of Ben. Did I really just kill Ben?
The basement exit wasn’t the only one, of course. Just the most convenient. She headed toward a little used side door that opened onto the piazza, deciding to use it even though it would trip the alarm. Actually that was a good idea. Maybe the police would respond to that since they weren’t answering 9-1-1.
As soon as she entered the lobby she saw blue lights flashing outside. Relieved, she had her hand on the door bar, ready to press down when she saw figures staggering slowly along the piazza, bumping into stone planters, benches, and each other. Some wore blood-splattered police uniforms. She backed away from the door not wanting to draw their attention.
She checked the offices again to see if anyone else was in the building but she found no one, not even security.
People were still out there but hadn’t increased in number. Snow swirled around the street lights. She peered out through the glass trying to see the street but couldn’t. The Judiciary Square Metro station was closest if she could just make it. She took a deep breath and opened the door.
The alarm pierced the night and caught the immediate attention of the people in the piazza. A few stopped in their tracks then began to walk toward the noise. Bea stepped into the shadows and edged along the building, heading toward the Metro.
Blue lights flashed all along 3rd Street. Occasional gunshots punctuated the moaning and screaming all around her. Every time a gun fired she flinched, expecting to be hit. This must be some kind of riot. A policeman yelled at her to run, RUN and she did, just as the glass wall behind her exploded. She threw herself to the ground as the officer sprayed a man with bullets. His body jerked with each impact but he kept coming and took the cop down. From her viewpoint it looked like he ripped the officer’s throat out with his teeth. 
The snow around her was dark with blood and she got to her feet and edged toward the down escalator for the Metro. The street near the station was clear but she stayed down, ducking behind cars when she could until she had to cross the open area of sidewalk near the station entrance.
A woman lay prone on the sidewalk and someone (her husband?) knelt over her, rocking back and forth. Bea got to her feet. Her footsteps crunched in the crusty snow and she slipped then regained her balance. The slush on the streets had re-frozen as ice making the streets even more treacherous than they were this morning.
“Excuse me, sir? Are you okay?” she said.
He turned around. His eyes were unfocused and his face wet with either tears or melting snow. His mouth opened and he gestured at something just as Bea was pulled backward and fell down in the snow and ice.
An elderly man fastened one hand upon her scarf and dragged her with it toward his open mouth. He wasn’t large but he was very strong and the scarf was choking her as he pulled it tight. She clawed at her throat and got the scarf loose then kicked at the old man, getting him in the knees. He went down with an audible crack of bones that must be his knees or hip. Whatever was broken, it didn’t keep him from crawling toward her again, slowly dragging himself through the snow with his arms.
Bea stepped away after she picked up her purse and grabbed her scarf. It stank like a dead animal but she wrapped it around her neck anyway, tucking the ends inside her coat so no one could grab them again. She turned back to the man kneeling beside the woman on the sidewalk. He remained hunched over the woman and she definitely heard sobs as he took the woman’s hand, patting it, imploring her in a language Bea couldn’t understand. A pool of dark liquid formed in the snow surrounding them.
Suddenly the woman sat up and reached for her husband with both arms. He exclaimed in relief and embraced her just as she opened her mouth and bit a chunk of flesh from his neck. Blood arced in a fountain and he collapsed, eyes confused and uncomprehending as his life poured out onto the frozen ground. The woman continued biting, pulling and gnawing on tendons and veins. Bea backed away, hand to her mouth and then tried to run, slipping on the ice and falling.
This wasn’t a riot; it was something else altogether. She practically crawled toward the Metro, trying to stay low and out of sight. The old man who had attacked her still followed, crawling slowly but determinedly. The escalator down was still working and she stepped onto it, feeling surreal as the steps took her smoothly down to the train boarding platform.
No one was here. She had lost track of time but it must be after seven o’clock, no longer rush hour but there were usually a few stragglers or tourists who stayed later in the city than the thousands of federal employees. Her attacker fell down the escalator followed by a woman who hissed and stumped forward slowly on bare feet. Bea flinched and backed to the end of the platform close to the tunnel. She was trapped if the train didn’t come soon. More injured people stumbled down. The floor lights on the platform dimmed then brightened indicating an approaching train but she heard nothing. 
 The crowd drew closer. She didn’t hear gunshots anymore and considered trying to get around them and go back up but who knew how long it would take her to walk home. The lights dimmed and brightened again. A train should be here in seconds. 
 A rumbling roar came down the tracks and trash blew in the wind the train created. The throng seemed excited by the sound. The train slowly came to a halt and the doors hissed open. 
 



Chapter Two
 
The car looked empty. She ran for it and once inside held on to the pole whispering “Please, please” while waiting for the doors to close. The speakers inside the train chimed and the automated voice said, “Doors closing” and they slid shut, barely missing the outstretched hand of her bloody, barefoot pursuer. She sank gratefully into a seat as the train picked up speed. Looking over her shoulder she was startled to see that the car was not actually empty. A man wearing green hospital scrubs and tennis shoes slouched in a seat near the back. He was asleep. She watched him for a moment to see if he woke up but he didn’t stir.
She hadn’t even looked to see where the train was going. Mentally she ticked off possible stops from this station if it were going in the Georgetown direction. Normally she would switch to the blue or orange line at Metro Center then get off at Rosslyn or Foggy Bottom and take the Circulator or walk the rest of the way. There were several stops between here and there though. She looked out at the dark tunnel flashing by and wished she had checked her voicemail and left work early. She would call the police as soon as she got home and report Ben’s death. She didn’t want anyone overhearing that conversation. Closing her eyes she pressed her palms against her eyelids, trying to block the memory. It had been self-defense but would anyone believe her? Would they come and take her into custody or would she be allowed to turn herself in? Who would take care of her brother?
The train began to slow and the automated voice announced their arrival at Metro Center. She made sure her scarf was still tucked into the collar of her coat and cinched her belt tightly around her waist. Pressed against the side of the car so she wouldn’t be visible through the windows she peeked out.
A surging crowd filled the platform, obviously jockeying for position, doing that little shuffle trying to guess where the doors would be once the train stopped. They were conservatively dressed, some in their two-thousand dollar Burberry coats with laptop bags hanging off one shoulder. All of them government workers probably pulling down close to six-figures a year. 
She self-consciously smoothed the lapels of her consignment store, London Fog coat. It was no Burberry but it was nice enough. Deciding to change tactics she moved in front of the doors so that she was easily seen. If she didn’t get off first she would be trapped by the incoming passengers. Some of them backed away and looked frightened when they saw her and she wondered what they knew that she didn’t. The doors opened and they moved back to let her off. She smiled hesitantly and they all looked relieved then practically trampled her in their haste to board.
Making her way past the turnstiles and onto the platform for the blue line she overheard snippets of conversation.
“Bastards made like they were in this with us then we find out they left town before the announcement was even made. Sneaking, lying jerks.” The speaker pushed past her and jumped ahead of several others trying to board.
“Yeah, they bombed the hospital but that was after it jumped. It jumped! They knew and they let us all come into the city today anyway.” This from a woman holding the hand of a little boy in a navy-blue parka.
Bea stopped in front of her. “What jumped? Can you tell me what is going on?”
The woman looked annoyed and kept moving forward in the boarding line. “Where have you been? The virus from Haiti jumped quarantine. They bombed the hospital this morning but it was too late. It spread. Any of us could be infected.”
“What? They bombed a hospital in Haiti?”
“No, here. They bombed the military hospital here.”
Bea knew about the earthquake but hadn’t followed the story after the initial reports. She had only recently gotten cable and Brian kept the television tuned to Animal Planet or Nat Geo almost all the time. She didn’t mind. Both channels were more interesting than the political bickering and sensationalism found in the news. Apparently though, she missed something pretty important. What kind of virus justified bombing an entire hospital?
People continued to board, pushing, shoving, and clawing to get inside. The doors wouldn’t close so the people inside pushed those near the doors back onto the platform. Screams broke out and they turned to see a spray of blood across the windows of the train Bea had just left. She caught a glimpse of the formerly sleeping passenger in hospital scrubs, hands locked around the bloody, torn throat of a teen-aged boy who was fighting for his life. The doors had already closed and the train was moving as passengers beat on the windows and doors, trying to get out. The train picked up speed and was gone.
Bea didn’t know if another train would come and if it did whether or not she really wanted to board. She needed a map of the city and time to plot a route home above ground. She had never walked the entire way home but was used to walking from Foggy Bottom. The only problem was who or what would be out there with her tonight.
While she stood there, biting her lip in indecision, the lights pulsed again. Another train. She moved over to the up escalator, poised to flee, and felt the rumble of the oncoming train. It slowed and came to a gradual stop but she and everyone else there could already see it held few passengers. Sending up a silent prayer she boarded. 
Everyone looked at one another with suspicion and seldom made eye contact which was not that different from standard public transportation norms. Bea, however, needed information so she spoke up.
“Does anyone know what this ‘flu’ or whatever it is does to people? Believe it or not, I haven’t seen that much about it.” She looked around expectantly.
A gray-haired woman told her, “It causes vomiting, then coma, then psychosis.”
Bea asked, “How do you get it? Is it airborne?”
“They don’t know for sure. Most people have gotten it from bites so far.” 
“Animal bites?”
“No, ma’am, human bites,” a very tired-looking man in military attire informed her. “There may be other ways to contract it. They don’t know for sure but they’re advising people to stay home to be safe. My guess is things will calm down in a week or so.”
A man wearing a houndstooth-checked wool hat put his cell phone away and leaned forward. “I don’t think so, buddy. The president and all his staff left town last night, heading for an undisclosed location. All the other big-wigs left around the same time. With the exception of 9/11, have you ever heard of that happening before? I haven’t.”
“Don’t jump to conclusions based on rumors. You don’t know that anyone left town for sure.”
“I don’t? My brother-in-law’s company has been treating the president’s study in the White House for deathwatch beetles and when he went in there two days ago the staff was grabbing papers and stuffin’ ‘em in bags and boxes, packing up everything they could. When he went back in this morning, almost everyone was gone. The people left told him to go on home and sit tight ‘til things get better but Ray said even they were packing up, getting ready to bug out.”
The train pulled into the Foggy Bottom station. The platform here was empty. Everyone disembarked then mounted the still working escalator up to the next level. A few people were there, looking ready to flee but they relaxed once they got a good look at the newcomers. Lights appeared in the tunnel and a train rumbled along the tracks.
It didn’t stop. She had a confused impression of blood-smeared windows and screams within. The people inside were fighting for their lives against what appeared to be their fellow passengers. The nightmare images flashed by then were gone and quiet returned to the platform.
Instinct told her this must be a terrorist attack even though that didn’t make sense. A missile attack, a plane crash or a vehicle bomb, those made sense in a terrorist scenario. Hand-to-hand combat in and under the streets did not. Whatever this was she had to get out of here and get home. What if the man shaking the gates outside her house was sick and managed to get inside? She texted Brian again telling him to stay inside, sending the message just as a colossal boom and then the screeching crash of tearing steel echoed down the tunnel. Bea thought she must have gone deaf because though she saw people on the platform cry out she couldn’t hear them. Faces contorted in pain from the sound and the realization that fellow human beings had just died, were still dying, in darkness and fear. 
Gradually her hearing returned though accompanied by a ringing effect that dampened what she heard. Two men in safety vests and a woman wearing hospital scrubs under her coat jumped down onto the track, carefully avoiding the live third rail, and began to walk toward the crash. The darkness of the tunnel soon swallowed them up then the screams began. Or perhaps they had been sounding the whole time and she was just now able to hear them.
“We’re going to have to try to get home above-ground,” said a young father pushing a baby stroller full of packages. His frightened-looking wife held a sleeping baby tightly. “The trains aren’t safe anymore.”
Bea said, “There was a gun battle going on in the streets near the Federal Triangle. You don’t want to take a baby out in anything like that.”
“They don’t have any choice, lady. Take a look at that.” The man with the exterminator brother-in-law pointed down toward the tunnel.
Slowly emerging from the shadows of the tunnel, the survivors of the crash limped along the tracks. They seemed dazed, so dazed that they staggered to stay upright. A woman wandered dangerously close to the live rail and Bea shouted out a warning but she either didn’t hear or didn’t understand because she stepped on it. Once her foot made the connection her body began to jerk and they heard sizzling sounds before she fell to one side. Horrified, Bea went forward to jump down into the tracks to help her up but a man standing near her grabbed her arm. She tried to shake him off but he just shook his head and held on.
Incredibly, the electrocuted woman got to her knees then stood up. Shredded skin revealed a huge rip in her throat and blood covered the front and shoulder of her blouse. She continued to stagger forward with the others.
All of the survivors were horribly injured, to the point that they really shouldn’t be alive and certainly not ambulatory. The woman holding the baby began to make choked sounds that were not quite screams and she ran for the escalator, her husband following. Everyone else on the platform began to move away.
The man holding her arm let go and started up the escalator. He glanced back at her and said, “You should leave too. I don’t think those,” he pointed to the walking wounded “can get up here but there might be others who can.”
“What are you talking about? We can’t just leave them.” Bea had seen callousness before but this was unbelievable.
“They’re infected and you can’t help them. They’ll kill you if they can. Look down.”
She did. The survivors stood just below them, reaching upward but didn’t seem to know how to climb up. She went to the edge of the platform and a man wearing an orange safety vest bared his teeth and snapped at her. His eyes looked completely dead and he showed no emotion other than desperate, vicious hunger. He was also (she drew back with a small scream) missing an arm. 
“Hurry! The others are coming,” her rescuer shouted at her from the escalator.
He was right. Dozens of wounded walked along the track. Several wandered onto the live rail but they just kept coming. How was this possible? She ran up the escalator, jumped the turnstile because she couldn’t find her pass, and walked up and out into the dark D.C. night.
“We might all be safer if we stayed together and there is strength in numbers. Which way are you going?” It was the same man who had held her back from the track. “I’m David and you are…?”
“Bea, Beatrice actually, and I need to get to Georgetown. I live near the C&O. Nice to meet you and thanks for- for down there, you know. Which way are you going?”
“Nice to meet you, Beatrice Actually. My apartment is up toward Rock Creek so that should work. You wouldn’t happen to have a weapon with you, would you?” 
Odd question. Why would she have a weapon? Bea shook her head but thought of the tightly-locked old footlocker in the linen closet. She had a gun. Three really but none were licensed to carry. She found them in with some of her mom’s things not long after she left. Typical of her mom to leave something that dangerous in a place that a six-year-old could reach. Bea locked them up immediately, along with the ammo. She suspected they belonged either to her dad or maybe the grandfather they had never met. She knew her dad had been in the Gulf War and her grandfather had gone to Vietnam but little more than that. Family stories around the fire in the evenings were never a feature of their home life. 
“I don’t either but maybe we can pick something up along the way. Let’s see if anyone else is going in our direction.” 
The couple with the baby huddled next to the streetlamp. The man in the houndstooth-checked hat stood next to them, talking and gesturing down the street.
“… have seen Reagan International! Everyone fighting to get on a plane out, didn’t matter where, as long as it was out of town. Of course there weren’t enough flights and I guess they either tried to rent a car and drive out or they went back to their hotel or whatever. I didn’t stick around once-”
“Hey, sorry to interrupt but are any of you headed north-west? If it’s practical it might be better to stay together for as long as we can,” David said.
“Sure, that works for us,” said the woman holding the baby. “I’m Sophia and this is my husband, John.” She shifted the sleeping baby on her shoulder. “And this is Hannah.”
As if she knew she were being discussed the baby opened sleepy brown eyes, yawned and then went back to sleep. The wind picked up and Sophia turned to keep the twirling snowflakes from hitting the tiny, brown, pink-cheeked face.
“Jackson Brown, nice to meet all of you. Yeah, I know what you’re thinking and no, I’m not the rock-star diva. Just call me Jack” said the man in the checked hat. “Staying together is a good idea and I think we’d better get going now.” 
Bea tucked her scarf into the neck of her coat; it was cold and getting colder. They climbed the steps up and out into the frozen streets.
Away from the Metro, Foggy Bottom bustled with activity. The corner bodegas were packed and one store had already put up a sign proclaiming they were out of milk. Cars, some abandoned, blocked the streets. Bea looked but didn’t see a Circulator bus anywhere.
She remembered the pizza Brian wanted but the queues to get in the stores snaked outside onto the sidewalks. She doubted anything would be left even if she did eventually get inside. Screams pierced the night down the street but nothing was visible through the crowded mass of people. 
Their little group kept going, past the George Washington University Hotel and onto the backstreets. The snow-encrusted tree branches sparkled white in the street lamps and the brick sidewalks were slippery with re-frozen slush. Television screens shone through windows of the charming little row houses back here and Bea thought that she should have told Brian to either close the blinds or turn the TV off. Or would signs of habitation scare the ill people away? She thought again of the man shaking the gates and increased her pace. They came to K Street.
Sophia and John split off here and headed for Twenty-second and Jack turned the corner to his place near the church. Bea and David were alone. He walked along, testing the bars in the occasional wrought iron fence to see if he could break a loose one off for use as a weapon. Just as they came to the end of the block, he found one and bent it back and forth until it snapped off. He looked incongruous in his suit and tie and expensive Brooks Brothers coat, destroying someone’s fence.
“I think that’s stealing if not vandalism, David.” 
“I’ll take my chances. It’s dangerous out here and much worse than the Feds are reporting. It’s quiet now but we’re not safe.”
 “How do you know it’s much worse?”
“I work with Homeland Security and we- well, let’s just say that we are confident this is going to be big, maybe bigger than we can imagine.”
“So this is a terrorist attack?”
“No. If it were I would still be at the office. This is beyond anything we’ve ever run into before. It’s not- well, it’s just too big. You need to arm yourself.”
“I’ll be home in twenty minutes. I’ll be fine.”
“Suit yourself but-” he paused and kicked and bent and twisted another piece of railing until it broke off then handed it to her. “It practically fell into my hand,” he said with wide, innocent eyes. He had nice eyes and a charming, somewhat reluctant smile. “Take it, you might need it.”
“Since you’re offering, I’ll take it.” She hefted it in her left hand and touched the very sharp, fleur-de-lis tip. An unpleasant flashback of her hair skewer going into Ben’s eye arose in her mind and she lowered the bar to her side. “But I won’t need it.”
“We all prefer a war in which we don’t have to fire a shot but that seldom happens.”
“What are you talking about? This isn’t a war. It’s a health scare like H1N1 or Swine Flu. People are over-reacting. It’s going to blow over in a week, maybe two.” Bea tried to read his face but it was too dark.
“Let’s hope so. Anyway, this is where I leave you. My place is two blocks up this way. Good luck, Beatrice Actually, and be careful.”
He walked off, swinging his piece of wrought iron like a cane. She turned left. Farther down the street, light spilled onto the sidewalk from the little corner grocery where she had shopped for years. She sort of knew the Vietnamese family that owned it even though their knowledge of English was mostly confined to numbers and money while her knowledge of Vietnamese was non-existent.
She saw Mrs. Ngo behind the counter and she smiled but the woman did not see her. The door appeared to be locked so she knocked on the glass. Mrs. Ngo dropped the zippered money pouch she held. Coins rolled across the black-and-white checked tile floor and she scrambled to pick them up, all while making go-away motions in Bea’s general direction. Puzzled she moved closer to the glass at which Mrs. Ngo screamed and ran into the back of the store.
There was something smeared on the glass. She gave it a light scrape with her fingernail and it came off black and flaky. Great streaks of it obscured the lower part of the glass wall and continued on down to the sidewalk where it turned into dark splashes then ended in a thick, congealed pool a few feet down the street. After that, dark footprints led out into the street then faded away. A part of her mind identified the substance while another part shied away from acknowledging that identification.
Walking as quietly and quickly as possible now, she continued on her way. Psychosis. That’s what the woman on the train had called it. Mrs. Ngo hadn’t looked psychotic, just spooked. But those people on the train and near the museum were definitely around the bend.
The mixture of apartment buildings and stores soon gave way to last century row houses that in turn yielded to large houses just glimpsed through towering trees. The wind had picked up and moaned and whistled through the streets, rustling the dry, leathery leaves still clinging to the pin oaks. Twice she thought she heard dragging footsteps behind her but she saw no one. She crossed the street and soon walked beside a chiseled, granite wall.
After their mother left, Bea and Brian continued to live in the subsidized housing complex until her sophomore year at Towson when she was awarded a scholarship and transferred to Georgetown. Between her jobs, the scholarship and student loans she had just enough money to rent the pool house of a rundown Georgetown estate close to the C&O Canal. It only had one bedroom and the canal smelled in summer but they were allowed to use the pool in season and the rent was not unreasonable since she agreed to mow the grass as needed. She enrolled Brian at the Foggy Bottom magnet school.
Trying not to crunch on the snow and ice she approached carefully, remembering the man Brian said was at the gate. No one was there now but the snow was heavily trampled. She walked around the corner, lifted the heavy fall of English ivy, and slipped in through the narrow break in the wall.
Light shone from the windows in the back of the small columned building, flickering, moving lights from the television. The main house was purely Georgian in design but the pool house had been built as a tiny, Greek temple, complete with myrtles lining cracked, marble steps that were treacherously icy-slick tonight. She clomped carefully to the top and, propping the iron fence rail against the wall, opened the unlocked back door that led directly into the kitchen.
“So this is what you call being locked up? Brian, anyone could have walked right in here!” She was annoyed and forgot how worried she had been. Unwinding the foul-smelling scarf from around her neck she hung it on the doorknob to let it air out then washed her hands.
“Oh, I forgot about that door. Thanks, Bea. I’ll lock it next time,” he called unconcernedly from the front room that served as both their living room and Bea’s bedroom. “Did you get the pizza?”
He had unfolded her futon and sat cross-legged watching as a newscaster pinpointed areas on a map that were under threat from an expected tsunami. New Orleans seemed to be their main focus but all of the Florida panhandle and other coastal areas were in danger. 
The light from the television both highlighted and shadowed a face that was changing seemingly overnight. Her brother still had the thinness of childhood and was small for his age. His neck grew weedily through the collar of his slightly too large tee shirt but his arms and legs were growing longer, coltish. He looked over at her and smiled. She noticed that he needed a haircut.
“No pizza. Everything was too crowded. The cupboards are full though. Couldn’t you find anything here?”
He held up an empty chip bag and carton of milk. “Pizza just sounded good, you know? I ate the rest of the turkey and made macaroni and cheese. There’s still some on the stove if you want it.”
“Maybe later. What are they saying about the flu?”
“They stopped talking about it. Now they’re just talking about evacuating everyone from New Orleans. They’re pretty sure the levees will fail again. Did they call you?”
“Did who call me? New Orleans?”
“No. The school.” He changed subjects with dizzying rapidity lately. “They said they were going to call you for a conference.”
Her heart sank. “Brian, what did you do?”
He was going through a phase right now of testing everyone and everything in his life. The guidance counselor suggested it might be due to the lack of a strong male role model at home or it might be that he was a very intelligent boy exploring his boundaries. She couldn’t do anything about either of those situations.
“It wasn’t really bad, Bea. I left after fifth period yesterday. With Deshawn. It wasn’t like we were doing anything in that class anyway, just reviewing for the test. I knew all of it already. I bet you I made a hundred on it.”
He probably had but that wasn’t the issue. “Where did you go? You and Deshawn.”  Deshawn was his best friend and usual co-conspirator. 
His eyes lit up. “That’s the part I wanted to tell you! We went over to St. Alban’s on Massachusetts and watched everyone leave. There were about a hundred black limousines lined up at the school, waiting to pick up all those rich kids. They had their suitcases and stuff and just took off. Deshawn and I think it’s because of the flu. It must be really bad, Bea.”
St. Albans was a private school heavily patronized by the Washington elite. Politicians and high-ranking government officials sent their kids there, some as day students, others boarded on campus. It wasn’t a holiday or term break right now. She wondered why so many children had been pulled from school. If the boys were right then it meant the government elite had known something yesterday that they hadn’t shared with the rest of the city or country, for that matter.
“It must be,” she conceded. “But that doesn’t change the fact that you skipped school and no, by the way, no one has called me about it. I guess I need to call Deshawn’s mom. She might not want you guys to hang out anymore if you’re going to do stuff like this.”
That got his attention and he looked a little ashamed of himself. She really had no idea how to deal with this. Until recently they had always been a team, aware that their survival in the world depended on the two of them alone. They had absolutely no one to fall back on. But he was pulling away from her now. While that might be normal, it didn’t make it any easier. Maybe who she really needed to talk to was Deshawn’s dad. She had noticed that Deshawn was carefully respectful of his father who seemed like a no-nonsense kind of guy. Maybe he would be willing to spend some time with Brian. But how could she ask something like that?
She mentally shelved the problem and picked up the pot of macaroni and cheese. Nudging Brian over, she joined him on the futon, eating the cold noodles and watching TV, catching up on all the news she had ignored in the last few days. She watched the edited versions of the attacks in Haiti and heard about the quarantine there. Brian offered to show her the raw versions available on the internet but the television version was bad enough.
On C-Span they watched the repeat of the announcement about the hospital strategic bombing and wondered why the President or even his press spokesperson hadn’t broken the news. Maybe it was like the man boarding the Metro said and they really had all left town before the announcement was made. 
Delayed reaction set in and she started to shake, remembering the meaty feel of stabbing Ben in the eye, the blood on the train windows, the woman’s body jerking and sizzling when she stepped on the live rail. She ran to the bathroom and the noodles came up as she retched. She rinsed her mouth and brushed her teeth, then showered, scrubbing her hands over and over like Lady Macbeth, expecting to see blood. She told Brian she must have eaten something bad at lunch. 
They watched television until late in the night, the wind and snow howling around the pool house, a small haven of warmth and light in the vast, icy metropolis.
 



Chapter Three
 
“He’s back,” Brian called out from his bedroom.
“Who’s back?” Bea looked up from making breakfast in the miniscule, sunny kitchen.
“No, wait, I think it’s a different guy. Okay. Yeah, definitely another guy but he’s rattling the gates. This one isn’t wearing a shirt, Bea. He looks bad.”
Bea poured the last two golden pools of pancake batter onto the griddle and watched them puff up before flipping them then adding them to the stack on the platter. She turned off the stove eye and went to look out the window.
A man stood outside on the sidewalk but he was bumping into the gates more than he was shaking them. He wore only pajama pants or hospital scrub pants. It was hard to tell. He seemed dazed. The sun shone blindingly on the snow and she closed the blinds.  
They ate breakfast, Brian demolishing the pancake stack in minutes. She had already inventoried their food. Since she bought in bulk when she could to save money, they had enough to last two weeks or better if they rationed a little. Would this all be over in two weeks? After what she had seen on television last night she doubted it. They had lots of rice and pasta and canned goods but very little bottled water or milk. If the water was shut off they would be in bad shape within days. 
Only two networks were still broadcasting what looked like a loop of yesterday’s news over and over. There was an interview with a Health Department official advising using caution when dealing with infected individuals. As far as Bea was concerned, people would be better advised to just run away, caution was not the proper word.
She couldn’t stop reliving the scene with Ben. 9-1-1 was out of service for the time being and she had stopped trying to get through. What could they do anyway? A sound of clashing metal broke into her reverie and she looked out at the man at the gates. He had to be freezing. Even though the sun was out it hadn’t really warmed up any and the snow was not melting at all.
Trying again to call Evan she could only leave another voicemail and she began to fear she would never get through. His apartment was in Dupont Circle and she didn’t know how hard hit that area had been.
Opening the door to the linen closet she called to Brian to come help her with the footlocker. Together they dragged it into the front room. She looked high and low for the key before remembering it was on her key ring. 
The lock was rusty but the key turned smoothly and they found the guns, small but lethal looking, nestled amongst old school papers, stuffed animals, random computer cables and unlabeled CDs. Brian was surprised that they had them but, with the help of the internet, soon identified them.
“Ok, these two are both .38 calibers. Do you think they’re loaded?” he asked Bea, peering inside the barrel of the gun.
She blanched and told him to place them both on the floor, carefully. “Let’s just assume they’re all loaded until we’re sure they’re not.”
All of the guns were unloaded. They cleaned and dry-fired them, trying to get comfortable with the feel of them. They found a few bullets for the two revolvers but nothing for the Glock. Brian seemed to enjoy the whole process; maybe it was a guy thing. For her part, every time she touched the cold steel she was reminded just how fragile flesh and bone are, how easily pierced and broken.
The whole time they kept the television on. The reports grew more fantastic throughout the day with entire states being declared too dangerous to enter. Police set up barricades at the Tennessee and North Carolina borders, trying to keep Virginia in what they called a “clean zone.” Although how it could be considered “clean” with an outbreak in D.C., she didn’t know. The networks had completely lost contact with their affiliates in Florida, Georgia, and the Carolinas.
Locals were blogging on the internet and posting warnings to stay away from the Metro. The entire underground was supposed to be full of the roaming flu victims and they were attacking with no provocation. Opinions varied as to why they were eating their victims. Bea went back and read this again. Okay, she knew they were attacking but eating? Here?
The garden gates clanged again. Mr. No-Shirt now had a friend. A woman in a darkly- stained nightgown wandered confusedly off and on the sidewalk, falling over occasionally but always getting up and returning to the gates. Bea squinted to reduce the glare and saw that their eyes were completely white. A strong wind still blew, scattering and swirling the dry, powdery snow.
Bea shivered. The insulation in the pool house was not great since it had never been intended for year-round use.  The granite estate walls blocked out some of the winter winds and in summer they were shaded by enormous poplars so it could be worse but still- she was freezing. She donned a wool sweater and thick socks. Just as she pulled the sweater over her head, she heard her phone buzz. It was Evan.
“Evan, are you okay? Are you home?”
“Not exactly. Some of us got sort of trapped last night at the Spotted Owl. There were a bunch of flu cases outside and we decided to wait them out but they waited us out. The streets are full of even more of them this morning.”
“You know they’re attacking people, right? How are you going to get out?” Bea asked.
“We’re still working on that. The little guy got home from school alright?”
“He did.”
“Good. Don’t go anywhere unless you have to. I’m coming over as soon as I figure out how to get out of here. And Bea?” Static was crackling on the line.
“What?”
“Get a weapon and keep it with you all the time. I have to go-” 
He was gone but at least she knew that he was alive. Leave it to Evan to get stuck in a bar during the apocalypse.
“Bea, look at this. Hurry!” Brian called from the front room.
The television showed an aerial view of the city from a helicopter. Entire blocks were on fire. Visible through the drifting smoke were crowds milling about with no clear purpose. They were definitely not dressed for the weather, some in pajamas and some wearing nothing at all.
“Looting and vandalism at unprecedented levels are going on throughout the eastern half of the country. Food stores and food distribution centers are virtually empty as are pharmacies.”
Viewers were sending in video of people emerging from the ocean, water-swollen, skin hanging in shreds, wandering from the beaches and into the towns, attacking anyone they found in the streets. Homeless shelters were full to bursting and ABC played audio of a family screaming, begging to be let inside. Their cries faded as they were overwhelmed by the sick in the streets.
“FEMA continues to urge everyone to stay home and out of the streets unless they have no other option. Emergency rooms and hospitals should be avoided as they are no longer considered safe due to large numbers of infected individuals in their vicinity.” The news anchor’s make-up looked patchy and her hair was scraped back from her face in an unflattering but practical pony tail. Her closing attempt at a smile was more like a grimace and she walked away from the news desk even before the cameras cut away. They continued to show the almost deserted studio and Bea supposed commercials were irrelevant for the time being. She went to the window.
A third person joined the pair outside the gates, this one fully-dressed but just as dazed or mindless as the original two. The high wall around the estate, while offering Bea and Brian additional protection also made it very difficult to see what the rest of the neighborhood looked like. Were the streets out there crammed with sick people roaming and attacking or were there just a few here and there? How long would it be until the police or National Guard or whoever restored order and life could get back to normal? She felt a small hand clasp hers and she held it tight while they contemplated the wintry landscape.
“Bea, how tall was Dad?”
“I don’t remember. Maybe six feet or so. Why?”
“Some of the girls at school are taller than me. Deshawn is too, now.”
“You’ll catch up. Girls grow faster at this age. Deshawn’s mom and dad are both pretty tall so he probably will be too.”
“Mom was five and a half feet tall.”
“You remember that?” Bea was surprised. This was the most they had talked about their parents in years.
“I always remember Mom. I think about her every day.” 
She spent the afternoon combing the internet for information on the flu and found out that it was actually a virus, probably a retrovirus like AIDS which made it really, really hard to combat since it mutated rapidly. There was no evidence that it had been weaponized by anyone but some comments were highly skeptical of that. There were entire websites claiming it was either a government experiment gone wrong, a terrorist attack, or possibly alien in origin. What did seem obvious was that it acted quickly on its victims and it had originated in and spread from Haiti following the earthquake.
What she couldn’t find was any information on how long it lasted. No one seemed to know. She clicked through everything from Homeland Security Newswire to the Mayo Clinic and found nothing.
“It never goes away.” Bea jumped at the sound of Brian’s voice. She didn’t know how long he had been standing there, reading over her shoulder.
“Did they just say that on the news?”
“No. They’re all dead, the victims. They come back to life and eat people.” 
“Come on, Brian. This isn’t one of Deshawn’s video games. Did he come up with that or did you?”
“Neither. Bea, it’s obvious. That lady outside is missing an arm. No one can walk around like that. She probably bled to death hours ago. Now she’s hungry for a new host. It’s how the virus works. Move over, I’ll show you. ”
Brian pulled up what looked like doomsday websites and they began to read personal blogs from terrified people around the country. Some had no food or water already and were desperately hoping for rescue. A few people had restrained family members as they reached the psychotic stage of the illness and were trying to figure out when they could release them. Like Brian said, there were conjectures that the victims died and were reanimated. These sites cited the impossibility of surviving the type of injuries the infected sustained.
Bea stopped reading. It was too overwhelming. The picture painted by the bloggers was so bleak. She looked out the window again. Brian was right. The woman in the nightie had a raw, dark stump where her arm should be. No one could survive that without medical attention. Or did the virus somehow act as a super-charged styptic, constricting the blood vessels and stopping the bleeding?
The television was on but muted and showing another map pointing out infection hot spots. D.C. and most of northern Virginia and southern Maryland were completely red and were no-go areas. According to the map she and Brian were as good as dead. She couldn’t accept that. There had to be an end to this, a good end. She had to find a way to get them somewhere safe.
The first thing she needed to do was get the lay of the land and she couldn’t do that from here. If she could get into the main house and upstairs she could see what the streets were like. If they were clear enough to drive through she would somehow steal a car and they would be on their way, picking up Evan along the way if they could. She would find someplace, somehow for them to stay until things got better. After all, no bad situation lasted forever.
The identity of their neighbors in the tall, red brick, Georgian main house was something of a mystery. According to the rental agency through which Bea leased the pool house, the same family had owned the property for several generations. Every year in late September, an ancient, green Mercedes rolled down the carefully raked driveway and a driver got out and helped a small, bent figure wearing a gray raincoat step carefully across the gravel and into the house. They were followed by a woman in a pale blue uniform who looked like a nurse or a caregiver. The driver then came back out and unloaded a small mountain of matching luggage, carrying it into the house through the porte-cochere. The same driver came and went on various errands but had never spoken to Bea. Groceries were delivered on a regular basis.
Last fall one of the towering poplars went down in a windstorm giving Bea and Brian an unimpeded view of a glassed-in porch that had been mostly obscured before. The house’s occupant often sat in the lovely room during the day and on weekends. No opportunity had ever arisen to meet him or her and their name remained a question mark.
Today, thought Bea, I finally meet the neighbors. Brian said he saw the driver return yesterday afternoon with a few bags of groceries but hadn’t seen him since.
“Do you want to come with me?” Bea asked while pulling on her oldest, most comfortable hiking boots. “I shouldn’t be gone that long and they might not even let me in.”
“No, I’ll stay here. You should take one of the revolvers though.” 
She opened her mouth to say that was ridiculous then stopped. He was right. 
“Good idea. Lock up behind me and if I don’t come back, though I can’t imagine why I wouldn’t, call Evan. Promise?” She reluctantly put a revolver in her pocket.
The air outside smelled like smoke and she saw what looked like gray feathers on the snow. She knew parts of the city were on fire but hadn’t expected smoke and ash to drift this far. The wind still blew and clouds, heavy with snow, were beginning to bank in the western sky. She crunched across the yard and went around the side of the house to the front door and rang the doorbell.
No one answered. She looked through the window but only saw a staircase and part of a wool rug on a polished wooden floor. An umbrella stand had been overturned and umbrellas and canes lay scattered. Maybe everyone was in the back. She rang again and heard the sound echo inside.
The setting sun pierced through the gathering clouds and briefly illuminated the windows along the west side of the house. The gutters back here were sagging and probably full of ice. The lovely, old, Greek-key frieze had cracked and pulled away from the house and the paint on the eaves was peeling. A glass-paned door to the back porch was ajar but no one was in the room. She called out hesitantly.
“Hello? Is anyone here?” She stepped inside and felt immediately warmer just getting out of the wind. No one answered her call. She walked through a pair of French doors and into what must be a family room. The rugs and curtains in here were moth-eaten and the room smelled faintly of mold but it was uncluttered and welcoming with wood laid for a fire in the small fireplace.
Next came a kitchen that looked like nothing in it had been changed since the nineteen-fifties. The cupboards were metal as were the countertops, the sink white porcelain. Again everything was clean but behind the glass cleaner she smelled something else and heard a whirring, bumping sound, as if something mechanical were winding up and then stopping, over and over again. Cautiously she inched toward the sound and walked through partially closed double doors into what looked like the dining room.
An empty motorized wheelchair bumped and reversed repeatedly against a polished mahogany table that held a place setting for one. Red sauce covered the plate and had spilled onto the table. Bea looked down.
The driver and nurse knelt on the rug, holding chunks of meat and entrails in their hands as they chewed hungrily. That wasn’t red sauce on the table after all. Their employer, what was left of her (Bea spotted an ivory leather shoe lying next to the curtain) was scattered across the table, wheelchair and floor. A rib cage and spinal column, mostly stripped of flesh, were pushed against the wall.
Shocked and unable to take in what she was seeing she must have made some sort of sound because they both looked up. Their chewing slowed and they dropped the bloody lumps they held and got to their feet. Bea backed toward the doorway. 
They followed. The driver hissed as he limped toward her, making uncoordinated grabbing motions with both arms. The nurse, her throat torn out and one arm hanging by mere shreds of flesh was slower but just as eager. Bea did what every stupid co-ed in horror movies did. Unable to take her eyes off her pursuers, she stumbled and fell.
Turning around she scrambled to her feet but the driver grasped her ankle and pulled her back down. His grip was vise-like and she couldn’t kick him off of her. The nurse, a look of desperate hunger on her blood-smeared face, lunged at her but fell on the driver, breaking his grip and giving Bea just enough time to crawl away and slam the heavy paneled doors, trapping both of them in the dining room. She found a thin dishtowel and wrapped then knotted it around the two small doorknobs. They began to pound on the doors immediately. The doors shook but held.
She fled into the study and out the back door and was halfway across the yard when she remembered her reason for going to the house in the first place. Reluctantly she turned back.
An arched doorway led from the study to the foyer stairs. The pounding from the dining room was a steady drumbeat throughout the house. Upstairs off a wide landing several closed doors beckoned and she chose one at random.
The room was empty. Dust balls scattered across the worn, oak floorboards when she opened the door. A wide-paned window with a built-in window seat looked out over the front of the house. She pushed the filmy curtains aside. Two houses down a family were outside in their driveway, loading boxes and bags into a Range Rover. Slow-moving figures approached and she heard gunshots. One of the figures went down but got back up again. Someone shouted and a woman holding a baby in her arms ran outside and climbed into the Rover. The vehicle pulled out, slid briefly on the ice then drove on and out of sight. Dark figures still dotted the street, shuffling about, barely disturbing the soft blanket of snow. There were a few cars, some parked, others abandoned in the middle of the street.
The green Mercedes. The keys had to be somewhere in the house. A search of all the rooms up here yielded nothing. They must be downstairs. She was halfway down the stairs when the hammering from the dining room stopped.
 



Chapter Four 
 
The sudden silence was unnerving. She stopped and listened but the sound didn’t start back up again. Tip-toeing carefully down the steps she looked around the corner into the kitchen. The dining room doors were still closed but she noticed a key rack next to the fridge. A board creaked underfoot and the trapped servants began slamming into the doors again. Snatching all the keys she went outside to the detached garage and tried without success to open the bay door.
The snow was coming down again, hard little pellets that stung her face and bounced off the roofs. She groaned in frustration and threw the keys down. The people in the street heard her and gibbered, pressing closely against the gates. She had their full attention now. She retrieved the keys, walked back to the pool house and knocked on the kitchen door. Brian let her in.
“What’s it like? What did you see?” he asked.
She couldn’t tell him about the scene in the dining room. “It’s not bad. A few people are out there but the streets are pretty clear. I tried to find the keys to that Mercedes but I couldn’t.”
“I don’t think we can leave anyway, Bea. Deshawn’s dad said I-495 is a giant parking lot. If there’s no school tomorrow can Deshawn come over?”
“Brian, it’s not safe to travel anywhere right now. The people in the house are- not safe. They have the virus. If you see them come out of the house, don’t go near them and come tell me.”
A pulsing roar sounded in the distance, growing in volume until it was overhead. They walked out and saw a covey of helicopters heading west. The sounds soon faded and the evening quiet returned but was accented by the moans and gibbers coming from the street. Bea and Brian watched the infected move en masse, now following the helicopters. Sounds, any sounds seemed to excite them.
“Helicopters or planes are probably the only way to get out of the city now,” Brian remarked.
Bea agreed but didn’t want to say so. The political and wealthy elite were abandoning the city, leaving the rest of them to survive or not. They really didn’t care.
“We’ll see, Brian. I think we’ll make it.” She smiled and tried not to think about the danger still present in the main house. The estate walls surrounding them were not impenetrable but she had taken comfort from the additional protection. Now the virus was inside with them, less than a hundred yards away. She hung her coat up, belatedly remembered the gun in her pocket, took it out and put it away. A part of her knew she should have shot the nurse and driver but she didn’t know if she could have and they needed to conserve bullets anyway.
Dark came early, enclosing the little house like a shroud. They made soup and sat down to watch what news was still being broadcast, which wasn’t much. The local NBC affiliate showed footage from FEMA advising people to stock up on extra water and canned goods. It was a little late for that.
More helpfully they showed the interstates and adjoining thoroughfares that were completely blocked with traffic. Moving around amongst the vehicles were tiny figures, stranded far from home or any other protection against the cold night and whatever lurked in it. If Bea had been able to get to the Mercedes from next door, she and Brian would have been out there too. All of the D.C. area was under quarantine and declared off limits. They really are abandoning us, she thought; they think we’re as good as dead.
They inventoried their food and ammunition again. They had a lot of canned food but it would be too heavy to carry much of it. Bea took all the meat out of the freezer, cooked it, then sealed it in plastic and put it in the fridge. Brian cleaned the bathtub and then ran it full of water. They both prepared backpacks with a couple of water bottles, toothbrushes, and some food stuffs just in case they had to leave in a hurry. Bea placed one of the revolvers in her backpack and left the other one out on the kitchen counter, making sure Brian knew it was there and was loaded. She also packed the Glock in case they found ammo for it somewhere along the way.
As they were doing this, Brian regaled her with information gleaned from the internet. She listened absentmindedly, still trying to think of somewhere to go if they had to leave the city. Everyone she knew lived downtown or in the teeming, nearby suburbs of Virginia and Maryland. Evan’s parents lived in Pennsylvania but she had never met them and wouldn’t like to impose on them even if she could get there. She tuned back in to Brian.
“…destroy the brains and then they’ll stop.”
 “Do they feel anything?” she asked.
“I don’t know, maybe. No one really knows.” 
Brian stopped talking and looked out the window, hearing the gates rattle occasionally but unable to see anything other than shadowy, stumbling figures. Twice vehicles roared by, their engines muffled by the continual wind. A dog barked somewhere. They heard that eager moaning the dead make and saw them shuffle off, possibly excited by the prospect of fresh meat. Only one of them stayed behind. It frightened Bea, thinking maybe this one knew more meat was inside the gates. Did they think or have memories?
Her phone buzzed with a text from Evan saying he had gotten out of the Spotted Owl but was still in Dupont Circle. The streets there were completely impassible and full of the sick. She texted him back that she was fine and to be careful. She wondered if she would ever see him again then gave herself a mental shaking. Of course she would see him again. This would be over soon and things would get back to normal. Okay, maybe not normal but something approaching that.
She heard the kitchen door open, ran back there and saw Brian outside. He had a handful of dog biscuits and was scattering them on the snow. She relaxed. Last night the little spaniel had shown up looking in longingly through the kitchen door before running away. He must have had bad experiences with humans because he was a cautious little guy.
Again, they watched TV until late but learned very little new information. The virus was now in Europe and still spreading because of the earthquake victims from Haiti who were flown around the world for medical care.  A group of young black men outside of a hospital in London were targeted by a sniper who assumed they were Haitians. A protest group was savaged by a crowd of people, some of them children, wearing hospital gowns. Everyone was afraid and no one knew what to do.
Closer to home the interstates were choked with millions of people fleeing the East Coast for the supposedly safer heartlands. Towns in the Midwest posted signs at off ramps warning drivers not to exit or stop at risk of being shot. Stores, especially food stores were heavily looted.
Florida, Alabama, Georgia, and Mississippi were in complete news blackout with National Guard barricades set up on all major roadways leading out of the states. Anyone approaching a barrier from the south was shot on sight.
Brian fell asleep and she stayed beside him, keeping watch. In sleep he looked so little and she was afraid, really afraid that she might not be able to protect him in the days ahead. Getting up she retrieved the revolver from the counter and put it on the end table, reassured by the feel of the cold steel in her hand. She fell asleep sitting up in the chair.
 
~
 
Her phone woke her, buzzing and vibrating until it fell off the table. She snatched it up and said, “Hello?”
“Bea? It’s Sylvie. Are you at work?”
“What? No, I’m at home. Are you telling me the Gallery is open?” She wondered if she had hallucinated the past two days.
“No, no, I was just checking. There are some documents there that I really need. I’m heading that way and wanted to see if anyone might be there to let me in. Julian told me he couldn’t remember seeing you leave and I thought you might have been stuck there. I got in a scuffle on my way home the other day and lost my keys and scan pass. Although I think they wanted a piece of me more than my purse. And I do mean that literally.”
“Sylvie, are you insane? They’re eating people in the streets, the Metro is full of infected, you can’t just-”
“Bea, I have to get back there. Believe it or not, there is something there that may help us combat this plague. I can’t really explain it over the phone. I’ve already done some things the Brits would not be happy about.  If I have a job to go back to, they’ll probably never work with me or the Gallery again. I’m not sure that any of that will matter now though.”
Brian woke up and stumbled back to his bedroom. The microwave clock showed seven-thirty a.m. but the sky was still dark and looking out Bea saw why. It had snowed heavily last night and snow was still falling, fat, wet flakes piling up on the tree branches, grounds and streets.
“When I left, the glass doors on the piazza were already shot out. You should be able to get into the building but the whole area was full of infected. You can’t go, especially by yourself.” Bea got the milk from the refrigerator and poured a bowl of cereal.
“Mac was supposed to meet me and we were going together but he isn’t answering his phone.  I’m afraid something happened to him. He was going to be my armed wingman, so to speak.”
Todd McKlasky, a.k.a. Mac, was the Smithsonian’s foremost expert on American Primitive art and had created various exhibitions in D.C. as well as Colonial Williamsburg. He was also a self-professed gun enthusiast and NRA member. He was the only person Bea knew who had gone to the trouble and expense of obtaining his license to carry permit.
“I don’t think my chances of getting there without a weapon are very good but I’m going to try it if I have to. You wouldn’t happen to have a weapon would you?” Sylvie laughed when she said it and didn’t seem to expect a response.
Reluctantly Bea answered her, “I do.”
There was a brief silence then Sylvie said, “Would you come with me?”
“Sylvie, I’m here with Brian. It’s just the two of us.”
“I understand. What’s your personal email address? I’m going to send you some documents the Brits accidentally sent with the Egyptian collection. They were never meant to be part of the collection at all but they may be relevant to this flu and I want you to keep them, print them if you can. There are more of them still at the Gallery. They could be really important.”
“Ok.”
“I’m leaving the originals that I do have here in my apartment near Dupont Circle. I live just off of Massachusetts, so if this ever ends would you be sure the originals are returned to the Gallery? I’m pretty sure the Brits will hunt me down in the afterlife if they don’t get them back.”
“I don’t understand.” Bea was at a loss as to why this was so important.
“That’s okay. I’m sending the email now. All the best to you and Brian. God bless.”
She rang off. Bea ate her cereal then turned her laptop on, waiting for it to boot up. Outside the snow continued to fall and she didn’t see anyone near the gates. The main house, picturesque in its wintry blanket, could have been on the front of a Christmas card. She thought about what lurked inside and shivered.
Logging on to her account, she scrolled to Sylvie’s email and clicked it. It had a large attachment and took a while to open. The first report she read was marked “Classified file” and looked like it had originally been created on a typewriter.
 
The following is a letter written circa 127 BC from Titus Darius Longinus, a soldier of the Roman forces stationed at the site of what is now known as Hadrian’s Wall in Scotland. This treasure trove of letters found at Vindolanda yields fascinating details of events and life at what would have been an isolated outpost of Roman civilization. The letters were written on thin, postcard-sized tablets made of local alder and birch wood, preserved only because the local soil was heavy clay.
Whilst there are other walls built by the Romans as defensive outposts and for border definition, Hadrian’s Wall is the most heavily fortified known and based on this one can argue the Romans considered the northern tribes the most dangerous. The events described below give us an insight into why.
“I wish you to know, my dear Father, that I arrived three days ago and have only now stolen a moment to sit upon the ramparts and tell you of my situation and this province. It is a land both green and cold. We reside in some safety behind the wall begun several years ago and its length grows daily through our efforts.
Before all else know that I pray daily for your health and for my mother, for Serenilla and her little daughter. 
Upon arrival on shore, I gave thanks to the gods for my safe passage. I was immediately given four gold coins for my travel and, with my two fellow soldiers and some other travelers set my face north for there is my post. We made good time as the roads here, the few there are, are new and in good repair. I observed some of the native peoples captured as slaves. They are blue-eyed and tall with fair skin they like to dye blue and are known to us as Picti as they are painted. I know not what name they have for themselves.
By chance my arrival came at a time of renewed agitations on the border. The natives attack at night as this gives them advantage. The rain does not bother them and they have no armor to rust. I should tell you that when it is not pouring rain here, water drifts about in cold mists making everything continually wet. Despite the dampness here the ground itself, when dug from pits and cut into squares*, will burn, sending out a smoking heat with a somewhat pleasant smell. Tell my mother that she would not like the climate here, nevertheless.
To venture beyond the wall is unwise and, except for the scouts, prohibited. The wall itself is stout stone with a goodly moat well-planted with sharpened stakes. The scouts reported that the tribes were on the move and approaching our position gradually. Why they take such a circuitous route is unknown, perhaps they think to confuse us as to the timing of their attack. According to my commander these barbarians still use chariots not only to travel about the countryside but also in battle.
The night after my arrival they struck, taking down one of our sentinels with the long spear. In response we loosed a volley of pitch but hit nothing. Their warriors seemed to fade into the mist, giving up their attack easily but my brothers assure me this is a feint on their part to discover where our men are concentrated along the wall.
Just prior to the first light of dawn the attack began in earnest, the naked warriors aiming their javelins with uncanny accuracy. The gods though, were with us, and we lost no one and inflicted great injury on our foes. The attack was brief and the Picti soon fled, leaving their dead and wounded on the field. 
After dawn broke, the primipilus sent a party of men, I among them, to collect the bodies and dispatch any wounded left behind. The first savage I came upon appeared to be breathing in short, agonized gasps. His body was badly burned and his face seemed to have melted yet still he struggled to live. I grasped what hair he still had, preparing to slit his throat and end his agony when his body arched and spasmed and he surrendered his life. I called to Decimus and together we carried the body over to the growing pile.
We covered the remains with pitch and lighted it with torches. Once it took hold the bodies began to shift as they burned. What happened next, though incredible, I swear by the gods to be true.
The dead warriors, some in flames, rose to their feet and began to walk about the battlefield. More than just walk, they attacked with open mouths and grasping hands, biting and clawing as if to make a meal of us. Amazed, we were slow to defend ourselves but did finally go into formation and beat them back, striking them what should have been death blows but having little effect. Every time we knocked one to the ground, he rose again to attack. 
A flaming figure rushed me. It was the same warrior I had watched die. Skin crisping and peeling he took me to the ground and I stabbed him to no effect, only just managing to hold off that ravenous mouth. I did finally get to my feet and threw him, by chance, into the moat where he was impaled on the sharpened stakes. Even then he did not die but wriggled impotently to get free while the stakes held him fast.
A cursed savage bit Decimus, taking a piece of flesh with his foul teeth and Decimus flew into one of his battlefield rages. He sliced through the Picti knocking them down then hacking off their heads. Even after sundering them thus, the mouths continued to bite desperately and Decimus stomped the skulls to foul-smelling shards. We soon dealt thus with the rest.
Decimus and several others now lie ill with vomiting and chills that make their bodies cold to touch. The medicus has never seen this before but attributes it to the bites all the men sustained. I fear greatly for their lives and we have made sacrifice to the gods for their recovery.
The blue warrior I spoke of before remains pierced by the stakes in the moat. Despite seemingly mortal wounds he lives and we watch to see how long he can continue thus. In the meantime we go about our task of building the wall to keep these monsters out. I must say that the sight of this dreadful creature, writhing and clicking his teeth hungrily, is a most encouraging incentive to completing our work thoroughly yet quickly.
Researchers note: Legion II Augusta was relieved of duty the following year, A.D. 128, after the commander requested reinforcements due to high casualties in skirmishes along the wall. Indeed, casualties were so high that a special investigation was launched. The 2nd Augusta could not provide the bodies of the fallen and Rome concluded large numbers of the legion had deserted.  Soldiers from Legion VI Victrix were sent to the region later in that same year but had similar problems with “desertions”.
*peat
Note: See records found in Folio V, cached herein entitled “Egyptian tombs and Howard Carter journals.”
 
Bea tried to contain her excitement. As an historian she marveled over the slim set of circumstances that allowed this ancient document to survive the long ages and resurface here, on the glowing blue background of her computer. Obviously Sylvie thought the correlation between this ancient and obscure border skirmish and what was happening now was important. There were similarities and perhaps the rest of the folder also dealt with the illness.

Downloading the documents to a flash drive she then decided she wanted hard copies of all of it. Hands trembling she finally found printer paper and, crossing her fingers that she wasn’t low on ink, hit print. The old Cannon printer stuttered into life and began printing.
As the pages began to stack up, reality reared its ugly head and the metal gates clanged again. She looked out. The air was smoky and the snow looked dirty in places. A crowd had gathered outside on the sidewalk but that wasn’t the worst of it. The worst was what had attracted them in the first place. The dead nurse had found her way outside the main house and over to the gates, stumbling against them over and over again, attracted by who knows what outside.
She stood to one side of the window and watched them. They all had those white eyes, as if they had a film over them and she wondered if they could see at all. They seemed to be bumping into each other randomly, paying no real attention to their surroundings.
“See? They’re dead; you can tell from their eyes being all dried up.” Brian, awake now but still in his pajamas, joined her beside the window and peered out.
“They’re sick, Brian. And don’t stand in front of the window where they might see you.”
“They can’t see, Bea. Watch.” He moved right up against the window and waved his arms up and down, making faces at the crowd. None of them reacted. Bea grabbed his arm and pulled him away.
“Don’t ever do that again! We don’t want to attract any attention we don’t have to!” she said, appalled that he would take a chance like that.
“Doesn’t matter. They didn’t see me. Calm down.” He opened the refrigerator door and stood there inspecting the contents.
Bea let their stored water run out of the tub and took a shower, then made Brian to do the same. She checked their backpacks and added the flash drive to hers. She had a feeling they were in more danger now with the virus inside the wall and might need to bug out at any moment. They had to stay ready. Brian emerged from the bathroom. She turned the water on to fill the bathtub up again.
Someone banged thunderously on the kitchen door. She stifled a scream and went for the gun on the table in the front room. It wasn’t there. She went cold. Where was it? Frantically searching the floor and under furniture she found nothing. Digging in her backpack she pulled out the second revolver and holding it carefully she walked down the short hallway to the kitchen.
Brian stood in front of the kitchen door, holding the missing revolver and aiming it at the driver outside. Strips of gray skin hung down from his face forming a horrible fringe around his neck and shoulders. His lips were gone and his teeth, stained red and broken, were visible in a permanent, sneering grin. The door trembled under his fists and as they stood there, one of the glass panes cracked.
“Brian, give me the gun and go in the bedroom,” she whispered.
Bea pulled on her boots, never taking her eyes off the driver. His eyes, like those of the people at the gate, were clouded over with white. He was completely focused on the door but didn’t seem to actually see her. She didn’t know what had brought him over here until she noticed something. There was a spattering of blood, bones, and fur, mixed with dog biscuits on the ground next to the stoop. The driver had found Brian’s stray. He had probably followed it over here. She felt sick. Another pane of glass cracked, insidious little lines spreading out like a web.
“Bea, I’m here.” Brian took the second gun and stood beside her, his hands shaking and the gun wavering. She opened her mouth to tell him to go back to the bedroom and then-
The door shattered, the old wooden frame giving way as the burly figure came through, falling clumsily to the floor. He brought a smell of rot and decay with him. Fresh blood covered what remained of the clothes he wore. Bea backed away, holding the gun in front of her. She fired once and hit him dead center in the abdomen, knocking him down. He got to his knees, arms outstretched while he moaned.
Brian screamed at her, “In the head, Bea, you have to hit the head.”
She fired again; this time skull and brains sprayed across the kitchen cupboards. The headless body slumped to the floor. Her ears rang and she staggered out of the room and over to the futon where she collapsed, her knees shaking. Something dark blocked the light from the window for a few seconds but when she looked up nothing was there.
The kitchen door was so damaged she couldn’t see a way to make it secure again. An icy wind whipped through the house, fluttering the paper towels and she heard a moaning that might be the wind or could be something else. She checked to make sure she had the gun beside her.
Just then they heard a screeching, grinding sound then a crash. They looked out the window. A Suburban had crashed into the old gates, knocking part of the wall down then flipping over on top of the rusty iron. A limp body was just visible through the broken windshield, hanging upside-down suspended by the seat belt. The crowd on the sidewalk, attracted by all the noise, poured through the open gateway, spreading out across the garden. Three fell into the swimming pool while four more mobbed the Suburban, pounding on the doors, somehow knowing there was food inside. They heard a scream then silence.
“Get your boots on, Brian,” she whispered, crouched below the window frame, “I think it’s time to go.”
Staying low they found their backpacks and jackets and went out through the kitchen, Bea put the iron fleur-de-lis rail in her back pack, lifted the curtain of ivy hiding the broken wall, and slipped out into the side street.
Snow fell softly on the deserted street and sidewalk. The branches of the towering oaks that lined the street drooped under the heavy, white blanket. They stayed close together, searching around every corner for movement, listening to the wind whistling through the avenues. Lights were on in most of the houses but they were too afraid of making noise or what they might find inside to knock and ask for help. The snow muffled the sound of their footsteps as they proceeded down the street, heading from force of habit toward the Metro. Bea stopped, trying to decide where they could go.
“Ok, here’s the plan. We’re going to Dupont Circle. Evan is over there somewhere and so is Sylvie from work and she might need me to get into the Gallery. If we find her I’ll probably give her my pass and then you and I will hang out at her place for a while. Does that sound okay to you?”
He nodded but said, “Bea, we need to each be able to get to a gun fast. Zombies won’t wait while we dig through the backpacks.”
He was right. Reluctantly she pulled out both guns and put one in her pocket, placing the other in his hand. He put it in his jacket pocket and they trudged on. 
They saw several wrecked vehicles and some areas of snow that were stained with a dark fluid but they were almost to M Street before they saw another human being.  A solitary figure, male, with a rifle slung over one shoulder, marched steadily ahead of them, cautiously looking left and right. He wore a thick parka and sturdy-looking boots. Bea reflected that just a day or so ago if she had seen anyone walking down a street with a gun she would have run away and probably called 9-1-1. Now she and Brian hurried to catch up with him.
The man must have heard their boots on the snow. In one fluid motion he turned around, slid the gun from his shoulder and knelt in the street taking aim at them. They stopped and put their hands up.
 
 



Chapter Five
 
David’s first thought was that he had almost shot two children. The taller one was a girl and she stood protectively in front of a boy. His second thought was one of relief that they seemed to be uninfected and in possession of their senses. 
He stood up and walked forward, still keeping them in his sights in case he was wrong and they turned out to be ill. The boy peeked around the girl but she pushed him back. A woman, he thought as he drew closer, not a girl and then he recognized her. The woman from the Metro.
“Hello, Beatrice Actually. What brings you this way?” The boy moved around to stand beside her and stared at David suspiciously. David lowered the rifle. 
“Some infected people broke into our house and we had to get out. I’m trying to get to Dupont Circle. Have you been over there?” Bea asked.
“No, and I don’t know what the streets are like there. I’m heading in that direction for an assignment though.”
“But you said this has nothing to do with terrorism. Why is Homeland Security getting involved?”
“Let’s just say that something has come up and I’ve got some things to do on the West coast.”
“So you’re getting out of the city and leaving everyone here to die,” she said, almost but not quite keeping the disdain from her voice.
“My being here helps no one and believe it or not, I still have a job to do. As for whether or not I’m getting out of the city- I guess we’ll see. Since we’re headed in the same direction for now, do you want to join forces again?”
David saw her hesitate and look at his rifle doubtfully then she seemed to come to a decision.
“That works for me. This is my brother, Brian Kelly. Brian, this is David…?”
“Chambord. Nice to meet you, Brian. Let’s go.”
He would have known they were related without the introduction. Both had the same large, somewhat startling green eyes, straight dark eyebrows, and thick, sooty lashes. The boy’s hair was a slightly darker blond than his sister’s but they had the same fair skin. They stayed close together.
The snowfall picked up and they pressed on, constantly looking in shadows and around corners. The streets and sometimes the sidewalks were littered with abandoned vehicles, some of them with doors open wide and the snow around them stained dark red. They were walking as quietly as possible and not talking when David held up his hand, motioning them to stop.
Ahead, a blue minivan rested partly on the sidewalk and partly up on a fire hydrant. Water gushed from the broken hydrant, coating the street in ice growing continually thicker. Someone in the front seat was struggling, trapped and trying to get out. They approached cautiously from the left.
A woman, blood-covered hands flailing about, sat buckled in the front seat. Red coated her mouth, chin, and the front of her torn blouse. She moaned. 
David, rifle held at ready, moved close enough to see inside. The struggling woman moaned louder and her teeth ground together hungrily. Chunks of flesh lay in the passenger seat beside her and most of her abdomen was simply gone. The back seat contained the remains of a child, savaged and consumed almost beyond recognition. A small pink lunchbox lay between the seats. Whoever had attacked the child had not left enough of her to reanimate. He backed away. 
“There’s nothing we can do here.”
Walking carefully across the ice around the minivan they continued on until they came to Olivet Square. Lights were on in some of the 19th century row houses circling the little cul-de-sac but the curtains and blinds were drawn and no movement inside was visible. 
An ambulance, interior lights on, exterior lights still flashing, lay flipped on its side. A sheet-covered figure writhed and strained against the restraining straps of a gurney. David lifted the sheet for a glance then quickly dropped it. The snow around the vehicle was trampled and footprints led off in every direction but whatever had happened here was over, everyone was gone. But where?
They cut across the square going into a fenced-off alleyway that served the homeowners as parking space and a place for trash pick-up. Back here some of the residents had started tiny gardens or just green spaces for a pet or maybe a child; all of them yearning for a connection to something living and fresh in the concrete and stone city. Everything here was quiet, unnaturally so. Children should be out sledding, building snowmen or just throwing snowballs at each other. 
The clock tower on the Episcopal Church was silhouetted against the silvery sky. It was almost noon and soon the melodic, deep chimes from the bell tower filled the afternoon quiet. David continued to search for a short cut that would let them bypass the more commercial areas along the route to Dupont Circle but the alleyway terminated in a block wall and they turned back reluctantly, returning to the square where they found that they now had company.
Staggering figures trickled into the snow-filled little street. David didn’t know where they had come from, maybe there was another alley behind the houses across the streets. There were already too many for the three of them to get back out the way they had come in.
The clock tower continued striking its sonorous notes. It seemed to be malfunctioning and wouldn’t stop striking. Every time it struck more infected people staggered into the streets.
It was the sound, David thought, that’s what draws them in. He had already realized their vision was affected negatively but their hearing was razor sharp. Right now the infected weren’t paying attention to them but they had no hope of getting around them and back out into the main street even if they wanted to. They backed up to the front door of the closest townhouse and huddled together on the front stoop as the street filled. David picked up a snow shovel someone had left leaning against the rail and began trying frenziedly to break the door down.
The sound attracted attention. Slowly, the infected at the edge of the crowd began to turn their way. Suddenly Brian darted off the stoop, nimbly evading the dead hands and ran to the back of the house. 
Bea screamed, “No, Brian, don’t!” and tried to run after him but David grabbed her arm and pulled her back. She punched him hard in the side of the head and they struggled viciously for a few seconds before they heard glass shatter. They stood still, listening.
The front door swung open to reveal Brian beckoning them inside. They slammed the door and locked it just as the mob reached the porch. 
“How did you get in?” Bea was so angry she wanted to shake him.
Brian held up a good-sized rock and grinned. “I broke the glass in the back door.”
David rubbed the side of his head. His ear still rang from the punch she had given him and he told himself he would never try to stop her from killing herself again. He secured the house, rifle held at ready and not stopping until he had checked every room and closet. Whoever owned this house was not at home. 
The church clock was still sounding, drawing more and more infected into the streets. He drew all the curtains even though he didn’t think the dead could see them. Bea and her brother had moved into the kitchen and from the sound of their voices they were arguing. Just off the foyer was a small, high-ceilinged room with a fireplace. Bookshelves covered the walls from floor to ceiling. He sank into a tufted leather chair and put his feet up, leaning the rifle within easy reach. Someone was opening and closing drawers in the kitchen, slamming them hard. What was she doing? Cooking a meal? The clock on the mantel said twelve-thirty nine.
Forty-six hours. That was all the time he had left until the chopper took off. He knew they would delay it as long as possible if David didn’t make it in time but they had a narrow window and they could only hold it for so long. He knew his odds of getting there through the infested streets were slim but he had thought he would get a little farther than this. That stupid tower clock had delayed if not stopped him altogether. He looked out the window. This snow didn’t make things any easier. If the storm grew to blizzard status it might be difficult to get airborne. 
The contagion had spread fast. Amazingly fast. Taking off from Reagan or Dulles was completely out of the question. The infected roamed the buildings as well as the landing strips and hangars around them. Everyone had tried to get a flight out the day before yesterday and of course the result was pandemonium. There were infected among the crowds trying to get on those planes. In his opinion, everyone should have been told about the jump as soon as it had been confirmed but none of the higher ups were interested in his opinion. They just wanted time to get themselves and their families out of town. After that they were happy to let the wild rumpus start.
David was prepared for a short-term emergency but there was no way he could stock enough supplies for a long-term siege in his miniscule D.C. apartment. When he got the call this morning he felt a sense of relief. He had always had a problem with down time and preferred action to inaction. 
Nothing in his training had prepared him for this though. After a stint in the Air Force he had gone back to school, majoring in financial administration and communications with an emphasis in computer accounting systems. Not wanting to lose his military edge he stayed in the reserves and enjoyed keeping up his weekend warrior status. 
School opened up a new world of contacts for him and he enjoyed getting to know his classmates, most of them a little younger than he was. His first girlfriend on campus was second generation Chinese-American and he had gotten to know her family and had even picked up on the language a little, taking a few Chinese language classes. He and Mei lasted a year before drifting in different directions but he had never gotten that serious with anyone since and he used the free time to study harder.
Even before he graduated he had been recruited first by the CIA and finally Homeland Security. The two agencies were still stepping on each other’s toes, trying to grab the best and the brightest for their nascent anti-terrorist groups, those known publicly and others more clandestine.  He had been surprised that accounting and computer skills were so highly sought after but quickly learned that the best way to track terrorist organizations was to follow the money.
Determined not to just be a number cruncher he made sure he emphasized his previous military experience and was able to get occasional assignments in the field. In particular he visited the Chinese factories that manufactured government computer equipment systems, observing security and quality control. At the time he and others had serious reservations about turning the making of U.S. systems over to the Chinese but his reports were ignored as far as he could tell. Staying proficient with weapons was a little harder after he moved to D.C. but he made the effort.
Footsteps stomped angrily up the stairs and he caught a glimpse of Brian’s furious face. A few minutes later Beatrice came into the study and began opening drawers and searching the bookshelves. She looked over at David.
“Sorry about hitting you. I’m not a violent person but it was just… if you have a little brother or sister, you probably know how protective you can get.” She seemed embarrassed and walked back out to the foyer and began throwing items out of the coat closet into the floor.
“If my sister could throw a punch like that, I’d have never had to fight the playground bully. You’re on your own next time. What are you looking for anyway?”
“Ammunition.” 
They searched every nook and cranny but there was no ammo. The wind picked up again and whipped and howled around the house, coming down the chimney and blowing hard enough to disturb the ashes in the hearth. Beatrice shivered and glanced out the window.
“There are even more of them. We’re trapped.” 
“It’s the clock. The noise draws them.”
“So the government does know something about this disease.”
“They, I know very little about the pathology of the disease. You can count on one hand the things we do know. It spreads through bites but there may be other ways to get it. It causes vomiting, then coma, then death. The corpses are then reanimated and you have what you see out the window there. Not pretty and very hard to control or get rid of. They probably vastly outnumber us already.”
“So you’re telling me all those people out there are zombies?” Bea raised an eyebrow.
“That word works as well as any.”
“They’re hungry for brains and you have to shoot them in the head to stop them?” Her voice rose incredulously on the last word. 
“I don’t know if they crave brains specifically. The ones I’ve seen aren’t picky.” 
Bea reflected for a moment then said, “Nor the ones I’ve seen and they do like to eat.”
The sound of breaking glass came from the back of the house. David picked up his gun and together they eased down the hallway, looking around the corner into the kitchen.
A man stood on the back stoop, swaying almost drunkenly. Jagged shards of glass protruded from his chest and shoulder where he had lumbered into the door. Cold air poured into the room just as he fell into the door again, this time crashing completely through the glass, falling at their feet, arms clutching at their legs. David backed away and fired, exploding the creature’s head. He twitched once and then was still.
A moan came from outside and another body shambled into view. Eviscerated, one arm dangling uselessly, the woman clutched a leather briefcase in the other. It kept catching on the door frame so she couldn’t get in but she didn’t have the intelligence to drop it.  Frustrated, she moaned even louder and slammed repeatedly into the door. David shot her and she collapsed but a dead man, almost naked with gray-white skin and a decomposition bloated belly, followed within seconds and made it all the way into the kitchen. They retreated to the foyer and looked out the front window but the porch was full of jostling infected. They backed up the staircase, David firing into the seething mass, a nightmare circus of open, bloody mouths and gaping wounds, now filling the bottom floor of the house and climbing the stairs. 
Brian emerged from a narrow door at the end of the hallway and called, “Bea, David! Up here!”
 The door led up a narrow staircase to an attic where the steeply pitched roof allowed them to stand up only in the center of the room.  A dirty round window looked out high over the block. Wiping some of the grime away with his sleeve, David looked out at the cul-de-sac filled with infected.
He evaluated their chances, counted his rounds again and sighed, knowing he didn’t have enough ammo to shoot his way out through the mass of infected. They were trapped up here with no way out. The boy, though, was excited and talking about something.
“I found this and I think it goes out to the roof.” Brian knelt next to a wall, lifting up an old dartboard to reveal a rough, wooden door, nailed shut and covered by three planks nailed over it. David stood, banged his head and swore.
Trying to remember what he had seen of the outside of the houses here David mentally placed the door. It couldn’t lead to the roof, the placement was wrong. What it should lead to, though, could be even better. It looked like it led to the house next door, specifically the attic.
“Brian, you may have just saved us. I think it actually leads to the adjoining house. If we’re lucky, we might be able to move from house to house and get out of the cul-de-sac and over into the next street.”
Bea looked down at the moldering throng of bodies in the street. The clock was drawing them in droves. Getting through them would be impossible and even if the ones in the house didn’t find their way up here they couldn’t stay in this attic with no water or food.
“So what do you think? I just can’t see another way out. We have to be prepared to run into infected and/or angry homeowners along the way. I still have ammo but not enough to shoot our way out of here.” David joined her at the window, gazing down.
“We both have guns, you know,” Bea said.
“Yeah but do you have any ammunition at all?”
“Not that much. I have two bullets left and Brian has four. We have a Glock but no ammo for it.”
“I think trying to get through the houses is the safest.”
“But how do we open the door?” Brian wanted to know.
David tried to pull away the planks covering the door. They wouldn’t budge.
“Good point. We need a crowbar or something.”
No crowbars were found but they did locate a rusted hammer. The planks came off fairly easily but the door was nailed fast into the frame with u-shaped nails that took some time to pry out. Eventually they pulled the last nail and the old door creaked open on long-unused, rusty hinges.
And revealed another door. David kicked it until it splintered and they picked out the fragments and crawled through into a small, dark room. 
“My kingdom for a flashlight,” David paraphrased.
“That would definitely be more useful than a horse right now,” Bea agreed, feeling her way forward in the blackness.
Chinks along the edges of the rafters admitted some light and their eyes adjusted to the dusty darkness. There was little up here other than the bulk of the HVAC unit. They debated going down into the house and trying to find a flashlight.
“There’s always the chance a homeowner will be down there, infected or not.  We’re likely to get shot if not eaten. Let’s keep going.” 
They found the next small door and went through into the next attic. This one had been converted into a loft master suite, complete with luxurious en-suite bath. Sky lights in the roof framed a gray sky and drifting snowflakes. They searched for ammunition, again fruitlessly. Brian began to jump on the bed. Bea grabbed his ankles and he collapsed, laughing. They froze when someone or something downstairs moaned. They heard a ringing crash like a vase or something else had been knocked over and then the sound of slow, dragging footsteps approaching the stairs.
Brian looked fearfully at Bea. They had gotten careless. Searching frantically for the door to the next attic they found nothing but smooth wall and decided it had been dry-walled over. The staircase leading up to this floor did not have a door and they heard thumping sounds drawing closer. David used the claw end of the hammer to break through the wall but the attic door must have been completely removed. Tearing the insulation out of the wall they kicked through the lathe to break into the other side. The footsteps came closer and a choking, putrid smell wafted up the stairs.
They were out of time. Bea pulled the gun from her pocket and, standing at the top of the steps, fired, hitting the shuffling infected homeowner in the jaw, blowing off the lower part of his face. He kept climbing then tripped on his own intestines that dangled on the steps in front of him. A child, possibly eight or nine and missing an arm, tried to mount the steps but tripped on the slick entrails and went down. Bea shot again and this time hit the man in the head. She didn’t have a bullet left for the child who appeared unable to get back up anyway.
David had torn out a hole in the wall big enough for them to squeeze through. Brian went through first, David tucked the hammer in his belt and followed quickly. Bea heard voices then a cry, quickly cut off. 
She called, “Brian? Are you okay?”
There was no response. She looked through the hole and saw light but no Brian or David. The lathe scraped her shoulders and she lost her hat as she crawled onto a rough, plank floor and looked up into the twin barrels of a shotgun.
 



Chapter Six
 
“Put your gun down and step over here, slowly.”
She knew she was out of ammunition and thought about throwing the gun at her but the middle-aged woman who had spoken kept the shotgun trained firmly at Bea’s head. A tall, beefy man in a Redskins jersey, presumably her husband, stood to one side with a bundle of bungee cords in one hand and in the other a knife held to Brian’s throat. David stood in the corner near a radiator with hands held high. His rifle was on the floor next to the man.
Bea placed the gun on the floor, never taking her eyes off Brian, and stood still while the man tied her hands behind her back and wound the cords around the radiator. The cast iron coils were hot to touch and she had to take care not to rest her hands against it.
“Why are you doing this? We’ll pay you for the damage to the wall. We’re just trying to find someplace safe. Please let us go,” Bea pleaded.
They ignored her and the man picked up the rifle, walked over and slammed the butt into David’s head. David went down with a sickening thud. He then took her back pack and threw it on the floor with Brian’s, tying him up next to her. David was trussed with cords and left lying in the corner.
“I wouldn’t bother screaming for help if I were you. You might attract attention you don’t want.” 
The man picked up the rifle and handgun and they both left the room, the woman glancing back almost apologetically before closing the door firmly behind her.
“Did they talk to you? Why are they doing this?” Bea asked Brian.
“They didn’t say anything. When I came through they grabbed my arms and held the knife against my neck.”
David groaned and opened his eyes. Blood ran from his temple and his face was a sickly white. When he spoke his voice had a grating quality to it.
“They’re not used to taking captives. They didn’t frisk us. Brian, do you still have your gun?”
Before Brian could answer they heard voices raised in what sounded like an argument. A moan, anguished and chilling drifted down the hallway then a door slammed. Something began to pound against a wall or door in an incessant, unvarying rhythm. 
“It’s in my pocket but I can’t reach it.” Frustrated, Brian exclaimed as one of his bound hands brushed against the radiator. It was hot enough to raise a small blister on the knuckle. The bungee cords forced them to constantly pull away from the radiator or get burned.
“What do you think they want?” Bea asked David.
“I have no idea. Maybe they’re mad at us for breaking into their house. I can’t blame them. Maybe they think we’re infected and don’t want us roaming around. Sounds like they have an infected trapped or tied-up down the hall. I assume it’s a family member.”
The room they were in looked as if someone had started a remodel they never finished. The floor was raw pine; there were rolls of pink insulation stacked in a corner and a table saw was shunted to one side underneath a skylight in the roof. An empty ceramic flower pot lay cast aside on the floor near David and he wriggled over to it, managing to pick it up with two fingers and smash it to shards which he used to begin sawing through the ropes on his hands. When their captors came back thirty minutes later he had made progress but still couldn’t free himself.
The man cut the cords holding Brian to the radiator while Bea shouted at him to take her instead. She kicked him in the shins at which he hit her hard across the face, dazing her momentarily. He re-bound Brian’s hands then frog-marched him out of the room, Bea screamed until her voice failed her. She slumped on the floor. Blood, warm and salty, trickled down from her split upper lip.
Meanwhile David sawed steadily through the cords. He felt them loosen and managed to free his hands and soon stood free. He untied Bea and together they cautiously opened the door and crept down the stairs to the second floor hallway. The putrid smell they had learned to associate with the infected was strong down here. They didn’t see anyone.
Bea heard Brian scream and they ran to the end of the hallway to the last room. The scene that greeted them was almost beyond belief. Bloody lumps of what had once been a dog lay scattered on the floor. A bookshelf held a mix of books from the Series of Unfortunate Events to Twilight and pictures of friends smiled from ribbon display boards on the wall. A girl, fifteen maybe sixteen, was bound to the radiator by a collar and long dog chain. Long, dark hair, matted and stiff with dried blood hung lank around her face. Her fingertips were shredded to bone where she clawed and pulled on the floor trying to get free. Brian crouched in a corner, hands still bound, while the girl’s mother pointed Bea’s revolver at him. When they stormed into the room the chained girl released a moan that was almost a howl and fought to get to them.
Her mother swiveled and turned the gun on Bea who ignored her and ran to Brian, pulled the gun from his pocket and fired. The girl dropped and lay still, head oozing black fluid onto the carpet. Her mother cried out and fired the revolver at Bea and Brian only to discover what Bea already knew. It was empty. She dropped the gun, ran to her lifeless daughter and cradled the broken skull in her lap. Her husband ran into the room and, taking in the scene, dropped to his knees and sobbed.
“You were going to feed my brother to her, weren’t you?” Bea pointed the gun at them but they never looked up, instead rocking the body of their child in their arms.
“We just wanted to keep her alive until they find a vaccine. That’s all. Oh, God forgive me, I am so sorry. I just wanted her to live.” The girl’s father sobbed brokenly.
“She was already dead and there is no cure for this.” David’s voice was harsh. He was still pale. Dried blood crusted on his face beneath the swollen lump on his temple.
The woman screamed at him, “You don’t know that, you don’t! Leave. Get out of here, now!” She picked up the discarded .38 and threw it at David who caught it and put it in his pocket.
Bea untied Brian’s hands and they left the room. David spotted his rifle leaning against a chest on the landing and snatched it up.
“I should kill them, they’re crazed,” he remarked, slinging the strap back over his shoulder. The weight of it was reassuring.
“Crazed by grief. Maybe now she’s really gone, they’ll come to terms with it.” Bea kept Brian’s hand in hers and for once he didn’t fight to get away.
“Don’t go soft, Beatrice. That’s your brother they tried to kill. We would have been next.”
She gripped Brian’s hand tighter. They went downstairs, looking out the front windows only to see that the infected still filled the small street and the daylight was starting to fade. The sound of sobbing echoed throughout the house.
The door in this attic had never been boarded over and they were soon through and into the next house. Another round window looked out over the neighborhood and they appeared to have reached the end of this row of houses. They would have to take their chances on foot from here. 
This house looked as if someone either just moved in or was in the process of moving out. The attic was empty except for a few two-by-fours leaning against a wall. One bedroom on the middle floor had a double bed, a floor lamp and an empty suitcase. The rest were bare of any furnishings. An enormous flat screen topped the fireplace downstairs with a single leather recliner placed squarely in front of it. A few dishes and canned goods remained in the kitchen cupboards but the pantry contained a surprise. Three boxes of hollow point shells and two magazines for a Glock nestled snugly in a box in the back corner on the floor.
Bea snatched them up and opened the boxes. Maybe it was stealing but if she survived and the world returned to normal she would buy replacements for everything. The magazine fit perfectly and she loaded the Glock then stuck the other magazine in her backpack. She called Brian and David over to share the find. They wouldn’t fire unless they had to of course but just having the loaded guns made her feel slightly more secure.
David took his time loading the revolvers, pointing out the finer points of gun use and care. Brian listened raptly like an initiate joining a secret club. David showed him how to hold the gun with both hands when he fired and told him he should never have his finger on the trigger unless he had already acquired his target and was prepared to shoot it. 
“Normally, I would tell you to aim for center mass since you’re more likely to hit the target that way but these aren’t normal times. Head shots are tricky but that’s what we have to shoot for. Blowing out knees might work too but get the head if you can. I want you to dry fire a little before we load this one.”
Brian took the gun, using both hands and keeping it pointed at the floor. 
“Now aim, take a breath, let it out then fire.”
Brian pulled the trigger and the gun clicked. He was already comfortable with the gun and Bea watched him with approval tinged with trepidation. She really, really did not like this but what choice did they have? She watched him load her gun before she put it back in her coat pocket.
Behind the house was an upward-sloping garden hedged with dark-green hollies and behind the hedge should be Dumbarton Street. She couldn’t see out over the hedge and had no idea who or what they would find back there. The afternoon turned into evening. She called Evan but he didn’t pick up.
“I’m thinking we spend the night here. The homeowner is probably not coming back anytime soon and we have electricity and water and we’re locked down pretty tight. I’m going up to see if I can secure that attic door.” Bea said and left.
David looked around for something to eat. He had MREs in his jacket pockets but didn’t want to use them when other food sources were available. He found three cans of pasta and sauce in the cupboard, heated it on the cooktop and ladled it into three bowls. There were four beers in the fridge and he grabbed one, drinking half the can in what seemed like one gulp. 
Brian came in and devoured his pasta then took a loaf of bread with him into the living room. David got another beer, followed him and tried to find something on the television. Only two channels were on and they just ran scrolling messages from FEMA about emergency preparedness. 
“Guys, look what I found under the blankets on the bed!” Bea called out, carrying a laptop into the room. She sat on the floor and booted it up, Brian pressing close. The familiar Windows logo popped up on the screen. 
David finished his beer and felt pleasantly relaxed, not drunk, but like someone who was glad to put a long and unpleasant day behind him. He would be cutting it close if he stayed here tonight but saw no way around it. It was bad enough facing those things by daylight, night would be suicide. Forty-eight hours until the chopper took off, no, now forty hours. This morning he thought that was too long to wait but now knew he would be lucky to get there in time. The city was a cesspool of the living dead. They might be slow and stupid but they were persistent and their ranks grew every hour, possibly every minute.
He hadn’t expected to take anyone under his wing along the way. He still didn’t know why he made the suggestion. Perhaps it was just that they seemed to be so alone and unprepared. He had more information on the virus than most people and had no illusions about this blowing over quickly. Very few people would survive this and everyone infected would die but wouldn’t stay dead without assistance. 
“David? Did you hear that?” Bea asked.
He stopped wool-gathering and listened. “No, what did it sound like?”
“Like something fell upstairs. I’m going up to check. Will you stay with Brian if I…”
“Let me go up. It’s probably nothing but you two stay here.”
Slinging his AR over his shoulder he climbed the stairs, making as little noise as possible. Although there hadn’t been a lot of time for medical agents to analyze the virus, there were strong indications from the start that the dead retained their hearing longer than any other senses. As far as anyone knew, they didn’t feel pain and their vision deteriorated quickly. They seemed to be incapable of coherent speech but could and did moan loudly, sometimes gibbering excitedly when they found prey.
He cleared the second floor and proceeded to the attic where the boards Bea had wedged between the small door and low rafters had fallen. She had done a good job working with what she had. He put them back in, using the hammer to wedge them a little more tightly into place. If he had nails he would board it up but- he had to work with what was available. 
Downstairs Bea and Brian washed the dishes and utensils and left them to dry. David thought that funny since it was highly unlikely the homeowner would come back and if he did he wouldn’t care about the state of his dishes. Still, washing dishes was one of the refinements of civilization that people held on to. He put his rifle on the small breakfast table.
“The boards fell down. I wedged them back into place and maybe they’ll hold. They’ll also serve as an early warning system in case our former captors decide to come over. I doubt they will though.”
“I still can’t believe they chained their daughter there, planning to keep her fed until they find a cure.”
“Grief does strange things to people. The world we’re used to is gone. From here on out you’ll have to always be on your guard.”  
“Like we always have to keep a pistol within reach.” Brian reached over to his jacket hanging on the knob of the coat closet and patted the pocket.
“Exactly. Remember though, shooting should be one of your last resorts. Avoiding any confrontation with the dead is your best bet. Running away should be second. The sound of the gun shot is going to attract more of them and we only have a limited amount of ammo,” David said.
Night descended like a veil. The snow stopped for now but the wind picked up adding its own howling sounds to the moans of the dead. They didn’t turn lights on just in case they were wrong and the dead could see them. They put their coats back on and kept weapons and backpacks within easy reach. Brian fell asleep first, head cradled on his forearms. Bea lay down between him and the front door.
“What’s in California that requires your presence?” Bea asked David.
“If I told you I’d have to kill you.”
She sat up and turned around to look at him. “Are you serious?”
“No, not really. At one time I suppose this might have been classified information but again, it’s a strange new world out there.”
“So what’s happening?”
David thought for a moment.
“Early this morning U.S. intelligence intercepted transmissions that indicated the Chinese diverted at least two troop transport ships to the California coast to join the three that regularly cruise that part of the Pacific. We’re trying to mobilize our Coast Guard and ground forces out there but communications are hit or miss. Guess where all of the factories are that manufacture our communication and navigation equipment?”
“China?”
“You bet. We’ve suspected for a while they were inserting sleeping bugs into the programs and we were right. Some of the bugs seem to have failed but others have us in complete blackout.  We do know there is infection along the entire West coast. There are those who will desert during a time like this to get home and protect their families so we lost a lot of our staff and it’s unclear who is still out there and available to whip our response into shape.”
“But why did the Chinese send them?” Bea asked. “They must know how dangerous the infection is.”
“They do, even though they deny they have any infected in the PRC- we know better. They firmly believe in letting no crisis go unexploited and my best guess is they want to take advantage of the chaos the U.S. is experiencing right now. In my opinion, Chinese scientists and engineers are very bright but not particularly creative. It may have something to do with their society valuing conformity so much but whatever the reason, they love to steal our high-tech secrets. For all we know, they plan to colonize the western half of the country or all of it eventually. I fully intend to have a surprise for them. America won’t go down that easy. It takes a while to awaken our people but once it happens- look out. Our citizens have guns and won’t have a problem using them once they realize what is going on.” 
“You may be going into a situation even more dangerous than the one here,” Bea said.
“Really doesn’t matter. It’s my country, our country and no one is going to infiltrate and take over if I can help stop it.” 
She couldn’t see his face in the dim room but he sounded angry. They sat in silence for a few moments; the only sound that of the dead and the wind before Bea spoke.
“I don’t know that much about the virus. I guess I ignored the news for a few days and I’m still trying to catch up but I get the impression this wasn’t created in a lab somewhere.” She was thinking of Sylvie’s little cache of papers.
“I think it’s old, maybe something that has been with us for hundreds or who knows how many years. Incidents of outbreaks are on record but are usually attributed to something more well-known. As for the origins, who knows? I’ve read a little about it and it seems to spring up randomly throughout history, wreak havoc and then die away. People have blamed it on demons, rats, and now of course we think it’s a virus. It is certainly capable of jumping the species barrier. This time, with modern transportation, we inadvertently sent it around the world. May God help us.”
Brian stirred in his sleep and cried out faintly. Bea took his hand and finding it cold, held it between her own to warm it.
“So Beatrice, what is your goal? Whom are you trying to reach at Dupont Circle? I’m assuming your parents live somewhere fairly close. Did your brother just happen to be at your house when this broke out?”
“I have no idea where our parents are. Brian and I have been on our own for a long time. As to our goal, I’m trying to get to my boss’s apartment. She lost her office key and needs mine to get into the building.”
“She’s going in to work? That’s true dedication. Where do you work?”
“The National Gallery.”
“I’ve never heard of an art emergency before. What is so important at an art gallery that anyone would get out in this?”
Bea hesitated. She was still curious about the documents and wanted to read them when she got a chance. The print version was still in her house but her flash drive should have everything on it.
“My boss, Sylvie, thinks she might have found something there that could tell us more about the virus. Like you, she thinks it has been around for a long time.”
“Really? Where did she find the information?”
“When the British Museum put their Egyptian rooms on tour they messed up and sent over a bunch of papers detailing old incidents similar to this. Isolated incidents not pandemics. She sent me some information right before the infected broke into my house and I haven’t been through much of it. I’m an art historian and I was brought in to help with setting up the exhibit and for background information on the artifacts.”
David swore under his breath. “I would really like to have a look at it. I wish I had more time. My rendezvous with the chopper is in about thirty-eight hours.”
“Hang on a second.” Bea retrieved her backpack and dug out her flash drive, holding it up triumphantly before plugging it into the laptop.
He read through the Roman legionnaire’s account of the episode at Hadrian’s Wall once quickly then went back and read it again with an incredulous look on his face.
“This is just incredible. It’s fairly common knowledge that the Romans had problems in northern Britain with the locals and built the famous wall but this explains why they fortified it so heavily and built it in such a short span of time. The information I found only traces the virus back to the 1400’s in Africa.” 
He started scrolling through more of the images and exclaimed, “Look at this!”
 
From the diary and journal of Howard Carter covering the period from 27 August to 25 November 1922.  All entries are in Howard’s own hand and this transcription is only slightly edited for spelling. Originals have been scanned and are available for perusal. Gaps in the timeline merely indicate sections of the journal that did not deal with the ongoing excavation.
 
Friday, 27 August 1922
Left Cairo for Luxor
Saturday, 28 August 1922
Stayed the night with Callender. The night became quite late as we discussed plans for autumn dig. Excellent brandy.
Two mules.
Sunday, 29 August 1922
Sailing ship returned
1 mule
Monday, 12 September
Workmen enlisted
Tuesday, 4 October
Workmen well-disposed but proceeding with rather exaggerated caution I consider unnecessary in this stage of the excavation. There is no hurrying them without bribery though and I am paying them quite enough already.
Saturday, 21 October 
Breached passageway.
Sunday, 5 November
Water has filled this area at some point in the (possibly remote) past. No damage seen other than fallen plaster from wooden lintel. Delay caused by lame donkey. Debris cleared before noon. I stayed at the site. Markings indicate burial of important personage. Evening found my workmen once again unwilling to work with torchlight and nothing I said could dissuade them from leaving. 
Break in rubble revealed deeper passageway. 
Monday, 6 November
Waiting for Lord C to arrive. Workers insist on rolling the great stones that formed the side of the workmen’s ancient huts in front of the tomb.
Thursday, 23 November
Lord C arrived. Commenced opening tomb. Workers again extremely slow and cautious. None will venture down the steps without pick axes, even those panning for artifacts keep axes close by. Stones and debris removed.
Friday, 24 November
Lady M arrived. Tomb revealed to have twelve steps in total. First door breached. Deciphered seals bearing cartouche of Tut.ankh.Amen. Our photographs taken proved to be of poor quality. Opened first door. Clearing passage revealed broken potsherds, jar seals, and other debris.
Sunday, 25 November
Opened second door. Candles flickered as ancient gas escaped from the room and gave impression of movement within the chamber. Electric torch revealed standing figure in decayed linen wrappings. Leathery, dried fingers reached out through the opening. Lady M screamed and this excited the creature who began tearing away at rubble in an apparent attempt to get out. The skeletal hand grabbed the torch and flung it to the floor where it lay, its yellow beam revealing more creatures moving and gibbering in the noisome tomb.
Aghast at this impossible development we carried poor Lady M (who had fainted) out into the desert evening leaving her in the care of our guides. Returning to the tomb we found the door enlarged by removal of stones and our workmen, armed with their picks, destroying the creatures as they emerged one by one from the dark. Nine in all were destroyed in such fashion. We found more lain on stone slabs struggling against their bindings and these were destroyed as well.
Lord C enraged at the destruction. What information could these preserved creatures, alive for thousands of years, reveal to us? Workmen oddly uncommunicative on subject, only repeating that the ghuls must be destroyed. More than just killed, they insisted on completely obliterating the skulls.
We are left with many questions but few answers. Government officials feign deafness or inability to understand English when the subject is broached. The treasure inside the tomb was beyond expectation and with pleasure I inventoried the golden throne, the obsidian leopards, the finely carved chairs but nothing we found was of any help in explaining the aeons-long existence of those creatures. I hesitate to publicize their existence for fear that ridicule and disbelief would cast doubt on the authenticity of our magnificent find. 
Lady M, recovered from her faint, did come back to the tomb the next day and made an astute observation. Traditionally the brain is removed during the embalming process but the ghuls’ skulls contained leathery lumps that must have once been brain tissue.
Perhaps future excavations will offer some clue that will allow us to solve this mystery.
-Journal of Howard Carter
 
Researcher’s note: For additional information on this phenomenon see records from the liberation of Bergen-Belsen in Folio V, cached entitled “Practical Application and Research”
 
David kept scrolling but could not pull up any other documents. Bea went back to the beginning but also found nothing. She pulled up the original email but the folder held only the two incidents. Attempted calls didn’t go through and Sylvie didn’t respond to her texts.
“Maybe she didn’t have time to scan the rest of them, or maybe that’s all there is.” She was disappointed. “I’m sure she’ll tell me tomorrow if I can just get to her place.”
The words, “Infection and Research” at the end of the document were tantalizing and Bea fell asleep pondering the possibilities. David, watching the two of them sleeping and keeping watch on the infected outside, pondered it as well. He fell asleep shortly after the broken church clock ran down and went silent.
 



Chapter Seven
 
Bea woke just as the sky brightened into dawn. Brian and David slept on. Outside, as the sun continued to rise, ice crystals sparkled on trees and bushes as well as the dead still roaming the street. She had hoped they would wander off during the night once the clock stopped chiming. Finding her toothbrush she made for the bathroom and as she showered, wondered how much longer utilities would work with no one to maintain the systems. Her upper lip was still swollen and the hot water stung.
Brian was next in the shower while she fixed a makeshift breakfast of toast and canned fruit gleaned from the cupboards. There wasn’t much food in the house but she didn’t want to break into what they carried in their backpacks yet. David wandered in and ate breakfast but spoke little. A layer of dark stubble covered the lower part of his face.
Calls to Evan now went straight to voicemail. Bea kept calling, hoping to arrange a rendezvous point before they actually got to Dupont Circle but now she wondered if she would ever see him again. She left a final voicemail before turning the phone off. They didn’t need it to start ringing while they were out in the streets.
They left through the back, squeezing through the prickly hollies and emerging onto Dumbarton. The breathtakingly cold wind carried a smell of smoke. It picked up Bea’s hair, blowing it across her face. She wished she had thought to retrieve her hat from the attic where they had been attacked.
Dumbarton appeared deserted except for a few dead trapped in cars. The continuous call of the broken clock tower must have drawn most of the dead in the area over to Olivet. The streets and sidewalks here were treacherous and they stepped carefully on the shiny, icy sections. A sprained ankle or broken leg or arm could be fatal now. 
They were almost to 27th Street before they ran into trouble.  A good-sized crowd of dead surrounded a house on fire. Flames licked around the windows and loud pops and shattering glass sounded as items in the house exploded from the heat. The noise excited the pack and they gibbered shrilly. Many walked into the conflagration, completely heedless of the flames.
There was no way to get past them so they backtracked and
took N Street. Here undisturbed snow lay in deep drifts. Brian and Bea were light enough to walk across the thick, icy crust on some of them but David had to fight his way down the whole street. Bea stopped and waited while David ploughed through an exceptionally deep mound. Brian bounded on ahead. 
David emerged from a drift and stopped, hands on his knees, breathless from the struggle. Bea walked ahead a few steps; she couldn’t see Brian anymore. Just as she turned around she felt the brittle crust give way and she sank into the drift landing face-to-face with one of the dead.
Eyeless and with his nose chewed off he struggled to bring his hands forward while the torn mouth emitted bubbling moans and the broken teeth clicked together. Bea screamed and dug frantically to get away but only succeeded in loosening the snow around them, helping the thing free itself. It grabbed her painfully by the arm and bit down on the thick padding of her coat, hissing in frustration when it failed to bite into living flesh. 
Bea kicked out and gained some traction when her boots hit its chest and got her head above the ice. Kicking again her boots sank into the black mush of the creature’s open abdomen. Just as she went under she felt someone grab her hair and pull hard. She screamed again, this time in pain, but David managed to grab her coat collar and pull her out. The dead man still thrashed about in the drift but couldn’t climb out.
Together Bea and David scrambled, half crawling, half digging and reached the end of the street where they found Brian sunk into a drift, happily zombie-free. They pulled him out and trudged on, avoiding the drifts when possible. Reaching the corner they turned left.
Elaborate wrought iron fences and gates surrounded the townhouses along this street, making them seemingly secure from attack. Manicured boxwood nestled in carefully raked beds of white gravel. Bea wondered how many of the homeowners were hiding inside, afraid and waiting for rescue. How long could they hold out? Most people didn’t stock huge amounts of food or supplies. Who had room in the standard, compact D.C. dwelling?
Glancing up at a window she saw a face, stripped of flesh, resembling the dead man she had just escaped, pressed against the glass. Even here the virus had gotten inside. She shuddered and took Brian’s hand, wishing they were back home, secure inside their little walled compound. For the duration, however long that might be, they had no home.
Her face felt numb with cold. She lost her gloves during the fracas in the drift and she hadn’t thought to bring a spare pair. They passed a section of ground floor shops, some with shattered fronts and Bea called for a halt.
“I’m freezing, guys. I want to duck in here and see if I can find gloves and a hat. Five minutes, that’s all I need.”
David reluctantly helped her remove some glass shards from the window so she could climb through and then he waited outside with Brian, keeping an eye out for the dead.
Inside the store she found most of the aisles still well-stocked. She stuffed nuts and cheese crackers into her backpack and added some Tylenol, toothpaste and gum. Cases of bottled water lay near the door but she could only carry so much weight. The pharmacy in the back had been hit hard and those shelves were practically empty. Someone either needed a lot of meds or else was taking a chemical vacation. On a rack near the make-up she found a black, knit beret and black gloves. Delighted she donned them and left. The whole detour had taken less than five minutes.
“Anyone inside?” David asked, looking at her in a new light. The contrast of the black hat against the dark blonde hair tumbling around her shoulders was striking.
“Not that I saw. I think I have frostbite on my ears.” She pressed her gloved hands against the sides of her head and rubbed vigorously then reached into her backpack, pulling out the iron fleur-de-lis bar.
“It’s not cold enough for frostbite. I see you saved the rail.”
“Yes, I know we have the guns but this is quieter and conserves bullets.” She hefted it as if to check the weight and then grasped it firmly in her right hand before moving on.
Once they reached 27th Street the snow was more manageable. Even so they proceeded carefully, constantly looking around them for movement. There were a few cars parked helter- skelter in the street but nothing writhed inside them. In the distance dark figures stumbled about, occasionally falling in the icy streets.
“Did you see the pictures of New Orleans?” Brian asked David.
“I heard something about the tsunami but no, I didn’t see any film. How did it look?”
“Gone. Just water washing over houses and bodies floating. The roads were still full of people trying to get out when it hit.”
“That place has been a disaster waiting to happen for decades. Nature will have its way eventually,” David said grimly.
“If global warming is real the city was probably doomed anyway,” Bea remarked. “The tsunami just sped the process along.”
Darkening clouds banked in the western sky and the wind picked up again. The relief from the glare was welcome but the threat of more snow was not. David’s phone buzzed and he stopped for just a moment to read the message, nodded, and then moved on.
“Anything important? Are the military coming? Are we going to be rescued?” Brian asked.
David laughed grimly. “No rescue. Not much military left. This thing spread through the troops like you wouldn’t believe. No one was willing to leave their wounded brothers-in-arms behind initially and they had entire wards of soldiers dying then reanimating and attacking en masse. The text was just a notice of a rendezvous point change. We just lost the rest of the Pentagon.”
Bea thought of that massive structure, full of the hungry dead. She interviewed for a job there once, as an assistant to one of their historian/archivists. She had gotten lost and finally found her way to the proper office ten minutes late. They didn’t offer her the job.
David saw her brow wrinkle then relax and she forged on ahead, making sure the boy stayed close. The two of them seemed to have no real plans for getting out of the city and their odds of survival were not good. Neither were his for that matter and he had no idea if he would make the rendezvous in time or if he would get out of the city successfully. 
 Ian, who had texted him the location change, was not going out to California with him. The first leg of the journey would take them to Atlanta where, for now, a small, private airfield remained operational and he would take off for the west coast from there. Some of the DHS scientists were on their way to the Centers for Disease Control to fill the thinned ranks of researchers trying to get a handle on the epidemic. They were dropping Ian off before that, near his hometown where he hoped to find his family. 
David put one finger to his lips and they all walked slowly to the corner and peered around to the entrance to the Ritz-Carlton. The sidewalk and street here crawled with the dead.
Back-tracking, they found an alley with a gate to the next street. Before they could climb over, a dead postman staggered out from behind the trashcans and grabbed David’s arm, blood-clotted mouth opened wide in that desperate hunger they all seemed to possess. Before David could react, Bea turned, and with an oddly graceful overhand thrust, drove the tip of the iron rail into that gaping mouth. They had to pry the dead fingers from their clutch on David’s arm and Bea had to stomp the dead man’s head before her weapon came out. She tried to clean it in the snow. Neither Bea nor Brian was particularly shaken by the encounter and David mentally raised their survival odds. But only slightly.
“Thanks. You might have saved my life.”
She shrugged. “No problem.”
The next street over was clear except for an abandoned ambulance. They were now only two blocks from Dupont Circle. The area was heavily residential and very trendy so David expected a lot of infected would still be there. Popping sounds in the distance brought them to a momentary halt. Someone was shooting in fairly rapid succession although it didn’t sound like machine-gun fire. When they reached the corner of P Street, they pressed against the wall and looked around the edge of the building. 
The center fountain was frozen, fluted basin supported by stone caryatids encased in sparkling, icy chitons. The entire street teamed with infected.  A small girl, wearing the dark-blue pleated skirt and white blouse of the Catholic Prep school for girls, still clutched her mother’s hand while both of them staggered along the icy street. It must have been a reflexive grip as both of them were obviously dead and constantly trying to pull in different directions. The mother was only partially dressed and her abdomen gaped wide. David heard a pop and a neat hole appeared in the mother’s forehead and she fell, dragging her daughter down with her. Another pop and the child stopped struggling. 
A sniper. Whoever it was, they were good and several more dead fell, lying prone in the snow, dark stains on the landscape. They looked up at the building rooftops but couldn’t see anyone.
“We can’t go out there,” David whispered. “The sniper won’t know we’re uninfected and might shoot. We’ll have to go around.”
Bea shook her head. “Sylvie lives right over there.” She pointed. “On the corner of Massachusetts Avenue. I’m calling her now.”
Sylvie picked up on the first ring. “Bea! Where are you?”
“I’m close to your building but there’s a sniper. We can’t get across the street.”
“I’ll take care of it for you. Give me five minutes.” The call ended. The sporadic gunfire continued.
Bea was bemused and stood wondering what to do next. How was Sylvie going to “take care of it?” David looked at her and she shrugged. Minutes passed. The gunfire stopped. Across the plaza someone draped a red shirt across an apartment balcony railing and waved. 
“How are we supposed to get up there?” Brian wanted to know.
David looked through the scope on his rifle. “Looks like there’s a set of concrete steps probably leading down to a basement door, right beneath the shirt.” He lowered the gun. “We can make it. Let’s stay together and do it fast. Ready?”
They sprinted across the street, dodging and weaving through the dead who reached for them with withered, blackened fingers. They were halfway across and the fountain was behind them when Brian stumbled across a bicycle abandoned under the snow, catching his shoe in the wheel spokes and going down hard. 
David realized Bea and Brian were no longer with him and looked back. Bea knelt beside Brian, struggling to free his foot. The dead closed in. David smashed the brains out of two with the hammer but they kept coming. The hunger or whatever it was that drove them was relentless and they knew no fear. Stupid but fearless.
He dropped to his knees and fired in short bursts. They were not difficult targets but the bodies piled up and they would soon be hemmed in. Bea finally pulled Brian’s foot out of the shoe and together they limped toward the building. They reached the door and Bea pushed Brian inside just as a dead man grabbed her ankle and pulled her down. She grabbed the edge of the doorframe with both hands and kicked his hands until the skin peeled off, showing bone underneath. He still wouldn’t let go. David hammered the thing’s wrists until the bones broke off and the fingers released, pulled Bea inside and firmly shut the door. A relentless assault on the door punctuated by moans faded as they moved deeper into the dark basement, David holding the hammer ready.
Walking past bags of road salt and used paint cans they heard light footsteps coming closer. Suddenly a super-bright flashlight blinded them and David lifted the hammer defensively. A woman’s voice said, “Who the hell are you? Thor?”
Bea laughed. “Sylvie, this is David Chambord. David, Sylvie. And you remember my brother, Brian.”
A flight of steps took them to a marbled lobby and an old-fashioned brass cage elevator that rattled up to the fifth floor. Just to the right of the elevator the door to apartment 53 shuddered as something inside pounded it repeatedly.
“Ignore that.” Sylvie cut her eyes toward the shaking door and she paled a little. The white wainscot along the hallway was splashed and smeared with blood that had also soaked into the carpet. She led them to an apartment at the end of the hallway and opened the door.
They walked into an exquisitely decorated living room with French doors opening to a wrought iron balcony offering a spectacular view of the plaza. A man, wearing dark camouflage and black ski mask stood outside near the rail, firing deliberately into the noisome, shuffling mass. He had an experienced shooter’s stance and Bea recognized Mac McKlasky. So he had made it after all.
Sylvie wore black wool, designer trousers with a cream cashmere sweater. She looked ready for an evening dinner date, complete with kitten heels and a string of pearls. Bea almost laughed. Sylvie was always pulled together and exquisitely groomed and she wasn’t about to let the zombie apocalypse cramp her style. Brian limped across the pale Oushak rug, leaving red spots of blood with each step. Sylvie looked over and exclaimed.
“Brian, what happened?” She led him to the armchair by the windows, propped his foot on the matching ottoman and carefully peeled off his bloody sock. A deep cut sliced across the fleshy part of his heel.
“I don’t know. I must have stepped on something in the snow. I didn’t feel anything.”
“Your foot was probably too cold to feel it. The fact that it’s still bleeding is good. I’m going to clean it. Hang on a minute.” Sylvie disappeared into the bathroom and returned with a first aid kit.
Minutes later, the wound cleaned and bandaged, Brian limped over to the glass doors. Mac turned and came inside, propping his rifle against the wall. He coughed, a deep, hacking cough he struggled to get under control then reached for the box of tissues on the side table and blew his nose. He looked tired.
“Glad you all made it and even happier you didn’t walk out into that crowd without calling Sylvie. I might have killed you.”
Bea stared down at the dark figures moving through the snow. They tripped over the bodies Mac had put down but were soon up again. They didn’t attack each other and she wondered why.
“Bea? I didn’t bring any extra shoes. What am I going to do about my shoe? ” Brian asked.
She emerged from her reverie. Of course he hadn’t brought another pair of shoes. Neither had she. Losing a shoe would have been a small thing a few days ago but now it could be a matter of life or death.
“We’ll figure something out. Maybe someone in the building has some your size. Or I’ll find a store. Don’t worry.” But she was worried. If they had to leave suddenly, lack of shoes could be a real problem.
Sylvie fixed hot chocolate for everyone and apologized that her coffee grinder was broken. Despite the circumstances, she was trying to be a gracious hostess. Typical Sylvie. Despite the slightly fluffy exterior Sylvie was an extremely knowledgeable artist and curator. Bea knew she had grown up in the south in an old house along the Natchez Trace where her mother had been a local beauty queen and her father owned and managed a phosphate plant. An art fanatic from a tender age, she had come north to school and never moved back. Bea wasn’t sure if she was divorced or never married. Once or twice in the past she thought something might be going on between Sylvie and Mac but if so, they were extremely discreet at the office. The fact that they were together here spoke loads though. Bea joined her in the kitchen, helping arrange a tray complete with cookies and cloth napkins. The china looked antique and was so thin it weighed almost nothing but the napkin rings were heavy enough to be solid silver. A glass-front hutch contained several other china pieces and a silver tea set.
“Sylvie, I printed off what you sent but left it at home. The infected broke through the gates and- we just ran. I have everything you sent on a flash drive though. You might want to talk to David; he seems to know something about the historical aspect of this too.”
Sylvie looked startled. “You told him? Who else knows?”
“No one else. You sent two complete documents, the one from Roman Britain and the Howard Carter/ King Tut excavation. Were there more?”
“Oh yes. I thought I sent all I had but maybe I didn’t send the complete file. Let’s sit down together and take a look. The part I really want to get from the Gallery are the Bergen-Belsen docs. There’s that mention of-”
“Infection and research?” Bea interrupted.
“Exactly.” 
Bea carried the tray into the living room while Sylvie turned on her laptop. Mac and David were both outside on the balcony, discussing something animatedly and gesturing toward the dead filling the plaza. Brian took a handful of cookies and went out with them.
Sylvie, still at the kitchen table, scrolled through her files, clearly not finding what she wanted. “I know I had it. I just scanned everything in the file I brought home.”
“Where are the originals?”
“Some are at the Gallery and some are under my bed in a fireproof safe. I notified the Brits right away when I realized nothing like this was on the shipping manifest. I asked them if I should give them to the insurance people but apparently the insurance people don’t know about these. We all left in such a hurry the other day before I could finish scanning them and I thought I could just finish some here. Although now that I really think about it- Wait, I found it!” She scrolled through a few images and smiled. “Mac needs to see this.”
A door shut and they heard masculine voices in the living room. Sylvie closed the laptop and they joined the men.
“…not enough bullets to make a dent,” Mac said, making for the chocolate which was now cool enough to drink. He had a bandage that Bea had not noticed before on his hand.
“A dent in what?” asked Sylvie.
“The millions of dead in and around the city.  The only way out now is by air. You’ve probably seen the helicopters.”
David agreed. “There are only a few helipads still functioning. The hospitals with them are completely overrun and the dead are roaming the White House grounds as well as the Pentagon. The whole eastern seaboard and all of Florida are toast.”
“What about the west coast?” Mac asked. “I heard it’s mostly infection free.”
“No, they’re not. In a situation like this there are all sorts of rumors. Mexico is safe because the dead decompose so fast in the heat or Canada is safe because they freeze stiff there. I don’t know about the decomposition but I think we can safely rule out the frozen stiff theory.” David gestured at the snowy scene outside.
Brian asked Dan, “Do they always stay dead if you shoot them in the head?”
Mac nodded. “So far, they all have. Cause enough trauma to the brain and they finally die.”
“What happened to your hand?” 
Mac drained his hot chocolate and put the cup down. “I was home with this cold the day they made the announcement. My building is over on Corcoran, not far from here. There’s a drugstore at street level and six apartments above it. Mine is on the second floor. 
I knew about the earthquake in Haiti of course and about the cannibalism going on down there but when hasn’t Haiti had all kinds of strange goings on? I thought it might be some kind of occult/voodoo thing they do. 
Anyway, I’d been up most of the night before; I was congested and I couldn’t breathe so I slept most of the next day. I woke up around four that afternoon and got some juice and turned the TV on. I thought the cable was messed up because the only channels broadcasting anything were news stations. They all were discussing, speculating, reporting that a super flu was sweeping through the entire eastern half of the country. I was stunned and wondered if that was what was wrong with me.”
Sylvie moved over to sit beside him and took his hand, holding it in her lap. They obviously weren’t worried about keeping their relationship hidden now.
“There seemed to be a lot more people in the streets than usual but I didn’t pay all that much attention. I was still pretty sick and I had run out of cold medicine. One of the advantages of living over a pharmacy is that it’s easy to pick up whatever you need fast. I got dressed and was almost down the stairs when I heard the first gunshot.
I assumed it was a vehicle backfiring. D.C. has more than its share of violence but usually not in this part of town. Even so, I went back to my apartment and pocketed my Glock before going on down. Once I got down there I was glad I had.
The whole place was chaos. The store manager, Mr. Thackery, stood on top of a car holding a shotgun on the crowd. A ragged line of people stretched out of the store and around the corner. Many of them were elderly or were parents with small children. Everyone looked frightened but they held doggedly to their place in line, all of them needing presumably essential medication. Mr. Thackery, normally the nicest guy imaginable, kept the gun trained on the crowd and was shouting.
“One at a time! Your children may go in with you but they have to stay BY YOUR SIDE while they’re in the store. When the customer ahead of you comes out, only then may you go in. All medicines are dispensed on a first come, first serve basis. When we tell you we are out of medicine, that’s it, there is no more. Don’t try anything funny, you will be shot if you do.”
I joined the line. Progress was slow. The woman in front of me said she was there to get as much medicine as she could for her husband’s at-home chemo treatments. Several people were waiting for their, or a loved one’s insulin. It struck me just how fragile life is and how willing people are to brave violent crowds and risk infection for those they love. The couple behind me had a baby crying in pain from an ear infection. I let them ahead of me. Then a man who needed his heart medication. Then another couple with a baby. Finally I just got out of line.
I had walked over to talk to Mr. Thackery when a pack of thugs showed up and muscled their way to the front of the queue. A scuffle broke out and an old couple got knocked to the ground. Mr. Thackery shouted and told the thugs to back off but they had already reached the doors. There was just no way for him to fire on them without hitting someone else in the crowd. Too much scatter from the shotgun. I told him I would take this one.
People in line backed away and let me through when they saw my gun. I shouted a warning but when the thugs turned I saw that they were injured. Two of them were limping and leaving a trail of blood in the snow and the other- he was missing an eye and the skin on the left side of his face was just hanging like someone had started to skin him then stopped. 
I guess I hesitated because of that. I should have fired but they were wounded and it didn’t seem right until I saw them knock a kid down as they came toward me. I mean they just flat out slammed this kid, five years old maybe, down onto the sidewalk. He didn’t get back up and his mother sank to the ground and gathered him in her arms just sobbing and rocking him back and forth. I never knew if he was dead or what but that’s when I took the three of them out, before they could hurt anyone else.
When I fired, everyone scattered. The three men fell dead in front of the pharmacy door trapping the elderly customer trying to get out. Two men helped me drag the bodies out into the street. I stayed, waiting for the police. Who would imagine that police wouldn’t show up in Dupont Circle at the report of gunfire?  Minutes passed and nothing. No sirens, no blue lights anywhere. So I’m thinking I’m going to have to find a cop somewhere and turn myself in when two of the dead bodies in the street started to twitch. More than twitch, they sat up looking dazed and got to their feet. The third one stayed down. I guess he wasn’t infected. Of course I didn’t understand that then.
They were up but moving oddly, lurching and staggering when a little girl started screaming. You know that incredibly shrill scream children can produce when they’re frightened? Well it was like a summons to those things. They locked in on it and went after her. First they tore into her father and after that-”
Sylvie put her arm around his waist and pulled him closer. “That’s enough. We don’t have to hear the whole story right now so-”
“No, let me finish. I’ve never seen anything so savage. Whatever motivates them, anger, hunger, I don’t know but whatever it is, it’s strong. There wasn’t enough of that child left to fill a shoebox. I shot one of them, again, and Mr. Thackery got the other. Then they got up again. A kid screamed at us to get the heads and we did. They stayed down after that. I asked the kid how he knew and he said it was common sense. Only head shots kill zombies.”
Brian asked, “Did they bite you?”
“Yeah, it was the little girl’s father. He reanimated and I was too slow in putting him down.”
They were silent for a moment. Sylvie put her head in her hands. Mac put both arms around her and held tight. 
David asked in a carefully neutral tone, “How do you feel right now?”
“A little light-headed, very cold. My hand feels almost numb now and is cold to touch. I can’t use it to steady the rifle anymore.”
“What do you need? Is there anything we can try?” Bea asked.
Mac opened his mouth to respond but Sylvie laid a finger across his lips. “We need to get to the Gallery as soon as possible. Those papers we discussed could be crucial. Mac and I disagree but I’m right on this. We have to try everything we can.”
Mac spoke. “She’s a stubborn and bossy woman. I fought my way through a city of zombies to get over here to her and all she does is tell me what I can and can’t do. I don’t want to turn into one of those things and I think my best bet-”
“I don’t want to hear this again.” Sylvie gathered the empty cups and carried them into the kitchen.
Mac finished. “-is a headshot.”
 



Chapter Eight
 
“I put some water on for tea in case anyone wants something else warm to drink. But for now I want to brainstorm. Let’s share what we know about the virus.”  Sylvie set her laptop on the coffee table and spun it around toward David. “This is all I have on the subject.”
He looked through her files but he had already read all of it from Bea’s flash drive. “Not too long ago I found a set of papers dealing with a 15th century Portuguese missionary to Africa and an account of an incident involving the Marines in Haiti in the early 1900’s. The missionary concluded (and if you read the account you can see why) that the disease comes directly from Satan. As for the Marines in Haiti, the two divisions involved were disbanded after the incident and not reinstated until several years later. Their official histories were scrubbed of anything zombie related.”
“Any mention of a cure?” Sylvie asked.
“No.”
“Well then, we just pursue the path the British documents seem to indicate. I wonder if they experimented and found a cure or if the Nazis did. There has to be an answer to this! Think of all the scientific advances made in medicine in the last few years. There have been outbreaks throughout history and it didn’t go pandemic. What did they do to stop it?” Sylvie’s voice rose in frustration.
Bea answered reluctantly. “Isolation. Quarantine that naturally occurred in a world where transportation was slow and laborious.” 
Mac said tiredly, as if he had argued the subject before with no success. “Sylvie, there are indications but no guarantee of a cure.”
Sylvie didn’t respond, just set her jaw in a hard line Bea had never seen before. She mentally applauded her stubbornness. We never give up on the people we love.
“I’m pretty sure it’s a virus,” said Brian. They all nodded but Bea thought they were just humoring a precocious child and she cringed a little. At a recent teacher conference his English teacher let her know that Brian corrected the teacher’s grammar in front of the class. That evening Bea had a talk with him about respect as well as tact. She listened to and gave credence to almost everything he said but he was still just an eleven year old boy. 
He seemed to think they were humoring him as well. “I’m serious. There is still a big debate about whether viruses are alive or not. They don’t actually grow or reproduce or do most things that we think of living things doing. But what they do really well is steal live, genetic material from their host and use it to make copies of themselves. That’s the only way they can spread around.”
David nodded slowly. “You know, that makes sense. They need something living to feed on and use to reproduce. The virus, inside an infected but dead individual, senses that their host is already decaying. They foster the hunger that makes them attack something living so they have fresh, living cells to replicate. It kind of explains why they seldom finish a meal, so to speak. They sense the life is gone or going and they need to move on to a fresh source of cells.”
“We can all agree this disease has been around for a long time. It’s probably highly adaptive to various environments.” Bea said.
“I’ll bet it’s loving its latest environment, the whole world. We did this; it’s our technology that sent it around the globe.” Sylvie said almost bitterly.
The crack of splintering wood echoed down the hallway outside the door. Everyone rose in alarm and scrambled for a weapon then stayed still, listening. Slow, dragging footsteps came down the hall and Bea found she was holding her breath, her whole body tensed and waiting.
Just at that second the tea kettle on the cooktop whistled, rising to a shrieking crescendo before Sylvie could get in the kitchen to pull it from the burner. A slow banging on the door began almost immediately. At first it sounded like just one but the original fist was soon joined by more and in minutes the door shook in its frame. It was a sturdy door but who knew how long it would withstand the assault. They were five floors up with no back door exit.
“That apartment. There are two people on the lease but the building committee didn’t investigate them enough. People come and go night and day. There’ve been complaints but- anyway what it amounts to is I have no idea how many infected are out there.” Sylvie looked anxiously at the door.
“Don’t worry. We’ve got enough ammo to take care of them.” Mac hefted his rifle in his good hand but even that one trembled a little. He was growing pale and there were gray shadows around his eyes.
The attack on the door never let up and it was just a matter of time before they broke through. Sylvie disappeared into the bedroom and came out wearing jeans and a pair of leather, Prada boots. More practical than her previous outfit but the boots had spike heels. They were probably the most sensible shoes she owned, though. Bea realized with a jolt that Brian still needed boots. What was she going to do? Mac and David were waiting in the living room, holding their rifles at the ready.
“Here’s how we’re going to do this. When we open the door they’re going to come through but probably not more than one or two at a time so taking them down shouldn’t be a problem. Everyone needs to be ready to go.”
Brian said, “Bea, what can I-”
The door knob popped loose, the inside shaft was the only thing keeping it hanging. Fingers came in through the now open round hole, searching and probing, finally loosening the face plate enough for the door to swing free.
Their smell came through first, strong enough to make eyes water and stomachs heave. But even that was so much better than what came through next.
Two small, blond children in torn, blood-soaked blanket sleepers shambled eagerly through the door. They were followed by a teen-aged boy missing most of his throat and with no ears, nose, or eyelids. He was unable to moan or make any sound but the younger children emitted high-pitched, excited gibbering. Mouths open wide, with looks of vicious hunger that were obscene on the tiny faces, they zeroed in on Bea for some reason and she reluctantly kicked them away, unable to bring herself to shoot them. Undeterred, they crawled toward Sylvie next who, in trying to avoid them, accidentally stepped on the girl, spiked boot-heel penetrating the putrid skull and releasing a black, clotted mess onto the floor. The little body collapsed.
A man crawled through the door next. White, broken bones jutted through the skin on his legs and his left arm had been torn off at the elbow. David fired a single bullet through his skull.
That left the two boys. No one wanted to finish them but what choice did they have?  Bea pierced the eye socket of the older boy with her iron bar. He was already so rotten that his skull fell apart like an over-ripe melon. David kicked the last child into the bedroom and closed the door firmly.
No one spoke for several minutes. Sylvie wept briefly then abruptly stopped, knelt beside the body of the teen and began unlacing his tennis shoes. Brian, who had stood back from the killing, stooped to help her. The shoes turned out to be a good fit. 
“Ok then, I think it’s time to leave.” They all followed Mac down the hallway, to the brass elevator.
Bea’s knees were weak and she held onto Brian’s shoulder as they descended. The smell of the dead children clung to her and she felt she was still breathing it in, coating her nostrils and throat with an oily miasma. 
Sylvie walked confidently into the lobby only to stop at the sight of the seething crowd of corpses filling Dupont Circle. They couldn’t go out this way. Turning around and going down a short flight of stairs took them to a service entrance in the back. There was no way to know what was waiting for them outside the metal door. Bea pulled Brian close and held her bar ready. 
David looked amused. “What are you now? Samurai zombie killer?”
“It works better for me at close quarters than a gun. Again, it’s quieter too.” Bea stepped in front of Brian as Mac put his hand on the bar handle and turned around to look at everyone.
“Ready? Good, here we go.”
Except for a dumpster the brief alley was empty and they picked their path carefully across the ice-covered pavement, Brian limping a little. On a normal day they were about a thirty to forty minute walk from the Mall. Today was not a normal day, not even close and Bea estimated they had about three hours until sunset. She wanted to be inside somewhere high up with four walls and a strong door long before that. The Gallery was not secure, she already knew, and wondered how many of them they would have to fight through to get to Sylvie’s office.
Mounting a slight rise they looked behind them at the plaza. The afternoon sun broke through the clouds and shone briefly on the sparkling center fountain, the ice-sheathed caryatids holding their ice-filled basin as solemnly as ever, staring blindly at the hideous, dragging figures circling them. Then snow began to fall again. 
The loud beat of a helicopter blade pulsed somewhere in the gray clouds hanging low above them, quickly fading to silence as it passed. Bea strained to see it but it never dropped below the clouds.
Progress was slow. They had to detour when they came upon groups of infected. Fires burning throughout the city gave off a strong smell of smoke and gray ash floated through the air and lay like dark feathers on the snow. Some house and car alarms were still going off and this invariably attracted the dead and they gibbered excitedly even when no humans were present. If asked, Bea would have assigned them an IQ level close to that of a jellyfish. They obviously still had a strong instinctive hunger but little else. They didn’t even seem to be aware of each other in any recognizable way.
Brian’s purloined tennis shoes were already soaked through although he didn’t complain. They both kept an eye out for a clothing or shoe store but this area was heavily residential with only an occasional corner market that was usually already looted. They didn’t come across anyone else alive out on the streets but Brian pointed out faces at windows from time to time. The faces looked either frightened or infected. To Bea the city felt dead.
She knew David planned to peel off once they made it to the Gallery in order to make his helicopter rendezvous. He had checked his phone twice and nodded to himself before putting it away and moving on. She desperately wanted out of the city and knew that the only way now was by air but David wasn’t offering and she wouldn’t ask. She knew they only had so much room and she and Brian were unimportant to anyone but each other. Focusing on getting the docs Sylvie wanted so badly was as far ahead as she could think right now. Once they found out what they could do for Mac they would figure out the rest of their plan. If Evan would call her back maybe he could join them. There was definitely strength in numbers, especially if everyone was armed. Brian surreptitiously patted his coat pocket from time to time, seeming reassured by the deadly weight of the revolver resting there. They reached the corner of Constitution Avenue and stopped.
Hordes of the infected littered the white grounds, stretching into the distance. An incredibly strong taint of rot and smoke filled the air and swirled with the falling snow. Something, a small plane or a helicopter, wreckage still smoking, had crashed into the Washington Monument, causing it to break off at mid-point, toppling the pointed tip to the ground. The fire-blasted, severed base loomed over the landscape, accentuating the total collapse of the city around it. Several creatures still fed on someone partially inside the wreckage.
Mac said, “We need a distraction, something to draw them off so we can make a run for it.” He leaned forward, hands on his knees and his breathing was labored. His color was worse and Bea wondered if he would even be able to run.
David un-shouldered his rifle. “Consider it done. I can’t promise I’ll draw all of them but I'll give it my best shot.”
“Which way?” Bea asked, a little surprised he was leaving before they got to the Gallery.
“The helicopter leaves from the south lawn of the White House. I’ll be early but I have a few things I need to do anyway before I leave.”
“I thought the White House was overrun.”
“It was but they’ve re-secured sections.”
“Oh, good bye then and thanks, David. Good luck.” 
David clasped Mac’s good hand. “Same to all of you. Hang in there, Mac. Better days are coming.” 
David took aim at a parked limo near the Metro. The windshield shattered and the car alarm shrieked to life. The dead turned slowly and appeared to listen. David shot the window out of a red Mini farther down the street but the alarm didn’t sound. The next car he hit, an enormous Armada, gave off an ear-splitting, continuous blast. The dead, not all but most, began a slow shuffle down the street. David ran ahead of them, dodging and weaving his way through and finally breaking free of the crowd, sprinting in the direction of the White House.
With the ghouls’ attention drawn away the little group ventured around the corner. They had no cover now and had to rely on their own speed and the dead’s slow clumsiness. Mac was dragging and Sylvie stayed with him, holding a Glock from his collection. Soon the dead sensed living flesh moving in their midst and began to coalesce around them, making awkward grabs. One of them managed to grasp Mac’s arm and Sylvie screamed but shot it full in the face. They limped on.
Brian was faster than any of them and Bea called to him to slow down. They were too far apart and the dead began to fill in and cut them off from each other. She saw him pull the revolver from his pocket and then the infected blocked her view just as she heard the gun fire.
Forgetting completely about Sylvie and Mac for the moment, she ran, dodging and ducking the dead to get to Brian. He was down, yanked off his feet by a crawling, mostly skinned woman still holding a dog lead in one hand. She held his ankle fast and slowly but inexorably pulled him toward her open mouth. Bea stomped her wrist and arm but it had no effect. She had to smash the gore-filled skull before the woman stopped writhing and lay still.
“I tried to shoot her, Bea. I missed and then I dropped the gun when she pulled me down.” Brian searched the ground frantically for the revolver, finally finding it under the corpse. The snow picked up and Bea couldn’t see Sylvie and Mac anymore.
She turned him around to face across the Mall. “Do you see the Gallery? That side right there is the piazza entrance. The doors and windows are broken out and you can get in with no problem. There will probably be some infected in there, definitely don’t go in the basement. Find an empty room and close the door and wait for me.”
He was hesitant. “Bea, you have to-”
She cut him off. “Brian, I’ll be right behind you, I swear.”
He ran, easily evading the reaching hands of the dead. Doubling back, she found Sylvie stomping an infected man down. She still had one arm around Mac, who was struggling to stay on his feet. Together the two women half carried him the rest of the way to the piazza entrance, the dead following.
Surprisingly there were no infected inside. They must have wandered back out. Looking behind her at their grisly entourage she knew they didn’t have a lot of time. Snow had blown in through the broken glass and Brian’s footprints were visible. They tracked him to the cloakroom.
“Brian, we’re here.” Bea tapped the closed door and Brian emerged, looking very small and frightened.
“Mac, can you make the stairs? We’ll be safer up there I think.” Bea looked around nervously.
The following dead were invading the lobby, stumbling and moaning as they advanced. Sylvie led the way to the set of back steps that accessed the administrative part of the building. They made their way slowly up, supporting Mac as they went. The dead had difficulty with the steps and kept falling back. The door at the top of the stairs was closed and wouldn’t open without a key card. Frantically Bea searched her pockets and pulled out her card. She ran it through the wrong way and the door wouldn’t open.
“Slow down, Bea.” Sylvie said.
Looking down she saw that a dead policeman was halfway up the steps, dragging his intestines along behind him. She took a deep breath and ran it through again, the right way. This time the locked door clicked open and all four of them fell inside and shut the door.
The hallway was quiet up here. The normalcy of it gave Bea a surreal feeling and she swayed a little and had to lean against a wall for just a second. Brian took her hand and they walked on, passing darkened offices until they came to Sylvie’s brightly lit one. The battered metal box was where Bea had last seen it, on the middle of the desk, and the door was still locked.
Mac used the butt of his rifle to smash the door glass and reached inside to unlock the door. Sylvie made him sit in her desk chair before opening the old box and pulling out an aged manila envelope. She unwound the string tab securing it then turned the scanner on and went through her desk drawer.
“This is just great. I don’t have my flash drive,” she exclaimed but continued to sort through the desk.
Bea fished around in her pocket and pulled hers out. “Put it all on this.”
They loaded the scanned documents then Sylvie ran off extra copies. Although there were no windows in here, Bea knew it would soon be dark outside. She wondered if David’s helicopter had taken off yet. The little tiles she had seen before were still stacked along the table and Bea now saw what was missing in the second embalming process detailed. The brain removal step had been omitted and that was why the corpse rose from the embalming table. The tiles were a reminder and a warning for the embalmers.
“So what do we do now? How long do we stay here?” Brian wanted to know.
Sylvie shushed him but didn’t look up from the documents on the screen. Bea leaned over her shoulder and began to read.
 



Chapter Nine
 
27 April 1945
We had been getting good and pissed every night since we opened up Bergen-Belsen. I’d never been much of a drinker before or since but it was the only way we could face what we had to deal with during the day. Dear God, how can these Germans tell us they knew nothing about what was going on here? We smelled the rot and excrement two miles before we even got to the camp. Making them help with the clean-up and the burials was good for these complacent gits because it gave them a chance to see what their beloved Fuehrer had been up to for all these years. I must say I enjoyed the sight of them, sick and retching as they dragged the emaciated bodies from the piles.
We started to hear from the locals, bloody gits, that there was another camp close by. Of course none of them had anything to do with it, they were just good little Deutsch, but they had noticed trucks coming in and out of a heavily forested section of the mountain. Nazi officers from there sometimes came into the local bierhaus, flirted a little with the bier fraus, but never spoke about what they did at the camp.
I requisitioned a jeep that Thursday and got a group of lads along with some medics then followed the directions from the townspeople up into the forest. We found a decent road, mostly dirt and gravel. After about two kilometres we stopped at a strongly fortified fence. Although there were guard towers, no one manned them and after Smythe scaled the wall and opened the gate, we drove through.
The camp appeared to be abandoned. One building had burnt to the ground. What evidence remained indicated it had been an office. Emptied metal filing cabinets and partially burned file folders lay on the muddy ground. A few intact papers had blown against the fence and I secured them. My German is quite sketchy but I did make out the words Unaufhaltsam Soldate but little else. There was the expected smell of rotting bodies but we saw nothing, no piles of dead, none of those make-shift, shallow gravesites that left them half sticking out of the ground. Even though it was late April it was still cold here and we stood in the freezing wind, wondering where the hell the bodies were meant to be? They had to be here. The smell was that strong.
Smythe shouted from somewhere up ahead and we followed the sound, finding him standing next to a cement block building with a metal roof and a padlocked, thick metal door. As we drew closer the smell intensified and I knew we’d found the poor bastards. Or their remains anyway. Finding an ax near a wood pile we attacked the heavy lock, opened the door and stood back.
The smell rolled out of there like a putrid wave. Lancaster reached some bushes before he vomited up his breakfast and several others looked a little green. I knew I didn’t want to see what was in there and wondered if we couldn’t just get some equipment out, dig a hole, then bulldoze the whole building into it, bodies and all, even if it was against regulations but of course I didn’t. There were people desperate for news of their loved ones and they would want to know if they had been found, dead or alive. We had to go through the bodies and try to identify them.
A groan, very faint, drifted out the door. I told Lancaster to go back and tell the medics we’d found survivors. There was no way to know if they were friend or foe at this point and we went in, bayonets at the ready.
The light coming in through the doorway revealed a throng of standing, shuffling bodies. Some wore German uniforms, some hospital gowns and others wore nothing at all. Although most were adult males, there were several women and four children among them. They turned as one at our entrance and attacked and though they carried no weapons they used their teeth and nails to great advantage. I bayonetted the closest one through the stomach. He stopped but, astoundingly, he kept standing with arms outstretched toward me. He made biting motions with his mouth and I heard his teeth clack. Shaken, I looked around. The lads were having similar problems, almost everyone had a German stuck on the end of his Lee-Enfield.
I backed up and pulled the blade out, whereupon my attacker came at me again. This time I used the butt of my rifle on his head and he went down. His head cracked like a melon and black, viscous chunks spilled from his skull.
More shaken than I cared to admit, I called for a retreat. As my men backed out into the light, the Germans poured out after them. We fired but they kept coming. Three of them took Oswald down. I managed to knock them off, giving him enough time to get to his feet before they closed in again. He was pouring blood from bites in his neck and hands and soon collapsed. Once again I managed to bludgeon his attackers and they stayed down this time but Oswald was already dead.
At this point I realized that they only stayed down if you knocked them in the head and I shouted, “The heads, lads, get them in the head!”
This put us to rights again and we soon had all of them down when, shockingly, Oswald sat up. Smythe reached down to give him a hand up and Oswald bit him, tearing away the flesh like a dog would. Smythe screamed and staggered backward but Oswald kept coming after him. I took aim and shot the poor chap in the head. Black tissue flew everywhere and Smythe abruptly sat down on the ground and wiped his face. A medic soon had Smythe’s hand cleaned and bandaged and we left this camp of nightmares.
The bodies were never completely identified. Some were definitely Germans but others might have been prisoners of war and/or Jews. The papers we found, though incomplete, indicated that at least some of them were victims of wounds sustained while serving under Rommel in Egypt. Others were probably Polish prisoners brought in specifically for medical experimentation.
-personal letter from Leftenant Royce McDonald intercepted and confiscated by military censors.

Researchers note: It is believed that this was the beginning of the Bergen-Belsen “typhus” outbreak in which an additional 13,000 died after the camp was liberated. The origin of the illness that devastated that camp remains a closely guarded secret within British intelligence files to this day. For more information from this time frame see vault # 32, Whitehall sub-basement 4. See recovered documents from un-named camp near Bergen-Belsen below.
 
Letter from SS Standartenfuhrer Schmidt to SS-Obersturmbannfuhrer Heinz, 3 December 1943
Dear Comarade Heinz,
As you know, Dr. Mengele has requested 150 subjects for research involving your project Unaufhaltsam Soldate.  Our staff members at Bergen-Belsen are happy to supply whatever subjects are needed for the glory of the Reich. In addition to the 135 Jews (all guilty of race pollution) sent previously, we are transferring fifteen gypsy women that arrived last evening from another camp. 
 
Report from Dr. Carl Clauberg to Dr. Josef Mengele, 5 February 1944
Dear Dr. Mengele,
Tests are proceeding on the new subjects. Our work up to this point indicates the illness brought back by the desert soldiers is caused by a virus rather than bacteria.
The human subjects react quickly when infected. The accelerated decay they exhibit can be slowed down but not stopped by subjecting them to extreme cold. Rigor is not seen in subjects even after respiration and pulse have ceased. Limbs remain flexible but uncoordinated in movements. Whether subjects are allowed to die of the virus or are euthanized, all revive and reanimate.
Virus samples in the laboratory are easily destroyed by heat exceeding 41 Celsius. All experiments injecting subjects with near-boiling water have resulted in accelerated death. Autopsies reveal advanced decay of most organs with the exception of the brainstem where little necrosis was observed. I should add the creatures are still ‘alive’ for most of these autopsies and exhibit no symptoms of pain, other than low guttural articulation.
Intelligence levels are observably low and animal-like in nature. Vision deteriorates quickly but hearing remains unusually acute. Subjects continue violent and fearless but cannot be controlled or directed to perform the simplest of tasks. 
Experiments will continue as scheduled (see enclosed timeframe) but it is my opinion that these creatures are of little use to the Reich and due to the rapidly spreading nature of the virus are too dangerous to loose against an enemy on a field of battle. They might be successfully launched against an isolated urban population but there would remain the problem of disposal and spreading contamination we could not control. 
My recommendation is for a Sonderaktion once all scheduled experiments are complete. Great care must be taken that the brainstem is completely sundered as unless that is done the creatures will not truly die.
 
Sylvie continued to scroll through the documents. “That’s it? There was no mention of a cure at all.”
Bea said gently. “It was an ‘Unstoppable Soldier’ program, Sylvie. They wanted to weaponize them, not cure them.”
“But we do know now that heat can destroy the virus. That’s something at least.”
“I guess it is but…” She trailed off. Mac’s eyes were closed and he looked exhausted.
“Tell me again, where was David going? I wasn’t paying attention.” Sylvie’s voice was brisk and all-business again.
“The South Lawn of the White House. He was getting on a helicopter leaving for the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta.”
“The CDC? Perfect. That’s exactly where Mac needs to go.”
“Sylvie, stop. You’ve already gone way-” Mac tried to interrupt but Sylvie wouldn’t listen.
“Just stop, Mac. I’m making this decision. We’re going to try for Atlanta and see what they can do.” Her voice was firm and her mind was obviously made up.
Mac sighed. “I’m tired, Sylvie. So tired. But if that’s what you want, I’m in. Bea, I’m asking you now and you have to swear you’ll do it; put me down when it’s time. I don’t know exactly when that will be but you have to do it.”
Bea couldn’t agree to that and turned away. Mac put his head in his hands briefly then seemed to get his second wind.
“All right then, we don’t have long until dark. I’ve never been to the White House, can you believe that? I’ve lived here all these years and haven’t been once. Now is as good a time as any.”
Going out the way they came in was not going to work. The dead had managed to climb the staircase and the sound of palms slapping the door echoed down the hallway. The only way out was a fire escape ladder leading down to a curved alley off 3rd Street.  A lone, dead woman lurched between the stone walls, unable to find her way out. 
“She shouldn’t be any trouble. We’ll try to avoid the Mall completely and stay on side streets as much as possible until we get close. After that, pray.” Mac’s expression was grim.
They made it down the slippery ladder without mishap. The female zombie was slow to register their arrival but once she noticed she attacked immediately. Her red-stained face and blouse indicated she had fed well at some point but was clearly eager for more. The tight, tailored jacket she wore had slipped off her shoulders and pinned her arms frustratingly to her sides but her mouth chomped at them eagerly. Brian kicked her hard in the knees and once she was down, Bea punctured her skull. The snapping mouth and writhing black tongue went slack. They walked on.
In minutes they were within sight of the decapitated Washington Monument again. Bea shivered at the sight of it and the mutilated, shuffling creatures clustered around. She contrasted this image with the usual sight of families and school groups taking pictures and picnicking on the grass in the spring and wondered if those days would ever come back.
The snow picked up and they walked faster. They easily evaded the few dead they encountered in the street but noticed that they were now followed by a growing mass of them, easily outpaced but menacing nonetheless.
“How do they know we’re here?” Brian whispered. “Their eyes are practically useless. Can they really hear that well? I don’t get it.”
Bea shook her head. “Who knows? Let’s just get away from them.”
“I’ve thought about it and our biggest danger is if they trap us somewhere and we have to fight our way out. They’re not smart but there are more of them than us and they’re persistent. Also, we’re going to die if we can’t get out of the city. Eventually they will get to us.” His voice wavered a little.
Bea shouldn’t have been surprised he’d figured it out. Right now she wished he weren’t quite so smart. She reached over and took his hand.
“They might but I’m not planning on letting that happen. Let’s see what we find out once we make it to the White House. If they’ve re-secured it like David said, they’ll probably have room for us to stay, at least for a while until we figure out where to go next.”
He squeezed her hand tighter. “Deshawn isn’t texting me back anymore.” Brian paused then continued, “He said his mom got bit and after that I didn’t hear from him again.”
“Did he know they have to restrain her?” 
“He didn’t say.”
“His dad will know what to do. Don’t worry though. You can try to text him again later. There could be a problem with the cell phone towers.”
“Yeah. That’s probably it.” He turned away.
They reached 15th Street and stopped. It was close to dark and there were spotlights illuminating the grounds. Machine gun fire pierced the dusk and they heard shouting.
“Head for the lights and try to look as un-zombie like as possible. We’ve come a long way just to get shot.” Mac said.
“How do we look un-zombie like? Dance? Turn cartwheels?” Sylvie asked.
“We’ll be moving much faster than them. At least I hope so. I forgot I had this but it might help.” Mac pulled a thin, square, plastic package from his pocket. “Got this at the gun store in Maryland. Free flag with every twelve-hundred rounds. Wave it like you mean it.” He handed it to Brian who tore open the plastic and unfolded a surprisingly large American flag.
They sprinted across the snowy grounds, dodging the reaching dead and heading straight for the spotlights, Brian waving the flag like mad. The gunfire ceased altogether and they knew they had been spotted.
Mac tripped over something buried under the snow and went down hard. Sylvie stopped and pulled him back up, the two of them now falling behind. They were cut off from Bea and Brian almost immediately and Bea stopped when she realized what had happened. Brian tugged her arm, pulling her onward. The dead closed in and one, a bare-chested teen whose ribs flashed intermittently through shredded skin, grabbed Brian’s arm and pulled him down. Bea aimed her revolver at the teen’s head but couldn’t get a clear shot. A shot rang out and the teen’s head disintegrated. Brian rolled away from the odorous mess on the snow and got to his feet. Bea couldn’t tell where the shot came from but whoever they were, they were good.
Someone grabbed her arm and she struggled to break away until a voice said, “I’ve got you now. Stay close and we’ll have all of you out of this and inside.” It was too dark to see his face well but the voice was reassuring and she stayed as close as she could, holding onto Brian. More shots were fired not too far away and she flinched but kept running until they reached a low stone marker. Beside it was a set of concrete steps leading to a depression in the lawn and a metal door. The door opened to an underground tunnel. Her rescuer shoved her and Brian inside and shut the door, leaving them in almost total darkness but only momentarily. The door opened again and Sylvie and Mac stumbled in alongside two more men in military-style fatigues. They shut the door and shoved a bolt lock into place with a loud metallic thunk. They turned and removed their Kevlar knit ski masks.
“Welcome to the White House.”
They proceeded to another thick, metal door and when it closed behind them Bea momentarily fought against a feeling of panic at being shut in. The mostly underground complex was spotless and modern and, according to their guide, a freckled, blond, giant of a soldier, was intended to accommodate high-ranking officials in case of a short-term event. He explained there were medical facilities and enough food to last one hundred people for three months. Other, deeper parts of the facility could be sealed off with recirculated air and were thus capable of being entirely self-contained in case of a nuclear or biological contamination event. Motion sensors and infrared heat detectors surrounded the entire unit and were also placed at strategic locations inside for state of the art security. The lushly carpeted hallways were surprisingly bereft of people. When Mac commented on that their guide snorted, “You think the senior staffers and their kind stuck around long? They were out before the announcement.”
“Where did they go?” Bea asked.
Brian replied, “Probably Mount Weather.”
The soldier shrugged. They went up a short flight of steps then passed a recessed checkpoint manned by a dark-haired, female MP. Two leashed German shepherds barked twice then sat down quickly, muscles trembling in apparent restraint. The MP patted their furry heads and then sighted her rifle on the group. Their escort did the same.
“Who’s infected?” The inquiry was unemotional and matter-of-fact.
Mac stepped forward, laid his rifle down and raised his hands. “I’m your guy.”
“Step this way, sir.” Mac was led away. Sylvie tried to follow only to have the rifles trained on her. They all had to surrender their guns and were made to pass by the dogs again, one by one, this time with no resulting barks. To Bea’s surprise they returned the guns to them.
“Dangerous world these days,” was their guard’s only comment as he led them down an antiseptic-smelling hallway to a small alcove containing deep leather chairs, flat screen and a mini-bar. 
“Sir, how do the dogs know if someone is infected?” Brian asked.
“Keen sense of smell. Our infected countrymen out there begin to rot from the inside out once they’re bit and the dogs can pick up on it long before we can.” He turned to leave.
“Wait, can you take this to our friend they just took away?” Bea reached into her pocket and handed her flash drive over.
“Sure, anything else?”
“Just one.  A friend of ours should be here somewhere. David Chambord? He’s with Homeland Security and should have arrived ahead of us.” Bea said.
“Sorry, ma’am, I don’t know him. There are other sections of the complex in use that we don’t have access to. Help yourselves to the bar if you’re thirsty or hungry. The senators won’t miss it.” He left.
Brian tore into a bag of pretzels and opened one of the cold, bottled sodas. Flipping through channels only to find blank screens he finally tossed the remote onto a table. Bea sat beside him but Sylvie paced the corridor. There was no clock but it felt like hours had passed when Sylvie leaned against the door and spoke to no one in particular.
“Are they going to try to help him or just kill him? Who are these people?” She didn’t seem to expect an answer and jumped when a voice came from the hallway.
“I’m Dr. Anouk Osawy and I don’t plan to kill anyone.”
A petite, dark-skinned woman in camouflage pants, green tee shirt and combat boots held the handles of a wheelchair in which Mac sat, smiling bleakly at them before lapsing into a coughing fit. He struggled to regain his breath.
“We needed to complete a physical exam before we broached what you will probably find to be a disquieting topic. I’ve already talked to Mac about this but we want his family to know what he has agreed to before we proceed,” she continued.
“We’re not family.”
“I’m sorry, I thought you were. Close friends, then? Yes? That’s almost as good. You need to know what we are attempting to do. I would like you all to follow me as I explain.”
Bea turned to Brian only to find him asleep in one of the cushy chairs, empty bag of pretzels on the floor in front of him.
Dr. Osawy said, “He’ll be fine here if you want to leave him. It might be best if he didn’t see everything I’m about to show you.”
“Ok.”
Dr. Osawy led them through a set of double-doors to a tiled corridor on the left of the guard station where the guard they encountered before stood and saluted smartly. Dr. Osawy explained to them she carried the rank of colonel. A metallic rattling sound grew louder the farther they went down the hallway. The doctor stopped in front of a locked, gray, metal door and ran an ID card through a reader. The lock on the door clicked and they went inside.
The room was slightly larger than a school infirmary and contained a wall full of expensive, high-tech equipment. State of the art defibrillators, dialysis and x-ray equipment stood next to a recessed area holding the rounded bulk of an MRI machine. Floor to ceiling, glass-fronted cabinets held vast supplies of medicines, gauze and bandages.
“You know how they say generals are always fighting the last war? Well doctors are always prepared for the last health crisis. Of course this one was a little hard to anticipate.”
They walked through the room and approached a set of double doors. A foul, familiar odor grew stronger and the rattling sounds increased.
“They sense us. We’ve just started studying them really but we do know that the changes that the virus causes are extensive and somewhat to their advantage in their ‘dead’ state. Eyes as well as mucous membranes in the nasal cavity dry out quickly and they lose sight and probably most of their sense of smell but their hearing stays quite acute and possibly becomes more so. I would say that at this moment they can hear all of our hearts beating.”
She opened another metal door and led them into a high-ceilinged, concrete-floored room. It had a small bay door, closed and locked, that was probably used for deliveries. Right now it echoed from the many blows of dead hands trying to force their way in. The air here was so cold that they could see their breath in small puffs of condensation. Canned goods and sacks of flour shared space with stacks of toilet paper. Shelves were pushed against the walls and four metal gurneys occupied the middle of the space. Bright, fluorescent lights shone on a hellish scene.
Autopsies appeared to have stopped in progress on the bodies strapped to the gurneys. The patient nearest the door had its skin sliced open and peeled apart, pinned down and exposing the tissue and bones underneath, much like a high school biology dissection. The internal organs were in a state of advanced decay and metal trays were placed on the floor to catch the rotting flesh as it dropped off. The creature thrashed and struggled to break free as the open mouth turned their way.
“All of these victims were infected around the same time. Despite that the disease has not progressed at the same rate. Some succumbed within hours while others took as long as four days before they died and revived. We believe their health at the time of infection might have something to do with the progress. Some people may be naturally more resistant than others but no one, so far, is immune. 
Their hunger is strong and seems to be the only thing that causes them pain. I suppose it is the survival imperative the virus carries with it. We’ve concluded they are constantly seeking fresh genetic material. Mac told me something of your research into the history of the disease so you may know a good bit about that already.”
Sylvie shook her head. “We didn’t find that much technical information and we didn’t find information on a cure. The Germans were looking for a weapon.”
“We’re all fortunate they never tried to use this as one. The virus could have gone pandemic quite easily even in the nineteen-thirties or forties.”
The other three gurneys held more patients. One had been beheaded and the body was still but the eyes in the skull rolled in their sockets and the mouth moved.
“We left the brainstem intact on this one just to see if it would survive decapitation and you can see it is still active. It makes sense that the brain would last longest since it is the best protected organ in the body. Tests indicate very little other than the most rudimentary intelligence though. The driving force here again is the survival of the virus and its need for fresh cells.”
Nauseated by the smells and sights in the room, Bea went back into the infirmary section. The rest of the group stayed inside a few minutes more then came out.
“…so that’s basically what we’re up against. I have a theory that these things can actually survive for a very, very long time especially if the bodies were to be preserved in some way. Mummification or irradiation for instance.”
Sylvie said, “I think you’re right. You did read the documents on the flash drive we brought?”
The doctor pulled the flash drive out of her pocket and returned it to Bea. “Yes, I hope you don’t mind but I copied it. One of the papers gave me an idea. The Nazis tried injecting the infected with boiling water after they found the virus could be killed with heat and obviously that didn’t work. We’ve cultured the virus from infected tissue and done a battery of experiments. It can be killed with heat. What we want to do next is infect a patient with a strain of malaria. Mac is an ideal candidate.”
“Why would you give him another illness on top of this one?”
“For one thing we’re very familiar with malaria. It’s been around longer than mankind. Malaria parasite fossils have even been found in dinosaur remains. Over millennia it made the jump from species to species creating the form we have today about the time West Africa was settled by humans.”
“How does this relate to what you want to do to Mac?”
“I just want you to know that malaria is something we know how to deal with here. We can kill the virus with heat, right? One problem though, is the life cycle of the Z-virus. The infected are teeming with millions of viruses, all at different stages of their ‘life’ cycle. While some are in the active stage, others go dormant and they are very, very difficult to destroy in dormancy. The virus has a way of stealing the surface membranes of the host and covering up in them and tucking in if you will, before they go into the dormant stage. During the dormant stage they look almost identical to benign cell tissue.
The nasty little bugger that causes malaria is a protozoan, also very difficult to kill. The human body reacts to it with a high temperature and that is what interests us. You see the high temperature it produces can kill the Z-virus. What we want to try is to infect the Z patient with malaria. My theory is that the fever resulting from the malaria will heal the Z-virus victim. Of course there is still danger from the malaria but it might be a good trade-off.”
“But malaria can re-occur right? Will he always have malaria?”
“That is a risk. But most of us would choose malaria over living death. The recurring nature of malaria is really another advantage to the treatment. Each reoccurrence starts another period of fever that will attack any Z-virus stragglers still in the patient. This is not an easy route to go and we don’t have any early-stage victims to experiment on. You’ve seen how quickly the decay progresses. All those moving corpses back there would die of the injuries they’ve already received if we brought them back to ‘real’ life. Mac, however…” she trailed off expectantly.
Mac said, “Whenever you’re ready.”
“You know this might not cure you. It could cause permanent brain damage or it could kill you.”
 “I’m a dead man now anyway. If this kills me at least we’ll have learned something from it.”
Dr. Osawy smiled. “It sounds like you haven’t changed your mind. Let’s get started.”
No one was allowed to go with Mac so Bea and Sylvie went back to the sleeping Brian. People came and went, busy and worried looking, giving them only cursory glances. The dead continued to pound the door near the entrance and the sound was a constant reminder of the perilous nature of their stronghold.
An hour later Dr. Osawy returned. She looked guardedly pleased.
“He’s been injected and he’ll remain in quarantine for now. There is an incubation period of about seven days with this strain of malaria.”
“Seven days? Do we have seven days before those things break through down there?” Sylvie was aghast.
“Seven days is a guess. We don’t know how someone infected with the Z-virus will deal with the protozoan. We’re monitoring his temperature, heart rate, everything basically. As soon as his body shows some kind of reaction, we’ll let you know.”
“Can we see him?”
Dr. Osawy hesitated before saying, “I should tell you we’ve tied him down as a precaution. You might not like what you see.” 
“I just want to be sure he’s all right.” Sylvie had already started down the hall.
A window looked into a large room where Mac lay in a hospital bed, hooked up to monitors and a saline drip. Blankets covered him chin to toe and perspiration poured down his face. Mesh straps, just visible under the blankets, secured his arms and legs tightly to the bed.
“This is a sound-proofed observation room we’ve converted. This window looks like a mirror on the other side of the wall so he can’t see you. We’re keeping him as warm as possible. Wait a second.” Dr. Osawy checked one of the monitor screens outside the room door. She bit her lip and frowned.
“His temperature has already started to rise. That’s unusual but not necessarily bad.” Her voice was calm but Sylvie was anything but reassured.
“How high?”
“One hundred-two. It may go as high as one hundred-six before the brain begins to control it. I know this is alarming for you but just try to picture the fever in there killing millions of Z-viruses every few seconds. Fever is a defense mechanism and a good one. He may go into convulsions but that’s to be expected. I’m afraid he’s in for a rough night.”
Bea left Sylvie outside the little room and went back to find Brian still asleep. She asked a passing soldier if there was a spare bed anywhere. The man looked annoyed but directed her around a corner to a closet-like room with two twin beds in it and a narrow table in between. The table held a digital alarm clock and an ashtray over-flowing with cigarette butts.
“This is for the doctors normally but I guess you can sleep here for now.” The man said grudgingly.
“I know we’re partially underground here and we’re under the White House. Who’s up above us?” Bea asked.
The soldier smiled grimly. “No one you want to run into. We’re leaving the top side alone for now. Too difficult to secure. You’re safe here.”
Bea thanked him and, staggering a little, carried Brian inside and laid him on the bed. He weighed almost as much as she did. She removed his wet tennis shoes, placing them on the radiator to dry. He didn’t wake up.
She felt secure here with the thick walls and small, high windows and knowing there were guards and a high-tech security system. Everyone she had met so far didn’t seem that frightened by the situation and although she didn’t understand the attitude, she couldn’t help but feel reassured by it. The soldier told her they were safe. She wondered how many of the staff here lost someone to the virus or even had to face what she and Brian had to fight through to get here.
Cranking the window open just enough to tip the contents of the smelly ashtray out she heard moaning that was either the wind or the dead. Something rattled the chain-link gates and she heard shouting, then gun-fire. Someone laughed harshly. She closed the window and lay down on the other bed, closing her eyes and listening to the now faint sound of dead fists hitting the metal door.
 



Chapter Ten
 
Loud gunshots woke Bea and Brian. The glowing numbers on the clock said 5:34 am. They had slept the night through. Brian sat up and looked around the room, obviously confused about where he was. He looked at Bea who put a finger to her lips then handed his now-dry tennis shoes to him before proceeding to pull on her own boots. She pulled her tangled hair back and twisted it into a ragged bun. They shrugged their coats and backpacks on then stood still, listening.
Heavy, booted footfalls thundered by in the corridor outside the room and they heard shouting in the distance followed by silence. The door wasn’t locked and the handle turned silently allowing them to peer outside the room. They saw no one. The lights in the hallway flickered a little as they left the room and headed to the observation lounge where they left Sylvie a few hours before.
They found Dr. Osawy and Sylvie standing outside Mac’s room, Dr. Osawy, today wearing military fatigues covered by a white lab coat flipped agitatedly through a stack of papers on a clip-board.
“The tissue samples were almost all negative for the Z-virus! Let me see if the PCR testing is finished.” 
She patted Sylvie’s shoulder awkwardly before hurrying away. Sylvie, shoulders slumped in exhaustion, leaned against the one way mirror and bowed her head. Something was wrong.
Bea asked, “Sylvie? What’s going on? How is Mac?”
Sylvie raised grief-darkened eyes. “He’s dead.” 
“Oh, no! No, no. He wasn’t even all that sick yet. What happened?”
“They don’t know for sure. The doctor said the malaria had the Z-virus on the run. His fever spiked but he was holding his own. They think his heart may have given out. You know, well you probably don’t since it was before you were here but a few years ago he had some sort of cardiac ‘event’ I think they called it. It never repeated so we never thought too much about it. He’s such a strong guy and so active, you know?” She angrily wiped away the tears that poured down her face.
Brian asked, “What were the gunshots? Did you hear them?”
“They got in. I’m not sure how it happened but they made it past the first guard station and there were a bunch of them. We’re being evacuated.”
Inside the observation room, a soldier removed the drip from Mac’s arm and shut down the monitoring equipment, removing the restraints at the same time. Bea caught just a glimpse of Mac’s face before they pulled the sheet up to cover it. He looked as if he had died in agony.
A door slammed somewhere in the distance. Three soldiers came down the corridor and snatched the documentation of Dr. Osawy’s testing, along with random vials and tubes. They tossed everything into a box and continued on to the next room.
Dr. Osawy returned holding a plastic tray of tiny vials. When she saw what they were doing she called out, “That is my research! On whose authority are you doing this?”
“The facility has been infiltrated and standard operating procedure ensures that nothing sensitive or secret be left behind. Sorry Colonel, but you should gather what personal belongings you have now. We’re retreating deeper into the shelter. Your test subjects are now outside the safe zone. We can take your information but not the subjects.”
“Soldier, you don’t understand what you’re doing. I will have you court marshaled if you don’t stop now and go back to your post. I’m working on something of vital importance. All my test subjects are vital to the success of this project-”
The soldier moved down the hallway, Dr. Osawy following and continuing to harangue him. Bea noticed for the first time that the doors leading to the brief hallway to the left of the guard station were closed, the bar handles wrapped with heavy chains and padlocked. Two nervous-looking soldiers with drawn weapons stood guard in front of them. The doors vibrated, rattling the chains and making the locks clang against the metal. She had little doubt as to what was behind those doors. She turned back to Sylvie.
“We have to go, Sylvie,” she said gently, taking her arm and trying to direct her down the hall to follow the soldiers. She motioned to Brian to follow but he was staring in horror into the observation room that held Mac’s body. Sylvie saw his face, looked and then ran around the corner to the entrance to the room.
The soldier had already pulled all of the equipment into the doorway, propping it open. He now stood about four feet from the bedside with his pistol trained on Mac’s head, prepared to ensure there was no reanimation. They were taking no chances.
What Bea and Brian saw next seemed to occur in total silence, the soundproofed room not allowing any sound to escape. Sylvie pushed the medical equipment away from the door and ran inside, made straight for the soldier and knocked the gun from his hand. He reacted by knocking her to the floor and scrambling for his weapon then pointing it at her and motioning angrily toward the door. He was obviously telling her to get out. In horror, they watched as Sylvie pulled a gun and shot him, hitting him in the leg. He fell to the floor and clutched his leg in agony.
Sylvie, appalled by what she had just done, dropped her gun and approached the soldier. He pulled away from her, dragging himself to the door and out into the hallway, the door swinging shut behind him. Sylvie sank to the floor and began to cry again, head resting on her knees. Behind her, Mac sat up.
The sheet fell away from his face and the pain in which he had died was still there but was accompanied now by a look of ravenous, sharp hunger. He fumbled with the sheet, falling off the bed but getting to his feet. Sylvie looked up but the wonder on her face was quickly replaced by terror. She scrambled for the door, crab-walking backward, reaching up for the handle and pulling hard, staring at Mac all the while.
It was locked. Bea saw a magnetic card reader just below the handle. Sylvie pulled frantically but it must have locked automatically when the guard left. Mac grabbed her arm but she broke free and ran to the viewing mirror, pounding and screaming for help. The mirror cracked under her fists and dark, bloody handprints soon obscured the view. Mac moved clumsily but with deadly intent and dragged her backwards, teeth tearing into the soft skin of her neck and shoulder. He bit down hard and pulled away a chunk of skin and meat, the skin stretching and thinning before finally snapping off. He gulped it down greedily, going back for more. Sylvie stopped struggling, her eyes glazed over and she sagged against him, arms and legs loose and dragging. Blood poured onto the floor and Mac bent over, tearing into her body like a starving animal.
Bea snatched the fire extinguisher from the wall and flung it at the mirror, shattering the glass. She regretted it immediately when Mac looked up, and staggered their way, long, bloody strips of flesh hanging from his mouth; peering out through the hole in the wall.
Mac began tearing out the shards of glass still in the wall, enlarging the opening and reaching for them. Brian vomited onto the floor. Bea wiped his face the best she could, noting the whiteness of his lips. Farther down the hall behind them the assault on the chained doors grew louder and the metal hinges groaned. The dead were close. She looked around for someone in uniform who could tell them where they were being evacuated to but only found the wounded soldier outside the locked observation room. Together she and Brian helped him up and supported him slowly down the hallway, past the small room where they slept last night, down a concrete ramp. A round, metal door barred their way. Frustrated, they pounded the door angrily but got no response. 
“They’ll never hear you through that door. I’ll raise them on the radio. I can’t figure out why they would have closed it already. They knew I had to finish up before I could leave.” He fumbled for the radio clipped to his belt, accidentally resting his weight on his injured leg and groaning in pain. Behind them glass from the mirror continued to shatter on the floor. The soldier’s face went white and sweat beaded on his upper lip. He requested admittance but only got static in response.
They all banged on the door. Just then they heard the sound of metal doors giving way somewhere behind them and the footsteps and groans of the dead who finally broke through. Desperately they banged louder. Finally the soldier’s radio squawked to life and he was able to request admittance. When the door finally opened Bea could see why they hadn’t heard them. It was solid steel and had to be at least three feet thick.
 “What is this? Strays? This is supposed to be a military operation. Why do we have to take in strays?” The man in fatigues opening the door was less than happy to see them and Bea tried to move protectively in front of Brian while still supporting the wounded soldier.
“Shut up, Gibby, and help me with this or get out of the way,” said the female MP behind him.
The dark-haired MP pulled them through just at the infected began to shamble down the ramp. She slammed the door shut and marched them through a large, storage room where several soldiers packed foodstuffs in boxes. A few looked up as they went by but didn’t seem interested in them. They had to go past a canine check point again then the wounded soldier was taken away for medical attention. Bea and Brian were left alone in a small office and told not to wander. An hour passed, then two but no one came for them. 
“I’m hungry, Bea.” The color had returned to Brian’s face and he was getting restive.
She dug into her backpack and pulled out a shiny, foil-encased packet of Pop-Tarts which they split. That had been a ton of food the soldiers had been packing in those boxes and she wondered where it was going. 
It had been pretty quiet for the last hour. This office didn’t have a window and she didn’t remember seeing any in the other rooms they walked through. Were they deeper underground in this part of the complex? She found it odd that they hadn’t seen Dr. Osawy again so despite the MP’s admonition she decided it was time to explore.
No one was left in the room they entered through and the boxes were all gone, the canine guard station deserted. This section of the complex appeared older and much less plush; there were no fancy leather chairs or big screen televisions and gray tile covered the floors and walls. Somewhere someone was speaking but the acoustics were odd with all the tile and it took a few minutes to find where the sounds came from.
In an office next to a candy machine a man sat with his feet up on a desk, speaking on a small handset that beeped at the end of each transmission.
“Sure I can get them. What are your coordinates? Okay. Yeah, I’m writing them down. They should be leaving within the next few minutes so I’m going to hang up and call right now. No, it’s no problem.”
The voice was familiar and when he turned to pull a small phone from his belt, they recognized David Chambord.
“Yes, this is Delta Charlie requesting an unscheduled pick-up, over.”
“Delta Charlie, what is the location of the proposed stop, over.”
David gave the coordinates.
“Good. Looks like those are already in the system. What’s the cargo? Over.”
“Human cargo.”
“Clean?”
“Early-stage.”
“No can do. I don’t have the clearance for that, Delta Charlie.”
“Hold please. I’ll get you the clearance code.”
David held the phone and paced the room, obviously frustrated, then started punching numbers frenziedly. He didn’t notice them standing in the hallway.
Footsteps clicked on the hard floor and Dr. Osawy walked toward them, frowning at a document she held in her hand. When she saw Bea and Brian she looked surprised and relieved.
“There you are! Where is your friend? Sylvie?”
They told her.
“Oh no! So he did reanimate after all. I shouldn’t have left when I did but I was trying to get a team to move all of the lab equipment and a few other things. We were winning, we really were. The Z-virus count was way down. His body hadn’t created antibodies yet. Of course there was no guarantee that he ever would but I was hopeful. Then he went into cardiac arrest and we lost him.”
“Was it because of the treatment? The malaria?”
“Possibly. He had two very deadly bugs in his system and that created a serious strain on all of his vital organs. He knew though, Ms. Kelly, we discussed it more than once and he wanted to take the chance. For a while we were so hopeful; things really looked good. I can’t tell you how sorry I am. On the surface he was a very good candidate, young enough, and physically fit. I still believe it’s a viable option worth pursuing and I would try it again with a physically qualified patient. It’s a shame we couldn’t evacuate the bodies. I’d still like to try.” She looked thoughtful as she spoke the last two sentences.
David was still on the phone and the conversation had grown heated. His voice seemed to bounce around the hallway.
“He’s one of our best guys and if he says he has the situation under control, I believe him! What? No, the stop is on the way, no one is going to be in any additional danger. Fine, I’ll hold.”
He spun his chair around impatiently and that’s when he saw them. The frustration in his face cleared a little and he smiled.
“Beatrice, Brian, what are you doing here? Did you find what you were looking for at the Gallery?”
“What are you doing here? I thought you had a plane to catch.”
“The chopper had to take off earlier than anticipated and it was gone before I got here. It’s already on its way back though. I’m trying to schedule it to make a pick-up on the way. How’s Mac?”
Before they could respond, whoever he had been talking to came back on the line. From the frown on his face when he hung up, they knew the news wasn’t what he wanted to hear.
Bea asked him, “What’s wrong?”
“A colleague of mine is stranded in the mountains and needs a lift back here. He’s pretty sure his wife is infected and he wants medical attention. I can’t get approval for the transport so they-”
Dr. Osawy interrupted, “She’s infected? What are her injuries?”
“I don’t know all the details but it sounds like she was just bitten. Sorry to be rude but I’ve got to keep trying so if you don’t mind I’ve got more calls to make.”
“Don’t bother. I’ve got it.” The doctor pulled out her phone. “Now, who was asking for transport approval?” 
 
~
 
Dr. Osawy knew all the right administrative buttons to push and less than four hours later the military transport helicopter made a successful landing outside the White House complex. Security was expecting wounded and a medical team had already assembled to meet them but there was a hitch. The infected woman’s husband refused to relinquish her to them until he had a thorough discussion with her doctor. He had gathered that they intended to try an experimental therapy and he wanted details. David accompanied Dr. Osawy to meet with Ian Dare.
Ian looked tired and somehow older than the last time David had seen him just a few days ago. He carried an unconscious woman whose long, dark hair hung loose in a shining fall across his arm and shoulder. Someone had gagged her with a cloth. Three small children, one barely a toddler, walked behind them. Their hollow eyes reminded David of pictures of children from a war zone.
“Where is the bite?”
Ian placed his wife on the stretcher and the doctor bent over her. She had a small bite on her left wrist and some cuts in her forearm. Her skin was cold to the touch and her hands were bound with cords. Listening to her chest with a stethoscope, Dr. Osawy wasn’t certain she even heard a heartbeat. Possibly a very faint one. There were no indications of necrosis in the skin around the bite. Looking for other injuries she started to cut her out of her clothing then stopped. All three children stood close by looking at her solemnly. She knelt down in front of them.
“Hi. I’m going to be your mom’s doctor and try to get her well. If it’s okay with you and your dad, we’re going to take her to a room where we will give her medicine and let her rest. We’re going to try very hard to make her better.”
The little girl spoke. “I can’t swallow pills yet but my mom can. Are you going to give her pills?”
“What we’ll probably do is put the medicine right into her veins so it will start working even faster. But we need to do it soon. Is that okay, Dad?” She looked directly at Ian.
“I want to know more.”
“Come with me and I’ll explain it along the way. Every second counts.”
An orderly took charge of the children and the rest of the team went into action, cutting the woman out of her clothes, setting up an IV drip and readying the malaria sample for injection. Dr. Osawy explained the basic concept of the therapy and the risks involved. 
“She has a very recently healed wound on the side of her abdomen. Do you know how that happened?”
“No, we had been apart for several days. She would have told me if she had been bitten previously though.”
 Other than this, is she healthy? No heart problems, diabetes, any other chronic conditions?”
“No, none. She’s always been very healthy.”
“Good. That increases the likelihood of her surviving this. I don’t want to mislead you. This is extremely experimental and she may very well die but I have a good feeling about this patient. Now if you don’t mind, we need to get started. I’m sure you want to check on the children. We’ll notify you if anything unusual occurs but I doubt anything will happen for several hours. Right now let’s just be optimistic for our patient.”
“Virginia.” Ian said. He wanted to make sure the doctor understood she was dealing with a human being, not just a body on a table.
“I beg your pardon?” Dr. Osawy said.
“Her name is Virginia.”
 



Chapter Eleven
 
Roughly three thousand miles to the west, off the coast of southern California three enormous container ships floated ponderously in a rough sea. Markings and flags identified them as Chinese, unremarkable in the polyglot port of Long Beach.
Chinese cargo ships were all designed to be convertible into troop transport ships with a minimum of fuss. The government of the People’s Republic of China believed that commerce and warfare were interchangeable weapons in the quest for world domination and their ships reflected that philosophy.
Attempts to raise the Port Authority by radio failed and permission to dock, in effect, denied. Two of the ship’s captains communicated on a hidden frequency. The third ship was not responding. The other two captains speculated grimly on the possible cause.
“…of course it was. I told them the screenings should be more rigorous. The situation on my boat could have spiraled out of control had I not the luck to contain the infected early,” said Captain Tao Zhijun.
“How many men were lost?” asked Captain Xianmin.
“Twenty-one total. Three soldiers turned and attacked in the mess hall the first night infecting eighteen men who were placed in quarantine. All eighteen showed almost immediate signs of infection and chose suicide. We were very fortunate there weren’t more.”
“What do you think has happened to the Admiral?” asked Xianmin.
“The ship is on auto-pilot. I think we both know what has happened to the Admiral.” Captain Zhijun’s tone was clipped. Yesterday he received a transmission from an officer on the Admiral’s ship that indicated the virus was aboard. Something had gone very wrong. They had been at sea and running silent for several days.
“I’m going above now to see if we can get a visual with the night vision scope.”
In reality he didn’t have to go on deck to see. He simply desired to feel the ship rocking under him and breathe the bracing, salty air. The sea spray stung his face and he squinted to see through the goggles but with no luck. They were too far out to see anything happening near the docks. To his left dark figures roamed the deck of the Admiral’s ship. 
Once he was absolutely certain the ship was infected, he intended to propose they direct it toward the port and let it crash. The idea of unleashing thousands of infected on the decadent U.S. city appealed to him in a way he didn’t bother to question.
Captain Zhijun had despised America for almost as long as he could remember. His father was an Olympic athlete who won two gold medals at the 1996 Summer Olympics in Atlanta and when word came back to their small village both he and his mother were honored and admired. Zhijun could still remember that day at school when the news came. His teacher and all his classmates bowed respectfully and thanked his family for bringing such honor to their village. He remembered a feeling of pride so strong his chest felt as if it burned.
 Then word came, whispered at first but later spoken tauntingly in the school yard that his father had defected to the Americans, requesting political asylum. His mother, her face filled with anguish, confirmed the stories.
Thereafter, Zhijun never again spoke his father’s name. He and his mother and grandparents were the village pariahs, living embodiments of shame. 
Zhijun spent his life from then on trying to obliterate that shame. His grades in school were the highest in all of the eastern provinces and his scores at the Naval Academy were nothing short of stellar as were the political instincts and skills that led him to this command. 
Tonight he felt as if he had finally reached a time and place he had been working toward for a long time. He knew his mission was to assess the situation and act according to the commands sent from Beijing. He was glad he was here to be sure that the United States felt the full wrath and power of the Chinese dragon.
 
 
 
 



Chapter Twelve
 
Virginia floated upward through waves of cold. Cold sheets of ice enclosed her then cold razor-thin slivers of ice burned as they fell away. She reached the surface and felt a cold burn in her chest, a burn that changed to a constricting band of fire from which she struggled to break free. Her body thrashed and jerked.
 “She’s convulsing now.” Outside, in the hallway and observing through the glass, Dr. Osawy confirmed the time and made a note on her chart.
“How much longer will this go on?” Ian had trouble watching but didn’t want to leave.
“No way to know. Normally the brain regulates temperature and won’t let it go above 106 Fahrenheit. The longer she can maintain that high temperature the more of the virus will die.”
Just as she reached the end of her strength the band snapped and she fell backward into a warm flowing river of lava that didn’t burn but embraced her, taking her somewhere she had forgotten even existed. The pain receded and she felt the freshness of air filling her lungs. The awful, frozen emptiness was gone.
Dr. Osawy checked the monitor and frowned. “Her temperature is dropping too soon. We need to get it back up again. I want more blankets and she needs to be bundled tightly.”
The convulsions began again, less visible this time because they had swaddled her so tightly. Her temperature rose and held steady at 105. 
“It’s going to be a long night, Mr. Dare. Why don’t you try to rest?” When he didn’t respond, just continued to stare through the glass, she placed a hand briefly on his shoulder and left.
Ian knew he was being rude but he couldn’t summon the strength to care. Virginia’s body bucked once, twice more, then lay still. He thought he saw the blankets rise and fall in a breathing rhythm but if so it was very slight. She must be breathing though.
He leaned back against the cold, tiled wall and slowly slid down to a crouch. The nightmare quality of the last few days had only altered, not gone away and he re-lived the days in flashbacks that kept flickering through his head.
The nightmare scramble to find a way out of the city and get back home to his family. The long trek up into the mountains only to find his wife gone and his town and his house abandoned to the foraging dead. Losing his parents then finding the children again only to have this happen.
He heard footsteps and looked up. David came down the hallway looking grim. There were many possible reasons for that but Ian was pretty sure he knew what was on his mind. He stood. David pulled him aside, away from the guard station.
“What the hell, Ian? You pulled a gun on the pilot? He could have shot you dead on the spot for that and probably should have. What were you thinking?”
“He wasn’t going to take the kids, David! I couldn’t leave them behind. The whole region is infested; the groundwater is becoming saturated with the runoff of the piles of rotting corpses. Who would take care of three children when they can barely keep themselves alive?”
“Pulling a gun and threatening to shoot the pilot of the only feasible transport out of there might have gotten all of you killed. And since when do you have three kids? Last time I saw the pictures on your desk you had two.”
“Virginia found Daniel, the five year old, somewhere along the way. His parents were ‘dead’ and she was trying to save his life. You haven’t been out there like I have, David. Or like she has. She fought her way through two towns full of those things just to get to the children. You don’t- never mind.” He clenched his fists and turned away.
“I managed to talk the powers-that-be out of locking you up but you can’t carry while you’re in here so...”
Ian smiled bleakly and handed over his gun. “I understand. I just hope it was all worth it. This doctor seems to have some interesting ideas but no guarantee of success.”
“They’re doing everything they can to help her. By the way, I fought my way through the D.C. streets to get here. That was no walk in the park.”
“You’re right and I’m not intentionally denigrating anything you have done. I’m just trying to show you why I did what I did to that pilot. I did apologize to him.”
Boots clicked on the floor and Dr. Osawy came around the corner frowning at the mini-laptop screen she held. When she saw the two men the frown disappeared and was replaced by a look of professional calm.
“Good news. The foreign cell count is way, way down. Your wife is more than holding her own. I think she’s winning, Mr. Dare.”
“Is she in pain?”
“Probably more uncomfortable than in actual pain. Her fever is up and she is still unconscious. Once this fever starts to ebb we’re not going to try to get it back up like we did before. The malarial fevers should continue to come in cycles, attacking any stragglers in the system. You may be able to speak with her tomorrow but that’s not a promise. I don’t want to deceive you, Mr. Dare, your wife is not out of the woods yet.”
She donned a mask and paper gown before going into the room. When she moved the blankets aside to palpate Virginia’s throat and chest, Ian saw the heavy canvas straps holding her immobile and tied to the bed. Dr. Osawy looked over at Ian and gave a thumbs up before pulling the curtain around the bed for privacy to complete the exam.
David was gone. Ian suspected he had left to give him some privacy. He poured a cup of coffee and slowly walked back to the room allotted to him and the children to find them gone. Slightly alarmed he wandered a little before finally hearing high-pitched screams of delight coming from a break-room at the end of the hall.
David and a woman Ian had only glimpsed briefly the night before were playing ping-pong (sort of) with Anna, Daniel, and an older blond-haired boy. The woman held Greg, Ian’s almost two-year-old son on one hip as she played. Greg had his own paddle and alternated swatting the woman on the head with making swipes at the ball. He held his blanket tightly in his other hand.
Anna looked up and her eyes widened. “Dad!” She put her paddle down and ran to the door. Ian caught her up in his arms and held her tight for just a few seconds before she pulled back and looked at him, arms still around his neck, and asked, “Where’s Mom?”
“She’s resting. The doctor said we might be able to see her tomorrow.”
Anna continued to stare at him as if evaluating his words. Finally she nodded and slid from his arms down to the floor but she didn’t rejoin the game. She climbed onto a folding metal chair and pulled her legs up, Indian style. Greg, still holding his paddle, toddled over with his blanket, laid it on his sister’s knees and dropped his head on her lap. They had both been uncharacteristically quiet for days. Ian couldn’t imagine how they must feel right now, having lost both of their grandparents and maybe their mother as well. How much worse it must be for Daniel who had lost both parents and everyone he knew. The young woman who had been holding Greg stopped playing and walked over
“Hi, I’m Beatrice Kelly and this is my brother, Brian. I didn’t get a chance to introduce myself before but I’m an acquaintance of David’s. How is your wife?”
“Better, they think.  They’ll know more as time goes on, of course. Thanks for looking out for my children.” Ian said.
“No problem. Did Dr. Osawy say anything about an antibody response?” 
“Should she have? Is that what they’re looking for?” Ian was puzzled.
“I’m not sure. It was just one thing the doctor said when…” Belatedly Bea thought she shouldn’t say anything about Mac. The end results of that treatment were best left un-discussed right now and she tried to recover.
“Oh…I just heard someone mention that a while back. You know- mounting an antibody response is usually good and I just thought that, well-”
David came smoothly to her rescue. “Everyone is talking about a cure and hoping that we find one soon.” Bea had told him the bare minimum about Mac’s death just an hour ago. 
“Yeah, who doesn’t?” Ian turned to the children. “Ok, Anna, Daniel, I’m going to put Greg down for a nap. Stay here and don’t wander around.”
Ian strode from the room with his sleepy son over one shoulder. The two older children began a desultory game of foosball but their hearts weren’t in it. To Bea they looked haunted and pale; the look in their eyes belonged on much older faces. She wondered how well they had slept last night. 
David left the room but soon returned with brown bag lunches for everyone. The children sat at their own table and Bea was cheered by the enthusiasm with which they attacked the sandwiches.
The small room was cold and the light from the buzzing fluorescent bulbs was harsh. A solid-looking, black phone hung on the wall. It had an old fashioned circular dial and corded handset. The entire room had a 1950’s or 1960’s vibe. 
“How far underground are we?” Bea asked.
“Not very, not here. There are deeper sections but they were hard to ventilate and there aren’t a whole lot of us here so we don’t need the space. Almost everyone who worked in this area and wanted to get out had plenty of time to do it.”
“But we just had to retreat, right? Aren’t we being pushed back farther and farther? Is there a way out of here without having to fight back through the infected?”
“Don’t worry, there are other ways out and I doubt they’ll get in any farther. These things are stupid.”
Bea agreed but added, “Stupid but persistent. Remember the ones we saw on fire? They didn’t even feel it or if they did, it didn’t slow them down. Do you think they are really zombies?”
David shrugged. “Zombies? The stuff of legend and folklore come to life? Well maybe. But there is usually reality behind the legend. So many known mysteries and so many more unknown. What happened to the colonists of Roanoke Island? Is it possible that they were attacked by tribes from down in the Caribbean known for their taste for human flesh?”
He obviously had an enthusiasm for the subject and continued. “Did you know that in 1963 city workers in Prague unearthed an ancient section of the town with over seven hundred skeletal remains all with human teeth-marks on them? The bones were dated back to the 900’s when no famine or any sort of siege warfare had occurred in the area. There are also a multitude of sites throughout the desert in the Middle East, abandoned cities where the signs point to cannibalism on every single skeleton found.”
Brian joined them. “Don’t forget about the Vikings in Greenland. Nobody knows where they went. Their houses were empty but they left their clothes, food, and their weapons all still inside.”
David agreed. “Good example. There are also reports of cannibalism during the various waves of the Black Plague all the way up to the last major outbreaks in London of the 1600 and 1700’s. There are lots of anomalies like this scattered around the world. If our civilization survives this we may someday discover that vampirism and lycanthropy are real, vector-borne conditions.”
“Millions of teenaged girls will be happy about the vampires at least.” Bea laughed.
“They might think so. But what if the vampires turn out to be more like Nosferatu?”
Bea said, “Maybe not then. How did you get this information?”
“I think I already mentioned that I stumbled on some old military records a while back, before any of this happened. Once you know it’s a real condition, you can interpret things in a new light. The U.S.government, parts of it anyway, already knew this disease existed. Like the Germans, they tried to see if it had any practical military application but they had the same problems the Nazi’s did. You can’t control or direct it. It’s been around for a long, long time and it doesn’t look like anyone ever has.” 
Bea was intrigued. “How long? I read about the incident at the Tutankhamen excavation.” 
“In actual recorded history, possibly three thousand years. Some evidence points to the disease having originated in Africa. Egyptian records make mention of Apep or Apophis, a miles-long, golden, evil, snake god from their earliest mythology that was always associated with foul, dead creatures that feasted on the living. According to records, in one village the creatures became so numerous that Pharaoh ordered the entire region barricaded and every living (or not) creature inside was burned to death and all the corpses beheaded. This god later merged in the historical record and became one and the same with the better-known evil god, Set.” 
Ian returned with his own lunch and joined them at the table. “Looks like they’re going to try tactical nukes in at least three major metropolitan areas. Right now they’re considering Houston, Atlanta, and Los Angeles.”
Bea was shocked. “How do you know?”
“It came out in a memo. They said the military is planting LRADs to draw the dead in and after a few days of that they’ll launch the nukes. Things are bad out there and they’re desperate.”
“Elrad?”
“L-R-A-D. It stands for long range acoustic device.”
 “Oh. But still-detonating nuclear weapons inside our own country? You know there have to be a lot of people still alive in those cities!” Bea couldn’t believe what she was hearing.
“They’ll drop leaflets warning people to get out of town before they start the cannons. I assume they’ll put it on the internet too. Civilian losses always occur in wartime. No one wants it to happen but… what can they do?”
“So they just get vaporized along with the dead? There are living people trapped out there with no way to get out. They’ll never see the leaflets and those without electricity can’t get on the internet. This is crazy.”
David frowned. “In a nuclear blast only those within a three mile radius get obliterated.  Outside of that you’re going to get lots of structural damage and fallout but there is no guarantee these things will be destroyed. Do they really think the fallout will kill them?” 
“I don’t know but I do know that rural isolation is our best bet. What I really want is to get back home as soon as my wife is well enough and try to wait it out. Obviously it’s not perfectly safe there but at least we know the terrain and can gather food.” Ian wadded up his lunch bag and tossed it in the trashcan. “Hey, guys,” he spoke to Daniel and Anna. “Let’s go see if we can find the doctor and see how things are going.”
“Wait a minute.” David accompanied him to the door where he took a gun from his waistband and handed it to Ian who nodded and pocketed it. 
“So where are you going now?” Bea asked. She felt purposeless here and felt that she and Brian had already outstayed their welcome but they had no place to go. Last night they had slept in an office with a small sofa the soldiers had grudgingly allowed them to use. She was unfamiliar with any type of isolation, rural or otherwise but it sounded great compared to the streets they had made their way through to get here. She had never heard from Evan and was beginning to doubt she ever would and her thoughts turned increasingly in the direction of escape from the city. She no longer felt they could hold out for rescue or for the military to come in and restore order.
“I’m still scheduled for California unless something changes. We’re getting even less info than before but we know there are battles of some sort going on out there. It could be gangs trying to take control of the cities or it could be the Chinese trying something similar.”
“Gangs? Are they that well-organized? Enough to take over entire cities?”
David looked surprised. “Of course they are. They’re a huge, violent sub-culture in this country and in Mexico. They have weapons and transportation and they’re absolutely ruthless. Before this they stayed more or less in the shadows because that’s how drug dealers and thieves make their money. They love a good economy as much as anyone so people can buy their product. Now it’s not about money, it’s about territory and goods so there’s no reason to stay in the background anymore. The only partially good news about them is they are just as vulnerable to this plague as we are.” David’s phone buzzed and he left to take the call.
Bea started an absentminded foosball game with Brian but she couldn’t concentrate. Letting her imagination run wild she pictured living in a mountain paradise something like the scenery in the movie, The Last of the Mohicans, but with zombies stalking them instead of Indians or French-Canadians. She had always liked the hats the women in the movie wore but she couldn’t picture-
“Got you!” Brian crowed in triumph.
She didn’t feel like another game and they wandered back to the office where she had seen David. He wasn’t there but a desktop computer was. Looking around she saw no one so she sat down and hit Enter on the keyboard. The dark screen glowed to life; a blinking cursor hovered over a file icon labeled Z. She tried to open it but it was password protected.
The flash drive was still in her pocket. Inserting it she scrolled down to see what Sylvie had added to it while they had been at the gallery. Brian read alongside her.
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
The execution of Louis XVI in 1792 ended over two hundred years of a contiguous Bourbon monarchy in France and by 1798 the country, after much turmoil, was nominally under the rule of a three man Directory. That year a young Napoleon Bonaparte formed an army and left France with the avowed intention of conquering Egypt. The political situation in France was fluid at the time and the general felt that another victorious campaign could do nothing but add to an already lustrous public image and would better his chances of gaining political office in the future. The following account is from a captured French mail pouch. It was never made public, unlike a letter in the pack which detailed the progress of Napoleon’s wife, Josephine’s, affair with a young lieutenant, Hippolyte Charles. This latter missive was published in the British press, arousing much ridicule in Britain and Europe. Although far less salacious, the account below written by Louis Antoine de Fauvelet Bourrienne , a personal secretary of Napoleon, still holds much interest for its revealing of some rather remarkable events of the campaign.
The army, some forty-thousand strong and staffed with artists, engineers, and scientists in addition to the veterans of the Army of Italy, set out for Egypt on 3 May 1798. The general intended to spend several years in the country, bringing in engineers and builders to modernize the city and to give them an entirely new system of government. All this, of course, would be after he defeated the currently ruling Mamelukes, an Islamic warrior class that had held power in the country since A.D. 1250.
On the way to Alexandria, Bonaparte found time to conquer the supposedly impregnable fortress of Malta, liberating much of the treasury of the knights there and taking it with him. Some knights chose to join the French army then and were welcomed into the ranks of officers. 
 
We left Malta and continued on our way and that evening on board the Oriente, celebrated with some of the excellent burgundy the General had laid in with as much care as he had the cannons.
On 2 July, at one o’clock in the morning, we landed at Marabou and soon arrived within gunshot of Alexandria. With the assistance of our cannon we soon breached the walls and the city was ours. Although we did not pillage the city as many later accused we did find quarters and appropriate food as needed.
The atmosphere of the city was one of hostility and savagery. It would be hard to find a filthier spot on earth. The General, staying in the sprawling, rude, and odorous home of a local merchant, asked the man why he lived in such squalor. He replied that under the Mamelukes a man must hide his wealth under dirt unless he wished to be taxed without mercy. Bonaparte laughed at that and remarked upon the greediness of governments everywhere.
After several months we set our faces toward Cairo and after many dusty marches the awe-inspiring pyramids arose in our sight like mountains springing from the desert. Initial resistance from the warriors was heavy but with the skill of our General and the assault of our cannon, we prevailed, liberating the city from its Muslim rulers. A portion of the forces assembled against us retreated toward Syria, leaving us to explore our ancient surroundings and learn more of this exotic land. Napoleon spend much time in conversation with the Muslim clerics, discussing politics and religion. Indeed he spent so much time discussing their prophet, Mohammed, that rumors of his conversion abounded. None of them were true. 
The artists in our train sketched in detail the terrain, the soaring columns and stacked pyramids. We found that the people of the town knew little or in most cases nothing about their long-ago ancestors who had built such monuments and none could interpret the writings on the great stelae* found scattered about the town.
Having spent some months in the region, we learned, to our dismay, that the British devil Nelson had attacked and destroyed our ships left behind in the Bay of Abukir. We were now cut off by land and sea. The population at Cairo remained hostile and launched almost daily street attacks on our soldiers. When word came that Turkey planned an assault we decided to leave the city, marching toward Syria in order to intercept their forces before they could reach Cairo where we had no doubt that the residents would join their liberators.
Upon reaching the walled city of Jaffa, we offered the defenders terms of surrender which they rejected, whereupon we breached the walls, our soldiers slaughtering and pillaging at will. Bonaparte then sent his stepson, Eugene de Beauharnais, to restore order and dictate terms to the Turks manning the citadel. All agreed to surrender upon offer of safe passage and turned over their weapons.
Now came the real difficulty. How to leave nearly 3,000 hostile soldiers at our rear as we continued to Syria? The situation was impossible and the General reluctantly gave the order to kill all prisoners.
We waited until evening in order to create as little fanfare as possible. Our tents and supplies were already loaded as we planned to march that night. It was the most horrific evening of my life, breaking honor and killing those to whom we had given our word of safe exit. Using our bayonets as much as possible in order to save bullets we proceeded with our job. The cries and the pleadings were almost more than the men could bear and many became sickened and vomited upon the bloody bodies lying on the sand.
At last, our grisly task completed, we set out. The more distance we put between ourselves and our gruesome deeds the better and our men marched as if le Diable himself were at our heels. A full moon hanging low over the desert wilderness aided our quickened pace.
Close to four hours into our march, rear pickets reported the presence of a company of men following slowly behind us. They were not in formation, nor were they armed inasmuch as the pickets could determine in the darkness. We continued on until midnight when we found a slight rise in the terrain and the General ordered a halt for the night. The pickets reported our pursuers still advanced and we formed a ring of armed men at the edge of camp to wait. 
Staggering across the dunes in the moonlight, our pursuers numbered at least seven hundred strong. Old Pierre Bauduin, a veteran of the Italian campaign, swore as he fired then dropped to his knees, making the sign of the cross (even though the Assemblies had outlawed such archaic, unenlightened gestures) when the man he had just shot stood up and came forward gnashing broken teeth hungrily before biting and tearing the flesh from Bauduin’s throat. Blood arced onto the sand and a whole swarm of the creatures joined their fellow and the poor man’s screams soon stopped.
The enemy, now emitting a howling chorus of moans, fell upon the line. The men fired but the Turks, though hit, did not die. Unarmed, they used hands and teeth to great effect and rolled upon us like a wave in the darkness. Overwhelmed, unable to reload, the men first bayonetted then used the butts of their rifles to smash in the brains of the loathsome creatures. A stench arose from the black clots of blood on the sand.
The General fought alongside his men and destroyed many of the creatures with enthusiasm, sending out an order that all of the enemy were to be beheaded. After all the Turks were destroyed and our wounded dispatched to l’hopital I retired with Napoleon to his tent where we drank more of his excellent burgundy. The General was in a state of great excitement and spoke at some length about the events of the night.
“Bourrienne, that we should see this is beyond my expectations! The Mohammedans spoke of a disease that sometimes afflicts the dwellers of the desert but indicated they seldom see it. I believe these are the unfortunates we put down in Jaffa. These people are very difficult to kill and must be destroyed by decapitation. Jaffa is a very old city as you know and is supposed to be named for Noah’s son Japeth who established it after the Great Flood. Do not look so surprised, mon ami, I know my bible stories as well as any.”
He waved an admonishing finger at me and continued. “How I wish for more time to explore this wondrous land but I fear our time here is almost up. Events at home are calling me back. Soon it will be time to take our opportunity and step into our destined role. For now, though, I must ask you to take a message from me to l’hopital.” He scribbled a note on a piece of paper, folded it and handed it to me. I saluted and left.
The attending medecin read the message and looked at me incredulously. “This is from the General?”
“Indeed. I left him not five minutes ago.” I affirmed.
“I must have confirmation for such an order.” He turned away and beckoned to an orderly who soon returned with another folded note from Bonaparte. The medecin took it reluctantly.
“I have confirmation but I cannot do this on my own. The General must send some of his own men to assist.” 
The messenger nodded and departed, returning with two burly soldiers armed with swords. With military efficiency they beheaded each wounded soldier, the heads falling to the dirt floor where they rolled until stopped by the tent walls. The eyes and mouths continued to move until the soldiers smashed them into fragments.
I, having had no inkling of the contents of the message I carried, stood aghast and trembling. Why had the General ordered this? I retreated back to Napoleon’s tent, grief and anger striving within my bosom.
He was working on some papers when I came through the tent flap and when he saw my face he asked me to sit on a camp stool and with his own hands poured a glass of cognac, standing over me until I drank it down.
“Good Bourrienne, I know what you have seen. I had no choice. According to the wise men of Cairo, anyone bitten is infected with the disease for which there is no cure. The wounded would have become living corpses spreading the foul contagion throughout our camp and that I could not allow.”
I saw the strain and the grief on his face and my doubts fled. The General would not have ordered this unless he truly had no choice. 
“I will be glad to leave this accursed sand pit. The land holds much evil, evil so old it is beyond fathoming.” I stood but the brandy, combined with exhaustion, was having its effect and I staggered.
The General caught my arm, helping me to stay upright, and called for his adjutant to help me to my tent. 
Researcher’s notes:
The official report and letters of condolence blamed the deaths of the men on an outbreak of plague. Rumors swirled for some time that Bonaparte executed his wounded so that the army would not be slowed down but these were finally silenced by lack of proof as well as repeated denials.
*Pierre-Francois Bouchard found the Rosetta stone, the eventual key to translating Egypt’s ancient language, during this campaign. The British took the stone from the French after their defeat at Cairo in 1801. Unique in that it displayed a decree issued by Ptolemy V and rendered three times, once in ancient Greek, secondly in Demotic script and repeated a third time in ancient Hieroglyphs, it was not successfully deciphered until twenty years later by Jean-Francois Champollion and it was thus that the history and literature of ancient Egypt became known throughout the world.
 
“Bea, this is the second thing we’ve read that says it might have come from Egypt.” Brian said.
“True. The scary part is that it’s been around for such a long time and as far as we can tell, no one has ever found a solution other than quarantine and beheading. Medicine has really progressed since then but still...” She shrugged and unplugged the stick.
“If you’re all done, may I have my desk back?” David stood in the doorway, looking faintly annoyed.
“Sorry, David. I wanted to read the rest of Sylvie’s British docs.” She held up the stick.
“So you guys found them?”
“Yes, you’re welcome to read them if you want.”
She plugged the stick back in and stood up, surrendering the desk to David. Booted footsteps came down the corridor. Several men carried boxes to the end of the hall, turning a corner and then the footsteps faded away. Brian looked down the hallway after them and wondered aloud, “How big is this place?” 
Bea shrugged. David, engrossed in Sylvie’s docs, didn’t even look up. There was no one in the corridor at the moment and she followed Brian, taking great care to be quiet, down the hall and around the corner the men had turned down. There were a few darkened, small offices much like the one David was using but no one was in them. Footsteps sounded ahead and they ducked into an office, waiting in the shadows until the soldiers passed before they crept down to see what was at the end of the corridor.
At the end of the hall, metal rungs mortared into the concrete-block wall formed a sturdy ladder that led up to a ceiling with what looked like a hatch at the top. 
“That’s the escape hatch for this section. I wonder what’s up there? Do you think it goes into the White House?” Brian was excited by the discovery.
Bea could tell he wanted to explore. “Brian, don’t start. There could be infected up there.”
“The soldiers didn’t even have their guns out so they didn’t feel there was much threat. Do you think they’re carrying those boxes up there? There’s probably someone important out there, maybe the president.” 
She sighed. “I really doubt that. The president is long gone to another command center or some place like that. It was the smart thing to do. It’s just too easy to get cut off here in the city.”
“Then what is it?”
“It’s just an exit, that’s all.” 
They roamed a little while longer but the most interesting room they could access was a locker room/shower which Bea was happy to find, Brian less so. The room wasn’t marked for men or women and had no lock so while Brian stood guard in the hallway she showered then bullied Brian into doing the same, standing guard outside until he emerged. They didn’t have any clean clothes and had to put their old ones back on but she still felt better for the effort. 
Back in the office, she checked their backpacks and made sure their guns were still hidden inside.  They went back to find David and find out where to get some sort of supper before settling down for the night. Too deep underground for windows this part of the facility was very dark and quiet except for passersby in the hallway. Thoughts of Mac and Sylvie ran through her mind and she saw them in her imagination, dead and mutilated, entombed together forever in the cold underground room, wandering mindlessly until they decayed beyond movement.
When she finally fell asleep Bea dreamed she was back in Dupont Circle, trying to walk across the snow drifts, pulling Brian alongside her. Evan was just ahead of them, striding away. The more she tried to catch him the faster he seemed to walk until finally she called his name aloud in frustration. He stopped and slowly turned. Teeth gleamed whitely along his jawline where the skin had been ripped away and hung in a wet flap against his neck. Whitened eyes turned blindly their way and his jaws opened wide as he lurched wildly toward them through the snow. 
She woke, heart racing, and stared into the darkness. Faintly, screams sounded somewhere in the facility. It was a long time before she finally fell asleep again.
 
~
 
Virginia opened her eyes to almost total darkness. She could see the general outline of a door from which a soft blue glow and humming mechanical vibration came.
Her mouth was dry and she was warm, too warm for all the blankets that seemed to smother her and when she tried to push them off she realized she couldn’t move her arms or legs. Panic set in at the realization she was strapped down, helpless and alone. Where was she? As she struggled, the blankets shifted and covered her face, making her feel like she couldn’t breathe and she started screaming.
Someone pulled the blankets from her face but backed away while a woman, outlined in the light from the hallway behind the now open door, held a rifle pointed at Virginia’s head. She stopped screaming but continued to breathe in huge gulps of air while struggling to break free.
“Don’t struggle. Count to ten and relax.” The voice came from somewhere behind the gun.
Virginia gasped and tried to calm down but couldn’t. She closed her eyes and felt panic well up again.
“Out loud! Count to ten out loud. Do it now!” The voice spoke with authority and command.
“One, two, three…” She paused for breath. Why did she feel so weak? “Four, five, six-”
“Excellent. You can stop now. I’m going to adjust your bed so you’ll be sitting up. You’re going to feel it move a little.”
The blankets slid down even further as the head of the bed rose and someone turned the lights on. A woman walked around the soldier who held the gun and directed a penlight into her face.
“Can you tell me your name?”
“Virginia Dare. Who are you? Where am I?” The words came out in a croak.
“I’m Dr. Anouk Osawy. You are in an emergency shelter in Washington, D.C. Do you remember anything about the last few days?”  The doctor motioned to the soldier who lowered the rifle but stayed close.
“I…, no, not really. Do you know-” She stopped, too afraid to ask where the children were, too afraid of what the doctor would tell her.
Dr. Osawy continued to examine her, making her stick out her tongue, flex her legs and arms.
“Do you want something to drink?” 
“Water?” Suddenly she had a raging thirst.
“Done. I’ll be right back.”
The doctor left and Virginia took a trembling breath. Her mind felt fogged and she pulled fruitlessly against the restraints. The soldier raised the rifle again and sighted it on her, quite emotionlessly. The doctor returned and told the soldier she could leave. The woman did, reluctantly though, and stationed herself outside the door.
“Can you release me? I’m not dangerous- I don’t think. No, wait. I was bitten, wasn’t I?” She drew a deep breath that ended in a sob. “That’s it. I remember now.” Her head drooped forward. “Kill me, please. Let that soldier back in and tell her to shoot me.”
“Slow down. Here, have a little water first and then we’ll talk about shooting.” The doctor held the cup to her lips. Virginia sipped the water too quickly and choked. Finally she caught her breath again.
“Did my husband bring me here?”  Dr. Osawy nodded. “Are my children with him? Are they okay?” She had to know.
“They’re here, Virginia. They’re all fine.”
At that Virginia began to cry, keeping her head down and sobbing uncontrollably. Dr. Osawy fumbled with the straps holding her arms down, released them and handed her a tissue. 
Finally the sobs slowed. She leaned back and drew a shuddering breath.  Her eyes were swollen and when she spoke, her voice was hoarse again.
“You’re a doctor. You must know what being bitten means. If you don’t want to shoot me here then take me somewhere where you can dispose of my body more easily. I don’t want my children to see me. You must have a procedure for this. I can’t be the first infected case you’ve seen.”
“True. You’re not the first. But you may be the first infected case I’ve ever cured.”
Virginia stared at her. “There’s no cure.”
Dr. Osawy smiled, “Let’s talk.”
 
~
 
“…and you can argue that the Z-virus has an incredibly long life-span, given the right conditions. I mean, seriously, finding animated mummies in the Tutankhamen excavation? The Egyptians knew, they knew, and that’s why they were so careful to remove the brain in the mummification process. Dagon and sometimes Kali are both snake gods often associated with the eating of human flesh. The clues are all there if you just know what you’re looking for.”
David continued talking and Brian listened, adding his own occasional observations. Bea had lost interest about thirty minutes ago but had nowhere to go and nothing else to do but stay here, bouncing a ping pong ball or flipping through outdated magazines, some from the nineteen-seventies.
When she woke up this morning, Brian was already gone. After she brushed her teeth and tried to smooth some of the wrinkles from her clothes she found him and David eating cereal in the break room. There weren’t a lot of other people anywhere and the few she did see were all either soldiers or medical personnel and they were too busy to talk to her. According to David the shelter was stocked with enough food for a lot more people than the few already here but she was still afraid of getting kicked out, having nowhere to go.
She interrupted David mid-sentence, “When you go to California, is there any way we could catch a ride out of the city? Maybe they could take us to rural Pennsylvania, someplace without so many infected?” She chose Pennsylvania because she knew Evan was from there and his parents might still be alive. She had spoken with his dad on the phone once and his mother sent her a birthday card last year. They might be willing to let her and Brian stay for a few nights and maybe tell them where they thought they might be safe to settle down.
He replied, “There are infected everywhere, you know. The rumors about infection-free zones are just that, rumors. This place is heavily fortified and well-stocked. You should be okay here for a few weeks.”
“We aren’t welcome here, David. We’re not with the government. We’re strays.”
“We’re all survivors and on the same team. The living are an endangered species now.”
“When do you leave? Are you still going to Atlanta first?”
He looked tense. “Atlanta is not an option anymore. It’s gone, even the CDC is just gone. We think there’s a military airfield in West Virginia we can get out of and I should be going by tomorrow. It’s going to be the more isolated places that are valuable now.”
“That’s why I want to find one. Civilization as we once knew it may be over for the rest of our lifetimes. No one is coming to save us. A farm, someplace in the mountains, something like that is what we need.”
“There won’t be any food there unless someone has stockpiled it. The grocery stores have been looted to exhaustion. It’s winter, no crops are growing and even if they were, do you know how to can them, preserve them, whatever? I sure don’t. And don’t forget you’ll need to keep a constant watch for the dead. That will be hard with just the two of you. There’s safety in numbers.”
For just a moment she hated him for exposing the impracticality of her own plan to her. He was right though. She didn’t know how to do any of those things other than watching out for the dead. It was winter and the power was probably down, or would be soon and it was cold throughout most of the country. Unless they got incredibly lucky and found an isolated area with no dead and with lots of canned goods and a water source, they wouldn’t make it for long. David was still talking and she tuned back in.
“…with the Dares when they go back?” He looked at her expectantly.
“Sorry. Could you repeat that?”
“I said have you considered going with Ian and Virginia when they head back home? They live in a fairly rural area in the mountains.”
“I don’t want anyone to feel responsible for us. Brian and I always take care of ourselves but we need help to get out of the city. I can’t see any way out except by air at this point and the hordes aren’t going away so that won’t change.” She bit her lower lip, something she did only when she was under stress. Her split upper lip had just started to heal but was still puffy and tender. The pointless inaction here was getting to her.
David thought she looked very young and vulnerable. While talking about the virus and other things Brian told him something of their lives and incidentally revealed just how alone the two of them were. Obviously Bea had always taken care of them both and Brian relied on her absolutely.  She was thinking long-term and looking for a refuge she could turn into a home. He had no idea how to help her. 
His family lived in Seattle; another reason he was eager to get to the west coast. He talked to his dad two days ago but hadn’t reached him since. According to his dad there were some dead in the streets but it wasn’t too bad yet. The biggest problem was the hordes of refugees trickling in from California and elsewhere. Wherever the refugees went the dead were never far behind. Both his mom and dad were pretty good with weapons but the constant watch to keep looters and worse off the property was exhausting. They had also given him one other piece of information he was struggling with but it made him even more determined to get out of here.
This city belonged to the dead. The little shelter here could hold out for a long time assuming nothing went seriously awry but its usability was finite regardless and he feared she was right. Civilization was finished for now. 
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
“She’s exhausted. After I spoke with her last night she had another bout of fever. That’s good though, if it doesn’t make her too weak.” Dr. Osawy led the way to the infirmary, boots squeaking a little on the polished floor. The woman couldn’t have had much sleep but she looked as professional and crisp as ever.
Ian asked, “What does she remember?”
“Pretty much everything. She knows she was bitten and infected. I outlined the steps of the treatment and she was very interested. She also knows the children are here, as well as you but she keeps asking about someone named Charles?”
“Right. Charles is the constable in our town Tunbridge Wells. He was part of the group she made it across the mountain with.  Space on the chopper was limited so he stayed behind.”
“I’ll let you tell her. I can give you ten minutes. She wants to see the children too but I thought perhaps it might be better to wait until tonight. Too much excitement maybe.”
“So she’s not excited to see me.” Ian said flatly.
“I didn’t say that.” The doctor ran her badge through the reader. “Remember, ten minutes.”
She left and Ian turned the door handle and went in. Virginia was looking away and seemed listless. Someone had pulled her hair up in a cap and her face was pale. Her collarbone was prominent above the thin cotton hospital gown and her arms seemed very thin.  The bite mark on her wrist was plainly visible and looked dark, bruised.
Ian cleared his throat, “Virginia?”
She looked up and the listlessness disappeared.  The joyous look that stole across her face was like the sun breaking through dark clouds.
“I didn’t know if I had dreamed that I found you until they told me all of you are here. At least I think they said so. The nightmares have been so bad. I didn’t know what was real and what wasn’t. Where-?”
“The children are all here and fine. Charles stayed in Springfield. There wasn’t enough room on the helicopter. He was fine the last time I saw him and we left him with plenty of food and ammo.” 
“I’ve been so worried. I thought I might have… done something to someone.”
He sat carefully on the edge of the bed and only then realized her arms and legs were strapped to the bed rails. He started to unbuckle the canvas straps but she stopped him.
“They have their rules, just leave it.”
“No.” He finished with the straps and took her in his arms. “I can’t tell you how much I’ve wanted to do this.”
They were silent for a moment. He pulled the cap from her head and felt her hair fall, soft and silky, across his arm. He felt her heart beating, a strong, steady pulse, life’s essential rhythm.
“They’re telling me they think I may be cured. The fever is killing the virus or most of it anyway. Maybe they’ll let me out soon.” Her voice was still a little hoarse.
“Are you in pain?”
“No, not really. Mostly tired and wishing I could get out of here. Did you remember to bring Greg’s blanket and Miss Alice?”
“Yes, blanket and doll both made it on board. Now they just want to see their Mom.”
“I wish they were here now. This has been so hard for them. We’re never going to be able to give them the life we should-”
Ian spoke into her hair, arms tightening around her. “We’ll give them the best life we can. Teaching them to be smart and resourceful will be our biggest priority, along with keeping them alive.”
She pulled away so she could see his face. “Ian, Daniel needs extra attention, even if it seems like you are paying more attention to him than Anna and Greg. They still have us but Daniel is never going to get his parents back and-”
There was a knock on the door and Dr. Osawy came in. “Time’s up. My patient needs her rest. Maybe the children can come in tomorrow for a little while. I’m sure they’re eager to see you.”
Ian left. The doctor, with a wry look, re-fastened the canvas straps. “I have to do this, you know. Regulations. But maybe we can dispense with it soon. If you’re hungry, I can get you something to eat. What would you like?”
“Brains, please.”
“Good, you can still make jokes. I’ll make a note of that on your chart. Now seriously, what do you want?”
“Do you have soup? Chicken noodle maybe?”
“Done. I’ll have it sent in and someone will help you with it.”
“Thanks, Doctor, for everything you’re doing.” 
“No need to thank me, you’re providing me with loads of information. Just keep getting better, okay?”
Virginia nodded and closed her eyes.
Ian was waiting outside the room. “Do you have any idea when she’ll be able to leave?”
Dr. Osawy looked off down the hallway. “We’ll discuss it. Right now there are more tests to run and your wife has requested chicken noodle soup. Another good sign. Give it time, Mr. Dare. By the way, don’t ever undo those straps again or there won’t be any more visits.” 
She walked away, striding confidently in those thick-soled combat boots. Ian stood outside the room wondering how much time he needed to give and one other thing. Why had the doctor never once looked him in the eye? 
 
~
 
Bea spent most of the morning prowling around the shelter. It was vast, with corridors ending in locked doors that presumably led to unused spaces. She hoped to find a supply room and some boots for Brian but had no luck. 
Some of the doors had small, thick glass panes placed at eye level but it was still difficult to see down the dark hallways. Once she heard moans and smelled that distinctive rot indicating there were infected inside but she couldn’t see anyone through that particular door. Perhaps they were locked inside the rooms lining the space. She left that area quickly. 
Soldiers continued to carry boxes and cases to some unknown destination. Brian tried to surreptitiously follow them but a soldier, the same one who had called them ‘strays’ barked at him to stay out of the restricted areas, whatever those were. Bea couldn’t shake off a sense of impending change and not the good kind. She needed to come up with a plan and a destination for escape. Settling back in the room that David was using for an office she accessed the internet and pulled up population maps of the United States. It was amazing how densely the East and West Coast were populated in comparison to the rest of the country. Once you got to the middle of the country there were considerably fewer people, especially in the West and Mid-West. The Dakotas were sparsely settled as were Montana and Idaho. Someplace out there gave the best chance of getting away from large groups of the dead.
That was no guarantee of survival though. Shelter and food were necessary. This shelter seemed to press down on her and she longed for the sight of the sky, trees, for fresh air. She clicked out of the map and got up to go find Brian when voices drifted in from outside the room.
“The doctor said to ‘give it time’ but how long is that?”
She heard David reply. “She probably doesn’t know either, Ian. How could she? We’re all in uncharted territory on this one.”
“We need to get out of here. I want to go back home and re-take the town. We know the territory well and there must be other survivors hiding out. ”
“It’s a small town, right?”
“Yeah. Up in the mountains and away from any major highways. I love it there. A great place to raise kids and I can’t wait to get back. I know it’s our best bet. Why did they decide to send you to Cali? I know you’re still a reservist but I would think they want the regular military on this one.”
“Regular military they can’t keep in touch with. I volunteered as soon as I heard there was a mission and that, combined with the fact they are obviously scraping the bottom of the barrel made me the ideal candidate.” 
“Sorry, I didn’t
mean that as an insult. Have we intercepted any more messages from the Chinese?”
“At this point it’s more what we’re not hearing. We know of three large ships that regularly cruise the Pacific several hundred miles off the coast, of course. They usually communicate with Beijing several times a day. Now we’ve just got silence. They could have been sunk for all we know but probably not. I’d say they’re out there running silent.”
“I thought they would have landed by now.”
“They may still be trying to assess the situation. The last satellite images we downloaded showed large numbers of people in the streets near the docks and harbor. It appeared that an altercation was going on but similar disruptions are everywhere. We just don’t know the status of the coast. The last images we got were two days ago. After that we lost communication completely.”
“No one in Congress would listen when we warned them about allowing the Chinese to manufacture our military communication equipment. Of course it’s full of bugs. Remember how righteous they became about the free market all of a sudden? I still think the nation has been sold out at the highest levels of government.” Ian said.
Both men were silent for a moment and then Bea heard Ian say, “I have the oddest feeling that Dr. Osawy was hiding something from me. I don’t know what it is yet.”
David said, “Don’t read something into it that isn’t there. Just focus on getting your family out of here and to someplace safe.”
High-pitched, childish screams rang out and Bea looked out the door. All three younger children ran down the hallway and latched on to Ian’s legs, Brian following with arms outstretched and moaning dramatically. He saw Bea and dropped his arms, looking sheepish. The little girl, Anna, screamed again delightedly and yelled, “You can’t catch me!”
Bea frowned at Brian and shook her head warningly. Ian noticed.
“Let them play, Bea. Goodness knows they need to.” 
Brian raised his arms and staggered forward and the children took off again, the tiled hallway echoing with laughter.
“I’m not sure if that’s gallows humor or just poor taste. The only thing I can say in his defense is that he just turned eleven.” Bea said.
“Then let him be eleven as long as possible. I think Brian is going to have to grow up a lot faster than I did.” David said.  
Bea nodded and went back to the computer as the two men continued on down the hallway. She pulled up maps of the whole beltway area, trying to guess which roads might be less-deadlocked than the others. A motorcycle would be their best bet for getting around obstacles but it would be cold and they would have no real barrier between them and the millions of dead doubtless roaming the roads. She had never driven a motorcycle but supposed it couldn’t be that different from a bike. 
So many people were still online while hiding out in their homes and hoping for rescue. A woman in Buffalo claimed that she had seen thousands of the dead emerging from the waters of Lake Erie while a man in Florida said he had seen Jesus walking through the clouds with a flaming sword in his right hand and leading a pale horse. Reports of the Virgin Mary descending to earth and taking children back to heaven abounded. She was always described as dark-haired, wearing blue, flowing garments and supernaturally beautiful.
There were messages on various blogs begging for help in obtaining necessary medicines as well as for water. Surprisingly the less developed nations seemingly were faring better than the more industrialized. She supposed that the less technology you had, the fewer problems you had coping without it.
 Many, many people believed the “End of Days” was here and one minister preached that the walking infected were the result of “the minions of Hell rising from the pit to torment the living.” He quoted, “And in those days, men shall seek death and not find it; and shall desire to die, and death shall flee from them.”
Other voices brought up the Mayan calendar and the planet alignment that would bring about the end of the world. She had to smile at that one. The timing was wrong but people were clutching at any explanation that helped them make sense of the collapse of their world.
She watched a shaky, hand-recorded video showing a group of thirty people or more, all dressed in white and with bare feet walk purposely along a city street into a group of the infected. They held candles in front of them and sang what sounded like hymns, continuing to sing until they were taken down and partially devoured by the surrounding mob. The singers soon rose, white clothing now stained red, and joined frenziedly in eating their former friends. The video quality was poor and had been filmed through a window but it was still clear enough to show what was going on. 
Sickened she clicked out and went back to the maps, memorizing street names and trying to get a general sense of the direction she needed to go once out of here. 
That night she and Brian ate supper with Ian and the children. They were excited, having just seen their mother and they talked about all the things they were going to do and see once back home. She had already gathered that the older boy, Daniel, was actually a neighbor’s child and that his parents were almost certainly dead. Ian treated him as part of the family as did Anna and Greg.
“So it’s really a cure then? I didn’t want to mention it until I knew your wife was better but I’m going to tell you now. The doctor tried this therapy on a co-worker of mine. He didn’t make it but it was only because he had a heart problem. The combined effects of malaria and the Z-virus were too much of a strain. He was older than your wife, too.”
Ian said. “I knew. The doctor told me about him but we still had to try. It was the best option she had and it seems to have worked. If she’s walking by tomorrow I’m going to find a way to leave. We lost Atlanta and the CDC so I don’t know when we’ll have transport going south again but hopefully something will come up.”
“I need to get out too. I’m thinking I’ll try to get to rural Pennsylvania and see if we can find an isolated house there.”
“Pennsylvania might work. Almost anywhere inland is going to be safer than the coast. I’m not at all certain that the earthquakes are over and before everything went to hell, some scientists were saying that the Caribbean seafloor spread was going to continue and get worse. We’ll probably have more tsunamis, bad ones.”
“I’ll keep that in mind. I had no idea the seafloor was spreading.”
Brian said, “It’s like the Great Rift Valley in Africa, except underwater. It ties in with continental drift.”
“Right. We’re not exactly lucky right now, are we? Still, we have to play the hand we’re dealt. When I was a boy I used to spend a week with my grandparents in the summer. My grandfather would read aloud from the Bible every night before we went to bed and I’ve never forgotten one of the verses. ‘There shall be famines, and pestilences, and earthquakes, in divers places. Let them that be near Judaea flee into the mountains.’  I remember wondering who Judaea was and thinking I was glad that we were already in the mountains.”
“It sounds like a good place to be.” Bea said.
“I hope it will be. I’m going to say goodnight. See you in the morning.” Ian gathered his family and left, a child over each shoulder and one hanging on to his leg.
Bea turned to Brian. “Ok, boy genius. We should turn in for the night too. How are the shoes holding up? Show me.”
Brian lifted his heel and showed her the worn bottom of the scavenged Converse tennis shoes. She had to find him some better shoes. It wouldn’t hurt to have several pairs in larger sizes and keep them on hand. And clothes. And medicine. Without penicillin any of them could get a paper-cut and die if it became infected. In a matter of a few days they were, for all practical purposes and outside of this facility, back in the dark ages of medicine.
“Bea, we need to leave soon.”
“I know. I’m trying to work it out. I need a place for us to go and transportation to get there.”
“No, I mean we need to leave really soon. There isn’t a whole lot of time.”
“Brian, I know but-”
“The Potomac river is gone.”
“Gone where?” She sat back down.
“Just gone. Disappeared. It happens sometimes just before or after an earthquake. The ground shifts and an entire river or maybe a lake sinks and goes underground.”
“How do you know the river is gone?”
“The soldiers. I heard them talking this morning and they said it disappeared overnight. Someone saw it from a helicopter. Something is happening or is going to happen soon. We should leave.” He looked at her as if he expected her to pack up and leave this minute.
“Okay. I understand. But we can’t leave at night, Brian. It’s going to be bad enough during the day. At night we won’t even have a visual advantage over the dead. How soon do the earthquakes happen after-”
“I don’t know! No one knows for sure but we need to leave. I don’t think the soldiers know why the Potomac went away but they’re getting ready to evacuate anyway.”
“Yeah, I think you’re right. I was hoping to hitch a ride out of the city when they do. It’s going to be hell if we have to walk out. Let’s sleep on it. I really can’t think of anything else to do right now.” 
Brian stomped angrily down the hall. “I’m tired of sharing a room with you.”
“Not as tired as I am of having to share a room with you. You make chewing sounds in your sleep, Brian, and you snore.”
“You’re weird-looking and you snore too, loud.” He shot back over his shoulder, now walking faster.
She chased him into the office they were using for a bedroom, pushed him down onto the sofa and sat on him.
“Take back what you said.” She said, trying to pin his arms down and tickle him at the same time.
“I won’t! You sound like a rhinoceros.” he shouted, laughing and out of breath. 
After they checked all of their supplies again, they settled down for the night, backpacks within easy reach in case they needed their weapons and talked desultorily of where they wanted to go.
“We could live in the desert, in those stone dwellings the Anasazi carved into the cliffs. They climbed up into them and then just pulled the ladders up when enemies came around. It would be perfect.” Brian yawned.
“Maybe. We would have to have a water source and food. We can’t grow crops in a desert.”
“I don’t like vegetables anyway. We’ll hunt. Rats, scorpions but only once we remove the stinger and the venom glands-” He said sleepily.
“Brian, shut up and go to sleep.”
“You shut up. I’m planning our meals. Armadillos, rattlesnakes, maybe some of those aliens from Area 51 if we get really desperate, desert pumas…”
She tuned him out and he finally went to sleep. Once again the night was quiet. Bea lay awake, wondering if an earthquake was really imminent. If one hit, this entire facility could cave in and who knew if they would be able to dig themselves out. And when and if they were able to she knew what would be waiting for them when they emerged. 
Dogs barked in the distance and she thought of the tales that animals often knew before people did that an earthquake was coming. Whatever the case, there was nothing to be gained from losing sleep over it. Maybe tomorrow she could find transport out. 
She fell asleep and dreamed she was riding a motorcycle along a straight, empty road. Brian was on the seat behind her wearing a dark helmet and holding on to her waist tightly. Too tightly. When she turned to tell him to loosen up, she saw blood dripping down his neck past the helmet onto his shirt. She pulled over and stopped, turning around just in time to see him push the visor up. Bloody strips of skin hung down from his mouth and he kept chewing hungrily, falling off the motorcycle then getting up, coming for her with arms outstretched. She tried to run but could only move in dream slow motion.
Brian woke up briefly and thought he heard someone crying. He listened but heard nothing else and went back to sleep.
 
~
 
“Today? No, I don’t think so. Mr. Dare, you mustn’t think that just because your wife is ambulatory that she is ready for discharge. Her health is still very, very fragile. If you took her and she collapsed, what would you do? There are no more physicians or emergency rooms just a phone call away.” Dr. Osawy continued looking over last night’s data from the monitors and the nurse’s notes.
 It was still quite early and the doctor leaned against the wall, sipping coffee from a mug with a picture of a Dalmation on it. Ian had a rough night with all three children and felt like he was running on adrenaline this morning. Daniel had had nightmares from which he woke screaming, waking the other two. They all needed to get back to some sort of normalcy, somehow, so they could heal. Especially Daniel.
“Okay, I understand. But when?” Ian’s fists clenched in frustration. The woman would not give a straight answer.
“I told you before, I’m not sure. We have eliminated the Z-virus from her bloodstream however that doesn’t mean it isn’t still in her internal organs.”
“How are you going to test for that? Wouldn’t you have to operate?”
“Whatever we do will be as minimally invasive as possible. Needle biopsies, scrapings using a scope. Don’t worry. She is very important to us.”
“She is more important to me. What if I told you I’m going to take my entire family, including my wife, and leave tomorrow afternoon? What if a helicopter is scheduled to do a fly-over of the CDC and this was our last chance to get south?”
The doctor finally looked up at him. She was a small woman but her assurance and air of authority made her seem bigger. She stepped closer, almost touching his chest. Ian looked down, noticing the make-up caked in the fine wrinkles around her slightly bloodshot eyes.
“If those hypothetical situations were true then I would tell you that we will not let your wife go until we have everything from her that we need. She’ll be tested, analyzed, turned inside out if that’s what we need to do. This is not about personal freedoms, it’s about the greater good. If you want to take the rest of your family and leave you are welcome to do so but she is not going anywhere until we say so.”
Ian was momentarily speechless, unable to believe what he just heard. Dr. Osawy turned away and spoke to the soldier keeping watch outside the room.
“Corporal, No one is to visit the patient without verbal permission from me. That includes family members.”
She turned back to Ian. “It’s going to be easier on her if you cooperate. Peace of mind and a positive attitude can make a big difference when a patient is recovering. We really do want her to get better, Mr. Dare, and we’re not monsters here. Nevertheless, she is still a means to an end.”
“What do you want from her?” He spoke through clenched teeth.
“Only what you would expect. At best a means to create a vaccine or antidote, at least a clue to point us in that direction. We still believe that, given a little time, her immune system will mount an antibody response. That would be of benefit to millions. If you can play along I have no problem with letting you and the children back in to see her. I want her happy. We are trying to save the human race, Mr. Dare, and right now we’re losing.”
She made a few more notes on the chart she held and then left without speaking to him again. Ian contemplated shooting the guard and snatching his wife but realized he wouldn’t get very far. He needed a plan and he would need help.
He left to look for David Chambord.
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
Before he got to the end of the hallway a soldier, the blond giant he had seen sent out on various reconnaissance squads, pulled him aside. The man looked uncomfortable but determined to tell him something. He looked around before pulling Ian into one of the empty offices.
He spoke in a low tone. “You need to get your wife out of here soon if you can. This is not a doctor who hands out lollipops when she’s done with you.”
Ian asked, “What happens when she’s done with you?”
“The stuff I’ve seen, the experiments… she’ll try anything. The infected are not human to her, I’m not sure we’re human to her. Once she gets everything she thinks they need they’ll flay their patient alive. I’ve seen it happen.”
“Can you help me get her out?” Ian asked.
The soldier hesitated. “I can’t make any promises. The timing is-”
He broke off. Beatrice and her brother walked by and seeing them in the office, stopped. Ian noticed that her usually clear, green eyes had violet shadows underneath and her hands, balled into fists, were stuffed deep into the pockets of her jeans. Both she and her brother wore the same wrinkled clothes they wore every time he saw them and the boy had on a pair of cloth tennis shoes that had seen better days.
“Ian? How is your wife?” Bea asked in a low tone. She gave the soldier a quick look before turning back to Ian. She seemed to want the soldier to go away but he didn’t leave.
“Better. Not completely out of the woods but better.” He had no intention of telling her the whole story and really wished she would leave so he could talk to the soldier.
“That’s good to hear. I need to ask you something. I need to see if…” She trailed off then glanced at the soldier again and seemed to make up her mind. “Tell them, Brian.”
Reluctantly Brian told them about the Potomac. Ian asked the same questions Bea had and Brian grew frustrated.
“There’s no way to know how soon it’s coming. I just know the river is gone and that’s a clue.”
“It’s not that surprising given what’s been going on in the Caribbean. There was a good-sized earthquake swarm down there a week before the big one hit and there was a small swarm in South Carolina just a few days ago. You can’t always feel them. We could have easily had little ones here. Almost no one’s been paying a whole lot of attention to the data from the USGS lately.” The creases in the soldier’s forehead deepened as he spoke.
Bea asked him, “What will an earthquake do to this shelter?”
“I don’t know. It might be okay but it was built a long time ago. The biggest problem I see is the surrounding terrain. Large parts of the District of Columbia were built over marshy areas and diverted rivers. A lot of the land here is fill land, wet areas that were built up with rocks, soil, sand or other debris. In a landscape like this, when an earthquake hits, the problem is-”
“Liquefaction.” Brian said almost in a whisper.
“Exactly. The ground shakes so violently that the soil itself becomes liquid. Cars, buildings, streets, and yes, bomb shelters can be swallowed up in just a few seconds.”
Again Bea felt the weight of the earth above and around them as if it were pressing in on her. She hated being trapped in enclosed spaces. If an earthquake was coming she would rather be out in the streets, trying to escape instead of being buried alive in here.
“You know,” the soldier said reflectively, “When I was out last night running some wires through a weakened part of the fence there was quite a light show in the sky. I’d never seen anything like it before. It made me think of the Northern Lights you sometimes see near the magnetic pole.”
“They might be earthquake lights. Scientists wouldn’t admit they were real until they were finally photographed in the 1960’s before and during a series of earthquake swarms in Japan.” Brian said. “I want to see them. Can I go with you if you go back out tonight?”
“Absolutely not.” Bea said. “So that’s another indicator?”
“Sounds like it. I wonder who else knows this. Maybe we should speed up the evacuation and get out before everything hits.” Ian looked really worried now. 
“That’s why we wanted to talk to someone. I know you guys are getting ready to evacuate (the soldier nodded) and you are leaving too, Ian. Is there any way that Brian and I can catch a ride out of the city?” Bea said.
 “Let me talk to David. I think they’ll take you when they leave-”
The soldier interrupted him. “Not necessarily. We know it’s soon but we’re waiting for the final roster sheet. We’re breaking up into smaller groups. Some go to Cheyenne-, I never said that.”
“I think it’s safe to say that Cheyenne Mountain is an open secret. We’ve all been to the movies.” Bea said.
“Regardless, the situation is fluid. Every shelter and command center we have is under attack and most, like Quantico, we have simply lost. The virus multiplied so quickly and we didn’t understand that to start with which meant our ranks were easily infiltrated and ripped to shreds.
The day the announcement was made the commissary was jam-packed with everyone stocking up on food and supplies. Fights broke out, especially over infant formula and diapers. 
Early in the afternoon we closed the barricades around the base and doubled patrols around the perimeter but of course the virus was already inside with us. No one knows who or where exactly but the first contact I had with it came from a domestic complaint call in the old section for married housing. I had pulled MP duty that day with my buddy, Paul. The military is really good now about offering counseling for families that need it but still we get called to our fair share of domestic violence scenes and this one seemed pretty routine when the call came in.
Pretty routine until we got there. The neighbor who called it in was outside waiting for us to show up. She said the screams had stopped but no one had emerged from the house and they weren’t answering the phone. She had seen the family the day before at a hockey game over near Dale City. Both families had boys playing in this particular league and it had been a routine game except that the ten year old had been bitten by a player on the opposing team. She said she knew for a fact that her neighbor had taken her son to the ER to have the wound cleaned and dressed and apparently the attending physician gave the boy a tetanus shot as well. The husband had been deployed to Afghanistan two months ago. That was a new piece of information.
Of course everyone had seen the announcement by then and it was pretty obvious what the woman was thinking even though she didn’t come right out and say it. My buddy called for medical back-up but went ahead and tried to rouse the family. We got no response. A blue minivan was parked in the driveway and had those sticker families on it showing a Mom, a Dad, two kids, a cat and a dog. 
A little wooden plaque by the door read ‘The Bryants’. A sandbox in the shape of a turtle had tipped over, spilling sand across the walkway leading to the door. Plastic shovels and sand buckets littered the yard. We tried the door and found it unlocked. Even before we went in we could smell it. A thick, cloying smell of decay like road kill on a hot summer day. 
The boy came at us as soon as we let the door close. It was dark in there and our eyes hadn’t adjusted yet so it was like he came out of nowhere. He latched on to Paul’s leg and bit through his trousers before Paul could shake him off. Neither of us wanted to hurt him, I mean who wants to use deadly force on a child? But the kid kept coming and pretty soon his little sister, organs blooming out of her abdomen and lips chewed off, joined him. Both children were emitting a sort of high-pitched gibbering. She managed to bite Paul on the ankle and he screamed and shook her off, unintentionally throwing her up against a set of tall bookshelves that tipped over on her. Only her legs were visible now and they soon stopped moving.
In the meantime I had the boy on the floor with my knee in his back, cuffing him. That kid was strong and never stopped trying to bite me. I found a dishtowel in the kitchen and gagged him.
We found the mom in the bathtub, brains splashed against the tile, gun still in a limp hand. She left a note telling her husband how sorry she was and having failed to protect her children, decided to join them in death. Her arms and hands were covered with bite marks from small mouths.
The medics showed up about then and transported the boy to the Navy hospital. I didn’t have time to follow up but I’m assuming they put him in some type of quarantine. They took Paul too and I never saw him again.”
“So they transferred you over here?” Bea asked. “What happened to the base?”
“It’s theirs now. Dear God, you should see some of the barracks.  Entire platoons went to bed and were never seen alive again. We chained the doors so they couldn’t get out and then we left.” His eyes looked haunted with loss and grief.
“So with so many losses you should be able to make room for two people?” Bea pleaded.
“It’s not that simple. We lost pilots too. That leaves us with only a few to fly us out of here now but I’ll help you if I can. I’ve got duty this afternoon so if you’ll excuse me.”
He left and Bea tried to feel optimistic but it was a struggle. Brian wandered off to look for breakfast, leaving her alone with Ian. He was looking at her as if evaluating her and Bea was embarrassed. She knew she and Brian needed more clothes but almost everyone was looking a little disheveled if not actually dirty these days. Did he think she had walked across a dead-infested city with a full suitcase?
He spoke. “Bea, if I could get you and Brian a ride as far as West Virginia, would you consider doing me a huge favor? It would be dangerous but we both know we have to get out of here now.” 
“How dangerous? Would it involve Brian being in danger? I can’t-”
“I want you to pretend to be my wife this afternoon. Do you own a hat?”
“Um. Yes.”
“Good. Here’s what I’m thinking.”
The plan, once Ian outlined it and then fleshed it out, was simple enough. He was going in to see his wife and Bea and the children would go in with him. Once there, she would change clothes with Virginia and take her place in the infirmary. Ian would then catch the chopper going south and would take Brian with them. There was a refueling stop in Bluefield, West Virginia and he would be sure that Brian stayed there in safety while waiting for Bea who should arrive a few hours after that once she got out on the next helicopter this evening. 
“What if they notice the switch?”
“That is the biggest possible failure point and if it happens we’re screwed. I’m hoping the doctor will buy my ‘I’ll be a good boy’ act and not feel she needs to monitor the visit. The guards are posted outside the room so I’m hoping they’re not that familiar with my wife’s face. There are probably more weak spots in the plan since I just came up with it but I think it will work. You’re close to the same size otherwise I wouldn’t even try it.”
Bea refused to think about how angry the doctor and others would be when they found that their patient had flown the coop but she doubted they would do anything to her. While they had never been especially friendly, they had allowed them to stay. The main thing was that she was getting Brian out of here. If they could just find someplace safe to go after that.
Ian left, looking for David to iron out flight details, and Brian came back with somewhat stale bagels, a pat of butter and orange juice. While she ate she explained everything. Initially he didn’t want to go but she persuaded him that this was their best shot at escaping the city. He was still sullen and for some reason he thought that she was treating him like a baby since she wanted him to leave with the other children.
“Brian, you’ll be armed with a revolver. I don’t think that’s exactly the way most people care for their babies. Or at least I hope they don’t.” She said dryly.
That cheered him up immensely and he was soon playing on David’s computer and trying to break into his protected files. She left him to it and continued searching offices and closets for shoes, certain he couldn’t break into any sensitive information but she was wrong. 
“Bea, I got into the Z file! Come and read this.” He was so excited he practically pulled her down the hall.
 
The famous Marco Polo, along with his father and uncle, spent much of his life among the Mongols and Chinese and his tales of his travels were initially disbelieved by his fellow Venetians. It is believed by modern scholars that he did embroider the facts somewhat to make his tales more sensational but there was at least a kernel of truth in the heart of most of his stories. His notes give an interesting account of a city called Sharhr-i-Gholghola known variously as the Silent City, the City of Screams, or simply the Cursed City. According to the renowned traveler,
“The inhabitants of this City were practitioners of the abominable art of ‘soul collecting’ in which they murdered unsuspecting travelers after offering them succor for the night in their houses. Poison was placed into their skin by means of a small cut and a hollow reed and thus they brought about many deaths. This they did in quest of the great power they would gain by keeping these souls within their houses. The dead but still animated bodies of the unfortunate travelers were then released leagues away into the desert where they were sometimes seen wandering by the occasional traveler, many of whom reported vicious attacks by the soulless wanderers. They were said to be eaters of men.
Stories of this reached the son* of the Great Khan and he rightly determined to put an end to the practice of such a great evil. Dispatching one hundred thousand troops (Polo almost without a doubt exaggerated the number here) he caused the inhabitants of the Cursed City, man, woman, and child to be marched into the desert and having divided them by the hundreds put them to the sword in the usual way. 
The stones of the houses and walls were knocked down, freeing any possible souls trapped inside. Not even the plants were allowed to survive. Despite this, legends of roaming bands of deranged wanderers persist in the region to this day and wayfarers proceed with caution on their journeys, always posting enhanced watches over their encampments.
Polo claimed to have been shown the ruins of a town of elevated structures approachable by only one path in order to guard against the cannibalistic wanderers. His guide remarked on the foolishness of anyone trying to gain advantage by creating such abominations. No one could hope to control a disease that spread as quickly as this one.
*Tolui, who otherwise spent his time busily drinking himself to death, was the son of the famous Genghis Khan and the father of Polo’s patron Kublai Khan.
 
There were more documents; one having something to do with a Marine expedition and another concerning the memoirs of a late 15th century Portuguese missionary. She remembered David mentioning those back in Sylvie’s apartment. They were longer and she didn’t want to be caught snooping so she made Brian get out of the file.
 The heat in the facility was out; no one was sure when or if it would come back on. Bea took Brian with her and they spent the rest of the morning rummaging through every office they could get into and this time they found folded neatly inside a filing cabinet a musty, dusty set of clothes, desert-toned camouflage complete with a tee shirt and very sturdy, lace-up combat boots. From the size of them she suspected they were for a woman but she didn’t tell Brian that. Once they laced them tightly around the ankles they did just fine. Bea took the rest of the outfit with her. She would need something other than a hospital gown for later.
At noon they wandered back to the break room and ate lunch. 
Just after one o’clock everything changed. That was when the sounds started.
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
 

An unvarying, rhythmic boom so loud that it vibrated the doors and shook the glass in the interior windows, the sound penetrated the entire shelter. Soldiers searched everywhere, looking for some switch that would turn it off but found nothing. It was only after finding the main circuit breaker and briefly shutting down all power that they understood the sound couldn’t be shut off in here. It was coming from outside the shelter. 
David realized what it was before anyone else. “LRADs. They must have put them in place with helicopters. Those bastards! When were they going to tell us?” He was soon on the phone, speaking in a clipped, angry tone to someone.
Word spread quickly and soon an air of barely controlled panic was evident. The soldiers gathered gear and added it to an increasingly large pile close to the hatch door at the end of the hallway. The pulsing, bass noise hammered at all of them until the younger children held their hands over their ears and began to cry. Bea felt like following their example. Instead she searched until she found Ian.
“Does this mean what I think it does? I thought they were bombing Atlanta and Houston. They’re really going to bomb D.C.?” She had to speak directly into his ear to be heard.
“Looks like it. This may change things a little for us but the choppers are going out as scheduled. I talked to the good doctor and I’m allowed to visit again. David said he can get you on the last flight out, leaving later this evening. Are you still up for this?”
“Yes. How long do we have before the bombs hit?”
“Possibly days or possibly just hours. They are a little stingy with warnings or information. Several days would make more sense since it would draw in more of the infected.”
“You’re sure you can get Brian on the helicopter?”
“Like I said, this may change things a bit so we’ll roll with it. Ready?”
She nodded then put her hat and scarf on, tucking her hair up inside the hat. The accelerated evacuation with everyone running around made wearing a hat inside less noticeable. She carried the camouflage outfit inside her coat. Brian was ready to go and waiting in an office near the ladder that led to the ceiling hatch. 
Bea felt the throbbing sound in her teeth. They gathered the children and made their way to the infirmary, stopping when they heard shouting just ahead. Bea peered around the corner.
Dr. Osawy was pale but calm. She was on the phone and shouting instructions to the orderlies at the same time. “There are three small, white boxes full of files in my office. Take those and shred the rest. We’re not leaving all our work behind. Get as much blood from the test subject as you can. We can at least continue to work with that. Once you’re done, kill her. There are too many problems with transporting a subject that could turn. We’ll find another somewhere. I wish we had time for a proper dissection but I’m going now to harvest the organs from the other.... Wait, yes I’m still here. Well, that’s too bad because I need it right now.” 
Still on the phone she moved down the hall and her voice faded. Ian made a low, strangled sound that was almost a growl. Bea glanced back and shook her head. Both orderlies were large men and wore side arms. They would have to pick their moment carefully but the sound cannons made thinking, especially thinking strategically, almost impossible. Ian started forward but at that moment the doctor left, heading away from them. That left just the orderlies to deal with. Then one of them left and the one remaining opened the door with his card and pushed his rolling collection cart inside. 
Running, Ian got one foot in the door before it closed and motioned them all inside, alarming the orderly who already had his needles and tubes out. He reached for his handgun then seemed to think better of it but positioned himself and his cart so he could see Ian as he worked.
Virginia looked up at them from the bed and tried to smile. The noise was clearly getting to her. She looked confused at seeing Bea but Ian didn’t bother to shout an introduction. That could all happen later, once they were out of here.
The orderly leaned over the bed and spoke close to her ear. She nodded and leaned back while he tied a rubber tourniquet around her arm. He drew several vials of blood but didn’t leave. Instead he moved his cart over to a corner of the room and began making notes on a chart and labeling the vials. He wasn’t going anywhere.
This changed everything. Bea couldn’t discuss it with Ian but he had to have realized that as well. Obviously she couldn’t hope to make the orderly think she was the patient. She would have to just wing it and hope that Ian would “roll” with whatever they had to do.
The children rushed to the bed. Ian untied his wife’s arms and if the orderly noticed, he didn’t say anything.
 They had to do something and soon. If the doctor or the other orderly came back that would make this even harder. Looking around the room Bea spied a round, metal, rolling stool on casters. She tried to lift it and found it surprisingly heavy. She rolled it toward the bed as if she planned to sit on it and once she was just a few steps from the orderly she lifted it over her head and swung it hard. It hit the man in the head and he went down like a tree felled by an ax.
“Bea! What are you doing? Did you kill him? I was just going to tie him up.” Ian stared at the man on the floor.
She dusted off her hands then pulled the spare clothing from under her shirt. “I’m rolling with it like we discussed. He’s not dead. Give me some sheets and I’ll tie him up.”
Ian filled Virginia in on the plan while Bea (after surreptitiously checking for and finding a pulse) trussed the man and gagged him. Searching his pockets she took his pass key card. Then she went behind the rolling curtain to change clothes, donning the camouflage then giving her own clothes to Virginia. The white tee shirt was thin and slightly too tight but the camouflage pants and jacket were so thick and stiff they could almost stand up on their own. It was like wearing cardboard. 
Ian spoke into her ear. “The chopper leaves in ten minutes. I’m just hoping we don’t encounter the doctor on the way.”
“I’ll go scout the hall. Give me two minutes.”
No one was in the corridor. She checked as far as the hatch then went back to the infirmary.
“Looks clear. I’ll go with you to the landing pad. I want to see Brian get on board.”
“That’s not a good idea. Someone might recognize you. You understand there’s no room for an extra person?”
“I understand. I’ll go as far as the hatch then. There’s no one here that needs to believe I’m Virginia.”
Virginia emerged from behind the curtain wearing Bea’s clothes and tucking her hair up inside the beret. Tucking a pistol into the waistband of the jeans she then pulled on a pair of tall, very scuffed riding boots. Bea thought she looked a little dangerous. She picked up her son and held him close while kissing the other two on the tops of their heads.
She shouted in Bea’s ear. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you doing this for me. I’ll keep a close eye on your brother. You’re positive you can get on the next flight out?” 
“David said it shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll take advantage of all the confusion and who knows?  I may even pass for a soldier since I’m dressed like this.” 
Ian pulled a small package out of his jacket, opened it and handed everyone a set of shooter’s earplugs. 
“Once we’re outside the sound is going to be worse. LRADs can make you nauseated and disoriented so be sure to wear these. They won’t block out everything but they’re the best I can do. Bea, here’s an extra pair for Brian.”
Just then gunshots rang out. They heard a loud metallic bang then soldiers, rifles held at ready, ran past the room. A loud keening moan rose even over the sound cannons and Bea shivered in dread. How did they get in? Shouts and more gunshots sounded distantly.
“Time to go. Everyone ready?”
The hall was still deserted. A faint groaning drifted from the direction of the locked corridor leading to the unused portions of the facility. A woman screamed and they walked silently past the deserted guard station and stopped when they heard running footsteps.
Dr. Osawy appeared through the now open door. She held her arm and as she drew closer they saw the arm was covered in bloody bite marks. A mouth-sized chunk of skin was missing from her forearm and blood poured down onto the floor.
Behind her came one of her vivisection subjects, naked and with blue mottled skin. Metal sutures held his abdomen open and his entrails were caught on the rolling bed’s side rail pulling it along with him. Bea stared in horror. It was Mac. As he strained and struggled forward more and more of his intestines unraveled and fell to the floor behind him. 
The doctor looked up and saw them standing there. She tried to speak but nothing came out other than a hoarse whisper just before she slipped in her own blood and went down. Mac pulled until the last of his intestines unwound, stretching to the breaking point and falling to the floor with a wet splat. Freed, the dead man fell upon the doctor and bit into her neck and shoulder. Blood sprayed across the floor and wall as she screamed. 
Horrified, Virginia moved forward to try to help but Ian held her back and shook his head. Pulling his gun he shot Dr. Osawy first then took out Mac. They moved on.
The gear stack near the hatch was almost gone. The soldiers must be evacuating in stages as transport became available. Bea found Brian in the office near the snack vending machines and made him promise to wear the ear plugs.
“You know how this goes. I’m coming on the next flight. Wait for me. I’m not sure how long it will be, probably not more than six or seven hours.” She kept her voice and expression calm and optimistic. He needed to know that everything would be okay. Inside though, she felt a little sick sending him away.
Brian looked uncertain then, taking the ear plugs, he nodded and climbed the wall ladder up to the hatch. Ian was already at the top waiting. Bea climbed high enough to feel the breeze from the helicopter blades and see the sky briefly. Ian shook his head and motioned for her to stay down. Reluctantly she backed down and someone closed the hatch.
He was gone. She leaned against the wall and slowly slid to the floor and closed her eyes, not wanting to think of what might go wrong. A nap would feel so nice right now, just a little one. Suddenly she felt completely drained.
Either the smell or the sound woke her, she didn’t know which but she must have dozed for a minute. She heard a slap then a squeak, slap then squeak, over and over, coming closer. The choking smell of decomposition accompanied the sounds and she felt her whole body tense in dread. In all the earlier confusion she had left her backpack in the infirmary. She was unarmed and alone. One mistake, she thought, just one and you’re dead.
Standing she found that her foot had fallen asleep and she stumbled and fell against the wall, hitting her head hard just as the source of the sound and odor crawled into view.
Almost skinless and black with decomposition, bones stained dark red, another of Dr. Osawy’s test subjects dragged itself along the floor. The face, almost featureless yet somehow familiar, turned yearningly in her direction. A single lock of blonde hair still clung to a patch of scalp on the skull. Hands slapped the floor as the thing pulled itself forward and a familiar-looking pair of Prada spike-heeled boots squeaked as it scrambled for purchase against the slick floor.
Bea stayed where she was, just staring, unable to react as Sylvie drew closer, mouth open wide in anticipation. Some of the skin on the body appeared to have bubbled and crisped, curling up at the edges like cooked bacon. Had the doctor been experimenting with a different type of heat therapy? Had Sylvie felt any of that?
This thing was not Sylvie and Bea knew that but grief overwhelmed her nonetheless. Her sleeping foot had progressed to the pins and needles stage and she moved away, still holding on to the wall for support. Without realizing it she had let the crawling creature back her into a corner. If her foot would just wake up she could jump over it and find her weapon.
Out of time and room she staggered forward and hopped over Sylvie only to land on her numb foot and fall. She banged her head against the wall again. Amazingly fast the black skeletal hand darted out and grabbed her ankle in a vise-like grip. Bea kicked but couldn’t get away on the polished floor. She reached out, grasped a doorframe and pulled away a few inches but Sylvie just slid along the floor with her. Kicking again she smashed the rib-cage only to release a lumpy, black fluid that spread in a widening, foul-smelling circle on the floor. Sylvie pulled closer, still holding Bea’s ankle painfully tight and bit down on her calf. Bea screamed.
Sylvie made a keening, chittering sound that died away just as her grip loosened. Bea looked up and saw David, holding her fleur-de-lis rail and grinding it into Sylvie’s broken skull. When he pulled it out a mass of black, dripping tissue hung on to the tapering, iron petals on the tip.
She sat up and backed away from the still spreading liquid on the floor. The side of her head hurt where she banged it against the wall and when she patted the area gingerly her hands came away red.
David wiped away the clotted tissue from the rail and put it down, then helped Bea to her feet.
“Thanks. That was almost…” She couldn’t finish her thought. Suddenly overwhelmed by fear and revulsion at the thought of what almost happened she began to sob. Embarrassed she turned away so he couldn’t see her face. Strong arms wrapped around her, holding her and pressing her against a warm, masculine chest. She relaxed and the sobs subsided but she stayed where she was, feeling somehow safe encircled in David’s arms.
“Bea, she bit you on the leg. Did she break the skin?”
“I don’t think so. I’m afraid to look. Will you do it?” Fear spiraled tight inside her stomach.
David gently pushed up the stiff camouflage cuff and inspected her leg. “No broken skin. You are going to have a bruise though. I think the canvas fabric saved you.”
Relief coursed through her and she sagged against the wall. David put one arm around her waist to support her and walked her down the hall to the shower room. Running the water at a sink until it flowed warm he found a towel to clean the blood from her head. The scalp was broken and bled copiously but it was a superficial wound.
He put her hands under the still running tap and gently rubbed the dried layer of blood away. Even after her hands were clean he continued to caress her fingers under the warm water. He then raised her hands and kissed her fingers individually, then lifted her hands, placing them against his face.
Bea felt hypnotized. His skin was rough with a slight five o’clock shadow. She turned his face toward her and barely brushed his lips with her own. An almost electrical spark coursed between them and she was overwhelmed by a desire to kiss him until she melted. She closed her eyes. The rational part of her brain was screaming at her to stop but she blocked it out just as he lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her so urgently that it took her breath away. Right now nothing mattered as much as this amazing feeling, this-
The room shuddered violently. Tile cracked and mirrors shattered above the sinks. It felt as if the entire room had been picked up by a giant hand, shaken and then gently put back down. Plumbing in the walls groaned and pipes burst, spraying water across the floor.
They ran for the door, barely avoiding a drenching. Outside the bathroom the walls were cracked and the floors buckled and humped in the middle. Three soldiers lay dead in the corridor, crushed under fallen concrete. One of them was the blond man Ian had spoken to earlier and that had been part of the team that pulled them in the first night. The entire structure was tilted and they had to walk up a slight incline. A soldier ran past them shouting at someone to shut the gas lines down NOW. Lights flickered out and they stood still, blind in the sudden darkness. Within seconds the lights came back on but were dimmer. 
“That was an earthquake. We’re running on one back-up generator now. I think we need to speed up the evacuation even more if possible.”  David strode away then stopped and looked at Bea who was still standing outside the bathroom. “Are you coming?” His tone was abrupt.
“Go ahead. I’ll catch up. I have to go by the infirmary. I left my backpack and guns there and I also did something to someone that I really shouldn’t… um, I can’t leave him there.” She pulled the purloined passkey from her pocket and turned to go. Shaken by what had just passed between them she avoided looking at him. She needed to think.
David sensed she wanted to avoid him and said more gently, “Bea, about what happened in there- I don’t know why I did that. I’m sorry if I-”
“I’d rather not talk about it.”
“Okay. Were you referring to the soldier whose skull you cracked before you tied him up?”
“Um, yes.”
“I already untied him. I brought your backpack and left it by the snack machines. Where do you think I got your iron rod of zombie death?” He smiled.
“Oh, thanks. You do know that he was going to kill Ian’s wife once he finished drawing the blood samples?”
“He mentioned that he had been instructed to destroy an infected individual, yes. Look at it from his perspective. He had his orders and the infected are certainly a threat. You embarrassed him, too. I would probably avoid him if I were you. I got the impression he doesn’t like you much.”
“That’s completely understandable. I’ll try to stay away from him. You don’t think she was cured, do you?”
“I have no idea. I hope so but we have very little data on the disease, let alone this treatment the doctor tried on Virginia. If you pray, include her and her family in them. There’s little else anyone can do. I have to try to raise the pilot on the radio.” He walked ahead.
There weren’t a lot of people still in the shelter. Viscous, black streaks marked the floor where someone had dragged Sylvie’s body into an office and closed the door. Four soldiers, including the orderly she had hit, gathered near the ceiling hatch. Something about it looked different and they found it had shifted during the earthquake. It wouldn’t open.
This was exactly what she had feared ever since Brian told her the Potomac River had drained away. They were under the earth, sealed inside this shelter that might very well be her tomb now. Furious she climbed the wall rungs and jabbed at the round hatch with her railing. Nothing budged visibly but a shower of dirt fell to the floor.
David stood below her. “Okay. At least we know it’s not completely sealed but who knows how much dirt we’re under. We might have to tunnel out once we get the hatch open. The chopper will be here in less than an hour. Gentlemen, let’s get to work.”
It was a blow torch and manufacturing incompetence that saved the day. There was a defect in the hatch design and a few minutes of heat directed at the surrounding seals melted them enough to allow them to pull the iron pins from the two way hinge. The thick, steel hatch fell to the floor and a fall of dirt from above poured down and buried it immediately. Once it stopped pouring, they climbed back up and dug at it. They finally broke through a layer of concrete and, blessedly, they saw daylight.
“We have no idea who will be waiting for us up there. The outside monitoring cameras were messed up by the quake and it looks like a section of the fence might be down or at least damaged. I’ll go first.”
David climbed up and disappeared from view. After a moment he shouted down an all clear. The soldiers picked up their gear and ascended. Bea climbed up last.
The sound was even more painful out here. She was the only one with earplugs and even after she stuffed those in her ears, she felt nauseated from the sound. Even so, she was happy to be out here rather than underground. The snow still lay in drifts but the almost setting sun cast a welcome warm light on everything and the air, although a little smoke-filled, was fresher.
 She had never seen the compound by daylight before. Rolling fences with razor wire blocked off an area about half the size of a football field. The depression on the South Lawn where they entered the shelter on the first night was outside the fencing and seethed with infected. The White House was outside the fencing too, and it looked as if the central Executive Residence had burned to the ground. Smoke still rose from the charred rubble. Vast numbers of dead roamed among the ruins but none had made it through the compound fence, which was twisted and bowed in one section but still holding.
A helicopter appeared in the distance, growing visibly larger as it approached. The soldiers shouted something about a Kestral and they seemed pleased. 
Bea had never been this close to a helicopter before and the size of it surprised her. It was enormous and at first she thought it wouldn’t have enough room to land but it did, easily. Painted a neutral green that was not exactly camouflage it looked like an enormous insect.
“Is this Marine One?” Bea shouted to David.
“No. It would be if the president were on board. Whatever helicopter the president is on is automatically designated Marine One no matter the type. Quantico maintains an entire fleet of potential Marine Ones.”
There were already two passengers inside in addition to the pilot. One was a soldier but the other was a civilian, shivering in wet clothes and wrapped in a blanket. The soldier, holding his rifle ready, climbed out and scanned the area while motioning them inside. The soldiers boarded first.
At first she didn’t understand what was happening. Bea felt the ground moving beneath her feet, unbalancing her. She dropped to one knee and fought to keep from falling into the enormous crack that had just appeared in the lawn in front of her. The damaged section of the fence surrounding the compound swayed before it fell flat and the dead, already excited by the sound of the helicopter, surged forward.
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
The Kestral, unbalanced now and sitting directly on the gaping fissure in the earth, tilted abruptly to one side. The rotating blades of the main rotor came within a few feet of hitting dirt. The pilot immediately took the chopper up away from the now treacherous ground, the soldier with the rifle leaping in at the last second. The helicopter continued to rise but the pilot had trouble correcting the tilt and it flew lopsided and off-balance, the tail higher than the body. The entire machine began to spin.
Bea and David could only watch as the pilot tried to pull out of the death spiral. The helicopter barely cleared the fence section still standing before it crashed into the West Wing. Black smoke billowed from the tail section. Two figures crawled from the wreckage but the dead came for them immediately. Gunfire rang out but there were just too many infected. David thought he heard screams before he lost sight of the struggling soldiers.
He turned. Although most of the dead were attracted to the noise from the crash they would notice the two of them soon enough. Going back down into the shelter was not an option. It had sunk so deeply into the riven earth it was not even visible. They had to find a way out.
Bea grabbed his shoulder and pointed in the direction of the Tidal Basin. There was a gap in the crowd there and they might get around the dead that way. He nodded and they sprinted toward the gap, evading the few dead that noticed them. Most of the LRADs seemed to have survived the quake and still emitted their painfully loud pulse all around them. Lungs burning and hearts racing they arrived at the Tidal Basin.
It was empty, drained like the Potomac. The thousands of graceful cherry trees surrounding it now spread their delicate, bare branches over a huge pit of mud and rocks. A multitude of maimed, moaning creatures groped and slithered through the ooze.
Near their feet one of them came crawling up out of the mud. Slimy and slick its face was mostly eaten away but it shambled forward on jiggling, water-swollen legs and reached for them with bloated arms. Bea lifted her iron rail and was poised to strike when the thing lurched past her, continuing on toward the Mall area.
They looked around. Several more climbed up and slogged on. The pulsing of the LRADs must be attracting them in a way the slighter sounds humans made could not. The smell that rose from them was so strong it clogged their throats.
Trudging under the cherry trees they walked past shuttered vendor stands and eventually came to the Jefferson Memorial. A slightly tilted, bronze Jefferson gazed out serenely over the devastated city. One of the LRADs, resembling a black, satellite dish, pulsed from atop the cracked and crooked marble steps.
The memorial was open to the elements and really wasn’t a good place to spend the night. Inside they saw that the dome ceiling had shattered, raining down large chunks of marble. Bea walked right up to the LRAD and pulled the cables attaching it to its battery. The sound stopped and she sat down on the steps and dropped her head on her arms. Would it do any good to keep trying? She couldn’t think of a way to escape the city. That helicopter had been their last chance. Behind them thousands of infected crawled through the mud-filled Potomac, called here by the cannons. They had difficulty negotiating the mud-slick banks but eventually they would make it up. They never quit.
David walked behind the building and found a surprise. A vehicle, one of the Polaris ranger series used to bring in the paddle boats so popular in the spring with tourists, was parked near the bank with the keys in the ignition. It was small though not as narrow as a motorcycle and had an abbreviated truck bed in the back. It might get them through the congested streets better than a car or truck. He climbed in and started the engine, pulling it around to the front steps. Bea raised her head and laughed at the sight of him on the funny-looking little vehicle.
“You know there’s no way we’re going to make it out of here.”
“I’m not sure I agree. We have transportation now and as long as those sound cannons keep those things hypnotized we should be okay.”
“I was hoping for something with a little more style. Also, we’ll probably get some unfriendly hop-ons.”
“I’ll drive if you’ll deal with the hop-ons.” 
“How fast do these things go?” She walked over and circled the vehicle, kicked the tires.
“Let’s find out.” He extended a hand and she climbed in.
Their progress was dream-like. To their amazement the dead were still so focused on the rhythmic pulse coming from the city that most never even turned their way or noticed their passing. A few of the really close ones reached for them but didn’t follow. It was almost as if they were invisible in the midst of a mass migration of shambling, mutilated bodies. Smoke drifted around them, obscuring their view and forcing them to creep. They wove slowly through abandoned vehicles, flinching every time one of the dead got too close. They seemed to go for miles like this and it wasn’t until the LRADs began to fade, around the time they were close to Fairfax, that they encountered any real problems.
Here the dead were sparser but they definitely noticed them and Bea and David had to speed up. Fortunately there were fewer cars on the road here. The top speed the little vehicle could manage was forty-four mph. That had been fine when weaving through wreckage but they had to find something else and soon. 
Bea pulled her earplugs out and rubbed her ears. She was so cold. The uniform jacket she wore was sturdy but not warm. The roads out here were passable and it was time to steal a car with a heater. To her left she saw a pancake house and her stomach rumbled. When had they last eaten?
David said, “Are you seeing what I am?”
She nodded, thinking she hadn’t known he was a pancake enthusiast. They were her personal weakness, buckwheat, blueberry, those wonderful pumpkin ones they did for Halloween, she loved them all. Add a little bacon on the side and she was in breakfast heaven.
“David, I doubt they’re open.”
“That’s the point. I don’t think we would get far if they were.” He turned left, drove past the pancake house and pulled up to a Volvo dealership she hadn’t noticed. Oh, no pancakes after all.
They didn’t waste time. David crashed the ranger through the showroom window and left it there, blocking the gap. They couldn’t find the keys for the new cars but the service department key rack yielded access to an almost new S60 with a full tank.
“Let’s hope that whatever service this thing was in for has already been done. You know, I wanted an SUV. The snow can get pretty deep in West Virginia and it’s mountainous.” David was disappointed.
“The beauty of being a car thief is that you can always steal another car when you find one you like. Or you can try anyway.” 
The service parking lot was fenced in and the gate locked and chained. A cluster of infected, drawn by all the noise they made, pressed against the chain link. David rammed the gate but it didn’t budge. The crowd grew even more excited.
Bea searched the service area for something to cut the chains but found nothing. None of the keys on the rack worked and she took them back inside. Still cold she took a black, leather, bomber-style jacket hanging from a hook and donned it. It was so big the waist fell almost to her knees and she had to roll the sleeves up. Outside, David was trying to remove the pins from the gate hinges. He looked over.
“Nothing?”
“Nothing.” She affirmed.
“Nice jacket. You couldn’t find a bigger one?”
“Thanks and no, I couldn’t. This was the biggest one in there. Now if I could just find some jeans somewhere I’d be all-” She felt a set of keys in the jacket pocket and pulled them out.
“Let’s try these.”
The first key they tried fit and they unwrapped the chain and threw it aside. The dead poured in like filthy water down a gutter before they could get back in the car. A little boy, one arm missing, latched on to David, biting and scratching at him. David finally shook him off but wound up smashing his head when he slammed the car door shut. The gore splashed across his legs and onto the seat. David punched the gas pedal and they roared out of the parking lot, skidding a little before the tires found traction.
Abandoned cars, many with dead, still writhing occupants, littered I-66. They made it around the blockages and just over an hour later were approaching I-81 but they still had a long way to go. Bea had told Brian she would be there in six or seven hours but it was probably going to be longer even if they didn’t run into any obstacles. Brian would be worried and she had no idea who was watching out for him. She could only hope that Ian or Virginia had explained the situation to someone at the Bluefield landing area and Brian wasn’t alone.
The engine of their stolen car had a raspy purr and accelerated nicely. They occasionally reached speeds of 50 or better but the road was far from clear. Infected were present though much fewer in number. Though they searched, there was little on the car radio but static. For a few miles the AM band yielded a man reading from the book of Revelation and crying but that faded out soon. 
David said, “You know, this has been a lot smoother than I expected. I thought we would get tangled up in wreckage and be on foot long before we got out of the city.”
“I didn’t expect to get out at all once the helicopter crashed. By the time we reached the Jefferson Memorial I was pretty sure I was going to die. Just the numbers of the infected were shocking. I still see the bed of the Potomac full of those floundering things when I close my eyes. I’m glad Brian didn’t have to see that.” She shuddered a little.
“You guys will have to be wary around strangers. Some rough types are going to take advantage of the chaos. Even normal people will do things during desperate times they normally wouldn’t.”
“Don’t worry. Neither of us will forget that couple and their daughter anytime soon. Still, there must be plenty of ‘good guys’ out here somewhere.” She continued, “I wish we could have done this during daylight. I’d like to see what the situation is around here since it’s more rural. The power is out, obviously, but I’d like to see some smoke coming from chimneys or maybe even some people out and about. This is the farthest west I’ve ever been. I used to think that someday Brian and I would drive across the country sightseeing. He likes to read about the Plains Indians. The Anasazi too.”
“I remember learning about Lewis and Clark in school and wondering what it would be like to be an explorer.”
Bea smiled. “Exhausting and dangerous. Did you know one of the most important considerations on that trip was the amount of whisky they could carry with them? They couldn’t haul enough to last the entire journey but it had to get them past ‘the point of no return.’ If they ran out while the men could still easily trek back to civilization they would often desert.”
“I didn’t know Thomas Jefferson sent out a group of alcoholics to map the continent.”
“They weren’t. Not really. But they had the usual human complaints of toothache and arthritis. Some even had active cases of venereal disease and with no antibiotics or even aspirin they tended to dull the pain with whiskey when they could.”
Without warning David stomped the brakes hard and the car went sideways briefly before skidding to a stop.  At first neither of them could quite comprehend what lay in front of them, completely blocking both the north and southbound lanes.
A jet, great, curving sheets of smoke-blackened metal twisted and sundered, rose up before them, looking alien in this setting where it was never intended to be. The car headlights shone directly on the fuselage which tilted to one side bringing the windows closer to the ground. One wing was gone and the other had dug a deep trench in the asphalt of the highway.
They got out of the car and peered inside looking for signs of survivors. They saw none until they reached the cockpit and tapped on the glass. Within seconds a form slammed against the forward glass so hard it rattled. Once started it never ceased and soon dark streaks of something, possibly decaying brain matter, splattered the glass. They walked away as it was obvious there was no one here in need of rescue.
There was no way around the jet without leaving the road. Bea drove while David walked in front guiding her and they cautiously crept forward, across a deep dip in the median and then off the road over to an exit ramp. David got back in and they drove to the top of the ramp, preparing to exit back on the other side when Bea noticed something.
An outlet mall, one of those sprawling shopping areas that beckon travelers with “Factory Direct Discount Prices!” spread out on their right. She looked down at her baggy, sweat-smelling jacket and the camouflage pants with mud and blood stains on them.
“David, that’s a gas station over there, right? Do you know if there’s a way to get gas out of the pumps if they don’t have electricity?”
“The old pumps maybe but not one this new. It would be nice to fill up, though. I see something that we might be able to use. Pull over near that old flatbed Ford.”
David found a hose behind the truck seat and started siphoning gas from the truck into the Volvo. No one was around, living or dead and he broke into the station mini-mart and loaded up on bottled water and snack food as well as the flashlights and batteries Bea requested.
Bea waited outside, keeping watch the best she could in the darkness. David returned and dumped his stolen swag in the back seat. Bea put batteries in the flashlights and put one in the glove box, keeping the other one on the seat beside her.
“Ready?” he asked.
“Not quite. We have a little more shopping to do.” She drove slowly across the overpass and into the outlet mall parking lot. David smacked his forehead exasperatedly.
She parked almost on the sidewalk. “Just be quiet and follow me. I need someone to help carry things. It won’t take long.” 
Nothing here appeared to have been looted. She threw a garbage can through the window of a Bass shoe store and grabbed boxes of leather shoes and boots with several pairs for Brian in assorted sizes. Next they hit a Levi’s store and Bea shed her camouflage for a much better fitting pair of stone-washed denim and loaded up on others, again in assorted sizes for Brian as well as an armload of shirts and sweaters. She found underwear of all types courtesy of Hanes and finally Eddie Bauer provided them with several parkas and vests. They loaded the car and the whole expedition took less than forty-five minutes.
“Are you sure you don’t want to shop their fine selection of jewelry and watches? Perhaps something for that special man in your life?” David asked.
Suddenly reminded of Evan she caught her breath. She hadn’t tried to call him in the final hours before the disastrous evacuation attempt and it dawned on her that she already thought of him as dead.
David saw her face. “I’m sorry, Bea. It was a joke, I didn’t know that-” 
She cut him off. “The only special man in my life is eleven years old and not interested in watches or jewelry.” Fear for Brian overtook her abruptly and she only wanted to get back on the road. “Let’s go.”
Bea drove this time and David surprised her by falling asleep. She didn’t mind except that she was unsure where they were supposed to leave I-81 but supposed there would be signs. She tried the radio again and set it to scan the AM dial so that if they happened upon a signal, it would lock in. 
The night was so dark out here. Living in D.C. for the last three years and born and raised in Baltimore before that she didn’t think she had ever experienced dark like this. The car’s headlights were powerful and highlighted every bump and curve on the road but once she was past, the darkness swallowed the road behind her. 
She braked for a particularly sharp curve and the sleeping David slumped over against her. She pushed him back over and his head thudded against the passenger window. He mumbled something but didn’t wake up. In the dim light from the dash he looked younger and more vulnerable and she almost reached out to touch his sleeping face but stopped. Whatever had happened or almost happened between the two of them back in the shelter, she didn’t want it to happen again. He was attractive and had been very kind to her and Brian but flings were not something she had ever indulged in and she didn’t intend to start now. 
Signs for Staunton appeared in the headlights. They must be close to halfway there. If she remembered correctly they didn’t leave I-81 until I-77 which would take them directly to Bluefield. After that she assumed David would know the way to the airfield.
The radio suddenly came to life, startling her and waking David. She turned the volume down a little. Someone was broadcasting and they were simply reading, with a pleasant southern drawl, from Jonathan Edward’s famous sermon, Sinners in the hands of an Angry God. She was familiar with the sermon from studying the “Great Awakening” period in the colonies but had never heard it read aloud. Having always thought of it as a “fire and brimstone” type of lesson, she was surprised how chilling it was when read in a reasonable, almost conversational style.
“God is not only able to cast men into hell, but he can most easily do it…  devils stand ready to fall upon them and if God should withdraw his hand, by which they are they are restrained, they would in one moment fly upon their poor souls.
That God holds you over the pit of hell, much as one holds a spider or some other loathsome-”
David reached over and turned the volume down. “Not exactly a cheerful guy.”
“But incredibly popular at the time. The Salem trials had happened not too long before and the devil and his minions were still on everyone’s mind.”
They drove on. Just past the last Roanoke exit, incredibly, they saw approaching headlights on the northbound side of the interstate. Bea began to slow down. The other car seemed to slow, too.
“Think before you stop. You have no idea who or what is in that car.” David instinctively reached for his gun.
“It has to be another survivor! They might have information we need or maybe we could join forces. You said there’s strength in numbers and-”
“I said that to you but I had already summed you up and you were no threat. You know nothing about these people.”
She continued to slow down and finally came to a stop. The approaching car did the same. Indecision gripped her and she was frozen. What if they were infected? Or a homicidal maniac? Or just a regular person, terrified and jittery, who decided they didn’t like the look of them and shot them as they approached?
Both cars stayed there, twenty-five feet apart, engines running and headlights on, for several minutes. Finally the other car rolled forward and away, picking up speed and was soon swallowed up by darkness. Bea was disappointed and relieved at the same time.
“That’s how it is now, Bea. It’s hard to trust people in times like this when your associates can determine whether you live or die. Welcome to post-zombie America.”
David took over driving once they reached I-77. “We should be there in about thirty minutes if we don’t hit any snags.”
Bea sensed something was wrong before they reached the airfield. There was a strong smell of smoke in the air much like in D.C. and an orangey glow in the sky that frightened her. They slowed down to turn onto a graveled road that terminated in front of chain-link gates surrounding a small airfield.
Fires still burned in two of the outbuildings and a wooded area behind the packed dirt runway was also ablaze. Bea was out of the car before it stopped rolling, running and calling for Brian. David joined her and they searched the pitifully few spots someone might hide but found nothing but burned bodies, none of them small enough to be her brother. 
She sank to the ground, heedless of the cinders that burned through the knees of her jeans and scorched her skin, and cried, angry with herself that she had ever agreed to be separated from him. There were so many things that could go wrong and something had, in spades. She had no idea where to even begin looking now.
Warm arms wrapped around her and she pulled away.
“David, what happens now? I have to protect him; I have to take care of him. He doesn’t have anyone else, he never has. It’s always been me and I failed.” She was crying so hard now she couldn’t talk. She pressed her hands to her eyes and dropped her head.
David said nothing. After a few minutes, she felt a little more in control and resumed searching even though she knew it was pointless. She stood still and listened, hoping to hear his voice somewhere, calling for help. David, flashlight in hand, had moved closer to the runway in front of the wooded area still on fire but had to retreat as the flames spread, the wood popping and crackling. 
“We have to leave. The fire is spreading and we can’t let it reach the car. Also, look over there.” He pointed to the south. Dark figures moved slowly and clumsily through the trees, not deterred by the flames that licked all around them.
“Where do you suggest we go? What’s out there for either of us?”
“I think he’s okay, Bea. I took a look at the runway and didn’t see any helicopter skid tracks in the dirt. I have a feeling the pilot took a look at the situation and never landed. This area was attacked before they ever got here but I don’t know by what or whom. Or maybe they weren’t attacked and it was a propane tank malfunction on the ground. The bodies are too burned to be sure and it’s too dark to find shell casings.”
“But they had to refuel here. Won’t they run out of gas and crash?”
“I doubt it. Pilots almost always have a trick or two up their sleeves and Ian knows the southeast region like the back of his hand. They’ll find a place. And we’ll find them.”
The dark stumbling shapes drew closer and Bea heard them moaning even above the now roaring flames. She gestured in their direction. “What if this is it? What if the world is theirs now?”
“We’ll take it back.”
“How?”
He actually smiled. “We’ll make it up as we go. Isn’t that how the country was built the first time? It’s the American way.” 
Bea looked back as they pulled out of the gravel and onto the road. All the approaching dead were adult size, no children among them. Ahead of them the road beckoned.
“Which way?”
David answered. “West. Atlanta is gone and we know they’re getting ready to nuke D.C. Weather patterns move west to east so we should be able to avoid some of the D.C. fallout. That’s the way the pilot would have gone.”
“We should keep moving then. I’m fine to drive if you want to sleep.”
“No, I had my nap. It’s your turn.”
Lulled by the warmth of the car, she was asleep in minutes and didn’t feel David’s hand gently smooth the hair back from her face. 
Hundreds of miles behind them, hundreds of pulsing LRADs counted down the last hours of the doomed city.
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Hi. I hope you’re enjoying the series and thanks for making it this far. If you enjoyed World Without End you can leave a review here at Amazon.com.
 
 
My facebook page is up and running (I think) if you want to contact me or you can email me at lialbemont@gmail.com and find more of my work at https://w1927.wordpress.com/
 
 
 
 
Please enjoy this excerpt from DEAD COAST, A NOVEL OF THE LIVING DEAD, NOW AVAILABLE ON AMAZON.COM !
 
The origins of the outbreak were never in dispute although at first almost no one believed the dead were actually rising. When the island nation of Haiti was struck by wave after wave of violent earthquakes killing thousands, the Z-virus lurched spectacularly to life. Early reports of cannibalism from inside the country were disregarded until shocking live video splashed across the world’s television and computer screens. Suddenly everyone was a believer.
 Nevertheless, in many ways it still didn’t seem real. Anything could happen out there, in the barbarous realm of the third world, beyond the pale of civilization. There were myriad reasons that it could never happen here. Health and security protocols, a literate, well-informed public, etc., were all on our side. 
In truth, the virus was already here and spreading like the viral videos sent out from Haiti during the first days after the quake. News anchors and subject-matter experts (yes, there were subject-matter experts on the living dead) speculated and conjectured until theory gave way to the infected, pus-filled reality breaking down doors and smashing through windows with flailing, rotten hands.
 
 
 
 
 
 



Prologue: Dead Coast
 
 
The manners of the Androphagi are more savage than those of any other race. They neither observe justice nor are governed by any laws. They are nomads and their dress is Scythian but the language they speak is peculiar to themselves. Unlike any other nation in these parts, they are cannibals.
-Herodotus  
 5th Century B.C.
 
What shall I say of other nations- how when I was in Gaul as a youth I saw the Scots, a British race, eating human flesh, and how, when these men came upon the herds of swine and sheep, they ravaged the buttocks of shepherds and paps of the women and consume these for their horrid repasts.
-Saint Jerome
Anno Domini 400
 
And the god, tiring of the sacrifices of his children, gave a new command. Henceforth, the slaves slaughtered in the tombs of the mighty and left to serve the master in the after-life, should not die but, submitting themselves to the bite of Apophis, should arise in the darkness and live forever.
-Strabo
1st Century B.C.
 
 
“Aaron, you coming?” 
Aaron looked up from his computer and grimaced. “Nope. Someone has to be here to keep the west coast from logistical meltdown. Besides, you know I’m trying to quit. I can’t afford that nasty old habit anymore. ”
Catherine laughed, “You and me both. I just can’t give it up yet. Back in fifteen, sooner if it’s still raining hard.” 
She walked away, taking a pack of cigarettes from her purse and pulling an umbrella from her coat pocket. She stopped at Jill’s desk halfway down the aisle and said something Aaron couldn’t hear. Laughter drifted his way, Jill’s laughter, which sounded like heavenly silver bells to him. She had transferred to this office a week ago and so far he hadn’t had the courage to do more than say “Hi” in passing. 
The blue glow of computer screens shone from only three other desks. Because of the time difference between here and the west coast a skeleton staff was required to stay late in order to deal with logistic issues that arose out west. It averaged out to four evening shifts per month and Aaron didn’t really mind it. Sometimes they all got together and ordered Chinese or pizza. He didn’t know exactly all of whom were here tonight but was really hoping the consensus vote would be for pizza. The moo-goo gai pan last week had been gristly and flavorless.
The building, consisting of one floor honey-combed with cubicles and the whole enclosed with plate-glass walls, continued to empty out. It hadn’t been that full to start with. An unprecedented fifty percent of staff called in sick or just hadn’t shown up this morning.
The whole town (it was a small town) was still talking about what happened Monday night. Aaron knew more about it than some because his aunt was there when it happened. During a guest lecture series at the satellite campus of Ford-Emory, the assistant of the visiting lecturer from Haiti attacked a classroom of anthropology students, sending four to the hospital with bite wounds. The assistant was taken into police custody and was supposedly in the hospital, under guard.
Catherine finished her conversation with Jill and went outside, the briefly open door admitting the harsh shriek of an ambulance before it closed again. He caught a glimpse of flashing red lights near the parking lot before turning back to his computer.
His phone rang and he spent forty minutes trying to calm down an irate distributer in Portland who was still missing a shipment of shower doors that should have arrived yesterday. By the time he called around and found a shipment he could divert to Portland (taking them from a builder in Texas who wasn’t quite ready for them anyway) it was after seven o’clock and he was hungry. No one messaged him or stopped by for his order. 
Aaron stood up and looked across the cubicle sea all around him. He missed cigarette breaks more than he cared to admit and looked longingly at the side door that led to a small concrete patio, the one spot on which the company allowed smoking. He glanced away then turned back and looked again. Red lights still flashed outside and the siren- he listened- was still there, muted but wailing. Whatever was going on out there was taking a hell of a long time to sort out.
Time for a break and a little stroll around the office. The stroll just might take him by Jill’s desk and he could ask her what happened to the supper plan. He looked at his reflection in the now night-black window. Half of his shirt collar had disappeared under his sweater. Sighing he fished it out.  He always looked slightly rumpled no matter how much time he spent getting ready. This slight dishevelment aroused a desire in women to reach out and smooth his hair and straighten his collar just to have an excuse to get closer to him but he was unaware of this. He nervously made sure his collar tag wasn’t sticking up again, took off his ID badge and hung it over his computer. Stupid thing looked like a necklace. Ok, good enough.
She wasn’t there. Her computer was on and her jacket hung on the back of her chair but she was gone. A silver framed photograph of her with a group of friends on a white, sandy beach somewhere stood next to her phone. He studied it. Was one a boyfriend? It wasn’t obvious if so.
Thinking she was in the break room, he headed that way but found her in the hallway, standing indecisively outside the ladies’ room. The janitor had wedged the door partially open with a trashcan and from the sounds echoing off the hard tile surfaces someone was really losing their lunch in there. Jill saw him and raised her eyebrows a little comically. She wore a red, sweater dress and black, leather boots that stopped just below her knees. When she smiled, dimples appeared near the corners of her mouth. It’s official, he thought, I am smitten.
“It’s Trina. She felt sick at lunch but didn’t want to go home. Some crazy guy attacked her last night outside her apartment. She got away and called the police but the guy bit her,” Jill said.
“What?  You’re kidding!”
Jill shook her head. “No, she had to get antibiotics and whatnot. I would have taken the day off but she hasn’t missed a day in something like four years and doesn’t want to ruin her perfect record. You’re Aaron, right? I’m Jill. I just transferred from Cleveland a week ago.”
“Yeah, um, nice to meet you. Shouldn’t one of us go in there and make sure she’s ok?”
“I’m going. I have a really weak stomach so I’m trying to wait until she’s finished, um…”
“Praying to the porcelain god?”
“Yes.”
The vomiting ceased but a foul odor drifted into the hallway. Jill covered her mouth and nose preparing to go in but hadn’t taken two steps before something slammed into the glass double-doors at the main entrance. They turned. A man pressed against the glass and pounded the doors until they shook, shouting something. Abandoning Trina for the moment they ran down the hallway.
Aaron recognized Hugh, the evening security guard. Screaming and banging on the glass he kept looking back over his shoulder. Aaron wondered why he didn’t just run his ID through and come in. Then he noticed his face. One ear was gone and the flesh from his scalp and part of his cheek was torn away and hanging. Blood poured from his torn throat and covered the front of his shirt. Smears of blood soon streaked the glass.
Horrified, Aaron moved to open the door then stopped. Three figures, a woman, and two men emerged from the swirling mist and darkness.  Even in the scanty illumination from the parking lot lights they were something out of a nightmare. The woman lurched forward on legs that were little more than bloody bones. Her mouth worked as if she were chewing on something and she clutched a pack of cigarettes in one bloody hand. It’s Catherine, he thought with a shock of recognition. 
One of the men was in better shape and he reached Hugh first, falling against him mouth wide and biting deeply into his shoulder. Hugh screamed, a shrill note of desperate agony that faded as he was knocked to the ground and pulled apart. Catherine hooked her fingers into his flesh and peeled the skin and tissue away in thick strips, pushing them eagerly into her mouth. Blood pooled then ran down the concrete steps, spilling over them in a trickling red cascade. The mist crept in and darkness swallowed the gruesome sight.
Jill was on her knees, staring at the scene outside with her hands pressed to her face. He pulled her up and away from the doors, back down the hallway just in time to watch Trina, oh-so professional Trina, crawl from the ladies’ room on her hands and knees.
She appeared to have partially swallowed a dirty string mop with the strings hanging from her mouth. Then he realized that what dangled from her mouth was the shredded and rotten tissue lining her throat. Her eyes bulged and she continued to retch, slowly choking to death before their eyes. Her legs jerked and kicked then slowly, slowly became still.
More people were pounding and scratching on the doors now. They were all wounded in some way, horribly, bloodily wounded. Aaron and Jill looked at each other then quietly moved farther away, deeper into the building, leaving Trina’s body behind.
“We have to get out of here. There’s a door to the side parking lot in the break room. My car is out there. Where did you park?” Aaron asked.
“Front parking lot. There’s no way I’m going near those people.”
“I’ll drive you home.”
They grabbed their coats and headed to the break room. The lights here were motion activated and came on as soon as they opened the door making it impossible to see out into the night. Aaron looked for a switch to turn them off but found nothing. Great. Just great. He really, really craved a cigarette right now, could almost taste the welcome burn of the smoke filling his lungs and feel the calming release of nicotine. They heard glass shatter somewhere in the building.
“We’re going to have to run for it and just hope there’s no one out there. Ready?”
“Wait. Do you hear that?” Jill took a few steps toward the hallway.
Someone was in the hall outside the break room door. Shoes squeaked on the floor, the sound gradually getting louder. Hands slapped on the door and they saw a face pressed to the glass. Trina, skin dead-white and skeins of tissue still spilling from her mouth, pushed on the door and had it halfway open before Aaron got there to slam it shut, catching some of the tissue hanging from her mouth in the process. She drew back, more and more rotten tissue pulled out through her mouth until it was at least a foot long. She finally pulled free, the tissue hitting the floor wetly before she began a new assault on the door. The expression in her eyes was dead and the eyes themselves glazing over with some sort of white film. Aaron stepped back, more frightened than he had ever been in his life.
Jill moved closer, saw Trina and screamed. Aaron pulled her toward the exit and out into the dark. They took deep gulps of the cold air. Somewhere around the corner the ambulance still keened.
“She’s dead, she died; I saw her! I know I saw her die!” Jill shook and her breath formed vapor in the air. 
“I thought so too but...” He felt a sense of unreality wash over him. “Dead people don’t walk and bang on doors. Come on, the coast is-”
A nightmare mob, bloody flesh torn and hanging, materialized from the mist and rounded the corner of the building and more, some wearing only hospital gowns blowing in the chill wind, approached from among the cars in the lot, slow, clumsy but closing in.
“…not clear,” Aaron finished. Jill made a soft, frightened sound and ran back to the door, pulling frenziedly on the handle, forgetting to run her ID card through the reader. 
Aaron shouted, “Where’s your card?!” She looked blank. “Your ID! Swipe it now!”
She screamed, “They gave me a temporary! That’s all I have. It won’t open the door!”
He fumbled for his then remembered it was hanging on his computer. He looked around for a weapon, anything. Decorative white gravel filled a shrub border next to the building and he scooped some up and threw it. Their attackers never even flinched. 
They went for him first, tearing the skin from his face and throat, biting the hands he held up in defense. Striking out, punching, kicking, he was no match for his attackers who tore into his body while he was still alive. As he thrashed in pain, feeling the skin torn from his flesh, Jill’s screams were the last sounds he heard.
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