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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Tom 
 
      
 
    Just keep moving, don’t make eye contact with anyone.  
 
    I jogged down the steps to the subway, avoiding looking at the sea of faces that were heading up. The bag I carried bounced off my hip and I thought of the contents inside and what would happen if they broke. I couldn’t slow down though, so I placed my hand on the bag, holding it firmly against my body. 
 
    Several people bumped into me, none of them bothering to apologize. If they knew what I was carrying they would definitely keep their distance.  
 
    The train hadn’t arrived yet; a small crowd filled the platform. I moved as close to the edge as I dared; eager to get out of here. 
 
    I was breathing heavily, sweat dripped off me. My shirt was soaked through. A blonde girl, about my age, gave me a disgusted look and inched away from me. I didn’t blame her.  
 
    What have I done? 
 
    I had just ruined my entire life. Working at Gene-Pharm Industries was my dream. I’d done my time as an intern, earned my promotion and here I was one week in and I had stolen research. I was in the lab, going through old projects and cataloging them.  A message had appeared on my computer screen, an instant message with a file name. There was no sender, so I just assumed that it was an internal memo for me on which file I should work on next. The file was buried deep and once I read it, I could understand why. 
 
    Maybe I could still fix this. If I took the bag back, explained the situation… 
 
    No. If I took it back, they would kill me. And if this stuff ever got used…that didn’t bear thinking about. I wasn’t naïve, I know that a lot of pharmaceutical and research companies work on some deadly stuff, but this was beyond anything I’d ever seen. It had the potential to wipe out most of the world if it got loose. 
 
    I heard the distant rumble of the train. I just needed to put some distance between me and Gene-Pharm. Then I could decide what to do next. My parents owned a cabin up north, before they died. It was in my mother’s maiden name. I could go up there and lay low for a while. There was no way they would think to look there. 
 
    As the train pulled up, I saw them. Two suits, about twenty feet away, searching the crowd. I knew they were from Gene-Pharm. 
 
    Keeping my head down, I boarded the train. It was only a matter of time before they caught me. I quickly took a seat and opened my laptop. Inserting the flash drive, I opened up my email. There weren’t many people who would understand what I was sending them, but one person sprang to mind. Jack Wylie. We were in college together, chemistry specifically. He would know what the formula was and what it could do. 
 
    I typed Jack into the mail recipient box and his email address came up. I glanced around for any sign of the two goons in suits. They were two cars back, searching every passenger. 
 
    “Damn,” I muttered. I attached the file, typing a quick message to Jack. 
 
    I need you to take a look at this. Gene-Pharm was working on it and I think they are going to test it on humans. If you don’t hear from me again – make sure the media gets this. 
 
    I prayed Jack wouldn’t think it was a hoax. Ripping the flash drive from the laptop, I slipped it down the side of the seat. It was better not to get caught with the evidence on me. 
 
    They were only one car away now. I couldn’t let them get the virus or the antivirus.  The car I was in only held five other people. An old couple, a woman carrying groceries, a middle-aged man and a teenage boy. 
 
    He was about eighteen, with dark hair, wearing a black hoodie and baggy jeans. He stood by the doors, ear buds in place. I could make out the faint sounds of Paint it Black playing. 
 
    He was going to get off the train. I unzipped the bag to reveal the two injector pens inside. I wasn’t about to risk exposing the virus, but someone else should have the antivirus. Someone with no ties to Gene-Pharm. 
 
    Gene-Pharm could destroy it or at least keep it for themselves. I pulled out the antivirus, set the bag on the seat and stood up. The train was slowing down. This could be my only chance to make sure the antivirus survived. 
 
    When the train lurched, I pretended to stumble into the boy, while injecting the contents into his hip. He ripped the buds from his ears and glared at me. 
 
    “Watch it man,” he snapped. 
 
    Realizing what I had done, I looked into his green eyes. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He was thrown by the sincerity of the statement. 
 
    “It’s cool,” he shrugged. The train stopped and he got off. I watched him go as the doors closed. He headed up, out of the subway and I lost sight of him. Taking a step forward, I thought I could follow, but a hand clamped down on my shoulder. I didn’t need to look to know they had reached me. 
 
    The train moved off again. One of them led me back to my seat and sat beside me. The other stood close by. They couldn’t make a scene here. That was the one thing they knew how to do well – cover their asses. 
 
    “I believe you have something that doesn’t belong to you,” the one beside me said. His dark hair was shaved close to his head and his nose looked like it had been broken a few dozen times. His buddy was shorter, but equally intimidating.  
 
    “Please, if it gets out, millions could die.” They had to understand why I was doing this. 
 
    The one beside me glanced at his partner looking amused. “I don’t give a damn about the details. We’re just here to return what was taken.” 
 
    I looked around the car. No one was going to help me. My hand tightened around the bag. 
 
    “We’re getting off at the next stop. Mr. Breton wants to see you.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. No one ever came face to face with Breton. He was an enigma, always shut away in his office on the fourteenth floor. Of course if I was responsible for the production of a deadly virus, I’d want to keep my face hidden too. He had the power and the influence to make me disappear. 
 
    We stood up, ready to leave. I still held the bag. 
 
    I threw an elbow at the goon next to me. I caught him in the nose and he stumbled back. I took off running towards the back of the train. 
 
    Someone pulled the emergency brake as I reached the final car. It was empty. I fell to my knees, the bag shooting across the floor. It was still unzipped and the virus rolled out. 
 
    I scrambled after it, but they caught up to me. 
 
    With a final glance back, I crashed through the car door and down onto the tracks. I started running, certain I would never stop.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The kid disappeared into the dark tunnel. He wouldn’t get far; we had people covering the exits. We had what we came for. I picked up the bag and reached for the injector pen, which was lying in the aisle. 
 
    “Should we go after him, Russ?” my partner Wayne asked.  
 
    “No, let the B team chase him down. We need to get this back to the lab.” The little jerk off broke my nose again. I couldn’t wait to get hold of him once he was in custody. I would break more than his nose. 
 
    As I picked up the pen, something pricked my finger. Sucking my breath in through my teeth, I tried to see what caused it. I hadn’t touched the needle; it was still capped.  
 
    I lifted it higher, into the light. Liquid trickled down my hand. It was broken and the contents were seeping into my open cut. That’s not good. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Wayne asked.  
 
    I quickly tucked the pen into the bag and zipped it up. “Nothing. Let’s get out of here.” I could go to the hospital once this was returned. I wasn’t about to tell anyone at Gene-Pharm, they would have me strapped down and tested on in minutes.  
 
    As we walked back through the car, I suddenly felt very hot. 
 
    “Did they jack up the heat in here?” I asked. 
 
    “It seems fine to me,” Wayne said. Wayne never complained about anything. His nickname was Neutral because he never showed any emotion up or down. 
 
    It was stifling. I needed to get off this train and disinfect my hand. I had no idea what we were transporting, but I doubted it was anything good. The kid sure looked scared of it. 
 
    I paused as a wave of dizziness washed over me. I tugged at my tie, which suddenly felt like a noose around my neck. There was tightness in my chest and I struggled to breathe. 
 
    “You okay, man?” Wayne asked. 
 
    I tried to nod, but instead dropped to my knees. The world began to spin, before the floor rushed up to greet me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    “You have got to be kidding me,” I said, staring at the computer screen. “How can this be?” 
 
    “Jack!” TJ, my boss, snapped in my ear, almost making me leap out of my chair. 
 
    I quickly minimized the screen that I had Dragon Steal open on. I was still pissed at being beaten by an ogre.  
 
    “Have you finished those algorithms?” TJ asked, his round face flushed red. I had never seen any other look on his face other than exasperated when he looked at me. I guess I had that effect on him. 
 
    “Yes, I emailed them to you. Didn’t you get them?” I said. 
 
    He looked at me suspiciously, before going to check. I hoped he hadn’t seen the game. I was beta testing it for a friend of mine, which went against company policy. No personal projects. He couldn’t get too angry though, since I’m his best programmer. I’d be his best employee too, if it weren’t for my online gaming addiction.  
 
    I was in good company; I was surrounded by cyber geeks in here. After checking that TJ was occupied, I opened up the game again. As fantasy games went, I’d give it a C+. It was no World of Warcraft, but it was entertaining. I zapped a few more dragons before calling it quits.  
 
    Taking a sip of my diet soda, I searched my desk for the rest of my files. I was such a slob. My desk was cluttered with food wrappers; empty coffee cups and action figure bobble heads. I was a collector. Mostly Marvel superheroes. TJ called it junk, but we were allowed to personalize our desks any way we liked.  
 
    If Jean, two cubicles over, could cover every surface with pictures of her kids then I could have my collectables. They were like my children.  
 
    Unlike Jean, I had no pictures tacked to the cubicle walls. The only picture I had was the one stuck to my computer. It was of my mom and me when I was eight years old. It was the only picture I had of her. She died a year later and my aunt, her sister, raised me.  
 
    I touched the photo, running my finger over my mother’s freckled face. She was where I got my red hair from. No matter what I was doing or where I was, I always liked to feel that she was still part of my life, even though with every passing year, my memory of her faded a little more. When I was little, I used to escape into my own fantasy world, one where she didn’t die and the two of us were superheroes that went around the world saving people who were in trouble. I guess that was why I loved all this junk so much.  
 
    Sighing, I finally unearthed my next assignment. It wasn’t too complicated; I could probably squeeze it in before lunch. I hoped they had bacon cheeseburgers in the cafeteria today.  
 
    The computer pinged to announce the arrival of an email. The sender was sciboy13. I didn’t recognize it. I ran an antivirus program on it to check it wasn’t infected. 
 
    When I opened it, I was surprised to find an attachment, containing some kind of formula. Why would anyone send me something like this? I was a computer science major, not science science.  
 
    A few checks and I discovered who the sender was. Thomas Hill. That was vaguely familiar. Hadn’t we gone to college together? I barely knew him though. I’d spoken to him at a few parties, but that was it. Why would he send me this? Why did he want it released to the media? Gene-Pharm? They were that big pharmaceutical company in the city. Apparently, they were years ahead of other companies. 
 
    Human testing. 
 
    That didn’t sound good. I grabbed a flash drive and copied the files onto it. He must have sent it to me by mistake or as a joke, although if it was one, I didn’t get it. 
 
    Glancing around, I checked that no one was looking and then I hacked a few files and came up with a phone number for Thomas. The phone went to voicemail. I tried pinging it instead. It was in the subway, a few stops from here. If he was that close, why bother with an email? This had to be a prank. 
 
    “Hey, Jack,” Rudy called, hanging out of his cubicle. “Check this out.” 
 
    Rudy was a bigger nerd than me, with curly hair and glasses. He was wearing one of his many slogan t-shirts, this one read Bazinga.   
 
    Checking TJ wasn’t watching, I rolled myself over on my desk chair.  
 
    “What’s up?” I asked. 
 
    “A buddy of mine just posted this. It’s a fair for rare comics.” 
 
    He showed me the webpage. “Nice,” I said. I feel a sick day coming on. 
 
    “Oh my God, look at this,” Nancy exclaimed. She was pointing at the flat screen on the wall, which was on mute. It was on the news channel, which was all TJ let us watch. The headline read: unknown virus released on subway train. 
 
    “Hey, turn it up,” I said, moving closer to the screen. 
 
    “…reports are still unconfirmed, but it is believed that at least a dozen people are dead in a subway train. It is still unknown as to what was released. Police believe this could be a terrorist attack.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. The location. That was where Thomas’ phone was. It really wasn’t a hoax. 
 
    I stumbled back to my desk. I needed to do something. If the files showed what the virus was, then the police and the doctors needed to see them. I threw the flash drive into my purse and grabbed my keys. 
 
    “Jacqueline, where are you going?” TJ yelled after me. 
 
    “Sorry, it’s an emergency.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    I gripped the sink feeling a wave of dizziness wash over me.  
 
    That jerk stuck me with something.  
 
    I lifted my hoodie to check the puncture wound on my hip. A purple bruise surrounded it. I hadn’t really felt it back on the train; I just thought he had bumped into me. 
 
    What the hell was it? A roofie? Some experimental drug? The pervert was probably waiting for me to pass out. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. 
 
    Whatever it was, I felt like I had a major dose of the flu. I considered going to the hospital, but I didn’t have any money. I just needed to sleep for about a month and I would be fine. 
 
    Leaving the subway bathroom, I headed downtown. I knew a place I could crash in for a while. I looked around as I walked for any sign of him, waiting to jump me. I so don’t need to wake up in a bathtub missing a kidney right now. 
 
    As I walked, I was aware of a lot of sirens. I mean it was New York, so there were always some, but this seemed like more than usual. 
 
    My head began to spin and I stopped, leaning against a store window so I wouldn’t fall over. A few people glanced my way, but none of them stopped to ask if I was okay. I didn’t expect them to. 
 
    I ducked into an alley and pulled out the two wallets I had acquired on my daily commute. One of them belonged to the guy who stuck me. Usually I did the bumping into people routine and lifted their wallets. He had done the job for me, which was why I had let it go. If I had known what he was up to, then I wouldn’t have. 
 
    I opened the wallet and took a look at the ID. Thomas Hill. The address was all the way up state. He must have one hell of a commute in the mornings. I stared at his face, memorizing it, in case I ever ran into him again. He didn’t look like a psycho and he wasn’t much older than I was. But people were unpredictable. Crazy. I knew that from experience. I debated whether or not to take it to the police. All my instincts went against it. How would I explain why I had it? Plus, they weren’t my biggest fans. I would just have to ride whatever this was out and hope it didn’t kill me. 
 
    If I did collapse, I didn’t need to be caught with the wallets. I removed the cash, not even a hundred bucks between them, and chucked the wallets into a dumpster.  
 
    I pocketed the cash, wondering if it was a good idea to eat something. I didn’t think I could stomach it. I just needed to keep moving. 
 
    Half an hour later, I struggled to climb the fire escape of an apartment building. Sweat poured off me, but I managed to reach the third floor. I opened the window and climbed inside. Well, fell inside. I landed with a thud on the wooden floor. 
 
    “Ow!” I muttered. 
 
    The apartment was empty. I half crawled to the nearest bedroom and collapsed onto the bed. I was asleep in seconds. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tom 
 
      
 
    I came up out of the tunnel and climbed onto another platform. I was still haunted by the screams that had followed me into the dark. It was loose and it was my fault. I should have left it where it was or moved faster back there.  
 
    When I reached the street, I saw more of them. The men from Gene-Pharm, standing near the exit. One of them was pretending to read a newspaper and the other stood against the railing. I took off my glasses and tucked them into my pocket. Keeping my head down, I walked up past them. I made it a few steps before one of them said, “Is that him?” 
 
    I ran, weaving through the crowds of people. My vision was blurred without my glasses. 
 
    As I ran in front of an alleyway, I saw a blur of red and then something hit me. I rolled onto the hood of a car, then back onto the ground. Pain coursed through my body.  
 
    I heard the car door open and a woman said, “Oh my God. I’m so sorry, I didn’t see you. What have I done? Can you move?” 
 
    She sounded really freaked out. I rolled onto my back to find that she was about my age, with long auburn colored hair. She was beautiful. 
 
    “Here, can you stand?” she helped me to my feet. 
 
    “I need to get out of here, some men are chasing me.” 
 
    “Well I can drive you. I’ll take you to the hospital.” 
 
    She helped me into the passenger seat of her car, a red Buick and hopped behind the wheel. She drove out of the alley as the two men came around the corner.  
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief as they disappeared into the distance. I was safe. For now. 
 
    The girl grinned at me. “I’m Angie.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, can you drop me off at the edge of the city?” 
 
    “You should go to a hospital,” she said. 
 
    “I can’t. I need to get out of here.” 
 
    “Are you in trouble? You said men were chasing you?” 
 
    “It’s a long story.” 
 
    “We’ve got time. Tell me,” she said. 
 
    I needed to tell someone, to get it all out, so I did tell her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Audra 
 
      
 
    The train was at a standstill and it didn’t look like it was going anywhere anytime soon. When the two men had taken off after that boy, I assumed that they were cops or feds. So when the train stopped, I thought they had stopped it. The city was full of muggers and criminals. Who knows what he had done. 
 
    That was twenty minutes ago. The driver had come over the loudspeaker, but the message was so garbled I couldn’t make any of it out. The doors were sealed tight; it looked like we would have to wait. 
 
    I shifted my groceries to my other arm worried that my ice cream would melt before I got home. I needed to be back in time for Zach getting home from school. I didn’t like the idea of him being alone in the apartment, even if he was thirteen.  
 
    The old couple sitting near me; were talking softly to each other while the other passenger, a man, stared at his watch. 
 
    “How much longer do you think they’re going to be?” he said. He seemed to be directing the question at me like I had the first clue about what was happening.  
 
    “I don’t know. I’m sure it won’t be long,” I said. 
 
    He gave an exaggerated sigh and rolled his eyes. Why was he getting mad at me? People were so damn rude. If I ever caught Zach acting that way he’d be grounded for a year. Good manners cost nothing. That’s what my mother always said. 
 
    A thump came from the other side of the door leading to the next car, making us all jump. 
 
    There was another thump. I pictured the cops on the other side wrestling with the guy they had been after. Maybe he was some kind of maniac. You heard so many crazy stories on the news. Another reason I didn’t like leaving Zach alone. 
 
    “What is that?” the man said, standing up. 
 
    “I think we should all stay where we are,” the old man said. He was leaning heavily on a cane. His wife was holding onto his arm. She wore a pink cardigan over a skirt. 
 
    That earned him a sneer. I set my groceries on the seat. “He’s right.” 
 
    It now sounded like there was a struggle going on in the next car. 
 
    The man moved closer. He stopped a few feet away and leaned forward to hear better. If those cops decided to shoot, he could end up in the crossfire. 
 
    A muffled yell, followed by swearing, came from the other side. I got to my feet too, but I didn’t move any closer. If anything came through that door I planned on running.  
 
    The man reached out for the emergency release button. “What are you doing?” I cried. 
 
    He looked back at me. “Someone could be hurt,” he said, shrugging. I was guessing that his need to see what was in there came more from curiosity than concern. 
 
    “Don’t open it,” I said. 
 
    He ignored me and pressed the button. There was a hissing sound and the door opened. One of the cops fell into the room. His face was covered in blood. He was dead. 
 
    A whimper escaped my lips as I moved back. The man knelt beside the cop for a closer look. 
 
    “What the hell?” he said. 
 
    There was a soft growl from the next car. I could see something large moving in the dark. 
 
    “Close the door,” I cried, but he couldn’t. Not with the body in the way. As he attempted to move it, something barreled into him, knocking him flat. 
 
    The other cop stopped a few feet from me. There was something very wrong with him. He was covered in blood for a start, but I suspected that was his partner’s. His eyes were cloudy looking and he swayed on the spot.  
 
    Instinctively I moved away, knowing there was something very wrong with him. He saw me move and ran at me. I screamed as he knocked me to the floor and bit down on my arm. The pain was terrible as he clamped down like a vice. I kept screaming as I tried to push him off me, but the guy was huge. 
 
    The old man came to my rescue. He brought his walking stick down on the cop’s head. It didn’t seem to hurt him, but he turned his attention on the old man. 
 
    I crawled backwards away from him. Clutching my arm to me, I saw that my sleeve was soaked in blood. A loose piece of flesh hung off my arm and I felt faint looking at it. The cop was attacking the old man now. I lost sight of them as they fell to the floor. Pulling myself to my feet, I tried to open the door into the next car, but it wouldn’t open. 
 
    “Someone help us!” I screamed. I hit the button over and over again. 
 
    The man who opened the door had escaped into the other car. I moved around the cop who was biting the old man. His eyes were fixed and staring, the old man was dead. 
 
    His wife was hunched in her seat, sobbing.  
 
    I reached out my hand to her, trying to get her to follow. She ignored me. She was too busy staring at what was once her husband. 
 
    The cop finished with the old man, turned to her next. I couldn’t stay here. Running into the other car, I saw the other man at the end, desperately trying to open the next door. It wouldn’t open either. 
 
    “We need to get out of here,” I said. 
 
    “It won’t open,” he screeched, his face ashen. I moved to one of the windows, if we could break one then we could get out that way. 
 
    Heavy breathing drew my attention. The cop was standing behind me. I shrank against the wall, fearing another attack. The man was still yanking on the door, swearing loudly.  
 
    The cop made a beeline for him. 
 
    When he passed me, I ran back to the other car, heart thumping in my chest. The man’s screams echoed after me. I needed to get off this train. 
 
    I avoided looking in the direction of the old couple although I could see the pool of blood that had accumulated. My stomach growled loudly at the sight of it. What the hell? 
 
    Reaching the other door, I started banging on it. “Someone help!” 
 
    Somebody banged on it from the other side. “What’s going on in there?” 
 
    “Oh, God, help me. Get the door open please!” 
 
    I could hear them trying to force it open. I looked back over my shoulder. The cop was still with the man. It wouldn’t be long before he finished with him and came after me.  
 
    “Please, please hurry,” I murmured over and over again. I saw him straighten up, as there was a grinding noise behind me. 
 
    I turned to find the people in the next car were trying to pry the door open. The cop was heading my way. 
 
    “Hurry, he’s coming,” I cried. 
 
    He was moving down the car, gnashing his teeth. I had seconds left. 
 
    “Get it open!” 
 
    The cop reached for me as they opened it enough for me to squeeze through. 
 
    “Close it!” I screamed. The man, who was holding it open, stepped back and it closed. I saw the cop’s face as it did. 
 
    Crying hysterically, I tried to breathe, but there was a sharp pain in my chest. There were a dozen people in the car, all of them looking at me for an explanation. 
 
    “Are you okay?” a young woman asked me. She was about twenty with blonde hair.  
 
    I shook my head. “He went crazy and killed all those people.” 
 
    “Who did?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know who he is. I think he’s a cop.” 
 
    “Bull. Why would a cop attack people?” a man asked. 
 
    The cop started banging on the door. Every bang made me jump. I backed away, my whole body shaking now.  
 
    “You’re bleeding,” the young woman said. She reached out to my shoulder. Before I could even think about what I was doing, I grabbed the woman’s arm and sank my teeth into her flesh. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Candace 
 
      
 
    As I listened to the sounds of the rainforest filling my ears, I tried to focus my breathing like that guru had taught me. The vibrations from the bus, helped relax me. 
 
    This wasn’t so hard; I could do this and prove to my anger management coach that I had complete control over my emotions. I wasn’t a loose cannon as he’d called me. 
 
    The bus ground to a halt and I was almost thrown off my seat. Ripping the facemask off, I screamed, “For crying out loud, Patrick! Learn to drive!” 
 
    I stomped up the tour bus toward him. It was a monstrosity in black and purple decorated by the previous owners. Some heavy metal band had owned it before, and the place still smelled of stale booze and vomit. God knows what they had gotten up to in here. I bought it second hand; it was the only thing available on short notice. I ordered the entire bus to be heavily disinfected before I got onto it, but it didn’t take away the smell. At some point I was going to have to get it re-carpeted too.  
 
    “I can’t help it,” he argued, “traffic has come to a standstill.” 
 
    Rows of cars spread out in front of us, most of them honking their horns in anger. It was total gridlock. 
 
    “I hate this city,” I said. How could anybody relax in this place?  
 
    Fixing my facemask back in place, I lay back down. I wouldn’t be on this tin bucket if they hadn’t banned me from flying. Now I would have to spend days in here as we made our way across country to my latest gig. Most singers had an entire entourage on their tour bus with them, but I needed the peace and quiet. Patrick was my bodyguard as well as driver. I hired him six months ago after a group of fans accosted me outside one of my concerts. They had gotten way too close for comfort. 
 
    The rainforest wasn’t working for me anymore. I scrolled through my playlist looking for something else. I stopped on one song in particular. A pink bubblegum colored album cover with a doe eyed blonde pouting on the front of it. Candi Sweet – Sweet Like Candy. 
 
    What the hell had I been thinking? Yes, I was young and naïve, but most of all I had been desperate. Desperate for stardom, desperate to make a name for myself. I didn’t care how I got it.  
 
    I kept the song on my player as a reminder of how far I had come. Three years of cheesy pop crap before I finally dumped my manager and went out on my own. I ditched the blonde and went back to my natural dark hair and started writing my own music. Unsurprisingly most of the first songs had been angst ridden, but they say write what you know.  
 
    As Candi, I received constant criticism. Everyday there were stories about me making the headline. Candi the drama queen. Candi the slut. Candi gets hitched in a Las Vegas casino. The last one was only a rumor.  
 
    I thought making the change and becoming a more serious musician would change people’s opinions about me. Instead they complained that they missed the old music and that this was a phase or a mental breakdown. 
 
    Last month at the airport had been the final straw.  
 
    I sat in the departure lounge, notebook in hand, trying to write a new song. It had been five months and so far, everything I had come up with was total crap.  
 
    I glanced up to find a girl watching me. She was about thirteen years old with brown hair in pigtails and a mouth full of metal. 
 
    I tried to ignore her. I usually attracted some kind of attention wherever I went. When I looked up again, she had moved closer. She was chewing a big wad of bubblegum with her mouth open, like a cow chewing its cud.  
 
    I closed my notebook and stood to move to another seat. 
 
    “You’re Candi Sweet,” the girl said. 
 
    She stepped in front of me to block my way.  
 
    “Sing Sweet Like Candy. It’s my birthday and I want to hear it.” 
 
    “Then get yourself an mp3 player kid,” I replied. 
 
    I stepped around her, but she grabbed the back of my fur coat, yanking me back. I pulled free and turned to face her. I dreaded to think where her sticky little hands had been. And this coat was dry clean only. 
 
    “Why you little…”  
 
    I didn’t get to finish as a man appeared, tall and thin, wearing an expensive looking suit. He had a cell phone pressed to one ear. He tipped it away and said, “Is there some sort of problem?” 
 
    “Daddy, she’s Candi Sweet. I want her to sing my favorite song. Make her sing it, Daddy.” 
 
    Her voice had a whiny, nasally quality to it now.  
 
    He gave his daughter a tight smile. “I’m sure you can do that. Make a little girl happy on her birthday.” 
 
    I was guessing he was a lawyer or a politician from his attitude. 
 
    “I only sing on stage,” I replied.  
 
    “I want to hear Sweet Like Candy!” she screeched, stomping her Mary Jane clad foot.  
 
    “Hold on,” the man said into his phone.  
 
    He stepped closer to me. Too close.  
 
    “Look, young lady. Your fans are the ones that helped pay for that coat and your designer shoes. You can spare a few minutes to make my daughter happy, because I am not going to listen to her whine the whole flight home.” 
 
    “That’s Candi Sweet,” someone exclaimed. I glanced around; a crowd was gathering now.  
 
    The little brat looked triumphant, certain that Daddy had granted her wish. I wasn’t giving her the satisfaction. 
 
    “I’m not singing for her,” I said. 
 
    The man took hold of my arm, in a placating kind of way. “Okay, how much is it going to cost me? You’re career has been taking a dive lately, how about fifty bucks?” 
 
    I head butted him. It was a knee jerk reaction. I don’t like feeling trapped. 
 
    As I told the cops, the split lip he got was his own fault. They disagreed. Being dragged through the airport by two cops while I screamed obscenities at them probably didn’t do much for my reputation either. 
 
    Two months of anger management followed and a six-month ban on flying. I had proved all the haters right. 
 
    My anger management guy encouraged me to keep a diary of how I was feeling. As if. Who kept a diary anymore? Everything was digital nowadays so instead I decided to keep a vlog instead. One day it would be my legacy. When I was living in my mansion, filthy rich, people would talk about how I had risen out of the ashes of my failed pop career and become a sensation. And it all started here. 
 
    I pressed record on my phone. “Candi Sweet is dead. Candace Sweet is alive and well and I am going to prove them all wrong.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    Hesitating outside the police station, I considered what I would say. 
 
    Hi, I got left top secret files on a deadly virus that might just be the same virus currently on the subway. 
 
    That was going to end in one of three ways. They would laugh in my face, lock me up or maybe believe me. If I was placing bets, I would say option one was the most likely outcome. 
 
    When I stepped inside, I found a packed house. At least two dozen people were gathered. I couldn’t make out half of what they were saying, they were all talking at once, but I got the gist of it. They were here looking for answers about the train. 
 
    I was never going to get to the front. I spied a rookie, sneaking away with an armload of files. I quickly cornered him. 
 
    “Excuse me; I need to speak to someone. I may have information about the virus on the train.” 
 
    He fumbled with the files. “Yes, ma’am, if you join the queue, someone will be with you shortly.” 
 
    “No, you don’t understand. I may know exactly what the virus is,” I said. 
 
    The rookie looked exasperated. “Please, ma’am…” 
 
    “That’s okay, Ashford. I’ll speak to the young lady,” a balding middle-aged man in a suit, said. He was sipping coffee from a white mug. 
 
    He opened the partition to let me through and led me into an office.  
 
    “I’m Detective Patterson. Tell me what you know,” he said, lowering himself into his chair. 
 
    I took a seat opposite him. “This is going to sound kind of nuts.” 
 
    “Try me, Miss..?” 
 
    I hesitated. I didn’t like giving out my name to cops, “Reese. Jacqueline Reese, but most people call me Jack.” 
 
    “Jack, tell me.” 
 
    “I received an email this morning from a guy I used to go to college with.” 
 
    “Used to? You look like you’re still in college.” 
 
    “I’m 22. I graduated early.” I was hacking files since I was fifteen, school didn’t teach me much more than I already knew, but most jobs wanted a degree. 
 
    He nodded, making notes on the jotter in front of him. So far, so good. 
 
    “Anyway, he sent files about a virus and then the outbreak on the train happened…” 
 
    “Jack, the outbreak on the train was anthrax. It hasn’t been released to the media yet, but I assure you it is under control. I’m sure whatever this information is about has nothing to do with it. If you just pass the files to me, you can forget all about it.” 
 
    I reached into my bag, my hand closing around the flash drive, and then stopped. I didn’t like the way he was looking at me. And why would he need the information anyway if it was anthrax. My gut told me something was wrong. Or maybe it was just my suspicion of cops. 
 
    “Oh, I forgot to grab my flash drive. It’s back at work.” 
 
    “Oh, well why don’t I have one of my officers’ escort you back to work and you can give it to them?” he smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. 
 
    “I’m sure you have enough on your plate right now,” I said, standing up. “I can get it and bring it to you.” 
 
    He followed me from the office back to the front desk. 
 
    “It’s no trouble at all,” he said. 
 
    Before I could think of a convincing lie, a riot broke out as several people began fighting. Detective Patterson hurried over to help break it up and I got out of there. 
 
    I jogged for three blocks before slowing to a walk. I must be paranoid; there wasn’t much that could make me run. Was it just paranoia though? Had I just completely overreacted?  
 
    I ran my hands through my hair, this was ridiculous. I should just go back and hand over the flash drive.  
 
    As I turned to walk back, I saw two men in suits get out of a black SUV about twenty yards away. There was a logo on the vehicle which I recognized as Gene-Pharm. They headed toward me. 
 
    “Crap!” Not so paranoid after all. 
 
    I took off, moving quickly. I needed to ditch them fast. What the hell had I got myself into? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Grayson 
 
      
 
    “Hey, O’Malley, keep those people off the platform,” I snapped to my colleague. We had closed off the subway stop. Currently there was a train standing stationary at the stop, all the doors were sealed, and the power seemed to have gone out in it. 
 
    If it was a simple malfunction, then why hadn’t the passengers been let off? And where was the driver? It looked like it had started to pull away from the stop before it broke down. Only the last two cars were accessible.  
 
    Stepping up to one of the windows, I shone my flashlight in. I expected to see a crowd of anxious commuters, but it appeared empty.  
 
    I walked the platform, the flashlight still trained inside. When I reached the second car, I found a smear of red on the glass.  
 
    Blood? Oh, God, I hoped some guy hadn’t gone nuts and killed everyone on the train. I worked a case a couple of years ago where the same thing happened on a bus. Some meth addict had gotten on board a night bus and started shooting passengers. He killed eight people in all. I was the first one on the scene. I really didn’t want to see something like that again. 
 
    I forced myself to walk on. I tried the doors again even though I knew they wouldn’t open.  
 
    “Hello?” I called, hoping someone would reply. 
 
    Something banged against the door from the inside. 
 
    “Hello? Can you hear me?” I called again, “We’re going to get you out, just sit tight.” 
 
    I got on the radio to call for the fire department. We needed to get those doors open ASAP. 
 
    “O’Malley! See if you can get something to pry these doors open and cordon off the area.” 
 
    We didn’t need a circus down here if something had happened inside the train. O’Malley came toward me with a crowbar.  
 
    We wedged it between the doors and we both tried to force the doors open. They opened a couple of inches and I tried to get a look inside. All I saw was someone’s foot on the floor, clad in a black boot. There were definitely injured people in there.  
 
    “Come on,” I said to O’Malley, as we put our backs into getting the doors open. 
 
    The carriage rocked as some moved inside. A man appeared dressed in a suit, covered in blood. He roared at us and ran for the opening. 
 
    O’Malley fell to the ground in his haste to get away and the door shut. 
 
    “Oh my God, did you see his face?” O’Malley cried. 
 
    I did. There was something really wrong with the guy. I got on the radio again. “Dispatch we’re going to need paramedics down here and possibly someone from the CDC.” 
 
    I looked to O’Malley. “I want a roadblock put up around this stop. No one comes down here. Got it?”  
 
    O’Malley nodded and ran off up the steps. I think he was glad to get as far away from the train as he could. 
 
    The man inside the train was banging on the door. I went over the possibilities in my mind of what this could be. Rabies? That seemed a little unlikely. Maybe the guy was just hopped up on meth like the one from the bus. It made people aggressive and violent.  
 
    A short while later someone descended the steps. It was an Indian man, wearing a shirt and slacks. He carried a briefcase and walked quickly. 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked. 
 
    He held up a badge. “CDC. I need complete control over this area. My team is already en route.” 
 
    “Of course. What can I do to help?” I asked. 
 
    “Crowd control?” he suggested. I was being dismissed. I didn’t like it, but I really didn’t want to deal with whatever was inside that carriage. It was his problem now. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    I woke up to find myself lying face down on the bed. Every muscle in my body ached, but I felt better than I did before. I raised my head, wiping the drool off my cheek. I was starving. 
 
    Heaving myself off the single bed, I tried to remember where I was. The room was small, the walls painted blue and white. The apartment. That was it. I had come here after I left the subway. 
 
    Staggering into the small kitchen, I grabbed a carton of orange juice and gulped it down. There wasn’t much in the refrigerator, but I did find a can of baked beans in the cupboard. I opened them and began eating them straight from the can. 
 
    The apartment was small and neat, better than other places I’ve lived in the past. 
 
    Dropping onto the couch, I discovered an XBOX controller under the cushion. I played a few levels of Call of Duty. Once I got bored, I turned on the TV. The news was on. 
 
    “Police have now confirmed that anthrax was released on the subway train.” 
 
    Oh, God. Was that what I was injected with? 
 
    Wait, wasn’t it a powder? If it was anthrax, I’d be dead by now. Right?  
 
    I heard a gasp from behind me. I turned to find a family of four, a mom and dad and two young boys, staring at me in shock. 
 
    “Crap!” I leapt up, grabbing my backpack.  
 
    “I can totally explain,” I said. No, I couldn’t.  I whirled around and ran for the window. Throwing my backpack out first, I leapt out of it. My body screamed in protest, but I kept moving. 
 
    “Call the police!” the wife yelled. 
 
    They weren’t supposed to be back until the end of the week. Guess it was the shelter tonight. I certainly wasn’t sleeping rough after what happened on the train. ‘Found dead in the gutter’ was not the legacy I wanted to leave behind.  
 
    The shelter was ten blocks away. At least I’d get a meal there, assuming they weren’t full already.  
 
    I had been out on my own for over a year now. The home doesn’t keep you past eighteen. They tried to set me up with a job before I left. I know I don’t have many prospects in life, but working as a janitor, in my old school no less, was not a career option I wanted to pursue. So I struck out on my own. 
 
    I got by. I did odd jobs here and there for cash and there was always somewhere warm to crash if you knew where to look.  
 
    When I arrived at the shelter, I found Jake outside smoking. He was a regular at the shelter too. 
 
    “Danny, I haven’t seen you in a few days,” he said. He offered me the cigarette and I took a drag. Jake was cool, there weren’t many people my age around here. He left home after his dad tried to clobber him with a nine iron. 
 
    “I had some sweet digs for a while, but that went downhill fast.” 
 
    “They came back home, then?” he said. 
 
    He knew me too well. I nodded. “Next time I think I’ll find myself a penthouse.” 
 
    “Good luck with that.” 
 
    “What about you?” I asked. 
 
    “I was crashing at a girlfriend’s place for a while before she dumped me.” 
 
    “Women, huh?” I said.  
 
    I headed inside to sign in. Gerta was on tonight. She was a tough broad and she really didn’t like me. Can’t say why, I’m a charmer. 
 
    “You again,” she said, when I took the sign in sheet from her. She was in her forties, with curly brown hair and was built like a linebacker. She spent most of her time keeping the peace in here and not many people would cross her. 
 
    “Come on, Gerta you know you missed me,” I said. 
 
    “Like a hole in the head. I hope you aren’t planning on bringing any trouble this way.” 
 
    “I thought I’d take a night off from my misdemeanors. Besides I have you to keep me company.” 
 
    I gave her a smile, which she returned with a scowl. It looked like I still had a way with the ladies.  
 
    As I walked down the now familiar halls, I found myself missing the apartment, even if it was only temporary. This place was a dump. Bunk beds were crowded into tiny rooms, covered in worn blankets. The food we were given wasn’t exactly gourmet standard and the place constantly reeked of bleach and body odor. I think the bleach was Gerta’s doing. She was always cleaning something. 
 
    Still, it was better than sleeping outside. I spent my fair share of nights sleeping in doorways, on park benches and under bridges in the past and it was a scary world out there. Usually you got moved on by the cops, but a few times I had run-ins with street gangs. I had been robbed and beaten up more than once. That’s why I learned to run fast. A skill that always came in handy.  
 
    Breaking into people’s houses was something I started recently. I never stole from anyone’s house, except maybe for some food. I just wanted a warm place to sleep, to see what it was like living in a real home for a while. I hadn’t been caught until today. 
 
    As for the wallets, I only stole from those who deserved it. In this city, there wasn’t a shortage of people who deserved it. Psychos brandishing needles, filled with God knows what, definitely deserved it. 
 
    Dumping my stuff on one of the bunks, wondering who I would be rooming with tonight, I headed to the bathroom to check the wound again. Apart from a small bruise, there wasn’t much to see. I guess I got lucky. 
 
    “Well, it is my middle name,” I joked at my reflection. 
 
    That’s what my grandmother used to say. I had a knack for getting out of scrapes.  
 
    Boy, lucky is your middle name. I’ve never met anyone who could get away with as much as you. 
 
    Yeah, a father who abandoned me before I was born, a mother who disappeared five years later and a lifetime in foster care, I was real lucky. Gran had her own problems so she couldn’t let me live with her, but she did visit me as often as she could. She died when I was in my junior year. I had been on my own ever since. 
 
    “What’s going on? What do you want?” Gerta exclaimed. She sounded angry and alarmed. She was always angry, but it took a lot to alarm her. 
 
    I moved down the hall for a better look. Peering around the corner, I saw two men in suits trying to get past Gerta. Not an easy task considering she filled the narrow hallway. 
 
    “Where is Daniel Spratt?” one of them asked. 
 
    I froze. What did they want with me? I was used to uniforms coming after me. These guys, judging from the suits, were higher up the food chain. Feds maybe? Now what could I have done to piss them off? 
 
    I wasn’t sticking around to ask them. I grabbed my stuff and left through a back entrance. Pulling my hood up, I kept moving.  
 
    I cut through the park, checking behind me every few seconds. As I reached the far side, a car pulled up in front of me. 
 
    “Daniel!” the man behind the wheel called. He was in his late fifties, balding with a beard. I backed away. How did he know my name? 
 
    “You need to come with me. I can help you,” the guy said. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “My name is Henry. They’re coming for you. Hurry!” 
 
    I glanced back and saw the suits enter the park. 
 
    “You have to trust me. I know what happened to you. Come with me now.” 
 
    I weighed my options. They old guy seemed like the safer one. I got into the car and Henry sped off. There was a radio on the dash and it crackled to life, “Suspect has escaped. Last seen heading into the park on foot.” 
 
    “Who are those guys?” I asked. 
 
    “They work for Gene-Pharm. And they want you dead.” 
 
    “Oh good. I thought it was serious there for a minute.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Lance 
 
      
 
    “Talk to me,” I barked, as I stepped onto the platform. The place smelled of diesel fumes and fried food from the vendors on the street above. 
 
    The call came in an hour ago. I had been in meetings across town but was told to handle the situation personally. I had seen the news reports, but I wasn’t entirely sure what I was dealing with. I was better in a boardroom than a scenario like this, but I went where I was told. 
 
     A team was already assembled, dressed in hazmat suits. An Indian doctor appeared to be in charge. His name was etched on his jacket – Ramesh. The whole platform had been cordoned off and subway trains had been stopped in this area.  
 
    Once it became clear that this was a biohazard, the local authorities had handed it over to us. We had more pull than the CDC and as far as they were concerned, that was exactly what we were. 
 
    “Who are you?” Ramesh asked. 
 
    He must be a freelancer not to recognize me. Sighing heavily, I removed the ID from my pocket and handed it over. 
 
    He squinted at it. “Lance Snow? Never heard of you.” 
 
    “I am the vice president of Gene-Pharm. Mr. Breton’s second in command,” I snapped the ID out of his hand. 
 
    “Where is Mr. Breton?” he asked. 
 
    “Busy. Now bring me up to speed.” 
 
    Ramesh didn’t look happy but complied.  
 
    “Just over an hour ago, a prototype virus was released into this subway car. It killed all the occupants. It spread throughout the train. Thirty-seven people dead, including the driver.” 
 
    “Do we know what virus it was or how it was released?” 
 
    “We’ve identified it. It was stolen from the lab by an intern.” 
 
    “Has he been apprehended?” I asked.  
 
    “He’s probably one of the victims on the train.” Probably wasn’t good enough, we needed to be sure. How the hell had an intern managed to get out with a sample? Security would need to be tightened significantly when I got back. 
 
    I knew Breton would want a full report. Not only on what the virus had done, but how it killed. I pulled on a hazmat suit of my own, complete with a camera. 
 
    Once I was suitably dressed, I turned to the doctor, “We will need full access. Record everything.” 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “I don’t really care what you think. Show me the bodies.” 
 
    His mouth tightened in a firm line. “Follow me.” 
 
    We stepped into a darkened car. The power had been cut off and portable lights had been set up. They cast an eerie glow over the car and I noticed smears of blood on the floor and more on the car wall. 
 
    “What were the virus symptoms?” I asked. 
 
    “The virus causes flu like symptoms, followed by difficulty breathing. The respiratory system fails and all systems shut down. The incubation period is different for everyone, but it doesn’t take long. The brain effectively dies, temporarily at least.” 
 
    I chuckled. “I’m no doctor, but there is nothing temporary about being brain dead.” 
 
    “You’ll see,” was all he would say. 
 
    We moved towards the next car. Lights had been set up outside this car. They shone through the windows, lighting it up. 
 
    A shadow passed in front of the door. “Is it safe for him to be in there?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Someone just moved past the door.” 
 
    “None of my men are in there,” Ramesh said. 
 
    I moved closer to the glass to get a better look. “Perhaps there was a survivor. Someone immune to the virus?” 
 
    “There were no survivors,” the doctor replied. 
 
    I glanced back at him. What wasn’t he telling me? 
 
    Turning back to the door, I cried out when I found someone looking back at me. 
 
    I took a step back, my eyes fixed on the woman at the glass. Her dark hair hung limply around her ash colored face. Dried blood was congealed under eyes and down her face. It was the eyes that stood out. They had a milky film covering them. Her arm was soaked in blood from a shoulder wound. 
 
    She cocked her head, tapping her fingers on the glass. A chill ran through me. 
 
    “What is this?” I asked. 
 
    “The virus had unforeseen effects.” 
 
    “You said it caused brain damage.” 
 
    “It did. For a while. Then we believe the brain rebooted somehow.” 
 
    “That isn’t possible.” 
 
    “I didn’t think so either. The problem is when the brain rebooted, the subject was altered.” 
 
    “In what way?” I asked. 
 
    “I can’t say for certain without being able to examine one of them, but the subjects have heightened levels of aggression, they no longer seem to feel pain and they have developed…cannibalistic tendencies.” 
 
    He pointed into the car. I moved up to the glass, trying my best not to look at the woman. 
 
    Scattered across the car were more like her. They were hunched on the floor, eating the bodies of the other victims. There was blood everywhere. 
 
    One man looked up at me, a string of intestines hanging from his mouth. 
 
    I turned away and vomited, forgetting I was in the suit. Hot bile trickled down my chin and onto my neck. The smell was awful, but I couldn’t take the suit off in here or I would risk exposure. The doctor stayed silent while I composed myself as best I could. 
 
    “I need to contact Mr. Breton,” I muttered. How was I going to explain this? 
 
    “People are asking questions. If this gets out…” 
 
    “I know!” I snapped. It would be a catastrophe. Shares would plummet overnight, and we would lose all our funding. We needed a full media blackout. A story about anthrax had already been circulated. 
 
    “There’s more,” Ramesh said. 
 
    “Of course there is,” I muttered. 
 
    “The intern injected the antivirus into a civilian. We pulled up his picture from video surveillance and got a match to a police record. His name is Daniel Spratt. We have people looking for him.” 
 
    “Notify me the minute you get him.”  If there was an antivirus then maybe this could be reversed.  
 
    “What do we do with them?” he asked. 
 
    I looked towards the glass again where the woman still watched me. She sniffed the air like a dog then bared her teeth at me. 
 
    “Eliminate them all.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    I moved as quickly as I could through the army of shoppers. I had been trying to shake the two goons for a while now. They hadn’t made a move to grab me yet. I assumed it was because they didn’t want witnesses. They stayed about half a block behind me, trying to look casual and failing miserably. 
 
    The department store was packed. If I could lose them and get back outside, I could get a cab and disappear. 
 
    I went up the escalator to the second floor – ladies wear. They waited until I reached the top before following. While I was out of their line of sight, I pulled off my jacket and shoved it into a trashcan. Grabbing a hoodie off a hanger, I slipped it on along with a navy-blue baseball cap to hide my hair. 
 
    Removing the tags, I headed for the cashier. I handed her the tags. “I’m just going to wear these out.” 
 
    Handing over the last of my cash, I could see them from the corner of my eye. One went left and the other headed in my direction. Damn it. 
 
    A group of giggling teens was at the next cash register. I tagged along behind them as they left, trying to look like I belonged. 
 
    The goon didn’t give us a second look. He was scanning the floor for me. Once we reached the front doors, I broke away from the group and ran. 
 
    I made a beeline for the subway, then I remembered it was closed. I guess it would have to be the bus. The problem was – where could I go? 
 
    My aunt Ruth was in Cyprus on a second honeymoon. I didn’t want to drag her into this anyway. I didn’t have any other family to turn to. Maybe I could call someone else. I checked my bag only to realize I had left my phone at work. Damn. 
 
    I headed for the bus station. Once inside, I pulled out my laptop and logged on using the free WIFI. I looked up everything I could find on Gene-Pharm. On the surface they seemed whiter than white, so I dug deeper. 
 
    I discovered several lawsuits had been filed against them in the last few years. Every one of them had been dropped. They definitely had deep pockets. I went through the contents of the flash drive again. There was mention of a scientist who had been removed from the project. Dr. Henry Kettering. 
 
    A quick search on him showed that he had also been fired from the company and he didn’t go quietly. He made a fuss about unethical experiments before going off the grid. 
 
    If this Kettering guy wasn’t a fan of Gene-Pharm, then maybe he could help me. He didn’t seem to have a phone, but he was receiving social security checks.  
 
    I got an address then went to the ticket counter. I was out of cash so I would have to use my card. The problem was Gene-Pharm were probably keeping tabs on card transactions. 
 
    I dug out my wallet and pulled out my emergency credit card. It wasn’t strictly legal, but it was under a different name. It would have to do. 
 
    A couple of years ago, I was arrested by the police for credit card fraud. I had been getting cards for students on campus and selling them for $100 at a time. Someone had ratted me out.  Luckily, I managed to get rid of the cards and any evidence before they took me in. They didn’t have enough to charge me with. I swore I would never do anything like it again, but I kept the card for emergencies.  
 
    As a kid, my mother was always in trouble with the law and she taught me that you had to be ready to go at the first sign of trouble. I lost count of the number of times we had to leave our house in the middle of the night. I guess that mentality stuck with me even though I hadn’t had to use it until now. 
 
    I approached the desk, trying my best to look innocent. 
 
    “Where to?” the heavyset woman asked. 
 
    “I’d like to buy a ticket to East Riverton, please.” 
 
    She printed out the ticket. The card went through without any problems. Mom taught me well. 
 
    Mom had been getting into trouble from a young age. As a teenager she was a wild child, always partying, committing petty crimes. Her parents kicked her out of the house when she was seventeen and she was pregnant with me a year later.  
 
    For a while, she went straight, got a job as a waitress and one as a cleaner to support us. I remembered when I was six years old; we were out at a shopping mall. There was a new doll in the toy store that I desperately wanted. I cried and screamed, but Mom just didn’t have the money for it. 
 
    As she was trying to calm me down, a man who was in the store bought the doll and gave it to my mother for me. She tried to refuse, but he insisted she take it. It was a kind act by a stranger, but Mom saw dollar signs. I lost count of the times she would tell me to throw a fit to see what people would do for her. I think it was an addiction to her. I didn’t know any better, so I went along with it. I was shoplifting by age eight and I was good at it. 
 
    The bus ride took an hour in total. I had no idea what I was going to say to this Kettering guy. I definitely wasn’t going to tell him about the flash drive until I was sure he wasn’t going to hand it straight over to Gene-Pharm. 
 
    I got off the bus two blocks from his house. I did a walk by first to check for Gene-Pharm agents. The street seemed quiet. I walked up the cobbled path and knocked on the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    “Dude, there’s someone at your door,” I said, peeking out from behind the curtain. It was a girl wearing a baseball cap and a hoodie. I could see several strands of red hair escaping the cap. She didn’t look threatening. Maybe she was selling something. 
 
    “Stay out of sight,” the doc whispered. I ducked behind a door. 
 
    So far all I had learned was that the guy was called Dr. Kettering, he used to work for Gene-Pharm before he got canned and that I was in danger. Beyond that, I didn’t know what to think. His house was small and he seemed to live here alone. The furniture was pretty sparse; most of his stuff was crammed into the dining room. He had several computers and lab stuff like microscopes.  
 
    He had been monitoring Gene-Pharm, spying on them. They had hacked the cameras on the subway to see who had left the train. They saw the nerd’s trick with the needle and were able to get my name from my police file. Kettering had been heading for the shelter when he saw me. He had hacked into their radios and had followed them across the city. 
 
    “Hi, are you Dr. Kettering?” the girl asked. 
 
    “Who’s asking?” he said. 
 
    I braced myself, ready to run in case she pulled out a gun or a swat team came crashing through the window. 
 
    “Um, it’s hard to explain. Can I come in?” she said. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Please, there are people after me. From Gene-Pharm. I thought you would be able to help me. I know they fired you.” 
 
    “You seem to know a lot about me. Including where I live. Now who the hell are you?” 
 
    “My name is Jack and I’m a hacker.” 
 
    What kind of name was Jack for a girl? I tried to get a better look at her but was blocked by the door. 
 
    “Come inside, but keep your hands where I can see them,” the doc said. 
 
    She stepped into the hallway with her hands slightly raised. She was kind of cute. She certainly didn’t seem like an assassin.  
 
    I moved out from behind the door and leaned against the wall. 
 
    “Hey there,” I grinned. She barely looked at me. Charming. 
 
    “Start talking,” the doc said. 
 
    “How do I know I can trust you?” she asked. 
 
    “If you are on the run from Gene-Pharm then we are on the same side.” 
 
    She glanced at me, then back at the doc. Finally, she sighed and opened her bag. 
 
    The doc tensed, but she only pulled out a laptop. 
 
    “You should see this,” she said. 
 
    She managed to find a spot on the table and opened the laptop up and pulled up some files. 
 
    “I got an email this morning from a guy I went to college with. I don’t know why it was sent to me, but it had files about some kind of virus. I think the virus was released on the subway this morning.” 
 
    The doc was scrolling through the files. The subway? So there was an antidote and a virus. This was getting worse by the minute. If it was the same train, which I’m sure it was, then I was lucky I got off when I did. 
 
    The faint smell of lavender filled my nose. It was coming from Jack. She was staring at the laptop waiting for the doc to finish. She was tall, almost as tall as me, with dark brown eyes. She had a cluster of freckles across her nose. Glancing over, she saw me watching her and scowled. She must have a boyfriend; or a girlfriend, who knew. 
 
    Finally, the doc turned to face us. “This is very bad.” 
 
    He fell silent and I rolled my eyes. “Care to elaborate, Doc? Because you promised me answers and so far, you haven’t told me jack.” 
 
    “Huh?” the girl said. 
 
    “Oh, not Jack. I mean squat. He hasn’t told me squat.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Who are you again?” 
 
    “Danny. I was on said subway train this morning.” 
 
    She inched away from me. 
 
    “Relax; I’m actually someone you want to have around. Apparently, I have the only known antivirus in my system.” 
 
    We both looked to the doc to fill in the gaps. 
 
    “I worked at Gene-Pharm for over twenty-five years. They’re always been ahead of the curve, not afraid to try something new. About ten years ago, I was brought in to work on a new virus. It was deadly, but there were certain attributes they wanted to isolate from it. We combined it with a serum, trying to create something that would enable soldiers in the field to recover from injuries. It had unusual side effects. 
 
    It was tested on animals. Mice, rabbits, even a chimp. The results were the same as the effects of the virus. It killed the host, but a short while later it…reanimated them.” 
 
    “Reanimated?” Jack laughed. “You’re not trying to say that they turned into…” 
 
    “I’m telling you what happened. They revived and when they did, they became highly aggressive. I don’t fully understand it myself. The subjects were destroyed and I thought the project was finished. Obviously, they’ve still been working on it. 
 
    It can be passed onto others. If it was released into the general population it would decimate this country in a matter of weeks.” 
 
    That didn’t sound good. I’ve seen enough horror movies to know what the end result was. 
 
    “But there’s an antivirus,” I said. “So take a blood sample and make up a batch. Problem solved.” 
 
    “I don’t have the equipment to synthesize the antivirus. And I would need a sample of the virus too, so I could test one.” 
 
    “This is crazy,” Jack said. “I don’t want anything to do with this. I’ll give you all the files, then I’m out.” 
 
    “Gene-Pharm would never let you just walk away. If this got out, the company would be ruined. And trust me, Breton, the CEO; he’s not afraid to make people disappear if they threaten him.” 
 
    Jack handed him the flash drive. “Fine, then I’ll disappear on my own terms.” 
 
    “You can do that?” I wondered if she could help me do the same. 
 
    She headed for the door.  
 
    “You can’t run away, young lady. But there might be a way for us to blackmail them into leaving us alone,” Dr. Kettering said.  
 
    She stopped and turned around. “How?” 
 
    “If we got the sample, we could threaten to go to the media. We would have all the evidence we would need.” 
 
    “Where is the sample?” she asked. 
 
    “Gene-Pharm HQ.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Lance 
 
      
 
    After a long shower, I finally felt human again. The sight in the subway still haunted me. All that carnage caused by something as simple as a virus. I didn’t give much thought when it came to the experiments that went on in the company. I focused on the business management side of things. My only concern now was that everything was kept quiet and out of the media. The public seemed to have bought the anthrax story so far. 
 
    I had finalized my report and was ready to give it to Mr. Breton. His decision over what to do with the infected overrode my own. He wanted them studied, not eliminated. It had been an almost impossible task trying to get them removed from the subway, but we had done it. 
 
    Breton was waiting in his office for me, seated at the desk, his hands folded on top of it. I could hear Vivaldi playing. His favorite. It was what he played to calm himself. 
 
    “Sir,” I said. I set the file in front of him. He sat up straighter and pulled the file towards him. 
 
    “Sit,” he ordered. I lowered myself into the chair opposite him.  
 
    I have never seen a man more put together than him. He always wore the finest suits along with a blue silk tie. Never any other color only blue. His short hair was immaculately styled and I have never seen him anything other than clean shaven. It was all a mask that he hid behind, I’m sure, one I’ve never seen behind. 
 
    The desk was bare of any personal mementos. He didn’t even have any photographs. I knew he was married and that he had a son, but he never spoke about them and with the hours he kept in here, I doubted he saw much of them either. 
 
    He took his time going through the file, which included the doctor’s report and photographs of the infected. I noticed how his facial expression didn’t change as he went through them and I knew some of them were pretty graphic.  
 
    After a while he closed the file. “Where are the infected?” 
 
    “They have been contained. Some will be kept for study, the rest will be shot and burned. The subway car has been completely sanitized then destroyed. There will be no evidence of this.” 
 
    “What about the boy? The one who was injected?” 
 
    “We sent men to retrieve him, but he escaped. We are looking for him.” 
 
    “If anyone finds out what he has in his system, there will be questions. I want him captured but kept alive. I want to see how the antivirus reacts when he is infected. Are there any other problems?” 
 
    I knew from his tone, that he already knew about the rest, he just wanted to hear me say it. 
 
    “Before the intern was captured, he sent out an email to a young woman. She went to a local precinct but left before handing over what she had. She’s gone too.” 
 
    Mr. Breton moved to the window and stared out at the skyline. 
 
    “This intern. The one who started all this. Where is he?” 
 
    “Dead. He was one of the victims on the train,” I lied. The truth was he was unaccounted for. But if I admitted that to Breton, I’d end up in some lab too. I would find the intern myself and eliminate him. He didn’t have any files or proof anymore. They were both found on the train. It was just his word against ours. My guess was he would lie low. Spratt and Reese were the immediate threat. 
 
    “Well at least that’s one stroke of good luck. I want the infected transferred to our facility in Trinity, first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “And I want these two found by the time we are ready to leave.” 
 
    “You’re going to Trinity too, sir?” 
 
    “Yes, I want to oversee this personally. I don’t want any more screw-ups. Dismissed.” 
 
    I left the room in a hurry. Trinity housed one of our secret testing facilities. It was a small town surrounded by miles of desert. It was built over twenty years ago; I had never been there myself.  
 
    I went back to my office, which was a fifth of the size of Breton’s to take another look at the files we’ve acquired on Spratt and Reese. Both of them had criminal records. Spratt for petty theft and trespassing, never convicted. Reese for cyber-crimes such as hacking. Spratt should be easy to get. He was a stupid kid; he had no family and nowhere to run to. Reese on the other hand could be a real problem. If she wanted to, she could release everything she had. We had already put stops on all her accounts and were monitoring for any activity, but she could probably find her way around that.  
 
    My guess was that she was holding onto the information because she knew what it was worth. It wouldn’t be long before she tried to make a deal with us. When she did, I’d kill her myself.  
 
    The door opened and Jenkins rushed in. He was one of our analysts. “Sir, we’ve got a hit on Reese. You’re not going to like where she is.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Kettering’s house.” 
 
    Henry Kettering. That old fool was interfering again. I wasn’t surprised to hear he was involved. Ever since he had been fired, he had been trying to worm his way back in. First it was phone calls, then letters, and then when he couldn’t get an audience with Breton, he had tried to storm the building. The guards caught him before he got past the lobby. 
 
    “Send a team. Hit them hard. I don’t want either of them leaving there alive.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    I accepted the cup of tea, Dr. Kettering offered me. I couldn’t believe everything he had told me. His idea was crazy. He was talking about getting inside Gene-Pharm HQ and stealing from them. There was no way in the world he could succeed.  
 
    The other guy, Danny, was going along with his plan. I wasn’t sure about him. He seemed like an idiot and he wouldn’t stop staring at me. Every time I caught him doing it, he would give me a goofy grin, which I’m sure he thought was adorable, when it was actually just annoying. 
 
    They were looking at floor layouts for the building. The fact that Kettering even had them suggested that he had been planning something like this for a while. Well I wasn’t getting dragged into it. 
 
    I wondered if I still had a job after not coming back today. TJ could be a jerk, he could fire me, but I was sure I could win him round. I hoped. I just needed to figure out a way of getting out of this. I considered going to Gene-Pharm and handing over what I had, but after hearing what Dr. Kettering had to say about them, I doubted they would just let me go. 
 
    “There are a lot of vents throughout the building, you could go through those,” Danny pointed out. 
 
    “Good luck with that Spiderman,” I said sarcastically. 
 
    “Do you have a better suggestion?” he challenged. 
 
    “Yeah, run as far away as you can.” 
 
    “This isn’t going to turn into Mission Impossible,” Dr. Kettering said. “I have a contact on the inside. He is the one who leaked all the information to me about what happened. If we could get inside, he can provide us with an ID card that would get us into the lab.” 
 
    “So your suggestion is to walk in the front door?” I asked. 
 
    “Right now, Breton will have everyone out looking for us. The one place he won’t be looking is at his own building,” he said. 
 
    “They know what we look like. You used to work there,” I pointed out. 
 
    “That’s why I’m thinking that only one of us goes in while the others keep watch.” 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” I said. 
 
    He turned to Danny. “The truth is you’re probably the only one they wouldn’t shoot on sight.” 
 
    “That’s comforting. I’m sure they’ll let me walk right in,” he said, indicating his clothes. He wore grungy jeans and hooded sweatshirt. He looked like he had been sleeping rough. Maybe he had. I felt a pang of guilt; I shouldn’t judge him on his appearance. I had spent a few nights sleeping in bus shelters with my mom as a kid.  
 
    “You could wear a disguise. Go in as a computer tech. I could crash their system, so they’ll have to let you in,” I said. 
 
    Dr. Kettering raised an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “Well if you’re going to do this, you might as well have a fighting chance.” 
 
    “It’s a good plan. I could get my guy on the inside to escort you to the server room and pass off the key card.” 
 
    I nodded. “If I can tap into their security system, I can tweak their cameras and buy you some time.” 
 
    Danny looked back and forth between us. “Hang on, I haven’t said I’ll do it yet.” 
 
    An alarm beeped on the wall above the fireplace.  
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. 
 
    “Someone’s coming and I can guess who. We need to get out of here now,” Dr. Kettering said. 
 
    “Gene-Pharm?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded. “Hurry.” 
 
    We went into the kitchen and into the garage. A small grey van was parked inside.  
 
    “Get in,” the doc ordered, unlocking the van. 
 
    Danny climbed into the front seat, so I opened the back doors.  
 
    “Wow,” I said when I saw what was inside. The back was decked out with computers and monitoring equipment. 
 
    I leaned round the door to look at the doc. “Are you CIA?” 
 
    “Get in the van.” 
 
    I jumped inside, checking out the hardware. It ranged from an old CB radio to up to date listening equipment. Why did he need all this? 
 
    The van moved backward and I almost fell over. Dr. Kettering screeched out of the garage as I clung to the workstation in the back.  
 
    Something struck the back of the van and I threw myself to the floor. 
 
    “They’re shooting at us!” Danny yelled from up front. 
 
    The van went around a corner and I rolled across the floor. Bullets weren’t going to kill me, his driving was.  
 
    This was really happening. I was going to get killed over an email. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” I muttered, tugging at the tie around my neck. I looked like a total geek. I wore a shirt and tie, nerd glasses, and I was carrying a small tool kit. It was my worst nightmare come true.  We were parked a couple of streets away from Gene-Pharm HQ and I was about to go in as a computer tech. 
 
    “Kill me now,” I muttered. 
 
    Jack fixed a button to my tie. It was a smiley face. “What the hell is that?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s a camera. So we can see what’s going on,” she explained. 
 
    She handed me an earpiece. “This way we can talk to you to.” 
 
    “Sure, from the safety of your van, while I risk my life.” 
 
    “Man up,” she replied.  
 
    I scowled at her, easy for her to say. 
 
    She had already crashed the computers in the building. A relayed call had come in a few minutes later and we had promised to send a tech straight away. Now I was waiting. 
 
    “What if someone asks me a computer question?” I asked. 
 
    “If they knew about computers, they wouldn’t call you in.” 
 
    The doc was staring at his watch. “That’s enough time. Go on in.” 
 
    I got out of the van, clutching the tool kit tightly. This was never going to work. I was going to get recognized straight away and then they were going to shoot me or experiment on me. Maybe I could just run now. Disappear. It couldn’t be that hard.  
 
    “Don’t screw this up,” Jack said in my ear and I nearly had a heart attack. Clutching my chest, I bent over trying to get my breathing under control. 
 
    “Nice one, genius,” she said. “If you do that inside, you might as well let them lock you up then and there.” 
 
    I straightened up. She was really pissing me off. “I can do this!” I snapped. 
 
    Marching toward the building, I was determined not to look like a chicken in front of her.  
 
    As I stepped into the lobby, my heart rate sped up. I walked slowly towards the reception desk, where two guards sat in front of a display of monitors. Both of them looked like wrestlers. 
 
    The lobby had marble floors and a huge metal sculpture sat in the middle with the Gene-Pharm logo on it. A globe with Gene-Pharm embossed on it. Their full name was Global Genetics Pharmaceuticals, but everyone shortened it to Gene-Pharm. They started out as a small company, but now they were a global brand. They had their fingers in a lot of pies. 
 
    “Hello,” I said. My voice came out as a squeak. Clearing my throat, I tried again, “I was told there was a problem with your computers?” 
 
    One of the guards pushed a clipboard toward me. “Sign in here.” 
 
    I scribbled the first name that came into my head. The other guard stood up. He was at least six three and looked like he could crush me with one hand. He pointed to the computer in front of him. 
 
    “The computers started acting up about a half hour ago. It’s probably a virus or a malware problem.”  
 
    I stared at him blankly.  
 
    “Oh God,” Jack said in my ear. “Quick say something techy!” 
 
    “Uh, may the force be with you?” 
 
    The guards face creased in confusion. “What?” 
 
    “I said techy not trekkie and that was still wrong,” Jack hissed. 
 
    “It’s, uh, hard to say. I need to see the server room.” 
 
    The guard looked at his colleague as they sized me up. Damn, I was blowing this big time. 
 
    “Sorry, late night last night. Sci-fi marathon. Still not really awake. Can I see the server room?” I said.  
 
    “I can take him, I’m heading that way,” someone said. I turned to find a young guy, not much older than me, dressed in a lab coat. I hoped he was the doc’s contact. 
 
    The guard nodded and I hurried after the lab coat guy. 
 
    He led me up two flights of stairs to a hallway. We stopped outside the server room. “Here it is,” he said. He passed an ID card to me.  
 
    “Go inside, count to sixty, then head down the hall to room 108. That’s the lab. You’re looking for a vial marked X01.” 
 
    He walked away before I could ask him anymore questions. I went inside the server room and started counting.  
 
    “The cameras are down, go!” Jack said, making me jump again. I wrenched open the door and hurried down the hall looking for room 108. 
 
    I found it at the far end, and after swiping the ID card, I went in. It was an office, but another door led off it into the lab. As I went to open the door, someone pushed it from the other side. In a panic, I threw myself behind one of the desks. Cowering on all fours, I peeked around the side. 
 
    Another lab coat appeared, this one a woman. She was staring at a clipboard in her hands and hadn’t seen me. She left the office. 
 
    I leapt up and swiped the card again at the lab door. Nothing happened. I tried again. 
 
    “Oh, God, it’s not working,” I said. 
 
    “You have it facing the wrong way,” Jack replied. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    I turned the card over and swiped it. The door buzzed and unlocked and I went inside.  
 
    I blinked against the bright lights. The room was lined with fridges. There were hundreds of vials in them.  
 
    I opened the first door and started sifting through them, going as fast as I could. 
 
    “Danny?” the doc said in my ear. “Some of those are extremely lethal, please be more careful.” 
 
    I slowed down, terrified one would break. In the third fridge I finally found the X01.  
 
    “Uh, guys. There isn’t just one vial here.”  I moved the camera up so they could see that there were at least a dozen vials of X01. 
 
    “I didn’t think there would be so many,” the doc said. “Bring them all.” 
 
    Was he crazy?  
 
    “Find a cooler and put them inside.” 
 
    I did as he said, moving slowly. I knew what this stuff could do. I zipped up the cooler and left the lab. I listened at the office door for anyone on the other side. When I heard nothing, I slipped out into the hall. 
 
     “Danny, I’m going to create a distraction so that you can get out. I’ll set off the fire alarm. Head down the back stairs and out into the parking lot.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said. Thank God, she told me about the alarm before setting it off or I would have had a meltdown. 
 
    There were voices down the hall, I ducked into a doorway. Two men walked by in suits. 
 
    “Are the infected ready for transportation to Trinity?” one of them asked. 
 
    “Yes, the trucks are ready. Your helicopter is standing by to take you there, Mr. Breton.” 
 
    So that was Breton. Infected? The people from the train?  
 
    A few seconds later, the alarm went off. I made a run for it to the stairs. Racing down them, I reached the parking lot and ran back for the main road. 
 
    I leapt into the van. “Go!” 
 
    The doc was behind the wheel and drove away. “Did you get them?” he called. 
 
    I held up the cooler. “Got them.” 
 
    Jack looked slightly impressed. “Nice job,” she said. 
 
    I grinned. “Piece of cake.” Now if I could only get my heart to slow down. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    The doc parked the van in a parking lot and came into the back. He took the cooler from me and opened it. Removing one of the vials, he held it up to the light. 
 
    “What are you going to do with it,” I asked. 
 
    “We’ll use it to prove our story,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, but you don’t need all of it. Isn’t it dangerous to leave lying around?” 
 
    He looked distracted. “Yes, I just need to do some tests.” 
 
    I left him to it and sat up front with Jack. She had her laptop opened and was playing a game on it. 
 
    “Is that World of Warcraft?” I asked. 
 
    She closed the laptop. “Maybe, why?” 
 
    I shrugged. “No reason. It’s a good game.” 
 
    “You play?” 
 
    “Oh yes, I play all the time up in my mansion. Right before I have my butler bring me my champagne and caviar.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at me and scowled.  
 
    “I’m starving. Do you think we could order a pizza?” I asked. I could really go for a pepperoni and mushroom right now. When I scored some cash, I would usually buy myself a slice from a vendor I knew. My mouth began to water at the thought of it. 
 
    The look Jack gave me suggested the answer was no. She pulled out a power bar from her bag and tossed it to me. It wasn’t much, but who was I to complain. I wondered what else she had in there. I carried my whole life in one backpack and it looked like she did the same. 
 
    “So, do you live alone?” I asked her. 
 
    “Yeah, I do. I don’t have much family.” 
 
    “I know the feeling.” 
 
    “Do you…do you have a home?” she asked. 
 
    I felt my cheeks heat up. It wasn’t something you wanted to admit to anyone. Hey, I’m a homeless loser. 
 
    I forced a smile. “Right now, I live a drifter’s life. I go wherever the wind blows me.” 
 
    There was a look of pity on her face that angered me. I didn’t need it; I did all right for myself. How many nineteen-year-olds could say they were self-reliant? None of those jerks I went to school with, that was for damn sure. No doubt they all still lived at home having Mommy wait on them hand and foot, or in a dorm room at some over privileged school. I shook it off.  
 
    What would our next step would be, now that we had the virus? I know the doc planned on using it to blackmail this dude Breton, but wouldn’t he be better off going public? We could sell our stories to the tabloids and make a fortune. Breton wouldn’t dare touch us or he would risk being exposed. 
 
    I glanced back at the doc. He had been examining the vial with his instruments. Now I watched in horror as he took the stopper from the vial. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I yelled. 
 
    He was going to expose us to the virus. He tipped the vial into the floor. I quickly covered my mouth. Jack did the same, her brown eyes wide in terror. 
 
    “It’s water,” he said. 
 
    “What?” I cried. 
 
    “It’s water. This isn’t the virus, we were tricked. They knew someone would come for it, so they put this in its place. I knew something wasn’t right. It was far too easy to get in. And they would have kept the X01 under much better security.” 
 
    “So that was a waste of time?” I had risked my ass for nothing. 
 
    “Why didn’t they bust us then?” Jack asked. 
 
    “We need to get out of here, now. They might have followed us,” the doc said. He quickly threw some things into a bag. We abandoned the van and set out on foot, back into the city. I didn’t like being out in the open. It felt too exposed. We moved fast, watching for any sign of Gene-Pharm. 
 
    “What are we going to do now? If we don’t have the proof?” Jack asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” the doc said.  
 
    “Uh, I heard that Breton guy talking back at the building. He said something about taking the infected to a place called Trinity.” 
 
    “Trinity? There’s a lab there. If the X01 is anywhere, it’s there,” the doc said. 
 
    “Somehow I don’t think they’re going to fall for the tech support ploy twice,” Jack said. 
 
    “We don’t have to. I was there when the place was built. I know a way in.” 
 
    “So we’re just supposed to take a road trip?” I asked, “Then what? Are we supposed to just put our lives on hold? This isn’t fair.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you both got caught up in this, but if you want to be safe, you will have to work with me.” 
 
    We looked at each other. He was right. He was our best shot. 
 
    Jack sighed. “Where the hell is Trinity anyway?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Candace 
 
      
 
    “We’ll be there soon, Marcus. Just as soon as my driver learns how to read a map!” I yelled the last few words to make sure Patrick could hear me. 
 
    We were out in the middle of nowhere surrounded by lots and lots of sand. 
 
    “...need you to...”  
 
    “Marcus? You’re breaking up.” 
 
    I pulled the phone away from my ear. No service flashed up on screen as my call disconnected.  
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I screeched.  
 
    This was turning into the worst day ever.  
 
    The bus ground to a halt and I had to dig deep to keep myself from losing it completely.  
 
    “What now?” I said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “I think it overheated,” Patrick said. He opened the doors and stepped outside to check. 
 
    Of course this had to happen here and now. It couldn’t have happened when we were back in the city, or near a gas station. No, that would have been too easy.  
 
    I threw my phone down on the seat and drank the last of my water. The plan had been to stock up at the next stop.  
 
    Patrick got back on. “I’m going to have to find a garage.” 
 
    “Where?” I asked. 
 
    “We passed a sign a few miles back. There’s a town not far from here called Trinity.” 
 
    I’ve never heard of it. It’s probably some backwater crap hole full of inbreeds. 
 
    “How far?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Maybe a couple of miles. I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    “Wait, I’m not staying out here. We’re out of water.” It would take twice as long if I had to wait on him coming back and to be honest, I couldn’t take this bus any longer. I needed out. 
 
    “Then you’ll have to come with me.”
I growled in anger and lifted my sunglasses. The heat hit me the minute I stepped off the bus. It was going to be a long walk. 
 
    To distract myself, I switched on the video on my phone. I recorded the desert around us. “Here I am, lost, in the middle of nowhere. If I’m found out here, being eaten by buzzards then please know that it was all my driver’s fault.” 
 
    He shot me a glare over his shoulder.  
 
    “Maybe I could use that in a song,” I mused. “Lost, in the middle of nowhere, without a prayer.” 
 
    I tried to come up with a melody to go with it. I guessed this could be productive after all. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    I stared out at the desert terrain, wondering how much longer it was going to take. We had been on the road for nearly a day. Driving was the safest option. I paid for a rental with my fake credit card.  
 
    Danny lay sprawled out in the back seat, snoring. I sipped at my cold cup of coffee.  
 
    We were surrounded by what seemed like a million miles of nothing. No wonder they chose out here to hide a lab.  
 
    “Do you want me to drive for a while?” I asked Dr. Kettering. 
 
    “I’m okay,” he replied. 
 
    He hadn’t said much in the past few hours. I really wanted to boot up my laptop, but there was zero signal around here. 
 
    “So why did you have all that equipment in the van?” I asked. 
 
    “It started out as a hobby years ago, but it came in useful after I was fired. It was the only way I could know what they were up to.” 
 
    “Most people would have let it go and gotten another job,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I couldn’t leave it. Not when I knew what they had and what it could do.” 
 
    I heard Danny shift in the back seat. A sock covered foot appeared over the back of my seat and I recoiled at the smell.  
 
    “Hey!” I cried, shoving it away. 
 
    He sat up, his hair sticking up. “What? What is it?” he slurred. “Are we there yet?” 
 
    “Almost,” Dr. Kettering said. 
 
    Danny hung over the seat. “Good. Cause I really need to take a pi…pee break,” he said, catching himself. 
 
    “A few more miles,” he said. 
 
    “You seem to know the place well. How much time did you spend there?” I asked. 
 
    “About nine months. I was there for the construction and in the first few months of operation.” 
 
    “Were they working on the X01 then?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, not then. They had a lot of secret projects that I was never consulted on.” 
 
    A short while later, I saw the first signs of civilization. Buildings in the distance. We passed a sign that said: Welcome to Trinity, pop. 661. A real small town. 
 
    I don’t know what I expected of Trinity, but it wasn’t what I saw. It was small town America at its best. We drove through it and I saw a cheery looking diner, a small school and a church amongst other buildings. No armed guards or people in lab coats. 
 
    “I don’t get it. Where’s the lab?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s about three miles south, underground.” 
 
    “Are these the people that work there? Or their families?” 
 
    “No, this is just a normal town. They have no idea what Gene-Pharm is doing. As far as they know, there is a small research facility outside town that is researching desert flora and fauna.” 
 
    “Meanwhile all those experiments are going on under their feet.” 
 
    “Weird,” Danny muttered, “it’s like Area 51.” 
 
    I shot him an annoyed look. Mostly because I was thinking the same thing. 
 
    Dr. Kettering pulled over outside the diner. “Why don’t we get something to eat, use the bathroom? We can’t go near the facility until it gets dark.” 
 
    Danny bounded from the car. We followed him inside. The diner had about five people in it. The waitress, a short girl with a pixie haircut and wide blue eyes, approached us. 
 
    “Hi, ya’ll. What can I get you?” she smiled at us. 
 
    “Where’s your bathroom?” Danny asked, hopping back and forth. 
 
    “It’s just down the back,” she pointed the direction. Danny didn’t move. 
 
    “We’re from out of town,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, I guessed. I know everyone around here,” she beamed.  
 
    “I’m Danny.” 
 
    “Lela. Nice to meet you,” she said.  
 
    “Didn’t you have to use the bathroom,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Be right back.” He said it to Lela as he hurried off towards the bathroom. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. Did he drool over every girl he came across?  
 
    “Could we get some coffee?” I asked Lela. 
 
    “Of course, take a seat and I’ll bring it to you.” 
 
    Dr. Kettering chose a booth and I sat opposite him.  
 
    “What about your boyfriend?” she said. She was fishing. 
 
    I shuddered. “He’s not my boyfriend.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry, brother?” That was a long shot at best. 
 
    “No, we’re colleagues. We’re on a field trip with our professor,” I said, pointing to Dr. Kettering. He offered a benign smile but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Oh, that sounds like fun. Can I get your colleague anything to drink, then?” 
 
    “Do you have a juice box for him?” I joked.  
 
    “We might have some in the back,” Lela said, not getting my sarcasm. 
 
    “Coffee will be fine for him.” She left to get them. 
 
    “Are you sure no one from Gene-Pharm will come in and recognize us?” 
 
    “Highly unlikely. The lab is totally self-sufficient. Coming here means people will ask questions and they don’t like that.” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder to find Danny had returned. He was sitting at the counter talking to Lela. The way she was grinning, I don’t think she minded the attention.  
 
    I noticed a few of the patrons looking our way. They probably didn’t get many visitors around here. I didn’t like the scrutiny. This was why I preferred New York. Anonymity. Living in a place like this would drive me nuts.  
 
    I finished my coffee and went up to the counter. “Sorry to interrupt,” I said to Lela, “but do you have WIFI here?” 
 
    Lela laughed. “No, not around here. You’d be lucky to get a phone signal.” 
 
    “Damn,” I muttered. 
 
    “Don’t mind her, she can’t go five minutes without going online,” Danny said. He tipped his stool back, trying his best to look cool in front of Lela. I accidently bumped the leg of his stool and he almost tipped right over. Red faced, he dropped back to the floor.  
 
    Lela saw our little encounter and headed across the diner to serve someone else.  
 
    “We’re trying to stay alive here, not form a love connection.” 
 
    Danny scowled. “All the more reason to live life now.” 
 
    “If you can tear yourself away for five minutes, we should go over our plan.” 
 
   


  
 


 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    I watched Lela from across the room as the doc told us about the layout of the lab. I was only half listening.  
 
    Jack kicked me hard in the shin. “Pay attention.” 
 
    “Ow, there’s no need to get violent.” 
 
    I turned my attention back to the doc.  
 
    “There were several tunnels built as emergency exits in case something went wrong. There are five on the plans, but there are actually six. Not many people know about the other one. I think we can get in through it and then it’s a straight walk to the lab.” 
 
    “I see a few potential flaws in your plan,” I said. 
 
    He straightened his glasses. “Oh, yes?” 
 
    “One, you haven’t been down there in like forever. Two, they could have changed the layout and C, it’s full of heavily armed guards. If we’re caught, we’ll just disappear off the face of the planet and no one will miss us.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Jack said. 
 
    “My point is, once we go in, how do you know we’re going to get back out.” 
 
    “I don’t. But what choice do we have?” the doc said. We had choices, just no good ones. 
 
    “Find somewhere to hole up until it blows over?” 
 
    “Danny, they found you in a matter of hours. They have eyes everywhere.” 
 
    I sighed. I just didn’t want to end up as a lab rat. I was too good looking to be experimented on. 
 
    Since we couldn’t stay in the diner all day, as much as I wanted to, we went looking for a room. There was a guesthouse down the road that had a room free. The woman who owned it didn’t question why we were there and seemed happy to have customers.  
 
    The room was small, but homely. There were only two single beds in it though. 
 
    “So I guess we’re sharing,” I said to Jack. 
 
    “In your dreams, besides we’re not sleeping here, we’re waiting for nightfall.” 
 
    I switched on the TV and let them work some more on the plan. The TV only had two channels and one of them was full of static. I switched it off. 
 
    I couldn’t sit still so I walked around the room.  
 
    “Will you sit down,” Jack said. 
 
    “I can’t. I’m bored.” 
 
    I agreed to go on a coffee run so I had an excuse to go back to the diner. Lela was still on her shift. 
 
    “Hi Lela. Remember me?” I grinned at her. 
 
    “Sort of. Donny was it? Or Manny?” she giggled to let me know she was kidding. “What can I get you, Danny?” 
 
    “Three cups of coffee to go, please.” 
 
    “So what is it you guys are working on?” she asked. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Your friend, the redhead, said you guys were on a field trip with your professor?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, we’re out here studying rocks.” 
 
    “Rocks?” she scrunched up her nose in a cute little way. “That doesn’t sound very exciting.” 
 
    “It isn’t. But we get a free trip so I can’t argue. Especially with sights like these,” I said waggling my eyebrows at her. 
 
    She laughed. “You’re such a cutie.” 
 
    Finally, someone who spoke the truth, “Look, we’re doing some, uh, research tonight, but are you busy tomorrow?” 
 
    “No, it’s my day off.” 
 
    “Great, maybe we could hang out. You could show me around,” I said, expecting her to say no. 
 
    “I’d like that.” 
 
    By the time I got back to the room, night had fallen and I was on cloud nine. 
 
    “Where the hell were you?” Jack snapped.  
 
    “Geez, sorry, Mom. I got distracted.” 
 
    I held the coffee out to her. 
 
    “It’s cold,” she said. 
 
    “Kind of like you.” 
 
    “Let me guess, you were talking to Lela. God, what is she like, fourteen?” 
 
    “She’s eighteen actually. And so what if I was talking to her? Are you jealous?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s it! Please, you are such a narcissist.” 
 
    I opened my mouth with a comeback but couldn’t think of one. She stormed into the bathroom. 
 
    I turned to the doc who was busy looking at blueprints and trying his best to ignore us. 
 
    “Can you believe that? What’s a narcissist?” 
 
    He rolled up the blueprints. “I think it’s time we made a move.” 
 
    “Great, to certain death we go,” I joked. Well, half joked. 
 
    The doc packed up his blueprints and a few other things into a backpack. As we left the guesthouse, I noticed a woman talking to the owner. Two guests in one day. She was popular. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Candace 
 
      
 
    “I need a room,” I said, hoping the old lady didn’t recognize me. Patrick had picked up the stuff he needed to fix the bus and had headed back out. He said it could take a while and that he would sleep on the bus overnight. 
 
    I would have liked a four star hotel to stay in, but I would have to make do with this crumbling relic. Kind of like the woman who owned this place. 
 
    The old woman gave me a key after I paid cash. I had been trying my cell phone all day, hoping for a signal but there wasn’t one. How did these people live out here with no cell service? I needed to speak to Marcus. 
 
    The room was tiny. Like broom closet tiny. A single bed was wedged into the corner and a small nightstand sat beside it. I spied the phone on top and breathed a sigh of relief. At least now I could call Marcus. 
 
    I dialed the number and waited while it rang and rang. Where was he?  
 
    Finally, he answered, “Marcus it’s me. Look, things have gone to hell out here. The bus broke down and we probably won’t be back on the road until…” 
 
    “Forget that. We’ve had to pull the tour.” 
 
    “What!”  
 
    “I just got the latest figures in. Your last single entered the charts at No 38. It bombed.” 
 
    I gripped the phone. “Okay, well we’ll just work harder. The next song will…” 
 
    “Candi…” 
 
    “Candace!” I snapped. 
 
    He sighed. “Candace, I’m sorry, but I’m afraid I’m going to have to step down as your agent. Your last few singles have all been flops. You refuse to sing any of your original music and that’s what people want to hear. It’s nostalgia. If you would perform them then you would get a bigger turn out.” 
 
    “I’m not singing those inane songs anymore. They’re trash. And don’t bother stepping down because you are fired.” 
 
    I slammed the phone down. That lousy, rotten, lowlife. He didn’t have any problems taking my money. Well, I didn’t need him.  
 
    The place didn’t have a mini-bar, but I always kept an emergency bottle of vodka in my bag. I opened it and drank it neat. Picking up my phone, I switched on the video camera. 
 
    “Well I have officially reached rock bottom. I’m stuck in hell and they don’t even have a liquor store. My career is over. You hear that Mom? You said I’d never amount to anything without you as my manager and you were right.” 
 
    I was sure she was laughing her ass off wherever she was, living off the settlement money.  
 
    She was the one who had pushed me to the stage at the young age of four. Beauty pageants to begin with, my talent had of course been singing. 
 
    When I won three years in a row, Mom realized what a cash cow she had in me. She got me modeling jobs and eventually a spot on a cable network show singing a Mariah hit. Within a year, I was signed with a label and Mom was my manager. She had someone write my songs for me, even though I insisted I could write my own stuff. 
 
    “Now baby, if you want to be successful, you need to let the pros write the music. You just keep smiling and do exactly what I tell you,” she had said. 
 
    And I did. I was stupid and naïve and didn’t even know how much money I could make, since Mom was taking most of it for herself. I got an allowance. 
 
    Not content with using me to get fame, she even got us our own reality TV show for a season- Candi-d Camera.  Imagine being fifteen years old and having cameramen following you everywhere.  And I mean everywhere; they didn’t know what privacy was.  
 
    I lost it one day and trashed one of their cameras. The show was pulled. 
 
    Mom was shameless and claimed she had stopped the show to protect her ‘fragile’ daughter from the spotlight. 
 
    It was only after seeing a bank statement she left lying around, that I finally realized the truth. I took her to court and became an emancipated minor. I hadn’t looked back since. 
 
    Sure, Mom sold her story to practically every tabloid in the country about how awful I was and how I had turned my back on her after fame went to my head. The truth was, it went to her head. I never knew anything else. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lance 
 
      
 
    I joined Breton in the observation room at the lab, to witness the start of the tests on the infected. One of them was released into the room on the other side of the glass.  
 
    It was male, around thirty-five with a shaven head. Dark circles ringed his eyes and his cheeks were sunken in. His clothes were torn and I could see a bite mark on the muscle on his upper arm.  
 
    Once he was locked in the room, a robotic sounding voice spoke from above my head, “Test one. Begin.” 
 
    I glanced up to see a speaker fixed to the wall. 
 
    One of our soldiers came into the room at the other end. He raised his gun and fired at the infected. The bullets struck its torso in rapid succession, but it didn’t even flinch. Some fluid leaked from the wounds, but no blood. 
 
    The soldier retreated from the room as the infected ran at him.  
 
    “Interesting,” Breton mused. 
 
    “Sir?” I said. 
 
    “It doesn’t seem to feel pain, but reacts with anger when attacked,” he made a note of this in a small jotter.  
 
    “Test two,” said the robot. 
 
    This time two soldiers entered the room. They formed a tag team and began attacking the zombie with chains. One of them whipped the chain across its face and I saw teeth fly from its mouth. It roared and swiped at them. They were fast and managed to stay out of its grasp. 
 
    When they were done, beating the crap out of it, the soldiers left.  
 
    The infected didn’t seem to understand why they had suddenly disappeared. It moved around the room searching for them. A chunk of flesh dropped off its cheek and fell with a wet plop to the floor. 
 
    My stomach heaved, I closed my eyes briefly. When I opened them, I noticed that Breton looked amused, but then he hadn’t just eaten a tenderloin for lunch. One that was going to come back up soon if this went on any longer. I wouldn’t leave the room though; I would never show that kind of weakness to Breton. Throughout my time working for him, he constantly tested me. Not from an observation room like this, but always watching, gauging my reactions.  
 
    So I forced myself to watch the rest of the tests.  
 
    “Test three.” 
 
    A net was dropped from above onto the infected. It flailed around trying to get free. 
 
    The soldiers came in brandishing cattle prods. They shot thousands of volts through it again and again. After a while, I could smell burnt flesh in the air. When they were done, the infected lay face down on the ground. They removed the net. 
 
    Breton stood up and moved to the glass for a better look. Was that how you killed them? Electricity? 
 
    Breton leapt back as it got to its feet and began beating the glass. The blows came hard and fast and when the glass cracked, I was on my feet and moving towards the door. Breton beat me there. 
 
    The glass shattered behind us, as soldiers bombarded the room. They opened fire on it as we escaped into the hall. Apparently, electricity didn’t kill them. It just made them really mad. 
 
    Breton was jotting notes down as he walked back to his office. He seemed completely absorbed in it and didn’t acknowledge me. I took that as a sign that he didn’t need me. 
 
    I slipped down the hall to the bathroom. Once I was locked inside, I bent over the toilet and retched.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    “Nobody said there would be this much walking,” Danny moaned. 
 
    I resisted the urge to punch him. He had done nothing but complain since we had left. We had left the car at the edge of town and now we were walking across the desert towards the secret entrance. Secret entrance, like we’re in a James Bond movie. 
 
    I was freezing cold and my feet hurt too, but I wasn’t bitching about it. It reminded me of one time in Denver, me and my mom had been living there for a while when the cops showed up at the door. She had us out the door in seconds and we had to walk two miles in the snow to the nearest bus station. It wasn’t quite as cold out here, but it was close.  
 
    We finally stopped by some rocks. Dr. Kettering knelt down and brushed the sand aside.  
 
    “Here it is,” he said. He turned a handle and pulled open a hatch. I could hear the low hum of a generator coming from inside. 
 
    “Into the belly of the beast,” he said ominously. Possibly the worst thing he could have said. 
 
    My heart sped up, as I looked down into the darkness. I really wished there was a van I could sit in, with a computer. That I could handle. The thought of being trapped down there freaked me out.  
 
    I glanced at Danny. He looked equally freaked out. 
 
    “I’ll go first,” Dr. Kettering said. 
 
    He lowered himself onto a ladder and slowly began to descend.  
 
    “Guess I'll go next,” Danny muttered.  
 
    I brought up the rear. Below us was in complete darkness and Dr. Kettering had switched off his flashlight in case we were seen. I gripped each rail tightly; my palms were slick with sweat now. I tried not to look down into the void. 
 
    We seemed to go down a long way. Dr. Kettering had said that it was only three levels deep, but maybe they had expanded. 
 
    My foot bumped against something. 
 
    “Watch it,” Danny snapped. It must have been his head. 
 
    “Sorry,” I muttered. As I moved down the next rung, my hand slipped and I fell off the ladder. I let out a short scream, but only fell a couple of feet before I landed on something soft. 
 
    “Are you trying to kill me?” Danny said, pushing me off him. I quickly got to my feet, glad to be back on solid ground. I breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
    Dr. Kettering turned the flashlight back on, keeping it trained on the ground. 
 
    “This way,” he whispered. I was glad that Danny couldn't see my face in the dark. We moved through the tunnel. The darkness and the close proximity of the walls made me feel claustrophobic. I tried to breathe as evenly as I could through my mouth. 
 
    Danny stopped suddenly and I walked into him.  
 
    “What is your problem?” I snapped. 
 
    “Mine? You're the one trying to crush me. Or are you just trying to throw yourself at me, in a very obvious way?” 
 
    I shoved past him so I could see why Dr. Kettering had stopped. He had the flashlight beam pointed at a stone wall. 
 
    “Tell me that's not a dead end,” I said. 
 
    “It appears they have blocked up the exit from the other side.” 
 
    I groaned, this had been a complete waste of time. Danny took the flashlight and shone it around. 
 
    “They didn't do a very good job, look,” he said. He was pointing above out heads. They had filled the hole in with piles of rocks, but they didn't go all the way up. About four feet above our heads, there was a gap. 
 
    “It might not go all the way through,” I said. 
 
    “Only one way to find out. Boost me up,” he said. 
 
    Sighing, we each supported one of Danny's feet and lifted him up so he could get a look inside.  
 
    “You can get through, but it's going to be a tight squeeze.” 
 
    “You and Danny will have to go in,” Dr. Kettering said. 
 
    “What?” I cried. 
 
    “If Danny can barely get in, I would never be able to and you need me to boost you up.” 
 
    “Why can’t Danny go by himself?” It was probably a horrible thing to suggest, but I couldn’t help it. 
 
    “You will need to get to the control room and hack in. You remember where it is from the plans?” Dr Kettering said. 
 
    I nodded. It didn’t make it any easier. He laced his fingers together to boost me up. I placed my foot on his hand and grabbed for the edge of the hole. I heaved myself up into it. 
 
    Danny was just ahead of me. “Come on,” he said. 
 
    The gap was about three feet wide. It narrowed the further you went. Danny squeezed through. There was barely a wide enough gap on the other side for him to balance on, before he dropped out of sight. I waited to hear a scream or a splat but heard neither. 
 
    “Hurry,” he whispered. 
 
    I moved through the gap, finding it difficult myself. I balanced on the ledge too and looked down. It was quite a jump. Danny was pacing impatiently.  
 
    I took a deep breath and tipped off the edge. My whole body juddered as I landed on the stone ground. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Danny asked. 
 
    “Yeah, fine,” I lied. I was going to feel that landing for a while. 
 
    “Where’s the doc?” he asked. 
 
    “He can’t fit through, we’re on our own.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? Where are we even going?” 
 
    “I remember the blueprints. We need to find the control room. It’s on level two in the center of the complex.” I said it with more confidence than I felt.  
 
    Blueprints were one thing, but who knew how many obstacles we would encounter. But we were here now. We had no choice but to go on. 
 
    I took the flashlight from Danny and led the way. We followed another tunnel. The further we moved, the lighter it became. Emergency lights were dotted along the wall.  
 
    Eventually we came to a door that led into the complex. 
 
    “Ready?” I asked. 
 
    Danny nodded. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    I turned the handle slowly and opened the door. The lights were much brighter on the other side of the door and I blinked rapidly. Tucking the flashlight into my back pocket, I looked out into the corridor. 
 
    It was clear. I took a step forward, waiting for alarms to start ringing. They didn’t. 
 
    The floor was blue, the walls white. The corridor led in both directions. I tried to picture the blueprints in my head. 
 
    “Left,” I said. 
 
    Sticking close to the wall, we made our way along. When we got near to the corner, I froze. There was a camera. It was pointing in the direction we needed to go.  
 
    Danny leapt up toward it, caught the wires and yanked them out.  
 
    “What are you doing?” I hissed. “They’re going to see that the camera’s down.” 
 
    “Better they think it’s a faulty camera than an intruder,” he replied. 
 
    We moved down the corridor, which turned left. I looked around the corner. There was another camera at the end. At this rate they would find us long before we reached the control room. 
 
    We dismantled the next camera. 
 
    Finally, we reached the room. There was one man inside, feet propped up on the desk in front of him. He was fast asleep. A dozen monitors were on the wall in front of him. Four of them were black from where we pulled the wires.  
 
    “How do we get him out of the room?” I whispered. 
 
    “I don’t think we do. We need time and control of the cameras.” 
 
    “You’re not suggesting we kill him?” I said. 
 
    “No! Are you nuts? We need to tie him up.” 
 
    That seemed easier. There were plenty of cables inside we could use. 
 
    “Okay, so we grab him?” 
 
    Danny nodded. He counted to three and we ran into the room. Danny grabbed the guy around the neck and clamped a hand over his mouth to keep him from yelling. I grabbed his legs to keep him from thrashing around. He thrashed anyway. His knee came up and collided with my chin.  
 
    I stumbled backwards away from him. Once his legs were free, he stood up. He was a big guy and easily dragged Danny with him. 
 
    “Jack!” he cried. 
 
    The guy grabbed Danny and lifted him up by the front of his shirt. He slammed him into the wall. 
 
    I looked around for something to use as a weapon. I hefted a paperweight and cracked the guy on the head with it. He stumbled and fell on top of Danny. 
 
    “Get him off me,” he gasped. I dragged the guy off him. He was conscious but barely. I grabbed some cables and tied his legs, then his hands. 
 
    Danny got to his feet groaning. “That hurt.” 
 
    “Get over it and help me,” I snapped. I wasn’t doing all the work here. 
 
    We bundled the guy into a closet and locked the door. I wedged a chair against too. 
 
    “Do your thing,” Danny said, waving a hand towards the computers. 
 
    “Sure, anytime you want to pitch in and help, let me know.” 
 
    “I just got squashed trying to take that guy down,” he argued.  
 
    I turned to the computer to see what I was up against. Due to the hour, there were only about a dozen people working in the complex. There was a living area near the surface, which is where I assumed everyone else was. 
 
    I cycled through the cameras, looking for the lab. It was empty.  
 
    “I can unlock it from here; we can grab the X01 and get out.” 
 
    Danny wasn’t listening. He was staring at one of the monitors. 
 
    “Danny? Did you hear me?” 
 
    He looked at me, his face was pale. “That’s what it did to them?” 
 
    Confused, I moved closer to the monitor. It showed a holding cell with five people crammed into it. They moved around the room like sleepwalkers. They would bump into each other as they moved, but they didn’t seem to notice. One of them moved closer to the camera. A woman. Her eyes were glazed over, vacant looking. Her mouth was smeared with red. She looked like a walking corpse. 
 
    “I remember her. From the subway. She was carrying some groceries. She dropped an apple from the bag and I picked it up for her. She seemed like a nice lady,” Danny said. I could see tears in his eyes. 
 
    I didn’t know what to say. I still couldn’t believe that this was real. That they were real. 
 
    “If we can get the virus, at least we know it can’t happen again.” 
 
    He nodded. “You’re right. Let’s do this.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Lance 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t sleep. For one thing, I couldn’t get comfortable on this crappy mattress in the 9x9 cell I was currently lying in. I needed my orthopedic mattress from back home. How could the staff stand living here?  
 
    It wasn’t the only reason. Being this close to the infected didn’t do much to relax me. They were securely locked away, but after spending the day watching them, a locked door didn’t seem like enough. 
 
    We had run the tests all morning, after the infected male had been dealt with.  The techs ran cognitive tests and reaction times. They were slower that most people, but reacted to stimuli, especially loud noises and rapid movement. It was possible to get past them by moving slowly and quietly as their eyesight had been affected. Something I made note of in case I ever had to use it. 
 
    Once they discovered their prey, they wasted no time in tearing it to shreds. If the subject wasn’t completely devoured, then they got back up a short while later. They were impervious to pain and utterly ravenous. According to the scientists, the need to eat was a natural response, but that didn’t explain why they kept going. People tended to stop eating when they were full. The infected didn’t seem to get full. 
 
    Only five of the original infected now remained. When we arrived at the compound there had been ten. The decision had already been made to cull them tomorrow. Breton’s orders. He didn’t seem too happy with the results and I knew why. He planned on using them as soldiers on the battlefield. Their resurrection trick would definitely come in useful, but they were too slow and they couldn’t take orders. I knew that wouldn’t stop Breton from working on X01. This was just the first stage and God knows he had enough top scientists at his disposal to figure it out.  
 
    Breton had also tested effective killing methods for them including infecting the infected with other deadly viruses, gassing them, shooting them and, in one case, burning one of them to a cinder.  
 
    The other viruses had no effect. Gassing and shooting them did nothing. Burning seemed to be the only reliable way to get rid of them.  
 
    And I’ll happily light the match. 
 
    Turning over, I tried to force myself to relax. It wasn’t happening. I got up and stretched my cramped body. Maybe a drink would help me sleep. 
 
    Unfortunately, alcohol was forbidden down here. It wouldn’t do to have drunken lab techs in charge of deadly viruses. The staff were cycled every couple of months to prevent them from developing cabin fever. I had been here a few hours and I was already feeling it. I don’t know how they managed. 
 
    I knew one place that I would find a drink. Breton’s office. 
 
    He hadn’t said much today, but I could tell he was already planning his next move. He was a chess player by nature, and I knew he was already five moves ahead of everyone else. After my failure to capture Reese and Spratt, I wondered if I would still be on the board when this was all over. 
 
    I found a bottle of Scotch hidden in Breton’s desk. It was already open, so I figured he wouldn’t miss a glass or two of it. Pouring myself a measure, I moved to the window that overlooked the main work area. The floor was still stained red from earlier tests even though they had hosed it down. Their groans were going to haunt me for the rest of my life.  
 
    It was deserted now. I would hate to work here. Underground with a cocktail of nasty critters that could be unleashed. The incident on the train proved how easy it could be. 
 
    The intern had vanished. I had people looking, off books, but there was no sign of him. If Breton found out...Then again, I was the one he looked to when it came to cleaning up messes like this. I doubted he would question me. 
 
    Thomas Hill’s time was limited. He had no family to go to and no money. He was just a rat in a very large maze; it was only a matter of time. 
 
    I poured myself a second drink and returned to my cell. Once they were taken care of, I could go back to the city where it was safe. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    “Have you found it yet?” Jack whispered. She was in the doorway keeping watch while I went through the vials again. This was becoming a pattern. At least this lab was smaller than the other one so there weren’t as many vials to go through. Hopefully this time it wouldn’t be water. 
 
    “Remind me again why I’m the one searching for it?” I asked. 
 
    “Aren’t you immune?” 
 
    “I’m not eager to test that,” I muttered. 
 
    I went through the whole fridge, no X01. Damn, did they know we would be coming here too? 
 
    “It’s not here.” 
 
    “It has to be,” Jack said. 
 
    “You’re welcome to look yourself,” I said. 
 
    She gave a frustrated sigh and pushed me out of the way. She went through all the vials too. 
 
    “It’s not here.”  
 
    “No, really?” I exclaimed, the sarcasm dripping from my words. 
 
    She gave me a withering look. I looked around for somewhere else. I found a smaller fridge in the corner, locked with a keypad. 
 
    “What about in here?” I asked. 
 
    “How are we going to get it open?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Can’t you just do your thing?” 
 
    “My thing? I hack computers. There are thousands of possible combinations to open this.” 
 
    “What are you two doing in here?” 
 
    We both froze. A tech stood behind us. He was in his thirties with close cropped blonde hair.  
 
    “I don’t suppose you know the combination?” I asked. 
 
    He backed out the door. I ran at him, trying to stop him from alerting any guards. We collided and both fell to the floor. This guy was slippery. He wriggled free of my grasp and got to his feet. He took off down the hall. 
 
    Jack leapt over me and went after him. By the time I caught up to them, the tech had a bloody nose.  
 
    “You bitch!” he cried. 
 
    I held up the item I had taken from the lab. The tech’s eyes widened. “What are you doing? Don’t open that vial.” 
 
    “We want the combination to the safe. Tell us what it is or I’ll open it.” 
 
    “Are you crazy? You could kill us all!” he cried. 
 
    “Actually, I am crazy. And I will release this, now give us the combination.” 
 
    I tried my best to look like a psycho. The tech seemed to buy it. He reluctantly led the way back to the lab, protesting all the way. 
 
    “There’s a reason it’s locked, man. The stuff in it is worse than what you’re holding. If you guys are with one of those radical groups...” 
 
    “We’re not terrorists, we want to stop this company using the virus we’re looking for,” Jack said. 
 
    “We study it; we don’t plan on releasing it.” 
 
    “Then how do you explain what happened on the subway,” I asked. 
 
    “Someone stole it. We didn’t let it out.” 
 
    “We don’t want it happening again. We plan on destroying it,” Jack said. 
 
    He shook his head. “You won’t get out of here. This place is heavily guarded.” 
 
    “We got in undetected, didn’t we?” I said. 
 
    He folded his arms. “I won’t give you the code.” 
 
    “Fine,” I shrugged, I reached for the stopper in the vial. 
 
    “No!” he cried. “Okay!” 
 
    He punched in the code and the door opened. There were three vials of X01 inside. 
 
    We stowed them in a cooler, while he stood muttering in the corner. 
 
    We backed out the door and locked it behind us. It wouldn’t be long before he got out and alerted security. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said, racing off back towards the tunnel. When I reached the wall, I looked back for Jack. She wasn’t with me. 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    “Danny! What’s going on? Did you get them?” the doc called from the other side. 
 
    “Yes, but Jack’s not here. I’ll be back.” 
 
    “Danny, no. Give me the samples.”  
 
    I didn’t have time to climb up with them. I tucked the bag behind some rocks and ran back to find her. 
 
    As I turned the corner, two guards were dragging her along the corridor. She was unconscious. 
 
    “There’s another one!” 
 
    One of them let go of her and ran after me.   
 
    I took off down the corridor. I didn’t want to risk going back into the tunnel, so I did my best to lose the guy. I turned corners, weaving all around the complex, but the guy kept up with me. As I skidded into another corridor I came to a dead end. 
 
    The guy cornered me. I reached into my pocket and pulled out the vial I had threatened the intern with. 
 
    “Stop. I’ll drop this, I swear.” 
 
    “You ain’t that stupid,” he said.  
 
    I wasn’t going to be a lab rat either. I had no idea what I was holding or what it would do. I reached for the stopper. The guard went for me.  
 
    He punched me in the face, causing an explosion of pain and wrenched the vial from my hand. I fell into the wall, my head spinning. I’ve been punched a few times in my life but never with as much force as that. 
 
    Right before I lost consciousness, I saw the guard closing in on me.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    The throbbing pain in my head woke me up. I rolled onto my back, trying to remember what had hit me.  
 
    A guard. He had come out of nowhere and clocked me. Where was Danny? Had he made it out?  
 
    Fear coursed through me, had they left me here? 
 
    I sat up and found myself in a cell. I don’t know why I should be upset. Neither Danny nor the doctor owed me anything. If they got out, then good for them. I hoped they could find a way to destroy the virus. 
 
    Something dug into me. I reached around and pulled the flashlight from my back pocket. It wasn’t much, but I could use it as a weapon, if it came to it. 
 
    I took a deep breath and tried to focus. There was a way out of this. There was always a way.  
 
    The door opened and a man stepped into the cell. I recognized him from TV. It was Breton. He wore a navy suit, neatly pressed. He certainly didn’t look like he had just gotten out of bed despite the hour. 
 
    “Miss Reese. We’ve been looking everywhere for you and here you come to us.” 
 
    “I’m considerate like that.” 
 
    The corners of his mouth twitched in something resembling a smile.  
 
    “This compound I had thought was impenetrable until tonight. Tell me, how did you and Mr. Spratt get in here?” 
 
    “We just used the front door. Honestly it wasn’t that hard.” 
 
    Oh my God, why was I antagonizing him?  
 
    “How would you like to be exposed to a combination of smallpox and Ebola?” 
 
    “I don’t think I would like that.” 
 
    “The information you received about the virus, who did you share it with? Other than Mr. Spratt and Mr. Kettering.” 
 
    They knew about the doctor. 
 
    “No one. But you should know that if anything happens to me, all the information will be released to the media.” 
 
    “Miss Reese, by the time I am finished smearing your name, no one will believe a word you say.” 
 
    “It will look suspicious if I turn up dead.” 
 
    “That’s why you are going to a high security psychiatric facility. We’ll pump you so full of drugs you won’t be able to stand. No one would be surprised if you had a little accident in that state.” He was actually serious.  
 
    “Please, I don’t want any part of this. Just let me go.” 
 
    Breton turned to his second in command. This guy was a few years younger that Breton. He had dark circles under his eyes and kept fidgeting with his watch strap. He didn’t like being down here anymore than I did.  
 
    “Let’s see what we can get from young Daniel.” 
 
    They had Danny too. The door closed and I was locked in again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    “Let me out of here!” I screamed, kicking the door repeatedly. 
 
    The door opened. 
 
    “Calm down,” one of the guards barked. He grabbed me by my shirt and dragged me out of the room. 
 
    It wasn’t the one from earlier. I really wanted to run into him again so I could kick his ass. I was tossed into a larger room with a glass partition.  
 
    Breton stood on the other side of the glass along with the guy I had seen him with, in the Gene Pharm building. 
 
    “You’ve caused a lot of trouble, Daniel,” Breton said. Yeah, because I asked for this to happen.  
 
    “You’re the one with a room full of zombie freaks!” I yelled. 
 
    He winced. “I don’t like that word.” 
 
    “What – zombie? Zombie, zombie, zombie.” 
 
    “Pipe down,” number two snapped, slamming a hand into the glass. I flipped him the finger.  
 
    “You can’t hold me here. I demand to see a lawyer.” 
 
    “There will be no lawyers for you. No trial, no jury. Tell me Daniel, are you feeling unwell at all?” Breton asked. He would definitely be the kind of guy I would pickpocket back in the city, without an ounce of guilt. 
 
    “No. Why? What did you do to me?” 
 
    “Nothing. You were the one running around the halls with a particularly virulent strain of influenza. When one of my guards was apprehending you, the vial broke. He is currently in a bad way.” 
 
    I didn’t feel sick. The only thing I felt was the pain in my head from where I had been hit.  
 
    “Am I going to get sick too?”  
 
    “That remains to be seen, but so far it appears that it didn’t affect you. You will be an interesting specimen. First though, I think we will test you against them.” 
 
    He nodded to something behind me. I turned around. The solid wall became transparent and I was staring at the zombies. I backed away.  They pressed up against the wall, their vacant eyes staring at me.  
 
    “Separate one of them and put it in the room with him. I want it to bite, but not kill him. Once it has done that, remove it. We’ll monitor the reaction.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. He was going to let one of them bite me? 
 
    My eyes were drawn to a woman. Her skin was sunken in around her cheeks and it was starting to turn yellow. They were decomposing. She clacked her teeth together and I could see bits of flesh stuck between them.  
 
    If this was what they were doing to me, what the hell were they doing to Jack? 
 
    The door opened and a zombie was led in on the end of a pole. This one was an old lady, dressed in a pink cardigan and skirt. The cardigan was covered in dried blood. She gnashed her teeth at me as I pressed myself against the wall, trying to make myself as small as possible. 
 
    The guard tried to get her to move further into the room, but she kept trying to attack him.  
 
    “Move it,” he said. She had no clue what he was saying.  
 
    The lights went off in the cell and an alarm sounded. Distracted by the alarm, the guard was almost pulled off his feet when the old lady suddenly jerked forward. He stumbled into the room, almost colliding with her. 
 
    I ran for the open door. He tried to grab me on the way past but missed. I raced down the hall. Now I needed to find Jack.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    When the alarm went off, I leapt off the bed. There was only one reason I could think of that would cause the alarm to go off. Escaped zombies.  
 
    The lights went down and the door opened, but not all the way. I tried to squeeze through the gap, but it wasn’t wide enough. Grabbing the edge, I pulled as hard as I could. 
 
    I put my arm through, reaching for anything I could grab.  
 
    A face appeared in the gap, I jumped back and screamed, but it was only Danny. 
 
    He grabbed the door and pulled it back. He managed to get the gap widened enough for me to squeeze through. I almost hugged him. Almost. 
 
    “Move,” he said. 
 
    We made it back to the tunnel. Back at the wall, Danny lifted the cooler from behind some rocks. He slung it over his shoulder and boosted me up. Once I was back on the ledge, I took the cooler first, and then pulled him up after me.  
 
    We crawled back through the gap and down the other side. Dr. Kettering was gone.  
 
    “Where is he?” Danny asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, but we have to keep moving.” 
 
    We managed to make it back to the ladder and started to climb.  Did Dr. Kettering leave us here? He needed the vials as much as we did. This was his plan. So where was he? 
 
    We reached the surface. 
 
    “Do you remember the way back?” Danny asked. 
 
    I stared out into the darkness. I had no idea.  
 
    “Sort of,” I lied. “Let’s keep moving.” 
 
    We started walking in the direction I hoped led back to the car, if it was still there. 
 
    “What did they do to you?” Danny asked. 
 
    “Nothing, apart from giving me a headache. What about you?” 
 
    “The same. They were going to lock me in a room with a zombie,” I said. 
 
    “Are you serious? They’re all crazy. The sooner we destroy that stuff, the better.” 
 
    “Any idea how?” I asked. 
 
    “I think you have to incinerate it,” I said, but I wasn’t entirely sure. 
 
    “Great, we’ll find a spare volcano and drop it in.” 
 
    I didn’t think that would be an issue, because I had a feeling they were going to find our bleached bones out here months from now. This was a stupid plan. The whole thing was just so stupid. A couple of days ago, I was normal. I had a job, a life. One email had taken all that away. 
 
    Hours passed. There was still no sign of civilization. We were hopelessly lost. 
 
    “I need to sit down,” I said, lowering myself onto a rock.  
 
    It was so cold out here. I shivered, wishing I were home. I could be curled up on the couch, wrapped in a blanket, watching a Firefly marathon. 
 
    “We need to keep moving,” Danny said. He shifted the cooler to the other arm.  
 
    “Why? We could be heading deeper into the desert,” I said. 
 
    “If we don’t keep moving they could catch up to us.” 
 
    “I can’t. We should wait until morning.” 
 
    He crouched down in front of me. “I know you’re tired. I am too. But we have to keep going.” 
 
    “Why aren’t you freaking out more?” I asked. 
 
    He shrugged. “You play the hand you’re dealt. That’s what my grandma used to say.” 
 
    “Sounds like a smart woman.” 
 
    “She was. Obviously, I inherited her smarts,” he grinned. 
 
    “The only family I knew apart from my aunt was my mom. She died when I was a kid.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Mine ran off and left me. My dad too. Family sucks.” 
 
    I chuckled softly. “Yeah, most of the time they do.” 
 
    “But, hey, we’re both survivors and we can do this.” 
 
    I smiled back. “Okay, let’s go.”  
 
    As the sun began to rise, I could see the town up ahead. We had been going in mostly the right direction. 
 
    A car came up the road. We had nowhere to hide. As it drew closer, I realized it was Dr. Kettering’s car. 
 
    “Where the hell have you been?” he asked. 
 
    “We could ask you the same thing,” I said. 
 
    “When you didn’t return, I had to improvise,” he said, as we got back inside. 
 
    “You set off the alarm?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, what’s happening in there? Do they have the infected?” 
 
    “Oh they have them all right,” Danny said. “I came face to face with one of them. I know we have the X01, but if they bite anyone wouldn’t that spread it?” 
 
    “They’re not stupid; if they release it into the population, they risk the whole company. Once they’re finished studying them, they’ll destroy them,” he said. 
 
    “You sound so confident,” I said. 
 
    “I know Breton. Before he became CEO, his father owned the company. They were just starting out back then. Breton always thinks of the big picture. I know he’ll protect the company first.” 
 
    “Were you friends with him?” I asked. 
 
    “In another lifetime, yes, we were. But when his father died, he changed,” he said. 
 
    “Changed how?” I asked. 
 
    “Taking on that much responsibility is a lot for a young man. He was only twenty-three at the time. He became consumed with the work and a determination to make his father proud.” 
 
    “And potentially wiping out the country is part of that?” Danny snapped. 
 
    I was surprised to hear him sound so bitter, especially when he had been the one to get me moving back in the desert. Then again, he had almost become zombie chow. 
 
    “There are thousands of viruses in labs all around the country right now with the same ability to kill,” Dr. Kettering argued. 
 
    “Why does it sound like you are siding with him?” Danny said. 
 
    “I’m not. I’m just saying, despite the circumstances I highly doubt they wanted this thing released.” 
 
    “Well, it was released.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Lance 
 
      
 
    I supervised as the infected bodies were loaded into the truck. They had been executed earlier by firing squad and were being moved to another site to be burned and buried. That way we had deniability if they were ever found. I was sure there were plenty of bodies buried around here. 
 
    Our experiments hadn’t been as successful as Breton wanted. He had hoped to control them, but they didn’t respond to commands. They didn’t seem to understand what people were saying and since pain didn’t bother them Breton had kept a few of their brains for study. He had ideas about neural implants that could help control their movements.  
 
    I understood why he wanted them so badly. If they could be put on a battlefield, they would be unstoppable. The military would pay a fortune for them. Something told me Breton had already considered this. He worked with the military on a classified project over ten years ago. The files were sealed, but I had my suspicions that X01 had been around longer than I knew. Even with my level of clearance though, I couldn’t access those files. 
 
    We had operatives out looking for Reese and Spratt. That was assuming they weren’t lying dead out in the desert somewhere. We found the tunnel they used to escape.  
 
    I had sent men on ahead to block the main roads. They weren’t getting away this time. 
 
    Two guards dumped the final body on the pile. This one hadn’t been on the subway. It was the technician who had given up the code to the fridge. That type of behavior would not be tolerated.  
 
    They got into the cab of the truck and drove towards the gate.  
 
    The sun was up now. I got into my car to head to Trinity. It was the only town nearby and if Reese and Spratt were to head anywhere, it would be there.  
 
    Breton still wanted Spratt alive so they could extract the antivirus from him. More of it was being created, but at the moment he had the only useful sample. He also had three vials of X01. We needed the antivirus now more than ever. 
 
    I wasn’t going to risk it being released again. We might not be as lucky next time. Once I had it safely contained, I would kill both of them.  
 
    Checking my gun was fully loaded, I started the car.  
 
    I didn’t like feeling like this. Like I wasn’t in control of the situation. I helped run a major corporation on a daily basis; I wasn’t going to let two children get the better of me. 
 
    I started at the bottom in Gene-Pharm. I had to claw my way to the top and I stepped on everyone else to do it and I didn’t care. If they were too weak to take me down, then they weren’t worthy of the job.  
 
    Breton’s son was a waste. Just out of college, he spent his days drinking his father’s money or gambling it away. He would never take over the company. That honor could go to me, but I had to prove I was worthy. The only way to do that was to clean up this mess. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    The plan was to get the hell out of Dodge, but when we got back to Trinity, roadblocks had already been set up. Barricades were placed across the end of Main Street and I could see several men in military uniforms carrying guns. They were here for us.  
 
    The doc parked the car in the town center and switched off the engine. So far, the men were only guarding the roadblock. They hadn’t started searching for us yet. 
 
    “What now?” I asked. 
 
    “We need to find a place to hide until we can figure a way out of this town.” 
 
    Jack looked exhausted as she got out of the car. I could use a few hours’ sleep myself.  
 
    The doc took the bag. “I think it would be a good idea to hide this where they can’t find it. That way we can’t be caught with it. I’m going to do that. Get indoors before they spot you.” 
 
    He turned and walked off down the street. 
 
    “Are we really letting him walk off with the very thing we need to keep us safe?” Jack asked. 
 
    “He’ll be back,” I said, but I wasn’t entirely confident. What if he disappeared with it? I didn’t really trust anyone as a rule but so far, the doc had done nothing but save our asses. I guessed I could give him the benefit of the doubt. 
 
    “Let’s get inside,” I said. We headed for the diner for water and some food.  
 
    I gulped back a glass of water, then asked for a refill.  
 
    “Hi Danny.” 
 
    I turned to find Lela behind me in a red floral sundress. She looked amazing. I wondered if she had made the effort for me. I was sure I looked like hell after everything that happened last night. 
 
    “Lela! Hey.” 
 
    “Are you guys okay?” she asked us. 
 
    “Oh, just a long night in the desert. You know, doing research,” I lied. 
 
    “Well I hope you weren’t doing anything illegal,” she said. 
 
    “Illegal? Of course not, why would y-you say that?” I stuttered. 
 
    “I was only kidding. Although something must be going on since they’ve blocked the road.” 
 
    “Does that happen often?” I asked. 
 
    “No, but the Sheriff is out there. Maybe a criminal has escaped from somewhere.” 
 
    I nodded, shooting a glance at Jack who was wolfing down a sandwich she had ordered. 
 
    “So, are we still on for our date, later?” Lela asked. 
 
    “Um, yeah, of course. I just need to get cleaned up and get some food.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll tell Jarry in the kitchen to make you something. Is a burger okay?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Sounds great.” 
 
    I watched her walk away. I felt someone smack me on the back. “Close your mouth,” Jack said. 
 
    I ignored the comment. Taking a seat beside her, I reached for the other half of her sandwich. She slapped my hand away. 
 
    I don’t even think she was chewing the sandwich. She was practically inhaling it. 
 
    Lela arrived back a few minutes later and sat a huge hamburger in front of me.  
 
    “You are an angel,” I said. 
 
    She beamed at me. “Enjoy. I’ll see you later.” 
 
    I bit into the burger, savoring the taste. It was the best burger I had ever tasted. I glanced at the window and saw the local police heading our way. 
 
    “We should leave,” I said, my mouth full. 
 
    We went into the kitchen. A man was standing by the fryer, I only caught a glimpse of him as we ran past and out into the alley in the back.  
 
    “Where do we go now?” Jack asked. 
 
    I took another bite of my burger, which I had grabbed on the way out. 
 
    “Danny,” she snapped. She hit my arm knocking the burger to the ground. 
 
    “Hey!”  
 
    I tried to think of somewhere we could go. 
 
    “It’s Saturday, right?”  
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “The school? It will be empty. I doubt there will be much security.” 
 
    We headed out to the street.  
 
    “Just try and act like you belong,” Danny said, as we walked away from the roadblock. 
 
    “Sounds like you have experience evading the cops,” she said. 
 
    “I’ve dabbled.” The problem was most people gave themselves away by acting suspicious.  
 
    We headed down the street, away from the blockade and the cops. The school was a couple of streets over. It was a small brick building that housed all the grades according to the sign. In a town this small, there probably weren’t that many children around. 
 
    We found a window open to one of the classrooms. Climbing inside, the room was decorated in bright paper flowers, probably from some recent school project. 
 
    My school was never this cheery. Of course, mine had a metal detector and mandatory locker searches every day so I doubted paper flowers were on the menu. 
 
    We moved out into the hall, away from the windows. The place was eerily quiet. You get used to a school being full of people. Seeing one empty like this was disconcerting. I learned that from a word-a-day calendar at the shelter. Didn’t know I would actually get the chance to use it. 
 
    “We should be okay here for a while,” I said.  
 
    I headed to the cafeteria. Half a burger wasn’t going to cut it, I needed more food. Jack followed behind me.  
 
    “You okay?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said, but I could tell she was lying. We had both been through a lot in the last few days.  
 
    I raided the cupboards in the kitchen and found some instant mac and cheese and ingredients to make dessert.  
 
    “Sit back and relax and I will whip us something up,” I said. 
 
    Jack hopped onto the counter. “You can cook?” 
 
    “Yes, I can. It’s not like there was anyone around to do it for me.” 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. 
 
    “Don’t be. It was my grandmother who taught me actually. The woman was a genius in the kitchen.” 
 
    I found it calming to actually be doing something instead of waiting around to be captured. I mixed up the mac and cheese and dished some out for the two of us. While Jack ate, I made brownies. I could never get them to taste quite like Gran’s, but they were good enough. 
 
    Once we were stuffed, we took a look around and found a small office with a cot and a couch. I assumed it was the nurse’s office.  
 
    “Why don’t we get some sleep?” I suggested. 
 
    Jack didn’t argue. I let her take the cot and I took the couch after I locked the door. I collapsed onto the couch. Jack appeared to already be asleep. I thought it would take me forever to get to sleep, but sleep dragged me down. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sheriff Spender 
 
      
 
    “Doris! How about some coffee?” I called to my receptionist. She didn’t reply. 
 
    Sighing, I heaved myself out of my chair, straightened my uniform and headed out to the small kitchen area out front.  
 
    I almost ran into Doris as I left the room. “Sheriff, there’s a man here to see you.” 
 
    “Show him in and get me some coffee,” I said. 
 
    She nodded and I returned to my desk. A man came in dressed in a suit. He was in his thirties with greased back hair.  
 
    “Sheriff Spender, my name is Mr. Arden. I need to speak to you about a serious matter.” 
 
    “Of course, take a seat.” 
 
    He settled himself in the chair and folded his hands in his lap. “I work at the lab outside of town. I’m afraid that someone broke in last night and stole some classified documents. We believe they have come back here. We have set up a roadblock on the edge of town and I’m afraid we can’t let anyone leave until the documents are returned.”
“Wait a minute; you’ve already set a roadblock up? Without consulting me first?” I said. 
 
    “Time was of the essence. I’m sure you understand.” 
 
    I didn’t like this little rat coming in here and taking over. This was my town. I knew those people out there were trouble. They kept to themselves, never really came into town, but I knew that they were doing more than research out there. 
 
    I offered a benign smile. “I’m afraid I can’t warrant any searches. There would be uproar. I will take over from here. You are welcome to accompany me to identify the documents if we find any.” 
 
    He smiled back, but it wasn’t genuine. “Of course. We always co-operate with local law enforcement.” 
 
    Doris came in with my coffee. “I’ll get one later. I’m stepping out for a while. If there’s an emergency, call me on the radio.” 
 
    Strapping on my gun belt, I followed Mr. Arden outside. He did indeed have a roadblock set up and what looked like military personnel guarding it. Their uniforms were plain black though, I saw no insignia or anything to identify where they were from. Very suspicious. 
 
    “Do you know who stole your documents?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes, two thieves and activists. Jacqueline Reese and Daniel Spratt. They are cyber terrorists. It is vital we get back what they took.” 
 
    He seemed pretty worried about some documents. What were they working on that terrorists would want? I didn’t trust Arden as far as I could throw him. It would be interesting to see what this Reese and Spratt had to say when they were arrested. Something told me it would be quite a tale. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lela 
 
      
 
    As I walked along Main Street, I couldn’t help but stare at the men blocking the road, wondering why they were there. I could see the Sheriff with them. I was tempted to go over and ask him what was going on, but I doubted he would tell me anything.  
 
    Knowing this town though, everyone would know what was going on by suppertime. 
 
    Trinity was one of the safest places on Earth. I lived here my whole life and there had never been anything terrible happen. 
 
    Except Joe Taylor and that horrible accident, he had with that forklift a few years ago. But that was just an accident. I really hoped there wasn’t a dangerous criminal on the loose. I really wanted to make my date with Danny. 
 
    It sounded dumb, but he was sweet and funny and not like other boys around here. Everyone around here, I had grown up with. They were all like family and there was no one I would want to date.  
 
    I returned to the house I shared with my grandmother, two blocks from the diner. You could walk from one end of the town to the other in about twenty minutes. As a child I loved how small it was. It always made me feel safe, like we had our own little patch of paradise out here. The older I got though, the more I wanted to get away from Trinity and see the rest of the world. I didn’t want to leave permanently, but I did want to travel. I guess that was why I was drawn to Danny; I wanted to know all about where he was from, the places he had seen. I was saving money from my job so that I could take a trip, until then I would have to live vicariously through other people. 
 
    Gran was in her favorite armchair, sipping on her jasmine tea and reading her library books. The library was tiny, but they always got in a few new books every couple of months and Gran was usually at the front of the queue. She favoured soppy romances. 
 
    “Hi Gran, I’m back.” 
 
    She hung over the side of the armchair to look at me. She narrowed her eyes and said, “Stood you up did he?” 
 
    “No, Gran, I’m meeting him later.” 
 
    “If you say so, dear,” she replied, returning to her book. 
 
    Ever since I told her about Danny, she had been trying to put me off seeing him again. She didn’t trust outsiders and she especially didn’t trust teenage boys who were trying to date her granddaughter.  
 
    I spied one of her books on the coffee table and was surprised to see a set of handcuffs on the front cover. Had she branched out into murder mysteries now? 
 
    Picking it up, I read the back cover. Heat flushed my cheeks. “Gran! This is one of those smutty novels!” 
 
    She was sipping her jasmine tea, her brown eyes watching me from over the top of the cup. “Oh, is it?” she said innocently. 
 
    “Gran!” I said, she knew exactly what it was.  
 
    She chuckled. “Don’t be such an old maid. It’s just a bit of fun.” 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I dropped the book back onto the coffee table. 
 
    “Have you been outside?” I asked. 
 
    “No, why?” 
 
    “They’ve closed off Main Street. I think there might be a criminal on the loose.” 
 
    Gran immediately leapt up from her chair and rushed to the window, despite the fact that it was impossible to see the roadblock from here. 
 
    “What kind of criminal?” she asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s only a guess. Why else would the close off the road?” 
 
    “Oh you never know what the government is up to. Could be some kind of secret experiment.” 
 
    “I told you to stop watching those X-Files reruns.” 
 
    She shushed me as she craned her neck, hoping to see something. I loved my Gran, but the woman was a nut sometimes. I think she had been in this town too long. I knew the feeling. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    David  
 
      
 
    As we approached the blockade, I expected to be waved through immediately considering what we were carrying in the back, but the idiot guarding the road stopped us instead. 
 
    I glanced at Foster, the other agent who had been assigned to ride with me to transport the bodies. 
 
    “What the hell?” I said. 
 
    The guard stepped up to the driver’s side. “I need to take a look in the back,” he said. He was skinny and barely fit into the uniform.  
 
    “No, you don’t. You know who we are?” I snapped. 
 
    “Yes, sir, but we were told to check every vehicle, in case the suspects are hiding inside,” he replied. 
 
    “Well they’re hardly hiding in the back of this one.” 
 
    “I still have to check, sir,” he said. Damn rookies had no idea. I was beginning to lose my temper. 
 
    “Relax, Dave,” Foster said, unbuckling his seatbelt, “I’ll deal with it.” 
 
    He got out of the truck. The guard walked with him to the back of the truck. I hoped Foster wasn’t stupid enough to show him what we had inside. Even if we did work for the same company, I doubted that a rookie could handle what was in there.  
 
    There was a thump from the back of the truck. I checked the side mirror, but Foster and the guard were standing at the side of the road. They weren’t touching the truck. 
 
    Foster hopped back inside. “I straightened him out, let’s go.” 
 
    I drove around the blockade and out into the desert. We only drove fifty feet before something banged loudly inside the truck again. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Foster said. 
 
    I slowed down and pulled over to the side of the road. 
 
    “I’m going to take a look,” I said. I pulled out my gun, a Beretta 9mm, and walked to the back of the truck. I pulled open the door, gun at the ready. 
 
    The bodies were all lying as they were before, piled up on top of each other, each covered in a plastic sheet. 
 
    Maybe there was something rolling around in the back. I climbed up into the truck and took a look around. I found a toolbox lying on its side. It must have been sliding around in here. I closed it and secured it. 
 
    As I turned to leave the truck, I found someone behind me. 
 
    “Foster?” 
 
    Even as I said it, I knew it wasn’t Foster. He was too short for a start. I heard a growl before being tackled. I got off one good shot, but it didn’t do anything to deter it. 
 
    I screamed in pain, as it ripped my arm open with its teeth. 
 
    “Foster!” I yelled. 
 
    He didn’t make it in time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Bryan 
 
      
 
    This is it. This is the day I finally do it. 
 
    I psyched myself up for what I was about to do. Deal with my demons once and for all.  
 
    I had been tortured all through school by Dwight and his buddies. Picked on for being shorter than the other kids, skinner, too pale, too whatever. The truth was, Dwight didn’t need an excuse to pick on me, he was just a grade-A asshole and I’d had enough. He was going down. 
 
    Yesterday was the final straw. I was finally done with school and I thought done with them. I got a job in the general store and I was actually feeling good about myself for once.  
 
    Then Sherrie had come into the store. Sherrie was beautiful. Truly beautiful, she could easily be on the cover of one of those fashion magazines, but she was also a really nice girl too. You didn’t get that much. Most pretty girls were stuck up cows. Sherrie was different. 
 
    We were in school together and I had been in love with her for as long as I could remember. 
 
    As I was stacking cans in the middle of the store, she passed me and I caught a whiff of her perfume, the one she always wore. Patchouli, I think it was. 
 
    She stopped a few feet away at the meat counter. As Anthony, the butcher, took her order, I stared at her. I loved the way her long black hair fell in perfect little ringlets around her shoulders.  
 
    I didn’t hear Dwight and the others come into the store. I was too mesmerized by her. 
 
    I suddenly felt overwhelmed by the need to talk to her. My heart sped up as I tapped her on the shoulder. 
 
    “Hi, Sherrie,” I said. That was all I said, as I was grabbed from behind and dragged away from her. 
 
    “Hey Twiglet,” Dwight said, that was his nickname for me. Not very original. 
 
    He and his friends, Luke and John, brought me to the chest freezer in the corner. 
 
    “Let me go, Dwight,” I said, as Sherrie looked on.  
 
    “Let me go, Dwight,” he mimicked, in a high girly voice. 
 
    He opened the chest freezer and grabbed a bag of frozen peas. “I always thought you were a bit of a hot head. I think you need to cool off.” 
 
    His red pug face broke into a grin as he shoved the frozen peas into my pants. I yelped as the cold penetrated my underwear. 
 
    One of the other goons held my arms down so I couldn’t remove them. 
 
    “Stop it!” I screeched, managing to sound like his impression of me now. Frozen sweetcorn followed the peas. He kept going until there was no room left. 
 
    “That’s enough, Dwight,” Anthony warned, but even he wasn’t fool enough to go up against them. 
 
    They lifted me up and dumped me ass first into the freezer. They left the store laughing wildly. 
 
    Humiliated and stuck, I watched as Sherrie silently left the store, a look of pity on her face. By the time Anthony managed to pull me out, I had already decided on revenge. Dwight had to pay.  
 
    Which was why I found myself heading towards his house on the edge of town with a .38 in my pocket. It belonged to my dad. He kept it in his desk drawer for protection. I don’t know what against, considering nothing ever happened out here. 
 
    I already knew I wasn’t going to actually use the gun on Dwight. I just wanted to scare him with it. I wanted him to feel some of the humiliation and fear I felt over the years. I wanted to hear him beg and plead for his miserable life. 
 
    It was Saturday; he would probably still be at home this early. I went over different scenarios in my head of how it would play out. The most appealing one was where Dwight ended up on his knees in the front yard for everyone to see, crying and wetting himself with fear. 
 
    Then Sherrie would arrive and be so impressed that we would start making out then and there. That image got pretty graphic fast. I could think about that later. 
 
    I sped up, arms pumping. Rage coursed through me as I arrived at his house. This is it! 
 
    Stomping up the steps onto the porch, the screen door swung open and I skidded to a halt. 
 
    “Oh, hi Mrs. Stickler. Is Dwight home?” I asked, trying to sound as innocent as possible, while inside I felt ready to explode. 
 
    “He’s out in the back yard,” she said. She had a purse over her shoulder; she was leaving. Good, I didn’t need an audience. Or at least not one who would stop me. Most of the people in town were sick of Dwight’s antics and I’m sure most of them would want to see his get his comeuppance.  
 
    I thanked her and headed around the back. Dwight was making a half-hearted attempt to mow the lawn. He was hindered by the fact that he was too busy drinking a beer to actually start the mower. He wore a sleeveless shirt and ripped jeans. I could imagine him in ten years’ time as a loser alcoholic living in a trailer somewhere. 
 
    He glanced up. “Twiglet, come for another beating, have you?” 
 
    I took a deep breath, ready to unleash fourteen years of pent up aggression on his ass, but I was stopped by the man who had appeared in the garden behind Dwight. He had wandered through a gap in the hedge. 
 
    His head was hanging to one side as he walked, bent at a strange angle. He was wearing a military uniform, black with no markings on it. If you didn’t count what looked like dried blood. 
 
    My mouth was frozen open in horror. 
 
    “Yo, douche bag, why are you in my yard?” Dwight said. 
 
    I raised my hand to point at the man, forgetting it was the one holding the gun. 
 
    Dwight took a step back. “Hey, man. You’re not thinking of doing anything stupid are you?” 
 
    “L-look,” I stuttered. 
 
    “No way, I’m not falling for that. Put the gun down man,” he said. 
 
    Why did he have to be so incredibly stupid? The soldier reached for Dwight. He must have seen him from the corner of his eye, because he leapt away. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” he asked. 
 
    I backed away; there was something really wrong with the soldier. Most people found it difficult walking around with a broken neck, which was what I was sure it was. The guy was dead and he was still walking around. 
 
    Dwight made a run for the house and managed to trip over the lawnmower. He smacked his chin off the ground. The movement sent the soldier into a frenzy and he reached down and grabbed Dwight’s pant leg and began dragging him along. The more Dwight thrashed around, the more agitated the soldier seemed to become. 
 
    “Help me!” Dwight screeched, sounding more girly than even I could manage. He looked at me with pleading eyes. “Do something, Bryan.” 
 
    I didn’t even know he knew my name. Breaking out of my stupor, I raised the gun and took a shot at the soldier. The bullet struck his arm and he released Dwight. He turned his body to look at me, since he couldn’t turn his neck. His eyes were white.  
 
    Dwight leapt to his feet and ran headlong toward the house, screaming at the top of his lungs. I was close behind him. 
 
    Before I could get inside his house though, Dwight pulled the screen door closed and locked it. 
 
    “Dwight, let me in!” I screamed.  
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    “You asshole, let me in. I saved you!” 
 
    He held up his hands and backed away from the glass. He did it again. I never got to say anything I wanted to say. I had the gun and he still hadn’t paid for all the crap he had pulled. 
 
    The gun? 
 
    I spun around and pointed the gun at the soldier who was staggering my way. I aimed for his chest and closed my eyes. I fired two shots, but when I opened my eyes, he was still coming for me. I fired again; this one got him in the shoulder. 
 
    “Stay away from me,” I cried. The next shot took out his lower jaw, it just blasted it apart and still he wouldn’t go down. 
 
    He closed in on me, as I sank to the ground. There was one bullet left. I put it under his chin and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Blood and other junk hit me in the face, spraying me in the eyes, blinding me. I couldn’t see.  
 
    The soldier was down, but I needed to get this stuff off me. I crawled towards the garden hose and washed my face. It was disgusting, I could even taste it. I puked up my breakfast on the concrete. Bacon and eggs; it looked better on the way in. 
 
    I lay trembling on the ground. I killed someone. Well, he was already dead, but blowing a guy’s head apart like that was horrible. I retched again, but nothing more came up. 
 
    A short while later, I heard the screen door open.  
 
    “Wow,” I heard Dwight mutter, as he examined the corpse. 
 
    I was still on the ground, my back to him.  
 
    “You totally blew that guy away,” Dwight said, he actually sounded impressed. 
 
    When he stepped close to me, I turned and bit down on his leg. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Frank 
 
      
 
    “Good morning Frank,” Hattie Lester called. I gave her a wave as she walked by with her son Michael. I took a breath of fresh air before going back inside the garage. 
 
    It was a beautiful day today and I hated to waste it working, but I was the only mechanic in town. I didn’t get much work which was why I worked as a handy man as well. The last couple of days though had been pretty busy. 
 
    A man showed up looking for parts to repair a bus. I didn’t get many requests like that, but he said it was some kind of tour bus and he was travelling across country. He picked the wrong place to break down, but he knew a little about fixing vehicles himself so I gave him enough to patch it up until he could get to another town. 
 
    After that I got a call from Ben Higgs, he had blown an axel on his truck. I had it up on the lift and was taking a look, when I heard someone come into the garage. 
 
    “Be with you in a minute,” I called. 
 
    I heard a clatter of tools hitting the floor and rolled myself out from under the truck.  
 
    “What is going on?” I asked. 
 
    A man had his back to me. He was hunched over the workbench and it looked like he was in pain. 
 
    “Are you okay, buddy?” 
 
    He had knocked my toolbox over. Sighing, I started picking the tools up.  
 
    “Do you want me to call Doctor Griffin for you?” I asked. He finally turned around as I stood up. I didn’t recognize him. He might have been from the science place out the road. He wore a black sweater over black slacks. He was clutching his arm. 
 
    “Did you hurt yourself?” I asked, pointing to his arm. 
 
    He looked down at it, then back up at me as if he didn’t understand what I was asking. 
 
    “Do you speak English?” 
 
    He grunted at me. I was going to take that as a no. I picked up the phone and dialed the Sheriff’s office. 
 
    “Hey Earl, I have a guy down here at my garage. I don’t think he’s from around here and he looks like he’s hurt. Can you send someone over?” 
 
    “We’re dealing with a few problems of our own right now, Frank. I’ll send someone over as soon as I can,” he said. 
 
    I hung up wondering what had happened. We only had the Sheriff and two deputies in town and that was usually more than enough. 
 
    “Hey, buddy, I’m going to take you over to the doctor’s place, okay?” I said. 
 
    He grunted again. This wasn’t going to be easy. I pulled out my keys and jangled them and pointed at my own truck to try and show him where I want him to go.  
 
    He ran forward and sank his teeth into my wrist. I yelled in pain and pulled away from him. Before I could do anything else, he ran off. 
 
    “Crazy son of a…” I muttered. Who the hell goes around biting people? What kind of backwards country did he come from? He had broken the skin, but the wound wasn’t that bad. I disinfected the wound and covered it with a couple of Band- Aids. I would get the doctor to take a look at it later.  
 
    I needed some coffee. Ben’s truck would have to wait for a while. I made my way over to the diner, keeping an eye out for that lunatic as I went. I would have to warn the Sheriff about him before he attacked anyone else, but right now I was starving. Some pie would go nice with that coffee. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    I jerked awake. Sitting up, I looked around, trying to figure out what had woken me. Jack was still asleep, curled up on the cot across the room. 
 
    Stiff from the way I had been lying, I stood up and stretched. I moved to the door, pressing my ear against it. There was someone out in the hall. I could hear them moving around. 
 
    Slowly I eased the door open and peeked out. A woman stood in the hallway. One I recognized. 
 
    “Mrs. Bowman?” I said. Why was she here? She was my science teacher from high school; I used to have a major crush on her.  
 
    “What are you doing in there?” she asked, placing her hands on her hips. Her long blonde hair hung in waves over her shoulders.  
 
    “Um, nothing. Why are you here?” I asked. 
 
    “I work here. You should be in class, Daniel. Go there right now,” she ordered. 
 
    I hesitated, still confused. Was this my school? 
 
    “Now Daniel or you’ll get a detention.” 
 
    Well I didn’t want a detention. Not another one. I headed down the hall to class. Everyone was already seated at their desks. There was an empty desk at the back, so I slipped into it, trying to remember what we had been learning about.  
 
    Mrs. Bowman headed to the front and began writing on the board. 
 
    “Today we are going to be looking at deadly viruses and the people who deserve to get them,” she said. 
 
    What did she just say? Who deserved to catch a deadly virus? 
 
    Everyone was busy scribbling away in their notebooks. I realized I didn’t have mine with me. I was really unprepared today.  
 
    “Now who here deserves to catch the virus?” Mrs. Bowman said. 
 
    All the hands in the room went up except mine. Mrs. Bowman pointed to a girl near the front. 
 
    “Daniel, Miss,” she said. I recognized her. Her name was Wendy- something. She was in history with me too. She looked over her shoulder and glared at me. 
 
    “What?” I cried.  
 
    “Very good,” Mrs. Bowman said, “You’re right, he does deserve it. Why should he be the only one to escape it?” 
 
    Breathing hard, I got to my feet. When I looked up again, Mrs. Bowman was a zombie. Her flesh had rotted away to reveal bone underneath. Slowly, all the students turned to face me. They were all zombies too. 
 
    “NO!” I cried. 
 
    I jerked awake on the couch in the nurse’s room. It was just a dream.  
 
    Getting up off the couch, I moved to the door and listened for any noises. I couldn’t hear anything on the other side although visions of zombies danced across my mind’s eye.  
 
    Checking my watch, I found that we had been asleep for nearly five hours. I was late for my date with Lela. Not that I could have made it anyway. Getting arrested in the middle of it would have ruined the mood. She seemed like a nice girl, she didn’t deserve to get dragged into this. 
 
    I shook Jack gently by the shoulder. “Jack, we should go.” 
 
    She didn’t respond. I shook her a little harder. 
 
    “Jack?” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    I rolled her onto her back. “Jack, come on wake up.” 
 
    What was wrong with her? Maybe she was injured worse than she had said. Or those psychos at Gene Pharm had injected her with something back in the lab. 
 
    I shook her again and her hand shot up and hit me in the face. “What are you doing?” she groaned. 
 
    Ignoring my throbbing eye, I said, “What the hell? I couldn’t wake you up.” 
 
    “I’m a deep sleeper,” she said. 
 
    “No shit.” 
 
    Pissed at her now, I stomped out of the room. I thought something was really wrong with her. 
 
    “What’s up with you?” she asked. She followed me out, rubbing at her eyes. 
 
    “I want out of this town.” 
 
    I wanted to be back in the city, I missed the sound of traffic and the smells. The city I could handle. I’d take cops and street gangs and the pollution over this any day. 
 
    We went out the way we came in. As we walked across the playground, I felt a chill run up my back, despite the sun beating down on us. 
 
    I glanced around and noticed a man on the other side of the chain link fence. He was wearing a shirt and slacks and was staggering slightly as he walked. 
 
    Drunk? At this time of day? This town seemed too vanilla for that, but alcoholics were everywhere. I’d known a fair few in my time, which was why I didn’t partake myself. 
 
    We were walking towards the gate, a couple of yards ahead of the guy. I kept an eye on him, but he didn’t seem to have noticed us yet.  
 
     Something about him bothered me. The way he was moving was strange. I reached out and grasped Jack’s hand to get her attention. She looked alarmed. 
 
    I nodded towards the man. She watched him for a few seconds. “Do you think that’s an act?” she asked. 
 
    I was thinking the same thing. There was no one else around that I could see. Would they try a stunt like that? Why not just surround us with guns? It didn’t make any sense. 
 
    “I don’t think so, but let’s get out of here before he reaches us.” 
 
    We jogged towards the gate. When the gate snapped shut behind us, the man froze. He was staring right at us, only twenty feet away now. His head slowly tipped to one side as though he was trying to figure out who we were. The gesture seemed familiar to me. 
 
    “Jack,” I said. Before I could say any more, he began to run towards us. Or attempt to run. He seemed unable to work his feet properly, as they twisted in the wrong direction, making him look like a strange puppet. 
 
    “Go,” I said. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Run!” I cried. We took off running, but not before I caught a glimpse of his face and those milky eyes. This guy wasn’t from the train. He was new. He was one of them. I thought of the vials the doc had left with. What if he had released the virus in town? 
 
    What if that was his plan all along? And we had just handed it to him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    I raced after Danny, away from the man or what used to be a man. He was one of them now. How could this be happening? Did they escape from the lab? 
 
    We hit the center of town and managed to leave him behind. It became clear that something had gone terribly wrong the second we reached Main Street. The street was blocked now at both ends and men in hazmat suits were ushering people inside. Which meant it was more than just the one guy.  
 
    We headed into the diner. About ten people were inside, including Lela. She wore an apron over her dress. She was passing out coffee to everyone. 
 
    “Danny! Are you okay? I was worried when you didn’t show up for our date. What is going on?” Lela said. 
 
    He hurried toward her. “There is some kind of outbreak. It’s not safe to stay in town.” 
 
    “Well we can’t leave. The man from the CDC said so,” she replied. 
 
    “The CDC? How did they get here so fast?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, we were lucky, there were some doctors working at the lab outside town. They said that they need to test everyone, but that we aren’t in any immediate danger.” 
 
    I looked at Danny. There was no CDC; this was Breton covering his ass.  
 
    “Oh my God,” Danny said. 
 
    “What?” I cried, expecting to see Breton. 
 
    “Is that Candi Sweet?” he said. 
 
    I looked over at the booth in the corner. A young woman with dark hair was sitting with her head down, holding a cup of coffee. 
 
    “It is her,” I said. I used to listen to her music all the time back in high school. Not that I would admit that out loud. Her pop tunes were embarrassing enough. In the past couple of years, she had branched out, tried to do darker stuff, but a lot of people had dissed her online.  
 
    Why would she be in this crap hole? 
 
    Danny headed over to her before I could stop him. He slipped into the booth opposite her. “You’re Candi Sweet. I am a huge fan. My name is Danny.” 
 
    What was his deal? Was it some sort of compulsion that meant he had to throw himself at any girl he saw? 
 
    “I’m not her,” she replied.  
 
    “You’re not? You look…” 
 
    “I get it all the time, but I’m not her,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, okay. Sorry to bother you,” he said. 
 
    He came back to me. “It isn’t her.” 
 
    “You’re a moron,” I said, she just didn’t want the attention. Especially from fan boys. 
 
    He looked hurt. “What? Why?” 
 
    I didn’t bother to enlighten him. A man sitting a few stools down from me was lying with his head in his arms. A half-eaten piece of pie sat beside him. He wore a red plaid shirt and jeans. 
 
    “What’s wrong with him?” I asked Lela. 
 
    “Oh, poor Frank. He was working on a truck and some crazy person attacked him,” she said. 
 
    “He was attacked?” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, and can you believe it, the guy bit him! Who does that?” she pulled a face. 
 
    We both backed away from Frank.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Lela asked. 
 
    “That’s how people get sick. They are bitten by another sick person,” Danny explained. 
 
    “You’re pulling my leg,” Lela said. “He’s okay.” 
 
    She shook his shoulder. “Frank? You’re okay, aren’t you?” 
 
    He moaned softly and raised his head. 
 
    “See? He’s fine,” Lela said. Frank turned his head towards her, drool running down his chin.  
 
    Danny pulled Lela away from him.  
 
    Frank stood up, his milky eyes staring at us.  
 
    Not another one, I thought.  
 
    He took a step towards us. His lips curled back revealing his teeth. Candi was watching from her booth. 
 
    She stood up. “What is going on?” 
 
    Frank spun to face her. Her face changed in a second to one filled with fear. She scrambled back over the seat into the next booth, trying to put some distance between her and Frank. 
 
    The cook, Jarry, came out of the kitchen to see what the commotion was. He was tall, in his late twenties with curly brown hair. 
 
    “What’s wrong with Frank?” he asked Lela. 
 
    “He’s sick,” she said. 
 
    “He’s not sick, he’s infected and if he bites anyone else, they will be too,” I said. 
 
    “Keep him away from me,” Candi screeched. 
 
    Jarry hurried towards him. “Frank, come on, man. Stop.” 
 
    He took hold of Frank’s arm, but Frank batted him away like a fly. He seemed intent on getting to Candi. 
 
    Jarry tried again. This time Frank tackled Jarry and sank his teeth into his neck. Jarry’s screams were cut short as blood pooled on the floor. My stomach churned at the sight of it. 
 
    “Frank,” Lela gasped. 
 
    He looked up, mouth smeared with blood and growled at her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    “Frank, what did you do?” Lela gasped. Most of the other customers had scattered, running outside. They would draw the men here. 
 
    “It’s not Frank, not anymore,” I said. We needed to get out before Jarry got up too.  
 
    I took Lela’s hand trying to get her to follow me, but she resisted. 
 
    Jack lifted a mug from the counter and threw it at Frank. It struck him in the face. He grunted in surprise. 
 
    She lifted a napkin dispenser and threw it too. “Move!” she yelled to the girl who looked like Candi. 
 
    She scrambled towards us and hid behind me. The people running from the restaurant had drawn attention our way. The bad kind. 
 
    “Out the back now,” Jack ordered. 
 
    We ran through the kitchen and outside.  
 
    “Lela, is there anywhere we can go where those CDC guys won’t look?”  
 
    “Um, the town hall is closed for renovations, we could go in there. Why would you want to avoid them? They’re the good guys.” 
 
    “Trust me they’re not. They will lock us up and experiment on us whether we’re infected or not. We need to avoid them,” I said. 
 
    “I have to get my grandma,” Lela said.  
 
    “No, we need to stick together,” I argued. 
 
    She pulled her hand out of mine. “Go to the town hall. I’m going to get her, it’s not far. I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    She ran away. I tried to stop her, but Jack dragged me back. “We can’t risk getting caught again. She’ll be fine.” 
 
    “How can you say that? With those things out there?” I said. 
 
    “We don’t know how many there are. We need to get to the town hall.” 
 
    Lela had already disappeared from sight; I had no idea where she was going. We headed for the town hall with Candi clone behind. She kept trying to dial out on her cell phone but there was no signal. 
 
    “Danny! Jack,” the doc was heading our way. “Where have you been?” 
 
    “Where have you been? Have you seen what’s happening?” I snapped. 
 
    A gunshot went off in the distance and we all jumped. 
 
    “We need to get off the street,” the doc said. 
 
    “We’re going to the town hall. Where are the vials?” I asked. 
 
    “Well hidden. Trust me; they won’t get their hands on them,” he said. 
 
    “Really? So how exactly are there more zombies walking around? Did you release it?” 
 
    He looked aghast. “No! Of course not. There’s an overturned truck on the edge of town. My guess is they were trying to transport them and they escaped.” 
 
    “We can debate this inside,” Jack snapped. I could see one of the hazmat guys in the distance. 
 
    The town hall was at the end of the road. There was a sign hanging on the front door which read: Closed for renovations. The door was unlocked. 
 
    I ushered the others inside. More gunshots came from the town center. I tried to see what they were shooting at, but they were too far away.  
 
    As I turned to go inside, I was blindsided by a man in an apron. He tried to grab me but stumbled. As he went down, he sank his teeth into my upper thigh. 
 
    I screamed in pain trying to shake him off. 
 
    “Danny!” Jack cried. She shoved the guy hard and he rolled down the steps. I limped inside and collapsed on the floor. Jack locked the doors. 
 
    She helped me into the hall and propped me against the wall. The room was full of paint cans and scaffolding. The furniture was covered in drop cloths. 
 
    “Oh God, Danny. It bit you,” Jack said.  
 
    I had my hand pressed over the wound. She pulled it back to check it. I didn’t want to look; I’m not good with blood, especially my own. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Jack said, she was crying. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay,” I said. I was surprised to see her so upset, especially over me. Then I realized she thought I was going to change into one of those things. I opened my mouth to remind her that I’m immune, but then I figured I could milk it a little. 
 
    “I never thought it would go down like this,” I said. “There’s so much I didn’t get to do.” 
 
    “Don’t think about that.” 
 
    “How can I not? I don’t want to die with you hating me,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t hate you,” she said, surprised. “You just irritate the hell out of me.” 
 
    “Thanks, that’s a lot better,” I said. 
 
    She sighed. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Just promise me you’ll remember me fondly.” 
 
    She nodded, squeezing my arm.  
 
    The doc appeared with Candi behind him. “The other exit is locked too. What’s going on?” 
 
    “He was bitten,” Jack said.  
 
    The doc checked the bite. “It’s a flesh wound.” 
 
    “But he was bitten by one of those things,” she said. Candi backed away fast. 
 
    “Yeah, and he’s immune remember?” the doc said. There was frantic knocking on the front door and he hurried to check it out. 
 
    Jack’s face darkened. “You jerk!” she punched me hard in the arm. 
 
    “Ow! What happened to remembering me fondly?” 
 
    She walked away. I looked up to find Lela had returned along with an elderly woman dressed in her Sunday best. She wore a lavender colored dress and a matching jacket. 
 
    Lela had seen our exchange. I struggled to my feet, “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded. “There are more people like Frank. A lot more. What is going on?” 
 
    “That’s pretty obvious, dear,” the old lady said. 
 
    “It is?” I said. 
 
    “Yes, it’s like the good book says, this is the end of days.” 
 
    “Grandma!” Lela said. 
 
    “There’s no point in fighting it. But don’t worry, I’m prepared for this.” She pulled out a .50 caliber Desert Eagle from her purse. 
 
    “Oh my God, Grandma. You said you weren’t going to carry that anymore,” Lela cried. 
 
    “Your grandmother rocks,” I exclaimed. 
 
    “Don’t encourage her,” Lela said. 
 
    “Trust me we’re going to need the firepower.” 
 
    Candi was still fussing over her phone. Did she think she could just call the police and they would sort this out? They were in on it or at the very least they had stepped aside to let Breton’s men take over. 
 
    “Can someone tell me what’s going on? I mean what was wrong with that man?” Candi asked. 
 
    “He’s a zombie,” I said. 
 
    Her eyes widened. “I knew it. I knew something freaky was going on here.” 
 
    I noticed a blinking light on her phone. Was she recording this? It actually sounded like a good idea, it could help confirm our stories if we ever made it out of here. Or end up as some found footage like a cheesy horror movie. 
 
    “We need a plan,” Jack said. 
 
    “Is there a way out of town that they might not cover?” the doc asked Lela. 
 
    “There are ways, but there are miles of desert out there. If we don’t have a car then it’s pointless. And we couldn’t drive on any of the routes I know.” 
 
    “What about a vehicle that’s already outside town?” Candace said. “My tour bus broke down a couple of miles outside town. My driver went back out to fix it up. If we can get to it, we can get out of here.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said. “You are Candi Sweet.” 
 
    “It’s Candace,” she muttered. 
 
    “Danny, stay on topic,” Jack said. 
 
    “Right, sorry.” 
 
    There was gunfire from outside, then someone started pounding on the door.  
 
    “They’ve found us.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    The wood in the door began to crack as they tried to bust their way in. Lela’s grandmother readied her gun, preparing to take them on. As badass as she looked with her gun, I doubted she would get off many shots before they shot her. 
 
    “Come on, we’ll go out the back entrance,” Dr. Kettering said. 
 
    Easing the door open, I looked out. The field behind the building was empty.  
 
    “Okay, let’s make a run for those trees,” I said. 
 
    We moved outside, checked both directions then took off running. Halfway to the trees, I heard Lela yell, “Wait!” 
 
    Looking back, I saw her trying to get back into the town hall. Danny had a hold of her and was trying to pull her away.  
 
    “She went back in. I’m not leaving her,” Lela screamed. 
 
    I saw a muzzle flash from just inside the door, followed by shrieking and Lela’s grandmother cursing worse than a sailor. I thought they had captured her, but then she came running out the door. She moved fast for an old lady. 
 
    When two of the men emerged from the building, she fired another shot over her shoulder, causing them to throw themselves to the ground. 
 
     We reached the tree line.  
 
    “Stop right there!” one of the men yelled. He fired off a few rounds, but I think it was just to scare us since none of them found their mark. 
 
    We needed to lose them before we headed out into the desert or there would be nowhere to hide out there. 
 
    As I ducked under a branch, I lost my footing and fell. I tried to get back up. I reached out to grab hold of something I could use to pull myself up. I grabbed someone’s pant leg. 
 
    I looked up and found a zombie. I screamed and scrambled back from her. This one was a woman. She had a huge chuck of flesh missing from her face.  
 
    She swiped a hand at me. Danny yanked me to my feet out of her reach. 
 
    A loud bang sounded close to my ear and a gaping hole appeared in the woman’s forehead. She dropped like a stone. 
 
    My ears rang from the blast as Gran tucked the gun back into her purse. The woman was lethal. 
 
    “Oh my God, where are they coming from?” Candace exclaimed. 
 
    “Let’s keep going,” Dr. Kettering said.  
 
    We hurried on, coming to a small clearing in the woods. Two men with guns emerged from up ahead. We turned to go back the way we came, but the others had caught up to us too. We were surrounded. 
 
    Gran reached for her gun. 
 
    “Gran, don’t!” Lela cried. 
 
    One of the men grabbed for Gran, she pulled the gun out and the shot went wide. The two men on the other side of the clearing ducked. Danny punched the fourth guy. 
 
    “Run,” he yelled.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lela 
 
      
 
    We ran, but they still had my grandmother. Danny had to drag me after him. I couldn’t leave her behind.  
 
    “Please, we can’t leave her,” I cried. She was the only family I had.  
 
    “We can’t, Lela, I’m sorry,” he said. “They won’t hurt her. They’ll just lock her up.” 
 
    I don’t know if I believed him or not, but I knew that if we went back then we would all be in trouble. Once we were safe, I would go to the Sheriff and get him to release her. It honestly wasn’t the first time she had spent time in a jail cell and it probably wouldn’t be the last. 
 
    We crossed a small bridge, where I used to come fishing as a kid. I knew we weren’t far from the edge of town now.  
 
    As we reached the other side, something moved to our right. A hand shot out of the mud and gripped my leg. I screamed as a man crawled up onto the bank from the river.  
 
    Danny started stomping on the man’s arm trying to get me free. He was blindsided by another man who tackled him to the ground.  
 
    “Danny,” I cried. Distracted, I momentarily forgot about the one holding my leg. In seconds, he had managed to move up the bank and I felt something pierce the skin on my ankle. I wrenched my foot free and fell on my butt. 
 
    There was a small cut on my ankle. I wasn’t sure if it was from teeth or nails. What was it Danny said? It’s spread through being bitten? I didn’t want to end up like Frank or Jarry.  
 
    Danny flipped the guy off him and leapt to his feet. 
 
    The soldiers broke through the trees behind us. As they took aim at the zombies, we ran for it. I heard gunshots, but I kept running.  
 
    When we stopped to catch our breath, I checked the wound again. It was barely bleeding; maybe it wasn’t a bite or a scratch. Maybe I just scraped it on something. 
 
    I caught Jack staring and turned so she couldn’t see my ankle. She approached me. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine. I got snagged on a branch is all.” 
 
    She glanced down at the cut. I could see fear in her eyes, she didn’t believe me. I felt panic race through me.  
 
    “It’s nothing, really. Please don’t say anything. I don’t want to worry anyone.” 
 
    She nodded hesitantly. 
 
    “Come on, we need to keep going,” the doctor said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    We stuck to the outskirts of town as we made our way towards the desert. Lela was still upset about her grandmother, but she knew that we couldn’t go back for her. 
 
    With any luck they wouldn’t hurt her, just lock her up for now. They had bigger things to worry about. 
 
    So did we. I couldn’t stop looking at Lela’s ankle. I didn’t know if it was a scratch or a bite or whether it made a difference, but if she turned then we would have to stop her. 
 
    I considered telling the others, but we were facing enough without this too. Maybe it was just a scrape. Maybe she wouldn’t turn. At the moment, I knew that was just wishful thinking. Danny was sticking close to Lela. He seemed to really like her. She could do worse, I guessed. I don’t know why I felt jealous. He was a nice guy and Lela wasn’t handling this well.  
 
    We just had to keep moving and get to the bus. We still had a lot of ground to cover. Plus, we didn’t know where the driver was. He could be a zombie or he could have driven off after everything went to hell. 
 
    “So why are you out here in the middle of nowhere?”  I asked Candace. I was trying to distract myself from thinking about Lela’s wound. 
 
    “I was on my way to a gig on the west coast. That’s out the window now. I need to get my phone working again so I can tell my manager what happened.”
“You really think any of that matters anymore?” 
 
    “My career? My life? Yeah, I think it matters,” she snapped. 
 
    “We’re surrounded by the walking dead. If this spreads beyond this town, you will have a lot more to worry about than a concert.” 
 
    She rounded on me. “Who do you think you are, talking to me like that?” 
 
    “Wow, the tabloids were right about you. You really are a…” I stopped myself before I finished that sentence. 
 
    “A what?” she said. 
 
    “Pain,” I said, although that wasn’t my first choice. 
 
    “You don’t know anything about me. All that crap in the tabloids is just that. Crap. And this? This is a blip. The government will come in and clean it up and I doubt it will even show up on the news, but I have the proof, right here.” She held up her camera phone. 
“Oh you’re a conspiracy theory nut too?” 
 
    “Don’t pretend you don’t know what’s going on around here. You and your idiot friend. What’s really happening? Government testing? Terrorism? Or are you just some science psycho who cooked something up in the basement?” 
 
    “I’m a computer programmer. I didn’t cause this.” 
 
    She gave me a disgusted look and walked off. 
 
    What a bitch. I can’t believe I ever liked her music.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    Stopping to peer around every corner was becoming tiring, but it wasn’t just zombies we had to watch out for. Back in the forest had been too close. I wasn’t relying on the fact that they wanted me alive. Out here in this chaos, it was too easy to get caught in the crossfire.  
 
    We had reached the edge of town where it turned to desert. Lela stopped to rest on a rock. 
 
    “You okay?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded, but she was red faced and sweating. I felt bad for her. She was worried about her grandmother and had to deal with the locals turning into zombies too.  
 
    “I’m going to move closer to the road and take a look,” I said. 
 
    “Be careful,” Jack said. 
 
    I kept low in the scrub brush as I went. About twenty yards from the road, I spotted men with guns. A lot of them. The road was closed off and they had a spike strip across the road in case anyone tried to get through. 
 
    They had clear line of sight on the far side of the road, but on this side, there were obstacles. I could see two soldiers moving my way. 
 
    I hurried back to the others. 
 
    “We gotta go guys. They’re heading our way.” 
 
    As I got back to the rocks, the others seemed to have surrounded Lela. She was standing with her back to me, swaying on the spot. She looked like she was ready to collapse. 
 
    “What’s going on? Lela, are you okay?” 
 
    Her legs buckled and I caught her. 
 
    “No, Danny don’t,” Jack cried. 
 
    “What do you mean? Something’s wrong with her,” I tried to lower her carefully onto the ground. 
 
    “She was bit,” Jack said. 
 
    “What? No, she wasn’t.” I looked around for any sign of a zombie, but there wasn’t one.  
 
    “It was back in the forest. She didn’t know if it was a scrape or a bite,” Jack admitted. 
 
    “And you didn’t tell us?” the doc snapped. 
 
    “Stop it. She’s fine. It’s just heatstroke or something,” I said. She couldn’t have been bit. 
 
    I laid her flat and grabbed my pack to get her some water. 
 
    “Danny,” Jack said. 
 
    “No,” I snapped. “I just need to get her some water.” 
 
    I finally found the bottle in the bottom of the bag. There wasn’t much left. 
 
    “Danny.” 
 
    I wasn’t listening to her anymore. I turned to Lela to find her back on her feet. She was swaying slightly, but she was up so that had to be a good sign. 
 
    “Oh good. I have water,” I said, holding the bottle out to her. 
 
    She stared blankly at the bottle then she retched violently. Black bile slid down her chin onto the ground. 
 
    When she looked back at me, her eyes had clouded over. My brain stopped working for a moment as I tried to take it in. She turned.  
 
    “Lela?” I said. 
 
    She took a step towards me, hand outstretched. Reaching for me.  
 
    “Danny, get back,” Jack said. 
 
    “We, uh, we need to do something. Doc? Can’t you give her some of my blood?” 
 
    “It doesn’t work like that Danny,” he said. 
 
    “Well, do something!” I yelled. 
 
    The noise seemed to aggravate Lela. She made a weird rasping noise in her throat and staggered closer. This was my fault. I should have known she was bitten. I should have done something.  
 
    The thought of killing her was awful. I didn’t think I had it in me. 
 
    Candace appeared from the right. With a cry of rage, she brought a rock down on Lela’s head. 
 
    “NO!” I screamed, as Lela’s knees went out from under her. 
 
    Candace stood clutching the bloody rock, staring at Lela’s body. 
 
    “What did you do?” I screamed at her. 
 
    Kneeling beside Lela, I took her hand to check for a pulse. She didn’t have one. I reached out and gently closed her eyes, feeling sick.  
 
    “Danny, she was already gone,” Jack said. 
 
    “Save it,” I snapped. I walked away; I couldn’t look at her right now. If she had told us sooner, maybe we could have done something to save Lela. 
 
    I felt a hand on my shoulder. It was the doc. “There was nothing we could have done. I need a lab to recreate the antivirus. It could take weeks to get it right.” 
 
    I turned on him. “Well maybe if you hadn’t helped invent the damn virus in the first place, we wouldn’t be in this mess! You claim to be so against it, why didn’t you do something sooner? You could have destroyed it. Or gone to the media about it, but you did nothing. This is all your fault.” 
 
    He looked at the ground. “If I could have destroyed it at the time, then I would have. They didn’t give me the chance.” 
 
    “Where is it?” I said. 
 
    “Where’s what?” he said. 
 
    “The virus.  You hid it, where is it?” I yelled. 
 
    “I can’t tell you that. If they capture you, they could torture it out of you.” 
 
    “They could torture you too,” I argued.  
 
    “I wouldn’t tell them where it is.” 
 
    “So you can withstand torture now? You should have just left me back in New York. I would have been fine on my own.” 
 
    This was what happened when you let people into your life. They either screwed you over or died on you.  
 
    Jack came towards me, “I’m sorry, Danny. She asked me not to say anything.” 
 
    She seemed genuinely upset, but I couldn’t talk to her. I started walking again and the others followed me.  
 
    Half a mile down the road, I saw something lying in the sand. Flies buzzed around it. I had an idea of what it might be, even before I got closer.  
 
    My stomach heaved at the sight of it. A man. He had been torn apart.  
 
    “Oh God,” Candace said. “Is that Patrick?” 
 
    I don’t know why she was asking us, I had no idea what he looked like. And even if I did, it wouldn’t help in this case considering his face was a mangled mess. There wasn’t enough of him left to get back up. 
 
    She kneeled down beside him and fished a set of blood-covered keys from the body. She wiped them off in the sand and put them in her pocket. 
 
    “At least we know the bus is still here. It isn’t too much further.” 
 
    She stepped over the body and stalked off. I stared at the remains. Didn’t she care that he was dead? Maybe I could take lessons from her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Lance 
 
      
 
    Gunshots were going off all around me. The town center had become a war zone as more and more zombies appeared. The rate of contagion wasn’t supposed to be this fast. Was it evolving? God, what if it was airborne now? 
 
    I sheltered behind a car as our soldiers took them down. I had my own gun, but the bullets were reserved for Reese and Spratt. I got caught up in this as I was passing through town. The truck the bodies had been on was parked just beyond the town line. At least one of them had gotten back up and started all this. They had all been told to aim for the head. Couldn’t they get anything right? If this showed how easy it was to start an apocalypse through idiots that couldn’t do their jobs right, then we were all screwed.  
 
    A woman ran past screaming at the top of her lungs, pursued by three of them. She tripped and went sprawling onto the sidewalk. The three of them descended on her to feed. One of the soldiers beside me saw what was happening and took the three of them down with shots to the head. At least one person could do it right.  
 
    A few minutes later, the woman rose from the ground. Her back was drenched in blood, her hair a sticky mess. She turned around. It had taken seconds and she was one of them. If Breton ever released this into the field, it wouldn’t be a case of one country against another it would be the world against them. Hell, maybe that was what it would take to get humanity to work together. World peace through an undead invasion?  
 
    Raising my gun, I fired at the woman. The bullet struck her in the side of the head and she spun wildly before going down. 
 
    In all this chaos, Reese and Spratt could have easily skipped town. I had ordered the blockade to be extended but right now we needed all the available men to take down the zombies. 
 
    Zombies.  I couldn’t believe I was actually using the word. But that’s what they were. Zombies. I never cared for the movies when I was younger. I always thought it was stupid to be afraid of a bunch of dead people who could only shamble along. It would be easy to outrun or kill them. 
 
    Here in Trinity though, I watched as they would attack a soldier. He would take out the first couple, but then they would surge forward and overwhelm him. They were like flies. Easy to swat one or two but when there was a whole swarm… 
 
    I needed to get out of this area and track down Reese and Spratt. My car was boxed in. I spotted a pickup down the street with the driver’s door lying open. 
 
    I broke cover and ran towards it.  
 
    The keys were still inside. I noticed the blood smears on the door. It looked like someone had been dragged out of the truck. I quickly pulled the door closed and locked it. The truck started and I sped off down the street, dodging people as they ran around in fear.  
 
    My radio crackled to life on my belt. I unclipped it. “This is Snow, over.” 
 
    “Where are you, over?” It was Breton. 
 
    “Sir, I am in the town searching for Reese and Spratt. The situation has deteriorated. Over.” 
 
    “I know. I can see it from here.” 
 
    As he said that, I heard a helicopter fly overhead. He was getting out.  
 
    “What are your orders, sir?” I said, pissed that he didn’t bother to inform me. 
 
    “You have three hours to locate Spratt and Reese.” 
 
    “What happens in three hours?” I asked. 
 
    “We blow this town off the map.” 
 
    I pressed the pedal to the floor.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    Danny wouldn’t talk to me and I didn’t blame him. I should have told him about Lela. I kept checking behind me as we walked, in case any zombies were sneaking up on us, but the road was clear so far. I could still hear faint gunshots in the distance. 
 
    Obviously, some zombies had gotten through and killed Candace’s driver. So where were they now? 
 
    I guess they could have headed back to town, drawn by the noise. That’s where the food was. I shuddered as I thought of all those people. If they were all infected that would mean over a thousand zombies. How many could they turn before being taken down? Ten people, twenty, fifty?  
 
    Speaking of noise, I could hear music coming from somewhere. It was distant, but it sounded familiar. The further we walked, the louder it became.  
 
    “…’cause I’m sweet like candy, you can’t deny…” 
 
    I looked over at Candace. She closed her eyes. “Crap.” 
 
    “What is that?” Danny asked. 
 
    “It’s coming from the bus,” she said. 
 
    I could see it now in the distance. It was black and purple and surrounded by a dozen zombies. 
 
    Crap was right. 
 
    “How are we going to get past them?” Candace asked. We were sheltered behind some rocks, watching as the zombies banged on the side of the bus. They were attracted to the music that was playing inside. I wondered if any of them had once been Candi Sweet fans. 
 
    “How is it playing if you have the keys?” I asked Candace. 
 
    “There’s a stereo system on board, it can run on battery. Patrick must have left it on when he headed back to town,” she said. 
 
    “We need to find something to distract them,” Dr. Kettering said. 
 
    Danny stood up. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I said. 
 
    “Just get inside the bus,” he said. 
 
    He took off towards the zombies waving his arms wildly. 
 
    “Hey! Over here! Come and get me dead heads.” 
 
    “Is he crazy?” I said. He was going to get himself killed. Even if they couldn’t turn him, they could still eat him.  
 
    Candace took off running for the bus. Since she had the keys, we had no choice but to follow. The zombies were shuffling after Danny as he led them down the road, staying just ahead of them. 
 
    Candace hit the emergency button to open the door and leapt on board. We followed her. The music was much louder inside. I searched for the stereo. It was at the back of the bus. I switched it off. I definitely hated that song now. 
 
    “Who can drive this thing?” Candace asked. 
 
    “I can,” Dr. Kettering said. She handed him the keys and took a seat in the back. Queen Bee ready to be escorted out of here.  
 
    “We need to go after Danny,” I said. 
 
    Dr. Kettering started the bus and spun the wheel, turning it away from Danny. 
 
    “What are you doing? We need to help Danny,” I cried. 
 
    “If we open the doors, they could get in.” 
 
    “You’re not leaving him. Mow them down.” 
 
    He hesitated. “Jack,” 
 
    “Do it!” I snapped.  
 
    He shifted the bus into gear and drove forward. He hit several zombies as he went, but most of them got out of the way. I could see Danny running up ahead.  
 
    Dr. Kettering drove alongside him. I opened the doors. “Danny!” I yelled. 
 
    He tried to get to the door but couldn’t. 
 
    “Slow down,” I said. 
 
    Dr. Kettering dropped the speed. Danny leapt towards the door but hit it wrong and fell. He was half in, half out of the bus, his legs dragging. 
 
    “Help me,” I yelled to Candace. 
 
    I reached down and grabbed one of his arms trying to pull him inside. Candace grabbed his belt and pulled. A zombie appeared and tried to get inside. It lunged almost getting inside the bus. Candace screamed and retreated back into the bus. 
 
    Keeping a firm grip on Danny’s arm, I lashed out with my foot, trying to kick it in the face. My foot connected and it fell. It bounced once and landed in the dirt. I dragged Danny inside. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked Danny. 
 
    He nodded. “Peachy.” 
 
    He got up and sat down in the back, “Why did you do that? They could have killed you.” 
 
    “I'm immune, aren't I?” He said.  
 
    “Not from being eaten,” I snapped. 
 
    “Just drop it, Jack!” 
 
     


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Lance 
 
      
 
    The blockade was no longer being manned. Either the men had taken up the fight or had fled. Or had been eaten.  
 
    I didn’t have time to wonder as I crashed through the barricade. I managed to maneuver around the spike strip and get back on the road. Night was coming fast and I did not want to be stuck out here when it came. I didn’t have much time left to find Reese and Spratt. My gut said they had gotten out. They were nothing if not resourceful. Too resourceful.  
 
    A zombie appeared in the road. I sped up and mowed it down. Blood and gore spattered against the windshield. 
 
    The body fell under the wheels and I could feel them grinding against the body. I had no choice, but to pull over or risk wrecking the car. 
 
    I got out and moved to the front. Kneeling down, I looked underneath the car. The body was wedged between the undercarriage and the ground.  
 
    Bracing myself, I reached out and snagged the zombie’s shirt. I dragged it out. I was horrified to find that its legs were missing. I stood up and looked down the road. I could see them lying in the road. I had severed it in two on contact.  
 
    Stomach rolling, I knelt again to move it out of the way. It was a man at one point. The face was half chewed off and one arm was hanging on by a few strips of flesh.  
 
    The eyes snapped open, causing me to fall over backwards. I scrambled away, as it tried to push itself up with its good arm.  
 
    I raced back to the car, jumped inside and sped off, running over its torso in the process. My windshield was still smeared with blood. 
 
    “Disgusting,” I muttered.  
 
    I put the windshield wipers on to get rid of it. It felt like the whole damn world was coming to an end.  
 
    I kept glancing at the sky expecting to see a plane go overhead to wipe out the town. It was still too early, but knowing it was coming spurred me on. 
 
    I had no idea what the blast radius would be. The further I got from Trinity, the better. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    The further we drove from Trinity, the better I felt. Danny was sprawled out on one of the seats, staring at nothing.  
 
    Candace had disappeared into a small bathroom. She was a real pain, but without her we wouldn’t have this bus. I just wanted to get back to somewhere that didn’t have zombies, if such as place still existed. 
 
    I took a seat opposite Danny. I didn’t want him to hate me for what happened, although I hated myself. Lela didn’t deserve what happened to her. No one did. 
 
    “You said before, when you first showed up at the docs place that you could make yourself disappear. Can you really do that?” Danny asked. 
 
    “It’s possible. You would have to live completely off the grid,” I said. Right now, it sounded like a definite option.  
 
    “I already live off the grid. They still found me.” 
 
    “Yeah, well it can be done. Once we get back to civilization, I’ll get us new lives.” 
 
    He fell silent.  
 
    “About Lela…” I started. 
 
    “It’s not your fault. None of us asked for this.” 
 
    “Still…I’m sorry.” 
 
    He shrugged. “She was a nice girl, but she’s gone. That’s what people do.” 
 
    I reached over and put my hand on his. He didn’t move it away. We sat in silence watching the desert go by outside. 
 
    The adrenaline was starting to fade and I could feel exhaustion set in. All I wanted to do was sleep for a month. Maybe when I woke up the world would be normal again. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Candace 
 
      
 
    I leaned against the bathroom wall. The small room felt constricting and I had to use my deep breathing to stay calm. I held up my right hand. It trembled badly, but I could still see the bite mark. It happened when I grabbed that idiot to drag him back on the bus. 
 
    It was so fast.  
 
    I had washed the wound out in disinfectant, but I didn’t think that would be enough. I could almost feel it moving through my veins. The poison.  
 
    “No,” I whispered, I wasn’t going to be brought down by a virus. I was Candace Sweet. I finally had the chance to live my life my way. I could fight this. Once we got back to town, I could get myself the best doctors. They would figure it out. 
 
    I pulled out my phone, there was still no signal. I opened the video app and pressed record. 
 
    “This is Candace Sweet. I’m near the town of Trinity and something awful has happened there. A virus was unleashed that turned the residents into zombies. No doubt the town will be quarantined or destroyed. I know the truth. I know what happened there and people have a right to know too. Gene-Pharm was responsible for this. They have to pay.” 
 
    I hit stop. Imagine the book deals that would come my way as a survivor. My record sales would go through the roof. I attached the video file to an email and sent it to my agent. There was still no signal, but once we got near a town it would send.  
 
    I just needed to keep it together. I was almost home. 
 
    Composing myself, I went back out into the bus, keeping my hand in my pocket. The other two were seated at one of the tables. 
 
    I moved up front to the old man. “Where are we?” 
 
    “Still in the desert. Don’t worry; we’ll reach a town soon.” 
 
    I nodded and took a seat across from the others. I lay back and closed my eyes, practicing my meditation.  
 
    The first thing I needed to do was get my agent on board with this new plan. He would probably want a bigger cut, but he would play ball once he saw what I could do.  
 
    I started my chanting.  
 
    The ginger one gave me a funny look, but I ignored her and kept humming. 
 
    My stomach growled loudly and I realized I hadn’t eaten in hours. There wasn’t much left on the bus. 
 
    I would kill for a steak right now. I opened my eyes, wondering if I would actually kill for one. No, I wasn’t feeling murderous. No more than usual any way. 
 
    I glanced over at the girl. She was talking quietly with the idiot. I hated self-righteous bitches like her. Thought they were better than people like me. It was jealousy. I had more talent then she could ever dream of.  
 
    Look at the way she was drooling over the idiot. Was she so stupid that she couldn’t see he was interested in that other chick? What was her name? Lisa? Whatever, she was dead. I had bashed her brains in. 
 
    I remembered the blood and my stomach growled again. I doubled over as my stomach cramped up. 
 
    “You okay?” Ginger said. 
 
    “Fine,” I replied, but the pain was getting worse.  
 
    She stood up and came toward me. I didn’t like her being in my personal space. 
 
    “I said I’m fine,” I barked. 
 
    She took a step back. “Calm down.” 
 
    I pressed my hands over my eyes and started my chanting again.  
 
    “Oh God,” I heard her say. “You’ve been bitten.” 
 
    Those were the last words I heard. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    We’re upside down. That was my first thought. My second was to wonder where Zombie Candace was. She had been bitten in the hand and I watched her change right in front of me. 
 
    The first thing she had done was to go after Dr. Kettering. She had charged down the aisle, throwing herself at Dr. Kettering. He tried to hold her off and keep the bus under control, but we had come off the road. I remember flying through the air before I woke up at the back of the bus covered in debris. 
 
    The bus had not only turned over but was tipped at an angle. In order to get out, I would have to climb up to the door. I tested my limbs to check if anything was broken. It didn’t seem to be, although my head felt like a heavy metal drummer was inside it. 
 
    “Danny?” I croaked. “Dr. Kettering?” 
 
    They didn’t answer me. I looked around for any sign of them or Candace, but I couldn’t make anything out in the dark. 
 
    I started to climb up through the seats. My whole body ached from the crash. I wondered if Dr. Kettering had survived.  Candace could have bitten him, or the crash could have killed him. 
 
    I grabbed one of the seats near the top of the bus. As I put weight onto it, it broke free and with a scream, I plummeted back down to the bottom. 
 
    I landed on a body. Throwing myself off it, I waited for Candace to get up and chomp on me. 
 
    A moan came from the body. A male one. Now that my eyes had adjusted to the darkness, I could make out Danny. 
 
    “Danny? Are you okay?” I whispered. 
 
    “No, I think a freight train hit me. I may have internal injuries.” 
 
    Even injured he still couldn’t be serious. “The bus crashed. I don’t know where Candace is. We need to get out of here.” 
 
    “Give me a minute,” he said. 
 
    I stood up to start climbing again. Something moved near my head and I heard a hissing sound. I jumped back as Candace reared up over the seat. 
 
    I started climbing up on the other side. “Danny move! She’s here.” 
 
    Reaching the top, I climbed out through the door. I slipped and rolled down a hill to the bottom of the bus.  It sat at a 45 degree angle in the sand. 
 
    “Danny! Get out of there,” I screamed. 
 
    One of the windows shattered and Candace rolled out into the sand. Why didn’t I think of that? 
 
    Black bile running down her chin, she rose to her feet, dragging one leg behind her. 
 
    She opened her mouth and let out an ear splitting scream into the night. The noise was deafening. Covering my ears, I ran across the sand away from her. My ears still ringing, I tried to climb back up to the road. 
 
    Candace caught me and grabbed my ankle. She dragged me toward her, mouth open wide, ready to sink her teeth into me. 
 
    “No!” I lashed out with my other foot, hitting her in the mouth.  I lifted a handful of sand and threw it into her face. The creature shook its head wildly, trying to clear the sand from its eyes. 
 
    I crawled away, searching the ground desperately for a weapon. It didn’t take Candace long to recover and she was on me. 
 
    Pinning me down, she bared her teeth. I managed to get one hand free and tried to hold her back. I wasn’t going to turn into one of those things. Sobbing, I dug my nails into Candace face, but she didn’t appear to feel it. She shrieked again. 
 
    Teeth gnashing, she closed in on my throat and I screamed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    A loud scream pierced the air as I struggled to free myself from the bus. What the hell was that? That wasn’t Jack. 
 
    Wriggling through the window, I saw Candace about to take a bite out of Jack. I grabbed a chunk of metal from inside the bus and swung it at her head. She moved and I caught her in the cheek. She wailed like a banshee and lunged at me. I swung again and brought it down on her head, just like she had done to Lela. Her skull caved in from the blow. So long, Candi Sweet. 
 
    She collapsed back on top of Jack. I rolled her out of the way to check on Jack. She was covered in blood and cuts. 
 
    “Jack, were you bit?” 
 
    She was sobbing, but she shook her head. Relief flooded through me. She was okay. I pulled her up and hugged her.  
 
    “It’s going to be okay,” I said. She clung to me, as I tried to soothe her. 
 
    “Is she dead?” she cried. 
 
    “Yes, we’re okay.” 
 
    “I can’t take this anymore,” she said. 
 
    I took her face in my hands. “We’ll be okay,” I said again. I kissed her. 
 
    Her eyes widened in surprise.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. That was a boneheaded move, but I was just glad she was okay. 
 
    “Don’t move,” someone said. 
 
     I looked up to find Breton’s number two standing over us with a gun.  
 
    “Oh, shit,” I muttered. 
 
    “Get up, now,” he ordered.  
 
    We did as we were told. I tried to shield Jack.  
 
    “You are coming with me boy,” he said. 
 
    “What about Jack?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t have any need for her,” he said. He pointed the gun at her. I shoved her as the gun went off. She screamed in pain as the bullet struck her shoulder. 
 
    “You son of a bitch,” I yelled. I ran at him and tackled him. We both grappled for the gun.  
 
    Punching him in the face, I reached for it. He drove an elbow into my ribs, knocking the wind out of me. 
 
    I rolled away from him and crawled toward it. A fist came down on my kidney making me scream. He reached over me and picked up the gun. 
 
    Back on his feet, he leveled it at me. “I was ordered to bring you in, but I don’t think I want to do that.” 
 
    “Bite me,” I muttered. 
 
    He took the safety off the gun, just as a jet whooshed overhead. It was headed straight for Trinity. A minute later, an explosion rocked the night. I felt the vibrations of it through the ground as I shielded myself. 
 
    Flames erupted into the air.  
 
    Snow was staring at the fire, looking stunned. I got up and kicked the gun from his hand. He broke out of his stupor and ran at me. I went down and he began punching me in the face. 
 
    A gunshot went off nearby. Snow turned to see Dr. Kettering now had the gun. He had a bleeding head wound. 
 
    “Let him go,” the doc said. 
 
    “You meddling fool. You just can’t let anything go, can you?” 
 
    “Lance? Finally worked your way to the top? I should have known a little worm like you would get there eventually?” 
 
    “Don’t pretend it wasn’t a job you were interested in too.” 
 
    The doc’s face gave him away. I thought he was a scientist. I didn’t know he wanted to be in charge of a bunch of people content to make deadly viruses for a living. 
 
    “That was before I knew the damage that was being done.” 
 
    “You done enough of it yourself,” Lance said. 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “They just blew up the town, how long before they do a sweep to take out any strays. You will be top of the list.” 
 
    The doc glanced back at the town, then he pulled the trigger. Lance dropped to the ground. 
 
    I struggled up. “You killed him.” 
 
    “He’d happily kill any of us. If we let him live, he would have run back to Breton and told him everything.” 
 
    He still held the gun. When he saw me looking at it, he lowered it. 
 
    “Jack,” I said. I ran to her side. She was unconscious and bleeding. 
 
    “We need to get her to a hospital.” 
 
    The doc nodded. “We’ll take Snow’s truck.” 
 
    He helped me lift Jack up and into the truck. She moaned in pain but didn’t open her eyes. I sat in the back cradling her as the doc drove. I didn’t think I could take another person dying on me. Especially not her. 
 
    “Just hang on,” I whispered to her. “We’ll get you help.” 
 
    I didn’t know a lot about first aid, but I knew I had to try and stop the bleeding. I pressed my hands over the wound, knowing how far it was to the nearest town, terrified we wouldn’t make it. 
 
    “Drive faster,” I said. 
 
    “I am,” the doc replied. 
 
    I still couldn’t get over what he had done back there. Snow deserved it, but seeing someone being shot like that, was horrible. He was human or what passed as one, I guess.  
 
    I noticed I was shivering. “Can you turn the heat on?”  
 
    The doc glanced at me. “Danny, you might be in shock.” 
 
    I laughed. I would be surprised if I wasn’t. Exhaustion washed over me.  
 
    “Drive faster,” I said again. 
 
    After a while, my eyes began to close. My head tipped forward, but I jerked awake again a second later. I needed to keep the pressure on Jack’s wound.  
 
    I wondered if the bullet was still in her shoulder. I should have reacted sooner back there, before Snow was able to shoot. He had got what he deserved. Breton deserved it too. I had no doubt that he was a long way away from Trinity when it was blown off the map. All those people back there. Lela’s grandmother, assuming she survived getting captured, she would never know what happened to her granddaughter. Lela’s body lay in the desert. It had most likely been destroyed in the blast.  
 
    Damn it, there had been people back there who weren’t zombies. Innocent people who never asked for any of this. 
 
    Hot tears began to fall. I didn’t care if it took the rest of my life; I was going to make Breton pay for this. Someone needed to bring him and his whole company down once and for all. 
 
    Jack moaned softly. 
 
    “Everything is going to be okay,” I whispered to her. “I promise, I won’t let anything else happen to you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Marcus 
 
      
 
    When my cell phone buzzed, I expected it to be something from Candace. She could never let anything go, but she had to understand that I couldn’t work miracles and as an agent, I needed to make money. Candace Sweet was over. 
 
    I found an email from her along with an attachment. Knowing I would regret it, I leaned back on the couch and opened the attachment.  
 
    It was a video file. Rolling my eyes, I opened it. 
 
    Candace’s face appeared on the screen. She began her little rant about how awful her life was yadda, yadda, yadda. I was sorely tempted to just delete it, but I stuck it out. If she decided to sue me, then I could use this as evidence of harassment.  
 
    The video jumped to Candace sitting in what looked like a diner. Now she was moaning about the service and the food. The image flipped to show a man across the room. He was growling and looked ill. 
 
    The man came towards Candace and I could hear her scream. I sat up, engrossed now. What the hell was happening? 
 
    When the man attacked some curly haired guy, I couldn’t believe my eyes. He started eating him. 
 
    “Oh, my God,” I whispered. 
 
    Candace recorded more footage as she went through the town. More crazy people attacking others. Dead bodies, soldiers, gunfights. She had hit the jackpot here.  
 
    I reached for my home phone, still watching the video. I dialed her number. It went straight to voicemail. 
 
    “Candace, where are you? Call me back now. This is amazing. I take back everything I said, but if this is some kind of prank, I’ll make sure you never get another agent. Call me.” 
 
    I hung up as Candace appeared on screen in a bathroom. She showed her hand to the camera. 
 
    Oh crap, she was bit. 
 
    I was getting a bad feeling about her not answering me now. After she switched off the camera in the bathroom, the footage came to an end. I tried to remember the name of the town. Trinity was it? 
 
    I typed it into the search engine. A set of news headlines came up. Tragedy in Trinity. Mass explosion destroys town.  
 
    This screamed cover up. Grabbing my phone, I called the operator. “Yes, I need the number for Channel 5 news.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    I paced up and down the hospital hallway as we waited on news about Jack. The doc sat on a chair, staring at a wall. He hadn’t spoken much since we arrived. They had whisked Jack away and we had to pretend that we didn’t know what happened to her. 
 
    We couldn’t give out any insurance details either. 
 
    “They’re going to call the cops,” I said. 
 
    “Huh?” the doc said. 
 
    “The cops. Gunshot wounds need to be reported. What are we going to do if they start asking questions?” 
 
    “Just relax, Danny. We’ll tell them we don’t know anything.” 
 
    “They’ll run our names. I have priors,” I said. 
 
    “Something tells me that the local police will have bigger things to worry about right now than this,” the doc said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “This is the closest town to Trinity, after what happened there, they will be all over that.” 
 
    He was probably right, but I couldn’t relax. I felt a tight feeling in my chest and light-headed. I struggled to breath. Falling to my knees, I felt fear overtake me. 
 
    A nurse appeared and told me to put my head between my legs.  
 
    “It’s just an anxiety attack,” the doc said.  
 
    I got it under control. 
 
    “Maybe you could give him a sedative,” the doc suggested. “He’s been through a lot.” 
 
    “No,” I said. I didn’t want one. “I want to know if Jack’s okay.” 
 
    “She’s still in surgery. You should get some rest,” the nurse said. 
 
    “No, I want to see her.” 
 
    I lurched to my feet and down the hall, trying to find her.  
 
    “Where is she?” I yelled. 
 
    The doc grabbed my arm and tried to stop me. 
 
    “Get off me,” I snapped. 
 
    Two orderlies appeared. “Come on, buddy, just calm down.” 
 
    I fought against them, but the managed to get me down on a bed and I felt something prick my arm. Everything went hazy and I passed out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    One Week Later 
 
      
 
    Breton 
 
      
 
    I stood at the window, watching the world below. From up here they all looked like ants. And to me, they were. Miserable little minions, who knew nothing about the world and how it was run. They had no idea what true power was, not like I did. I used to think it was money that made me powerful; I certainly had enough of it. But the real power came from something else. Fear. 
 
    While I held the virus, I could make world leaders and even nations bend to my will. It was the ultimate power, one I hoped to fine tune to make it even better. 
 
    Of course to do that, I needed the vials returned to me.  
 
    As if on cue, there was a knock on my office door. I said, “Come.” 
 
    The door opened and footsteps shuffled into the room. Even without speaking, I could feel the fear coming from the man behind me. Which was why, I was surprised to find, when I finally turned around, a smile of Kettering’s face. 
 
    Hiding my shock, I stepped forward. “So smug, Henry. Tell me, why is that?” 
 
    He moved to the bar and poured himself a scotch. Taking a seat in front of the desk, he took a sip before answering, “It took a long time, but I finally got one over on you.” 
 
    “Just because you hid the virus, doesn’t mean…” 
 
    “It was my virus!” Henry snapped. “My project, my life’s work and you took it away from me because of that damn conscience of yours.” 
 
    “You were the one advocating human trials. You were responsible for the trials in Afghanistan, against my orders. It was you that fed your lies to that intern and had him steal it. You think I didn’t know about your little spies, the bugs you managed to get into the building?”
Henry grinned. “It was the only way I could find out what was going on. It’s ironic really, after all these years you are finally coming around to my way of thinking and I took the virus right out from under your nose.” 
 
    “No, you manipulated a couple of children into getting it for you. What’s the matter Henry, afraid of getting your hands dirty?” I asked. 
 
    “It was a calculated risk. You would have been expecting me.” 
 
    “And where are your little puppets now?” 
 
    “Hancock building, 27th floor, apartment D. I have no use for them now. Do what you want with them.” 
 
    His callousness surprised even me. He really had gone over the edge. We started out in the company together, even though I was the boss’ son, we had been friends. But he always had to push it. He always had to go that step further, claiming it was for science. It wasn’t, it was for his own personal glory.  
 
    “Where is the virus?” I asked. 
 
    “Hidden. You’ll never find it and I have it set up that it will be destroyed if I don’t return to it soon. Your zombies from Trinity have been destroyed. You have no access to the virus at all. It is my work now and I will continue my research.” 
 
    I had a gun in my drawer to the left. I could use it and take him out right now.  
 
    “I know what you’re thinking, but you won’t do it. Not when you think there’s a chance for you to still get it back,” he said. 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “Money, for starters and my own space to work. Once I’m happy you’re playing ball, I’ll consider sharing some of my research with you.” 
 
    I should have known. It seemed that money had won out over fear this time. With little other choice I reached for my checkbook. As I did, my phone rang. I picked it up. 
 
    “Breton.” 
 
    As I listened, a slow smile crossed my face. I hung up the phone. 
 
    Henry was happily sipping on my scotch, oblivious as to what was going on outside. I opened the drawer. My hand hovered over my checkbook, then I reached for the gun. I raised it, pointing it at Henry, watching as his smug smile vanished. 
 
    I squeezed the trigger, shooting him in the chest. He tipped out of his chair onto the floor. I stepped around the desk. 
 
    He was clutching the wound, breathing hard. “You fool, you would rather get revenge than the virus?” 
 
    “At 5:03am a man was admitted to the local hospital. He died shortly afterwards. Unfortunately for the staff and patients, he got up again soon after.” 
 
    Henry’s eyes widened in shock. “No, that’s not possible, the virus is secure.”
“There have been a dozen confirmed cases across this side of the country in the past few days. I already have people collecting the infected as we speak. I don’t need you and I don’t need the virus,” I said. 
 
    He held out his hand to stop me. “No, please think about this. You need me, I can come back and work for you.”
“Not interested, but thanks for letting me know where Spratt is. He’ll come in useful.” 
 
    I pulled the trigger again. 
 
    Buzzing through to my assistant, I said, “Georgia, send someone up from housekeeping.” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Breton.” 
 
    “And make sure the safe house is prepared for my arrival.” 
 
    “Of course, Mr. Breton,” she said. 
 
    I picked up the phone and dialed my son’s number. When he answered I could hear loud rock music playing in the background. 
 
    “Hello?” he slurred. 
 
    “Where are you?” 
 
    “At a party,” he said, then laughed like it was the funniest thing ever. He was probably still partying from last night. 
 
    “Sober up and meet me at the house. We are leaving the city.” 
 
    “What? I’m not going anywhere with you, I’m busy.” 
 
    “Eddie!” I snapped. “This is serious. Do as I say.” 
 
    He sighed angrily. “This better be good.” 
 
    He hung up on me. Eddie always was a handful, but he had gotten worse in the last few years. I rarely spoke to his mother anymore and he seemed to favor her. We were for all intents and purposes still married, but we didn’t live together. She had her life and I made sure she was well kept in return for certain public appearances from her from time to time. 
 
    Once we were out of this city, I was going to straighten him out once and for all. He was my heir, one day he would take over the company and I’d be damned if he was going to do it while acting like an idiot. The world was falling apart. It was time he stepped up and acted like a man. 
 
    It would take time to cultivate an antivirus and work with the infected.  The safe house was a precaution. It wouldn’t be for long. I just needed to get Daniel Spratt. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nurse Roberts 
 
      
 
    “Will it never end?” I muttered to myself, as I headed towards a patient’s room. He had been pressing the buzzer incessantly for five minutes. We were short staffed and I was already pulling a double. I didn’t need to listen to him complain again about how the food was horrible or he was too cold, or how a patient had wandered into his room and tried to bite him or whatever else the old fool was griping about now.  
 
    “Yes, Mr. Weston. What can I help you with now?” I asked. 
 
    I stepped up to his bed. He was staring straight ahead at the wall, drool running down his chin. 
 
    His finger was pressing the call button repeatedly, but he didn’t seem to be aware that he was doing it.  
 
    Jesus, has the old goat had a stroke? 
 
    Lifting his wrist, I checked his pulse. Moving my fingers around, I struggled to pick one up.  
 
    “Mr. Weston? Can you hear me?” I shone a penlight in his eyes. They didn’t react to it at all. 
 
    “Damn,” I muttered.  
 
    Hurrying outside, I found Dr. Yani at the nurse’s station. “Doctor, there’s a problem with Mr. Weston. He’s non-responsive and I can’t detect a heartbeat, yet he’s conscious.” 
 
    Dr. Yani followed me back into the room. Mr. Weston was no longer in bed. He was in the corner of the room, moving like a sleepwalker, moaning softly. 
 
    “Mr. Weston. Are you feeling all right?” Dr. Yani said. 
 
    He checked his reactions too. He led Mr. Weston back to the bed and sat him down.  
 
    “I want some tests run on him, nurse,” Dr. Yani said. He probably didn’t even know what my name was and I wasn’t going to help him. 
 
    There was a commotion from outside in the hall. I glanced over my shoulder, only to hear Dr. Yani scream in pain. Mr. Weston had attacked him. Blood dripped from his face, as he clutched his nose. 
 
    “What happened?” I cried. 
 
    “He bit me,” he said. 
 
    Bit? Weston had said someone had tried to bite him too, but the room was empty when I had checked. 
 
    Another scream came from outside the room. I hurried out into the hall. Another patient was roaming the hall. He lunged at a nurse and sent her crashing to the floor. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I cried, running towards him. 
 
    He swung his arm at me, catching me in the face. I stumbled and caught myself against the wall.  
 
    More screaming echoed around me. I ran for the phone to call security. Coming up the hallway toward me was Stan Lewis. He was another patient of mine. One who had went into cardiac arrest this morning and died. 
 
    I watched in horror, as he came closer. His eyes were glazed over and his skin was an unnatural color. He dragged one of his legs behind him as he went. This was quite impressive considering he hadn’t been able to walk for the past fifteen months. 
 
    “Stan?” I said, as he walked past me. 
 
    He stopped walking, his head turned slowly in my direction. He snapped his teeth at me, making a strange gargling noise. 
 
    Frozen in shock, I didn’t move in time as he fell on me and bit my neck. Screaming, I shoved him backwards, aware of how cold his flesh was. 
 
    I clamped a hand over my neck, but the wound seemed bad. Stumbling to the nurse’s station, I grabbed some gauze and pressed it to the wound. 
 
    I called down to security, “Please send someone to the third floor. Help us,” I mumbled, as I felt dizziness wash over me. My legs gave out and I tumbled to the floor.  
 
    As I started to lose consciousness, a body fell to the ground beside me. It was Dr. Yani. Part of his nose was missing and blood leaked out from the hole. He was dead. 
 
    A second later, he blinked. How could that be? He was dead, I was sure of it. I was less sure when he got to his feet. 
 
    My final thought before everything went black was - when did the world go mad? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    I switched the coffee maker on in the doc’s apartment. Well I assumed he owned it. He must have a lot of cash to afford this place and his house. There was still so much we didn’t know about him. 
 
    Jack and I had been hiding out here for a few days now. She had been released from the hospital and told to rest. The doc was right about the police. They sent a cop round eventually, but he was more interested in what happened at Trinity. He spent most of the interview with Jack, watching the TV in her room. She could have told him anything because I don’t think he was listening.  
 
    What she did tell him was that she had been shot by in a drive by. She didn’t see who did or the car. We had found her and took her to the hospital. He seemed to buy it and we promised to come down to the station and make a more formal statement. That never happened. 
 
    The situation in Trinity had been controlled. Breton had wiped out all the infected. Now that the dust had settled, the doc had decided to make his move and meet with Breton with our demands. He had set up ‘safeguards’ that would mean Breton couldn’t touch us. The doc wasn’t exactly forthcoming with his plans, but hopefully he could get us our lives back. 
 
    Right now, all we could do was wait. Not that I minded in this swanky apartment.  
 
    “This place is amazing,” I said, for probably the tenth time since we had arrived. It sure beat anywhere I’ve ever stayed. 
 
    Jack was lying on the sofa bed in the living room. The TV was on above her, tuned into the news. She was propped up on some pillows. She looked paler than usual. 
 
    “And the view is pretty good too,” I said, grinning at her. 
 
    She rolled her eyes at me. “Do any of your lines actually work ever?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Sometimes.” 
 
    She tried to sit up. 
 
    “You are supposed to be resting,” I said. I sat down beside her.  
 
    “I’m fine,” she argued, but winced when she moved her shoulder which was heavily bandaged. 
 
    “Just try to relax. We’re nearly home free,” I said. She had been lucky. The bullet had gone straight through, missing anything vital. She had lost quite a bit of blood though and had to be careful. 
 
    “I hate sitting here,” she moaned. 
 
    “That’s why you’ve got me for company.” 
 
    “What are you going to do? Perform magic tricks to keep me entertained?” 
 
    I chuckled, I could think of some ideas to keep her entertained, but I don't think she would respond well to it. 
 
    I wanted to kiss her. I don’t know when it had happened, but I think I kind of liked her. I kissed her back in the desert, but that was because I was glad she was alive. Now though, I still wanted to. I considered doing just that; I thought for sure she would slap me in the face. Once the doc returned, assuming it went well, I probably wouldn’t see her again. She would go back to her life and I would go back to living on the street and stealing to survive. Maybe it was time to bite the bullet and get myself a job. Even if it was some minimum wage cleaning job.  
 
    I glanced up at the TV. There was a bar across the bottom of the screen which read: State wide alert, deadly virus released. 
 
    I leaned over her and grabbed the remote to turn up the volume. 
 
    “Oh I’m sorry, am I interrupting your TV time?” Jack joked. 
 
    “Look at this,” I said. 
 
    “Reports are unconfirmed at the moment, but it is believed we could be looking at a country wide pandemic. The virus is as yet unidentified. Early this morning, two men and a woman were admitted to a local hospital with symptoms. Shortly after arriving, one of the men died. The other two became violent and began attacking other patients. The hospital has been quarantined until more testing can be done. 
 
    Other reports show an up rise in violent attacks in the surrounding areas. It is not known if these cases are linked.” 
 
    They showed some footage of a gridlocked freeway. One man got out of the car he was in and smashed another man’s head into his car. The picture changed to a bunch of people rioting in the street. 
 
    It took me a second to realize that Jack was beside me, gripping my hand. 
 
    “It’s the virus isn’t it? They didn’t contain it,” she said. 
 
    I was thinking the same thing. “We don’t know that. Get dressed; we should be ready to move.” 
 
    A million thoughts swirled around my brain. If they couldn’t contain a small town like Trinity in the middle of nowhere, how would they do it here in a city this size? I knew that things were going to get a whole lot worse.  
 
    I returned to the living room, where Jack was waiting already dressed. She beat my best time. I threw some things into a backpack. Always ready to move.  
 
    “Do we wait on Dr. Kettering?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess we should give him a chance to…” 
 
    Movement caught my eye from the security monitor by the door. Men with guns were running upstairs. 
 
    “Jack,” I said. I pointed to the monitor. 
 
    “Oh, God.” 
 
    “We need to go now.” 
 
    I grabbed the bag and threw it over my shoulder. We climbed out onto the fire escape. 
 
    “Where are we going to go?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know, but we’ll find somewhere to lay low.” 
 
    We reached the ground and out onto the street. I took Jack’s hand as we hurried along, watching for any of Breton’s men. I wondered where the doc was. If they had found us, then they could have tortured it out of him. He could even be dead. 
 
    He hadn’t bothered to tell us where he was keeping the virus, but had he told Breton? 
 
    Where could we go now?  Where was safe? 
 
    An explosion ripped through the air half a block ahead of us. We skidded to a halt, looking for the source. I could see smoke a few blocks over. 
 
    “What was that?” Jack asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Keep moving.” 
 
    People around us were starting to freak out and I didn’t blame them. They probably thought it was a terrorist attack. 
 
    As we turned a corner, several people were running towards us. We flattened ourselves against the side of the building to avoid being trampled. Where were they going? They were running in the direction of the explosion.  
 
    It soon became clear why. Up ahead, a man was battering the side of a cab with his fists. He smashed the glass and dragged the driver out. He sank his teeth into the driver’s neck. 
 
    “No, not again,” Jack moaned. 
 
    I dragged her across the street. We were rapidly running out of directions to go in.  
 
    “Wait,” Jack said. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I need to go somewhere,” she said. 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Follow me.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Robby 
 
      
 
    “It’s my turn Jimmy, let me play,” I whined. My older brother was concentrating on the arcade game in front of him – Zombie Mashers. 
 
    I tried to push my way in front of the controls, but Jimmy wouldn’t budge. 
 
    “Butt out, loser, I’m still playing,” he snarled. 
 
    I groaned, why did he always get to play first? Then he would spend hours on the one game. When Mom gave him the quarters, she told him to share them with me.  
 
    “I want to play a game!” I yelled. 
 
    Jimmy rolled his eyes. He dug into his pocket and handed over one quarter. “Find your own game Robby.” 
 
    I took the quarter and wandered around the arcade, searching for something good. I really wanted to play Zombie Mashers. All the other games were lame. 
 
    I glanced out the front door and saw a man watching me. He was standing in the middle of the road and his clothes were all dirty. He was staring at me. Just staring, not even blinking. 
 
    Jimmy was too wrapped up in the game to notice what I was doing. 
 
    I stepped up to the door for a closer look.  
 
    The man jerked forward suddenly as if he was having some kind of fit. He moved towards me with strange jerky movements.  
 
    Scared, I backed away. “Jimmy?” I called. 
 
    “I’m busy,” came the reply. 
 
    Just as the man was about to reach the door, another man came out of nowhere and hit the first one across the head with a sledgehammer. 
 
    I tried to scream, but no sound came out. The man with the hammer was attacked by a woman. She leapt on his back, trying to bite his ear. Hammer man threw her to the ground and hit her too. 
 
    Blood spattered up the door. When the woman tried to get back up, I realized what she was. She was a zombie. They were real. Like really real, not in some stupid game. 
 
    Hammer man finished off the woman then moved on. Running to the door, I pressed my face to the glass for a better look. He made his way down the street, taking them out one by one. 
 
    “Hey, loser, you can play now,” Jimmy said. 
 
    “No, thanks, this is better,” I replied. 
 
    Who needs videogames? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    We managed to avoid most of the chaos as we made our way across the city to my work. If we were going to disappear, there was something I needed first. My mom’s picture. I couldn’t leave it behind. It was all I had of her.  
 
    Racing into the lobby, I ran for the elevator. “Hey, Jack, you don’t work here anymore,” Martin, the security guard called. 
 
    “Yes, I know. I just need to see TJ,” I replied. 
 
    He waved me up. 
 
    Danny managed to get into the elevator before the doors closed. He was panting heavily. “What are you doing?” he gasped. 
 
    “I told you, I need to get something. I’ll be quick.” 
 
    “Jack, we need to keep moving,” he said. 
 
    “I know. Five minutes.” 
 
    He didn’t look happy about it, but he stopped arguing. Hopefully TJ had tossed all my stuff into a box somewhere. Better that than in the trash. 
 
    The doors opened on the seventh floor. The office looked empty. With everything that was going on outside, TJ had probably sent everyone home; that was if they came in at all today.  
 
    “Where are we?” Danny asked. 
 
    “This is where I used to work,” I said.  
 
    “Oh, cool. What did you do again?” he said. 
 
    “I don’t think it matters anymore. I just need to grab something from my cubicle.” 
 
    I left Danny by the elevator and hurried towards my cubicle. As I turned the corner, I stopped. I had to cover my mouth to stop from screaming. My legs felt like they would give out on me. 
 
    Lying in the middle of the aisle was a body. It was missing a leg. It was Rudy. Blood pooled from the open wound, soaking into the grey carpet. He was face down, but I recognized the shirt he was wearing and the headphones he always had around his neck.  
 
    Something moved two rows over and I dropped to the floor. It was still in here. Someone must have been infected and come into work before they turned. How many more people were dead? And why hadn’t anyone called down to security? 
 
    I crawled across the floor, being careful not to put any weight on my bad arm. I tried not to look at Rudy’s body. Tears streamed down my face. I could see how fast this was spreading, and even though I knew the potential outcome, I forced myself not to think about it, because if I did, I would lose it completely. I just needed to take it one step at a time. Focus on the next task and I could get through this. The next step was to retrieve the photo. I should head back to the elevator, but I had to at least try and get the photo.  
 
    Moving slowly, I tried to pinpoint exactly where the noise was coming from. It was a rustling sound, maybe one row over. There was the sound of ragged breathing too. 
 
    Gaps ran between clusters of cubicles, as I approached the next one, I chanced a look over to the next row.  
 
    It was Nancy. I knew her instantly from her bleach blonde hair and ear piercings. She was huddled under her desk, head on her knees, rocking back and forth. She looked okay to me, but she could have been bitten. Scooting forward, I whispered, “Nancy?” 
 
    Her head jerked up and collided with the desk. She swore and rubbed at her head. 
 
    “Jack? What are you doing here?” she whispered. 
 
    “I came to get my things. What happened?” 
 
    She shook her head in despair. “I don’t know. Joey from the mailroom went mad. He attacked Rudy. I don’t know if Rudy is okay.” 
 
    I didn’t want to scare her more than she already was, so I didn’t tell her about Rudy.  
 
    “Where is Joey now?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. I hid,” she said. 
 
    I didn’t blame her. The zombies didn’t seem to be that smart, so I didn’t think they could use an elevator. He could have gotten into the stairwell though or maybe someone took him out. 
 
    “How many people were in today?” I asked. I needed to know how many potential zombies I could be up against. 
 
    “Um, me, Rudy, Joey, TJ and Sandra, I think. Things were crazy on the street, so a lot of people didn’t make it in,” she said. 
 
    Or didn’t make it period.  
 
    “I’ll be right back. Don’t move,” I said. 
 
    Nancy nodded. I doubted there would be much that could make her move from under her desk. 
 
    I crawled on. I reached my cubicle to find that it had been stripped bare. Crap. TJ would probably have the stuff in his office. 
 
    Standing up, I gave the room a quick look. No zombies. I backed toward TJ’s office, still watching for them. My back hit the door and I reached out to turn the handle.  
 
    Someone smashed up against the glass by the door and I screamed. I leapt away from the door. The glass was frosted, but I could make out the shape of a man in the office. Most likely TJ. The way he was roaring and beating the glass I was pretty sure he was zombified. 
 
    Nancy’s head popped up over her cubicle. “Are you okay?” she whispered. 
 
    I nodded despite the fact that my heart was about to explode out of my chest. Maybe if Danny could distract TJ… 
 
    Wait a minute.  I just screamed and Danny hadn’t come to see what was wrong. I couldn’t see the elevator from where I was. Where was he? 
 
    “Danny.” I ran back to find him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    I leaned against the wall, wondering why the hell Jack had brought us here. Was she hoping to get her last paycheck? I had a feeling that money wouldn’t matter much soon. 
 
    The office was quiet. Too quiet. After a few minutes passed, I decided to go looking for her. 
 
    I saw movement to my left, in the opposite direction from where Jack had gone. In a room down the hall I could see movement behind the glass wall and a strange light. 
 
    Heading towards it I saw a sign on the door that said Photocopy Room. That was what the light was. Someone was inside using the copier. So there were people here. 
 
    I should probably tell them to get out of here. 
 
    I opened the door. A man was standing staring at the copier, his back to me. Sheets were printing out and falling to the floor. He made no move to pick them up. 
 
    “Hey, buddy, there’s some crazy stuff going on outside, you might want to get out of here.” 
 
    He raised his head and turned it to look at me – a little too far. His head twisted at nearly 180 degrees, he hissed at me. 
 
    Stumbling backwards, my foot caught on a box of copy paper and I fell on my butt. The man’s body twisted to follow his head. He grabbed my foot and tried to bite through my shoe.  
 
    Flailing wildly, I grabbed for the door for leverage and managed to shut it instead. 
 
    He pulled me across the ground, fingers digging into my ankle. I howled in pain as he dug them in. His grip was like a vice. 
 
    “Jack,” I yelled.  
 
    I shook my leg and managed to pull my foot free of my shoe. The zombie fell back against the copier. As it tried to right itself, I got up and pushed it hard. I lifted the lid on the copier, pushed its head down onto the glass and slammed it the lid down over and over again. It thrashed about, but I kept going. Blood sprayed up the wall, dripping off onto the floor. 
 
    “Just die!” I screamed. 
 
    It finally stopped moving. I staggered out of the room to find Jack outside. 
 
    “What the hell happened to you?” she asked. 
 
    I threw my hands up in the air. “Don’t ask.” 
 
    “Where’s your shoe?” 
 
    I looked down at my foot. Storming back into the room, I found my shoe still clutched in the zombie’s hand. I gingerly tried to get its hand open to release the shoe. Its arm convulsed and I leapt back. Grabbing the lid again, I brought it down with a crack. 
 
    The shoe dropped to the floor. I scooped it up and left the room. 
 
    “We are leaving,” I said. 
 
    “We can’t,” she said. 
 
    I closed my eyes and counted to ten so I wouldn’t snap at her. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I need something and it’s in my boss’ office.” 
 
    “Well go and get it.” 
 
    “The doors locked,” she said. 
 
    “I’m sure we can break it open,” I said, pulling my shoe back on. 
 
    “Yeah, uh, my boss is inside.” 
 
    I gave her a so what look. 
 
    “He’s a zombie.” 
 
    “Great, just great,” I muttered. Where there anymore surprises? 
 
     I looked around for some kind of weapon. Which I realized should have been our first goal of the day. Always be prepared and all that.  
 
    I found an autographed baseball bat hanging up on the wall of one of the cubicles. 
 
    “That was Will’s pride and joy,” Jack said. 
 
    “Now it’s going to be used to bash your boss’ brains in. Things change.” 
 
    I headed across the room, pausing when I saw a body on the ground that was missing a leg. Poor sucker. He didn’t seem to be getting up for the moment. 
 
    Jack directed me to the office. A blonde girl popped up from out of nowhere and I swung the bat at her head. 
 
    She screamed and threw herself to the floor, covering her head with her hands. 
 
    “Danny, no! That’s Nancy,” Jack cried. 
 
    Nancy got back up. “Are you crazy?” she said. 
 
    “Sorry, I thought you were one of them.” 
 
    “I forgot to tell you about her, sorry,” Jack said. 
 
    “Who’s he?” Nancy asked. 
 
    “Danny, he’s a friend,” Jack told her. A friend? Interesting choice. I don’t know what I expected her to say though. We were friends. Sort of. 
 
    I saw the boss pounding at the glass in the office. The door looked solid, it would be easier to take out the glass and go through it. Once it was broken though, he could get out as it ran to the floor. 
 
    “Stand back,” I said to them. 
 
    I swung the bat at the glass and it rebounded. I managed to crack it, but it wasn’t even close to breaking. 
 
    “It’s reinforced,” Nancy added helpfully. “Also, why the hell are you trying to break it? One of them is inside.” 
 
    “So is my stuff. I have to get in,” Jack said. 
 
    Whatever she wanted from in there better be worth it. I swung the bat again, widening the crack. The noise seemed to excite the zombie. He began hitting the glass too. Maybe he could do the job for me. 
 
    After several more attempts I had created a small hole, but most of the glass was still intact. The zombie had his face pressed to the hole. I could see one of his eyes as it swept back and forth, watching us, sizing us up. 
 
    “Jack, this is going nowhere. Whatever it is, you are going to have to do without it,” I said. 
 
    She nodded, but I could see how upset she was. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s get out of here,” she said. 
 
    We passed a row of vending machines on the way to the elevators. I smashed out the glass and grabbed a load of snacks and put them into my backpack. Food was also going to be a priority. 
 
    “We’re going to need them,” I said. 
 
    Nancy reached in and snagged a Twinkie for herself. She unwrapped it and started eating it. She was jumpy, but I think she was glad there were more survivors.  
 
    As we waited on the elevator, I glanced at Jack. She had her arms crossed over her chest. Her eyes were welling up. 
 
    “What was it? That you needed?” I asked. 
 
    “It’s nothing. It’s stupid.” 
 
    “Tell me,” I said. 
 
    She sighed. “It’s a picture. The only one I had of my mom. I carried it everywhere with me and I just wanted it back.” 
 
    “You have no other pictures?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, they were lost over the years, we moved so much.” 
 
    I went back to the office. 
 
    “Danny? What are you doing?” Jack called. 
 
    “Getting your picture.” 
 
    “No, just forget about it. It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    I lifted my foot and kicked the office door as hard as I could. Crippling pain shot up my leg, but it swung open.  
 
    Jack’s boss appeared in the doorway. I was ready for him. I used the end of the bat to drive him back into the office. He bumped into the desk and tipped over onto the floor.  
 
    I brought the bat down on his head and he collapsed. 
 
    There was a box sitting on the floor by the desk. I lifted it up and rifled through it. There were superhero bobble heads, a couple of flash drives, a cell phone and a picture of Jack when she was a kid with a red-haired woman. 
 
    “This what you’re looking for?” I asked. 
 
    She took it from me and clutched it to her chest. 
 
    Without warning, she threw her arms around my neck and kissed me. My arm went around her waist and I pulled her against me and kissed her back. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. 
 
    “Hell, if I’d known it would take kicking in a door to get you to kiss me, I would have done it sooner,” I joked. 
 
    She rolled her eyes at me. Just like old times. 
 
    I tried my best not to limp as we went back to the elevator. Before I could press the down button, the lights went out, leaving only a few emergency ones on. 
 
    “That isn’t good,” Nancy said. Understatement of the year. 
 
    “It must have spread through the building,” Jack said. 
 
    “We’ll have to take the stairs,” I said. 
 
    I went first since I had the weapon. The stairwell appeared clear. We started down. 
 
    When we hit the fifth floor, the door behind us crashed open. A man staggered out clutching his face. 
 
    “He bit me!” he howled. He moved his hands and blood sprayed Nancy in the face. She squealed and backed away. 
 
    He collided with Nancy in his haste to escape and sent them both over the railing. 
 
    “Nancy!” Jack screamed. 
 
    The man fell five floors, but Nancy managed to grab the railing and was now hanging from it. 
 
    “Help me,” she cried, kicking her legs wildly. 
 
    Jack leaned over the rail trying to grab her. The door opened again and a zombie appeared. I attacked it with the bat, trying to give Jack time to pull Nancy up. 
 
    “Come on, Nancy, grab my hand,” Jack said. 
 
    “I can’t,” she wailed. 
 
    It took several blows to the head to bring this one down. I rushed back to help Jack. 
 
    She had hold of Nancy’s wrist, but before I could get to her, Nancy slipped and plummeted to the ground below. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Jack 
 
      
 
    “No!” I screamed as Nancy’s hand slipped from mine. I couldn’t pull her up with my bad arm. I saw the look of fear on her face as she fell five floors to the ground. I ran down the stairs, hoping that she was still alive, although I knew she wasn't.  
 
    She was sprawled on the ground beside the man. Blood pooled around her head. 
 
    “Nancy?” I knelt beside her. Her eyes were still open. 
 
    “She's gone, Jack,” Danny said. 
 
    I closed her eyes and stood up. As we walked away, I heard a groan as one of the bodies got up. It was the man. I snatched the bat from Danny, turned and brought it down on the guy’s head. Pain ripped through my shoulder, but it was worth it. He went down. 
 
    “We’re going to need more weapons,” I said. 
 
    Back in the lobby Martin was on the phone. “I don't know what's going on. The powers down and no one is answering their phones. Should I evacuate?” 
 
    He saw us coming toward him. “What’s going on up there?” 
 
    “Get out of the building, Martin. There's a virus on the loose. Go home and lock your doors,” I said. 
 
    “Are you serious?” he asked, lowering the phone. 
 
    “Yes, get going.” 
 
    He seemed reluctant, but when a car crashed right outside the building, he grabbed his stuff and ran. 
 
    “Where can we go? It's chaos out there,” I asked Danny. 
 
    “I can think of a few places we can lay low. But we should make a pit stop for supplies first.” 
 
    I needed a weapon, so we headed for a sporting goods store a couple of blocks away. The doors were unlocked but several people were huddled inside. 
 
    We ignored them and headed into the back to the sports equipment section. I checked out the range of tennis racquets, baseball bats and hockey sticks.  
 
    “Pick your weapon,” Danny said. I played hockey in school, so I chose a black and green hockey stick. 
 
    As we headed back out, Danny raided a display of power bars. 
 
    “Uh, you have to pay for them,” a girl wearing a nametag said. 
 
    I lifted the hockey stick and rested it on my shoulder, glaring at her. She shrank back against the wall. 
 
    We left the store. I looked to Danny to show me what direction to go in. He pointed left so we went left. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Danny 
 
      
 
    Cutting through several alleys, we came out in an area that seemed to be unaffected for the moment. 
 
    I recognized the area. “This way.” 
 
    I led Jack to a neighborhood several blocks away that was mostly deserted apartment buildings. They were due to be demolished soon. I had crashed there for a couple of nights last month. It would give us a place to stop and come up with a plan. 
 
    I found the back entrance to one of the buildings still lying open from when I was here last. I doubted we would be the only ones in the building, but we didn’t have a choice. 
 
    Moving slowly through the building I spotted a few homeless people in the rooms. They looked fearful and hid as I passed them. I found one at the end that was empty. We went inside and I wedged some furniture against the door to keep anyone out. 
 
    The main room was empty apart from a soiled looking mattress. I sat down on it and patted the spot beside me. 
 
    Jack didn’t look happy about it. 
 
    “It’s fine, sit down.” 
 
    She lowered herself onto it gingerly.  
 
    “What are we going to do? I mean is this ever going to end?” she asked. 
 
    I put my arm around her. “We’ll be fine. I promise.” 
 
    “How can you say that? It’s loose in the city. It’ll spread fast and the place will be overrun with zombies.” Her shoulders started to heave, but she got herself under control.
I didn’t know how to reply to that. She was right and I knew it. The truth was I was terrified too, but I didn’t want to show it in front of her. 
 
    “We’ll get some rest and move out when it’s dark. We’ll leave the city, go somewhere remote,” I said. I read somewhere once that if there was ever a zombie attack, the best place to go was the mountains. To think I laughed when I first read it.
We went over plans for the next few hours on where we would go and what supplies we would need. Jack fell asleep for a while, but I couldn’t relax.  
 
    When it grew dark, I left the apartment and went up onto the roof of the building. I hoped everything would look normal, but even as I stepped out onto the rooftop, I knew that wasn’t going to happen. I could smell smoke in the air and see several choppers flying around. The air was filled with the sound of sirens. 
 
    I moved to the edge and looked down. Burning cars, people running in panic, the whole city was in chaos. How many had been turned already? Hundreds? Thousands? 
 
    How many people had been attacked by loved ones, friends and family? Everyone would try to flee the city and probably take the virus with them.  
 
    Staring out across the skyline, I saw the logo of Gene-Pharm lit up against the night sky. It was still intact. It was like they were taunting me. Look it’s the zombie apocalypse and we’re still standing.  They did this. They killed us all. 
 
    I felt fear and panic surge through me. I couldn’t turn. I was the only person in the world who couldn’t. What would that be like? Being the only human in a world full of the undead? 
 
    I couldn’t do that. Couldn’t live like that. I would have no one.   
 
    “Danny?” I looked over my shoulder to see Jack. 
 
    “I woke up and you were gone,” she said. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you, I just wanted to take a look and see what was happening.” 
 
    “And?” she asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “You don’t want to know. We’ll get a car and get out of here.” 
 
    There was no way I could do this alone. I had to make sure Jack survived too. All my life I avoided having ties with anyone, now there was the potential that there wouldn’t be anyone soon. We were in this together. Screw the movies, this was real life. We would survive this. We were a team. 
 
    She shivered in the cold. “Breton will keep looking for us.” 
 
    “He has bigger problems right now. We’ll be okay, Jack. I promise.” 
 
    I pulled her into a hug and she buried her face against my chest. 
 
     “We just have to keep one step ahead of them.” 
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