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Rend




But then again, sometimes the thing that kills you

can indeed make you stronger.
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Chapter 1
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“No!” Stephen cries. “No! Oh my god, what have you done?”

Time slows. Beside me, Ashley shrieks and slowly crumbles to her knees. Her hands rise up to cover her face. Dust puffs out from beneath her.

Jake raises the knife again. Someone shouts to stop. But they’re not yelling at him. They’re saying my name, not his. I realize I’m running straight toward the bloody scene. I’m leaping.

I reach out as the knife descends in a grand arc. I’m too slow. The blade enters Tanya’s back a second time. Blood spurts out.

I grab Jake’s arm and try to pull him off of her. He’s dead weight, limp and unresponsive. Kelly’s voice cuts through the fog. He shouts at me to get away from them both. I ignore him and pull Jake even harder. Others are yelling, their voices distorted. Jake releases the knife. I get him off of Tanya. My feet slip in the dirt. I stumble and lose my grip. Jake falls, too. He doesn’t try to go back to her.

So much blood. So much goddamn blood.

Normal time returns.

“Oh god,” Ashley cries. “Someone help her! Please, god, no! What’s happening?”

No one moves.

“I had to do it,” Jake sobs. He collapses into the dirt and covers his face. “I had to. I promised!

“What?” I cry.

“I promised to do it if any of us was infected. You saw what he did to her!”

“Jake, no. No!”

“You said you’d do it, but I knew you wouldn’t. You had your chance!” he screams. “But you just stood there and watched her turn.”

“She was alive, Jake!”

“But she’s infected! She’s dying. If you’d just listened to me, I wouldn’t have had to do it! Tanya would still be alive!”

I turn to Stephen. He’s standing there motionless, in shock, his mouth hanging open and his eyes wide as moons. How can he be standing? Just seconds ago he was the one dying.

He’s not infected, Jessie. It was all just another lie.

“Motherfucker!”

And I’d fallen for it. Again.

Goddamn it!

He recovers some sensibility, blinking away the shock. Fury reddens his face. “It’s all over,” he whispers. His voice quavers with emotions. “All of it is just... gone. Why? WHY? May God help us now.”

“What do you mean ‘help us now’?” Reggie demands. “There is no God!”

“We’re dead. We’re all dead now. It wasn’t supposed to be—”

“Don’t put this on us,” Jake suddenly cries. “It’s all you! You!”

Stephen stumbles over to Tanya and drops to his knees. “I can’t believe you would do this,” he says. “Why?” He jabs an accusing finger at Jake. “Look at what you’ve done! All my hard work! It’s just... It’s gone! You’ve ruined everything!”

Shock and dismay still holds the rest of the group frozen in place. How could this be happening? How is Stephen not dead? Why would Jake so brutally murder Tanya like this? How could he have thought she was infected? She wasn’t.

No, she was, Jessie. Just like Mabel.

But she wasn’t dead! She was breathing!

You know it was just a matter of time. She was dying. And what happens to people like her when they die? They turn.

Jake knew it. He did what he had to do, what he always said he would do.

The thing I said I would do, too, but couldn’t.

My soul is shattered. But now, seeing Stephen with her, shedding his lying crocodile tears, sends a quake of revulsion and fury coursing through me. He’s the one who did this to her, not Jake. He’s the one at fault. What he was a part of, what he and his employer did to her — to all of us! — is beyond despicable. It’s unforgivable. All Jake did was—

kill her

—try to do the right thing for us all.

But was it? Was she really dying? What if she wasn’t?

No, I can’t blame him. It was Stephen. Stephen and Arc. They murdered her. They put that knife in Jake’s hand just as assuredly as they put the virus in Tanya. All Jake did, all he thought he was doing was—

quieting her

—making sure she wouldn’t turn into their slave monster. He thought he was saving us from the inevitable. Because what doesn’t kill you makes you—

deader

—stronger.

I stand up and point at Stephen. “He’s right. It’s all your fault. You did this to her. You lied to us. You’ve been lying to us since the start. You killed her. Get the fuck away from her.”

The others start nodding and pointing. He ignores us. He keeps patting a hand to the air over the crimson petals blooming on her shirt, as if there’s an invisible barrier preventing him from touching her or plucking the knife sunk to the hilt in the middle of her back. “All gone,” he sobs.

The sight of the blood makes me nauseous. I force myself to step closer. I’m going to be sick.

“This was not supposed to happen,” Stephen says. “It wasn’t—”

“Get the fuck away from her. Now,” I growl. I step around Tanya to confront him. I grab his shirt.

He leaps madly to his feet. I recoil out of his reach. The look on his face is pure madness. “You’ve killed us all!” he howls at Jake. “Do you understand me? We’re all dead because of what you’ve done! Dead!”

The word carries off into Gameland. The absence of echoes and the total silence that follow reminds us all of where we are. I glance nervously around, out over the overgrown pasture, to the road and the abandoned buildings. Out past the moss-draped trees and rotting rooftops. Was Stephen telling the truth about the wall’s tendency to repel CUs? Or was that just another lie? Is all our yelling going to draw them out again?

I see nothing moving. So far, we’re alone. But that can change in an instant, and any retreat is blocked by the wall.

We have to leave. Now. It was a mistake coming here.

Stephen makes a move toward Jake. I lunge over Tanya’s body to grab his collar and pull him back. It takes every cell in my body not to throw him to the ground. I want to hurt him so badly for what he’s done to her. For what he’s done to all of us.

The look he gives me is murderous, but before either of us can act, a soft cough sounds between us.

He shoves me away. We both stare down at the body at our feet. Tanya’s foot twitches. Is she alive? Is it a death throe?

Is she undead?

Her arm spasms, and we both recoil.

Jake gasps. “Tanya?” he whispers hopefully. “Oh, god, I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.”

He takes a step closer and I throw out a hand to ward him off. “Stay back! Don’t come any closer!” I don’t know what he thinks he needs to apologize for — that he intended to quiet her, or that he didn’t succeed — but right now isn’t the time for more of his histrionics. The situation calls for calmer heads. “Kelly, grab him!”

A spasm jolts Tanya’s body, and a moan escapes her lips. I take several more steps back. Stephen doesn’t move this time. He stares at her, waiting for a signal of some sort. Her rib cage expands and collapses.

“She’s alive! She’s still breathing!” he gasps.

The dead don’t breathe.

And neither do the undead.

He kneels down beside her again, and this time touches the knife in her back. “Miss Saroyan? Can you hear me? We’re going to help—”

“Get away from her!” Jake shrieks.

Reggie and Kelly step forward and grab Jake’s arms. He struggles to get free, but they hold him back. “You’ve done enough, Pukeboy,” Reggie growls.

“Okay,” Stephen whispers. “Okay, we can do this. She’s okay. There’s still a chance. We can salvage something out of this. I just need—”

“Don’t touch her!” Jake shouts.

“Shut him up!” Ashley whispers. She’s finally come to her senses enough to recognize the danger we’re in. The irony is that she was the one who screamed first and loudest.

“No, I can save her,” Stephen murmurs. “I just have to—”

“No, stop,” I growl. I grab his arm. “It’s too late. She’s lost too much blood already.”

“She’s not dead!”

“But she’s dying. We can’t do anything for her now. There’s no time.”

“No! We have to try. She’s... You don’t understand. She’s special.”

He wraps his fingers around the handle of the knife.

Jake lunges again, but the boys hold him tight.

“Don’t, Stephen,” I say.

He starts to pull it out.

Jake goes completely ballistic and this time breaks free. He shoves Stephen aside and wrenches the knife out of Tanya’s back. I expect him to turn it on Stephen, and I brace myself to jump on his back to stop him. But he doesn’t. Instead, he turns straight back to Tanya. I can see the madness in his eyes. I know exactly what he’s going to do, so I do the only thing I can. I react instinctively. My punch lands exactly where I aim it. But he’s got weight and momentum on his side. His head rocks to the side. The knife slashes the air in its downward arc. It misses his target and instead slices through the side of Tanya’s neck, missing her spine by inches.

Stephen tackles Jake. The boys pull them apart. I grab the knife and hurl it away. It’s sticky with her blood, and now, so is my hand.

Stephen breaks away from Kelly again and goes straight back to Tanya. “She can’t die,” he whispers. “Don’t die. Don’t die! Please please please!”

He presses a hand against the new gash on her neck. Blood seeps between his fingers, thick as oil, pulsing like it’s alive. Nothing will stop it from escaping the ruined ship of her body. It soaks into the dirt, turning black.

Nothing will ever grow here, I think. Then I realize that nothing is already growing here. There’s a barren ribbon of ground all along the length of the wall. Whatever it’s made out of, whatever poison it’s spewing, it’s corrupted the ground within twenty feet of it. Nothing grows, no grass or shrubs. No weeds. The wall is toxic and the dirt is dry and sterile and when Tanya’s blood touches it, it dies, too.

“What do I do?” Stephen says. “I’m not— I can’t—”

He shifts his weight over Tanya. He knows that if he doesn’t push hard enough, the bleeding won’t stop. But if he presses too hard, she won’t be able to breathe.

He still hasn’t accepted the truth that she’s dead either way. She was already dead the moment they injected her, she’s just now finishing the dying part. That’s what Jake was trying to do, help her finish. It was his gift to her because he cared. I’m the one who got her into this mess, but I couldn’t do what was necessary to get her out of it. For all his faults, Jake kept his word.

And for all my promises, I am the one he blames.

It’s up to me to finish it now. If I don’t, she’ll reanimate. And there’s no way I can let that happen. She’ll be worse than Mabel. Mabel was older, her body unfit, more fat than muscle. Yet still terrifyingly destructive. Tanya will be so much worse. She’ll be faster and stronger and far more dangerous. She’ll be Mabel 2.0 running in acceleration mode.

I try to pull Stephen away from her. He resists. “She’s gone, Stephen. We have to finish this, or else it’ll be bad.”

“No, Jessie,” Ashley says.

“I have to.”

“No!” Stephen snaps. “I know we can save her. She’s tough. Please, just help me stop the bleeding.”

“She’s gone,” I hiss. “You can’t do anything for her now!”

“Leave him,” Reggie says. “Let him try. We need to go. I don’t think this place is safe.”

Stephen rolls Tanya onto her back, then slips his arms beneath her limp form and staggers to his feet. Blood pulses out of her neck and runs down his arm.

“Where are you taking her?” Jake shouts. “Bring her back. Come back here!”

“Let him go,” Reggie growls. “We need to take care of ourselves.”

Stephen turns. “Please,” he says. “Help me. There’s a house right over there, down the road. I can fix her. There’s still time. I know I can. Just need to find bandages.”

“She’s lost too much blood,” I say. “You said it yourself before. She’ll turn before she dies.”

He shakes his head.

“Or was that another lie?” I demand.

He makes for the empty houses. I assume they’re empty. They’re all abandoned, but their residents might still be home. It’s been thirteen years since anyone has lived here. Thirteen years in which Long Island has belonged to the undead.

“Stephen! Stop! You’re putting us all at risk.”

“Let him go,” Reggie repeats. “We don’t need him. Now’s our chance to get away from that lying sack of shit.”

“I can save her,” Stephen repeats. “Omega protects the brain against anoxia, slows damage.” He careens down the road like a drunk. Just days ago, he carried Tanya for more than a mile under the East River, but that was when he was under Arc’s control. Now he doesn’t look like he’ll even make it to the road. “She could lose almost half her blood and still not lose brain function.”

“Well, she’s not functioning!”

“I can save her.”

I flinch instinctively when Kelly touches my elbow. “Let him go,” he says. He hands me the gun. I don’t remember dropping it. Maybe I’m not the right person to keep it, if I can’t keep track of it. It slips from my senseless fingers. The sound it makes when it hits the dust at my feet is muted. He bends down and retrieves it.

“We need to think about ourselves, Jess. Tanya’s gone. Let Stephen—”

“Let Stephen what exactly?” I demand. “I’m responsible for her being here, more than anyone else. I said I’d get everyone home. I promised it, and I’ve already failed. But I won’t let him keep doing to her whatever he’s been doing. She deserves better than this. I won’t let Arc keep using her for their sick experiments.”

“They won’t. She’s too far gone.”

“That means nothing anymore! What do you think is going to happen to her after she dies?”

“Kelly’s right,” Reggie says. “We can’t keep trying to save everyone. We need to focus on saving us! And if you keep fighting this, it’s all going to end up being bad for the rest of us. We know what we need to do now. We just need to stick to the plan.”

“The plan?” I sputter. It’s the most asinine thing I’ve ever heard. “The plan that Stephen planted in our brains? Getting inside Gameland? He didn’t do that for us! He did it for himself! For Arc! You still think taking out the servers is going to fix things? You’re wrong!”

“It’s all we’ve got, Jess. We have to believe it’ll work.”

I throw my hands into the air. “Which part of the plan had Tanya turning into a living, breathing CU? What’s to stop them from doing that to us? This is all fucked up. I can’t— I can’t think about The Plan anymore!”

“It’s all we’ve got.”

“This was your goddamn idea, Reggie! You know that? We were supposed to just come here and take a few pictures, grab a few souvenirs. That’s what you said. It was all for laughs. None of this was supposed to happen. No one was supposed to die. You promised!”

I shove him violently in the chest. He doesn’t resist or stop himself from falling to the dirt. He lands on his ass, pain in his eyes.

“And you!” I say, spinning on Kelly. “You’re just as much to blame!”

“Jess, stop,” Reggie says. “Please.”

Kelly reaches a hand out to touch me and I slap it away. He tries again, snatching my wrist. “Stop, Jess.”

I hear Master Rupert’s voice in my head: To defeat your opponent, yield beneath his superior strength. Use it against him. The advice is loud and insistent in my head. It has always drowned out the other voice inside me, the one screaming at the top of her lungs, pleading for me to just listen to her for once. I’ve been fighting that voice my whole entire life. It speaks to me in words that are my own, but the words go against everything I’ve been told is good and right. Never yield, she demands. Never let someone else tell you what to do.

I retrieve the gun from Kelly’s hand and slip it into my waistband. Then I check the sky. The clouds have scattered, and the blue above us is a little deeper than when we stepped up to the wall on the other side. Evening is coming.

“We still have a few hours of daylight,” I say.

“Jessie, stop.”

“No. Jayne’s Hill is about four miles from here. That’s the plan, right? We can still make it. Once we’re finished there, we’ll come back and get Tanya.”

“Maybe we’d be better off resting for the night,” Micah says, speaking up for the first time. He’s pale and haggard.

I shake my head. “We’ve got to get rid of this thing in our heads. We hit Arc hard and fast. Then we get the hell out of here.”

Micah stands up and immediately collapses.

“Micah?” I run over to him. “Micah, talk to me.”

“Hurts,” he grunts. “The buzzing’s getting worse. Oh, fuck. It hurts!”

“What’s happening?” Kelly asks.

“I think it’s the wall. We have to move away from it! As long as we’re within range, it’s affecting us all.”

“You can feel it, too?”

I nod. It’s like a heavy blanket, worsening my fatigue. The wall is toxic to be around. It itches my skin and brain. I can feel it, but not as badly as Micah.

Kelly and I get him back to his feet and start walking him toward the road. With each step, I can feel the wall’s effects on me weakening. I’m lighter already, stronger. My shoulder aches less. Soon, I won’t be able to feel it inside my head at all.

“Any better?” I ask.

He nods.

“Anyone else?” I ask, glancing around at the others. “Um, guys. Where the hell’s Jake?”
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Chapter 2
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The late afternoon sun casts everything into sharp focus. I scan our surroundings, expecting to see the first of the uninvited dead. But we’re the only people in sight, living or otherwise. Of course, that doesn’t mean we’re alone. Of the roughly one hundred square miles of Gameland, I can barely see a few hundred square yards of it. We’re on the arcade’s outer fringe, close to the wall, whereas the dead are concentrated in the cities, closer to the center. That’s where the highest rated Survivalist episodes are set, Players battling each other in an apocalyptic setting with crumbling buildings for a backdrop. And where most IUs from the outbreak can be found. Operators bored with the usual Player-on-Player action will often go after them, even though they aren’t worth anything in The Game, like a young kid throwing rocks at bottles lined up on a log. Survivalist fans can’t seem to get enough of it.

“No sign of Jake,” I say. “I think he went after Stephen and Tanya. Did anyone notice which house they went into?”

“Don’t bother, Jess. We need to go.”

“No, we need to find Jake.”

Reggie and Ash exchange troubled glances. Ashley mouths something to him that looks suspiciously like ‘It’s time.’ She refuses to look at me.

“Guys?” I ask. “What’s going on?”

Reggie’s temples throb with tension. “Nothing. Let’s get out of here. I think we’ve pushed our luck sitting here as long as we have.”

“Which house did they go to?”

“We can’t—”

“We find Jake, then we take a break. Just until Micah recovers. Then we go the hill and take out those servers. Then we go home.”

I march over to the first row of houses and see a fresh path beaten through the grass. A warm breeze caresses my cheek, smelling faintly of swamp water and decay. There must be a lagoon nearby that turned over after this afternoon’s rain. Down into a swale surrounded by trees, I can see several moldering houses half-sunken beneath thick weeds. Above us, several more homes stand mute in the dying light, their windows shuttered against the glare. It feels like they’re all watching us, as dead as the undead themselves.

I wonder, what will happen to them if the living ever return to this place? Will people breathe fresh new life into them? Or will the houses consume them, too?

I step onto the trail. The feathery tops of the grass brush my fingertips.

Kelly stops me. “What do you hope to accomplish?”

I place my palm on the pistol in my waistband and Kelly’s eyes drop to it. I can see him wondering what I’m thinking. I don’t reply.

Micah brushes clumsily past me. It feels intentional, like he’s signally to me that our arguing needs to stop. I glance back at Reggie and Ashley huddled in the middle of the road. Reg looks over at us, then ducks his head down again. I don’t know why, but it irritates me. Something about them doesn’t feel right anymore.

“Let’s go, guys,” I call over.

We come out at the end of a cul-de-sac and test the front door of the first house on the left. It’s locked. Micah and Kelly cautiously circle around to the back, each of them heading around opposite sides. I hear a gate creak open, then close. This repeats a minute later, and I know it’s the boys returning because it latches quietly. A zombie wouldn’t take such care. The boys reappear together. “Look who we found.”

Jake steps out onto the walkway. “I lost them,” he says, sheepishly. Tanya’s blood is splashed over his arm and the front of his shirt. I wonder if he’s regained his senses now. The way his eyes sort of glide over us while focusing on nothing tells me he’s still in a state of shock.

“He was standing on the back steps. The door was wide open,” Kelly says. “No way in hell I was going inside to see if Stephen was in there.”

“He’s not,” Jake mutters.

We check the next house over. The door’s shut, but unlocked. The air inside has a staleness to it. The cabinets in the kitchen stand open, ransacked.

“Looters?” I ask. “During the evacuation?”

“Or the military afterward.”

“Could also have been the construction crew who built the wall,” Micah adds.

Kelly shrugs. “Looks like they took only food, none of the valuables, so I’m guessing it was either the owners or scavengers. Definitely not zoms.”

“Not unless they’ve developed a taste for canned goods.”

He lifts an old laptop computer from a desk in the kitchen nook and blows the dust off. But when he opens it up and presses the power button, nothing happens. He sets it down again.

“There were still people here, left behind after the evacuation,” he says. “Some of them refused to leave or were ditched because they were too slow getting out. Would’ve been easy pickings for a while, no shortage of food.”

“Kelly.”

“Sorry,” he says. “Mind’s running a mile a minute. Whoever did this, they’re clearly long gone. Too much dust. Nobody’s been here in a while.”

I wipe a finger through the grime on the counter and nod. “Why would anyone choose to stay? Do you think there are any left?”

“I’m sure they were all gone by the time Arc started building the wall. Or at least not living anymore.”

We head back outside where the others are waiting. I shake my head to let them know Stephen’s not here.

“So, can we go now?” Jake asks.

“Not till I find Stephen and Tanya.”

Jake’s face pinches.

I turn to Reggie and Ash. Reggie shrugs and says nothing.

“He can’t have gone far,” I say. “He was looking for bandages.”

“Bandages,” Jake spits. “Goddamn liar is what he is. He doesn’t want to save her. He can’t. She’s already dead. And we’re just wasting our time.”

I’m appalled by how easily he’s moved on from her. He doesn’t even care what happens to her now. All he ever thinks about is himself.

I glance across the cul-de-sac to the house on the other side of the path. I head straight across to it, and I know I’m on the right track when I see blood splatter on the sidewalk. I follow the trail around to the side door of the house.

“Window’s broken,” Kelly says, stepping beside me. He nods at the small pane above the knob. There’s a large smear of blood on the grass beside us — fresh blood — and it’s been flattened by footsteps. More blood colors the faded mat and the surface of the door. The blood on the knob is still tacky.

“Bring the others,” I say.

The front entryway opens to a kitchen on the right, but the blood trail continues down the vestibule toward the back of the house. I slide a long thin knife from the butcher block on the kitchen counter before following it.

We find Stephen in the back living room kneeling in front of the couch. Tanya’s lying on it. Neither of them moves when we walk in, but I can tell by the way his back goes rigid that he knows we’re here.

“I tried,” he finally says. “I tried, but I couldn’t save her.”

I don’t speak. Behind me, I hear the sound of footsteps as the others gather around me.

“This was my one chance to prove to Beaucorps what I could do. It’s ruined. All of it, gone.”

The man is a pathetic liar, I remind myself. Tanya’s dead, and his mourning for her is a desecration of her memory.

As for me, I’ll mourn in my own way later. Right now, I have five others who need me to get them home, and at least one of them is in need of medical attention. Hell, we all need it. At the very least, we’re going to need these illegal implants out of our heads.

I move around the sofa so I can see his face. “We’re heading to Jayne’s Hill, Stephen. Is there anything else you want to tell us?”

He stares glassy-eyed at Tanya. Finally, he takes in a shuddering breath and says, “No.”

“Then I guess we don’t need you anymore.”

“What are you going to do to me?”

“Kill you,” Jake says, stepping forward.

Stephen looks at the knife in my hand, then to each of us in turn, and he must decide that no one’s going to stop it. “Will you spare me if I tell you exactly what you have to do?”

“That depends.”

“On what?”

“On if it works.”

He sighs. “The failsafe scripts are housed inside the mainframe stack directly beneath the radio transmission tower.”

“Okay.”

“Each script is set to run on an unbreakable loop. Outputs are sent to the main transmitter. From there, they propagate to the entire Arc network.”

“Is there anything we need to know about finding it and destroying it? How do we get inside to the mainframe? Any security concerns? Traps?”

“I’ve never been there. I don’t know what the place looks like. I don’t know how big it is or how tight the security. I just know you have to go underground to get to the server rooms. It’s buried several stories deep, I think. As far as getting in, the place is surrounded by chain link and razor wire. The fence is electrified, running off solar panels and storage batteries.”

“What if we just cut the power to the transmission towers?”

“I don’t know how you’d do that. The lines are embedded in cement. The batteries are buried. If you try to take out the panels, it’d still be a day or two before they’re drained.”

“And if we just shut down the mainframe?”

“That won’t stop the transmissions.”

“I don’t understand. Why not?”

“In the event of a catastrophic mainframe failure, the satellite servers, like the one in LaGuardia, are designed to continuously transmit last instructions. This places everything into a sort of holding pattern until Arc can go in and fix things.”

“Then how the hell do we stop the failsafe? Are you saying we have to shut down every last tower on the island? We can’t do that!”

There’s despair in his eyes when he looks up at us. Tanya’s chest rises and falls. Her respirations are shallow and rapid. She’s close. “I told you, the Coder designed it to be unbreakable.”

“Then we have no deal.”

“I believe you can find a way.”

“It’s not a game!” I snap.

“I know! I know.”

Ashley chuffs. “No program is unbreakable. I cracked The Game’s codex. Well, Micah and I did together. We can crack this one, too.”

“I’m not so sure I’ll be of much help,” Micah says. “I can’t remember how to hack.”

“Nothing?”

“It’s one of the things that still hasn’t come back to be yet.”

“Well, I can do it by myself, if I have to,” Ashley says. “Seems simple enough. I’ll just alter the scripts first, put in different identifier codes. They’ll get sent to the satellite towers. Then we’ll blow the servers.”

Stephen turns to her. “The script is just one part of the failsafe.”

“We got that, asshole,” Jake says. He stares at Stephen, careful not to look at Tanya.

Stephen scowls. “I should’ve just let the rest of you die on that tram.”

“And we should kill you right here and now for what you’ve done.”

“No, he tells us everything he knows,” I say. “Then we hand him over to the authorities. If he’s lucky, they’ll let him cut a deal and testify against Arc.”

Stephen shakes his head. “They’ll never let that happen. I’ll be dead long before this ever got to the courts. I hope you figure out the failsafe. But you can’t stop Arc.”

“It’s not just going to be us. My brother will help.”

He snorts. “You still actually believe everything will be okay as long as you follow the rules? Because that’s not how the real world works. You’ve spent so much time in VR that you’ve lost touch with reality. In fact, you’re not as good of a gamer as you think you are. You let the game define how you play rather than the other way around. When will you ever learn that to win you have to break the rules?”

“Play dirty?” Jake asks. He glances at me.

“More like rewrite the script.”

“That’s cute,” Kelly says. “And when will you ever learn that cheaters never win?”

“Tell that to Mister Sandervol over there. Cheating is the only way he can win.”

Micah rolls his eyes.

“Mister Espinosa gets it better than any of you. The irony is, he’s not a gamer at all,” Stephen says. “All of this? It’s just one big game— life, death, everything afterward. You play as long as you can, gathering as much treasure as possible, and you hope to survive long enough to get the grand prize. We’re all just players in a game nobody can win. Except those who write the rules.” He glances at Micah. “Those who write the rules win.”

Tanya’s body spasms. Dark, clotted blood erupts from her mouth and runs down her cheek. Jake turns away. I almost feel like going over and forcing him to look, but I still can’t blame him for what he did. The way she’d been acting just before he stabbed her, inside the wall and after we exited it, he was already hyped up on adrenaline. He wasn’t thinking reasonably. He was already primed to kill anyone he deemed a threat, no matter who it was.

Stephen brushes the hair from her face and whispers, “Shhh, there there. Shhh.”

I can feel Jake bristling. I turn away. It makes me sick, too, seeing him treat her like this. “Reggie, can you see if there are any wire cutters around here? Maybe downstairs or in the garage.”

“For?”

“To cut our way through the fence to get inside Jayne’s Hill.”

“I told you, it’s electrified.”

“We’ll just have to find a way.”

Reggie glances at Ash, who nods. Then he turns and heads off. Micah goes with him.

I turn to Ashley next. “Can I talk with you in private? Kelly, keep an eye on Stephen. You too, Jake.”

Jake starts to complain, but Kelly quiets him. I pull Ash into a bedroom down the hall. It used to be a little girl’s room. The walls are lined with faded posters of once-famous music idols and little pink pigs with wings. There’s an overabundance of all of the colors of the rainbow, but a preponderance of pink. The shelves are lined with hundreds of paperback and hardcover books. The boards sag in the middle.

I pull one of the books out, reveling at its heft and the dryness of the paper. There’s an illustration on the cover of a boy with wild hair and a scar on his forehead. He’s waving a magician’s wand. I put it back, resisting the urge to open it up and smell the ancient paper.

A faded picture on the bedside in one of those old Record-a-Note frames shows a brown-haired girl in a pair of pigtails. I push the speaker button near the bottom and expect to hear childish titters of laughter and a happy message from a ghost of the past. Maybe a happy birthday squeal. Or, “I love you, Mommy and Daddy.”

But there’s nothing. It’s dead, too.

Ashley sits on the bed and waits. Dust rises around her, curling through the rays of golden sunlight. I shut the door.

“Alright,” I say. “What’s going on?”

She gives me a puzzled look. “What do you mean?”

“You and Reg are acting all secretive. I want to know what’s going on between you two.”

She glances away. Her mouth pinches. “It wasn’t my idea. Okay? I just want you to know that.”

“What idea?”

“Reggie agreed before I did.”

I cross my arms and wait.

“Look, I’m sorry Jessie. It’s nothing personal, but...” She stops and looks down at her hands. She starts picking at the dirt beneath her fingernails. “It’s just that we don’t think you should be making the decisions anymore.”

I stand there in shock, unable to move or speak.

She looks up, pleading. “We’ve been talking it over for a while, since the day we left. It wasn’t my idea, honest. Just... please don’t be mad. But things—”

“Who’s we? You and Reg and who else?”

“Jake. But I didn’t take him seriously. Not until...”

“Oh, I see. He thinks he’ll make a better leader than me?”

“He did what he said he’d do.”

“He killed Tanya.”

There, I’ve said it. A moment before I was willing to rationalize the act away. But now that he’s betrayed me...

“She was infected,” Ashley says. “She’s—”

“She’s not infected, not like that.”

“But she was going to turn soon.”

“So, you think someone else can do better than I can?”

“I think it’s time we let Jake have chance.”

“Seriously?”

“I don’t know. Maybe? If we’d listened to him before, we probably wouldn’t be in this mess right now, would we? I mean, Tanya—”

“No. Stop.” I suck in a deep breath and slowly let it out. “Okay, you’re right.”

“Really?”

I think about Micah. I think about how we’re always arguing. Maybe I’m the problem.

“I’m actually relieved,” I tell her. “I never wanted this in the first place.”

“Honestly?” She smiles uncertainly. “Oh, this is such a relief. We were afraid you’d—”

“What? Get angry?” I snap.

She doesn’t answer.

I’m a mess of emotions, and I can feel them getting away from me. How could she do this to me? I don’t deserve this. How can they put all the blame for everything that’s happened on me? I’ve been doing my best. I never asked for any of this! It was Reggie’s idea to put me in charge, and now he’s gone and stabbed me in the back just as surely as Jake did to Tanya. But I have to live with it; Tanya doesn’t.

I want so badly to lash out. I want to smack Ashley in the face. I want to scream and shout and cry.

I hate feeling this way.

I hate myself.

“I just want you to remember something, Ashley,” I say, shakily. “First, I’m the one who helped everyone escape from Arc at the airport. I’m the one who... who did what I had to do, when it was necessary. Jake choked. Remember that? And then, when he did act, he acted rashly. He didn’t have to kill Tanya. We don’t know—”

“We do, Jess. She was getting ready to turn. Waiting any longer would’ve been too late. It couldn’t have been easy for him. You saw how close they were to each other.”

“Oh, so he did this for her? I see. That’s bullshit. He did it for himself. Every decision I have made, I’ve made it for all of us!”

“We know that, Jessie, and we’re grateful. You got us out of there. But there was no real question about it, was there? We all knew we had to leave.”

“I’m not finished! Did I make some bad decisions? Of course I did, but you all agreed with them at the time.”

“Not always.”

“What are you talking about? If you didn’t agree, then why didn’t you say so?”

She clenches her jaw, but doesn’t answer.

“But you think Jake’s a better leader. That he’ll make better decisions.”

“He’s smarter than you about some things, Jessie. He’s had survival training. He fixed your arm.”

“Oh, I get it. He knows basic first aid. Maybe he knows how to start a fire rubbing two sticks together. Hell, he can probably even tell the time by the position of the sun. Big fucking whoop, Ash. Did his training teach him how to kill a zombie? Because that day we first arrived here? All he ever did was freeze up or run away from them.”

“And you keep running toward them!”

I stop, openmouthed. The accusation stings because it’s true. Regardless of my intentions, it seems like it’s been the outcome every single time.

“B-but not on purpose,” I manage to spit out.

“I know, but maybe we just need to follow someone who’s always thinking about how we can avoid getting killed.”

“Are you saying I’m trying to get us killed?”

She opens her mouth and gawps for a moment. “No, but...”

“But what?”

There’s a knock at the door.

“Not now!”

It opens anyway, and Reggie sticks his head in. “We really need to leave soon if we’re going to make it before dark.”

“I’m not done talking to Stephen.”

He blinks at me and doesn’t answer.

“Did you find wire cutters?”

“Even better,” he says, holding up a set of bolt cutters. He glances at Ash, and I think he figures out what we’re talking about, because he quickly mumbles that he’ll wait with the others. He shuts the door again before I can say anything.

“Okay, Ash, if that’s how you guys feel, then... fine. Let Jake lead for a while. I’m tired of it, anyway. I’ve always been willing to let someone else step up and do it, but no one else has. Personally? I think he’s a train wreck waiting to happen. But if everyone wants to follow him, then fine. But don’t come crying to me when things turn out badly.”

“There’s one other thing, Jessie.”

“What?”

“We don’t want you to come with us.”

“What?” I cry. “Why not?”

“You’re bad luck.”
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Chapter 3

[image: image]


I blink stupidly for a moment.

“What did you say?”

“Look, it’s nothing personal, Jessie. But Jake thinks—”

“Oh, Jake. I should’ve figured.”

“Reggie agrees.”

“It’s never you! It’s Jake. It’s Reggie. You know what? Screw them. Screw you, too, and the whore you all rode in on!”

“Please, Jess, it’s—”

“No! You’re my best friend! You’re supposed to have my back. Instead, you... you go and you pick sides with Mister Freaky Pukeboy out there!”

“We’re not talking about picking sides for a game of Zpocalypto here, Jess. This is serious real life-and-death shit. If we don’t figure out how to get rid of this thing inside our heads, we’re dead. Do you understand? No. We’re worse than dead. We’re undead.”

“Oh, I understand perfectly well. I understand that it’s not a fucking game, like everyone else seems to think it is. It’s not about kicking zombie ass or counting points. I’m trying to get us all back home!”

Ashley gets up off the bed. I expect her to either start shouting or to completely shut down. Whichever she does will decide my next response.

She crosses her arms over her chest and stares.

“Look, Ash, it’s just that—”

“We’ve decided, Jessie. We think you should stay behind with Micah.”

“Micah? In what reality does that make any sense? He’s our best hacker!”

Ashley blinks, so I know the insult hit exactly where I’d intended it.

“You really haven’t been paying attention, have you?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Have you actually spoken with him about hacking?” Ashley asks.

“Look, if this is about him saying he can’t, it’s just him managing expectations. He hates overpromising and under-delivering.” 

“No, that’s not it. He’s not ready.”

“Bullshit! We’re talking about hacking! He could forget half of what he knows and still be better than you!”

The second arrow apparently flies wide. Ashley doesn’t even blink or hesitate to fire back at me. “For someone who says we’re best friends, you sure don’t seem to have my back.”

She tries to push past me.

“Do you actually think the three of you will be able to handle crossing Gameland all by yourself?” I demand.

“Four.”

“What?”

“Four. Kelly’s coming with us. He’s the only one who can go underground.”

“No way. You expect me to let him go by himself? There should be at least two of us who can get to those servers. We’re all going.”

The door opens up and Kelly and Reggie both step inside. I have the feeling they’ve been standing just outside, waiting for just this moment.

“Did you know about this?” I demand.

Kelly nods. “Yes. It’s a good plan. Your injuries are—”

“Don’t make excuses for me. How long?”

“What? Jessie, I—”

“How long have you been planning this?”

“I’m not going to get into it with you right now. I know you’re angry, and you can take it out on me later, but right now’s not the time. I just spoke with Micah. He’s on board. You two will stay behind and work on figuring out how to get us back out of the arcade. We can’t assume Stephen is going to cooperate.”

“What? No, wait a minute.”

“Jessie, please. There’s no time.”

“Do you think I’m bad luck?”

“Bad luck? No, of course not.”

“Well, I’m not letting you leave without me.”

He leans in and grabs my arms. There’s an intensity in his gaze that quiets me. He gestures to the others and they quickly file out of the room.

“You’re hurting me, Kel.”

“I, uh...” he stammers. His eyes flick between mine. He doesn’t loosen his grip. “Jessie, I really need you to stay behind. Please, can you do this for me?”

I frown. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“Nothing,” he says. “Nothing that I’m willing to say out loud anyway. Just know that I love you. I’ve always loved you. And I will always love you. That’s all you need to know.”

“You’re scaring me.”

He leans in to give me a kiss. I’m too shocked to respond or resist. At the last possible moment, he tilts his head up and his lips land on my forehead. They’re dry and cold, lacking any tenderness at all. The embrace feels perfunctory. He releases me and turns for the door. I don’t think he intended for me to see the look on his face, but I did. He’s terrified.

By the time I can think again, he’s gone. I open it, and Reggie steps in, blocking me from exiting.

“Reggie? What—”

“Please, Jess, don’t make this any harder.”

“Get the hell out of my way!”

He gently pushes me back into the room with one hand. He looks like he wants to say something. I can see the regret on his face, the apology that wants to be spoken. But he just shakes his head. He steps back, slips out, and shuts the door behind him.

“No! You bastards!” I slam the door open and race out into the hallway. Micah catches my arm before I can get more than a few steps. They’ve all teamed up against me.

“You need to calm down, Jessie.”

“Let me go!”

“No.”

“I won’t stay here. I am not letting them do this without me!”

“They need us here.”

“No. Kelly knows something. He thinks we’re doomed. He wants me here to leave with you.” I scream past Micah’s shoulder, “I am not going home until everyone goes home!”

“Okay, can you just stop for a moment? Jess,” he whispers. “Kelly’s not abandoning you. He’s not betraying you. And he doesn’t want you to abandon anyone, either.”

“Oh, really?” I snarl. “Sure looks like it to me!”

I can hear the others talking now in the other room, planning their run to Jayne’s Hill. I hear Jake mention that they’re taking Micah’s tablet with the map on it.

“He didn’t explain everything to me,” Micah quietly says, “but I do agree that staying here is for your own good.”

“Yeah, that’s what parents tell little kids when they’re being punished. It’s for your own good.”

“He seems to think you’re in some kind of danger, Jess.”

“What? From who? Jake?”

“I don’t know. Look, I tried to talk him out of this. I don’t like the idea of us splitting up, but after Ash and Reggie started talking mutiny, he figured this might be for the best. He was very insistent. He doesn’t want you anywhere near Jayne’s Hill.”

“Why not?”

“Again, I don’t know.”

“And you believe him?”

“Something tells me he knows what he’s talking about.”

I run my hands through my hair and pace the width of the hallway. Step, turn; step, turn.

Focus. Breathe. Step. Breathe.

“He can’t stop me,” I decide. “None of them can. What are they going to do? Have me arrested? Detained? ‘Yes, Officer, my girlfriend is following me through zombieland because she’s worried about me and I’d really like it if you took her into custody.’ Is that what he’ll do?”

Micah shakes his head and cracks a smile. “Yes, this I remember, the old Jessie, not the running scared one we’ve been seeing lately.”

“Running scared?” I sputter. “Who the hell have you been watching?”

He shrugs. “I don’t know, but not this. This is the real you. Finally. Brassy, cocky, indignant. Not the you everyone else wants you to be.”

This startles me. It’s been a struggle for me lately, trying to do the right thing. Trying to do what other people have told me I should do. Ignoring the tiny familiar voice inside of me in lieu of the ones who urge more restraint.

“You’re thinking of Ashley,” I grumble. “She’s the one with the attitude.”

“No, it’s all an act with her. Underneath her hard exterior it’s all marshmallow. You know that. I know that. Most importantly, Reggie knows that. Why do you think he’s so protective of her? You, on the other hand, you wear your marshmallow part on the outside to buffer the toughness inside.”

“Yeah, my heart of stone.”

“Not stone. But you do wear your armor where no one can see it. You’re a lot tougher than you let on, and you’re afraid of letting others see it. I think it might even scare you sometimes.”

I frown, but I feel my anger leaking away. “Well, maybe by splitting up, we can accomplish more,” I concede. “We do need to figure out the wall thing.”

“That’s my girl. We’ll get out of this, but not if we’re constantly fighting each other.”

“But that’s what we do.”

“Sure, but only in fun. The others haven’t yet figured it out that this isn’t fun.”

“Have you?”

“This isn’t about me, Jess.”

“Why not? You talk about people’s armor, but you have it, too. Except you keep yours up there.” I tap his forehead.

“You really don’t want a glimpse inside my head. It’s a mess in there, and it’s only gotten worse since the accident.” He smiles thinly. “Maybe someday, when this is all past us, I’ll let you have a little peek.”

I stare at him for a moment, wondering if his amnesia has done something to him, changed him somehow.

“What?” he asks, bemusedly.

“I kinda like this Micah better than the old one. You’re more... thoughtful.”

He snorts. “Naw, I’m just sober.”

“So cliché.”

He smiles and reaches up. I think he means to touch my face.

In the kitchen, someone’s voice rises above the general murmur as they continue to make their plans. It breaks the spell and he suddenly pulls back, confusion in his eyes.

I don’t know what to say.

“I— We should get out there then,” he says. “Help them get ready.”

“Yeah, so much for not burning daylight,” I mutter. “There is such a thing as overplanning.”

“Right.” He turns around and walks stiffly away. And for the third time in the last fifteen minutes, I’m left utterly confused over what just happened.

I shake my head. Did Micah just come on to me? Ever since I’ve known him I’ve never seen him express any romantic interest in any girl. Or boy, for that matter, which some of us think is the more likely scenario.

“That was definitely strange,” I whisper. Then I head out to the others, finally prepared to accept their judgment.
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The group is gathered around the kitchen table, poring over the map on the tablet. Micah glances up when I arrive, then quickly buries his head. He points to something random and makes a comment, probably just to look like he’s contributing. The others nod and make agreeable sounds.

Outside the window, the sun hangs low on the horizon. Two and a half hours of sunlight left, max. They’re going to have to hustle to make it, and they still have to figure out a way through the electrified fence once they get there.

In the living room, Stephen’s still crouched on the floor in front of the sofa, his head buried in his arms. He hasn’t moved a muscle. I’m surprised — and both relieved and vexed — to find Tanya still breathing. The air rattles in her chest and the blood it mixes with gurgles out of her mouth. She’s a fighter, but there’s only one inevitable outcome to the trauma and disease wracking her body. I hope Stephen has what it takes to finish what we’ve all had a hand in starting.

I kick him. “Hey, asshole. Pay attention!”

“She’s stopped bleeding.”

His hands and arms are covered in dried blood. It stiffens his shirt and pants. It’s soaked into the cushions.

Tanya’s eyes have sunken into her skull. They’re dark puddles in a porcelain desert. Of course she’s stopped bleeding; she ran out of blood. The thought turns my stomach.

“You need to do something about her,” I say. “And soon.”

He looks over and nods. But then he says that she might still pull through.

I reach down and yank his arm. He doesn’t resist. “Take care of her.”

“She would’ve been quicker and stronger than any of us,” he whispers. She’d have no fear at all. She’d be immune to disease, to cancer. Resistant to aging.” He smiles then and brushes the hair from her forehead.

“What the hell are you talking about?”

His face pinches and he pushes me weakly away.

“What advantage does it give Arc?” I ask. “This variant of the virus? They already have priority over the dead. They get to pick and choose who they want in The Game. It’s Government that gets everyone else, not the other way around. Why make someone undead while they’re still alive?”

“Arc?” Stephen laughs bitterly. “Those idiots wouldn’t know what to do with something like this!”

He sucks in another breath and gets back to stroking Tanya’s hair.

“Are you saying Arc’s not the ones who developed this?”

“Arc obtained the variants. They tried to reengineer them alongside a new generation of implants that can be activated regardless of the cerebral activity. They claim they’re safer than waiting for total brain death. There’s a gap in time, after you’ve died and turned, but the implant still hasn’t activated because the cerebrum is still alive and sending out signals. It’s not long, maybe three or four minutes. But it’s an eternity if you happen to be alive in a confined space with someone who’s just died infected. Problem was, these implants kept failing. Something in the new materials. People were rejecting them right and left, sometimes days or weeks after insertion. Even worse, they were falling off of the Stream. Government was in a panic. Can you imagine what would’ve happened if people knew there were twenty-six million people out there with defective implants? They think they’re protected. But they’ll just become another Infected Undead if there happens to be another outbreak.”

“Twenty-six million?” I gasp.

“Arc formed two teams to tackle the problem. Both focused on how they could get the body to accept the devices. The first team looked at different raw materials. They found what worked with a much higher degree of success. Higher but not universal. That’s what you kids got. The other team, my team, worked on sera to prevent rejection. We needed a harmless variant of the virus to test whether the sera could work in that context. That’s when we obtained the Omega and realized what it could do.”

“Why us?”

Stephen lays a hand on Tanya’s wound. He doesn’t even seem to have heard me. “Mabel Downs was our first Volunteer— our only true Volunteer. I wasn’t involved in the negotiation, but I know Arc promised to pay her family a fortune.”

My stomach roils at the thought. And to think that she touched me with that virus coursing silently through her veins. She touched my naked body and did things to me while I was unconscious and she was—

I shiver in revulsion, but I still can’t help feeling sympathy for her. She didn’t deserve what happened.

“But it was the combination of serum and the new materials that enabled us to test implant activation in the living.”

“Are you saying Mabel was the first living...?”

“Player?”

“I was going to say CU.”

“Imagine,” he continues, “being able to control a living, breathing person, and by virtue of that make them faster and stronger than anyone else. One’s brain puts limits on the body’s capabilities, you know, to prevent injury. But if you can separate the two, turn off the brain’s warning system, then you’re able to really push the body to its actual limits, all without the obvious shortcomings of the dead. Beaucorps believed it could be worth trillions. Then Arc ordered us to shut down!”

“They didn’t want this?”

Stephen gives me a dark look. “That’s why Mister Beaucorps started looking for a new buyer.”

“You keep mentioning him. Who is he?”

“The man you overheard speaking to Mrs Downs the night you escaped.”

“He was going to take all this to someone else?”

“Arc would’ve been ideal. They’ve got the infrastructure already in place. But they’re not the only game in town. Nevertheless, Beaucorps believed that if a third-party started to show interest, then maybe Arc would bite.”

“What third party?”

“Some guy named Jack. I don’t know who he is or who he works for. He asked for more proof, independent confirmation. They wanted at least four more individual tests. And a prospectus for broader applications of the technology. Jack wouldn’t even sit down with Mister Beaucorps until he could deliver all of it. But without Arc’s support, we had no access to Volunteers. We were dead in the water.”

Dead in the water. The words resonate ominously in my mind. I’m finally beginning to understand how it all came together, how we came to be involved.

“How did you find us?”

“I don’t know. But it was Beaucorps and Novak who tracked down Miss Saroyan here, after they lost Mister Corben.”

“Based on her ping records.”

Stephen shrugs. “I don’t know the details.”

“What’s Beaucorps relationship to Arc?” I ask.

“Head of Neuroleptic Research.”

I can hear the others finishing up. Micah’s telling them to be careful and be quick. I point at Tanya. “You have to take care of her before she turns.”

He doesn’t argue. I think he finally understands that it’s over, although he doesn’t move. He just sits there like the weight of the world is on his shoulders.

“If you don’t, I will,” I tell him.

I go into the kitchen and retrieve a butter knife from a drawer. The crew is gathering up their packs and filling them with whatever food and drinks they can find in the cabinets to carry. They’re just about ready to leave. They watch me warily, but they don’t ask why I need the knife.

Back in the living room, I place it in Stephen’s hand. It’s all he’ll need to do the job. Giving him anything sharper would be foolhardy.

“You did this to her. Now you have to finish it. Clean up your mess. Five minutes. Don’t make me do it, or else I might not stop with her.”

He takes the knife and stares at it.

“Make sure you sever the spinal cord just below the implant.”

I return to the kitchen and stand in the doorway. Everyone tenses up. Jake crosses his arms defiantly. He probably expects me to start protesting. The others also look guarded.

Jake finally can’t restrain himself. He steps up to me and demands to know what I’m doing.

I can almost hear the music from the old western movies Reggie’s dad loves to watch, the lonely whistle that sets up one of those old fashioned duels. God, I must really be tired.

“What did you do with the knife?”

I ignore the question. “So, what’s the plan?” I ask, directing the question at Kelly.

He nudges Jake aside. “We’re going to—”

“It’s nothing personal,” Jake blurts out.

“I’ll brief you,” Micah offers. “Let them go.”

I turn to glare at Jake. “Just bring them back alive,” I growl. “Or I will hunt you down myself.”

“We’ll be safe.”

I turn back to Kelly. “Micah and I will ping you when we’ve got the wall thing figured out.”

He gives me an almost imperceptible nod. Jake’s face grows redder. Micah puts a hand on my arm, and suddenly I’m glad he’s there. I don’t feel so alone now. Jake may be leading this part of the plan, but I don’t think he’s got as much support as he thinks he does.

He shoulders his pack. Before stepping past me, he says, “I had really hoped it would work out between us, Jessie.”

I stare at him long and hard. And I’m about to tell him that nothing will ever work out between us, when there’s a thump in the other room, followed by a muffled cry of anguish. Ashley shuts her eyes and shudders. It’s over. Tanya’s gone for good this time. And she won’t be reanimating.

Jake’s face turns deep red. I don’t know if he’s ashamed for his part in Tanya’s demise, or he’s just angry. I know he blames me. Good. Let him. If that’s the wall we need between us, then I’m glad for it.

They begin to gather by the front door. I just want to push them out. They’ve already taken far more time than I would have allowed myself. Maybe they think they can sacrifice daylight for better planning, but I worry about them arriving after dark.

“Be safe,” Micah tells them.

There’s another strangled cry from the living room. Reggie rolls his eyes. But it’s followed by an oddly wet smack, as if somebody just pounded a fist into pizza dough.

“What the hell was that?” Ashley asks.

I hurry down the hall. The others follow behind me.

Tanya’s on the sofa, sitting up. She’s bent over Stephen.

“What’s happening?” Jake exclaims. “Is she... is she kissing him?”

Tanya’s head jerks up. The bottom half of her face is covered in fresh blood, and I immediately know it’s not hers. She’d already bled everything out of her own body. She opens her mouth, and a chunk of flesh falls out. She lets Stephen go and he collapses to the floor, convulsing in the throes of death. The butter knife is still clutched in his hand. Unused.

He waited too long.
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Tanya launches herself off the couch and goes straight for my throat. Kelly shoves me out of the way and I slam into the wall and slide dazed to the floor. The room erupts into chaos. I’m aware of movement and noise and shouting. Someone trips over my sprawled legs and crashes to the floor. Reggie’s face swims into view. He’s yelling. My brain feels like scrambled eggs.

Over by the entryway, Kelly and Tanya are doing some kind of strange jitterbugging two-step, and I’m confused, because he always told me he was a terrible dancer. But then he dips her in his arms and her head slams into the door jamb. There’s a sickening crunch. I think, That it’s really going to hurt in the morning. They stumble to the side, leaving a dark red smear and bits of hair on the splintered wood.

Girl’s one hell of a party animal, ain’t she!

“Get out of here!” Kelly screams, snapping me back to reality.

Jake takes off running. I hear the, front door slam open. Ashley follows, hot on his heels.

“Get back in here,” I mumble drunkenly. I blink hard against the throbbing in my head. I can’t seem to get my legs to hold me up properly. “Goddamned cowards.”

I reach behind me for the gun.

Kelly’s got his hands wrapped around Tanya’s throat; she’s snarling and hissing. Dry blood flakes off her neck and speckles his arms. She—

wants a kiss

—lunges forward to bite him.

His arms tremble from the strain of holding her away. She’s strong, far stronger than he expects her to be. But now I know why. And I’m helpless to stop her as her teeth come closer with every snap of her teeth.

Reggie grabs the corner of the table and flips it across the room. It draws Tanya’s attention and she turns. Her lips draw back, and she crouches. A groan comes from her that sounds like it hails straight from the pits of Hell. Blood drains from Reggie’s face.

“Jesus Fucking Christ, she’s strong,” Kelly grunts. He tries to lift her so he can slam her back down again, but she’s as tall as he is and he can’t get any leverage. He ends up teetering to one side and knocking into Reggie, who slips on a wet rag on the floor and falls.

Except, I realize with dawning horror, that it’s not a wet rag. It’s the chunk of Stephen’s neck she spit out.

Micah reappears, swinging the bolt cutters. He aims for Tanya’s head.

“Don’t hit Kelly!” I manage to shout. It comes out slightly slurred. Micah pulls back, then swings for her legs instead. The blades smack into her thigh, slicing through her pants and severing a significant portion of her muscle. She tilts, then corrects and continues to bear down on Kelly. The second swing hits her flat along the flank. The wire cutters slip from Micah’s hands and fly across the room.

By now I’ve managed to get to my feet again. They feel more stable beneath me now. I do a feeble and poorly aimed sweep kick. It’s not pretty, but it connects, and Tanya’s legs go out from under her. She falls, dragging Kelly with her, his hands still around her damaged throat, hers clawing at his face. When she hits the floor, her head caroms off the bare tile in the hallway and slams up into Kelly’s with a loud crack!

They say you can see when someone’s lights go out. Something about the eyes. That’s what happens right then to Kelly. His lights go out and he crumples right down on top of Tanya.

Reggie’s on them in an instant. He plants a foot on Tanya’s neck, grabs Kelly, and yanks him off of her. She writhes beneath him, unable to escape. Her teeth snap. Her legs pedal uselessly. She paws at Reggie’s calf with bloody fingers. Half her nails are already torn off.

“Get him out of here!” he shouts to Micah. “Jessie! Need help here!”

Micah grabs Kelly’s limp form under the arms and drags him out of the room.

Tanya thrashes like a pinned snake and Reggie’s got that What the hell do I do now look in his eyes. It doesn’t help that her tongue keeps pistoning in and out of her mouth like a serpent’s.

“Bind her hands!” he says.

“No, we have to kill—”

“I said bind her hands!”

I glance toward the kitchen, but I can’t get past them in order to grab a knife from the rack, so I stumble down the hallway and into the parents’ room instead. I find a closet full of old neckties and grab a handful.

“Take your time,” Reggie says crossly.

“I’m going as fast as I can! If you’d just let me quiet her—”

“No!”

I return to find him bracing himself against the door jamb to keep from slipping on the tiles. Nearly his entire weight is on the one foot. A normal person would’ve choked to death by now underneath all that pressure, but Tanya’s no longer normal. Or a person. She’s not even a normal undead. She’s somehow more vicious, more... ravenous.

A side effect of the omega?

I manage to get one of the neckties around one of her wrists and knot it. Trying to wrench the other arm close enough to bind them together, while avoiding her kicking legs, turns out to be a lot harder than it should be. She fights me for every inch. I finally manage by bracing against Reggie’s leg. I cinch the knot as tight as I can.

“Now her feet.”

“I can get a knife.”

“I have my reasons, Jess,” he replies.

Micah returns from tending Kelly. He bends down to help. “I think he’ll be okay in a few minutes. Just got his bell rung. Hell of a knot on his forehead. He’s damn lucky she didn’t break his nose. Came close, though.”

I give him an impatient look. “A simple, ‘He’s okay,’ would’ve sufficed.”

We finish binding Tanya’s feet and roll her over onto her stomach. Now that she’s incapacitated, I hate doing this to her. I have to remind myself that Tanya’s no longer here. Tanya’s dead. All that’s left behind is a mindless monster that looks like her.

Micah takes a couple neckties and brings her ankles up behind her as far as he can. I wince at the strain it must put on her limbs, but I know she can’t feel it. One of her thighs is damaged, oozing a thick, dark red ichor. The writhing ends of her severed muscles are visible through the hole in her pants as she tries to free herself.

He loops the end around her neck until she’s fully trussed.

“Just like roping a calf,” he drawls. He sits back and pants as he inspects his handiwork. It’s ugly, but effective.

“You may’ve been a cowboy once,” Reggie says. “But you sure as hell were never a Boy Scout.”

“Speaking of Boy Scout,” I say, “where’s Jake?”

“Kid chickened out again,” Reggie replies.

“And you want him to lead you to Jayne’s Hill? Seriously?”

“Jessie...” Micah warns. He gives me a stern look, reminding me that we’ve already hashed this all out. Relitigating it won’t help now.

“You’re better off here anyway, Jess,” Reggie says. “There’s really nothing for you to do, especially once we’re inside the mainframe.”

“I can hack at least as well as Kelly. And I can certainly help defend.”

“That’s my job, Jess. Ash’s is to figure out the hack remotely and relay it to Kelly. The smaller the group, the better. More surgical.”

“It was Ashley who put you up to this, wasn’t it?”

He purses his lips.

“I knew it. She’s mad at me.”

“It wasn’t her.”

“Yours?”

“No. Jess, it doesn’t matter.”

“Jake?”

He shakes his head and stands up.

“Then who?”

He sighs. “Kelly doesn’t want you to get hurt. He wants you to stay here and be safe.”

“Get hurt?” I sputter. I step over to him and get all up in his face. “What do you think is happening here? He’s the one who got hurt. I can handle myself!”

Kelly appears in the doorway, rubbing his forehead. He looks a little dazed.

“We talked about this, Jessie. I need you here more than at the mainframe. Also, we need to get as much out of Stephen as we can. He seems to trust you more than the rest of us.”

“Well, it’s a little late for that now, isn’t it? I’m coming—”

“No, I just checked on him. His neck’s pretty torn up, but he’s still alive, still breathing. He knows he’s dying and doesn’t have much time left, so this’ll be our last chance to get anything out of him.”

“I don’t trust a damn thing he’s told us.”

“There’s no incentive for him to lie anymore.”

“He can’t help it. It’s pathological.”

“Would you please just try? And also... do what you have to.”

“Great, another fucking IU to put down.”

Reggie returns then, dragging Jake into the house. Ash trails them both, looking sheepish. “If we don’t leave now, we’ll have to wait until morning. Daylight’s fading fast.”

“It’s already too late,” I tell them.

The boys glance nervously at the window. Golden streamers of evening sunlight spill in, igniting the swirling dust we’ve kicked up.

“I’m okay,” Kelly says. “Jessie, please.”

I step across the hall, and Jake snarls at me. “Just stay the hell away from us. You’re bad luck.”

Reggie backhands Jake on the side of the face. He stumbles back with a cry. “Listen to me, asshole,” Reggie growls. “You don’t get to talk to her like that. Do you understand me?”

Jake glares at him, but wisely bites his tongue.

“We may have agreed to go with you, Pukeboy, given how you’re all survival trained and shit, but so far you haven’t been much of an inspiration as a leader.”

“The wise thing to do was run,” he says, defensively. “You could learn—”

“And if we all had, Kelly’d be dead. Who the hell would you have then to hack the mainframe?”

Jake gawps.

“Now you’re starting to get it.”

“I don’t think he is,” I mutter.

“He will,” Reggie says. “I’ll make of it.”

He drags Jake over to Tanya. He pulls out his hunting knife and slaps it into Jake’s hand. “Now finish what you’ve started.”
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“Is he tied up good?” I ask.

Micah nods. He kicks Stephen’s foot, prompting a groan of misery from the prostrate figure. There’s a crude bandage on his neck, some socks from a dresser in the other room stuffed into the hole and held into place with duct tape from the garage. His face is gray and twisted in pain.

“Please... don’t,” Stephen whispers. “I won’t... turn.”

“You will. Just like Tanya did.”

“I’m... immune.”

“Right,” I tell him. “The last desperate lies of a dying man.”

His eyes flutter open. “Not... lying.”

“Another lie. You just can’t help yourself.”

He gives me a resentful look.

“You better hope there isn’t a Heaven and a Hell, because if there is, I can guess where you’ll be going for what you did to us.”

“I’m not... dying.”

“Yeah, just like Tanya wasn’t, either. You should’ve listened to me. I warned you to take care of her while you still had the chance. Now look at you.”

“She... wasn’t... dead. Wasn’t supposed... Someone—”

“She died all right. And then she un-died.”

He struggles to lift his head. I know it must be agony, which makes his next words seem far more potent than I would otherwise give them credit for: “You’re a heartless bitch.”

“Heart of stone,” I growl, feeling my blood pressure rise.

“Heartless... bitch.”

“You shouldn’t have gone and scraped away all my soft marshmallow covering.”

Stephen looks blearily up at me. “What?”

Micah chuckles from the armchair. He’s monitoring the others’ progress with the tracker on his Link. They’ve now been gone forty-five minutes and are already halfway there. Despite any resentment I harbor toward them for sidelining me, I’m impressed by how quickly they’re moving. They’re making remarkable time.

“Thirsty,” Stephen pants. He tries to sit up.

I go back into the kitchen and find a half bottle of twelve-year-old scotch in the cabinet — except it’s more like twenty-five years old now — and bring it back into the living room with a coffee mug. It’s a shame to waste such good liquor on such garbage, but what does it matter anymore? No one else will ever drink it.

After some struggling with the cap, I manage to crack the seal. I fill the cup to the rim.

“Maybe this’ll take the edge off.”

And loosen those lying lips.

He grasps the mug in both hands, which Micah had tied together, and brings the cup to his lips. Some of the scotch spills out. He swallows, makes a face, then takes another gulp. He closes his eyes and lets the alcohol roll to the back of his throat, where he holds it for a few seconds before swallowing.

He extends the cup to me, still half-full.

I shake my head. I can almost taste it, and I have to fight the urge to drink some myself. “It’s all yours.”

“I’m... dying,” he finally concedes.

“Good. Now that that’s out of the way, you can work on cleansing that soul of yours. Time for confession.”

The new bandage on his neck has already soaked through. More blood is starting to seep down his shirt.

“You don’t want to spend eternity as an asshole, do you?”

“You should worry about your own soul,” he whispers.

Over the next ten minutes, as I ask my questions, he manages to drain the cup. Each swallow flows a little easier, and so do the replies. So far, I’m giving him mostly softballs. But now it’s time for some real answers.

I pour some more in the cup.

“How do we get out of Gameland?”

“Same way you came in,” he says. His words are starting to slur.

“Through the access portal?”

“No.” His head bobs. “Can’t.”

Micah and I exchange glances. It’s not the answer we were hoping to hear. “Why not?”

No answer.

“Stephen? Wake up! How do we get out of here? Do we go through, over, or under the wall?”

“Don’... know,” he mumbles.

“Why can’t we go through the portal?”

“One... way.” He winces. “Guessing maybe... climb over?”

“Does the EM field extend upward?”

“No need. Zomsss can’t climb.”

“No, but Players can, if their Operators—”

“Won’t. No reeeasssson to.” Another shudder passes through his body, deeper and longer. The bandage is heavy with blood and the soggy tape begins to peel away. I don’t fix it.

I guess it makes sense. Gamers only get credited for actions taken inside The Game, whether its reputation points or actual money, so there’s no incentive for an Operator to remove his Player from Gameland.

I turn to Micah. “I guess we’re going over, which means we’ll need rope. Lots of it.”

“The wall’s anywhere from fifty to seventy-five feet high, Jessie. We can’t scale something like that.”

“That’s what the crane is for.”

“The crane. Ah, right. Um, what crane is that?”

“Or a cherry picker.”

He sighs. “Finding rope shouldn’t be a problem. We could even tie bed sheets together in a pinch. But where are we going to get a crane?”

“There’s about another hour of daylight, so I guess we’d better start looking. The moment the others get back in the morning, we’ll need to be ready to leave. Find one, and Kelly can jump start it.”

He gets up with a grunt. “I’ll see what I can find. You need to... Just be careful around him.”

“I’ll be okay. You just make sure you’re back before the undead come out to play.”

“There won’t be that many this close to the wall.”

“You say that now. But you need to stay away from the wall, too.”

He shrugs and starts to head out. I stop him and hand him the pistol. “There’s only one bullet left. If you need to use it, make it count.”

I almost don’t want to give it to him. I feel naked without it. But he needs it more than I do. With Stephen tied up, I’ll be safe in here. And there’s no way I’m letting him out of my sight.

“No,” he says. “You keep it. I won’t need it.”

“Saying that is like inviting fate.”

“You’re not superstitious.”

“I guess maybe I am a little.”

“Well, olly olly oxen free, then,” he says, and takes the gun.

“What’s that?”

He pauses, frowning. “You know, I’m not sure. It just popped into my head.”

“Another piece of your memory falling back into place?”

“I guess.”

“What’s it mean?”

His eyes lose focus as he tries to remember. “I think we used to say it when we were kids playing hide-and-go-seek. Olly olly oxen free meant it was safe to come out of hiding.”

A shiver comes over me. “Whatever you do, don’t start yelling that out there. Let the dead stay hidden.”

“Right. I’ll be back within the hour.”

The combination of blood loss and alcohol is hitting Stephen harder than I’d expected. I may have pushed a bit too hard. I take the mug away from him and fill it with water. His face has a pale, waxy sheen. He’s sweating, so I don’t think he’s that dehydrated.

“Is there really a vaccine?” I ask.

He opens his eyes and blinks at me. His lips are turning cyanotic.

“You’ve mentioned it before. Tell me about it. And the alpha and omega.”

His eyes flutter closed. He doesn’t answer. After a moment, I notice his chest twitching.

“What’s so funny?” I ask.

“How little you know,” he whispers. “Someone’s been protecting you.”

“From what?”

“Yourself.”

“We’re not talking about me, we’re talking about the virus and this so-called vaccine, the alpha and the omega. Green and white.”

“All one and the same.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

He says something, but I don’t hear it. I lean in closer. His respirations are rapid and shallow.

More words come out of his mouth, most still too soft for me to hear, except for one: father.

It’s not the first time he’s brought him up to me. But why is he so obsessed with my relationship with a man I probably know less about than most people? I’ve spent my entire life pretending he never existed. In fact, the last time my mother took me to see his grave in Arlington, several years ago, I refused to leave the car.

“What did you say?”

“...vaccine...”

“What?”

“Father... created vaccine.”

“If he did, my grandfather would know about it.”

“No. Your father...”

I sit there for a solid three or four minutes, waiting, trying to understand why he’s bringing this up now.

The story as I know it gives credit for any vaccine work to another man, and credit to stopping that man to my father. Professor Eugene Halliwell, my father’s sworn enemy, had been the one working on the cure, not the other way around.

Eric once told me that the two men had been collaborators, long before I was born. This was how they came to share the Nobel Prize in medicine. But it was more than a professional relationship. There were barbecues and get-togethers with the Halliwells. Apparently my mother and Mrs. Halliwell were pretty close, too.

Then my father went to work for the government as an advisor to the President on a top secret project. That’s when the two men became adversaries.

Unfortunately, as the story goes, Halliwell’s cure failed. The rumors of what happened after that get a little weird, with each new story more outlandish than the last. Some people say Halliwell became a zombie and murdered my father. That’s the one my grandfather seems to believe. Or at least it’s the one he gives the most credence.

He can’t explain how a zombie could manage to make his way from a university lab in Montana to our house in Virginia. I mean, zombies don’t drive. They don’t follow road signs. They don’t fly or take the train. And they don’t commit premeditated murder.

“If there’s a vaccine,” I say, “then where is it? Does Arc have it?”

Stephen silently laughs again. It must be painful for him, because his face blanches and he stops and clutches his side. For a while he just sits there, gasping for breath.

If he’s right, then I can imagine both Government and Arc would do whatever they could to keep it secret. Neither party would want to eradicate Reanimation, because both benefit heavily from the technology. Government uses undead for everything from civil to military service. It saves them a lot of money. And profits from The Game and Survivalist fund Arc’s growth and expansion into every imaginable commercial market.

The very people who have the power, the means, and the ability to fix the worst disease in human history, simply aren’t interested in doing so.

It makes me wonder if the public would also snub their noses at eradicating the virus, too. They’ve all grown too used to the idea of not having to pay taxes. Or fight in wars. Does the price we’ve paid in freedom make up for it?

“My father wouldn’t want to stop it,” I say.

Stephen coughs and a new spurt of blood trickles from his bandage. “You’re... wrong.”

“You’re saying he wanted a cure? Is that why he was killed?”

“It’s why... he died.”

“Who killed him?”

“He... killed himself.”

If true, then everything I’ve ever been told about my father is wrong. He wasn’t some evil person working for the government, lacking morals, convinced the country needed to weaponize the dead. He actually wanted to stop them from doing so. No wonder my grandfather rarely talks about him, and when he does, it’s unfavorably. Richard Daniels would have betrayed everything Ulysses Daniels ever stood for and was trying to achieve himself.

All those years of being teased for being the daughter of the man who advised the President on Reanimation, and now I know the truth.

Did Eric know? His relationship with our father has always been something of a mystery to me. It would certainly explain a few things about him.

“How do you know all this?” I ask.

He nudges the empty cup on the floor. “More. Thirsty.”

“Fine.”

“Alcohol,” he whispers. “No... water.”

“I’ll get you some more, but I’ve got more questions.”

“Running... out of time.”

“Then you had better speak quickly.”

“Four days... left.”

“What? I don’t understand.”

“Hurry.”

I slop some more of the liquor into the mug and help him sip.

“What’s going to happen in four days?” I demand.

“Mister... Corben.”

“Kelly?”

He coughs weakly, beckons me for another sip. But the liquor spills out of his mouth.

“What going to happen to Kelly in four days?”

“Miss Saroyan... injected... eight days... ago.”

I frown in confusion. What the hell is he trying to say? But then it hits me. He’s trying to tell me that what happened to Tanya today will happen again in four days to Kelly. My blood freezes.

Stephen face twists and he utters a cry. Then his body goes rigid.

“Stephen? Stephen! Are you telling me—”

He takes a final quaking breath. His eyes roll back in his head and he sags to the floor. His last dying breath wheezes out of him.
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As soon as I recover from the shock of this new revelation, I ping everyone and tell them Stephen’s dead. I don’t tell them what I’ve learned about Kelly. I still don’t know how to process the information. I don’t even know if it was just another lie. I wouldn’t put it past Stephen to use his last dying breath to torment me.

I let everyone assume I’ve quieted Stephen, but I don’t. I have my reasons not to. I just leave him tied up.

Bottom line is, I have to know if he really meant it when he said he’s immune. If he doesn’t reanimate, then I’ll know, and that’ll tell me he was being truthful at the very least about the existence of a vaccine. Armed with such proof, I’ll demand Arc give it to Kelly, regardless of whether that part of Stephen’s dying confessions were true or not.

“You know, I can’t say I’m sorry to see him go,” Micah replies back to me in private. “He deserved it.”

“Nobody deserves to die like he did,” I automatically reply.

I tell myself that, no matter how bad he was, he’s still human and that I should feel sorry for him. Not as sorry as I feel for Tanya, but some. There’s been far too much killing already. I just hope no one else has to die before we get back home again.

“Have you found a crane?” I ask.

“Not yet. I’m starting to head back, though,” he says. Through the Link’s viewfinder I can see several loops of rope wound over his shoulder. The sky over him is starting to darken.

“Any trouble?”

“Saw just one. It was too far away to worry about.”

“Well, if there’s one now, there’ll be more soon. Sun’s setting.”

He looks away for a moment. “Oh, I also found another laptop computer.”

“So? We found one in the first house we came to here. It was completely dead.”

“This one works.”

“How is that even possible?”

“The house had solar power and a backup storage system.”

Batteries are another piece of old tech we don’t use anymore. Pretty much everything these days is powered wirelessly, through radioisotope thermoelectric generation, or by organophysical and biochemical mechanisms.

“Why are you telling me this?” I ask.

“I’m thinking we should relocate to that house for the night.”

“Do they have a coffeemaker?”

“Of course. First thing I looked for. More importantly, they have lights. It’s going to be a long, dark night so we might as well make the best of it.”

He gives me the location of the house. I tell him I’ll meet him there in ten minutes.

I gather my pack and stop one last time to check on Stephen. He’s still on the floor in the same position I left him in. His skin’s starting to cool, and he’s showing no signs of reanimating. I cover both bodies with blankets before I leave. I’ll check on him again in the morning. Then I’ll know for sure, one way or the other.

I don’t know what’ll happen to them once we’re ready to go home again. We won’t be able to take them back with us. I wish there was something more I could say or do, but I’m not a religious person, and taking it upon myself to cremate them like we do in the real world doesn’t seem wise in a place like this. Starting fires here that could easily get out of control just doesn’t seem advisable.

I find Micah’s house less than five minutes later. A lamp shines dully above the door. It’s covered in cobwebs, which are crammed full of the empty husks of dead bugs. Dusk is quickly rolling in, turning the sky orange and purple. I try the knob and find it unlocked, but I don’t go inside right away. Instead, I sit in the rocker in the far corner of the porch to wait. There’s a cool breeze, and the peace and quiet are just too precious to waste.

He arrives just as the last bit of orange fades from the sky. I watch him slip like a ghost across the yard and up the steps.

“Psst!” I say, when he reaches for the doorknob.

He doesn’t even pretend to be surprised. And he certainly doesn’t make an effort to keep his voice down. “Knew you were there the whole time,” he says.

“Sure you did.”

“Saw you on the tracker.”

“You knew I was sitting here on the porch.”

“Well, I knew you were here, anyway. You coming in or not?”

“Can you not be so loud?”

“I doubt there’s any undead within a quarter mile of us.” He points at the Gameland wall a few hundred feet away.

“Do you feel it?”

“Not really. Not here.”

“Then they probably can’t, either.”

“Fair point. But if there were others this close, we would’ve drawn them out with all the noise we made before.”

“What about the light? Won’t it draw them here?”

“They’re not moths. Besides, look at the grass. It’s not trampled down.”

He opens the door.

“Oh, by the way, I found us a crane.”

“You did?”

He nods and drops the rope onto a small table just inside the entryway. “There’s some kind of maintenance yard. If we’re lucky, it’s from when they put the wall up.”

“Why would that be lucky?”

“Means it hasn’t been here as long. Maybe the battery and fuel are still good. It’s behind a fence. And there’s a gate — chained up, of course and topped by barbed wire — but that shouldn’t be a problem. It’s not like there are cops here to harass us.”

“Have you heard anything yet from the others?” I ask.

“Just got a ping from Jake a few minutes ago. They’re there. Now they’re trying to figure out a way in.”

“Just in time,” I say, breathing a sigh of relief. “What are they thinking?”

“He mentioned digging underneath the fence.”

“That could take hours. And there’s bound to be IUs. It’d be easier to go over. They should try—”

“Stop trying to solve their problems, Jess. They’re fine. Kelly and Reggie are working on getting in.”

“Someone needs to keep watch.”

“Jake is.”

“Figures he’d take the easy job. That lazy son—”

“Hey now. You’re taking this way too personally.”

“Of course I’m taking this personally,” I grumble. “I can’t believe they put him in charge.”

Micah laughs.

“It’s not funny.”

“I didn’t say it was. But it kind of is. You get yourself all worked up for nothing.”

“It’s not nothing.”

“Well, between the four of them, I think they’ve got it covered. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to spend some time with this.” He holds up the old laptop computer. “Hoping it’ll trigger some memories.”

Typical Micah. Or rather typical old Micah. He’s always managed to hold himself above the fray in the past. I think it’s his ability to compartmentalize.

“You think that’ll work?”

“I’m hoping once the juices start flowing, the rest will come.”

“Good luck.”

He shrugs the backpack off his shoulder and sets it down on the floor, then takes a seat on the couch. “This is an earlier model than my tablet. It’s made by the same company. Same as the music player in my car even. But this one’s got more muscle.”

“Wonder what happened to the company.”

“Same thing that happened to most companies after National Restructuring— got gobbled up by Arc. Either that or they folded when the Cloud collapsed. They say nearly ten trillion dollars in commercial value evaporated from a handful of companies in a single day.”

He takes some wires and connects his Link to the tablet, then boots it up. He works efficiently, not like someone suffering from crippling self-doubt or amnesia.

“I’m copying Ashley’s hacking algorithm onto the new system. Also the failsafe outputs.” He quickly navigates his way through the device, looking as if he’s used one just like it all his life. It looks a lot more advanced than the interface on his old tablet, but for me it’s still frustratingly two-dimensional.

“Your memory seems to be fine.”

“It’s more muscle memory than anything so far,” he says, distractedly. “I find that if I just shut my mind off and let my fingers do the thinking, I go into this autopilot mode.” He stops and a look of frustration comes over him. “Until I hit a brick wall. Like now.”

“It’s my fault. Sorry.”

“No, it’s... Yeah. Maybe.”

I walk over to the window and watch the last of the light leave the sky. When it’s completely dark, I tell him we should turn all the lights off and retreat farther into the house. “I just get this feeling like we’re being watched.”

He follows me to a small laundry alcove just outside the garage. There’s enough space for us to sit on the floor with the accordion doors drawn shut. Micah leans against the washer and keeps trying to relearn how to code. I settle on the floor at the other end and close my eyes. Exhaustion sweeps over me so suddenly that it’s a wonder I don’t just keel over and sleep for three days.

“Jess?”

“Huh?”

“Your Link. It’s pinging.”

“Oh, sorry. I was zoning out. It’s Ash. Hey, how’s it going?”

“We’re through,” she says.

“That was fast.”

“Yeah, well, we found a tree with a limb hanging over the fence. Easy climb, except Reggie almost fell off right above the razor wire. Good thing we found it, too, since the noise from the digging was starting to attract attention.”

I kick Micah’s foot. Told you so, I mouth.

“There weren’t that many, though. This place is out in the middle of nowhere, top of a hill. And this way there’s no hole for the zombies to crawl through.” She looks away from her Link for a moment. Although I can see light in the background, her face is in shadow.

“Hold on a sec, Ash,” I say. “I want to ask Micah something. He’s trying to teach himself how to write script again.”

I ask him if he’s getting anything.

His face is red, his mouth pinched. “Not really. I thought I had something, but then—”

Then his fingers start flying again. I don’t interrupt him. I just watch, fascinated. He chews on his tongue. He’s concentrating with such intensity that I fear he’ll bite the tip off. I haven’t seen this look in his eyes since he and Ash broke the code for Zpocalypto a couple weeks ago.

“Hey, Jess?” Ashley whispers. “I really don’t like this place. It gives me the creeps.”

The soft tapping of Micah’s typing abruptly stops. He slaps the wall behind him and curses under his breath. “And now it’s gone again.”

“Do you want me to leave? Am I distracting you?”

“No, it’s not you. It’s my damn brain. I keep running into walls.”

“Why don’t you take a break?”

“I don’t want to take a break,” he grunts.

I turn back to the Link. Ash is looking off to the side. I ask her what’s happening.

“The boys are checking the doors, trying to find a way in. But there’s a bunch of buildings, and of course nothing’s labeled, so they have to go through them one-by-one.”

“You were expecting a sign saying, ‘This way to Arc’s servers’ ?”

“It should be so easy. So far, everything’s locked up tight.”

I hear a faint banging noise in the background and ask what that is.

“They’re trying to break in.”

“And letting every IU around know you’re there.”

“Tell me about it.” Her face pivots completely out of view, leaving me staring at black sky and the corner of a building.

“Ash?”

“Can you hear them?” she asks.

The view shifts, and then I do hear, the breathless moans of the undead. There must be at least a couple dozen to sound like that.

“I thought you said there were only a few.”

“Yeah, well, there’s more now. Can you see them?”

“No. Everything’s black. It’s too dark.”

She turns the Link back to her face. “Kelly was thinking we might be able to do this quickly and head back tonight.”

“In the dark?”

“Yeah. But it looks like we’re stuck here for now. I’m actually kind of relieved about that.”

“Yeah, you should wait till daybreak at least.”

“I just hope they don’t knock down the fence.”

“I thought it was electrified.”

“It is. A couple of them got zapped pretty good. The stink is worse than burning meat, because it’s burning rotten meat.”

“It’s the plastination,” I tell her. “There’s a protein that causes the tissue to turn into something like rubber. You’ll learn about it in your Physiology and Behavior of Reanimates class this year.”

“School,” she says, rolling her eyes. “I’d almost forgotten.”

“Just six days left of summer vacay. Use them well.”

She laughs bitterly. “Not how I imagined we’d be spending these last few days. I guess we got more than we bargained for, didn’t we, Jess?”

“Yeah, and the worst part is we’ll never even be able to tell anyone about most of it.”

“Screw that. I’m telling everyone how you kicked that IU’s ass in the Midtown tunnel that first day.”

“It was Kel, not me.”

“Maybe you can tell the story at your wedding. ‘How I met my future husband and knew he was the one.’ ”

I laugh, but then quickly sober up. The reminder leaves me regretting our decision to come here. Right now, right this moment, if Kelly were to ask me, I’d happily say yes, especially if it meant we could just go home and have a normal life. But I now know that’s impossible. If what Stephen told me in his dying breaths is true, Kelly may not live long enough to see his family.

If only I could know for sure.

“I’m sorry,” she whispers. “I know it’s a sensitive subject.”

“No, it’s okay, Ash,” I say, “You know what the worst part is? That anyone who knows what we did will also realize that we’re responsible for bringing the IUs into south Manhattan and almost causing another outbreak.”

“Maybe they won’t make the connection.” She sighs and looks away, and I can almost read her thoughts. She must be thinking that we’re fools for believing we can just go right back to living our old lives again. After we expose Arc there’ll be an investigation, and everything we did leading up to this will be exposed— the breaking in, the lies we told the police the next day about where Kelly was, the hacks, killing Tanya. They won’t understand why Jake did it. They won’t understand any of it.

“I miss my home,” Ashley says. “I miss my bed.”

“Yeah, me too.” I smile. “I even miss Eric.”

“Eew, gross! You probably even miss the Colonel.”

“Maybe a little.”

“I miss him, too. He’s a hot grandpa.”

“Oh my god, Ashley!” I squeal. I glance over at Micah, who’s still wearing that frustrated look on his face. I whisper, “That’s disgusting. You pervert!”

She’s laughing now. “Oh wait. Hold on, Jess. Looks like the boys are coming back. I think they finally found the right building. I’ve got to go. Something’s wrong.”

“What?”

“Jake and Reggie are high-fiving. This can’t be good. Can you believe it, those two?”

I shake my head. Two weeks ago, who would’ve thought it possible? How can Reggie high-five someone who’d just done what Jake did to Tanya? And with dozens of zombies standing just a few feet away? It’s all too surreal.

“Hey, Ashley?”

Her face comes back on-screen. “Yeah?”

“Be careful, okay? And good luck with the hack.”

She nods. “Kelly’s smart. Between him and me, we’ll get it figured out. Tell Micah not to stress.”

“Bit late for that.”

“Not going well?”

I shake my head.

“Well, we got this. Oh, and Jessie, I just wanted to say, I’m really sorry about... Well, you know.”

“I guess I can’t really be angry. Jake got you there safe and sound, and in record time. He got you inside.”

“Yeah.”

Maybe he is a better leader than I give him credit for. Maybe I’m worse than I think I am. Maybe I really am bad luck.

“Ash? Go get that damn thing out of your head.”
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Chapter 8
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I tap Ashley off my Link and turn back to Micah. He’s just sitting there with his head in his hands. He looks like he’s getting ready to pull out his hair.

“Why can’t I remember?” he moans.

“It’ll come. You just need to relax.”

I get up and ask him if he wants anything to drink.

“No.” He swipes the screen half-heartedly, as if a blank palette might help trigger his memories.

“You used to love staring at game architecture,” I say. “Why don’t you start there?”

He laughs bitterly. “What do you think I’ve been doing? I can feel it sitting there, just beyond my grasp, and then everything shifts and it’s gone and none of it makes any sense to me.”

I sigh. “Tell you what. I’m going to go to the little girl’s room and, when I get back, I’ll run through a few things with you. Give you a refresher. I’m not half the hacker you are, but I do know a few tricks. Maybe it’ll help.”

“Couldn’t hurt.”

The framed photographs on the wall catch my eye as I make my way down the hall. Thirteen years ago, a young couple lived here with their daughter. She’s blond, pretty, maybe seven or eight. In one photo, she wears a white dress with a crimson sash around her waist. She has a matching crimson bow in her hair. In another, she’s standing beside a metal swing set, her arms wrapped around an undeniably overfed white pet rabbit. It appears not to mind that she’s got a stranglehold of it just below its neck and that its bottom half is totally unsupported. It even seems to have the same happy grin as the girl.

The pictures sadden me. Here was a family torn from their home by an outbreak they never saw coming. I wonder if they got out. Where did they end up? The girl would be just about my age now, maybe a year or two older. Tanya’s age.

Out of curiosity, I wander around the corner and toward the back of the house. Some of the light from the hallway bleeds through the living room and through the sliding glass doors. I stare out into the darkness to see if the swing set in the picture is there. It is. It’s no more than a ghostly metal skeleton now, all rusted and broken. One of the swings is still intact, but the other hangs on by a single chain. The slide has fallen, crushed beneath a decade’s worth of fallen maple leaves and thick ivy and heavy rains. A breeze shimmers the tall grass, blurring the image, and for a brief moment the little girl is out there, sitting on the swing, giggling. The rabbit’s on her lap, its fat back feet kicking halfheartedly. Suddenly I’m so very homesick.

I hold a similar image in my head from my own past. We never had a swing set at the house, so maybe it was from the old place in Virginia. And we never had a pet. But I do remember Mom, and the faint strands of an old forgotten lullaby she used to sing. I find myself humming along, feeling her strong hands on my back, gently pushing me in the swing. I remember the soft caress of her fingers on my cheek, pulling my hair back so it doesn’t get in my eyes. Holding me to her breast. Hearing her heart beating.

I’m not even sure they’re memories or wishes, something I conjured up to fill the mother-shaped hole in my life. I blink the image bitterly away, and the scene outside shifts back. There is no pretty little girl in that ruination of a yard, no child on that swing. And no loving mother pushing her higher and higher. They’re gone. There’s only darkness, an unkempt graveyard of memories, and the ghosts of unrealized dreams.

I turn and make my way into a second hallway. The door for the bedroom is open. The other is closed. I know there won’t be any water in the toilet, but if I’m lucky there’ll be paper, a luxury.

I push the door open and glance inside. A vanity twinkles in the gloom, untouched for a decade. The air smells only of dust; long gone are the scents of toothpaste and soap. I take a step in, feeling for the light switch, find it, flick it up. The bulb flashes and goes out.

“Figures,” I say under my breath. I left my Link on top of the washer with Micah.

Should I shut the door? I wouldn’t want Micah to accidentally see me peeing. He and Reggie — and occasionally Ash — find it amusing that I’m such a prude about such things. At Micah’s they almost never close the bathroom door all the way. I’ve accidentally walked by and caught a glimpse of them doing their business. It always embarrasses me more than them.

I turn and push the door halfway shut — a compromise — allowing some of the light from the hallway to see. I place my hand on the wall to feel my may to the toilet.

And that’s when I feel someone else’s fingers on my arm.
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I collide with Micah in the hallway while fleeing from the bathroom. We tangle and crash to the floor, knocking several of the photographs off the wall. He pulls me to my feet.

“Jesus, Jessie! Stop yelling!”

“I— It— There’s—”

He looks past me toward the back of the house. “Jessie, slow down! Take a breath. What happened?”

“She was in the bathroom!” I pant. “She’s coming! She grabbed me.”

“She who?”

“I didn’t see her!”

He checks over my shoulder again. “There’s nothing there, Jessie. I promise!”

“No, she was in the bathroom! She touched me.” I shudder at the memory of her tiny, bone-dry fingers on my wrist, and the whisper of her leathery skin on the bathroom floor. She must’ve been in the tub, and when I pulled my arm back, she tumbled out.

He pulls me up and back into the alcove and tells me to stay put.

“No! No, don’t leave me, Micah.”

“I’m just going to go check. Okay?”

“I thought you already did! You said you checked!”

“I did a quick sweep.”

“Bathroom, too?”

“Of course.”

“Well, then you missed one!”

“Okay, look, if there’s something there, we’ll deal with it. We’ve been through this enough times by now that you know what to expect.”

But he’s a terrible liar. I can see he’s just humoring me. He doesn’t think there’s anything here. And I guess I can kind of understand, because if there were, then why hasn’t it come after me?

But I know what I saw. I know what I felt. I wasn’t imagining it. It was the little girl. I’d tell him who, show him the photograph, but he’d just laugh at me for being terrified of something half my height. How could I possibly make him understand that what terrified me even more was the fossilized carcass she was carrying in her arms?

I’m going to have nightmares about this for a long time, imaging what happened to her. How did she die? Did her parents know she was infected? Did they leave her in there on purpose, locked up for eternity? 

Are they dead and reanimated, too?

I refuse to let him go. He winces at the tightness of my grip. “Well, we have to check, so it’s either come with me or stay here.”

I don’t move.

“Jess?”

“Okay.”

But he still has to physically drag me out of the laundry room. Even after we’re out in the hallway and he’s leading the way, my feet feel like they’re lead.

“You’re going to have to let go of my arm, Jessie. I kinda need it. And you’re cutting off my circulation.”

“Okay, I get it,” I whisper. It’s nearly impossible for me to breathe. The air feels like it’s as thick as molasses. I’m suffocating because the band around my chest won’t loosen.

He finally reclaims possession of his wrist and rubs the feeling back into it. “Pretty sure that’s going to leave a mark,” he teases.

We step forward in unison, stop in unison, and both listen. There’s not a sound from the rest of the house. He gives me a nod, and we repeat the cycle until we’re at the end of the hallway. He quickly checks around the corner, then signals. We slowly inch into the living room. I make a concerted effort not to look outside, into the backyard. If I were to see her sitting out there on that forlorn swing set, I think I might actually lose my mind.

“You sure there was something there?” Micah whispers. “Maybe it was...”

He doesn’t finish, but I know what he’s thinking, that was all in my head. But it was real. I don’t believe in ghosts. Ghosts aren’t real. Zombies are.

“Ready,” he asks. “Other hallway?”

I nod.

“No lights? Because I’m turning them on.”

“The bulb in the bathroom burnt out.”

Micah flips the switch for the hallway on. Every shadow instantly retreats into its corner or crevice.

“Second door on the left,” I whisper. “The closed one.”

“Did you shut it?”

“I don’t remember.”

He straightens a bit, relaxing. “I’ll check the bedroom first. Stay here.”

“Screw that. I’m coming with you.”

“Okay, just... Just give me a little space to back up, okay? Just in case.”

He steps into the master bedroom. I hang back while he tries to find the light switch.

He does a quick sweep of all the obvious hiding places: closet, behind and under the bed. He even pulls back the dusty, moth-eaten sheets.

He repeats the procedure in the other rooms— an office and two unfinished rooms that look like they could be used as spare bedrooms or offices. All yield the same result. Nothing but dust and old forgotten junk.

“I know what I saw, Micah,” I tell him. “I know what I felt.”

“I know, Jessie,” he answers wearily. “Not saying you didn’t. We’re all on edge right now.”

“Don’t make excuses for me.”

He sighs. “Let’s go back and check that bathroom.”

I don’t argue. I just follow him into the hallway. The closed door taunts me with its unrelenting muteness. Micah raises his hand, looks at me, then quickly raps his knuckle on it. Somewhere in my mind, I hear an echo of him saying, Olly olly oxen free. It’s safe to come out now.

But there’s only silence on the other side.

He tries again. I shut my eyes and strain my ears.

“Be out in a second,” a girl sings.

I practically jump out of my skin.

Laughter explodes out of Micah’s mouth. He tries to cover it with his hands.

“You shit, Micah!”

“I’m sorry. I was just—”

“I still have to pee!” I punch his arm. “Jesus! Why’d you do that? I almost peed myself.”

He chokes trying to stifle his laughter. “There’s no one here. Okay?” He turns the knob and kicks the door open. I notice he doesn’t step directly inside, but waits a second. This time, harsh, brilliant light floods in from behind us. The vanity sits exactly where it was before, but now the cabinet door is slightly ajar, and the sink is dusty. The toilet is open. The bowl is dry and grungy.

He tries the light switch. It doesn’t work. He steps inside and turns. Then he steps back to make room for me. I stay in the hallway. He reaches behind the door. Something crinkles.

“This is probably what you saw and felt,” he says.

One end of the shower curtain rod rests on the floor, the other end still attached to the wall. The stiff plastic is partially collapsed and rests against the wall right where I would’ve felt it.

But I know what I saw. I know what I heard.

But do I really?

“It’s cool,” he says, smiling with relief. “I won’t tell anyone you were attacked by a phantom shower curtain.”

It wasn’t a phantom. It wasn’t a curtain.

I’m not crazy.

“Yeah, well...” I sputter. “I’ve seen you naked.”

“A lot of people have seen me naked.”

“A lot? Are we bragging now?”

“Okay, maybe not a lot, but enough.”

“And how many of them have seen you with a— a tube coming out of your willy.”

“Willy?” He snorts. “What are we in kindergarten now?”

“You know something? Next time I have a nervous breakdown, remind me not to come to you for help! You have absolutely no sympathy!”

He just stands there smiling like a dope.

“Leave. Please.”

“Oh, come on, Jessie. Don’t be like that. I’m sorry.”

“No, I need you to leave. I still have to pee.”

“Ah, right. I’ll be back in the laundry room. Unless you want me to stand watch outside the—”

“Go!”

“Okay, okay. Just make sure you turn the lights off when you come back. No reason to draw more attention than necessary.”

“Bit late for that.”

I wake my Link and set it on the sink for light. Before I shut the door and lock it, I check inside the vanity. Then I stomp on the shower curtain, flattening it to the floor.

I know it was fingers. It wasn’t my mind playing tricks on me.

I hope it wasn’t.

I stare resentfully at the offending sheet of plastic with its offensive beachside scene and prosaic sailboats and sea grass. The waves are high and frothy, the wind strong. There’s nothing inviting about it at all.

It takes a long time to get the old pipes working again. Seems my little panic attack welded the valves shut something good. And when I’m finished, I’m not really sure I’m empty. I don’t feel any relief at all.

I’m so sick of being scared all the time. I wish I could be as sanguine about everything as Micah is. But I can’t. I tear the curtain off the rod and fling it into the tub.

I flick the switches hard as I make my way back— bathroom, hallway, family room. I’m just about to step into the other hallway when I feel a whisper of cool air on the back of my neck. I freeze.

A sheet of paper flutters off the coffee table and onto the floor, and an ice cold finger slips up my spine. 

I turn. The sliding door is open.

It’s just Micah. He stepped outside for some fresh air. It’s just—

The swing creaks. I step forward and my eyes adjust. A little girl is sitting there. In her arms is a little white bundle.

“No,” I moan. I step back inside the house.

I blink, but the vision persists. She’s really out there, the girl from the photograph.

No, not her. It’s the girl from the bathroom, the girl who used to be the girl from the photograph but isn’t anymore. Her hair is a rats’ nest falling about her face, hiding her death mask. I can’t see her eyes, but I know they’re black.

She opens her mouth. I can’t see her tiny rotten baby teeth, but I know they’re there.

The bundle jumps in her arms.

My mind starts to break.

I grab the door handle and slide it shut. I don’t register the presence behind me until it’s too late.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 10

[image: image]


A ghost of Stephen rises up in the glass of the sliding door, and he reaches out to grab the girl standing before him. She looks vaguely familiar to me, but she’s a stranger, a bit older than I remember. The lines on her face are sharper, and the circles under her eyes are darker. He grabs her around the neck, and at that very same moment I feel my own breath being trapped inside my throat. Both versions of Stephen squeeze. Neither version of me makes a sound. I struggle to stay on my feet. I struggle to remain conscious.

I watch my reflection slowly sag to the floor.

And throughout it all, the little girl on the swing doesn’t move.

So much for Stephen’s immunity, I think, as my brain begins to shut down.

I feel him lean into me. I feel his fetid breath on my cheek. I hear him tell me I should’ve listened to him.

I know it’s just in my head. The dead don’t speak. They can’t. They can only moan, and that only when they move.

His lips smack and his teeth clack just inches from my ears. I swat helplessly at his hands. I want to cry out. I can’t even whimper.

A sigh escapes from him, and I realize that this will be the last thing I will ever hear, his moan of hunger and longing, of hatred and agony.

The girl on the swing patiently watches.

My mother speaks to me then, her voice broken and hollow. She whispers to me words I haven’t heard spoken in years, full of empty promises repeatedly broken. I want to cry. I want to tell her that I forgive her. But I have no breath in my lungs, no strength in my bones. I know I’m dying. I’ll die in this forsaken land. I’ll reawaken to walk it myself, just as hollowed out as the rest of them.

As hollow as my mother became the day my father died.

I feel Stephen’s lips brush the skin behind my ear. I wait for the pain that will come with the first bite. Please make it quick, I pray.

I wonder, will I feel cold or heat?

But then his body jolts. He draws in a sharp breath, and his hands are suddenly gone from around my neck. He collapses beside me, expelling the air he just inhaled.

The dead don’t breathe, Jessie.

Someone pulls me to my feet. I can’t see through the scrim of my own near-death. They’re shouting, but I can’t hear through the cacophony of life roaring back into my body. My mind is in chaos. It knows nothing of itself or its circumstances. There is only a vague sensation of movement, of being moved, as if by tides, like a boat aware of its own rise and fall with the waves as it slowly sinks below the surface.

And then I’m on the floor on my back staring up at the ceiling and the lights are bright above me and I’m coughing and hacking and the air burns through my damaged throat and into my ravaged lungs. What the hell is happening? I’m gasping for air, desperate to feed my starving brain. It feels like I’ll never be able to satisfy its hunger. My body convulses from the effort. Pain floods through me. I can feel it infusing every cell of my being. I am pain. It lifts me. It bears my up and up until I fear I will just float away in a cloud of agony. I am dissolving, every atom torn asunder. My mind fractures. My body breaks. My soul—

...jessie...

spills

Jessie

—out.

“Jessie!”

Micah’s face appears above me. I cough and turn my head before I can puke.

I feel him leave my side. I hear him off somewhere and a door slams and feet stomp. I hear him yelling. Something hits the floor somewhere near me — or maybe it’s far away, I can’t tell — and there’s more running and all I can do is gasp for air, grasp at diaphanous tendrils of thin air, while a freight train attempts to emerge from the tunnel of my lungs.

“Jessie, come on, girl. Sit up!”

Micah grabs me and pulls me up and leans me against the wall. He reaches over and grabs a bottle of water and I can see a pair of feet behind him. And legs. A body.

Stephen’s body.

“He’s dead,” Micah says, noticing where I’m looking. “For good this time.”

“He reanimated.”

Micah waits for me to stop coughing before shaking his head. “No, he was still alive. Barely. He must’ve seen the lights. He slipped in through the back door.”

I push him weakly away. “The girl,” I rasp. My throat is a mountain of gravel, collapsing in on itself. Swallowing is agony. Every breath feels like giant dunes of broken glass shifting.

“Tanya’s gone,” he reminds me. “Jake—”

“No, not her!”

I push him away and get to my feet. My legs still refuse to work, and I fall into the wall and slip to the floor again. Against his protests, I try again. It takes everything I can manage, but I stay upright. I step over Stephen’s lifeless body — Are we sure he’s dead this time? — and I see that the back of his head is caved in. A tourist statuette of Lady Liberty lies on the floor next to him. Blood and hair on a corner of the base.

But are we sure? Is he really dead this time?

Then I see the knife handle protruding from the base of his skull, half hidden by a soft tuft of hair.

I stumble over to the sliding door.

Micah calls me. I can hear him getting up to follow. But he’s too slow, and I’m too determined to let him stop me.

I stagger down the steps, grasping at the rotten wooden railing, lucky it doesn’t throw me to the ground. I reel across the yard. I tangle with the trunk of a small fruit tree, the branches long dead. One hand grasps it, steadies me. My other hand swipes vertiginously through empty air.

I let go. I step and step again until I reach the swings. The silent, empty swings. Evening dew glistens with the light spilling from the house. The one swing gently bobs in the breeze. It makes a ghostly noise.

There is no girl.

“Jessie?”

“She was here.”

“What? Who was here?”

“The little girl.”

He gives me a wary look.

I point to the grass. I show him the trick he showed me. It’s trampled, and not by me.

“It was Stephen,” he says. “Not some... It was him hiding in the bathroom.”

“No.”

I follow the trail to the gate. And there, half buried in the tall grass, lies a tiny bundle of fur.

I don’t remember picking it up. I don’t remember hugging it to my breast and speaking promises I know I’ll never keep. I’m sobbing— for little girls lost, for families rent apart by this madness, for the innocent ones turned hollow by the tragedy of living. My tears fall upon the glassy eyes of the tiny figure in my hands.

I weep for the little girl who lost everything, including the little rabbit that will never again feel its child’s loving embrace.

I weep for me.
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PART TWO


Repair
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I won’t let it happen.

I have to fix the things that are broken. I need to fix everything.

Only then will I finally be able to go home.
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“You’re not going anywhere, Jessie,” Micah insists. “You need to lie down for a bit.”

He guides me back to the laundry room where he’s laid out some cushions on the floor. The last thing I need right now is to close my eyes, but I’m so shaken that I don’t argue.

“Am I going crazy?” I ask. It hurts to speak.

“No more crazy than any of the rest of us.”

I’m not sure that’s helpful.

He places a wet towel on my forehead and inspects my neck. “You’re going to bruise something horrible from this.” His jaw clenches. His eyes blaze. I think this might be the angriest I’ve ever seen him.

“Are you sure he was alive?”

“Positive. Unless the dead have suddenly gained the ability to speak.”

“I wasn’t sure he had.”

“He wasn’t long for this world, though. With his neck mangled like that, I’m surprised he lasted this long.” He pauses. “You said he was dead.”

“I thought he was.”

“Then why didn’t you...?”

“He said he was immune,” I croak. “I wanted to see if he really was. I tied him up.”

Micah shows me the butter knife I’d given Stephen earlier. “Found it in his pocket.” He shudders. “It’s always the assholes who are hardest to kill, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.” I suppose now I’ll never know if he really was immune or not.

“Yeah, well, I’d kill that sonofabitch again if I could.”

He wipes the tears from my face and insists I get some rest. “I’m going to ping the others. It’s been nearly two hours. They must have something to report by now.”

“Don’t tell them what happened.”

“Jessie, it’s okay.”

“Please. I don’t want Kelly to worry. And ping Reggie’s Link. The others’ll be busy with the hack.”

“Let me worry about them, Jess. You relax.”

How can I relax? How can I ever relax again after what just happened?

He sits there beside me, one hand resting lightly on my shoulder, anger and worry vying for dominance on his face. He says nothing and doesn’t move. He doesn’t ping anyone. My breaths rattle through my traumatized throat. He brushes the hair from my face forehead. It’s the most he’s touched me ever. He looks very uncomfortable.

“She was real,” I tell him. “I saw her, the little girl. The one in the bathroom.”

“Shh.”

“She was there. She touched my arm. I saw her outside. It wasn’t Stephen.”

Micah sighs. “I’ve gone through the entire house now, checked every room and every possible hiding place.”

“I’m not blaming you.”

I can tell he still doesn’t believe me.

“Back, front, and garage doors are all locked. No one and nothing’s getting in here.”

I don’t tell him I’m not worried about that anymore. I don’t think she’ll come back. She had a chance to bite me, but she didn’t. She sat out there and watched, yet she didn’t come in. Maybe it’s different with children. Our teachers never said what happens to the ones who get infected, only the adults. All I know is that she’s gone now, and I don’t know where. Maybe she’s happy to be let free after all these years locked inside that tiny room in the dark.

I know I’m rationalizing. A part of me refuses to believe a child could be a monster.

Micah slumps against the wall and shuts his eyes. “Is it just me, or do you feel like you haven’t slept in years?”

I know he’s tired. He should be even more exhausted than I am, especially since he’s still recovering from his injuries. He’s mended amazingly quickly— physically, anyway. Mentally, he’s still missing a lot.

But I also know that it’s an act. He’s trying to make me drowsy.

“Micah?”

“Hmm?” he murmurs. He doesn’t open his eyes.

“What do you know about...”

“About what?”

I’d intended to ask him about Eugene Halliwell, about why he had the man’s identification card in his house. Instead, I give him a different name.

He lifts his head and looks at me, his eyebrows knitted together. “Your dad?” He shrugs. “I don’t know. I guess about the same as anyone else. He was a science advisor to the President and technical head of the project that created the first zombies.”

“Zulus,” I say. “That’s what they called them.”

“Right. Why are you asking?”

“Just... he’s come up a few times over the past few days.”

“Well, that’s understandable. He and the Colonel — your grandfather — basically spearheaded the civil and military programs. Your grandpa formed the Omegaman Forces. Then your dad died and—”

“He was assassinated. Stephen says it was because he created a vaccine.”

Micah chuffs. “Nothing that asshole has said has had a single kernel of truth.”

“Some people believe he was attacked by one of them.”

He rolls his eyes. “Is that what you believe?”

“I don’t know.”

“I think it makes for a good campfire story. The man who helped create Zulus gets eaten by— Sorry, I didn’t mean to be insensitive.”

“It doesn’t bother me. I don’t remember my father at all. He died when I was two.”

He nods. “The man who created Zulus gets eaten by the very Zulu who tried to stop him when he was alive. It’s a much more interesting story than what probably really happened.”

“And what’s that?”

“That he took his own life,” he says. “It would be consistent with him trying to make a vaccine, especially he was starting to feel bad for what happened.”

“Grandpa says there’s nothing to feel bad about.”

Micah shrugs.

“What do you know about the other guy? Halliwell. Eugene Halliwell.”

“Nothing. Just the textbook stuff. He was a researcher at some podunk college somewhere when he and your father and that doctor from Germany won the Nobel Prize. From what I’ve heard, the guy was a real nutjob, couldn’t stand the idea of sharing the prize. After your father applied their discoveries to Reanimation, this Halliwell guy became obsessed with trying to undermine him.”

“And that makes him a nutjob? What if he was secretly working with my father in developing this vaccine? What if they succeeded? The rumors say this Halliwell guy turned himself into a zombie, but what if that’s not true? Maybe Government got rid of them both.”

“There’s no cure, Jess. There’s no vaccine or antidote or whatever you want to call it. If there were, why would Government be trying so hard to get everyone implanted? Why would the SSC and Canada be building a wall on their borders with New Merica? Why would other countries restrict travel from here?”

I know this is what we’ve always been told. But I have to believe there is a cure. It’s the only thing keeping me sane right now. I just can’t think about the possibility of losing Kelly right now.

I reach into my back pocket. I’m still amazed that I’ve somehow managed to keep Halliwell’s old ID card through everything. It almost feels like I was destined to find it in Micah’s house. Maybe it was all leading up to this moment.

I slip it out and hand it over to him.

“I found this in your house.”

He stares at it. I wish I could I could read his mind, because I can’t read his face. It’s a confusion of emotions. Finally, he hands the card back to me. “I have no idea why my folks have this,” he says. “I’ve never seen it before in my life.”

But he won’t look at me. In fact, he’s clearly avoiding my eyes. And when our links begin to ping simultaneously, it’s not curiosity or confusion that I see on his face, but relief.

“Are you in?” he asks his Link. He stands up and starts pacing.

“Yeah,” Kelly says. “But we’ve hit a snag. It’s going to take a lot longer than we expected.”
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“Why is it so bright there?” Kelly asks. “Where’s all that light coming from?”

“We found a house with solar,” Micah explains. He stares at his Link, still avoiding my eyes.

The moment I brought Professor Halliwell’s card out, I distinctly sensed a wall going up between us. Yet Micah insists he’d never seen it before, nor can he explain why his parents might’ve had it in their possession. Is it possible Halliwell’s photo triggered a memory he’d forgotten? Or is he intentionally hiding something?

“Speaking of lights, why is it so dark where you are?” he asks Kelly.

“I’m outside with Ash and Reg. We’re keeping out of sight of the fence. Seems we’ve attracted quite the entourage.”

“I told you not to make so much noise,” Ashley says in the background.

“So, we’ve located the mainframe. It’s underground, as we expected. Took us a while to find it, as they’ve got it hidden in the smallest building in the complex, which happened to be the last place we looked. There’s an elevator. I think there’s stairs, too. I didn’t check all the doors. They’ve got a whole complex underground— computers and meeting rooms, bathrooms, storage. Lights and power. Even running water, although it’s pretty grungy coming out of the faucets. Everything is climate controlled.”

“What’s the holdup?” I ask. I’m barely able to croak out the words.

“What’s wrong with your voice? You sound funny.”

“Stephen tried to strangle me.”

“What? I thought you said he was dead. Are you alright?”

“We’re okay,” Micah quickly interjects. “And he’s not a problem anymore.”

“What the hell happened?”

“It’s a long story. I’m okay. And Stephen’s dead for good this time.”

“Oh, jeez, Jessie. I’m sorry.”

“Just tell us what’s going on there. What’s the snag?”

“It’s kind of stupid. I mean, we should’ve expected it. The plan was for me to interface with the servers, and Ash was going to ping me instructions. Well, we didn’t think about our Links not being able to find a stream to connect to. It’s too far underground to get a signal. So, the only way we can communicate is by running back and forth.”

I wince. We’re such morons.

“It’s not a deal-breaker,” Kelly continues. “Just a huge hassle. I’m having to keep going up and down the elevator, it’s going to take a lot more time. And the damn thing is impossibly slow. It’s probably going to take all night.”

“Well, you’re stuck there till morning anyway.”

“Yeah.”

“Any problems getting into the system?”

“No. Micah’s interface worked like a charm. And Ash prepped me on what I’d need to do to interface. Finding the actual failsafe programs took a bit longer. I had to write a new command-line search script and instruct it to look for bits of the programs’ outputs. It’s crude and glitchy, since I needed to make it as small as possible to avoid detection. That meant searching only about a hundred sub-streams at a time.”

“How many sub-streams are there on the mainframe?” Micah asks. He has that glazed look in his eyes, the one he gets when he’s working on a hack. I hope it mean he’s remembering.

“Over twenty-seven million. They’re partitioned into about a dozen main bundles. No dynamic switching, thankfully, or else I’d never have been able to lockdown the sub-stream with the primary failsafe scripts. I got lucky and hit pay dirt on about the sixteen thousandth search iteration. All the root applications and registry files were in a packet called PROJECT REWIRE.”

Micah types this into the laptop. I give him a quizzical look and he shrugs and whispers that it’s so he won’t forget.

“I got copies uploaded onto the tablet,” Kelly goes on, “and then I hand-carried it all back up for Ash and Reg to work on.” He hesitates and his face grows serious. “I have to be honest, guys. I’m having some doubts we’ll be able to pull this off.”

“What do you mean?”

“I took a look at the coding. The scripts themselves are fairly rudimentary, not even close to the level of sophistication we saw with The Game. Or even Zpocalypto.”

“So, it should be a piece of cake,” I say. I clear my throat, hoping it’ll erase some of the hoarseness. “You or I could probably do it, if we had to.”

Micah nods. “The replacement scripts wouldn’t need to be very complex.”

“Based on Stephen’s description,” Kelly says, “the failsafe simply overrides the firmware controls. Unfortunately, simple doesn’t always translate to easy. Reprogramming the implant might be nothing more complicated than toggling the code, as long as we know how to do each of those flips. Or it might be irreversible, like picking an apple. Once it’s off the tree, you can’t put it back on.”

“Luckily, we’re not talking about apples,” Micah contends. “We’re talking about programs. If you can code something, and then recode it, you should be able to reverse it back to its native state.”

We’d been taught in school that the neural implant is designed to remain dormant as long as it receives a neurological signal generated by the cerebral cortex of the brain, the center where higher cognitive functions reside. The signal acts as a suppressor. Upon death, as this part of the brain dies, the signal wanes, allowing the implant to become active.

Stephen’s failsafe program — or programs, rather, since there’s a slightly different version to match each implant’s identifier code — generates a set of instructions that do two things. First, it overwrites the implant’s operating instructions so that it’s no longer responsive to the neurelectric signal generated in the brain. The second is that it replaces that signal with one transmitted through Arc’s towers. As long as the implant is able to receive it, it remains in a dormant state. Cut the new signal off — like when we went underground during our escape attempt — and the implant wakes up. This normally only happens in someone who’s already died. But in a living person, implant activation triggers a physiological response that begins with pain and vomiting, then proceeds to loss of consciousness. If allowed to persist long enough, it can be fatal.

In either case, if the host is infected with the virus, they reanimate.

The primary failsafe scripts execute inside the mainframe under Jayne’s Hill. They create the suppressor signal and send them, encrypted, to the primary transmission tower via a hard-line connection. The tower broadcasts the instructions to any number of relay towers scattered about the island, which receive and decrypt the signal before transmitting them to our implants. And in the event the mainframe stops transmitting, the relay towers are instructed to continue transmitting the last set of instructions.

So, simply deleting the failsafe scripts in the mainframe or taking out the primary transmission tower won’t work. And destroying the relay towers only increases the risk to ourselves of dying.

The only way we can defeat the failsafe is by rewriting the implants’ firmware to receive the signal from our own brains.

“We’ve identified the exact lines that encode the actual override,” Kelly continues. “What we don’t know is the original code it replaced. Right now, Ash and Reg are taking guesses at how they can reconfigure it to its nascent programming. That part’s over my head, so all I can do is sit here and wait.”

“And where’s Jake?” I ask. “What’s he doing to make himself useful?”

Kelly’s lower eyelid twitches. I doubt any of the others have ever noticed the reflex, or know that it means he’s irritated. But I know him better than anyone else, except maybe his family. What I can’t understand then is why he’d agree to let Jake lead the group if the guy bugs him so much.

“Reg sent him to go patrol around the perimeter to make sure the IUs don’t get in.”

“Okay...?”

“No, it’s cool. At least he’s out of my hair for the moment.”

“How many are there?”

“Couple dozen at last check. We saw a few on our way here. Not many, though, and we were moving too quickly for them to follow us. When we arrived, the place was clear, but once we started digging, things started getting a little dicey.”

“Ashley said the noise was drawing them.”

“They tried at first to push through the fence. The first few fried themselves pretty good. The noise was loud enough that it starting drawing even more out of the woods.”

“Fried?”

“More like exploded. They’d grab the fence, and there’d be this loud bang and a flash. The stink was terrible. For a while there, it was almost like popcorn. But then it suddenly stopped.”

“Did the fence short out or something?” Micah asks.

“No, and this is the really odd thing: they just stopped touching it. It was like they’d... learned.”

“They don’t learn. Maybe it was the smell.”

“Oh yeah? Well, then how do you explain this? Jake got this stupid idea that if we got them all riled up, they’d all throw themselves into the fence and fry themselves to crisps. He said it’d be an easy way to get rid of them. I tried to point out that it didn’t actually kill them, but you know how stubborn he can be. He actually went out there to taunt them.”

“And was he right?”

“Oh, he got them riled up all right. But they still wouldn’t touch the fence.”

“Really?”

“I’m telling you, they’re learning.”

Micah lets out a snort. “No, they’re not. They’re not cognizant. They don’t understand consequences.”

“Even slime molds learn, Micah,” Kelly replies. “When they encounter a negative stimulus, they avoid it afterward. So, unless you think slime molds are cognizant or understand consequences, it’s possible.”

“Slime molds are massive single-celled organisms that rely on chemical cues. Zombies aren’t,” Micah argues.

“You just said the smell might repel them. Smells can be chemical cues.”

“Getting a little off-subject here, boys,” I remind them.

“Well, slime molds won’t chase you down and try to eat you.”

“If you didn’t move so fast, that’s exactly what they’d do.”

“Boys?”

“They don’t learn, Kelly. They don’t adapt.”

“Then, how would you explain it?”

Micah shrugs dismissively. “If they could learn, they’d be climbing trees and swimming. Thankfully, they don’t, or else we would’ve been screwed from the beginning.”

“But CUs can do those things,” I point out.

“These aren’t CUs,” Kelly says. “At least not so far.”

“Then don’t worry about it,” Micah says.

“You’re not the one inside a fence surrounded by them. What if they figure out they could knock it down? All it would take is a dozen or so in a coordinated attack.”

“Oh, now they’re coordinating?” Micah says.

“Boys!” I snap. “Christ, you sound like a couple ten-year-olds. Kelly, just stay out of sight, and they’ll go away eventually. And that includes Jake.”

“Jake won’t listen to me.”

“Gee, if only someone had tried to warn you guys.”

He scowls.

“Well, I guess we’ve had better luck than you then,” Micah says. He sounds positively cheerful. “Jessie’s figured out a way to get over the wall.”

“Over? Not through? What is it, a catapult?”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I snap.

“We found a crane,” Micah says. “We can use it to get to the top. I’ve got some rope for climbing down the other side. We may need you to jumpstart it though.”

Kelly shakes his head. “If it’s a crane, most likely it runs on diesel.”

This means nothing to either of us.

“Diesel engines are totally different from the old gas engines,” Kelly explains. “There are a lot more things that could go wrong so it doesn’t run— water contamination, algae or bacterial contamination, lines could be clogged. Even assuming all that’s fine — highly doubtful after so many years — the fuel’s almost certainly gelled up. All it’d take is one cold winter, one good, hard freeze.”

“Winters have been pretty mild.”

“You’ve only been here for one, Micah. There was a really bad cold snap five or six years ago.”

Kelly turns and nods to someone off-screen. “Looks like I’m up. They want me to upload the new script and give it a test.”

“Before you go,” Micah says, “let me talk with Ash real quick.”

Kelly hands over his Link and Ash’s face appears out of the darkness. Micah asks her what the new script entails.

“We broke Stephen’s program down,” Ashley says. “Would’ve been faster with you here, since you’re the architecture expert.” I expect Micah’s face to flush, but it remains as stoic as before. “One interesting thing we found was these timestamps embedded in Tanya’s registry.”

“Timestamps?”

Ash nods. “Turns out the instructions her implant was receiving changed at least twice in the past week or so. The last one coincided with yesterday morning, right before we left LaGuardia.”

“That’s when Arc got out of her head,” I say.

“After looking at it, I don’t think they ever left. I think they just handed the controls back to her and got in the back seat.”

“Damn it,” I mutter. “So, they were spying on us the whole time.”

“And they were probably trying to get back into the driver’s seat when we went through the wall. So, in a way, it’s a good thing she’s out of the picture.”

“We don’t know what Arc could’ve been planning.”

“I know. Anyway, that’s not why I brought it up. Using the timestamps, I was able to trace back and I may have pinpointed exactly when the firmware was changed. From that, I think I’ve recovered the original programming, which we might be able to use to return the implants to their original settings.”

“How sure are you?”

Ashley shrugs. “It’s the best we’ve got.”

I notice she doesn’t give me a number, which she does when she’s confident.

“So, how do we test it?”

“One of us is going to have to volunteer.”

“Who?” I ask.

“Well, it’s got to be one of the three us here. The plan is to upload the revision and let it propagate through the network. Should take only seconds, but we’ll wait ten minutes to be sure. Then we’ll send the guinea pig down the elevator to see if it worked. I think it should be—”

“I’ll do it,” Reggie says. “It was my ride to take the last time. I’m overdue.”

“No, Reg,” Ashley says. “I’ll do it.”

“We need you to watch the scripts. And Jake’s never going to say yes again.”

“It has to be him,” I say. “He wanted to be your leader, so let him show some leadership skills and take the risk.”

“That’s what I’m thinking,” Ashley says.

“Yeah, sure, you tell him that.”

“It has to come from all of you.”

“A third failure could kill him,” Reggie reminds me. “It can’t be him. I’ll take the risk this time. There’s no other choice.”

I turn to Micah. “What do you think?”

He doesn’t answer right away, just sits there brooding for several seconds.  Finally, he says, “Send me a copy of the scripts and your fix. On second thought, send the entire PROJECT REWIRE packet. I don’t know if I’ll be able to make any sense of it. But who knows, maybe something’ll jog my memory.”

“Still having trouble remembering?”

“It’s like there’s this wall I can’t see past. Give me an hour. If I can’t break through, then go ahead with your experiment. With Reggie. One hour. Understand?”

Ashley’s face pinches, but she reluctantly nods. Kelly and Reg agree. Nobody wants to take an unnecessary risk, especially since they’re messing with someone’s head. But someone has to. It’s the only way we can know for sure.

After we disconnect, Micah turns to me. “I’m surprised at you for trying to set Jake up as the guinea pig again.”

“I’m not setting him up!”

“So you actually think it’s going to work this time?”

“Why wouldn’t it?”

He holds up his Link with the new programs. “I may still be blanking a lot of stuff out, but even I know this has failure written all over it.”
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I have nothing to do but wait while Micah stares for the next forty minutes at the failsafe scripts Ash sent him. The tension and my impatience build like the heat inside a closed car on an August afternoon. He’s transferred the programs from his Link to the laptop. Every once in a while, he taps something or swipes the screen, sometimes muttering incoherently to himself, sometimes sighing with frustration, but mostly keeping silent. Finally, he sets the computer aside and buries his head in his hands.

I’ve been thinking about what he said. I want to believe that the fix will work. I won’t even consider that it won’t. How can I? If Ashley says it’s our best shot, I have to believe she means it. She’s a far better hacker than I am. And the fact that she’s willing to allow Reggie to give it go, even if reluctantly, tells me she’s a lot more certain than Micah seems to be. And given that his mind like a thousand-room mansion with more shut doors than open, perhaps his intuition isn’t the best thing to be relying on to make decisions.

But I guess what mostly pisses me off is that he’d even think I’d want to harm Jake.

I’d told him as much, and he’d dismissed my concerns with a wave of his hand, as if it really wasn’t an issue. “I guess we’ll know in an hour if I’m right, won’t we? Either I’ll be able to explain why I think the way I do — in which case I’ll also probably be able to propose an idea that will work — or I still won’t have a clue about anything. But don’t take it personally, Jess. If I were the one making that decision, Jake would absolutely be my pick, but that’s because I care about him less than the rest of you.”

I wanted to tell him that it’s wrong to think this way or to think that I think this way. I wanted him to believe that I can be objective enough not to consider my own personal feelings in such matters. But what if he’s right? What if he just happens to be more in tune with his own biases than I am?

“In any case,” he’d added, “Reggie’s totally right that it can’t be Jake. We don’t know how many more plays he’s got left in him. One more incident like before could knock him off the board for good.”

Of course, he’s assuming we all started off with the same number of plays.

“Any luck?” I ask.

He growls.

“Can you believe school starts in six days?” I don’t know what else to talk about, and I can’t take the way he’s just sitting there, stewing in self-pity and self-loathing. He looks like he’s in agony.

He looks up in surprise. “School?”

“Yeah, remember? Classes start next Monday.”

“I’ve lost track of the days.”

“Yeah, I kind of figured that when you woke up a few days ago and thought you were already late.”

He chuckles. “Guess it’s not just my hacks that got whacked. Everything’s screwed up.”

“So, it’s not coming back then?”

“Well, actually... yes,” he says, surprising me. “I mean, I guess it must be. I’ve been checking out Ash’s work and my intuition is telling me that she’s done a nice clean job of writing new scripts. She’s been meticulous in extracting the bits that look like the override code and replacing them with previous code she lifted from Tanya’s logs. It’s exactly what I’d probably do. Exactly.”

“So what’s the problem?”

“The problem is this little voice in my head telling me — screaming at me — not to do it. It won’t shut up, but it also won’t share why.”

“I’m sure if she had any doubts, she’d tell us. There’s too much at stake.”

“But would she?”

“What do you mean?”

“You saw how she didn’t want Reggie to be the lab rat.”

“Because it’s Reggie. She didn’t like it the last time, either.”

“Yeah, and it didn’t work, did it? What worries me, Jess, is that we’re reaching inside people’s heads and tweaking shit we don’t really understand. We’ve got no idea what might happen. We could really screw something up badly.”

“Well, now that it’s Reggie, Ashley will make triply sure this works before she lets Kelly try it out. She worships that boy as much as he worships her. She just pretends like she doesn’t.”

Micah laughs. “I’ve always known, from the moment I first met them.

“Yeah, well, you weren’t there when they first met each other. I actually thought they might tear each other’s hair out.”

“It’s that chemistry they share.”

“Hydrogen and oxygen,” I say. “One little spark and— bam!”

“Yeah,” he quietly adds. “And everyone around them gets burned.”

* * *
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ASHLEY LASTS A FULL fifty-five minutes before she pings. Neither Micah nor I want to be the first to connect.
“She’s early,” I say.

“Five minutes isn’t going to make any difference. I still got nothing for her.”

He taps his Link.

“By the look on your face,” Ashley says, “I’m guessing we’re a go as is.”

“Your scripts all look clean, as far as I can tell.”

She looks disappointed, and this is when I know Micah’s right. She’s got doubts, she just won’t say them out loud.

“I tried,” Micah says. “I feel like I actually knocked a few cobwebs loose inside my head. But I didn’t come up with a better fix. Even Jessie had a look at it.”

Yeah, for about five minutes.

“Well, it’s definitely a strange little program,” I say. I feel silly that that’s the best I can offer. “Definitely not what we’re used to seeing from Arc. But then again, I don’t think this coder person Stephen worked with is an Arc employee, either.”

“What do you mean?”

“Just that Stephen and Novak and the rest of them were working independently, hoping to sell Arc on the project.”

“Does that mean they’re innocent?”

“Absolutely not.”

“The problem,” Micah says, “is that we’re only guessing at what the factory settings are. If we had the actual firmware scripts for everyone’s Links, it’d be smooth sailing.”

Ashley coughs uncertainly. “I was really hoping you wouldn’t say that. We’ve been sitting here with our fingers crossed that you guys would either say this’ll definitely work, or come up with something better.”

“So... you don’t think it’s going to work?” I ask. I glance over at Micah. Maybe she’ll admit to her doubts if we force her back to the wall.

“I wouldn’t have written it this way if I thought there might be something better,” she snaps.

She immediately apologizes. “I’m sorry, Jess. I’m just a little on edge. We had a little incident while we were waiting.”

“What kind of incident? Is everyone okay? Is Kelly?”

“No, Kelly’s fine. He’s still downstairs. It’s Jake.”

“What happened with Jake?”

“Well, he was still outside trying to get the IUs to charge the fence. And Kelly and Reggie were off checking out the rest of the complex. Kel went back underground and Reggie was going through the rooms up here. Oh, I almost forget. I need to tell you this. You know how different coders have their own little quirks? Like how they format line returns and spaces, or how they embed sequences of commands and prompts?”

I nod. I have a feeling this has nothing to do with the boys or whatever incident she’d just alluded to. But I’m used to her little detours. They always eventually lead back to her main point, and trying to force her back sometimes ends up making things even more confusing.

“Well,” she says, “it’s the strangest thing. I kept getting this feeling of déjà vu, like I’ve seen some of this scripting before. I just can’t figure out where.”

“The ArcWare codex,” I tell her. “Stephen’s coder probably pirated some of it to build the failsafe. Or maybe the tracker?”

“No...”

“What happened with Jake and the zombies,” Micah impatiently asks.

To me Jake and the zombies sounds like a punk rock band.

“She’s getting to that,” I tell him. “Go ahead, Ash.”

She blinks, confused. “What? Oh, right. So, I was just sitting here running through the script and seeing all this kinda-familiar stuff, when all of a sudden I hear this loud pop! And then the floodlights flickered and everything went dark for a couple seconds. I got up, and just as they came back on again, I heard running.”

“The zombies?”

“I said they were running. IUs don’t run.”

No, but CUs do.

“It was Jake. And this IU was stumbling after him. And it was moving pretty fast. Faster than I’ve seen them go before.”

“Do you remember how fast they were that first day?” I ask her. “I think once they warm up or some—”

“Are you saying it was inside the fence?” Micah interrupts.

Ash nods.

“How did it get in?”

“We don’t know. Reggie and Jake checked afterward. The fence is still intact all the way around the perimeter. No holes. And it’s still electrified. I mean, it could’ve gone out when the lights flickered. Maybe there was a power surge or a short or something, but it was only a few seconds. There’s no way it could’ve climbed the fence so quickly.”

“How many seconds?”

“I don’t know. Like, maybe ten? Fifteen?”

“That’s a lot more than a few.”

“I don’t know! It’s not like I was watching the time!”

“Could it have already been in there? Did you get rid of it?”

Ashley looks nervously around. “That’s the weird thing. We don’t know where it went. Jake was screaming bloody murder, so I ran inside one of the buildings. By the time I found Reg and we figured out where Jake went, it had disappeared.”

Nobody says anything for a moment. Nobody wants to say IUs can’t hide because we all know otherwise. But they don’t hide to ambush the living. They hide from the sun. This isn’t normal behavior.

Olly olly oxen free, my mind whispers.

“We’ve since barricaded ourselves inside the building, and we’re waiting for Kelly to come back up. Reggie and Jake are keeping watch.”

“And you checked inside the building already?” Micah asks.

“There are only four rooms here. We also found stairs that look like they might go all the way down to where Kelly is. Most of the rooms are filled with old office furniture and machines. The lights in one didn’t work, so instead of checking it, we just jammed some metal bars into the handle and managed to wedge the door shut. If it’s in there, it’s being awfully quiet.”

“What about the elevator?”

She shakes her head. “Kelly’s had the car down with him the whole time, so unless it came in and pushed the button to call it, it’s not there.”

“But you don’t know for sure,” I say. I can feel my blood pressure rising.

“It’s not—”

“And you still haven’t heard from Kelly?”

“Stop yelling at me. He said he’d be here after the hour was up. He should be here—”

“Three minutes ago!”

“Jess, please,” Micah quietly says. “He’ll be fine. He’s just a few minutes late. You heard him say the elevator’s slow.”

“But not that slow!”

“It’s pretty damn slow,” Ashley says.

“We all agreed on an hour, and now it’s almost five minutes past!”

Micah puts his hands on my arms. “Jessie, it’s not help—”

“Get your hands off me! I don’t give a crap if it’s not helping. You guys were supposed to be sticking together, not exploring! Goddamn it! Jake was supposed to be keeping watch, not pissing off the IUs and letting them in! Jesus, it’s like you people haven’t a clue!”

Ashley flinches at every word I spit at my screen. I can feel Micah’s hands on my shoulders. I can hear him telling me to calm down, but I don’t want to calm down. I want to be there with Kelly!

“How many people have to die before—”

“Jessie!” Micah yells.

“You probably weren’t even working on the hack, were you? You and Reggie.”

“What are you saying?” Ashley says.

“You two can’t keep your goddamn hands off each other. Like two damn rabbits! Leave you two alone for one freaking minute and you’re humping each other like a pair of sex-starved—”

“No!”

“It’s you and Reggie in that Holiday Inn all over again while the rest of us are getting chased!”

“Shut up!” Ashley screams. “You stupid bitch! You shut the fuck up about us!”

I hear Reggie shout her name somewhere in the background.

“We weren’t having sex, you freak!” Ashley screams.

“Bullshit!”

“What the hell’s going on?” I hear Reggie ask. His face appears on my screen. “Why is Ashley crying? What’s going on?”

“It’s nothing,” Micah quickly tells him. “The girls are... Look, we’ve all had a stressful night. Jessie’s worried about Kelly.”

“He’s fine.”

“You don’t know that!” I yell.

“Of course I do.” He turns to the side, and I hear the distinct sound of a bell. “He’s coming up now.”
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Chapter 15
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The scene on Ashley’s Link blurs as she turns toward the elevator. It finally settles onto a spot on the floor.

“Ash?” Micah calls out. “Hey, we’re still here.”

The elevator bell dings again.

“Guys? Reggie?”

The view shifts again, and Reggie’s face comes into focus. “Hold on,” he says.

Another ding.

“How many stories underground is that place?” Micah asks.

Something clatters in the background. A door shuts. We hear another ding, and Jake asks what’s happening.

“I think the car’s stuck,” Reggie says. He sounds worried. “Either that, or the door’s not opening.”

“Reg?” I shout into my Link. I want to see what’s happening. I’m desperate for just a glimpse.

The Link jostles. Flesh colored haze fills the screen. Then Ashley’s face appears. She alternates between glancing at her Link and away. “Hold on, guys.” She’s trying to sound calmer than I know she is, but with everything at stake, plus an IU running around inside the compound unaccounted for, more uncertainty is the last thing we need right now. “The elevator’s stuck.”

She vanishes from view again. The Link jostles, and I sense that she and the boys are moving closer to the elevator.

Someone starts pounding on the doors. “Kelly?” Reggie shouts. “Hey, brah, you in there?” The bell dings again. “Kelly? Knock if you can hear me.”

Bang, bang.

“Is that Kelly?”

No one answers.

“Ash? What’s going on? Where’s Kelly? Why isn’t he answering?”

“Shh!” someone says. “I heard something.”

“Is it him?”

“Kelly?”

“Turn up the sound,” Micah says, gesturing to my Link.

“I’m already maxed out.”

I can just make out a muffled noise. It sounds like something inside the car thudding against the wall.

Then there’s a low moan.

“What was that?” I whisper. “Ashley, what the fuck was that?”

The screen goes dark, but we’ve still got audio. Ash has covered Link with her hand or stuffed it into her pocket. There’s more banging, then a muffled cried.

Then, blasting through my Link, Reggie shouting for Jake to help him.

Micah turns toward me, his eyes wide. I’m unable to move or speak. I feel helpless, unable to see or intervene on whatever is happening there. They’re just a few miles away, but they might as well be a million. My vision tunnels. My mind threatens to melt down.

I see Kelly’s face— not on the screen, but in my mind. He’s not the way he looks now. It’s the Kelly I knew when we were thirteen. Back when I first thought I might love him but was too young to be sure. It was such an alien concept to me that anyone could be so kind, so generous, so caring.

We’d met the year before, right around the time his brother Kyle was born. I remember because a lot happened then. My own brother, Eric, had been discharged from the Marines a few weeks earlier, which made for a turbulent time at home. Then, a few weeks later, Eric announced that he was taking me out to Seattle for a visit. He never actually had to come right out and say that he wanted to move us as far away from the East Coast — and the outbreaks — as possible, but I knew almost instinctively that that was his intention.

It wasn’t until after we returned that I realized how devastating the move would’ve been to me personally, not because we’d barely escaped Seattle’s own outbreak, but because I’d have to leave Kelly behind.

He’s the only boy I ever seriously dated. The only boy I ever kissed or loved, or made love to. He still has that serious boyish look to him, and his smile still makes my heart beat faster. But these past five years and Kyle’s illness have weighed heavily on him.

It’s only made me love him all the more.

“Get it open,” I hear Reggie grunt.

I blink myself back to the present. The view on my Link now appears to be of the tiled ceiling.

Then it’s blocked.

“Ashley?”

“Sorry, guys,” she says, appearing back in the frame. “They’re trying to pry open the door.”

“Show me.”

“Hold on, he’s—”

“Show me now!” I yell. “I want to see the door!”

“I need to help,” Ashley tells us.

“No! Don’t you dare disconnect us!”

“I’m not, Jess. Just... I’m going to prop it up.” The image stabilizes as she sets the Link on the floor, and we finally get our first glimpse of the elevator. The doors are painted a flat avocado green, the walls to either side beige. There’s only one button to push to call the car. Its arrow points down. There are no lights over the top, and no numbers to tell where the car might be.

She steps into view again. Her shoes fill the entire view. Someone says something. She moves away.

There’s another ding and a muffled thud, but the door remains shut. Jake appears carrying a wooden yardstick. I don’t know what he plans to use it for. It reminds me of the toilet plunger back in Long Island City.

“I found a screwdriver,” Reggie says somewhere off-screen. There’s a pause, then he appears, crouching down. “Look guys, I don’t know—”

There’s a loud bang. He looks away for a moment. Then another thud and another moan.

“This might not be—”

“If you disconnect us,” I snarl into my Link, “I will personally come there and knock you back into last week.”

The doors thud and rattle. Reggie nods and hurries over. He slips the screwdriver into the seam between the door and frame and starts prying at it. There’s one last ding and the call button lights up.

With a whoosh, the panel slides open.
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Chapter 16
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I catch a fleeting glimpse of the empty car and the bloody handprint on the back wall just before Jake and Reggie block our view. I want to scream at them to move out of the way, but I know they can’t. They’ve got their hands full, because apparently the car wasn’t empty.

Ashley cries out and tries to help, but they push her back. Jake lifts something out off the floor and tosses it behind them.

“Is that an ax?” Micah asks.

Reggie pulls Jake upright and they step back.

“What’s happening?” I ask.

Nobody moves.

“Guys?” I say. “Please. Is it Kelly? Reggie?”

I know he hears me, because he gestures behind his back. “Ashley,” he says, half turning. Then: “Get my backpack! Now!” He steps forward again and kneels down. “Kelly? Hey, brah, can you—”

There’s a moan and some gurgling. Then I hear a weak cough.

“Ashley, hurry up! And Jake, back the hell up! Give us some room.”

“I can help!”

“What’s wrong?” I yell. “What’s happened?”

“He’s hurt,” Reggie reports over his shoulder. Ashley tries to hand him his backpack, but he ignores her. “Get the first aid pack out. I need a large bandage. Look for the burn cream.”

Burn cream?

My skin feels like it’s on fire. My hands ache to do something. I want to reach right through my Link and push everyone aside. I want to leap through and go to my Kelly. I want to see him and hold him. But I can’t do any of those things. And nobody will tell me what’s going on.

“No, the burn cream, I said,” Reggie shouts. “It’s the white tube. The white tube, Ash!”

“Don’t yell at me! I’m doing the best I can.”

“Make yourself useful, Jake,” Reggie says. “Get some water from the kitchen. Clean water. Run the tap until it’s clear. And fluids. We need to hydrate him.”

“I know first aid, too!”

“Just do it!”

“Guys, please tell me what’s going on,” I beg. “Ashley?”

“He’s burned,” Reggie says. He reaches over and snatches the tube from Ashley’s hand. A moment later, he gives it back. “Bandage. Okay, tape.”

“How bad?”

“Tape!”

“There’s no tape.”

“Yes, there is, Ash. Just look harder, damn it! Kelly? Hey, brah, can you hear me? What happened down there?”

There’s a hiss of pain. I see a hand reach up and grab Reggie’s shoulder and pull. The knuckles are white, the beds of the nails gray. I shudder. They look like the hands of a dead man. Please, I pray, don’t let him be dead.

“Electric... panel,” Kelly grunts.

“What the hell were you messing around with that for?”

“No power... half the hallway... pulled the... breaker.”

“You shocked yourself? Damn it, Kel. What’d you have to go messing around with that shit for?”

Jake returns with a bottle of water and a wad of wet paper towels. Reggie takes them both. I wish I could see more, but they block my view.

“Can you sit up?” Reggie asks. “Come on, brah, let’s get you out of this elevator.”

I see Kelly’s shoulder and part of his head. Reggie shifts to get more leverage and now I can see Kelly’s face. He looks terrible. His hair is a mess. It usually just lies naturally close to his scalp, but now it stands up on end. Blood trickles from a cut on his forehead. Reggie wipes it off. Kelly winces.

“Is he bit?” I ask.

Kelly shakes his head. “Jess? Not... bitten. Burnt.” He mumbles something to Reggie.

“We had a breach,” Reggie answers. “An IU got inside the fence.”

“What? How,” Kelly asks. His voice is rough, scratchy.

“Happened during the power surge— which I’m guessing now was you.”

“How?” Kelly asks again, this time directing the words to Jake. “You... supposed to watch... fence.”

“It’s alright,” Reggie says. “No one got hurt.”

“Who stopped it?”

“I said don’t worry. Now drink.” He holds the uncapped bottle to Kelly’s lips and tilts. It spills out. Some of it makes it into Kelly’s mouth. Most of it trickles down his chin. He swallows, sputters, and weakly pushes Reggie’s hand away.

“How long... was I down there?”

“Just over an hour,” Jake says. “We’ve been waiting for you—”

“That’s enough, Jake!”

Kelly pushes Reggie away and tries to stand. “Jess?”

Ashley points to her Link.

“Did... you... Was Micah able to—”

“Don’t worry about that right now, Kel,” Micah says. “Just rest.”

“Kelly?” I say. “Please, I need... I want to...”

Kelly steps carefully over and kneels painfully down. “Sorry, babe. I screwed—” He swallows and winces. “I screwed up.”

“You’re alive. That’s all that matters, Kel. But you scared the hell out of us!”

“I’m fine. Just... need to rest a moment. Five minutes.”

“Five minutes, my ass,” Reggie says. “You just shocked the shit out of yourself. Looks like you banged your big fat head when you fell. Again. You probably have a concussion. Multiple concussions. What the hell were you thinking? No, don’t answer that. Damn.” He shakes his head.

“Is it bad?” I ask. “The burn?”

Kelly shows me his right hand. It’s just one big stump of white cotton. “I think Reggie overdid it a bit on the bandage.”

“Brah, you got burns on your thumb, palm, elbow, and shoulder.”

“Shoulder?” I ask.

“I was leaning on the wall. They’re probably where the electricity exited my body.”

“Yeah, and damn lucky too it didn’t take the scenic detour through Cardiac Central Station, you idiot.”

“I think my elbow must’ve been touching the panel cover,” Kelly says.

He raises his other hand and tries to smooth down his hair. It stands right back up. Under different circumstances, I’d be amused. But I’m not finding any of this funny right now.

“The surge screwed something up in the elevator,” Kelly says, wincing. He rotates his head, like he’s trying to work the kinks out of his neck. A trickle of blood leaks from his nose. He wipes it absently away. “I think it shorted something in the control panel. The doors are iffy.”

“You were lying against them,” Reggie says. “That’s why they wouldn’t open.”

“Even so, I’ll probably take the stairs next time,” Kelly says.

“Speaking of,” Reggie says, turning to the others. “Did either of you check there?”

“For what?” Kelly asks.

“I looked,” Ashley says. “But I only went down a flight. It didn’t go down there.”

“What didn’t? Wait. Are you saying the IU got inside?”

Ashley bites her lip. She takes in a deep breath. “We don’t know. We lost track of it. Jake and I were running away from it. We got separated. I ran straight here and shut the door right after me, so I know it didn’t follow me in. It has to still be outside somewhere.”

“And what about you?” Reggie asks Jake. “Could it have followed you in?”

“No. I don’t think so.”

“You don’t think or you don’t know? Did you check that the door shut all the way when you came in this building?”

His hesitation is enough answer for Reg.

“Jesus, Jake!”

“But I checked all the rooms!”

“Yeah, ten minutes after you got here!” Ashley says.

“What kind of handle—” Kelly says. He stops, winces and grabs his arm. “What kind of handle is there on the door?”

“IUs can’t open doors,” Jake says.

“Thumb latch,” Reggie says. “Just like all the other buildings.”

“Not the outside door. I’m talking about the stairwell. What kind—”

“It’s a push bar.”

“Shit.”

“I said I checked,” Ashley whines.

“Yeah, one flight. I think there are six or seven flights.”

“Well, if it did get inside and went into the stairwell, then it’s trapped,” Kelly says.

“How do you figure?”

“Push bars on the outsides of the doors mean thumb latches on the inside. A zom could easily push its way into the stairwell, but there’s no way in hell it’s got the coordination to work the latch to get back out.”

“If it’s even there,” Ashley presses. “Which I personally don’t think it is.”

“At least it’s not in the elevator,” Jake says, laughing nervously.

“Wait, you thought it was in the elevator?” Kelly says. He snorts. “That’s what you thought happened?

“We heard moaning.”

“Because getting electrocuted really hurts.”

Ashley cracks up and starts giggling. Pretty soon Reggie is laughing, too.

“I don’t see what’s so goddamn funny here,” I snap. “You nearly gave me a stroke, Kelly. You scared the crap out of everyone!”

This sobers him up.

“Also, you’ve got a bloody nose and you keep smearing it across your face.”

“She’s not lying,” Reggie says, and hands him a wet towel. “You look like a clown.”

“And don’t laugh at me!” I snap. “I can see you smirking, Reggie.”

Kelly cleans himself up. “Better?”

“No, it’s not better! You almost electrocuted yourself to death. You’ve got severe burns. If you keep hurting yourself like this, you’re going to activate the virus!”

“This again?” Reggie says. “Not a single thing Stephen told us was true. I’m sure this was just another one of his lies.”

I almost blurt out the last thing he said to me. Well, the second to last thing. But I don’t.

Kelly gestures for Reggie’s hand. “Help me up.”

“Where are you going?”

“To get Ashley’s scripts loaded onto the mainframe.”

“You’re hurt! You need to rest.”

“I’m fine. I feel... reenergized, in fact,” he says. I can hear the humor in his voice. I’m sure it’s for their benefit, but I’m still not ready to let him off the hook so easily.

“There’s no hurry,” Reggie insists. “We’ve got all night.”

“Of course there’s a hurry. Every minute we spend here is another minute we’re not home.”

“You can spare another hour,” Micah says. “Or two.”

“That’s not exactly a vote of confidence,” Kelly says.

Micah shrugs. He does a good act of hiding his true feelings. “I just think you shouldn’t push yourself so hard.”

“Micah’s right,” Ashley says. “Another hour or two won’t make any difference. And it’ll give us one last chance to double and triple check everything.”

“No way,” Reggie says, surprising everyone. “That’s all you’ve been doing, babe. I know you. The scripts are already as clean as they’re going to get. A few more hours won’t make any difference. Like Kelly says, it’ll just delay us getting home.”

“But you don’t know what’ll happen,” she warns him.

“I trust you, babe.” He leans down and presses his lips against hers. She resists for a moment, then yields.

“Jeez, get a room,” Micah whispers. He winks at me.

I feel immediately feel terrible for the things I said to her earlier. I’m the last person to be judging someone else’s relationship.

We wait. But they don’t stop. The kiss lasts far longer than seems necessary. Kelly clears his throat noisily, and Micah reminds them that we’re all still here. Finally, they separate with a loud smack. Ashley’s eyes are heavily lidded.

“Seriously, guys,” Kelly says, “once we’re done escaping the undead and overthrowing the largest corporation in New Merica, you guys seriously need to reevaluate your relationship status.”

“Yeah, we know what you mean by that,” Reggie says.

“If you mean marriage, then you can just forget about it!” Ashley retorts.

“You really know how to deflate a guy’s ego,” Reggie grumbles.

“What, you want to get married?”

“Are you proposing?”

“Are you saying yes?”

“What if I am?”

“Guys!” Jake cries. “What the hell? Stay on task!”

“Chill, brah,” Reggie says. “We’re just decompressing.”

“I think you mean deflating.”

“I would hardly call discussing marriage stress-relieving,” Kelly says.

“And Literal Boy is back,” Reggie quips. He pats Kelly on the shoulder. “Shall we do this?”

Ashley retrieves the tablet for him. Kelly leans back down over her Link, cradling his injured arm, and says, “I’ll be back in a few minutes, Jess. Don’t go anywhere.”

He turns to the others. “Give me twenty minutes to get down there and load the new scripts, then another five for the signal to propagate through the system.”

“Twenty?” I ask. “Is the elevator really that slow?”

“I’m taking the stairs this time.”

“But if the zom is down there—”

“That’s partially why I’m going that way, to see if it is. The other two reasons are because I don’t trust the elevator, and—”

“And what’re you going to do if it is down there?” I demand. “You can’t fight it, not in your condition!”

“Don’t plan to. If it’s in the stairwell, then I’ll come back up and use the elevator. But I doubt it is.”

“What the other reason?” Micah asks.

“The stairwell will be easier to relay messages back and forth. Just have someone standing by up at the top to shout down. Once we’re all set, Reggie, you’ll start walking down. Take it slowly, a few steps at a time, resting for two or three minutes at each flight.”

“Leave us connected,” I tell Ash. “I want to watch.”

She picks up her Link, and we follow the boys to the stairwell.

Reggie stops at the door and looks back. “Where the hell did Jake disappear to again?”

Kelly and Ashley don’t answer.

“Damn him. Asshole complains we don’t include him, then he goes off on his own.”

“He’s pouting because it’s not him,” Kelly says. “He’s never happy. Well, forget about him.”

He pauses at a door, listening, before pushing through. I noticed he’d winced pushing against the bar. He’d tried to hide it, but I saw. He pauses again before starting his descent, his head cocked, listening. Then he nods to the rest of us and disappears.

Reggie props the door open with his backpack.

The minutes slowly and inexorably pass. Every fifteen or twenty seconds Reggie updates us on Kelly’s progress. He finally reaches the bottom of the stairs without seeing any trace of the missing IU. Then, some minutes later, he tells us that the scripts have been uploaded. Finally, he tells us it’s time for Reggie to start going down.

“You don’t feel anything yet?” Micah asks him before he departs.

He shakes his head. “Nope. No difference at all.”

Micah slowly exhales. I feel like I’ve been holding my breath too. “Okay then. So far, so good.”

“Wish me luck,” Reggie says. “No, better yet, wish me champagne wishes and caviar dreams.”

From somewhere far below, I hear Kelly shouting up the staircase: “What’s the hold up? Everything okay up there? What’s going on?”

“I’m coming, I’m coming!” Reggie shouts back. “Keep your pants on.”

“This works, I’m taking your pants off,” Ashley tells him.

“Promises, promises.”

“Remember, go slowly.”

He calls out each step. His voice fades the farther down he goes. The last number I hear him say is fifty-three.
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“Any news?” Micah asks after several minutes pass without an update. “Jess, ask Ashley if Reggie’s at the bottom.”

My hand is cramping up from holding my Link so tight. I realize I must’ve dozed off. “Ash, are you there?” I call.

She doesn’t answer.

“Jake? Anyone?”

Still nothing.

“What the hell is going on?”

Micah’s forehead crinkles in concern.

Then I hear Kelly’s voice calling for Jake. He sounds like he’s a million miles away.

“Why is he calling for Jake?” Micah asks, rhetorically.

We both start shouting into our Links. But nobody answers, and no one shows up on the screen.

“Kelly?”

“He can’t hear us,” Micah says.

Something smacks against the outside of the house and we both jump.

“What the hell was that?” I whisper. A scratching sound comes from the front door, followed by a moan. It grows in volume until there’s a chorus of moans, rising and falling and rising again. Now it’s all around us. Our shouting has caught the wrong kind of attention.

“No more yelling,” Micah whispers. He hurries through the house, shutting off lights and checking doors and windows. I’m still glued to my Link when he returns a few minutes later.

I can see into the stairwell of the building on Jayne’s Hill, but it’s been going on ten minutes now without word from anyone there. Random, faint, indecipherable noises — sharp, mechanical squeals and thumps and something that sounds like speech — come through the Link. But none of it is recognizable.

“Where the hell is Ash? Why the hell would she just disappear like that?”

“And where the hell is Jake?” I add.

We wait another minute, neither of us saying a thing. The noise outside the house begins to taper off.

Then we hear Kelly call for Jake again. His voice is louder this time, closer. A few minutes later, he appears through the doorway. He stumbles through, breathing heavily like he just ran a marathon.

“Jake!” he shouts. “Esposito, where the hell are you? I need your help down here, now!”

“Kelly!” I shout.

He looks around at first, then spies the Link. “Jess, you still there?”

“Are you hurt? Where is everyone?”

“Reggie passed out partway down. He rolled down a flight and bloodied his nose. It’s the hack. It doesn’t work. He knew it, but he refused to stop.” He shakes his head. “Just kept coming, the damn fool!”

“Where’s Ashley?”

“She ran down to help and started having problems herself. Luckily she backtracked. She’s recovering on one of the upper landings. I managed to drag Reggie up to her. He was having trouble breathing. He’s still unconscious, but at least he’s breathing easier now.”

“You dragged him up the stairs?” Micah says. “That bastard’s heavy as hell.”

“Any idea what happened?” I ask. The question’s as much for Kelly as it is for Micah. “Why it didn’t work?”

Micah shakes his head. “I wish I knew.”

“I don’t either,” Kelly says. He steps back over to the doorway and calls down. Ashley replies. Her voice sounds weak and shaky. I hear her say that Reggie’s starting to come to.

“Give him a few minutes, then have him try to walk back up. I’ll be down in a minute. I just... I need to find Jake. And get something to drink.” He turns back to me. His face is pale. “Christ, I’m shaking like a leaf. I need to eat.”

I want to scold him for overexerting himself so soon after the electrocution. I want to implore him to rest. But Reggie’s still in danger. And if anyone deserves to be reprimanded, it’s Jake. So, instead, I give him a supportive smile and tell him we’ll figure out a different way. “We’ll take another look at the scripts. Maybe we missed something the first time.”

He sighs. He knows it’s no use. Without a baseline or any idea how to reset the implants, it’s starting to look like Ash and Reg and Jake might be stuck here on the island for the foreseeable future.

“I’m going back down to help Reggie,” Kelly says. “If Jake stops by—”

“We’ll send him down,” I say.

I lean back, pinching the bridge of my nose. It’s something I’ve seen my brother do, and when I realize I’m repeating his habits, I make myself stop.

I wonder what he’s doing right now, right at this moment. Sleeping, probably. I wonder what all of our families are doing. What about the police? Do they know? They must. We’ve been gone for over a week now. Are they even looking for us? Have they given up searching?

It troubles me. Somebody has to know we’re here. Those two cops already traced our Link signals down to Manhattan within a day. Would they have done a second trace?

If so, they’d know about that last checkpoint we went through, down in Port Chester. The guard there was so chatty, telling us where to get fishing gear and boats. Use the bloodworms, he’d told us. A hundred for a buck. Don’t eat what you catch. Throw them back. Surely, he would’ve told the cops about us going down there.

But now I remember that he hadn’t scanned us. He’d just waved us through. Nobody knew we were there.

But what about after the bombing? The hospital, New York Medical? I don’t remember that part, but people always said the place was a pit. People died there after showing up with simple colds. People disappeared into its bowels. At least according to the rumors. But Arc found us there. If they did, the police had to have known we were there, too.

Except, Arc owns the police.

I shake my head, trying to dispel those unpleasant thoughts.

“We should’ve gone,” I say. “We should’ve been there with them.”

“No, you needed some time apart.”

“That’s a stupid thing to say!”

“Well, now we all know better, don’t we? When we get out of this, they’ll stop listening to Jake and start listening to you again.”

“Not me. I’m done. It should be you.”

“I’m the last person right now anybody should be getting advice from.”

“It’s all Jake’s fault. It’s all his damn fault. He’s the one who got Ash and Reg to vote against me. He’s been a prick ever since Kelly came back for him. No, before that, even.”

“Yeah, we know.”

Minutes pass. Neither of us makes any attempt to work on the failsafe program. I wonder if he thinks, like I do, that it’d just be a waste of time.

Or maybe he’s thinking something else, something far worse, that it might just be time for the three of us to cut our losses and get off the island while we still can. At least then we’ll be able to let people know what’s going on in here, and we can ask for more help.

But the idea makes me sick to my stomach. How could we possibly even consider leaving anyone behind?

Wouldn’t be the first time.

I squeeze my eyes shut. I don’t want to think about it. I don’t want to see it. I just want it all to be over.

The tactic seems to be working when I realize I have to pee again.

“Is there another bathroom? How about upstairs?”

Micah nods.

I don’t move. I don’t want to leave my Link here with Micah, but I don’t want to take it with me and leave him without, since he disconnected from the ping.

I think about Stephen, how he warned us the failsafe was unbreakable. What if those were the only truly honest words he’d spoken? What do we do if they really can’t leave the island, ever?

“What if we try to connect to the implants? You know, do a partial activation?” Micah wonders out loud. “You rejected yours when they tried to do that, and now the failsafe won’t work on you. Maybe the others will reject theirs, too.”

“Tanya didn’t reject hers. Besides, we have no idea how to do that.”

“I seem to remember me and Ash hacking their codex so that we could connect to Players.”

“Ashley’s got your tablet. Besides, it’s too risky.”

Micah sighs.

I snap my head up. “Damn! Why the hell didn’t we think of it before? Oh, Christ, it’s so simple.”

Micah frowns. “What?”

“The failsafe. We’ve been trying to defeat it.”

He nods, puzzled.

“That’s the wrong approach.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s all about the signal right? Damn it, we should’ve thought of this before.”

“Thought of what?” he asks, exasperatedly.

“What if instead of replacing the transmissions, we—”

But my thought’s cut off by a scream coming through my Link.

“Ashley!” I yell, forgetting for a moment about the IUs outside the house. Micah urges me to quiet down. “Ash?” I whisper.

But I already know it’s not her. I’ve heard that scream enough times now. And it didn’t have that hollow-sounding quality that it would have if it was coming from the stairwell. This scream came from elsewhere in the building aboveground.

Jake screams again.

Micah grabs my Link, but I pull it back. A moment later, we see Jake run past, shouting Reggie’s and Ashley’s names. We hear him pounding on the elevator doors. Then he returns and sees the open door to the stairwell. He grabs the doorjamb and swings himself in.

“What the hell is he doing?” Micah asks.

“They’re inside!” Jake shouts down at the others. “There’s more and they’re inside! Ashley? Kelly?”

“Jake!” I shout.

“He can’t hear you. He’s already gone down, Jess.”

“Yeah, and he’s left the door propped wide open!” I say. “If they’re inside the building, he’s leading them straight down to them!”

“Maybe he means they’re inside the fence, not the building.”

But the next sound we hear is unmistakable. It’s the chorus of the undead, and it’s growing louder. Micah and I sit and watch and wait, unable to stop what we know is about to happen. Even if we could call out and warn the others, it’ll only draw them straight to the stairwell. And once they start descending, there’s nowhere for Ash, Reg, and Jake to go. They won’t be able to go up. And down is almost certain death.

The first IU passes our view, its bare feet covered in old scabs, and its pants frayed nearly to threads. A second follows. Then three more shuffle past. A shout echoes up the stairs and one of the shuffling trio turns. It lingers for a moment, as if deciding whether it’s worth its time to investigate or follow the others toward the other end of the building.

Before I can shout at it to turn it around, it enters the stairwell. It takes that first precipitous step, then tumbles down the flight. It makes enough noise to draw the other two back.

Soon, they’re falling down the stairs, and even more are on their way.
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“What are you doing?” Micah asks.

“I’m going.”

“What? Where?”

“To Jayne’s Hill.”

“Whoa, wait a minute, Jessie.” He yanks on my backpack to stop me. I spin around and slap his hands away.

“You can come with me or you can stay here. I’m going.”

“We’re surrounded by IUs. You know that, right?”

This barely makes me pause. “And our friends are surrounded by them, too! I need to get to Kelly. I need to help. I can’t just sit here and do nothing.”

“Stop and think about this for a second, Jess. You won’t make it ten feet past the front door.”

You don’t know that!”

“If you get yourself killed — or worse, bitten — then all of this will have been for nothing.”

“All of what, exactly? Huh, Micah? Our little summer vacation adventure? Our chance to break into The Game? Hate to break it to you, but none of that matters anymore. But you don’t know that, because you can’t fucking remember a goddamn thing!”

“You can’t think that way.”

“Can’t think?” I cry. “Did you know that Kelly was selling—”

“All I’m saying, Jessie, is that there’s nothing we can do for them right now. By the time you get there, it’ll be all over. We have to have faith that they’ll be able to figure this out. And we need to do our part to come up with another solution.”

“Shit, I almost forgot!” I throw my backpack to the floor. “Give me the laptop!”

“What for?”

“The scripts,” I say. “Hurry! We need to send everyone their failsafe scripts.”

“I’m not seeing—”

“We can’t defeat the failsafe,” I tell him, pacing impatiently. Booting up the tablet takes a painful thirty seconds, and I feel every single one of them. “Come on, already! Okay.” The home screen appears. “Where’s the— Never mind. I found it.”

I tap open the PROJECT REWIRE folder. The files are labeled with alphanumeric codes. I don’t know which failsafe program belongs to whom, but it doesn’t matter.

“How do I send files to people’s Links on this thing?” I ask. “Come on, quickly! Before the dead get down to them!”

Micah frowns and snatches the tablet from me. He attaches a cable to his Link. I know he’s trying hard to figure out my thinking, but to his credit he doesn’t waste time by asking. If he just waits a minute, he’ll soon find out. “Okay, which files?” he asks.

“All the failsafe scripts,” I say. “The executable files and any root files they need to run. Send copies of all of them to Ashley’s, Reggie’s and Jake’s Links.”

He taps a few things, then swipes the screen and taps a couple more times. “Okay. Done. You want to tell me why?”

“I need you to hack their Links now.”

“What? First of all, why would I do that? Secondly, how?”

“I need access to run scripts remotely. Can it be done?”

“Well, sure, I assume so. But—”

“Hurry then. If they’re forced to retreat too far underground we’ll lose their streams.”

He shakes his head. “But I don’t know if I can.”

“I know you can do it, Micah. You’ve hacked our Links before. You got inside them for the identifier codes. Gaining control is no harder.”

Actually, I know that’s not true. But maybe if I can make him believe it’s easy, then maybe he’ll remember.

If he knows how.

I can’t believe I’m actually hoping he’ll be able to gain control of our Links. It’s a nightmare scenario. But right now, it’s our only hope.

He sucks in a deep breath and frowns at the screen. He swipes a shaky finger across it and opens a command line program. The cursor blinks patiently.

I sit impatiently not blinking.

Finally, he starts by typing in a few characters, stops, types some more. He stares at the screen before shaking his head. “I’m sorry. I can’t.”

“You can do it. Keep working on it.”

Now that I’m actually doing something that might help, I don’t feel like I have to leave right this second. I check out the front window and realize he’s right. We’re surrounded by the undead, maybe a couple dozen within view. It’s hard to tell with just the moonlight, and I can only see them when they move. It seems like an awful lot for such a quiet neighborhood, and it makes me question a lot of assumptions. Like Stephen’s claim that there wouldn’t be very many so close to the wall. And the general consensus that Players have hunted down most of the IUs since Arc launched The Game just over a year ago. If I can see a couple dozen now, how many more fill the streets between here and the hill? As desperately as I need to get to Kelly and the others, it’s suicide going out there now. Darkness is their domain, not mine. And I really have no idea how to get there without Micah’s map.

I step away from the window and head for the back of the house.

“Where are you going?” Micah asks.

“Bathroom.”

“Now? Again? Didn’t you just go? Do you need—”

“Stay here and work on that hack. I don’t need anyone to hold my hand.”

“I wasn’t...” His face flushes. “Never mind.”

I snatch my Link, then hurry down the darkened hallway. The stairs are near the garage door. With just the light from my Link, the shadows play games, and to my mind every one of them is a dead person wanting to attack me. I lean against the wall for balance and listen for proof that I’m not alone up here. Micah said he rechecked the rooms after the incident with Stephen. But the dead have a knack for coming out of the woodwork. And I’m still haunted by the image of that girl on the swing.

The light from my Link doesn’t reach all the way to the top of the steps. Each stair is a wall I have to push through. I hold my Link higher, but then the stairs behind me go dark.

I come to a turn in the stairs. I stop and listen again. There’s a window here at the corner. I hurry past it without glancing outside. I’m more worried about what’s ahead of me, separated not by glass but by a few breaths and a dozen panicked heartbeats.

I find the bathroom and confirm that it’s empty. I even check inside the toilet, before scolding myself for being so silly. I try the switch, and the light blazes. I check everything again, then shut and lock the door behind me.

When I’m finished, I flush out of habit. Instead of hearing the rush of water drain into the pipes, I hear a strange crinkling sound coming from inside the tank.

Taped to the bottom of the lid is a plastic bag. I tear it away, holding my breath and hoping it’s what I want it to be. There are usually only a handful of things people hide in such places. I don’t need money or drugs. But we could use an extra handgun.

I unwrap and open the plastic bag and pull out a wad of old American currency — useless now — plus some jewelry and a stack of photos. I toss the cash into the toilet. I pocket the jewelry. I don’t know why. Maybe I feel like this house and the people who lived here before owe me. Maybe it’s because I now feel a sense of connection with them.

I’m about to toss the photographs as well, when something makes me stop. Instead, I turn and sit down on the rim of the tub and begin to thumb through them. They’re old and brittle. Why did the owners put them under the tank lid? Why wouldn’t they have taken them when they left?

And why are you snooping through their lives like this?

The first picture is of a woman. She’s young and pretty, with straight brown hair and a slightly mousy face. The mother, I guess, based on the photos downstairs. The woman is also in the next photo, but this time standing with a man, their arms intertwined. They’re smiling. Everyone’s smiling. It’s a sunny day and everyone’s happy, so why wouldn’t they be smiling? The background is of a park somewhere. It’s very wide open and there are a lot of people. Maybe it’s Central Park. The couple look to be in their mid-twenties, probably newly married.

Back before the maximum Life Expectancy was mandated, people wed and had families later in life. Now, a majority of people get married before they reach twenty-two, and they’re starting families soon after. You’re a spinster if you’re unwed at twenty-five, and people look at you funny if you haven’t had your first kid by age twenty-eight. Or your last one a few years later. Our existences have been compressed.

The next few pictures are also of the couple. One at a party. Another on a pleasure cruise. There’s a professional sitting. The remaining photos are flipped the other way. I turn the first one over and gasp. The little girl is maybe four or five here. She’s achingly beautiful. Her hair shines like gold in the sun, and she has the most stunning blues eyes. In the next, she’s a tiny baby. He golden hair is just a wisp, and her eyes are shut as she sleeps. She’s an absolute angel.

The last photo gives me chills. She’s on the swing in the backyard. It’s new and shiny. The rabbit stuffy I’d found by the gate lies on the freshly mown lawn. The girl’s mouth hang open in a cry of joy as her mother pushes her swing higher into the air. I can almost hear it all— her laughter, her mother’s happy shouts, the scratchy crick of the swing’s chains, the soft whisper of the breeze. Daddy’s off to one side, barbecuing. I almost smell hotdogs.

There’s an inscription on the back:

Lyssa, Ramon~
Thought you might like having this.

Thanks for the fun afternoon. You have a lovely family.

~Drew

The scene shatters when Micah knocks on the door and asks if I’m alright. “You’ve been in there a while.”

Now when I look at the photo, there’s a terrible emptiness inside of me. I wonder again what happened to this family. I mourn what happened to their daughter. What a terrible tragedy for everyone involved.

“Jess, if you don’t answer, I’m coming in.”

“I’m fine.” I sniff and reach for the toilet paper to dry my eyes. I stare at the photo for a few more seconds, then slip it along with the others into my back pocket.

“Any luck?” I say, unlocking the door.

“Maybe. I wrote a script. First one. Just let my fingers do the walking.”

“Will it work? Will it give us access?”

“I’m not sure, but it feels right. So, maybe?”

“Maybe? Can’t you?”

“We can send commands, but we get no feedback. Now, you want to tell me how this is going to help us get rid of the failsafe?”

“It won’t. We want it intact.”

“Intact?”

“Yup. In fact, we’re taking it with us.”

“Where?”

“Home. Once they get back here, we’re leaving, all of us, today. We’re getting the hell off this goddamn island and never coming back.”
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Reunite
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Micah shakes his head in wonder. “It’s so simple, it’s elegant,” he says. He can’t seem to keep from grinning.

“So, you think it worked?”

“Do I? It’s brilliant. Using our own Links as mini-transmitters, replicating what the towers here do. Why none of us thought of it before...” He scratches his cheeks vigorously, and suddenly the lack of sleep catches up to him. “Our Links communicate directly with our implants, regardless of whether we’re within range of a tower. As long as we have them with us and they’re transmitting the failsafe scripts, we can go anywhere. Sometimes the simplest answer is the hardest one to see.”

We’re back in the laundry room, our backs braced against the old machines. The bottom corner of the washer is rusted away, the thin metal disintegrating. Every time I reposition myself, I jostle more bits and flakes of corroded metal off. A small pile of them have accumulated on the tiles. It’s smeared on my pants, looking like blood.

I stare at the screen of my Link, with its open stream to Ashley’s Link still showing me the empty doorway to the stairwell. All is quiet there, just as it is here. Once we stopped shouting, the undead stopped attacking the house.

“So, if it worked—”

“It did,” he says, stubbornly.

“If it did, then it’s important Ashley gets her link back.”

“She’ll be okay as long as she sticks close to one of the others.”

On my screen, a shadow tilts against the far wall. I shush him, not sure if it’s one of our friends or an IU. The figure moves, but whoever — or whatever — it is casting that shadow, they don’t enter the view.

We watch a few minutes longer. It eventually moves away again without identifying itself.

“We need to make noise, draw them up from the stairwell.”

Micah considers this. The moment when we should’ve done this has long since passed. We should’ve tried when the first IU entered the stairwell. “Okay,” he says. “Just not too loud.”

I cup my hands around the microphone on my Link and call out our friends’ names.

Nothing happens right away.

I do it again. Then once more.

“I hear something.”

“Was that someone speaking?”

I shake my head. “Not sure.”

“Try again.”

“Kelly? Reg? Jake?”

The rasping sound repeats.

“I don’t think that’s talking.”

The noise grows louder and suddenly the screen fills. The object is too close and too blurry to make out, but it appears to be old faded jeans material.

“Hello?” I say.

The blur shifts, and Ashley’s Link topples over and goes black.

“Damn it.”

“I can switch cameras,” Micah says. He taps a few keys, and the image returns. Now we’re looking at the wall and ceiling.

“I don’t think it was one of ours.”

“No.”

I feel so helpless sitting here. We’re watching the IUs from the safety of my Link screen. I hate not knowing what’s happening.

“How fast can IUs walk down steps?” I ask.

“I don’t think they walk. I think they fall.”

“They can walk up steps.”

“Slowly. And clumsily.”

“They learn. They get better at it.”

“They don’t learn.”

“Back when we were attacked on the road— Christ, was it just yesterday? They had a hard time climbing the berm and walking up the road at first. But they got better at it.”

Micah shrugs.

“And if they can’t learn, then why would they stop trying to get through the electric fence?”

“You and Kelly,” he chuffs. “Maybe he’s right. Maybe I’m right and they find the smell repellant. What’s it matter?”

“The more we understand them, the better off we’ll be.”

“I thought you just wanted to get off the island?”

“Okay, next question. How did they get into the compound?”

“Well, it wasn’t by climbing that tree,” he replies. “Not unless they’re CUs.”

“I don’t think they are.”

“Neither do I.”

I don’t press the issue. I don’t want to consider the most likely cause of them getting inside, which is that Kelly inadvertently let them in. By messing with the power breakers, he probably shut down the fence. Maybe it opened.

The jeans reappear, and this time, from this new angle, it’s clear they belong to an IU. We can see an arm and part of its head.

“What’s it doing?”

Micah doesn’t answer. We watch it shuffle around.

“I think it’s looking for something.”

Yeah, I think. Something to eat.

“I can’t stand this.” I get up for the tenth time, pace a moment, then sit back down again.

Micah checks his Link. “Still no ping back. Can’t tell if they got our message.”

“What time is it?”

“Just after two. Still a few more hours before daybreak. We should get some sleep.”

“Seriously? How am I supposed to do that?”

“You’ve already done more than any of the rest of us, Jess. You’ve probably just saved their lives and—”

“We still don’t know that,” I snap. “They didn’t answer when you pinged them. We don’t know if it worked.”

“I’m as sure it did as I was that Ashley’s solution didn’t. Just... don’t ask me to explain how I know.”

“But they should’ve pinged back.”

“They’ve probably had their hands full. If it worked, then they’ve retreated farther down and now they’re too far underground to connect to a stream. That’s a good thing, right? We have to believe it worked, Jess.”

“I don’t have to believe anything!”

I can feel myself losing control, and I remind myself to breathe, slow and deep. It won’t do either of us any good if I freak out.

I gesture at my Link, which he’s now holding. “What’s it doing now, the IU? Is it still there?”

He nods.

I snatch the Link from him and shout loud enough so that it’ll hear. “Hey, asshole!”

“Keep it down, Jess.”

“Yeah you, you motherfucker. Why don’t you and your goddamn buddies—”

“Get a life?”

“Ha ha. Very funny. You’re a total crack up. Maybe you should—”

The unmistakable sound of the elevator dinging stops me in mid thought. Then Micah’s Link pings. He nearly drops it from surprise.

“It’s Kelly!” he says, and taps to connect. “Kel, where are you? Are you okay? What’s going on?”

“Give him a chance to speak, will you?” I say.

Kelly’s out of breath. He looks happy. “We’re in the elevator, heading back up. Nearly there. Just got a sub-stream. Hey, whatever you guys did, it worked.”

Micah tilts his head and gives me that I told you so look. I wave him off.

“Well, it mostly worked.”

“What do you mean mostly?”

“Everyone’s fine, so don’t worry. Except Ash. She’s still out.”

“Out?”

“We had a few scary moments there,” Kelly continues. “She was convulsing, gagging when we got her all the way downstairs.”

“But Reggie and Jake are okay?”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t understand. If it worked for them, why did it for her?”

“I think it’s because she left her Link upstairs.”

“But we set everyone’s Links to transmit all of the scripts!”

He shrugs. “I don’t know what to tell you, except that we’ll figure it out. I think she’ll be fine, though. She got no worse than Jake did his second time, and he fully recovered.”

“Yeah, and it’s because of him we nearly got taken out,” Reggie gripes off-screen.

“What do you mean?” I ask. “What did he do?”

I’m leery of asking. Do I really want them to be having that discussion? What if they all realize the breach was really Kelly’s fault?

“He dragged a whole bunch of IUs in here is what he did,” Reggie says.

“Hey! I didn’t mean to!”

“Just shut up. You don’t get to speak anymore. Ever!”

“We need to tell them about the IU at the top,” Micah murmurs at me, while the two boys continue to hurl threats and insults at each other. He gestures at my Link. “And there’s probably more than just the one.”

I glance at my screen, but the view of the ceiling is now gone. Everything’s blurry except for a fuzzy bright area in one corner, so I know it’s still connected. “I think it may have heard us through Ashley’s Link and picked it up.”

“Seriously?”

“Kelly?” I say into Micah’s Link. “There’s more up top. You need to be careful.”

“We know. We’re ready for them. Except Ash, poor girl.”

“You’re going to need to get her Link back,” Micah says.

“Back from what?”

“It looks like an IU just picked it up.”

“Why would it do that?”

“We were trying to draw them away from the stairwell.”

Kelly’s shoulders sag, and his face pinches. “It’s never just easy, is it?”

There’s a ding and he looks up. “We’re almost there. This thing takes forever. I’ll ping you back in a few minutes, once we’ve dealt with the dead.”

“Wait—” I say.

But he’s already broken the connection. I check the image on my screen again. From somewhere far away, I hear the familiar shush of the elevator door sliding open.

We wait. Soon we hear the tell-tale sounds of fighting— the rubbery scritch of knives slicing through plastinated flesh, the squelch of partially decayed muscle separating, the crackle of bones snapping. A body falls with a thud. It strikes me that these sounds are nothing like the fake sound effects in Zpocalypto. The real things are so much worse.

After a couple minutes, Micah asks, “God, how many are there?”

I stare at my screen, hoping to catch a glimpse of something, anything. It suddenly flashes white. There’s a loud clatter. The screen blurs, focuses, blurs again. Then the ceiling tiles come back into view.

“Kelly!” I shout. “It’s on the floor. Ashley’s Link is—”

“I see it!” I hear him shout. His voice sounds far away. “Kinda busy right now!”

There’s a wet smack, followed by another heavy thud.

“Kelly!”

The view shifts.

“I got it!” Jake shouts.

“Dead first, Jake!” Reggie yells. “Keep them away from Ash!”

Jake’s face appears, red and sweaty. It blurs a moment. “You guys did it,” he says breathlessly. I hear Kelly shout for him to watch out. He turns to glance over his shoulder, and a figure appears behind him on the other side.

“Look out!” I scream. The Link refocuses on the grotesque face of another IU. Its withered flesh has shrunken up tight against the bones of its skull. Its eyes are gunmetal gray, somehow blind yet also seeing. It opens its mouth. Most of its teeth are gone, and its swollen, blackened tongue looks half chewed away.

“Jake!”

He spins to the other side just as the monster lowers its mouth over his shoulder. He shrieks. The view on the screen blurs.

We hear another scream.

There’s a clatter, and my screen goes black.

“Jake? Kelly?”

Even the sound has been cut off.

“We got disconnected,” Micah says.

We stare stupidly at the screen. Then a message appears:

<<CLIENT DOES NOT EXIST ON THIS STREAM>>
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“What the hell just happened?” Micah asks.

I’m too shocked to speak. I can’t believe I just watched Jake get bitten.

“Jess?” He pries the Link from my hands. “He’ll be fine, Jess. That thing had practically no teeth left. It needed some serious orthopedic work.”

“It had a few.”

“I don’t think it actually broke skin.”

I stumble over my backpack trying to get out of the alcove. I don’t know where I’m going, or what I’m doing. I have a vague sense of needing to move, to act. But I can’t leave the house yet. I turn and numbly pick the bag up and head for the end of the hall. Micah doesn’t stop me. I reach for the knob on the front door. My fingers close around it.

I let go and pace back.

“It bit him,” I mumble. “I saw it happen. I saw blood right before... before...”

“No, Jess, you didn’t. It disconnected before—”

“It didn’t get disconnected.” I suddenly feel like I have all the clarity in the world. “Jake dropped it.”

“And it disconnected.”

“Then why the message? Why can’t we reconnect? I tried twice, and both times got the same message!”

He stares at me.

“Because it fell into the elevator shaft, into the gap between the floor and the car.”

I can see it on his face, the moment he realizes I’m right. And he knows exactly what that means for Ashley. If for whatever reason my workaround to the failsafe can’t work using someone else’s Link, then she’s screwed.

Unless there’s a way to get inside the shaft and retrieve it.

But that’s not the bigger problem right now. Jake is. I know what I saw. I know he was bitten. There’s no doubt in my mind. I saw that IU’s jaws clamp over the soft muscle between his neck and shoulder. I saw the blood on his shirt when Jake jerked away. I saw the bloody tooth fall out of the IU’s mouth.

Right before everything went black.

Before Ashley’s Link lost the stream.

“Jessie, sit.”

“Don’t tell me to sit down, Micah! I can’t. I want to leave. I can’t. I want to go home. I can’t do that either.”

He doesn’t correct me.

I wave my hands in helpless frustration and keep pacing. Micah steps out of my way. “I just want us to all go home, and right when it seems like we finally can... It’s all fucked!”

“Jess, you have to keep it down.”

I sputter and kick at nothing. I almost punch the wall before stopping myself. I can’t reinjure that wrist. I lift my other fist, and a sharp pain shoots through my shoulder, reminding me that it’s also suffered enough trauma. My ankle hurts. My knee’s tweaked. I really am a mess. I really need to get out of this mess we’re in, and soon, before my luck runs out, because my next injury will probably be the one that takes me out for good. That’s the pattern I see, the trend. If I were in a game, I’d be doing everything I can to level up, because my health scores are getting pretty damn low.

“That stupid son of a bitch had to go and be the hero!”

Micah doesn’t say anything. He stares at the opposite wall, the same look on his face as when he had his breakdown in LaGuardia. I step over to him and grab his shoulder and shake him. “Don’t you dare wig out on me!”

He snaps out of it. Without saying a word, he heads for the front of the house.

“Where are you going?”

“Kitchen.”

“How can you think about eating at a time like this?”

“I’m not.” He stops and turns. “We need knives. Grab anything we can to defend ourselves. We’re leaving.”

“It’s still dark out.”

“I know. And I don’t give a crap. We should’ve left hours ago.”

“No, we should’ve left with the others. It was foolish not to stick together. But—”

“So, what are we doing here?”

“Whoa whoa whoa!” I exclaim. “What the hell just happened? A minute ago, you were telling me it was suicide.”

“I was wrong, Jessie. You were right. You’ve been right all along. You were right about the failsafe. You were right that we shouldn’t have split up. We’re not helping them by sitting here. They need us. They need you.”

“I know,” I say. I feel like we’re tag-teaming being irrational. “But we need to wait till morning.”

“No, screw that. Screw the IUs. We have to get to Jayne’s Hill.”

He’s got that manic look in his eyes, the same one I saw back in LaGuardia, just before he freaked out. I don’t know if this is a symptom of the physical trauma he suffered or something the trauma exposed in his underlying character, but it scares me. The last thing I want to do is go out there with someone who isn’t rational.

“Alright,” I say, cautiously. “I’ll search the bedrooms for weapons. The parents might’ve had a gun.”

“Good idea.”

I hesitate before leaving, watching him discreetly and wondering if he’s ready for the two-hour hike to Jayne’s Hill. Maybe if I drag out my search, by the time we leave, it’ll be dawn and most of the dead will have returned to their holes. That’d be one less thing for me to worry about.

He disappears into the kitchen. I listen to him opening and closing drawers. At least he’s got the presence of mind to keep the noise down and to use his Link for light. I turn and make my way up the hall. I don’t think I’ll ever understand him.

The first room I try is the parents’. If there’s a handgun, it’s most likely in there. Also, I’m procrastinating searching the little girl’s bedroom. I even rationalize that I won’t find anything there, but if I’m going to delay our departure as long as possible, I’ll need to make a convincing argument for doing a complete and thorough search.

She’s been on my mind a lot, ever since she surprised me in the bathroom, but even more after finding those photographs. A psychiatrist would probably tell me I’m obsessing and might try to understand why. But I don’t need to understand; I already know why. It’s because I feel a connection with her. We share the same thing: both our parents didn’t just abandon us, they betrayed us.

Sure, every kid probably feels the same way about their own parents, but how many can point a finger at a single individual and say it was because of him? Richard Daniels ruined this family and a million others just as surely as he ruined his own.

My mother wasn’t that stable to begin with. I’ve heard the stories— the fights; the affairs. She never could hold her alcohol. But it all got a whole lot worse after Dad died. She worked her way through men and booze like they were both going out of style. Grandpa always just said she was trying to find herself, that his son’s death set her adrift. But if that’s true, then she’s still lost. She never made it ashore.

Eric was thirteen when it happened. Thirteen and suddenly the man of the household. It must be hard enough for a kid to take on the role of one parent, much less both. He was a terrible proxy— overprotective, prone to overreacting to every little situation.

I guess I learned from them both. I had my mother’s temper and her weakness for alcohol. And my responses to Eric’s overzealous parenting attempts were often just as over-the-top.

But here I am, feeling sorry for myself, when by rights I should be worried about everyone but me.

I blink myself back into the parents’ room. I already know there’s nothing useful in here, nothing worth scavenging. I can tell these are the kind of people who would think they didn’t need a firearm. They’re too... suburban, too young and idealistic. Too fully invested in the old American Dream. Everything’s going to turn up roses. The world is their oyster.

Blah blah blah. As Jake says, there’s virtual reality, and then there’s real reality.

I methodically sift through the dresser drawers anyway and am surprised when I find an old pocketknife. I check between the mattresses and under the bed and in the closet. All the clothes seem to still be there, which gets me imagining how their last day on the island must have gone. What happened that ultimately ended up with their daughter infected and locked up inside a room? Why would a parent do that, knowing she’d likely spend an eternity there? Or at least until the house fell down or burned down.

I tell myself that if I had a child, I’d do what was necessary to put them to rest. But would I? Jake’s recriminations still ring in my ears. If he was overly eager to prove that he was a man of his word, I was just as eager to find excuses not to.

The last thing I do before leaving the room is to take one of the pictures of the girl out of my pocket — Cassie, according to the writing on the back — and I set it on their bed. It’s the baby picture. I wish I could do more to reunite them, but it’s much too late for that now.

I find myself sobbing while searching her room, the tears streaming down my face come unbidden and unchecked. I cannot stop them as I go through the motions of searching the remaining two rooms. The first is a study, the other a playroom. I find nothing useful.

By the time I rejoin Micah downstairs, my tears have stopped. My eyes feel puffy, scratchy, and dry. They must be red, yet Micah pretends not to notice.

It’s still dark outside, and by the look on his face, I know he’s just as determined to leave as he was a half hour ago. He hands me a shovel and my pack. “Ready?”

I nod, even though I’m not. I can’t fix what broke thirteen years ago, neither here nor inside of me, but maybe I can fix what’s waiting for us on Jayne’s Hill.

I just pray there’s something left to fix.
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We huddle at the front door with the lights off, listening. Not a sound comes through from the other side. As far as we can tell, nothing’s waiting for us on the porch. There are no shuffling sounds, no moans or clacking teeth. But they could be waiting, too. 

Micah slowly pulls the wispy curtain from the tiny window in the door and peers out. The fabric disintegrates in his fingers. The pieces drift to the floor like large snowflakes.

“Nothing on the steps,” he reports. His breath is a ghost on the glass, materializing for a second before fading quickly away. “There’s one standing out on the lawn, though. It’s looking the other way.”

Facing the other way, I want to tell him. Not looking. Anyone who’s seen those cataract eyes up close knows they don’t see, at least not like we do. They don’t look. Maybe their eyes work in some other way we don’t know about. Maybe they see in infrared. Or ultraviolet. More likely they don’t see at all. I doubt anyone really knows for sure.

Anyway, it’s a moot point. They can sense us in other ways. That’s all that matters.

“There’s another one across the street. And another. What’s that? Three? That’s a lot fewer than I was even hoping. I think we can do this.”

I check my Link, and I’m surprised to see that it’s only three-forty. I was sure it was later. Sunrise is still two hours away.

“Kind of soon to be going back to their holes,” I say. “I wonder where they all went.”

“We stopped making noise.”

“Oh, they got bored,” I grumble, maybe a bit too crossly. “Slow night at the house with the lights. Dinner won’t cooperate and serve itself up. Should’ve waited a bit longer, zoms.”

“Patience isn’t an undead virtue.”

“Patience is all they’ve got,” I retort. “You try waiting around in a bathroom for thirteen years.”

He frowns at me, but says nothing.

I feel bad for biting his head off. I can understand why he wants to leave now. I want to, too.

“Maybe someone’s having a pool party somewhere.” I snort. It’s a half-assed non-apology, and I’m appreciative when he snorts.

“Cannonball,” he whispers.

“ ‘Dude, this party’s totally dead. Let’s go somewhere and grab a bite to eat.’ ”

He gives me a concerned look, as if to say, Don’t go crazy loco on me now, girl. I am feeling a little punch drunk from the adrenaline, the lack of sleep, the anxiety.

“So, if it’s just three, then what’re we waiting for?” I say.

“How do you want to do this?”

“Someone will have to take out the one on the lawn. I’ll do it, since I’ve got the shovel. You keep an eye out for the others.”

“I’ll take it out.” He grips his knife, steeling himself. “You watch my six.”

I’m actually relieved to hear him offer to do the dirty work. I’d just realized that it might be Cassie’s mother or father standing out there, and wouldn’t that just be a buzz-kill?

The doorknob makes a soft, metallic grinding noise, like it needs oil. The door seals crackle when he pulls it open. He does a quick check around the corner at the rest of the porch, shakes his head, then steps out.

With a quick nod, he’s gone, slipping down the steps, then the walkway, moving as silently as a cat. Metal gleams in the moonlight. The dry grass crunches as he enters the lawn. The IU stands perfectly still, its chin invitingly raised, exposing the softest part of its neck. It turns just as Micah reaches it, but the thing never even stands a chance.

There’s a shing, a slup, and it collapses to the ground with a muffled thump. It’s dead again before I’m even out the door. Micah raises the fillet knife once more. It enters the dead man’s skull at the base. There’s a sharp crack! Then the crunch of vertebrae as he gives it a twist. I suddenly get that strange familiar sensation again, that sense of déjà vu where it feels like I’ve watched him do this before. I know it’s just from seeing him play Zpocalypto. The same catlike movements. The same glazed look in his eyes, like he’s seeing things I can’t, like he’s able to read the scene right down to the code, and is tweaking it to fit his purpose.

But there is no script here. This isn’t VR. And no amount of game play — especially with that crappy, glitchy setup he owns — could ever emulate or prepare a person for the ruthless efficiency of the act of killing I just witnessed.

He wipes the knife off on the back of the monster’s shirt and nods at me. I realize I haven’t been keeping watch for the others. But when I check, they’re still where they were before. They’re totally unaware of what just happened.

I join him on the sidewalk, and we crouch beneath the feathery crowns of the tall grass to plan our next move.

“Let’s hope they’re all that easy,” he whispers. He pulls out his Link to get our bearings.

It bothers me that Kelly and the others haven’t pinged us with an update. We can’t change what happened to Jake, but I need to know that the others are safe.

“Can you run?” he asks.

I nod. “Can you?”

“I feel like I could run the length of the island right now.”

He’s enjoying this, I realize. He’s getting off on this, just like he does in VR.

“But it’s better to just jog,” he continues. “It’ll be quick enough and still be quiet. And we won’t drain ourselves. We may need our energy for—”

“Let’s just try and avoid any confrontations if we can.”

“Right.”

The crickets are loud tonight, so they’ll either help cover any noise we make, or announce our passing by going silent. I wonder if the dead sense those kinds of things.

“Highway’s around the corner at the end of that road. We get on it and head due east. Three, three and a half miles. We could feasibly make it in under an hour, but let’s shoot for ninety minutes.”

“Yeah,” I say, “assuming there’s no trouble.”

Micah’s eyes gleam in the moonlight.

“There won’t be,” he promises.
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We hadn’t factored in how much more difficult it would be jogging with loaded backpacks. Even before we reach the cross-street, I get irritated with the damn thing bouncing around on my shoulders and pull it off. Micah does the same. I carry the pack in one hand, the shovel in the other. Micah’s given me a second kitchen knife, which I’ve tucked into my waistband. The pistol’s in a pocket of my backpack. I can access it quickly, if need be, but I’d rather not.

We make our way toward the highway. It looms over us in the moonlight. We’ve so far managed not to draw the attention of most of the half dozen IUs I catch sight of. They’re mostly just standing there staring at the moon or shuffling off in some random direction. The few that give chase are too slow to catch us.

The highway had been elevated over the surrounding ground to prevent flooding, which had become a major problem here after the turn of the century. And when the Northeast got its own little Hurricane Alley after temperatures in the Western Atlantic spiked, flooding became a regular occurrence. We get these torrential rainstorms in February and March that can drop two feet of water in a twenty-four-hour period. I believe they’re called monsoons in other parts of the world. That describes what we experience here pretty accurately.

Rising water temperatures isn’t the only thing causing problems. Sea levels have been rising at an accelerated pace. A lot of the shorelines disappeared after the first melt-off a couple decades ago, and many of the low-lying towns were doomed to a swampy, mosquito-ridden death even before the outbreak.

We soon reach the eight-foot chain link fence running alongside the highway. The berm rises to the level of the road just beyond, so we we’re doubly protected from the undead, should they try to follow us. I throw the pack and shovel over first. They land in the grass with a soft thump. I immediately begin climbing over. Micah gives me a hand, since my shoulder and wrist are still sore. I try to make as little noise as possible, but I’m unable to avoid rattling the chain link, which inevitably draws a few IUs out. I spot them emerging from between houses and out from underneath long-abandoned cars. I advise Micah not to wait, then I drop into the grass on the other side. He immediately begins to climb.

But then he pauses at the top and takes a moment to glance back. The closest IU is just thirty feet away. Yet he doesn’t climb down right away. He watches it come and chuckles when it stumbles and falls.

“Stop taunting it,” I hiss.

I gather up the shovel and do a quick visual check to either side of the fence. The grass is tall enough to hide a crouching person — at least as high as my waist — though not so tall as to hide anything that might be walking upright through it. We’re clear.

As long as there aren’t any crouching or lying dead.

Micah drops his pack and the knife. I grab them and wait. “Give me some room,” he says. “I’m going to jump.”

“Just climb down,” I say impatiently. “You’re going to break an ankle.”

I don’t know what’s gotten into him. Ever since taking out that IU back at the house, he’s been treating this like an exploit. Has he already forgotten what happened to Jake back there? Is he blocking it out?

He ignores me. I scowl as he wedges his heels into the chain link. The wire yields as he steps out. I expect him to land, but he flips violently upside down, and slams back against the chain link.

“Smooth move,” I tell him.

“What the hell am I caught on?”

“Your shoelace. It’s tangled at the top. Stop wiggling!”

He tries to yank it. “Just cut the damn thing already!”

“Or I could just say I told you so.”

“You never said anything.”

“I shouldn’t have to!” I say, reaching around for the knife.

I reach up to cut the lace just as the first IUs reach the fence. I get a good whiff of one that forces me to stick my nose into my own armpit. I don’t know what’s worse, the smell of rancid fat, the stench of the air moving passively across its rotting gums and tongue, or the smell of burnt rubberized flesh.

“Any day now,” he says.

Because I know they can’t bite him through the fence, I take my time. What I don’t expect is for one to slip a hand through and grab my hair. I reel back, slapping at it, and manage to untangle myself.

They start to throw their bodies at the wire.

“Hey!” Micah shouts at them. He kicks his other foot out and tries to knock them away.

“Congratulations,” I say. “You’re the world’s first living piñata at the world’s first undead birthday party. Wonder what kind of goodies they’re hoping to find in you.”

“Would you just cut me down?”

“What are you worried about? They can’t bite you.”

“I don’t want them touching me! It’s gross.”

“This happened because you were screwing around.”

“Okay, Mom. I’ve learned my lesson. I won’t do it again.”

I reach up with my knife, half amused and half irritated by the characterization. “Stop squirming!”

“They’re touching me!”

“So? Why the hell are you laughing then?”

“Because I’m ticklish!”

“Christ, Micah.”

“Hurry up. I’m getting a head rush.”

“I believe that’s just oxygen getting to your brain for the first time. And stop banging into me. I can’t... reach. It’s too high.”

“Try climbing up.”

“I’m not sticking my fingers or anything else through the fence here.”

I stand on tiptoe and reach up again as high as I can, this time keeping him between me and the fence. I finally manage to snag the lace with the tip of the knife, but I’ve got no leverage to cut it. I try several times, to no avail.

“Forget it,” Micah says. He pushes me away, plants his free foot flat on the fence and tries to get himself turned around. He doesn’t like facing the dead. I suppose that’s understandable.

He flails like that for a couple minutes, then says, “Okay, try pulling on me instead. The damn thing’s got to break sometime.”

So I grab his shoulders and pull. In the meantime, the number of undead has grown to more than ten. And now I can see a lot more coming, drawn by the noise. “So much for a quick and quiet getaway,” I grunt, leaning back. “What the hell are your laces made of?”

The fence suddenly lurches toward us, yielding beneath the combined weight of the zombies pushing on it and us pulling.

“Don’t let go!” he cries.

“Dude, if I don’t, the damn fence is going to come down.”

He kicks again, landing a blow straight into the face of an IU. I hear a bone crack, but it doesn’t even faze it. “Fuck you, you Steve Buscemi looking creep,” he spits. There’s a definite edge in his voice now. He’s no longer amused.

“Who’s Steve Buscemi?”

“Ask Reggie.”

An emaciated arm slips through one of the openings and paws at his back.

He tries to kick it, but the angle’s wrong. “Get the fuck away from me, you pervert!” he cries.

“Pervert?”

“It touched my ass.”

I swipe the knife at the arm, but I end up hitting it with my fist instead. The bones snap, and the entire arm breaks right off. I mean, it just separates at the joint and drops to the ground.

“Damn, Jess. That was some karate chop.”

It’s not karate!

“Dude,” I say. “This isn’t working. That shoelace isn’t going to break.”

I kneel down in the grass beneath him and tell him to push up against my back. “Try to unhook yourself.”

His hands skitter over the back of my shirt, searching for purchase.

“Would you just hurry?”

“It’s slippery. Your shirt’s wet with dew.”

He ends up grabbing my waistband and nearly pants me pushing off. I sink a little under the weight. He’s lucky he can’t see my face right now.

I sense something happening on the other side of the fence, and look up just in time to see several IUs jerk away. Something is coming through the horde, something big. Then the ones right at the fence get separated, and for a split second I think of Moses parting the—

Dead

—Red Sea.

“Uh, Micah? You better hurry up!”

“You hurry up! Just hold— Oh, fuck!”

A wire connector holding the chain link to the frame breaks with a metallic twang. The piece strikes the side of my face. Micah drops about a foot as the fence starts to separate. He slams into me with his shoulder and knocks me over. My wrist twists and a bolt of pain shoots up my arm. It’s the same one I injured fighting Stephen on the tram. Micah swings back into the fence.

“Jesus, they stink,” I hear him say.

But how they smell is the least of our concerns right now. The thing that cleared a path through the undead is huge, a seven foot tall behemoth with shoulders as wide as a doorway and a head as large as a watermelon. It opens its mouth and reaches up to grab the fence’s top crossbar, and when it does, it makes a sound that drowns out all the others.

“What the fuck!” Micah cries. He can’t see now, because his back is to them. But I can see, and all I can mouth is holy shit.

Most of its hair has fallen out. Its scalp is mottled by old scrapes and clotted gore. It grabs the bar with fingers as dark as mud. Some of its knucklebones have broken through the skin, and the beds of its long-missing nails are blackened and frayed. Old blood, I think. Blood of its victims. It starts to shake the fence.

“Jess— Ow!” Micah shouts as he pitches back and forth. “What the fu— Ow!”

With dawning horror, I realize it’s trying to shake Micah loose. After a few tries, it stops and begins to push instead. The metal posts to either side let out agonized squeals and begin to bend.

I scramble for the knife, then leap at Micah. The monster turns its dead eyes toward me. A tongue as thick as its fist and as dry as sandpaper rasps over its cracked lips. A soft moan oozes from its mouth.

“Use the shovel!” Micah cries. “Smash its fingers!”

But there’s no time. I stab the knife at Micah’s foot. He barely has time to yelp before the lace snaps and he crashes to the ground. The fence springs back, jolting the beast. It stumbles backward, knocking several others onto their asses.

I grab Micah by the arm and yank him to his feet. “Run!” I shout.

He swings around to grab his bag and knife.

“Leave it!”

Be he ignores me. He freezes for a moment when the giant steps back to the fence. “Holy shit!” he squeaks.

“Now that we’ve cleared that up,” I grunt, “run!”

The giant reaches up again and begins to climb.

Micah yelps. He passes me as I scramble up to the highway. Behind us, the fence rattles even more loudly. And I know, I know without even looking, just from the way the air seems to thin out and the way the metal links go taut, that the fence won’t hold for much longer.

So I run even faster than before. I run like my life depends on it.

Because it does.
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I scrape my knuckles stumbling out onto the road, but I barely notice. I race after Micah, who’s already a good fifty feet ahead of me. To his credit, he does pause long enough to glance back, presumably to check that I’ve made it.

After running full tilt for a good five minutes, he slows and lets me catch up.

The road behind us is empty as far as I can tell. They could still be coming, and we just can’t see them because of the abandoned vehicles, but at least they’re not on our heels. We stops for a moment to listen and catch our breath. The only sounds breaking the silence are our pained gasps and the grating whine of the crickets alongside the road.

The moon is nearly full, and it gleams down upon us. The air is slick with dew, turning the road into a glistening river. It stretches out ahead of us, wending its way between boulders of steel and plastic.

“I think we just encountered our first CU,” I finally manage to gasp.

“Doubt it,” he replies. “It was too old and ratty.”

“It was climbing the damn fence, Micah!”

“Did you see it climbing? Because I did not see it climbing.”

“Because you were too busy running away. Thanks for sacrificing me.”

“You’re fine.”

He take a drink and wipes the sweat off his brow.

“I don’t think I’ve ever a living person that big, much less a dead one,” I say.

“Yeah, it was probably a former New York Giants nose tackle.” He plants his palms on his knees and wheezes as he laughs.

“How can you joke about this?”

He shrugs, and I realize that it’s exactly what the old Micah would do. It’s what he did back there while dangling upside down just inches away from the undead. He’d laughed running away from them. If it means the old Micah is back, then he can laugh all he wants.

“And what the hell is a nose tackle?” I demand. “Is that even a real thing?”

He starts to explain, but I cut him off. “Forget I asked. As long as it’s given up chasing us, it can be whatever tackle it wants to be... just back there.”

“You hope it gave up,” he says.

I can’t tell if he’s teasing or not. I recognize the look in his eyes. It’s the same as usual, which means whatever his true feelings are, they’re hidden away.

“But seriously, you know that none of this is funny,” I say. And in that moment, I realize something. Both he and Reggie use humor to deal with uncomfortable situations. But while Reggie uses it to mask his fear of death, Micah uses it to hide his fear of not living.

I glance nervously at the side of the road. I strain my ears for any sounds. But there’s nothing to see or hear. Either the monster zombie couldn’t get over the fence, or something else happened to stop it. It’s not here and it’s not coming, and this knowledge lets me relax just the tiniest little bit.

“Good riddance,” Micah says, dismissing the thing with a wave of a hand. And if I didn’t know better, I’d say he was disappointed.

The road begins to tilt slightly upward as we get closer to the island’s high point. Back at the start of the twentieth century, Jayne’s Hill peaked at just about four hundred feet above sea level. With the way ocean levels have been changing lately, elevations have become almost meaningless. If sea levels rise to overtake the hill, it won’t be for another couple hundred years. That’s precisely why Arc placed the Gameland mainframe computer there. Four hundred feet seems like a lot, but we’ve already lost between three and ten feet since the beginning of this century, and the experts before Government started censoring everything were saying it could reach anywhere from twenty to thirty feet in the next fifty years.

The slope isn’t enough to cause us any problems while walking, but we definitely feel it jogging, so we alternate between the two. We need to keep something in reserve in case we run into more undead.

Not if. When.

Our breathing takes on the rhythm of the night. Once more I wonder if the undead hear the crickets and frogs, as we do. Do they take note of their rise and fall? What about the dogs barking somewhere off in the distance? Does the screech of an owl draw their attention? What brings them out from their hiding places when their world is bereft of living human beings? Does an airplane flying high overheard pique their curiosity? Does the distant bleat of a passing ship’s horn?

The pace is still not fast enough for me. I find myself wishing more and more we had a faster way to travel. Like Micah’s car. God, I miss that piece of junk.

For that matter, I miss his stinky basement, too.

The darkness suddenly deepens, and I look up. It’s just one cloud covering the moon, but it’s long and oddly yellow. I sense the rhythm of the night change around us. The crickets quiet. The night holds its breath.

Micah slows, seemingly aware of something changing, too. I catch him glancing around more carefully, straining to peer into the gloom. With the moon masked, the darkness flows over the land like a black ocean, and only the dull gleam of the highway and rusting cars remain as our guide.

He starts jogging again.

The cloud eventually slips away, and the heavy pall lifts. But the tension never quite leaves us.

We’d been passing through what might have been parklands, back when the island was inhabited. There are fewer buildings here and only the occasional IU or two. But now we’ve come to another residential area and we begin to see them again in larger numbers, clusters of three or four, occasionally up to a dozen, standing in the roads and fields below us. How many more are there concealed in the shadows beneath scraggly trees? They’re like ghosts in the overgrown yards of houses whose windows bear lonely witness to their solitary nightly rituals.

My pulse quickens with the increase in sightings. I welcome the heightened sensory abilities that accompany the rise in adrenaline in my blood. We can’t get complacent. I feel like I can see into shadows better. I can hear the soft tread of a bare foot through the weeds. I know I’m looking for the giant monstrosity that attacked us back there at the fence. Or others like it. I don’t care what Micah said; I’m convinced it had to be a Player. The closer we get to the center of the island, the more likely we’ll encounter them.

Micah points to a group of the dead marching in loose formation down one of the side streets. There must be close to two dozen in this group. They’re all heading in the same direction. Thankfully, it’s not to intercept us. They look like participants in some otherworldly funeral procession. I wonder where they’re going. What caught their attention? Was it a dog or a cat? Some other animal? 

There’s nothing for us to do but to keep going. There’s nothing to occupy my mind but whatever thoughts happen to wander into it.

They inevitably settle on Cassie and her parents again— the living versions of them before the outbreak, the ones in the photographs, not the undead ones. I imagine five-year-old Cassie on her swing. Then the beach, playing in the sand. I imagine her father throwing a ball into the surf for the family dog to retrieve. I picture Cassie as she might look now. Alive and all grown up.

There, but for the grace of God...

I wonder where she disappeared to after she finally got out of the yard. Is she looking for her parents? Did she watch them get bitten? Maybe they didn’t lock her up in the bathroom as I’d thought. Maybe she did it to herself.

I wish I knew what happened. I know I’ll never know.

The uncertainty raises other questions: Do the infected stay close to where they lived? To where they died? Do they feel a sense of attachment to any given place? To objects? I remember the biker couple back at that apartment complex. It seems an unlikely coincidence that they’d stay together. Maybe they were stuck inside somewhere and recently got out. People form bonds with each other and places in life, so perhaps it’s possible they can carry those attachments across the bridge of death as a sort of imprint. It could explain why little Cassie kept her stuffed rabbit with her all these years, and why she left with it when she escaped from that bathroom. Do the undead have any capacity toward sentimentality?

I realize now that I’m not just searching for the giant when I scan the horizon, but also for a much smaller figure.

I’m so sorry this happened to you, Cassie.

Some of them try and follow us as we pass. We can sometimes hear their low hungry moans, or the rattle of the fence behind us. I imagine them standing there, longing, thwarted, waiting for us to turn around and come back. How long will they wait like that? Will they come back the next night? What else is there for them to do?

“You think maybe they understand each other?” I ask Micah. “I mean, you know, if one moans, does that sound, like, communicate to others around it?”

Micah doesn’t answer. He just keeps jogging, his bag swaying in his hand and his eyes scanning the road ahead and the shadows alongside it. The same obsessed look as when he’s playing Zpocalypto: focused and intense. More of the old Micah coming back.

“I hope not,” I answer myself.

“They don’t moan,” he pants. “It’s just air passing across their vocal cords when their diaphragm muscles move.”

“Bet the other kids never asked you to tell stories around the bonfire at camp.” 

“I’ve never been camping.”

We come across our first highway IU a full thirty minutes in. Micah sees it before I do and slows to a walk. He stops, raising an eyebrow at me.

“What’s up?” I say. Then I see it, almost invisible as it blends in with an old highway sign two or three hundred feet ahead.

It doesn’t appear to have sensed us. Yet.

“What the hell’s it doing?” Micah whispers.

“No idea,” I answer. But I’ve seen them do this before, stare at the sky like this, their mouths hanging open. But this time it’s not raining. It’s not drinking, as I’d previously thought.

I find it both creepy and serene.

“Waiting for the mother ship,” Micah concludes, laughing quietly.

“Aliens?” I say rolling my eyes. “What have you been smoking?”

He shakes his head. “Nothing. Maybe that’s the problem. My body’s going through withdrawals.”

I take another wary glance back along the way we came. The road is still empty as far as I can see. My heart is pounding in my ears, drowning out all the other sounds.

No, wait. There are no other sounds. No crickets. No frogs. They’ve all stopped. The night is unnaturally quiet.

“I don’t like this,” I hiss.

“It’s just one.”

“So was Zombisaurus Rex back there,” I say.

“Zombisaurus Rex?”

I wipe a bead of sweat off my cheek. “Think we can slip past it without it noticing?”

“Guess we’ll find out,” he says.

“I’m going to ping Kelly, let him know we’re close.”

“Now? Here? Ping him a message instead. It’ll be quicker and quieter.”

If I just send him a message, I won’t know right away that he’s okay. I won’t even know if he got it unless he replies.

“I need to hear his voice.”

“Whatever you decide, Jess, make it quick. And quiet. There’s more of them coming.”

I glance off the side of the road. Because of the fence, the newcomers pose less of a threat to us than the one ahead. But the noise they make trying to get through won’t just bring more and more, it’ll eventually alert the new one ahead to our presence.

“I wonder how he got up here,” Micah wonders. He looks around, shifting anxiously. “Maybe there’s a hole in the fence.”

Hope not, I think as I quickly thumb in a message to Kelly. Because if there is a hole, then it won’t be alone for long.

<<R U OK? ON R WY. PLS ANSR>>

I wait a few seconds, then I pocket the Link.

“Shall we?” he says.

I’m really not ready at all, but I nod and adjust my grip on the shovel. My fingers are cramped.

“Good,” he says. “Let’s do this.”
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It doesn’t feel right. This isn’t a game.

That’s what goes through my mind as Micah tightens the straps of his backpack and ties them across his chest. He squares his shoulders and stretches his neck. The knife suddenly appears in his hand. I’m sure he’d prefer a light saber. But then again, I’m starting to worry he might start preferring this real life crap to Zpocalypto, too. The adrenaline rush is far more intense, more immediate, and the kills more gratifying.

His eyes never leave the figure standing in the road. He actually seems like he wants it to notice us.

The scene is as brightly lit as it’s going to get. That strange-looking cloud has shifted and thinned out so that it no longer blocks the moonlight.

Sunrise is still more than an hour away.

“I suppose now’s not a good time to ask why I get to carry the shovel,” I say, stepping alongside him.

“You want to trade?”

“No.”

“I’ve seen you what you can do with sticks,” he says, and he starts to jog. “I just figured you’d feel more comfortable with a larger weapon. Sure seems that way at home.”

“You mean sticks? When did you see me fighting with sticks?”

“At your studio. Through the glass.”

I’m not sure how I feel about this. Sure, it’s possible he just happened to be passing by during one of my classes or sparring sessions. I feel both proud that he’d notice, yet also a little weirded out. I’ve never liked people I’m close to watching me, including Kelly.

But he is right. The shovel feels good in my hand, even if it’s heavier than the bo staff I’m used to and it makes my fingers cramp. It’s solid, hefty. It’s also a comfortable counter weight to the backpack while I’m running.

From somewhere in the distance, an owl screeches. Up ahead, the IU lowers its head, then turns.

“I do believe we’ve been made,” Micah whispers. I hear excitement in his voice.

The zombie stares in our direction. It doesn’t move.

The moaning and fence-rattling alongside us grow louder.

It steps out into the middle of the road.

“IU or CU?” he asks.

“Please be an IU.”

“Now,” he whispers, and starts to run.

Its initial movements are awkward and slow, and I begin to believe it’s just another IU. But it quickly shakes off its torpor. It starts to march toward us with purpose, swinging its arms like a live person. The sounds coming from its dead throat speak of hunger and death.

And Micah has us running straight at it!

“Oh yeah. It’s a CU. And I do believe it’s fresh one,” Micah grunts excitedly. I don’t dare look over at him. I don’t want to see the manic look I know must have possessed his eyes.

“Go right,” I tell him. I raise the shovel as I shift away from him to the left. My shoulder twinges. I pray the thing doesn’t decide to pop back out again. “Aim low,” I tell him. “Try to take it out at the knee. I’ll go for its head.”

The monster starts to run. No question now what we’re dealing with. There’s definitely someone at the controls. Does its Operator realize we’re not Players, that we’re alive? Will the knowledge make them stop? What will Arc do with the footage? Surely it’ll never be aired on Survivalist.

It reaches out, and at first I think the bits dangling from its arms are shredded flesh. But then I realize it’s the torn fabric of a skintight jumpsuit. It’s been in some kind of fight already and survived. Through the rips, I see toned muscles.

It’s not just fresh, it’s fit.

We’re running at full speed now. I focus on controlling my breathing. Two quick breaths, one long one. And when we’re just ten feet from it, I inhale and hold. I swing my arm forward and lunge with all my strength. “Kiai!” explodes out of my mouth.

And I miss! The shovel blade passes harmlessly over its head as it ducks. I stumble, off-balance, and flail. The shovel slips out of my hands and clatters across the road and into the grass. I nearly lose my backpack.

“Fuck!” I yelp, and immediately pull out my knife and return to help Micah.

“I got it!” he shouts, as he ducks beneath the Player’s arms. The knife slashes a path through its shirt and flesh. Thick blood oozes out. Micah spins and draws his hand back for a second try. The Player reels back and nearly stumbles.

I yank him away. “Forget it. Keep running!”

“But—”

“One shot, Micah! We missed.”

The thing crouches as it prepares to leap, and I know instinctively what it’s going to do. My body responds just as reflexively.

I shove Micah away as it lunges. I spin to the side, grabbing its wrist with my trailing hand and letting my momentum carry us both. It goes flying. I don’t wait around to see what happens.

“Run!” I scream.

Micah doesn’t hesitate this time. “I could’ve taken it!” he pants.

I take a quick look back. It’s already getting back to its feet.

“It’s coming.”

Micah looks back. “And it’s fucking sprinting!”

He whips his pack off and tucks it under his arm. I do the same with mine. For a second, I’m tempted to toss it over my shoulder, hoping it’ll be distracted by it. Reason chides me: It’s not a god damn bear! It won’t stop to sniff it. It doesn’t want canned tuna and water. It wants us!

“Faster,” I grunt.

“Still coming,” Micah says. His voice trembles with fear and excitement. “Who the fuck’s playing The Game at four o’clock in the goddamn morning?”

“It’s only one o’clock on the West Coast,” I reply. But we both know the clock means nothing to the most fanatical gamers. The best of them eat, breathe, and sleep in VR twenty-four-seven.

I take another look. The thing is moving quickly, but it seems awkward and clumsy. Its movements are jerky. We may have just caught a break.

“I think it’s a starter,” I say, gulping for air. I clutch my side, where I’m starting to get a cramp.

Micah checks. “Or a cheap setup,” he says. “Twitchy response. Probably crappy latency. Must be why they’re playing now, to avoid Prime Time, when the best Players are out.”

“Okay, enough analysis.”

Micah’s face twists in pain. “It’s no fair,” he pants. “Players don’t get cramps.”

“Do you think it thinks we’re Players?”

“Not after you shouted in its face.”

We round a bend in the road, cutting off all sounds of pursuit. We keep running anyway. There’s nowhere else for us to go but straight ahead. And nowhere for the Player to go but after us. Our best chance is to outrun and evade it.

My chest tightens at the thought. I don’t know how much longer my legs can keep this up.

Micah points off the side of the road. “There!”

“No. We have to... keep going.”

“There’s a cutoff for Jayne’s Hill. Come on!”

He tries to vault over the center guardrail and nearly ends up falling flat on his face when his toe catches the lip. He flails, recovers, and keeps right on running. I slow and climb over it. I’m too tired to jump. Micah’s already heading down the entrance ramp. When I hear the slap of the CU’s feet behind me, I somehow find more energy within me.

Just as I slip down the ramp, I glance over my shoulder. The Player is a hundred feet back, climbing over the center rail. It falls, but gets immediately back up and resumes the pursuit.

My shins burn as I run down the incline. I can’t help not making noise. The sounds of my shoes hitting the road echo in the gloom. We’ve increased the distance between us and the killer, but it’s still coming at the same pace as before, while we’re tiring. It’s not motivated by primal instincts to feed. It’s not hunger that propels it forward. It’s murder, plain and simple.

Murder and money and ratings.

How much would its Operator get for killing us? How much more if sticks around for us to reanimate and kills us again?

And if the Operator knows we’re not Players, why won’t he stop?

I can just picture some fat, rich thirteen-year-old grinning from inside his father’s hand-me-down VR setup in some mansion somewhere, surrounded by snacks and servants waiting on his every need. They could be anywhere— Boston, Saint Louis, Los Angeles. He probably pinged his fat, rich prick buddies and streamed them in when he figured out he was going after two live human beings in the arcade. They probably have wagers to see how quickly he can get us.

And murder us.

jessie

What would Arc do? We’re not supposed to be here. In fact, Arc put us here.

jessie, stop

Arc might even see it as a chance to get rid of us.

“Hey!” Micah grabs my arm and spins me around. “Stop. Where the hell are you going?”

I’ve reached the bottom of the entrance ramp. There’s a sign that says West Hills Drive. Below it, an arrow and the words: JAYNE’S HILL ACCESS ONE MILE.

“This way.”

We begin another excruciating uphill run, sprinting for another solid minute. I’m grateful when the road abruptly ends in a parking lot. I’ve got nothing left in the tank.

“What... now?” I gasp.

There’s a single car in the lot. It’s colorless in the gloom, just the same drab hue as its coating of dirt and lichen. The tires are flat; it sits on its rims. Just its being here hints at another unknown story. What happened to the person who owned it? Were they caught hiking here when the outbreak started? Are they still wandering the woods?

“I think we’re going to have to fight it,” Micah pants. “It’s going to keep coming after us, looking for us.”

“We can hide.”

“Or we kill it now.”

“You saw that thing duck when I swung at it. This is the real thing, Micah!”

“I know it’s a damn Player! But we can kill it.”

“Let’s just get to the others.”

“There,” he says, pointing to a cinder block building. The corrugated tin roof sags beneath the weight of a dozen years of pine needles and one large broken tree limb. Ivy covers the walls. “Public restroom. We can hide there and catch our breath.”

“I am not going in there, Micah. It’s a Player! That’s the first place its Operator is going to go looking for us.”

He grunts impatiently. “You’re right. We need to start thinking like we’re playing Zpocalypto.”

“No, we need to start thinking like we’re playing The Game.”

It hits me then that we should’ve been thinking this way from the beginning. Instead, we were treating our situation like we were actually in control. Stephen had essentially said as much, telling me we were all just players, and that everything we’ve done was already scripted. I’d thought he was just being his usual sociopathic self, but what if he was right and this is all part of some larger plan, and everything we’ve done has played right into it? That would explain why we’ve done so spectacularly poorly so far. We’ve always believed we could reason our way out using rules that don’t apply in a game. If that’s true, then we’re lucky to still be alive.

Most of us, anyway.

Christ help us.

“It’s coming. Better decide soon, because it’s coming,” Micah says. The sound of the Player’s feet on the road reaches our ears. Micah gestures once more to the bathroom. “Behind it then. When it goes inside to check, we’ll ambush it.”

I don’t know why he’s so dead set on engaging it. But maybe he’s right. It will keep coming after us. And the rules of the game make it so that we’ll never level up unless we finish what we started here.

I follow him around the side. He pushes through the brush overgrowing the cracked cement sidewalk circling the old building. There’s a narrow stretch of clearing just beyond, then the woods. I pull back, my instincts telling me not to go there. It feels like a trap.

“Come on!”

“But—”

He pulls my arm. “This’ll work.”

I step through. The sounds of rustling leaves and breaking twigs is loud to my ears. I crouch down next to him.

“As soon as it goes in,” he tells me, “we’ll slip out. We’ll get it as it comes out. Okay?”

I nod and pray he knows what he’s doing.
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I’m scared shitless. Maybe it’s not the first CU we’ve encountered. That massive one back when we first left the house sure seemed like it was under the control of an Operator. I can’t be sure because that one didn’t keep coming after us. This one is.

If we have anything going in our favor, it that it appears to be under the control of an inexperienced gamer using old equipment. But inexperience can cut both ways. A seasoned gamer should realize pretty quickly that we’re not Players. Messing with us shouldn’t get it any payoff, and it will increase their chances of having their own Player being killed off. A rookie will likely be more reckless, take more chances. But they’ll also be relentless and unpredictable. And that frightens me.

Maybe it would’ve been better to deal with it back there on the road, right off, instead of running. Now we’re winded, and it’s just as fresh — rhetorically speaking — as it was before. And so is its Operator. They could literally go on like this for hours.

Micah squeezes my arm. “You good?” he whispers, breathlessly. “Ready?”

He’s too damn excited. That gleam is in his eyes, the one where he knows he’s about to level up.

“I’m ready,” I say. I try to sound confident. “Let’s do this, while we still have some energy left in the tank.”

“That’s my girl.”

And maybe I am a little excited. It’s hard not to be infected by Micah’s emotions. This’ll be our first real CU. I mean, isn’t this why we hacked The Game in the first place? The only difference is, we’d never expected to actually be in the arcade, fighting Players in person without the safety and security of a trillion-dollar technology platform as our armor.

But I feel like I’ve been running my whole entire life, and I’m tired of it. Always running, always away from and never to. Even my hapkido training has always been about bending and flexing before every possible obstacle I might encounter, always yielding to those who would wish to harm me rather than resisting them and fighting back. Kwanjangnim Rupert pounded it into our heads that the best way to defeat superior strength was to be like water: The stream flows around and surrounds its obstacles, and so passes them by unchanged.

But the river is inevitably changed, isn’t it? When it allows obstacles to divert its course, it is no longer the same river.

Well, I can no longer be water. My soul does not flex and mend itself like a fluid.

I try to still my pounding heart and suppress my heavy breathing. I don’t hear the Player out there, but I know it’s still searching for us.

Micah fingers his knife impatiently. I slip my hand into the backpack pocket and search for the pistol, but he whispers, “No guns. Too much noise.”

He tilts his head toward the woods behind us, as if to say, We don’t know how many IUs there are back there.

We hear the bathroom door scrape open and my heart skips a beat. Then the door creaks shut.

“We could just trap it,” I whisper.

“I thought of that, too. But the door’s a push. We have no way of blocking it shut.”

Something slams inside the bathroom, and I flinch.

“Stall door,” he says. “Okay, you ready?”

I nod, but I don’t move, and neither does he.

There are more rustling sounds. The outside door scrapes open again, and we know we’ve missed our chance. The damn Player was quick and efficient, not wasting any time. If there was any last shred of uncertainty before of its true nature, it’s gone now. IUs don’t pull doors open. They don’t conduct rational searches. They don’t strategically stalk their pray.

All we can do now is wait, muscles coiled like metal springs, holding our breath, and pray it eventually leaves. I’m actually more relieved than disappointed. I hope Micah feels the same way. We can cut our teeth on CUs some other time.

Or maybe never.

So we crouch and listen. A couple minutes later, from somewhere to the left of us comes the unmistakable sound of a twig snapping. Micah shifts almost imperceptibly, getting ready, because it sounds like it’s coming anyway. Several seconds pass without another sound or hint of movement.

I’m getting a cramp in my side, but I don’t dare move. Micah exhales silently. I feel his breath on my neck. The cramp grows worse. I’m crouching awkwardly. I have to adjust.

Ever so slowly, ever so carefully, I shift the angle of my hip. It relieves some of the pressure in my side. My backpack sags on my shoulder and slips down my arm. It makes a soft thud when it hits the ground. It’s barely anything, but it sounds like a bomb going off in the absolute silence.

The night explodes all around us then, filling with noise and movement. It’s loud and close and chaotic. Micah lurches back against me before catching himself. I start to rise. He grabs me and pulls me down.

“Dog!” he shouts, over its furious barks, and I realize he’s right.

I see it a split second before it attacks, crouched on the cement apron less than five feet from us. Its teeth and drool glisten in the gloom. It leaps.

Micah grabs me and we fall to the side. I feel and hear the dog land on Micah’s back. Then it’s off of us, into the woods. But it doesn’t go far. It’s still attacking, not us, but the Player that had somehow crept up behind us.
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Micah wrenches his knife free. “We need to leave now!”

I’m confused. He’s just killed the Player, striking it in the neck when it was distracted by the dog’s attack. It never made a sound, not when it snuck up on us, and not when it died for the second time. Before I even I had a chance to ready myself for what I was sure was going to be my death, it was over. And it was all thanks to a little help from man’s best friend.

So why is Micah acting like we’re still in danger? 

I know the dog isn’t going to come at us next. In fact, it seems completely uninterested in us at the moment. It sniffs the dead CU, lifts its leg, and urinates on its face, all while seemingly grinning up at us.

“Jessie!” Micah hisses. He grabs my arm in one hand and my pack in the other. “Now!”

“Why?” I ask.

But the chorus of sounds coming from behind us in the forest is all the answer I need. The CU may be dead, but from the sound of it, there are at least a dozen IUs eager to take up the hunt. Seems the dog didn’t do us any favors in that regard.

We stumble back out onto the road. Micah spins around. He spots a small sign at the other end of the parking lot, half covered with brush, and heads over to it. “Trail marker,” he says. “This way, Jessie! Jayne’s Hill, point-eight miles.”

“That trail is through the trees,” I say.

“Yeah, but it leads away from here.”

The path is overgrown, the narrow plank walk nearly invisible beneath a thick carpet of leaves. I risk using the light from my Link, shining it ahead of us. It barely illuminates a circle ten feet in diameter, yet it feels like a beacon. But we can’t afford to lose our way in this thick brush.

We move as quickly as we can. The snapping of the branches beneath our feet sound like gunshots. Too late to worry about that now. I realize I’d rather confront a hundred IUs than one CU.

I doubt there are that many. Still, there are a lot. How is it possible that so many are in a such remote place as this?

What better place to escape the sun?

Micah places his palm between my shoulders when I slow at a fork in the path. It’s unmarked, no sign to tell us which way to go. I dig through the litter to see if it just fell over. I find nothing.

“Left,” he says.

I don’t know why, but I turn and head up the right path before he can argue. Right seems to lead more directly uphill.

The farther we go, the more distant the sounds grow. The path narrows. I sweep the light back and forth. I start to breathe easier.

“You lost it, didn’t you?”

“Shh. It’s here.”

“I told you to go—”

“It’s here,” I say, climbing over a fallen tree trunk. The path reappears on the other side. “Told you.”

As I slide down the other side of the trunk, cold bony fingers grab hold of my ankle. I let out a strangled cry and fall.

“Stop struggling!” he hisses. “It’s just a branch.” He bends down and hacks away at the offending outgrowth with this knife. “Gotta watch out for those man-eating vines.”

“Very funny,” I manage to get out.

He finishes freeing my foot and leans back against the trunk for a rest. Something crashes through the trees farther back along the path. It’s heading in the opposite direction. Eventually, the sounds fade.

“How the hell did that Player get behind us?” Micah mutters.

I shake my head. If not for that dog, one or both of us would be dead by now. I give silent thanks to the animal. I guess I can forgive it for scaring the crap out of me.

“Ready?” he asks.

“One more minute,” I say. My head’s still pounding.

We’re so close to Kelly I can almost taste it. Yet I’m not in a rush to move. I’m so tired, so tired of always being on, primed, on point. Fatigue overwhelms me. I can feel it slipping its morphine tendrils into my muscles and bones. We could be just minutes from the compound, and yet I suddenly have no real urge to press on. Why?

It’s Jake.

Maybe that’s it. Until I actually lay eyes on him, I can tell myself he’s still okay. That’s how I rationalize it. And as long as he’s okay, everyone’s okay. I’m okay.

Kelly’s okay.

I blame myself for what happened to him. I know it’s not my fault, but I can’t help it. Taking the blame is a reflex. Years of being told I and my family are responsible for the ills of the world have conditioned me to believe it.

I don’t how I’ll be able to face them, face Jake.

If he’s even still alive.

“I’m going to try Kelly again,” I whisper.

Micah nods.

I pray to the stream gods that he connects, and that he’s okay. The stream god must be listening, because he answers almost immediately.

“Jessie?”

I let a huge exhale and nearly laugh out loud with relief.

“Are you okay?” I whisper.

His face is drawn. He slowly nods. “I’m fine. We’re... fine, mostly. Just—”

“I know.”

He looks to the side. “Look, things are a bit—”

“We’re on our way. We’re almost there.”

“What?” he says. Alarm flashes in his eyes. “No! You can’t come here! Go back.”

“Jake’s infected. And I think I know where Ashley’s Link is.”

“We know. We got it covered. Trust me. Everything’s going to be okay. I’ll ping as soon as I can. Go back.”

“Where are you?” I quickly ask. I can’t see anything in the background. It’s all dark.

But he’s already disconnected.

“That didn’t sound good,” Micah whispers.

“Why wouldn’t he want us there?” I push myself off of the ground, struggling against this new headwind of dread.

“What are you doing?”

“Well, I’m not going back, that’s for sure.”

The sky overhead has begun to lighten. It’s a slightly lighter shade of gray-blue. Down here below the canopy, it’s still pitch dark. I shine my Link toward the path ahead, and the shadows jump and dance. But even after I steady my hand, one shadow continues to move independent of the others. It slips swiftly and silently like a wraith into the trees and disappears.

“Did you see that?” I ask Micah

Before he can answer, our stalker is upon us.

I stumble backward and crash into Micah. We both fall. I hear something hard hit the trunk of the fallen tree. And I know by the way the air leaves his lungs that he won’t be rising.

My Link flies out of my hand. It lands face down in the leaves, and the suffocating darkness sweeps in.

A twig snaps right in front of me.

And I feel its breath on my face.
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The last winter we had snow in Connecticut was the year Eric left for the Marines. His announcement was like lightning out of the blue. He’d always openly hated the undead and everything about them, and the Marines was all about its Omegaman Force, which had just celebrated its tenth year. The civilian Zulu Work Corps was in its sixth year by then, so the public was used to having the dead around. Government had long since given up trying to sell the programs to the public on the basis that it had made our living infantry essentially obsolete. Instead, they kept reminding us that if it weren’t for the Zulus — conscripts, they called them — we’d all be paying taxes again. That was actually the smarter approach. The prospect of losing wages scares people far more than the prospect of losing some stranger’s son in war.

At ten, I personally couldn’t give a hoot about any of those things. I’d never known a time without the undead. They weren’t going anywhere. In fact, Arc had just proposed expanding their uses into other areas of everyday life, including entertainment. Leading the way was a new type of immersive virtual reality technology. Everyone wanted to be the first to beta test it, including me. But, to my great disappointment, I was much too young to allowed to participate. I wouldn’t let that stop me, though. It ended up being the primary motivator for me to learn how to hack. Eric’s insistence that I stop was the secondary one.

There had always been friction between us, yet despite that, I didn’t want him to go. I remember pleading with him the day he packed up to leave. Without him around to act as a buffer, it would just be me and Mom, and I found that terrifying. Eric had always protected me from her most self-destructive moments. And I certainly didn’t want the adult responsibilities he’d taken on himself. “You always said it’s wrong to use the dead to do all our dirty work,” I said, trying to guilt him into seeing the folly of his decision. “And now you want to use them to kill people?”

“Those people deserve to die,” Grandpa tried to interject. It was the one and only time I ever saw him get defensive. “The Omegaman Force saves lives and prevents war.”

Eric took me aside and tried to explain his reasoning: “I just want to understand them better. I want to understand the technology.”

“And what does your girlfriend think about you going?”

“That’s really none of your business.”

For some reason, the rebuke really hurt. I held onto that pain for a long time and eventually came to the conclusion that he was just the biggest hypocrite in history for doing this. He’d spent his entire life trying to convince me that Reanimation technology should never have been invented, much less allowed to proliferate into so much of our lives. He blamed Dad’s death on it, as well as the destruction of our family and our social standing. The world, as bad as it had been, was better off before it.

Yet here he was, applying to join the elite Omegaman Strike Team as a driver. Didn’t he see that by becoming a member, he was only legitimizing it?

I called him a coward.

He never tried after that to explain himself. And I still don’t know what had prompted his decision.

Arc was a lot smaller back then, more of a military defense contractor than the huge conglomerate they are now. But they were ambitious, and they made it no secret that their goals extended beyond national defense. Within just a few short years of the outbreak, they had begun the Long Island reclamation process. They petitioned the government to allow hunting there, and had acquired the proper permits to begin developing parts of the island as a sort of game park. They made a killing, so to speak, charging exorbitant prices to fat, rich assholes who just wanted to shoot their elephant guns at slow, shambling zombies. They artificially inflated demand by restricting the number of available permits.

But then there was a huge public outcry — most people believe it was driven more by the economic inequity of it than the inhumanity — which forced them to shut down the program. That’s when they began looking into building a live-action VR gaming arcade. 

It didn’t stop the protests. The humanitarian purists had seen an opportunity to bring the entire Reanimation sector to its knees. The movement had always existed in one form or another, although it was never very organized or well-funded early on. There had always been protests, random people petitioning Government to stop the Omegaman project and to find a cure for Reanimation, grassroots movements hoping to pass legislation that would  stop the exploitation of the dead. It was more of an annoyance to Arc and the government than anything else.

And there were the occasional riots. They were usually quickly put down. Until they were taken over by the fanatics, the anti-l.i.n.c. ers, people who refused to get the implants and who set up facilities for getting them removed. Soon came the bombings. Thousands died. A schism formed in the country with the Southern States Coalition seceding in a six-day bloody revolt. New Merica emerged from out of the smoldering remains. Government was fully in Arc’s pocket by then, and what Arc wanted, it got. New Merica ended up sealing itself off from the rest of the world.

Without income from hunting permits and excursions, Arc moved aggressively to develop its neuroleptic implant technology, which was used by the military to control the dead, and apply it toward gaming. Their engineers adjusted and tweaked the equipment to work better, more reliably, more interactively. Their objective was to enhance responsiveness between driver and drone until it felt completely natural, like an extension of one’s own body. 

The military was all over it, of course. They got first crack at any new improvements. That’s what my brother claimed to be interested in understanding. He said he just wanted a peek under the hood, to see where the tech might be going in the future.

If the family was fractured before he left, it was hopelessly torn apart afterward. I had never had a father. My mother was a drunken whore. My grandfather was bitter, overbearing, and paranoid, sure that everyone was out to get him. Now the one person who’d even tried to hold us together was gone, off on some journey of spiritual enlightenment, as if communing with the undead could help him understand how the world had gotten so fucked up.

Eric’s sudden change of heart never sat right with Grandpa. He believed my brother was joining the program to spite him. He feared he might even try and sabotage it. He was right about the first part. I don’t think he ever stopped believing the second.

“Be careful, young man,” he’d warned. “Do not bring the family more grief.”

“I don’t think I could do more in that regard than you already have,” Eric replied. Few people dared to show such impudence in the face of the man people still called the Colonel. Eric really didn’t care. “We already have enough grief and disgrace. You’ve embarrassed us, embarrassed our country. New Merica is the laughingstock of the world.”

He was right about that. Everyone knew it. I guess it’s no wonder why I never really had any friends.

It was late January, I guess, and I was walking home from school, taking the long way to avoid the usual bullies who made it their life’s purpose to torment me. I’d discovered this trail through the woods behind the house, one that ran alongside a creek, and I was in a completely different world from the drab and dreary one I usually occupied. This one was dazzlingly bright and pure and clean. Sunlight sparkled off pristine snow, and the air smelled of sweet damp earth and the promise of the coming spring. I was searching for animal tracks. The woods had always been home to badgers and skunks, but there had been recent reports of larger game, like deer, fox, and even bobcat.

I was following a set of large prints that I was hoping belonged to a wolf — I knew it was impossible, as they’d gone extinct years before — when I stopped for a rest on a stump. The sun had by then melted the new snow off the tree branches and ground, leaving a layer of harder, older ice covering everything. The wind had picked up, and with the sun now beginning is descent toward evening, the air had grown bracingly cold. Everything was so crisp and sharp that the world seemed to crackle. Even the moisture in my breath felt crystalline the moment it left my mouth.

I had grown distracted from my search, playing with my exhales, huffing billowing puffs of air from my lungs and watching them billow into diaphanous clouds, then stepping into them until they dissipated. I’d nearly forgotten where I was.

Until I glimpsed its shadow through the trees.

It was quick and low to the ground, flitting from tree to tree, seemingly as vaporous as my breath. I froze and waited. Finally, it stepped out into the open, panting openmouthed, drool hanging from its lower lip. I knew right away it wasn’t a wolf, but a dog, almost certainly wild.

We stared at each other for several long seconds. It was very large, and vicious-looking. I don’t know why, but I wasn’t afraid of it.

When I moved, it slipped silently away.

In the weeks that followed, as winter entered its deepest trough and more snow fell nearly every day, I would find its fresh tracks and follow them through the woods. I thought of this as some sort of game. Before the end of each day, the dog would reward me by briefly showing itself. And each day, it allowed me to get a little closer. One day, I reached out and touched it. It stood there and tolerated my closeness, looking away, as if feigning disinterest. Then it slipped off, leaving with me a warm feeling that no chill could freeze.

I believe an understanding had passed between us that day. A sense of trust. And respect.

I had a friend.

I was a lonely child for most of my life, a pariah for the things my father and grandfather had wrought, a loner for the things my mother had taught me. This dog didn’t care about any of that. He didn’t know who I was. He accepted me without judgment and never asked for justification of my existence.

But while I considered the dog my friend, I was never truly his. We would meet in the woods and he would allow me to watch him do his half-wild doggy things, and sometimes he would play. And sometimes I would do my half-wild girly things and practice my awkward hapkido moves. And he would watch me. There was a mutuality to the exchange. It was like a dance.

I never realized he was waiting for something specific to happen.

The last day we got snow — and, though I wouldn’t know this until later, the last day I would spend with the dog — was the day I met Kelly.

He’d later admitted that he had been secretly watching me from another spot deeper in the woods. Had I been older, this knowledge would’ve freaked me out. But just as the dog had deemed me as worthy of its company, I somehow knew that Kelly was just as worthy of mine. In any case, the dog seemed unbothered by his sudden appearance. Perhaps it had known all along that he was there.

On that day, the last dog day of the longest and coldest winter Central Connecticut had seen in the previous eighty years and in the six since, Kelly became my friend, and I his.

I never saw any trace of that dog ever again, although I did look. It never entered my mind to blame Kelly. Its passage from my life felt like the natural progression of things.

I still remember the very first words Kelly said to me, that day that was both a first and a last, as he stepped into the clearing. The dog had been rolling around in the dirt, enjoying the warm, steaming ground, and running around as if it was the most wonderful thing that had ever happened that the snow was gone. It had been a horribly long and bitterly cold winter, after all. Kelly had stood there with his hands in his pockets, and laughed. I’ll never forget how wonderful a sound it was to hear.

He asked, “What’s its name?”
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“Shinji,” I say, scraping the dirt off the dog’s metal tag. The chain is old and rusty, the chrome flaking off. The tag is nearly worn smooth. “I guess its name is Shinji. There’s a number here to ping.”

“Yeah, I doubt you’ll get an answer.”

Micah rubs the knot on the back of his head while I rub the dog slobber off my face and neck.

“Shinji means ‘faithful’ in Japanese,” he says.

“How the heck do you know that?”

He holds up his Link. “I ArcSearched it. Wonders of the stream, eh?”

“How’s your head?”

“Fortunately a lot harder than that log is. My neck, on the other hand...”

“Sorry about that. You fell pretty hard.”

“How long was I out?”

“Minute or two. Just long enough for this guy to drown me in dog spit.”

“Kelly better watch out. I think he likes you.”

“Why isn’t it feral after all these years?”

Micah shrugs and reaches over. Shinji shows no fear, no hesitation. He gives Micah’s palm a cursory lick, then turns back to me.

“Guess I’m chopped liver.”

“He’d do a lot more than lick you if you were chopped liver.”

“Yeah, well he obviously prefers you.”

“Guess I just have a way with dogs.”

As for the one I’d met that long, cold, distant winter day in Connecticut, I had never known its name, nor had I ever bothered to give it one. I don’t remember if I’d ever answered Kelly’s question. I suppose I might’ve just said something like “Doggy” or “Wolf,” because I must’ve called it something. I just don’t recall. It never seemed important. After all, I never told it mine, either.

“Well, now that you two have bonded,” Micah says. He sounds a little jealous. “We need to get a move on.”

I stand and Shinji follows, putting his paws on my chest. He’s a big dog, skinny and old, but not malnourished. The fur on his muzzle is gray and thinning, not mangy.

“He thinks he’s a puppy,” I say, laughing as it snuffles around my backpack. “I wonder if he’s hungry.”

“I think he’s done just fine to have survived all these years.”

“You think he’s been on his own since the outbreak?”

“Or at least since the military was here. He certainly knows how to handle himself around the dead.” He gestures up the hill impatiently.

“Later, boy,” I tell him. “I’ll get you something to eat later. Right now it’s time to be quiet.”

He drops to all fours, as if he understands.

“Smart dog,” Micah grunts.

He leads this time, shining his Link onto the trail. We almost don’t need it now, as the sky above us has brightened considerably and the first tendrils of light begin to penetrate through. In a few minutes, we’ll be able to see without any help.

And hopefully any IUs taking refuge in here will go back to being dormant. Or whatever it is they do.

We slowly make our way, trying to remain as quiet as possible. Shinji follows, not taking any care how much noise he makes. He’ll stop to snuffle underneath the brush. Then he’ll crash through it to catch up it us. He seems completely unconcerned. It’s hard not take his cue.

Fifteen minutes later, Micah stops and points through the trees. “Looks like a floodlight,” he says.

I pull out my Link and try to ping Kelly again, but there’s no response this time. I feel a flutter of anxiety. I don’t try to deny it or reason it away. We’re close enough now that it doesn’t matter. But I do hope he’s alright. I hope they’re all okay.

And as for Jake, I hope he’s not in any pain. I don’t know how long he has left— or had. He might not even still be alive. A part of me hopes he still is, because as long as he is, there is always hope for a miracle.

But another part, the selfish part, the part that doesn’t want the responsibility, hopes he’s already gone. Not because I wish him dead, or so that he’s beyond suffering, but because it means that someone else will have already had to quiet him.

Am I really that shallow?

Shinji nudges me forward. I hadn’t realized I’d stopped. Micah’s already pushed on ahead without me.

“Thanks, boy,” I say, reaching down. He seems even more eager to get to wherever we’re going than I am.

His fur is greasy, dusty. And yet I want to dig my fingers into it, to revel in the warmth of his body underneath. Maybe after we’ve found the others and can go home again, maybe then. Would he even want to come with me? As Micah noted, he seems to have done just fine out here on his own.

“Stay close,” I whisper, and begin walking again.

We reach the abrupt end of the wood at a field of grass. The boundary between the two is blurred by overgrown bushes. Most of the grass is dried out by the autumn heat.

We step out and make our way along the edge. We find several clearly marked animal trails worn into the dirt. There are fresher trails, too, trampled grass and broken twigs. We don’t see any undead at the fence. Hopefully, they’ve returned to their hiding places. I suppose we were lucky that we didn’t encounter any on the trail.

Either that or they’ve all gotten in through the fence.

“I don’t see the tree they climbed,” Micah says.

“Must be around the other side.”

He steps farther into the field. Shinji and I follow. We keep pace but trail him by a dozen feet for safety.

“Still no IUs,” Micah whispers. “Fence looks intact. Lights are on, so we should assume it’s live.” He stops and listens. Just above the whisper of the morning breeze, comes the faint hum of electricity.

We slowly make our way around the perimeter, searching for any sign of our friends, the tree they climbed, or the IUs. Shinji makes the first discovery— the body of a zombie lying half-hidden in the grass. Its neck appears to be broken. Other than the usual wear-and-tear, this particular corpse bears no other marks, no stab wounds or visible bites or bullet holes. The skull appears to be intact.

“Must have broken its neck after getting thrown off the fence.”

Micah shrugs. I can tell he’s not convinced of it. He has that worried look in his eyes. “When you and Kel spoke, did he say if they killed any before they went in?”

“No. I mean, they didn’t.”

“Jake...?” he says. “Because I don’t see or smell any electrical burns on the body.”

“He wouldn’t have gone outside the fence,” I reply.

“Shouldn’t have, but maybe he did anyway. You know how he is.”

Was.

“Maybe that’s how they got in.”

Or maybe that was because of Kelly.

“Come on,” he says. “Let’s keep going.”

We soon find a second IU. Then a third. And then a fourth. Every single one of their necks is broken. And now the worry I’d seen in Micah’s eyes has polluted my own thoughts. I say what he’s probably already thinking: “I don’t think Kel and the others did this.”

“No.”

“But who? Or what? Another Player?”

“It’s possible. If it was, it could’ve climbed the tree to get inside.”

“The ones we saw on Ash’s Link weren’t Players.”

“No, they weren’t.”

We move on, finding even more as we go. Then we find the tree.

“Fig,” Micah says. “They never used to grow in these parts. They grow very fast. And those?” He points. “Strangler vines.”

The tree’s trunk is wide around, gnarled and overgrown with vines. Climbing it would be a piece of cake for a living person, impossible for an IU.

Not for a CU.

“What if those IUs that got inside were helped?”

Micah squeezes the knife in his hand. He swallows and nods and says, “If you’re right, then I suppose congratulations are in order.”

“Why?”

“Because it means we’ve all leveled up.”
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Shinji whines when I reach for the vines and begin to climb the tree. I tell him to stay, and he nuzzles the backs of my thighs. I can’t decide if he’s trying to push me up or he wants to come with us. But I can’t bring him. There’s no way Micah or I — or even the two of us together — could lift him up the tree and over the fence.

“We’ll be back soon.”

I hope.

He barks, once, loudly, as if to say, “You damn well better.”

“Shh!” Micah pleads.

“Sit,” I say. “Stay.”

Shinji wags his tail and puts his paws on the trunk.

“Why don’t you give him something to eat?” Micah suggests. He’s already standing on the other side of the fence.

I fish through my pack for something I can give him from the canned and packaged food we’ve scavenged from the houses. Shinji dutifully sits and wags his tail. How, after all this time, does he know what’s coming? How can he remember?

“Do you like tuna fish, boy? Huh?”

He tilts his head and grins at me.

“I’ll take that as a yes. Good thing, too, because that’s the only thing I have with a pop-top lid, and I’m not sticking around to use a regular can opener.”

I pull out two cans and open them and knock the contents out on an old piece of cardboard. Then I hurry back to the tree.

Shinji slobbers it up and is back by my side before I have a chance to get my second foot off the ground.

“Sit, Shinji!”

He sits.

“Stay.”

He wags his tail.

“Good boy.”

Micah shakes his head. “Just come on.”

“What if he barks again?”

Micah crouches down and speaks to him through the fence. “You’re not going to bark are you, boy?”

Shinji refuses to look at him. He won’t take his eyes off me. Maybe he’s trying to communicate telepathically.

“I will be right back,” I tell him. “Stay. Understand? Stay.”

“Hurry up,” Micah repeats.

I wag my finger one more time at Shinji and order him to keep quiet. He promptly follows me to the tree. He won’t leave me alone. I step up onto the trunk, expecting him to bark or whine. He doesn’t. He just sits there smiling his tuna-eating grin at me. But I don’t trust he’ll stay quiet.

I hop back down one more time, grab his collar, and pull him back over to the tuna tins. “You’re not finished. See? You left whole big chunks there. There are children starving in Texas. Now, you need to stay. I’ll be back soon.”

He nuzzles my backpack.

“Jessie!”

“Just hold on a sec.”

I set the pack on the ground. “I don’t have anything else for you,” I tell him. But he sticks his nose into the pocket and snuffles around for a moment before backing back out again.

“What’s he got?” Micah asks.

Shinji takes Cassie’s rabbit stuffy and carries it back into the woods. He doesn’t even look back.

“I guess he just wanted something to chew on,” I say.

“I can’t believe you brought that with you,” Micah says. “What were you thinking?”

“I don’t know. It just... I guess I kinda felt sorry for the little girl.”

He makes a face, as if to say, “Oh, this again.” I know he still doesn’t believe she was there in the house with us. He didn’t see her on the swings when Stephen attacked me, either. But I know she’s real. Maybe I shouldn’t have packed the rabbit stuffy. Maybe I should’ve left it for her to find. On the other hand, I don’t think she’ll be looking for it. I think the only reason she had a hold of it was because she was holding it when she died. She’s now moved on.

Also, I guess I was feeling sorry for the toy, that she had.

You have a problem, Jess.

“Hey,” Micah quietly says. I don’t know if he can see the tears in my eyes. He points. “At least he didn’t go far.”

I crane my neck and see him curled up at the base of a tree, the toy tucked beneath his chin.

I’m so overcome with emotion that I almost don’t notice my Link is pinging. I pull it out and tap the screen.

“Kelly?” Micah asks.

“Yeah. He just texted.”

“What’s it say?”

But I don’t read it out loud. I can’t. All I can do is look over at him.

And I don’t know if he can read the truth on my face, but the look in his eyes seems to convey some darker understanding that everything really has changed.

All I know is, if what Kelly says is true, then nothing from this moment on will ever be the same.

‡   ‡
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CONGRATULATIONS!
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You’ve survived EP04: Sunder the Hollowmen

Please leave a review
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READY TO LEVEL UP?

[image: image]


Get EP05: Prometheus Mode here
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READ ON FOR YOUR BONUS MATERIAL:
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Series prequel: Golgotha
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GOLGOTHA
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Prequel to the Zpocalypto series
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Richard Daniels was a staunchly religious man, so the first time he heard the taped recording, he couldn’t help but make the obvious connection. And it frightened him. The second time he listened, he became violently ill, and his fear turned to horror. The third and final time he played it, he’d managed to get his emotions under control. He was still terrified, for he was, indeed, a devoutly Christian man. But he wished he wasn’t, for how could any god, much less the one true God, forgive what he had wrought?

***
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My name is Gene Halliwell. Eugene Douglas Halliwell. I am a professor of immunology at Royce State College and...
[rustling sounds]

Okay, I wasn’t sure this was recording, but it is. Royce State College... immunology... Okay. Okay. I should’ve made better notes.

I am making this recording on the twenty-third of December. It’s a Saturday. The current time is... six-seventeen in the evening. I am in my laboratory. I am alone.

[...]

The children are— Well, I sent them to their mother’s house for the holiday. They won’t miss my absence.

Neither they nor my ex-wife, Sophia, nor my students and colleagues here at the college, know what I am about to attempt here. I want that to be clear to anyone hearing this. They are all innocent, and I do not wish to implicate them in any way, shape, or form, nor to insinuate otherwise. I know there will be an investigation. And I am not naïve enough to think that they will fully escape scrutiny. I know that when this all comes out, people will show up from the government to interrogate them. There will be intimidation. They will be treated... unkindly. I wish it were otherwise, but I can’t help it happening. There will follow the inevitable arrests. And charges. They will slander the people who call themselves my friends and family — perhaps even torture them — and for all that, I cannot adequately express how deeply I regret when it happens. But as I said, there is no other option left to me. I am the only one who should be blamed for what happens here. No one else is responsible. No one else is culpable but me. If you hear this, you must believe me. They are all innocent, those whom I still consider my friends and family.

I just wanted to make that clear.

Those who deserve to share the blame with me will become clear in time.

But while I claim all responsibility for my own actions, I will not claim all the credit for work. For that, I can freely admit that there were others without whose efforts I would never have made it this far. That is how knowledge advances. But again, anyone I may implicate, whether by association or insinuation, they are ignorant of the actions I take here tonight. I wish I could personally name and thank them for their individual contributions to the field. But, alas, I do not do so for fear of the retribution that would quickly find them. May they find satisfaction in their anonymity and continue to enjoy their freedom.

For as long as there remains freedom to be enjoyed.

The doors are locked. I have programmed for them to remain locked for the entire duration of this holiday break so as to prevent any inadvertent intrusion. Any interruption — were it to occur prior to the neutralizing injection taking effect — would be disastrous. I have left instructions for the janitorial and security staff not to enter. They think the laboratory will be undergoing a chemical fumigation. Let them continue to think that. They must not attempt to enter.

Now, I hope I have considered all the possible steps to ensure this experiment proceeds to completion.

[...]

Here is today’s mail, delivered this afternoon. The last of it I will ever read.

[laughs; sound of paper shredding]

Damn alumni association dues... Always asking for money. Another credit card application. Where I am going, I won’t need credit. And the only association I will be party to will be the school of the damned.

[sighs]

Such morbid thoughts.

By the time I am discovered — hopefully not before January second, ten days hence — this recording and all that is about to transpire over the next many hours will already have entered the public domain. I have programmed my computer to transfer everything onto the internet at midnight of the thirty-first of December. I wait until then so that the world may enjoy the holidays. Let them wake to the New Year with a new and sobering understanding. Let them have their last days of innocence. Come the first of January, everyone will learn what I already know, and there will finally be an end to the madness.

I have for too long persevered alone in this endeavor, unable to continue using the standard mechanisms and machinations. Now, it is only through this final desperate, sacrificial attempt that I will be able to give my final lecture. Let this new truth, and its salvation, belong thus to the world.

Desperate? Yes, some will say I was mad, others that I suffered immense strain and depression following the divorce. Life for Laureates is fraught with unexpected uncertainties and extraordinary pressures. But I am neither mad nor depressed. And as for the strain... Well, it has nothing to do with Sophia. In fact, I am glad that she and the children are safely away from me now. No, it is not insanity or grief that propels me. I am... For the first time in my life, I can see the path before me with clarity of mind and purpose.

And that clarity has terrified me.

I should also mention that I am not paranoid, either.

Inevitably, the question will be asked: “Why? Why am I doing this?” To which I would answer, “What else can a dead man do?” I have angered the wrong people, and they’re not the kind of people who tolerate being angered. There will be no turning of the proverbial cheek. They are coming for me. Maybe not today or tomorrow. Maybe not next week or next month. But soon enough. They have been watching me, and when they decide I am too big a threat to them, they will come. Then I will disappear, just as my colleague Geena Bloch disappeared. And also Marion Lemas. And Stephen Archdeacon. And possibly others I don’t know about, all of them having once striven in secrecy, just as I have been doing, though admittedly with more discretion, as my own longevity has proven.

I am certain there are others of which I am unaware. It is highly unlikely that I am the last one to know or guess the truth. I certainly hope there are more who will carry the torch I light. I cannot be the only sane one left in this insane world.

To put it bluntly, I am taking this extraordinary step because I know that I am already a dead man. Whatever happens here, these will be my last words. At least I will go out on my own terms, not theirs. You see, if this works — and I have performed enough tests of sufficient scientific rigor to convince me that it will work — then I will die. I must die, for in my death is the promise of life for all.

Of course, there is always the possibility that I fail.

No. I cannot contemplate such a thing. The chance is too unlikely to be meaningful and success too important. There will be only one outcome. There must be only that one outcome. But I am not filled so much with hubris not to recognize that nothing is absolute. That is why I have implemented the appropriate safeguards. In the event something does go wrong — instrument failure, electrical failure, act of God — I have put into place the necessary mechanisms. The device above me, for example, will ensure I do not leave here in any other state but dead.

And if, on the slim chance that my experiment fails — that all of my careful preparations here fail — then I hope the world will continue my work. It will just have to find its salvation without me.

[...]

I don’t like to think about it. I won’t think about it. This will work. That is the only acceptable outcome. I have prepared too carefully, too completely, to allow failure.

But I repeat myself as I wait.

[...]

Ah, good. The equipment is finally warmed up and ready. I am not, but would I ever be? Probably not. Still, I must proceed. The world demands to be saved.

[...]

A little background, as I... prepare... the... restraints.

[The recording captures several seconds of rustling sounds, followed by a series of unidentifiable clicks. Richard Daniels, Chief Scientific Advisor to the President will later testify that these noises are most likely to be the arm and leg cuffs being buckled into place, all but the one arm that Professor Halliwell will need free to operate the injection device.]

Okay. As I was saying... background. I suppose that’s necessary. Everyone needs context. But where to start? What to include? There’s so much. Time forces me to be succinct, to abandon my habits for self-indulgence and nostalgia. Once the process begins, I must focus completely. I’m not even sure how quickly the treatment will impair my ability to speak or even to conceive of coherent speech. I should have written this down. What a fool I am to have spent all my time preparing myself and the experiment but fail to prepare the world, for which I am sacrificing myself.

Ah, damn, wretched hubris fills me anyway.

[laughter]

The Nobel. I suppose that’s as good a place to begin as any.

Four years ago, I shared the prize for medicine with two other scientists: Geena Bloch, a neuropathologist at the University of Heidelberg — now missing and presumed dead, as I have previous stated — and geneticist Richard Daniels, who was at that time a dean at Harvard College. We all know where he ended up. The work, some may recall, had to do with delineating the exact molecular pathway for accelerated cellular senescence and apoptosis — cell aging and death, in layman’s terms — that follow from tissue insult, and proving that the process could be not only be arrested indefinitely, but also partially reversed. The key early finding was that cells isolated from tissues, which had already begun to putrefy, could be revived! Not all types, mind you, but sufficient enough to resume basal tissue functions in certain limited cases. We had hoped we could completely reverse the process of tissue death and enable rejuvenation. We believed we could, anyway.

We should never have tried.

[Several seconds of indistinct noises, including a curious crackling sound which Daniels will explain is when Professor Halliwell removed the frozen vial of virus from a liquid nitrogen storage thermos and set it into the injection device to thaw prior to mixing and administration into his body.]

Twenty minutes until it’s ready. Then...

Well, no turning back.

Anyway, what was significant about that prize-winning work was that the results we obtained and the models we developed opened up whole new universes of possibility for disease prevention and control, not to mention the repair and reversal of systemic damage to whole tissues and organs as a result of various kinds of somatic insult, including irradiation, poisoning, disease and physical trauma. Bloch proved she could reconnect a completely severed spinal cord and even went so far as to show how a semblance of brain activity could be restored after considerable mechanical or organic shock. I say a semblance, because even though neural activity in the test subjects — monkeys and rats, primarily, though the results were subsequently confirmed by others in dog, rabbit and guinea pig — the neural activity spiked and remained measurably higher than the untreated control subjects. What was remarkable was the return of basal motor function: enervation of musculature was quite good despite loss of pliancy due to early stages of atrophy! In other words, animal subjects that had recently died or been dead for up to several hours, could be partially revived.

Other metrics, however, remained unimproved, which was quite disappointing. For example, higher, non-primal, brain activity — self-awareness and cognitive response being two — did not show any activity at all. The subjects functioned, as it were, more or less instinctively, or reflexively, rather than consciously. They were revitalized, but not fully alive.

As you can imagine, there was considerable outcry over these results from the religious right in Europe, which prevented her from exploring these avenues more deeply.

My own contribution focused on blocking the body’s innate systems for self-destruction by targeting antagonists to key components in the apoptotic pathway. Apoptosis, the biomolecular pathway for cell death. What I looked for was a way to block our own innate molecular capacity for inactivating and removing diseased cells. I had hoped that we might figure out a method to prevent initial stages of tissue destruction and thus provide the body sufficient time to regenerate whole cells rather than to shunt them down the discard pathway. That was the thought, and we proved we could do it in a series of spectacular experiments, although, in retrospect, they really only established our ideas in very a rudimentary way.

Like Doctor Bloch, we quickly observed effects that were quite... unsettling. Once the molecular pathway for cell death was inhibited, we could not reinitiate it, no matter what we tried. In other words, tissues remained frozen, if you will, in a persistent semi-decayed state, neither decomposing further, nor fully recovering into a productive and reproductively capable configuration. Even when we exposed these tissues to pathogens post-treatment, we could not cause them to be sickened. They were resistant to infection and enzymatic destruction! The tissue could, naturally, be further damaged through mechanical means, as well as chemically by use of strong acids and such. But other destructive agents, such as radiation and poisons, had little to no effect whatsoever. Furthermore, it appeared the suspended tissues, in defiance of all scientific rationale, had lost nearly all of their nutritional requirements while remaining capable of certain energy-consuming functions.

We have yet to understand this last observation. One colleague even joked that we’d somehow created a perpetual motion machine by accident. But, of course, that’s a physical impossibility. There is sufficient energy stored in the molecules of our bodies to power an automobile nonstop for months. It’s just that natural processes aren’t very efficient at harvesting molecular energy.

While we were reasonably perplexed by these findings and wish to understand them better, we nevertheless found them too disturbing. Can you imagine such a thing? Say you had an amputated arm reattached. With the body’s usual mechanisms for repair and replacement blocked, it would never heal itself after injury. Perhaps, given time, the body might find a way to jumpstart those pathways on its own; alternatively, what if the effect spread to the rest of the body? We didn’t know the answer to these questions, and we weren’t about to try and figure them out, either.

We shut the project down and retracted our findings from our publications. We hoped it would discourage others from attempting to replicate our work.

It did not stop Richard Daniels.

Daniels not only forged recklessly ahead, but he stole methods and techniques from us that we had never published. What he has done since then is to turn our body of work into what can only be described as an abomination against science and human advancement.

[Unidentified noises. Richard Daniels, ignoring Halliwell’s accusations, will explain to the President and those also in attendance what is happening at this point: “Professor Halliwell is preparing the excipient— the solution that will be mixed with the virus to stabilize it for injection.” He’ll ask if there are any questions. And when there are none, he’ll continue the recording.]

I will not dwell on his duplicity. What would be the use? It is all done and cannot be undone. Besides, the public is against me, me and others like Bloch and Lamas who are now gone. The public knows only what it is told. They are sheep, easily led. To them, Daniels is a hero. He has — I shouldn’t say he when it is really they: him and the war machine at the Pentagon — they have taken our nation’s battle fatigue and exploited it to suit their purpose. A dozen years sending our families to fight. Multiple wars. Another half dozen years besides in scattered conflicts around the globe. Thousands of our own dead. Soldiers killed in places most of us have never seen, can’t pronounce, and can only imagine from pictures and nightmares. We could never truly understand the horror our brave fighters experience; trying to do is exhausting. So, yes, we were tired of it all. But what we should have done was to put a stop to the fighting altogether, not to find a better way to kill and avoid being killed.

Our own shortsightedness is what blinded us to become what we have become, blinded us to what we are and what we are willing to do, to what we are willing to sacrifice and what we should never sacrifice. All to secure the illusion of freedom and the perception of security. Yes, Daniels was a hero for developing a means to reducing casualties. Fewer die in action now than ever before in our history. But at what price?

We have sacrificed everything to gain what we already had.

And I was a participant.

[...]

We have become gods. After all these years of pretending, of striving for godliness, now we can finally say we are gods. But I fear the day is coming when the wrath of the true gods will be visited upon us for being so arrogant. Soon. I am sure of it.

Ah, I can see the excipient has thawed. Quicker than I had expected. It’s warmer in here than I might have preferred. I suppose that means the turning process will also go quicker, not that it matters much, just that I will have less time to finish explaining what Daniels did.

And what exactly was it? That is a tricky question, but only because I don’t know every detail. The government is evasive. Unsurprisingly so. But I have my sources, and they have relayed to me all the information I need in order to be assured that my suspicions are not baseless. I have obtained samples of their materials and run my own analyses. In my records is the proof I need to expose the government of its deception. All of it.

Here now: I am initiating the injection process. The time is... nine twenty-three p.m.

[click]

“Placing the vial into the admixture chamber, and... There we go. Mixing. After I have become infected, I estimate that I will have somewhere in the vicinity of eight to twelve hours before the virus accumulates in my body to sufficient levels to infiltrate every tissue, every cell. I have carefully calculated the number of infectious particles needed, given the activity of this particular batch we have made. I estimate loss of consciousness at about sixteen hours. After the virus is fully incorporated, my cortical functions will shut down, somewhere around the twenty-hour mark by my calculations. Minutes later, the final stage: death. Twenty hours, give or take three hours. I will explain fully shortly.”

[click... whir... click]

Time of injection shall be recorded as nine thirty-two p.m.”

[There then come several seconds of muffled sounds and a whirring noise accompanied by a mechanical clicking. This is followed by a quick hiss, like that of escaping gas. Doctor Daniels will explain to the staff assembled in that room deep within the Pentagon in the waning days of December, that the sounds are the injection device mixing the virus into a stable soluble suspension with the excipient, a pH-buffered polyethylene glycolate compound of high molecular weight. The device — “Crude and rapidly assembled, but effective,” Daniels will opine — will load the syringe with the mixture before positioning the needle to the left side of Professor Halliwell’s neck. “It’s a large bore needle, probably a twelve gauge, since the PEG solution is quite viscous.” He then says that this is when Professor Halliwell secures the final restraint on his remaining free hand, next to his mouth and a bowl of nourishment (the nature of which Daniels does not elaborate), tightening it with his teeth. The vial for the second injection has already been loaded and is in place; it will be administered automatically at a preset time point following the initial infection. There then comes the tinny grinding of a small motor... a sharp cry of pain... sobbing. It is this last that will initially shock several of the men sitting in that darkened room, grown men toughened by a lifetime of hard choices, by the cruel necessities of politics and secrecy and self-preservation. Their shock will quickly turn to disgust, and finally horror, as the recorder replays the sounds it captures next: several seconds of what appears to be struggling, violent at first, then growing erratic, then eventually stopping. All that follows for several minutes is a low inhuman moan. Finally, silence, which is prematurely aborted by the recorder’s automatic sound sensor. The time stamp on the recording flicks forward several dozen minutes.]

[Doctor Halliwell begins to speak again, but it is evident that some time has passed. His voice is broken, sounding hollow, as if it has lost substance:]

I... hadn’t... I hadn’t expected...”

[scream]

Ahh, god! The pain.

[more struggling; panting]

That’s the worst of it. I hope. It itches horribly now, and I can’t reach it. Stupid! I should have waited in case something went wrong. But now I cannot release myself. Ah, well.

[laughter; moaning]

I hadn’t expected this. I’ll die of the itching before I can finish.

[...]

I am fine now. I can see almost forty minutes have passed since the injection. I know it’s just my imagination, but it’s like I can feel the contagion taking hold of me, the newly produced virus particles entering my cells, replicating, making even more copies of itself. Ha ha, I know I can’t actually feel such things — we have no sensory organs at the cellular level — and yet somehow I almost feel each cell swelling with millions of new virus particles, leaking them into the interstitial spaces, bleeding into my bloodstream. My lungs filling with them. My eyeballs filling. It is a curious sensation, knowing what is happening at the subcellular level inside oneself, knowing the agent of one’s destruction is contained within, waging a silent war.

[coughing]

In seven minutes the autosampler will remove a sample of my blood and transfer it to the analyzer. This will tell me how quickly the infection is spreading.

I must hurry. I need to concentrate. In the interest of time, I will be brief. Anything I miss I suppose will be in my notes. I hope they fall into the right hands. I should have written this down and sent it to someone— not the media; they cannot be trusted. Who would I send it to? No! I am wasting time planning contingencies I am unable to execute!

Daniels. I need to talk about what he did. Thankfully, my mind seems to have cleared somewhat. The calm before the storm, I suppose. The light before fall of night. Ha ha. Poetic. Yes, that’s it: light and night.

[sighs]

Qangxi. That’s where I need to start. Qangxi. Qangxi.

What Daniels and his team at the Pentagon did was to develop a new infectious strain of virus. The codename was Qangxi.

[At this point, Richard Daniels, former dean of Harvard’s graduate education and current scientific advisor to the President, will be asked to explain how a crazy professor from a small college in rural Montana — yes, a Nobel Laureate, but not the first time the Nobel committee awarded the prize to a nutjob — happened to know so much about Project Zulu. And, for that matter, how he got samples of their materials to analyze. And Daniels will be forced to admit he doesn’t know the answer to that question. There will ensue a brief but heated discussion between Daniels and his interrogator, a young senator by the name of Lawrence Abrams, leader of the Senate Defense Oversight committee since the recent and untimely assassination of its previous chair. The argument will be cut short by a third man, long known popularly as the Colonel, even though he has since achieved the rank of three star general. The Colonel is the commander of the brand new highly secretive Marine fighting force known as the Omegamen. The Colonel will direct Daniels to continue playing the recording; he will declare that what the senator is asking is all water under the bridge. Daniels, glad to evade the questioning, will comply. He taps the keyboard and the recording picks up where it was cut off.]

“—rigin of that strange word remains unproven, although my friend, an expert in linguistics — I will not name him for fear of retaliation — has suggested that the word Qangxi derives from the Chinese term Kuang shi, and I choose to believe him for reasons that shall become clear momentarily. The Qangxi variant that the military created, r-d7.04, colloquially known as Artie, for short, has for its genetic backbone Dengue flavivirus. As most people now know, Dengue was essentially eradicated as a global threat after the development of a simple treatment that affected its ability to propagate via its mosquito host. The first genetically-modified mosquitoes were leased in the early 2020s in Florida. The experiment was so successful that within two years, the incidence of new Dengue infections diagnosed worldwide dropped to less than one millionth of its previous rate. Dengue was on track to becoming the first mosquito-borne illness to be completely stamped out by any manmade means.

How do I know this? Because—

[muffled sounds]

I can... get some relief from the itching by rotating my head. It’s not completely effective, but...

[...]

The dengue work was that of my close friend and colleague Stephen Archdeacon. Stephen was the second of us to go missing. It was early last spring. When I was last in Boston, I stopped by his place, to see how his wife and children are managing. I wished I could have told little Kristin and Trevor not to blame their father for their current hardships. Stephen could not have foreseen any of this.

What does his work have to do with Daniels? Just this: What almost nobody knows about the Dengue breakthrough is that Stephen soon discovered that while the treatment may have stopped Dengue from spreading, it didn’t eliminate the viral genes from human cells as he’d originally thought. The treatment only rendered the infection... innocuous. Bits and pieces of the virus found a way to hide in our mitochondrial DNA. As a result, nearly every person on this planet is now a carrier of certain Dengue genes in their cells. It has become incorporated into our extrachromosomal genome. It is even maternally heritable. What is worse, Daniels discovered that it can easily jump into our nuclear genome upon expression of a single protein called XRN177, where the virus then makes not just one copy of itself, but thousands upon thousands of copies. Millions, even. This has the potential to render our genomes highly unstable and could, eventually, lead to our extinction.

The government has kept silent about this. Why? Does it think there will be a panic? No, it’s because it wants to exploit that genetic instability. And that’s where Daniel’s work takes a decidedly malefic turn.

[muffled noises]

Eleven-fifty. Ten minutes of midnight. Another hour has passed — more than an hour — and I am actually feeling quite fine now, although my back is a bit stiff. I should have thought to provide a thicker cushion on this table, though, of course, that would have made escape more likely. I can turn slightly to ease the discomfort. I just hope these cramps don’t grow too bad.

Oh, blood results are ready. Let’s see...

WBC count...

RBC...

Shit! Six-hundred picograms per milliliter? The infection is spreading much faster than I had expected. I must hurry. I can only hope these restraints hold long enough for the antiserum to take effect. Now I realize I should have coordinated the timing of the second injection with brain activity rather than setting it for the thirty-six-hour mark, but I wanted to be sure to give the virus time to act. Ah well, thirty-six hours, a hundred hours, as long as I can prove the antiserum works, it shouldn’t matter. The postmortem — when it is performed on me — will show that it will.

[several minutes of sobbing]

I’m okay now. I’m okay.

[...]

Midnight. Past midnight. It is... What day is it? Sunday. It’s Sunday. The twenty-fourth of...?

December. It’s December to remember. September... november. Dismember.

My name is Eugene... Douglas... Halliwell.

[...]

Where was I? Daniels, I believe. Daniels. Dengue. Right.

You see, Daniels’s forte is genetic reengineering. For him the Holy Grail of his field was the ability to achieve whole genome resequencing at the cellular level in intact organisms, something akin to the way CRISPR did, but on a much more massive scale. With what happened with the Dengue dengue the, uh, the denguedengden. What? What? The Dengue— Shut up and listen to what I’m saying!

[struggling noises; Daniels will explain that Halliwell’s cognitive functions are beginning to deteriorate, much to the chagrin of those assembled before him in that room, and he will have to further explain that Halliwell injected himself with over a thousand times the dosage of virus than is prescribed in the Zulu protocol, so his infection is progressing at a highly accelerated and possibly unstable rate. “We’re witnessing symptomology we’ve never seen before.” The noises fade into a series of grunts and pants. When Halliwell speaks next, he seems to have regained some mental control.]

The new... sequences. As I was saying. In our genomes. The kimchee...? What? Qangxhi. Not kimchee. The Qangxhi sequences provided a perfect target for the dengue— No, other way around it. The Dengue sequences in our chromosomes were targeted by Daniels’s Qangxhi r-d7.04 construct, or Q-Artie. It allowed him to act out his whole organism genomic reengineering fantasy. Q-Artie was constructed just for that purpose.

[panting]

It would be one thing if Daniels wanted to use... Qangxhi to improve human health and medical treatment. What potential for greatness there was — is! — in such a thing. But instead, he proposed the engineering of a new breed of supersoldier, a new human bioweapon that could not only be controlled using Professor Bloch’s neuroreconstructive methods and my own apoptotic blockers, but also rendered using a resource they had in abundant supply already: living human beings. No, not the existing volunteer army. There would have been an outcry. But the dregs of our society, the thieves and murderers, the forgotten homeless, the runaways. That was their Big Secret. Nearly five million prisoners alone, of which nearly a third were serving life sentences. They became the first Zulus.

Our government infected them, living souls, turned them into warriors for their army. No longer were live troops sent into the field of combat. Casualty rates dropped precipitously, and everybody was happy. Well, of course casualty rates dropped. You cannot kill what is already dead.

[coughing]

Kuang shi. It’s a... Chinese term. It refers to a creature in their mythology, a zombie vampire. Of course, mythology is always more colorful than fact, but the analogies are proximal enough. Kuang shi are corpses possessed, and so reanimated by, demons. Q-Artie possesses every cell in our bodies and kills it before reanimating the body. But here the real demon is man. Ironic, isn’t it, given we are using society’s worst to fight against our enemies?

But we... should be...

Ahh!

[panting]

Cramps.

[...]

We shouldn’t be happy. Should be... scared... out of our... minds.

[...]

Four hours post-infection. I am feverish. I can feel it. Too soon. Perhaps I miscalculated on the dosage. Is it possible? I am sure I checked and rechecked—

My god, I hope the restraints hold.

[sounds of struggling; panting]

I must have slept. The clock on the wall says it’s almost a half past two in the morning. Five hours post-infection. The ticking is driving me crazy!

Concentrate!

[...]

I have to explain. I have to explain. What did I do?

[sobbing]

Last summer— I am better now, stiff and very tired, but myself again. Last summer I discovered that the Dengue sequences inside our bodies can mutate— they had already, just not yet to what I would eventually discover. There’s something encoded in Q-Artie. They can make a new kind of virus particle that I’d never seen before. It was a simple experiment, done in a flask, totally artificial. Then, curious, I tested to see if it could be transmitted in mosquitoes. Oh, god, what have I done? I was certain I killed every one of those little fuckers, but one never knows with absolute certainty with such things!

I am not paranoid!

[...]

The specific mutation I found has never been reported. None of the tens of thousands of samples I received and tested show it coming up naturally, but I know it’s only a matter of time before it does. And when it does — dear god — there will be a new epidemic of such destructive force that all humanity be wiped out. Only this time, it won’t be Dengue fever; the living shall surely die. But that’s not the worst of it! Once dead, we will all rise. Dear lord, it is too horrific to contemplate. Those still lucky enough to be free of any of the Dengue virus in their cells, and thus free of the mutation, will not be free for long. They will be overrun by the mindless monsters that the military now uses to fight its battles. But these new vampires will be without the controls our government has built into their new soldiers. The newly dead will rise and... then what? They have basic needs. They will act upon them, instinctively, reflexively. They will require nourishment. They will hunt to satisfy that hunger. They will take those who are still healthy and uninfected, and they will... they will feed on them, infecting them, turning them into their own. And this will continue until there are no more living.

The human race stands on the brink of extinction, while Richard Daniels stands in his ivory tower and plays god.

[...]

Nourishment. Will I eat? The thought sickens me now, but will it still sicken me after I have died and come back? No, of course not. Hunger; it’s the only thing the dead know. There are no moral or psychological constraints to the soulless. It’s why the Omegamen are so effective, and so easy to control. The electrodes the government implants in their brains to turn them into remote machines also overrides their hunger. But I will have no such control. So it is a good thing I have provided for that. I mustn’t try to escape this room to seek to satisfy my hunger. I only hope these surrogate brains I have brought and placed beside me will suffice.

But it sickens me to think I will eat them.

[...]

Six hours now. I am tired. Tired and hot. The itching has stopped, but now it feels like my bones are stretching, pushing against my skin, shattering. It is a curious sensation, not quite painful, but far from comfortable either. I knew this would happen. Dengue fever was once called breakbone fever. I fear things will get a lot more painful before I lose all sensibility.

[...]

I must finish my explanation while I still can. I still have not explained why I have willingly infected myself, guaranteeing that I will become the very monster I fear we will all become. Am I so eager to join them? No. Ha ha. No. Nor have I explained the second injection.

It is an antiserum. Yes, it’s true. I have figured out a way to stop it. Stop them. Stop Daniels. This is why they are coming for me, the government. An antiserum would wipe out their army, all of them. Ha ha!

But — oh no! — it would give our enemies a defense against us, too! Ha ha! Sarcasm. Who’d have thought it possible before? Man is without humor until he knows death.

Am I wrong to share this with the world then? What will the Chinese and the Iranians do once they are able to kill our soldiers again? What of the Libyans? The Albanians? The Ca— The Ca—

The Canadians?

What is a traitor if he betrays a traitorous government?

[...]

Nightmares I am having of this giving myself nightmares thinking of this nightmares, ulcers worrying and worrying about nightmares. My torn out hair. Nightmares. Wondering whether or not to destroy it and leave us all to fate.

[...]

Am I making sense? My words come out sounding strange. Or is it my ears?

What? Destroy the antiserum? Who said that? How could I think of such a thing?

Whatever happens to us hereafter — war on our shores, certainly, and the... the ruination of our way of life — it is better than knowing it is the end for us all.

I am no longer sure if I am speaking. Bop bop. La la. Ya ya ya. I think I’m still speaking. Thought and reality have blurred. I cannot tell them apart anymore.

I have said it before, if this works, I am a dead man, and that is a good thing. The antiserum will be injected automatically into me in... in twenty-eight hours. By then I will be fully reanimated, though trapped by these restraints. Hopefully. I think they will hold. They are made of Kevlar; the buckles are... titty titty—

What the fuck? I can’t think straight!

[panting]

Tiiiii...itanium.

Calm down.

Reeeestraints. Restraints fuck.

Why do they need to be so strong? We learned that reanimated muscle exhibits far greater apparent strength than normal muscle. The military documents I obtained show this to be the case. It’s why the Omegamen appear to be so much stronger, so much harder to combat in close quarters. But muscle fiber is still muscle fiber, bone is bone. There is nothing magical that happens to it, no increase in tensile strength; it only seems that way because living creatures very rarely strain themselves to their fullest. There is something in the mind concerned with preventing self-injury that makes one stop before a muscle tears and a bone breaks. We know of exceptions, of course, seldom observed, individuals who, in moments of extreme duress or under the influence of psychotic drugs, perform seemingly superhuman acts of strength. Something in their brains is either overridden or made quiescent. But these acts are not really acts of superhuman strength. They are fully within the body’s natural capabilities. In the reanimated dead, the signal for restraint is absent. That is why they seem so much stronger.

So I will be stronger. Ha ha! I wonder what I could bench press then.

But I have calculated and tested and prepared my restraints accordingly. They will hold. They should hold.

[...]

Temperature now a hundred and four. Thirsty. So tired...

[...]

I just realized I didn’t factor in sweat. I am not worried about dehydration. That is the least of my worries. No, I am worried because my restraints feel looser now because of the sweat.

I must try not to struggle.

[...]

Eight hours.

[weak laughter]

I said if this works, I am a dead man. After the antiserum takes effect, my body will be rid of the virus. But, of course, my body will already be dead. I will kill the zombie I will become. When they find me come... Halloween? No. Ha... ppy New Year and Auld Lang Syne shall old acquaintance happy to see you again.

[...]

January second. First? Second.

When they come and find me, there will be a post-mortem. They will see that the antiserum cleared the infection and... am I repeating myself? I am repeating myself. Am I? It doesn’t matter, explained once or twice or ten times, as long as it’s at least once. The world needs to know how to rid itself of the monsters that our government is creating, of the monsters that will soon overwhelm us all. I am trying to teach you how to defend yourself against the kimchee when they begin to rise.

If it works. Ah, but if the antebellum fails, then...

Then I am one of the Zulu lulu...

[struggling]

The restraints will hold for a while, but not forever. I can sense this now. I am sweating and might even slip out, but I don’t think so. They are tight, and they are strong. But just in case, I have made plans. Ha ha. If the antiserum fails I must not rise and escape. That is the reason for the g— the g— that thing that is hanging over me. Dammit... dam... dam... oclees.”

[“What is he talking about?” Senator Abrams will ask. And Richard Daniels will explain that Professor Halliwell assembled a device that would sever his head, a guillotine, in case the antiserum didn’t work. “And how would he know? Wouldn’t he have lost all sensibility by then? He’s halfway there already.” Daniels will nod and then patiently explain in terse sentences — it will be clear to all present that he and Abrams dislike each other very much — that the guillotine was set to fall automatically after ninety-six hours — four days after initial infection and two-and-a-half days after administration of the antiserum — thus beheading the professor regardless of the outcome of his experiment. “And did the guillotine fall?” Abrams will ask, and Daniels will answer, “Yes. It did. Right on schedule.”]

Such an inelegant device, the guillotine, archaic, medieval. Truly effective. If the antebellum — no, antiserum — works, it will kill the zombie I will become, essentially killing me a second time. If the serum fails, I will remain living dead. Either way, the guillotine will fall. You understand why I had to take such measures, dear? If I didn’t...

I couldn’t risk escaping. I was a dead man anyway.

I shudder at what will befall humanity should I fail.

God help us all if that were to happen.

[...]

T-ten hours. Temperature now one hundred and five. Sweating p-p-profusely. S-s-starting to shiver. Hard to concentrate.

[...]

So thirsty...

[panting, quiet coughing, rustling]

Ahhh! Oh, god, what have I done! What have I—

[rustling]

[banging]

[beep...]

Sophia? Shophia, ish that you? Come here, honnnnneeee. Thasha girl. I mish you. Come here. Thash a girl. I dint shay I din say... say...

Goodbye.

[beep...]

[...]

* * *
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“STOP IT THERE,” THE Colonel ordered.
Richard Daniels paused the playback. The lights flickered on. Nobody moved at first; they all just sat or stood in place, numb, stunned by having just witnessed what appeared to be a man’s suicide.

And what happened afterward? Why had they been assembled?

The questions buzzed like angry hornet sin their minds. They buzzed between them, seeking answers. Only the Colonel appeared nonplussed by the recording’s revelations. Then again, he’d heard the entire thing a dozen times. And unlike Richard Daniels, he celebrated each hearing. It did not bother him in the least even though he also believed himself to be religious.

Finally, the thin man in the oversized blue suit, the senator named Abrams, leaned forward and broke the silence: “Is that it? Where’s the rest?” He turned his eyes to the other people in the room.

Richard Daniels looked to where the senator was sitting. The young man was so obviously out of his element. Richard knew the feeling. He suddenly felt old, older than he’d felt in a very long time.

Every eye settled on the Colonel, who was leaning back in his usual seat with his hands laced behind his head and one leg crossed over the other. With its high back and thick, black leather, his chair was unlike any of the others in the room. There was nothing on the man’s face to suggest what he was thinking. His brow was drawn and his lips were almost invisible, pulled into the tight, thin line of his mouth; but these things told people who knew him best very little. He was an impossible man to read. He had that freshly waxed look to him that was so characteristic of career military men when they make their first appearance of the day: shiny face, bristlebrush hair, features chiseled from stone. The faintest hint of aftershave clung to him like heat shimmering on the hood of a car that had been run hard and was now idling at the curb. He was ready to roar to life. This was how the Colonel always looked, and smelled. Run hard or idling, on duty or off, six in the morning or six at night. He was a man who showed nothing... but processed everything.

The senator threw his pen to the table. It skittered across the polished surface, drawing everyone’s attention and breaking the spell. He turned back to Daniels, who hadn’t moved from the podium.

“So, he died?”

Richard frowned. He tried hard to squelch his growing irritation with the man, but wasn’t being terribly successful at it. He would never have the Colonel’s self-control, though it seemed anyone who knew them both expected it from Daniels. His shoulders tensed ever so slightly— enough, he was sure, to be registered by all in the room.

“Halliwell... turned,” he confirmed, using the term that had only recently entered the military lexicon. He paused, cleared his throat into his loose fist and added, for the benefit of the nonmilitary types in the room, “We call it turning, not... dying.”

“Turned. Died. Whatever. My question is how do you know? Why is there no video? Why would Halliwell go through all this trouble and not record video? This could all be an elaborate hoax.”

In the two years that Richard Daniels had been President Lancaster’s advisor, he had become accustomed to being interrogated by arrogant, young pricks like this one, as well as arrogant old ones. But something about this particular guy irked him more than any other before. Maybe it was because Daniels had really liked the former chair of the committee, Senator Gorham. He had much preferred dealing with him.

The poor guy, he thought.

Being a special advisor did not allow him strategic access to information outside his remit, certainly not in regards to matters of national security and defense. So, in regards to the assassination of Abrams’s predecessor, he was totally out of the loop. As far as he knew, the police still had no clues who’d pulled the trigger— much less the strings attached to that trigger. But that’s not what irked him now. What he found irritating was the way Abrams was acting. The young senator had obviously not taken the past seven days to acquaint himself with how things worked in these meetings. There was protocol. There was always protocol. And he was breaking it all over the damn place.

His gaze slid over to the Colonel, but the man was a picture of serenity, a sleeping jaguar. A landmine buried beneath a thin layer of desert sand.

He had considered that Abrams’s behavior might be out of some sort of political resentment. Maybe the senator hadn’t wanted this position in the first place. Of late, chairing the committee had become hazardous to one’s health; before Gorham had been Tenset, whose private car had exploded in Moscow, causing the countries to teeter ever closer to the edge of war.

Richard himself knew about coming into responsibility unwillingly. He’d not sought the advisor position, had neither coveted nor campaigned for it. It would be a lie, however, to claim that he hadn’t been flattered by it. He was. And once he had accepted and gotten use to the role, he’d learned to revel in it. But he wasn’t so naïve as to think he’d be anything but a relatively minor pawn in a game being played by giants. But with two years now under his belt, he’d have to say he had mostly enjoyed himself.

He wasn’t enjoying himself now.

There was far more explaining to be done than he felt comfortable doing. He hated not having all the answers. And he especially hated it when one of those asking the questions was the Colonel. The man made him feel like he was ten years old again.

Richard cleared his throat. Attention turned from Abrams back to the dais. “We know that Halliwell turned because—”

“The microphone,” the senator snapped.

“Excuse me?”

“Speak into the microphone so we can all hear you clearly.”

He leaned forward, even though he knew no one needed the mic to hear him, including those standing near the back of the room. Years of delivering classes in large lecture halls had taught him how to project. “We know that Professor Halliwell turned because the electrocardiogram stopped measuring a heartbeat.”

“Again, Mister Daniels, I fail to see how that is proof of what you claim happened. An EKG flat-lining is not proof that Professor Halliwell actually went through with any of this. Even assuming it’s all true, he could’ve ripped off the leads by accident or on purpose. Maybe we’re supposed to believe he turned, but so far I haven’t seen any proof that he did.”

Richard stared at the senator. Could the guy really be this stupid? Did he really need it spelled out for him? Halliwell was not kidding around. This was no hoax. And he wasn’t here to pull a fast one on the President or anyone else.

He opened his mouth, but all he could manage was a feeble sound of dismay.

“Let’s assume for now that Halliwell did inject himself and then died. Or turned. Or whatever the fuck you want to call it,” Abrams said. “I simply can’t conceive of anyone doing that to himself. It’s...” He raised his hands in exasperation. “It’s too goddamn unbelievable.”

“You can believe it, because it happened.”

“And nobody else entered or left Halliwell’s lab in the time covered by the recording?”

Richard shook his head. “No, sir.”

“No witnesses?”

“We’re still gathering—”

“Still gathering what? Clues? Evidence? A matter of this extreme sensitivity and you’re still gathering information? Bullshit!”

“Senator, I—”

“This is a matter of national security, Mister Daniels. The Dead Reckoning Program is of vital strategic importance to us, the most important in modern history. Imagine what our enemies could do if even a hint of this were to be leaked. Thank God it hasn’t. Think about how defenseless we would be if they got wind of this.”

The Colonel shifted and his chair squealed beneath him. The medals on his chest flashed and twinkled, casting off sparks of reflected light from the ceiling lamps. Those in attendance turned to give the man their full attention. They waited in respectful silence, waiting for the Colonel to speak, which he did not immediately do. Instead, he locked eyes with Senator Abrams and did not break the stare. Richard knew that look very well, more than he cared to admit. Some people said the Colonel had dead eyes, that he looked more and more like the troops he oversaw every day, but Richard knew nothing could be further from the truth. He knew the look in those eyes said one thing and one thing only: Listen closely, son, because I’m only going to say this once. And you had best heed the advice.

“There was no leak,” the Colonel said. He paused just the slightest bit between each word, and what was in those gaps held as much meaning as what was said.

The senator’s eyes narrowed, then suddenly widened in comprehension.

“Please, Dick,” the Colonel said. His eyes never left Senator Abrams. “Continue.”

Richard Daniels took a breath, then dialed down the lights from his control panel at the podium. On the screen, the photograph of Halliwell’s guillotine taken that very morning was still displayed. Its blade had clearly fallen and embedded itself a quarter of an inch into the stainless steel platform that had become the professor’s deathbed. He tapped a key on his laptop and the image disappeared, replaced by a schematic with the simple heading “Z: POST-PROCESS EVENTS.” It depicted the usual post-infection timeline and symptomatology on one half of the slide. On the other side was a series of codes, each one representing steps to be performed by the military’s medical staff. These included implantation of an electrode in the lateral hypothalamus to control hunger and a separate device in the cerebellum for muscle control. Many of those in attendance were familiar with the details. Still, they were relieved that the image of the guillotine was now gone.

He hit a second key and the room began immediately to fill with static from the professor’s recorder. There was an occasional click, but nothing clearly identifiable for several seconds. Then:

Unghhh.

It was a vocal utterance of some kind. Human evidently. There was nothing human-sounding about it.

Uhh huh huhhh. Haaaaaah...

“What’s happening?” Senator Abrams demanded.

Someone from the back of the room shushed him.

“No,” Richard said, “it’s all right. This goes on for another two hours or so, although the actual recording takes only about forty minutes, since it omits moments of silence. In those forty minutes, there’s nothing much to hear but grunts, the typical Omegaman moaning. I’ll forward to the point when the antiserum is administered, which was at hour thirty-six post-infection.” He looked to the Colonel, who nodded once.

Richard slid the control to the right until the timer read 39:14:36, roughly twenty seconds before the second injection was administered. Before he clicked PLAY, he looked up. His eyes swept the room, trying to find something in the faces there. But most were in shadow. He debated whether to warn those who were hearing it for the first time what to expect. The sounds the recording had captured were truly disturbing to all, horrifying to the uninitiated. He knew what a Zulu was capable of, especially one that was restrained.

But he didn’t say anything. He steadied his gaze onto Senator Abrams, and tapped PLAY.

The man’s reaction was immediate and, Richard was ashamed to say, quite satisfying. When the terrifying noise erupted from the speakers, Abrams’s face fell in shock. Even in the gloom of the darkened room, Richard could see him pale. Several of the others responded in kind, and Daniels felt a twinge of guilt over it, but the look on Abrams’s face more than made up for it.

Sitting beside him, the Colonel remained as impassive as ever.

The racket was gut-wrenching: guttural moans and shrieks, thrashing, the metallic echo of the professor’s reanimated body pounding against its restraints. While listening to the recording the first time, Richard had wondered why nobody in the building had heard the racket, but then he’d realized the likelihood of it would have been very low. The professor had planned the experiment to fall over the Christmas holiday. Most of the noise would have occurred overnight on Christmas Eve, when the probability that someone might be in the building approached zero. What they were listening to now had occurred at roughly nine-thirty Christmas morning.

“It’s been over twenty-four hours,” Richard shouted above the din, “since Halliwell turned. The second inject — administration of the antiserum — is occurring now. We don’t notice an immediate change, as it takes a while for Halliwell’s experimental antiserum to work.”

The abhorrent sounds continued.

“How do we know it was administered?” Senator Abrams asked. He’d apparently gotten over his shock.

“Because we found the syringe, empty. The needle was broken off. There were traces of tissue on the part still attached to the machine. The tip must still be in Halliwell’s neck.”

The senator gave another disgusted noise but didn’t question the conclusion. “And how do you know the antiserum worked?”

Richard looked at the Colonel, who turned to Abrams and said, “Actually, it didn’t.”

The senator gawped for a moment, blinking and frowning, turning his head to the others in the room, but nobody came to his rescue.

“Just listen to the rest of the recording. Fast forward to time point designation gamma, Dick.”

“What’s time point gamma?” Abrams demanded.

“Approximately ninety hours after initial infection,” the Colonel explained. “Roughly eighty hours post-mortem and fifty-four hours after administration of the antiserum.”

He turned back to front. “I think you’ll find this... interesting.”

Not interesting, Daniels thought to himself. Disturbing.

He hit Play.

* * *
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[LOW MOANING]
... suh... sooo?

[struggling sounds]

Sophia?

[...]

What’s happening? Where... am... I?

[Upon hearing this, Senator Abrams’s face will turn an even paler shade of white and he’ll demand to know what’s happening. “I thought you said he was dead, that he’d turned? I thought you said the antiserum hadn’t worked? It sounds like he’s been cured — as in fully cured.” Nobody will answer. “Are you telling me he cured himself and somehow reversed things? Are you telling me he lived?” Again, nobody will say a word, and the senator will lapse into an angry silence as he begins to realize what he’s hearing.]

What day is it? What the hell is hap—

[...]

Oh, dear God! Wednesday. It’s Wednesday the twenty-seventh! The virus must’ve been defective. I should be... Why aren’t I dead? Am I dead?

[...moaning...]

I’m so thirsty. I’m not dead. I’m not dead.

I have to get out of these restraints!

[sounds of struggling]

Four hours. No, less than that. Three hours, forty... three minutes before my failsafe is activated. But I’m not dead! I need to get out of—

Help! Help me. Oh, God, please... Help! Somebody help. Please help please help please help...

[sounds of struggling]

Less than three hours now. So hungry. I’m so hungry.

[...]

I smell something.

[...]

What is that smell?

[sounds of struggling]

Brain. There’s... only one left? How can that be? I brought—

I brought—

I had a half dozen brains but there’s only one left. The rest must have fallen onto the floor. They’re beneath me. That’s it. I didn’t eat them. I didn’t.

I’m so hungry.

[...]

Thirty minutes now.

[crying]

I am dead. I see that now. There is nothing on the electrocardiogram. The leads are still attached and the recording is registering my movement, but there is no cardiac activity. And I’m not breathing. How can that be? Have I become disconnected?

[...]

No, I am dead. I should be dead. I should have become undead and then died again with the antiserum. But the antiserum didn’t work. It should’ve killed me; instead it— Oh, dear God! What have I done? I am dead. I AM DEAD!

[...]

Eleven minutes to go. Then I will die once and for all. This is why I made contingencies. But I’m sooo hungry.

[moaning]

[“God damn it!” Senator Abrams will shout, startling everyone in the room, everyone except the Colonel. “What the hell is the lunatic going on about? Will somebody please explain to me what the fuck is going on?!!” Richard Daniels will pause the recording and explain: “Professor Halliwell’s antiserum didn’t kill the virus. Yes, he was infected; yes, he did die; and yes, he turned. The antiserum he made didn’t kill what he’d become. Instead...” He will look over at the Colonel, then the President, and then he will begin to feel the first worms of panic beginning to rise inside of him, really for the first time since assembling the team here in the Pentagon, and he will wonder what he’s done. “Somehow, Halliwell’s antiserum restored cognition and higher order functions, such as speech.” Abrams will sputter for a moment, then shout, “Are you telling me he’s a smart zombie? Is that what you’re trying to tell me? That we’ve got a fucking smart zombie on our hands?” Richard Daniels will nod.]

Seven minutes before the blade falls...

Just one... last... bite to... eat.

[sounds of feeding]

Three minutes. I’m still so very hungry. So hungry.

I’m sorry, my Sophia. Sophia, my dear wife. My dear... I wonder how you would taste. And my children.

Stop it! How can I think such a thing?

[moaning]

Two minutes.

[sounds of struggling]

One minute.

[struggling, moaning, crying]

[thump of something soft hitting a surface]

[CRASH!!!]

* * *
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“WE NEED TO DISCUSS contingency steps,” Richard Daniels stammered. He was shaking, despite himself. He’d heard the entire recording three times now. He’d thought he would get used to it. Yet here he was, a full day after hearing it for the first time, it terrified him even more.
“I thought you said you didn’t retrieve Professor Halliwell’s body?” Abrams demanded. “The recording clearly shows that his own safeguard worked. The picture the sweep team provided shows the guillotine fell.”

“There was no body, senator,” Daniels whispered.

“How can there be no body? Somebody please explain that to me!”

Nobody spoke.

“Are you telling me a... what the hell do we call him? An intelligent zombie? That he escaped? Some kind of undead psychopath who needs to eat brains? Is this what you’re telling me, Mister Daniels? Is that what’s out there on the street somewhere?”

“We’ve got every agency looking—”

“How the fuck are you going kill it?”

“Same as any other Zulu,” the Colonel calmly replied. “He’s no different than any of the others, except maybe a little more self-aware. He’s still just a machine like any of the others. Besides, we don’t know how long the effect will last. It’s probably temporary.”

Senator Abrams turned to the President, then back to the Colonel. “I’m pulling the plug on Dead Reckoning. As of this moment—”

“No.”

Abrams sneered at the Colonel. “What? You can’t tell me—”

“Shut up, Senator. I said no. That would be missing a wonderful opportunity. Don’t you see? We take Halliwell’s antiserum, and we weaponize it. Think beyond your fear, Senator Abrams. Imagine, if you will, an army of sentient zombies? Faster and more versatile than the ones we have now, able to plan and react and adapt? We’ll still control them like before. We have ways to—”

“How do you know you can?”

“The neuroleptic impulse control we’ve developed will work just as well as before; we just expand it to control free will. We’ve done it before on living subjects. Our Alpha Team has already begun working on it. We’ll call this one Omega.”

The senator’s eyes widened.

“Oh, don’t look so surprised.” The Colonel chuckled, though his face showed no humor at all. “Our enemies can never be allowed to defeat us.”

“You’re crazy, General! Mister President, I submit—”

“It’s already done,” the Colonel said. “We have all of Halliwell’s notes. We’ve begun deconstructing this so-called antiserum. We’ll make it better. We’re developing a testing regimen. As for the good doctor, don’t you worry about him. He will be captured. I can assure you that.”

“Why the fuck did you call me into this meeting, if you’re just going to steamroll me?”

“So you can approve the funding request we’ve submitted.”

Senator Abrams sputtered.

“That sounds like agreement. So, on that note, I think this briefing is formally adjourned.”

He didn’t solicit agreement or permission from any of the others present, neither the senator nor the rest of the cabinet. He stared at Abrams for another moment before turning back to the front of the room. He didn’t even ask whether the President himself might have anything to add.

“Good work, son,” he said to Richard Daniels. He stood up to leave the room and it was as if a bell had been rung, because everyone else began to file out.

All except Senator Abrams, who remained fuming in his seat, and Richard Daniels.

For the first time in his forty-three years, Richard saw the man who everyone called Colonel smile.

And he had never felt so terrified in all his life.

* * *
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THAT EVENING, IN THE office of his stately Virginia home, Richard Daniels finished his report from the day’s meeting and sent it off to the President. He shut off his laptop and folded the screen down on it, opened a locked drawer and slipped the computer inside. The drawer clicked shut and automatically locked.
He knew his recommendations would be ignored; they always were. He slumped into his chair feeling used and out of sorts, and let his head fall into his hands, trying to empty it of rage. New images crowded in, images he realized he had been unconsciously pushing away. Now he let them come. There was the stainless steel equipment cart that had become his old friend’s deathbed— Gene’s Calvary, he thought. His Golgotha. Wasn’t it ironic that he should think of it that way? The man had thought of himself as mankind’s savior, sacrificing himself to make up for the sins of others. Only to rise again days later.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” Richard whispered.

His wife and son, Eric, had already gone off to bed hours before. Earlier in the evening, Lana had seen something in Richard’s eyes — he had never been as good at hiding his emotions as his father — and had asked him if he was alright. He’d smiled and told her yes, absolutely, everything was just fine. From the smell of alcohol on her breath, he knew she wouldn’t remember the exchange come morning.

Then he’d locked himself in his office, where he waited for the last gray wisps of the dying day to bleed from the room until all that was left was the cold puddle of yellow light spilling from his desk lamp. He’d halfheartedly typed a few things into the computer, but mostly he just sat and wondered what the hell he had done. What had he unleashed upon the world? What had he allowed his father to create? To dictate?

He reached over and unlocked a different drawer, reached into it, past the expensive bottle of twelve-year-old scotch that he’d developed a taste for after joining the President’s team. It was now half-empty. His fingers brushed the package that was Velcro-taped to the top underside of the drawer and gently pulled it out. The handgun felt light in his hand, and he turned it, marveling at the way the light played over its surface, its simplicity, its understated capacity for destruction. He remembered Professor Halliwell’s sentiment about the guillotine, how the blade was crude but effective. And he realized that the gun had a weakness that the guillotine — or any other large blade — had not: a single well-placed blow by the latter would kill a zombie. But the best-aimed shot to the head of one by a forty-five caliber had only an eighty percent chance of doing the same.

What had he done?

What could he do now?

There was nothing to be done, nothing that would stop his father from getting his way now. Nothing.

Nothing except to tell the world the truth.

He checked to see that the gun was loaded. It was, and it suddenly felt heavier than he could manage. He set it on the desk in front of him and reached into the drawer a second time. This time he brought out the bottle and a small glass tumbler. He poured himself a drink, downed it, poured another.

He turned off the light.

Nobody heard the gunshot.

When the police entered the room the next morning, they found the body of Richard Daniels slumped over his desk, his cranium peeled back like an orange. They found the gun on the floor beside him, empty, a spray of blood on the back of his chair. A single bullet casing was gently plucked off the floor beneath his feet and placed into an evidence bag. They never found the slug.

Or, for that matter, the majority of his brain.

‡   ‡
[image: image]


Click here for the original version of Golgotha, plus seven more original short stories in
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