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Tom Dexter felt the haze lift as though night had abruptly given way to day, the disorienting rush of awareness hitting him all at once like blood returning to a numb limb. He lay supine on the floor, unsure how long he had been there, and decided not to move just yet. The world still felt unsteady, as if it might tilt if he rose too quickly.

The room around him was unfamiliar. From where he lay, he could see the edge of a bed and a scattering of modest but modern furnishings that suggested a hotel. The conclusion came easily enough, but it offered no comfort, nor did it jog his memory enough to explain how he had gotten there or why.

He strained for something — anything — digging through the fog in his head for a memory to anchor himself to. Shapes and impressions flickered just out of reach, like fragments of a dream dissolving upon waking, but nothing solid formed.

Gripping the mattress, Tom pulled himself upright, steadying his weight until the dizziness passed. As his vision settled, he took in the bed fully for the first time. The spread was marred with dark, drying blood, half dragged from the mattress as if someone had struggled against it. A cold unease settled over him as he moved around to the other side.

There, on the floor, lay a man. Face up and lifeless.

Mid-fifties, perhaps. Graying hair. Heavy build. A navy-blue suit now soaked through with blood. One bullet had torn through the breast pocket, another through the eye. The finality of it was unmistakable. Near the body, a 9mm handgun rested on the floor.

Tom stared at it for only a moment before instinct took over and he picked it up. Whatever had happened here, whatever role he had played, his body seemed to understand one thing clearly — get the hell out of there.

He turned toward the door but caught his reflection in the wall mirror. The shot rang out before thought could intervene.

Glass shattered outward, fragments cascading to the floor as the report echoed through the room. Tom stood frozen, staring at what remained of his reflection in the jagged shards still clinging to the frame. Slowly, he leaned closer.

What looked back at him was not entirely human. His nose was deteriorating, the flesh receding in uneven patches. His lips had eroded along one side, exposing teeth in a permanent, grotesque snarl. The skin that remained bore the unmistakable signs of decay.

“Zombie virus,” he murmured, the words slipping out as if this recollection alone defined his existence.

With that, fragments of memory broke through the fog. A woman whose face was indistinct. A glimpse of himself from before the damage had progressed this far. The emotions came more clearly than the images — shame, despair, self-loathing. They clung to the idea of what he had become, even as the rest of his past remained scattered and incomplete.

He tried to push further, to force more clarity from the darkness in his mind, but the distant wail of sirens cut through his concentration like a blade. Panic surged. He tucked the gun into the back of his waistband and fled.
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Morning light filtered between the buildings of downtown Chicago, casting long, broken shadows across the sidewalks. As Tom moved through them, the alternating patches of light and dark stretched before him like the keys of a massive piano, each step uncertain, each note unresolved.

The city felt both familiar and foreign. Street names and landmarks tugged faintly at his memory, but nothing fully surfaced. His thoughts circled one urgent directive: put distance between himself and the Sheraton Hotel... and the body in room 909.

Crossing the Riverwalk on North Columbus Drive should have stirred recognition, but instead it felt like he was seeing it for the first time. The world before waking on that hotel floor was a blur, as if Tom were waking from some spell.

Block by block, the fog in his mind began to thin, and the rhythm of the city started to return to him. Though his personal memories still eluded him, a sense of control slowly returned. Then, just before turning onto East Randolph Street, something registered in his periphery. A dark gray sedan.

It had been behind him longer than coincidence allowed. It made the turn with him, maintaining distance.

Tom crossed the street abruptly and cut through Millennium Park, weaving between tree-lined paths in an effort to break the line of sight. The park gave him cover, for a time, but his instincts warned him not to linger. Staying still meant being penned in.

He pushed onward, crossing South Michigan Avenue and cutting down East Madison before slipping into a small comic bookstore to get off the street.

Inside, he positioned himself near a rack of new releases by the front window, angling his view of the street without drawing attention.

“Can I help you find something?” a voice asked.

Tom didn’t turn. “Is there another way out of here?”

A pause. Then, with a hint of curiosity, “You dodging someone?”

He turned at that... and froze.

The woman standing before him — mid-twenties, perhaps — bore the same unmistakable decay as he did. Her nose was partially eroded, her lips drawn back unevenly, necrotic flesh stretching from her temple across her cheekbone. For a moment, they simply stared at one another. Tom let out a quiet gasp.

“Well, you ain’t no bleedin’ prize to look at either, mate,” she said dryly, her British accent cutting through the tension. “Funny thing is, looking like a right proper zombie’s been good for business.” She gestured toward the shelves behind her.

“Name’s Jemma. Jemma’s Comics like the sign out front. Mostly general comics and graphic novels. But ever since this bloody virus kicked off, the horror stuff’s flying off the shelves. Kids come in just to see the ‘zombie lady.’ I don’t mind. I take their money all the same.” She tilted her head. “So, what’s your story, then?”

“I’m trying to figure that out,” Tom replied, glancing back toward the window. “Right now, I just need a way out that’s not the front door.”

Jemma studied him for a moment, then nodded. “I don’t know what kind of trouble you’re in, mister... but, yeah... I reckon our kind ought to stick together.”

She led him toward a side exit. “There’s an alley out back. Fire escape’ll take you up. Roofs are connected across the block — you can cross over and find another way down.”

“Thanks,” Tom muttered, already moving.

“Cheers.”

He had barely started up the fire escape when a voice from below spoke a single word.

“Obedire.”

Tom stopped mid-step. His body locked in place as though seized by an unseen force.

The man below moved calmly beneath the fire escape, his voice measured as he instructed Tom to come down. And Tom obeyed. As he descended without resistance, the man’s attention shifted suddenly just in time to catch a dark shape lunging toward him. Batman. Or rather, Jemma — wielding a full-sized plywood cutout of the Dark Knight like a battering ram.

The impact slammed the man into a nearby dumpster. Before he could recover, Jemma closed the distance and drove the heel of her hard-soled black buckled boot into his face, rendering him unconscious.

“You alright?” she called up.

Tom continued down the fire escape at the same slow, mechanical pace, showing no urgency, no reaction. When he reached the ground, he simply stood there, staring blankly at the wall.

Jemma approached, placing a hand on his shoulder. He turned toward her, but his eyes focused somewhere beyond, empty and distant.

“Bloody hell...”
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Jemma Straight called in her manager on his day off. She had no better opinions.

By afternoon, Tom sat in her small apartment five floors above the shop, unmoving on the sofa. Since bringing him up from the alley, he had barely reacted to anything. His expression remained fixed, his gaze distant, as though whatever controlled him had yet to release its grip.

He responded only when prompted. When she placed food in front of him, he ignored it until she told him to eat.

“How do I help you?” she asked at one point, not expecting an answer. “I mean... we zombie types have to look out for each other, yeah?”

Silence. She adjusted the television so it sat directly in his line of sight. “There. At least now you’ll look like you’re watching the telly instead of looking like you’re going completely barmy.”

Afternoon programming droned on until it shifted to the local news.

“Leading the news... Chicago’s McCormick Place will host the NATO Summit, where world leaders will convene to discuss defense against the growing global threat of the zombie epidemic,” newscaster Jenni Carter read from her TelePrompter.

Jemma half-listened until the next segment.

“We are sad to report that Congressman Dennis Price was found murdered in his hotel room at the downtown Sheraton earlier this morning...”

Tom stood. It was the first voluntary movement he had made since entering the apartment.

“Hey... you’re back,” Jemma said, cautiously hopeful.

Tom lifted his shirt, drew the gun from his waistband, and raised it beneath his chin.

“NO!” Jemma lunged, knocking his arm aside. The shot never came. They crashed to the floor together, the weapon skidding free across the thin carpet.

Tom rose slowly, confusion flooding his expression. Moments ago, his mind had been elsewhere — back in the hotel room, the act already completed. The congressman was dead. All that was left for Tom to do was to carry out one final task of turning the gun on himself. Now, those thoughts felt alien. Not decisions, but instructions.

Jemma scrambled to her feet, clutching the gun. “What’s the point of me helping you if you’re just going to top yourself?” she snapped, shaken.

Tom stared at the television, then pointed. “I was there,” he said. “I did that. I killed that man.”

Jemma blinked. “The congressman? So, you are running from the police. Bloody hell. I’ve taken in a fugitive.”

Tom shook his head slightly, struggling to piece it together. “I must’ve tripped or something — blacked out... when I came to, I didn’t remember anything. Not why I was there. Not what I’d done.” He swallowed. “I remember now.” He paused.

“I had to kill him.” His voice tightened, something deeper surfacing beneath the confusion. “I had to... he killed my daughter.”
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