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    To my family and friends,
my first real survivors.
Thank you for riding out every draft, every rewrite,
and helping me turn this outbreak of ideas
into the Zero Plague stories on these pages.


    



  	
        
            
            "Rule one: Stay quiet.
Rule two: Don't follow the eyes.
Rule three: If you're still writing rules…
you're one of the lucky ones."
— Unfound survivor journal
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1 – The Road and the Sign
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By day three of the world ending, you’d think the roads would be quiet.

They weren’t.

They just sounded different.

No horns. No music. No trucks flying past and making you step back onto the shoulder. Just the soft tick of cooling engines from cars nobody would ever come back for, the whisper of wind through busted windows, the flap of a loose bumper moving every time the breeze kicked up.

And our footsteps. Always our footsteps.

Jack walked ahead like he owned the asphalt, crowbar resting on his shoulder, the metal clinking lightly against his backpack strap with each step. If you didn’t know better, you’d think he was out for a smoke break from a job he hated instead of strolling through the aftermath of civilization coughing up blood.

Behind him, Samantha kept a steady pace, habit making her check on us without really looking like she was checking on us. Every now and then she’d glance at Lily’s shoes, or the way I was walking, like she expected one of us to suddenly collapse and start seizing on the side of the road.

Lily walked between us, hugging her arms around her stomach even though it wasn’t that cold. Hoodie too big, hair pulled back in a messy knot. She didn’t look at the cars we passed. She stared straight ahead, like if she didn’t look anywhere else, the last three days might rewind.

Me? I watched everything.

Every smear of blood on a windshield. Every door left hanging open. Every purse in the ditch, spilled out like someone just tipped a life over and walked away. I didn’t want to miss anything important again.

Not after the apartment.

Not after the door.

Three days ago, this same road would’ve been clogged with people trying to get to work, complaining about traffic, nose-deep in their phones. Three days ago, the town behind us still looked like a place that could handle bad news.

Day one, it didn’t look like the end of the world. Not at first.

It looked like news alerts.

Phones buzzing on counters. TVs on in every diner and waiting room. Anchors with perfect hair talking too fast, the banners at the bottom of the screen getting bigger and redder every hour—OUTBREAK, EMERGENCY, STATE OF EMERGENCY.

We sat in that crappy apartment with the blinds half-closed, watching shaky footage of places that weren’t here. Big cities on fire. Highways jammed with cars that weren’t moving. Streets so full of people and infected that the cameras could barely keep up. The news kept saying the army was “mobilizing,” “moving in,” “working to secure heavily populated centers.”

The video didn’t match the words.

They showed choppers trying to come in low over downtown and pulling back because the streets were just a solid mess of bodies and wrecked cars. A reporter, eyes too wide for her makeup, finally said it out loud:

“At this time, the military has not been able to reach several major city centers due to the density of the infected and abandoned vehicles...”

They cut away from her mid-sentence, but it was too late. If they couldn’t reach the big cities, they weren’t coming to our little nowhere town any time soon.

The local channel ran a banner at the bottom of the screen: SHELTER IN PLACE. DO NOT TRAVEL. Cops drove slowly down Main Street on loudspeakers, telling everyone to stay indoors, lock the doors, wait for updates. So we did. We locked the door. We watched more news. We told ourselves help was stuck in traffic but still on the way.

Day two proved that was a lie.

The outbreak hit our town like someone flipped a switch.

It started with a siren that didn’t shut off. Then another. Then a call from downstairs about some guy “going crazy” in the grocery store by the gas station. By the time we looked out the window, there were two squad cars blocking the street and a knot of people standing behind the tape, phones out, watching.

We saw the first one up close from the living room window. He moved wrong—too fast when he lunged, too slow when he straightened back up, like his joints weren’t attached right. A cop tried to wrestle him into the back of the car and he bent down and tore a piece out of the man’s neck like it was nothing.

After that, it spread fast.

Screaming in the next street over. Somebody pounding on our building door. That shift in the crowd noise when people go from curious to panicked. The grocery store burned around noon. The sirens stopped around one.

By late afternoon, the town didn’t look like a town anymore. It looked like a maze full of things that wanted to eat you.

We spent most of that second day barricaded in the apartment—me, Jack, a couple of other people from the building, Lily curled up on the couch like she was trying to disappear. Samantha went up and down the floors, checking on people, wrapping bandages around bites we didn’t understand yet.

Somewhere in the middle of all that, the door thing happened.

A stairwell door shaking in its frame. A woman pounding on it, screaming my name, eyes wild through the wired glass. The sound of her fists going from solid thuds to wet slaps. Me, standing there, frozen, hand on the lock.

Not opening it.

By sunset, the banging stopped.

By dark, the howling started.

We left at dawn on day three, when the smoke from downtown started drifting all the way out to us and we could hear gunfire moving farther away instead of closer. We went out the back, over fences, through yards, cutting across the edge of town until the houses thinned out and the trees took over.

Now the town was behind us. Burning. And the army on the news was miles away, stuck outside cities even worse off than ours.

Jack kicked an empty soda can out of his way, sending it rattling across the road. The sound made all three of us flinch.

“Relax,” he muttered, not looking back. “If they’re close enough to hear that, we’re already screwed.”

Samantha exhaled slowly. “Could you maybe not announce our location to the whole county?”

Jack shrugged one shoulder. “Pretty sure the whole county has bigger problems than my Coke can.”

He wasn’t wrong. The smell alone said enough. Not full rot yet. Just that heavy, metallic hospital stink, like every room on every floor started bleeding at the same time. Every time the wind shifted, it brought a new angle of it—stronger, weaker, stronger again.

Lily’s hand drifted up to her throat. I saw the movement out of the corner of my eye. She always did that when she was anxious, fingers pressing right where a necklace used to be.

She’d lost that on day one. Somewhere between the screaming and the stairwell and the fire alarm that never shut off.

“You doing okay?” I asked her quietly.

She nodded without looking at me. “Yeah.”

“Could’ve fooled me,” Jack called back. “You look like you’re gonna blow over if a squirrel sneezes too hard.”

“Jack,” Samantha warned.

“What?” he said. “She should drink more water.”

Lily gave a little snort at that, tiny but real. It was the first sound from her in twenty minutes that wasn’t a sigh.

We kept walking.

The sun was sliding down, taking its time. It turned all the abandoned cars into long shadows that stretched across the lanes like lines we had to step over. A couple of them still had headlights on—the batteries hadn’t died yet. Dim, but there. Two little white eyes staring at nothing.

Up ahead, the road narrowed slightly around a bend. Trees crowded closer to the asphalt, thick trunks and bare branches leaning in from both sides. No houses, no gas stations, no strip malls. Just woods. A wall of dark that looked thicker the longer you stared at it.

“Remind me again,” Jack said, “why we’re walking toward the most murdery part of the map instead of, I don’t know, literally anywhere else?”

“Because the town is behind us and it’s burning,” Samantha answered. “And the National Guard checkpoint is supposed to be ahead somewhere on this road.”

“Yeah, ‘supposed to be,’” he said. “So was that evacuation bus they never sent.”

He wasn’t wrong about that either.

The last thing I saw of the town was smoke pouring between the rooftops like it was trying to find a way out. Sirens screaming. People running in every direction except the one that would have helped. We’d waited until it was obvious nobody in uniform was coming back.

Then we walked.

“You want to go back?” I asked Jack.

He snorted. “Nah. Just saying, if this magical checkpoint ends up being one guy in a vest with a flashlight, I’m gonna be disappointed.”

We rounded the bend.

The road opened into a wider patch where someone, sometime in the last forty-eight hours, had tried to make order out of chaos.

Two tan barricades stamped with bright black letters—NATIONAL GUARD—blocked part of the lane. A third had been knocked aside, splintered at one end. Orange cones lay on their sides like they gave up.

A sedan sat sideways across both lanes, front end crumpled from hitting... something. The driver’s door was open. A spiderweb crack stretched across the windshield, the glass dusted with small red freckles.

Two bodies lay near the car.

One in fatigues, face down, fingers still hooked through the sling of a rifle. The other in jeans and a hoodie, their shirt ripped open, bite marks in their chest and neck, skin waxy and wrong.

Lily stopped dead, eyes locked on the civilian body. Her breathing went shallow. Samantha stepped in front of her, blocking the view.

“Don’t,” Samantha said softly. “You don’t need to see it.”

“I already did,” Lily whispered.

My eyes went to the soldier.

Up close, he didn’t look much older than me. Helmet crooked. One boot half-untied. Dirt on his cheek like someone had tried to grab his face on the way down. The rifle lay across his arm like he’d tried to raise it and just... hadn’t.

Jack stepped over his legs like they were a speed bump and crouched by the weapon. “Finally,” he said. “Something that isn’t a pipe.”

“Careful,” Samantha snapped, already moving. She knelt on the other side, hands practiced. “Finger off the trigger.”

Jack huffed but shifted his grip. Samantha popped the magazine, checked the weight, then slid it halfway out so we could see the brass stacked inside.

“Not empty,” she said. “Could be worse.”

She tugged the charging handle back just enough to peek the chamber, then let it go forward. “Round in. Safety’s on. Whoever he was, he died loaded.”

“That’s comforting,” Jack muttered.

Samantha pushed the mag back in, slapped it to seat it, then handed the rifle to him butt-first. “Muzzle down unless you’re aiming at something you want dead,” she said. “You trip and shoot Lily, I’m letting you bleed out.”

Jack smirked, but he was a little more careful slinging it over his shoulder now, crowbar hanging from his pack strap. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Check the car,” he added. “See if there’s anything else.”

I went to the sedan, forcing myself not to look too long at the hoodie corpse on the asphalt. The inside of the car smelled like old coffee and fresh copper. The dash was cracked where somebody’s head had hit it. There was a smear of blood on the steering wheel, another across the radio knobs.

Glove box: registration, napkins, nothing useful.

Center console: half-melted gum, an empty pack of cigarettes, a bunch of receipts, and a small plastic case tucked underneath.

I flipped it open.

“Jack,” I called. “Merry Christmas.”

Two spare magazines sat in the foam cutouts, dull metal, both heavier than the one in the gun. Whoever this soldier was, he’d come prepared. It just hadn’t mattered.

Samantha came over, took one, thumbed a round down to check it, then snapped it back into place. “Looks real,” she said. “We’ll swap them out later, see which is fullest. Try not to spray and pray.”

Jack took the case with the other mag, grinning for the first time all day. “Look at that,” he said. “We’re officially less screwed.”

“‘Less screwed’ isn’t the same as safe,” Samantha said.

“Didn’t say it was.”

I set the empty case back on the seat—it wasn’t worth carrying—and stepped away from the car, eyes drifting past it.

That’s when I saw the plywood.

It was propped up against the back of an overturned pickup on the right shoulder. A big sheet of cheap board, maybe four feet wide, five feet tall. Someone had painted something on it in thick, dark strokes that flaked where it had dried.

At first I thought it was spray paint.

Then the wind shifted and I smelled it.

Not paint.

Blood.

The words were sloppy but clear, all caps
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