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			Dedication

			For Joe—This crazy ride, this crazy life… I am so glad that you’re my partner in crime. Wouldn’t have it any other way, wouldn’t want it any other way. You are my rock.

			For Joel—Your inspiration and constant motivation kept me going through this whole process. Actually, through the whole process of life. The man on the side of the road in the dirt. Our constant talks of bigger and better. There IS a bigger and better. The heart has four chambers. I owe you so much, and love you so fiercely. #shouldastoppedat2.

			For Morgan—it’s always for you, and always will be for you.

		

	
		
			1

			The world shakes. Violent and jarring. I’m jolted from my sleep. Disoriented. Hazy. Shaking. I’m not shaking on the inside, though. There’s an outside force that is literally moving the floor beneath me—as if the walls of my apartment are going to split open from bottom to top and slide open like some kind of Japanese fan butterflying out to reveal the rot and ruin of the city it overlooks. Machine sounds blare in my ears, penetrating the deepest recesses of my brain. Mechanical hums and drums and clawing and lifting and breaking and tearing all at once, all in sync. It fills me with a hint of familiarity—sounds that drone out any natural world senses, leaving me to feel as if I’m trapped underwater. Muffled. Filled. 

			Altered.

			The windowpanes rattle with every movement of the monster outside. I anticipate they will burst open—shards of glass flying through the room, slicing into my eyes and ears, relieving me of the dreaded underwater sound. The black-out curtains don’t do their job very well, as hints of sunlight manage to peek their way in. I tighten my eyelids shut as the world shakes harder—a low rumble that increases intensity with every passing second. Vibrations that will soon overtake the structure of this building, and when those windows finally do break, a sucking gush of air will fill the room in a giant wave, like a vacuum-sealed can of something opening. Then the shards can come and pierce me.

			But it doesn’t happen. Not going to happen. The world has been shaking for quite some time, and still, I’m here. No hell-sucking earthquake, no wall-splitting catastrophe, no super-sonic flying shards of glass. Just construction going on outside my apartment bedroom—the sounds of the continuous rebuilding of a world that suffered the almost unimaginable. I rub my eyes and unintentionally let out a groan. I guess that must be an indication of the day I’m going to have. 

			The evil red-light numbers on my alarm clock scream 7:30 a.m. at me, but my night shift doesn’t begin until 5:00 p.m. I’ve had about two hours of dreamless sleep, but I’m up now, and there’s no way I’m going to be able to get back to the quiet abyss of slumber.

			Someone on the construction crew yells about pushing a button and holding a line. Someone else screams back and then something crashes hard to the pavement. That’s code to me that the world is not ending again.

			I could only be so lucky.

			Amber stirs beside me in the bed. Her warm breath gently exhales against my arm sending goosebumps throughout my body. The shaking and construction going on outside doesn’t bother her like it does me. Even though her senses are as heightened as mine, she could sleep through anything—a fact I learned rather quickly.

			See, when we were released from the Re-Assimilation Center two years ago, Dr. Holston didn’t just let us fend for ourselves. He eventually set up a ‘privately owned’ organization he called Alt Home, and it became a meeting place for all the Altered to come and talk, hang out, and in a way, be monitored—and not just the Altered who were staying at the Re-Assimilation Center. Apparently, there were more. Many more. During the mass inoculation with the purple smoke, they were able to cure a lot more than they were able to house at the Re-Assimilation Centers. Only a handful—30 to be exact—was selected for the program, but the rest? They were left to their own devices. Holston had always felt guilty about this, and Alt Home was a place for all the Altered, even those left behind, to get the care and assistance they needed.

			When we met at one of the first gatherings of Alt Home, Amber and I clicked right away. I think a lot had to do with the fact that I was number 24 at the Re-Assimilation Center, and she was number 25, and we were both kinda in our right minds. We both had a weird kind of apathy towards the whole situation. We didn’t get all worked up when we were turned down for jobs (like how 20 got when some guy from a furniture store cursed at him and kicked him out of his office), and we didn’t get all crazy mad when the news people had some unflattering things to report about us (like how 28 got when the AAC—the Anti-Altered Coalition—got some bills passed in Congress regarding our ‘new race’). Amber and I just went about our day to day, trying to adjust as best as possible, not letting all the nit-picky topics affect us.

			And, of course, there’s no denying her beauty. I’d be a liar if I said I wasn’t attracted to her the moment I laid eyes on her.

			But that was almost two years ago. She lies next to me in my bed now, but I’m not sure how close I am to her. Yes, she complements me. Yes, I’m still attracted to her curly black hair and crystal blue eyes, her cute pixie-doll nose, full lips, and bright smile. Yes, we have common ground. However, I can’t put my finger on the recent feeling of distance. Do we love each other? That’s something I wrestle with all the time. What is love? Are we even capable of love? Do we have the capacity to love? To receive love? 

			Bottom line is this—I don’t understand girls. The only experience I’ve had being around them was with my mother, my sister, and the girl I once ate, so that’s hardly any ‘real-world’ experience. I think I love Amber. All signs point to it. All feelings point to it. There’s just this weird, undefined space in my heart, so I guess I’ll leave it at that.

			Lately though, I get this sense that she’s drifting away from me—fumbling into her own mind, in a way. Like, she’s putting up some kind of wall between us, right in the middle of this bed. A wall that will undoubtedly split open from bottom to top and spread out wide. I’m not sure if she knows I know. She’s a great pretender if I’ve ever met one.

			She tosses her arm across my chest. This is her normal position right before waking up. I’ve watched her, studied her in the early moments of dawn, so that I know her habits like they were my own. I brush her hair from her cheek. Strands of black are glued to the corner of her mouth with morning drool. My fingertips smooth over the raised bump of her scar just under her right eye. She bears the mark. Our mark. Our reminder to the world that we are different, we are changed, we are Altered. 

			She smiles at me. Dreamily. Still half asleep. I often wonder what she dreams about. I ask, but she never tells. All I know is she wakes up to me every morning with a smile. She says it’s her secret, the only one she has left, and I suppose I have to respect that. There are no secrets among us Altered. Amber and I have our unspoken moments of laughter and pain. We share delicate moments of regret and fear. She’s the only one who truly knows me, truly knows my secrets. And maybe that’s why I feel she is pulling away…

			“You’re awake?” she asks me in her groggy morning voice.

			I nod.

			She stretches her arms above her head and yawns. “Silly,” she scolds. “Whatever am I going to do with you, Griffin King?”

			I give her a side smirk. “I don’t know, Amber Fields.”

			She lightly slaps my shoulder. Lovingly. “You let the construction bother you too much. You know you don’t have to be up until…”

			“I know, I know,” I finish for her. “I can’t help it.”

			She lets out a small huff. “Super-sense Griffin is what I call you!”

			She’s teasing. But she’s not. It’s no secret my senses have changed. It’s no secret I can hear things and see things and feel things differently, intensely, like I’ve never heard or felt or tasted in my life before. She’s teasing, but she’s not, because I know she can feel it, too. I know now she’s awake, away from her clandestine dream-world, she too can feel the vibrations in the apartment like earthquakes in Norway.

			“Why are you up?” I ask. “It’s Saturday. You’re off. You should sleep in.”

			“No, no, no,” she says, reaching for the remote on the nightstand on her side of the bed. “You know I can sense when you’re up. So, when you’re up, I’m up.” She snuggles back to me and presses the button on the remote. I throw my arm around her shoulder, smooth her hair back again, and kiss her forehead. Our Saturday routine.

			A news program blooms to life on the television screen. In the upper-right hand corner, the graphic in the box reads: “Re-outbreak Declared Hoax.” It quickly fades away, but it was there long enough for both of us to read it. There’s a weird, awkward silence between us for a moment. Amber powers off the TV and throws the remote to the edge of the bed. Her legs wind up around my waist and she nuzzles her face on my chest. She doesn’t say anything, but for some reason I get the feeling the graphic bothered her. Me? Nah. Nothing I haven’t seen before. There’s always talk of re-outbreaks, newly infected, new strains, blah blah blah… nothing ever comes of it. And if it did, then so what? Who cares? We lived through it before, right? And then it hits me… two years of bottling her emotions inside is maybe starting to get to her. Maybe she isn’t as indifferent as I am. Maybe Amber is starting to emotionally crack like those concrete walls. Bottom up. Butterfly fan out. Reveal the truth and lies. Maybe my heightened senses knew all along, and that’s why she feels so removed.

			She slides out from underneath my arm and onto her side of the bed. “Do you want breakfast?” she asks.

			An odd question. How am I to respond? Ham and eggs? Fingers and toes? She asks because the question is a normal one. One that normal people ask on Saturday mornings. One that normal people have answers to. She knows damn well I’m not hungry, nor do I eat breakfast, but I guess she has to ask to fill some sort of void within her. It makes me sad to think she can’t be content with the way things are. That she feels a need to go back to her old life.

			“Not hungry,” I say.

			She stands up, backlit by the ever-increasing sunlight through the black-out drapes. Bending down to pick up her silk robe from the floor, her spine juts out like a bony highway pressed against thin flesh. “Ah,” she moans, “not your time of the month, I suppose.”

			“Har har,” I reply and roll my eyes. But she’s right, yet again. Since I was Altered, I don’t eat very much. None of us do. I guess it’s just one of those things. We don’t have hunger the same way the non-Altered have hunger. I could go a few days at a time with so much as a glass of juice and a piece of toast in my system. Yet, ever so often, I get a ravenous hunger and my appetite swells to full force. Amber, too. We’ll go on eating extravaganzas where we consume anything and everything in sight until we’re completely sated. Dr. Holston says it’s not good for us to do that—starve, starve, starve then shock our systems with food overload—but I can’t help it. We can’t help it.

			Just as Amber is about to leave the bedroom, the doorbell rings. She looks at me with a suspiciously raised eyebrow and I shrug my shoulders. I don’t move from the bed, making it obvious I’m not getting up to get the door. She folds her hands over her chest and huffs, “I guess I’ll go see who it is.” 

			I exhale loudly, rubbing my hands over my face.

			I hear it all, because I can hear everything. Amber opens the door, and I can see in my mind’s eye her lips curl upward into a childlike smile. The deep, male voice booms her name in a jovial tone. I hear her hands clap together around the visitor’s neck; her lips kiss his cheek with a daughterly smack.

			It’s Holston.

			I get up, put on my sweatpants and t-shirt, and head out to the living room to see him. 

			“Dr. Holston, I presume,” I joke as I walk in. 

			His eyes light up when he sees me—a shimmer and a glimmer in the chocolate brown darkness. I wish I could have the same reaction towards him, because when I catch a good glimpse, Dr. Holston is looking worse for the wear. I must have given my thoughts concrete substance by my facial expression because Amber quickly ushers the Doc over to the couch. He hobbles over as she takes his briefcase and sets it down beside him. She opens her eyes wide at me as if to say, “stop it!”

			“Sit down, Doctor,” she says in a cheerful tone. “I was just about to make Griffin and me some breakfast. Can I get you something?”

			He waves his hand in the air, “No dear, I’m fine, I’m fine.”

			She pouts and puts her hand on her hip like a defiant nine-year-old. Like my sister Sydney used to do all the time. “C’mon, Doc,” she goads, “let me get you something so I can ensure you’ll stay for more than ten minutes.”

			She’s good. Like a chameleon, changing her color to fit the mood of the crowd. She can be anything she wants to anyone around her, and right now she’s playing the part of the dutiful daughter doting on her estranged dad. It’s the same chameleon skin that adjusted and changed so nicely to match my dispirited disposition two years ago. Holston can’t resist her childlike innocence and nods his head in agreement. “Coffee, dear. Cream and sugar, please.”

			Amber smiles wide, satisfied. “Coming right up!” And she turns on her heels and heads for the kitchen.

			“Oh, she’s a keeper, that one!” he says as he feebly adjusts himself on the couch.

			I sit down across from him on the rocking chair. “Yeah, she’s something else,” I say, but my attention is on his strained motions.

			“Stop staring, son. You’re going to give me a complex,” he says.

			He noticed.

			“Hey, just giving it back,” I recover. “All those times you stared at me something awful, like I was some kind of monster, ya know?”

			He pauses. “Is that what you thought I thought? That I saw you as a monster?”

			I don’t hesitate with my answer, “Well, yeah. Of course.”

			He leans forward and places his hands on my knees. There’s a faraway look in his eyes, like he’s happily reflecting on some profound past memory. “No. Never. I never thought you were a monster. None of you. Especially you. You were more like a newborn baby fawn wobbling its way into the world. Delicate and fresh. There was a newness to you. Not monstrous, but magnificent. Awe-inspiring, and…” He coughs violently. His whole body jolts forward.

			I put my hand on his shoulder as he calms down. “You okay?” I ask with great concern.

			With his eyes closed, he nods, and mumbles a “yeah.”

			“Yeah? You sure?” 

			He nods again. He’s lying, I know, but I’ll let him tell me on his terms. I don’t wish to pry any further if he’s not offering. Besides, it’s been a while since he’s come around. Over the course of two years, Holston’s visits have greatly diminished. He used to call daily and come over once a week, then he would call a few times a week and visit once a month, then he’d call once a month but not visit. He checked in on us, but we knew he was busy. Doctor stuff, Alt Home—we knew he had to keep tabs on everything and everyone, and we knew he wasn’t getting any younger. But this? Now?

			“So, what do we owe this pleasure and surprise?” I ask, trying to lighten the mood.

			“Oh, this and that,” he answers. 

			“How’s Alt Home?”

			“Fine. Fine, for now,” he answers with a slow nod. “How’s everything over at the center?”

			He means the Brandon Medical Center, the medical office where I work the night shift as a janitor. “Yeah. Everything’s fine. Just wish I had better hours, but it is what it is, right?”

			“Right,” he says, and his voice drops lower. He turns to his briefcase and pops the locks open. Papers spill out and he rummages through the chaos and retrieves a manila envelope. “Here.” He hands it to me.

			My face contorts. “What’s this? Another one of your magic files?”

			He smiles and rubs his hands together. “Something like that. Truth of the matter is, I need your help, Griffin. I’m not long for this world.” He pauses. “Pancreatic cancer.”

			Well, no surprise there. The smell of sickness radiated off him when he walked through the door.

			“I’m so…” I begin.

			“It’s okay,” he interrupts. “Of all the things I’ve seen, come into contact with, created, I would have expected a far more dramatic and interesting exit.” He laughs, but his laughter soon turns to a coughing fit. He continues when it passes. “I need you.”

			Amber walks in and hands the coffee mug to Holston. He smiles at her and barely mutters a “thank you.” 

			Her heightened senses pick up on the obvious solemnity in the room and she looks at me. “What’s up? What’s going on?”

			I motion my head in Holston’s direction. “Doctor isn’t doing so well, Amber. How long did they say you have?”

			“Wait, what?” she practically yells.

			“Sit down, dear,” Holston says, forcing a smile. “Six months, if that.”

			“Six months?” she repeats. “As in—you have six months to live?” She’s visibly upset, and Holston shifts again on the couch.

			“Amber, sit down,” I say and pat the fat arm of the rocking chair. She obeys and props herself next to me, both hands on her cheeks. Tears swell in her eyes, making the crystal blue color of them look almost metallic.

			“It’s okay,” Holston says trying to coax her. “I’ve made peace with it.”

			Amber sniffs and her hands race to meet the descending tears. She swats them away as if they were annoying flies dancing around her face. “What do you need us to do? You know we’ll both help you in any way we can.”

			Holston looks at Amber, smiles, then focuses his attention back on me. “The folder contains a chunk of my life’s work. I need you to guard it, protect it, don’t ever let it get into the wrong hands. I set you up at the Brandon Medical Center for a reason. That nightshift you complained about is going to be advantageous to the cause.” He leans forward and puts a hand back on my knee. “Griffin, when I’m gone, I need you to be my eyes and ears. I need you to watch over them, protect them, for they are all my children. I’m going to need you to take care of the Altered.”

		

	
		
			2

			Everything in the room seems to stop for a moment and does this dancey, swirly-like motion. I’m sound enough to know the room isn’t actually spinning, but it certainly does feel like it. It’s like how most of my nightmares start out as I descend into slumber. Since I left the Re-Assimilation Center, my nights are filled with either dreamless sleeps or vivid nightmares. 

			Wait. I don’t know if I can even call them nightmares. Aren’t nightmares supposed to scare you? Aren’t nightmares supposed to be ultra-manifestations of your wicked inner-most thoughts and fears? If, by definition, that is what a nightmare is, then I guess what I have are just my memories—tucked away so deeply during the day, only to replay themselves at night—over and over and over and over…

			Darkness creeps into my peripheral vision, and all I’m focused on is Holston’s wrinkled mouth moving up and down. Logic tells me there are words coming out of it, simply by the human movements they are making. Actually, I hear the words he is saying, but numbness has crept into my body and isn’t allowing my brain to fully process the information. Sounds are just pinpricks in my ears, and I study his face—the way it moves, the way his glasses sit perfectly perched on his wrinkled cheeks, the way the deep craters in his forehead crinkle up every time he raises his eyebrows, the way he compulsively blinks his eyes. It all looks familiar. His movements and motions barrel down into my subconscious, and I descend into a daytime dream, a daytime memory…

			I hunted.

			And I was good at it.

			In the beginning, there was instinct and logic—two distinct emotions at war within my body and brain. My instincts knew that dining on insects and animals was not sufficient enough to satisfy my growing hunger, but the logical side of me knew the alternative would have far worse ramifications. The infected blood that ran in my veins craved human flesh, yet my human mind, or whatever humanity I was able to hold on to, knew that was wrong. 

			People don’t eat people. People don’t eat people. People don’t eat people.

			But I caved. Eventually, the instinct took full control, and the Infected me took off running. The zombie me was in the driver’s seat.

			God, I hate that word. Zombie. Sounds like some silly B-rated movie monster that can be shot in the head and put down. What else can you call it, though? What did I do? I killed people. How did I do it? I ate them until they died. Who’s known for doing that? Zombies. 

			There. I guess I answered my own stupid question.

			Anyway, my hunting skills were phenomenal. I was stealthy when I needed to be, and I was extremely strong. Most of the infected people who I saw ambling in the streets had absolutely no self-control. They appeared to be mindless. Not me. I was disciplined, and aware. I had a significant amount of self-control when I needed to, and even though my vision got cloudier each day, I knew when to run, when to walk, when to lie in wait, when to stalk. Yes, I was good at hunting, but I was even better at stalking.

			I had been following a small group of people. Time was a blur, so it could have been for a few hours, or a few days—I had no way to tell. All I knew was that their scent was glorious, and my mouth watered every time the wind blew their aroma in my direction—a middle aged man, a middle-aged woman, two teenaged boys, an elderly gentleman. I’m not sure what it was about them particularly, but they had a fresh smell to them like a summer salad filled with raspberries and mandarin oranges. I figured they hadn’t been traveling long. Maybe their home had been overrun with infected people—zombies—and they had just made their way out onto the backroads and wooded area. 

			Whatever the case, one of the teenage boys kept looking over his shoulder nervously and tugged at a bulge in his pocket, and although I kept a safe distance behind, I knew it wouldn’t be long before he spotted me.

			Crouch. Duck. Sneak. Stalk. Repeat.

			The fire in my stomach heated up. Just watching them fueled my hunger. They stopped, they continued, they talked in low voices, they walked, they stopped again, they said “water,” and “perimeter,” and “fire,” and “be right back,” and…

			Be right back.

			The man left. The woman left. My heart pounded faster, and my brain tried to calculate my next move. Where were they going? Why were they splitting up? Have I lost my chance at my meal? The boy left. The other boy left. I seethed with anger. Fired up with pure rage and emptiness and the underwater sounds filled my head and the cloudy veil fell over my brain and the pulsating agony behind my distorted eyes and the old man sat alone with his back against the tree.

			His hair was like a white ice-ball against my nose when I collided with him. He barely had time to scream as I clamped my teeth down onto his ear. I jerked my head back in a violent snap and the blood sputtered out into my eyes like a thick garden hose forcing water out from a few tiny holes. I shook my head back and forth to clear my vision, ready to dive my teeth into his face for round two. His wrinkly mouth gaped open. Sound came out of it, but all I heard was the pulsating whoosh sound from my own ears. His eyes were wild, like two green marbles rolling around his head, yet they weren’t focused on me.

			Why aren’t they focused on me? Why is he looking behind me?

			The click of the boy’s safety latch sprung me into action. I dove to the side, ear still in mouth, and tumbled in the crunchy grass. A bullet whizzed by me, grazing my calf. I popped myself up and ran deep into the wooded area, zigzagging like a wild alligator whipping its tail back and forth with herky-jerky motions. Another bullet fired, and I prayed the boy had sense enough to put the old man down before the infection took root in his body.
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			I blink my eyes in time with the snapping fingers in front of my face.

			“Griffin? Griffin? You with us?” Amber says with two final snaps.

			I narrow my eyes at her, and she steps back. Is she kidding me? If I wanted to, I could tear her fingers one by one from her hand! “Yeah, yeah,” I mumble.

			“Are you okay?” Holston asks.

			I blink my eyes again, trying to erase the episode from my memory, but every time my eyes open and close, Holston’s wrinkled mouth isn’t Holston’s, it’s the old man’s, but it’s Holston’s, but it’s the old man’s, but it’s Holston’s… 

			“Fine, fine. Just trying to wrap my head around everything, ya know?”

			Holston exhales, and his breath reeks of sickness. “I know it’s a big undertaking, but I trust you. I know you can do this.”

			“What do you need me to do, exactly?”

			“Like I said, I need you to be my eyes and ears when I’m gone. In the file I gave you you’ll find all the information for every Altered who was in a Re-Assimilation Center. Names. Last known whereabouts. That sort of thing. As a patient of a former government program, you know you are all required to have blood work done every three months for the next three years.”

			“Who could forget?” Amber chimes in sarcastically.

			I put my arm around her waist in hopes of calming her down. “So, my job at the medical center? My hours? Let me guess…”

			“They are no coincidence, Griffin. All the medical records are sent and filed there. The Altered from the New York, California, and Texas Re-Assimilation Centers also filter through there, and because of your graveyard hours, you would have easy access to all of it. I need you to monitor the files. Examine the blood work. Be able to spot any inconsistencies or anomalies.”

			He’s slick, this Dr. Holston. That’s why he’s the best, I suppose—a true visionary. He’s always thinking ahead, always five or six steps ahead of the curve. If it weren’t for him, I don’t know what state the world would be in now. 

			“How do I know what to look for? I’m not a doctor.”

			“Don’t worry about that now. I’ll lay it all out for you in good time.”

			“But the others? The Ferals?” Amber pipes in.

			Ferals. The other Altered people who were left to fend for themselves. The others who never went to the Re-Assimilation Centers. The others who wandered aimlessly, trying to survive. Lost, alone, and afraid. The others who were left with remnants of a plague within them and no one to explain what was going on…

			Holston reaches for his coffee on the end table next to the couch and takes a long sip. “What about them?” he says matter-of-factly.

			“Well, do you need me to monitor them, too? I don’t even see how that would be possible if…”

			“No,” he answers. “You can’t. There are too many of them. We only had so much room. We only had so many resources. We could only take a handful of specimens back to the Centers, and it was my decision to take the first ones who survived the initial gassings.”

			Amber’s tongue makes an obnoxious clicking sound. “Specimens?” she huffs.

			Holston tilts his head forward slightly and looks up over his circular glasses. The dark circles under his tired eyes look elongated. “You know what I mean,” he answers, exasperated.

			This isn’t new to me. When the infected were gassed, it paralyzed or killed anyone in its path. CDC men threw smoke bombs into the streets where masses of infected had populated and descended from large helicopters while special forces set up a perimeter on the ground. Infected people who didn’t die from the initial gassing were given the serum. I remember all too well—the stench of rot all around me, bodies disintegrating at my feet, and pulses like pure electricity surging throughout my body after they injected me with the cure. The crews had to work quickly—there were only so many spots to save in the helicopters and ambulances, and they had a strict time frame of ‘get-in and get-out.’ The first of the infected to respond to the serum were taken to the Re-Assimilation Centers, the others—the Ferals—were left like abandoned dogs in the streets.

			I open the envelope, take out the thick folder, and start flipping through the pages. My hands get slick with the sheen of anxiety. The Florida Center, the Texas Center, the California Center, the New York Center. Almost 100 in total. “How am I supposed to contact every one of them?”

			“Just call them. Check in. Lie if you have to. Say you’re from my office and are doing the routine checkup, but don’t say you’re one of them because you might not get a warm reaction. Many are moving forward with their lives, and just want to put the past behind them. Many are resentful of the limitations the government, and society, have put on them. Many are in permanent treatment facilities, and you’ll have to talk to their caretakers. Many are deceased. It’s been two years, Griffin. Two years can do a lot to people. Especially your people.”

			My people.

			Amber exhales and wiggles her body from my grasp.

			“The two of you know how cruel people can be,” he continues. “How… unforgiving a place the world is.”

			Amber and I nod simultaneously. Yes. Unforgiving says it best. I flip the pages some more to the Florida section. Numbers now have names; identities I never knew existed. Next to 2’s information is a big red stamp that reads “Deceased,” and I can’t help but remember the little tune I learned at the Center regarding the ever-so-manipulative Dr. Graves—“he’ll kill you like he killed 2.”

			I stop reminiscing and stop flipping. “Um, 31?” I ask. “Why are there 31 people in the Florida section?”

			Amber’s back straightens up as Holston removes his glasses. He places them in his lap and takes a deep breath. “Crystal McKenna. She was Number 7. Do you remember her?”

			Remember? How could I forget? 7. She was the buddy of 16. She was the girl who was completely off her rocker, mumbled and moaned, and looked like there was a basketball under her shirt. 16 said they experimented on her, but he was such a twitchy dude that it was hard to take him seriously. I do know that she disappeared at some point during my stay at the Center. Vanished. Gone. Poof. Without a trace.

			“Yes,” I say quietly.

			“Well, she has a child now. Her son, Troy, is almost two years old.”

			Amber fidgets something awful. Her left leg is crossed over her right, but her foot is bouncing fiercely up and down. “A baby? How can she have a baby? We were told… we were all told the infection left us sterile!” she practically screams. This topic has clearly struck a sensitive nerve. “You said the Altered can’t have babies!”

			Holston rubs his eyes. He looks sad. Sad for her. Most little girls play with baby dolls and go on thinking that one day, just one day, they’ll grow up to be real mommies. He gazes at Amber sympathetically. No. Empathetically. There’s an underlying pain in his gaze, like he gets it, he knows how she feels. He’s connecting with her on a level I could never understand. 

			Amber wants children? That thought had never occurred to me, but I guess it should have. She’s a healthy, 19-year-old, former human being, who maybe one day in the future would like to settle down with a good ole husband and raise a bunch of snot-nosed kids. And I remember Holston has no family either, and he looks at her like he doesn’t have the heart to repeat the unrepeatable, like he understands how she feels, like he knows.

			“She was pregnant when she was infected, pregnant when she was cured with the second iteration of the antidote,” he says to her, and she lowers her head. “We’ve been monitoring her son as well. His blood is... interesting. I’ve been working with his blood to synthesize a newer, stronger vaccine. One that would put to rest all this talk of antibodies and reinfections.”

			Amber jumps up from the arm of the rocking chair. “Re-infection? Are you serious?” she squeals. The terror in her voice makes me raise an eyebrow. This display of fear is unlike her. “We just saw something on the news about…”

			“Not to worry, my dear,” Holston says with his magic-touch voice. “Of course, there are kooky people out there, and there are always going to be scares and hoaxes. Some people get a thrill out of causing chaos. My job is not to deal in the fantastic, though. I have seen what can happen.” He folds his hands together and extends his arms forward, stretching and crunching his fingers and knuckles at the same time in a dominant and self-serving kind of way. “I know what can happen. Hell, I pretty much predicted the apocalypse almost 20 years ago! My job is to be prepared. And with this unforeseen death sentence looming over me, it’s even more pertinent now that I get all my proverbial ducks in a row.”

			“B… but,” she stammers.

			Holston raises his hand to silence her. “You can’t be re-infected,” he says nonchalantly. “If there ever was another outbreak, those things could kill you, but they couldn’t re-infect you. You’ve had the virus, you’ve had the vaccine. You’re essentially immune.”

			I had pretty much figured that out, but Holston referred to the infected as things, and once again I see the vision of the crazy mad scientist, Doctor Frankenstein, sitting before me. Only after the antidote are we considered his children. Only then are we viewed as cherished kin. I wonder how he feels about the Others—the other Altered who were left alone and out of his care. Does he cherish them, too?

			The thought of infected people populating the world again makes me shudder. For the brief time period I spent hiding out in my old house with my mother, sister, and Toby, was a time period I do not wish to revisit. What if it came down to the Infected and the Altered? The last two races of people left. Who will be the last race standing? The flesh-hungry Infected, or the unable-to-reproduce-Altered? Either way, non-humanity is doomed.

			“Why me?” I ask bluntly, because to be honest, I’m done with the talky-talk.

			“Excuse me?” he asks, eyebrows raised.

			“Why me? Why do you want me to be the keeper of your secrets?”

			“Because I trust you,” he says, but it sounds rehearsed, as if he just pressed play on a tape-recorded message.

			“And…” I probe.

			“You’re one of the least suspecting people, Griffin. No one would even think that I would entrust my life’s work into the hands of an Altered.”

			Amber picks up Holston’s coffee cup and whisks away into the kitchen. She’s annoyed. Hurt. Confused. I know because she’s usually silent when something is really bothering her. She has a penchant for literally walking away from a bad situation.

			“What aren’t you telling me? If you want me to do this for you, you’re going to have to be honest.”

			Holston takes a deep, labored breath. His chest puffs up a little. “I acquired some documents,” he begins quietly. 

			“Stole?” I correct.

			He nods. “My old partner, the one who worked with me on the original U-Virus…”

			“You told me about him. The one who let that dog go back to his owner when you thought it should have been euthanized and studied.”

			“Yes. Him. Dr. Trager. He caught wind that I was sick and is making a play to continue my work, but I know there’s something else going on. I don’t trust him, Griffin, and as long as I’m alive, I can stop him, but once I’m gone I’m sure he’ll make a strong case as to why he should have access to my files and why he’s the perfect one to continue on. I can’t let that happen. I don’t trust him, and…” he repeats and pauses. His eyes peer up from his glasses and he tries hard to stifle another cough. “And I have reason to believe that he would completely compromise everything I’ve worked so hard for.”

			“You have Trager’s documents, don’t you,” I say matter-of-factly.

			Holston closes his eyes and nods again. “I was able to get a hold of a flash drive. Both his and mine are in the envelope as well. Please, Griffin. Please give this dying man one last piece of mind. Please tell me that you won’t let my files get to Trager, and that you’ll watch over the Altered, especially young Troy. Alt Home has enough funding to last about a year after I’m gone, but no longer than that. All Centers will shut down, but I’m going to need you to keep my house, so to speak, in order.”

			Do I have a choice? Is there even a question in the matter? How can I deny this man after he gave me a second chance at life, or whatever it is you want to call what I’m experiencing right now? His lips press together in anticipation. The wrinkles around them weigh heavy on the skin, dragging the corners of his mouth down into an eerie sad clown face. This time, the old man face staring at me is dying from some natural cause, not from some physical wound that I inflicted. I feel a strong need to make it up to that old man. Redeem myself in some weird way.

			These papers, these documents, they’re us. They’re me. The Altered. The culmination of who I am, and who I’ve become. This is my origin story. My true Now. My birthright, in a sense.

			I breathe in deep, and exhale noisily. “Alright,” I say. “Tell me what I gotta do.”

		

	
		
			3

			Holston stayed for most of the day instructing me on how to read the blood samples, how to sneak in and out of the blood lab, that kind of stuff. I took a lot of notes and tried my best to organize the papers in the file into some fashion that would make sense to me. At around noon, Holston’s eyelids started to get droopy, so I told him to sprawl out on the couch to take a nap. The second his head hit the cushion, he began snoring. I needed to rest, too, so I pulled the lever on the rocking chair, kicked back the recliner, and closed my eyes. I never did fall into a full-blown sleep, partially because there was so much information for me to digest, and partially because Amber had the TV on in the bedroom at a fairly high volume.

			By the time Holston woke up, it was four o’clock. I needed to get myself in gear for work, and he said he was going to go straight home for some dinner and a restful evening. He slept for nearly four hours on my couch, and he wanted a restful evening? The cancer must really be taking its toll on his feeble body, but from the hearty handshake he gave me before he left, it was hard to tell exactly what was going on with the good doctor. He told me to kiss Amber goodbye and that he’d be in touch
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