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​Chapter 1: Before the Storm
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Neil’s alarm is not a scream, but a whimper—a bleating from a plastic clock designed to mimic sunlight. He opens his eyes to gray, a shade somewhere between television static and fresh concrete. Light filters through the blinds in oblique, exhausted bands. For a moment, Neil cannot recall the day. Then the answer comes with the cold, smooth certainty of a pill bottle label: Tuesday. He is not late.

He slides out of bed, bare feet pressed into oatmeal carpet, toes exploring the crusted outlines of a once-spilled energy drink. His routine is muscle-memory, a series of practiced gestures. In the kitchen, he pours the last of the decaffeinated sludge from yesterday’s carafe into a mug chipped along the rim. He turns it, sips from the unbroken side. No point in throwing it out; Neil is nothing if not pragmatic. He has the aura of a man who measures his existence in refills and resets.

Toast. He drops two slices of wheat bread—store brand, brittle—into the toaster. Each pop and sizzle registers as faintly menacing. Butter is rationed in thin, transparent veils, scraped across bread already surrendering to entropy. The jam is the generic kind: violently red, flavorless, barely preserved. He regards the morning meal as a chemical process, not a pleasure.

Neil chews while standing, staring through the blinds at a world as monochrome as his kitchen. He notes the snowless frost on the lawns, the silent parade of driveways, each with a vehicle parked at identical angles. In the house next door, blinds twitch. A woman with restless hair peers out, then retreats like a spooked animal. Neil glances at his watch: 6:19. Too early for surveillance, he thinks, but the neighborhood disagrees.

He wipes his mouth with a napkin, crumples it into a marble-sized ball, and drops it into the trash can already two days overfilled. He should have taken it out last night. He should have done many things, but inertia has the logic of gravity, and Neil is always falling back into himself.

In the bathroom, the mirror is rimmed with calcium deposits and remorse. He shaves in shallow, vertical strips. The cut he opens under his jaw is a small one—easy enough to blot with a torn piece of toilet paper. It blooms red against the otherwise featureless flesh, an accidental punctuation. Neil regards the effect for a moment, then moves on to deodorant, then mouthwash. He takes his allergy meds with water, but leaves the sleeping pills untouched, even though he cradled the bottle for a full minute last night.

The clock in the hall insists it is 6:47. Neil drags his finger across the banister as he moves down the steps, pausing at the family photo near the landing. He stares at the faces: himself, in a different shirt and with hair a little less uncertain, and a woman, head inclined toward him with a proprietary intimacy. The photo is three years old. He returns it gently to its assigned angle on the wall.

Outside, the air has a flavor: exhaust and petrichor. Neil shoulders his bag and stands on the porch, pretending to scan the street for danger, though he can sense it coming in forms he does not understand. The lawns have not grown overnight, but a few now sport limp, plastic security signs planted into the sod. There is no wind, yet the leaves at the edges of the cul-de-sac shift as if bracing themselves.

A dog—somewhere up the street—begins to bark, sharp and staccato. It is not a happy bark. Neil’s stomach tightens as he registers the sound, and for a moment he wants to wait inside, to let the barking reach its conclusion before exposing himself to whatever awaits. But time is relentless; the watch clicks forward.

He locks the door with a trembling hand, then starts down the sidewalk. The world is assembled in modular units—identical mailboxes, trash cans placed with military precision, the harsh boundary between property and public walk. He passes a driveway where the morning paper, untouched, is beginning to wilt from the frost. He notes the headline—something about a school levy—but the text is a blur. The font of disaster, always changing.

Three houses down, a curtain flickers. A pair of children—pale, doughy—press their hands to the glass and watch Neil with an intensity he cannot decode. He waves. They do not wave back. The dog, closer now, resumes its frenzy, and Neil hurries his pace, his breath frosting in the raw air.

His car—a sedan the color of regret—waits for him at the curb. He slides into the driver’s seat, the vinyl cold enough to sting. Before turning the key, he closes his eyes and exhales, a long, calculated sigh. He will arrive at work eight minutes early, as always. He will greet his colleagues with exactly enough warmth to discourage conversation, and will eat his lunch in the break room at precisely 12:13. These are the terms of his survival.

As Neil pulls away, he feels the gaze of the neighborhood upon him, eyes peering from behind their barriers, waiting for some sign that he, too, is about to misfire. He offers them nothing. The sky, still gray, threatens no storm—only continuity, the endless succession of undifferentiated days. But Neil feels it anyway: a current beneath the surface, twisting, dark and silent, biding its time.

​

Penny Saver opens at seven sharp, but Neil is there before the automatic doors have finished their creaking routine. The parking lot is an abstract of oil stains and formless wind. He notes the cars—three total, two of them with out-of-county plates—and the empty bike rack, shivering in its own obsolescence. Above the entrance, half the neon letters buzz and stutter, an apology for their own imperfection.

Inside, the fluorescence is a living thing: cold, accusatory, unflattering. It bathes the discount aisles in an antiseptic pallor. Neil navigates the entryway with practiced precision, stepping around a promotional display of family-sized cola bottles that leans at an unhealthy angle. The soundscape is an orchestra of refrigerator hums, muffled intercoms, and the hollow percussion of his own footsteps.

The pharmacy section occupies the southeast corner of the store, boxed in by racks of diabetic socks and hair dye for men. Neil drifts past the greeting card display—every card with the same exhausted handwriting—and finds the allergy meds by rote. He doesn’t bother to check the dosage; he’s memorized the colors and the shelf placement. Habit, again, is salvation.

He grabs the bottle, but pauses. The adjacent shelves for cold medicine and cough syrup are nearly empty, rows of faded shelf tags punctuated by a few orphans: elderberry lozenges, homeopathic sugar pills, a single bottle of store-brand cough suppressant with a peeling label. Even the vitamin C tablets have been picked over, like roadkill. Neil feels the faintest chill—a contextless premonition—and tries to dismiss it as the draft from the air conditioner.

The other customers are ghosts, moving between aisles with a furtive economy. A mother herds two children along the breakfast cereal corridor, her hand locked white around her daughter’s wrist. The children make no sound. A man in work boots picks over the bananas, fingers searching for ripeness in a fruit that only promises bruises. No one makes eye contact.

Neil heads to the checkout, where Martha presides. Her uniform—green vest, white name badge—gapes at her collarbone, as if trying to abandon her. She is bent, almost telescoped into herself, with a face as papery as the receipt rolls she commands. Her hands, though trembling, scan with the exactitude of a Swiss watch.

“Good morning, Neil,” she says, voice fraying at the edges. She knows him, knows all the regulars, probably knows their preferences for canned soup and what flavor of potato chip signals heartbreak.

He musters a smile. “Morning, Martha.”

Martha passes the allergy meds over the scanner, her fingers brushing the barcode twice before the machine beeps. “You folks getting hit hard at the pharmacy?” she asks, eyes locked on the tiny display screen.

“Some, I guess. More than usual, maybe.” Neil sets his debit card on the counter, taps his nails in a muted, arrhythmic code.

Martha’s mouth wrinkles. “We can’t keep the cold medicine on the shelves. I order extra, it’s gone in a day.” She leans forward, conspiratorial but weary. “There’s something nasty going around. Everyone’s coming down with it. Saw on the news it’s worse in the cities.”

He shrugs, playing it neutral. “Guess that’s how it is this time of year.”

The store television is perched above the cigarette display, looping a broadcast from some distant metropolis. Grainy footage: police lights like the afterimage of a migraine, crowds surging and collapsing, an anchor’s voice straining to pronounce a new sequence of names and numbers. “...incident of extreme violence... official statement pending... authorities urge the public to remain calm...”

Neil looks up at the screen, then away, letting the noise of it pass through him. Martha follows his gaze, and her hand freezes on the receipt lever.

“World’s going crazy, isn’t it?” she says, low, almost apologetic.

He forces a laugh. “Just the usual city problems. Doesn’t touch us out here, right?”

“Suppose not,” Martha replies, but the way her eyes linger on his face says otherwise.

He bags his own medicine—Martha is meticulous, but he likes to avoid the small talk of her movements—and tucks it into his satchel. She rings him up, but her hands now shake in earnest, making the coins on the counter clatter louder than they ought to.

He pockets his change, nods, and offers a stiff “Take care, Martha,” before turning to leave.

“You too, Neil,” she calls, her voice following him all the way to the sliding doors. The sensors are slow, and he nearly walks into the glass, stopping short with his reflection—a face even more colorless than the gray outside—staring back at him in judgment.

The wind hits, sharp and wet. Neil stands in the vestibule for a moment, medicine clutched tight, and listens to the store behind him: the faint mutter of the television, the binary beep of barcodes, the endless hum of electric light. For a second, it feels as if he is suspended between worlds—the normal, and the one flickering just below it, hungry and bright.

He steps into the parking lot. The morning sky is unchanged, but something in the chill tells him the day has already soured, or perhaps was always rotten. He unlocks his car, climbs in, and sits motionless, staring through the windshield at the empty spaces and the barely stirring world. Neil breathes. The silence fills him, settling into the spaces that routine could never reach.

​

The diner is named THE CORNER, though it sits alone in the middle of an abandoned strip mall. Neil’s car ticks as it cools in the lot, a metallic exhalation. The windows of the diner are grease-mottled and streaked with handprints at child height, and inside the light is jaundiced, diluted by clouds of old smoke and age. The door sticks when he enters, requiring a sharp tug that sets the bell above it howling.

Carlos is late. Neil claims a booth at the back, next to the out-of-order jukebox, and opens a menu that still clings to the scent of syrup and disinfectant. He glances around: one ancient man hunched over a stack of pancakes, two teens at the counter trading sullen looks and french fries. The waitress is a girl with tired eyes and a nametag spelling out DEBRA in bold, unearned capitals. She refills Neil’s water twice before Carlos finally appears.

When he does, Neil nearly doesn’t recognize him. Carlos’s hair is unwashed and stringy, skin stretched thin across his jaw. He moves with the gait of a man who has run too many races and lost all of them. The blue scrubs hang on him like prison rags, crusted at the cuffs with something dark.

“Sorry, man,” Carlos says, dropping into the booth with a kinetic sigh. “It’s a zoo at the hospital.”

“You made it,” Neil says, because he cannot think of anything else. He closes the menu and shoves it to the side. “You want coffee?”

Carlos snorts. “I want an IV drip of caffeine, but I’ll take what I can get.” He rubs at his face, palms digging in as if trying to root out an infection.

Debra materializes and takes their orders—burgers and black coffee for both. She does not write it down, just stares at them as if committing the details to memory for some future cross-examination. When she leaves, Carlos sags further into the vinyl.

“You look like shit,” Neil says. It’s meant to be affectionate, but it comes out brittle.

Carlos smiles without showing teeth. “That’s because I feel like shit.”

They eat when the food arrives, but the meal is a performance: bite, chew, stare. Neither tastes what passes their lips. Neil studies the ketchup bottle, the way the red pools at the rim, how it congeals when left untended. Carlos works at the fries, pushing them into patterns on the Formica.

Finally, Carlos speaks, voice lowered. “We had six more code blues in the last shift. That’s twelve in two days. That’s not supposed to happen.”

Neil says nothing. He looks out the window, into the amnesia of the parking lot, but his eyes are unfocused.

“The ER is full of people with this... whatever it is. Some are comatose. Some are violent. Like, really violent.” Carlos taps his finger against his temple. “It’s not flu. It’s not anything we know. I heard the CDC is coming.”

Neil attempts reassurance. “Maybe it’s designer drugs. Or, you know, viral hysteria. They said on the news the violence is mostly in the cities.”

Carlos gives a huff that is almost a laugh. “Yeah, tell that to the orderly who got his ear bitten off. Or the old guy who tore the curtain rail off the wall and went for my face.” He covers his mouth, eyes shiny and wild for a second. “They don’t even respond to sedatives, Neil. It’s like they’re not there anymore, but their bodies are still running the show.”

Debra glides by, sets down their check, and moves on. The interruption only deepens the silence.

Carlos’s hands shake as he lifts the mug. Neil wants to reach across, still them, but he cannot cross that distance; he is all inertia and entropy, not action.

“Maybe it’ll burn out,” Neil says, voice dull. “Things like this always burn out.”

“Yeah.” Carlos’s lips curl into a smile that is all desperation. “Maybe. You going to work tomorrow?”

“Of course,” Neil says, as if it is the only answer.

They sit in the wash of the overhead lights, saying nothing. At some point Carlos’s food grows cold, untouched. Outside, the sky turns from gray to bruised violet.

A siren wails, somewhere beyond the parking lot, rising and falling in quick succession. Then another, closer, its harmonics blending with the first in a sound like animal pain. Neil watches as two ambulances streak by, lights refracted through the diner’s filthy glass.

Carlos looks at the clock. “I should get back. We’re all hands on deck.”

He stands, but his knees buckle, and he laughs it off, an exhale of someone trying to remember how to breathe. “Thanks, Neil. For listening. Sorry for dumping all this.”

Neil shrugs. “What are friends for.”

Carlos walks to his car, steps measured but uncertain. Neil watches him the whole way, waits until Carlos is seated and the engine shudders to life. Only then does he leave the booth, pay at the register, and step outside into the night.

The cold is deeper now, a knife without a handle. Neil lingers in the lot, staring up at the sky. For a moment, he searches for stars, but finds only the dull pulse of distant planes and the flatness of clouds. The sirens have stopped, but the silence is not comforting; it is a wound, waiting to bleed.

Neil slides behind the wheel and grips the steering wheel so hard the bones in his hands pale. He does not start the car. Instead, he sits, head back, and waits for something to happen—something new, or something final.

In the rearview, the diner’s lights flicker, fighting the dark, but Neil knows which will win in the end.
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Neil dreams of nothing at all, just the dense black of oblivion, until the sirens wrench him awake. They are not the gentle whine of a distant ambulance, but a thousand shrieking teeth, layered and close, like every warning system in the county was given the same timecode. He blinks, shivering, the sheets stuck to him with cold sweat. The clock at his bedside, always so smug in its accuracy, is dead—a black plastic tombstone at 3:14.

It takes effort to sit up. The house is not silent; it pulses, breathes, alive with engine drone and metallic clatter from outside. He pictures cop cars and fire trucks gridlocked on his street, paramedics tripping over their own shoelaces in their hurry to reach some un-nameable calamity. The sound rises and falls, ebbs for a minute, then surges back, louder, brighter, almost jubilant. Neil rubs his face, peels away the residue of sleep, and waits for the noise to subside. It does not.

The first morning in years he does not follow the map of his routine. He drags himself down the stairs, feet numb, the banister greasy beneath his palm. The living room is cold. Outside, his neighbors’ porch lights tattoo the street in a nervous Morse. Someone in the house across from him has switched on every bulb, flooding their picture window in a blue-white agony. Neil stares, transfixed. Behind the glass, silhouettes huddle, some in motion, some collapsed and unmoving.

He sits on his sofa, presses his hands together to stop the trembling. He does not know why, but the word “quarantine” hisses in his mind, then “containment,” “lockdown,” and each one arrives with the echo of newscasters he’s heard since childhood. He fetches the remote, thumb stuttering over the rubber buttons, the battery compartment held in place by frayed tape.

The TV crackles, then flashes to a local station mid-broadcast. The anchor wears a gray suit and the expression of a man just told the firing squad is running late. “...unprecedented violence in the downtown area,” he says, hands like spider legs splayed over his notes. “Authorities are urging citizens to remain inside and avoid contact with anyone exhibiting signs of—” He stops. Clears his throat. His eyes flick to something off-screen, just for a second. “—illness. Reports are still coming in, but we can confirm that emergency services have been overwhelmed.”

The screen cuts to a city intersection, a shaky camera phone feed. Police cars block the streets. There are bodies: some sprawled, some walking, all trailing slicks of impossible color behind them. A man with a bright yellow tie sprints toward a cruiser, his arm gone from the elbow down. He does not seem to care. An officer steps forward, arms out in warning, and the man in the tie tackles him to the ground. There is a brief struggle, then the camera lurches sideways and the feed goes black. When it resumes, the anchor’s voice is a brittle filament.

“We’ve received word from the Governor’s office that this is a public health emergency.” He draws out the syllables of ‘emergency’ as though they taste foreign, and Neil wonders what the man is reading on the teleprompter. “All residents are urged to shelter in place. Do not approach infected individuals. Repeat: do not—”

Neil fumbles for his cell, the screen nearly blinding in the low light. He dials Carlos, thumb shaking. The first call rings twice before skipping straight to voicemail. Neil hangs up, redials, then again, again, until the call won’t even connect, and the phone chides him with a flat, digitized pulse. He tries texting, “are you okay,” and the message balloon spins for a full minute before reporting as unsent. The silence from the phone is more intimate than any conversation could be. He throws it onto the couch, feels a coil of guilt for being angry with a machine.

The television cycles to another feed, this one from a chopper circling the city’s south side. From this height, the chaos is abstract—a spiral of flashing lights, a river of people flooding out of a supermarket, the arterial smoke from burning cars. A group, twenty or thirty strong, rushes a police barricade, and for a moment Neil cannot tell which side is the predator. The camera zooms on a face in the crowd: a woman, hair wild, skin peeled back in red strips. Her jaw works at nothing. When a bystander latches onto her, she whirls and tears at him, her hands slick with his color. The anchor stammers, tries to regain composure, and fails.

“Infected,” the anchor says, as though by naming it he is holding it at bay. The word seems too clinical, not nearly monstrous enough for what is happening. Neil tries to remember what Carlos told him at the diner. Something about bodies running the show, no one home behind the eyes.

A helicopter, this time not on TV, roars low over the neighborhood, rattling the windows and setting off alarms up and down the block. Neil crouches below the sill, heart hammering. There are shouts outside, then screams, then a brief, wet noise that drowns them both. The house feels suddenly exposed, as if every wall is paper, every window a magnifying lens for what might come.

He dials Carlos again, and this time gets voicemail after a single ring. “Carlos,” he says, voice thin, “it’s Neil. Call me, okay? Just... call me.” He adds nothing further, feels foolish for saying even that. The phone slips from his grip, lands in a crevice between cushions, where it buzzes angrily. He leaves it there, not ready to hear what—or who—might return the call.

Neil stalks the first floor, picking at his cuticles, opening and shutting drawers, performing a dress rehearsal of a man preparing for siege. He checks the locks. Peers out between the slats of the blinds. On the porch across the street, the neighbor with the restless hair stands barefoot, yelling something into her cell. Her kids cling to her thighs. The family huddles in a rectangle of porchlight, the woman’s voice rising in unhinged counterpoint to the distant sirens.

He wants to do something: run outside, corral the neighbors, offer some word of comfort. But the instructions are clear—shelter in place, avoid the infected. Neil is not a hero. He watches, his mouth a thin line.

In the kitchen, he turns on the radio, half-expecting the nothingness of dead air, but the AM band hisses to life. The voice on the line is distant, clipped. “Please remain in your homes. Await further instructions. All major roads are closed. Martial law will be enforced.” Neil does not know if that means tanks, men in riot armor, or just some old man with a badge sitting in a squad car, waiting for the phone to ring.

He finds himself at the window again, staring at the neighbor’s house. The woman and children are gone, the door left wide. The porch is wet, glittering, as if it rained only on that slab of concrete. Neil tells himself it is dew, but the word comes out sticky.

His hand finds the phone, almost without his permission. He dials Carlos’s number again, and again, a metronome of desperate hope. Each time it is the same. Voicemail, then nothing.

The sirens are less frequent now, replaced by a heavy, predatory silence. Neil returns to the television. The news anchor is gone. A series of experts appear, each with darker rings under their eyes. “Contagion,” says one. “Not airborne,” says another. The words “vector” and “incubation” fight for dominance, but neither seems certain. A final expert, hair wild, eyes unblinking, says, “We don’t know,” and is quickly replaced by the footage of burning cars.

A tremor moves through him, from spine to gut. He paces the length of his house, counts the steps from door to window, then back again. He can’t recall if he has ever felt so alone, or if he has always lived like this and only now recognizes the contours of his own isolation.

He tries the phone a final time. Voicemail. He does not leave a message.

Outside, the helicopters have moved further out, their rotors now just a distant hum. He sits on the living room carpet, knees drawn up, the TV lighting his face in violent strobe. He does not know how much time passes, or if time has any meaning left.

The last thing he sees before sleep claims him is the city skyline, burning, the chopper feed shuddering as it broadcasts. The anchor’s voice is gone, replaced by a digital crawl: “Remain indoors. Avoid contact. Await further instruction.” The message scrolls, infinite, until the screen blurs to static.

Neil’s eyes close on that monotone, as if it were a lullaby. His last thought is that it could be worse.

He could be outside.

​

Neil dreams of static and white noise, endless variations on a snowstorm. He surfaces to a mute dawn and the certainty of being watched. The television is still alive, the digital crawl a ghostly night-light, but the world outside has grown more silent. He hears no traffic. No morning birds. Even the hum of faraway construction is absent. This new silence is not comforting; it vibrates with the tension of a pulled wire, a fuse about to burn down.

He approaches the window, keeping low, uncertain whether to expect snipers or something less rational. The blinds stick. He peels back a single slat and lets his left eye survey the ruins of his neighborhood.

The world has become a photograph: all color washed from the lawns and driveways, the air motionless, every porch empty except for spent decorations and drifted junk mail. A minivan in the corner lot is idling in the middle of the street, windshield starred, both front doors hanging open as though the driver and passenger had simultaneously decided on flight. On the far side of the cul-de-sac, the Wilsons’ Christmas lights flash on and off, on and off, painting the side of the house in cartoonish, flickering violence.

Then he sees her. Mrs. Wilson—never more than a vague shape in his mind’s catalog—stands on the front walk in a housecoat and slippers, her arms windmilling, her mouth a split red ellipse. At first, Neil thinks she is swatting a bee. Then he sees the second shape: Mr. Wilson, hunched, grabbing at her from behind with mechanical insistence.

Neil wants to look away, but the scene holds him. Mr. Wilson’s face is the wrong color, waxy and marbled, his mouth and chin raw and gleaming. He gnaws at her shoulder, yanks her back by the hair. Mrs. Wilson’s scream carries across the street, not the pitch of a damsel in peril, but the primal howl of something animal, evolutionary.

Neil is a coward. He does nothing. He counts the beats between the sounds: Mrs. Wilson’s cries, the sucking noises of Mr. Wilson’s feast, the hollow thunk as she tries to strike him with her handbag. There is a poetry to the violence, a hideous call and response, until Mrs. Wilson finally crumples forward, her hands leaving greasy red imprints on the driveway.

Mr. Wilson pauses, lifts his head, and blinks. His jaw is open wider than it should go, teeth pink. He scans the horizon with a predator’s confusion, like he is listening for something beyond Neil’s spectrum. Then, impossibly, the Wilsons’ porch light finds Neil’s face through the window.

Mr. Wilson locks on. He lurches upright, jaws gnashing air, and starts across the street at a jerky, accelerating clip. Neil doesn’t know whether to duck, run, or simply drop dead of fright. He flattens himself to the floor, heart a piston. He listens as footsteps approach—first a scrape, then the thud of shoes on asphalt, then the arrhythmic slap of something wet. There is a gap. A silent breath. Then the heavy impact of a body hitting his front steps.

He crawls to the entryway, clutching the phone as though it could shield him. He dials 911, his fingers misfiring, but the call fails, the screen offering nothing but a gentle error. He tries again, knowing already the outcome. No signal. No cavalry. Neil’s hands are shaking so violently the phone slips to the floor, where it clatters like a gunshot.

The pounding on the door starts as a series of polite raps. It escalates. The doorframe shudders as Mr. Wilson applies his full mass, slamming with a rhythm devoid of hesitation or fatigue. Each blow is a message: I am coming in, and I do not tire, and I do not care about consequences.

Neil stumbles into the kitchen, grabs a chair, and wedges it under the knob. He finds a broom, smashes the handle into the jamb until the splinters bite his palm. It is theater—he knows it will not hold. The pounding grows more urgent, more percussive. The glass in the transom threatens to give.

He drags the dining table, legs screeching across the tile, and leans it against the door. He wants more barriers, heavier ones: the television, the fridge, his own body. The house was built for efficiency, not survival, and there is almost nothing that resists a direct assault.

A window to his left explodes inward, showering him in glass. Mr. Wilson’s hand reaches through, flapping, snatching at air, fingers already shredded and glistening. The hand claws, snags the curtain, rips it away in a single pull. Neil scrambles back, nearly falling over the couch, and lands on his tailbone, wind knocked from him.

He watches, helpless, as Mr. Wilson finds the lock, turns it with the eerie memory of a former life, and swings the door open. The table offers a moment of resistance before it is shoved aside. Mr. Wilson enters the house, eyes blind and bloodshot, his mouth still moving. He stares at nothing, but every cell in his body seems aimed directly at Neil.

Neil throws a lamp. It bounces off Mr. Wilson’s chest and clatters to the floor. He backs up, slips on the glass, scrambles to the kitchen again, this time yanking the biggest knife from the block. He holds it in both hands, arms stretched like a jouster, blade quivering. He wants to scream, but his mouth is dry, locked.

Mr. Wilson advances, slips on the glass, and goes down to one knee. For a split second he is vulnerable, head bowed. Neil acts. He drives the knife downward, aiming for the side of the neck, the same way you might finish off a wounded animal. He hits bone, or something harder, and the force drives the hilt from his grip. Mr. Wilson’s body shivers but does not fall. He rises, the knife still buried to the handle, his face unflinching.

Neil backs into the laundry room. There is no lock. Mr. Wilson collides with the door, pins Neil against the dryer, and reaches. The hand is cold, not with the chill of death but with the refusal of blood to obey physics. Neil kicks, punches, hammers at the wrist, but the grip tightens. His vision tunnels, spots of black sparking at the edges.

Then, with a judder, the body collapses. It sags to the floor, taking Neil with it, and lies there twitching. The knife protrudes from the side of the neck, now issuing a slow, syrupy leak. Mr. Wilson convulses once, twice, then goes utterly still.

Neil gasps. He slithers away, legs failing, and closes the laundry room door out of habit. For a long time he does not move. The only sound is the faint drip of fluid onto the tile.

He listens for more footsteps, more chaos, but nothing comes. The house is his again. He closes his eyes, and tries to convince himself this was an isolated event, some one-off madness. But even as he does, he knows what comes next.

There are others.

​

He cleans up with dish soap and paper towels, as though the mess is no worse than a spilled glass. The trail Mr. Wilson left on the laminate is sticky, already drying in brittle edges, a color not found on the periodic table. The body itself he drags by the ankles, knuckles bumping every corner, and deposits in the mudroom. He lays a shower curtain over it, the only dignity he can afford.

The knife—his only defense—he retrieves, washes, and places carefully next to the sink. He wonders if it’s possible to bleach metal. He tries, then sets the blade to dry on a pile of expired coupons.

Only after the cleaning is complete does he allow himself to sit at the window and watch.

The minivan, still running, is now festooned with gore. Neil cannot tell if it’s the same Hendersons as yesterday, but someone is slumped over the wheel, a mess of scalp visible through a spiderweb of cracked glass. There are children in the back seat, screaming so faintly they blend into the engine’s rattle. The passenger door is missing, torn away or jimmied open. The lawn sprinkler in the Hendersons’ yard turns listlessly, irrigating a scene of pure entropy.

He writes this down in a legal pad, blue lines strict and confining. “0804: Henderson minivan, mother dead in driver seat, probable infection, children (2) surviving as of last check.” He has no plan for the notes except to create order, or perhaps leave behind a record for the next poor bastard.

Next entry: “0807: Henderson father, presumed, attacks children through broken window. Entry successful after two attempts. Children non-responsive.” Neil can’t write ‘dead,’ even now. He uses the language of failure—‘non-responsive’—as if the kids could be rebooted, made to answer.

He watches the rest of the morning unfold in jump cuts. The teenage boy from two doors down, hair dyed and wild, sprints down the street, arms pinwheeling. He is pursued by his mother, in bathrobe and socks, mouth moving but no words. The boy is fast but his ankle turns on a curb; she is on him instantly, hands fisting in his hair, dragging him to the pavement. He fights back, screaming, and for a moment Neil thinks he’ll make it. He does not.

“0813: Cheung residence, teenager attempted escape, unsuccessful. Parent followed, parent infected, result as above.” Neil writes with surgeon’s precision, only occasionally smudging the ink with sweat.

He tries his phone, hoping that some bureaucratic miracle has restored the world’s networks. He gets a tone, then a recorded message from the sheriff’s office: “Please remain in your homes. First responders will be available as conditions permit. Do not attempt to travel. The situation is under control.” Neil laughs at that, a harsh noise, and adds it to the notes: “Official line: stay put, trust the process.”

By midday the temperature rises. The A/C rattles in its vent, tries and fails, then surrenders. The house grows thick with its own humidity, every breath a labor. Neil peels off his shirt, digs out old shorts from the back of a drawer, and sweats through them in minutes. The smell of copper and mildew invades the living room, an argument that he is already decomposing.

At noon he inventories the kitchen, tallying each can and bottle on the legal pad. There is less than he hoped, but more than he deserves. He sets aside water, crackers, a can of chili, lines them up with the precision of a childhood diorama. Each time he thinks of eating, his stomach knots. He takes a photo of the inventory, considers sending it to Carlos, but stops himself.

He cannot bring himself to check the mudroom. The shape under the shower curtain never stops moving—sometimes a spasm, sometimes a slow slide. Neil wedges a folding chair under the knob and tells himself it is enough.

The world outside is slow motion now. Nothing moves for hours except the flies, which come in pairs and triplets, exploring the new order. Neil watches the sun migrate across the blinds, the house dividing itself into rectangles of sweat and shade. He moves from window to window, records every incident: “1452: Wilkins home, neighbor enters, closes blinds, no movement since.” “1510: Delivery van on Main, crashes into mailbox, driver exits and flees east, no sign of pursuit.” “1602: Child’s tricycle overturned on curb, previous child missing.”

When the phone buzzes at last, it’s a text from an unknown number: “shelter at home. lock doors. safe rooms best. will check on you if possible.” It is unsigned. Neil stares at it until the screen dims.

He does not sleep that night. He sits in the kitchen, knife in hand, feet braced against the door. The house groans around him. In the silent hours, he writes a final note on the pad: “The pattern holds. Always the ones you know. Always the ones you trust.”

He closes his eyes and listens to the house settle, to the world digest itself one neighbor at a time.

​

Dusk arrives without warning, the sun plunging past the horizon like a body falling down a well. Neil sits in the kitchen, knife blade flat against his palm, watching the shifting pools of shadow in the living room. He doesn’t dare turn on a light. Even the LED clock on the oven he tapes over with a torn scrap of envelope. He is certain, now, that the infected can see in ways he cannot.

He peeks out the side window. The street is vacant, but not empty: strewn with refuse, car doors agape, shreds of plastic and laundry drifting on the evening wind. For the first time since sunrise, he hears another siren—a single note, rising and receding as a squad car blasts down Main, then another, this one followed by a half-dozen bodies in pursuit. They move not with the chaos of a mob, but with the precision of hounds. Neil admires the efficiency even as it nauseates him.

He logs the incident, then draws a shaky line through it. Paper seems pointless now, just a way to fill the time between tremors of fear.

The neighborhood exhales. No more children’s voices, no engines, only the distant, intermittent sound of glass shattering or a body hitting the sidewalk. Neil stays low, keeps to the spaces behind furniture, and eats dry crackers that taste of sawdust and ash.

He tries the TV again, careful to keep the sound on the lowest setting. Most channels are static or reruns of game shows that make him wince. One local station still broadcasts: an emergency bulletin with a scrolling ribbon of text, “shelter in place, avoid the infected, do not engage, law enforcement is responding as able.” There is a number to call, but no one ever picks up.

He turns the TV off, not wanting the light to leak through the windows. In the absence of its glow, the house grows a size larger and a degree colder. Every object in the living room develops its own personality; the couch looks like a crouched animal, the lamp a stalker with a bent neck.

In the dark, Neil’s memory sharpens. He imagines every slight he delivered to Carlos, every moment he ignored the world’s suffering because it was easier to look away. He wonders if Carlos made it out, if he is somewhere safer, or if he is one of the figures now loping behind a police cruiser, hungry for things that no longer matter.

He tries the phone, one more time. Nothing. Just a dead tone, the silence so complete it feels manufactured.

A crash from upstairs—just the house settling, or a trespasser? He freezes. Listens. Minutes pass, no movement. But he cannot shake the certainty that something is here, or will be soon.

He moves to the living room, finds the best vantage point, tucks himself into a corner. The knife’s handle is damp with his sweat. He holds it anyway.

Outside, the first real dark of night creeps in. The security lights on all the houses have burnt out or been shattered. A single candle flickers in a window down the block, then vanishes as if snuffed by unseen breath.

The air grows heavier, close and humid, but Neil resists the urge to open a window. He can almost taste the rot on the other side of the glass.

A low groan from outside, human or not, scrapes his nerves raw. He crouches lower, keeps the blade pointed outward.

The power cuts out with no ceremony. Refrigerator, radio, all at once. The only illumination is what spills from the city to the east, a bruised orange at the bottom of a stormy sky. Even that begins to fail, as block by block the city succumbs.

Now the only sound is Neil’s own breathing, shallow, ragged. In the dark, time becomes meaningless.

He cannot remember the last thing he said to anyone. He cannot remember, now, how to make the fear go away.

Neil curls tighter into the corner, knees drawn up to his chest. He waits. And in the waiting, the world shrinks to the size of his heartbeat.

From somewhere far off, a chorus of screams rises, then tapers to nothing.

He wonders, not for the first time, if he is the only one left.
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​Chapter 3: Desperate Measures


​
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On the third day, Neil’s kitchen is a cathedral of absence. The cupboards gape in mute accusation, white interiors unpunctuated by even a crumb. He stares at the empty shelves until hunger rewrites the edges of his vision, sharpening every contrast. The refrigerator has become a sarcophagus of half-frozen air, humming only to remind him that it, too, remains vigilant in a world abandoned by routine.

He fills a glass with tap water. The flow is sluggish but not gone. He sips, listening for a difference in taste—some telltale contamination—but it’s as neutral and uninspired as always. His tongue is a foreign body, overlarge and thick with thirst. There is a drip in the sink, a steady, cardiovascular rhythm. Each drop sounds louder than the last, as if the plumbing itself is performing CPR on a house in terminal decline.

He glances at the clock out of habit, but the power outage from last night has reset it. The microwave is stuck at 12:00, a grinning double-zero, the least subtle lie in the world. He imagines he can feel time advancing regardless—like grass encroaching over a forgotten grave.

Neil’s baseball bat leans against the wall near the back door, handle lacquered with the sweat of previous encounters. The wood is pocked and stained; flakes of something unmentionable cling to the business end, dry now, but once vibrant. It’s a souvenir from two houses down, a trophy he would rather not have earned.

For the first time since the sirens began, Neil contemplates leaving. His hands are trembling, not from fear but from the low, mechanical need of the body: calories, salt, the texture of food instead of its memory. He inventories his excuses for inaction and finds them wanting.

He moves to the window, peels back the edge of the curtain an inch at a time. The world outside is bright but hollow. His neighbor’s lawn is an overgrown topiary of neglect, grass already yellowing at the tips. Someone left a child’s bike on the sidewalk. Its plastic basket has been crushed, and one handlebar is stripped of tape. Neil thinks: evidence. Neil thinks: aftermath.

The only movement is wind, lazy and derisive, stirring the detritus left by lives in retreat. Somewhere in the middle distance a crow picks at something in the gutter. Neil squints, but his eyes rebel against the image.

He slips into the laundry room to dress. The routine is surgical: black jeans, faded hoodie, shoelaces double-knotted, sleeves pulled tight against his skin. Every layer is armor. He pulls the bat closer, tests its balance. With each grip and regrip, the callus at the base of his thumb splits a little further, but he welcomes the hurt. It makes the morning feel real.

He loads his backpack with the bare essentials. One water bottle. Two kitchen knives. A folded towel. The towel is Carlos’s idea—always have one, he used to say, but Neil can’t recall the joke anymore.

He’s ready, and still he stalls at the back door, performing a final inventory of the visible world. He waits for a sign, for some cosmic green light, but receives only the scent of damp lawn and the distant chime of wind through a bent gutter. He opens the door, and the hinges protest in a language of rust.

Outside, the yard is a documentary of entropy. Dandelions have staked new territory overnight. Last summer’s inflatable pool, half-collapsed, sits embedded in the lawn, a monument to aspirations of happiness. A rake with a broken tines lies abandoned under the gutter, handle gnawed by weather and rodents. Neil moves carefully, taking the sidewalk in short, nervous bursts. Every step feels loud, a betrayal.

He moves south, staying to the narrow margin of shade beside the fence line. The air tastes of late spring: floral rot, automotive exhaust, an overlay of something metallic. As he passes the Waring house, he spots a pile of damp newspapers stacked against the porch. On the top, the headline is nearly illegible, but the word “CATASTROPHE” can be discerned, black on gray, already bled into anonymity by last night’s rain.

There is more color now—more than he remembers. The roses in the Waring’s yard are blooming, petals the color of old wounds. A plastic swing in the Meyer’s tree spins slowly, cords twisted beyond recognition. Neil wonders if the wind can be trusted to do the same things today that it did before the world ended.

He ducks behind a hedge, waits for a heartbeat. Nothing moves except the shadows, which crawl with the leisurely malice of an old dog. He advances again, cutting through the neighbor’s side gate, which is unlocked. He remembers the security signs that sprouted up everywhere the week before—the hollow promise of “Armed Response.” No one, he thinks, is responding to anything now.

In the backyard, the grass is up to his knees. Each step sets off a ripple, broadcasting his location to whatever predatory thing might be listening. He pauses, head low, and scans the fence line. Above, the sky is high and clean, clouds shredded into ribbons, but the houses on either side are shuttered and silent. A back door is open three inches, enough to suggest hasty departure, or unwelcome return.

Neil approaches it, slow and deliberate. He waits at the stoop, bat poised, and listens for breath, movement, any marker of the living or dead. Inside, the kitchen is arranged as if for a magazine shoot—bowls on the counter, spoons still sticky with cereal milk. Chairs left out, one on its side. A full glass of orange juice is overturned on the island, its contents dripping to the floor in glacial, defeatist fashion. The fridge is covered in photos, most of them children. In each, the family is smiling with a kind of scripted innocence. Neil wonders if smiling was part of their morning ritual, or if the camera had to coax it out of them.

He doesn’t enter. Instead, he skirts the perimeter, eyes searching for movement beyond the house. He’s still half-convinced that the infected are governed by lines of sight, like birds or bees. If he keeps to the edges, maybe he can thread his way through without setting off the hive.

At the edge of the property, the fence has buckled, creating a passage into the next yard. He hesitates, then slithers through, careful not to catch his pack on a splinter. The next lawn is a carpet of clover and dog shit. A sandbox has been upturned, the contents rained into mud and plastic shrapnel. A toy soldier is half-buried, helmet missing, arms raised as if in surrender.

Neil crouches, waits for his breath to even. Hunger has turned his limbs to wire, every movement overshooting its mark. He kneads the handle of the bat, wishing for a firearm, a taser, even the ancient garden shears that his father used to brandish at stray animals. Instead, he is left with five pounds of wood and the hope that no one comes up behind him.

He surveys the next street. The cars are parked haphazard, several up on the curb, one with its trunk open and contents spilled. A suitcase gapes, clothes thrown out like the intestines of a freshly slaughtered deer. He notes the evidence of a struggle: blood dried to brown near the rear tire, a child’s shoe sitting upright beside it.

He can see the convenience store from here—a small, windowless building hugging the corner of the intersection. Its sign is missing several letters, transforming “MARKET” into “M RK T.” Even so, Neil is not foolish enough to make a direct line for it. He stays to the backyards, tracking parallel to the street. Every so often he hears a low moan, a choking cough, but cannot source it. The sounds have become part of the ambiance, no more worthy of concern than birdsong.

He reaches the fence bordering the parking lot and ducks behind a stack of wheelie bins. The odor here is magnificent, an aria of sour milk, yeast, and rot. Neil waits, senses extending outward like whiskers. He sees no movement, but his instincts are untrustworthy—they’ve betrayed him before. He steadies his breath, flexes his grip on the bat, and considers his plan.

Three days ago he would have run this errand without thought, shuffling from shelf to shelf in a pattern dictated by sales tags and convenience. Now, every action requires rehearsal, every muscle movement a negotiation between risk and reward.

He scans the parking lot: two cars, both empty, both windows smashed. He hears nothing but the sough of wind, the grind of metal against metal as a dumpster lid drifts in the breeze. Still, he waits, counting sixty seconds before moving again.

As he approaches the rear entrance, he notes the security camera mounted above the door. Its red light is dark, glassy eye forever blinded. For a moment, Neil feels nostalgia for the comfort of surveillance, for the notion that someone, somewhere, might be keeping a record.

He steps to the door, finds it ajar, and presses his ear to the crack. He hears nothing at first, but then—barely—what might be breathing. He draws back, decides to circle once more before entry. No sense in dying over a can of refried beans.

Back behind the dumpsters, he waits, knees creaking, until the sensation of being watched becomes unbearable. He checks the street again. A shape is moving at the far end, slow and dreamlike, but as he focuses, it resolves into a man in a suit, arms slack at his sides. The man’s head is tilted at a wrong angle, like the wiring inside his neck has come loose. He does not look at Neil. Instead, he meanders, following the white lane divider as if unable to stray from the line.

Neil waits until the figure disappears behind a delivery van, then bolts for the convenience store’s back door. Each footfall is an alarm, but adrenaline drowns out all secondary concerns.

At the door, he breathes shallow, bat ready, and pushes inside. The threshold is sticky underfoot. A bell rings above him, a cracked, halfhearted sound.

Inside, the air is still, thicker than outside, saturated with the ghost of a thousand hot dogs and industrial cleaning fluid. He waits. There is no response, no movement, no greeting from behind the counter.

He takes another step, then another, bat raised high. His heartbeat is the only clock. He checks each aisle, scanning for threats, but all he finds are toppled shelves, puddles of ancient soda, a wall of candy bars slowly congealing in the heat. The register is open, coins scattered across the floor like birdshot.

In the freezer section, a body slumps against the glass, face pressed into a frostbitten parody of sleep. Neil cannot tell at first if it’s alive, but as he watches, a single shudder rattles through the limbs. He backs away, makes for the pantry aisle.

He takes what he can: cans, crackers, instant coffee. His backpack grows heavy, a ballast against the giddy sense of achievement. Each acquisition feels dangerous, each crinkle of plastic a gunshot. He is not greedy, but he is not noble, either. He fills every pocket.

At the exit, he pauses. From behind the counter, a small noise—a cough, or maybe just the settling of product—startles him. He waits, and the sound does not return. He debates checking, but memory flashes of Wilson’s hands, the snap of bone, convince him otherwise.

He slips out the side door, walks quickly past the dumpsters, and backtracks through the yards.

Retracing his route, the silence grows stranger. The wind has stilled, and with it, the illusion of peace. Neil cuts through the Meyer’s yard, hops the fence, and is nearly home when he hears it: not a moan, or a howl, but a voice.

“Help,” it says. Just that. High, sharp, and impossibly alive.

He drops to a crouch, heart knocking against his ribs, and waits. Again: “Help.” From the yard just beyond his own.

Neil wants to pretend he doesn’t hear it, that hunger and dread have made him hallucinate. But the voice continues, ragged but insistent.

He shivers, because he knows what this means. He’s not the only one left.

And that’s the worst news of all.

​

The voice is a stone in Neil’s throat, impossible to ignore. He stands frozen by the back gate, backpack pressing into the ridge of his spine. For a few seconds, he imagines the plea as some vestigial echo—an auditory hallucination, a ghost. But it comes again, higher this time: “Please. I’m up here.”

Up, he thinks, and scans the vertical. His eyes skip past the sodden lawns, the upended patio furniture, and fix on the Wilsons’ backyard play structure: a two-level wooden fort, complete with ship’s wheel and blue plastic slide. From the upper platform, a silhouette leans, more shadow than girl. Hair in dark tangles, face rimmed in dirt. Not a monster, not yet.

Neil approaches the fence, raising his bat, out of habit not menace. “It’s safe,” he says, then immediately regrets it. “I’m not—” He can’t finish the sentence. He’s not what? He’s not a threat
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