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Tom Dexter met his new neighbors — Chris and Kris. They were very happy to welcome him to the neighborhood and were friendly in the way people get when they’re trying too hard to pretend nothing’s wrong.

They stood a few feet apart on the sidewalk, trading names and smiles that didn’t quite hold. No one mentioned the skin. They all just silently acknowledged their respective facial blemishes.

It was the first and last time he’d speak to them. They’d be dead by morning.

From his upstairs window, Tom had observed the wife, Kris, in the adjoining backyard as a stray cat ambled up to her. She turned and knelt, hand outstretched in something that almost passed for affection. The cat trusted her as it moved in close.

The motion that followed was quick as her hands snatched it up, snapped its neck, and proceeded to take a bite out of the cat’s side.

Tom stepped back from the window. He knew what his neighbors were becoming.

There were two strains of the virus — the zombie virus, they called it now. The kind that was attacking Tom’s body began with small patches of necrotic flesh that would spread and worsen over time, killing cells, ceasing all body functions until it ultimately kills its host.

Tom realized that his neighbors had the other kind. The mutated strain that presented in the same way but also attacked the brain — altered it — rapidly transforming the human host. It always started small. A look in the eyes. A break in behavior. Then the hunger.

Gaining entry into his neighbor’s house was easy. The door opened without resistance. At this stage, people like Chris and Kris stopped thinking about locks or routines. About anything that required remembering. So, doors remain unlocked.

The house mirrored his own well enough that he moved through the darkened downstairs easily. Stairs where they should be. He could hear them upstairs. Not voices, just movement. Slow, restless pacing that never quite settled.

It was a little past three. He waited for it. Sleep was one of the first things to go. Soon, they would wander aimlessly as their brains lost all capacity for rational thought. The virus would fully transform them.

At the top of the stairs, Tom could see the bedroom at the end of the hall, light spilling out across the floor in a dull, uneven strip. Kris crossed the bedroom again, her steps uneven, her head turning in small, twitching motions like she was following something only she could see.

Before leaving Chicago’s finest, Tom had his share of run-ins with those who turned shortly after the virus outbreak. They couldn’t be taken into custody. No chance of rehabilitation or standing trial.

Department policy stated that the only thing to do was to put them down like rabid dogs on the spot. At first, officers who shot the zombie's torso always found that it would still keep walking. They quickly learned that a couple of shots to the head would end them nicely.

Tom kept to the wall and leaned just enough to get a bead on Kris through the bedroom door. He raised the revolver and steadied it, letting the rhythm of her movement settle into something predictable. When she turned back across the room, he squeezed the trigger twice — the bullets tearing through her head.

The shots were like thunder in the wee hours. Kris dropped where she stood, her body folding to the floor with a dull thud.

Tom was already shifting his aim to her husband when Chris came through the doorway. There was nothing human left in the sound he made. Chris was motivated by raw instinct as he lunged down the hall.

Tom fired twice more, and the bullets blew through Chris’s forehead, dropping his body at Tom’s feet. He lowered the gun and stood there, listening, making sure. Then he turned and left the way he came.
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The stationhouse wasn’t bustling yet. Too early. When Tom arrived, he mingled in behind the officers who were getting their coffee and watching reporter Jenni Carter on the TV as she stood outside the State Department, the morning light just beginning to cut through the haze behind her.

“...marking nearly a year since Osama bin Laden was killed, officials say instability in the region remains a concern, with ongoing operations aimed at preventing further threats overseas. Back here at home...”

She shifted slightly, papers in hand as the tone pivoted.

The epidemic that began six months ago, which seems to have started in Central America, has been spreading through the U.S. at an alarming rate. With thousands of cases of the so-called Zombie Virus reported, only 10% of them have been determined to be the aggressive B strain that has been responsible for several attacks resulting in brutal homicides in recent weeks. For now, officials are still confident that local law enforcement will be able to deal with these incidents and the violent perpetrators until a cure can be found.”

Behind her, a cluster of suited officials moved in and out of frame, their urgency clashing with the calm in her voice, still pretending this was temporary.

“And all of this comes just weeks ahead of the NATO Summit in Chicago, where allied nations are expected to discuss coordinated efforts to address the growing threat.”

Tom rolled his eyes at the report. There had been a lot of zombie noise on the news since the outbreak, and he knew from the number of incidents that came through the precinct that the 10% statistic was a safe number fed to Jenni by officials to prevent mass hysteria.

“Hey, look who it is. Tom Zombie himself.”

The name cut through the room just loud enough to draw a few glances. Officer Baycheck leaned back in his chair, grinning like he’d been waiting for the moment.

“In the flesh,” he added, then paused. “Well... what’s left of it.”

A couple of the others chuckled. Someone made a half-hearted groaning noise, arms stiff at their sides in a mock imitation that might have landed better a few months ago.

“Knock it off.” Captain Lewis intervened without raising his voice, but it carried. He crossed the room with his coffee and gave Tom a brief look that landed somewhere between apology and habit, then jerked his head toward the office. Inside, he motioned Tom into the chair across from his desk.

“Jeez. Not even a month out and you’re already back,” he said, settling in. “Couldn’t stay away?” the captain teased.

“Getting sick is what got me kicked off the force in the first place; right, Cap?” Tom said wryly, leaning back slightly, the chair creaking under the shift.

“You know that call came from higher up, Tom. My hands were tied. I made sure you got a decent severance, and...”

“Look... I just came by to give you this address.” Tom tossed a folded piece of paper on the desk.

“Oh yeah. I heard you moved.”

“That’s not mine. That’s my neighbor’s address. You’re gonna want to send a team over there to clean up the mess. They’re dead.”

Captain Lewis rose from his desk and quickly closed his office door. “My God, Tom. What did you do? 

“They had the virus.”

“Jeez, Tom. You’re not on the force anymore. You can’t just go killing Zom...” The captain cut himself off, trying to be sensitive to Tom’s condition.

“It’s okay Cap. I may look like a zombie, but my virus isn’t turning me like theirs. They were gone,” Tom said, his tone even. “You can have forensics check it out if you need confirmation. They’ll find enough.”

Lewis was silent.

“Oh, and they’ll find a half-eaten cat in their yard too, if you need more proof.”

“A cat, huh? You know Dahmer killed cats. You think he was a zombie?”

Tom smirked at the captain’s attempt to toss him some humor. “I’m no expert, but not all cannibals are zombies,” he volleyed back.

Lewis leaned back, then pushed up from the desk and crossed to the door. He opened it just enough to call for an officer, his voice low, controlled, before closing it again.

When he turned back, the edge had dulled slightly, replaced with something closer to fatigue. “I’ll need a statement,” he said. “You should stick around until the scene’s processed.”

Tom let out a breath that almost passed for a laugh. “Seriously?”

Lewis studied him again, then shifted gears like he was looking for safer ground. “I heard about Paula leavin’,” he said. “And your daughter.”

Tom’s gaze drifted past him, unfocused for a second. “Holly’s at school now,” he said. “So, that helps.” His expression didn’t change. “Paula made her choice... and it wasn’t me.” He waved his finger around his face, leaving unspoken the fact that it was how he contracted the virus that was the real reason his wife left.

Lewis nodded slowly, like he understood more than he was willing to press on.

There was a pause. Long enough to feel it.

“What about Norton? Is he around?” Tom asked.

Lewis hesitated, then gave a small shake of his head. “Your old partner is suspended. Internal investigation. That’s all I’m saying.”

During the last five years, Tom and his partner subsidized their retirement by abetting local drug dealers in exchange for a cut of the money. For every ten dealers they arrested, there was always one willing to make a deal for turning a blind eye. With Tom gone from the force, Norton was on his own now and had gotten careless or greedy — or both — which got him suspended.

Lewis moved back toward the door again and stepped out into the bullpen, letting the noise of the room slip back in as the door opened.

“Damn it! I said I need someone to get in my office to take a statement.”

When he looked back to his office, Tom was gone.
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Roger Norton broke into Tom Dexter’s former residence — now vacant and for sale.

He moved straight to the kitchen, dropped to a knee at the corner counter, and jammed a pry bar into the seam where the cabinets met, grunting as he forced the material apart. The wood splintered with a sharp crack, giving way just enough for him to reach in.

His hand disappeared into the narrow void behind the cabinets. Norton let out a short breath that turned into anger when he discovered an empty duffel bag that two weeks earlier held $2.5 million.

He threw the bag back down into the void with a dull slap — his frustration mixed with outrage.

Norton knew there was no way he could beat the rap on the bribery investigation that was underway — an investigation that would uncover more, bigger things that paid a few million for his services. But the same money that he now needed to get him out of the country and help him disappear had itself disappeared.

There weren’t many people who knew about the stash. Fewer who could find it. He stood there in the silence, working through it, stripping away the impossible until only one answer remained. Tom.

Sure. It made sense. Tom gets sick. Tom gets pushed out. Tom finds the money and decides he’s done playing by anyone else’s rules. Maybe he even makes an anonymous call, drops a name in the right ear, just enough to get things moving
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