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Tom checked the faint, backlit glow of his watch again, measuring time not in minutes but in endurance. It had been hours since he had stowed away inside the tractor-trailer departing Fort Sheridan. The darkness inside the sealed container was absolute, a suffocating void that pressed against his eyes and stirred echoes of his daughter’s childhood fears like the imagined monsters beneath the bed. Only now, the monsters surrounding him were real. Packed shoulder to shoulder in the lightless trailer, they swayed and slumped with each turn of the road, their presence undeniable, their hunger unquestionable, yet they ignored him completely. For that, Tom remained grateful.

Whatever the military had done to him — whatever chemical cocktail or engineered strain now ran through his veins — it had altered him enough to pass unnoticed among the dead. Not immune, not cured... just changed. He wondered if he would ever truly understand it, or if understanding even mattered anymore.

In the days following the incident at McCormick Place, Tom had returned to Fort Sheridan — of his own volition this time. First surveillance. Then seizing opportunity.

He observed soldiers herding zombies into a convoy of tractor-trailers. They were being transferred. He made his move.

The first six hours had been nearly unbearable. Heat built quickly inside the metal container, thickening the air with humidity and rot until every breath felt like inhaling decay. The stench was an overwhelming, suffocating blend of decomposing flesh and sour bile. Even his own vomit and feces, which he had long since abandoned to a corner, were nothing compared to the disgusting odor that surrounded him. It clung to his throat and sinuses, triggering wave after wave of dry heaving until even that reflex burned itself out. The smell reminded him of roadkill left baking in the summer sun, multiplied a hundredfold and sealed in a box.

By twelve hours in, his body had adapted in the only way it could — by dulling its response. The gag reflex receded, replaced by a grim tolerance, though he still kept his shirt pulled tight over his nose and mouth. Around him, the low chorus of groans and wet, guttural sounds ebbed and flowed, mostly subdued unless the truck jolted violently, sending the mass of corpses shifting and colliding like a pile of discarded mannequins suddenly remembering motion.

Sleep came in fragments. Minutes at a time, sprawled against the unclean metal floor or wedged between unmoving bodies, never fully at rest. When awake, the darkness became a canvas for memory. Ever since Major Fleming’s invasive manipulation of his mind, thoughts no longer arrived in a linear procession. Some memories felt freshly unearthed, while others remained distant but intact, like preserved artifacts waiting to be reexamined. Some refused to stay buried.

Tom still wrestled with the knowledge that he had murdered an innocent congressman — as innocent as any politician can be — without memory of the act itself. The absence of recollection did nothing to lessen its weight. He had been used. Turned into a weapon. And now he was left to carry the aftermath without even the clarity of intent.

As exhaustion finally dragged him under, his mind succumbed to deeper sleep.

Daylight — just the illusion of it, neurons firing in familiar patterns. His eyes twitched beneath closed lids, reacting to a brightness that didn’t exist. The warm memory unfolded easily.

Roger Norton’s hand clapped against his back as they stepped out of the precinct, both of them grinning with the quiet satisfaction of a job well done — at least on paper. Officially, they had lost their collar. The suspects slipped away before the raid. How unfortunate.

Unofficially, they each walked away twenty-five hundred dollars richer.

A simple tip-off. A conveniently delayed arrival. Drugs gone, dealers vanished, and a little “thank you” waiting on the other side. It was a system. Efficient and profitable. Tom and Roger had a nice racket going. The bad guys stayed in business, the precinct looked incompetent, and their retirement fund grew quietly in the background.

They celebrated, of course. Drinks turned into more drinks, and time slipped away until responsibility finally called him home. But Paula wasn’t in the mood.

She recoiled the moment he got close, her expression tightening as the smell of alcohol and arrogance hit her all at once. He tried to laugh it off, to pull her in, but she pushed him away.

“You’re such an ass... an ass... such an ass...”

Her voice echoed, looping unnaturally as the memory distorted, his subconscious refusing to let the words fade. At the time, he hadn’t understood. Or maybe he hadn’t wanted to. Pride had a way of muting inconvenient truths.

If he had told her about the money — really told her, and laid it all out — would it have made a difference?

No. He knew better, even now. Paula didn’t deal in gray areas. Right was right. Wrong was wrong. To her, there was no justification that would place him anywhere other than alongside the criminals he claimed to police. It was that rigidity he had once admired. That unwavering moral compass. But somewhere along the way, it had become something else. Something suffocating.

The memory shifted. He stood outside their house now, waving up at Holly as she watched from her bedroom window. She waved back, small and uncertain, relieved more than happy. The tension between her parents had eased for the moment, and that was enough.

Tom turned away before the image could linger too long. There were other places to go. Other people who didn’t judge. Carla. The sister of a drug dealer who he and Roger had tipped off about the drug raid.

Her touch came warm, eager, welcoming in a way that demanded nothing and offered everything. Her hands moved across him with practiced familiarity, her lips tracing a path along his face and neck as if she had memorized it. In the dream, Tom saw himself as he once was — whole. Skin intact, flushed with heat and desire, every sensation amplified by the illusion of being alive again.

He leaned into it, desperate to stay there. Desperate to believe it. He brushed her thick brown hair aside to kiss her neck, then he saw it. A small blemish behind her ear. Barely noticeable. Something he had dismissed at the time without a second thought. Eczema, maybe. Nothing worth interrupting the moment.

That blemish had changed everything, and within a month, symptoms had begun to surface in him — subtle at first, then undeniable. Paula had seen it. Understood it. Connected the dots with a clarity he had refused to entertain. The reports were already circulating by then, whispers of a flesh-eating virus spreading in ways people didn’t want to talk about. But she had known. And she had been right.

Tom’s body twitched against the floor of the truck, shaking his head instinctively at the unwanted memory — the motion shooing away a blow fly before it could find a place suitable enough in the dead tissue at Tom’s temple to leave its larvae.

The dream pressed on. Carla would never know which of the many men she’d been with had given her the flesh-eating virus. Her brother Hector threatened to track down every man she’d suspected and beat them until the virus drained into the cracks of the filthy sidewalk, staining it the sanguine shade of carmine red.

The memory looped, repeating fragments of heat and intimacy, and Tom clung to it longer than he should have. It was the last time he had felt anything real. The last time his body had responded like it belonged to him. For a moment, he let himself stay there. Sensing his flaccid member spring from its sweaty slumber, erect, remembering every sensation. Reliving it.

Then everything shifted again. Like a burned frame in an old reel, the image flickered and snapped into something new. A hallway. Familiar, but different.

The station house was stretched and distorted, riddled with doorways that led nowhere. Corridors twisted into dead ends, branching endlessly as if the building itself were resisting him.

He was looking for Roger. But Roger was never where he should have been. After Tom confided in him about the infection, something had changed. Roger had stayed quiet, kept the secret, but distance crept in. Tom had taken it as fear. Rejection. Now, his mind wasn’t so sure.

He found him in the evidence room. Stacks of confiscated cocaine lined the table, tagged and processed, ready for storage. Roger stood over them, counting. Weighing. Double-checking numbers that had already been logged. Why? The question lingered just long enough for the dream to fracture again.

Another night. Another deal. Another pocketful of cash. Carla’s voice carried from across the room as she spoke to her brother about moving fifty kilos.

Fifty. Tom’s mind snagged on the number. It should have been forty.

At the time, he hadn’t questioned it. Lust, alcohol, and easy money had dulled any instinct to look closer. But now, with distance and clarity, he saw it as patterns began to form.

Moments that once felt isolated now connected, threading together into something far more deliberate. Roger’s frequent trips to the evidence room. Discrepancies that never quite surfaced. Seized drugs that somehow found their way back onto the streets without raising alarms.

And then — Fleming. Tom’s eyes snapped open. He sat upright abruptly, crushing the circling blowfly beneath him without noticing, his mind racing to assemble the pieces his subconscious had laid out.

It was all there. Roger hadn’t been avoiding him. He was being secretive. He had been working with Fleming.

The realization locked into place with shocking clarity. Seized drugs weren’t just disappearing — they were being replaced. Tainted and reintroduced into circulation with the virus embedded inside them. A controlled spread, hidden within addiction, slipping past law enforcement under the guise of routine operations.

It was elegant and efficient. But monstrous. And Roger had been at the center of it.

“I might’ve bent the rules. Skimmed a little money. But at least I didn’t help create the worst pandemic the world’s ever seen.”

Tom let out a dry, humorless laugh, speaking into the darkness as if his old partner might hear him through the miles. “Roger, Roger, Roger... So that was your contact with the deep pockets?”

He shook his head as the irony settled in. “Glad I passed. Bigger the payout, the bigger the risk.”
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