
  
    
      A SAVAGE SUMMER

      
        THE SOUTHERN DEAD

        BOOK 3

      

    

    
      
        KODY BOYE

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        A Savage Summer

        The Southern Dead, #3

        By Kody Boye

        Copyright © Kody Boye 2024. All Rights Reserved.

      

      

      

      Cover art by KDS Cover Concepts

      Edited by Jessica Meigs

      Formatting by Kody Boye

      Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored, or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying or otherwise) without the prior written permission of the copyright owner, except in the case of brief quotations embodied within critical articles and reviews or works within the public domain.

      This book is a work of fiction. People, places, events, and situations are the product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or historical events, is coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

        

      

    

    
      The hours after the initial injection are hell. Though monitored closely by Doctor Meadors and her team, I feel like I am stranded on a deserted island, and suffering a plague unlike any I could have ever imagined. Within it, the fever sweats come and go, the tremors along with them. My joints ache. My body feels like it’s on fire. A headache threatens to split my skull, and though try as I may to remain asleep for more than an hour at a time, I can’t.

      During the moments I succumb to exhaustion, I dream of a world on fire—of a land filled with both the living and the dead. I see my father smile, my friends cry. Worst yet: I see my mother as she takes the final moments of her life to consider what all she could have done right.

      The last thing she told me was to run.

      But how am I to run when I have just become a catalyst for change?

      The next time I awaken, it is to voices.

      “Her fever keeps spiking,” the male nurse says. “We can’t seem to keep it down.”

      “It’s her body’s immune system reacting to the vaccine,” Doctor Meadors replies. You know this just as well as I do.”

      “This isn’t a normal vaccine, Doctor Meadors.”

      “No,” the doctor says. “It isn’t.”

      I open my eyes, and immediately close them again with a hiss when the light from the flood lamp stabs into my brain.

      “Draw the privacy curtain for Miss Wright,” Doctor Meadors says.

      A nurse moves into position. Draws the curtain into place. Steps in, then looks down at me. The nurse then asks, “How are you feeling?”

      To which I reply by saying: “Like I’m dying.”

      She offers a smile, as fake as it happens to be, and says, “You’ll be okay. We’re pumping you full of fluids as we speak. You won’t die on us today, Miss Crystal.”

      “No,” Doctor Meadors adds as she steps into the examination room. “She won’t.” She finishes tugging the curtain into place, and says, “Can you describe to me any unusual symptoms you are experiencing?”

      “Headache,” I say. “Joint pain. Muscle aches. Fever”

      “Obviously.”

      “—and… dreams.”

      “Dreams?”

      “Of fire. Of people living. Of people… dying.”

      The doctor nods as she writes this down on a clipboard. “You seem to be having typical reactions to a vaccine,” she says. “What we’re unable to anticipate is how long you will suffer these side effects.”

      “Doctor,” I say, carefully opening my eyes to gaze at the blonde-haired woman at my side. “How… How will we know when it’s worked?”

      “We’ll know in time,” Doctor Meadors replies. “Now do as we say and rest. You shouldn’t have to worry about anything right now.”

      With that, the doctor ushers the nurse out of the examination room, leaving me in almost pure darkness.

      As their footsteps fade into the background—and as the reality that I am to continue suffering returns once more—I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and carefully adjust my position in bed.

      I feel so cold. So horribly, horribly cold.

      But I know it’s for the best.

      To face the fire, one must be able to douse the flame.

      In this case, the fire happens to be the dead, and the water may turn out to be this experimental inoculation.

      As the floodwaters of exhaustion threaten to take hold once more—and as the wildfires of internal agony burst along and then rush across my skin—I find myself praying for only one thing:

      That my suffering will not be in vain.

      Not long after, I slip into dream.

      

      As with all dreams, there comes the possibilities of nightmares.

      This, I soon find out, is exactly the case.

      But this dream that is not really a dream does not begin as a nightmare. Rather, it begins with me standing in the middle of the road, looking on into the fog-covered distance of an early morning. I am, regrettably, afraid, for all around me there are people who are simply standing, simply swaying. It doesn’t take much to deduce that they are not people at all, but instead the undead—who, with smoky eyes and mouths agape, consider the sky as from the heavens rain begins to fall. But it isn’t them I am paying attention to.

      No.

      It is the person stepping toward me.

      I know who she is even before her face can be revealed by the ethereal light of dream.

      The knowledge that she still walks in memory is enough to sadden me.

      “Eldora,” I find myself saying.

      The woman—who, in her blue shirt and gray sweatpants, is covered in holes—lifts her glassy eyes to face me. Gone is the feral intent I had witnessed in days prior, when she had tried to warn me of something that was to come. In its place is a gentleness I find reassuring even despite the fact that I know she is dead.

      Crystal, the woman replies. You came.

      “I didn’t know I was supposed to,” I reply, straightening my posture as she steps forward.

      The woman who is supposed to be Eldora but truly isn’t smiles, then says, A small part of you knew. Even if you didn’t.

      I am unsure what to say. What to do. What to think. How to act. For that reason, I simply remain still, trying my hardest to ignore the undead around me, as well as the fact that, in this dream, Eldora is one of them, too.

      In the moments of silence that follow, Eldora sets her glassy eyes upon me, and says, I came to warn you.

      “You said that before.”

      I could not speak it because you were not ready.

      “Because I wasn’t ready mentally, or…”

      Physically? Eldora asks, then waits for me to nod before continuing. I knew there would come a time in which things would be set into motion. This was inevitable, given our journey, our plight, our cause. That is why I knew you would return—because you would eventually come to know the truth of what it means to be one of us.

      “One of who?” I ask.

      Legion, Eldora says.

      As if triggered by some silent alarm, the undead surrounding us turn to face me.

      “Eldora,” I say, twisting my head about to survey the undead people’s eyes, their faces, their silently swaying limbs. “What is this?”

      You will come to know the true meaning of who you are in the days ahead, Eldora then says. There will be people who will try to take this from you—who will try everything in their power to make sense of who you are, and what you have become. But remember, Crystal: you are a part of us now. A part of everything. A part of Legion.

      “Eldora!” I call as the woman turns and starts down the road. “Wait! Stop! Don’t go! I have so many questions!”

      Remember, Crystal: you are a part of us now.

      A part of us now⁠—

      

      “A part of us now,” I whisper, fighting to open my eyes as I struggle to awaken.

      I come to awareness with the reality that I am still somehow, someway, in the twilight of my symptoms. My eyes are weary, my body weak, my mouth parched, my soul aching. Slowly, however, I am able to open my eyes—and as I do so, I find that I is still morbidly dark inside the emergency room, the atmosphere still plagued by doubt and depression. My first inclination is to think that I am not even alive, and that I have slipped into a time and space wherein there is nothing and no one but me. But distantly, I can hear the sound of a generator running, of footsteps landing.

      Of people breathing.

      This reality spurs me to lift my head—to painstakingly, and with all the stubborn determination I can muster, push myself into an upright position.

      A voice says, “Crystal.”

      And I turn to find Julian seated nearby—his eyes set forward, his mouth open in awe.

      I say, “Hey.”

      And he replies by asking, “How are you feeling?”

      “Like I’ve been hit by a truck,” I say, before laughing all the same. I reach up to rub my parched throat and ask, “Do you have water?”

      He supplies it instantly, as if he was expecting me to wake at any moment.

      “Julian,” I say after taking hold of the water bottle he offers. “How… how long have you been here?”

      “An hour, maybe more,” the young man replies. “I traded off with Kira after she couldn’t stay awake anymore.”

      “What time is it?”

      “A little after midnight, maybe? I’m not sure. No clocks around to tell.”

      I gulp down as much of the water as I reasonably can. It is only when I cough, and some spills out my cracked lips, that Julian rises.

      “Woah woah, easy there, Crystal. You don’t want to drown yourself.”

      “I—ugh—know,” I manage, but cough all the same.

      It takes a few moments for me to regain my bearings, for me to finally be able to breathe normally, without feeling like I am inhaling the Atlantic Ocean. When I am finally able to do so, I inhale a long, deep breath, then expel it.

      Julian steps back. Relinquishes hold on the security bars keeping me from falling out of the stretcher. Stares at me, ever so solemnly.

      I ask, “What?”

      And he says, “Do you feel any different?”

      “Different?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Like… how?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe… maybe you feel… weird, or something?”

      “I don’t feel any different than I did before,” I say.

      But that’s not entirely true. Physically, I feel like my usual self, albeit sick. Emotionally, however, and psychologically, I feel as if an immense burden has just been placed upon my person, and I am struggling to carry the weight of the world upon my back.

      Just like Atlas, I find myself thinking once more.

      I can’t help but smile.

      “What’s so funny?” Julian asks.

      “Nothing,” I reply, capping, then returning, the bottle of water to him. “I just… I don’t feel any different—at least not physically.”

      “But you do feel different,” he says, as if testing the waters within which he fears he could drown.

      I nod. “Yeah. I do.”

      “They were talking about testing you earlier,” Julian says. “Like they said they did with Matthias when you guys first got here.”

      “Kira told you about that?”

      Julian nods.

      “And?” I ask. “What do you think of that?”

      “I think we have to know if it works or not,” Julian replies. “But honestly? I feel like whatever they did to you has to have done something. Why else would they be so confident about proceeding?”

      “I… I really don’t know,” I say.

      Julian sets the bottle of water on the chair he was sitting in and turns his eyes to regard the world beyond the privacy curtain—which, though brightly-lit by floodlights, leaves him looking as though he is peering into a lost and mysterious world: a place that has not existed alongside ours but has not been seen or heard from for years.

      Is this the world you live in? a part of me asks. Or is this the world you were dreaming in?

      A part of me wants to answer. Another knows that doing so would only potentially endanger my psychological wellbeing.

      It is for that reason, and that reason only, that I lean back against the stretcher that has been slightly elevated, then say, “You can go, Julian.”

      “I don’t want to,” he replies.

      “Really. I think I’d sleep better if I were here on my own.”

      “They’re gonna start tests tomorrow, you know?”

      “I imagine.”

      “Are you sure you’re ready for that?”

      I take a moment to consider what he’s said—to allow the words to truly sink into my subconscious and germinate like some sickly flower growing in the wasteland. Then I say, “Yeah. I’m ready.”

      Because as much as I want to physically deny it, the truth is that I can do no such thing.

      Tomorrow, they will begin tests that may change the world.

      I am merely meant to be the catalyst of it all.
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      Doctor Meadors is quick to assault me with a barrage of questions not long after I awaken the following morning.

      How do you feel?

      How well did you sleep?

      Did you experience any of the so-called ‘dreams?’

      And, last but not least: Are you ready to begin the physical trials that must take place?

      I tell her I feel mostly-fine—that yes, I slept well, and that yes, I did experience the dreams that I had previously mentioned. I am careful to keep details vague, but not because I feel she doesn’t deserve to know. Rather, I keep the details of my dream vague because I still do not understand what it is Eldora spoke of, and how I, as one of the Legion she’d described, am meant to carry this new and seemingly impossible responsibility.

      They take my blood, a swab from the inside of my cheek, then offer me a kid’s pack of orange juice and a heavily-processed chocolate chip cookie. Then they disconnect me from the myriad of devices and IVs and tell me to get out of bed.

      Stepping onto, then gaining my bearings upon the floor, is a test of endurance I feel I will not be able to complete. It isn’t long after I am able to stand unassisted that I realize that I am no longer dizzy, nor am I nauseous.

      I am, for lack of a better word, fine.

      “Do you feel any different this morning?” Doctor Meadors asks.

      I lift my eyes to face her. “No,” I say, just like I did to Julian. “I don’t.”

      She scratches this information onto her clipboard before saying, “Come with me.”

      Thus begin the physical activities, mainly being: strength and endurance training, exposure to various stimuli, and, last but not least, my awareness of my surroundings. The physical training merely involves me walking on a treadmill, following their fingers and moving my own, then shuffling my feet in precise movements. The stimuli they expose me to is simple: light, sound, and touch. The mental hoops I jump through afterward are complex just as they are simple. They ask me the year. What I believe the date it. Who the current—or, some would say, former—President of the United States is. They ask me to remember a series of objects, such as a red ball, a yellow stick, and a purple bat, then continue to grill me with questions related to my mental state. They ask if I’m feeling anxious, to which I answer no; if I am paranoid, to which I answer no; if I am scared, to which I answer not scared, but unsure. They then ask me to repeat the objects they asked me to remember earlier.

      “A red ball,” I begin, “a yellow stick,” I continue, “and a purple bat” I conclude.

      “Was it a baseball bat or the bat the animal?”

      “You didn’t specify,” I say.

      The doctor conducting the tests stares at me for several moments, then nods and says, “No. I suppose I didn’t.”

      “So,” I say, leaning forward to look upon him with my dark and unsure eyes. “Did I pass?”

      “Did you pass what?”

      “Your tests. My examination. Your… experiment?”

      “This was not an experiment, Miss Wright. We were merely assessing your mental and physical faculties.”

      “Did I do okay?”

      “You did exceptionally,” the doctor replies. “Miss Meadors will be pleased.”

      I open my mouth to speak. Stop before I can do so. Frown as another thought occurs to me. I then say, “About… about the exposure test…”

      The doctor doesn’t respond. He merely waits for me to speak further.

      “Are they going to do it here, or…”

      My question is answered when the door to the examination room opens and Doctor Meadors walks in. “Crystal,” she says. “Come with me.”

      A few short moments later, we are standing in the emergency room once more. This time, there are three soldiers standing guard, all equipped with automatic weaponry.

      Doctor Meadors says, “We are going to expose you to one of the infected as we did with Matthias. Whether or not they will react in a similar uninterested matter we are unable to determine. This is why these soldiers are present, and why the infected chosen for this experiment will be handled in a similar fashion.”

      “All… All right,” I say.

      The door opens.

      The soldiers behind me tense.

      The soldiers leading the blindfolded infected do so with the care and caution they had with Matthias. Her head is covered with a potato sack, her neck is held in place by a pole and noose. The only difference is that her arms have not been removed. Instead, they have somehow, someway, found a way to handcuff her.

      Doctor Meadors says, “Remove the sack from the infected’s head.”

      The sack is removed to reveal a shock of stringy blonde hair that barely hangs on the infected’s head. Her head snaps back and forth, side to side. As her gaze settles upon me, however, she does not appear to see through me. Instead, her gaze centers upon me.

      For a moment, I fear she will react.

      Surprisingly, she doesn’t. Instead, she focuses on the soldiers behind me, screeches, then lurches forward.

      The soldier holding the pole stumbles. Looses his grip on her. Crashes into the wall, then attempts to hold her back with one arm.

      Doctor Meadors cries, “Get a hold of her!”

      But the infected has already broken free of his hold, and is rushing toward me.

      I step aside, expecting her to follow my movements.

      She rushes toward the soldiers opposite the ring of stretchers.

      I cry, “Stop!”

      And that is when the zombie lurches to a sudden halt.

      The soldiers flick their hands to their triggers.

      Doctor Meadors says, “Wait.”

      The zombie lurches toward where she stands.

      But I cry “Stop!” again.

      And once more, the zombie comes to a standstill.

      An eerie silence shadows the room. In place of pandemonium there is quiet, and where there should be screeching and screaming and bloodshed and bullets there is a malevolent calm. The zombie doesn’t breathe—she doesn’t have to—but instead swivels her head about the room, looking from soldier to soldier to medical practitioner to medical practitioner.

      I step forward. Then I say, “Look at me.”

      The zombie turns her head to regard me with her glossy white eyes.

      “Amazing,” the male nurse who had argued with Doctor Meadors time and time again says.

      The zombie jerks her head toward him.

      “No,” I say. “Look at me.”

      The zombie returns her gaze to me.

      And it is here that I stare into her eyes—that I look past the callousness of her disposition and really see her for what she truly is. I can tell who she might have been once, in life; and that, somewhere along the line, possibly in late winter, she was bitten, only to become infected in the process. Her once-white skin is marred with red, angry, fluid-filled blisters, and she smells worse than death. But I can tell, deep down, that there is something there—a fragile cosmos in which something exists.

      I blink.

      She blinks her right eye, and watches me with her exposed left one.

      I am just about to reach for her when someone fires a shot into her head.

      Blood splatters the wall.

      She goes down.

      I reflexively jerk back.

      Doctor Meadors cries, “What the hell was that?”

      And the soldier—who I can now see is my father—lowers the pistol in front of him before saying, “Something is wrong.”

      He lowers his eyes.

      The eyes of those in attendance lower along with him.

      I look down—and see, quite clearly, my left hand trembling.

      “What?” I ask, before returning my gaze to my father. “What’s wrong?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Doctor Meadors asks.

      I turn my head to face her. “Isn’t what obvious?”

      “You can control them,” she then says. “You can control the infected, Crystal. By… By God.” The woman laughs—a clear, crystalline sound that echoes through the space like sunshine on a rainy day. “You can control the infected.”

      “But what does this mean?” a female nurse who has been standing by asks.

      “It means we can finally fight back,” Doctor Meadors then says. “It means we can finally change the tide of this war.”

      All I can do, in the moments that follow, is remain silent.

      The enormity of it all is just beginning to hit me.

      I, Crystal Wright, can control the undead.

      Could this potentially be the solution we were all looking for?

      Or could this be a curse, I then question, that will lead me to my death?

      I cannot know. What I do understand is that, no matter what is to occur, things have changed. The paradigm has shifted.

      I have, effectively, become a weapon.

      But will I be used for the betterment of mankind…

      Or the worsening of it?
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      “You did what?” Kira asks.

      “You heard what I said,” I reply.

      “I did, but… I want to hear it again.”

      “I do, too,” Tasha says, crossing her arms over her chest.

      I take a moment to consider the two women in front of me, then sigh and say, “I controlled them.”

      “The undead?”

      I nod.

      “How?” Tasha asks.

      This I am unsure of. A part of me feels that it should be something logical—a reaction to stimuli, my voice, my command, something that would make an ounce of logical, human sense. The more I think about it, though, and the more I continue to remember what it is I’d thought, what I’d seen…

      I lift my eyes to face Tasha and Kira, only to find that they are staring at me.

      “What?” I ask, blinking, unsure how to respond to their accusatory looks. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “It’s just… no one’s been able to control them,” Kira says. “Not even Matthias.”

      “So what’s different about you?” Tasha asks.

      “The inoculation?” I say.

      The two women can only stare.

      “I mean… that seems to make more sense than anything,” I say. “If it really was some kind of bacteria—or parasite, or some kind of organism—that they pulled off that spacecraft, then it only makes sense that it might be responsible for what I’m able to do.”

      “Is there something you’re not telling us?” Tasha asks.

      Kira turns her head to face the older woman. “You think she’s hiding something?”

      “I don’t know,” the blonde woman replies, narrowing her eyes as she considers me, “but I have a feeling that we’re not hearing the whole story.”

      “Is that true, Crystal? Are you keeping something from us?”

      “I—” I start. “I don’t⁠—”

      The sound of approaching footsteps silences me.

      A short moment later, the heavy thud of combat boots announces the presence of a soldier.

      I, reluctantly, turn⁠—

      Only to find that it is my father.

      “Dad?” I ask, blinking to take in his features, which are masked by the shadow of this unnatural half-light. “Why are you⁠—”

      “Doctor Meadors wants to see you,” he says.

      “But I—I just⁠—”

      “Got done with her test. I know.” He peers past me to look at my friends. “Kira. Tasha.”

      The women don’t respond.

      Sighing, my father reaches up to press a hand to his temple, then says, “Let’s go, Crystal.”

      “What does she want?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Then why are we⁠—”

      “Because she asked me to come get you,” my father says. “Please… just come with me.”

      I step forward, though I can’t tell if my compulsion to obey is driven by my unease or the fact that he is my parent. However—I know that does not matter, as soon, I am turning to face Kira and Tasha, and saying, “I’ll see you later.”

      “Yeah,” Tasha replies. “You will.

      I try to hide my frown by pursing my lips, but know that it has likely already been seen.

      As we step into the hall—and as we begin to make our way down the corridor that will eventually lead to the emergency bay—I find my heart skipping a beat, my mind racing with the possibilities.

      My father asks, “How did you do it?”

      And I reply by saying, “I probably know just as much as you do.”

      “Which would be?”

      “Nothing,” I say.

      He frowns, but doesn’t make a move to respond. Rather, he reaches down to grip his pistol—the very same weapon that killed the zombie I had been actively manipulating.

      “Dad,” I say.

      “Yes, Crystal?”

      “Why did you kill her?”

      “Who?”

      “The… the zombie.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” my father says.

      “But it does,” I say, increasing my pace before stepping in front of and stopping him. “It does matter.”

      “No it⁠—”

      “You’re bothered by something. I can tell.”

      “What happened wasn’t natural,” my father says. “People can’t just control the infected.”

      “They’re not infected, Dad. They’re dead.”

      “Okay. They’re not infected—they’re dead. But either way: someone just can’t control the undead, Crystal. It’s not natural. It’s not… not⁠—”

      “Not what, Dad?”

      “Right,” my father says.

      A long silence passes between us, during which time I feel I could build bridges, climb mountains, cross oceans, and then burn them all the same. My mind is a bird in this moment—soaring, endlessly, toward distant possibilities—and though try as I might to keep from panicking like a starling in fright, I find myself doing just that.

      Is he scared of me? I find myself thinking. Is my father really scared of me?

      There is no way for me to really gauge that for sure. He could just be nervous for what may become of me, or maybe just unsure of how this will affect me personally. But based on his reactions—and not just the way he is looking, but the way he is staring—I find that he can’t be anything but afraid.

      This is why, in this moment, I can’t help but tremble.

      “Come on, Crystal,” my father says a short moment later. “We need to go.”

      “Where are we going?” I ask—and though I lift my eyes, I do not face him, but instead, the dark corridor ahead of us.

      “We’re going to talk to Doctor Meadors,” my father says, “to run some additional tests, some extra diagnostics.”

      “And then?”

      “And then…” He pauses. “We go from there.”

      We go from there, I think.

      Though a part of me doesn’t want to know what my near future may hold, another knows that I must face whatever is to come, no matter what the circumstance.

      For that reason, I begin to follow my father once more, all the while knowing that something horrible is about to happen.

      

      Doctor Meadors is quick to take my blood. Hands adorned with thick vinyl gloves, the sleeves of her medical coat secured with tape, she takes a moment to consider the dark red liquid in the vial before gesturing to the nurse at our side and saying, “Bandage her up.”

      The nurse—who is garbed much like Doctor Meadors, with thick gloves and secured sleeves—looks at me for a moment. She then turns and, with trembling hands, withdraws a ball of cotton and a single bandage. Judging by the way she is acting, this nurse would rather have nothing to do with me.

      “Don’t just stand there!” Doctor Meadors snaps. “Bandage her up!”

      The nurse visibly jerks, but does as asked—first pressing the cotton to, then telling me to apply pressure on the wound before securing the band-aid in place.

      Not long after, Doctor Meadors sets the vial of my blood into a revolving cylinder to prevent it from coagulating and begins to remove the tape from her wrists.

      “Doctor Meadors,” I say, lifting my eyes to face the woman. “What exactly is going to happen to me?”

      “We’re going to conduct some further tests on your blood,” the woman says. “To confirm that the bacterium within it is acting in the way that we believe it is.”

      “Are we going to do more exposure tests?”

      “There’s nothing left to test, Crystal. There were five medical professionals—including two of my infectious disease colleagues—in that room with us. They can personally vouch for your abilities.”

      “But… you don’t think what I did was just a fluke?”

      “There’s a possibility that it could have been,” Doctor Meadors replies, “but the truth is that we don’t have the adequate facilities to test whether or not it was a fluke.”

      “What does that mean?” I ask.

      Doctor Meadors turns to deposit her vinyl gloves into a special wastebasket explicitly marked with a biohazard symbol. She then sighs and says, “It means we may have to consider transporting you.”

      “To where?”

      “An official government testing facility.”

      I blink, too stunned to speak. My mouth opens, closes, then opens again. It takes a full thirty seconds for me to finally blurt out, “What?”

      “I said⁠—”

      “I heard what you said,” I say. “It’s just… how would we get there? To somewhere official, I mean?”

      “We would have to fly you out of here⁠—”

      “Fly?”

      “—and rendezvous with the official government presence that has been established in the deep south.”

      “You mean to tell me that there is a government presence?”

      “Yes, Crystal. There is.”

      “Then why aren’t they doing anything to stop this?”

      “Part of my presence here in the state of Texas is to ensure that nothing further happens. The state was inadequately prepared to combat a virus of this magnitude. Between a weak military response, and the inability to control the spread of the disease as the infected migrated from South and Central America, it was only natural that Texas would fall first.”

      “What about the rest of the bordering states? California? New Mexico? Ari… Arizona?”

      “Those states were able to effectively isolate the infected before they could spread the virus. You must remember: the area of Texas you grew up in was the furthest south of all of those states.”

      “What are you saying, Doctor Meadors? Are you… are you telling me that the rest of the country⁠—”

      “Is not dealing with a so-called ‘zombie apocalypse?’” the woman asks. “No. It isn’t.”

      The reality is almost too much to comprehend. I have been so far removed from the real world that I could have never anticipated there being resemblance of it outside the United States, let alone within it.

      “You’re… you’re saying that the rest of the world⁠—”

      “Is quote unquote ‘normal?’ Yes, Crystal. I am. Or, at least, it’s as normal as it can be, all things considering.”

      “I thought this hit everywhere?”

      “The disinformation that hit Texas radio stations instilled that belief within a lot of people. Texas may be a large state, and it may have many people within it, but it is not impossible to create safeguards to protect the rest of the country.”

      “So… this thing about President Gaves being safe⁠—”

      “Is simply business as usual.”

      “Why didn’t anyone tell us what was really going on?”

      “Because we did not want to give you false hope.”

      “False hope of what?”

      “You and your friends and family leaving Texas.”

      I open my mouth to speak once more, but am stopped by the sound of approaching footsteps.

      “You’re telling me we can’t leave?” I ask.

      “I’m saying that none of us can leave, Crystal. Not until we are sure we can control this thing.”

      “Then how⁠—”

      The door opens, revealing my father, who looks less than pleased about the state of things. “Are we done here?” the man asks.

      “We are,” Doctor Meadors says. “You can return your daughter to the family waiting room. But Crystal.”

      I turn my head to regard the doctor before I can step out the door.

      “Be careful what you tell your friends,” she says. “Dangling false hope is akin to dropping a fishing lure in a lake. The fish doesn’t get the chance to escape the fisherman if he’s truly hungry.”

      All I can do, as I exit out the door, is growl.

      

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I ask.

      My father comes to a halt halfway down the hall. “What?” he asks.

      “Why didn’t you tell me? About Texas being the only state to deal with the Harbor Strain?”

      My father, Sergeant Lloyd Wright, sighs, and reaches up to run a hand along his forehead. “Crystal…”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I don’t…”

      “Why didn’t you tell me!” I cry, my voice bordering on a scream. I am so consumed by fear, by rage, that it takes everything in my willpower to keep from letting loose all my raw, primal anger.

      My father stares at me for several long moments, obviously careful to consider the words he is about to say. When it comes time for him to speak, all he can offer is, “I didn’t want you to be angry.”

      “Angry?” I ask, laughing. “You didn’t want me to be angry?”

      “That the military couldn’t do more to stop this.”

      “Couldn’t do more? Or wouldn’t?”

      “Crystal—”

      “Are you telling me that the military knew? And didn’t do anything to stop this?”

      “It’s more complicated than that.”

      “My friends are dead,” I say. “My mother is dead. And you’re telling me you kept this from me because you didn’t want me to be angry?” I ball my hand into a fist. “I can’t believe you lied to me.”

      “I didn’t lie to you, Crystal.”

      “Well, you damn well didn’t tell me the truth either.”

      “Watch your language,” my father says.

      “My language?” I laugh. “You’re telling me to watch my language when I fought through hell and back to help us get us here? When I lost two friends along the way?” I stare him down. “I can’t believe you’d do this to me.”

      “I tried my best to keep you safe.”

      “Maybe I’d’ve been better off dead in the city,” I reply. “At least then I wouldn’t have to know that the real world was just beyond my reach.”

      I turn and begin to make my way down the hall.

      “Crystal!” my father calls. “Wait!”

      “Don’t talk to me,” I say. “Just don’t.”

      “I’m sorry!” he calls.

      “No you’re not!” I counter. “If you were sorry, you would’ve told me! You wouldn’t have kept me in the dark!”

      There is a moment during which I feel that my father will reply, and that he will attempt to give chase—maybe to console me, maybe to discipline me. I fully anticipate hearing his thunderous footsteps come after me, and as a result, brace myself for what is to come. But as the moments pass by, and as I continue forward, I find that he does not reply, nor does he give chase.

      Instead, I am met merely with silence.

      Pure, alien silence.

      I come to a halt in the middle of the hallway. Ball my hands into fists. Force myself to keep from turning.

      Don’t give him the leverage, a part of me says. Don’t give him the one thing he can use against you.

      My compliance would only serve as a weakness; and in that sense, something that could be used against me.

      With that in mind, I continue onward, moving one foot in front of the other, almost autonomously at that.

      When I draw near the family waiting room me, Tasha, and Kira have been housed within for the past several weeks, I come to a halt and take a deep breath.

      Be careful what you tell your friends, Doctor Meadors had said. False hope is like a lure in a lake.

      “And the fish cannot escape if the fisherman is hungry,” I whisper, and close my eyes.

      The sound of footsteps echoes into my ears.

      When I open my eyes, I find none other than Kira standing before me.

      She asks, “Crystal?” Then she frowns and says, “What’s wrong?”

      “There’s something I have to tell you,” I say.
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