
Time Will Tell

“Things seem to have died down outside. We should be good for the night.”
“The store is pretty much wiped clean. Seems like somebody else got here first.”
“All I could scavenge was some batteries and bags of chips near the back.”
“Wow, really, Margie? You’re already eating the cheetos? ”
“What? I was hungry.”
Rolling out my neck, I hear the pop of my aching muscles loosening. We have been on the run for most of the day and have decided to take refuge in a deserted convenient store. So we sit here, listening and waiting. 

Mikey’s sitting across from Margie, his long legs stretching out as he checks and reloads his shotgun. His darkened fingers gently stroke the barrel. He keeps his head low, but every so often, he nudges Margie with his foot just to irritate her. 

“Oh my God, Mikey! would you quit it? I’m trying to sleep!”
He rumbles out a chuckle as he shakes his head.

Margie sticks out her tongue at him before pulling the hood of her sweater over her head, turning onto her side and folding an arm under her head as a pillow.

“It is getting late. Maybe we all should get some sleep.” I say with a grunt, taking my seat next to Mikey as I push some broken glass out of the way. “It’s been a long day.”
“Nah, not tired. I’ll take first watch.” 

I reach over to our supply pack next to Margie and drag it over to me. It may not be the softest thing, but it’s better then the cold, hard floor. That’s when I spot the newspaper under the bag. Grabbing the paper and a flashlight, I shine a light over the front page.

“Wow. This paper is so outdated.” I whisper to no one in particular. “I can’t believe Xleno hit us two months ago.”
I feel Mikey leaning on me, “Was it only that long ago? It feels like a year’s gone by.”
“I guess that’s what happens when you’re on the run.”
We stay quiet for awhile, the only sound coming from Margie with her muffled snoring.

I break the silence, feeling antsy. “Remember when Xleno wasn’t a big deal? When it was seen as the stomach flu?”
“Yeah, we were at Susan’s place.”
My heart drops and tightens with his words as they draw me back into the dark, untouched places of my mind. 

It is December 27th. 

Mikey and Margie sit around me on the couch as we watch the news on Susan’s flat screen TV.

“Xleno is beginning to raise warning flags with WHO as doctors decipher more about the killer virus.”
“That’s right, Tim. Xleno can no longer be called your average stomach flu as reports of new updates are being released. Aside from the known symptoms of fevers, vomiting, and blistering with pustules, doctors claim that there is yet another to add.”
“Apparently those infected with Xleno, during the latter stages, will have a massive change in diet. Raw meat. They will begin eating anything that moves: cats, dogs, birds, and yes, even humans.”
“WHO is advising that all citizens remain in the safety of their homes and keep outdoor visits to a minimum.”
“Those currently infected are being placed in isolation and-”
The screen suddenly goes back as Susan stands next TV, arms folded over her chest, with the remote hanging in her hand ,while tapping her foot.

“I can’t believe that you guys are actually watching this.”
“What’s wrong with being educated?” Margie asks with a full mouth, her lips stained with orange as she stuffs her face with more cheetos.  

“They keep airing the same information throughout the day and throughout all the channels. It’s causing panic.”
Putting the remote back onto the coffee table, Susan splits the curtains covering one of the windows and peaks out.

“Okay this guy has been pacing around on the street for at least ten minutes now.”
“So?” Mikey calls out, his legs now hanging over the armrest.

“So, it’s cold outside. And he looks distressed.”
“Maybe he’s infected.” Margie suggests with a smirk, her eyebrows wiggling.

“Yeah, that must be it.” Susan rolls her eyes and scoffs, letting the curtain drop. “Look I think I’m going to go over there and ask him if he’s alright.”
“We’re not supposed to leave the house, Susan.” I challenge, pushing myself off the couch.

“They exaggerate everything on the news, Grace.” She retorts, “I’ll be fine.”
Susan grabs her coat hanging off the loveseat and shrugs it on, flicking out her hair trapped underneath. I follow her to the front door, but as she steps out, I remain in place.

“There’s no way I’m taking the risk.”
“Your call.”
I watch her approach the man. They stand there, in the middle of the street, and talk. Just as I start to believe that things are fine, I hear Susan scream. She tries to run, but the man grabs her before quickly releasing her. However, being let go suddenly causes her to fall headfirst. As I sprint over to her, I conclude that the impact must have been hard, due to the lack of movement from her end.

The man is in panic and ends up darting in the opposite direction. Using the strength in both arms, I lift her body and cradle her close to me as I witness people rushing out of their homes, guns in hand.

Things blur out from there. 

While I wobble my way back to the house I hear guns firing around me. Looking down, I see blood trickling down her forehead. Susan’s head hangs limply and bobs with each step. Never in my life have I felt so much fear and panic.

I pace with heavy anxiety down the hallway when Margie steps out from Susan’s room.

“Well?” I ask frantically, rushing over to her.  “How is she?” 

“She’s awake, but shaky. Try not to excite her or -”

I don’t bother listening to the rest as I push my way into the room. There I see Susan hunched over in bed, weakly drinking a glass of water. Her eyes meet with mine and that’s when I see how pale her skin is, excluding the nasty welt growing on her forehead. My stomach tightens with guilt.

“I saw it.” Susan whispers suddenly, her voice so quiet that I can barely hear her.

“Saw what?”

“The pustules… they were all over him…” 

“Hey, Susan, it’s alright we can -”

“Kill me.”

“W-what?”

“He touched me, Grace. You know what that means. I am infected.” Her voice is thick with disgust. 

“We don’t know that yet.” 

A bitter laugh, “Ha. Don’t mock me. I know my fate. May as well get it over with now.”

“Is this what you want?” Mikey’s voice startles me as he stands next to me, his expression hard and eyes cold.

“Wait, hold on! We don’t have to -” 

“Yes.” A pause. “I do.” Susan declares, cutting me off. 

Something clanks by Mikey’s side which cause my eyes to widen with horror.

“Mikey, no.”

His head whips over to me, his glare is heavy with pain and regret.

“Michael. No.”

“Do not think that this is easy for me!”

“Then don’t do it! Don’t shoot!” I search for Margie, who is cowering by the door, her teeth biting nervously at her thumbnail. “Say something, dammit!”

“Stop making this difficult, Grace. You will do as I say. Without question.” 

I look back at Susan.

“Please, Susan. You aren’t thinking straight! Trust me, this isn’t what you want!” I beg. 

Susan holds her gaze with me before shifting her attention to Mikey.

“Do it.”

His body stiffens for a moment before he nods.

Nausea hits me as my body collapses. Even with my hands crushing the sides of my head, it cannot deafen the sound. 

The sound of death. 

I shut off the memory.

I press the heels of my hands into my eyes while trying to regain steady breathing. I count to ten and lean back with a groan. Mikey looks over at me with worry reshaping his face, the sudoku puzzle now hanging limply over his thigh. Before he has a chance to open his mouth, a loud, clanging noise comes from outside. We freeze, listening carefully.

There it is again.

We reach for our guns and pop up to our feet.

“Should we wake Margie?” He asks, already at the front door.

“If we do then we have to explain the situation.”
“In and out.”
I nod. “In and out.”
The full moon floats about the speckled, twinkling stars in the sky. 

We hear creaking from the side of the store. Our feet move quickly while the wind tosses trash about.

A dumpster comes into sight as I faintly note a shadowed figure moving behind it. Suddenly, a high-pitched yowl echoes within the empty streets. The figure shifts into my field of view and I lift my gun up defensively.

The sound of flesh tearing grows louder as the person begins to feed hungrily. Blood drips down their arms and pieces of meat splatter by its feet. My stomach churns as I get hit by the revolting, pungent smell.

“Hey!” 

The person looks up in alert, a gooey red smeared on its face.

“What the hell, Mikey!” I hiss. “Why are you drawing attention to us!”
Mikey shrugs, his shotgun locking on the person’s head.

“Great plan, dumbass.” I snarl.

The person drops, what I assume is, a cat and growls at us. At a closer glance, I confirm my suspicions; I see the blistering red skin that crawls with white, puss-filled bumps: Infected.

It charges at us with awful whines and screeches; Mikey answers back with the blast of his gun. A direct hit pierces through its abdomen, the force causing The Infected to fly back into an overturned car. The impact isn’t pretty. Various organs to slip out  while accompanied by the seeping of thick blood.

“We need to get inside. Now.” I call out, feeling woozy and nauseous.

Mikey answers with a stern nod. But before I get a chance to even move my feet, I feel a pair of arms wrap around my neck from behind, I gag. Without hesitation, I strike the attacker with my elbow causing them stagger back. Pivoting on my heels, I drive the butt of my rifle into their nose, knocking the person out as they collapse onto the asphalt. Quickly, I regroup and aim for its head.

Next to me, Mikey fights his own battle with two infected people. I send a clean shot through one of their legs, causing him to fall. Lunging forwards, I smash my foot down onto their chest. 

The loud blasts of Mikey’s shotgun continuously draw attention to us as bodies rush over hungrily to us. 

Margie flies through the store’s front door, a smaller gun of her own in hand.

“What’s going on? Why didn’t anyone wake me up!” She shouts, her eyes widening at the scene before her.

“How about this: shut it and shoot it.” I growl, jamming my elbow hard into the side of a woman’s head. 

I aim my gun at an Infected hurtling my way. Instead of feeling the sensation of the recoil, I hear the devastating click of an empty gun. 

“Crap! I’m out!” I yell, using the butt of my rifle to clock an Infected in the head. 

Mikey’s gone silent as well, the barrel of his gun stabbed into a forgotten body, switching over to his fists.

An Infected swings at me but I manage to dodge it, bringing up my knee into his gut before striking the side of his head. All of a sudden I feel something heavy jump at me from behind. My eyes are covered and I thrash about, desperately wanting whatever it is off my back. 

That’s when I feel teeth sink into my forearm. 

A bloodcurdling scream rips out from my throat and I let myself fall on my back. Hearing a groan, the hands slip off my face. I take this opportunity to turn around and punch the person repeatedly. However, this is when I feel yet another pair of teeth penetrate deep into my shoulder, tearing through the skin and muscle before pulling back to swallow. Defenselessly, I get kicked square in the stomach, the wind getting knocked out of me as I stumble forwards. 

From there on, I begin to lose count of the number of times I feel teeth and fingers digging into me. I lose the feeling of my limbs as my body grows numb, black spots spreading across my vision. All pain lingers away and is replaced with coldness.

I see Margie rushing over to me as she skids to a halt, drops to her knees and cups my head. I can barely see now but I still try to make out her face. Her eyes are wild and I ache to feel her touch, to feel anything other than this growing coldness.

Hands grab her, pulling at her hair as they drag her body away from me. A silent scream emits from my open mouth as I watch them devour her. 

Everything goes black within seconds. 

To think that I actually believed we might have a chance of beating all this. 

How naïve, how stupid of me. 
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