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Prologue

 


Laura Elizabeth Watson was a researcher
aboard the NOA vessel Odysseus.  Twenty hours ago, an asteroid
crashed into the Atlantic, thirty miles due east of Baltimore,
Maryland.  Laura was on loan to NOA by NASA.  She was the
world’s leading expert on deep space mineralogy, having studied
tens of thousands of deep space meteors.

They’d been sent to recover this meteor—the
technical term for an asteroid once it’d made landfall on the
planet—because it was different than anything else they’d ever
seen.  In the northern hemisphere in early June, meteorites
typically fell from the north to the south.  This wasn’t
always the case; it was just typical of that particular yearly
meteor shower, when the earth passed through the remnants of a
large asteroid that impacted Deimos, the irregularly-shaped smaller
moon of Mars.  Many of those Deimosian Shower meteorites were
actually part of that moon as well as the asteroid that impacted
it.  This meteor, however, had come from east to west, which
meant it had come from deep space.  Some deep space meteors
contained an ultra-rare, ultra-heavy mineral called argimonium,
which NASA had been experimenting with in the use of a new
top-secret fission propulsion system.  Laura’s salary was
secure because she was able to find more argimonium than anyone
else.  It was estimated that there was less than twelve grams
of the mineral on the entire planet; Laura had retrieved five grams
of it herself.  NASA needed two more grams to power their new
engine prototype.  Just eight grams of this mineral would
provide propulsion and life support to get twelve men from the
earth to Mars and home in under a year.  Finding another two
grams would secure her place in history and propel NASA and the
United States of America back to its rightful place as the
forerunners of space exploration.

The exact coordinates of impact were recorded
by every telescope even remotely under control or coercion of the
U.S. government.  The ship’s captain, James Watley, calculated
the trajectory underwater, using up-to-the-minute current
calculations, and was now circling the spot three-quarters of a
mile away from the impact site where the meteor sat on the bottom
of the ocean, 4,124 feet down.

The ROV drivers Penelope Stevens and Raul
Santiago were in place, creating the final preparations for the
deep sea remotely-operated vehicle to start the recovery
process.  Their mission was to dig a tunnel under the meteor,
secure the cargo netting, and inflate the air bags that would bring
the celestial body to the surface.  A large crane stood ready
on the deck to lift the meteor onto the boat.

It took seven hours for the ROV crew to raise
the meteor to the deck. The operation went as smoothly as it could
have.  As it cleared the water, Laura was waiting with an
electron spectra-scope to scan the find for argimonium.  If
there was any, the U.S Government would seize the rock for
transport back to her lab.  If none were found, it would go to
NOA for display in a museum or further study.

The instant the rock was securely on deck,
Laura stepped forward with the probe of her spectra-scope, watching
the infrared screen intently.  She was watching so intently,
in fact, that she didn’t notice the surface of the rock seeming to
move as she approached.  She poked the mound with the probe,
surprised to find it almost soft.  Certainly softer than any
meteor she’d ever discovered.

On the third probe, she began to see
significant readings on her spectra-scope and looked away from the
screen at the rock.  It had a core of argimonium almost nine
inches in diameter, roughly the size of a basketball.  The
mineral weighed fourteen grams per cubic centimeter; a core that
size would weigh over two hundred pounds.  This was enough
material for faster than light interstellar travel.

At that exact moment, the surface of the
meteor came alive.  Black goo oozed up her arm, some of it
immediately entering her body through a cut on her hand.  The
viscous material flowed upward towards her nose and mouth, into her
body through any available orifice.  Ears, nose, mouth, eyes,
vagina, and anus, through the razor nick on her legs, her body
absorbed the slimy material.

Laura took one last breath as a human,
inhaling the liquid into her lungs.  She felt strange, and
then she felt nothing.

Laura’s body stood still for a moment. 
The crane operator, Christian Villines, seeing what was happening,
started lifting the rock off the deck to throw it back in the
water.

A jet of the remaining gelatinous black ooze
shot off the meteor and smashed into Christian’s face, knocking his
hands from the controls of the crane.

Laura’s body, now fully under the control of
the parasites, vomited the black gel the parasites secreted to keep
them alive in the vastness of space and blew it out of her nose,
leaving only the bugs which had by now invaded her brain and
started connecting parts of her brain her old human version could
never have accessed.  This “new” Laura had access to all the
knowledge of the old, plus the areas of the brain that controlled
untapped abilities of the human mind.

Laura and Christian straightened and then
disappeared in a puff of vapor.  They travelled throughout the
ship, infecting each member of the crew.  They’d each bitten
several dozen people by the time they reappeared behind the ROV
operators down in the lower forward hold.  Laura pressed her
mouth to Penelope, who at first seemed oddly excited and then felt
nothing as the millions of parasites invaded her brain, taking
control of her body.

Christian bit Raul Santiago on the shoulder,
injecting the parasites into his jugular vein.  One quick
spurt of blood and then the parasites had control of Raul’s brain
and began to heal the wound to his neck.  Christian watched
the jagged laceration knit itself closed.

James Watley was last. He’d barricaded
himself on the bridge, thinking the doors would save him when, in
actuality, everyone had forgotten about him.  Finally, Steven
McLain, the cook and one of the last to be bitten, remembered James
up on the bridge and popped in to bite him on the back of the
neck.

When everyone on the ship was infected, she
sent out a mental signal for everyone to meet her on the deck.

“It has begun,” Laura said in her deep
honeyed voice.  “This time, do NOT fuck this up.  Any
humans who represent the slightest hint of resistance or immunity,
eat them.  Last time we were here, we failed at this
task.  Do not fail me again.”

“Christian, you are to go to Asia and start
preparations there.  Take McLain and Santiago with you. 
I’m taking Penelope and Watley with me.  We’re going to start
by taking over the capital region of America, working our way
west.  Remember that these bodies cannot handle our maximum
reproductive rates; you’ll need to pace yourself and allow time
between infections when you create lieutenants.  Let your
lesser creations bite the masses; keep your own levels up in case
you need to create more underlings.  This world was lost to us
once. Do not fail again.  Do not create any soldiers until
three days from now.  We need to make sure that there is
leadership in place before we start the official invasion.

“The rest of you, find various major cities
and wait.  Create no more than one or two children per day and
give them the same orders - no soldiers until the third
day.  I’ll let you all know when it’s time to begin creating
our army.”

With that, the zombies all disappeared in a
large puff of vapor.  Laura brought Penelope and Watley to BWI
Airport, where they reappeared on the top floor of the parking
garage.

“Go forth and multiply,” said Laura with a
grin, sending Penelope and Watley out.  Laura herself chose
her victims carefully and slowly.   She had to be slow
about creating her children. If she bit too many too quickly, the
last ones would just be soldiers, mindless drones bent on eating
and creating more mindless drones.  She needed more children
to help her fight.

She chose three people to bite. 
Samantha, a happy looking woman about twenty years old, who was
just in town from Nebraska. Reginald, a commuter who was on his way
to New York for work. And Lisa, another commuter heading to
Chicago.  By the time the last two got to their destinations,
they’d have enough of their larvae built up to produce good quality
offspring.  From those airports in Chicago, they would spread
throughout the world.

“Reginald, Lisa, go about the business of
your hosts.  Get on the planes.  Bite no one until you’re
in your destination city’s airport.  Do not create any
soldiers for three days, or I will have your heads.

“Samantha, you’re staying with me.”

“My host preferred to be called Sam,” said
Samantha.

“Okay, Sammie.  You’re with me,” replied
Laura with a grin.  “We’re going to start creating our army
here on the east coast.  Your job is simple.  Visit each
small town up the interstate from here north.  Create one
child in each town and give them the order to wait three days to
start creating soldiers.  You’re probably not strong enough to
teleport, so you’ll have to run.  Go now.”

Samantha ran off, her form blurring into
almost invisibility with the speed.  She did as she was told,
stopping off in three towns north of Baltimore to bite one zombie
before stopping off in York, Pennsylvania, for the night.

Laura teleported herself back to the ship,
grabbed the two hundred-pound argimonium mass from the net swinging
lightly above the ship’s deck, and teleported herself back to NASA
headquarters, where she appeared in a janitorial closet.  She
carried the mass lightly under her arm into her office, where she
called her boss.

“Tom, you have to come in here.  I’ve
just returned from the ship.” That was all she said into the
telephone before Tom was heading into her office.

“Tom, I hit the jackpot.  There’s over
two hundred pounds. That’s well over ninety thousand grams. 
Can you imagine what we can do with that?  Faster than light
travel? Power the planet indefinitely?  The options are
limitless.  One microgram of this would power an automobile
for the life of the driver.  We could get the U.S. off foreign
oil.  We could have free, unlimited energy.  This will
change the world!”

Tom took a seat.  “Laura, we need to
brief the President.”

Laura smiled as Tom called the
administration’s secretary and set up the appointment for later
that day.  This was going perfectly.

Samantha found a hotel in York, Pennsylvania.
She stepped into the lobby of the old, shabby Super 8 hotel on
Market Street in York and rented a room for the night.  The
man behind the counter asked her for her identification.  She
wasn’t sure if she should give it, and she hadn’t yet created a
child in York yet.  Therefore, she walked through the door of
the hotel and bit him on the neck.  Right as her teeth clamped
down on the man behind the counter, she heard a shotgun blast and
felt the impact on her midsection.  The blast jarred her away
from her prey, throwing her to the ground.  She felt her guts
knitting back together as the woman who’d shot her came and stood
over her with the shotgun.

Samantha jumped up and, with all of her
speed, took the shotgun and shot the woman in the head, her
movements a blur.

“Fuck.  Now look what you’ve done!” she
screamed at the headless corpse.

Samantha grabbed the corpse’s feet and
dragged it into the office as the man she’d just barely bitten
shambled off outside, forgotten in her rush to clean up the
scene.

The zombie-soldier staggered out into the
street and turned down George St. towards a group of six kids
standing on the corner.  It stumbled up to the kids, only one
thought in the remnants of its brain.  Eat.

Less than three minutes later, seven zombies
staggered down the street, heading off in all different directions,
each with only a single thought.  Eat.


Chapter 1

Recharge

 


Tookes spent most of the day planning.
 Max slept until almost noon and once again woke up ravenously
hungry.  That was a good sign, and he was recovering well.
 It was becoming more and more apparent that Max was a true
Tookes just like his daddy; he was small, but Vic was proud at the
bravery of his son.  Time slipped by so fast these days, and
Tookes felt like his little boy was almost growing before his eyes.
 He knew he needed to cherish every moment.

Max ate a decent-sized lunch then immediately
went back upstairs to bed.  Vic watched his son climb the
stairs, blowing him a kiss as he went around the last corner.
 A few minutes later, Tookes and the crew discussed their
options as they sat around the antique dining room table, eating a
lunch of thinly-sliced roast venison sandwiches and fresh fried
sweet potato chips.

"John, Max needs to recover a little bit
before we can even talk to Sean.  Sean needs to get from your
house to an airport but not just any airport.  We need the
biggest airport in the lowest population area we can find.  We
need to find someone that can fly a plane.  Then we need to
fly a plane and coordinate flying around the world with them
arriving at the airport."

John sat back in his chair, mulling it over.
 Marshall took that second to interject between bites of
freshly fried sweet potato chips, "Let’s talk about Renee.
 Max said that she was stuck south of a big city,” Tookes
said.  “The only big city between Atlanta and here is
Charlotte, North Carolina.   In the old days, that was a
five-hour drive.  These days, who the hell knows how long it
could take.” Victor shrugged. “If she's south of the city, we're
going to have to go through or around it, and I honestly don’t like
the prospect of either.  When I lived in Charlotte fifteen
years ago, there were a million people there."

"How the fuck are we going through a million
bloody zombies, mate?" asked John.

"I have an idea about that.  On the
north side of Charlotte is a huge stone quarry.  It’s over a
half mile deep.  I think we go pied piper on them, lead them
to the quarry, and dump them in."

"Vic, there has got to be supers in a town
that size,” said Marshall.

"That's the first phase.  We draw the
supers out first."

"That has to be easier said than done.
 How do we do that?" Marshall asked.

"With a show of strength, bro.  The way
they’ve been tracking us, I say we use that against them.  We
find our killing zone and have some fun blowing out our powers.
 I'm talking about things that make so much noise every super
within a hundred miles will come looking.  I've been cooking
something up I'm dying to try.  I know Leo wants to see how
far she can teleport.  Marshall, have you ever figured out
exactly how much you can lift?" Tookes said with an almost
mischievous smirk.

Marshall was ever the pragmatist and ignored
his brother. "My thoughts are that we find a train,” the big man
said. “The railroad runs forty-five minutes from here, starting in
Charlottesville down through Virginia and North Carolina to
Atlanta.  There, it turns west and runs all the way to
southern California.  With stops in the old days, it was an
eight-hour train ride.  I should be able to push almost
anything off the track.  I figure that if we ride a locomotive
with only one car, we should have the power to push anything else
off the tracks that I can’t push off myself.  We can outrun
any zombies and run over any in the way with very little fear of
damage to the vehicle, and of course,” he added with a
smirk, “we won't run into any traffic jams."

"Victor, darling, what are you going to do
with Max?  Last time you left, Frye came for him," asked
Mom.

"I'm bringing him with me.  I’m not
making the same mistake twice,” Tookes said plainly and grabbed a
second homemade roll and a bottle of mustard.

The four faces around the table looked at him
in astonishment. "Seriously?”

"He's not leaving my sight with Frye still
out there and with those whack-jobs from Reva.  Actually,
that’s an even better reason to take a train.  We can armor up
the car and have some kind of a mobile tank.” Victor cut open the
roll and then gestured towards his brother with the knife.  “I
think Marshall is right.  We can easily stop anything that
gets in our way fairly quickly with just one train-car.," Tookes
said as he piled thinly -sliced roast venison tenderloin on a
second roll and slathered it in spicy brown mustard.

Tookes’ mother looked skeptical and had her
arms crossed as she asked, "What if you get swamped in
there?”

"We would have to build the train with that
in mind,” said Marshall and paused. “Now that I think about it, we
could build it to withstand a significant siege.”

"How sure are you?" asked Leo, and Marshall
shrugged.

“Sure enough,” he said.

"Well, I'm sure," Tookes
said, trying to convey confidence. "We have a few more items to
discuss.  We need to hold funerals for the men that died and
come up with some way to honor them.  I'm open to
suggestions."  Vic took another bite of his sandwich, amazed
once again that his mother could take almost nothing and make it
into a miraculous dinner.  She always had the ability to take
what she had on hand and turn it into something fabulous and
delicious, even with something as basic as venison.  Even
though it seemed small, this lunch with his family warmed Tookes’
heart.  It was another glimmer at the potential that life
could return to some sort of semblance of “normal.”

"We're going to start a wall, right?” Leo
suggested.  “We could name a tower or section of the wall
after them.”

"We could build a tall tower in honor of all
those who have and will lose their life in this mess," was
Marshall's suggestion.

"I like the idea of a tower," Tookes said,
taking another bite of his sandwich and wiping mustard from his
face.  "Maybe in the center of the east wall, the direction of
sunrise, to represent the new life they died to build.”

“That’s awfully poetic, Vic,” Leo said,
raising her eyebrow.

“Well, it seems fitting to me.  Let’s
all put some thought into this and talk about it in a couple of
days.  I’m open to suggestions.” He took another bite of his
sandwich and then pushed his plate away, “Now, item number two
on the list is home place security.  With Bookbinder gone and
compromised, we need to change up everything.  We
need to change our patrol routes.  We need to change our
personnel, and we need to invent new tactics.  Bookbinder
knows how we train, so we need new training.
 We basically need a new Bookbinder.   He was a good
friend to me, but he’s a big threat to our security."

"If Sean was here, he could train ‘em up
right," John murmured.

"I wish he was, and he will be soon, John,”
Vic said, clapping John on the shoulder. “Until Sean gets here,
would you mind setting up a training schedule?   We need
someone competent."

“Not sure I’m the best choice for that.” John
laughed and added, “All right, mate.”

"What about Ken Leuty?" asked Marshall.
 Tookes knew Marshall had the best relationship with the
settlers; he spent a lot of time down at the barn when the four of
them weren't out trying to exterminate the planet’s infestation.
 Marshall was a very talented carpenter.  He had built
beds and chairs out of the scrap lumber from a two hundred-year-old
barn we had torn down several years earlier.  He was an
amazing craftsman.  The talent to take ancient barn wood and
turn it into exquisite furniture was a unique and wonderful gift.
 Seeing Marshall work with his hands was a treat to anyone who
watched.  His skill was a combination of patience and
attention to detail.  He would spend hours sculpting and
carving a headboard until it was just right.  Almost all of
the furniture the settlers used daily was handmade by Marshall.
 It was his labor of love, and the settlers regarded them as
prized possessions.

"Leuty?  He's pretty young, isn’t he?
 Do you think he can handle it?" Tookes asked.

"He handled himself in the whole Frye
situation better than Baker did.  Leuty showed initiative and
tried to take control of the situation.  He was doing well,
but the whole crew was out-maneuvered.  I don't think there is
a better man to fill in,” Marshall said and then ate half of his
third sandwich in one bite.  Leo giggled from the other side
of the table as he chowed down.

"Okay, let’s name Leuty as commander of M1.
 We should pull the guys from M1 aside and let them know.
 Can you take care of that, Marshall?  John and I need to
go to the library, and I have a special task for Leo."

"Sure,” Marshall said. “Oh, can you pick
me up a book with woodworking patterns while you’re there?"

"Sure, bro,” Tookes said.  He looked
around the table and asked if anyone else had any other questions.
 “If we're done here, we need to get a move on.  I don't
expect a lot of trouble at the library, but I'd like to be back
before dark.  Mom, did you have anything else?  Do you
need anything?"

"I'm pretty well set up here.  If you
happen to find any seeds, could you bring them with you?  We
could use seeds from any vegetable or herb.  But we have a lot
of time for that kind of thing."

"Okay, we'll keep an eye peeled," Tookes said
as they all stood up from the table. "Thanks for this lunch, Mom.
My sandwich was amazing.  And potato chips? Did you make them
by hand?"

"Oh, it was nothing,” she said with a wave of
her hand.  “I fried them this morning to keep the sweet
potatoes in the house from going bad.”

“You amaze me every day, Mom,” Tookes said
and embraced his mom, kissing her on the cheek.

"Thank you, Mrs. Tookes," said Leo as she
stood.

The group of friends all walked out, and
Marshall headed off towards the barn to deliver the news of Leuty's
promotion.  Tookes and Leo stayed behind as they spoke.

"Leo, I need to know a couple of things about
your power, but I need you to do your testing pretty far away from
here,” he said.  “About one hundred miles from here, you'll
find yourself in the Jefferson National Forest.  It's almost
two million acres of forest.  The zombie population should be
low there.  I need to know how big or how much weight you can
teleport and how far you can go in each bound when you’re by
yourself and if you're carrying something or someone else.”

"You got it.  But I can tell you most of
that now," Leo said, crossing her arms and leaning against the
wall.

"I also want you
to really use your power.  Part of why I'm
sending you so far away is to see if I can feel it.  I've
never really paid attention to it before, but when I think about
the times we've really used our powers, there's a tickle in the
back of my head.  I want to see if that's what it is."

"Okay, I don't need a lot of arm twisting to
be sent off to the middle of the woods for some alone time," Leo
said with a smile.

"Try to be back before dark.  And let me
know also if you feel like you're getting stronger with use. We're
all getting stronger, but I’m not sure if it’s our continued
exposure or if it’s used like a muscle."

"Sure thing, Vic,” she said, leaning forward
to kiss him on the lips before running off.  Tookes felt her
body flinch awkwardly as their lips touched but thought nothing of
it.

It is remarkable
how little Victor sees, Leo
thought as she jogged away.  The way he held his lips when
they kissed felt foreign and forced.  One of her favorite
things about Victor was the way he would kiss her.  When their
lips would touch, it was as if nothing else mattered in the world
other than what was happening in that very moment.  However,
something was different between them now.   He needed
time to himself to think and figure things out with Max.  She
understood that.  Nevertheless, everything about him had
changed in such a short amount of time, and she couldn’t help but
wonder if she had done something wrong without realizing it.

----

John and Tookes loaded up in the Jeep and
headed towards town.  Tookes needed many different books.
  He had a lot of reading to do before they boarded the
train.  He needed at least one book on trains and a book on
planes, specifically navigation, flight lanes, air speeds, and fuel
capacities.  He needed world maps, and he hoped to check out a
bunch of books for Max.  The two of them spent the entire
afternoon at the library and brought back more books than they had
originally intended.  They made it back to the house just
after dark without incident.

John picked up every book he could carry that
detailed military tactics.  One book compared the strategies
of every general in history, and another one detailed modern
Special Forces training.  He picked up a stack of books on
hand-to-hand combat and martial arts.  John's recent
close-range combat with Dan at the Crazy’s encampment made him a
little insecure and that, in turn, made Tookes a little nervous.
 Perhaps I should read all
those books too, he thought.

Late that night, after a supper of beef tips
and gravy over rice with peas, everyone retired to their rooms.
 Leo had stopped in her room briefly to grab a clean tank top
for the next morning.  As she came out of her room and around
the corner, she made brief eye contact with Vic, and she smiled at
him.  Tookes looked right past her as if she wasn’t even
there.  Her smile fell as he turned into his room and abruptly
shut the door.  Leo could feel her heart shatter as she took a
step back.  She shook her head as she turned around and walked
back into her room, feeling confused and frustrated.  With
defeat resting heavily in her mind, she shut the door.

Tookes started reading a book called
Study Guide for the Locomotive
Engineers Exam.  A lot of it had to do with
traffic control.  Other than trying to figure out how the
switches worked and how to make sure he ended up on the right
tracks, he didn't have a lot to worry about with traffic on the
rails.  The controls of a locomotive, it turned out, were
fairly simple.  However, starting up the huge diesel
generators that made the massive amounts of electricity to power
the thing was very complex.  There was an exact start-up
sequence required.  It reminded him of the old 1960's Adam
West Batman. Turbines to Speed! he
thought.

 


-----

 


"Max, wake up.  Steve is here; he's
waiting for you across from the river."

Max rolled out of his bed and put on his
shoes.  He grabbed a jacket from the chair in his room, in
case it was cold, and padded quietly across the bedroom and down
the stairs.  Once he was outside, it wasn't hard for the small
boy to make it across the lawn.  He stopped once for a group
of soldiers and then again for the returning patrol.

He hid behind a bush until the returning
patrol passed by.

"I can't believe they put Leuty in charge,"
one man said as he walked by.

"They've been in the shit deeper than any one
of us, and they've made it out every time. I'd follow any one of
those four through hell and back," said another.

"I'm not saying they made a mistake.
 I'm just saying I don't understand why Leuty."

"Maybe Tookes read his mind and saw
something."

"Can he do that?"

"Absolutely."

Max almost gave himself away giggling.
 Daddy can't read anyone's
mind.  At least not
like that, he thought.

When they had passed, Max ran as fast as he
could to the barn office, around the back, and down the hill to the
river.  He waited about ten minutes for the patrol to go by.
 This time, they walked by in silence.  They were so
quiet that he almost missed them.  Max had to think very hard
about hiding.  He thought about looking like a tree stump with
dark, textured bark.  He imagined what it would be like to
have his feet turn into roots and to grow deeply into the ground
and have plants growing at the base of the stump.

Anyone staring directly at him when he
concentrated would have seen the little boy's eyes light up with a
pale blue light and then seen his shape shimmer for a second.
 When you blinked to clear your eyes, you would have realized
you were only looking at a stump and not a little boy at all.

Baker nearly tripped over the unfamiliar
stump. "Who put that fuckin’ stump right in the middle of the
fuckin' path I've been fuckin' walkin' for four fuckin' weeks?" he
said, passing by.

Max almost giggled as he waited for them to
be out of earshot before calling out to Steve.

"Come bite me.  Come across the river
and give me all your e-clays."

“Thank you, Max.  The time you’ve given
us and your kindness towards us showed us that humans don’t have to
be exterminated.  We will transfer ourselves to you to
strengthen you.  You can always count on us,” Steve said.

“Thank you for being a good friend.
 I’ll miss you, Steve,” said Max.  He wasn’t sure this
was right, but his bugs told him it was the only way.

Steve did as he was ordered.  When he
had transferred the last of his E'Clei to Max, the shell that had
been Steve fell to the ground, dead forever.  Max screamed
when Steve bit him; his bugs had been too sick to fully mask the
pain.

"What the fuck was that fuckin' noise?" asked
Baker.  He and his team immediately started running back
towards the source of the sound.  When he found Max, he was
laying beside Steve's corpse, unconscious.  Max felt as if he
was two hundred degrees in Baker’s arms as Baker ran up the hill
towards the manor house, screaming for Victor and Mrs. Tookes.


Chapter 2

Purpose

 


Tookes was in his room, sitting at the desk.
 There were two candles burning on either side of a book, and
he was completely absorbed in his studies when he heard Baker
screaming as he ran full speed up the hill and across the back
lawn.  "Mrs. Tookes! Victor! It's lil Maxie.  He's been
fuckin' bit."  His voice cracked, and Baker sounded
desperate.

Tookes leaped out of his chair, turning the
antique wooden desk chair over in the process.  On the way to
the stairs, he quickly glanced into Max's empty room and then took
the steps three at a time to meet Baker on the back porch.
 Baker was holding the quivering child in his arms.
 Max’s face was red and flushed, beads of sweat coating his
forehead and upper lip.  There was an angry-looking bite mark
on Max’s arm.  There were marks where a pair of incisors had
broken the skin.  Two small streams of blood ran down the
small boy’s arm, joining at the elbow.  The bleeding had
stopped, but the bite looked painful.

"He's real fuckin' hot, Tookes," Baker said
as Tookes took his son from him.  Max was so hot he was nearly
burning his hands.

Oh, fuck.  Max,
come on, Max. You’re strong,
buddy.  You can beat
this, he thought desperately.

The man ran back upstairs, carrying the small
boy and gently laying him down on the floor of the bathroom.
 He immediately started running the last of the day’s hot
water into the tub.  Everyone had learned to shower in the
late afternoon, when the water in the five hundred gallon black
plastic tank on the roof was as warm as it would get.  Now
fully dark, the water in the solar heater would have cooled
some.

Tookes knew he had to get his son cooled
down, but if the water was too cold, it could throw the small boy
into shock.

“Victor!” Candi yelled
at the top of her voice.
 “Max is burning up!”
 She swiped the temporal
thermometer across his forehead
again.  “This thing says
he’s at 105.”

“Let’s try the
other kind,” Vic said, digging
in the closet for the old
under-the-tongue style
thermometer.  He shook the
thermometer as he had seen
his mother do his whole
life and stuck the end
under Max’s tongue.  “Hold
that there.  It takes like
three minutes,” he said.

“He feels like
his skin is on fire!”
 Candi was nearly hysterical
with worry.

“Remember when your
sister’s son had that fever
so high he had convulsions?
 She said their doctor told
them to put him in a
warm bath and alternate Motrin
and Tylenol every two hours.
 I’ll start the tub.”  

Victor shook himself out of his memory.
 He stripped the small boy’s clothes off.  By the time he
was done, there was two inches of water in the big tub and Sharon
was there.  Leo stood just outside the door, leaning against
the frame.  She needed to stay out of the way, and as much as
her heart was in her throat to be next to Victor, she knew that it
was not her place.  Being there for him after this took
precedence, and she would always be there for him no matter
what.

"He's got a huge fever, Mom,” Tookes said to
Sharon.  “Last time Max was bitten, I caught it early and got
Tylenol into him.  But I don't think his fever went this high.
 What if this bite is worse?  What if this bite is too
much for his body to fight off?"

Sharon grabbed her son’s hand and squeezed it
reassuringly.  She wasn’t going to leave their side.

Tookes could feel himself approaching panic
and took a few breaths before he lifted Max gently over into the
water.  His son was still unresponsive and his skin bright
red, flush with the heat.  Victor ran his hands across his
son’s light hair and asked, "Mom, do you have any liquid Tylenol or
Motrin?"

"Maybe down in my bathroom," she softly
replied.  She still held her son’s hand in hers.
 He’s such a good father.
 He loves that boy so
much, Sharon thought. I wonder if
there’s anything Victor can’t
accomplish.

The shower curtain blew outwards towards the
door, and less than two seconds later, Leo was back by the door
with a bottle of baby Motrin in her hand.  She tossed it
towards him, and Tookes caught it with ease.  He read the
label.  The dosage for a two-year-old was half a teaspoon, and
that was as high as this bottle went.  It was for babies, not
children, but it would have to be enough.  He opened his mouth
and poured about half a teaspoon, closed it, and rubbed his throat
to make him swallow it.  Vic repeated that process three times
so Max drank a total of a teaspoon and a half.

Once the medicine was in him, he sat back and
waited.  There wasn’t much else that
he could do.  Sharon dug up a thermometer
from a first aid kit in the hallway and checked his temperature
every fifteen minutes.  Max soaked nearly two hours in the
tub.  Shortly after they gave him the second dose of medicine,
his fever dropped below a hundred-four.  Tookes lifted him out
of the tub and cradled his son in his arms.  Leo had gone into
Max’s room and grabbed some fresh PJ’s, which Vic lovingly put on
him.  He carried his son back to his room and put him in his
bed, covering him with a sheet and a quilt.  Tookes fell
asleep sitting on the floor beside Max’s bed with his arm under the
back of his neck.

Sharon checked on them both during the
night.

Vic checked Max’s temperature the moment the
sun rose the next morning.  There was no change.  It had
been four hours without fever reducer, and his fever was still a
hundred-four.  Tookes administered more Motrin and watched him
for a few minutes.  Again, he ran his hand through his son’s
hair and down the side of his face.  Max’s breathing was slow
and steady, and his chest was rising and falling steadily.
 Zombies didn't breathe.  He put his hand on the tough
little boy’s forehead.  He was still hot and sweaty.
 Hot is better than
cold, thought Victor. Zombies don’t
produce much body heat.

Tookes left him there in bed.  He needed
to get someone to sit with him for a few minutes while he grabbed
some breakfast.  Stopping by Leo's room was the obvious
choice.  Tookes peered into her room and saw that she was
sound asleep.  Checking his watch, he noted that it was only
5:20 in the morning - still early.  Leo was laying on her
right side with one of her hands up by her face.  She
is so beautiful, he thought.  He
crawled into the bed beside her and kissed her on the forehead.
 A small smile spread across Leo’s face as she snuggled up
against him.

"Morning, Leo,” he whispered. “I need a
favor.  Can you go sit with Max for a few minutes while I go
get some food, some coffee, and a new book?"

"Sure, Vic,” she said.  Sleep was heavy
in her voice.  Vic rolled over on his side and laid his arm
over her. Leo suddenly realized how much she missed his touch.
 He kissed her forehead before she got up, pulled on some
clothes, and walked out of the room towards Max.  Tookes felt
his eyes growing heavy, but he resisted the urge to crawl back
under the warm covers and go back to sleep.  Before the urge
became undeniable, he climbed out of the bed and walked
downstairs.

On the kitchen table there was a brown paper
bag with his name on it.  Inside the bag was a note from his
mom that just said:

‘Vic,

You are a great
Dad. You make me proud.

I love you,

Mom’

He cringed slightly and
thought, I feel like a
shitty dad.  I let my
not-even-four year old
son sneak out of the
house and be bitten by a
zombie.  A zombie that he
told me was his friend
and I believed him.
 Why did I believe him?
 He is a baby.  He's
three years old.

Sharon had left a butter and cheese sandwich
and an apple sitting on the table for her son. Victor ate hungrily
and then went outside for a quick smoke.  Either they would
need to start growing tobacco or he would need to kick the smoking
habit again.  The cigarette supply wouldn’t last forever.
 He walked down the three hundred-year-old brick sidewalk,
around the edge of the old summer kitchen building, and up towards
the parking lot.

He walked past his cherished 4Runner.
 The wrecked truck reminded him of the trip down here almost
half a year ago.  He thought about life before all this.
 Working every day in an office, thinking he felt fulfilled,
being satisfied with his life.  These days, people fought,
worked, and bled for everything they had.  The four of them
had nearly died on several occasions defending this place.
 Many people had died defending this place, just a few nights
ago.  Victor had several of their funerals to attend
today.

He thought about his friends back in
Pennsylvania and wondered if any of them were still alive.  He
hoped that Ben and Melissa were still alive.  Ben was a U.S.
Marine who’d gotten out of the ‘corps after ten years and worked as
a recruiter for the company Tookes worked for.  His wife,
Melissa, worked from home and kept their three kids.  If
anyone could survive this, Ben could.  Tookes had made the
mistake of going on a hiking trip with Ben once.  They walked
twenty-two miles in one day.   Tookes stumbled into camp
on the verge of death; Ben went for a run after the hike.
 At least he took his
pack off first, thought Tookes.

He hoped Angie was alive.  Tookes,
Angie, and Candi had been best friends for years.  Angie had
the cutest little daughter, who was born on the same day as Max.
 Angie and her daughter Sarah had accompanied the Tookes
family to Florida on vacation the year before.  One of
Victor’s favorite memories was lying on the beach with Candi and
Angie, watching the two children play in the surf.  That had
been the trip of a lifetime for both families.  These days
those memories were to be cherished; there weren’t going to be any
more carefree trips to Florida.

He was tired.  He wondered if
superheroes ever got tired.  The four of them hadn’t stopped
fighting the “forces of evil” for months.  Real people had
died; he had gotten himself shot once and beaten up countless
times.  Only his freakish immunity to zombies had kept him
alive.  I am ZedMan, he thought.
 Bumbling his way through a
post-apocalyptic world, ZedMan
is sworn to kill every
zombie on the planet!  Victor
thought about his ridiculous promise to kill every zombie in the
world.  It sounded absurd.  He considered the futility of
that, and for the first time, he formed the thought of giving up.
 It really was an insane proposition.  Victor Tookes,
mild mannered corporate middle manager, on a quest to save the
world.  Maybe I should just
stay here.  Maybe I should
just keep Max alive, build
a huge wall around this
place, and start a new
life.  Maybe saving the
world isn't my job, he
thought.

There were other humans with super powers out
there.  The four of them had run into people with their exact
powers not fifty miles from here.  Why was it his
responsibility and not one of theirs?

Because they’re dead.
 You killed them because
they were bad people.  The
thought entered Victor’s mind.  It didn’t sound like one of
his thoughts.  It sounded more like Max.

He flicked his cigarette into the tall grass
as the sun began to peek up over the horizon.  He then turned
back towards the house.  Victor had already been gone about
twenty minutes and was feeling himself drawn back to Max's side.
 The sun was moving quickly; it was half-up over the horizon
already.   There was some rustling up by the garden, and
Tookes felt compelled to check it out.  He changed his
direction to walk up towards it.

About five feet later, he identified the
cause the rustling.  There was a man lying in the tall grass
around the garden, inching towards Tookes on his belly.  The
man wore a red flannel shirt and the remnants of a green John Deer
baseball cap.  After a few more steps, Victor was certain it
was a zombie.  Reflecting back, Victor realized that he hadn't
seen one this close to the house in a very long time.

He didn’t have anything on him that even
remotely resembled a weapon.  Another stupid
mistake, Tookes, he said to himself and walked
towards the ghoul.  It was pulling itself along by the arms.
 The sunlight grew brighter with every step he took, and every
step brought him closer to the pitiful creature.  Eventually,
Tookes stopped and watched it struggle across the grass.

Its legs trailed behind it, broken and
useless.  One of its arms ended in a stump with a bit of
crushed bone sticking out.  The bone was worn to a sharp
point.  It flopped the dead arm up over its head and down in
front of it, moving the corpse forward about an inch before the arm
bone slipped, digging a semi-circle furrow in the grass.

Victor walked past the zombie and towards the
old carriage house where all the gardening tools were kept.
 The heavy wooden door scraped the concrete of the driveway as
he slid it open.  Inside in the dim light, he made his way to
the back of the shed and hefted a mattock.  The slightly rusty
tool had a pick on one end and a flat, slightly curved blade on the
other.  He thought about all the times he swung this thing
digging out tree stumps.  With the mattock, he could get the
flat blade under a root and then pry back on the handle, popping
them like matchsticks.  It was a backbreaking device to use
all day long.  It was a heavy, rough duty-digging tool.
 He walked back out of the carriage house and took a practice
swing with the mattock.  Rudimentary, but it would do the
trick.

He walked back to the slithering corpse and
knelt down a couple of feet in front of it.

"Morning, old timer.  I'm sorry that
your life came down to this.  I'm sorry that these fucking
creatures came here and did this to you, and...I'm sorry that I now
am the one that has to end this torment."  He stood up, heaved
the heavy iron blade up over his head, and said, "I'm sorry for
what's happened to you," and he brought the pick end down into the
creature’s skull.  As the long pointed iron pick pierced his
skull, he felt the zombie’s body go limp.  The creature
struggled briefly before finally giving up.  Tookes finally
felt it rest.  “Rest in peace,” he said softly.

If not you,
who?  Every great accomplishment in the history of
mankind was started by one man.  It was a job, and someone had
to do it.  If everyone asked, “Why me?” who would do it?
 Tookes had always considered himself a “do-er.”  He
could hear his father say, “Son, there’s two
kinds of people in this
world, big-picture people and
‘do-ers.’  The world
is full of big-picture
people, and what it needs
are more ‘do-ers.’”
 This was my life now.
 This was what I was
made to do.

Victor trotted back to the house, feeling a
renewed sense of purpose.  He dropped the mattock off by the
back door and stepped into the kitchen.   Sharon and two
other people were busy preparing breakfast for all of the people of
their little settlement.

"Mom,” Victor said, leaning against one of
the kitchen counters, “I killed a zombie up by the garden.
 I'm anxious to get back to Max, but the corpse is still
there.  Do you think you can find someone to get rid of
it?"

"At the garden?  That's a little
worrisome.  We haven't seen anything that close to the house
in a long time," she said, glancing at her son before returning her
attention to the potatoes she was cutting.

"I know,” he responded. “It was just a
dragger.  It probably took it four months to make it from the
old Vaughn riding ring to the garden.  But still..."

"Ok, I'll have Ron take care of it,” Sharon
said. “Give Max a kiss for me."

On the way up to Max's room, Tookes grabbed
one of the re-filled bottles of water and trotted up the stairs.
 As he entered the room, Leo looked in his direction.
 She was lying on the bed next to Max.

“Any change?” Tookes asked her.

“None,” she replied softly. “But at least we
know he’s not getting worse.”

Tookes sighed as he sat back down on the
floor beside Max.  He slid his arm under Max’s neck and kissed
him on the forehead.  In minutes, Leo was fast asleep again
with Max on the bed.  Victor sat on the floor and went to
sleep with his head laying against the mattress.


Chapter 3

Sean

 


"Hi, Daddy.  I'm hungry," Max said with
a smile.

Tookes woke up with a start as a huge grin
spread across his face.  "Good morning, Max!" he exclaimed.
 "I'm happy you're awake!  How do you feel?"

"I'm fine. My leg hurts, and these bugs are
noisy.  They talk and talk.  Steve says sorry he scared
you.  He told me you were here all night watching me."

Victor looked Max over and said, "I wouldn't
leave you when you were sick.  I love you buddy, but what you
did was very naughty!  You should never leave the house
without telling a grown up."

"But I had to go.  My bugs were dying,
and I needed Steve's bugs to make mine better.  Jason gave all
his to Steve, and then I told Steve to bring them all and give them
to me."  Max held out his hand to his father, who took it in
his own.

"You told Steve to bite you?  Why would
you do that?"

"That’s the only way to get his bugs into me,
Dad.  The bad men that took me from here gave me a shot.
 My bugs took the medicine they gave me to make me sleep.
 They said that because they did that, it was hurting them,
but they needed me to be awake to escape."

"Max, never do that again without talking to
me," Victor said, filing that bit of information away.
 "If you told me they were sick, I would understand.  I
would try to help, but I was so afraid you were sick.  I was
very scared."

"I'm sorry, Dad.  Can I have some
food?"

"Sure, buddy, I'll go get you a cheese
sandwich.  Gramma made cheese last week; I bet she saved some
for you."

"Ok. Thanks, you're the best Dad ever.
 Can you send Mr. John in here while you get my sandwich?"

"Sure thing, Max-monster.  You're the
best little boy ever."

Victor walked out of the room and down the
stairs towards the kitchen.  In the small dining room, John
was sitting at the table surrounded by guns and gun parts,
meticulously cleaning every speck of carbon and dirt off every
part.  He looked up at Victor when he entered the room.
 "How's the boy, mate?"

"He's awake finally, said that he told Steve
to bite him because he needed their bugs.  He said that his
bugs were dying because of something Frye gave him.  Seemed
like something we might be able to use, if it can make the
parasites sick.  Anyways, he asked for you while I go make him
a sandwich."

John wiped the film off his hands with a
towel and stood up.  "I'll go see to him.  Glad he's
awake and feeling right."  John walked towards Victor to head
upstairs as Victor turned right to go down into the kitchen.

At the top of the stairs, John turned left
into Max's room and said, "Heya, Maximillion, how ya feeling,
bucko?" as he sat on the end of the bed.  He kicked off
his boots and stretched his toes.

"I am hungry, Mr. John.  It is
important that you talk to your
family.   The bugs can feel how sad I am for you."
Max made a sad face to mimic the feeling.

"Just call me John when no-one else is
around, mate. Tell 'em I said that they have no idea how sad." John
laid down along the bottom of the bed on his side, facing Max.

"They can hear you, John, and they feel as we
do now.  Not like the bad bugs.  The bugs say I have
enough strength now to talk to Sean. Would you like to talk to Mr.
Sean?"

"Mate, there is nothing more I would like
than to talk to him, except maybe deck him."

Max sat up and held John's hand, and the heat
built up, causing John's palm to sweat.

"Mr. Sean, are you awake?"  Talking
through Max was so much more than when Tookes talked to him. 
Not only were the words more clear but he could see the thoughts,
the path of the connection, and feel the emotion between minds.
 John was amazed that Max could handle the intensity of the
connection.

"I am now, kiddo. Are you okay?  I lost
ya there for a while.  Is your father okay?  He is no
longer on my grid, mate.  Where is that dic... err, brother of
mine?"

"Sean?" John said out aloud.

"Bloody hell, John, don't yell!  You're
as bad as Victor. Talk in your head, mate.  How you
doing?"

"Yeah good, mate.  Holiday got extended;
I think I've gone over my visa.  Yaself?"

"Ya idiot.  Good, Jo and the kids are
here sleeping. We are safe here, well a lot safer now."  As
Sean looked over to John's family, John could see his wife, his
kids, sleeping peacefully through waves of light blue. 
Then the vision disappeared.

"Max, I told you to warn me before looking
through my eyes, mate. It hurts."  John felt Max apologize to
Sean, but no words were spoken.  John wondered how long Max
and Sean had been talking. They probably
didn't know the connection, he
thought.

"John, I can hear your thoughts when we're
connected like this, mate.  It took us a few months to
register it; Max told me one day about two weeks ago that I sounded
funny like his friend Mr. John.  John, the locals are trying
to claim back Australia with the help of some of us white fella's,
but we have one hell of a super zombie team here at the
moment.  Three zombies wiped out forty humans with powers in
Western Australia last week.  They didn't stand a chance,
mate. I heard everything.”

"Sean, settle down. I got a plan now that I
can see into ya head.  And stop swearing with Max here. 
How is Jo coping?" John imagined his plan as a computer file and
then imagined sending it to Sean like an attachment to an
email.

"Righto, that's a good plan, John.  You
learn too quick sometimes, for a drongo!  Jo is great. She
keeps quiet, but she is as much as a deviant as you are. 
She's sacrificed my life twice now.  I woulda taken it to
heart, except she'd have done the same to you, if it meant saving
the kids.    Apparently, we are tougher to kill than you
bastards in yankland.  That's why Laura is here at the moment.
 We killed off too many too quick, but after your last fight
with all those supers, she may be going home sooner than
expected."

"John, I need to eat," Max said aloud, and
John nodded in response.

"Sean, get my family here. You are all
welcome to come.  Tell Frank I said thanks; tell the family I
love them. And Sean, it kills me to say this, but I am proud of
you, little brother.  Thanks, mate. I love you."

"Ditto, bro. Now let the kid rest, and I'll
talk to you in a week."

John sat up and put a hand on Max's shoulder.
"Thanks, bucko."

"It's okay.  Mr. John, did you like
where I showed your wife and kids?"

"I did, very much."  John sat back, and
his eyes welled up with the happiness of seeing his family and the
good chance that he would see them again in a few weeks, when
Victor walked back in.

"Is Mr. John telling sad stories?"

"No, Daddy!! I was showing Mr. John a happy
beginning!"

Tookes remembered Max eating an entire box of
cereal bars after the first time he'd been bitten.  This time,
he brought Max two fresh mozzarella cheese sandwiches, an
apple, a pear, and a glass of milk.  They all watched in
amazement as he ate every bite, including the cores of the fruit,
before draining the glass of milk.

"I'm still hungry, Dad,” Max said, his belly
distended.

"Let's let that settle a little bit, buddy.
 Then you can have anything you want in a few minutes.
 Your fever is still up. Do you need to rest some more?"

"I'm sleepy," said Max.

"Ya, mate, I'm sleepy too," said John with a
grin.

Tookes kissed Max on the forehead and pulled
his blanket up over him.  "Have a good sleep, buddy.
 We'll be here when you wake up."

John and Vic walked out of the room and down
to the kitchen, where they found the rest of the crew.

"Hey, Mom.  He woke up for a little bit,
appears to be okay.  He ate two sandwiches, an apple, and a
pear before downing a huge glass of milk.  Last time he was
bitten, he ate everything he could get his hands on for a day or
two afterwards."

"Oh, thank God," Sharon said.

"Since we're all here," Victor continued,
“I'd like to go into Charlottesville with Marshall today and see if
we can work out getting a train running.  We can scout around
for tools and supplies that are already there. Maybe we can find
the steel and welding equipment to armor it up."

"Vic, do you think you can really get to
Renee?" Sharon had thought of nothing else since finding out her
only daughter and two granddaughters were alive.

"I'll get her and the kids.  I promise,"
Vic said, nodding his head slowly.

Marshall and Victor went into the kitchen,
followed by John and Leo.  "We don't like the idea of you two
going in alone," said Leo as she closed the door.

"I'd rather have you two with me too,” Tookes
said, "but I can't leave Max here alone. I need you two here in
case Frye or the nut-jobs try to get him again.  I have a
pretty good idea of how to drive a train, and Marshall is the best
welder of all of us.  It makes the most sense for the two of
us to go.  Besides, the two of you are best equipped to
fight humans.  Your speed and John's guns will make quick work
of any humans that come our way.  I'm really only good at
one-on-one fights, and Marshall is good at breaking things. 
If I left Marshall here, he'd probably throw the house at Frye,"
Tookes said with a big grin.

"What do you want us to do here then?" asked
John.

"Mostly, I want you to stay in the house and
guard the boy.  Let the fire teams on patrol handle anything
they can.  If anyone gets inside the house, kill them.
 If they get to Max's room, Leo, I want you to grab Max and
get him as far away as you can go in one hop.

"Speaking of that.  What did you learn
up in the national forest, Leo?"

"Well.  By myself, I can go about
fifteen miles," she said.  "If I'm carrying a fifteen-stone
adult, it drops to about eight miles.  If I'm carrying two
adults, it’s only about one mile.  I can move a rock the size
of a small garden shed about five feet, but then I couldn't even
run for a few minutes.  My power comes back pretty quickly,
but it does appear to be finite.  If I use it all in one shot,
like when I moved that huge boulder, it took about five minutes
before I could move it again.  The last interesting thing I
learned, the more different things I take with me, the harder it
is.  Carrying four humans is a hundred times harder than two
humans.  I'm not sure what that’s about, but I could move all
of us plus Max maybe a hundred yards," she said.

"Can you teleport someone or something and
not go with it?"

"I've never tried that, but I don't think so.
 I think I have to be there to guide the re-entry."

"Okay, anything else you learned?"

"I'd been in the same spot for about an hour
when a zombie came stumbling out of the woods.  I don't know
how far he came from, but I moved the big boulder first.  I
think he'd been walking that whole hour.  He felt me move it
from as much as three or four miles away."

"Thanks for doing all of that. I know it was
dangerous work," Victor said.

Max slept most of the afternoon.  He
woke up for about an hour to eat some more and then went back to
bed for the night.  Marshall and Tookes spent the rest of the
afternoon planning the next day’s visit to the train yard.


Chapter 4

The Train Yard

 


Victor woke up early that morning, just
before dawn.  It was a cool fall morning; he had on a pair of
heavy canvas pants, a T-shirt, a flannel button-up shirt, and a
fleece vest, and he was still cold when he walked outside.
 One of the worst things about living without
modern conveniences was that in the fall, winter, and spring,
he stayed cold.  No matter how many blankets he slept under,
he always woke up cold.  It took him until well after sun up
to get warm.

He walked into the kitchen and packed up a
bunch of food.  Victor found Marshall out by the diesel F-250
Victor recovered from the Haversham farm.  It seemed like an
eternity ago, although in reality it hadn't even been two weeks.
 Marshall was loading all kinds of tools in big steel
toolboxes into the bed.  They were toolboxes they always
called job boxes.  Roughly the size of a chest freezer, they
were the type of thing construction companies used to keep hand
tools locked up at a job site.  At the end of a job, the
construction company would use three or four men to push them up
onto the back of a truck at a loading dock.  Marshall lifted
each one easily up into the back of the pickup by himself.
 Each time he set a box in the bed of the truck, the truck
sank a little lower on its springs.

"What time did you get started?  Why
didn't you wake me up?" Victor asked, putting the small cooler of
food in the back seat.

"I was going to in just a minute.  I
wanted to get all this stuff packed while I was thinking about
it."

"What is all that?" Victor asked.

"If we're going to armor up a train car,
we're going to need tools.  I figured it would be easier to
bring them than to find them there."

"That's why you're the smart brother,” the
younger Tookes said with a grin.

"You brought the food," Marshall replied,
laughing.

"That's why I'm the fat brother.  Or
used to be."

The two of them climbed up into the cab of
the truck.  It got terrible gas mileage, but Victor thought
they might need the power, and they had a lot more diesel than
gasoline in the tanks down at the barn.  The truck held more
than enough fuel to get them to and from Charlottesville, where the
train yard was.  In addition, the pickup truck was wide enough
to straddle the train tracks if they had to.

"I know that this place is somewhere near
Renee's high school on the back side of town.  I'm not really
sure where it is, though.  I know where there is a bridge over
four or five sets of train tracks; it’s got to be somewhere near
there."

"All right, let’s head there.  Worst
case, we can drive down the tracks until we find it," said
Marshall.

The drive into town was fairly uneventful.
 They made it all the way through the town of Orange before
encountering the first zombie.   It was a leg dragger, one of
the easiest kinds to put down; Marshall hopped out with an aluminum
bat and knocked its head off.  Most of it exploded into a fine
pink mist of gore and bits of bone, but the top half flew as if he
was swinging for the fences.  It flew across the street and
crashed through the plate glass window of a bakery.  The
hand-painted window of Hats Off Cakes
and Pastry crashed down onto the sidewalk.

Marshall climbed back in the truck, and now
it was Victor's turn.  There were two fat, bloated corpses
stumbling towards the now-broken plate glass window.  The
first one fell out of the window, landing flat on its face.
 Its ass followed with more momentum, folding its spine in
half.  The fetid corpse sat on its own head.

The second made it out of the window with
much more grace, only falling onto its side before scrambling back
to its feet.  The glass did a number on its hands, slicing the
flesh open, releasing a putrid pus-looking fluid.  When it
regained its feet, it started limping towards the truck.  
Victor's typical style was to push their hands out of the way as
they inevitably grabbed for his neck, but he didn't want
to touch this one with that goo oozing out of it.  Victor
could smell the rotten flesh from across the street, and he had
plenty of time to work.  The first zombie was still trying to
unfold itself.

Rather than standing in the path of its
hands, he sidestepped and swung his favorite hatchet as hard as he
could at its shoulder, severing one arm.  His follow-up swing
landed squarely in the rancid creature's temple. It fell limply to
the ground, and Victor levered his small hand axe out of its
skull.

"Nice one, little brother!" called Marshall.
 Victor looked up at him and grinned, thinking about when they
were kids.  Victor remembered playing catch with Marshall in
the front yard of the house and hearing the same thing after a good
catch.  That whole world was dead now, and Victor felt like he
had to fix it.  He got his wife killed; he'd let them get
Max's mother.  They'd lost their house.  All of Max's
things.  Max would never get to play football with the
neighborhood kids.  He'd never go to the prom.  He would
never go to college.  Victor and Max had lost virtually
everything.

The second one successfully unfolded himself
and rolled over on his belly to stand up.  He was on all fours
when Victor's hatchet cleaved its head off in one clean sweep.
 The head rolled about two feet, stopping right beside
Victor's boot where the disembodied face clamped its jaw down on
his toe.  It couldn't penetrate the boot, but Victor yelled
out in pain at the pressure. He shook his foot, but the head would
not come loose.  Finally, he kicked the curb and smashed the
back of the skull inward.  The last of the un-life faded from
the creature.

On the north side of Orange, the undead
population was much higher.  At first, the brothers were
stopping every half mile or so killing a zombie.  By the time
they were ten miles above Orange, about halfway to the
Charlottesville city limits, the undead were getting too thick to
take out so easily.  They saw them wandering in groups, fours,
fives, even one group of eight.  On a couple of occasions,
Victor was able to nudge them down with the truck and drive over
them without too much trouble; most of the time he was too worried
about damaging the truck, so he just swerved around them.
 They would be there another time when they were in less of a
hurry or had more backup.

The University of Virginia was in
Charlottesville, about twenty thousand students.  Victor
wanted no part of a super-horde of hoodie-wearing half-rotten
college co-eds.   The university was right in the middle
of old town, which was the most direct way to their destination.
 That route was clearly out of the question, so they stuck
mostly to side streets and back roads.

"Keep an eye out for houses that look
looted," said Marshall.

"That's a good idea; do you think there could
be any survivors this close to town?"

"You never know, doesn't hurt us to look for
signs.  None of our people have been this far yet," said
Marshall.

As they drove along, Victor watched the
houses along Marshall’s side of the street.  Mostly they all
looked the same, but every now and then they'd pass one that had
been boarded up.  Most of those that had been secured had
their doors standing wide open with the boards sticking out at odd
angles.

"Marshall, look at that one," Victor said.
 "Do you think that was zombies?  It looks different than
the rest."

"I don't know.  Why that one? Why one in
the middle of the street?  If a group were looting houses,
don't you think they'd be a little more systematic about it? Start
at one end of the street?  We mark every house we loot and
close it up when we're done, hoping to keep it fairly safe from
zombies.  I'd like to think that somewhere someone has holed
up for the night in a house that we cleared and had some safety
because we'd been there before.  It’s the same reason we don't
take every single scrap of food out of the houses.  We always
try to leave a little something behind, whatever we can find that
will last the longest."

"I don't know, but the door doesn't appear to
be broken. It looks different than all of the others."

"Do you want to stop and check it out?"
Marshall asked.

"Nah, but let’s try to remember it and check
it out later."

The Tookes boys followed the neighborhoods
around the outskirts of the city until they were on the north side
of town.  When they got to the street Victor thought merged
with the main road, it was actually a dead end.  There was a
hundred yard section of dirt and grass between the street they were
on and the main road Vic thought he was heading for.

The truck was powerful, and it hadn't rained
in more than a week.  Without hesitation, Vic put the truck
into four-wheel drive and bounced slowly up over the curb onto the
overgrown grass.  They drove at an idle between the two houses
and through the back yard.

"Oh shit, Vic! Check that out!"

Victor craned his neck around and saw a
monstrous pile of trash on the ground underneath
the kitchen window of the blue house to the right.

"Survivors?"

"I think we have to check it out.  Do
you want to do it on the way in or on our way back out?"

"Let's go on to the train depot.  It’s
not even eight in the morning, seems kind of early to come
calling."

They both chuckled at that thought while the
truck idled along through the back yard and bounced down onto the
main road.  Another mile down the road, they were at the
tracks.

The bridge crossed high over the tracks.
 Victor stopped the truck in the middle of the old rusty steel
truss bridge so he and Marshall could get out and try to figure out
which way the train yard was.  There were five sets of tracks
running under the bridge.  Within a quarter mile of each side
of the bridge, the tracks curved out of sight, but on the east side
of the bridge, it looked like two of the tracks merged just before
the curve.

"It looks like it must be west of here,"
Victor said, pointing eastward towards the merging tracks.

"Seems as good a guess as any, Vic.
 Let’s see if we can find a spot to get the truck down
there."

The younger Tookes backed the truck up to the
entrance of the bridge, and the brothers looked down the
embankments on either side.  On the west side, there was a
very steep hill, reasonably free of trees and rocks but with a
chain link fence at the bottom.  On the east side, the trees
were thicker, and the hill was steeper, but there wasn't a
fence.

"There was a road heading west about half a
mile back," said Marshall.

"Let's go back and see if that gets us any
closer.  I don't want to risk turning the truck over or
getting stuck.  You might be able to carry these massive
toolboxes, but I don't think I could even budge one.  With all
that weight up in the bed, we're pretty ripe for a rollover."

The side road led them right to the loading
depot.  It was a huge train yard, way bigger than either of
them expected.  Off to one side was a red train garage with
tracks running up to four huge rusty steel roll up doors.  At
one end of the yard, there was a gigantic metal warehouse with
tractor-trailers backed up against the loading docks and giant
cranes on the train-side for loading shipping containers onto the
flat bed rail cars.

"Holy shit, Marshall.  This is better
than I expected. Look!" Victor said, pointing up by the cranes.
 There was a train half loaded, and the huge black diesel
locomotive was already facing east.  Victor was sure they
needed to go a few miles east to get to the main north-south tracks
that ran from Virginia to North Carolina.

"Vic, do you think you can figure out how to
get the rear cars uncoupled?  I'll work on unloading that
shipping container.  It’s already half armored. All we need to
do is cut slits to look out of, armor up the bottom few feet, and
protect the windows on the locomotive."

The truck lurched and bounced as Victor
jockeyed it over the first sets of rails.  He spun the tires a
couple of times when the front and back tires were both against a
rail, but it wasn't anything the powerful pickup couldn't overcome.
 He stopped even with the locomotive, just one full set of
rails away.

Neither of them had ever seen the way trains
were coupled before. It turned out it was simple.  There were
large S-shaped pieces of steel attached to either end of a train
car.  On the underside was a lever that released the bottom of
the S.  Then there was a cable, which passed electricity from
car to car.  Connecting or disconnecting that was just a
matter of twist and pull.  The last piece was a hose; Marshall
suggested it was probably hydraulic fluid.  At either end,
there was a lever valve.  Victor turned the valve to “off”
before unscrewing the fitting.  It was just hand tight.
 No tools required, fifteen minutes to figure out how to
de-couple a train car.  "Marshall, I’m pretty sure we could
get that in less than two minutes now that we know how," Victor
said proudly.

With the locomotive and one car, the rest of
the cargo would be left behind.  Victor moved up to the
locomotive.  He read in one of the books that this kind of
engine had three gears, two forward and one reverse.  This
locomotive was diesel powered but not a diesel engine like in their
truck.  This was technically an electric train.  Two huge
diesel-fed electric generators powered electric motors that turned
the wheels.

Inside the cab of the locomotive were
hundreds of gauges, dials, knobs, levers, switches, and lights.
 Victor searched gauge by gauge until he found one bank
labeled "Fuel."  There were two indicators, one of them
"Head End Power Unit."  Victor
knew that was the electric power for the rest of the train, only
necessary if towing passenger cars.  The second was labeled,
"Thrust Power Generation."  Both tanks
read full.  Luck is with me
for once, he thought.

He pulled a huge book out of his backpack and
flipped to the first dog-eared page labeled "Start-up
procedure." He read through the procedure for what seemed
like the twentieth time to make sure he had every step committed to
memory.

The batteries were very low but enough to
start the pony engine.  The pony engine was a smaller
gasoline-powered engine that turned the flywheels on the gigantic
generator.  He flipped the lever that engaged the gennies.
 They struggled but started after just a few seconds.
 Victor let the batteries charge for about fifteen minutes
with the engines running before increasing the throttle.  The
ammeter needle bounced in sync with the increased revs.

"I'm gonna pull forward a few feet.  I
need to test the brakes and get us decoupled.  Be ready, I
have no idea how to stop this thing!" Victor yelled to Marshall
over the loud engines.

He pushed throttle back to idle and looked
over the entire train for anything labeled "Parking Brake."
 It took him almost three minutes, but he finally found it.
  The last book he read had him looking for a lever, but in
this train, it was just a small toggle switch.  When he
flipped it, a huge air hiss rushed from the dump valves over the
wheels, and he felt the train rock a little bit.  He moved the
engine control switch from "Idle" to "Run" and felt
the train jerk forward.  One single click of the throttle
lever caused the train to lurch forward, rolling about five miles
per hour.  A few seconds later, he pulled the throttle back
and squeezed the brake lever handle, ratcheting it back.  The
wheels locked up, stopping the lightweight train in about a foot,
throwing him into the control panel.

"Shit!” he yelled, laughing. "The brakes were
made for hauling a lot of weight!"

As Victor picked himself up off the floor of
the locomotive, Marshall was standing in the doorway.

"Freaking idiot!"

"Tell me about it.  Note to self, the
brakes work!"

With the train idling, he reversed the
start-up procedure, shutting the huge generators down.  It was
a complete success as far as he was concerned.  He started and
drove a locomotive.  Now they had real work to do - armoring
the shipping container that was the only car behind the locomotive.
  Marshall handled the heavy work.  Victor helped cut two
shipping containers apart with an oxygen and acetylene torch from
one of Marshall’s job boxes.  In the time it took Victor to
cut one side, he noticed Marshall had cut an entire container
apart.

"Dude, where the fuck did you find a plasma
torch?  And give it the fuck over, I wanna play with it!"

Marshall grinned at him.  "Come get it,
little brother!"

Victor ran up towards him, cocking his fist
backwards.  Victor watched Marshall's decisions, waiting for
him to be tricky.  Victor hit his brother squarely in the jaw
at about quarter power.  Marshall didn't move.  He
grabbed for Vic to put him in a bear hug, which of course Victor
saw coming.  He ducked under Marshall's arms and punched
Marshall as hard as he could square in the thigh.

"Ouch! Fuck!" Marshall limped around in a
circle; Victor's patented charlie horse maneuver was successful
again.

"That move has worked since I was ten years
old! I can't believe you fell for it!" Victor laughed.

"I'm gonna smash you!"  He reached for
him and wrapped him in a hug.

"I love you, big bro.  I'm glad you're
here with me.  Once we get Renee, we'll just be missing Bubba.
 I sure wish he was with us too."

"We'll find him.  If anyone is alive,
Bubba is.  Shit, he's probably bigger than me.  He was
strong as a moose before all this shit."

They worked all day on the train car.
 Victor built sliding windows in the side of the cargo
container by cutting the sides out with the plasma cutter and
welding three sets of brackets in place.  The first set held
the piece he cut out in its original position, closing the window.
 The second allowed it to slide down about an inch, leaving a
small gap to shoot out of.  The third set held the steel wide
open for maximum airflow.  Marshall found a sleeper sofa in
the employee lounge of the train yard.  It was ragged but
clean.  Victor found a dining table and four chairs, a couple
of lamps, and a rug.  They could easily get electricity from
the locomotive back to this car, but wiring the car for it was
going to be a little more work, and they didn't have the stuff they
needed.  That would have to wait for another trip.

"Marshall, we're going to need more rugs.
It’s cold in here."

"Dude, you put rugs in it?"

"Hell yea!  We're going to be living in
this thing for a few days.  Max is going to be living in this
thing for a few days.  It has to be comfy, 'cause he's not
getting out of it.  I'd like to put book shelves and a TV and
an Xbox and whatever else would make him happy."

"You're crazy."

"Maybe, but it’s kept all of us alive until
now."

"True," said Marshall.

They both whipped their heads towards the
rear doors of the shipping container.  Outside, closing in on
the back of the train, four zombies were lurching their ways
forward.  They were having a hard time on the tracks,
stumbling over the rails and the ties.  Behind them was a
larger group; Victor quickly counted eight.

"Marshall, we need to get out of here."

Victor hit the ground and rolled, smashing
his shoulder into a railroad tie.  When he stood back up, it
wasn't just twelve of them.  They were closing in from all
sides.

"Marshall, get ready to do some work," Victor
shouted up to his big brother.

Victor drew his hatchet out of its belt loop
and his pistol out of the holster on his left hip and had just
stepped up when he felt Marshall land on the cross tie behind
him.

The two Tookes brothers waded into the mob,
back-to-back, ready to commit some violence.


Chapter 5

Conundrum

 


Marshall swung his bat at the first zombie,
smashing its skull, spraying brains and gore on the crowd behind
it.

"What's our plan here?" Victor asked with a
grunt as he buried the hatchet in one's skull.

"I was thinking we'd kill these zombies,"
replied Marshall.

"Thanks, smart ass."

Fighting back-to-back like this, Victor
couldn't use his normal side-step-and-cleave method.  Marshall
had the strength and height to smash through their arms and still
destroy their skulls, but Victor didn't have the right angle.
 It wasn't too hard to get inside their range, but every time
he stepped past their arms, there was a chance they'd get a hand on
him.

"What the fuck are they doing?" asked
Marshall.

Victor took a second’s pause from
concentrating on his strategy to look up.  He and Marshall
were at the back of the train.  The zombies had formed a
semi-circle around them, almost pinning them to the train.
 The circle went from the side of the train car, all the way
around the yard to the other side of the train car.

The dead weren't moving; they weren't
advancing at all.  Victor killed one and Marshall two. Now the
edge of the semi-circle was about ten feet from them.  The
zombies stood shoulder to shoulder, forming a solid mass.  Vic
searched the yard for the super that had to be controlling them but
found nothing.  He couldn't see one that was less decomposed.
 He couldn't see one making any decisions.  They were all
just standing there, arms down at their side.  They couldn't
go anywhere, but they weren't attacking.

"Are they holding us?" he asked.

"Let's make for the truck."

The two brothers moved as one, back-to-back
towards the truck.  No matter how much one trained or drilled,
no one could touch their level of communication.  They had a
lifetime of figuring each other out.  The circle around them
moved, each zombie keeping roughly ten feet away from them.
 They allowed them to move.

"What do you think this is about?" Marshall
asked as they climbed into the truck.

"I don't know.  Do you think we should
kill them?  I hate to leave zombies standing."

"Let's just get out of here and come back
with Leo and John."

"I'm worried that there's a lieutenant out
there somewhere that's going to wreck our train."

"Hmm," Marshall said, thinking.  "Maybe
you're right.  What's the plan then?"

"Let me think.  What's in the box left
on the back of the truck?" Vic asked.

"Mostly hand tools. A hand saw, hammer,
nails, screws, nothing I would consider really useful."

"Any chance there's a second hatchet?"

"I think there's a machete in the bottom.
 It’s old and rusty though."

"That'll be fine; I just need it to help me
keep their hands off me.  I'm not as tall as you; it’s hard
for me to get a clean head shot with their arms up in my way."

Marshall chuckled and reached back to unlatch
the small window in the back that led to the bed of the pickup.
 Victor reached through the glass and opened up the lid of the
rusty job box.  He couldn't reach much, so he squirmed out the
window and stood up in the back of the truck.

When he stood up, the zombies closed their
circle a little bit.  Not much, just a half a shuffling,
stumbling step forward, but it was enough to worry him.
 "Marshall, they just closed the circle by about a foot."

"Hurry up then!"

"Let's get the truck out of here.  Do
you think we can take a few out with the truck?" Victor asked,
having finally found the machete.

"Hold on, let's find out!"

Marshall started the truck.  Victor sat
down in the bed with his back to the cab, wedging himself as
tightly as he could.  The big job box was on his right.
 It stood a couple of feet taller than the sides of the truck
bed.  He felt reasonably safe, except the only thing he had to
hold on to was the rope holding the big toolbox in place.

Marshall jammed the gas pedal, spinning the
wheels in the gravel.  The
zombies immediately behind the truck were pelted with
rocks and debris.  The truck lurched forward when the tires
found purchase on a railroad tie, and the brothers were off like a
shot, the big diesel motor propelling the nearly empty truck up to
speed in a short distance before they plowed the first zombies
under the truck, their corpses ground to a bloody pulp between the
truck and the railroad ties.

When they were clear of the group that had
hemmed them in, Marshall slowed the truck and bounced across the
tracks until they were clear of the rails.  He parked the
truck on the blacktop, and they got out as the zombies approached.
 The two men waded in to the rush of zombies, hacking and
slashing.  The machete and hatchet combo was very effective.
 Victor was keeping pace with Marshall for the first three
zombies, then Marshall cheated by picking up a ten-foot length of
train track.  He swung the thousand-pound length of track like
a club so hard it whooshed through the air.
 Marshall was crushing the skulls of four or five undead at a
time.

Overall, it took the brothers a little more
than ten minutes to clear the dead from the rail yard; Victor
counted forty-six corpses.  Marshall hadn't even broken a
sweat; Victor, though, was drenched.  I should
really learn not to try
to compete with him, thought Victor.
 His strength was one on one; no one could take supers down as
well as Victor.  Marshall's talent was traumatic brain injury
on a grand scale.

The pair paused for a few minutes to catch
their breath and then dragged the corpses over to a pile.
 Within an hour, they were headed home with a small stop at
the house they saw on the way in.  Tomorrow they would be back
to start the trip south.

-----

A skinny blonde woman ran as fast as she
could across the street.  She leaped off the curb, crossed the
blacktop without even a glance left, right, and then left again.
 Her dirty, stringy hair blew back behind her as she ran
towards a car that had long ago crashed into the side of the
building in the next block.  The straps of her backpack were
almost as tight as they could go, and the chest strap was fastened
above her breasts to hold it solidly against her.

When the woman was past the demolished red
car, she ducked down and checked the gun in her hand once more.
 She pressed the magazine release button and looked at the
bullet on top.  She could see that there was only one left.
 She put the magazine back in the gun and pulled the slide
back, inserting the bullet into the firing chamber.

"Maya! Run!" she half yelled, half whispered.
 A little black-haired girl came running out from between two
cars.  She was about three and a half feet tall with long
curly hair and a beautiful round face.  She ran to the blonde
woman's side and crouched down.  Without a word, she wiggled
herself into the space between the wrecked Honda Civic and the
wall.

"Okay, we're going one more block," the
blonde woman said.  "We can rest here for a minute, but we
need to keep moving, okay?"

"Okay, Mommy," said the small girl.

They sat there for a minute, catching their
breath, leaned up against the wall of the skyscraper.  The
blonde nodded to her daughter and took off running.  She ran
to the edge of the gigantic building and rested her back against
the light orange granite blocks.  She peeked quickly around
the corner, at first just looking for a sign of movement.  On
a second peek, she studied a little harder, her eyes searching for
anything that looked vaguely human.  A third peek satisfied
her that there weren't any infected out in the open.

The woman looked at the little girl and
motioned to her.  Maya ran like the wind; she was fast for
such a small child.  She ran with coordination, a
well-practiced gait that came when someone had spent a lot of time
running.  She leaned tight against the wall, squeezing behind
her mother's leg.  She was skinny, although not as skinny as
her mother was.

The woman ducked around the corner, squatted
down, and put one hand on the concrete sidewalk, presenting the
smallest possible target.

"Maya, remember this is the street where the
man was shooting at us.  We have to stay small.  We're
going to run together this time, first to the car, and then we're
going to run down into the parking garage.  We'll be safe for
a little while there.  As long as no one has followed us, I
can put this gas in the truck, and we can go look for some food.
 Are you hungry?"

"Yes, Mommy, I'm very hungry," whispered the
little girl.

"Okay, let’s go!"

The two ran for the garage at top speed. The
little girl was fast but not nearly as fast as the mother.
 The woman loped easily alongside the little girl, their
footsteps making almost no noise on the hard sidewalk.  They
turned right into the garage and ran down the ramp of the
underground parking garage.

At the bottom of the ramp, they slid behind a
round concrete pillar.  The woman knelt down again, pulling
the little girl close to her.

"You did so good! I'm so proud of you," the
woman whispered.

The little girl beamed.  "We're safe
from the bad people here?"

"Almost, baby.  We have a little bit
more work to do today, and then we can go back to our room where
it’s safe."

"I don't like it up there. Can't we use the
elelator?"

"Elevator, with a v, and, no, there still
isn't any electricity."

"Oh, bother.  So many steps."

"I know, Mymy.  But the bad people have
to climb them to get to us, and we can move faster than they can.
 All those steps keep us safe," the woman said, repeating the
line she had used several times each day for the last four
months.

"It's getting harder and harder to find food
for us here, and we're running out of water.  We have to go
farther every day here, and we only have a couple of hours a day to
get gas for the truck and find food and water while baby Holly is
asleep.  I can't carry her out here, and she doesn't know how
important it is to stay quiet."

"What if the bad people come while baby Holly
is asleep?" asked the little girl.

"We can't let that happen, Mymy.  That's
why we have to run so much and be so quiet."

They moved quickly and quietly to a black
suburban.  The huge sport utility vehicle had a few scrapes
down the side, but it had been good to them.  They'd parked
here on the night of the outbreak, looking for somewhere safe to
stop for a few hours rest on their trip from Atlanta, Georgia, to
the farm in Virginia.  All they really wanted to do was get a
couple of hours of sleep and get back out on the road.  In
hindsight, they should have pushed on to get through the city of
Charlotte, North Carolina.  Neither she nor her husband had
expected the entire city to become infected overnight.  They
fell asleep in the truck down there in the parking garage.
 When they woke up the next morning, her husband had gone
outside to check the road.  He never came back.

The woman poured the gas out of the
one-gallon can into the truck and put the key in the ignition.
 She started the truck and let it idle for a few minutes to
keep the battery charged.  Once a week, she'd started it for
exactly four minutes.  For the last week, she'd been
struggling to find a gallon of gas every day.  Siphoning gas
out of cars was more work than she expected.  In the movies,
people just stuck a hose down in the tank, sucked on it, and gas
came out. Most of the time all she got was mouthful after mouthful
of horrible gasoline-flavored fumes.  She knew some of the
cars had to have fuel.  There must be some sort of device to
keep people from stealing gas.  She'd only had luck with older
pickup trucks.

Two weeks after that, she gave up hope that
her husband would come back, and she'd started coming up with this
plan.  It took her a week to find the gas can and hose.
 It took her another three days to find a suitable truck to
siphon the fuel.  Finally, she had managed to carry half a
tank full of gas to her truck.  That was enough to get her
about a hundred twenty-five miles.  She was still twice that
distance from her destination, but she knew they had to go before
she could find that much gasoline, one gallon at a time.

At first, they lived on food from
the refrigerators in the break rooms on every floor of the
sixty-two story building they now called home.  When that ran
out or went bad, they'd switched to chips, candy bars, and sodas
from the vending machines.   After nearly a week of that,
she'd gone out in search of food that was more wholesome.
 Across from the building, there was a small burrito shop
where she'd found some canned beans and rice.  When that was
gone, she'd been going farther and farther every day.  One
day, she'd found the backpack, which made life much easier than
trying to put number ten cans in her purse and run with them.

Lately, every restaurant she came across had
been looted or everything had spoiled.  This far into the
city, there weren't any animals and very few plants, not that she
would know how to prepare them or which plants were safe to
eat.

They'd gotten their fuel for the day, but
they had a long way to go to find some food.  Yesterday, all
she'd had to eat was a bag of M&M's.  That day's
scavenging had only produced a small can of tomatoes and a cup of
applesauce.  The best part of yesterday had been finding the
gun.  Even though it only had one bullet, and she'd spent
nearly three hours figuring out how it worked, she felt safer with
it.

The two of them headed back up the ramp, out
into the cool fall air in search of food for the day.  Renee
checked her watch; the baby would sleep for another hour or so.
 Tomorrow, they were leaving this hellish place, one way or
another.


Chapter 6

The Sheltons

 


Marshall and Victor rode back exactly the way
they came until they got to the spot where they had cut through the
blue two-story house's back yard.  There was about an hour of
daylight left; the sun was casting long shadows across the back of
the house.  The brothers stopped the truck a little way back
from where they drove through the yard the first time. The muddy
tire tracks were a dead giveaway.  If someone was living in
that house, those tracks were an indicator that someone had passed
through.  Victor couldn't get over the feeling that he was
supposed to be there.

The Tookes brothers got out of the truck, and
each closed their door silently.  One of the things John had
done to every vehicle they had was disable the door chimes, the
interior lights, and all the lights in the rear of the vehicles.
 He left the headlights operational, although it was rare that
anyone used them.  A pleasant side effect of living with
little or no electric lighting: all of their night vision was far
superior to what it had been prior to the outbreak.

Marshall and Victor stopped at the edge of
the trees and watched the house.  Marshall had binoculars;
Victor used the scope on Sammie, his beloved high-powered rifle.
 Every one of the windows had shades drawn and curtains
closed.  They watched for any flutter around the edges or any
light passing by the shades.  If they had every shade drawn,
it had to be really dark in the house, meaning they'd have to carry
lights.

"Let’s go knock.  I have a gut feeling
that there's someone in there," Victor said.

"Just because there's someone in there
doesn't mean that they're good people.  I have a better idea.
Let’s go play ding-dong-ditch.  Remember when we used to do
that to the neighbor? How many times did he answer the door and
threaten to call the cops on us 'hoodlums'?  We can leave a
radio on the porch right in front of the door."

"I don't think they're going to answer.
 I think they're holed up, I think they're afraid, and I think
there are way more bad humans than good ones.  I don't think
they'll answer at all without seeing us standing there looking very
innocent," said Victor.  Then he cracked a grin and said, "I'm
not sure that's possible for you. You're pretty intimidating."

"Whatever," replied Marshall.

"You take Sammie.  Keep an eye out for
any movement, and keep me covered.  If you see anything, give
me a heads up. I'll try and get to cover," Victor said, handing
Marshall his rifle.

Vic walked up to the house, removing the gun
belt that held his Sig and hatchet, holding it in one hand.
 He walked straight up to the deck, climbed the stairs as
confidently as he could, and held his free hand palm outward.

When he got to the back door, he knocked
lightly three times.  He thought about that knock all the way
through the back yard.  Three hard knocks sounds like the
police.  The "Shave and a Haircut" knock seemed too flip.
  Vic opted instead for the "Tap, Tap... Tap" knock.
 Casual, yet firm.  A knock that said, "I'm standing
outside at dusk, five months into the apocalypse by choice, not
because I need anything but because I'm worried about you needing
something."  At least that's what he hoped it conveyed.

After all that thought, no one came to the
door.  He heard nothing, which seemed odd.  He couldn't
help the feeling that something had drawn him there.  It felt
like there was a reason they came down this road on the way to the
train yard.  He knocked on the door again, louder this time.
 Once again, he heard nothing.  He checked the knob - it
was locked.

"Marshall, I'm going to go around to the
front door.  Can you swing around and cover me from that
angle?" he whispered into the radio.

"Got it, moving already.  I spotted a
walker down the street. Be careful you don't draw a crowd with that
knocking."

Victor leaped off the porch, landing in the
soft grass at a dead run.  Around the front of the house, he
pulled the same routine, walking up with purpose but as
non-threatening as possible.  He knocked three times and then
three times again.  Vic was just about to give up when he
heard something that sounded like furniture scraping against a
hardwood floor.

"I heard something inside. I'm going in."

"Vic, it’s probably a walker.  They
probably holed up in here as long as they could, something
happened, and they turned."

"Maybe.  If that turns out to be the
case, I'll put them down and see what's in the house that we can
use."

He kicked the door as hard as he could, right
above the doorknob.  The wood creaked loudly but didn't give
way

"Dammit, Vic.  You're going to wake the
whole neighborhood," said Marshall through the radio as he trotted
up to the front door.  He put one huge palm on the door
between the deadbolt and the knob and pushed on the dark brown
wooden door.  The framing around the door gave way, and the
screws ripped out of the doorjamb.  Marshall pushed the door
open with almost no effort and created a third of the noise Victor
caused.

The two brothers entered through the
destroyed front door and stepped into the foyer.  Victor took
a second to get his bearings and let his eyes adjust.
 Directly in front of him was a stairway.  To the left
was a formal dining room piled high with trash.  To the right
was a family room with a big L-shaped couch.  The couch was
covered in sheets and blankets, and there were pillows on it.
 He headed up the stairs towards the sound of the noise.

"Check the kitchen," Victor ordered, taking
the steps two at a time.  He realized what the sound he heard
reminded him of, and that meant time was short.

He ducked right into the first bedroom—it was
empty.  The second bedroom was empty.  In the third
bedroom, he found what he was hoping he wouldn't.  A man
dressed in digital camouflage ACUs was swinging by his
neck, the rope tied to an eyebolt in the ceiling.  There was a
chair about a foot from him, his toes were just barely touching the
floor, and he was purple.

"Marshall!" Victor yelled desperately.
 "Get up here!"

Vic wrapped the man in a bear hug and lifted
him up, doing his best to remove the strain from his neck.  He
held him there until Marshall came in and yanked the eyebolt out of
the ceiling.  They slid the noose over his head while Vic felt
around his neck.  He really had no idea what he was feeling
for, anything that felt different from a normal neck.  Once
they got him down on the floor, Vic tilted his head back a little,
trying to open his airway as much as possible, and then they
waited.  He was either going to wake up with a hell of a
headache or wake up and try to eat them. Or, on the other hand, not
wake up at all.

It only took a minute or so for him to come
around.  "Hold on, son. Try not to move," Victor said to him
as he started to get up.

"Where did you come from?" he croaked, his
voice raspy and hard to understand.

"I saw your trash pile on the way through
this morning, and we stopped by on our way home to see if anyone
was still alive in here."

The man looked to be in his early thirties.
 The little bit of hair he had was sandy blond, although it
was hard to tell with his army buzz cut.  He had
a Sergeant First Class insignia on his arm and the name
Shelton on his army combat uniform shirt. He spoke slowly and with
great effort.

"Five of us landed at Andrews Air Force Base
yesterday.  We'd finally managed to repair a plane and fly
home from Afghanistan.  If you think it’s bad here, you should
see D.C.  When we hit the tarmac, we all bailed out the back
of the plane, letting it run into a huge group of infected who were
waiting on the runway.  The last I saw, the props were
grinding through that herd before the plane smashed into a hangar.
 I didn't wait around long, though. As soon as I stopped
rolling after my jump, I was up and running the other way." Shelton
stopped to take a breath.  All the talking was physically hard
on him.

"During the flight, we'd all decided to split
up and get to our families.  I ran all night long.  I
humped about thirty-five miles before stopping to eat and catch a
little sleep in an empty auto dealership at oh-five-hundred
hours.  I killed four or five infected with my knife, dragged
'em outside, and found a secure place to rack up for the night.
 When I woke up at oh-eight-hundred this morning, I stole a
pickup from the lot.  That truck ran out of gas about a mile
from here, so I ran the rest of the way.  When I got here, I
found all kinds of signs that my wife and sons had survived, trash
outside and all.  I ran in the house and found this note from
my wife."

Shelton reached into the slanted breast
pocket of his ACU shirt and pulled out a folded hand-written
letter, which he handed to Vic.

Dear Corbin,

The kids and I
love you very much.  I'm
sorry I let you down.
 We were doing everything
you told us, but I was
bitten at the market this
morning.  Dakota blames himself.
He was watching my back,
but he's only seven. It
was my fault.  He was
bitten on the leg, and I
fear he will survive longer
than I will.  I can't
stand for him to see me
turn into one of those
things, and I can't bear
the thought of him being
one.  When I finish this
letter, I'm going to do
what I have to do.

Darren didn't make
it back to the house.
 He was dragged into a
group of those things.  I
couldn't find him anywhere.

I have always
loved you. I wish that I
could have survived longer; I
wish you'd been with us
instead of off at war.
 I know you did everything
you could to get back
here, and I hope you can
find it in your heart to
forgive me.  I have loved
you since the moment I
met you and will love you
forever.

Find peace in
this life, and I'll see
you in the next.

Love,

Katy, Dakota, and Darren.

20th October 2011

While Victor was reading, Shelton broke down
into tears.  He was having some trouble breathing, which made
his crying even worse.  "I got here as fast as I could.
 That letter was from two days ago.  If only I'd gotten
here sooner.  If I’d tried harder, I could have made it!"

"Shelton," Victor said, “you did your best.
 You were in Afghanistan. How could you have gotten here any
sooner?"

"I delayed the plane by a week trying to save
Lieutenant Michaels.  She was my CO.  Our AO was 300
klicks north of Kandahar; we dropped in four months before the rest
of the world went to shit.  I stayed behind for a week before
I could convince her to bug out with us.  We humped down to
Tirin Kot, where we stole an MRAP and a diesel tanker to get back
to KAF.    If I had left her, I would have been back last
week.  But I couldn't leave her; I thought I was in love with
her.  I was going to leave my wife when I rotated back
home."

Shelton broke down, sobbing and crying.

"You're the first living people I've seen on
this side, and there ain't many left overseas either.  We saw
one Hajji on a camel in the afghan desert.  You're the first
humans I've seen outside of my team.  We were overrun, and we
weren't going to survive long there. The Hajji infected were all
around our FOB.  If we hadn't bugged when we did, we'd be
dead. That was the only way to convince her we should go."

Shelton's aura never changed from greenish
blue.  There was no swirling, no color slashes, and no
nothing.  Victor believed him.

"I know you're hurting," Vic said.  "But
we have a whole place full of people.  We have about two
hundred survivors, we have women and children, and we could use a
good soldier.  We have lots of work to do and people that need
taking care of."

Victor put his hand on Shelton's chest as he
spoke and mentally pushed just a little bit.  Victor couldn't
describe what he did; it was something like when he took over a
zombie but less invasive.  Perhaps he let him feel a little of
his own emotion as he added, "We need good men.  Can you walk?
Let’s get out of here. We saw a couple of walkers down the
street."

Shelton got to his feet, slowly.  His
neck was starting to show significant bruising.  He had a
soldier’s body.  He was strong and lean; Victor was certain
that was the only way he’d survived his ordeal.

"We have to stop by the basement," Shelton
said.  "There is a bunch of stuff down there."

When they got to the basement, Victor was
stunned.  The Tookes had an impressive arsenal at the farm.
 They did not, however, have heavy weapons.  Shelton did.
 There were crates upon crates of heavy weapons and
ammunition.

"Where did you get all this?" Marshall
asked.

"When I was in Afghanistan the first time, an
old high school buddy of mine was promoted to Colonel and put in
charge of the weapons depot at Germantown, Maryland.  When the
shit first hit the fan, I got a call from the guy; I hadn't talked
to him in ten years.  He said he needed somewhere to store
some hardware.  We talked about old times for a bit. I know
where three more caches like this are.  I think he was
planning on using all of this to rebuild the country when the
infection died off."

Victor twitched at the mention of the depot
at Germantown.

"What was your buddy’s name?" He asked.

"Frye.  Josh Frye."


Chapter 7

Chinese Take Out

 


Renee peeked around a corner as she always
did, right as a group of more than a dozen was coming around the
corner in the opposite direction.  She scooped up Maya and ran
as hard as she could down the sidewalk.  The zombies behind
her were quickly outpaced as she retraced her footsteps, turning
left into an alley that had been clear just a minute prior.

“Mommy, we always run.  I’m tired of
always running,” Maya whispered in her ear.

“I know, baby, but we have to run from the
bad people.”

“Why don’t we kill them?”

“There are too many of them.  I can’t
kill them all and keep you safe.  So we run.”

They ran down the alley, checking each
door.  The little black-haired girl clung to her mother, legs
wrapped around her waist.  The third door they checked was
open; Renee ducked into it and closed it behind her, twisting the
deadbolt as the first infected started banging on the door. 
The thick steel door muffled the noise; the pounding was just a
dull thudding.

The two survivors found themselves in the
kitchen of what looked like a Chinese restaurant.  There was a
line of woks sitting on a row of burners.  Renee had learned
that Chinese restaurants were notorious for using all frozen and
fresh foods; they virtually never had any kind of canned
food.  She checked the shelves for anything they could use,
putting two large cans of water chestnuts and a can of bamboo
shoots into her backpack.  At least it was filling even if it
had no nutritional value.

On the prep side of the kitchen, she found a
huge chef’s knife, the blade easily a foot long and sharp. 
She grabbed a towel to wrap the knife in and put that into her bag,
keeping the huge knife ready.

“Stay behind me,” Renee said as she and Maya
walked to the swinging kitchen door and peeked out the window

Inside the restaurant’s dining room were two
zombies, a male and a female.  The male was wearing a gray
business suit, which was still in decent shape, except for the
pants, which were entirely missing.  The man was naked from
the waist down, his pallid, gray ass hanging out below the suit
coat, a pair of tighty-whities around one ankle.  There was a
large chunk of his left thigh missing.  No question about how
he was infected.  The woman was less damaged.  She looked
almost normal; her color wasn’t as bad as the man’s.

God, it must suck
to get bitten while sitting
on the toilet, Renee thought.

The female was in a red dress, which was torn
across the mid section.  The bottom of the dress was held on
by a thin piece of piping; what had once been an elegant cocktail
dress was now a midriff top and skirt.  The “skirt” dipped in
the front, showing that the woman hadn’t been wearing panties.

Renee wondered if they’d been on a
date.  In an instant, she made up a whole story about
them.  This was their third date, they hadn’t ever been
together before, and that night almost five months ago was to be
both of their lucky night.  He probably had a pack of condoms
in his pocket.  She had spent hours getting ready.

Both were standing at the window looking out
on the street on the far side of the room.  Renee snapped back
to reality. Thinking of them as people always made it harder to do
what she had to do.  In an instant, she adjusted them from
former almost-lovers to shambling, rotting undead, bent on eating
her little girl in front of her eyes.  She was reasonably
certain that she’d be able to take them out.  She knew that
going back out into the alley wasn’t an option, and she needed to
get out of this restaurant before the group at the back door either
broke it down or got tired of pounding and went back to roaming
around.  Right now, all the few walkers left in the area were
conveniently gathered at the back of the restaurant.

“Mymy, I need you to sit way up on this
shelf.  I have to go take care of some bad people.  I’ll
be right back, okay, baby?  You stay right here,” Renee said
as she set the little girl up on the top shelf of the pantry.

Renee pushed the door open cautiously. 
She’d like the walkers to keep their back to her for as long as
possible. Ideally, until she drove the huge knife into the back of
their skulls.

She crept quickly and quietly, keeping low,
avoiding obstacles in her path.  She was about six feet away
when the first one turned.  Renee jumped forward from her
crouched position, driving the knife into the base of the female’s
skull.  She deftly removed the knife and crouched, swinging
the blade horizontally across the back of the thighs of the
second.  Without hamstrings, its legs buckled.  Renee
stood up, backing away to give herself some room.  She picked
up a heavy upholstered chair and lifted it up over her head.
 She stepped towards the prone zombie, driving one chair leg
down through its face, impaling it on the chair’s leg.  She
wiped the black gore off the knife on the upholstery of the chair
and quickly scanned the room for anything else.

Satisfied that there were no more threats in
the dining room, she was walking back towards the kitchen when she
spotted something that made her heart skip a beat.  The entire
left side of the room was a fountain.  Three very large orange
and white koi were swimming in it.  Prior to the end of the
world, those fish would have been worth several thousand dollars
each.  Post apocalypse, they were worth eating.

On the backside of the fountain, she found a
closet with the cleaning supplies and the fish food.  She
found a small corner of the fountain and sprinkled some of the food
in.  The normally docile fish attacked the food with some
vigor, reminding Renee of the first week she’d been in the office
building, when she’d seen the infected tear into that poor woman’s
flesh.

Renee had been so excited to see another
living person in the building across the street.  She’d waved,
and the other woman had waved back.  Renee had taken off
running down the stairs.  At the front door of her building,
she’d watched through the glass door in horror as the woman came
running out of the building across the street into a group of
wandering zombies.  They’d torn her apart.  Nearly two
weeks later, Renee had gone out one night and dragged the few bones
and scraps of clothing off to a dumpster.

While the fish were preoccupied with the
food, Renee used her hand to flip them out of the water, leaving
each one flopping on the deep red carpet for only a few seconds
before cutting their heads off right there on the floor.  She
grabbed the fish carcasses and carried them back into the kitchen
area.

“Maya! We’re having fish sticks tonight!”

The little girl smiled a huge smile and
clapped her hands excitedly as Renee set the colorful fish on the
counter.

After she lifted the little girl down, she
went through the back room of the kitchen. Finding a tub of
cleaning wipes with bleach, she wiped down the entire food prep
area.  While the counter was soaking with bleach, Renee went
out to the buffet line and found four cans of Sterno, bringing them
back to the kitchen.

On the bottom shelf, she found a large jug of
peanut oil, which she poured into one of the woks from the
stove.  She lit the cans of Sterno with a lighter from her
backpack and set the wok directly on top of the cans.

While the oil was heating, she filleted the
fish with a freshly disinfected filet knife from the rack, cut them
into strips, and rolled the strips in panko breadcrumbs.  The
large crispy Japanese-style breadcrumbs stuck fairly well to the
fish.

“Mymy, I wish we had some eggs!  We’ll
have to make do without them though.  These are going to be so
yummy!”

While the freshly-breaded fish sticks rested,
Renee pulled a dozen paper towels out of the dispenser above the
hand-washing sink and, after throwing the first one away, laid the
others out in a pile beside her wok of oil.  Another
bleach-wipe cleaned the tongs hanging above the stove, and then her
oil was ready.  She slowly lowered each fish stick, twenty of
them in all, into the hot oil and watched them cook.  When
they were done, she pulled them out of the oil one at a time,
salted them lightly while they were still hot, and put the wok back
on the stove.  She put the lids on the Sterno cans to
extinguish the flames and waited for the fish to be cool enough to
eat.

Maya ate a fish and a half worth, and Renee
ate four sticks.  Sitting there on the Chinese restaurant
kitchen counter, Renee hadn’t forgotten about the zombies, but
moments like this were rare.  She didn’t want to rush this
moment of normalcy for the small girl.

She rolled the last fish sticks up in the
paper towels and said, “Maya, let’s take these back to Holly, but
we have to hurry. She’ll be waking up from her nap soon.”

Renee listened at the steel door in the alley
and heard a faint scraping noise from outside.  It was almost
impossible to hear through the thick door, but any sound at all in
the dead city was enough to convince her not to go out that
door.

Renee grabbed Maya’s hand as they walked
through the dining room.  When they got near the two corpses,
Renee pointed towards a cloud in the sky, visible through the front
windows of the restaurant.  When Maya looked up, Renee sped
them past the corpses on the floor.

“What does that cloud look like?”

“An elephant!”

“I think so too!  When we get outside,
we have to be quiet and fast, okay? We’re going to have to run. Can
you run with me?”

“Yes, Mommy.”

“All right, let’s go.”

As quietly as possible, they unlocked and
opened the door and took off at a dead run, as fast as the little
girl’s legs could carry her.  Renee had three large cans of
food, the fish sticks, and the huge kitchen knife in her
backpack.  She ran easily alongside the fast little girl,
holding her hand.  They had both learned how to travel in the
city, stopping at the edge of every building to make sure that the
way was clear.

They were nine city blocks from the parking
garage, but they had to make two detours around walkers, each of
which added three blocks to their total distance.  They
covered the fifteen blocks in about thirty minutes without taking a
single break, other than a few seconds to peer around each
corner.

“Mymy, you’re such a good runner!”

“Thanks, Mommy.  You too,” Maya replied
in a whisper as they walked down the ramp to the parking
garage.

Inside the building, Renee opened the door to
the stairs, chained it behind her, and began the arduous task of
climbing sixty-two flights of stairs.  When they’d reached the
top, the two were exhausted.  Renee was sure that she burned
more calories running and climbing than she brought back to their
high-rise apartment every day.  Her clothes were falling off
her body, but Maya and Holly were both still healthy and didn’t
appear to have lost any weight.

The top floor of the building had been one
large office prior to the end.  Some banking executive’s
personal suite.  At the elevators was a receptionist area with
a couch and two chairs.  Beside the large receptionist desk
was a doorway that led into the monstrous office, with
uninterrupted panoramic views of three sides of the entire
city.  On a clear day, they could see for miles in any
direction.

What had Renee most worried was that over the
last few days, a large group of zombies had been gathering off to
the northeast of the city.  One of the reasons the main part
of the city was now so easy to move around was because most of the
walking corpses were now gathered up at that end of town.  The
days before, she’d spent hours watching the shambling dead stream
out of the city.

Renee looked across the room at Holly
stirring from her nap and laid out the fish sticks she’d
made.  One more day of gathering fuel and she was leaving this
place.  She had no idea what she would find when she got to
her mother’s house, but it had to be better than this place. 
She hoped she would dream of Max again.  She knew they were
just dreams, but in her dreams, he was able to make her feel at
ease.  He gave her advice, like hiding out in this building,
and gave her a sense that in a few days she might find her family
alive.


 Chapter 8

The Journey Begins

 


When the brothers and Shelton got back to the
farm, everyone welcomed him with open arms.  Victor introduced
him around the barn as "SFC Corbin Shelton."  Leuty, who had
been put in charge of the fire teams, seemed slightly worried.
 Shelton had a significant amount of combat experience.

Victor sent Marshall to talk to John and Leo
about Shelton and used that alone time to pull Leuty aside.

"Hey, Ken, can you come over to the office
with me?" Victor said as Marshall walked off.  Shelton was
getting his gear unpacked on one of the last cots in the barn loft
as Leuty and Tookes walked a short way to the reconfigured barn
office.  It was a tiny room on the end of the birthing
stalls.

"I just wanted to let you know that you're my
guy.  You're still in charge of the fire teams, and as far as
I'm concerned, you will remain so for as long as you're willing,"
said Tookes.  He was never one to mince words.  He had
found that working with people was infinitely easier if he was
straight with everyone.

"I was a little worried, but if you think
he's more qualified than me, I'd step down.  He's just had a
ton of combat experience.  Hell, he got here from the city
mostly on foot," said Leuty.  "I don't think I could make it
to Culpeper on foot."

"I trust you, Ken.  I know you; I've
fought beside you.  I don’t know this guy.  I actually
pulled you in here to ask you to keep an eye on him.  Watch
him, learn from him, but don't give him the keys to the castle,"
Vic said, cocking his eyebrow.  "We're going to be gone for a
few days, and I'm leaving you in charge of the defenses here.
 How many undead are your patrols seeing every day?"

"We're killing about two a day.  They
wander down the river from the gun club.  That path is about
the only easy way for them to get to the property."

"Nice work.  Keep doing what you're
doing, and keep everyone practicing.  Learn new things from
Shelton, but don't tell him everything about the place." Tookes
paused and then added, "That's a fine line to tread, son.  We
want him to feel welcome.  He's welcome to stay here, but I
just need to make sure he calls this place home."

"You got it, sir."

As Victor turned to walk away, Ken called out
to him, "Thank you, and sir.  Thank you for your trust."

Victor stopped short and turned around.
 "I should be thanking you, Ken," he said.
 "You're keeping our house safe.  You're keeping my
mother safe while we're out trying to do some good in this
horrible, fucked-up world.  I wouldn't be able to do what we
do without knowing that you're here keeping this place and these
people safe."

With that, Victor went to pack for the trip.
 He only owned three sets of clothes and wore most of them all
the time.  He often wore two or three shirts.  All of his
worldly possessions fit inside a three-day backpack.
 My sister is alive.
 My older brother is with
me.  I have Leo and
John and Max, thought Victor.
 I have everything I
need.

It was amusing to Victor how his perspective
shifted.  It was funny to him that it took the end of the
world to teach him what was really important.  He walked down
the stairs singing that old REM song, "It's the end of the world as
we know it! It’s the end of the world as we know it, and I
feeeeeeeeeel fine!"

Vic set his camouflage backpack and the
large black duffle that carried Sammie and his other weapons down
at the foot of the steps, next to the one his mother had packed for
Max.  Seeing that he didn't need to go pack anything for his
son, he went back upstairs to the linen closet and pulled down a
dozen old blankets.  This house had been a bed and breakfast
before.  It had twelve beds plus two sleeper sofas.
 There were a lot of blankets.  Victor purposely picked
those with holes or stains.  He was not going to tell his
mother, "Oh yes, sorry, Mom.  We lost a dozen of your best
blankets."

The next step was the kitchen.  There
weren't going to be any stops by the drive through on this road
trip.  There weren't even any roads.  He knew if things
got really bad, they could scavenge and forage enough food to
survive.  This was the east coast after all.  Max,
however, would probably not want to eat acorns and dandelion
leaves.

It took two trips to haul the gear for Max
and Victor to the truck.

"Hey, Daddy, where are we going?"

"We're going to find Aunt Renee, and we're
going to ride a train. Do you want to ride in a train?  Uncle
Marshall made a special train car just for you."

"Yay!" Max sung, drawing the word out.
 "Can I be the conductor?  He's the train driver,
Daddy."

"Yes, sir!"

Marshall loaded a toolbox into the back of
the truck and strapped it down.  John and Leo tossed their
bags in, and they all loaded up in the truck.

The drive to the train was completely
uneventful.  We passed a handful of zombies but went around
them.  Victor didn't want to expose Max to driving over
them.

The train yard had a couple of random zombies
in it.  As they pulled up, Victor said, "Hey, Marshall, why
don't you take Max to show him where we found Mr. Shelton while we
get the train started?"  Leo, John, and Tookes hopped out of
the truck.

"Hey, Max, if you promise to sit still, you
can ride in the front seat!"

"I'll be good!" his father heard him say as
he scrambled over the seat back.

When Marshall pulled out of the train yard,
the rest of them went to work.  There were only seven in the
yard, but they cleared the whole place.  John was dragging the
last body off when the three companions heard the truck
approaching.  Victor was going through the pre-start checklist
for the locomotive.

Max came bounding up the steps of the train
engine and said, "Daddy, can I drive the train? Uncle Marshall said
I could drive the train!"

"Sure you can, buddy.  Look at this
gauge; does the needle point to the F or the E?"

"The F!" he said excitedly.

"That’s good that means our diesel is full.
 F for full."

"And E for Empty?"

"Right!  You're so smart!  Now we
need to start the generator.  Can you push this button?"

Max grinned and pushed the red start button.
 The huge generator roared to life, eliciting a squeal of
happiness from the small boy.  The locomotive shook with the
torque of the large motor.

"Now, we have to wait for the generator to
warm up.  When this needle points to the middle, we can go.
 It'll take a couple of minutes.  Do you want to go back
and see the other car?"

Father and son stepped down out of the
locomotive and walked around to the back of the train car.
 Marshall was just pushing the huge tool chest into place
against the back of the car when Victor lifted Max up and into the
car.

The inside of the car was full of light.
 At some point the day before, Marshall cut skylights in the
ceiling and then covered them with lexan.  The oriental rugs
that lined the floor warmed the interior of the car to an almost
livable standard.  There was only so much that could be
done to a shipping container.  To Vic's left, Leo was sitting
on the old, dark grey sleeper-sofa, staring at the floor.  She
had her hands in her lap and seemed to be spacing out, and Victor
briefly wondered how long it had been since she really slept.
 Once Leo realized that someone else was in the room
with her, she quickly glanced towards them and smiled lightly.

"Max, I need you to ride back here for a
while.  Can you sit back here and play Go Fish with Miss
Leo?”

"Sure, Dad," Max said and ran over to the
couch.  He put his small hand on her knee and excitedly asked,
“Miss Leo! Wanna play Memory instead?"

Vic watched his son with a small smile.
 The little boy was happily chattering away as he opened up
the box that held the Memory cards and dumped them onto the floor.
 The brightly colored cards had pictures from the movie
Cars on it.  Max absolutely adored that movie and
proceeded to tell Leo all about Lightning McQueen and Mater as he
flipped all of the cards face-down.  With a twinge of sadness,
Tookes turned around and closed the doors to the car behind
him.

Inside the locomotive again, Tookes released
the brakes, engaged the electric motors, and put the large machine
in "forward.”  The train lurched to a steady roll, using only
a small percentage of the throttle as it picked up to about thirty
miles per hour.  The ride was bumpy but actually much better
than Tookes had anticipated.  He assumed that with only one
light car, the train would be all over the tracks.  He was
pleased with how well things had been going on their trip so far,
and he hoped that their good luck would continue.

They went around the bend, leaving the truck
and the train yard in the background.  Within a mile, the
tracks had merged down to a single set, and they were on their way
through the thick trees.  According to Victor's map, they were
several miles from the nearest road crossing.  Tookes pushed
the throttle a little bit and watched the speedometer climb up to
fifty miles per hour.  As long as they were out in the
country, he wasn't too worried about anything else on the tracks.
Once we get into towns,
I'm going to have to slow
down pretty drastically, he thought.
 For now, it was pretty mindless rolling.  It was hard to
get used to looking out the side window and not being able to see
what was directly in front of him.  Only being able to look
out of the side window greatly affected his depth perception, and
that made him nervous.

----

"Hey Mymy," said Renee. "Do you think you can
carry this bag?"

"Yes, Mommy. It’s very heavy, but I'm
strong!"

"I know.  You're such a big girl," Renee
said, picking Holly up out of her makeshift crib and setting her on
her hip.  "Hold on, Holly.  We've got a lot of steps to
go down!"

Renee carried Holly down the stairs with her
gun in her waistband.  Her hair was tied back in a ponytail,
and her dirty clothes smelled pretty badly.  Washing clothes
was impossible.  Holly, who was about eighteen months old, was
the only thing that didn't stink in the whole place.

They trotted down the stairs.  Maya
stopped at the third stop from the bottom as she always did.
 Renee slowly and quietly pushed the door open and looked
around before closing it and whispering instructions to Maya.

"When we go, we're going to run straight to
the truck and get in.  I'm going to go open the gate.
 When you're in the truck, I need you to talk softly to Holly
and keep her quiet, okay? Can you do that, My?"

"Yes, Mommy.  Be fast and come back.
 Daddy didn't come back."

"I'll be super fast.  I'll be so fast
you won't even notice I'm gone."

Renee pushed the door open fully and waited
for Maya to come down the last couple of steps.  When she was
right behind her, they took off at the familiar pace.  It was
the pace they'd used traversing the city for the last five months.
 The truck was only a few yards away.  Renee put the kids
in their booster seats, buckled them in, and turned around.
 She saw the look on Maya's face as she turned and knew.
 Instead of turning straight around, she ducked, and the
thing’s hands went over her head.  As it stumbled in, she
sprung up from her crouch, directly into its chest, and pulled the
gun out of her waistband.  The creature was knocked flat on
its back.  Renee jumped onto its chest and drove the barrel of
the gun into its forehead as she squeezed the trigger.  Blood
and gore sprayed out across the parking garage.

Renee carried the empty gun with her, up to
the top of the ramp to the gate that she and Eddie had closed on
that first night.  She twisted the deadbolt handle on the
center of the grate and heaved it upwards.  It clattered up
into the ceiling, making more noise than she'd heard in the entire
five-month period she'd been in the town.

She sprinted at top speed back to the truck,
jumped in the seat, and started the truck.  There was no way
to get around the corpse she'd left, so she just ran over it.
 The truck thumped twice, and she was free.  Her gas
gauge said half a tank.  That was enough fuel to get her
within a few miles of her mother’s house.

She pulled out and started singing to with
the girls. "The wheels on the truck go round and round."  They
sang along, and spirits were high as they slowly navigated the
deserted streets of Charlotte.   Renee had seen the huge
gathering of zombies up around the northeast side of the city and
didn't want anything to do with going that way.  She steered
herself towards the highway and instead chose to head up Interstate
77.

"We're off to see Gramma!"

"Yay Gramma!" shouted Maya.

"Yay 'ramma!" echoed Holly.

Renee made it six miles on Route 77 before
hitting a traffic jam.  It looked like thousands of cars had
just stopped.  Most of them had doors open, but a few looked
like there were dead bodies inside.  The road was absolutely
impassible. Renee was forced to turn around and head back towards
Interstate 85.  That road would take them dangerously close to
the huge group but was a more direct route.  Moreover, it’d
had less traffic on it when all this went down.


Chapter 9

Locomotion

 


The train steamed down the tracks, speeding
up in the long straights and slowing down for the curves or when
Victor couldn't see very far ahead.  He was paranoid about
hitting a car or a tree lying across the tracks.  There were
many small branches; the train didn't seem to have any trouble with
those.

Twice that first morning, the crew had to
stop to drag a tree off the tracks.  Marshall could have
easily picked them up and tossed them to the side.  Victor was
worried about drawing unwanted attention with the sound of the
locomotive but didn't want to do anything that would give a super
zombie any idea what they were doing, so using their abilities was
out of the question.  Victor wanted Laura to think they were
back at the house, not doing anything, just living life as normal.
 They used a huge logging chain that Marshall brought in his
never-ending trunk of stuff.  One of them wrapped the chain
around the log, and the rest dragged it sideways off the tracks
while Marshall played lookout.  The second tree was so
massive, he had to use branches as levers to roll it a little
further away.

Every single time he traveled any
distance since the outbreak, the zombies knew where Victor was
going, when he would be there, and how he was moving.  He told
very few people where he was going this time and even fewer how
they were going to be travelling.  If there was a spy or
someone working for the zombies in their group, he had no idea that
they were traveling by train.  This mission was as covert as
it could be.

Victor had hours in the locomotive to think.
 His thoughts were about how lucky he was through all of this.
 One in a million, maybe one in a hundred million people were
immune, and somehow his family was.  They’d gone up against
zombies, the remnants of the army, and untold horrors and had come
out a closer and stronger team for it.

He had a beautiful, safe place to live.
 He had food and shelter.  Security was a little scarce
these days, but he considered that a work in progress.  Frye
would be dealt with.  The farther they got from his attempted
abduction of Max, the more anger Victor felt.  That
fuck came to my house to
take my child.  He killed
my people and threatened my
family, thought Victor.  The end of Colonel Frye
would not be an easy one.  He thought of several options for
his end but ultimately settled on tying him to a telephone pole
next to a radio blaring a Lady Gaga CD on repeat.

It took about four hours to get to Lynchburg,
Virginia, the first major town they would be going through.
 Just before the city limits, Victor stopped the train.
 Marshall and John had the doors open and were looking for
threats when Victor rounded to the back of the train.

"We're a few minutes above Lynchburg right
now; I expect we'll see some zombies.  Leo and John, would you
join me up in the locomotive?  I'd like for all of us to know
how to drive this thing.  Bring your packs too, please."

Leo strapped on her gear, and John picked up
a huge black duffle bag that clanked as he picked it up.
 Victor shot him a look as he jumped down out of the train
with it.

"What ya problem, mate?" he asked.

"Did you bring enough?"

"Yer man Shelton brought a crate of magazines
for the H&K, and with the fifty we had, I have two hundred full
thirty-round magazines.  The first six hundred zombies we come
across will die very quickly.  Then I'll need you reloading
mags for me."

"Geezus, John," Victor said. "Save some for
Leo here!"

"I have no doubt she'll get her share."

"You bet I will.  I'm still faster than
your bullets," she said.

"No one is using any powers.
 John, no crazy shooting.  Leo, no teleporting, no
running a thousand miles an hour.  No abilities that
will draw the slightest attention to us.  I worked too hard to
make this mission a secret.  I worked too hard to keep our
mode of transportation quiet.  The last thing we should do is
draw any attention to ourselves, until the time is right or we have
no other option."

"Aw, why ya always gotta take the fun out of
it?" asked John.

"Because Max is back there.  Because
we're not going to do anything that puts him in jeopardy."

The three of them climbed up into the huge
engine.  Victor showed them where he had posted the start-up
checklist.

"Don't skip any steps.  You can't rush
this," Victor said.  "Now get this thing moving."

Tookes had familiarized himself with several
makes and models of locomotive prior to scouting this one out.
 He wasn’t sure they had any idea what they were looking for,
but they did manage to find each of the dials and gauges they were
looking for.  The two of them got the huge generators fired up
in just a little longer than it took him the first time.  That
was a comfort, both that they had experience and that if they had
to they could do it.  Victor knew that if something happened
to him, they could get out with Max.  Sure, Leo could teleport
Max pretty far.  Sure, the three of them could probably fight
their way out of almost any situation.  Nevertheless, one
never knew with zombies.

Victor had a bad feeling.  It had been
gnawing at the pit of his stomach since they started this whole
plan.  He had no idea how they were going to find Renee.
 What if they got there and she was dead?  What if she'd
already left?  Asking Max to talk to her was not an option.
 There were too many possibilities, too many things that could
go wrong.   Victor was going to have to rely on his own
abilities.  The closer Victor's relationship was to someone,
the further away he could follow their aura.  Renee and Victor
had always been close.  Maybe not as close as he was to
Marshall, and Victor could see Marshall's aura through almost any
building and for sixty miles if they were outside.  He
believed he could see Renee's aura from at least thirty miles away.
 Right now, from here in the locomotive, he could see Max and
Marshall sitting on the floor of the steel train car.  He
could watch Max's aura move and tell that they were playing a card
game, most likely Memory, Max's current favorite game.

"Be careful with the thr..." Victor said as
he was thrown against the back of the locomotive. "Throttle."

The train hurdled forward on the tracks.
 Victor watched Marshall and Max end up in a pile through the
layers of steel separating them.  "Back it off
easy!" he shouted.  "The brakes are," this time he was thrown
towards the front of the locomotive into the gray-painted sheet
steel that separated the engineer’s compartment from the
gigantic generator, “made for hauling tens of thousands of pounds.
 They're very touchy also."

"Now you warn me!" yelled Leo.

Vic laughed and said, "I learned the exact
same way.  I hit the same spot in the wall. Let’s get going.
 Try to keep this needle on about twenty miles per hour.
 John, come with me."

Vic grabbed Sammie and his pouch of
ammunition from the corner of the engineer’s compartment, and then
he and John walked out on the catwalk on the side of the
locomotive.  The train was going about twenty, which was just
about as fast as Victor could run at a dead sprint.  He wasn't
really built for speed; there were many normal humans that could
outrun him.  Once they were out of the compartment, Vic
climbed up a ladder and sat down on top of the engine next to John,
holding on to a small bar that was mounted to the engine.

"I want to stay out here and keep an eye out
for anything in front of us.  If I see something, I want you
down on the catwalk ready to either shoot it or tell Leo to stop
the train.  There's a camera monitor in the engineer’s cabin
she can watch, but it doesn't point very far forward!" Vic yelled
over the very loud diesel generator they were sitting on.

The train rattled along the tracks for
another twenty minutes before the passengers started to see
suburban neighborhoods on either side of the tracks.  They saw
the occasional zombie look up, usually followed half a second later
by a bullet from John's pistol, removing its head.   Vic knew
that zombies could communicate telepathically, and he didn't want
to risk any getting the word out.  In addition, it always felt
good to reduce the population.  The locomotive was so loud, it
could be heard about the same distance as a gunshot.  They
weren't too worried about the noise, as there was nothing they
could do about it.  However, any that saw Victor or John were
put down.  Due to Victor's visibility advantage and a superior
rifle, he was able to keep the score about even with John.
 His 30.06 was the superior weapon for single shot encounters,
no matter how quickly John could fire his guns, and he couldn't
make the bullets faster.

They were about halfway through the city of
Lynchburg, Virginia, when they had to stop for the first time; an
orange semi and trailer were parked across the tracks.  The
trailer was for what looked like a grocery store; there was a giant
red tomato painted on the side of the trailer.  The caption
read - "Freshness Shown Actual Size."

Leo brought the train slowly to a stop a few
feet from the semi.  John dismounted and hopped in the cab.
 If it were a normal truck, they could just put it
in neutral and use gravity to help get it rolling down
the hill.  This truck, however, had air brakes, which were
seized.  On a tractor-trailer, the brakes engaged unless
there was enough air pressure to hold them open.  It was a
safety thing.  The problem was that these brakes had probably
been locked for the last five months, sitting out in the rain, and
it would take a lot of work to get them to disengage, which was
more work than they had time to do.

Marshall was the one that came up with the
solution.  "Hey, Vic, if we use a chain to hook the truck to
the locomotive and drag it around, someone could steer the truck
off the tracks and, I think, give us enough room to get by.
 Like when we were kids water skiing, jumping the boat's
wake."

"Damn, Marshall.  I knew I kept you
around for a reason," Tookes said.

The plan worked flawlessly.  The cab of
the truck bounced and skidded sideways as it jerked from being
across the tracks to parallel.  Once that was done, Marshall
jumped in the truck and steered hard to the right as they reversed
the locomotive.  The tractor-trailer’s rear wheels never
turned, but they managed to drag it, steering with the front wheels
off to the side of the track.

The crew had been stopped there, working for
a little over two hours, when John called out, “Contact, north
side, fourteen walkers."  His H&K rattled off in full auto
mode.  "Threat neutralized,” he said, like the script from
some bad TV war movie.

"Thanks, John," said Marshall, grinning.

They rolled the rest of the way through
Lynchburg at roughly the same pace, a fast jogging speed of about
twelve miles per hour.  Out on the far side of town, in the
relative safety of an overgrown farm meadow in the mountains of
southern Virginia, the crew stopped for some food and to
stretch their legs.

When they were finished eating, Victor said,
"Hey, Max, how do you like our trip so far?  Is it fun in the
back?"

"It is fun, but we need to go now.
 There is a bad guy following us, and I can't hide from him
for much longer.  He hasn't seen us yet, but he noticed that a
bunch of his soldiers are missing.”

"All right, let’s go inside the boxcar.
 We're getting out of here.  Leo, you're with me. John,
I'd like you and Marshall back in the car."

They loaded up in their positions and got the
train rolling down the tracks while Victor thought about how he
wanted to handle this situation.


Chapter 10

Followed

 


As they sped down the tracks, the train was
hurtling at near maximum speed.  Victor felt a deep
fury stirring within him.  He was just starting to feel
human again and sincerely believe that there was light at
the end of the tunnel of death and destruction.  Now
there was a super on their tail, and even at top speed, the train
could only go about sixty miles per hour.  Almost any super,
even those that couldn't fly or teleport, could easily run twice
that speed.  If it wanted to
catch us, it could, he thought.
 It had to have been waiting for something.  It made
Victor uneasy that he couldn't see what would happen next, and he
had no desire to fight it that close to Max.  It made more
sense to draw it off the tracks.  The more angles and
possibilities Tookes considered, the more he was convinced that
there was only one way to make sure his son would make it out of
this safely.  He had to face it alone.

He slowed the train to a crawl.

"John," he called out to his friend.
 John walked up behind him and leaned against the door with
his arms crossed.  "About three hours south of here, there's a
town called Danville, Virginia," he continued.  "The train
tracks double up right here; see these two sets right as the train
goes under Route 29?" he asked, pointing at the map.

"Ya, mate," the Aussie said with a nod.

He circled that spot with a wax pen that was
tied to the counter. "I'll meet you there.  Get there.
 Don't come back and don't look back.  Just keep Max
safe.  I'll see you there in eight hours."  John raised
his eyebrow and began to protest, but Vic cut him off with a smile.
"Trust me, John."

He scoffed and said, "All right."

Tookes hit the throttle lever, and he jumped
from the still moving train.  As he jumped, he tucked his body
close together and hoped that it wouldn't hurt as he hit the
ground.  He wasn't that lucky; he hit the hard ground on the
far side of the track and rolled repeatedly, curling his body
around the rifle to protect the scope.

He switched his vision to what he had started
to call "aura view" and started scanning.  Zombies didn't have
an aura, but it was more than not having an aura; it was a negative
aura—a total void of everything that made a person a human.
 The idea of a void in a creature that looked human still made
Tookes uncomfortable.  He scanned behind himself and
located a "void" up in a tree a couple of miles behind him.

"Parley?" he sent it.

"Sure."

Victor stood in the middle of the tracks,
waiting.  His adrenaline was running high, and
Tookes was positive that this wasn't going to end easily.
 There was a rush of wind, and Bookbinder appeared in front of
him.

"Good afternoon, Sir," Charlie said.

"Charlie!  I'm sorry I let you die,"
Victor said sadly, his head down.

"Oh, you didn't let me die! I'm so much more
than what I was before.  I can fly now!” he replied with a
big, wide smile he'd seen so many times on Bookbinder's face.

"Sure, you can.  But you're not Charlie
anymore. Charlie is dead.  You, you are a parasite that looks
like my friend, and you probably have a few of his memories."

"I have all of his memories.  And aren't
memories what make us what we are?"

"No," said Victor, the idea more clear in his
head now.  "Memories shape us.  It’s our soul that makes
us what we are, and you, ghost of my friend, have a distinct lack
of a soul."

"So what did you want to talk about?" the
thing that looked like Charlie asked him.

"Why are you following us?" Victor asked
plainly.

"Laura sent me to keep an eye on you last
week.  I'm surprised you didn't catch me sooner.  Where
are you going?"

"We're headed down to Miami," lied Victor.
 "I hear the weather is nice, and I could use a vacation.
 I could use a little break. I've been killing you guys like
it’s my job and I'm looking for a promotion."

"Laura noticed.  She's very smart, you
know.  You'll never win this war you're trying to start."

"I tell you what, ghost of Bookbinder," said
Victor, shoving his guilt over the loss of his friend into the far
corner of his brain.  "I made Laura an offer once," he said as
he drew himself to full height.  Cold steel filled his eyes.
 "Withdraw all the zombies on the east coast from Pennsylvania
down through Florida, and she can have the rest of the world.
 I'll stop killing your kind off.  If she does not agree
to my terms, I will end every one of you, Laura included."
 The fire burning inside him possessed Victor.  "Every.
 Fucking.  One," he said ominously.

Bookbinder wasn't buying it.  "Tookes,
you have to know how ridiculous that sounds.  There
are billions of us," he replied.

"Ahh," Tookes said, equally confident.
 "But there are four of us."

"What does that even mean?  We'll bring
hundreds of thousands of zombies to your front door."

"I killed 12,486 of you with a single thought
when you attacked my house.   You came to my fucking
house, and I blew you off like your horde was nothing.  I'm
stronger now.  I've had practice.  I'm more powerful than
ever.  It'll take you a year to gather and bring that many to
my house.  Half of them will rot by then, and I'll have
another year to learn how to kill you in greater numbers."
 Victor’s aura was usually baby blue, like Max's.  As he
spoke, it paled until it was the color of arctic ice.  "I
should end you now."

"Then take your best shot."

Tookes started looking at options for attack.
 He weighed his options.  In one, he drew the Sig and
fired, which resulted in a miss.  Charlie was fast.
 Jumping at him with a right cross to the jaw was successful,
but he couldn't find any follow-ups that didn't result in his own
severe injury or death.

"I'm still weighing my options.  I think
I may have a use for you," Victor said as he removed his sidearm
from its holster, attempting to make that as non-threatening as
possible.

Charlie considered reaching for it, and he
thought about running.  Victor was having a hard time killing
this zombie.  He didn't know why, whether it was because he
was in Charlie's body or if it was because technically he asked him
to come down here.

"Charlie, I've decided I'm going to let you
live for now.  If I ever see you again, or even catch a whiff
of your presence, I'm going to have John shoot you.  You know
he never misses, right?  You won't have much of a chance.
 Turn back now; go tell Laura I'm going to kill her unless she
agrees to my terms."

"She won't give up, Tookes."

"Then convince her to.  Use what you
know of me from Charlie's memories.  You know I won't stop,
and you know I'll win."

"Charlie would have been happy to see you,
Tookes."

"I'm sad to see what you've done to him,"
said Tookes as he fought to stop tears from welling in his eyes.
 "He was a good man."  Victor waived his hand and said,
"You may go now. Do not follow."

Charlie's corpse disappeared from sight.
Victor thought about the conversation.  He knew if he kept
pushing Laura, he was going to become a big fish.  Right now,
he was an annoyance.  If he became a major threat, Laura would
bring something massive down on him, and he was not sure he could
survive that. At least not yet, not without Max.

He ran as he continued to think about his
conversation with Bookbinder.  About a mile to the east was
Route 29, which was his primary goal.  His plan was to get to
the highway, find a house with a car in the driveway, find the keys
(hopefully inside), and start heading south.  He had to move
quickly; the longer he took, the more time they had to wait for
him.

Tookes risked using a little bit of his power
and sent a thought to John. “It was Bookbinder
following us.  I sent him
away but couldn't make myself
kill him.  If I see
him again, he won't be so
lucky.  I believe he will
follow me, not the train.
 I'm heading for the
highway and a car now.
 Good luck. Keep Max safe,
please.”

Route 29 was a four-lane divided highway
through Virginia.  Tookes made it to the highway in six
minutes.  Damn, I doubt I
could have run a
ten-minute mile six months
ago! he thought as he continued to run south along the
highway.

He ran for another hour and a half, covering
just over ten miles down Route 29, before he saw a trailer sitting
a little ways off the road.  He laid down in the tall grass to
catch his breath and check the place through the scope on Sammie.
 The old singlewide trailer house had four windows across the
front and was only one room wide.  The kitchen window had the
blinds drawn, but the place looked empty.  There weren't any
cars in the drive, but there was a quad parked beside a shed.
 That was a lucky break; he knew he didn't have much running
left in him, and he had burned almost three hours already.

He walked slowly towards the shed, rifle up.
 There was a padlock on the door to the shed and no key in the
ignition of the quad. If I lived
here, I would keep the
key in the shed, he thought.
 I wish Marshall was
here.

Victor looked around the trailer’s yard for
something he could use.  These people had been the definition
of trailer trash.  Their yard was a minefield of hazards. From
the front of the shed, he could see an old hand saw, a pile of old
broken-up concrete, and then he spied what he needed.  One
large piece of concrete had a steel reinforcement bar hanging out
of it.  He knew there was no chance of breaking the padlock;
instead, he attacked the hasp, where it was screwed into the wooden
doorframe.  Using the steel as a handle, he repeatedly smashed
the hasp with the chunk of concrete, destroying the wood frame,
before reversing the tool and sticking the bar down behind it.
 It pried off easily at that point.  The door swung open,
and he looked in the dark shed.  Hanging on a hook just inside
the door was a key.  On the floor was a gas can.

He grabbed the key and the can and checked
the fuel in the quad, which was thankfully full.  Karma
paying me back for making
me run that far, he thought.
 He dug round in the shed again and found some bungee cords to
secure the can to the rear rack.  The four-wheeler started
right up, and he raced off down the road.  It wasn't as fast
as he wanted to go, but he wasn't running anymore.

He figured he had about sixty miles to go and
three hours to do it, meaning he had to make about twenty miles an
hour here.  He hadn't ever driven that far on a quad, but one
time he and Marshall rode their father's quads over thirty miles
and didn't have to refuel.  The speedometer on the
four-wheeler said its top speed was fifty-eight, but it was
unstable at that speed and hard to keep on the road.  In
addition, he knew it would burn fuel too fast, so he slowed it down
to around thirty miles per hour.

About two hours up the road, he ran across
the first zombie.  It was a man in a business suit, the tie
still firmly attached to his neck, although the coat and shirt were
shredded.   The thing was exceptionally tall. Even standing up
on the quad Victor couldn't get a good angle to crush its skull as
he rode by, so he risked a bullet and put it down.

He straightened out the quad and rode the
last hour up to the train, which was waiting for him in the fading
light.  John was sitting on top of the train and waved to
Victor as he rode up.


Chapter 11

Super 8

Renee headed north out of the city, moving
slowly up I-85.  She weaved in and out of traffic jams, often
having to cross the median to the southbound side of the highway.
 She only wanted to make it to Greensboro, North Carolina,
where she could get onto Route 29.  Once she was on 29, there
would be far fewer cars and fewer traffic jams to navigate.

For what seemed like the twentieth time, she
pulled up to a wreck.  This time it was a four-car pileup.
 It looked like a red Chevrolet Camaro hit the side of an
old Buick, which caused it to spin into two other cars.
 The nose of the Camaro was under the tailgate of a late-model
Ford pickup truck, both of them sideways on the road.  The
driver of the pickup truck was dead inside the cab, but the driver
of the Camaro was a zombie who started beating its head and fists
against the glass as Renee drove by.  There was a guardrail on
the right side of the road and a significant ditch on the left,
blocking any ability to go around the accident scene.

Renee nosed her truck up between the Camaro
and the pickup truck and applied pressure to the gas pedal.
 Her truck easily pushed the two vehicles apart, skidding the
nose of the Camaro sideways enough that she could push it past the
pickup.  She backed up, got behind the Camaro, and slowly
inched up to the bumper of the sports car, intending to push it
into the ditch.  When she bumped the car, the driver’s side
door popped open.

The zombie that spilled out was a mess.
 It had been stuck in that car all summer long; its skin was a
horrid shade of blue green.  Its face was puffy enough that
the nose looked sunken in, and its eyes were almost swollen shut.
 It generally looked like a fat tick off a hound dog, ready to
pop.  One of its legs was mangled beyond recognition.
 The bad leg dragged behind it as it used its good leg to
propel itself forward.  It then balanced itself on the bad leg
and hopped forward.  It drag-hopped its way towards Renee and
the girls, its bloated arms outstretched.

Renee said, "Close your eyes!" as she backed
up off the Camaro, giving herself about twenty feet of room between
her truck and the zombie shambling towards her.  It was moving
very slowly.

"I'll be right back," Renee said, opening her
door, leaving the truck running.

She strode towards the bloated pus bag,
thinking about how to handle this.  He's going
to explode when I stab
him, she thought.  She closed the distance very
quickly.  The thing reached for her, as they all did.
 She dodged under its grasp, planted her foot, and spun around
to her left, forcing the thing to pivot on its bad leg.  The
zombie tried to turn, but its leg gave out from under it, and it
fell to the ground.   When the zombie hit the ground, the skin
of its face split and spilled runny pus-looking goo out onto the
pavement, like an over-ripe peach.  The skin peeled back,
exposing blackish muscle under the skin.

Renee drove her knife down into the back of
the pitiful creature's skull, silencing it for the last time.

"I hope it’s cooler where you are now than it
was in that car all summer.  Rest now, and find your loved
ones," she said over the corpse before dragging it over to the
ditch.

She got back in the truck, pushed the Camaro
off into the ditch on top of the corpse of its owner, and drove
down the road.

The entire first day she made ninety miles,
and she was down to an eighth of a tank of gasoline.   "Maya,
tomorrow we're going to have to stop for gas,” she said as she
pulled off at an exit just south of Greensboro, North Carolina.
 "But for now, we're going to find a nice room with beds to
sleep in!  How exciting!"

"Can Holly and I sleep with you?" Maya
asked.

"Of course, Mymy.  We'll all sleep
together in a big safe, warm bed."

Renee pulled the SUV into the parking lot of
a Super 8 motel.  She pulled right under the parking area,
where she turned around to Maya.  "You stay here and keep Baby
Holly safe.  Can you do that for me?  I'm going to lock
the doors to the truck. If you see anyone but me, honk the horn.
Remember how I showed you to do that?"

"Yes, Mommy."

"You're a good big sister, Mymy.  I'll
be right back."

After Renee left the truck with the giant
kitchen knife, she watched Maya climb up into the driver’s seat to
wait.

Renee quietly opened the door to the office,
expecting it to be full of zombies.  The doors themselves had
dried blood streaks on the glass.  Just inside and to the left
near the coffee pots, were two corpses with most of their heads
blown off. The wall above the coffee station was covered in chunky
gore, which had run down onto the counter in a congealed mass of
bone and soft tissue.

Behind the counter was the owner of the
motel's corpse.  He had been eaten all the way through the
middle. Only the spine itself connected the top of the torso to its
lower body.  The bony ridges of its backbone had scrape marks,
leading down to the hips, which still had some bits of flesh
attached.  There was no flesh left along the spine. It was
licked clean, almost bleached out, like the corpse of a cow in the
desert.  The poor innkeeper's wide leather belt had teeth
marks on it, but apparently, the zombie that ate the man wasn't
able to tear through it to continue its meal.

The corpse's little finger moved slightly,
causing its arm to wobble.  It was that movement that caught
her attention.  She looked up from the creature's waist and
saw its eyes open, staring hungrily at her, following her movement.
 She jumped back a step in fright and let out a small squeal.
 The zombie was unable to move.  All of the muscles had
been ripped off its back and arms, but its eyes were wide open.
 It disturbed her that it looked at her with that same
hunger-lust that she would give a juicy bacon cheeseburger with
lettuce and tomato.  It disturbed her even more that she was
still hungry, even looking at this poor soul's desecrated
corpse.

Renee stepped up to the former innkeeper, put
her foot on the remnants of its neck, and drove the kitchen knife
down through its skull.  The creature's eyes closed for the
final time.

"I hope you can find peace now,” she said,
wiping the knife blade on the carpet.

Behind the counter, she found three glorious
items: a short double-barrel shotgun laying on the floor, a green
and yellow box of Remington 00 Buck-Shot shells, and a key ring
with twenty or thirty keys on it—including a Ford key.

"Maybe it's a truck," she said out loud. "And
maybe it has a full tank."

The box of shells felt light when she grabbed
it. To her dismay, it only had two bullets left in it.  She
put the two green plastic shells in the pocket of her hoodie and
walked back outside to Maya and Holly.  Holly was crying, and
Maya was sitting beside her talking to her, trying to calm her and
keep her quiet.  Renee's eyes welled up, but she wouldn't let
herself cry, not yet.  Not until they were all safe and
secure.

She unlocked the door to her SUV, climbed in,
and drove to a parking space, where she paused before putting the
truck into park.  This side of the building had a lot of cars
parked in the lot, which would mean most of the rooms were full.
 She didn't want to risk the kids if there were zombies
around, so she put the truck in reverse and backed out of the
parking spot.

The other side of the hotel was practically
deserted.  She parked in a spot at the bottom of the stairs
and turned to Maya and Holly, who was still softly crying.

"We're almost done for the night.  I
need to go make sure the room is safe before I come get you two.
 Can you wait here for another minute?"

Both kids nodded.  Renee got out of the
truck and ran up the stairs with the shotgun in one hand and the
keys in the other.  The first door at the top of the stairs
was marked 201.  She put her ear to the door and heard
nothing.

It took her a full two minutes to find the
right key to open the door in the late evening light.  Now
well into October, the sun was setting, even though it was only
around six o’clock.  She didn't have any food with her, but
hopefully she'd be able to find something in a vending machine.

She'd made a fair amount of noise at the door
trying various keys, so she put her ear to the door one more time.
 Hearing nothing again, she turned the handle.  The smell
hit her first.  Before she could close the door, a zombie was
at her.  Its hands grabbed her shoulders, pulling her into the
room, the thing's mouth moving towards her neck.  She brought
the shotgun up, shoving it under the thing's jaw.  She
squeezed the trigger, and her heart sank.  All she heard was a
faint snick sound as the hammer closed on a dead
shell.  She pulled the second trigger with the same
result.

The creature dodged around to the side of the
shotgun.  It had been a small man in his mid-thirties, wearing
a button-up shirt and dress slacks.  On its shirt was a "Hi,
My Name Is" sticker that said her attacker was Albert.

Renee dropped to the floor in an attempt to
get out of Al's arms and away from his mouth.  The saving
grace of these things was that they were slow to react.  Once
on the floor, Renee kicked Al in the knee as hard as she could and
then swung the shotgun like a bat at its head from her seated
position when his head came into range.  She was swinging from
the stock, which gave her blow very little impact, but it was
enough to knock Al away from her and shatter a few of his
teeth.

She got to her feet, reversed the shotgun,
and swung it like a golf club, smashing Al's temple in.

"Sorry, Al.  At least you can rest now,”
she said as she closed the door behind her.

She repeated the same procedure with room
203, the next one.  This time, this one was vacant.  The
bed was made.  She went immediately to the sink and checked
the water.  Cold but good pressure.

"Thank you, God," she said.

She washed her face and arms off, dried them
off on a towel that didn't smell terrible, and went out to get the
kids.

When she got to the truck, she grabbed the
backpack, a few toys out of the back seat, and the two kids and ran
up the stairs with them.  Inside the room, she put the kids
down on the bed, dead-bolted the door, slid a chair under the light
switches, and set her backpack down on it.

She pulled out a tea light candle from her
pack, lit it, and set it on the table beside the big king-sized
bed.  She once again dove into her backpack, this time pulling
out a can of Sterno she'd gotten at the Chinese buffet, which she
lit and set on the counter.  She filled the small coffee pot,
set it on the lid of the burning can of Sterno, and waited for it
to heat up.  Her kids were getting a warm water scrubbing
tonight.  All of them were going to climb into a clean bed,
with clean sheets, feeling fresh and clean.

While the water heated, Renee took a moment
to go scavenge Al's room.  Inside the room, she found his
shaving kit, with soap and shampoo, a razor, a pair of scissors,
and deodorant.  There wasn’t much in his suitcase, just some
clothes that wouldn't fit her, but she did grab a sport coat out of
the hanging bag and a pair of folded socks from the suitcase.
 The problem here was that TSA restricted so much of what one
could take on a plane; she was unlikely to find anything useful in
the room.

She stripped the batteries out of the remote
control, grabbed his coffee pot and the coffee, sugar, and creamer,
and headed back to the room next door.  Inside the room, the
water was boiling on the can of Sterno.  Renee filled the sink
with cold water and poured about half the coffee pot in to warm it
up.  She refilled the coffee pot and set it back on the
can.

Holly was first; Renee removed her clothes
and washed her off with soap and a washcloth.  She put Holly
into her cleanest pair of PJ's, which wasn't saying much after five
months of living in an office building, and then repeated the
process with Maya.

She packed both kids into the bed, kissed
them goodnight, and said, "We'll find some food in the morning. I
know we're all hungry.  Maybe I can find some pancakes!"

Renee took the candle into the area outside
the bathroom where the sink was and washed her hair and face by the
light from the candle.  She used the scissors to cut her hair
short, leaving only about an inch of hair hanging down below her
ears in the back, with short bangs and over her ears.   If
Albert had gotten a handful of her hair, she would be a zombie.
 She intended to make that as hard as possible.

Once her hair was cut, she washed off,
enjoying every moment of the warm water.  She washed her
clothes out in the sink in the last of the warm soapy water, rinsed
them off, and hung them over the shower rod to dry.  She put
on the tank top and shorts she'd been wearing that first day and
slid in between the cool sheets between her two daughters, snuggled
them up close to her, and fell asleep.

That night, Renee had a dream that she was
working at a construction site, where they were driving pylons
for a new building.  All night long, she worked the logistics,
as she'd done for her whole career, making sure delivery routes for
wide loads were open, remembering permits and minor details that
everyone else forgot.  She awoke with the morning sunlight
flickering across her face.  When she looked up at the window,
she saw the source of her dream.  A zombie was banging its
head against the window.  Every time it reared back, the
sunlight played across Renee's face.

She rolled the kids towards her so they
couldn't see the window.  "Maya, wake up," she whispered.
 "There's a bad guy outside. I want you to go sit in the tub.
 Don't look this way, just get up and go sit in the tub."

Maya did as she was instructed.  Renee
carried Holly, who was still asleep, and laid her on a towel at the
other end of the tub before covering both of them up with the last
clean towel they had.  "I'll be right back," Renee said.

She left the door cracked open, because she
didn't want to put Maya into pitch-blackness.  It was dark
enough in there already; the only light in the room was what came
in the window.  Renee picked up the shotgun and worked for a
minute to figure out how to open the breech.  She finally
found the lever, broke the barrel, and dumped out two spent shells.
 She put the two new shells in and closed the breech.

She put her hoodie on and crept to the door.
 She quietly slid the lock open.  She formulated a plan
as she slowly turned the knob.  When she pulled the door open,
she used the knob as one support, her hand on the jamb
as another, and kicked as hard as she could.  The zombie
had moved over in front of the door and took both feet just below
the neck.  The force of her kick pushed the zombie back
against the railing, and the placement of the kick was perfect to
knock it over.  It flipped twice in the air before smashing
head first into the asphalt below, two parking spaces away from her
SUV.

"I guess I'm grateful Albert was in that
room," she said to herself.  "I hope you can rest now."

Renee went inside and retrieved the girls
from the tub.  Holly was still asleep.  Maya walked out
with Renee.

"Mommy, why are there so many bad guys?"


Chapter 12

Convergence

 


Victor woke up early that morning and watched
the sunrise while drinking a bottle of water and eating a corn
muffin out of his backpack for breakfast.  He thought about
the old days, when a corn muffin would have been a snack before he
stopped at McDonalds for a sausage biscuit, two hash browns, and a
thirty-ounce coffee.  It’s amazing how
the body changes to fit
your lifestyle, Victor thought.  These days
a palm-sized corn muffin was enough to keep him energized for
several hours.  It had been weeks since he last had anything
with caffeine in it.  Back in the old world, he
couldn't think straight without half a pot of coffee in him.

He was brought out of his
morning revelry by Max's hand on his shoulder.
 "Daddy, we need to go.  Renee is going to need us today.
 She's at a hotel with a big 8."

"Do you know where she is?  Is she still
in Charlotte?  Is she okay?"

"She left the place she was.  She drove
towards Gramma's yesterday.  That's all I know."

"Can you talk to her?" he asked.

"No, she's busy with bad guys right now. I
was just watching.  That's why we need to go."

Victor stood up and yelled into the back of
the train. "Wake up! Time to go.  Renee's in trouble!" He
lifted Max up into the back.

He sprinted around to the locomotive and
began the start-up routine.  He had the generators running and
was watching the ammeter when Marshall stepped up in the engine
compartment.

"What's this about, Renee?"

"Max was watching her last night. She's in a
motel somewhere north of Charlotte, surrounded by
zombies," Vic said.

"Leo, John, I
want everyone up in the
locomotive.  Be ready to
fight," he sent to them.

A few seconds later, Leo lifted Max up into
the locomotive and followed herself.  John climbed the ladder
to sit up on the top of the engine with his duffel bag full of
magazines.

"Here we go!" he yelled. "Hold
on!" he sent to each of them.

Tookes squeezed the throttle, pushing the
locomotive forward, gradually increasing speed.  In a very
short time, he had the locomotive going wide open, and the
speedometer was pegged at eighty-five miles per hour.  They
screamed down the tracks for nearly half an hour when Max pointed
across a field.

"Daddy, there's the big 8!"

Victor followed his finger and saw the sign
of a Super 8 motel.  He brought the train to a stop and
climbed out on the roof with Sammie.  Through the scope, he
saw a horror scene.  A single woman was in the parking lot,
wielding a machete like a sword.  She moved in a way that
reminded him of old Bruce Lee movies.  They were about a mile
away, and he couldn't see well enough to see if it was Renee, but
unless Renee was immune like them and had gained some ninja power,
this was not her.

"Leo, get Marshall and me there.  John,
can you shoot from here? I need one of us here with Max."

"Of course I can, mate."

Victor climbed down to the ground, drew his
hatchet and pistol, and stood next to his brother.  Marshall
had his hammers out, then Leo grabbed their shoulders and all the
air was sucked out of Victor's lungs.

They reappeared at the edge of the parking
lot, and the three of them waded right in.  They walked in a
line, Leo wanting to stay close in case they had to bail out.
 The woman, who was definitely not Renee, was in the middle of
a sea of zombies.  She was tall, around five feet seven.
 Her long brown hair had sun-bleached strips of blonde through
it.  She was clearly a super human. She didn't just resemble
Bruce Lee; she was Bruce Lee.  She even sounded like him.

The three of them fought towards the kung-fu
girl, carving a path through the ocean of undead.  Marshall
and Victor each took the front, and Leo took out anything that got
close.  Victor had almost forgotten what a joy it was to watch
Leo work.  She had lately taken up such flashy fighting
styles, with the teleporting and flying; he'd forgotten how sexy
the way Leo moved was.  Leo walked along with them, except
when something got close.  Then she blurred away. She swung
her arms in huge arcs, moving so fast that they could hear the
whoosh of the blades.

Marshall was having a blast; he'd shouldered
one of the hammers and focused just on the short-handled one.
 He spun it, keeping it moving at all times, whirling around.
 When a zombie got near, its head disappeared.  Victor
thought Marshall was trying to get the corpses to flip in the air.
 He spun the hammer and swung it like a martial artist with
nun-chucks, over his shoulder, around his waist, under the other
arm, and down on top of a zombie skull.  He hit a walking
corpse so hard, the hammer stuck.  He yanked on the hammer at
the same time as he planted his foot in the chest of the corpse,
kicking it ten feet back into the crowd of zombies, toppling
several of them.

Victor was having the most trouble because he
had no physical enhancements.  He could tell what each
attacker was going to do before they did it, but he was just a
normal man, and he was getting tired.  He focused all of his
effort on picking strikes that required the least physical
exertion.  The group stepped up, bringing Tookes within arm’s
reach of three zombies.  He parried their hands with his
hatchet, knocking two zombies away.  The last one managed to
get a hand on his arm.  He twisted it towards the corpse's
thumb and then brought the hatchet down on its skull in an overhand
chop, reminding the thing that it was indeed dead.

"On my planet, when you're dead you stay
dead!" he yelled, trying to get his energy up.

John fired two shots from over a mile away.
 The first bullet impacted the side of Vic’s hatchet, changing
the direction of his swing enough that the hand ax buried itself in
the forehead of a zombie Victor hadn't seen coming up on his side.
 The second bullet put down the one Vic had been aiming for;
the force of the impact launched the zombie into a back flip.
 The dead zombie landed on its face, revealing a hollowed-out
skull. Its entire brain was missing from its head.

Leo, who never really took her eyes off
Victor, saw him struggling and shifted more towards his side,
helping him occasionally, letting him slow down and catch his
breath.  He had no idea how ninja-girl kept going.  She'd
been moving full speed since they started, but even she was
starting to slow down and get a little sloppy.  One got too
close, only to have its head vaporized, followed two seconds later
by a crack from the direction of the train.

“Nice shooting, John,”
Victor sent.

"Hi, I'm Marshall," Victor heard Marshall say
to her over the din of several hundred zombies pressing in on us
from all sides.

"Holy shit, you mean I'm not the only person
alive? If I believed in God, I'd be thanking Him right about now.
Too bad you couldn’t have shown up ten minutes ago," she said.
 "And by the way, your gunner got gore all over my favorite
fucking fatigues.  You owe me a new pair!"

"Sorry about that. I'm pretty sure he saved
your life though," Victor said as only a few zombies separated
their circles.

"What brings you out to this lovely spot?"
Marshall asked.

"There's a woman and two kids up in room 203.
 My friend and I were driving by and saw her fighting a zombie
with a little girl in her arms.  She killed one of these
things, and then she ducked back in her room about thirty minutes
ago.  My friend and I killed a bunch with my shotgun before
she was bit.  She didn't make it.  That's when you three
or four including your sniper showed up."

"The woman in the room is my sister. I only
recently found out she was still alive.  We came down from
Virginia to get her."

"Oh.  Good,” she said flatly.

“I can talk to
people telepathically, and I can
do this from very far
away,” Victor sent to her.  “But I
didn't know she was surrounded
until just about forty-five
minutes ago.  We came the
minute I found out.”

“Telepathy; from the
Greek tele, meaning ‘distant’
and pathe, meaning ‘affliction,
experience;’ is the induction
of mental states from one
mind to another. The term
was coined in 1882 by the
classical scholar Fredric W. H.
Myers, a founder of the
Society for Psychical Research,
and has remained more popular
than the more-correct expression
thought-transference. Many studies
seeking to detect, understand,
and utilize telepathy have been
done within this field. Claims
of telepathy as a real
phenomenon are at odds with
the scientific consensus. According
to the prevailing view among
scientists, telepathy lacks replicable
results from well-controlled
experiments,” Kris thought.  Victor was confused. It
was Kris's thought, but it came through in an odd voice with a
clipped British accent.

"What was that?" he asked as they continued
fighting towards the stairs.

"A photographic memory and some fun useless
facts," she said.

Victor watched the colors of her aura swirl.
 She wasn't exactly lying, but she wasn't telling the whole
truth.  He didn't want to push her, since they just met and
she didn't know him.  She was trying to help his sister,
apparently lost a friend in the process, and didn't seem much like
talking.  For some reason, he decided showing off a little bit
would help.  Victor was normally very charming.
 Something about Kris put his charm on its end.  "Watch
this," he said.

“John, can you
clear us a path to the
stairs?” He sent the message so both she and John could hear
it.

Within a second, thirty zombies collapsed,
their heads exploded almost simultaneously into a cloud of pink
mist.  As they heard the gunshots from the first magazine John
fired, thirty more fell.  It took about one-and-a-half seconds
for the sound to travel from the train to the steps of the hotel.
 In that time, John had reloaded and fired off another
magazine.  While they advanced through the holes John had
made, he cleared the steps.

"Damn, how many fucking gunners do you have?"
Kris asked.

Leo laughed. "Only one, but he's a hell of a
show off when there's a cute chick around."

Leo popped up to the top of the stairs and
blurred her way down, killing the last few zombies in their
way.

The four of them walked up and knocked on the
door.

"Renee, it’s Vic.  Marshall and I
brought friends."

"How do I know you're really Vic?"

"Remember the time Marshall and I tried to
tear you apart in the car, each of us pulling on your arm?"

"Yea," she replied.

"Never happened," Victor said, telling an old
family story.  To this day, Renee was sure her brothers tried
to tear her in half on a car trip when they were all kids.

"You might just have Vic's memories."

"Renee, open the door before I have Marshall
break it down.  We have to go; Max is not far from here. He
brought us to you."

"That’s the impatient Victor Tookes I know!"
said Renee as the deadbolt clicked in the door.

Renee looked terrible.  She was
excessively skinny, but she was alive, and Vic’s heart soared
seeing her, Maya, and Holly sitting on the bed.

"VERN!" she yelled out, giving him a huge
hug.  "Marsh!" she exclaimed, hugging Marshall.

They all stepped into the room and locked the
door.  "Leo, can you get Renee and the girls to the train from
in here?"

"Sure."  She stepped towards the two
girls and said, "Hi, I'm Leo!  Want to get out of here and go
see your cousin Max? Your mommy's coming with us, but I need to
pick you up. Is that okay?"

The two small children nodded.  Renee
looked amazed that the Australian woman had been so easily able to
charm her kids, who were normally very shy.

"Renee, if you would grab my shoulder.
 Girls, this is going to be cold, like getting a bath.
 Can you hold your breath? I'll count to three."

Both little girls nodded again.

"Here we go! One.  Two.  Three!"
 They all disappeared.

"Kris? Want a ride out of here?" Marshall
asked.  "There's still a couple hundred zombies out there, and
we're not fighting our way out.  We have a safe place with a
couple hundred survivors.  We could use a good fighter like
you."

"Sure.  I'm not much of a fighter, but
let’s see where this takes me.   You're the first living
people I've seen in months. I don't have anything anymore," she
replied as Leo reappeared in the room.  "Plus, I get the
feeling I won't have much of a chance out there without Mac."

"Three to beam out, Leo," Victor said as he
held out his hand.  Leo put hers on top of his, Marshall on
top of hers.  Kris slowly put her hand on top of Marshall’s.
 They disappeared from the hotel room in a swirl of black
dust.


 Chapter 13

Homeward

 


With the entire group back on the train, it
took a few minutes to get everything going in the engine.
 Renee and the kids set up in the car.  Kris, Marshall,
and Victor stayed up in the locomotive.   When the engines
were humming along, Tookes engaged the motors.  The final step
was to release the brake and put the train in reverse.  Now
they were pushing the car up the track, running backwards.

"Marshall, I'm going to climb out and keep
watch.  If I see something, I'll let you know," Victor said,
leaving the conductor’s cockpit.

The large man watched his brother walk out of
the cockpit and then turned his attention back to Kris.  Her
dark brown hair had been pulled back into a loose bun, and her dark
eyes stared out of the window of the locomotive.  She had her
arms wrapped around her body, and her mouth was drawn into a
tightly controlled, forced neutral expression.  It seemed like
she was keeping a deeply set terror at bay.

"So," Marshall said, "are you from
Virginia?"

The woman was silent for a moment and then
glanced over to him and shook her head. "Nah.  Nags Head,
North Carolina—born and raised."

Marshall smiled lightly.  "I love that
area.  Best sunsets on the east coast."

"Yeah," she agreed.  "I think so too."
Kris shared his smile and found she no longer felt uncomfortable
around him.  He was handsome, that was clear.  His facial
structure was strong, and his shoulders were broad.  His
appearance was similar to Victor's, but his hair was significantly
lighter than his brother’s was.  Marshall's eyes were dark and
kind with a smile that came easy.  Kris liked him.

Outside the cockpit, Victor was climbing up
the ladder to the roof of the engine.  Once at the top, he
jumped the two feet to the top of the shipping container.

“That bump was
me, buddy.  I'm on the
roof keeping watch.  Can
you tell everyone in
there?” he sent to Max.

“Yes, Daddy.  Hold
on tight!”  he replied.

As the train clacked down the rails, Tookes
sat on the edge of the container and tried to plan his next step.
 Frye is still a threat,
and as long as my family
is at the plantation, he
would keep coming
after us, he thought, rubbing his hands
together.  Frye wasn't the
sort who gave up easily,
but neither am I.  He
was attempting to accomplish a
mission objective, and I am
defending my home place and
my family.  Tookes really wanted to believe
that Frye was a good guy, even if he didn't like his methods.
 Frye was human, and there weren't enough humans left anymore
to kill them needlessly. Everything must have
a purpose.

Victor really wanted to talk to him and have
Frye see the errors of his actions.  In a way, Tookes
understood his motivation.  If Tookes didn't have the burning
drive to destroy every zombie on the planet, he could see why
someone who didn't have anything to lose would try to make the end
of their days as comfortable as possible.

On the other hand, he also wanted to kill
him.  The thought of him putting his hands on Max was enough
to make Victor's blood boil.  Frye came
to my house, killed my
men, and abducted my son.
 There is no law anymore.
 There is only a man's
ability to defend what was
his, he thought as the world flew by.  Vic's moral
compass had a hard time allowing him to walk up to Frye and kill
him.   Ultimately, he wasn't convinced that Frye couldn't be
reasoned with and that he was unable to be changed.  He knew
he had to give it one more shot.  Victor's thoughts circled
around Frye and what he would do next as they sped down the
rails.

Down in the cockpit, Kris suddenly stopped
talking and turned to lean her head out of the window of the
locomotive.  Her hair whipped around her head, and she
squinted against the sudden rush of air.

"What?" Marshall asked and took a step
towards her.

Kris lifted her hand and closed her eyes.
 Her face softened, and she fell into deep thought.
 Marshall watched her, feeling very confused.  What was
she looking at?

Her eyes opened.  "Fuck me, we've got
company."

The train slowed and pulled Vic from his
thoughts.  Tookes stood up to go back to the locomotive to see
what the holdup was.  By the time he was climbing down the
ladder, the train had come to a complete stop.

"What's up?" Tookes asked.

"Kris heard something hit the tracks
ahead."

"A tree, actually.  Quercus alba," she
paused and then added, "White oak." Kris shook the knots out of her
hair and pulled her brunette locks back into a loose bun.
 A few shorter strands of hair lined her thin face.

"Kris, how far can you hear?" Tookes asked.
"And how do you know it's an oak?"  He watched her aura
turn purple, which was a sign of defensiveness.

"You didn't hear that?"  Her surprise
would have been believable to anyone else, but her aura
remained a deep purple.

"I don't trust random circumstance, and it's
really random that a tree fell across the tracks ahead of us,"
Victor said.

Kris's aura gained yellow stripes, a sign of
surprise.  Tookes wasn't sure what she was surprised about.
 It certainly wasn't a stretch that a tree falling across the
tracks wasn't a random circumstance.  Did she know something
about it?  If this was an ambush, she could be in on whatever
was going on here.  Victor decided to test her little bit.

"Kris, do you know anything about the men up
ahead?" he asked calmly.

"Other than that there are eleven of them?
 I don't know a damn thing," she replied.

"How do you know?" he asked.

She sighed.  The color of her aura
shifted, and she was getting annoyed with her interrogator.
 "I can hear their heartbeats," she said.  "Two of them
are recovering from some physical exertion, and they're carrying a
huge-ass saw.  Most of them are nervous."

"Do you think it’s a trap?"

Kris thought for a moment before adding, "I
don't know.  I don't know them, and I don't know you.
 Would you trust my answer either way?"

"All of us have some form of power.
 Yours appears to be hearing." Kris snorted back a laugh, but
Vic continued anyway.  "Marshall here could probably lift this
train over the tree you heard fall.  Leo can outrun bullets.
 John never misses with a gun or any other projectile."

"Fancy," she said, crossing her arms.

Victor ignored her.  "The good news is
that you're immune to the parasite that causes the dead to walk.
 The bad news is that you've been bitten at some point."

"Ain't that the truth?  What's your
claim to fame?"

"My friends call me Tookes.  My family
calls me Vic.  I'd like to count you as a friend.  My
power is much more subtle.  I can read the auras of the
living, and I can see people's decisions before they act on them.
 I knew you were surprised when I asked you about the men, and
I saw you feeling defensive when I asked you about your hearing.
 I understand not wanting to lay it all out on the table.
 I just need to know if you're with me or if you're with
them."

Her aura went back to deep purple.  Kris
was sitting on the edge of rage, and if Tookes pushed her any
harder, she was going to shut down.   "So I know your name
now.  Big deal.  I don't even know who you are or if
you're worth my trust," she said.  "So you have some telepathy
shit?  That's fun."

"Every one of us has killed more zombies than
we care to think about.  I'm just a father trying to make a
safe place in this horrible world for my son to grow up," he said
softly.  "You're welcome to come check it out.  I believe
that every human life has value, and I don't want to kill any
humans.   I've also noticed that through the end of the world,
it seems as though more bad guys survived than good guys.  I'm
trying really hard to be a good guy."

"Okay," she said flatly.  It was clear
that Kris was no longer in the mood to talk.

"So," he continued, "there appears to be an
ambush ahead.  The best way out of an ambush is to spring it
early."  A plan was already forming in his head.

"Marshall, I want you to drive the train up
ahead.  When you near the tree, slam on the brakes and stop
the train, like you're surprised.  John, Leo, and I will have
the people wrapped up by the time you get there."

Kris stood there looking at him, her arms
folded across her chest.

"Kris, I'm not going in trying to kill
anyone.  In fact, I'm going to go talk to them.  I'm
going to cover my ass though.  I could use someone who can
fight like you, but if you want to wait here or ride in the car, I
understand."

"I can't fight like that very often," she
replied.  "I can't count on it happening.  Either it does
or it doesn't.  It's let me down before, so I'm learning not
to count on being useful," she said dryly.

There was a lot to this girl, Tookes
realized.  She'd been through hell, and he was going to need
to work on softening his approach until she trusted him more.
 Honesty was always the best policy with Victor.  All he
could do was continue to act with integrity and honor and hope she
would come around.

"Any chance you know how to drive a train?" I
asked hopefully.

"Nope," she replied.

"Can you ride in the car with Renee and the
kids?  If I speak in a normal voice, would you be able to hear
me?"

Babysitting.
 Fan-fucking-tastic, she thought.
 "Sure."

"All right.” He clapped his hands together
lightly, “Let's do this.  I'll go let everyone in the car
know.  Marshall, I'll send word when it’s time for you to go."
 His brother nodded in response.

Tookes saw Marshall speaking animatedly to
Kris as he walked away.  Vic couldn't hear him, but his body
language was conciliatory.  Kris's voice was getting
louder, but the only portion of her sentence he heard involved the
words "arrogant asshole."  As he hopped down off the train and
walked down the tracks, he was shaking his head.

He explained the plan to people in the car,
and the group of them hopped out of the car and onto the rocky
ground.  Renee looked skeptical. "Why don't we just go find a
big truck or a van and go home a different way?"

"You saw how the highway was, Ren.  It’s
going to be like that all the way," he said.  "Also, if this
is an ambush, there's no way to know that they're not watching the
highways too.   These guys may think we're zombies.  They
may just be protecting themselves.  The world is a very
different place now."

"You're sure this thing is bulletproof?" she
asked.

"Unless they have a very large gun, it'll
hold.  I'm sure of it.  It's two layers of steel with
dead space between."

"Okay, Vern.  If Marsh trusts you, I
trust you."

"Aunt Renee, we're going to be okay," said
Max from the floor.  He was playing with his large dinosaur
collection, and he had the T-rex in his hand as he added, “My daddy
always takes care of us."

"All right," Tookes began. "The bottom half
of the car is the strongest.  Stay low and in the middle of
the car when you feel us stop.  Marshall is going to brake
pretty hard, so put your backs to the back of the car and hold on."
He made sure to make eye contact with everyone as he added, "When
you feel the train start moving, it’s going to be about three
minutes until the brakes hit."

Leo, John, and Tookes set off at a trot down
the rocky ground.  As he ran, Victor was keenly aware of how
sore his muscles were.  He had been busy lately between his
half-marathon run, being thrown from a quad, and fighting his way
through a horde of zombies. “It's interesting that I can heal
a cut in a few minutes, but my muscles still get sore.” He laughed
as they ran.

"Oi, mate.  I got a spoonful of concrete
in my pocket, 'at'll harden ya right up," replied John.

"Fuck you," he replied with a grin.

The trio jogged about half a mile up the
tracks before stopping at a narrow spot on the tracks just before a
curve.  The trees grew close to the tracks here.  The
tree line was just a little wider than a train.  In a year or
so, the limbs would brush anything that went by on the tracks.
 "Leo, can you go scout up there and give us an idea what
we're working with?" Tookes asked.  He pulled out a pack of
cigarettes and a black lighter from his pocket, opened the box, and
pulled out a single cigarette.  Victor knew he would need to
quit eventually, but that wasn't happening today.  The man
inhaled deeply.

With a nod, Leo disappeared in her usual
swirl of black smoke.  She was gone what seemed like a long
time.  Vic was crushing his cigarette out against the iron
rail when she reappeared.

"There are eleven men," she said. 
"They're armed and watching the tracks.  They're starting to
look a little nervous."

"Did you see anyone who might be the leader?"
Tookes asked.

Leo nodded. "Yeah.  He's on the left
side, back a ways from the tracks.  He's trying to keep his
men calm."

"Good.  Any chance there's a safe spot
you could drop John off before popping me right in front of that
guy?"

"There's a big oak just up around this bend.
I think I can get him up in there."

"Ya think?  Can ya be a bit more
precise?" John chuckled.

Leo laughed and put her hand on John's
shoulder, and the two friends disappeared in a black
swirl.   She was gone for less than a second before
reappearing beside Tookes.

"He's way up in the tree.  He'll have a
good view of the area," she said.

"Good.  Can you drop me right in front
of the leader?  Then I want you out of there as quickly as you
can.  I might need you to come back in and save my ass."

"I'd rather stay there with you," she
replied.  Leo was standing very close to Victor, maintaining
very intense eye contact.

"I know, but I don't want to frighten them
too much."

Leo smiled.  "I'm not scary."

"Two people showing up out of the middle of
nowhere, armed to the teeth, looking very confident.  Yes,
dear.  You are scary."  He grinned at her and nudged her
gently.  With a laugh, Leo stuck her tongue out at him
playfully.

“Marshall, it’s
time.”

"We should step aside.  When we hear the
train hit the brakes, drop us right there in front of the
leader.  Then bail out."

The train went screaming by them.  The
locomotive was loud and clattering, violently shaking the ground,
and as it passed, Victor nodded to his brother.

Tookes heard the screech of the train’s
brakes, and then he felt the cold vacuum of the void.  Then he
was standing, grinning, in front of a man wearing old faded Mossy
Oak camouflage overalls and a green fleece pullover.  The
man jumped in surprise and clutched at his heart with a small
shout.

"Hi.  I'm Victor Tookes.  Looks
like you fellows were looking for a reason to stop my train.” He
eyed the man cautiously.  "Any reason you didn't just wave me
down?" Victor asked.

Tookes watched his aura, and
it immediately swirled into dark purple.  The man in the
fleece considered moving for his gun.  Victor watched that
shadow solidify, but before he moved for the weapon, Victor said,
"I wouldn't do that.  I have a sniper that has you well
covered.  If you make a move for that iron, you'll be dead
before it clears the holster."

The shadow dissipated, but the sounds of
guns cocking rang loud and clear.  He spoke louder this
time.

"I strongly suggest you all lower your
weapons.  This is not a fight you're going to win."

"What kinda fuckin’ zombie are you?" the man
in the fleece asked him.  His southern Virginia accent was
thick.

"I'm not a zombie, friend.  I'm as human
as you are," he said, extending his hand towards the man.
 "Shake my hand—I’m warm.  Feel my pulse—my heart beats."
 He ignored the request to shake his hand.

"Whatcha got innat train?  I recon'
there's about six of you and a couplea kids in there.  Hate to
see 'em kids get hurt or watch ther parents get kilt on accounta
some stuff."

"Friend," Tookes replied calmly, "there's
nothin' in that train worth having.  Just some old tools and
some hungry, exhausted people."

"I ain't yer friend, and tha' train is
drivin' 'cross my land.  I recon tha' makes it mah train."

"You won't find anything in that train except
your death.  I came all the way down here to rescue the folks
in that car," Tookes said, gesturing towards the car.  "We
killed most of a horde of zombies to get to them, and I don't
expect that your little ambush here is going to stop us from going
home.  What's your name?"

"Name's Roger.  I don't much appreciate
yer crossin' mah land an' then threatenin' me.  Boys, take him
down."

“No choice.  Don't
shoot yet, John,”  Tookes sent to Leo,
John, and Marshall.

Victor spun around and watched as one of the
men started to draw his gun.  As his new foe drew his gun,
Victor drew his.  The other man extended a small .22-caliber
pistol from his pocket.  "You're going to shoot me with
that?"  Victor could have laughed.  "I'll heal that
faster than you can shoot me," he said, stepping towards him.

Tookes pressed the barrel to the man's
forehead.  "I have no urge to hurt any of you," he said. 
"We just want to go on about our business.  We're just passing
through, following the rails.  We're not trying to take
anything of yours.  I don't much believe in killing the
living, but I will before I let you hurt any of the people in that
train."  Two more men drew their pistols and pointed them at
him.  "You just don't fucking get it, do you?  You're not
going to win this."  He squeezed the trigger half way, cocking
the hammer back on his gun.  "You all make one more move, this
is over," Tookes said, his voice icy cold.  "Roger, tell your
men to stand down!" Tookes yelled.  "Do it now."

"Kill this sommabitch," said Roger with a
sneer.

Four guns pulled all at once, and Victor saw
shadows all around him.  Before he could act, he felt cold
emptiness, and he was gone.  About ten yards behind him, he
heard four gunshots ring out.  Now he was standing directly
behind Roger.

He advanced two steps towards Roger, wrapped
one arm around his neck, and put his gun to his temple.
 "Roger, I told you that you weren't going to win this.
 Tell your men to stand down!"

On the ground in front of Victor were three
of Roger's men.  They had been the three that were surrounding
Victor only moments ago.  They were all shot in various
places.  It was clear that the bullets intended for Victor had
hit three of Roger's men instead.  Two of them were writhing
on the ground, and one of them was dead.  Looking over his
body, it was clear that his aura was missing completely.

Roger kicked his hip out and dropped to the
ground.  Vic was getting angry.  When Roger hit the
ground, Tookes was ready with his foot.  Pressing down against
his neck, he pinned him to the ground.  Off to Vic's right, he
heard Leo appear in the group, her weapons drawn.

"Leo," Vic said, his voice was tight, “stand
down.  No one else is going to die today.  This was all
just a big misunderstanding, isn't that right, Roger?"

Roger struggled for breath, and Victor
realized he had his foot a little too firmly on Roger's
throat.  He decreased the pressure on the man's throat but
only slightly.  "Fuck you.  I'm takin' what's in that
train."

"Roger, the only thing in that train is my
son, and you're not going to touch him."  With deliberation,
Victor pulled the trigger and shot Roger in the head.  The
back of his skull exploded back into the dirt, spraying his boot
and pants leg with his blood.  Tookes was only vaguely aware
of the shouting of Roger's men as they watched their leader's life
violently end.

"Now who's in charge here?" he asked,
stepping off the corpse.

"I am," said a man with short red hair.

"All right, Red," Tookes said.  "Let's
try this again.  Tell your men to stand down, or none of you
are going to walk away from this.  I don't want any more
bloodshed here.  I have some medical supplies; we can give
your wounded men some care.  Enough to save them maybe.
 But we're all walking out of here."  Vic carefully
watched the shadows solidifying around the man as he spoke.

“Get ready, John.”

"Fuck you," the ginger said, squeezing the
trigger.

From almost half a mile away, he heard John's
gunshot an instant before the ginger in charge fired his weapon.
 The two bullets collided in the air, both shattering. 
They flew off and pelted a nearby pine tree with bullet fragments.
 For those who didn't know what happened, it appeared as
though the bullet bounced off Tookes.

"I can do this all day," Victor said.
 "Sometimes, it's best to fold your hand, son.  You're
outplayed here.  I have four aces, and you're holding a high
card, betting the farm."

"That's where you're wrong.  Ya see, I'm
faster'n hell, and I have a big ol' bowie knife here that says
you're gonna pay for what you done to Roger."  He blurred, and
Leo was right behind him.  His target was Vic's throat. 
Leo's target was his hand, just above the wrist.  Leo was much
faster than this guy, who ended up hitting Vic’s shoulder with a
bloody stump instead of his knife.

He screamed and tucked his stump into his
armpit.  "Fuck, oh fuck, not my hand.  Oh shit."

“Marshall, get the
tree off the tracks.”

"This is your last warning," Tookes said.
 Shots rang out from the other side of the tracks.

“John, can you
cover Marshall?  Shoot their
guns out of their hands.”

John's gun rattled off a few shots from the
distance, exploding the handguns and rifles in each one of the
men's hands.  A second volley followed a few seconds later,
and the shooting stopped.

"We're going back to our train now," Victor
said, walking towards the tracks.  The ginger's screams were
still loud in his ears.  As he walked back to the train, he
felt conflicted.

Fuck me, I didn't
want to kill anyone.  Why
the fuck didn't they listen?


 Chapter 14

Family Picnic

 


Everyone loaded up in the train, and Victor
got it moving.  He sat on the floor of the locomotive while
everyone else was up in the car.  His guilt about killing
Roger was overwhelming.  On the surface, he knew he'd given
the man every opportunity to stand down, but his gut reaction was
that he didn't have to kill the man.  He knew he could have
gotten away without murdering a man pinned down by his boot.
 His actions were calculated and cold and reminded him of
something Frye would do.  That was the real source of his
current guilt.

Just one more
thing to add to my load
of guilt, he thought.  Got my
wife killed.  Not enough
time being a father and
now killed a man in cold
blood.

He sat in the locomotive for the better part
of an hour, beating himself up, promising to do better, promising
to be better.  Eventually he shoved it all into the box where
he kept all of his emotion and stood up to check on
the gauges and figure out where they were.  It
seemed like they should be just a few minutes south of Lynchburg,
Virginia.  It was a good spot and a good time to stop for
lunch.

He brought the locomotive to a stop and
stepped down out of the train.  They were in a wide spot along
the tracks that had woods about fifty yards away on the western
side and a huge field on the eastern side.  Tall grass grew
alongside the tracks, which they smashed down with blankets and
spread out what little food they had left.

"This is what we have to eat, Max," Victor
said.  "What do you want?"

"I want a banana," he said.

"Me too!" said Maya.

"We don't have any bananas.  It's going
to be a long time before we have bananas."

"Tookes, how far away do you think the
nearest banana tree is?" asked Leo.

"Honestly, I have no idea.  My uncle had
banana trees down in Florida.  I suppose the real big farms
are in Central America."

"Hrm, too far for me to go get some," Leo
said sadly.

"How would you go get them?" asked Renee.

"The same way I got you from the hotel room
to the train.  But that's too far for me to go," said Leo.

"We have some apples," Victor said quickly.
 "Would you like an apple and some peanut butter, Max?"

"Oh yea! That sounds yum!"

The kids all ate apples and peanut butter
while the adults ate dried venison and canned corn, cold out of the
can.  It was amazing how tastes changed so quickly.  That
was some good corn.

"This is the best food I've eaten in a
month," said Renee, who looked as if it might have been
the only food she'd had in a month.  She ate
all of her venison very quickly.  Victor slid his over to
her.

"I ate a huge breakfast this morning.
 I'm not very hungry," he said.  In reality, he'd only
had a corn muffin, but she was his baby sister, and she hadn't
eaten much in month.

Renee looked at Maya, who was happily
finishing off her apple.  "Do you want some meat?"

"Yes, please, Mommy," said Maya before biting
off a piece of dried venison.

When they'd eaten all the food, Victor stood
up and said, "Maya, I have something very special saved for you,
Max, and Holly.  Want to know what it is?"

"What?" she asked.

"Marshmallows!" exclaimed Victor as he pulled
a bag out from behind his back.

Renee looked at him sideways, but he ignored
her and pulled out a bag of Stay-Puft marshmallows.  "I don't
have any way to toast them, but they're pretty good like this," he
said as he ripped the bag open and popped a marshmallow in his
mouth.

All the kids had couple of marshmallows,
smiling and laughing while they chewed.  Food was such a
different thing now.  Food was fuel, and marshmallows were
packed with quick instant energy.  The kids played hide and
seek in the waist-high grass.  That is a
game that has taken on
new meaning these days, thought
Victor.

Kris was sitting on the far edge of the
blankets, eating and casually watching the kids.  It was
obvious that she felt left out.  Marshall noticed at the same
time his brother did and moved over to sit beside her, quietly
engaging her in conversation.  Victor thought he even saw her
smile a couple of times.

“No cheating, Max.
 Maya can't see the way
you can.  She can't see
you through the grass, so
don't use your bugs to
find her,” I sent to Max.

“Awww.  That’s no
fun!” replied Max.

Max and Maya ran around while Holly chased
them.  They were all giggling and laughing the whole time.
 Renee smiled through some tears and said, "I wasn't sure I'd
ever hear that laugh again.  I'm not sure I thought she'd ever
just get to be a kid again."

"That's what life is about, Renee," said
John.  "We're all trying to make a better life.  We're
working on getting my family here."

"How are you going to get them here from,"
she paused, "Australia?"

“She doesn't know
about us or Max yet,”
 Victor shot quickly to John.

"Ya, miss.  My family is in Australia.
We're working on a plan to get them here.  They knew that if
something happens to get to my brother Sean, and he'd find me."

"How is he going to find you here?"

"The same way we found you, Renee," John
said.

"How did you find me?  It seems like you
parked right at the hotel."

Victor paused for a second, thinking over his
response.  "Renee, tell me two things that happened while you
were in Charlotte.  Tell me one thing that's true and one
thing that you're making up."

"We made fish sticks out of Koi in a Chinese
restaurant," she said, eyeing him strangely.  "And each
toilet in a high rise building will flush three times after the
water is off."

"The second one is not true," he said.
 "Koi?  Really?  How did they taste?"

"Like breadcrumb-coated, deep fried heaven.
 How did you know?" she asked.

"Now put your hand behind your back and stick
up some fingers.  Then hold them out to me."

I watched the shadows
that emanated from Renee.  She considered holding
all five on one hand and two on the other but at the last second
decided to hold up just the two fingers.

"Two," I said, as soon as she'd decided.
 "And five more behind your back."

"Vic, that's amazing!  How did you do
it?"

"Well, this is kind of a lot to take all at
once, but we've all been bitten by zombies."

A look of near panic crossed Renee's face as
her glance shifted quickly to Maya and Holly.

"It's okay, Ren.  I'm alive.
 Marshall, Leo, John, and Max and I are all immune to them.
 As best I can guess, you have a 50% chance of being immune as
well.  I don't know if the immunity came from Mom or from my
father.  If it came from my father, then you would probably
not be immune but my little brother Chris is.  If it came from
Mom, he's probably dead somewhere and you're immune.  I don't
want to find out which of you it is."

"So Leo really can teleport?" Renee asked.
 "I woke up this morning thinking that was a dream. I figured
I somehow got knocked out in the fighting and woke up in the train
car."

"She can.  She can make hops of about
twenty miles by herself.  That distance is less if she's
carrying people.  It seems like the more people she carries,
the less distance she can cover.  Really though, you should
see her move on the ground.  I'm pretty fast these days, but
she can outrun anything I've ever seen."

"So, Leo can travel and you can read minds,
but what about Marshall? And John? And Max? Oh my God, how could
you let Max get bitten?"

"Max was at daycare.  The second I knew
what was happening, I got there as quickly as I could, but I wasn't
fast enough.  He was bitten on the leg.  He ran a fever
and ate everything I could put in his mouth for the next two days.
 I kept thinking I was going to have to kill my little boy and
that I'd rather die before I did that.  I fought my first
super zombies on the way down from Pennsylvania.  While I was
fighting four of them on the bridge into Virginia, she sent a group
of regular zombies to find Max. "

"Super zombies?" Renee asked.

"The first one I met was named Penelope.
 She looked just like you and me, but she was almost as fast
as Leo was.  She could control other zombies with her mind.
  I think she could see through their eyes.  She used my
need to protect Max to get at him.  When I got back to the
truck after I killed – er, thought I killed her, Max was standing
on the roof of the truck surrounded by zombies."

"Oh my God!" Renee exclaimed, her hands
clasped in her lap.

"I went nuts.  I only had a revolver
then, and I used it to kill the first five before Max asked me to
stop.  Then he made them walk into a bar and sit down.
 We locked them inside that building and put a note on the
outside."

"He controlled them?"

"They weren't attacking him.  They were
just standing there when I came running up and didn't even turn
when I started shooting them."

"Holy crap.  So do you just let Max
handle all the zombies that come near?"

"No!" I said, probably a little stronger than
I should have.  "I do everything I can to shield him from all
this.  He knows what's going on, but every minute I can keep
him from knowing what's out there, every minute I can keep him an
innocent child, that's a minute that we win."

Renee thought that over for a moment before
she said, "Marshall, what can you do?"

Marshall, always shy when talking about
himself, said, "I'm pretty strong.  And I think I'm bullet
proof."

John spoke up. "Marshall, you could lift the
bloody train.  Renee, when we stopped this morning, some men
had dropped a tree across the train tracks to try to rob us.
 Not only did Marshall throw the entire oak tree at the men,
he also straightened the track where it was bent by the tree trunk.
 With his bare hands."

"And how many bullet holes were in your shirt
when you got back, Marshall?" added Leo.

"I think some of them were where a tree
branch snagged on my shirt when I threw it," said Marshall
sheepishly.

Renee jumped in. "I'm totally jealous.
 I want super powers.  Did you get to pick what you can
do?"

"So you guys are like super heroes, come
to save us all from the zombie apocalypse?" Kris said at the same
time with a playful smirk.

"Right now, I'm just trying to make a safe
place for all of us.  Once that's done, I’ll do whatever I
have to do next to eliminate the threat against my son."

While Victor was speaking, he noticed some
movement up at the edge of the field.  He looked up, a hundred
yards past where the kids were, and saw two zombies making their
way into the field.  They were far off and only two of
them.

"Max, Maya, come over here, I need to tell
you something," Victor said, trying not to alarm them.

“Leo, walkers at
the top of the field. Can
you handle that quietly please?”
Victor asked her without speaking.  She stepped behind the
train, and then he saw her tell tale puff of smoke up at the top of
the field.

"What, Daddy? I was telling Maya about the
bad guys up there."

"Mommy, the bad people at the top of the
field are coming this way. I think they heard us. I was being too
loud," said Maya, looking very afraid.  Her eyes darted from
the top of the hill to her mother.

"Maya, baby, the days when you have to be
quiet all the time are over," said Victor.  "We can handle
those bad guys; you guys just play a little closer to us."

Leo, moving so quickly she blurred, the wind
off her making waves in the grass, quickly dispatched the first
zombie.  Less than a second later, she passed the second, but
it teleported away at the last second.

"Dad, those are not soldiers up there."

Suddenly, Leo was surrounded by puffs of
smoke.  Victor heard her scream and started running.

“Ren, get the
kids inside the train!” he thought to
his sister.

"John, Marshall, looks like six supers."

"Daddy, there's more than--" Victor heard him
say as Renee put him in the train car.  Between the steel box
and the distance Victor had already covered, Max's voice was cut
off.

Victor was running faster than a normal human
could, but John quickly passed him.  Marshall was just a step
behind at the halfway point up the hill when John took a knee and
started firing.  His bullets were ineffective; the zombies
didn't have any trouble dodging from this distance, but they did
keep the zombies off Leo, who was lying in the grass.

Behind all of them, Kris was running up the
hill, looking annoyed to be running.

Victor saw one decide to come after him.
 The shadows he sent out were odd, crazy directions, as if he
had no idea what he was doing or, on the other hand, as if he was
trying to make Victor believe that.

“They know us,” Victor
thought to the group.  “That's why they
were walking like regular
zombies, hoping to fool us.”

"Fucking teleporting bitches," Victor said,
sticking his hatchet up in the air in the spot where he would
appear.  The zombie appeared with a hatchet in the middle of
its throat.  Victor yanked as it fell, wrenching its head off
its shoulders in the process.

Every time they would move in towards Leo,
John made them take flight, forcing them to fight Marshall or
Victor.  One by one, they narrowed the field down, but there
were too many.  John exploded the head of a woman in combat
fatigues right as she tore into Vic’s arm right below the shoulder.
 The pain was intense, and Victor's right arm stopped
working.

Victor was finally up to Leo, who was lying
in the grass with her legs bent in the middle of her thighs.
 As fast as she healed, he worried that she was going to heal
with her legs backwards.  He reached down with his one arm and
yanked her leg straight.  He was reaching for the other when
one of the attackers made a lunge for him.

He had dropped his hatchet, so he reached
across and pulled his pistol with his left hand.  He looked
down to see his arm, which had gone numb with the adrenaline, the
right hand gripping his shirt.  He was losing a lot of blood.
 Tookes raised his gun and saw which way it was going to
dodge.  He altered his aim slightly and squeezed as the shadow
solidified.  A large hole opened in its forehead, and Victor
knew a larger hole appeared at the back of its skull.

Kris was just reaching the top of the field
and heading towards Tookes, yelling something that sounded like an
encyclopedia.

Every time a zombie teleported around him,
Victor had a bullet waiting for it.  He felt a little like
John; he couldn't miss.   However, every time he shot one,
another one appeared in front of him.  "How many of you
fuckers do I have to kill before you learn not to fuck with me?!"
he yelled, blowing out the neck of what had been a very pretty
blonde.  Anyone who knew Victor knew what he was doing; he was
pumping himself up.  He always started talking smack when he
was close to the end of his rope; it channeled his adrenaline and
got his blood pressure up.

Kris finally got to him, yelling, “The
brachial artery is the major blood vessel of the upper arm. 
The brachial artery is closely related to the median nerve; in
proximal regions, the median nerve is immediately lateral to the
brachial artery.” She paused and grabbed him before adding, "In
other words, you dumb shit, it's important as fuck!"

Victor wondered what the hell she was talking
about, how was he going to reload, and how long it would take his
arm to heal when his vision suddenly went dark.  He later
remembered feeling his face smash into the grass as he fell to the
ground.  The last thing he could remember was feeling
something grab on to his arm, yanking on the exposed flesh
inside.


 Chapter 15

Awakening

 


When Victor woke up, he was surrounded by
very bright light, so bright he had to blink a few times to be able
to focus his eyes.  He was in huge four-poster bed with cool,
crisp linens that smelled like sunshine and laundry detergent.
  The sheets, right beside him, were in sharp focus.  The
farther away from the bed he got, the less detail there was.
 He could tell that he was in a room, but he couldn't see any
walls.  His sight just faded away as if he was in a clear spot
in heavy fog.

It took a moment of lying there to realize
what was wrong: nothing hurt.  Last time he woke up in a bed
after a fight was when he had been shot; it was after a nine-day
coma.  When he woke up from that, everything from the waist up
hurt.  He healed much faster now, but this seemed odd.
 He gingerly moved his arm and found no pain.  There
wasn't even a scar where the flesh had been peeled from the
bone.

"Tookes, now look what you've done," Candi
said softly from behind him.

"Candi?  Where...  How...
 You're..." he stammered.  "God, I miss you."

"Yes, I'm dead.  As are you," she said.
 "Or almost dead.  An artery was severed in your arm.
 You lost a lot of blood.  Right now, you're laying in
the train car; Kris is holding your arm together waiting for your
body to heal itself."

"How are you here?" he asked.  Candi
looked as beautiful as the day he met her.  Her hair was long
and wavy and a very dark mahogany brown.

"In order to appear to you, I need a place to
do so, so I made this place.  I also needed the right time, a
time when your mind was the most open.  It's been awhile since
your last near-death experience, so I knew you'd get yourself
killed again soon,” she said flatly.  "I've tried talking to
you, but you never listen."

She was radiant, but it was the glow of her
skin.  "I can't see your aura."

"That's because I don't have one.  I
gave it to you," she said.  "You're still not listening."

"What? How did you give me your aura? Why did
you do that?  I am listening," he insisted.

"You needed a way to tell humans from
zombies.  Your ability to see auras is my gift to you,
something small I could do to help you take care of our son.
 He's going to need you.  He's different, you know."

"I know.  He's amazing.  He's
beautiful, kind, and smart.  He's so smart, Candi."

"I know.  I watch him, too."

"Where is this place?" Victor asked.

"We're in your head.  Or you're in a
place between life and death.  Or you’re in a train car
speeding down the tracks, with friends and family worried sick
about you.  The where is not important, just like this place
is not important.  What is important is that you have a
decision to make," she said.

"What's that?" he asked.

"You have to decide to live, to stay with our
son, or to move on and join me."

"Well of course I want to live.  Max
isn't ready for me to die yet, and I still have roughly six billion
zombies to kill."

"Then why do you keep trying to get yourself
killed?" she asked.  "Do you think you're superman?  You
have amazing people around you, and yet you take all the risk.
 You take them for granted.  You don't listen to them;
you order them around like they're your sidekicks."

"I...  I didn't mean it like that,"
 Tookes stammered.  "I am not as strong as they are.
 Marshall and Leo can take out thousands of zombies by
themselves.   Nothing can kill John; he's amazing.  And I
have nothing.  I'm good in a one-on-one fight, but I don't
have their stamina, and I certainly don't have their speed and
strength.  I'm just trying to do my part."

"Victor, your part in this isn't to keep up.
 Your job isn't to be the intrepid slayer of hordes of
slobbering undead," she said, smiling.  "You big dummy."

"Then what is my job?" I asked.

"Your job is to gather them all together.
 Your job is to lead them, as a team. The seven of you will be
unstoppable; you will accomplish great things under your
leadership."

Victor counted aloud.  "John, Leo,
Marshall, and I make four.  Kris? Is she supposed to be part
of the team? Even if I added Max, that still only makes six.
 Who's the seventh?"

"You build the team, Tookes.  You pick
them, not me.  Time is different now.  I can see dozens
of time-lines, as you can see people's decisions before they make
them.  I concentrate on one decision and can follow that
through.  Sometimes those decisions lead to your death, and
sometimes you live for a very long time.”

"So you brought me here to give me riddles?"
Victor asked.

"No, I'm here to make you pay attention.
 To stop you’re trying to get yourself killed.  I don't
have a lot of time here.  Your arm is healing rapidly."

"So I'm just supposed to send everyone else
off to fight while I stay safe?  I can't do that," he said.
"I'm not that guy."

"Let your friends do what they're good at.
 Why did you charge into the middle of that trap today?
 Why didn't you let Marshall and John go, and you stay?
 If you're in the back, you could have helped them. That's why
you can talk to them individually.  Instead, you ran in like a
fool and got your arm ripped open and bled out in a field in front
of your son."

"Leo was hurt! We had to save her!" he said,
raising his voice slightly.

"If you die saving someone, who is going to
take care of Max?  You've lost focus.  They all know what
they're here for."

"I didn't think. She was in trouble, and I
had the ability to save her,” he said.

"A lot of good you did.  Got yourself
hurt worse than she was.  She's already walking around, and
her legs are almost healed.   Once Marshall and John got in
the fight, it was over quickly.  You were the distraction that
almost got everyone killed.  You have said yourself: big
groups aren't your strong point.  You have the ability to make
decisions based on information that no one else has, based on
things that haven't happened yet!  Focus that ability.
 Use your powers when they need to be used in the way that
best utilizes your strength!"

"If any of them got killed doing something I
ordered them to do, I'm not sure I could live with myself," Victor
said.

"Then don't order them to do something that
will get them killed.  You're a smart guy.  Even though,
they all seem perfectly able to stay alive.  You're the only
one that's ever been seriously hurt.  You've been shot, eaten,
beat up, and now had flesh ripped off your body.  How many
more ways are they going to have to save you?" she asked.

"I guess I'm a really terrible superhero," he
replied, closing his eyes.

"Only when you try to do it all by yourself."
 Candi's voice trailed off.

"Candi?  Candi, are you there?"

He heard Max's voice from far away.
 "Daddy, Mommy's gone.  It's time for you to wake up now.
 I hope you used your listening ears."

"Who's Candi?" Kris asked.

"My wife," Victor said, opening his eyes.
 "She was killed on the first day of the outbreak.  We
just had a long conversation."  Victor was back inside the
boxcar, and his arm was on fire.  He looked over to see Kris's
fingers still inside it, the wound closing around them.  "What
happened?"

"You nearly got yourself killed again, ya
damn fool!" shouted John.  "Why are we always scraping you
back together?"

"You're right," he said quietly.  "Candi
is right."

"Ya lost ya way, mate.  You gotta be
smarter than this, or you're gonna get us all killed.  My
family is on the way, and we damn well better be here after they
travel half-way around the world to get to me."

"I know, John.  I'm sorry; I let all of
you down,” he said.

Victor knew he had to make some big changes
in his own attitude; there was much more at stake here than just
his life.  Marshall would follow him to the end of the world
and die to keep his family safe, but that was because they were
blood.  John had no sane reason to keep saving him, and Leo
had even less reason to stay around.  She could go anywhere
she wanted; at this point, there was no way a regular zombie could
touch her.  If she got away from him, the supers would
probably stop looking for her, concentrating on finding Max.
 They didn't need him, but he needed them.  The old
familiar fire was still burning in his belly—the fire to which he
was going to feed every single zombie on this planet.  He knew
now that he couldn't do that alone; he needed them.  Them and
there were two more people.

"Now, Kris.  Would you please remove
your fingers from my arm before we're Siamese twins?  Thank
you for holding me together.  I owe my life to you, all of
you."

"Mister John," said Max, sitting down on the
rug beside me, "Sean says they're about two weeks from landing
in the U.S.  He says they are going to have to make a couple
of fuel stops before they get to Gramma's house."

Renee looked at Max, opened her mouth to say
something, but then changed her mind and closed it again.
 Kris was watching the whole scene while trying to clean
herself up with baby wipes.  She had been mostly covered in
Victor's blood.

"John," Tookes said, “they'll make it.
 We can be anywhere in the United States by train in three
days.  We'll start communicating with them more as we get
closer, so we can coordinate where to pick them up.  If we
have to go all the way to Alaska, we'll be there waiting on them
when the time comes.  Ideally, they'll make it to a local air
strip. There are several within an hour’s drive from the farm."

"Tookes, do you really think you can make it
across country in this train?  You went eight hours south and
ran into an ambush and a horde of zombies, and the biggest city you
passed through had twelve thousand people," asked Kris.

"Kris, I couldn't do it alone.  But we
can.  This group of us, this team, or family, or whatever you
want to call it, we can accomplish anything.  When our loved
ones are all safe, it'll be time to go on the offensive.  For
now, we're just playing defense.  Reacting to the
situation."

"If anyone can get my family here, Sean can.
 I just worry because he can't hit a roo from five meters with
a shotgun," John replied.  "He always wanted to work on the
truck instead of learning how to shoot."

"We will be back in Charlottesville in a
couple of hours.  From the station there, we can switch tracks
and get on a set that takes us within a mile of the house.  I
think we have at least a week before you need to leave," Vic said.
 This whole trip was kind of John's thing, and Tookes was
hoping to let him take point on the preparations.  "Why don't
you and Marshall use that time to get the train ready for a
cross-country run, just in case?  There is a bunch more cars
in the rail yard. Maybe we should even hook up a dining car and a
fuel tank.  You guys figure out what you think we'll need for
the trip.  We'll get them here, John, and we'll make it safe
for them."

"Thanks, mate," was John's short reply,
barely audible over the loud clacking of the train on the
tracks.

Victor realized he had no idea how fast we
were going or who was driving the train.   The doors and
windows of the cargo container were all closed.  About an hour
above Lynchburg, Virginia, the tracks went down a steep mountain.
 Someone would need to be inside the locomotive to slow the
train when they came up on those switchbacks.

"How long was I out?" he asked.

"About forty-five minutes, give or take,"
Kris replied. "Leo got the train moving while I kept the artery in
your arm together enough to allow your body to heal.  That was
an amazing sight, watching the flesh knit together like that.
 Of all the abilities, that's the one I might most like to
have."

"You probably do," he said. "Maybe not
as fast as me, and certainly not as fast as Leo, but all of us who
are proven immune gain the ability to heal faster than normal.
 I think I heal so fast because I use that particular ability
so often.  Leo uses it most of all. Has anyone told you about
the time she tripped over a rabbit? You should ask her."

"By the look on her face, I'm not asking her
a thing about a rabbit."

"I need to get up to the locomotive and
figure out how close we are to the mountains.  Leo, will you
give me a lift to the locomotive, please?"

"I might accidentally trip and drop you off a
cliff," she said.

"Or I might do something monumentally stupid,
like run off and get myself killed.  Oh, wait.  That's
your job."

The cold and darkness hit him for a split
second, and then the two of them were alone in the locomotive.

Victor shuddered at what he knew was coming.
 He hadn't never really seen Leo mad.  She seemed slow to
anger, but once it was in high gear, there was hell to pay.

"Victor, if you continue to treat me this
way, I will leave.  I haven't stuck by you all this time to be
treated as a subject, someone for you to issue orders too.
 I've stuck by you because I believe in you.  I've stayed
here because I believe in what we're doing,” she said, pausing.
 "Or, what we were doing, before this became 'Victor's ego
trip' or 'Victor's Vengeance' or whatever the fuck we're doing
lately.  I recognize that what we did on this trip was a good
thing.  But those men that tried to ambush us? The zombie
ambush? You gotta start thinking clearly.  This isn't just
about you."

"Ouch," he said. "I know I deserve that.
 I never intended to be a leader of a group of resistance
fighters in the zombie apocalypse.  I'm just trying to carve
out a life for Max."

"That's the problem, Vic.  You're not
trying to make life for Max.  You walk around like you're ten
feet tall and your shit doesn't stink.  But the reason you can
walk around like that is because you have us behind you."

"I get it," he said.  There was only so
much ego bruising any man could take at once, and he was trying to
keep from getting angry.   "I get that I haven't been thinking
about the people around me.  I've never said I was cut out to
be a leader like this.  I was a middle manager in a minor
software firm.  What I don't need is for everyone to
continually let me know when I screwed something up, especially
when I'm well aware.  Hell, even my dead wife sucked me into
some limbo to yell at me.  So if you have something to say
that isn't designed to make me feel like shit for doing the best I
know how to do, please share it with me.  I'm struggling here,
and I could use the help."


 Chapter 16

Refocused

 


Leo and Victor rode in the locomotive in
relative silence, neither of them really knowing what to say.
 Victor rode the throttle and brakes of the train as if it was
his job, happy to have the distraction of guiding the train along
the rails through the switchbacks in the mountains.  Most of
all, he was happy that they got through the last of the switchbacks
before the daylight faded.

"Just about an hour into Charlottesville
station now," he said.

"I'm going to go up to the car and start
getting everything ready to unload," Leo replied, standing on her
toes to kiss his lips.  "You're a big dumb oaf sometimes,
Victor Tookes.  But I still like you,” she said, swirling away
up to the train car.

When she was gone, he sighed and pressed the
throttle forward, accelerating the train up towards fifty miles per
hour.  He finally had some time to think.  The great part
of these long trips, lots of time to think.  It was also the
curse of them.   Victor sank into his own thoughts, planning
and pondering for about thirty minutes.

A ripping metal sound and a huge shudder in
the train shook him out of his revelry.  They hadn't hit
anything; it felt like something hit the train.  He pulled the
accelerator back, slowing the train, and applied three clicks of
brake before running out of the cab of the engine.

“Daddy, she's strong.
 I can't hide from her,”
Victor got from Max as he rounded the corner.

He climbed the ladder in one bound and made
the leap from the engine to the shipping container before he
thought about everything that his friends had just told him.
 In an instant, he had an entire internal dialogue,
second-guessing himself.  Standing on the train car, he
expanded his aura out of his feet to encompass the entire car.

Victor could feel the power of the woman
standing in front of him.  She was on the tall side, about
five-foot-seven with shoulder-length sandy brown hair.  She
was by all accounts quite beautiful, and she smelled like power.
 It practically poured out of her.

"You must be Laura," he said.

"Hello, Victor.  You are correct - I am
Laura Watson.  You can lower that fe'nial you
have surrounding the car. You don't have enough E’Clei to even
inconvenience me."

"I may not, but what I do have is amazing
friends," he said as everyone in the car below except Maya and
Holly appeared on top of the container in a big swirl.

"Oh good.  You're all here," Laura said,
clapping her hands together.

Kris and Renee stepped back with a hand on
Max as Marshall, John, and Leo stepped forward.  Vic walked
slowly up towards Laura and was within arm’s length of her when he
spoke next.

"Laura, all I want is for you and your kind
to leave my area, so I can raise my son.  I've told every one
of your lieutenants this same thing.  I want the east coast of
the former United States, from Pennsylvania down to Florida, every
state that touches the ocean.  Remove all your zombies from
those few states, and you can have the rest of the world."

"You're in no real position to bargain.
 Your little crew here has been an annoyance, but you're like
gnats to me.  I could kill any one of you with a thought," she
said, looking at Marshall.

Marshall's feet lifted up off the top of the
car.  His hands went to his throat, and horrible gasps came
out of his lips.  His feet kicked in the air, and he slowly
turned blue.

Vic knew that he needed to distract Laura.
 He didn't particularly think about what he was doing. He
closed the distance between himself and Laura and kissed her firmly
on the lips.  As he did so, he drove his aura into her.
 He invaded her as they kissed, probing her mind, looking for
anything useful.

In the course of an instant, he saw
information streams flowing into her from thousands of sources.
 He focused on the first one; his brain was flooded with
sensory information from some zombie in Aspen, Colorado.  He
was standing in a frigid beautifully-appointed lobby of the Aspen
Mountain Lodge, looking out over a large group of super zombies.
  The freezing cold of the room registered but was unnoticed
by the undead.  The place was completely demolished.  To
the right, a huge beautiful deep brown leather couch was turned
over, all four cushions slashed in one long cut.  A samurai
sword lying on a hand woven wool rug with its blade broken was the
likely cause of the damage.

At the center of the room was a giant
fireplace, a large chunk removed from one corner.  The missing
stones were laying several feet away on the heart of pine floor,
coated in blood.  A severed arm, cut cleanly off just below
the shoulder, sat on the andirons as if it were a log on the fire.
 The acrid smell of wood smoke permeated the surfaces all over
the room, barely noticeable over the stench of blood and
bile.

On the far left side of the room was a pile
of bodies and body parts.  The carnage was stacked up like
cordwood against the wall.  Arms, feet, and heads stuck out of
the stack, covered in blood.  Vic counted twenty-two heads in
the stack, but there was no way to know if that was a complete
count of those who had lost their lives here.

Nearer to him on the left was a huge cache of
weaponry, rivaling the armory back at the house.  Black
assault rifles stood barrels up in the old snow ski rack.  At
the end of the rack was a wooden bench, worn from tens of thousands
of skiers sitting on it to buckle or unbuckle their ski boots.
 He felt a moment of sadness; it was unlikely anyone would
ever remove ski boots there again.  The bench had been
converted into an ammunition storage shelf.  Countless boxes
of bullets were stacked up on the bench, well past the height of
the zombie that was broadcasting the stream.  The ammunition
was almost all 5.56 NATO rounds, indicating that this had probably
been a National Guard unit.

Tookes followed the stream backwards, towards
the source, a thin light blue line travelling upwards to Colorado.
 In seconds, a small part of him arrived at the lodge.
 He focused his aura like a laser, driving it into the brain
of the zombie.  That data stream went black as he burned that
lieutenant's brain out.  One thousand-eight hundred miles
away, a super zombie crumpled to the floor.

Victor pulled back within her mind, once more
seeing all the streams.  There were way too many; he didn't
have enough time to sever them individually.  Victor decided
to go for the receiver, the part of her brain that processed all of
this information.

He latched on to another stream, and in a
flash, he was running through the streets of a modern-looking Old
West town.  The zombie was running very fast past a brick
facade of a bank.  The window proclaimed, "First Boise Bank,
Highest Interest Rates In Town!"  It was bitter cold.
 There was snow on the road, covering the few cars that had
been parked on the street half a year ago.

He heard a shot ring out through its ears.
 The zombie registered pain, then jerked and stumbled,
tumbling into the snow.  It got to its hands and knees as four
more bullets impacted it, shredding its lower abdomen, knocking it
flat again.  Pain was muted; it seemed more like a damage
report than what humans interpreted as pain.  The sound of
horses galloping behind spurred the zombie to its feet, and it was
running again.

Something flashed in front of its eyes, and
then it was yanked off its feet onto its back by a lasso.  The
sky was crystal clear.  The horses thundered up, six of them,
surrounding the zombie.  The men on horseback were all wearing
authentic cowboy gear, long oilcloth duster coats, chaps, and
ten-gallon hats.  Each man pointed a revolver at the zombie
and cocked the hammers back.

Tookes knew this data stream was about to
end.  He sharpened his aura like a spear, pointing it down
stream this time.  He made the tip as sharp as possible while
fattening the shaft.  He imagined it as a flat, broad tip,
barbed backwards, and drove it with all of his mental strength into
the point at which all the streams converged right as the six men
staring down at the zombie pulled their triggers.

He pulled back, and all the data streams had
stopped.  He started driving his mental spear into her brain
wildly, hoping to hit something vital.  Victor had succeeded
in stopping her communication, though he had no idea for how long,
but it was a success.  Maybe he could do some more damage
while he was in there.  He stabbed randomly, with no direction
or idea of what he was doing.

After a dozen thrusts, Marshall hit the
ground.  He gasped and drew a huge breath, panting on his
hands and knees. At the same time, a mental sledgehammer hit Vic’s
brain.  Laura shoved his energy out of her head as his mind
reeled from the blow.  She exhaled into his mouth, holding his
head firmly in her hands. His head felt like it was crawling, and
his brain itched, then hurt.  Then it was excruciating.

"Laura!" said Max calmly.  "Stop."
 He ran forward and put his tiny hand on her leg.  She
let go of Victor and screamed as smoke rolled up her leg, a
spreading char mark on her leg shaped like his perfect hand.
 Victor fell to the top of the cargo container, breathing
hard, feeling like daggers were poking the back of his eyes.

She shoved Max; he went flying off the edge
of the train.  All in the same instant, Victor mustered all of
his strength to crawl to the edge of the car to check Max.
 Marshall was on Laura, holding her head. his giant hands
covering her ears. Vic watched Marshall's muscles ripple as he
attempted to press his palms together.  John fired all six
bullets from his revolver, and Leo teleported over the edge of the
car in an attempt to catch Max.

Victor felt like he was on fire.  His
skin was so hot he felt the metal of the car warming instantly
under his touch.  He reached the edge of the train car to see
Max floating in thin air, his arms crossed over his chest.  He
rose up over the lip of the train car as he extended his hand and
pointed his finger at Laura.  Victor rolled over to look at
her and saw John's six bullets frozen, stopped directly in front of
her face in a perfect line like school busses waiting for school to
get out.  Marshall was grimacing with the effort to squish her
head, and Leo was swinging her kukris at Laura's head.  Sparks
were flying off the edges of the blades as she swung them.

"Laura, you are a bad guy," Max said, shaking
his finger.  A blue line shot out of his index finger,
piercing Laura's chest.  The bullets moved, ever so
slowly.

"Bad! Bad! Bad!" Max said, each time piercing
her chest.  Blood spots appeared on her pale blue blouse where
each had passed through.

Victor felt a cool hand on his shoulder and
the feeling of energy flowing into him, cooling him, putting out
the fire that was burning in his head.  Candi was floating
above him, looking into his eyes.  "See?  You can't do
everything by yourself.  It’s going to take all of you.
 Even your sister," she said, pointing at Renee.

Renee launched herself at Laura, a large
chef's knife leading the way.  She aimed for Laura's face.
 In an attempt to add one more thing to what Laura had to
control, Victor pulled himself to his knees, coiled his legs like a
spring, and jumped at her.

He formed his aura into a literal spear in
his hand, a glowing blue shaft tipped in a wickedly-spiked
razor-sharp tip.  Time slowed as he neared Laura.  He
flew through the air slowly, sailing the length of the car.
 Renee's kitchen knife slid through her target's cheek in slow
motion, flaying her mouth open, splitting her cheek from the corner
of her mouth all the way to the back of her jaw.  The force of
her thrust drove Renee's hand into Laura's teeth, piercing the skin
of her knuckles.  Blood from the wound and from Renee's hand
mixed.  Renee landed on the roof, writhing in convulsions,
screaming, and pressed her hands to her head.

Just as his spear tip hit the top of her
head, time sped up a little more, or slow motion wasn't as slow.
 The lead bullet was almost touching her forehead when she
disappeared in a swirl of black smoke.

“Next time, Victor
Tookes.  Next time, you
won't be so lucky.”


 Chapter 17

Back To the Train Yard

 


With Laura no longer there to stop Victor's
flight, he crashed heavily into Marshall as his hands clapped
together.  The noise of the clap was thunderous, and then the
brothers crashed into the top of the train.  Leo stopped
swinging, but the last of her slashes caught Victor's arm as he
flew past.

He lay on top of Marshall, watching the wound
from Leo's kukri on his arm close up like a zipper.  He'd
never healed that quickly before.

"You could get up any time, Vic," said
Marshall.

He rolled off his brother and crawled two
feet to Renee's head.  He laid his hand on her forehead. She
was burning up.

"We have to get her cooled off.  Do we
have any aspirin or something in the med kit?"

Leo disappeared and reappeared in the same
black swirl, almost instantly.  She was holding a red backpack
like the kids used to carry to school.  They'd turned the old
pack into their first aid kit and loaded it up with whatever
supplies could be spared whenever they went anywhere.  She
knelt down on top of the cargo container and started tossing out
rolls of gauze and tape, packs of bandages, holding up a bottle of
cough syrup.

"This says it reduces fever, Vic,” she
said.

"Read the label. Does it have
aspirin, acetaminophen, or ibuprofen in it?" he asked.

"It says Acetaminophen, USP 160 mg," Leo
replied.

"Okay, pour about half the bottle down her
throat, slowly."

"Acetaminophen or paracetamol is a
widely used over-the-counter analgesic and fever reducer. It is
commonly used for the relief of headaches and other minor aches and
pains and is a major ingredient in numerous cold and flu remedies.
In combination with opioid analgesics, paracetamol can also be used
in the management of more severe pain. While generally safe
for use at 1,000 mg per single dose, acute overdoses of paracetamol
can cause potentially fatal liver damage. Paracetamol toxicity is
the foremost cause of acute liver failure in the Western world and
accounts for most drug overdoses in the United States, the United
Kingdom, Australia, and New Zealand."

"Kris, where can I find other products with
some fever reducer in them?" Victor asked.

"I have no idea.  It doesn't work that
way," she said, frustrated at her own inability to be helpful.

"Marshall, can you get the train moving
again?"

"Sure thing, Vic."

Leo gathered everyone up and brought them
down inside the wrecked cargo car.  The steel windows Marshall
built were popped out of their frames, lying in the middle of the
container.  The ceiling was crushed down, giving them barely
enough room to stand.  The left wall was bowed out at least
three feet at the center.

“Marshall, there's an
underpass we have to go
under a few hundred yards
from the train depot. This
wall is bent out pretty
bad. You'll need to just
creep up to it,” Victor sent directly
to his brother.

He turned back to Renee; Maya was sitting
beside her with one hand on her cheek, saying, "Wake up, Mommy."
 Holly was beside Maya holding her other hand looking at
Renee.

Victor knelt down beside Renee and looked at
little Maya, being so brave for her sister and mother.  "Maya,
your mommy is going to be fine.  She's just sleeping now,
getting better.  She got a silly cut on her finger, and it
made her go to sleep!"

"If she's okay, why is she asleep and won't
wake up?" Maya asked.

"Her body had to fight off an infection; it
took a lot of strength for her to fight it off.  Now she needs
to sleep.  You know what else, Mymy?  When she wakes up,
I bet she's going to be so hungry, she's going to eat all the food
we have.  I bet we'll be at Gramma's before she wakes up
though, and Gramma has lots and lots of food."

"So Mommy's going to be okay?" Maya
asked.

"She's going to be better than okay, Mymy.
 She's going to be great."

"Mommy!" said Holly.

Vic hugged both of his nieces as the train
came to a stop.  He opened the door outside and said, "You
stay here, Max, okay?  I'll be right back."

He hopped out the back of the car and saw
they were less than a foot from the tunnel; the train was not going
to fit.  The crushed wall of the car was hanging almost six
inches outside the pillars of the underpass.

"Not going to fit, Vic," said Marshall.

"Yea.  How far do you think it is to the
truck?  Think it would be faster to just go get the truck and
bring it here?" Victor asked.

"Yea, I'll grab John.  We'll be back in
a few with the truck.  Try and get the kids ready. It’s going
to be a tight squeeze for all of us."

"You got it," Tookes replied.

He hopped back up into the train car while
Marshall and John trotted down the tracks towards the rail station
up around the bend.  Marshall had his shotgun in one hand and
a sledgehammer in the other, John holding an assault rifle with one
slung around his back.  The two of them looked like they were
ready to invade a small city, and Tookes had no doubt they
could.

"All right guys, we have to get ready to move
out of this car.  John and Marshall went to get the truck.
Let’s make sure we're ready to load up when they get back.
 Let’s get everything we can pack into Marshall's toolbox and
everything else in bags.”

About five minutes after they started getting
ready to move out, Victor heard gunshots from the direction of the
truck.  First Marshall's shotgun followed by several quick
bursts from John's dual H&K rifles.  Tookes resisted the
urge to run to their aid.

“Are you two
okay?” Victor sent to John and Marshall.  “Of
course, you can't answer me.
 Honk the horn or something
twice if you need help.”

He kept loading the toolbox. Gunshots
continued.  Three round bursts from John, regular shotgun
blasts from Marshall.  This was a lot.

“Leo, can you get
up there and get eyes on
John and Marshall?  Let me
know if they need some
help.  This seems like a
lot.”  As he was formulating and sending the thought to
his three closest friends, he heard two quick blasts from the
truck's horn.

"Max, keep everyone here. I need you to be
strong for Aunt Renee and your cousins. Can you do that?
 Kris, with me."

"I will, Daddy," Max replied.

"Kris, you know how to use a shotgun, right?"
Victor asked.

Kris nodded at him and held out her hand.
 "Good, take this," he said, tossing her a black Mossberg 500,
his favorite shotgun.  "It's got eight rounds in it.  Use
them well.  When you get low, I have a pocket full of shells.
Toss it to me, and I'll reload for you."

Leo was long gone.  Kris and Victor
jogged up the tracks.  "Pick it up, Kris.  We have to
move.  Half a mile, let’s go."

"I'm not that fast. I'm running as fast as I
can," she said.

"Come on, it’s in you.  You're super
human.  You have to find it," he said, speeding up.

"This is all I have; I'm not going to make it
if I go any faster."

"Kris, you want to know how we lived so long?
 How we have killed so many zombies?"

"Sure," she said flatly.

"I never hold back.  I never save
anything for the trip home, because if I do, someone I love may not
make the trip home."

"Is that why you don't seem to ever make it
home?" she said.

"Better me than them," he said.  "I'd
die for every one of them.  I would die a hundred deaths
before I'd let anything happen to them.  So, sure.
 Sometimes I get hurt.  But I heal fast.  Now run,
and don't hold back."

Kris sped up, catching up to him and stepping
a pace in front.  She was going to fit right in.

The two of them came around the corner at
what, for most people, would be a dead run.  They had covered
the half-mile in less than two minutes.  Victor felt a moment
of panic when he saw the three of them surrounded by a group of
undead.  The rear zombies were pressing in on those closest to
Marshall, Leo, and John.  It seemed like the outer ones were
pushing the inner zombies to their deaths.

Victor needed to know if there were supers
around.   "Kris, I need some cover.  And we need to draw
some of them off," he said.  He leveled his pistol and started
popping zombies from the outside.  When he did, he started
looking for those data streams he saw in Laura.  The outside
world faded away.  There were auras and lack thereof.
 Then he could hear them. He could see the streams, thick
amber-colored lightning bolts from dozens of zombies to five
distinct points around the group, off in the woods.

He heard his hollow voice, feeling like it
was separate from his body, say, "Watch the two behind us.
 They're coming up fast."

“I got them,” he heard
Kris think.

“Fuck, how many
of these bloody things to
I have to kill?” he heard from John,
and at the same time, he heard Marshall thinking, “Two
to the left, coming next.
 Hammer left, shotgun right.
 It’s not time yet, don't
do it yet.”

Leo was thinking so quickly he couldn't make
out anything.  Her thoughts were keeping up with her
movements; they sounded something like a bee buzzing.

He followed the data stream back to the first
zombie.  He floated along the stream, his body back beside
Kris.  When he got to the source, he drove a spear through the
brain of the super.  Just before he killed him, he looked up
and shot out four thoughts.  Victor was focused on killing
him, so he didn't have any time to read them.  In the future,
he would have to try that.

The remaining data streams converged on a
point north of their position.  Tookes focused on shifting his
sight back to normal, turning off his aura-vision, and was back in
his body.

“Two hundred feet
north of here.  Four
supers, we have to take
them out. They're up to
something.  Leo, can you
get the three of you to
their position?”

In a blur of movement, Leo sheathed her short
swords and put her hands on John and Marshall's shoulders. The
three of them disappeared in the normal deep whoosh and swirl of
black dust.  He heard the low bass whump of them appearing off
in the woods.  As a group, the horde of zombies turned towards
them.

"Kris, remember how fast you can run?
 In just a minute, we're going to have to double that
speed."

"Fuck.  All right," she replied.

Tookes fired his other pistol until the slide
locked back and ejected the magazine.  He replaced it and
tossed the pistol to Kris. "Point and squeeze.  Don't forget
to breathe.  Give me the scattergun.  Fire as we back
up."

They backed slowly up, firing as they went.
 He took three steps back and switched to his alternate vision
for a second.  Just one data stream left.  Victor drove
forward down the stream, towards the super at the end.  As he
did, he watched its head cave in as Marshall's hammer
connected.

He shifted back to Kris standing beside him
yelling, "What the fuck are you doing?"

"Sorry, I'm trying to direct the fight.
 I needed to go check on Leo's crew,” he said, reloading the
shotgun as he walked backwards.  "We need to curve away from
the train; I don't want to lead these last two dozen towards Max
and the kids."

The other half of the team appeared behind
the much-reduced group and started wholesale slaughter.
 Without the supers to direct them, cleaning up the rest of
the zombies was no real problem.

When there were less than ten left, everyone
switched to melee weapons; there wasn't any reason to waste the few
extra bullets.  The fighting was straightforward
dodge-sidestep-swing.  When they were finished, Kris and
Victor rode in the back of the pickup on the tailgate back to the
train.

"See, Kris? You are useful. I would have been
in a terrible spot without you there.  I believe we all have a
purpose.  I believe the abilities we have don't make us better
or more useful."

"Whatever, you haven't ever had your ability
fail you.  You haven't watched someone you love die because
you didn't know what to do," she said sadly.

"I don't know your whole story, but I have
watched people I care about die.  I watched a close friend be
bitten in front of me, just to spite me.  He was turned into a
super zombie to taunt me.  Because I failed.  I wasn't
fast enough or good enough to stop his death, but one day I will be
good enough to give Charlie some peace."

They loaded up the truck in relative silence.
 Victor rode in the bed of the pickup with Leo, huddled up
against the cab under a blanket to try to ward off some of the fall
chill in the air.  Most of the leaves were off the trees, and
they had a million things to do before they left to get John's
family.

It was after dark when they pulled up the
driveway.  “Hey, Mom, we're home.
 Renee is injured but
alive. I think she'll pull
through.  Maya and Holly
and the rest of us are
fine,” Victor sent to her, trying not to alarm her.

She was waiting, tears in her eyes, when the
big white pickup truck pulled up.  She pulled in and hugged
Victor tightly when he jumped out of the back of the truck.
 "Thank you, Vic.  Thank you for bringing my daughter
home to me. Thank you for reuniting our family," she whispered in
his ear.

"I couldn't have done it without everyone in
that truck, Mom.  It was a group effort.  I love you," he
replied.  "Eddie died the first day.  Renee was by
herself with two kids in a city for four months.  She's going
to need a lot from you."


 Chapter 18

Cross Country

 


Renee woke up two days after they got home.
 She was ravenously hungry, just like all of them after they'd
been infected.  Her mother poured food down her throat.
 The first day, they gave her chicken broth and vitamin pills.
 After Renee drank almost a gallon of chicken broth the first
day she was awake, Mrs. Tookes added boiled chicken and homemade
egg noodles.  Chicken soup really was good for the soul.
 Renee had been home for five days when she was feeling good
enough to get up and move around.  Maya and Holly stayed
beside her almost the whole time, except when Max could drag them
outside to play tag or hide 'n seek.

Victor was glad to have her up and moving.
 He was glad that she was healthy and safe but also because he
really needed her input on what to take when they went to get
John's family. Renee was a logistical genius.  She had a way
of looking at a project and seeing exactly what would be
necessary.

A few years before the end of the world as
they knew it, Marshall had given Sharon a beautiful globe with
semi-precious stones inlaid in each country.  Victor
spent more than a few hours staring at that globe while Renee was
laid up, pondering how difficult it would be to make it all the way
around it.

He was staring at that globe on the fifth
morning, holding with a string measuring distances from points he
knew.  He knew from driving so many times it was almost
exactly seven hundred miles from his house in Pennsylvania to his
father's house in Atlanta.  Seven hundred miles was four
inches of string.  Australia is a
much bigger country than I
thought, he contemplated.  According to his
string, it was about two thousand- five hundred miles across
Australia.  If I were flying
and leaving from Western
Australia,  I would fly
across the country, refueling in
northern Queensland, before heading
north east to Hawaii, almost
five thousand miles, he continued. 
He knew very little about long distance flying, but that seemed
like about an eight-hour flight.   From Hawaii,
I'd then make the jump to
southern California, avoiding Los
Angeles at all costs.  There had
to be a number of southern California airports where they could
refuel, but with the population density in all of southern
California, Victor had a terrible feeling landing there.

If they were safely able to refuel there, it
was about twelve hours to the east coast, depending on the plane
they were in.  That meant a stop somewhere near Kansas for
fuel, unless they were in a huge 747 or something.   Maybe
they had a 747 and pilot, but given the percentage of survivors in
the world and the number of 747 pilots prior to the end of the
world, the chance of finding one seemed slim.

The leg from Australia to Hawaii had him most
worried.  The island was a tiny target in the middle of a very
big ocean.  If the GPS satellites were a degree or two off
after almost half a year of not being maintained, John's
family would miss Hawaii entirely and have to ditch in the middle
of the Pacific Ocean.  If they made Hawaii, they'd have to
land on a zombie-infested island with no air traffic control.
 If they made it off Hawaii, they'd have to then land in the
middle of zombie-central to refuel in California, with another stop
somewhere in the mid-west.

The more he thought about it, the more
certain he was they should just go to
southern California to pick up John's family.
 Ground transportation was safer, and they could clear the
runway for them to land.  Maybe they could even get runway
lights going.  Tookes was convinced that was the right course
of action; he just needed to convince the others.

He felt a hand on his shoulder, then Renee
startled him by saying, "Whatcha doin', Vic?"

He practically jumped out of his skin.
 "When did you get here?"  he asked when he'd composed
himself.

"I just walked up.  You didn't hear me?
The steps are so loud!" she said.

"Nope, not a sound.  I was pretty
focused on the globe here.  I'm worried about John's family
making it here.  How do you feel about a cross-country train
ride?"

"Oh, Vern.  Look at all the trouble we
got into coming just one state north.  How would we ever make
it all the way across country?"

"Well," he said, "we weren't really ready for
trouble.  The train wasn't really designed for the kinds of
things we encountered.  We learned a lot from the trip to get
you.  Have you heard what Marshall and John have been doing
since we got back?"

"No, but I know they've been going out there
every day, using up tons of fuel."

That was his sister, always with an eye to
the bottom line.  "They've been building an invincible train,
or as close as it’s possible to get, and from what I heard at
dinner last night, its bullet- and explosive-proof and unstoppable.
 I'm going to check it out in about an hour. I'd like for you
to come.  I would like your help with packing, provisions, and
what we need to be self sufficient for twelve people for two
weeks."

"Sure, I feel up to a ride.  I'd like to
see what we're going in."

"We?  Ren, I hadn't planned on you
going. I was thinking that you'd stay here with the kids," Vic
said.

"You need me," she said, walking behind
him.

When he turned around, Renee was nowhere to
be found.  He switched to aura view and looked, but she was
gone.

“You can teleport?” he
sent to her.

"No, I am invisible," Renee said, her voice
coming from just a few feet away from him.

"That is a handy skill.  What else can
you do?" he asked.

"I can run fast.  I haven't been feeling
very well, but I'm pretty fast.  I don't think I'm as fast as
Leo though."

"It still doesn't persuade me, Ren. I need
people I can trust here," he said.  "There are some bad humans
in this world, and one of them has already attacked this place
while we were gone.  We lost a lot of good people, and he lost
some of his men. A lot of humans lost their lives that night, and
there aren't that many of us left."

Renee reappeared in front of him, looking
pissed off.  "Victor, I have run and hidden for the last five
months. I'm tired of running, and I’m tired of hiding."

"Ren, you just got here.  If you are
killed on a trip with us, I'll never forgive myself.  Maya and
Holly need you here."

"Mom said you would say that.  She also
told me I have to go to keep an eye on you.  Apparently you're
pretty good at getting yourself hurt," Renee said, dropping the
hammer.  She knew Victor would never say no if his mother had
told her to come.

"Dammit, Ren, that's not fair," Vic said.

"Let's get ready and go check out this
train," she said.  "Maybe I can convince you I need to be
there on the way."

Great, he thought. A
whole hour of listening to
her convince me.  I might
as well agree now.

He left the living room to gather his things
for the trip.  His pistols hadn't been cleaned in a thousand
rounds, so he spent about ten minutes with a cleaning kit.  He
really enjoyed this time; taking care of his guns
was therapeutic.  At this point, it was a routine he
could do in his sleep.  It helped him remove stray thoughts
and focus his energies. Gather John's family. It was the right
thing to do. They needed them, and they were counting on them.
 Then deal with Frye.  This part of the world wasn't
safe, wasn't ever going to be safe with him around.

There were so many things to do.  John
said something after a conversation with his brother that Sean
never slept anymore.   Victor wasn’t sure how it was possible
to stay sane without sleep, but he would give up a lot of his
abilities to never have to do it again.  These days, with the
amount of physical labor everyone all put in, six hours of sleep
was a minimum.

While he was cleaning, he started making
lists in his head.   Lists of what he had to get done before
they could leave to get John's family.  Lists of things he had
to do before he could go after Frye.  Lists of things he had
to do while they were on the road.  This wasn't a pleasure
trip across country.  It might be the last time any of them
got across the country.  He knew it was silly, but he really
wanted to show Max the Grand Canyon.  Fort McPhearson, just
south of Atlanta, was something he wanted to check out.  If it
wasn't overrun, there was a lot they could gain from there.
 It was worth an hour side trip here and there to see a few
strategic and cultural things.

An hour passed as if it was ten minutes, and
his mind was slightly eased.  He met Renee in the small dining
room, where she was sitting with Mom.

"Victor, Renee tells me you're planning on
going all the way across the country to get John's family?"

"I think the only way we're going to get them
here alive is if we go clear a place for them to land.  I
think there's no real chance that they'll make it out of anywhere
in southern California alive.  That's like trying to go within
three hours of New York City.  Insanity.  Little tiny
airfields aren't going to have the type or amount of fuel they
need.  Without us there, they're going to have to land at a
big airport, and that's just not possible."

"How many days do you think you'll be gone?"
she asked.

"It was a three-day rail ride back in the
day.  That was with stops in every small whistle-stop town.
 We're not planning on stopping in all those towns, but when
we do stop, it’s going to be for longer, so I think it'll even out.
 I'm worst-case planning six days to get there.  If we
get there in three, it'll give us three days to clear the airstrip.
 If we get there in five, we'll just have one day before their
plane lands," Victor said.

His mom nodded her understanding.

He continued telling his plan, attempting to
convince his mother.  "John and Max talked to Sean last night;
they're in a tight spot there but think they’re leaving in five
days.  They're dealing with a huge horde of zombies, and it’s
pretty ugly.  Australia doesn't have many guns and not nearly
the ammunition stores that Americans had, so they're resorting to
sling shots and melee to deal with thousands of zombies surrounding
a neighbor’s farm.  Sean seemed pretty confident, though.
Apparently, they're doing some pretty significant damage to the
zombies every day, and the tide is turning.  It’s going to
take them two days of flying to get to the US, which means we need
to leave tomorrow."

She smiled and said, "Victor, you've had an
ability your whole life to convince people to follow you.
 Keep your wits about you, and bring them home."

She stood up as they were getting ready to
leave and hugged him.  "Keep them safe, Victor."

The drive to the train yard was relatively
uneventful.  Renee played with her ability some, learning how
to use it.  The two of them passed a dozen groups of wandering
zombies at the usual places, the small towns along the route.
 She could make herself and her clothing invisible but had
trouble with things in her hands.  It seemed to have to do
with mass, but they were unable to really nail it down.  She
was able to conceal a small machete, but when she swung it quickly,
it would often reappear in its downward arc.  She killed each
group swiftly.  The exercise was good for her; there was going
to be a lot of fighting.  After each fight, Victor offered a
few pointers from his experience.  He only got jumpy enough to
shoot one.  Renee was fighting outside a gas station at the
corner of Route 231 and 29.  They were attempting to siphon
enough fuel to fill the Jeep they were driving.

Victor was pumping the hand siphon into the
pair of five-gallon jerry cans that fit in the rack on the back of
the Jeep for the second time while Renee crept around the building
looking for zombies to kill.  She was enthusiastic about her
zombie killing.  She appeared behind a group and didn't see
the one walking up behind her from the other side.

Victor dropped the siphon, which clanged
against the red metal jerry can.  Three steps to the hood of
the Jeep to prop his arms on allowed Sammie and Victor to explode
the zombie's head like an overripe melon from about twenty-five
yards.  A 30.06 round at twenty-five yards was wicked.
 Gore sprayed a nearby tree and turned eight feet of
dormant grass behind it to a reddish brown color.  Good
fertilizer for next season and maybe a few hundred less E'Clei
living on the planet.

By the time Tookes had fifteen gallons in the
gas tank and the two full cans in their basket on the back of the
Jeep, Renee was back in the passenger seat.  Vic's gunshot
would draw zombies in; it made sense to get out of there with some
haste.  They would probably have a horde to clear out next
time they needed to siphon gas out of that station.

The train depot was a wreck.  Off in the
parking lot were the remains of two John Deere 410C backhoes.
 The tracks were full of scalped train cars and wrecked,
disassembled engines.  On the middle track was perhaps the
most amazing machine Victor had ever seen.  John and Marshall
were up on the seventh car of the war-train, mounting what looked
like some kind of cannon in a turret.  The last car had
originally been an Amtrak passenger car.  The windows had all
been pulled out, replaced by plate steel with gun slits.
 There was a pair of light machine guns mounted on the back
platform of that car, facing the rear.

The next two cars were also Amtrak cars.
 From the size of the windows, Vic thought they were
originally sleeper cars.  The windows had been removed again;
two women and a man he recognized from the barn were working on
welding plate steel where the glass had been.  He assumed
they'd cut up a number of cargo containers to get the steel; the
cars were seriously armored.   Each of the sleeper cars had a
pair of outriggers from a backhoe attached.  Someone welded
huge spiked teeth to the outriggers where the feet were.  It
looked like they could be driven into the ground deep enough to
hold the train steady through a hurricane.

In front of those two cars was a cargo
container.  It had an eighteen-inch walkway all the way around
it, allowing people to move forward from the sleeper cars past the
container car.  In front of that was a tanker car; Victor
assumed it was full of diesel, and finally the locomotive that had
served them well on their last trip.  It looked nothing like
it did originally.  Lying up over the top of the cab was the
arm of the big backhoe.  It looked like the arm could be used
to clear the tracks of debris.

The entire train had been painted a flat
brown and khaki color, mimicking the army's camouflage paint jobs.
 It would be hard to see crossing fields and even the desert
plains.  Of course, people would be able to hear it, but if
they were a couple of miles off, it would be almost impossible to
see.  Three more people from the farm came around the side of
the train, covered head to toe in various paint colors.

"John! Marshall!" Victor yelled when they
stood up from mounting the cannon on top of the last car.
 They waved and walked towards a ladder leading down to the
platform on the back of the train.  Renee and Vic walked over
towards them to discuss the plan.


 Chapter 19

The War Wagon

 


Marshall and John walked towards them.
 Marshall pulled a gray t-shirt over his head as he walked.
 The sleeves were seconds away from ripping as he pushed his
huge arms through.  He was wearing long heavy-duty khaki cargo
pants and brown steel-toed work boots.  At some point, he'd
cut the cargo pants into shorts that fell raggedly just at his
knees.  John was wearing the same style cargo pants in an
olive green color and a black t-shirt soaked with sweat.  Over
his shirt was a leather holster that held a small handgun in his
armpit.  Victor had no idea how he worked like that, but if he
were a betting man, he'd bet he had at least two other guns on him
and at least five magazines.  John didnn't even walk outside
to take a leak without a hundred rounds.

"Hey, Vic," said Marshall.  "Let's go
take a look at this thing.  You're gonna love it."  He
quickly led them inside the train.  "The engine and the last
car, functioning as the caboose, are armed to go through an entire
city's population," began Marshall.  "Each has a 50mm canon
mounted on the roof and a pair of pole-mounted M249 light machine
guns.  They can cover a wide arc, to about five feet from the
sides of the middle cars.  We have enough ammunition, mostly
thanks to Shelton over there, to take out a very large horde."

"Whoa.  I like it!" Victor said.

"John was worried that bodies would pile up
on the tracks if we had to really get into it, so he and a few
helpers disassembled the two backhoes you saw out in the parking
lot and welded the arm to the front of the locomotive.  I
don't know where he found hydraulic lines long enough, but the
controls for the arm are mounted up by the top gunner on the
loco."

Marshall promised me
he would make a train
that was unstoppable, and I
believe he has delivered, thought
Victor.  "How many people is it going to take to operate this
thing?" he asked.

"If we have a full time driver in the
locomotive, we have placements for twelve people.  The train
sleeps eighteen as it sits now.  We have all the steel cut to
add another sleeper car and paint it tomorrow.  We're running
low on welding supplies; we could really use some more wire for the
mig welder," Marshall replied.

"I'd bet there's a welding supply shop here
in town.  Ren and I can make a run," Victor said, zipping up
the gray fleece he was wearing.  The temperature was dropping
quickly.

Both John and Marshall looked at him with
raised eyebrows.

"She needs the practice, and it seems she's
pretty useful," he said.  "Plus, Mom made me promise to take
her."

"No, ya bloody dink.  Do ya think
there's a snowball's chance in hell we didn't clean out every
supply house for 50 K's?" laughed John.

"K's?" Victor asked.

"Kilometers, ya drongo," he replied, amused
at his continual lack of understanding of Aussie-isms.

"Oh.  Well, either we can stop in the
first town we come to, or Ren and I can make a run to some town you
haven't been to yet.  I'm sure we'll go through several train
yards on the way there.  I don't think it'll be too hard to
find empty cars along the way.  If we're bringing the tools
and materials, we can modify the cars on the way," Victor said,
slightly embarrassed.  He was well used to being the butt of
John's jokes.

Renee spoke up. "What do you need for
supplies? We're going to need food and water, but we're also going
to need medical supplies, hygiene, clothes, blankets, vitamins if
we run into malnourished people, and some trade goods.  If we
run into other people out there, we may be able to trade our way
out of trouble.  I'm thinking cigarettes, liquor, and
coffee."

"Sounds like you already have a list then,
Ren.  Can anyone else think of anything we need or they need
personally?" All of the people who had been helping with the train
construction were now gathering around them.  John had many
friends among the settlers living at the farm; he seemed to know
all of them.

"I think shoes, and specifically working or
walking boots, will be worth their weight in gold," said one man.
 Victor looked down at his feet.  He wore tennis shoes
covered with duct tape.

Vic had seen him around the barn a few times
and recognized him from his work around the house.  He felt
like the settlers hadn't had nearly enough attention from any of
them and thought it would be a good time to start giving them some
of the things they needed.

He wracked his brain for a name. "You're
Randolph, right? Randolph Lightfoot?"

"Yea," he replied.

"I think that's a great suggestion.  I
think we should make a supply run since we're here in town.  
It shouldn't take more than a couple of hours," he said and then
directed his attention at his brother.  "Marshall, can I
borrow your truck?" he asked, tossing him the keys to the Jeep.
 "We're going to need some hauling space."

"Tookes, ya sure ya wanna take that on by
yaself?" asked John.

"I'm taking Ren.  We're gonna hit the
Sam's Club that we already cleaned out.  Wasn't that where we
saw Polisher Zombie?"

"Nah, mate, was a Wal-Mart," John replied.
 "I bet he'd still be stuck on that power cord too.
 Maybe we should have left him."

We all had a laugh as John told the story of
Polisher Zombie to those that weren't there.

"All right.  Ren and I are going to head
to Wal-Mart.  We'll come back with the stuff on the list and
get it stowed tonight."

"We'll probably still be here.  There's
a lot to finish up tonight," said Marshall, tossing him the keys to
the Haversham's white F-250.

It was only about three miles to the store.
 It looked exactly as they’d left it.  The tree that
Marshall uprooted was still laying in the parking lot, all the
leaves now dead and blown away.  They pulled up to the back of
the store and entered through the loading dock door.  Polisher
Zombie was exactly where they left him.

"I can't sense any zombies in here, Ren," Vic
said, but she was already invisible.

"I'll take a look," she said from right
beside him. "I'm going to walk straight down that hall. Cover
me."

"It's kind of hard to cover you when I can't
see you."

"Hopefully they can't see me either."

When Renee got to the end of the hallway, she
reappeared and waved her brother forward.  When he got to
where she was, she turned left down the row in front of the
registers, reappearing again at the next corner.  Renee and
Victor did this all through the store, but it was clear that they
had done a good job of clearing it out on their previous visit.

They each took a stack of shopping carts and
started grabbing entire shelves full of stuff.  Victor packed
every pair of reasonable shoes and boots into one, throwing the
boxes away as he went. That annoying band they put between them
connected the pairs of shoes.  Renee started in house-wares,
loading up two carts full of fleece blankets and flannel sheets of
every size.

"Hey, Ren, I'm sure there are more blankets
over in the kids’ section and also with the throw pillows," he
said.

"Already got those while you were playing
with shoes," she responded.  "You go get first aid stuff.
 Don't forget basics like aspirin and cold medicine.
 We'll need toothbrushes and toothpaste too."

It took nearly two hours of frantic cart
pushing and piling stuff in, but by the end of the run, they had
seventeen carts of goods from all over the store lined up at the
back doors.

"Ren, this isn't all going to fit," he said
with a laugh.

"Then we'll have to make two trips!" She
giggled.

"I meant in the train!"

As it turned out, it did all fit in the
train, and it took them three trips. Each time they got back to the
train yard, they unloaded the truck into a pile.  By the time
they got back with the next load, those helping with the train had
packed all of the gear.   One of the cars carrying cargo
containers was lined with huge stockroom shelves.  They put
all of the loot in that container, filling it nearly to capacity.
 On the third trip back to Wal-Mart, Victor grabbed all the
bungee cords and even found a rack of bungee cord nets for the
cargo area of trucks and SUV's.  They used those to secure the
load in the boxcar and put personal items into the living cars.

"Hey, Randolph, you a size ten shoe?" Vic
yelled over to him.

"Yea, why?" he replied.

"I picked you up a new pair of boots.
 They're from Wal-mart, so they probably won't last a year,
but it'll get you through until you can find a better pair," he
said.  He tossed him a pair of cross trainer boots, the kind
made for trail running.

"Thanks, Victor, I really appreciate this.
 Do you happen to have an extra winter coat?  My daughter
Lydia outgrew hers, so we gave it to Peter Mulcahy's daughter.
 It’s too big for her, but she'll grow.  Poor Lydia's
stuck wearing layers and layers of sweatshirts."

"I think we can find something.  All of
this happened during the summer, so the selection of coats at
Wal-Mart was pretty slim."

Renee stepped out of the boxcar holding a
navy blue pea coat.  "It’s real wool.  I know it’s a
boy's coat, but it'll keep her warm.  Wool keeps you warm even
if it’s wet and will last a good long time.  Thanks for
everything you've done to help us out here, Randolph."

"We all owe our lives to you.  That's
not something we'll easily forget," he replied.  "Even though
life is much harder now, the community is strong.  I've never
seen a group of people who cared for each other as much as us
Barnies."

"Barnies?" Victor asked.

"That's what we call ourselves.  Those
of us who live down at the barn, that is," he replied, seemingly
amused at his ignorance.

Right then, Tookes made a promise to
Randolph.  He didn't know it, Vic didn't say it aloud, but he
heard his own voice in his head say, When we
get back from this trip,
I need to start paying
more attention to the people
at home.  He was embarrassed that
he barely knew this guy's name and he'd been living on the property
for months.  He felt like he
owed me something, and I
barely knew he existed.

Vic was somber by the time they got home.
 He felt an inch tall.  He had so much, and he took it
all for granted.  It was after midnight, but he still crept
into Max's room and kissed him on the forehead.

"Big day tomorrow, Max.  We're going for
another train ride," he whispered to him in his sleep.  "I
love you, Buddy.  I'm so glad to have you."

Dawn was just a few hours away when he
crawled into bed and passed out.
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Southbound Again

 


After just under three hours of sleep, they
were up and packing the last things.   Max woke up and came
padding out of his room, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

"Is it morning, Daddy?" he asked
groggily.

"Not yet but it’s time to get up.  We're
leaving today to go get Mr. John's family.  Are you ready for
a long train ride?"

Max's eyes lit up. "Yay! Train ride!"

"Max, do you know where your backpack is? The
one you took last time?  We're going to need to pack some
clothes for you.  Do you have any toys here you want to
take?"

"Can I bring my doggy and Buzz Lightyear?" he
said, holding up a small brown and black stuffed dog.

"Sure, buddy, anything you want as long as it
fits in your backpack.  Can you go pack it?"

"Yep!"

Victor finished packing his own gear, most of
which he kept packed all the time these days.  He managed to
find clean socks in just a couple of minutes.

After checking through Max's backpack to make
sure he had everything he needed, the father and son walked down
the squeaky wooden steps to the first floor and around
the corner into the kitchen.  Sharon was there topping off the
last brown cardboard box of food.  There were three stacks
piled almost all the way to the ceiling.  Vic had no way of
knowing what was in each, but they looked heavy.
 Where's Marshall when you
need him? he thought.

Max shouted, "Hi, Gramma!" and ran to give
her a big hug when they walked into the room.

"Now, Max, Ms. Frederickson has given
you some school work to do while you're away.  Can you
practice your reading with your dad while you're gone?  She
wants you to know how to read twenty-five words by the time you get
back, “said Victor’s mother.

"Awww, man.  Twenty-five words!"
complained Max.

"You can do it, Buddy,” Vic
said reassuringly.  "You're a great reader."

Mrs. Tookes turned towards her son. "Victor,
all this stuff has to go in your truck.  Marshall's got his
truck full already," she said.

"Ugh.  I better get to it then," he
said, dreading loading and unloading all that food.

Max asked, "Can I help carry, Daddy?"

"Of course you can, Buddy.  Put your
backpack on. You can carry these two cans," he said, reaching into
the top box and pulling out two cans of SPAM.

It was a long trip down six steps and up a
hill to the parking lot from the kitchen.  It took Max and Vic
seven trips to haul all the food out to a blue Dodge Ram parked out
in their lot.  They were trying to stick to gasoline vehicles
because gasoline wouldn't last as long as diesel.  All the
gasoline in the world would be worthless sometime in the next five
months.

Vic was carrying the last box up the hill to
the truck when Marshall pulled up in the white F-250 he was so fond
of.  Vic thought it was the only truck they had that he could
comfortably fit in.

"It’s about time, now that I've hauled all
this by myself!" Victor said when he got out of the truck.
 "You're the Chief of Asset Relocation, Marshall!"

"I'm glad you're done. It’s time to get
moving.   Leo, Renee, and Shelton are already at the train
station.  Reggie Walton was a train conductor for twenty-six
years before he retired.  He might be eighty years old, but he
knows every rail line in the country.  He went with them to
show them how to work the track switches; I guess you can do it
from inside the train somehow."

"Even without power?" Vic asked.

"He says the receivers are solar powered,"
Marshall replied.  "He even showed us how to hook up power
from the generator to the cars.  Every car on the train has
working heat, lights, and entertainment systems."

"Wow.  Good stuff to know.  Is he
coming with us? And what do you think of Shelton? We just kind of
dropped him off here before we left last time."

"Reggie is coming.  Shelton is still a
bit of a mystery.  Keeps to himself mostly but always working.
 He got the windmill working on top of the barn and got a
black cistern set up on the roof."

"Wow, we've been meaning to do that for
months."

"Once a day, someone will have to pump for
half an hour to fill it, but on sunny days, they'll have hot water
for baths, and we'll eventually be able to put toilets up there.
 The structure on the roof will support two more cisterns if
we can source them.  When it’s complete, they'll have fifteen
hundred gallons of water up there."

Marshall looked impressed as he was talking.
 "He's a smart guy, and he's a good soldier.  I like him
so far."

"Good to know.  Something had me worried
about him," Victor said.

"I think he's an asset," said Marshall.
 "I trust him.  Now let’s get loaded up and get out of
here."

"Max! Mount up, Buddy!" Victor said as he
opened the door to the blue truck.  Max climbed up inside and
slid across the bench seat to the passenger side.

"Daddy, I can't reach my buckles," he said,
struggling to pull the seat belt out of the holder.

Victor reached over and buckled him in,
sliding the shoulder strap over the headrest.  Kids
lived riding in cars for
a hundred years before the
invention of booster seats, he
reflected.

The work crews had made so many trips through
Gordonsville, Virginia, that it was mostly cleared of undead.
 Tookes remembered John saying they'd moved all the corpses
out to the field behind the Post Office trailer.  The town was
eerily empty feeling.  Somehow, the movement of the undead
through there had kept him from noticing it before, but the town
was a wreck.  There had been some heavy duty fighting here.
 Spent shell casings piled up around sandbag walls in all the
alleys.  Cars and light trucks, turned up on their sides,
blocked off the side streets.

"Soldiers fought here," said Max quietly.
 "They didn't beat the bad guys; they didn't know what to do.
 I think the bad guys killed all the soldiers."

"Maybe.  How does that make you feel,
Max?" his father asked.

"Sad.  And I think angry.  I don't
like the bad guys."

"I don't either," he said.  "I want to
get rid of all the bad guys, but I'm not sure I'm strong
enough."

"You are strong, Daddy."

"Thanks, Max.  I love you."

"I love you too.  You're my best
friend," said Max.  "And Mister John is my best friend.
 And everybody.  All the people are my best friends."

"You're a good boy," Vic said, reaching over
and tousling his son's hair.

When they got to the train yard, it was
buzzing with activity.  People were yelling, laughing, and
working.  The train was idling on the track.

The machine they had created once again awed
Victor.  It barely looked like a train anymore.  The
entire thing, all seven cars, looked like a huge rattlesnake.
 It was covered in sideways-louvered armor like the rear
window of an old Ford Mustang, designed to deflect bullets and
debris away from the cars.  The louvers resembled snake
scales.  The look was enhanced by the paint job, intended to
blend in with the desert and the forest, just like the coloring of
a rattler.  The entire train was designed for one job: to kill
with extreme prejudice without stopping.

The old saying, "Many hands make light work,"
proved itself that early morning.  Both pickup trucks were
unloaded quickly, the contents stowed in the appropriate places.
 There were twelve of them, including Reggie, who was wearing
an old engineer's cap and seemed to be running the show.

"Good morning, Mister Tookes and young Master
Tookes.  Your stateroom is this way. Please follow me," Reggie
said, walking quickly away.

Max and Victor quickly grabbed their
backpacks and followed him up to one of the sleeper cars.  He
climbed up on a wooden step and then into the train.  "Step
right up, young Master Tookes, look lively," he said with a cheer
in his voice.

Max scrambled up into the train and turned
left into the sleeping compartment Reggie indicated was his and his
father's.  He pulled a grease pencil out of his overalls and
wrote, “Tookes, party of
2,” on the white plate on the door.  After a
moment's hesitation, he wrote underneath, "Destination:
Southern California," in bold strokes.  "I'm not quite sure
what to put, but every passenger has to have a destination."

"I'm sure that'll be fine, Mr. Walton,"
Victor said, stepping into the room.

"There are a couple of protocols you'll need
to be aware of.  We took the fire alarm system and reworked
it.  Mister Hazard calls it red alert.   Should the train
come under attack, the lights will light up and the siren will
sound.  You'll need to get young Master Tookes under the bed.
 Each bed has been lined with plate steel.  Should there
be an explosion or should the train take heavy fire, that will
afford extra protection.  Once he is safely stowed, you'll be
needed in the locomotive.  Mister Hazard said you were the
best backhoe operator in the crew.  You'll operate the forward
.50-caliber cannon and the TCD."

"Mr. Walton, who is Mr. Hazard?"

"John Hazard? Australian fellow?  Your
best friend, to hear him tell it."

"Ohh.  John," Victor said.  "I'm
not sure I ever knew his last name.  I should have known it
was him. Even his last name is bad ass."

Reggie looked at Victor disapprovingly before
saying, "Is there anything else, sir?"

"Yes," he said.  "What's a TCD?"

"Track clearing device.  It’s that
monstrosity they welded to the front of this beautiful engine."

"Thank you, Mr. Walton."

"One last thing, Mr. Tookes," said
Reggie.

"Yes?" he asked.

"Please don't be late for meal time.
 Breakfast at 6 am, lunch at noon, and dinner at six o'clock
in the evenings.  No food or snacks are allowed in the train
cars.”

True to Marshall's word, the sleeping
compartment was warm and well lit.  There was a twenty-six
inch LCD TV mounted where the window had been and an X-Box on a
shelf underneath the TV.  On the floor under the table was a
cardboard box full of games for the console.  Oddly enough,
before the end of the world, it seemed like every game was based on
zombies.  They must have had every non-zombie game made.
 There were five Lego games.  Max and Victor got pretty
good at Lego Batman on that trip.

"Max, can you stay in here? I need to go help
Uncle Marshall get everything loaded, and I need to know that
you're in here safe while I do it.  Can you do that for
me?"

"Sure, Daddy.  I'm kind of tired; do you
think I could take a nap?"

"That would be great, Buddy."

Victor left Max as he snuggled down into the
covers of the sleeping compartment and tried to make himself as
useful as he could.  After half an hour of heavy lifting and
hauling, he heard Reggie yell, "All aboard!"  Tookes made his
way to the doorway labeled “Tookes, party
of 2” and entered.  He fell asleep next to
Max and didn't wake up for nearly three hours after they got
moving.

He woke up to a red light flashing in the
compartment and alarm bells ringing out in the hallway.  It
took a couple of seconds for that to register before he
said, "Max, gotta wake up.  Red Alert, I need you under
the bed."

Max groaned in his sleep and said, "Is it
morning?"

"It is.  Can you bring some toys under
the bed please? Stay there until someone comes to get you.
 Can I count on you?"

"Yes, Dad.  I don't want to go under
there though.  It’s dark."

"Here, take my flashlight," he said, handing
him the black mini MagLite off his belt.

"Okay.  Come back soon," he said, giving
him a hug and a kiss on the cheek as he twisted the flashlight
on.

Victor ran down the hallway and slid the door
between cars open.  He was three cars from his position on the
roof of the locomotive.  The train was moving quickly; the
gravel rail-bed flew past underneath him.  The trees blurred
by, almost close enough to touch, as the train rattled down the
tracks.

He climbed up the steel ladder on the outside
of the first sleeper car and ran along the catwalk they'd mounted
to the roof. A short leap carried him to the tanker car, and one
more hop put him on top of the locomotive.  He climbed down
that ladder and into the locomotive.

"Why are we at red alert?" Victor asked, out
of breath.

"There's a super zombie keeping pace with us
off to the left.  There's a clearing up ahead. You'll probably
spot him," Shelton said.  "I've sped us up, but he's faster
than we can go."

Victor clicked a mental switch and watched
the color drain out of the world, like staring at a heavily
de-saturated picture.  The only colors that remained were
the auras that surrounded every living person.  Shelton's aura
was deep purple, telling him he was ready to fight.  Leo was
up on the roof, also surrounded by deep purple.  He could see
Max in their car, his baby blue aura the only one Victor had ever
seen that never changed color.  Marshall and John were on the
platform at the rear of the train, where Tookes knew the machine
guns were mounted.  Their auras stood out to him through the
train, as if the train had disappeared or he could see straight
through it.  If he concentrated, he could see every living
person for hundreds of yards in any direction.  He turned
forward and could see Renee and Kris on the front guns.
 Kris's aura was that same purple but had some dark yellow
stripes swirling through it.   Renee's was much purpler than
Kris's, but it did have a few of those same gold swirls.  He
was still working on what everything meant when he was reading
auras, but he was reasonably certain that yellow was some form self
reflection, and the darkness of it represented doubt.

He turned to the left and said, "That's not a
zombie tailing us."  He could see a bright, multi-colored aura
keeping pace with them the second they entered the clearing.
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Retribution

 


Victor pulled his fleece closed against the
cold air in the engine compartment.  The locomotive was loud
even inside the cockpit.  Two gigantic diesel motors were
running at half-speed, generating electricity to power the
train.

"That's the ginger we met last time we were
heading through here," he yelled over the noise.  "He took
over leadership of the group that ambushed us after I killed
Roger."

"Marshall said we might have some trouble in
this area.  Something about you cutting a guy's hand off,"
yelled Shelton.

"Technically, Leo cut his hand off.  He
attacked me. She intercepted him before I shot him."

"So now," yelled Shelton, stepping in close
so he could continue in a more normal voice, “you think he's coming
back for more?"

"I'm not sure.  His group wanted the
train or whatever we had on it.  I tried everything I could do
to talk them down.  I even had Roger pinned to the ground with
my boot on his neck.  Even when I put a gun to his head, he
still wouldn't call his men off."

Shelton paused for a minute, considering his
response to the new information.  "You can't beat yourself up
about it, Tookes.   You gave him every chance
to deescalate the situation.  One of the things I learned
over in the sandbox was that some people won't ever give up,
because their life has no meaning."

Vic looked at Shelton.  He hadn't spent
a lot of time with him, but he was glad for his input and
experience.  "I guess,” he said.

"One time, we had thirty guys pinning a haji
down in a hole.  He wouldn't surrender.  Eventually he
stood up with his rifle shouldered, and we were forced to fire.
 He knew there was no way out; he was just tired of living.
 Sounds like their leader was the same way."

"Like those guys that used to ‘suicide by
cop.’  You know the type. They'd rob a place and make the
police shoot them because they were too sorry to kill themselves,"
Tookes said.

"Yea, same thing."

"So," Tookes asked, "what do you think we
should do about our tail?"

"He'd have to be monumentally stupid to
attempt to come near this train," said Shelton.  "I think we
should just let him follow us.  Maybe he's just making sure we
don't stop anywhere in his territory."

Tookes nodded his agreement and sent to the
crew, “It's that one-handed
ginger from the ambush following
us.  I don't think he's
going to try anything.
 Keep an eye on him
just in case though.  Renee
and Kris, keep an eye
forward for anything on the
tracks, please.”

"I think we can kill the red-alert.  I
need to go back to Max and let him know we're fine."

Victor was about halfway back to his cabin
when the alarm finally stopped its incessant buzzing.

He picked Max up from under the bed and held
him on his lap.  "Hey, buddy, that was just a false
alarm."

"There is a guy out there who is thinking too
many things," said Max.

Victor arched an eyebrow and asked, "Can you
read his thoughts?"

"No, but his colors are all mixed up.
 It’s too much.  My bugs say he's mentally un..." Max
paused for a minute and cocked his head to the side.
 "Unstable," he said.

"I don't think he could hurt us," he said.
 "I think he and his friends use the train tracks for too much
to destroy the tracks.  Mr. Shelton and I think he's just
going to follow us for a while and see what we do."

"I hope so, Daddy."

Victor leaned back, propped against the wall
of the compartment, and held his little boy on his lap.
 Neither of them said anything. They just snuggled there,
enjoying some quiet time.  It was almost a full fifteen
minutes before the alarm went off again, and the brakes slammed Max
against his father.

"Sorry, Max.  I gotta go check it out,"
he said.

Gunshots rang out from the forward of the
train.  Kris and Renee were firing the forward cannons,
chewing through ammunition.   Max crawled under the bed, and
Victor sprinted forward.

The train was stopped when he reached his
ladder.  He climbed up until his head was just poking out over
the train car to get a view of what was going on.   To the
left and a little in front of the train, there was a bulldozer.
 Someone had used the 'dozer to push a mountain of dirt over
the train tracks, and the train was stopped about a hundred feet
before the dirt pile.  Thankfully, Shelton had been on the
spot, paying attention.

Renee and Kris were firing into the woods.
 Shelton had even provided tracer rounds for the forward guns.
 Every fifth bullet was a magnesium tip, which left a bright
streak through the air.  It made it very easy to aim the
machine guns.  Squeeze the trigger and walk the tracer rounds
to the target.  Not very ammunition efficient though.

Victor made a quick count and estimated the
number of auras he could read.  “Looks like
at least a hundred living
targets out there. Let’s see
if we can avoid killing
them.  Hold your fire,
please.”

Kris and Renee stopped firing, and Victor
yelled from between the cars, "We're human.  We're just
passing through here. We don't want any trouble."

From way off in the distance, well back from
the line of fire, someone said, "This is our land.  Anyone
passing through is subject to search.  Let us on the train to
search for dangerous items, and we'll let you pass."

"What is it you consider dangerous items?"
Vic asked.  They had lots of dangerous items on the train,
including John, Marshall, Renee, and Kris.

"You've already shown us you have automatic
weapons.   Any women and children will come with us.  You
can keep your side arms and rifles.  Any explosives will be
seized."

"I don't mean to kill any living people.
There aren't enough around.  We're good people; we're heading
across the country to gather some people.   I'd much rather
work out a friendly trade than have us keep shooting at each other.
 You'll lose a lot of men, and I'll probably lose a couple.
 That's an outcome I'd like to avoid."  That was his
usual response to this type of situation.  Today, standing on
this train, his cockiness was coming on strong.

"What, do you think you're Victor Tookes or
something?" came the shouted response.

Victor couldn't help but grin.  He
wasn’t sure what that meant about his reputation, but he rather
liked that he had one.

He shouted back, "What do you know of
Victor Tookes?"

"Had a run in with him one time.  Folks
around here say he moves like a ghost and will kill a man with his
mind.  Half the folks say he's a zombie. The other half swear
they saw him breathing."

"You think this Tookes guy is someone we
should watch out for then?"

"You'd best steer clear of him if you meet
him.  We tried to have a friendly conversation with him.
 He killed Roger, and he cut my hand off for no reason."

"He sounds like an asshole," Vic said,
grinning to himself.

"Next time I see him, I'm going to kill him,"
the one-handed man shouted back.

Victor shouted, "What's your name?"

"Tyler Doyle.  What's yours?"

"We're from up near Alexandria," Victor said.
“I tell ya what, Tyler.  If you'll let us pass, I'll see if I
can work out some way for you to talk to this Tookes guy.  
Also, I'd be willing to toss you a few pairs of shoes.  We
have some extras. Maybe ten pairs in common sizes would buy us
passage?"

A minute passed while he considered the
offer.  It started to snow, just light flurries, but it was
the first time they'd seen snow this year.  Shelton turned off
the engine to conserve fuel.  The cars were now running off
battery power.

He replied, "I'm still going to need to
search the train."

"I'm afraid that isn't going to happen.
 I've been pretty straight with you.  We're carrying a
lot of ammunition and combat supplies.  We're going to need
that ammunition.  We have some pretty major cities to pass
through.  We're taking the southern route.  That'll take
us through Atlanta and Houston.  Our plan is to do as much
damage to the hordes as we can on the way though those cities.
 Every bullet we're carrying has a target already.  We
just have to deliver them."

"How do I know I can trust you?" he
asked.

The tension in the air was thick.
 Victor was about to either blow the opportunity or make it
happen.

"I'm about to tell you something.  You
can take it two ways.  One reaction would be to start
shooting.  The other reaction would be to consider the whole
conversation we've had here and realize that I'm really not
interested in killing you.  I hope you won't start shooting,"
Victor said.

"What are you going to tell me that would
make me either shoot you or trust you?"

Stepping down to the platform between the
cars, Vic said firmly, "My name is Victor Tookes." He jumped to the
soft grass at the edge of the train tracks and put his hands
palm-out to show he had no weapons.  John swore under his
breath from the platform on the caboose.

"Come on out, Tyler.  The hardest part
about making new friends is having the courage to let bygones be
bygones.  We had a misunderstanding before," he said,
extending his hand out to the empty space in front of him.
 "Now let’s shake on a new future."

He waited for a little over a minute,
counting the seconds in his head before Tyler blurred up and
grabbed his hand.  As he shook Victor's hand firmly, he looked
him in the eye and said, "I'm going to take a risk and trust
you, Victor.  We're all going to have to work together to
survive this.  Don't fuck me."

"Good!  Now let’s get you those shoes,"
Victor said.  "Do you have enough food?"

Tyler asked, "Does anyone have enough
food?"

All told, they gave Tyler and his people
about two hundred pounds of food and twelve pairs of shoes.
 They might have to stop and forage some food along the way
now, but they had plenty, and Victor really was happy not to have
to kill anyone.  It took about an hour to get everything off
the train and for them to get underway again.  They cleared
the tracks with the bulldozer while Tyler was picking out
shoes.

It was nearly dark by the time they were back
up to speed, clacking down the tracks past where they picked up
Renee.

"Dad, you did good with the crazy man.
 He is not so crazy anymore," said Max as they were drifting
off to sleep.

"Thanks, Max. I feel pretty good about the
day."

"There are lots of bad guys in the world,
Daddy.  We're heading for a lot of them."

The next day would prove Max was a master of
understatement.
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Missing

 


Things were quiet all night.  Max and
Victor slept on the bed of the warm rail car, Victor's arm wrapped
protectively over his little boy.  Max's hair smelled faintly
of lavender.  Ever since his very first bath, Victor and Candi
used lavender shampoo on his hair.  Candi always said it was
one of the reasons he was such a good sleeper.  Victor thought
he was just born that way.  The second night home from the
hospital, they put him in his crib and had to wake him to get him
to eat.  Ever since that night, Max had slept well.  Of
course, there was the occasional night where Victor walked the
floor holding him while he cried himself to sleep with an ear
infection.   There were those nights where Candi cried,
worried about a high fever.  On those nights, Victor always
pulled her close and whispered, "It's always worse at two in the
morning.  It'll be better tomorrow."

It was the first time Victor had slept in a
heated room in months.  One of the worst things about the
apocalypse was the lack of central heat.  That luxury was
something Victor would miss until the day he died.  I
suppose that’s one of the
million beautiful things about
the world before that Max
won't remember.  He'll never
know what it's like to
turn a dial and warm your
whole house in a matter
of minutes.  He'll never
drive through McDonald's for
a Big Mac, fries, and a
Coke.  He'll never Google
something or go to a
stupid teenage "coming of age"
movie with his girlfriend, thought
Victor.

It took the better part of an hour to get the
chill out of his bones.  Max and his father laid there
snuggled down in their warm bed under three heavy blankets and
slept soundly until the alarm on Victor's watch woke him for his
turn on the roof.  He eased himself out of the bed and layered
his clothes as quietly as possible.  On the way out, he gave
Max a kiss on the forehead and left their cozy compartment.

Renee warned them before they left that all
the zombies in Charlotte had been gathering up on the north side of
town when she left.  John was up on the roof with night vision
goggles as the train passed through the city at about three o'clock
that morning.  It was a few minutes after five when Victor
went up to relieve him. Victor stopped off in the dining car to
make two cups of coffee.  The coffee on this train was
delicious.  They'd found a case of vacuum-packed,
dark-roasted Colombian coffee beans in the pantry of the
dining car.   Victor added two creams and two sugars to one
and left the other black.  When he reached the top of the
ladder, he handed John the cup of black coffee.

"How'd the night go, John?" he asked.

"Not a bloody zed all night, bud.  Not
any.  There are always stragglers, always.  Keep both of
ya sets of eyes turned on, mate," said John.

"I will.  I'll need the night vision
goggles for my regular vision.  I've never played with trying
to see auras through them though, so I might have to turn them on
and off a lot."

"Ever tried splitting the vision in either
eye, mate?"

"Never tried, I've got a few hours ahead of
me to play around with it though.  Maybe I can.  I'll let
you know in the morning.  For now, I'd suggest you go inside
and warm up.  Try and get some sleep. I think it’s going to be
an ugly day."

"Another shitty day in paradise, nothing new.
 Later, bud," he said, putting his coffee cup in his teeth to
climb down the ladder.

"See you in a few hours, mate.  Thanks
for all you do, John."

Tookes sat there on top of the locomotive in
the frigid wind as the train roared down the tracks.  It was
well below freezing, and several times before daylight, they passed
through areas of falling snow.  Every fifteen minutes, he got
up and walked the steel catwalk a few times to keep blood pumping
in his legs.  It was a lonely, miserable way to pass the
night, but someone had to keep watch.  He thought back on the
memory of lying in bed with Max to keep him warm.

It turned out that night vision goggles
destroyed his ability to see auras.  He also couldn't switch
one eye at a time, although he did give himself a hell of a
headache trying.  It didn't really matter; there wasn't
anything out there, living or dead.  The only life he noticed
was a herd of deer off on the left side of the train.  There
were at least fifty in the herd standing in a field eating the long
grass.

They passed by an entire town that was on
fire.  It looked like it had been on fire for a long time.
 The blaze must have started near the middle of town, because
the town center was completely burned out, then it had spread
outward towards the edges of town, decimating everything in its
path.  The smoke was so thick that Victor had to pull the wool
blanket over his nose and mouth while they passed through the
cloud.  He spent an hour of his watch wondering how it could
have started.

Maybe it was an old zombie woman, dressed in
a housecoat with curlers still in her hair.  She could have
knocked a nine-volt battery off her
cheap Formica counter-top into a pile of steel wool.
  On the other hand, perhaps it was a middle-aged
handyman-zombie in overalls and a dirty trucker cap that read "Fred
of all Trades."  Victor imagined him kicking over a bucket of
oily rags which then spontaneously combusted.

A lightning strike was among the most
probable, but Tookes ultimately decided some dumb survivor fell
asleep next to a lit candle or smoking a cigarette.  He
chuckled at the irony of someone surviving months into the
apocalypse only to kill themselves by smoking in bed.

By daylight, he was getting concerned.
 Just like John, he hadn't seen a single walking corpse all
night—not a single solitary zombie in over a hundred and fifty
miles.  When Marshall came up to relieve him at eight o’clock,
he explained his concern to him.

Having had less time to sit and think, he
didn't immediately share his concern.

"What do you think about the lack of undead
along the way?  Where do you think they've all gone?"
 Victor asked.

"Maybe they know winter is coming.  We
saw some snow yesterday; maybe they know they can't survive the
cold.  How great would it be if they all went to Florida for
the winter?  It could be an annual zombie migration.
 Better yet, if a bunch of them froze in place, it would be
like shooting fish in a barrel."

"I doubt it, although I have no idea what
they'll do when it’s below zero.  I'm sure they have a plan
for that, though.  Last night before we went to sleep, Max
told me that there were many 'bad guys' ahead. That's been playing
in my head over and over all night.  I'm thinking Atlanta is
going to be ugly."

Marshall considered that new information for
a second before saying, "We should go tell the others.  You go
ask Shelton to stop the train.  Max has always been right
before."

"Good idea.  Let’s meet on the ground in
ten minutes," Victor said, climbing down the ladder.

He was getting good at navigating the
platforms, ladders, and catwalks that John and Marshall had welded
all over the train.  When he got to the locomotive, Shelton
was sitting on a stool reading a book.  He had a heavy black
wool pea coat on and a blanket over his shoulders.

"Stop the train please, Corbin," he said.

"Yes, Sir," he said, jumping up off his
stool.  He disengaged the electric motors and pushed the brake
forward a couple of clicks.

Victor asked, "Any idea where we are?"

"Somewhere near Gainesville, Georgia.  I
think we're about ten minutes north of the town."

"There's a military school there. Riverdale?
River-something.  My father threatened to send me to it when I
was a kid," Victor said.  "We toured the facility once; do you
think it’s worth checking out?  I bet there's an armory there.
 Maybe it’s still intact."

"Riverside," Shelton replied.  "I
graduated top of the class of '83."

"Oh wow.  Do you think there's anything
there worth checking out?  I have a very bad feeling about
Atlanta.  Neither John nor I saw a single walker last night.
 Charlotte was deserted.  Every small town since then has
been deserted.  Marshall and I think they all headed
south."

"Why would they do that all the sudden?"

"Well," Vic said.  "We've seen examples
of super zombies gathering up large groups.  I think it was a
super that gathered up that huge horde that attacked our house, and
I think it was a super that gathered all those zombies we ran into
in Mount Pony and posed them in that scene.  I think another
super has gathered up all the zombies within range in Atlanta."

He paused for a minute to consider what he
was about to say.

"I think they know we're coming, Corbin.
 And I think they're ready for us."

"You think some super knows we're coming," he
said.

"I know we were super quiet about this
mission, but I think maybe Laura knows where Sean was heading.
 I wouldn't put it past her to connect Sean and John.
Apparently, they look identical.  If she had someone watching
us, she'd know which tracks we were on.  Renee said all the
zombies in Charlotte were moving to one part of the city; she said
the horde was massive.  We didn't see a single zombie when we
passed through town."

"That's a lot of circumstantial evidence,"
Shelton said.

"I know, but that and gut instinct are what I
have to go on.  I'm telling you, we need to be ready for
something major."

"All right.  I think we need to train
some other people on the cannons to leave the six of you free for
other things."

"I think that's a good idea, but I think John
will want to be on the top gun.  It is a good idea to have
some backup for him, though.  We have a meeting beside the
train in a couple of minutes.  Let’s head out."

Shelton and Victor hopped down out of the
locomotive and joined the rest of the group on the ground.
 Everyone had a coat on except Marshall, who was wearing his
typical cut-off cargo pants, boots, and a t-shirt.  Over the
t-shirt, he wore the leather harness that held his short-handled
hammers and his shotgun to his back.  Around his waist was a
huge belt full of shells for the shotgun.  On his leg, he
carried a pistol in a plastic thigh holster.  Victor had never
seen it before, but he would have bet his life it was a Desert
Eagle.

Tookes started talking the minute his feet
hit the ground.  "Last night, right before we went to bed, Max
said to me, 'There are lots of bad guys in the world, Daddy.
 We’re heading for a lot of them.' I'm worried now that
they're all in Atlanta."

Leo asked, "What makes you think that?"

Tookes explained the situation in even more
detail than he did to Shelton, and he explained Shelton's thoughts
about training some other people to run the train's gun
turrets.

"John, I want you up in the top turret.
 That gun fires about five hundred rounds per minute, and it's
belt fed.    We have ten belts of ammunition for it, each
belt holding a thousand rounds.   If you burn through ten
thousand bullets, you're going to need to replace the barrel
anyways."

"Yeah, mate, ya gotta keep that thing under
forty rounds per minute if you don't wanna melt the barrel," said
John.

"If we get into deep shit, don't worry about
the barrel.  Just mow the lawn.  We have a couple of
spare barrels in storage," said Shelton.

Victor added, "I'm hoping that we'll pick up
some more new toys in Atlanta anyway.  The train tracks go
right by Fort McPherson.   It was due to be closed in
September of this year.  I'm hopeful that there weren't that
many soldiers there when all this went down.  I'm also hopeful
that we'll find a full armory there."

"I don't see how we can pass that up," said
Marshall.

"But I think we're going to have to fight our
way through the north side of Atlanta, maybe around Roswell.
 Any desire to stop by Dad's old house?" Victor asked
Marshall.

"No, but if we're going through Roswell, I
might get off the train here and catch back up to you on the south
side of Atlanta for the run into the army base," said Marshall.

"Let’s talk about that privately," Vic said.
 He was sure he knew where Marshall wanted to go.

Kris was next to speak. "Do you people do
crazy shit all the time?  Do you ever just do anything the
easy way?"

"I believe that getting access to military
weapons and ammunition is doing it the easy way.  I'd much
rather go through Houston with a couple of tanks strapped to the
back of this train or maybe a dozen more of those Browning M2's,"
Victor said, pointing up at the cannon mounted on the roof of the
locomotive.

"I guess.  I lived this long because I
ran like hell and only fought if I had to," Kris said.

"That's how I survived too, Kris," said
Renee.  "But now it's different.  You're not alone.
 Marshall, John, and Leo are warriors.  Vic's a good
general.  We need to take the fight to them.  There's
somewhere near three hundred million zombies in this country.
 If we can kill half a percent, I'd say we're doing
something."

"Yea, you're going to get Laura's attention.
 Do you remember that we couldn't kill her last time?" Kris
asked.

"Kris, if all the zombies from Charlotte have
moved down here, I think we already have her attention," Marshall
said.

"Then we're going to need you on the train!"
she answered.

"Not as much as we're going to need what I'm
going after," Marshall said.

"All right.  John, can you pick some of
the crew to man the guns and give them a crash course?"

"You got it," he said.

"Leo, can you get Marshall to a car or truck
and stick with him until he gets it started?  Then I need you
back here to scout ahead of the train.  It’s going to be a
long day today."

"Happy to help however I can," she
replied.

"Kris, have you had any luck controlling your
endless knowledge?  I would like to know anything you can come
up with about Atlanta.  I think we're also going to see
National Guard here.  There's a CDC facility downtown that
would have been one of the most well-defended places in the
country."

"I got nothing.  It doesn't really work
like that," Kris said.

"When we get back on the train, I'd like to
work with you a little bit.  Are you okay with that?" Vic
asked.

"Not really, but whatever."

"Okay.  Let’s get to work then.
 Shelton, get us moving and keep it under about twenty miles
per hour.  We need to give Marshall about eight hours.

"Marshall, walk with me while Leo gets geared
up?"

While the rest of the crew headed to their
jobs, Marshall and Vic walked along the tracks out in front of the
train.

"Do you really think he's alive?"

"I do, Vic.  You know if anyone survived
this, Dad did," said Marshall.

"Atlanta would have been over-run so quickly.
 How could he have gotten away?"

"I talked to Dad the morning of the outbreak.
He was going hiking.  I bet you I'll find him up at the old
mountain house in Suches," said Marshall.

"If he was up in the woods, he could have
made it.  He sold that house many years ago, though.  I
just don't know.  You're going to go by the house first, then
up to the old mountain property, and then meet us at McPherson?
 Do you think eight hours is enough?"

"Yea," he said.  "I think it is."

"You know, there's also the chance that he
headed for the Keys as soon as this all started.  You know he
always wanted to move down there permanently.  Cell phones
went down pretty quick,” Victor said.

"I'm hoping I'll find a note or something at
the house."

The locomotive engines started.  The
diesels were already warmed up, so it was only a second before
Shelton twisted the throttle up and started the gigantic twin
motors generating electricity.

"I think it’s worth checking out.  I'd
like to have Dad with us."  A shadow formed just beside
Marshall.  "Leo's coming," Victor said.

A second later, Leo appeared beside them.
 "You ready, Marshall?" she asked.

"Oh, hey, Marshall.  Where'd you get the
Desert Eagle on your thigh?" his brother asked just before Leo
transported them.

"Shelton had it.  He said it was
impractical, but since my finger fit through the trigger guard, he
gave it to me.  I have another one in my bunk.  I guess
they always come in pairs.  I thought two was too flashy. I'd
rather just carry the second magazine," he said, patting the cargo
pocket of his shorts.

"You are amazing, Marshall.  Be safe.
 See you in a little while, Leo."

The two of them disappeared just after the
train started rolling.  The train was moving about five miles
an hour when Victor grabbed the hand bar and swung himself up into
the locomotive.  He stood on the bottom step of the locomotive
watching Leo and Marshall's aura blink farther and farther
away.

About an hour later, Leo was waiting at the
tracks, looking as beautiful as ever.

"We found him a brand new dump truck with a
snow plow and filled the tanks with diesel.  He's happy as a
kid in a candy store."

"Did you see any zombies?" Victor asked.

"Not a single one.  The whole place is
like a ghost town."


 Chapter 23

Atlanta

 


Victor watched Marshall's aura moving
steadily southeast.  The train tracks carried the rest of them
through residential neighborhoods.  Renee and Kris were on top
of the locomotive, John and Victor were on the roof of the caboose.
 John positively bristled with guns.  He had six in his
vest and two in thigh holsters, all Glock 17's.  Magazines
lined his back like body armor, covered by a backpack full of
shells that looked like it weighed fifty pounds.  Beside him
was a black duffle bag containing assorted other handguns, two
H&K assault rifles, and at least thirty magazines for each of
the assault rifles.

Victor knew he could count on John to kill at
least one zombie with every bullet he fired.  Tookes had
Sammie; she was outfitted with a new bipod.  He had three
hundred rounds of ammunition and a twelve-gauge shotgun in his
duffle bag.  His Sig was on his right thigh, and his hatchet
hung through a loop on the other side.  It was just a waiting
game.  John had trained the train crew in the use of the
mounted cannons, leaving the five of them free to dismount the
train if they had to.  If they came across a huge number, John
was going to run up to the top cannon on the locomotive and take
over there.  He believed he could aim every shot out of the
.50mm cannon on full auto.  Those rounds would go through
several zombies each before running out of energy.

Leo was running three miles ahead of the
train.  As soon as she spotted anything, she was to teleport
back and let the rest know.  She was the key to this whole
plan.  If something happened to Leo or she wasn't able to give
them any warning, things would get ugly.

Everything inside was locked down, and they
were ready for battle.  Even Reggie Walton was carrying a
rifle, his old M1 Garand.  Victor tried to give him a newer
gun, but he told him that rifle carried him through Korea and Viet
Nam, and it would carry him through this. Reggie was Max's last
line of defense.  He swore to guard Young Master Tookes with
his life, and Victor believed he would.  If anything made it
this far onto the train, Victor didn't think Mister Walton would be
able to do much to stop it.

Max was in their cabin playing with his
LeapPad, the last Christmas gift his parents had gotten him.
 He was in the safest car on the train with instructions to
climb into the steel-reinforced hole under the bed and pull the
door closed behind him.  He had three flashlights and a dozen
books hidden under there, as well as four juice boxes and a box of
Cheerios that was only slightly stale.

Victor focused all his energy on looking
forward.  Zombies’ lack of aura left a hole, almost like a
negative aura.  If there was a large group ahead, he thought
he could spot it pretty far up.  It would be a big hole in his
vision.

The train passed house after house.  As
they rode by the gigantic shopping mall in Roswell, Victor wondered
how many people were inside there when the outbreak hit.  He
made a note to stop by there on the way back.  So much
treasure in one place.

They rattled down through Alpharetta.
 Victor saw his old high school about a mile off to the left.
 It was a weird sort of nostalgic homecoming. He'd never
traveled the rails through here, but he recognized a lot of his old
haunts.  Tanners, his favorite buffalo wing spot in the whole
world, and the park in Alpharetta where he stole his first kiss
from Robin Jackson.

He was thinking back on that kiss when Leo
appeared in front of him.  Her arm was bleeding, and she
clamped her hand down on the wound as she said, “They're up ahead
about four miles.  They're at a park where they had the
Olympics.  I didn't see much except that it was totally
filled, standing room only with zombies.  I've never seen that
many bodies in one place."

"Please have Corbin stop the train," Victor
said.  "What happened to your arm?"

"I ran into a group of about thirty just
before I rounded a corner to see the main group.  Victor, we
can't kill this many.  We have to turn around," said Leo.

"We can, and we will.  If Laura pulled
all the zombies from Charlotte to here, I've been expecting close
to a million.  We're ready.  If we're going to kill all
the zombies in the world, this will be a good start.  Get
everyone out in the dirt.  I've been planning this for the
last two days."

Leo blinked away, and John and Victor climbed
down the ladder to the platform and hopped down to the ground.

When he landed, he knelt down and put my
hands in the grass, digging his fingers down into the dirt.
 This is our planet, he
contemplated.  He centered himself, focusing on the cool dirt,
his dirt.  Our dirt.  This
world belongs to the living.

"Tookes, Leo's right, mate.  You can't
expect to go against half a million zombies and keep ya head, bud.
 The point of this trip is to get my family.  If we die
on the way, they die on the ground. That can't happen, mate.
 You're fucking crazy.”

The rest of the crew came walking up as
Victor said, "John, you've stuck with me for a long time, through a
lot of crazy shit.  Most of the time, we've been winging it.
 This time, I'm ready.  I have a plan," he said.

"Oh, so there is a plan? Well, thank Christ
for that!" The sarcasm was heavy in Kris's voice. "Everything you
do is making up shit as you go. Do you have any fucking clue what
you're doing? Come on, man. Get the fuck outta here. This isn't
bravery or heroics. It's your fucking ego."

"It’s not my fucking ego," he said, lowering
his voice.  "It’s our fucking job.  Who the fuck do you
think is going to rid this planet of these things?  Look
around you, Kris.  Do you think we have these abilities for
fun? Do you think we're supposed to just sit back and try to make
life easy for ourselves?  We aren't here to do what is easy.
 We're here to do what is hard, because it’s the right thing
to do.  You can stay and be part of the solution, or you can
go die in a hole, cold and alone.  I'm asking you to be a part
of something.  I'm asking you to be part of the solution."

"So it's your job to do it?
It has to be your job? I didn't choose the cards I
was given, and believe me, it sure as shit isn't fun. Who are you
to say what's right and what's wrong? Jesus Christ, I can't believe
you. Any of you... And if I could go and die in a hole,
you'd better fucking believe I would."

"Yes, it's my job.  It’s my job because
I have a son, and I can't leave this world to him the way it is.
 If one of you wants to step up and be the leader, feel free.
 If one of you thinks you can do a better job, feel free.
 If one of you wants to be responsible for the lives and
well-beings of everyone we know, feel fucking free.  I'm tired
of fighting a defensive battle.  I'm ready to start taking the
fight to them.  We're ready to start fighting back.  We
need to make a statement. And if you'll shut the fuck up and
listen, I have a plan to do so."

She stared at him blankly. "Fuck you, Vic.
 I was really hoping I would be better off with you than by
myself.  Looks like I was wrong.  Again... Best of luck
in your holy crusade.  I'm out."

Victor looked at John and said, "Can you make
sure Kris has a couple of good guns, plenty of ammunition, and all
the food she can carry?"  Then to Kris he said, “Best of luck
to you in your travels.  I hope you find peace and happiness.
There's precious little of that in this world."

"Ever the good guy. You'd make God Himself
jealous of your holiness." She shook her head, hands on her hips.
As she and John walked away, he could see there were tears brimming
in her eyes.  He heard her say, "I can't believe that you
would..." The rest of what she said was abruptly cut off.
 She'd erected some sort of shield around her and John that
blocked the sound.

When John returned, he looked pissed.
 "You fucked that up, mate.  She's gone for good."

"We're going to survive this, but I have to
count on everyone to do their part.  I know you, Leo, and Ren.
 I don't know her, and I only half trust her.  I would
like to have her help, but she has no real fighting ability, and
she's as crazy as a loon."  Victor was glad Marshall wasn't
here to hear him say that.  He knew she could fight; her
abilities were just locked away for some reason.

"She's only half as crazy as you," replied
Leo.

----

Annoyed didn't even graze the surface of how
Kris felt.  Who did he think he was?  Kris met a lot of
men that thought they had to save the world, but Tookes was a prime
example of a man with a serious hero complex.  How could so
much arrogance reside in one man?  It was baffling.

Kris reflected on the altercation with Tookes
and that no one else reacted to what she was saying.  No one
even batted an eye, and everyone followed that man around as if he
was a saint.  Kris was not wrong; she was sure of that.
 This "quest" was suicide, and she could not understand why
Tookes would lead them directly into harm’s way.  Going to get
John's family made sense; saving them wasn't the issue.
 However, did they have to go directly through what was
obviously a trap?  They were outnumbered.  Kris could
hear all the zombies rattling around in her mind.  They
swirled through her subconscious, and she couldn't block it
out anymore.  The overcast, low-hanging clouds magnified the
sound in the air.  They were fucked.

It didn't matter how many "super humans" they
had.  They would always be outnumbered.  She wanted no
part of Tookes' plan.

“He feared you
might follow old Obi-Wan
on some damn fool
idealistic crusade like your
father did,” The Voice said.

She shifted the straps of her backpack
awkwardly as she walked.  John had given her enough food for
her to last three weeks if she ate sparingly.  It was very
generous of him.  She liked John; it was a damn shame they
were all following a fool.

That fucking prick, she
incredulously thought. Like he can see
the future... Kris shook her head again, pulling
her black coat tightly around her.

There was a light layer of snow on the
ground, and it looked like it could snow again.  The air was
crisp and clear.  Her breath came from her lips in small puffs
that swirled around her.  With a shiver, Kris made her way to
the closest high-rise building.  She needed somewhere safe,
secure, and preferably warm.  She also needed to get away from
the open street.  The silent, "empty" city was nothing short
of eerie.  It was Atlanta, Georgia, and it was a ghost
town.

----

"Leo, you're going to be doing a lot of the
heavy lifting, but first I need you to find Laura's snipers for me.
 They'll most likely be on the rooftops.  John, your job
is to kill anything with a gun first.  Then start shooting at
supers.  I need you to distract them while I kill them.
 I learned a new trick when we pulled into Charlottesville
last trip; I plan to put it to good use.”

"Great, so that takes care of the supers.
What are we going to do about half a million stupid ones?" Renee
asked.

"We're going to kill them.  Without
supers to control them, they're easy," Victor said.

"How?  Even if it took one second to
kill each zombie, that's like six days of killing," asked Leo.

"We're going to kill all of them at once,"
Victor said.

"What's my job then?" Renee asked.

"I need you to sneak to the center of the
park.  From there, you'll be able to see all around and act as
my eyes on the ground.  Stay hidden. I'll find you when I need
you.”

"There's no way this is going to work, Vic,"
said John.  "I've followed you through some pretty insane
plans, but this is too much."

"I'm not twisting anyone's arm here, but I'm
going in there, and I'm killing every zombie I can.  If you
don't want to follow me, I'm not going to force you."

“Fuckin' prick.  If you get me killed,
I'm gonna come haunt you for the rest of ya short life."

"You can keep Candi company then, mate,"
Victor said.  "Leo, if things go south, please get Max and
John out of here.  You three go get his family if I don't make
it out of here.  I wouldn't be going if I didn't think we'd
make it through."

They all got back on the train, and Shelton
started it rolling.  He pushed the engines to maximum speed as
Victor sat strapped into the seat of the cannon mounted securely to
the roof of the locomotive.  He reached forward and lowered
the TCD as they screamed along the tracks at over ninety miles per
hour.  The huge yellow V-shaped plow device was designed to
push debris from the tracks and probably wouldn't hold up for long
against this many zombies.

Victor expanded his aura into a wedge shape
directly in front of the TCD.  The train tracks ran down the
left side of Centennial Park proceeded by a nearly
two-mile straightaway.  Shelton used that to his best
advantage.

“Brace for impact!”
Victor shouted to everyone on the train.


 Chapter 24

Battle at Centennial Park

 



Part 1

 


"Brace for
impact!" 

Kris was jogging up the inner staircase of a
high-rise apartment building, breathing hard.  She was on the
18th floor when Tookes' voice exploded into her brain like a
bullet.  It entered the wall of silence with a vengeance,
and flickers of foreign sound and thought filtered through her mind
like one long stream of consciousness.  The dome
shattered.

She shook her head and tried to bring the
shield back up again.  It was unbelievable that even though
she was a quarter mile away, she could still hear
him. Just my luck, she thought.

Tookes' voice was too powerful for Kris to
handle, and she was having a hard time concentrating long enough to
bring the dome back up.  She continued to run, focused only on
her heartbeat—the one constant in her life and the one thing that
never changed.  Finally, the dome reformed around her, and her
mind was full of blissful silence.

Yet her ears were still buzzing. What
the fuck?

Kris hopped up the last three steps until she
was standing just outside the twentieth floor.  She placed her
hands on the emergency door and slapped her palms against it.
 The sound reverberated through the door and down the hall.
 Listening intently, she heard how the sound bounced and
shifted around the corridor and it gave her a clear "picture" of
the space.  She slapped her palms against the door again and
focused her energy to "see" through the door and down the hall.
 It was getting easier to project her dome of sound.
 I want to see
everything.  Kris watched her brightly colored
sphere spill through the door, down the hall, and into every room.
 Her mind's eye showed her the entire hall and every room in
it.  Each apartment had empty rooms, empty beds, and empty
dreams.  Kris decided that being in this city that was once so
full of life was more unsettling than any other place she had ever
been.

Pushing the door open, she peered down the
hall.  Her ears had never betrayed her before, but this new
"buzzing" sound in her ears was a distraction and hard to ignore.
 She figured that it was better to be safe than to be sorry.
 The hall, just as she thought, was deserted.  Most of
the doors to the apartments were hanging open.  Kris tried to
ignore the dead bodies that littered the floor as she jogged down
the hall and picked a door on her left.  “Apartment
2017.  Room 217.  The
Shining. 'The whole place was
empty.  But it wasn't
really empty. Because here in
the Overlook things just went
on and on. Here in the
Overlook all times were
one.' Page 339,” the Voice
said.

“Do you always
need to find things so
damn applicable?  Jesus
Christ...”

The door was already hanging open as she
walked inside and kicked the door closed.  By an old habit,
she turned the deadbolt, and she laughed at herself.  Who was
going to break in now?  The idea was absurd.  Her laugh
continued as she dropped her backpack to the floor, unzipped the
bag.  She grabbed a McIntosh apple and took a bite out of
it. “Sweet, tangy, delicious.
 The most popular apple in
eastern Canada and New England.
 Useless fact of the day
number 4,095.”

  The room she was in had a window that
faced the park; she must have subconsciously picked it.  She
didn't like to mention it, but Kris had a wicked case of
morbid curiosity when it came to watching people.  The
train was coming in fast just outside Centennial Park, and she
tried, unsuccessfully, to make herself ignore it.

 


----

 


Victor felt the first walking corpse smash
into the blue V-shaped shield he had erected in front of the train
and watched it fly into the air well above the height of the train.
 As the crowd thickened, more and more zombies smashed into
the shield.  Individually, each impact felt like a pinprick in
his brain. By the time they were a quarter of the way into the
two-mile long park, there was a steady stream of corpses flying off
the train.  The huge number of impacts on his shield felt like
a thousand daggers in his skull.  He knew the TCD wouldn't
last very long without the shield; he struggled to hold it as long
as he could.

They made it just past halfway through the
park full of rotting corpses before he felt the shield drop, like a
rubber band snapping the back of his eyeballs.  He cradled his
head in his hands and pressed his palms on his temples, trying to
press the pain in his head away. He nearly lost consciousness from
the pain.  The train smashed a huge number of zombies, sending
them rolling outward like the waves behind a speedboat, toppling
thousands more zombies on either side of the train.  Flying
body parts destroyed many of them as the plow on the front of the
speeding train obliterated the walkers in its path.  They left
a swath of dead and dismembered bodies fifty feet on either side of
the train.

The Track Clearing Device held up much longer
than he expected without the enhancement.   At three quarters
of the way through the park, the massive number of impacts and
increased drag started to slow the train.  The more they
slowed, the less damage they were doing.  Victor had recovered
his senses enough to realize that they weren't going to make
it.

“Stop the train
and get to your cannon,
Shelton,” Victor said.  He felt him apply the brakes,
although they weren't really needed; the zombies were doing the
bulk of the braking. The train rolled to a stop about half a mile
from the far end of the park.  “Open Fire!”
Victor yelled to every human within two miles.

 


----

 


His voice was in her head again, and that
made her extremely uncomfortable.  What made it worse was that
she came to the realization that his voice wasn't external.
 It was inside her mind, and she wasn't able to block it out
like she could with everything else.  She shifted awkwardly,
debating what to do.

With a sigh, she walked over to the apartment
window, apple in hand, and pulled the curtains to one side.
 Kris looked down at the horde below.  Off to the side,
the train looked like a wedge among the dead.  It had come to
a total stop with a sizable amount of corpses strewn to
either side.  She could see Tookes, Leo, John, and Renee from
her position.   Everyone was doing something except for
Tookes.  Why was he just standing there?

 


----

 


Vic saw Leo's aura disappear from the train.
 She reappeared on the roof of a building behind them, and a
tracer round from John's 50mm cannon flew upwards towards Leo's
position.  Leo disappeared and
reappeared, immediately followed by a couple of bullets
from John.  She was finding all the supers; Victor saw the
path of the tracer rounds flying upwards toward the rooftops as
John executed some waiting zombies Leo had found.

Repeatedly, she hopped from building to
building.  While she was searching, John and Shelton were
keeping the crowd away from the train.

Victor closed his eyes and concentrated,
looking for streams of data.  Supers controlled the lower
zombies by briefly connecting to each like a mental leash.  He
slipped into an altered state of consciousness where every
sensation was heightened.  He felt the cold wind of winter
licking his skin, and goose bumps rose on his arms.  The sun
was noticeably warmer on his back.  He could smell
the trampled grass under the feet of the horde, and he
could separate out the smell of rotten flesh from the
gun-smoke wafting towards him from the cannons.  He could hear
the thoughts of all the humans around him.  If he
concentrated, he could hear John's thoughts.  Every ounce of
his concentration was on acquiring targets and aiming the huge gun.
 His thought stream made no sense to Tookes, just streams of
numbers.  Every once in a while, the pattern would change, and
a thought would be in English.  “Four hundred
eighty rounds left.  Six
hundred eight-four immediate
threats. Two hundred four
threats left at empty.  Two
seconds to reload increases
immediate threats to three
hundred seven.” Alternatively, he would hear,
“Barrel needs time to cool
in one hundred five rounds.”

When Vic opened his eyes, he could see tens
of thousands of lines of information flowing from the horde of
zombies to various points in Atlanta.  They looked like white
ropes of light, flowing along the streets or up to the rooftops.
 He picked the closest one and followed it.  When he had
traced these connections back to the source before, he thinned his
aura down to a super fine point and drove it into the part of the
brain that was sending out the orders.  This time, he blunted
the end and hurled himself up the channel towards the source.
 He felt the impact as he drove the dull spear of his aura
into the super's brain.  Then the stream blinked out, and he
was back on top of the train.

He watched the streams flow down into the
horde.  At this end, they jumped from zombie to zombie,
like lightning bolts hopping from one conductor to
another.  The white hot ropes twisted and bounced, the ends
enveloping the head of each corpse as it delivered its orders
before releasing and moving on to the next.  It reminded him
of a grotesque puppet show.

A stream connected to one particularly
disgusting zombie directly in front of him.  Without thinking,
he wrapped his aura around the end of the connection.
 “Advance towards the living.”

He followed the rope to the next.
“Advance towards the living.”
 There was no response from the corpse.

On the third hop, he slid his aura underneath
the rope, forming it around the zombie's head as the super had
done.  The rope connected to Victor's aura.  He felt a
powerful compulsion: “Advance towards the
living.”  He redirected that order and replaced it
with, “Stop.”  The corpse stopped where it stood.

Victor had a second to wonder if this was how
Max controlled all those zombies outside of that strip club before
he latched on to the rope again, following it back to the zombie
sending the orders.  Instead of smashing into its brain, he
spread the end to envelope its head.  He drove into its brain
and issued one order. “Save Max.”

The second he gave that order, he felt
something slam into him.  His head felt like it was in a vice.
“Really?  You think you can
take over my lieutenants?” Laura's
voice thundered in his brain.  It felt like worms crawling
through his skull as she searched for something.

“Hello, Laura.  I
don't think I can. I did
take over one of your
lieutenants.  I got bored
with how easy it was to
kill them.  Why don't you
come down here and talk
to me face to face? That
went pretty well for you
last time,” he said, trying to bait her into coming
down to the field.

 


----

 


“Really?  You think
you can take over my
lieutenants?”  Kris has never heard that voice before.
 It resonated deeply inside her skull.  This voice—this
female voice—felt nothing like Tookes' voice.  Her voice was
cold, calculating, and cryptic.  Kris might have been
annoyed at Tookes, but his voice didn't chill her body like this
one did.

“Hello, Laura.  I
don't think I can. I did
take over one of your
lieutenants.  I got bored
with how easy it was to
kill them.  Why don't you
come down here and talk
to me face to face? That
went pretty well for you
last time.” It was Tookes responding.  His
voice was a warm and familiar light that passed through
her subconscious.  Kris saw the bright blue trail of his
voice stretching from the train to a window four floors up from
where she was standing.

Fuck me; she's in
the same building?

 


----

 


Victor concentrated his shield in the tiniest
pinprick inside his skull and expanded it out with all of his
might.  There was some pressure from the outside, but he
easily pushed her out of his head and raced up the rope from his
own brain back towards her.  She severed the connection, and
Victor was abruptly back on top of the train.

He was vaguely aware of the chain-guns
roaring through bullets.  He was so focused on his own tasks
he had shut out almost all other noise.  While he contemplated
his next action, he noticed the tracers creating paths like lasers
through the crowds.  They had ten thousand rounds for each of
the five cannons.  Victor was suddenly worried at how long it
was going to hold out.  It felt like they had all the ammo in
the world yesterday morning.

"Time to nut up or shut up," he said to
himself, quoting his favorite movie character.  He drew his
hatchet right as the cannons stopped firing.  He leaped off
the roof of the train.  As he flew, his aura solidified into
armor around him.  He landed so hard the ground shook,
smashing a zombie that had the misfortune of standing in his
landing zone.  He landed with his left knee in the gooey
remains of some corporate raider's skull, his left hand down to
absorb the last of the momentum. The zombie had been wearing a gray
silk suit, which probably cost more than Victor made in a year.
 When he hit the ground, a small blue wave rolled off him,
turning every zombie within a hundred feet of him to dust.

“Dad, not so
hard.  You don't have to
use so much,” Max's voice echoed inside his
head.

“Thanks, Buddy.
 I'm not sure what I'm
doing.  I didn't do that
on purpose,” Victor sent back.  “Can
you tell me how to do
it?”

“You just think
about them going away,” he said.

"Oh.  So simple," Vic said aloud. He was
vaguely aware that the guns had stopped firing.

He stood up as John, Leo, and Renee jumped
down from the train.  Remnants of Corporate Guy's brain ran
down his leg, the shield keeping it from touching the fabric of his
pants.   He handed Renee a pouch out of his backpack, and she
took off at a run across the open area.  She disappeared from
sight about ten feet before the first zombie, headed towards the
middle of the field on a special mission.

"Fuck, Tookes, why didn't you tell me you
could do that blue shit?" asked John.

"Didn't know I could.  Certainly don't
know if I can do it again," he said as a bullet impacted his armor
hard enough to knock him back a step.

"Sniper!" he yelled as he heard the report of
the rifle, but John had already fired three rounds.  Two
seconds later, a headless corpse for each of John's bullets toppled
off the roof of a building at the far corner of the park, over a
mile away.  They flopped head over heels as they fell,
crushing a few unlucky zombies standing at the base of the
building.

"Sorry, mate, we must have missed a few,"
said John.  Leo looked ashamed.

"That armor's a trick. Glad they shot at you
and not me," he added.

"Let’s make sure that doesn't happen again,
please," he said.

The huge horde had closed in on them as they
spoke.  John dropped the duffle bag in his hand and shrugged
his backpack off his shoulders.  The open bags were stuffed
with magazines, guns, and loose ammunition.

"Now comes the hard part," Vic said.

John drew a pair of Glocks, and Leo pulled
her kukris from their sheaths.

"The three of us against the world, just like
old times," he said with a grin.

Leo disappeared in a cloud as John started
shooting zombies.  He fired both guns, reloaded, and emptied
them again.  Corpses piled up fifty feet in front of them.

"That's great, John. See how high you can
stack them!  Can you create a corpse-berm around the train?
The goal is to keep them off the train as long as possible."

John waited until a zombie tripped over the
corpse of one they'd already shot before shooting it in the head.
 The second zombie landed across the corpse of the first with
a wet thud.  He continued firing, laying out a semi-circle of
corpses around the train.

With John covering him, Victor latched on to
another data rope.  He was defenseless while he was
concentrating this hard; even John's gunshots from right beside him
faded away.  He'd learned his lesson from before; he still had
a ringing migraine from defending against Laura's attack.
 This time, he drove up the data stream and severed the brain
stem of the super.

"One down, several hundred to go," he said
aloud.  His voice came to his from outside his own head,
detached and ghostly.

“Tookes has fuckin'
lost it. There's no way
we're going to survive
this,” Victor heard John think as he said,
"What?"

One by one, Vic killed the supers that could
only send one data stream at a time.  He had always envisioned
this as driving a very long spear into the brain of the lieutenant
that was giving the orders.   As a result of killing off
their handlers, the stupid zombies nearest to them became
disorganized.  Instead of climbing directly up John's pile of
corpses, they started trying to go around the pile, helping John
seal off the ends of the corpse-berm beside the train.

"One thousand rounds left, mate," John
said.

"Can you slow down some?  I need more
time," Tookes said.

“Leo, how’s the
back of the train
doing?” he asked her, and she appeared beside him.

"I've got them a dozen high. They're mostly
starting to circle the pile now," she said.

"Good, let’s slow down then.  I need
more time.  Just stick to capping those that hit the top of
the pile," he said.

Most of the lower tier supers were dead.
 There were only a few single data streams left way at the
back of the horde, all the way across the park.  He spotted
two white lines leading to the same location and followed one of
them back to the source.  This time, when he drove his spear
into its brain, it was as if he hit a thin wooden shield.  He
mentally pressed harder, driving his spear through the shield.
 The ropes evaporated, and he selected the next super.

This time, he thinned the top of his aura
even more.  The ultra-fine point pushed easily through the
super's meager defenses, and he was back at his body.  It was
extra work; for the first time, he realized that he wasn't going to
be able to do this all day.  Leo, John, and Victor had killed
about a third of the shamblers, but there were still hundreds of
supers left.

"John, how's your ammo?" Victor asked.

"I have about ten minutes left at this pace,"
he replied.

“Renee, are you
ready?  Count to ten and
fire one shot if you're
in position.”

"John, stop firing for fifteen seconds
please," Victor said to him.

He counted to ten and heard a single gunshot
from all the way across the park.

“Corbin, the train
is yours.  Get Max to
safety as soon as you
can.”

"Leo, can you take us to where that shot came
from?"

 


----

 


"What are we waiting for, Laura?"  Kris
was paying close attention to the voices four floors above her.
 She could hear that there were three of them up there.
 This male voice was scratchy and sounded like it had been
stretched too thin.

"It's not time yet, Jake.  They're not
close enough."  It was Laura speaking now.  Her voice was
cold and cryptic just like before.

"Bullshit.  I'm tired of waiting.
 Let's just do it now." The third voice had a sexy southern
Georgia accent.  If he looked anything like how he sounded, it
was a shame that he was dead.

"Ben, shut up.  I'm counting on Tookes'
desire to kill all of these soldiers to lead him and his friends
towards the middle of the field.  Once they get there, fifteen
five-gallon cans of plastic explosives will vaporize them.  We
have to get them away from the train; we need Max alive."
 Kris heard the three of them walking above her.  They
moved from the dining room into the living room.  One of them
pulled back the curtains to watch the battle below.

Fifteen five-gallon
cans of explosives?  Jesus
Christ!  Kris's thoughts were frantic.  Laura was
going to blow the field.  From this vantage point, she could
see Tookes, John, and Leo. She could pick out Renee's
heartbeat but wasn't able to specifically tell where she was in the
horde.  Kris needed to warn them, but it would be too late.
 By the time Kris got to the ground floor, they would all
already be dead.

Tookes, she thought, I
knew it was a trap.
 She's going to blow the
park!

Kris's thoughts tumbled out of her brain and
expanded out of herself, much like when she projected the dome.
 Her words stretched down the side of the building and hit
Tookes in the back of his head.  She could feel his
subconscious inside her own.  Their thoughts intertwined into
one solid color, and Kris could see every memory Tookes had.
 Every thought about rebuilding a world that was safe for the
next generation.  Every dream of peace and tranquility, every
hope of watching Max grow up and find a wife and have children of
his own.  All of the responsibility he felt, the weight of
feeling like if he didn't step up to make a difference, no one
would.

"Oh fuck," she said aloud. "I get it.
 Jesus Christ, I get it!"

“I know.  So
am I.  I sent Renee
out to plant charges all
throughout the park.  She's
got them ready.  I hope
you're a safe distance from
here. It’s going to be
big,” sent Tookes.

“No, you don't
get it.  She said that
she has fifteen five-gallon
buckets of plastic explosives.
 You're going to be
seriously fucked unless you get
out of there.   I'm on
the twentieth floor in the
building behind you.  She's
four floors above me with
two others.  She's going to
wait until you move to
the middle of the park to
set it off, but the other
two are urging her to get
it over with.”

“How big can you
make that sound shield of
yours?”  Tookes asked.

“How do you know
about that?” she replied.

“I saw you do
it when you walked away
from the train.  You were
talking to John, and then
you surrounded the two of
you with some sort of
aura that cut off all
sound.  Can you expand that
to cover the whole park?
Or at least the bulk of
it?”

“Fuck if I know.
 I just enveloped an entire
floor of this building.
 It's not like I do
this often.”

“Do you think you
could stretch it over the
whole park?  I can protect
the four of us on the
ground from the blast, but
I'm worried about those on
the train getting hit by
the shock wave.”

“I
can't guarantee it, but
I'll do the best I can.
 And for the record, I
still think you're fucking
insane, but I understand what
you're trying to do.”

“You can apologize
later. For now, let’s get
ready to spring Laura's
trap.”

“Not gonna happen
smart-ass. Let’s just try
and get out of here
alive.”


 Chapter 25

Victor Tookes, Sr.

 


Marshall and Leo's first hop from the train
took them to a residential area, but like everywhere else lately,
there were no undead about. The houses in this part of Gainesville
were small but had good-sized yards.  They were set well back
off the street, as was the style in the 1950's.  That was a
time when people used their front yards for everything, before
today's houses centered around the privacy of the back yard.
 Most of the yards were in good shape, despite needing to be
mowed. Weeds hadn't taken over yet, which was a sure sign to
Marshall that the houses had been well tended.

"I have ten hours to check two spots for my
father, so there won't be time to route around wrecks or pull them
out of the way.  I need something that can push cars out of
the way,” Marshall said.

"I'll see if I can find something.  I'm
sure there's a city motor pool that would have a big ute or dump
truck," she said.

"What's an ute?" asked Marshall.

"Oh, you call it a pickup truck."

"Okay, keep a look out for a dump truck. I
may need the fuel capacity and increased power," replied
Marshall.

"Stay close to here.  I'll find it and
be back to pick you up," she said as she disappeared.

Marshall couldn't just stand around.  As
soon as Leo was gone, he walked through the front yard up to the
first house.  On the way, he dragged his feet as he walked
through the grass to create a very clear trail for Leo should she
get back before he was back outside. When he got up on the front
porch, he lightly pushed the brown steel door open with his palm.
 The deadbolt ripped through the casing and made a terrible
screech as the metal door bent and finally gave way.  He
stepped inside, crossed the living room without so much as looking
for a zombie, and headed straight for the kitchen.

In the pantry, he found half a dozen cans of
ravioli and three cans of baked beans.  There were other cans,
but his backpack was full, and he was going to need the room in it
for when he found the gun safe.  He'd noticed an NRA sticker
in the living room window and was anxious to find some more
ammunition.  Marshall didn't really like guns for killing
zombies; they ran out of ammunition too fast.  Guns were good
for those who didn't understand that just because there weren't any
more laws, there were still rules about how people should be
treated.  Those people seldom saw any consequences to their
actions without some show of force.

Marshall parted the curtains of the huge
picture window in the living room slightly.  No Leo.  He
walked down the hall to the first bedroom.  It was decorated
for a pre-teen girl.  The walls were light purple, and there
were posters all over the walls of some pop-star kid with blondish
hair all in his face.

The next bedroom was a guest room.
 Marshall opened the closet and
was pleasantly surprised to find a gun safe mounted to
the floor in the closet.  He ripped the top off like a tuna
can lid and then removed the door from the front.  Inside was
a gun that looked like the rifle Vic carried and a couple boxes of
ammunition for it.  On the bottom shelf, he found a huge
revolver.  Big enough that it fit his hand fairly
comfortably.

He put all of the ammunition in his backpack
and then placed the revolver on top.  He was carrying his
matching pistols in their thigh holsters, but he never knew.
 Worst case he figured he could trade it for something.

Leo appeared outside while he was searching
and followed the trail up to the house.  She stuck her head in
the door and called to him as he was coming out of the hallway.
 She jumped backwards and disappeared, reappearing out on the
lawn.

"Don't fucking scare me like that.” She
laughed.

"Sorry, I didn't mean to startle you.
 Are you hungry? I found some ravioli.  They're not that
bad cold."

"No, thank you.  I found the city yard.
 You're going to be happy. They have a pretty new-looking dump
truck with a place to put a snow plow on the front," said Leo.

"Perfect!  You’re a peach. Let’s go,"
said Marshall.

She put her hand out to Marshall, who
enveloped her whole hand and practically half of her arm in his
huge paw, and they were gone.  The door of the house swayed in
the breeze, hanging haphazardly from its frame, creaking back and
forth.

When the two of them reappeared less than a
second later, Marshall looked up at a beautiful huge pickup truck.
 The emblem on the door told him it was an F-650 SuperTruck.
It was the size of a dump truck but had a regular pickup cab and
bed.  It was painted yellow like all of the city trucks on the
lot and had the Gainesville county seal on the door.  It had
beautiful chrome wheels with huge off-road tires mounted to
them.

"Holy shit, Leo.  You found a truck that
came in my size!"

"That truck is big, even with you standing
next to it," replied Leo.

"Let’s get it fueled up and see if we can
find the keys."

"You think I'd bring you all the way here
without having found the keys? They were above the visor.  The
gate to get in here is solid and locked; all the trucks have keys
in them."

"Great work!"

Marshall slid up in the cab of the big yellow
truck and fired up the huge diesel motor.  The battery was
low, but after a little struggle, there was enough juice left to
get the motor turning.  It fired up on the fourth revolution
and idled nicely.  Marshall climbed down out of the cab and
said, "All that's left is to find the diesel tank and top it off.
It’s got half a tank on the left, but the right tank is empty.
 They look like 250-gallon tanks, but the yard should have a
big diesel tank.  You can head back to the train now.
 Stay safe, and don't let Tookes get you killed."

"He's getting crazier and crazier,
Marshall."

"Trust in him, Leo.  He's the smartest
guy I've ever known.  If anyone can do what he's trying to do,
Vic can."

"What is he trying to do?" Leo asked
plainly.

"Save the world, Leo.  How many times
have you heard him say he's going to kill every zombie on the
planet?  I'm pretty sure he aims to try, and I believe he can
do it.  You've seen him fight; you saw that scene at the bomb
shelter in Culpeper.  When he finds his power, zombies die
when they touch him.  If he can learn how to control that,
he'll be better at killing them than any of us.  Plus, I think
there are more of us with enhancements out there than we think.
 Imagine what a dozen Johns could do with a million rounds
each and a safe place to sit, or a dozen like you, Leo?
 Imagine if we had a dozen of each of us?"

"I trust him, but he has been pushing that
trust a little too much lately, not explaining anything.  He
just expects us to follow him."

"That's just Vic.  He loves you, Leo.
 I'd imagine all this stuff with Candi appearing has really
screwed with his head.  Give him some time. He won't let us
down."

Leo disappeared.  Marshall shook his
head and said aloud, "Vic, you better not let us down."

It took no time to find the fuel station; it
was aptly labeled, "Diesel fuel, city use only."  Marshall
pulled straight up to the big white tank mounted on a platform
about six feet up in the air, put the truck in park, and hopped
down.  The twelve-foot hose reached both tanks, so he dragged
it to the driver’s side first and walked back to the hand-crank.
 Most of the work was done by gravity, but getting it started
sometimes took a bit of cranking.

Twenty minutes of cranking later, he had
emptied the fuel tanks into his truck and was pulling out of the
yard.  He'd forgone attaching the plow; the steel bumper of
the huge truck was just as strong, and he'd get better fuel mileage
without it.  He headed down the highway south out of town and
flicked the radio on the truck.  The seek button ran through
all the channels six times before he turned it off and tried the CB
radio mounted under the dash.

"CQ, CQ this is two-four calling CQ and
standing by monitoring one-niner in five."  He reached down
and changed the channel on the CB radio.  "CQ, CQ, this is
two-five calling CQ and standing by monitoring one-niner in five."
He followed the same procedure on every channel before switching to
channel nineteen to listen for any response.  He repeated that
process twenty minutes later and twenty minutes after that, all the
way down Highway 400, south to Roswell.  There was no response
except static.  He knew it was virtually impossible that
someone was listening, but it gave him something productive to do
while he drove.

Operating the CB was one of the things
Marshall learned from his father.  When Marshall and Victor
were kids, their dad had bought a property on Lake Sinclair, a
remote manmade lake in the middle of central Georgia.  There
was no television reception, so the three of them would sit around
the travel trailer's kitchen table and talk to truckers driving
down the interstate forty miles away on the CB.

"Breaker one-seven,
this is Red Pepper. Who's
got their ears on?" his father would
say into the big CB base station.

"Evening, Red Pepper,
this is Mean Green, runnin'
southbound on Georgia 400," Marshall
responded in his head.

"Whatcha haulin',
son?"

"Nothin' but ass,
Red Pep.  I'm headed to
Roswell looking for my dad.
 Shit's bad out here, and
I haven't heard from him
in about six months." Marshall let
his imagination run with the conversation.

"Mean Green, don't
you worry about the old
man. You keep yourself and
your brother safe out there.
 There's a shit storm
coming down, and you and
your brother are heading right
into it."

"I have to find
out what happened to you,
Dad.  I need to know.
I miss you."

When he got to the Haines Bridge Road exit,
he swung the big truck up the exit ramp and bounced over the curb
to bypass a big pileup.  He'd learned on his many trips around
Charlottesville not to look into the crashed vehicles after he saw
a little zombie baby locked in a car.  It couldn't have been
more than a year old, standing on the seat beating on the window.
 He hadn't had the heart to kill it.

At the top of the exit ramp, Marshall passed
his favorite bar.  He'd spent a lot of time in The Pickle
Barrel; now it was a burned out shell.  Fire had swept through
this part of town.  The entire strip mall was burned down.
 It must have been intense fire, Marshall noted, because
several of the abandoned cars in the parking lot were also burned
out.  Then he spied a couple of bodies.

Marshall slowed the truck and drove over the
curb into the parking lot.  As he idled through the lot, it
became clear there had been a significant fight here.  The
fires were long since out, but there were burned corpses strewn
about the parking lot.  The fire hadn't spread to the cars,
but they'd been torched too.  Beside two of the burned out
cars were remnants of mason jars.

The vicious nature of humans was
apparent everywhere.  It looked like a group had taken refuge
in the Publix in the center of the strip mall and a second group
wanted what they had.  An assault was launched, and the entire
strip mall burned down.  Everyone ended up dead, and no one
got any food.  It was all so senseless.  He drove out of
the parking lot, turning left towards his old home.

Most of Roswell was passable in the huge
truck.  He'd had to push a few cars out of the way, but this
huge vehicle didn't even slow down when he put the steel bumper
against the side of a car and pushed it out of the way.   He
parked the yellow truck at the end of the cul-de-sac and ran down
the very steep driveway towards the gray-sided house at the
bottom.


 Chapter 26

Battle at Centennial Park

 



Part 2

 


Leo put her hands on John and Tookes.
 Vic closed his eyes and felt the pressing cold of the way she
traveled.  A blink of an eye later, the three of them were
standing on the steps of a building with a marble facade.  The
zombies from this end of the park had all pushed towards the
center.   This area was relatively safe.

“Ren, you here?” he asked the thin air.

Renee appeared at the bottom of the steps and
trotted up towards them. “I put those pipes where you told me.
 What are they?”

“Bombs.”

“What are you going to do with them?” asked
Leo.

“I’m going to blow the park.  Even
better, I just learned that Laura has a bunch of bombs set too.
 The plan is to lure her down to the middle and spring her own
trap on her.”

“If she’s got the place rigged to blow, why
would she come down there?” Leo asked again.

“Because you are going to bring her down.
 I’ll keep her occupied.  On my signal, pop up to the
roof and teleport her down next to me.  Then grab John and
Ren, get to the train, and ride out of here.”

“How are you going to get to the middle?”
asked John.

"That's where you two come in.  I'm
going to need all my energy to keep Laura busy.  I need you
two to clear me a path and a small area. Once that's done, I can
hold it," he said.  "John, how much ammo do you have?"

"Thirteen magazines and sixty-four
rounds."

"Is that enough?" Vic asked.

"Can't help shit happening, mate.  If it
ain't enough ammo, I'll pull the knife out and go Dundee style.
  Guns aren't my only trick," he replied.

"Sorry, mate.  I didn't mean to imply
that they were.  They're just the fastest way."

"Ren, you ready to scrap?  Let’s get a
move on."

Victor looked back at his little sister.
 She was half covered in gore and holding a pair of long
kitchen knives.  Her hair was slicked back with sweat, even
though it was almost down to freezing.  She had a long blood
smear going up into her hair under her left eye.  It looked
like she'd used the back of her hand to wipe sweat from her
cheek.

"I'm ready," was all she said.

"Let’s go then.  Laura's got her finger
on the trigger; I'd like to beat her to the punch."

It hurt Vic to let Leo and John go first, but
he knew he had to save his strength for his assault on Laura.
 He had to hit Laura hard and fast.  As they fought, he
planned every move he would make.    John, Leo, and
Renee killed the vast majority of the zombies in the path.
 Victor moved almost like one of the shamblers as he worked
out every single detail of his upcoming fight.  He watched
shadows of Laura and himself dancing around, contemplating every
move and counter move.  Every time he mentally lunged, she
parried.  There had to be a way, if he could go further.
 He pushed farther out than he ever had, watching seven,
eight, nine moves ahead.  It was always a standoff.
 Every time he pushed for advantage, she had a counter.
 He needed to eliminate variables.

His voice floated from outside of himself.
 "John, in the building straight ahead, behind the train,
there are four zombies on the twenty-fourth floor.  Kill the
outside two, please.  When you fire, they're each going to
dodge right by a foot.  When you fire the second shot, they're
going left one foot.  On your third shot each, adjust your aim
by a head down and a hand's width right.  You'll hit both
between the eyes.  Shoot now."

Victor vaguely heard six shots ring out as
fast as John could fire them.  A huge plate glass window four
floors above Kris shattered, littering the ground with shards.
 Seconds afterward, a pair of corpses tumbled forward out the
window and flipped to the street behind the train.

“Two Lieutenants down,”
Victor thought to Kris. “Now she knows
we're here and we know
she's there.  I'm going to
bring her down in just a
minute.  Any time after
that for that shield would
be a good one.”

John and Leo were spreading out, and Renee
was fighting behind him.  They were clearing a spot.

The shadows shot out of Victor again.
 He watched.  With two of her lieutenants down, he was
gaining ground.

"Get ready, Leo.  On my mark, she's
still in that building.  Can you see her?"

"Yea, I got the bitch.  Are you sure
she's gonna let me just carry her down here?"

"If you're fast and you go when I have her
distracted, I believe so."

"Fast is what I do," she replied.

"Then get ready to be fast. Here goes,"
Victor said as he launched his first assault on Laura.

He thinned his aura down to a razor's edge
and then sent a single stream out to Laura.  It was an attack
he used on her before, and he knew she would see it coming.
 When he struck at her brain, it felt like he hit a brick
wall.  Tookes saw stars as her voice filled his mind.

“Really? That's what
you bring to the table?” her
voice thundered in his head.

He fought to maintain concentration.
 Pushing on the brick wall as hard as he could, Vic tried to
drive that little sliver through it as he sent another line up
towards her.  It slowly snaked its way up the side of the
building.

“Stick with what
you know, right?  You
continue to be a cowardly
bitch, hiding up there in
a tower, and I'll keep
coming for you,” he sent back.

The second stream entered the floor above
Laura.  Victor thickened it, from a single strand up to a
large cable, and poised it over her head.  He poured more and
more of himself into that second line, sapping his strength, until
it was as thick as his arm.  When it was the size of his
thigh, he paused, holding it there.

"Leo, now!" Victor said as he drove the
blunted stream into Laura's mind.  In his own mind, the weight
of his entire being was behind that thrust.  Every thought he
had, every hope, and all his love for Max added power to his drive.
 He felt the brick wall smash.  Then Laura was gone.

Victor opened his eyes and saw Laura standing
in front of him, one hand to her head, the other going for a gun at
her waist.

“Great job, Leo!
 Get everyone else out of
here!”

"Did you really think you could beat me?"
Victor said aloud.  "I've got thirty-eight years of experience
with the human brain.  You have, what, six months?"

Leo, Renee, and John disappeared, and Victor
heard the giant diesels of the train fire up.  He just had to
hold her here for a few more minutes to buy them time to get
clear.

"Once again, you've failed.  We've
slipped through your fingers.  You threw everything you had at
us, and we won.  Do you know why?" Victor asked, swinging his
hatchet and driving a spear into her mind.   He was vamping,
trying to get her to go off on some tangent like a bad movie
villain.  Victor saw from the shadows that shot out of her
that she was going to fire her gun.  Halfway through his
swing, he changed directions, raising the head of the small hand ax
exactly as she squeezed the trigger.  Time slowed.  He
watched the hammer pull back and drop in the gun.  The tip of
his hatchet caught Laura's wrist, barely nicking the skin and
altering her aim slightly.

The bullet exploded out of the gun as he
separated his aura into six different spears.  Victor drove
all six into hear head, jabbing over and over again, trying to do
some damage.  The bullet grazed the inside of his thigh just
above the knee, shredding his pants and lacerating his flesh.

It was interesting that, while physical
objects like his hatchet and the bullet were moving in slow motion,
he could attack her mind at full speed.  Tookes even had time
to wonder if that meant in real time he was attacking her at
hyper-speed.

“Kris, I need
that shield now!” Victor yelled mentally as he
dropped his hatchet and reached into the front pocket of his
favorite khaki cargo pants.  Inside was a small tube created
from a small MagLite.  Before they'd left Virginia, Victor
soldered the wires to a small radio transmitter in the head.
 His range was only about thirty feet, but he only needed half
that.

 


----

 


The overwhelming fear of failure was tight in
her chest as Kris watched the group below.  Creating a shield
around herself was one thing, but covering the whole field was
something else entirely.  Kris had no problem protecting her
dome to “see” or to hide herself to scout out a location.
 When situations only affected Kris, she wasn’t particularly
concerned about the outcome.  If she died, she died.
 Losing Jeff and Mac had drained Kris of any real desire to
“fight the good fight.”  It wasn’t that Kris openly courted
death; she just didn’t shy away from the inevitable.  She
wasn’t afraid of her own demise, but there were other people
relying on her now.

Don’t fuck this
one up, she thought.  Kris exhaled slowly,
centering her thoughts on her heartbeat. THUMP
THUMP. THUMP THUMP.  The world around her
melted away, and she was lost into the sound of her heart. She
could hear the arteries pump blood through her body.  Life
force.

“As long as
you’ve got you, baby, that’s
all you need,” the Voice told her softly.
 A sense of contentment washed over her, and she suddenly felt
very warm.  She felt a burning fire that spread from her
cheeks, down her neck, and into her chest.  The fire poured
out of her like hot, liquid gold, ran down her body, across the
floor, and spilled out of the window of the apartment.  As it
reached the ground, the liquefied dome gathered into a small ball,
and she watched it roll across the park, where it settled gently
into the center of the field.

Closing her eyes, Kris sent every ounce of
her memory, despair, fear, and love into the dome.  She felt
the golden ball rapidly expanding, and as it stretched larger and
larger, it morphed into a swirling, rainbow-colored wall that
enveloped everything in sight.  Kris felt it grow and cover
almost the entire field.  The groans from each individual
zombie were snuffed out and were projected back into the
ground.

 


----

 


Laura saw Victor pull the detonator out and
made a lunge for his hand.  He retracted his entire aura into
himself and created a small bubble around his body and the dirt at
his feet.

"Goodbye, Laura," Victor said as he pressed
the plunger.  In his current state of slowed time, it seemed
like a full minute before the bombs Renee had set exploded, but in
reality it was only about a quarter of a second.  Inside of
those two hundred-fifty milliseconds, Leo, John, and Renee
reappeared.

As the first bomb exploded, Tookes watched
the explosion shooting towards Renee.  It was fast, but he was
faster.  He expanded the bubble to include Renee, Leo, and
John exactly as the fireball washed over the spot they were
standing.  The second pipe bomb blew up; that explosion rocked
them all.  The temperature under Victor's shield was over a
hundred degrees.

 


----

 


“Goodbye, Laura,” Tookes
had said, and then the world was full of light as the bombs
exploded upwards.  Kris felt the flames crash against the
shield and spiral back downwards, washing the entire field with
fire.  The dull roar of the explosion filled her ears, and the
pressure she felt in her chest was so strong that she fought to
stay on her feet.

 


----

 


"Tookes! I can't get out.  Something
blocked me!" Leo yelled.

"It must be Kris's shield!" he yelled back.
 "This is going to hurt!  Get down and get
small!" Victor dove over the three of them, spreading himself
over them.  He laid over them protectively, keeping his shield
as small as possible but still impossibly large to hold out the
destruction that was going on around him.

 


----

 


“Thank you, Kris,” said
Tookes.

“Don’t thank me
yet.”

“I’m not sure I’m
going to be around to
thank you later.  Protecting
all four of us is way
more than I anticipated.
 Please hold your shield as
long as you can.”

“Shut up and stop
saying please to me.  I’m
doing this because I want
to, Vic.  We’re fine.
 We’ll make it.  You’re
not going anywhere.  They
need you.”

That was the last thing she heard from
Tookes. She felt their minds disconnect, and he was gone.

“NO!” she shouted and tried to find his
thoughts again. “No, no, no! Fuck!” Kris couldn’t add this to the
list of loss.  Not another name.  Not another
failure.

 


----

 


The third pipe bomb exploded just a
half-second after the first, which set off the first of Laura's
plastic explosive cans.  The concussion from that explosion
was intense.  The explosion rocketed upwards, where it
encountered a swirling rainbow-colored wall and was reflected back
downward.

The rest of the plastic explosive cans blew.
 The raging inferno outside was seeping in through Victor's
shield.  The fleece on his back was melting to the blue cotton
waffle-knit shirt he was wearing underneath.  Breathing was a
labor.  The air was so hot it was burning his throat.
 Vic could feel his throat healing between breaths, only to be
burned again on the next one.  He concentrated harder on the
shield.  He had to keep more heat out because John and Ren
didn't heal as fast as Leo and he did.

Laura was blown up against the blue
wall separating them from the fire outside.  Her
skeletal hands pressed against the outside of Victor's shield.
 She had erected her own, but it was collapsing.  Her
first instinct had been to teleport out, but that failed.  The
assault on her, plus the damage from the first blast, had taken a
toll on her. She was missing the flesh from half of her face, and
all of her clothes had burned off.  Her skin was blistered,
red, and bubbling in several places.  Her eyes pierced Victor.
 She knew that she'd been beaten.

 


----

 


Kris was working off pure adrenaline now, and
she had to hold that shield as the rest of the bombs exploded all
at once.  It was like looking into the face of hell as the
fire swirled within the dome.  Through me,
you enter into the city
of woe.  Through me, you
pass into eternal pain.
 Through me among the
people lost for aye...All
hope abandon, ye who enter
here. Canto III: 1-3, 9.
Dante’s Inferno.

On the far edge of the shield, Kris watched a
beautiful old oak tree disintegrate.  The ash swirled up and
away, riding the swirling currents of superheated air.  In an
insane way, the destruction below was tragically beautiful.
 The temperature inside the dome must have been two thousand
degrees.  Kris couldn’t imagine that anything inside it would
survive.  A high-pitched scream was rattling around inside the
sphere.  Kris followed the sound to Laura’s lips.  She
was slowly burning, just like the tree.

“Is this worth
it, Tookes? Is this worth
your death?”

Faintly, almost like a whisper in the back of
her mind, she heard Tookes’ voice. “Yes.”  She wasn’t
sure if she really heard that from him or if her mind was filling
in what she knew he would say.  “Does it
matter?”  The Voice asked.

 


----

 


The fire raged around Victor.  Laura was
not dead yet; he had to hold on.  He was willing to sacrifice
himself for her death, but he was not willing to lose the others.
 He could hear their breathing, ragged and pained.  With
the last shreds of his energy, he strengthened the shield once
more.  He needed to hold out for just a few more seconds.

Laura slowly slid to the ground, leaving bits
of cooked flesh on his shield.  The world was almost saved,
but he couldn’t hold the shield any longer.  He felt it
failing.

 


----

 


The pain from the explosion was too great,
and Kris fell to her knees, her hands on her chest.
 Everything was starting to grow dim as she sank to the floor,
laying on her side.  She was certain that her heart was going
to explode.  Everything was burning up inside her, and she
heard herself screaming.  She was viewing her world through
the eye of a needle, and she felt herself detach from the pain.
 Then there was nothing.

 


----

 


Abruptly, the fire dissipated.  Glancing
up, Victor saw Kris's shield deteriorating at the top.  Shreds
like giant claw marks spread across the top of the dome, and then
it fully disappeared.  The dome to contain the explosions
was gone.  All the heat shot upwards into the atmosphere so
quickly that the four friends were lifted up a dozen feet into the
air.  The roar of the fiery blasts inside the dome
exploded upward into the atmosphere with a raging fury.  The
destructive sound wave that had been trapped inside the dome rocked
the air, shattering all the glass windows in every high-rise
building within a mile.  Tookes could see that the buildings
closest to them had suffered serious exterior structural
damage.

Victor's last thought as he flew upwards was
of his loved ones.  It would be worth his own life to kill
Laura but not at the expense of the others.  He was their
leader.  He was the one that brought them into this.  He
was the only one that thought they would survive this, and he would
willingly give himself into the arms of death if it meant that they
would live.  It wasn’t about being right, but
Victor couldn't live with himself if he was wrong.


 Chapter 27

Aftermath

 


"Holy shit, Renee. He's burned pretty badly,"
Leo said, standing over Tookes' body protectively. They were
standing in a six-foot circle of browned grass. A cursory glance
showed that it was the only grass left in what remained of the
park. The fire had been so hot the dirt burned, and every bit of
organic matter was dead. The dirt had taken on a glassy sheen.

The dirt surrounding them was still smoking.
All moisture had been removed from the air and the ground. The
smell of brimstone was hot in the air. The charcoal gray fleece
vest Tookes had been wearing was melted into a solid black plastic
sheet on his back. His breathing came in short ragged gasps, and
his eyes were closed. Except for a strip that had been pinned
between his shins and the grass, his pants were gone from mid-thigh
down. The charred edges of his canvas pants were still smoking.
Fresh pink, hairless flesh covered the back of his legs.

"I have to go find the train. I'll be right
back. You two stay here and keep an eye on Tookes," said Leo just
before she disappeared.

"Fuck me, mate, I reckon you were right. We
did survive," John said, looking down at Tookes. "But just barely.
You better wake up, ya drongo."

"John, would you mind waiting a few days
after he wakes up to kick his ass? He did just save ours," said
Renee. "What happened that we ended up back here?"

"Tookes said something about that crazy
sheila having a shield of her own. I guess that was his plan, to
trap all the heat outside while trying to keep himself alive. Crazy
fuck. I can't believe it worked. Not a speck of Laura left. Nothing
could have survived that."

"I think I saw someone come get her. We all
passed out; when I was waking up, I swear I saw something pick
Laura up and teleport out of here," Renee said. "I don't know for
sure that she's dead. He might have taken her corpse, though. I
just don't know," said Renee with a shrug.

Tookes groaned quietly and started moving a
little bit. He tried to move his arm, but the fleece was embedded
into his back. It pulled at his skin when he tried to move, and the
pain was excruciating.

Tookes moaned again and rasped, "Did everyone
make it?"

"We are all alive," said Renee, crouching
down to him. "Leo went to find the train. John and I are here. How
do you feel?"

"My head is pounding. I'd give my left arm
for a handful of Advil and a liter of water,” he said. “How bad is
my back?”

“It’s pretty bad,” said John. “Your vest
melted into your skin. It’s likely new skin will grow under it. I
saw that once when a bloke I worked with got melted thermoplastic
on his thumb. The doc left the plastic attached for three weeks
while the skin healed underneath. Eventually, it fell off. Fast as
you heal, I reckon it’ll take a few hours.”

“Fuck, I didn’t anticipate having to shield
all four of us. I couldn’t keep all the heat out,” Tookes said.

“Bloody oath, it was hot, but you took the
brunt of it. Next time you build an incinerator around yaself, wear
natural fibers.”

“Has anyone seen Kris? She was struggling to
hold the outer shield. I hope she’s okay. She was in the building
four floors below Laura.”

Leo appeared just then and knelt down on the
other side of Tookes. “The train got away safely; Max is fine.
Corbin stopped about three miles up the tracks, and they reckon
they have two-dozen bullets left between them, but you just roasted
the entire undead population of the city. They should be fine for a
little while,” said Leo.

“That wasn’t enough to be the whole city. And
we haven’t seen a zombie since Charlotte. There is definitely more
out there somewhere. I need you to go up to the building where you
got Laura, except four floors lower, and see if you can find Kris.
She may have passed out like we all did.”

“I haven’t seen Kris. You were only out for
about ten minutes,” replied Renee. “I’m pretty sure I saw one of
Laura’s zombies teleport here, grab her corpse, and blink out right
as I was waking up.”

“Fuck, Laura may still be alive. She wasn’t
dead when I blacked out. She was really close though. She didn’t
have much flesh left on her body. Maybe we got the bitch.”

 


----

 


The air smelled like the ocean, and there
were children laughing just outside their window. She must have
overslept again. Judging by the way the light filtered through the
louvered windows, it was past one in the afternoon. Kris and Jeff
had another late night working at Sam and Omie’s and didn’t get
home until four in the morning. Another regular day in Nag’s Head,
North Carolina.

“Wake up, Kris,” a
strange voice in her head said.

All of the wood paneling in the old beach
house had been painted brilliant white. Normal wood paneling made
her skin crawl, and once the house was transferred into her name,
that paneling was the first thing to go. Kris had picked through
every single second-hand store on the island to decorate the house.
Working with a white background made decorating the home easy. It
had always been her philosophy that, since they lived at the beach,
bringing the beach into the house was unnecessary and
redundant.

The home was built in 1921; Kris loved the
juxtaposition of the modern furniture with the older-style
architecture. She chose pops of lime green, dark teal, and deep
orange throughout every room. The flow between spaces was natural
and organic. If Kris could have one pride and joy in her life, it
would have been every moment that she spent making this house
“theirs.”

“Kris, you have
to wake up,” the voice said again.

Jeff was in bed next to her with his arm
draped protectively around her body. She snuggled back against him,
breathing in the smell of his skin. The bed was warm and
comforting, but she knew that she needed to get up. “It
is imperative that you wake
up.” Kris couldn’t figure out why. She was supposed to
be doing something, wasn’t she? Something important.
Something...

Kris sighed. She was here with Jeff, and
nothing else mattered. Kris felt Jeff beginning to stir, and she
rolled over to face him as his eyes opened. They were a brilliant
bright blue; no one else had eyes that shined as brightly as his
did. “Morning, baby,” he whispered and kissed her forehead. “I
missed you.”

With a smile, Kris returned the kiss. “How
can you miss me? I’ve been here the whole time.”

Jeff pulled her closer to him and said, “No
you haven’t, Kris. We’ve been apart since July.”

Kris looked at him. “It is July, Jeff. What
are you talking about?”

“I love you, Kris. Always will. You have a
job to do. You’re more important than you know. It’s time to wake
up.”

“Jeff, what do you mean? I don’t want—”

Kris felt her body growing ice cold, and she
woke with a start. The room she was in wasn’t brilliant
white-painted paneling, and she wasn’t in a queen-sized bed with
the man she loved. Pitch black was her only comfort. The mattress
she was laying on was hard and not familiar. Jeff wasn’t alive. He
was very dead, killed by the hand of a super, and she was not able
to save him. The only thing she was right about was the sound of
the ocean just outside her window.

Clearly, she wasn’t in Atlanta anymore. She
had to be farther south; she wasn't as cold now as she had been
earlier today. That did not bode well. But where the hell was she?
Kris needed to physically get her bearings, and she gently rolled
out of the bed. Her feet touched the industrial carpet, and she
immediately knew she was in a hotel. Sheraton? Marriott? It didn’t
matter at this point. To her right, Kris saw a small stream of
light flickering into the room through a small crack. Judging by
how the light streamed in, it was obvious that the window had been
boarded up. She shuffled her way over to the window and laid her
hands on it. She knocked on the plywood twice.

Kris opened her senses, and as the sound of
her knuckles hitting the wood consumed the space, a picture of the
room filled her mind. She could see the area as a three-dimensional
picture in various hues of green. The full-sized bed she woke up on
was awkwardly pushed off the wall and jetted into the middle of the
room. Other than the bed, the motel room was completely empty. Kris
could see indents in the carpet from where an entertainment center,
a dresser, and two nightstands used to sit. There was an opening in
the room that led into a bathroom. The bathroom was so small that
Kris could sit on the toilet and put her feet in the bathtub all at
once. “Multitasking—screwing everything
up simultaneously,” the Voice told her.

“Oh, fuck off,” she replied.

 


----

 


Marshall quietly approached the door to the
house where he had spent so many years of his life. The doorframe
was riddled with nail-holes, although there were no boards there
now. He slowly reached for the doorknob, then paused, afraid of
what he would find inside.

“Dude. Just open the door,” he said aloud to
himself.

He twisted the knob. The door was locked.
Marshall couldn’t make himself break it in, even though he easily
could have just pushed in the door. This was his home for so long
that he just couldn’t do it out of respect for his memories.
Instead, he walked back down the gray-painted wooden walkway that
led to the front door. Around the house and to the left was the
door to the two-car garage. Just past the garage was the old
woodpile, much reduced from where it normally would be. Marshall
took that as a good sign. It meant that his father had been heating
the house. He must have been alive recently.

Marshall lifted the very first log on the
pile, the last one that would have been burned. Underneath it, he
found one of those BrookStone hide-a-key rocks that everyone had.
Inside, where it had always been, was the key to the front
door.

Now armed with the key, it was easy to gain
access to the house. Inside the dim entryway, he took in the old
familiar smell of the house. It didn’t smell like rotten flesh or
like rotten garbage—just the smell of wood-smoke and family. The
way a house should smell. Marshall thought back to all the cold
winter evenings they’d spent huddled in the living room around the
wood stove, watching old 80’s action flicks. His father would watch
any movie that had guns and explosions repeatedly. Most of the
time, he didn’t even remember that he’d seen that movie twelve
times before.

The living room was down three steps from the
foyer. It was perfectly kept with nothing out of place. Marylin’s
knitting was on the coffee table, and her spinning wheel was in its
normal place. That was a bad sign; they’d left quickly. She would
never have left a knitting project, finished or otherwise.

Marshall walked into the kitchen and was
astonished to find his father’s dog Harley lying on the kitchen
floor. His tail thumped against the floor twice at the sight of a
familiar face. He was so thin that Marshall could see his ribs
through his fur. An empty fifty-pound bag of dog food was on the
floor, and the dog door to the garage was open.

Marshall rushed to Harley’s side, shrugging
off his backpack. He put his hand on the dog’s head reassuringly
while he unzipped his backpack. He pulled out a can of ravioli and
pulled the ring to open them.

“Here ya go, buddy. It’s not much, but it’s
something for your belly. High in fat, good protein, some carbs.
Perfect puppy survival food!” Marshall said, rubbing Harley’s head
vigorously.

The dog methodically ate every molecule of
food in the can and laid his head back on the floor. His tail
slowly thumped against the linoleum floor, still lacking the
strength to get up. Marshall was starting to worry now. He couldn’t
think of anything in the world that would cause his dad to leave
the dog behind. Harley was Victor Senior’s best friend; they were
inseparable.

Marshall walked over to the door to the
garage to see if the car and truck were inside. When he opened the
door, the smell of feces assaulted his nose. Harley had been going
out the dog door to the garage to go to the bathroom. The truck was
gone, but Marylin’s gray BMW convertible was parked in the garage
where it always had been.

Marshall was starting to get frantic now. He
ran out of the kitchen, across the living room to the master
bedroom, where he finally found the answer he was looking for. On
the bed, a large spiral-bound notebook held a record of Victor
Senior’s life after the apocalypse. Marshall skipped to the last
entry; written on the inside of the back cover, there was a
note.

Dear Marshall or
Victor,

If you’re reading
this, I am most likely
dead. I last spoke to
Victor on or around May
24th. I haven’t heard anything
except the news said this
all started up in Maryland
and Pennsylvania. I spoke to
Marshall on the day of
the outbreak, and he said
he was going to head up
to his mother’s house, that
he was meeting Victor there.

Boys, I spoke to
your little brother on the
day all this went down.
He called me to tell me
he’d been bitten trying to
get from his truck to his
garage. He said to tell
you both that he loved
you very much. He killed
himself before he turned into
one of these crazies.

Marylin and I
holed up here for the
first six weeks of this
mess. We used up all of
our stocked food, including the
hiking supplies. We were forced
to go scavenging for food.
For the next two months,
we were able to live on
the supplies we found in
our neighbors’ houses, but
eventually that dried up as
well. It was early September
when Marylin was shot outside
of a gas station. They
shot her, my beautiful Marylin,
because they said that gas
station was their territory.
They didn’t say much after
that; I shot them all in
the head. Marylin is buried
out in the back yard. If
you find my body or,
worse, find me one of
these things, please bury me
next to her and say a
few words so I can join
her in Heaven.

All three of my
boys have been my greatest
accomplishment. I am so proud
of every one of you and
the men that you’ve become.

Victor, you are
the best father I’ve ever
known. Take care of that
amazing little boy. Max is
the most important reason to
live. I hope I got to
see him one more time and
tell him how much I love
him before you read this.

Always remember your
last name,

Dad

Marshall took the notebook and walked out of
the master bedroom, back into the living room towards the front
door, when he heard a loud bang and everything went black.


 Chapter 28

Fort McPherson

 


"Fuck, you shot me," groaned Marshall as he
rolled over on the floor. "That really hurt. What the hell are you
shooting, Dad?"

"How are you alive? That was a hand-loaded
fifty-caliber action express, except I added an extra ten grains of
powder," said Victor Senior. "I have eight more of them in this
gun. If you're one of them, you better start talking." He'd aged a
lot since Marshall had seen him last, but the heavy chrome Desert
Eagle pistol in his hand didn't shake a bit. Their father had
always been a powerful man; all of the Tookes were taller than
average and built solidly. Since the outbreak, he'd lost a lot of
weight, and the last of the dark brown had faded out of his hair.
Even six months after the outbreak, he looked like he'd just had a
haircut. For most of Marshall's life, his father had worn his hair
parted and combed back, as most businessmen did. When he retired
ten years ago, the now sixty-four-year-old Tookes had taken to a
much lower maintenance “high and tight.” Today, the sides of his
head were shaved up to his temples, and the top was perfectly flat.
He was wearing khaki cargo pants with a crease down the front, a
white t-shirt, and a teal blue polo the exact color of the ocean in
the Florida Keys. "And when did you get so damn big, son?"

"I'm not one of them. Vic and I are immune to
the zombies. We were passing through Atlanta on the way to
California, so I came to look for you. When I read the notebook you
left, I thought you were dead! I was heading back to the kitchen to
grab Harley and go meet back up with Vic and Max," Marshall said in
a rush. Taking another huge bullet from point-blank range was not
something he was looking forward to.

The elder Tookes lowered his gun and hugged
his son tightly. "I thought I'd lost you all," he said. When he
pulled away, there were tears in Victor's eyes. "I'm sorry, son. I
was out looking for some food for Harley and me. When I got back
and saw the truck at the top of the driveway and the door open, I
thought you were one of them. I thought you were one of the gang
that shot Marylin. When you came around the corner, your size threw
me off. I squeezed off that round at point blank, and there's not
even a mark on your head."

"Dad, I'm different now. Victor's different.
We were bitten, but we're immune to the parasite that turns most
people into zombies. What it did do was make me bigger and
stronger, and it made Vic different too. He is even smarter now.
Dad, he figured out how to operate every system on a
diesel-electric locomotive in one evening. You know how he always
knew what people were looking for? Now it's like he can read minds
or something."

"Max is alive still? And okay?"

"He's fine. He's so smart, Dad. Wait until
you see him. Time is short though. I only have a couple hours left
to get back to the train. We need to leave soon."

"Marshall, this is my home. I think I'm going
to stay here, with Marylin."

"There's life out there. It's hard, but there
is life. Your children and grandchild need you. We have food and
shelter and security up at Mom's," Marshall said. He considered his
next words very carefully. The old man was stubborn; Marshall knew
that. "Dad, the only thing here is death. You and Harley look like
you're about to starve. What happened to my father the fighter? Get
your ass up. We're leaving."

Victor seemed a little taken aback but
considered Marshall's words closely. Marshall whistled and heard
Harley scramble up from the floor in the kitchen. The old dog came
limping into the living room and stood next to Marshall, tail
wagging. Victor looked at his best friend and muttered, "Damn dog.
Did he feed you? You always did think with your belly," as he
walked towards his bedroom. After a few steps, he called back to
Marshall, "Let me get some stuff together. I need five
minutes."

Marshall sat down on the steps up to the
foyer. Harley lay on the parquet floor next to him and laid his
head on Marshall's lap, as if presenting himself to be petted.
Marshall happily obliged. The two of them sat there for close to
ten minutes while Victor packed up some essentials. Marshall used
the time to reminisce about Thanksgiving in this house, when the
whole family would get together. One of the hallmarks of a Tookes’
family event was all of the laughter. His little brother's name was
Robert Tookes, but the family had always called him Bubba. Bubba
Tookes was six-foot-five and four hundred pounds. He was a big man,
but he had an even bigger heart. Now he was dead by his own hand,
instead of succumbing to The Infection. Never again would the
family sit around that huge dining room table and laugh for hours
after a holiday meal. Never again would the three brothers cut eyes
at each other as their father told the same story for the
ninety-first time.

Victor struggled out of his bedroom holding
two large black duffle bags, both obviously heavy. One of them
dragged on the carpet as he walked. Marshall immediately recognized
the contents. There were eight rifle barrels sticking out of the
end of one of the bags. "Damn, Dad. That's a lot of rifles."

"The other one is pistols and ammo. Every
time I cleaned a house out of food, I grabbed all the guns and
ammunition," he replied. "Hang on; I have a few more bags."

"Dad, we have all the guns you could want.
Why not leave some of them here?"

"Those are my guns,
Marshall. Why don't you leave your arm here? I'll be right
back."

The next trip had three more duffle bags.
"This one," said Victor shaking the smallest one, "is just
clothes."

Both Marshall and Victor grinned. Marshall
picked up the four bags of weapons with one hand and slung them
over his shoulder. "After you, Pop," he said.

The two Tookes and Harley walked up the hill
to the gigantic truck. Marshall lightly tossed the bags into the
back, and Victor helped the dog up in the back seat of the truck
before they climbed up either side of the cab. "Where are we
meeting Vic?"

"Fort McPherson. Vic was sure there is
something we need there. We were hoping that at least we could pick
up some extra ammunition for the fifty-cal chain guns."

"Oh. We had better hurry. Fort McPherson is
where Atlanta's quarantine was headquartered. We're in a bit of a
bind, too. The only passable road leads us through Legion
territory. They're the sons of bitches that shot Marylin. I've been
killing them for months now every time they come up to the Roswell
exit. They've blocked off every other road south except the
highway."

"How blocked? I shouldn't have any trouble
moving a couple of cars," said Marshall, patting the steering wheel
of the dump truck-sized pickup.

"They've been digging trenches across the
roads."

"Shit. All right, hope you've got those guns
loaded. If we get in a fight, stay behind me. If they start firing,
get as tight in to me as you can. Have you seen what we're heading
into or have any idea how many of 'em there are?"

"I've been down as far as the Norcross exit.
I ran into a dozen of them there and let one escape. All I know
about them is that they are cocky and they don't ask questions;
they just start shooting. I don't know how many men they have. I've
taken out forty-six of them. Might be ten of them left or could be
two hundred. I just don't know."

"They're between me and my little brother.
Guess we're going to find out," Marshall said as he turned the big
truck left onto the southbound on-ramp of Highway 400 and gunned
the accelerator. "Keep your eyes open; we're a big yellow target."
He pushed the truck up past eighty. He knew from a dozen years here
that this highway used to be called he Georgia Autobahn for a
reason. It was long, straight, and flat the whole thirty miles to
Atlanta. The truck's 360 horsepower engine easily pushed the brand
new behemoth up over one hundred miles per hour.

"Marshall, how fast are you gonna drive this
thing?"

"Until I hit the rev limiter. Stay down and
keep your seatbelt buckled. I know I can't outrun a radio, but
maybe I can outrun their ability to get ready for us. Hit seek on
the CB and see if we can hear something. At least we'll know if
they spot us."

Miles ticked by without incident. Marshall
kept the truck at a hundred ten miles per hour, the point at which
the on-board computer stopped the engine from turning any faster.
The highway had been completely cleared of wrecks, and all four
southbound lanes were wide open as the duo rocketed down the
road.

 


-----

 


Leo bent down and put her hands on Tookes and
Renee first. "I'll be right back, John. I can't carry all four of
us. I brought you an extra magazine just in case," she said,
tossing John a full magazine for one of his Glock pistols.

John drew the gun, ejected the spent
magazine, and caught the full one inside the handle of the gun in
one swift motion. He caught the empty magazine with his other hand
and then brought that same hand up to tap the full magazine home
inside the grip of the pistol. "Thanks, Leo. See you in a second,"
he said and knelt down, looking in every direction at once. When he
was sure the park was clear of any undead, he nodded to Leo, and
the three of them disappeared.

John heightened his senses. He mostly
acquired his targets by movement. His vision widened, and with just
a slight turn of his head, he could see all the way around him. All
of the color drained out, and the world went slightly fuzzy. After
only a few seconds, ripples appeared, like a stone hitting a still
pond, at the north edge of the park. He turned his head, and like a
zoom lens on a camera, he focused in on the target. Color returned
to the area disturbed by the ripples. A mile and a half away at the
edge of the park, the disturbance was caused by an orange tabby cat
walking out of the bushes and down the sidewalk. With a laugh, John
relaxed his trigger finger. His vision reverted to the de-saturated
blur, and he waited for the next bit of movement.

His vision returned to normal when Leo
appeared beside him. He stood up with her hand on his shoulder, and
the two of them disappeared, reappearing milliseconds later inside
the train beside Tookes. The burned man was laying on a table in
the dining car, and Reggie Walton, the train's aged conductor, was
standing beside him. The old man was picking at the burned plastic
embedded in his back.

Reggie was speaking when John and Leo
appeared. "I know, Master Tookes, Sir. I'm the closest thing to a
doctor we have on this train, and someone has to remove that hunk
of plastic."

"Reggie, I'm fine. I'll heal up in no time,"
Tookes groaned.

"I know you heal quickly; that is what I am
worried about, sir. My worry is that you might heal with a piece of
your undershirt still inside you. That will fester and make you
sick, sir. The world needs you strong."

"Vic, it has to come off," said Leo. "Mr.
Walton's right."

"Fuck, all right. Do it. How far away is Max?
I don't want him to hear me scream, and I'm not sure I'm going to
be able to hold it in," said Tookes.

Reggie reached into his back pocket, pulled
out an old worn leather wallet, and bent down to the edge of the
table. "Bite down on this, sir. It'll help you stay quiet. I'll be
fast," he said, putting the wallet in Tookes' mouth.

"Master Hazard, I'm going to need a couple
bottles of water and a clean shirt for Mister Tookes."

"On the way," said John.

"All right. Miss, please get that shoulder.
Mister Tookes, bear down. This is going to hurt. On my mark, young
miss, pull downward forcefully. Do not stop until it is removed.
Can you do that?"

"I'll do my best," Leo said and dug her
fingertips between the blackened jacket and Victor's flesh. His
skin gave way and began to peel as she pushed her way under the
plastic. He let out a muffled groan, clenching his fists tightly.
It was strange seeing him like this, moaning and in pain. He was so
strong that she almost couldn't bear to see him this way. Victor
was their hope. Had she ever seen him cry? Leo honestly wasn't
sure. She thought about her feelings for him and how much pain he
had caused her recently. Had he even noticed her or been remotely
aware of her presence? They had spent nights together, sharing a
bed, and yet he acted as if nothing had happened between them.
Everything had been different since that night they rescued Max
from the religious zealots. Other than to give orders, he had
barely said a single word to her. Why was he ignoring her? It
wasn't intentional, was it? Of course
not, she chided herself. He has a
lot on his mind. It's
understandable. She tried to pull herself back together
in an attempt to do what she had to. To do what
he needed her to do.

"Almost done, Master Tookes. Here we go,
young miss. In three. Two. One. Pull!"

The two of them heaved on the piece of
plastic. Thankfully, Tookes had been wearing a cotton t-shirt under
his fleece. The jacket melted mostly to the cotton rather than
directly to his flesh. The skin under the cotton T-shirt was mostly
gone as they peeled the solidified fleece back in one swift motion.
The scream was something between a moan and a primal yell and
mostly covered the wet, slurping sound of the remaining dermis
separating from the underlying connective tissue. The muscles in
Victor's jaws clenched down on the wallet, driving his teeth into
the leather. His hands clenched together under the table, and then
the plastic was removed, strings of flesh and gore still
attached.

John handed Reggie two bottles of water and a
clean white t-shirt. Reggie opened the first one and doused
Victor's back with it. He wiped the raw flesh down with the soft
t-shirt to remove the last bits of charred shirt, eliciting fresh
moans from the patient. Tookes quivered on the table trying to be
silent, lest his son hear his pain.


 Chapter 29

Legion

 


Marshall and Victor Senior rocketed down the
road.  Marshall felt uneasy that they hadn't encountered a
single living or undead human the entire thirty miles.

"Six miles to go, Pop," he said aloud to his
father.  Harley woofed quietly from the back.

"Look, on that overpass," said Victor,
pointing to a highway overpass about half a mile ahead.
 "There are people up there."

Marshall slowed the truck as they approached
the overpass.  On the road just before the bridge were the
first cars they'd seen on the whole trip.  They were arranged
to look like an accident, but something about it wasn't right.
 Marshall had learned to trust his instincts and stopped the
truck a hundred feet before the overpass.  The highway was
lower than the surface streets here.  There were huge concrete
walls on either side of the road.  With a start, Marshall
realized that they were in a cattle chute.  He shifted the
truck into reverse and slammed the accelerator down just as the
first bullets hit the sides of the truck.

"Get down, Dad!" yelled Marshall.

Victor reached back, yanked Harley down into
the floorboard, and crawled in the back seats.
 He maneuvered back behind his son, lying on his
back across the seat.  "Roll the back windows down, Marshall!"
he yelled.  The older man pulled a long gun from the rifle bag
and set the barrel on the door.  He fired four shots while
Marshall reversed the huge truck.

"I got three of them," he said calmly.

"I'm going to go up the ramp.  Hang on
and keep your head down," said Marshall.  "If we get stopped,
stay in the truck.  You saw what bullets do to me."

The big man stopped the truck and shifted
back into drive, rocketing up the off-ramp.  There were two
cars pushed together that blocked the road, but they posed no
problem for the heavy truck; the pair of vehicles skidded off into
the ditch with a screech, barely affecting the truck.  Two
hundred feet ahead, a man stepped out from behind a car and hoisted
a rocket launcher to his shoulder.  He pointed directly at
Marshall, who instantly smashed the brakes and stopped the
truck.

"Get out now!" yelled Marshall as a cloud of
smoke appeared behind the rocket launcher.  Marshall and
Victor rolled out the side of the truck, and Harley jumped out
behind Victor, landing on him.  The two men scrambled to their
feet and bound across the curb into the ditch.  The rocket
impacted the truck.  The explosion blew bits of steel and
glass high into the air and outward over Marshall, Victor, and
Harley.

Marshall jumped to his feet but was too late.
 Six men had guns pointed at them.  "Get yer hands where
I can see 'em," one of the men ordered.  He was a very fat
man.  Marshall noted that his pants were too small.

Marshall knew there was nothing he could do
before they killed his father.  This guy
must be pretty high up in
the organization, thought Marshall.  He
must be someone important to
have so much food he's
gaining weight.

Marshall slowly raised his hands.  "Dad,
you better do what he says.  We're outgunned here, and no one
needs to get hurt."  Marshall redirected his attention to the
men that surrounded them, "Fellas, we were just passing through.
 We didn't mean you any trouble."  He quickly thought
back on the little bit of information his father had been able to
tell him about these men.  "And we don't have any plans to
stop until we're in Alabama.  We don't want any trouble.
 We're just trying to check on our family."

"That's the guy!" shouted a young blond
haired man pointing at Victor.  "That's the Gray Wolf!
 He shot up our whole crew!"

All the guns pointed towards Victor
Senior.

"Whoaa, keep the guns on me," said Marshall,
reaching for the Desert Eagle on his thigh.  "He's not going
to do anything - he's just an old man.  He's been travelling
with me since I picked him up in Raleigh, and we haven't shot at
any living people until today."

All the guns pointed back at Marshall.
 "You lyin' to me, boy?" the fat man asked with a sneer.
 "Why would you go and do a damn fool thing like that?
 We're gonna find out the truth.  Billy Joe has a way of
knowin' if you're lyin'.  We gonna go see Billy Joe," said
Fattie.

"That would be good.  Take us to see
Billy Joe," Marshall said.

"Shut your fuckin' mouth.  You're
prisoners now.  We've been lookin' for the Gray Wolf for
weeks.  If you turn him over to us, Jerome might take it easy
on you."

A man off to Marshall's right half-whispered
to his buddy, "It's gotta be him. We're gonna eat well
tonight!"

"Let's go then," said Marshall and unbuckled
the gun belt from his waist.  He also un-clipped the thigh
straps so he was able to toss the guns at Fattie.  With a
slight smile, he added, "I'll be wanting those back."

Victor, following his son's lead, tossed his
rifle to one of the men and raised his hand.  "Come on,
Harley.  Quiet now. Let's go meet some people."  The dog
stood up and followed along obediently.

The men walked for about a mile down the road
before turning right into a Home Depot parking lot.  At least
it used to be a Home Depot.  It was obvious to see that the
entire structure had been re-purposed, and there were manned towers
along the roof of the store.  Marshall and Victor nodded
slightly at each other when they noticed two men on top of the
Wendy's restaurant and another on top of the strip mall beside the
big, orange-roofed store.

The men stopped at the front door and were
met by six more men with guns.  Fatty stepped up and said,
"Two prisoners.  Go get Billy Joe. We think one of them is the
Gray Wolf."  There was a murmur of excitement that
rippled through the men.

"Come on in.  Put them in the holding
area,” said the man in front.  He was wearing full military
BDU's.  The name on his shirt said "Rodriguez," but he was a
tall blond man.  He doesn't look
much like a Rodriguez, thought
Marshall.  They've tangled with
military and Legion came out
ahead.  These guys didn't
seem like the sort that
could take out a squad of
trained regulars, let alone
capture an entire base.
 Perhaps they found an
abandoned base and looted the
weapons and gear.

The guys behind Marshall and Victor shoved
them forward into the store.  "Move!" he yelled, ramming the
barrel of his gun into Marshall's back.  Marshall allowed
himself to be shoved and slowly walked forward.  As they
stepped through the door, Marshall heard a man at the back whisper,
"That's him.  That's gotta be the Gray Wolf."

"Heel," said Victor, a step behind Marshall.
 The old mongrel dog followed the two of them inside the
store.

"In here," another man in camouflage said and
pointed towards the women's bathroom at the front of the store.
 "Get your asses in there, and shut yer fuckin' holes."

When the two prisoners were inside the
women's bathroom, they walked all the way to the back of the
room.

"Geh Voraus," said Victor.  Harley began
checking under each stall.  When he'd checked all of them, he
came back to Victor's side and sat.  "So ist Brav," the older
man said, patting the dog's head lovingly.

Victor cut his eyes sideways and upwards.
 Marshall casually looked up to see a camera pointed right at
them.   The two men turned around to face the camera.
 They wanted to appear as if they were just innocent
travelers.

"He understands German? And what's this ‘Gray
Wolf’ thing about?" asked Marshall in a whisper.  "He seemed
pretty sure it was you, Pop."

"I really don't know anything about that, but
it kind of fits.  I travel with a dog, and I have killed a few
of them," he whispered back.  "I kind of like it.  And
yes.  Harley knows German.  We had a lot of time in the
house and did a lot of house clearing together."  Victor
Senior smiled.

Marshall stood in silence, contemplating his
next move.  A couple of minutes later, Harley growled low and
deep.  It was a menacing rumble.  "Nein!" said Victor
sharply.  Seconds later, a man Marshall assumed was Billy Joe
came walking in.

"What are your names?" he asked.

"Marshall Tookes," said the big man.  
Marshall was easily two feet taller than their interrogator, but
the questioner carried himself as if he didn't have the slightest
fear.  "You remind me of my little brother," he continued.
"He's not afraid of anything.  I assume you're Billy Joe?"

"I don't have anything to be afraid of," said
the man.  "And yea, I'm Billy Joe.  The boss sent me in
here to see if you're lying.  Where'd you come from?"

"We came through South Carolina last night.
 I was on a train with my brother.  He and our friends
kept going.  My father and I were just trying to catch back up
to them," said Marshall.  "I got off the train to find a
truck, which your boys blew up."  All of that was true but
gave Billy Joe no real information.

"What about you?  What's your name,"
asked Billy Joe, turning to face the elder Tookes.  

"My name's Victor Tookes, Senior.  This
is my oldest son."

"Do you know anything about the man they call
the Gray Wolf?"

"I don't know if that's me or not.  It's
not a name I've ever heard anyone say before today," said Victor.
 Marshall knew his father was following his lead.  Age
may have robbed him of some of the spring in his step, but his mind
was as sharp as ever, and that same mind had carried him through a
successful career in business.  His same ability to read
between the lines was serving him well here.  He never said
anything that wasn't true; he just left parts of the story out, as
Marshall had done.

Billy Joe turned around and said, "Follow.
 We're going to see the boss."  Marshall and Victor did
as they were told, but Marshall noticed a small cringe when the
interrogator spoke of the boss. They walked out of the bathroom, up
past where the registers had been and into what had previously been
the Tool World section of the store.  It had been completely
remodeled.  There was a roof on it, and someone had built a
wall across the front.  Wires trailed down from the ceiling,
and Marshall could see the glow of fluorescent lights
coming out of the cracks around the door.

Billy Joe knocked on the door twice and
opened it when a deep voice from inside said, "Come!"

"Stay here," he said.  Billy Joe started
to walk away but then added, “And don't do anything stupid," before
he turned around and walked into the office, closing the door
behind him.

Marshall took in as much of the surroundings
as he could.  The massive home improvement store's shelves had
been emptied, and instead of merchandise, each ten-foot long by
six-foot wide shelf had a twin mattress and some personal effects.
 Marshall tried to count the men, but every time he counted an
area, some would leave and more would come.  It was a totally
different world, constantly in motion like a beehive.  He
estimated under a hundred were visible to him.  A group this
size would take a sizable amount of food every day, and there were
way too many of them for him to fight alone. They
must have cleared most of
the city of food by
now, Marshall thought.

He spent a minute taking stock of their
current predicament and gambled on some educated guesses about
their captors.  They had to be running out of food.  This
"Gray Wolf" they were looking for had caused them some significant
injury.  That was obvious, especially since they had
been dedicating men to looking for him instead of looking for food.
 The place appeared as it had been built up to house way more
men than Marshall could see.  There were a lot of men here,
but there were enough beds for five hundred or better.  They
must have been getting desperate.

Their leader has
to be a super, like us.
 And Billy Joe is clearly
afraid of him.  Gangs like
this are almost always led
by strength, and like lions,
if the old leader is
beaten, the whole pride follows
the new stronger
leader.  Marshall formed a plan for if things went
south during this meeting.

"Keep your head, Pop," he whispered.
 "This could get ugly."

"So far, so good." said the old man.

"Yeah, that's what worries me."

After a couple more minutes, the door opened.
 Marshall and Victor were shoved from behind again into the
well-lit office.  Harley followed them and sat at Victor's
left heel.

"Oh wow, you have electricity.  Nice,"
said Marshall, noting the lights on the man's desk facing them.
 They couldn't see the man behind the desk.  He was
completely shrouded in shadow.  Marshall blinked several times
in the strong light.  "And heat?  How extravagant!"

The man ignored Marshall's comments.
 "Billy Joe says this old man isn't the man they're calling
'the Gray Wolf,'" he said, waving his hand towards the rest of the
store.  "But the fact is you killed three of my men today.
 How do you plead to that?" he asked.

"Not guilty," said Marshall.  "A man has
a right to defend himself.  We were just driving along the
highway not causing anyone any trouble when your men started
shooting at us.  I retreated, and they continued firing.
 Only then did we return fire.  It was a clear-cut case
of self-defense.  Your men later blew up my truck with a
bazooka, by the way.  I'll be expecting a replacement
vehicle."

"You have a lot of nerve," said the man.
 "I like nerve, as long as I can use it," he continued as he
stood up.  Marshall and Victor heard a chair scrape against
the floor, followed by a very large man appearing in front of them.
 He was bigger than Marshall by a couple of inches.

Shit, thought Marshall.
 Why does it always have
to be the physically strong?
Why can't it ever be a
shooter?

"You're a big fellow," said Marshall.
 "Are you Jerome?"

"I am," he said.  "I don't think I've
ever seen anyone as big as me, and you're close."

"My father and I have to get moving.  If
you'd let me know where I can find the keys to a truck to replace
the one your man blew up, we'd like to get out of here."

"You're not leaving.  I can use you," he
said.  Billy Joe and a man Marshall instantly recognized as a
shooter walked in.  The man was wearing a vest much like the
one Marshall had helped design for John.  The reason John
carried so many guns was not the reload time but the cooling off
time for the barrels.  This man's vest was made of hardened
black leather and was well padded, just like John's.

This situation just
got a lot tougher, thought
Marshall. "We are leaving," said Marshall.
 "We don't have anything to offer you, and we didn't do
anything to provoke this."

"No one leaves unless I say!" yelled Jerome,
drawing himself up and puffing out his chest.  "I'm in charge
here."

Oh great, he's
pompous too.  I think I
can use that.

"I know you're in charge.  We don't want
any trouble, but we have to go.  Our people need us, and we
need to catch up with them.  If you'll tell me where I can
find the keys to my replacement truck, we'll get out of your
hair."

"Tell me why I should let you go."

"Because it's the right thing to do and
because we have nothing to offer you," said Marshall.

Marshall knew he wasn't going to be able to
talk his way out of this, and he knew he wasn't going to be able to
fight all three and protect his father at the same time.  "I
don't want a fight.  But we're not staying here.  We're
not from this part of the country, and after we walk out that door,
you'll never see us again."

"Why wouldn't you stay?  We have
everything you need," Jerome said.  "We have safety, security,
food, and warm beds."

"I'd rather earn my own way, and I have
people that need me already.  You are losing men, Jerome,”
Marshall said.  “They are starving, and I'll bet that they are
deserting as fast as this Gray Wolf is killing them off." The whole
“Gray Wolf” scenario hadn't made any sense based on what his father
had told him.  Victor hadn't killed enough men to be this big
of a legend.  He hadn't been hunting them.  He'd killed
some of these thugs, but the “Gray Wolf” was huge to these men.
  As soon as the guys that brought them here saw an
old-timer, they assumed he was the legendary “Gray Wolf,” but his
father hadn't ever mentioned it and didn't know anything about it.
Too many elements weren’t adding up.  If Jerome had this many
men, why would Victor Senior’s occasional shootings be deemed
“legendary” and worth hunting him for?  Everything about The
Legion reminded him of a bastardized version of 1984 and Big
Brother was watching.  With a start, Marshall put it all
together.  His father was just the seed of the myth.
 Jerome had built up the “Gray Wolf” as a boogeyman to keep
his men from deserting.  The literal existence of such a
person didn’t really matter because the fear of the “Gray Wolf” was
enough to keep the men in check.

"You've been using the Gray Wolf character to
cover your desertions, haven't you?” Marshall suddenly asked and
took a step towards Jerome. “You've been telling your remaining men
that deserters were killed by this Gray Wolf.”
He couldn't help but chuckle lightly as he added, “How
long do you think you can keep up the charade?  How long
before anyone figures out you created the Gray Wolf to give your
men a reason to stay?"

Marshall watched Jerome’s eyes widen slightly
and quickly dart from him to his men and back and knew he had it
right.

"I will fucking kill you!" yelled Jerome as
he shoved his desk to the side. It flipped through the air,
slamming back into the concrete floor with a shudder.

"What if I kill you?" Marshall
evenly asked, not even flinching at Jerome’s rage-filled
outburst.

Jerome let out a laugh that bordered on
maniacal and intensely pointed his finger at Marshall.
 "Seriously? You're challenging me?  I know what you
are."

"Then you know I can take you," replied
Marshall calmly.  The two men were standing almost
chest-to-chest now.

"You're smaller than me, but maybe you can
provide me some entertainment before I kill you,” Jerome said with
a smirk.  He nudged past Marshall, hitting him roughly in the
shoulder.  Marshall remained solid as his shoulder collided
with Jerome’s, and he did not even budge at the impact.
 Jerome then shouted out, “Billy Joe! Let the men know there's
a challenge for leadership of Legion!"  Jerome walked out of
the room, maniacal laughter trailing after him.
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Search

 


“Alone. Yes, that's
the key word, the most
awful word in the English
tongue. ‘Murder’ doesn't hold a
candle to it and ‘hell’
is only a poor synonym. Salem’s
Lot, chapter six part five,” the
Voice whispered to her. Kris walked away from the boarded up
window, hands behind her head, and tried to control her
breathing. In and out, Kris.
Keep it together, baby. You
got this.

Keeping her senses open, she made her way
over to the door and tried to open it. She wasn’t surprised when
the handle didn’t budge, and she felt the hand of terror gripping
at her throat. She pushed against the door. Something must have
been wedged against the door on the other side, keeping it solidly
in place. “Fuck,” she groaned and wrapped her arms around her
body.

Her jacket was gone. She had been stripped
down to her fatigues, tank top, and socks. And she was cold.
Freezing, even. Kris couldn’t recall a moment in her life when she
had been so cold and so utterly alone.

“Hello!” she shouted. “Is anyone there?
Please! Someone help me!” Kris heard her voice echo inside the
empty motel room, sweep out of the blocked door, and run down
either side of the hallway. As her voice traveled, Kris followed
the sound. Her voice danced through the front lobby, and as the
sound swept against the floor, a word was being spelled
out. “Sheraton.” She could see that every room had
been cleared out like the one she was in right now and that every
window had been boarded up. It looked like whoever cleared the
rooms out was hoping to save the building and the furniture in it
so that they could open up again later. Or the people that took her
were expecting a lot of business.

There was no one in the entire floor. Or any
other floor or room nearby. She really was completely alone.

“Oh God,” she moaned, leaning against the
door and slowly sliding down to the floor. She knew that calling
for help was a complete waste of time. When she was still in Nag’s
Head, she had spent months without seeing another living soul, so
why would here be any different? However, when she was in North
Carolina, she was never alone because Mac was always by her side.
Now Mac was gone, and Kris was left alone in the dark with no
comfort but her thoughts.

That was the first time she had thought of
Mac since the day she met Victor Tookes and his crew. Kris had
experienced so much loss in such a short amount of time. Everything
that she came to love was violently stolen from her, and death was
happening right before her very eyes. First, it was Jeff, and then
it was Mac. She could still see blood pouring out of her mouth as
the zeds tore into her flesh, ripping her apart. Kris was too slow
to save her and too slow to fend them off.

Kris missed Mac’s presence, her smile, and
her perfect way of cutting through the bullshit. She missed her
touch, her embrace, and her kiss. Kris was an incomplete circle.
Yin without yang. It truly had become her against the world just as
she thought she had found a new home. New beginning. New
life. “A new start, that’s
the thing I need to give
me new heart. Half a
chance in life to find a
new part - just a simple
role that I can play,” the
Voice sang.

Kris pulled her legs in close to her body and
fought to keep the terror at bay. However, as the tears started to
fall from her eyes, she felt her body shaking. Where was she? She
wasn’t anyone important or noteworthy, so why was she here? Maybe
one of the supers from four floors up had grabbed her once she
passed out. She had passed out, hadn’t she? Kris wracked her brain
but couldn't form a single coherent thought among the terror in her
mind.

She had to get out of this box. Kris needed
to see sunlight. Immediately, she got to her feet and ran over to
the boarded up window. Kris tried to get her fingers under the
board to pry the wood free, but the wood was nailed into the walls
so tightly that it wouldn’t move. “Please! No, no, no!” she
screamed as she violently tried to pull at the wood. She pounded
her fists against the wood again and again and again until she
couldn’t feel her hands anymore. Hysteria was ripping through her
as she fell to the floor again, bringing her knees up to her chest,
and Kris, feeling completely beaten, sobbed into the darkness.

 


-----

 


It took nearly ten minutes of agonizingly
biting down on Reggie's wallet before Tookes could think somewhat
clearly. As soon as the nerve endings in his back had stopped
telling his body his back was on fire, frozen, and buried in magma
all at the same time, his thoughts returned to Kris.

He scanned out as far as he could, looking
for any sign of her. His strength had grown pretty substantially
over the last couple of weeks. Once again, he was left to wonder if
his increased abilities were the result of use or of continued
exposure to zombies. There was no sign; he couldn't catch any trace
of her aura as far as he could see.

The train was moving steadily but slowly
south through downtown Atlanta. The track-clearing device was
destroyed. The bulk of the yellow digging arm was laying beside the
track in a mangled mess about three miles behind them. They still
had the plow on the front, but every intersection they'd come to
was blocked by traffic. At the last intersection, there had been an
overturned tanker truck. The driver of that truck had been hauling
some sort of caustic liquid. The tank had ruptured when the truck
crashed, spilling thousands of gallons of chemical over the nearby
cars, people, and earth. There were dozens of skeletons in the
area; all of the bones looked slightly melted. Skulls were
flattened where they lay on the concrete. Long bones drooped in the
middle, and the rib cages were crushed almost flat. There was no
trace of flesh on any of the bones.

That intersection had taken almost half an
hour to get through, slowly pushing the truck, then backing up and
pushing again, trying to get the tanker to spin out of the way,
rather than just being pushed along in front of them. Shelton was
being extra careful in an attempt to avoid further damage to the
heavy plow mounted to the front of the engine until they could stop
to make repairs. The stop in Centennial Park had taken about two
hours.

Victor struggled to stand up. He slid himself
backwards off the table he'd been laying on. When his feet were on
the floor, he pushed up off the table. Fresh waves of pain shot
through him.

"Mister Tookes, there isn't much skin on your
back. You should lie still while it grows back," said Reggie.

"Sorry, Reggie. Kris is missing. They've
taken her, and we have to find her," Tookes said. The words he'd
heard so many times since this started echoed through his mind:
If not you, who? If not
now, when?

Victor walked slowly, stiffly towards his
compartment. Every step shot pain up his exposed back. The thought
of putting a shirt on was more than he could bear, but even with
electric heat running, it was cold on the train. Stepping outside
between cars took his breath away. Dust and grit from the tracks
stung the exposed muscle, and the cold air felt like daggers
digging into his flesh. He knew that he didn't have the strength to
contact Kris, so she had to be pretty far away. Max was his only
choice to find her.

Victor had sworn an oath not to involve Max
in anything having to do with zombies. He'd promised himself he
would spend his life sheltering the small child from the atrocities
of the world. However, this was Kris—a living, breathing person.
When he got to his cabin, he slid the door open and looked down at
Max. He was sitting by himself, playing Lego Batman
on an XBox and fifty-inch TV.

"Max, I need your help," he said. "Do you
think you can talk to Miss Kris for me? She's lost, and I need help
to find her."

"Sure, Dad. Do you want me to talk to her
now?" he asked.

"Please. If you can contact her, we need to
know where she is so Miss Leo and I can go get her."

 


-----

 


“Hello?” The voice was faint, but
it sounded very familiar. “Miss Kris?” It
was Max. “My daddy is here.
He wants to know if you
know where you are. He
sounds very worried.”

“Max?” she replied and then said
to herself, “Fuck me, there’s hope.” “I’m in a
Sheraton hotel somewhere. I
can’t see anything, and I’m
alone. The only thing I
know is that there’s an
ocean close by and that
it’s not as cold here as
it was in Atlanta. They
took my jacket and my
shoes, and I don’t know
why I’m even here.”

“Daddy says not
to worry. He and Leo are
going to come get you. He
wants to know if you can
hear him if you listen
very hard. He’s going to
talk now.”

Kris inhaled deeply, trying to focus on her
heart like she always did to center herself. Strong and steady.
THUMP THUMP. THUMP THUMP. She
waited. Two minutes passed, and there was nothing but
silence. “Max, I don’t hear
anything.”

“He says to tell
you that means you’re not
anywhere in Georgia. He says
if you were in Florida,
it would be warmer, so he
thinks you’re either in North
Carolina or Alabama, because the
zombie that took you wouldn’t
be strong enough to carry
you and Laura more than a
couple hundred miles.”

“Tell him that I
know I’m not in North
Carolina. I know the smell
of the ocean there, and
this is not it. But I’ve
been wrong before... Max, you’re
such a great kid, you
know that?” If she was anywhere near the boy,
she would have scooped him up and hugged him.

Outside her realm of thought, she heard the
front lobby door to the motel open up, and two pairs of boots
walked across the carpet and headed in her
direction. “Shoot. Max, I gotta
go. Someone’s coming. I don’t
know if you can listen in
to conversations from far away,
but try very hard to
listen, okay, buddy? Make sure
you tell your daddy
everything.”

The boots were getting closer to her, and as
Kris listened, she didn’t hear a heartbeat between them. Her mind’s
eye told her that one of them was the same man that was in the room
four floors above her from Atlanta. The other one was a younger man
that Kris didn’t recognize. Standing up, she tried to pull herself
together and wiped the tears from her eyes just as the boots
reached the outside of the door. She heard them slide something
heavy across the carpet, and one of them reached for the handle of
the door and turned it. The door popped opened with a creak, and
light from the hallway spilled into the room; Kris brought her hand
up to shield her eyes from it as a blond-haired man stepped into
the room, looking smug.

“Looks like Sleeping Beauty finally decided
to join us!”

“Fuck you,” Kris spat, feeling a new sense of
purpose.

“My, my, my! Such words, Kris.” The man
clicked his tongue and shook his head. “Not very nice of you to be
that way, and we’ve only just met.”

“I don’t care who you are. Let me go, you
prick.”

He laughed as he stepped into the room. Kris
took one-step back in return, and now her back was against the
plywood window. She had nowhere else to go. He took another step,
and Kris noted that he was taller than her by six to eight inches.
It was difficult too not feel intimidated by him as he stood right
in front of her. With a slow inhale, she kept her eyes locked on
his. No fear, Kris. No
fear. The man smiled, and it made Kris’s skin crawl.
The man wore flesh, but any ounce of “human” had been drained from
him. He leaned down slightly, and his face was right in front of
hers now.

“What I need from you is very simple, Kris,”
he said. “Where is Victor Tookes going? What are his plans?”

She felt a hard blow on the exterior of her
dome of silence. It felt like someone was taking a sledgehammer to
her thoughts. Panic started to rise in her again, and she
redirected her attention back to her heartbeat.

“I don’t know,” she said. Everything inside
her screamed to drop her eyes and look away from him, and she
struggled to maintain that eye contact. He was powerful. Strong.
She had never encountered someone like him before, and for whatever
reason, she could feel herself longing to tell him everything he
wanted to know.

He smirked and said, “Oh, Kris, I know you’re
lying. You’re such a bad liar.”

The hammer came down on her dome again. She
cringed in pain as she felt a crack form in the dome.

“I told you that I don’t know,” she said
again and pulled back into the thoughts of her
heartbeat. If he gets in,
then everything that they are
fighting for will be over.
Every death made worthless. You
know that they’re the hope.
Believe in that hope, Kris.
Believe in yourself.

The next blow to her dome knocked Kris to the
floor, and she moaned in pain. The blond man laughed again, took
her by her arm, and roughly lifted her to her feet. He grabbed her
chin and locked eyes with her again.

“I’m not going to ask you again.”

Kris spat in his face in a last ditch effort.
“Fuck you!”

He snarled and again, the hammer came down on
her, and Kris screamed. “We have always
held to the hope, the
belief, the conviction that
there is a better life, a
better world, beyond the
horizon. As said by Franklin
D. Roosevelt.” The Voice was a gentle whisper above
her pain. It gave Kris something to hold onto as the pain tore
through her mind and down her spine. She could hear a song forming
in her mind. A beautiful song burst forth in Kris’s thoughts as her
dome cracked and shattered. The blond man tried again to get into
her thoughts, but the song blocked him, and he was drowned out by
the music. Where was the song coming from? Kris didn’t have time to
think about it as she was hit with sudden
inspiration. “Exploding head syndrome
is a parasomnia condition that
causes the sufferer occasionally
to experience a tremendously
loud noise as originating from
within his own head. It
is usually described as the
sound of an explosion, roar,
gunshot, loud voices, or
screams, a ringing noise, or
the sound of electrical arcing
(buzzing),” the Voice reminded her. “Take
that, Kris, and use it in
his mind. I can’t keep
singing much longer.”

Kris took all the strength she had left in
her and re-created her dome. She pushed it outward, wrapping it
around the blond man’s head, and she screamed into the space. She
projected all of her fear, her pain, and her hope into that scream.
The man dropped to the floor like a rock and began to shake
violently, his eyes rolling back into his skull. A gurgling sound
came from his mouth, and spit began to foam at the corners of his
lips. Kris maintained the dome around his brain and could feel the
organ shaking from the sound.

The other man ran in, dragged the blond man
from the room, and shouted at Kris, “This isn’t over, you
bitch!”

The man slammed the door behind him, and she
heard the bolt lock in place. There was the sound like a back swing
of a whip followed by a WHOOSH, and once again,
Kristina Thompson was alone.
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As Marshall waited in the room with the
gunslinger and Billy Joe, he collected his thoughts and wondered
how he was going to get out of this.  His father stood
silently by his side with Harley at his feet.  The stillness
of the room made the two Legion members uneasy, and they shifted
their weight from side to side. The silence stretched on
forever.

Billy Joe spoke up first.

"Jerome's going to kill you," he said.
 It wasn't boastful or arrogant; it was a simple statement of
fact.

"Maybe he will,” Marshall said. “He was going
to kill me either way, but at least now I have a chance.”

"Not really," said the gunslinger with a
shrug.  "He's dismantled thousands of zombies by hand.
 He can throw a car like it’s a toy, and bullets just bounce
off of him.” The man paused, looked Marshall in the eye, and added,
“He is invincible."

As always, Marshall considered his next words
before he spoke.  "Someone has to stand up for what's right,"
he said.  "There aren't many humans left, and those that are
are mostly led by guys like Jerome.
 Might doesn't make right.  What's right
and wrong hasn't changed, and what Jerome is trying to do to us is
wrong.  Just because there aren't laws anymore doesn't change
the fact that a man has the right to make his own decisions."

"Jerome takes care of all of us.  We get
a share of what food we have, and there's security in this
building," said Billy Joe.  “It’s a hell of a lot better than
trying to survive this alone.”

"Maybe it’s time for us to start taking care
of ourselves and stop relying on someone else."

Victor looked at his son and placed a hand on
his shoulder.  "You're a good man, Marshall.  I'm proud
of you," he said slowly.

"All right, let's get this over with,” the
shooter said.  “Jerome's always in a good mood when he kills
someone. Follow me; they'll be ready by now."

He turned and opened the door.  Marshall
spoke one last time. "What's your name, Gunslinger?"

"Roland," he said as he walked through the
door.  Marshall, Victor, Harley, and Billy Joe followed him.
 Roland led them around the back of the office to a big open
area in the middle of the store.  Given the location, Marshall
figured it used to be the flooring and window treatment portion of
the store.  There were dozens of men forming a large ring with
Jerome standing in the middle of it with his shirt off.  His
muscles were well defined.  He was lean and huge, and his
smooth black skin glistened with sweat.  His arms were the
size of a normal man's thigh, and his stomach rippled like a
washboard.  He wore digital camouflage pants cut off just at
the knee, a belt, and combat boots.

Marshall hadn't been cold since the day he
was bitten, but aside from wearing shorts all the time, he wore
lots of layers to hide just how big he was.  Most men found it
intimidating, something Marshall tried to avoid.  Now he
stripped his clothes off.  He handed his fleece jacket,
flannel shirt, and two t-shirts to his father, revealing his own
set of muscles.  Marshall was a study in human anatomy.
 There wasn't an ounce of fat on him; the outline of every
muscle in his upper body was visible.  He wore almost the same
cut-off shorts as Jerome and work boots instead of combat boots.
 He cracked his knuckles, causing his arms to flex.  The
vein along the top of his bicep popped out as his arms swelled to
the size of tree trunks.  Marshall stood up fully and
stretched his back.  When he did, he revealed he was exactly
the same height as Jerome.

"Jerome, it doesn't have to be like this.
 You can still let us go.  We'll walk, and you'll never
see us again.  I don't want to fight you.  There aren't
enough humans left for us to be killing each other over silly ego,"
Marshall said.

"You challenged me.  Let’s go," he said
flatly.  "I'm looking forward to adding your scalp to my
collection."

"All right, no other choice," said Marshall,
who stepped towards Jerome.  "Any rules I need to know
about?"

"Nope," said Jerome, launching himself at
Marshall.  He jumped seven feet in the air, driving his foot
towards Marshall's face.

Marshall was ready for Jerome to try
something like this.  He let Jerome get within a foot of him
before sidestepping the kick.  When Jerome flew past him,
Marshall clasped his two hands together and smashed the back of his
opponent's head.  The impact twisted Jerome in the air,
causing him to land on his side.  He jumped to his feet,
landing in a left-foot forward stance.

Marshall brought his hands up in front of his
face like a boxer and waited.  Jerome was a skilled martial
artist.  Marshall was a brawler, but he was a quick study.
 He shifted his right foot forward and bent his knees
slightly, lowering his center of gravity, and waited for Jerome's
next attack.  Marshall watched for the slightest tell.
Jerome's left hand clenched as he swung a huge left hook that
connected, rocking Marshall’s head back and crushing the cartilage
at the bridge of his nose.  Marshall countered with a kick to
the thigh, knocking Jerome back a step.  He wiped blood from
his upper lip with his forearm and struggled to breathe through his
crushed nose.

"Get him, Jerome!" yelled one man from the
crowd.

"Rip his fucking head off!" yelled
another.

The leader of Legion stepped towards Marshall
and wrapped his head in his arms.  Marshall wrapped his arms
around Jerome's chest and squeezed.  Marshall groaned under
the assault and squeezed his opponent, keeping him from breathing.
 Marshall tightened his bear hug and then heaved upward,
throwing Jerome up into the air.  The two of them landed in a
pile on the concrete floor, Marshall on top.  Jerome still had
Marshall by the head.  Marshall lifted repeatedly, slamming
Jerome's head down on the concrete.  On the fourth slam, a
crack appeared in the concrete floor, and Jerome twisted his upper
body, throwing Marshall over him.

"You're strong," he said, loud enough for
everyone to hear, "but you lack training.  Your style is
desperate."

"I'm fighting for my life," said Marshall,
twisting his head to loosen his neck.  "You're fighting for
glory.  Which of us do you think has more reason to
fight?"

The two of them stood toe-to-toe and traded
blows back and forth.  A right hook followed by a quick jab.
 Marshall rained blows on Jerome but had very little effect.
 Jerome took every punch he had and was barely breathing.
 Likewise, Marshall absorbed Jerome’s blows, except that
Jerome was landing three to every one of Marshall’s, and Marshall
was starting to breathe heavier through his crushed nose.

Marshall knew he couldn't take the man at a
distance; Jerome clearly knew some sort of martial art.  He
also knew he wasn't going to get out of this without absorbing some
more damage from Jerome.  He'd either gotten pretty lucky so
far or the man was just toying with him, sizing him up.  As he
summoned up his courage, an old quote occurred to him.
 “Courage is not the
absence of fear, but rather
the judgment that something else
is more important than fear.”
 He couldn't remember who said it, but he thought that if ever
that statement was true, it was now.

"We're going to be at this all day," said
Marshall.  "Let's speed things up.  You got a couple of
sledge hammers laying around?"

"Arash! Go get sledgehammers," Jerome
ordered.  "Good idea.  It’s a shame that I'm going to
kill you. I could use a man like you."

Two huge sledgehammers came flying over the
crowd and smashed into the concrete, sliding to a stop at
Marshall's feet. He bent to pick one up and kicked the other to
Jerome.  The weight was good, but the handle was longer than
Marshall was used to.  He knew just how to fix that.  He
launched a huge overhand swing at Jerome's head, the hammer
whistling in an arc over Marshall's head.  The other man
caught the sledge with one hand in the middle of the shaft and
brought his own hammer horizontally.  Jerome's hammer hit
Marshall in the ribs as Marshall switched his grip and broke the
handle of his hammer in the middle over Jerome's head.  A
three-inch splinter of wood lodged itself in Jerome's head, and
Marshall had his short-handled hammer.  He held on to the
two-foot segment of the handle in the other.  Blood ran down
Jerome's face.  The crowd let out a collective gasp.

"He's bleedin'," a man in the front row said.
 "How the fuck is he bleeding?"

"He can't be bleeding," said another man who
was behind Jerome.

Marshall was now much more comfortable; this
was his favorite weapon.  He twirled the hammer in one hand,
taunting Jerome to close the distance.  He had extra reach
with his longer handle, but Marshall had done a lot of fighting
with long-handled hammers. They were too slow.  Jerome wound
up for a big two-handed side swing.  Marshall took advantage
and stepped inside the hammer’s arc and brought the pointed end of
the broken handle up, driving it into Jerome's cheek.  He
followed by bringing his sledge around to the other side of
Jerome's face, driving his head onto the wooden spike, which
erupted out the other side of his mouth.  In the same instant,
the handle of Jerome's hammer caught him in the undefended left
side of his rib cage.  The impact was much less powerful than
the previous blow, as the hammerhead missed, but the handle still
took his breath away.  Marshall brought his left arm down,
pinning Jerome's hammer to his side, and twisted his body away from
Jerome, wrenching the hammer out of his hands.

"You got this, Jerome!"

Jerome pulled the bloody spike out of his
face and drove it into Marshall's leg.  Now's
my chance, thought Marshall.
 Probably my last
one.  Victor watched Marshall go down on one knee,
toss the long hammer away, and pull the spike out of his leg.
 Jerome used that moment to pounce on Marshall.  The leg
wound was painful but not nearly as bad as he'd made it out to be.
 The wooden spike had hit his femur and stopped.  If
Jerome had stuck it an inch to the left, it would have torn a much
bigger hunk of thigh muscle.  When Jerome landed on him,
Marshall reversed the spike and launched himself upward with his
legs.  Marshall drove the huge wooden spike upwards into
Jerome's chin just at the base of the neck.

The spike, with all the power in Marshall's
legs behind it, erupted out the top of Jerome's skull.  He
fell limply on top of Marshall, his corpse twitching.
 Marshall rolled the huge man off him and got painfully to his
feet.  He was sure his nose and at least two ribs were broken,
and he had a huge deep gash in his leg.

He stood straight and tall and said, "I claim
leadership of Legion.  Jerome is dead.  Change has
arrived."
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Marshall stood in the middle of the
combat circle next to Jerome's corpse with blood running down
his leg.  His nose was bleeding, and every time he inhaled,
his ribs felt like daggers in his lungs. "My name is Marshall
Tookes.  I am in command of Legion," said Marshall.
 "Does anyone else want to challenge me?"  He spoke loud
enough for the men around him to hear but didn’t yell.   He
waited, standing stock still, for a full minute, waiting on someone
to step forward.  No one did.  "Good.  There's going
to be some changes around here."

Every one of the men stood up a little
straighter and stared at Marshall.  "First," he continued “no
more killing the living unless it’s in self defense.  This is
not negotiable. There aren't very many of us left.  If
you kill off any more of the gene pool, our species will end
without any further help from the zombies."

The big man paused there to let that message
sink in.  "Do you understand? No more killing, unless your
life is threatened."

Billy Joe spoke first. "He's right.  How
many women have we seen?  Any of you fucks gotten laid since
this shit went down?  What is the point of living through this
whole mess?  It’s not like we're living like kings around
here."

Marshall continued to wait.  He waited
for someone to speak up, and he waited while his leg wound healed.
 He could feel his thigh getting stronger and steadier as the
muscles knitted back together.

Finally, a man in the back spoke up.  He
had long blond hair and a long strawberry-blond lumberjack-style
beard. "What are you gonna do about it?  Say George over there
cheats at poker.  We all know he does.  Say I kill 'em
over a hand.  Then what?"

"Fuck you, Darrin.  I don't fuckin'
cheat," said George.  George was a very tall, very skinny man
in his early twenties with a dark complexion and short-cropped
black hair.  He had a jet-black mustache and
goatee.

"Darrin, if you kill George over a hand of
poker, you aren't welcome here and will be turned out," Marshall
said, walking towards the man.  His limp was almost gone.
 He wiped the blood from his upper lip with the back of his
hand.  His nose had stopped bleeding.  "Roland and Billy
Joe will drive you one hundred miles from here in a random
direction and drop you off.  Legion cannot spare any supplies
for murderers.  Your clothes, guns, and personal effects will
be distributed among the remaining men, and you will be turned out
naked to fend for yourself.  After that, if you return to
Legion, you will be shot on sight."

"You can't just turn a man out with nothing!"
Darrin protested.

Marshall closed the last couple of steps,
bringing him directly in front of the challenger.  He bent
over so he could look directly into his eyes. “You're wrong,
Darrin. I can," Marshall said quietly.  "You can't just kill a
man over nothing.  Human life has value, and that value must
be respected.  There's no room in Legion for a man without
respect."

"Yes, sir," was Darrin's only reply.

"Second," said Marshall walking back towards
the middle, “any man, woman, or child may come and go from here as
they please.  If they're willing to help with the work, they
have a place in Legion.  You are to build your ranks.
 This is a haven for anyone who needs safe harbor, whether it
is for a night as they pass through or if they want to stay."

There was an almost unanimous uproar from the
crowd.  Murmurs mostly, as the men shifted their feet.
 It was apparent that the second directive had hit a nerve.
 "We don't have any food.   C-unit deserted two days ago
and took all of our food.  Jerome said he knew where we could
find a storehouse but didn't tell anyone where, and now he's
dead."

"What's your name?" asked Marshall.

"Jerry," he replied.

"All right, Jerry.  Find a phone book.
 Think outside the box.  Look for restaurant supply
houses.  Look for obscure places.  Ikea stores have a
food court.  Many office supply stores have peanuts and
snacks.  Search office buildings and raid the vending
machines.  You're going to have to set up a garden though, and
send parties out to the edges of town hunting.  You can't rely
on canned food forever.  If you want to continue to live in
the middle of the city, you're going to have to secure a couple of
farmhouses.  While I’m gone, find three farmhouses and secure
them.  I'll be back through here in two weeks.  If you
haven't found a store of food by then, I'll help you find one."
 Marshall felt like he'd been talking forever.  "The last
thing, Billy Joe is in charge until I return.  I will be
back, and I expect that these rules will be followed to the
letter."

The men looked very confused.  Not many
of them would have been deemed "upstanding citizens" before society
melted, and they hadn't made any strides towards civility since.
 Just issuing orders and leaving wasn't going to help, but
Marshall knew he had to go before Victor got to Fort McPherson.

"Oh.  One last thing," said Marshall
with a grin.  "I require a big truck.  Who's got keys to
something to replace my truck?"

A man in the front row pointed towards
Jerome's corpse.  "He kept keys to a Hummer.  They're
probably in his pocket.  He always kept it full of fuel."

Marshall knelt down next to Jerome and
flipped the corpse over and, after a minute of searching, pulled a
key ring out of the dead man's pocket. When he stood up, he said,
"Someone take care of Jerome's body.  Find a place to bury him
or cremate him.  Say a few words, and let’s hope he finds some
peace."

Marshall turned to his father.  "Let’s
go, Pop," he said and walked towards the front door of the former
big-box home store.  Victor and Harley followed without saying
a word.  When Marshall passed the shelves by the front door,
he grabbed his Desert Eagle, the holster, and his father's duffle
bag.  There were a number of military-issue weapons on the
shelves, but Marshall saw no boxes of ammunition.  Things were
bad here at Legion; no wonder Jerome was using his father as a
scapegoat.  If only he'd had the men out gathering supplies
instead of searching for a boogeyman.

"There is no Gray Wolf," Marshall said,
standing at the weapons shelves.  "Stop looking for trouble,
and start looking for what you need."

A large group of men had followed him towards
the doors.  The man who'd brought them there spoke first.
  "What do you want us to do?"

"I want you to live.  Living is work
these days; no one gets a free ride.  Go right now and find
enough food to feed everyone here.  There's a Wal-mart in the
shopping center across the street. Go get a bunch of food,
ammunition, and cleaning supplies."

"Ain't no food left in there.  We
cleaned it out last week," he said.

"Did you check the stock room? Did you open
all the boxes in the back?  How about the trucks in the
parking lot?  Did you search the cars for anyone who may have
bought groceries but didn't get out?  Did you raid the
restaurant inside the store?  What about the three other
restaurants in the shopping center?  If they're all cleaned
out, spray paint ‘No Food’ on the doors and move to the next spot.
 Keep going until you find something to eat."  Marshall
was beginning to wonder how these men had lived as long as they
had.  "You six are the primary food team.  You're going
to go out scavenging food every single day, seven days a week for
at least eight hours a day.  That's your job now.  Grab
anything you find that could be useful, but first and foremost,
you're after food, water, and first aid supplies."

Marshall pressed the unlock button on the key
fob as he stepped through the door.  The answering chirp was
from a civilian model Hummer, but at least it was an H1 model.

"Oh, one last thing," Marshall said.
 “You all smell horrible.  I want to see working showers
when I get back.  No one goes more than two days without
bathing.  Living in filth like this is not only disgusting,
it’s unhealthy.  Find some soap, wash yourselves, and wash
your clothes."

Victor tossed his duffle bag in the back seat
next to Harley and climbed into the front passenger seat.
 Marshall climbed up behind the wheel and cranked the huge
truck.

Marshall and Victor were out of the parking
lot before Victor spoke. "Marshall, what the hell was that? How did
you throw that guy around?  You stabbed him through the top of
the skull. You killed him with your bare hands."

"I told you I was strong.  I tried to
talk my way out. I tried everything I could to not have to kill
him.  I hate killing humans.  He was clearly a bad man,
and yet I'm going to see Jerome’s face every time I close my eyes
for a long time, Dad.  This world has gone to shit.  Vic
and I are just trying to flush the toilet."

"You've changed a lot, son."

"We adapted to survive.  I don't like
using force, but this is a new world.  In this world, the only
language some men speak is violence," Marshall said.  "There's
a reason we need you.  Vic needs you; I think he's somewhat
lost.  You know how he is.  He's always been go big or go
home.  Well, he's going big.  We're talking about
cleaning the planet of these zombies.  The thing is, if anyone
can do that, it’s Vic.  I believe that. I believe him."

"Is he stronger than you?"

"In a lot of ways, yes.  Physically no,
but he could beat any of us in a fight.  He can tell what
people are going to do before they do them.  He knows when
people are lying. There is a group of us, Vic, Renee, and me, plus
John, Leo, and Kris.  Each of us has some ability.  In
the case of Leo and Renee, they're definitely super powers.
 And there are more of us out there.  Vic and I think
it’s about one percent of the previous population, and it appears
to be genetic. "

"So zombies have invaded the planet, and my
sons became superheroes?  God has a plan for all of us, son.
 I haven't heard any mention of Candi.  She didn't make
it?"

Marshall shook his head.  "She was
killed on the first day when were headed down to Virginia.  A
zombie set up a road block and shot up Vic's truck."

Marshall turned south on Peachtree Hills
Drive.  "Think I should take 85? Or stick to side
streets?"

"I'd take 85, no way of knowing what traffic
is like, but the outbreak hit Atlanta in the middle of the night,
so it might be passable," said Victor.

Marshall steered the truck onto the
interstate.  It was largely clear all the way through town.
They swerved around a couple of wrecks here and there and had to
take the median and climb a pretty steep muddy hill to get up onto
I-20, but within an hour they were parked outside Fort McPherson's
gates.  They'd been torn from their posts.  The mangled
remains of the gates were half in the street, one hinge still
attached to the post.

"Jesus Christ," said Marshall, looking inside
the gates.  There were rotting bodies everywhere, and piles of
spent brass lay everywhere in the grass.  They could see a
machine gun turret inside of a sandbag ring.  The gun was
facing inward.

 



 Chapter 33

Grandpa Tookes

 


Victor and Marshall got out of the truck and
walked onto the base.  As they looked over the yard, Victor
shook his head, sadness plain on his face.  "These men died
recently," he said. "Their corpses aren't very old.  Maybe
just a couple of days."

Marshall took a look himself.  Some of
them had clearly been zombies.  Bits of flesh hung loosely out
of their mouths. Almost every single corpse on the field was
wearing military fatigues.  The few that were not military
were wearing business suits.  Almost all of the corpses, both
human and zombie, had been chewed on.  If Marshall had to
guess, it was probably by whatever had blown the gates outward.
 The gun placements were surrounded by brass.  There were
ammo boxes strewn out behind each of the guns.  "Man, they
burned a lot of bullets here. How many corpses do you think there
are?  Those are thousand-round boxes, and I count fifteen
behind this gun alone. What the hell did they shoot fifteen
thousand rounds at from each of these guns?"

"I don't know, son,” Victor replied.  He
then shook his head and added, “God help us if we meet it."

Marshall stepped up into the gun placement
nearest him.  He checked the gun over, but it was badly
jammed, and the barrel looked warped.  There were less than
fifty rounds hanging on the belt.  Looking down, Marshall saw
the former gunner lying on his side with his Beretta M9 still in
his mouth.  Marshall closed his eyes and turned away from the
body.

Victor, with Harley right by his side, had
done the same to the other gun placement.  It was opposite the
road, just inside the gate.  The weapons had been designed to
fire outward to protect the base from invaders, and the huge
sandbag walls were meant to protect the men operating the machine
guns.  Victor couldn't imagine they ever thought they would be
firing those weapons inward.  Instead of using the sandbags
for protection, they'd been fighting with their back to those
walls.  They were protecting themselves from the terror from
within. It was horrifying.

"I don't want to go inside there," said
Victor, looking up at the doorway of the huge fort.  The
concrete and stone inner walls of the ancient fort were still
standing, but there was a line carved three inches deep at head
height by the bullets these men had fired.

"Vic said there was something here we'd need.
 I don't know what he was after, though.  We need to find
the train. I don't think you and I should hang around here much
longer."  The two of them were already walking back towards
the truck.  Everything about the fort made Marshall and Victor
uneasy.  The two men were silent as they walked back to the
Hummer and got inside the vehicle.

They drove around the destroyed streets of
the south side of Atlanta looking for train tracks. Marshall used
the powerful truck to push wreck after wreck out of the way.
 These cars hadn't just crashed; they were crushed.  Many
of the cars were flipped over.  Some of them had been smashed
so hard the wheels were bent outward.  Marshall wasn't sure he
could do that to a car, and he hadn't met anyone stronger than he
was.

After several hours of navigating the streets
in a widening pattern, Marshall found a set of train tracks.
 He turned the truck off and got out.  When he got to the
train tracks, he bent down and put his ear directly on the steel
rail. He heard a faint rumble in the steel.  "There's a train
moving on these tracks. It’s got to be them," he called.

Once back in the truck, Marshall pulled the
huge Hummer onto the gravel rail-bed and started north.  They
drove about fifteen minutes, bouncing along the railroad ties, when
they first caught sight of the train moving slowly towards them.
 The front of the train was smashed in, and Marshall noticed
the Track Clearing Device he was so proud of had been ripped
violently off. A sheared, twisted metal stump was all that was left
mounted to the roof of the train.  "That's it!" said Marshall.
 He looked over at his father, who'd been oddly silent since
they left the military base.  His eyes were filled with tears,
and he had a solemn look on his face.

"I never thought I'd see any of you again,
Marshall.  I'm so happy that you're all alive." His voice was
oddly restrained and heavy.  "My Max is alive."

Marshall pulled the truck off to the side of
the tracks and put it in park.  He left the keys on the
driver’s seat as he exited the vehicle.  "Let's go," he said
to Harley in the back as he opened the door.  The dog jumped
out of the tall truck and barked at the oncoming train, his tail
wagging.  Marshall waved his arms at the train and smiled when
Shelton stuck his head out the window.  The brakes on the
train screeched along the tracks as it came to a halt a few feet
past them.

"Corbin!  I'm glad you made it!
 How is everyone?"

"Marshall, it’s been a rough day since we saw
you.  We ran into some trouble,” Corbin said.  “Kris is
missing; Vic and Leo went looking for her.  Max is inside with
Mr. Walton.  John and Renee are here.  We didn't lose
anyone, but the team is spread pretty thin.” The man paused and
then added, “I’m glad to have you back."  Shelton looked at
the older man standing beside Marshall and smiled as recognition
spread across his face.  "Is this your father? He looks just
like you."

Shelton smiled for the first time that day as
Marshall made the introduction.  "Corbin, this is my father,
Victor Tookes, Senior.  And his dog Harley."

"Nice to meet you, Corbin," said Victor.
 Harley barked his hello.  Victor started towards the
stair that led to the first passenger car.  Before he got
there, Max bound off the train and ran as fast as his four-year-old
legs would carry him.

"Poppy!"  Max yelled.  "I knew you
were here!"

Reggie Walton appeared at the top of the
ladder and, upon seeing Marshall, visibly relaxed. "Max," he called
out. "Your father would be mad at me if I let anything happen to
you!  You can't just run off like that!"

Max didn’t even look back as he ran into the
outstretched arms of his Poppy, who had knelt down in the large
gravel of the rail-bed to give his grandson a hug.  Victor
knelt there holding Max for nearly two minutes with tears running
silently down his cheeks.  When he'd recovered a bit, he said,
"How's Poppy's boy?" His voice was husky with emotion.  Max’s
little voice filled the air as he went into detail about his
day.

Watching the two of them, Marshall realized
just how close they were.  His father had never been an overly
emotional man, but Max was his only grandchild, and there was a
bond there that he didn't even begin to understand.

Victor Senior was a man that thrived on
family ties and took his job as a father very seriously.
 There had never been any question as to who came first in his
life.  Victor had spent a good portion of his adult life with
the impression that he would never be blessed with a grandchild.
 Marshall lived a very busy life that hardly included enough
time to breathe, let alone take the time that was required to raise
a child.  Victor’s eldest was a smart man that loved kids, but
having a child of his own was never a priority.  Victor
Junior, however, had never shown any interest in having children.
 Vic and Candi spent years saying they were happy where they
were and that their lives were full enough without adding a third
member to their little family.

Although their choices were not what he would
have liked, Victor Senior trusted his sons to know what was best
for them.  His sons were his world, and Victor didn’t believe
it was possible to love anyone more than he loved his boys.
 Then Max was born.

Holding the small boy in his arms brought
tears to his eyes.  He marveled that little Max had the same
bright eyes as his father.  The same eyes as him.
 Another man to carry on the family name, but the little baby
was so much more than a name.  Looking into his small eyes,
Victor could see that his grandson was unique.  He had spent a
long time debating if the sense of pride he felt was normal.
 Victor found himself not caring about what was “normal” and
made the decision that day to ensure Max always knew how loved he
was and that he would have given his life to save him.  Max
adored his grandfather as much as a small child could.  To
him, his grandfather was an indestructible force that
could never be stopped.

Renee and John were the next off the train,
coming from one of the rear cars.  "Victor! It's good to see
you," Renee exclaimed, trotting up to him with near super-human
speed.  Victor was not her father.  Their mother had
remarried a short time after Victor and Sharon divorced, but she
had always been close to him, as the father of her two big
brothers.  Victor loved Renee as he would his own daughter,
even though he was no blood relation to her.

"I hate to interrupt," said Marshall, "but
can we move this on-board the train?"

The family members and John climbed the
ladder up into the dining car.  Shelton released the brakes,
and the huge battered train rolled forward towards John's
family.


 Chapter 34

The Beach

 


“Miss Kris?” asked Max.
 “Are you still there?”

“I'm here, Max.
 I'm sorry you had to
hear that.  I don't know
how, but I have to get
out of here.”

Vic looked at Max.  "Max, these words
are important that you get them right.  Tell her, 'Everything
has a resonating frequency.  Find the tone and use her shield
to amplify it.’"

Max spoke slowly aloud and to Kris at the
same time.  "Daddy says all the things have a reasonable
frequency.  Find the tone and use your shield to amplify
it."

"Resonating, Max."

"Resonating," Max said again.

"I'll try that, but what if I can't make the
right sound?" asked Kris.

"Then we'll try something else, but you can
do this, Kris.  When you get out, find out where you are and
tell Max.  I'm going to go get Leo, and we're coming to find
you."  He stood up in the small train car and said, "Max, I'm
going to go find Miss Leo, and we're going to go get Kris.
 I'll ask Mr. Walton to keep an eye on you while we're gone
and make sure you get supper, okay, buddy?  I may be back
after sleeping time, but I'll wake you up when I get here.
 I'll be back before morning.  I love you, Max."

"I love you too, Daddy," said Max, holding up
his hand.

Victor took the small boy's hand and kissed
him on the top of the head before stepping out into the hallway.
 “Leo, I need you, outside
my sleeping car,” he sent directly to
Leo.  "Mister Walton, can you keep an eye on Max? I have to go
look for Kris.  I'll be back tonight, but can you make sure he
gets some dinner?"

"Oh yes sir, Mister Tookes, Sir.  Young
Master Max is a delightful little boy.  If it’s not too
personal of me to say, you are a very good father."

"Thank you, Mister Walton.  I appreciate
your care of Max."

Reggie stepped into the train car with Max
and said, "Would you like to hear a story I heard from my father,
Max?"

"Yes Mister Walton! I love stories," said
Max.

Leo appeared in a swirl of blackness and
said, “You summoned me?"

"Can you get us to the coast south west of
here?"

"I've never been there before, so it’s going
to be a lot of short hops.   Are you ready to go?" she said.
 Her face was stone, and she looked upset.

I don't know what
she's mad about, but I
don't have time to deal
with it right now, thought Vic.
 I'll talk it out with
her when we get back.  "I'm
ready," he said.

"Take a deep breath then. Try to breathe when
you feel warmth," she said, grabbing his arm, and they
disappeared.

When the two of them reappeared, they were
several hundred feet above the ground, which was rushing up to meet
them at an alarming rate.  It took Victor a second to realize
the screams he heard were coming from his own mouth.  They
disappeared again, only to reappear fifty or so miles south.
 They repeated this half a dozen times before they finally
reappeared standing on the ground.

"Vic, you have to breathe," Leo said
impatiently.  "Breathe in when you feel warm air, breathe out
in the cold."

"Okay, but I..." His voice was cut off by the
coldness of travel sending daggers down his back, which was still
missing large patches of skin.  When he felt warm air, he
forced himself to breathe in.  In just a few minutes, they
were standing on the beach, looking out at the surf.  The
water looked cold.  The waves steadily crashed on the shore.
 The beach hadn't been combed in months; they were standing
just a foot above the line of debris that marked the high tide
line.

"Victor, I'm not your fucking taxi.  Why
are we even looking for her? She left us.  She made a choice,"
Leo said.

"She saved us all back at the park.  She
warned me about the bombs and helped me find Laura, and she erected
a dome to contain and amplify the blast.  That effort knocked
her out, and she was taken because she knows us.  I can't
leave her out there, Leo. It’s not right."  Victor scrubbed
his hands through his messy short hair and looked around to make
sure they were still alone on the beach.

The tide was coming in.  In just a few
minutes, the surf had moved a foot up the beach.  The waves
had increased in both size and frequency.  The sea was angry,
being pushed ahead of a storm.  The clouds were darkening as
the pair stood there on that desolate stretch of beach.

"What's right is going to find John's family.
 What's right is focusing on your mission, not splitting us
all up, not making side trips, and certainly not attempting to get
us all killed while you save the world to feed your own fucking
ego."  Leo stepped towards him as he spoke, pointing her
finger at his chest.

Victor shook his head sadly.  "It's not
about my ego, Leo.  I feel like I've said this a dozen times
in the last two days.  I'm just trying to make things right.
 No one else is going to do it.  Everyone else we've run
into has been so worried about trying to squeak out a living or how
to make their lives easier.  They've had no thoughts about how
to take our world back. We have a unique group of talent.  If
anyone in this world can do it, we can."

"You use us like we're tools, not people."
Leo crossed her arms over her chest, still holding back.

It had grown noticeably darker on
the beach.  Storm clouds were quickly filling the sky, and for
the first time that day, Victor noticed that he could see his
breath.  It was getting cold.

Victor's face sank as he said, "I ask nothing
of my friends that I wouldn't and haven't done." He shifted his gun
on his belt around towards his back and stuck his hands in his
pockets.

"We're not all you, Victor Tookes.
 We're not machines.  It's like you're made of ice. The
only time you thaw is around Max."

Victor's face scrunched, and his anger
erupted. "What the fuck do you want from me, Leo?" Victor yelled.
“I have a fucking job I have to do, and I'm doing the best I can.
 I can't do it without you, but it’s all I have time for.
 Do you think for a fucking second that I haven't considered
what it would do to me if you or John or Marshall or Renee or even
Kris were killed?"  Victor had just cracked the lid on what
was boiling beneath the surface.  "What do you fucking
want?"

Lightning crashed in the distance, followed
by a peal of thunder less than a second later.  The wind
picked up, blowing stinging bits of sand onto Victor's raw
back.

"I want you to pay some attention to me.
 I want you to treat John with some respect.  You say
he's your best mate, but you treat him like a tool just like you
treat me."

"Pay some attention to you? Are you fucking
serious?  I think of nothing but you and John.  All day
long every fucking day I think about how to make this world a
better place for the people I care about."  Victor removed his
hands from his pocket as he spoke, emphasizing his words with
gestures.

"How would any of us know you care about us?
 All day long every day all we do is try and keep up with you.
 Occasionally, we could stop and look at the scenery.
 Every once in a while, you could stop and be a human for a
day," Leo responded.  Her face was getting flushed, and she
pulled at her ponytail.

"Last time I stopped to smell the roses,
remember what happened? You almost were killed.  I ended up
almost dead with Kris holding my arteries together with her
fingers.  Every time we stop, every day we delay, more humans
die and the zombies get stronger.  Every fucking one of us
that dies and becomes one of them is another one we have to
kill."

"We can't go on like this, Vic." Leo's voice
had gone from angry to sad, all at once.  "You're changing.
 You were a vibrant, exciting, fun man just a month ago.
 I want that Vic back.  That was the Victor Tookes I fell
in love with."

Victor paused for a second, considering what
she said.  He felt a tinge of doubt as the words formed,
knowing that they shouldn't be said.  "Leo, we're both human
beings in a shitty world.  We fucked a couple times, and it
felt good.  It was a connection to something human.  It
wasn't love; it was sex."

"Fuck you," Leo said, and then she was
gone.

Victor instantly regretted not following his
instinct to hold that in, but he was angry.  How could she
claim to be in love with him and not understand the complexities he
was trying to deal with?  How could she let herself get that
angry with him and not say a word to him about it before this? How
could she not even try to see things from his perspective?
 How could she just leave him here miles away from
anything?

Victor did what he had to do.  He shoved
it all down inside and focused on the task at hand.  "Well
fuck," Victor said aloud.  "Now I need a car."   He'd
deal with this when there was time.

The clouds opened up, and it started raining.
 The rain was cold, whipped almost sideways by the wind.
 Victor stood there for a moment before walking slowly up the
beach, the sting of the icy rain on the fresh thin skin on his
back.  At the top of the beach, the solitary man became
engulfed in a blue glow as he drew his weapons.  "Time to make
the doughnuts," he said.


 


Visit the author's web site
at www.kirkallmond.com or on Facebook at
facebook.com/whatzombiesfear
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BREW

BY BILL BRADDOCK

Ever been to a big college
town on a football Saturday
night? Loud drunks glut the
streets, swaggering about
in roaring, leering, laughing
packs, like sailors on shore
leave. These nights crackle
with a dark energy born of
incongruity; for  beneath
all that smiling and singing
sprawls a bedrock of malice.
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TANKBREAD

BY PAUL MANNERING

Ten years ago humanity
lost the war for survival. Now
intelligent zombies rule the
world. Feeding the undead
of a steady diet of cloned
people called Tankbread, the
survivors live in a dangerous
world on the brink of final
extinction
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THE ROAD TO NOWHERE

BY BILL BRADDOCK

Welcome to the city of Las
Vegas. Gone are the days of
tourist filled streets. After
waking up alone in a hospital
bed, everyone seemsto have
fled, leaving me behind.
Survival becomes my only
driving force. Nothing was
as it should have been.
Things seemed to lurk in
the buildings and darkest
shadows. | didn't know what
they were, but | could always
feel their eyes on me.

PERMUTEDPRESS.COM

ZOMBIE ATTACK:
RISE OF THE HORDE

BY PAUL MANNERING

Voted  best Zombie/
Horror E-books of 2012 on
Goodreads. When 16 year
old Xander's older brother
Moto left him at Vandenberg
Airforce Base he only had
one request - don't leave no
matter what. But there was
no way he could have known
that one day zombies would
gather into groups big
enough to knock down walls
and take out entire buildings
full of people. That was
before the rise of the horde!
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14

BY PETER CLINES

Padlocked doors.
Strange light fixtures. Mutant
cockroaches. There are some
odd things about Nate's new
apartment. Every room in this
old brownstone has a mystery.
Mysteries that stretch back
over a hundred years. Some
of them are in plain sight.
Some are behind locked
doors. And all together these
mysteries could mean the
end of Nate and his friends.
Or the end of everything...

PERMUTEDPRESS.COM

DAY BY DAY ARMAGEDDON

GREY FOX

BY J.L. BOURNE

Time is a very fluid thing,
no one really has a grasp
on it other than maybe
how to measure it. As the
maestro of the Day by Day
Armageddon  Universe, |
have the latitude of being
in control of that time. You
have again stumbled upon
a ticket with service through
the apocalyptic wastes, but
this time the train is a little bit
older, a little more beat up,
and maybe a little wiser.
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DEAD TIDE

BY STEPHEN A. NORTH

THE WORLD IS ENDING. BUT
THERE ARE SURVIVORS. Nick
Talaski is a hard-bitten, angry cop.
Graham is a newly divorced cab
driver. Bronte is a Gulf War veteran
hunting his brother'skiller. Janicea is
a woman consumed by unflinching
hate. Trish is a gentlemans club
dancer. Morgan is a morgue
janitor. The dead have risen and
the citizens of St. Petersburg and
Pinellas Park are trapped. The
survivors are scattered, and options
are few. And not all monsters are
created by a bite. Some still have a
mind of their own.

PERMUTEDPRESS.COM

DEAD TIDE RISING

BY STEPHEN A. NORTH

The sequel to Dead Tide
continues the carnage in
Pinellas Park near St. Pete,
Florida. Follow all of the
characters from the first
book, Dead Tide, as they
fight for survival in a world
destroyed by the zombie
apocalypse.
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DOMAIN OF THE DEAD

BY IAIN MCKINNON

The world is dead, devoured by a plague
of reanimated corpses. Barricaded inside a
warehouse with dwindling food, a group of
survivors faces two possible deaths: creeping
starvation, or the undead outside. In their
darkest hour hope appears in the form of a
helicopter approaching the city... but is it the
salvation the survivors have been waiting for?

PERMUTEDPRESS.COM

REMAINS OF THE DEAD

BY IAIN MCKINNON

The world is dead. Cahz and his squad
of veteran soldiers are tasked with flying into
abandoned cities and retrieving zombies
for scientific study. Then the unbelievable
happens. After years of encountering nothing
but the undead, the team discovers a handful
of sunvivors in a fortified warehouse with
dwindling supplies.
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DEMISE OF THE LIVING

BY IAIN MCKINNON

The world is infected. The dead are
reanimating and attacking the living. In a
city being overrun with zombies a disparate
group of strangers seek sanctuary in an
office block. But for how long can the
barricades hold back the undead? How
long will the food last? How long before
those who were bitten succumb turn? And
how long before they realise the dead
outside are the least of their fears?
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THE INFECTION

BY CRAIG DiLOUIE

The world is rocked as one in five
people collapse screaming before falling
into a coma. Three days later, the Infected
awake with a single purpose: spread the

Infection. A small group—a cop, teacher, AN

student, reverend—team up with a
military crew to survive. But at a refugee
camp what’s left of the government will
ask them to accept a dangerous mission
back into the very heart of Infection

PERMUTEDPRESS.COM

THE KILLING FLOOR

BY CRAIG DilOUIE

The mystery virus struck down
millions. Three days later, its victims
awoke with a single violent purpose:
spread the Infection. Ray Young, survivor
of a fight to save a refugee camp from
hordes of Infected, awakes from a coma
to learn he has also survived Infection.
Ray is not immune. Instead, he has been
transformed into a superweapon that
could end the world ... or save it

PERMUTEDPRESS.COM

THE INFECTION BOX SET

BY CRAIG DilOUIE

Two full #1 bestselling apocalyptic
thrillers for one low price! Includes the
full novels THE INFECTION and THE
KILLING FLOOR. A mysterious virus
suddenly strikes down millions. Three
days later, its victims awake with a single
purpose: spread the Infection. As the
world lurches toward the apocalypse,
some of the Infected continue to change,
transforming into horrific monsters.
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THE BECOMING

BY JESSICA MEIGS

ESSICA MEIGS

The Michaluk Virus has escaped the
CDC, and its effects are widespread and
devastating. Most of the population of the
southeastern United States have become
homicidal cannibals. As society rapidly
crumbles under the hordes of infected,
three people--Ethan, a Memphis police
officer; Cade, his best friend; and Brandt, a
lieutenant in the US Marines--band together
against the oncoming crush of death

PERMUTEDPRESS.COM

THE BECOMING:
GROUND ZERO (BOOK 2)

BY JESSICA MEIGS

After the Michaluk Virus decimated
the southeast, Ethan and his companions
became like family. But the arrival of a
mysterious woman forces them to flee from
the infected, and the cohesion the group
cultivated is shattered. As members of the
group succumb to the escalating dangers
on their path, new alliances form, new loves
develop, and old friendships crumble.

PERMUTEDPRESS.COM

{HE BECOMING:

EVELATIONS (BOOK 3)
BY JESSICA MEIGS

In a world ruled by the dead, Brandt
Evans is floundering. Leadership of their
dysfunctional group wasn't something
he asked for or wanted. Their problems
are numerous: Remy Angellette is grief-
stricken and suicidal, Gray Carter is
distant and reclusive, and Cade Alton is
near death. And things only get worse.
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DEAD MEAT B

BY PATRICK & CHRIS WILLIAMS

The city of River's Edge has
been quarantined due to a
rodent borne rabies outbreak.
But it quickly becomes
clear to the citizens that the
infection is something much,
much worse than rabies..
The townsfolk are attacked
and fed upon by packs of the
living dead. Gavin and Benny
attempt to survive the chaos

il
in River's Edge while making Y 'Ni‘nsls‘:f:,,“?"‘
their way north in search of y
sanctuary.

PERMUTEDPRESS.COM

ROTTER WORLD

BY SCOTT M. BAKER

Eight months ago vampires
released the Revenant Virus on
humanity. Both species were
nearly wiped out. The creator
of the virus claims there is a
vaccine that will make humans
and vampires immune to
the virus, but it's located in a
secure underground facility
five  hundred miles away.
To retrieve the vaccine, a
raiding party of humans and
vampires must travel down the
devastated East Coast.
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RISE

BY GARETH WOOD

Within hours of succumbing
to a plague, millions of dead
rise to attack the living. Brian
Williams flees the city with his
sister Sarah. Bandedwith other
survivors, the group remains
desperately  outnumbered
and under-armed. With no
food and little fuel, they must
fight their way to safety. RISE
is the story of the extreme
measures a family will take to
survive a trek across a country
gone mad.
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AGE OF THE DEAD

BY GARETH WOOD

A year has passed since
the dead rose, and the
citizens of Cold Lake are out
of hope. Food and weapons
are nearly impossible to find,
and the dead are everywhere.
In desperation Brian Williams
leads a salvage team into the
mountains. But outside the
small safe zones the world
is a foreign place. Williams
and his team must use all of
their skills to survive in the
wilderness ruled by the dead
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PAVLOV’S DOGS

BY D.L. SNELL & THOM BRANNAN

)J\\V/ Y

WEREWOLVES Dr. Crispin l \\ LOV S
has engineered the saviors [ OGS
of mankind: soldiers capable
of transforming into beasts N
ZOMBIES Ken and Jorge get
caught in a traffic jam on their
way home from work. It's the
first sign of a major outbreak.
ARMAGEDDON = Should Dr. EEESITR
Crisping send the Dogs out
into the zombie apocalypse DL SN
to rescue survivors? Or should THOM
they hoard their resources and
post the Dogs as island guards?

PERMUTEDPRESS.COM

THE OMEGA DOG

BY D.L. SNELL & THOM BRANNAN

Twisting  and  turning
through hordes of zombies,
cartel territory, Mayan ruins,
andthe things that now inhabit
them, a group of survivors
must travel to save one man’s
family from a nightmarish third
world gone to hell. But this
time, even best friends have
deadly secrets, and even allies
can't be trusted - as a father’s
only hope of getting his kids
out alive is the very thing that’s
hunting him down

PERMUTED PRESS





tmp_babac687fbec88c14751e3c3e4714eae_uGnxks_html_m49abe628.jpg
PERMUTED PRESS

ROADS LESS TRAVELED:
THE PLAN

BY C. DULANEY

Ask yourselfthis: If the dead rise tomorrow,
are you ready? Do you have a plan? Kasey,
a strong-willed loner, has something she
calls The Zombie Plan. But every plan has its
weaknesses, and a freight train of tragedy is
bearing down on Kasey and her friends. In
the darkness that follows, Kasey's Plan slowly
unravels: friends lost, family taken, their
stronghold reduced to ashes

PERMUTEDPRESS.COM

MURPHY'S LAW
(ROADS LESS TRAVELED BOOK 2)

Y C. DULANEY

Kasey and the gang were held together by a
setofrules, their Zombie Plan. Itkept them alive
through the beginning of the End. But when
the chaos faded, they became careless, and
Murphy's Law decided to pay a long-overdue
visit. Now the group is broken and scattered
with no refuge in sight. Those remaining must
make their way across West Virginia in search
of those who were stolen from them,

PERMUTEDPRESS.COM

SHADES OF GRAY
(ROADS LESS TRAVELED BOOK 3)
Y C. DULANEY

Kasey and the gang have come full circle
through the crumbling world. Working for the
National Guard, they realize old friends and
fellow survivors are disappearing. When the
missing start to reappear as walking corpses,
the group sets out on another journey to
discover the truth. Their answers wait in the
West Virginia Command Center.
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PALE GODS

BY KIM PAFFENROTH

In a world where the
undead rule the continents
and the few remaining
survivors inhabit only island
outposts, six men make
the dangerous journey to
the mainland to hunt for
supplies amid the ruins. But
on this trip, the dead act
stranger and smarter than
ever before and the living
must adjust or die
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THE JUNKIE QUATRAIN

BY PETER CLINES

Six months ago, the
world ended. The Baugh
Contagion ~ swept  across
the planet. Its victims were
left twitching, adrenalized
cannibals  that  quickly
became know as Junkies.
THE JUNKIE QUATRAIN is
four tales of survival, and four
types of post-apocalypse
story. Because the end of
the world means different
things for different people.
Loss. Opportunity. Hope. Or
maybe just another day on
the job.
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DEAD LIVING

BY GLENN BULLION

It didn't take long for the
world to die. And it didn't
take long, either, for the
dead to rise. Aaron was born
on the day the world ended.
Kept in seclusion, his family
teaches him the basics. How
to read and write. How to
survive. Then Aaron makes
a shocking discovery. The
undead, who desire nothing
but flesh, ignore him. It's as if
he’s invisible to them.
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AUTOBIOGRAPHY of a
WEREWOLF HUNTER

BY BRIAN P. EASTON

Afterhismotherisbutchered “[R[Wﬂ” HUN”R

by a werewolf, Sylvester James
is taken in by a Cheyenne 5
mystic. The boy trains to be R
a werewolf hunter, learning
to block out pain, stalk, fight,
and kill. As Sylvester sacrifices
himself to the hunt, his hatred
has become a monster all its
own. As he follows his vendetta
into the outlands of the occult,
he learns it takes more than
silver bullets to kill a werewolf.
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THE KING OF CLAYFIELD

BY SHANE GREGORY

On a cold February day in the small town
of Clayfield, Kentucky, an unsuspecting and
unprepared museum director he finds himselfin the
middle of hell on Earth. A pandemic is spreading
around the globe, and it's tuming most of the
residents of Clayfield into murderous zombies,
Having no safe haven to which he can flee, the
director decides to stick it out near his hometown
and wait for the government to send help.
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THE KING OF CLAYFIELD 2 ¥
SHANE GREGORYE
ALL THAT I SEE e

BY SHANE GREGORY

It has been more than a month since the Canton
B virus turned the people of the world into hungry
zombies. The sunvivors of Clayfield, Kentucky
attempt to carve out new lives for themselves in
this harsh new world. Those who remain have been
hardened by their environment and their choices
over the previous weeks, but their optimism has not
been extinguished. There is hope that eventually
Clayfield can be secured, but first, the undead must
be eliminated and law and order must be restored.
Unfortunately, the group might not ever get to
implement their plan.

PERMUTEDPRESS.COM

THE KING OF CLAYFIELD 3
FIRE BIRDS

BY SHANE GREGORY

For weeks, he has fought the undead and
believed that he was Clayfield's sole survivor.
But when odd things begin to happen in the
town, it becomes clear that other healthy
people are around. A friend returns full of
trouble and secrets, and they are not alone

Something bad is coming to Clayfield,
and there could be nowhere to hide.

SHANE ¢

REGopy
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BLOOD SOAKED
& CONTAGIOUS

BY JAMES CRAWFORD

I'am not going to complain AN 4
to you about my life S
We've got zombies. They | &CONTAG|°U

are not the brainless, rotting R 4
creatures we'd been led to
expect. Unfortunately for us,
they're just as smart as they
were before they died, very
fast, much stronger than
you or me, and possess no
internal editor at all

Claws. Did | mention
claws?
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BLOOD SOAKED
& INVADED
BY JAMES CRAWFORD

Zombies were bad
enough, but now we're being
invaded from all sides. Up
to our necks in blood, body HLNVADED
parts, and unanswerable
questions..

...As soon as the realization
hit me, I lost my cool. | curled
into the fetal position in a
pile of blood, offal, and body
parts, and froze there. What
in the Hell was | becoming
that killing was entertaining
and satisfying?
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THE UNDEAD SITUATION

BY ELOISE J. KNAPP

The dead are rising
People are dying. Civilization
is collapsing. But Cyrus V.
Sinclair couldn't care less; he'’s
a sociopath. Amidst the chaos,
Cyrus sits  with little  more
emotion than one of the walking
corpses... until he meets up with
other inconvenient  survivors
who cramp his style and force
him to re-evaluate his outlook
on life. It's Armageddon, and
things will definitely get messy.
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THE UNDEAD HAZE

(THE UNDEAD SITUATION BOOK 2)
BY ELOISE J. KNAPP

When remorse drives Cyrus to
abandon his hidden compound
he doesnt realize what new
dangers lurk in the undead
world. He knows he must wade
through the vilest remains of
humanity and hordes of zombies
to settle scores and find the one
person who might understand
him. But this time, it won't be so
easy. Zombies and unpleasant
survivors aren't the only thing
Cyrus has to worry about.

!, KNapp
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INFECTION: -
ALASKAN UNDEAD APOCALYPSE 3 RHIRRIFC DISISTER”
BY SEAN SCHUBERT

Anchorage, Alaska: gateway
to serene wilderness of The
Last Frontier. No stranger to
struggle, the city on the edge
ofthe world is about to become
even more isolated. When
a plague strikes, Anchorage
becomes a deadly trap for
its citizens. The only two land
routes out of the city are cut,
forcing people to fight or die
as the infection spreads.
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CONTAINMENT
(ALASKAN UNDEAD APOCALYPSE BOOK 2)
BY SEAN SCHUBERT

Running. Hiding. Surviving. | e £,
Anchorage, once Alaska’s
largest city, has fallen. Now a
threatening maze of death, the
city is firmly in the cold grip of
a growing zombie horde. Neil
Jordan and Dr. Caldwell lead
a small band of desperate
survivors through the
maelstrom. The group has one
last hope: that this nightmare ]
has been contained, and there
still exists a sane world free
of infection.
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MAD SWINE: THE BEGINNING
BY STEVEN PAJAK

People referto the infected
as “zombies,” but that’s not
what they really are. Zombie
implies the infected have died
and reanimated. The thing is, -
they didn’t die. They're just A BFG'NNIMG
not human anymore. As the L
infection spreads and crazed

NOVE

hordes--dubbed “Mad <
Swine”--take over the cities, ‘Emmm‘-
the residents of Randall Oaks WL WRITTEy

find themselves locked in a o tVEN?PA" AK
desperate struggle to survive Y 4
in the new world.
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MAD SWINE: DEAD WINTER
BY STEVEN PAJAK

Three months after the
beginning of the Mad Swine
outbreak, the residents of
Randall Oaks have reached
their breaking point. After
surviving the initial outbreak
and a war waged with their
neighboring community,
Providence, their supplies are
severely close to depletion.
With hostile neighbors at
their flanks and hordes of
infected outside their walls,
they have become prisoners
within their own community.
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LONG VOYAGE BACK

BY LUKE RHINEHART

When the bombs came, only the lucky
escaped. In the horror that followed, only
the strong would survive. The voyage
of the trimaran Vagabond began as a
pleasure cruise on the Chesapeake Bay.
Then came the War Alert ... the unholy
glow on the horizon ... the terrifying
reports of nuclear destruction. In the
days that followed, it became clear just
how much chaos was still to come.

PERMUTEDPRESS.COM

QUARANTINED

BY JOE MCKINNEY

The citizens of San Antonio, Texas
are threatened with extermination by a
terrifying outbreak of the flu. Quarantined
by the military to contain the virus, the
city is in a desperate struggle to survive.
Inside the quarantine walls, Detective
Lily Harris finds herself caught up in a
conspiracy intent on hiding the news
from the world and fighting a population
threatening to boil over into revolt

PERMUTEDPRESS.COM

THE DESERT

BY BRYON MORRIGAN

Give up trying to leave. There's no way
out. Those are the final words in a journal
left by the last apparent survivor of a
platoon that disappear in Iraq. Years later,
two soldiers realize that what happened
to the “Lost Platoon” is now happening
to them. Now they must confront the

—

LUKE RHINEHART
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horrifying creatures responsible for their
misfortune, or risk the same fate as that
of the soldiers before them.

NOW AVAILABLE IN EBOOK!
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AMONG THE LIVING e
BY TIMOTHY W. LONG RCOMMEND T
The dead walk. Now

the real battle for Seattle
has begun. Lester has a
new clientele, the kind that
requires him to deal lead
instead of drugs. Mike
suspects a conspiracy lies
behind the chaos. Kate has a
dark secret: she’s a budding
young serial killer. These
survivors, along with others,
are drawn together in their
quest to find the truth behind
the spreading apocalypse.

PERMUTEDPRESS.COM

AMONG THE DEAD

BY TIMOTHY W. LONG

Seattle is under siege
by masses of living dead,
and the military struggles
to prevent the virus from
spreading outside the city.
Kate is tired of sitting around
When she learns that a rescue
mission is heading back into
the chaos, she jumps at the
chance to tag along and put
her unique skill set and, more
importantly, swords to use.
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