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 Chapter 1

Alone

 


Victor Tookes trudged up the deserted beach
feeling very alone. It had been a long time since he'd been out on
his own, with no backup anywhere.  She's just
mad. She probably went off
somewhere to think and to
prove a point, he thought as he struggled
through the deep, loose sand.   Just in case she came back, he
dug out a large deep arrow in the sand. He spent about twenty
minutes gathering and piling sticks and trash in the trench to
indicate his direction of travel.   The rain made the surface
of the sand seem much more firm than it really was. Once his feet
broke through the firmer wet sand on the surface, the sand under it
was still dry and loose.  Months of wind and rain and lack of
maintenance had left the resort beach in its natural state, covered
in seaweed and debris from the ocean, piled up at the high water
line.  Since there was no one working at the resort to remove
the dead sea-life that washed ashore, it smelled of rotting
fish.  Not that it really mattered what it looked or smelled
like.  There wasn't anyone left alive to spend a lazy day
lying in the sun, enjoying the beach.  Victor thought,
There aren't any lazy days
for those of us who are
left, either.  Today was not the kind of day
anyone would have been on the beach anyway.  The cold rain was
picking up; now it was a steady downpour.  The wind was
bringing cold air in; the temperature felt like it had dropped ten
degrees while he was standing there.  At this rate, it would
turn to snow by nightfall.

Victor was sure he could see a few human
corpses along the beach too. It was hard to tell from a distance,
between the bloat and discoloration caused by months at sea and the
subsequent rot from lying in the sun.  It wasn't unlikely
that, six months after a sentient parasite that turned humans into
zombies and invaded the planet, a few corpses would wash ashore.
 The sight of corpses lying around was the least of Victor's
worries; it was the ones that stood up and walked that he had to be
concerned about.  Victor was one of the lucky ones.  A
genetic marker passed from parent to child for thousands of years
made Victor immune to the parasite.  It gave him abilities far
beyond what he'd had as a normal human before he'd been
infected, but he was still human.  He still felt pain,
although physical pain was something he was much more adept at
dealing with.  He seldom allowed himself time to reflect on
the emotional toll this had taken on him, out of fear of completely
breaking down.  A mental breakdown was something he didn't
have time for.  There was so much to do and, worse, no one
else to do it.

Every single human he'd encountered outside
of his own group of survivors were barely able to keep themselves
alive.  It was only due to luck and timing that he and Max
made it to the relative safety of his mother's house before the
worst of the apocalypse.  Victor, his brother, his friends
John and Leo, and a few survivors had spent the first two months
fortifying their property.  While the rest of the world was
dying, they were building a safe place.  Victor's son Max had
the ability to shield the house from the eyes of the zombie
lieutenants.  Max's abilities were the reason the zombie
leadership wanted to get their hands on him.

When a normal immune person was bitten by a
zombie, their body fought off the E’Clei.
 The chemistry of their brain was slightly different
than a normal human, causing the parasite to die.  Whatever
pathways in the brain the “bugs” managed to connect before they
were killed stayed connected, even after the parasites were dead.
 Those connections to the parts of the brain that were
disconnected in normal humans were what allowed Victor to see
people's auras, to see what action a person was going to take
before it happened, and to talk to his friends over vast distances.
 They were what gave his brother Marshall superhuman strength.
 They were what gave Leo the ability to teleport herself and
others over vast distances, and they were what gave John his
uncanny abilities with weapons.   They'd learned the hard way
that use of those abilities drew zombies to them like moths to a
flame.  Victor thought it was probably an innate response that
the slow, stupid zombies were drawn towards the more powerful
lieutenants.

They'd recently found out that Victor's
half-sister Renee was also immune, which meant the immunity was
handed down through his mother.  Renee was still learning to
control her abilities.  So far, she had the ability to make
herself invisible, even to Victor, and she was fast.  She
could outrun most cars, and while Leo was faster than Renee was,
Leo had had much more experience and exposure to zombies.
 Victor wasn't sure what caused the gradual enhancement of
abilities he and his friends had experienced.  He'd spent
weeks trying to puzzle out if use made one stronger or if it was
continued exposure to the parasites.  Each person seemed to
have gifts in specific areas, although he wasn't sure how each
person’s ability was assigned.  They'd each met others with
their exact abilities.  Everyone, regardless of specific
ability, seemed to gain enhanced healing to some degree or another.
 Victor and Leo both healed very quickly.  Victor's
nearly severed arm healed in minutes.

Kris was the only person he'd met so far
that appeared to have unique abilities.  Her ability to
control and manipulate sound waves was not something he'd
encountered in anyone else, nor did Victor believe that was all she
was capable of.  Just the previous day, she’d created a huge
dome covering dozens of acres of land and contained a massive
explosion within, amplifying the heat and pressure waves as it
bounced off the inside of the dome.  Victor had barely been
able to hold the heat and pressure off himself and his friends
trapped inside the inferno.  All of the skin had been burned
off Victor's back as he lay on top of his friends trying to protect
them.  His fleece vest had melted into his skin and hours ago
had to be forcefully ripped from his back.  New skin covered
his back now, but it was still very raw.  The cold wind-driven
rain and sand felt like tiny needles driving into his flesh as he
reached the road at the top of the beach.

Prioritize, he thought.
 You gotta get it together.
 He'd promised Max he would come home that night.  That
gave him roughly half the day to look for Kris before he started
the trip up to Fort McPherson, where his brother was due to meet
them in a few hours.   Victor had always worked well under
pressure, both in his real life job and in this horror of a world
he occupied now.  The first concern was always security these
days; he needed to find a truck and get moving.  All
right, Tookes.  Your priorities
are security, timing, water, and
food.  Find a truck and
get moving.  That's step
one.  Step two: follow the
coast west looking for Kris.
 Step three: get back to
the train.  He always felt better when he had a
plan.

Standing at the edge of the road, movement
caught his eye. He immediately switched his eyes to what
he called his "aura view,” but saw no sign of life.  The rain
streamed down his face, chilling him to the bone.  "Fucking
zombies," he said aloud.  Zombies didn't have auras.  If
he looked very closely, he could sometimes see something he could
only describe as an anti-aura.  It was like a hole where some
spark should be.    He expanded his own aura around
himself and solidified it as he drew his gun from its holster and
pulled his hatchet from its loop on the right side of his belt.
 "Come on out," he said loudly.  "Either way, I'm going
to kill you, so you might as well take it like a man," he boasted,
mostly to help his own self-confidence.  Trash talking was his
version of a Maori Haka, a war dance John had told him about
that preceded rugby matches used to hype up the players and
get the adrenaline flowing.

A little girl of about seven years old
stepped out from between two cars.  "Please don't hurt me,"
she said, slowly walking towards him with her hands out.  "I'm
so hungry. I haven't eaten in days."  She was absolutely
beautiful.  Her face was smeared with dirt; the rainwater
running down her face washed clean streaks through the grime.
 Her long blonde hair was grungy and stringy.  She had
huge bright blue eyes, the kind that most children lose when
they're three or four years old.  She was wearing a long wet,
dirty nightshirt that came to her ankles and clung to her as she
walked.  Her feet were bare as she splashed through a
puddle.

“I’m Elizabeth, but my mommy calls me Bitsy.
There are so many bad things around, and I’m so scared. I’ve been
hiding in our car for days,” she said, walking towards Victor
slowly. “Daddy and Mommy have been gone for so long; I think those
things got them. I’m so frightened.” She had covered half the
distance towards Victor and continued moving towards him very
slowly.  

“How many times has that trick worked?”
Victor asked. “How many people have you killed with the helpless
little girl routine?” The look of surprise on her face was the
final bit of evidence he needed. Tookes pulled the trigger on his
Sig Sauer P226, firing a huge .40-caliber bullet into her tiny
skull.   "Humans have auras, and a human would have been
shivering in this cold," he said as he passed the tiny corpse
bleeding out on the pavement.

“I hope you can find some peace now," Victor
said sadly.  Then he added, "The peace you stole from us,” as
he stepped over the corpse.  The instant his foot hit the
pavement on the other side of the dead zombie-girl, three more
zombies stepped out from behind the cars.

“What the hell did you do that for?” the
first one said. “Do you have any idea how long it took us to find
the perfect little girl? I’m going to enjoy eating you.”

The two zombies standing in front of him
were both middle-aged men.  One was wearing a very new suit;
Victor could still see the creases in the shirt from being folded
up in the package, even though it was soaking wet.   His
hair was salt and pepper, closely cropped and well styled. 
The other was wearing khaki pants and a red-checked button-up
shirt, also still creased from sitting on the shelf in the store,
and had longer hair parted on the side.  Victor wondered what
they'd been like when they were alive.  Suit-zombie might have
been anything.  The clothes had obviously been picked out by
the parasites in his brain.  They were
picked for a reason, to
make him look as human as
possible, Tookes thought.  What they didn't know, or
were unable to comprehend, was that no one wore a suit to an
apocalypse party.

“She was a zombie. I’ve made a promise to
kill every one of you,” said Victor, feeling rage rise in him.
 Thoughts of Candi’s dead body in the front seat of his truck
danced before his eyes.  Her blood on the dashboard and seat
was bright red in his memory.  His anger felt justified,
and the idea of dismembering these zombies slowly seemed very
satisfying.  He squeezed the trigger again.  Another
corpse hit the ground.  “Oh,” said Victor with mock sadness in
his voice.  “Only two zombies left. That’s hardly a fair fight
for you.” Victor smiled and paused for a second. “Here, I’ll put my
gun away,” he said, putting his sidearm in its army-green plastic
thigh holster.

Suit zombie moved first, running towards
Victor's right side.  The second came from the other side just
behind.  Victor watched the suit decide to try to grab for his
arms so the other could bite him.  Victor knew they would die
the second they touched his aura.  Killing zombies with his
aura seemed to use up his energy or wear him out somehow.
 This was just two, not enough to weaken his aura, but he
didn’t want this fight to end that quickly.  There was a rage
in him, and he knew blowing off some steam would make him feel
better. He let his aura dissipate and decided to take these two on
without using any abilities.  He brought his empty hand in
front of him, turned slightly to the right, and readied his
hatchet.

Suit zombie grabbed Victor’s free forearm.
Victor brought the hatchet down in a strong over-hand chop, slicing
the flesh just above the elbow.  The force of the blow
shattered the unfortunate zombie's upper arm bone, completely
severing the arm. The hand continued to clutch Victor’s wrist as
blood pumped out of the zombie it had been attached to.  The
second zombie was coming from his offhand side.  Victor moved
gracefully to the side and swept his offhand arm upward, smashing
suit-zombie’s severed arm into number two’s jaw.  As he moved,
his soaking wet hair covered his face.  He slung his head to
the side, whipping his wet hair out of his face, revealing the fury
in his eyes.

There was an animal pleasure in beating
these two corpses to death.  Victor had so much emotion
bottled up inside.  These creatures had caused so much pain,
and he had so much hatred and animosity towards them.  He
expressed all that emotion now through violence.  And it felt
good.  “What are you going to do to me?” he said, smashing
one-armed suit zombie in the face with his fist.  “You’ve
taken my wife, you’ve taken the life I had built for myself,
threatened everything I love, and left me with nothing, save my
mission to rid the world of every one of you."

The two attackers had backed off now,
waiting for some opportunity to attack.  They looked for some
opening, any opportunity to attack in the enraged man's defenses.
 Victor presented none as he circled with them. He was battle
hardened and had a lot of experience fighting zombies much tougher
than these.  Tookes drove forward, lunging at the checkered
shirt.  They grappled, wrapping their arms around each other.
 Max's father brought his knee up into the groin of his
opponent.  He pummeled the zombie’s face like a heavyweight
boxer.  Punch after punch struck home.  The blows stunned
the zombie, and Victor took full advantage.  Every blow opened
the flesh on its face.  Both eyes were cut, leaking blood down
the zombie’s face. The suit used Tookes’ focus on his friend to try
to bite the back of the human’s neck.  Of course, Tookes knew
that was coming; zombies were nothing if not predictable.
 Present them a target, they always take it.  He dropped
down and rolled backwards, launching his opponent with his legs
into the suit zombie.  The two corpses crashed in mid-air,
knocking them both to the ground.

Victor feigned exhaustion as he got to his
feet, letting his arm and hatchet drop slightly.  He pretended
to breathe heavily to lure the two of them in, and the plan worked
perfectly.  Victor swung the hatchet sideways at head level.
 The blade buried itself in suit-zombie's skull.  "And
then there was one!" said Victor as he wrenched the hatchet
free.

"You're one fuckin' crazy dude," said the
remaining zombie as he turned and ran.  Victor slid his bloody
hatchet into its ring and drew his gun.  He slowly lined up
the sights on the barrel and squeezed off one round.  The last
zombie was fast.  In those few seconds, he'd managed to make
it over a hundred yards.  John would have made the shot
easily, but Victor watched the zombie twist, then stumble and hit
the ground.  His aim was true, but the bullet was low, hitting
the lieutenant in the spine just below the shoulder.  Victor
closed the distance and fired one more shot.  Blood and brains
exploded outward, creating a red and gray rainbow around the
remnants of his skull.

He searched all three zombies but found no
keys.  He was in the middle of a city; finding a vehicle was
going to be hard.  He knew he wouldn't last long out in this
weather, especially once the sun was gone.  He walked west
down the middle of an empty street, through an empty city.
 Other than the steady drumming of the rain on the asphalt,
the only other noise was the occasional zombie pounding on a store
or upstairs apartment window.   He tried not to think about
how it felt to kill those zombies; he needed to get himself back in
check.


 Chapter 2

Rotelle House

 


Victor continued his trek west on Government
Street, walking down the middle of the road through the chilly
afternoon.  He killed every zombie he came across, hoping to
find one of them carrying keys, but he had no such luck.
 There were keys in the pockets of three zombies, but
according to the panic buttons on the key fobs, none of the zombies
were anywhere near their cars.  Every half-block, he pushed
the panic button on each key-chain.  As he walked, it was
increasingly harder to stay busy, and staying busy was how he
avoided thinking.  The rain hadn't let up a bit all day.
 Victor was frozen through and through; every step elevated
the misery of this whole trip. After several hours of walking, he
was starving, and in spite of all the water soaking his skin, he
was very thirsty. It was getting late; he knew he was going to have
to find a house and a vehicle soon.

At the corner of Roper and Government, he
noticed a bed and breakfast that looked inviting.  He stopped
walking for a second in the middle of the street, standing in the
rain looking stupidly at the building on the left.  It was
an antebellum mansion. Old growth trees surrounded the
property, all with Spanish moss hanging from the leafless limbs.
 As he stared, he realized that he hadn't eaten in almost
twenty-four hours.  The front door was closed, and there was a
new-looking Ford Ranger pickup truck in the parking area.

Victor walked up the three brick steps onto
the wooden porch and knocked on the door.  Not out of any
sense of habit but because it usually drew the zombies, and a door
was a nice bottleneck.  It was the easiest place to dispatch
the former inhabitants.

As he stood at the red-painted extra-wide
front door of the house, looking through the antique glass
sidelights, he caught movement inside the house.  A chair
scraped against the floor, and Victor heard a single slow pair of
footfalls coming towards the door.  He stepped to the side and
drew his hatchet.  To his surprise, he heard the deadbolt
click in the door.

Oh, a super, he
thought.  This might be
entertaining, but that thought didn't ring true.
 Something wasn't right; a super wouldn't just come to the
door.  He switched to aura view and was surprised to see a
rainbow of swirling color through the door.  "Hello!" he
called out.

The ancient door opened wide with a creek.
  The shortest, oldest woman Victor may have ever seen stood
in the doorway.  Her pure white hair was clean and stood
straight out from her head.  Most of it was partially tamed by
a large paisley scarf.   "Oh, look, Leeland! We have a
guest!  We haven't had a guest in so long!  Come in, come
in. Did you have a reservation?  What's your name?"

"Victor Tookes, ma'am.  I don't have a
reservation, and I'm afraid I don't have much in the way of money.
 Would you be willing to trade some work for a room for the
night and a hot meal?  I'm pretty handy."

"Come in.  Come in before you catch
your death of cold!" she said.  "Leeland! We have a guest!"
she yelled loud enough to wake the dead.  Which, it occurred
to Victor, wasn't very loud these days.  Victor stepped into
the wood-paneled foyer.  It was not that terrible seventies
wood paneling but actual real wood.  The detail and
craftsmanship of the woodwork in the house would rival even
Marshall's woodworking skills. On the floor, an antique oriental
rug matched the wall color.

"The Rotelle House has never turned away a
traveler in need!" she said, followed quickly by a disapproving
look down at the floor.  "Ohh deary, you're dripping all over
my rugs!"  Then she said, even louder than before, "Leeland!
We have a guest! Bring a towel!"

"I'm a-comin', Mother!  For cryin' out
loud, you don't have to scream.  Hello, young man! It's good
to see you!" the man Victor assumed was Leeland said, sticking his
hand out.  "What's your name, son?"

"Victor Tookes, sir.  I was just
telling your wife that I don't have any money; I stopped carrying a
wallet a few months ago," he said, shaking the old man's hand.
 Leeland was no more than five-and-a-half feet tall.  His
hair was combed back in a white pompadour.  He had white
sideburns down to his earlobes that spread out onto his cheeks and
very kind eyes.  His clothes were freshly pressed; the plaid
button-down shirt he wore still had creases down the sleeves, and
his blue jeans had creases down the front.

"You're not one of them hippies, are ya,
boy? Ya don't look like a hippie, but with that hair, ya never can
tell. You could use a cut and a shave."

"No sir, not a hippie sir, just in need of a
shave.  Things have been pretty crazy lately. I just haven’t
had time."

"Son, you'll never get ahead in life without
a clean shave and a haircut.  I was a barber for forty years.
Come on in and I'll get you cleaned right up.

"Mother, fetch my bag, please.  I have
a customer!" Leeland clapped his hands together excitedly.
 "Right this way, son.  What did you say your name
was?"

"Victor, Victor Tookes.  I'm afraid we
haven't been properly introduced," said Victor, sticking his hand
out again.  "What's your name, sir?"

"Leeland Rotelle," he said, shaking Victor's
hand for the second time.  "The shop is right this way.
 Take your shirt off. Mother will dry it for you."

"Thank you, Mrs. Rotelle.  I appreciate
your kindness," said Victor.  He paused for a second and then
stripped his t-shirt off over his head.  Victor looked at
himself in the mirror in the hallway.  He was a mess and in
the best shape of his life.  He was thin and toned; his
muscles didn’t stand out like Marshall’s, but there was no softness
under his skin, which was tightening up from the initial weight
loss.

Mrs. Rotelle handed Victor a towel and
handed Leeland a worn black leather bag with a brass zipper holding
the top closed.  The bag was shaped like an antique doctor’s
bag and clinked as Leeland carried it towards a door at the back of
the house.

The three of them passed through the dining
room, painted deep red with a twelve-person antique dining table in
the middle.  Even with the massive table, there was still
space in the cavernous room for two wingback chairs, an ottoman,
and a buffet table that looked like it could hold enough dishes for
thirty in its cabinets and enough food for as many on top.

“This is a beautiful place,” said
Victor.  What he really wanted to say was, “This
whole situation is really
weird.  Do you know there
are zombies out there?”

“Oh, thank you, dearie.  This was my
grandmother’s home.  My mother lived here with us until she
passed in eighty-seven, and since then it’s been just Leeland and
me.”

Leeland looked at Victor and mouthed, “Thank
God,” as Mrs. Rotelle continued her narrative.

“My grandmother always said never turn down
a traveler in need.  My mother kept that tradition when
Leeland here got back from Korea; he looked a lot like you. 
He was a worn-out traveler who needed a shave and a haircut. 
He opened the barbershop in the back parlor, and we’ve been in love
ever since.  He was so handsome back then.”

Victor wasn’t quite sure how crazy these
people were, but he decided to go with it.  They seemed pretty
harmless, more eccentric than dangerous.

Leeland puffed his chest out and said,
“Still wear the same size pants I did when I got back.  Kept
myself in shape for fifty years.  Ya never know when the
commies are comin’ back.”  He opened the door to the
barbershop.  Inside were four antique barber chairs, each with
a long leather strop hanging from the back.  It reminded
Victor of the place he got his hair cut when he was a boy.  It
was dim inside the room, despite the huge windows that made up one
whole wall.

Leeland walked into the room, kicking up
little tufts of dust into the air.  He left footprints in the
dust on the floor.  Victor wondered if anyone had been in this
room in a decade.  “Mr. Rotelle, when was the last time you
gave a haircut?”

“Oh, it’s been a few days.  I did a
high-and-tight flattop for an Army boy last week,” Leeland
said.

“Leeland, do you know what the date is
today?”

“Why, son, of course I do.  Today’s
Christmas!” he said with a smile.

Somehow, Victor had gotten almost two weeks
off in his time keeping.  He was sure it was the thirteenth of
December.  “Are you sure?  I was thinking it was closer
to mid-December.”

“Yes sir, December 25th, nineteen hunnert
ninety-two,” said Leeland.

Oh.  Bat-shit
crazy, thought Victor.  Do I
really want this guy near
my neck with a straight
razor?

It was frighteningly easy for Victor to
allow himself to be pulled into this fantasy world, a place where
there were no zombies, where he could make up whatever reality he
wanted.  It was warm and dry, and these were living people who
didn’t try to shoot him.  Victor lost himself in the thoughts
of what life had been like for this elderly couple.  He
wondered how they survived in their delusion.

“You gonna sit down, son?” Leeland said,
swatting the chair with a towel.

Victor walked to the chair and sat
down.  Leeland ran water over a white towel, wrung it out, and
placed it on Victor’s face.  Victor was pleasantly surprised
at the warmth of the water.  Somehow, this couple had hot
water.

“Oh,” said Victor.  “That feels
good.  It feels good to be normal for once.”

“What do you mean?”

“My life has been crazy the last few
months,” answered Victor.  “I’ve been running and fighting for
so long, I’m not sure I know how to stop.  It’s all that’s
left for me.”

“Son, life is about living.  You’re not
living. You gotta let go of the past, find some pretty little girl,
and get on with your life,” Leeland said.

“My past won’t stay let go.  Every time
I think I’ve moved on, it comes back to haunt me.”

“We cannot change our past. We cannot change
the fact that people act in a certain way. We cannot change the
inevitable. The only thing we can do is play on the one card we
have, and that is our attitude.”

Victor closed his eyes and enjoyed the
warmth and comfort of the steaming towel.  There was something
familiar about sitting in a barber’s chair, something normal. 
Leeland could have been any old barber in any old town.  He
felt Leeland’s hand on his head, pushing it up.  A comb slid
through Victor’s longish, greasy hair.  A slight tug as the
old man grabbed the first lock of hair between his index and middle
finger, followed by the familiar snip of a barber’s scissors.
 Comb, tug, snip.  Comb, tug, snip.  Leeland worked
quickly and efficiently, cutting Victor’s hair.  He never
asked Victor what kind of haircut he wanted or how he wanted it
styled.   The barber cut his hair the way it should be
cut, based on the way the hair grew.  A good barber didn’t
force the hair into a style; he molded the style around the
hair.  Leeland was a good barber.

The snipping stopped, and Victor heard the
water running for a second, followed by a whisking sound.  A
few seconds later, the towel was removed, and Victor felt coarse
bristles swirling warm shaving lather against his face. 
Victor knew this was an authentic badger hairbrush.  Leeland
would have nothing less.  Before the lather had a chance to
cool, Leeland swiped a heavy-bladed straight razor across the
leather strop hanging on the back of the chair. He honed the edge
of the blade to perfection in just a few strokes.  He held
Victor’s head in one hand, pulling the skin of his face tight, and
dragged the razor lightly down his cheek.  Leeland was all
business, no shake, and no hesitation; all this was pure muscle
memory.  Before Victor could even think about the danger of
this guy holding his head in one hand and a razor blade in the
other, Leeland wiped his face with a towel and said, “All
finished.”

Victor stood up and looked like a new
man.  He’d always worn his hair clipped short and scrubbed
backward.  Leeland had cut it short with scissors and laid it
down forward.  Between the forty pounds he’d lost and the new
haircut, Victor looked ten years younger and felt fantastic. 
He rubbed his hand down his cheek, amazed at how close the shave
was.  There wasn’t a hint of stubble.

“Thank you, Leeland.  I can’t tell you
how much better I feel,” said Victor.

“Amazing,” said Leeland.  “You walked
in my house a dead hippie, and you’re going to walk out a living
man.  It’s nice to meet you. What was your name again?” 
Leeland stuck out his hand.

“Victor Tookes, sir.  I’m pleased to
meet you,” said the freshly-groomed man, shaking hands again.

“Well, come on, Victor Tookes. Mother will
have supper ready now, and we have to find you a shirt to
wear.  You can’t sit down to the supper table without a proper
shirt.  We had a helper last year that was about your size, a
nice boy.  Stayed with us about a year. Never did get his name
though.  I bet he has some clothes in his room that you could
wear.  It’s right up these stairs, first door on the
left.”

Victor walked up the stairs wondering what
he’d find in the first door on the left.


 Chapter 3

Supper

 


Victor opened the door to the bedroom, the
first on the left at the top of the stairs.  Inside the door
was a small but orderly bedroom.  Along one wall was a
perfectly-made twin bed.  The blanket was tight and the sheet
was folded back along the top edge.  A single fluffy pillow
invited Victor to lie down, but he was on a mission.  He
opened the closet on the wall opposite the bed.  Inside, he
found a few pairs of pants, several shirts, and two sport coats.
 The clothes were old but well kept.  He pulled a pair of
green heavy-duty cargo work pants, a t-shirt, and a khaki work
shirt out of the closet and tossed them onto the bed.  Next,
he pulled out the tweed sports jacket.  It was out of fashion,
with patches over the elbows and a slightly larger than modern
collar, but it looked warm, and it looked like it would fit.

It turned out the clothes were all about one
size too large, but it wasn’t as if anyone was going to be judging
him.  He slid the tweed jacket on, emptied his pockets out of
his old pants into his new ones, and laid his still slightly damp
clothes out to dry.  Over beside the desk, he found an old
beat-up schoolbook-style backpack and laid it out next to his
clothes.  He needed to ask the Rotelles if he could have it.
 Judging by the clothes, no one had been actually using this
room since the early nineties.  There was a Lethal
Weapon 3 poster hanging just above the desk, and a
Right Said Fred CD sitting on the desk next to a CD player.
 Victor hit the eject button on the CD player; inside was
Marky Mark and the Funky Bunch.

"This guy had great taste in music," said
Victor as he walked out the door and back down the steps.

When Victor stepped out into the dining room
of the old mansion, Leeland stood up from the table and walked
towards him.  He stuck his hand out and said, "Leeland
Rotelle, nice to meet you young man."  Victor shook his
hand.

"Victor Tookes, sir.  It's a pleasure
to meet you too," he said, looking at Mrs. Rotelle, who was smiling
happily.  She gave no indication that anything was out of the
ordinary.

"Come in, Victor dearie.  Supper is
ready.  I'm afraid it's not much. The cook didn't come in, and
apparently he hasn't been to the grocery in a while."  She
took the lids off three different pots. One contained steamed white
rice, the other stewed tomatoes and okra, and the third had
something that looked like ground beef and onions.  Victor
wasn't sure where they would have gotten all this fresh food, but
they had to have power in the house.  They weren't using any
lights, but maybe their freezer was working.  There were many
unanswered questions.  Victor hadn't heard a generator running
when he was walking by.  Keeping a generator running
constantly for six months would have consumed a massive amount of
fuel.  Who was doing that work? Who was defending the
house?

Victor debated asking those questions.
 It wasn't really any of his business; if these two were happy
and surviving, did he need to interfere with their delusion?
 Perhaps they were better off forgetting all the loss and
death.  Maybe they had it right.  He sat down at the
table across from the Rotelles and folded his hands in his lap.

"Leeland, would you say the blessing?" Mrs.
Rotelle asked.

Leeland held his hands out.  Victor
took one hand; Mother Rotelle took the other and extended her other
hand to Victor, who completed the circle.  He'd never been a
religious man, but when in Rome, as the saying went.  "Kind
Father, please accept these thanks for the bounty You have
provided.  Please keep an eye on our friends and family
wherever they travel.  Please be kind to those less fortunate
than we are.  Please continue to bless this house and all
those in it, in Max's name we pray, Amen."

Victor was stunned.  He thought back to
the group of survivors that had held Max a few miles from his house
in Virginia.  "Did you say in Max's name?" he asked after
nearly a minute of sitting there dumbfounded.

"We had the nicest guest last week," said
Mrs. Rotelle.  "He told us all about the coming of Max and how
the little boy had come to save us.  He told us about how The
Boy's father had stolen him away from their loving embrace and,
with that action, plunged the world into darkness and despair.
 What was that devil's name, Leeland?  We were supposed
to be on the lookout for him."

Victor slowly moved his hand to his hip and
loosened the snap on his gun quietly.

"Victor something," said Leeland.
 "Jukes? Dukes?  Tookes.  Yea, that was it.
 Victor Tookes."

Both of the Rotelles looked at Victor long
and hard.  "Didn't you say your name was Victor?" asked Mother
Rotelle.

"Yes, Ma'am," said Victor slowly.  He
slid the gun slightly out of its holster, his finger on the trigger
under the table.

"What a coincidence," she said clapping her
hands together. "Would you like some rice?"  She picked up the
pot and passed it to Victor.

Tookes slid the gun back into its holster
and sighed softly before taking the pot from her.  He spooned
a third of the rice out onto his plate.  He had so many
questions, but if either of them remembered his name and put two
and two together, he would be in trouble.  He didn't want to
kill them; they were mostly harmless, if slightly deranged.
 They were someone's grandparents or someone's friends, and
they were misled by a charlatan.

"On Sunday we're going to church," said
Mother Rotelle.  "You're welcome to come with us."

"I appreciate your offer, but I actually
need to be moving along in the morning.  I appreciate all your
hospitality.  In the bedroom upstairs, I found an empty book
bag; would it be all right if I borrowed that?  I have a long
way to go to get back to my son, and I'll need a backpack to carry
some food and water."

"Oh, sure, dearie.  Ronald hasn't used
that backpack in years.  I'd love to see it getting some use.
It was an expensive bag."

"Thank you, Mrs. Rotelle," said Victor,
spooning stewed tomatoes and okra over his rice.  "And thank
you for this fine meal and the clothes.  I feel like a new
man."

As they ate, they talked about simple
things.  Victor struggled not to break their delusion and gain
as much information as he could.  He learned that the man who
had come to see them was a middle-aged black man who wore a white
robe.  He was one of many prophets of Max.  He was
travelling the country telling anyone he could find about the
coming of Max, a Godchild who would save them all from this
life.

"Do you two have any children?" Victor asked
at one point.

Leeland frowned as he said, "We have two
sons, Nick and Nathaniel.  Nick works for a television show,
out in California.  Nathaniel left right after the Prophet; he
went out to spread the gospel of Max."

Victor ate the rest of his meal in silent
contemplation.  He had so much to think about.  Those
freaks in Reva had spread lies about him and were holding Max up as
the savior of mankind.  Was this a new religion?  How
could he use this?

At the end of the meal, he helped carry the
dishes into the kitchen and set them down beside the sink.
 The kitchen was spotless, as he expected.

Victor asked, "Mrs. Rotelle, what can I do
to earn my keep? I don't want to feel like a beggar, but I'm not
sure what I could do for you.  I don't see anything that needs
to be fixed around here."

"If you'd be willing to run some errands for
me tomorrow, I need a few things from the market.  The kitchen
is horribly under-stocked."

"Sure, Mrs. Rotelle. Do you have a list? I
may not be able to find everything, but I'll do my best.  The
last time I was in a grocery store, the shelves were getting pretty
bare."  Victor tried not to chuckle as he said it.

"Oh, I'm sure you'll be able to find what we
need, dearie.  We have one of those mega-marts.  They
even have collards in January.  I guess they bring them up
from Mexico or something."

"I'll do my best, ma'am.  I appreciate
your hospitality.  Supper was delicious," said Victor, taking
a plate from her and drying it.  "Where does this go?"

"Second cabinet on the left," she said,
pointing to the cabinet.

Victor opened the door and set the plate
inside.  He dried each dish, once again thinking about all
he'd learned here.  “We cannot change
our past. We cannot change
the fact that people act
in a certain way. We
cannot change the inevitable.
The only thing we can do
is play on the one card
we have, and that is our
attitude,” Leeland had said to him.

He thought about Candi and how much he
wanted to change the past.  He wondered if he'd done
something differently if he'd have been able to save her.
 She was dead because he made the choice to run that
roadblock.  He wasn't careful enough.  If he'd been
smarter, faster, or stronger, maybe she'd still be alive.  If
he'd killed every zombie along the way instead of running, she'd
still be alive.  His resolve firmed, the fire in his belly
burned through the thoughts of how comfortable it was here.

When he finished drying the dishes, he took
his leave of the Rotelles.  “If it’s all right with the two of
you, I'm going to go up and go to sleep.  It's been a long
day, and I'm exhausted."

"Okay, sleep well, dearie!  Tomorrow
will be a better day," said Mother Rotelle.

Only if I kill
a few zombies, thought Victor as he climbed
the steps.

"Hey, son.  Remember, all you have is
your attitude."

Victor sat down on the bed and closed his
eyes.  He shifted his head to the north as he thought,
"Max, are you there?"

"Hi, Daddy!" replied Max.

"I'm not going
to make it back to the
train tonight.  I ran into
some trouble, and I'm staying
at a very nice lady’s
house."

"I know. Miss
Leo stopped by the train.
 She took all of her
stuff, Dad.  She said she
wasn't coming back.  How
come she left?"

"I said some
things to her that I
shouldn't have, buddy.  I
would like to apologize to
her, but I can't find her
now.  Tomorrow I have to
find a truck and get back
to the train."

"Oh, Poppy will
be so happy to see you.
 Uncle Marshall found him!
 Uncle Marshall and Poppy
got back here today.  We're
waiting for you at the
place you said you'd meet
us."

"Holy cow! Marshall
found Poppy!  That's great
news!  How is he? How
does he look?"

"He looks like
Poppy.  He was sad that
you weren't here, but I
gave him a kiss and told
him you would be back
soon."

"I'll meet you
tomorrow.  Max-monster, can
you tell Uncle Marshall
something for me?  Tell him
I think there's a shot
that kills the bugs in
that fort.  He needs to
get it before you leave
tomorrow."

"Daddy, my bugs
said that shot didn't work."

"I know, buddy,
but it did make them
sick.  We're going to need
every advantage we can get."

"Ok, I'll tell
him," said Max.  "I like your
haircut."

"You can see my
hair?" Victor asked.

"Yes, I can see
in your head when you saw
yourself in the mirror when
the grandpa was finished cutting
it."

 



 Chapter 4

Shopping

 


Victor awoke with a start just before
daylight. He'd been dreaming the same dream for weeks; every night,
he relived fighting the zombie horde outside of the family home.
Every night, he experienced those few steps into the sea of undead
after he was forced out of the truck. Every night, he relived the
pain and despair of being eaten alive as he struggled to reach his
son and failed.

Like every morning, Victor sat up in bed and
said out loud, "I won't let you down again, Max."

He stood up, stretched the night's kinks out
of his back, and pulled his borrowed clothes on. The backpack in
the corner of the room still had books in it; one by one, he set
them on the desk. College English Essentials,
The Norton Field Guide to
Writing, and Practical Statistical
Analysis went by without a second glance. The last book in
the bag was Oryx and Crake by Margaret Atwood.
Victor had read that book years before, and it had always been one
of his favorites. Victor thought if he were going to carry a book
of fiction, this particular post-apocalyptic story would be a good
choice, so he left it in the bag. On top of that, he put his
now-dry pants and t-shirt. He strapped his gun on his belt and
dropped his trusty hatchet into its loop.

When he got downstairs, Mrs. Rotelle was
already cooking breakfast in front of the gas stove. "Good morning,
Mrs. Rotelle," said Victor. "That smells heavenly. Do you have a
grocery list for me? I'm going to run out to the grocery store for
you."

"Not without a hot breakfast you're not.
It's cold enough to kill hogs out there; you need something to keep
you warm. Besides, you look like you've skipped too many meals as
it is. Sit down at the table, son. It won't take a minute," she
ordered, handing him a sheet of paper. "Here's the list. Thank you
for going to the store for me. All walking up and down the aisles
wears an old woman out."

Victor could find no valid reason to
complain other than he didn't want to mooch any more than he
already had, so he sat down at the table. After a short couple of
minutes, Leeland entered from the barbershop, wearing a gray suit,
wide blue tie, and matching gray fedora. He took his hat off as
soon as he entered the room, hanging it on the hat rack in the
corner before joining Victor at the breakfast table.

"Are you ready to go to the store, son?"
Leeland asked. "What was your name again? I'd better drive you. My
old truck’s almost out of gas so we'll have to stop by Fred's
Service Station on the way home."

"My name is Victor, Mr. Rotelle, but you can
call me Vic. All my family does. I'm ready to go when you are,
but... Mrs. Rotelle didn't give me much choice about sitting down
to breakfast. I got the feeling she'd hold me down and spoon-feed
me if I didn't eat enough. And I believe she could do it." Victor
chuckled. It felt good to laugh. These people were slightly off
kilter but not harmful at all. He still wondered how they'd managed
to survive this long, but he liked them well enough to avoid asking
any questions that would destroy their delusions.

Mrs. Rotelle entered the room carrying a
steaming plate of sausages and a huge bowl of grits. It looked like
enough grits to feed a dozen people. Victor had been able to smell
the sausages since the minute he walked into the kitchen. "Oh,
sausage! I haven't had breakfast sausage in forever," he exclaimed.
Mother Rotelle rolled four off the serving platter on to Victor's
plate with a smile.

"Is that enough for you? A young boy like
you needs strength for a day like today. Are you sure you can't
stay another night? It's been so nice having someone to talk to,"
she said with a wink and a nod towards Leeland. "He's not much of a
conversationalist."

"No, I really have to be going after I get
back from the store. I have to get back to my son; I've been gone
too long already. I promised him I'd be home last night," Victor
said.

"We understand that," said Leeland between
mouthfuls of grits. "A man's got nothin' if he ain't got his
word."

"That is a true statement indeed," said
Victor, spooning a bite of grits into his mouth. "Oh, Mrs. Rotelle,
these are fantastic."

"Why thank you, dearie. See, Leeland?
Someone has good taste around here."

Leeland smiled as he said, "The poor boy's
starved half to death. Doesn't look like he's eaten right in
months. No wonder he likes your cookin', Mother!"

Victor really liked this couple. They were
fun, they jabbed at each other, but it was easy to tell that it was
based on decades of love. He forked a sausage in half and ate half
a sausage in one mouthful as if to agree with Leeland.

"Don't forget to chew, Victor," Mother
Rotelle said.

Victor slowed down his chewing and ate
smaller bites for the remainder of his breakfast. When he was done,
he pushed back from the table feeling full and happy. Leeland
followed suit, although he'd only eaten about half of what was on
his plate.

"I'm ready whenever you are, Mr. Rotelle,"
said Victor.

"All right, son, let’s go. Would you hand me
my hat?"

Victor took Leeland's hat off the hat rack
and handed it to him. Leeland rolled his hat in his hand with a
flourish before parking it on top of his head and said, "All right,
son, let’s go."

Victor walked towards the door in the
kitchen, the closest door to the truck, followed closely by
Leeland. As they stepped out onto the back porch, the elder man
handed the keys to the truck to Victor and said, "Don't tell
Mother, but you'd better drive. My vision isn't what it used to be.
I'll ride shotgun," said Leeland clapping Victor on the back.

Before he could form the words of his
response, Victor felt a familiar cold sensation. It was an
unmistakable cold, one he'd felt so many times travelling with Leo.
Then they were standing in the produce aisle of a mega-mart. It
took a couple of seconds before it dawned on Victor how Leeland and
Mrs. Rotelle had survived.

The smell of rotting food assaulted Victor's
nose. There were piles of vegetables in their stalls, all marked
with summertime prices. There hadn't been a delivery of fresh
produce since that day back in early summer; everything on the
shelves was at least six months old and either growing some sort of
white furry mold or had melted into puddles of goo, which had
long-since dried on the floor.

"Oh my, I must be getting old," said
Leeland. "I don't even remember the trip up here. Did I fall asleep
on the way?"

"No, we..." Victor paused, eyeing Leeland.
He wasn't sure if the old man was acting or not. Surely he wouldn't
carry the act this far; he had to really be this delusional. "We
made it fine, not a bit of trouble," Victor said, putting the keys
to the truck into his pocket. "It seems like I forgot to get a cart
though. I'll run back and get one."

Victor walked back towards the front of the
grocery store and eased his head around the wall to peer out the
front window. There were dozens of the dead out in the parking lot,
milling around aimlessly. A pair of gruesome zombies stood right by
the doors that led into the airlock where the shopping carts were
kept. One of them was missing its entire bottom jaw; his tongue
flopped around as he moved, hanging down well past the second
button of his gore-covered oxford shirt. His upper teeth were
mostly broken, and drool ran down his tongue necktie and dripped on
to a substantial beer gut underneath. The other was more intact,
missing only a chunk of her cheek. Her blackened teeth were visible
through the hole in her face as she opened and closed her mouth.
She was wearing ripped sweat pants and a shredded t-shirt. Victor
wondered briefly if they'd been that ripped up prior to the
apocalypse. Heading into the airlock to get a shopping cart wasn't
an option. He'd have to find one inside the store somewhere.

Leeland watched Victor back away from the
window with his hand on his gun. Leeland noted that as Victor
backed around behind the checkout lanes, his eyes never stopped
moving. He was constantly aware of his surroundings, looking for
threats down any aisle and behind every display. The man paused for
a second at the entrance to the cereal aisle and then darted down
the row. Victor returned a second later with a shopping cart
already full of canned goods from behind one of the registers.
Definitely not a hippie. He
moves like a soldier. Reminds
me of myself back in the
day, Leeland thought proudly.

Victor returned with the cart he had found
in the cereal aisle and pulled out Mother Rotelles’ list, marveling
at its organization.

MEAT/POULTRY

1 large bag of frozen, skinless chicken breasts (found in the
freezer section)

1 package low-fat sliced chicken or turkey deli meat

24 ounces eye of round beef steaks

1 package turkey burgers

½ pound turkey sausage

1 package turkey bacon

1 pound ground turkey

1 New York choice lean sirloin steak

GRAINS

1 container old-fashioned oatmeal

1 package of whole-wheat tortillas

1 box low-fat whole-wheat frozen waffles

1 package whole-wheat English muffins

1 package pita bread

1 loaf whole-wheat bread

1 package whole-wheat hamburger buns

1 box whole-wheat spaghetti

Whole-wheat flour

VEGETABLES

1 stalk celery

1 portion water chestnuts

1 portion scallions

1 jar dill pickles

2 bags spinach leaves

3 fresh tomatoes

1 cucumber

2 bags frozen carrots

1 bag Romaine lettuce

2 bags frozen broccoli

2 sweet potatoes

1 potato

1 head lettuce

1 onion

1 can whole tomatoes

1 bag fresh mushrooms

2 cans kidney beans

No matter how well the list was organized,
most of it just wasn't available. Victor eyed the produce section
where he and Leeland were standing. Victor pushed the cart in front
of him to where the onions were. Those on top had sprouted but were
still good. Underneath, there were several bags of onions that
hadn't sprouted. Victor put two of those in the cart. He rooted
around the potato section and found the ones that had been
individually shrink-wrapped for baked potatoes. They seemed firm
and in good shape. He put two dozen in the cart.

Across the department, there was a display
of acorn and butternut squash. They seemed firm and fine, so he put
a couple of those in the cart. That pretty well covered the fresh
produce section, which he was anxious to get away from.

In the middle aisles, he grabbed boxes of
whole grain cereals, several tubs of oats, and a twenty-pound sack
of stone ground grits. The cart already had several of every type
of canned fruit and vegetable in it, but he stopped off at the Chef
Boyardee section and picked up a dozen cans of Max's favorite
raviolis. He loaded up the cart, making sure he had some sort of
canned version of everything Mother Rotelle had asked for. Canned
chicken, canned ham, canned chipped beef, every can of tuna, and
several packets of salmon went into the cart.

In the dried foods section, he loaded up
with powdered milk, butter-flavored sprinkles, popcorn, and beef
jerky, as well as coffee and tea and several dozen bottles of
coffee creamer.

As Victor put the last of the coffee creamer
in the basket, Leeland asked, "She had all that on her list?"

"Yep, and a few more items. We still have to
see what's left in the dairy section," Victor replied, turning the
corner into what was perhaps the most disgusting part of the store.
The smell of rotten eggs battered his nose. Gallon and half-gallon
jugs of milk had expanded until the plastic tops could no longer
hold the pressure, exploding chunky rotten milk all over the
shelves, floor, and even on the ceiling. Victor was after two
things: ultra-pasteurized vacuum-sealed tubs of margarine and a few
blocks of his favorite processed cheese-food, both of which would
still be edible for years to come. He was able to find both that
weren't too covered in gooey mostly-dried milk chunks and threw
several packages of each in the cart.

"All right, Mr. Rotelle, that's it," Victor
said, turning the cart.

"They really should get someone to clean
this mess up," Leeland said, motioning to the milk everywhere.
"This store is going to the pits. I think this is the last time I
shop here."

"We'll let them know there's a clean up on
aisle eighteen if we see someone up front," Victor said, still
unsure whether or not Leeland was all there and just pretending or
if he'd really lost all his marbles.

When they reached the checkout counters,
Victor purposely stalled and let Leeland pick which one they went
through. He stepped into the one nearest the raised manager’s area.
Victor followed him with the cart, and Leeland stood there for a
minute. "Where is everybody gone?" he asked.

"I don't know, Leeland. But we probably
shouldn't be standing right here. The parking lot looks a little
dangerous. Bunch of crazies walking around out there."

Leeland looked outside and said, "Fuckin'
pinko hippies. They do look kinda dangerous. I'll just leave my
card and the list here, so they don't think we stolt all the stuff,
and we can make a break for the truck. You ready?" he asked, laying
his hand on the cart.

"Leeland, I don't think..." Victor started,
but the chill cut off his words, and then they were standing in the
driveway.

"What were you saying, son? Musta dozed off
in the truck again. Last thing I remember you saying was in the
store, something about them commie bastards outside."

"Doesn't matter now," Victor replied,
looking behind Leeland. "But we should get inside. There's a group
of crazies coming up the driveway."

"Mother!" Leeland shouted. "There's another
group of them commies comin'."

"Push the cart up to the door please,
Leeland," Victor said, drawing his Sig from its holster. “I'll hold
'em here."

Mother Rotelle stepped out onto the porch
holding an AR15 rifle with ACOG scope and suppressor on the barrel.
"Get on outta here," she yelled, raising the rifle to her shoulder.
"Boys, get on in the house with them groceries." She squeezed off
three rounds, dropping three of the zombies where they stepped. The
action of the rifle knocked her back a step, but she firmed up her
stance and said again, "Get in the house, now!"

Victor squeezed the trigger on his pistol,
clipping one just above the nose.  Blood sprayed out behind
it, coating two zombies behind with blood and brains, before he
holstered it.  He stepped two feet to the left, grabbed the
whole shopping cart full of canned goods, and heaved it up onto the
porch. Leeland, who was already up on the porch, pushed the cart
inside the house.

"If there's one thing I hate about this
place, it’s all the fuckin' zombies," Mrs. Rotelle said, squeezing
the trigger. The AR was fully automatic. She never missed. The kick
of the rifle knocked the tiny woman back three steps, but she
didn't miss a single shot, from almost one hundred yards at full
auto firing speed.


 Chapter 5

Departure

 


Victor stood just inside the doorway,
leaning on the shopping cart, trying to puzzle everything out.
Leeland stood on the front side of the cart where he'd dragged it
inside the door. A few seconds later, Mother Rotelle walked in, set
her rifle barrel up in the umbrella tree, and looked at the
groceries.

"That seems like way more than I asked for,
Victor," she said.

"Well, Mrs. Rotelle, I didn't want you to
run out, and I wasn't able to get everything on the list. But now I
see how you were able to survive this long by yourselves."

"How's that, dearie? Survive what?" she
asked.

Leeland looked puzzled at the entire
conversation.

"You shoot as well as my friend John. And
Leeland, do you often end up places and not know how you got
there?"

"No, never," Leeland replied.

Victor decided not to push any farther.
Either they were both firmly entrenched in their dementia or they
were pretending and not going to let go. He liked them and decided
to just play along.

"All right," Victor said. "Let’s get these
groceries put away, and then I need to be on my way. I've been gone
from my son for far too long."

"Oh, you have a son? What's his name?"

Victor thought about lying, but he decided
against it. He watched for reactions, switching his vision to see
their auras. He looked to see what their actions would be. Their
auras were as they always were, swirling rainbows of color. Most
people's auras were one solid color or slashes of different colors.
Both Leeland and Mrs. Rotelle’s auras were always shifting through
all of the colors in big swirling patterns. It added weight to his
thoughts that they may be suffering from dementia.

"Max," said Victor.

"That's a good strong name," said Leeland.
"What was your name again?"

"Victor Tookes, sir. It's nice to meet you."
No change in either of their auras as he spoke. They really didn't
remember their dinner conversation, or they just didn't care.
Victor couldn't be sure.

He finished putting the groceries away while
Mrs. Rotelle made lunch for them. One thing he missed about normal
life was regular meals that consisted of more than one thing.
Victor was so used to eating whatever food came out of the can he
happened to open, even lunch consisting of Spam sandwiches and
processed cheese-food were a treat.

When he was finished eating, Victor checked
out for a minute in the middle of Leeland's third telling of the
time he arrived at the house just out of the army in the summer of
'53. “Kris, are you there?” he
asked.

“Well hot damn,
Mr. Tookes! Glad to hear
from you again. Ya get a
little cooked in Atlanta?” He could
hear the smile in her voice, and she continued, “That
resonance idea was GOLD. I'm
out of the hotel, and
there's no sign of those
pricks that took me. Or
Laura.”

“Great news. Where
can I pick you up? I'm
in Mobile now.”

"Mobile? Damn, you
work fast. I ran into
another group of humans that
have a settlement up in
Tennessee, and I've decided to
go with them. I honestly
think I could help them.
And to be honest? I think
it'll be more...normal than
the usual bullshit," she replied.

His heart sank. He really thought after they
connected, after they worked so well together, she'd reconsider
leaving the group. Plus, he liked Kris a lot.

“Nothing against you,
but I've had my fair
share of humanity saving.”

“Kris, if we
don't do it, no one will.
We'll never be safe; we'll
never be able to relax
our guard. I'd rather be
sitting back at the farm
with my mom watching the
crops grow too, but this
is way bigger than both
of us,” he replied.

“I get that. I
really do. I've been in
your head, Tookes. We're all
on the same side. Why
can't I do my own part
by helping another group
survive?” she replied. “Besides, if
you really need me, all
you need to do is ask.
You'll always know where I
am.”

“Do what you
need to do. If you ever
get in trouble, call Max.
We'll be there for you.
Stay safe out there, keep
your head down, and try
to find some happiness,” Victor
said, ending the connection. He tried to shove his anger down into
its box. His team was now down two members. How was he supposed to
keep them all together? Not that it mattered; he'd do this alone if
he had to.

Victor opened his eyes, or rather, refocused
them. They'd been open the whole time, staring into space. Leeland
was looking at him strangely. "You all right, son? Looked like you
left us for a while," he said.

"Oh yea, I'm fine. I was just thinking about
getting back to my family. I really need to be going. Leeland, do
you know where the east-west train tracks are, up in Montgomery
north of here? My family is on a train heading west, and I need to
get to the tracks before they pass through here."

"Oh yea, it’s about two and a half to
Montgomery, but just over the border in Louisiana the tracks turn
south and run down to Naw'lins. We can be at those tracks in
Hattiesburg in under an hour."

"Would you be willing to drive me to the
tracks?" asked Victor.

"Oh, sure. Nothin' to it. Let me know when
you're ready. Probably gonna have to gas up the truck though,"
Leeland said.

"I'll cover the gas. It’s the least I can
do."

"That's a deal then, son. Let me know when
you're ready."

"I'm ready now, just need to thank you both
for your hospitality. I needed this night here," said Victor.

"It was nothin' dearie. It was our pleasure
to have you. Safe travels," said Mother Rotelle, hugging Victor
tightly. She laid her head on his stomach as she hugged him. Once
again, he was astounded at how small she was. He hugged her back as
best he could.

"It was a pleasure having you with us, son,"
said Leeland, holding out his hand. Victor took Leeland's hand for
what must have been the twentieth time. Before he could shake his
hand, Victor felt the cold of travel surround him. A millisecond
later, he was shaking Leeland's hand and standing on a rail
bed.

"Thanks for the lift," Victor said. "Be safe
when you head home. I don't want you to doze off like you did on
the way up here."

"Oh, it's always better when I'm driving.
Nell always says there must be an off switch on my ass that gets
tripped when I'm in the passenger seat," said Leeland, turning to
walk away. He'd gone about five steps when he yelled back, "Stay
safe, Victor Tookes." And then he was gone, leaving only that
familiar black mist.

Victor looked around. He was standing at an
intersection where a small road crossed the train tracks. There
weren't any buildings in sight. He was surrounded by hay fields.
There weren't even crossing gates at the intersection, just a
diamond-shaped sign facing away from Victor about a hundred yards
up the road in either direction.

Victor slowly got down on his knees near the
train tracks and put his ear to the steel. It had always worked in
the old cowboy movies, but he couldn't hear anything on the tracks.
Maybe they are still too
far away, Victor thought. He turned around and
sat down on his backpack. It was a little lumpy but far better than
sitting on the road. He sat for the better part of an hour, getting
up to listen to the tracks every ten minutes. He started to worry,
which led him to thinking about Kris leaving the group. That led
into Leo leaving, and that lead to Victor getting angry.

Like always, Victor shoved his anger down
into a box specifically built in his brain to handle excessive and
unnecessary emotion. A box he kept promising he'd open one day and
deal with. For now, he needed to be busy, so he strapped his pack
on his back and struck off up the road towards the nearest
farmhouse. The house was up on a small rise, about half a mile from
the tracks. It was the only thing he could see from where Leeland
had dropped him off, so that was the target. He told himself it was
to get out of the cold. It couldn't be more than a few degrees
above freezing. Victor was wearing lots of layers, but the constant
breeze was blowing right through them all.

It took him about fifteen minutes to walk to
the house. He moved slowly and deliberately, walking down the
middle of the road looking through the tall grass for any sign of
the undead. When he got to the house, he looked it over thoroughly.
It was old, probably antebellum, although Victor was no expert on
architecture. The wooden siding had once been painted white,
although now it was mostly gray weathered wood with white flecks of
paint. The shutters were still mostly black, and the tin roof
looked like it had been painted within the last several years. It
had a huge bi-level porch that wrapped around three sides of the
house. On the back was a small addition, probably a washroom or a
laundry room.

Victor slowly stepped up on to the front
porch, trying to avoid stray creaks that a porch this old was bound
to have. He failed miserably at that task. The porch creaked with
every step. The whole area was eerily silent; there were no birds,
no crickets, and no grasshoppers chirping. It sounded like his
footsteps carried for miles. That should have struck him as odd,
but he was concentrating all of his energy on listening to the
inside of the house. The front door was unlocked and opened easily.
The inside of the house was dark, and it took his eyes a couple of
seconds to adjust from the bright sunlight outside.

Sitting in an ancient wingback chair in the
middle of the parlor to his left was Joshua Frye. In one smooth
motion, Victor pulled his gun and fired two shots. His aim was
true, but some sort of shield surrounded Frye. Frye still had an
aura and hadn't ever let on that he was a super.

"I told you he'd shoot first," said
Frye.


 Chapter 6

Alicia

 


She wasn’t out of this yet.

Kris was furiously pacing the floor, deep in
thought. It was obvious that she had spent too much time dwelling
on what she could not do verses what she could. The knowledge that
there was much more to her than she had ever imagined was
invigorating. She felt revived with a new sense of purpose. As she
paced from one side of the dark room to the other, a deep driving
need to survive filled her mind. She was consumed by it.

They had underestimated her the first time,
but they wouldn’t make that mistake twice. Kris knew that she
needed to be well beyond their reach by the time they got back.

Two hours passed. Thin, deep red streams of
light stretched across the industrial carpet, and Kris could feel
the temperature dropping. She needed to get out of here, and the
only thing standing in her way was that damn door, but she wasn’t
strong enough to break it down. There had to be another way.

“Miss Kris?” It was Max again.
“Are you still there?”

She forgot he had been listening.
“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.”

“Daddy says all
the things have a reasonable
frequency. Find the tone and
use your shield to amplify
it.” There was a pause, and Kris wondered what a
“reasonable frequency” was before Max corrected himself and
said, “Resonating.”

Kris smiled slightly at the word correction.
Victor must have been listening in to their conversation. He was
such a good father to Max. It was strange that children were not
something that Kris ever felt drawn to. When Leslie, one of the
girls she worked with, brought her four-month-old son into the
restaurant, Kris felt the urge to run the other way. All of the
other servers were so excited over the baby, but Kris purposely
avoided the entire situation. She had awkwardly waved at Leslie
from the opposite side of the bar and then hid in the kitchen. Just
the idea of holding the baby made her skin crawl, and that was when
Kris decided that some women just weren’t meant to have children.
Maybe she was one of those women. From her experience, children
were usually loud, obnoxious, and rude. But little Max was
different. He was sweet, adorable, and very intelligent. As much as
she hated to admit it, she really liked him.

“I’ll try that,
but what if I can’t make
the right sound?”

“Then we’ll try
something else, but you can
do this, Kris.” The voice was Victor’s
now. “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.”

“We’re coming to
find you.” His voice echoed inside her mind,
their connection was abruptly silenced, and Kris was alone again.
Conversations were also so damn short with these people. The world
had complained about what technology had done to the ability to
converse, but no one even considered what an apocalypse would do.
Kris wanted nothing more than to have a moment of normalcy and have
a real conversation with someone that didn’t involve how they were
going to survive. Or about some insane crusade to save the world.
Or maybe where she didn’t have to worry about what was coming to
kill her next.

“The frequency of
resonance is linked to the
time it takes for a
vibration of sound to spread
throughout a building, reverberate,
and then how long it
takes for the "echoes" to
return to the oscillation,” the voice
told her in its usual clipped fashion. “By
finding the correct frequency,
any structure can be
destroyed.” Kris took over the conversation and told
herself, Find the right frequency,
and I can bring the house
down.

Kris stopped pacing and stood in the center
of the room. Her feet were placed shoulder width apart, and she
stood tall, exhaling slowly. She let all of the air out of her
lungs and focused on expanding her ribcage as she inhaled. Air
filled her lungs again, and she picked the lowest note she could
sing. Kris created a small dome just in front of her lips and sang
into the bubble. With a flick of her hand, she pushed the bubble
across the room and morphed it around the door. The metal door
vibrated gently and began to produce a beautiful cord inside its
frame. Kris listened for the highest note in the cord and shifted
her voice to fit the sound. She was singing a few octaves under the
highest tone and pinched the dome into a tall cylinder to bend the
pitch. As the dome pinched together, the note was pushed to
screaming heights.

The note permeated the door and filled its
core. Kris could feel it rattling around in the frame, and the door
shook violently before it slowly began to crumble. Before her eyes,
the steel door turned into nothing but dust, and the aluminum door
handle clunked to the floor. The sound was abruptly snuffed out as
the door disappeared.

“Holy shit, that actually worked!” she
shouted and threw her arms into the air and shouted with joy and
made a mental note to thank Vic later for that bit of genius. She
ran towards the open door frame and into the hall. Kris pushed the
dome out from her body and had it expand over the floor of the
Sheraton hotel. The entire layout of the floor filled Kris’ mind,
and she could once again confirm that she was alone. Part of the
dome brushed against the elevator shaft four hundred feet in front
of her, and a distinct “8” bore into her mind. Eighth
floor.

The industrial carpet was golden yellow,
tan, and black in a typical modern block formation. The pattern was
over-sized and terribly standard looking. As she ran, she had to be
careful where her feet landed. There was wooden debris, glass, and
discarded pieces of furniture that littered the floor. In her bare
feet, every step was a risk. Even though she healed very quickly,
Kris didn’t want anything potentially slowing her down. At the end
of the hall, she found the emergency exit and threw herself against
it. Kris drew the shield back around herself like a warm blanket as
the door flew inward and rattled roughly against the interior
concrete wall. As she stepped inside the door, she glanced around
the staircase. It was silent. Kris knocked on the metal handrail,
and as the sound reverberated through the open stairwell, she
expanded the sphere that protected her to fill the entire area.
Aside from a half-dozen rotting corpses in tattered clothing and a
broken-up love seat, the emergency exit was empty. Kris trotted
down the cold cement stairs. Her bare feet made soft padding noises
as she crossed each step.

“It is better
for civilization to
be going down the
drain than to
be coming up it. Henry
Allen’s Law of Civilization,” the
Voice told her. 

“Oh, thanks for
that. Always so God damn
cheerful,” Kris snapped in response.

She only had to side step once to avoid a
shattered portion of the stairs before she pushed open the
emergency exit door that led into the hotel lobby. It must have
been beautiful before the world collapsed. The tan, deeply-veined
marble floor still gleamed brightly in the late evening light.
Whoever had polished it last did a remarkable job and would have
deserved a raise for his work. The lobby was enormous with a squat,
arched ceiling and four large, multi-colored glass chandeliers. One
of the four chandeliers had crashed to the marble floor and
shattered into thousands of rainbow shards. All that was left
attached to the ceiling were a set of wires with a few left over
strands of glass. Gathered into small groups around the expansive
room were black leather-bound love seats paired with two wingback
chairs and a circular glass coffee table. The furniture groupings
were anchored together on what used to be brightly-colored,
hand-woven rugs. In the passing months, they had grown dark, dingy,
and some had been stained with blood. There were more corpses in
the lobby, more than anywhere else Kris had encountered, and the
stench was overwhelming. She felt bile rise up in her throat, and
she swallowed hard to avoid throwing up.

There were dark patches of dried blood
spread across the marble floor. There were streaks of it that led
from the revolving door and straight to the main
desk. Kristina Thompson, checking
in. And have the bellboy
pick up my bags,
please. Just to the side of the streak, there were
awkwardly-placed, bloody footprints that seemed to stagger off
behind the desk.

She was suddenly
standing just outside of the
Humvee that picked her up
the night the world changed.
With horror, she watched a
set of zombie teeth tear
into a bicep of a man
that wore black swimming trunks.
The teeth sank into his
muscle, and out of reflex,
the man’s elbow snapped upwards.
Another set of teeth tore
into the base of his
neck. Both zombies pulled their
heads backward, and strings of
muscle, skin, and gore fell
from their gnashing teeth. Blood
exploded from the wounds and
bubbled down his shirt. Another
zombie had the man’s left
hand in its mouth and was
chewing slowly. Kris heard his
bones snapping and popping, and
the zombie bit down again
and pulled with its teeth.
The flesh and muscle was
pulled from his hand in
one solid motion, and all
that was left was the
skeletal remains.

The man screamed.

With a shout, Kris tore herself from her
past and pushed the memory back down where it belonged. Breathing
deeply, she focused on what was real and stomped her feet against
the cold marble. She was cold, hungry, and in need of somewhere
safe to spend the night. And the first order of business was to
find some Goddamn shoes.

As she pushed through the revolving doors,
she spread the dome out and stretched it across three-quarters of
the block. As she walked, Kris had the entire layout of the block
etched perfectly in her mind. From what she could see, the area
looked like a scene out of some over-done Hollywood disaster movie.
Only in this world, the credits would never roll and the dead never
stayed dead. Lifeless bodies and destroyed, burned-out cars lined
the silent streets. The air, just like the city, was still. Kris
pushed the sphere out farther until it fully covered the block, and
aside from a small flock of seagulls, there was not another living
thing in the area.

“Jesus Christ,” she sighed and wrapped her
arms around herself as she walked down the small staircase that
leads to the sidewalk. The first ten corpses she passed were either
men or women with much smaller feet than her. She tried very hard
to ignore that she was about to steal shoes from a dead body.

“Stealing shoes off
a dead man. Oh, we’re
going to hell. Weekend at Bernie’s
2,” The Voice said.

“That was one of
the shittiest movies I’ve ever
seen,” Kris retorted with a snort.

“But Jeff wanted
to watch it. So you
did.”

Kris brushed the last comment aside as she
jogged down the street, keeping her eyes open for shoes that looked
like they would fit. Eventually, she found a pair of lime green and
yellow Puma running shoes. As she crouched down to remove the
shoes, she turned her head to the side. The skin and bones had
dried out, and as Kris pulled the shoes off, the bones made a sick
snapping sound, and she flinched in disgust. Standing up, she tied
the laces together and tucked the shoes under her armpit. She could
handle shoes from a dead body, but socks were something else
entirely. Half a block down, she found a CVS with all of the glass
windows broken in. She did a quick search and managed to find a bag
of men’s socks, an XXL black hooded sweatshirt with the word
“MOBILE” across the front, a bottle of water and two Lara bars. In
desperation, she also grabbed a mop. After placing it on an angle
against the floor and wall, she stepped on it and snapped it to a
sharp point. It wasn’t much of a weapon, but it was better than
nothing.

She tore one of the wrappers off the Lara
bar and bit into it. It still tasted like cardboard, but it was the
best tasting cardboard she had ever eaten. With a sigh, she sat
down on the curb of the street, ripped open the plastic bag of
socks, and took out four pairs. With a cringe, she realized that
the only thing separating her feet from the feet of the shoes’
previous inhabitant was a thin piece of cotton. And then she
realized that doubling up on socks was not an option because the
shoes weren’t large enough. Her face was tightly scrunched as she
pulled the socks onto her feet and then the sneakers. “Oh, this is
all types of fucked up,” she muttered, and as she stood, she
twisted off the cap of the water and drank it greedily.

She pushed the extra socks and the second
Lara bar into the front pocket of the sweatshirt and pulled the
deep hood up over her head. The sun was getting perilously low, and
she still had no safe place to go. After another deep sigh, she
stuffed her hands in her pockets and began to walk down the block.
The only thing she was grateful for in this entire trip was that
their little stunt in Atlanta had apparently drawn all of the
zombies in the surrounding area into Georgia and out of
Alabama.

Fucking Tookes. God
damn crusade... she thought, shaking her head.
And yet at the same time, she found herself missing his drive and
his passion. If not him,
who? she thought. Followed immediately
by, I must be losing my
mind.

The last thing she expected to hear were
running engines shuttering to a stop three blocks away. And as if
hearing those engines wasn’t enough, she heard nine distinct
heartbeats pumping warm blood to live bodies.

Her ears picked up a clear, distinctly
feminine voice. “Jackson, spread your men around the trucks. Keep
your eyes peeled for walkers. Tommy, move your teams into positions
around the pumps. We have thirty thousand gallons to pump. Move
your asses!”

“You got it, Alicia,” one said.

“We’ll get it done,” said another.

“We’ll get you back to that beautiful baby
tonight, Tommy. You have my word.”

Kris ran towards them, and as she did, she
carried the sphere with her and began to project it forward.


 Chapter 7

Injection

 


"Uncle Marshall," said Max.  "Daddy
says there's a shot in that fort that you have to go get.”

“What kind of shot?" asked Marshall.

"One that kills bugs.  Only it doesn't
work unless the bugs want to take it into themselves.  They
can just ignore it," Max said, looking slightly skeptical.

Victor Sr. asked, "Vic wants us go into that
place for a shot that doesn't work?"

"Yes, Poppy.  He knows about it,
though. He thinks he can still make it work.  It's the same
shot that made my bugs sick."

"What bugs?" asked Max's grandfather.

"When I got bit at school, I got bugs.
 They made me sick at first, but now they're my friends.
 They live in here," said Max, pointing to his head.
 "They tell me things.  Like right now they're telling me
that you don't believe me."

Victor thought about Max's statement.
 It was a big insight for a four year old to make.  Max
had always been an exceptionally bright child, but would he pick up
on body language this early? "It isn't that I don't believe you,
Max," said Victor.  "But how could it be?  How come you
aren't one of them?"

"They say I'm different.  Daddy thinks
that's why Mr. Frye wanted to take me and why the zombies want
me."

Marshall was still worried about whatever
was in that fort.  Whatever had been in the area that smashed
those cars was bigger and stronger than he was.  "Did he say
where it was in there?"

"Nope.  Just that it was in there.
 I think you should take Mr. Shelton with you, Uncle
Marshall," said Max.

"Why Mr. Shelton, Max?"

"He's been there before, when he became an
army man."

"Okay.  How did you know that, Max?"
asked his grandfather.

"The bugs told me."

"Dad, we've all learned not to ask.
 True or not, the fact is that Max is always right.  We
should listen to him."

"I'm going in there too.  You need
someone to watch your back," said Victor.  "I've been watching
it for forty years."

"I need you to stay with Max, Pop.
 He's much more important than you, Victor, or me.
 Everyone on this train would give their life for him.
 If something goes wrong in there, I need you to keep Max
safe.  I need you to get this train out of here and get him to
Vic."

Again, Victor was unhappy with the response,
but he saw the wisdom of Marshall's thinking.  If Shelton was
a military man, and if Max was right that he'd done his basic
training here, then he was the man for the job.  "Come on,
Max!  Let's go read a book," said Victor.

"Yay!" exclaimed Max as he followed his
grandfather out of the room.

Marshall headed the opposite direction,
towards the locomotive.  When he stepped out of the dining car
onto the locomotive platform, he saw the first zombie he'd seen in
days.  He was standing in the back yard of a small run-down
looking house, wearing a faded red t-shirt and a pair of brown
cargo shorts.  The creature looked up as the train passed and
started walking towards the tracks.  It hit a chain link fence
and continued to try to walk.  Marshall wondered how long he
would continue to try to walk through the fence after the train was
out of earshot.

The big man stepped into the locomotive with
Corbin Shelton, their military tactician, and told him about the
shot, leaving out the part about it not being effective.

"It makes sense that they'd have something
like that there.  Fort McPherson was a research base.  I
spent some time there before I was deployed.  When I was
there, they were researching nerve-agent darts that could be fired
out of a regular rifle.  We were looking for a way to put
enemy combatants down without killing them and without doing
permanent damage.  They were working on a chemical agent that
even a small scrape could put a man to sleep for two days."

"Sounds like some potent stuff.  I
wonder if that's the stuff Vic was talking about.  In any
case, we gotta go in there and find it.  Since you've been
inside the labs, I'll need your help finding what we're looking
for."

Shelton looked startled.  Marshall
didn't think he was going to back down from the challenge, but the
look of fear that briefly crossed Shelton's face before being
tucked away was an alarm for Marshall.

"They did a lot of other stuff in there
too," said Shelton.  "Rumor around the barracks was that they
were trying to make a real life Captain America.  They were
trying too genetically alter a human to be bigger, stronger,
faster, and smarter than a normal person.  It was just a
rumor; you know how people always have something to talk
about."

Shelton eased the throttle off on the train
and applied the brakes.  Victor had put Post-It notes all over
the cockpit labeling everything.  It made the train very easy
to operate in the limited capacity that they needed.  They
were only hauling a handful of cars as opposed to the two million
pounds the train was designed to carry.

"We should be pretty close to the fort now.
 Stop the train. Let’s gear up and get this over with.
 We'll have time to discuss more details while we walk to the
base.  The gates and doors have been open for a long time.
 There's a chance we'll be able to walk in and out."

"I hope you're right," said Shelton, looking
doubtful as he stepped out onto the ledge around the locomotive.
 "I'll grab my kit and meet you in five minutes."

Marshall stood in the locomotive and
pondered Shelton's reaction.  He drove this train into a huge
horde of zombies without a second's hesitation.  But something
in that military base was making him fearful.  
 Eventually he shook it off. I'm probably
just overreacting, he thought as he headed down the
train to gather his own weapons.

When he was fully geared up, he found John
sitting in the dining car over a hot cup of coffee.  John was
staring intently into his cup.  "We're not going to make it to
my family in time, Marshall," he said.  "Tookes has gone off
on walkabout, Leo's gone, we're stopped again, and we're not even a
whole day's travel from where we started."

"I know it’s tough, John.  Vic hasn't
ever let us down.  He hasn't ever led us astray.  He'll
get you to your family," replied Marshall.  "Shelton and I are
going to run into the fort.  Max said I should take Shelton
over you. I'm not sure why, but I've learned to rely on what the
little man says."

"All right.  I'll stay here and play
wet nurse again.  But when Tookes gets back, we're going to
have a talk.  Another talk.  My family is the reason
we're on this trip. They have to be the priority.  If they
crash that bird and we're not there to catch them, it’s not going
to be good."

"Getting to your family is my priority,
John.  I know it's Vic's as well.  We'll get there in
time," said Marshall as he paused at the door to the next car.
 "I'll be back in a couple of hours, and we'll be back on
schedule."

John returned to staring into his cup of
coffee, thinking about seeing his wife and children after so
long.

Marshall and Shelton met on the ground at
the base of the locomotive and without a word between them set off
south towards the base and whatever mystery syringe Victor was
looking for.  Marshall hadn't ever doubted his brother.
 One of their father's favorite sayings was, “Never tell them
everything you know.”  Victor had always taken that to heart.
He was not known for being forthright with all the info, ever.
  His little brother had done pretty well by all of them, and
Marshall knew he had his reason. That was enough for him.

The two men were less than a block from the
train when they came up on a pair of zombies.  "So much for
having killed them all in the park," said Shelton quietly.

Marshall pulled a hammer out of its clips on
the back of his leather vest and motioned for Shelton to stay back.
  He whistled a low note to get their attention, and right on
queue, the two zombies started walking towards him.  The one
on the left had been a female, about middle aged.  Not
bad looking, thought Marshall as he swung his
hammer over his head in a big circle.  Marshall was easily a
foot-and-a-half taller than this corpse.  The hammer hit the
bottom of its arc and caught her in the side of the jaw on the
upswing.  The arc ripped her skull from her neck, launching it
forty-five degrees into the air and spraying zombie number two with
gore.   Marshall continued the circle, bringing the hammer up
and around in one smooth motion, and did almost the same to the
second zombie.  The second circle was much flatter and just
scalped the man-zombie, smashing its skull in and flipping the
zombie over onto its side.

There were three distinct
almost simultaneous splats.  The woman's head hit
the brick wall across the street, the rest of her corpse slopped to
the ground, and the male zombie impacted the asphalt all at the
same time.  Quick, silent, and relatively clean.
 Marshall wiped the head of his hammer before replacing it in
its cradle on his back.  The two men continued the trek
towards the army base in less than five seconds.

"Jesus, Marshall.  I've never seen
anything like that," said Corbin.

"I'm just big and strong," said Marshall.
 "I'd rather have Leo's speed."

"I'd just like to have some sort of edge,"
said Shelton.

"You have training and experience.
 That's your edge, Corbin," said Marshall.

The rest of the trip to the fort was fairly
uneventful.  They walked into the yard with all the corpses
still laying where they'd been killed or re-killed.  "This was
a cluster-fuck," said Shelton.

"Yea.  Must have been something ugly to
do all this.   Let’s get in and out before whatever did this
comes back," Marshall said, stepping up to the door.

Inside the hallway was gloomy; the only
light came from the door they came in.  Marshall reached into
the pocket of his cargo shorts and pulled out a flashlight.
 He held it in one hand and his gun in the other.

"Marshall, flip your flashlight around in
your fist, then cross your wrists," said Shelton, crossing his
flashlight hand over the wrist of his gun hand, so the flashlight
shone down the barrel.  "It lets you steady your gun and keeps
your light and gun pointed in the same place."

"Thanks," said Marshall, following Shelton's
lead.  "Anything else I'm doing wrong? Before all this, I was
a management consultant.  I can use all the help you've got to
give."

"In this situation, you're doing fine.
 Let me breech the doors. Watch how I do it."  Shelton
moved towards an open doorway on the right side of the hallway.
 Standing almost five feet back from the door, he leaned his
arm against the wall.  "From here," he whispered, "I can see a
few feet of the room through the door.  When you present
yourself to the door, you want to stay well outside and limit the
angle something on the inside has to see you."

Shelton leaned a foot out into the hallway,
peering into the room a little more before returning to his spot
against the wall.  "That gave me a couple more degrees of
sight into the room," he whispered before leaning further out in
front of the hall.  He repeated that process, over and over,
each time moving further away from the wall, allowing him to see
more of the room with each pass.  When he was square with the
door, he whispered. "All right, I've cleared the whole room, except
this front corner.  To get that one, I'll step into the room.
 I know that three out of the four corners of the room are
clear."

Shelton stepped into the room, and then
Marshall heard Shelton yell, "Put your weapons on the fucking
ground! Hands where I can see them!"


 Chapter 8

Injection - Part Two

 


Marshall flew through the doorway to see
Shelton advancing on two people.  The people looked
frightened; they were putting their weapons on the ground as he
slowly walked towards them, pointing his rifle at them.

"Oh shit, oh shit," said the woman.
 She was putting a pistol and a Japanese-looking sword down on
the floor.  She had long dark hair with just a touch of gray
at the temples.   The man was about average height, wearing an
orange shirt that said Arizona and carrying a shotgun and an army
green ammo pouch on his belt.  He was putting his shotgun down
as quickly as he could.  Marshall stood back and watched
Shelton.

"Identify yourselves," he demanded.

"My name's Veronica Smith," she said, her
southern drawl thick.  Marshall knew she was from east Texas
before she even said, "I'm from Katy, Texas."

"Chuck Rice," said the man.  "I'm from
Michigan but was living in North Palm Beach, Florida, for the last
couple of years.  I ran into Veronica a few weeks ago. We've
been travelling together looking for anyone living.  This
morning, we saw this place and thought that maybe we could find
some guns or ammunition.  We didn't mean to steal anything.
There wasn't anyone here!"

Marshall realized they thought Shelton was
stationed here.  Shelton didn't make any move
to dissuade them.

"Stay right here. Don't move," he said.
 The pair of them didn't look like they were going to be
moving any time soon.  Shelton stepped back towards Marshall
and said, "Now what?"

"We don't own this place," said Marshall.
 "We're not even from here.  We're headed west.
 What's it like from here to Texas, Veronica?"

"You doan' wanna go to Texas.  It's
ugly," she said.

"How about you, Chuck?  How's Florida?
 Swamp zombies have to smell terrible," said Marshall.

"The whole place reeks to high heaven.
 My plan was to head north, get up above the frost line and
see if they froze in the cold.  I picked up a book
called The Zombie Survival
Guide in a truck stop; it said everyone should go north
because the zombies will freeze in the winter."

Chuck pulled a worn copy of the book out of
his back pocket and showed it to Marshall.

"That book will get you killed, Chuck.
 I'd throw it away.  These zombies are caused by
parasites. They generate heat, and they're not all stupid."

"I learned that the hard way. One of the
smart ones got my wife, Jenny, just above Destin," said Chuck,
shaking his head.

"Sorry to hear that," said Marshall.
 Everyone had a similar story; it made the Big Man sad every
time.  "We're here after some injection for my brother. Have
you two explored the base at all?"

"We've been in a couple of rooms, but we
didn't have a light, so we didn't go too much further in.  It
gets dark in there pretty quick," said Veronica.

"Shelton, let’s go.  You two are safe
enough here. You can stay if you want, but I don't know what we're
going to find further in.  I would suggest getting the hell
out of here," said Marshall.

Marshall and Shelton walked out of the room
and down the hall, their flashlights sweeping across closed doors.
 "Any idea where we should start looking?" asked Marshall.

"There's a stairway just ahead that leads
down to the third basement.  That's where all the classified
research went on." Again, Shelton had a fearful look on his face,
something Marshall wasn't used to seeing.

Marshall stopped walking and turned towards
his friend asking, "Corbin, that's the second time I've seen
that look on your face. What's down there?  What are you
worried about?"

"Back when I was here, there were all kinds
of crazy rumors around the barracks.  The rumor was that they
were working in the basement to come up with some sort of
genetically advanced soldier.  We never heard or saw anything
that proved it, but the rumors had been around for years.  I
heard a guy volunteered, told his buddy he was going down there,
and then nobody ever saw him again."

"Corbin, that's crazy.  That's movie
stuff. None of that is real," said Marshall, putting his hand on
Shelton's shoulder.

"Marshall, we're walking into a ruined
military base six months after the zombie apocalypse.  You do
see the irony in what you just said, right?"

Marshall turned towards the stairs and said,
"Let's just get the shot and get out of here."

The stairwell was a wreck.  There were
more dead bodies than free places to put their feet down.  Any
place that didn't have a body had a pile of vomit or some other
bodily excretion.  Corpses were piled up everywhere.  The
smell was overwhelming, like a stew of shit, vomit, and rotten
corpse with a side of piss.  None of them had any visible bite
marks.  "They were gassed.  Try not to disturb the
bodies.  If it’s been a couple of weeks, we're probably fine,"
said Shelton.  "This powder is the residue from sarin.
 Try not to get any on your skin."

Marshall stepped as lightly as he could
around the bodies, trying not to touch anything.  As they
descended the stairs, the corpses were more spread out, as if
they'd all been at the top of the stairs when they were killed.
 "Why?" he asked.  "Why would they gas these people?"

"Maybe they were zombies?  I don't
know. Sarin is a nerve agent.  It overloads the brain and
melts it," said Corbin.  "Maybe it would work on zombies."

"I have no idea.  But I don't want to
hang around this place any more. Let’s get down there and get the
hell out of here," said Marshall, taking the steps two at a
time.

The stairwell ended in an open door.
 The lab was destroyed, tables overturned, counters ripped up.
 There was a huge caved-in stainless steel vat on its side.
 The cinder block walls were cracked in several places,
smashed in by human bodies that now lay lifeless under the impact
spots.  Marshall drew both hammers and stepped out into the
room.

"Who comes?" Marshall heard, the voice way
lower than any human voice he'd heard.  It took him a second
to even register it as language.

"Marshall Tookes," he answered. “Who's
here?"

Marshall heard the sound of the autoclave
flying through the air seconds before it smashed into his head.
 The huge piece of equipment must have weighed half a ton.
 It knocked the unsuspecting Marshall to the floor and skidded
to a stop against the wall.   Shelton opened fire on the
corner where the machine came from until he had to duck into the
stairwell to avoid some huge piece of electronics.  Paper
streamed out behind it as it flew towards Shelton.

Marshall got up slowly and said, "We're not
here to fight!  I don't want to hurt you."

"You not hurt me," the huge voice
rumbled.

"No, we don't want to hurt you," Marshall
said.

"I hurt you!" the voice roared.  An
industrial-sized refrigerator flew towards Marshall, who
dodged it and walked towards the corner of the room.  His
flashlight landed on a man that made Marshall feel like a beanpole.
 His arms were the size of Marshall's legs.  He was
easily three feet taller than Marshall was; his head nearly brushed
the ceiling.  He was, other than being enormously large, a
normal human being.  He had brown hair cropped close.
 His fists were the size of basketballs.

The giant lumbered towards Marshall, who
opened up the refrigerator.  "Shelton, it’s here!" was all
Marshall had time to yell before letting go of the fridge and
locking up with the giant like two professional wrestlers.
 The thing picked Marshall up and threw him across the room,
where he crushed a row of metal cabinets, and started to get up.
 Blood ran down his shoulder, soaking his shirt with blood.
 Shelton was at the fridge throwing trays of vials into his
backpack.  Marshall knew he had to buy him some time.

The big man looked to his left and yanked a
stainless steel table leg off the table.  Marshall shouldered
it like a baseball bat and yelled, "I really don't want to hurt
you."

The giant lumbered across the room, ignoring
Shelton in favor of the bigger threat.  Marshall looked
desperately around the room for something that would hold the giant
for a few seconds.  He sprinted to the far wall with the giant
hot on his heels.  Attached to the wall down by the floor was
a radiator pipe.  Marshall knew he could rip it out of the
wall with little effort, but it was all there was.

The giant crashed into Marshall, smashing
him against the wall.  Marshall bent the table leg around the
thing’s wrist and twisted once.  The man howled in pain and
dropped Marshall to the ground.

"I got them all!" yelled Shelton.
 "Stay down!"  Shelton opened fire, hitting the giant
squarely in the temple with three completely ineffective rounds.
 Marshall kicked off the wall, sliding on his belly between
the giant's legs.  He rolled to his feet and heaved on the
table leg, yanking the unsuspecting giant's arm between his
legs.

Marshall bent the table leg around the
radiator pipe and then around the giant's ankle, half hog-tying the
thing to the pipe.  He knew it wouldn't last long, but
hopefully it would hold long enough.  "Run!" yelled Marshall,
sprinting towards the door.

Shelton was half a flight ahead of Marshall
when he ripped the door closed heading into the stairwell.
 The big man took the first set of stairs in two bounds,
rounded the corner, and caught up with Shelton.

A horrible, metal-wrenching screech from the
basement told Marshall the thing was probably free, followed by the
sound of the door to the stairway being ripped from its hinges.

"Move!" yelled Marshall, spurring Corbin to
new speed.  The two of them rocketed out the stairway and ran
down the hallway at top speed.  "Chuck!  Veronica! If
you're still here, run!" Marshall yelled as he neared the door
where they had been hiding.

Marshall heard footsteps and the scraping of
a chair as he ran by.  He and Shelton cleared the front gate
of the base and turned north, neither of them showing any signs of
slowing.

Veronica and Chuck heard the ripping metal,
followed by the warning from the huge guy.  Veronica couldn't
think of anything that would make that guy run, but whatever it
was, it was more than she wanted to deal with.

"Chuck, we gotta get out of here," she said.
 Chuck was already grabbing his bag.  The two of them
left the room two steps in front of the giant, who was having to
run at a crouch down the hall way.  Veronica outpaced Chuck,
who was trying to haul a duffle bag and run at the same time.
 Neither of them had eaten very well in the last week, and
they were both low on energy.

The two travelers cleared the door of the
base several seconds after Marshall and Shelton turned north
towards the train tracks.  There was no sight of the two of
them.

The giant grabbed Veronica's foot and lifted
her up as he ran.  She let out a blood-curdling scream as
the creature swung her around by her leg, dislocating her hip and
breaking her femur.  She was nearly knocked unconscious when
her head smashed into the grass, but she was not so lucky.
 The giant swung her around one more time, impaling her on the
top of the eight-foot fence.  The spikes on the fence drove
through her left lung and just above the small of her back, pinning
her to the fence face up.

Chuck made it four steps out of the gate
before the giant caught him.  It grabbed his head in one giant
fist, lifting Chuck off the ground as he ran.  The giant's
index finger and middle finger dug into Chuck's eyes, popping them
out of the socket before crushing his skull in its giant fist and
tossing the lifeless body aside in the road.

Shelton vaulted up onto the train and tossed
Marshall his rifle.  "What am I going to do with that?" said
Marshall, tossing it back.  "John!  Renee!
 Incoming, and it’s big!" Marshall yelled down the train car.
 John climbed the ladder to the top of the locomotive as
Shelton fired it up.

"What's coming?" asked Renee, appearing on
the ground beside Marshall.

"He's like me but bigger and dumber.
 And he's pissed off about something.  I'll hold him here
as long as I can. You need to get this train moving, and get it
moving now!" said Marshall.

"Contact, one block!" John yelled down over
the roar of the train before firing three rounds from one of the
9mm Glock pistols he carried.  "Fuck, mate!  I drilled
his eye, and he didn't even blink." He holstered the Glock, pulled
his pearl-handled forty-five, and fired all six rounds out of the
revolver.

"Half a block.  The forty-five made him
stumble. What do we have that's bigger?" John yelled down.

"Forward!" yelled Shelton, pushing the
throttle forward.  The train lurched on the tracks,
accelerating quickly.  Renee appeared up on the locomotive
platform.  Marshall waited on the ground until the train was
past.  The monster was just a dozen feet away when Marshall
grabbed the ladder of the last train car and swung himself up onto
the ledge behind the last car.

The creature leaped and got a hand on the
platform.  Marshall stomped on its fingers, but it managed to
get a second hand up on the railing, its legs dragging along the
tracks as the train picked up speed.  The door to the car
opened, and Victor Senior stepped out on to the platform as
Marshall gave the railing as hard a kick as he could.  It
shuddered and bent but held.  Marshall kicked again.

"Marshall!  Rip the chain!" yelled
Victor Senior, pointing at a logging chain that was holding the
railing to the car.  Marshall reached across the platform and
yanked the chain, then kicked the railing.  It ripped free of
the car.  The giant reached up and grabbed Victor's ankle as
the railing gave way.

Marshall caught his father's arm, and the
two men locked hand to wrist.  "I got you, Dad!" yelled
Marshall as he heaved back on the platform, but the thing's grip
was too tight. It was bouncing along the ties but not letting go.
 Marshall was losing his grip.  "Hang on!" he yelled to
his father, drawing the huge pistol from his thigh.

Victor looked his son in the eyes, and
grabbed the pistol with his free hand.  "Keep that boy safe,"
he said.  "And tell Vic I'm proud of him."   Victor
let go of his son's wrist.

"No, Dad!" yelled Marshall as his father's
arm slid out of his hand.  Victor and the giant rolled to a
stop.  Victor got four shots off before the giant tore him in
half.

 




Chapter
9

Leaving Alabama

 


The only woman in the group of nine was tall
with dark, sun-kissed skin.  Her dark hair was braided down
into tight, short cornrows.  She kept her eyes sharp as her
men fanned out from the three trucks.  Alex Jackson’s men
covered the left side of the street and Markus Gander’s the right.
 Three of the other men started up the generators mounted to
the trucks.

It was a long drive from Tennessee to
Alabama, but they were low on fuel.  The five hours drive was
a risk, but it was one they needed to take.  Before they left,
Alicia had Jackson and Gander attach generators to the trucks.
 The refinery and pumps ran off electricity.  Without the
generators to start the pumps, they had no chance of pulling
through the winter.

While the gennies warmed up, they ripped the
covers off the pumps and cut the wires.  One of the men,
Jason, did the delicate work of splicing the wires from the pumps
into the generator. Before the dead walked again, Jason was an
electrical engineer.  His unique set of talents wasn’t often
useful, but he was thrilled to be doing work he fully and
completely understood.  It didn’t take him long to splice the
wires together, and on Jason’s signal, the men by the trucks
flipped the switch on their respective generator, and the pumps lit
up the early evening sky.  Then they started the long process
of filling their tankers.   The whole time they were
working, Alicia scanned the city streets.  She saw
everything.

She watched her men fan out to cover the
entrances to the refinery and watched the grounds within the
refinery.  What she was waiting for were the undead.  She
knew the noise would bring them in droves; it had brought them from
six miles out both previous times she’d filled trucks like this.
 Their numbers were stretched thin from their most recent
battles with the undead.  Alicia found it disturbing that the
attacks from the undead ceased so suddenly about two weeks ago.
 The zombies from Tennessee seemed to have been completely
drawn out, and so far, their visit to Alabama had been the same.
 It was too quiet.  She had made too many mistakes to
trust this much good fortune.

Alicia knew she needed two more tankers.
 They were using one tanker, which held about ten thousand
gallons, in three months.  After consulting with Markus, they
calculated that this trip would be enough to get them through the
winter with a little bit of fuel to spare.  She knew fuel
usage would go up when the temperature dropped.  Her people
needed these three trucks to stay warm through the winter.  If
they could just make it until next summer, they could start looking
for new housing.  However, as it was, summer was a long way
off.  She hated the odds of their little community getting
through the winter almost as much as she hated the silence of this
vacant, dead city.

“Markus,” she yelled over the sound of the
three generators, “I’m going to go check something out.
 Watch the yard!”

“You got it!” he replied and walked towards
Alicia.

Alicia stepped around the backside of a
truck, where Kris lost sight of her.  It was then that she
realized she could no longer hear Alicia’s heartbeat.  Before
fully processing what that could have meant, Kris got a good look
at Gander as he stood in the lights of the truck.  He was a
large, dark-skinned muscular man with strong cheekbones and a very
defined jaw line.  Gander’s hair had been twisted into long
dreadlocks, and his mane of hair had been pulled back off his face.
 His breathing was shallow as he watched the streets.  In
his hands, he held a shotgun, and judging by the way his eyes
scanned the area, Gander meant business.  Kris could see the
others, but where had Alicia gone?

“You’re kind of cute.  For a zombie.”
 The words came from behind her, and Kris jumped in surprise.
 The new voice was quiet, controlled, and carried a hint of
smugness.  It certainly wasn’t the chipped, British cadence
that usually plagued her mind.  Alicia had appeared behind her
without Kris even knowing she was there.

Her heart was racing as she quickly turned
around but still didn’t see Alicia anywhere.  Not about to be
undone, Kris narrowed her eyes, brought her shield in tightly
against her chest, and then slowly pushed the shield outward.
 Alicia couldn’t hide forever.  She might be able to hide
from sight, but she wasn’t able to hide her own heartbeat.
 The world around her turned a vague shade of green as the
sphere expanded and engulfed the entire area.  As the shield
grew, Kris obtained a perfect sense of the size and depth of
everything around her.

In her mind, the slim outline of a female
came into view.  She stood about two hundred feet away with
her arms hanging lightly at her sides.  Kris noticed that she
had her hands clenched into loose fists and a gun—she couldn’t tell
the type—tucked into the back of her cargo pants.  Alicia wore
shin-high leather boots with a blade safely secured into them.
 With every beat of the woman’s heart, her form would pulsate
into a brighter shade of green.  Every pulse created a ripple
in the air that spread outward from Alicia’s heart.  Kris
smirked lightly as her eyes traveled up her thin curves and around
her small, pert breasts.  “I can see you, you know,” Kris said
casually as she stood up.

“Bullshit,” was her response.  Kris
heard a soft WHOOSH, and Alicia was suddenly a
hundred feet closer.  Kris saw the ripples around Alicia’s
heart still lingering from where she was before.  With another
smile, Kris reached down to the broken-up cement and picked up a
small piece of pavement.  The piece of broken cement was heavy
as she tossed the chunk into the air and then caught it again.

“Well,” Kris said, “you’re right
about...here.” With her right eyebrow raised, Kris cast the chunk
of stone in Alicia’s direction but fell short by a few feet.

Alicia appeared right in front of Kris this
time, still completely invisible.  Each exhale she made was
soft.  However, she was standing so close that Kris could feel
her breath on her neck.  Kris felt herself shiver as she
locked eyes with the iridescent, green woman.  Then, with slow
deliberation, she lifted one hand and lightly traced her jaw line.
 As her fingertips touched Alicia’s warm skin, Kris felt her
own memories slipping away and flowing directly into Alicia’s mind.
 Suddenly, Kris was filled with thoughts that were not her
own.

There was a little girl of about five years
of age in a yellow sundress, her hands full of dandelions.
 She wore a broad, toothy smile as she ran up the hill and
into her father’s big, strong arms.  Her little green eyes
shined with love and adoration for him as he scooped her up and
tossed her into the air.  Over the man’s right shoulder, a
thin woman with the same green eyes and smile as the little girl
looked on with pride. “I love you, Alicia,” the man said with a
smile. “You’ll always be my little girl.”

Then the girl was thirteen.  She had
the same smile as when she was a child as she lifted a violin and
tucked it snuggly under her chin.  The girl inhaled deeply,
brought the bow to the bridge, and began to play to the full
auditorium.  Her heart swelled with pride as she played the
entire song perfectly.  As the song ended, the girl’s green
eyes found her parents and older brother in the front row.
 They were the first people on their feet, applauding her
performance.  Her brother, Markus, smiled and gave her a quick
“thumbs up.”  She beamed.

Kris followed the memories through the
girl’s graduation from high school.  She had graduated at the
top of her class and had received a full scholarship to Vanderbilt
University with a focus in music performance.  She was the
best violinist the college had seen in decades, and they had
promised her years of success.

Two years flashed by.  She watched the
now twenty-year-old hold hands with her older brother.  There
were silent tears streaming down her face as a coffin was slowly
lowered into the ground.  Her mother was standing to Alicia’s
right with a gloved hand over her face.  Deep sobs wracked
through her body.  All around them were police officers in
black uniform.  Each man and woman was standing at attention
with their salutes tight against their caps.  No one spoke as
the trumpet player began the solemn, mournful tune of Taps.

The next distinct memory was Alicia
graduating from college.  However, she did not wear the colors
of Vanderbilt; she wore of the colors of the University of Memphis.
 She had abandoned the entire “musical performance” idea and
felt drawn to the same line of work as her father.  Her entire
life, Alicia always carried a very deep sense of “right” and
“wrong.”  She knew that she had to carry on the flame that her
father left behind. Markus had desperately tried to talk her out of
it, but she would not be swayed.  Stubborn like her father,
Alicia had quickly adapted to the life of an officer.  She had
swiftly risen to the top of her class, flew through the academy,
and had become a U.S. Marshall faster than anyone before her had.
 Alicia was smart, fast, determined, and grounded, everything
a U.S. Marshall needed to be.

More time passed.  Kris got small
glimpses of the outbreak as it crushed Tennessee and Alicia finding
Markus in their family home.  His eyes were full of tears as
their mother passed away in his arms.  The two of them set out
in Markus’s SUV and headed towards their uncle’s farm that was just
outside of Gordonsville, Tennessee.  Kris watched as large
groups of people, in a similar fashion to the plantation in
Virginia, filled up the barn and every spare inch of room on the
farm.  Alicia had taken it upon herself to act as the
head-runner of the farm.  It had become her job to care for
all of these people, and she had to make sure they would survive.
 What other choice did they have?  Even Markus,
jack-of-all trades, had taken it upon himself to get a group of men
and women together to begin building additional housing for the
couple hundred people that now called “Gander Acres” home.

Kris was pulled out of the foreign thoughts
as Alicia yanked herself away from Kris’ touch.  The woman
wasn’t invisible anymore as she shook her head.  She was
trying to clear the memories, both foreign and familiar, out of her
mind. “Okay, what the hell was that?”

“Christ, I’m so sorry,” Kris stuttered and
took a step towards Alicia.  She had her hands raised, showing
that she was defenseless, “I didn’t mean to—”

Alicia raised her hand, cutting Kris off.
 She then asked, “I just saw your entire life inside my head.
 I saw everything that you are.  And that there are more
of us than just...us.  I mean more than those of us here in
Tennessee.”  The woman opposite Kris gestured with her hands
excitedly, and her green eyes looked hopeful as she stared at
Kris.

Kris was silent for a moment and just looked
at the dark-skinned, beautiful woman in front of her.  A small
laugh escaped her lips, and she nodded. “Yeah.  There’s
more.”

“Do you think he can do it?"

Kris looked puzzled.  "Who?
 Victor?"

Alicia nodded and stepped towards Kris
again.

“If anyone can, I believe he's the one to do
it,” Kris replied lightly.  The tension between them had
lifted, and the two women walked towards one another.
 Reaching out, they clasped hands.  As they touched
again, Kris felt the hair on the back of her neck stand on end.
 Her skin was so soft, and Kris could feel the immediate
attraction to her.

“Trust her, baby.
 It’s okay to trust
her,” The Voice whispered.  The familiarity of the
voice suddenly came to her.  Kris finally realized why she was
always so comfortable when it would speak.  The Voice had been
Jeff all along.

“Kris Thompson,” she said, locking eyes with
her.

“Alicia Gander.  I think we’re going to
get along just fine, you and me.”


Chapter 10

Frye

 


Victor paused for just a second to look
around the room.  A short man stepped out of the shadow beside
Victor.

"It appears you were right, Frye.  We
thought a face from home would give Victor Tookes pause," said the
short man.  He had a thick Spanish accent.

Victor fired one shot at the short man's
head, but it was no use. He was shielded too.  The sound of
the gunshot was deafening in the confined space, and after three
shots, the smell of gunpowder was heavy in the air.  "What do
you want, Frye?" said Victor as he holstered his sidearm.

"This is Raul. He wants to talk to you about
your offer," said Frye.

Victor tried to keep his face from betraying
the doubt he was feeling.  "Why?" he asked.  "Why the
sudden change in your collective minds?"

"Laura was the driving force behind the
eradication of humans.  I recognize that we need humans.
 There is merit to your offer.  Human females require
safety and security in order to breed.  We would be willing to
meet your demands and give you the east coast of the United
States," Raul said.

"How do I know you're in a position to
bargain?" asked Victor.  Let's get to
the catch, he thought.

"With Laura out of the picture, I have
assumed control of the E'Clei," he said.

"How do I know Laura is out of the picture?"
asked Victor.

"I told you he wouldn't believe you.
 Tookes here is stubborn," said Frye.

"You can keep your mouth shut, Colonel
Frye," said Victor, sneering at the title.  "I'll deal with
you when the grownups are done talking.  You lost any
credibility when you invaded my property, killed my men, and
abducted my son."

Frye seethed in his chair.  His face
was stone, but Victor could see his aura was riddled with anger and
slashes of fear.

Victor had no idea what Raul's abilities
were, but he was strong.  He solidified his aura around him as
his hand slowly moved to the top of his hatchet.  He rested it
on the head as if it was just a convenient place to put
it.

"I can take you to where Laura's body is.
 Your fire did a significant amount of damage to her.  It
will be years before she is fully recovered, and by then I'll have
wrapped this planet up.  She won't have any choice except to
submit to me," said Raul.

Damn, she's not
dead, thought Victor.

Victor started looking at his options.
 This was about to get ugly.  Victor saw that he was
going to have to kill Frye first.  Every time he thought about
attacking Raul, Frye jumped to his defense.

Victor shifted his attention to attacks on
Frye.  He knew he could win the fight, but it was going to
hurt; it seemed like that was always the way.  Adding in two
opponents made for exponentially greater possibilities and made
predicting their moves that much harder.  This was going to be
a defensive battle for Victor.  He drew in all of his
abilities, remembered how time seemed to slow when he was fighting
Laura on the roof of the train, and launched himself at Frye.

While he dove at Frye, Victor lengthened his
aura into the familiar spear and drove it through the shield
surrounding Raul. Raul countered, slamming into Victor's head with
what felt like a sledgehammer.  Victor fought through the
stars in front of his eyes, pulled his hatchet, and swung for
Frye's head.  The Colonel raised his arms defensively and took
Victor's swing with his forearm.

Victor drove his spear into Raul over and
over.  This was the first time he'd fought a physical fight
and a more mental one at the same time.  The effort slowed
him; Frye shouldn't have been able to block his hatchet.  He
pulled himself together and decided to focus on Frye, swinging low.
 He is human, Victor thought.
 I don't have to hit
him in the head to take
him out of the fight.  

The army colonel had much more experience in
hand-to-hand combat against humans.  He kicked Victor in the
thigh, knocking him back, causing his hatchet swing to go wide and
overbalancing him.  The kick didn't cause any real
damage—Victor’s shield protected him from the blow—but he did end
up on his back.  Frye pressed his advantage, leaping on top of
Victor, as Raul stood watching with a grin on his face.  The
soldier pinned Victor down and started raining blows at his
face.

Tookes struggled under the weight of Frye as
Raul launched an attack against him.  His shield was
weakening.  He had a fleeting thought about railroad chain
gangs hammering the spikes in, with him being the spike.  He
launched a weak counter attack against Raul, stabbing wildly with a
bit of his aura, hoping to find any vulnerable spot; he just needed
to keep their attention for a second.  Finally, after what
seemed like an eternity, he got his gun out of its holster and
squeezed the trigger.  Frye slumped forward, the bullet having
entered through his left side, crossing through his chest, and
exploding out where his heart had been.  Victor rolled Frye's
corpse off and gained his feet.

"Just you and me now, Raul.  You know I
took Laura out. I can do the same to you," Victor said, hoping to
scare the super into running.  He didn't have much fight left
in him.

"You had help with Laura, and..." His voice
was cut off as he disappeared.  Glass from the window over
Victor's left shoulder crashed to the floor, and then he heard the
report of a rifle.  Victor spun around to see the train off in
the distance and a man standing on the top of the locomotive.

“Think it over,
Tookes,” said Raul in Victor's head.

Victor trotted out the door and down the
road to where the train was waiting for him, leaving Frye's body to
rot there in the parlor of that old house like so many corpses he'd
left in his wake.

"Took you long enough to move ya fat melon,
mate!  I thought I was gonna have to shoot him through ya,"
John called down.

"Daddy!" yelled Max as he jumped off the
train and ran towards him.

"Hi, buddy!  I'm sorry I didn't make it
back yesterday."

"Me too, you missed Poppy!  He's with
Mommy watching over us now," said Max.

Marshall stepped off the train, his eyes
red.  One more thing to the list of things Victor had to
figure out.  How had Frye known where to find him?  He
was there by an absolutely random series of events.



Chapter
11

The Next Right Thing

 


Victor sat at the table with a cup of coffee
warming his hands.  He couldn't bring himself to drink it.
 His brother sat across from him in silence, having just
recalled their father's last days with them.  Victor spent his
whole life knowing exactly what to say and yet was finding himself
painfully short on words.  He could only sit there, staring at
his full coffee cup.  Vic decided to break down his thoughts
into their most basic form and start from there.  His father
and Max had gotten to see each other one more time; that was a good
thing.  On the other hand, his request that they check out the
fort had gotten his father killed.

He thought about all the things his father
had done for him.  The two of them had spent countless hours
fishing together on freshwater lakes and, once he was older, in the
deep blue water off the coast of the Florida Keys.  They
shared a love of the sea and everything to do with it.  His
father was particularly fond of fishing for yellow tail snapper and
knew all the best places to find them.  They had spent many
mornings out on the reef catching the boat limit of yellow tail.
 Any time father and son were together at his father's place
in the Keys, they could be found on the reef.

His father had taught him the basics of
being self-sufficient.  As kids, Vic and Marshall had spent
most of their summers with their grandparents on his father's
remote lake property in South Georgia.  Their father would
take every Monday and Friday off and spend the four-day weekends
with Marshall and Victor at the lake.  The brothers learned to
not only hunt and fish but also how to grow vegetables and find
wild edibles.  They learned that a man's worth was more than
just the stuff he had; a man should be judged by his actions.
 Victor tried to live every day of his life by that mantra and
would be eternally grateful for that lesson.

Many of the reasons Vic and his family were
alive were a direct result of things his father had taught him.
 With a cringe, he realized that he never got the chance to
thank his dad.  Not having that last moment of closure was
what hurt the most.

Finally, after almost ten minutes of
silence, Vic finally spoke.  His voice was soft and
controlled.  "I never got to say thank you," he said.
 Marshall didn't reply. He only kept his eyes fixed on the
lone cup of coffee on the table.  Tears welled up the younger
brother's eyes, but he refused to let them fall.  He knew that
crying wouldn't bring his father back or change the past.  All
he could do now was honor his memory by living up to the lessons
he'd taught them.  He would keep his family alive, and he
would end this once and for all.  Anger replaced sorrow, and
once again, he felt that familiar fire in his belly.  His
actions would honor all of those he'd lost—all of the lost fathers,
mothers, sons, and daughters.  There was no other choice.
 While the rest of the surviving humans fought over the scraps
of civilization, he would do something about it.  No,
he had to do something about it.

Vic looked out the window and watched the
Louisiana swamp fly by.  The siblings did not speak as time
passed.  The train was moving at close to its top speed; they
were trying to make up the lost time.  The side trips had cost
them precious time that they needed to secure the airport where
John's family would land.  Victor intended to get to southern
California at least a day before the plane landed.   If they
kept up this pace, they would be a day and a half early. That would
give them plenty of time to clear the area of the undead before the
plane arrived.

Finally, Marshall stood.  He walked
over to his brother, placed a large hand on his shoulder, and said,
"Dad said to tell you he was proud of you.  He believed in
what we are doing, Vic."

"Thanks, Marshall," said Victor quietly.
 "Thanks for everything."

John walked in and immediately felt as
though he had interrupted a delicate moment as the brothers looked
over to him.  He smiled apologetically and sat down opposite
Victor.   He propped himself up against the table on his
elbows and crossed his arms across the tabletop.  "Sorry about
your pop, mate."

Victor nodded.  "Me too, John.
 I'm sorry I didn't have one last chance to talk to him.
 But Max did, and that's worth a lot to me."

"He was so happy to see him," John said with
a small smile.  "He really loved that boy."

Victor nodded and continued to stare at the
cup, still untouched.  The train-car went silent again,
and John got up and went to the coffee pot, which was
disappointingly empty.  He made a new pot and sat back down
while it brewed.  It wasn't long before the delicious smell of
fresh coffee filled the car.

Eventually, the three friends talked a lot
about Victor Senior.  John had grown to respect him in a very
short time; he told Victor about how Max and his “Poppy” spent
almost every waking hour together.  Victor asked many
questions, trying to savor every last moment that was told through
John's eyes.   After a time, the conversation turned to their
current situation.

"We're on track to make it to the air strip
before the plane lands," John said. "But we've got no ammo.
 I'm carrying my last rounds with me.  I'm down to
fourteen magazines," he said.  He didn't look particularly
worried.

"What do you think we ought to do, John?"
Vic asked.  "I don't know any of the areas we're passing
through."

"I'm sure there are gun stores in Dallas or
Fort Worth.  It's Texas, after all," Marshall chimed in with a
smirk.

"But who knows if they'll have anything in
them," Victor continued.  "I don't want to take any more time
on side trips unless we absolutely have to."

"I think we have to hit another military
base," John said bluntly.  Leave it to John not to sugar coat
anything, and of course, he was right.  The group needed
ammunition for the cannons and for the rifles.  That sort of
firepower wouldn't be found in any usable quantity in a
neighborhood gun shop.  To put it plainly, they needed an
ammunition depot.

"Do you have a plan, then?  I don't
know much about this part of the country except that it gets hotter
and drier the farther west we go along this track."

"Just like home." John smiled.  "I
talked to Shelton.  He said that the Red River Army Depot is
just over the border in Texas.  It's right next door to an
ammunition plant.  Red River repairs and refurbishes Bradley
tanks for the army.  He seems to think we could probably find
a train car that would haul a pair of them," John said.

"After the last military base, do you really
want to risk the time, effort, and lives to stop at another one?"
 Marshall asked.

The Aussie shrugged.  "Shelton said
there are less than ten military personnel employed by the base.
 There were a bunch of civilians, but they would have all been
sent to Fort Hood when this went down.  Red River is our best
bet to find what we need with the least amount of danger," he said.
 "I think it's worth the risk.  I'd hate to show up at an
airport full of zombies and not have any ammunition.  Max and
I talked to Sean last night.  He says when they come in from
Hawaii, they're going to be flying on fumes.  They may not
have enough fuel for a second attempt at landing."

Victor nodded.  "I agree with you.
 Let’s make it happen.  Get with Shelton and see if he
knows anything about the base.  Marshall, let's go talk with
Renee to get her input, and let’s come up with a plan.  Do we
have any idea how far we are from there?"

"It's about two in the afternoon now.
 Shelton thinks we'll be there by around four."

"Let's all meet here in half an hour,"
Tookes said. “I need to change clothes and go wash.  And I
need to spend a little time with my boy."

No rest for the
weary, thought Tookes as he walked through the train towards
his cabin.


Chapter 12

Red River Depot

 


Renee found Victor sitting with his legs
crossed on floor of his cabin.  He and Max were building a
giraffe with Legos.  She watched from the doorway as Victor
explained to Max why giraffe's have such "silly long necks" and
"crazy tongues."  Max was smart and often asked questions that
other children his age would not ask.  Victor was so proud of
Max, and it showed every moment that he spent with his son.
 Max giggled with delight as Victor stuck out his tongue,
badly imitating a giraffe reaching for high leaves on a tree.
 Renee placed a hand over her mouth and tried to suppress a
laugh of her own.  It didn't work.

Victor looked towards the door and smiled as
he saw his sister.  "What's up, Ren?"

"Hey, Vern," she said.  "Hey, little
Max-monster!"  She tousled the small boy's hair as
she sat down on the edge of their bed.  The father and son
started to build a lion now.  After a few minutes, Renee
spoke.  "We're almost out of food.  I'm not sure what we
have that the kids will eat now.  I just got Holly to eat some
canned green beans."

"Oh, those are yum!" said Max.  He was
still focusing on building the lion as he spoke.  His little
hands worked quickly.

"We're stopping later today at a military
base for ammunition," said Victor.  "I'll keep an eye out for
some food.  There was a large civilian contingency at this
base.  We should be able to find something."

Renee thought about that for a moment before
she said, "I'd like to be in charge of finding food."

"Yeah!  That's a great idea, Aunt
Renee," exclaimed Max.

"I'm inclined to agree with my boy," said
Victor with a smile and tousled Max's hair.  "Who do you want
with you?"

"I can get in and out by myself without
anything seeing me," she said.  "If I have someone with me,
I'll have to fight every zombie I come across.  And honestly,
that's just not something I feel like doing."

"What if you come across more than you can
handle? You'll have no backup," said Vic.

"I survived for six months with two small
children, no backup, and no super powers.  I think I can
handle an hour or two by myself," she said with a smile.

Victor looked at her and sighed.  "I
won't stop you, but I don't like it, Ren.  How are you going
to carry all the food we need?"

His sister shrugged.  "I'll find a
wheelbarrow or something.  Vic, I made it months with only an
hour a day to scavenge.  This is what I'm good at."

"If you find a good stash and the coast is
clear, come back and get some help to haul it out," said Vic,
against his better judgment.  "We're about an hour from the
base now.”

"All right," said Renee, standing to leave.
 "I'll go get some things ready.  I'll grab a radio so we
can keep in touch, and I'll let you know how it goes."

"Thanks, Ren.  Be safe," said Vic as he
watched his sister walk away.

"Don't worry, Daddy," Max said. "She's
really good at finding stuff."

Victor smiled and kissed the crown of Max's
head. "You're right, buddy.  And guess what?"

"You love me most?" Max asked and looked at
his dad.

"Oh my gosh!" Victor exclaimed.  "How
do you always know?"

Victor scooped his little boy up into his
arms and began to tickle him.  Max's giggles filled the train
car, and Victor silently wished that this moment would never
end.

 


----

 


The train crossed a small river and entered
a huge prairie.  It had been turned into farmland and was now
overgrown.  Miles after mile of rotten corn, still standing in
the fields, flew by.  Victor sat in the dining car, watching
the countryside pass him by.  Every now and then, he would
spot a zombie stumbling through a field.  Once, he saw huge
flocks of birds take wing as one-stepped too close.
 Zombies make great
scarecrows, he thought absently as he planned their
trip into the military base.  Eventually, it was getting
difficult to think straight, and Vic could no longer fight the
exhaustion that was coming over him.  He stood and made his
way back to his train car to sleep a little.  He decided he
was worth more with a little more rest under his belt.

It wasn't long before Victor awoke to
Shelton's voice over the train speakers.  "Next stop, Red
River Army Depot.  Bradley Fighting Vehicles, ammunition, and
food.  Ten minutes away."

Victor scrubbed his face in his hands and
stood up.  He looked in the mirror behind the bar where tens
of thousands of patrons had sat to drink while they traveled across
the country.  He absently wondered if any of the previous
patrons were still alive as he studied his face.  He looked
haggard.  The stress of his life and lack of sleep was
definitely taking its toll.  His eyes were hollowed out and
had big, dark bags under them.  He took a deep breath and
headed off to gather his things and meet Marshall and John
outside.

Victor was the first one off the train.
 The army base was visible in the distance.  It was about
a mile north of the tracks.  Marshall stepped up beside
Victor.  "You're going to make me carry it all, aren't you."
 It was a statement, not a question.

"Not my plan at all.  If things work
out accordingly, we're going to load up a Bradley to haul it all
back here and drive it until we find a flatbed train car to haul
it," he replied.  "Do you think you could lift a tank up onto
the train?"

"If we could find ground solid enough that I
didn't sink in, I think I could.  It would help if we had some
kind of crane to steer it or guide it into place."  He paused
and then with further consideration he decided. "I'm sure I could
lift it," he said.

John stepped down off the train and said,
"Lift what?"

"A Bradley tank," said Marshall.  "Onto
a train car."

John grinned. "You're scrubbing up a tank
for me!  Oh, hell yeah!"

Renee's voice floated by from directly in
front of Victor.  She appeared shortly after and asked, "How
long do we have? And what radio station are we on?"

"Channel four, Ren," said Marshall.
 "Let's check in every half hour.  If I don't hear from
you in thirty-five minutes, I'm going to come looking for you.
 Okay?"

"Sure thing, Marsh.  I'll talk to you
in half an hour," Renee said before calling back, "I'm off!"

The three men started a slow jog towards the
base.  It was warm and sunny but just cool enough to remind
them that it was December.  But in comparison to the rest of
North America, it was certainly not cold by any stretch.  It
took them just under ten minutes to get to the base.  Inside
the fenced yard, there were four zombies in civilian clothing—two
men and two women.  It was getting hard to tell due to how
badly the zombies were decomposed, but the two men could have been
twins.  They were both wearing the same khaki pants,
the same white button-down shirt, and matching light blue ties.

John holstered his pistols and scouted
around the edge of the field before picking up four rocks, each
about the size of a lime.  Ever the show-off, he juggled them
for a second, the stones forming a perfect circle around his head.
 As each landed in his right hand, he threw it.  The
rocks passed perfectly through the chain-link fence and struck its
target in the skull.  All four zombies crumpled to the ground,
motionless.

"Jesus, John.  That's insane," said
Marshall.

John smiled and said, "I'm more than just
guns."  He walked over to the gate and reached through the
iron bars to unlatch the gate, which was closed but unlocked.
 The guard shack to the left was closed and empty.
 Before the end of the world, an electric motor and armed
soldiers would have opened this gate.  John pushed the gate
open, just wide enough for Marshall to walk through, and stepped
onto the property.

Victor switched his eyesight and scanned the
property for any auras that would indicate living people.
 Seeing nothing inside the base, he switched back and stepped
up beside John, followed by Marshall.

"M1 to Rolling Thunder.  We're inside
the perimeter.  On the way to objective one."

"Copy that, M1," replied Shelton.
 "We'll keep the engine warm in case you come out hot again.
 Like always."

"All right," said Victor after releasing his
throat mic.  "Let's find us a tank."

The three men jogged towards the largest
building on the complex, lined with garage doors.

Renee was a little over a mile away, having
covered twice the distance of the three men in half the time.
 She stopped, still invisible, and peered in the window of a
small, one-story rancher.  She knocked softly on the door and
watched again.  When she was certain there was no movement
inside, she tried the front door.  It was locked, so she moved
around to the back of the house and tried the sliding door, which
was also locked.

The glass door proved easy to lift off the
tracks.  Renee set the sliding door to the side and stepped
inside the house.  In the pantry, she found a dozen cans of
food, but the real score was several boxes of macaroni and cheese.
 Max, Maya, and Holly will
be so happy, she thought with a smile.
 She slipped her backpack off and put the food inside.
 She poked around the rest of the kitchen and put a stainless
steel pot, the lid, and a large spoon into her backpack.

In one of the bedrooms, she found a military
backpack.  It was much bigger than the one Renee had, so she
dumped her smaller one into it and then put the empty pack on
top.

She repeated this process three more times,
loading a few kitchen utensils and food into the pack at each of
the houses she stopped at before deciding this was going to take
too long.  After four houses, she had enough food for about
one day.  She decided the best thing was to drop her pack off
at the train and see if she could find the commissary.

She shot off towards the train, leaving a
thin trail of dust in her wake.

 


-----

 


Inside the huge garage, Victor, Marshall,
and John squinted, waiting for their eyes to adjust to the murky
interior.  It was hot inside the huge metal building, and
although a little sunlight passed through the high windows, it
wasn't enough to penetrate the darkness of the vast building.

The facility appeared empty, and there
wasn't a sound.  It was eerily quiet inside, approaching
unsettling.  Victor was the first to break the silence.
 "We need to find one that looks complete and see if we can
figure out how to get it started," he said.  "Do these things
have keys?  Marshall, do you think you can figure that out
while John and I go look for the ammunition dump?"

"Sure, Vic," said Marshall, heading towards
the first of more than a dozen of the tanks.

John and Victor headed down the hallway at
the same time Renee slid through the gates of the base, headed
towards the commissary.

Marshall pushed the start button on the huge
diesel motor and heard a distinct clicking.  It was the sound
of a dead battery trying to turn the starter motor over.

Renee, John, Victor, and Marshall all froze
in place, exactly where they were.  An amplified voice from
outside called out, "Immune humans inside, stop what you are doing
and come out with your hands up.  We have your train.
 Its occupants are unharmed and will remain so if you
comply."

Victor felt a rage building inside him
unlike any he had ever felt before.


 Chapter 13

Capture

 


Victor and John caught up to Marshall as he
was climbing down out of the tank.

"I think this one will work. It tried to
turn over, but the batteries are dead," he said.

"Good.  Stay close to me; we have no
way of knowing what's out there.  I should have left a watch
outside," said Victor.

The blue had mostly drained out of Victor's
eyes, leaving them a cold grey color.  His hands balled into
fists.  They had Max, Maya, and Holly.  "Why does it
always have to be the hard way?" he mumbled to himself, readying
himself for the fight.

"What?" asked John.

"If they've hurt Max, heads will roll.
 I'm through fucking around.  I'm through trying to be
nice," said Victor.

Marshall laced his fingers together and
turned his hands inside out, cracking his knuckles.  "Let's go
see what they want," he said.

"I smell a lot of guns. This is gonna hurt,"
said John.

The three men opened the door to find an
entire company of men facing them in a semi-circle.  Victor
scanned the crowd and found that they were all human.  Three
men had solid auras like his own.  They were standing to the
side and behind a man wearing a hat with two gold stars on it.
 There were six men in a squad on the far left side of the
ring that he suspected all had enhanced strength.  They were
all nearly as tall as Marshall, and all wore shorts and sleeveless
shirts.  Victor was unsure if any one of them could get a
shirt on without ripping the sleeves the first time they bent their
arm.

To the right, there were nine men each
holding a light machine-gun with a chain of bullets leading up to a
backpack.  Victor began to understand what this was.  It
only took him a minute to find the squad of fast movers.  Each
of them was holding a knife, hatchet, sword, or some combination of
bladed weapons and had their side arms holstered.  They had
strength, gunners, speed, and mentalists, which meant they probably
had a group of invisible scouts somewhere around.

“Ren.  Run,” Victor sent to
his sister.  “Stay away.”

"Sir, the leader just contacted someone.
 Looks like about two kilometers southwest," said the man
standing to the general's left.

The three men with solid auras and the
general walked towards John, Marshall, and Victor, who were
standing just outside the door.

"I'm General Gordon Lightfoot," said the man
with the stars on his cap.  "I'm building an army of immune
humans, and we could use you."  His tone was not that of a
request.  He met Victor's gaze steadily as he stuck out his
hand.

Victor quickly thought about his response
before he took the General's hand in a firm grip.  "I'm Victor
Tookes.  These are my brothers, Marshall and John.  We
are on a mission.  We stopped here hoping to find ammunition,
unaware that anyone would have a claim to it.  We didn't
intend to trespass, if you lay claim to this base," said Victor.
 He paused for a second before continuing, "Unfortunately, we
must decline your request to join your army.  We are otherwise
engaged."

Lightfoot looked slightly annoyed.
 "I'm afraid, son, that wasn't a request.  If you don't
comply, we will kill the oldest girl.  If you continue to
disobey, we will start removing pieces of the boy."

Victor considered his options.  They
were backed into a corner with nowhere to go.  The three of
them could fight, but if Victor's guess was right, almost everyone
in front of them was a super.  Victor had no idea how strong
they were nor how much combat experience they had.  Victor
hadn't met anyone as powerful as Marshall and John yet, but he was
sure they were out there.    It didn't seem like a fight
they could win, at least under these circumstances.

"Stand down.  We can't win this fight,"
Victor said to John and Marshall.

"Good choice, son."

"I'm not your son," Victor said coolly.
 "Lead the way."

General Lightfoot looked slightly amused.
"Not so fast.  Where's your fourth person? The scout," he
asked.

"I don't know what you're talking about,"
replied Tookes.

"Yes you do.  You contacted him right
as you came out of the base.  Don't lie to me, son."

Victor stepped towards the general, causing
every gun in the circle to point at him.  "I have no idea what
you are talking about.” His eyes glinted as he spoke before
narrowing as he said, "I am not your son."

The three men were led towards a
covered deuce and a half and were allowed to climb
inside.

Renee watched from a distance.  She was
worried about being able to keep up with the trucks.  She'd
watched everyone being bustled off the train and overheard a man
tell Maya that he was taking her to her mommy after she complained
that she missed her.  They know I'm
out here, and they know
I'm a woman, she thought, considering her
position.  But they don't know
where I am, and it
appears that they have no
way to see me.

She took off at a run across the brown
grass, careful to avoid any bare spots that would kick up dust
swirls.  When she hit the pavement, she really poured on the
speed.  She rocketed down the road leading to the base; there
was really only one way for them to go for the first four miles.
Then she paused at the first intersection.  There was no
option to continue straight north; she could only turn west or
east.  She knew that Fort Hood was west and remembered Shelton
saying that all the survivors would have been shipped down to Fort
Hood outside of Dallas.  Renee turned right and shot down the
road, west towards Houston, and several miles ahead of the convoy
carrying her family.  Finally, she came to the on-ramp
of I30.  Neither of the signs said Dallas or Fort Hood,
so she decided to wait.  She knew it was a couple of hours by
vehicle to the army base, but she was unsure she could run that
far.  She knew she had to try to hitch a ride.

 


-----

 


Victor sat in the back of the truck bouncing
down the road, wondering how in the hell they were going to get out
of this.  At least one of the three men around the general was
able to see when he communicated with his team.  Attempting to
do so now would probably be bad.  He closed his eyes and
focused on auras.  The more he focused, just like back at the
train yard, he found himself out of his body.  He couldn't
talk to anyone, but maybe he could gather some intelligence on
their captors.  He pushed himself forward, sliding easily
through the front wall of the truck into the cab, and listened to
the conversation there.

"Did you see their strongman?" asked the
driver.  "Holy shit, he makes Appleton look small."

"Shelton said they were powerful," said the
passenger.

Victor lost his concentration
and immediately appeared back in his body.
 Fuck.  Shelton.  Can't
be Corbin.  Shelton is a
common enough name.  Victor sat there,
dumbstruck.  Dozens of scenes played out in his head, Shelton
always standing in the background, doing something—making a pot of
coffee while they all discussed plans in the dining car,
 checking out the brake lines of the locomotive while they all
stood on the ground talking about plans.  Then the real
question hit him.  How did Frye
know where I was?  Victor knew
that he'd been had.

He calmed himself, closed his eyes again,
and floated forward.  This time, he didn't stop in the cab of
his truck; he moved forward into the Humvee directly in front of
them.  He wasn't flying; there was no feeling of floating
along between the vehicles. He just intended to be in the Humvee,
and then he was.

Inside that truck, he found Maya, Holly, and
two soldiers.  The two girls looked frightened, and Maya had
tears streaming down her face as she held on to Holly's hand, but
she made no noise.  Renee had taught her to be quiet at all
costs, and it tore Victor's heart out of his chest to see his
little four-year-old niece forced to be so brave.  Lightfoot
had Victor's people spread out throughout the convoy,
something Victor would have done too.  Victor moved forward
again, this time into a transport that reminded him of a bus.

None of Victor's friends was on the bus. The
squad of shooters and the Hulk Squad were sitting in orderly rows.
 None of them was talking; they sat in silence, so he moved
forward one more time, landing in the back of a truck with Max and
Reggie.  "Hi, Dad," Max whispered.

"Hi, Max. Are you okay?" Victor
whispered.

"I'm okay, but they hit Mister Walton in the
mouth when he wouldn't let them take me."

Vic looked over at Reggie. He looked hurt,
but he was smiling at Victor.  "I'll be okay," he said,
patting Max on the leg.

"I gotta go, buddy.  But I'm going to
get us out of here, okay?"  Victor held up his hand, pinky,
index, and thumb out, the sign for “I love you.”  Max returned
the sign and smiled before Victor's ghost disappeared and
re-appeared in the next truck up the line.

He could see two more trucks in front of
him.  He wasn't learning much except that everyone appeared to
be all right.  The more he thought about it, the less he
wanted to end up in the truck with three guys with roughly the same
abilities he had.   They would probably be in the truck with
the general.  Tookes doubted Lightfoot was ever very far from
them.   He blinked forward one more time into a transport
truck like the one his body was in.  There were wooden benches
lining the edges and a thick camouflage canvas tarp.
 The back had more of the people that had surrounded them
outside the garage.

In the cab portion of the truck, he found
what he was looking for.  Shelton was sitting in the passenger
seat; a very average-looking soldier was driving.

"He won't join us," Shelton was saying when
Tookes stuck his head through the cab.  "He is stubborn, and
he is resourceful.  We should negotiate with him.
 I told Lightfoot this show of force wouldn't bring Tookes in
line."

"The General has kept us all alive and
comfortable since all this went down.  He takes care of his
men.  General Lightfoot is the best shot we have at turning
this thing around," said Captain Average.

"We killed a quarter of a million zombies
back in Atlanta, and Tookes had just three immunes with him.
 Hell, he killed Laura by himself while protecting his
friends.  If Lightfoot isn't careful, he's going to get us all
killed.  I didn't set all this up just to get killed," said
Shelton.

"Why did you set all this up then?" asked
the driver.

"My wife is dead.  There aren't very
many unattached women around," said Corbin.  "Lightfoot
offered me the pick of all the women he has, a thousand acres of
land surrounded by a concrete wall, a solar-powered house, and
enough food and seeds to start a farm.  Who could turn that
down?  I've been living in a barn loft with two hundred people
for the last two months, or I've been driving that fucking train on
this suicide mission across the country.  I want to live, and
Lightfoot offered me a pretty comfortable life."

Tookes returned to his body and opened his
eyes.  The rest of the color drained from them as Tookes sat
there seething with anger.  Marshall looked across the dimly
lit truck and arched an eyebrow.

Victor risked one thought.  He sent it
to the whole team.  “Shelton betrayed
us.”

The man sitting at the back of the truck
held his hand to his ear and then stood up half bent over in the
short truck.  He smashed his rifle stock into Victor's cheek.
 "No talking.  Don't even think to each other," he said
as Victor lost consciousness.

None of them saw the transport bus peel off
from the group and slow down while the rest of the convoy drove up
onto the overpass and merged onto I30.


 Chapter 14

Fort Hood

 


Renee watched the middle bus peel off from
the group as they passed by her position. She was hiding behind a
rock, despite being invisible. It felt good for her to have
something solid between her and those looking for her.

The bus pulled off and stopped at the edge
of the road. A dozen men piled out. They have
to be looking for me. How
do they know I'm here? Renee
thought as she ran down the on-ramp that lead away from the bus and
the men.

She ran as hard as she could, farther than
she'd ever run in one sprint before, and she wasn't catching up to
the bus. Her legs were on fire. Her babies were being taken away
from her. Every second she ran, she concentrated on the need to be
faster. Her legs pumped; her feet pounded the asphalt
highway. Faster. She focused and willed her legs to
move. Holly and Maya were alone in a truck with strange men who
were taking them away from her. Faster.

As she ran, she clutched her kitchen knife
in her hand. It was the same one she'd pulled from the Chinese
restaurant. Renee looked up just in time to see the convoy of
military vehicles move around a curve. She was slowly gaining on
them, but she could feel herself tiring. She had to go faster. She
focused on the sound of her feet hitting the pavement, concentrated
on shortening the time between each of her feet hitting the
ground. Faster.

As she ran, something Victor said to her
years earlier came to mind. She and Victor had been running
together, miles from home, and she was lagging behind. "Keep up,
Ren," he'd said, his breath ragged.

"I can't!" she gasped. “My side hurts too
much. I can't breathe."

"Do you know how I keep going?" he'd asked
her as she tried in vain to catch him.

"No," was all she could reply.

"Never save anything for the trip home,"
he'd said.

She thought about those words as she ran.
There is no trip home
without my family. There is
no home. And she ran faster.

The rear bumper of the trailing Humvee was
just feet away. There was a spare tire in a cargo net attached to
the angled trunk. Just a few feet to go. Her shins were almost
touching the rear bumper, but she couldn't reach the cargo net. She
ran along behind the truck, wondering how she was going to get on,
feeling like her legs were going to fall off any second.

Never save anything
for the trip home, she thought again as
she coiled her legs under her and jumped for all she was worth. If
she didn't make the jump, she knew she wouldn't have the strength
to catch back up, plus rolling across the pavement at this speed
would leave little skin on her body. She flew forward and caught
the last bar of the mesh with one hand. Her knees smashed into the
back bumper, just barely keeping her feet from dragging on the
ground. Renee scrambled up onto the tire and rode the rest of the
way to Fort Hood sitting on the back of the truck, invisible to
everyone.

The trip was cold and miserable for Renee.
She’d worked up a sweat chasing the trucks, but once she was riding
on the back at sixty miles an hour, she quickly remembered that it
was December. She hunkered down as much as she could, but after
three hours of riding, she was shivering so badly she was afraid
the soldiers would hear her teeth chattering. By the time the truck
rolled to a stop at the Fort Hood gate, she couldn't feel her legs
or her fingers. The gate was huge. There were six lanes leading in
and out of the base. A huge garage had been built over the entire
twelve-lane gate. The building had red clay tiles on the roof and
was painted “desert tan” on the exterior. Only two of the lanes
were operational, one in and one out. The rest dead-ended in a
double-stack of concrete highway barriers one hundred feet from the
building, funneling all the traffic down to the middle lane. There
were ten gun turrets on the roof, and as the trucks pulled up,
Renee saw that all ten were manned. Ten massive guns swiveled to
point at the convoy.

The huge roll-up door opened. The lead truck
pulled into the garage, and the door was closed. After several
minutes, the large door was opened again. Each truck rolled into
the garage, was inspected, and then rolled out the back door and
into the military base.

As soon as the roll-up door opened for the
last time, Renee jumped off the back of the truck and wobbled as
she tried to run on her numb legs. She braced herself against the
wall for a second before running to the other side of the room.
She'd never used her abilities to this extent; she'd never been
invisible for this long before. She had no idea if it would give
out or be used up or if she could stay this way forever. In a few
hours, she was going to need to go to sleep. She doubted she could
stay invisible while she was asleep.

Better make the
best of the time that I
have, she decided and bolted out into the base. The
fence ran for miles in either direction. Plenty
of space to hide. Now to
find the kids.

She flew off down the road, noticing in the
fading evening light that the grounds of the base were all
perfectly maintained. They were still mowing the grass, and the
streets were swept clean. She passed two blocks of houses that each
had a trashcan out by the street. They were all the same galvanized
metal cans, the lids tightly fitted to the top. Not a single can
was overflowing or too full to put the lid on.

Renee followed the signs to the Soldier
Readiness Processing Center. It was the first building she came to
and seemed like a logical place to start. She slid along the glass
windows at the front, peering inside. There were dozens of men in
there doing normal looking things. They all wore camouflage
uniforms, and all looked very similar. Behind her, the convoy made
its way down Battalion Avenue, past her position. The convoy
stopped two blocks down in front of a huge apartment
complex. I guess it’s a
dormitory or barracks, since
this is a military base.

She watched her family from a block away.
They were all walked into the barracks, one vehicle at a time. Maya
held Holly's hand as the men herded her into the building. None of
them seemed injured, and she knew where they were. It wasn’t much,
but she at least felt she could breathe a little easier. It was
time for her to put the first phase of her plan into action.

She ran block after block until she found
the building labeled Clothing Exchange. There was just one soldier
in there, sitting behind a desk. He appeared to be looking at a
computer screen that was just to the left of rack after rack of
combat uniforms. They had every color of camouflage, even jet
black. Perfect, thought Renee as she pushed the door open
just enough to quickly slide sideways through. The door chime went
off, and the soldier looked up. He walked to the front door and
opened it, looking around outside.

"Who's there?" he asked.

Renee moved quickly back towards the solid
black BDU's, selecting a pair of size small pants and shirt. She
removed the pants from the shelf and pulled them in close to her
body, where they disappeared. When she pulled the shirt from the
hanging rack, the hanger scraped very loudly. The soldier raised
his rifle and pointed it directly at the sound. "Don't move, dude.
I can see you," he said. "Stealing is a capital offense, even for
you MP's. Lightfoot will give me two nights in the ladies’ dorm for
shooting an invisible thief. I should get a refund for my last trip
after that fucking blonde fought the whole time I was fucking her.
Fucking bitch bit my shoulder so hard she drew blood.”

Renee thought about what he said. Lightfoot
must be using people with her abilities as police. He called her
dude, which gave her a solid clue that he couldn't actually see her
or he would have called her “ma'am” or “lady.” And there was a
women's dorm, and Lightfoot was passing out visits as rewards.
Thinking back on it, she hadn’t seen a single female soldier since
she arrived on the base. There were no women in the group that had
taken her family. She felt her stomach drop as she put the lack of
women serving under Lightfoot and the ladies' dorm together.

Renee crept up on the rapist-soldier slowly,
soundlessly moving around behind him. As she pressed the long blade
against his throat, she said, “I’m not a dude.” The kitchen knife
severed his left carotid artery, all the way through his windpipe,
and through the right carotid artery. Renee was out the door and
half a block away in the pitch black of night before the corpse hit
the ground.

For the first time since she got off the
train, Renee allowed herself to be visible behind a gigantic house
way back in the residential section. There was a pool, a pool
house, and a three-car garage in the back yard, giving it a lot of
privacy. After six blocks of abandoned houses, she felt safe enough
to settle on this one. The house wasn't the biggest or the most
luxurious on the street, and it wasn't the most obscure. It only
took a couple minutes of poking around the front door area to find
the key to the front door. She lifted the doormat in front of the
door and poked through the planters on either side before she spied
the fake stone hide-a-key in the shrubs.

Renee unlocked the front door and let
herself in, invisible again. She was certain the houses would have
been cleared, but she didn't want to risk running into a family of
undead. Slowly, the invisible mother crept through the dark house
looking for any sign of the undead and any weapons she might find.
Satisfied that it was clear, she became visible again and turned on
her small flashlight.

In the master bedroom, she found a display
rack with two KA-BAR knives displayed over a brass plaque
memorializing “Specialist Roger Jennsen” who died in 1991 in Iraq.
Under the two knives was a blue and green shield with a lightning
bolt in the middle and the word “RANGER” printed under it.

"Thank you for your service," Renee said,
pulling the pair of knives down. She tested the edges with her
thumb and found them to be razor sharp. Next, she stripped out of
her civilian clothes and put on the black ACU's. She unscrewed the
light bulbs from the lamps in the bedside table and wrapped them up
in a towel. A quick blow from the handle of her new knife smashed
the bulbs. She rolled up the long rug in the hallways, sprinkled
the glass on the hardwood floor outside the bedroom door, and
replaced the rug. Anyone sneaking up on her would crunch the glass,
giving her enough time to hide.

Before she climbed into the huge king-sized
bed, she locked the bedroom door and opened the window facing the
back of the house. Renee removed the screen and slid it under the
bed, giving her an easy escape route.

Tomorrow, I'll start
figuring out how things work
around here and learn the
lay of the land, she thought as she
clicked her flashlight off and slipped it into the cargo pocket of
her pants. Until then, she was as safe as she could be and ready to
get some sleep. She wanted to get moving before daylight. “I love
you, Maya. I love you, Holly,” she said in a whisper before falling
into a light sleep.



Chapter
15

Intelligence Gathering

 


Renee's night passed uneventfully. The alarm
on her watch woke her at a quarter to five in the morning. With so
much to do, she rolled out of bed quickly, ran her fingers through
her short blonde hair, and dug around in her pack for a power bar.
She ate quickly and drank a cup of the stale water left in the tank
of the commode.

The woman in black locked the front door
behind her and slipped the key into her pocket before heading out
into the inky black darkness to look for the parade grounds. She
had no real idea where to start, but if this was an active military
operation, it seemed likely that there would be some activity there
first thing in the morning. As Renee moved, she regretted killing
the man in the clothing shop. She should have interrogated him. It
wouldn't be long before they figured out what had happened.
Lightfoot's men would discover the body and know that something was
wrong, if they haven't already. "Sloppy, Ren," she said under her
breath as she ran. For about forty-five minutes, she made
ever-expanding circuits around the base, remembering key locations.
It was 5:30 in the morning when she found the parade grounds. There
were already four men standing around near the bandstand. Renee
crept up into earshot and listened to their conversation.

"... thought Lightfoot was gonna kill him,"
said the first soldier. He was taller than the rest and had dark
olive skin. "I can't believe he stood up to him like that with all
of us standing there."

"Lightfoot will beat that fight out of him
pretty quickly today," said the second man. All the men
laughed.

The third man to speak had a thick southern
accent. "It’s gonna be a helluva show, watchin’ them newbies get
broke in good. They'll be beggin' to help any way they can."

The first man spoke again. "Harrison, I have
a two-night pass to the ladies’ dorm that says the shooter and the
big man won't break for at least three days."

Southern accent must’ve been Harrison,
because he said, "No way, that feller is huge. They's always the
hardest to break, but even Rodney broke the second day. I'll take
‘yer bet, but y'all gonna be sad when I spent a week gettin’ fucked
every way I've ever thought of."

The two men shook hands, sealing the deal.
Then the fourth spoke. "I'm gonna go take a piss. You fucks bet
away the best thing about this place if you want. I'm just gonna
enjoy the show." He walked away towards a small building on the far
side of the field, near the tree line.

A fury was building ever stronger inside
Renee, and she realized that her hands had been balled into closed,
tight fists throughout their entire conversation. She had to force
herself to loosen her grip. There were deep marks in her palms from
how tightly she had her hands clenched, and she was simmering with
anger. These men were talking about breaking her brothers as if it
was a sick sport. She hadn't heard any mention of the kids or any
other children on the base, but the casual way they talked about
raping the women on the base was almost more than she could handle.
What sort of an army was this? As the man left to go to the
bathroom, Renee followed silently, leaving the other three to
continue their conversation. She had some questions for this
soldier.

While the man was in the restroom, Renee
opened up her pack and pulled out a small bundle of five-fifty cord
and a pair of socks. She stood with her back to the wall just
beside the door and waited for her quarry to finish his business.
He made it two steps out of the latrine before he found a pair of
dirty socks stuffed in his mouth, tied in place with the cord. In a
blur, Renee wrapped the other end of the cord around his wrists and
yanked his hands up to his neck. The man didn’t even have time to
make a sound. She had him hog-tied on the ground before he even
knew what was happening.

He was decidedly heavy, but she managed to
drag him half a mile into the woods in just a few minutes before he
latched on to a small tree with his legs. Renee was angry now. She
bent down and made herself visible in front of the man. She was
holding a very large knife to his groin. "I need you to talk, but
you don't need your balls to talk. Now,” she said, “let go." Renee
pushed the knife to give extra emphasis to her words. He let go
immediately, and she dragged him another few hundred yards over a
small rise in the forest. "What's your name, soldier?" she asked as
she rolled him onto his back and tied his legs a few feet up in an
oak tree. She unwrapped the cord from around his mouth and pulled
out the socks. Leaving several wraps of the cord around his neck,
she decided that she would loop it around a low branch of a second
tree. Then she sat down by his head. Renee pulled the neck-rope
tight and looked him in the eye. The sounds of the forest
surrounded her, and in this moment, it was only her and this man.
Renee focused all of her rage and anger into him, forcing herself
to try to be someone she wasn’t.

"Specialist Caleb Rowe, ma'am," he
wheezed.

"Good, Caleb,” she replied. “How many women
are in the dorm?"

"Specialist Caleb Rowe, ma'am," he
repeated.

"Really, Caleb? That's how we're going to
play this?" Renee pulled the rope hard enough to lift his head up
off the ground.  The specialist gasped for breath, and after a
few seconds, his eyes started to bulge. She let his head down and
asked again, "How many women are in the dorm?"

"Specialist Caleb Rowe, ma'am."

Renee stuffed the socks back in his mouth,
yanked on the rope, and drove her knife into the outside of his
thigh. A twinge of doubt crept through her mind. This wasn't her.
She felt outside of herself, almost as if she was watching herself
torture this man. Then she remembered her children and brothers,
the torture they were about to endure, and all doubt was erased.
Renee sneered now.

The socks muffled the man’s screams. Renee
twisted the knife a little and then let off on the neck rope. "How
many women are in the dorm?" she asked. Her voice was pure silk.
She removed the knife and stuck it in the dirt beside her. When he
stopped screaming, she took the socks out of his mouth.

"About sixty," he said between low
moans.

"Good, this is how conversation goes. How
many soldiers are there on the base?"

"I can't give you tactical information.
Please don't kill me."

"I will kill you if I have to, Caleb. After
that, I’ll bring another of you here. Maybe if he sees your corpse
while I ask him, he’ll be more willing to tell me what I have to
know," Renee said. Her children were in there somewhere.
"Eventually, someone will tell me. I would rather it was you."

Renee reached in her pack and grabbed a
t-shirt from the bottom, wrapped it around Caleb's thigh, and tied
it tightly.

"Don't make me hurt you anymore," she said
softly. The strain of this interrogation was wearing on her because
she wasn’t designed for this. This was Victor’s territory. He had
an ability to be ruthless when he had to; she felt like she was
pretending to be Victor.  There wasn’t any other way. It had
to be done, and this was the only way to do it.

"We have four battalions," he spat out. Then
anticipating her next question, he added, "About twenty-five
hundred soldiers, plus command."

"What is the plan for the new captives you
picked up yesterday?" asked Renee.

"They'll be trained. The only way to survive
in this world is to fight," he said.

"What do you mean, ‘trained’?"

"They’ll be made to see why they should be
here. If they can't be reasoned with, they’ll understand the
consequences of not following orders," he said, locking eyes with
her.

Renee was running out of questions and still
hadn't figured out what she was going to do with this guy when she
finished with him. She wouldn't kill him, but she couldn't just set
him free. It wouldn't be hard for them to figure out that Maya and
Holly were her children.

 


----

 


Victor woke up in his small cell, freezing.
They'd taken all of his clothes except his underwear, and he hadn't
even been given a blanket. The mattress on the small bunk was
plastic, and where his skin touched the plastic, he'd sweated. The
sweat was now making him even colder. He did some jumping jacks to
try to get the blood flowing.

Soon, the guard was walking up the hall,
pushing a cart with a stack of pants and shirts on it. He handed a
pair of military-issue pants and a gray t-shirt through the bars
and said, "Put these on."

Victor gladly put the clothes on and was
grateful for the warmth. He continued his jumping jacks until a
different man came back, only his cart was empty. "You better save
your strength. You're gonna need it today," he said.

"What happens today?"

 

"You'll be tested, assigned to your group
for ongoing training, and you'll meet your commanding officer," he
said simply.

"I don't have a commanding officer. I'm not
joining the army."

The man smiled, almost sympathetically.
"You're already joined, brother," the soldier said, walking
away.

Victor sat down on his bunk and tried to
figure a way out of this. He couldn’t fight his way out as long as
they were keeping Max, Maya, and Holly somewhere separate. Victor
had no idea where they were. He didn’t dare risk talking to Max,
since both times he’d sent thoughts to people, Lightfoot’s men had
known about it. Victor knew Max would be doing everything in his
power to hide his abilities from the men and that meant not
broadcasting his thoughts. Sitting around and waiting for something
to happen was not something Tookes enjoyed doing. Taking charge and
making it happen was much more his style. He didn’t like this, and
it was worse because he had no other choice.

He was having an absurd idea about making a
rush for Lightfoot when the soldier came back and ordered him to
stand up. “Put these on,” he said, tossing Tookes a pair of
handcuffs. “Behind your back.”

Vic handcuffed himself and stepped towards
the door to his cell. The guard opened the door and pointed down
the hallway.

Victor was escorted down the stairs,
outside, and down two blocks to a huge open field with bleachers on
one end. The bleachers were full to capacity with soldiers, and
there were lines of men standing in perfect formation on the far
side. The guard walked Victor down in front of the bleachers and
turned him to face the stands. Even with all of the men in the
bleachers, the air was relatively silent. It made Victor uneasy.
Shortly after Tookes was brought out, Marshall, John, Shelton, and
even old Reggie Walton were escorted out to join him. They were all
in handcuffs.

Lightfoot stood up on the podium, a proud
smile on his face. The men cheered. The applause lasted a full
minute before the general raised his hands and quieted the men. “We
have three new immunes,” he said. More applause. “They will be
joining your ranks soon enough, adding their strengths to ours.
Soon, we will take this world back from the infected and start the
re-growth!” The cheers were louder this time. Lightfoot raised both
hands to quiet them once more. “But first, we have some business to
attend to. Bring the prisoner.”

A naked man wearing only wrist and ankle
shackles was pushed out from behind the stand. Chains ran from the
cuffs to his ankles; he was only able to take small steps. His
guard pushed him harder and harder, eventually shoving him to the
ground. The naked man struggled to stand up, only to be pushed down
again. The man that was his “escort” smirked as he pushed the man
back to the ground.

“This man was overheard speaking out against
leadership.” A small ripple of murmurs spread through the crowd.
“The crime for questioning orders is losing your tongue.”

The murmurs swiftly changed to roaring
applause. It was almost like being at a professional football game
before the end of the world. Lightfoot used public torture as
entertainment for his men, and they ate it up.

The general lowered his hand, and all the
men stopped. “Carry out the sentence.”

The naked man’s guard forced his mouth open
and pulled his tongue out. Naked guy struggled to get free, but he
had no leverage without his hands. The chains to his ankles would
only let him raise his arms to his belly button. The guard pulled
out his knife and sawed away at the man’s tongue. Every cut brought
another scream from the man. It took several cuts before he tossed
a small piece of flesh towards Lightfoot.

“This man has also been convicted of
inciting a rebellion. The penalty for rebellion is death.”

Another guard pushed a naked woman forward.
Her face was battered; a small cut over her eye had bled down her
cheek. The naked guy let out a gurgling scream, recognition on his
face. The woman, who couldn’t be a day over sixteen, yelled,
“Daddy!” as she looked at the tongue-less man. She struggled to
break free, but the guard held her steady. Tears were already
streaming down her cheeks, and deep sobs wracked her body.

Lightfoot stepped down from the stage and
walked out onto the grass. He took the first guard’s knife, still
wet with her father’s blood. He stepped up towards the girl, eyeing
her up and down. “She was one of my favorites. I used her at least
twice a week,” he said. “How many of you loved how well she could
suck a cock?” The crowd roared with delight. “How many of you
enjoyed how much she loved it in the ass? How many of you enjoyed
how tight her sweet little pussy is? Her father’s actions have
forced me to this.” The tongue-less father stood there, impotent as
his daughter’s molesters cheered. Without another word, the general
drove the blade into her lower abdomen, just below the navel. The
girl screamed, matching her father’s scream in timber. Lightfoot
slowly pulled upwards on the blade, opening her from the top of the
pelvis to her bottom rib. The girl’s intestines trickled out of her
slowly, then gained momentum and flowed out of her. Her organs fell
to the ground with a sick, wet slap. Her father collapsed, sobbing.
Victor couldn’t take much more of this. The gut-wrenching sounds
coming from the father and daughter would haunt him for the rest of
his life.

The daughter fell to the ground, still
moaning in pain. Lightfoot walked over to the father and pulled his
head up by the hair, forcing the man to watch as his daughter
slowly bled to death on the parade field.

The General whispered to him, in a voice
loud enough to carry to Victor, “This. All of this,” Lightfoot
gestured with the knife, “is your fault.”

Victor knew that last part was directed at
him.  He knew what the threat meant, and the fire in his soul
consumed him.  He lost his ability to reason and took a step
towards Lightfoot, murder in his eyes.  Tookes was immediately
flung backwards by an unseen force. When he looked up, one of the
men who had been standing beside Lightfoot outside the Red River
Base was looking straight at him and smiling.


 Chapter 16

Exercise

 


Tookes stared back at the man, grinning at
him.  As he got to his feet, he slowly mouthed the words, "I
will kill you, today."  The man holding him inside a small
bubble shook his head equally slowly.   Victor took this
opportunity to test the shield.  There was nothing he could do
to stop the horror in front of him right now, so he closed his
eyes.  He wanted them to think it was just the emotional
strain of watching a daughter murdered in front of her father.
 Really, he had switched his vision and was studying the
shield that surrounded him.  He saw a thin line running from
the top of the dome to the man he grinned at.  The dome was
almost perfect, with just a little indentation at the top where it
came together.

Tookes sent out the smallest tendril he
could create and touched the force field around him.  It was
solid, like a sheet of glass.  Not unlike the armor he
surrounded himself with, except inside out.  He watched until
he was satisfied that he could do the same thing.  Now he just
needed an opportunity.

When the naked girl finally stopped
twitching on the ground, Lightfoot slit her father's throat.
 He dropped the man's head, handed the knife back to its
owner, and stood up.  "Burn the corpses," he said before
walking off the field.

Another soldier, an eagle insignia on his
uniform signifying he was a colonel, stepped down from the risers
and barked out a few orders.  The bleachers cleared out in
seconds, and all the men lined up in perfect formation.   The
colonel yelled out, "Squad leader!  Where is your fifth
man?"

"Unknown, Sir.  Specialist Caleb Rowe
last reported at oh-five-hundred," the squad leader replied.

"Harris!  Get the recovery team ready.
 One A.W.O.L, Specialist Rowe."

Five men peeled off from the group and ran
at a dead sprint towards the street.  They ran in perfect
formation, two by two with a single man in the rear.  Victor
watched them until they were gone.  Renee was out there
somewhere; he hoped she wasn't the cause of the missing
soldier.

 


----

 


When the recovery team was formed up and
heading out, the Colonel continued barking out orders.  Renee
had seen more than she could stand.  Her brothers were all
right, the kids were out there somewhere, and she had to get Caleb
hidden.  She suddenly felt a responsibility for him.   He
wasn't so bad.  She stabbed him in the leg, and she couldn't
let him go, but she wasn't going to kill him.

Renee shot through the forest to where she
had left Caleb.  When she topped the rise, he was gone.
 The ropes were there; they'd been cut.  She looked
around for a sign of which way he went.  She knew he couldn't
have moved that quickly with the leg wound, and she'd only been
gone about ten minutes, but she couldn't find a track, a broken
twig, or a blood drop anywhere.  "You should have paid
attention to Vic when he talked about tracking," she said to no one
in particular and set off to run a big arc around her spot.
 He hadn't gone towards the field because she would have seen
him. Why wouldn't he go straight
towards the field?  These thoughts raced
her mind as she flew in a wide arc around her spot.  She
stopped every fifty feet or so to listen, and on the fourth stop
she heard something.  Caleb was walking directly away from the
training field.

"Kill me or let me go," he said as he limped
along.  "If you don't kill me, they will."

"Who will?" asked Renee.  "No one knows
you talked to me.  I'm certainly not going to tell them."

"I missed roll call.  They'll have sent
the recovery team after me," he said.

"So tell them I kidnapped you. Tell them you
got away and were coming back."

"I can't do that.  I can't go back.
They'll kill me," he said again.

"What if you tell them you killed me? You
will be a hero!"

"You don't get it.  The recovery team
wasn't sent out to bring me back," Caleb said, still limping along,
"They were sent out to recover my gear."

"Just when I thought you people couldn't get
any more barbaric," said Renee, putting Caleb's arm around her
shoulder.  He was walking straight towards a large lake.

"How are you going to get away?" asked
Renee.

"I'm a good swimmer.  My leg can't take
running, but if I can get to the river flowing out of the lake, I
can make good time, and their tracker will have a harder time
finding me," he said.

"All right, Caleb.  I'll help you get
to the lake, but then I'm going back for my friends.  Can you
tell me where the ladies’ dorm is?"

"You are crazy," he said.  "No one can
get in or out of there.   Every man's favorite duty is
guarding the ladies’ dorm.  The guards get special favors, the
scenery isn't bad to look at, and they get eight hours in there
after their shift, so there are always more than twice as many men
in there as the guards."

"I'll risk it.  I'm going to sound like
someone I'm very close to here, but someone has to do something,
and I'm the only one who will.  This treatment of people can't
be allowed to continue."

Caleb walked in silence for a couple of
minutes, looking at Renee.  "There may be some people who will
do something about it.  There aren't many, and I don't know
who they are, but there is a rumor about a group of people working
to start a rebellion in the ranks.  Lightfoot has everyone so
afraid of his enforcers that not many are willing to risk it.
 The dorm is on Battalion Street. It's the tallest of the
brick barracks."

"Who are the enforcers?" Renee asked as they
stopped at the edge of the lake.

"A couple of them used to be Military
Police. Now they are Lightfoot's eyes and ears on the base.
 No one even knows how many there are, but they can all turn
invisible.  There's no way to know if they're following you or
spying on you.  An enforcer could be standing a foot away from
you right now.  They know everything, and he takes their word
over anyone else."

"How do I find this rumored group fighting
against Lightfoot?"

"I have no idea," Caleb said.  "Now, if
you're not going to kill me, I'm going for a swim."

"I'm not going to kill you.  Don't turn
me in," said Renee.

"If I turn you in, then they'll kill both of
us," Caleb replied, wading into the water.  He swam well,
moving strongly through the water for a dozen yards before he
called back, "If you stay, they're going to kill you or put you in
the dorm.  Your friends will either join them or die."

"Caleb!" yelled Renee.  "I'm sorry
about your leg!"

Renee disappeared and bolted off to find the
ladies’ dorm.

 


----

 


Victor had always hated running, and that
was all they'd been doing for the last two hours.  He decided
that half of Lightfoot's plan had to be to keep them so exhausted
they couldn't fight back.   Every time he slowed, he would run
into the shield over him, which not only hurt but also would knock
him down.  He only slowed a few times.  He started
working his way over towards John, an inch every four or five
steps.  He caught John's eye and nodded slightly.  John
started working over towards him.   They couldn't be too
obvious, and they couldn't get too close, but Tookes needed to talk
to him.

It took over a mile and the group of them
running around a bend in the trail before Tookes could get close
enough to John to speak, but before he could, John was whispering
to him.

"Tookes, mate.  We gotta get the fuck
outta here. I can't be fuckin' around with what's left of ya
military.  I gotta get to my family.  Get this fucking
shield off me. I'll take care of the rest."

"John, I'll get us out of here, but we have
no idea where the kids are.  Do you know how many soldiers are
on this base?  Did you notice that there is trash service?
 The building we were in last night had power and hot running
water.  There has to be thousands of soldiers on this base if
they're worrying about trash collection," Victor said, pausing to
give that some time to sink in.  "No matter what, I'll get you
to your family.  Give me a couple of hours.  If we
haven't got something by nightfall, we'll break you out of here,
and you can get to your family alone while we stay here to get the
kids.  We have a few hours of slack.  I made a promise to
you, and I intend to keep it.  Be ready when I give the
word."

As he ran, he investigated the top of the
dome that surrounded him.  It was similar to being tied inside
a balloon.  Air could escape a balloon.  He could escape
this invisible prison cell.  It was just a matter of getting
small enough.   Victor had always said, “Go big or go home.”
 This was a time when he needed to be more like Renee.
 He needed to be small and quiet.  This was a stealth job
and not something he was ever any good at.

Victor used all his willpower to bide his
time.  Every instinct, everything that made him what he was,
told him to smash this bubble and lobotomize the men holding them.
 Get John to a gun and get Marshall to anything.  He
wanted to kill them all, every one of these camouflage fucks that
was keeping his child from him.

Victor's face was a mask of hatred.  He
was pure unadulterated anger.  His aura turned solid red as he
ran.  He spoke each word in time with his footfalls.
 "Bide your time."  Over and over.

Reggie was somehow keeping pace with them.
 Victor hadn't ever noticed how short Reggie was; he couldn't
be an inch over five feet tall, but he loped along beside the three
younger men as if he'd been born running.  "Mister Tookes,"
said Reggie somewhere in the middle of their twentieth mile, “my
father told me a story one time.  Would you like to hear
it?"

"Sure," Victor gasped, anything to keep his
mind off how badly his side hurt.

"When I was a boy, not much older than your
young Master Max, times were very different.  We did not have
it so good as we do now.  My people were, hem,
slaves put to whichever task our masters assigned.  Once a
week, my father was given a small basket of grain to feed my
mother, my sister, and me.  We were the lucky ones; my father
had a way with flora.  He would often bring us wild onions or
grubs to eat, pulled out of the ground as he worked and hidden
until his labor was completed.  I was an old man when
I realized I never saw him eat with us.  He would sit and
watch us eat, a smile on his face.  My people worked and built
great things.  We accomplished our goals at great cost to my
people.  My father died when he was less than thirty years
old, an old man by the standard of the time."

Victor listened as he ran and noticed
Marshall and John perked up too.  All three of them had the
same thoughts about how easy their lives had
been compared to Reggie's.  Victor detected a hint
of an accent in Reggie's voice, as if remembering the past brought
up old linguistic habits.

"I worked late into the night one evening.
 It was harvest time; the grain was tall and dry in the
fields.  We had to bring in the crop before the rains came.
 When we were finished delivering grain, I found my father
lying against a tree, his legs violently twitching.  He must
have been in great pain, although he was smiling.   I asked,
'Father, why do you always smile while we're eating and you sit
there hungry?’" Reggie paused in his story as they jumped over a
log and continued their run.

"What did he say?" whispered Marshall.

"His reply has been with me for many years,
through hardships and good times.  The language was much
different from this modern English, but he said, ‘My son, I smiled
because I was happy that we would all live to see the sun rise
again.’"



Chapter
17

Thompson’s Station

 


Kris was nestled between Markus and Alicia
on the bench seat of the truck.  In the convoy, their truck
brought up the rear.  Alicia liked making sure that she could
keep her eye on all of the other men in the trucks up ahead.
 Occasionally, she would disappear in a swirl of smoke to
check on the other truck drivers.  Alicia would never be gone
very long before she would suddenly reappear with a smile.
 Kris hardly glanced out of the window as the city, then the
countryside rolled by them.  They had left Mobile, Alabama,
around seven pm.  Kris glanced at the dashboard clock, and it
read 1:00 am.  It was remarkable how easily conversation
flowed between the three of them; six solid hours had passed
without Kris even realizing it.  The trio in the truck had
discussed everything from favorite family vacations to the friends
they’d made in college.  

Markus, as it turned out, really was a
jack-of-all-trades.  He had majored in mechanical engineering
with a minor in music performance.  While he was shy to talk
about his musical skill, Markus had no problem talking about his
plans to build up the Gander Acres properties.  He excitedly
explained to Kris that the five hundred-acre farm had a hand-built
rock wall that surrounded the property and that it would be simple
to make that wall substantial to protect the inhabitants.  It
had been built in the late 1800’s, and most of it was still
standing and in excellent condition.  When she asked about how
he would bring in all of the extra stone to give the wall depth, he
had waved his hand dismissively.  There was a broad smile on
his face as he did so.

“I’ll think of something,” he said with a
wink.

“Have you ever been to this part of the
country, Kris?” Alicia asked.

Kris shook her head.  “Nah.  I was
born and raised in North Carolina.  Never been anywhere else
before.”

“Well, at least the end of the world has
given you reason to travel!” Markus said.  His laughter was
contagious, and soon, the trio was laughing right along with him.
 Kris was positive that he was super-human just like his
sister.  The Tennessee native had a similar build to Marshall
but was considerably smaller.  His overall demeanor was
softer, as if he was projecting nothing but pure positivity.
 Markus had to be some type of mentalist, like Victor and Kris
were, but she never felt compelled to ask.  People were who
they were, and she never expected them to be anything different
from that.

Alicia had a beautiful laugh, and more than
once, Kris caught herself staring into the woman’s dark brown eyes.
 It was easy to get lost in them, because as she looked, she
could so easily see herself reflected back.  Looking at Alicia
was like looking into a mirror.  She felt rather childish as
the words Twin souls flickered through her
mind.

“Alicia, Thompson’s Station has been
overrun.”  The voice over the CB radio was disproportionately
calm.

Alicia’s face clenched slightly before she
picked up the radio.  “Copy that, Scout.  Thanks for the
heads up.  You copy, men?  Thompson’s Station is up
ahead,” Alicia said into the CB radio in the truck.  The radio
crackled as the other drivers of the trucks checked in,
confirming.

“What’s Thompson’s Station?” Kris asked,
raising her eyebrow.

The siblings looked at each other before
Alicia finally spoke. “Trouble.”

“Oh good,” Kris said.  “I was wondering
when that was going to happen.  This trip has been way too
easy.”

Alicia nodded.  “Agreed.  The trip
down was much too quiet.  It was like all the zombies in
Tennessee had been cleared out.  I knew it was stupid to hope
that this hell was over already.”

“They were all in Atlanta,” Kris replied
softly.

Markus looked surprised.  “How do you
know?”

Kris smirked and said, “Because I was
there.”

“What the fuck.  You
were there?  How the hell did you end up in
Mobile?”

“Uh...” Kris started.  “Well--” Her
thoughts were interrupted as gunshots rang out about two miles down
the road in front of them.

“Shit,” Alicia whispered, “Thompson’s
Station.  Markus, you have to keep the trucks safe.
 Remember, brother, we’re nothing without them.”  There
was a soft WHOOSH, and she was gone in a black
swirl of smoke.

“Jesus Christ,” Markus groaned and pushed
his foot down against the pedal.  “Goddamn martyr.  I
swear...”

Kris smiled to herself.  That
certainly sounds familiar.  Kris suddenly
heard Victor’s strong voice, all too familiar in her mind.  It
was impossible to forget that morning in Atlanta.  “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.”  While she did not regret what she had said
to Victor, she wished it had ended differently.  It wasn’t
that she disliked Vic but quite the contrary.  She just
strongly disagreed with his methods.  However, as it turned
out, drive and devotion to a cause were what made things happen in
this new, insane world.  It would be difficult for Kris to
adjust to that, but she believed in Alicia and Markus.  Their
cause was just, as was Victor’s.  The difference between them
was how they intended to achieve that goal.  There was one
thing that the Gander siblings longed for—normalcy.  As she
thought about it, Kris decided that she desired nothing more than
to wake up in the morning and have some form of routine.  If
anyone could make that happen, it was Alicia.  She did not
desire to rid the world of the zombies.  She just wanted to
help her people make it by, using what they had to make it better.
 And that, Kris suddenly realized, was exactly what she wanted
too.

Markus flew up I-65, cursing under his
breath.  As they drove, Kris closed her eyes and projected her
sphere forward.  It pushed past the other trucks before it
finally reached the group of humans that had practically jumped out
of their trucks.  Alicia was in the lead.  She was
talking rapidly with her hands, easily dividing the men up into
smaller groups to properly defend the road.  “Zed and
Terrance’s group was watching the town and got over run by them,”
she said.  “Be careful.  Can’t afford any more death
tonight.”  She paused and looked towards a tall, blonde-haired
man.  “Jake, what’s our status?”

“They blocked the whole street and all of
the back roads.  We’re fucked unless we can clear them
out.”

“How many we expecting?”

“Around a hundred and fifty, maybe more.
 Before shit went down, Zed figured, they had to have at least
one handler.  These fuckers are way too organized to be normal
shufflers.”

“Oh, that’s it?” She was very good at hiding
her emotions.  It was amazing how perfectly she chose her
words to mask her fears and build up the spirits of the others.
 “We’ve had worse, guys.  This ain’t no thang.”

Kris’ subconscious grazed Alicia’s, and she
heard a single thought.  “I was so
arrogant to think this would
fucking work.”

“I believe in
you,” Kris whispered to her.

“Let’s do this,” Alicia said and then
disappeared in another swirl of smoke.

Kris and Markus couldn't get to Thompson's
Station fast enough.  Glancing over to the dash, Kris saw the
speedometer creep to ninety miles per hour.  The Voice was
trailing through her mind again.  “Sixty miles
an hour is one mile per
minute.  If that is
accurate, then ninety miles per
hour is a mile and a
half in a minute.
 Logically, at ninety miles
per hour, you will arrive
at Thompson’s Station in forty
seconds.  The speed will
not be the problem, however.
 How are you planning to
safely stop at that speed?
 Inertia is a prime factor
in the difference in braking
distance between a car and
a heavy truck. A
fully-loaded semi truck has
the gross vehicle weight,
depending on its cargo, of
up to 80,000 pounds.
 Compare this to an average
car's weight of 4,000
pounds.  At a speed of
55 M.P.H., a semi
truck's stopping distance is 100
yards—the length of a
football field.  A mid-size
automobile traveling at the same
speed can stop within half
of that distance.  Stopping
distance grows exponentially with
speed.  At 90 M.P.,
the truck will require four
blocks or four hundred yards
or a quarter of a mile
mile to stop.”

Kris looked quickly over to Markus to tell
him that he needed to slow down.  As she opened her mouth,
Kris suddenly felt nothing but cold darkness, and all of the air in
her lungs rushed out of her.  She had been teleported out of
the truck.  It happened so fast that she didn’t even have time
to process what had occurred until she was hovering twelve feet
above the ground in the middle of a field.

“Oh fuck!” she shouted.  Whatever held
her up was holding her by the scruff of her sweatshirt.  As
her abductor released their grip, they purposefully made Kris’ body
twist.  She was only a few feet from the ground before her
body was turned, and she was falling with her back to the ground.
 Kris held her shield steady as she fell like a rock to the
grassy earth.  The shield only vaguely dulled the pain as she
slammed into the ground.  Because of the shield, her body
never actually hit anything, but she still felt her diaphragm spasm
from the fall and the wind being knocked out of her lungs.
 She could only lie there, painfully gasping for breath.
 “The fall results in a
temporary paralysis of the
diaphragm that makes it
difficult to breathe,” The Voice told
her. “Just don’t let anxiety get
the best of you, Kris.
 You’ll need to focus,
baby.  They found you.”

“Who found me?”
 she asked.

To her left, Kris heard the
quiet whoosh of a teleporter.  The entry
sounded different than Alicia’s did, and Kris didn’t trust it.
 Heavy, unfamiliar boots crunched across the grass, and Kris
struggled to roll over and get away from the person that abducted
her.  As she pushed the shield outwards, the figure of her
abductor transformed into a sharp picture in her mind.  He was
a bit taller than she was with short, dark hair that was pushed
into a faux-hawk.  His eyes were as dark as his hair, and as
Kris’ shield rolled over him, she did not hear his heart beat nor
his lungs take a single breath.  As she focused her energy
more closely, she realized that he was one of the men from the
Sheraton in Atlanta.  If he was here, then so was the
blonde-haired man that she had mind-fucked.  They had followed
her.

“Did you miss me, Kris?” he asked before
disappearing again.  The man reappeared to the right of where
Kris was laying, about ten feet away.  She gritted her teeth
together and forced herself to sit up.  Kris fought back a
groan and then wrapped her arms around her stomach and forced
herself to awkwardly stand.  The man looked at her with an
amused expression on his face.

“You son of a--” Kris started, and then
Faux-Hawk disappeared again, only to reappear right behind her.
 From the way that his body was positioned in her mind, she
saw three possible outcomes.  Given the arrogance of the man,
he would probably want to do as much damage as possible before
actually killing her.  As the wind brushed over his skin, she
watched his muscles tense and his body wind up for a punch.
 She barely had time to duck out of the way as a fist soared
over her head.  Kris threw her elbow back to counter him, but
he was already gone.  “Coward!” she shouted at him.  He
reappeared thirty yards away, crouching on a rock.

“We can play this game all day, Kris.”

As she brought her arms in close to her
chest, Kris gathered the sphere in the palms of her hands.
 The sphere’s color was deep red, and as she pushed the sphere
forward, she placed all of her rage into that ball.  With a
shout, Kris pushed the ball towards Faux-Hawk.  She watched it
tear towards him at lightning speed, but she was still too slow.
 He was gone in a swirl of smoke, and then he was behind her
again.

The dark-haired man was carrying a knife
that Kris didn’t see before, which was a stupid mistake to miss.
 It must have been hidden under his jacket.  He swung at
her, starting at her left hip and moving diagonally up her back.
 The knife cut her flesh easily, and Kris groaned in pain as
it pierced her skin.  Then he was gone.  She stumbled
backwards at the impact.  The cut wasn’t enough to kill her,
but it certainly hurt like hell.

Faux-Hawk laughed at her again.  He was
ten feet in front of her, staring directly into her eyes.
 “Can’t help your precious new girlfriend from here, Kris.
 It’s just you and me out here.  Why couldn’t you have
just gone with Victor Tookes like you were supposed to?”

“Go to hell!” she spat at him and threw the
sphere at him once more.  He disappeared, and Kris retracted
the ball back into her chest.

Once he appeared again, he cut her right arm
with the large knife and then reappeared elsewhere in the field.
 “You’re useless alone.  You know that,” he called out.
 “First Jeff.  Then Mac.  Then Victor and now Alicia
and Markus.  Don’t you know that you’re not supposed to get
your friends killed?”

“Vic isn’t dead, you bastard,” she shouted.
“Neither are Alicia and Markus.”

“Do you know that, Kris?  Maybe you
should try to talk to him like you did before.”

“Fuck you!” she roared.

He has a
pattern, Kris.  He has too
much cowardice to face you
head on because he knows
you can destroy him.
 You’re stronger than he
will ever be; that’s why
he’s afraid.  That’s why he
hides.

She was handling this entire situation
incorrectly.  Faux-Hawk was far too erratic to ever catch him
in one location and hope to hit him.  She needed to think
bigger than that.  Breathing in deeply, Kris gathered all of
her energy into her hands again and waited for the man to appear
farther away in the field.  He never traveled farther than
thirty yards away, and she watched him carefully.

Kris focused on what she had to do.
 One of the times Victor tried to help her find her powers, he
told her to imagine a candle burning in a dark room.  The only
light was from the candle.  Every time something broke her
concentration, imagine the candle burning that thought.  It
had sounded like a bunch of Jedi crap to Kris when he was telling
her, but this time it happened almost on its own.  Then
suddenly, all of the sound in the world around her drained away.
 As she looked at Faux-Hawk, she could see that his lips were
moving, but no words reached her ears.  The whole world slowed
down to a crawl as smoke gathered around him, forming small
spirals.  It started at his feet and slowly worked its way
upwards before Faux-Hawk was consumed in black smoke.  The
moment the smoke began to appear, Kris began to push her sphere
outward.  She needed to be ready when he reappeared.  The
dome easily stretched a thirty-yard radius, and in the center of
the dome, Kris created a small bubble that fit over her head that
would block the incoming noise.  Concentrating on the area
just in front of her mouth, Kris sang a high “C” into a small
tunnel that connected the bubble around her head to the dome
itself.

As the note reached the dome, Kris felt the
pitch bounce against every square inch of the dome, getting
progressively louder and louder.

Faux-Hawk popped up to the right of Kris but
was immediately thrown to the ground.  Even with his hands
over his ears, it didn’t take long for his eardrums to rupture.
 Lines of dark blood ran down the sides of his face, and he
began to convulse on the ground.  Kris pulled the sphere
closer to him, tighter around his head.  She focused all of
the amplified sound inside his head.  Blood trickled out of
his nose and then his tear ducts as he shook even more
violently.

He lay on the ground, writhing in agony, for
over a minute.  He was screaming, but no sound could escape
the bubble around his head, and his screams only added to the
volume, reverberating against Kris’ shield, amplifying and changing
frequency.  His eyes swelled in his head and popped like
over-ripe grapes.  Seconds later, his head burst like a water
balloon.  The now-liquid portions of his brain smeared against
the small bubble that was around what used to be his head.

With a flick of her hand, she lifted the
ball into the air and pushed it far down the field.  Kris
waited until every solid portion of his skull and brain was 100%
liquefied before she collapsed the sphere on itself, extinguishing
the sound trapped inside.  The blood exploded into the air
with a PUFF and then rained down onto the field
below.

Kris stood in the field, horrified at what
she’d just seen and at what she’d just done.  Minutes passed,
and Kris couldn’t even move.  “Move, baby.
 You need to move.”  Kris
shook her head, trying to bring herself back to the present.
 A single thought of Alicia crossed her mind, and she knew
what she had to do.  Kris turned on her heel and began running
towards the sounds of gunshots in the square of Thompson’s
Station.


 Chapter 18

The Spark

 


Renee found the dorm without much trouble.
It was exactly as Caleb described; the entire front of the building
was covered in plywood. The blonde woman looked for a way in, but
the boards denied any access through the front.  She crept
around to the back, where she found two guards on either side
of a single steel fire door.   Renee sat down on the grass
about thirty feet away and watched as several soldiers came and
went.  Any time someone was going in, the guards extended
their arms across the doorway, fingertips almost touching.
 The soldier pushed through the guard’s arms as if they were
the swinging doors to an old-west saloon.  When the soldier
was through the guards extended their arms again directly behind
him.  It took Renee several minutes to realize they were
keeping invisible people out.  She could keep people from
seeing, hearing, or smelling her, but she couldn't do anything
about their sense of touch.

She moved over towards the side to watch
some more.  This was the only way in or out, and it was well
guarded.  The men were about eighteen inches out from the
door.  Just enough room, if
I get lucky, she thought, crawling towards the
doorway on her hands and knees.

When she was directly between the guards,
she crouched down as small as she could and pushed her back against
the hinge-side of the door, hoping that whoever came or went in
next would walk in on the handle side.  And she waited so long
her legs cramped. Finally, someone opened the door.   Renee
rolled inwards as the door opened.  Her back pushed the door
open, but she hoped the man inside thought it was just a gust of
wind. Twenty people in five
minutes, and then I have
to wait half an hour, she
thought to herself as she got to her feet, undetected and on the
inside of the ladies’ dormitory. I guess
I got lucky.

The building smelled of cigarette smoke,
stale beer, and sex.  It was dimly lit but warm inside. The
first floor had been converted to a lounge of sorts.  There
were two pool tables, a couple of beer kegs, and a juke box playing
end-of-the-world hits while several men sat around drinking beer or
playing pool.  Off to one side on a couch, a man and a woman
in lingerie sat talking, both of them holding a beer.  The
woman looked pretty drunk, but Renee had a hard time faulting her
for that.  The man reached over and grabbed a handful of her
hair and pushed her head down into his lap.  Renee chose to
move out of that room before she was forced to kill him.

She followed the hallway out of the lounge
room and up the stairs.  On the second floor, she paused at
door after door listening for the sounds of grunting men.
 Occasionally, she heard a women sobbing quietly between the
grunts.

There were twelve men in the lounge on the
first floor, and she'd counted seven more on this second floor
before heading upstairs to the top floor.  The top floor was
different; there was a steel fire door at the top of the stairs.
 It was standing open now, but there was a double steel bar
across the stair side.  This door could be closed, and two
steel bars threaded through the frame of the door, locking everyone
inside.  This will be the
women's quarters, she thought, walking through the
doorway.  The halls were full of women, and empty liquor
bottles and full ashtrays were sitting everywhere.  The women
were all naked or in some kind of lingerie.  All of them had
very heavy makeup on.

There were two that would have been
considered attractive by most men.  Both had bleach-blonde
hair, very obvious breast implants, and were very thin.  Aside
from those two smiling women, most of them looked like they'd been
mothers and grandmothers, teachers or professionals.  Renee's
blood boiled at the thought of what this place was.  She
resisted the urge to knock liquor bottles out of everyone's hands
and burn the place down. Instead, she focused on finding the right
woman for the job she had in mind.

Renee looked inside every room with an open
door, hoping to find a woman alone that she could talk to.
 She shimmied past all of the women in the halls, careful not
to touch any of them, before finding exactly what she was looking
for.  Inside the second to last room on the floor was a woman
with a couple of tattoos and close-cropped hair.  She was
sitting on the bed, and she looked angry as she looked at herself
in a small mirror.

Renee walked into the room and stood
directly behind the woman.  She spoke softly into the woman's
ear. "How would you like a chance to get back at them?"

"Who are you?" asked the woman quietly,
tensing up at an unfamiliar voice in her ear.

"My name is Renee, and I'm here to help you
get out of here, if you want."

"There's no escape.  There are too many
of them to even get out of the building, and then what would we do?
 There is nothing in this place that could be used as a
weapon."

"What's your name?"

"Jordan.  I've looked; they don't even
let us have clothes.  I was just thinking about breaking this
mirror, but I doubt I could get a piece big enough to do any damage
to one of those fucks."

"Jordan, I can get us out of here, but I'm
looking for three children, a boy and two little girls. Do you know
where they'd be kept?"

"I don't know, and I haven't heard anything.
 Most of the women here had children, but we haven't seen them
in weeks."

Renee put one knee on the bed, causing it to
squeak.  "Do you have any idea where they would be?  Any
guess even?"

"Maybe the General's house? He would want to
keep them close.  How did you escape?"

Renee realized that Jordan hadn't ever
turned around to look at her.  She had just barely tensed up
when she spoke the first time.

"Jordan, I'm going to leave you a knife.
 But I need you to wait until I get back to do anything.
 Can you do that?  If I don't make it back by seven
o’clock tonight, then do what you have to."  Renee slid one of
her two KA-BAR knives out of the small of her back and put it on
the bed beside Jordan.  "Where can you hide this that they
won't find it?"

"I have a good place.  I'll hold off
until seven, but after that, I'm taking as many of them as I can
with me."

"Thank you.  I'll see you later, and
hopefully you won't have to take them with you.  I'm going to
try to get you out of here.  All of you.  Do you know
where Lightfoot's house is?"

"It's the huge house at the end of the road
we're on.  He had a bunch of us there a few nights ago for
some of his favorites to fuck."

"Last question.  Have you ever heard of
soldiers here who might be planning a rebellion?"

"No.  I don't believe it.  I think
it's something people talk about, but no one could pull it
off."

"Okay.  Not before seven," Renee
whispered, stepping out of the room.

Renee contemplated what she'd just done as
she snuck out of the dorm.   Jordan was likely to die tonight,
but at least she'd go out giving some payback to those who had
taken everything from her, one small glimmer to hold on to as she
set about the business of destroying this place.  She followed
one of the men down the stairs and out the door, crawling under the
arms of the soldiers as she left.  Once she was out of range
of the door guards, she ran as fast as she could down Battalion
Avenue, towards a huge colonial-style brick house.  The front
columns were three stories high.  At least two dozen men sat
around the front porch around big round tables, playing cards or
dominoes and drinking beer.  All of the men were in solid
black fatigues, with black berets either on their heads or beside
them.

Just as Renee reached the driveway, a truck
bounced off the asphalt onto the street, missing her by inches.
 As she dodged, she caught sight of the kids in the back
beside a man holding a gun on them.  In three steps, Renee had
stopped her forward momentum and reversed it, and she tore off
after the truck at lightning speed.

 


-----

 


Victor thought about Reggie's message as he
ran.  He knew in his head that biding his time was the right
thing.  Sometimes humans had the luxury of long-range
planning, and sometimes they just needed to survive until
tomorrow.

Sometimes, someone
needs to stand up for
everyone who can't stand up
for themselves, he said to himself as he trotted
along beside his friends.  That thought had a much more
familiar ring to it.

Victor lost himself in his memories to dull
the pain in his side.  Max was about three years old, just a
few months before the end of the world.  Vic had stopped by
the day care to pick him up that afternoon.  He walked into
the daycare and immediately knew something was wrong.
 Max always saw him coming and ran over to him.  On that
day, Max had kept his head down and continued coloring.

Victor walked over to his son and knelt down
beside the table.  "Want to tell me about it, Max?" he
said.

"No," was Max's only reply, worried that he
would disappoint his father.

"Max, we have to talk about it.  The
sooner we discuss it, the sooner it can be over and we can move on.
 What color day did you have?"  The school that Max went
to color-coded days based on the children's behavior.  Green
days were for when the child was well behaved, yellow days for if
they had some problems listening or doing what they were supposed
to, and red days for when they were really troublesome.

"Red," Max said flatly.

"Why was it red, Bud?" asked his father.

"I hit my friend Tyson."

"Why did you hit Tyson?"

"He pushed me down outside.  It was my
turn to climb up the slide, but he pushed me down and went
first."

"So you hit him," asked Victor patiently,
still knelt down beside the table.

"Yes, it wasn't his turn."

Victor looked at his son in the eyes and
said, "Do we hit our friends?"

"No."

"Why don't we hit our friends, Max?"

"Because I protect my friends."

The Tookes family was made up of large men.
 Even before his infection, Marshall was six-four.  Their
little brother was six-six, and Victor was the runt of the family
at six-one.  Max was looking to take after the average Tookes
male; his doctor said he was going to be around six-three.

"That's right.  We're always going to
be bigger than our friends are.  We're always going to be
tougher and stronger.  It's easy to get angry and hit them,
but we have to remember that it is up to the strong to protect the
weak."

"I know, Daddy.  I have to protect
those who are smaller than me."

"So no more hitting our friends, right,
Max?"

"Right, Dad.  Can we go home now?
 I want to watch Spiderman."

"No TV tonight, Max.  We never have TV
on red days."

"Aw, just one show?"

"No, buddy.  There are consequences to
our actions.  Red days mean no TV.  But I'm sure we can
find something else to do after I make supper."

Max slipped his hand into his father’s, and
the two Tookes men walked out of the school.

"Vic!  Vic!  Look up,” John
whispered, interrupting Tookes' memory.

They had just come out of the woods and were
heading back to the grandstand.  There were three children
standing there, holding hands.  Victor couldn't make out the
children's faces, but he immediately knew from the size
and mannerisms that it was Max, Holly, and Maya, paraded
out in front of him to show him what cooperation gets him.

The memory of Max saying, "I have to protect
those who are smaller than me," played through Victor's head.


Chapter 19

Hydrogen

 


Renee got to the parade grounds about a
minute after the truck with the children arrived. The kids were
already out and being carried towards the center area, where the
ground was still black with blood from the earlier executions.
Soldiers surrounded the children. She saw her family run out of the
woods towards the stands. Something was happening, but she couldn't
figure out what. The plan she'd been orchestrating since she got
there was not quite ready. She needed time to try to find some of
the rebellion that Caleb had told her about, but she had to act
now, before they had a chance to hurt the children.

As Victor came up over the rise in front of
the grandstand, Renee was taking off towards the house she had
resided in the previous night.  And as her brother saw the
three children standing on a raised stage in front of the assembled
men, Renee was scouring through the kitchen for cleaning
chemicals.

Tearing open the cabinet doors, she began
tossing the various bottles around the room until she got to the
back of the cabinet.  There, she found a bottle of extra
strength crystallized drain cleaner.   Moving as quickly
as she could, Renee grabbed a trash bag from under the cabinet and
then started looking for the rest of her ingredients she would
need.  Years of college chemistry taught her that drain
cleaners had the highest concentration of sodium hydroxide, the
primary ingredient in her plan.  

She grabbed the aluminum foil from the
cabinet beside the stove, leaving the cabinet door wide open, and
hastily tore it into small pieces.  Two aluminum
molecules from the aluminum foil
will bind with six sodium
hydroxide molecules from the
drain cleaner, creating three
hydrogen molecules and three
sodium aluminate molecules, she thought as she
crumpled the small aluminum foil bits into balls.  In most
cases, the sodium aluminate was the goal.  It was used to
treat and purify drinking water, but this time, she was after the
highly flammable hydrogen gas.

She needed a couple more things from the
kitchen.  In a high cabinet, she found a delicate glass vase
that worked to hold the chemicals.  Because the reaction was
endothermic, plastic couldn’t be used.  The heat generated
would melt a plastic container.  Duct tape took her the
longest to find, but she finally found a roll in the garage.

After pouring the entire can of drain
cleaner crystals into the bottom of the vase, she then placed a
dozen crumpled pieces of aluminum foil into the drain cleaner.
 She took a sip of water from a bottle of water she had and
then set the bottle of water inside the vase with the cap off.

She squeezed all the air out of the trash
bag and duct-taped it to the top of the vase.  Then she
carefully reached into the vase and lifted the water bottle out
inside the trash bag.

Renee found herself holding her breath,
hoping that everything worked correctly.  The hope was that
when she dumped the water into the vase, hydrogen gas would be
created.  The volume of gas would inflate the trash bag.
 Her goal was that the hydrogen would lift the entire
container off the ground and up into the air.  All she needed
now was an ignition source, and her mini Hindenburg would be
complete.

In the garage, she found a can with a couple
of ounces of kerosene.  She poured the kerosene into a plastic
tennis ball can and grabbed the grill lighter off the bench.
 Renee had everything she needed now, and with any luck, her
plan would work.

Renee ran for all she was worth towards the
ladies’ dorm, careful not to shake any of the water out of the
bottle inside the trash bag into the vase.  It was tricky
running, but she made it without prematurely inflating the trash
bag.  As she ran, she glanced at her watch.  It was 6:48
pm.  If she was going to save the women inside the dorm, she
needed to do it now.  On the side of the building, Renee
carefully set her device on the ground behind the bushes.  She
had positioned it so that it leaned slightly against the brick
wall.

Renee grabbed the water bottle through the
plastic trash bag and dumped it into the vase.  Almost
immediately, the plastic trash bag started filling like a hot air
balloon.  When it was three-quarters full, she pulled out the
tennis ball can and threw it as hard as she could at the side of
the building.  The can exploded at the second-floor level,
dripping kerosene down the wall.  As the balloon started to
rise, Renee waited.  Slowly, the hydrogen balloon crept its
way up the side of the wall on the windless night.  When it
was almost to the biggest spot of kerosene, Renee lit the fuel that
had dripped down the building and stepped back about ten feet.
 The fire climbed up the wall, just as the pressure inside the
trash bag blew the seam.  The hydrogen gas exploded violently,
throwing Renee back onto her back a dozen feet away.  Chunks
of cement and brick burst high into the air, showering the whole
area with bits of stone.

When Renee opened her eyes, she saw a huge
hole in the brick wall that exposed the stairwell within.  Her
eyes widened in shock.  She honestly couldn’t believe that it
actually worked.  As she pushed herself off the ground, the
two men guarding the door came running around the corner, exactly
as the invisible woman was hoping they would.   They never saw
or felt a thing.  Renee moved silently between them and slit
both of their throats at the same time, her trusty kitchen knife
from the Chinese restaurant in one hand and her KA-BAR in the
other.  Both men let out a slight gurgling sound as they
collapsed to the ground, blood running down their jackets.
 Quickly, Renee carted them over into the bushes.

Now she needed to get inside that building.
 The bulk of the hole was higher up than she had wanted, but
that wasn’t going to stop her.  Renee took a few steps back
and got a running start towards the wall.  She ran as hard as
she could, took three steps up the brick, and launched herself into
the stairwell at the second-floor level.

As she flew through the air, she bowled over
three men coming down the stairs to see what the explosion was.
 Renee quickly righted herself, brought her knife up through
the belly of one soldiers, and drove the point into the nose of
another, killing the second instantly.  The gutted man folded
in half and then rolled out of the hole in the wall.  One of
Renee’s knives was still in his stomach as he tumbled to the
ground, landing with a thump.

Renee then crouched and leaped towards the
third man, who had just gained his feet.  She grabbed his jaw,
swung herself around his back, twisting his neck with her momentum
until it snapped.  His body crumpled, and both of them fell to
the floor.  Renee struggled to get the man off her, finally
escaping up the stairs to the third floor.  The fire door was
locked from the inside.  Renee had been worried about this.
 She’d been hoping to get through the door after the explosion
before it was locked.  She could only think of one way in.
 She made herself visible and called out, “Help! The rebels
are out here!  Help!” as she banged on the door.

The fire door slammed open.  Renee
screamed, “Oh thank you!” and rushed into the man who opened the
door.  “They were trying to kill me!”  She wrapped her
arms around the man, feigning a hug, and then drove the knife deep
into his belly before twisting the knife and heaving him upward.
 His intestines spilled out onto the floor at his feet.
 The soldier tried to gather them up and stuff them back
inside but fell to his knees.  Renee kicked him in the back of
the head, causing him to somersault down the stairs and out the
hole in the wall.

“Everybody out! The building is on fire!”
Renee yelled down the hall.

Doors opened, and naked women came running
into the hallway.  Renee spotted Jordan, holding the knife
Renee had given her.  “Jordan, take them out through the
lobby.  Give me a thirty second lead.”

“Sure thing,” she replied.  “Ladies,
you heard Renee.  Follow me.”

Renee took off towards the hole in the wall,
disappearing as she went down the stairs.  Outside, there were
half a dozen men pointing their weapons up at the hole and two
tending to the wounded on the ground.  Renee leaped out of the
newly created window and onto the closest soldier. As she fell, she
drove her knife into the skull of the man beside him.  Her
weight carried all three of them to the ground.  The knife
flashed in the air as she slit the throat of the man who had
cushioned her fall.

She was off like a flash, retrieving her
other knife from the gut of the man who’d carried it out of the
hole in the wall. With both knives in her hands, she made short
work of the remaining rapists outside.

The entire encounter took less than five
seconds.  There were nine men laying at the base of the hole
she’d blown into the wall.  Six of them had their throats
slit, two of them had pierced skulls, and one lay on the ground
with his intestines splayed out all over the grass.

She was angry at the treatment of these
women, angry at the abduction of her children, and angry with all
these men for going along with a madman.  The Tookes genetics
were in full effect as Renee spat on the men and ran into the
building through the single door.  There was just one man
inside.  Renee appeared directly in front of him, her knife at
his groin.  “Run,” she growled.  “Tell everyone you see
that next time any of you touch a woman without her permission,
I’ll come for them.  This is a new world.  In this world,
justice comes swiftly.  In this world, the strong take care of
those who cannot care for themselves.  Do not think women
weak.  Do not take this mercy as weakness. I am allowing you
to live so you can spread the word.”

Horrified, the man ran off as fast as he
could.

“You should have killed him,” Jordan said,
coming up behind her.  “He was the most sadistic of the bunch.
 He liked to leave marks.” She held her arm out.  Bloody
teeth marks were clearly visible.  “He said if we ever escaped
and someone saw teeth marks, they’d kill us.”

“That’s not something you have to worry
about now.  Did you see the stain on the back of his pants?
 He shit himself as he ran.”

Jordan smiled but only for a moment.
 “Renee, thank you for doing this, but we have to get out of
here.  There are still thousands of soldiers on the base, and
none of them are liable to just let us go.”

The whole ordeal from explosion to escape
had taken less than two minutes.  Jordan was right; more
soldiers would be here any time, and twelve naked women were not
something difficult to spot.

“I saw the motor pool just a few blocks
over.  There’s a store on the way. We can get you all some
clothes and weapons and get you in a truck.  Grab their guns
and let’s go.”

Renee led the naked women to the same store
where she’d gotten her clothes.  She peered inside the edge of
the window. Inside, a man sat at a counter watching a tiny portable
DVD player.  Renee walked through the door fully visible.
 The man looked up, shock registering across his face.
 He probably hadn’t seen a woman outside the ladies’ dorm in a
very long time.

“We need clothes and supplies for twelve
women,” she said.

“I can’t do that. You have to go back to the
dorm.  Lightfoot will kill me.”

“Lightfoot isn’t going to be around much
longer.”  As if on cue, gunshots rang out from the direction
of the parade grounds.  “Hear that?  My brothers are
handling Lightfoot right now.”

The man held his hands up and walked towards
Renee.  “Take what you want,” he said.  When he got
within range, he launched a right cross at Renee’s jaw, knocking
her back and stunning her.  A second later, he had his gun
pointed at her.  “You’re not going anywhere,” he said.

Renee disappeared and dropped straight down.
 He squeezed the trigger, and the bullet narrowly missed her
head.  The invisible woman kicked her attacker squarely in the
left knee as hard as she could, breaking the joint.  He went
down in a heap, screaming in pain.  Renee appeared again and,
ignoring his screams, said, “Ladies, get dressed.  Grab
backpacks and anything you think will be useful.  You’re
getting out of here.”

“You’re not coming with us?” asked
Jordan.

“No.  Lightfoot has my daughters, and
my brothers are out there.  I have to help them; they’re going
to need a ride before the whole base arrives.”


 Chapter 20

Fire

 


Victor concentrated on his own aura as he
approached the grandstand area. He knew Lightfoot was up to no
good, and he knew that he was going to be forced to make a move.
Lightfoot wanted him to feel powerless and to know that there was
no escape. Vic had always made his aura hard on the outer edge,
like armor around himself. This time, he turned it inside out and
thinned it down. He could make the tendrils much smaller this way.
 He pushed at the top of the dome, weaving the tiny bit of
himself through the knot at the top.

By the time the men came to a stop in front
of the grandstands, Victor had worked his way to the edge of the
knot. He was through the dome and now waiting for the right second.
Lightfoot walked over to where they were standing with a smug smile
on his face. Two of his bodyguards flanked him. Vic knew he had to
time this just right. He held his hands palm out towards Marshall
and John, signaling them to wait. There wasn't much they could do
anyways, shielded just like he was. Victor slowly sank down to his
knees and drove his hands down into the dirt, feeling the cool
earth surround his fingers. He felt calm and centered. There
is no room in this world
for zombies, even those who
have abandoned their humanity
willingly, he thought. He scooped up two handfuls of earth
and rubbed his hands together, watching the dirt sift between his
fingers.

Reggie watched as John and Marshall followed
his lead and sank calmly to their knees. They'd seen him repeat
this ritual a number of times and knew what it meant; Tookes was
about to pick a fight. The two of them steeled themselves for what
they knew was about to happen.

"Stand up," said Lightfoot. Victor remained
on his knees. "Stand up, or I'll kill one of the children."

Victor looked up from his kneeling position
and slowly rose to his feet. "General Lightfoot, if you harm my
children, what will you have left to use against me? If you harm
one of them," Victor said taking a step towards the general
threateningly. Victor touched the shield that surrounded him with
the palm of his hand. Pushing on it caused intense burning pain. He
leaned his head just a hair from the shield and said, "What will
protect you from me?"

"You can't touch me. I can kill one and
still have your two other children to kill slowly. Maybe I’ll kill
the boy so I can give the girls to my men. Some of the men have
peculiar tastes, and I believe in rewarding a man with what he
wants.” The man paused, and his smile grew. "Or maybe I’ll kill the
older girl and save the boy. I’m sure there are a couple of my men
who would find a use for such a cute little boy,” Lightfoot said, a
smug look on his face.

Tookes bottled up his fear and felt
adrenaline course through him. The fire in his stomach engulfed his
consciousness, and his aura went solid red. There was no reasoning
with this man. He was worse than the zombies, having willingly
given up every shred of his humanity. Once again, it fell to
Victor. Once again, Tookes found himself the only man willing and
able to do what was necessary, to do what was right. That thought
fueled his anger and steeled his resolve. He pushed the tiny thread
of his aura through the knot on the dome above him and then
expanded it rapidly. The shield around him shredded like a slow
motion balloon popping. Rips appeared at the top, spreading down
the aura encompassing him. To Victor’s eyes, hand-sized pieces of
pink glowing energy floated down like feathers in the breeze,
sizzling slightly before disappearing. The violent tearing stunned
the man who had been shielding him. Victor knew how much attacks on
his own shield hurt but couldn’t imagine how painful it was to have
your entire aura destroyed in one blow. Good, he
thought.

He wasted no time. Lightfoot had two other
mentalists on either side of him, and Victor lunged for their
leader. A double shield appeared around Lightfoot just as Tookes’
hands closed around Lightfoot’s neck and squeezed. The searing pain
from the armor surrounding him roared through Vic’s arms, as if he
was slowly pushing his hands into molten lava. Vic drove tiny
needles of his essence into the men on either side. The irony was
not lost that these men had inspired Tookes to learn the very
technique that he used against them.

Human brains felt different from those of
zombies; they were a mess of chaos and random thoughts. He could
see thousands of thoughts, all the things that made a person who
they were, jumbled up inside. Their immediate thoughts were solely
to save Lightfoot, to continue their comfortable life here on the
base. When Victor had wormed his way through their brains down as
deep as he could go, he expanded the needles into huge tendrils,
crushing their brains from the inside. He filled the inside of
their skulls with his essence, liquefying both men’s brains at the
same time. The two men slumped to the ground, and his hands closed
around Lightfoot’s neck.

"Fire!" yelled someone in the crowd. Four
men stood up and started shooting at anything close to them. The
soldiers in their immediate vicinity started falling, but Victor
didn't stop to wonder what they were doing. Whatever it was, they
were helping his cause. The rest of the men in the stands drew
weapons and gunned the four down. Tookes punched Lightfoot squarely
in the nose with one hand, crushing it and sending blood flowing
down his chin. He saw the soldier who had been shielding him
getting to his feet. “I’ll be back for you,” he said, throwing the
General to the ground. “Don’t go anywhere.” Lightfoot seemed unable
or unwilling to comprehend how quickly things had gone downhill for
him. He laid on his back covered in blood with a shocked look on
his face.

Wasting no time, Victor pulled his aura
tight around him and ran. He saw no sign of the kids; Max must have
gotten them away. He cleared the first two rows of bleachers in one
leap and launched himself onto the mentalist. "I told you I would
kill you today," he said, driving his thumbs into the man's eyes.
The man screamed and kicked when his eyeballs burst.  It felt
like smashing a warm, gooey grape.  Tookes felt a frantic
stabbing at the armor around his head. Then the man's eye sockets
caved in, and then he was still. Marshall and John were free.

Victor picked up a rifle and hurled it as
hard as he could towards John. The soldiers in the stand started to
recover from the confusion and turned their guns towards Marshall,
John, and Reggie. Victor watched dozens of guns turn on his friends
and looked desperately for a way out of this. John fired his gun
dry, not even making a dent in the number of people shooting at
them. He was hiding behind Marshall, who was standing with his back
to the crowd curled over his friend.

Reggie was walking slowly towards the trees
at the edge of the field, as if he was completely unaware that more
than a hundred men were aiming guns in his general direction.
Marshall and John seemed to have the soldier’s attention. Victor
wondered if the old man had finally snapped. He considered yelling
for Reggie to run but didn’t want to draw extra attention to
him.

 


-----

 


Behind the stage, Max held the hands of his
two cousins as they lay down in the grass by the stage. Max thought
very hard about hiding. He thought about little tufts of grass
growing out of all of their backs and roots pushing down into the
dirt. “Steve,” Max thought to the E’Clei inside his head.
“We need to keep Maya and
baby Holly safe. I’m
scared.”

“We will help,
as always. We will keep
them from being able to
see you, but you have to
be very still and be very
quiet,” replied Steve. Steve had been Max’s first
zombie lieutenant. When Max’s own “bugs” had died off, Max ordered
Steve to transfer all of his E’Clei into himself.

When a normal human was infected, the
parasites moved up to the brain, taking control of synapses, using
them to control the host body. The more parasites a human was
infected with, the more brain function the microscopic E’Clei was
able to control. Human beings use only ten percent of their brain;
it was the unused ninety percent that held pathways allowing humans
to do incredible things. Once connected, a human could run with
incredible speed, heal themselves in seconds, communicate
telepathically, and even control their own spirit.

In the small percentage of humans that were
immune to the infection, a genetic anomaly slightly changed the
brain chemistry, making the cerebral fluid toxic to the E’Clei. In
those hosts, the parasites headed towards their brain, started
connecting these unused pathways, and then died off. The corpses of
the parasites acted as a neural bridge, leaving the connections
intact, giving the human enhanced abilities.

Max was unique in ability to live in harmony
with his E’Clei parasites, which was why the zombies wanted him so
badly. Max had learned from Steve that the E’Clei, the name the
parasites used for themselves, thought of humans as vehicles. They
wanted humans as hosts, and Max was a threat. Max’s brain chemistry
was different from that of his father; instead of killing them,
being in Max’s brain was like swimming in a euphoric drug. The
original E’Clei that had infected Max quickly realized he was
different and sought to hide him from their counterparts, who had
no interest in living together with their hosts and would kill Max
and his traitorous E’Clei.

 


-----

 


Victor pushed his shield out towards John
and Marshall but was unable to cover that much distance away from
himself. If only Kris was here,
Victor thought sadly. Kris! Genius! He didn’t have to
shield John and Marshall. He inverted his shield, solidifying the
inside, and pushed it out over a small group of the soldiers. Their
bullets ricocheted off the inside, bouncing off the shield and
ripping into the group of men under Victor’s dome.

The distraction bought Marshall time to get
John up to the stage. Once John was under cover, Marshall leaped up
into the crowd and started smashing heads. John spun, looking for
Lightfoot. He squeezed the trigger as a large cut opened up across
his chest. A man appeared in front of him, bleeding from a large
hole in the center of his head, falling backwards as Lightfoot
scrambled around the stage out of range.

Another large cut opened across John’s back.
He spun around and fired; another man appeared and collapsed, dead.
John fell to one knee and fired the rest of his magazine as
Marshall flew past, landing in a heap on the bleacher in front of
him. Three huge men stepped down the stairs towards them.

“Tookes! We could use a little help here!”
yelled John, pointing as another cut opened up along his arm. The
force of the blow knocked John over sideways on top of the
struggling Marshall.

“John!” yelled Victor. He ran towards his
brother and friend.



Chapter
21

Thompson’s Station - Part 2

 


As Kris approached the town, gunshots were
piercing the air in rapid succession.  CRACK.
CRACK. CRACK.   Kris pushed her sphere
forwards, towards the town.  It was easy to find Alicia’s
heartbeat in the group of men with guns.  Judging by the
sound, they had been pushed back to the Methodist church half a
mile down the street.  Running harder was the only option now;
she was still two miles away, and Kris wasn’t certain they would
last very long.  Kris remembered a conversation with Victor as
they ran from the train towards the train yard in Charlottesville.
 He’d said to her, “All of us can run faster than a normal
human.  You just need to find your stride.”  At the time,
she thought it was absolute lunacy.  Kris was never a runner
and did everything she could to avoid it.   However, she
seemed to have finally found her stride and closed the distance
towards the fight.

A small dent had been made in the shamblers,
but a handler linked them all together.  Kris had taken care
of the teleporter, but the mentalist she had encountered only a few
hours ago was still at large.  If Kris were a betting gal, she
would bet that he was the one controlling the horde.  As her
mind explored the church, she found the super that was handling
them.  He was in the church bell tower.

Kris heard Alicia calling out orders behind
her cloak of invisibility.  Occasionally, Kris heard the soft
whisper of smoke as Alicia reappeared.  The woman fought in a
similar style as the super zombie Kris killed not too long ago.
 Appear, strike, disappear, reappear, strike, and disappear.
 It worked well for her.  Alicia had been in law
enforcement before the end of the world and was deadly with a gun.
 She’d spent hours at the range practicing, but she always had
an affinity for knives.  She liked the way the handle fit in
her hand and how effortlessly the blade sliced through the air.
 “KA-BAR 5017 Full-size
USMC, mark 2 fighting knife.
 Seven-inch blade with a
fixed plain edge.  It was
designed to serve American
troops in WWII, and it is
still used today.  In 1994,
the blade was updated with
a tool steel blade, synthetic
handle, and synthetic sheath and
marketed ‘The Next Generation,’”
The Voice said.  

“Thank you for
summing that up for
me,” Kris said sarcastically.

It would take Kris around ten minutes to get
to the battle.  She hoped that Alicia and Markus could hold
their ground until she got there.

“Alicia, I’m fine,
and I’m coming to you.
 The douche that’s handling
the zombies is in the
tower.  I know that fucker;
be careful.  If I get
there before you kill his
ass, I’m going to melt
his fucking face off.”

 


-----

 


Markus was crouched down behind the eastern
corner of the church, gun in hand.  His eyes scanned the area,
and he was formulating a new plan of attack.  Their first
approach had gotten two of the men killed; they couldn’t lose any
other souls tonight.  He had his lips drawn into a tight, thin
line, and he was using his free hand to absent-mindedly pull on his
goatee.  Markus only did that when he was deep in thought.
 They were running out of options.  If they couldn’t push
back, they would lose the trucks.  And if they lost the
trucks, they wouldn’t survive.

Above him, there used to be a large,
beautiful stained glass window.  The picture had been the
scene depicting Jesus Christ in the Garden of Gethsemane, praying
to God to take away his anguish the evening before he was
crucified.  That scene seemed fitting, given the current
status of the world.  All of the colored glass had been
destroyed shortly after the parasites took over humanity.  The
glass had been blown outward and littered the grass.  With
each shift of his body, the glass crunched under Markus’s boots.
 “Markus, I found the one running the show.  The fucker
is in the bell tower,” Alicia said, gesturing to the opposite side
of the church.  As she appeared behind her brother, he didn’t
flinch.  Markus had gotten used to her sudden appearances, and
they hardly fazed him anymore.

“How did you find him?  Did he see
you?”

Alicia shook her head.  “I saw his head
poke up through the window.  I was invisible the whole time.
 He didn’t see a thing.”

Clearly skeptical, Markus eyed his sister
but didn’t reply.

“The church is full of them, so there’s no
getting in up the stairs.  Gotta find another way in.”
 She paused a moment to look at Markus.  “Well, I’m off
to kick ass!”  She kissed him on the cheek. “Keep your eyes
open, Mark.”  And with that, Alicia disappeared again.

Markus shook his head and checked his ammo.
 The magazine in the chamber was the only ammo he had left.
 They had never intended for a full-scale battle.  Their
farm and its inhabitants were woefully ill equipped, and all of
their supplies were running very low.  Alicia had raided the
police station last week, but it came up empty.  There was a
military depot close-by, but Markus had talked Alicia out of
getting a group together to investigate it.  His worry for his
little sister’s life was more important than anything else.

“Markus, we’re fucked.”  It was Jackson
behind him now.  He was tight up against the side of the stone
church as well.

“Not yet, we’re not,” Markus confidently
replied.

“Two men down.  Running low on ammo.
 We’re surrounded, and who the hell knows where Alicia
went?”

“Watch it, Jackson.”

“Sorry, G.  No disrespect towards her.
 Just wish we knew what the fuck she was doing.”

“She’s got a plan.  Always does.
 She found the guy controlling them; he’s up the bell
tower.”

“So when we going in?”

Markus shook his head.  “We ain’t.”

“You’re shitting me.”

He shook his head again.  “No.  We
go in there and we’re more fucked.  Need to take him from
outside the church.  If we go down, brotha, we go down
together.”

 


-----

 


Alicia quickly discovered that she could
either be invisible or teleport but not both.  She had tried
to reappear totally invisible in the middle of a group of fifteen
zombies, but they had seen her and almost took her down.
 Rethinking her plan was a necessity now.  She wouldn’t
be able to sneak up on the handler in the tower and take him out
quickly; he was clearly not the “physical” type, so she didn’t
expect him to ever make an appearance on the ground unless he
absolutely needed to.  Alicia was going to have to draw him
out some other way.

“Alicia, I’m fine,
and I’m coming to you.
 The douche that’s handling
the zombies is in the
tower.  I know that fucker;
be careful.  If I get
there before you kill his
ass, I’m going to melt
his fucking face off.”  It was
Kris’ voice in her head.  Alicia stopped moving very briefly
and looked over her shoulder, hoping the beautiful woman from North
Carolina was there.  She wasn’t.  Everything had been
moving so fast that she hadn’t had much time to dwell on her
mysterious disappearance.  From the way that Markus described
it, she was stolen out of the truck shortly after Alicia had left.
 Alicia thought back on all of the memories she now shared
with Kris and recalled that when she was in the hotel room in
Mobile that two men had come into the room.  One was a
teleporter—probably the one that took her.  The other one was
very powerful and could get inside one’s head to control one’s
actions and thoughts.  He could probably do even more than
that.  She would need to approach him with caution.

 


-----

 


Markus craned his head around the corner of
the chapel to scan the area once again.  The area was packed
with zombies.  He looked over to Jackson, and by the look on
his face, the other side was the same—between the two of them stood
the remaining three men from the trip.  Liam had a shotgun,
and the other two, Tommy and Eric, each had 9mm pistols.  Liam
held up four fingers to let Markus know he had four shells left.
 Tommy held up one finger, and Eric held up two, signaling
that they had three clips between them.  If the realization
that they didn’t have enough ammo to win this fight bothered
Markus, he never let it show.  He had spent most of his life
going against the odds, and this was merely just another obstacle
to overcome.  They just had to hold on long enough for Alicia
to take out the super that was controlling the horde and then get
the hell out of there.

Wish I could do
the shit that Alicia
does, Markus thought as he slowly stood up.  He
kept his back pressed against the grey stone church.  The day
the parasites spread through the earth, Markus miraculously managed
to avoid being bitten by any zombie.  It was a Wednesday
afternoon when it happened.  The siblings were heading to
Lowe’s to pick up some lumber for a fence he was building for their
mother.  Alicia had off that day, and she never minded helping
her brother or simply spending time with him.  They were in
the parking lot when it happened.  Markus had the truck bed
open and was lifting the lumber into the back.  Alicia had
just made a crude joke, and the two of them were sharing a laugh
when it happened.

He recalled watching in horror as the first
ghoul he had ever seen tore into his sister.  The creature had
bit into Alicia’s upper left bicep, and she had screamed in pain.
 Markus was running on adrenaline as he grabbed the crowbar
out of the bed of the truck and began smashing in the skull of the
thing that was now chewing on Alicia’s skin and muscle.  After
the second hit, the zombie’s skull cracked.  With the third
hit, the crow bar pierced its brain. It sank to the parking lot,
and Markus the over-achiever hit it one more time to make sure it
wouldn’t be getting back up.  Alicia had her opposite hand
clutching her severely injured arm.  She was losing blood
rapidly, and a few minutes later, she had passed out on the seat of
the truck.  Never in his entire life had Markus felt so
powerless as when he truly believed his sister would die and he
could not save her.

Markus would not fail his sister again.

He gestured to the four men to his right,
and they all gathered around him in a tight cluster.  “Here’s
what we’ll do...”

 


-----

 


Alicia saw him again.  He had stood up,
a smirk on his face, and then made eye contact with her seconds
after Kris sent her message.  Alicia suddenly felt very
uncomfortable.  A chilly sensation was trickling down her
spine, making all of her hair stand on end.  She shrugged her
shoulders a few times, trying to loosen herself up.   A
sudden bout of fear was not something that she had time for.

She had scoped out any possible way of
getting into the bell tower, but the only way inside it was by
scaling the side of building or teleporting.  And she
certainly wasn’t planning on doing the former.  As long as he
was up there, they were screwed.  If she could be fast enough,
she could pop into the tower, grab him, and move him down to the
ground where she would have much better luck.

In a swirl of smoke, Alicia reappeared in
the center of a group of zombies.  In her usual fashion, she
would appear, strike, disappear, reappear, and strike again.
 She dispatched five of them swiftly, their heads all falling
off their shoulders and tumbling to the ground.  A small
stream of blood trickled out of the stumps of their necks as they
rolled.  For the remaining four, Alicia used her guns instead.
 She swiftly sheathed her KA-BAR knives she kept strapped
against either thigh and then reached inside her vest for her Smith
& Wesson .40s.  She fired six times and was immediately
annoyed that she managed to miss twice when they were right in
front of her.  As she was mulling that over, she holstered
both guns back inside her vest.

“Bravo, girl.
 Bravo.”  The foreign voice inside her head was so
overwhelming that it brought Alicia to her knees, her hands over
her ears.  But he didn’t stop.  “Other than
a fancy parlor trick, what
else do you have to bring
to the table?  What could
you possibly hope for, child?
 You can’t win—none of
you can.  We will wipe
out every last one of you
until there is nothing left.
 You’re pathetic.  All of
you.”

Alicia screamed, trying to drown out his
voice.  She looked towards the tower and saw him standing up,
intently watching her.  His head was tilted arrogantly to the
side.  He watched her like a child would watch a lion in a
cage.  Fascinating but certainly not threatening behind bars.
 His cockiness filled Alicia with rage; she had to shut that
fucker up.  She closed her eyes and imagined herself standing
next to him in the tower.  When she opened her eyes, she was
there with him.  Before he could defend himself, Alicia threw
herself on top of him and transported them to the parking lot
below.

Just as they reappeared, the super pushed
Alicia away from him.  She flew through the air a few feet and
then skidded across the pavement on her side, her skin ripped apart
by the gravel.  With a groan, she pushed herself back up to
her feet.  She smirked then ran the back of her hand across
her mouth to catch the blood that was dripping down her chin.
 “Is that the best you’ve got?”

“Sweetheart,” he said, “you have no idea
what I can do.”

“I’m dying to know,” she replied. “Let’s
dance.”  Alicia reached down to her thighs and pulled her
KA-BAR knives free.  She tossed one into the air and caught it
by the blade.  Once she caught it, she had her thumb placed
along the center of one flat side and her fingers on the other.
 As she caught it, she disappeared.  A moment later, she
reappeared much closer to the man and hurled the knife at him,
aiming for his right eye-socket.

 


-----

 


On the opposite side of the church parking
lot, Markus and the other four men were swiftly running out of
ammo.  About twenty zombies had fallen, but around thirty of
them remained.  It wouldn’t be long before they would switch
to hand-to-hand combat.  Two of them had knives, and Jackson
had a baseball bat.  It wasn’t much, but it was better than
nothing.  They were fully relying on Alicia to kill the super
in the tower because even though they were all excellent shots, it
was not realistic to think they would survive without her help.

Markus pulled the trigger on his .40 twice.
 Each pull resulted in an empty, hollow CLICK.
 “Any time now, Alicia!” he shouted.

 


-----

 


The blonde man dove out of the way of the
flying KA-BAR just in time.  It soared past his face and
imbedded itself in a tree five feet behind him.  Alicia pulled
her other KA-BAR free from her thigh and disappeared from sight.
 When she reappeared, she was crouched down behind him.
 Swiftly, she slashed at the back of both of his knees before
disappearing from sight again.

The knife easily passed through his skin and
sliced open his tibial nerve and popliteal artery.
 Immediately, he dropped to his knees, and blood gushed from
the open flaps of skin and muscle.  Alicia blinked back to
being right in front of him, her knife prepped for a fatal blow to
his head, but the super was ready for her.  He managed to
snatch the KA-BAR out of her hand, and with a sweep of his arm, the
man knocked Alicia to the ground by taking her feet out from under
her.  Alicia slammed into the pavement with a yelp of
surprise.  It was as if the man could see what she had planned
to do moments before she actually did it.

With a sharp inhale, Alicia began to imagine
herself elsewhere.  She began to feel the empty, cold darkness
of a teleport, but something stopped her.  Annoyed, Alicia
tried again with the same end result.  She couldn’t get away.
 Alicia looked up from where she had fallen on the pavement,
and the blonde man was looking at her with a deranged smile
plastered on his face.

“Looks like we’re playing a game of cat and
mouse, aren’t we?” He laughed at himself.  “Your race is so
fragile.  Almost not worth the trouble,” he said.  The
man then clutched the knife in his fist and plunged the knife
towards her.

Alicia rolled to the side a moment too late,
and the knife pierced her upper left shoulder and drove through her
muscle.  The man leaned forward, pinning Alicia to the ground.
 She struggled against him, trying to push him away with her
free hand, but he was too strong.  The sick grin never left,
and he moved his face very close to hers. “By the way,” he
whispered, “Markus will make a great addition to the dead.  My
soldiers will be killing him at any moment now.”

“Go to hell!” she spat in his face.
 The man only grinned at her.

“We’re already there, Officer,” he sweetly
replied and twisted the knife in her shoulder.

Alicia swore loudly as the muscles tore
around the knife.  The man laughed, twisted the knife again,
and dragged the blade upwards into her shoulder muscle.  With
each new stab of pain, Alicia felt her mind drifting farther and
farther away from what was happening.  She began to approach
her current situation from a purely logical standpoint, and before
she even realized it, Alicia’s mind was running on autopilot.
 Her hand reached inside her vest, and as her fingers grasped
the grip, the super saw what she was doing.  With a snarl, he
tore the knife out of her shoulder with another twist.  The
moment the knife was out of her shoulder, Alicia jolted upwards.
 Red-hot rage washed over her as she tilted her head down and
tightly clenched her teeth.  She threw her body forward and
head butted the man squarely in the nose.  The bones cracked
under the weight, and blood exploded out of his nose.  His
head flew back in surprise, and before the man could make a counter
attack, Alicia pointed her .40 at the man’s head and squeezed the
trigger.

The bullet erupted from the chamber and
passed through the man’s forehead.  A puff of pink mist
followed the bullet, and the man slumped over to one side.
 That insane grin never left his face the entire time.

Her legs were violently shaking as Alicia
finally got to her feet.  She kept her left arm in close
against her, and she continued to clench her teeth, fighting back
the pain from the gaping wound in her shoulder.  The thought
of how long it would take this to heal crossed her mind for only a
second before the shouts of Markus reached her.

And they were shouts of pain.

Alicia began to run, but she was rapidly
losing blood.  With each step she took, she felt herself
growing weaker.  As she came around one of the corners of the
church, Alicia saw a huge dome of color covering what was left of
the horde with Kris standing in the middle of it.  Markus and
Jackson were with her, but Markus had fallen to the ground and had
a very serious injury.  It appeared as though he had been
bitten on his arm as well as the side of his ribs.  The wound
was so deep that Alicia could see a sliver of white bone poking
out.  He was bleeding profusely, and Jackson looked like he
was shouting at Markus, willing him to stay alive.  Inside the
dome, all of the zombies were standing perfectly still, and there
was blood and pus running out of their ears and noses.  She
heard a POP as one of the ghouls exploded inside
the sphere.  Its intestines slapped against the side of the
dome and slowly ran down the side.  Alicia watched it begin to
liquefy with silent, detached curiosity.  She tilted her head
to the side and briefly wondered if she was hallucinating.
 Then she thought of nothing at all as she collapsed on the
ground.


 Chapter 22

Ignition

 


Through creative organization, Kris managed
to get Markus and Alicia piled into one of the trucks and all of
the tankers back to Gander Acres.  It was 2:30 in the morning
by the time they all got back to the farm.  Kris had an
impromptu meeting with Alicia and Markus’s uncle Riley, the owner
of Gander Acres.  He was their father’s brother, and they had
spent every summer on the farm as children.  It wasn’t long
before he had Alicia and Markus in separate rooms with direct
medical attention.  In general, they weren’t worried about
Alicia.  Her body was lacing back together again from the
wound, and Liam, the resident doctor, assured Kris that she would
regain consciousness in a few hours.

Markus, however, was another matter. 
He had a very high fever, and even after his ribs had been tightly
wrapped, he was still bleeding.  Kris helped Liam change the
bandages three times.  After an hour, it looked as though the
bleeding had slowed, but his fever was still perilously high. 
If Kris had learned anything from Tookes, it was that the immunity
to the parasites was genetic.  Kris quickly explained to Liam
about the Tookes family and how they were all immune, so instead of
turning into one of the undead, they gained “superpowers.” 
Therefore, unless Alicia’s mother had a dark secret she never
shared, Markus was immune as well.

They changed Markus’s bandages one more
time, and Jackson offered to sit with him for the rest of the night
so Kris could get some sleep.  Uncle Riley had one bed to
spare in the main house; he gestured to the room that was across
the hall from Alicia.  It was a small room with a twin-sized
bed, a dresser with a petite kerosene lamp on it, a quilt rack, and
a full-length mirror.  Kris smiled lightly.  This was the
most normal place she had been in months and couldn’t have imagined
anything more perfect.  Her time on the plantation in Virginia
was brief, but that world was not something she had ever
understood.  These were simple folks just trying to get by,
and that was an idea that Kris fully supported.  She stripped
herself of all of her clothes and tossed them into the corner of
the room.  With a sigh, she slid into the bed, and within
moments, Kris was asleep.

It was around 7 am when there was a soft
knock on her new bedroom door.  With a groan, Kris rolled over
and opened one eye.  There was a soft, pastel blue light
trickling through the window and across the hardwood floor.

“Sec,” Kris said as she pushed herself out
of bed.  She pulled her pants and tank top on and slowly
opened the door.  It was Liam.  His bright orange, curly
hair was an even bigger mess than it was last night, and he had
deep bags under his eyes.  It was clear that he hadn’t slept
at all last night.  He reached a hand up and absent-mindedly
scratched his head.

“Markus’s fever is down, and his wounds are
a lot smaller than they were last night,” he said. “Alicia’s
too.  I’d imagine she won’t be unconscious for much longer,
but we’re not in the clear for Markus just yet.”

Kris nodded. “But it’s an improvement
though.”

“Thankfully.  I was worried.”

“Me too,” she said, putting her hand on his
shoulder and smiling gently at him.  “Can I see Alicia?”

“Oh, sure.”  Liam turned around, and
they both walked across the hall and into Alicia’s room.  The
doctor slowly peeled off the cloth that was wrapped around her
shoulder to check on how it was healing.  Her shoulder wound
looked like a deep scuffmark, very different from the gaping hole
that it was five hours ago.  To the side of the bed, Liam had
a small table of bandages, wraps, and ointments.  He gestured
to the table and said, “It’s a far cry from the hospital, but it
does the job.”

Kris watched Alicia’s face as Liam
worked.  She was completely at peace, and Kris smiled gently
as she ran her fingertips across Alicia’s chin.  It was
remarkable how beautiful Alicia was both inside and out.  Kris
counted herself lucky to have found her.

Liam worked quickly, and in a few minutes,
he had changed her wraps.  He gestured to Kris to follow him
out of the room.  The two of them walked down the hall and
into the kitchen, where Riley had coffee brewing and eggs for all
of them.  Jackson was already sitting at the table, his elbows
propped against the table; he was clearly deep in thought. 
Kris, Liam, and Riley joined him at the table, and they all ate in
relative silence.

Once their plates were empty, Jackson left
the table without saying a word, and Riley only shrugged as he
cleared the table.  The room was suddenly very stuffy, and
Kris excused herself and walked out into the early morning sunlight
with Liam close behind her.

“They’ll come around,” he called.  Kris
stopped and looked over her shoulder.  “Jackson doesn’t trust
most folks.  Especially when he owes someone a life debt.”

“A life debt?  Please...”

“I’m serious, Kris.” Liam placed his hand on
her arm.  “You have no idea what saving Markus means.  To
all of us.”  The intensity in his eyes was almost startling,
but it only lasted a moment before he smiled.  “Let’s find you
something to do around here.  You good at anything?”

“Uh.  Not particularly, but I learn
fast.”

Liam chuckled.  “How about weeding a
garden?”

“I think I can handle that,” she said with a
smile.

The rest of the day was spent doing just
that.  A few hours later, Liam came by to tell her that the
community was getting together for a bonfire and asked if she
wanted to join him.  Shaking her head, Kris declined. 
She wanted to check on Alicia and Markus, and quite frankly, she
was still feeling rather overwhelmed with how easily the community
had embraced her.  In just a few short hours, Kris had met the
entire group of farmers that Gander Acres had on its premises and
knew most of their life stories.  She felt closer to these
simple folks than she had ever recalled feeling since she was a
child.

 


----

 


Victor Tookes ran along the bench in the
grandstands towards his brother and John.  Just a minute
before, he couldn't wait to get out from under a shield; now he
couldn't get them all under one fast enough.  John fell over
as a slice opened up his face and then another across his chest,
tearing through his shirt and the flesh underneath.  Victor
dove for Marshall and John, surrounding them with his aura,
protecting them from further injury.  Victor quickly assessed
the situation; it was not going well.

John was bleeding profusely.  He healed
quickly compared to a normal human but not as quickly as Victor
did.  There were still an unknown number of invisible
assailants out there and the rest of the supers Lightfoot had
gathered, in addition to all the normal soldiers.

"Marshall, get John. We're getting out of
here in just a second.  I'll be right back."

Victor's eyes glassed over, and his head
slumped.  He looked for Renee's aura, looked towards where
they'd left the train, but saw nothing.  “Ren,
where are you?”

“I'm coming.  I
have a couple more things
to do. I need five more
minutes,” Renee said in his mind.

“I'm not sure we
have five more minutes. It
got ugly here very quickly.
 The kids are safe, but
John is hurt.  I'm not
sure how long he's going
to stay conscious.”

“Shit, I'll be
there in three minutes,” answered
Renee.

Victor's eyes cleared and he raised his
head.  “Three minutes to
reinforcements.  Grab John; I
can't take this pounding
forever,” Victor thought to John and Marshall as bullets
bounced off his aura.

"Hang on," said Marshall.  "You get
John. I'll be right back."  Marshall stepped outside of the
shield.  The
shooters immediately started targeting him.
 Marshall turned his back; he wasn't sure his eyelids were
bulletproof, and with his luck, one of the shooters would figure
out how to shoot up his nose or something.

He grabbed the largest of the men by the
ankle and heaved him.  Marshall threw the man into the crowd
and leaped up into the air, bending the bench they'd been standing
on flying at least thirty feet in the air.  His arc brought
him right to the end of the top bleacher.  When he landed, he
launched dozens of men up into the air, over the edge of the
grandstand, and onto the ground below.  Most of them did not
get up.

Victor didn't wait to see what was happening
next; he grabbed John, heaved him up on his shoulder, and took off
for the field towards where Reggie had gone.  Victor didn't
blame the old man for running; he didn't look like much of a
fighter.

Marshall grabbed another pair of men by the
ankles and flopped them over his shoulder, then slammed their heads
into the grandstand.  He threw the first lifeless corpse into
a group and used the second one as a club, sending men flying in
every direction.  Marshall was bleeding from dozens of places
on his chest, but if it hurt, he didn't let on.  He felt his
feet being pulled out from under him and swung the dead body around
behind him as he fell.  A man appeared at his feet.
 Marshall lifted up one of his size seventeen boots and
brought it down on the invisible man's skull.

When Tookes got to the tree line, Reggie
stood up from some bushes and waved him over.  He already had
his undershirt in his hand.  He jumped to John the second
Victor put him down.  "Oh, Mister Hazard, what have you done
to yourself?" Reggie asked, pressing the shirt to the wound across
John's chest.  "He's going to need a lot of stitches, Mister
Tookes.  We need to get him to an infirmary or a doctor.”

"Renee's going to be here in a couple of
minutes. I have to go help Marshall.  Try to slow the bleeding
as best you can. He heals quickly but not as quickly as Leo or me,"
Victor called over his shoulder as he sprinted back across the
field to help his brother.

As he ran, Victor yelled in his head as loud
as he could for anyone could hear it, “If anyone
can hear this, my name is
Victor Tookes.  My children
are being held captive by
a rogue military unit.  My
brother and I are fighting
to get them back, but
we're outnumbered and wounded.
 We could use some help.
If you can get here in
the next couple of minutes,
we're at the parade grounds
of Fort Hood.”  Victor pictured the
parade grounds in as much detail as he could and tried to send the
image along with the message.  He pictured the huge metal
bleachers full of soldiers, the raised wooden stage in front and
slightly to the side of it.  And the gigantic, freshly-mowed
parade grounds and the trees all around.  It only took a
fraction of a second, and he wasn't counting on anyone coming to
help, but it couldn't hurt.

 


----

 


Kris was jogging up the hill that lead to
the main house when a familiar voice tore into her mind.  With
a deep groan, she grabbed her ears in pain as she fell to the
ground.  “If anyone can hear
this, my name is Victor
Tookes.  My children are
being held captive by a
rogue military unit.  My
brother and I are fighting
to get them back, but
we're outnumbered and wounded. 
We could use some help.
If you can get here in
the next couple of minutes,
we're at the parade grounds
of Fort Hood.”  It was Victor.  Kris
felt her mind meet his, and she could see everything that he could
see.  She could see large, metal bleachers packed full of
soldiers.  Next, she saw a raised wooden stage to the front of
the bleachers and beyond that was a grassy field.  A grove of
trees surrounded them.  Kris saw the scene perfectly as if she
was standing right there with him.  She felt his anxiety and
immediately knew that he was in trouble.

“Shit,” she whispered and jumped to her
feet.

She ran inside the house, up the stairs, and
down the hall to Alicia’s room.  As Kris rounded the corner,
Alicia was sitting up straight in bed, her hand over her ears with
a wince on her face.  She looked over to Kris.

“Tookes?” she asked.

Kris nodded. “Yeah.  They’re
fucked.”

“Figured.  And you plan to help
them?”

“If I could.  But there’s no way to get
there from here.”

Alicia pursed her lips together. 
“Could you see what he saw if you tried?”

Kris raised her eyebrow.  “Yeah. 
I just did, actually.”

“Good.”  Alicia tossed the covers off
her, flinching slightly as she did so.  She rotated her left
shoulder   “I need my knives and guns.  We’re going
to Fort Hood.”

“How?”

“Trust me, Kris.  That’s what
relationships are built on,” she said with a wink.

A few minutes later, after seeing that
Markus was in safe hands, Alicia and Kris were standing in the
front yard of the main house, holding hands.

“Remember what you did when we first
met?  How you were in my head?”

Kris nodded.

“I need you to do that again.  And if
you can, do that to Tookes too.  If I’m right, I can take us
there.”

“And if you’re wrong?”

“Let’s not think about that,” she said with
a smirk.

The laugh that came out of Kris’ mouth was
nervous and unsure.  “Okay.  Let’s do this.”  Kris
closed her eyes and found the familiar, warm trail of Victor’s
aura.  She followed the trail back to the source, and as she
opened her eyes, she was looking through Tookes’ eyes.  Alicia
squeezed Kris’ hands, and the world they were standing in dissolved
away into nothing.  Then, a moment later, they were standing
in the middle of a war zone.

 


----

 


The younger of the Tookes men leaped up into
the grandstand in one single step, clearing several dead bodies and
swiping the rifle of a fallen soldier.   He fired two shots
into the chest of a man who lunged at him and stepped up to the
next row.  Standing on the top bench were two men firing at
Marshall.  They reloaded with the same speed and efficiency
John did, and they seemed to have magazines tucked in every pocket
and pouch they had.  Tookes knew there was no way he'd be able
to shoot them; instead, he started working his way up the
stands.

The number of men was staggering.
 Vic flipped the selector to fully automatic and sprayed the
path in front of him.  Humans were much easier to kill than
zombies were, and most of the men went down with holes in their
chest.  He was shooting into a crowd, knocking men back into
their comrades, trying to clear a path up towards the shooters that
were starting to wear Marshall down.  Victor saw his brother
drop to a knee as one of the shooters emptied an entire magazine at
him.  Marshall couldn't take much more.

Victor felt something tug his attention and
turned slightly behind him.  Black puffs appeared just between
the grandstand and the stage.  First two men appeared, briefly
checked out the situation, and disappeared.  Victor couldn't
blame them; this wasn't their fight, and the odds were very poor
that anyone was going to escape alive.  He looked just to
their left and figured out what had drawn his attention.
 There, surrounded in a beautiful purple aura, was Leo, kukris
in hand, looking ready to commit violence.  From the look on
her face, Victor briefly wondered if she was there to help him or
Lightfoot.


 Chapter 23

Explosion

 


Leo looked at the crowd and then blinked
into the middle of a group of soldiers. She was all over the place,
as was her style. She flowed through the crowd, killing anything
between her and Victor. She quickly closed the gap as Victor pushed
through the crowd much more slowly, waiting for openings, saving
what remained of his strength.

“Got yourself in a mess this time, Tookes,”
she practically spat. “I guess I’ll clean up after you one last
time. Where’s John?” she asked.

“He’s over in the woods with Reggie Walton.
He’s pretty beat up.”

“I’m only here because this time you’ve
managed to get the kids in trouble,” she said, and then she was
off, down the bleachers like liquid death. She disappeared and then
reappeared in the middle of a group.

By the platform, Kris was astounded by the
number of people attacking her. During the fight in Atlanta, she
had a bird’s eye view of what was happening. Being on the ground
was an entirely different game with new rules that kept
changing. “Permanent Rule: You may
not play the Calvinball the
same way twice. Primary Rule:
All rules are subject to
be changed, amended, or deleted
by any player(s) involved.
These rules are not required,
nor necessary, to play
Calvinball,” The Voice told her.

“The score is
still Q to 12!” Kris replied. She
leaned against the wall that faced the bleachers and peered around
the corner. More men were running towards the field. This was going
to keep getting worse, and they needed to get the hell out of
there.

Her ears found Alicia’s heart, still beating
steady and true. ”Are you doing
okay?” Kris asked.

“Never better,
baby!” Alicia’s reply was chipper. Kris heard her knife
tear across the neck of a soldier and then felt her presence vanish
for a moment, and then she reappeared elsewhere on the field. Kris
lifted herself up into a crouching position on the top of the
platform; she had to have a higher view of what was happening. She
kept her body as low as possible to not attract any additional
attention.

Tookes took advantage of a half-second of
breathing time to watch Leo. Just as he was turning back to the
fight, a tractor-trailer appeared at least fifty feet above the
grandstand, its momentum carrying it through the air at a high rate
of speed. The doors opened, and the two teleporters Victor had seen
earlier jumped out and then disappeared in swirls of black. The
truck slammed into the grandstand exactly where Leo had appeared,
sending Victor and everything in the top several rows of bleachers
flying to the ground below.

On the platform below, Kris watched the
truck fly over her head. “Fuck me!” Kris shouted as the truck
slammed into the center of the bleachers. Acting on pure instinct,
Kris brought her shield tightly around herself. Moments later, the
truck exploded, taking out what remained of the bleachers. Kris was
thrown from the platform and back twenty feet. As she was mid-air,
she felt her body running on autopilot as she tucked her knees into
her chest, landed on the ground in a tucked position, and rolled.
She hit the ground hard, and it took her a moment to register what
had just happened.

Kris’ ears were so overpowered by the
explosion that she didn’t hear the man behind her cock his gun and
fire. The bullet passed through her upper leg, and Kris swore
loudly. There was pure rage in her eyes as she rounded on her heel
and came face-to-face with her opponent. He was preparing to fire
again, and after “The Voice” ran some calculations on probability,
she was able to dodge the shot. She ran over to the man and knocked
his feet out from under him. Kris felt her vision fade away, and
she was completely detached from herself as she grabbed the man by
the scruff of his shirt. Using the heel of her hand, Kris caught
the man’s nose and drove the bone upwards until she felt it
shatter. Without another thought, she moved behind him and grabbed
him by his mouth and the back of the head. Overcome with
adrenaline-driven strength, Kris jerked his head to one side and
felt his vertebrae snap, and he fell over to one side,
lifeless.

Near what was left of the tractor-trailer,
Victor struggled to his feet, only to be knocked back to the ground
by the explosion. The two men from the truck appeared just a couple
of feet away from Vic.

“Holy shit, mate! I told you we could do
it,” said the shorter one. His accent told Victor he was from
somewhere in England.

“Christ, man,” said the other. “Nothing
could have survived that!”

“My friend was in the middle of that,” said
Victor angrily as he got to his feet again.

“Not anymore, mate,” said the first one.

 


-----

 


After the soldier’s neck had snapped, Kris’
vision returned, and she limped away from the dead man, beginning
the trek down the road and away from the battle. Behind her, there
were more men running after her. Her back was turned to all of
them, but she kept her ears open. Alicia was off in the trees,
chasing down one of the sharpshooters. She was injured but alive.
Kris felt the remaining soldiers inside her mind; each one was
unique, different, and only doing their job. But this had to
end.

She turned around and extended her hands
toward them. In her palms, Kris was growing her sphere. “Enough!”
she shouted as she threw the bubble towards them. As it passed
through the air, Kris made the dome expand further and further
until it covered as much of the field as she could manage. Kris’
last word, all of the gunfire, shouts, and crunches of grass and
every single sound that was created was now trapped inside the dome
and rapidly reverberating off the walls.

Suddenly, the entire area outside was
blissfully silent as all of the sound was contained in the
dome.

Kris felt cold as she watched the two
hundred men trapped inside the dome sink to their knees, their
bodies shaking and convulsing on the ground. Even the slightest
whisper inside the dome would reverberate and amplify every time
the sound waves bounced off the inside of her shield. She held the
dome until there wasn’t anything left before she collapsed it onto
itself. Off to her right, she heard the soft whump of a teleporter,
and Kris flinched, expecting the worst. Her mind and body were
almost completely drained. She wouldn’t be able to withstand
another attack.

A familiar hand was placed on her back, and
Kris looked over her shoulder. It was Alicia. They smiled gently at
each other but never said a word.

 


-----

 


Looking at the burning flames, Victor felt
oddly hollow. He felt like he should be sad, but there wasn’t time;
all he felt was rage. He limped the fifty yards to where Marshall
lay on his back with his legs pinned under him. He looked as if
he’d landed on his knees and fallen over backwards. Vic heaved his
brother over onto his side and unfolded his legs. “Marshall!
Marshall!” he yelled, panic heavy in his voice.

Marshall coughed once and opened his eyes.
“I think...did someone throw a truck at me?” he asked.

“Two teleporters made it appear way above
the stage. It hit Leo. I can’t see her aura anywhere,” Victor said.
He looked up, scanning the area. Lightfoot was limping towards the
road behind where the stands had been. “I’m going for Lightfoot.
John’s over in the trees with Reggie. Find Max and the girls. He’s
on the far side of the stage. You won’t see him, but tell him Daddy
said ‘Green Giraffe.’ That’s our code that he should go with you.
I’ll catch up; Lightfoot has to pay for this.”

Victor ran after Lightfoot. His ankle was
badly sprained, but he pushed on through the pain of running on it.
It would heal soon enough, but Lightfoot couldn’t be allowed to get
away. He pressed, running faster, his ankle screaming every time he
forced it to bend. He caught the man just a few feet from the road.
Victor dove for him, tackling him to the ground. He crawled up onto
Lightfoot’s chest and hit him squarely in the nose, crushing it
again. Right after left, Victor punched Lightfoot, screaming at
him. “You fuck! Do you see what you’ve done! I fucking told you I
was going to kill you.” Victor hit him repeatedly until his
knuckles bled. Over and over, he continued through broken fingers
and knuckles until Lightfoot’s face was a bloody pulp. Both eyes
were swollen closed, and still Tookes screamed. “Did you fucking
think you would win? What did you hope to accomplish? All these
people are dead!” Smashing his face again and again, Lightfoot was
having trouble breathing. His nose was mush, filling his throat and
mouth with blood, which bubbled as Lightfoot struggled to inhale.
“I told you to let us go. I’m trying to do something good. I’m
trying to fix this shit, and all you can do is sit here and rape
women and try to make your life easy?”

Victor was suddenly knocked off Lightfoot.
He had not seen the men coming up from the road. One of them had
kicked him so hard he was lifted off Lightfoot and thrown to the
ground. Tookes leaped to his feet, feeling blood run down his chin
from his shattered nose, and found himself surrounded by two dozen
men. Vic reached up and straightened his nose, sending jolts of
pain through his face. The men watched, fear crossing each of their
faces. Victor’s eyes were death. His armor sprung up around him,
and he launched himself at the nearest one, paying no attention to
what the man was thinking. Victor drove his fist into the soldier’s
eye socket before turning to the next soldier beside him. Vic
grabbed the next man’s trigger hand with one hand and drove the
barrel of the rifle into his first opponent’s chest with the other.
Vic squeezed his hand, forcing the man to fire the rifle into his
comrade, blowing a large hole into his chest.

Tookes tried to yank the rifle out of the
man’s grasp, but it was connected to a chest harness. Vic shoved it
backwards, driving the butt of the rifle into the soldier’s face as
he grabbed for the soldier’s knife. As the soldier fell backwards,
tenuously balanced by the strap connected to the rifle Victor was
holding, Vic drew the knife and sliced the harness. The man fell,
and Victor threw the knife at the next man in the crowd, embedding
it in his thigh.

Two men grabbed Tookes from behind as he was
reversing the rifle. He let the strength go out of his legs,
falling to his back, and fired upwards into the two soldiers’ chins
before he rolled over onto his side. He thumbed the rifle to full
auto and emptied the magazine into the soldiers around him. The
last soldier turned and ran as the rifle clicked dry.

Victor grabbed two magazines out of a dead
soldier’s mag pouch, swapped a fresh one in, charged the rifle, and
shot the man in the back of the head as he ran. He emptied the rest
of that magazine into Lightfoot’s corpse, riddling it with holes.
He saved the last two bullets for the general’s head, just in case
a zombie got to him in time to turn him. Lightfoot had no brain
left for them to take control of.

He walked towards the two teleporters, who
were still standing there watching the destruction they had caused.
They both looked at him, their heads turning in unison. Victor made
it two steps closer before the English one put his hand on the
other’s shoulder, and the two of them disappeared.

 


-----

 


The fire at the bleachers continued to burn,
and Kris looked over to the flames. The truck had blown most of the
stand apart, but it looked like the fire was going to spread unless
someone put it out. Using Alicia for support, the women made their
way over to the stand. Using the last of her energy, Kris created a
sphere around the fire, cutting off any external supply of oxygen.
As the fire diminished, Kris closed the dome in tighter and tighter
until the fire was nothing but embers.

“What a fucking mess,” Kris murmured,
shaking her head. Pure curiosity led her to get closer to the
remains. Out of the corner of her eye, Kris thought she saw the
familiar shape of a kukri in the hand of a fallen soldier. She
tilted her head to one side thoughtfully. It was an odd weapon of
choice, and Kris took another step closer and was taken over by
shock. The knife didn’t belong to one of the soldiers. The owner of
the knife was Leo. Her head was tilted to the side, but Kris knew
that it was her.

“Oh God, no. No, Leo, no!” Kris cried and
threw herself to the ground. She began to dig around her body,
trying to pull her out from underneath a large beam from the
bleachers. The Aussie was trapped under a sheet of metal so large
that Kris and Alicia couldn’t move it. Leo’s body was charred and
mangled, and with hopeless tears in her eyes, Kris checked her
pulse but did not feel a single beat. Leo was gone.

“Fuck!” Kris shouted, pounding her fists
against the ground. Tears fell from her eyes as she shook her head.
“Why her? Why did any of this happen? I don’t get it, Alicia. I
just...” Alicia sank to the ground next to Kris, and with her
uninjured arm, she pulled Kris into a close embrace. They sat there
together for a few minutes before Kris remembered why they were
here.

“Tookes,” she whispered. Closing her eyes,
she found the trail of his aura. Leaning on Alicia, the pair of
women limped the last few yards towards him.

 


-----

 


A huge canvas backed truck bounced up over
the curb, tires squealing as it made the turn onto the parade
grounds. Victor leveled the rifle at the driver’s side, but there
was no one in the truck. Just as he was about to squeeze the
trigger, Renee appeared in the seat frantically waving her hands.
She stopped the truck right beside Victor and hopped out as Reggie
and the kids stepped out of the trees heading for the troop
transporter. Marshall was a step behind them, holding John’s
unconscious form in his arms.

Renee surveyed the area and said softly,
“Holy shit, Vern! What did you do?!”

 



 Chapter 24

Escape

 


“We did what we had to, Ren,” Victor
said.

“Daddy!” Max shouted, running towards his
father.

“Max-monster!” Tookes scooped Max up into
his arms and held him close. One of his hands was against Max’s
back, and the other one rested gently against the back of his head.
“I was so worried about you,” he said softly.

“I hid everyone, just like you want me to! I
just thought real hard about being grass, and they couldn’t see
us,” the boy said, moving back from his father. He was excitedly
jumping up and down as he explained what had happened.

“Nice work, Max! I’m so proud of you,” Vic
said with a small smile. He tenderly kissed the crown of Max’s
hair, thankful that, once again, his son stayed out of harm’s way.
Glancing up from Max, Victor made eye contact with Reggie. “Thank
you,” he mouthed before drawing his son in close once more. Reggie
smiled and nodded in response.

“‘What we had to?’” Renee echoed her
brother. “I don’t think I like the sound of that,” she replied
carefully, jumping out of the driver’s seat. “Now, where are my
girls?”

“Mommy!” the girls shouted in unison and ran
over to Renee.

“I was so scared, Mommy,” Maya said,
nuzzling her face against Renee’s neck. “But Max was so brave!”

“I was scared too, Mymy,” Renee said,
holding her daughters. “Was Max brave like a lion?” She roared
softly to make her point.

“Yes!” Holly said, giggling. She brought one
of her small hands up to her mouth and smiled broadly.

“I hate to interrupt the reunion, but we
need to move, guys,” said Marshall, climbing up into the back of
the transport truck. The back of the truck sagged slightly under
the big man’s weight. Carefully, Marshall laid John down on the
floor of the truck, keeping his head elevated. “There are more of
them coming, and this truck isn’t very fast.”

“We’ll still have to get off the base,”
Tookes said.

Renee said, “The gate coming in is secured
by a bunch of cannons and huge barricades, and I don’t know of
another way out.”

“Well, since we seem to specialize in
‘no-win-situations,’ that shouldn’t be too much of a problem,” Kris
called from behind them. She was leaning heavily on Alicia, blood
running down her leg.

“Kris, do you ever have anything positive to
say?” asked Victor.

She smirked. “Occasionally. Do you ever do
anything that isn’t at least partly insane?” Kris replied with her
eyebrow raised.

“That depends on how you define insane,”
said Marshall. “We always seem to do okay. We did the right thing
here, Kris.”

“I know,” she said with a smile. “You always
do.”

“Thank you for coming back to help,” said
Victor. “It would have been much uglier without you and your
particular talents.”

“Ain’t no thing.” She shrugged. “You would
have done the same for me.”

“I’d like to avoid the main gate,” Tookes
said. “Now that Lightfoot is dead, I’d much rather not kill any
more humans.” The rest of the group agreed.

Alicia helped Victor lift the children into
the back of the truck before pulling herself up into the truck bed,
joining Kris on the bench on the left.

“We won’t need to worry about those fu--”
Kris caught herself before she finished the word. She was trying to
be mindful of the children before she continued, “...jerks from the
field catching up to us,” Kris said.

“Why not?” Marshall asked.

Kris made an explosive gesture with her
hands and said, “Boom.”

“I’m not worried about them anyway,” Victor
said from the front of the truck. “It’s the other guys we need to
worry about.” He paused before calling out. “Ren?”

“Yeah?”

“Let’s move.”

Renee stepped on the gas, and the truck took
off. She drove around the wreckage of the grandstand and bounced
back on the road. It was around 8pm, and even though it was Texas,
there was still a definite chill in the air. The children were all
snuggled close together on the floor of the truck, and the rest of
the group had their arms wrapped around their bodies, trying to
keep warm. The ground was dry, and as they rolled over endless
rocks and gravel, a cloud of dust followed them. Trees lined the
road in small, tight clusters with shrubs peppering the rest of the
open space. The greenery in the area seemed to be few and far
between, and what did grow was short and rather spiny.

“Ren!” Vic called up towards the cab of the
truck. “How much of this truck do you think you could hide?”

“You mean make it invisible? I don’t know.
Maybe the cab but not for very long.”

“I could probably do the other half,” Alicia
offered.

“All right, that’s our plan,” said
Victor.

As the truck rounded the corner to the gate,
one of the garage bays was open on both sides. It looked like some
of the men had taken their chances and fled, leaving the bay doors
open behind them. “Now,” Victor sent to Alicia and
Renee.

The two women focused on the truck and the
surrounding air, pushing their invisibility onto it. A moment
later, the truck vanished. For good measure, Kris threw an inverted
dome around the truck, masking any sound that it would make. The
only thing that could be seen was a small trail of dust that flew
up behind the truck as they drove.

Three men running through the garage looked
up at the swirls of dust flowing through the garage but didn’t
think anything of it; both doors were open, and there was a good
breeze outside. The first man hit the button to close the outer
door, just seconds after the group passed through it.

Now that the comfortable “soldier's life”
had been shattered in Fort Hood, Victor briefly wondered how the
survivors would fare without Lightfoot as their leader. He then
realized that he didn’t care. They were all complicit in this; it
was every soldier’s duty to disobey unlawful orders. It was even
more important now, without the rule of law, that each man did what
he knew was right and fight for those who could not fight for
themselves. When they had forfeited that duty, they had also
forfeited their lives.

Alicia was on the edge of the bench, closest
to the back of the truck, and was keeping a sharp watch on the
world around them. She had never been to Texas before and had no
idea what to expect for the terrain this far south. Not knowing
every angle of a situation made her uneasy. Next to her, Kris had
her face in her palms, and she was breathing slowly, fighting to
keep herself centered. It sounded like she was muttering softly to
herself. She kept her ears open as the truck tumbled over the
gravel.

Marshall was still up by John, trying to
mask his concern over the Aussie still being unconscious. His
brother was sitting next to him, taking a look at John’s wounds.
They were healing, but it was proving to be a very slow process for
a super-human. Even though the group had no ammo, having John awake
would make Tookes feel much more at ease. He never could bear the
thought of his friends getting hurt, especially if it could have
been completely avoided.

Leo, thought Victor.

“Leo! Shit, we didn’t check for her,” he
said aloud.

The truck was silent. Alicia and Kris
glanced at each other before Kris finally spoke. “Tookes, we saw
her. In the bleachers. I put the fire out from that truck, and she
was...” She shook her head and lowered her eyes away from his. “I’m
so sorry,” she whispered.

“No, she can’t be dead. She...she was faster
than anything I’ve ever seen. How did she...how did it hit her? She
could have gotten away. She should have gotten away.” Victor’s eyes
were red, and he was struggling to find words. He blinked several
times. “She can’t be dead.”

Kris bit her bottom lip, her brow furrowed.
“We checked. She just...I don’t know what happened. We tried to
pull her out from the bleachers, but it was too heavy. She was gone
by the time we got there.” She paused and looked up.

“I’m...so sorry,” she said again.

“Daddy,” Max said, breaking the silence,
“she’s with Mommy now. Well, not
really with Mommy. But sort of.” The little boy
shrugged then looked at his father and without moving his lips
said, “I can’t talk to her
like I can talk to Mom,
but she says Leo’s going
to be okay.”

That knowledge didn’t make Victor feel
better, and he shifted uncomfortably against the bench seat.

“Tookes, we’re about to have company. If
we’re going to make an exit, we need to do it now,” Kris suddenly
said.

“How many?” he asked, peeking out the back
canvas.

She was quiet for a moment. “I count about
fifteen men and four trucks three hundred yards up and more coming
behind them. It’s going to be a hell of a party when the other guys
show up.”

“The other guys?” Marshall asked.

“Yeah. One of them’s a big some bitch. All
of that power we used got the attention of our undead friends.”

“Zombies. Just what we need. Hang on, I’ll
take a look.” Victor closed his eyes and shot himself forward. It
was a big horde. He looked around the group; some of them were in
pretty terrible shape. The Texas sun and underbrush had not been
kind. Almost all of them were rotting, many of them missing limbs
or large pieces of flesh. It seemed that when the regular zombies
lacked direct control of a lieutenant, they grouped themselves up
into super-hordes and wandered, looking for people to turn.

When Victor opened his eyes, he banged on
the back window of the cab. “Turn left up ahead!” he yelled.
“There’s a road that will skirt the group ahead, but hopefully the
guys following us won’t make it. Step on it. The window is
short!”
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Narrow Margin

 


Renee barely slowed down as she took the
left turn from the gravel road that ran along the edge of the army
base. The huge truck slid sideways into the turn, throwing gravel
into the trees along the side of Route 8123. She deftly downshifted
and gunned the truck forward, picking up speed coming out of the
turn.

In the back of the truck, John's unconscious
body slid violently into the benches along the side, and everyone
on the driver’s side of the truck was thrown to the floor. The
children seemed delighted by it as if they were on a fun ride at an
amusement park. It was a sharp contrast to the way everyone else in
the truck felt as they picked themselves up off the truck bed
floor.

"Does anyone have anything they can use as a
weapon, in case we don't make it past where the horde will cross
the road in time?" Victor asked.

"I have my knives, but I'm out of bullets,"
said Alicia.

"I grabbed Leo's swords," Kris said. "It was
all I could think of to save of her. We couldn't get her body out
from under the truck,” she said. Kris then looked over to Alicia
and added, “Just wish I had my fu--darn bat..."

Kris opened her backpack and gently handed
the two swords to Victor. The blades were blued from the heat of
the fire, and the edges of the horn handles were singed. Victor
handled the swords carefully, wondering what Leo would want. He
thought about his time with her. He reflected on what a good and
loyal friend she was and how many times she’d saved his life,
regardless of her own safety. With a deep sense of regret, he
realized that he’d never really known what she wanted. Now he never
would.

On the beach, she’d said to him, "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 awhile, you could stop and be a human
for a day.”

For the first time, maybe since all this
started, Victor longed for the day that he could stop and be human.
He lowered his head and closed his eyes. I’d give
anything to have the people
I’ve lost back. What is
it going to take to make
sure that no one else has
to suffer this way? What
do I have to do to
stop this? How many more
people are going to die
along the way? His eyes filled with sadness,
he looked over the weapons Leo had carried since the day he met
her. How many fucking more
people?

“Mister Tookes,” said Reggie softly from
beside Victor, “I believe Miss Leo would want you to have those.
She believed in what you’re all doing, and she would want you to
continue on.”

On the opposite bench, Kris was watching him
closely, desperately trying to not interfere with his thoughts. She
could hear that his heart rate had increased and his breathing
pattern had shifted; it was odd seeing him like this. It was a
version of Tookes that she had never seen before, and as she
watched him touch the waters of grief, she was reminded of what
they were here for. But as she was watching him, she felt her
thoughts link with his.

How many more
people are going to die? Victor
thought, careful not to broadcast. How many
more people are going to
grieve the loss of their
friends before all this is
over? What is it going to
take to keep any more
people from dying?

“Tookes,” Kris thought, still
looking at him, “you’re not alone
in any of this. All of
us, every last one, has
lost someone. You and I
have lost more than one
someone...and I know I’ll
mourn for them every day
of my life. But Tookes, I
believe in you—I believe
in this. You might have
moments of batshit insanity, but
I trust in everything that
you’re doing.” She paused for a
moment. “Eyes on the prize.
Think of Max. Of all the
kids. If anyone can do
this, it’s you. And I
can’t believe I’m saying this,
but I’ll always come whenever
you ask it. Always.”

Victor opened his eyes and looked at Kris.
“I was hoping you’d stay.”

“I’ve met Alicia’s
group. They’re just like the
folks in Virginia, but they
don’t have someone like you
to protect them. Alicia is
all alone up there with
five hundred acres to watch
over...and I know that I
can help them.”  Kris paused, weighing
her next thoughts carefully. “Between you
and me, I have feelings
for her. Feelings I never
thought I’d have after Jeff.
I know it’s not much, but
you’re strong, Victor. Any
ass-kicking there is to
be had, you’re the man
for the job.” She looked down at the
floor of the truck.

“You’re in love
with Alicia?” Victor asked. “That
was very quick. She’s beautiful,
but it’s only been a
week.”

“After Atlanta, I
really thought that was it.
Life was over—end of
story. But once I got out
of that fucking hotel and
met Alicia and her brother,
I finally understood all of
the things you had been
saying since the day we
met. The link that you
and I have is even
stronger with her. I touched
her face, and I learned
every single aspect of her.
She is as beautiful inside
as she is out. Being that
close to someone showed me
that there is hope.
There is a way to come
out on top. If everyone
sits around on their ass
and does nothing, we all
fail.” Again, she locked eyes with
him. “And we can’t fail
because you, and all of
us, won’t let that
happen.” Her vocal timbre changed into a male’s voice,
and she added, “And we are just
too pretty for God to let
us die.” She shook her head and
added. “Fucking Firefly. I’m sorry.
The inner-monologue fell
out.”

“Love comes in
all sorts of crazy ways.
If you have feelings for
her, you need to be with
her. Love is what makes
us human; it’s what separates
us from them. And if she
has family in Tennessee, that’s
where you need to be.
Thank you for saving us
again. And thank you for
your belief in me. In us.
I was beginning to think
I was the only one who
felt this way.”

Kris smiled. “You’re never
alone. We’re just a thought
away. I just... Oh, fuck.
We’re going to be cutting
this close.”

“Close?” Victor asked aloud.

“Zombies. Lots of them. We’d better push it
or we’ll run right into them. I don’t think we could survive a
horde that size,” she said. She reached down and squeezed Alicia’s
hand. As Alicia smiled, it looked like the two women exchanged a
thought.

“How close are we talking about?” Marshall
asked, leaning forward.

“Twenty yards from the road,” she
replied.

Renee sharply turned around another bend and
saw them walking through the woods, towards the noise of the
truck.

“They’re here!” Renee shouted. “Those guys
still behind us?”

“Yea, about a quarter mile back,” said
Kris.

“They’re not going to make it. They’re going
to run straight into this horde,” said Alicia.

As the huge truck passed the far edge of the
horde, the last zombie was able to drag its fingers along the last
foot of the canvas. Behind them, they heard gunfire open up and
then seconds later fall silent. One last shot rang out before the
huge truck was out of earshot.

The crew drove on for four more hours before
stopping at a local motel for the rest of night. Renee had kept to
back roads until they entered the town of Menard, twisting and
turning through the Texas countryside. Renee pulled the truck into
a Budget Inn, a one-story motel with rooms all opening out into the
parking lot. Marshall hopped out of the truck and went into the
office, returning with the master key just as Renee was parking the
huge deuce and a half truck as close to the overhang as she could
get.

Marshall opened up four of the blue painted
doors and then unlocked all the doors that joined the rooms on the
inside. “Vic, Max, and I will take this end,” he said. “Let’s put
Renee and the girls next to us. Reggie and John next to them and
then Kris and Alicia, if you two would take the last room. That way
those in the middle are most protected with the truck in front of
them.”

“There is a gas station across the street
with a small restaurant,” Alicia said. “Kris and I will go see if
there’s something edible there. Otherwise, it’s going to be a
hungry night.”

“Thanks, Alicia,” said Tookes.

Marshall climbed up into the back of the
truck, picked John up, and carried him into his room. Victor,
Reggie, and Renee followed, each carrying one of the sleeping
children.

“We’re going to need fuel too. I don’t know
if this thing is gas or diesel. But it’s got less than half a tank.
Sometime early tomorrow, we’ll hit desert. We’re going to need a
bunch of cans of fuel as well as supplies. I’d say at least ten
gallons of water, an extra fifty gallons of fuel, and food. We need
ammunition and guns, and we’re going to need medical supplies for
John tonight. He shouldn’t still be unconscious, and he’s getting
cold,” said Renee.

“Marshall, you up for a run through town? We
might see if we can find some less conspicuous vehicles also.”

“Sure. This is Texas. I’m sure we can find a
gun store in town. Let’s look for that first. We’ll find a first
aid kit and get back as soon as we can, Ren.”

The brothers stopped in the office of the
hotel first, where Marshall picked up a Yellow Pages and flipped
through it. “Ha! There’s two gun stores in town. I love Texas. One
of them is just two blocks away. Let’s check that one first.”

Two hours later, the Tookes brothers
returned. Each of them was driving a brand new hybrid minivan,
courtesy of the only car dealership in town. The two of them had
cleared out both gun shops and then split up. Marshall had four
cases of bottled water and enough canned food to last them a week,
and Victor had enough medical supplies for a small hospital and ten
five-gallon gas cans strapped to the roof.

Everyone in their party was asleep. Victor
found Max asleep with Maya and Holly in Renee’s room. He gingerly
picked up his son, gave him a hug and a kiss, and carried him to
bed.

It was just before eight o’clock in the
morning when Max woke up. He rolled over and gave Victor a kiss on
the cheek. “I love you, Daddy,” the boy said when his father
finally opened his eyes. “Sean said he’s on the three-ten to Yuma.
They’re finally leaving Hawaii today. He said they had some trouble
with the plane, but it’s finally fixed, and they’re taking off in a
couple hours.”

“Ugh,” groaned Victor. “I was hoping for a
day off.” Then he spoke louder, “Marshall, we gotta go. Sean’s
landing in Yuma today; we have twelve hours to make a fifteen-hour
drive.”

Marshall woke everyone up while Victor
liberally applied baby wipes from the gas station across the street
to Max’s entire body. “I don’t have any new clothes for you, so we
have to put these back on. In a couple of days, we’ll be back on
our train heading home, and we can change clothes then.”

“Ok, Daddy. I like this shirt. It’s my
favorite.”

By ten after, they were all on the road.
Sometime around ten, Victor looked down at the speedometer and
realized he was driving 120 miles per hour down the deserted
Interstate 10.

“I wonder what Tucson is like this time of
year,” said Vic.

“We have a couple hours to think about it,”
said Renee in the seat next to him. “If you don’t blow this van up
first.”



Chapter
26

Tucson is Burning

 


“It’s a brand new van, Ren. If I blow it up
on the first day, I’m never stealing another Toyota again!” said
Victor with a smile.

About an hour later, Victor realized they
were in the desert. The change had been slow. They started in the
east Texas pinewoods, then into the prairie, and then the grass
started disappearing. By eleven o’clock in the morning, they were
in full desert where there was virtually nothing except rocks and
sand. The beautiful desert rock formations passed by, almost
unnoticed.

About two hours later, Victor’s radio
crackled to life. “Hey Vic, John’s awake and he’s starving. You
have all the food,” said Marshall.

“All right, I’ll pull over and we can swap
some food out. We don’t have a lot of time though, so we have to be
fast.”

The vans pulled slowly to the side of the
road. Victor jumped out, opened the hatch, and grabbed one of the
boxes of food, anxious to get to the other van and check on John.
As he opened the van door, the hot air took him by surprise. Vic
had the air conditioning running, and he hadn’t realized just how
warm it was outside. The sun was shining without a cloud in the
sky, and as he squinted, Vic wished he had some sunglasses.

When he got to the other van, his Australian
friend was sitting up in the back seat. The cuts had closed to
angry red scratches, but it looked like John was going to have a
permanent scar down his cheek. “That scar is gonna look badass,
dude,” said Victor. “We’re a few hours from your family, and we
have a few hours left to drive. It’s going to be a close thing, but
we’re going to make it.”

“I’ll be ready,” croaked John.

Victor reached in the box of food and tossed
John a bottle of water. “I hope we don’t need you. Maybe Yuma will
be empty, and we can watch the plane land when we wake from our
naps.”

“Bloody oath, I hope you’re right,
mate.”

“Rest up. Nothing in our life is ever easy,”
said Tookes.

“Looks like home. I worked in a mine that
looked just like this,” said John.

“I have to pee, Daddy,” said Max, unbuckling
his seat belt.

“That’s probably a good idea for everyone.
The next stop is Yuma. We should top off the gas tanks too.”

Everyone got out of the vans and headed off
in different directions to take care of their needs while Victor
unstrapped the gas cans from the roof and put two by his van and
two by Marshall’s. He watched Kris and Alicia get out and walk
away. He knew what was coming next. He watched the two of them
together. They’d only known each other a few days, but their body
language spoke of a deep connection.

 


-----

 


Alicia and Kris were deep in quiet
conversation. It had been over twenty-four hours since Markus had
been bitten, and Alicia was anxious. She needed to get back to see
her brother and to make sure Riley had kept the farm running. He
wasn’t used to being the primary caretaker of so many people. Liam
filled in where he could, but it was too much for one person. Riley
wasn’t an organizer or a leader, but he was an excellent man to
have at her side to help her do what needed to be done. He was a
man that would have done anything for his family.

“Will we need to connect with Markus to get
back home? I mean, will I need to look through his eyes like what I
did with Tookes?” Kris asked.

Alicia shook her head. “No. I know that
place well enough that I just need to think it and we’ll be
there.”

“You’re sure?”

“For fuck’s sake, Kris. I got us here okay,
didn’t I?” Alicia stuck her tongue out and smiled broadly.
“Remember what I said about trust?”

Kris made a face at her. “Yeah...”

“Well,” she said, putting her hand on Kris’
back, “I think getting us both back in one piece is a good
start.”

Kris sighed and nodded. She had her hands
buried in her pockets as she walked over to Tookes, kicking at the
dirt as she walked.

“I’m going to guess that you know what I’m
about to say,” she said.

“I saw you two having a conversation. Can
she get you all the way home from here?”

“That remains to be seen.” She laughed.
“Nah, we’ll be good. Believe it or not, I have faith in her.”

“I’m glad you finally met someone you can
believe in,” said Victor with a grin.

“Can’t run forever,” she replied with a
shrug.

“Thank you for coming, Kris. It would have
been ugly without you.” Victor stretched his arms out, inviting
Kris in for a hug. “After all we’ve been through and all that
you’ve done, I’ll always consider you a member of the family.”

She smiled and looked down for a moment.
“Family. That’s such a...new concept.” Looking back up at him, she
added, “And I really like it.” She met his embrace and moved in
close to him. “If you need me, you know where I’ll be.”

“Likewise, Kris. If you’re ever in trouble,
you’ll always have a place with us.”

“Thank you. Really,” she said, breaking
their embrace.

“Stay safe, Kris. Marshall would kill me if
something ever happened to you,” Victor said, winking at her.

Kris laughed. “I think we’ll be okay.” She
stuck her tongue out at him and added, “Do us all a favor and don’t
get yourself killed, Tookes. Got too much to do for that shit to
happen.”

“I’ll do my best,” said Victor, still
smiling. “Get out of here, we gotta go. Tucson’s gonna be a
nightmare, and we still have a lot of miles to cover.”

“Yeah, yeah,” she said. Kris turned around
from Tookes and walked back to Alicia. The two women stood next to
each other, fingers laced together. “I’ll see ya around, Vic,” she
called, and with that, they disappeared in a puff of dark
smoke.

Victor stared at the spot until the swirling
black particles dissipated. Then he turned around and walked back
towards the van. “Let’s go, everybody,” he called.

In minutes, they were back to full speed,
flying down the abandoned highway. The miles ticked by without
incident. The worst obstacle was the occasional sand dune that had
crept over the road. The hours rolled by until Renee finally spoke,
pointing to the horizon. “What’s that?” she asked.

“I think that’s Tucson. It looks like it’s
on fire.”

As they drove by the city, it was clear that
it had been burning for a very long time. The road was covered in a
black oily film and very slick. Someone had cleared most of the
cars. Almost all of them were pushed against the retaining wall,
and most of them had some yellow scuffmarks that looked like it was
from a snowplow or a city truck. The left lane was open the whole
way through the burned-out city. There was almost nothing left
standing. Victor wondered how many years it would be before all the
great monuments of humanity would be reduced to ash and rubble.

“Two hundred miles to go,” Marshall said
through the walkie-talkie.

“Think we can make it in an hour and a half.
That’ll give us about an hour lead before the plane to clear the
place out,” replied Victor. Renee reached up and grabbed the handle
above her window as Victor pressed the accelerator pedal to the
floor.
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Shelton

 


Corbin Shelton watched the carnage unfold
from the tree line.  Tookes was almost unstoppable.  It
was clear that he was more powerful than they had thought.
 Lightfoot’s man Frederickson was the strongest mentalist
Corbin had come across, but Victor shredded his shield as if it was
tissue paper.  Corbin had grown to respect Tookes in his power
and his ability to inspire those who followed him.  They were
going to have to deal with Tookes, and they needed to do it soon.
 At the rate that he and his friends were gaining power, they
would soon become a real, viable threat.

Shelton waited until he saw Tookes kill
Lightfoot, then teleported himself away before anyone realized he
was missing.  He reappeared just north of Madrid, Iowa,
outside of one of the towns the E’Clei had set aside to allow
humans to survive.

As Corbin walked through the small town, he
surrounded himself with an aura.  Anyone that could see auras
would think he was calm and at ease.  He strolled down Main
Street until he saw a human standing in an alleyway.  Even in
this relatively safe area, the humans were so timid.  They hid
from everything.  “Hey, it’s okay!  I’m not going to hurt
you,” Corbin called out.

“How did you get here?  We have a dozen
guns on you. Don’t you try anything,” the girl said, her voice
quivering.

“Oh, I’m not going to try anything,” said
Shelton.  “I’m going to eat you.”  Corbin teleported
behind her, put his hand on her, and the two of them disappeared,
reappearing several miles outside of town in the middle of a
cornfield.  He bit into her neck and savored the warm, thick
blood as it spurted out of her into his mouth with every heartbeat.
  The girl screamed, a loud piercing shriek, but Corbin
ignored her.  There weren’t any humans left this far out of
Madrid; they’d all moved into the faux safety of the town.  He
savored the metallic flavor, the essence of the human, for several
gulps before biting a chunk out of her neck.  The neck was his
favorite part.  The meat tasted the best.  It wasn’t
stringy like arms and legs were.  Instead, it was tender and
soft.  The skin was chewy in his mouth.  Corbin clamped
his hand over her mouth as he chewed, and when he’d swallowed most
of the bite, he said, “Shhh, I’m trying to eat here.  Don’t
ruin it.  I haven’t eaten in weeks.”

Corbin leaned in and bit another large piece
of her neck, veins and tendons stringing out between his teeth.
 The girl screamed again, long and loud, sobbing for someone
to help her.  Shelton stopped chewing, tucked the piece of
flesh over onto one side of his mouth, and said, “I’m sorry to talk
with my mouth full, but you really should stop.  There isn’t
anyone here to save you.  You taste better when you’re alive,
but as hungry as I am, I’d be willing to eat you after I kill
you.”

The girl stopped screaming.  What was
happening to her set in, and she went into shock.  Her body
stopped registering pain, and her eyes glassed over.  “Thank
you,” said Shelton.   He laid her down on the ground and
tore her shirt open.  He trailed his lips down her body,
across her breasts, to her abdomen.  It was a shame that all
the humans were so skinny these days; the fat ones were so much
better.  His teeth tore through the skin of her abdomen just
below her belly button.   The zombie spit that bite out
and tore again, opening her stomach up.  He buried his head in
the warm cavity, inhaling the scent that was so quintessentially
human. Of all the organs, the liver was best, but the victim had to
be alive.  Once the blood stopped pumping and started
coagulating, the liver was worthless.  As he ate his meal, he
formulated his report to the leadership.

When he was finished, he left the cooling
corpse lying in the field.  He’d been sure not to pass any
E’Clei to her, ensuring that she would not reanimate.  If the
humans found her, they would think some animal had eaten her,
keeping their illusion of safety.  He knew they wouldn’t look
too deeply into it; they didn’t want to know.  Even now, the
humans were still so naive.

A few feet away, he washed the blood off his
hands and face in a stream before teleporting west to Las Vegas.
 Las Vegas was the capital of the E’Clei invasion.
 They’d taken the city with very little violence, so almost
all of the infrastructure was still intact.  It was shocking
to see the lights still on; the fountains at the Bellagio still
flowed.   He walked up the wooden walkway to the front
doors of the Bellagio resort and opened them.  Just inside, in
the cool, conditioned air, two zombies stepped in front of him.

“We are here to
report,” Corbin said to them.  “Do not
keep us waiting. Gather the
council.”

The two zombies stepped aside, allowing
Corbin to walk inside the casino.  Before the invasion, the
entire place would have been full of humans, wasting their lives on
pointless vices.  Homo sapiens were endlessly fascinating.
 Many of them spent their lives trying to be “good people” by
giving to those in need and by attending their endless religious
services, and then they would turn around and go to a place like
Las Vegas.  It was called “Sin City” for a reason.
 Endless opportunities for pleasure were only a few blocks
away.  The city had thrived off the need humans had to escape
their reality by spending their money on alcohol, drugs, sex, and
the potential for even more money.  The hypocrisy was
astounding.  The building Corbin now stood in had been a
hub of all the things wrong with humans.  It seemed right that
it was now the center of their end.

Corbin sat in a chair and waited, trying to
keep his patience.  The council members were probably
regenerating, but his report couldn’t wait.   It was just
a few minutes before he was summoned.

“Come.  We would
look upon you.”

Corbin walked through the lobby of the
hotel, entered the elevator, and pressed the button for the top
floor.  He leaned against the back wall of the elevator, still
trying to stay patient as the elevator climbed the thirty-six
floors to the top.  Finally, the door opened up, revealing the
luxuriously appointed penthouse suite.  The entire top floor
of the hotel was reserved for the council members.

Lying on a bed against the far wall of the
suite was a disgusting-looking human.  Her flesh was mostly
gone, and what little bit there was appeared pink and raw.
 She must have been using a huge amount of her energy just to
suppress the pain indicators to keep the body from shutting down.
 Her legs were swollen so tight that the pink skin was shiny,
as if it were ready to burst.   Her intestines were
loosely coiled within her ribcage, although there wasn’t enough
flesh to contain them.  Crusty yellow rags had been tied
around her abdomen to hold them in while she re-grew the flesh
around them.  Corbin couldn’t imagine the amount of energy she
was wasting rebuilding this body.  The smell of rotten, burned
flesh purveyed the room.  The bed had blackened scales of skin
and gore lying all around it where her body had sloughed off the
damaged flesh.

Flanking the bed on either side were the
eight council members. They stood unmoving, staring at Laura.

“It is good to
see you, Laura,” said Corbin.
 “Why do you not take
a new host?”

“The humans must
be made to see this host
whole.  They must not be
allowed to claim victory, even
if they only destroyed the
body.  Humans place much
emphasis on the host, as
if the vehicle defined who
the person really was.  The
humans have so many flaws,
and their endless obsession with
outward appearances must be
maintained, no matter how much
energy it wastes,” Laura said.
 “Now, give us your report.
What did you learn during
your time with Tookes?”

Corbin paused for a moment before speaking
aloud.  “After the underestimation in Atlanta, Tookes and his
people were separated for a while.  The teleporter Leo left,
and Victor went after her.  I got a chance to get close to
Marshall.  He is much more powerful than we originally
thought,” Corbin said.  “If he ever figures out how to use the
rest of his abilities, he will prove very difficult to handle.
 Where Victor’s temper and passion for the living is something
we have successfully used against him, Marshall is much slower to
action.  He weighs options and doesn’t make the mistakes his
brother does.”

Laura’s head moved slightly towards Corbin.
“How strong is Victor?”

“His abilities are stronger than any human
I’ve ever come across,” he replied.  “Victor was shielded by
two strong mentalists and tore through the barrier like it was
paper.  His ability to predict decisions is getting stronger,
and he’s now a combat veteran.  He has grown as a leader, and
his people will follow him into any battle.”

“And the sister?
 She was unanticipated.”

“Renee is still an unknown.
 Lightfoot’s men captured everyone else but her.  I know
that she was in Fort Hood, but I never saw her.  What I do
know is that she set fires and partially blew up a building.
 Clearly, she’s smart and resourceful.  She spent most of
her time with her daughters, so I know very little about her.”

“Unfortunate,” Laura replied.
 “What of the teleporter,
the shooter, and that other
woman?  The one that
created the shield in
Atlanta?”

“The teleporter, Leo, is dead, so she won’t
be an issue.  The shooter was severely injured in the battle
but did not die.  Kris, the one from Atlanta, showed up with
another woman I did not know and killed many of the humans at the
base at the same time.  Once she fully embraces her power, she
could be as much of a threat as Victor could, especially if they’re
together.  I watched Victor violently kill Lightfoot before I
left the scene.” Corbin paused. “The mission was successful,
exactly as planned.  Tookes destroyed the army base and all of
the super humans that had gathered there.  Fort Hood is no
longer a threat.  There are only a handful of super humans
left in the United States outside of those Tookes has
gathered.”

“We have reason
to believe that John’s family
has a number of supers
from Australia with them.
 Christian reported that they
escaped Hawaii, causing major
damage to our forces there.”

Corbin could tell that Laura was angry.
 Christian had been the first.  Being a Prime, Christian
was the first lieutenant she created and was the most powerful of
all of them.  He was created solely with the original ancient
E’Clei that had arrived on the planet.

Comparatively, Corbin came from a different
branch.  James Watley, who was the last of the Primes created,
produced him.  Tookes had killed Watley shortly after arriving
in Virginia.   When Corbin was alone with his thoughts,
he’d surmised that absorbing Watley’s Prime E’Clei was why Victor
was so powerful.

“What are my orders?” Corbin asked.
 His cover with Tookes was shaky at best.  Corbin knew
Victor was smart enough to figure out that he was the one who
called Lightfoot and told him where they were and how to capture
them.  It wouldn’t be long before he figured out the rest.
 If she sent him back to Tookes, Corbin was sure he wouldn’t
live very long.  Given how violently Victor’s encounter with
Lightfoot ended, he assumed he would suffer a similar fate.

“Report to Christian
in Hawaii.  Help him clean
that up.  Get close to
him.  Report to me when
you’re done. I want to
know why he let them get
away.”

“Yes, my Queen,” said Corbin with some
relief in his voice.  He knelt down and pressed one fist to
the floor and the other to his forehead.  “As you order, so it
shall be.”

“It shall be as
I ordered,” Laura replied.

Corbin disappeared without moving from his
prostrated position, leaving a swirling black mist in his wake.

 




Chapter
28

A Long Overdue Hug

 


The van sped along the highway at its top
speed of one hundred twenty-four miles per hour.  Victor was
down to a quarter tank of gas and knew he had about an hour to go
to the airport.  His goal was to make it without stopping, and
so far, he had been successful.

“Hey, Max-monster,” said Victor.  “Can
you ask Mr. Sean when they’re going to land?”

“Sure, Daddy,” Max said as he reached up and
put his hand on Victor’s shoulder.  The road in front of him
vanished, and suddenly, Vic was sitting in the interior of a large
plane in a body that was not his own.  With a start, Tookes
saw that he was looking through Sean’s eyes on the incoming plane.
 “Whoa, Max!  No!” he yelled, jamming on the brakes of
the van.  The group in the van lurched forward and slid to one
side.  Luckily, there wasn’t anything in front of him, and the
van skidded to a halt.

“Max! Are you crazy? I have to drive; we
could have died,” he said sharply.  As the words fell from his
mouth, he realized that they came out much more sternly than he had
intended.

Max sat in the back seat, his bottom lip
stuck out a little bit, and tears began to well in his eyes.
 “I’m sorry, Daddy,” he said softly.  “I thought you
could talk to Mr. Sean.”  The little boy kept his eyes down
and began to play with the hem of his shirt.

Victor tried to make eye contact with his
son in the rearview mirror.  “Max?  Buddy, look at me
please.”  His son looked up from his shirt and locked eyes
with his father.  “I’m sorry I scared you, buddy.  I was
driving very, very fast.  I was just afraid we’d crash, but
I’m not mad at you, okay?”  Mac nodded, and Vic paused before
asking, “Can you talk to Mr. Sean for me?”

Max nodded again and was silent for only a
moment.  “He says he’s fine.”

“How long until he lands?”

“He says he thinks about two hours.”

“Okay, tell him we’ll be waiting.”

Victor drove hard.  The pair of vans
weren’t going to make it much past the airport, but Victor hadn’t
come this far by holding anything back.  He dodged and weaved
through the sand dunes that had blown over the road and made it to
the airport in a little over an hour.

“We have fifty-five minutes, give or take.
 We need to clear a runway and hopefully find some way to mark
which one,” said Victor.

“I’m going to take the kids and walk around
a little.  They’re so restless that I could scream.” Renee
laughed.  “Reggie, do you want to come with me?”

The older man nodded and walked with Renee
and the children a little way down the road.  It wasn’t long
before a small game of tag broke out, and Victor marveled at how
easily “normalcy” changed for children.  Going across the
country had become just another way of life to them, and they had
all adapted so easily to it.  He was happy and very saddened
by the sudden understanding that this was what their childhood
would be like.

“I’ll go hunt up some paint for the end of
the runway, mate,” John said, pulling Tookes out of his own
thoughts.

“I’ll go with John,” Marshall stated.

“Tookes, check the area for any zombies and
take care of them,” called John, tossing his friend a pistol from
the small of his back.  “Try not to get yourself hurt,” he
added with a grin.

Victor walked towards the runway and started
scanning the area for zombies.  They were all lined up against
the runway fence, and he saw that there were about fifty in total.
 Tookes stopped to look at the first one.  With the fence
between them, it felt pretty safe.  Their fingers clawed at
the air between the wires, desperate to get to him.  Each of
them pressed into the fence, harder and harder, as the zombies
behind them pushed to get to the living man in front of them.

Fingers stuck through the chain link,
wiggling at him.  Tookes surrounded himself in his aura and
touched each finger with his.  As he did, each zombie crumbled
to the ground, and the next stepped up.  Each time Victor
touched an outstretched finger grasping for a bite, he pushed a
little of his aura inside the zombie, killing the parasites inside.
 Without the parasites to control the brain, the empty husk
fell to the ground.  He walked down the fence, lightly
touching each zombie that stuck its finger through the fence, and
watched them fall like dominoes.  As he neared the end of the
row, one of the zombies pulled its hand back just as Victor was
about to touch it.

“Gotcha,” he said.  Victor drove part
of his aura into the zombie’s brain.  Rather than stabbing
wildly, he looked around a bit.  He found the areas of the
zombie’s brain controlling its movement and seized it.  The
corpse literally froze in place.

Victor poked around a little more, learning more about how the
parasite interfaced with the brain.  This zombie had a lot of
dead areas.  Victor surmised that those areas hadn’t had
enough E’Clei to control.  He looked through the zombie’s
brain for several minutes before he sent a thought to the zombie.
 “What is your job?”

“Tell superiors if
we see the boy who
controls us.  Make more
soldiers.  Eat.”

“Have you told
them anything?”

“We have not
seen the boy. We will
make you a soldier.”

“I don’t think
so,” thought Victor, firming up his aura.
 “I think you’re going to
kill the zombies next to
you.  Take all their
E’Clei.”  The second part was an order, not
communication.  “Take all E’Clei
from every soldier you can
find.”

The lieutenant must have been a weak one.
 Its face hung limply, sagging at the eyes, and its skin
showed signs of wear.  Victor had no trouble implanting the
suggestion in the zombie’s brain.  It wasted no time, turning
to the zombie beside it.  The lieutenant held his mouth to the
soldier’s neck for several seconds, draining it of E’Clei.

“Do not harm
humans.  Kill only E’Clei.
 Do not stop until all
the E’Clei are dead and
then kill yourself.”

Victor walked back along the fence, shaking
his head and wondering what he’d just done. He checked his watch.
Thirty-five minutes to landing.

“Max, how far
out is Mr. Sean?”

At the opposite end of the runway, Marshall
and John were painting the landing strip.   Marshall was
working near a cart full of paint and painting supplies, marking a
huge arrow, pointing towards the end of the runway, and John was
painting the final “D” in a twenty-foot tall “WIND,” indicating
that the pilot was going to be landing in a headwind, the best
possible scenario.

Tookes was just approaching them when Max
replied, “Twenty minutes, Daddy.
 He said they had a
good tailwind.  What’s a
tailwind, Daddy?”

“That’s when the
wind is behind you.  It
pushes the plane along, so
they can fly faster.”

“I knew that.”
 Max seemed to know everything these days, even if he had
never previously heard it before.  The growing mind of a young
child was a fascinating thing.  Victor smiled as Max added,
“I love you, Daddy.”

Victor grabbed a can of white paint and a
roller, dumped a large puddle out onto the runway, and began to
paint.  He was just finishing the last part when they heard
the plane’s huge engines.  Vic stood back to check out his
handiwork.  He had painted a giant “Welcome to America” sign
that took up the whole runway.

Both engines on the left side of the plane
were smoking badly, but the plane flew overhead and wobbled the
wings, the international pilot symbol for “I see you.”  The
huge plane circled, lining up with the runway as John, Marshall,
and Victor cleared the paint supplies and took shelter off to the
side.

“We made it, John,” said Victor.  He
felt both overjoyed that John’s family was going to land safe and
sound and almost overwhelmingly sad.  So much had happened in
the last five days.  They had fought side by side and fought
with each other.  As a team, they had destroyed what felt like
half of Atlanta and came out victorious at another battle at Fort
Hood.  They had lived through several nights without sleep and
the temporary loss of their children.  Together, they had
experienced great gains and great loss.  Victor reflected on
the brief reunion Max got to have with his grandfather and that
their time together was so short lived.  He then thought of
Leo—how terrible their last moments together were and that she had
come back to help Max when he needed her, more needless death in
this new cruel world.   The train was lost but hopefully
still parked where they’d left it.  Its armor was all but
destroyed, and its guns were out of ammunition, but it had served
its purpose.  It seemed like one family had been nearly
destroyed so that another could be reunited.  Tookes figured
that there was some deep, poetic realization that he should be
having, but the pain was much too near to process.  He still
needed to get them all back to Virginia.  There would be time
to dwell later. For now, he had a job to do.

Vic looked over to John and saw that his
best friend was crying.  There were tears openly streaming
down his face.  He wiped his eyes on the back of his hand and
said, “Thanks, mate.”  His accent was thicker than it had been
in months, even in just two words.

Smoke rolled from the tires as they touched
down, rolling through the wet paint and leaving paint spots all the
way up the runway.  The pilot stopped the plane, turned it
around, and taxied down the runway towards John.  The plane
was bigger than Victor expected with a bold “U.S. Air Force” logo
painted on the tops of the wings.  “Well shit, I wonder where
they found a C17 in Australia,” said Marshall.

“There’s a top secret United States base in
Western Australia.  Top secret to everyone except the Aussies.
 Last I talked to Sean, they were leaving from that base,”
John replied.  The three men stood side by side before they
all began walking towards the plane.

The side door of the plane opened, folding a
set of stairs out.  A tall biker-looking guy and a small black
girl came walking out first and stood at either side of the stairs.
 John broke into a run and caught his children as they jumped
down the stairs, enveloping them in a hug.  The tears in his
eyes fell again when his wife appeared in the doorway of the
plane.
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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.
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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...
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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.
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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?
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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.
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{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?
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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
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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,
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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.

PERMUTEDPRESS.COM

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.
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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.

PERMUTEDPRESS.COM

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.
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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
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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

BRYON MRRIGAN®

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.
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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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