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CHAPTER ONE
It was as if someone had sent out an invisible signal that let people know summer had officially just ended. All around him people began pouring out of their hotel rooms, as if on cue, packing their cars until the entire parking lot was crammed full of them. Carefree smiles creased slightly sun burned faces. Summer beach folk mindlessly packed suitcases and beer coolers into pickup trucks, sedans, family vans, and SUV's. Beach balls were deflated. The trash and recycling bins overflowed. A line of cars as far as the eye could see was glistening in the golden light of the late August afternoon, moving down Ocean boulevard, up along Orange, and back over the Coronado bridge, back towards San Diego and the 5, making the slow crawl home in bumper to bumper traffic.
Donovan could not remember having a better summer vacation than the one he had just spent with his girlfriend, Poppy, on Coronado Island. He'd loaded his Kindle up with over twenty new books he wanted to finish before heading back to school. His smile grew as he realized that he had not fired it up even once.
He pushed his way through the mess, getting high fives and back slaps along the way from friends, some old and some new, until he reached the edge of the beach. Poppy was standing there in cut off shorts, a bikini top, and a see-through blouse. Her long blonde hair whipped around her face in the ocean breeze.
God, he thought. She is so beautiful--I am truly lucky! Not that he'd ever let her know that. He'd acted aloof since they first started dating, convinced that if he ever did tell her just how much he cared about her she might freak out. No need to ruin a good thing. But every now and then--like that moment--it hit him, and damn near knocked the air out of him in the process.
“It's a shame, isn't it?” she asked herself just loud enough to be sure he heard her. “A summer beach vacation without being able to go in the water even once.”
“We're lucky they didn't just shut down the island altogether,” he replied. “It could have been so much worse than this.”
“Where did they go? It's like they just disappeared overnight, like it was a bad dream,” she said.
“I don't know,” Donovan replied with a shrug of his shoulders.
“It's all wrong,” she said, staring toward the expanse of glistening blue water, yearning and loss reflected in her eyes. He wrapped his arms around her from behind, pulling her warm body into his. He looked down at her tiny hand as it touched him. “They didn't even take down the signs. That's the only way I know I didn't make it up. Isn't that technically littering?”
“I think it is,” he agreed, whispering into her ear before kissing her neck. “It's downright criminal if you ask me but it's not like anyone cares when it's the government. Hell this whole town is in love with the military.”
Poppy leaned into him, lingering just a moment too long before jerking away. She grabbed his hand, dragging him with her despite his protests towards the ocean. She let go of him and crawled under the fence set up to block access to the beach, the one with all the bright new warning signs she was just complaining about. She turned back to him and flashed a wide smile.
“Don't be such a chicken,” she taunted. “Come on!”
Donovan glanced around nervously before following her. He complained under his breath the whole time - just loud enough to let her know he disapproved but not loud enough for her to make out his string of curse words. Once she got an idea in her head nothing could slow her down again and he knew it. The truth of the matter was this was part of what he found attractive about her, her devil-may-care attitude. Poppy was always in search of a new adventure. Her enthusiasm was nothing short of infectious. He could feel the excitement growing in him, a nervous tickle in the center of his chest that seemed to radiate outwards.
Poppy let go of his hand and raced at full speed toward the water, her long, beautiful legs flashing as she pulled away from him. Donovan tried to keep up with her, but it was no use. She was fast when she wanted to be, damn near uncatchable. She'd run track all of high school, no doubt driving the other boys crazy with her sexy legs and her long, honey blonde hair wildly flowing behind her, waving in their faces like a victory flag as she passed. She made short work of the distance between the fence and the water. By the time he reached her, panting and out of breath, she was calmly leaning against the warning sign put up to keep people out of the water. He was trying not to let on how out of shape he was feeling. Summer had definitely taken a toll on him. When he got back home he was going to hit the gym and up his cardio routine. He was going to have to lay off the beer as well, a thought that made him wince.
“What took you so long, slow poke?”
“Very funny,” he managed at last, straightening up to read the sign.
It had all started the same day they'd left for summer vacation. Donovan had been randomly flipping through radio news channels in search of a traffic report that explain the insane snarl he'd been caught up in when he'd come upon the breaking story. The Coast Guard had intercepted a burning tanker off the coast of San Diego headed up from Mexico. It was believed that some of the passengers were escapees from a Mexican island prison colony and might possibly be infected with an aggressive new strain of highly contagious leprosy. The President of the United States had even made a statement, assuring all Americans that he was taking every conceivable precaution to ensure public health and safety were not endangered by this event.
Donovan flipped between talk radio stations where usually irreverent radio shock jocks were now arguing whether or not one of the Cartels had been involved in the prison break and if high ranking Mexican officials had been involved.
“Whatever is on that boat,” one particularly obnoxious host cajoled, “they don't want it getting off. It's trouble, not just for the current administration, but for you and me. Mark my words friends because the liberal media is going to try to cover this up as quickly as they can. We're on our own here and your life may just depend on how much you know.”
“Are you sure you still want to go?” Poppy looked concerned as she switched the radio off before he could hear any more. “We don't have to you know. We can turn around and head back home. I won't be mad.”
“And miss out on our big beach vacation?” The thought was more than he could bear.
“What if they've closed down the bridge?”
“They won't,” he said fiercely, trying to ward off his shaky nerves. “There are too many people who live on the island. They depend on the tourist economy to stay alive. They need us to come.”
“I don't know,” Poppy grumbled, looking at her nails.
“I do,” Donovan fired back. “Besides, we've already paid for the hotel. Do you want to lose all that money so we can sit around the public pool back home with all the high school kids?”
Poppy shook her head no without making a sound.
“What is it?”
“I got a bad feeling about this Donnie,” she said in a tiny voice.
“It's going to be fine,” he cooed. “They've got it all under control. Aren't you excited to see the Hotel Del Coronado? I thought that was one of the main reasons you wanted to come to San Diego?”
“I was,” she sulked.
“Listen,” he said, turning to look at her as they came to another frustrating dead stop in the middle of the road. “Nothing is going to happen. I promise. I will look out for you. Got it?”
She turned and kissed him on the cheek.
“I love you,” she said.
“I love you too baby,” he replied.
After hours of slow crawling traffic they finally reached the bridge. There was a military checkpoint stopping cars leaving the island and a single soldier waving traffic in. It didn't look any worse at first glance than most airport security details he'd seen.
“You see,” Donovan said. He couldn't resist letting her know he was right. “They're on it. Nothing to worry about.”
Poppy smiled and shook her head in a supportive way but her eyes betrayed her fear. By the time they'd checked in and unpacked it was long forgotten and she was back to her bubbly self. Donovan raced to settle in then changed into trunks. He practically ran out of the room towards the water just in time to see the Army National Guard putting up barricades. Behind them, workers in hazmat suits took readings from the water and put up signs. Donovan felt like a total idiot standing there shirtless in his trunks and flip flops, towel over his shoulder, bottle of tanning lotion and a copy of the Economist in hand. He turned to the soldier. He looked the same age as Donovan, maybe slightly younger.
“When are they going to reopen the beach?” The minute the words were out of his mouth he realized that he sounded like a spoiled, whiny child.
“This area is currently off limits to civilians, sir.”
Donovan couldn't read the guys face. Was he annoyed to have to answer to some rich kid? Donovan wasn't what others would call wealthy, but surely next to this poor, pimple-faced teenager who had to stand out in the hot sun telling guys in swim trunks to stay off the beach, he was well off. Donovan had studied plenty about income inequality in his civics classes. He wouldn't blame the soldier if he had some misplaced anger about their respective positions in society; that was for sure. Not that it was his fault. He hadn't chosen to be born slightly better off. It was just the way things had worked out, the cards that he’d been dealt.
No amount of reasoning seemed to take the guilt away though. The beach air was hot, flushing his face red with embarrassment and twisting up his guts. The fact that the kid had no facial expression just seemed to make things worse. Donovan rationalized that one day, when he was an elected official in Congress maybe, he would work toward reducing poverty and creating better opportunities for people like this kid. He drew himself up and saluted the kid.
“Thank you for your service,” he said.
The kid soldier didn't respond. Already committed, Donovan dropped his hand from his brow, turning as he did and confidently striding away. He wanted to make sure his body language was congruent with his patriotic display. Otherwise it would look like he was mocking the guy. Not wanting to take any chances, he opted not to look back. It was only when he was back in his room, sitting on the edge of his bed and staring out the window, that he noticed his hands were violently shaking.
I’d make a lousy soldier, he thought, trying to calm his nerves. What rattled him most was the soldier’s total lack of emotion. It was as if the guy was a robot devoid of feelings. How did people get that way?
During the rest of their stay they had set up camp by the pool. Poppy worked hard at making all the guys jealous with her amazing body and endless supply of tiny bikinis. Nights were spent going across the harbor in water taxi's to the Gaslight district and drinking until they closed down the tiny, crowded bars. They'd missed the last boat back more than once and had to take a yellow cab back over the bridge. Once they went home with another couple, Frank and Amanda, but had chickened out when it became clear they wanted to swing and left early. They'd walked over a mile to a Denny's to order breakfast and sober up. They slept most of the next day. Poppy hadn't brought it up again and neither had Donovan. The rest of the days had flown past them like pages being ripped off a calendar.
From time to time, Donovan would look over and see Army trucks rolling in and out of the island. There were no reports of bodies washing up on the shore. The government's official position was that the disease had been contained. Donovan kept an eye out but he never saw that pimple-faced kid again. Time seemed to go by in a blur. By the end of their vacation Donovan and Poppy were spending more time indoors drinking and exploring each others bodies than they were outside partying with their friends.
They managed to pull themselves out of bed one Sunday long enough to visit the Hotel Del Coronado. It was old and beautiful and gave Donovan the chills to look at. Poppy had seen an episode of Ghost Adventures on the Travel Channel talking about a lady in a black dress named Kate Morgan that committed suicide while she was a guest and has haunted the place ever since. They wandered through the lobby in search of otherworldly clues, admiring the woodwork and sitting on the ancient couches before hitting the endless gift shops. Once Poppy had gotten her fill of candy and souvenirs for her little sister they walked out into the gardens that overlooked the ocean.
Down by the water guys in white lab coats came and went, like mad scientists from a black and white horror film on basic cable. Soldiers in hazmat suits waded into the water, taking samples and bringing them back to the scientists.
“What are they looking for anyway?” Poppy asked.
“I don't know,” Donovan replied. “But whatever it is can't be that serious or they'd evacuate us all, right?”
“Did you feel the chill in the lobby?” Poppy said suddenly. “All the hairs on the back of my arm stood up at once.”
“You think it was that woman's ghost?”
She shook her head, her eyes growing almost as wide as her smile.
“Why didn't you say something?”
“It freaked me out,” she said, “but in a good way.”
Donovan suggested they walk the street back and hit the New York style pizzeria for beers and slices. Poppy jumped at the idea. They turned away from the water and scurried around the haunted hotel.
That afternoon the news reported that the tanker had sunk. Donovan thought it was strange that no one was saying why it had gone down, whether it had sustained damage from the fire and taken on water or whether the Navy had deliberately torpedoed the hull to intentionally sink it. The twenty-four hour news feeds all had the same details. The only channel not playing it was ESPN so he spent the evening watching an NFL exhibition game and a documentary on John Wooden.
The next day they were just gone--all of them. He woke up to get coffee and couldn't help but check for that kid one last time. To his shock there were no trucks, no scientists in white lab coats, no guys in self-contained white suits and masks, not even any soldiers. The posted warning signs were the only reminder that any of them had ever been there. It was, as Poppy had described it, eerie.
“We're not supposed to be here,” he said. “The beach is still closed.”
“Don't be silly, Donovan,” Poppy replied with one of her trademark carefree laughs that always seemed to melt his resistance away. “You’re always finding something to worry about. These are the last few hours of our break, the last chance we might have to be alone for a while. Between your obsessive devotion to your studies and my demanding social calendar, we might not even see each other again till graduation.”
“I thought that's why we moved in together,” he replied. “Why we’re living in sin.”
Poppy held her hand up to her mouth in fake shock and outrage. Donovan smirked, fighting back a smile. As much as he hated it when she mocked him, he had to admit she was pretty adorable. After all, wasn't her ability to lighten the mood in any situation part of the reason he had chosen to ask her out--over several other girls from wealthy families that insisted they would make a better match than a vacuous party girl who flunked out of college?
“Ah, I can see the start of a smile on your face,” she teased.
“Come on,” he protested, trying to fight it back.
“It's fine,” she continued, ignoring him. “See?” She lifted one foot to show him the soft pink underside. “No tar. No dead bodies. Nada.”
“I just don't want to get into any trouble. This whole area has been closed off by the military the entire time we've been here. That has to mean something.”
“And they left in the middle of the night?”
“The signs are still up, Poppy.”
“Which they probably just forgot to take down on their way out of town,” she offered. “Why are you being such a little boy about this? You sound chicken. Are you a chicken, Donovan?”
She twisted her hands up into her arm pits and flapped her fake wings, dancing around as she mocked him.
“You do understand we could get arrested,” he countered, his argument growing weaker by the second. Poppy stopped and gave him a serious look, creasing her brow and locking her eyes on his as if she hung on his every word.
“Do you have any idea what that could do to my chances of being President one day?”
He tried to stick to his argument, to stay focused, but as he spoke she began to perform a very sexy strip tease like nothing he had ever seen before, pulling her light blouse over her head first, then pushing down her cut-off jeans. His head swam.
Where did she even learn to move like that, he wondered? It was as if she had been hiding this secret talent from him, waiting for the perfect moment to unveil it. Her shorts hit the sand about the same time as his jaw did.
“I wouldn't want to make you do anything you’re uncomfortable with, Donovan. You know that.”
His mouth had suddenly grown as dry as the sand they were standing on. Who was this amazing woman in front of him? He did his best to recover. He didn't want her to know how bad she’d rattled his cage.
“Very funny,” he replied, darting his eyes back and forth, checking up and down the beach to make sure they were still alone. He thought he saw something that looked like a clump of seaweed about the size of a dog off in the distance, but her gentle cooing drew him back.
“Happy Birthday, Mister President,” she sang slowly in a perfectly breathy, high-pitched rendition of Marilyn Monroe. With one hand she reached behind her back and unhooked her bra, removing it with a quick motion and flinging it at Donovan. It landed over his head like something out of a bad 80's sitcom. Donovan was too distracted by her sudden nudity to reply. Poppy used her right arm to cover herself quickly, a slight blush obscuring her facial features, as she twisted back and forth in her bikini bottom panties. A warm breeze wafted under her white bra and made it flap around Donovan's head like a headbanger at a metal concert. Poppy laughed unabashedly as Donovan shook his head back and forth, trying to get it off.
“You are a bad girl,” he said matter-of-factly. “Are you aware of that, miss?”
She lifted the index finger from her free hand to her lips and bit down gently on her fingernail, a coy maneuver that made something deep down inside of Donovan stir to life as he stared into her deep sea foam green eyes.
“Uh huh.”
He pulled the loose bra off his head and flung it at her feet.
“I thought so. Well, I guess there’s just no way around it. I was hoping it wouldn't come to this, but I'm going to have to spank you.”
He sprang at her with a ferocious but playful roar and Poppy, not expecting him to play along, was nearly caught off guard. She shrieked in delighted surprise and leaped out of the way at the last second, pivoting like a gazelle and racing toward the water. Donovan stopped once he’d chased her in, pulling his shirt off, balling it up and chucking it toward the drier part of the sand. Poppy dashed out into the shallow waves, loudly splashing.
“Come on!” she said with a wave of her hand.
“Be right there,” he replied. “Hold your horses.”
“Why don't you come hold them for me?”
Poppy bounced a little, exposing her pert breasts and perky nipples just above the water to tease him.
Donovan almost fell over trying to get out of his pants. He stripped down to his boxers, then charged in like he was making up for lost time. The water was cold, but felt good on his skin which already felt broiled from the hot sun reflected off the white sand. When he was up past his waist, Poppy came over and latched herself onto him. As usual, Donovan was just totally amazed by her--the way she moved, the way the light sparkled in her eyes. She was always so full of life, no matter what the circumstances were. He loved that about her, her ability to pull him back from the brink of seriousness. He needed that in his life, especially with all the pressure his family put on him to get good grades.
What would I ever do without her? Donovan wondered.
That was something he couldn't even imagine. He hoped he'd never have to either. He pushed it out of his mind as he began plotting his revenge on her. It was time for him to pay her back for toying with him, and he knew just the thing.
Donovan unhooked her from him and swam out to deeper water.
“Where are you going?” she whined.
Donovan waited until the water was over his head. He turned back toward her, smiling. His feet brushed against something slimy, like seaweed. He hated that feeling. It was the whole reason he preferred swimming in the ocean as opposed to a lake, so that he wouldn't have to feel the muck on the bottom. Something large swam past his leg, brushing him with its rough skin. He remembered learning that changes in water due to global warming meant a whole new host of predators were now able to access these waters.
Don’t spook yourself out over nothing, he told himself.
Poppy waved for him to come back over to her. She looked nervous.
“Donovan, come on,” she pleaded. Just then, Donovan was abruptly pulled under water, leaving only a flailing right hand waving frantically. Icy cold fear shot through Poppy. What had she done? She lured him out here and now something was attacking him. She screamed as he thrashed back and forth, fighting his way to the surface. She was paralyzed with fear, her high-pitched scream the only thing her body allowed to escape. Donovan went all the way under, and then everything went quiet. Poppy froze in fear. Bubbles rose to the surface where Donovan had gone under, and then there was nothing. She called out to him, unsure of what to do.
“Donovan! Donovan!”
All at once, a burst of bubbles rose up like an explosion to the surface and then Donovan was flying out of the water past his waist. He was laughing! The stitch in Poppy's chest loosened and she let out a nervous laugh that melted quickly into anger as she realized she’d been tricked. She angrily splashed at Donovan as he waded toward her to wrap his arms around her tiny waist. He leaned in to kiss her, but she turned her head, still upset with him.
“Don't be cross,” he said. “I was just playing.”
“That's not funny,” she chided, but she was already softening. He put his hand under her chin and gently turned her face toward his, pulling her into a kiss. She kissed back at first, soft and warm and reassuring, then pulled away and began to swim back to shore. Donovan didn't follow her immediately. Instead he dove back into the water, splashing around wildly like a kid turning an unwanted bath into a new adventure. By the time he dove through a small set of waves, she was already fully dressed, back on the shore pouting.
“Come on back in, baby,” he shouted to her. “It's really nice.”
“Not until you apologize,” she icily replied. “You scared the daylights out of me!”
Donovan was amazed at how quickly her mood had changed. It was one of the few things that bothered him about her, how mercurial she could be. Most girls were like this about once a month, but Poppy was like this all the time. Not that he was a picnic to be around all the time either, with his pensive nature and occasional brooding. He knew he was no saint, so he tried to be as kind to her as he could when she got this way. So far, he hadn't figured out a quick way to change her mood, especially when they were out in public. He'd already tried almost everything he could think of. He just wished there was a phrase he could use or a secret move he could learn that would make everything better again. He suspected that there was, that every woman knew it, they probably printed it in their chick magazines, but they sure as hell didn't plan on sharing it with him. He'd have to do this the hard way so he resigned himself to win her back slowly. Hopefully, the nice day would help sway her mood. Otherwise, it was gonna be a long drive home.
“I'm sorry baby,” he began, trying to sound as contrite as possible. “You know I didn't mean to frighten you so bad. I was just trying to have a little fun and . . .” Donovan's words trailed off. What he saw walking up behind Poppy made his face twist into a mask of fear.
“And what?” Poppy demanded, arms folded in front of her, a stern look of anger knitting her brow together. “Go on and finish.”
He didn't respond at first. A look of absolute terror had washed over his face. This wasn't like Donovan to be so playful, Poppy thought. Despite taking a semester of drama he really wasn't that good of an actor. It was unnerving. Poppy decided she wasn't going to let him trick her twice. He'd never let her live it down.
“Poppy!” Donovan cried out. “Look out behind you!” He didn't wait for her response this time. Instead, he plunged head first toward her and began swimming as hard as he could in to shore. A huge wave crashed over him, tumbling him like a heavy sweater in a washing machine. He spit water out as he came up coughing and sputtering. The tide pulled back and he got to his feet.
“Poppy, run!”
She smirked at him, the anger fading. He was just being ridiculous now. She was sure of it. He had to be. She had never seen him so out of control. If that wasn't an act then what else could it be? He was trying to humiliate her but it wasn't going to work. She wouldn't give him the satisfaction of being able to tease her for the rest of the year.
“I'll have you know I grew up with three older brothers,” she began, cocking her head to the side. “I've seen every trick in the book, mister.”
Just then a cold, wet hand that felt like marble clamped down on her bare shoulder. Poppy felt an unexpected wave of fear and shock wash over her as she was spun around. Unbridled terror replaced the sinking feeling of surprise as she came to a stop, face-to-face with the diseased features of what looked like a walking nightmare. The sick man was wearing tan slacks and a matching button up shirt streaked down the front with dirty brown stains and dark red stripes that appeared painted on by bloody fingers. Sunglasses rode the top of his head, twisted into the knotted clumps of ratty black hair that remained in between exposed sores and puss-filled boils on his balding scalp. His face was tinged a putrescent shade of gangrene and the skin had lost its elasticity, giving it the appearance of hanging just slightly loose, like on a corpse. His lips were darkened the color of dried blood, with the kind of deep grooves only fire or frostbite could inflict, and his broken and chipped teeth were a terrible mix of rotting gray and bile yellow. His breath smelled sickly sweet, like sugar and sewage, with a cold coming out from him that was as bone chilling as an icy winter wind that penetrated to the core. A low moan that sounded like a rattle starting in his chest erupted out of him, blowing flecks of wriggling white foam from his decaying mouth onto her, as he held her in place with both hands.
Poppy looked up from the man's mouth to his eyes, and time seemed to stop. Fresh streaks of thick blood poured out of his eyes like a weeping saint. His pupils were large, black, and empty.
Soulless, Poppy thought, like a dead thing.
The rest of the eye had turned a dull shade of yellow. Poppy stared, lost and helpless, as his cold grip pulled her closer in toward his open mouth. There was a sharp pain in her shoulder as the sick man bit down into her and tore a chunk of skin away. She cried out in pain, a piercing and unexpected shriek drowned out by the offshore winds and crashing tides.
Poppy turned her head to see bright blood gushing out of the wound in her shoulder. The living foam, like tiny maggots, was crawling over the bite-shaped opening. She turned her face toward the man holding her, eyeing the hot blood smeared on his face--knowing it was her blood. The taste of her seemed to awaken a deeper hunger in him and he opened his mouth again, his strength redoubled, and he began pulling her in for another bite. Poppy screamed at the top of her lungs, so loud and long that it felt like she was damaging something in her throat. Fear overwhelmed her as she realized she couldn’t stop him from hurting her again. Then, as the terrible mouth came down closer to her shoulder again, Donovan's fist collided with it, knocking the man back and freeing Poppy. Her legs gave out and Poppy fell limply to the soft, warm sand. Her vision was blurry but she could see Donovan raising his fist over and over again, slamming it down into the man's head and chest. At first the man twitched and convulsed. Then, after what felt like a long few minutes, he simply went limp. Donovan raised his foot and stomped down on the man's head for good measure before rushing to Poppy's side. He knelt down by her side and put his arms around her. His skin felt like it was on fire. She didn't realize till now how cold she was. Despite being a warm sunny day only minutes ago, it now felt like it was the dead of winter.
“Poppy! Are you okay? Talk to me.”
She wasn't okay. She was shivering all over. She began to cry and her body seemed to tremble even more. It took all the energy she had just to force the words out.
“It hurts. Who was that guy? Why did he bite me?”
Donovan let out a loud sigh. He glanced back at the unmoving body behind them.
“Just some creepy pervert,” he said unconvincingly.
“Is he dead?” Poppy hoped he was. She was surprised by the intensity of her desire. She had never wished for anything more in her life than she did for his death in that moment.
“No,” Donovan said a little too quickly. He glanced back again but the man didn't move. “I don't know. I don't think so. I think he's just knocked out.”
“I hope you killed him,” Poppy said, filled with fresh hate.
“Can you walk?”
“I’m . . . not sure,” she stuttered. Donovan frowned. He pulled her to her feet and began examining her wound.
“Honestly, it's not that bad,” he said, looking a little relieved. “We can get it looked at by a doctor at Urgent Care when we get back home or I can drive you to the emergency room if you don't want to wait that long.”
Donovan nervously fidgeted.
“What is it?” Her teeth were chattering as she spoke.
“It's just that I don't want to have to file a police report,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “We weren't supposed to be in the water and I'm not sure how badly injured that asshole is. I know I was within my legal rights to protect you but you never know when someone is going to sue you. California has some crazy laws. They could even go after my family in a civil case.”
“It's fine,” she managed. “Just get me to the car.”
“Are you sure?” Donovan felt like a prick but the last thing he needed was her overreacting. It was just a bite. It would heal. What he didn't need was some hopped up ACLU lawyer out to make a name for themselves taking on this illegal immigrants case pro bono and dragging his family into court. He could almost hear his father's angry voice telling him to be a man and just take care of it.
“I'm so cold,” Poppy whimpered. The urge to sit down and cry overwhelmed her. If it wasn't for him holding her up, she was sure she’d break down.
“It's just shock,” Donovan offered. “You've had a horrible, traumatic episode. Let's get you wrapped up and in the car, okay baby?”
Donovan leaned over and picked up their clothes. He slowly began walking Poppy back to the motel. She looked over her shoulder at the man who had attacked her. His body lay still as the grave. A dark oily looking fluid leaked out around his head. The sinking feeling inside of her returned but she told herself it was just the shock. Donovan would take care of her. He always did. The pain in her shoulder was settling into a dull, burning throb. Her joints ached like they were on fire as she walked. It felt almost as if they were stiffening, locking up on her, as if that white foam was filling her up.
Donovan pulled his own shirt over her head, the blood from her wound soon soaking through the shoulder and making the fabric stick to her. He walked her through the parking lot to her car. It was her car but for a minute she didn't recognize it. Donovan unlocked the passenger side door and helped her sit down. He gently buckled her into the seat and reclined it so she could lie down. The world and everything in it felt like a bad dream and all she wanted to do was lie down somewhere and sleep--forever.
Back down on the shore where they'd been playing just moments before two more men in tan outfits came up out of the water and began walking towards the shore.
  
 


CHAPTER TWO
Satoshi Takahashi's hands shook as he took out samples from the freezer. He set them on the smooth counter with a rattling clatter.
“Get it together,” he fiercely whispered to himself. “This is no time to fall apart.”
Satoshi had dreamed of coming to America since he was a little boy. He blamed his older brother, Akihiro, who used to talk about it incessantly in between playing ball in the field near their house as kids.
“One day I'm going to go to America and be a star pitcher for the New York Yankees,” Akihiro would say. “You will still be here helping mother fold laundry, especially the way you throw!”
Satoshi thought about the hours he spent helping his mother fold the neighbors laundry. She'd taken on the side work to make up for his father's falling wages, but the arthritis in her hands made the work slow going. Soon word got around of her ability to remove almost any stain and the piles of laundry outstripped her ability to keep up on her own. He was happy to help. His mother often rewarded him with a new book at the end of each week. By the time he was a teenager he had an extraordinary library in his room. He was also doing most of the laundry himself. His mother would sit nearby and read out loud to him, often having no clue what many of the words meant.
Those were some of the best days of my life, he thought. The memory of the wrinkles in his mother's face made him smile and tear up at the same time.
His father Hito worked long hours at the plant. Satoshi didn't see very much of him growing up. He only came home long enough to eat before going out to drink away most of his wife's profits. Hito was a man of few words, but from those words Satoshi could tell his father favored his muscular, athletic older brother over him. Satoshi had suffered from Crohn's disease as a young child. It had stunted his growth. It had only lasted for a couple years but he could still remember them vividly, the fever dreams and rashes on his legs. His mother, Meiko, had fretted over him long after the illness had gone into remission. While Akihiro was out exploring the banks of the river bed near their home, getting into scrapes with the local boys, and practicing his pitching, Satoshi was stuck indoors with nothing but his books and his imagination to keep him company. His father, who loved rice wine and American baseball, took to calling him the daughter he'd never wanted.
“Sick all the time,” he slurred one night, throwing his hot soup spoon at Satoshi's head, “like a weak, good for nothing girl.”
Satoshi had been accepted to the University on scholarship. He never planned on studying anything but medicine even though he excelled at math as well as science. He breezed through his studies, maintaining a high grade point average and graduating with full honors. Next came med school, along with his successful residency as a pediatrician in Japan. Then another three years in general pediatrics and neonatology in Kyoto.
Akihiro was drafted by the Angels in Anaheim. He'd become a national star pitching left handed successfully for the Chiba Motte Marines in Nippon. His signature throw - a spiraling, downward breaking split finger fast ball - regularly clocked over 99 mph and left even A-Rod scratching his head on more than one occasion. It was enough to lift the Angels to the playoff's but they fell just short of making the World Series due to an abundance of last minute errors by exhausted outfielders and losing their best player to a fifty game steroid ban. Akihiro had earned the Cy Young for the American League but missed the entire next season due to needing Tommy Johns surgery to repair his arm. He was scheduled to make his comeback against the Yankees but was killed by a drunk driver in Fullerton the night before the game. Satoshi rushed home to be with his family upon hearing the news. Hito fell into a depression that would not lift, drinking to black out and refusing to get dressed or leave the house. His mother took the brunt of his abuse, eventually packing a bag and leaving to her sisters after he blacked her eye. They found Hito drowned in the river the next day, floating face down. It was not clear if he meant to do it or fell in drunk.
Satoshi decided to study infectious disease in America after that. There was nothing left for him at home. His mother gave her blessing. She had refused to return, preferring the company of her widowed sister to an empty house. He applied for a job and was quickly picked up by research firm in Tucson on a limited Visa. While he hated his new home, the sterile, dry heat and casually racist neighbors, he loved the work so much it didn't matter. He spent long hours at the lab studying how microbes interacted with skin cells and blood samples. He discovered, much to his own amazement, that he no longer yearned to work as a physician directly interacting with patients. The thought of never having to deal with another hospital administer sounded like a dream to him. No he'd much rather work as a scientist. He was particularly interested in splicing apart viruses in an effort to reverse engineer them. He'd spent months attempting to increase blood flow to necrotic cells by introducing infectious but relatively harmless pathogens and felt close to a break through. Instead he'd come home to find his apartment had been broken into in his absence. Everything but his mattress was gone, and that had been torn to shreds. When he returned to his lab his pass no longer worked. When he asked what was going on he was told to go home and wait for someone to contact him.
Satoshi drove to a bar instead and ordered a beer. A white man with slicked back hair in a black suit and tie showed up a short time later and sat next to him. He quickly struck up an overly familiar conversation with him, the central thesis of which seemed to revolve around how Satoshi should move to Vegas to work for his employer. He knew a lot about what Satoshi had been up to, too much in fact, and while the tone of his voice was relaxed and casual Satoshi felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up when he spoke - as if each word was its own threat.
“Who are you?” Satoshi had asked.
“You can call me Bob,” the had replied, handing him just a card with a Black Helix logo on it. The man in black promised that everything would be taken care of if Satoshi just came along. His employer had close ties to the government. He would be given a place to stay, a lab of his own, an open ended work visa, and more money than he could ever spend in one lifetime. Satoshi didn't remember saying yes. All he remembered was the man's wide smile as he was led from the bar outside to a black town car and driven to a private jet on a secluded airstrip in the middle of nowhere.
He'd been working at the labs in Las Vegas ever since. Truth be told he'd never been so happy in his life. He had a huge two story house with a pool and jacuzzi in a gated community. The closets were filled with clothes in his size and taste when he arrived. The entry way table had a selection of tickets to shows, sporting events, and concerts - more than he could attend. The fridge was fully stocked and so was the wine cellar. He fell into bed that first night, a California King, and passed out. The next day they drove him to his new lab. All of his original research was there waiting for him when he arrived. He was given a personal assistant, along with a body guard, and told to begin picking out his research team from a list of pre-screened applicants.
He'd spent most of his time in the lab from then on, working around the clock on taking apart some of the worst disease known to mankind. He'd tinkered with everything from Nodding disease to Crohn's to rabies to Ebola. Occasionally someone would pop in to check up on him but for the most part he was left to his own devices. He'd made remarkable strides in isolating pathogens and introducing them in unexpected ways into both sick and healthy cells. When he finished he would upload the results into the mainframe and log out for the day. He'd fall into bed each night feeling content and empty in the best possible way.
Everything had been perfect - until last night. He'd come home late, as usual, and flipped on the television. The minute he heard reports of the ghost tanker he felt a sinking sensation in the pit of his stomach. That name, Islas Maria, had been in a researcher folder on the mainframe. He'd always assumed that his work would be used to target and treat diseases, sick kids like he once was, by top pharmaceutical companies. That was the extent of his ethical dilemma, that only the wealthy and connected would be able to initially afford the fruits of his labors. He'd assuaged his prickly conscience with thoughts of other scientists taking apart the medicine and making generic copies for countries like India and less fortunate African nations.
How could I be so naive? How could I be so fucking stupid?
They'd made a weapon from his work. He knew it at once. He'd seen the symptoms listed on the television screen and knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that they had nothing to do with leprosy. Biological warfare - that's what it was. He barely slept that night. He felt like the father of the atomic bomb, like Oppenheimer. His work would be used to kill millions, possibly even end life on earth. For hours he contemplated killing himself, trying to think of the most painless and effective method. Perhaps someone would come for him, to do the job for him, to keep him from talking, from telling anyone his story. Maybe they'd send Bob again. He listened for footsteps, half hoping they would end his crippling guilt, but they never came.
Morning eventually arrived and he returned to the lab feeling jumpy and tired. He logged on to discover that the research folders were now locked. In fact the only access he had was to his own work. The rest of the system appeared to be offline.
They are already covering their tracks, he thought. That's why they don't have to worry about killing me. They've compartmentalized. They can deny all of this when the time comes.
He could exactly how it would play out. Their million dollar marketing team would release a statement about how Satoshi was a rogue scientist working on his own pet projects, how they'd taken him in and he'd betrayed them for his own dark designs.
All the blame will fall solely on me.
One thing they hadn't taken away from Satoshi was access to the samples, his work. If he could take one with him, if he could make a copy somehow, maybe he could tell his side of the story. He fumbled with the clear lid of the sample but couldn't get it open with his gloves.
Damn! I'm running out of time. Soon they will lock me out of my own lab and I'll be taken God knows where, Guantanamo or some black site and kept in isolation. This may be my last chance to prove my innocence!
Satoshi ripped his gloves off in frustration. He reached up and yanked his protective mask free as well. He was sweating profusely now, panting from excitement. He leaned over and pried open the lid to his most virulent sample. He turned and looked up at the security cameras monitoring him. Nothing happened. He laughed. He had been expecting sirens to go off, maybe armed guards to come running in. He was so tired he was practically delirious. Surely he was being paranoid. No one was coming for him. Still it wouldn't hurt to have an insurance policy.
Better to hide something now before it's too late, he thought.
Satoshi broke apart part of the sample with a nearby glass stir rod and transferred it a small test tube, corking it with a rubber stopper. He held it up to get a closer look. In that tiny container was the culmination of his life's work - all he was and all he'd ever be.
Mother would be so proud, he thought, if only she knew.
He closed the lid back up and replaced the sample in the fridge. He had a tough decision to make. What was he going to do with the rest of his day? Should he leave early, claiming to be sick? Should he stay and wait for them to come for him? Who would come? Would it be one of the suits from the front office or someone else like the man in black who originally recruited him? What if no one ever came?
He chalked up his indecisiveness to lack of sleep. He'd have to go home and rest. He had never taken a sick day. No one would give him a hard time for needing some rest, not after all the work he'd done. He was one of their most valuable employees. He had no doubt about that.
He was undressing when he began to feel the tickle in the back of his throat. He didn't pay much attention to it, chalking it up to the dry Vegas air or maybe some mild allergy. He was so hot. He couldn't think straight with all his clothing on. He needed his car keys, but he didn't know why. He couldn't remember where he'd parked his Mercedes. Come to think of it, he couldn't remember driving to work in the first place. He was having trouble thinking clearly, having trouble remembering things. Everything felt foggy in his brain all of a sudden. He had a terrible headache coming on. His sore throat now felt red raw, like someone had dragged a fork through it. He coughed to relieve the tickle and a fine mist of blood sprayed out onto the counter. It felt like chunks were coming loose inside of him but he wasn't able to focus on it. He looked down to see blisters forming on the back of his hands. His skin itched all over. Something was wrong but he couldn't figure out what it was. His stomach gurgled as he leaned over and threw up a fluid stream of black bile all over the counter top. It felt good to get it out but left him empty inside. He'd never felt so hungry in his life before. He felt like he would die if he didn't get something in him right away, something warm and living and full of blood. Just the thought of tearing apart a small animal, a rabbit, yes, or maybe a dog, mmm, or even a small child, made him swell with manic bliss. A sharp pain in his arm brought him out of his vivid daydream. He'd bitten his own arm. Dark burgundy coagulated blood began to puss out of the wound. It hurt so much he screamed in agony. Anger surged through him, a terrible rage for not being able to feed, to quench his overwhelming hunger. The rage came in waves, filling him up, making him strong, numb, unstoppable. It was as if the anger was a living being capable of overriding all of his other systems. It was his God now. Yes. It would take care of him. It would lead him to food, living breathing food. It would take all the pain away. Satoshi gave himself over to it and soon the last of his troubled thoughts vanished like dew drops evaporating in the desert sun. The last things he saw were his blistered hands pushing open the security door and heading down the hallway.
  
 


CHAPTER THREE
Graham had his pants all the way down, bunched around his ankles. He was lost in thought. Mornings were his special time. Once the scientists were all checked into their labs they immediately got to work and forgot all about their assistants. The “geniuses” would have their heads buried deep in their personal research projects until well after lunch. Usually around one or two they'd bug him to run some menial errand. Sometimes they'd forget him until nearly five. Graham had grown used to it. He didn't even mind anymore. One day he'd have his own lab to screw around in. Until then he'd learned to take advantage of the quirks in the system, to use them to his advantage. His record was three releases in one session. He was sure he could do better. He'd even begun to bring his own hand lotion to help with the process.
He always chose the last stall in the bathroom, the one marked Handicapped, because it was the largest and afforded him the most privacy - not that anyone ever came in. He set down his thermos of coffee and his cell phone next to a pile of adult magazines he'd picked up at a liquor store on the strip on his way over. New porn. Was there anything better? He started with the Hustler, skipping right to the prize, flipping open the centerfold and letting it hang in front of him.
Might just go for the record today, he thought as he let out a low whistle of appreciation.
The girl was no more than nineteen years old with dark chocolate brown curls that framed her baby doll face and unnaturally large endowments. Her nipples were puffy and bright pink. Graham had a weakness for puffy nipples.
He wondered how they got these girls to let them take all these naked photos of them? They couldn't be paying that much money. Between the magazines and the internet their friends and family were guaranteed to see it. Still every month a whole new parade of gorgeous young girls were lined up like a feast of flesh to satisfy his darker urges and curiosities.
Maybe they didn't have families anymore? Or maybe they wanted to piss their family off. Revenge. That had to be it. He didn't want to think about it anymore. It wasn't going to help his fantasy. It always started the same way. Graham imagined the girl as his next door neighbor Candice, from when he the street he grew up on in Cherry Wood. She'd been left home by her wealthy family and invited him over to seduce him so she could finally lose her virginity. It didn't matter that the girl changed, or that the layouts would vary from pools to the ocean to luxury apartments. He needed it to start there for the illusion to work. Where it went from there didn't matter. It always ended the same anyway.
“She's flawless, absolutely flawless,” Graham muttered. “Skin like a saucer of cream. I bet she even smells good when she's taking a . . .” Just then a low, guttural moan echoed off the bathroom tile. Graham froze and held his breath. It sounded like a large animal had gotten into the lab. Maybe they were testing on something bigger than rabbits and no one had bothered to tell him. It couldn't be chimps. Whatever that was sounded at least as big as an orangutan.
Spikes of adrenaline shot through him leaving an acid taste in his mouth as he went flaccid. He gingerly folded the magazine and set it down next to the others. The last thing he needed was to be caught in the bathroom spanking one out. How would he explain it to his parents, that he couldn't get another job in his chosen field because his work file was literally marked jerk off?
He heard the door open and another unearthly growl that bounced off the tiled walls. His heart thumped in his chest and he immediately fell quiet as the grave. He was trapped! He'd have to pray that whatever this was, it would get distracted and leave if he held out long enough. Suddenly he was grateful that he'd finished his business and cleaned up before cracking the magazine. He pulled his feet up onto the toilet seat, doing his best to make as little noise as possible. His breath felt caught in his chest, burning there. He slowly exhaled, trying to calm himself down. Just when he felt he was on the verge of stopping his impending panic attack, the first loud crash rang out! Someone was going stall to stall kicking the doors open one at a time!
Graham did his best to stave off the fear but after the third door was booted open, he caved and cried out.
“Who the hell is that?! This isn't funny! I'm going to kick your fucking ass if you don't knock it the fuck off!”
If he was going to die, he was going to at least fight back. Almost immediately the sound of the growling and moaning stopped. For what might have been the longest minute of his adult life, Graham sat in silence, not daring to move or make another sound for fear of giving himself away. After a long sixty seconds had passed, he decided that whatever it was must have given up and moved on to easier prey. Graham let his feet rest back down on the floor and let out a loud sigh of relief. Maybe his coworkers had finally figured out what he'd been up to and decided to play a prank on him. Fuckers.
He leaned over and picked up his thermos, pulling his head back up just as the door to his stall came flying at him. Satoshi's face was already contorted beyond almost all recognition. Blood poured from his eyes and a foul stench came from his open mouth as he lunged for Graham teeth first, driven on by a terrible hunger. Graham let out a high pitched scream like a girl and wildly kicked his legs at him. Satoshi pupils were misted over with living foam, like an old, blind cat. He was nothing short of a monster.
Graham bolted to his feet and shoved past the ghastly looking half naked man trying to eat him. Satoshi lunged at him, mouth open, desperately trying to bite. Graham knocked him to one side and Satoshi's clammy hands scratched at him as he dashed past. He practically knocked the door off its hinges as he bolted out of the bathroom leaving his stack of dirty magazines behind. He lost his footing as he reached the hallway, his legs moving faster than his feet, and toppled into the wall with barely enough time to get his hands up in front of his head. A split second longer and he would have knocked himself out cold. He couldn't think straight. Cold, numbing fear was spreading through him. He was vaguely aware of a biting pain in his twisted right ankle but he ignored it, scrambling back to his feet and hobbling down the hallway towards the exit. He threw open the door and bright sunlight blinded him. He turned his head long enough as he exited to see that Satoshi had recovered and was chasing after him. Forcing the door shut he leaned against it. Satoshi began throwing his body at it, nearly knocking Graham over. He tried to dig his feet in and use his body weight to block it but Satoshi had grown unusually strong. He seemed oblivious to pain as well, driven by a single minded desire to attack and kill. Graham's ankle was now screaming. He looked down to see it swelling over the side of his shoe. A hard thrust from behind knocked him over and he felt the skin of his palms scrape against the sidewalk. That unearthly growl sounded behind him. Graham heard himself whimpering as he forced himself back to his feet and scrambled towards the grassy park and the safety of the quad. Glancing back over his shoulder he saw that Satoshi was already after him.
“Help me,” Graham cried out, no longer caring if he sounded desperate. “Someone please help!”
A group of scientists and suits loomed up ahead. They seemed distracted by something. A flash of color just past them revealed a cluster of students racing through the park, firing neon colored dart guns at each other and hollering. All eyes were on their antics. No one seemed to be noticing the real life drama playing out just a few feet behind them.
I'm going to die, Graham thought. I'm going to fucking die here and no one even cares!
Graham gave a final scream that seemed to turn their heads. Satoshi was almost on top of him. With a final burst of energy he flung himself forward like a gazelle avoiding a wild cat, but it was too late. Satoshi sprung ahead and knocked him over with a guttural snarl.
They rolled on the grass, coming to rest with Satoshi over the top of Graham. Graham was surprised by how strong Satoshi was. He couldn't understand why there was fresh blood coming from his face. He thrashed around in a useless attempt to free himself, to no avail.
“Fuck!”
A wild look flashed across Satoshi's sallow face. He opened his ragged, bloody mouth and leaned forward toward Graham, who renewed his efforts to kick him over and free himself. It was too late! Satoshi locked his jaw on Graham's right shoulder. Graham could feel the teeth starting to penetrate his skin. He'd been bitten and it hurt like hell! Graham let out a loud roar of pain and misery like a death cry. Satoshi pulled away from him. White foam covered his mouth like a rabid dog.
“Get off me!” Graham spit the words out at him.
A woman screamed at the top of her lungs.
“Let him go,” said a deep, steady voice from somewhere above them. Graham craned his head around to see two members of the security team, Ramirez and Torres advancing on them guns drawn.
“Nice and slow,” Torres warned.
It happened so fast Graham almost couldn't believe his eyes. One second Satoshi was pinning him down and the next he had sprang up and latched himself by the mouth to the side of Torres's neck. Torres let out a terrified cry as Satoshi tore open his throat with a savage bite. A torrent of bright red blood pumped out of the side of the open wound as Torres fell over onto Graham, his body twitching in shock. Graham could hear screaming somewhere off in the distance. Ramirez was backing away talking into a walkie. Satoshi's lips curled back into a bloody sneer. It was the last thing Graham remembered seeing before a cold darkness pulled him under.
  
 


CHAPTER FOUR
Gunner leaned back in his cheap office chair and took a swig of lukewarm coffee from his camouflage green Army thermos, washing down the remains of a dry bologna-on-white-bread sandwich. The small black and white television he'd brought in and set on the desk belched out endless images of the burning tanker, first drifting along idly like a ghost ship, then later cracking in half and sinking. It reminded him of the 9/11 footage in a strange way, how they showed the impossible image over and over of the building just disintegrating into itself and no one even questioned it.
“It's nonsense,” he muttered to himself as the newscaster recited some practiced version of the truth to his audience. “That fire would have burned out on it's own and the ship would still be drifting like a fat turd in the toilet bowl. They sunk it. Plain and simple. Bastards don't even have the decency to tell the rest of us why.”
A chirp from his police scanner caught his attention and he froze dead still, like a forest animal trying to avoid becoming a hungry predators lunch.
“Officer requesting assistance on the fourteen hundred block of Paradise,” the dispatcher droned. “Suspect drunk and combative. Additional officers in route.”
“Copy that,” a static distorted male voice replied. The scanner went dead again. Gunner let out a long sigh and shook his head. He reached over and shut it off. It was quiet today, too quiet for the start of convention season. Usually by now Vegas was awash with the kind of trash that flew in from every known city in America and immediately forget their fucking manners. It amazed him how the moral rules of the universe just didn't seem to matter to people once they got to town. What was it about the desert, he wondered, that made people forget their sense of common decency? Grown men forgot they were married, forgot they had sisters, hell even forgot they had a mother once. One whiff of desert air and they were like howling degenerates out to screw anyone and anything they could get their paws on. It made him sick.
What was worse was that the city seemed to condone almost any kind of reprehensible behavior an out of towner could dream up. So long as the guest stayed in one of the overpriced casinos on the strip and had a return ticket home, they could puke and fornicate in the streets and not expect even a citation.
Vegas PD had other concerns. Gunner understood that. Between the influx of lawless bikers and the gangs teaming up despite previous rivalries, it was a wonder the city didn't burn to the ground, prostitutes and all. The cops were simply overwhelmed by a tidal wave of pimps, pedophiles, scam artists, thugs, extortionists, and murderers. Every week his helpful scanner let him know that another six to ten homicide cases were being added to the unsolved pile. More and more they featured runaway girls turned to hooking for drug money with no one looking out for them and no one to miss them when they were gone. Out of control girls that ended up on the wrong side of an angry ex-con turned pimp or wound up being the final party favor for a wealthy and untouchable high roller. Compared to these crimes being drunk in public was no more offensive than jay walking.
The police were simply overwhelmed and burned out. The average new cop lasted less than three years before moving out of State. He didn't blame them. He blamed the media. He blamed the mayor. He blamed the goddamn President. All of them turned a blind eye to the problem, to the pleas for more help. What did they expect would happen?
Someone had to step in and do something. Someone had to expose the corruption that just kept getting swept up under the rug. Gunner had even considered applying when he first got out of the military, before his common sense kicked in. He'd barely made it out of armed services in one piece, thanks in no small part to his inability to take orders and obey authority. He asked too many questions. That was the problem. He just couldn't shut his mind off. He'd been this way since he was a kid, and he'd been paying the price for it just as long.
“Sources from inside the government tell us that the infection has been contained,” the reporter said. Gunner whipped around to face the television again.
“Bullshit!” He roared with indignation.
“While no bodies have been retrieved we're being told there were no survivors when the boat unexpectedly sank without warning,” the reporter continued. “Mexican authorities continue to deny that there was a break out at Islas Marias Federal Penitentiary. The island prison colony is believed to have been the site of an extremely contagious strand of leprosy. With the transfer of over seven hundred suspected cartel members to the island in the last several months some experts believe that drug gangs may have been involved in trying to help prisoners escape.”
Gunner knew only too well that nearly everything the polished-looking talking heads on television told him was a lie. They didn't tell you the news. Not anymore. They just fed you their propaganda, what they wanted you to believe. And people lined up to swallow it, sentence by poisonous sentence, letting it rot their heads like cancer. They were no better than farm animals being led to the slaughter.
“We'll tell you what local fisherman have to say about the crisis and how it may affect you, after this quick commercial break.”
Gunner shut the television off in disgust. Did they really expect anyone to believe their nonsense? And why on Earth did they talk like that? He suspected there was something to the way they moved their heads around when they spoke, some hypnotic mind controlling suggestion they were attempting with their body language and speech patterns, but he'd given up being able to unravel it long ago.
Gunner grabbed a stack of mail he'd brought from home off the top of the television. He lifted his feet and set them on the edge of his desk, letting out a loud sigh as the black rubber of the combat boots hit the metal and took some of the pain out of his lower back. It felt good to be getting back to his normal routine, now that summer had ended and the new fall shift was starting. So far, there were only clusters of returning scientists, and most of the suits were still off God-knows-where, enjoying their break like privileged college students from affluent families.
Worthless cunts, thought Gunner, every last one of them.
While they’d been off growing weaker, he'd spent the summer in intensive conditioning at a so-called boot camp for Black Helix at their headquarters in South Dallas. He'd put in long days training rejects for their lower level security force Code Gray. Most candidates would end up providing personal protection for politicians and celebrities on a job-by-job basis. It was shit work, plain and simple, but it paid way better than what he was making. His current position, guarding assholes at a government clearance bio tech company, meant long hours on his ass pointlessly watching video monitors. For the life of him he'd never understand why they only hired former Gulf War vets to babysit scientists. Even if they were making potential chemical and biological weapons behind those doors the chances of being attacked by a foreign enemy were virtually none. While Black Helix did the tedious details the Code Gray clowns got to travel and see some action. Whether it was pummeling a stalker or roughing up an aggressive paparazzi didn't matter. At least they saw combat.
Despite being offered a position as lead supervisor countless times, Gunner found the work demeaning in general. That didn't mean he didn't enjoy helping them beat up on new recruits. There was nothing like the feeling of pushing a guy past his limits until he finally broke--and either became a better warrior or quit for good.
Most of the training involved teaching hand-to-hand combat and close range fighting, but some of it allowed Gunner to dog these overweight slobs around a running track in the hot sun. He found that pretty rewarding. Half of them looked like they had failed being mall cops. The other half looked like they had won some kind of eating competition. The company's version of “boot camp” didn't even come close to the type of brutal and demanding physical punishment real boot camp put you through. These sorry candy-asses that showed up couldn't handle that. No sir. But it did whip them into some kinda shape, at least as long as Gunner was helping out. As emotionally rewarding as it was he had fallen behind on his reading.
Usually during the latter part of the afternoon, after most of the eggheads were out for the day and the grounds had grown quiet, he'd get a chance to flip through some of his newsletters. Other guys mindlessly read one pulp novel after another by writers like John Grisham and James Patterson. There was nothing wrong with that, mind you, but as far as Gunner was concerned there would be plenty of time for that kind of frivolity once Doomsday had passed. He preferred his light reading to be a little more educational in nature until then.
Since coming back from his last tour of duty in Iraq, he'd subscribed for dozens of publications others might consider, well, just a little off the beaten path--even in Nevada. These weren't just Soldier of Fortune or Guns and Ammo. Any redneck could grab that kind of thing at the local supermarket or gas station, right next to the girlie magazines and the beef jerky rack. Gunner was more interested in the real tools a survivalist would need to stay alive in the event of a catastrophe. He subscribed to Independent Living, Surviving Off the Grid, How to Hoard Smart, Chaos Strategy 101, and Urban Survivalist. He read and reread the weathered copies over and over until he’d practically memorized them. For instance, right off the top of his head, he knew seven types of fuel sources he could make from plants. Hell, he could lecture better than one of those tweedy nerds giving lame speeches in front of a class of bored college freshman every day at the UNLV campus across the street, that is, if any they ever decided to teach anything useful. Gunner chuckled to himself at the thought of him in a tweed jacket and nerd glasses, opening his briefcase.
He opened the newest copy of Urban Survivalist to the main article “Making Antibiotic Alternatives and Weapons from Common Discarded Items” and settled in to read for a spell. Gunner wasn't taking any chances, especially since he heard about the bees dying off. Colony Collapse Disorder had already disrupted three billion dollars worth of crop harvesting in the United States alone, and rumor had it the natural pollinators were disappearing in Europe as well. The first cases could be traced all the way back to a small field in Germany, owned by a farmer supposedly linked to Monsanto. Some blamed the death of the bees on a designer neurotoxin, created by a major pharmaceutical manufacturer to disrupt a parasitic insect that was killing off the corn. Gunner didn't buy it for a second. In his experience, these kinds of things were never accidental. No it was all part of the plan to reduce the world population by any and all means necessary. He'd been like the rest of these blind idiots for years until the military woke him up to the terrible truth. In his lifetime, the world had grown by over four billion people. There simply weren't enough resources for everyone. Sooner or later, something would have to be done about it. Gunner figured by the time they started rationing the essentials, he'd be well prepared and years ahead of them.
Most people thought in day-to-day blocks of time . . . maybe buying enough groceries for a week at a time, if that. They would be the first ones to go when the disaster eventually came. A lot of them wouldn't know what hit 'em. Gunner almost felt sorry for them. Then there were the religious nuts. They took a far more sensible approach to the end of the world, even if it was misguided. Then there were the super rich, the puppet masters with strings of gold, who not only prepared for disasters, they precipitated them, using the ensuing chaos for their own advantage. The blue bloods . . . they stuck together. They knew what was coming next because they were the ones that had set the events in motion. To some degree Gunner respected them, even if he hated their overly privileged guts.
Last but not least were guys like Gunner, ex-military, ex-government, or just plain paranoid. They'd seen too much of the truth to go back to normal life. One glimpse behind the curtain was all it took to permanently change your outlook. These were the guys who would inherit what was left of the world, the ones who were willing to fight to stay alive at all costs.
Most of this last breed kept their stuff stashed in a pile in their garage and carried a BOB--a “bug out bag”--to get them through in case something went down while they were out shopping or at work. Your typical BOB had waterproof matches, a flashlight, ammo, soap . . . basic stuff like that. Gunner was ten steps ahead of them, if not more! He'd fortified his living quarters, secretly converting it into a shelter capable of weathering out the worst kind of storm.
He'd been surprised to learn that North Las Vegas was practically a wasteland when he'd taken the job offer. He'd figured being so close to Nellis Air Force Base would mean the neighborhood would be kept up. He'd figured wrong. Sunrise Manor was about as close to a South of the Border hellhole as he'd ever seen. It was perfect for what he was looking for. He'd picked his apartment complex very carefully, with several criteria in mind. It was a run down flop house filled with burnouts and rowdy college students who partied day and night. The rent was dirt cheap. If something broke you either fixed it yourself or learned to live with it. The landlord looked like the cousin of one of the guys he'd spent the last few years hunting down and killing. He spoke almost no English and refused to live on site. The kids had nicknamed it the Thunderdome. Cops didn't even bother responding to calls unless there were shots fired and sometimes not even then. Gunner fit right in. Most of the tenants were scared shitless of him and left him well alone.
His unit was directly above an unused storage area with a steel door. Gunner promptly walled it up then rigged it with explosives for good measure. Next he paid a bunch of day laborers to tear out a hole in his bedroom floor and tunnel down to it. He let them keep what they found down there, which mostly amounted to valuable scrap. He sealed up the passage with a set of padlocked steel door. He kept the key around his neck at all times. He slid his bed back over it. No one ever asked him what he was building. No one asked him anything.
He'd managed to stash all sorts of freeze dried and canned food, protein bars, weapons, water, medical supplies, guns and ammo -everything he could ever want or need, right under his ratty ass apartment. So while everyone else was scrambling around looking for gas or water, stuck on the road in traffic, or fighting in parking lots over the last pack of Twinkies on the planet, Gunner would be safe and sound with his backup generator humming. He had enough resources to keep up to ten people alive for the duration of an extended emergency. He'd installed a few cameras as well, so he could see what was happening, who was coming for him. Most of them were on the inside of his apartment but a couple were strategically placed around Thunderdome hallways. It was hard to disguise them and the idiot kids who partied there would likely destroy them in a drunker stupor for sport if they noticed them. He mocked up one as a broken fire alarm and another as a sprinkler set into the ceiling.
He'd had nightmares about being forced down into the command center by nuclear war. It was one of the few things that scared him anymore. Once or twice a week he'd dream about seeing a blast of light and a mushroom cloud off in the distance towards California, heading his way. Over time the nightmares had come to be a relief of sorts, since usually when he closed his eyes all he saw was his last day of combat.
I should have died there in Iraq, he thought. My ghost should be wandering in that desert, not this one.
They said his memory would come back in time, but they didn't warn him about the vivid dreams that would come along with it. He'd been woken up by nightmares for years: him chained to a bed while doctors injected things into him, then running in the desert, his buddies being gunned down all around him while leaking rockets blazed past him in the night--covering his skin with a slick oil that left him burning and itching all over, nearly paralyzing him.
The dreams always ended the same way with the air rushing past him as the first wave of rockets hit the ground about a mile beyond--and then exploding, lighting up everything and turning night into day. Every single time, without exception, he woke up drenched in sweat, screaming, clutching the gun he kept under his pillow tightly in his right hand. After the third “new” girlfriend in a row left, he'd stopped dating altogether. It was probably for the best. One less person to look out for also meant one less person to bear the loss of when the shit eventually hit the fan.
The biggest part of him died back there in the desert. Gunner knew that all along. The person he was now--walking, talking, sitting, sleeping--was just the leftover shell. He was just waiting for the right time to die, looking for a way to give his final moments some meaning.
After he was discharged, they tried to get him to talk to a shrink at the V.A. but Gunner couldn't bring himself to do it. No matter how many times they told him ‘it didn't make him less of a man,’ Gunner refused. Time after time he told them to shove it.
Once you let weakness creep in, once you let your guard down, you're a goner. That much I know for sure.
He'd paid a heavy price to learn that lesson. He'd seen it first hand in Iraq, watching friends and warriors die because they’d stopped to give children candy or began to feel compassion for the people they were trying to liberate. Besides, he'd always been raised to be self-sufficient. He wasn't one of those guys who whined about his problems to his coworkers. He didn't appreciate it when they tried to get overly personal with him either. Self-pity was a worthless and dangerous emotion. There was no way Gunner was going to cry about his problems to some stranger, much less let them write down everything he was thinking. He might as well put a bullet in his head now.
He took one last look at the monitors in front of him, making sure the grounds were safe. Zymetech Biolabs was comprised of a sprawling network of bland white research buildings on one side and a three story glass office building on the other. In the middle were a series of parks crisscrossed with bridges and 'fun zones' for executives to blow off steam. What the genius architect who came up with the concept hadn't planned on was having UNLV students constantly stirring up trouble because of his blueprint. The jackass thought it would lower stress and create a healthy work environment. So far all it had done was increase Gunner's daily stress, chasing these jerk off kids around. He could see two of them working their way onto the grass at that very moment. Idiots. No one in the real world cared about Shakespeare or Women's Studies. As far as Gunner was concerned, college existed as a way for parents to get someone else to babysit their ill-mannered and overly coddled children until they were old enough to fend for themselves.
The rotating banner ad on his open laptop screen caught his attention for a second. He'd always been a fan of the site Inside Conspiracies, the same way he'd always loved chat boards, back from when the internet was just one big thread--the BBS--but lately he'd found himself reading them obsessively. Something was off and he could feel it, the way an animal could sense a coming earthquake or an old injury could predict a change in the weather. The site flashed as the page automatically reloaded itself. The new headline ominously read “Is the End of the World Imminent?” Maybe, he thought. Now was as good a time as any. Every day things just seemed to get a little bit worse.
Just then there was movement on the monitors. He sat up quickly, dropping his reading material onto the floor and unintentionally wheeling his chair over the thin, treasured newsprint in the process, tearing some of it loose. A group of students with headbands were running between buildings with brightly colored toy guns. They could be seen swerving in and out of a small cluster of baffled scientists.
“Goddamn,” he muttered, grabbing for his walkie. “Torres, this is Base Leader. I've got unauthorized activity out on the grounds. Do you copy?”
There was no response. One of the kids on the main monitor bumped into a girl carrying some paperwork, knocking her over. He didn't even bother to try to help her up, much less gather the scattered contents. Instead, he turned and ran as another kid with a gas mask chased after him. War games. That's what they called it. Live action role playing. What did these kids know about war? He gritted his teeth in anger.
Gunner didn't get it. It was one thing to act this way as a young kid, to play fireman or cop or soldier, and another to do it as a legal-aged adult. If they wanted to experience what it felt like to be a soldier they should just enlist, as far as he was concerned. Part of him wished it was mandatory for young adults to give two years of service to their country. It was what the vast majority of these wastoids really needed--to be whipped into shape and shown what it meant to be a man. Running around goofing off with a fake gun and pretending to kill each other was about the least useful thing he could imagine. Let them see real war, up close and personal, blood and guts. Then they might show some respect. In combat, there were no time outs or do-overs. You only got one chance to do it right and any mistake would result in the death of you or your friends, or both.
“Punks,” Gunner shouted at the screen. “What's going on?”
The radio in his hand gave off a loud squawk as it came to life, snippets of a breathless voice coming through static.
“We've got a situation here... looks like a half naked man... on PCP got onto the grounds. We are intercepting near south... I'm almost on top of him.”
He heard the rustling of clothes as the security officer said something to the perp. A low growl echoed out of the walkie followed by a loud scream that sent icy chills through Gunner then eerie silence again. Someone had gotten Torres! But who? And why?
Gunner turned to the monitors. He couldn't even see the kids anymore, but given the kind of sissies most of them were, he was fairly certain they weren't the real cause of the commotion. It had to be something else, something urgent. Could they have been a distraction used by terrorists to divert his attention? This wasn't happening, not on his watch! He clutched at his radio, his pulse quickening.
“Torres! Where are you? Ramirez, you read me? What's happening out there?”
Gunner could feel his adrenaline level rising and he reminded himself to control his breathing and not to panic. Staying calm and in control was the most important thing to remember in a crisis.
Cool and calculated, he told himself.
A thin voice came through his radio as he exhaled a long deep breath. It belonged to his other deputy, a wiry Mexican kid with ropy muscles and jailhouse tattoos named Jorge Ramirez. How he'd managed a full tour of duty was beyond Gunner. Guy looked like the Taco Bell dog, not a soldier. He liked to goof off too much for Gunner's taste and was always pushing the limits, always testing him. Now, when the chips were down, Gunner was eager to see what he was made of. Ramirez sounded scared and shaky.
“He's dead Gunner. Dios mio.”
Gunner could almost see the fear in Ramirez's soft coffee eyes through the radio. He pictured him superstitiously making the sign of the cross over himself, as if that would do any good. Gunner had seen many men die praying to a God that never heard or responded to their pitiful prayers. He scanned the monitors again but still there was no sign of trouble. Where could they be?
“I can't see you on the cameras, Ramirez. Where are you? I'm coming!”
“He just tore out his throat, Gunner,” he replied. “He's coming back. Holy shit! No! Get the fuck back!”
A loud growl ripped through the radio like a wild beast, then sharp feedback covered up the sound of a man screaming and shots being fired. Then the radio went silent again. A calm descended over Gunner, just like it used to before he went into battle. It was finally here. This was what he had been waiting for and he knew his moment had arrived.
“Sons of bitches,” he muttered, shaking his head as a tiny, ironic smile creased his lips. “I knew it. I knew the day would come.”
Gunner reached down to his gun belt and pulled up his baby, an HK USP .45. He marveled at it, turning it over in his hands as he fed a fresh clip into it. It truly was beautiful. In Iraq he'd relied on his Sig P226, a heavy, sturdy gun that occasionally jammed on him, especially with all the dirt and sand and dust. HK didn't have the .45 model back then and the Army had relied on the Sig for years. Once he got home he wasted no time ordering himself a brand spanking new one. It worked like a dream. It was perfect. He'd been bringing it to work now for nearly a year, waiting for a day like today. He knew he'd need it eventually and he wanted to be ready.
Gunner chambered a round, trying to fight back the smile that wanted to burst out onto his face like a flower reaching up toward the light of the sun. His moment had finally come, and he was ready for it.
  
 


CHAPTER FIVE
They’d been driving for what felt like hours when Donovan pulled into the quiet suburban neighborhood of Summerlin where Poppy lived, far from the madness of Paradise road, far from Thunderdome, and far from the Strip. She propped herself up to see the line of identical looking homes as he pulled onto her street. It didn't look familiar but she knew this was her street from the sign. She had been in and out of consciousness the entire trip, heavy waves of sleep pulling her under into horrific nightmares that made her wake up screaming and thrashing. After the first hour of this, Donovan stopped asking if she was okay. Her sweat had soaked through her clothing and she was pretty sure she had a fever.
“We're almost there, baby,” Donovan said, trying to sound supportive. “Almost home. Don't you worry. Soon, you’ll be in bed with a couple of painkillers in you and this will all be over.”
He really is the greatest boyfriend, she thought to herself.
The car pulled into a high driveway. Donovan shut off the engine and turned to Poppy.
“I still think we should get you checked out,” he said, the wrinkles in his furrowed brow belied his calm tone. The thought of sitting in the waiting room for hours seemed like torture to her. No. All she needed was some of his vicodin and a whole lot of sleep.
“Take me inside,” she croaked, her voice sounding deep and alien.
Donovan did what she asked, but it was clear he wasn't happy about it. Minutes later she was undressed and in bed. He was propping her head up and handing her pills and a fresh glass of water. The cool of the glass felt almost as amazing as the water going down. It seemed like her insides were on fire. She gulped the water down in between breaths and he brought her more, encouraged by her responsiveness. Soon she was being dragged down again, down into the chaotic riot inside of her. In her fever-ridden dreams she was fighting with shadow people, hundreds of them. As soon as she killed one, another appeared. They seemed to be multiplying faster than she could kill them. They were overtaking her; each passing minute they had more control, and she was less herself and more of them, somehow. Her thoughts were growing fuzzy, as if she were drunk. She was having trouble concentrating. Everything seemed distant and far away.
Soon, she gave up fighting. The shadow people seemed to be redoubling their efforts despite her surrender. Darkness seeped into her, entirely filling her up with unimaginable pain and in the distance, a tiny ember of glowing white light, like a tunnel. She reached out her hand for it and instantly moved toward it. She looked back as the light pulled at her; she was seeing her decaying body filled with darkness. Blood ran from eyes and nostrils, her skin turned the color of sallow yellow puss. Hints of white foam formed on her mouth. No. That was no longer her. That was someone else, someone she used to know, someone whose name she had already forgotten.
Poppy used all the effort she had left in her to turn back toward the light. It was growing closer and closer. She could feel it, warm and soft and safe. She would be drenched in it soon and then everything would be okay again. She closed her eyes and rushed toward it with every fiber of her being, ready for whatever came next. The pain vanished as suddenly as it had started and then she was floating, released from the suffering, finally at peace.
  
 


CHAPTER SIX
Gunner raced out onto the grounds, gun high and visible. He wasn't taking any chances. Alarms were sounding but all the people were gone. A quick glimpse to the right told the whole story. A man with glasses in a designer suit peaked up from behind the glass windows of the office buildings to get a better look. Gunner locked eyes with him and the man dropped back to the ground and closed the blinds.
Cowards, thought Gunner. They deserve what's coming for them.
Gunner picked up speed as he headed to where he last saw movement on his monitor. He saw the bodies from a distance laying in a puddle of growing blood. He sprinted over and knelt down next to Ramirez, soiling his uniform in the coagulating mess. The body was already getting cold. Rigor mortis was setting in as it went stiff. His eyes were wide open and devoid of signs of life. The wound in his neck looked like something an animal would make. It was a shredded, pulpy mess of ragged, twisted skin and muscles with the remaining remnants of blood trickling out. He'd hit the main artery, whoever had done this. Nothing could have saved him. The only consolation for Ramirez was that death had come quickly, and that he had been lucky enough not to feel much after the shock sent in. He didn't even have time to draw his weapon.
“I'm sorry buddy,” Gunner said, reaching over and closing his eyes. “You may not have been much of a security guard but you were once a soldier. That makes us brothers. You deserved better than this. I promise you I will get him.”
Gunner was starting to drift back off towards that place in his mind where he went when he saw death, the place that kept him alive during the war when the shit went down. A whimper shook him out of his haze. He looked over to see Torres was shaking all over, trembling like a birch tree in a strong gale. It was hard to look at him. Gunner had just assumed he was dead.
For fuck's sake, he thought, half his damn face has been bitten off! How the fuck is he still alive?
Torres tried to speak but it was like his teeth were welded shut from all the adrenaline his body was pumping in to keep him alive, like they were fused bone to bone. It was just as well since he was missing the lower part of his lips. A curious white foam dribbled out of the wound, like fizzing soap. Gunner leaned in to get a better look at it. The fluid looked almost, well, alive - like it was filled with millions of microscopic wriggling worms writhing over each other. Torres eyes were filled with fear. His weapon lay jammed by his side, the clip half out and useless.
“Stay still,” Gunner told him, instinctively pulling back from Torres. “Help is one the way. I'm pretty sure they've called it in by now.”
No sooner were the words out of his mouth then he heard sirens in the distance heading their way. Gunner stood up. Zymetech was his turf and this had gone down on his watch. Now the cops were coming. They would lock down everything and take over. They would ask him a million questions and want to know why he hadn't done more to prevent it. They would delight in humiliating him. They would gladly take all the credit for securing the grounds, for taking in the perp. Worst of all they would do everything in their power to take in the suspect alive. No! That couldn't happen! He had to find the guy first and he had to dispense justice. Some maniac had come into his house, into his place of business, and had brought chaos and death. Worse still he'd killed his men, his soldiers, his brothers. There was only one way for this to end as far as Gunner was concerned - with another body heading to the morgue.
“I've got to get him before they get here,” Gunner said to Torres. “I'm sorry to leave you buddy but it's just for a minute. I promise I will come back.”
Torres began to whimper louder but Gunner stood up and began looking around. With everyone locked up in their offices or in the lab he'd be able to do what needed to be done and make up his own story to the cops when they got here. There'd be no witnesses to contradict him. He'd be the hero and justice would be done.
“Which direction did he head? Think!” He turned in circles with his gun held in front of him. Blood patterns. He had to have left something. That was the answer.
Gunner saw a trail of bloody footprints that lead back to the lab. Bloody hand prints were smeared across the door. He ran over and check the blood drenched handle.
“It's locked,” he said out loud. “He didn't get in here. They locked him out. That's good. That means he probably didn't get into any of the offices either.”
He turned and glanced that direction. No signs of life. That meant the only place left to search was the parking lot. He could hear the sirens getting closer. He hesitated. This was his last chance to make sure he got the guy. He had to be sure. If he went the wrong way the monster who had done this to his men would almost certainly get to live. He thought about the mass shootings that had occurred over the last decade in the United States. The killers who cooperated with the police always got to live. Later they'd claim they didn't know what they were doing. They'd claim temporary insanity. They'd say they'd taken bath salts or smoked PCP or some other bullshit and woke up covered in blood with no memory. It made Gunner sick to live in a country where people didn't have the common sense to know which kind of people needed to be weeded out. Sure it was a tough decision, one that should never be made lightly, but for the good of all it had to be done.
Gunner was running out of time. He turned and began jogging for the parking lot. It was the only thing that made sense. If the killer had been locked out he'd try to escape or look for more unsuspecting victims by heading north. He might even have followed some of the fleeing students back towards their campus.
Sure, thought Gunner, that made the most sense. The kids couldn't get into the offices or labs. They'd have no choice but to run for it.
Gunner broke out into a full on run. He heard a loud growling up ahead in the distance. A wide smile blossomed across his face. He loved being right. From the sound of the sirens he didn't have much time, maybe only a few minutes. That's all he'd need. He'd go for head shots to make sure the guy didn't make it. No way he was getting rushed to a hospital after what he'd pulled. He was going straight to hell and his bullet ridden corpse was being taken to a cold slab.
Gunner made the turn around the last building with his gun leading the way. He was less than twenty feet into the parking lot when he found what he was looking for. A blonde woman, one of the pretty sales reps, was lying quivering on the ground next to the open door of her new gray BMW. Her shaking legs flailed wildly from under her charcoal pencil skirt. A small, naked Asian man with strips of flesh in his mouth was kneeling over her body.
“Hold it right there,” Gunner screamed with what little breath was left in his burning lungs. The blood covered man didn't even hesitate. He snapped his head towards Gunner. His feral eyes had gone solid black. Dark trails of oily blood leaked from them like remorseful tears. A white foam covered his chapped lips, making them looked frost bitten with all the cracks. He sprung up like he was possessed by a demon and began howling as he raced towards Gunner. His limbs looked somehow rubbery and rigid as he ran. Gunner mused that it was like watching a nightmarish version of his childhood Gumby doll coming to kill him. He felt calm as the monster charged towards him, calmer than he'd felt in a long time. It wasn't until he began pulling the trigger, until the volley of head shots had taken the wind out of Satoshi's sails, knocking him twitching lifelessly on the ground, that he realized how much he needed this. It felt good to have an excuse to really shoot someone in the face, to be doing it for the right reason, to be saving people's lives.
“I didn't realize how much I'd missed that little buddy,” Gunner said, stepping over the quivering corpse of the former scientist and using his boot to roll the body flat onto its back. “It's not an easy feeling to describe to your every day average citizen, blowing a guys head off. Once you get a taste of killing a bad guy well that's hard to forget I guess.”
Gunner unloaded the clip into what was left of Satoshi's skull. Pieces of scalp, brain, and hair flew in a wide radius as the bullets penetrated through the sunken face, leaving smoking trails in the wet meat. A dark oily substance ran out and covered the stone still body. It practically climbed the side of Gunner's boot. Gunner was staring hard at the substance. It was like nothing he'd ever seen. Tiny white microscopic foam seemed to be seeping out of it, just like with Torres. He was so deep in concentration that he didn't hear the police cars as they screeched to a halt in front of him. It took several calls over their PA system to shake him back to reality. He looked up to see officers on all sides of him, flashing sirens blue and red splashing over him, guns drawn and pointed at him as if he were the source of the commotion. He was confused. He was obviously not the villain. He'd save lives. He was a fucking hero!
“This is your last warning,” the lead officer yelled over the PA. “Drop your weapon and put your hands slowly on your head or we will shoot!”
This is all wrong, thought Gunner. This is no way to treat a veteran, much less the guy that just stopped a killing rampage.
He calmly leaned over and gently set down his beloved HK. It was too precious of a weapon to simply drop. He could feel their guns, along with their hatred, trained on him with every move.
“Now put your hands behind your head and get on your knees,” the officer instructed him.
Gunner could feel his pride stinging. It wasn't supposed to be this way. He did as he was told and several officers raced out to him. In seconds he was handcuffed and dragged to his feet towards the lead officer. He was a pudgy white guy in his late thirties with a widow's peak and coffee stained teeth. He looked more agitated than scared now. This was his town, and someone was tearing it up. Gunner turned his head for a moment, watching as an officer picked up his HK with gloves. A pang of jealousy shot through him unexpectedly, like the officer had tied him up and made him watch while he fondled his wife's bare breast in front of him.
“You wanna tell us just what's going on here pal?”
Gunner grinned at him as he shook his head from side to side.
“Guess it's true what they say,” he began.
“What's that shitbird?” The officer looked tired and impatient.
“No good deed goes unpunished.”
  
 


CHAPTER SEVEN
“Looks like we've reached the end of today's episode kiddies. Let's do a quick rewind for those of you still drooling on your keyboard, or as I like to affectionately call them - boob noobs.”
Max had turned her extra room into a small webcam studio with walls of bright Kino Flo lights arranged around her bed and her right in the middle. She had a bank of monitors on her desk and a mounted video camera to stream her show, instead of just the camera already built into the laptops most people used. She looked almost ridiculous with all that makeup on, her hair done up with furry cat ears topping her head. She had a custom video game guitar with sexy Coop-style demon girls drawn on it, designed by an insanely rich and obsessive fan, cradled in her hands. She was wearing a pink glitter lipstick that matched the pink glitter paint covering up her puffy nipples, She didn't have a top on. She preferred to leave her breasts almost fully exposed when she taped episodes, to give as much tease as she could without going full porno. She'd spawned a legion of fans with her razor's edge routine and a slew of copycats, including a Suicide Angel who'd gone as far as getting her face tattooed on her ribcage. From the waist down she had on skin tight black booty shorts that showed off her lean curves, a bullet belt filled with 50 different shades of lip gloss, and oversized furry boots. It was all part of the act. When she was recording her show she wasn't simply Max, post graduate communications major and part-time geek. Under the lights, she transformed into something far more magical--Asphyxia Stardust--adored by hundreds of thousands of desperate, horny, video-game-and-porn-loving boys from all over the world--some who watched the show live, others who saw it on her YouTube channel and then came over to her website. She offered a podcast version and had seen her subscriptions growing fast despite Apple's endless and tedious restrictions. She was most proud of her rabid Reddit fans who kept her name in new discussion threads and even turned her into a cool meme!
Those guys are my bread and butter, she thought. Cool, smart, and generous.
The truth was, she didn't even need to finish school now. The world was changing. It wasn't like the days her parents remembered, when having a degree or a postgraduate degree meant something. Those days were long gone. Nowadays every barista at Starbucks had a Masters in something. Years of tax breaks for the super rich and government deregulation had ruined the country, maybe permanently. Now the only language that mattered was money, and you didn't need a degree to get to it, you just needed to be clever and willing to do whatever it took. They were entering the era of the Golden Rule: She who has the gold makes all the rules!
Max's website already had sponsors. She had sick amounts of traffic. Her Google analytics were through the roof and her worldwide Alexa seemed to be steadily climbing, with little help on her part. She got interviewed every week by sites like Wired and Gamespot and Kotaku and Bleeding Cool. She'd had a profile posted about her on Gawker and survived the scathing comments. She'd been invited to do an AMA on Reddit long before that. She had offers to do amazing things from big names, to the tune of six figures.
She was in her prime and she knew it.
Her mom wanted her to finish school, start a career, fall in love, get married, and have children. Basically, she wanted her to be taken care of for the rest of her life--by a man. Max just didn't see the sense in that. It was a dead paradigm from a repressive era when women had to fight for things like the right to use birth control or burn their bra, as far as she was concerned.
“There is nothing wrong with having a degree to fall back on,” her mother had told her. “But a woman's first duty is to her husband and children.”
As a rebellious teen she might have rolled her eyes at her mother, or even played along by egging her on to make more absurd and old fashioned quips. As an independent woman, however, she found it harder and harder to hide her disappointment in her mother when she made statements like that now. Over the summer her mother had tried to set her up with several ‘eligible bachelors her age’--which amounted to her having to shoot down several obnoxious law students and one completely disinterested pre-med who wanted to barter with her.
“We're both doing this to get our parents off our backs, right?” the oily haired future doctor said, barely looking up from his plate at the restaurant. “I keep telling my mom I don't have time to date, but she doesn't listen. I propose we pretend to be a couple so they leave us alone. We can chat by text to keep our stories straight. We'd only have to see each other at holidays. Deal?”
He didn't seem to notice when she slipped out of her chair and left.
I wonder if he thinks we’re still dating, she thought.
At this point, she was still planning on finishing her degree because she only had a year left and she felt really guilty about letting her dad down. He wasn't the pushy type like her mom was. Her dad was the quiet, confident type, an engineer who'd worked hard his whole life with no breaks and nothing handed to him. He was her real role model, inspiring her to do it all herself and not wait for anyone to hand her what she dreamed for her life. Her dad had shown her through his example how he'd ripened his disappointments--he’d called them ‘the sour vinegars of mere mortal existence’--into a sweet wine, enjoying each moment as it unfolded on life's terms. He was pretty much the most fearless man she knew because he accepted things as they actually were. Unlike most people, he didn't lie to himself or try to candy-coat reality. Back home, people referred to him as ‘the sensitive, artistic type’ behind his back. That wasn't it at all. He was thoughtful and introspective, never callous or cut off from his emotions. He was always seeing the best in people and trying to get other people to see it, too. That was part of what Max loved about him.
Max caught her mind drifting and reminded herself she was hosting a live show. She held up several new DVD releases, their covers facing out toward the camera. She'd been getting a steady stream of them since she added “The Alt Review” to her show. It was nice to get new releases before they were out without having to bootleg them off torrent anymore. It was taking a minute to get used to the whole “going straight” thing. She hadn't been on Pirate Bay for months. It was, well, weird.
“El Diablo De
Santa Muerta? This movie is pretty weak, but rentable. Seems like a good choice this Halloween if it hits your On Demand for under three dollars. Buy a bottle of tequila and do a shot every time someone screams Dios Mio! You'll be wasted in the first fifteen minutes.”
She threw the movie on the ground and it crashed, then rolled over by the door, almost hitting Parker’s shoe while he watched on in silent amazement. Though she didn't turn her head, he got the distinct feeling that somehow she knew he was there and it sent chills up his spine for a single, tingling second. He'd tried the door and it had opened so he came in. Thunderdome rules. He thought he might seem like a good guy, dropping by to invite her to a party. Now he felt like a creepy stalker as he waited for her to finish her broadcast. Still, there was something so magical about her that he completely understood how so many of her fans had fallen under her spell. Watching her he completely forgot himself for a moment and was sucked in to her quirky, Cosplay show.
“Dark
Children of the Black Dream. This movie kinda blew me away. With the mix of conceptual images meant to be the serial killers inner monologue slash dream-scape and the over the top gore and violence it kept me on the edge of my seat, which is hard to do. Trust me. Plus it was full of hot topless chicks, so you know you'll love that.”
She shook her breasts at the camera and giggled like a naughty school girl before chucking the movie away, striking the door next to Parker. He ducked as it flew past him.
Okay, he thought, she definitely knows that I’m here. She’s obviously throwing things at me on purpose.
“Next up we have Hell Hearse, a not altogether awful movie, despite kinda ripping off Stephen King's Christine a bit. Guess any time you have a possessed vehicle now it's an homage to King, so that may not be all that fair. Still if you're going to have a car that is controlled by blood thirsty demons what better kind to have than a hearse? Plus this one seems to only kill people who are total dicks as it goes down its owners shit list, knocking off people who've wronged her one by one. At one point the car seems to eat the nosy local cop that won't stop asking questions. You'll have to see it to believe it. It's dark and glossy and has a great soundtrack. For such a low budget movie we don't know how they got so many big names in metal. I say you buy it. Fuck it. Why not? If anything it will make great conversation starter. Plus with a director this talented, and obviously insane, supporting their work now could lead to bigger and better things later, kinda like a clash of Tim Burton and Quentin Tarantino.”
She extended her arm out, flinging the hard, plastic box like a Frisbee and connecting dead on with Parker's stomach. He stifled a cry. Max held up one last box cover and smiled, a little too wide in Parker's opinion.
“And finally Queens of the Crimson Dawn. I was not ready for this one. It is nothing short of amazing. After the fall of every major government in the world a coven of witches joins forces with the oldest known female vampire on earth creating a super race of warrior hunters who rule the night, stalking down their helpless prey and serving up justice as they see fit! It's practically a requirement that all members either go naked or wear skin tight latex. The Queens move at lightning speed, kill without mercy, and take whatever they want. They can also shape shift too, by tricking humans into believing the spell they've cast over them is real, usually when they are seducing them. It's like True Blood meets the Craft meets Hunger Games. I found myself rooting for the bad girls to win the whole time. A world where women rule over men, treating them like nothing more than objects to be toyed with and sexed up before eaten and discarded? Makes a girl all warm and fuzzy on the inside.”
Max paused for dramatic effect, letting her words sink in before starting again. She was good at this. No one could doubt that. She placed a single finger to her lips, gently biting the glossy, blood red nail and cocking her head around as she arched her back in a sexy pose that nearly knocked the breath out of Parker.
“Sounds damn near perfect if you ask me,” she purred in a low, bedroom voice. “But don't worry your pretty little heads. I'd make each and every last one of you my personal sex slave.”
Max pulled the game guitar off and set it aside, then rolled over on the bed like a playful kitten, knocking the remaining DVD's out of her way as she came to rest on her side. She stared into the camera, using one arm to prop her up on her side, allowing viewers to drink in her curvy bosom. It was no mystery to Parker or anyone else what her appeal was. She was like the sexy girl next door you always fantasized about but never had the courage to tell you had feelings for, the one who told you all her secrets, kept you on the hook, writhing, but never let you out of the friend-zone. It was as if that girl had gone bad, really bad, and it had made her ten times as hot, and a million times more unattainable.
“Sadly, it's the end of summer,” she said. “You know what that means, right? Back to school hustle and bustle. Blah. Blah. Blah. Boring.”
She pulled herself up, swinging her legs back and forth coquettishly over the edge of the bed. She leaned in toward the camera like she was planning on leveling with her fans, giving them a hard truth in a soft voice, with orders that she expected to be followed by her faithful hordes.
“I've already updated my wish list with new toys you can buy for me, fan boys. You know who I'm talking to out there, Ubersnark and Death2Google. You better get me something good! What's in it for you? I'm glad you asked. It just so happens that when I was home this summer, I spent a lot of time at with my girlfriends and I took lots of sexy pictures and videos. Most cam girls put up a couple bikini pix and a topless shot, arm in front, to keep you at attention? Not us. We got a list of sexy cosplay you're bound to love. It starts with Star Wars, naturally, but it doesn't end there. How about we throw in some Nightmare Before Christmas, just in time for Halloween? Do I have you attention? We've also got 5th Element, Transformers, and a very special fully naked set of yours truly playing Black Widow.”
Max pouted seductively, then reached down and began to slide her skin tight shorts over her hip bones, thrusting her hips up and towards the camera. Parker could feel a tingle run through him. He held is breath as he waited to see if she would flash the camera. He wished he'd been logged in to catch this performance but knew he could download a play of it later.
“Want a sneak peek?”
Max froze with her shorts just at the crest of her pubic bone, exposing nothing more than a trimmed patch of nutty brown hair shaved into an exclamation point.
“Sorry Charlie, you gotta pay the piper first.”
Parker felt himself exhale a little too loudly. His heart was racing in his chest. What was this effect she had over him? Where did it come from? Usually he was the one that made girls swoon while ignoring them, not the other way around. It was maddening. He hated it with every fiber in his being but here he was, still standing by waiting for her to notice him, like one of her countless puppy dog followers.
“If you plan on seeing any of the sets of videos that me and my naughty new friends slaved over to make for you this summer I'd better have a pile of new presents waiting for me at my PO Box by no later than Monday afternoon, got it? Did I mention one of them is a real life porn star? Guess you'll have to wait and see which one. And for those of you catching the rebroadcast of this, filthy little trolls, get your ass over to my site now and sign up for a full membership! That's an order!”
She made a quick salute that came off quirky and cute. She was irresistible when she turned on her charm.
“For those of you within a two thousand mile radius of Sin City,” she cooed, “or with bonus points and extra air miles just burning their way through your credit card statements, I expect to see you this weekend at Las Vegas's first ever Zombie Con and Dead Walk. No excuses. Get all dolled up and come witness as I host the deadest weekend on the planet. You'll never guess what surprises I have planned so, here's a hint. How about a live burlesque show from a B movie actress you've all been fantasizing about for years? I've said too much! No!”
Max threw her arms up over her face in mock horror. She sat up and saluted the camera, thrusting her heaving chest toward them. Parker rolled his eyes.
“This is your Crimson Queen, Asphyxia Stardust signing off! Think of me when you touch yourselves in the naughty places.”
Max leaned over and shut off the feed. Without turning or acknowledging his presence, she addressed her unwelcome visitor.
“Did you enjoy that?”
Parker felt like a bucket of ice water had been dumped over his head.
“Yeah,” Parker he mumbled. “It was pretty amazing, actually.” Parker stepped into the room as she turned and glared at him.
“I am assuming that you missed the sign on my door that says in bold letters, DO NOT ENTER,” she said in a condescending voice. “Or maybe you can't read?”
“There was no sign,” Parker stuttered. “I swear.”
“Let's pretend for a moment that I believe you didn't just crumple it up and throw it away,” Max said wryly, “the door being closed didn't mean anything to you either?”
“Listen, I'm Travis's roommate,” Parker said awkwardly, not daring to look back for the sign and make himself look stupider. He hadn't even looked. He'd been so excited to have a legitimate excuse to talk to her.
“I thought Travis's roommate was gay,” she said.
“Garrett is,” he said. “I'm the other one, the baseball player.”
“That makes sense,” she said coldly, turning her back on him. She pulled on a robe and lit a cigarette. “Do you pay him to do your homework for you as well? Is that how it works?”
Parker was horrified by how things were going. This wasn't how he imagined his first encounter with Max would go. This was a catastrophe! He felt like the world's biggest moron, but he pushed forward anyway.
Find a way to turn it around, he told himself. You’ll get through this. Don’t crack. What other choice did he have? If he left now he'd regret it, and he knew it.
“Sorry about just barging in,” he said with a genial smile, trying to defuse the situation. What was he thinking, just barging in? He should have known it would upset her. “Thunderdome rules, you know? I would have said something but you were taping and I didn't want to ruin your show. Anyway, I'm Parker.”
“I know who you are now,” she hissed. “The question is, sport, what are you doing here in my apartment, in my room, the holy inner sanctum so to speak? You a fan? A crazed stalker? Because I do know martial arts. That's not just an act.”
Parker tried not to smirk. She weighed less than a hundred and twenty pounds. Clearly the only martial art she'd mastered was a quick tongue. Not to say it wasn't impressively honed to fine razors, it's just Parker doubted she knew much Wing Chun or Drunken Monkey. Most girls with protective fathers got to break boards in grade school Karate. It ended up helping their self-esteem but did little to protect them in a conflict, especially since they usually never made it past yellow belts. Besides, how often in the real world were you assaulted by evil trees out to maim you?
“I wanted to invite you to our big event this weekend,” Parker said, nonplussed. He held out a party flier. “Every Labor Day we throw this killer bash at the Slaughterhouse. I thought you might be interested. Anyway, I was told you were the Zombie Queen of Las Vegas by Travis so I had to make sure you got a personal invitation.”
He was over-explaining, trying way too hard. He felt embarrassed but he couldn't seem to stop it. Words just kept coming out of him.
What is wrong with me, he thought. Get it together. She is going to think you are a fucking spaz.
She looked him up and down, waiting for him to say something else, but he didn't. With one clean motion she jerked the applications out of his hand.
“Give it to me,” she said, even though they were already in her hand. Parker stepped farther into the room, cautiously getting closer to her. As if in response she stormed past him, causing him to follow her. He caught a whiff of her perfume as she went by, felt the heat of her body out from under the hot Kino lights, a prickling of hairs as she swooshed past him. He tried his best to fight back an erection. He was powerless before her and she knew it, she had to know it.
Cold water. Icy cold. Think of something, anything other than her naked body writhing in front of you. Damn!
“You coming or what?”
“Yeah,” he said, turning and following her to the kitchen. She opened up the fridge, got herself a cold beer, but didn't offer him one.
“I’m sure you’re used to getting your way,” she said, “but don't ever walk in on me again, especially when I’m taping a show. Got it?”
“Got it,” he said without hesitation.
“You may go now.”
“Okay,” he added, not making any move to leave despite her suggestion. “It really was a great show, or at least what I saw of it.”
“Neat. I'm super stoked you liked it. I'm late for a thing with one of my professors so please run along now,” she replied, crossing her arms. She had forgotten to take the ears off. Parker fought back a giggle, knowing it would only make things worse.
“Listen,” he said. “I'm sure you're thinking that a frat party isn't really your scene but we might just surprise you. People talk about the Labor Day party all year long and...”
She cut him off before he could finish.
“Oh a frat party? Wow! Why didn't you say that in the first place? I've never been to one of those before? Will there be drugs and underage drinking and unprotected sex and rap music? I saw that in the new version of Footloose and I've been dying to try me some! Golly!”
Parker immediately regretted his attempts to invite her. Every word out of her mouth stung him to the core, but he couldn't leave. It was as if his feet were nailed to the floor of her living room. It was emotional torture beyond anything he'd imagined, like something out of his worst nightmares.
“I live in fucking Thunderdome you idiot,” she spat at him. “God. Get a fucking clue. Do I look like a freshman fuck doll to you? Do I look like some desperate, easy piece of ass you can nail and brag about with all your jock buddies later?”
“No,” he said, barely above a whisper. His eyes were burning. He could feel his face flush red with humiliation but he couldn't make himself leave.
Why am I still here? He wondered to himself. Why can't I just tell her to fuck off and march out with my head held high?
Worse still he could feel his erection steadily creeping onward in his jeans. If he got any harder she was sure to notice. He couldn't stop it. He couldn't tear his eyes away from her breasts, her mouth, her jutting hips. If she noticed it she would surely degrade him for it as well. That would be more than he could handle. With every lacerating word she unleashed he felt the urge grow in him to grab her and kiss her as hard as he could, to throw her to the ground, to bend her to his will. It was overwhelming.
“No thanks,” she jeered. “I'm not interested in hearing all about 'the big game' but I’m sure you won't have any trouble finding a willing victim, seeing as how you're the sports hero on campus and all. Good luck with that.”
Her fingers lingered in front of her face as she sarcastically made air quotes to drive her point home.
“Now just wait a minute,” Parker protested, but she wasn't having any of it. She leaned forward and screamed at him.
“Get the fuck out of my house you fuck! Now!”
Parker stared at her in protest. She laughed and shook her head in disbelief as he tried to regain his composure. Was he dreaming? Because it felt like he was in a nightmare. His mouth was bone dry and his feet didn't seem to want to cooperate. Everything had gone wrong, but still he wasn't willing to give up. He was out of ideas. There was no way to salvage this. It was over before it had begun. He'd lost, and worse still, she hated him for some reason.
At last, he managed to move. He shook his head as he turned and walked out. She slammed the door behind him and called him a string of foul names, making sure she was loud enough for him to hear her as he walked away. A few eyes poked out of windows the disappeared back into their own world.
  
 


CHAPTER EIGHT
Gunner sat in total disbelief. By any standards it had been one hell of a day. First he'd witnessed two of his men murdered, then he'd be handcuffed and detained for stopping the sicko responsible. The cops had cinched the cuffs on plenty tight and sat him in the back of the car for over an hour before asking him his side of the story. They ran the serial number on his HK and bagged it as evidence. Evidence! Evidence of what? Heroism? It was as if the whole world had gone crazy.
The woman who'd been attacked was taken away in an ambulance to be treated. Even in a state of shock she'd managed to let them know that Gunner was the good guy, that he'd saved her from being murdered, that the man who attacked her had charged at him, and that Gunner reacted only after warning him several times. He'd heard several officers scoff at this remark, mumbling about the state of the body when they arrived. Unloading into the guy's head might not have been the best plan, but it sure as hell felt good. The coroner showed up and bagged the perp to take him off to the morgue, scooping up all the pieces he could manage to get into the plastic after taking countless pictures. Now he had two dickhead cops grilling him like he was a damned accomplice. They didn't look old enough to buy beer at a whore house but that didn't stop them from passing judgment on him with every word he spoke. Fuckers. They'd been giving him a hard time for about ten minutes and quite frankly he was starting to lose his patience.
“So you're telling us that you came down here and found him trying to rape a female coworker?”
“Who said anything about rape?” Gunner didn't understand why they were being so difficult. “He was clearly trying to eat her!”
“Sir the suspect was obviously intoxicated on some kind of mind altering substance,” the first officer replied. “The fact that he was naked points to either bath salts or PCP. We won't know until we get the report back.”
“In any case,” the second officer jumped in, “it's clear from his behavior that his motive was rape, not murder.”
“I found him chewing on her like she was a side of fresh venison,” Gunner spat back. “You tell me what that's about.”
“Can you tell us again, why were you in the parking lot?”
“After I left Torres and Ramirez I knew I didn't have much time,” Gunner said. “I knew if I was gonna get the bastard who killed my men I'd have to move fast. It was a process of elimination really. All the fucking scientists and business people were locked up in their buildings, that only left down here.”
“I'm sorry,” the first officer said, not looking sorry at all with the disbelieving smile spreading across his face. “Did you say he killed your men?”
“Well yeah,” Gunner said.
“Where was this?”
“Up in the middle of the office grounds, near the fun zone” Gunner said. “I watched Torres die. That's when I ran down and found him here attacking that woman.”
The officers exchanged looks.
“You don't believe me?”
“We don't have any reports of the suspect killing anyone,” the second officer said.
“Just ask anyone,” Gunner said. “How do you think they died?”
“We didn't find any bodies,” the second officer said.
“We have reports of you running through the business park chasing some college kids with your gun out,” the first officer said.
“What about the blood?” Gunner smiled at them. “How do you explain all that blood?”
“What blood?”
“He tore out their throats,” Gunner insisted. “I left them shivering in a pool of their own blood. Tell me you didn't see that mess? It was like something you'd see in Fallujah.”
“Sir,” the officer said, “in deference to your service to this country and the fact that you did manage to prevent the suspect from further harming your coworker...”
“By means of excessive and totally unwarranted force,” the second officer managed to interject.
“...we're going to let you go for now.”
“Don't even think about leaving town buddy.”
“What?”
“I'm going to recommend that you get yourself checked out,” the first officer continued, ignoring the taunts his partner was leveling at Gunner. “Do you have someone you can talk to, maybe at the VA hospital?”
“Is this some kind of joke?” Gunner's head was spinning now. “There are two dead bodies up there, two men I worked with who were taken out by that psycho.”
“Often times in situations like this it's easy to get confused, or to go into shock,” said the officer. “Or to experience vivid flashbacks and hallucinations.”
“You're lucky we showed up when we did pal,” the second officer said. “Otherwise who knows who you might have hurt.”
“Very funny, idiots,” Gunner said, regaining a sense of himself. This was some kind of prank. He knew that now. They were fucking with him. It wasn't particularly clever. “How do you explain the blood on my clothes? I got that kneeling down next to Torres. That man I shot had just eaten off most of his face!”
Gunner cocked his head slightly, fighting the rising sense of anger that was growing in him. He'd put his life on the line and once again no one seemed to be taking him seriously. They were treating him like a criminal!
“Your supervisor wants a word with you before you go,” the first officer said, ignoring the question. “You can collect your weapon at the station after we've cleared it and written up the incident report. Should take about a week.”
“They got to you,” Gunner said, the realization suddenly dawning on him. It all made sense now. Whatever had happened up there, whatever had caused that man to go hog wild, it had to do with the work the scientists were doing in the labs. One of the designer bugs they'd been making, one of the biological weapons had gotten loose. Zymetech was cleaning it up as fast as they could. They'd gotten to the police and hushed them up. That's why they needed to speak to him before he left. They needed to silence him. For a brief moment Gunner wondered if this had anything to do with that burning ship he'd seen on television earlier. In his experience these kinds of things were generally connected.
“Who got to us?” The second officer smiled wider but the first officer shook his head to discourage him. They were egging him on, trying to make him feel small and dumb. Gunner wasn't going to let that happen.
“You know who.”
“I have no idea what you're talking about,” the first officer said. “You are free to go now.”
“I wanna hear this,” the second officer said with a leer. “Go on.”
Gunner sighed. For a moment he considered not launching into it all again. Did it even matter? It wasn't like they were going to get it anyway, right? No. They wouldn't, but that wasn't the point. What mattered is that you never let them silence your truth. If anyone had earned the right to speak and be heard, it was him.
“There are too many of us,” Gunner said. “War and disease and natural disasters aren't enough to handle population control anymore. The world is just growing too fast.”
The first officer loudly coughed, intentionally interrupting him. Gunner ignored him and continued.
“They need a way to slow it down, reset the clock, so to speak. They need something new to wipe out millions of people at once, something that will leave their resources intact, like a fast acting biological agent.”
“Why would they want to do that?”
“Because,” Gunner said, matter-of-factly, “they can't control our birth rate but they can control our death rate. It's the only answer that makes sense, if you think about it.”
“Sounds pretty cold, if you ask me,” the second officer hissed at him. “And more than a little paranoid.”
They are doing it again, Gunner thought. They were making him sound crazy when he wasn't.
“Come on,” Gunner barked. “Think about it! These people have been behind every major catastrophe since the dawn of time. They know the only way to keep control is to keep us in the dark, to leave us guessing.”
Neither officer spoke. It was too late. He had lost them and he knew it. Why was it so hard to convince people of the truth? Why wouldn't anyone listen to him? It made him so angry, he could barely see straight.
“You know,” the second officer said, “We talked to several of your coworkers before taking your statement. I think what they say about you is right.”
Gunner cocked his head to the side, cracking his neck in the process. He knew what was coming next, but he took the bait anyway.
“Oh yeah? What's that?”
“That you’re dangerous,” he said, his eyes locked dead-on with Gunner. “They say you are anti-social and affected, that you behave inappropriately, that you often over react to simple things, and that you've lost touch with reality. Are you aware that others hold this opinion of you? Is this how you want to spend the rest of your life, being treated like a mentally deranged lunatic people are afraid might go off at any moment? They think you're a ticking time bomb and well, I'm gonna have to agree with them after what I've heard here today.”
Gunner didn't hesitate. If this punk kid wanted a lesson in respect, he was going to give him one he would never forget. Gunner lunged forward and grabbed the second officer by the shirt, pulling the kid's surprised face toward his gritted teeth.
“You want a piece of me?!”
The first officer stumbled forward and easily separated them with his huge hands.
“Knock it off, now!”
The second officer tumbled back, almost falling over. His face was flushed with anger and humiliation. Gunner could see him formulating a revenge plan, his eyes rapidly shifting back and forth. He wished they hadn't taken his gun away. For all he knew the man could be one of their agents, a pawn in their game.
“Get a spit mask on this freak now!” The second officer wasn't smiling anymore. “I don't give a shit if he served a hundred tours and killed Bin Laden with his bare hands. I want him taken in and held for observation!”
“Are you one of them?” Gunner's voice was deadly calm now.
Both officers looked genuinely confused.
“One of who?”
Gunner had been pushed far enough. If he was going to be murdered by an idiot like this punk kid, he wasn't going to die alone and he sure as hell wasn't going to die without a fight!
“Show yourself, you coward!” Gunner roared. His outburst knocked the anger from officers face, replacing it with confusion and a tinge of fear. What had started out as simple teasing was getting wildly out of control.
“This is why I didn't want you to go there,” the first officer said. “The captain has warned you about this before.”
“Shut up Andy,” the cop said. It was escalating too quickly. The second officer relaxed his posture a little, hoping the shift in body language would sooth Gunner some. “What are you looking at? You need help. You know that, right? You’ve lost all touch with reality, man.”
“Go to hell,” Gunner said, not taking his eyes off the second officer, not blinking. “Damn demon.”
“I feel sorry for you, buddy.”
“I think you’re one of them,” Gunner countered.
“One of who?”
“We're done here,” the first officer said, pulling his partner away.
Gunner kept his eyes locked on them. When they were just out of earshot he slumped over, fighting off tears as he let his mind take him back there, back to a world of death and blood and screams and sand.
  
 


CHAPTER NINE
Travis felt a little guilty as he stared at the photo collection he'd secretly amassed of his crush. There were shots of her crossing campus, shots from class, and a few bikini shots from the personal stash he'd acquired. It was more than a little creepy, he was well aware of that. It would be bad enough if he had taken all of them on his own, but he hadn't. The ugly truth of it was he'd gotten some of them by paying a guy to raid her dorm last year. That's how he'd gotten his favorite shot of her, the one in the string bikini by a pool somewhere down in sunny Florida. He kept promising himself he was going to get rid of his stash but when the time came to ditch all of it he'd chicken out. Once, in a moment of self-disgust, he'd wrapped all the photos in plastic bags, then taken them out in the trash, only to dig through the dumpster an hour later and retrieve them.
These are my only link to her, Travis thought. What else do I have at this point?
He swore he would get rid of them for good by the end of summer, that he'd burn them and bury the ashes along with his shame, but there he was again sitting in the semi-dark in the middle of his bed, obsessing harder than ever over a girl who he'd never officially met. It wasn't the first promise he'd broken to himself over her. It was just the latest. He'd swore to himself that he would man up and ask her out before the semester ended . . . and yet summer started and that didn't happen either. Whenever he got within fifty feet of her, his mouth just seemed to go dry at the same time his knees went weak. Was it fear of rejection? Fear of being ridiculed? He wasn't sure. Maybe both. He felt like he knew Gemma so well that they shared a special connection--and she didn't even know his name.
“You have no idea how perfect we'd be for each other” Travis muttered to her bikini photo, sliding the rest of the images back under his pillow. “I'd take you on the most romantic date of your life and you'd instantly fall in love. Oh Travis. You're the best. How did I ever live without you? That's what you'd say. And I'd say, I have no idea and . . .”
A loud banging on the door made Travis jump mid-sentence. Someone called out his name. He couldn't tell who it was.
“Travis McAnus. You in there?”
“Who is it?” Travis looked around for a place to hide his stash but there wasn't any time. The door was already swinging open. He couldn't risk trying to move them now so he sat back on them. Thank God he hadn't left the door ajar or they might have seen the whole thing! He'd never live that down. He quickly grabbed his copy of Being and Nothingness from the nightstand and pretended to be studying, slipping his string bikini Gemma shot into the back of the book.
Flynn, Garrett, and Vance marched in, all talking at once. Flynn had on a full face of makeup like a chick and a blonde wig.
“Guys! Guys! Guys!” Travis yelled until they quieted down. “What the fuck?”
“You sure do have a lot of crap,” Garrett said, swinging his big head around to take it all in. Travis had spent the last few years covering nearly every square inch of his room with posters and paraphernalia, alternating between zombies and movie star goddesses. Selma Hayek was nestled comfortably between Dawn of the Dead and Night of the Living Dead, while a breathtaking shot of Miranda Kerr wearing almost nothing and rolling around on warm sand in paradise was juxtaposed against a zombie Marilyn Monroe, eating out James Dean’s heart in black and white. His mom had commissioned a street artist to do that on the Venice Beach boardwalk during their vacation to Los Angeles. The guy who did it looked, and smelled, half dead himself. He practically ripped the twenty dollar bill out of his mom's hands, then whipped it out in less than five minutes of frantic scribbling. It had quickly grown to be Travis's favorite.
“Yeah,” Travis mumbled, rubbing the back of his neck. “I guess. What do you want?”
Flynn stepped forward.
“Garrett and I need exhibitor badges to the Zombie Con. We're also doing the zombie walk, obviously, but he won't hand over his info unless it's directly to you. He's acting like a real faggot.”
Garrett immediately protested, talking over Flynn before he could say anything else.
“That's because I want to end up being in the parade this time,” he complained, “instead of having some homophobic riot cop shove me out of the way because I don't have the right badge.”
“How many times do I have to apologize for that?” Flynn flashed an angry glare at him. “Besides that was in Austin. This is Vegas. There are no rules here. People are going to be just filing in off the street with fucking oversized drinks in their fat hands and food crusted down the front of them.”
“And don't forget the escort fliers jammed in their overflowing pockets,” Vance said with a laugh.
Travis nodded, sagely taking it all in. Secretly he just wished they get the fuck out of his room. He'd loved the rowdy atmosphere of Thunderdome when he first moved in - but it had quickly faded as the months went by. He'd shacked up with Garrett who he knew from some undergrad classes at UNLV. The rent was unbelievably cheap, even before they added Parker to the mix. Parker, a star pitcher with a dark streak, spent most of his time out partying. Travis dug that. He'd been counting on that when they let him take over the extra room, the one that barely fit a normal sized bed. Parker was just looking for a place to get away every now and then, someplace off campus and away from the Frat house. He wasn't much like any jock Travis had ever met in his life.
“It's like having an invisible roommate,” Garrett said after the first month. Parker had crashed a handful of times and always left early in the morning. It wasn't until much later that he and Travis struck up a real friendship.
What Travis hadn't expected was that Garrett's boyfriend Flynn would be over pretty much every hour of the day. Travis didn't mind that Garrett was gay. Not at all. It's just that Flynn was a drama queen, blowing everything out of proportion. The few times Travis had hung out with Garrett alone thing had been cool. They'd watched football, drank beers, gone to a game on campus. Garrett was a mellow guy. Mix him with Flynn, and it was like he became another person altogether. It was like he was trying to act more gay, to prove something to Flynn. All of it gave Travis a headache under normal circumstances. Today as he literally sat on his deepest shame it was almost more than he could bear.
Living at Thunderdome had other unexpected consequences. There were always people over. No one knocked, they just dropped by your place unannounced and invited themselves in. If your door was locked it meant that you were out. Most people just left their front door ajar, letting friends and guests come in and out at will. Anything you wanted to keep got locked up or taken with you. Still crime was pretty low around Thunderdome, owing mostly to being under the watchful eyes of your neighbors. You never knew who was watching you or what they might do if you tried to pull some shit. Kept things real chill. Travis liked that part, even if he hated having to lug his valuables with him everywhere he went.
For almost three years Travis had been trying to get Las Vegas to let him have a Zombie Walk. In every instance he'd come close then failed to meet the signature requirement. This year something had happened he'd never dreamed of in a million years. This year Asphyxia Stardust had taken up residence in Thunderdome, coming to UNLV to pursue a Masters in communications and bringing with her the first ever Zombie Con to Sin City.
“Vance? How'd they get you spun up in their spiderweb again?”
Vance shrugged his shoulders as both Flynn and Garrett turned on him.
“Well,” Vance began, looking beyond uncomfortable at being dragged into the whole thing. “All I know is, I was planning on degreasing an engine from a '67 Chevy this weekend but I got a call from Garrett that he was heading to grab some moonshine from Pyro, you know, from Satan's Disciples out in Barstow? Guess he was on a run and ended up dropping through Paradise to see an old lady. I figured if I couldn't get the engine clean with it I could always sell it to tourists. It's kinda a long story. So the next thing I knew we picked up Flynn from the Strip I was here at Thunderdome. Tell you the truth they've been making out at nearly every stop light on the way over. I'm actually glad they're fighting. It was starting to make me squirm, all that gay PDA.”
Flynn laughed and Garrett shot him a deadly glare that quieted him back down.
“And,” Travis prompted.
“And that's it,” Vance said. “Ain't nothin' more to tell brother.”
“So where did all that makeup come from then?” Travis stood up and walked around Flynn who puffed up his chest to be admired like a proud peacock.
“I did it myself,” he confessed. “We were trying to get a cowboy to kiss me and take a picture. You know how much I love messing with the straights.”
“You're going to get yourself hurt one day,” Travis chastised.
“All I needed was the wig and a tight pair of jeans,” Flynn said ignoring the warning. “They had their hands all over me. They loved me you know.”
“I'm sure they did,” Garrett scoffed. “All that was missing was three sets of tits glued on you. They're drunken sheep out there.”
“Oh no,” Flynn said, growing deadly serious. “You've got it all wrong. Summer is over honey baby. It's now officially game on out there now.”
“He's right,” Vance chimed in, nodding his head.
“We've got a whole new influx of idiots out there,” Flynn continued. “Lots of money, lots of nice suits. It's a higher class of people than the old hicks with jean shorts and lowbrow ironic t-shirts wearing American flag baseball caps. And there wasn't a single chunti ass chola with her eyebrows Sharpie penned on handing out strip club announcements in sight!”
“You had me up until you said that,” Travis chuckled. “So they loved you huh? What is that you've got on?”
“Smoky eyes,” Flynn said with a wink. “I've spent hours perfecting the look. By this time tomorrow my gender will be so bent I'll have everything with a pulse looking to climb into my sweet little pink hole and love me.”
“Let's take it down a notch,” said Garrett in a sullen tone before turning to Travis. “There seems to be a pretty big and relatively obvious influx of zombie fans out there as well. I'd say most of the convention folk have started to arrive by now. By tomorrow night's walk we could have thousands in the streets.”
“Man I hope so,” Travis said. “I've been trying to get this off the ground for so long. It would suck ass if only a couple hundred turned up. That's why I'm counting on the general public joining in. I've got volunteers with zombie makeup posted all along the route to transform the living into the walking dead.”
“Does that really work?” Vance asked.
“I don't know,” Travis said. “It's never been done before. That's what makes it so cool.”
Travis smirked as Flynn approached him.
“Show us the map,” he said, putting a hand on Travis's shoulder. “I want to take a look at the route again. I can't remember which streets we take.”
Panic shot through Travis. The map was all the way across the room in his desk drawer. If he got up they might see what he was sitting on. He'd have to explain the pictures. There would be no way to avoid it. Then again the last thing he wanted was Flynn pawing through everything in there. He had a little black book full of passwords to fake twitter and Yahoo accounts he'd created during an online raid party from the night before. That would be almost as hard to explain as his coveted stash. They couldn't have come in at a worse time. His only hope was to distract them until they left. He needed a good diversion, or at least an excuse, but in the heat of the moment nothing seemed to come to him.
“Why can't we go over it in the morning before the parade?” It was a weak defense and he knew it. The minute the words were out, he wished he could take them back. The tone was off. He sounded like he was hiding something.
“There's going to be a lot going on and I want to know what the plan is,” Flynn said, eying him suspiciously.
“I'm not sure I have a copy on me,” Travis lied. “The route is listed online though, right on the front of the site.”
“Okay,” Flynn said. “Then let's fire up your laptop and take a look.”
“Not right now,” Travis said, trying to think of a good reason. “I'm pretty tired. I was actually going to take a nap before you turds came barging in.”
“What's really going on McAnus?” Flynn gave him the hard stare.
“Yeah,” Garrett joined in. “What are you hiding?”
There it was, the moment he was hoping to avoid. An accusation had been put forward. He could feel three sets of eyeballs turning to him now. He wanted to scream at the top of his lungs like a high pitched siren until they had to leave or their eardrums would burst. He'd never wished to have superpowers so badly before in all his life.
I'd be willing to sell my soul right now for telekinetic powers, he thought. All I'd have to do is move them out of the room and close the door.
They all stared at him as if to say, ‘well…come on!’ Finally, Travis couldn't take it anymore.
“I don't need this shit. You can all go to hell!” He snapped. A dirty leer crossed Flynn's face.
“What were you really looking at when we came in?”
If they hadn't been interested before, they were now. Garrett and Vance crowded around the bed, closing in on him. Travis protectively leaned over his book.
“Knock it off,” he scowled, looking more like an angry wet cat than a threat.
“Oh, it must have been good,” Flynn continued. “Something naughty, like gay porn.”
“Why is that the first place you always go?” Garrett asked, rounding on him. “You think everyone is looking at gay porn all the time.”
“Because they are,” Flynn leered. “Usually. Travis didn't flinch when I said it so that's probably not why he's freaking out about getting caught.”
“Unless it's pictures of Garrett and he don't want you to find out” Vance countered.
“Underage Japanese school girls? Tentacle porn? Oh I know, German shit porn.” Each salacious suggestion from his lips seemed to fire Flynn up more than the last.
“That's not his style,” Garrett laughed. “Knowing him it's probably something lame like a girl dressed up as a porno Wonder woman.”
“Did you hide it in the book?”
“I'm warning you,” Travis reiterated in a low growl. “Back off!”
“He was probably just jerking one out to something gory,” Vance said, “like a dead girl.” Travis's stomach churned at the suggestion.
“Yeah,” Garrett snidely laughed. “Or maybe some Tom of Finland art, right Flynn?”
“Whatever it is, it's gotta be good for him to act like this,” Flynn said, loving the attention. He lunged at Travis and grabbed the book, passing it to Garrett. Anxiety raced through Travis like wildfire. If they opened that book up, he'd never hear the end of it. If he got up they'd find the mother lode. He was screwed!
Brains, thought Travis, not brawn. That’s how you’ll win. Think of something! Think!
“I’m warning you,” he said as he stopped resisting. “As the official moderator of Zombie Walk Vegas I will bar you from both the event and the convention if you open that book! I swear to Christ!”
“How are you going to keep anyone out of a zombie walk?” Vance laughed. “Good luck with that empty threat bro. There's gonna be a thousand people out in the streets. You said so yourself.”
“Oh but I thought Max was the official last word on the convention,” Flynn said, brushing past the first bluff to get to the one that mattered.
Travis turned a shade of puce.
“If it wasn't for her,” Flynn continued, milking the moment for all it was worth, “we wouldn't even be having the Zombie Walk in the first place, now would we?”
“That's not true,” Travis bellowed. “Tell them, Vance!”
Vance shifted uncomfortably back and forth, still trying to avoid making eye contact with anyone.
“I don't know, man. Leave me out of it.”
“What happened every time you asked?” Flynn sneered at Travis with willful defiance. “They blew you off. Then along comes fine ass Max, with her Asphyxia Stardust cosplay show and legions of male followers and all of a sudden the city council were falling all over themselves to let our tiny little insignificant town join in the undead fun.”
“That's not true,” Travis roared, knowing full well it was.
“It isn't?” Flynn could see he'd won. He leaned in. “They practically gave that little girl the key to the city, didn't they?”
“Garrett's right,” Travis said. “You’re way too overly dramatic.”
“Thank you,” said Garrett, sounding exasperated. “It's like the Flynn show all the time over here.”
“We are co-event sponsors,” said Travis. “End of story, bro.”
“Normally, I don't like women,” Flynn cocked his head to one side, “but this Max girl is something else. She's, dare I say, fierce?”
Garrett shook his head and smiled.
“And you my dear need to learn to embrace your inner queer,” Flynn chided Garrett. “Half the time by looking at you no one would know you were a power bottom.”
“Exactly,” Garrett said, growing more intense. “That's the point!”
“Take it as a compliment,” Flynn cooed. “I mean it with love my angel.
Garrett fumed. Here was the argument Travis had hoped for. Now how was he going to use the distraction to break free? He knew as Flynn turned back to him that he didn't have that kinda luck.
“Now then,” Flynn said taking the book back from Garrett, “let's just see what you were so eager to hide from us.”
Flynn started to open the book just as a deep voice from behind him rang out, stopping him dead in his tracks.
“What's going on in here?”
Travis looked up, relieved to see his other roommate, Parker--and a bit ashamed. It seemed like Parker was always bailing him out of trouble. At six foot two, Parker was literally covered in muscle from head to toe. A natural born athlete, he'd excelled at sports from an early age while making sure not to neglect his grades. He'd been recruited out of high school as a pitcher for the Rebels after leading his team to a division championship that had won them national attention. Neither Travis nor anyone else could ever figure out why he hadn't gone to a better school, somewhere like USC or Notre Dame. They all just assumed it was for the same reason that they were all stuck together--lack of resources. Still, with Parker' record, holding his opponents to a .141 hitting average with one of the lowest ERA's in the game, snatching up a better scholarship should have been the easiest thing in the world. It just didn't make sense, but no one had the courage to ask him. Even though no one had ever seen him get angry off the field, it was generally accepted that Parker would crush anyone who crossed him. What had started off as a promising season had quickly fallen apart as his arm and his confidence seemed to slide. Parker's heavy drinking began taking a toll on his game by the second year.
The devil-may-care smile he wore around campus didn't help much. Neither did his deeply sarcastic sense of humor and refusal to play by social norms. Renting a room at Thunderdome couldn't sit well with his jock buddies worried about him skipping practice to do bong rips. Parker didn't seem to care all that much what they thought. Instead of shunning Travis and his friends for being geeks, Parker looked after Travis like a kid brother, even taking an interest in his passion of the undead.
“Nothing,” said Garrett, staring at his own feet. Garrett practically worshiped Parker and his friends. Flynn accused him of having a crush on Parker, which he did, but Garrett just denied it. It was a source of constant tension between them.
Flynn, who had been slowly opening the hardcover, quickly snapped it shut again. He looked both terrified and turned on--at the same time--by Parker's arrival. Vance stared defiantly at Parker. They'd gotten into it recently over the age of some of Vance's guests. Parker told him he wasn't comfortable with high school girls drinking and making out in his living room. There had been an uneasy tension ever since.
“We're just playing around,” he spat out, anger visible in his eyes. “You know, as full grown adults. Nothing for you to get bent out of shape over, slugger.”
Parker let out a disapproving sigh and turned to face Vance full on.
“I'm not going to have this discussion again,” he said in an even tone. “I am not gonna be responsible for two underage girls getting date raped in my apartment. I don't regret for a minute letting you know how I felt. Are we clear on that?”
Vance didn't answer. He stared at Parker without blinking even though there was no chance in the world of Vance ever hitting him, and they both knew it. Vance was a loner, an outsider with very few real friends to come to his aid. Sure he knew tons of scummy people, bikers and ex-con's and bangers and general low life's, but he himself wasn't one of them. He wasn't affiliated with any one group, which left him vulnerable in situations like these.
“Dude,” Travis said at last, trying to cut the tension in the room. “It's not like he drove the girls home and told their parents. All he did was ask you to take your party elsewhere. I don't get why you're still pissed off about it man. Didn't you say you still hooked up with one of them? What more do you want?”
“Whatever,” Vance said through gritted teeth, his lips barely moving. He stepped forward and shoved past Parker, who relaxed enough to allow Vance to swing by him. Garrett sulked out of the room after Vance, looking grateful for an excuse to leave. His eyes never left the floor and he didn't dare say a word. Only Flynn was left now. He didn't look threatened at all by Parker. To the contrary, he looked positively intrigued, as if he couldn't wait to see what would happen next.
In all fairness, Flynn had come ‘out’ in high school after being pressured to play the Seven Minutes in Heaven game with the preacher's daughter, and failing to utilize his time wisely with her. Scorned and angry, Bethany had immediately spread rumors about his sexuality. Flynn was delighted not to have to bring it up himself and quickly confirmed what had been intended as disingenuous slander. To his sickened astonishment, the next year had been spent bearing every nasty insult he could imagine being hurled at him, getting into fights with guys he had crushes on, and surviving a vicious rumor that he had AIDS. In the end, Flynn found it had all made him stronger. He wasn't easily intimidated or surprised now and because of this he could make a fearless ally in a fight. He could also be downright annoying under the wrong circumstances--like that exact moment.
“I still need to turn in our Zombie Con registrations,” he said, never taking his eyes off Parker as he handed him the laptop. “I want a VIP badge not a general admission wrist band.”
“Give me the forms,” Travis replied. “I’ll make sure it happens. I promise.”
Flynn handed over the sheets of paper like a school girl with the hots handing over her phone number. Parker showed no emotion as he watched. Flynn waited a brief extra second to see if Parker would give him some kind of a sign but when it didn't come he turned away, looking slightly bemused, and sauntered out of the room, mumbling as he went.
“Your loss, sugar.” The words trailed off down the now bustling hallway. Travis got up and shut the door with a bang. Parker smirked.
“Can I see what all the fuss is about?”
Travis nodded, wanting to look away but unable to as Parker opened the book and the picture fell out onto his feet.
“Ah,” Parker said, passing the book back to Travis, then bending down and picking up the well worn photo of Gemma in a bikini. “You know, there's an old saying - women are the fucking devil and whiskey is cheap holy water.”
“What does that mean?” Travis bristled.
“Nothing I guess,” Parker said, looking irritated. “You ready for the party tonight? Labor day weekend is always the biggest blow-out of the year, and you know it. We've had pledges decorating the Slaughterhouse all week. You're gonna love it.”
“I'm not going.” Travis pouted. He got up and walked over to his computer, reviving it from it's slumber. Travis began entering a bunch of passwords with his back to Parker.
“I was just going to make one final booze run,” Parker said, ignoring his reply. “I could use a hand.”
“It's not gonna happen,” Travis said, carefully erasing his browser history one more time just in case.
“Gemma’s going to be there,” Parker said casually, as an afterthought. “She's bringing Candy and the psycho slut posse with her.”
“Nice try,” Travis smirked. “Her page says she's still in Santa Cruz with her dad.”
“Right.” Parker smiled, like a chess player moving his final pieces into position for the kill. “Except I just saw her on campus fifteen minutes ago. Did I mention that this year they’re thinking of adding a wet t-shirt contest to the festivities?”
“Bullshit,” Travis said. “She would have updated her status. She's religious about social media. All her friends are too.”
“Right,” Parker said. “My bad. So when was the last update in Santa Cruz?”
Travis refreshed his browser. Her last update was over twenty hours ago. Parker couldn't have known that. He had to be right. Travis glared at Parker without responding for what seemed like a very long time. He had him. Checkmate.
“You coming then?”
“Fine,” Travis said, closing his laptop without powering down.
“Holt's picking us up in the parking lot,” Parker said.
“Why?”
“He borrowed my truck,” Parker said. “Who do you think supervises the pledges? This party is going to be epic and unforgettable. Don't you worry about the details.”
Travis grabbed his copy of Sarte and tucked Gemma back into it. He lifted his mattress and stuffed the laptop under it. They hurried out to the parking lot to find Holt sitting near the curb with the truck running and the doors open. Parker gave him a look and Holt hopped out of the driver's side, relinquishing it to him.
“Hey Holt,” Travis said.
“McAnus,” Holt replied, as if it were Travis's real first name. Holt held the door open for Travis.
“Thanks,” Travis replied, hopping in and ignoring the taunt. He was used to it. He'd learned long ago not to let small things get under his skin and ruin his mood. He was still excited about the possibility of seeing Gemma. He wasn't going to let Holt take his happiness away for sport.
Holt got back in and slammed the door as Parker fired up the engine on the truck.
“And away we go,” said Holt as they pulled off down the street.
They drove in silence all the way to the liquor store. Once inside, Travis helped Parker and Holt lug case after case of beer to the counter. Parker paid in cash, chatting up the cute cashier, while Travis and Holt hauled the booze out to the back of the truck. The girl, who looked barely old enough to be selling alcohol, didn't ask for ID. She never took her eyes off Parker, a finger curling absentmindedly in her hair as she hung on his every word. Parker knew he was lingering longer than necessary. Max had shaken his confidence, burrowing under his skin. He needed a little reassurance and this cute tramp was dying to give it to him. She wasted no time scribbling her name and number on the back of a pack of matches and slipping it into his palm before he left.
You still got it, Parker told himself as he slid the matches into his pocket without bothering to look at them. He noticed the spring returning to his step as he walked back to his truck.
On the ride back Travis tried to strike up conversation, but Holt turned on the radio to drown him out. The CD player was jammed so they were stuck with the radio, which seemed to only have news on.
“Authorities are reporting a sudden increase in emergency room visits with patients complaining of flu-like symptoms,” a voice informed them. “Doctors are urging residents of coastal areas to seek flu shots immediately while admitting that another epidemic might be unavoidable at this point.”
He hit the scan button.
“The President addressed the nation earlier this morning,” a female newscaster read.
“Already, teams of divers are scouring the wreckage for signs of survivors,” the President said over the sound of cameras clicking. “Make no mistake we will continue to search until every last crew member is accounted for and total public safety is assured. As to the reports of infected people washing up on shore and attacking folks, that's simply untrue. This tragedy is contained. You have my word. We're going to keep it that way, even if we have to stay out there another month.”
“Yeah right,” Holt chortled. “I'm sure he's working round the clock on it, in between playing golf and posing for photo op's.”
Parker hit the scan button again and again but all he found were news reports.
“It's on every station,” Parker said.
“This is an emergency broadcast,” a panicked sounding male voice announced. “The following is a partial list of the beach closures for the Southern California and Baja areas due to unusually strong tidal currents. Government agencies are asking residents to avoid the water since higher than normal rip tides are being reported up and down the beaches. Please listen closely.”
Parker shut the radio off.
“Damn government,” Holt mumbled. “So useless."
“I don't want to hear another word about the government, now or later,” Parker cautioned. “It's time to party.”
“Shit yeah,” Holt blurted out. He turned and stared at Travis. “You ready to get your little pecker wet Captain Algebra?”
“My friends call me Travis you know.” He could feel the blood in his face.
“Well I ain't your friend, McAnus. Isn't that what most of the cretins who live in Thunderdome call you?”
“You're hilarious,” Travis said, not making eye contact with him. He hated that nickname.
“I'm gonna teach you how to do shots tonight,” Holt said matter-of-factly. “I'll do my best to turn you back straight, cross my heart and hope to die. It'll be like one of your science experiments.”
Holt playfully punched Travis on the arm and let out a laugh. Travis cringed as slivers of pain shot through his arm and tried not to show just how much it hurt. It wasn't even dark yet but something told him it was going to be a very long night.
  
 


CHAPTER TEN
The sun was sinking beneath the horizon when Donovan came to check on Poppy again. She lay as still as death in the bed, her hair matted to her forehead by the sweat of her passing fever. He sat on the edge of the bed and stared at her. In the course of a few hours, she had gotten infinitely worse. Her skin was now cold and clammy. It had taken on an almost gray hue. Her eyes were rimmed a reddish pink and what looked like blood had crusted around her eyes and nostrils. A thin film of white saliva that resembled a light foam was leaking out of her open mouth. Despite her shallow breath, an unholy rattle coming from her chest filled the room every time she exhaled. He'd never seen anything like this. She was really sick.
You have to get her to the doctor, Donovan thought to himself. No matter how much she tries to fight you on it. You can’t just let her die.
The fear gripping his insides twisted even harder when he examined her bite wound. The broken skin around the wound was a sickly green and bright yellow puss formed around the edges, dribbling out on the sheets and leaving a brown stain that looked like it was eating right through the sheets. The wound was now almost wide open and he could see the meat of her shoulder, which was a deep crimson that turned black as it reached the middle. The wound itself smelled rancid.
Maybe the guy had rabies, he thought. He definitely looked sick. Why did I wait so long to get her help? Why did I think a nap was going to fix her?
A pang of guilt shot through him. He should have taken her to the hospital the minute she was bitten. He just never imagined that it would get this bad this fast. If only he’d left earlier, if only he’d convinced her not to go down to the water, none of this would have happened. Now he'd be lucky to get her to the hospital without her dying. If she died, it would be all his fault!
He took a deep breath and fought back tears and revulsion. He had to be strong, for Poppy's sake. He couldn't take no for an answer. He had to get her to the doctor now.
Donovan reached out and shook her gently, leaning in so she could hear him.
“Poppy? Wake up, baby.” She let out a deep moan that scared him more than anything had ever scared him in his life. He'd only heard sounds like that in horror movies. He jumped back like a little kid, his nerves rattled. A shiver ran through him, making the skin on his arms turn to goose bumps.
Stay strong, he reminded himself, his inner monologue kicking in. For Poppy’s sake.
He exhaled and tried to recompose himself. He was being ridiculous. Nerves. That's all it was. It had been a long day. His beautiful girlfriend needed help and he was going to make sure she got it. The shaking in his hands stopped and he leaned forward toward her once more.
“Come on, baby,” he started again. “We need to get you to the doctor.”
Donovan put his hand on both sides of her shoulders, turning her to him. The stench coming from her open mouth was horrendous, like rancid meat left out in the hot sun. He shook her just a little, hoping to bring her around.
Maybe I should run a bath for her, he thought to himself. That might help to revive her a little.
It was too late. There wasn't enough time to be screwing around. Her condition was clearly getting worse by the minute and giving her a hot bath in this state could take well over an hour. He leaned forward, holding his breath, until his face was inches from hers.
“Poppy!” Donovan shouted, hoping to bring her around. He wished he had smelling salts or an adrenaline shot like the one John Travolta used in Pulp Fiction, anything that might help revive her.
Her eyes flew open like two old shutters, revealing dead white pupils filmed over with a tiny living fungus that writhed across the surface of her corneas. Donovan's heart thrashed in his chest like a wild animal and he let go of her at once. Instead of falling back frail on the bed, she sat up at an odd, unnatural angle and stared at him. Images from The Exorcist flooded his mind as a paralyzing fear filled Donovan until he felt like he couldn't breathe. Whatever that thing was, it wasn't Poppy. He backed away slowly while she kept her eyes locked on him.
My God, Donovan thought. What is wrong with her?
Suddenly Poppy let out a loud snarl and lunged for him, knocking him to the ground. Donovan's screams of terror grew in intensity as she leaned over and ripped into his neck with her jagged gray teeth. Bright red blood spurted from the open wound, splashing the walls in thick spurts.
Oh my God! His mind raced. He could feel his heart beating incredibly fast now. She bit me! I’m bleeding! No!
In shock, Donovan put his hand on the wound, trying to stop the flow of blood as he gasped for air. It was no use. There was so much blood running over his hands, slick and sticky and warm. Bright red blood stained the front of Poppy as she looked at him with her dead eyes. His vision began to blur and he grew lightheaded from the blood loss, falling back onto the floor. Poppy leaned over him once more with another wild cry and began to rip strips of flesh out of his arm and shoulders as he slipped away into the cold darkness of death.
  
 


CHAPTER ELEVEN
Gemma sprawled out across her bed with her laptop surfing Facebook updates from her long list of friends. It had gotten out of control in the last year, with people she barely knew friend requesting her. She felt guilty if she didn't accept them. People got so touchy about Facebook. Last semester a girl in her dorm, Angela, had gotten into a fist fight at a bar off campus over being accidentally “de-friended” by her friend Heather. It was so stupid. Most of the time her feed was just filled with useless info--mind candy like pictures of kids partying, or relationship updates. There were endless pictures of girls doing 'duck face' holding up their phones to the mirror, lips puckered out, and snapping pictures of themselves in their underwear. Guys did it too, but they copied Jersey Shore instead, pulling up their shirts to show off their abs and sticking out their tongues. She had to admit that a few of these guys were pretty cute, like Parker, but most of them looked fucking ridiculous.
“Friend request denied,” she said, clicking through several attempts by awkward freshman guys to add her as a contact. She knew this was a big waste of time, but the truth was it was crazy addictive. If she could have back the hours she spent scrolling through the site, she could probably add a month to her life. Even if she didn't do “duck face,” she was just as guilty as the rest of them of posting stupid pictures from her smartphone and the even stupider updates. She'd even signed up on Instagram and begun altering her smartphone photos just to fit in.
Does anyone really care what you ate for lunch? she wondered. And why post pictures of it?
The worst part was that she often put a deliberate slant on what she posted, knowing that her friends would be seeing her updates. It was like keeping a journal but knowing the whole time that someone was going to read it one day.
One day I will post an uncensored blog, she thought. I would probably lose every friend I have if I started telling them what I really thought and felt all the time.
Heading to Slaughterhouse with the girls for one last wild summer night, she typed into her profile. C U there. Kiss face.
She reminded herself to sign out of her profile before closing the browser. Freshman year she'd forgotten to log off and her roommate had posted a bunch of coming-out-of-the-closet updates using Gemma's profile. She was mortified until she learned that it made guys like her more, and she got a few enticing offers from girls she would never have dreamed were bi-curious.
“You think there's going to be any cute guys at this party, or will it just be the same old busted frat boys we've seen the last three years?”
Gemma closed the laptop and turned to see Candy putting on lip gloss in the mirror. She had on a tube top that showed too much of her bra, and skin tight ripped jeans shorts with cowboy boots.
Could she be more obvious? Gemma thought. It bothered her that Candy was so desperate for attention that she resorted to using her body to get it from guys, that she had such a low self-image. People had accused Gemma of being many things over the years--overly social, flirty, even unable to make up her mind--but no one ever accused her of being promiscuous.
Say what you will about me, thought Gemma, but at least guys don't target me for being easy.
“You mean the ones you've all hooked up with at some point in a drunken stupor and now feel embarrassed to bump into?” Gemma smirked.
“Yeah,” Candy said, either ignoring the sarcasm or missing it all together. “That's what I meant. Totally. Fuck off. Don't be a jealous snatch.”
“Moi? Jealous? Not a chance,” Gemma said shaking her head. She waved her hands for emphasis. “Anyway, it's not like they are advertising the party on the Strip. Why can't you just pick one that was a good lay and be done with it? I wanna leave in the next five minutes. We've been get ready forever.”
“Fine, I'm going,” Candy said, sounding miffed about being rushed. She twirled from the full length mirror and sauntered over to the closet, bending down and digging around. “Oh, what about these . . .”
“Boots?” Gemma said, cutting her off mid-sentence. She always knew exactly what Candy was going to go for first, and it was generally the most expensive thing she owned. Candy had been this way ever since they'd met. It didn't matter how many times you pointed it out to her. By nature, she seemed impervious to shame or guilt. Gemma didn't care. She loved her anyway, warts and all, as the expression went--not that she thought Candy had warts, mind you. They'd chosen to room together second year after sharing a psych class and have been inseparable ever since. That didn't mean she didn't get on her nerves. Tonight she was being especially trying.
“Be my guest,” Gemma replied. “Just hurry the hell up, slowpoke.”
“Stop rushing me,” Candy said, slipping the boots on. “I wanna look good when I get there.”
“Yeah,” Gemma said, rolling her eyes. “You wouldn't want to have to pay for any of your own drinks tonight would you?” Or drugs, she thought to herself. Gemma knew that Candy had been experimenting with the hard stuff lately. She blamed it on her taking easy courses and paying freshman to do most of her homework. The girl just had too much spare time.
“And the money I've saved,” Candy said, sounding like a bad television commercial. “I've got enough left over for an all-expense paid vacation to Hawaii!”
“Shut your face!” Gemma hit her with a pillow from the bed. They both laughed. “You better be taking me on that trip with you, especially after all the late night fast food I've bought you slut!”
“I wouldn't dream of going without my bestie!”
Just then, Jennifer, one of the girls from down the hall, knocked as she stepped into the room.
“Can I come in?” she asked.
“Mi casa es su casa,” Gemma said.
“I'm sorry, I didn't take Spanish,” Jennifer replied.
“It means yes?” Candy laughed at her. Jennifer shot her a look, then turned back to Gemma.
“No more stalling Candy lets go,” said Gemma. “It's a ten minute walk in those boots to Slaughterhouse, easy.”
Jennifer looked sheepishly from Candy to Gemma. She opened her mouth to speak, then thought better of it and closed it again. Gemma frowned. Candy had been bullying Jennifer ever since they met. Gemma felt sorry for her. She was too shy to stand up for herself. Underneath it all she was a good girl who just had a hard time making friends. It was how Gemma felt most of high school, that is until her breasts came in and her acne cleared up. Things changed quickly after that. You can't go from being flat as a board to a full C cup without boys noticing, and girls.
“You still picking up my girl Poppy?”
“Yeah,” said Jennifer. “They were supposed to be back early this afternoon, but I never heard anything.”
“I wish I lived off campus, but I can't afford it,” said Candy.
“You'd probably be pregnant if you lived off campus,” Gemma informed her. “Think about it. We're the only thing keeping your good reputation intact.”
“Who sleeps with Dirty Vegas locals? Gross. Besides, living on campus never stopped you.”
“You are so funny,” said Gemma flatly. “I'm like the last person anyone would accuse of sleeping around. Shit girl I haven't had me some good lovin' in so long I'm starting to feel almost as desperate as you.”
Candy made a face at her and Gemma smiled. She really was her best friend in the world.
“She'd kill me if I didn't show up,” said Jennifer ignoring their exclusionary banter, “but I'm not looking forward to making the drive out to Summerlin. I can tell you that.”
The sound of loud girls coming down the hallway interrupted her. They were laughing and shouting to each other. It seemed to creep up on the girls then overtake them as the door swung open and several drunk college girls poured in along with two cute guys.
“What the hell?” Gemma asked.
“Surprise,” the lead girl yelled, holding up a bottle of tequila. She had short blonde, spiky hair and big hoop earrings. Her right arm was obscured by thick jangly bracelets. She had a small pink top and a short black skirt with pointy matching shoes.
“Erin!” Gemma squealed. “What is going on?”
“We decided to come visit you,” Erin laughed. “I brought the whole gang, plus these two cute guys we picked up at the liquor store. They keep trying to tell us their names, but we won't let them!”
All the girls squealed with laughter and the guys just smiled and exchanged looks, playing it cool.
“We were just getting ready to head over to Slaughterhouse,” Gemma explained. “Are you coming or not?”
“Yes,” Erin said. “Totally. Let's do some shots first.”
The brunette behind Erin held up a little white baggie full of cocaine and smiled.
“And nose candy,” she added. Candy's eyes grew wide with excitement.
“Now that's what I call room service,” Candy said walking towards her new friend.
“One drink,” Gemma said. “And then we're walking over there. I don't want to miss the biggest party of the year because we're wasted in our dorm room.”
“Relax,” Erin replied. “We've got everything you need right here to have a very good night, if you know what I mean.”
Gemma laughed. Jennifer smiled at them, but it felt forced. She turned and walked out of the dorms without another word.
Why can't I ever feel like I belong anywhere? It's not like anyone is making you leave, she thought. The pressure just built up in her until she thought she would explode, leaving her no choice but to flee. She blamed her mom, the way she dealt with problems - or didn't deal with them.
Jennifer walked swiftly out to the car, making sure Gemma wasn't following her. She didn't want anyone to see her crying again. She found her car, unlocked the doors, and slid behind the wheel.
“I'm so stupid!”
Driving over to Poppy's house off campus, Jennifer kept putting herself down with a steady stream of insults, most of them too personal for anyone else to even know. It was a bad habit she'd picked up in high school and never been able to kick. Once she started in on herself it was almost impossible for her to stop.
“This is why you'll never have a boyfriend,” she said, trying to make the words as harsh and biting as she could. “Who would want to date a total basket case?”
She pulled onto Poppy's block and saw Donovan's car in the driveway.
Great, she thought, they've been home for hours, sleeping and making out no doubt. It was just one more unnecessary reminder to her of how she was still single. She couldn't even manage to pull off a proper one night stand.
Maybe that's why I hate Candy so much, she thought. She's just too good at being the slutty good time girl.
She blocked him in and checked her lip gloss one last time. It was still early as far as parties went, but she wanted to make sure she'd have plenty of time to get cleaned up after her little self loathing binge.
She went up to the front door and rang the bell. From somewhere inside the house she heard a low growl, but no one came to answer. After a minute she let herself in and shut the door behind her.
“Poppy,” she called out as she walked through the dark living room and down an even darker hallway. “Did you guys get a puppy? What was that sound?”
A cold chill settled over her. Something was definitely wrong but she couldn't put her finger on it. She heard a scraping sound coming from the room at the end of the hallway on the right--Poppy's room. Her heart skipped a beat. Maybe Poppy was hurt? Maybe that was why she wasn't answering her phone. Jennifer used all the willpower she possessed to force herself the rest of the way down the hallway. The scraping noise grew louder the closer she got. She called out one last time.
“Poppy, this isn't funny,” she said, her voice sounding more shaky than angry. “I'm coming in whether you’re ready or not.”
Jennifer reached out her hand and pushed the door open. The glow from the computer monitor filled the room with an eerie blue light. She looked down to see that Poppy's cat had been the one clawing the door. The room was empty. Relief flooded her. She was just being paranoid.
“Tigger,” she said, leaning down to pet the cat as it shot between her legs and raced away with a hiss. Jennifer stood up and looked around. The room was covered in dark streaks that led from the bed to the door. They reminded her of motor oil. She thought she heard someone breathing behind her and the cold fear washed back over her like a bucket of ice water. She spun around to see Poppy and Donovan leering at her like a piece of fresh meat, their mouths wide open. A rotten smell, like a dead animal, came out of them and blood-tinged tears stained their ghoulish faces. Jennifer only had time for one high pitched scream as they lunged at her, knocking her to the floor and ripping through her flesh with their gnarled teeth. It was over before she knew what had happened. Poppy and Donovan tore chunks from her chest, piercing her lungs, then her throat, before moving on to her arms and legs as they feasted on her warm, living flesh like starving cannibals enjoying a final meal.
  
 


CHAPTER TWELVE
The party had been going for almost two hours while Travis had refused to get out of the truck. Instead, he sat sulking and reading once he realized that Gemma wasn't there. By contrast, Holt seemed the life of the party, running around, screaming out obscenities at the top of his lungs, and demanding everyone do shots with him.
“I am the God of fuck!” Holt shouted while several young girls pointed at him and laughed. Holt didn't seem to notice. Considering the state he was in, it didn't matter much if they were laughing at him or with him. All that mattered was that he was getting the party started.
This is the last real party of summer, he thought. I’m not stopping until I can’t remember any of it.
Holt had been to a couple shindigs at Thunderdome, but hadn't stayed long. He just thought that the people who lived there were low rent and sketchy. Parker had told him a million times that he had a one in a million chance of seeing a cop there, that the place was a lawless free for all zone. Maybe he thought that would calm Holt down. It didn't. He preferred to get wasted in surroundings he understood, in a place cops might actually show up if there was an emergency.
The Slaughterhouse was just that, an old, run down meat packing plant within walking distance of the UNLV dorms. Those who had come before him had taken painstaking care to clean it out and decorate it with beds, couches, stripper poles, and all sorts of other creature comforts the modern day deviant would need to get his or her freak on. There was a jar on the right when you entered, to put your keys in, and one of the left full of condoms from Planned Parenthood. Someone “borrowed” a Jägermeister machine and around it a makeshift bar station had grown. The staircase was lined with used panties left by previous guests as trophies. It had the permanent stench of sweet, stale beer about it.
Parker went back and forth between the beer cooler they'd set up out back and the truck out front, checking in on Travis. A couple of very cute new girls followed nearby, keeping an eye on Parker but not daring to approach him. They covered their mouths and giggled as he walked past one more time and then said hello, devolving into incomprehensible giggles.
“You ready to come out and join the party?” Parker asked for what felt like the millionth time.
“I'm fine,” Travis said, pouring over Being and Nothingness with renewed interest.
Parker slammed his beer. He needed something to get his mind off things. It had been a very strange day. He couldn't seem to shake the image of Max's exposed breasts, or the anger in her eyes when she cursed him out. Maybe he should have just left Travis home. He thought of that old saying his dad used to repeat when he was just a kid.
Anything that can go wrong, does. It's Murphy's Law son.
“I'm going for another beer,” Parker said. “You can sulk in the truck all night for all I care. Sometimes I don't know why I bother with you.”
He turned and stalked off, chucking his empty container into the tall weeds. He was half way toward the bar when someone on the other side of the room caught his attention--Max. He felt a cool rush of surprise pump through him, followed by excitement, like spiders crawling around his insides.
She showed up after all, he thought. Maybe now I’ll get a chance to turn things around from what happened earlier. After all, she’s on my turf now.
This was just what he needed--his turf! He was going to show Max just how cool he was, once and for all. There was no way she could show up to a party he was hosting with his friends and disrespect him. He'd take her on a tour of the Slaughterhouse like only a member could, and if he was lucky they'd end up making out at the end of the night in one of the spare rooms.
One thing at a time dude, he told himself. First you have to win her over.
He turned without further thought and marched towards her direction. She was sitting with a girl sporting a pink Mohawk, laughing and pointing at people as they passed by. They stopped in surprised amusement when he walked up to them. They'd obviously been singling out people to ridicule and Parker more than fit the bill.
“Hey,” said Parker lamely.
“Perfect,” Max said, barely able to contain herself. “Target acquired.”
“Set lasers to stun?” Her friend turned and waited for a reply. Max shook her head and sneered.
“Shoot to kill,” she said.
“Ouch,” her friend replied. “Too bad. He's cute, for his type.”
“I'll take that as a compliment,” Parker said, looking for a way into their conversation. He wasn't used to feeling this vulnerable around a girl. He didn't like it. Why was she making everything so difficult? Most girls were happy if he just paid attention to them, no matter what they talked about. He cast a quick glance over his shoulder and saw Holt giving him the thumbs up. That made him feel better. His buddy would definitely have his back.
“Not taking any chances with this one,” Max said. “He broke into my house earlier and tried to have his way with me. Luckily I was taping or he might have tried to rape me into submission.”
“You might have liked it,” her friend shot back.
“Come on,” Parker protested. “You know that's not true. I was a total gentleman.”
“Yeah?” Max leered at him in disgust. “Then why were you pitching a tent the whole time you were watching?”
“I wasn't,” he spit back. He was losing control again.
So she did notice, he thought, the embarrassment nearly overwhelming him. Why hadn't she said something at the time? Why did she wait? Was this her plan all along? To show up in front of his friends and belittle him?
It made him angry to even consider. She smirked, watching him closely, like she was waiting for him to lose his cool, like it was all a part of the game she was playing.
Chill out, he told himself. Don't let her see you freak over this. That's what she wants. Show her you can take a joke.
“You okay big guy?” The girl with the Mohawk had a voice like a play doll with a pull string. “Very funny,” Parker said. “Yeah, you got me. I broke into your crash pad at Thunderdome today so I could sexually assault you and then invite you to this party. What can I say? I'm that neighbor.”
“Did you take Viagra first?” The pink haired girl cooed. “Or are you such an alpha male that you're constantly hard and drooling precum, in search of your next victim?”
“You should have seen it,” Max continued, turning to her. “You could practically see the veins popping out even through his denim. That thing was thick! I could see the justifications running through his mind. He was building himself up the whole time, psyching himself to do it.”
“How can you tell?” Her friend laughed.
“He was panting and drooling like he'd gone full retard,” Max said. “Plus he completely stopped responding to me. It's like he was just staring at my tits.”
“Can't blame him for that,” the friend teased. “Your rack is pretty magnificent.”
“Oh you,” Max playfully chastised her. “Go on.”
“You know,” Parker said, trying to act slick. “I was going to invite you both to take a tour of Slaughterhouse. As a member of this fraternity I have full access, even upstairs.”
“The rape chamber awaits,” the friend chimed in.
“Oh that's real tempting and all,” Max laughed. “But I'm gonna pass. Maybe Jess here might be interested. She's into the kinky stuff, much more than I am. Chips, dips, chains, whips, and candle wax on the nipples, all right up her alley.”
Max turned to her friend Jess.
“It really did look like a good piece of meat,” she chuckled. “Let's hope he doesn't stuff his jock. You're not a stuffer are you? Because that would be truly sad.”
“He's a grower not a shower,” Jess giggled into the back of her hand.
Parker wasn't going to be dismissed again, not that easily, not at his own party. He stared down at her t-shirt trying to think of something to say. It read “L33T” and he wondered what it meant. Maybe it was some cool new brand she'd brought back from the Coast?
“There's no reason to be a cunt,” Parker said. “All I've ever done is try to be nice to you. You know, this right here is why people think you're stuck up. You act like you're better than everyone, so high and mighty with your little internet show. You never make an effort, never show up to anything, and the one time you do you put on this disgusting show for your cool friend. It's kinda pathetic.”
“What?” Max flashed him an icy stare that pierced down to the core. Playtime was officially over.
“You think I'm cool huh?” Jess blushed.
Max was no longer in the mood for games. She ignored her friends tease and went straight for the jugular.
“You can go fuck yourself asshole. Why don't you find some pathetic washed up Vegas skank trash party girl to go play with and leave me the fuck alone? You can go tanning together and shop at the fashion outlets for Ed Hardy. Just leave me the fuck out of it.”
“That's what I'm talking about right there. You don't know me. Where do you get off talking like that to me?”
“Oh I can't talk like that to the big baseball star, is that it?” Her eyes burned with a feral shimmer. She got up in his face. “You can break into my apartment and interrupt my show, but I can't hold up the mirror and give it back to you? Is your little ego too fucking fragile to handle that? You really are just full of yourself, aren't you, slugger?”
Parker didn't flinch, but he did soften his tone. He wasn't looking for a fight. He just wasn't going to let her make him feel like a complete idiot again. So far it wasn't working out like he’d planned, as usual. The girl with the pink Mohawk looked more upset at Max's overreaction than she did at his interruption. She mumbled something about them getting a room under her breath and then stormed off.
“It's like you get off on treating other people like shit,” Parker said with a pretentious laugh. “I wish your legion of fan boys could see you now, how you really act when the cameras are off. You wouldn't be half as popular.”
He took a beer from a frat brother passing by and slammed it. He'd gotten to her. She was starting to change colors.
I'll bet no one has ever talked like that to her, he thought. She looks confused. Good. At least I got her attention.
“Why don't you stick to your own kind,” she hissed.
She pointed over to the group of girls who’d been following Parker around all night. All of the freshmen girls withered under the unexpected attention except the pretty blonde, who stepped expectantly forward as if she was being summoned.
“You're not ready for a girl like me.”
“Whatever the hell that means,” he said.
“It means that after all the mindless lithium Barbies you've run through,” Max said, her eyes cold and unblinking, “you wouldn't know what to do with a real woman like me. I'd chew you up and spit you out. Why don't you save us both the trouble and just stick to what you know best? There's a perfect girl for you. She's practically begging for your junk in her mouth.”
Parker didn't give the girls more than a cursory glance and a nod. It felt crazy, but a small part of him began to suspect that Max was actually starting to give a little. He felt torn with anxiety, wishing he knew what to do next. The truth was she was right; he'd never really had to work for a girl’s attention before. Admitting that would make him look like an arrogant jock, which is exactly what she wanted. That didn't mean he was one. He'd just never found a girl that was worth fighting for until he met her.
Tell her that, you idiot! the tiny voice in his head screamed. He thought of their previous exchange and decided against it. He wasn't ready to bare his chest to her in front of all his friends and have her rip his beating heart out just for fun. Parker could feel the eyes of everyone at the party on his back. He'd made a mistake talking to her. What was it he saw in her? At that moment, with the heat of her glare boring holes through him, it was hard to remember. He wanted to run away but he was too proud--too many people were paying attention to them now.
“You don't know shit about me,” he said. “If you'd let your defenses down for a moment maybe you'd see that I'm more than a two dimensional caricature you've painted into some kind of sociopath.”
Malice danced in her eyes and a smile crossed her face. She was getting off on humiliating him in front of all these people, he thought.
“Where'd you learn that? Psych 101? Please.”
“This is getting old fast,” he said, turning away. It was all he had left at this point. He wished there was a way to reboot things with her, but if there was he couldn't see it. Maybe it just wasn't meant to be. He was starting to wish he'd never laid eyes on her. No one had ever treated him like this before, especially for no good reason.
“Good,” she said. “Then get this through your thick skull rape boy - I wouldn't let you put your cock in me if you were the last fucking man on earth. You hear me? It's never gonna happen so you can just forget it! Tuck your useless flap of meat between your legs like a scared dog and run back to the slut pool you're used to breeding in because that's all your good for sport, especially with that thrown out arm!”
There was a gasp from somewhere behind him. He didn't turn. He couldn't. He didn't want anyone else to see the look on his face. He let out a nervous laugh, hoping to conceal his anger at being reduced to a blubbering idiot by her again.
“Screw her,” Holt yelled in a drunken slur as Parker turned and walked past him. “She doesn't deserve to . . . hey! Where are you going?”
Parker just kept walking. He got to the parking lot and punched the side of his truck as hard as he could. His fist stung but he didn't care. Rage pumped through his veins. He wanted to rip someone apart after that exchange.
Travis slowly opened the driver's side door and climbed out, book still in hand. The sudden violence had left him trembling, knocking him from his daydream of Gemma. He looked slack jawed from Parker to the truck.
“What is that all about? Did Max show up?”
“Can you think of anything else that would make me this crazy?” Travis couldn't tell if Parker was being sarcastic or not. He decided it wasn't worth risking his wrath with a joke.
“I don't get it.”
“I don't either,” Parker said, slamming his fist into the truck again then marching off down the driveway into the darkness. Travis hurried after him. In the distance he could see the spotlight of the Luxor pyramid and the glow of the Strip. He had to hurry to keep up with Parker who wasn't slowing down for him and genuinely seemed to want to be left alone. They walked alone in silence for a while as Parker cooled down a little, coming to stop near a drainage ditch. Parker picked up a rock and threw it over the ledge.
“How the hell did this chick get so far up under my skin?”
“It happens man,” Travis said soothingly. “Take it easy on yourself. This is what she does to guys. I've seen it before. It's just how she is. She's different, you know?”
Parker turned on him with angry, red eyes.
“You think I'm not good enough for her? Is that it?”
“What? No,” Travis corrected him. “That's not it at all. I mean, you can have nearly any chick you want and yet you continue to chase after her. She's not even your type.”
Parker glared at Travis with red angry eyes. For a minute, Travis thought this time he'd gone too far and that Parker was about to pound him. Instead, he let out a loud sigh and turned to face Travis.
“You know what it is?”
“Tell me bro,” Travis replied.
“It's like she's the only thing that is real here,” Parker said. “Other girls seem dull and boring compared to her, like they are all trying too hard. She doesn't even have to try at all. You know the weirdest part about it is that I feel like I can see something in her, something underneath the surface, like all the makeup and attitude is a front and the real Max is down in there and that's what I'm seeing. Does that make any sense?”
“I wish I could tell you yes,” Travis said. “But I'd be telling you what you want to hear. I wanna believe it too, but it sounds like you're just projecting what you want to see. It's classic Freudian stuff man. Kill your father fuck your mother stuff.”
“What? No. I didn't say that. She's not like my mother at all. Don't put words in my mouth.”
“I'm not trying to freak you out man,” Travis said defensively, holding up his hands. “I can totally relate. That's all. Look at what I keep doing with Gemma. I am completely obsessed with her but I can't get the balls up to start a conversation with her. At least you tried, man. At least you took a shot. That counts for something in my eyes. It's part of what I respect about you. For real.”
Parker smiled at him sympathetically. He just saw so much of himself in this kid.
“You know your only problem is your total lack of sack,” he said. “Chicks like a guy who can stand up for himself, who looks like he's got his act together.”
“Yeah?”
“Fucking eh right they do. You just need to shut off your brain for a while and let your animal nature take over. You know what to do, down in your DNA. Trust me. It's science. You think too much. Your stepping all over your own dick. You need to relax and just let things happen.”
“What the fuck do you know about science?”
“Plenty,” he said. “And even more about hooking up. You'll be fine if you just let it happen and don't spaz out on her. Gemma is waiting for a guy like you, someone who will appreciate it when she finally spreads her legs again.”
“You really think I'm over-analyzing things? That's my problem. It's so simple.”
It looked like a light had gone off over his head. Parker couldn't help but think how priceless and naive his expression was at that moment.
“Well, maybe that and the fact that you won't stop reading all these faggy psychology books and talking about zombies and the end of the world and teenagers hunting and killing each other while turning into vampires and werewolves and shit.”
“Very funny,” Travis said, shaking his head. “What would I even say to her? Hey why don't you come to my zombie walk tomorrow?”
“Yeah that would be a good start,” Parker said in earnest. “Why the hell not? Just do it like you mean it, and tell me you don't see a difference - no matter what the outcome.”
“I will think about it,” Travis said.
“Don't think about it. Just do it. Whatever you do, try not to mention that you paid someone to raid her dorm room for pictures of her,” Parker said smirking. “You're gonna wanna take that one with you to the grave.”
“If you tell anyone about that . . .”
“What?” Parker cut him off. “You'll sick the undead on me?”
“Worse,” he said. “I'll send you a computer virus that wipes out your senior paper.”
“That's cold, man,” Parker said. “Ice cold. You know what? The hell with this. Let's go get her.”
“Yeah right,” Travis said.
“I'm serious,” Parker said. “We both know where her dorm is. Let's go find out what's taking her so long.”
“That's crazy,” Travis said, looking nervous.
“So let's be crazy then,” Parker said. “What the fuck do you have to lose at this point? You gonna sit in the truck and read the rest of the night? Fuck it. She don't come to us, let's go to her. You ready?”
Travis puffed up his chest.
“Why not?”
“All right!”
Parker kicked a rock past Travis before turning and marching back towards the Slaughterhouse. Travis followed him all the way back to the driveway trying to hide the fear he was feeling from the crippling panic rising up in him. It was going to work out. He knew it. With Parker's help he could do anything. When they got back to the driveway they found Holt pacing by the truck looking drunk out of his mind.
“There you are man,” Holt cried out. “I've been looking all over for you. Who cares what some dyke thinks about you. Screw her.”
“You know what,” Parker said, patting his friend on the back. “You are absolutely right. Fuck Asphyxia Stardust and her amazing titties. Come on buddy hop in.”
Travis was already in the truck. Holt drunkenly stumbled around to stare at Parker as he got behind the wheel.
“Where are we going? This party is just getting started!”
“Quick run to get some more girls,” Parker said. “Hop in the back.”
“I like it,” Holt said. “Fresh meat!”
He climbed over the side of the truck and fell into the back with a loud crash next to a bag of sports equipment from practice and several baseball bats.
“To the pussy store!” Holt screamed from the back of the truck.
The drive took less than five minutes. When they got to the dorms Gemma's door was open and wild party noises were drifting out into the hallway.
“Parker!” Candy yelled when she saw him, throwing her arms around him. One of the cute liquor store guys was practically handcuffed to her and gave Parker a jealous leer telling him to back off in no uncertain terms. Gemma came over to greet him with a peck on the cheek.
“What are you doing here? I thought you were at Slaughterhouse?”
“We were,” Parker said. “We just came to see what was taking you so long.”
“Oh,” Gemma said, looking happy to see them. “I've been trying to get this group motivated for over an hour but once the powder hit the mirror it was like trying to move a school bus full of children with Down's syndrome.”
Parker looked over her shoulder to see a ring of girls leaning over a mirror and snorting up white powder with straws. They completely ignored the new arrivals, keeping their heads down and talking really fast to each other. Candy slipped past Parker with her new guy friend and they headed down the hallway.
“Hold up a minute,” Gemma said, looking concerned. “Candy? Where are you going?”
“I'll be back,” she said, then let out a giggle as she scurried down the hallway.
“This is my roommate and good friend Travis.”
Travis stepped forward and smiled at her, propping himself up with all the courage he could muster.
She smiled at him and Travis felt like the wind had been knocked out of him.
“I've heard a lot about you,” she said.
“I'm not surprised,” Travis replied with a smirk, trying to find the line between being casual and coming off like a cocky jerk. “After all my deeds are legendary.” Gemma giggled and he smiled at her.
“Well,” she said. “I'm not leaving without Candice so it looks like we're going to be a while. You guys want some beers?”
“Sure,” Parker said.
“That would be great,” Travis said politely. “Thanks.”
Gemma grabbed as many beers as she could fit in her arms and quickly returned to the group. Holt immediately snatched two from her. Gemma leaned in and made eye contact with him for a very long time as she handed him one.
“Nice to finally put a face to the name.”
“Likewise,” Travis said, trying to sound casual. She giggled.
“You're too cute,” she said, turning back to Parker. “Let's get this party started.”
“That's what I've been saying,” Holt said, shaking his head and smashing an empty beer can on his head.
“I can do that with my tits,” Erin said, wandering over with half the bottle of tequila still. “My names Erin.”
“I think I might be in love,” said Holt.
“Easy big guy,” Parker said, patting him on the back. “You are not in love.”
“I might be,” Holt argued. “You never really can tell with these kinds of things.”
“Come with me,” Erin said, taking Holt by the hand. They turned and walked outside, heading towards her dorm room at the end of the hallway.
Parker, Gemma, and Travis sat on the bed and drank. Travis told Gemma all about the Zombie Walk planned for the next day and invited her to the convention. She seemed genuinely interested until Max's name came up.
“She sure loves having all the attention, doesn't she?”
“Who?” Parker asked.
“That web chick with the dudes name,” Gemma said. “Max. What's that short for anyway? Maxine? I wonder if girls she grew up with called her Maxi Pad behind her back. You think they did?”
“I dunno, I guess,” Parker said, trying to sound disinterested.
“You're not into her, are you?”
“Nope,” said Parker a little too fast.
“Good,” said Gemma. “She's gross. I wouldn't be surprised if it turned out she had a dick down there.”
Parker smiled and turned away. One of Erin's friends was making eyes at him from across the room.
“What's her name?” Parker asked.
“You know I really don't know,” Gemma said. “She came in with the psycho slut posse over there but we were never introduced. Why don't you go find out who she is for me?”
“Don't worry,” Parker said. “I will get to the bottom of it right away.”
“I'm sure you will,” Gemma said as he sprang up from the bed.
“Well,” Travis said, polishing off his beer, “it's just us now.”
“Have you seen Candy come back?” Gemma asked looking distracted. “I'd still like to go to that party if she's done blowing that DVL.”
“DVL?” said Travis, confused.
“Dirty Vegas Local,” Gemma replied. “I worry about her sometimes. She looks like she's had a lot to drink.”
“What can you do?”
“I've gotta keep an eye on her,” said Gemma.
“Sure,” Travis replied, trying to hide his disappointment. “I understand.”
“Would you mind walking around the dorms with me to go find her?” Gemma asked, turning and facing him. For a minute he thought maybe he was fantasizing again. “I hate to ask you to leave your friends but I don't want to go wandering around campus alone at night.”
“No,” said Travis. “It's no problem. I'd be happy to walk with you.”
Her face lit up.
“Oh my God, thank you so much,” Gemma squealed. “I will totally make it up to you when we get to Slaughterhouse. I promise.”
Travis didn't know what to say to that so he just smiled and nodded. Parker fought back a smile as they walked out of the dorm party holding hands.
  
 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Without saying much, Travis and Gemma walked as fast as they could around the outside of the dorms and near the moonlit trail that wound between the Slaughterhouse and campus. Gemma was desperate to find Candy, but there was no sign of her. At first, Travis hoped they would slow down so he could talk to her but as they reached the edge of the campus, emerging from a copse of trees and tall grass, he was actually glad he hadn't been forced to make polite conversation. He decided it was too awkward trying to think of the right thing to say, given the circumstances. The best thing he could do was be there for her as a friend instead of trying to impress her.
The last thing you want is for her to think you’re coming on to her right now, he thought. There will be time later to get to know her better, maybe at the Slaughterhouse party.
“You see her?” she asked, shaking him from his thoughts.
“No,” Travis replied, glancing around the campus grounds.
“She might have gone to the other side of the dorms,” Gemma said.
“Why would she go there?” Travis asked.
“There's an empty dorm,” Gemma said. “Stoners go there to get high and fuck. It's nasty. I'm praying she isn't up there.” She rushed on ahead of him. Travis did as he was told, keeping pace with her. They climbed a series of steps, then wound their way through an empty hallway until they reached the room. The door was slightly ajar. Gemma burst in with Travis on her heels expecting to see Candy making out on a bed with some strange kid from town. Instead, the room was empty.
“She's not here,” said Gemma.
“Maybe she went back to his place,” Travis offered, trying to be helpful but feeling a bit lost in the moment. Just then, they heard the unmistakable sound of a girl screaming coming from outside.
“Wait,” Gemma stared out the window towards the parking lot. “Is she outside? We must have gone right past her.”
They rushed out to find Candy was bent over in the bushes, violently throwing up and crying. Travis nearly let out a sigh of relief. She was drunk but she would be okay. He figured this was the best possible outcome. They could clean her up, put her in bed, then spend the night talking. He'd come off like a real knight in shining armor.
“You reek of tequila,” Gemma said, chiding her friend. She leaned over and pulled her hair out of her face, trying to avoid the wet part that was tangled in the plants. On closer inspection, Candy did not look well. Her face was sallow and white--there were dark bags forming under her eyes, one of which was bloodshot and bright pink.
“Oh my God,” Gemma said, releasing Candy as she fell back on the grass. There was blood on her clothes. “Candy! What happened?”
“They went crazy,” Candy whined, choking back more tears. “We went upstairs to do more blow but there were two guys already up there. The next thing I knew they were all over me, digging into me with their fingers. Then they started biting me...hard.”
“What?”
“I fought them off and ran,” Candy said. “One of them was right behind me, growling like a dog. I screamed and then he was on top of me again.”
“Where is he now?” Gemma tried to stay calm for Candy's sake.
“I don't know,” Candy said, bursting into another crying fit. “I hit him again and again but he wouldn't stop. Then he just seemed to come out of a trance and got up and walked away. I think he's headed towards Slaughterhouse.”
Candy threw herself back over bushes and loudly vomited again. Gemma flashed a concerned look at Travis. Travis leaned over Candy and checked her arms. There were fresh bite wounds all right. It looked just like she described, as if a small pack of animals had torn a good chunk out of her with their teeth. He covered his mouth, fighting back revulsion. This was bad news.
“You wanna call campus security?” he asked.
“I think she might need a doctor.”
“You're probably right,” said Travis.
“Do you have a car?”
“No,” Travis shrugged. “We should go get Parker. He'll know what to do.”
“That's not a bad idea. Can you help me with her?” Gemma asked.
“I think maybe you should wait here,” Travis said, trying to sound confident. “I'll go grab him and we'll be right back.”
“Okay then,” Gemma said with a heavy sigh. “Hurry back now.”
Travis set off at a light jog, being careful not to trip and twist his ankle or hurt himself. The last thing they needed was someone else getting hurt. He could still feel a buzz from the beer. It took him longer than he expected to get her back to the dorm party and when he got there, Holt was out of his mind drunk entertaining everyone. Travis took Parker aside and explained the situation.
“No shit,” Parker said. “They bit her?”
“That's what she said,” Travis shrugged.
“She's going to be fine,” Holt roared, drunkenly butting into the conversation. “She just needs to sleep this off. Maybe some stitches in the morning if it hasn't stopped bleeding. Trust me.”
“She needs immediate medical attention, you dick!” Travis screamed in his face.
“I'll drive,” Parker said. “Let's go guys.”
Parker charged off down the hall keys already in hand as Holt and Travis followed behind.
“I'm really worried about her,” Travis said.
“We'll get her taken care,” Parker replied. “You're gonna look like the big hero for helping out her friend. It will be okay. I promise.”
Holt scoffed at them.
“She got bit by some drunken creep. Big deal. Let's not blow things out of proportion.”
Parker took him by the shoulders.
“We're going to the hospital to get her checked out. You can come with us or stay here. Decide fast.”
“This is bullshit!” Holt shouted.
Within minutes they were with Gemma and Candy.
“You weren't playing,” Parker said to Travis. “She looks pretty sick dude.”
“I told you,” Travis said. “Help me get her into the truck.”
They took either side of Candy and carried her dead weight over to the parking lot. Gemma climbed into the truck and helped them load Candy into the back of the cab.
We look like a bunch of serial killers, thought Travis grimly, setting off to bury a fresh corpse.
Parker climbed behind the wheel and fired up the engine.
“Please hurry,” Gemma pleaded and Parker floored it, the truck tires spitting grass and gravel as they took off towards town.
Parker raced through the unlit back roads with only the blue light of the moon casting dark shadows through the trees onto the road. Off in the distance the lights of the Strip blinded anyone foolish enough to stare at them long. Gemma held Candy's head in her lap while the poor girl whimpered in pain.
“Why aren't you taking the 95?” Gemma asked.
“It's just faster to take Maryland,” Parker said. “Trust me.”
“Which hospital are we going to?” Travis asked.
“Sunrise is closest,” Parker said. “Hold on.”
They came to a straight stretch and Parker punched it, racing up toward one hundred miles an hour.
“It's going to be okay, baby,” Gemma cooed. “Hang in there. We'll be at the hospital soon.”
Parker adjusted the mirror to get a better look. Candy looked gravely ill. Her condition had deteriorated unbelievably fast. It was beyond anything he'd ever seen.
“Just hang on back there,” Parker called, focusing on them instead of the road ahead.
Candy coughed and blood flecked her hands.
“Jesus,” Travis said involuntarily.
“This is way beyond alcohol poisoning,” Parker said. “I'm thinking maybe there was something wrong with that coke. Maybe she's having some kind of reaction to it. Who knows? Maybe he tried to roofie her.”
Gemma looked up in concern as he spoke. It was clear she wished he would just stop talking. He was freaking her out even more about a bad situation.
“I've seen this kind of thing before,” he carried on, ignoring her. “Some jerk slipped GHB into my friend’s cup at a party in high school. She lost all control of her motor functions, but the next day she was fine. Had no memory of it, just a wicked headache.”
Without warning, the headlamps of the truck revealed moving shapes struggling in the dark ahead of them. Parker turned just in time to see them--two people fighting in the middle of the road. He slammed on the brakes and came screeching to a halt in front of them, the lights of his truck fully illuminating the action. A man in tattered clothes had knocked another man to the ground and pinned him there. The sick man was attempting to lean over with his open mouth and bite the man on the ground. He struggled and squirmed, using all her strength to keep his attacker at bay as he tried to escape.
“What the fuck!” Parker screamed.
“We've got to help him!” Travis cried out.
“Don't open the door,” Gemma pleaded. “Please!”
Before they could react, the truck shook violently as Holt leaped from the back with a loud war cry and raced toward the fight, baseball bat in hand. Without hesitation, Holt made an arcing sweep with the bat that connected with the sick man's face, sending him sprawling onto his back. They heard the crack a millisecond later. Holt wheeled around triumphantly, holding the bat high in his right hand, a huge smile plastered across his drunken face.
“And the crowd goes wild!” he shouted at the night sky.
The sick man began to crawl away toward the hospital parking lot, but Holt spotted him trying to escape and stomped the back of his legs, significantly slowing him down.
“Not so fast, buddy,” he said, leaning over him.
The helpless man didn't waste any time. He bounded up and ran for the truck, pounding on the driver's side window and pleading to be let in. Parker didn't move.
“Please man,” he pleaded. “I need you to take me to the Tropicana. My wife is working there. I need to get her out of this city now!”
“It's not gonna happen pal,” Parker said. “Be grateful we stopped in the first place.”
The man punched at the truck. Gemma screamed. Just then Holt came around the side of the truck pointing his bat at the man.
“Are we gonna have a problem?”
The man shook his head and stepped back, looking sick himself.
Holt began to open his mouth to tear into the him, but the man opened his mouth and vomited a foamy slush of oily black bile onto the asphalt that made Holt back away, cursing him.
“Freak!” Holt yelled, giving up and walking back to the truck.
“Jesus,” Gemma whispered.
“You're just lucky we're in a hurry,” Holt chided as he lumbered back into the truck bed. “If we had more time I'd teach you a lesson you'd never forget. Let's rock and roll!”
Holt slapped the side of the truck again and Parker took off, avoiding the man and his vomit.
  
 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Sunrise Hospital was jam packed with sick people. Most of them looked like Candy, or worse.
If this isn’t the dictionary definition of the word ‘chaos’, Travis thought to himself, then it’s the closest thing I’ve seen to it in my life.
Patients lined the tiny waiting room in varying states of illness--some moaning, some whimpering, some shuffling back and forth listlessly, all looking more and more agitated. Every other minute, a new case came in with basically what amounted to the same symptoms. Eventually, the front desk began telling new arrivals that the facilities were overwhelmed and suggested trying either an urgent care center or the next town over. A fat, middle aged man who looked like a Treasure Island pirate missing some patches of hair threw up right next to them. Travis barely managed to jump out of the way before the foul smelling, discolored liquid spewed all over the floor. No one came to clean it up and eventually their group shuffled a little to the side to avoid the wretched smell.
Candy had been taken in almost immediately after they arrived. The tired nurse had agreed to let Gemma fill out her paperwork. Her condition by that point had deteriorated so rapidly that she looked like she was dying. Now, she was unable to communicate at all. Two men in white scrubs brought out a gurney and wheeled Candy back to an examination room. The friends had already been waiting two or three hours and were slowly losing track of time as the hospital filled up with the afflicted.
“How much longer can this go on,” Holt complained. He was growing more and more restless as the effects of the alcohol wore off. “I'm not sure how much more of this I can take, to be honest. This place is a damn zoo! Looks like Circus Circus at happy hour.”
“No one forced you to come along,” Gemma reminded him. “No one is forcing you to stay.”
“Don't talk like that to him,” Parker said. “If it wasn't for him we might have been carjacked a minute ago.”
“We'd still have made it here,” Gemma said sourly. “We were practically in the parking lot. Who told you to stop for some stranger in the first place?”
“I think we're all just tired,” Travis said, trying to be the peace maker. “Everyone just needs to stay calm.”
“The little lady has a point,” said Holt, getting up. “I’m out of here.”
“I don't think that's such a good idea,” Travis said. “We have no idea what's really going on out there,” Travis paused and waved around the room to illustrate his point, “but we do know that it’s getting worse.”
“Travis's right,” Parker said, but Holt just laughed at them.
“It's been a wacky night,” he said. “I'll grant you that. Maybe the mother ship has landed and is calling all the weirdos back home.”
“That's ridiculous,” Gemma said.
“Exactly,” he said. “Now, if you don't mind, I'm going to see about another drink. I bid you all a fond farewell. Good evening.”
Holt turned and hurried out of the emergency room. No one tried to stop him. The truth of the matter was that if he really wanted to leave there was no way they could stop him. The guy was literally over two hundred pounds. A few minutes later an attending physician came out to talk to them, clipboard in hand.
“Are you the ones that brought in Candice Swanson?” he asked.
“How is she?” Gemma replied, her voice cracking with concern.
“She's sleeping now. We gave her something to help her rest,” the doctor said. “We've just got to isolate the source of the infection. We've given her a cocktail of antibiotics, and the nap she’s taking will help. It says on her chart she ingested cocaine? Is that correct?”
“Yeah,” Gemma said. “I think so.”
“Do you have any idea how much?”
“No,” Gemma said. “I'm not sure. I just know some girls brought something that looked like it with them to our dorm.”
“Let me ask you,” the doctor said slowly, “is it possible that it was something else? Or that the cocaine was tainted with another drug? Did you hear any of the other guests mention bath salts or spice by any chance?”
“I wasn't really paying attention,” Gemma said. “I don't do drugs.”
“Did anyone else here do any of the substance?” The doctor glanced around at them. “Be honest. It's important. Your life could depend on it.”
“Not a chance,” Parker said. “We're not into that shit.”
“What's going on?” Travis asked.
“She's become extremely agitated,” the doctor said. “My guess is that your party favors were spiked. We see it all the time. Dealers cut in cheaper chemicals to make more money, often leaving users unaware of the risk they run of overdosing. I'm still waiting on her blood work but I'd guess she has ingested a bad cocktail of chemicals and so did her new friends.”
“Is that why you sedated her?” Travis asked. “To keep her knocked out so she can recover?”
“No,” the doctor said, looking troubled. “She attacked one of the other patients in her room. We think the high fever caused some kind of delirium, but it seems to have passed for now.”
“She attacked someone?” Travis looked scared as the words left his mouth. He began to gaze around the room again at all of the people waiting to be treated. Several were starting to bleed black oil from the eyes. He wasn't just being paranoid.
“Doc,” Parker interjected. “what's wrong with her? I mean, is she going to be okay?”
“Sure son,” the doctor replied. “We just need to run some more tests. Don't you worry about your little girlfriend.”
Before Travis could reply, a blood curdling scream ripped through the waiting room. They turned to see several armed guards tearing down the hallway after a woman in a white gown drenched in blood. Nothing could have prepared them for what they were about to see. Candy had scarlet fluid dripping from her open mouth. She latched on to an emergency room nurse by the neck and began chewing through her jugular. The woman let out a tea kettle high scream that left sick patients scrambling for the exits. Travis stood rooted to the spot where he stood. The guards drew their guns but didn't dare fire for fear of hitting the nurse. The doctor turned and fled back down the hallway in a fit of cowardice.
“Do something,” Gemma yelled.
“Like what?” Parker was dumbfounded.
Candy pulled her grotesque face away from the wound and bright red arcs of blood shot out like a fountain onto the sterile white floor. Her eyes were now solid black, like two big saucers. A hint of a smile crossed her filth covered lips. Candy turned and began running for the exit doors.
“Stop her,” one of the guards yelled as the other charged after Candy gun drawn.
“Candy no,” Gemma screamed as she took off after them.
“Gemma stop,” Travis yelled as he followed. Parker moved behind them in stunned silence, keys in hand, a dread fear rising up in him. More than anything he just wanted to take off, to run to his truck and drive away as fast as he could without stopping for anyone or anything. It was taking all the willpower he possessed not to do just that.
“Freeze!” The security guard was closing in on Candy as she went for an elderly woman being brought in by wheelchair. Candy opened her mouth as she sprang forward like a wild animal. Travis heard the crack of the gun go off before he saw Candy's head explode. It didn't seem real. The bullet tore the top of her skull off, plastering the screaming elderly woman with blood, puss, and oily black filth from head to toe.
Travis turned to see Gemma collapse to her knees in the parking lot. Sobs racked her body and she began to shiver all over. He raced to her.
“Are you all right? Did you get hit?” It was all he could think to ask. Gemma didn't respond.
“Travis,” Parker said sternly. “Help her up. We're getting out of here.”
“We can't just leave man,” Travis said. “What about the cops?”
“I don't think they are coming,” Parker looked back into the waiting room at the people still inside. They were looking more and more like Candy before her attack.
“We gotta go before someone else gets hurt is all,” Parker screamed. “Now come on!”
Travis took one side and Parker grabbed the other, lifting Gemma's limp body from the asphalt and dragging her back out to the street. Travis stood at the curb with Gemma, who was still not responding, while Parker sprinted off to get the truck. Moments later, he pulled around and they helped her inside. As they pulled out of the parking lot, a loud explosion went off behind them. The right side of the hospital was engulfed in flames, fire licking black stains across the face of the building from out of the broken glass windows. No one said a word on the way back to Thunderdome.
When they arrived, Travis told Gemma he would be taking her back to his room and she didn't argue. She was walking now, but the look of dread and disbelief on her face had not changed.
“What are you gonna do?” Travis stared at Parker.
“I'm gonna go check on Max,” he said.
“Good luck with that,” Travis said turning away.
The sun had not yet risen, and there was a final chill to the air as dawn was approaching. Not a soul was wandering around at that hour and the grounds were eerily quiet as they made their way in from what was surely the worst night of their lives.
  
 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN
The first thing Max did when she got back to her apartment after the Slaughterhouse party was to lock the door and take a hot shower. It had been a long night. First there had been the incident with Parker. What was with that guy? How did he always manage to get up under her skin? If she didn't know any better she'd say she was slightly crushing on him. It seemed absurd to even suggest it. He was a million miles away from the kind of guy she wanted to end up with. He was a dumb jock with a dark secret of some sort hell bent on blowing his one chance at being something by messing with the wrong crowd and experimenting with drugs. She was looking for someone grand, someone smart and clever and good and true, someone loyal -kinda like a straight Neil Patrick Harris.
“Fucking guy is practically a Neanderthal,” she said out loud, suddenly becoming aware of just how sexually attracted she was to him, against her will. The tingling she felt made her feel like her body was betraying her. Maybe that was it, maybe she just needed to bang him to get it out of her system. Sometimes these urges just came over her from someplace deep down and dark.
No! Not gonna happen, she told herself. You're not in high school anymore.
She thought about her friend Jess, the girl with the pink Mohawk she'd brought with her to the party. What a nightmare that had turned into. Jess had definitely been jealous of Parker. First she acted like she might want to hook up with him, and then later she'd thrown a huge scene on the way to get some late night Taco Bell about having feelings for Max and not wanting to share her with the entire Frat house. Max hadn't even had time to respond before Jess had jumped out of the car and ran off down the street. Normally she would have gone after her but she was boxed in by cars so she sat there waiting for Jess to come to her senses and come back. Max parked her Honda and tried to call Jess but her phone lost signal. Eventually she gave up and ate the food herself. She threw the trash out then left, ignoring the little voice in her head that said she should go looking for her drunk friend.
“Fuck her,” Max said out loud as she drove back home to Thunderdome. “If she's going to make a scene like that she is on her own.”
She scrubbed her skin with soap, but didn't feel clean. Images from the party came back to her in bursts and eventually she decided it would probably be best if she didn't ever close her eyes again. They'd gone upstairs at the end of the night and witnessed first hand exactly what it meant to be in a fraternity. Naked coeds were pinned down in almost every room, with two or more guys taking turns treating them like a spit roast.
These frat pigs are killing it all right, thought Max. Maybe this is the real reason they call it the Slaughterhouse.
Max had skipped over those slutty experimental years for the most part. Sure she'd seduced a teacher in high school, wrecking his marriage and getting him fired, but that singular incident had caused her so much grief she'd never tried anything else. Her mother had pulled her out of school and put her in a private Catholic school after that. Max was fairly certain it's what led her to create her alter ego Asphyxia Stardust.
It's funny how things come out when you try to repress them, she thought, reaching down between her legs. She tried not to think about Parker as she touched herself. It didn't work. Instead she found herself reaching full climax to a hybrid of her former teacher and Parker, the images displacing one another as she sank to the shower floor finally feeling calm.
She toweled off, got dressed in fresh, comfortable clothes and sat on her bed, pulling her computer onto her lap. She opened the browser only to discover the entire network was offline. She checked for wireless signals. Only one was up, COMMAND_CENTER, and it was locked.
“Fucking technology,” she mumbled to herself.
Usually when she couldn't sleep she went to Chatroulette.
It paired up anonymous users at random from anywhere in the world. A live feed showed you the other person through their webcam and a side panel allowed you to type in responses, but that wasn't really necessary since either user could clearly hear the other. What had started off as a pretty cool concept quickly degenerated into a troll board crawling with perverts, but every now and then she came across something truly amazing.
One night when she was bored, Max met a teenage girl with a British accent who claimed to be in Tokyo and who was heavy into cosplay as well. She was dressed up like Haruko Haruhara, Max's favorite character from FLCL. They'd talked for six hours. That was the closest she had ever come to loving another woman, despite the vicious rumors that had dogged her since senior year of high school when she chopped her hair short and dyed it black with a purple stripe running down the right side.
Stupid rumors even followed me to Vegas, Max thought as she impatiently clicked the Page Reload button, waiting for any sign of life . . . or, as my mother affectionately refers to Vegas,‘Lost Wages’
Outside, a lawless howl tore through the night. Max froze in fear. She crept to the window and peeked out. What she saw made her audibly gasp. Several men were chasing a girl with blood gushing from a wound in her head.
“Leave her alone!” A large black guy in a cut off t-shirt jumped in the way, holding his hands up. One of the guys pursuing the injured girl sprang out and knocked him over. The rest continued after the girl who was now screaming at the top of her lungs as she ran. Max watched in abject horror as the assailant chewed right into the stomach of the black guy, pulling out a mouthful of steaming intestines. For a brief moment she thought they made eye contact. She turned and sunk to the floor, hands covering her mouth.
Dear God, she thought. They've gone crazy. This is Helter Skelter.
A loud knock at her door made her jump.
“Who is it?” she demanded.
“It's me,” Parker said, his voice muffled by the door. “Let me in.”
She flung the door open. Parker walked in and she looked around before slamming the door shut and locking it behind her. Max flung herself into his arms, clinging to his big frame and refusing to let go. When he finally managed to pry her loose, she stared at him with a look that bordered on admiration.
“Thank God you’re here,” Max said. Her eyes were wild with fear and paranoia. “Sorry for being such a psycho to you before. Thanks for coming to get me.”
“You know what? I really don't get you,” he said, shaking his head. “You are so fucking hot and cold.”
“And you are so brave,” she said, ignoring his invitation to another knock down drag out argument. “Are you bitten? I have a right to know. Don't worry if you are. I won't make you leave. I'll stay with you right up until the end.”
“I was going to warn you that something strange is going on,” he started. “but it sounds like you already know.”
“It's like a bad dream,” she whispered. “What is happening?”
“I wish I knew,” Parker replied. “I'm sorry I was such a dick earlier tonight.”
“Yeah,” she said. “You kinda were. It's okay though. I started it. All you've ever tried to be was nice.”
“I can't believe this shit is really happening,” Parker said, feeling embarrassed by the sudden show of affection.
“Me either,” she said. She took his hand in hers, trying to offer some comfort to make up for her previous behavior. They sat in disbelieving silence for a while, listening to the sounds of screams somewhere off in the distance, unable to form a single sentence as the horror of it all sunk in.
  
 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN
By the time they got back to Travis's apartment, Gemma was begging Travis not to leave her alone. More than anything she wanted to take a shower to rinse away the horrors she had just witnessed, but was terrified that when she came out he would be gone - even though it was his place. She couldn't handle being by herself--not after watching one of her closest friends turn into a monster out of her worst nightmare, then get shot to death. Travis tried not to show how relieved he was that she didn't want her space. He promised he wasn't going anywhere, and then plopped down on his bed.
Putting his hand under his pillow he felt something sharp. Then he remembered his secret stash. He'd left without cleaning it up! How could he have known she'd be coming back with him? He quickly sat up and pulled the photos out from under the pillow. He gathered them all up and crammed them in the top drawer of his desk, covering them with papers.
You better pray she doesn't have a reason to go through that drawer, he thought. There's no way to explain why you have all these photos of her.
Travis plopped back down on the bed, his heart beating out of his chest. He tried to think of anything else he might need to hide from her before she finished cleaning up. She wouldn't be going through his laptop but he dragged it out from under his mattress and popped it open just in case. Gemma was his desktop background.
Shit, he thought. Better sage the fuck out of this room fast!
Travis set to work cleaning his files up and tidying up the room, making sure he didn't leave an inch unchecked just in case he'd left something she might recognize.
The minute she leaves I'm burning my stash, he promised himself. He meant it too. Something inside him told him he wouldn't need it anymore. He'd finally gotten the real thing.
Gemma locked herself in the bathroom, removed her clothes and turned on the water. She tried not to think of her now-deceased friend. Her head ached at the thought of what had happened and she forced it from her mind.
Shivering from nerves she stepped into the warm shower. It felt good on her skin. She tried to focus only on that, praying she could forget if she just stayed in the moment. If she didn't focus on anything else, the sick feeling at the core of her seemed to fade.
It’s over, she told herself as calmly as she could. Things will go back to normal now. Somehow, they will. In time, I’ll learn to make peace with it all.
She'd have to go to the funeral. She'd have to face Candy's parents, her sister, her old friends. What was she going to tell them? That she took her to the hospital after letting her get do drugs and leave with a stranger to get raped? That she took her to the hospital and stood by as they shot and killed her? How would she explain that Candy was no longer human when it all happened, that she had strips of bloody flesh dangling from her teeth and the eyes of a demon when she died?
Go to a happy place, she told herself. That's all you need is to think of something good and keep your mind there. Think of puppies and rainbows and an endless cupcake bar.
Eventually, she decided that none of her positive thinking was helping and she decided to pick a spot on the shower wall and just focus on it, driving everything else as far out of her mind as she could.
After a good long while, Gemma emerged from the bathroom looking much calmer.
“You cleaned up,” she said.
“Yeah,” he said. “Let's lay down and try to get some sleep.”
“Good idea,” she said, joining him on the bed.
Travis turned on a sound scape machine next to his bed and they listened as whales made deep echoing cries back and forth to each other. She curled up into him. They lay there together without speaking, listening to the whales sing. It was Travis's idea of heaven, even if they'd gone through hell to get to this point.
“Thank you,” she eventually said. “For letting me stay with you, and for not taking me back to my dorm. I don't think I can ever go back there again.”
“I'm really sorry about your friend,” Travis started, but she cut him off, fiercely squeezing his hand.
“I don't . . . ,” her voice trembled, but she regained her composure. “I can't . . . talk about that right now.”
“I understand.”
“Good night.”
A loud crash in the hallway followed by screaming startled them both. Travis jumped up and shut off his noise generating machine.
“What the hell was that?”
Someone outside was yelling. Travis ran to the window and gazed down. The back of the apartments looked like a scene come to life out of one of his wildest and most terrifying dreams. Several freshly zombified residents were feasting on a girl while she screamed for help at the top of her lungs. One of her attackers leaned over and chewed through the girls vocal chords and her cries became a soft gurgling sound as she ceased to fight and fell back dead.
Gemma let out a sharp gasp as she watched from behind him. Travis's eyes scanned over to see two of the zombies moving toward the entrance to his side of the building. He shot out of the room over to the door and opened it.
“Don't!” Gemma screamed in terror.
A large black man Travis didn't recognize was sitting on a dead man’s chest and neck, pulling his guts out, licking the blood from them. He turned his head to leer at Travis and Gemma, then leaped up and sprinted toward them. Travis could see a gash in the zombie’s cheek revealing the meat all the way to the back of his throat--and it was swarming with a living, white foam. He slammed the door shut with all his might and locked it. Gemma sat next to him and together they did their best to block the door as the wild-eyed man on the other side mindlessly banged against it over and over, scratching the door with his broken, dirty fingernails.
“Call the police!” Travis belted out, panic rising in him. “Shit! This is Thunderdome. The police won't come even if you call them. Shit! Shit! Shit!”
Gemma threw her phone in frustration.
“It's dead!” she cried out. “What are we gonna do?”
“I don't know.”
“Are you telling me that after countless hours of watching movies and reading books about the undead you have no idea where to start?”
“Those were fake,” Travis argued. “This is real. Assuming it's some kind of viral infection transmitted like rabies the best we can hope for is not to get bitten.”
“Right,” Gemma said. “Good point.”
“Thank you,” Travis said.
“So in the movies they always say you need to aim for the head,” Gemma said. “Do you think that's true?”
“Seems like the perfect place to start,” Travis said. “The only trouble is we don't have any weapons.”
“Let me get this straight,” she said, sarcasm and anger dripping off each word. “You live in Thunderdome but you don't own a gun? That seems pretty crazy to me.”
“I've never needed one before,” Travis said. “I'm pretty sure Garrett owns one though, if we can get to his room. He's at least got a bad ass knife. Maybe we can saw our way through one of them.”
“I don't know,” Gemma said. “That guy was pretty big.”
“It's not loaded,” Garrett said, as he walked out of his room in sweats, carrying an empty revolver. “I usually buy ammo at the gun store than burn through it all while I am there. I never thought of using it for self-defense.”
“Jesus man,” Travis yelled. “You scared the shit out of me. Where did you come from?”
“I was coming down from a DMT trip when I heard the screaming,” Garrett said. “I didn't know if it was real or not. It is real, right?”
“Yeah man,” Travis said. “It's fucking real. Where is Flynn?”
“He left when I told him Vance gave me DMT,” he said. “Told me to just lock myself in my room and play trippy music all night and he'd come back for me in the morning. I think he was upset.”
“Yeah,” Travis said.
“I told him he could trip with me but he just said he'd come back for me in the morning,” Garrett continued. “Do you think he's out there? That he's one of them?”
“Man I fucking hope not,” said Travis. “From what I've seen anyone outside is totally...”
A loud booming sound outside interrupted him and they all froze.
“What was that?” Gemma whispered.
“It sounded like gun play,” Travis whispered back. “Maybe the cops came after all.”
“I thought you said cops don't ever come to Thunderdome?”
“Guess now we know what it takes,” was all he could manage. His throat had gone dry with fear. What if it wasn't the cops? What if it was something even worse than deranged sick people trying to eat one another?
Gemma stood up and turned to the door cupping her hands.
“We're in here! Help!”
A voice from the other side called out to her.
“Come on out.” Another volley of gunfire rang out. “Do it now!”
Travis stood up and nodded to Gemma as she swung the door open to pure carnage. The walls of the hallway were painted a dark, oily shade of scarlet with infected blood. Human brains were splattered against her door and the headless corpse of a former neighbor lay twitching at his feet. In front of them stood Gunner, dressed head-to-toe in camouflage with blood sprayed up across his chest like a Rorschach test. He slipped his shotgun back over his shoulder, leaving it dangling behind by a strap across his chest, and pulled two hand guns from holsters resting on either side of his hips.
“Friend or foe,” he growled at them.
“Friend,” Travis yelled, holding his hands up meekly. “Friends.” Gunner looked him up and down.
“Are there others with you?”
“Parker,” Travis said. “He went after Max. She should be around the corner. Apartment 313.”
“Get behind me and keep your heads down.”
They did as he said and Gunner cut a path through the hallway, shooting two more zombies that unexpectedly came up the stairs and lunged out at them.
They are fast, Travis thought. Must be because they’re newly dead. Rigor mortis hasn’t set in yet.
Gemma hugged tight to the back of Travis, fighting squeals of terror every time the gun went off, unconsciously digging her fingernails into his skin. Eventually, they found their way to Max's door and pounded on it. There were hushed voices coming from inside that went quiet as soon as Gunner knocked.
Parker paced back and forth in Max's living room. Just yesterday he'd been an unwelcome guest here. They'd started arguing--again--and it had quickly escalated. He wished he could go back to the moment when she threw herself into his arms, thinking he was brave.
“Don't you get it?” she barked. “We're screwed. The world as we know it is fucking over.”
“There has to be a safe zone somewhere,” he said, the anger growing in his chest until he felt the urge to punch something. If there was one thing he hated, it was the feeling of being powerless. His train of thought was interrupted by a sudden pounding on the door.
For an instant, they both froze in terror--then a voice came through the other side.
“Open up in there,” Gunner commanded.
Max jumped to unlock the door but Parker caught her by the arm.
“Don't.”
Max shot him an evil glare as she yanked herself free.
“Don't touch me,” she growled, turning toward the door again. “And don't tell me what to do.”
“What if they’re infected?” Parker shouted.
“They're probably armed,” Max said derisively. “Or didn't you hear all the gun shots. It could be the cops.”
“Cops never come to Thunderdome. You know that,” Parker warned. “For all we know it could be a band of thugs looking to rape you and feed your corpse to the cannibals outside.”
Max ignored him completely. She swung the door open to find Gunner, Travis, and Gemma waiting for them.
“It's not safe here anymore,” Gunner said matter-of-factly. “I'm giving you one chance to come with me. Consider yourselves lucky. Now let's go.”
“Where?” Parker asked.
“My apartment is battle fortified,” Gunner explained. “There is a command center located underneath my master bedroom. It's the only place we can lock down.”
Gunner turned without waiting for an answer and marched back down the hallway. Travis and Gemma followed with Garrett at their heels. Max wasted no time catching up with them. Parker hesitated, but the sound of a distant scream made him reconsider and he quickly joined the small group. He wasn't going to make it out of this alive and in one piece on his own, and he knew it.
I wish Holt were here, he thought. Be nice to have someone on my team.
They made their way across the hallway and down a set of stairs toward the front office. From there it was a straight shot to Gunner's place. The sun had finally crested over the horizon, officially ending what had been the longest night of any of their lives. The courtyard was littered with the dead bodies and bloody remains of several of the less fortunate. Parker recognized a few from previous parties. He scoured his line of sight for any sign of Holt but didn't see anything that resembled him. Bloody hand prints ghoulishly stained the side of the apartment walls as they passed. They walked without making a sound, save the occasional stifled whimper from Gemma at the carnage they were wading through.
Gunner held up his fist, signaling for them to hold. They waited in silence, totally exposed for nearly thirty seconds as they cautiously eyed the straight shot to his place. Something didn't feel right. Max grew impatient.
“What are we waiting for?” she whispered.
“I'm not sure yet,” Gunner said.
“We can't just wait here out in the open forever,” Garrett said, charging forward. Gunner tried to grab him but he was already out of reach. He didn't make it five steps before a lean kid with half his face ripped apart came screaming out from the bushes and climbed on top of him. Garrett let out a howl, swatting at him, but the kid was on his back. Within seconds he'd managed to tear open Garrett's throat. Gunner turned without a shred of hesitation and blew his head clean off with one violent blast. The infected corpse fell to the ground, writhing--then lay completely still. Garrett fell to his side, twitched violently. From all sides zombies began to rush towards Gunner. Without skipping a beat he went to work with his handguns, firing in rapid succession at the heads of the oncoming maniacs. He managed to put down seven in a row before needing to reload.
“Any time today would be nice people,” Gunner yelled, shaking the group from their stunned trance.
“Holy shit!” Max practically shouted, her nerves blown.
Gunner cocked his head at her with a wry smile.
“We've only got a small window to get locked in before the rest get here,” Gunner said. “They are drawn to the sound.”
They moved through the blood-strewn remnants without looking down, filing into Gunner's open apartment and locking the door behind them.
  
 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Holt sat up. His head was pounding. He didn't recognize his surroundings. It looked like a living room from one of his mom's friends houses, with tons of decorations and ferns hanging from the ceiling. He was on a gold sectional couch. He looked down to see dark streaks of blood covered his jeans and shoes. He put his hands out to see they too were caked with blood and filth. What was happening? It looked like he murdered someone. He moved and a pile of beer cans along with an empty bottle of whiskey crashed down around him.
Reaching up to rub his head he felt something like cardboard matted into his hair with blood. He pulled it, ripping free some of his own strands in the process, to reveal a soiled Burger King crown.
“What the fuck?” Holt whispered.
Snippets of the night came to him in jerky flashes. He'd been walking down the street from the hospital. His plan was to try to hitch a ride back to Slaughterhouse, maybe find a freshman to hook up with. He hadn't had any luck. He remembered stopping in a liquor store to grab something to help with the walking since his buzz was flagging. He had his heart set on some Everclear. Holt grabbed a 40 ounce of malt liquor while he waited for the drunk asshole in front of him to hurry up and pay. He started knocking it back right away, getting half of the bottle down before he noticed the cashier was screaming at the top of his lungs.
“Get the fuck out of here you sick motherfucker,” he hollered. The guy in front of Holt didn't budge. He wobbled back and forth wearing a black hoodie and Dickies.
Maybe it's a robbery, Holt thought. He'd already been put to the test once this evening. He wasn't worried about getting another opportunity to help out. Shit felt good as far as he was concerned. Holt tipped the bottle back and downed it as fast as he could, letting out a loud burp. If he was going into battle again he wanted to be ready. Loose and lubricated. He cracked his neck to one side, then cracked his knuckles. He caught the cashier's eyes to give him a look, letting him know he was ready to fuck the guy up. The cashier's attention darted between Holt and the man in front of him. Fear creased his brow and he backed away with trembling hands.
“Go away,” the cashier shouted. “I don't want no trouble.”
The guy in front of Holt let out a low growl then hopped the counter. Holt didn't miss a beat. The cashier covered his head with both arms and screamed like a girl but nothing happened. Holt had caught the guy by the pant leg and dragged him kicking and flailing back down from the counter, destroying the front register displays of magazines and candy and gum in the process.
“You got a hearing problem buddy?” Holt asked while delivering a series of hard punches to the back of the guy's head. He tried to turn around but Holt got on top of him and, using his full weight, pinned him down.
“What's wrong with him?” The cashier asked, hands still trembling.
“He's an asshole,” Holt roared. “Plain and simple. Say, can you hand me something to wet my whistle while I hold him down for you?”
“What do you want? Anything. Name it. It's yours.”
“You got Everclear?”
“No.”
“Don't matter then. Something strong,” Holt said.
The cashier took an expensive bottle of whiskey in a fancy flask and handed it to Holt.
“Much obliged,” Holt said, tipping it back into his mouth. He remembered how good it tasted.
The cashier pulled open a drawer and took out a revolver. He did his best to load bullets into it but his hands were shaking so much he ended up dropping several of them then knocking over his box of ammo.
“You'd think you'd keep that thing loaded,” Holt chastised him, taking another big swig of the whiskey flask. “What are you going to do with it?”
“I'm going to shoot him,” he replied quickly.
“Naw,” Holt said. “I'll just take him outside and teach him a lesson. No need to turn this robbery into a homicide.”
Holt got up and began to drag the struggling man out while he growled and barked.
“Come on buddy,” Holt said. “Take your medicine like a man. You earned it.”
When Holt got to the parking lot he realized things were much worse than he anticipated. The street looked like a movie set. There was a car swerving, tires squealing, with a bloody man behind the wheel and two sick looking men on the hood fighting to get at him. He veered and crashed into a pole, flying through his wind shield and laying limp in the road. The men on the hood ran to the lifeless body and began tearing at it with their mouths.
“What the hell?”
Holt turned to see a woman literally on fire running down the street screaming while two naked men drenched in blood chased her.
The robber he was holding thrashed wildly, snapping at the air with his open mouth. Before Holt could turn him around the man threw up black bile like a fountain of filth into the parking lot.
“Hold him still,” an older man with a cowboy hat screamed as he ran up, crowbar in hand. Holt didn't have time to answer him. The cowboy brought the heavy steel down on the robber's head with all his might, tearing open the back of his head with a single blow. The body Holt held went limp as the slimy black brain oozed out onto the pavement.
“Here,” the cowboy said, holding out the crowbar to Holt. “You've earned it.”
Holt dropped the body and took the cold metal in his hands. The cowboy smiled and gave him a pat on the shoulder. He reached to his waist and took out the biggest gun Holt had ever seen. He turned without another word and ran down the street firing at people.
Holt remembered sitting against the building for a while and drinking. He remembered walking with the cowboy, laughing and drinking more, the two killing anyone who got in their path. He remembered throwing up in the driveway, walking into a house, drinking beer, passing out on the couch.
How many people had he murdered? What was going on? This wasn't really happening. His head throbbed.
“It was just a bad dream,” Holt told himself.
Holt's foot connected with something hard. He looked down to see the crowbar sticking out from under the sofa.
“Good morning killer.”
Holt turned to see the cowboy from his drunken escapades standing before him.
The guy looks just like the Marlboro Man, thought Holt.
“How'd you sleep?”
“Fine,” Holt said. “I guess. I don't remember much.”
“I'm not surprised,” the cowboy laughed. “You drank that whole bottle of whiskey then polished off about a case of beer. You weren't kidding when you said you were in a fraternity.”
“Who, I mean,” Holt was having a hard time figuring out what he wanted to ask first. “Is this your house?”
“Mine? No way. Does it look like the kind of place I'd call home? The only thing missing in here is a velvet painting of Elvis riding Shamu.”
“Who owns it then?”
“Some dead guy,” the cowboy said with another laugh. “I think I found part of his leg on the front lawn when we were walking up to the front door last night. Big old piece of meat, like a turkey drumstick.”
“I don't understand,” Holt said rubbing his head. “What's going on?”
“It's the end of the world son,” the cowboy said, getting closer to him. “Call it the rapture or whatever you please but it's here.”
“How many people did we kill last night?”
“None,” the cowboy said firing up a fresh cigarette. “We took down probably a hundred or so monsters, former people long dead and transformed. Barely made a dent in my opinion. We got a whole lot more work to do before Jesus gets back.”
Holt thought about the two guys they found fighting in the street near the hospital the night before. He thought about how sick Candy looked. Could it be true? He looked at his blood streaked clothes. He should be dead or in jail by now. Maybe he was still dreaming. He sat back down on the sofa.
“How did this happen?”
“Let me give you something for that hangover,” the cowboy said, taking a prescription bottle out of his jean pocket. “I found some time released oxy in the medicine cabinet upstairs. Guy had a serious back problem to be taking these. One ought to do the trick, make you feel all warm and fuzzy for about the next twelve hours.”
He put the little green pill in Holt's opened palm. Holt just stared at it. The cowboy went into the kitchen and came back with two fresh beers. He cracked one open and handed it to Holt.
“Hair of the dog to chase it,” the cowboy said. Holt popped the pill in his mouth and gulped down the beer.
“Thanks man,” he managed before slipping back into the couch cushions.
“You'll be right as rain in no time,” the cowboy said. “I'm gonna fry us up some steaks while we still got propane. Just relax and let it kick in.”
Holt tried to go back to sleep but he kept remembering the faces of the people he'd killed the night before. A woman with her blouse torn open, bite marks all down the front of her chest. A man in overalls with a trucker hat, big sideburns, who came running at him from the bushes, black bile pouring out of his eyes. There were old people who could barely lift their heads, sick people lying in the streets, even a couple kids. Was the cowboy right? Were they no longer really people?
Holt popped up and ran to the bathroom to relieve himself. When he was done he stared in the mirror at his blood soaked image. He thought about all the stories he'd heard in Sunday school. He was never the best Christian but that didn't mean he didn't believe. If this was the end of the world, why had he been left behind? He wasn't a murderer, not before last night at least. He didn't rape girls or touch kids or rip off old people for their social security. He liked to party and he'd skipped some church since he turned fourteen but none of his misdeeds seemed like hell worthy sins.
He turned on the hot water and stripped down, stepping into the shower. It felt like it penetrated him to the bone, searing away the filth. He watched the oily black gunk go down the drain.
Maybe the reason I'm still here is to fight for God, thought Holt. I'm like one of God's angels, left behind to fight the demons as they rise from hell.
Holt smiled. A warm feeling spread through him starting in his chest. That was it. He was one of God's foot soldiers in the war for the soul of mankind. He wasn't killing people. No. He was sending hell spawn back to their rightful place. What else could you call these things? They weren't people anymore. The cowboy was right about that.
Holt laughed. He wasn't left behind. He wasn't forgotten. He was one of God's chosen. He was here on a mission. It was all so clear. The pain in his mind and body seemed to vanish like a ray of sunshine vaporizing all doubt inside of him.
“Yes Jesus,” Holt said. “I will do your work here on earth until you call me back home!”
Holt could smell the steak cooking. Suddenly he was hungrier than he'd ever been in his life. He shut off the shower and toweled off. He went into the master bedroom and found some clean clothes that fit, slipping into fresh jeans and a designer t-shirt. He grabbed a hooded sweatshirt just in case it got cold later, opting for it over the heavy leather jacket that hampered his mobility. He had work to do, devils to dispatch, and he didn't want anything to slow him down.
“Nice new duds,” the cowboy said as Holt walked back out into the living room. His steak was on the table along with two more cold beers to wash it down. “You feeling better?”
“I am,” Holt said. “I'm feeling ready to get back out there and kill a thousand more of those fucking demons.”
“Finish your steak first,” the cowboy said with a smile. “We may not get anything this good later on I'm afraid.”
Holt sat down and began tearing the meat apart in big hunks. It was easily the best meal he'd ever had in his life.
  
 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Gunner sat in front of the monitors while the rest of them found places to take up refuge inside the Command Center--all except Max, who paced back and forth, lost in thought.
The video screens showed roving hordes of zombies moving from one part of Thunderdome to another in search of survivors. They were literally everywhere. There was no way to avoid them. The more they searched for new victims, the more frantic they became when they couldn’t find any. Some of them even turned on each other, gnawing on their arms in bitter frustration.
“They won't find anyone new to kill up there,” said Gunner. “You were the last ones I saw alive. Most of the people I saw didn't last more than thirty minutes. By the time I was geared up and ready to make a rescue attempt, they were already gone.”
“Did any of them make it to their cars?” Parker asked, hoping to hear some had at least escaped the grounds during the initial commotion.
“Not that I saw,” Gunner said dourly. “Seems like once they saw those blood-thirsty devils, they lost all common sense. Some of them shouted at the zombies, others just stood there. It was terrible to watch. I'd almost given up by the time I noticed them moving to your side of the dorms. The way they were sniffing the air it was clear they were onto your scent, that there had to be someone there.”
“That's why you left the safety of the Command Center?” Parker asked.
“That's why I came to save your sorry butts,” Gunner confirmed. “Looks like I got there just at the right time, too. They seem to be growing more aggressive the longer they go without feeding on human flesh.”
Gemma covered her mouth, trying to fight back the urge to vomit.
“So what now?” Max asked, finally standing still. “What's our next move?”
“We ain't got no next move sparky,” Gunner said, leaning back in his chair.
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Parker asked, stepping forward.
“It means there ain't nothing we can do about whatever the hell is happening out there,” Gunner replied, the cocky smile back in place once again. “Our best chance for survival is to sit tight and try to ride it out.”
“Oh man we could be here a really long time,” Travis said, looking around the cramped quarters. “I wonder how bad it's gotten out there.”
“Now that is a good question,” Gunner said. “If this thing could do this much damage to Las Vegas so fast I figure crowded cities like New York and San Francisco are already completely lost. Can you imagine what Cairo or Beijing must look like?”
“Maybe it hasn't gotten that far yet,” Travis protested.
“It has,” Max said. “Otherwise why would all the internet servers and cell towers be down? Electricity will be the next to go. Wait and see.”
“It might not be how they planned it,” Gunner said. “But they still got exactly what they wanted, and more. If you ask me I think they bit off more than they could chew, pardon the pun.”
“Who did?” Max asked. They all turned to Gunner and stared at him, awaiting his reply.
“Them,” Gunner said. Parker groaned. Gemma looked scared. “They've been planning it for years, maybe even decades. They sunk that ship coming out of Mexico to cover up their real plans. I'm gonna guess those infected cartel members escaping the prison colony island probably forced them to up their time table a bit.”
“And you know this how, exactly?” Max asked sarcastically.
“Up until this morning I used to work for 'em,” Gunner countered, “Or at least one of their many umbrella companies, designed to hide their real intentions from the world.”
“Work for who?” Parker asked. Gunner ignored him.
“So basically you're part of the reason that we're in this mess then? Is that what you're telling us?” Max glared, arms crossed, waiting for his answer. It wasn't that she wanted to be so hard on people all the time; that was just the way she always reacted in a crisis.
Damn, she thought, remembering the time her mother warned her about her mean streak. In return, she’d viciously pointed out every flaw her mom possessed, throwing them in her face over some small argument they'd had.
'One day you’ll inherit every one of my character defects,' she'd promised. 'Just like I did from my mother.' The words rang out in her head across time, haunting her like an unshakable family curse written into her very DNA.
“Don't be ridiculous,” Gunner said. “I fight to protect people, to protect this great country. I have my whole life. I wouldn't flush that away for any amount of money.”
“Then what do you mean?” Parker asked. “How do you know this stuff you keep talking about?”
“I worked at Zymetech,” Gunner said. “I didn't know they were making a biological weapon. I was head of security and I trained other agents as well. Today I saw a man eat up two of my guys. I chased him down in the parking lot just as he was eating a saleswoman and took him out. The cops arrested me for my troubles, held me for questioning, then tried to tell me none of it happened. They instructed me to report back to my employer, but I didn't.”
“Tell me you got some proof of this,” Travis pleaded.
“Now you're thinking,” said Gunner. “My little insurance policy. Hell I never figured it would get this out of control, not that I'm surprised mind you. I've been preparing for something like this for years...”
“Obviously,” said Gemma looking around.
“I'm not sure they did either,” Gunner said. “I know for a fact that scientist wasn't planning on infecting himself. It has to be an accident, which makes things much worse than I hoped.”
“How so?” Travis asked.
“If they planned it, I don't suppose it would go on too long,” Gunner said. “The idea behind a weapon like this is to take out the unwanted human elements while preserving the infrastructure. This is a catastrophe by any standard. Shit's burning out of control and those things seem to be getting stronger, whatever they are, not weaker.”
“That's a pretty dark outlook on humanity.” Parker shook his head.
“I agree, son,” Gunner said. “I believe Darwin referred to it as survival of the fittest. They teach you that one yet, college boy?” He winked at Parker, who looked away frustrated.
“Can we see the tape?” Max asked. “I'd like some kind of proof that what you are saying is real.”
“Glad you asked,” Gunner said, leering at her in a way that made her skin crawl. “I'd be happy to show you sugar buns. I never expected to have a real live internet celebrity down here with me.”
He turned back to his computer and opened up a folder, pulling up a video file he'd saved on the hard drive. They all gathered around the screen to watch. The video clip opened on a close-up of a Satoshi in the lab, stripping down and acting irritated. He looked drunk, his movements jerky and erratic.
“Where is that?” Gemma asked.
“Zymetech Biolabs,” Gunner said. “This video if from this morning, before all this happened. I took this piece of footage for my own protection, but it don't look like I'm gonna have to worry about being sued anytime soon.”
The sick-looking man snapped angrily and began beating his head against the desk before projectile vomiting black gunk all over it.
“What's wrong with him?” Parker asked.
“He's infected,” Gunner explained.
Satoshi turned towards the CCTV camera. He looked like a wounded animal now, his eyes solid black. White wriggling foam dribbled out the corners of his sagging mouth. He turned and raced out of the room in search of a victim.
“Infected with what?” Parker asked. Gunner turned to Travis, whose expression suggested he wasn't all that surprised by what he was seeing.
“The revelations virus,” Travis said. Parker groaned. Gemma looked horrified.
“Shut up!” Max said.
“Travis? What exactly does that mean? Is this some kind of Christian terrorist organization?” Parker sounded angry.
“It's a myth,” Max said in a whisper.
“It's biological warfare at it's finest” Travis said. “I've heard rumors of it for almost a decade online now. There were shots from a supposed Ebola outbreak in Africa, along with grainy footage of them torching everyone alive. This is the first I've ever seen something this concrete.”
“I don't understand,” Gemma said.
“They've made a virus that turns people into mindless animals, impervious to pain, with an insatiable hunger to kill and eat human beings,” Gunner said. “That clear enough for you?”
“So they really are zombies?” Gemma looked confused.
“Pretty much,” Travis said with a gulp.
“The government developed an endgame weapon to use against our enemies and it got out,” Gunner said. “This Japanese asshole was probably the guy who created it. Guess he got panicky after he saw what happened in Mexico splashed all over the news.”
“Sounds like a case of instant karma if you ask me,” Max said.
“Yeah,” Parker said, “so where does that leave us then?”
“What do you mean what happened in Mexico?” Gemma looked more confused than ever.
“You didn't see the news coverage? Of the ship?” Gunner looked incensed by her ignorance.
“What does that have to do with this?” Gemma's voice was growing quieter with each new question. “I'm sorry I just don't get it.”
“Yeah Gunner,” Parker said derisively. “Why don't you explain it for us simple folk.”
“The United States government was experimenting with the virus on prisoners at the island colony of Islas Marías,” Gunner said. “I guess they thought since they were isolated from the mainland it wouldn't get out. What they weren't counting on were the Zeta's.”
“Who the hell are the Zeta's?” Parker was growing angrier by the second. “And what the fuck do they have to do with this shit storm? You sound like a lunatic.”
“Zeta's are the most feared and respected cartel in Mexico,” Travis said quietly, taking Gemma by the hand. “They were the bodyguards for the Gulf Cartel until they broke off and started their own group. They are all ex-military.”
“Sounds like some kind of bad B movie,” Parker complained. Gunner ignored him.
“Their classified as the most technologically advanced, sophisticated, and dangerous cartel operating in Mexico,” Gunner said. “They're responsible for more beheadings and kidnappings than all the other cartels combined.”
“So why would the Zeta's get involved again?” Max was starting to pay closer attention. Her eyes darted back and forth as she connected the dots.
“Islas Marias is unique,” Gunner said. “The island itself is the prison. People trying to swim away are caught in the current and swept away.”
“Like Alcatraz?” Gemma offered, trying to fit in.
“Exactly,” Gunner said, “only on the island they aren't caged like animals. They are separated into different groups for the most part and left to do chores essential to their survival. It's like being banished. Only the most violent offenders are locked up. There is also a compound for the criminally insane. We can't know for sure but that's more than likely where our government was doing their dirty work.”
“The president of Mexico is up for re-election,” Gunner continued. “He's facing constant pressure about the rise of Cartel violence. So he conducted a bunch of raids that netted him scores of Zeta's and sent them off to Islas Marias as an example. The only problem is these guys don't believe in leaving men behind.”
“They are ex-military,” Max repeated. “So they made a raid on the island.”
“That's why they sank that ship heading towards Coronado Island,” Gunner said. “They concocted that ridiculous story about leprosy and the media swallowed it hook, line, and sinker.”
“The government basically recruited virologists from around the world to help them design the ultimate nightmare super bug,” Travis said looking queasy.
“How do you know about this revelations stuff?” Gemma asked.
“I've gathered bits and pieces online, but there was an article about using viruses for good instead of harm in Wired last month,” Travis said sheepishly. “The government was interested in what kinds of practical applications it might have for the pharmaceutical industry. They suggested that a benign form of it might be used to target cancer cells one day.”
“Practical applications,” Gunner scoffed. “With just the tiniest bit of tampering you've got yourself a biological agent, now don't you?”
“How would they get that into the general population without people knowing about it?” Parker asked. “That's the problem with conspiracies, Gunner. They never make sense because too many people would have to know about it for it to be effective. And if that many people knew about it, they'd never be able to keep it quiet. No one is going to sit quietly by while 'the government' creates a deadly virus meant to kill us all.”
“I'm guessing you’ve never heard of compartmentalization,” Gunner mumbled under his breath.
“Tell that to the Guatemalan prisoners and psychiatric patients our government intentionally infected with syphilis and gonorrhea as part of an investigation during the 1940s to study the effects of penicillin,” Travis said. “And the knowledge of that unsavory decade-long experiment only came to light because of Wikileaks. Who knows what else is going on out there right now?”
“Holy shit,” Max said.
“He ain't lying,” Gunner said. “I should know. They put us through all sorts of nonsense in the military and didn’t tell us what it was about. Hell just to be with Zymetech I had to get a ton of strange shots.”
“We're screwed,” Travis said.
“Why would they do that?” Gemma asked.
“Haven't you been listening?” Gunner responded. “They want to kill us all and take back the land and resources for themselves. With the vast majority of people gone from the planet they'd be free to start over, reshape the world any way they saw fit. That's what those FEMA death camps were supposed to accomplish. They just stumbled on a better way!”
“Who's going to rebuild it for them?” Parker asked. “If we're all dead.”
“Oh they’ve got plenty of doctors and scientists and architects and other important people stashed away,” Gunner said. “They'd have thought of that, too. Believe you me!”
“So because we don't know what's going on, we're just going to believe all of his paranoid fantasies? He was head of security. For all we know he set it loose to prove a point.”
Gunner and Parker looked like they were about to go to blows. Neither showed an inkling of backing down. Gemma interrupted them. She'd been fighting back her overwhelming desire to hurl since Gunner had started talking.
“Is there running water down here?” she asked.
“Not exactly,” said Gunner, never taking his eyes off Parker.
“How were you planning on going to the bathroom?”
Gunner pointed at a large, shiny white bucket in the corner.
“Gross,” Max said.
“I'm not going in that,” Gemma said indignantly.
“Suit yourself,” Gunner said. “The only other options are to hold it or risk going upstairs and taking your chances.”
“Will you come with me?” Gemma turned to Max
“Anything beats sitting down here with all this testosterone,” Max shrugged. She turned and climbed the ladder back up to Gunner's bedroom.
  
 


CHAPTER NINETEEN
Holt tried to explain it again to the cowboy.
“Thunderdome is not far from here,” he said. “By my calculations it's just a few streets over and down. That's where my buddy is. That's where I need to get.”
“Your buddy is dead,” the cowboy said in a sympathetic voice. “I hate to tell you this but unless God has chosen him or he's really fucking lucky there's about a snowballs chance in hell he made it past last night.”
“You're wrong,” Holt replied. “He wouldn't do that. He wouldn't die without telling me. He's strong.”
“The dead are at peace now,” the cowboy explained. “They are with God and Jesus as he prepares to join us in our fight. There's no reason to be upset for your friend. All's I'm saying is that the dead shall bury the dead. We got work to do, smashing in heads.”
“What harm is there is taking a look?” Holt roared, silencing the cowboy. “I mean it's not like it fucking matters which direction we head right? Fucking zombie demons are everywhere and our job is to kill as many as we can. So why not take a minute to check in on my best fucking friend and see if he made it? That's all I'm asking.”
“You're gonna be the death of me,” the cowboy said with a shit eating grin as he knocked back two more little green pills. “You know that?”
“Is that a yes?”
“Yes,” the cowboy said. “But I don't want to go on foot.”
“What other choice do we have?”
“The fat bastard who used to own this place has a Cadillac in the garage,” the cowboy said. “I'm in no condition to drive but you can still navigate. Besides you're the only one who knows where we're going.”
“Do you really think we'll make it a block in a car?” Holt stared at him.
“What fucking choice do we have?”
They argued for a while longer about whether or not to load up any supplies from the house. In the end they opted to just scavenge along the way for what they needed. The cowboy climbed into the passenger side with the gun stuffed down the front of this pants and the crowbar in his hands. He was long out of ammo but convinced they'd come across some in their travels.
Holt fired the car up and got it running until it was warmed all the way up. The power was out so he forced open the garage door to a street full of chaos. Not a moment after the door went up they were besieged by angry former humans with an insatiable appetite for human flesh. Holt raced back and locked himself in the car. Six or seven zombies surrounded the car and began to shake it, rubbing their blood and puss covered hands and arms against the windows and howling in frustration that they couldn't get to their intended victims.
The cowboy turned to him with a smile.
“Well? What are you waiting for Hoss?”
Holt put the car in gear and tore forward, running over a fat woman in a checkered dress. The car slowed as the writhing corpse underneath it caught with the front axle and smeared onto the concrete.
“Go ahead and give her some gas to clear that hump,” the cowboy chuckled. Holt stepped on the pedal and they slowly inched forward as the engine revved. Then in one violent burst they cleared the woman underneath the tires and shot out like a rocket. Holt couldn't control the car and they veered off the driveway and onto the lawn, crashing through hedges and finally taking out the mailbox before careening into the street. There was a loud crack as the mailbox and pole hit the windshield. Holt heard the tinkle of broken glass but didn't have time to investigate further seeing as how the streets were awash with hundreds of blood covered zombies.
No time to hesitate, thought Holt as he floored it again and began mowing them down. Most were simply knocked out of the way but a few shot up onto the long hood of the Cadillac and rolled over the top of the car. The ones he hit got back up almost immediately and began pursuing them. Holt didn't see a single living soul in that gruesome crowd.
The mob of undead monsters thinned as he reached the end of the block, hooking left onto a side street he recognized. He knew where they were now. He'd been right. They were closer to Thunderdome than he had thought. The warm feeling began to spread across his chest again. He didn't know if it was the joy of making a radical escape and coming out alive against the odds or the next dose of the oxy kicking in. He realized to his surprise he didn't care.
“Did you see that last clown?” Holt turned to the cowboy and made a horrifying discovery. The pole from the mailbox had pierced the front windshield and gone straight through the cowboy's head, pegging him to the passenger seat like a scarecrow.
“Oh Jesus fucking Christ,” Holt said, trying not to throw up. His eyes darted from the road to the cowboy, trying to take in what had happened in bits and pieces without slowing down and making himself a target. “Cowboy you sonofabitch! What the fuck?”
The pole had gone in clean at his left eye. A thick bright trail of red blood drooled from the wound. Other than that the cowboy actually looked peaceful. He'd died without making a sound.
“I never even got to thank you,” Holt said. “But I will. God has called you home. That's why it was so quick and painless. You're just moving behind the scenes to talk to the generals, the angels that are preparing to join in the fight. You tricky bastard. I will see you soon!”
Holt laughed and cracked open a new beer, intentionally swerving and taking the car up on the sidewalk. He cautiously sipped the beer as he mowed down several more zombies.
“Don't worry cowboy,” he said. “I'm gonna get as many of them as I possibly can.”
The trip back through Sunrise to Thunderdome consisted of several more blocks of running down zombies in the heavy Cadillac. Holt kept talking to the cowboy the whole time. He wished he'd learned the guys name. He wished he'd had a chance to say goodbye. Deep in his heart though he knew this was his life now, the life of a soldier for God, and that death was just a temporary transition off the battlefield.
He pulled up to Thunderdome and parked on the curb. The front of the apartments were strewn with blood and lifeless bodies but there were no immediate signs of zombies. Holt got out, scattering empty beer cans in his wake, and picked up his trusty crowbar.
“You stay here now you hear?”
Holt laughed raucously at his own bad humor and walked towards the apartments. In the courtyard he found Vance taking a leak on the grass.
“What the fuck?” Vance stared at him in shock.
“You're friends with McAnus right?”
“I'm Vance,” he replied, looking dazed. “Wait, what was your name again?”
“Holt,” he replied, shifting the crowbar between his hands.
“Right,” Vance said.
“Have you seen him?”
“Vance?”
He turned and saw a young naked girl walking out of the apartment behind them. She had bite marks on her shoulder and arms like sleeve tattoos.
“Go back inside and wait,” he said annoyed.
“What's taking so long?”
“I said go back inside,” he screamed. “I'll be right in.”
She turned and sulked back into the apartment. A low roar sounded from around the corner of the apartments.
“Shit,” Vance said, rubbing his nose. “They're attracted to sound. Get inside quick!”
Without another word Vance turned and darted for the apartment. Holt followed him. Vance locked them in. The place reeked like cat piss and dust. Vance held a finger up to his lips as he peaked out of the blinds to keep Holt quiet. Outside a large man with half his face melted off and only one arm looped in lazy circles smelling the air. After what felt like a small eternity he turned and moved towards the parking lot.
Fuck, thought Holt. He's probably going to feast on the cowboys freshly deceased remains. I should have buried him.
“That was fucking close,” Vance said in a whisper. He turned and walked into the bedroom motioning for Holt to follow him. Inside the young girl lay on a mattress with no sheets on the floor snorting blue powder off a huge mirror.
“What the fuck is that?” Holt pointed at her.
“That's our end of the world party man,” Vance said with a giggle. “We're going to do crank and fuck each other silly until the whole thing comes crashing down on us.”
“How old are you?” Holt looked seriously disturbed.
I shouldn't be here, he thought. I'm one of God's soldiers now.
“What are you the fucking cops now?”
“Don't worry,” she said, rolling onto her back and spreading her legs. A smile crossed her face as she exposed herself to Holt. “I'm a big girl. I can take care of myself.”
“Ain't she beautiful?” Vance snickered. “And so very tight.”
“She looks infected,” Holt said. “You both do. You've got the devil in you for sure.”
Holt thumped his crowbar in his hands as he stared at them.
“Chill out,” the girl said, looking nervous. “Do some lines with us. I've always wanted to have a threesome.”
“Yeah man,” Vance said, a thin layer of perspiration beaded across his brow. “What's the big deal?”
“You're violating God's laws,” Holt said.
They both laughed at him.
“The world as we know it has ended and you want to quote me the Bible?” Vance put his hand on Holt's shoulder. Holt looked over to see there were bite marks running up and down Vance's arms as well. “McAnus always said you were a dick. I think he just didn't get your brand of humor.”
“I'm not kidding,” Holt said, stepping back. “You've been bit. You are one of them now. It's just a matter of time before both of you transform.”
“All the more reason to party hard,” the girl said, rolling over and snorting a huge line. Black blood began to drip down her face when she came back up and she rubbed it away.
The smile slid off Vance's face. He started looking really nervous.
“Look,” Vance started, “I'll tell you what I know and then you've got to go. Deal?”
“Deal,” Holt said with a smile.
“Okay so when everything started I just locked myself in and hid,” Vance said. “Hours went by and it got all quiet, sort of. I mean there were still people out there eating each other, but they ran out of fresh meat so to speak. That's when I got really worried.”
“Go on,” Holt said calmly.
“So I heard gun fire and then voices,” Vance said. “I went to follow the sound of the commotion and saw McAnus and Parker going into the crazy ex-military dudes apartment.”
“What happened next?”
“I don't know,” Vance said. “They shut and locked the door just as a fresh wave of creepy dead guys came along. I turned and ran but they were in every direction I headed. That's when I saw her.”
Holt and Vance turned and stared at the girl. She smiled at them as she played with herself, rolling around high out of her mind.
“She was being attacked by three guys,” Vance said. “At first I thought they were raping her but then the closer I got I could see they were biting her arms.”
“What did you do?”
“What do you think I did?” Vance looked upset. “I fought them off and brought her back here.”
“Is that how you got bit?”
“Fucking eh,” Vance replied. “I'm a fucking hero here man, trying to enjoy what little time I've got left before God knows what happens.”
Holt smiled.
“That's a good story,” he said. “Tell you what, I'm going to do you a huge favor.”
“Oh yeah?” Vance smiled, relaxing a little.
“Boys,” the girls cooed to them from the mattress. “Let's not waste any more time fighting when we could be doing so many better things.”
“I couldn't agree more,” Holt said. Vance smiled and let out a sigh.
“Man you really had me there,” he said. “For a moment I thought you might be trying to kill me. Come get a rail of this shit. It's amazing by the way. I think it's the cleanest meth I've ever tasted in my life.”
Vance turned towards the girl and Holt wasted no time bringing down his crowbar into his skull. Vance fell over with no more than a thud as blood poured from his skull. The girl opened her mouth to scream but barely got a squeak out before Holt silenced her with a series of hard blows to the neck and head. Standing over them he made sure they weren't coming back.
“Sorry guys,” Holt said in earnest. “But it was for your own good.”
He turned and headed back out into the courtyard just in time to hear a loud explosion rock the grounds and lift him off his feet.
  
 


CHAPTER TWENTY
Max washed her hands in the sink for what felt like a small eternity, turning over in her head what Gunner had said to them. It all kinda made sense in a sick way. Still, Parker had made a valid point. Gunner was a paranoid creep, an ex-military whack job and a self-confessed conspiracy nut. Was he the one they should be trusting with their lives?
I wish I could talk to my father, she thought. He’d know what to do. She said a silent prayer in her heart that he was still alive, that this madness hadn't taken him away from her forever. The thought of a world without him in it was too much to bear. She fought back tears.
No, she told herself in a stern voice. You didn’t shed tears when this happened and you’re not going to shed them now. Max knew that if she let her guard down now she would be utterly lost. She regretted the emotion she'd shown Parker when he came to her room. It made her sick to her stomach to think she'd been so weak. It wasn't going to happen again. She promised herself that much.
Pull it together, her inner voice commanded. She splashed cold water on her face.
She'd felt out of control since the moment that guy had attacked the girl behind her apartment. She splashed cold water on her face again. It had to have an effect at some point, she figured. She heard Gemma stifle a sob behind her on the toilet. How did she get stuck with this vapid, trendy mall chick? She was like the epitome of a Valley Girl, even though she probably didn't even know what that meant. Max didn't understand how it had come to this, with her being left to babysit a rich, spoiled girlie girl.
“How you doing?” Gemma didn't answer. Max figured that she was still in a state of shock over what it took to get into the apartment, seeing all those people gunned down.
Gunner was right about one thing, Max thought. Girls like Gemma don’t survive things like this. It was true. They froze up when they needed to move. They screamed when they should be quiet. They went into shock and never came back out. She was going to have to adapt fast if she didn't want to become a Happy Meal for the undead. The only reason she was still with them was because she'd been with Travis and Parker when this all went down. Under any other circumstances, she would be out there with the rest of the undead freaks.
“You still with us?” Max wasn't cut out to play the supportive role. It just went against everything she'd grown to believe about herself. She wasn't the compassionate type. She was tough, elusive, maybe even mysterious. Supportive never made the list.
“I'm fine,” Gemma said at last, sounding like she was trying to make herself believe it. Max rolled her eyes. This was not how she had expected to spend the end of the world, locked in a room with a jock, a geek, a princess, and a basket case. It was like a twisted version of the Breakfast Club. She smirked as she realized that made her Judd Nelson, the criminal.
“Let's get back with the group,” Max said. “We've got to figure out what our next move is gonna be.”
A loud grunt came from the living room. Both girls froze. They hadn't bothered to check the rest of the apartment, assuming they were alone. Gunner had huge bolted locks on the door and had boarded up the windows. When they got back he locked them in and they went straight down to the command center under his bed. No one ever thought to check the kitchen for uninvited guests that might have found their way in during Gunner's absence.
Stupid, thought Max, I’m such an idiot.
Gemma pulled her panties up just as the ghoulish face of a former neighbor came into sight. He was still wearing his work uniform and the name tag sewn on read JIMENEZ. His face looked swollen and feverish. His eyes were jaundiced and blood ran freely from his nose into his open mouth. He roared up at them fiercely then sprang forward with incredible speed. Max had little time to do more than react. She grabbed the door and pulled it towards her, falling into the bathtub but using the door as a shield. The infected man shot right past her and grabbed Gemma, his cold hand wrapping around her leg. The strong penetrating odor coming from his mouth was the worst thing she had ever encountered in her life. It smelled like stagnant water filled with the rotting corpses of animals. Gemma kicked at him with her free leg but she was unable to free herself from his chilled iron grip. He brought his mouth closer to her leg, preparing to tear a chunk out of her as she pulled away. Gemma closed her eyes and screamed from the bottom of her lungs, flinching as she prepared to feel his teeth tear into her skin.
Max, placing her hands on both sides of the shower wall and powering through with her back muscles, brought her right foot up in front of her, swinging out of the deep tub. She followed through with her left foot, her Doc Martin boot connecting with the side of Jimenez's face and sending him onto his back. Gemma skittered out, slipping on the now piss wet tile in her hurry and smacking her face on the side of the wall. Her arms scrambled on the slick surface trying to keep herself upright, but found no purchase. She tumbled in a panicky cartwheel back to the ground. Jimenez had already flipped back over, the blow to the head hadn't slowed him for even an instant. He was crawling on all fours toward Max with his mouth open and teeth snapping at the air. Max took a cautious step back, making sure not to trip over Gemma in the process, her left hand finding the metal trash bin. She was prepared when Jimenez lunged at her, quickly moving out of his reach and swinging the basket around until it collided full force with his face. Gemma was up again. She screamed uselessly for a second time. Max turned and pulled the metal trash can toward her, scraping it loudly on the floor. She had just enough time to see that Gemma was blocking their escape, eyes closed, her hands uselessly clutching the sides of her head.
This chick is gonna get us both killed, Max thought.
She raised the small metal trash can high over her head. When Jimenez burst at them, arms flailing like a wild beast, Max brought it down with all the strength she had, connecting with the back of his skull in a sickening thud. He was rising up again in no time, his movements jerky and uncoordinated like a wino.
Gemma threw the door open, her head turned toward the action, and the door smacked her in the face. She crashed to the floor once more, her arms wind-milling out and catching Max in the process, sending her back into the hard wall without warning. Max had the wind knocked clean out of her from the impact. She slipped to the floor and Gemma pinned her down with her weight as she landed in her lap. Jimenez staggered toward them.
I must have damaged something with that last hit, Max thought. He’s not incapacitated, but he’s definitely had the juice zapped out of him.
Max frantically tried to shove Gemma's dead weight off of her lap, but the frightened girl didn't budge. Jimenez was within striking distance. Soon he would be on top of them. Max kicked her right leg out as hard as she could. It collided with his left knee as he lumbered forward, sending him involuntarily spinning around. Her wind returned and she screamed at Gemma.
“Get the hell off me!”
Gemma snapped out of it and stood up, turning around and helping her up. Max didn't waste any time bolting for the bedroom door this time. She wasn't going to be zombie food because some idiot girl couldn't keep her wits about her. The hatch to the command center was still open. Max made short work of crawling back down into the converted storage space. Gemma was right behind her, practically clinging to her back. As Max rocketed through the door, Gemma let out a shocked cry. Max turned to see Jimenez had a handful of Gemma's long blonde hair and was trying to pull her back into the bedroom.
Max wheeled around and drove a hard and precise knuckle punch into Jimenez's throat, then drove an upward blow to his wrist, knocking his grip loose. Gemma fell to the floor with a squeal.
“What the hell is going on?” Parker shouted. Gunner turned and saw Jimenez hanging in the crawlspace, dazed from the force of the blow to the throat. Gunner jumped to his feet and drew his gun. Marching quickly forward he advanced, arms raised to keep the barrel level and even with Jimenez's head until he had a clean shot. Max backed up behind Gunner. Jimenez stuck out both his arms and lunged toward them, the appearance of a smile crossing his face. Gunner didn't hesitate. He pulled the trigger and shot him between the eyes, blowing a hole clean through his head. The spray covered Gemma with blood and brains. Jimenez fell into the command center with a loud thud and lay still. Blood poured from the enormous gunshot wound in his head.
“Did you open the apartment door?” Gunner's eyes were wild. He still had the gun up.
“No,” Max quickly replied. “I swear.”
“Son of a bitch must have been in here the whole time,” Gunner said, lowering the gun at last.
Gemma shook with fear. He'd almost managed to get his filthy mouth on her when Max ran out of the bathroom, deserting her. The adrenaline had goosed her back to reality, making her sprint out on Max's heels, clinging to her back side. The feeling of her heart pounding in her chest made her want to puke. She swooned from the panic overload. Fear flooded her as Gunner moved toward her.
“You okay?” Gunner asked. She shook her head but didn't make eye contact with him. Icy cold fear flooded her insides. She knew in her heart that he wouldn't hesitate to kill her, the same way the security guard at the hospital had murdered Candy. If he thought for a second she was sick he would put her down without a word. She began to take big gulps of air.
“I'm fine,” Max said quickly. They all turned to Gemma.
“I'm can't breathe,” she said, pushing herself away from them.
“Get her a bag to breath in,” Gunner said. “She's hyperventilating from the shock.”
Travis went into the cabinet and brought back out a white sack. Gemma took it gratefully and began to breath in and out. Within seconds she had calmed down and could talk again.
“That was a close call,” she said, trying to sound as casual as she could. She took Max by the hand and stared deeply into her eyes.
“What?” Max complained. “Get off me.”
“Thank you so much,” Gemma said. “You saved my life.”
“You almost got us both killed up there,” Max scolded her, but there wasn't the usual ferocity to her tone. “You gotta learn to move faster.”
“I know,” Gemma agreed. “You’re right.”
Max smiled and rubbed her head like she was a puppy who'd accidentally gone to the bathroom inside the house.
“Who the hell is that?” Travis asked.
“Looks like my next door neighbor Jimenez,” Gunner answered. “He used to work for the city hauling trash. He must have slipped in when I was out saving your asses.”
“Any other surprises, Gunner?” Max said, the usual aggressive edge having found its way back into her voice.
“I thought you said this place was safe?” Parker added.
“It is safe,” Gunner bristled.
“Apparently not,” Travis said pointing to the front of the apartment. A horde of zombies had gathered, drawn in by the sound. They were shaking the doors, trying to pull them off the hinges. Gunner let out a string of curse words that, under normal circumstances, would have made Gemma blush.
“This isn't good,” Gunner said. “With numbers that large it won't take them long to get through. They've locked onto our scent. There's no stopping them now.”
Gunner sprang up and pulled the hatch down on the command center. A series of loud metallic clicks indicated he'd locked them in. The stench of the dead zombie began to overpower them.
“Great,” Max said. “So we're trapped in here like some kind of snack machine for these freaks?”
“What are we gonna do?” Gemma joined in.
“Calm down,” Travis said. “We just need to think. Is there another way out of here?”
“I can get us out of here,” Gunner said. “That's not the problem.”
“Then what's the problem?” Max got up in his face.
“Where we go next is the problem,” Gunner informed her. “I've got a suggestion.”
“Of course you do,” Parker said. “I can't wait to hear it. I'm sure none of us can.”
“Go on,” Travis said seriously. “I want to hear it.”
“Nellis Air Force Base is a short distance from here,” Gunner explained. “It's part of why I chose this location.”
“You think they are just going to let civilians walk on base during a crisis?” Max roared.
“They'll probably shoot us on sight,” Parker joined in. “I know I would.”
“They won't shoot us,” Travis said. “They'll just strip us down to make sure we aren't infected.”
“That's right,” Gunner said.
“It's actually a pretty good plan,” Travis said. “But how do we get from here to there in one piece as a group?”
“The back wall is rigged to blow out,” Gunner explained. “There is a set of stairs that leads up to the street. Anything caught in the blast radius will be turned into meat. The sound will draw a lot of attention, bring some heat on us, but we'll get a window of opportunity to make our escape.”
“While that's a beautiful sentiment and all,” Parker said condescendingly, “we're going to need a real plan fast before we head out on a suicide mission.”
As if to drive his point home, one of the larger zombies growled and threw himself against the doors with a crash.
“I don't see you coming up with anything,” Max said.
“I got us here,” Gunner said walking over to the cabinet and taking several clips. He stuffed them into his pockets as he talked. “I'll get us out. I've got enough ammo stocked in here to fight off a small force. Grab what you can. Take all the ammo you can carry. I'll lead out front. Just try not to accidentally shoot me.”
Parker and Max both took handguns. Travis, feeling uncomfortable with a firearm, opted for some water and a flare gun. Gemma didn't take anything.
“We ready?” Gunner seemed genuinely excited about the prospect of making a break for it.
“About as ready as we're ever going to be for the zombie apocalypse,” Max said.
“Let's do this,” Parker said, gun in hand.
“Stand back and cover your mouths,” Gunner said. “But be ready for the worst. We have no way of knowing what might come tearing through once we blow this sucker open.”
“Do it,” Parker yelled and Gunner pulled a lever on the side of the wall that looked like a fire alarm. There was a sizzling sound, like someone had lit a very long firecracker fuse, then a series of small pops, followed by ground shaking concussive booms that shook the whole room. The wall in front of Gunner simply vanished in a cloud of red dust.
“Let's send these demons back where they belong,” Gunner yelled before running into the cloud with guns held high. The rest of them looked on in shock for a moment. The sound of gunfire popping brought them back to the harsh reality they were living in.
“Go!” Parker yelled. “Go now!”
Max turned and ran through the hole in the wall, followed by Travis and Gemma. Parker took one last look at the monitors. The horde had ripped the doors off the apartment and were swarming in. They'd gotten out just in the nick of time.
“Son of a bitch was right,” Parker said, turning and running into the hole after them.
  
 


CHAPTER TWENTY ONE
The streets were awash with unmitigated chaos. Everywhere they looked, zombies roamed in packs of three or more, making sweeping circles that covered nearly every inch between them and the empty-looking strip mall. The nightmare-scape extended down the street as far as the eye could see. Cars piled up on each other, buildings burning, zombies eating anything that moved - it was beyond anything they could have imagined. It was sheer luck they hadn't been eaten yet, and Gunner knew that luck wasn't bound to last long.
They'd used up all their ammo coming out of the ground. Even with Gunner's aim and experience they'd only been able to take out half the targets they'd intended and eventually ended up making a flat out run through the neighborhood. Parker was surprised how easy it was to point a gun at what used to be a living, breathing person and shoot them in the face. Max seemed to be enjoying it as well. They made wide sweeps around the rest of the group firing at anything that moved while Travis and Gemma huddled in the middle and inched forward.
Nellis was only a few blocks away but they had a bigger problem no one had anticipated. While the property line was close by the actual gates and barracks were set back almost a mile on dirt and sand, well out of their reach. By the time they reached the last block it became clear they'd never make it in a million years, that the zombies would easily cut them down as they tried to clear the distance.
They'd managed to break free and hunker down in the bushes across the street from a small strip mall. Gunner was starting to think it was a mistake to have left Thunderdome in the first place. He had no idea how he was going to get them across the street or secure the buildings once they got there. There was a automotive parts store in the middle with the door slightly ajar. That was their best bet. Next to it stood a camping goods store and a liquor mart. If they could at least get in and lock the place down then they'd have enough time to start working on their next plan.
Think you idiot, Gunner berated himself. There has to be a way across and in.
A loud cry rent the air as a female zombie not twenty feet away from them howled at the sky. Her entire face had turned a dark shade of purple, like a bruise running from the middle of her neck up. She was missing the lower part of her right arm. Judging from the way the strands of torn flesh hung, it had been ripped clean off during an attack that had also involved having the better part of her throat chewed out. Her hair was still up in old fashioned rollers, covered with a thin net. Between her thick legs, a black cord dangled and at her shuffling feet were the remains of a dead baby, still attached by the umbilical cord. The stillborn fetus was matted to the side of her ankle with dried blood and filth so that it appeared to be clinging to her, just above her scum-mottled bunny slippers. She had been pregnant when she'd been attacked and the only saving grace had been that the child had not survived. Her large, empty belly and swollen breasts swayed pendulously under her crudely stitched muu muu dress, patterned with splotches of large purple wildflower blossoms. She searched endlessly for any sign of living flesh to quench her hunger, moaning in obvious frustration and pain.
Across from her, in the middle of the street, a red Jeep Grand Cherokee furiously blazed. The windshield was cracked from the inside and somewhere past the spider webbing of the glass were two dead people, still strapped into the car.
A small horde of zombies flocked around a woman off to the left, bending and tearing and chewing away at her flesh. She writhed in pain as they ripped at her flesh with their dull teeth, a single piercing scream her only defense. It rang out high in the air like a tea kettle coming to a boil, then seemed to fade to nothing. Soon her body was limp.
Parker fought back the urge to vomit. Any hope he'd had of things being better was quickly washed away with a casual glance. There would be no going back to normal, not after this. At best, all he and the rest could hope for was to survive, to outlive the nightmare, and that maybe one day in the distant future they might learn to forget, just a few moments at a time.
The thought of it all drained the energy from him. He felt like a million pounds of rocks had been dumped on his body without warning. More than anything he just wanted to lie down and sleep, to give over to the despair, to make this all end. He knew it was no use. He let out a deep, body wracking sigh.
“We've got to get to the stores,” Travis pointed across the street.
“No shit Sherlock,” Gunner spat.
“How are we supposed to get to them?” Max asked. “There are at least a hundred zombies between here and there. Plus, there’s no way of knowing whether or not the store is crawling with these things.”
“I say we just make a straight run for it,” Gunner suggested. “Don't stop. Don't look back. Don't make a sound. Just run as fast as we can and lock ourselves in.”
“Maybe if we hadn't totally blown all the extra ammo, that might have worked,” Max said. “But from where I'm sitting right now, that sounds like another one of your suicide plans. You wanna go out in a blaze of glory, be my guest--but I wanna live.”
Before they could argue further they were interrupted by another blood curdling howl, this time coming from right behind them. It was too late. They’d been spotted! A lean, nasty looking man with a long beard crusted with dried blood was already running toward them in an awkward gait, his limbs stiffening with the onset of rigor mortis. Behind him came two rat-tailed zombie children in blood stained overalls who looked even more ferocious than he did. Papa Hillbilly’s feet were covered in cuts and holes that did not bleed as he raced toward them. Max turned to see the rest of the zombies on the street staring back at them like a piping hot plate of home cooked goodness. She turned on Gunner.
“What are you waiting for, stud?” she screamed. “Let's go!”
Gunner dashed out across the street with Parker, Gemma, Max, and Travis close on his heels. He was more than halfway there, at the edge of the wide street, when he saw the fatal flaw in his plan. The stores all looked clear and intact. The windows reflected bright sunlight and not a drop of blood seemed to stain any of them. But that wasn't the issue. The real problem was the location of the strip mall. On either side of it were two dark alleys, one that presumably lead to a parking lot and another for deliveries. Bands of zombies came rambling out of each alley, almost like a coordinated attack. Gunner backed up, arms out, backing toward the bearded undead man and his wretched progeny. They all came to a halt in the middle of the street, surrounded on all sides. There was no escape.
“Well,” said Max, “I guess this is the end of the road.”
“Gunner,” Parker said. “What do we do now?”
“I don't know,” Gunner admitted, sounding defeated. “I can tell you this though. Whatever happens, I’m taking some of them with me, even if I have to rip their heads off with my bare hands.”
“Me too!” Gemma suddenly shouted, taking everyone by surprise.
“I never thought it would end this way for real,” Max said.
“I can't say I am all that surprised to be honest,” Gunner replied. He turned and smiled sadly at Max and despite the raw fear coursing through her veins, she couldn't help but laugh. Maybe it was the sleep deprivation or the adrenaline rush pumping through her veins. The anger slipped away as the absurdity of it all set in. She'd tried her best. No one could argue that she hadn't.
Soon they’ll be biting me, she thought. Then I’ll be one of them. She wondered if she would be conscious after she turned or if, like Travis had suggested, the virus would kill her in the process of taking over her body. Would dying itself hurt? She hoped not. Whatever happened, she hoped it was quick.
The line of alley zombies cautiously made their way toward them. The lead zombie was an old geezer wearing a black leather jacket and a rawhide cowboy hat; he had long, curly black hair, his eyes dripping an almost golden colored puss. He slunk slowly toward them like a cat hunting something small and defenseless, taking care not to let them escape.
Gunner glanced behind him and realized, to his amazement, that the other zombies had stopped. They stood around watching and waiting for the kill to be over before they would risk coming closer to get some fresh meat. He whipped back around and screamed an obscenity at the decaying cowboy who jumped back slightly and hissed like a feral animal.
“Come at me fucker!”
A curiously calm thought struck Gunner. If he could hold back this one man, the rest of his group could easily bolt to the store and lock themselves in. They'd be on their own once they got inside and there was almost no chance that Gunner would survive. The zombies would rip him to tiny pieces with their dirty mouths.
It has to be done, Gunner thought to himself. There is no other way.
“Get ready to run to the front door,” he whispered to Max.
“Don't do anything stupid, Gunner,” she warned him.
“Don't stop until you’re in and the door is locked,” Gunner said calmly. “Whatever you do, don't wait for me.”
Gunner screamed again at the top of his lungs, catching them all off guard, as he prepared to rush toward his aggressor and turn the tables on him. Sensing what was coming next, the walking corpse opened his ragged, torn mouth and wailed back at them. He seemed to tense up, preparing to rush toward Gunner. When he took him down, the others would surely swarm them from all sides. It was a purely animal moment, devoid of logic or reason. It was kill or be killed for Gunner, and he was prepared to go out fighting. This had been his destiny all along and he damn well knew it.
The cowboy hat flew off revealing a huge, waxy bald spot in the zombies head as he lunged forward in an uncoordinated arc toward them. Before Gunner had a chance to react, the loud roar of an engine drowned everything out and froze the monster in its place. They turned in time to see Holt racing toward them in a big Cadillac with no windshield. He was easily doing a hundred miles an hour when he caught the stunned zombie cowboy in the legs with the grill, dragging him under the car and leaving little more than a nasty skid mark on the asphalt out of his decaying flesh.
The group watched in stunned silence as Holt hopped out of with only a crowbar in his hands and began to swing it furiously at the zombies that came toward him, crushing their skulls . . . and in one instance, knocking a man's head clean off and into the street.
Parker ran to his side, kicking over one of the zombies who had crept up behind him. Holt dispatched the unfortunate wretch with a double-handed, overhead blow that left the dead man's face squashed on the sidewalk in a mass of red, black, and squiggling white. Holt seemed to give it no more thought than a kid killing a June bug.
“Thanks, buddy,” Holt beamed. “I owe you one.”
“Where the hell have you been?” Parker asked in shock.
“I've been looking for you,” Holt said, unable to hide the sheer joy in his eyes. The rest of the group gathered around him. The advancing zombies were now on the opposite side of the street, across from the truck.
“How the fuck did you find us?” Max asked.
“Jesus told me where you'd be,” Holt said, turning to Travis.
“Wow,” Parker said.
“I owe you an apology McAnus,” he said, clapping him on the shoulder. His grin grew even wider.
“I'm not sure now is the best time,” Travis said looking uncomfortable.
“I haven't always been as nice to you as I should have been,” he lamented. “But I'm a warrior for God now. I promise you I will do my best to make it up to you in what little time we have left.”
“Looks like you've been batting a thousand,” Gemma said, kissing him on the cheek.
“It's good to have you back,” Parker said, looking genuinely hopeful for the first time since the outbreak began.
“I hate to break up your reunion,” Max said, “but we need to get inside now.”
“She's got a point,” Gunner said.
“What's the plan?” Holt asked.
“We're going to hole up in the automotive store over there,” Gunner pointed. “Try to wait out the storm. We just need to make sure it's clean first.”
“Looks good,” said Gemma.
“Looks can be deceiving,” Gunner said, walking ahead of them and into the store. They stood and watched as he disappeared into the doorway. A few moments later he leaned out and waved them on.
“All clear.”
One by one they made their way into the store. The zombies in the distance watched them go. Slowly the dead gathered together into one mass and began moving toward the store, sniffing the air as they went along, and licking what was left of their lips.
  
 


CHAPTER TWENTY TWO
“I can't believe this place is still standing,” Travis said.
“What do we do now?” Holt asked.
“First,” Gunner began, “we need to knock down a hole between each of the stores. It won't matter much were we go through on the camping supplies store but we're going to want to aim for the dead center of the liquor store.”
“I'm on it,” Holt said, picking up a car battery and waving it around.
“I'll help him,” Parker said.
“What can we do?” Travis said. Max and Gemma stood behind him.
“We need to board up the windows,” Gunner suggested. “I saw some plywood in the back. Someone grab a hammer and some nails and we'll get to work.”
They did as he suggested. Soon they had closed up all but the tiniest space in the windows, leaving a small gap to peer out from. Holt and Parker made short work of the liquor store wall. They struck more towards the back making a way through the storage area and doing minimal damage. It took them much longer to get through to the camping store. The wall was cinder block, which made it a great place to hide out but tough going busting down with a bat and battery. Parker had to talk Holt out of trying to use oil and the welder to break through. In the end they picked the mortar apart with his filthy crowbar.
Max and Travis boarded up the windows of both the extra stores while Gemma laid down and fell asleep next to the liquor store cooler. Gunner had come up with a plan to bolt hooks onto the sides of the front wall, then run chain through them and lock up the front door in case the hungrier ones tried to knock it off the hinges again, like they did at the his apartment.
“Fool me twice,” he grumbled as he snapped the heavy duty locks into place. “Shame on me.”
A small cluster of zombies had gathered outside, led by the hillbilly. They howled in anguish as they pulled uselessly on the front door of the automotive store and pounded on the windows. Holt laughed.
“That was easy,” he said. “Now to feast on convenience store snacks. Out of my way. I’m starving. You work up a mighty hunger in the service of the Lord.”
Holt turned and walked away, whistling to himself.
He’s cracked, Parker thought, watching his old friend canter away. He’s lost all touch with reality. Did it even matter anymore? Parker wasn't so sure. He guessed they all needed a way to cope with the new reality that had been thrust upon them. Holt's way was as valid as any of theirs. Travis had love. Gunner had his conspiracy theories. Max had her anger. What did he have? Nothing came to him and eventually he did his best to put it out of his mind.
It took a while for them to settle in. No one seemed to be able to believe they were actually safe. It was the longest they had rested since the whole ordeal had begun. Outside, the sun set and more and more of the undead found their way to the store--but they had given up the relentless pounding on the walls, settling into a sad wailing as they ringed the strip mall like a memorial to the humanity they once possessed.
The electricity was still working and they took advantage of it, hunting around the stores for useful things and stacking them into a pile in the large open space in the middle of the automotive store. Soon it was jammed with sleeping bags, flashlights, and several automotive tools that looked like they might readily be used as weapons. Once they got their bearings, Gunner suggested they kill the lights.
“For all we know, it draws them in like bugs to a lamp,” he said. “We don't need to wake up to a thousand of them trying to shove their way in just because we were too chicken to use flashlights.”
They turned the lights off a few minutes later without discussion.
There was an employee bathroom with hot running water in the camping store and they took turns using it to clean up. Travis tried booting the old PC he found under the front counter, but it wouldn't load. A boxy cube that looked like it had been purchased over a decade ago, he wasn't sure it did more than process orders.
If I could just get online, Travis thought. I could check to see if there were any updates.
He hated feeling cut off from the rest of the world. It wasn't natural. Having lived so much of his life plugged into the web, he literally felt like he was going into withdrawal not having it at his disposal to answer his most basic questions. What had people done before it existed? How did you get news from people without technology? How would you know the weather? How would you know anything, really?
For one shimmering moment, Travis realized they were all about to find out. Given the extent of the outbreak, there was a pretty good chance he might never have access to the World Wide Web again in his lifetime. All those hours he'd spent learning one program after another, playing online games with friends, building websites and checking out social networking sites like Facebook, amounted to nothing. The thought that none of his online skills translated into the world post-zombie apocalypse brought on a fresh wave of sadness that settled over him like a wet blanket. In this new world he was small, weak, and virtually worthless.
“Any luck with that thing?” Max asked from over his shoulder, shaking him from his depressing train of thought.
“It won't even boot,” Travis said. “I'm pretty sure it runs DOS but it looks like the kernel file is damaged.” He smacked the large heavy monitor on the side and the green light of the aged screen flickered.
“Everything is down anyway,” Max comforted him.
“Yeah,” Travis said. “I was just hoping for some kind of cold comfort, I guess.”
She patted him supportively on the back.
“Let it go,” she said gently. “Just let it go.”
She reached down and unplugged the cord. The screen and monitor instantly went down.
Travis sighed, then got up and listlessly shuffled off without an argument.
Gunner located a portable propane cooking stove over at the camping supplies store, and set it up. He also found rations and brought out two packs of beef stroganoff, re-hydrating them with water and boiling them into something edible. Holt had ransacked the liquor store and found an embarrassment of riches in the form of junk food. He set the piles of chips, candy bars, pretzels, cookies, and crackers in the middle of the makeshift camp they'd created in the middle of the automotive store. Gemma had fallen asleep again shortly after moving over to join the group. It had been a long day for all of them and no one expected much of the pampered princess in the group. If she felt like escaping into dreams, so be it.
At least if she’s sleeping, she can’t manage to endanger all our lives again, thought Max bitterly as she stepped over her. She still hadn't quite forgiven Gemma for almost getting her killed back at Thunderdome.
Gunner, Parker, Holt, and Travis devoured the small salty meal, sating the rest of their hunger with the junk food Holt had foraged. Max seemed to have lost her appetite. She grabbed a candy bar and ripped it open, but merely nibbled on it as she walked over and peered out the window. Sensing a shift in her mood, Parker tiptoed up behind her. Through the slit they'd left between the boards, he could see the dead careening around in front of the store. Only a few still stood right in front of the store. Most of them had left when they shut the lights out and used flashlights instead, proving another of Gunner's hunches. Off in the distance, Parker could see several zombies scurrying quickly in the darkness. A cat screamed in the distance and Max cringed. Parker put his hand on her shoulder and she surprised him by relaxing instead of tensing up further.
“It's just a cat,” he said. He realized how awful it sounded after he said it, but she didn't call him on it. Either way, a living creature was being devoured by a dead one. There was no nice way to put that.
“I never realized,” she said, not turning to look at him, “. . . I've kept myself so insulated from the real world with my blog and my sarcasm that I wasn't prepared for life. I've been sleepwalking the whole time.”
“There's no way anyone could be prepared for this,” Parker offered. “Even Gunner wasn't fully prepared for this.” Gunner shook his head at Parker. He wanted to get angry but it was true, and Parker had said it without malice.
“I've been into zombies forever,” Max said. “I've watched all the movies and played the games. But this isn't a game anymore. This is real. Those are real people out there. Some of them were my friends.”
“I know this is hard,” Parker said. “We've all lost people today.”
“They ain't people,” Gunner said coldly. “Not anymore. You can see it in their eyes. They aren't there anymore. It may look like someone you knew, but that person has passed on to whatever comes next. That's all I'm saying.”
“So many times today I just thought I was going to lose it,” Max said.
“I know exactly what you mean,” Parker said. “To be honest, I didn't think we were going to make it out of the command center. And if Holt hadn't showed up when he did, we probably wouldn't be here now.”
“I just kept telling myself that I had to make it,” Max said. “Everything seems so unreal. I mean, zombies? Come on, right?”
“They're real enough to me,” Parker said.
“It is what it is,” Gunner said. “In combat you learn to accept unthinkable situations really fast. That's what this is, a form of combat. You did well today. All of you. You survived because you turned off the need for answers and did what needed to be done to survive. Period.”
“Give it a rest, Gunner,” Parker complained.
“No,” Max protested. “It's good to hear. We need to hear it.”
They sat in awkward silence for a moment. The only sound was the endless moaning of the dead outside and the crinkling of plastic chip wrappers.
“What's going on?” Gemma asked, sitting up disoriented.
“Nothing,” Travis said. “You just drifted off for a bit.”
“Where are we?”
“We're still in the auto parts store,” Travis said. “You okay?”
“Yeah,” she said. “I'm just exhausted.”
“We all are,” Travis sighed.
“I just want to go to sleep and wake up in my own bed,” Gemma said. “I want to wake up and have everything be back to normal again.”
“Yeah,” Max said. “Me, too.”
“That's not likely,” Gunner said. “Something tells me it's not even close to being over yet. Call it a hunch. This was just the first part of the storm.”
“Yeah? And how do you know that?” Parker asked suspiciously.
“I don't,” Gunner said. “Just trying to stay alert and stay alive.”
“You sure you're okay?” Travis fussed over his new girlfriend.
“Yes,” she said. “I tend to sleep a lot when I'm stressed. I've been like this since high school. Sorry.”
Gemma leaned in and kissed Travis on the lips. Holt let out an immature whistle that elicited a round of giggles from the rest of them.
“Get a room, you two,” Holt chided them.
“Shut up,” Travis said, not making eye contact with any of them
“That's not a bad idea,” Gemma replied, turning to stare at Holt head on. “I'm sure there’s still plenty of sleeping bags over in the camping goods supply store. What do you say?”
“Um . . .,” Travis hesitated.
“Man up!” Holt roared and everyone laughed again.
“Yes,” Travis blurted out. “I mean, yeah,” he said, trying to sound casual. “Let's go.”
He got up and helped Gemma to her feet before following her lead back into the darkness.
“Good boy,” Parker yelled.
“Guys, what are we going to do? When the morning comes around? Does anyone have a plan? How are we going to get to Nellis with those things on our heels the whole time?”
“My two cents,” Gunner offered, looking glad to be returning to the task at hand. “I think we should take shifts sleeping tonight. In the morning when the sun comes up, we reinforce the doors and reevaluate our options.”
Gunner stood up and started to walk away.
“Where are you going?” Max asked.
“To take a leak,” Gunner shot at her. “Unless you want me to drop trow right here. You had such a problem with the bucket and all back at the command center.”
He turned, grunting, and stormed off to the back of the building.
“Try not to fall in the toilet in the dark asshole,” Max yelled after him. He raised his middle finger and held it in the air as he ambled off.
“Do you think we can trust Gunner?” Max asked. She waited for an answer, like she needed someone to reassure her it was going to be okay after all. She wasn't nearly as tough as she looked or acted, Parker reminded himself.
“What?” Parker asked.
“Listen,” Max said quietly. “I'm not sure about him is all.” She paused, looking vulnerable for the first time he'd ever seen. “I mean, how do we know he isn't leading us to some horrible disaster. The guy is seriously messed up.”
“We don't,” Parker answered. She nodded in reply. “I guess we just have to keep our heads together until we're clear of this mess. When the time is right, we ditch him.”
“Agreed,” Max said, kissing Parker on the cheek. He felt a blush spread through him.
There it was--the ugly truth. They fell silent again, each lost in their own thoughts, while the wind and the sound of the howling off in the distance mixed into an eerie, bone-chilling symphony.
  
 


CHAPTER TWENTY THREE
Gemma and Travis found the perfect place to set up camp. Toward the back of the room, there was a two story shelf made out of reinforced steel with a ladder leading up to it. It had been designed to hold and store heavy objects out of the way--like the crates they brought down to clear out a nesting space. Travis liked the fact that it was not only obscured from direct view, but off the ground and ultimately hard to reach. If for some reason they were invaded, he wanted to know that he'd have enough time to strike back before he was bitten and turned. He deserved to die with a fighting chance.
Gemma had grabbed a thorny looking hacksaw to use as a weapon as they made their way back for the night. Travis had chosen a trowel shovel with a pointy iron head and a wicked looking hammer with a claw on the back that he supposed was used for digging up tent stakes. Given their position, backed into a cinder block and concrete wall, he'd prefer to have a long range weapon to keep his attacker at bay if need be. The hammer was a last ditch resort. He considered for a minute bringing along one of the propane torches, but thought better of it. The last thing he needed was an uncontrolled element like fire changing the terrain without warning. The only thing worse than dying or becoming a zombie would be burning alive in the tiny backroom of the local strip mall store. It was funny, he mused, how he'd never considered that before. He'd always assumed that if a zombie outbreak came, the dead would be his only concern. He'd completely overlooked how average, everyday ways of dying were still in play as well.
If we survive this, we’re going to need to find a doctor, Travis thought. We’ll have to clean up and burn the corpses of the infected before we can start over--there could be radiation to deal with, as well. Still, the idea of rebuilding seemed to lift his spirits a bit as he started padding a space for them to bed down for the night. Working quickly together they made a makeshift mattress out of soft materials they found in the store. Their bed was a stack of furniture pads laid over paint tarps, topped with their sleeping bags. They lay on their backs, holding hands and whispering like kids at a sleepover.
“Let's play a game. You in?” Gemma asked.
“Sure,” Travis said.
“Let's pretend, just for tonight, that we're the last two people on Earth...” she began.
“We might soon be,” Travis interrupted.
“...and it's up to us to repopulate the world.”
“You know I'm a virgin right?” Travis smirked.
Gemma rolled over and stared into his eyes. She leaned in and kissed him softly on the lips. Travis tried to suppress a giggle, but it slipped out.
“What?” Gemma asked.
“I'm a little worried,” Travis confessed. “I don't know how long I can last. I mean, I've never been with anyone before.”
“Don't worry,” she said. “You won't last long the first time. Guys never do. But then it will get easier to go longer and still have control. We've got plenty of time to work on it.”
Travis smiled at the thought of spending all night literally having sex with the girl of his dreams. It was beyond anything he'd ever conceived, even while staring at a shoe box full of her stolen photos.
“I need to tell you something,” he began, feeling his conscience prickle at the thought of those images.
“Wait,” she said, leaning over and kissing him again and time seemed to stand still.
“I think you will want to know this,” he protested.
“Not yet,” she said before kissing him again one last time. “Just in case.”
“In case of what?”
“In case it ruins our perfect moment,” she said. “I've been saving myself for a decent guy for a long time Travis. I'm pretty sure you're that guy. I'm so horny right now and all I want to do is feel loved and special again, in case we all die tonight in our sleep. Please, whatever you have to tell me, whatever big confession you have to make, can it wait?”
“Yeah,” said Travis. “It was nothing. I'm just nervous.”
She smiled and kissed him again.
“I don't have any protection,” he said.
“I don't think we're going to have to worry about that anymore,” she giggled, playing with his belt and pulling down his pants. His erection strained against his underwear. Embarrassment and insecurity flooded him as she freed him from the restrictive undergarments, wrapping her hand around his aroused member.
What if she laughs? What if I'm not big enough for her? What if she changes her mind?
Travis had little time to squirm under the weight of his terrible fears. Gemma gently placed him into her warm mouth and began to suck. Almost immediately he began to fight back the desire to release himself. He tried to think about something else, anything, but it was no use. The heat of her breath danced across his exposed skin and her silky hair tickled his stomach. His legs stiffened and his breathing grew shallow and rapid. She responded by bobbing her head back and forth faster, pushing him over the edge. Travis felt his eyes rolling into the back of his head. His hands found their way to the top of her head. He became aware that he was bucking his hips right before he shot his load into her mouth. He could hear the embarrassing grunts coming out of him but he couldn't control himself. His balls tightened, his ass clenched, and the world disappeared as burst after burst of hot fluid shot out of him. Gemma took him deeper into her mouth, into the back of her throat, swallowing rapidly and making slight gagging sounds. Soon he began to relax and grown soft and sensitive. She released him and sat up smiling.
“Gemma,” he said, gasping for breath. “That was amazing.”
“I'd say it was a good start,” Gemma said. “Now that we've got that first one out of the way, let's go for round two.”
She leaned over and kissed him, forcing her slimy tongue into his mouth. He kissed back, tasting himself and feeling oddly aroused by it, his flaccid member starting to grow hard once more.
  
 


CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR
The sun rose early, peaking through the crack in the boards. It slowly crept up and onto Parker, Max, and Holt, all fast asleep next to one another in sleeping bags. Exhaustion had pulled them under quickly, overwhelming them one by one. Gunner sat awake at the window. He'd found a coffee pot with some instant black coffee crystals nearby and that rat poisoning sweetener. Gunner didn't mind the bitterness.
Pain is your friend, he thought. It reminds you that you’re alive.
He sat in the window with a pair of binoculars, enjoying the relative quiet. The zombies were still out there, plain enough for anyone with eyes to see. We’re nowhere near the end of this battle, he feared. The dead roamed in small packs from broken car to broken car, looking for scraps of meat they might have overlooked in their desperation and hunger. Some moved in and out of the alleys, dragging along on torn and twisted limbs, a gruesome theater of mangled and rotting flesh. He’d been watching for an hour since light broke and the zombies seemed to be growing more and more agitated. They were gaining momentum, that was for sure.
Gunner wondered if the sun had some special affect on them he hadn't considered. It could be as simple as easing the cold and rigor mortis, allowing them a greater range of motion. He took another gulp, polishing off his mug and wincing as the sharp flavor momentarily overwhelmed him. No amount of sweetener, chemical or otherwise, could take the bite out of it. It was as if they existed side by side--the bitter and the sweet. Something about that made him chuckle to himself, appreciating the caffeine kick coming on.
He scanned the street looking for a pattern in their movements. If it existed, he couldn't see what it was. He'd been at it so long his eyes were growing tired. Lack of sleep wasn't helping either, although he didn't really feel tired. He'd offered to take first shift and let the kids sleep. Once they'd gone under, he'd decided to just let them have their rest. It wasn't just sympathy. He was being practical. They were sloppy and emotional when they were tired. They weren't trained for this like Gunner was. The more tired they grew, the more likely they were to make a fatal error, the kind that could also get him killed. He didn't need a repeat of yesterday's performance.
His binoculars stopped on the face of a zombie that was ambling toward him. He pulled the lenses from his face and rubbed his eyes, confirming that the monster was over a hundred and fifty feet away. He put them back to his face and took a good, long look. The dead guy appeared to be middle aged, although it was getting harder to tell by first glance. Whatever was causing this was definitely changing the people it infected. The man's skin had turned an ashy gray. His eyes were like two bullet wounds, deep, sunken in, and hollow. There was an emptiness to these things. A tiny intelligence drove them, fueled by the need to feed and infect, and little else. Blood had run from this guy’s nose and crusted into dried streaks. His teeth were jagged and covered in a slimy-looking film of wriggling white foam. The mouth looked like it was eating itself, constantly chewing in anticipation of the next kill. The sides of his face were drawn in. Gunner wondered what would happen if the man was unable to locate food.
Will they die for real without meat? he wondered. Or will they just slowly rot away until they’re no longer able to attack anyone?
He scanned past the man and adjusted the binoculars for long range viewing, bringing the base in the distance back into focus again. It was an oddity that Gunner couldn't wrap his head around. Every other building was routinely searched by the wandering zombie hunting packs. They went back to the same vehicles time and again, despite no new activity occurring. And yet for some odd reason they didn't go anywhere near that base. He'd made it a habit to check every few minutes. Not once had they even seemed to notice it.
Why aren’t they attracted to it? he wondered. What is it about the Air Force base that makes them seemingly blind to it? Maybe they've got a signal that repels them, like insects or a dog whistle.
“It's like they dipped the whole place in holy water,” he muttered to himself.
Gunner wasn't a religious man. It wasn't for some deep intellectual reason. Like most people, he wanted to believe that something happened when he died. All he needed was a little proof and he'd be happy to sign up. The thing was, despite seeing some absolutely horrific stuff during his time on this ball of mud, the solid kind of proof he sought never came along. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn't seem to wrap his head around the idea of a God that cared about him personally and wanted to help him out. He supposed it didn't help that most of the people he knew who talked a lot about their faith seemed to be crooked and twisted in some way. He didn't blame them. It was human nature to search for answers, to attempt to justify their bad behavior with myths and fairy tales. In the end he'd resigned himself to not knowing, and he vowed to never pretend to know like some kind of dupe or charlatan might.
I guess I’ll find out when I die, Gunner thought. Until then, I’m following my own moral compass--not some arbitrarily made-up set of rules crammed down my throat by religion or society. But then that was the point, right? Now there was no more 'society' to be concerned with. The truth of it flooded him and he liked the way it felt to be honest. The very same society he'd served, fought for, bled for, the one that had rejected him for his sacrifice, turned him away, shunned him, no longer existed--and in all likelihood it never would again. It was almost too much to wrap his head around. And these kids wondered why he seemed happy about all this.
It’s the first sense of peace I’ve had since the war, he thought.
A strange sound off in the distance shook him from his serene contemplation. It sounded like the engine of a large truck, and it was getting closer. All at once the zombies spun around and froze, gazing into the distance. Gunner turned his binoculars in the direction of their hollow stares, up toward the north end of Main Street. The source of the disturbance came into sight. Gunner could hardly believe what he was seeing. A garbage truck with two men in the cab was racing in high gear toward the center of town. Snarling packs of zombies clung to all sides of the truck as it advanced toward him. Men in business suits, women in their morning robes, children in school uniforms, they were crawling over the vehicle like ants, scanning every inch for an entrance. A dead man in a jogging suit swung in front of the broken windshield. Through a hole punched in the glass, the short barrel of a shotgun came out and blasted him off. He fell under the wheels and was run over and dragged. The sound of the gun reached Gunner a half second after the blast had sent the zombie to his final resting place. The man in the passenger side was not nearly as lucky. One of the zombies, the one in the expensive looking suit, had jammed himself between the sides of the door, preventing the door from properly closing. Gunner saw the dead creature lean in and bite the man's neck. A splash of bright red exploded in the cab, covering everything but a small patch on the driver's side. The driver turned and blasted the undead businessman out of the cab with the shotgun. He tumbled like a rag doll, rolling alongside the garbage truck. Immediately he was up and stumbling after him again. It sent chills down Gunner's spine to see them rise up like that, as if nothing had happened, when they should be permanently silenced.
Gunner walked back over to Parker and nudged him with the tip of his boot. Parker stirred but didn't get up.
“Wake up, sleeping beauty,” Gunner said.
“Go away,” Parker replied without opening his eyes.
“You’re going to want to see this.”
Holt heard and sat up with a loud intake of breath, grabbing for his crowbar.
“I'm awake,” he said. “We got action?”
Max rolled over and stretched like a cat, climbing out of her sleeping bag and cracking her back with a yoga stretch. She noticed Gunner staring at her skin tight undershirt and quickly covered up again, searching for her bra. Gunner shook his head.
If you’re gonna keep showing off your body like that, he thought, you’d better get used to being on the receiving end of some extra male attention. He didn't see why she always bristled whenever he checked her out. As far as he was concerned, she ought to be flattered he noticed her in the first place. She turned her head to break eye contact, not ready yet to escalate a fight until she was fully awake.
“Pervert,” she mumbled under her breath. This was one of those rare times she was actually glad Holt and Parker were around.
“What's going on?”
Travis and Gemma emerged half dressed from the camping goods store. They both wore the beatific smiles of a couple madly in love who'd spent the night exploring each other in a pleasure garden of wide-eyed wonder. Wrapped in a blanket together, they sauntered over to the window following Gunner, Holt, and Max.
“I thought I heard a truck or something,” Gemma said, unable to hide the hope in her voice. “Have they come to rescue us from the base?”
“Come take a look,” Gunner motioned them over with his hands.
The garbage truck was much closer now. It had picked up several more zombies along the way, the smell of the fresh blood drawing them in like flies to meat. It seemed to be picking up speed.
“What are the odds?” Max asked.
“Slim to none,” Travis replied.
The truck slowed to a stop almost in front of the automotive store. The driver fought off a zombie that tried to crawl into the cab, beating it in the head with the butt of his empty shotgun. The blue of his jeans was stained dark red and black with the bites he'd sustained. He was a goner. It was just a matter of time now.
“The guy needs help,” Holt protested.
“He's covered in bites,” Max argued. “We can't help him anymore.”
Travis pulled Gemma closer to him and Gunner shook his head in disgust.
“So I'm the bad guy for being honest?” Max asked, but no one made eye contact with her. “Whatever.”
The man turned toward them, gave a curt nod, and slammed the door shut. He pulled the truck forward in the opposite direction of the hardware store.
“Where is he going?” Holt asked.
Parker sat up, rubbing his eyes like a little kid.
“What's going on?”
“Nice of you to join us,” Max said.
The truck stopped abruptly and the tail lights went from red to white. A familiar beeping sound rang out as the truck rapidly backed toward the building.
“What’s he doing?” asked Gemma, her eyes widening with fear.
“He's going for the front windows,” Holt answered.
“They'll kill us all!” Gunner shouted. “Clear out!”
Holt ran and helped a stunned Parker to his feet. The rest hurriedly made their way to the back of the store. The truck reversed until its back end was flush with the right side of the boarded up window. The beeping stopped and everything was silent save for the snarling of the hungry dead.
“That was close,” Max said.
No sooner were the words out of her mouth than a loud crashing sound of wood tearing and glass breaking, accompanied a loud ringing of metal as the driver released the lever that sent the hydraulically powered scooper tumbling into the store. The side of the building seemed to crumple as well, sagging concrete and broken cinder blocks filling in around the shards of shattered window and splintered wood.
“What the hell was that?” Max yelled.
A zombie hand shot through the side of the broken window then pulled back as the glass tore through the dead flesh. The debris settled around the tiny hole as it disappeared.
Outside, the loud screams of a man could be heard as the zombies undoubtedly tore the man from the cab and began to devour him alive.
“A desperate last stand, I guess,” Holt said sourly, leveling a disgruntled stare at her. Everyone turned and stared at Max who shifted back and forth uncomfortably.
A small cough sounded from somewhere in the dust, ending the awkward silence. Holt gripped his crowbar tightly as he stepped forward and prepared to smash in someone’s head. Gunner took up his shovel and followed him. The rest stared, wondering what new horror was about to be thrust upon them.
“Wait!” Gemma shouted at the top of her lungs.
Two men and a teenage boy rolled out into the store from the belly of the garbage truck and looked up at Holt and Gunner, their tear-streaked faces filled with dread and fear.
  
 


CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE
“Dad!” The boy screeched when he saw them gathered around him with weapons ready to strike her. He turned his face into his father's chest as he hugged him close, raising his head and revealing his furious and indignant scowl.
“Please,” the man said, shielding the boy with his body. “Please don't hurt my son.”
“Where the hell did you come from?” Gunner demanded.
“All over Paradise road,” the man said frantically. He was nervous, twitchy. “We were picking people up. We had people running at the truck from all sides,” the man spoke. “None of them would get in the back of the scoop with us. They're still outside in the cab.”
“Who are you?” Max asked.
“My name is Dustin and this is my son Johnnie,” he said. “Please, lower your weapon.”
Holt didn't budge.
“What part of town did you come from?” Gunner asked.
“South Vegas,” he said. “We live in Paradise Valley on Sawtooth.”
“How'd you survive yesterday?” Max asked suspiciously.
“I took the afternoon off to spend it with my son,” Dustin said. “I left work at lunch and took him out of school.”
“Why would you do that?”
“It's kind of a birthday tradition,” he said. “Usually we go to the park or to the movies, but he wasn't feeling well so we stayed in and I cooked. When we woke up this morning, there were people yelling out in the middle of the street. The Hendersons, John and his wife Tammy, they've lived across the way practically their whole lives. They were on their lawn making an unholy racket. The rest of the neighbors were tearing them apart. People from the city council, the lawyer from up the block, the neighborhood watch kid, all gathered around them, chewing red swatches clean off their bodies with their bare teeth. It was horrible. That's when I saw George. He ran out of his garage with a shotgun and jumped in a garbage truck that had been abandoned next to the curb. If it wasn't for him, we wouldn't have made it.”
“George!” the boy yelled suddenly. “He's still out there. We've gotta help him.”
“Hold on there,” Gunner said, raising his hand. “Nobody is going outside.”
“But they'll kill him,” he protested.
“I'm sorry to be the bearer of bad news, little man,” Holt said. “But your friend is no longer with us.”
He slumped back, tears welling up in his eyes.
“What about the others?” Dustin asked.
“There were no others by the time you got here,” Gunner said coldly. “Just him.”
They all turned to look at the second man from the garbage truck.
“Who the hell are you?”
“Names Reggie,” he said nervously. “I was actually the first one in the truck.”
“Why's that?” Holt advanced menacingly on him.
“It's my truck,” he said. “I was trying to hide in it until the police arrived but instead their friend stole it.”
“Ain't no police coming,” Gunner said.
“I know that now,” Reggie said, looking pissed.
A loud crash drew their attention and they turned to see more of the wall give way, leaving a hole big enough to crawl through.
“Great,” Max said, still angry. “You tore a hole through the wall. How are we supposed to keep them out now?”
“What were we supposed to do?” Dustin asked defensively. “George was just looking for someplace safe for us to hide.”
“You were safer inside that metal truck, man,” Gunner said.
“That's what I said,” Reggie joined in.
“Now none of us are safe,” Max said bitterly. “Nice going.”
One of the smaller zombies began to crawl through the hole in the wall. Parker recognized him as one of the creepy rat-tailed kids from the day before. He nodded to Holt who jumped up smiling. He ran over and crushed the brat’s skull with one massive blow from his crowbar. The little demon slumped dead and stopped moving as his tiny neck snapped forward. Brains, blood, and an oily film ran from his head like a cracked egg.
“We're going to need to come up with a new plan,” Holt said, panting. “I'm not sure this place is going to hold forever with a garbage truck parked in its side.”
“Maybe we can retreat into the camping supply store and patch up the hole we made,” Travis suggested. “Just for the time being.”
“It's not a bad idea,” Holt said, “but I'm not sure we have enough time right now. We've gotta deal with this mess first, or some of them might get through.”
Max picked up a heavy metal wrench and pointed it threateningly at Johnnie.
“How did you get that wound?” she asked.
Johnnie quickly covered a bite mark on her arm.
“I fell,” he lied, looking at the ground.
“Bullshit,” roared Max. “He's been bitten. Look. He has, too!”
Dustin pulled his sleeves down to cover bite marks on his forearms.
“We had to fight our way into the back of that truck,” he said. “It wasn't easy. You have no idea what we've been through. So stop trying to bully my son!”
The rest of the group had backed up a step and grabbed some kind of makeshift weapon, everyone except Gemma, who looked like she might burst into tears at any second.
“You can't stay here,” Max said.
“Now wait a minute,” Dustin started, but Holt interrupted him.
“She's right, man,” he said. “You're infected. Sorry bro, but you have to go.”
“Daddy,” Johnnie whined. “I don't want to go back out there.”
“Don't worry son,” said Dustin with a determined look in his eyes. “We aren't going anywhere.”
“You're not really in a position to make that kind of decision right now,” Gunner said. “So let's figure out the best way to get you safely back outside before you get hurt.”
“If it's a matter of money,” Dustin said. “You don't have to worry. I've got plenty. It's all yours.”
“We don't want your money,” Gunner said. “What good is money now, anyway?”
A loud crash and a moan interrupted them. Two more zombies had figured out how to get through the hole, breaking part of the remaining window fragments and slicing their bodies in the process. They didn't seem to notice the shards poking through their bodies. No blood came out, just a thick black ooze with traces of wriggling white foam that looked like maggots.
Johnnie screamed, pointing at them in terror. Holt rushed back to the opening once more and swung his crowbar. It connected with the chest of the first zombie, caving it in--but the tip lodged in the hollow cavity. A burst of black oily fluid shot out and Holt stumbled back to avoid it, his fingertips narrowly holding on to the bottom of the metal. He was determined not to give up his favorite weapon. Despite being completely run through, the undead creature was still clawing his way toward Holt.
Damn thing didn’t even notice that I just ripped out his guts! thought Holt. They don’t feel pain. They don’t feel anything at all except hunger.
The second zombie squeezed around the torso of the first, its teeth snapping at the air wildly as it attempted to force its way inside the room. Gunner was ready. He'd run a length of extension cord from a plug near the counter and hooked it up with a Sawzall, attaching the biggest blade. The tool was meant to cut through Detroit steel like warm butter. Gunner leaned in and caught the zombie dead-on with a big swing from his cutter. The metal made a sick tearing sound as it collided with bone of the skull, easily passing through the brain and down part of the spinal column. The zombie's head twisted at a sickening angle to the left. The slicing blow had opened up the side of its head and the familiar black gunk oozed out. It still did not stop coming.
Holt put his foot on the groin of the man trying to kill him and yanked the crowbar free, nearly ripping him in half. Once it was free, he made short work of the pathetic creature. The fiend let out a grunt as he silenced it with a death blow to the head.
“Come on, you sick sonofabitch,” Gunner hollered, raising the Sawzall over his head and bringing it down again across the partially severed neck of the writhing corpse. Gemma screamed in terror and hugged herself close to Travis. The motion easily sliced through his neck like a Thanksgiving turkey. His head rolled forward and the body ceased it's incessant clawing. Its skull was now fully opened up and its brain splashed out with a gooey thump onto the store floor.
“Somebody give me a weapon,” Reggie shouted but they ignored him.
Johnnie noisily threw up, bringing his hands to his mouth to try to stop it. The fluid that came out of her was dark and oily, the same as Satoshi's in the video. Everyone knew at once exactly what it meant! It was too late! He was already turning.
“You're going to be fine son,” Dustin cooed to him but he was already gone. Johnnie snapped at him without warning, knocking his father onto his back. He crawled over him with lightning speed and, before anyone could stop him, Johnnie had torn through his father's neck, his bloody mouth chewing the fresh meat and swallowing it down in gut-turning gulps. Dustin made a whistling sound, unable to speak. His eyes glazed over and he twitched in shock and fear.
“Go to hell,” Max said in a low voice, stepping forward and bringing down her metal wrench into his skull as hard as she could. The wrench sunk deep into Johnnie's head. The boy tried to turn around but Max held him in place. Max put her foot on Johnnie's shoulder and pried the weapon loose from his indented brain. Johnnie reached up and wrapped his fingers around the wound trying to push his oozing brain back in. It was too late. Max gave it all she had, bringing the wrench down once more with a scream as she powered through Johnnie's fingers and drove it to the brain stem. Johnnie twitched then fell over and lay still.
Holt stepped over Dustin, who was already reanimating. He placed his foot on Dustin's shoulder, pinning him down, and then took the Sawzall from Gunner. Carefully he slotted the tip of the blade into the bloody wound in Dustin's throat.
“Sorry about this, buddy,” Holt said as he fired up the saw and sliced it clean through the man's neck. Immediately the light in Dustin's eyes went out and he stopped struggling.
They stood around the two fresh bodies not saying a word. Gemma cried loudly. Any hope they had of things being better in the morning was now thoroughly gone.
“You people are fucking crazy,” Reggie said, as they turned to him, realizing he was still there. “You know that?”
“Take off your clothes,” Holt said, almost as if to prove him right.
“What?”
“I said,” Holt repeated himself slowly. “Take off all your clothes. I want to make sure you're not infected either.”
“Do it,” Gunner joined in advancing from the other side.
Reggie shook his head.
“You gonna let them talk like this to me?” Reggie asked, looking at the others. “Is anyone going to jump in here and be the voice of reason?”
“You got something to hide?” Max asked stepping forward.
“Not a thing,” Reggie said. “I'd just feel a little more comfortable doing this one on one, preferably with a lady.”
“That ain't gonna happen,” Parker said. “Hurry up man. Quit stalling.”
“Have it your way,” Reggie said, taking off his shirt and putting it over the counter. He put his arms over his head and turned in a slow circle.
“The pants too, asshole,” Holt ordered.
Reggie smiled nervously and undid his belt, sliding his jeans down to reveal boxers. He stepped out of them and put them on the counter as well.
“You satisfied?”
“Take off the shorts,” Max said.
“You serious little girl?” Reggie looked offended. “You wanna see what I'm packing that bad?”
“Don't flatter yourself,” Max shot back. “We need to know for sure that you haven't been bitten.”
“Let's go buddy,” Holt said.
Reggie gave him a look, then pulled off his boxers exposing himself to them. He turned in another wide circle letting them see he was clean.
“Drink it in ladies and gentlemen,” he said, “because this is your last free show.”
“He's clean,” Gunner grunted. “Sorry pal we had to be sure. You saw what just happened.”
“I saw a bunch of paranoid freaks kill a man and his son,” Reggie said.
“In self-defense,” Travis argued. “They were turning.”
“Can I put my clothes back on now without one of you killing me now?” Reggie glared at them. “Or do you need me to bend over, spread my cheeks, and cough?”
“Keep acting like this,” Holt warned him, “and you're not gonna win any popularity contests with anyone here.”
Reggie chuckled to himself as he quickly redressed.
“We've all got to work together,” Travis said.
Parker walked over to the window where a new zombie arm was already trying to push through past the three dead bodies wedged into the hole.
“Guys,” he said. “A little help here?”
“What's the point?” Holt asked. “Obviously we can't stay here much longer.”
“Yeah?” Max said turning on him. “Just where are we supposed to go?”
“It's time we took a run at the base,” Gunner said. “I've been watching it all morning for signs of life but there are none. No movement, nothing. Better yet there aren't any zombies heading for it either. Something is up. I just can't figure out what it is.”
“I don't know,” Parker shouted. “Seems pretty risky. What if they've moved on? What if we get out there and they're locked down? We'll be trapped outside again. It's like starting over from scratch, just like after Thunderdome.”
“Where else do you expect us to go if we leave here?” Max asked. “You heard him,” she said pointing to Dustin's corpse. “This thing is everywhere. There isn't a safe place anymore.”
“Yeah, I do,” Parker said. “I say we reinforce this place to the best of our ability and give it a few more days. We've got hot water here. We've still got electricity.”
“Actually, we lost the hot water last night,” Holt said. “I damn near froze my balls off this trying to clean up. But go on.”
“This place is ruined,” Max said. “Sooner or later, they’re going to chew through the doors or come in through that wall. For all we know, it could collapse at any minute and a flood of these diseased fuckers could swarm all over us.”
“I'm not sure it's safe here anymore, either,” Travis said.
“Gunner is crazy,” Parker ranted. “You're going to trust our lives to a hunch? Listen to yourselves.”
“I am not crazy,” Gunner said.
“That's what crazy people always say,” Parker replied.
“Doesn't mean that sometimes it ain't true,” Gunner calmly replied.
“Don't know if I get a vote yet,” Reggie chimed in, “but I'm with sport over there. I'd be more than happy to help you all fix this place up and try to ride out the storm. We could work in shifts.”
“You don't get a vote,” Max said scathingly. “You're lucky to be here with us after the little show you just put on.”
“He gets a vote,” Parker said.
“What?” Max turned on him. “You're only saying that because he agrees with you.”
“Gentlemen,” Holt interrupted. “Maybe we can discuss voting rights and race relations at a later date? I'd like to figure out a plan before we all become a six course meal for the undead.”
“I'm with Gunner,” Travis yelled over them all. They turned in shock and stared at him. “Ever since he came and saved us back at Thunderdome, every single thing he’s said has checked out. Everything. If he thinks it's a good idea to try to get to that Air Force Base I think we should listen to him, not call him names. For whatever fucking reason Gunner has always been right.”
“Travis,” Parker said. “Come on.”
“No,” Travis said. “My mind is made up. I say we go.”
“I'm with Travis,” Gemma said.
“So what's your big plan for getting us out of here then?” Parker said, sounding annoyed.
“We could fight our way out to one of those cars,” Max offered. “One of them has to have some gas left in it. We'd be at the base in minutes if we had a car.”
“Do any of them look like they are still drivable to you?” Gunner asked with a cocky grin.
“No,” Max said sounding defeated.
“We'd never make it that far anyway,” Parker said. “We've got to think of something better than that.”
“Damn,” Holt said. “I say we go out swinging and just make a run for it.”
“Guy's,” Travis said, a smile spreading across his face. “I have an idea.”
  
 


CHAPTER TWENTY SIX
As far as last ditch idea's went, Travis's plan wasn't actually all that bad. Then again, it wasn't all that far off from Holt's idea either. They gathered around him as he went over the rough details, letting them fill in places he hadn't come up with yet.
The idea had come to him the night before as he lay with Gemma in his arms, drifting off to sleep. He'd returned to his previous train of thought, considering what skills he possessed that would actually be of any value in this world as it was now. He thought about all the hours he’d wasted playing video games, hour after hour of campaigns in the worlds of Zelda, Lords of War, and Skyrim. His mind wandered to the events of the day, in particular the moment they'd been trapped in the middle of the street. He was almost positive that he was seconds away from death and there was nothing he could do about it. He wasn't calm--not exactly--not like he'd heard people say they felt under similar circumstances when they had no other option but to accept their inevitable demise. No, that wasn't it. He'd felt clear, his mind lucid and unobstructed, as if his emotions were taking a back seat to this omniscient third person perspective. Yeah, that was it. It was like he'd been watching the whole scene from somewhere outside of it, unaffected by the outcome.
The zombies had gathered around them, drawn in by the smell of fresh meat and the sounds of life and movement. They had gone right for them almost without thought or reason, only backing off cautiously when it looked like they might not be able to overtake their prey. The most they had in the way of strategy was to roam together in disorganized packs. They didn't feel pain or fear, but they couldn't think either--not in any way that suggested higher brain functioning like logic or reason. Instead, they seemed relegated to a kind of hive mind, loosely working together.
If we could learn to understand their innate patterns, Travis thought last night as he drifted off to sleep, we could exploit them to our advantage.
He'd forgotten all about it when he woke up, but somewhere in the back of his mind the two trains of thought were fusing together. The revelation came to him in a flash of inspiration as the rest argued. It was all there, right in front of him.
It’s just like a game, Travis thought in a burst of inspiration. If we draw them out into the open, distract them with a decoy, we can pick them off while safely leading them into our trap.
Maybe he hadn't wasted his life playing video games after all! He could use the knowledge he'd learned from those gaming hours to help develop a real world strategy that would save them. He wasn't worthless! He felt like he was going to burst with excitement. He had to remind himself to speak slowly and not lose control.
Be cool, he thought. This is your moment to shine.
Travis explained that if they made a straight run for the base that the zombies would come at them from all sides, surrounding them and pushing in until they overwhelmed them. But if they lured the creatures into one spot away from the direction of the base, they could create a killing zone in the opposite direction of where they intended to flee.
“Everything about it is a huge risk,” Gunner said, shaking his head. “First we'd have to fight our way out the front doors. Then you'd have to send out a decoy to lure them in and pray that they fell for it.”
“Exactly,” Travis said. “The decoy is essential to the plan, but we don't send out one . . . we send out two.”
“I can't wait to hear this one,” Holt said, sounding sarcastic, when really it was obvious to anyone with eyes that he yearned to be the one sent out into the fray, to feel the blood pumping in his face as he killed as many of them as possible.
“Here's how it works,” Travis said calmly, then he laid out the plan he'd been toying with.
Travis explained that they would arm Holt and send him out first, once they'd cleared the front door. Parker would follow behind him with as much flammable liquid as he could carry. Holt would drive forward through the ranks like a bulldozer, knocking down the undead berserker style with his crowbar like he had the day before. Parker would douse the walking dead as they passed, moving in a half circle back toward the right side of the building where the garbage truck was smashed into the hardware store window. From there, Travis and Gemma would hurl handmade Molotov cocktails at the advancing hordes. If all went according to plan, the zombies would follow Holt and Parker in a spiral that allowed for Max and Gunner to literally come up behind them and chop their heads clean off. Travis would fire the flare gun they had at the truck after Holt and Parker had lured them to the mark. Any zombies not torn to shreds or incinerated by the blast would surely be lit by the accompanying explosion. With a little luck they might light others on fire as well.
At that point they would make a straight line to Nellis behind them--Travis and Gemma on the inside, with the rest of the armed ringing them and slashing at any stragglers that remained, like a barbed bait ball. That last part Travis had cribbed from an episode of Blue Planet on the Discovery channel after watching a shoal of trigger fish come together into a rapidly spinning ball to fend off a tuna attack.
They aren’t saying anything, Travis thought as his speech came to an end and they all stared at him. Great. I’ve blown it and now everyone thinks I’m nuts. The burst of euphoria buoying him up flagged as they stared speechlessly at him. He could feel the muscles in his face twitching.
“I fucking love it,” Holt said at last. “It's full on beast mode!”
“It's gonna take a lot of balls,” Parker said.
Travis exhaled and the tension in his face and neck disappeared.
“Not bad, Travis,” Max agreed. “Put the muscle out front and let the more nimble players do the picking off.”
“So what am I supposed to do?” They turned and stared at Reggie.
“I'd say you hang back with us and pick off zombies as they come at us,” Travis said. “And try not to get killed.”
“You okay with that bro?” Holt gave him a stern look.
“You mean I get a chance to finally take some of these fuckers down?” Reggie stared at them all, the grin starting to blossom on his face. “Shit. I'm more than okay with that.”
“That's good to hear,” Holt said with a smile, patting him on the shoulder. “Welcome to the team Cock Hammer.”
Reggie smirked at his new nickname.
“Okay then,” Gunner said, won over by their group enthusiasm for the plan. “Let's get to work. We don't know how long before they figure out how to get in or that wall crumbles all the way.”
They wasted no time setting off down the aisles, grabbing items for Travis's big plan. Gemma didn't say much. She stuck to Travis, beaming a smile at him whenever he glanced her way as she helped to sort out arms from gear. Every now and then Travis would ask her how she felt and she would tell him she was great. They were floating on a cloud in the middle of a nightmare.
She really cared for him. He was the kind of guy she'd always said she was going to date, but never did. He was smart, funny, caring, and loyal. She wished she had more time to see where things were meant to go with him. Deep down she knew he'd make a good father, a good provider, and an attentive partner that would never leave her side.
Why did I have to find him now? she wondered. Why couldn’t we have met last semester? We could have spent the whole summer together.
She'd watched in awe as he laid out his brilliant plan to help them escape, hoping that a mind as sharp as his would be able to come up with a plan to get them to safety, maybe rebuild the world.
If we can just make it to the base, she thought, then everything will be okay. She didn't know what she would do after that. She couldn't think that far ahead anymore. She had to stay in the moment as best she could. Besides, there was no guarantee they were going to make it there alive.
It was a crazy plan--not the worst idea, but not fool proof. Anything could go wrong. There was no way of knowing what would. It was the only plan they had though, since no one could come up with a better one.
Travis will get us there, she thought, fighting back tears as she stared at him. He won’t let us down.
Holt stood guard by the hole in the wall and made sure no one and nothing got in while the rest of the group scavenged the supplies. Gunner spent most of his time culling all the tools that would make good weapons, basically anything sharp and metal, putting them at the front of the store. By the time they were done, Max had a camping ax in each hand. Gemma and Travis had trail shovels with claw backs, mostly for the reach of the wooden handle. They both also had four tiny mason jars stuffed with cloth taped around their waists. The jars were filled to the brim with a volatile concoction of flammable liquids from the auto parts store. Travis had taped the flare gun to his right hip as well, with the stick already loaded, making himself look more like a gun fighter than a suicide bomber.
“Don't trip,” Max said as she taped the jars to them, “or you are totally screwed.”
“I won't,” Travis said. “You make sure you don't fall down.”
“I am starting to love this plan,” Holt said with a hoot. “McAnus, you are one twisted little fucker!”
“This is going to work,” Travis said confidently. “Just stick to the plan and watch your step. Got it?”
“You sure you ready for this Cock Hammer?” Holt teased his new pal.
“Hey,” Reggie said, “we make it through this I might just show it to you again.”
“Once was more than enough,” Holt said.
“If you children are done playing grab ass,” said Gunner, walking to the front door, “I'd say let's get this over with.” He put the bolt cutters to the chains he'd strung up the night before and snapped the chains free. They fell with a loud clanging to the ground.
“On the count of three,” Gunner said, putting his hand on the doors. Everyone braced themselves for the worst case scenario of a snarling zombie horde overrunning them the minute they pulled the doors open.
“One, two . . .”
Gemma hugged closer to Travis as he steeled himself for the fight.
“Three!”
  
 


CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN
Gunner yanked the doors open and Holt surged forward followed by Parker, only there wasn't anyone there. They were out and into the street looking around cautiously when they realized the pack had roamed away again, making loops in search of new victims. The people they'd killed earlier had reanimated and joined the hunt. Holt stopped and scratched his head, looking like a confused cartoon character.
“Well that was easy,” he said, feeling a little disappointed there hadn't been more of a struggle.
Stay patient, he reminded himself. You’re going to get to kill tons of them soon enough.
Parker seemed to be equally surprised by how well things had gone. Less than an hour before, a garbage truck had smashed through their safe haven, making it uninhabitable with zombies trying to climb in and eat them. Now they were wandering around as if six hot blooded humans weren't just walking about out in plain sight. He didn't get it.
How is this possible, he wondered to himself. Why weren’t they clawing at the front doors like they were an hour ago, trying to chew through brick and steel to eat our steaming guts?
They hadn't gotten many breaks since the crisis had started and he wasn't sure how to react. Truth be told, he felt like curling up in a ball in the middle of the street and laughing. He knew they weren't anywhere near a state of safety, that the battle was far from won, and that more than anything else he needed to keep it together. Any moment now one of the living dead would spot them, signal the others, and the fight to survive would continue.
This is your version of cracking up, he told himself. Pull it back in. Stay tough. Stay alive.
He did his best to suppress a giggle as he waved to the rest that it was safe to join them. Slowly they slunk out, carrying their makeshift weapons with them. Soon they ringed Holt and Parker in a semi-circle at the edge of the sidewalk. Silently they took in the scenery, assessing it in their own way. The streets were stained red with spilled blood and black gore but not a single corpse remained from the day’s earlier carnage. There was no sign of the man who had smashed his vehicle into their hideout. He was now one of them for sure, driven by hunger, a mindless feeding machine.
“What the hell is going on?” Reggie asked.
“I don't know,” Gunner said. “But it can't be good. Look.”
He pointed off towards the end of the street. A line of men in green containment suits came marching lock step up the street towards them. Gunner could make out a high pitch sound coming from plastic speakers hanging off the front of their gear. He'd been right! They'd figured out a sound frequency that either repelled them or slowed them down.
“Fucking eh,” Max said. “The government is finally stepping in to do something.”
“It's about fucking time,” Holt roared.
“Guys,” Travis said. “I've got a really bad feeling about this.”
“I'm with McAnus,” Reggie said.
“Don't call him that,” Holt said. “Come to think of it since when can we trust the government? I mean how do we know they didn't start this in the first place again?”
“Don't be ridiculous,” Parker said. “You've been paranoid as long as I can remember about the government. You're almost as bad as Gunner.”
“Right now I'd say I'm as bad as Gunner,” Holt corrected him. “If not worse.”
“Over here,” Parker yelled, waving his hands over his head.
In response the men in the green suits reached forward in unison. A wave of fire shot out in front of them, consuming the zombies in their immediate wake. The green men barely slowed to push the burning bodies aside or step over them. They kept advancing forward towards the small band of surviviors.
“Does anyone else think we're fucked?” Max said in a squeaky little voice.
“Guess this means that Nellis is out?” Holt asked. “I mean if they're from the military and they were sent out here to kill anything that moves, we'd be crazy to march right up to their front door and turn ourselves in.”
A loud roar ripped across the sky. They looked up to see two fighter jets blast past them. In the distance a loud explosion rumbled. They turned to see a ball of black smoke rising up from the middle of Las Vegas, right in a residential district.
“Gunner,” Max shouted. “We're going to need a new plan man.”
“There's only one thing left at this point,” Gunner said.
“I'd love to hear it,” Holt said, looking nervous.
“The gutters,” Gunner replied. “We go underground.”
“You want us to go down in those?” Max said.
“It's a fucking sewer,” Parker shouted. “How is getting locked in the toilet going to protect us from the living dead or the government?”
“I've been down there before,” Gunner said. “It's cleaner than you'd think. There is a whole system of tunnels that lead across the whole city. Flash floods clean 'em out twice a year or more. They got whole communities of families living down there you know, off the grid. That's our biggest problem, making sure we stay clear of them.”
“I'd be willing to trudge through shit to live,” Holt said. “Whole lotta shit in fact.”
“How do we get in?” Gemma asked.
“We lay flat on our stomachs and push ourselves in,” Gunner said. “There is a wide section to the right of the curb. That's our best bet. Once we're in it opens up. It'd help keep us safe from not only the men in green but from the falling bombs as well.”
“So how do we distract them while we slip out,” Max said.
“We're running out of time,” Parker said. “Whatever we do we better do it fast.”
“You people are all crazy,” Reggie said. “They aren't going to kill us. We're Americans. All we have to do is get their attention.”
Reggie turned and sprinted off towards the men in green suits, smiling and waving his hands over his head.
“Cock Hammer!” Holt yelled.
“Let him go,” Max said. “Let's see what happens.”
“She's right,” Gunner said. “Fucker volunteered to be a guinea pig. Let's see if he's right.”
Reggie slowed as he reached the front of the line of men. He kept his hands up. The line stopped advancing for a moment but didn't budge. Reggie took a single step forward before the fire shot out and consumed him. He turned in circles, wailing at the top of his lungs as the other men fired flammable liquid at him from all sides. Gemma let out a blood curdling scream. Max covered her face with her trembling hands.
“Oh my God,” Holt said involuntarily.
“New plan,” Parker said. “We go into the sewer. Now!”
Travis and Gemma had already started taking off the jars taped to them and setting them on the ground. Max slid into the gutter easily. Holt had to really push to get in but eventually he managed to squeeze in. Gemma and Travis went next.
“You coming?” Gunner asked.
“I got an idea,” Parker said picking up one of the jars that Travis had set down. Gunner smiled.
“I like the way you think son,” he said, picking up one in each hand. Parker threw the jar just in front of the troops, covering the ground with his perfect pitch. Gunner handed him another. He spiraled it to the exact same spot.
“Nice throw,” Gunner said, handing him another.
“Guess me arm isn't thrown out just yet,” Parker said, hurling the next high and hitting one of the soldiers in the head. He fell flat and didn't get up. The rest kept coming.
“A little out of the strike zone,” Gunner said, handing him the last jar. “Make it count.”
Parker wound up and hurled the jar as hard as he could, slamming it into the shins of one of the men in green who fell over and accidentally discharged his weapon, sending a wave of fire out in front of them. A wall of flames shot to the sky, obscuring them from sight. Gunner and Parker could hear screaming in the distance, followed by the roar of engines overhead.
“Sounds like our cue to leave,” Gunner said.
“Right behind you,” Parker said.
“Good job kid,” Gunner replied as they slid down into the gutter and into the darkness.
  
 


CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT
They hadn't been walking long before they began to hear what sounded like the echoes of human voices. At first Gunner thought his mind might be playing tricks on him. His eyes weren't adjusting to the darkness as well as he'd hoped.
“What was that?” Max said, her camping axes held out in front of her.
“Quiet,” Gunner whispered. “Everybody stop moving for a second.”
They froze in place. The sound of water echoing along the walls came in waves, carrying discordant rhythms from somewhere deeper in. Above them the ground shook as if two bombs had gone off close by and dust and sediment rained onto their heads. Gemma went to scream again but Travis covered her mouth with his hand.
“I don't hear anything,” Parker said.
His words drifted along the network of underground tunnels, bringing back the sound of a dog's bark somewhere in the distance.
“What was that?” Max asked.
Several more dogs joined in the barking.
“Dogs,” Gunner said. “They could be up near the surface, next to a drain.”
“Or maybe the bombing scared them down here,” Parker suggested.
“It's possible,” Gunner allowed. “Or they live down here with their owners.”
“Wild dogs?” Gemma practically yelled. “Are you fucking kidding me?”
Her voice traveled down the pipes and soon the dogs were barking up a storm, and getting closer.
“Great,” Max said. “How many times are you going to almost get us killed bitch?”
“I didn't know,” Gemma pouted. “I'm sorry.”
“Sorry won't change what's coming,” Max said sourly.
“Looks like the pipe splits off to the left,” Gunner said. “Our best shot is to hurry ahead of them. Maybe there will be a ledge or a ladder back up.”
“We're not going back up top,” Parker said. “Not with them carpet bombing the city.”
“We'll get to that bridge when we cross it,” Gunner said, charging ahead and leading the way. He got little argument after that. The rest of the group blindly followed him while the sound of the dogs barking got neither closer nor farther away.
You better hope to God them dogs aren't being used to track us, Gunner thought. If the government set dogs us on we wouldn't last an hour.
A cold breeze rushed up and struck him as the tunnel slanted down again. They were coming to an underground intersection of some kind. It struck him as a good sign.
“Keep coming,” Gunner hollered. “We're almost at the crossroads.”
He dashed forward and felt something hard connect with his forehead. His feet came out from underneath him and he fell flat on his back. A bright light flashed into his eyes as he struggled to comprehend what was happening.
“That's far enough,” a man's low, gravelly voice said. Gunner heard the sound of a gun cocking and froze. “Let's see a show of hands.”
Gunner turned his head to see the rest of the group filing in. Behind them were two more men with flashlight helmets. The good news was they didn't look like soldiers. The bad news was they were armed to the teeth.
“Drop the weapons miss,” one of them growled at Max, who leaned over without argument and placed both short handled axes on the ground. The sound of the barking dogs grew closer. Gunner knew now they were well trained pets used to flush out intruders.
“Now what?” Gunner asked.
“Shut your mouth,” the man in front of him said. “When we get back to base you're going to answer a series of questions without hesitation. That's the time for talking. You better have the right answers too.”
Gunner got to his feet and they were marched further into the tunnels. After what felt like ten minutes of walking they reached the mouth of a large round pipe. Two young boys guarding it with spears. Their faces were covered with war paint.
“In you go,” the leader of the hunt said, nudging Gunner forward. Once inside he saw a large, well lit room that looked like the inside of a library. Light filtered in from grates on the sides. An older, gentle looking man with a salt and pepper beard and horn rimmed glasses sat thumbing through a book. Pear shaped and well into his sixties, the man seemed as out of place down here as Gunner could imagine possible.
“My name is Isiah,” he said, closing the book softly and turning to Gunner with a smile. “What is your name?”
“Why do you want to know?” Gunner felt a sharp sting as a metal rod connected with the back of his legs.
“Answer him,” a deep voice growled.
“That won't be necessary Thomas,” Isiah sang. “You may wait outside.”
“This one has military training,” Thomas argued. “I can smell it all over him.”
“Nevertheless,” Isiah said, moving forward as he spoke, “he and his friends are now our guests, turned to us in a time of crisis. They deserve to be treated with dignity and shown courtesy. Now, please leave us.”
“As you wish,” Thomas grunted.
“Thank you Thomas for your extraordinary service,” Isiah said. “I honestly don't know what I would do without you.”
Thomas seemed pleased with the praise. He held his head high.
“Behave yourself,” Thomas warned with a hiss.
With that he turned and marched noisily out of the room.
“Come closer,” Isiah said. “I've got a tin of cookies here somewhere in my desk. I know it.”
Gunner approached him cautiously.
“What is this place and who are these people?”
“I must apologize for Thomas's behavior,” Isiah said with a frown. “He is an honest and good man. It's just that we've had some real trouble down here lately. First with the Overworld coming unglued and then with a rash of unexpected visitors.”
“The over world?”
“I suppose you'd call us underground,” Isiah said, finally locating a tin of cookies and prying off the lid. He couldn't hide his childlike joy. “Butter cookies! My favorite.”
He extended the tin to Gunner who took one and popped it in his mouth. It was factory fresh and practically melted on his tongue giving him the start of a sugar rush.
“We tunnel dwellers refer to your city up above us as Overworld you see,” Isiah said. “While a few of our more brave citizens venture up every now and again the vast majority of us haven't been up since before the turn of millennium. I think you called it the year two thousand.”
“What do you call it?”
“It doesn't matter much,” Isiah smiled. “Fact of the matter is we've got everything we need down here without the hassles of your modern day living. For every so called advancement you've made your world has become exponentially more dangerous. You are reaping the effects of that now.”
“You mentioned visitors,” Gunner said. “Did you mean zombies?”
“No,” Isiah said, the smile slowly vanishing from his face. “Those wretched infected overlanders never made it past our dogs I'm afraid. The few that wandered into our protected network of tunnels were torn to shreds. No the visitors I am referring to tend to wear green camouflage and carry guns. They are not very polite and they ask a lot of questions we are not interested in answering.”
“Soldiers,” Gunner muttered.
“That's what Thomas is worried about,” Isiah said. “We all are. He saw your clothing and obviously it caused him great concern about what your intentions are. You see, we can weather out floods and inclement weather. To us they are part of the cycle of daily life. Murderous overlanders with guns are another story altogether. Your presence here endangers us all. You must realize that.”
“Sorry to rain on your parade,” Gunner said rubbing his forehead where he'd been hit. “We were just passing through, that is before you interrupted us to have this little chat.”
“So you don't plan on staying?” Isiah prodded.
“With all due respect,” Gunner said, “I'm planning on leaving this place the minute you call off your dogs. I'm responsible for getting these kids to safety.”
“And how will you do that?” Isiah asked. “Now that the world you used to live in is in tatters?”
“My plan was to head towards the Strip,” Gunner said. “There should be a surplus of working vehicles up there and maybe some supplies. From that point we can access the highway and hopefully leave this town in our rear view mirror.”
“I see,” Isiah said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. Gunner helped himself to another cookie.
Fuck it, he thought. Might as well since they are planning on dumping us back up top as soon as possible. I'm not likely to get one of these again for a long time.
“I'm hoping they haven't carpet bombed it yet,” Gunner said as he noisily chomped on his treat. “We saw fighter jets pass overhead on our way down, They were bombing residential parts of the city.”
“We can't be sure but we believe they were merely trying to drive the infected towards their flamethrowers,” Isiah said. “So far as we can tell their clean up efforts are centered around their military base at the moment.”
“That's funny,” Gunner laughed. “We had pretty much the same idea, only we were trying to get to them, that is until they charbroiled one of our party for his troubles.”
Isiah seemed to come to a decision.
“Here's what I can do for you,” he began. “I will have Thomas take you through our most protected passageways and back up to the main tunnels. You should know we don't bother to attempt to control those passageways close to the Strip. Too much overland traffic, so to speak, construction workers and telephone company people routinely down in them. It's nearly impossible to control access to those tunnels.”
“We'd be grateful for any help you could give us,” Gunner said.
“Make no mistake about it,” Isiah said, “it's for our protection too. Every minute you are down here is another minute overland soldiers might be down here searching for you, endangering the lives of our precious children.”
For the first time in a long time Gunner felt a pang of guilt. It wasn't his fault. How could he have known? He thought about the young boys he'd seen guarding this entrance. How many people were there living down here?
“No time to waste then,” Gunner replied. “Let's go.”
“Thank you for your understanding,” Isiah said sympathetically. “I have to worry about my people, same as you.”
They walked back to the mouth of the pipe. Thomas and his men were watching Parker, Max, Gemma, Travis, and Holt.
“What's the plan big guy?” Holt called out, still clutching his crowbar. No one had bothered to try to disarm him. He was far too unstable. Picking a fight with Holt would mean a fight to the death.
“We are giving you an armed escort through the heart of our world,” Isiah said. “You should be back up top and at your destination in under an hour.”
“What destination is that?” Parker asked sarcastically.
“The Strip,” Gunner said. “I'll fill you in along the way. Right now we've gotta go.”
“We'd like to stay,” Travis blurted out, holding Gemma's hand.
“What?” Max wheeled around to face them.
“Come on Travis,” Parker said. “You can't live down here with these freaks.”
Thomas snorted and flexed, causing Parker to flinch.
“Just listen,” Travis said. “Gemma and I got to talking. We both agree. It's a miracle that none of us have been killed or turned so far. We have no idea what we're doing or where we are going. We don't even know if there is a safe zone up there!”
“Travis,” Max said in a soft voice. “That's no reason to give up hope.”
“Maybe it is,” Gemma mumbled.
“Let's face it,” Travis said. “We're not like you. I'm a geek and Gemma is a princess. That's what you all think of us.”
“Now wait just a minute McAnus,” Holt argued.
“It's true,” Travis said. “If we go with you we're just going to slow you down and probably end up getting you killed. Being down here is the first time since all this madness started that I feel safe.”
“You're saying you're just going to trust these strangers?” Parker raged. “Who knows what they will do to you the minute we leave?”
“But I do trust them,” Travis said turning to Isiah. “Please, can we stay down here with you? We will both work hard to become productive members of your society.”
“Do any other members of your group want to stay behind?” Isiah asked. Max hung her head. Parker stared defiantly at him. Holt smiled and shook his head no.
“I guess not,” Travis said.
“Very well then,” Isiah said. “In that case we would be glad to accommodate you. From this point forward you are no longer overlanders. You are now part of the tribe of tunnel people. We shall have a celebration to welcome you, just as soon as we see your friends on their way.”
“Thank you,” Travis said.
“Thank God,” Gemma sighed in relief.
Travis turned to Parker.
“Well,” Parker said, trying to sound happy for him, “I guess this is the end of the road for us.”
“Are you mad?”
“No,” Parker replied. “I guess it makes sense. You take good care of her.”
“We'll take good care of each other,” Gemma said, kissing Parker on the cheek.
“Thanks for coming for us,” Travis said to Gunner. “If it wasn't for you we'd be dead for sure.”
“I'm sorry to be so gruff,” Isiah said, “but we don't have much time.”
They exchanged hugs while Thomas talked privately to Isiah. Thomas returned alone.
“You two,” Thomas barked at Travis and Gemma, “report to Isiah in his office at once. He has a lot to tell you about how things work around here.”
Travis and Gemma gave the rest sidelong glances as they scurried off into the mouth of the pipe that led to Isiah's lair.
Wonder if he's gonna share cookies with them as well, Gunner thought.
“The rest of you,” Thomas said, “follow me.”
He turned and began marching into a downward sloping tunnel that led off to the left in the direction of the Strip.
“After you,” Max said to Parker.
“Ladies first,” he replied with a smirk.
“Why don't you two just fuck and get it over with already,” Gunner said, walking past them into the blackness.
  
 


CHAPTER TWENTY NINE
The sound of water flowing downhill, steadily trickling through storm drains and sinks, drowned out everything but their deepest fears. Thomas had done his job, leading them through a long clean tunnel levels below the surface that came up adjacent to Las Vegas Boulevard.
“You are on your own from here,” he said gravely as he swung open a door that locked from the inside, revealing a dirty concrete tunnel above them. “Good luck overlanders.”
Thomas had slammed the door shut and locked it unceremoniously not a second after Max, Parker, Holt, and Gunner had made their way through. Sounds from the surface trickled down through the tunnels as well, reminding them of what awaited back up top.
Parker had relieved Travis of his flares when they said goodbye. He lit one and gave it to Gunner.
“Thanks,” Gunner grumbled.
It’s amazing how quickly you can adjust to the worst of circumstances, Parker observed to himself as they shuffled blindly along under the earth. He thought about how his mind blocked out the smell of cologne shortly after he put it on, a lesson he'd learned the hard way in high school. It’s too bad that the eyes don’t adjust as well as the nose does.
Within a short distance, they'd come to a major intersection which entered the aqueduct and turned left. They followed it. A frigid breeze whooshed past them as they walked on in silence, quickly losing all track of time and distance. The partial darkness did that to you. Shadow light turned things around and distorted them until the imagination began to fill in the blanks, projecting a mix of your inner fears and expectations on the world around you. Down there, a sudden rush of water sounded like the clumsy, drunken scuffle of the undead, hunting you down, coming to feast on your warm flesh and salty blood.
Please let me make it out of here alive, Max thought. I’d sacrifice anything for just one peaceful day alone.
Given the level of stress and fear they were all experiencing at that moment, imagination was not really their friend anymore. Parker knew they had to be quiet, they had to just keep their heads down and keep moving no matter what, but still he was glad when Max finally broke their silence. The sound of her voice broke the terrible spell his mind had lulled him into, with one dreadful and impossible image after another popping into his head over and over. Judging by the immediate reaction of everyone else, he knew he was not alone in his thinking.
“How much farther is it?” Max whined.
“I don't see the cross street yet,” Gunner said, holding the bright red flare to the wall to check for markings. “It should be labeled.”
“Then we need to keep walking,” Parker's deep, stern voice echoed all around them.
“Don't worry,” Gunner said. “It shouldn't be long now.”
“I can't believe all this time they've been living underneath us,” Max said.
“I know what you mean,” Parker replied. “Did you see their faces when we passed through? There must have been...”
“...thousands of them,” Max said in a voice little louder than a whisper.
“We need to keep the chatter to a minimum,” Gunner cautioned. “We don't want to attract any unwanted attention to ourselves, now do we?”
As if on cue a low, deep growl sounded nearby, echoing around them until it was hard to tell which direction it had come from . . . in front of or behind them.
“Too late for that,” Max said in her usual abrasive tone. “Listen.”
Splashing water sounds reached them from somewhere in the distance, accompanied by an echoing crash. Everyone froze dead in their tracks, holding their breath. What felt like minutes ticked by as they stood rooted in place. Parker couldn't take it anymore. He felt like he was going to jump out of his skin if he didn't say something.
“Maybe they left?” he whispered.
“Not likely,” Gunner chimed in.
There was another sound close by, like the scraping of feet, followed by the same terrifying growl.
“It sounds like it's coming from behind us,” Max said.
As they argued, Flynn walked out into the light, foam dripping from his snarling mouth. His eyes glowed an evil, blood-drenched red, reflecting the meek light of the road flare. His left ear had been bitten off, and a small chunk of flesh about the size and shape of a bite wound marked his left cheek down to the white of the bone. The visible skin of his arms was a tattered mess of ragged flesh, shredded by countless teeth marks as if a pack of wild animals had set upon him. There was no mistaking him this time. He was definitely one of them.
“Flynn,” Parker said, unable to hide a note of disappointment in his voice.
Flynn turned to face him. Was that recognition Parker saw? Did he know who they were? Was some part of him trapped inside the remains of his former body, silently screaming in protest as his dark passenger drove him to commit unspeakable acts of depravity in the service of a bottomless hunger? It was too terrible to contemplate. Parker immediately pushed it from his mind.
If any sign of intelligence was still left in him it was quickly extinguished as he opened his bloody mouth and roared a fierce cry before lunging at Max. Max stood frozen in fear. She wasn't expecting it. She was far from ready to battle one of her neighbors boyfriends to the death. Cold shivers ran through her as she realized this was how she was going to die. Everything seemed to slow down, the numbness reaching down into the core of her being. Max tensed up, ready for the bite, accepting the terrible fate that awaited her, when a loud crack rang out in her ears.
Gunner pulled his gun and pointed it directly at Flynn's head. One minute Flynn was there, a horrible nightmare come to life ready to take all meaning out of the world, and the next he was gone, a twitching corpse lying in the filth with most of its head blown clean off. The smell of the smoke lingered in the air around them, an acrid and sickly sweet cloud of spent gunpowder. The booming echo rolled through the tunnels and off into the distance. Max's ears were ringing. Everything grew silent again--too quiet, as if people were waiting in the darkness to make their move. Max realized she'd been holding her breath. She let go a rattling exhale. Her bladder screamed at her and she suddenly understood just how close she'd been to pissing her pants in that moment of fear and panic.
“I thought we were out of ammo,” Parker said.
“We are now,” Gunner said. “I always save one bullet just in case I need to use it on myself. Figured saving your pretty little girlfriend was a far more worthy cause. That okay with you?”
“Thank you,” Max said, holding her ringing ear.
“How did he get in here?” Holt demanded. “Are we back underneath Thunderdome?”
“How should I know?” Gunner countered. “All any of us can do at this point is guess.”
“Okay, then guess,” Parker responded.
“Maybe he wandered out behind the apartments and found the run off that leads to the sewers,” Gunner said. “He'd have to climb down in to get here. I know that. Maybe he was chasing some poor victim.”
“Damn,” Parker said, looking down at the now still corpse. “He was a good guy. He didn't deserve to die like this.”
“Like any of us deserve this?” Max sounded tired, worn down. She looked sick with fear. Parker turned and stared at her, but didn't respond. What could he say? She was right. They didn't deserve this hell.
“Wait a minute,” Holt said, pacing back and forth. “These tunnels could literally be swarming with zombies by now. Think about it. That old guy with the beard said they get a lot of traffic, workers coming and going all the time.”
Parker took the flare from Gunner's hand.
“Hey,” Gunner protested.
“I need to borrow this,” Parker said.
He turned and hurled the flare behind them like he was chucking the ball around at practice to an outfielder. The glowing stick toppled end over end for over a hundred feet. It came to rest with an echoing thud and rolled to a stop at the foot of a large, angry looking man in an Arizona Diamondbacks jersey who was missing most of his lower jaw. There must have been at least twenty of them, packed tight in the darkness, thrashing and clawing around him, some hissing, some moaning. The baseball fan screamed and the undead behind him swarmed past him toward them. Max let out a loud gasp.
“Run!” Parker cried out. They turned and fled in panic. They were trapped in a never ending network of concrete tunnels. If that horde caught up with them there would be no way to fight them off.
Gunner stood his ground, pulling the magazine and confirming it was empty. He didn't need the quick search he conducted to tell him he was out of ammo, but as a force of habit he did it anyway. He'd have to do this the hard way - hand to hand. A wiry girl with glasses hanging from her torn right ear ran past him, hissing. Gunner turned and ran at her, kicking her legs out with one quick sweep. She flailed and crashed head first into the wall with her momentum. Gunner was on top of her in seconds, holding her by the head to keep her gnashing teeth away from himself.
“No you don't!”
His right hand came free as a tangle of her dirty hair ripped free from the scalp. Gunner leaped up in surprise as she twisted her neck almost a hundred and eighty degrees, snapping at him in frustration. His boot came down on her face, smashing in her cheek bones and nose. He could feel the sickening crunch under his foot and it gave him a warm feeling inside. He brought his foot down on her face several more times as hard as he could, until eventually he felt her skull give. Looking down he could see her brain matter made of writhing gray foam and oily, black slime leaking out the back of her cracked head like a rotten egg. She stopped fighting. Her arms fell limp to her sides.
“Gunner!” Parker cried somewhere off in the distance. “Hurry!”
The others were almost on him. For a split second, Gunner had the urge to stay and fight them, one on one, until he'd killed every last one.
You could do it, a little voice told him. This is what you’ve been trained to do--to protect and kill. He was fully aware that he couldn't just leave those kids alone and unprotected. Who knew what horrors they were already stumbling upon without him?
Gunner bolted up and ran at full speed down the tunnel, praying he wouldn't catch on anything and fall or run head first into a wall, the way the zombie he killed had. In less than a minute he’d caught up with them. They were at a locked gate, fumbling, trying to pick it.
“This is the one,” Parker said frantically. “This leads up to the Strip.”
“Get out of the way,” Gunner said, out of breath. “I got this.”
“You gonna shoot it off?” Max asked.
“No,” Gunner said, fishing around in his pocket with his left hand as his right hand examined the lock. It was a Master Lock 5. Perfect, he thought. He pulled out two thin strips of metal.
“I told you. I'm out of bullets so we're going to have to work fast,” Gunner said.
“Mister Apocalypse is unarmed? Unbelievable.”
“Mister Apocalypse?” Gunner chuckled as he fed one strip of metal into the keyhole and pulled it hard to the left. “I like that.”
“What are you doing?” Holt asked as Gunner shoved the other strip of metal into the lock and began shimmying it back and forth.
“I'm popping this lock,” Gunner said. “Should take me about three seconds with this brand.” Gunner turned his head to look past Max. The horde was closing in on them.
Stay calm, he reminded himself. In a life or death situation, the people that panic are always the first to die.
Gunner felt a sharp click as the shackle was released. He yanked down and the lock popped open.
“You are never unarmed when you have a strong mind,” Gunner said.
Max gave him a sneer as she passed. Parker and Holt quickly followed. Gunner went last, pulling the gate shut just as the remaining swarm arrived. Cold fingers scratched at his skin as he clicked the gate into place. The Diamondbacks fan screamed in anger as he threw himself head first at the steel, marking his gray skin with a waffle pattern from the bars. Gunner wasted no time administering a well-placed kick that caught the big guy square in the face full force and sent him tumbling back with a splash.
“Not today, hombre,” Gunner said with a grin. He turned and followed the rest of the gang up the embankment that lead to a trickle of daylight.
  
 


CHAPTER THIRTY
For a short while, it seemed like they had locked themselves into a concrete prison with no escape. The only way out to the street above was through a tiny grate cemented in place. Parker cursed at himself freely for taking them all to what appeared to be a dead end, and no one came to his defense. In the end, it was Max who realized that a small tunnel set in the side of the boxy room, originally intended for the engineers, was large enough to crawl through on their hands and knees and eventually lead to a runoff ditch. They came out in a cluster of red berry bushes down from the Luxor, emerging from under the world to a nightmare landscape of unimaginably hellish proportions.
Holt spoke first.
“You're looking pretty hot right now,” Holt said. “And you're not even my type.”
“You're a guy,” Max chided him. “Every girl is your type under the right circumstances--and I would say the end of the world as we know it is the right damn setting.”
“He's right though,” Parker said. “You kinda look amazing right now.” He expected her to lash out at him the way she usually did, but instead she smiled wider.
“Thanks,” Max replied. “You're not so bad yourself, stud.”
“Look alive, people,” Gunner yelled. “We've got incoming,”
They came out from every direction. It looked like the line of undead stretched all the way down to Treasure Island.
“Looks like you're zombie walk was a big success after all,” Parker teased. “Record turn out I'd say. I kinda wish Travis could see this. He'd be so impressed.”
“We need to get someplace safe fast,” Max said.
Gunner glanced across the way at the wedding chapel. There was a clear path right to it. If they ran now, they might be able to make it before the dead swallowed them up like the rising tide.
“The chapel. Over there. We can still make it,” he said, “if we hurry.”
“This is gonna be close,” Holt warned. “Let's go!”
Without another word they all took off running, breaking off into a mad dash for survival. Max was the first to pull ahead. Holt and Parker followed behind her. Gunner hung back to make sure they weren't picked off.
“Keep moving,” Gunner yelled as he saw Max slow down.
There was a work truck in the middle of the street. Max stopped and pulled a machete off the back of it. A fresh zombie raced out in the street to greet her, but she hacked off its head with a wide, sweeping blow from her right hand. By the time Holt and Parker reached the corpse there was nothing left to do but kick it over.
“Pick up the pace, people,” Max screeched as she blazed a path up the front walkway of the chapel. She turned and saw the door to the chapel swing open. Fat Elvis was waving them in. Max wasted no time running into the safety of the inside. Holt followed without looking back. Then Gunner.
Parker turned back to the street. He was the first to notice there were still actual living people out there. A woman in a red dress with long blonde hair ran screaming across the street at the sight of them.
“Wait!” She cried out. “Please wait for me!”
A small cluster of the living dead were right behind her. There was no way she was going to make it. Parker paced back and forth in front of the door in anxiety. If he went back for her they might all die, but how could he leave her to this terrible fate?
“Come on!” Parker shouted. “Hurry!”
“We need to get inside and lock the door,” Fat Elvis pleaded making the sign of the cross over himself. “Now.”
“Just a minute, King,” Parker said. “Run lady, you are almost there!”
Just then the woman tripped on the curb and fell into the grass. The dead were on her in seconds, like vultures feasting on a fresh carcass. The woman's loud screams rang out down the street, like a dinner bell for the ghoulish fiends. They came from every direction in numbers too large to be believed.
“No!” Parker cried, but he knew it was over. He allowed Fat Elvis to pull him in and lock the door. The woman was gone now, and nothing he did could change that.
Parker unleashed a slew of obscenities as he kicked the last row of chairs in the chapel. Max's eyes filled with tears as she watched his impotent outburst. Still Gunner's plan had worked. He had saved their lives, for the moment at least.
“Dear Lord,” Fat Elvis said. “You need to calm down son.”
“Thanks for letting us in,” Gunner said, slapping the man on the back, before turning and walking toward the altar. It was covered in Elvis memorabilia from every period of the singer's life. The word GRACELAND formed an arch under which the betrothed were meant to be joined in the sight of God and any witnesses they'd scraped together in a drunken stupor before taking the plunge.
“What are you doing?” the impersonator asked. Gunner didn't answer. Fat Elvis turned to Max. “What is he looking for?”
“His sanity,” she replied, turning and walking over to Parker. She put her hand on him and he shook it off. She didn't flinch. She put her hand back on his arm, slowly.
“It's okay,” Max said in a low voice.
“It's not okay,” Parker raged. “Did you see what they did to her? That could be us at any moment now. All of us!”
“I know,” Max said, the tears still streaking silently down her face. “I know.”
Parker fell to his knees and began sobbing in dry heaves that wracked his body.
Max bent over and wrapped herself over him.
Holt turned to Fat Elvis.
“It sure is quiet in here, King,” Holt said.
“You can call me Frankie,” he said. “I'm not really the King you know.”
“All hell has broken loose out there, King” Holt replied ignoring his request. “How is this place still standing?”
“I like to think Elvis is watching over us from heaven,” Frankie calmly replied. “This building is like a small piece of Graceland set adrift in Vegas. They wouldn't dare defile that. No sir.”
“No shit,” Holt said. “You really believe that?”
Gunner gave out a loud cry and then there was a thunderous crash as he used all his strength to shove a huge statue of Blue Hawaii Elvis over. It smashed into the first few rows of chairs as it broke into pieces. Frankie looked alarmed for the first time since they'd met him.
“Jesus H Christ on a pogo stick,” Frankie hollered. “What the fuck are you doing?”
“Sorry,” Gunner said. “I was looking for supplies.”
“And just what made you think they'd be under a fucking statue that weighs hundreds of pounds? I'd love to hear the fucking reasoning behind you demolishing a priceless piece of art. I mean, why not just let those creatures outside in, let them have a run at everything?”
“John F. Kennedy,” Gunner said. Parker, Max, and Holt walked forward in silence, stunned by Gunner's answer.
“Excuse me?”
They gathered around him waiting to hear his answer.
“When he was elected, a lot of people were worried about his faith affecting his policy making,” Gunner said. “They were worried that the Pope and the Catholic Church would have carte blanche in directing Kennedy's decisions regarding the governing of the nation.”
“Please tell me he's joking right now,” said Fat Elvis.
Holt shook his head no.
“After the Cuban Missile crisis, Kennedy secretly ordered sophisticated state of the art bomb shelters built under every major Catholic Church in America, an order Johnson oversaw after the president was killed.”
No one said a word. Gunner continued uninterrupted.
“They called it the Noah’s Ark project,” he said. “Kennedy chose Catholic churches as a payback for all the controversy over his faith during his presidential bid.
“Only true leaders of pure faith and high ranking Masons were supposed to know about them. According to my sources, the shelters are supposed to be able to support twenty people for up to a hundred years while the earth returned to normal after nuclear war. They’re stocked with food, alcohol, seeds, medical supplies . . . everything we'd need to start over. The Urban Survivalist says the combo was either Kennedy's birthday or the date he died.”
“So enlighten me here, GI Joe,” Fat Elvis sputtered in disbelief. “Even if there was one tiny little shred of truth to that insane theory of yours, and that is a huge if, you thought the Chapel O' McLovin was a substitute for a real Catholic church somehow?”
“Is it true, King?” Holt asked. “Is there really a secret bomb shelter hidden under the chapel?”
“Does that sound true?” asked Frankie, producing a silver flask and taking a deep drag from it. “Don't you think I'd be in it right now with the fucking door locked tight? I mean, I've heard some crazy shit in my day but this tops all of it. Where the fuck did you find this lunatic? Please tell me he hasn't been in charge the whole time.”
“He's kinda been leading us yeah,” Holt admitted while rubbing the back of his neck and avoiding eye contact. “A lot of strange stuff he's said has been dead on though, if you'll pardon the bad pun.”
“Did you find a secret door hidden under there?”
“No,” Gunner said. “I didn't.”
“Of course you didn't you jackass,” the impersonator replied shaking his head. “You can't believe everything you read on the internet.”
That’s the first time he’s been wrong, Parker thought. He remembered Travis telling them to trust him. Maybe they should have stayed down in the tunnels with him and Gemma. Life underground was starting to look better by the minute.
“Seriously,” Parker said, burning a hole through the priest with his unrelenting stare. “How have you not been attacked by the zombies like everyone else on the Strip?”
“I was attacked,” Fat Elvis said. “Right here, in this very chapel this morning. One minute I was giving this guy directions back to the 15, a greasy looking salesman from North Dakota who'd gotten turned around, and the next thing I know, his five year old daughter came flying at me teeth first.”
“So you were bit?” Max asked gingerly.
“No I wasn't,” Fat Elvis said. “I kicked that little girl square in the face with my boot and locked the door...thankyouverymuch!”
He smiled at his impersonation of Elvis but no one else did.
Max jumped up and pointed her machete at him.
“He's lying. He's infected,” she yelled. “He's one of them.”
Fat Elvis didn't seem concerned by her show. He chuckled.
“I've never lied to a lady before in my life,” he said with a smile. “I assure you, I am not one of them.”
“You're going to have to strip down buddy,” Holt said. “Let us check you for bite marks. No one is just going to believe you've been sitting in this unholy shit storm drinking your last hours on Earth away until we got here.”
“Is this some kind of joke?” Elvis began looking surly. “Let me get this straight, I open my hiding spot to you nut jobs and you threaten me? Get the fuck out!”
“No,” Parker said. “We're not leaving just yet.”
“I know it's terrible manners,” Holt said, jostling his crowbar between hands. “Look the faster you get this over with the sooner we can put it all behind us.”
“Why don't you take your clothes off?” Frankie slurred. “I will if you will.”
“I'm fine with it,” Holt said.
“Me too,” Parker joined in.
“I'm fairly sure almost everyone in this room has already seen me naked anyway,” Max joined in.
“Count of three then,” Frankie said. “One, two, three...”
“There's no need for that,” Gunner said defensively. “You a vet by any chance?”
“I'd piss myself at the sight of a gun,” Frankie said. “I've never been what you might confuse with a brave man no. I'd like to think I'm a lover not a fighter, like Elvis.”
“Elvis served,” Gunner spat at him. “Did you ever work at Zymetech then?”
“What the hell is a Zymetech?” Frankie was starting to look like he seriously regretted letting them into the wedding chapel.
“It's a bio tech company over near Paradise road and UNLV,” Gunner said. “Did you ever work for them or Black Helix?”
“Can't say I have,” Fat Elvis replied.
“Have you ever volunteered for any kind of medical procedures or scientific studies?”
“I tried to donate sperm once,” he chuckled, “but they turned me down. Starving musicians aren't high on the list of desirable donors. They wouldn't take my blood either, since I had fresh tattoos.”
“There has to be something you're not telling us about,” Gunner pleaded. “Did the military contact you? Did you see any men in black suits with dark shades since you've been here, maybe putting up a large white plastic box that looks like a speaker?”
“Nope,” he said, still looking perturbed.
“Is there anything you've forgotten or overlooked?”
“I've forgotten more than I've ever learned,” Frankie said. “Still I manage. Say, are we all getting naked or what?”
“Where is this going Gunner?” Max asked.
“Yeah man,” Parker joined in. “What's the fucking deal with you? What aren't you telling us right now?”
“All right then,” Gunner said. “No more secrets. I am the only one who needs to get naked here.”
Gunner took his jacket off. He lifted his shirt, slowly revealing a full chest tattoo that read Semper Fi. He turned unhurriedly and showed them his back. Two rings of teeth marks scored the skin just above his shoulder blades. They looked clean, bloodless, and swollen red with infection, but free of the revelations virus to the naked eye.
Max gasped and dropped her machete.
“Because I am the only one here who was bit,” Gunner said.
  
 


CHAPTER THIRTY ONE
“This whole time!” Max screamed at him, leaning forward but not daring to get close to either of them. “You've been one of them since the beginning and you didn't say anything?”
“Calm down now,” Gunner said, but Max picked up her weapon and pointed it toward Gunner and Fat Elvis as she backed into Parker and Holt. Holt lifted his crowbar, uncertain of what to do, looking back and forth between her and Gunner.
“When did it happen?” Parker asked, indignation glowing in his eyes.
“Before I found you at Sunrise Manor,” Gunner said.
“Sonofabitch,” Max yelled, turning and kicking the wall hard.
“I was watching the chaos unfold from the monitors,” Gunner explained. “It was spreading so fast, I didn't know where to start. Every time I thought I had a plan, something new would kick off. It became apparent pretty fast that most of Thunderdome was a lost cause. It was like a massacre.”
His words trailed off into silence as he lost himself in the memory.
“Get to the part where you were bitten,” Parker prodded. “Twice.”
“The south side of the building were the only ones not crawling with zombies,” Gunner said. “It's mostly kids your age as you know, and I think that a lot of them, like you, were out partying all night. I knew if I had a chance to help anyone, it would be there.”
“I set off right away, but when I got to the bottom of the staircase I was ambushed by two undead creeps,” Gunner said, his eyes glossing over in memory. “I've been accused of being a little paranoid so I wanted to be sure that what I was dealing with actually required a lethal response. The last thing I needed was to kill some stupid kids playing war games and get sent to the electric chair for it.”
“They don't use the electric chair in Nevada,” Fat Elvis said. “You'd get lethal injection.”
“One good look at those things told me everything I needed to know,” Gunner continued, ignoring him. “There was nothing in their black, empty eyes but pain and hunger. I mean, the way they moved, the dark blood coming out of them, that rotten smell, it was clear that whatever they were, they definitely weren't human anymore. Just like Satoshi.”
“Then they bit you?” Holt asked. “They overpower you or what?”
“I never saw them coming,” Gunner admitted. “I guess I underestimated these things. I thought they were on a par with dumb animals. I didn't realize they were capable of coordinated attacks. I took the first one down with a clean shot to the head. The second one came at me. No hesitation. No fear. Nothing. Just raw hunger. He moved so fast, I didn't have time to aim. In a split second I knew I'd be fighting him with my bare hands. I braced myself for the impact but before he could lunge at me, a searing pain tore through my back at the same time something icy cold gripped my shoulder. The bastards had snuck up behind me and took a chunk out of me. I spun around and put my pistol to his temple. The blood was dripping from his mouth, my blood. It was over fast, maybe a second, maybe less. I pulled the trigger and his head exploded like a ripe melon. Before I could turn back, his buddy was on me.”
“Damn!” Holt said, engrossed in Gunner's tale.
“He knocked me to the ground and bit the other side of my back,” Gunner said. “I screamed out in pain but I knew it was too late. They'd gotten me. The thing was strong. It did its best to keep me pinned to the ground but I grabbed one of its arms and rolled over, trapping him underneath me. I got my elbow into the crook of its neck and kept it in place. I got a good look. It was just a kid. A stupid, ugly kid killed me. I got angry. I lost a good buddy in Iraq to a twelve year old with a rifle. All that training, all those hours logged doing hand-to-hand combat, all those rounds at the range, and here some pimple-faced geek strung out on meth was the one who got me. I was irate.”
“What did you do then?” Holt asked.
“I pulled him apart,” Gunner said as they squirmed at his answer. “Piece by piece. I took my knife out and cut off his arms first, hacking through the bone. I cut him in half like a serial killer. I spent a lot of time on him. The last thing I did was detach his head. It was the only thing that caused him to stop thrashing and trying to bite me again. He never showed any emotion, not one bit of pain or remorse. Nothing. He never slowed down.”
“After that, I sat down for a while and just waited to die,” Gunner said. “I kept thinking I should put the gun in my mouth to end it before the symptoms started, but time went by and nothing changed. That's when I decided I was going to do everything in my power to help anyone left in this nightmare before my time was up. The way I figured, my clock was already done ticking but if I managed to help a few of you out along the way, it wouldn't be so bad after all. I wouldn't have died in vain, you know?”
“And what were you going to do when you turned and ended up eating us all?” Max asked.
“I wasn't planning on letting it get that far,” Gunner said. “I made myself a promise that the minute I started getting sick, I would put my gun in my mouth and turn my own lights out. That's why I kept that extra round, the one I used down in the tunnels, remember?”
Max scowled in reply.
“I kept waiting to manifest some symptoms, praying I'd be able to help someone, anyone, before it happened. Only it didn't happen. By the time I found you, quite a few hours had already gone by. It wasn't until we were back in the Command Center and I was explaining the probable origins of the disease that I realized not only was I not showing signs, I honestly felt better than I'd ever felt since I was a kid.”
“You've got to be kidding me?” she screamed. “What if you would have turned at the auto parts store and killed us all? The enemy has been with us every step of the way.”
“In case you forgot,” Gunner said, losing his cool at last, “I saved your life.” He pointed around at all of them and they shrank back from his angry stare. “I saved all of your lives, many times over. If it wasn't for me, you’d be dead back in your apartments or wandering the streets in search of fresh meat--every last one of you. I'm not asking you to kiss my backside but I think a little appreciation would be nice right about now.”
“You also risked all of our lives in the process,” Holt pointed out.
“Yeah,” Max said. “You think you deserve some kind of special treatment for lying to cover your own ass? Is that what you think you deserve?”
“How about maybe just the benefit of the doubt?” Gunner said. “Can you give me that much?”
“How is all this possible?” Parker asked.
“I told you they did a bunch of experiments on us when I was in the military,” Gunner said, turning to Fat Elvis, who shook his head. “They gave us booster shots when we shipped off to the Middle East, told us we were bound to run into strange new colds like we'd never experienced. They made a big deal about telling us not to fuck the locals. Said they had limited supplies of penicillin.”
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Max asked.
“Get to the fucking point Gunner,” Parker shouted.
“We flew into Al Asad Airfield,” Gunner said. “I was taken aside and told to report to the medic on base, to give him my papers. I spent the next two weeks locked in a room while they experimented on me.”
“Jesus Christ,” Holt said.
“They shot me full of different types of serums and kept me chained to a bed,” Gunner said. “So you see, I know what the prisoners on Islas Maria went through. I had blinding headaches, shivers so bad all my muscles locked up, felt like my whole body was one big Charlie horse. I lost control of my bodily functions more than once.”
“Is that legal?” Holt asked. “That can't be legal.”
“I was their property,” Gunner said. “They told me they were making me a better soldier, that I would be part of an elite unit that would take down Saddam.”
“I don't understand,” Parker said. “What does this have to do with you being bit again?”
“The revelations virus is a hybrid,” Gunner said. “It's part Ebola, part rabies, with a whole lot of other nastiness thrown in for good measure.”
“That's true,” Max said. “Nothing comes from scratch. They'd have to build it on the backs of existing strands of other diseases.”
“It's a designer virus,” Gunner said. “I was vaccinated for the common building blocks that they used to create it while I was in the service. The parent company of Zymetech, Black Helix, also made me get a series of shots as part of their physical. It's part of why they only employ Gulf War vets for Zymetech security as opposed to their security unit Code Grey. I thought it was in case of a terrorist attack on our labs. Now I know the real reason, to ensure there are enough of us left after an outbreak to clean up the mess and sweep it under the rug. Only it didn't work out so well for them, seeing as how their lead scientist ate two of my men.”
“Not to mention you went AWOL,” Fat Elvis said, slamming a shot back.
“Al Asad,” Max said. “I've heard of it. Wikileaks said it might possibly have been a secret CIA black prison site as well.”
“It was,” Gunner said. “I got off lucky compared to what they did to them other guys. You could hear the screams at night for hours, guys praying to Allah.”
“I don't buy it,” Parker said. “You expect me to believe they just held you prisoner like that then released you back to your unit?”
“That's right,” Gunner said, “but not before breaking my mind with sodium pentathol and large doses of morphine. My commander told me I was to keep my status as an elite member of the team personally responsible for capturing Saddam to myself, that I couldn't tell anyone, that they would place me where I needed to be when the time was right.”
“And you believed him?” Fat Elvis said, taken in by the tale.
“I am a soldier,” Gunner said. “It was my duty to obey orders and that's what I did.”
“Hoo fucking rah,” Holt said.
“Did you ever get to take a run at him?” Fat Elvis blurted out, seemingly forgetting his previous exchanges with Gunner.
“I did. It was right after he'd lit all the oil wells on fire,” Gunner said. “We had him for sure. We were certain of it. He was retreating and destroying his natural resources at the same time to keep us distracted. It was an ecological disaster of unprecedented proportions. No one dreamed he would pull a stunt so drastic.”
“I remember that,” Holt said. “We watched it in social studies in high school.”
“That night we mounted a full scale attack on one of his palaces,” Gunner said. “We were confident he was holed up in there. We started shelling compound walls with heavy artillery right after sundown. We ringed the palace with thousands of troops to make sure no one got out. I was stationed along the south wall, blocking escape to his home village of Tikrat where we knew his largest concentration of supporters could easily conceal him. Our plan was to wear his troops down, then our unit would sneak up and tear down the back wall, giving us an access point we could control. The whole sky was filled with smoke. Rockets, bullets whizzing past, even the smoke from the oil fires made visibility low as the wind shifted and blew all of it in our faces.”
“We were within less than five hundred feet of the south wall when it happened,” Gunner recalled. “Several small rockets shot out over us, like fireworks burning orange and red in the smoke. I thought he was attacking our main flank, but when I turned I saw the missiles heading toward the Gulf, far enough out that they looked like they might hit the water. It didn't make any sense. Why wouldn't he try to clear a hole for his escape? For a minute I thought maybe their guidance systems had been compromised somehow, or maybe the wind blew them off course. It could be a simple case of human error. After all, there were a lot of Iraqis conscripted into military service that didn't know their elbow from the business end of a camel. Then I felt something wet cover me, drenching my uniform and coating the exposed skin of my hands and neck. It felt like the mist sprayed back from a passing wave at the beach, carried by an offshore wind. A few seconds later the burning began.”
“It burned like that for weeks,” Gunner said, fighting back tears. “The government said it was gasoline from defective rockets that blew overhead. Bullshit! They let him poison us! Worse still, they let him get away! We were in place and they knew where he was and they let him go. After everything I had been through, puking my guts out and being reprogrammed and they let the butcher of Baghdad off the hook. I was furious!”
“So you really were brainwashed by the military?” Holt said, lowering his crowbar. “All this time people have been spreading rumors about you--and they've all been true.”
“Yeah,” Gunner said. “I guess that's one way to look at it.”
“Sorry to hear about your troubles,” Frankie said. “That is one hell of a story. I thank you for sharing it with us.”
“Same here,” Holt chimed in. “You have a lot of bad dreams?”
“Forget about the dreams,” Gunner laughed. “That's the least of it. Waking up in the middle of the night screaming is one thing. This was something different. I used to get these rashes all over my body that nothing would take away. Pain all the way down to the bone that never went away. One minute I'd be working out at the gym, wide awake, the next I'd be in the bathroom, throwing up from both ends, exhausted and tired for no good reason.”
“I used to work as a clerk at a grocery store before I got this gig,” Fat Elvis joined in. “Knew a guy there, one of the stockers on the night shift, got fired for not moving fast enough. He was injured during the war as well. The union didn't lift a finger to protect him when the manager told 'em he needed to find new employment he was better suited to. All that national fervor, support-the-troops nonsense, with the yellow ribbons and the bumper stickers, and for what?”
“What do you tell the doctor when you go in?” Holt asked. “Oh, by the way the government experimented on me and also I might have been poisoned with chemical weapons?”
“You let them run the tests and give you the results,” Gunner said.
“And just what did they say was wrong with you?” Parker asked suspiciously.
“Post traumatic stress order,” Gunner chuckled. “That's what they told me it was at the V.A. When I kept coming back complaining, they said there was a slim chance I might have Gulf War Syndrome but not to get my hopes up because there wasn't any money in it. Syndrome? Sounded like a mental condition, like I was sick in the head and somehow I was manifesting real world issues because of it. It made me so mad. They got a word for that.”
“Psychosomatic,” Max said.
“All this time I thought it was a curse being there,” Gunner said. “What they did to me.”
“It sure sounds like it was,” Fat Elvis said in a drunken slur.
“I don't know anymore,” Gunner said, shaking his head. “If I hadn't been there I'd both be dead now. Can I get a swig of that, King?”
Frankie paused, as if he was considering it, then handed it over reluctantly. Gunner knocked back a healthy shot while the impersonator kept his eyes on his flask.
“How do we know this isn't some kind of temporary side effect?” Parker asked. “How do you know it won't wear off at some point, transforming you into one of those snarling monsters out there?”
“I've been wondered the same thing ever since I got bit,” Gunner said. “In the end, I decided it wasn't worth frying my noodle over. If it ain't happened by now, chances are it ain't never going to happen. Guess that's the luck of the draw.”
Just then, a loud rumbling crash hit the side of the building accompanied by the low moaning of the dead as they tried to get in the bolted door.
“Jesus Chris,” Max shouted.
“What was that?” Parker asked. “It sounded like a tree hitting the building.”
“Maybe they've learned to work together,” Holt said. “Like Gunner's story suggested.”
“It's a hive mind at work,” Gunner replied. “That's what Travis said. Somehow the organism driving 'em seems capable of basic communication with the others. It'd be fascinating stuff for sure if they weren't trying to kill us all.”
“The sun is going down if we stay here too long,” Parker said. “We need to come up with some real strategy on how we’re going to secure this place if we plan on making it through another night. So let's stop fighting and figure out how we're going to do that.”
“Fine,” Max spat out. “Why don't we just send Gunner out there to negotiate with them?”
“Fine by me,” Gunner said through gritted teeth. “If that's what you want, I'll go.”
“Don't be ridiculous,” Parker said. “They'd tear him to shreds trying to get to us.”
“Unlike the rest of you children, I'm ready to die,” Gunner said. “As far as I’m concerned, I died years ago, out in that dark, endless desert. I'd be happy to sacrifice myself for a meaningful cause. If you think that by going out there and fighting I can save you, then I’m willing to go.”
Max didn't say anything. She stared in disbelief. She was in an impossible situation. More than anything she wanted to call his bluff, to dare him to charge out into the swarm of hungry zombies and sacrifice himself, but she knew without a shred of doubt that he would. Could she live with his death on her conscience? Would he be able to make a difference? Probably not. Parker was right. They would rip him apart to get to the rest of them. She fumed in silence.
“Maybe the answer isn't staying here and trying to make it safe,” Parker said, changing his position. “Maybe the answer is getting as far away from this place as possible.”
“Where are we supposed to go?” Max asked.
“This thing has already hit California and Nevada,” Parker said, “but whose to say that we can't find a safe place up in the mountains of Utah? Think about it. Zion National Park is probably safe. There could be tons of people are camping up there. Or up in Brian Head? Or some off beat Mormon backwater filled with sister wives.”
“Area 51is literally thirty minutes north of here,” said Gunner.
“Gunner with all due respect,” Max said, “we tried it your way.”
“And we all almost paid the price for it,” Parker said.
“What's that supposed to mean?”
“Is there any other way to put it?” Parker roared. “You're responsible for nearly killing us all, several times over. Period. Plus you drove our friends away with your insane behavior. Travis was my friend and so was Gemma and they would be here with us right fucking now if we hadn't listened to you.”
“I say we go out swinging,” Holt said. “It's worked for me several times now. There's a reason. I've been hesitant to share it with you before, on account of you laughing at me, but I figure now's as good a time as any to let you in on it. I've been called by God to fight in his holy battle.”
“Is he serious?” Fat Elvis asked.
“No,” said Parker. “I've known him for years. He's not religious.”
“I wasn't,” Holt said. “Until the cowboy came along. He showed me. Opened my eyes. Gave me these.”
Holt held up a bottle of pills. He popped the lid off and gobbled down the rest in a single gulp.
“What the fuck was that?” Max asked.
“Oxy,” Holt said. “I'm gonna need the extra boost to get through this. Follow my lead!”
Holt turned and threw open the chapel doors. Max let out a loud gasp of horror. The filthy undead began to pour in past him as he swung his crowbar from side to side. At first it looked like he might be making headway. He knocked down several and shoved them back out of the chapel, only to have them push back against him, the sheer weight of them overpowering him. He was knocked to the ground and trampled as they made their way into the tiny chapel space.
  
 


CHAPTER THIRTY TWO
“Do something!” Max shouted, but nobody moved. It was already too late. Bright red spots of blood formed on Holt's shirt as the dead tore into him from above. He howled in pain and anger, but refused to stop fighting.
“No!” Holt grunted, wincing in pain as they continued to bite chunks out of his body. “No! No!” It was all he could manage.
“What do we do now?” Max asked in desperation.
“Will this help?” Frankie asked, pulling a shotgun up from behind the alter.
“Why the hell do you have that?” Parker asked.
“Ain't you never heard of a shotgun wedding before?” Fat Elvis laughed. “Vegas can be a scary place sometimes, kinda like now.”
Gunner took the shotgun and cocked it.
“Gunner, no!” Parker shouted, reaching out to him.
“It's the only humane thing to do,” Gunner said. “One round, up close, lights out. He'll never even feel it and he won't be coming back.”
“Yes!” Holt shouted, using the last of his reserves to get out the word. “Do it! Send me to Jesus!”
Gunner leveled the gun at him preparing to fire.
“Wait,” Max cried out.
“There isn't any time,” Gunner shouted back. “We’ll give you cover to escape.”
“Where are we supposed to go?” asked Parker.
“Out the back,” said Frankie. “Hopefully the majority of them will gather here, at the focal point, and you won't have to fight your way out. Pass through the parking lot. Behind it is an empty field that leads directly to the Mandalay Bay valet parking.”
“How does that help us?” Max was screaming at the top of her lungs, her eyes wild with fear and panic.
“They've got rows of keys just sitting out,” Frankie said. “Grab the first car that responds to the remote and take off. The freeway is right there.”
“I'm sorry,” Gunner said. “This whole mess came from my side. All I was trying to do was help.”
Holt let out a final cry then began to sink back as the dead pulled at him, ripping him apart. Gunner didn't hesitate. He stepped closer and pulled the trigger, blasting Holt full on in the face. It was over before Parker could blink. One second his buddy was there and the next his head was just gone. He didn't have time to react, to think about how he felt, to say goodbye.
Don’t think about it, Parker told himself. Later. There will be time to honor him later, if you make it out.
The explosion blew a hole through the dead, scattering them from the force of the impact, but just as quickly as they had fallen back they began to reform. The wounded showed no signs of slowing. They rose in eerie silence, their disease-ridden bodies never acknowledging they had been hit full on with deadly force. Several had buckshot wounds punched through their faces and upper bodies. They just kept coming.
“It's not gonna work,” Parker shouted.
“It has to work,” Max said. Gunner turned to them for the last time.
“What are you waiting for?” he demanded. “Go, you idiots! Go now!”
Gunner turned back to see Fat Elvis drunkenly rushing toward the front of the chapel trying to keep the horde at bay. He had Max's machete in his right hand, swinging wildly. He held his flask out with the other to keep it safe. Within less than a minute they had the impersonator by the costume and were tearing him apart while he howled in pain.
The last thing Max saw was Gunner rushing in to knock them away, fighting with everything he had in him. It was impressive for sure, but she doubted it would be enough to save them.
“Let's go,” Parker said, taking her by the hand and pulling her away.
Parker cautiously opened the back door of the wedding chapel. For the moment the coast was clear.
“This may be the only window we're going to get,” Parker said. “The plan is to run straight through and don't stop. Don't look back. Don't wait for me. And whatever happens, do not fall. Got it?”
“Got it,” Max responded. She grabbed him once more and kissed him hard on the mouth. It wasn't as romantic as she had hoped it would be, but it had all the urgency the moment demanded. Parker grabbed her by the hand the minute their lips parted and swung her out the door, giving her a running head start.
Max ran as fast as her legs could carry her. She was already in the field, sprinting for the Mandalay before she began to feel the stitch in her chest, the burning in her lungs causing her to slow. Her legs felt like they were filled with rubber. The muscles screamed at her underneath her dirty jeans. There was a tall brick wall separating the field from the manicured casino property line.
“Don't stop!” Parker shouted from behind her. She turned her head slightly to see him not far behind her. He was running with everything he had in him and catching up to her in a hurry. Max's vision blurred slightly as she tried to focus on the two gray figures hot on Parker’s heels. They were freshly reanimated corpses, recently turned, and still had all their speed.
“They're right behind you,” Max cried out.
“Head for the wall,” Parker yelled. “Watch out!”
It was too late. By the time Max swung around, the thing was already directly in her path, his drooling mouth open and ready to bite. Her momentum was going to carry her right into him. If she tried to turn she might twist her ankle or slide out on the loose soil. Max knew that if she went down, it was all over for her. They would be on top of her before she could recover, their disgusting teeth pulling at her. Raw animal fear shot through her, obliterating all her other worries. Her brain seemed to shut down as the adrenaline coursed through her veins, taking over. Without a second thought, she dug her left foot deep into the ground then leaped into the air, bringing down her right foot square in the large man's chest. He fell back, the force of the impact taking his legs out from beneath him, but his hands continued to reach for her. Max fell forward with him. The cold dead skin of his hands reached for her face but Max somersaulted, rolling over him, and his fingers slipped through her short hair.
Keep going, a voice inside admonished. You have to make it. Don’t stop!
Without missing a beat, she was up again and closing the distance between her and the high wall at the back of the field. When she reached it, she lost no time figuring out how to scale it. She swung her body up, balancing on the top of the brick wall, just in time to see Parker climbing up after her. She reached her hand out, anchoring herself, and helped him up. He reached the top, panting for air. He had a crazy look in his eyes, brought on no doubt by the realization that he'd just narrowly cheated death.
“What took you so long?” Max asked. Parker laughed in between gulping down breaths of air.
Below them, the two zombies that had been chasing Parker clawed uselessly at the wall, unable to follow them up. They were quickly joined by the one Max had knocked over. Max looked back toward the wedding chapel. Hundreds of zombies were moving through the dirt and weed strewn field now, shuffling forward. She had only thought it was the three they were facing.
Parker’s frantic cries make a lot more sense, now, she thought.
Everyone from Las Vegas Boulevard was down there as far as she was concerned. She saw the blonde woman in the red dress's dead face among them, scratching and biting like a feral beast. No sign of a human being remained in her slack jawed expression.
Max turned her neck toward the Mandalay Bay valet and casino entrance on the other side of the wall. It was clear as far as he could see.
“Do you see anything out there?” she asked Parker.
He stared hard and long, scanning every inch of the horizon before answering.
“No,” he finally said.
“Me either,” she answered, dropping down off the wall. Parker looked around once more, for safety's sake, then followed her. It was like landing in a new world. Behind them they could hear the terrible moaning of the dead, fingers scratching at the bricks, fists pounding against the solid mass, driven by hunger. In front of them was dewy silence.
Max and Parker cautiously approached the valet. Sure enough there was an open box overflowing with car keys.
“Fucking Fat Elvis,” Max said.
“Let's pick a good one,” Parker said. “Something really comfortable.”
A loud crash knocked them out of their serene moment. They both turned to see hordes of gamblers turned zombies pawing at the double set of closed glass doors inside the casino. They were trapped inside, unable to pry the doors open.
“Jesus Christ,” Parker laughed, holding his chest. “That scared the shit out of me.”
“What the fuck?” Max stared in shock. “They're are so many of them.”
“It's a good reminder not to waste any more time,” Parker chided her. “There could be some down in the garages. Let's find out if any of these up here have keys.”
Max and Parker each grabbed handfuls of keys and began trying the remotes to see if any chirped. Six Hondas, four Toyotas, and a BMW later they settled on a glossy black Range Rover that had a full tank of gas.
“You wanna drive?” Parker stared at Max.
“Naw,” she said. “I'm exhausted. Why don't you take the first shift.”
“You sure?” Parker gave her one more chance.
“Yeah,” Max said. “Just get us the fuck out of here.”
They climbed in and fired up the engine. It roared to life and cool air conditioning washed over them. Parker locked the doors and pulled out, taking Las Vegas Boulevard to Russell and pulling onto the deserted 15 towards Salt Lake City. Empty cars littered the hot asphalt but not a single living man, woman, or child could be seen. Parker maneuvered around them and sped off with no intention of ever stopping.
“Looks like the Stratosphere is on fire,” he said, pointing off to the right. “You see that?”
He looked over to see Max had fallen fast asleep.
  
 


CHAPTER THIRTY THREE
They drove without stopping, passing through Mesquite but not slowing. Max slept the whole way up until they ran out of gas and had to walk on foot to St. George taking in the cool air as they gently strolled in quiet. Unlike the fear-fueled running of the previous days that left their bodies sore and tired, neither of them grew weary as they happily trudged along. There was a surreal quality to their sojourn, bought with their absolute refusal to think about anything but the present moment, lending it the simplicity and comfort of a deep, dreamless sleep.
Twice they sat and drank water from the automatic sprinklers left on to tend to the crops. Max would tilt her head back and gaze up at the puffy clouds drifting through the sky, pointing wordlessly at them, and Parker would follow her lead. There were no man made objects to obscure their wonder at the vast blue above them, no planes flying overhead, nothing at all to distract them from the raw beauty of the natural world.
When they had taken it all in, they rose again and strolled on in wordless contentment. They made what felt to them like great strides as they walked on hand in hand. There was no sound other than their gentle, ragged breathing--no screams, no cars, nothing at all.
The distant cackle of a crow broke their silent spell at last.
“Looks like you were right,” Max said. “The world up here looks untouched by everything we've been going through.”
“Yeah,” Parker said. “It's pretty idyllic.”
“That is a big word for a guy who throws balls at people for a living,” she said.
“You mean who used to throw balls at people for a living,” he said. “I'm not sure there is going to be much of a need for that kind of thing anymore.”
“I don't know,” she said. “People will still want to be entertained.”
“Maybe,” he said. “Guess we'll have to see.”
“What happens in Vegas...” she started.
“...dies in Vegas,” he finished.
They smiled at each other.
“Where did everyone go?”
“Who knows?”
“It's like the world is just . . . empty.”
“Yeah,” Parker agreed.
“Parker?” Max said, stopping and turning to him.
“What is it?” he asked.
“Thank you,” Max said, tears welling up in her eyes. She started to cry and threw herself into his arms. He held her and stroked her hair. Her hot tears splashed onto his hands as she sobbed. It was over just as quickly as it had started. Max pushed herself back and laughed, punching him softly on the arm. Parker smiled. He was finally beginning to understand her--she actually seemed embarrassed by her emotional display.
“Wow,” Parker said smirking. “Is that genuine appreciation I hear in your voice?”
She looked at him in shock and he winked at her, trying desperately to lighten the mood. She shook her head and laughed again. She wiped the tears out of her eyes.
“You sure you're feeling okay? I'd hate to have to put you down, but I will.”
“Parker,” she said. “Come on. Stop teasing me.”
She’s so beautiful, he thought. This is exactly how I imagined her to be: defenses down, playful and sweet and sad. His heart felt like it was going to burst in his chest.
“You're welcome,” he said, love pouring out of him. He held her by the shoulders and pulled her gently toward him. She offered no resistance, letting him draw her into another deep, passionate kiss. Time stood still for them in that moment, washing away the hurt and the fear and the loss for one brief instant.
He pulled back first, watching her open her eyes and come out of the spell they'd been under.
“So what do you think is out there?”
Parker tried to wipe the smile from his face.
“I don't know,” he said at last. “Humans, I hope.”
They walked on in silence once more, reaching the top of a sloping hill and seeing a wide body of water in the distance, dotted with a perfect line of tiny black spots that were once burning homes. In the distance a row of military vehicles faced them like an iron curtain blocking their way forward. Two black sedans raced towards them.
“This doesn't look good,” Max said, squeezing Parker's hand tight. She could feel the ball of nerves in her stomach again. She fought back the urge to puke.
“No it doesn't,” Parker replied.
“What do we do?” There was a note of panic in her voice as she spun around to look at the road behind them. More cars raced towards them from the opposite direction they'd just come. They were trapped! The whole idea of being alone and free had never been true. It was just a temporary illusion. They'd been caught the whole time and not known it.
“Looks like they got us boxed in now,” Parker said, turning in wide circles.
“We could run,” Max said emphatically.
“Where would we run?” Parker asked, surprised.
“I don't know,” Max said. “We could run into the hills. Make them chase us. We might get away.”
“We wouldn't,” Parker said softly. “They'd just hunt us down.”
The cars were getting closer on both sides. There was a helicopter now heading towards them as well from the St. George side.
“You don't know that,” Max whimpered. “Please Parker. We've got to try.”
“I'm done running,” he said. “I want to hear what they have to say.”
The look on his face was calm and resigned. Max knew it was no use trying to convince him anymore. The helicopter reached them first, touching down a few hundred feet away. The pilot stayed inside but a man in a black suit got out and calmly walked towards them.
“Good afternoon,” he said. “I need a word with you.”
“You can go fuck yourself,” Max screamed. The man in black smiled.
“There's no need for this kind of incivility,” he continued calmly. “I'm here to help you after all.”
The cars behind them came to a screeching halt. Men in military uniforms poured out, all pointing automatic weapons in their direction. Looking back past the helicopter Parker could see the vehicles coming from St. George had done the same thing further down the road. The soldiers began fanning out in a ring on both sides, making sure they could not escape.
“What do you want?” Parker yelled.
“We're looking for a friend of yours,” the man said calmly, lighting a cigarette and taking a deep drag. “He used to work for us. He goes by the name of Gunner. He has something of ours that we'd really like to get back. Tell me, when was the last time you saw him?”
“Gunner?” Parker laughed. “That's what this is about? I'll tell you everything I know about that crazy fuck!”
“Parker,” Max whispered sternly. “Don't.”
“We left him back on the Vegas Strip,” Parker yelled. “At the little wedding chapel with the drive through window next to Mandalay Bay. Can't miss the place. Crawling with undead guys.”
“I see,” the man said. He lifted the cigarette to his lips and took another deep hit, exhaling slowly. “And before you left him, did Gunner give you anything? A parting gift of sorts?”
“Parker I got a bad feeling,” Max whispered. He ignored her.
“All that guy every gave us was grief,” Parker laughed. “He's a paranoid old asshole with a head full of conspiracy theories. That sound like the same guy to you?”
“Are you sure?”
“I'm positive,” Parker said. “He's a pain in the ass that almost got us killed countless times in the last twenty four hours. You got questions for him, you know where to find him now. Leave us out of it.”
“Okay then,” the man in black said, dropping his cigarette and crushing it under foot with his shiny black dress shoes. “Thanks for all your help.”
He turned and began to walk back to his helicopter.
“Wait,” Parker yelled after him. “What about us? What's going to happen now?”
“These gentlemen will see you end up where you belong,” the man said without turning back to them. “You have served your purpose.”
Max screamed at the top of her lungs as the soldiers began to creep in on them from all sides. The man in black stepped into the helicopter and it lifted off the ground. From the sky he saw the girl Max break free from Parker and try to run into the field. The sound of automatic gun fire and Parker's screams barely reached him over the chopper blades whirring as they took off back towards the city. When they came within site of the Strip the chopper veered off.
“Where are you going?” The man in black demanded. “We need to get to Mandalay Bay.”
“New orders came in sir,” he responded. “The target has been located coming out of the desert towards the secure lock down. He's almost at the base.”
“Ah,” the man smiled, looking like an evil jack-o-lantern. “Well that makes things quite a bit simpler doesn't it?”
Ten minutes later they found him, less than five miles from Area 51, walking on foot. The pilot brought the chopper down nearby and the man in black stepped out to meet Gunner.
“I was wondering when you might show up,” Gunner said, not looking surprised in the slightest.
“You had to know how this would end,” the man said, lighting a new cigarette. “We've been to your bunker over at the Sunrise Manor apartments and retrieved the video footage you took from us. There is still something else missing from the lab, something you took without permission after the shooting incident. So, where is it Gunner?”
“How about a trade?” Gunner said, wiping his sweaty brow with the back of his hand. “You give me clearance to the base and I give you what you want.”
“You're in no position to bargain right now,” the man in black said, his temper starting to show through. “I've been searching for you in this mess now for the last two days. You've more than tried my patience. Now give it to me.”
Gunner reached into his pocket and withdrew a small plastic case. He handed it over without further delay. The man in black opened it to reveal several small vials of liquid with two empty containers.
“You used two of them?”
“I didn't know how much I'd need,” Gunner said. “I had to be sure.”
“Is there anyone else who might know about the existence of a vaccine?”
“No,” Gunner said.
“What about the kids you were traveling with?”
“They saw the bites but I gave them a suitable explanation,” Gunner said. “We parted ways after that. To be honest I don't think they really trusted me.”
“How did you explain not turning? I want to hear it.”
“Booster shots,” he said. “Blamed it on the war. Believe it or not I can be fairly convincing when I want to be.”
“I believe it,” the man said, taking another big puff of his cigarette. “Are you sure you didn't mention it to anyone else in passing? Maybe your new friends down in the tunnels?”
“I'm sure,” Gunner said, looking upset to hear that they knew about the tunnel people. He'd hoped that Travis and Gemma would be safe down there but he knew now they were not safe anywhere. None of them would ever be safe again. “I was saving it for the right moment. I guess that's now.”
“Very well Gunner,” the man said. “I believe you. Now get in the chopper.”
“You're not going to kill me?” Gunner laughed in disbelief.
“No,” the man in black said. “That would be my recommendation but the men I work for have bigger plans for you, starting with a series of tests to determine how well the vaccine works. You are now extremely valuable, practically untouchable. It's a pity really. I abhor thieves and would be deeply satisfied dispensing the justice you deserve. Perhaps our day will come eventually but for now you're off to live a life of luxury beyond anything you've ever known, all for being dishonest. Ironic isn't it?”
“Seems about right in my book,” Gunner snarled. “You know what they say, behind every fortune is a crime.”
“Fascinating how your mind works,” the man said dismissively. “I am sure the scientists will spend hours picking your brains for useful situational euphemisms. Let's get moving. I'd like to wrap things up as quickly as possible.”
“I've just got one more question before I go with you,” Gunner said, pausing to further annoy his new captor.
“What is it now?”
“I've always believed you existed,” Gunner said. “I've known you were out there, just behind the curtains, so to speak, pulling the strings, manipulating the world to your advantage.”
“Is there a question in this ranting?” The man in black was no longer smiling.
“Yeah,” Gunner said. “Who are you guys really? I mean are you the Illuminati or the Trilateral Commission or Bilderberg or something altogether different I've never heard about? I've waited my whole life to know. Who are you?”
The man in black smiled again, fighting back a laugh.
“You'll have to ask them when we get there,” he said. “For now you can call me Bob.”
He turned and walked back to the chopper without waiting for Gunner. Gunner looked back towards Las Vegas at the numerous plumes of black smoke rising up to the sky like funeral pyres and for the first time in years he began to cry.
THE END
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