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HUNGRY


 


 







Approach


 


“We almost made it!” the driver shouted while the car was racing
through the woods. The trees passed by on each side of the vehicle, getting
close to them many times, as the dirt covered ground became more and more
irregular.


A bump of the car harder than the others made the
red-haired woman near him cry out in surprise. She regained control and glared
at him.


“Sorry, honey,” said the driver, glancing at her
for a fraction of a second before returning his attention to the rough path
again, while frantically turning the  steering wheel.


Calming down, the woman also turned her attention
back to the road and became suddenly pallid. Now, not only did she see bigger
trees on their path passing by, but also something else. Much more worrying
silhouettes, slightly more mobile than the plants she could see.


She murmured, “My God… there are already some of
them here!”


A hand touched the back of her shoulder.


This startled her and made her swiftly look back.


It was the small hand of a little red-haired girl
with freckles on her face, and whose green eyes showed fear.


The child cried, “I’m afraid, Mom…”


Her mother gave her a reassuring smile and
answered, with a warm tone, “Don’t be afraid, honey, we’re approaching the
Community… it’s the end of the afternoon and soon, we’ll all three be sleeping
in a comfortable bed, protected behind its high walls.”


“Mom’s right, don’t be afraid!” said the child's
father, wiping sweat from his moustache with a hand before putting it back on
the wheel. He didn’t say anything about the position of the needle on the fuel
gauge indicator, which was becoming dangerously low. He turned quickly at a
corner and…


Braked in front of a tree which had surprised him.


The violent braking shook the little family and
could’ve thrown them through the windscreen, if ever they had forgotten to
fasten their seat-belts.


The vehicle stopped completely and its engine
stalled.


“Ron!” shouted the woman, angry, “For God’s sake,
be careful!", looking at him and then glancing at the rough surface of the
tree in front of them.


“Sorry…”


He slumped over the steering wheel, his heart
beating hard in his chest, conscious that he could have thrown the vehicle
against the century-old oak tree. And their long journey would’ve ended there.


The woman felt bad having shouted at him. After
all, he had driven many hours, and was clearly exhausted.


A single-stroke metallic noise startled them.


Another, louder, coming from behind shook the
vehicle.


Looking back, they saw the face of one of them.


It was watching them with its strange, red
gleaming eyes, inthe darkness. The sunken face of the zombie reminded them of
the face of death. The creature roared and hammered even harder on the car
trunk.


“Oh no!” the driver yelled, watching the undead
begin to climb on the car's trunk, crawling over it toward them.


The woman turned her head in the direction of her
husband and shouted, “Start the engine!”


“I’m trying, what do you think I’m doing?” shouted
back the man who was fighting nervously with the starter key. The engine made a
bad noise, and nothing happened.


Slowly, the little girl sitting behind them turned
around, trembling, and looked back.


The zombie approached the rear window, and its
empty eyes observed the small girl through it. Her green eyes met its red
eyeballs. Horror was visible on her face.


Fear… A prey's fear…


The creature's hand smashed through the window
making the child turn around to protect her face.


“Ruby!” her mother shouted, seeing the skeleton
hand of the zombie grabbing her crying daughter’s hair, drawing her behind.


“Nooooo!” her father shouted while looking back.


All of a sudden the engine finally ignited and
roared when he stepped on the gas while torturing the gear lever, making the
car reverse at great speed.


The back bumper brutally hit another tree,
crushing the undead between. Its bones cracked noisily.


The ugly face of another creature made them jump.
 It had appeared at the mother’s eye-level.  It roared, watching her
with red eyes surrounded by wiggling worms.  It clawed the window's
surface, trying to reach her.


The driver switched forward and the family car
leapt ahead after having jumped over a bump.


A deafening shriek startled the parents again.


Watching behind them they saw that the first
zombie was still clinging to their crying daughter’s hair, its torso on the
back trunk. The remains of its bony pelvis protruded over the trunk, its legs
fallen and lost behind. The creature crept closer, the child’s head tilted back
under the pull, her white, exposed throat now under the thing's gaping mouth.


The girl could smell a mix of odors of blood and
of decay.


The creature emitted a thunderous roar, advancing
its jaw with its yellowish, rotting teeth.


A machete cut the hand of the undead.


A new and violent jerk of the car made the
creature with its missing hand fall. It dropped on the ground and rolled in the
dust.


Leaning forward now that her head was freed the
girl saw her mother who was lying on her stomach, over her tilted seat’s back,
the machete still in one of her hands. The thing’s dark blood dripping down the
blade, the mother watched her daughter with concern and asked, “Are you OK?”


The girl opened her mouth to talk but closed it
immediately.


She felt something odd…


The skin on her scalp was scratched. Reaching
back, she felt the hand, which was still moving, its fingers closing, putting
now some pressure on her scalp. The child fought with the decaying fingers to
free her long, red loops. At last she won the struggle. Turning around she
threw the thing outside through the broken rear window.


Looking forward, she focused her attention on her
mother. Their eyes met, and they exchanged a knowing smile, like only mother
and daughter can exchange.


A new bump made the woman in a horizontal position
literally fly toward the vehicle’s roof and her head bumped violently against
the ceiling of the vehicle.


“Mom!” the girl shouted, startling her father who
looked at his wife who was now lying unconscious, on the tilted back of the
chair. He asked, nervousness in his voice, “Are you OK, honey?”


When he returned his attention to the road he saw
too late another big tree. He veered as much as he could but was unable to
avoid it.


The deafening shock threw the driver violently
against the steering wheel as his wife was thrown backwards.


Her feet smashed through the windscreen.


The little girl was thrown towards her mother and
almost hit her.


The child remained in the backseat, saved by her
safety belt which restrained her.


The vehicle was almost instantly immobilized by
the impact.


 


 


***











Unconscious


 


Silence had arrived, finally.


The three of them were now unconscious, and many
minutes passed by. As the evening approached, the wood started to become dark.


The little red-haired girl was suddenly awakened
by a noise. She lifted her head laboriously and, slowly, tentatively, opened
her eyes.


There was a kind of mist in front of the car, and
she only could guess the origin of the sound. It was a hiss coming out of the
engine; the radiator probably broken. Water vapor was escaping and making the
hissing noise which had awakened her. A kind of mist was accumulating in front
of the car, over the hood, between the windshield and the tree.


She looked at her parents.


Her father was still sitting, his head down,
apparently unconscious in the driver’s seat. Looking to the right, she saw that
her mother was also unconscious, still lying on her stomach over the tilted
back of the passenger’s seat, her head near the child's knees. The woman
had fallen in an almost horizontal position, because of the shock provoked by
the collision.


Neither of them moved.


The little girl began to be inundated with fearful
thoughts. They don’t move… are they both dead? Am I… completely alone now?


She tried to repel these depressing thoughts,
trying to restore hope in herself, but these same bad thoughts came back,
nagging at her. Stress and sadness invaded her mind as many more minutes passed
by. The girl decided that she had to do something.


She tried to unfasten her seatbelt, but it was
useless. It was stuck.


She had to get closer to her parents so she could
at least examine them.


Know if they are...


She closed her eyes, shaking her head while
fighting the thought of having lost her parents. The brisk movement gave her a
sudden headache. She tried to not pay attention to the noise of the vapor
escaping the radiator.


It's only a
nightmare... I'm going to awaken in my bed, at home,
intown, without zombies… I'll not be starving and dying here...Dad
andMom will be at home, and I’ll eat my
breakfast with them...


She heard a groan of pain.


The girl was startled, as if she had received an
electric shock. She opened her eyes and saw her father's head
move, slowly, in the driver's seat in front of her.


He moaned again, and looking on his side, he saw
his wife slumped on the passenger's seat, near him. His eyes red and crying, he
hadn't seen that his daughter was now trying to awake the red-headedwoman by
shaking one of her shoulders.


"Mom!"


Her voice helped the woman in her thirties to
awaken completely, startling her, making her father turn around and, when
seeing her alive, smile at her.


The woman looked back at her daughter. After many
seconds, which seemed to the child to take centuries, the woman murmured, with
some difficulty, "Honey... You OK?"


The girl nodded affirmatively while smiling to her
mother who smiled back at her, slowly turning her head toward her
companion at the same time.


The woman’s smile vanished when she looked at him,
opening her eyes wide. She slowly approached him, seemingly horrified.


The girl was intrigued and, curious, decided to
fight again with her safety belt in order to free herself. After another
effort, she at last unfastened it. She quit the backseat, a rather small bag
hanging from her shoulder. She crawled, her body aching, toward her mother, who
was concentrated on her father. When she arrived at her level, turning her head
toward her father, the sad woman was surprised by her approach and shouted at
her, "No, don't look!"


It was too late.


The little girl opened surprised eyes and almost
immediately disgust made her vomit on the carpet of the car. She had seen that her
father's thoracic cage had been caved in by the steering wheel. Some of his
broken ribs were visible, protruding through his blood tainted T-shirt.


"Dad!" she shouted, and she was then
blinded by the hand of her crying mother, who didn't want her to see anymore.


Her father moaned again, weaker this time.


Finally, she murmured, "I'm so sorry you saw
that, honey."


Her husband coughed some blood, all of a sudden,
adding more over his already red-tainted T-shirt. His wife, keeping now their
child's face against her chest, was startled and made a disgusted face, while
watching all the blood pour out of his mouth.


He began to move spasmodically. He seemed to...


Laugh?


An almost silent, discreet laugh, but nonetheless
a laugh. The wounded man croaked, "It’s so... so laudable..." 


His wife and his daughter, who tried to only watch
his facial features which were hardened by pain, were astonished by the laugh,
despite the fact that it was mixed with coughed blood.


He continued, trying very hard to smile,
"Since we've been together, Jessie, you always told me my taste for
vintage cars was expensive, and useless..."


He stopped speaking, swallowing a mix of saliva
and blood, winced, and closed his eyes. Time passed and then he reopened them
and added, watching his wife with blood-stained eyes, “If I would've listened
to you, I may have bought a recent vehicle with airbags.


This..." he peeked at his chest in which the
wheel had seemed to seek refuge, "... this never would have
happened."


He began to laugh again but quickly coughed a lot
more blood, again, on his T-shirt and his blue jeans.


His daughter and wife watched this scene with a
mix of disgust and sadness, both unable to talk.


The man stopped to literally vomit blood on the
dashboard. After a few seconds he got his breath back, not without some
difficulty.


The young woman decided to react and, bending
down, took out of the glove box a little medicine chest. She opened the chest
with a red cross on it and took out a syringe and murmured, “I kept that for
later, just in case… and this is a good case…”


She removed the thin plastic cap which was
covering the needle and planted it in one of the veins of her husband’s right
forearm. The sting made him shiver and moan, but quickly, while she was
injecting the morphine, his face relaxed.


She extracted the needle and he sighed heavily,
smiling slightly while looking at her, and he murmured, “Thank you, honey, I
feel… better.”


“You’re welcome… it’s the only thing I can do for
you…”


"My preferred nurse now that I'm done,
huh?"


Silence came back, many seconds passing by.
Finally, his wife resumed, trying to look him in the eyes, "I'm... I'm so
sorry, Ron."


He sketched another timid smile, whispering now,
"It's not your fault, I'm such a bad driver..." He smiled slightly,
the very powerful drug inundating his organism.


Suddenly he became silent.


The two others waited, very attentive. Finally,
his wife couldn’t wait anymore, and she asked, "What?"


"I thought I had heard something... something
weird..."he answered, frowning.


The window near him was suddenly smashed. In an
apocalyptic crash of broken glass, pieces flew toward the left part of his
face, the woman and the girl on his side turning their heads away.


They all three screamed because of the surprise
and again when two rotten hands grabbed the driver and dragged him toward the
broken window. Loud grunts could be heard.


Despite the pain he felt the father resisted,
helped in this by his security belt which he hadn't unfastened, and held him in
his driver's seat. He shouted to his wife, "Give you-know-what to me,
quick!"


She plunged toward the glove box and opened it,
getting out a relatively small gun while her husband, continuing to resist,
extended his right hand.


His eyes widened when he saw that she was aiming
the gun at the face of a long-haired undead which was trying to go through the
breach in the window. Its skin was so rotten that it was almost dark, and its
disgusting, stinking smell literally invaded their nostrils.  Its neck
scratched on the sharp edges around the breach.  This wounded the thing,
and made dark blood trickle down on what remained of the window, and finally on
the interior side of the car door.


His wife pulled the trigger.


The shot made a hole exactly in the middle of the
thing’s forehead. It opened wide, surprised, reddish eyes. Its head tilted back
and its hands became soft, releasing the driver. The creature finally fell back
on the ground, and the scene which had been hidden by its standing body was
suddenly shown through the breach in the window.


And the scene really wasn't reassuring at all for
the three humans…


Seeing them through the breach too, now that the
first zombie had fallen on the ground, a bunch of zombies was watching the
family, a dozen meters away. They reacted instinctively, beginning to walk more
than they ran, awkwardly, toward the broken window.


They roared like animals, opening huge mouths, so
huge that they were distorted in an abnormal, horrible way, watching them with
an avid gaze.


 


 


***











Attacked


 


 The driver turned his head and looked at his wife and kid
who were horrified, and he croaked, "Flee…"


The mother hesitated, maintaining their daughter
near her, both watching alternatively the horrible creatures approaching, and
the face of her deadly wounded husband.


Finally, anger appeared on his face and he shouted
with a powerful voice, "Get out and run!" His head bowed and he
closed his eyes. He seemed to have become unconscious because of the effort
which had been needed by his shouting.


Shaken by the imperative tone of his voice the
red-haired woman pressed the handle of the right door car down, half opening
it.


The little girl cried, "Daddy!” resisting the
pull of her mother who, crying too, murmured, "We must go out,
honey...", her hand resting on the handle of the door, which was ajar.


A bony hand seized from outside her wrist.


The mother screamed and surprised, dropped
unintentionally the gun near the hand brake.


The girl's father was awakened. He was already
touched by the hands of the zombies. These were now standing in mass on the
other side of the car door, looking at him with some kind of appetite visible
in their normally empty eyes.


Turning his head to look at his wife, he saw that
the wrist of her exterior hand was caught by the skeleton-like hand, and that
she couldn't get free of its grip.


The driver grabbed the gun near him and raised it,
pulling the trigger. He shot the bony white hand, cutting its thumb. Without
its opposable thumb, the hand lost partially its grip and his wife was able to
free her own. The painful sound of the gun reverberated in the metallic car for
many seconds, making the three humans wince.


She slammed the door on the wrist of the hand and
then she goggled at the bony forearm. It had resisted, hindering the closing of
the door. 


The woman slammed more brutally the car door and
at last it closed, emitting a mixed sound of cracking bone and metallic noise.
The hand of the living dead was separated from the forearm by the shock and
fell on the floor.


Lying on its back, its fingers up, it began to
shake nervously. The four remaining bony fingers moved erratically in the air,
as if they wanted to seize something.


The daughter and the mother watched it, clearly
disgusted. 


Finally, after a few spasms, it remained immobile.


But they both continued to feel stressed by it,
thinking about stories they had heard about zombie parts remaining active, even
years later…


A new gunshot startled them, making them jerk
involuntarily.


Looking at the father, they saw that another
creature had been shot by him. It had been shot in an eye, replacing it with a
big hole, showing a small tunnel through the skull.


With what remained of its brain being destroyed,
the undead fell on the ground, letting access to others behind it which had
been pushing. They remained immobile for many seconds, watching once again with
avidity the passengers inside the car, through the now accessible breach. While
darkness was approaching slowly and the group was gazing at them silently, the
trio had a strange impression. 


Obscurity fell all of a sudden on them. They tried
to see something through the dark, the windows of the car covered with frost,
but couldn’t see anything. Strange metallic sounds came from everywhere, and
the small girl and her mother looked anxiously everywhere around them. 


All of a sudden, an avalanche of poundings was
heard on the windows and on the car doors. The silhouettes of worrying
creatures, hardly visible, like an indistinct and morbid shadow puppetry show,
could be seen through the windows.


They were surrounded and they were trapped.


They felt hair-raising fear, while desperately
looking for a way to escape. 


The man screamed, and his wife and daughter saw
the hands of the group which had approached plunging in his wounds, wetting
their bony, sharp-fingered hands with his blood. Some of them lucky enough to
still have a tongue licked their hands as if it was sugar, completely
excited. 


The driver shot another bullet in the closest
zombie’s head, making the thing fall back and fall once again on the others. 


Looking in front of him while the pain had
diminished a little, the driver saw a big branch of the tree in front of them.
It was probably broken because of the shock, and it was spread on the
windscreen. It gave him an idea.


Growls were coming from all around them.


He looked up and shouted to his wife, to be sure
to be heard by her, "There's a thick branch hanging down from the tree,
pass through the sunroof, and climb with her onto the tree!"


The woman looked up too, seeing with relief that
no creature was on it. She looked her husband in the eye and he smiled at her.
A trickle of blood fell on the side of his mouth, and he said, "Give me
what I deposited in the glove box, and get out of here. Please."


More tears inundated her eyes while she obeyed, extracting
something out of the cluttered box and putting it in his extended hand. Then as
she was quickly opening the sliding roof he said, "I love you… I love both
of you." 


She looked at him and, after swallowing hard,
murmured painfully, "I know, me too."


She then began climbing through the opening and,
once she was sitting on the roof, grabbed her light daughter by one of her
arms. The kid was lifted up off the backseat.


She shouted "Daddy!" as her father sadly
watched her, smiling with difficulty, and he murmured, "Go, honey."


When the little red-haired girl joined her mother
on the roof, with her backpack, they were both horrified.


Not only by their surroundings, but also by the
silence.


No bird could be heard. Not the slightest noise or
movement in the woods that could be discerned by the ear. 


And a mass of zombies around them was silently
observing them, as they were sitting on their vulnerable platform.


The little girl and her mother looked around at
all those rotten faces, eyeballs mixed with worms, sometimes hanging out of an
orbit. Some of them showed horrible wounds on their faces, because of the
contagious bites of living dead, when they had still been frightened, fleeing
humans. 


The creatures didn't move, as if they were
fascinated to see two such preys, presented to them as on a platter. The only
sound which could be perceived was the rustle of leaves in the flow and ebb of
the wind.


But this relative silence couldn't be eternal.


One of the zombies, an almost beautiful looking
woman with red eyes and with some parts of the forehead of her skull apparent,
growled. She opened a gaping mouth, vomiting old, dark blood and grunting at
the same time.


As if it was a signal, the whole group roared and
walked as a whole toward them. Opening wide and horrified eyes, the woman
lifted her daughter and pushed her against the hanging branch, saying,
"Hold tight and climb!"


The girl obeyed, grabbing the branch with her
little hands, lifted even more by her mother. There was an assembly of undead
uniting around them, with dozens of hands trying to grab her legs.


Her mother stood up, cautiously. She was trying
everything she could to maintain her balance, and to avoid falling into the
arms of the things. She looked up at her daughter, who continued to climb, and
reached an adjacent, intact branch of the tree.  Full of hope after seeing
that, the mother began to climb in turn on the big hanging branch, her big,
blue coat restricting the movements of her legs. 


A new gunshot startled her.


Looking down, she saw that some of the creatures
were continuing to fight with her husband, and that he had just shot another
one. It stood uneasily on its feet, its head tilted back, the hole of the
bullet having made a big cavity through which she could see the ground behind,
or more precisely, under it.


The zombie finally fell back on the ground like a
puppet having  its strings cut. It then remained immobile, its empty eyes
wide open.


A rotten hand grabbed one of her feet and retained
her. She screamed as she saw many others trying to touch her other foot.
Luckily, the shoe fell and, now in part barefoot, she freed herself and began
to climb higher on the branch, while more and more hands were trying to reach
her. She had now almost joined her daughter on the solid branch on which she
was sitting.


All of a sudden the woman felt a force pull her
down.


If she hadn't been hanging by her hands to the
dangling branch, she would have fallen back. Her feet hurt so much that she had
the impression that they were being severed. Looking behind and under her, she
saw that a tall zombie with long, blond disheveled hair, wearing a working
suit, was kneeling on the roof of the car, and had grabbed her by the calves,
pulling now even harder.


She tried to resist, but the thing was powerful.
Her foot still wearing a shoe was lower than the barefoot one, and arrived at the
level of the creature's disfigured face.  It opened its mouth, showing
yellow teeth that it plunged in the shoe. 


The woman screamed.


It was as if her foot was crushed on both sides in
a trap for the wolves, while the tissue of the snicker was torn apart, the
zombie emitting a growling of satisfaction. The pain made her hook on the
weakened branch, and she began to go down.


Something passed by vertically from up to down in
front of her eyes. She had the surprise to see that it was a kind of little
glowing star, which had fallen from over her. Its path finished on the
creature's head, and she saw that it was a lighted match. Its dirty hair was
probably very dry because it ignited almost immediately.


The mother looked up and saw that her daughter was
holding a matchbox.


The living dead opened its mouth, releasing the
shoe, and began to shout, with a cry which was one looking like something
between a human being's and an animal's. Animated by a will to survive, despite
the usual slowness of its reactions, it tried, clumsily, to extinguish the fire
with its hands. It was useless and its head looked like a torch, now. The thing
fell off the roof of the car, rolling on the ground in the dirt, clearly
motivated by a conservation instinct.


The other living dead retreated, apparently afraid
because of the fire, which was extending now on the dry face of the thing which
was twitching at their feet. Quickly, the flames began to cover its body and
devour it while it was howling, its usually senseless body seeming to feel pain
again, probably after a very long time.


All of a sudden the trembling body was completely
engulfed in the flames, juste before it literally exploded in a mix of blinding
light and thunder. Small body parts fled everywhere and the woman and her daughter
turned their heads to avoid receiving some of them in their faces.


Silence came back, and the two humans looked back
where the creature had been lying. There were only a few flames going out.


The mother had heard stories about how the living
dead were so much more flammable, compared to normal humans, and how sometimes
they exploded. Some scientists had theorized that it was because their rotting
flesh provoked an accumulation of explosive methane in their tissues.


Nonetheless, while the woman had got rid of a
zombie, many others were waiting for their turn to come. Indeed, after having
been frightened by the fire, the remaining creatures turned again their
attention to her. 


She screamed when a dense mass of hands tried to
grab her, making her do a last effort to climb along the pending branch. She
arrived at her daughter’s level.


The child was still sitting on the strong branch.
She had stowed in her little backpack the matchbox, finding it useless, after
seeing the impressive number of zombies under them. Now, extending a hand, the
little red-haired girl reached out to help her.


The woman took it in hers, grateful.


A new pull came from under her and almost made
both of them fall.


Looking back and under her, she saw that an undead
woman had seized her two feet. The creature opened an avid mouth full of moving
worms, and emitted a kind of growl of satisfaction, the offering of the tender
toes tempting it. 


The mother shook violently her feet, losing her
bitten shoe and freeing herself. Looking up, she observed with fear that her
daughter was losing her stability on her branch, and so she decided to do what
she considered to be the best thing she could do.


She released her child's hand.


"No!" the little girl shouted, steadying
herself while watching one of her mother’s feet be seized by the zombie woman.
This lowered her and the pending branch, now within range of the whole group of
undead.


"Mom!"


The voice of her child made the woman shiver.
Watching a bunch of hands reaching for her, she swallowed hard while hearing
their roars of delight.


 


 


***











Diversion


 


Suddenly she heard a big metallic sound. It attracted the
attention of the creatures as well as hers. They saw that the driver's door had
been wide opened and had hit a nearby rock.


A male voice, with pain in it, that she easily
recognized, shouted, "Come on, dinner is served, freaks!"


The living dead crowd abandoned her to swoop down
on this much more accessible prey, which was at their level. They all tried to
get in the car, fighting, pushing through the open door while the woman stood
up on the roof, clinging on the pending branch.


Finally, it gave way because of her weight, and
fell.


It was so like an electroshock that she was able
to jump and reach the other higher and robust branch. On it was still sitting
her daughter, in an unbalanced position. They heard gunfire again. Looking
down, they understood that it had come from the car, underneath, which was
literally stormed by the mob.


In the car, now rocking because of the pressure of
the things’ bodies, another living dead, a big hole in its head, its eyes even
emptier than usual of any soul, sank down near the driver. Its now flaccid
corpse was pressed from behind by others, relentlessly. Finally, it fell
completely on the grassy ground, giving at last access to the lonely man. 
The latter aimed his gun at an approaching bald and fat zombie wearing a dirty
suit with what had been once a white jacket and a dark tie.


Concentrating its attention toward its nearby ilk,
it grabbed the other, lighter zombies, and using its superior strength, it 
balanced their animated corpses at the tree trunk, making them knock their
heads against the hard wooden surface. Then, looking again at him, it
opened its mouth, showing its rotten yellow teeth, approaching.


The driver aimed the gun at the head and pressed
the gun.


'Click'.


He had run out of bullets, and the thing was
falling down on him. Immediately the human turned his attention to something on
the passenger's seat on his right and he manipulated it.


A big pain on his left side made him shout and
tilt his head back. Looking down with difficulty, he saw that the bald
zombie's head was gnawing him. The fat undead was plunging its teeth in one of
his blood soaked, protruding ribs.


It tore a little chunk of flesh, making him scream
again because of the pain.


The morphine he had taken diminished greatly the
pain, but it did have its limits. It made him see the world, and the zombies
around him, bathed in a strange, multicolored haze. He saw that, at his level,
the bald zombie's head had turned toward him and was watching him, flesh and
blood between its bloody teeth.


It made the human angry, almost forgetting his
suffering, while he heard the right door being hit. He lifted his discharged
gun and beat the nose of the bald undead with his weapon’s butt. The broken
nose literally exploded because of the impact, splashing blood on him and
making him squint.


Disgusted, he took the object beside him and
worked on it. The bald zombie, a skull-like hole in his face instead of its
nose, growled at him, many seconds passing by.


The right door opened suddenly and another living
dead, with a dark face and long, disheveled hair, leapt inside the car. Before
the man could do anything, the newly arrived creature took his head between its
two bony hands. It opened a gaping mouth, ready to dive its teeth in the flesh
of his neck.


The man, putting his hands against the upper part
of the face of the thing, resisted its pressure, avoiding the nauseating
approach of the smelling jaw. Two other rotten hands immobilized the driver's
head and, via his peripheral vision, he recognized the bald zombie whose nose
he had disintegrated, approaching with its open mouth too.


The long-haired living dead roared at the other,
which roared back.


The driver, whose head was blocked, his eyes
looking at the left or the right, watched the two creatures fighting for the
right to devour him the first. Their future victim was impressed by the sounds
they made, they no more had anything human. Their growls, he told himself,
were, strangely, beginning to look like songs. The man was astonished, but
finally understood that it was because of the effects of the drug, which was
continuing to flow through his bloodstream. The growls and roars were now
becoming harsher and deafening. 


The long-haired one won by opening a huge mouth,
which made the other one move back. The fat zombie emitted a growl of a kind of
plaintive disagreement, and recoiled.


That's proof that there was a pecking
order, even among the living dead, the wounded man said to
himself, astonished that the morphine permitted him to still think, despite the
pain.


The winning zombie turned again its attention to
the man. The latter, his head a bit more mobile since now only one zombie had
its hands on it, watched the rotten teeth. And the driver smiled, blood flowing
down the corners of his mouth.


"Eat this!"


Having screamed that, the man had inserted
something inside the thing’s mouth. The zombie watched him with anger in its
eyes while a grenade, with the pin out, was protruding out of its mouth.


The man, who was suffering more now, because of
the diminishing effects of the morphine, was nevertheless able to smile at the
creature. He lifted his left hand in front of the zombie's eyes and showed,
between his index finger and his thumb, the metallic, missing hinge pin.


Everything disappeared when the grenade detonated
in a white flash. 


The living dead on both sides of the opened doors
were thrown back by the explosion. The explosion inside the car beneath them
both startled the mother and the daughter. It caused the woman to release the
branch and lose her balance, she sought to cling to the branch but missed it
and fell.


The little girl saw her mother fall back screaming
toward the ground while facing upwards toward her. It seemed to be like a slow
nightmare, the terrified child shrieking as the woman she loved the most on
Earth was plunging, her hands pointing toward her daughter as if she was trying
to grab her.


The slow motion ended abruptly when the back of
the head of the woman hit brutally a big rock. Her arms and legs had a last
convulsive movement after the shock and finally ceased to move. She then
remained completely immobile.


The little red-haired girl watched her mother
lying motionless in the grass on her back, her arms and legs forming vaguely
the shape of a cross. The eyes of the woman were wide open, as if she was still
surprised. They were now devoid of any trace of life, pointing toward the sky,
its blue color darkening ever more.


The crying little girl heard growls coming from
around the car which was burning now, as its interior was engulfed in flames.


Growls of frustration, of anger. The grunts
approached, and the growls of frustration left room for little yelps of
contentment, like those of dogs.


The girl saw a group of living dead assembling now
around her mother's corpse, watching it intensely. The child observed the
scene, guessing inwardly, and much too clearly, what was going to happen, but
unable to consciously accept it.


Suddenly the creatures leapt in unison toward the
body like a flock of vultures, quickly hiding it under their mass.


"Nooooo!!!" the little girl screamed,
tears flowing abundantly down her speckled cheeks. With a heavy heart, she
averted her eyes and looked in the direction of the trunk of the tree, at its
rough surface, wanting to avoid watching the scene a second longer. She sobbed,
crying softly amidst the sounds of tearing flesh coming from beneath. 


Darkness, all around her, was quickly invading the
wood.


 


 


***











Xmas


 


Her forehead was still pressing against the trunk when she heard
something.


Something weird… 


A kind of scratching, at irregular intervals.
Looking down, she saw a zombie climbing the branch on which she was
sitting. 


The rather skeleton-like creature, which had
probably been rejected by the others, more flesh-like and powerful ones, was
trying to reach her. It had probably begun the climb along the branch after
having used the roof of the car, which it had been able to reach.


She told herself that this one was cleverer than
those she and her parents had been used to, during these last years, since the
beginning of the Plague...


Dad… Mom… I'm alone...
completely alone.


The reality of their loss during this terrible
evening burned her mind, like the flames which were continuing to burn inside
the car below her. Near it, there was the view of the mass of creatures
continuing to cover and eat her mother's corpse.


In a way, the fact that she couldn't see her
mother's body anymore made things a bit less unbearable, because, like vultures
hiding their bleeding meal under their sheer numbers, the creatures were
completely covering it. Lit by the burning car, she saw that they were fighting
between them, like animals.


And this one, slowly but surely, was dangerously approaching,
ready to offer her the same fate.


Suddenly, her fear disappeared completely. Fear
was replaced by anger, burning inside her. Anger which made her mad, feeling a
huge appetite for revenge. She adjusted the straps of her little backpack upon
her shoulders and then bent over, one hand grabbing a thin branch.


The living dead was now just under her. It
extended an arm, almost touching her with its rotting fingers which stank so
much that she felt nauseous.


All of a sudden, she let herself fall off the
branch, breaking on the way the twig which had remained in her hand. She fell
precisely on the creature which, carried away, fell back. They both fell, with
the child kneeling on the chest of the undead, and she plunged the tip of the
branch into one of its red eyes. Finally their trajectory finished on a soft
patch of grass, the shock finishing the push of the branch deeply into the
creature’s skull.


The hit on her knees because of the fall wasn't
too hard, since they were luckily preserved by the soft body of the zombie and
the grass under it. Carried away by her momentum the little girl rolled away,
instinctively rolling like a ball. After rolling a few meters more, she finally
fell on her belly, her face plunging in the grass. 


She was unable to move, shaken by her fall.
Breathing with some difficulty, she felt a need of respite. Her eyes closed,
and she felt that she was falling asleep. 


A welcome rest so
that I can forget for a moment this nightmare.
Just a blissful moment of rest.


That's when she heard it.


The noise. A friction noise.


Turning her head so that half of her red hair was
in the grass, she opened her eyes.


Again that rubbing noise.


Painfully, she turned her head slightly and
recognized, a few meters away, the zombie which had fallen with her. It was
still lying on its back, the thin branch remaining set deep in its eye. It was
completely immobile, and she had the faith that it would never move again. The
thought made her smile.


Again a rubbing noise, near her.


 Another one, she old herself. How many
are they? Will this nightmare ever finish?


She turned her head in the opposite direction and
was startled.


Two feet wearing red boots were moving, slowly,
near her head, lifting slightly, rubbing the grass. Looking up, she saw the
owner of the feet, and had a shock.


Santa Claus!


Not the Santa Claus she had dreamt about, when her
mother had told her about what Christmas was, before Hell had devastated the
World. Before it had erased the notion of the Christmas Spirit, as everyone had
known it. This fat man had probably been a poor lad, who had been working in
the red and white costume in a supermarket, when the Plague had devastated the
surface of the Earth, in December of that year.


Despite the fact that, like all the other zombies,
this Santa Claus was one of the victims of the Plague, the little girl knew
that this creature was a source of extreme danger. It was still wearing a false
white beard, hanging with strings from its face. A rotten face showing the
skull and, under the red eyeballs observing her with appetite, a hole which had
replaced its nose. Impressive, horrible yellow teeth, without any skin or lips
on them, completed this vision of a complete nightmare. 


The creature opened its ugly mouth, revealing a
black, decaying tongue, and roared loudly. It bent over and, grabbing her
backpack with one of its big hands, lifted her from the ground. 


She shrieked when it brought her eyes to the level
of its horrible face.


It opened its gaping mouth, making her smell a
mixed odor of old blood and decaying flesh, making her feel nauseous. It
brought its sallow and rotten teeth closer to her tender throat. 


She suddenly lifted her legs while bending them
and hit the belly of the creature with all her strength.


The push surprised the thing and almost made it
lose its uncertain balance.


But it didn't react, clearly insensitive to pain,
while she rocked back and forth, suspended by her little backpack at the end of
its arm. The little girl flapped all over the place, seeing the horrible mouth
of the creature alternatively approaching and moving away.


It suddenly shook its hand holding her, showing
some impatience. The rudeness of this movement freed her completely from the
laces of her backpack.


She fell and found herself sitting on the grass.
She wasn't the only thing to fall since her backpack, not well closed, and
still hanging in the creature's moving hand, lost most of what it contained.


Things rained on her.


The Xmas Zombie roared, clearly impatient now, and
bending over again, it grabbed one of the little girl's white arms, lifting her
once again. It made her wince because of the pain, and she was now suspended
again, near the horrific creature's mouth, which opened wide again. 


A rubbing noise was suddenly heard, and a sudden
light forced the creature to fold its eyes. 


It was a flame, the small flame of a lit match
held by the girl's free hand, while there was a matchbox in her captive arm’s
hand. She had ignited the match with the box and now maintained the flame in
front of the face of the thing.


Watching the flame, the fat creature emitted a
plaintive sound, fear seeming to paralyze it. Seemingly, some zombies were
afraid of the fire, like animals. The child hadn't seen a similar reaction in
other living dead, in the past.


She moved her hand lower and the little flame,
beginning to fade out, licked the hair of the thing’s false, synthetic white
beard. Doing that, she lit the beard with the match. The flame ignited the
whole dirty, synthetic – and flammable - fabric, running over its surface like
a bush fire, while emitting the roaring sound of a wildfire.


The plaintive growls of the creature redoubled as
the flames ran on the just as flammable tissue of the red costume. The
creature released the kid's arm, letting her fall to the ground, as its whole
body and hair ignited.


Lying on her back on the grass she saw the thing,
now a mad torch, rotate wildly, like an impressive, luminescent spinning top.
Sitting up, the small girl noticed, despite its ever accelerating spin, that
the burning living dead was carrying, strapped to its back, a big basket. She
discerned in the basket turning with the creature many silvery, multicolored
gift-boxes.


Suddenly, the creature stopped its crazy tour and
became completely immobile, facing her. Its inflamed face had a blinding yellow
and orange color, its eyes replaced by two holes devoid of any light. It opened
a wide gaping mouth looking like a huge hole under its eyes. It was a kind of
hellish smiley, or more, a grimacing Pacman face. The holes forming the eyes
and mouth became bigger while the round face seemed to inflate like a balloon.
The body swelled too, giving the creature the appearance of a flaming Michelin
Man.


The red-haired child immediately understood what
was happening and quickly turned her head away toward the grass, her belly
lying on its green surface.


The ignited Santa Claus exploded. The deafening
blast startled her as thousands of its burning pieces flew everywhere. Objects
fell around her while she kept her head lowered, her face toward the grass
underneath her. She remained for many seconds in that position, until things
stopped falling and a relative silence came back. 


Looking up, she recognized, in front of her face,
on the grass, a still smoking gift-box.


My first actual Christmas gift? 


During many years, having her stomach full had
been the most wonderful gift for her, because of the deprivations she and her
parents had known, while fleeing endlessly the living dead roaming the world.


Mom, Dad, so I deserve this gift,
today?


She then shook her head. She was becoming aware
that the loss of her parents was driving her nuts. As painful as the thought
was, she had to concentrate on the present, and not on the past, if she wanted
to live.


She then saw the dirty shoes of another zombie
which, clumsily, was approaching, growling. She sighed.


 Again, another one…


The little girl stood up and opened the match box.
Inside she found only one, lonely match.


My last chance to survive?


She wiped the red end of the match against the
rough surface of the box. The match lit up and she held it in her hand, in
front of her face. That's when the face of the now bending zombie appeared in
front of her face. It had a missing cheek, showing one side of its teeth, the
big wound extending from the teeth toward one of its ears.


The flame of the match made it retreat a meter
back. It was dimly illuminating this part of the wood, the night having come.


But darkness began to come back, falling on the
child like the shadow of a big predator. Her heart pounding in her little
chest, she saw with horror that the match was slowly extinguishing.


The silhouette of the thing in front of her
stopped stepping back, more and more undistinguishable from the dark
surroundings, almost disappearing.


She shivered.


Suddenly she had an idea and, seizing her
backpack, she opened it, getting out a small kerosene lamp. She tried to light
it, putting the almost extinguished match inside it. She finally withdrew the
match, which emitted a small amount of smoke that quickly faded away. Darkness
was quickly returning, and in front of her, she discerned the silhouette of the
creature approaching her again, with a reinforced confidence.


Light burst suddenly as the lamp finally lit, more
intense than before, making the zombie in front of her retreat again, a look of
deception on its reddish face.


She now had hope again, and even felt stronger
now, more confident, with the lamp at her side.


She felt something on her right shoulder, and
through the tissue of her dress covering it, she felt some humidity. Turning
her head slowly to the right, she saw a bony hand covered with blood. 
Looking back and up, she saw a skeleton-like face with long white hair. The
creature's head was almost in the dark because the lamp was on her left side
and in front of her, and the lack of light had encouraged it to approach her.
And she knew that the blood on the hand was her mother's blood.


Disgust invaded her as, turned forcibly around by
the thing's hand pulling on her shoulder, she finally faced the zombie. Behind
her, she heard the grunts of the face-wounded creature which, no longer seeing
the lamp's flame, had found the courage, again, to approach her.


She thought the kerosene lamp at her side would
frighten it. Opening its mouth with some apparent avidity, it approached
dangerously, paying no attention to the feeble flame of the lamp.


Her last moments approaching, exhausted after all
that she had been through, she sighed, trembling.


 


 


***











Help


 


The zombie’s head literally exploded as a deafening gunshot was heard.


The creature remained standing up in front of her,
blind because the upper part of its head, along with its eyes and nose, had
disappeared in a thousand pieces.  What remained of the lower part of its
opened skull was gushing out a mix of old blood and brain matter, as the thing
had now immobile, opened jaws.


Surprised by what had happened and not
understanding why, the little girl felt disgust and pushed the thing in the
sternum with a hand.


Losing its grip on her shoulder, the zombie fell
on its back. She watched it with a kind of morbid fascination, its arms
twitching while what remained of its brain poured out mixed with dark blood on
the grass. Only a few seconds were enough for the cranial cavity to empty
totally and for the flow to stop.


Finally, after a few more seconds had passed by,
the thing remained completely immobile.


A roar came from behind her and she turned around
to see the former half-faced zombie walk clumsily toward her, its big hands in
front of it, ready to grab her. It put its hands on her shoulders, its weight
becoming too much for her, making her kneel, but she looked at it straight in
its worm-clothed eye, its opened mouth with its fetid odors, as it was
approaching her throat.


She heard a swift cutting noise and saw the half-faced
head bend on the side in a strange way.


Finally the head separated from the neck and it
fell down on the ground. Rolling, it finally finished its short ride at her
feet.


Lifting its arms, the girl got her shoulders free
of the hands of the headless creature, which had dark blood rushing out of its
neck, its cervical vertebrae now apparent. Disgusted, she pushed it at the
level of its torso, the same way she had done with the previous zombie.


The trembling corpse fell on the ground near two
black leather boots. That's when she saw HIM.


An old man, alive, who had clearly Asiatic
origins. 


A flash attracted her gaze. Looking in more
detail, she realized that it had been the reflection of moon light which had
come from something metallic. She saw that he was holding with both hands a
strange, slightly curved sword. He was en guard, sword held high, and an
intense concentration visible on his face.


Their gazes crossed, and all of a sudden, his
impassive face relaxed as he smiled at her.


She smiled back, and instantly his grin
disappeared as he looked somewhere else, on which he was focused. Two shabby
zombies had arrived behind him and tried to grab him. 


The unknown man turned around and cut the extended
forearms of one of his opponents while tripping the other in a reckless manner,
making it fall clumsily on the ground. With a swift movement of his sword the
warrior beheaded the creature.


Its head went rolling a meter away, joining the
two cut forearms on the ground, their hands' fingers still twitching. 


The ex-possessor of these, a thin-looking male
zombie wearing an old T-shirt, roared and tried to approach the
Asiatic. The latter moved to the side and with a Karate-style side kick
broke one of its knees. The thing fell and growled, looking up with a kind of
anger at the man. With a slight movement, and within a fraction of a second, it
was beheaded too, just as four undead surrounded them both.


A gunshot made the bald head of one of the
creatures snap back because of the shock, a big hole apparent on its side. The
undead fell on its knees, its gaze empty of any trace of soul. It finally fell
forward, its face plunging with a splash in a puddle.


Two running armed men arrived in battledress and
joined the Asiatic, who methodically chopped the heads of two of the other
arriving zombies.


The little girl, completely immobile, admired the
action when, methodically, the swordsman cut the legs of the fourth creature.
One of the two entrants, a huge black man, joined him, just as a fifth undead
arrived. Red had never seen such a big man in her life.


The big guy inserted the barrel of a huge rifle
gun in the wide open mouth of the arriving female zombie and said, "Eat
this!” 


His finger pulled the trigger and the head of what
had once been an old lady flew high under the impact, its whole clumsy body
falling on the spot.


An immense clamor rose from the large group of
zombies which had been concentrated on the child's mother's corpse. Standing
up, the undead mob, blood-soaked, began to walk, slowly but surely, toward the
four humans.


"Dad!" 


This call made the little red-haired girl look
behind her and she saw a colored teen, almost a child, leap toward the older
and bigger one, and the new entrant continued, "It's getting pretty
dangerous, let's all go to the van with her, and get out of here!"


"Good idea,” answered the big guy in a deep
voice, and looking at her, he said, "Sweetie, you must go with us, we've
come for you."


She hesitated, remembering what she had often been
told by her parents.


Don't follow strangers. Even living
human beings, when unknown, can sometimes be worse than the living dead!


She had later heard them speaking between them
about cannibalism used by some humans for survival, and this idea was a harsh
discovery for her.


He added, seeing she didn't move, "We saw on
a screen that you needed help!", and the man pointed an index finger
toward something, in one of the branches of a nearby tree.


She saw a webcam which had been installed on a
branch.


Whirring slightly, it moved, a red LED illuminated
on it, its light showing that someone was controlling it from a distance, and
observing them.


She peeked at the still burning car and, behind
the mob tainted in red, approaching dangerously, at a big dark zone of humid,
red grass, and she couldn’t avoid thinking, painfully.


Once again, the
cavalry moved in once the battle was over.


“Move!” shouted the big black man, startling her.
He was clearly becoming impatient, watching her with a hard gaze.


His big voice had made her shiver and stressed,
she felt literally paralyzed.


“Harry, let me talk to her.”


The old man had spoken, for the first time, and he
had a rather thick Asian accent.


That's when she realized that he was now standing
near her, having approached her stealthily.


With a soft voice, he said to her, "You can't
do anything for your parents anymore, but you can respect what would have been
their wish, find shelter for yourself with us, at the Community. It’s an
impregnable fortress."


Despite being smaller, compared to his companions
wearing military-type clothes, she sensed inside the old man, not only a
powerful mind, but also an indestructible self-confidence. Their gaze met and
she felt that she could trust him.


She put her little hand in his, and let him pull
her toward a nearby clearing.


They followed the footsteps of the other two men
who had begun to run, as growls behind them became louder.


All four joined an odd looking vehicle. It was a
van, with metallic grilles covering all its windows.


Arriving in front of a sliding door on the side of
the vehicle the big man named Harry slid it open with a powerful push and
yelled, "Jump inside, quick!"


The Asiatic swiftly leapt inside, leading the
child who, in a kind of odd state, followed like a robot. The young black guy
joined them, breathing heavily because of the run. 


The big guy leapt inside and, turning around,
began to slide back the door of the vehicle. 


That’s when it jammed. 


The black man winced while making a great effort
to make the door slide again. It was old and rusty, and didn't move anymore.
Just at that moment a band of zombies wearing rags arrived, roaring like
panthers pursuing their prey.


Suddenly because of the pressure he put on it, the
door finally slid and Harry chuckled while, at last, he realized that he was
able to close it.


He yelled, "Adios, freaks!"


Using both of his powerful hands on an internal
door handle, he pushed it harder to close it completely.


That's when a long-haired living dead blocked the
door by inserting itself through the narrow passage, between the door and the
metallic side of the vehicle. 


The black colossus roared with anger while pushing
with all his strength.


The door was completely closed and the creature
was crushed in the middle. Its pelvis fell on the ground outside with its cut
spine while the upper part fell on the metallic floor of the vehicle.


The creature began to move spasmodically in all
the directions on the rusty floor of the vehicle, in the middle of the group.
It was as if it was having an epileptic crisis.


The giant yelled to the others, "Get
back!" 


He then screamed out in pain. 


"Dad!" yelled the younger black guy with
horrified eyes.


The upper part of the zombie had reached one of
the giant’s calves and was munching it, its mouth full of blood, while holding
his leg with its white and bony hands.  Blood flowed on the floor while
Harry yelled again, wincing with his head up because of the excruciating
pain. 


Before the Asian could react the little girl
seized the sword out of his hand with both of hers and sliced the neck of the
thing.


The beheaded body which had been lying on the
floor on its side, fell on its back, its hands having freed the calf of the big
black guy, who moaned now.


He looked down with disgust at the head, which was
still attached to his leg, its jaw literally ingrained in the powerful muscle
of his calf, his blood continuing to flow onto his shoe. 


The Asiatic man looked at the little girl who,
watching this bloody scene without any apparent emotion on her face, now
remained silent and immobile. She still had the heavy sword in her little
hands, hanging downward, its sharp point supported on the tmetallic floor of
the van.


He was astonished, and said to himself, What a
huge amount of energy… generated by hatred?


But quickly he quit his thoughts.


He yelled at her, "Give me that back!"
and swiftly snatched he weapon out of her hands. He then turned around and
planted the point of the long blade in the skull of the living dead, producing
a horrible cracking sound. He left the blade inserted in the head for a few
seconds, and then suddenly extracted it, emitting another crack.


The mouth of the head opened instantly, as if a
peculiar nerve had been deactivated and it fell, rolling on the ground, freeing
the wounded calf. It went rolling farther on the other side of the vehicle,
making the people inside tense, fearing being bitten too.  Finally it
stopped, its bony skull-like face toward them, its orbits full of blood which
trickled down its bony cheeks. Its opened jaw closed slowly, emitting faint
cracking sounds, and finally it shut completely.


The head then remained completely immobile.


The wounded colossus, and the young man, smaller
and less muscular who seemed to be his son, looked at the impressive hole made
by the jaws in his calf. 


“Shit!” exclaimed Harry who was sweating,
disgusted by the gory scene.


They were all suddenly shaken in all directions
while they heard the roar of an engine.


The girl, quitting her strange state of mind,
understood that there was a driver who was trying to get them all out of this
anteroom of Hell. She saw the young black man kneel down near his father's leg,
a can now in one hand. With a lot of caution, he projected a beige, liquid-like
substance on the wound with the little spray can, covering it quickly. The
contact of the substance with the painful wound made his father shout again,
but she was even more impressed to see that the substance had completely
stopped the bleeding. It seemed to diminish the pain too, since the big guy
stopped yelling and, after sighing once, became completely silent. 


His son finally attached a piece of white tissue
around the calf.


His father grimaced a bit but didn't push him
away. He just did what he could to maintain his balance, by leaning against one
of the metallic walls of the back of the rocking van.


A sound of breaking glass startled them all.


Looking in the direction where it had come from,
they looked back at the only window not protected by a grid, a small one. It
had been broken, and they saw a rotten hand coming inside, trying to grab
something…


Or someone.


The young black guy shouted, anger visible on his
face, and he leapt toward the broken window. He aimed his rifle despite the
movements of the van and shot the hand, making a hole in it.


The deafening sound of the shot reverberated
inside the metallic vehicle, making the people inside wince because of the ear
pain.


The hand with its smoking hole continued to move
and the young man shot it again.


This new gunshot resonated with the precedent one,
and made the noise environment in the van even more deafening, unbearable.


The still moving hand of the living dead surprised
the young man by grabbing the shotgun barrel. This made the young man lose his
balance, the jarring shakes of the vehicle not helping him.


He shot again, deafening all of them again and
shouted, "I'll have the head of that motherfucker, I’ll have it!"


The Asian man whose head throbbed now with pain
because of the intense sound leapt and seized the weapon out of his hands,
shouting with vigor, "Enough!"


"It's my rifle!" the young black guy
yelled, looking with anger at the impassive man's face who was looking him in
the eyes.


"Enough, kid!" intervened his father who
held the handkerchief on his wound while scowling at him. He added, "You
know, like me, that ammunition is scarce, nowadays."


Suddenly he stopped speaking.


The young man felt uneasy, as he realized that his
father was failing.


The big black man lost his balance and fell
heavily on the metallic floor, adding to the remaining reverberation of the
shotgun. His eyes closed and he passed out.


"Dad!" the young man yelled while
joining his father who, his face abundantly sweating, was lying on the
floor. 


The engine roared even more and the van was shaken
more brutally than ever.


Letting father and son alone behind with the mute
little girl, the Asian walked with difficulty, because of the bumps, toward the
front end of the vehicle. There he joined the driver, who had all his attention
on the road.


He was a young, serious-looking blond guy with an
athletic body, and he was trying to push the vehicle through a mob of living
dead.


These were all extending their hands toward the
vehicle, resisting its movement. It was almost as if the van had to navigate
through a stream of desiccated living dead. They tried to smash the windshield
with their fists but it was useless, thanks to the metallic grille in front of
it.


The Asiatic man stood behind the driver, holding
on to the backrest of the blond man’s seat, and the old Asian asked, with a
slight Japanese accent, "How are you doing with the driving, Bo?"


"I'm trying to get us through all this
zombie-sea."


The old man nodded without any emotion, despite
the almost funny metaphor. He calmly took his sword in his hand and wiped its
blade with a paper handkerchief, dark blood staining it. He resumed, "I
understand, Boris... but can't you get us all out of here quickly? Harry’s
wounded, he needs medical assistance."


“Really?” asked the young man, looking at him.


The old man simply nodded affirmatively. 


Concentrating his attention again on what he saw
through the windshield, the driver gritted his teeth and accelerated again.


The mass of zombies in front of them resisted the
vehicle's pressure once again.


Angry, the young man shouted and crushed the gas
pedal. This made the engine roar and the vehicle leap ahead. 


The momentum of the van split the mob like Moses
obtaining the divide of the Red Sea, and at last they were free. They heard
cracking sounds coming from under the vehicle because of the broken bones of
the creatures which had fallen under the tires.


Very soon, they saw no more living dead, only the
rows of trees on the sides of the very poorly maintained road. Relieved at last
of the stress, the young driver sighed and asked "So, Harry's
wounded?", looking at the Asian.


The latter didn’t answer, preferring to watch the
flow of trees passing by, almost hypnotically.


The young driver named Bo was intrigued and
continued, "How bad is it? What happened to Harry?"


"He's been bitten." the old man finally
answered, his expression serious.


"Bitten? What's happened is ugly, I loved
that poor guy!”


The old man looked knowingly at him but said
nothing.  


"Don't speak about him as if he's already
dead!", the voice of the young black guy erupted.


Startled by the shouting the driver lost control of
the van while it was initiating a sharp turn. The brakes shrieked as the blond
guy tried to slow down the vehicle in the turn but it was too late.


The van began to lean to one side and the driver,
fighting with the steering wheel shouted, "My God, we're riding on only
two wheels, we're going to roll over!"


“Swerve in the other direction,” the Asian man
shouted even louder. 


The driver obeyed and, miraculously, a few seconds
later, he understood that the vehicle may not roll over.


The little girl had arrived behind them with the
young black teen and his tottering father, who was wincing because of the pain.
She instinctively grabbed with both hands one of the arms of the driver's chair
to retain her balance, and watched the scene wide-eyed. What she felt, while
fighting to keep her balance and while looking through the windshield, wasn't
reassuring… 


The world seemed oblique, as the young driver
tried to control the trajectory of the vehicle, shaving closely the branches of
big trees, similar to the one which she and her parents had hit, earlier, with
their car.


Will everyone finally die today?


She couldn’t avoid this thought.


"Hold on!" the driver shouted, making
her quit her dark thoughts. 


Swerving brutally once again, he made the van
reach an angle closer to a normal, horizontal position. All of them were now
tense, awaiting the brutal shock which would shake them all when the two
right-handed wheels landed heavily on the road.


The bump shook them even harder than she had
imagined, making her lose her balance. She fell luckily on her back on the
passenger's seat, surprising the driver. 


Startled, he braked and abruptly stopped the
vehicle, shaking everyone inside a last time. The engine shut down. Worried,
the young blond driver looked at the little red-haired girl and asked,
"Are you OK?" 


"Yes," the girl answered, a strange
impassivity on her face while she was looking back at him. She sensed, with her
edge to edge far vision, that the old Asian man  was watching her in the same
impassive way. Analyzing her. 


She slowly, cautiously, stood up.


Reassured to see that she was fine, the driver
smiled and turned the ignition key to re-start the engine. They only heard the
starter, which emitted a plaintive, nerve-wracking sound. The dashboard was
briefly lighted, and briskly went off again. He turned the ignition key
again, but with the same result.


The people in the van looked at each other. An
insecure mood was accumulating inside the van. They suddenly heard
bloodcurdling vocals.


The driver uselessly turned the key again while
looking in the right-hand side mirror.


“They're coming!” he shouted, as he saw worrying
silhouettes emerging out of the woods. They were approaching slowly, but
surely. Sweat trickling down his forehead, the blond young man again
turned the ignition key.


This time there was an awful mechanical sound and,
suddenly, nothing. The dashboard flickered…


And then became completely dark.


“You’ve completely flooded the engine, Bo!” the
young black guy yelled at him, scowling at the young blond as if he wanted to
kill him. 


The young black man turned around when he felt
that his father had put his hand on his shoulder, and felt bad when he realized
that he was looking coldly and disapproving at him. Turning his head to run
away from his father’s hard stare he sensed the same in the glare of the old
Asian, who was watching him too.


After all, they were right.


Bo did everything he could, and didn’t need to
feel even more guilt. Roars and growls attracted the passengers’ attention and
they saw hellish faces of the dead, scratching the side windows. The
handles of the shut doors were shaken.


"Fucking electronics!” the guy named Bo
shouted, punching the dash with both fists.


The dashboard ignited suddenly and the driver,
aghast, nervously turned the ignition key while crushing the gas pedal. The
engine awakened at last and the vehicle leapt, almost making the people behind
the driver lose their balance.


The comforting view of the silhouettes
disappearing on both sides, and the letting go of the handles, improved the
atmosphere inside the van.


A metallic noise grabbed the attention of the
passengers. The young black guy looked closer at the right-side window from
where the sound had come.


Two hideous eyes appeared and an animal roar made
him shiver and get back.


"Hey, what the fuck?" the young man
shouted, frowning.


Looking closer, they saw that it was a female
zombie. The creature was suspended from the right-side mirror and, its bony
hands grabbing onto it, the thing was being dragged by the vehicle.


The long-haired creature looked at them, its
skull-like face showing protruding yellowish eyeballs, with their blood vessels
reddish and dilated. The thing looked at them with avidity and opened a huge
mouth without lips or flesh.


They all became tense as it growled like a
panther, preparing to pounce on them.


The branch of a tree beat it in its ugly face and
it fell, the right-side mirror remaining in its hand because of the shock.


Reassured, the humans saw now, through the
windows, only a deserted wood, and trees passing by as the vehicle gained some
speed. They looked at each other and, suddenly, laughed in unison.


The little girl lost her disturbing calm and,
relieved after all this stress, giggled too.


While the blond guy named Bo continued to drive
with enthusiasm, her attention was caught by something. Through the windscreen
and its rusty protective grille she saw a dome appearing over the horizon.


The Asian man knelt near her, his head level with
hers, and said calmly, "That's the Community. Your new home."


She turned around and their gaze met for a few
seconds.


Then, as impassive as him, she returned her
attention toward the dome, which was visibly becoming bigger every second, as
they approached. It was illuminated from the inside by what seemed to be
public lighting.


Squinting her eyes, she discerned inside the dome,
through glass panels inserted on a grid on its surface, many rectangular
buildings.


"Blue patrol to the Community," the
driver shouted into the microphone of a CB radio, over the vehicle's dashboard.
"We have an injured man in need of urgent medical help; please prepare an
emergency team before we arrive!"


The young driver fell silent and smiled timidly at
the two black people that he could see in the rear-view mirror.


They didn’t respond, visibly pissed off at him.
Like all the others, they preferred to remain silent, while watching the
impressive scene of the giant dome through the windscreen.


The group was especially satisfied to come back
alive, with some exceptions...


The young black guy, worried, took a discreet peek
at his father. The latter was sitting on the metallic floor and sweating, the
handkerchief on his calf red, despite the special liquid bandage. The black
colossus appeared blank, clearly depressed.


 


 


***











Community


 


The small van slowed down while approaching one of the high walls
surrounding the dome of the Community.


The little girl watched the structure, fascinated,
observing what looked like many high watchtowers on its frame. Something moved
on top of one of the towers, and they were all suddenly dazzled by a powerful
beam of light.


Wincing while trying to see through the dirty
windshield, the child saw that the beam was coming from a huge mobile
projector.


It was moving, following automatically their
vehicle’s every movement.


She saw that other beams were coming from the
other watchtowers, sweeping the dark surroundings at ground level.


Finally, the van stopped, the now immobile beam
continuing to illuminate it.


Getting used to the intensity of the light, the
little girl realized that they were at the foot of really gigantic, cyclopean
walls. That’s when she perceived another movement and, in the rather dark zone
just in front of them, she saw a vertical slit of light appear.


The slit progressively became larger and larger,
resembling more, now, an enlarging rectangle, until she understood what she was
watching. Double swing doors, huge and metallic, in front of them, were slowly
opening outwards, revealing, through the gap between them, an interior space
lit by artificial light.


All at once, human silhouettes ran through the gap
and quickly surrounded the van.


The child saw that they were men in battle dress,
armed with rifles, and that they were aiming them toward the vehicle.


"Don't be afraid, they're friends. Security
check."


The little girl looked at the driver who had
spoken and was now smiling at her, clearly wanting to reassure her.


She nodded affirmatively, staying impassive, and
turned her attention again to the guards outside.


The armed men made a full inspection of the van,
obviously vigilant and ready to shoot. One of them stood in front of the
vehicle and looked through the windscreen. Suspicious, he stared one by one at
each passenger visible through the windshield and its grid. The armed men were
clearly ready to shoot at anything non-human which may have taken a ride aboard
the vehicle.


The child looked at the driver named Bo and the
young black guy.


They were sweating a bit, and she sensed it was
because they may be frightened.


These realizations made her understand that errors
could occur and be accepted here, even collateral losses, as her father had
explained to her. He had explained to her that he had seen a friend shoot to
death a living man one night. The involuntary murderer had thought that a zombie
was leaping out of a shrub to attack him. And the poor guy had felt guilt
during his remaining life… which hadn’t lasted very long, by the way…


Her parents, she knew, had told her many terribly
stories of that kind, not to give her nightmares, but to prepare her to survive
in a very, very hard world.


She suddenly focused her attention through the
windshield, to see what was happening outside.


Finally, the man standing in front of the small
van, who seemed to be giving orders, made a thumbs-up and, moving to the side,
gestured to invite them to enter through the huge doors, which opened now
completely.


A big smile on his badly shaved face, the blond
man stepped enthusiastically on the gas pedal, and at last they entered inside.


That's when roars came from everywhere.


As soon as the vehicle had passed the gigantic
doors, the armed men had run just behind it. Then, the double doors began to
slowly close inwards behind them, while growls became louder and louder.


Someone yelled and a last guard leapt through the
closing gap, losing his rifle on the dirty ground and falling on his belly.


In the left-hand mirror, the little red-haired
girl saw, behind them, through the gap diminishing between the doors, hundreds
of zombies coming out of the nearby bushes and from behind the many trees.


The security section which had let the van enter
posted in front of the slowly diminishing gap and seemed to survey it.


Many projectors were now illuminating the scene,
with so much intensity that it was as if it was during the day.


Just as the doors were going to completely close,
she glimpsed hundreds more of the horrific creatures coming from everywhere.
They were attracted by the Community like iron to magnets.


Mechanical sounds drew the girl’s attention.
Looking at the double doors from where the sounds had come, she was impressed
by giant hydraulic pistons. These were now completing closing the doors, hiding
at last the hellish vision which was outside.


She gasped as she saw dozens of hands appear
through the now narrow interstice between the doors. Some of them were bony,
others were better preserved, but their owners clearly had the same objective:
avoiding the closing of the doors and entering the inner courtyard where the
humans were.


The doors began to slowly open outwards again,
provoking a real panic among the guards, who began to aim at the gap and shoot
through it. The noise made by the gigantic pistons increased, becoming
deafening now.


The people inside the van watched them with the
child, apprehension visible on their faces.


“No!” shouted the young colored guy, opening
horrified eyes, as the pistons began to tremble under the immense pressure
exerted by the things outside. The mechanical devices composed of many geared
wheels vibrated while turning, and began emitting smoke.


The gap was visibly widening now, and the gunshots
of the guards through the gap doubled in frequency, for nothing.


“They’re going to enter!” yelled Harry who,
unstable on his legs and his rifle in his arms, was ready to go to help them.


Fear was apparent on the faces of everyone, apart
from the red-haired girl and the Asian man, who watched the scene, impassive.


Suddenly a torrent of fire shot at the door,
bumping off the metallic doors when it missed the ever-widening gap.


Looking upwards, the passengers saw that the fire
was coming from a big automatic machinegun on one of the towers, which was
spitting fire like hell. Many putrid-looking hands let loose of the door and
disappeared through the gap, which was now closing again inwards.


The pistons and their mechanisms, now devoid of
any smoke, emitted a less dramatic noise and worked without shaking, as the gap
was finally closing.


The yelling guard who, earlier, had jumped through
it, a Hispanic, and who was the closest to the door, stood up and smiled. He
turned to his comrades who were behind him and picked his rifle up, clearly
satisfied with the way things had gone.


Something squeezed itself through the now narrow
interstice and leapt toward the guard, who because of the surprise fell on his
back and lost his rifle. It was a zombie. This one looking more like a skeleton
than all the others she had seen.


It stopped immobile over the guard, blocked at its
waist-level by the giant closing doors. The living dead was dangling over him,
the upper part of its body, with its ribs and spine, visible. It was in a
horizontal position over the terrorized man, while its pelvis was caught
between the double doors, which were almost closed.


The man's comrades watched the scene on both
sides, pointing at the creature with their weapons. One of them generated a
clicking sound when he loaded his weapon, targeting precisely the head of the
thing.


Another man shouted at him, "Don't shoot,
Antonio is too near, you may hurt him!"


The other man refrained from firing and sighed
with frustration.


The thing opened a gaping mouth while looking with
its empty orbits at the man named Antonio, while the pressure on its captive
pelvis continued to increase, its bones beginning to crack. It tried to bend
sufficiently down toward the prone man  but was unable to reach him, despite
its jaws and claw-like bony fingers at a few centimeters from his sweating
face.


A cheek on the ground, he viewed the creature from
the side. He pressed the side of his face as firmly as possible against the
dirty ground. Slowly, he began to crawl on his back, in order to get out of the
reach of the undead.


The passengers of the van, which was parked, had
exited it and were watching the scene with intensity.


The young colored man and the blond driver aimed
rifles toward the creature, but were also frightened of harming the man.


The latter was now almost completely out of the
reach of the zombie, which screeched and roared, trying to grab him.


"Phew, he's safe!" the driver said,
lowering his firearm.


That's when a big crack was heard and the pelvis
of the creature was completely crushed. This freed its spine and the upper part
of the thing with it, and it fell on the man's legs.


Frightened, he yelled as the creature clung to his
agitated legs, crawling on him.


It growled excitedly while rising toward his male
chest, despite his efforts to repel it. The thing finally came to a standstill
over its prey. The empty orbits of its skull seemed to be watching, beneath it,
the frightened face of Antonio, who closed his eyes, horrified. The creature
opened a huge mouth, showing its teeth along with a mix of red-dark mucus and
saliva.


All of a sudden its skull plunged toward the
yelling man’s face.


The zombie's head exploded with a boom which
startled the little girl as pieces of rotten brain and bones rained on the
man's face.


He groaned loudly, disgusted, while dark and
reddish fluids flew in his eyes, nose, and mouth. He spat and sneezed, wiping
his eyes, visibly blinded by the dark fluids.


The girl turned around and saw the smoking canon
of a rifle near her, aiming at the prone man. Following the shotgun barrel with
her gaze, she saw the big black man standing behind her, the weapon in his
hands. She looked down and saw that the big man had let the handkerchief fall
on the ground, and that blood had begun again to pour out of his ugly wound,
despite the special liquid patch.


His son followed her gaze and gasped, surprise on
his face. He leaned over and attached more strongly the piece of tissue around
his dad's calf.


The man called Antonio shouted again, making a
pout of disgust. 


Laughter erupted from around him and he gazed
unhappily at his comrades near him, who found his situation so funny. The group
accompanying the little red-haired girl laughed too, and even she smiled.


"Help me to get rid of this junk off me,
instead of laughing like idiots!" he pointed an index finger at the
headless body lying on him, now completely immobile.


The men stopped laughing but continued to smile
while they lifted together the skeleton-like remains a few centimeters higher,
freeing Antonio.


He then wiped his face with a handkerchief,
wincing.


Suddenly the two bony arms of the beheaded
creature extended and were agitated, moving randomly in front of the thing.


This surprised the man who gasped and dropped the
handkerchief when he was touched by the pointed ends of the phalanges. The cold
hands took the man’s wrists, and he struggled to free himself again, while what
remained of the bottom part of the skull, with its jaws, opened and plunged
toward his neck.


A violent boot kicked the side of the visible rib
cage of the creature and it fell beside Antonio, who quickly crawled further
away. He looked at the man who had saved him, who was one of his bearded
comrades.


The torso without a pelvis rolled on its back and
its bony arms had spasmodic movements in every direction, trying to grab any
human prey in its surroundings. It seized the leg of the bearded man who now
put his boot on its sternum and the jaws opened, ready to bite, despite its
lack of upper skull and eyes.


"Come off it!!" shouted the smirking
guard. He forced with the barrel of his rifle what remained of the jaws and
head to turn on the side, pressed onto the dirty soil, and pulled the trigger.


The powerful gunshot made the creature free the
leg and the remains of the jaw literally exploded in a myriad of pieces,
leaving the now neatly beheaded zombie with only its cervical vertebrates.
Nevertheless, the thing continued to move its arms randomly in all the
directions, while the bearded man in uniform scowled at it and finally grinned.


The one who seemed to be the chief of the guards
approached him and said, "You’ve wasted valuable ammunition. Stop. It’s
over!"


The rough-looking man looked back at his superior
with disgust, his hatred for the zombies clearly visible on his face, but said
nothing.


While the living dead uselessly continued to
wiggle on the ground, he approached Antonio who was wiping his face with his
hands and gave him a clean handkerchief.


The dirty Hispanic guy murmured a little ‘thank
you’, and cleaned his face with it.


The bearded man chuckled and said, "Well,
you’ve had your baptism!"


The other men laughed again.


Anger appeared on Antonio's face and he threw the
now dirty piece of paper toward the bearded man's face, who dodged it easily,
provoking even more laughter. The group with the little girl laughed again.


"Well, he can be glad it finished almost as
if he was the victim of a practical joke," the young driver said, "He
may have been wounded and infected and... ouch!"


An elbow of the Asian man near him had hit some of
his ribs, and the blond guy looked surprised at him.


That was before he had remarked that the young
black guy was scowling at him. His impressive father was looking at the ground,
his moral clearly as low as his rifle which was now also pointing toward the
ground.


"So... sorry..." murmured the young man,
finally falling silent, angry gazes at him telling him he should not say
anything more.


 The little girl saw the young colored man put a
sympathetic hand on one of his dad's shoulders, who responded by giving him a
little smile.


"Dad!"


This female voice surprised the child who, turning
her head, looked toward where it had come from.


An elegant silhouette had come out of one of the
nearest buildings, having a smooth and light gait. A few seconds later, she was
able to better see the approaching person, who was now illuminated by the
feeble glow of an urban lighting, using low energy LED lamps. She then saw a
beautiful young Asian woman arriving.


Further away under the dim light, they saw a group
of persons exit another building while pushing something, a group which ran
toward them.


"You're OK, Dad?” the soft voice of the young
woman, which didn’t have any foreign accent, grabbed the attention of the
little girl.


The woman continued, “I heard someone at the CB
saying that someone had been wounded, or something like that."


"Harry was bitten, he has a bad wound on one
of his calves"


"Bitten?"


The cervical vertebrae of the woman almost
cracked, because of her rapidly turning her head toward the big black man.


He was now sweating more than ever, his eyes
looking down toward the ground, and he had to be supported by his son, who was
unstable because of the weight. 


A rolling noise was suddenly heard and a gurney
for patients borne by castors arrived. It was pushed by the upcoming group
which was composed of three male nurses, who stopped near the newly arrived
group.


"Everything's OK, we'll take care of him
now," said one of the three, a strong chestnut-haired man, to the young
black guy. He took Harry’s free arm on his shoulders and, helping the son to
support his father, they helped him to lie on the bed.


The impressive man sighed with relief when he was
installed and fastened on the bed. The nurses then immediately ran away as fast
as they could, since he was very heavy, pushing the bed toward the building
further in front of them.


The little girl guessed it was probably the
Community's hospital. Watching them disappear in the building through double
automatic swing doors, the little red-haired girl felt extremely worried for
Harry, as if he was a member of her late family. She was surprised by her
feelings, but told herself that, despite the fact that he was a complete
stranger to her, he had taken many risks, like the others, in order to save
her.


She suddenly felt a kind hand on one of her
shoulders.


Happy to see that, this time, it wasn't the bony
hand of a zombie but one of a human, complete with its skin, flesh and blood,
she raised her head.


She then saw the wonderful smiling face of the
Asian man's daughter, and smiled back. This young woman, who had a dark and
soft look and was crouched near her, had her sweet face at the same level as
the girl’s. She was beautiful and friendly at the same time, and the child
knew, all of a sudden, that she already loved her, the kind of love one feels
for one’s mother.


"You've finally arrived at your new home,
honey."


The little girl looked at her intensely without
answering. Many seconds passed.


And all of a sudden, she burst into tears, falling
into the woman's arms, crying. Not that she felt safe; all those horrors, all
that terrible loss of her family, all those emotions pervaded her mind and her
heart.


The young blond guy, touched, said, "Don't
cry, everything's OK, and..."


He shut up when he saw the old Asian man put a
finger in front of his own lips while glaring at him.


"Yes, cry, honey, it will do you some good,
after everything you’ve endured," the young woman said, and she let the
child continue to cry against her for many minutes.


The old man and the driver walked away while two
mechanics drove the van inside a nearby garage.


Finally, the little red-haired girl stopped crying
and, wiping her green eyes with the back of her hands, she and the woman glanced
at each other.


The Asian woman smiled again at her and asked,
"What's your name, your first name? Mine is Mei."


The little red-haired girl looked at her in a
strange way and then took a peek at the sleeve of her dress, stained with her
mother’s blood.


Then, without any further hesitation, she
exclaimed, "My name is Red!"


On her face, traces of emotion instantly
disappeared, and she became as emotionless as Mei’s father.


Surprised, the woman’s grin faded away. 


 


 


***











Discovery


 


Red awakened brutally, in a kind of shock.


Vague images of her nightmare rose, at the bounds
of her consciousness. Images bathed in bloody colors, the family car burning,
with her father shouting inside it, her mother falling toward the ground while
shrieking, her arms stretched toward her.


She sat up in her bed, looking at the wall of the
bedroom which was in front of her, and sighed. It wasn't a bad dream, it was
the plain, the terrible reality.


The yellow curtains of the unique window of the
small, but comfortable bedroom, bathed it in a golden light. It also proved
that it was day.


She got out of her bed, a comfortable futon, and
pulled on Japanese flip-flops. She then stood up, wearing pajamas that were a
bit too big which had been offered to her, like the flip-flops. Hesitant, she
opened the bedroom's door, going into the apartment's corridor.


It was an illuminated corridor. This stressed her,
making her heart beat faster.


This apartment, located on the first floor of the
building, had its windows and curtains open, something she felt as being
strange. Strange and, for her, viscerally speaking, dangerous. During the last
three years, she had only lived in places, with her parents, where windows and
curtains had to be closed.


That way, day or night, they could not be seen by
wandering living dead, which were attracted like mosquitos by every source of
artificial light. They were conscious, as far as their distorted and messed up
minds could be conscious about anything, that where there was such a light,
there were humans to consume.


And God knows...


Or since he clearly had forgotten people, Satan
knows, that during these hard times, the zombies had stolen from the mosquitos
their title. Mosquitos had, during centuries, the title of being the most
dangerous animals in the world, since they killed millions of people, each
year, by transmitting diseases from one human to another.


During half of her childhood, she had been hiding
with her parents in many abandoned apartments and houses. They never stayed in
these places for very long durations because, sooner or later, two things
forced them to move.


The lack of food and the living dead.


The quantity of food her father had found, while
exploring, a shotgun in hand, abandoned apartments and houses, determined the
duration of their residence.


Almost everything they found was stale, often
years beyond its best, but for the moment, it wasn’t a problem; it was because
– or thanks to – of all the chemical additives that the food manufacturers put
in the tin cans. The food remained edible and, generally, didn’t make them
sick. And even when they had found decaying meat, sometimes, she had, like her
parents, been able to forget the rotten smell and taste.


She preferred that to going hungry.


They had then become used to closing the curtains
or, if they couldn’t find any in some rare cases, they taped bedspreads or old
blankets on the windows. That way, zombies couldn’t see them inside, and
especially couldn’t be attracted by lights of human origin.


That way, they were quiet… at least for a little
while.


Sooner or later, these creatures, which had an
avid and never-ending interest in living flesh, came wandering around their
location. It was as if, even without seeing them, they were attracted. There
were only a few the first days, but progressively, entire populations of these
marauders arrived.


And then arrived a moment when Red and her family
understood that they had to flee, and flee fast. They gathered all the food
they could and watched their car.


When they observed an important decline of the
density of zombie groups around the vehicle, they ran to it with bags
containing food.


Red stopped walking in the corridor, bad memories
flooding her mind.


Her parents, especially her mother, had become
excellent marksmen. They had become experts in the art of exploding a head with
a minimum of precious bullet, and of driving economically, gas, when it could
be found, becoming scarcer.


Too young to bear any weapon, the little girl had
become a great sprinter. In the course of time, habits becoming natural, it had
almost become a game for her to zigzag between zombies while running to the
car.


After both her parents had strategically disposed
of the nearest ones, they entered the vehicle in a rush. Then, always, her
parents had to drive through a mass of living dead which were hustled like big
and ugly rag dolls. The difference with real dolls was that, afterwards, when
her family looked back, the things always got back on their feet, beginning to
pursue them again.


And the living dead were always, always beaten at
this game.


Until…


Until what had happened… the burning car and the
shriek of her mother, all this obscured her mind, immersing it in dark
thoughts. She shook her head violently, chasing the painful memories. She felt
that her breath was almost blocked. She sighed heavily, trying to catch her
breath.


After a few minutes in the deserted corridor, she
became quiet again, silence coming back.


Not complete silence.


There was something. She listened, and recognized
shouting in the distance, along with strange sounds. She continued to walk and
reached the end of the corridor. She recognized the entrance hall and, nearby,
the kitchen. She smiled; she had been given a wonderful meal there, the
previous night, before being brought to the bedroom. But there was also a
closed door, to which she had not given sufficient attention, having been so
tired.


Had the shouting come from behind this door, or
did it come from outside?


No shouts anymore, but faint sounds of wood being
hit. She was beginning to ask questions. Am I going mad?


A sudden shriek made her shiver.


Again the strange wood sounds, but this time, she
was sure, it had come up from behind the mysterious door. She pushed the door
and it didn’t move. Looking more closely, she understood that it was a sliding
door.


She slid it and entered another world.


Two people were violently fighting on a huge
carpet, beating each other with thick, strange sticks. She saw that they were
wearing some kind of helmet with a grid that protected their faces.


They suddenly stopped fighting and became
immobile. They were standing in front of each other, with not a trace of
movement, like a couple of statues, taking cover behind their sticks. These
seemed to be extending from big handles, held with both hands. They slowly
turned around each other, observing each other.


They were playing cat and mouse, but she was
unable to guess who was the cat.


They were wearing a kind of long, thick and black
dress, clearly a protective suit. Only their bare feet were visible on the
carpet, but barely seen, because the protagonists were wearing big
trouser-skirts. Their feet moved slowly, while they continued to observe each
other.


Red was fascinated by their slow, feline
movements.


These two fighters, the big one and the other,
smaller and thinner one, were really like two black panthers. They were
measuring each other, ready to exploit any of their opponent’s weakness, or
lack of attention.


The biggest emitted a male shout and hit the top
of the mask of the other, who reacted simultaneously. The smaller hit the
taller in the stomach with a slicing movement while shouting with a female
voice.


The biggest fighter who was facing Red shouted
something in Japanese and they both stopped again. They brought back their
sticks in front of them, in a protective guard, and then remained immobile.
They then bowed almost in unison, and the big one facing Red lifted his helmet
with one hand.


She recognized the old Asian man with the shy
smile who had saved her, and remembered that he had said, last night, that his
first name was Hiroto. The smaller fighter who was facing him turned around and
lifted the mask too, and Red recognized Mei, whose smile was much warmer.


The little red-haired girl already loved the young
Japanese woman and her father, despite the fact that he was more reserve, but
finally affectionate. She felt the gaze of many eyes and, turning her head in
all directions, had a shock.


Dozens of people were watching her.


Young adults, teenagers, children of both sexes,
of all races. They were all wearing kimonos, and were sitting on the right side
of the room, illuminated by fluorescent lights on the ceiling. They were
sitting, legs crossed, on the huge carpet, which, she now understood, was made
up from many much smaller carpets. And all these people were scrutinizing her,
making her feel uncomfortable.


“Red,” Mei said while walking toward her in her
strange garment, “You’re awake. Good morning. Did you sleep well?”


“Yes, thank you, I slept well on the fu… what do
you call it again?”


“A futon. It’s a Japanese bed.”


“Oh, yes. Very practical with those big storage
drawers under the bed.”


“Yes, you’re right,” the young woman answered, her
smile becoming even larger.


Red had the impression that this woman, who seemed
to be in her twenties, perhaps thirties, was really very happy to see her, and
she felt the same about her.


“Mei, the salute!” the rude voice of her father
made Red shiver.


“Just a minute,” Mei said, and turning around she
joined her father, who had faced the group, and stood near him. They both
removed their protection covers and deposited them on the mattress, with their
helmets, before kneeling.


And then, after Hiroto had said something in
Japanese, he leaned forward, putting his hands on the mattress and touching the
surface with his forefront. He was imitated by Mei and the whole group. Hiroto
stood up and everyone imitated him once again, and answered to his last bow,
after which he walked with Mei toward Red.


“Good morning… Red,” he said, pronouncing with a
kind of hesitation the only name she had agreed to tell them, almost in a
disgusted way. Ever since he had discovered her when he had arrived to save
her, he had been intrigued by the strange behavior of the child. But he also had
admitted to his daughter that, after the nightmare she had gone through, it was
normal for her to be in a shock, and they both hoped that, one day, she would
tell them her real first and last names. He knew that no identity card survived
the flames of her family’s car, and that those on her mother’s body had been
torn in pieces like her clothes during the horrible feast.


But was it so important to know who she was? What
was important was that she was a living human being, a child who deserved
protection, like all the others who had come to the Community.


After all, when she wasn’t in one of her strange,
introvert moods, she was a very cheerful and affectionate little girl who
delighted his daughter. And, last but not least, she had awakened the goodness
which was within him, carefully hidden under his seemingly indestructible
carapace of samurai.


“Until we find her a family in the Community, she
can live in our house,” he had said to Mei, who was actually thrilled. But if
she was allowed to live with them, she would have to follow their household
rules.


He cleared his throat and, looking at the group of
students, said to them, “The special attack-defense demonstration is finished.
We will go into more detail during our next course.” He said a Japanese word
and leaned forward to salute them, making them all bend in return.


The practitioners then quit the room, not without
having a look at the small red-haired girl - who remained standing, clearly
intrigued.


When the child was at last alone with the father
and daughter, he continued with a harsh voice, “Red, you must ask permission
before being permitted to enter the dojo during training… and follow its
regulations.”


Red nodded in the affirmative with enthusiasm and
remained silent, remaining attentive.


Keeping a straight face, the old man smiled to
himself and continued, “First thing, you must be bare foot when you’re on the
tatami.”


“The ta… ta-mi?” the child asked, watching her own
feet in the flip-flops.


“Yes… the mattress, if you wish to call it that,”
intervened Mei with a softer tone.


Now that Red was conscious that flip-flaps she was
wearing were messing up the tatami, she blushed with shame and stuttered,
“Excuse me.”


“You don’t have to excuse yourself, since I hadn’t
warned you,” answered the Asian man, nodding. He had appreciated the authentic
regret showed by the child, and that even made him smile a little. He
continued, “We thought you wouldn’t get up so early, especially, after last
night.”


He stopped speaking, his great warrior’s
peripheral vision having permitted him to sense Mei watching him reproachfully,
despite her having a lot of respect for him. And he well understood why. With
these words, he risked bringing back bad memories in Red’s mind. He decided to
remain silent now.


Mei asked Red, wanting to bring her out of her
worries, “Would you want to visit the Community with me?”


“I’d love that,” the girl answered, cheering up,
“but before we do, could you explain to me what you were both doing?”


“We were practicing Kenjutsu,” Mei answered, a much
warmer smile on her face than on her father’s.


“Ken… jutsu?”


“Yes,” intervened Hiroto, “It's an ancestral
Martial Art which was passed on to me by my father, who learned it from his
father, and so on, since medieval Japan… I come from a family of Samurais.”


He stopped speaking a few seconds, seeing that the
girl was hanging on every one of his words, fascination apparent in her big
green eyes. An amused smile on his lips, he resumed, “Some people in the
Community say that, compared to guns, it’s an outdated fighting art, and that I
should stop wasting my time, and the precious time of my students.”


“I love it!” answered Red, clearly thrilled.


“It’s taught to students who deserve it… If you
want to practice it one day, you must study before, in my school, Jiu-Jitsu.
It’s a Martial Art which is practiced with bare hands and barefoot.”


Watching him intensely while having heard these
words, the red-haired girl remained silent and a strong willingness visible in
her gaze. 


 


***


 











Blame


 


“We can’t continue like this!” said Joshua Adams, banging his fist
on the table. He had taken the risk to stain with coffee his impeccable white
suit, the concussion having almost knocked down the cup which was on his
luxurious wooden desk.


Bo, the blond man who had driven the van, and
Johnny Jackson were standing in front of the desk of the old Caucasian man, the
two young men being rather sheepish.


“You wasted loads of precious ammunition, and you
did all of that to save only a kid!”


Bo’s face grew red with anger and he answered,
“Everyone deserves to be saved, that’s what you said in your last speech before
the elections, do you remember?”


The old man glared at him and controlled himself,
before saying, quieter, and watching him with an indulgent gaze, “Of course…
You’re right, I remember, you know… but what I see is that our ammunition
diminishes each day, and the future isn’t so far when we won’t be able to push
back the zombies. They come toward the Community and its surroundings, more and
more numerous, like bees attracted by flowers!”


“But we were only a small group, and we’ve used
our munitions sparingly!” Bo shouted painfully, the words of the old man
already making him feel depressed.


“Not enough,” the technocrat answered, resuming,
“One day, when our guns are useless, no one will be able to go outside without
being torn to pieces by the crowds of living dead accumulating around us… and
even the Community, with its closed system recycling all its resources, has its
limits. It won’t be able to survive indefinitely without new food, water,
equipment entering it, from time to time.”


He stopped speaking, and he saw with satisfaction
that the two young men were impatient to hear what he wanted to tell them. He
continued, “We will then all be trapped here, with the choice between dying
slowly of thirst and famine, and dying quickly outside, at the hands of hordes
of undead.”


“That’s not what you said to your future
citizens,” Johnny said to him, watching him with a hard look.


“There’s really no hope?” asked Bo, clearly
skeptical.


Adams sighed and, smiling wryly at him, said, more
quietly, “Of course, things aren’t so nightmarish for the moment. The people
who come from outside to find shelter here, often bring some food, guns and
ammunition, things which replenish our reserves a bit, but the accounts show
that, in the long run, we lose more than we gain.”


He sighed again after looking at the sadness of
his young interlocutors and continued, “Let’s say that my great financial
background makes me view things in a pessimistic way,” and he added, with a
lower voice, “But there's something which brings optimism, the arrival of this
mysterious little red-haired girl means also that our genetic pool is expanded,
and that consanguinity inside the Community will perhaps be avoided.”


The two men in front of him scowled at him and
then looked at each other. 


Johnny Jackson leaned forward and slapped his open
hands on the table of the administrator who shivered because of the surprise.
Looking him straight in the eye, the young black man shouted, “Let’s speak
about something else... why is my father in prison?”


“He’s not in prison,” the old man said, showing
him his open hands as if it could calm him, “He only remains under
observation.”


“He’s behind bars, he’s become a guinea pig for
your scientist, your Doctor  Mengele that you call a physician!”


“You know what will happen to him, if the virus
injected in his organism by the bite finishes its work.” Adams retorted,
adding, “His only chance is to be cured by the modified virus developed by Professor
Harding. If the cure doesn’t work…” 


Johnny didn’t want to hear the end, controlling
with difficulty his impulse to hit the white ass.


He exited the office, followed by Bo. The young
blond man having passed by him, Johnny stopped and, turning around, looked at
the old man.


He was seemingly sad and with his lips closed, was
observing him. Their eyes met briefly, and then the young man violently shut
the door behind him.


 


***


 


“Do you feel better?”


The question made the big black man turn around and
face Professor Harding, who was watching him through the bars of the cell,
looking at him with metal-rimmed spectacles. Computers and various medical
equipment surrounded the chestnut-haired man, who was in his forties.


Harry Jackson walked slowly, staggering, helped by
a crutch, toward the bars. Stopping in front of them, looking tough, he
observed the scientist with eyes which had begun to turn red, because of
venules which had burst.


“The thing you gave me to swallow made me vomit
three times.”


“Nausea, three times,” the man with a white jacket
wrote on his iPad, seeming unfazed. “We’ll adjust the treatment, it may reduce
these bad side-effects. Things will become better.”


Shouting came from outside, and the black colossus
looked through the barred window of the cell at a hangar, outside, and he said,
“That’s what you told all those poor souls, down there?”


During a few seconds, the scientist seemed to lose
his composure. He lowered the pad and said, “One day, I’m sure they’ll all be
cured…”


Jackson watched him with disdain.


“Oh, yes, one day,” Harry said in a low voice,
“Until then, they will continue to yell down there, looking for food, ready to
eat their weakest members.” 


Anger appeared on the face of Harding, who yelled,
“I’m not the Administrator, food is becoming scarce, and we can’t strip the
people of the Community of…”


Harry threw his head through the bars while
opening his mouth while attempting to bite the scientist who retreated with
fear, losing his iPad on the white floor tiles. The electronic device hit the
hard surface, emitting a sound of broken glass.


Harry Jackson laughed loudly, both hands holding
the bars, satisfied with his joke. He looked down at the white man who knelt on
the floor and picked up the tablet.


He returned it and saw the unit was off, its glass
surface showing an ugly crack. Still kneeling, he looked up at Jackson and
scowled at him, shouting, “Shit, it was one of our last iPads!”


The black colossus shrugged and the scientist,
standing up with hatred on his face, continued, “If you don’t want us to try to
cure you, it’s your own business.”


The scientist turned around and went out of the
room, switching off the neon.


Jackson, who had stopped laughing, found himself
in a shadowy gloom, the only dim light coming through his small barred window.
Gloomily, he walked toward it and looked again, through the bars, at the dull
metallic hangar. New howls and grunting noises of creatures fighting one
another for poor remnants of spoiled meat.  He sighed.


My future?


 


***


 


 











Visit


 


“Come on. Don’t be afraid.”


These few words had been kindly said by Mei, who
was smiling at her in the wonderful way Red was getting used to. But this
didn’t reassure the little girl. She looked at the young woman in T-shirt and
trousers, who was waiting patiently for her to join her outside.


Red hesitated a few seconds more, because for
years “Going outside” meant running at full speed out of a temporary haven,
knowing that death may be waiting around a corner, its rotten teeth ready to
devour her alive while hacking her to pieces…


The young woman, insisting, offered her
hand. 


Red sighed and, finally grabbed it, getting gently
but firmly pulled out of the flat where she had slept.


They began to walk in the street.


The child looked everywhere around them.


Nothing to be afraid of.


Relaxed, feeling more confident, Red followed Mei
along a pathway.


The redhead little girl then stopped, horrified.


They're there, around the corner!


Dozens of them, walking everywhere around the
woman and the girl. Some of them slowed down and watched them.


“Are you alright?” asked the young Japanese woman,
visibly worried.


Red watched her as if she was insane or, at least,
an unconscious person. And then she looked again around and felt stupid.


These were not living dead, but human beings, all
alive. She had, for so long, been used to only seeing crowds of undead
everywhere, in places and cities long abandoned, that the old survival reflex
had come back, like a wave of fear. These people were just walking everywhere,
continuing their everyday activities, and her strange reaction was being found
bizarre.


Feeling scrutinized by more and more of the
gawkers, she returned her attention to her guide.


“Yes… I’m OK, excuse me,” answered the girl,
embarrassed. She added, “You wanted to show me something, if I remember well?”


“To show you? Oh, of course, it’s this.” The young
woman pointed out a building in front of them and the little girl widened her
eyes.


Red, her head upturned, was astonished, not only
by the building that she was watching, but also, far above it, by the huge dome
which protected the inhabitants of the Community from the climatic variations
of the outside, but of course, above anything else, from the zombies. Mei had
already explained to her that it was a Buckminster Fuller dome, able to
withstand the highest storms imaginable. Thanks to it, the loss of water by
evaporation was also avoided, since it condensed inside as mist on its interior
surface. It finished trickling downwards, flowing into round concentric gutters
at the base of the dome, before being recycled and used again. 


And water was the most precious element in the
Community. Along with food, of course.


The agro-building wasn’t an abandoned, dull
grey-ish building like the ones in which she and her parents had hidden
multiple times. It was, on the contrary, a firework display of colors, mainly
dominated by the color green. Behind huge windows which covered its surface,
she could see many levels of plants, for example some trees, bushes, and traces
of colors that she guessed were flowers and fruits.


“You’re fascinated by the agro-building, I can
see,” said Mei, interrupting the thoughts of the little girl. “This is our main
source of food, despite all the buildings of the Community, which produce part
of our daily rations too. Let’s enter, I’ll show you.”


The red-headed girl followed her host inside the
building.


Automatic double-leaf doors opened when they
arrived in front of them. They both entered, Red being fascinated while seeing
them both close after they had passed through. When they accessed the ground
floor, Red was astonished by the number of plants around her.


Flowers of diverse colors blossomed everywhere on
the branches of relatively high trees and, also, depending on the species, even
fruits maturing.


“Hello, Mei.”


“Hi, Larry,” the young Asian woman said while
smiling.


This voice to whom Mei had answered surprised Red,
who couldn’t see anyone.


An old black man with a very warm smile, wearing a
kind of green tracksuit, appeared from behind a tree and walked toward them. He
shook hands with Mei and, when it was Red’s turn, held her hand during a longer
time in his.


Red watched her hand and, then, the man's face
that was filled with curiosity. He was studying her in detail.


Finally, he let go of her hand and said, “So,
you’re Red, the latest citizen of the Community. I’m glad to know you, and
welcome you to my modest workplace.”


“Modest, modest, you shouldn’t be so shy, Larry,
you realize miracles here every day,” intervened the young Japanese woman.


The old man seemed suddenly a bit abashed and, Red
was sure about it, if he had been born with white skin, he would probably have
blushed.


“Oh, I do my best to assure sufficient food for
everyone. But food isn’t the only thing my colleagues and me give to people
here, it’s also the possibility of enjoying the beauty of nature… safely!”


The child looked around more attentively, and she
saw, cutting or watering here and there, a few other men and women. They were
wearing the same kind of green uniform as their interlocutor, many of them much
younger than him. She also saw, further away, in the middle of some trees, a
couple sitting on a park bench, smooching.


And near her, she observed an apple tree with many
beautiful red fruits on it.


Attracted, she approached it, followed by the
woman and the man who looked at her, curious. She also observed, amidst green
leaves which showed that the tree was sufficiently well hydrated, a juicy
apple, hanging on a low branch within her range.


The fascination of the child made the old man and
Mei smile.


“You want to eat it?” asked the old man, who was
standing near her again, following her gaze. “You can eat it, if you wish,” he
added kindly.


Red reached out and caught between two fingers an
orange, black-dotted ladybird, which was on a leaf near the apple, and put it
in her mouth.


The two adults’ smiles disappeared, and they were
even jaw-dropped when the child chewed noisily, the shell of the insect
resisting a bit between her teeth. 


She finally stopped chewing and swallowed, then
smiling while watching them.


The old man became somber and, after making sad
eye contact with the young woman, said, “I was talking about the apple.”


“Really?” The little girl seemed embarrassed and
added, “Sorry… I did as usual, when I was hungry.”


The agro-engineer watched her with even more
sadness for a few seconds, saying nothing, and finally, added with a soft
voice, “You didn’t often eat meat or, generally, any other source of animal
proteins, when you were outside with your parents, I imagine?”


“Rarely,” answered Red, who finally picked the
apple and bit into it avidly. Munching, she smiled at him and added, “Your
apples are delicious.”


“I hope so,” the engineer answered with a wry
smile. “Next time, ask me before you want to eat one of my insects. They are
the gardener’s friends! This ladybug you ate, which has Asian origins, eats
aphids, which tend to devastate crops.”


“I promise,” the little red-haired girl murmured,
smiling innocently while watching him with her green eyes. The old man
acknowledged by nodding, and his warm smile returned.


Then Red raised her head and looked at the ceiling
which was at least forty-five feet over them.


Larry followed her gaze and asked, “What are you
looking at?”


“Are there trees on the other levels?”


“No, many fruit-producing trees, like apple,
apricot, orange, and lemon trees have been planted only here, at the first
level, because their weight, with the necessary fertile ground for their big
roots, would be too much for one of the levels over us.”


“I saw some vegetation on the other levels, when I
was outside.”


“Yes, some are blackberry and blueberry bushes,
but mainly, those levels are for the hydroponics.”


“Hydro…” the little girl frowned while trying to
pronounce correctly.


“Hydroponics.”


“I’m sure Red would love to visit some of the
upper levels,” said Mei, smiling, and the little girl smiled back, nodding.


“Let’s go,” added Larry, and they followed him to
an elevator, which, noisy and slow, brought them at the second level.


When the doors of the elevator opened, cackles of
poultry kind of greeted them. They walked in the middle of a row of wheat,
growing on hydroponics boards, supplied with water via piping.


But the child’s attention was more attracted by a
closed wooden hen house, from which came the noise they could hear. She asked,
“You’ve got hens?”


“Yes, many,” answered the black man, “And of
course, we also have a few roosters, but also some rabbits in that hutch,” he
added, his smile becoming even warmer.


“Rabbits?” This brought a shine to the girl’s
eyes, who asked, “Can I see them?”


“Of course, but don’t eat them now, they’re for
the Community. Chickens and rabbits grow much faster than cows and with much
less water and food. They make an easier source of protein for all of us.”


Disgust appeared on Red’s face, and the two adults
suddenly understood that her lack of empathy for insects didn’t include
rabbits.


“You can even caress the bunnies if you want,”
added Mei, and seeing Red’s warm smile, she accompanied her with the old
gardener to the rabbit’s house.


 


 


***











Harding


 


Red was dazzled by the light, nevertheless she
tried to keep her eyes open as she had been asked. The small lamp illuminated
one eye, then the other... And the light went out at once.


Colored dots danced before her eyes, forcing her
to blink several times, until her sight re-adapted to the ambient light
illuminating the doctor's office. The doctor whose face she could see again,
now that the dancing dots were beginning to disappear. A face she regretted
seeing again, even though she had only known him for a few minutes.


Red had not liked Doctor Theodore Harding at all,
when Mei had introduced him to her. "Doctor Mengele," as many of the
Community had nicknamed him, had analyzed her from head to toe, as if she was
an interesting insect.


He looked at her with his cold grey eyes, through
his large metal-rimmed glasses. He had a disturbing smile with large, too well
aligned white teeth.


The smile of a freak,
she thought.


They looked at each other with a lot of intensity,
the atmosphere becoming tenser.


"How is she, Professor?" Mei asked,
almost startling the man and the child, who both turned their heads to her.
Smiling, the ravishing young Asian woman looked at them in turn, without
seeming to have noticed the animosity growing between them.


"She's fine, considering that she’s a child
who didn’t always eat enough to satisfy her hunger since her birth," said
the man, adding, "A lack of vitamins may have affected her growth, but now
that she lives in the Community, I think she’ll be fine, let me tell you."


"I am delighted to learn that,
Professor," said the young woman with joy. "You see, Red, we’re lucky
here in the Community! Better than a doctor, we have a professor of medicine
watching over our health!"


"I’m a professor, yes, specialized in
virology, to be more precise," the scientist said, a note of pride in his
voice.


"Thank you for everything, Professor,"
said the young woman while leaving her chair, bowing slightly.


"You’re welcome, it will be a pleasure to watch
over her," said the man, bowing stiffly while awkwardly trying to imitate
her. He had said that in a vaguely worrisome tone, showing a more carnivorous
smile than ever while Mei, smiling, passed through the door of his office with
the worried red-haired girl following her.


"I’ll watch her over closely, very closely,
you can count on me to do that."


The little girl slammed the door in his face so
that she neither saw nor heard him anymore, at least during that day.


 


***











Demonstration


 


Joshua Adams had to admit that the huge laser gun was
impressive. 


All the resources which were necessary
to build it were impressive too, his bean-counter mind made
him almost say to the technicians near him, who were working on it. But he
refrained from doing it. After all, they had worked so hard on it, and didn’t
need to be put off, after all the effort they had put in this project.


“Where’s the target?” he asked, looking in a tough
way at the team manager.


“Connect this one,” a young Asian engineer wearing
a white shirt and a tie said to a technician, who was making the last
connections on a console connected to the device. He operated a few controls
and then the cubic metallic box rotated, with a glass-like cylinder protruding
in front of it. He made it stop its movement, making it aim at an archery
target, with its characteristic concentric circles.


Adams frown squinted, trying to see it more
easily, dozens of meters away, at the back of the huge room where they were all
standing. The administrator looked more attentively at the target and added,
“Impressive, Dr. Lee… if it works, of course.”


“I’m sure it will do the job, just give us a few
more seconds to prepare," the young Asian answered, continuing, "This
weapon will be our ultimate defense against zombies, THE final solution. It
will burn them like torches when they approach, no more ammunition needed, just
stored energy, given to us by the sun and the wind, thanks to our solar power
plants and wind turbines.”


“I hope so, after all the resources you asked to
complete this project. Go!” Adams answered coldly.


The engineer harangued one of his technicians
wearing like the others a black tracksuit. The man approached and, stressed,
helped him to set the last connections. 


After a few minutes, the young Asian man said,
smiling timidly to the man in white, “Here we go.”


“At last, I almost had to wait!” answered the
administrator in a harsh way, paraphrasing Louis XIV of France, the Sun King.


Lee looked furtively at him and then,
concentrating his attention on a few switches, and finally pressed a big red
button.


The big glass-like cylinder suddenly emitted a red
glow and a big laser beam of the same color hit the center of the target, where
a blinding red spot appeared.


And nothing else happened.


The old administrator’s face displayed a dubious
frown and, turning around with a mocking smile when his gaze crossed the
engineer’s, he said, “Well, I must admit that your technological toy is
accurate... it’s a shame that it doesn’t do anything more useful…”


“Look before telling that!” shouted the Asian
while pointing a finger at the target.


Adams turned around again to observe, aghast, the
target. Its center was, undoubtedly, beginning to release fumes into the air.
Adams also listened, having the impression that there was something making a
little noise.


A tiny buzz.


“Yeeeeees, you see, it works!” Lee shouted
enthusiastically.


“Yes, it’s burning,” admitted the old man, who was
beginning to be fascinated by the accumulation of dark smoke coming from the
target, far away. 


That’s when he turned around again, sniffing, and
he added, “Hey, something’s burning!”


“Yes, the target,” continued the young Asian who,
fascinated, was concentrating on the center of the target, and he added,
“Look!”


Flames had begun to eat the center of the target,
flames which were spreading quickly over its whole surface.


Tony Lee was ecstatic, crying, “That’s it!”


The buzz became louder.


“Fire!” someone shouted.


“I know,” Lee answered.


“Fire!” the technician next to him yelled louder,
and that’s when the engineer understood that a lot of smoke and flames were in
fact coming out of the metallic box from which the laser was protruding. The
dark smoke produced by the weapon and by the archer target, which was
completely burning now, was quickly pervading the enclosed room.


The technicians and the engineer began to unplug
the laser canon. Stress could be sensed in the darkening room, while the old
administrator began to walk backwards toward the nearest exit, slowly but
surely. 


All of a sudden a deafening ringing alarm tone was
heard, replacing the now louder buzz emitted by the gun. Sprinklers on the
ceiling came into operation and began to disperse water in the room.


“Stop it!” Adams shouted at Lee, approaching the
exit, which was closed by a robust-looking door.


“I can’t stop it, it’s blocked on ‘FIRE MODE’!”
yelled back the engineer, who was pressing compulsively the big red button
which remained lit.


“I’m going to unplug it!” shouted the technician
near him, and putting a handkerchief on his nose and mouth to avoid breathing
the dark smoke, he came closer to the big cable connecting the laser cannon to
the nearest wall outlet.


Lightning flashed with a sound of thunder from the
surface of the box of the gun which was drenched in the water continuing to spill
from the ceiling.


All of a sudden the weapon had bumps and began to
move in all directions, sweeping the room with its red laser beam, the buzz now
so loud that it shouted over the alarm. The gun turned abruptly and its beam
hit the dark tracksuit of the technician, igniting it.


The man began to yell as the flames ran quickly
over the whole synthetic cloth, and fire was beginning to burn his hair too.


Joshua Adams ran toward the exit door and pushed
it violently, escaping this nightmare. Before the door had slammed back behind
him he had a glimpse of the technicians and Dr. Lee, running in all directions
in the dark fog which had invaded the room.


The laser gun continued to turn around in all
directions, firing everywhere, setting fire to two more technicians.


The old administrator entered the nearby corridor
and stopped, bending, panting. He cleared his throat and coughed, his once
beautiful white suit and tie now grey colored and soaked.


The door slammed open and hit the adjacent wall,
startling Adams.


The administrator saw Lee and a technician join
him in the corridor. Just before they closed the door behind them he spotted
only darkness and black fog, from which red laser beams were shooting in all
directions, its buzz deafening now.


Fire workers wearing yellow clothing came, running
with a fire hose, ready to enter the room from which came the sounds of the
alarm and the buzz combined.


“Stop!” their chief suddenly yelled to them, a
rather fat, but old and experienced chief, a mobile phone glued to an ear.


He yelled in it, “Shut down the power of
experimental hall #4, quick!”


A few seconds passed by while the noise of the
alarm and buzz became even more deafening.


Then all of a sudden silence returned.


“Leave this corridor, please!” the fire chief
yelled at Adams, Lee, and the technicians.


Seeing they were obeying him, he lowered the visor
of his firefighter helmet and entered the room where the red color of the laser
beam had been replaced by the reddish and orange colors of numerous flames. He
inundated the room with a fire hose, his men following him inside.


 


***


 


A while later, Adams in his greyed costume, and Lee with his
now-darkened shirt and half-burnt necktie, were standing in the corridor, both
trying to regain their breath.


The automatic swing doors communicating with the
corridor, from which they had been evacuated, opened with a metallic sound.


The fire chief joined them, his men transporting
on a stretcher, behind him, three bodies covered with sheets. Looking at Adams,
the fat fire fighter said, watching the two men severely, “Two men and a woman
dead, all three killed by the fire’s smoke!”


Then without saying anything more the fireman and
his team exited the corridor and left them once again alone.


The administrator glared at the engineer who,
looking towards the tiled floor, was clearly feeling sheepish.


The old man said to him, “I’m very, very
disappointed, Mister Lee!”


The young Asian man continued to lower his eyes,
as if he was searching for something on the floor, and went out of the corridor,
scrutinized in detail by the old administrator, who had a very severe face.


Once the double doors had closed, Adams stopped
frowning and, sighing, seeming tired and even older, he followed Lee’s
footsteps, one moment later.


One of the surviving technicians, who had watched
them exit the corridor, looked visibly disgruntled at his surviving colleague
and told him, “Almost no more ammunition left, and the project of laser guns is
a total failure. Only a miracle from outside the Community could save it – and
us all - from being doomed… we really need hope!”


 


***


 


 











Journey


 


Elmer Hoffnung was driving at breakneck speed, despite the weight
of the vehicle he was driving.


Driving wasn’t his thing, since basically, and
before anything, he was a scientist. The big truck he was driving zig-zagged
between the trees in the wood, pulling twin trailers behind it. Fear disfigured
his plump, bearded face, giving it an almost comical appearance.


But he wasn’t in the mood to laugh, worrisome
sounds coming from the diesel engine, signifying perhaps that he would soon be
stranded in these woods. And he was so far from his destination…


He knew that, sooner rather than later, his last
moments would arrive. He had sometimes a glimpse of frightening figures between
the trees, this night. All those reddish, glowing eyes in the dark that he was
seeing, like a nightmarish tapestry. He knew that it meant that they were here.


Not a few, but dozens, perhaps hundreds of them,
waiting their turn…


Images of friends and colleagues who had been
shredded to pieces in front of his eyes filled his mind, in a reddish
kaleidoscope of butchery.


These thoughts made him almost miss a turn and he
steered maddeningly.  Under the centrifugal force provoked by the sharp
turn, he felt that the second trailer pulled by the truck was losing grip at
the rear. It was beginning to overturn, rolling on only the two wheels of one
side.


“Noooooo!” he squeaked, and he saw in the side
mirror the second trailer topple on the ground. Its metallic side raked the
soil and slowed down his truck  while it raised clouds of dust. 


He firmly stepped on the brake pedal. This threw
him head first into the windscreen. His nose was pressed painfully on the
window and he was surprised that his head hadn’t burst through the glassy
surface. 


The vehicle stopped violently and after the belt
had restrained the fat man it bumped him back toward the driver seat. Because
of the shock the back of his head and his nape hit the head restraint and he
was almost knocked unconscious.


“Ouch!” he yelled, and his torso swung back and
forth, his neck swinging painfully with it.


Finally, his movements ceased and he remained
immobile, eyes closed and head bent forward. The only sound which could be
heard was coming from the truck’s engine, which was left idling.


Long moments passed.


At last, he breathed laboriously, his rib cage
painful each time that he drew breath. He opened his eyes and looked everywhere
around him, inspecting the nearby trees and looking in his left mirror. Then,
wide eyed, he slowly opened the driver’s door. He looked at the ground below
and, after a little hesitation, jumped on the ground.


He lost control of the trajectory of his fall and
landed on his big belly, his face plunging with a splash in a small sloppy
pond. 


“Oh, my God!”


He raised his head and, hesitant, stood up. He
sensed something on his face and, touching it, he was disgusted.


His face was covered with mud. Standing up
clumsily, he put a hand on one of his big buttocks. Sensing the back pocket
situated on that part of his bag-like jeans, he got out of it a pack of paper
handkerchiefs. He extracted one of the small sheets and wiped his face,
emitting a ‘Bah!’ because of revulsion. It had become brownish and, smelling
it, he winced.


Impatiently, he began to wipe his face. Vaguely
satisfied after having cleaned his face with a few more handkerchiefs, he
turned around and walked slowly toward the back of the truck.


As he had thought, the first trailer attached to
the truck just behind the cabin was fine, set on its wheels. Concerning the
second trailer which had been hitched to the first one, it was another
story… 


He was really pissed off.


“Oh no…” he said, his squeaky and funny, almost
female voice, almost absorbed by the oppressing wood. Not only had this second
trailer rolled on its side, lying in the dirt of this bad road, but because of
the overturn, the towing hook was completely twisted. 


A roar came from behind him, startling him. 


He turned around, seeing a bunch of living dead
which was walking, heavily but surely, toward him. They were a few meters
behind the open driver’s door of the truck and were going to cut his access to
the vehicle’s haven.


Wailing, he began to run as fast as his weight
permitted him, the zombies almost arriving at the door. Fear made him make a
fantastic stride and he reached the door. He grabbed it with its handle to
reach the driver’s seat.


He felt hands pull his legs.


Hanging on to the steering wheel just as hard as
he could he turned around and saw two zombies wearing work clothes, clinging
onto his old dirty sneakers. He yelled while he fought to remain inside, four
other creatures trying, from behind the first two, to grab his feet too.


Elmer suddenly remembered the half rotten sausage
he had been eating, and that he had sloppily left on the passenger seat.
Fighting to resist the pull of the group, he grabbed it briskly. Holding on to
the wheel with only one hand he allowed their pull to dangerously diminish the
distance between them and him.


With the other hand he threw the piece of sausage
in the face of one of the two closest zombies. 


This source of meat made it react by seizing it in
its gaping jaw.


Its neighbor tried to seize the food out of its
mouth and they both let loose of his legs. They began to fight with one
another, scratching each other with their hands, which had long and sharp
nails. They fell on the ground, continuing to fight, making the four others
walk back.


This permitted Elmer to close the door and,
turning the ignition key, he put his foot to the floor of the truck.


The big vehicle had a weak start, sometimes even
chugging, like a huge and sick metal beast. It laboriously moved along now
rocky terrain, with a big metal scream. And it clearly wasn’t moving
sufficiently fast, bunches of living dead approaching from everywhere, clumsy
in their movements but apparently, very motivated, he told himself.


Motivated to eat me alive!


This horrible thought made the bald man shiver
while he had the impression that the truck was slowing down, and the curious
metallic noise was increasing, while suddenly he thought he saw a flash of
lightning.


“No, no, noooo,” he yelled, “What’s slowing me
like that?”


That’s when he understood, opening wide surprised
eyes, and he turned his attention to his left-hand mirror.


“No, not that, poor idiot!” he shouted, angry at
himself, as he watched in the mirror the second trailer that he was continuing
to drag. Its metallic side scraping the stony road, the friction generated
sparks, which were very visible in the gloomy night in the wood.


His attention turning again to the road, he was
surprised to see a sea of glowing red spots in front of him, and guessed that
these were in fact hundreds of zombies’ reddish eyes which were reflecting the
light of the headlights of the truck.


“I’m not afraid by you!” shouted the man, and he
accelerated even more, the chimney-like exhaust pipe of the truck, on the side,
spitting huge amounts of smoke. 


The vehicle arrived like a combine harvester
toward the living dead which were hit and moved apart by the aft part of the
truck. It moved through the flow like a boat producing waves in front of it and
on its sides, the waves here being quantities of the hellish creatures.


A loud metallic sound, recalling him the complaint
of a huge animal, startled him.


He took a peek again in the left-hand mirror. The
second trailer was beginning to rip apart on big rocks on the path. The truck
was jumping on these rocks, making him cling to the steering wheel and pray
that he could avoid puncturing a tire. 


A new bump on a higher rock made the trailer adopt
an almost vertical position. He could only hope that it was going to recover,
and roll again on all its wheels.


Instead, the structure of the second trailer fell
over on its side, the structure of its brick-like shape twisting and creasing
upon impact and, finally, ripping to pieces. It emitted at the same time a loud
and plaintive metallic sound, reminding the sound of an agonizing whale.


All this deafening sound and action excited even
more the upcoming living dead which, no longer with clumsy movements, began to
almost run after him and the wreck which was dragged behind, roaring louder.


Elmer saw in the left-hand mirror the second
trailer finish its transportation career in a mess of metal, dozens of different
products that it contained scattered on the path, leaving a track of diverse
objects. 


That’s when he saw a big black bag fall in the
dirt in the middle of the mess which had been poured out.


“Oh, no, not that!” the man shouted. 


Biting his lips, wincing, he slowed down and,
crushing the brakes, finally stopped the truck. Listening the diesel engine
continue to operate, he saw a group of zombies which had been trying to run
behind the vehicle bump hard in the back of the remaining trailer, falling on the
ground like clumsy-looking puppets. 


He put the engine in reverse and put his foot to
the floor. He was shaken a lot while he sensed that the truck was rolling back
on the prone living dead. Spooky cracking sounds could be heard.


Concentrating his attention in the left-hand
mirror he continued to reverse the vehicle, cautiously approaching the bag,
careful not to crush it too. He saw many silhouettes of zombies behind, but
these latecomers, in comparison with the ones he had mashed, were hundreds of
meters behind, and not walking very fast. He hesitated many seconds, his heart
beating fast, and finally yelled, “OK, let’s go, I must do it!”


He briskly opened the driver’s door and jumped on
the dirty ground, crouching to cushion the shock of his fall. 


“Ouch!” he shrieked, his voice almost like a
woman’s, and he put a knee down, holding his aching right ankle between his
hands. 


“God, help me!” he squeaked, and he stood up
slowly. He began to walk and yelled because of the pain, kneeling once again. A
grimace on his face, wincing, he stood up again and hopped toward the big black
bag which was a few meters back, near a few metallic remains of the second
trailer.


Stopping in front of the bag which was almost as
tall as him, and, surprisingly, even bulkier than him, he grabbed it with both
hands and lifted it. 


Growls erupted suddenly, startling him, the
surprise almost making him release the bag. He looked in the direction from
where the noise was coming, and saw one of the sides of the trailer. It had
fallen on a big, displaced tire, which was flat on the ground. It was shaken
violently from behind, as if animals were having a fight.


Sweat trickling down his temples, Elmer, white as
a sheet, began to walk back, slowly, silently, toward the open left door of the
truck. He was not at all curious to see who - or, more precisely, what - was
rattling the side, which was a metallic plaque.


Suddenly the badly balanced plaque fell over and
spread on the ground in an apocalyptic crash. The huge metallic noise made
Elmer cry out in surprise.


The fall of the plaque unveiled two living dead
fighting against each other. They were tearing each other apart for a frozen
rat, vacuum packed wrapped in plastic.


He remembered that it was intended for the
nourishment of snakes, in a toxicology laboratory. They grabbed it
alternatively from one another with their claw-like bony hands, opening huge
gaping mouths, like lions trying to impress one another. All at once the last
one, which had taken the wrapped animal, became immobile.


That’s when the other one took the very cold flesh
out of its hands, growling again… then becoming silent in turn.


Both turned around and looked at him with their
rotting eyes in their orbits, while he was more stealthily than ever trying to
walk back toward the open driver’s cabin.


The two creatures, which were immobile and,
seemingly, fascinated by him, surprised him.


Are the minds of these living dead
actually as empty as some of my biologist colleagues said?


Both creatures roared in unison, startling
him. The one with the wrapped rodent let if fall in the dirt. It
watched the cold meat at its feet… And finally, slowly, it raised its head and
stared at him, its rotten eyes making Elmer think of dried grapes.


Sweat twickled more abundantly along one of the
man’s temples and, shivering, he swallowed with difficulty.


Suddenly the thing began to run clumsily toward
him, stomping the frozen rat on the way, followed by the other living
dead. 


Elmer leapt toward the door, and suspending the
big bag by its handles with both hands, he reached the small ladder giving
access to the cabin. He lifted the bag over him to send it through the open
door, ready to jump in just behind it.


He felt painful scratches on his back. His heart
pounded in his chest as he saw that the two creatures were standing behind him,
pulling him back while they loosened his hold.


“No!” the man shouted. 


He turned around toward the nearest zombie and,
alarmed, saw that, its mouth opened wide, the creature was going to bite his
throat. He hit instinctively the upper part of the thing’s head with the
bag, using all his strength.


The creature became immobile and falling back,
pressed against the other one just behind it. Its eyes were now more soulless
than ever. Sharp, translucent blades protruded out of the bottom of the bag.
The shock had made them pierce the black tissue of the bag and some of them had
entered the skull of the first creature, like a hot knife slides through
butter. 


The fat man lifted the bag again, lifting at the
same time the now immobile undead’s head with it, maintaining it in a standing
position. It was as if it was a suspended puppet, hanging via the blades in its
skull.


The other zombie growled, and that’s when Elmer
lifted the bag even more, freeing the blades from the first creature’s skull.
The lights of the truck which were illuminating the trail in front of it
reflected off the ground, and this was sufficient to illuminate, indirectly,
the protruding blades. These reflected the light with many colors, as if they
were made of diamonds. It made for a wonderful vision, so contrary to the
ugliness of the zombies.


The first creature, with multiple slits in its
skull, was no more a living dead but just an immobile corpse. It fell heavily
on its back, dragging the other off with it toward the ground. They made a big
puff of dust when they plummeted. The one of them which continued to move tried
to free itself from under the other, which remained, statue-like, over it.


Elmer didn’t wait for the second creature to free
itself; he threw the bag of blades in the cabin, and then climbed the ladder as
quickly as his overweight body permitted him. While following the bag inside
the driver’s cabin it had begun to roll with difficulties, because of its
protruding blades. 


He saw one of the blades of the rolling bag cut,
while passing by, the upper part of the gear stick. Despite it being made of
steel, the blade literally beheaded the spherical pommel. It fell on the dirty
floor of the vehicle and rolled further away.


The man sighted the shortened lever which had been
so easily severed and murmured, “Shit!”


A roar behind him made him jump inside and he had
just the time to close the driver’s door behind him, the second creature
arrived at his level. Its bony hands were suspended at the top of the window of
the truck, which wasn’t completely shut. It growled, opening a gaping mouth
with rotten teeth.


Elmer sighed, leaning over, and seeing that the
creature continued to stay hanging onto the window pane, he stepped on the gas
pedal. The truck leapt ahead, the zombie continuing to cling. The driver
steered briskly, causing the left side of the vehicle to be brushed by the
branches of the nearby trees.


The creature roared more than ever when branches
whipped it in the face. But the thing remained clinging, despite all the hits
and bumps, shouting even louder.


“I never take hitchhikers with me,” Elmer shouted
at it, and whistling, he pressed a button on the door. The windows closed
and pressed the eight phalanges which extended beyond the edge, making them
emit a crunching noise. Finally they were completely cut, making the zombie
fall outside.


The cut phalanges fell too, rolling on the floor.
Keeping their momentum, they finished near his left foot.


Looking in the left mirror, he saw the creature somersault
in the dirt, disappearing behind him in the dark. The man laughed out loud, and
after a few seconds, fell silent, concentrating on the driving. Looking at his
right, he took a peek at the bag, which had finished its own rolling on the
passenger’s seat. It remained almost immobile, despite being a bit shaken by
the bumps on the road. Curious, he understood that it was kept stable thanks to
the protruding blades under it, which went through the bottom and back of the
seat.


“Continue to drive two miles, and then turn
right.”


The female voice startled him. Raising his chin,
he looked at the screen of the GPS which he had forgotten because of all the
things which had happened. He looked at the remaining distance and at the
vehicle’s gauge and then relaxed. The old engine of the truck made him feel
some weakness sometimes, but he knew it was a robust one, and he sensed he
could trust it. 


Hopeful, he accelerated, murmuring, “Here I come,
O Community, O Utopia!”


 


 


***











Hidden


 


“As you can see, the Community’s dome not only permits the
constant recycling of water along its interior curved walls, but the
agricultural zones, in the agro-units around the other buildings, also recycle
water.”


On the big flat screen, the students were watching
the schematics showing the structure of the Community, with its Fuller dome
surrounding many buildings, each of these showing the green color of plants,
through their large bay windows.


A youngster sighed, cutting the silence inside the
classroom. 


“Ned, what’s the problem?” asked the teacher, a
middle-aged woman, becoming stern with him. She was grim-looking, wearing
metal-rimmed spectacles.


“Sorry Miss, but… I can’t feel any passion for
this umpteenth lesson in agriculture… Aren’t there other subjects we could
study?”


“What you desire isn’t of interest to me,” shouted
the teacher, adding, “Producing food is, with defense against zombies outside,
one of the first of our Community’s objectives for survival.”


She looked at him severely a few seconds before
continuing, “Because of your poor grades, you should accept the idea that
you’ll probably be an agricultural technician, in the near future. And when it
arrives, you shouldn’t be ashamed. Nourishing your neighbor as much as yourself
is something very honorable.”


“OK, OK,” answered the boy, lowering his gaze to
avoid the teacher’s.


“You agree with me, Red?” asked the woman, turning
around.


She suddenly became tense, opening wide eyes. She
was looking at an empty chair. She blinked at it and then looked at the young
chestnut-haired girl sitting beside.


“Where is she again?” yelled the teacher, furious.


“Don’t look at me like that,” the girl said,
making herself small, “it’s not my fault, she didn’t come back after break
time!”


Her face beginning to become red because of her
anger, the teacher looked through a window at nearby green-looking buildings,
their facades covered with trees and vegetation.


 


***


 


Red was hiding behind the corner of the half-open
door. Kneeling on the floor, and her head pressing against it, she wasn’t far
from the edge of the big mattress called tatami. She was taking a glimpse as
the course was running in the Dojo, the classroom where Hiroto trained many
young adults and teenagers in Kenjutsu, the Japanese swordsmanship.


At that moment, the old man was sitting
cross-legged on the tatami and facing in the other direction. He was wearing a
kimono and a big black trouser-skirt, his eyes closed. Around him, there were a
few very thick and hard reeds, at breast height, which had been vertically
planted on wooden planks. He was concentrating, his katana in its sheath on his
side, and completely immobile.


All eyes were turned toward him, and in the
complete silence here, the red-haired girl could sense in the air a kind of
public fascination for the old man. Seconds passed by, then minutes, without
anything happening. They all had the impression that they were watching a
living statue of Buddha.


Suddenly in a flash Hiroto jumped up, drew his
sabre, turned quickly around while moving the blade in the air in only one
gesture, and finally fell on his knees  while the movement of the weapon
finished as it was inserted back in its place, in its beautiful black scabbard.


The young red-headed girl blinked her eyes,
surprised by the dashing speed of the old man who had moved so fast that the
human eye couldn’t clearly follow what happened. She even briefly had the
impression that nothing had happened, that she had dreamt it, because no one
reacted in the dojo.


All at once, the upper part of the reeds began to
fall all around the old Japanese man, some horizontally cut, and others sliced
on a bias, falling in various trajectories on the tatami with a bump. 


The applause which erupted startled Red.


Hiroto, impassive, slowly opened his eyes, watched
them and lifted a hand, making everyone fall into silence. He then said, “This
was a demonstration of sabre cut called ’Batto Do’. It’s part of the training
of the practitioners of Iaido, that perfectionist’s practice being part of the
Kenjutsu. Iaido, pronounced ‘e-aye-do’ by Europeans, is the art of killing or
wounding approaching opponents with one, unique movement. In this
demonstration, the fighter begins immobile, and finishes immobile. The sabre
slices but begins in its place, and finishes in its place.”


He stopped speaking and looked at the group of
people wearing kimonos, youngsters and girls.


They were hanging on every one of his words,
waiting.


He continued, “In the far past, before the
invention of firearms, the mastership of such an art could very well mean, in
war, life and death… Interesting, heh, Red?”


The surprise had on Red the effect of an electric
shock and involuntarily she pushed the half-opened door with her head. She fell
on the floor and her head would’ve hit the perfectly waxed wooden floor if she
hadn’t had the reflex to catch herself on her hands. She finally stabilized
herself through the half-open door, in a crawling position on the floor.


A clamor of surprise went through the crowd that
was now watching her. Many of them seemed shocked, others laughed nervously.


The girl stopped contemplating the floor and,
turning her head toward them, she was embarrassed. She smiled timidly at them
and murmured, “Hi!”


Hiroto, who had stood up and turned around to
watch her, had a slight smile on his face. He made a calming gesture with the
palm of his hand turned toward the people, ordering them to calm down. 


Silence came all of a sudden and the old Japanese,
his smile disappearing to be replaced by his usual impassivity, walked quietly
toward Red and helped her to stand up. Their faces were now at the same level,
so much had the teen grown up since she had been saved.


Hiroto was always impressed by the growth of the
girl and he told himself, She’s not the only one. They’re all so tall, so
soon… Is it something normal? It’s really a new, totally different
generation!


Her eyes met the old man’s, and she felt
intimidated by his stern look.


“You’re supposed to be at school, young lady.”


The harshness in his voice made her lower her gaze
toward his naked feet on the tatami, and she answered, “I’m sorry… but I think
I won’t learn anything useful down there, and…”


“Education is the most important thing for any
human,” the Asian said louder, “And you must be grateful to have the chance to
receive some, after all your first years, only occupied by trying to survive!”


She lifted her gaze to look at him, but quickly
lowered it again and murmured, “May I, one day, learn Kenjutsu too?”


The old man sighed heavily, and despite his
appearance of calm, the little girl feared all at once that he was going to
slap her.


Instead, he extended his hand and raised her chin
to force her to look him in the eye, saying, calmer, “I’m not your father. Nor
grandfather, even if I’ve been officially your tutor, with my daughter Mei who
loves you, all these numerous last months, but…”


He stopped, seeming to reflect.


Seconds passed by that Red found to last
centuries.


Finally he continued, “I know how stubborn you
are, and despite all the traditional education I tried on you, I know that my
efforts, that way, would be useless… so let's make a bargain!"


He stopped speaking, Red visibly impatient to know
his proposal, and he continued, "You go to school during the day and, in
the evening, you’ll receive courses, at first in Jiu-Jitsu." 


The suddenly wincing face of the girl made him
feel almost angry but he controlled himself, continuing, "It's the
Japanese self-defense art, where you use only your body as a weapon. After
that, if you continue to volunteer for it, you will be admitted to the training
course of Kenjutsu. Is this OK with you, Red?”


“Yes, thank you!” Red answered enthusiastically,
wanting to jump for joy.


“Don’t thank me until the end,” the old man said,
with a stern look at her.


"It will be hard to become a good Kenjutsu
practitioner, and it’s a right that must be earned!”


 


***











Depressing


 


"I made it, Dad! I had my first-degree black belt in
Jiu-Jitsu after only 3 years, do you realize?"


No answer.


Only those reddish eyes contemplating him, or
seeming to be looking at the void… The lack of any kind of verbal answer or
reaction coming from his father, once again made Johnny somber, like at each of
his visits. But he had so much hoped that, this time, things would be
different…


"Speak to him," Harding had said to him
many times.


"The more you speak to him, the more his
brain will react to you, and to all your recollection of family. And then, the
greater the chances to see his mind resist the transformation, and for him to
remain human." 


Johnny should've loved to be with his father, at
this very moment.

Well, not with him, precisely, let's say that at least near Harry Jackson.


Or was he something... else?


When looking at his father, who was watching him
silently in the darkness of his "bedroom", behind the bars which
separated them, he hardly recognized the man. The father who had continued to
take care of him, after the mysterious disappearance of his mother.


Those two red eyes, glowing in the dark, just
contemplated him, and he had to avoid any physical contact with him; the danger
of one of his arms being pulled inside to be bitten being, he had been warned,
was a very real and great danger. And then, if he survived, he would be
contaminated, locked up in a cell too and become, in his turn, one of the
guinea pigs of Professor Mengele, as some people in the Community called him.


Face to face, they looked at each other in
silence. Johnny sometimes recognized a glint of his father’s love in the gaze,
despite the strange reddish iris and the dilated pupils. But at other moments,
like now, when there was that worrisome glimmer in his eye, he sensed a beast
there.


It was ready to leap toward him and to tear him
apart.


His father became visibly tense, seeming to
observe with nervousness Johnny and his surroundings, like a beast driven into
a corner, standing on guard. Inside the room, the atmosphere was becoming, at
the same time, heavy and electric. 


A hit on his right shoulder made him shiver and he
gasped, "What?" while rotating and taking a look behind him.


"Are you all right?"


He understood that Red had approached him from
behind and put a hand on his shoulder, and observed that his father was
surveying her, seeming ready to counterattack. He was surprised to see his
father behave like that.


Why is he so afraid of her?


Turning his attention to the ginger teen, he saw
that she didn't have her usual mocking attitude, as in the Dojo. In fact, she
seemed actually moved by what he could feel inside, and he smiled at her. 


"Well, I'm not sure my father's still a human
being, but besides that, I'm OK."


Red felt bitterness in the tone of his voice. She
looked at his father who, speechless, observed both of them each in turn – but
especially her - with mistrust.


"I'm so sorry for you, Johnny," the teen
girl said, swallowing hard with emotion, and sadness visible on her lightly
freckled face. She looked at the man - or had he already become one of those
things, those creatures?


One thing was for sure, his skin was showing
precursory signs of decomposition. But, at least, there was still something
human in his gaze. Her forced knowledge of how the zombies were told her that.


"Thank you, Red," answered the young
man, stopping to look at her, and then returning his attention to his father,
continuing, "At least, he's perhaps still alive, in that decaying body.
Professor Harding says he's going to treat him soon, and reverse the
process."


"Let's hope he's right. Is there anything I
can do to help you?"


The young man looked straight into her green eyes,
and he felt that she was sincere. He continued to feel a kind of animosity
towards her, despite his efforts. After all, they had been, during many months,
competing for their black belt. But those feelings were mitigated, now,
progressively replaced by a frank friendship.


He smiled warmly and continued, "The only
thing you can do for me, is to pray for my father's return... but after all the
horrors you've seen in this mad world, since your childhood, I wouldn't blame
you for not trusting in God."


She looked at him, visibly taken a bit aback by
his phrase. She hesitated, and finally answered, "Don't be mistaken, I
have trust in God... perhaps because my parents, even confronted with the
horrors you described, remained faithful."


"Really?"


"Yes... Mother often said that her belief in
a benevolent God, who would warmly welcome her in Paradise, after her death,
was something very comforting..."


Red waited a few seconds, before continuing with a
half-smile, "Since she repeatedly thought that she was going to be killed,
during all those years meandering on the roads, I bet that the perspective of
that reception, up there, made things easier."


Her smile broadened and she giggled.


Despite being confused about her kind of joking
about her mother's death, Johnny finally decided to laugh with her. Thanks to
her, for the first time in a long time, he felt optimistic.


A growl coming from the other side of the bars
made them stop, all of a sudden.


The young colored man stood up, imitated by Red,
and he said, "We must go, Dad. I hope you'll feel better, the next time I
come."


A new growl was emitted by the colossus who was
standing behind the bars, his arms by his sides, watching them with a kind of
voracious appetite, his mouth watering, drooling.


The young man turned around and walked toward the
entrance of the room, followed by the girl.


Red stopped just an instant. She had seen a small
reflection on one of Harry's cheeks. 


Am I dreaming,
or did I actually see a tear
trickling down one of his cheeks? Or was
it a drop of sweat?


She found the room rather warm, so it didn't seem
impossible... She looked at him for a few seconds again, trying to see again
the powerful, but also very human being who had taken part in her rescue. She
would've loved to know him better, when he was still completely a human being…


"You come or you stay?"


The voice of Johnny, who was standing in the door
frame with, behind him, the darkness of the nearby corridor, made her quit her
thoughts. She looked at him, saying to herself, this one has
already abandoned the idea of seeing his
dad again.


Remaining silent she followed him outside, slowly
closing the door behind her, not before glancing a last time at the massive
silhouette which was standing, watching her.


She sighed, and then closed completely the door
behind her.


 


 


***











Test


 


Cries, growls, and shrieks accompanied the whole path of the
group, consisting in part of two armed security guards wearing black uniforms.


Rifles in the hand, they were following a man
wearing something looking like a crossover between a silvery armor and an
astronaut suit. Finally, there was the Professor Theodore Harding, walking
behind the rest of the group. They arrived in front of a closed metallic door.


The man in armor looked at the cold smooth surface
which reflected, distorted, his silhouette. He looked at his deformed face
which was visible under the lifted visor, recognizing fear in his own gaze. His
breath became heavier and he turned around, looking at the eye of the
scientist.


The latter, seeming cold and concentrated, said,
“Well, you know the terms of our agreement. You enter, you stay a few minutes
inside, and after that, we free you. And then, thanks to the remission which
will then be granted to you, you will be immediately a free man. Think about
it.”


The man nodded and, swallowing hard, slowly closed
his visor. He asked, his voice distorted by the metallic armor, “You’re
sure this armor will protect me?”


“Probably,” Professor Theodore Harding answered,
looking at him, boldfaced. “But after all, if it was without any danger, would
the Council be so generous to you? Major dangers, great rewards.”


While watching him through the closed visor, the
man stepped back, but he was quickly pushed closer to the closed door by the
security guards who were standing behind him.


One of them entered a code on a little keyboard
beside the door, and all of a sudden it slid up.


It was almost completely dark inside, with only
one part of the cell illuminated by the dim light of the corridor. The man
shivered as, pushed by four hands, he entered, hesitantly, the little cell.
Nothing was clearly visible. 


The guillotine-like door slid down and shut behind
him, banging on the metallic floor and making him startle.


Outside, the finger of the guard who had closed
the door pressed another button. This made a little monochrome TV screen switch
on, showing the interior of the cell, which remained rather dark.


Professor Harding extracted a little microphone
out of the side of the screen and said, “Please turn on the headlamp of your
armor, we can’t see anything for the moment. The interior lighting of the cell
has not been working for a long time.”


His right hand trembling, the man pressed a button
on the side of his helmet.


A cone of light suddenly illuminated the whole
cell, making the man wince because of its intensity.


The image on the screen, which was of bad quality
and still dark, revealed the interior of the cell, with a table and a chair
and, at the foot of it, a rolled carpet.


Professor Harding approached the screen and
observed every detail. He frowned, grim-looking, and after many seconds, asked
in the microphone, “Where is it? Do you see it?”


“N… no,” the man in the armor answered, his voice
coming from a loudspeaker on the side of the screen.


On it the scientist and the guards watched the
lonesome man turn around nervously, looking everywhere. His noisier and
accelerating breath clearly suggested his anxiety. They heard it in his tone
when he continued, “I don’t see it, there’s probably an error in your prisoner
data. Let me out, please.”


“Sorry, but we’ve already verified. We’re sure
it’s inside. When you find it…”


“Or when it finds me!” yelled the man, his breath
becoming frenetic, as he continued to turn around.


Professor Harding was concentrated on what was
happening on the screen.


He thought he saw a movement.


“There, I saw something moving!” yelled one of the
guards, pointing to a part of the screen with an index finger, confirming the
scientist’s first impression.


“Where?” shouted the man inside, the intensity of
his voice becoming deafening as it exploded out of the speakers.


Harding observed too the thing which had begun to
move but, not wanting to interact with the subject of the experience, he didn’t
dare do anything else than say, “Fascinating…”


“What?” asked the man in armor, whose voice had
attained a new peaking level in the high ranges, “What’s fascinating?”


A guard couldn’t avoid murmuring, “My God…”


Professor Harding smiled while he watched a very
thin silhouette stand up behind the subject of the experimentation.


The latter turned around just at that moment,
understanding too late.


What he and the others had thought to be a rolled
carpet on the ground had been, in fact, a skeletal living dead, wearing an old
bathrobe.


“Nooo!” yelled the man in armor, and he ran
heavily toward the closed door, with his back to the thing, banging with his
fists on the hard metallic surface.


These movements and noise clearly upset the zombie
which responded with the roar of a wild beast. It walked slowly and clumsily
toward the man, stopping behind him. It put its skeletal hand on one of the
blade-covered shoulders of the frightened man, and pulling briskly, made him
turn around.


“No, open up!” yelled the man, goggling at the
view of the skull with empty orbits, the shadows inside of these seeming to
watch him in an odd way.


The creature roared again while opening a gaping
mouth, making the man, eyes wide while watching it, speechless and paralyzed by
fear. 


Outside, the guards and the Professor continued to
observe the skeleton-like undead. The thing and the man were standing in front
of each other. The nightmarish creature suddenly stopped roaring. It had its
dirty old white bathrobe opened. In the opening could be seen its rib cage,
sternum, pelvis, and bony arms and legs. Only a very thin layer of muscles
covered its body parts. 


The zombie threw its claw-like hands toward the
metallic chest of the man's armor.


The scratching of the sharp fingertips of the
phalanges on the metallic surface was phenomenal. Its shiny surface emitted
screeching sounds but wasn’t pierced through.


Lowering his head and looking down toward his
brisket through the visor of his helmet, the man sighed, surprised to be still
alive. Much to his surprise, the creature seemed to react at this sigh by
stopping its scratching and lowering its arms.


Its ugly mouth tightly shut, it became immobile,
its empty orbits seeming to watch him again, in total silence. It moved its
ugly, bony skull towards the man’s head, who watched it with a mix of horror
and fascination.


“What does it want?” asked one of Harding's
guards, who were watching the scene with him.


Suddenly the creature threw its claw-like hands
around the armored man’s arms and shook him brutally, making him cry out. Then
it threw him briskly on the side, making him stagger while wailing again,
thrown toward a nearby wall. Unbalanced, his back bounced hard against the
concrete surface and he fell on the dirty ground. On his hands and knees, he
was now in a crawling position.


“Gosh,” murmured the former guard, while watching
the scene in awe. 


The armored man’s face was sweating. The only view
he could see through the increasingly fogged visor, was the concrete ground,
and the emaciated feet of the creature which was standing over him. The man
heard his own heavy deafening breath inside the helmet, while his stress
steeply escalated. He had never felt claustrophobic until then, but now,
everything was different. Still in a crawling position, he moved his right
metal-gloved hand, seeing that it had fallen on something.


He turned his hand and discovered, half glued to
its palm side by dried blood, the emptied-out skin of a rat. The animal had
been butchered, and through the translucent skin illuminated by the lamp of his
helmet, he could still guess the traces left by the vertebrae of the poor little
thing's missing backbone.


Suddenly he was lifted and, as his knees and feet
remained on the ground, he saw its dirty surface disappear downwards. The skin
fell from his hand, and he realized that he was now facing, again, the ugly
skull of the living dead.


The man shouted in fear, provoking the reaction of
the creature which was half lifting him. It roared, opening a huge, gaping
mouth showing ugly blood-tainted teeth, and threw its free hand around the
lower part of the helmet.


His head hopefully protected inside, the man heard
terrible metallic sounds. He was surprised when he felt the stainless-steel
chinstrap moving. Completely frightened he shouted, feeling his chin seemingly
being crushed on both sides by the enormous pressure of the thing’s fingers.


He heard shots and felt that he was released
falling hard on the ground, his hands cushioning the impact with
difficulty. 


Many other shots reverberated between the walls
and through his metallic helmet as he felt that he was dragged by his feet,
while he continued to wail. 


Finally he heard a big metallic sound and the
shots ceased, as he felt that he was helped to stand up. It was difficult, he
felt dizzy. He fell on his back, not without discerning the closed door of the
cell passing by in the narrow point of view offered by his visor. He ended up
lying on his back, watching vaguely, through his still-foggy visor, the dimly
lit ceiling of the corridor. As he continued to breathe noisily, feeling his
heart racing in his chest, he felt hands fidgeting on his visor.


Suddenly the visor was opened and fresh,
delightful air entered inside the helmet. No more was his breathing the main
sound he could hear now, and he swallowed, feeling his throat and lips
completely dry. Feeling that he was trembling, he saw the smiling face of
Professor Harding appear in his point of view, and he heard him tell him, “So
you see that you survived the challenge… you’re now a free man!”


The scientist and the guards were kneeling around
the still-prone man who, remaining inside the armor, continued trembling.


One of the men kneeling near him, who was the
nearest, sniffed and, grimacing, said, “My God, what’s that odor? Jeez, he’s
peed inside the protective suit, or something?”


Harding shrugged while looking at him and then
lowering his head, smiled at the prone man. 


They helped the man to get on his feet and then
accompanied him toward the exit of the concrete corridor.


As the still armored man, still shaken, walked
with difficulty, blissfully supported by them, they heard shouts, roars and
growls coming from inside the dozens of cells around them. Some of the metallic
doors of those cells were hit from the inside, bumps forming on their outside
surface.


The group reached the end of the corridor and
after passing through a heavy metallic door, they slammed it behind them. They
then found themselves inside a huge metallic hangar. It enclosed completely an
inner concrete structure. It seemed able to avoid any escape of its
surprisingly powerful "guests", but it was unable to diminish
completely the bestial sounds they emitted.


Sighing while continuing to tremble, the man in
armor, still supported, followed the others toward the last door.


The door leading to his deserved freedom.


 


 


***


 


Professor Harding said, biting his lips, “Well,
our trial of a protective armor to protect against zombies isn’t… hmmm… a real
success.”


“Really fascinating,” he added, continuing his
monologue while he was looking at the now empty armor that he and two aids had
laid down on a big table. They looked at the helmet’s almost crushed chin-cup,
and at the impressive claw marks on the iron chest, the iron-clad arms having
their metallic surfaces distorted.


“Don’t you find that impressive?” continued
Harding, addressing the two men who seemed as fascinated by the scene as him.
“Despite the fact that this living dead has almost no muscle remaining on its
bones, it's able to distort metals. The effect of the Virus of the Plague on
human muscles will always be mind-boggling, for me… Imagine how much the living
dead would be ever more dangerous, if their brains hadn’t been damaged. It
makes their movements badly synchronized and inefficient. We're fortunate that
it's not the case, or they would be much faster… and actually invincible!”


The two men nodded silently, clearly impressed and
thanking God that they were, indeed, so fortunate.


 


 


***











Arrival


 


 


“I’m arriving!” shouted Elmer Hoffnung, full of joy, while after
another day and night of driving, he saw it.


Not very far away, the upper part of the
Community’s dome was visible, its base hidden by the trees of the surrounding
woodlands.


He felt excited, after having driven the big truck
during the last few years. Fighting to find some fuel, sometimes repairing the
motor of the old vehicle, luckily without being surprised by hungry zombies.
His heart beating with emotion, he drove on a road which led to a nearby wood
and night falling, he switched on his headlights while entering it. 


Hundreds of red spots appeared everywhere around
him, in the bushes, behind the trees. They were all around him.


He felt oppressed. “No, not them, not when I’m
arriving!”


He bit his lip and he jammed the gas pedal, just
as he passed by awkward-walking silhouettes.


 


***


 


Johnny Jackson was on duty on the ramparts surrounding the Community's
dome, and was pissed off after having seen his father. Bo, on duty too, was
talking with him, while surveying the surrounding area out of the corners of
his eyes.


“He's beginning to forget things, Bo, and there’s
not only that…”


“What else?” asked the muscular blond man.


“His skin is becoming gray, and his eyes… you
should see those reddish, glowing eyes, when he’s watching you in the dark!”


“I heard that Harding’s treatment was a half
success…”


“Half success, yes,” yelled Johnny, interrupting
him. “His treatment slows down the process of transformation, but it doesn’t
stop it… my father is his guinea pig, and he will slowly, but surely, become
one of them, one of those fucking zombies!”


“Strange…”


“Strange? What do you mean?” shouted Johnny,
visibly outraged. A few dozen meters away, he saw two other guards who glared
at him, apparently disturbed by his shouting.


“Sorry, Johnny, I was talking about something
else.”


“What else?” 


“I thought I saw a light in the wood… yes!”


Bo pointed an index finger toward a group of
trees, a few hundred yards away, and his black colleague saw then, like him,
two highlights. Bo reached down and looked through binoculars around his neck.


“A car, you think?” asked Johnny, happy to forget
the dull subject of their earlier conversation.


“A van or a big truck, I think.”


 "A truck?" said Johnny, a big
smile appearing on his face. In his turn he took the binoculars without
removing the strap from his friend's neck, pulling him nearer to him.


"Hey!" yelled Bo as the pull of the black
teen almost made him fall. Stabilizing himself, he took a bothered look at the
concrete ground below, glad to remain standing on the wall walk surrounding the
dome.


"Sorry," answered Johnny while smiling
and observing the big truck pulling a trailer, rolling faster now toward the
Community. Continuing to look with the binoculars, he asked, "Perhaps the
driver is bringing some food with him? Something other than the never-depleting
salads and tomatoes which are rammed down our throats?"


Johnny licked his lips and continued,
"Imagine if he or she brings some chocolate, for example?"


"You're making me dream," Bo murmured,
daydreaming.


"What the..." the thin black guy yelled,
continuing to observe with the binoculars. He had seen a bunch of zombies
running as fast as their clumsy movements permitted them, behind the truck. He
very well knew that they always had the instinct to try to catch any running
object, like mad dogs.


The vehicle was accelerating while at the same
time hundreds and hundreds of living dead were appearing everywhere. Opening
gaping mouths, many of them were grabbing onto the vehicle when it passed by.
Some even tried to restrain the moving mass with their skinny, bony arms.


 


***


 


Elmer was stressed more than ever as he was
driving toward the huge wall circling the Community's dome, banging the
dashboard. The fuel gauge was near zero, and the female synthesized voice of
the on-board computer echoed once again, "The tank is empty, you must
refill!"


"Where can I refill, whore?" yelled the
fat guy, sweat trickling down his forehead. The now shut off motor permitted
him to hear, distinctly, coming from around him, the roars and growls of the
avid flesh eaters.


Biting the bullet, he realized, while driving the
massive and now silent vehicle, that the truck was beginning to roll downhill.


Downhill toward the Community!


He caught a glimpse at the speedometer.


Thirty-five miles per hour... thirty-six... thirty
seven...


"Yeeees... momentum, momentum,
momentum!" he laughed enthusiastically while the truck was accelerating
with the help of gravity, beginning to roll on a narrow road.


And at the end of that road, he saw the giant, but
closed double doors.


He wiped sweat from his forehead before a drop
stuck to one of his eyebrows, and began to daydream while he saw the huge dome
beginning to completely fill his field of view as he was approaching it.


"The Community... a refuge, a safe haven
asset for the living human beings wanting to thrive separated from the dead..."


That pretty kitsch slogan that he had heard
numerous times, on the radio "Community's Birth”, which was the only radio
station anyone could receive in the country, that slogan made him smile. But
after all the things he had done to arrive here, he didn't dare to be
difficult.


Suddenly the truck began to slow down despite the
fact that he was going down a steeper hill.


Surprised, he opened wide eyes while seeing,
through the left and right windows, clouds of dust appearing on both sides.
They were vaguely illuminated by the powerful highlights but clearly visible.


While being careful to stay on the narrow road he
bent a bit while his face approached the half-opened left window and observed,
astonished, the dust whipped up as he drove along. 


"What the fu..." 


He squeaked in surprise when a grimacing
skull-like face appeared and roared at the upper opening of the window. This
made him steer violently and the trajectory of the vehicle was deflected,
quitting the road.


"Noooooo, I was so cloooose!!!" he
shouted, the truck emitting plaintive metallic sounds as he tried to control
it, bumping on rocks and shaving the branches of nearby trees.


The creature clinging to the door growled and
tried to crawl through the half-opened window near him, extending a white and
bony arm toward him.


"What's happening? I was so close, it's a
real nightmare!" yelled the man, moving as far away as possible to the
right to avoid being touched by the phalanges of the thing. Despite his
efforts, it was clear that he would be seized by the zombie in a few seconds,
his safety belt blocking his efforts to get out of reach.


"Aaaarrr!" cried the bald man, fighting
uselessly with the belt buckle in order to free himself.


He felt something sharp on the left of his
prominent belly and looked down.


The dirty index finger of the living dead was
sinking into his fat flesh, through his T-shirt. Then two more bony and
brownish decaying fingers touched the same zone.


Alarmed, he had now the confirmation that the
zombie was slowly, but surely, continuing to crawl inside the cabin through the
opening of the window, and would soon be inside with him.


Suddenly he saw a big mass in front of him and
steered the wheel, missing in extremis a big tree. Glancing to the left, he saw
that, now, he could no longer approach the window, because the creature, half
inside, was already over the side power button controlling it. The thing
squeezed painlessly the fat of his belly through his T-shirt and his
skin. 


Elmer felt fear invade his mind, which was quickly
followed by anger.


That's enough!


He shouted and this completely freed his mind of
fear.


The man lifted the bag near him, the protruding
blades visible at the bottom of it slicing through the passenger's seat in the
process, making impressive ripping sounds while ruining it.  He threw it
from his right to his left side and dodged his head back, a set of blades
almost trimming his face, contrary to the upper part of the steering wheel. It
was neatly cut by one of them, falling at his feet and he banged it on the head
of the zombie with its gaping mouth, just on his left. 


Some of the protruding, glistening blades passed
through the head of the zombie like through butter. The creature kind of
froze instantly, its mouth remaining immobile.


Elmer pressed the corpse against the driver's
door, opening it. What remained of the creature slid along the door, as Elmer
held back the bag, freeing the blades from the skull before the bag was carried
out. The immobile and now slack zombie fell on the dirty road like a ragged
doll, amid the cloud of dust, and that's when the man understood where the
clouds were coming from.


He winced because of the rising dirt that he
received in his face, and was finally able to see what was happening.


He squeaked when he saw dozens of zombies being
dragged along with the truck. They were clinging to it while they raised dust
with their body in the dirt of the path, thus creating the brown cloud. Many
had their attention concentrated on the underside of the vehicle and on the
road, making efforts to remain hanging. Others were crawling on the backs of
those clinging. They were climbing along the side of the truck toward the
cabin.


That's when they saw Elmer.


They growled and showed their rotten teeth like
animals and leapt toward him.


Elmer shut the driver's door just in time to see
two of the creatures hit the window, having pulled the door with all his
strength. The two grimacing faces, distorted by the window against which they
were pressing, impressed him.


They were contemplating him with so much avidity.


Finally, after a few more bumps on the road they
both fell in the dust, engulfed in the brown cloud.


Pressing a button which closed the central locking
with a reassuring click, Elmer then laughed as he watched in the left mirror
the grimacing creatures roll away and disappear out of his view.


A roar startled him and he saw another living
dead's ugly face through the right window and, his eyes wide with fear, he saw
the door's handle move.


But it remained closed. He sighed.


The handle was violently shaken, making him shiver
while the thing outside growled, clearly frustrated. Luckily for him it was
well closed and locked, making the zombie’s effort to open it useless.


A loud hitting sound coming from the windshield
frightened him, through which he could only see a dark green maelstrom, and
that's when he realized that he was hitting the low branches of a tree. He saw
its huge trunk kind of leap toward him and steered to the left, narrowly
avoiding it.


A deafening metallic sound made him jump and he
saw on the right where it had come from


 The zombie had smashed into the trunk and
disappeared behind him while the rough wooden mass was noisily scraping the
side of the truck. Its right side emitted a plaintive metallic noise even worse
than before, while the bald man tried to regain control of it.


At last his view was no longer obstructed by the
branches and he yelled "Noooo!" when he saw that he was arriving at
top speed in front of one of the cyclopean walls of the Community. He crushed
the brake but had the odd feeling that it would not be sufficient. 


He then had the surprise of seeing zombies flying
everywhere around and in front of him. The driver understood immediately that
because of the hard braking they couldn't hold anymore to the truck and were
swept along. Like a flock of birds, they were thrown in the air and flew in
front of him toward the wall.


They hit it violently and were literally
disintegrated into dust from the collision.


The shock when the front of the truck hit the wall
was also terrible and he was violently thrown against the windshield. His head
approached the glassy surface and bumped into it, but it was more a pressure
than a collision. An intense pain surged in his shoulder and over his abdominal
area when the safety belt stopped his movement, saving him from having his
skull crushed against the window. 


The belt threw him briskly back toward the
driver's seat the back of his neck knocking into his seat's head restraint and
making him emit a cry of pain. The front of the truck crushed against the thick
concrete wall and its windshield was smashed into smithereens, forcing Elmer to
close his eyes and protect his face with his arms crossed in front of it.


Brutally shaken as the vehicle became completely
immobile Elmer Hoffnung saw the world become completely dark and lost
consciousness.


 


 


***











Paradise


 


He felt dizzy, perceiving light through his closed eyelids.


Opening his eyes, he was blinded by a bright light
and quickly shut them.


Many seconds passed by and then, again, he opened
just slightly his eyes. He saw that he was illuminated by giant spotlights
positioned on high towers. High above him, the towers were distributed all
along the protective wall.


He smelled a powerful smell of gas.


His throat irritated, he coughed, wincing. He
suddenly realized that he was in an unusual position, and understood that the
truck was leaning to the side. Turning around he had a shock.


He had realized that the safety belt of his seat
restrained him, preventing his fall on the right door, a few meters below.
Looking at his left, he saw that the bag had flown through the windshield and
was now immobile against the wall. His head spinning, he thought that the bag
pressed against the wall was an odd sight, as if it was an ugly, black wart.


He then looked at the dashboard which had been
ruined by the collision. It was a mess of broken plastic, glass, electronic
circuits now apparent, and of electric cables hanging everywhere.


A little blue flash attracted his eye but
disappeared as suddenly as it had arrived.


He looked more closely, but nothing appeared.


Then he saw it again, an electric spark in the
middle of one of the bunch of cables.


In his educated mind, the recall of the well-known
effects of the combination of oil plus electric spark was suddenly stressful
for Elmer. And he decided that he had to quit the truck... and quick!


He tried to release his seat-belt but it remained
blocked. It seemed to have been damaged because of the strike. Elmer swore, but
then restrained himself immediately. After all, the seat-belt had done its job
– saving his head and, so, his life – but it had been pushed beyond its limits…


He saw and heard a big spark now, his head
snapping in the direction of the bunch of cables, his heart pounding hard in
his chest. And he felt really bad, felt pain in his whole body, a thing which
wasn't astonishing, after what he had been through.


Doubt began to pervade his mind.


Did the belt actually save me? Perhaps
I'm not so OK… Am I hemorrhaging internally?


A new electric burst which illuminated with a
flashing blue light what remained of the driving position put him under real
stress. He fought again with the belt buckle to free himself out of the
driver's seat, making a huge physical effort.


Nothing happened. The belt remained blocked and he
had to stop, panting. All of a sudden, he wasn't proud about his obesity and
his lack of fitness. But he was as he was, having always preferred to eat a
chocolate bar, instead of working hard to have beautiful abdominals.


He heard new electric shocks and saw a series of
more impressive sparks among the cables. Finally, what he was worried about
happened and he saw a little fire beginning to consume the cables.


Consumed by fear he fought once more, his short,
fat fingers fiddling with the buckle again. He was sweating and moaning under
the effort, his bald head and his fleshy cheeks turning red in the
process. 


The buckle opened at last without any warning and
he fell heavily on the right door with his right shoulder and temple hitting
it, making a huge thump which resonated in the cabin of the truck.


Exhausted by the effort and half unconscious, his
eyelids heavy, he sensed that he was going to fall asleep. The sound of sparks
continued, and now he felt more than he saw the heat of the fire, which began
to race inside.


No... no, I'm going to burn so near my
destination!


But he couldn't move anymore.


I'm dead!


Suddenly the door opened and he fell outside on
the dirty ground.


He then heard an emergency alarm, obviously
broadcast through loudspeakers above him. A deafening sound which rang in his
head, for many seconds.


Then it stopped, replaced by a hard, male voice.


"Alert, alert, there was a collision against
the northern part of the wall. Send guards and an emergency team for assistance
in the zone."


Silence came back, and then Hoffnung relaxed and
smiled.


They're coming... thank you, my God... 


Fatigue got the upper hand, making him feel as if
he had the burden of the world laid upon him. He then immediately fell asleep.


He slowly regained consciousness, his eyes
remaining closed. He felt that he was manipulated by careful hands, which moved
him cautiously.


At last, help is present.


Comforted, he smiled, no longer feeling any pain.
Apparently, what he had lived through seemed to have brought him to a kind of
catharsis... he felt light, as if on a cloud.


And he smelled something, now.


A scent... a peculiar scent, something
undefinable... A woman's fragrance, probably... yes, one like only a gorgeous
woman could use...  He finally opened his eyes, timidly at first, and was
actually delighted by what he saw.


A beautiful blonde woman, who reminded him of
Marilyn Monroe.


She was a nurse wearing working clothes, with a
recognizable red cross in front of her white cap. She was kneeling on the
ground near him, as he lay on his back in the dirt. He saw other adorable faces
around them, many beautiful women.


Caucasians, Africans, Asians, and they were all
smiling at him.


He grinned from ear to ear, frothing at his mouth
and beard.


A wonderful female, part of the rescue
team, who has come just for me!


The smile which put him the most into a trance was
the one on the face of Marilyn, on his right side. She came nearer to him and,
extending her right arm, touched his groin area, arousing him sexually.


He saw that she had felt it through his trousers
because she chuckled, her smile becoming even wider.


"Hello beauty, what's your name?" asked
Elmer, answering with the smile of a simpleton.


She didn't answer, looking at him with the most
wonderful blue eyes he had ever seen. He was surprised when she pressed her
right hand harder on his crotch, and also pressed with her left hand on his
chest. Her face neared his, watching him lovingly.


This made him even more excited, and he guffawed,
before saying, "You're so mischievous!" 


He slipped his hands under her skirt and all of a
sudden, his smile became wider. He raised her skirt and, without any more
hesitation, he took her at the level of her pelvis with his fat hands, lifting
her over him. 


She laughed, in a wonderful, musical way, and he
added, "You're so light, honey, it's really astonishing… and I don't even
feel panties, you little bitch!"


Looking toward his feet, he had the visual and
proud confirmation of his own sexual arousal under his trousers. And panting
like a horny dog, he took a peek to discover in detail the beautiful thighs of
the blonde beauty and, more interesting, her little hairy vulva…


His stupid smile faded away when he saw two bony
legs extending from her pelvis that he was grabbing with both hands, while
continuing to hold her over him. He opened wide surprised eyes when he saw,
between his thick hands, the bony, white, cold surface of her pelvis.
Frightened, his gaze wandered over the vertebrae extending from it toward the
rib cage, saw the ribs protruding out of it, and finally, over everything, the
beautiful face of Marilyn, who was watching him in awe. 


Her wonderful blue eyes darkened and putrefied in
a second, shriveling to become like dried gapes. What remained of the eyes
finally disappeared inside the empty orbits of the zombie. Instead of the
beautiful face of the deceased actress, it was a skull which was approaching,
opening its jaws, its rotten teeth ready to tear his right jugular into pieces.


He lifted higher the skeleton which was still
wearing the remnants of a nurse's dress and yelled. 


This made the creature roar, unhappy to be
repelled.


He tried to throw away the growling monster but it
gripped tightly on his crouch and his torso under his T-shirt, making him cry
with pain.  The thing didn't have a very firm grip, but despite its light
weight, his bad physical condition made its lifting harder every second. 


He coughed because of its horrible rotten odor,
mixed with a strange sugary scent and heard a liquid noise, near him. Looking
around, he finally saw where the source of the odd sound was coming from. 


He observed that many chemical liquids of various
colors were slowly seeping drop by drop from the back of the trailer, which had
been damaged by the collision. A strange cocktail of odors was coming from the
liquids, confirming that this "Beauty" he was fighting with hadn't used
a fragrance for a long time...


He was horrified by the situation, which was
illuminated by the huge projectors, up on the walls. Frightened, he shouted
louder and the creature roared even more, continuing to maintain its prey as a
prisoner.


Gowlings came from everywhere, paralyzing Elmer.
This sudden immobilization seemed to calm down the creature over him which
remained immobile. He looked in those empty orbits, in that strange darkness…
He felt astonished that the thing was watching him without eyeballs. How did those
creatures do that? Like living humans who become blind, did these things find
new senses to compensate the missing ones?


He stopped shouting out and remarked that the
zombie seemed to become as immobile as a statue, remaining on him. The man
looked around and realized that the spotlights had been switched off, high
above him. 


He was alone in the darkness.


Many sets of red dots were glowing around him. He
couldn't see clearly those creatures to whom those reddish eyes belonged, but
he sensed their presence.


The zombie above him growled making him quit his
thoughts and become tense. It opened its gaping mouth, as his arms were
beginning to give away, fear beginning to paralyze him.


Elmer yelled to give himself strength and threw
the creature a few meters away. 


The thing fell in the middle of one of the groups
of sets of red dots which avoided it by scattering everywhere, the bunch
emitting animal-like cries as he almost discerned swift fighting movements in
the shadows.


The scientist tried to stand up, beginning by
making a huge effort. But even reaching a sitting position on the ground was
out of his scope, his efforts, as he was panting, useless. Not only was it
because he was overweight, but he also felt dizzy.


He looked again at the multicolored liquids
continuing to trickle out, near him, and sniffed. The powerful sugary scent
which was, now, invading his nostrils, made him wince. He made a guess, and
thought he could blame the chemical fluids. Only all those liquid medicines and
miscellaneous products, which were continuing to flow drop by drop, could
explain his strange hallucination.


A wonderful daydream that he missed, now that he
had to confront the terrible, the horrible reality.


He tried again to stand up and, this time, he made
it. Not only was he able to sit up but he finally stood up. 


His movement provoked rapid movements of the red
eyes in the darkness, and he saw that they were encircling him.


They were approaching nearer now, and in the mix
of darkness and the dim headlights of what remained of the truck, he more than
guessed what was happening around him. He could now vaguely discern the faces
of the zombies around him, confirming their approach.


Elmer swallowed hard, breathing with difficulty,
his lungs oppressed. Now, he knew that his end was close...


All of a sudden he heard a weak, distant rumble. 


The disgusting faces of dozens of zombies suddenly
appeared around him, illuminated by a flickering, orange-yellow light, which
came from somewhere.


Looking around him he had the confirmation that he
was surrounded by a whole bunch of living dead. Some of them looked strange,
with broken or even sometimes missing arms or legs. Some of them had cranial
fractures on their skulls.


He guessed that these were the ones which had been
clinging to the truck until the collision and had been thrown against the wall
when he had to break in an emergency. Many of them had been reduced into
smithereens or even powder but others were luckier – if one can say that an
undead can be lucky, in a human way.


They had stood up despite the violence of their
bodies hitting the wall hard. And like all the others, incomplete or not, hard
battled or not, they were hungry.


They're starving, longing for fresh
meat, for my flesh!


He recognized, in front of the group facing him,
'the' creature.


The one that the chemical liquids had made him
mistake for Marilyn Monroe. Perhaps it had been a pretty blonde in the past
before the arrival of the plague, but now the zombie was a nightmare for men –
and any other human being - to look at.


And worse now, it was watching him with avidity,
opening a gaping mouth. The creature was clearly ready to charge straight
toward him, like all the others. He felt the overwhelming pressure of the
gathering, which was tightening its circle around him.


Trembling, he realized that he was ringed by all
of them.


He felt like a lamb surrounded by a starving,
slavering wolf pack. Unable to flee, but also to confront the harsh reality, he
closed his eyes, awaiting the beginning of the blood bath.


He was surprised when he suddenly felt a huge
surge of heat which made him open his eyes. He then saw the long blonde hair of
"Marilyn Monroe" catch fire. The zombie shrieked like a wounded
animal when the flames spread and began to devour its face and, quickly, attained
what remained of its white nurse’s dress.


The other creatures began to spread away from it,
clearly frightened by the fire. Some of them wailed until they were licked in
turn by the huge flames, beginning to burn in turn.


Dazzled, Elmer was puzzled and his gaze followed
up the blazing torch which was frying them.  


Standing, despite being unsteady, beginning to
sweat, due to the enormous heat engulfing this scene from Hell, fascinated, he
looked around. He saw that the blaze had been ignited by a fiery plume. The
plume was coming from behind, on his right, and his eyes watered in the glare
and intensity of the light of the flames.


And beyond the barrage of fire, wincing, he
spotted a silhouette.


The intense plume disappeared all of a sudden
without any warning, his eyes no more accustomed to the sudden dark. Dancing
sparks, dancing now in his visual field, weren't sufficient to hide a man who
had been behind the blazing flood. He was standing many meters away, carrying a
kind of big rifle in his hands.


Lowering his gaze Elmer saw that a small flame
continued to burn out of its barrel. The man, a muscular blond, had a black
leather jacket and was wearing strange goggles.


A half-crushed zombie which had apparently lost
its left limbs in the collision, lying on the ground, grabbed the man’s boot
with its only remaining right hand and tried to bite it.


Surprised a second and almost losing his balance
the man hit the face of the creature hard with his rifle, throwing it a few
paces away. He pulled the trigger of the strange weapon, and a deluge of fire
engulfed once again the living dead.


Elmer saw a bunch of these disappear while roaming
about in a maelstrom of flames. He sensed a hand in his back, making him wrench
his neck to look back.


Two other creatures had stealthily arrived behind
him.


Surprised, he jumped further, out of their reach,
as if he had been struck by lightning. He was bewildered to see them
suddenly ignited by another man, a colored one using the same equipment. He was
joined by two others equipped in the same way.


The blond man approached Elmer, leaving behind him
on the ground the half-burnt zombie, now immobile and blackish, which could be
described as being caramelized.


The fat man remained paralyzed by fear while
watching the man come to him, the barrel of his strange rifle aimed at him. The
scientist was literally hypnotized by the small timid flame which projected
beyond the extremity of the barrel of the strange flame thrower.


A flame which could at any moment inflate,
becoming so impressive and destructive.


He also found the big goggles hiding the young
man's eyes quite odd. When the nearest of his saviors stopped in front of him,
beginning to lift up his specs, he shivered. The chemicals Elmer had inhaled
made him fear to discover monstrous eyes behind them.


The view of the normal clear eyes of the man
reassured him and relaxed, he sighed.


Bo smiled at him and said, "Welcome to the
Community!"


"The Community... at last," murmured
Elmer Hoffnung, a smile playing on his lips. He then collapsed and fell on the
dirty ground, fainting.


The young man looked at the fat man at his feet
whose smile had faded away and, his eyes closed, seemed to be in Morpheus'
arms.


"Hey, Bo, what did you do to him?" asked
Johnny Jackson, joining him while he also lifted his goggles, showing teary
eyes despite the protection the pair of spectacles offered him.


"I dunno. He fell in the dirt when I spoke
and smiled at him."


"You smiled at him?" yelled Johnny,
seeming shocked. "I understand his reaction, your smile's sooo ugly when
one sees your bad teeth!", and he laughed out loud.


"You son of a..." replied Bo, chuckling,
and he stopped speaking. He was happy to see that his friend joking meant that
his morale was getting better.


Their laughter continued a few seconds and then Bo
asked, "You think we should bring him to the hospital?"


"I bet we should," said Johnny,
"after all, we're civilized people."


He briskly turned his flamethrower sideways and
pulled the trigger, frying a last zombie which had clumsily approached him. The
creature fell on the ground, trembling a few seconds before immobilizing,
becoming a burning mass on the dirty ground. He released the trigger and looked
in another direction, slowly raising his chin.


He was suddenly startled and pointed a finger
upwards, in front of him, adding, "What the fuck..."


Bo looked at what his friend was showing him and,
surprised, opened his mouth, aghast.


They were watching the big black bag which was
planted against the giant wall.


They both approached the thing while two male
nurses came behind them, putting Elmer on a stretcher and taking him quickly
inside the Community.


The two young friends contemplated, fascinated,
the protruding blades which were literally embedded into the wall, as if its
concrete surface was made of butter.


Amazed, they looked at each other.


 


 


***











Grading


 


Mei was feeling nervous. 


Not because of her work as a technician inside the
agro-building, even if, sometimes, she knew what the word stress meant, like
any other person working in the Community. After all, resources inside the dome
were scarce, and every bit of energy to sustain it, and all its inhabitants,
every drop of water, were actually precious.


She wasn't feeling nervous because of her
grade-passage, like the numerous ones she had passed in the diverse martial
arts she had studied; grades that she had acquired with success, according to
her father, who had the tendency to spare his compliments.


No, today, her nervousness didn't concern herself.


It concerned the umpteenth grade-passage of her
daughter in Jiu-Jitsu. It wasn't the first time but she still couldn't get used
to it. 


Red was barely hit by the kick at her face but was
able to dodge. She fought back with a kick of her own but her opponent, taller
and with longer limbs, stayed out of her reach.


Johnny was a tough fighter.


Despite criticizing, for years, with his father,
any fight without a weapon, he had changed his mind. He had understood that it
would be a plus to be able to defend himself, even when barefoot and with only
his bare hands. 


The two fighters stopped moving, observing each
other.


Living alone now, isolated from his father, he had
stopped criticizing Hiroto when, like many others, he had to accept a
disturbing fact, which was that the Community’s stocks of ammunition were
lowering dangerously.


Mei watched in admiration her adoptive daughter
who was moving around the colored man with a feline grace. Red was big given
her age, she was only twelve, almost thirteen, but she almost made her think of
a young woman. Mei was rather baffled. 


Why is this generation so
precocious? Is the human species evolving to be able to defend itself
sooner against the zombies?


She was startled when Red leapt onto Johnny at a
dashing speed closing her legs like giant scissors around his pelvis at the
level of his brown belt. She twisted herself and made him perform an
involuntary back loop. He hit the tatami with the back of his head.


Now half knocked out despite the relatively soft
tatami he didn't react when she seized one of his arms with both her hands and
blocked it on her belly. The pain made him wince, because of his arm being
forced by her into an abnormal position.


He resisted suffering during many seconds, trying
to relax his arm to avoid being wounded. He fought but wasn't able to free it,
and had his body immobilized on the tatami by her long legs. Angry with
himself, he noisily hit the tatami with the palm of his opened hand, signifying
he surrendered. The sound reverberated in an impressive way inside the dojo and
against its walls.


"End of combat. Red wins," said Hiroto,
his face as impassive as usual. 


But Mei knew what was hidden inside her father's
heart. He was probably very proud of his adopted granddaughter. After all, she
had passed her Jiu-Jitsu grades at a rate never reached, until then, by one of
his disciples.


Even by Mei herself, who had been quite a serious
practitioner.


The girl freed Johnny's arm.


They separated and stood up, standing in front of
one another.


He rubbed his elbow to ease his pain while scowling
at her and murmured, "Red, you're nuts. I thought you were going to break
my arm!"


"Sorry, Johnny," she answered, a
determined and impish smile on her face.


Hiroto looked at the young colored man who was
arranging his kimono which was rumpled and said, "Despite your demise,
Johnny, it was a good fight. You and Red both knew very well the name of the
fighting techniques, the subtleties of the katas..."


He stopped speaking, observing the two young
practitioners.


They were watching him with intensity, waiting to
hear what followed, both ready to drink in his comments.


With an inner smile, he decided not to make them
wait longer.


"So, I've decided that you have both deserved
your black belt."


Johnny and Red sighed almost in unison, having
held their breath much too long. Suddenly relaxed, they both smiled at each
other, happiness filling their souls.


"Red!" 


The old Asian's harsh voice startled the teen
redhead who murmured, "Yes?"


"I can give a black belt to someone or take
it away, with my willpower..."


Wide eyed because of the surprise Red opened her
mouth, ready to protest, but wasn't allowed to say anything more when her
grandfather added, "Your opponent has fixed his kimono in order to have a
correct appearance during the salute. I was awaiting the same thing from you.
Arrange your kimono!"


She quickly smoothed out her training wear, and
also readjusted her brown belt, smiling shyly at Hiroto. Then she became
immobile like a statue, listening.


"That's better," the old man said,
nodding approvingly. He took a peek at his daughter who smiled at him, kneeling
like the other practitioners near a wall on the tatami. 


Turning his attention elsewhere, hands behind his
back, the old man walked leisurely toward Red and Johnny, and stopped in front
of both of them.


They remained standing side by side in the middle
of the dojo, looking beyond, averting his gaze.


Hiroto then brought back his hands, putting them
in front of himself, and what they contained got the two youngsters’ attention.


He was showing two completely new black belts.


Their hearts pounding in their chests because of
the emotion, both removed their brown belts and put on the black ones.


The old man took from their hands their brown
belts and then walked toward a table near the tatami, putting them on it. He
then went back towards them, and told them to join the remainder of the group
of students, who were kneeling around the center of the tatami.


While they obeyed swiftly, he knelt down in front
of them, and finally leaned forward, his forehead almost touching the mattress.
He saluted his disciples in this way, who, respectfully, imitated him.


Then the Master, still kneeling, turned at ninety
degrees to face a wall with a big old black and white photograph. It was one of
Jigoro Kano, the Master who had developed Judo, the sporty version of
Jiu-Jitsu.


Hiroto leaned forward the same way, imitated once
again by the crowd. 


Finally, the Master and everyone stood up. The
course had ended.


Everyone began to drift away as Mei joined Red
and, smiling at her, said, "I'm so proud of you… go now, ask him." 


The young teenager smiled back at Mei and, turning
around, looked at Hiroto who was at the table, carefully winding the two brown
belts. He finally deposited them in one of the big drawers of the table. Inside
Red saw, as usual, groups of belts neatly put in rows and columns, classified
by color.


"Grandpa," murmured Red when arriving
just behind him.


"Yes?" asked the old man, looking at her
while he was closing the drawer.


"Do you authorize me, now, to follow the
Kenjutsu course?"


A slight hint of surprise furtively showed on the
man's winkled face. He looked at her from head to toe and said, becoming
impassive again, “I recognize that you've proved yourself in Jiu-Jitsu. None of
my former or present students has ever progressed so fast in the mastership of
the techniques."


Red smiled at him, and he answered silently with
his usual shy smile. She loved to delight the father of her adoptive mother.


He continued, "Jiu-Jitsu was the martial art
used by my ancestors, whenever they were unarmed during fights. For example,
when their sabers were broken in battle. That art helped them to survive, even
with their bare hands. Survival is important. It was the case in that distant
past, and nowadays, it's more important and harder than ever!"


Red watched him hopefully, and he continued,
"But I'm afraid that it's not sufficient."


That sent a chill through her. Taken aback she
turned to her adoptive mother who was standing at the limits of the tatami and
saw that, likewise, she was clearly surprised.


Red felt that the Worshipful Master patted her on
the back with a finger, so she turned again to face him.


He murmured, "I don't want to pull you down,
Red. I live with you, I consider you as my granddaughter."


He stopped speaking, and the red-haired teen
sensed that a great deal of emotions filled the Asian's heart.


Finally he added, "But despite that, you must
do something, in order to be accepted in the Kenjutsu course, the same thing
that I had to do when I was your age."


He stopped speaking and they then exited the Dojo,
which was now completely empty with the exception of the three of them.


 


***


 


Later on, during dinner in their apartment, he
didn’t want to explain anything.


Red and especially her mother were used to his
tendency to be secretive.


The girl, who pensively ate her sushi, wanted
deeply to know what he didn't tell her. She went to bed, not interested by what
played on the family's TV, connected to the Community's channel. Lying on her
back while watching the ceiling, she was thoughtful.


Turning around in bed she lay on her stomach,
playing with a curl of her long red hair. It was no more tied up in a ponytail
but now hung about her alabaster shoulders. It was a big question she was often
thinking about.What did Hiroto really want from her? Where could she find the
answer? She didn't clearly know…


Suddenly she opened her eyes, something coming
together in her mind. She knew where she could find the answer.


She grabbed on her bedside table the smartphone
which had been offered by her mother for her birthday, and immediately began to
surf on CommunityNet. Like this old used smartphone, that interior WiFi link
used old computer technologies pre-dating The Plague, before its subsequent
industrial collapse. These, and the few iPads and smartphones amassed by the
Community’s thousands of immigrants, were part of the last remnants of
Humankind's past Technological Glory.


A legacy which was in danger of being lost,
despite the efforts of the many engineers and technicians living inside its
walls. Learning how to reuse old electronic and electric components, how to
recycle everything, at least, they were able to keep everything up and running.


And at least thousands of Terabytes of data,
coming from the vanished Internet, had been saved in the memories of the net’s
old web servers.


Searching on CommGoogle with the words
"Martial", "Arts", "Student",
 "Tradition", and a few others, she finally discovered the
information she needed.


"What? That?"


She turned around in her bed and, lying on her
back now, threw the phone back onto her table. Finally, motionless now, she
watched the neat and clean ceiling of her bedroom and sighed heavily.


I've worked very hard to earn the
right to wear my black belt... I didn't imagine I would have to do even more,
to be admitted at the Kenjutsu course. Well, if it's the predominant tradition
in Asia, I'll do it.


 


 


***











Space


 


The nerve-breaking sound of the circular saw was mixed with
another sound, a crystalline one.


Once again, trying to bear with it, Johnny was
trying to cut one of the dark protruding blades, which seemed to have almost
sunk into the wall. The rotating saw spit impressive sparks while it rubbed the
strange, glistening blade… but being unable to even scratch its surface.


Bo and Johnny were really flabbergasted by the
strange material.


The black bag remained plugged against the wall of
the Community, some of its protruding blades strongly embedded into the
concrete surface, and all their last efforts to change this reality only
resulted in a series of failures.


The young colored man, who firmly held the saw in
both of his hands, suddenly heard a deafening sound of shrieking metal. He felt
brutal vibrations, which made the tool shake violently despite his resistance.
This sent painful pulses through his arms, while he maintained his grip on the
handle of the rotating saw with his gloved hands.


He finally switched off the electric motor and
silence came suddenly when he brought the saw back toward himself. He watched
the rotation of the saw slow down and finally become motionless. And once
again, he saw that the teeth of the circular saw had been completely wiped out.
The saw looked like an irregular metallic circle now. Goggling at it, he
observed little wisps of smoke coming out of the damaged border, with a red
glow.


Gosh, it's been heated to redness!


"Damn it, that was my third saw!" Johnny
shouted.


"Wow, what kind of material is that?" Bo
asked, watching too the damage caused to the saw.


"As far as I know, it could be from outer
space, made by the Martians!"


"You're closer to the truth than you would
think."


The voice startled both and they turned around,
seeing Elmer Hoffnung followed by Adams' two bodyguards. The man had said that
phrase to make himself look good, but the two young men could easily see that
his self-confidence was only faked.


He frequently glanced at the edge of the woods,
not far away.


Two other guards, with their rifle-looking flame
throwers, were also surveying the surroundings, but clearly couldn't reassure
him.


"Well, Professor Hoffnung," bellowed a
voice coming from over their heads, "Please tell my men how to get rid of
that abject growth on our wall!"


Lifting their heads they saw the Administrator,
Joshua Adams, who was looking down at them from the parapet wall.


"I told you a thousand times that I don't
have the equipment for cutting this kind of blade," the little fat man
yelled at him, his head turning red with anger.


Suddenly it was as if many roars echoed as an
answer to a call, coming from a nearby bush.


The shouts had made Elmer jump and he squeaked,
"Please, let me go back inside!"


"Not before you have…"


"Professor Hoffnung!"


The Administrator turned his head towards the
young Asian who had just said that, interrupting him by the way. The old man
scowled at him but decided for the moment to not say anything.


"You… you here? What a good surprise!"
Elmer shouted when he saw the young man, a big smile full of hope on his face.


"You know this man, Mister Lee?" asked
Adams, frowning.


"Do I know him? For sure, at College, I
learned from him, in the domain of special materials used in the space
industry, and in peculiar at NASA."


"Really?" snorted the old man, looking
at them in turn, as if he was looking for a vague family relationship.


"He wants to exclude me from the
Community!"  Elmer plaintively yelled at the young man, fear growing
on his face.


"What?" the young man asked, surprised,
while turning his attention to Adams. "You can't leave at the door such a
remarkable scientist!"


"A useful scientist for the Community?"
asked the Administrator while looking at him with a smirk, adding, "More
useful than you, at least?"


The tone of reproach was heard by the young
Japanese, whose face and gaze became suddenly hard. He looked at him for many
seconds and finally spat, "Perhaps."


Adams showed a grim smile, after being surprised
by the young Japanese's defiance, and murmured, "Perhaps we should welcome
him inside, give him your job and your apartment, and finally throw you
outside?"


"That would be as bad a decision, in the same
way as not welcoming him."


The eye of the young Asian crossed the gaze of the
old man, whose face began to grow red with anger.


Is he going
to exclude both of us?


Having had that disturbing thought, the
young man was suddenly very worried.


A growl was suddenly heard and turning his head in
the direction where the noise had come from, Elmer saw, in the shadows between
nearby shrubs, two glowing red eyes appear. Sweat trickling now down his
temples due to fear, the fat bearded man swallowed hard…


But suddenly, he cheered up.


He looked up again and asked, looking at Tony Lee,
"Tony, do you have one of your laser cannons here, one which is fully
operational? I remember that your specialty was in the domain of the red and
infrared lasers."


"Yes," answered the young Asian, a smile
appearing on his tense face, "But in fact..."


"In fact," Adams briskly interrupted
him, adding mockingly, "His biggest lasers are weak and, worse, are a fire
hazard!”


Tony's face darkened, despite his usual efforts to
seem insensitive.


"Let's make a résumé of the situation,"
continued the old man, snorting, and adding, "They're just plain
useless!"


"They will be useful for cutting the blades
inserted in your wall, if we use a magnifying glass."


"Why would we have to use lasers for cutting
your... blades?" asked Adams, looking skeptical. 


"Because they're the only things on Earth
able to cut through this otherwise indestructible material. It's even harder
than diamond."


Elmer looked at the bag above and finally, turning
his attention to the people near him, yelled at them, "Step back!"


He then extended his right arm and grabbed firmly
the big black bag, while recoiling. As he pulled his hand down the bag was
suddenly torn into pieces while it was pressed downwards against the two big
crystalline blades protruding from it. These two blades remained immobile, in
an almost horizontal position, stuck into the wall as what remained of the bag
and its contents rained toward the ground.


"Beware!" Elmer shouted as he jumped
back a step. The other blades which had been inside the bag were falling.


Johnny and Bo jumped away just in time to avoid
being pierced by some of them which, falling vertically and diagonally, sank
into the ground. Others fell horizontally on the surface of the ground, the
whole emitting deafening crisp sounds.


Finally, they remained immobile, those stuck in
the ground vibrating, continuing to emit a crystalline sound.


"What the fuck is that?" yelled Bo,
watching the pile of blades scattered on the dirty ground. They were now lying
immobile in the dirt, but they continued to emit the crystal-like sound, as if
they continued to resonate. It was as if they had their own lives.


Johnny goggled at the glistening blades,
fascinated.


It's as if
they produce that sound continuously... Are these
things alive?


"Quick!" 


Elmer's voice shook the young colored man who quit
his dreamy state. And the hypnotizing sound emitted by the blades was
weakening. This helped him to again make contact with reality.


"Quick, I said," repeated the scientist
who put a hand on his shoulder. "We must wrap the blades that we can
extract from the ground, and then go inside as fast as possible."


He raised his double chin and said, indicating the
two remaining blades still stuck in the wall, "These ones will take much
longer to cut and to carry out, gentlemen. I assure you that they won't make
your wall vulnerable, and they won't be lost, until we come back with the
necessary equipment to retrieve them. We need the other samples of this special
diamond-like material, which is the essential component of these blades."


The scientist had the pleasure to see, at last, a
grin spread across the Administrator's face, who had listened to him with Tony
Lee next to him. The old man said, "The incredible toughness of your
blades has impressed me, and Mister Lee, here, has convinced me that you'll be
an asset for our Community."


"Come back as quickly as you can," said
Lee, smiling too while watching him.


Having said that the young Asian raised his chin
and his face became suddenly much more somber. 


"Get back now, they're coming!"


This was like electric shock for Elmer who looked
around.


Dozens of living dead were approaching, emerging
from behind the trees and bushes. They were able to be so discreet… but
luckily, they were very slow, so, he thought they had a few minutes before
their arrival.


The scientist began immediately to help Bo who was
cautiously putting the fallen blades on one big piece of bag fabric that he had
laid over the ground.


"Thank you... Boris, that's your first name,
if I've understood correctly? Be careful, manipulate these blades very
cautiously, if you want to avoid to be injured."


Johnny didn't feel proud about not helping them.
He decided to add to the bunch of blades on the fabric, the one blade which was
in front of him. It was planted in the ground in a vertical position, and he
could see that it seemed very slender. So slender, in fact, that when he
approached his face and moved it slightly on one side, the blade, seen on the
side, literally disappeared.


The roars and growls increased and the young man,
his heart beating hard in his chest, saw that the nearest creatures were no
more than a hundred meters away, now. He hesitated a few seconds and then he
tentatively reached to grab the blade.


"No!"


Elmer's voice startled Johnny just as his hand
enclosed the blade to lift it to raise it off the ground. He yelled when
the palm of his hand sank into the two sharp edges of the blade, blood
immediately pouring out.


The nearest group of zombies, which was now only a
few dozen meters away, became static, looking intensely at him.


Elmer watched them too, surprised by their
immobility, and by their fascination for something.


"My God," the fat scientist who had
arrived near the young man exclaimed, looking at his hand, "I said that
everyone had to be careful, while manipulating this material!"


Elmer's angry voice, added to the fact that the
living dead were now close to them, stressed Johnny, whose heart raced now.
Fighting against the pain, he grit his teeth and, slowly, opening his hand, he
tried to free it, and by the way, himself. But despite all his efforts, his
hand was blocked, every movement becoming a torture session. His palm, split at
two locations, was literally stuck in the blade.


Elmer goggled at the wounded hand.


"My God, it's literally encased in it. I only
see one solution. Sorry, my boy," murmured Elmer.


He took the young man's hand in his, and began to
slide it up. Johnny winced with pain as the scientist helped his hand to slide
towards the upper part of the blade. The sliding made the hand bleed even
more...


"They're arriving, come back inside!"
shouted Tony from above them, a tone of alarm in his voice. 


Johnny looked up at him, lifting his hand higher
along the blade, helped by Elmer who was concentrating on easing the movement
of it in the upper direction. The blood began to flow downwards along the
tapered sides, beginning to make a small red pond at his feet. Then the young
black guy lowered his gaze and felt cold sweat run down his back.


He had seen the nearest bunch of zombies running
toward him. He had never seen those creatures run like that, it was as if the
scent of blood excited them.


"Motherfuckers!" shouted Johnny, and
lifting harshly his hand, he forced his palm along the blade, wincing and
biting on his tongue due to his suffering. In the process, the wounds on the
palm of his hand opened further.


Internally, he thanked Hiroto for the meditation
courses he had given to him for pain control. Finally he brutally lifted his
hand which was completely freed, and, putting it in a horizontal position, he
looked at it. The two opened wounds showed some of the bones of his hand mixed
with the bloody flesh of the torn palm. An impressive amount of blood was
flowing down.


Goggling at the hand, which was a scene worthy of
a board of anatomy, Elmer was horrified and his eyes rolled into the back of
his head, and he fainted.


"No!" 


Johnny's voice shook him. Looking at the young
black man while avoiding looking at his bloody hand, he felt strangely light.
That's when he realized that he was strongly supported by Johnny, who used his
healthy hand to help him.


"Hey, Professor," yelled Johnny,
scowling at him. "This isn't the time for faltering, it's the time for
running!"


Saying that, the young man looked in a direction
and Elmer followed his gaze. 


He was alarmed to see three zombies in rags almost
leaping toward them. He was paralyzed by fear, horrified by the huge gaping jaw
of one of them, and hypnotized by its reddish eyes.


The ugly face of death disappeared in a wall of
flames, making the scientist wince because of the intensity of the light and
the intense heat he felt on his face. 


The flow of flames disappeared and, his eyes wet
because of the tears provoked by the inferno, he saw that one of the guards who
had accompanied them outside was using one of their strange rifle-like flame
throwers.


"It's really the moment for us to go back
inside!" shouted Johnny, pulling Elmer.


The latter felt a surge of stress when he saw that
the huge double doors of the Community were closing now. Bo and other people
were disappearing through the half-open doors.


They're going to
lock it and leave us outside!


That's what a panicking interior voice murmured to
Elmer.  


 


 


***











Experiment


 


The red liquid poured from the spout of the nice teapot into a
little golden cup. Both had a rather kitsch look.


Professor Theodore Harding raised the ceramic
teapot from Limoges, stopping the flow of boiling liquid, and placed it on the
table.


"Would you, too, like a cup of red tea?
Perhaps some coffee?" he asked, looking Harry in the eye, who was sitting
at the table in front of him.


The muscular man looked at him with surprise and,
hesitant, lowered his gaze toward the empty cup. He was holding its handle
between two of his impressive fingers, making it look like a little girl's toy.


"Well," he answered, "coffee...
please."


The scientist smiled at him and, taking a metallic
coffee dispenser, he served the big black man. As the dark liquid was pouring into
the cup, turning around and creating inside a kind of maelstrom, Professor
Harding observed something odd. 


Harry was concentrating on the whirling liquid.


His reddish eyes reflected in an odd way the light
coming from the neon tube above them. An image of the tube was reflected in the
wavelets of the liquid. Harding  understood the origin of the wavelets when he
observed, with a scientific spirit, that the big black hand of his guest was
beginning to tremble. The scientist swallowed hard, sweat beginning to trickle
along his right temple.


Fear struck Theodore Harding and his heart beat
hard in his chest when he saw that the cup was going to overflow, and he
abruptly stopped pouring. The hot liquid was very close to dropping on Harry’s
fingers, which were now trembling frenetically. The scientist feared that the
slightest burn on the big man's skin would trigger a lethal reaction.


Finally, the trembling of the giant's hand ceased,
and the entirety of the boiling liquid remained inside the cup.


Harding sighed.


Must I continue
the test? The experience? I've the impression of
being sitting next to a ticking bomb!


He shivered, but did everything he could to hide
his internal feelings.


Like dogs and wolves, they attack more
easily, if they sense fear.


He controlled his breath, which had begun to
accelerate, under the watchful eye of the big man, and finally became quiet,
repelling fear.


Tentatively, he decided to continue, and added:
"I love to drink that tea. Actually, it's not really red tea, in fact. It's
some rooibos; a red colored infusion drunk by a lot of people, in South
America."


"Rooi…?"


Harry stopped speaking, hesitant, trying to
pronounce the name.


The scientist observed his eyes. They seemed less
red now, more pinkish. Some blown veinlets were still visible in the white of
his eyes, but others had obviously recovered.


A reassuring
improvement, indeed!


"Rooibos. It's a plant which is part of the
broom family."


"Rea... really?" answered Harry, while
he continued to concentrate more of his attention on the whirling red liquid in
his cup. It was now slowing down.


Theodore couldn't help but be fascinated by the
fact that his guest was beginning a real conversation with him.


The black giant continued, "I've... never
heard about it... even if I was..." He became silent, looking up the
words.


The scientist was full of hope now, opening his
eyes wide, and hope literally perspiring from him. This individual, despite
being in a delicate equilibrium between remaining a man or becoming a monster,
was remembering that his first job had been as a horticulturist. The warmth of
happiness pervading his mind instead of his usual state of cold analytics, he
pushed the bowl containing many white little brick-like pieces toward the
giant, and asked, "Would you like some sugar?"


"Su-sugar?" Harry answered, lowering his
gaze toward the beautiful bowl, with its edges covered with a nice design of
flowers, and he seemed to hesitate.


“Yes, thank… Thank you…”.


"You’re welcome," the scientist added
while smiling, knowing that the man had been known to be fond of sweetness.


Awkwardly, neglecting the sugar tong placed
alongside the bowl, Harry took a piece of sugar between two of his thick
fingers, and then his hand went over his cup. Inside the cup, the red liquid
had stopped whirling.


Watching the scene in fascination, Professor
Harding was waiting for the fingers to release into it the piece.


The colossus threw the piece of sugar into his
open mouth, surprising the scientist. He crushed it briskly between his teeth,
and small bits were spit with force from his open mouth, toward one of the
scientist's eyes who luckily closed it by reflex.


With his unspoilt eye Theodore saw Harry take the
bowl in his hand, letting all the remaining sugar pieces fall into his huge
open mouth. Many pieces fell noisily on the table in front of him, and,
miraculously, a few in his cup of coffee. This caused an impressive spattering,
soiling the beautiful white tablecloth which was underneath.


Professor Harding, still seated on his chair,
became tense while watching - and hearing - the big colored man in front of him
munching the pieces of sugar. Some of them stuck out, tossed between his partly
decayed teeth, as he looked strangely at the Scientist. 


All of a sudden Harry threw his big hand in front
of him, making Harding lean back while protecting his face with his hands. Eyes
closed, the scientist was already feeling the strong pull of the giant's hand
on one of his arms, and his bite.


Seconds passed by but the pull and the bite
weren't coming.


It had only been his imagination, apparently.
Hesitating to open his eyes and to confront reality, he only heard a flowing
sound. Finally opening his eyes to see his own arms, crossed in front of his
face to protect himself, he slowly spread them, seeing...


Harry had his head in a reclined position, holding
the very hot metallic dispenser like a toy in his big hand, and was gulping the
coffee, via its pouring spout, inside his opened mouth. The boiling dark liquid
inundated his mouth and trickled heavily toward his ears.


Goggling at him, Harding saw some steam come out
of the burnt mouth of the big man.


After many seconds the liquid stopped pouring from
the now empty dispenser, and Harry placed it heavily on the table with a thump.
Looking at Professor Harding with red, glowing eyes, the colossus opened his
big mouth, which was a mess of brownish liquid and dissolved sugar, and
shouted, coffee gushing out, "Get out of here!"


Theodore didn't need to be told twice and he ran
toward the door of the cell, which was swiftly opened by a frightened aide.


As soon as the door was closed behind him Harry
leapt toward him, overturning the tea table in his way, scattering dishes,
cutlery and chairs. He violently hit the bars, his huge head between them,
watching him, a vague look on his face.


Looking behind, the scientist sighed, reassured to
see that the colossus was blocked in front of the bars of the door of the cell.


That's when the giant extended an arm and seized
him by the collar of his shirt, pulling him violently back.


"Help me!" the skewed scientist
shouted. 


His back crashed into the metallic bars as another
muscular arm wrapped around his neck. His now painful back pressed against the
bars.


His collaborator and a colleague of his arrived,
at the same time as he felt the warm breath of the man along his neck, near his
jugular vein.


Suddenly Professor Harding was violently shaken by
an electric shock, making him yell. The shock ceased as quickly as it had
arrived. As soon as the surge had passed, he felt his knees tremble, and slowly
began to crouch, still held by the massive arm. He understood vaguely, his mind
clouded because of what he had just passed through.


His aides had tasered Harry.


The dark arm which was still holding him had
transmitted the dozens of thousands of volts by conduction. Apparently, it had
been efficient, since he felt the weakening of the pressure on his throat.


All of a sudden, he heard a deafening bear-like
growl coming from behind and the arm at his throat tightened again.


"Give him some more!" shouted one of the
two men to the other while Harding, his head still in a reclined position
because of the arm, could only have a glimpse of the worried aide. The
professor whispered with difficulty, "Noooo", not willing to endure
another electrocution session.


A new electric shock made him tremble violently as
he saw the world around him becoming a mess of colors, seconds seeming like
centuries. 


The shocks ceased at last, once again, and in a
daze, he saw more than he felt himself collapse on the cold floor. The pressure
on his throat had at last disappeared, and the only thing he felt, now, was the
huge, warm mass of Harry, slumped against his back, through the bars.


Astonishingly, that warmth made him plunge even
quicker toward a welcomed unconsciousness.


 


***


 


"What happened to him?"


The shouting made Professor Harding awake, and
opening his eyes, he looked at Johnny who was kneeling in front of him. The
scientist realized that the young colored man's knees were on the cold floor of
the room, and that he himself was lying on it, on his back.


"Answer me, what did you do to him?"
Johnny asked again, grabbing him by the throat just like his father, a moment
ago.


The scientist's face took on a scarlet color, as
he tried to make the pressure release on his throat.


"Give the professor a break, let him
go," one of the aides shouted at the young man, clearly angry. The man
grabbed the forearm of the young black to force him to release him.


With the other hand Johnny violently pushed him,
making him yell while falling on his back. The young colored man lifted the
scientist onto his feet, putting him back against one of the walls of the
gloomy room.


Professor Harding looked Johnny in the eye,
seething inside, as he felt himself being pressed against the surface.


"That's enough!" Harding shouted,
freeing his throat from the young man's grip, and rejecting his hand violently
with both of his, pushing him in turn backwards.


"I don’t allow you to rush my staff!"


The scientist's face was purple with rage while he
recovered, putting himself in a more stable position against the wall.


"What did you do to him?" cried Johnny,
pointing with an index finger at his father who was kneeling on the floor,
behind the bars of the door of the cell, looking haggard. A mix of coffee and
sugar was trickling down the corners of his mouth, the liquid staining brown
his white T-shirt. The electrodes, connected by wires to the taser, were still
sunk into his neck. Dark blood was slowly pouring from the wounds in which the
electrodes were planted.


The professor cleared his throat and, sighing
deeply while looking the young man in the eyes, he shouted, "We're trying
to heal your father while avoiding being killed by him, trying to survive
during the process... Now get out of here!"


The scientist had pointed a finger, peremptorily,
at the open entrance behind Johnny.


Looking at the index finger the young man
chuckled, looking defiantly Harding in the eye. The latter was clearly
surprised and he lowered his hand, but remained calm.


Professor Harding sighed a bit and, looking right
in the eye of the colored man, he added, "You show a clear lack of
self-discipline, when you react like that... I wonder what Hiroto, your beloved
Sensei, would think about that?"


The name of his Master had a sudden effect on
Johnny, who was baffled. But he snapped, "My father is becoming a monster,
and you're not helping him in any way... he's only your guinea pig!"


A tear began to flow down one of the young man's
cheeks as he watched his father, who looked at him with his red eyes... as if
he was his son... or his prey?


Observing him quietly, Harding calmed down and
said, with a soft voice now, "Turn back home... and be assured that,
despite the appearances, we're doing everything we can to help your dad."
 Having said that, the scientist put a friendly hand on one of the young
man's shoulders and murmured, "Go... Johnny… Please."


He withstood the scrutiny of Harding a few seconds
more, but the latter remained tough, despite his thinner, more delicate build.


Finally, Johnny lowered his gaze. His glimpsed at
his father, saw that one of the two aides was freeing the electrodes, after
having switched off the taser. The second electrode, reddened by blood, was as
easy as the previous one to extract from the sweaty, dark skin of his father.


The latter roared as soon as the second electrode
had quit his skin.


He reached out with a big hand, making the aide
jump back, just avoiding being caught. The man's back hit a nearby wall, the
back of his head striking the concrete surface. Simultaneously, his colleague
aimed at the colored colossus with his own taser, having been ready to shoot,
just in case.


Harry uttered a terrifying howling, which had
nothing human about it. He extended his long arm even further between the bars,
the fingers of his big hand opened as a claw, trying to touch the aide who was
still standing in front of the wall. The latter, wavering against it, seemed to
be recovering. Having been half knocked out, he was, fortunately for him, out
of reach.


"Mister Johnny Jackson, you should go,"
said Professor Harding, looking at him with a severe gaze.


"Ye... yes," the young man stuttered,
taking his eyes off the depressing scene of his father, or at least what
remained of him. Johnny put his attention back on the man he had previously
pushed aside, and who was now up again, and was looking at him hard.


The young black man murmured, "Sorry,"
and wiping a tear trickling down one of his cheeks, he ran out of the
room. Just as he was beginning to run into the nearby hallway he almost
bumped into Red, who had been standing near the door. Surprised, Johnny
murmured an excuse. Averting her gaze, his eyes now red because of the tears,
he continued his stroke in the corridor, without a backward glance or saying
another word.


The young red-haired girl looked at him as he was
going away, and then turned her attention toward Harding, who was watching the
scene in the doorway. Their eyes met, and he looked at her coolly. The gray
eyes encircled by the metal of his spectacles challenged the coldness of her
own green eyes. 


He finally closed the door in her face. She was
left blustering, while standing in front of it.


The scientist then looked back in the cell, where
Harry was still kneeling. Harding had a look at the floor, which was littered
with thousands of pieces of ceramic, being picked up by his men.


That beautiful tea set that I
inherited from Mom! 


A grimace emerged on his face.


 


 


***











Democracy


 


Joshua
Adams, couch potato extraordinaire, was sitting at a magnificent oak table, watching
with delight the Community's only television channel - his channel.


Couch potato he was, yes, but he was also a lavish gourmet, having
begun to eat a delicious spicy marinated chicken, cooked following the purest
Louisiana tradition. It was served with sautéed potatoes in Cajun sauce,
potatoes melting in the mouth, but also with an exquisite rosé from his
personal cellar, originating from Anjou. 


He chewed with delight, while he gladly watched democracy at work
– in the manner of the Community.


"Ladies and gentlemen, good evening," said a young news
presenter with a flawless tie and smile, continuing, "We are here to talk
about the forthcoming elections to elect the next Administrator, who will lead
the Community during the four coming years. Let's indeed applaud the fact that
we are a democratic society - in fact, the only known of the remaining human
society."


An audience sitting behind him applauded slightly. They sounded
unconvinced, and they all seemed resigned to the situation, their dull faces
denoting even less excitement than the light, unconvinced hand clapping of their
applause.


The presenter continued, "For twelve years already, the
Community has grown and even prospered, thriving under the aegis of Joshua
Adams, the current Administrator."


This sentence made Adams smile, while he was chewing a piece of
heavily peppered chicken. He had a few sips of his glass of rosé, enjoying its
fruity taste which was softening his mouth, while the presenter, clearly
totally on his side, continued, "Facing such effectiveness, it's not clear
who will dare challenge him and ... "


"He will do it!"


That voice that Adams recognized startled him, making him
half-choke on the rosé, coughing now, as he watched the camera leave the
presenter to point to Larry Lafayette, in another part of the studio.


The seated audience, surprised, was looking at him, standing in
front of them and turned toward the young presenter.


Disconcerted, the latter walked up to the old agronomist with a
warm smile and asked, "Him? Uh ... You, do you mean? Am I to understand
that you are officially going to run in the election, against Joshua Adams?
"


"Not me," said the old black man, still smiling, and as
he spoke, he pulled away to show, focusing with a hand, Hiroto, who had been
standing behind him.


The Asian, wearing his usual modest smile, leaned slightly forward,
in a rather shy Japanese salute, but remained silent.


The presenter smirked and, as he aimed a wireless microphone
toward the old man's face, he asked, "What is your political agenda?"
"


"My program?" the old Japanese man said quietly,
obviously intimidated, before his smile disappeared and he resumed his
impassive face to say, "My program can be summed up into one, unique word.
Clarity. "


"Clarity?" asked the young man, with a bit of mockery,
which could be discerned in the tone of his voice.


"Yes, clarity," retorted Hiroto. "Clarity about the
actual resources of the Community, about the sharing of these... Many poor
people are obliged to tighten their belts, while some others seem to be
strangely favored... I would, wholeheartedly, like to put an end to all of
this. "


Always seated in front of the screen, Adams swallowed the rest of
his glass of wine and looked at the screen in a dirty way.


He suddenly threw his glass on the floor. The sound of the
breaking glass disturbed the silence in which the old Master had buried
himself, now watching the presenter coldly, without saying anything more.


"These are really serious charges you are laying, Mr. Hiroto
Miyasaki," said the young presenter, looking stern. "You are a
teacher of martial arts unanimously known and respected in the Community, more
known for your silence and discretion and, above all, more modest than many...
"


"Yes," Larry said, interrupting the young man, seeing
his old Japanese friend hesitating to speak again. "He is modest, so
modest, that he didn't want to apply by himself. Knowing his popularity here,
and sharing his views on the sometimes oddly made shares, I pushed him to
introduce himself. He has the wisdom and the experience of life necessary to
bring new breath to the last survivors of humanity that we are!"


Several people sitting on the benches near them applauded,
smiling, as the presenter turned to them, surprised as much as Hiroto when
Larry grasped one of his hands and lifted it up in the air, as though he were
already the winner by knockout of the forthcoming democratic boxing match.


Adams looked at the screen in bewilderment as the young presenter,
near them, looked toward the camera, aghast, as if he wanted to ask him
directly which procedure he had to follow.


"This is definitely a scoop," said the presenter, as he
turned his attention away from the camera before adding, "Democracy within
the Community remains clearly alive, and today, offers us many surprises during
this election year which... "


"TV, turn off!" thundered Adams' voice, his face now red
with anger.


The 3D TV switched off, and the image of the presenter, of the
public, and Larry with Hiroto, who was embarrassed with a raised arm,
disappeared.


But before the image had disappeared the Administrator saw on the
old Japanese man's face the sketching of another, modest smile, full of human
warmth.


Silence had returned inside the old Administrator's luxurious
dining-room, who, leaning his head downward, uttered a curse.


The rosé had left a slight pink trace on the top of his impeccable
white shirt, hitherto immaculate. The trace was clearly visible above his
enormous belly that could not hide the bottom of the shirt, a belly making him
looking pregnant.


"You saw,
like me, what happened on TV, right now?" a voice boomed, obviously
electronically distorted, a voice that made the old politician flinch in his
comfortable seat.


The old man replied, trying to clean up the pink spot with a
towel, "Yes, I saw!", as he was at the same time glancing at the
intercom on the table.


"It's embarrassing," continued the distorted voice,
grave and profound, as if coming from beyond the grave. "Troubling and
annoying."


"Admittedly," Adams replied, whose puffy face grew less
red, and even picked up colors, as a wicked smile began to cross his face while
he continued, "Regarding embarrassment and annoyance in general, believe
me, I'll always be able to get rid of them, after decades of survival in the
political arena... But I'll need your help in order for us to continue to do
business together."


"I am listening, Administrator Adams," replied the
disembodied voice, an air of perceptible interest in the words.


As he spoke, Adams' smile widened, and wickedness sparkled in his
little pig-like eyes.


 


 


***











Surprise


 


It was
dark in this cramped place, where one could hear, from time to time, groans and
complaints, alternating with roars and tears. Glowing eyes could be discerned
in the darkness, which was total.


A deafening squeak was heard as a kind of semi-darkness settled,
making the previous total obscurity recede. A dim light coming from the
backlight lamps of the adjoining corridor further illuminated the room, as the
only door, which had been closed for many years, now opened wide, squeaking
more than ever, sounding like a complaint.


Silence finally returned as the door remained open, and skeletal,
staggering figures began to move in its direction.


 


 


***


 


 


"Where
are the other members of the staff?" asked a young Afro-American man, as
he ate lettuce with small cherry tomatoes. The table his plate was on was
surrounded by the many beautiful shrubs of this part of the Community's
agro-building.


"I don't know," Larry replied, in front of him, as he
finished his meal, sitting at the same table.


He was cleaning his plate with a squeezed piece of bread. Saucing
one's plate, in order to make the most of every ounce of food, had become a
habit for all the members of the Community, even those who originated from
wealthy classes, or even very well off. There was a limited amount of food
allocated per person, given the restrictions Administrator Adams had imposed,
because of despair concerning the future. He chewed the piece of bread while
watching with suspicion, on the edge of his almost empty plate, a last pellet
of fake meat. It was made with mealworm flour mixed with vegetables and
peppers, to add to the taste. He pouted and, finally, planting his fork in it,
shoved the meat ball in his mouth, chewing quickly. The taste of chilies
camouflaged the possible taste of the worms, he had to admit, but at his age, the
old black man had difficulties eating anything other than red or white meat.
That said, he accepted the idea that insects were a much higher source of
protein than sheep and cows and required, to be bred, far less precious
agricultural and water products. But he definitely preferred fish rather than
this ersatz of a meat. It was too bad that they had to take up a small
amount of fish, because of their importance in the aquaponic cycle.


Having swallowed while pouting once again, as he was hardly
convinced, Larry continued, "I don't know where the agro-technicians of
this part of the agro-building went. I told them, the other day, that we had to
prepare the apple harvest this week. "


He looked at one of the apple trees behind him and continued,
"I think the time to reap the fruits has come, they're ripe." Then he
turned back, smiling at his young colleague.


A smile which disappeared as he opened his eyes wide.


The agro-technician in front of him looked at him, bewildered by
his attitude.


"Warning!" Larry exclaimed while suddenly getting up.


 Too late as a zombie was already biting one of the surprised
young man's shoulders, through the tissue of his work gear.


The creature snatched a piece of bloody flesh as the young black
man cried out in pain, and other undead gathered around him as he was still
sitting, tetanized by pain. Further on, several other zombies arrived from all
sides through the room's only open door.


"Jack, no!" cried the old agronomic engineer, backing
towards a wall while he saw the creatures gather in numbers around his young
colleague.


They reminded Larry of a bunch of vultures. While the young man
was crying out loud, some of them plunged their rotten teeth into his throat.
Blood flowed profusely along his neck, soiling their victim's working gear.
Others put their bony hands with their sharpened phalanxes into his belly,
removing the viscera. The things bit into the bloody organs, blood and pieces
falling this time in Jack's plate.


The latter now had his eyes enlarged by the excruciating pain.


Larry could not help feeling a mix of horror and relief for Jack,
as he saw life disappear from his eyes when his jugular veins were torn out.


A rustle in his back caused Larry to turn around, seeing that
other zombies had moved behind him and spread bony hands mingled with
rottenness towards him. The creatures, skeletal, their flesh like their
strongly decomposed clothes, closed their emaciated arms on him.


They caught nothing but a vacuum for the little man, light and
supple despite his age, slipped between them and ran toward another part of the
large room which was illuminated by large bay windows. Lafayette rushed towards
the open door through which the creatures had passed, heart beating, full of
hope.


The door slammed shut on his face, knocking his nose and stopping
him dead in his tracks.


Luckily still standing, as blood was now flowing from his nose
because of the impact, he saw the creatures he had escaped heading toward him
with excitement. Surprised, Larry found that the creatures were staggering
less, as if they were galvanized…


And he understood.


They were galvanized by the smell of fresh blood, the young man's
and his own. He slipped between shrubs and some tall trees, trying to hide
between low branches.


Wasted effort, he thought to himself while,
horrified, he saw the undead who weren't busy finishing chipping away what was
left of his poor colleague, heading toward him, their red eyes reflecting
hunger and greed .


 


***


 


 


Hiroto,
with his saber in his hands, was demonstrating a series of movements of attack
and parry when the bell almost made him jump.


"What's that?" Mei asked.


Further away in the dojo, she was also wearing a traditional
kimono, with large black skirt-pants. She was making a little blonde in a
kimono do rehearsals of attack and defense movements, with a small wooden
saber.


Her father stopped and was opening his mouth to speak when Johnny,
sitting cross-legged beside them shouted, "I think it's the invasion
alarm!"


"What?” his old Japanese master asked, imperceptibly frowning.


"It's the sound alarm," cried a young girl, "In
case of an invasion by the Community’s undead detainees used for Mengeles’s
research. He's right, I heard it in an educational program on security, on the
Community TV channel!"


Suddenly she was almost hysterical in her attitude, as seated
cross-legged until then she rose, imitated by all the other pupils.


Hiroto and his daughter, who rarely watched TV broadcasting these
programs, did not prefer to contradict them.


The old man sheathed his saber and went to the only door of the
dojo, a closed one, saying, "Stay calm. I will go and find out if this is
the ca…"


Something interrupted him by running towards him through the door
which had suddenly opened provoking a reflex reaction of the Japanese who dragged
his saber at the speed of lightning causing the weapon to make a swirling
motion which made its blade...


... land on Red's neck.


"Stop!" Mei shouted stressfully.


Fortunately her father had stopped just in time to not decapitate
the adopted daughter of his offspring. Hiroto lost his legendary calm and
impassivity and became red with anger, shouting at the red-haired girl,
"You're crazy, I could have killed you!"


"Excuse me," the teenager exclaimed, swallowing as she
still felt the sharp-edged blade resting on the skin of her neck, continuing,
"I was passing a blow of brush around the dojo and inside it, to deserve
the Kenjutsu lessons, according to the ancient Asian tradition... But I hadn't
expected to have to clean by myself... That!"


"What is it?" Johnny asked slowly and unconvincingly,
frowning as he looked at her, as if she were an idiot.


Murmurs and grunts erupted from behind her through the wide-open
door. She turned her head to look, like all the people in the dojo.


A frightful odor of rotting flesh invaded the room.


A partially decomposed zombie appeared and stopped, standing at
the door. It was wearing what was left of tattered Bermuda shorts and a
T-shirt, all tinged with brown because of the rotting of its skeletal body. The
thing had only one apparent glowing eye, the other, as though it had been sunk
in the depths of his skull, perhaps with a fine stick, resembling rather a
dried, reddish grape. But its unique eye contemplated them all with much
interest.


The thing then groaned wildly and walked awkwardly towards Hiroto
and Red, its open hands stretched out towards them.


The blade disappeared from the edge of Red's neck to spin in the
air with the old Japanese man, who passed on the side of the creature and
slashed its outstretched arms.


That was while four other zombies passed through the
door and put their hands on Hiroto's back.


He circled again, decapitating another creature and then planting
his blade in the other's rotten lower abdomen, visible under its rib cage. He
turned the blade in the abdomen of the thing but it showed no pain, trying to
catch his face with its gaunt hands, with their sharp bony phalanges which were
free of flesh.


Hiroto was able to avoid the hands that tried to grab him only
thanks to the fact that he pushed the creature back with the blade, preventing
it from moving further towards him. He was now battling to extract the blade
for the purpose of terminating the living dead, but his saber remained blocked
in the purulent flesh. The old Japanese man looked anxiously
at the other two creatures which, slowly but surely, were circumventing the
nearest ones. They were about to catch him, their jaws with rotten teeth
already opening to tear off a morsel of flesh.


A very shrill cry was heard and the people in the room saw Mei jumping
toward the things surrounding her father.


She was wielding a naginata, an old weapon composed of a saber
fixed at the end of a long stick. Hitherto it had only been a decorative item
used in the dojo that she had unhooked from above the open door. She
cut the legs of the two creatures by making very large swinging motions with
the long weapon, avoiding hurting her father through her skills and practice.


The two living dead, no longer supported by their legs collapsed
on the ground and the young Japanese woman, with two new cuts, decapitated them
one by one.


During that time her father continued to struggle to extract the
blade of his saber, while preventing his ugly opponent from getting closer to
him.


A new, even shriller cry was heard in another part of the room 
and everyone looked towards where it was coming from.


The little blonde was struggling with another zombie which had
been a modest-sized fat woman, taller than her, who must have been in her
forties during her transformation. Overweight, seeming to have Hispanic
origins, she had probably been an adorable "Mama" in her former life,
but today, there was no more motherly love. The creature's jaw had been partly
torn away, showing teeth and flesh rotten to an ear. It opened an avid mouth
with rotten teeth and looked with appetite at the little girl that it was
trying to reach.


The kid pushed the thing back with all her might with her stick,
to which the creature clung with its emaciated hands, trying to snatch it from
Beth's tiny hands. While doing this, the living dead leaned over and tried to
bite the little girl in the face. The latter, shouting and groaning, kept
trying to stay out of reach as much as possible.


Two male zombies entered through the open door and swayed toward
the child and their female counterpart.


"Beth!" exclaimed Mei, seeing her difficult situation
and running towards the two new undead which were readying for a blood bath.


"Noooo!" cried Red, who slashed the handle of her broom
onto Hiroto's partially exposed blade. The remaining wood of the broom was cut
diagonally and sharply by the cutting blade.


Having checked it with a very brief glance the girl leapt towards
the child and the female zombie. When she
reached the fat female creature she lifted what remained of her broom and drove
the sharp end of wood into an eye of the thing.


The zombie stopped fighting with Beth and froze, still holding the
little wooden saber of little Beth in its rotten hands.


The little blonde, struggling one last time, succeeded in pulling
harder on the handle of the little saber, thus extracting a small blade which
had been inserted into what had, in fact, been a wooden sheath. Jumping into
the air Beth arrived at the zombie's face and, with a cutting motion, slashed
at the thing's throat.


The head was almost separated from the neck by the short blade,
but not completely. The head swiveled backwards, retained by a piece of bloody
flesh, with the handle still driven inside its eye.


Relaxing with what was left of her broom in her hand, Red looked
with the little girl as the head finally completely detached from the neck. It
rolled away on the floor, the wooden stick protruding from its eye hindering
its rotation.


It was then that Red, who had the rest of the broom in her hands,
and little Beth, saw the other two zombies approaching them, hands outstretched
and their avid jaws open.


One of the two, tall and emaciated, its bony face with empty
sockets, placed its bony hands on  the red-haired girl's shoulders while the
other tried to circumvent her to reach Beth, who, crouching,  was hiding behind
her.


Shaking with fear, the little girl squeezed the handle of her
little sword, so much so that her fingers' skin had become chalk-white.


The emaciated living dead emitted a little grunt seemingly filled
with contentment, as it forcefully pulled Red towards itself. Approaching its
opened jaw showing rotten teeth, ready to devour the teen's face.


Moaning because of her efforts, she resisted by leaning back, in
precarious balance, feeling the little girl curled up behind her. The wide open
jaw which approached totally filled the red-haired girl's field of vision, who
felt nausea while smelling the thing's fetid breath, a mix of blood and
rottenness.


With a great sound resembling that of a violently cut cloth, the open
jaw was torn in two from top to bottom and, surprised, the girl was on the
verge of receiving a slender blade in her nose. Reclining her own head she saw
that the creature had been cut in two from the top of the skull to the top of
its neck, realizing that it was the blade of a saber that had cut it in two.


Hiroto's saber's blade.


Hiroto had arrived behind the things after he had finally been
able to pull his blade out of his opponent's abdomen, which lay further away on
the floor. Lying on its stomach, it was clinging to one of Johnny's legs who, a
wooden sword in his hand, was striking the emaciated hands to make them let go.


Mei, meanwhile, was fighting two other zombies in baseball
uniforms with her naginata, knife-cutting while rotating on herself like a fury
and shouting a warrior cry.


Standing behind the zombie with the head having been vertically
cut in half, the old Japanese, struggling, was again trying to free the blade
of his stuck saber. It was jammed between the two parts of the upper neck. The
zombie was trembling now, while the left and right sections of its head parted
and hung down, on both sides, by their weight. These two parts were pending
lower and lower, and now were almost in a horizontal position. 


Hiroto didn’t have to fight a smirk, because of his disgust while
watching the details of the anatomical parts of the head and brain, which were
now clearly visible.


The creature's hands grabbing Red's shoulders relaxed, showing
that the zombie had definitely ceased to "live". It began to sag on
its legs, now only supported by the blade of the saber still buried in its
neck.


Hiroto continued to struggle to free his blade from the neck, and
he was embarrassed by the weight of the body. Surprisingly, he was unable to
lift the blade and get it out of the wound. Red bore part of the weight of the
zombie, its hands weighing on her shoulders, tending to immobilize her.


Beth gave a cry of frustration, the other zombie that had bypassed
Red was now at her side. The creature raised the little blonde off the ground
with both of its rotting, stinking hands, sunk into the collar of her strong
little kimono.


The little one cut one of the hands at the wrist level with her
saber, but through her action she involuntarily let go of its handle. Her
little weapon fell a little distance away on the tatami. The sliced wrist
detached from the creature's arm but, not in the least disturbed, it continued
with its other hand to move Beth towards its open jaw, turning her a little so
that it could plunge its teeth into the tender flesh of her neck.


The little girl screamed louder, kicking the top of the thing's
chest, causing only a groan of discontent from the zombie.


The creature received a large side kick from Red.


This unbalanced the zombie, making it drop on the tatami with its
little prey still captive in its remaining hand.


Hiroto shrieked and finally freed his blade. He leapt toward the
zombie lying on its flank as it continued to bring the little girl's neck
closer to its gaping mouth. With a brisk sword movement he cut off the zombie's
head. It fell on the ground and rolled in front of Beth's face.


Disgusted, she saw the mouth of the thing open and close while
watching her with its reddish glowing eyes, still impatient to bite her.
Fortunately for the little girl  the thing's head was now unable to move from
where it had landed, and it had to content itself moving its jaw without
reaching her.


The decapitated body trembled and Beth, feeling the hand that held
her weaken, finally released herself, rising to retreat, horrified.


The head was finally cut in two halves thanks to the blade of
Mei's naginata, as she had also moved closer. The two parts of the skull of the
thing, now separated on the ground, oscillated for several seconds while Beth
watched it, fascinated and disgusted by it at the same time. Finally the two
parts ceased to move and remained immobile, as a little pond of dark and
stinking blood was expanding on the dojo's mattress.


Frustrated male groans were suddenly heard.


Red, Hiroto, Beth and Mei looked at Johnny who continued to strike
the prone zombie still clinging to his leg, striking it with all his strength.
He gave a last wooden sword thrust on the wrists of the thing which broke. The
two forearms separated from the arms and fell on the tatami, their hands
remaining clinging to his leg while the zombie emitted a little growl.


Johnny drew back and, striking one last time with all his
strength, knocked the head of the thing. It detached from the neck and the head
went rolling into a corner of the room.


Hiroto, panting, said, "Bravo, Johnny, quite a blow,"
and he then looked at the three females people near him before saying,
"Bravo to you three too!"


He looked at
the group of students of all ages who had sought refuge on the other side of
the room and said, frowning, "You, on the other hand, I don't congratulate
for your lack of courage and team spirit!"


"Dad!"


Mei's voice made him turn towards her.


She was pointing an index finger to the bodies of the two
baseball-zombies she had slaughtered and she said, "Look what they have in
their mouths!"


The old Japanese shook slightly because of the surprise when he
saw a bloody chicken leg, still protruding out of the mouth of one creature,
and a rabbit's head torn from the jaws of the other.


"Poultry and rabbits... This means that the agro-building has
also been attacked!" exclaimed Hiroto, who toddled off as fast as he could
toward the half-open door, Johnny, his daughter and granddaughter on his trail.


 


 


***











Voracity


 


"Larry!" Johnny called, as the sliding doors of the
agro-building slid open.


His old master, Hiroto, breathless, came up behind him with his
saber brandished, followed by Mei and Red.


Worrying grunts were heard everywhere, while they all walked as
fast as possible in an alley of trees, shrubs, and bushes, standing on guard.
They saw before them, in the distance, an open door and, as they approached,
plaintive groans and cries of rage.


When Johnny, standing on his guard with his large wooden sword,
walked through the door, he saw a spectacle that made him feel sick.


Two male zombies were pulling on the arms of a bloodied and
decapitated, stripped naked human trunk, each one trying to take advantage on
its side. The trunk was dark-skinned, and Johnny, who was looking at the scene,
murmured, "Oh, no… Poor Larry!"


One of the creatures, to the left of Johnny, was taller than the
other on his right. The bigger thing, obviously a former American footballer
according to its ragged clothes, was pulling hard on the arm on its side,
winning the battle over the other which, according to its short dress, must
have been a cheerleader. The latter moaned, pulling on the other arm with all
its might to retain the bloody trunk with its hanging viscera, devoid of any
pelvis. Pulled more and more strongly with the trunk towards the big zombie
despite its efforts, the female one shouted hoarsely.


The arm on its side detached and the great undead, carried away by
its own strength, fell on its back on the ground, with the trunk and the
remaining arm it was pulling on its side.


Johnny, Red and Mei, who witnessed all this, were pouting,
disgusted, while Hiroto remained stolid. And it was with an impassive air that
he approached the two creatures, his sabre drawn.


The zombie cheerleader, its back to him, was chewing the
pulled-off arm when suddenly it turned around toward him. Bits of bloody flesh
flowed from its mouth when it opened it to grumble, as the old man quietly
approached.


A brief whirling movement of the man's saber blew the creature's
head into the air. It rolled a few yards further down to a bush while the
decapitated body trembled, immobilized. It finally fell to its knees then on
its chest, still holding the torn arm in its hands, in which could be seen a
gaping bloody wound.


A roar was heard coming from the level of the ground. It was the
other zombie lying on it with the trunk that had witnessed the scene. It stood
up awkwardly and looked at Hiroto with its glowing eyes. The thing and the
human being looked at each other for many seconds. 


Then the creature roared again while staggering towards him.


Red was surprised at the behavior of the creature. It was as if it
was furious because of what Hiroto had done, as if, unlike usual zombies, it
wasn't just in it for itself. Had there been something between these two
beings, before their transformation? Some part of that relationship that
remained?


The answer seemed to be 'yes' when the big footballer zombie
angrily flung the maimed trunk in the old man's face.


He had tried to avoid the bloody mass but it had arrived on him in
a flash due to the Herculean force of the zombie. He had received the trunk in
the face and, under the impulse, fell back on the hard floor, striking it with
the back of his head. The old man fell unconscious, his face covered with the
blood of the trunk that had fallen beside him.


"Grandfather"! Red yelled, while Mei and Johnny were
about to intervene.


But they stopped, to the surprise of the red-haired girl... Who
understood, turning around as they did, that there was something wrong. A dozen
undead had entered behind them through the open door.


Then the door shut all at once, slamming, shutting them all up
with the creatures.


A metallic noise made the three conscious humans jump. They looked
at the door, from whence came the noise. And they all became conscious that it
had been a key that had been spinning inside the lock. All the remaining
conscious human beings became tense.


These zombies were particularly decomposed, practically skeletons,
with small quantities of rotten flesh on their bones. But despite being much
affected by the degradations, they were also, by experience for many persons,
the worst kind of living dead.


The reason was that, because of their extreme lightness, this more
than compensated for their awkwardness, and one always had to expect blows of
their deadly claws. These had bony phalanges, each becoming, with time,
sharpened like the razor of a blade. They surrounded the group of humans,
placing themselves in a circle more and more tightened around them with slow,
but surprisingly calculated gestures.


They looked like wild beasts standing on the alert, ready to melt
on their prey, at the slightest gesture.


A deafening roar filled the room.


The standing human beings had been startled but miraculously
remained immobile, and looked to where the cry had come.


The zombie-footballer had uttered this roar which sounded like one
of victory, when it leaned over Hiroto, still lifeless, and it took his head in
its hands, starting to raise it toward its ugly, bony face.


Red opened wide, horrified eyes and said to herself that the
undead was preparing to snatch the head of the father of her adoptive mother
whom she had learned to love so much.


Mei was obviously also afraid of the same thing happening because
she jumped towards the big zombie while spinning her naginata in the air.


This sharp gesture signaled the emaciated undead to launch and
they leapt upon the group of humans.


 


 


***


 


 


End of Volume 1 – HUNGRY – Origins of Red


 


 


Discover BESIEGED, volume 2 of the HUNGRY series on the following
page


 


 
















 


 





 


BESIEGED


Book 2 of
the HUNGRY Series


by
Lawrence Herbert Tide


All
rights reserved © 2018


 


 







________________


 


 











BESIEGED


 







Reactivity


 


Red had
the impression of seeing a bunch of wild beasts jumping on them as the largely decomposed
zombies attacked them.


While
she saw Mei leap on the American football zombie she felt abandoned in front of
one of the undead. It had a whitened skull and peculiarly impressive red eyes.
As the creature leapt toward her and put its bony hands on her shoulders, she
felt lonely. Lonely like during that cursed day when, perched on the branch of
a tree, she had witnessed the horrible end of her mother.


But
the sensation coming from the contact of the sharp, icy hands, initiated her
acquired reflexes coming from her long time at the dojo.


Reflexes
that made her fall on her back, dragging in her fall the living skeleton that
already sketched a grinning victory smile.


The
rotten jawbone of the creature opened because of the surprise when, rolling
with the teen who placed her two feet on its whitened pelvis, it was jettisoned
over her.


The
disgusting thing was thrown forward in the air thanks to the perfect judo flip
of the young red-haired girl.


The
creature was violently propelled towards the nearest wall like a rocket.


It
crashed with a BAM, so much had it been swept away by its momentum.


Its
skull literally exploded like a crushed nut and the thing finally collapsed on
the ground.


Red
did not have time to enjoy her victory, as she was horrified to see the zombie
footballer jostling her adoptive mother. The thing had an amazing reflex
reaction, maybe coming from its sporty past as a human being.


Terrified,
the girl saw Mei collapse on her back, seemingly in shock, while her naginata
slipped out of her hand, falling a few meters away on the floor.


The
mass of the big zombie fell on the young woman who screamed in surprise while
farther, another zombie slowly knelt near the immobile body of Hiroto.


The
dazzled teenager, now sitting on the floor, now had very dark thoughts, and
said to herself that the old Japanese was somehow lucky: unconscious, he was
fortunately not aware that his lineage was, soon, going to disappear with him.


A
warrior-like shout startled Red as she saw Johnny running towards the big zombie
which had its  back to him.


 


The
young man swiftly snapped the back of the creature with his wooden sword.


Seeming
to feel nothing, the creature, its ugly head above Mei's, literally drooled
over her.


Disgusted,
she moaned and winced. Completely aware now, the young woman was lying on her
back and had raised her feet, pressing them against the belly of the
footballer.


Thanks
to her foot pressure, she prevented the undead, leaning towards her, from
moving towards her and catching her. Thus, she began retreating as the monster,
grimacing because of the frustration, was advancing.


The
now infuriated zombie continued to be hit from behind by Johnny, who was
beating down with all his might, without the creature reacting to his attacks.


The
stressed young man gave a big blow to the side of the creature's face which
burst its cheek.


This
provoked the spreading of a big sheaf of black blood.


The
zombie immobilized the wooden sword that had just hit it with a single stroke
of its big hand.


Carried
away by the momentum of his move the young colored man, surprised by the
reactivity of the monster, lost his balance and fell on the back of the zombie
footballer.


The
creature turned its nightmarish head toward him and, glaring at him, roared
with a furious look, while pulling violently on the wooden saber.


More
than ever carried away, Johnny lost his balance, and falling along the side of
the zombie, he fell on his stomach and hit the ground with his chin.


Vaguely
conscious despite the severity of the shock, Johnny saw the ground within the
limits of his field of vision, and, also, one of the dirty sneakers on the feet
of the creature.


The
shoes disappeared from his field of view while, being groggy, he was lifted
from the ground, his arms and legs hanging as if he was a disjointed puppet.
The powerful hand that held him by the neck turned him around with ease, like a
light toy.


The
face of the frightened young man now faced the decomposed and grimacing one of
the zombie-footballer, which observed him with gleaming, furious, red eyes.


Johnny
was horrified to see the red and cold eyes disappear from his field of vision,
then seeing them replaced by the gaping jaws of the rotten-toothed creature.


The
young man panicked when, still feeling numb, he felt the teeth settle on his
forehead and the jaw of the thing begin to tighten. This monster will bite
my skull as if it were a common apple!


A
very brief noise was heard, like the hissing of an object quickly cutting
through the air like a whip.


Johnny
dropped suddenly to the floor before having time to shout in surprise when he
crushed his nose against the hard ground.


He
raised his head painfully, blood flowing profusely from his nose, and saw,
lying on his back near him, his old master, who was beginning to open his eyes.
He watched him, clearly in a daze.


Further
away, Mei, obviously stunned by the brutality of her own fall, lay on her side,
her eyes closed. The skeletal zombies squatted around her, but hadn't yet
touched her, quarreling with each other like wild dogs fighting over a bone.


Then
the old man's gaze went upwards, staring at something. Johnny followed his gaze
and saw that the zombie footballer was still squatting above them both,
immobile.


The
undead looked at the stump of one of his cut hands. A stream of dark blood was
flowing from it, while a horrible scent of rot pervaded the air.


A pain ran through Johnny's neck, like a
throbbing.


Putting
his hand on his neck, the young man realized that the creature's hand was still
attached to it, and pressed intermittently, always animated by a form of life.


Disgusted,
the young man tugged on the hand and pulled it away, involuntarily pinching his
neck painfully by doing so.


He
angrily threw away the hand and its trembling fingers, which, when it fell on
the floor, rolled further over itself. It had a strange erratic movement
because of the moving fingers.


The
big zombie emitted a deafening roar and closed its other hand on Johnny's
throat, who began to choke, his face becoming red.


Another
whistling sound, and that hand came off the wrist of the creature, which,
wincing, turned its ugly head to look in another direction.


Johnny
snatched that second throbbing hand away from his throat, rejecting it in turn,
and then focused on what the zombie was watching. He saw that it was looking
with its angry eyes at Red, who was standing near them, her mother's naginata
in her hands.


She
was breathing quickly while firmly holding the long stick of the weapon. Looks
between the girl and the creature slowly crossed. The glance of the thing
rested on the blade, on which still flowed, slowly, the red-dark liquid of its
blood. Then it lowered its head, looking in turn at the two stumps where its
hands had been.


The
zombie then uttered an animal roar, reminiscent of a mixture of lion and panther,
as it was obviously full of rage. It slowly stood up.


The
huge ex quarter-back then leapt towards her, the reflexes due to its former
athletic training seeming to coming back, and in a few quick steps it was near
Red.


The
stumps in front of the zombie-footballer were avoided at the last moment by the
girl, who was well trained to dodge.


Not
only did she let the thing go, but in addition she interposed the stick of the
naginata, tripping the creature up.


The
huge roaring mass fell forward and swept away the skeletal zombies quarreling
over Mei, who was opening her eyes.


The
giant zombie and the skeletal-looking one who roared in frustration crashed
together in a loud thud against a nearby wall.


The
skeletal zombies were literally pulverized because of the huge clash between
the wall and the colossus, which hit the wall very hard, then fell suddenly on
its back.


All
the dust of the skeletal zombies fell like a gray cloud on the huge undead,
which, growling, remained groggy-like on the ground.


As
Johnny began to get up, he helped Hiroto to stand. The old man, slowly and
painfully, looked at her, while Red focused her attention on the creature lying
on the floor.


She
walked toward the thing, which, turning its horrible head as it saw her
approach, stopped moaning and groaned.


Red
raised the naginata...


...
and was surprised to see it escape from her hands to find it in other hands,
bigger and thinner.


Fixating
the latter, the girl turned around and saw that Mei was now standing behind
her, the long weapon in her hand, and was smiling at her.


The
zombie ex footballer player, pushing on its stumps while trying to adopt a
sitting position, roared loudly, and startled both.


The
beautiful face of Mei changed right under her daughter’s eyes. Her beautiful
face, normally quiet and cheerful, was almost frightening because of her anger.
This unusual thing surprised the young girl.


The
blade of the naginata cut off in a dash the head of the still sitting big
zombie.


 Jumping
up in the air because of the shock, the head fell on the floor and then rolled
away. It hit a door, bouncing against it, and then stopped moving. Red was
almost fascinated by the grimacing face of the creature, which seemed to be
watching her.


An
angry glare that soon gave way to what seemed like misunderstanding, then
sadness, and, finally, tranquility, when the eyes closed, definitely.


The
sound of a big thump startled the red-haired teenager.


Turning
around she saw that it was the decapitated and handless body of the zombie that
had just collapsed on the ground near her. The body was trembling and impressed
Red.


Finally,
it froze completely...


...
not without a flow of black blood from its sliced neck, a casting literally
making one think of a little black stream. A nauseating smell that made the
girl feel nauseous, it was so pungent.


As
she watched the stream of rottenness finally dry up, much to her relief, she
heard new hisses in the air. She knew that her mother was "clearing"
the room of the last remaining living dead.


Then,
silence returned to the room, while the young red-haired teen contemplated the
massive human body which was now motionless, lying on its back. This reminded
her of the recumbent statues, those lying statues from the Middle Ages. Statues
that her father had shown her in educational photos on his old computer, during
their rare moments of quietness, during her family’s never-ending getaway.


The
memory of her lost beloved ones, such a powerful souvenir now, made a tear
begin to flow down one of her cheeks.


She
swiftly and discreetly wiped her face. It was the time for action now, not for
sadness.


"Are
you OK?" Mei asked anxiously, having stopped just behind her. She still
held the naginata in her hand, the wooden bottom of its vertically positioned
stick touching the ground.


"Yes,
thank you," Red replied with a smile, a smile to which her warm-hearted
adoptive mother replied.


Another
smile appeared in her field of vision, one which she had seen very rarely. It
was the one of Hiroto, who was slowly walking towards her, supported by Johnny.


"You've
definitely proven yourself as a fighter, Red," the old man said tiredly,
quavering, but soft.


Noticeably
softer than what she was accustomed to ...


 
"I'm genuinely proud of you!"


These
words said with strong conviction filled the girl with joy. It was as if she
felt a heat wave pervade her.


"I
would be so happy to be able to share my pride with my old friend Larry
Lafayette, who ended so tragically ..."


The
old man paused, looking toward the floor, sadness recognizable on his old
wrinkled face.


"I'm
here!"


They
all looked with surprise to where the voice had come from.


The
branches of a tree were making noise, while its leaves were being noisily
stirred. The people in the room raised their chins and looked upwards at a
silhouette, hidden in the middle of a bunch of leaves.


Suddenly
Lafayette fell and caught himself on his feet, losing his balance and falling
on himself.


"Larry!"
exclaimed Hiroto, advancing towards his old friend, still supported by his
disciple, Johnny.


"Hiroto
..." answered the elderly black man, getting up with difficulty. The young
man helped him to stand up with his free hand, while at the same time
supporting his Master.


The
old man finally stood up and said, resuming, "I thought my end might be
nigh!"


"But
..." intervened Red, who had come closer with her mother. "Who's been
..."


"Shredded
in pieces?" interrupted Lafayette, looking sadly at the girl and then at
the dismembered remains on the ground, before resuming. "My young
assistant, who was unlucky, he was surprised from behind. If I hadn’t been so
light and quick to climb to the summit of that tree, I would’ve known the same
sad fate. "


"I'm
glad you're safe, anyway," said the old Japanese, who had lost his smile,
having now his usual, serious face, before adding, "Let's get out of here
quickly, but let's stand on our guard. "


While
he had just said that, Mei had gone to the closed door.


She
turned the handle to open it, but failed. She had forgotten that the door had
been locked from outside.


"Who
could lock us in here?" Johnny asked suspiciously.


Hiroto
pouted, and approaching the door with him, punched the door next to the lock.


It
deformed under the shock and the door unlocked, the distorted bolt now visible.


Mei
took the handle and turned it again, and the door opened...


...
on a wall of flames in the adjacent hallway, flames that made them all back
off.


 


 


***











Inferno


 


"Step
back!" Hiroto shouted as his daughter complied before hearing his
injunction, almost getting her face burned but protecting it from the big flames
with an arm, releasiing the door handle.


The
impressive flames emitted a loud crackling sound which further stressed the
trapped group.


The
surprise had made her let go of her naginata, which had fallen to the ground
with a loud sound of wood and metal, the sharp blade barely failing to fall on
her foot. The high heat made her squint while her face dripped with sweat, and
Mei withdrew. Her heart beat hard in her chest as the crackling of the flames
became much stronger.


The
door opened wide under the pressure of the hot air hitherto contained in the
corridor, allowing a torrent of flames to enter.


Red
also shrank back in fear, hitting Johnny who was standing right behind her. In
doing so he received the back of the girl's head in his face.


"Careful!"
shouted the young man, glaring at her as, surprised, she turned back and stared
at him. But their attention was once again focused on the flames that began to
come in through the entrance and lick the edges of the frame, while pungent
smoke was beginning to invade the room. The crackling sound of the flames
became deafening.


Hiroto
began to cough, Johnny still supporting him, who shouted, "We're
doomed!"


It
was then that he looked up and, pointing at something, shouted to Lafayette,
"Is this a fire sprinkler system?"


"Yes,"
the old black man replied, frowning. His eyes were starting to turn red because
of the heat and smoke. He continued, " I don’t understand why those
sprinklers don’t activate."


He
glared at the sprinklers and said, "It's as if the smoke detectors have
been rendered inoperative."


"So,
we're fucking screwed, as I said," Johnny shouted.


He
then coughed violently. His friends began to cough too.


"Maybe
not," exclaimed Lafayette, who, putting a handkerchief over his face,
rushed toward a computer console that the other people hadn’t noticed.


Lafayette
tapped angrily on the keyboard before shouting to the others, "Not only do
the sprinklers seem to no longer detect smoke, but what's more, my password for
controlling them seems to have been erased ... "


Hiroto,
near Johnny, coughed again and began to collapse but was held just in time by
Johnny, while Lafayette continued, "... But I’ve never told anyone about
my secret Superuser password!"


After
tapping again on a few computer keyboards, he almost smashed a big green button
named ‘Enter’.


A
deluge of water fell from the ceiling sprinklers.


Red,
Mei, and Johnny shouted in surprise as they felt the cold water fall on them.


Their
cries were quickly replaced by laughter.


This
refreshment suddenly relieved and reassured everyone in the room. Hiroto said
nothing and looked, smiling, at his old friend who returned it to him, while
continuing to strum on some keys of the control console, on which the water was
streaming. Fortunately, obviously, this electronic equipment was waterproof.


A
deafening blast made all of them almost jump, covering the crackling sound of
the flames.


The
group with the old engineer working on the console saw, through the open door,
that it came from the corridor.


The
whole wall of flame that occupied it disappeared in a yellowish cloud. They
could see that more powerful fire extinguishers were pouring on the dying
flames enormous quantities of a gas that formed the cloud.


Seeing
the astonished look of his friends, Lafayette shouted happily over the blast,
"It's a flame retardant that has been added to the water that gives that
color to the stream down the hall. It's as effective as the retardant which was
used by Canadairs, the seaplanes in the South of France and Italy, to extinguish
forest fires. "


The
sprinklers continued spraying the room where they were and the adjacent
corridor, for many more seconds, before starting to weaken.


Then
the sprinklers stopped completely.


"No
more water in the sprinklers," the agronomist said, frowning at the
console.


The
silence finally returned, and everyone looked at each other, grimacing.


Everything
was blackened around them, and everything still emitted a pungent smell, which
made them uncomfortable.


Then
it was Hiroto who, no longer wanting to be supported by Johnny, walked towards
the open door and the hallway, where the flames had disappeared. He kept
coughing from time to time, but he wasn’t the only one. In the corridor, there
was a kind of yellowish moss on the floor. They knew that these were the
remains of the fire retardant, which had stifled the fire raging in this
corridor only a minute earlier. The walls remained hot, and no one had the
desire to even touch them.


The
whole group walked towards the closed double doors of the entrance of the
agro-building.


The
surface of the automatic doors was charred, and behind, they vaguely heard a
voice and sounds of water. Looking at the floor covered with the same yellow
moss, they understood that, as had been the case in the rest of the building,
there had been fire retardant sprayed here too, in the entrance hall.


Hiroto
approached the double door.


No
movement.


The
doors didn’t move an inch, despite the old man standing in front of them.


"No
reaction, so, are they blocked?" asked the Japanese, joined by Lafayette
who looked at the closed doors.


Seeming
puzzled for many seconds, he finally said, "The automatic opening
mechanism was probably damaged by the fire."


And
having said that, he opened a small metal hatch on the blackened surface.


In
a grating noise of rust was revealed an intermingling of electric wires of
various colors, many of which seemed to have literally melted and fused
together because of the heat.


He
began to work on the wires and connectors. Outside could be heard voices
covered by a kind of loud roar.


Red
smiled as she watched the agronomist at work, recognizing in him what her
adoptive grandfather had always said about him: he was a complete professional;
not only was he a good farmer, albeit a high-level one, but in addition, he had
an in-depth knowledge of the agro-building.


"I’ve
nearly made it," the old engineer exclaimed, smiling at them as he joined
two strands he had stripped bare.


Suddenly
the double automatic doors opened wide, letting through a strong water jet.


 Its
pressure forcefully pushed back the little colored man, who began to fall back.


Fortunately,
Johnny was fast enough to keep the engineer from falling on the floor, but like
him and everyone else, he was drenched from head to toe by the jet of water,
the roar of which filled the hall deafeningly.


They
uttered exclamations of surprise as they struggled not to be overthrown.


Abruptly
the fountain stopped as fast as it had begun.


A
heavy silence pervaded everything, and Johnny, soaked to the skin in his
kimono, shouted, "What a downpour!"


"Looks
like there's someone," they heard someone shout, outside.


Johnny
and the other drenched members of the group looked at each other, taken aback.


Then,
in the footsteps of the old master, who had started walking towards the open
entrance, they hesitated at the open entrance, which they passed, reaching at
last the outside world. Comforted, Red said to herself, We’re all here, and
we came out alive and unscathed… it's a miracle, I cannot believe it…


They
were dazzled by an intense light that made them squint and frown...


...
to find firefighters who, awestruck, looked at them with astonishment. They
still held a fire hose connected to the only fire truck of the Community, a
truck whose headlights dazzled them, since the night was well advanced, now.


Beyond
the firefighters and their equipment, the survivors saw a crowd of innocent
onlookers, who were staring at them.


And
facing this crowd, between her and them, the survivors recognized, seen from
behind, Joshua Adams.


He
was wearing his flawless white suit, standing behind a desk and facing the
audience during his speech.


"...
and it is with regret that I must tell you that there are a number of
individual deaths, because of this terrible fire..."


The
old man stopped talking, to look at an assistant discreetly patting his
shoulder, and Adams pouted at him.


Then
he finally turned to see, dumbfounded, Red and her friends, who were watching
him.


"Shit
..." the old Administrator whispered, pulling himself together, especially
since the loudspeakers spread out along the buildings had just screamed out
loud this last word.


 


 


***











Ascertainment


 


"Son
of a bi...!" Johnny screamed, as many 3D cameras pointed at him, filming
him as he left the group of his friends, marching firmly toward the old
Administrator.


The
latter, who had turned to look at them, took a step back when he saw him
approaching so aggressively.


This
movement made him hit the back of the desk, from which he had addressed the
assembled population.


"What
do you dare doing, young man?" Adams asked, raising his open hands to the
young black man who was getting closer, a gesture meant to show him that he was
unarmed.


"You
and your accomplices have tried to get us eaten or burnt, scoundrel!"
exclaimed Johnny, now less than a few steps away, as he was going to touch the
Administrator.


A
punch coming from somewhere hit him in the jaw, making his head turn violently
because of the shock.


Johnny
coped with the blow and kicked one of the Administrator’s two bearded acolytes
who had attacked him. He was the taller one, who was always following the old
politician everywhere.


Because
of the back kick the brute, despite being heavier and more massive than him,
recoiled, surprised.


Leaning
forward because of the effects of the pain, the colossus scowled at him.


"What
did you dare to say to me, young man?" asked Adams, who, standing at his
desk, was mockingly watching the confrontation.


"I
spoke my mind, you tried to trap us in the agro-building!" the young man
shouted angrily, coming up to his old interlocutor.


The
brute suddenly leapt toward him but, well on guard this time, Johnny avoided a
big blow by stooping...


...
to be hit by a punch in the face from another bearded leather minion, finer
than the other one.


Receiving
now and then various blows from the Administrator's two henchmen, Johnny began
to find himself overwhelmed, trying to retaliate against the two men who both,
clearly, had a military background.


A
new violent and swift punch from the newcomer almost knocked Johnny out, who
suddenly found himself forcibly held by the brute, who was now behind him.


Unable
to get rid of the embrace of the colossus, the young man received a roundhouse
kick at the lower abdomen, which made him bend in pain.


Held
standing by the strong man’s arms, he could not do anything now to protect
himself against a new kick, that this time was going to hit one of his temples.


A
kick which ended in a vacuum when the thinnest henchman’s supporting leg was
hit.


This
made it bend and then fall to the ground.


Falling
into the dust, the man, anger on his face, realized that it was Hiroto who had
just made him fall.


The
old Japanese was quietly watching him, with a mixture of coldness and hardness.


The
big brute who was holding Johnny violently pushed him, projecting him like a
ball on the old master.


The
latter dodged easily, while his young pupil fell headlong in the dust, near the
other henchman, who was trying to get up.


The
big brute shrieked like a wild beast, rushing like a mad bull at Hiroto.


The
colossus found nothing but vacuum, just like poor Johnny, who had bitten the
dust. A leg well placed on the path of the great man in leather and he ended up
losing his balance.


It
made him roll and roll as he slumped heavily in the dust.


Hiroto
sensed something behind him.


Turning
around he intercepted just in time a stab coming from behind.


The
Japanese caught and twisted the other henchman’s wrist who was holding a
dagger.


The
man who had tried to stab him so treacherously nonetheless resisted the pain of
the twist... he was obviously used to the pain, which did not prevent him from
throwing a punch.


This
new attack was intercepted in the same way as the dagger by the old man, who
now twisted the two arms of Adams's henchman.


Hiroto
dropped the wrists of the man he was facing all at once, stepping back sharply.


Thus,
he avoided a kick at his groin by the man wearing dark leather.


Grimacing
with pain and rage the henchman leapt, his dagger in his hand, toward the old
Japanese who was waiting for him firmly...


...
and the hired man then stopped immediately.


He
now remained motionless, his head raised.


Beneath
his chin, there was the long sword blade of Mei's naginata, which threatened at
the slightest of his movements to cause him a fine wound in his throat.


"Ladies
and gentlemen, please, calm down!"


It
was Joshua Adams’s recognizable and obsequious voice.


A
camera, which had filmed the scene, turned to the obese Administrator who,
coming down from the small platform in front of his desk, put a white heeled
shoe on the dusty floor. This detail was remarked by Red, who, sniffing with
disgust, saw the old man put his second foot on the ground.


He
walked in a theatrical way towards Johnny, before adding in a softer voice,
"Let's get it right, you’re not allowed, young man, to tell such
gratuitous accusations of me, or threaten me or some people who are part of the
Community’s security staff."


"Your
security staff?" exclaimed Red, glaring at him, and then she continued,
"These two men are clearly more mercenaries than anything else, and they
almost killed my friend Johnny!"


"Let’s
not exaggerate, it was just a virile brawl between them and your adoptive
grandfather and your friend ... In any case, do not use threats and don’t bring
serious charges without evidence, or then I will prosecute you, and trust me,
you’ll regret!"


These
words silenced Red and her companions, including Johnny, who, standing near
her, looked at the Administrator with as much hatred as her.


They
said nothing because Adams was known to have a whole cohort of appointed
attorneys at his disposal. Many people, in the past, had tried to alert the
Community about anomalies occurring around his activities, but they found
themselves prosecuted and sentenced to pay damages. And inside the Community,
these were not paid with money, but with precious resources necessary for
survival.


Sadly,
the old man was too powerful to be worried ...


The
old man lifted his empty hands toward her, his palms open, as a way of
establishing peace, before resuming, "For the moment, the only thing our
fellow citizens want to know, is the state of the agro-building, our main food
source."


Red
and her friends looked at each other in disbelief, not quite understanding what
the old politician’s point was... did he want to know the level of damage in
the agro-building, or was it just a veiled indictment?


Before
any of them could answer, their attention was drawn to firefighters who, the
fire hose restarted, were approaching the entrance behind them. The survivors
moved aside, so as not to interfere with the security operations.


"So?"
Adams asked, with a vaguely patronizing note in his voice.


"So,
there was a fire in there, plus an attack of the living dead," said
Lafayette, the agricultural engineer, with a dry voice.


"Zombies?"
Adams said, expressing astonishment, before resuming, "So, that's where
they went! I was told that many of the test subjects of our official
physiologist and biologist had escaped the quarantine building, and..."


"You
mean Doctor Mengele’s guinea-pigs," said Johnny, seething, having now
completely regained consciousness.


"Do
not play with words, Mr. Jackson, your previous accusations don’t protect you
from me suing you. Beware!” the fat man said with an air of proud authority.


"Someone
tried to make us burn, after locking us up with zombies, that's for sure!"


The
young black man who had said this and the old man in a white suit exchanged
evil glances.


Then
the latter, seeking to show a conciliatory smile, said, "I vow that an
impartial investigation will be conducted", the word ‘impartial’ made Red
smile, as she was listening to the clever politician, who continued, "And
any murder attempt will be tried and punished, if required, by a life
sentence." 


The
old politician turned to face the crowd and he added, with his hands on each
side of the top of his desk, with a theatrical, "I assure you, my fellow
citizens of the Community, that I guarantee a serious investigation..."


Most
of the crowd mumbled approvingly, while a few laughs came from among Adams's
detractors, the old man continuing, "... just as another investigation
will not be botched, in order to assess the actual damage to the agro-building,
as well as to estimate our remaining food resources."


These
last words silenced the crowd who looked at him anxiously. And Red and her
friends, worried too, knew first-hand, as "fellow citizens", what
this could mean: famine or starvation.


The
red-haired girl, who had experienced hunger so many times during her early
childhood, looked nervously at her adoptive grandfather, who, stoically, calmly
looked at her.


...
and he smiled warmly at her, as she had rarely seen him do in the past.


This
really comforted her…


 


 


***











Resources


 


The old
face of the Administrator seemed grave, as, seen on the 3D TV screen, he began
to say, "My good citizens of the Community, I've got the results of the
inquiry, into the fire in the agro-building. What I'm going to announce is of
paramount importance for our survival, so, please, listen to me."


He
stopped speaking and, raising his eyes from the electronic tablet from which he
had read, looked solemnly toward the 3D camera before continuing, "Zombies
from the detention zone of the Community's Biological Lab were able to quit
their cells, and invaded our revered Martial Arts dojo and the agro-building.
The fire didn't leave any evidence of what facilitated their escape." 


"Liar."


Adams
stopped speaking, not sure of what he had heard. He looked at the huge group of
journalists and cameramen watching him. He had difficulties recognizing a
familiar face amid the multitude in front of him. He continued, “No one
understands how the living dead's escape happened, but, don't be afraid, dear
citizens, reinforced measures have been taken to avoid any new internal attack
of the Community."


The
face of the old man became even sadder, as he said, “I’m so sad to have to
announce such bad news, dear citizens of the Community, but we don’t have any
choice; energy is running out, our hydroponic cultures being unable to
compensate, with their oil production, for when solar and wind energy are low!”
Adams, standing behind a pulpit, in his eternal white suit, stopped speaking
for a few seconds. He knew very well, as an experienced orator, how important
the parts of silence are in a speech, and then continued, “That’s why the
Council has decided to establish energy cuts in the zones of the Community
which have a lower priority.”


“You
mean zones where you and your friends don’t live!”


Having
heard that the Administrator gave a hand sign looking as if he was cutting
something with two of his fingers, like scissors. The camera crew then
immediately switched off, and a complete silence fell in the recording studio.
The old man looked down from the height of the platform, highly illuminated by
many headlights. He looked in the direction of shadows, in a less illuminated
part of the studio, where he could discern two silhouettes.


“Who
said that?” yelled Adams, losing suddenly his proverbial restraint, watching
the two persons coming out of the shadows. He opened wide eyes as he saw that
the first of them entering in the illuminated part was Johnny, who was watching
him reproachfully.


“You?
You… little snoop, I’m going to…” the Administrator, who now had an angry face,
had stopped speaking, when he recognized the short figure following the young
man. 


“Hiroto…”
murmured Adams, clearly surprised. His face softened immediately, for he knew
the good name of the old Master, inside the Community. He swallowed hard and
then said, “Master, to what do owe we your visitation?”


“My
visit isn’t friendly, Administrator Adams. Some friends of ours told us that
you were preparing an address. In it, you’re supposed to say that you’re going
to ration the oil used for heating, and for energy production. I came to stop
you from doing such a thing.” 


“Hiroto,”
Adams began to say, “you must understand that…”


“Show
him some respect, you must call him Master Miyasaki!” intervened Johnny,
interrupting him.


The
old Administrator sighed heavily while looking at him, the mustard clearly
getting into his nose, when Hiroto lifted an open hand. This silenced the young
colored man, meaning that it was OK. Seeing this, Adams calmed down and
listened to the old Japanese say, “I don't want to lose some time trying to
fight your view and your "personalized" inquiry about the attack and
fire which happened in the agro-building… But I have it on good authority that
the Community has some reserves. I advise you to abandon your program, whose
goal is only to favor you and your friends, or there will be consequences.”


“What
consequences?” one of Adams’s two hit men asked menacingly, a thin, bald man
with a goatee, and wearing a long black leather jacket. The Administrator
scowled at the man, so hard that the latter lowered his gaze, and became
completely silent.


“I
would be forced to call new elections, and to run against you.”


“You
don’t have that kind of power!” yelled the old man, grabbing tightly the border
of the pulpit with his fingers, like a vulture with its claws clinging to a
carcass.


“You
want to see if he can’t wake the dead in their graves? Oh, sorry, I forgot that
it’s already the case,” said Johnny, with a mocking tone.


Joshua
Adams blustered but didn’t answer, looking at them. Hiroto said, in a hushed,
respectful tone, “I don’t want Power, but whenever I consider that the
Community’s needs aren’t taken into account, I’ll use whatever means are
necessary to stop you.”


The
old Administrator had turned green, now, and he saw the Sensei and his student
turn around, the Master continuing, “I wish you a good day, Administrator
Adams.” The camera crew watched with him the two men go, opening the door of
the studio. His Master having got out, Johnny, beneath the door frame, turned
around and looked at Adams, smiling mockingly… and then slammed the door behind
him. 


This
provoked a reverberation between the walls of the studio, which took many
seconds to subside. Once silence was back, one of the crew men timidly
approached Adams, and asked, “Should we get back to filming?”


The
Administrator answered nothing, only watching him, furious.


 


 


***











Trespassing


 


Johnny approached surreptitiously the door, amongst the shadows of
the dark corridor. As he approached the closed door, he was on guard, ready to
turn around, in case someone would notice him. The only light, dim, coming
inside the corridor, was from an outdoor lightning. Its pale, yellowish light
went through a skylight, vaguely illuminating the ceiling.


He froze all of a sudden, becoming immobile like a statue, while
being prone to bolting. At the far end of the long hallway where he was, he had
discerned a silhouette. Someone has seen me!

He was tempted to retreat, but held back, not being sure that it was a good
idea. He finally decided to wait for the person to approach. Was it one of
Professor Harding's aids?

What could reason would it be possible for me to give, to explain why I'm here,
at this hour... in the dark? Looking at the silhouette of the man or woman, who
was standing there, still immobile, he wondered:  by the way, what's that
person doing here too, at this time of the night?

He squinted to discerner better the silhouette, and he approached slowly,
shyly, going down the hallway.


He murmured a timid, "Hello,".


No answer… he continued to approach…

And suddenly, being now only a few meters away, he stopped…

And finally, after a few seconds, he smiled, and then chuckled.

He had been frightened by a black leather jacket, suspended on a hook!

Reassured, he turned around and walked toward the closed door, stopping in
front of it. He took the doorknob, hesitantly, in his hand and, turning
it, he pulled. 


The door half opened, and he stopped his movement, surprised
- or subconsciously disappointed – how easily could enter. He told
himself, they haven't locked it! You don't even have,
to ease your conscience, that excuse to withdraw...
Coward!

His heart pounded in his chest, as he silently opened wide the door, which creaked.
The squeak got on his nerves. 


A figure moving in the dark, in front of him, having reacted at
the noise. Jonny sighed, and approached the silhouette plunged into darkness.
Here too, the only source of light was coming from an outer lumen, through the
bars of the small window of the cell. He approached the cell and stopped in
front of it, standing two meters back.

The young man swallowed hard, and murmured, "Hi again, Dad."

The silhouette which was in the dark moved swiftly, like a predator leaping toward
its prey, and banged loudly into the bars. Two gleaming red eyes observed him,
as he heard worrying growls. Johnny
guessed more than he saw his father, who was standing behind the bars in the
dark.


"Dad..."

The giant in the dark extended an arm toward him, his fingers taking the shape
of claws, as he tried to grab his T-shirt, but Johnny was just off limits.

The latter watched him silently now, sadness on his face. The impressive
colossus calmed down, moving slowly in the cell, like a big cat, walking in a
feline way. And Johnny really had the feeling of watching a black panther,
waiting for an opportunity to attack. The figure in the dark moved slightly,
and Harry's head finally appeared. It was illuminated by the outdoor lumen,
whose dim light went through the small barred window of his cell. The play of
light, because of the bars of the window, cast vertical shadows on the giant's
face, enhancing the cat-like appearance of his face. A low rumble erupted
suddenly, and the head moved again, the pupils of the eye wide open, with, at
the middle, a gleaming iris, red like a ruby.

The young colored man took a pistol out of one of the pockets of his jacket,
pointing it in the direction of his father. The hand holding the weapon shaked
slightly, while being aimed at the area of his father's heart. Perspiration
trickling down his forehead. Johnny had a sad look on his face. Many seconds
passed by.

Suddenly the young man's gaze hardened, showing now a strong willingness, and
he sighed heavily. His hand quit shaking, and he then targeted Harry's head.
The eyes of the colossus, who was completely silent now, looked at him with an
intense look. 


He seemed to be waiting. 


To be hoping. The young man told himself, Is he still inside?
Does he actually hope that I'm going to do it, somewhere inside that decaying,
transforming body?


Johnny sighed and murmured, 'I'm so sorry, Dad."

"Don't do it!"

He flinched and almost shot by reflex, when hearing the recognizable voice, and
he turned around.

He was then dazzled by an intense, white light, which made him gasp. Surprised,
he scrunched his eyes together while trying to protect them from the light, by
interposing an open hand. 


Looking up, he realized that the overhead lights hadn't been
turned on. Lowering his gaze, he understood that someone was blinding him with
the lamp of a smartphone. The person lowered the beam, ceasing to blind him.
That's when he was, at last, able to recognize Red. 

She had been standing behind him, her phone in one of her hands. She looked sad
as she watched him in the eye. The girl remained completely silent, now,
watching him intensely with her green eyes... and he couldn't help but
recognize a reproachful look on her beautiful face.

"Red? What... what are you doing here?" he croaked, not knowing
clearly if he felt anger, or shame.

"What are YOU doing here, Johnny?" she whispered.

"I... it's not your business!" he yelled.

"Don't do it, Johnny... don't kill your Dad!" Despite the weak light
her phone's lamp threw everywhere by reflexion, against the walls, he glimpsed
a tear, trickling along one of her freckled cheeks.

He turned around, wanting to flee her gaze, and at the same time facing the
colossus again, who remained silent.

"I must free him, Red... He's been rotting for years, in this cell, while
he’s been slowly degenerating." He lifted up his arm and pointed again the
weapon at his father's forehead's level.

"Stop, there is hope!" the teen girl shouted while taking the armed
hand between both of hers, trying to lower it. Her efforts were useless, he was
much too strong. She fought a bit, but he resisted. Finally, she released his
arm. He knew, knowing her level in Martial Arts, that she could've made him
drop the gun, but she didn’t. She actually respected his will, and he
appreciated that.

"What hope, Red? Look at him, he's already one of them, or at least
almost!"

He pointed precisely the barrel of his weapon at the center of the big man's
forehead. He added, "My father has always asked me, since the beginning of
the Plague, to kill him, before he would become one of those monsters, and
after that, to burn his body!" 


Red hadn't finished trying, yet: "Trust me, when he will be
dead, it will be over. You will never more discuss with him... I miss so much
my Dad, my Mom... Trust me, parents' phone calls and Xmas letters become much
rarer, after their death!"

This last sentence, as stupid as is seemed, made Johnny chuckle nervously. But
as he looked at her face, he saw that she wasn't in a mood for laughing. She
watched him in a very serious way, and she continued, "Trust me, Johnny, I
miss them so much!"

His gun still pointing toward his father's head, the young colored man winced,
tortured interiorly, hesitating. There was a strange, dim light surrounding
them, coming from the reflexion on the walls of the girl's smartphone lamp. It
produced a weird and distorted projection of their four shadows.

Four? This thought made Johnny open wide eyes.

He briskly turned around and pointed his gun toward the fourth person, who was
standing behind them.

"Stop, it's me!" 

The unknown crossed his hands in front of his face, as if it could stop a
bullet shot toward his head.

"Bo?" yelled Johnny, rising his gun toward the ceiling, glad he
didn't shoot by surprise. Anger came on his face, as his friend uncrossed his
arms to expose a face showing fear. 


"Bo-ris! Asshole, I was this close to kill you!" the
colored man seethed, gritting his teeth.

"Sorry, sorry, Johnny, I didn't want to frighten you!"  He became silent, his gaze following
the gun in his friend's hand, which shaked nervously, sometimes pointing toward
the dark ceiling, sometimes dangerously lowering it again toward him. Looking
at the gun in his turn, the black guy pointed, finally, its barrel toward the
floor. Looking his friend in the eye, he still saw fear in his gaze. Johnny
told himself that he probably looked mad, so he decided to calm down. Despite
of that, he hated to be disturbed, especially by his two best friends. Two
potential witnesses of his coming mad - or wise! - act...

He opened his lips to speak and was interrupted by Bo, "Don't do it,
Johnny! She's right, don't do it..."

He glared at the blond guy, and at the red-haired teen, and shouted, "If I
must kill my father, it's my business, you..."

"No, it's mine!"

The cold voice startled all three of them. They looked nervously around, in the
mix of dim light and shadows surrounding them.

Then an explosion of white light assaulted their eyes, making them gasp.

Red was blinded like the others by the intense white light, coming from the
lamps of the ceiling. And she heard a kind of buzz. Looking up, she saw a
webcam mounted high on a wall. The buzz sound was coming from it, as it was
turning, turning its lens toward them. She saw the diaphragm of the objective
lens became larger, such as an iris. Over it there was a blinking red Led,
meaning that they were being observed.

She wasn't surprised when the door opened behind them, and Professor Harding
entered, accompanied by one of his assistants.

He scowled at them three, making them lower their gaze, clearly ashamed. Unlike
his collaborator who was in work clothes, the Scientist was wearing a blue
silk dressing gown, and he had slippers. After he had severely scanned all of
them, his attention focused on Johnny, whose eyes shifted, shame clearly soaring
inside him. ... approached the young man, who lowered his gaze.

"Mister Jackson," Johnny raised his chin and, fighting his shame,
looked him in the eye. The Scientist continued, "I saw and heard you, via
our surveillance screen. You were going to kill your father."

"Yes," yelled the young man angrily, "He's been so unhappy,
imprisoned like a beast, and all this for what?"

He pointed a hand toward the massive black man standing at the other side of
the bars, adding, "All that for nothing! You assured me you would heal
him, that he would not become one of those flesh-starving creatures, but
finally, you failed!"

He stopped and sighed heavily, as all the other human beings - and his father,
or at least what remained of him - watched him silently.

"My father wanted to remain human... and I want to respect his will,"
the young colored man murmured, finally lowering his gaze toward the floor, a
mix of anger and sadness showing on his face. And now, he remained silent. No
one added anything during a moment, looking at him, not daring to break the
silence.

Professor Harding finally acknowledged silently by nodding, and he said with a
soft voice,  “Then, I think that you're ready."

Johnny raised his head and watched him, dumbfounded. He looked at the Scientist
in the eye, waiting for him to explain, but the man in front of him remained
silent, watching him intensely. He looked uselessly at his two young friends,
waiting for one of them to give him an advice. An unnecessary time wait. 


Finally, he said, "Well, I think you've lost me, Professor.
Could you please clarify your thoughts?

"It's simple, Johnny," the man answered, stopping and seeming to
hesitate, fidgeting with his hands in the two pockets of his bathrobe. His
little game didn't escape the attention of the young girl, who said to herself,
what has he got on his mind? It doesn't seem actually clean and
straightforward...

"I have invented a process which can reverse the process of his
transformation..."

"Oh my God," yelled Johnny, beginning to cry tears of joy, 
"Thank you, Professor, thank you... God bless you, and …"

"I haven't finished my explanation," ... said, using a tougher tone
which made the young man's smile fade away, and he continued, "The problem
is that the process of reverse transformation is dangerous, and could perhaps
definitely, and completely, kill your father."

This announcement completely disappointed Johnny, who opened wide eyes, but
remained silent. Many seconds passed by, and Red decided to ask the question
which bothered his friend, and that he clearly, didn't dare ask.

"What are the chances of success, I mean, his chances of survival,
Professor?"

The man turned his attention to her and, briskly, said, "Forty per cent...
perhaps fifty per cent, if he's lucky."

Johnny looked at him, aghast, and as the Professor again paid attention to him,
he looked glacially cold and continued, "If your father survives the
treatment, and although there are a few, hummm…, side effects, he will return
to his previous state , that of being a normal human being."

"My father isn't a "normal" human being," Johnny
interrupted him by yelling, "He's a colossus, a giant, a warrior, who has
defended the Community during many years!" The Scientist nodded, seeming
unimpressed, and answered, "Of course, I know that. At least, chances are
that you'll find again your father. The one you thought you had lost."

"But… you said that the treatment could kill my Dad!", the young man
shouted.

"You were ready to kill him, anyway, shouted back the Scientist, "and
don't lie to me: you were caught on our infrared cameras!"

This reminder startled the young man, who, breathing heavily, approached a
nearby wall, and he leaned against it.

Tears rolled out of his eyes.  He looked into space with lack-luster eyes, he
leaned against the wall, his back rubbing it.

Red and Bo approached him silently, sadness on their faces, while the man
wearing the bathrobe continued to watch them coldly. He looked like an
entomologist watching, with the eyes of a professional, ants interacting.

The young girl crouched near Johnny who, sadness visible on his face, continued
to look in front of him, at the naked wall.

After many seconds, he acknowledged her presence, and he asked, continuing to
seem to look far away, "Red... what would you do if you were me?" There
was a catch in his voice.

She sighed, closing her eyes, and reopening them, she looked at him again
before answering, "I'm not you... but one thing is certain... you wanted
to kill your Dad a few minutes ago..."

The colored man looked at her with disgust. In fact, he wasn't disgusted by
her, but by himself. He looked at Bo, who was standing near them, waiting to
hear his opinion. The muscular
young blond man, in return, had a look at him, pouting, and in response,
shrugged his shoulders.

Johnny lowered his gaze toward the floor and, sighing heavily, murmured,
"OK, Professor, you've won. I accept."

"A courageous, and intelligent decision!" the volume of the
Scientist's delighted voice startled the young man, who hadn't realized that he
had joined them. 

He raised his chin and saw that his field of was invaded by something which was
dazzling him. Squinting his eyes, he realized that a data pad was hanging in
front of his face, held by the Professor. His view adapting, finally, he read
the text which was visible on the illuminated surface, reading aloud,
"Acceptance contract for experimental procedure." 


"You can sign the contract with this stylus," said the
Professor, who was giving it to him with the other hand. The colored young man
swallowed, and then swiftly took the stylus and the pad with shaking
hands, signing it nervously.

Immediately, the stylus and the data pad were almost ripped from his hands.
Then ... shouted, while looking at his aids, who, joining them, were three,
"OK, we've got the green light, guys!". Prepare the surgery
table!"

He looked severely, as if they were naughty children caught out, at the group
of young people, who were looking at him almost dumbfounded. He scowled and
told to them, "You may quit."


Johnny stood up with difficulties, and looking at each other, the
three friends left the room.


 


 


***











Surgery


 


"Has the patient been prepared?" asked Professor
Harding, while washing his hands carefully, using a special anti-septic soap.
He was wearing a pastel green uniform for operating block staff. A surgical
mask of the same color lowered under his chin, he concentrated his efforts on
the cleaning of his fingernails. Thus he followed the classical technique for
disinfecting hands, an essential stage before any surgery worthy of the name.


Time passed by and, as he was now drying his hands, the Scientist
turned his attention at the aid to whom he had posed his question. The fear on
the face of the little man, with his thin mustache, who remained mute,
intrigued him. He immediately understood that something was happening.

"OK, tell me clearly what the problem is," ... said, sighing while
looking at the ceiling, and already beginning to be pissed off.

"The problem?" the man answered, unhappy, even seeming ready to get
into a huff. He began to walk away toward the adjacent room containing the
cell, and turning around, encouraging the Scientist to follow him.

As they were approaching the closed door, Harding heard a racket, on the other
side. 

Shouts. 

The sound of a fall.

Sound of broken glass, which startled him. As the aid opened the door,
Professor Harding yelled, "What's all this fuss about?" and he
stopped in the entrance, opening wide eyes. 

One of his other aids was standing up with difficulties, after having
apparently been violently pushed against a table, which had been pushed over.
Vials had been resting on the table, which, having fallen, had their scrap
scattered on the floor.

Three other aids were fighting to free another of their colleagues, who had his
neck grabbed by one the huge hands of Harry - or at least what was
progressively taking his place. The professor  approached, feeling anxious
because the man was clearly suffocating, his head turning red because of the
pressure of the big, dark, impressive hand.

His three colleagues were fidgeting with the big fingers, trying to unclench
the fingers, but their efforts were clearly useless.

Harry growled loudly and pushed with one hand one of them, throwing him
violently back, as it had probably been the case for the first one who had been
on the floor. His momentum made two other aids behind him fall with him, and
they all heavily flopped down on the hard surface. Luckily, they didn't break
anything in their fall, this time.

Professor Harding glared at his collaborator who had opened the door for him.

"Why didn't you use the fusil hypodermic rifle?  He must be made
unconscious, before you approach him," the Scientist shouted at his aid
with a mustache, who was beside him.

"We did that, what did you think?" the man answered, obviously
outraged. By the way, we shot him twice!"


"You injected to him the double dose?" the Scientist
seemed astonished.

"Yes," the aid replied, calming down, "Only after the second
shot, did he seem to have fallen asleep. Simon was going to open the door of
the cell when, without warning the patient caught his throat." The man
seemed astonished and added, "Such a dose could put asleep an
elephant!"

Harding nodded and asked, "Where is the rifle? Give it to me."

Having calmed down, the aid grabbed it on a nearby table and passed it to the
Scientist. The latter looked at the magazine capacity, seeing inside a sleeping
dart with, on the opposite of the needle a red tuft. He closed again the
magazine of the weapon and, pointing it toward the colossus standing on the
other side of the bars, he pulled the trigger.

The shot broke, the dart sank into the chest of the big black man. This made
him roar and release his prey, who fell on the ground, his face glowing red.
His colleagues surrounded him to assist him. He lied on the cold tiles,
coughing, his hand on his own throat.

That’s when one of the standing men yelled while falling back toward the bars
of the cell, caught by the collar by the hand of Harry, who had returned. 
The black colossus growled, pressing the man's head between the bars. The aid
goggled at his glowing red eyes, trying to resist the pull. He saw with horror
the "patient's" mouth open, losing foams at it. His throat was
brought closer to the big white teeth, which touched one of his jugulars. 

The man yelled as he felt the hot exhalation of the colored man on his neck.

There was a brief hiss and the giant released the aid, who jumped out of reach,
hitting his colleagues who were approaching. They all fell on the floor.

Harry watched them while pressing his big head between the bars of the cell. He
now had a soporific dart with a red tuft at his side, and, lowering his head,
he looked down at it. Then lifting his chin, he looked at the Professor who had
shot him. 

He cried out in an inhuman way, looking like the mix of a lion’s roar and the
blow of an elephant. The odd sound bounced off the walls of the room.

... pulled once again the trigger and Harry received another syringe near the
precedent one. 

The colossus stopped roaring. Still watching him while his eyes were closing,
he fell heavily on the floor.

The Scientist raised the air gun and, looking at his collaborators, he said,
"Recess is over! Now is the time to really get cracking."


 


 


***


 


 


Harry was lying on a big operating table, eyes closed. Standing
beside him, backside, Professor Harding was preparing his surgical tools. At
the same time, he was discussing about the operating procedure with another
man, who was wearing the same green clothes of surgeon. He had also lifted
his surgical mask, which was hiding completely his face, apart from his eyes.

A woman, dressed the same way, entered inside the operating room, pushing a
little metallic rolling table. An old cardboard box and many syringes,
containing fluids of diverse colors, were on the table. The liquids jolted
inside them when she suddenly stopped near him, bumping lightly the rolling
table against the surgery table.

The mild shock made Harry open red eyes. He looked at the big headlight
suspended from the ceiling, with its numerous lamps.

Unaware that his eyes were fully opened, the woman had her attention focused on
her preparation of the syringes necessary for the upcoming operation.

She didn’t observe that he was glancing at her.

Nor did she realize that he was preparing himself to grab and kill her…

He briskly tensed his muscle and... 


… remained lying on the big table.

Lowering his head, he saw that he was tied up on the operating table by big,
thick, leather straps.

He grunted, shaking violently while trying, uselessly, to free himself.

"Mister Jackson," Professor Harding said, a mix of joy and mocking in
his tone, "Finally, you're awakening!"

The colossus shook again while growling, his efforts being once more done for
nothing .

"It’s pointless to struggle," continued ..., clearly excited. He
smiled and continued, "These straps have been reinforced. I know that
Harry Jackson continues to live, inside that disturbed mind, despite the
effects of the transformation." 


The colossus answered by growling again.

"Shut up!" the Scientist shouted, his face becoming red because
of the anger. The colored man became silent and observed him with intensity.

Professor Harding smiled and continued, "I knew it, you're still inside,
Mister Jackson. You remain in there, even underneath those blood colored
eyes!" He got closer to his face, leaning look at him in the eyes. He
added, "I must warn you that the reverse transformation process is very
painful," He stopped speaking, before saying, "I want you to know
that, in advance, I'm sorry for the inconvenience."

That's when ... he nodded toward his two colleagues. 


It was the signal!

The man and the woman who was wearing surgeon clothes seized briskly Harry's
big head, immobilizing it. Then Professor Harding immobilized the head using
another strap. 

The giant shook his head, unable to really move, as the assistants released his
head, which was now firmly upheld.

"Well," Professor Harding's voice bellowed near him, « At last
we will be able to ener the heart of the subject! ». Turning his red and
gleaming eyes on the side, Harry guessed the presence of the Scientist. 

The Colossus fought again to free himself out of operating table, but once
again, failed. He heard ... chuckle and add, "Get used to it, you won't be
able to get up unless we authorize you to do so."

Harry put again some pressure on the sturdy leather straps, redoubling the
chuckles of ..., joined by those of his assistants.

The straps were suddenly teared into pieces and the giant grabbed the Scientist
by his throat. This interrupted neatly the laughter and caused a veritable wave
of panic, inside the operating room.

"Do it..." ... said with difficulty, his vocals having become raw
because of Harry’s iron pressure.

The woman dressed like a surgeon leapt and plucked one of the syringes in one of
the colored man's jugulars. 

The pain made Harry roar and, freeing the Professor's throat, he threw his huge
hand on the woman's face, covering it completely before pushing it violently. 

This made her fall back against the nearby table, upturning it. All the
syringes on it fell accompanied by the cardboard box. The latter made a
metallic noise when it hit the floor, not like the glass-like noise of the
vials which were smashed. They left multicolored stains of liquids, which mixed
on the tiles.

"What the fuck..." murmured Harry. 


Everyone looked at him intently. The colossus looked at them too,
his eyes blinking, seeming surprised to see where he was. He looked everywhere
and continued, "What are you doing?"

“Just trying to heal you, Mister Jackson," ... said while approaching him
again, this time without the slightest mistrust. While watching him with a mad fascination,
the Scientist continued, “Your already high natural strength, and your reflexes
are increased by the virus of the Plague which infects you, Mister Jackson…
You’re a fascinating subject!” Professor Harding opened wide eyes, seeming bug-eyed because of his
big spectacles. A gaze which worried Harry, who murmured, trembling,
"I... I can't move..." 


"I know, we've mixed with your medication what is needed for
you to remain... collaborative... At last, you will remain quiet," said
the Scientist, having hesitated, concerning the words to use. He continued,
“It's a shame that during your last crisis, you destroyed some precious
anesthetics. I'm afraid we’ll have to make to without them... “

Not even able to move his neck, Harry guessed more than he saw an aid lift the
box from the floor, and put it on the table, which had been brought back near
him. 

Turning his eyes toward him, the big colored man saw the man wearing a workwear
open the old cardboard box. A chaotic series of metallic sounds was heard,
while he fumbled with both hands inside it.

"Is it broken, or does it still work?", Harry heard ... ask to the
aid, his voice tense."

"No? Great!  Clean the handle, and coati t with hydro-alcoholic
gel."

The joy in the Scientist's voice didn’t appeal to the big black man, who still
couldn't see clearly what the two men were doing. And that stressed him so
much…

"Mister Jackson?"

The voice startled Harry. The Professor's voice, near one of his ears, was so
surprisingly close. 


The Scientist’s head’s appearance in the immobilized man’s field
of view made him even more tense. He hadn’t heard his approach.

"Hey, stay quiet," ... said, behind and continuing to look down
at him, putting a hand on his torso, as if to calm him down. Harry took a deep
breath, followed by an exhalation equally deep. This helped him to regain some
composure.

"Gooood," murmured the Scientist, a friendly tone, now, in his voice.
"I see that what my female anesthetist has injected to you has made you
quiet." Despite the fact that Harry was looking at the Professor's head
which was flip head upside down, the Colossus saw a trace of madness in his
grey eyes.

"Let's hope for you that she’s inserted in your dose a sufficient quantity
of anesthetics!"

He then saw a circular saw enter his field of view, which was immediately
switched on. 


The deafening noise of its electric motor startled once again
Harry. Open-mouthed, he was horrified by the upside-down smile of ..., who
approached the saw near his head, invading completely his field-of-view.


His whimps and cries of pain reverberated between the walls of the
nearby, empty corridor, dimly lit by an outdoor public highlight. 


 


 


***











Surrounded


 


"It seems that we could literally be besieged," Bo
murmured, aghast while he was watching with Johnny, in the darkness surrounding
the Community, a sea of pairs of red dots.


The young colored man nodded while watching quietly the scene.


"Almost all of our ammunition is gone," continued the
blond man who shivered, perhaps not only because of the cold night. It was once
again their turn of sentry duty out on the ramparts, and they were getting
bored.


"I know," Johnny answered, "And I think we’re
not likely to have some more. After all, nobody had joined the Community during
years, before the arrival of that funny Scientist. I think that the Community
is alone, now. I wouldn't be surprised to learn, one day, that everyone else,
out there, has been eaten."


"Don't say that," Bo yelled, wincing, "I've still
got a sister, somewhere, and I hope to see her again, in a not too far
future!"


"Your sister? You'll never see her again." 


Mockingly, Johnny did a gesture toward his open mouth with his
bandaged hand. Then he closed his mouth and simulated munching something before
swallowing and, finally, rubbing his belly.


Bo couldn't avoid chuckling and murmured, "Fucking
asshole..."


 


 


***


 


 


"The situation is really approaching untenable," Adams
shouted, banging both of his fists on his desk’s surface, as he too often did,
these days."

"I know," answered Larry Lafayette, who was sitting in one of the two
chairs in front of his desk. He was wearing dark green working clothes, like
all the hydroponics workers of the Community. Sadness apparent on his face, the
thin man continued, "But reality can't be avoided: our resources have
diminished so much, that we won't be able to avoid food shortages!"

Adams looked at him, clearly bothered, and asked, "Are you sure? I thought
that thanks to hydroponics and aeroponics, we could live in autarcy during many
years, and ..."

"Yes," the engineer said, interrupting him, "And that's what I
told you many years ago. But our resources in clean water are dwindling,
despite the fact that hydroponics enable us to reuse between 90% and 95%
of the same water." The old Administrator sighed, and the metis continued,
«Same thing for our needs in elements necessary for the development of plants.
Even if aquaponics, that we're developing, could perhaps save us, one day: the
feces of the fish can be used by the roots of plants, which in turn can clean
the water for the fish.”

The old metis stopped speaking and looked the old white man in the eyes. After
many seconds in a complete silence, the latter had the impression that his
interlocutor was waiting for something. Adams understood and murmured, bending
over his desk, "Let’s not beat around the bush: why did you come to
me?" Visibly ashamed, the engineer lowered his gaze and had a wry smile.


 


A moment later, after having listened to the engineer’s
proposition, Adams said, “I understand how much hard such a proposition must
be,” the Administrator looked intensely at the man’s eyes while saying this,
continuing, “especially knowing how much involved you are in our social
tissue.” The old white man suddenly had new thoughts which made him smile and
open wide his eyes, and he added, “By the way, the solution you see could help
me to eliminate a few… sources of trouble… definitely!”


 


 


***


 


 


"It's madness!” Bo exclaimed, who was watching, accompanied
by Johnny, the Community's news, on its unique TV channel, while having
dinner with the Hiroto family. On the big flat screen, Joshua Adams, wearing as
usual his flawless white suit, continued, "... Our nutritionists estimate
that, at best, we’ll be able to nourish everyone during one month. After that,
stern measures will be taken, and all the Community’s citizens will suffer
rationing of their feedstock, ..." 

"An additional rationing? It won’t be the first time, but we’re fed
up!" Johnny yelled, who swallowed a sushi. This ultra-fast consumption of
that bit of food almost made the old Hiroto flinch. Swallowing like that
without munching, and especially without letting its taste be appreciated,
always shocked him inwardly.  Especially this period of food shortage, and
after that, the impending famine period.

But appreciating the quietness of this dinner, he didn't bother to raise this.
He decided to continue to watch the news. On the screen, there was now the interview
of a young woman, who was giving the bottle to a baby all dressed in pink,
and she was obviously worried. She told to the reporter, "I wasn't
convinced that the goat’s milk, that the Community gives to me for my daughter,
was as good as the cow’s milk - it's a shame that we don't have any, here - but
now, the authorities are warning that they're going to ration everything,"
She looked straight at the camera and continued, "What's going to happen
to Jessica?"

The image froze,  and a voice-over said: "What can we do to avoid
this situation?", accompanied by a melodramatic music.

Suddenly Joshua Adams, the Community's Administrator, appeared on the screen,
standing behind a wooden pulpit, the same way as American Presidents did, in an
era seemingly long past. 

"Oh no, the worse of our politicians..." Johnny murmured, grimacing.

"You mean the only one we have," intervened Hiroto, smiling at him.

"If you mean that his sole work is in Politics, you're right,"
answered the young colored man, snorting. Red looked at him with a mild
interest, before reporting her attention on the screen again.

"At least, he's always proven that he’s a good Manager," Mei murmured
shyly. Bo thought that he could put his oar in, and he said, "Yeah,
people are just numbers, for him, he's the perfect bean counter! And..."

"Let’s listen to what he’s got to say!" yelled the red-haired teen,
while scowling at him. Bo glanced at her, but finally didn’t add anything,
listening now, like everyone.

Looking at the camera and, so, at the tele viewers in a solemn way, the old man
with the white suit said, "Dear Community residents, during many memorable
years, we had the great chance to live behind the protection of our tall walls.
We were also lucky to have it built by the best Architects and Engineers who
could join us. Even if there was an ever-greater concentration of living dead
around us, thanks to our hydroponics and aeroponics Engineers, we have been
less and less dependent on the outside world. Thanks to them, we were able to
produce all of our food, and live entirely self-sufficient... until
recently!"

Red bit her lips, hanging on the words of the old man. What she heard made her
hairs raise on her head.

"Our so bothering, and ever dwindling resources, have forced the Council
to make an important decision…”

"He means that HE has made the decision!" erupted Johnny.

"Shhh..." shushed Red and Bo, silencing him once and for all. The
Administrator continued, bearing a serious expression, "A harsh and
difficult decision: a group of volunteers - or at least designated as such,
depending on their utility for the Community. They will have to quit us all
with a vehicle generously given to them, and they will never be allowed to
return back, ..."

"The Motherfucker;" the young colored man shouted, this time joined
by the sighs of his two young friends. Red was aghast, goggling at the screen,
their Asian hosts seemingly shocked too. Nobody could guess if it was because
of the announcement, or if they were shocked by Johnny's curse.

Miraculously, the level of noise in the living room lowered enough for everyone
to hear what followed, 


“... never be allowed to return, unless they come back with new
resources, such as not outdated food stock, and clean water."

"Oh, my God, it's not a banishment, it's a suicide mission!", Bo
yelled, grimacing, and as all the others looked at him, not one of them dared
to contradict him.

"The Council is waiting for the volunteers to contact it via e-mail,
designating themselves freely. If an insufficient number of people volunteer,
the Council will consider the list of citizens of the Community, and analyze
their usefulness, for the benefit of all."

"Switch off that TV, Red," yelled Mei, the harshness of her voice,
normally so soft, surprising everyone at the table, "I don't want to see
his goddamn face one second more!"

The teen girl obeyed and pressed the ON/OFF button of the remoter controller. 


The TV, its screen now black, having become completely
silent, she deposited the controller on the table, looking at her adoptive mother,
obviously feeling uneasy.


She had never heard Mei speak up, much less being so rude.


She's been really shocked by Adam's last idea for managing the Community's resources. And I understand her very well!  Looking at her adoptive
mother's father, she observed that, like his daughter, he seemed very somber.
The dinner ended soon, under heavy silence, the guests clearly demoralized
by what they had heard.


 


 


***











Condemned


 


The next day, Red understood more clearly why her family had
been so somber. 


"The Council has actually sentenced you to death, Lin!",
Mei exclaimed, clearly horrified.


"I don't know," answered the old Asian woman, smiling
shyly at her. "I don't think that they're letting me starve to death. I
trust Adams, I voted for him in the previous election, you know." 


"I know, but it won't help you!" yelled Red's adoptive
mother, looking worried at the old, tired lady, who was sitting with them at
her little jolting table, as they were drinking some tea. 

"400 kilocalories per day is really insufficient for survival. It
remembers me what I read, a few years ago, in a history book. It was about the
daily ration, via food ration tickets, that was allowed by the NAZIs for
seniors, in France, during the German occupation."

She stopped speaking, looking at the woman. Seeing no reaction coming from the
old woman, who remained demoralized and weak, the young woman continued,
"That historical fact, and the minimum of 1500-2000 kilocalories advised
by the medical community for people like you, all these things that I've read
on  CommunityNet, make me repeat what I told you: they, I mean Adams, is
condemning you to die from starvation, a slow kill!"

Lin shrugged, her small shoulders thin and lean, and answered with a sad tone,
"They're right, I'm old, I'm useless, I'm..." 

"Don't say that," Mei intervened, taking in her right hand one of the
woman's skinny ones. A poor wrinkled hand, covered with age spots. She also had
many of these brownish spots on her face, which had been laminated as much by
old age, as well as by hardship in her long life. It had been especially hard
when she had sought safety in the Community.

"Everyone has the right to live!" Red's adoptive mother yelled, while
she rubbed warmly Lin's hand between hers. Red had rarely seen Mei being
so "tactile" with someone, she probably had a lot of affection for
this old woman. And the sentence that her adoptive mother had emitted made the
teen girl remember something similar. Something that her beloved, late mother
often said: "Living dead are sick people to whom we owe quietness..."

"Until they try to devour us!" added, as always, her father, having a
lot of bitterness in his heart.

She chuckled a second while thinking about his typical dark humor, and then,
ceased immediately. Images obscured her mind. Images of her mother shrieking
while falling from the table, and of her father, engulfed inside the burning
car. These images tortured her so much that she had to close her eyes. She
welcomed the darkness behind her closed eyelids, an obscurity encouraged by the
low lighting level, inside their host's modest apartment.

"If I could, if I was sufficiently young, I would've gone, looking for
resources for the Community, the tired old woman said, in a confident way.
Forgetting for a moment her inner demons, Red opened her eyes wide, while
looking at the old woman, who was only skin and bones. This strong affirmation
surprised the teen, who began to measure, now, the dedication of the woman in
her gaze. 

Seemingly very serious, Lin looked at them in turn before adding, "My
little niece will soon bring into the world her third child, and the
announcement about the new rationing and shortage literally scares her!" 

Red and Mei looked at her, seeming both empathetic and worried, at the same
time.


 


 


***


 


 


"You just can't go away, just like that!"

Mei's voice was plaintive, but the tone of her father, when he answered, showed
that he was clearly resolved. "I must, you've heard him, and we both
personally know many people who suffer, not only our old friend Lin. I'm a
burden for the Community, while I stay inside it, consuming its
resources!"

The harshness of the voice startled Red, who was listening in the corridor,
hidden behind the door of the living room.

"The dojo needs its Master, "added her adoptive mother. 

"You can take over the dojo, without any problem. I know it, I saw how you
educated the youth, you're a born-educationalist!" answered the old man,
with a mix of softness and assertiveness in the tone of his voice.

"Please, don't quit me," the young woman said, approaching her father
from behind, while, having turned around, he was putting many of his belongings
in a big bag - and notably, his in its scabbard.

He turned around and, through a keyhole, Red saw her Sensei put his arms on his
daughter's shoulders, pull her kindly toward him, and finally, pressed her
against him.

The teen was surprised; she wasn't used to see Hiroto show himself as
being so warm, in an occidental way. But after thinking about it, she concluded
that, because of the harshness of the reality, even these two Asians, that she
loved so much, had the right to show their emotions.

"Go, now," Hiroto said, smiling warmly at Mei, "And please,
respect my decision by not trying, again, to change my mind. You know very well
how much I abhor the fate that physicians have predicted to me." He
stopped speaking, seeing that his daughter remained standing in front of him,
tears flowing down her cheeks. He sighed and said, with a harsher tone, "Please
leave me alone, I need to arrange a few things before my departure."

Despite her watery eyes, her adoptive mother nodded respectfully, lowering her
gaze to avoid his, and turning around, walked back toward the door.

Behind it, Red leapt swiftly toward an ancient samurai armor, and crouched
behind it.

The door opened and the teen, hiding behind the armor, saw Mei go through the
corridor. Red heard her continuing to cry. The young woman disappeared in her
bedroom, a few meters farer, after angrily closing its door behind her.

The ginger teen came out of hiding and, looking again through the keyhole, she
watched Hiroto. He was busy while he was striving to finish packing his bags.
Finally he stopped, obviously satisfied.

He then drew his sword out of its sheath and lifted it, handling it with a firm
hand. He suddenly twirled swiftly with it, training as if he was battling
against many opponents. While she was contemplating him, Red knew, since the
beginnings of her training at the dojo, that such "fights with the
shadows" are an excellent way to train.

Suddenly he stopped, beginning to shudder and shake. 


Then he almost collapsed on the ground, narrowly avoiding falling
by pressing with a hand on a nearby table. 

The teen was going to leap toward her adoptive mother's father when she stopped
her movement, seeing that he had finally avoided to fall. But she was actually
worried, as she saw him stabilize himself by pressing his free hand against a
wall, short of breath. And she wasn't at all surprised...

Despite doing a lot of efforts to hide his health problems, the old man wasn't
able to avoid the worried curiosity of his daughter and granddaughter. She had
learnt about his Cancer. She knew that, like many of his male ancestors, he
wished infinitely being killed while fighting, instead of dying quietly, on his
deathbed, while being unable to hold his bowels. She respected his wish...

But at the same time, feeling an immense fondness for him, she couldn't
accept the idea of losing him.


 


 


***











Expedition


 


"Red, your breakfast is ready," Mei said, using her
softest voice, as usual, to help her marmot-like daughter to awaken.


Not the slightest movement in the bed…


Her heart racing hard in her chest, the young woman looked with
more attention at the bed, from the doorway. In the darkness of the
bedroom, which was slightly lightened through the frame of the door by the
dim lamps of the corridor, she could see the ginger teen, who was sleeping.


"Red, thank goodness, you're still in bed!" Mei almost
yelled , sighing with relief.


The girl didn't move, but Mei was used to it, the girl loving to
prolong her moments in bed.


"You must quickly have some breakfast, before going to
school. I must go outside for a few minutes, and then, I'll be back. Don't
force me to have to awaken you twice this morning, please."


The young woman walked into the corridor, opened the door of the
apartment that she closed behind her.


Then, after having crossed the hall of the flat, she walked
outside, hearing a frenzied crowd. She went past flowered groves and other
buildings toward a van, parked in front of the closed, gargantuan doors.


Her father, Johnny, and Bo were standing near the vehicle, and
they were facing a crowd. And facing them too, in front of the people, was
Joshua Adams, standing behind his perennial wooden pulpit.


As Mei approached, she saw that he was smiling at them, the same
way as his two bodyguards. One stood on each side of the old politician,
standing lower on the grass, like the crowd. And they weren't the only
ones smiling; all the people in front of the trio too.


Not because they love them, Mei told herself. Simply because they're relieved to not have to quit the Community in their place! 


As she arrived between the friendly trio and the old man in white,
who was in the middle of a speech, she read on the front of the pulpit a
sentence which disgusted her:




FAREWELL TO OUR HEROES




"... and your sacrifice will remain in all our memories, with the hope
that, one day, not too far away, you will come back to us, with what is needed
to save the Community!"


He stopped speaking and the crowd gathered behind Adams cheered
loudly.


This clearly impressed Bo and Johnny, who looked at them in awe,
while Hiroto remained impassive, quietly observing Adams and
the people. He had his sabre on the side of his belt, in its scabbard.


Johnny, observing the attitude of his Sensei, took back control of
himself, becoming equally impassive.


He then walked toward Adams and, raising his chin to look him in
his eyes, he whispered, "Don't think you've got rid of us, Adams. One day,
all three of us will come back. And when that day arrives, you'll..."


"Great to hear that, Mister Jackson, you really have the
spirit of a warrior," the old man said, slightly mockingly, interrupting
him in the process. "But you must be corrected: you won't be three during
this journey, but four in fact, as it was the case of very well-known warriors,
The Three Musketeers, when d’Artagnan joined them!"


"Four!" Johnny yelled, astonished.


"A little personal surprise for you," Adams said,
gesturing with a hand to the door of the nearby hospital.


Its automatic double doors opened and everyone discovered a
massive silhouette, standing in the doorway.


"Dad!" yelled Johnny, opening his eyes wide as, like
everyone, he recognized his massive father and, standing near him, Professor
Harding, who was smiling.


Harry Jackson was smiling too.


His father began to walk toward him, a massive rifle in one of his
hands. No error was possible, he was healed, and Johnny walked toward him too.


Son and father stopped, face-to-face. They both stared at each
other, smiling warmly. Johnny was only surprised to see his father wearing a
red cap, something quite unusual. Besides that, he recognized very well the
gaze of his father. His eyes were no longer reddish, the color of their irises
and of their whites having returned to normal.


"Dad..." Johnny whispered, ecstatic. 


"Son... My Johnny!" answered Harry, and then, his arms
open in welcome, he hugged his son, who had come closer.


The young man closed his eyes with contentment, so much this
surprise had been unhoped for. 


While they were huddled together, Harry, his head bowed, had
his nose near one of Johnny's ears. 


He smelled a vague odor of earwax.


And an odor of flesh…


Of living flesh…


His mouth now watering, his breath quickened.


He opened an avid mouth, showing his white teeth. He had his eye
on the ear, with its cartilage, more fragile, which was going to literally melt
in the mouth...


"Your reunion is actually moving!" 


Adams' voice had, mercifully, interrupted the odd path that
Harry's mind had begun to follow, making him lean back a bit briskly, much to
his son's surprise.


The latter was even more surprised when he saw his father look
inside one of his jeans' aft pockets, fidgeting in it with his thick fingers,
and then extracting something out of it to scratch the back of his head.


A few seconds passed by and then Harry seemed suddenly quieter.


Johnny frowned, having observed his little game.


"As you can see," the old white man continued, making
the young man quit his thoughts, "Professor Harding, our most prominent
Scientist, not only has given you back your father, but he will also have given
to you a most valuable road partner!"


Turning around, Johnny scowled at the politician and said, seething,
"A road partner? You're making him join us in this suicide
mission, when he's just been released from hospital? You bast..."


A hand placed on one of his shoulders made him shut up and,
swiveling his head, Johnny was surprised to see that it was his father's, who,
with a small smile on his lips, said, "He didn't order me to go with you.
I volunteered!"


Astonished, Johnny looked his father in the eye, aghast. It was
clear that the tall man was serious.


His son looked at Bo, seeking advice, but the blond guy
remained silent.


Johnny then looked at Hiroto who, smiling timidly, said,
"I repeat to you what I told you, and I mean it for your dad. I don't need
anyone to go outside, there, with me.  You and Boris, you both
volunteered to join me, and I feel honored… But you don't need to."


"You're my Master, my Sensei," answered Johnny, visible
admiring him, "I won't let you cope with all of this alone. While we're
away, with the few food reserves which were allowed us, we won’t be accused of
taking stuff from the Community's resources. That will mean more of these
resources for all the people that we love, who remain here."


Hiroto sighed, something which seldom happened and, glaring at
him, he said, "Many dangers are awaiting us outside, and you should stay. You
have your whole life ahead of you, unlike me."


"Sensei," Johnny answered, reverently, "by joining
our forces together, not only do I believe that we will survive this expedition
in exile, but I'm sure that we'll come back with many things for the Community.
When they see what we bring back to them, they'll welcome us with open
arms!"


The old Asian looked into his eyes, seemingly weighing the pros
and cons.


As had too often been the case, Johnny had the disturbing
impression, as it sometimes had arrived, that his Master was analyzing him, and
that he read his mind like an open book.


After many seconds had passed by, the young colored man saw,
gleefully, a hearty smile appear on the old man's wrinkled face. The latter
nodded affirmatively, leaning over to salute him and, grinning, the young man
responded respectfully, by saluting him in the same way.


The Japanese stopped smiling and, becoming impassive again, turned
his attention to Bo and asked, "And you, Boris, are you sure you want to
join me?"


"Where my Pal Johnny goes, I go!" answered the muscular
blond who smiled, having taken a glimpse of his colored friend, who had been
winking at him.


The sudden feeling of a weight on one of his shoulders
surprised Bo.


Open-mouthed, his head swiveled and he saw that it was one of
Harry's big hands, who was near him now, and was showing a friendly smile as he
was looking at him.


Bo smiled back and continued, "With Johnny's father joining
us, I know that we have the world in our hands!"


The sound of  clapping startled them, and they realized that it
was Adams who was applauding, soon echoed by the crowd there arose a deafening
applause.


Many seconds passed by like that, apparently embarrassing the
group.


The applause finally stopped and, when silence came back, the Administrator,
seeing the surprise on Johnny’s face, said, “A group ready to conquer the
world, we can only admire and applaud! Now, you can…”


A clamor interrupted him and, like all the others, he turned his
head in the direction from where it had come.


A little group was cutting through the crowd, which split to
provide room for four security guards, who were pushing a man who tried to
resist.


Everyone opened wide eyes on recognizing one of Adams’ two hit
men, the bald one. He was bluntly pushed toward the pulpit and the little group
of volunteer exiles. These observed that the man had his hands handcuffed.


The Administrator showed surprise and asked, “What’s happening?
You, Vlad?”


“Many weeks' worth of food, which was missing, from the
Community's reserves.  It was found in his apartment,” said one of the guards,
who, apparent from his uniform, seemed to be of the highest rank.


“I can explain everything,” yelled the man, fright visible on his
face, and while watching him, Hiroto and Johnny recalled that he was the man
with the goatee beard who had shunned Hiroto and him, a moment ago, in the TV
recording studio. 


“He’s been providing no explanation. The fact is that he’s a
thief,” shouted the chief of the guards, scowling at the man.


This finally made the prisoner lower his gaze, shame visible on
his face.


“Vlad, you make me feel ashamed of you,” the Administrator yelled
at him, anger visible on his face, continuing, “Life in the Community is
already sufficiently difficult as it is, because of the hunger which will soon
make people suffer… we can’t allow thieves to live among us!” 


Fear appeared on Vlad’s face, growing as he listened to Adams say,
“Gentlemen, you have a final member who joins you in your expedition.”


“No!” yelled the man, as he was being pushed, despite his
resistance, toward the group standing in front of the van.


“Yes!” many of the people of the crowd shouted angrily, booing.


Finally, the man, wearing his usual long, black leather jacket,
was released in front of Hiroto, who was watching him with intensity.


A guard took his handcuffs off and the man yelled. Surprised, the
guard chuckled when he saw the released man begin to rub his wrists,
complaining about having been handcuffed too tightly.


He then pleaded, asking the crowd to take pity on him, “Please,
don’t exile me, I don’t want to go!”


His pleading only increased the anger of the population, who
roared even more  angrily.


"Who says we want you to join us?" asked Johnny,
sneering.


In the crowd someone shouted, “Hang him!”, another adding, “Let
Hiroto behead him with his saber!” 


Some of the people even began to walk toward the frightened man,
but were blocked by the guards, who interposed themselves.


Frightened by such a demonstration of hatred and anger the man
then knelt in front of the old Japanese, his hands joined, and begged, “Let me
come with you, please, or I’m going to be lynched!”


Hiroto looked severely at him, remaining distant and wary.


Johnny told him, “Sensei, we can’t let that accomplice of Adams
come with us!”


The old man looked in turn at his young student, then Adams, the
crowd, and finally, his eye was drawn to his daughter, who was standing in
front of the group of people.


She clearly nodded, and it didn’t surprise her father, who knew
that she was a person of the compassionate type.


Finally, after many seconds that seemed to last centuries for the
kneeling man who, his eyes shut, was bowing his head, Hiroto said, “You’re
authorized to join our group.”


Grumbles erupted from the crowd as Vlad got up on his feet,
saying, “Thank you, Master, thank you very much,” and he ran toward the opened
sliding door of the van, jumping inside, out of view and hopefully out of
harm's way.


“Well,” said Adams, his voice amplified by a speaker. “Farewell…
or, who knows, goodbye.”


Johnny became tense, having seen a mocking grin on the man’s lips.


“Only goodbye, Administrator,” Hiroto answered, with a calm, cold,
Asian smile, which made the old Administrator’s malicious grin fade away.


Then the Master turned around and, moving towards the front of the
vehicle, he sat on the passenger’s seat, while Johnny Jackson got behind the
wheel. Bo and Harry jumped inside, the latter sliding shut the door of the van
as the crowd cheered.


The engine was started and the vehicle began to roll toward the
giant doors, which were opening slowly.


The young colored man drove the van skillfully as the vehicle slid
through the opening, almost touching the doors, jostling the living dead trying
to enter.


They then rolled toward a narrow road, entering the nearby woods.


As Johnny looked into the left mirror, he saw, with a twinge of
regret, the doors shutting behind them, crunching between them a bunch of other
creatures which had been trying to enter.


He saw impressive flames coming out through the closing gap,
flames grilling some zombies standing in front of the closing doors, the
creatures agitated like flaming cockroaches.


He lost sight of all this when he turned onto the minor road and
they entered a thicker wood, and he smiled.


Taking a glimpse at Hiroto sitting at his side, he saw that the
old man was watching the landscape flitting past, with his usual impassive
attitude.


Johnny turned his attention to the bad road and concentrated on
the task of driving.


 


 


***











Confession




Johnny had been driving for half an hour, while the other members
of the group were sitting on the seats, behind the partition separating them
from him. As the van was rolling on a bad road, between the trees where,
sometimes, he saw a worrying silhouette, he felt, progressively, something odd.
It was as if someone was watching him from behind...


Suddenly he looked back and, startled, saw the hated face of Vlad,
who was looking over his shoulder.


“Pay attention,” the hit man yelled while watching the windscreen,
stressing even more than Johnny. 


The latter turned his attention back to the road and, wide eyed,
uttered a cry of surprise while violently turning the wheel, escaping a
collision with a big oak.


The young colored man grunted, remorseful because of his lack of
attention as much as being angry at the hit man. Focusing more on the bad road,
now, he asked, "What do you want, Vlad, apart from making me lose my
concentration, and killing us all?"


"Me? But... Hey, it's not my fault if you can't drive
alone!"


"What?" Johnny shouted, and he braked all of a sudden,
making the man standing beside him almost smash his head against the
windscreen. He avoided that, thanks to putting his hands on the glass surface.


"Hey," bellowed Harry's voice behind them. “Why did you
brake like that?"


"That bloody servant of Adams drives me completely mad,"
shouted the young man, as he saw his father's head stuck out of the separation
wall, behind them.


"Hey, it's not my fault," Vlad yelled, upset, and he
added, lowering his voice, "I only wanted to ask him to change his
course."


"What?" the black giant in the cap said, as he looked
through the windscreen and its protective grid. They were in the middle of the
wood. The numerous high trees around them intercepted the sun's light and gave
to the scene a dark, gloomy appearance.


 "There's nothing here, man!" shouted Harry
Jackson, scowling at him.


"Not here, but not very far," yelled the man wearing
black leather, in a whining, almost imploring voice.


"But before that," the man added, "I've got to
confess something.


 The colored giant scowled even more at him, replying, "A
confession? Do I look like a fuckin' priest?"


"Let's listen to what he has to say," intervened Hiroto,
who had just joined them, his attitude denoting his curiosity, as he looked at
the hit man with interest. The latter smiled timidly at him, and then lowered
his gaze, looking at the metallic floor, apparently ashamed.


 


 


***


 


 


Vladimir was
standing in front of the full group, who was sitting in the seats behind the
wall, separating them from the driver's cabin. Bo, Johnny, Hiroto, and Harry
were looking at him severely, and someone watching the scene could have thought
it was a trial.

"We're all ears, Mister... What's your name? " the old Japanese
asked, smiling in his shy, enigmatic way.

"Vladimir… Vladimir Hark. My name is not very well known, but I think that
you've already seen me on the Community's TV Channel, next to the
Administrator..."

"You mean on Adams' TV Channel," Johnny said, mockingly, happy to
interrupt him. "Everyone knows that it's not controlled by the Council,
but by your big friend!"

The bald man winced, not used to being cut off, and after sighing, he resumed,
"He's not my friend, or I would not be here with you. He'll be condemned,
and God knows how much he will have to pay, when we reveal to the Community all
the things that I know about him.”

The emphasis that he had put on the last sentence had clearly captivated the
attention of the small audience, because the others were watching him
intensely, waiting for him to continue.  He was using Adams' technique, with
silences smartly put, from time to time, in order to keep the attention of
people.


"Please
continue, Mister Hark," Hiroto finally said, with a shy smile.


"What if I
said that the Community's undead infestation, at least in its surroundings,
wasn't due to chance? Or should we say, to misfortune? "


 


This
time, Vlad was sure he had caught their attention: Bo, Johnny, and his father Harry
were looking at him, eyes wide. Hiroto, for his part, kept his usual Olympian
calm, a glimmer of curiosity in his gaze being the only thing betraying the
surprise that had seized him, too. Vlad sighed heavily, and what he said to
them, during the following minutes, astounded them.

"You assure us that everything's true, man?" asked Harry, the palms
of his hands becoming white as he was pressing on the border of his seat, so
much had the news outraged him.

"It's one hundred per cent the truth," the man answered, obviously
happy to have been able to pass on the information.

"Only God knows to what extent Adams is corrupt," the old Japanese
added, thoughtful, his half-closed eyes lowered toward the floor of the
vehicle.

"You can only imagine a small part of it all," added the man in
black.

"What’s to say you’re not lying?" asked Johnny, a mix of doubt and
hatred on his face.

Vlad approached him, lowered his head so that he glared at him too, and he
said, "Let me show you."

He then went silent. Johnny and the others looked at each other.


 


 


***











Discovery


 


Night had
already come, as the van slowed down. Bo, who was now the one driving, was
zigzagging between the trees, being careful to not damage the vehicle, in this
area very well known for its zombie concentration.


"There,"
Vlad said, standing beside him with the others, "we're approaching. Turn
off the highlights now."


"Really,
you're sure?" asked Bo, feeling uneasy.


"Yeah,
sure! We do not want to betray our presence here, right?" 


"OK,"
the young driver answered, deactivating a switch with a finger.


He
immediately regretted that action, feeling suddenly stressed when all of a
sudden he could only discern menacing tree silhouettes, rushing toward them
along their path. Fighting with the steering wheel he almost touched a few
giant oaks, in the darkness of the night, the light of the moon entering with
difficulty through the thick canopy of the woods.


"There,"
the bald man murmured, "let's stop here. Turn off the motor. "


Bo
obeyed as he braked to a stop.


Everything
fell to silence, creating a heavy atmosphere.


"Where
have you brought us, man?" asked the young colored guy, defiant, and the
hit man answered, "It's just a short walk to get there."


Hiroto
asked, walking toward blankets behind the rear passenger seats, "And what
will we do, when..."


The
old Japanese had stopped speaking as he had pulled up the cover, discovering
Red who, startled, was lying underneath.


"So,
that was the shallow breathing that I thought I had heard!" yelled Hiroto,
scowling at her like no one had ever seen him do, in the past. "Your
mother is going to lose sleep, thanks to you, Red!"


The
ginger teen girl was clearly ashamed as she looked back at him.


 


 


***


 


 


Indeed, Mei had
been frantic, the same morning, when she had returned to Red's bedroom, after
saying goodbye to the members of the expedition.


"Red,
I told you it's time to get up!" the young woman had said, almost yelling,
as she switched on the big bedroom's light, scowling at her adoptive daughter,
who was still lying in the bed.


Mei
stopped in the middle of the bedroom, goggling at the bed. On it, the girl, 
lying with her eyes closed, moved, but she was…


…
translucent.


She
was like a ghost, the bed sheets visible under her.


Aghast,
the Asian woman felt terribly anxious as she guessed that she was watching an
empty bed. Mei moved to the side and Red disappeared completely. 


She
turned around and gasped, then moved again, no longer blocking the holographic
projection coming from the 3D iPad that was behind her. Her daughter had left
it switched on in a nearby seat. Red had recorded a little 3D video of herself,
moving in her bed, with the iPad's integrated camera, enabling her to deceive
the supervision of her adoptive mother.


The
latter knelt down on the clean, pristine floor near the seat, completely
stunned. In the complete silence which permeated the bedroom, she lowered her
head towards the floor, her inner voice resonating inside her mind.


Red,
why? Why did you go? Why did you leave me? Why did you do this to me?


She
didn’t ask herself where she was and what she was doing... She knew very well
how much her father was loved by her adventurous, adoptive daughter.


Extending
an arm, she switched off the iPad.


Red's
almost invisible "ghost" disappeared. Mei contemplated the empty bed.


Let's
hope this isn't premonitory…


 


 


***











Anger


 


Red had never
seen Mei's father, her beloved grandfather and Sensei, so angry!


"How
could you dare do such a thing to your mother?" the old man shouted, his
voice resonating on the interior metal surfaces of the van.


"I'm
sorry, I assure you," yelled, pleading, the red-haired girl, tears
trickling down her cheeks, her normally white face reddening.


Seeing
this, the old man gradually calmed himself and looked at her intensely, for a
moment, the others trying to feign not listening to their conversation.


The
girl, kneeling on the cold and hard metallic floor in front of Hiroto, was now
sobbing.


The
old man then smiled timidly and said to her, with a now softer voice,
"Since I’ve known you, it's the first time that I see you being so racked
by your emotions… I trust you, when you assure me that you're sorry. "


There
was a noisy clearing of a throat.


Turning
around and looking in the direction where the sound had come from, the old
Japanese understood that it had come from Vlad. The man was looking at him with
an insistent attitude, and Hiroto waited for him to speak, but the ex-hit man
did not seem to dare open his mouth.


Finally
the old man asked, "You want to tell me something, Vladimir?"


"Yes…
I think we should go now."


"What, you would want us to go there now? My granddaughter is
with us, we must take her back to the Community," Hiroto replied, having
difficulties to hide his surprise.


"Adams must be stopped as quickly as possible," replied
the man in black, "and, after all, the van will provide a great shelter,
while we collect evidence, via some videos."


Thinking about all the repercussions of what the man had just
said, the old Japanese looked in turn at all the others who had been listening,
Red included. He had the impression that Johnny, watching him with intensity,
wanted to speak to him but was restraining himself. "Johnny, you want to
tell me something?" Hiroto asked.


His
young student answered, "Well, if what he's said to us is the truth, we
must go back to the Community, and show the evidence to everybody over there,
all the evidence we will have succeeded in accumulating against the
administrator and his clique!”


"Hmmm,"
the old man murmured, weighing the pros and cons.


Vlad
added, impatience visible in his gaze, "It's possible that it's our only
chance to reveal his crimes; if ever one of his many men see us, he'll warn the
others, and they'll scatter everywhere, becoming more suspicious and discreet,
next time.”


The
old Japanese realized that Red also looked at him insistently, and she said,
"I'll stay inside the van, I promise, Sensei!"


"Really?"
he said coldly, looking at her intensely for many seconds, before resuming,
"Beware, a promise is a promise!"


The
ginger girl swallowed hard, obviously pissed off, and answered, calming down,
"Yes, I promise."


"Well,
OK, let's go, gentlemen," Hiroto said, bowing his head slightly, imitated
immediately by his granddaughter. He continued, "We won’t use firearms
during the approach. There are many Zombies here, but we’ll only use our
blades, Johnny and me. They’ll be best, during the moments of stealthiness and
discretion we need. At a moment we’ll no more be able to remain silent, and if
we’re surrounded by zombies, then and only then firearms will be used. But we
must take a maximum of videos before retreating to the van. How much ammunition
do we have? "


"Plenty,"
Bo answered.” The members of the Council gave me some of their last bullets.
"


"Great,"
said the old man, satisfied, adding, "I know that you're a firearms
expert, Boris."


"You
see that everything is on our side," Vlad said, enthusiastically.


Hiroto
looked at him, giving the impression of gauging him one last time, and then, a
little smile appearing on his wrinkled, tired face, he nodded briefly, showing
his acceptance, but adding, “You put pressure on me to not return my
granddaughter to the haven offered by the Community. If ever something bad
happens to her, I swear that you’re a dead man, Vlad!”


The
man looked at him with a mix of fright and defiance and, not answering, he
nodded affirmatively.


                                                                                                             


 


***











Treason


 


The
foursome, comprising Hiroto, Johnny, Bo, and Harry, was following Vlad. As they
walked slowly, trying to be as silent as possible, the old Japanese looked one
last time at the van, which was now a dozen meters behind them.


Through
the metallic grid protecting it, he saw Red, who was sitting on the front
passenger's seat. She was watching them departing and smiling at him, and waved
a hand to say goodbye.


Hiroto
smiled warmly at her and, returning his attention in front of him, concentrated
on his walk. Remembering an old Ninja trick that his father had taught him, he
walked in almost complete silence, as his companions tried, also, to be as
discreet as they could. 


They
walked for many minutes, deeper and deeper into the wood, led by Vlad. 


As
they were walking, they began to hear cackles.


Finally,
after a moment, the ex-hit man murmured, "We've arrived, let's all hide
behind this big bush."


Harry
leaned forward, so that his head wasn't elevated above its higher branches.


Hiding
cautiously, the foursome realized, disgusted, that Vlad had been telling them
the truth. A
dozen meters away, they saw a big truck which was parked. It was one of the
vehicles that the Community owned, mainly used for road works, inside the
Community. It was surrounded by many undead, all munching, blood dripping on
their faces and dirty clothes. They were clumsily walking around the vehicle,
on the ground covered with bloody feathers, attracted by the easy lunch.


This
truck was quite peculiar, because while all its front and back doors were
tightly shut, a window was opened on its roof, protected by a metallic grille,
like the other windows of the vehicle. The upper part of a man was protruding
from the open roof window. Someone
was apparently passing to him, from inside, a bag.


The
man got a chicken out of it, which was chattering like crazy, holding it by its
legs. Being careful not to let the
animal flee too soon, he grabbed one of its legs and made a brisk movement with
his hand.


The
observers heard the sickly cracking sound of the leg's broken bone, and the cry
of pain that followed, coming from the animal.


Bo
felt sad for the poor chicken that the man threw towards the zombies, which were
waiting below, around the vehicle. The chicken softened as well as it could its
fall on the ground, at the feet of two of the undead.


These
growled while fighting against one another, wanting to have the chicken for
themselves. The two zombies exchanged horrible claws with the sharp knuckles of
their bony hands.


During
that time the poor volatile dragged slowly on its intact leg, despite its
broken one, and could only crawl on the dirty ground.


Almost
all the observers could not help but wince, only being able to imagine the
suffering of the poor chicken, which was trying to save its life. 


The
living dead approached it, slowly, clumsily. It was clear that the animal had
been wounded on purpose, so that the horrible creatures had a chance to catch
it.


The
chicken's suffering ceased quickly when a zombie caught it with both hands and
ripped off its head with its avid mouth. As it munched it noisily, blood
dripping from its mouth and the severed neck of its feathered victim, there
were sounds of crunched bone.


That's
when a group of other creatures arrived, seizing the hen from its hands,
provoking its anger, making it roar with frustration. The others didn't give it
their attention, and they tore off of it chunks of flesh and feathers, adding
more blood on the ground.


The
observers heard a new cry of pain and, looking at the truck again, they
understood that it had come from another purposely wounded chicken, which was
in turn thrown down to the creatures avid for flesh and blood. 


"Poor animals," Bo said, horrified while watching the
scene, and even disgusted. He caught a glance of Johnny who nodded, showing the
same shocked face as him. Gazing at Hiroto and Vlad, he didn't see any trace of
emotion on their faces. He knew that the old Japanese had a tendency to hide
his real emotions, but he knew that he had the reputation of being someone very
human. Because of the cultural influence of the long line of Samurais from
which he originated, he was only showing the harsh attitude of a warrior. Concerning
Vlad, things weren't as clear... Was he showing a similar self-control...
or, worse, was he indifferent to the suffering of other living beings?


Hiroto, personally, wanted a clear answer to the question which
was burning his mind and, so, he asked, "Why, Vlad?"


"Greed. Thirst for power. And many other things and resources
he has access to. He's gained all these things by reassuring people that he
could protect them, against the source of their nightmares… namely the living
dead."


"I don't understand," Bo said. "Why are they giving
all those chickens to the Zombies?"


"You still don't understand what Vlad means?" the old
man said softly, looking at him with feigned surprise, before continuing,
"Adams attracts crowds of zombies around the Community by giving food to
them. That way, the Community's citizens see them surrounding its walls, and
then they don't dare go outside without Adams' permission. Another advantage is
that way, they're not too curious, and they don't see what's happening beyond
the Community's walls. They see him as their skilled and wise protector, their
savior, and so, they give him all the power. And access to all resources, that
Adams redistributes as he sees fit."


"And he gives poultry to the zombies," continued Bo,
seemingly disgusted. "Raised and grain-fed from the resources coming from
the hydroponic operations, while we eat chicken only during the days of feast.
Turkey only for Thanksgiving, for example. I hate him, I love to eat
chicken!"


"Deciding on dearth periods is part of Adams' power,"
added Vlad, "and it reinforces it."


Hiroto's face, usually impassive, showed unhappiness.


"Adams makes sure that people are at the limit of food
shortage, in order to stay in power"


"There's only one name for that… Treason!" Bo said while
gritting his teeth, almost yelling.


"You're right," Johnny murmured, "he's a
real Motherfucker!"


"You understand why we must stop him," Vlad added in his
turn, obviously glad to join the group's discontent, hoping it would bring him
closer to them. Hecontinued, "Take as many pictures as you can, we need to
bring back as much evidence as we can to the Community."


"It's already under way," Bo murmured, filming the scene
with his smartphone, extending it barely out from behind the shrub, in order to
avoid being noticed.


"Great," Johnny murmured, satisfied. "We're going
to make that paper-pusher pay for all that!"


While they were focused on the scene in front of them, they didn't
pay attention to the sounds surrounding them... Hiroto being an exception.


"Watch out," the old Japanese murmured with a harsher
tone while he looked around. "Something or someone is approaching
us."


His warning stressed the others who listened more intently, on
guard. They then heard the sound
of a little branch trodden on by a foot, on the dirty ground covered with a
thick pile of dead leaves.


Bo became suddenly tenser and, more concentrated, he scrutinized
the surroundings. "Someone's coming," he yelled, and that's when they
saw them.


Two zombies were approaching them on each side, and the four frightening
creatures had, obviously, decided to catch them in the middle.


Hiroto frowned. This behavior was quite unusual for such mindless
monsters. They had long sleeves, boots, and big fishermen hats, with large
brims hiding their eyes.


Bo stopped filming the scene and, putting his smartphone in a
pocket of his trousers, he took the rifle that he had on his shoulder and
aimed it at one of the living dead.


"No!" Hiroto shushed, lowering the barrel of the weapon
toward the ground.


This surprised the young man who didn’t shoot and looked at him,
taken aback.


The old man continued,”Iif you shoot, Adams and his men will spot
us."


"He’s right," Johnny whispered. "We must get rid of
them in the old way," and having said that he pulled his sword out from
his scabbard, handling it with both hands and awaiting the two zombies arriving
on his side.


Hiroto did likewise, watching out for the other two creatures. The
two pairs of creatures growled in a strange way, making movements in the air
with their outstretched arms in front of them.


The two kenjutsu practitioners, both on guard, were waiting for
them.


That's when the old Japanese, while he was observing the zombies,
felt that there was something odd about them. His sixth sense made him
suspicious. 


The four living dead pointed their arms in their direction.


"Down, everybody!" Hiroto yelled, pushing Johnny and Bo
who fell on the ground. 


Vlad, who was in front of Harry, rolled over, startling the big
black who remained standing.


It was during that split second that the zombies very quickly
rolled up their sleeves and handled guns, shooting. They missed very narrowly
the Master and the young men, but shot Harry in the chest.


"Dad!" Johnny shouted, in a crawling position on the
dirty ground, goggling at his father.


The latter remained standing, haggard. He lowered his gaze and
looked, horrified, at two ugly holes, in the zone of his own heart. Bloody
flesh, inside, was apparent, but not a single drop of blood poured out.


He slowly looked up at his son, surprise visible on his face. 


Finally, his eyes still turned toward Johnny, the black giant fell
heavily on his big knees, raising a lot of dust when they touched the ground. 


He then collapsed, falling with a big thump on his belly, his face
burrowing in the mulch.


"Put your hands in the air, if you don’t want to meet the
same fate," yelled one of the living dead, lifting his fisherman hat.
Doing that he unveiled mischievous eyes, very much alive.


The three other false zombies removed in turn their hats, pointing
their weapons in the direction of the survivors.


Bo suddenly jumped on his feet and shot at one of them, startling
everybody as he swiftly shot at another one. As the sound of the two gunshots
reverberated between the trees in this part of the wood it was muffled by the
dense vegetation.


Finally it left room for silence… 


The young blond man stood there with his rifle in his hands,
astonished to see that the two men remained standing too.


They then looked at each other and chuckled when they saw Bo,
looking stupidly at the weapon in his hands.


A new noise made him flinch and he didn't dare move, since it had
been the click of the barrel of a little revolver, which was now pressed
against one of his temples.


"A futile move, Batman," said Vlad, who was holding the
gun. "It's a pity for you that our pals gave to all of you blank shots!”


Bo lifted his useless weapon and his other bare hand in the air, a
drop of sweat trickling along his endangered temple. He opened wide eyes full
of fear, looking in front of him.


As the rifle was taken out of Bo's hand by one of Vlad's
accomplices, the hit man looked at Hiroto, who was lying on the ground with
Johnny. Sneering, he ordered him, "Stand up, Oldie!"


Hiroto stood up with difficulty, helped by his young colored
student, while Vlad removed the barrel from Bo’s temple. The latter sighed,
clearly relieved to be left alive... 


Left alive for the moment, at least, the old Japanese
told himself, continuing to meditate about the situation, I wouldn’t be
surprised if we’re soon executed… We’re inconvenient witnesses… 


"Move ahead," the hit man shouted, showing the path by
pointing his gun in the direction of the truck.


As the trio began to walk in that direction, Vlad didn't see the
old man insert discreetly a finger into the thick belt he was wearing over his
trousers, extracting from it a little spherical object.


Hiroto briskly threw the sphere onto the ground. A blue cloud
accompanied by a loud explosive sound erupted from the ground where the sphere
had been broken. They were all plunged inside a bluish haze.


"What the fuck? Don’t let them escape," Vlad
shouted. With his men he began to shoot in all directions around them. They all
yelled nervously, abashed. 


The blue fog had a vague odor of gunpowder and began to clear up.


"I see someone," one of Vlad's men said and he ran in a
direction, followed by the others. Indeed, the hit men were beginning to
perceive silhouettes. They approached one who was standing many meters away,
and aimed their firearms at it, ready to open fire again.


"Don’t shoot!" 


The voice had startled them, and Vlad, who approached, had
recognized Johnny's voice.


The smoke dissolved completely, and he had the confirmation that
Johnny was standing in front of him, with his hands up, and his friend Boris
crouched on the ground near him, to avoid any stray bullet. Vlad looked around,
peering at each surrounding tree.


No evidence of Hiroto. 


“Where’s Hiroto
gone?” the man asked angrily, and Bo, who had stood up, shrugged, obviously not
knowing the answer.


Johnny didn’t
surprise the hit man when he only answered with a mocking smile. 


"Shit!" shouted the hit man, resisting the urge to shoot
down the colored young man. He
glanced with furious eyes at their two remaining prisoners and yelled, waving
once again his gun toward the vehicle not far away, "Go!"


Hands up, the two young friends walked in that direction, followed
by Vlad who was aiming at their backs. He turned around and said to two of his
men, "You two, dispose of Harry Jackson’s body, while we accompany the
prisoners. No evidence!” 


Johnny looked at him with disgust and then gazed at his father's
body, lying behind the two men, and the young man’s body twitched.


Vlad raised his gun, aiming at Johnny’s head and said, “What? You
want to attack me? Do it, make me happy, and I’ll make a hole in your fucking
skull!”


Johnny calmed down, only disgust showing on his face.


“Go, I said,” Vlad yelled, and as Johnny turned around and began
to walk with his friend, the hit man chuckled and added, “Finally you don’t
have as much self-control as you pretend, heh?”


Vlad, his accompanying men, and his prisoners walked behind a bush
and disappeared out of the two remaining men's view.


"Sonofabitch," one of these said, as they approached the
cadaver together.  He looked back, angrily, in the direction where the
others had gone, and facing his comrade who had his back to the corpse, he
continued, "I hate the way Vlad gives orders to us!" 


The other shrugged. "He's the boss - after Adams, of course –
for better or worse... Well, let's rid ourselves once and for all of that large
carcass."


"You're right," the man chuckled, and he waved a
machete, continuing, "I hate butcher jobs, but let’s cut that big cadaver
in pieces and give them to the zombies, they’ll eat everything, and help us to
get rid of it so that…"


He stopped speaking, opening wide eyes, worrying his comrade who
was facing him, who asked, "What’s up?" sensing too late a presence behind him when
his head was smashed against the one of his interlocutor.


The two men failed, their faces having become a bloody and meaty
mess, and began to fall together. Their
drop was retained as Harry’s chest arrived between them. He lifted both of them
in the air like two puppets, their necks in his big hands, their feet dangling
under them over the ground…


He then smashed their heads harder against each other, making
their skulls literally explode, bloody bony pieces projected everywhere with
their liquefied brains.


Harry finally released the nearly headless bodies which fell on
the muddy ground. He looked at the now immobile bodies, bleeding on the wet
ground, with hatred in his gaze and shouted a deafening shout full of anger,
which lasted many seconds.


Then he stopped shouting, breathing heavily, watching lengthily
his oeuvre. He finally worked at calming himself, swallowing with difficulty,
trying to relax by breathing more slower.


He looked around and moved off toward another part of the wood.


 


 


***











Revelation


 


Red was
drowsy, as she was half seated, half lying in the passenger's seat, her eyes
already half closed while she was looking at the nearby trees, which were
plunged into near-darkness. After the departure of the group, she had been
progressively reassured not to see any sign of a zombie in the area.


Her
attention was suddenly captivated by a swift movement between the trees, in
front of her. She opened her eyes wider, trying to discern what it was, but
nothing moved again. Or was it a figment of her imagination? A moment that she
found long passed, as she continued to try to keep a closer eye.

Nothing.

A metallic
screeching made her shiver, ceasing as suddenly as it had been emitted. Many
seconds unfolded, which she found endless, while, tense, she turned her head in
all directions, looking through the windshield and windows, thanking in herself
those who had installed the protective grid, outside them.

The door handle next to her was shaken. 


Red
became white with fear; that rattle meant that someone - or something - was
trying to open the door! Fear provoked a rush of adrenaline in her, and she
shivered, as horrible memories filled her mind… 


Distant
memories of ugly and voracious mouths, of soulless orbits watching her. 


Of
flames and of mouths devouring the bodies of her beloved ones.            


She
felt almost paralyzed, not daring to approach the edge of the window.

And that's when she
saw them. A few red pairs of dots, unforgiving living dead eyes with their
owners, apparently, approaching the van.


She
heard a growling, and she then felt cold sweat slide down her back.

The handle was again agitated, but the door did not open. Red sighed, as she
was remembering only now that she had locked all the doors! Fear and stress
had, decidedly, a bad effect on her teen mind.

Finally, after many more seconds during which the handle of the right aft door
was agitated more violently than ever, it was released. She heard more growls,
and even two roars, coming, seemingly, from two different creatures. It was as
if two of the zombies were fighting against each other, so that they would know
the consumer of their prey.

Prey?

That's when she
heard a loud noise behind her and, looking back, she saw with fright the
sliding door open on the side of the van!

She leapt out of the passenger's seat and stopped in front of the open door,
which revealed a nightmarish scene...


There
was a silhouette standing in the entrance of the vehicle, plunged in the dark,
and Red saw many dots around the surprising figure.


The
latter took, slowly, one step at a time, and entered partly inside the vehicle,
standing in front of her, illuminated by the headlights, which was coming
through the windscreen. The teen opened her eyes wide.

Hiroto was standing
in front of her, panting while he leaned, with a hand to the frame of the
sliding door open. He looked at the metallic floor, his head heavy. The teen
heard a sound of water droplets falling on metal. Lowering her gaze, she saw
that there was a bleeding wound at the level of one of his shoulders. Droplets
of blood were slowly, but surely, falling on the floor of the vehicle, where a
small reddish pond was beginning to build up. She looked at it, aghast, and
felt frozen by fear, when she heard the sound of the dripping blood covered by
a growling.   

Two of the nearest
red dots, behind him, quickly became the eyes of a horrible skull-like face,
flanked by two similar creatures, which approached him from behind. The undead
slowly turned their heads, looking alternately to the left and the right. They
obviously were attracted at the same time by the young girl and by the old man,
and, motionless now, seemed to hesitate.

Hiroto whined, stepping back and, once outside, knelt on the ground. In front
of the open entrance of the van, he closed his eyes, traces of pain visible on
his face.

Before Red could
move, the living dead, the group of creatures, excited by the smell of blood,
pounced on the wounded old man.


 


 


***











Reflex


 


The suffering, kneeling man stood up instantly, jumping from his
kneeling position while grabbing swiftly the hilt of his sword. Red hardly
noticed him twirling with the saber in his hand, very brief metallic
reflections of the dim light on the blade betraying the fact that it had been
pulled out.


The old Japanese fell briskly on his knees on the soft but dirty
ground, his sword neatly tucked in his scabbard, on the side of his waist, his
head leaning forward and looking at a muddy little pond of blood. The horrible
creatures around continued on their impetus to plunge on him. The nearest fell
on him from behind, its head separating from its body. It fell like an ugly
ball and splattered in the mud, between Hiroto's knees. The two other zombies,
on his left and right sides, both fell in two pieces, their torsos falling at
first, cut diagonally at their upper parts.


No longer controlled by the head, the two oddly cut torsos stopped
walking and stood, slightly capsizing.


Finally they fell on the dirty ground while the third corpse,
which had been more neatly beheaded by the old Japanese, fell against his back,
its severed cervical vertebrae hanging over his head. The body began to
tremble, its arms and hands shaking, giving the impression they were wanting to
grab the man. The latter stood up and elbowed back, his elbow sinking into the
exposed ribs. Because of the violence of the blow the corpse fell behind him in
the mud, dark blood gushing out of its truncated cervical vertebrae.

All this took place in only a fraction of a second, almost too fast to be seen
by the human eye. Red was amazed, despite her knowing him very well.


"Grandpa!" Red exclaimed, and she then jumped out of the
van, crouching near the old man to help him, as he was making a lot of effort
to get up from his kneeling position.


"My God, you're wounded!" yelled the teen as she saw, in
horror, blood flowing even more freely from her grandfather's shoulder. The
violence of his movements while slicing through the creatures haven’t improved
the state of his wound, on the contrary, the girl told herself.


"Yes," Hiroto answered, his face weakened, her help
being welcomed. "I've been shot."




"Shot? But, by who?" Red yelled, goggling at him while she helped him
climb inside the vehicle.


"Vlad... He... he... treason," and, as he had just
murmured that while the teen was closing the door, he failed.


Looking back at him she saw him fall on his side, on the metallic
floor of the van, one of his temples of hitting the cold, hard surface.


"Hiroto, no!" cried the teen, having been unable to
react quickly enough to soften his fall.


She knelt near him and lifted his wrinkled face to find he had a
small bleed at his temple.


She walked on one of the big back seats and unfolded it,
transforming it into a hide-a-bed. At least this old van given to the group was
very practical, despite it being very comfortable.


She returned to the old Japanese and, satisfied that he was a
small and light man, she was able, with not too much effort, to lay him on the
sleeper.

Something touched the back of her hand, startling her, and looking down, she
realized that it was her grandfather's right hand. He sighed and, closing the
fingers of his trembling hand, he slowly pressed hers in his. She felt worried.
It seemed so light, so weak... not the usual iron fist she was used to.


"Red..." She was surprised by his voice, which was now
blunt.


"Yes?" She knelt closer, because his voice was becoming
very weak.


"Red, in Japan, you know, a child has complete freedom until
his seventh birthday." He stopped speaking, taking some time to catch his
breath. The girl asked, frowning slightly, "Why do you say that to
me?"


"You’ve known so many horrors, and so young!"




The red haired girl
smiled at him and said, "Yes, I've been living through a nightmare, even
before the death of my parents, in fact, as far as I can remember. Always
hiding, always feeling fear, from time to time." She hesitated, seeing the
now attentive, compassionate face of the old man who was watching her, and she
continued, "But you and Mei, you gave me a lot of love... and you accepted
me inside your family, to the point where you accepted to initiate me, teaching
me your very descendants' fighting secrets. I was really honored!"

He smiled at her, not in the usual, timid way to which she was
accustomed, but with a warm, full, heartfelt smile. He murmured, with
difficulty, "I'm so happy that our most recent past has been so mutually
satisfying," and as he stopped speaking, his smile faded away. He slowly
closed his eyes, seemingly beginning to fail. Red suddenly felt fear, fear of
losing, once more, a loved one. She yelled, shaking him, "No, please, stay
awake, stay with me!"

He reopened his eyes, seemingly unable to maintain his attention on anything.

Then the ginger girl felt reassured when she recognized his usual sparkling
eyes riveting on her. 


Swallowing
hard, he said, "Red, we must find some help at the Community, Johnny and
Bo have been taken prisoner by Vlad and his henchmen!"


"Vlad?
His henchmen? The bloody…"

Hiroto abruptly set up, looking decided to stand up. 


Suddenly,
he closed his eyes and lay heavily back.

"Hiroto!" the teen yelled, as she saw even more blood pour from the
wound at his shoulder. She shook him as much as she could, but he did not move.
She used all the knowledge in first aid that he had taught to her and to the
other students of the dojo: cardiac massage, mouth to mouth breathing, but all
was in vain. 


He
remained unconscious.


Blood
was dripping even more freely from his wound, becoming more impressive every
second. She took the entire bandage she could find and put it on the wound,
fighting to stop the bleeding.

Finally, after many minutes, she saw with relief the bleeding stop. But
something else worried her: Hiroto seemed to be so pale... It was clear that he
had lost too much blood. Red decided to do what her Sensei had always
encouraged his students to do.

She took a thin tube for intravenous infusion and, quickly, placed the
needles on each side of the tube in her arm and in her grandfather's. She was
careful, while sitting near him, to have her arm over Hiroto's, so that blood
flowed by gravity toward his arm.

Many minutes passed by while she waited, the dark liquid coming from her veins,
visible source of life inside the translucent pipe, flowing toward the old man,
saving, she hoped, his life.

She saw with satisfaction her grandfather getting back his color.     

But at the same time, she started to feel strange, dizzy...

And she heard growls just outside... 


They
were very near. Looking down at the metallic floor where blood had accumulated,
under the improvised bed and her own dangling legs, she smelled its odor... and
she knew that the creatures outside smelled it too!

Scratches made her shiver. She realized that they had come from the closed
sliding door.

Thank God, I slid the door shut...


That's
when doubt, a terrible doubt, seized her, as she was feeling her head spinning
now...


I slid the door... but when being surprised by Hiroto's
failing and fall, did I lock it?


The answer startled her when the door slid briskly wide open, and
three zombies leapt inside toward them both, while opening gaping, roaring
mouths.


 


 


***











Rescue


 


Red saw death hasten toward her as the creatures threw bony hands
with jagged fingers toward her.


The claw-like tips of their fingers stopped millimeters away from
her blurry eyes, as a silhouette appeared in her field of view. Her heart
beating, she was waiting, weak and defenseless, for the merciful end of
her short life. She told herself that, at least, it would be the end of all her
worries.

As seconds passed by, she was astonished to see that her green eyes weren’t
torn into shreds, and no jaws plunged with delight into her jugular.

Her view adapted as she heard the creatures roaring in front of her, and then
she realized that they were immobilized by the silhouette behind them, a huge
one, that she finally recognized. 


It was Harry who, his big arms coiled around the zombies,
was crushing the three of them together in front of him. Backs to him and
still facing her, they uselessly extended their arms toward her, unable to grab
her, carried as Harry walked back with them. 


Their roars and growls changed, going to the treble side, becoming
now screams of anger and frustration, as the black giant turned around with
them. Doing that, he had increased even more their pulling away from their
prey. He approached the opened door with his frightening upload.

As the living dead were becoming slowly conscious about who was standing in
their way, they began to try to free themselves, now screeching like furious
birds of prey.

A new zombie appeared in the open entrance and roared loudly, as it opened a
gaping mouth while looking at Harry with appetite. 

The roar ceased instantly when it received its three counterparts in its head. 


The group fell back outside in the dust, broken into parts, which
mixed together in a mess of bones and rotten flesh.

Harry slid shut the door and locked it, shouting, "Adios!"


The good colored giant turned around as new roars and howls were
heard, and he smiled at her, showing his white teeth.


She smiled back… just before she saw his smile fade.


She saw the ceiling and the interior of the van turn around her,
as she vaguely realized that she was falling head-first toward the metallic
floor.


She saw its harsh surface leap toward her and invade quickly her
field of view.


The floor stopped just a few inches from her nose, making her
squint slightly.


She then heard the warm voice of Harry, strangely resonating in
her head, "Red, are you OK?" She felt as if she was floating over the
floor, hardly feeling her body. She realized that she was manipulated, like a
puppet between a child's hands.  Her field of view changed, the floor
disappearing, as she understood that she was seated onto one of the back seats,
the good giant watching her with a worried face. 


"Red?" his voice resonated even more in her head and she
fell into oblivion.


 


 


***


 


 


Johnny and Bo were astonished by the little game of the two hit
men they were watching.


Two bikers on the same motorcycle were rolling around the van,
which had its roof window closed, now. They were both playing with the mob of
living dead, a dangerous game. One of them was driving while his comrade,
sitting behind him, was letting a beheaded chicken bleed, hanging it by its
legs. He was making a red path on the dirt, which attracted the creatures. The
two bikers, swiftly, avoided being grabbed by the zombies. More than anything,
they did what they could to avoid falling, knowing it would mean their death.
They went away, followed by the creatures excited by the blood, and they all
disappeared out of the view of the group led by Vlad. 


"Go forward,” he yelled, and saying that he raised a leg and
kicked Johnny's back. The hit almost made him fall against the luxurious van's
closed door, but he was able to recover his balance. 


The young colored man responded to pain by turning swiftly around
and intercepting Vlad’s leg, almost making him fall and lose his gun. Other
weapons handled by his men pressed on Johnny's temple and flanks, menacing to
shoot.


"Continue, make me fall completely, I’d love to shoot
you," the hit men’s chief yelled mockingly. Gritting his teeth, he
remained in a delicate equilibrium, threatening to fall whenever his leg would
be pushed upwards.


The young man looked at him with hatred and lowered the man's leg
before freeing it, letting him correct his balance.


"Good, good, you understand quickly, bright boy," Vlad
said, clearly amused, as he continued menacing him too with his gun. Aiming it
at Johnny’s forefront, he slapped him noisily.


No reaction came from the young colored man.


Another slap.


Same thing, nothing. The laughter of all the hit men erupted.


A more violent slap was given to Johnny by Vlad, who was ready to
provoke a bad reflex. 


The young man remained stoic despite the ever louder laughs,
finally looking at the hit man with hatred. He finally showed an attitude of
cold impassivity, the same one as his Sensei.


Vlad goggled at him, and hissed, "Lower your eyes,
sonofabitch," but the colored young man remained impassive, looking him
directly in the eyes.


The hit man suddenly slapped Bo, who was surprised, before looking
quickly at him with hatred. This pleased Vlad who murmured, “Who is going to be
shot first?" and saying that, he pressed the barrel of his gun on the
center of Johnny's forehead. 


His index finger began to slowly increase its pressure on the
trigger.


"Stop!" 


The recognizable voice had startled him so much that he had almost
unloaded his gun, but luckily, he had controlled himself. Manifestly thwarted,
Vlad looked in the direction from where the voice had come. They all heard,
coming from a loudspeaker on the roof of the truck, "Bring them to me,
they have more value alive than dead… at least for the moment."


 


"Did
you hear, morons?" said Vlad, nodding in the direction of the truck. A
door on its side slid while a sound of whirling electric motors was heard,
showing that it was not moved manually. Another black leather-dressed man
appeared, and, enlightened by the diffuse light that reigned inside, Johnny and
Bo recognized him as Vlad's colleague. He was almost as bald and bearded as
him, but taller, and blond. A machine-gun at his side, he motioned for them
with a wave of a hand to enter. The duo moved forward, pushed by Vlad, and got
into the vehicle, the light of which dazzled them, a deafening cackle hurting
their ears. 


On
their right-hand side, as their eyes slowly became accustomed to the interior
brightness, they saw a ladder, which gave access to the roof window, above. At
the foot of this ladder, two men in black uniforms were crouched in front of a
set of cages, in which one could discern dozens of chickens, all cackling noisily.


 


These
cackles redoubled and became deafening, when the two henchmen began to seize
chickens in two of the cages. They were obviously preparing to continue the
"distribution," and the poor animals, having heard their
predecessors, seemingly guessed their fate. Their thighs firmly held in the
mens' hands, they fussed, moving in all directions, beating wings and raising
feathers in the air. One of the men sneezed then, wiping his nose with his
sleeve, and swore. He then stood up and started to climb the ladder. The noise
and, above all, the smell in the back of the vehicle caused Bo and Johnny to
grimace in disgust.


A
light but real knock on the back of their skulls made them both groan and,
turning around, they saw that it was Vlad who had beaten them with the butt of
his gun. He pointed it toward the other side of the vehicle, and said
mockingly, "It's on the other side, clowns."

Johnny's eyes became as furious as those of his friend Bo, who rubbed his head,
but the first immediately buried his emotions... not without having widened the
evil smile of the henchman, glad to have been able to make the colored man lose
his impassivity, for even one second.


Without
saying a word, the two prisoners fumed as they walked towards the front of the
vehicle, stopping in front of a metallic separation wall. Two closed doors were
on the left and right of the wall, each surrounded by a bright, red border,
made of neon lights.

Vlad advanced towards one of the doors while the men who had accompanied him
surveyed the prisoners. He then bent and placed his right eye in front of a
sort of camera, on the left side of the door. The camera projected very briefly
a bluish horizontal flash, which swept the eye of the henchman from the upper
eyelid to the lower.

The flash dazzled his eye and caused him to close his eyes for a brief moment,
and a picture of the back of his eye appeared on a nearby small screen, with
its complex network of veinlets, an image as unique as a fingerprint. 


A
melodious beep sounded in their ears, and the color of the outline of the door
went from red to orange, then, a second after, to red, while a click was heard.
A hissing was heard and then the door slid to the side, leaving the passage to
Vlad, who was followed by the two prisoners, always held in check by his men.


When
Vlad, Johnny, Bo, and the guards had passed the door, it quickly closed behind
them, but none of the prisoners paid any attention to it. Their attention was
too much drawn to what they discovered, open-mouthed, around them.


"My
God, this is Paradise!" exclaimed Bo, ecstatic as he admired the office
into which they had just entered, with paintings of Masters hanging on the
walls, mixed with various surveillance screens, which broadcast external shots.
These attracted, and even magnetized the attention of the two men. One of the
cameras showed, in particular, zombies that approached the truck again.
Obviously interested in something, the creatures seemed to look up towards the
camera.


Arms
and hands appeared in the field of the camera, in addition to flapping wings
that blocked the view from time to time, among feathers floating in the air.
Hands and arms swung new chickens on the undead, which were fighting to catch
them.

Bo watched a chicken being torn from the hands of one creature by another, who
separated the animal's head from its body with a single bite at the neck.
Disgusted, he saw the head fall at the feet of the zombies, one of which fell
on its knees and gobbled the whole head. Its jaws could not be heard munching,
since the surveillance camera did not seem to have a microphone but given the
mixture of blood and flesh that flowed from the creature's open mouth, it was
clear that it found the meal very crunchy.

"The laws of Nature are indeed cruel, but they are so for a good reason:
it is the law of the strongest."


The
recognizable voice made the two young men turn around, and they saw Adams
sitting behind a magnificent mahogany desk. He motioned in the direction of two
seats in front of him, and, bantering, said with a sneer, "I beg you,
gentlemen, sit down."

Bo began to move forward towards one of the seats but he stopped on station,
emitting a small complaint of pain.

He had just received a little elbow to his ribs from his friend who remained
immobile, scowling at him. 


The
young man of color then looked at the old Administrator defiantly. This
provoked a cold and dull, fulminating anger in the latter, and as the young
black man and the old politician looked at each other, Bo told himself that all
this did not tell him anything worthwhile.

Adams laid his cold eyes, like those of a reptile, on the blond young man, and
said with a mocking tone, "So, always obeying and following your friend
Johnny like a little dog, huh? No more will than that of an invertebrate?
"


This
sentence caused Bo to turn toward the old man, red with anger, and say,
"Get lost, old fossil!"


Adams
snorted with contempt and replied, "I had hoped that at least you knew how
to behave," and at that, he made a sign with his hand to Vlad, who noisily
slapped the young man.


The
latter was on the verge of falling and was caught up just in time by Johnny,
who kept him standing firmly. The old man in white costume had a smile as great
as his favorite hand-man had, and added, "Stand still, and all will go
well."


Johnny
gave him a look of hatred, and then he and Bo looked into each other's eyes
nervously. They had both realized that they would never be allowed to come back
alive to the Community!


 


 


***


 


 


Red was
in total darkness, eyes closed. She felt as though her body was floating, and
even, at times, no longer felt it at all.


No
more sensation... A total release of her worries...

And these impressions disturbed her nevertheless... as also began to disturb
her a grave, and gentle voice, at the same time, coming to her from afar. Very
far, across time and space...

The voice of her father...

"Honey, you have to get up. You do not give up, you cling to life."

She returned in herself, as if she wanted to hide under the sheets of a virtual
bed, imaginary, trying to stay warm, motionless, passive...


"Come
on, take your courage, stand up, Red," said a more serious voice, as loud
as thunder.

She felt her body again, in all its discomfort, and even began to feel pain,
here and there. She wanted to deny reality, but she felt that reality would
leave her no choice.


And
when this reality corresponded to the imposing and palpable presence of Harry
Jackson, no one could remain indifferent...

Red opened her eyes and then saw the face of the good man of color, who looked
at her, smiling, and said, "At last she comes out of limbo!"


"Red…"


This
voice, Hiroto's voice, made her jump, even though she did not recognize in its
tone the old man’s usual strength and authority. Opening her large green eyes,
she could not help rubbing them with her hands, for it was as if they were both
sticky and full of sand. She turned her head and saw her grandfather, lying on
the seat-bed on which she had put him, also in the same horizontal position as
her. He smiled and asked, "Are you OK, Red?"


"I
would prefer to know how you are... I'm glad to see that you feel good,"
she added, smiling.

"You should never have given so much blood, you could have died by
emptying yourself, during the transfusion!" murmured the old man, with an
air of reproach in his attitude as he looked at her.

"He's right, it was foolish," Harry said, looking stern.
"Transfusing someone like that, unattended by a doctor, is a crazy
idea!"

"It's the crazy side of some Universal blood donors like me," said
the young redhead while smiling shyly, to which her Master bluntly replied,
"Only major donors are allowed, normally!"


Red
closed in upon herself, at the same time relieved to see him alive, and
disappointed not to be thanked for her effort to save him. The old Japanese
breathed a deep breath and looked away, obviously angry.

The silence was established between the two in the passenger compartment for
several minutes, silence which was interrupted twice by beeps. As Harry
approached them, embarrassed, looking softer, he murmured, "The bottom
line is that you feel better, both of you, and that you both take back
strength!"

And that's when he gave them both a microwaveable dinner tray, which had just
been heated by the microwave oven, which occupied a small place on a table
protruding from the inner wall, near the passenger seats.


The
girl devoured the meal offered, drinking a lot of water, thanking Harry for
this meal, thanking also the fact that the oven could be fueled by the powerful
lithium battery of the hybrid van.


Hiroto
ate more slowly than she did, but ended up eating enough to say, "Well,
we're going to be able to get down to business, Harry. We need to get your son
and his friend Boris out."


"I
will rescue them... you’re far too weak!"


"You’re
wrong, I feel better," and saying this, the old man suddenly sat down. It
was then that his face became white.  He collapsed on his back, luckily on the
soft couch, sinking into unconsciousness.


"That’s
what I said," Harry murmured, heading for the sliding door.


"Harry,"
Red yelled. "Where are you going? You want to fight them all alone?"


"Why
not?" the good giant replied. "After all I've gone through and
suffered, I trust that I can... but you... you stay here!"


With
that, he unlocked the heavy sliding door with one hand and pushed it to the
side, as if it was made from plastic. And then realized that he was facing a
female living dead. Dressed in a magnificent parade dress, in which its
modeling body still showed seductive shapes, it had a half-torn cheek, probably
torn to pieces by a zombie when it had still been human. Opening wide-eyed,
blood-stained and surprised eyes, it grunted when it saw him.


Harry
hit the creature very hard at the plexus, sending it flying back several yards.
This caused it to knock back two other zombies, the trio crashing into the
dust, near the intermingled cluster of their predecessors.


Harry
closed the sliding door and locked it with a key. Then he ran into a deeper
part of the forest, which he reached very quickly with great strides. Red
watched him leave through the van's windscreen. And she could not help but be
impressed by the man’s speed. How can he run so fast, despite his enormous
mass? How does he manage to do that?


Zombies
occasionally came from behind bushes or trees, trying to attack him, but like a
quarterback playing football, the giant with the cap easily circumvented them. 
Sometimes he charged them like an elephant, jostling them on the way.


Red
turned to look at Hiroto. He remained lying unconscious on his bed. She
approached him and, standing in front of him, contemplated her grandfather. He
was sleeping deeply, having gotten back his color. Only rest will surely
save him, she said to herself.


That’s
when she let her gaze drift towards his sword, which was in its scabbard, that
she had respectfully placed near him, on the long armchair on which he was
lying. She grabbed the scabbard, and grabbing with emotion the black hilt of
the bladed weapon, she pulled it out. This caused reflections of the dim
interior light to play on the metallic surface, depending on the angle of the
blade.


She
heard a groan behind the sliding door, then something scrawling on its metal
surface. Carrying the scabbard in one hand and the blade in the other, she
began to walk toward the door.


But
she suddenly stopped. And then sighed lengthily, looking down, depressed.


Then
she turned again around, and returned to her grandfather, whom she
contemplated, the saber still in her hand. And finally, she put it back in its
sheath, before putting the whole in a horizontal position, near the old Master.
She was glad to see him so calm. She smiled, telling herself, He’s saved,
and he’s got a shelter here.


"I'm
not sure I deserve your sword, Sensei... and it's yours until you die."
She became silent again, sighing with vexation, and walked away from him. She
then headed toward the aft part of the vehicle, with the aim to sit again on
one of the front seats, and wait.


Wait.
Wait, and wait again... while Harry Jackson was going to risk his life for the
others. As she walked slowly, she felt guilty. Guilty for her uselessness...


Then
one of her feet stumbled over something, and she fell.


She
just caught the rear edge of the driver's seat, avoiding falling completely,
shocking her knees. These hurt her, the metal floor far from being as soft as
the body of the zombie on which she had fallen from the tree, when she was a
child.


Red
was going to get up when she noticed something. It was below the driver's seat.


Black
plastic, tied by a rope and a knot, seemed to envelop something. She touched
the edges of the cloth, and felt that there were hard and protruding objects
inside. She opened the knot of the rope and opened the bag to reveal blades.
These sparkled within the dim light, as if they were made of diamonds. They all
seemed to have been badly cut, not with an industrial quality. Some of them
were totally sharp blades. Others had a thick rounded outgrowth.


She
saw one in particular, the circumference of which was, on one side, in the
shape of a flattened oval stem, and, on the other, formed an extremely fine
blade.


She
lifted the object, holding it by its oval side. Its borders weren’t really
smooth but weren’t really sharp. The whole was about the same size as a saber.
It shone even more, showing multicolor light reflections, now that, held high
in her hand, it was well lit by the interior light in the vehicle. It threw a
thousand spots everywhere, like a disco-ball. She remembered what Bo, who had
left the package in the truck, had told her about this strange material.


Red
looked at her Sensei who was resting quietly, and took a deep breath. She
walked toward the sliding door, hearing behind it screeching noises and grunts.
And standing in front of it, she hesitated.


Then
she began, inwardly, to count...


One...
Two... Three!


She
suddenly unlocked the door and slid it open as fast as she could. 


Cold
air interspersed with putrid odors welcomed her, while roars, coming from
nightmarish silhouettes before her, made her red hair rise on her head.


The
girl jumped to the ground and, turning around, quickly closed the sliding door
behind her, closing the lock with the double of the van’s key she possessed.


Then
she turned again, swallowing hard, ready to face her destiny, despite her
stress, which was triggered by the cries of the creatures in front of her.


 


 


***











Stress


 


Johnny
and Bo had the impression of being heavy underdogs, though the former continued
to hide his emotions while keeping his impassive side. The henchman who was
near them, on the roof of the truck, at their backs, also showed a cold face.


"Well,
guys, having fun?" asked Vlad, his trunk protruding from the open roof
window. Another of his acolytes continued to throw cackling poultry over the
ledge, exciting the creatures below. Some stretched their lean hands towards
the roof while others, on the dusty soil behind them, were fighting for bloody
debris of flesh.


"Johnny,
we're doomed," whined Bo, his heart beating fast.

He drew back just in time one of his feet, which was near the border of the
roof, which was almost caught by a bunch of bony hands and claws. They scraped
the rim of the truck on which they were forced to stand.

Johnny shrugged, but inwardly, he didn't feel reassured. He had the impression
that he and his friend were like prisoners of sea pirates from a long time ago.
These had fun putting their prisoners on a plank above the sea and making them
stumble toward hungry sharks.


"Well,
clowns, your Master Hiroto doesn't seem to be ready to save you," Vlad
shouted at them, laughing hard before continuing, "He ought not to reveal
to the Community what we're doing here, or you're finished!"

Vibrations were heard, and looking at him, the two prisoners saw the henchman
pull out his smartphone and talk. His voice was covered by the roars and
screams of the creatures around them. However the two young men felt their
anxiety grow even more, when they realized that he was watching them with an
even more worrying smile. He hung up and shouted, "Program changes,
guys... Adams has hidden many guards all around the Community, and anyone who
tries to approach it without authorization will be shot without warning. 


“Your
Master will not warn anyone. Do you know what that means?"


He
stopped talking, waiting for their answer. A minute passed by and neither of
the two young people dared to say a word. Vlad resumed, "If you want to
know what it means, it means... that you serve us no purpose alive!"


He
looked at the henchman who, behind them, still held them, and he resumed,
trying to keep his voice strong enough to be heard above the din, "Let
them go to the edge and, if they don't jump, shoot them."

The man nodded and, turning to Bo and Johnny, he yelled, "You heard? I
count three and then you jump, or I kill you like dogs." The two young men
remained motionless, looking at him, one with fear, the other with an air of
distrust.

Vlad and his two hit men snickered, and the armed man said, "One..."

Bo hesitated, preparing to move forward, but he was restrained by Johnny, who
shook his head no, no, no.


"Two..."
The man stepped forward, his gun almost touching Johnny's back.

"Thr..."

A noise was heard below, and all the people on the roof were amazed by what
they saw.

The zombies were falling one beside the other below them, in a very rapid wave,
like dominoes collapsing, as if they were mowed down by something.

"What is..." Vlad said, leaning a little more to see.

Behind them, on the other side of the truck, a new line of undead collapsed.


The
armed man leaned over, and that's when Johnny turned around and caught with one
of his hands the man's armed hand. Bending painfully the hit man's wrist he
struck with his other hand the man at the temple with the back of his fist.

The henchman lost his balance and his weapon and fell. He shouted while falling
on the mass of creatures lying below. Many bone-sided hands closed by reflex on
him, while half struck by the fall, he sought slowly to disengage himself.

Johnny, who had managed to stay steady with Bo, began to run toward Vlad. The
latter, who saw him coming, looked down and shouted to someone in the truck,
"Pass me your gun!"

He was kicked in the face before he could react or anything could be passed to
him, and he fell backwards, at the foot of the small ladder.


Johnny
grabbed the top of the bars with the intention of jumping on him.


He
suddenly felt that he was grabbed. It was the henchman who had just let go of
the bag of chickens on the roof, and from behind, he was trying to smother the
young man of color, putting his hand on his throat with the goal to stifle him.

The hit man was violently punched in the back.


This
made the man release Johnny and, turning around, he was hit a second time, this
time in his face by Bo, who had joined them. The man fell through the open
window and hit head-first the metal floor, knocking himself out. He finally lay
on the floor near Vlad, who was already unconscious.

"Vlad, what's going on?" they heard on an inner loudspeaker, and
everyone recognized the frightened voice of Adams.


The
latter, still sitting at his desk and watching, dazed, everything which was
happening on his various control screens. He concentrated his attention on the
henchman in the middle of the zombies, who was trying to escape their clutch.
Unable to get up to flee their many hands he began to scream, "Help
me!"

His voice stopped when claw-like fingers lacerated his belly and, shredding it,
extracted his bloody guts. The eyes bulging with the pain, he saw more zombies
crawling toward him, obscuring his sight. 


He
then felt an excruciating pain in his chest.


One
of the creatures had just plucked out his heart and he saw it plunge its jaws
into the still beating bloody mass.

"My God!" exclaimed the Administrator, gazing with great eyes at the
man being shredded into pieces under the mass of the creatures. Sweat dripping
from his bald forehead, he shouted at a microphone, "Vlad, answer me,
where are you?"


 


The
latter was still lying down when Johnny landed heavily on the metallic floor,
near him, from the open roof window. He saw that Vlad was lying on his back,
eyes closed. Glad to be rid of Adams' damned soul, Johnny reported his
attention toward one of the two doors giving access to the front of the
vehicle.

It was then that he received a violent kick in the back.


This
made him fall on his flat belly, his chin hitting hard the metal plates of the
floor. The attacker fell heavily on him, making him blow hard from the impact.
The pain made him grimace.


Johnny
was then turned over on his back, and it was then that he saw that it was Vlad,
who had awakened. The latter pulled on his dark arm and, placing him on his
stomach, applied a painful arm lock.


"So,
clown, did you really think you would get rid of me like that?"

The henchman bowed his back, bending his arm even more in the wrong direction,
to the point of soon breaking his arm's joint.

A violent punch crashed on Vlad's cheek, turning his head sharply under the
impact, and he fainted.

Johnny released his arm and rubbed his aching elbow while sneaking from
underneath the unconscious gunman. Relaxed now, he looked at Bo, who, crouching
beside them, was smiling at him.


"I
do owe you two beers, pal!" exclaimed the young man of color cheerfully,
smiling with all his bleeding teeth to his blond friend. The latter answered,
"I bet you do!"




Joshua Adams felt his stress rising stratospherically, as he watched, on the
screens inserted in the wall in front of him, his grip on his little world
escaping him. Things were happening both inside and outside the truck, and
nothing seemed to be happening as he had hoped. This was a good excuse for him
to better his moral, and so he pulled out two things from a drawer of his desk.
He served himself in a pretty glass a very old drink of Bourbon, which he
placed with the bottle near the edge of his desk.


Suddenly
he felt a shake and clung to his desk, hearing metallic noises, as if the shock
absorbers of the vehicle were strained. The movements surprised him all the
more because he didn't catch his glass and the bottle in time, which over fell
on the carpet. 


The
softness of the latter dampened the shocks and prevented any breakage, but the
two overturned containers spread the reddish liquid over the ocher colored
surface, staining it irretrievably.

"My God, what's that, an earthquake?"


He
glanced at some of the outside screens and immediately realized what was going
on.

He saw that the zombies that had previously fallen had got up again. Covered in
the blood of the chickens and of the shredded man, they gathered once more
around the truck. 


Roaring
with their frustrating hunger, they shook the vehicle violently.

A noise coming from one of the two doors giving access to his office made him
jump. The Administrator glanced at one of the screens that showed the inside of
the truck on the other side, and he was startled by what he saw. 


Johnny
and Bo had opened a small trapdoor near one of the automatic doors giving
access to his office, and they were trying to tamper with the electronic
circuits inside it. Presently Bo was fidgeting two wires. Suddenly a spark
coming from the little trap briefly dazzled the two young men.


The
automatic door was shaken again, as if it was going to open, but it didn't
move. 


Panic
seized Adams who breathed loudly, as much from fear of being captured as
because of his stoutness. He tried to contact someone by taking his microphone,
in which he shouted: "Hey, you, the driver, intruders will eventually get
into my office, shoot them down and..."

It was then that he stopped, angry with himself. He had just remembered that
the driver had been the poor guy who had been shredded, whom he had previously
ordered to follow Vlad's orders.


Since
he had ordered almost all the henchmen accompanying him to return to the
Community to intercept Hiroto, he found himself now alone in his truck. The
other fellow, who had fallen from the top of the ladder, seemed to be in as
poor a state as Vlad. Both were lying, stunned, behind Johnny and Bo, who were
continuing to try to open his door. And he knew that when they entered they
would catch him, and that for him, everything would be all over! Power, access
to resources …

It was then that he glanced at the electronic controls on his desk, with their
buttons and levers and joystick. And that's when he smiled maliciously.


 


 


"So,
when are you going to open that goddamned door?" asked Johnny, who had
been pressing Bo for a while.

"Yeah, yeah, I'm doing my best, but please, don't stress me!"

"Excuse me, all my apologies, buddy. All this electronic stuff, I don't
know anything about it, unlike you."

"Too often in the Dojo, huh?" the young blond replied, glancing at
him mockingly.

"And you, not enough," replied his friend of color, obviously wounded
by his remark. He went on: "So the door, you open it? I'm eager to catch
Adams, that old fat bastard, and bring him to the Community's justice! "


"You're
not the only one in a hurry," Bo answered, continuing to manipulate the
cables and components inside the little access panel. He licked his upper lip,
concentrated on his task, and finally said, still manipulating something,
"I think I'm going to make it, here..."

The click of a mechanism was heard, and a door beside opened at once, but not
the one for which they had been hoping...

Realizing with irritation that the door to Adams' office remained closed, the
two young men looked in the direction from which the noise had come. 


The
doors had slid and the entrance of the truck was now wide open!


Several
zombies had stood in front of the doors, and now they were watching the two
humans through the opening. They groaned, all ready to enter.

"Hey, what did you do?" Johnny shouted at Bo, who had his hands
fidgeting again inside the panel, and who answered to him, "I assure you,
I'm sure it's not me!"


 


"Indeed,"
said Adams, laughing, still holding his hand on the door opening control he had
just activated. He brought back his hand, and continued, amused, to look at, on
the screen, what was going to happen to the two friends.


 


The
first undead pulled themselves inside the truck and, slowly, began to approach
the young men. They huddled together in the corner of the door, close to the
hatch.

"My God, we're screwed!" Bo exclaimed, while Johnny remained focused.

The zombies roared and opened enormous, deformed mouths, swooping down at once
toward them.


Johnny
dodged a creature as he pushed another violently, kicking it at its chest. The
thing fell back a few meters and then collapsed, while Bo, struggling with two
other living dead, began punching clumsily in their faces.

He was awkward but strong, and the two things collapsed close to the other
creature, which immediately got up.

Johnny let the creature that he had previously dodged literally leap towards
him. Then, letting it push him backwards, he rolled back while dragging the
creature with him. Helped by his feet he threw it over him. Carried by their
shared momentum, the zombie was projected violently against one of the interior
metallic sides of the truck.


Johnny
got up very quickly and he and Bo tried to escape through the entrance that
remained open, and finally stopped in its frame. They had come face to face
with a mob of zombies. Still covered in fresh animal and human blood, they
grumbled and advanced towards them.

Bo looked behind him and Johnny and saw that the creatures they'd been bullying
had already gotten up, and, dragging their feet, walked toward them.

"No way out in front or behind, we're screwed!" Bo exclaimed, making
a face. His colored friend said nothing. He wanted only one thing: to die in
battle like one of the Samurais of his Master's family, the warriors whom he
had always admired for their courage.

It was then that, excited, the zombies rushed towards them.


 


 




***











Slicing


 


They
turned again and confronted the first attackers who were also the closest.


Johnny
again kicked back the creatures that came from behind  while Bo did the same
with his fists. It was with horror that they both felt bony hands scratching
their backs, but their attention was focused on their opponents in front of
them.


Suddenly
the scratching halted. 


Metallic
sounds could be heard behind them and, looking out through the entrance, they
saw that the group of zombies who had wanted to attack them from behind was
concentrated on someone else. 


A
small silhouette was running swiftly from one to the other, slicing arms and
legs, which fell on the ground. 


"Master!"
Johnny exclaimed, joy on his face.


That's
when he was pushed from behind by one of the creatures he had kicked back.


So
he returned his attention again to what was in front of him. 


He
pushed the creature in his turn, putting his hand on its rotting eyes, and
pushing its head back, but the pressure of the thing was far too great. He
feared to be tipped backward by the creature's efforts. Metallic reflections
appeared within the limits of his field of view, as he heard Hiroto's blade
whistling in the air around him.  The creature pushing Johnny saw its own arms
fall at its feet.


 A
few other saber thrusts followed, and the Japanese beheaded all the remaining
zombies inside the truck.


"You
came to save us, Master," Johnny shouted happily, and Hiroto replied,
"I wasn't going to let one of my most beloved disciples and his best
friend die!"

The old man smiled at him but, looking towards the entrance of the truck, his
smile vanished.

A new batch of creatures was arriving. There were dozens of them…


Contemplating
the game on the screen, Joshua Adams manipulated other controls near his desk
and grumbled, "How does that work?"


Johnny
saw that they were facing a veritable wall of decomposing creatures, many of
them having eyes which were no more than gaping orbits, their rotten tongues
visible in their open, greedy jaws.


The
wall of zombies crashed on the ground, pushed violently to the side, as if an
invisible car had dashed into them. Seeing this, the trio in the truck opened
their eyes wider in surprise. It seemed to them that something, something massive,
had darkened through the living dead, something so fast that it was almost
invisible, like a blur.


Just
a fleeting impression from the corner of the eye...


It
was then that the fleeting impression returned, like a retinal persistence, and
then in a wink, it was replaced by a massive male silhouette which froze,
standing now in front of them. His sneakers had made an impressive braking
noise, some dust having accumulated around them, as they had dug in the ground
because of the brutal braking. It was then that the young man of color
recognized the individual.


"Dad!"
Johnny shouted, and he got out of the truck, embracing his sweating father.


"My
boy," Harry answered, jovial, and he tightened tenderly his arms around
his son, closing his eyes. Reopening them after a second, his smile faded,
while over his son's shoulder he looked at Hiroto, who was standing nearby.


The
old man, the living dead near him, in case they would rise again. The black
giant told him, "Hiroto, man, it would've been best for you to stay inside
the van and take some rest."


"And
leave you to the job alone?" replied the old Japanese man, smiling.
"That would not have been worthy of me."

Another silhouette arrived and stopped behind a bush, trying to hide.


But
nothing could escape the old Japanese's notice.


"Get
out of there right now," he shouted to the bush. "I saw you."


His
granddaughter came out from behind the thick curtain of vegetation, sheepishly,
her head lowered. She was carrying in her hand the blade, with its crystalline reflections,
that she had taken from the van.


"Red?
What the hell are you doing here?" Harry shouted at her, looking at her 
wide-eyed. "And what are you carrying there, in your hand?" He
pointed at the blade, which was partly covered with dark brown spots.


"Yes,
what are you doing here?" Hiroto asked, his fury appearing on his face.


"I'm
sorry," answered the teen girl, continuing, "I went outside, and got
lost in the woods. Then I saw that you had left the van and, silently, I
followed you." 


 "What
about your promise?" asked the Japanese, clearly furious, before
continuing, "Perjury! I'm furious..."


A
strafing on the ground before him silenced him as he jumped to the side, not
fast enough to avoid being hit on the flank. Blood dripping from the wound, he collapsed
while moaning with convulsions of pain.


"Grandfather!"
Red yelled, running toward him while the other people went to the ground to
avoid being shot. While puffs of dust were lifted around them by strafing, they
all looked to see who was firing at them. They saw that it was an automated
machine-gun, on a rotating turret, that was shooting them, from the roof of the
truck.


It
suddenly stopped shooting, moving spasmodically in all directions.


"Party's
over, huh?" exclaimed Adams, delighted, as he manipulated a joystick near
the controls, and pressed its button again.


A
new burst of gunfire began in the direction of Harry and the young men, leaving
the area where Red was crouching near Hiroto. This forced the giant and the
other two to stand up and run, to avoid the bullets.

"Hiroto!" cried the red-haired girl, taking the old man's head on her
knees. With his eyes closed, he showed signs of suffering on his face. Seeing
that, tears began to flow down one of Red's freckled cheeks. 


The
din was going on around them, but at least it had the vaguest advantage of
disconcerting the zombies.  They had become motionless, their limited senses
and their atrophied minds making it difficult for them to adapt to this
unexpected situation.


Suddenly,
Harry grabbed his son and his friend with both hands and, lifting them like
vulgar puppets, began to run at a crazy speed towards a corner of the wood. It
was about ten meters away but he arrived with them in less than a second,
leaving behind Usain Bolt if he had been there.


He
rushed to a bush, crushing it with his "passengers" like a bulldozer,
and disappeared further into the woods, his heavy but rapid stomps almost as
noisy as the strafing. The latter had followed him like wildfire but had
unsuccessfully attempted to catch up with him.


The
strafing stopped as the automatic gun on the roof came to a standstill.


Adams
was watching the control screen incredulously, having released the joystick.
The trail of dust left behind by the black giant forming behind the trees
looked as if a herd of racehorses was moving away.


"Now,
that's a strange thing," the old Administrator exclaimed, his eyes wide
open with astonishment. "What did he eat?" 


Then,
glancing at another screen, he saw Hiroto half lying on Red's lap. The old
Japanese opened his eyes. "Not dead yet, old fossil?" cried Adams,
and then he returned his hand to the joystick.


The
strafing resumed, the trail of bullets lifting the ground, forming a trail of
dust which went in the direction of the wounded man and the young girl.

Just as the strafing was going to reach them, its trajectory changed at the
last moment, preserving them miraculously. 


"What
the hell..." Adams exclaimed, clinging to his desk as he noticed, aghast,
that the truck was starting to be overturned. 


Looking
at one of the screens he was surprised to see that it was Harry who, coming
back, his hands under one of the borders of the vehicle, was raising it.


"Bloody
freak, I'm fed up with you!" the old hand shouted and, once again
manipulating the joystick, he pressed the button. The machine gun lowered its
barrel very low along the vehicle and a dump went off, tearing off part of the
colossus' mighty biceps. 


Under
the impact and pain Harry released the truck while the bloody chip of muscle
fell on the ground, forming a pond full of dark blood.


The
dropped vehicle and its brutal contact with the ground racked Adams against his
desk, making him drop him down from his chair and release the joystick. The
machine gun fell silent again as the truck bounced several times. Its shock
absorbers, under stress, made painful metallic sounds. 


The
vehicle twitched several times before it stopped completely, while Harry
collapsed beside the vehicle. Pain on his face, holding his bloody arm
partially shredded, he was lying on his back on the dusty ground.


Noises
of electric motors drew his attention and, made him raise his head. He saw,
above him, protruding over the edge of the roof, the machine gun, with its
barrel pointed directly at his head.


"Farewell,
you won't hinder me anymore!"


Adams'
voice, broadcast by a loudspeaker beside the small turret of the machine-gun,
left no doubt as to his intentions. The big black man swallowed his saliva and
closed his eyes.


Inside
his office, which had become stable again, sitting in front of the controls,
the old Administrator wore a bad smile, as his thumb was about to press the
button of the joystick.


An
enormous metallic noise made him jump and almost fall from his armchair. It had
come from beside him, and, looking in that direction, he saw that something had
just pierced through the metal wall to his right. 


With
a tortured metal noise, a crystalline blade diffusing colored shades was
slicing through the metal of the truck as if it was butter, and it was moving
upwards toward the roof...


"What
the fuck is that?” the old man yelled, and he fell silent, open-mouthed, his
heart pounding again. 


The
blade continued to rise, then stopped at the height of a medium-sized man.
Then, the Administrator, still feeling protected in his "bunker", made
a face and sneered, "A diversion attempt?" It was then that Adams had
a nasty doubt that made him glance at the precedent screen.


He
jumped.


"No!"


He
no longer saw the black colossus lying on the ground. 


Only
a few traces of blood remained, where he had been lying.

New sounds of lacerated metal made him look to the side. With a morbid
fascination, he watched the blade rise again, brushing very quickly the ceiling
of the vehicle.


Outside,
his wounded arm profusely bleeding a thick, almost black blood, Harry was
lifting Red. Smiling at the good giant, she was being lifted like a feather
while, above, she held in both hands the crystal blade that passed through the
metal.


She
could scarcely feel the blade, extremely fine, passing through the material
constituting the wall of the vehicle. It was as if the wall was made of aether.


"Go
ahead, Red, go on!” Harry exclaimed enthusiastically, forgetting his arm's pain
as he lifted her even higher. A last push and Red arrived on the roof. The
blade also pierced the ledge of the roof and was encased above it.


Red
released the blade with a groan, and it fell vertically toward the roof. The
thick part of the blade that had served as a handle for the young teen
prevented the rest of the blade from passing through the roof, blocking its
fall.


And,
horrified, the girl saw that the "handle" of the weapon was red.


Blood
red in color. Her blood...


A
brief glance at the palms of her hands made her realize that they were
blood-stained.


"Are
you OK, Red?" Harry shouted to her, anxiety in his voice.


"Yes,
I'm fine," the girl lied, doing her best to smile at him.


Her
answer obviously reassured the big black who added, "Go on, and
continue!"


She
saw him suddenly become bleak, opening wide eyes, and he cried out, "Get
down!"


Red
fell flat on her stomach by reflex while a burst of machine-gun mowed past her
narrowly. She left herself roll on the roof and raised her head. She saw that
the machine-gun on the roof, shaking, was firing in her direction.


Seated
again at his desk in his den, Adams was busy on the joystick, pressing the
button like a devil, and he shouted, "Die, annoying little thing!"


The
strafing on the roof of the truck resumed, trying to follow the girl who rolled
faster on its hard surface, the bullets passing just above her. 


Red
was then surprised to find herself fall from the ledge of the roof, and still
rolling, she fell, seeing the ground whirling underneath.

She caught herself just in time with her hands, clinging with bloody fingers to
the thick rim of the roof.


Suddenly
the machine-gunning ceased, and the silence returned, while the girl remained
there, still hanging on the ledge, her heart beating violently in her chest. 


Horrified,
she looked at the machine gun, which continued to move on its turret. It was
now pointing precisely in her direction, the barrel lowering its angle of fire,
obviously readjusting its shooting angle.


Red
heard grunts beneath her.


 Her
heart beating really hard in her chest now, she hesitated a few seconds and
then, hesitantly, looked down.  


She
was so startled that she almost let go, when she saw that a whole bunch of
undead was beginning to gather underneath her. Apparently, they were beginning
to adapt to the din of the automatic weapon, adapting to change.

And obviously, they were hungry…


"Hasta
la vista, Baby," Adams yelled enthusiastically, beneath her, repeating a
phrase from an old movie that he had enjoyed, in his younger days. 


With
a smirk he pressed the trigger.


A
shower of fire was vomited by the machine gun and sputtered over her head. As
she was still fighting to remain hanging by her hands, the deafening sound of
the strafing was causing pain in her ears.  


And,
very worrying too, she saw the barrel of the weapon angle lowering more and
more.

Then she felt a throbbing pain at the top of her head. 


Under
the blow of the pain she was really on the verge of letting go. 


She
felt liquid flowing abundantly along her forehead and over her right eye, its
vision turning red. Red recognized the smell of blood, and she wasn't the only
one…


Below,
the copper scent excited the zombies, who began to gather tighter, stretching
their decaying hands towards her. They muttered a blend of grunts which, oddly
enough, reminded her of a call. 


They
were begging her to join them…


Red
looked down at them, their image being reddened by the blood continuing to flow
over one of her eyes, and now dripping down her cheek and chin. These trickling
drops drew the whole crowd of undead underneath her. Attracted to her as if she
was a magnet, they were fighting each other. Their mouths open, they were
trying to drink at the Fountain of Life.


The
girl felt that her fingers were becoming numb now, that she was going to let
go.


 


 


***











Friendship


 


Not only
did Red feel her fingers weakening, while, deafened by the sound of the
machine-gun which swept the air in front of her, she remained hanging on the
edge of the roof of the truck, but besides all that, another form of torture
was assailing her.


Dizziness.


The
vertigo which began to torture her internally, to snatch her, to call her down,
towards the mass of the hungry undead beneath her.


The
same vertigo as the one that had literally paralyzed her, as a child, on that
branch of a tree, from which she had seen the end of her mother.


And
the vertigo made her feel literally sucked towards the mass of hungry mouths,
beneath her ...


Red
closed her eyes, accepting the end, while a new strafing of the armed turret
missed her fingers very closely.


It
was then that the machine-gun pointed upwards and stopped, causing the young
red-haired woman to open her eyes in surprise, watching the turret which had
become immobile.


 


"
No!” Adams exclaimed, while, as he released the joystick, he watched one of the
doors accessing his desk be distorted under a new stroke. Watching a screen
showing what was going on in the back of the truck, he understood.


"Beware,
behind you!” Johnny yelled, watching his father shrug more and more violently
against the door, not seeing what was coming behind him via the entrance that
had remained open.


Harry
turned around to find himself facing two new zombies. They were trying to tear
his back with the sharp tips of their bony fingers. 


The
giant sent to both of their bleached skulls a backhand punch, which sent them
bumping toward the nearby wall. The creatures crashed together against it,
close to Bo and Johnny. The latter gave a circular kick with all his might to
the creatures, their skulls having been deformed by the shock. 


Their
steps unsteady, even more staggering than usual, they crashed against a third
undead, who had been trying to enter by the entrance.


 


Red
felt relieved by the pause of the strafing, and she tried to lift herself back
onto the roof with her arms.


A
traction down surprised her, and she was on the verge of letting go. Looking
down, she saw that the zombies had massed together so much underneath her, that
one of them had climbed onto the others. One-eyed, with worms wriggling from
its empty orbit while the other eye, intact, looked at her, it had taken one of
her sneakers in its rotten hand.


She
shook her foot violently and the creature, awkward, lost not only her foot but
also its balance, and collapsed on those below, causing them to fall too.


Red
helped herself with her feet and, with a great effort, managed to attain the
edge of the roof. Looking down, she was dizzy as she saw the creatures
underneath stand up, while watching her. They always got up, it was
exasperating...


She
stood up with difficulty, and walked in the direction of her improvised sword,
which remained fixed in the roof. Its "handle", its thick and oval
part, still covered with blood, had begun to take on a brown tint. She looked
disgustedly at the palms of her hands, covered with bloody scars, and sighed
heavily. Then she lifted the blade by its thick part and raised it in the air.
It was like a strange diamond-like saber, reflecting all the shades of the
rainbow. With such a sharp thing in her hands, she felt like a samurai with the
strongest sword in the world...


Regarding
samurais...


She
had just thought about her grandfather, who had been lying on the muddy grass,
and she saw that he had awakened and was watching her. Even at this distance,
she saw that he was smiling at her, and it was, for her, balm to her heart. A
smile full of pride?


The
joy she had felt suddenly disappeared, when she saw that he wasn’t alone.


Zombies
were approaching the wounded old man, whose clothes were stained with blood. 


 


"Hiroto!”
she yelled, horrified.


"Red?"


Looking
below, she saw a zombie ejected soundly through the entrance of the truck, and
knock down another that was standing in front. The two creatures went rolling
away, as she saw Harry jump out of the vehicle and onto the ground. He raised
his head and, recognizing her, he smiled warmly.


"Thank
God, you're fine!" he added, joined by his son and Bo.


"Hiroto,
save him!" Red yelled, pointing at her grandfather, and Harry, looking in
the direction indicated by her finger, showed a horrified face. Several
creatures had knelt around Hiroto, and opened gaping, hungry mouths.


Harry,
once again, surprised Red by accelerating towards the group at a speed that
seemed, she thought, impossible for a human being. He arrived at the level of
some of the zombies. 


He
hit them violently, shoving them like pins knocked down by a bowling ball.


Turning
around Hiroto like a cyclone, the big black man jostled the creatures that were
still massing, causing them to utter plaintive grunts.


Red
grinned with all her teeth, feeling reassured, as she saw that Johnny and Bo
were running to join the colossus.


A
strafing of the roof in front of her made her jump and then step back. Just in
time to avoid a second wake of grape shot. She saw that the machine gun turret
was moving quickly, following all her movements.


 


Below,
in his office, the old Administrator was nervously manipulating
the joystick, and he spat, "Die, little whore!"


 


Red
retreated again to avoid another strafing which narrowly missed the end of her
sneakers, at the risk of tearing her toes.


It
was then that the girl realized that she was losing her balance. She stabilized
herself by swinging her arms, realizing that her heels were right on the edge
of the roof. Zombies, below her, were obviously hoping to see her fall among
them. 


Mercifully
the red-haired girl regained her equilibrium, while she realized that the
deafening strafing had stopped. Thanks to the momentary silence, she heard
metallic sounds coming from the turret.


Looking
at it, she saw that it was modifying its angle of fire, preparing for a final,
more precise, lethal strafing. That’s when, fed up, she felt an animal fury
rise from inside herself.


When
the shot resumed she jumped into the air and rolled forward, avoiding the
strafing.


She
finally restored her balance and came to a standstill.


She
was now standing by the ledge on the other side of the roof, looking at the
turret from behind.  The girl noticed that the machine gun had stopped firing. 


Its
turret was turning spasmodically in many directions, looking for her in the
zone where she had been, just a few seconds ago.


"Where
has she gone?" Adams roared, manipulating the controls and the joystick
furiously. The field of view changed once again, given by the webcam equipping
the machine gun. It showed him that the turret turned to the right.
Reactivating the controls, he finally rotated the turret in the opposite
direction, watching, on one of the screens, the roof stream past.


A
silhouette appeared briefly in his field of vision before the continuing
rotation made it disappear.


"Ah!” 
Adams shouted victoriously, as he activated the joystick again, making the
turret turn in the other direction and, finally, halt.


Adams
started up in fright when the webcam was face to face with Red.


He
nevertheless pressed the trigger.


 


A
new burst of the machine gun narrowly missed Red, who dodged the intense fire.
She finally stopped next to the turret, which was now blindly firing, right
where she had been.


Red
wielded the crystal blade with dexterity and decapitated the turret, separating
its axis from the roof, as it vomited impressive orange sparks.


 


The
strafing stopped and, below, the Administrator had seen the image sent by the
webcam of the turret disappear, now replaced by a cloud of parasites. He
manipulated the joystick uselessly again.


It
was then that he saw something fall into the field of view of one of the
screens on the wall. Focusing his attention on it, he recognized, nervously,
the turret, which had just crashed into the mud. Smoke was still escaping from
its barrel.


"Oh,
oh ..." Adams murmured, releasing the joystick and slumping heavily in his
comfortable seat, swallowing hard.


It
was then that the tortured metal sound erupted again from the roof. Turning his
head he saw the blade reappear through the slot in the roof. The slot stretched
out, while the blade roamed over the roof. He was surprised, it was as if the
roof was almost intangible.


"
No, no!” yelled the old man, shivering.


"Well
done, Red," Johnny shouted, hilarious, like her father and Bo, as they saw
the young redhead continue what she had begun, that is, cut through the truck's
roof. His head raised cautiously by Johnny, Hiroto, weakened and his face
sweaty, didn't laugh, but he smiled as he watched the scene as well.

Excited by her rage as she punctured, Red made a decision as she reached the
other side of the truck, where she recognized the zombies that had awaited her.

This decision was to jump on them, which she did, telling herself, Sod
vertigo!


Not
at all slowed by the blade she was brandishing, a blade that now pierced the
side of the truck from top to bottom as she plummeted, she fell on the undead
with unbelievable brutality.

The entire group of zombies was shaken by the loss of balance of those on which
she had just fallen.


 She
found herself sitting on the back of one of the creatures, which lay on its
belly, its cervical vertebrae twisted by the brutality of the shock.

Tardy, the zombies didn't react when she suddenly stood up among them, on their
now shaking fellow.


And
when, at last, they moved, the girl suddenly spun around at the speed of
lightning, almost faster than a human eye could follow, before she stopped
again, as fast as she had accelerated.


All
the creatures near her collapsed into pieces, while those farther away seemed
to hesitate.


Hiroto
and Johnny, who had just witnessed the scene, exchanged a smile, and the young
man clearly recognized, in his old Master, a feeling of pride. A pride he found
well deserved. He then saw his father rush to the back of the truck, to which
he clung with his immense arms.


 


Sitting
at his desk, Adams watched the screens intently. He sensed more than he saw
something move in the field of view of one of the monitors, like a blur,
disappearing as quickly as it appeared.

All of a sudden, the whole truck was shaken up with a metallic clatter, and he
saw all the monitors switch off, while the neon lights on the ceiling went out.

He was now in the dark, and he murmured, "My God, but what's
happen..."


It
was then that he saw, in front of him, the receding of the wall of now inactive
screens, with its two access doors to his desk. The rear of the vehicle moved
away several meters as the outside light entered through the breach, and,
dazzled, he saw the outside world.


"Nooo!"
Adams cried.


 


 


***











Baptism


 


Red,
having lowered her blade, saw with fascination the colossus who, braced in the
effort, continued to pull the back of the truck, its tires dragging on the
muddy ground.


The
half of the vehicle stopped in a metal crash, as she heard, more clearly, the
cackling of the poultry in the cages. She could now see the poor animals in
their cages, in that half of the vehicle.


The
red-haired girl also made a grimace, sniffing the smell of droppings that had
accumulated. Turning her head, she looked inside the other side of the truck,
and was amazed by the difference in ornamentation and luxury she saw inside,
compared to the poultry-full half.


What
she saw, on the other side of the two halves, beginning to infiltrate Adams'
office, didn’t reassure her ...


A
presence near her made her jump and turn around, brandishing the blade in her
hand.


"Hey!"


The
exclamation caused her to come to a halt as she found herself in front of dark
abdominals giving off a smell of sweat, visible below a short T-shirt. Raising
her head, she saw Harry's face, who, with a reproachful air, looked at her. He
squinted almost at the blade, which was a few inches from his nose. She lowered
the blade and, with a shy smile, murmured, "Sorry."


The
good giant sighed heavily, reassured, and, smiling, raised his head. 


Then
he tensed, seeing in turn the two zombies, dragging their feet on the other
side of the half of the truck which was near them. The creatures were looking
inside the opened half.


Harry
walked over to the two creatures which were now opening gaping and greedy
flesh-eating mouths, while looking inside.


The
big black unwittingly put his foot on a broken branch that protruded from the
ground.


The
cracking attracted the attention of the two undead, looking abruptly in his
direction. Having noticed the man and the girl, they emitted raucous grunts,
like wild beasts starting to get defensive.


The colossus continued to advance towards them, his fists
closed, but suddenly felt a hand touching his right arm, causing him to stop.
Looking lower, he saw that it was the young redhead who touched him with a
hand, and that with the other hand she  was dragging a bulky mass in the mud.


"I think it will be more useful for you than for
me," Red said, lifting the handle of the object to put it in his huge
hand. He lifted the object to make it stop at the level of his eyes.


It was a very heavy model of flamethrower, its impressive
barrel mud-covered, after having been dragged by the girl, with much effort,
along the ground.


As he was focused on the weapon, Harry felt another hand
touching his solar plexus through his T-shirt, and he wondered what the pretty
teenager was calling for.


A second, icy hand placed on his exposed belly made him
tremble. What does that young chick want? And why, for God’s sake, do girls
have such cold hands?


Mechanically, he glanced to his right and saw Red standing on
guard, holding the blade up with both hands, ready to slice.


This realization was similar to that of an electric shock for
Harry.


He
suddenly lifted the flamethrower to see one of the zombies, its mouth open,
about to draw its rotten teeth into his abs. He knocked with the weapon's
handle on the creature's head which emitted a loud noise of broken bones.


It
fell on its knees before him. The top of its skull was open, and purulent brain
began to flow through the cracked opening, but the thing was still moving…


And
he saw with horror that the creature, its head at the level of his lower
abdomen, open its jaw even wider, preparing to bite his manhood...

He thrust the big gun of the flamethrower into the gaping jaw, making its teeth
implode inside its throat when the metallic barrel struck.

The zombie uttered a muffled roar and Harry shouted, "Like it or lump
it!", and he pressed the trigger.


A
flood of flames invaded the gaping mouth as the roar of the zombie fell silent,
replaced by the blast of the flamethrower. The yellowish light of the flames
became apparent through the empty orbits, while the whole face of the thing
seemed to light up. Continuing to squeeze the trigger as the gun continued to
sound a deafening roar, Harry saw that the throat, then the belly of the
creature, visible through an old open rotten shirt, had begun to glow.


"Watch
out," Red yelled, leaping from his side to face the other zombie, and with
a swift movement of the crystal blade, making it fall apart.

"What?" he asked, and lowering his eyes, he was surprised to see that
the creature on its knees before him had begun to shine.


He
stopped pressing the trigger and then silence reigned.


But
the zombie continued to shine, an inner fire continuing to devour it as the
cannon still filled its mouth. Its incandescent cheeks began to swell and its
belly inflated like a balloon. Harry muttered "What the fuck is..."

The explosion of the undead interrupted him and he received projections of the
thing on his face and was blinded by them.

Silence returned.


But
his ears still buzzed after the sound of the explosion.


Disgusted,
stinking rotten and roasted flesh, he released the flamethrower and wiped his
eyes.


The
heavy weapon fell in the mud at his feet with a big splash, and he continued to
wipe his eyes nervously.


 And
finally, reassured, he regained his sight. His vision was disturbed by his
dirty lashes, still covered with remains of burnt flesh. He wiped them again
and looked down. 


He
saw that only a few burnt pieces of the creature were left at his feet, on
which he had dropped the flamethrower. He felt purulent fragments on his neck
and his face, and his clothes were completely stained.


He
lifted his head and saw Red, who, standing near the remains of the other
zombie, had also been showered.

She spat out brownish saliva that flowed down her chin and, showing, like him,
a disgusted pout, she said, "That's why I said 'Watch out'."

Harry looked at her for a few seconds, amazed, becoming immobile, and seeming
thoughtful.


 And
suddenly, opening wide eyes full of terror; he tried to remove from his face
and clothes as many zombie pieces and dead, dark blood as he could, grinning
more than ever in revulsion.


"Don't
stress," Red said as he approached. "When they explode like that,
because of the methane accumulated in their tissues, they can no longer
contaminate anyone. I heard Doctor Mengele say that, once, in an educational
video I watched at school."

The good giant continued to look at her, bewildered, and she continued,
"And believe me, since I've already gone through this, I know he's
right!"

Harry breathed a deep sigh of relief, closing his eyes as he lowered his head.


Still
trembling, Adams had heard grunts and yells and had seen, horrified, the
creatures looking in his direction through the gaping opening of the truck.
Their empty, but obviously not blind, orbits had seen him, and the creatures
had opened gaping mouths.

The old Administrator had sought refuge under his desk, shivering in the
darkness he found there, while he heard their grunts grow louder and louder.

The grunts and roars had redoubled, and he had heard a great noise.

Then nothing...


In
the small rectangular space formed by the underside of his desk and closed by
his chair, he felt safe. Vaguely, misleadingly safe and he was very aware of
it...

Coiled in a fetal position, he heard trailing steps approaching, and putrid
odors assailed his nostrils at once.

It was with horror that he realized that the chair was pulled out, exposing him
to the light coming from outside.


Then
he felt a hand pulling him from under the desk by the scruff of the neck of his
beautiful white jacket. He resisted, extending his arms inside the rectangular
dwelling which had served him as a shelter, but this resistance was futile. He
knew he could not resist the strength of their numbers.

A last pull brought him out of his shelter like an oyster out of its shell and
he found himself standing, dazzled by the light.

Then his feet left the floor...

Distraught, he jiggled his legs, while his vision became clearer, and found
himself face to face with the impressive visage of Harry Jackson.


The latter looked at him with a mocking smile, while he
continued to hold him in the air by his collar. Astonished, the old
Administrator saw that what remained of his office was cluttered with undead,
cut into pieces or crushed against the metal walls of the remains of the
vehicle. And standing by the black colossus, he recognized Red, who also looked
at him with a smile, looking sly.

The old Administrator tried with his fat and short fingers to make the hand of
the colossus that held him loosen, but it was in vain. He had a strange
impression and, still hanging, raised his head and looked at the black man's
hand. 


He was surprised to see that it was covered with burnt and
purulent flesh. Looking closer at the big black and the little redhead, he
noticed that they were covered with the same awful smelling substance. He
opened his mouth and, swallowing hard, repressed with difficulty his desire to
vomit, before finally speaking.


"Ah...
Hello... I... I can explain all to you..." muttered Joshua Adams. This
didn't make the man and the girl react, save for the fact that he saw them
exchange a wink.

It was then that a deafening, wild clamor sounded around them, putting all
three of them on edge. Adams first of all, who, still held above the ground,
felt completely helpless.

When Adams was brought out with Harry and Red, from what had been his office,
they faced an even more deafening clamor...


 


Looking
towards where the clamor came from, they found themselves face-to-thing with a
hideous swarm of undead. These were excited, dragging their feet in numbers
towards them, their sheer numbers filling the three humans with fear.

Harry, who was watching the old administrator out of the corner of his eye so
that he did not escape, closed his enormous fists, ready to fight.

Red held her improvised sword more firmly. 


It
meant an increased suffering, when the rough edges of the "handle" of
the crystal blade sank even deeper into the gaping wounds of her palms.


She
retained her pain, remembering what Hiroto had told her: pain is a signal going
to the brain, like all the other signals coming from the body's senses. And
Adams trembled, knowing he was incapable of doing anything to defend himself,
accustomed as he was to administrative management... and twisted political
coups.


It was an avalanche of zombies which were dragging toward
them, numerous like ants. 


Adams
dropped face down to the ground, putting his hands on his head, while the black
giant and the redhead warrior were preparing to strike the first creatures
which would approach.

Red then remembered, and accepted inwardly, what Hiroto had taught her.


Accepting
the possibility of an imminent end,  in order to not to be paralyzed by the
fear of death, and thus be effective at the highest level. To become a
war-fighting machine completely engrossed in its task, and thus be able to die
with dignity...


 


 


***











Return


 


Their
reflex reaction was in fact to settle down when their sight was obscured by the
decomposing living dead coming upon them...


... and
passed them without attacking them!


Red
and Harry were amazed to see the creatures literally run around them and bypass
them, without ever trying to attack them.


Turning
around, they saw that the undead were rushing towards the back of the truck,
where many of their fellows were already clinging to the bars of the cages
where the chickens were. The frightened cackles of the worried poultry were
scarcely heard, because of the animal clamor of the excited zombies.

Adams raised his head and stood up, disgusted to see the front of his beautiful
white suit now just as stained as its back, but especially, he was surprised to
be alive. He watched with fascination the creatures gathering in numbers
against the cages, occupying, near them, the area at the foot of the ladder.


There
was an outcry and the three human beings froze with terror. 


They
caught a glimpse of the man who had been knocked down at the foot of the
ladder. He had woken up with the back of his head soaked in a pool of his own
blood, following his fall from the ladder... and when he saw the mass of
creatures coming to him, he thought that he was in the middle of a real
nightmare... and realized that he wasn't dreaming!

He screamed again as the undead plunged their bony decaying fingers into his
chest and pulled out his viscera and still beating heart. Others had plunged
their yellow teeth into his limbs and neck.


His
cries ceased as they submerged him, and beside him Vlad was also shouting,
being bitten by a bunch of greedy mouths. Blood flowing abundantly from the
back of his wounded scalp, he tried to get up, but the creatures not concerned
by the poultry were weighing on him.


That's
when the hit man, knowledgeable in martial arts, finally rolled while uttering
a cry of rage, which was scarcely audible among the roars. Carried away by his
roll, several undead were overthrown, and Vlad leapt to his feet. Just as the
mass of creatures was about to fall again on him, he jumped up and reached the
ladder, climbing it with great ease. His defense and reflexes had been
remarkable, and Red, as a connoisseur, could only admire, despite her reservations
about the loathed man. He reached the roof of the truck and stood above the
fray. Zombies began to try, laboriously, to climb the ladder after him, but the
henchman, efficiently, picked them off with a kick to the head, each time they
came up, and they fell heavily on their fellows below.


A
roar of engines was heard, and the two previous bikers arrived, rolling at full
speed towards the truck. The one behind had dropped the dead chicken carcass
and, hanging on the handlebar, hoped not to be caught by the emaciated hands of
the creatures surrounding them.


"Mr.
Adams?" the man sitting behind the other called, as they looked with
astonishment at the two separated halves of the truck, seeking their Big Boss.

For them the sky fell and the motorcycle was overturned, making them fall on
the ground.

A sky that had the form of Vlad, who had jumped from the roof of the truck on
them. After falling on them, the henchman had thrown himself forward and made a
roll, which had projected him several meters away from them.


The
two bikers got up, the motorcycle still roaring, but they did not do it fast
enough. Dozens of hands fell upon them as they began to scream and struggle.
Flapping all over the place, unable to escape, they were horrified. They
groaned, but the sound stopped quickly as the creatures plunged their bony
hands into their chests and began to extract their throbbing hearts and lungs.

Vlad, benefitting from the diversion that he had created, jumped on the bike
after having raised it from the ground, as the group of zombies was busy while
munching. The man having put the motorcycle on its wheels, he prepared to
throttle the gas.


Suddenly
a zombie, spitting bright red blood, clung with a bleached bony hand on his
shoulder.

Vlad accelerated and began to roll away from the bloody mess, dragging the
creature behind him. He rolled over to a tree and brushed it on purpose. The
zombie hit the trunk noisily with its face and slipped down in front of it,
while the henchman fled further into the woods. He still had the forearm and
the hand of the thing clinging to his shoulder, when the spectators saw him
disappear within the dense vegetation. The engine noise of the motorcycle faded
very quickly and, a few seconds later, it couldn't be heard anymore. Red's
group was horrified while seeing the horrible fate he had left to his comrades
to. Harry was especially disgusted, as his face showed.


"A
real bastard! Let's go, I think he won't worry us anymore," he said to
Red, who answered, “Yes, and the zombies too, while they have a clear
preference for chickens and... those human beings…  but it will not last,
better to leave!"

"Do you think that their attraction for chickens explains why they didn't
attack us?" the girl asked, obviously puzzled.

"Do you see any other explanation? Perhaps we were only luckier than those
two poor slobs?" Harry couldn't see what she was trying to express.


"I'm
sure the pieces of undead that cover us - and which you smeared the back of
Adams' suit here with - made them think we're like them. They rely more on
odors than on anything else, apparently. "

"Maybe, after all, it was worth messing your pretty costume, huh, Mr.
Adams?"

Harry heard no reply.

Turning his head, he noticed that Adams was no longer near them. He had
disappeared while they were watching Vlad flee.


 


Joshua
Adams had just hidden behind a bush, a few yards away, and was discreetly
trying to secretly escape. He walked slowly, fearing to crack a twig under his
pretty, still partially white moccasins.


"Where
are you going?" Harry's tenor voice startled the fat man, who remained
immobile like a statue…


Then
began to run, burdened by his excess weight.

Many seconds passed by when, gasping and beginning to falter, he felt Harry's
iron hand on his collar, which stopped him. Turning around the old man saw,
many meters behind the black colossus, who was not in the least breathless,
Red, who was running towards them.

"You're going to have some explanations to give to the Community, I
believe, Mr. Adams," said the big black with a firm tone of voice.


"Please
listen to me, you've mistaken me as being guilty of something," the
Administrator responded, in a honeyed voice while smiling. He stopped for a few
seconds, seemingly weighing the odds in his torturous mind, before adding,
"We can come to an arrangement."

"An arrangement?" asked the girl, stopping in front of him, and he
went on, "Yes..." with almost paternal candor. "Warriors like
you are needed, I can make sure the media make you heroes of the Community,
with all the material benefits associated with... "

"We don’t want your favoritism, keep your pork-barreling propositions for
yourself… We want you to pay for your crimes!" roared the good giant,
while lifting the little man by his collar, so that the old man's chubby face
arrived at the level of his own.

"My... my crimes?" the politician whimpered. "But let's
see..."


"We
go back to the Community, and you come with us, that's all," said the
giant black man, making it clear that the dialogue was over about the subject.

Adams then lost his smile, his face becoming purple with rage, and shouted,
"My men hidden in the woods will prevent you from approaching them!
They've been ordered to shoot anyone approaching the Community without my
consent!"

Harry looked furious and roared, "You bastard..." 

Adams disappeared from their sight, having been torn from his hands.


Harry
was dumbfounded when he realized that he was staring at the old man's empty
jacket, that he was still holding by its collar. Then Red and he saw the little
old man, who was sitting on the motorcycle behind Vlad. He had literally
snatched the Administrator while passing by. 


They
zigzagged between the undead coming out of the woods to get to the truck.

"No, I don't want this, he's not going to flee so easily!" Red
shouted, the very white skin of her face reddening with anger.


"Oh,
no," replied her big black friend.


He
then literally disappeared in turn beside her, raising a great cloud of dust,
which surrounded the young redhead completely.

Coughing and rubbing her eyes as she stepped out of the small cloud of dust,
she looked at Harry with amazement, as he was running at a crazy pace, dozens
of meters away, having already almost caught up with the bike. But Adams,
looking behind while half turning around, had seen him.


"Vlad,
we're going to be overtaken!" cried the latter, looking behind with stress
visible on his plummy face.


 The
henchman immediately released one of the motorcycle's handlebars and, turning
half around, he pointed a revolver at the giant coming on them and fired. 


Harry
crashed.


He
fell and collapsed on the ground, lifting a great cloud of dust as he continued
to be carried away by his impetus.


The
motorcycle and its two passengers disappeared behind a tree and then from Red's
view, as she ran as fast as she could toward the prone big black, and shouted,
"Harry!"


He
was lying on his stomach, face down on the ground and didn't move anymore.


The
girl arrived near him and, crouching down, she tried, pushing on one of his
shoulders, to make him roll over. She managed to make him lift a little on one
side, but, way too heavy for her, he remained in the dust, and the redhead
quickly stopped pushing. His head fell back in the dust.


She
then remained immobile at his side, thinking quickly, as seconds passed by. She
then remembered what she had learnt in martial arts, and especially how to
manipulate the human body. She moved to be on the other side of the colossus.
Then, squatting, and passing both of her legs over Harry, she grabbed the arm
on the other side of his massive back. Then, maintaining it firmly with her
hands, she let herself briskly sit down on the ground, beside him. Helped by
her own weight, she finally succeeded in turning Johnny's father over.


 She
then saw his face and felt something like an electrical shock.


His
gaze was steady, devoid of any trace of life.


Then
she heard someone approaching, running towards her.


"Red!"


She
recognized Johnny's voice. He had come from behind a tree and, opening wide
eyes as he saw them on the ground, he leapt towards them. 


The
sad face she showed as she was watching him, he liked it not. 


Crazy
with worry, his heart pounding, he crouched in his turn near his father.


"Dad,
no!" he exclaimed, horrified, seeing the big hole that the bullet of the
gun had formed in his father's forehead. The young man felt anger…


A
ferocious hatred towards Adams and Vlad… and swore internally, One day, I'll
make both pay for all of this, a hundredfold!

"Sorry, Johnny," whispered his female friend, who, still sitting on
the floor, had dropped the big man's arm, when the body had been put on its
back. 


Tears
flew down her freckled cheeks, as she contemplated with her friend his prone,
immobile, dead father. The latter had his eyes closed and his face covered with
dust.


She
said to herself inwardly, He seems so quiet now, so much away from this
world, which has become a nightmare... I almost envy him... but his help
would've been so useful for our survival!

The girl watched the huge man, a so impressive person, so powerful… 


Then
she opened wide eyes and looked at Johnny, who had his head lowered, sadness
visible on his face, even though, obviously, he resisted the temptation to cry.
A male education thing that, like many other girls and women, she always had
difficulties to understand.


"Johnny,"
she finally dared to say, stopping and remaining silent. Johnny looked at her
and asked, "What?"


"We…"
she looked at him, seemingly pleading, and finally she said, "We must burn
his body."


"Have
you gone mad?" her friend shouted.


 "I'm
sorry, Johnny," answered the young girl, clearly embarrassed, "But if
we don't burn him soon, perhaps he will become a zombie. A very, very, powerful
zombie! He was infected, and now that he's dead, who knows if the treatment
will make him remain human. At least a dead human!"


The
young colored man glared at her while gritting his teeth, obviously ready to
insult her, his face purple with anger… and finally he relaxed. Hiroto had
taught him self-control, and many other things.


Johnny
breathed heavily while looking back at his father, and croaked, "Well, I
admit that… we must find some dry wood and…"


Suddenly
Harry coughed, causing cries of surprise to come from the two young people. Red
got up abruptly and stepped back to get out of reach of the giant, imitated by
Johnny.


The
tall black rose slowly, as if in slow motion, closing his mouth. He opened wide
eyes with dusty lashes, and looked at each of them, one after the other.  


The
girl looked Johnny in the eyes and guessed that, like her, he didn't know
whether he should rejoice or not about what was happening. She saw that the
colossus was beginning to slowly open his mouth, expecting to see his mouth
open wide, greedily, horribly, waiting to react when he would leap toward them.
Red, starting to feel nervous, tightened in her hand the rough "handle"
of her "saber", hurting the palm of her hand even more.


A
quick gesture of her arm would pop the creature's head if it approached, like a
cork pops away from the neck of a bottle...

"Wow, what a headache!"

Harry Jackson's words astonished his son and the young redhead, who looked at
him, their eyes bulging with surprise.

Realizing that they looked at him strangely, not saying anything, the colossus
asked, "Are both of you alright?"


"Pa...
Dad?" Johnny asked tentatively, not daring to believe it.


"Yes?"
the big colored man looked at him with a lot of concentration. Perhaps too much
concentration…


"I...
I thought..." the young man stammered, obviously looking for his words.


"We
thought you were dead," Red thundered, looking at him more amused than
frightened, now.


"No
kidding?" Harry looked almost surprised.


"Because
of the..." and saying that, she pointed with her index finger toward the
center of her own forehead. 


Intrigued,
he put his hand on his forehead and, touching with his fingers, one of them eventually
fell on the hole formed by the bullet he had received. The kind giant frowned,
and with his finger still on the pit, he asked, "What the hell is
that?"


Johnny,
who finally came to speak, said "It's a..."


He
had just broken off when he had seen that his father had just thrust his finger
into the hole.


Wet
sounds and small crackles were heard, while the two young men watched him with
horror move his finger into the cavity, and even began to slip a second finger
inside it.


"No,
Dad, you shouldn’t..."


Too
late!


Harry
was already rummaging deeper inside the wound now, while dark, slime-like blood
was beginning to trickle down his forehead. Johnny looked away and, meeting
Red's eyes, he realized that his friend was also making a grimace of disgust.


The
colossus finally brought his two fingers out of the gaping hole. 


Scarcely
had the fingers left the wound, when even more blackened blood began to flow.
Johnny looked at this with horror, his heart pounding. His brain is going to
be drained completely of its blood, and Dad’s going to really die, for real,
this time.  Why did he do that?


It
was then that, to Johnny’s great relief, the blood ceased to flow out of the
wound. Reporting his attention to his father's two fingers, he saw that he was
holding them near his eyes, looking at something inside, which seemed covered
with dried, dark blood.


"But...
It's a bullet!" Harry exclaimed, and it was then that the two youths
recognized the elongated object. But when they turned their attention to the
face of the big black, they opened wide amazed eyes.


Through
the big gap in the middle of Harry's forehead, they could catch a glimpse of
something.


"My
God," Johnny shouted, "Dad, we can see part of your brain!"


"Ah?"
said his father, looking vaguely surprised.


"You
should be dead, Dad, how’s all this possible?" cried Johnny.


His
father heaved a deep sigh, then, after a few seconds of silent gazing at each
other, he resumed, "I think you have understood now that I am not really
cured."


He
paused again, hesitating, before resuming, "I am an undead."


 


Adams,
sitting behind Vlad on the saddle of the bike, clung as well as he could to
him. The motorcycle slipped at full speed between the trees, rushing at a crazy
pace.


"Slow
down, Vlad," the old Administrator shouted. "You’ll eventually make
us fall, you can slow down now, we’ve outrun them!"


"Are
you kidding? I want to reach the Community as soon as possible, so that Mengele
can take care of me!"


"Take
care of you?" the old man asked, pressing harder on the abdomen of the hitman,
exposed because of his torn shirt.


"Yes,
I was bitten by zombies, he has to stop the transformation process, and even
make it regress!" cried the young man.


"Ah..."
Adams murmured, suddenly disturbed because he was feeling something wet, under
his fingers.


He
opened his left hand and, still clinging with the other one, looked at his five
fat fingers. They were covered in blood. He had been clinging to a wound made
by the bite of a zombie!


The
Administrator quickly wiped his hand on his once beautiful white trousers,
smearing them even more, as he felt disgust and fear. He also didn’t want to
undergo the transformation, and he very well knew how much the virus could
contaminate someone.


"You
think he’ll make it?" asked Vlad, and a trace of fear could be heard in
the tone of his voice.


"Make...
What?" Adams replied, barely avoiding falling, when they suddenly passed
over a bump. The motorcycle made a beautiful parable in the air. The old man
found himself several centimeters above the saddle, clinging nervously to the
henchman, tightening his bloody abdominals again. He grimaced; the contact of
the contagious liquid disgusted and stressed him at the same time.


The
motorbike finally landed hard on the grassy ground, and the old man pushed a
"Phew!" grimacing, when his nuts fell brutally on the back of the
saddle.

"You think Mengele will manage to treat me like he has done for Harry
Jackson?" Vlad asked impatiently, turning to cast a bad look at him. Adams
then opened his eyes wide as he found the biker's head fearful. Whitish skin,
bluish, prominent veins…


 


"I
am sure," the old man replied, not wanting to panic the rider, and he
added, "But first and foremost, we must warn our men about the arrival of
Hiroto and his friends. I will have them all fired on sight! "

The henchman nodded and throttled back fully. The two men disappeared behind a
grove.


 


 


***











Resurrection


 


"What's
wrong with you?" the black colossus asked his son and his friend. At the
same time, he stepped forward in their direction.


Red
and Johnny recoiled instinctively.


Noticing
their reaction, Harry froze. Then he looked at them for several seconds, an air
of incomprehension on his face...

He then suddenly roared with laughter. A thundering laugh. The two youths
looked at each other, hesitating as to what they could say to him, while he
continued to laugh.


Finally
he stopped laughing. Then, sighing heavily, the big black resumed, "You're
not accustomed to having an undead speak to you, and I understand that very
well..." They remained immobile and silent, looking at him with puzzled
looks. He resumed, "... the thing is that I remain a human, with the help
of Mengele, that bloody devil. Consider me as simply risen from the dead, in
the biblical sense of the term..."


He
turned around and added, "Look!"

That's when he removed his cap.


His
son and his friend cried out, opening wide astonished eyes as they looked,
horrified.

A tiny bottle, filled with a fluorescent green liquid, was literally hung by
staples at the back of the giant's scalp. A thin pipe passed through the cork
of the tiny bottle, and the two disgusted youths could see that the fluorescent
liquid, mixed with small bubbles, went up along the scalp... toward his brain!


A
part of the back of his brain was visible through a kind of transparent window
inserted in a hole in the skull. The pipe passed through an inlet in the center
of the window, mixing it in an orange cloud with blood bathing the brain.

"My God," Johnny exclaimed, dropping down on his knees the grassy
ground. He was unable to watch the scene and took his face in his hands. He
looked down at the floor, unable to contemplate the scene any longer, worthy of
an anatomical board. 


"Dad,
but what did that mad scientist do to you?"


Turning
back to face him, then hiding the horrible device, Harry replied, "He
applied to me the only treatment he managed to develop. It's a treatment that
freezes the process of transforming the mind into one of a zombie, but only
slowing down the transformation of the body... "

Red snorted and said, "I thought I felt something, like an odd smell...
when we were locked up in the truck…"


 


"Yes,
a smell of putrefaction," Harry interrupted her, looking sadly at her now,
continuing, "I've perfumed myself, following the advice of the  ‘Good
Doctor Mengele’, but I wasn't able to completely hide the smell."


"You're
actually continuing to transform into a living dead?" Johnny asked,
looking at his father with an even greater sadness.


"Yes,
it's making me slowly rot..." and seeing horror appear on his boy's face, Harry
quickly added, "But it's a very, very slow transformation process,
reassure yourself, and my mind remains intact... "


He
paused a few seconds before adding, "... at least, it is the case if I
regularly receive a dose of the miracle drug invented by bright boy!"


"The
product that's injected into your brain, right?" the girl asked, who
wasn't as much affected as her friend by what she had just seen. After all, the
colossus was not her father.


And
she had already seen so many horrors during her childhood…


"Yes,
if it's injected into me, I'm pretty much the same, but if the product runs
out..." he paused to swallow his saliva, nervously, before continuing,
"... I will quickly turn into a real zombie, with a creepy craving for
human flesh. In fact, the doctor explained that the older, ill, stressed, or
injured someone is, the quicker the transformation process happens... Many
factors can change the length of time of a person's transformation."


He
smiled at both of them, showing impeccable white teeth, before resuming,
"The advantage, as long as the injected product slows down the process, is
that my mind remains intact, and controls a zombie body whose strength is, you
know, tenfold... And since my mind controls it much better than the damaged one
of a living-dead can, its speed is overdriven too!"

"We saw it!" replied the girl, with a communicating enthusiasm,
making a little smile appear on her young black friend's face, who was now
sitting on the floor.


"I
brought a large stock of the drug with me, inside my bag, and as long as I
receive regular injections of it," added the good colossus, "I should
be able to keep control of myself and greatly help you, instead of trying to
devour you."

The two youths sighed while Red remained impassive. Reassured, they approached.


Harry
tenderly put a hand on one of Johnny's shoulders.


Red's
smile, close to them, disappeared quickly and, looking worried, she said to the
others, "Speaking of 'Mengele', as he is called by everyone, how are we
going to return to the Community without being shot down by Adams’ and Vlad's
men?"

Her question raised an understandable anxiety on her friend’s face, while she
resumed, speaking to  the colossus, "Harry, I really thought you were
going to catch up with them, while they were fleeing  with the
motorcycle!"


"Yep,"
the big black mumbled. "By the way, I got a bullet in my forehead."
He contemplated the reddish-blackened ball of blood between his fingers and
added, "What a souvenir!"


"Harry,
do you think you can catch up with them, and stop them before they join the
Community?"


"Red!"
Johnny shouted to her, looking offended. "After all the things he's gone
through..."


"It's
OK, son, don't be angry, she's right, we should try..."


Thereupon,
Harry left them and did a sprint worthy of Usain Bolt. He left behind him a
cloud of dust raised by his acceleration, which caused them both to cough and
close their eyes and disappeared behind a tree.


A
loud rumble caught the attention of Red and Johnny, who in turn ran behind the
tree and discovered Harry, who was lying on his stomach in the dust.


"Dad,
are you OK?" Johnny asked, lifting with difficulty the heavy head of his
father, whose face was once again covered with dust. Looking at him through his
dirtied lashes, Harry groaned in pain and said, "I feel that that bloody
bullet must've reached something in my head... I can't synchronize my movements
as well… I can't move as fast as before... "


He
raised himself by pushing the ground with his hands and, kneeling, struck
angrily the ground with his fist, raising a new cloud of dust and shouted,
"I can't stop them, shit!"


"I
prefer you not to have gone," said Johnny, helping his father to get back
on his feet. "I don't want to lose you once again!"

"Lose me?" The father looked incredulously at his son, as if he
couldn't believe what he had heard, and then he went on, "But we're
doomed, boy. Adams, that goddamn bastard, arrives to reach his men before us! I
bet he's going to pay a premium to bring him back our heads, and he'll let them
go like dogs on our heels. And, once they find us, for us, it will be Game
Over!"


"It's
a good reason to run to the van and try to catch them," Red said, adding,


"Harry,
if you feel better, I suggest you hurry to go to the van! My grandfather needs
to be treated and brought back to the Community as soon as possible. Once we're
there, we'll struggle to enter."


"OK!"
the black colossus bellowed. Then they both ran, soon out of sight of Bo and
Johnny, who returned to Hiroto, who had now fainted.


His
heart beating hard, Johnny crouched beside his old Master and, putting a finger
at the level of his carotid, tried to feel his pulse. The regular pressure he
felt reassured him, and he breathed a sigh of relief.

"Johnny?" Bo asked, timidity perceptible in his voice.


"Yes?"
the young black man replied, turning his attention to his friend who was
standing beside him with surprise. Johnny hadn’t seen nor heard the young
muscular blond man for a moment, until now, asking himself, has he been
hiding somewhere?


But
he was curious to know what his old friend wanted, so he repeated, “What’s your
question?”


"You
don't find it crazy that Harry and Red left us both alone here?" As he
said this, the blond man looked up at the truck cut in half, and at the crowd
of zombies continuing to feed on what was left of human and chicken flesh.


"Oh,
that," Johnny replied, smiling, before resuming, "You know, as it
seems, zombies are like lions; once they are satisfied, they aren't hungry
anymore, and they won't attack for a while. I think that none of these will come
to bother us."

"I hope you aren't wrong!" Bo exclaimed, continuing to look at the
creatures not far away.

"If I'm wrong, I have what is needed to defend ourselves," Johnny
replied. 


He
surprised his friend with his sabre that he had been able to retrieve, when
they had escaped from the truck.


The
van pulled up close to them as its brakes screamed under the tension. 


Harry,
opening the window on the driver's side, said to them, "Get in quickly
with Hiroto!"

Reassured, the two young men gently lifted the old Japanese from the ground,
while the sliding door of the vehicle opened, revealing Red standing in the
opening, who beckoned them to enter.

As they moved toward the open doorway, transporting cautiously the unconscious
old man, Bo and Johnny realized that, besides the sound of the van’s engine, a
relative silence had returned. 


No
more any grunt, or scream of any wild beast...


Looking
at each other while one of them held Hiroto by the feet, and the other under
the armpits, they looked at the truck. At least, what was left of it. 


Dragging
feet between the two separate parts of the vehicle, the zombies finally
finished tearing each other apart for the poor poultry... and they were now
looking in their direction.

A few grunts were heard, as they began to walk toward them, clapping.

"Come on," Johnny shouted to his friend as they were finishing moving
the old man. Once they had entered inside, he added, sliding the door close to
him, "I believe that the digestion of the lions is over, and they need to
go hunting again!"

As they stretched Hiroto out on the same bunk seat on which he had been before,
they heard scratches on the closed door, and a few roars.

"Homecoming, now!" Harry exclaimed, and then he put his foot to the
floor.

The truck jumped forward, mowing down the creatures trying to get in its way.


 


 


***











Choices


 


Harry
seldom regretted being so big. 


But
this day was one of those times ...


The
truck's steering wheel was like a toy in his massive hands, hard to hold.

Although he had made the driver's seat move backward as far as possible, he had
to drive in a gathered position, legs bent, an uncomfortable position.


Not
only that, but his big shoes – made, fortunately, by one of the last craftsman
shoemakers still existing in the world – his shoes sometimes overflowed the
brake pedal or accelerator, depending on which one he used, causing either
swerving, or sudden braking.

"Be careful!" his son yelled once more, who was sitting at his side
in the passenger seat.

They almost shaved again a large oak, while the rear tires of the vehicle
slipped once more into muddy puddles, on a steeper curve than the others.


"It's
OK, things are going well!" cried his father, clenching his teeth,
obviously irritated.

"We almost slammed against that tree," Johnny told him. That's when
Red arrived at their level, seeking, as much as possible, to hold on to the
seats, and so avoiding to fall.

"Hey, what's happening? Bo and I, we were at one moment so much hustled,
that we thought we were going to be knocked out!"

"Sorry, Red, but we don't want to lose a second, I want to catch up with
that corrupt sonofabitch! I may not be able to catch them by foot again, but
I'll have them by rolling!"


"Hey!"
Bo shouted behind them, joining Red, who was also fighting to steady herself.
"Red and me, we'll never be able to heal Hiroto, when we’re being shaken
like that!"


"I
have to catch up with Adams and Vlad, and it was too late from the start for me
to leave the driver's seat to someone else. Every second lost gives them an
extra chance to warn their accomplices, and to shoot us down!"


The
big black guy was really pissed off, and no one dared to contradict him, but his
zigzags between the trees were becoming more and more dangerous, more and more
disturbing. He wrinkled his eyebrows and whispered, "I'll catch those sons
of..."


That's
when he closed his eyes and his head collapsed on the steering wheel, resulting
in a loud horn sound, making his son jump. Stressed, but he tried to intervene.


He
grabbed the steering wheel made heavy by his father's big head on it, steering
the wheel as firmly as he could. He saw that they already close-shaved a tree,
but he was quickly reassured, because the vehicle was slowing down.
Fortunately, the big foot of his father had released the gas pedal, and the van
was almost immobilized, now. Meanwhile, Red and Bo were trying to pull Harry
out of the driver's seat, so that the young black could replace him at the
wheel.

Their efforts were in vain; the big black man's enormous mass seemed literally
screwed to the seat.


The
slowdown of the van was not enough when a new tree appeared in their field of
vision, a tree that Johnny couldn't avoid, despite him aggressively turning the
wheel.


They
struck the hard surface, and the three youngsters were shaken by the shock. Red
and Bo fell onto the floor behind the front seats, as Johnny was thrown against
the windshield.

The engine stopped and they all fainted in the truck. The vehicle's dashboard
switched off and they were suddenly plunged into darkness.


 


 


***


 


 


"Red!"


The
girl opened her eyes, but everything was dark and blurry.

She closed her eyes again, glad to let herself drift into unconsciousness, once
more. Everything was neither hot nor cold, everything just seemed perfect...

"Red, wake up!" She barely recognized Bo's voice, which was very
insistent. 


She
was given a slap and this gave her a reflex gesture, giving him a violent kick.
It caught the tall blond guy in the stomach, and sent him against one of the
metallic walls.


"Ouch!"
exclaimed the young man, holding his stomach while correcting his balance near
the wall.


The
red-haired girl began to emerge from her limbo. The back of her skull, her
spine, her buttocks hurt. As her eyes began to focus again, she saw the angry,
aching face of her friend who was staring at her, above her.

Above her?

She then understood why she felt pain; she was lying on the floor on her back
behind the two front seats. Red understood that she suffered because of a bad
fall. But luckily, she didn't actually feel wounded.


She
then stood up slowly, painfully, and seeming sorry while looking at Bo, and
mumbled, "Excuse me..."

That's when, getting herself higher, one hand resting on the back of the
passenger seat, she saw that Johnny was no longer seated there. Standing up
more and stretching her head, she saw that he was behind the other seat, lying
on the metal floor.

Harry was slumped on the steering wheel, his head no longer resting on the
horn. We're lucky, she said to herself, I don't want him to attract
all the zombies around!


"Bo,
help me lift Johnny!" cried Red while scrambling over the passenger seat,
joined by Bo, who helped her to lift the young black man from the floor, and
they made him sit on the passenger's seat. He had some blood at one of his
temples, making his two friends feel anxious, who looked at each other with
worried eyes. 


Suddenly
Johnny opened his eyes, making Bo and Red smile, this time.


The
young black asked, "What... What happened?"

"Your father almost killed all of us by making the van kiss a tree!"
Bo exclaimed angrily.


"Technically,"
Red said, casting a reproachful look toward the blond young man, continuing,
"it's more complicated than that, but it's pretty close to what
happened."

"First of all, why did someone let him drive, after everything he went
through?" Bo cried, anger in his voice.

"He won the wheel," Red retorted, casting a bad look at him.
"And I don't dare argue with him, as you can guess!"


The
young man bit his lip and replied by glancing at her. But because of the
intensity with which the girl looked him straight in the eyes, he gave up, and
eventually looked down. Their black friend looked severely at Bo, too.

All of a sudden Harry muttered something inaudible, capturing the attention of
the others, lessening the tension. 


He
half-opened his eyes and, lifting his head painfully, asked, "What ...
what happened?"


"We
had a minor accident," Johnny said softly, lifting one of his father's
heavy arms and putting it around his own shoulders. 


"Come,
Dad, get up, please. It's better for you to lie." His father stood up
painfully, and allowed his son to carry him backwards, apparently groggy.
Johnny shook his head toward the driver's seat and then at Bo.


The
muscular young blond, immediately understanding, dropped into the seat.


"We're
screwed," said Boris, now alone while watching the dark dashboard in front
of him.


He
struck his fist on it to see if it was reacting.


Nothing…


He
then turned the key and, to his great comfort, the dashboard switched on and
the engine restarted. 


As
he slowly reversed the vehicle, and after that, made it move forward.


While
driving through the wood now, Bo shouted, hoping to be heard behind him,
"Adams will arrive before us in the neighborhood of the Community, and
will warn his henchmen. They'll get rid of us, as soon as they see us appear
over the horizon!"


Later,
after many hours, Johnny had taken over the driving, and they were rolling as
fast as possible between the trees.

As he accelerated, Red, sitting near him, had suddenly a concentrated attitude,
seeming to listen to something. Intrigued by her demeanor, her black friend
asked her, "What's up?"


"You
don't hear it?" the red-haired girl asked, looking almost annoyed.
"It's like... stop and turn off the engine, please!"

"What..." Johnny shouted, casting at her a bad look between two
glances on the wrong road.

"I said stop everything, Johnny!" cried his friend.


Grimacing,
the young man braked and stopped short, turning off the engine.


Everything
had fallen into silence again. It was just interrupted by a few last tremors of
the suspension of the old vehicle, which was obviously in poor condition.

"Listen..." murmured the girl, looking at the road ahead. With a
disillusioned, mocking air, her friend remained motionless in his seat, his
hands resting on the steering wheel.

Then he heard...


A
motorcycle noise was heard and they saw a flash of light passing through the
dark forest before disappearing, just in time for them to recognize the
silhouettes of Adams and his crony, perched on the bike.

"We finally caught them up!" Johnny shouted, restarting the engine
and accelerating very quickly, taking a sharp turn to follow them.

The turn made them leave the horizontal position and they were jostled on the
left. Red sat with difficulty on her seat, not having worn her seatbelt.


"Damn,
the right wheels are lifted, we're balancing on the two left ones," Johnny
exclaimed with panic.

"Shit!" Red cried as she tried to cling to her seat, the stress
perceptible in her voice.

"Quiet," Johnny retorted, irritated as he violently turned the wheel,
"I'll straighten the van... ah!"

He had shouted because he was surprised by the reaction of the vehicle, which was
re-passing from the skewed position to the horizontal position, while he and
his passenger felt themselves falling, feeling themselves in weightlessness for
a split second, that seemed long for them.


"Hang
on!" Johnny cried, but Red had hardly the time to follow his advice.


The
vehicle struck the ground.

They were both jostled and heard a scream behind them, while the truck began
rolling on the wrong road between the trees, which he barely avoided. As he was
driving at full speed in the woods, the young black man shouted happily,
"We'll catch those two motherfuckers!"

"Hey, what's going on?" 


Bo
was the one who had yelled, a hand on the side of his head, while arriving with
difficulty at their level. He hung as best as he could with his other hand to
the back of a seat, trying to avoid falling. 


Glancing
at him, Red noticed that blood flowed from a wound at his forehead. He had
probably fallen hard on the floor, behind them, while he was busy caring for
the two wounded persons they were transporting.


"Sorry,"
Johnny said, as he focused his attention on the red rear light of the bike, in
front of them, further away in the darkness of the wood. "I think my
father's behavior definitely got me nervous!"

"The bottom line now is that we catch up with them before they get to the
Community," the red-haired girl said, and her two friends nodded, focusing
on what was happening in front of them.

Meter by meter, to their surprise, they were catching up the motorcycle. It was
rolling ever more slowly, and even, after a moment, began to zigzag.


 


"Faster!"
Adams shouted, as his arms crossed around Vlad's athletic abdominals, he could
see the van's lights flashing behind them.

Once again, to his astonishment, the henchman had begun to zigzag, and even, at
times, to slow down sharply. 


The
Administrator then shouted to him, "What's happening to you, Vlad, you
want them to catch up with us? Several times, you made mistakes as to which
direction we should go! Now, they're approaching us dangerously, stupid!"


"OK,
OK," the henchman replied, a trace of nervousness in his voice, before
continuing, "Sorry, but I'm suffering very much! All because of what those
fucking zombies infected me with. It's distracting me... I don't know how long
I'll be able to drive the motorcycle."

He stopped, and swallowing his saliva, he resumed, "Could you take the
handlebars?"


"You
ask me to… Ride the motorcycle?" the old man asked, surprise in his voice.
He continued, angrily, "I don't have the license to drive it, I never
needed a license, because I always had someone to help me, to drive where I
wanted!" 


The
old man stopped talking, red with anger now, whilst he clung as best as he
could to the henchman. The latter merely mumbled something sarcastic, then he
focused again on the worn pathway.


At
some point the bike leaned dangerously to the side, and the henchman reacted
almost too late to avoid them falling. If Vlad hadn't put his black boot on the
dusty ground, they would probably have both fallen, since the short legs of the
old Administrator wouldn't have helped. The boot lifted a great cloud of brown
dust and finally they almost stopped.


The
gunman throttled back fully, pain visible on his face, and they began to go in
circles around his boot, which was still on the ground. Adams opened his eyes wide
as he and his "chauffeur" were caught in a sort of infernal
merry-go-round, raising even more dust. They received the dust in their faces
and, quickly, found themselves in a kind of beige fog. 


The
dust made the old man cough strongly.


Then
the motorcycle leapt out of the cloud of dust, and rolled up a small
neighboring hill.

"What made you turn in circles like that, Vlad?" Adams cried. It made
him cough loudly again, as if he was going to vomit up his lungs.


"You
haven't understood or guessed why I did that," the henchman exclaimed,
irritated while he drove the motorcycle toward the top of the hill. "I
created this cloud to try to slow our pursuers. You know the octopus that
throws ink around it when it's going to be caught by a predator?"


"Ah...
Uh... I think..." said the old man in white, who was interrupted in his
sentence when the motorcycle arrived at the top of a grassy hump and then fell
abruptly. 


They
were shaken so violently by the impact that Adams nearly let go of his embrace
around Vlad's abdominal. 


The
shock was a tough blow on his testicles. He suspected that the man who was
riding the bike had done it on purpose. But he resumed and, looking at the
cloud behind them, as they were now rolling over a more flat area of land, he
continued: "Oh, you're going to lose them in that cloud of dust! Excuse
me, I didn't understand... You're awesome!"


"That's
why you hired me to ease your little tricks, right?" said the henchman, a
mocking tone in his voice. In fact, he had been astonished, because the Administrator
had always been sparing with his congratulations.


"Hmmm...
Yeah..." mumbled the old director, who never wanted to admit the level of
unpunished illegality to which he had devoted all these years.


 


"Where
are they?" Johnny shouted, making their van stop abruptly in the cloud of
dust, having been on the verge of bumping into a nearby bunch of trees in a
grove.

Now he couldn't see anything on the left or the right, the dust clearing very
slowly. 


Red,
near him, twisted her neck to look at both sides, but she couldn't see anything
better than him in the beige 'fog'.


"I
only see one solution so that we have a chance to catch up," she said,
rummaging through one of her pockets.

"Yes?" Johnny asked, his face lightening with a smile as he saw the
red-haired girl get out of her pocket... a coin. 


The
young man's smile disappeared as quickly as it had appeared.


"Heads
or tails?" Red asked, looking sly, adding, "Tell yourself that as far
as we know, we still have a fifty percent chance of finding them, depending on
where we are going." The young black man made a grimace, and then
nervously pointed a finger to the feminine visage on the visible face of the
coin.


 


"Wrong
turn again, Vlad!" exclaimed the Administrator, more than ever clinging to
the motorcycle. "Are you sure you know where you're going, idiot?" he
asked in a stern tone.

"I thought, boss… I thought," replied the henchman, his voice
plaintive, "If you knew how uncomfortable I feel... It's a pain, and it
invades my whole body. It disconcerts me, at times! "


"Don't
worry," said Adams, his voice full of warmth, in an almost paternal,
unusual tone, "as soon as we arrive at the Community, the good doctor will
treat you, and all these pains will, soon, be nothing more than a bad memory.
"

"I wish it well," said the biker, his voice loud with sorrow, before
becoming silent again and focusing on the dirt track. An umpteenth pothole
followed by a natural speed bump, which he took once again harshly, shook the
two men seated on the machine. 


The
old man looked at the naked back of the henchman and said cynically within
himself, If he can cure you...


The
hum of an engine got his attention and, looking behind them, he saw the van of
their pursuers arriving, jostling the bushes and zigzagging between the trees.

"Vlad, they're coming, try to lose them!" cried Adams.


"Impossible,
the wood closes in farther away," roared the henchman, who throttled back
fully.

The bike made a lurch under the acceleration, its front wheel losing contact
with the road. The two-wheel-drive vehicle continued to roll on the rear wheel
and the old man shouted, eyes bulging with fear.


 


"We'll
get them!" Johnny shouted happily, as they saw the distance between them
and the motorcycle becoming shorter. He grinned, showing a carnivorous smile
worthy of his father's, and said, "I'll hit them so hard that they'll have
to stop, you're gonna see!"

Having said this he put his foot to the floor, making the engine of the old
vehicle roar like a raging beast.  They arrived at the level of the old
Administrator's back, while the motorcycle...

... disappeared on the right side!


Johnny
stepped on the brake pedal and the truck was about to stop, when they heard
gunshots.

Looking in the right mirror, Red and Johnny saw that the two men on the
motorcycle had stopped near a group of standing armed men…


And
the latter were shooting at their van!

Its rear window, protected by a grid, was crossed by bullets as broken glass
sounds were heard.

"Oh no!" shouted the young black man, giving a violent blow to the
left while jamming on the gas pedal.




They saw the world swing to the side while the shots continued and glass breaks
were still heard.

Johnny shouted, "Aaarrgh, the van rolls on its left wheels, brace
yourselves!"


 


 


***











Destiny


 


"They
know too much, shoot them down before they approach the outskirts of the
Community!" cried Adams, continuing to point with a fat finger to the
unbalanced van, his voice hard to hear because of the gunshots.


"Don't
worry, even if they approach it, instructions have been given to shooters on
the ramparts," said one of the men, who stood near the Administrator and
Vlad, still seated on the saddle of the motorbike. The other two men, near him,
were firing, completely concentrated on the van, which was zigzagging away.


"Look
at them!" exclaimed, mockingly, one of the men, a fat bearded man with
scanty red hair, who had just lowered his rifle. "They've lost control of
their vehicle and are going to overturn in the mud. What a bunch of
clowns!"


The
old Administrator gave him a bad look and then shouted at him, "Shut up
and don't stop shooting, or they'll escape!"

The man made a grimace and, shrugging, raised the rifle and aimed carefully.
From where he was, he was able to shoot the van's tank, telling himself while
smiling, There's going to be a helluva of a bonfire...


He
was snapped back and shot in the air, while with his gun he was knocked down.
The same applied to his companion next to him who shouted, having fallen in the
grass, feeling that he was being grasped.


Then
the man shouted, terrified, as he saw a crowd of zombies gathered around him,
pressing him to the ground. He tried to grab the rifle but it had slipped away
from his hands. As he felt the amount of hands with bony, sharp fingers
lacerating his stomach, pain made him shuffle his head right and left.  This
gave him a glimpse of his bearded and bald fellow who was also struggling with
numerous undead. They, too, had come out of the bushes behind them, and had
caught him by surprise.


He
saw and heard his companion shouting as jaws opened around his head. He also
heard the cracking sound as they crunched the bones of his skull, and greedily
plunged their teeth into the bloody scalp.


The
man who had witnessed the end of his companion felt a bunch of hands pierce his
exposed belly and solar plexus like so many knives cutting butter.


He
shouted when his heart and lungs were unceremoniously torn away, together with
his intestines, in which the undead plunged their rotting teeth.


"Let's
go!" squeaked Adams, looking at the scene with horrified eyes.


 He
stroked Vlad's back, who, with his head bent forward, seemed to be falling
asleep.


The
henchman, startled, caught up, however, and started the bike.


That's
when a zombie put a hand on his shoulder.


The
man reacted by striking the creature's temple with the back of his fist.


The
creature coped with the blow with its head bent back and perched to one side,
while the rider and his fat, panicked passenger behind, whizzed away.


Its
hand still resting on Vlad's shoulder, the undead was dragged with them before
falling, carried away in an uncontrollable rotation.

The zombie fell on the ground as more zombies arrived at its level, clumsily
walking behind the Administrator and his henchman, who were heading toward the
Community and its immense dome.


"We're
going to get home!" shouted the old man, clinging to Vlad with all his
strength. He noticed that watchmen on the ramparts had noticed them, pointing
index fingers toward them.

Adams heaved a sigh of relief as he saw the two gigantic doors beginning to
slowly open.


Vlad
stopped the motorcycle just in front of the opening, which was widening from
second to second.


Two
men with guns slipped through the opening and approached them, while the old
Administrator waved at them. They saw Adams and one of them said to his
colleague, "The Boss's come back."

As they reached their level, their attitude changed completely.

They opened wide-eyed eyes, and Adams realized that they were looking at Vlad.


The
latter grabbed one of the men by the throat and pulled him forcefully toward
himself. Under the violence of the action the man lost his rifle, which fell to
the ground. 


The
henchman brought the guard's face to his level and snatched his jugular with
one big bite.

"Close, quickly!" shouted the other armed man, who, shrinking back,
fear on his face after having seen the scene, repassed quickly between the
half-open gates.


With
his heart beating violently in his chest with fear, Adams stretched out his
right leg to try to touch the ground, while he saw Vlad, from the back,
literally plunging his face into the half-open throat of the look-out man he
had just killed. Still sitting behind the henchman who kept the bike in
balance, Adams wanted only one thing: To not draw attention to himself.


With
his chubby legs which were too short, the Administrator could only touch the
floor with the tips of his beautiful white shoes.


 In
desperation, he dropped to the side.


 Thus
he fell into a puddle of mud. This made the color of his costume, once pristine
white, change to a brownish-dirty one.


A
groan came out of what had replaced Vlad. The old man in the mud was startled
by the sound, realizing that this new zombie had heard the sound of his fall. 
Pulling his saliva, he saw that the ex-henchman had stopped, looking in front
of it. Several seconds passed, which seemed to last for centuries to the man lying
on the ground.


Suddenly
the thing sitting on the motorcycle plunged again its jaws into its poor
victim's neck, while the prone Administrator was looking the bloody scene with
disgust.

He became even tenser, when he saw what had been Vlad in the past stand up,
while lifting from the ground what remained of his prey, as if it was a little
doll.


No
longer held back, the motorcycle, carried away by its weight, began to fall on
its right side and leaned towards the inside of the right thigh of the zombie, pressing
it. Grumbling because of the weight of the two-wheeler, the Vlad-zombie spread
its right leg and began to fall.


The
ex-hit man then fell to the ground on its side, with what was left of its
slaughtered prey, the motorcycle falling brutally on Adams' chubby legs.


The
latter uttered a muffled cry from the shock, biting on his lips so as not to be
noticed by the ex-Vlad, that he observed with burgeoning eyes, his heart
pounding in his plump chest.


The
latter didn't react to the sound, to the great relief of the old man, who was
sweating abundantly inside his now heavily tainted white suit.


Still
looking away from him, the new living dead was only trying to get out from
under the heavy two-wheeled vehicle. While at the same time as it was finishing
eating some bloody meat extracted from the poor guard's body, the thing was
pushing back the heavy saddle on which it had been sitting. That way, slowly
but surely, it was extracting itself from under the vehicle. It groaned as it
struggled once more to get out.


The
living dead was finally able to stand up, its very slow motion while it was
rising seeming to last centuries, for Adams, who was observing it. The
Administrator noticed that the Vlad-zombie had stood up while lifting again the
dead guard's corpse.


The
undead then stopped masticating and became motionless like a statue.


It
drew back its head, pulling its mouth from the dead man's throat with another
piece of bleeding meat. The poor guy, with his eyes wide opened as if he was
still surprised, was manipulated like a toy while being sustained by the
creature's tight grip.


Adams
was at the same time horrified and impressed by the enormous gaping wound left
in the poor lad's throat. A bloody gulf more than a single wound, while the
dead man's head leaned back, drawn back by its own weight. It was as if the
neck was going to stretch even more, and the head was going to fall off.


Suddenly,
without warning, the zombie violently threw the body away, as if it were an
empty package of cigarettes.

The inanimate and seemingly thwarted body fell on its back, and due to the
shock the head, which no longer held to the body except by a piece of skin,
detached itself, and went on rolling.


The
former thug turned around and looked behind, toward the back of the motorcycle.

It saw nothing other than the bike which had fallen on its side, its big saddle
partly soiled by dust.

The creature, spreading its right leg even more, finally disengaged it
completely from the motorcycle, and then walked awkwardly towards the back of the
motorcycle.


Adams,
hiding behind the other side of the big bike, did not move a bit, lying closely
against the collapsed two-wheel vehicle.


He
heard the ex-Vlad make a grunting noise, as it approached the back of the
two-wheeler.


 As
the creature slowly went around, Adams crawled, taking advantage of his small
size to continue to be well hidden by the mass of the big motorcycle, while he
silently turned around it.


This
little deadly game lasted for a moment, the old man continuing to crawl in the
dust, feeling more and more panicked.


Finally,
the Vlad-zombie stopped.


It
raised its head, as it slowly turned to the right, then to the left.


Still
coiled behind the bike, trembling with fear, Joshua Adams ventured briefly to
glance over the edge of the saddle.


He
found Vlad's face unrecognizable.


The
creature's features had become gray, and its empty eyes, which were deep red,
had a dead look. It had its lips reddened with the blood of the victim, blood
that had flowed over its bare chest. The visible veins of its athletic body had
assumed a somber color. Dark veins were also visible on its face.


Suddenly the gruesome head turned in the direction
of Adams.


The
thing that had stood up, a little shaky, didn't see him.


Adams
had squatted in time.

It was then that the old man heard a snort.


Looking
at the ex-Vlad, Adams understood that the noise had come from him.


It
was the nostrils of the zombie, which, alternatively, opened and closed.


Adams
swallowed his saliva and shivered.


He
knew that the undead had an excellent sense of smell, and that this one had
felt his presence... The old administrator was all at once frightened and
demoralized. Would he have to drag around the bike, like he had done, for a
long time?


Vlad,
or at least what was left of him, still looked at the motorcycle on the ground
behind which Adams literally buried himself in the mud, on which it was lying. 


Then
the creature turned its head slightly, towards the surrounding woods.


A
little noise of rustled leaves made both the old Administrator and the undead
become tense.


 The
latter looked in the direction of the woods whence the noise had come. A hind
that had been eating grass was hiding behind a bush, but it was too late for
it.


The
animal had been seen. Its fate is sealed, Adams said to himself, still
hidden, as he contemplated the scene, relieved to not be the hunted one.


It
was with relief that he actually saw the ex-Vlad moving towards the bush, with
heavy but firm steps. The old man knew that this new undead, like all the
others, would follow the deer's scent. This day and night, for hours, days,
weeks, if necessary, until, finally, exhausted, the wild animal would fall on
the ground, and be eaten alive...


He
knew very well that the zombies were relentless: whereas the "normal"
human being was a slow runner compared to many other animals, some of them
being the cheetah and the ostrich, they had a great gift: they were much more
gifted than others at marathon-type jogging.


No
animal was able to outpace a sufficiently young and trained human being runner.


And
the living dead, who normally only walked, despite being slower, had a
hundredfold the endurance capacity as humans.


The
doe, never finding rest, never finding tranquility, leaving on its way its
scent that the undead would follow, it would one day be caught, and then
devoured...


Its
fate was sealed.


While
the Vlad-zombie had disappeared among the trees, farther behind the bush,
Adams, having struggled from under the motorcycle and, his legs aching because
of the weight of the motorcycle they had to support, walked awkwardly towards
the double door.  Hoping that his slow walk wouldn't make the guards confuse
him with one of the zombies, he approached cautiously the Community's doors,
trying uselessly to see a guard on the ramparts.


 Arriving
in front of one the two cyclopean doors, he began to dab it with his fists.


"Open
the gates, I'm Adams!" exclaimed, not too loudly, the old man, hopeful,
sweat running down one of his cheeks, tormented by the fear.


He
seemed to hear some verbal exchanges behind the door, exchanges which came to
an end.


Seconds
passed by, seeming like a long enough time to the old man. As he was
impatiently waiting, doubts and nagging worries began to invade his mind. Have
they decided to get rid of me, to leave me out? Has he decided to get rid of
me? But… I was so useful to him…


The
time was passing ever more slowly now.


The
old Administrator turned red with anger and began to shout with all his might,
"Open these damned doors to me, or it's going to cost plenty to
some!"


A
few more seconds elapsed, during which he had the impression of hearing a
conversation coming from the other side of the huge doors and walls.  He
couldn't understand what was said, but from this distance, he could estimate
that there was an edgy conversation.


Suddenly
a click was heard and, reassured, Adams saw the cyclopean gates begin to move
apart.


He
breathed in relief, beginning to catch a glimpse of what was happening inside
through an expanding gap between the opening doors.


The
old man distinguished an eye watching him through the widening opening.


It
was a severe look, which was analyzing him from head to toe. After all, he just
followed the normal procedure, in order to be sure to not let enter any newly
transformed zombie inside the Community.


Adams
made an effort to not shout angrily, and just showed his most beautiful smile,
saying to himself inwardly, You, you had better to let me in, otherwise I'll
make you regret it!


While
Adams suddenly found a certain assurance, he saw with surprise the eye open
wide… and perceived fear in it!


"Quick,
close those damned doors!" someone shouted from the other side of the
door.

"Wh... What?" murmured the old man, astonished, as he saw the opening
movement of the two giant doors stop, emitting a rustling noise of metal.

Then it was with horror that he saw the doors closing, and the eye which was
watching him disappear from his sight when the gap was reduced.


"Nooooooo!"
Adams screamed, and he started knocking the closed gates with his fists,
"Open, I am Joshua Adams, your Admin..."

He fell silent and stopped, his closed little fists still leaning against the
metal surface of one of the two doors, which had now completely closed and was
again quiet.

He heard, behind him, a groan, almost one which could come out from a beast.


Adams
swallowed his saliva and, slowly, turned around, his legs unsteady.

Vlad - or rather what had been him - stood behind him, contemplating him with
avidity.


The
creature opened a huge, exaggerated, distorted jaw; its blood-stained teeth
were mixed with saliva, and the thing uttered a roar.

"Vlad!" cried Adams, in reply.


His
ex-hit-man replied with a roar of fury, its breath fetid, smelling a mixture of
flesh and blood, as the old administrator, wide-eyed, was overwhelmed.


Trembling,
the old man said, with a discreet voice, "Vlad, wake up... Let's go in
together, there's a cure..."


The
zombie's hand grabbed the Administrator's beautiful white and silver tie and
began to lift the fat little man.


"Vlad,
put me down, for God’s sake!" cried Adams with all his might, his legs
swinging over the ground, his voice reaching the treble, so great was his fear.
Not  more listening to him in the least, the ex-Vlad continued to lift him.


Adams
was now face to face with the zombie's chest covered with the blood of the
guard; the brownish dots emitted a smell of putrefaction and of decay.


The
old man then panicked and his face became red, as he was goggling at the
zombie.


Adams
was literally being slowly hanged, his soiled tie's good quality fabric supporting
his weight. He started to choke, trying in vain to loosen his tie with his fat
fingers, while kicking now the abdomen of the monster. The old administrator
was seeing his end coming in the form of the blood-stained, nightmarish,
distorted mouth of his ex-damned soul.


"Vlaaaaad!"
Joshua cried, using a stifled voice, as their glances crossed, and he was
horrified by the blood-tainted eyes of the thing.


 


 


***











Sacrifice


 


Eyes shut, Red
was completely motionless, lying on the ground at the feet of Johnny, who
watched anxiously, not knowing whether to be more worried about her, or because
of the mass of creatures descending toward them.


"Red!" cried the young black man, desperate.
"Wake up, come on!"


The young red-haired girl turned her head slightly, coming
out of her torpor. Her green eyes opened softly, dull, as if looking through
the fog. Then she closed them again.


"No, stay with me!"


He squatted beside her and grabbed one of her arms.


A clamor was heard and then he saw hundreds of undead joining
them. They came toward them, dragging their feet, slowly but surely
approaching.


His hair
standing up, Johnny kept Red’s arm in his hands, looking with a morbid
fascination at the death approaching them during every second that passed by.


"What are you doing?" thundered a voice which
startled Johnny.


Looking up he saw his father coming out of the van. The young
man was surprised to see that he was carrying Hiroto under his arm, like a
vulgar small package.


"I... I wanted to help Red to get up," stammered the
young man of color, and as he then remained silent, his father came to his
level.


"Let’s move quickly, this is not the time to
daydream!" Harry shouted after grabbing the redhead girl by her other free
arm, then putting her on one of his thick shoulders.


Johnny released the other arm as he saw his friend Boris - Bo
to his pals – come out of the van with a sickly face, white as a sheet. Looking
around, the young muscular blond man stared amazed at the nightmare where they
were.


Grunts redoubling made him turn around and he saw the mass of
creatures approaching them from all sides, beginning to encircle them.


"Open the door!" Johnny shouted to the men standing
on the ramparts, and one of them shouted to one of his colleagues, "Yes,
quick, let them enter!"


The two gigantic doors parted while the two young men and the
colossus, with his two unconscious human loads, approached the gap beginning to
form between them. They sighed with relief.


Until they found that the door, barely ajar, had its movement
slowing down.


"Who stopped the opening of the doors?" They heard
the captain of the guard shout over them.


"Me," uttered a bearded guard, whose uniform showed
that he was also chief of the guards of the ramparts. He had just come running
on the rampart, joining his men, and he added, "They have been expelled
out of the Community, as Administrator Adams has said..."


"I don’t care what he said, anyway, he's dead!"
shouted the other chief.


"The Administrator Adams is... dead?"


Surprise flashed on the bearded face which, after a few
seconds, showed doubt. He mocked, "Who says that this isn’t a hoax? You
trust these exiles? They are only trying to find refuge!"


"I saw him get slaughtered," the other shouted back
to him, continuing, "If you want, I'll give you the BlueRay for
Christmas."


"Really?" the bearded man asked, seemingly still
skeptical.


"Hey, guys," shouted Harry to them, throwing a
glance at a more compact  crowd of undead beginning to surround them, and he
added, "Let us enter, we’ll discuss after, OK?"


"Yes, open quickly!" shouted the other leader to
his men.


The colossus and his friends saw with relief the double doors
begin to open again. They smiled at each other, preparing to sneak into the
widening opening.


A gunshot exploded in a spray of blood in Harry's chest who,
surprised, fell back under the impact.


"Dad!" Johnny cried.


His father, a huge bloody hole at the level of his heart,
tried to get up, Red and Hiroto still lying unconscious and motionless like
puppets under his arms.


A new shot hit him in the shoulder, making him fall back
again in the dirt.


Dark blood began to flow under pressure from the new wound.
The injury weakened one of the man’s arms and he released the redhead teen, who
collapsed on the ground, her face half in the dust.


"What are you doing?" shouted one of the two
leaders of the ramparts, who moved at the last moment the gun in the bearded
man’s hand as he fired.


This third shot reached a clod of earth, next to Harry, who
was trying to get up again, helped by his son.


He, like his father and Bo, paralyzed by fear, saw that the
captain of the guard and the bearded man were now struggling on the ramparts.
Each trying to take the gun for himself, they were struggling before the
astonished eyes of their subordinates.


The
bearded man kicked the other guardsman’s groin who, with the pain, released the
weapon. Looking satisfied while his colleague was bent in half next to him, the
bearded man aimed at Johnny.


The
latter lifted Red’s blade that he held in his hands and
prepared to, without much certainty, send it at the one who was going to kill
him.


The
bearded man barely missed him when he was jostled by the other leader, who
stooped down to catch him by the legs.


He
lifted him sharply up and swung him over the ramparts.


The
man fell with his rifle, screaming as he fell towards the group of refugees.


His
scream stopped immediately as he collapsed into the dust near Harry, whose son
was finally helping him to get up. Then, seeing that the colossus was beginning
to rise painfully, Hiroto still under one arm, he caught with both hands the
immobile body of his friend, putting him on one of his shoulders.


"No!”
the chief of the guard who had fallen shouted, his eyes filled with terror. His
head raised, he was now on all fours in the dust, which had miraculously
cushioned his fall, and looked behind them.


The
others turned to watch in horror a crowd of undead surround the guard on the
ground, who had neither time to get up, nor to look for his rifle which had
fallen further away.


The
crowd of nightmarish creatures fell on him and hid him under their numbers. The
man's scream tore the air, while the refugees who were closer to the door heard
the horrible noise of flesh parting.


Bo
became pale when he saw the man’s arms and legs torn off, the creatures arguing,
spilling blood during their struggle. And other undead arrived, finding that
there was no room at this "banquet" for them, they returned their
attention to the three men and their human burdens.


He
reached the huge double doors that were closing again, and he shouted to the
leader of the remaining guards, "Do not shut up, soon we’ll not be able to
get through!"


"Pass
quickly," replied the chief of the guards who had thrown down his
colleague. "I'm sorry, I cannot let such a multitude enter the Community!"


One
could hear in his voice that he was sorry, but also that he was determined to
fulfill, above all, his primary function, which was protecting the last haven
of peace and security for Humanity.


"Quick!"
Bo shouted as he turned to Johnny, who was carrying Red with difficulty, who
was like a dead weight, with his father, groggy, on his heels.


He
turned to the doors, just in time to see with horror the gap between them
becoming too narrow to let a human go through.


"Noooo,
we're done!" shouted the young blond man, who was already hearing, very
close now, the grunts of the nightmarish beings behind them.


A
miracle occurred when he saw the double doors stop and begin to open again.


 


A
louder growl made him turn around and then Bo found himself in front of Harry's
impressive chest, his arms outstretched around him.


The
young man, who saw that Johnny was now struggling to support at the same time
Red and Hiroto, saw that Harry was blocking the doors with his hands, forcing
them to reopen.


The
black colossus with a sweaty face, deformed by the effort, grunted even more.
The gap between the doors then widened a little more, while the moaning and
suffering of the pistons and wheels making them move was heard, suffering
because of the resistance.


"Enter!"
roared the big black guy, "I won’t last very long!"


Bo
finally had the presence of mind to catch Hiroto from Johnny's arms, putting
the old man, still unconscious, on his shoulder.


From
there he sneaked not without difficulty into the crack.


Johnny
followed him, Red under his arm as he watched the horizon literally covered
with undead.


He
slipped away and, in the crack that was tightening, he turned to his father.


He
was terrified to see dozens of zombies grabbing his father from all sides, who
looked back at him while maintaining the opening, despite the swarming mass on
him.


Johnny
yelled at him, "Quick, Dad, go!"


"I'll
never pass through, and I'm going to let go, Johnny," his father replied
after he gave another grunt from the effort, splitting his eyes, but not only
because of the pain of the intense effort he unfurled.


The
colossus' face looked reproachful as he looked up at Johnny and shouted,
"Son, if you don’t want to be crushed, go back inside!"


With
this, Harry stretched one of his long and powerful legs and hit his son in the
plexus, making him cross the opening and sending him a few feet further into
the dust, inside the Community.


Thanks
to his practice of judo Johnny fell not too hard on his back with the load that
was his female friend and, head hunched by reflex, avoided being knocking out
when falling on the ground.


Leaving
her still unconscious on the floor near him, he stood up abruptly and saw that
his father was giving way under the teeming mass of the undead.


No
longer able to resist, he released the gigantic double doors, which began to
close again. The relief that his efforts were over was read on his face, which
was the only thing still visible for Johnny, through the diminishing cap.


He
looked back at his son and smiled at him, despite the multitude of zombies that
were already beginning to bite his flesh, streams of dark red blood pouring out
of his multiple wounds.


Johnny
tried to hold back the doors that closed more and more but his efforts were, of
course, useless, and he shouted, "Please, reopen the door, let it go...
Daddy!"


"I
love you, son..." Harry shouted, giving him a last smile, and then other
undead came and covered him completely.


"Paaaaaaaaa!!!"
shouted Johnny, as he saw through the closing gap a mound teeming with hungry
creatures, where his father had been.


The
young man had just enough time to withdraw his fingers when the doors finally
closed tightly.


Nothing
else was offered to his eyes except the hard, cold metal surface of the doors
now joined... and his deformed reflection, in which he could glimpse his face,
discerning his sadness.


Johnny
collapsed on his knees, tilting his head to the ground and whispered,
"Daddy..."


Depressed
by his sadness and grief, he didn’t realize when guards from the ramparts
arrived, accompanied by several stretcher-bearers.


The
latter lifted Red from the ground next to him and laid her on a stretcher,
doing the same for Hiroto, with Bo's help.


While
the emergency care personnel trotted to the Community Hospital with the wounded
old man and girl, the muscular young blond man knelt close to his friend and,
putting an arm around him, remained silent, head down too.


A
roar startled them.


It
was a half-human, half-animal cry and its intensity hurt their ears, which they
protected by covering them with their hands.


They
saw guards on the ramparts pointing to something on the outside then, in turn,
plugged their ears with both hands, while a rumor was added to the scream and a
thud was heard.


Before
the staring eyes of all the humans, several undead appeared above the edge of
the wall, rising to the sky as if, arms dangling, they were flying.


"It
looks like they're going to go over the wall!" shouted a guard with a
stressed voice.


What
followed couldn’t be explained… with one exception.


All
the distant forms of zombies that were projected into the air began to fall,
one of which reached a higher altitude than the others.


Johnny
and Bo widened their eyes when they saw that the different figure was falling
while approaching the edge of the wall, while, on the other side of it, all the
other zombies were falling, clumsily flapping their arms like inept birds
falling to a certain death.


The
humans were paralyzed when they saw a great shape come over the wall and guards
and fall heavily on his feet in front of Johnny and Boris.


A
large cloud of dust was raised by this fall.


"Be
careful, one of the zombies has entered!" shouted a guard, who, rifle in
hand, descended quickly via a staircase along the wall to join the two young
men.


Arriving
at their level, he saw the human form which, in the cloud of dust which was
diluted, appeared from behind, while all heard the sounds of falling and grunts
coming from the other side of the wall.


"Don’t
shoot!" shouted Johnny, who jumped from his kneeling position to get back
on his feet.


His
friend Bo, heavier and less adroit, rose more slowly, widening his eyes despite
the dust from the erasing cloud that was sticking to them, to see the thing
standing before them, which was now clearly visible.


"Dad!"
exclaimed Johnny, sketching a big smile. He also had eyes reddened by the sand
of the dust, which gave a light beige tint to the two streams of tears that ran
down his cheeks.


They
recognized the face of Harry Jackson, but... What a face!


The
young African-American man frowned painfully as he watched his father's ravaged
face, which included horrible bites on his cheeks, showing parts of flesh and
bone of the jaw.


In
addition to all that, the color of the colossus' face had lightened, taking on
a greyish color, close to that of the zombies which had cruelly bitten him.


Most
impressively, the irises of Harry's eyes were reddish, something typical of the
undead.


"Step
back, it may attack you," cried the guard, who had drawn near with his
rifle, targeting the head.


"Do
not shoot, I said, it's my father!" exclaimed Johnny.


"It
was your father, my boy," the man replied, glancing at him briefly before
aiming at his target again.


The
young man and his friend Bo who was holding him looked angrily at the armed man
who was about to shoot.


But
all at once the guard opened his eyes wide and was open-mouthed.


The
two young men saw him with surprise lower his weapon and, taken aback, they saw
that he continued to look at Harry.


 They
did the same and both had a shock.


The
face of the colossus had resumed its dark color. The cruel bites had
disappeared, replaced by superficial wounds that were no longer raw, seeming to
have begun to heal. Finally, the wounds disappeared in a matter of a few
seconds, leaving Harry Jackson’s face intact, whose eyes had returned to their
natural dark brown color.


Harry
turned his head to the armed guard and asked, "What's up?"


"Oh,
nothing," replied the man, who, his rifle now completely lowered, looked
sheepishly. "I thought that..."


"What?"
the colossus asked dryly.


"Uh,
nothing... I'm sorry, I have to go back to my surveillance station."


And,
turning away his fleeting eyes, the guard went back to the level of the
ramparts.


"Dad!"
exclaimed Johnny happily, rushing toward his father who laughed cheerfully,
hugging him affectionately.


The
young man pulled back and said, "I thought you had definitely been turned
into a zombie!"


"Not
quite, thankfully," Harry replied, a big predatory grin on his lips before
continuing, "There was still Dr. Mengele's drug substance in my veins...
But I feel I'm going to have to go quickly find him to "fill up."”


"I'm
coming with you," Johnny said cheerfully, and arm-in-arm they headed for
the tall, white medical facility.


Bo
watched them leave, just smiling, but also... very intrigued.


An
animal clamor rising from the other side of the wall made him jump, making him
say to himself, Weird things are happening… and with that, we are
only at the beginning of our struggle for survival...


 


 


***











Renaissance


 


Red
felt as if she was floating in total darkness...


It was strange. It was as if she no longer had the slightest
sensation, no more body, was an entity now disembodied.


She felt good...


Relaxed...


Something sharp pierced her solar plexus.


This made her scream in pain and open wide eyes that were dazzled
by a strong white light.


She closed her eyes as hard as she could, reddish gleams seeming
to dance under her eyelids.


Several minutes passed, during which she found herself plunged
into a near darkness.


She blessed it because it was less aggressive, this time, than the
light that had dazzled her before.


She slowly opened her eyes and saw the light again.


It was a headlamp for medical purposes.


Although still partially dazzled, she recognized the face that
made her uncomfortable, as always.


The face of the man so many called Dr. Mengele...


She caught a glimpse of the scientist's hand, which seemed to be
on something.


With difficulty, lowering her head to the point of compressing her
throat with her chin, she saw that the man's hand was resting on the handle of
a large syringe.


And its needle was deep in her heart!


The scientist sharply pulled the syringe upward, pulling it out of
her plexus, causing a new pain that made her scream even louder.


The pain passed quickly as she saw a smile widen on the man's
face, who watched her with as much interest as an entomologist observing a
praying mantis... as usual.


Feeling terribly vulnerable, she quickly fell back into
unconsciousness.


 


 


***


 


 


Red
woke up with a sudden jerk, abruptly moving into a seated position while
pushing the doctor's mischievous smile with the flat of her hand.


He was thrown back violently and crashed against a nearby wall.


The girl, her heart pounding as she felt like choking, watched him
stand back against the wall, head down, while he held his nose with one hand.


She saw blood flowing down his closed hand just in front of his
flawless white coat, while, uncomfortable, she realized she was not breathing.


Still sitting, Red tried to inspire, but nothing worked, it was as
if her lungs were not working. The air that they still contained became hot,
her bronchi making her suffer more and more.


I can’t breathe, I'm going to die, she told herself, opening wide,
frantic eyes.


A little laugh caught her attention, and she saw that the
scientist standing against the wall had raised his head and was watching her,
seemingly satisfied by the fear that was probably visible in her eyes.


"Breathe," he said in a satisfied-sounding voice, though
it was a little altered by the blood that was still flowing from his nose,
which he no longer held with his hand.


"You'll see, you'll eventually get to breathe," he
added, a hint of mockery now in his voice.


She made a new effort and finally her respiratory diaphragm
unblocked.


The girl pushed out a strange baby-like wail that allowed her to
vent the little stale and burning air that remained, and immediately she
inhaled fresh air.


It was a delight that she highly appreciated...


I’m going to live!


She breathed hard at first, but gradually she felt that it became
easier and easier. It was like she was learning to breathe again...


As if she had just been reborn.


As she finally relaxed, lying on the rollaway bed on which she had
been placed, she saw the doctor approaching her, holding again his nose in a
handkerchief now completely bloodied.


Embarrassed, she remembered having hit him... then no longer felt
any embarrassment.


She concluded that it was because, like everyone else in the
Community, she didn’t like him.


"Well, you came back from the dead!" said the scientist,
approaching her casually, his usually disturbing smile partly visible behind
the handkerchief.


"True... really?" replied the girl, feeling more and
more uncomfortable having to establish a conversation with this man.


"In a manner of speaking," he replied, leaning down to
pick up an object that had fallen to the ground, and getting up, he showed it
to her.


She recognized the big syringe he had held in one hand, earlier.
Disgusted, she saw that the needle was still all bloody.


"I had to give you an adrenaline shot in the heart, to get it
to go again," said the scientist. "Adrenaline, to which I added a
nice little mix of my own composition."


He had said that with a voice full of pride, and Red, still muddy,
bowed her head and discovered, between her small breasts, a small hole, blood
red in color.


Between her breasts?


Red blushed when she noticed that she was naked under a sheet that
covered her up to her waist, and quickly pulled it up to hide her chest.


The man looked at her mockingly, obviously amused by her
embarrassment.


Then he took out a small container with a needle containing a
bright green liquid, which she recognized. It was the same liquid that Harry
had injected into his own brain.


Glancing around her, the red-haired girl felt something like an
electric shock when she saw an assortment of instruments on a table next to
her.


Syringes, scalpels, various surgical instruments.


Fear made her fire-colored hair stand up on her head.


No, not me... not my brain!


"Do not be scared," the scientist said amusedly, nothing
in the teenager's attitude seeming to be able to avoid his observation of her.
"I will not have to open your cranial box, contrary to what I thought
initially… Happy?"


She opened her mouth, which immediately twisted with pain.


The professor had, without any warning, put the needle of the
container in one of her arms.


The surprise of the sting, joined to the liquid that entered her
veins, burning like boiling lava, had been enough to make her pretty face
deform with the pain.


The burn in her veins disappeared quickly, and, comforted, she
relaxed completely on the bed with wheels.


"You’re young and healthy, you will not undergo a
transformation as advanced as Mr Harry Jackson... and I cannot wait to see if
the effects of the same treatment will be as impressive on you as it was on
him!"


The young redhead felt that he was watching her with interest as
if she were a lab rat, not a human being, and she felt hatred for him.


"Thanks
to me and my serum injector, you will stay with us in the community, instead of
being thrown out with the zombies around us, or in the inner detention
facility… What do you say to the kind Professor Harding?"

"I guess... thank you..." said the teenager, having a hard time
hiding the hate on her face while looking at him.

"You're welcome, girl," the man replied with a superior air.


He
has a God complex, Red
thought.


That's
when she saw Hiroto.


He
was lying, still unconscious. No sheets covered his body, but the girl felt no
discomfort, since her old Master had remained dressed. In fact, she even had
the impression that he had been left dressed, as is, without trying to take off
the clothes to heal him more easily, as it had been in her case.


But,
above all, something shocked the teenager, who observed one of the old man's
legs, partly visible, showing a deep bite. It was a dark,
rotten bite, obviously extending into dark veins and venules, invading his leg.
She had already seen these kinds of marks: they originated from the rapid
invasion of the body by the accursed bacterium responsible for the epidemic
which had transformed the majority of Humanity into creatures hungry for human
flesh.


An
infection that was quickly transmitted by the slightest bite.


"Ah,
are we concerned about grandpa?" asked Professor Harding with a mocking
voice, as he approached the old man.


"But...
I don't see any serum injector on him!" exclaimed the girl.


Harding
just looked at her, shrugging.


Red
now got really hot about it, and she asked, "Aren't you treating him
against his transformation into a zombie, too?"


"Too
injured, too tired, too old... At his age, the transformation is fast, even if
it can be slowed down a bit by the treatment, so..."


"So?"
the girl murmured, glaring at him as she waited for the cursed scientist to
continue.


"So,
I felt it was not worthwhile to treat him, the serum is too precious..."


"Heal
my grandfather!" the young red-head roared, throwing down the white sheet
that covered her and jumping to the ground beside the bed, making the professor
jump. The sound of her bare feet touching the floor echoed along the tiled
white walls all around. She found herself standing next to the bed, instantly
stripped down to her birthday suit, her skin very white and the totality of her
fire-colored hair clearly visible under the intense light of the neon ceiling
lights.


"Sorry,
Miss, but I have to save the serum," said the scientist, who was looking
at her without the slightest embarrassment.


She
took a determined step towards the professor and grabbed him by his throat,
looking at him furiously, her green eyes filled with hatred.


It
was then that she heard small noises that intrigued her.


Looking
down she saw that they were coming from the scientist's shoes. Their tips were
tapping the tiled floor. She realized that she had almost lifted him from the
ground. Then, much to her surprise, making a little more effort to lift her
arm, she lifted the man completely off the ground, his shoes floating above it.


Red
then heard a choking sound and looked up again.


She
was shocked to see the head of the man becoming puffy and red but, on
reflection, wasn't surprised: the neck of the scientist clamped in her teenage
hand as in a bench vise, she was literally hanging him...


The
girl opened her hand wide and the scientist's buttocks unceremoniously struck
the floor.


He
could thank his reflexes for not falling on his back too, catching himself with
his arms just in time. Then, having managed to stabilize, he sighed heavily and
blush began to leave his puffy face.


Then,
looking at her, he grinned and laughed.


A
mad laugh that disarmed her. This guy is definitely even madder than I was
told!


He
continued to have a few nervous laughs, and when he calmed down, Red asked him,
"What... what did you do to me?"


"Aaaah,
but I just saved your life, my dear!"


"That
unnatural force... same as in Harry's case... that you also turned into a fairy
animal, huh?"


"More
than that," the scientist said, showing a big, cold, proud smile. "I
made him a giant!"


She
looked at him sternly, as if trying to understand, and she finally whispered,
"Literally or metaphorically?"


"In
every sense of the word!" shouted the scientist, who was now excited.
These words elicited answers to many questions that Red and others in the
Community had raised.


"Sorcerer's
apprentice!" shouted the young redhead, her face turning red with anger.
"At least save my grandfather!"


"Oh,
him?" said Professor Harding, losing his smile to look beside him at the
old man, who was still lying motionless with his eyes closed. "I told you,
he's old and useless..."


Harding
paused and began squatting, a grimace appearing on his face as he began to moan
in pain as he grabbed one of his hands with the other.


Red
smiled when he saw what was happening.


Hiroto
had caught Harding's wrist with one of his hands, and, his eyes open, was
watching him intently. Holding the wrist of the mad scientist between two of
his fingers, the old Japanese gave him a very painful wrist wrench, while
looking at him with a stern look with his little dark eyes.


"Sto…
Stop..." the standing man writhed in pain as he felt a new twist of his
wrist from the old man, before resuming, white as a towel, "Stop, you’re
hurting me!"


"You're
going to give me a double dose of your serum, one for me and one for my
granddaughter," Hiroto said weakly, but decidedly.


"OK, OK," the scientist replied,
practically kneeling and grimacing because of the pain, next to the old
Japanese man, who was putting even more pressure on his wrist.


Confident that he had given his word, the
old Master released his wrist.


Suddenly the professor got up and ran to
the door of his laboratory that he opened wide and stopped, surprised.


Johnny was standing in the doorway, clearly
taller than him.


"Where were you going like that?"
shouted the young black guy, pushing back the scientist who was frightened.


"Father!"


It was Mei's voice, who had just appeared
from behind Johnny. Looking from the doorway, she ran into the room and rushed
to her old father. He said nothing but, obviously happy to see her again, he
gave her a small smile.


Not far from them, Johnny pushed Professor
Harding bluntly to a table with several syringes and other unused surgical
instruments.


Mei
helped her father sit down as Harding approached them with two syringes full of
fluids in his hands, Johnny on his heels.


"This
will make you feel better," the scientist said, as he poked Hiroto's arm.


The
latter made a barely perceptible grimace when he was surprised by the needle
that had pierced his arm. He pulled himself together again, resuming his usual
impassive look.

His features relaxed suddenly as he felt the beneficial effect of the serum. He
whispered, "I feel better."


"You
see that I'm finally generous?" the professor said, trying to put some
spirit in his voice, while turning his head towards Johnny, hoping to be treated
well by him.


The
teenager kept his stern look as he watched and Harding lowered his head.


"You
will show yourself generous enough to give him a maximum of your doses of
serum!" cried Red, who, looking at him angrily, walked towards him. 


The
scientist recoiled then, obviously more frightened by the girl than by the
muscular young colored man.


Looking
at her as he helped Hiroto get up from the table, Johnny's eyes widened, and
then he blushed. "Uh, Red..." he stammered, "you know you don’t
have…"


"To
be short," interrupted the old Japanese, who showed a slightly embarrassed
attitude when addressing the Professor, "give me some doses, but give my
granddaughter her clothes too!"


 


 


***











Respect


 


Mei was busy
vacuuming the dining room in her father's apartment. She had done that four
times this week. She knew it was starting to look like a mania, but it allowed
her to keep her mind occupied. She devoted herself fully to the task without
thinking about anything else, as when she practiced Martial Arts, which allowed
her, momentarily, to forget her dark thoughts.


And
momentarily forget what could be happening to her father and her adopted
daughter.


The
dining room door suddenly opened wide.


The
young woman, surprised to see who came in, dropped the handle of the vacuum
cleaner. It collapsed on a thick carpet in a vast noise.


Johnny
and Red, both dressed, had just passed the door, supporting Hirot, who gave his
daughter a beautiful smile.


"Father!"
exclaimed the young woman, running towards them before stopping short in front
of the trio, moving aside to let them pass, and resuming, her eyes full of
anxiety, "What has happened to you? "


"The
worst and the best happened to us," the old man answered in a weak voice,
but in which one could sense a certain satisfaction, especially from the last
words.


"What?"
Mei asked, as she started walking in front of them, leading them to her
father's futon, opening the bed as quickly as possible.


After
Red and Johnny helped him lie down, the old man gave a sigh of relief when he
found himself in the horizontal position, before resuming, "Joshua Adams,
the Administrator, is dead... May his soul know nothing else than torments, for
he was really an evil being!"


His
daughter looked at him in a disturbed manner and then, looking at her adoptive
daughter and her friend, she smiled at them and said, "Thank you both for
bringing him back... Thank you."


"You're
welcome," replied the young black man, smiling. "It's nothing!"


"Thank
you," Mei repeated, still smiling but looking embarrassed.


"As
I told you, it's nothing..." Johnny paused, having been elbowed in the
ribs by Red.


Looking
at her furiously, he saw her staring at him anxiously, motioning at the room's
exit with her chin, and, embarrassed in turn, he said, "Uh, we’ll leave
you two alone, see you later." They then went out, leaving the father and
the girl alone.


The
young woman turned her attention to her prone father and whispered, "What
happened to you, Father?"


Hiroto
just gave her a shy little smile and shrugged.


 


 


***


 


 


As
they were both sitting next to each other on the dining room couch, Red and
Johnny exchanged timid glances.


The
girl finally focused her attention on the room where they were. She had spent a
few years here, but after all that they had gone through, this ordinary room
seemed odd to her, and had almost partly been forgotten... Some things that
happen to you change you forever, the young redhead told herself, that
which does not kill us makes us stronger.


Nietzsche's
thinking did not comfort her in the least.


"You
should go to bed, too."


Johnny's
phrase almost made Red jump, though he said it softly. She had been so deeply
entrenched in her own thoughts... but she felt no fatigue, it was as if the
serum sting had soothed her.


Or
was it the young man's arm, which he had put over the back of the sofa and
almost around her neck?


He
was becoming too affectionate with her, since she saw in him more of a big
brother than anything else... It wasn't the moment for this, she thought, and
this made anger build in her.


"I
will not sleep until I'm sure we're out of danger!" she said dryly,
surprising her friend.


He
removed his arm from the back of the red-haired teenager's neck and lifted two
open hands in front of his face as if to protect himself, saying, "OK, OK,
it was just a proposal, I thought you needed to sleep or, at least, to relax
for... "


He
was interrupted by a clamor that arose outside. Animal-like, it was audible
despite the closed windows of the apartment.


They
looked at each other, sitting for a few seconds, and then stood up
simultaneously to look through one of the windows facing the nearest wall.


Several
guards and supervisors were standing on the ramparts, and several others were
running to join them, while the inhuman cries grew louder and louder.


"And
you wanted to relax, huh?" the girl said, casting a reproachful glance at
her colored friend, who frowned back and replied, "OK, I understand, let's
see what’s happened!"


They
quickly opened the door of the apartment and ran outside, hastily closing the
door behind them, slamming it loudly.


Slamming
which made Mei jump while coming out of her father's bedroom, as she had
watched them leave.


She
paused for a moment in the room, looking at the closed door, sadness on her
face. I was so happy to be able to welcome my dad, but finally I haven't
welcomed so well my daughter...


 


 


***


 


 


Red
and Johnny joined the supervisors standing on the ramparts and, leaning
forward, were as surprised as they were.


Hundreds
and hundreds of zombies were coming from all directions, concentrating their
movements towards the Community. It was as if it attracted them like a magnet,
roaring like wild animals ready to receive the blood bath.


A
group of undead leaned along one of the walls and began to behave in a strange
way.


"Look,
they mass in numbers, it's kind of spooky!" exclaimed a supervisor near
Red, and she looked where he was pointing.


The
mass of hideous undead dragging around the wall looked up at the defenders
watching them. The creatures uttered an almost animal cry, a vibrating clamor
that impressed the human viewers.


The
girl looked at them with wide eyes, saying to herself, what are they
preparing against us?


She
did not like the answer...


Roaring
louder, the zombies quickly dragged themselves toward the wall and clung to the
door, trying to push it, without getting anywhere.


They
touched, searched, looked for any weakness...


Surprising,
how sometimes, they seem to have a brain that works again, thought Red.


A
Caucasoid undead, more massive than the others, devoid of lips and therefore
showing perpetually rotten teeth, with unkempt hair, tried something different.


The
thing inserted the fingers of one of its emaciated hands along the enormous
hinge of the door. Then it pulled, causing a squeaky metallic sound, showing
that it was beginning to tire the metal of the hinge.


Its
head exploded, spreading a splash of reddish-brown blood on all his peers
around him. The trembling body of the massive, dead, headless man collapsed on
the floor, trembling, its hand coming out of the door. It was shaken by several
spasms for several seconds before coming to a stop.


"Hey,
you've wasted one of our precious bullets! It was your last, wasn't it?" a
supervisor asked the shooter.


"You
didn't see that he might show others how to get in? These things may be
supposed to have a dead brain, but they're able to imitate like monkeys, I've
already seen them at work!"


"In
the meantime, almost all the remaining weapons and their ammunition are out, on
orders which had been given by Adams... And we have no sign of those poor guys
who took them whereabouts, since the arrival of this mass of zombies!"


His
colleague sighed of weariness and helplessness.


Red
looked at Johnny and asked him, "We have almost no more ammunition... But
I've heard that the NASA scientist who works with the Community’s Asian
engineer knows about lasers?"


"He
knows less than the engineer concerned, he knows about laser machining, though,
from what I've heard," said a voice behind them.


Turning
around they recognized Bo, who had come to join them.


They
all jumped when a loud breath was heard near them and they felt a great wave of
heat. Not far from them, a guard was using a flamethrower, sending sheaves of
fire that literally licked the creatures, which recoiled.


"Those
bastards are finally receding," one of the supervisors near him said
enthusiastically, grinning from ear to ear. The other guy stopped pressing the
trigger of the flamethrower, thus lowering the temperature, which was becoming
hard to bear, even on the ramparts.


"Yes,
but we don't have a lot of gas reserves for feeding the flamethrowers,"
said his colleague, concern on his face.


The
girl was also worried, especially since a second sweep made by the man with the
flamethrower caused a lesser recoil of the undead at the bottom of the wall.
And if the creatures insisted, she knew very well what may happen...


"Let's
go to see Hoffnung. I think I have the solution to our problem!" she cried
out, and thereupon she descended from the rampart and walked down with the
nearest staircase.


Johnny
looked at his friend as they followed her and asked, "Hey, Egg, do you
know what she's getting at?"


"No
more than you," the young blond replied, shrugging his shoulders while
pouting questioningly.


They
were silent and hurried because she had already reached the bottom of the
stairs and was heading towards one of the Community's main buildings.


 


 


***











Preparation


 


As far as he could
remember, Hoffnung had always loved the study of curves, among other subjects,
during his studies at the University, in mathematics applied to simulation.


And
the pretty curves she unveiled, as she undressed, satisfied him... The
beautiful young brunette he admired was now removing her bra, while giving him
a knowing glance full of innuendo.


A
virtual headset on his head, equipped with mini-screens and 3D headphones, he
discovered with delight all the options offered by the Community's
supercomputer.


Especially
the simulation of human beings via genetic algorithms and artificial
intelligence.


The
scientist had discovered these particular programs in the 'Personal' file of
someone connected to the machine, during his research on the machining of
crystal blades, and he never tired of discovering its richness.


The
woman simulated inside this mathematical universe came closer, still smiling at
him and, coming near one of his ears, she whispered something.


He
didn't understand anything and actually did not care, so much was he
concentrated on the synthetic being's perfect chest, with its pear-shaped
breasts, which gave him the impression that they were about to lean against
him.


He
smiled like a simpleton as the woman spoke louder.


"What?"
he asked, then laughed stupidly.


A
slap on his left cheek sent him an adrenaline rush.


"What...
what?" he exclaimed, surprised, telling himself, that certainly was not
planned in the program...


 The woman
screamed even louder and he received a slap more violent than the first, this
time on his right cheek.


He
abruptly took off the helmet, his vision shifting from that of the pretty
brunette to Red, bending over him, looking sternly at him.


"Oh,"
exclaimed the big scientist, who released the helmet in surprise.


 It
fell on the floor in a loud clatter of metal and glass.


Hoffnung
felt suddenly embarrassed, and all the more so when he saw behind his friend
Tony Lee. The Asiatic seemed clearly embarrassed, turning his eyes from time to
time and resting on him insistently.


Taken
aback, Hoffnung noticed that the young engineer looked down from time to time,
as if to make him understand something. Then, still sitting in the armchair by
the computer, he leaned down to look over his big belly, and he jumped.


He
had just noticed a lump in his crotch which showed his excitement.


Blushing,
Hoffnung tightened his legs to hide the embarrassing roughness and then tried
to give himself a semblance of respectability. Touching one of his cheeks still
red with shame that seemed to him burning, he asked the Japanese, "Uh...
Yes, what can I do for you?"


"What
Adams just put you in charge of," the young redhead said half-mockingly,
half inquisitively.


Feeling
even more disconcerted because he had expected to talk only with the adult who
was standing next to her, he whispered, "Ah, you mean..."


"The
laser machining of the crystal blades to make them useful to the
Community," the young man interrupted with embarrassment, and with that he
nodded to the big experimental ruby laser that lay on a table near them.


An
uninformed eye looking at the whole may have had the impression that, on the
metal surface, there was only a useless succession of lenses and mirrors
forming pathways of fine red rays of the most complicated and even erratic
kind... But in science and technology as in many other cases, not all is what
it seems.


"Yes,
of course," the scientist replied, clearing his throat before continuing,
"By the way, before my break, I was considering the most useful uses
and..."


"Do
not search anymore!" Red shouted, making him shut up and she then brandished
the crystal blade she had brought with her and thrust it between Hoffnung's
legs.


He
jumped while uttering a loud cry of surprise and then become silent. Surprised
not to suffer any castration, he breathed a sigh of relief when he saw that she
had just pressed the blade into the chair's cushion, less than a centimeter
from his crotch.


Finding
that the blade was buried in the armchair like a knife in a mound of
half-melted butter, he also noticed, looking down, that his fear had made him
lose his conquering virility.


"Hey...
you're crazy… she's crazy, huh?" he cried, appealing to his friend Tony,
probably shocked by the scene too, but who said nothing while keeping a low
profile.


"Yes,
I'm crazy," Red confirmed, leaning forward to look him straight in the
eyes, making him uncomfortable, before she continued, "I'm crazy with
anger because we're pretty much devoid of any ammunition, furious because a
swarm of undead that has been lured around the Community is about to invade us
to slaughter us, upset because the only person who can provide us with the only
effective defense weapons against them is coasting along!"


The
man blushed even more as she added, "And I'd rather not know what you were
doing just then."


She
grabbed him with one hand by the collar of his T-shirt to bring his face closer
to hers and said, "We need you to cut the blades of this indestructible
crystal that is at your disposal, to make good sabers that do not hurt their
users!"


She
then let go of his collar and presented to him her open hands, her palms still
covered with bloody scars.


Flabbergasted
as he stared at the girl's hands, he felt like there was moisture in his
collar. Touching it with one hand, he pulled out his pudgy fingers to see
traces of blood she had put on it.


She
continued, still looking the man in the eye, "Because of Adams, we have
lost almost all our remaining ammunition, firearms have become useless without
them, but your blades are indestructible and can slice absolutely everything
and may allow us to repel the assault of the undead who are massed in front of
our walls!"


He
swallowed with difficulty then asked, timidly, "OK, I'm going to laser
polish a maximum of blades... when will you need them?"


As
she was about to answer him they heard, "Red, the assault has begun!",
and they saw Bo join them, running through the entrance of the open room.


Red
turned to Hoffnung and said, "He just gave the answer to your question:
Now!"


"What?"
exclaimed the big scientist, opening his eyes bulging with surprise.
"Let's see, it will take time for me to carve, a laser is not a simple
millstone, and..."

"We do not need art to be brandished in a fashion show, but weapons that
can be used without hurting. Give us as many cutting blades as you can, right
now. Please!"

"But I can’t do all that alone," Hoffnung whined.


"No,
you're not alone," his Japanese friend said, before adding, "After
all, I'm the laser specialist, here."


"Thank
you Sir," exclaimed Red, "I knew we could count on you. Come on, Bo,
show me what's going on outside!"


She
left the room, trotting while following Bo.


Hoffnung
watched her leave, open-mouthed, clearly upset. Then, leaning over to catch the
"guard" of the blade that the girl had sunk into the seat, he
withdrew it very cautiously. He didn't want to hurt himself... and certainly
not carelessly hurt himself...


Then
manipulating the "guard", still covered with the young redhead's
brown blood, with his big, pudgy hands, he looked in amazement at Lee, who had
begun to work on one of the mirrors around the laser beam and asked, "Who
is she? Who is that kid? The new Administrator? Where is Adams?"


The
engineer answered by smiling shyly at him.


 


 


***











Besieged


 


When
Red, accompanied by Bo, approached the edge of the circular rampart surrounding
the gigantic dome of the Community, she heard a clamor such as she had never
known!


A
visceral, animal clamor came from below, as well as from the surroundings, as
far as their eyes could see.


They
were all here, those beings hungry for living human flesh, dressed in tattered
clothes reminiscent of elements of their past life, which was gone forever.
Their mouths open, greedy, recalled their current condition, the most monstrous
kind. They could open their mouths disproportionately, because of the rotten
attachment of their jaws. They managed to open their jaws like snakes,
strengthening even more their frightening appearance.


Red
stared, her heart beating, all those hungry mouths, all those black holes, some
of whom, probably, had been sated with the flesh of her mother.


This
thought made her close her eyes and the image of her mother came back to her
mind.


Her
mother falling from the tree, reaching out to her as she fell, fell, as if in
slow motion, into a blood-red picture.


"Red,
are you OK?"


She
opened her eyes, having recognized the voice of Johnny, who had approached her
and Bo on the ramparts.


She
caught herself and, smiling, she lied to him, "Oh, I'm fine, thank
you."


"There,
look, it's happening again!" Bo exclaimed, pointing to something below, at
the foot of the wall.


She
followed what he said, and could not help but be intrigued by what she saw.


Hundreds
of undead had already gathered at the bottom of the ramparts, heads raised.


These
creatures and the human beings standing on the ramparts observed each other.


Red
thought it was always intriguing to feel being observed by a creature who might
have rotten eyes, or even no eyes at all. Some scientists had speculated that
it was only by smell that zombies followed their prey, even with their empty
orbits. But the young redhead had never been satisfied with this explanation.
The flair developed to the detriment of other senses, this idea could not
convince her.


She
felt, deep inside herself, that there was something else...


Especially
tonight, their way of observing her very much intrigued the teen.


But,
more ominously, thousands came from the surrounding woods, coming out of the
groves, from behind the trees. They were seen dragging their feet, all heading
to one destination: the Community.


And
as their population density increased, at the foot of the Cyclopean walls, they
began to trample each other, while compact groups began to form.


And
other creatures were still coming in from everywhere, adding layer by layer
over the previous undead, which under pressure finally fell on the dusty
ground, or on their fellow creatures which had also fallen before them.


They
began to form a shapeless carpet of decomposing beings, a moving carpet, which,
with the amount of zombies that climbed it, began to swell, swell, reminiscent
of a mound of teeming bodies.


The
mound seemed to be alive while, paradoxically, being made with beings on the
fringes of life and death...


The
young men and the other guards on the ramparts watched the weird merry-go-round
of the undead, which began to form other mounds of zombies along the walls.


Red,
shrugging, told Bo, who was watching the scene intensely, "Their behavior
is weird, but no more disturbing than usual, I find!"


He
turned his head towards her and gave her a condescending smile when he said,
"Really? Watch them a little more," surprising her as he gently
grabbed one of her hips.


Red
said to herself, Bo, usually so shy, has definitely gained a lot of
self-confidence since our little adventure with the others, beyond the
ramparts.


Maybe
too much confidence...


She
shrugged again and, following his advice, stood like him, watching the decaying
creatures below them. And what she saw made her open big, astonished eyes, her
hair standing on end.


The
swarming mounds were now grazing the Cyclopean walls, throbbing, wriggling, and
some were even beginning to touch each other.


Red
was gasping in surprise when she saw some of the mounds that had been clumping
together merging, and forming new mounds, ever more impressive, ever higher.


"Oh!"
shouted the red-haired girl when she saw one of the mounds fall against the
wall like a wave of gesticulating bodies, the wave's crest almost reaching the
edge of the rampart.


A
zombie in farmer's clothes burnished with dirt dropped to the wall and hit the
concrete surface with its head, clinging reflexively to the edge. The whole
wave of other zombies below it fell, the bodies constituting it collapsing
together.


Red
and the others moved back when they saw the bony fingers of the creature
clinging to the rim of the wall. Rendered brown and reddish by the rot, they
moved, trying to hang on.


The
girl stayed back several seconds with the others. None of the people moved.
They were all petrified, not daring to look over the wall.


Red
thought that their fear was natural, but that it was not by listening to it and
not daring to fight that they would survive. Hiding one's head in the sand
while dealing with tough opposition has never helped anyone to face it. She
looked at her companions, who opened their eyes wide when the zombie roared over
the clamor, and with a last effort, climbed onto and lay on the ledge.


"Beware,"
said Bo, who had taken a rifle in his hand but then remained frozen in fear.


Seeing that no one
was moving, the young redhead grabbed the weapon from his hands and walked with
a determined step towards the undead, which had now put a knee on the edge.


"Attention
Red, that weapon is not loa..."


The
skeleton-faced zombie gave an animal cry that silenced the young man, a cry
that stopped when Red gave a violent butt to the creature's open jaw. In shock
its lower mandible fell to the feet of the inner wall.


The
undead, grumbling in a stifled way now, began to lose its balance, seeking once
more to cling to the rim with its bony fingers.


She
gave two more sticks on its fingers which broke like ceramics, and the creature
fell, yelping, while Red took pleasure in seeing it fall on a new wave of
teeming bodies.


One
of them, a naked zombie with bulging eyes jumped and grabbed hold of Red's hair
and clung to it.


Pulled
forward, drawn down by the gaunt creature despite its low weight, she saw the
moment she would fall on the throbbing mass below. The tension on her hair was
really painful. Hands resting on the edge of the rampart to resist the thing
that roared, excited, the girl could not take it anymore. She screamed, as much
in pain as because of her rage. Red heard as much as she felt heavy footsteps
cross the floor behind her.


That's
when she saw herself dragged forward and slid along the wall, head first.


The
zombie clinging to her surprised her while showing a smile of satisfaction, of
triumph, while its fellows below, looking at her with their red eyes or through
their hollow orbits, gave a groan of satisfaction as she fell towards them.


A
sudden pain in one of her ankles made her scream as her fall halted and the
creature hung, their fall slowed, and then pulled even more on her long red
hair. It hurt even more, as her blood fell back into her head, making her
blush. The rotten-eyed zombie then climbed her hair like a rope.


It
arrived at her level, opening a rotten and partly toothless mouth, ready to
bite.


A
huge fist hit the top of its bony skull and shattered it, scattering bone
fragments in all directions. The thing, having nothing left besides a jaw
surmounted by a remnant of brain gelatin, emitted something like a groan of
pain and let go of the girl's fiery hair. What was left of the undead fell back
on its fellows, who shouted with frustration.


Red
saw herself moving from the vertical position upside down to the horizontal position
and then, very quickly, to the vertical position again, but this time, head
uppermost.

Feeling the contact of the concrete floor of the rampart guard-way was an
immense source of comfort for her.


Harry
entered her field of vision while he was still holding her up, having rested
her on the floor.


"Are
you alright, Red?" he asked, worried. He scanned her face and hands,
adding, "Haven't been bitten, huh?"


"No,
but it's a miracle it didn't happen," the girl said, trembling a little,
rather shaken.

"I was really scared for you, Red," Johnny told her, a hint of shame
in his voice for not intervening in a timely fashion.


"Same
for me," Bo said as he approached the edge to join them.


A
bony hand grabbed the bottom of the blond man's pants and made him scream in
surprise.


Turning
their heads and looking down, the human beings saw a long-haired, squashy-nosed
zombie who had just clung to the edge with one hand, and with the other,
stubbornly clung to the bottom of the young man's trousers. The thing was
obviously what was left of an old rotting and decayed woman, which seemed
determined to have its share of human flesh. Pulling once more on the fabric to
the point of unbalancing Bo, it had just placed on the rampart the top of its
thoracic cage blackened by rot.


It
opened an eager jaw seeing that its prey was almost lying on the floor near it.


Harry
arrived and closed his big hand on the creature's bony wrist. A creak was heard
and he lifted it, making it find itself supported above its many peers.


The
colossus opened his hand and the zombie crashed on the teeming pile.


Bo
stood up and said, "Thank you, Harry."


"You're
welcome, boy," Harry replied, grinning at him, and then looking down as if
the thanks made him uncomfortable. His smile disappeared, making his son's
friend uncomfortable.


Harry
startled Bo as he grabbed his ankle tightly, almost making him fall again. The
tall colored man released his ankle and put something in front of the big
blond's eyes, making him almost squint.


Surprised,
the boy pulled back, horrified to see that it was a skeleton hand, one of the
hands of the zombie that had just been ejected. The fingers moved, having
spasms, which made Bo feel uncomfortable.


"Need
a helping hand?" asked the black colossus, smiling.


He
laughed heartily and threw the trembling hand over the rampart, adding,
"Hey, I've never seen the zombies as numerous and so excited, but
why?"


"That's
what I've been trying to make you understand for a while now," Bo
interjected, getting closer to Harry to see what was going on downstairs, just
like Red and Johnny, and he continued, "I think Adams has so many undead
around the community to foster fear, and thereby his power, that it caused a
phenomenon he did not expect."


"What
kind of phenomenon?" Red asked, knowing deep down inside that she wasn't
going to like the answer.


"Zombies
are always concentrated where there is a food source, hungry zombies attract
other hungry zombies, just as vulture clusters on a carcass attract other
vultures flying in circles at high altitudes..."


"...
Because they know they are in the process of feeding, and that it will be worth
flying up there," interrupted his father, who became silent as he looked
down, at a new "wave" of undead beginning to swell along the concrete
wall.


"But
I've never seen the zombies behave like today," his son exclaimed,
watching at his side the swarming, throbbing mass below. "Looks like ants
led by a superior intelligence that would make them organize themselves in a
surprising way, like..."


He
fell silent because the wave had just inflated to the point of projecting three
zombies to the top of the wall.


With
two swift movements of his sword the young man of color decapitated two of them
while the third was returned to the fray because of a powerful punch in the
face from Harry.


The
creature fell moaning animally on the wave of gesticulating bodies.


"They're
actually like ants!" the young man said at last, while he wiped on the top
of his tracksuit the dark blood remaining on his blade, a habit inherited from
the ancient Samurai, when they had killed their adversaries.


"That's
exactly right," Bo said, disgusted as he watched him. "Individually,
zombies are very stupid, but when they are in large numbers, they behave as if
controlled by a collective intelligence, an anthill or hive, the whole is
greater than the sum of the parts that make it up... even if I have to admit
that, I do not know why, I sense that there is nevertheless a centralized
intelligence somewhere."


In
the face of the growing excitement of the creatures they heard and saw outside,
he moved away from the ledge, imitated by the others.


They
had to find a way to establish a defense, and quickly...


Suddenly
the bestial rumor ceased.


The
silence that had suddenly come was heavy, surprising after all the rage that
had fallen on the defenders for some time. Red and her friends looked at each
other, intrigued, listening.


The
young redhead decided to approach the edge of the rampart again.


"Watch
out, Red," Harry said, moving closer to her, "remember what happened
the last time you looked over the rampart!"


She
didn't answer and remained bent over, scrutinizing what was going on below.

The black colossus came to her side and looked. It was then that Bo and Johnny
saw him come to a halt as well, seemingly fascinated.


"What
is happening?" Bo asked as he tentatively approached the edge, adding,
"We cannot hear them anymore, they're gone?"


Nobody
answered him and, also leaning on the edge, he was in turn speechless.


The
zombies had stopped screaming like wild beasts, and now piled up on top of each
other, slowly and in an awkward silence.


Standing
on the ramparts, the four friends and the other human defenders contemplated
the collective intelligence at work. Some creatures leaned against the outer
surface of the high walls of the Community, while others climbed up their backs
and put their feet on their shoulders, climbing to the heights. The strange
collective consciousness pushed the zombies to build some kind of siege towers
at the foot of the wall.


Red
was impressed by this manifestation of the power of numbers, and even wondered
if it would not be possible to communicate with it. And the red-haired girl
could not help wondering, could it be possible to reason with such an
Entity?


While
she watched, fascinated, literally layers of these creatures rising to their
level, she was impressed by the calmness with which they looked at them, the
living human beings.


One
of the creatures, a living dead young man in a shirt and pants in fashion,
almost still beautiful, was better preserved and less rotten than the others,
and it was looking down.


It
slowly looked up at her.


Glassy
and starry eyes and green ones looked at each other, and it was as if the
undead and the human were measuring themselves against each other. She
wondered, But what do you want?


The
zombie opened a mouth with still intact and almost colored lips, and the human
beings almost expected that the creature was going to speak.


It
opened a disproportionate mouth with rotten teeth and began to roar.


Thousands
of other roars joined his and the young zombie and others jumped to the walls
and clung to it while the humans recoiled.


Someone
shouted an order and all the defenders, warned, hit the ground.


The
creatures, remaining hooked, stopped as if they were surprised.


It
was then that a deluge of flames fell on the zombies, transforming them into
roaring and gesticulating torches. Some of the blazing creatures, which were
moving lower, began to glow, then to inflate like balloons.


"What's
happening to them?" asked Bo, looking at them, intrigued, leaning over the
rampart.


Red
opened her eyes wide when she saw everything that was happening and shouted,
"Beware everyone, go back!" Having shouted that, she slapped the
blond man to the ground as Harry pulled his son, who was looking down,
violently toward him.


Several
of the zombies exploded in loud bangs among their fiery fellows which exploded
in their turn.


Some
of the guards standing on the ramparts were shaken by the violence of the
detonations and, losing their balance, fell screaming on the mass of fiery
creatures. Their groans of pain as they were consumed by the flames horrified
Red and her companions who had receded, moans that, much to their relief, were
quickly drowned in the sound of the explosions.


There
was another series of explosions which caused even more severe quakes. They
forced them along with the other surviving defenders to stay behind or dropped
them on the concrete path along the inside of the ramparts.


Finally
the last explosion made them jump one last time, and then, all of a sudden,
silence returned.


Well,
almost.


They
couldn't hear anything, except for some cracking.


Gazing
cautiously over the ledge while being ready to fling himself to the ground,
Johnny and his son saw that there was nothing left at the foot of the ramparts
but charred and smoking remains with some flames, which emitted some crackling
sounds.


"Wow!"
exclaimed Red, who had just come up to the edge of the ledge with Bo, and he
asked, "Is it finally over?"


 


 


As
if to answer her question they suddenly heard a shudder and, looking away, they
saw, coming out from behind hundreds of trees and shrubs, literally a stream of
undead.


"The
wall!"


This
voice had come from underneath and behind them. Looking back and looking down
in the compound, Red and her friends saw a child and his mother, both standing
in front of the nearest Community homes. The little boy, in T-shirt and jeans,
was pointing something out.


"The
wall. Look, Mom, there's a hole in the wall!"


His
mother looked frightened as she looked where he was pointing, as did the crowd
of curious people standing behind them, who had watched the events unfold.


While
several other defenders were observing from the ramparts what was happening
outside, the group of friends went down the stairs to reach ground level.


Taking
a look at the part of the wall shown by the little boy, they saw that an
impressive crack had formed in the wall.


"My
God," a man wearing work clothes said while passing by them to see the
crack more closely.


He
paused and leaned over to take a closer look at the crack which was very wide,
then whistled, obviously impressed. He then turned to a colleague who came
behind him, in the same kind of work clothes, and said, "Quick, go get one
of the robot builders, the crack must be filled before the zomb..."


He
choked when a hand passed through the crack and grabbed him by the front of his
collar to pull him against the wall.


"Help!"
he shouted as a dark-rotten bony hand tugged on his collar, and he was
literally pressed against the cement surface. An animal grunt was heard,
followed by a growling worthy of a wild beast.


His
colleague tried to loosen the embrace, but the fingers with their visible bony
knuckles were clearly impossible to open. The only thing he managed to do was
to excite even more the creature on the other side, as its roars became even
louder.


"Aaarrrrggghh!"
shouted the prisoner, while the side of his grimacing face, pressed hard
against the wall, began to turn red.


A
lightning sword slash cut the protruding forearm and the finally released
technician fell backwards, taking his colleague back with him.


A
roar, clearly more from frustration than from pain, was heard, coming from the
other side of the wall, while Johnny, sheathing his sword, standing near the
crack, asked the two men, "Are you OK?"


The
technician was now crouching next to his scarlet-faced colleague, who struggled
to pull the decaying hand off his collar, but the bony fingers, still shaking,
continued to squeeze hard.


"Well,
desperate situations call for desperate actions," Harry exclaimed,
crouching in his turn next to the suffocating man, and then he grabbed a few
knuckles in one of his big hands.


Laughter
all over his face, the colossus broke them in great crunches.


The
whitened pieces fell like knucklebones on the chest of the prone man.


Harry
had released the collar and the throat of the technician who, finally, sucked
loudly a gulp of air.


The
colossus held in his hand that of the creature's, covered with rot, with a few
missing fingers. The colossus stared at it, fascinated, as it was waving its
remaining fingers, still full of life, moving like a tarantula partly
dismembered by a cruel child.


"Catch
it!" Harry shouted, swinging the bloody hand to his son.


The
latter instantly unsheathed his sword and sliced the hand in the air. It was
with the saber still in his hands that he watched the two pieces fall at his
feet. Then, while the two parties were wriggling on the floor, the young man
looked reproachfully at his father and whispered, "Hey, Dad, don't joke
with me like that!"


The
colossus replied with a great laugh, full of warmth, a communicative laugh
which the young man, as well as his friends Bo and Red, could not resist. They
felt such a desire to lower the tension of the recent days, and this parenthesis
was welcome.


Another
hand crossed the crack and Johnny sliced its forearm with a sharp and precise
gesture.


The
thing fell at his feet near the two pieces of the cut hand, and the three body
parts throbbed and moved at his feet, while roars were heard on the other side
of the wall.


Red
felt her hair stand up on her head as she saw several pairs of glowing eyes
watching them through the crack, the creatures growling like wild beasts.


The
young redhead turned to Bo and said, "Bo, you have to go and shake
Hoffnung, we need those weapons!"


"I'm
straight off!" shouted the blond man while running away.


"For
my part, I'm going to the hospital," Harry said as he lifted the other
technician off the ground. Though muddy, he was getting his color back. His colleague
said to Red, "I'll quickly get a job robot to plug the crack."


He
ran away while the colossus started walking, the other technician in his arms
like a doll.


The
commotion and grunts redoubled on the other side of the wall, and the girl and
Johnny looked at each other with concern.


 


 


***











Weapons


 


The laser
beam pierced the edge of the future handle of the crystal blade while, helped
by his friend Lee holding the object for him, Hoffnung now gave the handle a
more oval, softer shape.


While
the ray grazed the surface, shaving it as close as the width of a hair,
imperfections that protruded, heated to thousands of degrees by the ray,
instantly passed from the solid state to the gaseous state. The crystal vapors
evaporated into the air, billions of carbon atoms, which, from time to time,
made them both cough.


Hoffnung,
wearing - like Lee - specially adapted dark glasses of protection, was more
focused on his task than ever, while, his heart beating hard in his plump
chest, he heard shouts remind him of the roars of animals, outside the
workshop, mingled with the distraught cries of the Community's population.


"So?"


The
loud voice made the scientist jump, making him move the crystal blade sprayed
by the laser beam.


The
change of the angle of reflection of the red ray made it deviate towards the
jacket of his fellow engineer, who recoiled suddenly.


Looking
scared at the hole that had formed the Asian shouted, "Be careful for
God's sake, I could have been killed!"


They
heard a little cough near them and, turning around, saw Bo, who was looking
awkwardly at them.


Hoffnung
turned red with anger and shouted, "Do you realize that by shouting at me
and making me jump, not only did you almost cause an accident, but also
could've ruined an hour of work?"


The
blond and muscular young man didn't seem impressed by the anger of the obese
man, and, pointing with a thumb to something behind him, he said calmly,
"I did not scream."


Looking
behind the newcomer, the fat scientist suddenly became white as a sheet when he
saw that there was, standing behind Bo, the colossus of color.


The
latter stomped over to him, then, leaning forward and looking at him harshly,
said in the same loud and stressful voice, "So, where is the blade that
Red is waiting for?"


Hoffnung
gave him a shy little smile and then passed to him a crystal sword, holding it
by its handle.


It
was brutally taken from his hands and it was a miracle that, holding very
lightly the saber by the blade, he let it go quickly enough not to have his
fingers wounded by its sharp edges.


Harry
turned the sword between his big fingers, enjoying its lightness.


He
could not help but admire the colorful reflections that emanated from it.
Illuminated by the white light of the neon lights above them, the blade
rendered all the colors of the rainbow.


The
tall man seemed to relax and finally looked back at Hoffnung, now smiling at
him.


"Good
job, I already saw the strangeness as much as the effectiveness of this
material... Red will be delighted," said the colossus to the scientist,
who finally relaxed too.


His
Korean friend, Tony Lee, near them, didn't seem as reassured, watching the huge
visitor with caution.


Harry
added, "How many are there like this one?"


"How
many? Well, none other than this one, at least for the moment..."


"Only
one crystal blade?" thundered the tall black man, whose soft eyes became
hard again, and whose toothy smile disappeared, his lips tightening with anger.


"We've
already started to work on the second one," the Korean intervened, who had
started to laser cut another blade, and he added, "You'll soon have this
one and several others."


Harry
looked at him dubiously, still tense, and finally added, "OK, I'm bringing
this first crystal sword to Red. Bo, please, watch them and bring the blades to
the ramparts whenever they are ready. You two, continue, please, we need all
the possible weapons we can get to survive this siege! "


He
turned his back on them and started to move toward the half-open door, while
Hoffnung came to help his friend on the blade being laser cut.


The
big scientist could not help but breathe a sigh of relief, his sagging
shoulders making him look almost like a balloon deflating.


"What
is that?"


The
tenor voice made both of them jump again and they turned to see Harry standing
in front of something near the entrance.


"What...
that?" Hoffnung asked, embarrassed.


"Yes,
that... what is it?"


"It's
something that could help you resist the invasion of the zombies on the
ramparts. It was part of a project I worked on for DARPA, the military research
agency. Take it, I believe it is loaded."


The
colossus lifted the heavy metal object as if it was a toy, much to Hoffnung's
surprise. Harry looked more closely, from every angle, and finally, intrigued,
he said, "Explain it to me."


 


 


***











Cracking


 


"They
won't make it," Johnny murmured as he watched the scene with Red.


"Do
not be so defeatist," the girl said to him reproachfully.


But
deep inside herself, she thought he was probably right...


In
front of them, two robots were working on the breach in the wall, watering with
a kind of cement gun the crack, which was like a horrible scar across the
surface of the wall, usually so homogeneous. The grayish liquid had begun to
solidify, but it did not fully succeed, cracking under the external pressure of
zombies that were pushing to seep through.


Having
become gray themselves by being bathed in the sticky liquid, the undead were
bent on passing through the fissure that humans and their mechanical servants
were striving to fill up, seeking to widen it. At the same time the cement jets
were trying to close it.


Horrified,
her heart beating hard, Red and her friend had the impression of seeing a
bacterial invasion enlarged on a human scale: the organism consisted of the
Community, which sought to avoid the intrusion of microbes through healing, but
this wasn't able to take place, while its wound, symbolized by the crack, could
never close completely.


The
microbes, the creatures, were more and more numerous to emerge in the
"wound", and the Community would soon suffer from sepsis...


And
the final stage of sepsis, if it could not be cured, was simply...

Death.


"Red!"


Bo's
shout turned the girl around, who could not help smiling as she saw her other
friend, who was running toward her, holding in his hand the most beautiful object
she had ever seen.


"Here,
Red, here is the first in the series," said the blond man, passing it
quickly to her.


"Caution!"
exclaimed the girl, recoiling sharply to avoid the blade, and then keeping
herself on her guard.


"What..."
Bo asked, opening wide eyes and aghast.


"It's
super-sharp, you don't realize, go slowly when you pass it to me..."


"You're
exaggerating, you know," the other replied jokingly, handing toward her
the handle of the weapon he was holding with four fingers. The fifth one, the
little finger of his right hand, inadvertently ventured on the blade, on which
it pressed.


The
little finger was cut clean and fell, rolling in the grass to his feet. His
eyes widened in horror as blood flowed abundantly from the little stump. The
surprise made him drop the weapon which fell on the ground, at his feet, on the
verge of slicing his toes.


"I
warned you!" exclaimed Red, rushing toward him as she pulled out a small
packet of paper handkerchiefs from her back pocket. She took one of them with a
quick wave and applied it around the stub that was oozing, the pressure on the
stump causing a grimace of pain on Bo's face.


The
latter, his attention focused on his stump, which continued to empty blood at
his feet, became pale. He crouched awkwardly, trying to catch the cut finger,
and finally sat heavily on the ground.


"Oh,
Bo, how are you doing?" asked Red, who had followed him in his motion and
squatted beside him.


"My
finger..." the young blond man murmured, taking his eyes off the sliced
finger on the dusty ground to glare at her.


It
was then that his glare became empty and he began to fall backwards.


Johnny
managed to catch him just in time from behind, having crouched at his back, and
he said to his friend, "Bo, eh, Boris, stay with us! Remember yoga that we
both practiced a long time ago... Use your breathing to calm down, don't
panic!"


Bo
looked at him, his eyes still empty, but he pulled himself together.


Taking
a deep breath, followed by an even deeper exhalation, he began to regain some
color.


Johnny
took the pack of tissues from Red's hands and, having extracted one of them,
returned it to her.


"Well,"
Johnny whispered softly, helping Bo to get up with one hand, while with the
other, he picked up the finger on the floor and put it in the handkerchief,
which quickly turned red, "I’ll take you to the hospital quickly, I'm sure
they'll be able to stitch you up fast, if we hurry enough before it gets
necrotic. Keep watching, huh, Red."


She
nodded and, stretching out a hand, grabbed the sword that had fallen into the
dust.


"We're
going, old boy," Johnny said gently to Bo.


The
latter didn't say anything, and his face rather sickly, he finally got up with
difficulty. Supported by his friend, they left for the big white building that
made up the Community hospital.


Left
alone in front of the crack with the Community's defense guards and the
construction robots, Red felt, like these men, more and more nervous, seeing
the growing excitement of the zombies trying, no matter what, to cross the
crack.


Many
began to be caught in the structure of the cement, and despite the abnormal
strength that their condition gave them. The creatures eventually became one
with the substance, their heads, legs, or hands protruding.


Red
took a clean handkerchief and, squatting again, looked at the little pool of
blood left by her friend's little finger. And finally, she mopped up the area,
standing up to look at the paper cloth that had turned purple. Then, crossing
the inner courtyard, she approached a garbage can at the foot of the ramparts,
and threw away the bloody handkerchief.


A
crackle was heard and, lifting her head, she saw that one of the undead was
freeing its arms out of the gangue of concrete, while it glanced hungrily at
her, its bloodshot eyes still almost intact.


"Quick,
direct the jet toward there!" shouted one of the technicians commanding
the mixer robot, while he pointed to the thing, which was moving more and more,
its pelvis still imprisoned in the hardening concrete.


The
creature suddenly released its upper body and pounced on the technician,
catching his head in its crooked, bony fingers.


The
man shook himself in all directions, screaming, trying to free himself, but his
head was caught in a vise, and the zombie moved its jaw-crazed jaw with its
rotten teeth toward him.


Red
ran to him with the sword in her hand but already the thing had plunged its
teeth in the man's hair, who began to shout even louder.


The
top of the zombie's head exploded and bits of bone were scattered over its
victim and on the ground, mixed with dark-red brain gelatin.


A
smell of rottenness assailed the red-haired girl's nose as she watched the
creature's arms relax, and its claw hands clattered off the man's head who fell
backwards in the dust, moaning.


Obviously
he didn't even have a scratch, but was still scared to death.


But
what impressed the girl the most was the decayed head of the undead, who now
had its torso hanging down. The creature's upside-down head resembled a boiled
egg from which the cap had been removed to soak a slice of bread, with the
difference that it was a disgusting brain gelatin that was flowing on the
ground.


"Down
and out!" roared a recognizable voice behind her.


"Harry!"
the girl shouted in glee, a big smile on her lips as she turned to look at the
man who was standing behind her.


Standing,
but not empty handed.


Curious,
she approached him and looked at the kind of big, strange-looking rifle he held
in his hands. It was obviously a heavy weapon, very heavy, probably not usable
by a man of average build, and even less by a petite woman. Around the barrel
and the huge stick, there were blue LED lights flashing.


"What
is that?" asked Red, reaching hesitantly for the weapon, and touching its
handle.


"If
you want to know, this is a universal rifle!" exclaimed the tall black
man, pride on his face as he held the strange weapon firmly in both hands. She
caressed the handle with one finger and followed its side to the end of the
barrel, which was very long. There were slight traces of mud at the end of it.


"A
universal rifle?" asked the girl, taken aback. She smiled and added,
"Awesome, it looks like it's been made for you... Huh, what's the caliber?
I've understood that we don't have much ammunition left at the armory?"


"It
does not use any bullets," the tall black man replied with a big smile, as
happily as if he were a young sales representative presenting his merchandise,
and he crouched while holding the weapon with one hand.


Further
grunts erupted behind Red and turning around she saw another zombie in the
process of extricating itself in turn from its gangue of gray concrete. It was
the animated corpse of an old woman who had obviously had a cheek snatched,
judging by the huge hole in the side of her jaw. The teeth and gums were
visible on that side, giving the impression that this female zombie had a
constant grin in the corner.


"We
take dirt or mud from the ground," Harry said.


Turning
her head to look at him again the girl saw that, still crouching, he was taking
a handful of muddy earth that he had pulled out from the ground, digging it up
with his big hand, and he continued, "Preferably mud or snow mingled with
gravel or pebbles," and having said this, he opened his hand, showing
several small stones that he had collected, and he brought the whole thing
closer to the rifle. He closed his hand and introduced the dirt into a large
opening on the side of the weapon. The latter started to emit small electric
noises and the LED lamps on its periphery started to blink even more while the
giant continued, "Then, the rifle compresses mechanically the mud or the
collected snow, and then we only have to squeeze the trigger, as soon as it's
ready."


Red
heard an animal rattle behind her and turned around, seeing that the old zombie
woman had almost escaped its gangue, which eventually exploded under the
pressure from the creature. The zombie fell on all fours on the floor, still
wearing an old dress soiled by time, and the thing was looking down.


The
creature then raised its head, showing its ravaged cheek and opening yellow teeth
still mixed with an old dental appliance.


A
little 'ding' was heard behind the young redhead who turned back to Harry. The
sound his gun had just made was like a microwave oven that had just finished
its heating cycle. The lights on the rifle stopped flashing and a continuous
sound, like that of an ever stronger warning siren, began to hurt Red's ears.


"It's
ready!" Harry exclaimed excitedly as he squeezed the trigger.


A
loud sound of compressed air made Red jump and the creature screamed.


Turning
around the girl saw that the old zombie woman's lower jaw had literally been
swept away. The thing roared again, a roar of rage mixed with frustration as it
tried, clumsily, to walk towards them.


It
was a curious sight, this jawless, insistent-looking thing advancing towards
them with a slow, uncomfortable gait, while a new cycle of weird sounds
emanated from the new toy of the colossus of color.


A
second shot startled the girl who saw the top half of the creature's skull
shatter like a July 4th firecracker. The pinkish-gray brain of the thing began
to flow down the jagged edges of what was left of its skull. The creature now
had only the lower part of its skull, devoid of its lower jaw. At the upper
part of what was left of the skull, two eyeballs, rotten as raisins, hung
against the thing's bony cheeks, at the end of optical nerves.


Now
devoid of its brain the zombie's pace slowed down, but it continued to move on,
much to the surprise of the red-haired girl.


She
had heard of decapitated chickens on the run which had, for several meters,
kept their momentum going for many seconds before stopping and falling, but she
had never imagined that such a thing could happen to a human being - at least
to what had been one in the past.


The
thing finally came completely to a halt, staggered, and finally slowly fell
forward, as if in a movie in slow motion. Its face hit the ground and what was
left of its liquefied brain flowed into a pinkish puddle which spread to the
feet of the man and the girl.


"Awesome,
huh?" the colossus said proudly, recoiling like Red so that the nauseating
puddle wouldn't reach his boots.


"Yep!"
exclaimed Red. "With all the land at our disposal within the Community,
not even considering the land around the Community, you can shoot thousands,
maybe millions of bullets with that, right? We need plenty of weapons on the
same model!"


"Unfortunately,
there is a caveat, because…"


A
sonorous sound interrupted him, and he and the girl looked at each other in
surprise. It had sounded like a sonorous gong, or a loud drum sound.


A
new gong was heard and from the ramparts a sentry hailed them by beckoning to
them, "Come and see this!"


 They
both rounded the now rigid body of the jawless undead and then, not sparing
their efforts, ran to the top step, joining the guard on the ramparts.


Leaning
over the edge Red and her colossal friend opened wide eyes and understood where
the noise had come from.


A
crowd of undead moved back and forth like one individual - or rather a single
zombie - and clashed in synchronism with the cracked part of the wall. Hands,
chest, any part of their body that could be used to hit the concrete surface in
rhythm was used.


The
enormous sound of the clash of the mass of these rotting bodies echoed through
the wall, and made the ground tremble beneath the feet of the human defenders
standing on the guard lanes.


Harry
laughed nervously and said, "Their old carcasses will eventually dissolve
into powder by bumping against the wall, won't they?"


"Not
necessarily," replied Red, who was much more concerned, resuming,
"These creatures are all in synchronism knocking the same weak area of the
wall."


A
new collision was followed by a sound of falling.


The
girl and the big black man walked to another side looking out on the inner part
of the rampart and the inner courtyard, and then they looked down. The cracks
had widened on the surface of the wall from which dust began to fall.


The
next clash enlarged visible cracks, dust and pieces of concrete fell, joining
other pieces that had accumulated on the dusty interior floor.


Two
technicians were leading two new robot builders by voice, joining the previous
one to spray the cracked surface with more wet concrete.


"My
God, quick, or it'll end up giving way!" shouted one of the technicians
while pointing to the surface, which under a new blow coming from outside had
moved.


"It's
up to us!" exclaimed Red, and she then ran towards the stairs to go down
the ramparts, followed by her friend.


 


 


***











Frail


 


Hiroto,
eyes closed, was lying on his back on his futon bed.


Mei
was beside him, sitting cross-legged on a mat, and she was looking at him
anxiously. Slowly moving closer a bowl of water, she poured some liquid into
her father's half-open mouth while supporting his head with her free hand.


The
old man moved his lips when they felt the cold touch of the liquid. This
started to get him out of unconsciousness... and he then felt that his throat
was burning. Painfully, he tried to drink.


He
swallowed and coughed brutally, shaken by violent muscular spasms.


Then
his cough calmed and, swallowing his saliva, he cleared his throat. Slowly, he
opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. It seemed vague in the darkness of
his room, lit only by a small bedside lamp on a small table next to him. His
gaze drifted at random, trying painfully to discern the details in the room.


That's
when he discerned a face.


A
face with fine features, which he recognized as being his daughter's, who
smiled warmly at him.


"Mei..."
he murmured with difficulty.


"I'm
here, Dad," his daughter said, smiling, before adding, "I never
thought I'd see you again!"


"It's
the same thing with me," he told her, giving her one of those discreet
smiles she was used to.


"And
I'm so glad that you're staying with me now," the young woman exclaimed
shyly, hardly containing her joy.


"Not
for long, I'm afraid," he replied, his smile disappearing.


His
daughter's smile faded when, moving his clothes, he showed her his wound.


The
young woman was horrified as she discovered the black veinlets spreading on his
body in all directions from the wound, traces of necrosis having vaguely the
shape of lightning. She knew what it meant, having watched with interest
numerous medical documentaries on the Community's unique channel.


The
transformation process was initiated.


Mei
could not help but allow a tear that slowly trickled down one of her cheeks.


Hiroto,
laboriously, gently raised his right hand toward his daughter's cheek that he
touched with his fingertips. The tear came to die on his fingers, the ends of
which were beginning to darken in their turn.


The
old man whispered, "You know I've always felt that the truth must be told,
Mei."


He
swallowed hard before continuing, "It is no use hiding one's head in the
sand, you know it has always been my opinion."


Mei
remained silent, contemplating him with sadness.


"We
already knew that I was doomed by science in the next few years, because of my
cancer, let's say this incident just accelerated things."


The
young woman nodded, finding nothing to say while facing the evidence.


"There
is another unmistakable fact," continued the old man, "and this fact
is that, of all my students, you will have been the best, and the one who is
the worthiest to succeed me."


The
emphasis he had just put on these last words made his throat ache and he couldn't
help but cough.


"May
it be done as you desire," replied his daughter, infinite sadness on her
face.


Her
father gave her a smile, the warmest smile she had ever seen him give to her...
A smile that made her feel engulfed in a burst of warmth and tenderness, which
reminded her of their distant moments together with her mother...


"Now,
let me rest, please," said the old man, with a soft but firm intonation.


She
nodded and stood up, giving him a small smile and whispering, "Yes, take
some rest."


Seeing
that he was face up now and had closed his eyes, she came out, closing gently
the door of the bedroom behind her.


No
sooner had she closed the door than Hiroto opened his eyes.


Pointing
at the ceiling, they drifted toward the door as he turned his head toward it.


He
listened. No noise.


She
was gone...


Turning
around with some difficulty, he put his hand along the edge of the futon and,
having found what he was looking for with his fingertips, he pulled.


The
big drawer under the bed came out halfway, and he looked at the contents.
Kimonos, belts that had never been used. His diplomas dating from his studies
in the dojos of the Land of the Rising Sun…


He
thought of his native country, which he had left so long ago to come and
educate the Americans. How many Japanese were still human? The epidemic caused
by the Scourge had spread there as everywhere else in the world. And this not
only because of the passengers of the international airlines, but also because
of the flocks of birds which had spread the virus.


With
a deep heart, he looked at a picture of his late wife, Akiko, Mei's mother.


Her
joie de vivre, despite her setbacks, and her confidence in herself... She looks
so much like her!


He
took a deep breath and decided, all of a sudden, to forget the past and to
think about the future.


The
near future...


Still
fumbling in the drawer, he removed from a corner a bag that he opened,
revealing dried plants. He took a handful and threw it into the bowl of water
next to him.


The
herbs dissolved very quickly in the water, giving it a curious green color.


Hiroto
then drank as quickly as he could the contents of the bowl, which had now
become effervescent.


He
then backed away suddenly and lay on his back. The arm holding the bowl began
to shake, the same as the fingers clutching it.


Suddenly
the bowl escaped him.


The
almost empty container fell silently on the soft carpet at the foot of the bed
and, emptying its contents, rolled a little further.


Trembling
now and spitting some of the green liquid from his half-opened lips, his eyes
wide open towards the ceiling, the old man emitted groans of pain. Then the
groans stopped and, calming down, he found a calm breath...


An
affirmed breath.


Without
feeling the slightest effort he rose slowly from the bed and, walking noiselessly,
as his ancestors had learned to do for centuries, he approached the door of the
room.


He
then pressed his ear against it and listened.


No
noticeable noise.


He
opened the door, which moved without a sound. Welcoming the fact that he had
always wanted their apartment to be impeccable in every respect, among other
things by making sure to grease its doors, he entered the corridor and, with a
thousand precautions, closed the door of his room behind him.


Then
he began to walk along the corridor. He then heard a humming that made him
stop.


Nobody
came to him. Still walking with a step as light as a feather, he passed the
half-open door of the kitchen and, stopping near the frame, glanced inside.


Mei
was alone in the kitchen, preparing a meal while humming. Standing in front of
a table on which she was preparing the meal, she began to sing an old Japanese
song.


A
song about the fall of the snow...


Hiroto
felt at once an impulse, an irrepressible desire to go to her. His eyes began
to tinge with red. He smelled the smell of his daughter's flesh, very
attractive. The smell of her blood, so fresh, so young, so tasty, according to
the aromas he sniffed, even at this distance.


He
advanced a hesitant foot, already clumsy...


And
he stepped back sharply, hiding behind the door as Mei was turning around.


He
breathed as silently as possible, but the sound of his own breath seemed
deafening, it was as if it was totally invading his mind, annihilating anything
else he could have heard.


Looking
now through the thin interstice between the wall and the door, he saw that the
young woman had returned again, completely focused on her task.


The
old man withdrew a small sharp knife from his belt and looked at the metal
point, the blade reflecting the light of the corridor where he was. His hand
trembled as he held the handle of the dagger.


Suddenly
he planted it in the back of his other hand, emitting a small groan of pain
when the flesh was pierced.


The
slight moan made Mei turn to look behind her.


Looking
at her discreetly, he saw his daughter frown, an interrogation replaced by a
frown expressing doubt. She turned around again to continue her work.


The
pain made Hiroto's eyes close.


Then
his breath became calmer again.


Yes...


The
ancestral drug that his ancestors had taken for centuries, to ease the pain and
stay lucid during the most frightful battles. This drug, which was one of the
many family secrets transmitted down inside his Samurai family, from father to
son...


The
drug, added to the pain of the wound, had managed to make him emerge from this
animal consciousness, monstrous, that he had felt. His eyes had almost
completely lost their disturbing reddish color.


He
pulled back slowly and then felt something, which touched his back...


Turning
suddenly he found himself face to face with a demon. His heart sped up and
then, calming down, he could not help but smile.


It
was just the monstrous, predator-fanged mask that adorned the front of the
helmet of the Samurai's armor that was in the hallway. This monster mask, worn
by his ancestors during armor fights, was once intended to frighten enemies.
Without realizing it, he had stepped back and almost hit this multi-secular
armor inherited from his ancestors.


And
he began to meditate while looking at it...


 


 


***











Intrusion


 


"We
won't hack it for long facing such a swarming mass," exclaimed Johnny,
who, with his hand on his sword still in its sheath, saw the crack widen
visibly under the impressive blows of the zombies.


He
and his friend stood ready, standing in front of the crack.


His
father had left them momentarily to go further back in the Community, to look
for gravel lying along a building. He had told them that the strange weapon he
had acquired would be more effective with hard and sharp pieces to mix with the
dust that it would project.


"Let's
hold on, however long it will take to give Hoffnung the time he needs,"
Red said, holding in her hand the hilt of her crystal blade, for which she
still had no sheath. "Hoffnung's Korean assistant has assured me that as
soon as they have finished machining other blades, they will pass them on to
the most experienced Kendo students, who press them and wait for them. They're
resolutely waiting for them!"


A
new knock stronger than the others sounded with such intensity that the sound
echoed on the walls around them, cement plates falling from the wall in front
of them, mixed with the liquid concrete that the robots were projecting.


Each
time, the high-speed cement plugged holes in the gray surface, as if the
fissure was a purulent wound that was being cauterized by any means…


At
least until now.


"As
long as the robots inject cement, we'll save even more time, and they will not
manage to get through," a technician said, standing beside them, trying to
bring joy into his voice, having had to yell to be heard over the sound of the
robots' projection pumps.


The
technician, who controlled the robots, smiling, moved closer to the wall to
make sure that the machines he controlled were aimed at the crack.


A
deafening assault was then heard and it was not a few pieces of cement that
fell, but a whole section of the wall.


Red
saw that the technician was going to be crushed and dropping her blade on the
ground she jumped on him, placing him on the ground just in time before a big
block of cement fell where he had been.


Carried
away by their own momentum, the red-haired girl and the technician went
further. Both finally stopped in a cloud of dust.


"Whew!"
exclaimed the girl, helping the man in work clothes to get up, to which he
replied with a  shy "Thank you", so much he had been shaken by what
had looked like a tackle worthy of one of the greatest rugby teams.


He
coughed, having swallowed some of the dust which had not yet completely fallen,
still enveloping them, and then, turning his head in all directions, he began
to look everywhere.


"My
controller? Where's my remote controller?" the technician asked, eyes now
full of fear, looking for it, while mechanical noises were heard.


"There!"
shouted a guard, pointing at something on the ground while holding a
flamethrower in his other hand. The technician followed where his finger was
pointing and then he jumped, gaping, eyes wide.


On
the floor, a few pieces of plastic that had been the remote controller
protruded from dusty rock rubble.


"No!"
exclaimed the horrified technician as, close to him, Red, and others, the
mechanical noise grew louder. Turning his head, just as the others, in the
direction from which these noises came, he was flabbergasted by what he saw.


Near
them the robots had become crazy, uncontrollable, moving erratically, and
throwing cement jets at high speed and randomly in all directions.


"Hey!"
exclaimed Red, throwing herself on the ground and making a roll-and-go that
allowed her to escape one of the jets, having a close shave.


The
technician who was standing near her was less fortunate and shouted in surprise
as he received a large pour of ultra-quick-setting liquid cement on the legs of
his pants. The grayish liquid ran down to his feet, flooding his shoes very
quickly, imprisoning him in a gangue of stone.


The
man tried to lift a foot to try to get his shoe out but it hardly moved, the
gray matter clinging to it. The technician tried to lift the other foot, also
without success. Then he tried to move the two alternately as fast as he could,
but he looked like an insect trying to extricate itself from a big flow of
super glue.


"Aaaah!"
shouted the man as he fell while the robot finally changed its spear's
direction to send the cement in another direction, but it was too late. The man
was now lying on his stomach on the ground, hands flat on it while his feet
were completely caught in what had become a block of cement.


A
younger technician arrived and ran to the two robots, miraculously dodging
their jets. He finally reached each of them and, with a regular hand,
deactivated a switch. In turn he finally managed to halt the two crazy robots
that finally stopped, their cement spears still spitting a few jets of gray
liquid on the ground, before the flow completely dried.


"I'll
quickly get the other remote controller to put them to work!" shouted the
technician before slipping away to one of the nearby buildings, leaving his
unfortunate colleague on the floor with Red and Johnny.


More
thrusts, even stronger, were heard at the wall. The pressure this time was too
strong and another whole area of the wall at ground level, mixed with partially
hardened cement, began to collapse.


Johnny
and his red-haired friend watched with morbid fascination one part of the wall
collapse on the ground like a castle made of gray cards, leaving a wide gap.


A
gap filled with a cloud of dust through which they could now see many skeletal
silhouettes, moving forward toward them with slow but sure steps.


"Well,
that's it, the moment of truth has arrived!" exclaimed Red, holding her
blade firmly by its now finely cut handle, that happily no longer hurt the hand
that held it.


"Yeah,"
Johnny replied, sweat dripping from his forehead while holding his Japanese
sword firmly in both hands, while he was also on guard.


The
man who was holding the flamethrower near them said nothing but swallowed,
opening wide and frightened eyes as indistinct silhouettes began to emerge from
the gray cloud.


The
intruders ranged from living skeletons wearing the remains of clothes made grim
by years of decomposition of their flesh, to other more recently
"converted" undead. These were still properly dressed, and the only
thing that distinguished them from a living human being was a blued skin and
dark veins on their faces. They were all advancing, passing through the gap in
a synchronized, almost military way.


Something
controls them, Red thought, a collective intelligence,
really?


"Help!"
shouted the technician lying on his stomach near them, still trapped in the
gangue of cement.


Red
turned her attention to the prostrate man, blaming herself for having forgotten
him, and she was not the only one to notice him. Numerous nightmarish creatures
stared at him and growled with pleasure.


An
immobile and defenseless prey, which was offered to them...


One
of the zombies, probably no more than two meters away, advanced much faster
than the others with its arms out, its hands with knuckles crooked. The thing
uttered a deafening roar, opening an oversized mouth that showed rotten teeth
mixed with dried blood.


It
walked over to the prisoner on the ground, obviously intending to shred him
into pieces.


Red
stepped in and stood ready, her crystal sword raised.


A
loud beep made her jump as the face of the undead was hailed with projectiles.
Its red eyes, at least what was left of them, rotten and resembling dry black
grapes, were pierced, then ran down its rotten cheeks.


Turning
around Red and Johnny smiled while looking at Harry, who had come back with the
futuristic rifle in his hands.


"I
was able to recharge it in a few minutes, Hoffnung is a real genius!"
Harry said with joy in his voice. Once again, he was like a little kid opening
his new toy.


All
of a sudden his smile disappeared and he pointed the gun in front of him.


The
thing still standing in front of them was opening its rotten mouth, its lower
mandible trembling.


A
second shot from the gun literally blew off the top half of the zombie's skull.


Red,
disgusted, shielded her eyes with one hand so that they would not receive the
brain matter that began to rain around the tall creature that was  now
motionless. Its brain destroyed, it fell to its knees and, face down, it
heavily collapsed forward.


What
remained of its liquefied brain flowed from the flaring top of its skull, the
reddish liquid with a disgusting rotten smell almost spreading to the
technician still caught in the cement. His head was immobilized, too, in the
gray gangue, visibly hardening. The man watched in horror as the liquid came
toward his face and he closed his eyes, preparing to be splashed by the liquid
that was probably very contagious. Several seconds elapsed while, eyes closed
as tightly as possible, he waited with fear for the arrival of the auburn and
stinking substance.


To
his great surprise, long seconds passed by, but he didn't feel the slightest
contact with any liquid.


The
technician timidly opened his eyes to find, with relief, that the puddle had
stopped just inches from his face. The smell of decay and dried blood from the
liquid made him nauseous.


He
heard a sound almost like an explosion as he was shaken.


Then,
surprised, he looked all around him.


The
top of the cement gangue that had held him prisoner seemed to have partly
exploded. Looking at his freed neck and upper bust, he saw huge black hands
that continued to tear off remnants of hardened cement around him, as if these
fragments had no more consistency than cardboard.


Raising
his chin, the technician saw in his field of vision the head of Harry Jackson
who, smiling at him, continued to free his body from the grayish gangue. The technician,
who was trying hard to get up, saw on the ground next to him, at the feet of
his liberator, a sort of weird rifle with a futuristic look.


"It's
over, my friend, you're safe," the good giant exclaimed happily as he
helped the man, just as smiling, to get up.


A
huge sound like a landslide made both jump.


Turning
their heads they saw with horror that the wall had completely collapsed.


"No,
this is just the very beginning!" Red shouted, holding the guard of her
crystal sword firmly in her hands, while all saw in horror nightmarish
silhouettes emerging from the cloud of dust left by the collapsed wall.


 


 


***


 


 


End of Volume 2 – BESIEGED
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