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   This one is for mom and dad. I wouldn't have made it this far without your help.
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Strange shapes light up the night 
Never seen them though I hope I might 
Don't ask if they are real 
The men in black, their lips are sealed.
 
   -Blue Oyster Cult "Take Me Away"
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   Rescue 911. Do you have an emergency?
 
   [MUFFLED VOICE]
 
   Hello?
 
   Something crashed from the sky! [WOMAN'S VOICE] 
 
   What fell?
 
   There's smoke and a fire! Jesus!
 
   We've traced your call and there are police and fire en route. Please stay on the line. Can you describe it to me? Is it a plane?
 
   No. It's shiny. [CHILDREN WHIMPERING.] Oh my God! He's coming toward the house! He's coming toward the house!
 
   Who?
 
   I don't know what it is!
 
   Ma'am, it says here this number belongs to the Van Lou residence. To whom am I speaking?
 
   Libby. [SCREAMING?] It's not human!
 
   I need you to calm-
 
   CLICK.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
    The CB crackled when Sheriff Donahue was about to take a lunch break. In Brownsville most calls consisted of some old lady complaining about her neighbor’s loud music or a loose dog or underage drinking. Every now and then a few break-ins spiced things up, or maybe the occasional car accident, but the low speed limits and over patrolling cops kept the streets safe. The town was dead, but that was a good thing.
 
   "Possible AC, Sheriff. Suspicious person too. Over," Carmen, dispatch, said.
 
   "AC? Are you serious?"
 
   "As cancer. 189 Washington. Mrs. Libby Van Lou. Sounds terrified. Get on it. All available units. We've even got the FD in on this."
 
   Sheriff Donahue never dealt with a downed aircraft before. Should pick up a slow morning. He caught a kid smoking pot earlier, the highlight of his entire week. He confiscated the pot, but the kid was so young Donahue just gave him the standard shame on you lecture and reported him to his parents, who seemed angry enough.
 
   "Roger. Over and out." He hit the sirens and pulled a U-turn onto Washington, which headed through the heart of town. He rolled a curb and spilled hot coffee on himself. Lady luck was being a bitch that morning.  
 
   A bitch indeed. Earlier a God awful message on the answering machine from that asshole pharmacist, who refused to give him a fill on that erectile dysfunction medication because it wasn’t moral, slapped Donahue in the face. Sorry Sheriff, looks like you’re gonna have to break your little wife’s heart and tell her why you can’t make babies.
 
                 An AC. 
 
                 Donahue winced at the thought of working through a downed plane, especially one of those big 747’s. But the crash couldn’t have been that big. He would have heard the impact. It was only a few minutes down the road.  
 
                  “Jesus, please let this be a grassfire.”
 
    
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
                 
 
   Libby was thirty-nine years old and the mother of four children –all of them under eight. Her husband was Andrew Van Lou, the owner of a local grocery store up on the northwest side of town. Life had been normal. Libby sat in her family room, watching the Price is Right when a bang in the back yard rattled the house. A family picture fell on the floor and shattered.  
 
   Libby gawked out back and saw dark smoke rising from something on the ground. She couldn’t tell what it was. A gap in the blackness allowed her to see a gleam of silver, but that was her only hint. Jason and the kids rushed downstairs, asking what the boom was. 
 
   While she was on the phone with 911, screaming her throat dry (and scaring the living hell out of her children), Jason saw it, a silver sphere, about the size of Mommy's car. A man walked through the smoke. He might not have been a man. He might have been monster. Jason tugged his mother’s arm until she saw the scary man.
 
   She took the kids and bolted to the closet of the boys' room. Jason, the oldest, was in her left arm, and Amy, the youngest was in her right. Both of them had their faces buried in her chest. The two middle children, Rachel and Ernie, clung to her back. 
 
                 It was clearly a boys' room upon entering. White wallpaper decorated with various football helmets covered the walls. Bunk beds rested in the far corner, and toys were scattered all over the floor that had once been in the closet, but shoved out to make way for hiding.
 
                 “Are we going to die, Mommy?” The sound of Rachel’s voice eviscerated her.
 
                 “No, honey. Be quiet.”  
 
                 Then she wondered why she hadn’t just run away outside, maybe to the neighbors. It wasn’t a guarantee it would have worked, of course. The kids were short legged and slow. But if they would have made it, Mr. Grossman had a nice shotgun collection that he kept loaded above his fireplace. It was too late to play the what-if game though. 
 
                 The sound of breaking glass came from the kitchen downstairs. He’s in. Whoever he is, he’s in.
 
                 The grips of the children tightened, and a shroud feeling of fear washed over her body. The kids could sense it. They trembled as they clung to her. Libby shook her head and tried to knock out the worry. She wanted her final moments with her children to be peaceful.
 
                 Stop thinking like that, goddamnit. You’re not going to die.
 
                 She heard a whimper from Amy on her right, but Jason shushed her. Libby wondered what was going through their minds. Are we going to die, Mommy? I have to go potty. Why are we in here? Jason understood. He saw the intruder first. Its head was unusually large, the belly hung out of his body, and two twig-like little legs supported its frame. Libby couldn’t remember much else. She blacked out for a moment when she was lost in panic.
 
                 Children’s tears watered Libby's Mickey Mouse T-shirt. Soon it would be children’s blood. The image flashed in front of her face as if she were looking at a photo. The children’s heads were twisted backwards, blood soaked her shirt, and tears flushed down her cheeks.
 
                 “No,” Libby whispered. Jason shushed her. A spark of fear ignited the boy’s face. Libby wondered if he had seen the image too.
 
                 I’m going to kill your family, Libby, something inside of her said.
 
                 “Did any of you hear that?” Libby whispered. 
 
                 “Hear what?” Jason said.
 
                 “Nothing, just be quiet.”
 
                 I’m going to kill them, Little Libby. Little Libby was something her husband called her on account of how short she was. The voice knew. Somehow the goddamn voice knew.
 
                 I know EVERYTHING, Libby.
 
                 Footsteps pounded up the stairs. It knew she was in there. She couldn’t move though. Her body was cramping up from the fear. Libby's children could sense this, but none of them made a peep because the footsteps quickened, and that meant that the bad man would find them if they were loud.
 
                 Libby–
 
                 “Shut up!” she screamed.
 
                 The children looked up at their mother with wide eyes and gaping mouths. 
 
                 “Mom–” Jason screamed, but he was interrupted by the creaking of the closet door.
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                 The sun hung in a sharp blue, cloudless sky. The gentle wind created a comfortable outdoors, regardless of the ninety-five degree heat. She lay happily in her hammock and read a Danielle Steel paperback, which served as a replacement for the lack of romance in her life. Sandy’s husband died in a car accident about three years before. It left her with their only child, Lisa, who was now eighteen and as gorgeous as a supermodel. Although Sandy wasn’t completely alone, she still missed Ray. Hell, she’d probably never be over it one hundred percent. Some days were better than others, and she thanked God every minute for Lisa. Lisa was the only thing left that kept her sane (besides the Danielle Steel paperbacks, of course).
 
                 But Lisa would be moving on soon. Probably far, far away from the small town of Brownsville, Kansas. The town didn’t have much for someone aspiring in a career, and it didn’t have much for those who weren’t either. Lisa wanted to go to college at the University of Kansas to become a psychologist. The campus was a good four or five hour drive from Brownsville. She would be gone, and Sandy would be alone. Sandy didn’t know how long it would take her daughter to get the degree, and Lisa probably wouldn’t return after she got it either, or even give a courtesy call back home to a lonesome mother. Her life would have taken flight and she would probably end up living in a big city with some guy and end up having five kids.
 
                 “Fat chance.” Sandy laughed. Lisa wouldn’t touch a guy unless he was just like her, and none of them were. She’d probably end up being an asexual hermit –no, an asexual hermit psychologist. 
 
                 Sandy smiled. Her face was hardened and cracks of dry skin circled her cheeks. After Ray died, her hair had grayed instantly –probably within the year, but one thing she still had was her figure. It was a perfect hourglass, and she was proud of it. Not many fifty year olds could look that good. Of course, Lisa had always tried to get Sandy to color her hair, but that wasn’t going to happen. If Lisa had her way, her mother would be running around wearing black jeans and heavy metal shirts.  Mrs. Kelly was proud of how she looked, and she displayed it well.
 
                 She was wearing a pair of denim short-shorts, showing off the beautiful skin on her unblemished legs and a pink tank top that ran down her torso then stopped just above her belly button. The gray hair was pinned back into a bun, and over it there was a red bandanna. There were times when high school kids would drive by and honk at her. They probably couldn’t tell that her hair was gray due to the bandanna, but it satisfied her when it happened. Her daughter was disgusted by the fact that kids she could be dating were driving by and howling at her mother. Perhaps Lisa caught the jealousy bug. She sure as hell didn’t need to be jealous. Lisa was beautiful. She just didn’t show off her goods.
 
                 Lisa’s body really was amazing (she had gotten this from her mother’s side, no doubt), however she would always wear baggy black jeans and a black T-shirt that usually displayed a hard rock band –they all looked like attractive thugs to Sandy. Her shoulder length hair was a natural, perfect brown, but she insisted on coloring it black. 
 
                 She was also what some would call anti-social. It bothered Sandy that all her daughter wanted to do was stay up in her room and read most of the day. Of course she had friends, but she rarely got together with any of them. Maybe once or twice a month, but no more. There was that nice boy down the street, Russ Allen, who Mrs. Kelly had been trying to get her to visit. He was a nice guy, in college and a bit older, but she liked him. He had been there almost forever. Lisa had never met him, but knew of him mostly by some of her few friends. Of course Lisa came up with excuse after excuse not to hang out with him, or any guy for that matter.
 
                 That afternoon, when Lisa’s blue Mercury Tracer pulled into the driveway, she found her mom sitting half naked under the sun, obviously trying to attract high school boys again.
 
                 “Trying for jail bait again, Mom?” 
 
                 Sandy grinned at her. Lisa’s work uniform was nicer than most of the clothes she wore. It required her to wear khakis and a tucked in red T-shirt with the Dairy Queen emblem on the left breast. The khakis were tight fitting, and it showed off her butt really well. Lisa had a cute butt.
 
                 “You look better in that uniform than you do in your normal clothes,” Sandy said. “You should try showing off your body a little bit. Might get more attention from the boys, honey.”
 
                 “I’m not looking for attention from the boys, Mom. I don’t need an eighteen year old to satisfy my sexual discomfort and loneliness. Just because you experience that need doesn’t always mean it was passed on to your lovely daughter.”
 
                 “There you go again. Look at you! You’re beautiful! I’m just afraid you’re going to turn into an asexual hermit.”
 
                 “My own mother is trying to get me to have sex.” Lisa sighed.
 
                 “No, not that. I just don’t want you to be alone, dear.”
 
                 Lisa was about to spout out a string of cuss words when the rumble of a Corvette approached. It was Justin Maddox –the quarterback of the Brownsville Demons, who haven’t won a single game in eight years. He blared on his horn and howled at them as he drove by. Lisa figured he was either stoned, drunk or both –probably both. She hated the kid and was disgusted when her mother smiled about it.
 
                 “Lighten up, Lisa. He’s cute. Maybe you–”
 
                 “No!”
 
                 She walked away toward the house with an angry smile on her face. 
 
                 A few minutes after Lisa had gone inside a group of police cars sped by, followed by both of the town’s fire engines. The sirens stayed within hearing range for almost a full minute and then slowly faded away.
 
                 Oh Lordy Lordly Lordy, Sandy thought. Something’s gone bad in Brownsville. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *              
 
    
 
                 That goddamn woman would sleep with a sixteen year old and end up in prison. It wouldn’t really matter; she’d still be laughing about it even in an orange jumpsuit. Being the Mrs. Robinson of the town was a joke to begin with, but damn, she was taking it too far. Her mother smiled and waved at them as they drove by. God knew what she was thinking behind that smile. Soon she would be a registered sex offender and barred to the house with an electric bracelet around her ankle. 
 
   What the hell is wrong with her? She’s old enough to be their goddamn grandmother. 
 
   Lisa took a deep breath and stopped shaking. Freak outs were normal before the episodes. She had eaten a ham sandwich along with some potato chips for lunch. 
 
   Don’t wanna get too fat, Lisa! Stop eating those chips. You’re just jealous because your mother looks better than you! 
 
   “Oh, God,” Lisa muttered. “I’m fine.”
 
   But she wasn’t. She was wrong throwing up after each and every time she ate. She was wrong trying to look as good as her mother. She was wrong, period.
 
   I look fine. It’s just a goddamn delusion.
 
   Her problem began about two years before in a high school bathroom. She heard Jessica Welch throwing up in the stall next to her. While they were washing their hands and touching up their faces with makeup, Jessica explained that she was trying to lose weight for cheerleading. Later that day, Lisa tried it, and she told herself she would quit after a few pounds or so. At first it was controlled, and she was eating right and only throwing up when she ate unhealthy foods. But about six months ago it felt awkward to have food in her stomach all together, and she couldn’t stop. 
 
                 It wasn’t just involuntary, though. It was more like a bad habit that she couldn’t ditch, like drinking or smoking. She could probably quit if she really put an effort toward it. 
 
                 “I’ll do it, just this time, but this is it,” she whispered and walked upstairs to the bathroom.
 
                 The blue coloring was always enough to make her want to puke, even without eating. The toilet was blue; the sink was blue, and even the shower tiles. Back in the old days she had to stick a finger down her throat to get it going, but now all she had to do was walk into the room. Lisa didn’t necessarily hate the color; it just seemed to resonate heavily. It felt like the color crawled inside of her eye sockets and juggled her brain until she felt nauseous. If there was food in her stomach then puking was necessary, but if there wasn’t, she would just get a really bad headache. 
 
                 Still in her Dairy Queen uniform, she knelt over the toilet. She coughed a few times, and the yellowish red liquid heaved from the bottom of her stomach and traveled up her esophagus. Some of it went further up and stung the backs of her eyes, and a little came out of her nose too. She choked and let out what she could, then stopped to let the vomit drain from the passages in the back of her face. Her eyes and nostrils stung as the acid lingered on the sensitive flesh. It happened every time. She hadn’t gotten used to it and probably never would. She leaned over again and gagged until her stomach was empty. After wiping her mouth and the rim of the toilet bowl, Lisa stood up and flushed the toilet.
 
                 I need to stop doing this, she thought. This is the last time.
 
                 She stripped down and took a quick shower, then changed into her black attire –a Rolling Stones T-shirt and some baggy black jeans she had bought at the mall for a hundred wasted dollars. A copy of Stephen King’s ‘Salems’s Lot was waiting for her in her room, and she would spend the next two hours with it.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Damn, Lisa looks hot when she isn’t trying to dress like a witch, Justin thought. Her mom looks pretty damn good too.
 
                 He smiled to himself. There wasn’t anything better than cruising in a Corvette at the beginning of summer. The sun was out, and Justin admired the way the light bounced off the shiny black hood. His dad bought him the car for graduation that year, and although it wasn’t brand new, Justin accepted it. It was only about two years old anyway, and it looked really nice. The seats were leather, the rims were a perfect chrome, and it moved faster than anything he had ever driven before. 
 
                 There was only one thing that could make cruising in the sun better. He opened the glove box and found a partially smoked joint. He smoked a little at a graduation party the other night, but the stuff was really potent, and he had had a really good high, so he decided to save some for later. It took him a few attempts to light it due to the wind blowing in his face, but he got it nevertheless.
 
                 Good times, he thought. Good times. With nowhere in particular to go he floored it. The engine growled and the Corvette took off over the pavement. He took a long drawn out puff and quickly blew it out when he heard the sirens coming from behind him.
 
                 Without thinking, he pitched the weed over the side and slammed on his breaks to come to a stop. Whatever the cop was after, it was speeding like hell. He had never seen a cop go that fast in this town. He hoped that it would pass him by without stopping. 
 
                 And it did. He held his breath until the car whooshed around him, shaking the Corvette as it flew by. The cop had definitely seen him pitch the weed. There wasn’t any way he couldn’t have. So there was possibly something serious ahead.
 
                 Something serious in Brownsville? Yeah right. He laughed at his own idea.
 
                 Then there were two fire engines, followed by three police cars –one of them the sheriff’s. Each one caused the Corvette to wobble as they passed. And when he looked up there was a streak of black smoke rising into the air just ahead. It was impossible to tell what had caught fire because tall trees lined the road. 
 
                 The smoke wasn’t thick or anything. It was just a streak –a single streak. The parade of emergency vehicles had flown to it like ten birds going after a helpless cricket. John Q’s tax dollars at work, Justin smiled. He revved up the engine and did a u-turn in the middle of the road.
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                 Smoke drifted into the sky as the convoy of emergency vehicles drove into Libby Van Lou’s driveway. There wasn’t much time to look at the burning field –a woman was screaming from somewhere in the house. Donahue nodded to Deputy Anderson, and they both drew their glocks as they approached the door. The firemen were drawing out the hose and running to the smoke, and the other officers were helping them in the background. But none of that mattered to Donahue. There were people inside –people that were alive.
 
                 Alan kicked open the door and made his way in, Anderson followed closely. There was a staircase going up to the left and the kitchen and dining area were on the right. The window above the sink had been broken out and glass was scattered over the wooden floor.
 
                 “Never had to use my gun before,” Donahue muttered.
 
                 “Me either,” Anderson said. His pudgy body was jittering underneath his uniform and the top of his bald head was shining from the sweat. “Are you ready to do this?”
 
                 Donahue nodded. 
 
                 A deep cry wailed from above them. It sounded like a high pitched scream from an elephant. The men exchanged excited glances, pleading for the other to lead the way. It was followed up with another short scream. This wasn’t a goddamn break in. This wasn’t some woman being killed or raped by a man. This wasn’t even a man at all. 
 
                 “Aw man! I don’t know, Alan!” Anderson whimpered.
 
                 “I’ll lead.”
 
                 Anderson crept up the stairs behind the sheriff one slow step at a time. Donahue was too scared to go up, he wouldn’t admit it, but it was true. He took a few more steps and stopped about half way up. Another god awful growl erupted from the room above.
 
                 “What the hell you think it is?” Alan asked.
 
                 “I don’t know, man.” Anderson was almost in tears. He was worthless unless he was pulling someone over for a cracked windshield. “Could it be a wild animal?”
 
                 Screw it. 
 
                 Donahue sprinted up the final steps. His backup held still for a moment with a confused look on his face, but then followed. The sound of breaking glass came from the room next to them. It hit him, right then. He didn’t want to see what was in that room. Donahue placed a hand on the doorknob and prayed that it wouldn’t turn. If it was locked he could just walk back out as if nothing had happened. There was no reason for forcing an entry, right? No fucking reason at all. 
 
                 “Are we going?” Anderson whispered.
 
                 The doorknob turned. The door opened, creaking as it swung loosely on the hinges.
 
                 It was a child’s bedroom. Toys were scattered all over the wooden floor and the walls were covered with prints of football helmets. Donahue took another step into the room, knelt over, and puked.
 
                 “Oh man! Sweet Mother Mary and Joseph,” Anderson whined and turned away.
 
                 There was a lake of blood expanding out from the closet in the back. Donahue stood and winced at what he saw. Four children lay in the pool of blood, motionless.
 
                 “It was a goddamn monster,” Anderson cried. “It was a fucking monster.”
 
                 “Take a breath, buddy. Calm yourself down.”
 
                 Anderson walked over to the shattered window and breathed like a man dying of asthma. Nothing was outside but a view of the neighbor’s house. It was quite a ways down to the ground too, and no real way to climb. There was no way anyone could have gotten out. But they weren’t dealing with an anyone. They were dealing with a something.
 
                 Donahue looked at the children a little closer, and coughed. He almost threw up again, but didn’t. All four of their heads were twisted around backwards. There was no sign of Libby Van Lou. 
 
                 “I don’t believe this shit,” Anderson said.
 
                 “Yeah, we’ve established that.” 
 
                 “No come over here. There is no way they could have gotten out of this window.”
 
                 Donahue walked over and peered down. He was right. The house went straight down to the ground, about twenty-five feet. There was nothing to climb on, and nothing to land on that would cushion the blow. And yet the window broke out when they were standing right outside the door. Their hesitation had cost them. It had cost the children and their mother.
 
                 “This is our fault,” Alan said. Anderson looked up at him dumbly. “We should have been in here. Instead we shook outside like two school bullied fairies.”
 
                 The radio on his belt exploded in static and the heavily accented voice of Deputy Lopez spoke: “Sheriff you better get out here. We found something big, over.”
 
                 Alan didn’t even pick it up. He was staring at the bodies of the children on the floor. Their eyes hung out of the sockets and their lips were in a helpless circle shape. They were kids. They were just kids.
 
                 I could have stopped this, he thought. I’m the goddamn sheriff and I could have stopped this and I didn’t!
 
                 “Sheriff, do you copy? Over.” 
 
                 “I’ll be down in a minute, Lopez. Over and out.”
 
    
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Donahue sprinted out of the house, keeping his eyes on the grassless front lawn. The neighbors from the north and south were both gathered in their yards, watching everything like some kind of sick television show. 
 
                 “You all right, sheriff?” Anderson asked.
 
                 “I think I’m going to be sick again.”
 
                 Anderson nodded and walked away to the scene of whatever everyone was staring at. Donahue dropped down to one knee and put a hand on his stomach. The images of those children were fresh in his memory, and they would be for a long time. Their buggy little eyes were oozing out of the skull, and their mouths were open in the innocent little o. Murders weren’t supposed to happen in a town like this. In a town like this nothing was supposed to happen, but there were four kids in that house with their heads going the wrong way. That was more than nothing. That was fucking sick.
 
   He grabbed his radio. “We’ve got four dead bodies upstairs –all children. Someone please call the –”
 
                 He didn’t get to finish the sentence. A storm of bile and yellow chunks splattered onto the green grass beneath him. 
 
                 “Jesus,” he whispered. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Lopez running up behind him. 
 
                 “Sir, something crashed.”
 
                 Donahue nodded then lifted a finger. He upchucked again. Lopez put a hand on his back.
 
                 “You ok, sir?”
 
                 “I just saw four dead bodies –all children. I’ve never been better.”
 
                 There was silence between them while they both stared at the ambulance pulling into the driveway. The lights flashed but the sirens were silent. 
 
                 “I think it’s a spaceship, sir,” Lopez said.
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “I think it’s a spaceship that crashed.”
 
                 Donahue pulled himself to his feet.
 
                 “Sir–”
 
                 “I’m coming.”
 
                 When he arrived he found a gigantic silver sphere about the size of a Volkswagen lodged in the ground. Smoke wafted up from the object, but the fire had been extinguished. There wasn’t a scratch on the damn thing. It looked like it had just come out of the goddamn factory that made it –whatever the hell it was. Not even a chip, or a black mark from the fire. He could even see his reflection in it.
 
                 “What in the hell is going on?” Donahue asked.
 
                 “Think we have a visitor, sir.” Lopez came up behind him.
 
                 “No.” Donahue shook his head. He couldn’t comprehend it. He didn’t want to comprehend it. Aliens were in science fiction movies. All that stuff about government cover ups was bullshit. America likes bullshit. That’s why it was so damn popular. That's why Fox News reigned supreme in Kansas. But that wasn’t a goddamn space ship from another planet sitting in front of him. Those things weren’t real. There were four dead children upstairs. They were real. But this wasn’t. Someone was fucking with them.
 
                 “This is where the monster came from,” Anderson thought out loud.
 
                 “It can’t be. This isn’t right. None of this makes any sense!” Donahue kicked some dirt up into the air with his shoe, and then kneeled down to his knees again. He could feel his stomach acting up.
 
                 A paramedic came jogging over. “Where are the bodies?”
 
                 “Upstairs, follow your fucking nose!” Donahue said.
 
                 The paramedic, just a kid –maybe 26, nodded and jogged over to the coroner, who was waiting with body bags.
 
                 “The woman is missing,” Donahue said. 
 
                 Lopez nodded. “What do we do, sir?”
 
                  “Fuck me, I don’t know!”
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   Twenty years old. Happy birthday, kiddo.
 
                 He pulled himself out of bed that morning and took a good look around at the room that had been there for him the last twenty years. Puke green wallpaper, faded brown carpet, a small window in the middle of the west wall, a computer sitting on a scratched up wooden desk, a stereo on the floor with a stack of CD’s next to it, and a single light bulb dangling from the ceiling. He walked over to the window and peered out. It wasn’t a bad day. The sun was up, and he could tell by the trees outside that the wind was blowing moderately. It was about the weather one would expect for the middle of May. 
 
                 After changing into a black T-shirt and a pair of worn jeans, Russ walked out into the hallway. Once again he admired the area around him. It had been there, unchanged, for the last twenty years. White wallpaper, with a tint of orange, covered with prints of roses. The hallway extended at least fifteen feet, maybe more. There was the bathroom on the left and another bedroom on the right (They hadn’t used the bedroom in forever. It was probably filled with dust and mold and other lovely things). 
 
   He walked the length of the hallway and into the living room, headed by the old tube television at the front. It had been there for about ten years. Within the room were also two leather recliners and a leather sofa –all red. The leather was cracked and at some points the interior was peeking out. His parents rested in the recliners, positioned on either side of the couch. Blinds hung down over the main window and blocked out the light, but just enough got through for Russ to see the dust swirling in the air.
 
                 “Something wrong?” Russ muttered. Both of his parents had their eyes shut. 
 
                 He walked into the room and sat down on the couch. The leather felt cold against his skin, and he broke out into gooseflesh. Neither one of them responded to him. They both sat –mother to his left and father to his right– in silence with closed eyes.
 
                 “Are you guys awake?” 
 
                 Russ grabbed a TV Guide mini-magazine from the end table and chucked it at his dad. It flopped in the air and landed in the old man’s lap. 
 
                 “Dad?”
 
                 They’re dead, buddy. 
 
                 “What?”
 
                 All of his senses peaked at that moment. He could feel the dust in the air being sucked into his mouth and down to his lungs, where it settled. His heart kicked, and the smell of decay suddenly set in. It reminded him of the dead skunk smell whenever he passed one on the side of the road.
 
                 They’re dead, Russ.
 
                 Then the faint smell of a familiar perfume touched front of his nose.  It was a perfume he hadn’t smelled in two years, and it was immediately clear to him where it came from. His prom date –his prom date that ditched him just two years earlier, Jessica Welch. Her smell lingered in the room.
 
                 She did it, Russ. She killed them both. Look for yourself.
 
                 He looked up at the corpse of his father. There was a small red circle in the middle of his forehead, and coagulated blood was stuck to the recliner. His mom was just the same.
 
                 “Jessica?” he whimpered. “Jessica, did you do this?” He wasn’t even sure if she was there, or if he was sane. Everything around him seemed horrifically surreal. He had been listening to a voice that was supposedly coming from inside of his head. And yet his parents were dead, in the recliners with holes in the front of their skulls.
 
                 But there she was. She walked in from the same hallway Russ had, hypnotizing him with her shiny blonde hair. She was wearing her red prom dress, and her skin was the color of paper. Her pupils were like two red gems, shining as the dim light from the window bounced off of them. Her breasts filled the dress perfectly, and everything about her that he liked was in that room, but there was something dark too.
 
                 “What’s the matter Russ, don’t you want to be with me?” 
 
                 Russ had fallen off the sofa and to his knees. He didn’t know what to think or what to say. None of it seemed to be really happening. When his eyes made contact hers he wasn’t sure if he was in heaven or hell –or neither.
 
                 “Shoot her!” The coarse voice spat from his mother’s corpse. He turned and saw her stand and reveal the hole in the center of her head, which now appeared much larger than it had before.
 
                 “She’s right, son! Shoot her!” His dad arose too. 
 
                 Both of their bodies were gray and dripping with that horrific crimson liquid. 
 
                 Jessica tossed a pistol over in front of him.
 
                 He eyed it. “What the hell is going on?”
 
                 “Shoot her son!”
 
                 “You want me, Russ, don’t you? You always have.”
 
                 “Shoot her!”
 
                 Russ reached for the pistol–
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   He was awoken by the sound of his mother’s voice screaming his name. Russ blinked his eyes, adjusting them to the murky light inside his room. Everything around him returned to normal. The surreal feeling of the world was gone. Now it was real.
 
                 She shouted for him again. Russ pulled himself out of bed while rubbing his eyes and put on his usual black attire –jeans and T-shirt, and of course the chain wallet. He ran a quick comb through his long black hair, which appeared as a black shaggy bowl covering his head down to his nose.
 
                 “Russ, your car!”
 
                 “I’m coming!”
 
                 He jogged down the rose walled hallway and into the living room. His mother was standing by the main window gaping at his car as if there were a dead body on top of it. He drove a 1992 green Ford Escort. And when he walked up to see what she was looking at, he found that the side window was smashed and the driver side door and trunk were hanging open.
 
                 No.
 
                 As a graduation present his parents bought him a pair of subwoofers and an amplifier –both of which were kept in his trunk. It was nice to have his music to the point where it would drown out the engine (which wasn’t difficult. It was only a four cylinder). Every time he turned on music he could actually feel it with him, not just hear it.
 
                 But they were gone. He didn’t want to go look in that trunk and see an empty space where they had been.  
 
                 “Where’s Dad?” he asked.
 
                 “Joe’s at work, honey. I think he had an appointment over in Wichita. He should be back in an hour or two.”
 
                 “Did you call the police?”
 
                 “Yes. They said all units were busy, but they would try to stop by this afternoon.”
 
                 “What?” 
 
                 She shrugged. "Break-ins aren't huge emergencies."
 
                 Russ opened the front door and took a step out onto the porch. It was clear from this angle. He had a better view of his car. It sat in the driveway in front of a broken down RV, which was caked with rust. There was a big oil stain beneath it, casting a small rainbow to anyone who would look in that direction.
 
                 He took another step.
 
   Not only was the passenger side window broken, but the driver side was too. Russ didn't know why that was necessary. 
 
    He heard his mother mutter something about how much her knees were hurting as she disappeared from his view, probably walking inside to sit down in one of those horrid recliners and watch her soaps.
 
                 “No, please…” he whispered under his breath. 
 
                 He walked over to his car, facing it from the front. There were bits of shattered glass on the cement. He was too afraid to go to the trunk first. He didn’t want to see.
 
                 They’re gone, he thought. They’re gone –they’re gone –they’re gone.
 
                 He walked around the driver side and peered in through the broken window. His CD player was still there, as was his case filled with CD’s. His eyes met the trunk door, which was in an upright position over the back window. The sun gleamed off the shiny green color and made him squint for a brief moment. He walked over to the back and looked down. The only thing left was a cluster of wires. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   Russ drove to the sheriff's office. It was a short drive, about three minutes. It was located about a half mile north of him on Washington Avenue. When he arrived, the parking lot was empty except for a blue Ford Ranger, which was the sheriff’s normal ride to work and back.
 
                 Russ’s stomach quivered when he took a step out of the car. There was no sign of human life in the vicinity. There was a small anthill on the way to the door, but nothing else. A hot gust of wind suddenly caught his face and he was forced to cough. 
 
                 The office itself was a small building, about the size of a barber shop. Just to the north was the fire station, and to the south was the emergency center. There were three desks inside, one of them was completely empty and had a thick layer of dust on it. Another one appeared nicely organized. It had a few pictures of relatives on the front side and a LCD monitor sitting on the corner. The desk labeled “SHERRIF DONAHUE” was at the back of the room, right next to the two built in holding cells. It was cluttered with papers.
 
                 Whoever took his subwoofers had gotten away with it, and he knew it. At that point there was nothing else he could do. Unless he got lucky.
 
                 Awful lucky.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   Jessica looked down at her boyfriend and realized how pathetic her future with him was going to be. He was face down in bed and breathed into the pillow. It was only a twin size bed, and it looked like joke for him to even be resting on it. The walls were covered with a wooden paneling, and the window above the bed was open and rays of the sunlight lit up his muscular back. However attractive that back was, she still wasn’t comfortable.
 
                 She sighed. “Rick we need to talk. This is getting out of control.”
 
                 He answered her with a grunt. There was still too much alcohol in his system.
 
                 Jessica flinched when she saw the set of subwoofers sitting on the floor they had stolen from Russ Allen’s car. It almost seemed like a fictional event –a dream, maybe. Alcohol had that kind of effect on you sometimes, and now she felt bad about it. She felt tempted to return them, but that would mean paying for the glass damage and possibly the reinstallation of the speakers. She didn’t have money to spend on that. Hell, she didn’t have money to get any food for the day.
 
                 “I’m going to take those speakers back to Russ,” she said. It was an empty threat.              “No! Why?” He shot up and turned around. Almost all her fears went away when she saw his solid chest. 
 
                 “I feel kind of bad about taking them.” She played along, trying to get a descent discussion with him. They hadn’t really talked seriously in forever, and it was killing her. The last time they had a serious argument she ended up with a nasty bruise on the front of her neck where Rick had tried to choke her –it was still there. She was willing to risk that again.
 
                 “Listen. Russ Allen is a douche bag. You know it, I know it, and this whole goddamn town knows it. No one likes him, and he doesn’t matter.” He walked over to her and placed his hands on her shoulders. 
 
                 Jessica smiled. She didn’t know what it was, but she loved it when he talked like that. “You’re right.”
 
                 “Now listen up. I’m a little horny right now, so if you don’t mind…” He unzipped his blue jeans and motioned to his crotch. Jessica smiled and dropped to her knees.
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   When Lisa saw her mother from over the balcony, she froze. Mrs. Kelly was sitting on the brown couch in the downstairs living room, legs crossed, but still a lot of skin free for sight. And Justin Maddox sat next to her, smiling and staring. Her mother was doing the same; Justin was wearing a tight muscle shirt, showing off the chiseled arms that had thrown an average of six interceptions a game. 
 
                 “ –I don’t know,” he said. “I saw smoke, but that was it. It didn’t really seem like much.” 
 
                 “I saw them heading that way, after your car. Thought you might have been naughty. Just thought I’d ask.” She smiled and then gazed up to her daughter, who peered over the balcony looking like she might kill someone. “Would you like a beer, Justin?”
 
                 “Mom, Jesus Christ!” Lisa shouted. 
 
                 “Oh shut up, you!” 
 
                 “How you doing, Lisa?” Justin waved at her and then looked back to Mrs. Kelly. “Yeah, a beer sounds pretty good.” 
 
                 “I’ll be right back then.” She got up from the couch, making sure to stick her ass right in front of the boy’s face before she left.
 
                 “How long have you guys been down here?” Lisa asked him.
 
                 “An hour and a half, maybe two hours. Why?”
 
                 Lisa crept down the stairs as her mother handed Justin a bottle of Budweiser. They both had a look on their face, and Lisa cringed when she saw it. They were like two teenagers about to make out, only one of them was fifty. Lisa pushed her mother aside, making it look unintentional, and had a seat between them.
 
                 “So my mom told me you were single, Justin.”
 
                 “Very single, and looking.”
 
                 Lisa looked over at her mother. Mrs. Kelly’s mouth dropped all the way down to her perky breasts. No jail bait for you, Momma.
 
                 “Drop the beer and take me out.” Lisa smiled and scooted closer to him.
 
                 A cheesy grin crawled up his cheeks. It would have made any girl take back that request, but she wasn’t going to let her mother screw someone less than half her age.
 
                 “Where do you want to go?” he asked. 
 
                 “Just take me to grab a bite to eat. I’m a little bit hungry.” Lisa could feel his heart thudding as her back leaned against him. 
 
                 Her mother’s face had gone pale. It was her familiar angry face. No one had one quite like it. Each and every time something happened that enraged her to the point of insanity, her skin became so white that it seemed to brighten the area around her. There was even a time at a McDonald’s when a custodian walked by and asked if she was choking. ‘No,’ Lisa had answered. ‘She’s just menstrual.’  She looked like the blood had been drained from her face.
 
                 “Take me in the Corvette.” Lisa stood up and led him to the door, dragging him by his arm. 
 
                  “Lisa? What is going on?” Sandy asked –her face was as white as it ever had been. If she stood next to a sheet of paper she could disappear.
 
                 Justin paused briefly and then shuffled on as Lisa pulled him. “I just know a cute guy when I see one.”  
 
                 They walked out to the Corvette, holding hands. Justin opened the door in an overly romantic fashion and allowed her in. Lisa never stopped smiling at him. It was a fake smile, but only she knew that. Boy Toy started the car and revved the engine. The seat vibrated under her. It was uncomfortable, but she would play along for a while. She had to; her mother had come to the door and was watching them. 
 
                 “Oh, rev it again. That was hot.”
 
                 He did so, this time flooring it. Lisa smiled at him again, making sure that her mother was watching. “Big cars turn me on.”
 
                 Justin leaned over the middle and tried to kiss her, but she pulled away.
 
                 “Slow down hotlips. First food, then poon.”
 
                  “Ok. Where we eating?”
 
                 “Just drive towards town, sexy. We’ll decide.”
 
                 He revved the engine again and ripped out in the middle of the road. Lisa gave him a playful laugh and put her hand in his pocket. His leg muscles tensed up.
 
                 Pathetic.
 
                 They drove north. And before they left the neighborhood she saw Russ Allen turn into his driveway, which was littered with broken glass. She had never really talked with him before. Only four homes separated them and they both had lived in the same place their entire lives. There was a sudden unexplained feeling she had for him. Unlike Doofus sitting next to her, he actually was kind of cute. Some kind of aura surrounded him. It resonated inside of him and she could sense it. This felt like a ridiculous thought, but she knew something was wrong and that he could fix it. It was the feeling of safety. When she looked into his face (his expression was quite bitter) she felt protected. From what, she didn’t know. There was something wrong, and she needed him.
 
                 It didn’t make sense at all, but she went for it.
 
                 “Stop the car.”
 
                 “What? I thought we were going to eat.”
 
                 “Stop the car!” With the hand in his pocket she forcefully grabbed his testicles. 
 
                 “Jesus!” He slammed the breaks and after stopping, he rested his head on the steering wheel. All of the color drained from his skin –he looked much like her mother.
 
    
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   Russ looked up when he heard the sound of screeching tires. It was Justin Maddox, a complete douche bag, and what looked like Lisa Kelly in the passenger seat. Justin dropped his head on the steering wheel and began screaming profanity. Lisa laughed and stepped out of the Corvette.
 
                 “Uh, hi?” Russ said. He backed up to his car as she approached him.
 
                 “Fuck!” Justin screamed from behind them. He ripped out in the middle of the road, making sure to leave thick black stripes, smoking on the pavement.
 
                 “God, what a douche bag,” Lisa muttered.
 
                 “Yep.” 
 
                 “Something happen with your car?”
 
                 Russ looked at her suspiciously. She had kind of a smirk on her face, but it was probably because she was squinting at the sun. 
 
                 “You know where my speakers are?”
 
                 “No, I just stopped because–” her voice trailed off. She didn’t know what to give as an explanation. I just stopped to hit on you and get away from the douche bag. It was an aura that drew me in. Something bad is going to happen. If I’m with you I’ll be safe. She felt it –standing close to him, she felt it. 
 
                 Russ eyed her from her black shoes, to her baggy jeans and Rolling Stones shirt, then to her face. Russ had never noticed how beautiful she was. Hell, he had never even seen her face before in his life. She was cute, though. That was enough. But she didn’t just stop there without a reason. She knew something about the speakers.
 
                 “Why did you come over here then?”
 
                 “I-I don’t know.” She hugged him. Russ fell back against his car and went along with it. Women are strange creatures.
 
                 “Ok, this is nice,” he said awkwardly.
 
                 He wasn’t an idiot. She could have been using him to make that other guy jealous. Why else would she have jumped out of the car like that? Russ wasn’t going to end up getting played again. Prom may have sucked, but he learned enough from it. Women were goddamn monsters. But Justin was gone, and she was still hugging him. If she wanted him jealous she’d be doing it in his view, right?  He could feel her heart beat strengthening.
 
                 She was safe from something.
 
    
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   6
 
                 “Sir the search party covered the entire farm ground,” Lopez said. “The only other place he or it could have taken her would be the woods.” He motioned to the tree covered area to the south. 
 
                  “I don’t know how they could have gotten all the way down there that fast. It’s at least a mile away,” Alan said.
 
                 Lopez nodded. They both stared off into the distance, watching the grass flutter from the breeze.
 
                 Alan didn’t know what else to do other than ask the search party to go after her. He had put together a group of around fifteen volunteers from the neighboring residence. Most of them were from the Grossman and Archer families, who lived on the north and south sides of the Van Lou home. But if he sent them down there it could put them in danger. He didn’t know what the hell had made that horrific scream from inside the house, and he didn’t know what had come out of that goddamn shiny sphere sitting in the field, mocking him. It was a risk, but they had guns; that was at least some defense.
 
                 “Should we go search the woods, sir?” 
              After a short pause and a sigh he answered: “Yeah, go ahead. There’s nothing else we can do.”
 
                 Lopez agreed and walked over to the search group. Andrew Van Lou himself had joined the party. He probably wouldn’t do very well if he encountered whoever took his wife. He was out of shape, bald, and although he was only 41, he appeared to look in his mid fifties. Either way he was an extra set of eyes. The only real goal was to find Libby, or what was left of her. 
 
                 “You doing ok, Andy?” Donahue walked over to him and put an arm on his shoulder.
 
                 He nodded, but he hadn’t said a word since he arrived on the scene. Donahue couldn’t blame him. After finding out your four kids were dead and your wife was missing talk would come difficult.
 
                 “We’re gonna search the woods,” Donahue said. “We’ll find her. I promise you that. We’ll stay out here all goddamn night if we have to.”
 
                 It was an empty promise, and both men knew it. Donahue just wanted to get Andy’s head up. He had been staring at the ground for a long time.
 
                 “Sheriff!” Anderson jogged up behind him. “There are some men here to see you.”
 
                 He nodded and followed Anderson back up to the house, walking by the sphere, which was still lodged in the ground like a rock in the mud. Anderson stopped and started gawking at the damn thing while Alan moved on. When he reached the driveway, there were two men leaning on a black Cadillac. Both had on black suits and sun glasses. One was a tall, stern looking man with a long nose that hooked over his upper lip. The other was a short, plump guy with a smile on his face. He was the one that greeted Donahue first.
 
                 “Sheriff!” he said, extending his hand. “Great to meet you. Unfortunate circumstances, but great to meet you nonetheless.”
 
                 Donahue shook his hand. The little fat guy had put on way too much cologne. 
 
                 “I’m Agent Johnson. This is Agent Hawking. We’re from the FBI.”
 
                 Donahue took a step back. He didn’t know exactly how to react to this. The help of the FBI would be nice, but was he really in this deep? He looked over at the big silver ball in the charred ground and decided that he probably was. Maybe it was out of his hands now and he didn’t have to worry about it. It would be nice just to go home to his wife and let the FBI do their work.
 
                 “What exactly is the situation here?” Johnson asked.
 
                 “Four dead kids, a missing mother, and whatever the hell that is.” He pointed to the thing, whatever it was. Anderson looked up at them stupidly, and then went back to staring at his reflection.
 
                 “I’m afraid that the mother is probably dead, Sheriff,” Hawking finally spoke.
 
                 “What am I dealing with?” 
 
                 “E.T.’s,” Hawking said. 
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “Extraterrestrials,” Johnson explained. “Aliens.”
 
                 Donahue smiled to himself. It wasn’t a funny smile or even close to a laugh, but an angry one. The town had been a peaceful place until that day, and as fast as someone could say pie it changed into a mystery. Here was an alien spacecraft sitting in the middle of a field, and there were four dead kids with a missing mother who was probably dead too. 
 
                 “What am I supposed to do?” he trembled.
 
                 Hawking looked over at him, “We’re putting the town under quarantine until the situation is resolved. I need you to keep all of your citizens indoors. Perhaps a curfew or whatever it is you have to do.”
 
                  A bad feeling crept up at the back of his throat. “I can’t let anyone outside at all?”
 
                 “Right.”
 
                 “How long?”
 
                 “It depends on how long it takes us to resolve the situation,” Johnson said. “Probably one or two days. Just long enough for us to catch the little bastard.”
 
                 “Are you going to keep people from getting in and out of the town?” Donahue asked.
 
                 Hawking smiled, “Yes, we’ve set up an electrified fencing unit around Brownsville. Even around the wooded area below. Trust me; no one will get in or out. We just need you to get all of the citizens indoors. We’ll do the rest.”
 
                 Donahue remained silent for a moment, staring into the ground. He wondered why he wasn’t notified about the fence before then, but he didn’t ask.
 
                 “Sheriff, I’m sorry, but time is precious,” Hawking said.
 
                 He spoke into the hand radio, “Lopez, Anderson, I need you guys to bring everyone in the search party and come back to the house. There’s been a change of plans.”
 
                 The two FBI agents walked back to their car and moved it up closer to the house. A Chevy Suburban pulling a blue trailer parked behind them. 
 
   This was no longer Donahue's problem. All he had to do was keep the citizens inside. He didn’t know why it was necessary. The little alien bastard had run off into the woods, a mile or two away from the housing development. Why not just quarantine the woods? He decided not to worry about it.
 
                 “What’s up?” Anderson said it with such casualness that you would have thought nothing happened. He had been standing by the spacecraft the entire time not paying attention to anything around him.
 
                 “I need to break up the search party. Everyone needs to be indoors. Now.”
 
                 “Why?”
 
                 “Those guys are from the FBI. It’s no longer in our hands.”
 
                 Lopez, along with the search group, walked up in a single file line. Donahue noticed that Andy Van Lou was missing. 
 
                 “Where’s Mr. Van Lou?”
 
                 Lopez spun around and muttered an obscenity when he didn’t see him.
 
                 “Listen. I need everyone to go home and stay inside.” They looked at their sheriff dumbly. “Right now. There’s been a change of plans.”
 
                 A fat man armed with a shotgun walked up to Donahue. He thought it was Mr. Grossman, but wasn’t quite sure. His wife called in at least three times a week to report stray animals, bee hives, dead rats, and just about anything she could possibly think of that was a minor inconvenience to her life. 
 
                 “They makin’ us stay inside?” he growled. 
 
                 Donahue followed his eyes and noticed that he was looking at the FBI agents sitting in the car. “Yeah.”
 
                 “That’s un-American!”
 
                 The old man had a white beard and a John Deere hat covering a bald head. He was dressed in overalls and under it was a flannel shirt. Mr. Grossman was the perfect epitome of a Brownsville citizen: fat, nosy, and short tempered. He had dealt with these types too many times. You had to be polite but firm to win them over.
 
                 “I’m afraid a lot of un-American things are about to happen, Mr. Grossman, but it’s all for the better,” Donahue said. The man nodded, but he probably didn’t understand any of it. “It’s only until the situation is taken care of.”
 
                 “How long’ll that be?”
 
                 “One or two days.”
 
                 The old fart grunted. Donahue was afraid he was about to use that shotgun of his, so he kept a hand near his holster. After staring at the ground for at least a minute, apparently thinking the situation over, he turned to his family and told them to follow him back inside.
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                 Russ and Lisa sat across from each other at Roy's Diner. Russ ordered coffee and water to drink while Lisa sipped a Diet Coke. He had shot her quizzical stares for the past several minutes.
 
                 "So you're sure you don't know anything about my car being broken into?" Russ asked.
 
                 Lisa shook her head. She couldn't blame him for being skeptical of her. If someone had jumped out of a Corvette and latched onto her just after her car had been broken into she would be skeptical too. She decided to be patient with his questioning.
 
                 "It just seems weird that you're talking to me all of a sudden. We've barely exchanged hellos before." Russ sipped his coffee and then took a swig of water. "What caused you to jump from that car and run over to me?"
 
                 "I can't explain it. I just got this overwhelming feeling of fear that something was about to go wrong. Then I saw you, and I guess..." She trailed off, shaking her head. "I guess some things have been weird lately."
 
                 Russ thought about his dream.              
 
                 Russ had told her about what his day so far, but not the dream. He promised himself never to tell anyone about that dream. If he did she would probably just stare at him and smile, trying to make him feel like he was normal. Dreams were like that though. They brought out the underside of one’s imagination. He had told her about his car, and that was about it. 
 
   It still didn’t make any sense to him why she stopped by.
 
                 Lisa had told him about her mother, and about how she had tried to get her freak on with Justin Maddox, who was the biggest douche bag in the town (they both agreed to this). They got a good laugh out of the story. Of course, she didn’t say anything about the throwing up or the fact that she was bulimic. Most people would probably not understand and grimace at her. She also tried to stay away from the feelings she had for him after being with him for such a short time. It didn’t make any sense to her at all, but she felt something. Being with him made her safe.
 
                 The server brought out the sandwiches and they were both silent for several minutes. Lisa had a piece of food in her mouth and took a moment to chew and swallow. “I don’t know.” She slurped her drink. “I looked at the big douche bag sitting next to me and saw you. I guess I just wanted to get out.” Quickly trying to change the subject, she noticed a small black mark on his skin peeking out from under Russ’s left sleeve. It looked like a small point. “What’s that?”
 
                 “What?”
 
                 She pointed to his arm.
 
                 “Oh.” He smiled and lifted up his sleeve all the way to his shoulder. It revealed a green apple with THE BEATLES in the center of it. “That’s my tattoo.”
 
                 “Wow!” Lisa’s eyes brightened. “No shit?" She glanced at the tattoo, amazed. “I have one myself. My mom doesn’t know about it though.”              
 
                 “What is it?”
 
                 “I’ll show you when the time is right.” A grin spread over her face.
 
   Russ tried to keep a straight face to show her that he wasn’t fazed. In his desperation in high school he had checked out books about dating from the library. The idea he learned was to keep an empty conscience when dealing with women and pretend like you just don’t care. He gave her a brief nod.
 
   “You wanna go to a drive-in tonight?” she asked.
 
   Russ felt his heart pump warm blood through his body, and he turned to mush. He wasn’t going to show it though. Maybe when she wasn’t around he’d dance around in circles, but not now. He’d go though. He’d definitely go.
 
   “I’m down,” he said. “What time?”
 
   “They always have a triple feature at seven.”
 
   Russ nodded. Both of their plates were empty and it seemed like a good time to end the mini-date. 
 
   “My dad had an appointment in Wichita this morning and he wanted me to change the oil in his car real quick,” he said. The latter part of that was a lie, but he wanted to get out of there for a bit to conquer his anxiety. “Can I call you?”
 
   “Yeah!” She wrote her number down on a napkin for him.
 
   “Ready?” Russ asked.
 
   “Just a sec, I need to use the bathroom.”
 
   She got up from the table and walked to the ladies room, calmly. Once inside, she went into the stall, knelt over the toilet, but stopped. 
 
   Not this time, she thought. I look just fine, damnit.
 
   Lisa washed her hands and left the bathroom, proud of herself. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Lisa had never felt so strongly for anyone in her life –not even her own mother. It wasn’t completely infatuation, though. She felt a level of attraction to him, that was for sure, but there was something else, luring her to him like a magnet pulling a piece of iron. There was some strange feeling of safety that seemed to accompany her when she was with him. What had caused this feeling, she still had no idea. 
 
   Either way she liked him, and if she went through with this guy he would be the first real boyfriend in her life. She had avoided a lot of people just so she could keep to herself. People scared her. It seemed that every time someone invited her out to a party she would end up in the corner by herself, trying to look natural. But she never was natural with people.
 
                 She leaned back in the seat and tried to relax. The wind was blowing steadily in her face, but she didn’t mind. There wasn’t a window to roll up anyway even if she did. 
 
   They were both silent, but that was fine with her –as long as she could be near him, she would be safe. From what, she didn’t know or care, because it wasn’t going to affect her.
 
                 The sound of a helicopter up in the distance had been growing louder during the drive. They could now see it up the road, flying low, right above the housing development. He was only about a hop away from Lisa’s home, but he brought the car to a stop. It wasn’t everyday you saw a helicopter flying this low. Aircraft came in through Brownsville all the time, but not like this. It had to be around sixty feet above the ground. Leaves, grass, and other debris flew around in the wind. The helicopter slowed and appeared to almost stop in the air.              
 
   “What the fuck?” Russ muttered.
 
                 Lisa laughed.
 
                 “ATTENTION ALL BROWNSVILLE CITIZENS: WE NEED EVERONE TO REMAIN INDOORS. THIS AREA IS UNDER TEMPORARY QUARANTINE. THE SITUATION WILL BE RESOLVED IN FORTY EIGHT HOURS.”
 
                 The helicopter ascended up into the air and flew right over them. The wind had made Lisa’s eyes water.
 
                 “Maybe our little date is cancelled,” Russ said.
 
                 “I guess so.”
 
                 He drove the car down to her house and dropped her off before returning home.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   After rolling a quick joint, Justin Maddox backed into the driveway and sat smoking as he watched the sun go down. It sat on the horizon, suffocating as the darkness drew around it. To him, nothing had been so beautiful, except for Mrs. Kelly’s ass. He smiled and drew in a deep breath. 
 
                 The only thing ruining the moment was the noise of the helicopter somewhere in the distance. He didn’t think much of it. The area was used to aircraft flying over the town. They weren’t too far from Wichita, the beloved Air Capital of the World. He inhaled again.
 
                 Holy shit I’m gone, he cracked up. The helicopter drew closer, and it hung just over the horizon. It was about the size of a quarter in the sky. The sound was getting louder, and it was irritating.
 
                 “Stupid bitches. Go away.” He laughed again. This time he bent over and clutched his stomach.
 
                 But they weren’t going away, they were coming closer, and it seemed as if they were flying lower, as if they were about to land. He cackled again at the thought, and then took another deep puff. His eyes were now as red as cherries.
 
                 I’m going to tap Mrs. Kelly one of these days, he thought. I’m going to tap her good. Maybe her daughter too. A three-some would be pretty cool.
 
                 The helicopter drew closer, and he could feel a cold wind whip through the air. It was now about the size of a dollar bill, and it hovered just over the neighborhood.
 
                 “Whoa!” he laughed. “This is pretty cool.”
 
                 A voice, it sounded automated, but it wasn’t, spoke, “ATTENTION ALL BROWNSVILLE CITIZENS: WE NEED EVERONE TO REMAIN INDOORS. THIS AREA IS UNDER TEMPORARY QUARANTINE. THE SITUATION WILL BE RESOLVED IN FORTY EIGHT HOURS. THANK YOU.”
 
                 Justin cracked up, “Holy shit!”
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   A desert of dirt surrounded Mr. Van Lou. Most of the trees were dead, some of them with twigs still reaching up to the sky, looking like bony little hands. Mosquitoes fed from every part of his body not covered by clothing –even parts of his face. Sweat slipped down from his brow into his eyes. He closed them, hoping that his vision would clear. Then his glasses steamed over. He took them off and used his Kansas City Chiefs T-shirt to wipe it clean, but the instant he put them back on his face they fogged up again. 
 
   A gentle breeze found its way through the night, but the unbearable heat prevailed. He wasn’t going to leave without Libby, though. After losing all four of his kids, she was the only thing he had left. 
 
                 “Honey? You there?”
 
                 The only answer he got was from the chirping crickets. He had been wondering around the woods for at least a couple of hours and he hadn’t found a damn thing. The search party had gone back, but he wasn’t going to leave her. She was out there, alive, and he knew it. Even if he wanted to leave, he couldn’t. He had no idea where he was and had lost all concept of direction.
 
                 “Libby, where are you?” he shouted. He could hear the faint sound of a helicopter somewhere in the distance.
 
                 “Hi Daddy!” A child’s voice answered him. It was Jason, the oldest of the four children. The boy walked calmly toward him, taking a step over a gray tree stump sticking out of the dirt like a dead body trying to come back to life. Andy could see from the dying day light that Jason’s head was twisted backwards and blood was oozing from his eyeless sockets like thick honey. Jason’s back was to him, but his face was not.
 
                 “Jesus Christ,” Andy whispered.
 
                 “Why did you let the bad man get me Daddy?” He took a few more steps foreword by walking backwards.
 
                 “You’re dead,” Andy whimpered and fell to his knees. “You’re dead son.”
 
                 “No, Daddy.”
 
                 He heard someone breathing behind him. Andy turned and found his wife standing in front of him, bleeding from a pus filled gash on her arm. Her skin was entirely gray, with the exception of a few black spots on her cheeks.
 
                 “Libby?” his voice quivered. 
 
                 She took a slow step forward. Andy glanced over his shoulder to look for his son, but he was gone.
 
                 “Libby? Oh God! What happened to you?” 
 
                 “I think you should find out, honey,” she said smiling. Her teeth were black, and her voice sounded familiar but distorted, like a guitar that was out of tune. 
 
                 “Tell me what’s wrong?”
 
                 She took another step. Andy tried to stand up but she placed a hand on his shoulder and pushed him back down. 
 
                 “You’re going with me,” she said. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   Donahue sat in the quietness of his car. The sun was still above the horizon, but it looked like it was beginning to submit to the darkness. Normally Donahue slept during the night and he had four officers take the graveyard shift. That obviously wasn’t going to happen. There was too much going on, and the other officers would probably decide to obey the helicopters and stay in their homes. 
 
                 He found himself thinking of his wife, Jenny. They had been married for just four years and were not going to be able to have a baby anytime soon. Donahue’s last visit to the doctor about two weeks before confirmed his worst fear –he had erectile dysfunction. They both knew what it was before hand, but that didn’t stop him from feeling a horrid rash of embarrassment when it became official. He had been afraid to go and talk to his doctor about it. For a whole year he held out, and then he finally went. The doctor had talked about various drugs for it and had even written him a prescription. Unfortunately that nut of a pharmacist in town was crazy religious and refused to carry that drug, or any sexual enhancer. The closest place he could go was Wichita, an hour’s drive. He didn’t have much time during the week to go. He had promised his wife that he would go pick it up that very week, but now that wasn’t going to happen. He was trapped in the town by a fence.
 
                 Donahue pulled out of Van Lou’s driveway. There was a line of four Humvees to the south of him. Soldiers wearing green cammo hopped out and were standing in line, listening to instructions from Agent Hawking. Johnson was standing just a few feet to Hawking's left and was shouting at Alan as he drove out. Donahue pulled to a stop and rolled down his window.
 
                 “Woah, Sheriff! Glad I caught you.”
 
                 “Need something else, Agent Johnson?” 
 
                 Johnson wiped sweat off his brow with a sleeve. He was panting vigorously. “The phone lines have been cut off.” He paused to gasp for air. “This is, after all, a top-secret project.”
 
                 “How is my town supposed to –”
 
                 “It doesn’t matter, Mr. Donahue.” His voice became deeper, as if he had just caught his breath. “We can’t let the word of this incident be spread to other cities, if you catch my drift.”
 
                 Donahue figured the man’s eyes were probably looking at the ground as he spoke, but he couldn’t tell because of the sunglasses. 
 
                 “Makes sense,” Donahue said. He had a bad feeling about the FBI now. It felt like they were taking control of the entire town. In a way they already had. No one was allowed in or out, and no one was allowed to go outside their homes.
 
                 “Thanks, Sheriff.” Agent Johnson walked away from the car and ran a hand through his sweaty hair. Donahue rolled up his window and headed home to his wife.
 
                 The town around him seemed dead. The cars that would be out heading to the Saturday night keggers were all parked, and if they weren’t they would be soon. The sun was almost down, and the only thing left of the daytime was a streak of orange across the horizon. When he arrived at his home, that streak was gone.
 
                 Jenny was happy to see him and was worried sick as he expected. They sat together in the love seat in front of the television, which was giving off nothing but static. He told her everything about the day, and it scared the living hell out of her. Four dead kids with their heads turned backwards, a missing woman, and now her husband was missing too. There was also the spaceship, which was a concept both of them found difficult to believe. But it was there, and Donahue had seen it. 
 
   “The television is out too, huh?” Donahue said.
 
   “Yeah, and the radio.” She smiled at him. He was slowly running his hand through her hair.
 
   “The radio?” 
 
   “Yeah, I can’t pick up anything on it.”
 
   His mind immediately went to the CB’s in the cars. If those didn’t work there was no way they could do their jobs. All of them would be isolated from each other if they needed help. God knew what was going to be out there if the little green man decided to mosey on into town. 
 
   “Let me put some coffee on for you,” Jenny got up from the loveseat and began to walk toward the kitchen.
 
   “No, I’m going back out.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m going back out. I have to. Anderson and Lopez are out there and if something happens…” Donahue’s voice trailed off. He was too upset to argue. The images of those children popped into his mind. He could see the whole room. The blood on the floor, the broken window, the four kids. He could even taste his vomit again.
 
   “What would happen?” Jenny asked.
 
   “I’m not going to let any more children die tonight.” His eyes watered as he walked out the door.
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                 “You might want to close the garage door, honey.” Jessica paced behind Rick, who was bending over with his head in the trunk of his ’96 Mustang. She placed her hands on the back of his neck and began to massage.
 
                 “Get out of here!” He jerked away from her. “I’m working on something!”
 
                 “What if someone sees you putting those in?”
 
                 “Then they know I have new subs. How are they going to know where I got them?”
 
                 There was a short silence.
 
                 “Exactly,” he said. “We got any smokes?”
 
                 “Just a sec.”
 
                 Jessica hurried into the house to get them as Rick went back to work on the speakers. He had been dating with her for a year and a half and now they were living together. Both had jobs; he had dropped out of school and was working full-time at Joe’s auto, an auto shop on the north side of town. Jessica had been going to school at some crappy community college in Wichita for a while, but she quit because they couldn’t afford it. Now she was a waitress at Roy’s Diner.
 
                 She reappeared a few minutes later with a pack of Camels. Rick grabbed them from her hand and took one in his mouth.
 
                 “Got a light?”
 
                 Jessica took a step back and a million thoughts rushed through her head. Is this what I left school for? Rick had some type of control over her, and she knew this. He had made the decision for her to quit college. He had made the decision to cut away from their parents. What will my life be like ten years from now?
 
                 “Hello? Got a light?”
 
                 She reached in her purse and pulled out a Bic. Rick took it and lit up.
 
                 “Listen honey,” he said. “No one’s ever going to find out I took Russ’s speakers.”
 
                 She nodded, staring at the ground. A gentle breeze blew in from the outside and pushed some of her hair into her eyes.
 
                 “Are we still going to be doing this ten years from now?” she blurted out.
 
                 “Doing what?”
 
                 “Stealing people’s things because we can’t afford our own and living in a shitty little cottage like this.” They had bought the house because it was cheap, and there was always something wrong with it. The front door was about to fall off its hinges (Rick had made excuse after excuse not to fix it), the toilet never seemed to flush right (nine out of ten times it would overflow onto the floor. They had been using a bowl and dumping it in the trash after they used it), and there were several cracks in the ceiling that leaked whenever it rained. She didn’t want to live there anymore.
 
                 “Soon as I get that promotion at work, honey. Joe is about to fire our manager. He’s been doing a lousy ass job, and as soon as he gives me his spot–”
 
                 “You’ve been talking about that for months, Rick.”
 
                 He sighed and flicked the cigarette butt onto the ground. “I’ll get it, just hang in there.”
 
                 Jessica shook her head. 
 
                 “I’ll get it! Just hang in there! Quit being such a bitch!”
 
                 Her heart felt like it had fallen into her stomach and was beginning to travel through her digestive system. Soon it would be nothing more than a pile of shit. None of it was worth it to her. Even his bare, chiseled chest wasn’t going to save him this time. Her eyes watered. She cleared them with a finger, smearing blue mascara under her eyes. 
 
                 Is that all I am to him? A bitch?
 
                 “Don’t cry, goddamnit! You’re going to be happy!” He walked over and placed his arms on her shoulders. “I love you. You know that.”
 
                 Not this time.
 
                 “Get away from me!” She pushed him aside and walked over to the door when a police car stopped and flared its red lights in the drive way. 
 
                 Oh shit, Rick thought. They know about the speakers.
 
                 The cop stepped out of the car and offered a friendly smile as he approached them. Jessica stood by the doorway into the house and tried to keep her tears back. 
 
                 “You guys hear about the quarantine yet?” the cop said in a heavy Mexican accent. 
 
                 “What are you talking about?” Rick asked.
 
                 “Everyone needs to remain indoors from here on out. I’m going to have to ask you to close your garage and go inside.”
 
                 “What? Why?”
 
                 “The town has been put under quarantine, and we need all citizens to remain indoors until the situation is taken care of.”
 
                 Rick’s eye brows crinkled in the middle of his forehead. “Why are we under quarantine?”
 
                 “Can’t tell you that, sir. But I need you to go inside.”
 
                 “You know what I think?” Rick walked toward him and stared into his eyes.
 
                 “Rick, no,” Jessica said.
 
                 “You shut the fuck up!” he shouted.
 
                 “Sir, please,” the cop said.
 
                 “I think you’re full of shit.”
 
                 Fucking idiot, Jessica thought. He had done some pretty stupid things before, and Jessica had even joined in on them, but this was the worst. 
 
                 “Sir, am I going to have to place you under arrest?” The cop never broke eye contact. “I know it’s hard to understand, but that’s all the information I can give you right now. If I said anything else I could get in trouble.”
 
                 “You know what you can do?” Rick nodded. “You can shove this up your ass!” He brought his fist around toward the cop’s head, but it was a clumsy shot. The officer grabbed his arm in mid air and brought it around to Rick’s back. He screamed as the cop put pressure on it.
 
                 “I’m placing you under arrest for assaulting an officer, sir. Anything you say can and will be used against you–”
 
                 “Fuck you!” Rick spat. The cop brought his other arm down and placed the cuffs on him. 
 
                 Jessica walked inside the house and locked the doors.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 “You’re a real fucking prick! You know that?” Rick swung around vigorously as Lopez carried him over his shoulder into the sheriff’s office. 
 
                 “Shut up, kid. I’m doing this for your own good. If those army guys caught you out there they’d put one through you.”
 
                 “I’ll put one up your ass if you don’t let me go!”
 
                 Lopez tried not to laugh but he couldn’t help it.
 
                 “Fuck you man!”
 
                 He dropped him on the ground and slammed his back against the bars of the holding cell. 
 
                 “You going to go in there like a good boy or am I going to have to leave the cuffs on?”
 
                 Rick was about to spit in his face but he stopped for a moment and caught his breath.
 
                 I can get out of this, he thought. 
 
                 “What’s it going to be kid?”
 
                 The imprints of bars were being pressed into his back. Rick didn’t care. He wasn’t going in that goddamn cell.
 
                 “I’ll be a good guy.” 
 
                 Lopez slid open the cell door the and moved him over in front of it.
 
                 “Turn around then.”
 
                 He did. Lopez unlocked the cuffs and gave him a shove into the cell, but Rick resisted and ran halfway across the office before Lopez tackled him from behind. The kid was fucking strong.
 
                 “Punk kid! You’re going in.”
 
                 He looked back over his shoulder for the cuffs and saw them on the floor about ten feet behind. A quick punch landed on Lopez’s jaw, clicking his teeth together and catching his tongue. Rick kneed him in the crotch and scrambled to his feet. 
 
                 “Kid!” Lopez spat out a wad of blood after as he shouted. “Don’t go out there, hombre. It could be nasty out there!”
 
                 “Fuck you!”
 
                 Rick was out the door and in the middle of Washington Avenue when he stopped, almost falling over. There was a woman –he didn’t know who– staring at him. Something was wrong with her though. Her skin was a dull gray and her eyes were red. There was a swollen wound on her left arm oozing blood and puss. 
 
                 “Ma’am?” Rick backed up. He tried to stop panting but couldn’t.
 
                 She smiled, revealing a mouth full of black teeth. “Join us honey.”
 
                 Rick spun around and ran for the police station, but the instant his back was to her he felt a claw dig into it. He tumbled to his knees and looked up. The woman stood over him, showing off the bloody piece of skin dangling from her yellow finger nail.
 
                 “You’re with us now.”
 
                 Lopez sprinted out onto the street and raised his pistol at Rick and then began screaming at the woman.
 
                 “Go home! We’re under quarantine ma’am. Everyone has to be indoors!”
 
                 “We want your flesh Mr. Lopez.”
 
                 He took a step back and moved the gun from Rick to the lady.
 
                 “What is wrong with you?” he whispered. 
 
                 She took a few steps toward him, grinning and letting a stream of saliva seep onto the ground. 
 
                 “Shoot her, dumbass!” Rick screamed.
 
                 She hissed and darted toward Lopez. Before he could pull the trigger she had already tackled him and sent the gun skittering across the pavement.
 
                 “I’m going to eat you alive,” she whispered.
 
                 Rick took a couple of steps toward them, but stopped. Lopez was on the ground screaming while the flesh was being pulled from his face. Blood flooded onto the concrete as the woman shoved the skin from his head into her mouth. Lopez’s head resembled a drawing Rick had seen in a biology text book. He could see the tendons on Lopez's cheek bones and the muscles around his jaw. It was too bloody to see anything else. Lopez was still alive, though. And his screams filled the night. Rick found himself getting sick, and he wanted to look away, but couldn’t. The lady smiled as she ate. Rick couldn’t help him (he may not have anyway), but he couldn’t run. The screams were all around him and trapped him in place. Then there was the sound of Lopez's shirt ripping. She had gone to work on the cop's chest, ripping it open and shoving skin into her mouth. Rick could see hints of Lopez's chest muscles as well as his rib cage. And he could hear the heart beating. The lady’s mouth was covered with Lopez’s blood. Lopez was still screaming.
 
                 The woman stood up and Rick smiled at her.
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                 Lisa walked into the living room of what appeared to be an empty house. Normally at this time of day she found her mother lounging in front of the television, watching her nightly sitcoms. Sandy could sit and watch those things for hours upon end. She even watched the reruns on the local channels when they came on in the late afternoons. That was, of course, if she wasn’t already occupied with a romance novel. Those things made Lisa want to puke.
 
                 Puking is something you’re good at, isn’t it honey? She smirked at the stray thought.
 
                 “Mom, you around?” She sat down on the couch, and didn’t care that her mother didn’t answer. She was thinking mostly about Russ.
 
                 You’re infatuated, honey.
 
                 There were definitely feelings for him brewing inside of her chest. It wasn’t just because of the surreal aura that seemed to encompass her when he was near. He listened to her. He spoke to her without his eyes gazing up and down her body. She carried on a good conversation with another human being, whose only difference was that oddity between his legs.
 
                 Then it hit her. It was the quarantine. The goddamn quarantine. He was there to protect her from something –whatever had caused it. But why did she feel this? Was God just letting her know to stay close to him? She had never really believed in God. Rock and Roll and horror novels floated her boat more than anything else. God would only help the faithful, right?
 
                 The doorbell rang. It was Justin Maddox.
 
                 She opened the door and was greeted by the reek of marijuana. 
 
                 “What do you want, Justin?” she sighed.
 
                 “Something’s wrong.” His entire body was quivering like a lost dog caught out in the cold. Lisa didn’t know if it was from the drugs or the helicopters or whatever, but she didn’t want him around when he was on drugs.
 
                 “You’re stoned,” she said. “Get out of here.”  She began to close the door but Justin pushed it back and walked in the house.
 
                 “Get out of here!”
 
                 “Listen! Just listen to me!” He paced over to the couch and took a seat, resting his elbows on his knees. “My parents are gone.”
 
                 “So you came here?” 
 
                 “I have nowhere else to go.” 
 
                 "You're popular! You have lots of dumbass friends."
 
                 "Yes, but key word dumbass. I need to be around someone smarter than them."
 
                 Lisa took a seat on the opposite side of the sectional, which wrapped around and covered two walls. Justin peered up at her, and he couldn’t explain any more than that. His entire mind was shot by what he saw at his home. The bedroom window was broken, and blood stained the carpet.
 
                 “I think my parents are dead,” he whimpered.
 
                 Lisa didn’t know what to say. Her mother was missing and it obviously concerned her, but she wasn’t dead. She couldn’t be.
 
                 “Where’s Mrs. –your mom.”
 
                 Lisa swallowed, hard. “I just got home and she’s not here.” 
 
                 “I’d be a bit concerned if I were you,” he said. “I found my parents’ bedroom window broken out, and there was blood all over the carpet. It was everywhere. I don’t know what could have happened.”
 
                 “Did you call the cops?”
 
                 “The phones aren’t working.”
 
                 “What?” Lisa flipped her cell phone out of her pocket. NO SERVICE was blinking across the blue screen. 
 
                 “The land lines don’t work either.”
 
                 “I’ll take your word for it.”
 
                 She turned on the television hoping for some sort of news report and cringed when it erupted in static. 
 
                 “TV too,” Justin said. He was trying to hold back his tears but he wasn’t doing a very good job. Lisa was partially disgusted by him and partially sympathetic. His parents were probably dead, but since he had arrived the entire room smelled like pot.
 
                 But your mom’s missing too. Don’t you think that’s a little strange?
 
                 Her mother was probably…she didn’t know. She just didn’t know. She could have been asleep in her bedroom, but there was no way she could have slept through the helicopter. It had flown right over the house.  
 
                 “I think I’m going to go check the bedroom for my mom,” she said.
 
                 “Save yourself the disappointment, Lisa. She would have known you were here. Something’s happening. This town isn’t normal anymore.”
 
                 “No shit! It’s under quarantine.” Lisa was moderately offended by his remark. It was almost as if he had told her that her mother was already dead. She wouldn’t accept that for an answer. It had happened to her father a few years before. She wouldn’t be able to live with both of them gone.
 
                 “Sorry,” he muttered.
 
                 She walked over to the bottom of the staircase and froze. She could see her mother’s face, but it wasn’t normal. It was dark gray and there was blood around her smiling lips.
 
                 Mommy’s here honey. Mommy’s up here. Bring Justin. Something was different about her voice. It essentially sounded the same, but the tone or pitch wasn’t quite right.
 
                 Justin turned and looked at her. He was a bit confused as to why she was just standing there. There was a crease in her forehead and her eyes were watering.
 
                 Mommy’s here. Come on up. And don’t forget the throw up the sandwich you ate at Roy’s, honey.
 
                 Everything in her vision swirled. She could feel the sandwich crawling up to the back of her mouth.
 
                 Throw it up, honey.
 
                 Justin got up off the couch. Lisa fell to one knee and clutched her stomach with both hands. Her face was ghastly.
 
                 “You ok, Lisa?”
 
                 She didn’t hear him. Vomit exploded out of her mouth.
 
                 Lisa watched as it turned to blood in front of her eyes. Thick red crimson liquid with chunks of her sandwich flooded onto the floor. She tried to scream, but it was reduced to a gurgle.
 
                 THROW IT UP HONEY! THROW THAT SHIT UP!
 
                 “Shut–” she tried to scream.
 
                 “Lisa?” Justin ran over to her. She was on the floor twitching, rolling around in her own vomit. He grabbed her shoulders and shook her. “What’s wrong? Get up!” He slapped the side of her face.
 
                 She was still. Her chest moved slowly, up and down up and down. Her eyes were open but scared. 
 
                 “Lisa?”
 
                 She blinked with recognition. “What the hell?”
 
   “You went crazy,” Justin said.
 
                 She sat up, panting. “I was throwing up blood.”
 
                 “I didn’t see any blood. I just saw you power ralph.”
 
                 She pulled herself to her feet. “I need to take a shower.”
 
                 “I’d be happy to join you,” he winked at her.
 
                 “Dream on.” Lisa slowly walked up the stairs and into the bathroom. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   When he walked in the door his mother was nowhere to be seen. All of the lights were out, and the house seemed to be empty. Normally the lights were all on, and the television was going, maybe even the radio. At night his father would fall asleep in front of the television more often than not. But none of the appliances were on that evening. Not even the air conditioner as far as Russ could tell. Sweat trickled down his face and onto his shirt. 
 
                 “Mom, you in here?”
 
                 He took a few steps inside and saw that there was a puddle of blood on the kitchen floor. There was even the horrid smell of decomposition. He coughed once and nearly lost his dinner. 
 
                 “Jesus.” Russ took a step back. He didn’t know if he wanted to go in that kitchen or not. If he found his mother’s body, he would probably lose it. The day had been odd enough. It started with the dream, then the theft of his speakers, then the rare contact with a woman, and finally the helicopter. Now there was a puddle of blood in his kitchen.
 
                 You’re momma’s dead.
 
                 “No,” he whimpered.
 
                 Go see for yourself.
 
                 He shook his head and the water in his eyes overflowed onto his cheeks. “She isn’t dead.”
 
                 Go look, Russ.
 
                 He took a couple of steps into the kitchen and found nothing but the puddle of blood. There was a sudden urge to run, get outside and go for help. But there was the chance that this could be a dream. He could wake up, his speakers would still be there, he would have never made contact with Lisa Kelly, and there would be no helicopter flying around in the sky. 
 
                 This isn’t a dream, Russ.
 
                 “Shut up!”
 
                 “Russ!” someone shouted from behind him. He was afraid to turn around and look. It was a feminine voice, and the smell of her perfume was a reminder of his dream.
 
                 “No Jessica.” He didn’t turn around. 
 
                 “Look at me, sexy.”
 
                 Russ closed his eyes. None of this is real, he thought. I’m dreaming.
 
                 “Maybe if I kill your fucking bitch girlfriend you’ll look!”
 
                 Russ spun around. Jessica was standing naked with one hand on her vagina and the other on a knife that was lodged in Lisa’s back and going through her stomach. Lisa’s eyes watered as she struggled to breathe. Russ fell to his knees.
 
                 “That’s right, Russ.”
 
                 He could hear Lisa’s ribs cracking. She was going to fall to the floor soon and die. He couldn’t stop staring at her eyes. They were full of pain.
 
                 “You bitch,” Russ said.
 
                 “Do you want me now, asshole?” Jessica took a step toward him. Lisa screamed and an explosion of blood flew out of her mouth. Russ scooted back, now fully crying.
 
                 “Go away!” He got up from the floor and charged her. When he ran into her nothing happened. It was as if he had just run through air. He turned around and she was gone, but the blood was still on the floor.
 
                 “What the fuck?” he screamed it as loud as he possibly could.
 
                 I have to get out of here, he thought. He walked through the kitchen and carefully stepped over the pool of blood. The only place he could think of going was Lisa’s. He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and sighed. NO SERVICE was proudly mocking him on the screen.
 
                 He bolted out the back door, climbing fences until he arrived in Lisa's backyard.
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                 "So what are we fighting again?" Lt. Evan Brown sat on a rolling chair in the trailer, staring out the window. His men were receiving some sort of briefing from Agent Hawking outside. Johnson was sitting patiently on a stool writing a few notes down at his desk.
 
                 “That’s right,” he said, recalling that this was Brown’s first paranormal mission. Brown was used to doing drug raids in Columbia mostly. He was a former Seal. Brown did well at that and eventually became a Lieutenant. They hand picked him for this mission because of the leadership he demonstrated.
 
                  The Paranormal Military Division had been in operation since the Roswell incident back in the late forties, and of course it was top secret. Not too many people had even heard of them until they entered the division themselves, and only the best were accepted.
 
                 “Anyone explained that by coming here you have just joined the PMD, Lieutenant?” Johnson asked. 
 
                 “PMD?”
 
                 “Paranormal Military Division.”
 
                 “Oh yeah, Agent Hawking was saying something about that.” He sat back in his chair, trying to calm himself. He knew that they were going after something not of this planet, and it gave him the jitters. “I had no idea that you guys existed. It’s rumor among the Seals, but I never bought into it.”
 
                 “Well, we’d like to keep it just a rumor Lieutenant, if you catch my drift.”
 
                 Brown nodded while running a hand through his short, red hair. “I understand, sir.”
 
                 Johnson stood up from the stool and pulled down a projection screen from the wall. “Well, they chose you because you were the best, son. They wanted to see what you were made of and see if you were good enough for the PMD.” He picked up a remote and turned on the projector just above Lt. Brown’s head. The screen lit up. “They felt that you could lead a group of elite boys in this mission. It’s a pretty small one too, so it shouldn’t be too nasty.” Johnson pushed a button on the remote and the projector clicked. A picture of an alien showed up on the screen. It had a big, gray head, with two large, egg shaped eyes and no nose. The classic image of an alien on one of those hokey documentaries. It was lying on a metal table.
 
                 “Jesus,” Brown whispered. 
 
                 “Jesus and the Father above had no part in the making of these little bastards. These guys are about as friendly as a rabid dog, son. Lucky for you, you only have to deal with one of them. Little bastard is in the woods somewhere.”
 
                 “Shouldn’t be too hard.”
 
                 Johnson smiled. “You have any painful memories?”
 
                 “Why?”
 
                 “Do you?”
 
                 “Doesn’t everybody?”
 
                 “Yes they do,” Johnson walked around to the other side of the screen. “These guys have the power to read your mind, and not only that, they can plug some pretty nasty hallucinations and dreams in your head.”
 
                 “Shouldn’t the men be in here hearing this?” Brown said.
 
                 “Hawking is telling them all they need to know.” He turned back to the projector and clicked a button on the remote. The slide switched to a pile of dead soldiers in what looked like a small village somewhere. There was a straw hut burning in the background.
 
                 “This was in Africa, location undisclosed. The hallucinations drove the men mad and they turned on each other. The whole village was burned to the ground.”
 
                 Brown massaged the sides of his head. 
 
                 “Calm down there my friend. There is only one out there tonight, and their hallucinations and dreams can only target one person at a time. So if one guy is getting a vision, no one else will be. That’s about the only positive thing when dealing with these bastards. I’ve been fighting them for ten years, and I’m still kickin’ it. You got nothing to worry about.”
 
                 Brown’s eyes dropped to the ground for a moment. He had never met any of the men he was about to command. What if one of them spaced out and starting shooting everyone? The more he listened to Johnson’s little presentation the more afraid he became. But usually at the end of the speech they showed some way to deal with everything, right? Maybe there was an easy way.
 
                 Johnson switched slides again. This one was of a woman, her hair matted with blood and her eye balls red. There was a bullet hole in the center of her forehead, small and precise. 
 
                 “That woman is a walking virus,” Johnson said, pacing across the floor. “These little alien bastards implant something –we don’t know what– into people. Scientists are still trying to come up with some reason as to why this happens –it has something to do with what’s in their blood.”
 
                 “What do these people do?”
 
                 “Hold on sparky. I’m getting to that,” he flipped slides. There was a man this time, lying on his stomach with a massive bite mark just under his shoulder blade. “They bite, and whoever they bite will either become a full meal and have all of their flesh ripped off their bones, or they will become one of them. This guy was fortunate at the time to receive a bite and nothing more.”
 
                 "So they're like zombies?" Brown asked.
 
                  "Not exactly." Johnson paused for a moment to grab a bottle of water from a small fridge. He offered Lt. Brown a drink, but he refused.
 
                 “What makes them decide to bite you or just eat you?”
 
                 “We don’t know for sure. There have been some speculations, which are probably pretty damn accurate, that they remember things from their life. If they hated you then you’re going to be ripped to pieces. If they liked you or you were a loved one they’d just bite you so you’d become one of them.”
 
                 “So they’re intelligent?”
 
                 “Yeah. Probably as much as you or me. These things can talk too. They can even generate images and hallucinations just like our little alien friend.” 
 
                 “I don’t know if I’m cut out for this, sir.”
 
                 Johnson laughed and paced the floor in a circle. “You’ll be fine. There’s only one little alien bastard out there, and there are possibly two of those other things –one male and one female. They are all in the wooded area, so all you have to do is shoot them in the head and they’ll fall quicker than a fat man on stilts, got me?”
 
   He nodded. “What about civilians?”
 
                 “There are no civilians out here. The housing ends about a mile or two before the wooded area, and anyone poking out there after seeing the military presence probably has it coming anyway.” Johnson smiled.
 
                 “What if they pull the hallucination stuff, sir?”
 
                 “I’m sure they will, son. They’ll try to pry at you and pick out the memories that bother you most. They might even make it into a little bizarre scene or something. Bastards are sick. But there are twelve of you, and three of them. Maybe less, we don’t know. A woman is missing and we are sure she has probably turned into one, and there is a man, her husband, that went astray this afternoon. Now, if you’re ready. I think Hawking has readied your boys out there.”
 
                 Brown nodded, but his eyes never left the ground. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 The streets were empty other than plastic grocery bags drifting across the asphalt as the breeze took them. All of the buildings were dark, and the night was silent. Crickets were chirping and even a few possums may have been out roaming the streets, waiting to become road kill. But that night it wouldn’t come. Only the police cars were on the road.
 
                 After driving by Van Lou Grocery, Donahue headed south on Washington Avenue toward the town’s housing areas. No one was on the street in any other part of town and if there was going to be danger that’s where it would be. The spacecraft had crashed down by the farming area, and it was just a little ways south of most of the homes. The FBI pretty much had that area on lockdown. When Donahue left there was a group of soldiers standing around with assault rifles.
 
                 He picked up the hand radio and tried unsuccessfully to speak into it. Alan laughed at himself and put it back down. The night was going to be a slow one. Most of the time the guys on night shift would tell jokes over the radio just to make the time go faster. In a small town there wasn’t much to do even for a cop at night, but that was a good thing of course. When there was something it usually meant someone was getting hurt or property was being damaged. A silent night was a good night.
 
                 The image of those children flashed in front of his eyes, and it was held there for a full minute. Donahue tried to close his eyes, but he just couldn’t. It was like some unnatural force was forcing him to look at them. There were four, lying side by side. Their faces were up, but their bodies were belly down. 
 
                 A cat leapt out in front of the police car, and Donahue nearly jumped out of his seat when he hit the brakes. He put the car in park for a moment and let it idle.
 
                 “Jesus, this can’t be happening.” He rolled down his window and a nice breeze wafted into his car. 
 
                 He looked over at the home to his left. There was a small green car parked in front of a rusted out RV. Two windows had been broken out of the car, and a collection of glass on the cement sparkled in the moonlight below it.
 
                 May as well take a look, he thought.
 
                 Donahue stepped out of the car and paced over to the scene. There wasn’t much to look at. His flashlight glared over the glass on the ground and in the car. There was still a little glass in the driver’s seat. Whoever did it was long gone and would probably never be found.
 
                 “Mr. Donahue!” an angry child’s voice spat from behind him.
 
                 He turned and shined the flash light at the kid. Alan immediately dropped to his knees, ignoring the glass on the concrete, which dug into his legs. The girl was one of the dead children. He remembered her specifically from the image that had been permanently saved into his brain like a file on a computer. The child was facing him, but her body was not. Her face was the color of burnt paper, and her pupils were a shimmering orange.
 
                 Donahue shook his head and stared at the ground.
 
                 “You let me die!” she shouted.
 
                 “No!”
 
                 “You could have stopped it! You could have stopped it!”
 
                 He swallowed hard and closed his eyes. The kid was right. He hesitated at the stairs and even at the door while the alien had his business with them. Anderson was in on it too. They could have stopped it, and they didn’t.
 
                 “I was afraid!” he whimpered.
 
                 “You let me die, Donahue.”
 
                 “I’m sorry!”
 
                 Her face was now barely visible through the blur of tears. Donahue put his hand on his pistol, wondering if he could shoot her. Something was wrong. She shouldn’t have been walking around like that. But he didn’t think he could shoot a kid. He didn’t know if it was–
 
                 “Why don’t you go get the medicine so your dick won’t be limp?” The image transformed into his wife. She was standing in front of him with her hands placed firmly on her hips.
 
                 “What?” he whimpered.
 
                 “I want you to fuck me!” she shouted. 
 
                 Donahue shook his head. This isn’t happening. I don’t know how I know that, but this isn’t happening.
 
                 He grabbed his pistol and pulled it out of the holster.
 
                 “You going to shoot me honey?” she gaped at him. “You’re going to shoot me after all these years we’ve been through? All I want is sex. A real man could give me that, but you’re just a piece of crap with an erectile dysfunction!”
 
                 “Go away,” Donahue cried. He pointed his gun at her.
 
                 She laughed. Donahue followed her eyes to something behind him. It was a woman. He had seen her before, but couldn’t remember the name. She was wearing a red bandanna over her gray hair and she had a remarkable body, but her skin was weathered and gray –even black in some spots. She was smiling, and her black teeth were dripping with saliva.
 
                 He jumped to his feet and pulled the pistol on her. “Don’t move!”
 
                 She laughed. “You should join us Donahue.”
 
                 “Who are you?”
 
                 “Mrs. Kelly. I live down the street from here.”
 
                 Donahue squeezed the trigger to the maximum point it would go without firing.
 
                 “What are you doing out here?”
 
                 “Finding others to join me.”
 
                 “Join you with what?”
 
                 She laughed. Out of the corner of his eye he could see another woman running down the street. She was followed by three or four other people. All of them looked like they had been dead for weeks, but it didn’t stop them from walking around.
 
                 Mrs. Kelly laughed. “On second thought I don’t think we want you to join us,” she said. 
 
                 The other woman arrived with three others. They all stood facing him.
 
                 “Who are you?” he asked the other woman.
 
                 “I’m Nelda Allen. I live in that house.” She pointed up to the house. Her face and skin were the same as Mrs. Kelly’s –colored gray with black, disgusting spots.
 
                 “We want your flesh Mr. Donahue,” Mrs. Kelly hissed.
 
                 Donahue immediately fired his gun for the first time in his career. The woman dropped back and hissed with each shot. He emptied the full clip, and on the final shot to the torso she fell to the ground as a pool of blood flooded on her chest. The others approached him and began to hiss. 
 
                 Donahue shook his head, “Stop!” He left his other clips in the car. Rookie mistake from being too comfortable with the low crime rates. Mrs. Kelly sat up and smiled at him with blood streaming from her lips.
 
                 “Eat him!” she shouted.
 
                 He ran to the car, slid over the hood, and jumped in. Then he pushed the lock button once inside. There were five of them. Mrs. Kelly, Nelda, and three others. Three stood in front of the car, and two on the side. They rocked the car back and forth. 
 
                 “God help me,” he muttered.
 
   Donahue cranked the engine, then floored it. Two of the three in front of him ran off to the side, while Nelda, who was in the middle flew up onto the hood face first and into the windshield. When her head landed, blood exploded onto the window as part of the glass shattered upon impact. 
 
   “Get off!” Alan screamed.
 
                 The old woman reached her bloody arms over the dash board and pulled herself up.
 
                 “You’re not going anywhere, Mr. Donahue.”
 
                 He grabbed for his knight stick and hit her as hard as he could in the face. She cringed and fell back, but she still had her bloody gray hands on the dash to keep herself from falling. Donahue looked in his rearview mirror and saw them running after him. They were running  fast. One of them was inches from grabbing onto the back of the car. The speedometer showed sixty.
 
                 I don’t believe this shit, he thought. Nelda had pulled herself almost all the way into the car and he began to hit her some more with the baton. Each hit sent speckles of blood into the air.
 
                 If I can make it to the farms where the FBI is I’ll be ok, he thought as he turned on the sirens. He felt something hit the trunk and jump up onto the roof of his car. He slammed on his breaks and the old lady flew off the hood and rolled onto the cement at least thirty feet into the distance. Another came off the roof and landed next to her. He heard two –maybe three climb on to the back of his car. He didn’t care to look. Donahue peeled out and ran over the two in front of him. This time both of them went down and under the tires. The car jumped and he almost lost control, but recovered quickly. He looked in the rearview mirror and saw two of them hugging the back of the car. 
 
                 He sped up to about ninety, and they showed no signs of letting go. One of them was screaming obscenities, but that was it. Donahue grabbed for the glove box and pulled out another clip for his glock. He loaded it quickly and kept one hand on the wheel and one on the gun. He turned and took careful aim for the head. The first shot formed a perfect circle in the window and little cracks sprang out from it like streams from a lake. He took another shot. This one landed in Mrs. Kelly’s neck and sent her flying off the back. The other screamed in a horrid half female, half male tone. Donahue took careful aim again and fired. This one hit the torso and it fell off the car. 
 
                 Donahue took a deep breath. They were gone, and he was almost to the FBI station. He had to let them know what was going on in the housing area. This thing had spread a lot further than the woods.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   Lisa stepped out of the shower and dried herself. So much had happened all at once. Her mother was gone, the hallucination of blood and vomit, Russ, the quarantine, no phones, no television, and no radio. She tried to believe that she would see Russ again, and hoped that he would prevent the evil that was about to take place. Then there was Justin, sitting in the living room probably crying all over the sofa. His mother was undoubtedly dead, and Lisa couldn’t imagine what was going through his marijuana fogged brain. 
 
                 Lisa wrapped the towel around her body and walked across the balcony toward her room. She dripped water across the floor but didn’t care. Justin had given her a brief glimpse and smiled, knowing she had nothing on under the towel. Lisa rolled her eyes.
 
                 How can he be joking about that when he knows his parents are dead? Lisa couldn’t fathom the thought.
 
                 A few moments later she came out of her room wearing tight black jeans and a plain black shirt that ended just above her belly button. THE STONES was tattooed just above her waistline on her back in black ink. It seemed pathetic, but she hoped Russ would be by later.
 
                 This shirt and jeans combo would make my mom proud, she thought.
 
                 The room was silent when she walked down the stairs. Justin was still there. He took a quick peek at Lisa’s ass, and she saw him do it but opted not to say anything. 
 
                 “So you don’t mind me staying here tonight?” he asked.
 
                 Lisa thought about it for a moment. Having him stay the night would have brought the possibility of waking up and finding him on top of her.
 
                 “If you don’t mind sleeping on the couch.”
 
                 “I don’t mind. That’s a nasty tattoo you got by the way.”
 
                 “Oh, go to–”
 
                 A knock came from the back door in the kitchen. Justin looked toward it, but made no effort to get up. Lisa ran anxiously, hoping that it was either her mother or–
 
   “Russ?” She opened the door and he quickly jumped inside. His face was red and his arms were quivering. Despite that, Lisa felt safe again. The unexplainable aura surrounded him.
 
                 “My mom’s gone,” he said.
 
                 “What happened?”
 
                 “When I got back the house was empty, and there was blood on the kitchen floor.” He was panting as he spoke. “And I saw…” Russ wanted to tell her about the hallucination but couldn’t bring himself to do it. 
 
                 “And what?” She placed her hand on his shoulder.
 
                 “Nothing.”
 
                 “Come in and sit down. My mom is missing too, and Justin is in there.”
 
                 “Maddox?”
 
                 “Yeah, douche bag, I know, but his parents are gone. He has nowhere else to go.”
 
                 “Do you know where your mother might be?” Russ asked.
 
                 “I was going to look in her bedroom, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it,” her voice trembled.
 
                 She’s gone. You’re mother is dead.
 
                 Lisa shook her head at the thought and lead Russ into the living room. Justin sat on the couch staring mindlessly out the window.
 
                 “Nice tattoo,” Russ said.
 
                 Lisa turned around and gave him a brief smile. She was safe now. The feeling had taken full effect. He was there to protect her from whatever the hell was happening outside. As long as she was near him nothing would happen.
 
                 “Did your dad ever come back into town?” She looked into his eyes and sat down close to him. 
 
                 “No, I’m wondering if he got stopped outside of town because of the quarantine,” he said. 
 
                 There was doubt in his voice, and doubt all around the room. Justin had been trying to calm himself by making lewd comments and eyeing Lisa’s marvelous features, but it wasn’t working. Deep down in the pit of his stomach he knew people were going to start dying, and he would likely be one of them. There was a voice that had been clicking on and off in his head telling him so.
 
                 Mommy and Daddy are dead, Justin. And you will be too.
 
                 He didn’t say anything. He just held his face in his hands and tried to ignore it. Only crazies were supposed hear voices.
 
                 But when there were gunshots outside, he jolted back in his seat. Russ and Lisa did the same. None of them got up to look. Justin counted the shots. Eight in all. Then the sound of a police siren swooped by the house about ten seconds after.
 
                 “Jesus,” Lisa muttered.
 
                 “I don’t like this,” Justin got up from the couch and walked over to the window. He could hear the sound of more shots being fired in the distance, but the police car was out of view.
 
                 Russ was silent. Lisa wrapped her arms around him like a scared child.
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   “Just stay out of it, Randall, you hear me?” Agnes used her metal walker, complete with sliced open tennis balls, to get across the floor. Randall Grossman was standing outside the door with a loaded shotgun resting on his shoulder, watching the men around the FBI trailer. 
 
                 “You shut yer yap, Agnes. I don’t trust them FBI guys.” 
 
                 “Donahue told you to stay put, honey. Can’t you just leave them be?”
 
                 “Donahue also said un-American things were gonna happen. I can’t allow that, honey. I gotta defend my country.”
 
                 “This isn’t Vietnam anymore, Randall!”
 
                 He pulled some chewing tobacco out of his front pocket and stuffed a wad in his mouth. Agnes cringed. She hated it when he chewed. It smelled, and he was never conscience of where he spat. Sometimes he’d do it right on the carpet.
 
                 “Why don’t you come inside?” she said.
 
                 Randall shook his head. “I think I’ll stay right here.” He grabbed a rusty lawn chair that had been leaning against the house and unfolded it. 
 
                 “Donahue said for us to stay inside.”
 
                 “Donahue is lettin them take over our town.”
 
                 Agnes sighed. “You’re impossible.”
 
                 Randall sat down in the chair and listened to the shouting going on at the trailer. Some guy in a business suit was walking up and down the line of soldiers like they were at boot camp. There were ten, maybe twelve. Randall counted them again. Twelve. 
 
                 I’mma watch those bastards. They do anything, my little shotgun will have a word with someone’s face, damnit!
 
                 It was hot outside, even if there was a gentle breeze that caressed him. He welcomed the breeze, but as his daddy always said you were going nowhere fast unless you was sweatin. He drug his hand across his forehead and smiled when it came back wet. A bug buzzed by his face. He shooed it away with his John Deere hat, and it joined the others by the nearby porch light. 
 
                 “Randall, don’t you remember what that helicopter said?” Agnes poked her head out the door again.
 
                 He remembered. They said some word he couldn’t pronounce. But he did remember them telling him to go inside and stay there. Well, goddamnit, he wasn’t about to do that. It was a free goddamn country and he could do whatever the hell he wanted to on his property. The government wasn’t supposed to boss people around. If a hardnosed buck like Nixon would have been in office none of this would have happened. That’s for sure. Nixon had balls. Randall liked a man with balls. This goddamn Obama Democrat was a different story.
 
                 “Just go back inside, woman. Let the men handle this business,” he said.
 
                 Agnes sighed and walked back in, leaving Randall with the smile of a toddler on his face. He’d won that battle. America would be safe again soon. Now all he had to do was fend off these FBI bastards.
 
                 The tall man walking around the soldiers had made brief eye contact with him as his wife left. The man in the suit whispered something into a soldier’s ear and pointed toward Randall, who happily cradled for his shotgun and smiled at them.
 
                 The man in the suit began to walk toward him. He was a tall scrawny fella, and Randall would have thought of him as a pansy, but he looked pretty strong in that black suit. But if he told him to go inside he was going to have to talk to his gun.
 
                 “Sir, I’m sorry. I have to ask you to go inside.”
 
                 “You can ask me anything, son. That doesn’t mean I’ll do it.”
 
                 The man sighed, then looked directly into Randall’s eyes. His face was stern, and Randall guessed that this buck had been in the force too at one time. Maybe even ‘Nam. He was probably a bit too young for that, but maybe.
 
                 “You’re interfering with a government operation.”
 
                 “Government operation, my ass. You can’t do this. You can’t tell people not to sit on their front porch.”
 
                 The man turned around and nodded at someone. One of the soldiers began to jog over.
 
                 “Get your ass off my property!” Randall held up his shot gun, not pointing it at the man, but waving it in front of his face.
 
                 “You don’t want to do that, sir.”
 
                 “Randall! What’s all the commotion out there?” Agnes cried from inside the house.
 
                 “Shut yer yap!” he screamed.
 
                 The soldier ran up beside the agent man.
 
                 “Last chance sir. Go inside.”
 
                 “You can kiss my ass!”
 
                 The soldier smirked. The smile made Randall madder than hell. He cocked his shotgun and placed his finger on the trigger. The agent nodded at the soldier.
 
                 Before Randall could even tell what was going on, the soldier drew a funny looking pistol from behind his back and fired a dart into Randall's chest. Randall stumbled back, screaming obscenities.
 
                 “You made the choice, sir,” the agent said.
 
                 Randall fell over.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 The men had just gotten into the Humvees and were waiting to be dispatched to the woods. Lt. Evan Brown was as nervous as he had ever been in his military career. Fighting people was one thing, but fighting space aliens was an entire different ball park. The kid next to him looked completely green, Brown could tell by his eyes. But at the same time he couldn’t blame the kid, this was probably his first PMD mission too. Seeing the lieutenant all jittery and nervous didn’t help the kid either.              
 
                 The uncomfortable silence was finally broken when he heard sirens in the distance followed by gunshots. The shots weren’t coming from anything huge, just a small pistol of some kind –maybe a glock. Brown took a peek out his window and saw a police car screech to a stop. Some of the sirens on top of the car were broken out, and the windshield was partially shattered. There were also splotches of blood all over the hood of the car.
 
                 Hawking approached the vehicle and was talking to whoever was inside.
 
                 “I got a bad feeling about that,” someone said from the back seat.
 
                 “Have any of you actually fought these things before?” Brown asked.
 
                 There was a short silence and then someone spoke. “No sir.”
 
                 Oh Christ, he thought. All of the uneasy feelings returned. Hell, he couldn’t remember what had helped him feel more comfortable in the first place. He found himself wishing that he was back home with his wife, or maybe even in the jungles of Colombia fighting drug lords. Not this. Jesus, not this.
 
   Agent Hawking motioned for Evan to step out of the vehicle and he did, hoping to God that nothing too horrible had happened. But as he looked over at the smashed up police car his stomach did a flip inside of him. Hawking pulled him uncomfortably close.
 
   “There’s more than we thought. We can’t really call for backup right now because the radios and phones are out,” he whispered.
 
   Evan’s heart cramped up into his throat. It was supposed to be an easy mission. That is why they selected him, right? An easy mission with a minimal number of enemies. There were three of them: one alien, one man, and one woman. 
 
   “What?” he asked. His eyes widened. 
 
   Hawking sighed. “Go get Agent Johnson for me.”
 
   Brown made haste and ran over to the trailer as Hawking returned to the sheriff.
 
   “How many do you think there were?” Hawking asked.
 
   “Five.”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   “Absolutely. There were five that attacked me.”
 
   Hawking turned away for a moment and stared at the ground. He paced in a quick circle with his hands behind his back. Agent Johnson came walking out alongside the lieutenant. 
 
   “Tell him what you told me,” Hawking said.
 
   “I just got attacked by five…things,” Donahue said. “They looked like people but they were weird and deformed. They ran pretty damn fast too. I was at sixty and they were still on my ass.”
 
    “Hawking,” Agent Johnson turned around and Hawking followed. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but we had reason to believe that the incident was primarily focused in the south. The woods.”
 
   “Yes, as far as we knew.”
 
   “How could this have happened?”
 
   Hawking looked at the ground and took a deep breath. “Well, we assumed that the lady and the E.T. had both gone south. Something is obviously wrong with that assumption.”
 
   Johnson lit a cigarette and took a quick puff before he spoke. “One of them went north.”
 
   “Or both of them.”
 
   “What made us assume they had gone south in the first place?”
 
   Hawking stiffened as if he was being personally attacked, and he probably was. In eight years of tracking these goddamn things this had never happened. 
 
   “Listen, goddamnit!” he screamed. “ From past experiences they flock toward trees for safe haven after they land. I was wrong, but we don’t have time to argue about that bullshit now! If we don’t come up with a plan people are going to die!”
 
   Lt. Brown and the sheriff, who was still in the car, exchanged glances when they saw them arguing, but didn’t say anything.
 
   “You’re right, Hawking. I just wanted to establish that you’ve realized your error.”
 
   “Well, what the fuck are we supposed to do? I screwed it up,” Hawking said. “I suppose you think you know how to fix this?”
 
   Johnson hesitated, but went ahead and said it. “We have to walk through every house and building in this town and take them out. All of them.”
 
   “Do you think our men will last through it?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “What about the ones in the wooded area?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   Hawking scratched his forehead. “We could call for backup.”
 
   “The people at the Northern border have the order to block radio and phone transmissions for at least another day. You know that.”
 
   Hawking nodded. “I guess we have no choice then. The only thing we can do is go into the town and eliminate these fuckers house by house. We’ll try to avoid civilian casualties, but…we’ll do what we can.”
 
   Johnson agreed. “I guess I’ll tell Lt. Brown and the men our plans have changed. You talk to Mr. Donahue.”
 
                 “Should I tell him how to stop these things and what they are?”
 
                 “Just tell him to shoot them in the head. He doesn’t need to know anything more.”
 
                 Hawking nodded and walked over to the sheriff while Johnson approached Lt. Brown.
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   “I just don’t know what to do,” Justin muttered. Reality had finally pried through the dying effect of the marijuana. And even though the truth of his parents' death had his stomach doing flips inside of his belly, it wasn’t bothering him as much as the chaos in the street. 
 
                 Justin walked away from the window and took a seat on the couch. Lisa was still sitting close to Russ, although she wasn’t clinging to him in fright anymore. Russ had a look of indifference on his face. Probably a forced look. Russ was looking to score, Justin thought, and he wondered how anyone could have pussy on their mind right now.
 
                 What Justin didn’t think about was that Russ had worries just the same. He kept thinking about the dream with Jessica and his parents, and worse, the hallucination he had with her stabbing Lisa in the back. It had been so goddamn real. That horrid look in Lisa’s eyes sent a depressing jolt through him. Whenever he looked into Lisa’s face he saw that image. Her eyes were watering; the tip of a knife stuck out of her gut and blood was dripping onto the floor. Jessica was standing behind her, smiling.
 
                 Lisa had thought about her trip out too. The vomit was still at the bottom of the stair case. She was in too much shock to clean it up. But there had been blood, and a great deal of it. She had seen it, but it wasn’t there. Her mother had been talking to her as well. It was a different voice, though. It was almost the same, but not quite right. 
 
                 “Are we going to do anything?” Justin asked as he stared at the floor.
 
                 “I don’t know what,” Lisa said. 
 
                 “What do you think is out there?” Justin asked.
 
                 “How am I supposed to know?”
 
                 “I’m just trying to start a conversation. Don’t have to throw me down, Lisa. It’s too quiet in here. It doesn’t feel normal.”
 
                 She shrugged.
 
                 “I’ve been having…” Russ started to talk but he stopped himself. He was thinking of telling them about the hallucination and the dream. He didn’t know if he could bring himself to tell Lisa that he had just seen her with a knife rammed through her back.
 
                 “What?” Lisa said.
 
                 “I don’t know.” He looked over at Lisa’s face and although she wasn’t exactly cringing with pain or even resembling the feeling that she was going through in the hallucination, Russ could see it. He placed his hand over his forehead and sat back.
 
                 “Hallucinations,” he said.
 
                 Lisa looked at him with confirmation and curiosity. 
 
                 “I had a dream last night that seemed real. It was like I was there.”
 
                 Lisa’s forehead crinkled in the center and her eyes were processing something that made Russ think she had had one too.
 
                 “Something wrong?” Russ asked.
 
                 “I had one, too.”
 
                 They both stared into each other's eyes in fear. Lisa wanted to tell Russ about her problem, and Russ wanted to tell her about the dream and hallucination. They were both afraid of the other’s reaction.
 
                  “It was about Jessica Welch,” Russ said. “She was in her prom dress, dancing around in my living room. My parents were lying in the recliners, dead with bullet holes in the centers of their foreheads. She kept asking for me to be with her. Then both of my parents got up and started telling me to shoot her.”
 
                 There was no immediate reaction from Lisa, and he saw Justin pick his nose out of the corner of his eye. So he continued.
 
                 “Then when I got home,” he took a breath, “I found blood on the kitchen floor, and the window above the sink was broken out. I took a few steps in and I heard Jessica talking behind me. I turned around and sure enough there she was. But this time was different. I wasn’t sleeping, and I didn’t think there was any possible way it could be fake.” His voice shuddered. “You were standing next to her. She held a knife in your back. You were silent and struggled to breathe. I charged her but she disappeared.”
 
                 Lisa hunched over and stared at the floor. What Russ had said scared her without a doubt, but it wasn’t in the way a normal girl would have taken it. A normal girl would probably have run away to the other side of the room and declared Russ a psycho. Hell, she probably would have done it too if she hadn’t had the bloody vomit episode. And if it weren’t for the feeling.
 
                 “You all right?” He put his hand on her shoulder.
 
                 She nodded.
 
                 “That’s pretty fucked up man,” Justin said. “Tell him about you’re little episode Lisa.” 
 
                 She shot him a hateful glare and then turned to Russ.
 
                 I’m bulimic, she thought. Just say it.
 
                 “I have a problem,” she whispered.
 
                 “What?”
 
                 Lisa avoided his eyes and stared down toward the couch. “I’m bulimic.” She whispered it just loud enough for him to hear and soft enough for Justin to not.
 
                 Russ didn’t say anything. 
 
                 “I’ve never told anyone that. Not even my mother, but she, or something that resembled her, spoke to me and knew about it. I couldn’t see her though. The voice was in my head or something but she was there. Then I began to feel sick, and I started throwing up blood.”
 
                 “When was this?” he asked.
 
                 “Probably an hour ago.”
 
                 “I don’t think that was your mother talking to you.”
 
                 “Who was it then?”
 
                 “I don’t know. This definitely has to do with this quarantine though.”
 
                 She nodded. Justin had walked over to the window again.
 
                 “Someone’s out here, man,” he said.
 
                 “Where?” Lisa asked.
 
                 “In the middle of the road, staring at me. Russ?”
 
                 “Yeah?” He got up from the couch.
 
                 “I think it’s your mom.”
 
                 Russ rushed over and saw her. It was his mom, but she looked hideous. Her skin was a horrid gray and there was blood dripping from her stomach and chest. Her eyes were red. 
 
                 This isn’t real, Russ thought. This is another hallucination.
 
                 He stepped back from the window and turned around. “This isn’t real.”
 
                 “I don’t know man. I can see her,” Justin said.
 
                 Lisa got up from the couch and took a peak for herself. “She’s there.” Lisa slid her arm over Russ’s shoulder. “It’s real.”
 
                 “She’s coming to do the door,” Justin blurted.
 
                 Lisa ran over to the front door and made sure that it was locked.
 
                 Russ.
 
                 “Go away.”
 
                 I’m at the door Russ. Won’t you let me in?
 
                 He walked over to the couch and sat down, holding his head in his hands. She was fake, and he knew it.
 
                 It’s real this time Russ. I know what you’re thinking.
 
                 “Go away.”
 
                 You’re afraid of me, son. There’s no reason to be afraid.
 
                 “You’re not my mother!”
 
                 A thump rumbled the door. Lisa and Justin backed away from it.
 
                 I can help you get what you want, son. I know what you want!
 
                 “Leave me alone!”
 
                 You wanna fuck Lisa, don’t you? Well open the door and I’ll give you everything you ever wanted.
 
                 “Go away!”
 
                 The door thumped again.
 
                 “You have any guns in the house, Lisa?” Russ shouted. 
 
                 “None that I know of.”
 
                 You can’t shoot me, Russ.
 
                 “Shut the hell up!”
 
                 Justin didn’t know where to go. He didn’t feel safe by the door or by Russ. He was slowly making his way to the kitchen, while Lisa approached Russ slowly, one step at a time and taking a deep breath with every pace.
 
                 Glass shattered behind the front door.
 
                 “There’s the screen door. Russ come on we have to get out of here.”
 
                 Another bang –a dull one.
 
                 “Do you have a baseball bat or something?” Russ asked.
 
                 “Holy shit! There’s more in the backyard!” Justin shouted from the kitchen.              Lisa ran into the kitchen and screamed. Her backyard was filled with people –or things. Ten, maybe twelve, maybe even fifteen. She couldn’t tell. All of them were staring into the window, showing off their black teeth with hissing grins.
 
                 Russ stumbled up behind them as another dull crash hit the front door.
 
                 “Where we going?” Justin asked.
 
                 A few of the things had walked up to the back door and began pounding on it. But for some reason Lisa didn’t feel as frightened as she should have been. She looked back to the man she had regarded as her protector. As long as he’s there, I’m safe.
 
                 “Only place to go is upstairs,” Lisa said.
 
                 They could hear gunshots in the distance somewhere to the south. Not single shots like before, these were automatics.
 
                 “We can wait it out up there,” Lisa said. “They’ll come and clean this up.”
 
                 More shots, and each time she heard the sound of a gun it gave her even more reassurance. There were people out there with big guns, and they were coming to rescue them. And as long as she stayed close to Russ, there wouldn’t be any problems.
 
                 “Better than nothing,” Justin said. 
 
                 They sprinted over to the bottom of the staircase and bolted up. Justin was a bit slower –he made sure that he wasn’t stepping in puke at the bottom of the stairs. By the time all three of them got up the stairs the front door had cracked down the middle. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Justin and Lisa had just run by him into her bedroom, but Russ was frozen at the top of the stairs. His mother ripped the front door to pieces, sending splinters and dust into the air. 
 
                 Russ couldn’t move. His mother was inside of his head, poking fun at his drama of the past. He was in a world where Jessica was lying on his bed back at his home, just next to her was Lisa. Both of them were smiling and giggling at him, but he knew none of it was real. As all this flashed through his head he could still see the dead face of his mother.
 
                 Her face was horrifically similar, and horrifically different from what it was when she had been alive. The basic shape and structure was there, but her skin was gray, and her eyes were like two gleaming red gems sitting in her eye sockets. They weren’t bloody, just red. Her hair had mostly fallen out. There was still a clump of what looked like silvery wire on the back of her head, but that was it. 
 
                 Russ could hear Lisa shouting behind him. She had even grabbed him around the waist and tried to pull him into the bedroom. He couldn’t move. All life had literally been frightened out of him. But he could see something.
 
                 “Hurry the fuck up!” Justin shouted from behind. Lisa shrugged at him and tried a second effort at moving Russ.
 
                 “Stay away from him, bitch!” the creature shouted. 
 
                 “Justin, help me!” 
 
                 He rushed over and whipped Russ over his shoulder without much effort and ran back into the bedroom alongside Lisa. The creature hissed and charged them just as Justin slammed the door in its face.
 
                 The door shook. Justin looked stupidly at the door knob for a brief moment before it hit him that there was no lock. He pushed himself against the door.
 
                 “There’s no lock!” he shouted.
 
                 “I know!” Lisa grabbed at the bookshelf in the corner.
 
                 “This isn’t going to work,” Justin said.
 
                 The door shook again, and Justin nearly lost his balance. 
 
                 Lisa pushed the bookshelf with everything she had in her. But it was barely inching across the carpet. 
 
                 Justin looked helplessly at Russ who was jittering on the bed and staring into the floor.
 
                 “Help her, man!”
 
                 The door jolted again. This time it opened a few inches and a gray hand shot through. Justin pushed back on it with all of his weight, hoping the gray hand would snap off and pour blood all over the floor. A snarling hiss responded from the other side of the door.
 
                 “Hurry the fuck up!” he shouted.
 
                 “I’m coming!” Lisa screamed. The bookshelf was still six, maybe seven feet away.
 
                 Russ sat silently, still trembling on the bed.
 
                 “What the fuck is wrong with him?” Justin shouted.
 
                 “He’s my son!” The creature snarled at him from the other side of the door.
 
                 Justin pressed the door with every ounce of strength he had. Fucking things, he didn’t know what they were, but the surge of adrenaline he just got was about to turn him into a maniac.
 
                 “Fucking bitch!” He punched the door.
 
                 Russ stood up and took a quick glance around the room.
 
                 “Nice of you to fucking join us!” Justin shouted. “Fucking help her!”
 
                 He shook his head and focused on the stack of CD’s on Lisa’s desk.
 
                 “What the fuck are you doing?”
 
                 He walked over and grabbed one out of its case.
 
                 “Russ?” Lisa shouted. She was nearing the door.
 
                 He snapped it in half and shouted, “You’re not my mother!”
 
                 “Don’t do this Russ!” the creature shouted from behind the door.
 
                 He held half of the compact disc in a hand and ran his finger over the sharp, plastic edge. 
 
                 I’m going to stab you in the fucking face.
 
                 Why are you going to do that?
 
                 You’re not my mother!
 
                 I can make your dreams-
 
                 Shut the fuck up!
 
                 “Let her in!” Russ screamed.
 
                 “Oh shit,” Lisa muttered. 
 
                 Justin shook his head.
 
                 Russ walked up to him and punched him in the stomach as hard as he could. Justin doubled over and fell away from the door. 
 
                 It swung open, and the corpse of Nelda Allen pounced on Russ.
 
                 He lied silently on his back with the sharp piece of plastic in his hand. It gently lowered its head and hissed, letting a stream of saliva land on Russ’s forehead. 
 
                 “You will be with me,” it hissed.
 
                 The creature’s flesh was soft, like a ripened melon. Russ knew it because the creature had tried to dive into his mind one too many times. He saw into its head now. He could see everything inside. It wasn’t a human being. It was a germ, a virus, some sort of bacteria maybe. He couldn’t tell for sure. But they were telepathic, and it was a huge strength of them to have, but it could be used against them.
 
                 “You’re nothing but a soft, decayed body,” Russ said.
 
                 “Either way you’re coming with me!” 
 
                 As it lowered its jaw and opened its mouth. Russ jammed the broken disc deep into its fleshy skull like a knife being driven into a water melon. There was no screaming. There was no hissing. It dropped dead on top of him in complete silence.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 “You little piece of shit,” Justin muttered. His face flushed and both of his hands rolled up into tight fists." 
 
                 “Justin, he saved your ass,” Lisa said.
 
                 “You stay out of this!” 
 
                 Russ backed toward the window, unsure of what to do next. He thought he could take him, no doubt, but it would take time. And they didn’t have time. A group of those nasty things was assembling at the back door. He wondered why they hadn’t broken through yet.
 
                 “There’s no time for this shit! There are a bunch of those things outside the back door. We have to get out of here,” Russ said.
 
                 Justin didn’t seem to be listening. He kept moving forward.
 
                 “Listen you fucking hothead, you’re going to get us killed!” Russ screamed. 
 
                 “Justin –” Lisa began but was cut off by the sound of breaking glass from downstairs. She pushed the book case the remaining two feet to the door. 
 
                 “It’s not going to hold them for too long,” Russ said. “You really want to die like this?”
 
                 Justin kept walking toward him, jittering. Russ stared into his eyes, wondering if he was seriously going to attack him. The tricky thing about jocks was that you never knew if they were serious or just trying to intimidate you. Most of the time they were trying to intimidate, at least from Russ’s knowledge. And when they did try to fight someone they usually ended up to be the one going to the hospital with a black eye and broken nose. Then their daddy’s bought them Corvette’s for graduation to make it all better.
 
                 Justin took another step and raised his fist. 
 
                 “Justin, want to see me naked?” 
 
                 He turned around and saw Mrs. Kelly, completely bare. He took a look around the room and noticed that Russ and Lisa had disappeared.
 
                 “W-w-what the hell is going on?” he trembled.
 
                 “I’m just sooooo horny.”
 
                 Justin took a couple of steps back and tried to look away, but couldn’t. He felt himself getting a hard-on. 
 
                 “You want me, Justin, don’t you?”
 
                 He fell to his knees. He knew none of it was real, but her breasts were perfect, and her legs were beautiful. Justin had driven by almost every day and saw her outside, reading a book. Each day he thought about stopping and trying to bang her, but each day he kept going.
 
                 “Well, now is your chance.” She walked directly to him and thrust her groin into his face.
 
                 He backed away. “This isn’t real.” He shook his head and looked up at Mrs. Kelly with confused eyes.
 
                 “Does it matter? I see that bulge in your jeans. Let go of yourself and have a good time. The world’s going to be dead before too long anyway.” She thrust into his face again.
 
                 Justin didn’t resist.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Justin flopping on the floor like a fish on land was disturbing enough, but just as disturbing was how quickly and precisely the gunfire had halted. It wasn’t necessarily the fact that it had stopped that bothered Lisa; it was the fact that it had stopped so suddenly, like a scream being cut off. 
 
                 And of course, there were also the more of those things. For some reason they hadn’t found their way upstairs yet. She could hear them downstairs and could picture the scene in her head. Ten of them, probably fifteen, walking below them and turning over every piece of furniture looking for flesh. 
 
                 Russ was silent. He sat on the edge of the bed observing Justin, who had fallen into hallucination. He was vibrating as if there were a small electric current flowing through him. As long as it was silent Russ didn’t care. Any noise would bring those things up the stairs. The dresser in front of the door wouldn’t hold them out for long. 
 
                 Lisa sat on the floor hugging her knees just off to Russ’s left. She glanced simultaneously at the corpse of his mother on the ground and at Justin’s twitching body.
 
                 “What are we doing?” Lisa whispered. 
 
                 A crash came from down stairs. It sounded like a window. Lisa cringed.
 
                 “We gotta be quiet,” Russ whispered back, barely audible.
 
                 “Yeah, but we can’t just stay up here.”
 
                 Russ glanced toward the bedroom window, where the moonlight shined in and settled on the corpse of his mother.
 
                 “I don’t think the window is a good idea, Russ.”
 
                 “We don’t have a whole lot of options here.”
 
                 Justin stopped twitching and sat up.
 
                 “Holy crap!” he shouted.
 
                 “Shh!” Lisa said.
 
                 “I just had a freakish dream!”
 
                 “Shut up!” Russ whispered as loud as anyone could possibly whisper. 
 
                 It didn’t matter. The footsteps had begun to climb up the stairs.
 
                 “Dumbass,” Lisa muttered.
 
                 “Shut up, bitch!” Justin screamed at her. He fell silent when there was a thump at the door. The dresser jolted outward. 
 
   Russ hustled over to the window and observed the drop. It looked about fifteen, maybe twenty feet down, and there was nothing to land on.
 
                 “Only way out!” he shouted.
 
                 Justin and Lisa looked to him, dumbly.
 
                 “I’m not going out there, man!” Justin shouted.
 
                 A creature hissed and burst into the room, its glaring red eyes quickly observing Justin. Lisa ran for the window and smacked into Russ. They both fell. Justin sprinted for it, but just as he got to the window he felt teeth sink into his neck.
 
                 Lisa hadn’t taken the time to notice that the creature had once been her mother.
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                 To protect and to serve: That is what it said on her husband’s badge. Unfortunately he was obligated to it. Jennifer needed him, and if he only knew how badly perhaps he would be there, or perhaps not. Perhaps he was dead. She had heard the gun fight about twenty minutes ago. Alan had headed off in that direction, she was sure of it. 
 
                 But Alan didn’t matter right now. Her life was in jeopardy. She lied down on the living room floor just under the window so the damn things couldn’t see her if they looked in. She thought of making a move to the basement to grab one of the shotguns down there. Alan had taken her to the shooting range several times and she was familiar with them. The damn things kick, but she couldn’t argue with the results. But if she went for it would they see her? Would they bust into the house and trap her down there?
 
                 Jennifer raised her head and peeked out the window. None of them were visible. Earlier about six were in her front yard, ripping her neighbor apart, stringing his intestines out onto the lawn then shoving them in their mouths. Were they really gone though? She raised her head a little more and looked. There was no one outside. 
 
                 Panting, she crawled through the darkness on her hands and knees to the basement door. She knew the door would squeak. It always squeaked. Then those things would come bursting in and rip her to pieces. 
 
                 She sat for a moment and thought about it. Sweat lined her forehead and most of her makeup was smearing. After her husband had left to go out again she had put on a pair of jeans and a white T-shirt that said: I HAVE PMS AND A HANDGUN. ANY QUESTIONS? 
 
                 “Goddamnit Alan, I need you,” she whispered. Her eyes teared up, but she quickly cleared them and then tried to remind herself that he wasn’t going to come through the front door with a golden sword and a white horse to save her. 
 
                 Jennifer slowly reached up to the door knob and rested her hand on it. If it squeaks, will they hear? Were there any around to hear it in the first place? She lifted her hand from the door knob and crawled over to the kitchen sink. Hoping to see an empty backyard, she raised her head just enough to look through the window above the faucet. 
 
                 But it wasn’t empty. There were three of those monsters in the middle of their backyard, eating what looked like Scuzzy, their dog. 
 
                 “Oh, God, Scuzzy,” she whispered. Because of Alan’s problem that golden retriever was the closest thing they had to a child. Scuzzy was as loving and as caring as any living thing Jennifer had been around in her life. No matter how bad of a day she was having, Scuzzy would be happy to share a loving smile –he always did. 
 
                 Jennifer closed her teary eyes and looked away, but the image would be stored in her memory for a long time. Three of those things stood over Scuzzy's lifeless body. One of them had intestines in his mouth. One of them looked like it was eating his golden coat. The last had his head lowered to Scuzzy’s body –she couldn’t tell where– and was pulling away with a red piece of flesh in its teeth.
 
                 Why couldn’t I have let him inside?
 
                 She heard herself whimper and quickly hushed it by holding a hand over her mouth. Her eyes shifted to the basement door. It killed her to think about it, but those things were busy eating away on Scuzzy, and it might allow her some time to grab the shotgun from below.
 
                 She crawled over to the basement door and once again rested a hand on the knob. She turned it, and slowly pulled the door toward her. The squeak was there, and it always had been. Her teeth gritted together when she heard it. Did they hear?
 
                 She slowly stood up and peeked about the window. They didn’t. They were still eating poor Scuzzy. Jennifer flicked on the basement light and made her way down. It was waiting patiently for her in the gun rack on the north wall. She pulled it down and tiptoed to an old desk –where they kept their ammunition. 
 
                 After filling her jean pockets with shells (they held three each, she didn’t bother filling the back ones), she filled the shotgun’s chamber and cocked it.
 
                 What now? She thought. Jennifer climbed back up the stairs and turned off the light, not bothering to close the door because it would creak. Then she crawled back into the living room and lied below the window again, setting the shotgun next to her.
 
                 She briefly thought of her husband again and wished how he would have been there. But she knew there was a good chance he was dead. He could have been involved in that gunfight earlier –she was sure that he was. The gunfire had since silenced just as fast as it had started. So fast it was almost frightening. Had these things bogged down the soldiers that quickly?
 
                 “Where am I going to go?” she muttered, wiping a panicked tear from her face.
 
                 The church.
 
                 She shook her head at the thought. Why there? What’s so great about it there?
 
                 There will be people there. You can be safe.
 
                 Jennifer thought about it as she raised her head to see out the window again. The coast was still clear. All she had to do was make it to the station wagon.
 
                 Go!
 
                 Jennifer crawled over to the coffee table and grabbed for her keys and then made her way to the front door.
 
                 The coast is clear! Go!
 
                 She ran out the door to the station wagon without any trouble. When she got into the driver’s seat, she realized that she had forgotten the shotgun.
 
                 Don’t worry about it! Just get to the church!
 
                 Jennifer fired up the engine, pulled out of the driveway and left.
 
                 After she was gone a small man walked out in front of her house. His skin was gray, his eyes were black, and his head was huge. He ran down the road toward Washington Avenue, and then headed south toward the farms. For some reason there was a tremor of apprehension dwindling inside of him.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Teddy Anderson found himself awake in bed, covered with sweat. His sheets were stained with urine –a problem he had always had since childhood. It was strange enough that he suddenly awoke, but it all had seemed so goddamn real. Even the monster growling from above them as they advanced through the house. And that sphere. That goddamn shiny sphere in the ground. There wasn’t a mark on the damn thing.
 
                 He glanced up at the clock. Two in the morning. Anderson swung his legs out from the bed and walked over to the window, not minding that he was wearing nothing but his underwear –a pair of Hanes “tighty whiteys.” It was dark and no one could possibly see him out there, and if they did who cares? A fat man in his underwear, hardy fuckin har har. They’d just pull their blinds down and forget about it the same way a man forgets a woman’s face after they’ve done the nasty. It didn’t matter. No one would look.
 
                 What had happened, though? Anderson retraced his memory. He remembered waking up that morning, taking a shower and brushing his teeth. He remembered putting on the uniform and badge, going to work and then being called out to the Van Lou place. He even remembered the address -189 Washington Avenue. Donahue was there right next to him when someone screamed from inside the home. They drew their glocks and the rest was hard to fathom. Blood on the floor, four dead children, a goddamn monster and a supposed spaceship. Then there was the search party. Then Mr. Van Lou had gone missing. Then there were FBI agents. Then Donahue ordered him to patrol the city and make sure everyone remained indoors. 
 
   He woke up. 
 
                 And here was, staring at the moon in his tighty fuckin whiteys. What the hell had happened? Had it all really been a dream? Teddy walked to the bathroom and took a quick piss, and then returned to bed. He didn’t have to wake up for another three hours. He worked the early shift. Six to three, six days a week. Sunday was football day. That was his day off. He’d stay home and watch his Raiders play. Most of the time they weren’t on television in Kansas, but that didn’t matter. He’d follow them on internet radio. 
 
                 But today was…what was today? He looked up to the wall where his calendar normally hung, but it wasn’t there. Instead there was something else –written in what looked like blood. Anderson approached it with his eye brows burrowed down toward his unusually large nose. It was blood. It was goddamn blood. And it spelled out something that he hadn’t heard in at least thirty years. FAT TEDDY. It was sloppily done. Whoever did it had been in a hurry. The A was awkwardly crooked, and the T was crossed diagonally. 
 
                 “Fat Teddy,” he whispered. “Who the fuck done this?”
 
                 “Well, look at the shit stains on you, pal!” The familiar voice of someone he hated screeched from the bedroom’s doorway. 
 
                 There he stood, just as he was in high school. Jason Willhelm. He had long brown hair draped over the sides of his face. There was a faded black T-shirt on underneath his blue jean jacket. His jeans were ripped to shreds. And his teeth were yellow as snot (they always had been).
 
                 “Jason, what the hell?”
 
                 “Shocked Teddy? I am too. Look at those shit stains!” He motioned to Ted’s underwear, which was stained yellowish brown just below his crotch. And of course the front was slightly yellow from the bed wetting incident.
 
                 “Fat Teddy, Fat Teddy, Fat Shit Stain Teddy.”
 
                 “How the hell did you get here?”
 
                 “Does it matter, Shit Stain? I’m here. And you’re in a world of fucking hurt.”
 
                 “I’m a cop, goddamnit. You try anything, you’ll get twenty to life, asshole!” Anderson felt like an old teacher when he realized he was shaking his fist at him the way his mother had done back in the day. 
 
                 “Phew! What smells so fucking bad? You shit yourself, man!” Jason began laughing again as he pointed at his stained underwear. “Don’t you think you should change those?” He began to cough mockingly as if the stench was bad enough to choke a man to death.
 
                 Anderson couldn’t say anything. He didn’t know what to say. Here was this asshole that had shown up out of nowhere. It was like a dream. Was he real? Was any of this real? Maybe he had fallen asleep in the police car. Maybe all of the stuff with the alien and space ship was true after all. Maybe none of this was-
 
                 “Fat Teddy.”
 
                 “Shut up.”
 
                 “Shit Stain Teddy.”
 
                 “Shut up!”
 
                 “Fat Teddy, Shit Stain Teddy, Fat Teddy, Shit Stain Teddy.”
 
                 “Shut the fuck up!”
 
                 And he was awake in his police car again. Only he was inside of Van Lou’s Grocery. Glass was on the floor and isles in front of him had overturned, spilling canned goods onto the floor. There was even an alarm going off behind him. It sounded like a fire bell, but was undoubtedly the cheap security Andy Van Lou had installed. 
 
                 He had driven through the store.
 
                 Anderson looked back behind him and saw where the front glass sliding doors used to sit. Now they were shattered. He looked down at the hood of his car. The front of it was smashed and bent upward from a collision. It had all happened. He had fallen asleep behind the goddamn wheel. Donahue was going to fire him for this. 
 
                 Unless he could pull it off as being attacked by that god awful monster. Maybe he could. Anderson started the car and pulled back into reverse, accidentally nudging a magazine stand that had somehow survived the initial crash and sent magazines flying onto the floor. He backed over everything and found himself back into the parking lot.
 
                 “I’m safe,” he panted.
 
                 But how would he explain this to Alan? I saw a little green man, he thought. I saw him and figured I better check it out. Then he attacked me. Damn thing chased me down Washington and I ended up running into the grocery store. It was believable, right? They had both heard the damn thing roar or scream or whatever the hell it was doing. It was capable of destruction –destruction like this.
 
                 He sighed. It was crap.
 
                 But then he heard it once again.
 
                 Fat Teddy.
 
                  He looked over his shoulder and found nothing but darkness behind the car. But he could still hear the voice. Was it inside of him? 
 
                 Fat Teddy, bet wetty, shit in his pants.
 
                 “I’m hearing shit,” he muttered. “That’s all.”
 
                 Fat Teddy, bet wetty, shit in his pants.
 
                 “Shut up!”
 
                 “Fat Teddy, bet wetty, shit in his pants.”
 
                 He looked out his cracked windshield. Jason stood in front of the car, smiling. But something was wrong. His skin was gray and his eyes were red and blood stained his white T-shirt. 
 
                 Anderson had seen him throughout town from time to time, but they had mostly ignored each other’s stare. For thirty years it had been like that. Jason Willhelm, as far as he knew, worked in Wichita at the aircraft plant and drove from Brownsville every day. Hell of a waste of gas money, but that didn’t matter. What mattered was that he stood in front of the car, staring at him, smiling.
 
                 “Jason, what are you doing? I have to ask you to get back inside. The town is under quarantine.” Anderson cracked his door open, unsure of whether or not he wanted to set foot outside.
 
                 “Quarantine? Fat Teddy, out here is where the fun is. Why don’t you mosey on out here and arrest me if you think you’re man enough. Or is pissing yourself at night and shitting in your pants as manly as you’re gonna get?”
 
                 Ted’s hand slipped down toward his holster.
 
                 “Gonna shoot me, Teddy?” Jason took a step forward.
 
                 “Get down on your knees! Don’t come any closer!”
 
                 “Shit Stain, I’m not tryin to hurt yah. I just want to help you out, make you feel better about yourself.”
 
                 “What the fuck are you talking about?” Anderson stepped out of the car and firmly placed his hand on the handle of his glock.
 
                 “Join me, Fat Teddy. I’m all powerful.”
 
                 “Something’s not right with you. You been on drugs?”
 
                 Jason laughed. “No sir, but you’re starting to piss me off, Shit Stain. Why don’t you get on your knees and make this a little easier on all of us. You’ll be strong as hell, Shit Stain. And I’ll give you everything you’ve ever wanted.”
 
                 “You’re fucking stoned,” Anderson raised the glock at him. “You’re under arrest.”
 
                 Jason laughed mockingly and put his wrists together as if he made to turn himself in. “You betta get me. I done bad.”
 
                 “On the ground!” Anderson demanded.
 
                 “I was gonna make this easy on you, Shit Stain. But goddamnit you just don’t get it.”
 
                 “What?”
 
                 Jason hissed as he took a few steps toward Anderson. Without saying anything else Anderson squeezed the trigger, clumsily missing his target by a half foot with each shot. Then Jason charged and knocked him over. He felt as if he had been hit by a freight train, but he didn’t have time to think about that pain. Another pain was beginning. He looked down at his stomach and saw that his insides were showing. 
 
                 He screamed as Jason ate his flesh. Others soon joined like vultures picking at a carcass. But this man was still alive as they ate him. And he felt every bite and every scratch. He even felt it when they ripped out his liver, his spleen, his stomach, even his bladder. And his screams echoed until they were finally silenced from blood loss. And they continued to feed on him until nothing but his skeleton remained.
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                 All of the air left his lungs when he hit the ground. Then Lisa landed on top of him. Every bone inside of him rattled as she hit. When Lisa pulled herself up, she gaped at his left hand. Two of his fingers were pointing the wrong way. Then Justin screamed from the house above them.
 
                 “Justin?” Lisa shouted at the window.
 
                 Russ held his breath and tried to hold steady, but couldn’t. The pain was too much. He shrieked as loud as he could until his vocal chords began to hurt.
 
                 Lisa knelt down beside him and shouted for Justin again. There was no reply.
 
                 “We gotta go,” Lisa said. She pulled Russ up by his arm. He stood there for a moment, doubled over and holding his left hand against his stomach. The pain felt like it was spreading up his arm and into his shoulder, and he quickly realized that his entire body hurt, not just his fingers (although they were by far the worst). The window had been a fifteen foot drop, and having someone land on top of him made it worse. He ran a hand under his nose and sighed when it came back with blood.
 
                 “You okay?” Lisa asked.
 
                 “You didn’t need to do that,” Russ said, panting. Then he felt remorse as he saw her stare at the ground like a scolded child. “I’ll live though.”
 
                 Lisa screamed seemingly out of nowhere.
 
                 Justin Maddox’s head flew out the window and narrowly missed her. She almost fainted when it hit the grass. It was gray, drained of all blood, and the skin looked rubbery, almost fake. She placed her hands on her knees and took a few deep breaths. One of the creatures above them howled.
 
                 “Let’s go,” Russ said, pointing down the street to an overturned Hummer. There were others parked behind it. “There might be people that can help us.”
 
                 Lisa stayed to a slow pace, helping Russ walk while they moved down the street. By the time they reached the overturned vehicle, they were standing ankle deep in blood, and body parts were lying throughout the street. Lisa held her nose to keep out the stink, but the images still plagued her. A finger floated by them as Russ leaned against a tire to rest his body for a moment.
 
                 “Jesus,” he muttered.
 
                 “I don’t want to see this,” Lisa hugged him and buried her eyes in his shoulder. Regardless of everything around her, she was still safe, and she knew it. He was going to lead her to safety, and then they would be happy and all of this would be over.
 
                 Russ coughed, almost threw up, but didn’t. “There are two more Humvees over there. Maybe we can get out of here.”
 
                 Lisa briefly lifted her head and looked down the street over his shoulder. She saw them, but there was something else too. It looked like a man standing in the middle of the road, but he wasn’t quite right. The head was abnormally large, and it was very, very short –probably four feet. 
 
                 “Look,” she pointed. It stood there for a moment, silently, just gazing at them. The eyes were large, black and egg shaped. They took up three fourths of its head. “Looks like one of those alien guys.”
 
                 “No way,” Russ took a step backward. He was carefully cradling his injured hand under his arm.
 
                 “That’s what’s causing all this?” Lisa asked.
 
                 He answered her after a full minute’s pause, “I think so.”
 
                 The creature took a few wobbly steps toward them and stopped. It was still a four house distance away from them. Lisa wrapped her arm around Russ’s shoulder. 
 
                 Russ could feel something from it as he stared it in the eye. He didn’t know what it was for sure. Was the thing afraid? For some reason he could feel its thoughts. It was uncertain of something. Why?
 
                 “I think we should get in the Humvee,” Lisa whispered.
 
                 He nodded. They walked slowly toward the nearest vehicle, keeping a close eye on the alien. When it saw them moving, it sprinted off to the south, toward the woods. Russ had never seen anything so short move that fast. It was afraid for some reason. He could feel it.
 
                 “Why couldn’t I have landed on top?” Russ muttered to himself. He felt a jolt of pain from his fingers. To his surprise the door to the vehicle wasn’t locked, and also to his surprise there were keys in the ignition. “I think you’re going to have to drive.”
 
                 Lisa nodded at him. He walked around and got in the passenger side as Lisa started the engine. She paused for a moment.
 
                 “What are we waiting for?” Russ asked.
 
                 “They left the keys in the ignition.”
 
                 “So?”
 
                 “What if they come back?”
 
                 “They’re probably dead, Lisa.”
 
                 She stared down at the steering wheel for a moment. Russ thought that she might have been going into a hallucination. He tapped her on the shoulder and she responsively turned to him.
 
                 “Where do we go?” she asked.
 
                 “Highway 54, then to Wichita. I need a doctor.”
 
                 Lisa turned on the headlights and put the vehicle in gear. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   Lt. Brown fired his desert eagle into the air as he ran after the Hummer. The people inside didn’t seem to notice him at first, and he thought that they were going to run off and leave him. However, they came to a stop about twenty feet down the road. He jogged up to the driver side and attempted to open the back door. It was locked.
 
                 “Hello?” he knocked on the window. The windows were too dark to see inside.
 
                 The electronic locks clicked. Lt. Brown opened the door and climbed in. There was a teenage girl in the driver seat and a guy that looked to be a little bit older opposite her. He was holding his left hand against his chest and quivering.
 
                 “There’s more way back there. A few of them were chasing me, but I was able to take care of them.” He replaced the empty magazine in his mp5. “Name’s Evan Brown. Lieutenant Evan Brown.” He offered his hand to the silent front seat. The guy ignored him. The girl shook his hand.
 
                 “What’s wrong with him?” Lt. Brown asked.
 
                 “Well, I think–” she began.              
 
                 “Some of my fingers are broken.”
 
                 “Let me see,” Brown said.
 
                 He held out his hand.
 
                 “They aren’t broken. Just dislocated,” said Brown. “Hold on. This is going to hurt.”
 
                 Russ held his breath.
 
                 Snap.
 
                 “Arghhhhhhhhhh!”
 
                 Crack!
 
                 “Damnit! Ahh!”
 
                 He pulled back his hand and began to massage it. To his surprise the fingers were back to normal and the pain had mostly gone away. 
 
                 “Better?” Lisa asked.
 
                 “Yeah,” he answered and then turned to Brown. “What is happening out there?”
 
                 “I’m not really at liberty to tell you that,” he paused, “but seeing the current conditions, it really doesn’t matter anymore. Those things running around used to be people.”
 
                 “We’ve already figured that part out,” Lisa said.
 
                 “When they bite someone, that person will change into one of them. Sometimes they go further than just a bite though. I’ve seen them rip people to pieces and shove organs down their throat,” he paused. Russ thought he was about to cry. “This is awful.”
 
                 “Are we safe sitting here?” Lisa asked.
 
                 Brown peered through the windshield and saw the overturned Hummer just ahead. Dead bodies littered the street around it.
 
                 “Jesus,” he muttered.
 
                 “Are we?”
 
                 “I don’t know. I think we will be for a little while. These things have bullet proof glass, armored sides, and just about anything else you can think of.”
 
                 “Didn’t stop ‘em from turning over that one,” Lisa muttered.
 
                 The back door opened. Brown took a step out onto the pavement.
 
                 “Where are you going?” Lisa shouted.
 
                 “There might be someone alive in there.”
 
                 “Who?”
 
                 “My bosses.”
 
                 Brown pulled his mp5 to eye level and slowly paced toward the overturned vehicle. Lisa clutched the steering wheel in fright.
 
                 “Relax,” Russ whispered. “He can help us.”
 
                 “There are more of those things out there,” she said. 
 
                 “He can obviously handle it. He’s trained for this crap. I bet he’s fought these things a thousand times over,” he lied. The look in the man’s eye when he first jumped in the vehicle said otherwise, and once he started talking about people being ripped to pieces his eyes had become watery.
 
                 Lt. Brown tugged on the front door of the vehicle. It wouldn’t move. 
 
                 “There’s no one in there,” Lisa muttered. 
 
                 She looked over to Russ, expecting a response, but he was silent. His eyes were open, and gazing out the window at all of the bodies, but his mind wasn’t there. He may as well have his eyes closed. 
 
                 “Russ, you okay?”
 
                 He didn’t answer. It didn’t frighten her though. As nervous as she was just a few seconds before, she suddenly felt safe again when she looked at him. He didn’t really appear confident or anything of the sorts. In fact he looked terrified. But there was that feeling again. She embraced it.
 
                 “I’m wondering if my dad is alive,” he finally said.
 
                 “What do you mean?”
 
                 “He was in Wichita for the day. He should have been home, but he’s not. I wonder if any of this spread outside Brownsville.”
 
                 They watched as the door to the overturned vehicle opened up. Lt. Brown grabbed a hold of someone’s hand and struggled to pull them out. 
 
                 “Think we’ll make it out of this?” Lisa turned to Russ.
 
                 He leaned over and looked directly into her eyes. “We will.”
 
                 There was an aura of silence between them, and their eyes never left contact. Lisa gently leaned toward him, and Russ leaned toward her. Their lips touched shyly at first, and then Russ pulled away.
 
                 “What’s wrong?”
 
                 “I-I’ve never kissed a girl before.”
 
                 She giggled. “It’s okay.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Just a half hour before, the group of Humvees had come to a halt and the raids on the homes had begun. Donahue sat silently with both of the FBI agents as gunfire echoed through the air. All of them had their eyes glued to the homes across from them. The damn things were swarming. They came through the windows and from behind the houses, and some even jumped off of the roofs. Gunfire lit up the streets and a few of the creatures fell, but there were too many. A couple of soldiers had fallen to their knees, dazed. Then they were ripped apart in the streets. Then one of the damn things jumped right in front of the Humvee and started shaking it. The two FBI agents loaded their weapons and stormed out, but were tackled from behind. That’s when Donahue jolted forward and locked the doors. Then the damn things flipped the ride over and started pounding on the windows and doors. Thank God for bullet proof glass. 
 
   Eventually they left, probably tired of messing with the bullet proof glass. He wasn’t going to take a step out into that night though, nossir. Not after seeing those boys get their guts thrown all over the place. That night was more than he had ever seen in his entire life. His situation was a hell of a bite to swallow all at once. 
 
   He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, trying to forget images that wouldn’t leave. The kids, the creatures hanging on the back of his car, the battle in the streets, even his pissed off wife standing over him demanding sex. He didn’t know where that one came from. It happened though. It may have been in his head, but it happened.
 
                 A shadow streaked across the moon light. Donahue cradled his pistol against his body and tried to keep himself from trembling. 
 
                 “Go away,” he whispered.
 
                 It knocked on the window.
 
                 “Go away!” He aimed the pistol at the door.
 
                 The creature grabbed the door handle and pulled, only to find that it was locked.
 
                 Donahue’s eyes began to sting from the sweat trickling down his forehead.
 
                 “This is Lt. Evan Brown. Anyone in there?” A muffled voice said.
 
                 Donahue sighed, then leaned forward to unlock the door.
 
                 “I thought you were one of them,” Donahue panted as the door opened.
 
                 “Nope, not yet.” Brown reached down for his hand and pulled him to his feet. 
 
                 Donahue climbed out of the vehicle and jumped onto the street. He wasn’t all that surprised to land in a puddle of blood after what he had seen. Dead bodies scattered the area and he couldn’t help but to start coughing and gagging. He would have thrown up but there was nothing in his stomach.
 
                 “Jesus,” he whispered. “What happened?”
 
                 “Looks like you and I were the only ones to live through that,” Brown said. “There are a lot of them by the farms, and there were a lot of them in these homes. I think they moved on, like they’re a pack or something. I don’t think we’ll be safe here much longer.”
 
                 “How did you survive?” Donahue asked.
 
                 “Same way as you. I held out behind a Humvee, firing at the damn things. Don’t know if you noticed it or not, but as my men started falling they picked up the guns and starting shooting back. I dove into the Humvee and stayed there. I was too afraid to open the damn door till I saw these two kids.”
 
                 “Kids?”
 
                 Brown motioned for him to follow and began walking toward one of the vehicles parked behind. “I found these two kids that are still alive. I think they live around this area. They’re probably the only ones alive around here, though. These creatures spread quickly.”
 
                 Donahue nodded as he walked alongside him. “What the hell are these things anyway?”
 
                 “People,” Brown said. “Come on, we gotta get moving.” He opened the door and motioned Donahue inside.
 
                 Russ and Lisa sat idly in the front seat. Russ was curled into a ball, about to fall asleep and Lisa was clutching the steering wheel as tightly as she could.
 
                 “Where are we going?” Donahue asked.
 
                 Lisa pulled the vehicle out of park.
 
                 “You ever drive one of these before?” Russ asked.
 
                 “It’s a bit different than driving a Mercury Tracer, but I’ll handle it.”
 
                 Donahue sighed at the fact that his question had been ignored. “They’re a pair aren’t they?” he whispered.
 
                 Brown shrugged.
 
                 “I’d like to stop by my house and see if my wife is there,” Donahue said.
 
                 “Where do you live?” Lisa said.
 
                 “A little northwest of here. Take a left on Maple.”
 
                 “Don’t turn,” said Brown. “There’s too many over there.”
 
                 “You don’t know that,” Donahue said.
 
                 “Yes, I do.”
 
                 “How?”
 
                 “Listen,” Brown sighed. “I’ve never been very good at telling people bad news. You’re wife isn’t going to be alive when we get there, and the second we get there and open the door, those things will be all over us.”
 
                 Alan shook his head. “She’s not dead.”
 
                 “We can’t stop, Sheriff. I’m sorry.”
 
                 “Stop the car!” Donahue shouted.
 
                 Lisa braked harshly. Everyone jolted forward. Russ wasn’t wearing his seatbelt and slammed into the dash.
 
                 “Damnit,” he muttered.
 
                 Lisa laughed.
 
                 “Don’t go out that door, Sheriff,” Brown said.
 
                 He opened the door.
 
                 “Donahue, you step out there you’re dead. Those things are all around here.”
 
                 “I’ll take my chances.”
 
                 He dropped one foot onto the pavement, and then he heard a growl from behind him.
 
                 “Duck!”
 
                 He dropped to the ground. Brown brought his mp5 to eye height and sprayed bullets. The sound of the gun was deafening, but he could still hear the screams. Whatever it was, it had been a person no more than an hour or two before. Now it was gray and dead.
 
                 Donahue stood up when the firing stopped.
 
                 “See my point?” Brown muttered.
 
                 Alan didn’t say anything. He just stood in the darkness, shaking.
 
                 “Get in.”
 
                 Before he climbed back inside he took a quick peek at the dead creature. It was a woman. She was wearing a pink tank top that had been ripped to shreds by bullets. Her chest was soaked with blood. She was also wearing a red bandanna on her now caved in head.
 
                 This was one of the earlier five that had attacked him. Mrs. Kelly.
 
                 Russ gaped at the body on the floor. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to tell Lisa or not. She already seemed stressed out.
 
                 “I think it was Mrs. Kelly,” Donahue blurted.
 
                 Russ cringed.
 
                 “Didn’t know her too well–”
 
                 He was interrupted by Lisa’s scream. She leapt over Russ’s lap and took a look for herself. Her mother was lying on the ground, covered with blood.
 
                 “I’m sorry,” Russ whispered.
 
                 “Did I miss something?” Donahue said.
 
                 Brown silently stared at the night’s sky, ignoring the conversation.
 
                 “She was my mom,” Lisa whimpered and a moment later broke out into tears. Russ held her as she cried onto his shoulder.
 
                 “You wanna drive, Lieutenant?” Russ asked.
 
                 He nodded and crawled up to the front seat, nearly kicking Donahue in the face.
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   Randall Grossman’s head felt as if it had been beaten in with a baseball bat. The area around him was pitch black at first, and then it slowly blurred in by the silvery rays of the moon through the windows. There was one built into the door as well as a skylight above him. There was a chain tied around his gut so tight that it made it hard to breathe. His hands were cuffed behind him. 
 
                 “Where am I?” he muttered to himself. 
 
                 Randall rolled across the room on the chair and tried to peek out the window, but it was too tall. He jumped when he saw a shadow streak through the moonlight.
 
                 “Who’s out there?” Randall said as he rolled away from the door.
 
                 The room was swirling around him and he couldn’t remember anything that had happened. The last thing he could recall was sitting on his front porch with a shotgun, watching some soldiers–
 
                 That was it. The soldiers. Randall shook his head. He could feel his heart beat racing as sweat began to form at his armpits, and then slowly spreading to his chest and face.
 
                 “Them Army boys did this!” he screamed.
 
                 It had just become apparent how hot it was. Although Randall hadn’t been paying much attention, the air seemed to burn his lungs. The rest of the room closed in on him, making him feel like he was in a box. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.
 
                 “Let me out of here!” he screamed as he shook in his chair.
 
                 There was a thump outside the door.
 
                 “Who are yeh?” he screamed. “Army boy? Come in here and let me out, Army boy!”
 
                 “I’m no Army boy, Randall,” the voice came from behind him.
 
                 He spun around in the chair and saw his wife. Her pale face was lit up by the moon rays coming through the sky light. There was a red hole, small and precise right between her eyes. 
 
                 “What them Army boys do to yeh, Agnes?”
 
                 The old woman limped toward him, barely moving. Her metal walker wasn’t with her.
 
                 “They killed us, Randall. All of us.”
 
                 “Wha’?”
 
                 “They shot us dead, Randall.” Her voice was quivering. 
 
                 “They killed yeh? Why I’m goin kill them sons of bitches!” He began to rock violently in his seat. “Goddamnit, Agnes help me out of here!”
 
                 “They shot me, Randall. In the head.” She turned around and gave him the full view of her skull. There was a small hole in the front, but half of her head was missing in the back. Dried blood soaked the blue nightgown she was wearing.
 
                 “I’m goan kill ‘em!”
 
                 “They’re doing it to other families too, Randall.”
 
                 Randall broke out into a spasm of profanity, also throwing in quite graphically about how he wanted to cut off their balls. Agnes smiled at it.
 
                 “I need to you to open the door and talk to the man outside, Randall.”
 
                 “Who’s outside?”
 
                 She paced the floor and walked around him from behind, then knelt by his left ear, bringing her mouth just an inch away.
 
                 “Goddamnit woman, you always had bad breath. Get the hell away from me.”
 
                 “Shut up, Randall! Don’t you start!”
 
                 “Don’t tell me to shut up, goddamnit! I’ll bust your face old woman!”
 
                 Agnes sighed and walked over to what appeared to be a kitchen sink. Randall couldn’t quite see well enough because of the darkness.
 
                 “Can you do this or not, Randall?”
 
                 “Do what?”
 
                 “Defend your country!”
 
                 “I’ll defend my country, goddamnit! Those Army boys is betrayin the flag!”
 
                 She smiled. “Yes honey, they are.”
 
                 "Obama sent them!"
 
                 "Yes honey, he did."
 
                 “I’ll kill ‘em!”
 
                 “Yes you will, honey. But I can help you kill them.”
 
                 “How is a woman gonna help me kill good?”
 
                 “There is a little funny man outside the door, Randall. I need you to go to him and let him help you. He can make you stronger, Randall.”
 
                 “Stonger?”
 
                 “Yes, honey.”
 
                 “Shit, I don’t need to be stronger. I’m strong enough to rip the nuts off a whale!” He turned to the door. “I don’t need your help, little man! I don’t want it! I ain’t no pussy!”
 
                 “Randall, don’t make him mad,” she scolded. “You know you can’t take on all of them Army boys.”
 
                 “Gimme my goddamn shotgun and I’ll blast their faces off!”
 
                 She shook her head. “The little man can make you powerful, Randall.”
 
                 He shook his head.
 
                 “Randall,” she sighed.
 
                 He looked down to his toes for a moment and felt another surge of rage draw through him. He didn’t break out into cussing or yelling, though. There was something about his wife that wasn’t right. 
 
                 She was dead.
 
                 “You dead?” he asked.
 
                 “Yes.”
 
                 “Then how the hell are you in here talkin to me?”
 
                 Agnes walked backward and placed her back against the wall. She paused for a moment and rolled her eyes up into her head.
 
                 “What the hell do you say to that?” Randall smiled. He bounced in his chair like a happy two year old.
 
                 “I’m saying it before I go, honey,” she finally said.
 
                 “Go where?”
 
                 “To God.”
 
                 There was a minute of silence while Randal thought about this. A smile spread across his face.
 
                 “You a ghost?”
 
                 “Yes, dear.”
 
                 “My wife’s a ghost?”
 
                 She sighed again. “Listen, I need you to open the door and talk to the little man outside.”
 
                 “How the hell am I supposed to open the door?”
 
                 “Figure it out, honey.”
 
                 She walked into a dark corner, Randall couldn’t see her.
 
                 “Where you going?”
 
                 “To God. Now open that door and go defend your country.”
 
                 “Don’t leave me!” Randall screamed, but she was gone.
 
                 He let out another string of profanities and violently rolled back and forth across the tile floor. After about five minutes he slowed and came to a stop in the center of the room. 
 
                 “You out there little man?” shouted Randall, breathing heavily.
 
                 He was answered by two knocks at the door.
 
                 “Can you open the door?”
 
                 It’s locked.
 
                 “What?”
 
                 It’s locked, Mr. Grossman.
 
                 “Where are you at? I can hear you, but I can’t see you!”
 
                 I’m inside of you Mr. Grossman.
 
                 “What the hell are you talking about?”
 
                 Just try to find a way to get the door open.
 
                 “Whatever you say, little man.”
 
                 Randall observed the room and tried to think of something that would make the door open. There was nothing available for him to use.
 
                 “I wonder how strong the lock on this door is,” he muttered. The voice didn’t answer him.
 
                 He rolled over to it and kicked it. Instead of opening the door it sent him rolling away in the opposite direction. Randall spat out a few more obscenities and looked around the room again. His eyes kept focusing on the massive skylight window on the roof.
 
                 “Can we break that glass?” he asked.
 
                 I don’t see how that would get you out.
 
                 “We’d have to roll her.”
 
                 Oh, I see. 
 
                 “Could we do that?”
 
                 Allow me.
 
                 The trailer began to move back and forth as if there were crowds of people standing on either side, rocking it. A laptop fell off of the kitchen table in the corner and cracked on the ground. Papers swept into the air. Randall rolled across the floor, out of control. Then with a thundering crash, Randall thudded into the wall as the trailer flipped. The skylight cracked down the center but didn’t shatter. Randall smiled and tried to get the chair back up right so he could move, but he slipped and fell face first. His nose exploded and blood shot out all over his face.
 
                 “Damnit!” he screamed.
 
                 We’ve done it, Mr. Grossman.
 
                 “Where you at?”
 
                 Right in front of you.
 
                 Randall looked up and saw the little man. He was probably about three feet tall, and his head was gigantic. It looked like a large blimp with two gigantic black eggs for eyes. Its skin was a horrid gray color with green spots in various places. And the most disturbing was how it looked pregnant. Its stomach hung out down to its knees in a perfect ball.
 
                 “What the hell are you?”
 
                 I’m here to help you defend your country.
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                 She had locked up the home, turned off all of the lights, and closed all of the curtains. Screams echoed outside. There was even an occasional gunshot. It had started bit by bit, and then escalated to the point that Jessica couldn’t sit still. She was constantly twitching underneath her nightgown. First it had been the cable. That didn’t seem to matter much. Then the cop had approached them while they were in the garage (that’s when she became frightened). She tried the phone and was thinking about calling her parents, but they weren’t working either –not even the cell. To top it off, the helicopter came in, nice and low, just above the road announcing quarantine. 
 
                 That was all she needed to hear. She sat in the darkness, watching a DVD she had rented –Will Farrell was the star. He seemed quite happy on the television. There was a big dumb grin across his face. Jessica looked into his eyes and relaxed for just a moment. He cracked a joke. She laughed. He smiled. She smiled back. Then she turned off the television when she realized the light and the noise could attract unwanted attention.
 
                 The screams outside continued. She had been able to recognize a few of them. Some were undoubtedly coming from the Patterson kid next door –Josh, a twelve year old kid that Jessica had once babysat. Her mother’s scream was audible too. What the hell is going on?
 
                 No longer thinking about Will Farrell, she hugged her knees and started quivering. Josh Patterson’s wailing echoed on. He was being fucking tortured.
 
                 “Now he’s dead, honey.” A muffled voice said from behind the window.
 
                 “Go away.”
 
                 “Shut up!”
 
                 She recognized the voice. 
 
                 “Go away, Rick! I’ve had enough of you.”
 
                 There was a laugh. 
 
                 Jessica crawled across the floor and entered the hallway. It was a dark corridor about fifteen feet long, emptying into the living room.
 
                 Rick had beaten her several times before. She found herself wishing that she could turn back time to that prom night when she ditched Russ Allen. He wasn’t a bad guy; he just wasn’t attractive enough at the time. So she left with Rick and ended up with two black eyes. 
 
                 As Jessica progressed down the hallway the area around her changed. The walls seemed to lose their coloring and the ceiling slowly moved upward. The carpet beneath her disappeared and was replaced with a gold wooden floor. And she was in her high school gym. Everyone was in a tuxedo or a dress, dancing to Justin Bieber. Banners and streamers were displayed on the walls. Her classmates were everywhere, smiling, dancing and having a good time. 
 
   Then she saw herself.  She was standing in the corner of the room next to Russ Allen. He was drinking a paper cup full of punch and talking to a friend, while she stood at his side.
 
   This was when it happened.
 
                 “Don’t do it,” Jessica whimpered.
 
                 She watched herself step away while Russ was distracted.
 
                 “Don’t do it!” Tears stormed out of her cheeks as she darted toward herself in the middle of the gym. When she reached herself nothing happened. She flew through her as if she wasn’t there.
 
                 “Don’t go to him!” she shouted. “Stay with Russ!”
 
                 The image of her didn’t listen. She crept over to Rick.
 
                 “No!” She fell to her knees and sobbed into her hands. By this time her face was a deep red and her arms were trembling.
 
                 “Do you not want to be with me, bitch?” A voice said. 
 
                 When she looked back up the living room had reformed around her, and all of the lights were on now. The white carpet below was gritty and dirty as usual. There was no sofa, no nothing. Everything was as it should have been. But Rick was standing above her with a baseball bat.
 
                 “You don’t appreciate me, bitch!” He took a step toward her. “I ought to bash your fucking face in!”
 
                 Jessica fell backward, crying. “Please, just leave me alone.”
 
                 Rick walked over to the kitchen and picked up a bottle of whiskey from the counter. Jessica broke for the front door, but when she got there it wouldn’t open. She rattled the lock and pulled the door knob, but nothing would move.
 
                 “What the fuck are you doing?” Rick shouted.
 
                 “Don’t hit me!”
 
                 He chucked the bottle of whiskey at the wall. It exploded upon impact and the liquid ran down the white sheetrock.
 
                 “Please!”
 
                 “Shut up, bitch!” He raised the bat in the air. Jessica fell to the ground and put herself into a fetal position, crying.
 
                 “Please, don’t.” Her pleas began to lose enthusiasm.
 
                 “I heard you! You don’t want to be with me! You want to be with that douche bag!”
 
                 “No, Rick! I love you!” She pulled her head out of the fetal position just to look at his eyes, which were not drunken and angry as she would have expected.
 
                 He smiled at her. “Gotchya.”
 
                 “What?”
 
                 The room shifted back to darkness.
 
                 The front door suddenly flew off the hinges, spraying splinters into the air. Rick stood there motionless, and smiling. His eyes were dark red, and his skin was mostly gray. Splotches of black covered his once golden chest and arms. He grinned, revealing morbid black teeth dripping with saliva. 
 
                 “I’ve come back for you, honey.” 
 
                 The horrid odor of decomposition inflated her lungs and forcefully left through a violent cough. Some of it had crept down into her stomach, making the liquid inside boil.
 
                 “I want us to be together forever,” Rick hissed. 
 
                 Jessica’s eyes made brief contact with the door on her right, which lead to the garage. There was a key rack just to the left of it. The keys to the Mustang were waiting for her.
 
                 “Want to take my car for a ride, bitch?” Rick read her mind. “I know everything you know.”
 
                 Jessica’s trembling legs took a step backward and collapsed. Her hip hit the floor and the rickety house shook around her. 
 
                 Rick walked forward. “We can be together, Jessica.”
 
                 She shook her head and scurried to the door like a rodent on her hands and knees. Rick marched over and placed his hand firmly on the doorknob. A stream of saliva drizzled out of his mouth and landed between her eyes. She cringed, but didn’t move.
 
                 “What are you?” she whimpered. 
 
                 “I am me, but better. I’ve never felt so strong.” He squeezed the doorknob and gave it a light tug. The wood around it splintered. He pulled again. It ripped out of the door. He held it in his hand, showing her.
 
                 “Stupid ass,” Jessica muttered. She pushed the door open easily and tumbled down the wooden steps into the garage. Everything around her was dark. The front of the Mustang was barely visible. But she could see enough to grab a screw driver from the counter. Rick flipped on the single dim light bulb in the middle of the ceiling and smiled as he walked down the stairs.
 
                 “You’re pissing me off honey. I might just decide to eat your flesh.”
 
                 “Back the fuck off.” She brought the screwdriver up to the side of the Mustang.
 
                 “You wouldn’t fuck with my car,” he growled and took another step forward.
 
                 “Dumbass.” She jabbed it into the red paint and slid it across the door. The screech that followed was irritating, but to her it was beautiful. 
 
                 “Stop!” he screamed.
 
                 “Get me the keys to this car or it happens again.”
 
                 “I’m not going to let you go bitch!”
 
                  She felt like he was inside of her, looking through her mind. 
 
                 “You think I’m stupid don’t you?” he said.
 
                 “I’ve been with you long enough to figure that one out.”
 
                 Rick took a step forward. “You’re not going anywhere.”
 
                 Jessica opened the passenger side door. She knew she couldn’t start it, but there was a garage door opener somewhere inside.
 
                 “Bitch!” Rick flew through the air as if he had been sprung from a trampoline and landed on the hood of the car. Jessica dove inside and locked the door behind her. With the ceiling light on, she fumbled through the glove box for the opener.
 
                 “I’m going to rip your fucking flesh away!” He punched a hole in the windshield and glass rained down on her as she found it. She pushed the little red button and the garage door began to rise. Rick stood still for a moment, just smiling at her as she ran out. Jessica actually thought she could out smart him. She always thought that. Through their entire relationship she had been playing Little Missy Smart’n Bitchy. He had hit her, yes. She deserved it sometimes, but not this time. This time it was going to be something else.
 
                 Jessica opened her mouth to scream as she ran but her voice locked up. Her trembling legs moved as fast as they ever had in her life. She reached the curb and fell over when Rick tackled her from behind. 
 
                 “You’ve pissed me off for the last time, bitch!” He turned her over so she was facing him. “I’m going to eat you alive.”
 
                 Her voice unlocked, and she screamed until there was a shrill burning in the pit of
 
   her throat. Rick slowly lowered his teeth…
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   The inside of the Humvee was silent except for Lisa’s sobs onto Russ’s shoulder. There was the general feeling of sorrow in the air, not only for Lisa, but for everything that had happened that day. Donahue had seen more than he wanted to in the last twelve hour period, as had Lt. Brown. Kids with their heads twisted backward, a massive blood bath in the middle of Washington Avenue and the walking dead. A tear leaked out of Donahue’s left eye and traveled down his cheek. 
 
                 Lt. Brown noticed it from the rearview mirror, but didn’t say anything. He, himself, felt like breaking down. He had seen men die in horrific nature before, but nothing was like this. People were being eaten alive by other people, right in the middle of the street, meat and skin being ripped away from their bones. 
 
                 “Why do I see things sometimes?” Donahue broke the silence.
 
                 Lt. Brown made eye contact with him through the mirror. Donahue’s eyes were scared and innocent. He would have expected a sheriff to be stronger, but in a place like this it was understandable. It was quiet, and everyone’s mind was full of kitty cats and puppy dogs and biblical hymns about Jesus loving everyone. No one there had experienced an ounce of hell. The first taste was always the worst.
 
                 Brown was about to answer him but as he approached Central Avenue he slammed the breaks and shut off the headlights. Donahue peeked through the space between the two front seats and groaned at what he saw. Lisa turned around and muttered an obscenity and then fell wearily back onto Russ’s shoulder.
 
                 They were everywhere. There was a Conoco station on the left side of the intersection and a Subway on the right. The lights were out inside both buildings and the walking dead inhabited the parking lots. There were three or four cars in the middle of the intersection, and there was a group of old men hiding behind them –most of them armed with shotguns. 
 
                 “Should we help them?” Russ asked.
 
                 Lt. Brown shook his head. “They don’t have a chance.”
 
                 “They’ve gotta be stupid,” Lisa muttered.
 
                 They were. 
 
                 The gunshots started and stopped in less than a minute. The creatures jumped over the vehicles effortlessly and swarmed the poor old men. Their screams echoed through the black air as their blood hit the pavement. Donahue closed his eyes when it happened. Brown put the vehicle into reverse and gunned it until he found a side street. 
 
                 “Where are we going?” Lisa whimpered.
 
                 “I don’t know,” said Brown. “We aren’t going that way, though. Getting to the highway is going to be a bitch.” He put the car into drive and took a right on Parkridge. Small homes, most of them in bad need of a paint job surrounded them.
 
                 “They’re going to send backup, right?” Donahue asked.
 
                 Brown looked at him again in the rearview mirror and didn’t say anything. Alan felt like crying.
 
                 “How are we going to get out of here?” he asked.
 
                 “The only exit is at the highway,” Brown answered.
 
                 “What about the side streets. Central goes all the way down to–”
 
                 “There is a massive electric fencing unit around the entire town,” Brown explained. “The only gate is at the highway. We’re not going to be able to jump the fence without getting fried.”
 
                 Alan looked out his window and then to his feet after seeing that the street was lined with bloody skeletons. 
 
                 “This alien is causing all of this?” he asked.
 
                 Brown nodded. “He spreads a bacteria or something. They didn’t really tell me. It does this to people, and if you’re bitten or scratched you become one of them.”
 
                 “Unless they rip your head off,” Lisa muttered, seeing Justin’s head fly out the window again. She clutched Russ tightly. She was safe as long as he was near.
 
                 “Yeah, something like that.”
 
                 “What about these hallucinations?” Russ asked.
 
                 “The alien is telepathic. It can mess with your head and really get inside you to find something that bothers you. These creatures can do it too. They know everything you do.”
 
                 Russ sighed and stared out the window. The next few minutes were silent again until there was a scream coming from one of the houses. Russ recognized it as Jessica Welch’s new place. She moved there after high school with her drunk ass boyfriend. Brown brought the vehicle to a stop and reached for his desert eagle.
 
                 Russ almost wanted to move on and let her rot. Lisa sat up with her back leaning on the dash and looked out the window. She was still quivering.
 
                 “I think there’s only one,” Brown said. He hopped out of the vehicle and crouched by the grille. 
 
                 A young woman dressed in a white night gown ran out the door screaming. Just as she reached the curb, the attacker literally flew out the door and tackled her from behind. Brown took careful aim and placed a bullet straight through the head of the walking corpse. Its skull exploded in a mist of dark red.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
   She could taste his blood. None of it got in her mouth but it was so close to her she could taste it, and the pit of her stomach began to protest. It wasn’t only the smell, it was the horrific image in front of her. Rick’s gray, slimy head was nonexistent from the nose up. The grotesque image gave her enough strength to throw the dead body off of her and sit up on her knees. There was a man, a soldier, standing next to a Hummer saying something to her. She couldn’t make out any of his words. Her ears were ringing from the blast. 
 
                 “I can’t hear you,” she said. Even her own voice was completely muffled. Then her stomach rumbled once again. The smell still lingered in her nostrils, and she could taste it. Her stomach felt it’s presence as if she had just eaten some of his body. 
 
                 Jessica looked down at herself, trying to ease her stomach for a brief moment. Her white night gown was dripping with blood. She looked up at the man again. He was motioning for her to get in the Hummer. 
 
                 Jessica nodded at him and got to her feet, but as she did this her stomach didn’t cooperate. The man watched on as Jessica fell back to the ground and knelt over, holding her stomach. She gagged once, twice, then on the third everything came out.
 
                 He helped her up and then escorted her to the back door of the vehicle, where she joined Sheriff Donahue in the back seat. 
 
   Lisa Kelly was sitting on the lap of Russ Allen in the front seat. Both of their expressions were blank, as if the end of the world had come and gone and they were used to the idea of everyone being dead.
 
                 Russ turned to her and gave her a brief nod. She recognized the sheriff as well, who was trying to ask her something but all she heard was a hum being overtaken by a ringing sensation.
 
                 “I can’t hear,” she said. Her voice was a little clearer to herself this time.
 
                 The man from outside entered the driver seat, but he hadn’t started the vehicle. The rest of the occupants seemed to be in deep conversation about something and Jessica was completely left out. She saw Lisa cling a little to Russ in the front seat and found herself thinking about her dreamish experience. 
 
                 Rick is dead, she thought to herself. I can start over again. His lifeless body outside the window made her smile a bit and she felt as if a great weight had suddenly been lifted from her back, but when she saw Russ in the front seat the weight returned. She could never look at him in the eye without telling him what she had done the previous night.
 
                 “Russ, I took your subwoofers.”
 
                 He looked back to her and raised a critical eyebrow. 
 
                 “What the fuck, Jessica?” he said. It sounded mumbled but she could make it out.
 
                 “I’m sorry.”
 
                 He sat up in his seat, pushing Lisa to the dash. She grunted at him. The indifferent, blank look on her face was now replaced with one of melancholy. Her eyes were watering and her lip had begun to quiver.
 
                 “It doesn’t matter now,” Russ shrugged his shoulders and returned his attention to Lisa, who had begun to shudder as if a sudden chill had washed over her. She looked sick.
 
                 “Do you know of anywhere that would be safe?” The man in the front seat turned around and asked her. “This isn’t going to be a very good spot. They heard the gunfire and probably know we’re here.”
 
                 Jessica took a moment to think about it and then said, “The church.”
 
                 Donahue turned to her and wondered to himself why he hadn’t thought of it first. There were electronically locked doors, which were heavy and crafted out of thick wood. He didn’t know what kind of wood, but they were tough, and there was a basement with another electronically sealed door.
 
                 “Good idea,” he said.
 
                 “What’s there?” Brown asked from the front seat.
 
                 Lisa had stopped whimpering and was now paying attention to the conversation. She leaned back against the dash board. 
 
                 “Electronic locks, really tough doors, and a basement that’s electronically sealed.”
 
                 “Those locks have to be really strong, or it’s not going to work. These things can rip down just about anything. Back on Washington Avenue I saw one turn over a Hummer by itself,” Brown said.
 
                 “The locks are pretty strong. I don’t know if they are that strong, but it’s definitely the best we got in this town,” Donahue said.
 
                 “Where is it at?”
 
                 “About a mile away, not far.”
 
                 As they drove toward the church Jessica couldn’t keep her eyes off of Russ and Lisa. They weren’t really cuddling or kissing or anything like most couples. It seemed that they were both trying to avoid it. But Lisa looked infatuated with him, and at the same time horribly sick and stricken with grief. Her body quivered off and on, and Russ looked a bit awkward holding her on his lap. But at the same time there was a sparkle in his eye, and Jessica could tell that he felt for her.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 The smell of Jessica’s perfume had always attracted Russ. It left him with the memory of having her close to him, chest to chest, dancing. It had been a magical smell to him, and at the same time a horrific one. The odor reminded him of being ditched and being alone and desiring to be with her again.
 
                 The perfume’s fragrance wasn’t quite as strong now, but he could smell it on her nevertheless. It no longer attracted him. There was now something morbid about it. The last time he had picked up that scent, he saw Jessica standing behind Lisa, holding a knife in her back. The smell brought back the horrifying dream.
 
                 Russ wanted Jessica to be out of the vehicle. To his own discovering he had never really felt much for her anyway. It was just the desire not to be alone that had driven him to her, like a lonely child crawling to an abusive mother. The very sight of her face made him think of his past, and how he wanted to finally leave it behind.
 
                 “What happened to you guys?” Jessica asked from the back seat.
 
                 Lisa sat up and said something softly. Jessica couldn’t hear it because of the ringing sensation still overtaking her eardrums.
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “Her mother died,” Russ said a little louder.
 
                 Jessica sat back in her seat as if the comment had stricken her with grief as well. In fact she was thinking of her own parents, and what would be left of them. She really didn’t have any idea what was going on in the first place. All that she knew of was a helicopter saying something about the quarantine and the constant screaming coming from her neighbors. Then Rick.
 
                 “Turn here,” Donahue pointed at the Douglas Street sign.
 
                 The church was on the left side of the road, standing quite tall against the darkness. It was definitely the tallest structure in the town, and probably the fanciest and most expensive. Russ had always wondered why churches needed to be like that. They were all about the word of God and love and helping others, but they would build a multimillion dollar structure while the disasters in Africa worsened. 
 
                 “God, I hate churches,” Russ muttered.
 
                 The building was a large diamond with a gigantic cross standing straight up above the entrance. The main door consisted of two sets of double doors, and there was a security panel on building between the two.
 
                 “I know the code to get in,” Jessica said. 
 
    
 
   

 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   19
 
                 “The end of the world,” Reverend James Willis sat in his office chair before a group of three people. “Judgment Day.” He shut off his computer monitor, then stood. 
 
                 His aged face, normally friendly and somewhat humorous was rigid. He paced slowly by the frightened people like a sergeant at boot camp, with each step his boot thudded against the tiled floor. His robe seemed to cover up his feet and in the darkness it almost appeared as if he were floating across the room. 
 
                 Willis’s office was a small room with a single window in the west wall, overlooking the parking lot. He had turned off the light so he wouldn’t attract attention from the chaos outside. 
 
                 Mrs. Donahue, the wife of the sheriff, was among the three. She was the first to arrive in God’s great house. She had told Reverend Willis of the fear she had that her husband was now dead. He had tried to comfort her, but he became increasingly distracted by her because she was such a beautiful woman. Jennifer Donahue was nearing middle age and had the most beautiful blonde hair that any woman could possibly have. 
 
                 Reverend Willis had a wife once, but he tried not to think about her.
 
                 Mr. and Mrs. Welch had also found their way to the church. They had one daughter, Jessica, who was living with a young man that Reverend Willis didn’t know. She had stopped coming to church around two years before. Mrs. Willis was a businesswoman in Wichita working for some insurance company. She came off as a strong Christian woman, and Willis admired that. Mr. Welch worked as an aerospace engineer, also in Wichita.
 
                 Willis approached the window and gazed out over the almost empty parking lot. Three cars sat next to the building. Patrick Welch was sitting with his head cocked backward as if he were about to fall asleep. Cecilia hugged her legs and rocked silently back and forth like some sort of deranged mental patient. Jennifer was sitting Indian style, lost in thought about her husband.
 
                 He smiled at the shaking Cecilia. “You needn’t fear. God is with us.” She stopped shaking and forced a smile. Her husband was motionless, almost mocking, Willis thought. “His love is eternal,” he took a step toward them. “His love is real,” then another step, this time right in front of Patrick and making harsh eye contact with him. “And most important of all, we must believe in His love.”
 
                 “I’m not in the mood, Willis,” Patrick said.
 
                 “God is always in the mood to forgive.”
 
                 Patrick rolled his eyes and laid his head on Cecilia’s shoulder. She grimaced at him as if he were death itself.
 
                 The reverend grinned at Cecilia. “You believe in His word, do you not?”
 
                 She smiled, “I have faith.”
 
                 “You will be with him soon.”
 
                 “How do you know that this is the end of the world?” Jennifer blurted out. “You don’t even know what’s going on outside this goddamn church! The army could be out there, helping us!” She stood. “Look around! People are dying. God has nothing to do with this place! My husband is probably dead!”
 
                 The reverend walked over to her, trying to think of something to say. But there was nothing. She was distressed and confused. In God’s eye she was still a wonderful person. She just needed help.
 
                 “Your husband is with God if that is the case, Mrs. Donahue. His love–”
 
                 “Just shut up,” she panted. “I don’t want to hear anymore preaching tonight. I just want to be safe.”
 
                 “In His arms–”
 
                 “I second that,” Patrick said. His wife gave him an irritated look.
 
                 At first he wanted to tell them both to leave God’s house for being so disrespectful. But even Jesus accepted betrayers like Judas. He calmed himself for a moment and walked over to his desk. 
 
                 “Very well, I hope you’re right Jennifer. I hope this isn’t the end. I want you to understand that. I just don’t believe it.” He turned his back to them and opened his desk drawer. The robe around his back concealed what was inside. He took out a small nine millimeter hand gun and tucked it into his robe pocket. Then he grabbed the Bible underneath it to cover up what he was really getting. “Ah, hear it is.” 
 
   Willis shut the drawer, sat down in his chair and pretended to read the Bible.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
                 Evan pulled the Humvee to a stop in front of the church door. He didn’t even bother to pull it into a parking space. Everyone huddled up to the door as Jessica punched in the code. At first Evan was expecting the walking dead to swarm them but none of them were in sight. The parking lot was a dark, empty landscape of asphalt.
 
                 The security panel beeped.
 
                 “Uh-oh,” Jessica said. 
 
                 She punched in 8-8-4-9-6-4.
 
                 It beeped again.
 
                 “It isn’t working.”
 
                 “You said you knew the code,” Russ said.
 
                 “Reverend Willis probably changed it!”
 
                 She tried again, 8-8-4-9-6-4.
 
                 Beep.
 
                 Jessica took a step away from the panel and sighed. The blood on her nightgown had molded it to her body. A gentle breeze blew her blood stained hair back away from her neck. Lisa noticed a bruise there. It was far too big to have come from a hickey.
 
                 “Let me try,” Donahue said. “What code were you entering?”
 
                 “8-8-4-9-6-4.”
 
                 “That one’s old.” He approached the security panel and typed in a different one.
 
   The door clicked. Jessica ran past everyone and into the building.
 
                 “She’s weird,” Lisa whispered.
 
                 Russ agreed.
 
                 It had been at least five years since Russ had set foot in that building. One of his friends had invited him to come to church, luring him with the video game room they had in the basement. Russ was convinced and went along. The video games were pretty good, except for the Water World pinball machine. The damn ball kept getting stuck on Kevin Costner’s fat nose. 
 
   He was having a pretty good time until the sermon started. The preacher made everyone stand up and ask for forgiveness. The audience had their arms in the air and their eyes closed as they began to profess their love for Jesus. Russ felt a bit odd doing it, but he went along with it. The preacher then asked how many of them had come because they were invited by a friend and told them to go up on the stage. The crowd cheered the new comers on as the preacher preached about dedicating their lives to Christ. Then they exited the stage and were lined up against the wall as if they were in a concentration camp. There were about twenty of them. The preacher stood up in front of the group and told them how God would always be present everywhere and every time they needed him. Russ felt more and more uncomfortable as the man spoke. Then the preacher talked to each person there individually, while they had their backs to the wall with nowhere to go. 
 
                 Reverend Willis approached him. “Do you sign this pledge declaring Jesus Christ as your personal Lord and Savior and into your heart?” He shoved a clipboard into his face filled with names.
 
                 “I’m feeling a bit uncomfortable, actually. I think I’m going to pass.”
 
                 “I’m not trying to impose. Forgive me, I just want to save you from the ring of fire.”
 
                 Russ was staring at the ground the entire time. “Ring of fire?”
 
                 “Hell,” the man licked his lips. “I don’t think you want to go there, do you?”
 
                 “Is that all you have?”
 
                 “Just sign it, you little brat. You don’t know what’s good for you, God does.”
 
                 “Could you just leave me alone?”
 
                 “Sign it!”
 
                 He made brief eye contact with the reverend, and signed it even though he felt unsure about it.
 
                 “God will be with you always.” Reverend Willis moved on to the next person.
 
                 The memory gave him jitters as he set foot on the brown carpet. There was a staircase to his left going down and one to his right going up.
 
                 “Where are we going?” he asked.
 
                 “Welcome!” Reverend Willis’s voice echoed around the room from the top of the staircase. “God’s house is open to all in times of chaos.”
 
                 “Thank you Reverend,” Donahue said.
 
                 “There are people in my office. We were just sitting around and talking. I’m thinking we maybe more comfortable with the room in the basement. There are chairs and tables and another door with security locks. It could be a little safer. I’ll go get the ones in my office and we can meet you down there.”
 
                 Russ recognized him as the one with the clipboard that day. He decided that he would stay away from him as much as he possibly could. Donahue thanked him and followed everyone down the stairs, which ended at a large metal door with a security panel by it.
 
                 “Know the code?” Jessica asked. She was the first to reach it. 
 
                 “I’ll try the same one as the front door,” Donahue typed it in. It beeped in rejection. “Damn.”
 
                 “Just wait for the preacher,” Russ said.
 
                 Jessica gave him a disapproving stare. “Reverend.”
 
                 “Whatever.”
 
                 A few moments later footsteps clamored down the stairs. Donahue and Jessica looked up and dropped to their knees when they saw their family members. Donahue’s wife ran up to him with a huge grin on her face. He grabbed her and kissed her deeply. Jessica was embraced by both of her parents. They didn’t seem to care that their daughter was drenched in blood.
 
                 The moment reminded Lisa that she didn’t have any parents or family. Her father died in a car accident a couple of years before, and her mother had turned into one of those things. Russ could sense her uneasiness and put an arm around her shoulder.
 
                 “We’ll talk about this,” Russ said. It was almost as if he could read her mind.
 
                 “I don’t have any parents.”
 
                 He pulled her aside as the reverend came down and entered the security code.
 
                 “I know I haven't known you long, and this is going to sound crazy, but I love you,” he whispered.
 
                 She hugged him.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 The room beyond the secured door was probably made to be a cafeteria, or at least Russ thought. There was a group of fold out tables and chairs stacked on top of each other in the far corner of the room. There was even what looked like a kitchen a little further down. However the air smelled of thick dust and the white tiled floor was covered in layers of it. 
 
                 While the rest of the group rejoiced in finding their loved ones alive, Russ and Lisa pulled up a couple of fold out chairs and sat silently in the circle. Lt. Brown was leaning back, trying to look happy. Russ was just trying not to break out into an array of coughs and sneezes.
 
                 After the crowd had calmed, everyone sat in a circle of fold out chairs. The Donahues and Welches both looked happy. Jessica sat between her parents and Sheriff Donahue had an arm around his wife’s shoulder. 
 
                 “We are truly fortunate to have God’s grace with us today,” Reverend Willis smiled. Even the skeptical Jennifer Donahue and Patrick Welch seemed to agree to the statement now that their loved ones were safe. There was an aura of good feeling in the room. Evan was either completely faking it or just feeling good because of the room’s spirit. He had no real reason to have happiness wash over him. But he desperately wanted to after the day he had been through.
 
                 The aura of good feeling had an exact opposite effect on Russ and Lisa. Lisa had no idea of what her future would be like if she survived the incident. Both of her parents were dead, and she seemingly had no future. She couldn’t force herself to move her teary eyes away from the ground. The comment that the preacher made caused her to break out in chills.
 
                 God’s grace is with us today.
 
                 The thought of her mother lying in the street covered in blood was not a sign of God’s grace. Having both parents dead is not done through God’s grace. God’s grace was nowhere near Brownsville that day.
 
                 Russ could feel her body trembling under his arm. He pulled her over to him. She was the only thing he may have left. It depended on the status of his father, and Russ wasn’t too enthusiastic about it. Everyone was dying.
 
                 Over the next several minutes Evan explained to the group what was going on in full detail. Their eyes were fixated upon him like excited grandchildren listening to their grandpa’s wonderful story. Russ noticed how agitated Willis was getting as the story went on. Every time Evan mentioned the alien Willis gave out an irritated smile. 
 
                 “So you’re saying all this was caused by an extraterrestrial?” Reverend Willis stood up from his chair.
 
                 “Yes, it was.”
 
                 “That isn’t possible.”
 
                 There was a brief silence as Donahue and Brown exchanged confused glances. 
 
                 “I saw the damn thing,” Russ said. “It’s true.”
 
                 “You never told me that,” Brown said.
 
                 “I didn’t think it meant anything.”
 
                 “Are you sure you saw it?”
 
                 “Yes.”
 
                 “Did it attack you?”
 
                 “No.”
 
                 “You are all confused!” Willis interrupted. “God intended for the universe to be ours and ours alone. He wouldn’t–”
 
                 “Just drop it!” Jennifer shouted. Donahue almost jumped out of his chair. “Keep God out of this.”
 
                 “God is involved with everything, Mrs. Donahue. I am sorry if you feel that you want to be against him.”
 
                 “Oh, God,” Russ grumbled. Lisa let out a stray laugh, and the sound of it made Russ smile. He hadn’t heard her laugh since Roy’s Diner.
 
                 Reverend Willis exploded into a slur of commandments and Mrs. Donahue was trying not to laugh at him. Her husband was resting his elbows on his knees and his forehead on the palm of his hand. Patrick Welch had an annoyed smile on his face. Jessica and her mother seemed to have no reaction.
 
                 “I don’t believe this,” Lisa whispered.
 
                 “I don’t either.” Russ glanced over to the kitchen. “I’m wondering if they have anything to eat in there.”
 
                 “Look at this place, man. It’s covered in dust. The only thing you’re going to find in there is a dead rat,” Lisa said.
 
                 Reverend Willis stood in the center of the circle facing the Donahues, screaming so fast and so loudly that no one could understand a word he was saying. Mrs. Donahue had her hand over her mouth and was trying not to bust out in laughter. While amused at first, her husband was starting to get agitated.
 
                 “Reverend–” Donahue’s voice was cut off by screaming. “Reverend!” Willis ignored him.
 
                 Lt. Brown stood up and pulled Reverend Willis back by his shoulders. “Calm down there buddy.” He stopped talking and looked around at the people watching him. Almost immediately his face changed from a dark red to a light pink. 
 
                 “I’m sorry,” he said awkwardly. “I-I don’t know what came over me.” He looked around at the people sitting down, most of them with half grins on their faces. “I’ll be in my office.”
 
                 Immediately after he left the room Mrs. Donahue exploded in laughter. After a brief moment everyone joined in except for Jessica and Cecilia.
 
                 “What the hell is wrong with that guy?” Russ laughed.
 
                 “Sometimes chaos just brings out the worst in people,” Evan said as he removed the mp5 from his shoulder and slid it under the chair. “I think this guy’s case goes a little further, though.”
 
                 Jessica and Cecilia were silent through the conversation.
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                 The church basement opened up into a dusty and poorly kept cafeteria on one side and a kitchen on the other. Further down past the area there was a hallway that extended back at least thirty feet with four rooms on either side that had once been used for choir practices, Sunday school, and evening bible study. Each room was now nothing but a small closed in dust bowl with dark yellow carpet and cylindrical ceiling lights, but most of them were dimmed or out. 
 
                 After a little deliberation the group had decided to use the rooms as bedrooms for the night. There were no beds or blankets, but each room contained a small red couch and a dusty love seat. The Welch’s and Donahues had their own rooms, as Russ and Lisa shared one too. Lt. Brown was offered a room by each of the three so he wouldn’t have to stay alone, but there was one room left at the end of the hallway and he preferred to be alone with his thoughts.
 
                 There was something peculiar about the preacher that evening, besides his constant preaching. Evan had seen the look in that mans eye before from men living in constant fear and oppression. Most of them were afraid of their superior drug lords, who offered cruel punishment upon fuck ups. With Reverend Willis it may have been something else too. The look in his eyes reflected that something was hidden away inside of his head.
 
                 While leaving the dim lights on, Brown leaned back on the dusty couch and set his boots up on the far armrest. There was no intention of sleeping that night, from anyone, not just him. They all just wanted a little privacy with their found loved ones, and Russ and Lisa had been eyeing each other like two horny teens all night.
 
                 Brown tried to think of his wife and of his family, but he couldn’t keep his mind off the present situation. They couldn’t stay in this church forever. That preacher was a madman. It may have been the chaos that brought it out, or it may have just been there all along. He didn’t trust the guy, and it made him wonder what he was doing up in his office.
 
                 He could be locking them down there for the rest of their lives. Brown hadn’t checked the security locked door. It would have been a major issue if they couldn’t open it from the inside.
 
                 Ammunition was also going to be a problem. He had two clips left for his desert eagle, and one for the mp5. 
 
                 He popped the one out of the desert eagle and laid it on the floor beside him. It was half empty. The other one in his belt was fresh. Then he checked the mp5, which was almost full.
 
                 After reloading the magazines in both guns, Brown laid back onto the couch and stared at the cob web covered ceiling.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                  Russ was amazed that Lisa had been able to keep her sanity, knowing that both of her parents were dead. He remembered what happened to his own mother and was trying not to think about it. His dad was still a toss-up, and that was what he tried to focus on. It kept him moving and hoping for a chance to see him again. He had always thought of him as a fat old grunt, but he couldn’t have predicted how much he meant to him at that moment.
 
                 But Lisa was there, and there was something about her. She was different, not necessarily beautiful, but something else. Seeing her quiver made him rethink of his promise to her. They were going to get out of this alive, together.
 
                 She was depending on him. She needed him.
 
                 They sat side by side in the dimly lit room. Russ’s eyes were constantly watering from all of the dust in the air, and he was trying with everything in him not to sneeze, but it occasionally came out anyway. Lisa seemed not to be bothered by the dust at all, as if she were an angel with some sort of immunity to her surroundings, an angel with THE STONES tattooed at the bottom of her back.
 
                 “How are you feeling?” he asked.
 
                 “I don’t know. I feel better, I guess.”
 
                 “You’re amazing.”
 
                 “Why?”
 
                 “If I knew that both of my parents were dead, I don’t think that I would have the hope of anything to go on. My dad is the only living relative I have left, and I don’t even know if he’s alive. God knows if this shit spread to Wichita or not. I keep trying to dwell on the possibility that it didn’t and that he’s safe. I just don’t understand how you can keep going with what has happened to you.”
 
                 “I have something else that gives me hope,” she said, turning to meet his gaze.
 
                 He had felt the warm fuzzy love feeling with her before, back when he had tried to kiss her for the first time. Then briefly again at the bottom of the staircase, waiting on the reverend to open the door. But it had never been this strong. Her eyes had never been so beautiful.
 
                  “What is it?”
 
                 “You.”
 
                 There was a brief moment when all of the confidence in Russ’s body left him. He was scared enough to run away like a nervous little school boy, and he wanted to. After the incident in the Humvee he couldn’t afford another screw up with her or-
 
    Lisa threw herself on him before he could object. When he looked down into her face, the grimy room around him went away. The fuzzy feeling became stronger, and the warmth spread through his entire body. But the confidence was still falling from him, and his fear was growing.
 
                 She pushed to his face and kissed him. At first it was awkward, but not as bad as he feared. He let her lead and tried to relax the muscles in his body, but found it difficult. Every muscle in his body tightened to the point of aching. 
 
                 She pulled away for a moment and laughed. “Relax, I won’t bite.”
 
                 The comment made him think of how fearless he felt when he confronted his undead mother. He wasn’t afraid of a walking corpse, but he was afraid of making out with a girl. The thought made him smile, and each muscle began to relax. 
 
                 “I’m fine.”
 
                 Lisa kissed him again.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 “I’ve gotta get out of here,” Donahue said, coughing. “Too much dust.”
 
                 Jennifer nodded and followed him to the door and out into the hallway. It wasn’t much better. “This whole place is filthy.”
 
                 He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. The coughing stopped, his lungs and throat were clear. “I’m fine.”
 
                 “I think we should go upstairs, Alan.”
 
                 “Think that door will open for us?” He pointed to the security locked door.
 
                 “It will unless he locked it.”
 
                 “I don’t know why he would.”
 
                 “He’s gone crazy, honey. Didn’t you see him? He was telling everyone how the end of the world is coming.”
 
                 “I almost believe him. We have no idea whether or not it’s just this town. For all we know it could be happening in Wichita.”
 
                 When they reached the door Alan gave it a tug, but it didn’t move. Jennifer took a step back and put a hand over her mouth. He gave her an agitated stare and tried again with the same result.
 
                 “He’s crazy,” she muttered.
 
                 “There’s more than one way upstairs, Jen.”
 
                 She nodded. Down the hall there was a spiral staircase that led up to the auditorium. That part of the church was regularly cleaned and kept up, plus it had comfortable chairs. “The auditorium is good,” she said. “I think he’s gone crazy though. I’m afraid of him to be honest.”
 
                 They began walking down the hall towards the staircase.
 
                 “I don’t know. He just believes in his religion radically and gets easily offended is all.”
 
                  “Alan, quit it!” she stopped and faced him. “When he left to go up those stairs that door was unlocked. You saw him walk through it, just like I did. Quit pretending, goddamnit. Something is wrong.”
 
                 She was right. He hadn’t thought of that. He was the goddamn sheriff and it didn’t occur to him. It took his wife to show him. All he could do was smile. 
 
                 “You’d make a far better sheriff than me.”
 
                 She had a satisfied look on her face. The look was her trademark. Lips curled up to her cheeks, and her eyes made him feel as if he was naked. Then her ears wiggled. It was the look she had given him every time she had proven herself right in an argument, and Donahue saw it on a daily, sometimes hourly basis.
 
                 He was glad to see it, though. An hour before he figured she was dead and that he would never get to see her beautiful face or even that horrific look that she used to disgust him. It would no longer disgust him, though. It was something he looked forward to seeing every day for the rest of his life.
 
                 “I love you,” he said. He thought about kissing her but she turned away and began walking down the hall.
 
                 “Come on.”
 
                 “I think we should tell the others what’s going on first.”
 
                 “Let’s just see if we can get up the staircase.”
 
                 Alan followed her to the room at the end of the hall. There was no light.
 
                 “Well, if we can’t see the damn staircase, then we aren’t going up it, are we?” he said.
 
                 “Just shut up.”
 
                 There was a loud clamor ahead of him. It sounded like a group of frying pans or something had fallen from the shelf. He smiled when he heard his wife grunt.
 
                 “What was that?”
 
                 “Something hit me.”
 
                 “You okay?”
 
                 “Hell, no.”
 
                 Donahue laughed and took a step back. It was another one of her expressions that had driven him nuts once before, but he was glad to have it back.
 
                 “Don’t just stand there, you asshole, help me!”
 
                 “I can’t see you.”
 
                 Something else fell. It sounded like a large, wooden object.
 
                 “What the hell are you doing?” He was amused.
 
                 “Trying to find the light switch.”
 
                 “Doesn’t sound like you’re having much luck.” Donahue felt around for the flashlight on his belt and laughed. He thought about giving it to her, but he was starting to enjoy himself. It was a good feeling. He hadn’t felt it since the call he had gotten that morning.
 
                 “What’s so damn funny?”
 
                 “I love you.”
 
                 “You asshole!”
 
                 Another expression that he now loved. “Close to finding that light yet?” He clicked on the flash light and shown it in her direction. There were several silver communion trays on the floor and coat rack.
 
                 Jennifer squinted as he pointed the light at her. “Jackass.”
 
                 He smiled then pointed it up at the empty light bulb socket in the ceiling. “There’s our problem.” Then he pointed the light at the staircase in the corner of the room. “There.”
 
                 “Great,” she panted, then walked toward him. Donahue noticed a small bruise on her forehead and kissed it as she approached.
 
                 “Communion tray get you?”
 
   She ignored him. “Think we should go tell them now?”
 
                 “Yeah.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Patrick lied down on the love seat staring at Jessica. She was sitting on the couch across from him with her mother. He couldn’t believe that he had Jessica back. She left the home after a bitter argument about a curfew when she was 18. Then as far as Patrick knew, she was living with some guy in a crappy home on the other side of town. He hadn’t seen her, or even spoken to her in two years.
 
                 And all she could talk about was how disrespectful everyone had been to Reverend Willis. 
 
                 “You haven’t been to church in a couple of years, honey. You’re not really Miss Religious,” Patrick said. “I think we should just drop the subject. I want to catch up with you. We’ve missed you.”
 
                 “That’s just the kind of answer you would give, Dad.”
 
                 “Yes it is. Because I love you, and I am very grateful to have you back.”
 
                 Cecilia put an arm around her. “What happened to you?”
 
                 At first she was hesitant to tell them her story. It wasn’t every girl’s dream to grow up and tell her parents that she had been sleeping with a violent drunken idiot for two years. And how she had been ignoring her parents. She didn’t want to have anything to do with them before now. Jessica had been able to survive on her own.
 
                 But now things were different.
 
                 She told them, but she left out the part about the beatings. Then she told them about being chased out of the house by Undead Rick and how his skull exploded on her chest.
 
                 “I suppose we should be thanking Evan,” Patrick said.
 
                 Jessica nodded, but she was staring at the ground, thinking of Rick’s head exploding in slow motion. It gave her some degree of satisfaction. There was a bruise on her neck from where he had tried to choke her two nights ago. It was getting worse.
 
                 “I just don’t know what we’re supposed to do,” she muttered it to hear someone speak. Silence made her feel alone.
 
                 “Well the world is ending,” Cecilia said. “There isn’t much we can do. Just wait.”
 
                 “Oh my God, you’re kidding,” Patrick moaned. “The world isn’t ending. The military will be out there soon enough. Then it will all blow over.”
 
                 “How do you know the military will be out there?”
 
                 “Because of Evan. He’s living proof.”
 
                 Jessica stood up and began pacing the floor. It quieted the brief argument. Cecilia and Patrick both remembered the trait. It usually meant that she was in deep thought about something. It had always irritated them when she did it, but tonight it was relieving to see.
 
                 “What are you thinking about?” Cecilia asked.
 
                 “I need clothes.”
 
                 Cecilia and Patrick gave each other quizzical glances. Neither one of them could think of where she could get some. The front of her nightgown was molded to her body and her bra was showing through the streaks of blood.
 
                 “You can have my shirt,” Patrick said.
 
                 “No.” She stopped pacing. “What about the choir robes?”
 
                 “Umm, Sure. I’ll go get them.”
 
                 “They’re upstairs in the closet across from Willis’s office.”
 
                 “I know where they’re at.”
 
                 He gave her a kiss on the forehead and then walked over to his wife and hugged her. It felt great to be a family again. Over the past two years his life consisted of work and the denial of sex from his wife. They had distanced themselves from each other and they both knew it, but they were too busy with their careers to do anything about it. The touch of his wife and daughter made his eyes water, but he blinked them repeatedly so no one would notice.
 
                 “If any good came out of this, Jess,” Patrick said, “having you back is it.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 “Sheriff? Something wrong?” 
 
                 “You can call me Alan, Patrick. How long have we known each other?” He smiled. Jennifer suddenly poked in behind him with an unsettled look on her face. Something was probably wrong, but you wouldn’t have guessed from the sound of Alan’s voice. He seemed to be happy as a child at Disney World. But Patrick couldn’t blame him. It was great to have family back. 
 
                 “Cut the bullshit small talk, Alan. Tell him what’s going on!” Patrick jumped at Jennifer’s statement.
 
                 “That security door is locked, man. We’re locked down here except for the staircase that goes up to the auditorium. She thinks–” Jennifer elbowed him, “We think that Willis has done it intentionally for some reason.”
 
                 “I know he’s an oddball, but why would he do that?”
 
                 “Well–” 
 
                 Jennifer quickly interrupted him. “When he stormed out on us the door was unlocked. Now it isn’t. That guy’s a fucking lunatic.”
 
                 Patrick took a moment to think about it. It would make sense that he had intentionally locked them down in the basement. He had never liked Willis as a person and he didn’t trust him. Willis had always been kind of awkward around him, as if something else was going through his crazy, religious mind every time they crossed paths. It could be possible that they were just rushing to a conclusion. Alan didn’t seem to think the matter was very serious. But it was definitely a possibility. 
 
                 “That is kind of strange. I just don’t know why he would be trying to keep us down here.”
 
                 “He’s gone crazy,” Jennifer answered.
 
                 “Think we should talk to Evan before we make any decisions?”
 
                 Alan nodded at him. “I’ll go talk to him. Why were you going up there anyway?”
 
                 “My daughter is covered in blood. I was going to go get her a choir robe.”
 
                 “You might wait. I don’t think it’s a good idea for anyone to go up there alone. There’s a baptism pool in the auditorium though. She could probably get cleaned up in that.”
 
                 “Good idea,” he said. It hadn’t occurred to him. “Maybe a quick bath in there would make her feel better.”
 
                 “Yeah, well, while you two finish up whacking each other off, I’m going to go get Evan.” Jennifer turned around and stomped down the hallway.
 
                 Alan just shook his head. All of the chaos was making her uptight. He had never seen her like this before. At first it was funny to see her act pissed off, but it was going too far. Her comments were bad, but so was her body expression. Patrick looked kind of shocked at the comment, and Alan felt a slight wave of embarrassment. 
 
                 “Sorry about her,” Alan said. “All this stuff is making her crazy.”
 
                 Patrick nodded. “Think it’s making us all crazy. My wife and daughter are actually collaborating against me because they feel sorry for Willis. They were saying we were wrong to laugh at him.”
 
                 “Maybe we were,” Alan said.
 
                 There was a short moment of silence where they stared at each other’s eyes, then said in unison: “Nah.” They both exploded in laughter.
 
                 “Get down here! Evan won’t answer his door!” Jennifer shouted from down the hall.
 
                 “Just open it.”
 
                 She did and stepped back, slowly pressing her palms against her cheeks. Lt. Evan Brown was lying on the couch, trembling with his eyes rolled back into his skull. Jennifer had seen stuff like that before on TV. Seizures.
 
                 “Something’s wrong! He’s having a seizure!”
 
                 Patrick and Alan both came jogging down the hallway and peeked into the room. Patrick was just as confused as Jennifer was, but Alan just shook his head. He saw some of the soldiers fall to their knees doing the same thing in the middle of Washington Avenue while those blood thirsty ghouls ripped them apart. That wasn’t a seizure. It was a hallucination. And it had to be coming from something. Something that knew there was food in the old kitchen at the Brownsville Church of Christ. There would soon be more somethings that knew about it too.
 
                 “That’s not a seizure. He’s fallen into a hallucination. Wake him up. I’ll go get the kids. Patrick grab your family. We’ve gotta get out of here.”
 
                 “What are you talking about?” Jennifer’s controlling aggressiveness was now just a submissive fear. All of the attitude she had displayed before was gone. Her eyes were no longer controlling, but terrified.
 
                 “They know we are here.”
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                 Reverend James Willis overlooked the parking lot from his office window. The wind had picked up and was blowing various pieces of trash over the black top. And inside, behind him, the scent was in the air. The scent of what he had only smelled from trash cans and dead animals on the side of the road. He always thought that he would be the one to die first, not his wife.
 
                 “You know I could rip you open any second. I probably would, but they want me to keep you here.” His undead wife placed a bloody hand on his shoulder. 
 
                 Willis didn’t bother to turn around. He could see her just fine in the window’s reflection. Her eyes were bright red, and blood was spread around the outside of her mouth like barbeque sauce. He made brief eye contact with those horrid eyes, and then looked away.
 
                 “You did this to me, James. You did this because you were a coward. You ran in here and left me outside the door to be ripped apart.”
 
                 “Why won’t you just leave me alone?” He was almost in tears. Willis couldn’t look at her. He didn’t want to see her face. He didn’t want to see her horrid body. The smell was bad enough, but the sight was worse.
 
                 “You’re a coward piece of shit, Jamie-boy. Some husband you are, leaving your wife to get ripped apart by the fucking dogs! What a great reverend you are! About to help the bad guys kill God’s people.”
 
                 Tears filled the corners of his eyes. He knew she was right. But he couldn’t do anything about it. She would rip him in half and eat his intestines if he tried. The pain would be unbearable – maybe as bad as what his savior had faced. Jesus had died for the world, and Reverend James Willis would go down as a coward piece of shit. The piece of shit that wouldn’t stand up to his dead wife. The piece of shit that left her for death.
 
                 “I’m not going to kill you, Jamie-boy. You don’t need to worry about that.”
 
                 She paced over to his desk and took out his sermon Bible. Thirty or so pages were dog eared or bookmarked. The front of it was black, and the pages had gold lining on the outside. But as she opened it most of the pages were either falling out or wrinkled. Some were even tainted brown. She found a smashed mosquito stuck in Psalms. 
 
                 “What are you doing, Elsie?” James turned around and looked at her. He was reminded of how beautiful she had been, even if she was approaching seventy. Her skin had been a little hardened, wrinkles here and there too, but now it was a slimy gray, and blood leaked from the cracks in her skin.
 
                 “Remember the good old days, James? Back when we were young? Back when you first became a reverend?”
 
                 It hurt him to think about it. The days of youth were far behind him, and it had always bothered him to think about it. Death was approaching him, one day, one hour, one minute, one second at a time. Now more than ever.
 
                 “Remember when you could still get it up and you could fuck me?”
 
                 “Please stop,” he whimpered.
 
                 “Do you think you’ll go to heaven? Do you think you’ll go to heaven after what you have done to me? After what you’re about to do to the people downstairs? God fucking hates you.”
 
                 He grabbed his pistol and held it to her head.
 
                 “By the time your brain tells your finger to pull the trigger I will have ripped your eyes out of your fucking sockets and stuffed them up your ass. Put the gun away and quit trying to be a hero.”
 
                 She was right, and he knew it. But if he were to die fighting maybe God would give him a chance. Maybe God would let him into Heaven. 
 
                 “He won’t let you in. Either way you’re fucked.”
 
                 He dropped the gun on the floor. There wasn’t anything left he could do other than to try and bargain for his life with this creature that used to be Elsie. When he thought of her beautiful hair and gorgeous eyes, then looked over at the blood covered being that resembled her, all he could do was look to the floor. He didn’t want to see her. He didn’t want to see her ever again.
 
                 “Do I disgust you?” she walked over to him and put an arm around his shoulder. 
 
                 “Yes.”
 
                 “Good. Now go get your gun.”
 
                 He eyed the pistol on the floor and looked up at her questioningly. She was smiling and the breath coming out of her mouth reminded him of the time someone had forgotten to flush the toilet in the men’s room. Somehow it had survived without getting flushed the whole week and stunk to high heavens when it was discovered. He was comparing his wife to a week’s old shit. She had once been an angel.
 
                 “Go get the gun, Jamie-boy. They’ll be coming up into the auditorium soon. They’ve already found out you tried to lock them down there. It’s fine if they come up. Just keep them in the building.”
 
                 “What are you trying to do? What are your people trying to do?”
 
                 “That boy. Something with him. He has a special something inside of him. You’ll see it if you’re still alive.”
 
                 James picked the gun up off the floor and stuffed it back into his robe pocket. For the next moment Elsie was silent. It somewhat disappointed James because the sound of her voice was comforting. It was almost unchanged from her original voice, and he wanted to hear it as much as he possibly could. Seeing her face killed him, but the voice…he had to hear it.
 
                 “Why are you doing this? I can understand if you hate me, but them? What did they do to you, Elsie? What did the people of this town do to deserve this?”
 
                 She grinned at him, showing her black teeth, then said: “I’m on their side now.” She pointed at the ceiling. James looked up stupidly, almost expecting something to come crashing through and ending the life of everyone in that miserable town.
 
                 “You just stop asking questions and focus on the matter at hand here, Jamie-boy. Keep those people in the building. That’s all you have to worry about. Because if they get out I will rip your intestines out, and then my friends outside will hunt them down and kill them in horrific fashion.”
 
                 James looked down to his feet once again. “Very well. I will do as you ask me to, my dear.”
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                 Lisa pulled off of him when she found that he wasn’t moving and his body had become limp. Before she panicked she checked for a pulse on his neck, but couldn’t feel it. She wasn’t sure if she had her hand in the right spot but it didn’t matter. Russ had stopped breathing.
 
                 The air around her was damp. The dust had faded away and it became increasingly humid. Her breaths sped up, but it felt like she was taking in more water than oxygen. A sudden pressure hit her chest, a feeling which reminded her of when she hit the dirt after jumping out the window back at her house. 
 
                 “Help me!” she tried to scream the words, but only mere whispers came out. 
 
                 Then there was the smell. The god awful smell of the dead. It surrounded her, then inflated her lungs and consumed her insides. She could feel it on her skin, in her eyes, and on her hair. The scent somehow was alive, and it was devouring her. 
 
                 It was there. It could have been the little alien they had seen back on Washington Avenue, or it could have been another member of the Dead Parade. But something was there, and that meant the walking dead would soon know the location of their hideout. The church may as well put out a sign in front, saying Fresh meat for sale. Come and get your fill.
 
                 “Not real,” Lisa muttered, and then closed her eyes, hoping it would change.
 
                 Nothing changed. She still felt like she was suffocating, and the air around her became more humid. She was still in the church basement, in a room with Russ –dead Russ.
 
                 That feeling he gave her was gone. Safety and security for some goddamn reason had radiated from his body, his soul. But now there was nothing but darkness around her. Russ was gone and off in another world. He left her behind. 
 
                 She felt an urge. Deep within her bowels. A horrid feeling –worse than she had ever felt before. There was a feeling that she was going to puke it all up, not just the food, but her organs too.
 
                 It was too much. Lisa fell to her knees and tried to breathe steadily, but when she took a breath of air she coughed. 
 
                 “You’re gonna blow, honey.”
 
                 Lisa looked up and saw her mother standing there. She looked as if nothing had happened to her. She was wearing her denim short-shorts, her pink tank top, and her little red bandanna to cover her gray hair.  Lisa couldn’t answer her. She could feel the bile bubbling up to the back of her mouth. 
 
                 Then it came. Vomit sprayed from her mouth like it was water coming from a fire hose, and the force made her fall over sideways. The wall was covered with it, and so was Russ. Yellow vomit dripped from every square inch of that wall, and the couch was completely soaked.
 
                 But it kept coming. She kept trying to stop but couldn’t. Each second felt like a firecracker exploding inside of her stomach. The yellow suddenly turned to red. Lisa tried to pull herself up to her knees but couldn’t. She was lying on her back, and the blood shooting out of her mouth in thick streams was splattering against the cob web covered ceiling. 
 
                 It stopped. Lisa could breathe again, but the blood clung to the ceiling impossibly. 
 
                 Her mother stood side by side with her father. His head was bent at an awkward angle, just the same as it had been when he died. Lisa had seen the photos from the accident. Her father hadn’t been wearing a seat belt and his head and been driven into the ceiling, snapping his neck. 
 
                 “What do you want?” she whimpered.
 
                 “Surprised you didn’t give all of yourself to him upfront,” he muttered. “I guess you’re not that much of a whore. Personally, I thought you would have lasted until you were at least 20. But I guess if you want to fuck him that’s your choice.”
 
                 “My dad would never have said that to me. None of this is real. Russ is still alive. He’s on the couch with me and probably knows I’ve gone into hallucination. I’ll wake up.”
 
                 “It doesn’t matter if you think it’s real, honey,” Mrs. Kelly took a step toward her. She was smiling like she had just found a good deal on a car or something. “You look good. I like the tight jeans. It really shows off your ass. I was kind of hoping that you would make Russ-boy work for it a bit more, but I guess it doesn’t matter.”
 
                 “What the fuck are you talking about?”
 
                 “Don’t talk like that to your mother.” Ray grabbed the black hair on his head and used it to pull his very own neck up straight. Then he eyed her. Lisa had the feeling that he was searching her for something. Searching her body, like he could see through her clothes.
 
                 Why can’t I wake up? Lisa wondered to herself. She didn’t want to let them know that she was actually starting to get afraid. How long did these visions usually last?
 
                 The blood from the ceiling suddenly fell. All at once, like someone had just dumped a giant sized bucket of blood from above. It hit Lisa with full force. Her hair, her skin, and her clothes were all sopping wet with blood.
 
                 Her parents had disappeared, but Russ’s dead body was still on the sofa, covered with the mixture of blood and vomit. 
 
                 “Wake me up. Just wake me up!” She grabbed him by the shirt and shook him. But he didn’t move, and his skin felt horribly cold.
 
                 As did hers. A short burst of cold air shot through the room. It didn’t seem to have come from anywhere. There were no windows, and the door was closed.
 
                 She shook him harder.
 
                 “Wake me up, goddamnit!” As she said this her body was trembling not only from the cold but from the fear of what would happen next.
 
                 None of it was real though. None of it was real. There wasn’t a thing to worry about. It was just like a bad dream and soon she would be awake, next to Russ in one of the dustiest rooms she had ever been in for the first eighteen year period of her life. Then they would get out and escape the flesh eating monsters and run to Wichita and live happily ever after. The End.
 
                 But no. Russ didn’t move. Maybe it wasn’t a dream. Maybe Russ was really dead, and maybe the image of her parents and the vomiting was the only illusion. But how could he have died? She had been kissing him, not too deeply, but enough for her to desire more. There was no possible way he could have died from that.
 
                 And what about the others? Were they dead? Were the Welch’s dead? What about Evan? Nothing could come close to Lt. Brown without getting shot in the face. But Russ was the key. She didn’t know why, but she felt it. She had felt it since she first met up with him. An aura or something. It was an odd feeling, but when he was near her anxiety seemed to calm.
 
                 Lisa eyed the door. She wanted to go out there, to answer all of these questions. But what if they were all monsters? One of them could have caused the hallucination. One of them could have–
 
                 “Lisa!”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 When she opened her eyes everything was normal again. Russ had hold of her shirt and was shaking her, not even aware that her eyes had opened. The dust fluttering around the room was the only thing her nose could sense. And the smell of the dead had gone away, as had the cold. None of it had ever existed.
 
                 Russ stopped after a few more shakes when he noticed that her eyes were open. Her expression suggested that she had just stared Death directly in his flaming red eyes and had fallen to the ground, and maybe she had. But seeing her eyes open again was relieving. 
 
                 Her arms shot out and wrapped around his shoulders, pulling him close again.
 
                 Safety.
 
                 “They know we’re here,” she whispered.
 
                 “I guess so. We should probably go tell Evan and get the hell out of here.”
 
                 “Where are we going to go? Those things are all over the north side of town. We won’t be able to reach the highway.”
 
                 Russ didn’t answer her because he knew that she was right. There was nowhere else to go, but they couldn’t just keep hiding out. They had to get out of the town somehow. If they stayed in the church too much longer those tough security doors would be put to the extreme test. He doubted that they would pass. If one of those things could overturn a military vehicle by itself, a mass group of them could easily rip down a door.
 
                 “We’ll make it out,” was the only thing Russ could think of saying. Both of them knew that there wasn’t much confidence behind that statement. He tried not to let it come through, but he knew it had.
 
                 “Where the fuck is the military?” She slammed a fist down on his back. Russ grunted but didn’t say anything. “They should be over here blowing the crap out of them. They’ll invade countries for no damn reason, but they won’t even protect their goddamn citizens.”
 
                 “I think they want to keep this low key. Bombs would get attention real quick.”
 
                 “Do you know how many truckers stop off in this town every day? Putting a big fence around the city is going to get some attention. I’m sure people have tried to call the town and got nothing. It wouldn’t surprise me if there were news vans lining the exit.”
 
                 Russ couldn’t think of anything to say to this. She was right. There was no way this was a secret. Maybe the military hadn’t come because this was happening all over the country. Maybe everyone was dead. Maybe the whole world. Maybe his father.
 
                 The thought of his dad being a monstrous creature made him push her away and stand up. He couldn’t bear the thought of having lost both of his parents. He didn’t know how Lisa did, but he couldn’t. 
 
                 “You’re right,” he said. That was it. It was all he could manage to say before a single tear fell from the side of his eye. His promise wouldn’t hold up to her. There wasn’t a chance in hell they could make it to the highway. 
 
                 Despite the nervous feeling going through her, she still felt it. Russ was still there. The military wasn’t, but Russ was. He would save them. Somehow…
 
                 Then came a knock on the door. Donahue opened it and peeked in around the corner. “We’re getting out of here.”
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                 Evan had never seen so much blood before. Every so often he could see a blade of dying grass floating in the red. Grass wasn’t the only thing dead in the field, though. There were bodies, too many to count. Hundreds of thousands covered the crimson landscape. The plain went on forever, and if it weren’t for the mist, he might have been able to see the edge.
 
                 But the mist wasn’t normal. It was red. And it had the horrid copper taste that a child experiences every time they rip a baby tooth from its resting place. Small beads of it collected on his forehead, one by one as if they were living creatures vying to take over his face.
 
                 The sky above him was a dull gray, and the smell was the worst thing imaginable. He had uncovered some nasty mass graves in other countries. The smell reminded him of that, only magnified. However there were no flies this time. Just crows, squawking at each other while fighting for the remainder of an eye ball dangling out of a skull.
 
                 None of it was real. Evan knew that, but he couldn’t figure out how to get out of it. At the same time it felt real, though. He could taste, feel, smell and see everything around him. 
 
                 Taking deep breaths, he dropped to one knee and placed a hand over his stomach. Death only had this effect on him the first few times he experienced it, and then it didn’t bother him. Seeing someone get shot in the head was as normal as Bob Barker asking for people to chop off their dog’s pride. He had seen women with their breasts cut off after they’ve been raped. He had seen dozens of bodies hanging from a large tree. He had seen tortured children staring up at him lifeless and buggeyed.
 
                 But the field of a million bodies was too much. When he threw up, most of it splattered on the severed leg beneath him before mixing in with the blood. He gulped for air, but it wasn’t fresh, and it didn’t help. Heaves over took him, but nothing was coming out. His abdominals tightened to the point that he thought they were going to tear. Everything around him was whirling until he heard the scream.
 
                 It came from the distance. Someone was still alive in The Field of the Dead. 
 
                 “Who’s there? Keep screaming!”
 
                 “Help me, Evan!”
 
                 “Lindsay?”
 
                 “Evan! I can’t breathe!”
 
                 Somewhere in the pile ahead, the woman who was responsible for the better half of his last eight years was buried. She had kept him going after seeing Death. Each time he had to deal with the ugly bastard she had been waiting for him at home with a beautiful smile. Now she was in the middle of Death’s playground.
 
                 He tried to jog, but found it difficult. Limbs, torsos, and skulls made it impossible to move quickly. Her screams continued though, and as long as she kept shouting he would be able to reach her. Then all would be well. He would wake up in his bed next to her, then reach over and give her a stinky morning breath kiss. Then he would resign, no questions asked. The nightmare would be over and he could find a normal job, and a normal life. Death wouldn’t force its hideous head into his life again until it was his time.
 
                 He kept jogging, each step splashing in blood. The stink around him seemed to dull, and although he still had the taste of blood in his mouth all that he focused on was her voice. Lindsay's voice. 
 
                 “I’m not going to do this anymore, Lindsay! I’m resigning first thing when we get out of this!”
 
                 His boot caught the leg of a corpse and he fell hard, meeting a dead face. The flesh was gray, and the mouth was full of blood. The smell was now up close and shooting through his nose and mouth, and down into his empty stomach. He almost broke out into dry heaves again, but the sound of his wife’s scream brought him up and moving. The entire front of his body was now covered with blood, and the stink followed him. There was no way to get rid of it now. 
 
                 The screams were closer. He was probably within a hundred yards. He eyed the bodies in front of him, desperately searching for her. But the screams stopped.
 
                 “Honey? Where are you? Keep screaming. I need to know where you are!”
 
                 “Help me!”
 
                 It was her head. Nothing else. No body, no arms, no legs, no anything. Just her head. 
 
                 He picked her up, carefully handling her delicate cheeks. Her face was as beautiful as it always had been, but at the bottom of her neck part of her spinal column stuck out.
 
                 “I-I-love you.” Tears filled his bloody cheeks as he held her face to face. 
 
                 Her eyes blinked, and her nose was sucking in air. Everything was normal when he looked into her striking blue eyes. He was weak. Every ounce of strength left his body and he broke out into heavy sobs. 
 
                 “Kiss me,” she said.
 
                 He brought the head to his lips and kissed her. All he could taste was blood. 
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 “Jesus,” Russ muttered. “How long has he been under?”
 
                 “I don’t know,” Alan said. “We just found him like this.” 
 
                 Lisa’s episode hadn’t been this bad. She trembled every so often like a troubled sleeper, that was it. Evan was going into convulsions, and saliva foamed around his lips. 
 
                 But then it hit him. 
 
                 “At least two of those things know we’re here.” 
 
                 “What makes you think that?”
 
                 “I just woke Lisa up from one right before you banged on our door. I thought Evan said they could only do this to one person at a time.”
 
                 “Shit,” Jennifer whispered. 
 
                 Alan grabbed a hold of Evan and began to shake him, even though he knew it wasn’t going to work. He had to do something, though. For all he knew Evan could be dying in a real convulsion of some sort. It might not have been a hallucination. It could have been the dust or perhaps the stress, right? Could those drive someone into a seizure?
 
                 He wasn’t going to wake up. Russ knew that. Whatever dream world had consumed poor Evan Brown was going to own him until his death. The bastards were pretty smart. They knew that Lisa wasn’t much of a fight for them, so they went after the man who was the most capable of defending himself. They let Lisa go, but Evan would be out for a long time.
 
                 “Think we should leave him?” Jennifer asked.
 
                 “No, I’m not going to leave this guy. If it weren’t for him I would be dead,” Alan said.
 
                 They couldn’t leave him; Russ knew that. He was too useful. The aliens knew that, and so did their little dead friends. There was a reason Russ hadn’t had a hallucination since he saw his mother coming up the stairs for him back at Lisa’s. He had seen something inside of her when she tried to take him. He had seen the creature for what it truly was, and how to destroy it. The infection that over took the corpse of Nelda Allen had reached too far into Russ mind. He reached back. 
 
                 That’s why the little alien out on Washington Avenue didn’t attack him. He knew what Russ was capable of. 
 
                 How capable am I?
 
                 He knew. For some reason he knew that they were afraid of him. There was something Russ had found that the others hadn’t. 
 
                 “I can bring him out of it,” he said.
 
                 The entire room turned toward him at once. Alan, Jennifer, Patrick, and Lisa. No one said a word.
 
                 But could he? Could he really bring him out of it? Why hadn’t anyone else picked up on the little quirk? Was he the only one that tried to fight back in the dreams?
 
                 “I don’t know. I’ll try.”
 
                 Lisa put an arm around his shoulder and stared deep into his eyes. And he could see what her dream had been. He saw everything. Her mother, her father, the vomit, the blood. It was a twisted show that had been placed inside of her mind just to torment her. At that moment he knew it was possible. The encounter had triggered something in his head that enabled him to resist them.
 
                 “I can fight back. I did it when my mother’s corpse attacked me. I learned everything about this disease, at least what I need to know. I can do what they can.”
 
                 “You can make hallucinations?” Patrick asked. He had been crouched by Evan the entire time.
 
                 “I don’t know. I think so. I know it sounds crazy, but it’s just a feeling –a deep one.” He turned to Lisa. “Remember that alien that we saw and how it ran away?”
 
                 She nodded.
 
                 “I think it knew. I think it was afraid.”
 
                 Alan thought he was crazy. A lot of people could lose their mind in a time like this. Willis sure as hell had. He had locked them down there for some reason or another, and Russ was probably walking the line. But at the same time he found himself curious. What if it worked?
 
                 “I think your goddamn crazy, kid,” he said. “But if you want to shoot, go for it. It isn’t going to cause any harm.”
 
                 Patrick stood up. “I don’t know how much time we have before they’ll hit us, though. What if this stalls us? Don’t you think we should be running?”
 
                 “Can’t leave him here, and if we carried him it would slow us down even more. I don’t see why we shouldn’t give him a shot.”
 
                 “He’ll do it,” Lisa said. “I saw him do it before.” She knew now why she felt safe. It was him. It was all around him. He was what they feared. 
 
                 “What are you talking about?” Patrick asked. “This is nuts!”
 
                 “I saw him at my place. He fought his way out of the dream. Then he used it against one of the creatures.”
 
                 Hearing that at least one of them believed the theory settled Russ. However, Russ didn’t know how to start. Previously he had just been thrown into it. He didn’t know if there was a way he could enter another man’s dream. But he had seen Lisa’s though. All that he did was look into her eyes and every little detail of that sick little show had passed through him, but Evan was still under. He couldn’t see into his eyes because they were rolled up into the back of his skull.
 
                 Russ knelt beside him and not knowing what to do, he just closed his eyes and tried to see something. Anything would have been ok, but there was nothing. Everyone stood around him silently. Patrick had a smirk on his face that made Lisa want to punch him, but she didn’t say anything. 
 
                 Evan are you there? His vision was still black. But there was something new. It was a smell. Very strong. It stunk like garbage or a dead animal, but this was just too big for that. It went further. He felt like he was in the middle of a land fill.
 
                 Evan?
 
                 There was a coppery bitter taste like one would experience after a bit tongue. Blood. He could taste blood in his mouth. Where was Evan? Was this even working?
 
                 “Evan! Answer me!”
 
                 Russ opened his eyes, and threw up whatever was left of the dinner he had with Lisa at Roy’s Diner. It was a field of dead bodies, and it stunk to high fucking heavens. Seeing images like that on the television was no preparation for the real thing. Russ keeled over and tried to vomit again, but there was nothing left in his stomach.
 
                 If I can do what I think I can, I can change this.
 
                 Russ closed his eyes and he saw the creature that was causing the hallucination. It was a woman, and it was standing next to Reverend Willis. She had probably been his wife –yes she had been his wife. They were trying to hold them there for something. 
 
                 Here’s a taste of your own medicine bitch! Russ grinned when he saw into her decaying mind. Could he really backfire it on her?
 
                 First thing’s first. Evan has to wake up.
 
                 When Russ opened his eyes he pictured a basketball court around him, like the one at his old high school. It was a fair enough place to have a small talk –a lot better than a field filled with dead bodies, from which his eyes were still watering because of the stink.
 
                 And the gym formed. Everything he thought of was there. It was like the creation of the universe back in Geneses. The basketball goals, the empty bleachers and most importantly, Evan. He was kneeling on the golden floor as if he had been praying. Then he looked around and stood up.
 
                 “Evan!”
 
                 “Russ?”
 
                 “You’re having a hallucination. None of this is real.”
 
                 “I thought so, but how are you here?”
 
                 “I’ve figured something out. Don’t ask me about it now. Reverend Willis isn’t on our side. His undead wife is walking around giving him orders up in his office. We need to get up there and get rid of them as soon as we can.”
 
                 “How can I wake up?”
 
                 Russ stared down at his feet. “Guess, I didn’t think of that part.”
 
                 “So we’re stuck here?”
 
                 “I’m generating this dream,” Russ said. “If I can be hit on the head or something we should both wake up.”
 
                 “What are you talking about?”
 
                 Russ sighed. He didn’t feel like explaining what had happened. He just wanted to get out.
 
                 “Duck!” Evan pulled the desert eagle from his side. Russ dropped to the ground.
 
                 “Fucker!” 
 
                 Two shots whizzed over his head, and when Russ got up the woman he had seen with Willis was on the ground. The front of her head was caved in with a bullet hole and blood emptied out onto the golden gym floor. She knew about Russ’s newly found talents, and she knew that he was going to try to use them against her –and her people. It may have been too late. For all he knew, Elsie Willis could be ripping Lisa’s throat out.
 
                 “Bitch was trying to take control again,” Russ muttered.
 
                 Evan didn’t know what he was talking about and was more confused than he had ever been in his entire life. First there was The Field of the Dead, then Lindsay's talking head, then the basketball court and now Russ was trying to tell him he was in control of the dream somehow.
 
                 “I don’t know how you did this man, but I need to wake up. I’m starting to lose it.”
 
                 Russ dropped to his knees and closed his eyes, hoping that everything would go away.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 But it didn’t. There was something wrong and out of place. It wasn’t him. It was Elsie. Her body was still on the gym floor, leaking thick blood into a puddle beneath her. But how was she still holding them under? Or was she? 
 
                 “Could you please explain to me what the hell is going on?”
 
                 The two stood at half court, neither of them taking their eyes off of the body. 
 
                 “Before I met up with you I was at Lisa’s house, and we were attacked. I had already had a couple of hallucinations, but the one I had there was different.”
 
                 “How so?”
 
                 “This one came from my mother, or whatever the hell she had turned into. When she tried to torment me and tried to get close, I was able to resist her. It was like I took over the hallucination for myself somehow and forced her out of it.”
 
                 “What happened in the hallucination?”
 
                 He felt a little embarrassed saying the next part, but he thought putting it out there would help him make sense of it, so he spoke: “I walked into a room with Lisa and Jessica, and they were both naked and trying to get me to sleep with them,” he paused and when he realized Evan wasn’t smirking at him, he continued. “I knew it was a hallucination, and I knew it was coming from my mother. I also knew that if I didn’t get out of it she would bite me. It was at the point when I closed my eyes and pictured a black room, with nothing in it. Then I saw her, my mother, the undead version. I could see everything inside of its head. It was nothing more than an alien bug infecting a human body. I could tell that her body was soft, like a ripe fruit. I knew it was strong, though, but I had already decided how I could kill it.”
 
                 Russ paused and shifted his gaze to his feet, recalling his mother’s dead face. He could see her on top of him all over again. Her teeth lowering to his neck, blood dripping from them-
 
                 “Stop it!” he shouted. A laugh echoed around the gym.
 
                 “What the hell?”
 
                 “She’s trying to fuck with me.”
 
                 All of the light was suddenly sucked from the room. It didn’t shut off like a normal light, it was literally sucked away like dirt into a vacuum. There was no light. He felt like he was buried alive.
 
                 Scene change, Russ. Enjoy the show. You’re going to be here for a while.
 
                 “Shut up, I’m stronger than you!”
 
                 Keep telling yourself that honey.
 
                 “Evan are you here?” Russ couldn’t see anything. She had just put him into a room of nothing, with only darkness. But then there was light, and he saw something he hoped he would never have to see.
 
                 He was back on Washington Avenue, standing ankle deep in blood. The over turned Hummer was still there, as were the other two. But there was no sign of human life. There was a sign of the walking dead though. There was a man in the distance with a sick smile on his face. He was wearing a business suit, and his face was a pale gray, and cheekbones were sticking out from the skin. It was his father, and he was dead.
 
                 “Hello, son. I’m surprised that you haven’t joined us yet.”
 
                 Russ shook his head and started taking steps backwards. His father smiled and paced toward him one bloody step at a time.
 
                 “You’re not my father. You’re a fucking disease.”
 
                 “But I’m happy,” he stretched out his arms as if to hug air. “I’m happy and so are all of the people like me. We don’t have any worries, and we can have anything we want. You seem to feel alone most of the time, son. If you become like me you could fuck any woman you want.”
 
                 “Get the hell away from me.”
 
                 “I know you’ve been eyeing Lisa. She’s a beautiful gal, no doubt there. So is Jessica. You could nail them both, son.”
 
                 “This isn’t real. None of this is. You’re a fucking dream.”
 
                 Russ dropped to his knees and could feel the blood splashing onto his cold skin. None of it was real, and he couldn’t let himself forget that. He could also change it. He could change it into something that would piss off Elsie. But what would that be? Was there something hiding deep within her decaying mind that would bother her?
 
                 Yes.
 
                 He closed his eyes and pictured her and almost immediately knew everything she did. She was forcing her husband into holding them captive for the aliens. They had something planned and Elsie, herself, didn’t know what. But it was coming. They had given her orders to keep them. As soon as he could wake up he’d make sure everyone would be out of the church. Russ wasn’t going to let this happen. He was more powerful.
 
                 And there was a star shining in his face. The secret that bothered Elsie wasn’t known to her until she was undead and found it deep within her husband’s religious little mind. It gave her feelings of disgust and anger, but also failure and sadness. She was going to feel again it soon. The dream had backfired and she was going to have serious problems. 
 
                 “It’s your turn, Elsie.”
 
                 Who is this?
 
                 “I am your end.”
 
                 Where am I going?
 
                 “You’ll see soon enough.”
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                 Elsie couldn’t move. She was in her bedroom, tied to a chair. Despite the strength the bug had given her, she still couldn’t escape. The rope seemed to be made of steel, but when she looked down at it, it was nothing more than normal. The peach colored walls and the king size bed were as they always had been. But something was wrong with this picture. There was a woman sleeping in the bed that wasn’t her.
 
                 She wasn’t asleep. She was well awake actually, and comfortably under the covers. James was in the bathroom, which they had added onto the bedroom when they moved into it. They had made love in the shower many times. Elsie missed it. 
 
                 But it wasn’t her tonight. It was Cecilia Welch. She pulled down the covers from her body, revealing a youthful body in sexy red underwear probably from Victoria’s Secret or one of those. Elsie closed her eyes. She had no idea about it until she became undead, until she could see everything in James Willis’s perverse or maybe religious mind, if you call cheating on your wife with a young whore religious. Those that served God weren’t always righteous.
 
                 The only way out was to change the scene, but she couldn’t. No matter how hard she tried to imagine something else around her it didn’t happen. The kid was too strong. The kid was right. He was probably stronger than her and there was nothing she could do about it. He was holding her there, making her watch the most horrific thing he could think of. There isn’t a lot worse than being forced to watch your husband screw another woman.
 
                 He walked out of the bathroom with a smile on his face, a fucking smile. Undead Elsie struggled within the rope, but it wasn’t happening. She couldn’t move it. James paid her no attention as he walked toward the bed, taking his pants off. 
 
                 He had to be at least twenty years older than Cecilia Welch. But she was still going to let him do the nasty. Elsie had never noticed how wrinkly the backs of his legs were. It was almost enough to make her glad it was over, but it wasn’t. Cecilia let out a playful cry as he pulled her panties off. 
 
                 “Stop it, you fucking shitface!” Elsie screamed, but they went on as if they couldn’t hear her. 
 
                 And maybe they couldn’t. Maybe Russ Allen was smart enough to seal every possible escape route. Elsie tried to close her eyes, but she could still see it, like a sick movie playing inside of her head. She couldn’t move. She was being forced to watch her husband of almost forty years stick his dick in another woman, right in the place where she had slept. It was even on her side of the bed. 
 
                 She watched on, as he graphically fucked her. She couldn’t look away from it. 
 
                 “The second I wake up from this I’m going to rip your fucking nuts off, James!”
 
                 No one heard her. James was on top of Cecilia now, and he seemed to be getting closer to climaxing. Cecilia was laughing happily as he fucked her.
 
                 “I’m going to kill them.”
 
                 You can’t kill them, bitch. Remember your orders? The voice reminded her that someone else was at hand as well.
 
                 “How do you know about those? There’s no way you could possibly know about my orders.”
 
                 You’re just trying to keep us in the basement, or at least the church. You don’t even know why you’re keeping us here, do you?
 
                 James grunted happily for the finale and pulled off of her.
 
                 “I’m going to rip your fucking nuts off, Allen! That Lisa bitch is going to taste good running down my throat.”
 
                 If you do that, what will your friends think? What will your space friends do to you? You don’t even know. You don’t know a goddamn thing.
 
                 “Shut the fuck up!”
 
                 James rolled over onto his side and slung an arm over Cecilia. There was a pleased look on his face.
 
                 They’ve done it in the office too.
 
                 “I know,” she didn’t feel like arguing anymore. She had seen something that no wife ever wants to see. She had known about it almost instantly when she became a monster, but she hadn’t been forced to see it firsthand. 
 
                 Do you wanna see?
 
                 “Please just leave me alone.”
 
                 I win.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
                 It appeared as if she had gone to sleep at first, but now she was lying on the floor, twitching. Elsie had told him that she was going to do something that would keep the occupants in the basement busy for a while longer, but something was wrong. Her entire gray body was shaking, and she was getting blood all over the carpet.  The stink wasn’t any worse though. She still smelled the same. Willis had gotten used to the smell. In fact he had become fond of it. Seeing her reminded him of normal. 
 
                 “Are you ok, Elsie?” he took a step over to her, hoping that somehow his presence would bring her back up. She began moaning. They weren’t normal upset moans or disgustful moans. They were the type of moan that came from a woman who was being stabbed to death. “Elsie, wake up!”
 
                 But she wasn’t Elsie. She was something else. Something not of planet earth or of God’s gracious creation. She, it, was a monster. A monster from the deepest depths of hell, and had been brought into the world to aid in death and destruction. And by helping her, Willis had joined in.
 
                 He had joined in by going to the church and picking up the few survivors that had come fleeing. It was his job to give aid to the needy, and they were pretty goddamn needy. If he hadn’t have let them in they would all be dead, either ripped to pieces or walking around trying to find someone else to eat. But he had been keeping them here. He was keeping them for some type of plan. He didn’t know what these demons were trying to do, but he was actually helping them.
 
                 And there was a demon before him, helplessly lying on the floor. He could shoot her in the head and everyone would be safe, at least for a while. But what was the guarantee that they would be secure? For all he knew those alien bastards could show up and zap them all to hell the second he killed her. 
 
                 Whatever was left inside of that gray body wasn’t Elsie. James had been trying to come to terms with that. He didn’t want to admit that his wife was truly dead. But was she even still his wife? He had violated the sanctity of marriage with one of the women downstairs, and he was about to do Cecilia in, just like he had done to his wife. He sacrificed her so he could escape into the church, and he was about to sacrifice Cecilia and the others to something he didn’t know, so he could live. And then what? Would the alien bastards really let him off?
 
                 Reverend Willis took a deep breath and let it out, slowly. The nine millimeter was patiently awaiting his grasp inside of his robe pocket. He had to do it. He had to shoot her in the head and try to move on and do what he could to help people survive. That is what God would have wanted him to do. It’s what Elsie would have wanted, if it mattered anymore. 
 
                 “I’m sorry, but I can’t let you do this,” he whined. His hand was so sweaty that he could hardly grasp the handle of the gun while he pointed it at her. “If I am still worth anything, I can’t be a part of this.”
 
                 He walked over to her twitching body and put the pistol up into her face so that there was no chance of him missing.
 
                 “I love you Elsie.”
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                 The bang jolted Russ from his dream, and when he awoke everyone was crowded around him, including Evan. But they weren’t looking at him. Alan and Evan were exchanging concerned glances and Patrick had suddenly ran out the door, probably going for his family. 
 
                 The bang was real, not from his dream. It had come from upstairs, from Willis. Had he shot her? Russ didn’t know, but he didn’t feel like running back into the dream world to find out. He had seen enough within that place. Everything existed there, everything bad. 
 
                 “It’s Willis,” Russ said. “I think he’s shot her.”
 
                 “Who?” He couldn’t tell who shouted it. Russ was feeling dizzy and had his eyes closed to make himself feel better. He didn’t have to answer. Evan answered for him.
 
                 “The creature. There’s one upstairs. We saw it.” He stood up on his feet and pulled the hammer back on his desert eagle. “I’m going up there. I want you guys to stay here. If that shot missed, Willis is either dead or walking around looking for food. I don’t want two of those things in here.”
 
                 “The shot didn’t miss,” Russ said. “She’s dead. That’s why I snapped out so suddenly.”
 
                 “Can we trust Willis, though?”
 
                 “I think we can, now that he is not under the influence of his dead wife. But they were holding us here for some reason. I’m not sure why. I don’t think the monster knew, either. It was just following orders.”
 
                 “We should be leaving then.” Alan paced the room as he spoke. “I don’t think I want to know why they were keeping us down here. I just want to get out of here and get to Wichita.”
 
                 “But we don’t know if we can make it to the highway. I saw it. That side of town is completely infested,” Jennifer said. “And how do we know Wichita is safe? How do we know this thing hasn’t gone global?”
 
                 “We don’t know,” Russ stood up. “But we can’t stay here much longer.”
 
                 Patrick came storming back into the room with Cecilia and Jessica at his side. Russ wanted to tell Patrick about the truth about his wife, but he wasn’t going to do it in front of everyone.
 
                 “What the hell is going on?” Patrick raved. 
 
                 “Calm down, buddy, we’re leaving,” Russ said.
 
                 Seeing Russ speak up like that immediately etched his face into Jessica’s mind. He had never been in control of much of anything back in high school, and he seemed a little pathetic. She had mostly gone to prom because she felt sorry for him, but there had always been a spark of something in him. It made her think about him every so often. 
 
                 It also could have been that she had just finished living with a drunken idiot that liked to beat her a lot. Russ wasn’t the type of guy to do that. He was the type of guy that would give a girl everything she ever wanted, which was a usual turn off, but after seeing the direct opposite of what she was used to, Jessica wanted someone like that. She wanted someone to help her up in the morning and cook her breakfast. She wanted someone to act like she was an actual person and not a sex toy or a punching bag.
 
                 Russ felt it. He felt it, but he didn’t want it. When he looked over his shoulder and into her eyes he knew what Jessica was thinking. But he wasn’t going for it.
 
                 “I want to know what happened!” Jessica said.
 
                 “There was a creature upstairs, Willis shot it. Let’s go.” Russ walked toward the door and everyone seemed to follow him. The Welch family tagged along at the rear.
 
                 
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 After going up the stairs into a fully lit auditorium, they found Willis standing at the door leading back into the hall. Evan kept a hand on his desert eagle as he walked up the aisle. He didn’t trust the old man, and why should he? He had locked the damn door after spastically shooting off on everyone. He tried to lock them in the damn basement.
 
                 But he had a reason for it. His undead wife was holding him hostage as Russ had explained. He still didn’t trust him though. As Lt. Brown had learned in the military, it is better to be ready than deady.
 
                 “I’m sorry! My gun just went off. I don’t know what happened!” 
 
                 Russ smiled, Donahue laughed. Evan grabbed him by the collar and pulled him over face to face. He thought about punching him out right there. Every fiber in his body wanted Willis to pay for what he had seen in that dream. It was the most horrific experience he ever had, and he wanted Willis to feel it. 
 
                 “Why the fuck should we trust you?” He raised his desert eagle under Willis’s chin. “You trying to lock us down there? We know what happened.”
 
                 “It’s okay, Evan. Let him down.” Russ placed a hand on his back. “I don’t want to see anymore blood tonight.”
 
                 When he didn’t let go right away Donahue threw in: “He’s right, Evan.”
 
                 Brown sighed and let go of him. Willis bent over for a moment and clutched at his throat, obviously exaggerating. Russ wanted to kick him. Russ even thought about throwing out his dirty little secret with everyone present, but he bit his tongue instead.
 
                 “I’m sorry. I didn’t have a choice.”
 
                 “We don’t care about that now,” Alan said. “We just have to get out of here.”
 
                 “The Humvee is still out front,” Willis said. “There isn’t enough room for nine.”
 
                 “I brought our station wagon,” Jennifer said. “We have enough room.”
 
                 “Very well.”
 
                 Just as they began to empty into the hallway the lights in the auditorium flickered and went out. Then a low hum echoed within the walls of the hallway. 
 
                 “What the fuck?” Lisa whispered.
 
                 “Get down against the wall.” Russ marched toward Willis’s office. “Stay there until I get back.”
 
                 “Who the fuck put you in charge?” Patrick shouted.
 
                 “If you only knew, pops.”
 
                 “Fuck you!” Patrick turned to his daughter. “Let’s get out of here.”
 
                 “I’m staying,” she said. “He knows what he’s doing.”
 
                 The humming sound intensified and everyone was against the wall except Patrick. He kept shouting something, but no one could understand it. The humming was too loud. The bulletin board just across from them began to rattle against the wall. 
 
                  Patrick sighed and sat down between his bloody daughter and cheating wife. Cecilia leaned against him like a frightened child. Jessica just stayed put with her eyes closed, thinking about the man she should have been with. He was going to save her. She could feel it.
 
                 Lisa hugged her knees and tried to bury her head between them. The hum was loud, maddening. Evan and Alan were talking about something next to her, but she couldn’t hear them. All she thought of was trying to compress her body, as if rolling into a ball would help her escape the sound and the rattling. Why are we just sitting here? She thought. What the hell is Russ doing?  She pulled her head out and looked down the hall, unable to see him. The feeling of safety had faded away.
 
                 He was gone. She was now alone with nothing and no one to live for. There was a brief smell of blood when she looked down the hallway because she was sitting next to Jessica. Neither Evan or Allen seemed to care about it. Lisa had faith in him, though. He was going to get them out of this, and she knew it. But the feeling was gone for some reason. Was she too far away from him to be safe? 
 
                 Jessica pulled off her bloody night gown and crawled out into the middle of the hallway. Streaks of blood still covered her soft skin.
 
                 Patrick shot after her and tried to pull her back, but the young woman’s resistance was unexpectedly strong. She shoved him away and grabbed at her bare stomach, then puked. 
 
                 Lisa turned away and shouted, “Why are we just sitting here?” But no one could hear her.
 
                 Fuck it.
 
                 Lisa sprinted down the hallway, jumping right over Jessica. When Evan saw her go, he ran after her, shouting for her to stop, but his voice was inaudible. Alan would have jumped up and chased after them, but he vowed to stay with his wife. He wasn’t going to leave her. If she was going to die, so was he.
 
                 “Russ what the hell are you doing?” Lisa cried as she sprinted into the room. Evan followed her in. For some reason the hum was less intense.
 
                 “Look,” he pointed out the window. 
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   There were thousands of them standing in the parking lot like soldiers getting ready to attack. Lisa found herself wondering if there were even that many people in the town to begin with. It reminded her of seeing the sports arenas on television, with countless people, but these people weren’t screaming or even talking. They were completely silent, and completely dead.
 
                 And the ship. There was a fucking space ship. It was hovering just thirty feet above the black top, shining its lime colored ray down upon the gray skinned ghouls. 
 
                 “Russ, what’s going on?” Lisa clung to his back. Evan muttered an obscenity from behind them.
 
                 “The experiment,” he said. “They’re going to try a fucking experiment.”
 
                 “How do you know this?”
 
                 He stared down into her eyes for what he thought would be the last time. They were beautiful, even with the light from the ship making her face appear greenish.
 
                 “I don’t know,” Russ said. Lisa took a step back from him as if the response scared her. “I think they have come here to test something.” Russ swallowed. There were too many undeads outside to get to the Humvee, or any of the cars. “What the fuck am I supposed to do?”
 
                 He heard Evan cock the mp5 from behind them. “I’m not dying tonight.”
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Reverend Willis watched the young woman in the middle of the hallway. She looked just like her mother, the woman he had sex with just a week before, and even multiple times before that. Most of her was covered by darkness, but there was just enough light to see her. She mouthed that boy’s name, probably screaming, but no one could hear it. Russ. She wanted the boy with the black hair.
 
                 “He can’t help you,” Willis said, but of course no one could hear him. 
 
                 She pulled herself to her feet, and nearly fell at first but quickly regained her balance. Then she walked, still in her underwear, down to the doorway of Willis’s office, where a lime green light lit up the room, and when she looked out the window there was a floating circle, and for some reason, the hum was gone. Jessica’s mind could think again.
 
                 “Russ!” She screamed and fell to the floor. She didn’t know why she screamed his name. It just felt comforting. He was in charge. He was going to save them. Jessica wanted to be with him, whether they were dying or not. 
 
                 Alan stepped in the room behind her. He appeared dizzy and was leaning against the doorway. 
 
                  “I need everyone in the basement,” Russ said. “I can stop this.”
 
                 “How are you going to stop this?” Donahue said. “I saw you do some weird shit in the basement, but this is big time! There are –holy shit,” he walked over to the window. “There are thousands of them.”
 
                 “They won’t attack the church, they’re just on guard duty. The aliens want to try an experiment on us, but they’re afraid because they know I can backfire it.”
 
                 “Backfire?”
 
                 “Just like I did when I went in the dream with Evan.”
 
                 “How the hell are you going to do this?”
 
                 “Just trust me. Get everyone in the basement, right now. I don’t want anyone upstairs in case they try something.”
 
                 “I think he’s right,” Evan said. “He knows what he’s doing. Let’s go.”
 
                 Evan and Donahue nodded to each other and then ran out into the hallway. Jessica had just regained her balance and was leaning against the wall. Lisa was still holding onto his back.
 
                 “You too, Lisa.”
 
                 “What are they trying to do?”
 
                 He looked at her face and became more confident at that moment than he had ever been in his entire life. He felt like he could take on a NFL football team by himself with nothing more than a helmet. She was what he was fighting for. She was what he would return to. He wanted to see that face every day for the rest of his life. And after he sent the aliens back to whatever piece of shit planet they came from, he would.
 
                 “Please just go. I’m going to do this.”
 
                 All the uncertainty Lisa had felt out in the hallway was gone. Russ was somehow superior to everything around him. All of the lime colored light focused directly on him, not the zombies outside. They were afraid of him. They were afraid of him like a child was of a monster under his bed. Russ was their monster. 
 
                 “I love you,” she whispered, then kissed him. It was deeper than any kiss they had shared, and probably as deep as any kiss could possibly get. 
 
                 Jessica flinched at the site of it, and made brief eye contact with Lisa as she ran out the door.
 
                 “You too, Jess,” Russ said. 
 
                 Hearing him call her Jess again made her feel more comfortable. But she was feeling bad once more about the stolen speakers and the bad night at prom. It was her mistake, and she wanted him to know how sorry she was all in that moment. Here was the guy she had ditched at prom, and he was about to save her life.
 
                 “I’m sorry, Russ.”
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “I’m sorry about prom and the speakers and everything.” Tears streamed from her eyes as her voice fluctuated. She walked over and hugged him. Russ didn’t hug her back.
 
                 “I love you,” she whispered.
 
                 “Now is not the time for this,” Russ said. “Just go to the basement. I need to take care of this.”
 
                 Jessica nodded, and then left the room.
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                 And they unleashed it. Russ could feel it. Everyone in that church building was a goddamn guinea pig, even himself. But that wasn’t going to work on him, nossir. They were going to have to do something a lot better than that. He hoped that the others in the basement would be fine, but there was a tingling at the back of his head that knew disaster was about to happen. If what the aliens were trying to do worked, everyone in that church was going to die tonight. 
 
                 Russ closed his eyes and focused his attention on the spacecraft. It was the same damn alien that had run away from them in the street, and he could feel his fear now. It was unsure of him, unsure of whether starting the experiment was a good idea with him around. Russ could read all of its feelings, and most of them were wrapped with uncertainty. 
 
                 Get away from here, you piece of shit. You know you can’t handle me. I’m not going to let you kill us.
 
                 I don’t need to kill you. Your friends will be killing each other very soon.
 
                 Why all this? Why the zombies and everything if this is all you had to do?
 
                 We want to find out if we can coerce humans into killing each other. It worked earlier on what you call Washington with the soldiers. We want to know if it will work now.
 
                 I can stop you.
 
                 You so sure about that?
 
                 You’re afraid of me. I can feel it.
 
                 You’re crazy.
 
                 Am I? Then why is your little green arm shivering, and why did you run from me like a big pussy? 
 
                 There was no answer to him. Russ could sense his small victory, and now he had to do something else. Something that would send the alien packing. Send an image to its head that would scare it back to wherever it came from.
 
                 So he focused.
 
                 But he found himself in the golden gym of Brownsville High School once more. He wasn’t alone. There was a single spot light shining down on Jessica Welch in her red dress. She was beautiful, better than beautiful. But not real.
 
                 Not real and never will be. Nice try you son of a bitch.
 
                 But he couldn’t change it. Russ tried to change it back to his room at home, somewhere where he felt comfortable, but this dream in front of him wouldn’t die. Jessica was walking toward him with a happy smile on her face. He didn’t want to see her. He didn’t want to see anyone. Something bad was about to happen. She was going to pull out Lisa’s head, dripping with blood. 
 
                 “Not real you fucker!” Russ shouted. His voice echoed around the gym. It was completely dark except for the spotlight on Jessica. 
 
                 “What’s wrong, Russ?” She hugged him and then gave an additional kiss on the cheek. 
 
                 Russ took a step back, feeling dazed. Then the lights went on, all at once. There was a disk jockey up front and people he recognized, including his own father, were standing around, gazing at the couple. For some reason there was a big banner with CONGRATULATIONS written on it in big red letters. Then next to it was a heart with Russ & Jess inside of it.
 
                 “This isn’t real,” Russ stuttered.
 
                 “What are you talking about?” she whispered. “You’re going to embarrass me.”
 
                 He was confused until he looked down at Jessica’s hand and saw a diamond ring on her finger. It wasn’t real. None of it could have been real. Had he gone fucking nuts, or was this alien still in his mind?
 
                 “Kiss me, hubby,” Jessica leaned into him and kissed him deeply. It didn’t feel as normal as it should have, and that was because it wasn’t Lisa. 
 
                 The crowd cheered around them. He saw Jessica’s family among them. The Donahues were there too, so was Evan Brown. Reverend Willis was standing behind them. 
 
                 “This isn’t real, Jessica. We aren’t really married, are we?”
 
                 “What are you talking about silly?” She looked into his panicked eyes. “What’s wrong with you?”
 
                 “This isn’t real.” 
 
                 “Just dance with me.”
 
                 When the music started Russ’s beating heart slowed to a dull turtles pace, but his body was still quivering. He closed his eyes and tried to change it again, but couldn’t.
 
                 They bumped into the Donahues and stopped dancing for a brief moment.
 
                 “You know, kid. Back when we were in that church, I thought we were screwed. I’m glad you got us out of there. Life has been great since,” Alan said. It sounded rehearsed.
 
                 “I love you Russ,” Jennifer reached out and hugged him.
 
                 Jessica smiled. “God, you’re making me jealous.”
 
                 “Something wrong, hon? You’re quivering.”
 
                 Russ took a step back from everyone and sucked in a deep breath of air. This couldn’t be real. This couldn’t be fucking real! Where was Lisa? He couldn’t directly ask the question, but maybe he could find something out.
 
                 “Do you guys remember Lisa?”
 
                 Everyone exchanged awkward glances and Jessica pulled him aside. “It’s not every woman’s dream to have her husband’s ex brought up at her wedding reception.”
 
                 That was it. Now he was going to lose it. The line between dream and reality had blurred to the point that he might be living inside of a dream. He couldn’t tell the difference anymore. 
 
                 “I’m sorry,” he whimpered. “I don’t know what’s happening.” Russ dropped to his knees and was trying not to cry. “I was fighting the alien and I came here.”
 
                 “Russ, stop it! You’re embarrassing me!”
 
                 “What the hell is going on?”
 
                 “You married me! Don’t you remember that?”
 
                 Russ looked blankly into her eyes and couldn’t answer her. He didn’t remember anything. The last thing he could remember was the damn flying sphere floating over the church parking lot.
 
                 “Oh my fucking God, Russ,” she sighed. “Let’s get out of here.”
 
                 She grabbed his arm and led him like an angry mother pulling her child to a table in the back of the gym. 
 
                 “Seriously, Jessica,” Russ panted. “I don’t know what’s going on. I was in Willis’s office, getting fucked with by the alien, and I suddenly found myself in the middle of the gym floor with you.”
 
                 “Jesus,” Jessica trembled as she took a deep breath. “Well, do you remember anything in the last year? How we fell in love? How you proposed to me in the middle of the Brownsville, Goddard football game?”
 
                 Russ shook his head. “What are you talking about? I was with Lisa. She loved me.”
 
                 “Lisa is dead!”
 
                 “What?” Russ leaned back in his chair and his heart steadily eased its way down into his stomach like a rock climber going down a steep cliff. At first he had been unsure it was real, and now he was becoming thoroughly convinced. But there was still something missing.
 
                 “She died before we left the church! How can you not remember?”
 
                 “That’s not possible. I promised we would live. I promised her we would make it out. You’re lying. None of this is real!”
 
                 Jessica handed out an embarrassed smile as more people gawked at them. She took Russ by the hand and led him outside to the parking lot.
 
                 “Why would we have our after wedding party at a high school, anyway?” Russ asked.
 
                 “It’s what you wanted!”
 
                 “I’m sorry, I just don’t remember anything. I don’t think any of this is real.”
 
                 “We’re leaving! Come on.” She drug him over to the car –Russ’s green Escort. The one Jessica and Rick had broken into sometime before. 
 
                 She started it up and drove away.
 
                 “Where are we going?”
 
                 “I’m going to show you what happened, Russ. I don’t know why you’re doing this. It’s scaring me.”
 
                 Russ blinked his eyes and looked down at his feet. They were real. He did the same with his legs and arms and concluded the same thing. Then he looked at Jessica. She was real, but there was something different about her. He had fond feelings for her this time. In fact he had never felt more for her, not even in high school when his utter stupidity and desperation zapped her away.
 
                 But then he thought of Lisa. Her eyes, her beautiful eyes that he had looked into just before the alien plagued him. Or did the alien plague him? He didn’t know. He didn’t know if any of this crap was real. The possibilities were making him sick.
 
                 “Pull over, I’m gonna blow.”
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “I don’t want puke in my car, pull over!”
 
                 She pulled over to the side of the road and Russ stepped out. Down the road he could see the church, with that cross high and mighty above the small town. He took a deep breath of fresh air and was able to hold himself together.
 
                 “Where were you taking me?” Russ said.
 
                 “The church.”
 
                 “What’s there?”
 
                 “A memorial for you. I can’t believe you don’t remember this.”
 
                 Russ shook his head. That wasn’t going to prove that any of this was real. In fact, he really didn’t care about the memorial. He cared about getting back to where he was. Back to the goddamn alien and back to Lisa. She wasn’t dead. She couldn’t be dead.
 
                 “I don’t care about it,” Russ shrugged. “Can you take me to the cemetery?”
 
                 “Why?”
 
                 “I want to see her grave.”
 
                 Jessica swallowed, hard. “Fuck you. I thought you were in love with me.”
 
                 Russ stared at the manhole in the middle of the road. There wasn’t anything else to look at. He couldn’t look her in the eye.
 
                 “I may have been,” he said. “But at this particular point in time, I don’t know. I feel something for you, yes. But I am still skeptical if any of this is real.”
 
                 There was a standing silence between them. Jessica breathed deeply through her nose. Her face slowly turned dark red and her eyes were lightly shaking inside of her sockets. She started the car, put it into reverse, aimed toward Russ, and floored it.
 
    
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 Surely the car wouldn’t jump the curb and get into the barren grass field, which was rumored to be the future site of a monopolizing Wal-Mart. It was only a four cylinder piece of crap. Russ wouldn’t take his chances though, he ran south as fast as he could. The dark field of grass before him was long, but if he could make it back to the school, he’d be safe. But he wasn’t safe. The headlights caught him and were moving up right behind him. There was no way that car could off-road, but somehow it was. Russ jumped out of the way and watched as it turned to face him again.
 
                 “Jessica, Jesus Christ! Stop this!” Russ panted. He could feel sweat dripping down his forehead. He wasn’t used to running that fast, especially in dress shoes.
 
                 She floored it, and Russ dove out of the way again. He watched as she spun the car around, kicking grass up into the night’s air.
 
                 “Jessica, this is crazy!” Russ stood up. Apparently she didn’t think so. The car flew toward him again, and he easily dodged it, although he began to wonder what would happen if he allowed it to hit him. Would he wake up from all of this, or would he end up with several broken bones and a lifetime in the hospital? Was it real?
 
                 “Stop this Jessica! I just want to see her grave. I’m still your husband!” 
 
                 She stepped out of the car and fainted onto the grass.
 
                 “Jesus, are you ok?” Russ ran over to her. She wasn’t moving. “Wake up!” He slapped the side of her face.
 
                 Why am I trying to help her? She just tried to run my ass down. I should take the car and head off toward the cemetery.
 
                 He looked back at the car. The windows were obviously fixed from the break in. Everything about it was normal. He didn’t know if there were new speakers in the back, and for some reason he thought it mattered. If this world was fake, there had to be clues somewhere. This alien couldn’t be that powerful. It had run from him in the middle of Washington like a scared teenager running from Jason Voorhees.
 
                 He popped the trunk from the inside and had a look. His old subwoofers were there, as if they had never been stolen. Two ten inch Sony’s, sitting in a nice box, with the exact same amplifier screwed on the back. 
 
                 Did it mean anything? Jessica could have given them back during the time period he had supposedly forgotten. But would he still be driving that car? He didn’t even know how old he was. He could see Jessica sitting up. Her arms were folded across her chest and she was crying mascara down her face.
 
                 “What year is it?” Russ placed a hand on her shoulder.
 
                 She looked at him, but didn’t answer.
 
                 “What year is it? This is important!”
 
                 “You honestly don’t know what year it is?” Jessica turned her face to meet his. It reminded Russ of looking into Lisa’s eyes. They were beautiful, but they weren’t quite Lisa’s. He turned away as she spoke. “It’s twenty-fifteen.”
 
                 “Jesus,” he muttered. “Two years.”
 
                 “From what?”
 
                 “From you guys,” Russ stood up. “Ha ha, real funny assholes! You got me! I know this is fake!”
 
                 “Russ, stop this! You killed them! They’re gone! Lisa Kelly is dead. You saved the town, and you’re a fucking local hero, and my new husband. Please, let it go. I don’t know what the hell is happening inside of your head. It was like you snapped. You were so happy, and then that crazy look came through your eyes. Just stop!” Jessica was holding her face in her hands by the time she finished talking.
 
                 Russ sighed. He felt awful now. Making her cry was worse than being chased by the car. Instead of trying to change the false scene in his head, Russ closed his eyes and tried to remember something. 
 
                 But there was nothing to remember. There wasn’t even a blank spot in his gray mind. It went right from the room in the church to the gym with Jessica and all the people, who were probably wondering where the hell they were at. He could see Patrick wondering off and looking for them while Willis took Cecilia for a ride in one of the bathrooms.
 
                  “Did I ever tell you about what the reverend has been doing?”
 
                 “What are you talking about? Are you talking about James Willis?”
 
                 “Yeah. Did I tell you about the relation he has with…”
 
                 “Who? I don’t remember you saying anything.”
 
                 Did it prove anything that she didn’t know? It may have. Russ was disturbed enough by the images he found within in Willis’s head that it would have been nearly impossible for him not to turn it in to Jessica and her father. Willis was an awkward man, and he needed to be put back in his place. A man of God wasn’t supposed to run away with the wives of church members. There had been others too. Whether Cecilia knew that or not, Russ couldn’t be sure, but he knew that there were others. 
 
                 But what if he hadn’t told them? Russ didn’t think that it was a possibility. He would have happily ratted out the old bat as soon as the whole ordeal with the little green man was done. The aliens should know this though. They should have known all about it. Didn’t they know everything Russ knew?
 
                 “I think I would have told you by now,” Russ said. He got up and got into the driver seat of the car. “I’m going to the cemetery. You can come with me if you want. Just don’t pull a stunt like that again.”
 
                 Jessica joined him. Her perfume was the same as it always had been, and Russ had a tough time resisting her. She was a beautiful woman, and Russ found himself continuously glancing at her from time to time as he ran over the curb and got back on the road.
 
                 “I just don’t understand why you need to see it if you still want to be with me,” Jessica took his hand and held it on her lap.
 
                 “I am unsure of everything right now.”
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “If this is real I would have told you about Mr. Willis a long time before now. I would have been happy to rat the old bastard out. It doesn’t make any sense that you still don’t know. And it still doesn’t make any sense that the alien controlling this doesn’t know, if that’s the case.”
 
                 “Ok, hot shot, what did Mr. Willis do?”
 
                 “Your mom.”
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “It happened. I saw it within him when I was at the church that night. I used it against his undead wife. She couldn’t stand seeing it.”
 
                 Her grip on his hand tightened. “Russ, just stop this! I married you because I love you! You’re going crazy!” Once again the mascara was running down her face. Even some of her lipstick had rubbed off.
 
                 Russ’s heart exploded inside of his chest when he heard her cry. He had faced these zombie things, and aliens, and the dreams. Hearing a woman’s cry was worse than seeing the field of dead bodies, it was worse than seeing his parents with circular holes in the center of their foreheads, but it wasn’t worse than seeing Lisa with a knife through her chest. When Russ looked over at Jessica he saw the same girl that was standing behind her, holding the knife in her back. She had been smiling then, and the look on Lisa’s face was the most horrific thing he had experienced out of the whole thing. He never wanted to see someone he had feelings for cry like that.
 
                 “I might be crazy,” Russ finally admitted. He pulled the car over. “I feel like I just woke up in another time. I don’t remember anything that happened. I don’t know what’s going on.”
 
                 Jessica crawled over onto his lap and stared into his face. Russ saw her eyes, and they were no longer full of young stupidity as they had been when he was first attracted to her. She had changed over the last two years, still assuming this was all real. The superficial crap was all gone. The only thing left in that body was Jessica, and she loved him. 
 
                 Russ leaned forward and kissed the woman that had just tried to run him over. The thought was crazy to him, but he went with it. There was something else there inside of her. She was a real person, different than she had been before. She was more like Lisa in every way. She was more like Lisa than herself.
 
                 But she wasn’t Lisa. There was still something missing from this picture. It had to be reality. None of it could exist. Jessica was just an imitation Lisa. She was beautiful and the perfume had a hook through Russ’s heart. But she still wasn’t Lisa. 
 
                 And he knew that none of it was real. 
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                 The hum was still echoing, even in the basement, but it wasn’t quite as strong. The group had moved into the room with the fold out chairs, where they had been sitting when Reverend Willis had exploded on the group in religious fury. No one knew what was happening, or if the young man upstairs was even sane anymore. 
 
                 “What the hell are we doing down here?” Patrick asked. “We are leaving our lives in the hand of a goddamn kid.”
 
                 Evan Brown, Alan Donahue, his wife, and Lisa had all seen what Russ was capable of. Evan the most. The statement from Patrick brought back the quick memory of being in the field of dead bodies and then going into the Brownsville High School gym. Russ had sucked all the evil away. He had even helped destroy it. If there was a man that was capable of fighting those sons of bitches it was Russ. His mind was more valuable than Evan’s mp5, desert eagle and military skills put together. 
 
                 “He’s more than a kid,” Evan said. “If you would have seen what he did, you wouldn’t be asking that question. I was stuck in a horrific world, with dead bodies all over the place. The stink was so bad I couldn’t even breathe. He brought me out of it. And he’s going to bring us out of this.”
 
                 Patrick sighed and slouched down into his chair. He didn’t want to accept Evan’s word for this, but he really didn’t have a choice. The man had saved his daughter’s life. He owed him that much, maybe.
 
                 Jessica had grabbed a choir robe before running to the basement. She was sitting next to Lisa just across from her parents, proudly wearing her new piece of clothing. Part of her was jealous of the woman sitting next to her, and the other part was awestruck by the man upstairs and how much he had changed since high school. Russ had been awkward, geeky at best before. But now he was leading them. Now he was the alpha male, saving the pack from the aliens.
 
                 It sounded corny. It sounded so fucking corny that Jessica was having trouble believing that it was the true reason she was there. She was there because some ET mother fucker landed in Brownsville, an alien from outer fucking space. How unlikely it was that something from a planet, God knew where, had brought her back to her family. And back to Russ, almost as important.
 
                 When she looked at Lisa she remembered the girl back in the high school bathroom that had caught her puking in the toilet one day. She had told her she was trying to lose a few pounds for cheerleading, which didn’t work out in the end. She dropped out of cheerleading when the drugs and alcohol started. That episode lasted a few weeks, thank God it wasn’t more. Then there was prom, where she made the worst mistake of her life to that point. The only mistake that was worse was the fact that she stayed with him after he beat her. 
 
                 “So how long have you been with Russ?” Jessica whispered. No one else really paid attention. Willis and Patrick were in deep argument about something on the other side of the room. 
 
                 “Since about four o’clock this afternoon,” Lisa said.
 
                 Jessica held her laugh in. Lisa noticed the smart ass smirk on her face. She thought about telling her the whole story. About how destruction can bring people together faster than anything else in the world. But she ignored the bitch.
 
                 Patrick and Willis stopped arguing when Evan fell out of his chair. His eyes were closed and nothing was moving. The dead silence that befell room was disturbing, even the hum had stopped. The next thirty seconds were completely silent. 
 
                 Lisa tried to get up from her chair, but couldn’t move. There was nothing holding her down, but she couldn’t move. She tried to mouth out a scream, but it didn’t matter. It was like her entire body was paralyzed. Everyone around her was still too. 
 
                 What the fuck? 
 
                 Evan twitched, and his body came to life. He aimed the desert eagle at Reverend Willis’s head.
 
                 “I want you to pray to your God, right fucking now. Pray that I won’t blow off your fucking head.”
 
                 Willis moved. It was really more of a shiver. Alan wanted to jump up and tackle him before it went any further. But he couldn’t move. He couldn’t fucking move. People were going to start dying right in front of him and there wasn’t a goddamn thing he could do about it. Maybe Russ had failed. Maybe the aliens were controlling Evan. There wasn’t a chance that Evan would actually pull something like that.
 
                 Willis didn’t do anything. He just shivered.
 
                 “Get down on your knees.”
 
                 Willis didn’t move.
 
                 “I said get down on your fucking knees!” Evan grabbed him by his neck and pulled him to the floor. The barrel of the gun was jammed into the back of his head. “Now pray!”
 
                 “Our father, who art in heaven…” He continued as a cold sensation rippled down his back. It was the same feeling he got when Evan had grabbed him by the throat earlier, but he had a feeling that Evan wasn’t doing this to him. It was the alien bastards outside. The kid upstairs was failing.
 
                 As he finished up, Evan smiled, then grabbed him by the neck again and tossed him in front of Patrick. 
 
                 It knew. The fucking thing knew.
 
                 “I want you to tell him about your secret, Reverend.”
 
                 “I don’t have any secrets,” he stuttered the words. The cold barrel was turning his skin to gooseflesh, but at the same time he couldn’t stop sweating.
 
                 “The fuck you don’t!” He pulled him up by his gray hair and made him face Patrick. “Look into this man’s eyes, and tell him what you’ve been doing!”
 
                 If Cecilia could move, she would have run. She would have run out that goddamn door and straight for the car outside. It wouldn’t have bothered her one bit if those things caught her –wouldn’t have bothered her at all. Her entire life was about to come crashing down and end with big bang. Willis’s brains would be spread all over the dusty floor, and the secret would be out. Patrick would never talk to her again, and God knew what would happen with Jessica.
 
                 But she couldn’t move, and she was nothing.
 
                 “Fucking tell him!” Evan shouted.
 
                 Willis looked into his eyes. Patrick’s confusion had been growing more and more and fucking more since the day started. It all started with a goddamn piece of burnt toast and a fucking glass of orange juice. There was a hectic day at work where Patty, his secretary, called in sick and the workload went through the goddamn roof. That’s how it always was anyway. But he came home to helicopters flying around saying things about a military quarantine of the area. Then came the undead creatures, and then came the story about the aliens, and now he was about to watch Reverend Willis reveal some god awful secret and then get his brains blasted all over his shoes.
 
                 “I slept with Cecilia,” he stuttered. 
 
                 Evan smiled as Willis spoke. “You make it sound so innocent. I slept with Cecilia. Tell the truth. It wasn’t clean. Tell him what fucking happened!”
 
                 Jennifer tried to shake her head, or even turn away, but she couldn’t. The only movement going on within her was her heart. It was pounding adrenaline through her veins. She wanted to run, get away from this fucking place. If they lived through this they would move out of state. Los Angeles, Chicago, or Kansas City –some place where the government wouldn’t let shit like this happen. Where the hell was the military anyway? It was in front of her, with a desert eagle in its hand pointed at the back of a reverend's skull.
 
                 “What do you want me to say?” Willis whined.
 
                 “Tell him what you fucking did or I’ll paint his shoes with your goddamn brain!”
 
                 “I had sex with Cecilia!”
 
                 “You’re getting better, hoss. Still not true enough. Fucking tell him!”
 
                 “What should I say?”
 
                 At that point Patrick didn’t care. He wanted this to be over with. He wanted every goddamn walking abomination outside to die, and every goddamn alien to fly back to their goddamn home planet. Having someone sleep with your wife was bad enough, but walking home with brains on your shoes would be worse.
 
                 “You fucked her!”
 
                 “I fucked her!”
 
                 “Hard!”
 
                 “Hard!”
 
                 “And it felt fucking great!”
 
                 “And it felt fucking great.”
 
                 “Shout it!”
 
                 “And it felt fucking great!”
 
                 Willis had been reduced to complete tears. Everything within him wanted to run, or to fight this man off, but there wasn’t a chance of that. He had a gun, and Willis was a bit slow on foot.
 
                 “That’s better! Now come here!” He pulled him into the middle of the circle of chairs. “I want you to ask your God for forgiveness.”
 
                 “Lord please forgive me. It was an awful thing to do and I knew better…” His voice trailed off into a tearful prayer. Evan smiled through the whole thing.
 
                 He’s smiling. He was fucking smiling. Alan tried with everything inside of him to move, but he was being held still by some invisible force. Russ had failed, big time. Blood was going to be spilled all over the floor.
 
                 “This is why we hate your kind,” he said. “You’re pathetic.”
 
                 The shot was loud. It dulled through everyone’s ears, and it briefly reminded Jessica of the dull hearing she had gotten after the shot zipped through her boyfriend’s skull. Only this time the blood and brains were on the dusty floor, not her. 
 
                 And then they could move, and Evan fell to the ground as if he had fainted. The show was over, but there was a lot on the floor to clean up. Cecilia puked. Patrick couldn’t stand to look at her, and Jessica was in tears. The room was silent.
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                 “Get off of me,” Russ said. “This isn’t working.”
 
                 Jessica crawled back over to the passenger seat and gave him the look of a child that had just been told no. It was difficult for Russ to look at, but he knew it wasn’t real. None of this world was, and he had wasted precious time trying to determine that. The people back in the basement could have been in danger during that allotted time. For some reason he still couldn’t take control of the dream world, but perhaps he could frighten the alien within it.
 
                 “None of this is real. I know it. You can stop hiding you piece of shit!”
 
                 “Russ, please. Just stop this!”
 
                 He got out of the car and walked over to the passenger side. Jessica just didn’t look like she had in reality. The dream version was intelligent, a little crazy too. But that wasn’t her. Aliens could mimic everything around him, but they couldn’t mimic the personality of a superficial teenage girl that let emotions rule her actions.
 
                 “Why don’t you shit heads just get this over with and send the horde of monsters through the goddamn door to rip us to pieces. You’re not fooling me.”
 
                 Jessica stepped out of the car and with one swift motion brought her hand across his face. It stung, but besides a nasty red cheek it also delivered the imprint of her wedding ring. “I thought you loved me.”
 
                 “Maybe when I was in high school, when I was a desperate geek. But you’re just not real, Jessica. In this world you’re seemingly more intelligent, but a little hot headed. Back in reality you were superficial, stupid and blonde.”
 
                 “You’re an asshole.” 
 
                 Russ closed his eyes and smiled. He could feel it. He could feel the room around him transform back into Willis’s office. That was all the alien had in it. Russ could even see him, sitting inside of his little spherical space ship, holding his tiny green arm over a controller. 
 
                 “Now it’s my turn,” Russ whispered.
 
                 The world around him transformed into a small room with white tiled walls and floors. There was a drain in the middle, and a small metal table above it.
 
                 This is your fate.
 
                 The alien was on top of the table, and it couldn’t move. It was held down with metallic restraints. Men in white suits gathered around him. A young woman brought over a tray containing scalpels and other dissection instruments. Russ could feel its fear rise. Not only was it about to get dissected like a frog in a first grade science class, it couldn’t tell if the whole ordeal in front of it was real.
 
                 One of the men took the scalpel and made the first incision. Black blood flooded out of the small cut across the chest. And it could feel it. It could feel its chest being slashed open. Russ smiled. He was winning.
 
                 Then the man branched off and cut it down its abdomen. The gooey black substance continued to squirt out. It looked like tar or oil. Russ could hear the alien’s scream. It sounded like a child with a deep voice, if that was possible. He hoped that the depth of pain was worse than anything anyone in Brownsville had experienced that night, although he knew it couldn’t have been. Nothing was more hurtful than losing a mother.
 
                 Bleed mother fucker.
 
                 Its hideous screams continued as the man took his body apart one cut at time. Each incision became more painful than the last. The blood was dripping on to the floor and running down into the drain. 
 
                 I want you to feel the pain of every person in Brownsville, alive or dead. You’ll feel it. You’ll feel it all.
 
                 But there was no possible way he could inflict it, and Russ knew it. He could come as close as he possibly could with the physical part, though. The dreams could not imitate the feelings, but they could generate pain physically, or perhaps provoke the pain from the inside.
 
                 The alien looked up from the table and saw his organs dripping out his stomach when it cracked. This had happened before to some of his buddies back on his home planet. He had heard about it several times. Radar cloaks and camouflage were the new way to get in, but even those failed. And once those Earthling mother fuckers caught you, they’d chop you up like they do with their cattle, then use your organs for toilet paper. Russ could feel all of its confused thoughts. 
 
                 How did this happen to me? How did I lose control of this?
              And there were others. It had been to this planet before, and the disease had been spread before as well. The attacks were as common as farts. The PMD wouldn’t let us know about it though. They kept it under control, except for this one time. This one time it had gone all wrong. And the alien bastard had dropped its turd in the unflushable toilet.  Russ was the goddamn custodian to clean it up.
 
                 And it left. The entire scene went away. Russ stared at the window and nothing was there, except a thousand dead bodies. But these ones were actually dead, not walking around like drones. 
 
                 “I scared it away,” Russ laughed. “It’s over.”
 
                 The sea of bodies reminded him of the dream with Evan. There were so many, and soon there would be a nasty smell and blood would run the gutters of every street in the God forsaken town. But he was leaving, and he promised himself that he would never return to this town, or any town out in rural Kansas. Seeing the homey atmosphere wouldn’t remind him of a happy time in a small town. It would remind him of blood, chaos, and the walking dead.
 
    
 
   *              *              *              *              *
 
    
 
                 The entire room had crowded around the fainted body of Lt. Evan Brown of the United States Paranormal Military Division, except for the Welch family. Patrick had his face resting in his hands. He couldn’t look up to make eye contact with his wife. Not after what she had done. He would never talk to her again if he could help it. Jessica seemed to have the same reaction. It wasn’t that she cheated, it was that she cheated with a reverend –an old reverend with a wrinkly penis that had been stuffed in her groin. Why would she sacrifice her family for that?
 
                 “I’m sorry,” Cecilia whispered as she cried. “I just felt alone. You were too busy with work for me.”
 
                 “The fuck I was!” Patrick shouted. “I tried to be fucking intimate, but you wouldn’t go for it! I don’t want to see you again!”
 
                 Cecilia got up and ran to the dusty room they had been staying in earlier. None of it mattered to her anyway. The world was going to be over pretty soon, and they would all be dead.
 
                 Jessica finally stood up and walked over behind her father, then began to massage his neck. Patrick looked back into her eyes and found something for himself. It was the love of his daughter. She was twenty, but still vulnerable, especially during a disaster like this. He wanted to be there for her. He was going to be the best father he could possibly be.
 
                 The crowd standing around Evan sighed when his head lifted from the ground. None of them seemed to notice the brains and blood of Reverend Willis all over the floor, just a few feet from them. Evan gave them a vacant stare when he sat up. He couldn’t remember anything.
 
                 “What happened?” he asked.
 
                 “I think they took control of you,” Alan said. “You shot him.”
 
                 Evan turned around and looked at the body on the floor. He had hoped for a minimal amount of bloodshed, and after seeing that he slammed his fist into the white tile beneath him.
 
                 “I didn’t want anyone else to die in here tonight,” he said. “I couldn’t fucking stop it. My job was to come in here and take out every goddamn one of these creatures and then the alien itself. I couldn’t do it. I watched my men die. I haven’t seen anyone die so horribly.” By the end of his short speech he was crying. It had been the first time since he was a teenager, and that was when his mother had passed away.
 
                 Jennifer reached out to her husband for a hug and she wept on his shoulder. They were all going to die down there in that miserable basement. The aliens would take control of him again in a little bit and then shoot them all. It was over.
 
                 Lisa remained speechless while she hugged her knees and sat on the floor. What if Russ had failed? Was he really the man that would take them away from this horrid town? The preacher was on the floor with a smashed head brains leaking out. It was enough of a sign for her. Where was Russ and what the hell was he doing? 
 
                 “It’s over,” a voice came from the hallway behind them. Russ walked into the room. “It’s all over.”
 
                 Lisa rushed up to him and hugged him. She wasn’t sure of what he meant by it’s over but seeing his face again made her feel safe again. He wasn’t dead yet, and neither was she.
 
                 “What do you mean?” Alan said.
 
                 “The alien is gone.”
 
                 A deep silence swept the room. Lisa took a step away from him and glared at him as if he were the alien itself.  “Are you sure?”
 
                 Russ smiled and threw his hands up. “We can leave!”
 
                 With tears forming in her eyes Lisa wrapped her arms around him as hard as she could. Russ felt crushed by her, but he liked it. It was a good feeling to have, and he was going to be able to experience it every day for the rest of his life. The bastards were gone. The destruction was over. Peace and happiness could resume.              
 
                 Lisa jumped off of him and turned away, trying to keep her tears from being noticeable. Jessica ran forward and hugged him, then delivering a kiss on the cheek. Lisa cringed, but didn’t really care. She knew Russ wasn’t going to go for her.
 
                 Then came Donahue, then Jennifer, and even Patrick. 
 
                 But Willis didn’t come. He was on the floor in the middle of the room with his brains running out on the floor. Russ slowly approached the body.
 
                 “I wasn’t soon enough,” he said. “Their experiment was a success. They took control of someone, right?”
 
                 Evan nodded at him. “I blacked out, and I suppose I shot him.”
 
                 “None of us could move, either,” Jennifer said. “It was like some invisible shield forcing us to watch.”
 
                 “Sorry, Reverend,” Russ said. He took the cross draped around the man’s neck and drew a cross over him with it. “I’m probably the last person who should be doing this, but I have a hunch you would have wanted it, buddy.”
 
                 “Let’s get out of here,” Lisa said. 
 
                 Jessica knocked on the door to her mother’s room and explained what had happened. They exchanged brief hugs and walked up into the auditorium, then out the front door with the others.
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                 Blood ran the streets as the Humvee traveled toward the highway. The damages and deaths were countless. Bodies lined the roads like dead animals. Evan had experienced it in his dream, so it didn’t really bother him. But as he drove Lisa couldn’t look out the windows as Russ held her in the back seat.
 
                 Cecilia and Jessica were also in the Humvee. Patrick had taken the car with the Donahues. He couldn’t stand the look of his wife any longer. They were driving in the beat up Ford Taurus station wagon, staying close to the Hummer’s rear. It squashed the bodies as it ran over them, and the ride in the station wagon wasn’t so bumpy if it stayed right behind.
 
                 The gate at the highway was sealed shut and there were two soldiers on the other side. Evan poked his head out the side window and flashed his PMD identification card. They opened the gate without question and allowed them through.
 
                 “What happened, Lieutinant?” One of the men asked.
 
                 “It’s over. It was pretty nasty, but it’s all over.”
 
                 The man nodded as they continued through. 
 
                 There were thirty or so cars pulled over on the side of the highway. 
 
                 “Stop!” Russ shouted.
 
                 “What?”
 
                 “My dad!”
 
                 He stood on the other side of the highway eying the Humvee curiously. Somehow he knew that his son was in there. There was something that buzzed in the back of his mind that told him. A voice inside of his head maybe, but it was right. Russ was in there.
 
                 Russ jumped out of the car and shouted for him, then ran across the highway.
 
                 “What the hell happened, Russ?”
 
                 “Don’t ask me that right now, Dad. Is Wichita normal?”
 
                 “Yes.”
 
                 “Then it’s all over. I don’t ever want to come back here.” They hugged, and both of them ran over to the military vehicle. 
 
                 “Where’s Nelda?”
 
                 The question made Russ want to puke. And when he didn’t answer Joe just stared at the ground. 
 
                 “I’ve been waiting out here, with all these people for hours. No one knows what’s going on. I was just hoping that my family would be alive.”
 
                 “I’m here, old man. There isn’t much left in this town. Can you drive me and a friend to Wichita? We should crash in a motel or something for the night. I don’t know what we’re gonna do, but I really need some sleep.”
 
                 “It’s all gone?”
 
                 “Yeah. I’ll tell you what happened on the way back to Wichita. I want to leave this place. Please?”
 
                 “Yeah, who’s your friend?”
 
                 Russ grabbed Lisa from the Humvee. He said his goodbyes with Jessica, Cecilia, Evan, Donahue, Jennifer, and Patrick. It was sad to leave them, because the horror had bound him close to some of those people, but Brownsville was a place that he never wanted to return to. He had lived there his entire life, but seeing it again would remind him of the hell that had happened there.
 
                 Lisa kissed him, deeply, and then they ran across the highway to Joe Allen’s car.
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