
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Black Fever

      (The Black Storm Trilogy Book 2)

    

    




      
        Mark Gillespie

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

      

      
        
          Black Earth - Coming July 2018

        

        
          Note From The Author

        

        
          Also by Mark Gillespie

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      This is a work of speculative fiction.  All of the events and dialogue depicted within are a product of the author’s overactive imagination.  None of this stuff happened. Except maybe in a parallel universe.

      

      Copyright © 2018 by Mark Gillespie

      www.markgillespieauthor.com

      All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever.

      

      First Printing: May 2018

      

      Cover by Vincent Sammy

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Cody MacLeod thought he was dead.

      Why wouldn’t he be dead? Just seconds ago, the Black Widow had been sitting beside him at the back of the plane.

      She’d come disguised as Cody’s ex-wife, Kate. Like she’d done several times before. She’d leaned in closer, her silver eyes shining bright. She’d spoken to him, although her blood red lips hadn’t moved. Cody couldn’t remember the precise words that she’d uttered. All he’d heard was the soothing and familiar sound of his wife’s voice, floating around the cabin like a distant siren’s song, drowning out everything else.

      Seconds later, the roaring engine of the Boeing 737 had degenerated into a choking whine. The engine sputtered, stalled and then cut out altogether.

      They were going down. Fast. When Cody looked to his right, the Black Widow was gone. All traces of Kate’s voice had extinguished and the only sound left in Cody’s ears was the chilling, high-pitched screaming of the other passengers.

      The Boeing plummeted nose-down to the ground.

      Cody grabbed a hold of his daughter Rachel, sitting next to him in the middle seat. He pulled her close and squeezed tight. He looked around at the growing scenes of panic unfolding within the plane.

      A burning smell seeped into his nostrils and nearly choked him. The screaming inside the cabin increased. The passengers sounded like trapped animals locked inside a burning barn, banging their heads against the walls with no way out.

      Cody looked straight ahead.

      A raging fire roared around the tube of the fuselage. Like a hungry monster, it consumed the last of the oxygen and soon there was nothing left to breathe, nothing except thick plumes of swirling black smoke.

      Everything went gray at the edges.

      Cody couldn’t see very well but he could literally feel the plane disintegrating underneath him. He was suffocating. The air was heating up but it didn’t matter anymore.

      It would be over soon.

      Rachel looked around the cabin. Her fingers clamped down on Cody’s arm, like somehow he was supposed to keep her afloat while the plane sunk to Earth.

      They wouldn’t escape the Black Storm. After everything they’d gone through on the road to the airport, it was a bitter pill to swallow. But it had always been a fool’s hope. In the end, they’d be like all the other poor lost souls down there in San Antonio. Mad or dead. They wouldn’t even be a statistic because nobody was counting anymore.

      Cody braced himself for impact.

      Jesus Christ, he was about to die in a plane crash and so was his daughter. He held Rachel tight, kissed her and spoke in her ear, telling her that he loved her over and over. He couldn’t say it enough, not now that words were all he had left for her.

      He closed his eyes and stroked Rachel’s hair. She was locked in his arms, rigid and motionless like a mannequin.

      At least they were together at the end. Nobody had taken her away from him. And now nobody ever would.

      Cody opened his eyes. He gasped.

      It was gone.

      There was no fire, no screams, and no roaring engine. The cockpit hadn’t ripped away from the rest of the fuselage and neither had the tail. The plane was intact. Everything was normal and yet the experience of falling through the sky was still surging through his mind. It had been so real – the feeling of helplessness, of despair.

      “What the hell?” Cody said.

      Was this it? Was he dead?

      He looked at Rachel sitting to his right. She was holding onto Bootsy the bear with one hand, while rubbing her tired eyes with the other. There was a look of confusion on her face.

      No, he wasn’t dead.

      The engines were silent.

      Somebody groaned further down the cabin. Muted voices could be heard from all directions – more confusion in those voices.

      “What happened?” somebody said.

      Cody looked down the aisle. As he leaned to the side, his body creaked like it hadn’t moved for weeks. The other passengers were slowly waking up from what looked like a deep sleep. They were sitting up straight, rubbing their eyes and yawning and stretching their limbs. Some of them looked like they’d woken up from a nightmare – their eyes were wide and their mouths sucking at the air, like a dying fish.

      A woman’s voice screeched from further down the aisle.

      “Oh my God!” she said. It sounded like she was having trouble breathing. The words spilled out in between a series of violent gasping sounds. “We’re alive.”

      Cody looked at Rachel.

      “Are you okay honey?” he said. His voice was deep and raspy.

      She looked at him.

      “Are we dead?” she asked.

      Cody shook his head. “We’re not dead,” he said. “At least I don’t think we are.”

      Rachel looked further down the cabin with a wary look in her eyes.

      “She was right there where you’re sitting,” Rachel said. “The Black Widow. The plane was going down.”

      Cody felt a cold shiver run through him.

      “You’re okay,” he said. “She’s gone now.”

      “But where are we?” Rachel said.

      He shook his head. “Sounds like the engines are off. I think we’ve landed somewhere. I don’t know kid.”

      “Did we crash?” Rachel said. “That’s what she does to planes isn’t it?”

      “I don’t think we crashed,” Cody said, looking around for anything inside the fuselage to indicate otherwise. “We’re in good condition if we did.”

      “Why are the all the windows closed?” Rachel said.

      Cody had already noticed that the shutters had been pulled down over the windows. Nobody had dared to open one yet. The lights inside the plane were switched on and everything looked normal. Back in the Hollywood glory days, Cody had regularly gone on wild drink and drug binges that would last for forty-eight hours and sometimes longer. When the party was over, he’d always wake up on the floor in a strange house or apartment surrounded by empty beer bottles and overflowing ashtrays. The world would be a foul-smelling blur. Nothing made sense.

      That’s what it felt like now.

      Cody glanced over at the young man sitting in the window seat next to Rachel. His skin was a ghoulish white. Thick beads of sweat dripped down over his scrunched up features.

      “Are you alright?” Cody said. “Hey mister, can you hear me?”

      “I saw her too,” the man said, turning towards Cody. “She was right there, sitting in your seat for Christ’s sake. It was my mother, with silver eyes. She spoke to me but I can’t remember what she said.”

      The man looked up and down the cabin like he was frantically searching for something he’d lost.

      “We didn’t crash?” he said. “It was so…”

      The man stopped talking. He looked like he was about to pass out.

      “She was here,” Cody said. “But I don’t know…she’s gone now.”

      “Why aren’t we dead then?” Rachel said.

      Another man’s voice cut in. “That’s what I’d like to know.”

      Cody glanced over his shoulder. The voice belonged to a man sitting directly across the aisle. He was leaning in closer, as if he’d been listening in on their conversation for some time. The man, a portly thirty-something with round, wire-rim John Lennon glasses, had a dazed look in his eyes. A blonde-haired woman sat beside him, trying her best to comfort their two young children who were groaning as they sat on her lap.

      “The Black Widow should have killed us,” the man said.

      “Did you see her?” Cody asked.

      The man’s expression was grim. He nodded.

      “My little girl,” he said, leaning further across the aisle so that his wife and children couldn’t hear what he was saying. “She spoke to me but it was her, the Black Widow. Those eyes, for God’s sake.”

      The man sighed and turned his attention back to his family. Cody looked at the little girl spread out in her mother’s arms. She was about one year old and it was hard to imagine her with silver eyes. Cody didn’t want to imagine.

      “Somebody open one of those damn shutters!” a voice yelled.

      “After you asshole,” somebody else replied.

      There was a chorus of metallic clicking noises. People were unbuckling their safety belts. One by one, they forced themselves out of their seats. They moved slowly, like freshly unwrapped mummies stepping out of their tombs. The sound of cracking limbs was everywhere.

      “Where are we?” a man said, standing in the center of the aisle. He was looking towards the windows. The other passengers shook their heads and continued to talk quietly amongst themselves.

      “Stay here Rachel,” Cody said. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

      He unbuckled his seatbelt and tried to get up onto his feet.

      “Oh Jesus,” he said.

      His body was stiff and disobeyed the command being sent by his brain. Cody fought through it, staggering into the aisle like a drunk, his legs not quite fully underneath him. Once or twice, he had to grab onto the headrest of the nearest seat to retain his balance.

      “Wait a minute,” he said, calling over to the huddle of people who’d gathered in the center of the aisle. The passengers ignored him and kept talking to one another. Cody cleared his throat and tried again, this time yelling at the top of his voice to make sure everyone heard him.

      “Did everyone see the Black Widow?”

      They stopped talking. All of them.

      Some of the passengers nodded right away. Some didn’t have to – the frightened look in their eyes was enough. Most people ignored the question and turned away.

      A middle-aged man nodded. His face was pale and somber.

      “She was here,” he said in a deep, rumbling voice. “But we haven’t crashed. That’s what I don’t understand.”

      “Maybe we did,” a woman sitting nearby said. “Maybe this is what happens when she brings down a plane – everyone on board gets stuck in limbo.”

      The man shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

      An older woman stood up in her seat. Rachel had pointed this woman out to Cody earlier because she had a cat crate sitting on her lap when the plane took off. The woman yelped at the stiffness in her legs as she straightened up. She was still clutching onto the handle of the crate while the two black and white cats inside were in a crouching position, peering outside at the unfolding drama.

      “Will somebody just look outside for God’s sake?” the old woman yelled. “I want to know where we are. Somebody open those shutters.”

      Cody saw the hesitation in the passengers’ faces – especially those who were sitting next to the shutters. It wasn’t a good time to have chosen a window seat.

      At last however, a few hands tentatively reached for the closed shutters.

      Everyone held their breath.

      There was a clicking noise as the first shutter was pushed up. Others followed quickly.

      Cody leaned over from the aisle, trying to get a better look through the nearest window. It was dark outside, which didn’t come as a surprise. That was about all he could see. He’d have to go in closer if he wanted more detail.

      Those who’d lifted the shutters pressed their faces tight up against the window.

      “Well?” the old woman said. “Where are we?”

      “Well we ain’t floating in the ocean,” a man said. “We ain’t sinking in it either or we’d be swimming by now. Looks like we’re just sitting in…”

      “We’re back!” a woman’s voice cried out. She was looking through a window on the left hand side of the cabin, pushing her face tight up against the plexiglass, twisting left and right in order to get a better look at their surroundings. “I don’t believe it.”

      “Holy shit!” someone else said. This voice was coming from the back of the plane. “We’re at the airport.”

      Cody frowned. “What?”

      Other people hurried over to the windows to see for themselves. Soon dozens of faces were pressed up against the side of the cabin. Some turned back around, a look of bewilderment etched on their faces. Others walked away in shocked silence.

      “San Antonio?” the old woman holding onto the cat crate said.

      “It’s true folks,” a booming voice called out. “We’re back.”

      Nick Norton was standing at the cockpit door. A grim expression was stamped onto his rugged features.

      “Damnedest thing I ever saw,” he said.

      A crowd of people quickly gathered around Nick. It looked like a flock of groupies trying to get their favorite rock star’s autograph. They hurled a barrage of questions at the pilot like they were throwing bricks at glass windows. Nick did his best to try and address each one but it was impossible to keep up.

      Cody hurried down the aisle. He stopped at the back of the crowd.

      “Nick!” he said, raising a hand in the air. “Hey Nick, over here.”

      There was a glimpse of relief in Nick’s eyes when he saw Cody. With a curt nod, he pushed through the crowd of passengers and walked over. He gave his old friend a brief bear hug.

      “You okay?” Nick asked, looking Cody up and down. “How’s Rachel doing?”

      “Yeah we’re both fine,” Cody said. “Confused but alive. You?”

      “Same,” Nick said. “I don’t know what the hell happened up there man.”

      “Tell me about it,” Cody asked. “You saw her then?”

      Nick nodded. He lowered his voice so the other passengers couldn’t overhear.

      “She was sitting in the co-pilot’s seat,” he said. “Get this – she was only disguised as my grandma. My evil old grandma for Christ’s sake. The only person on this planet who ever put the fear of God into me. All of a sudden, I was a five-year-old boy sitting at the controls of an airplane. The other pilots were gone. It was just me and that bitch. Boy she laid into me good – told me I was a waste of space, digging deep into all the worst mistakes I ever made. And you know as well as anyone Cody, there’s been a lot of mistakes. All those marriages and no kids to show – that always used to piss my grandma off.”

      “That’s what she does,” Cody said. “Hits you where it hurts.”

      “I don’t know what happened after that,” Nick said. “The plane was coming down and there was nothing I could do to stop it. Not a goddamn thing. Next thing I wake up in the cockpit and I’m looking out at San Antonio airport.”

      “She brought us back,” Cody said.

      “Yeah,” Nick said. “But why didn’t she kill us?”

      Cody shrugged.

      “Maybe it’s a Purgatory thing or something like that,” Nick said. “Anytime we try to leave San Antonio she brings us back. That’s worse than death, ain’t it?”

      There was still a crowd of people hovering at Nick’s back. It was clear by the way they were encroaching on his personal space that they wanted to talk to him further. He looked back at them and nodded, indicating that he hadn’t forgotten them.

      “Good luck with your fan club,” Cody said.

      Nick turned back to Cody and rolled his eyes. He pointed at Cody’s waist.

      “How’s your wound?”

      “What?”

      “You got shot remember?”

      “Oh yeah,” Cody said. He put his index finger to the location of the wound at his side and poked at it. He raised an eyebrow. “It feels fine. Better than fine actually.”

      “Well it was only a graze,” Nick said.

      Cody grinned sarcastically. “Because you’d know how I feel after I get shot, right?”

      Nick didn’t answer. He was staring at the people who were huddled over by the windows.

      “You looked outside yet?” he said.

      Cody shook his head. “No.”

      “Go ahead,” Nick said. “Looks like they trashed the airport while we were away. At least we missed that.”

      “Alright,” Cody said.

      He left Nick to deal with the mob and their endless questions. Cody turned around and fought his way past the crowds who were gathered in the narrow aisle. He found a row of empty seats and scooted his way down to the window. Then he pressed his face up against the cold surface.

      “Oh shit,” he said, looking outside.

      The terminal building was sitting on scattered patches of barren, charcoal colored earth that stretched back as far as the eye could see. It looked like a war had been fought out there.

      Cody twisted his head to the left.

      He saw three massive objects sitting in the distance. Cody recognized them as the three Alaska Airlines planes he’d seen sitting on the apron outside Gate A5, just before they’d taken off.

      Nick was right. They’d gotten away just in time. The Black Fever had probably sent thousands of crazed people to tear the airport to shreds, to lay waste to everything in sight. They must have worked fast. How long had it taken to cause such horrendous damage?

      Cody suddenly remembered that the Dodge Challenger was sitting outside the airport. His heart sunk.

      “Bastards,” he said. What hope was there that they’d left his car untouched?

      From further down the aisle, Cody heard the mob letting loose on Nick.

      “You told us she wouldn’t get on this plane Nick Norton,” a woman’s voice said. “What was that big speech you gave us before we took off? You said this plane was Black Widow-proof. Now what the hell do we do?”

      “You’re alive aren’t you?” Nick said. “Count your blessings.”

      “So much for your great escape plan Nick,” a nasally voiced man said. “Real good job.”

      One distressed passenger – a man of about thirty – pounded his fists off the side of the fuselage as hard as he could. He was like a man trapped inside a sinking ship with nowhere to go but down. Nobody knew what to say to him.

      “There’s something else out there,” a woman’s shrill voice cried out. She was peering out of a window on the opposite side of the plane from where Cody stood. “You see it?”

      Cody spun around, alerted by the surprised tone in her voice. He hurried back into the aisle and squeezed down a vacant row of seats on the other side of the plane. He pressed his face up close to the window.

      He was looking towards downtown San Antonio. To his surprise, it was no longer a city under siege. There was only a vast, sprawling darkness out there. No more fire. No smoke lingering above the city.

      “The fires are out,” Cody said. He screwed his face up. “How long were we up there Nick?”

      Nick took several steps down the aisle, moving away from the mob.

      “Honestly man,” he said. “I don’t know. Everything’s a bit foggy upstairs.”

      Cody turned back towards the window. Now he could see what the woman with the shrill voice had pointed out just seconds earlier. From somewhere in the distance, a small circle of blue light was flashing in the sky. It was a lonely beacon, switching on and off every two or three seconds. It was a solitary neon light, blinking in the wilderness.

      “What is that?” the woman said. “It’s coming from the city ain’t it?”

      “That’s a signal,” Cody said.

      Nick took up position at a nearby window. He looked outside. “You think?”

      “What else could it be?” Cody said.

      The blue light blinked on and off against a black starless canvas.

      “It’s the army,” a man’s voice said from a few rows down. “They’re looking for other survivors. What do you guys think?”

      “Yeah,” another man said. “We gotta get over there people. It’s our only chance of getting some help. Thank God, there’s somebody out there.”

      Cody straightened up and turned back towards the terminal building. The airport reminded him of a ruined castle out of a fairy tale – it was sad and grotesque. It was a dead place, with a subtle hint of evil surrounding it.

      He felt a finger tap him on his back. He turned around and saw Rachel standing behind him. Bootsy was hanging by her side.

      “Is it the army?” she asked. “Is it help?”

      “Yeah,” Cody said. “Well, maybe. It looks like there are some survivors out there.”

      Cody kneeled down and squeezed his daughter’s arm gently.

      “It’s going to be alright,” he said. “This just another setback.”

      Rachel was about to speak but the sound of loud footsteps marching up the aisle cut her off.

      Cody looked up and saw a tall woman in her thirties standing in front of Nick.

      “I want off this plane,” she said.

      There was a fierce look in the woman’s eyes, one that challenged Nick to say no. “That signal out there is our ticket to safety,” she said. “For all of us. Thanks anyway, but you had your chance Nick.”

      The woman turned around to address the other passengers.

      “Does anyone else think that the Black Storm is over?” she said. “I mean, look outside – there’s no more fire out there. The city isn’t burning. Somebody’s signaling us towards them, so maybe they really are looking for survivors. Maybe that’s the authorities finally getting their shit together.”

      The other passengers’ eyes lit up in hope. The woman spoke with conviction, like she truly believed what she was saying. Her conviction was contagious.

      “Yeah,” a bearded man said. He took a cautious step forward, pushing a mop of long greasy hair off his gaunt face. “It makes sense. Maybe that’s why we’re not dead. The Black Widow couldn’t finish us off because the Black Storm is over. Just in the nick of time as far as our asses are concerned.”

      “But it’s still dark outside,” another man said. “How can the storm be over if it’s still dark?”

      “Maybe it’s just night-time,” the woman said. “Remember that? I’m serious folks. I mean look at it – I don’t think the sky is anywhere near as dark as it was before. Right?”

      “Yeah she’s right,” the bearded man said. “Something’s different.”

      “I want to get off the plane,” the woman said, turning back to Nick.

      “Oh God please, let it be true,” someone said from the back of the plane. “Let it be over.”

      Nick held his hands up, calling for attention.

      “Take it easy folks,” he said, looking around at the flock of eager faces standing in the aisle. The passengers were shifting back and forth, twitching with excitement.

      “We’ve just been through a very strange experience,” Nick said. “Maybe we should take some time out and…”

      “Open the door Nick.”

      “Let us out!”

      “Open the door,” the fierce-looking woman said. She spoke with a fire in her belly, like she was giving a speech at a political rally. “You can’t keep us on this plane against our will. If that’s the authorities out there then we’ve got to get to them. Now! Some of these people have a family to protect.”

      “Open the door!”

      More and more voices chimed in. All calling for the doors to be opened.

      Nick took a backwards step and sighed.

      “Alright,” he said, his voice cutting through the noise. “Have it your way. I’ll go open the airstairs but you gotta wait a couple of minutes. Think you can handle that?”

      Cody watched as Nick walked through the crowd towards the back of the plane. His shoulders were slumped like a pair of worn out beach balls.

      While Nick opened the airstairs, the rest of the passengers, those who’d been sitting on the fence about leaving, gradually became giddy with excitement. Most people didn’t waste any time in getting their things ready. They were running down the aisle, opening their lockers, and grabbing their bags and other belongings.

      Cody and Rachel watched from an empty row of seats.

      Rachel looked up at Cody.

      “Is it true?” she said. “Is it over?”

      Cody shrugged. He was looking at one middle-aged man, who was pulling a small suitcase out of the overhead locker. The man was crying and laughing at the same time. His wife was standing in the aisle beside him, giving him a comforting pat on the shoulder as he took their bags out. Her eyes were damp and glistening.

      They looked overjoyed. They’d made it.
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      Nick walked back into the cabin. He pointed a thumb over his shoulder towards the rear exit.

      “Alright then,” he said to the throng of passengers who’d been impatiently awaiting his return. “The door’s open. The airstairs are down. Now listen up people – if you have weapons in the hold, I’ll be opening it up in about five minutes. Think you can wait that long?”

      There was a general rumble of approval from the crowd.

      Nick stepped to the side – an indication that the passengers could leave if they wished to. The pilot furrowed his brow as the long procession began to shuffle down the aisle. They moved indelicately, bumping into one another like they were trying to get out of a haunted house. Anxious parents dragged their kids by the hand. Suitcases were either wheeled or scraped off the floor.

      “C’mon guys,” Nick said. “Take it easy, huh? Nice and slow. Don’t crush the little people. You’ve survived the Black Widow today – no point in killing each other trying to be first off an airplane. That’s it. Take it slow.”

      Cody and Rachel stood at a distance watching the passengers go.

      “Why are they in such a hurry?” Rachel said.

      “Guess you can’t blame them,” Cody said. “If that blue light is a signal for survivors, we have to go to it.”

      “Shouldn’t we be going then?” Rachel said.

      “First things first,” Cody said. “Before we go anywhere we’re getting out of these dirty clothes. Damn bloodstains, they’re everywhere. Let’s change first. Okay? It’s going to be a long walk into San Antonio. No need to stink up the highway.”

      Rachel looked at a splatter of bloodstains on her long-sleeved t-shirt and denim dungarees. It was Cody’s blood, which he’d accidentally wiped on her after the encounter with the fake cop in the airport.

      “Okay,” she said. “Good idea.”

      With his hands on her shoulders, Cody guided Rachel towards the aisle. They cut into the procession of departing passengers and moved towards the back of the plane. When they reached their seats, Cody opened up the overhead locker and pulled down their backpacks. He pulled out some fresh clothes for Rachel – a red sweater and a fresh pair of jeans. Adding some clean underwear to the pile, along with a bar of soap, he handed her the items and pointed to the bathroom, just a short distance from their seats.

      “Go on kid,” he said. “Be quick. Toss your dirty clothes into the trash when you’re done, okay?”

      Rachel took the pile of clothes and nodded. Turning around, she cut out into the aisle and walked over to the bathroom.

      Cody watched her go. Then he unzipped his backpack and took out some clothes for himself – a white shirt, a pair of light brown khaki pants and some underwear. With the clothes in hand, he went into the vacant bathroom and locked the door. Inside, he pulled off his clothes, expecting his gunshot wound to sting as he lifted his arms up. There was no pain. The white bandage was still there, strapped to the left side of his body. A small circle of faded red splatter, like a Rorschach inkblot, had formed in the center of the bandage.

      Cody poked at the wound again but felt nothing. It felt like he hadn’t taken any damage.

      Slowly, he peeled back the bandage.

      “I’ll be damned.”

      There was a hint of a crooked scar where the bullet had grazed him.

      Cody squinted his eyes as he looked at the wound. He stepped forward, bringing the scar closer to the mirror.

      “Doesn’t make any sense.”

      He continued to probe at the wound, which had healed over almost entirely. There was no time to try and make sense of it. Rachel was out there waiting for him and they’d have to get a move on if they were going to keep up with the crowd. And they did want to keep up with the crowd. Traveling to San Antonio on foot in small numbers was a bad idea.

      Cody put on the fresh clothes and stuffed the old bloodstained ones into the little trash basket. Working quickly, he washed his hands and face and ran some cold water over his dirty blond hair.

      Rachel was waiting for him back at the seat. Cody smiled. He was pleased to see that his daughter was no longer wearing clothes that had been spray-painted in blood. His blood. Her long blonde hair was loose and fell down her back. It looked like she’d soaked it under the tap like he’d done. Rachel’s cheeks and forehead were glowing as if she’d been scrubbing them with soap for hours. Cody could almost see his reflection in her face.

      “You feel better?” Cody asked.

      “Yeah,” Rachel said, grabbing a hold of her backpack. She wheezed as she tried to haul the heavy bag over her delicate shoulders. It took several attempts to lock it around her arm and when it was done, she squatted down and picked Bootsy up off the seat.

      “Can we go now?” she said.

      Cody nodded. He glanced over his shoulder towards the rear exit. Nick and a young, dark-skinned woman were standing at the top of the airstairs, watching the last of the passengers descend towards the apron.

      “Yeah,” Cody said, securing the bigger backpack’s strap over his shoulder. “We can go. You want me to carry your pack?”

      Rachel shook her head. “No. I can do it.”

      “It’s heavy Rachel.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “Alright,” Cody said with a sigh. “Tell me when it’s too much.”

      They walked over to the rear exit. Cody lifted his chin in silent greeting to Nick and the young woman standing beside him.

      Nick nodded back and pointed to the passengers, all of who were gathered down on the apron. They were trudging forward, making slow progress towards the terminal. It didn’t look like anyone was in such a hurry anymore. The apron was a ghoulish sight – it looked like the passengers were trekking inside a deep meteor crater, craggy and cavernous. This was a dead place where nothing flew or crawled or walked. Nothing except two hundred people.

      “Ungrateful assholes,” Nick said. “Even the other pilots couldn’t get away fast enough. That’s the thanks I get for trying to save their lives.”

      “Lighten up,” Cody said. “They’re scared.”

      Nick raised his eyebrows and sighed. “Yeah,” he said. “Who isn’t?”

      The young woman standing at Nick’s side laughed. She patted him gently on the back.

      “It’s never boring when you’re around Nick,” she said. “You don’t get this sort of drama on any other airlines.”

      Nick pointed a finger back and forth between Cody and the young woman.

      “Cody MacLeod,” Nick said. “This is Crazy Diamond. She’s the niece of one of the other pilots. One of those swift-legged assholes down there making a quick getaway. Cody’s an old friend of mine from the acting days. And the pretty little girl standing beside him is the lovely Miss Rachel MacLeod.”

      The young woman smiled at Cody and Rachel. She was about twenty years old with a pretty face, adorned by striking high cheekbones and almond-shaped, almost oriental looking eyes. Her natural, elegant beauty was at odds with a casual, almost scruffy dress sense – dark jeans and a tight fitting denim jacket with a black Pink Floyd t-shirt poking out underneath.

      “I know you,” Crazy Diamond said to Cody. “You’re the stutter kid from The Forever Boys. When I was growing up we’d watch that movie all the time. I loved it – especially the little stutter kid. You were so cute.”

      Cody managed an awkward smile. “Yeah that’s me,” he said. “Real cute.”

      Nick let out a barrage of muffled laughter into the back of his hand.

      “What are you laughing at Norton?” Cody said.

      Nick held up a hand. “Take it easy man,” he said. “I just find it funny sometimes that nobody ever remembers you for anything other than that one part. You’re the stutter kid man. To millions of people.”

      Cody flashed his middle finger to Nick.

      “That’s one part more than you’re remembered for,” he said. “Token black kid.”

      “Whatever,” Nick said, still laughing. “Stutter kid.”

      Crazy Diamond kneeled down closer to Rachel.

      “Wow, I love your hair,” she said. “It’s so pretty.”

      Rachel smiled shyly. Cody noticed that she was trying to hide Bootsy behind her back.

      “It’s dirty,” Rachel said, putting a hand to her hair.

      “Nah,” Crazy Diamond said. She smiled, showing off a set of perfectly straight teeth. “You’re good.”

      “Crazy Diamond,” Cody said. “That’s an unusual name.”

      “Yeah,” she said, standing back up again. “It’s a nickname I’ve had for about six years. My real name is Winona. I’m Oglala Lakota, just like our great warrior Crazy Horse. I’m also a big Pink Floyd fan. As a matter of fact, I play drums in an all-female Pink Floyd tribute band called Wish You Were Her.”

      Cody smiled. “Now who’s cute?”

      Rachel tugged on Cody’s arm.

      “What’s up kid?” he asked.

      “We could give her a lift to San Antonio,” Rachel said, pointing a finger at Crazy Diamond. “If the car’s still there.”

      “Well that’s very kind of you Rachel,” Crazy Diamond said. “But I’m not sure any cars around here are still intact. This place is toast, which means we’re going to be walking to San Antonio.”

      Cody nodded. He looked down at Rachel. “She’s right,” he said. “Don’t get your hopes up about the car.”

      Rachel scrunched up her brow. “The Dodge?”

      “Yeah,” Cody said. “The Dodge. Now c’mon, are you ready to start walking?”

      “Ready,” Rachel said.

      “You guys coming?” Cody said, looking at Nick and Crazy Diamond.

      There was a duffel bag lying at Nick’s feet. He bent down and picked it up.

      “Don’t feel right,” Nick said, looking back down the cabin. “Leaving her like this.”

      Cody reached over and tapped Nick on the arm. “How do you think it felt leaving the Dodge back there?”

      Nick nodded. “Yeah I hear you,” he said. “Stupid ain’t it? Grown men getting emotional over a heap of metal.”

      “Yeah it is stupid,” Crazy Diamond said, throwing a small backpack over her shoulder and turning towards the door. “So let’s go and you boys try to forget about your toys. Okay?”

      Cody looked down towards the apron. The passengers, still apprehensive, were making slow progress towards the terminal building. They might as well have been wading through mud.

      One man, with a shock of thick black curly-hair and dressed in a dark suit jacket, pulled his family forward at a slightly faster pace than the others. Several times, he turned around to face the slowpokes at his back.

      “C’mon people,” the man yelled over. “What’s everyone so worried about? You saw the signal over the city. It’s over. There’s a major relief effort going on in San Antonio right now.”

      He clapped his hands together, like he was rounding up a pack of dogs.

      “Let’s go! C’mon people.”

      A few stragglers, either emboldened or embarrassed by the man, moved forward at a quicker pace. They closed in on the terminal building.

      “That’s it,” the curly-haired man said, beckoning them forward. “Let’s go. It’s going to be alright. Now listen up – if anyone’s struggling to carry their bags, let somebody know and we’ll find someone to carry them for you. But we’ve got to keep moving whatever else happens. Chop-chop!”

      “What about our guns?” somebody yelled.

      The curly-haired man raised a hand in the air.

      “The worst is over,” he said. “Nick’s going to grab a couple of guns out of the hold – we won’t need any more than that or they’ll weigh us down. What we need right now is for people to start walking. Movement. As quick as you can. I don’t want to make it all the way into San Antonio only to find that whoever’s setting off that signal is gone.”

      The man turned around and steered his family towards the terminal. Others followed, apparently buoyed by his enthusiasm.

      “Guess we’d better go,” Cody said, standing at the door of the plane. He took Rachel’s hand in his. Then he paused to let Crazy Diamond walk down the airstairs before him. Nick then gestured for Cody and Rachel to go before him.

      “Better grab those guns,” he said.

      Cody and Rachel stepped onto the stairs. The air was warm and fresh outside. As they took the first couple of stairs, Cody felt the wind picking up-tempo.

      Something landed on his head. Something wet.

      Cody flinched, like he’d felt a giant spider crawling up the back of his neck. He touched the top of his head and looked at his fingers.

      A drop of oily dark liquid ran down the palm of his hand.

      He felt a stabbing dread in his guts.

      “That’s black rain,” he said. “See that?”

      Rachel tilted her head back and looked up at the dark sky.

      “We shouldn’t be out here,” she said. “Dad…”

      Cody was about to say something when a noise cut him off. It was a shrill, tearing sound – it sounded like a giant piece of cloth being shredded inside their ears. It was so loud that everyone on the apron, in the midst of their initial shock, was forced to cover their ears and wince in pain.

      Everyone was looking around in wide-eyed panic. Some of the passengers turned to the curly-haired man for guidance. But he was frozen to the spot, his earlier assurance obliterated by the sudden noise. Cody saw him screaming in agony – the man’s face was grotesquely contorted, as if the tearing sound was a sharp blade slicing its way down the tip of his skull.

      Cody saw something – a flicker of movement on the ground.

      “Jesus Christ,” he said. He pointed towards the apron. “Look!”

      Hundreds of black shapes shot out of the earth. They were tall, humanoid figures and each one appeared directly in front of a horrified looking passenger. Cody’s jaw dropped. It was as if a multitude of invisible holes had materialized on the ground, out of which a secret phantom army had emerged from.

      Cody and the others looked on in horror from the airstairs.

      The black ghosts were tall and faceless. There were no features at all – no eyes, nose, mouth or ears – it was as if they’d been built out of black mist to resemble a human shape and nothing else.

      The phantoms bolted at the person standing nearest to them. They didn’t walk, they moved at a rapid speed like they had fast-moving wheels attached underneath.

      They slid inside the nearest passenger, like keys fitting into a lock.

      Cody grabbed Rachel and spun her around. He tried to bury her head in his shirt but to his surprise, Rachel resisted, wriggling free of his grip and turning her head towards the apron.

      The passengers convulsed immediately. They were caught in the grip of a violent seizure that took over their bodies and Cody assumed, their minds. He didn’t want to watch but he couldn’t close his eyes or turn away either. It looked like the passengers had received an injection – a ten thousand gigawatt speedball that had turned them into a set of violent human jumping beans. They shook back and forth, possessed people – no longer themselves.

      The curly-haired man dropped onto his knees.

      Blackness seeped into his eyes.

      An overweight, middle-aged man grabbed another man by the hair. He started hitting the other man on the face, using his closed fists like hammers. During the struggle, they both fell to the ground and the other man came out on top. Now it was his turn to throw a barrage of punches from top position, while the older man on bottom put his thumbs to the man’s face and tried to claw his eyeballs out of his head.

      It was as if a murderous rage had infested their minds. They were slamming each other’s heads off the ground like they were basketballs. Husbands were strangling their wives and vice-versa. The air was filled with a violent shrieking noise – a sound that would never be forgotten by those who heard it.

      Some of the passengers didn’t bother with anyone else. They were slamming their own heads into the ground.

      Cody’s stomach lurched and he knew he was going to be sick. If not now, then soon. He looked down and saw three passengers – an old man and a younger couple – who’d been close to the plane, running back towards the airstairs.

      “Get back here!” Nick yelled to them. “Quick.”

      The horrific scene seemed to last forever. In reality however, it was over quickly – probably less than a minute and a half before there was only one passenger left. A young man, around his late twenties, he dropped to his knees and proceeded to slam his bloody head off the ground.

      Then he stopped.

      A chilling silence swept across the airport.

      Cody took a step backwards, almost tripping over his feet. Instinctively, he pulled Rachel towards the door of the plane.

      “Get inside,” Cody said to the others. His voice was trembling.

      The three survivors on the apron leapt up the stairs and followed the others back inside the cabin.

      Nick stood at the door, waiting until everybody was inside. When the old man and the young couple had caught up with them, Nick pulled up the airstairs as fast as he could, folding it below the door. After that, he ran back into the cabin.

      “Is that door locked?” Cody yelled to Nick, pointing to the back of the plane. “Is it locked for Christ’s sake?”

      “It’s locked,” Nick said, holding his hands up. “It’s locked. Ain’t nothing or no one getting in here Cody.”

      The old man dropped onto his knees in the center of the aisle. He crawled into a row of seats and once there, fell onto his stomach and wailed pitifully into the back of his hands like a child.

      The young couple who’d made it back with the old man slid down onto the floor outside the rear cabin bathrooms. They were shaking in manic spurts and clutching onto the other’s hand for dear life.

      Wide-eyed panic filled their faces.

      Cody, Rachel, Nick and Crazy Diamond were standing in the center of the cabin. At first, they were too shocked to speak. All they could do was look at one another.

      Eventually it was Nick who broke the silence.

      “What the hell was that?” he said. “What just happened out there?”

      Cody couldn’t answer. He was thinking about running to the bathroom and being sick when Crazy Diamond made a gagging noise beside him. The young woman turned around and running at full speed, beat Cody to it. She went into the vacant bathroom opposite where the young man and woman were sitting on the floor, still shaking uncontrollably.

      Everyone heard Crazy Diamond retching violently. Cody tightened his grip on both Rachel’s shoulders and the contents of his stomach.

      Nick fell back into one of the aisle seats with a crashing thud. His brown, haunted eyes stared into empty space.

      “Why did she bring us back?” Nick said.

      No one answered.
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      Cody looked down the cabin.

      Crazy Diamond, after having spent a long time in the bathroom being sick, was now sitting a few rows down from where Cody sat with Rachel perched on his lap. The young woman was hunched over in her seat. Her skin was a ghastly yellow color, like that of a wax doll. She looked like someone trying to quietly endure the worst hangover of their life.

      The old man’s muffled sobbing was a constant background noise. He’d said nothing to anyone since getting back on the plane. The young couple hadn’t spoken either – they were still sitting on the floor by the bathroom. They continued to cling onto each other in terror. Their eyes were doll-like, swimming in the fresh horror of recent memories.

      “We can’t go back out there,” Cody said. “Not with those things running around.”

      Nick was sitting opposite Crazy Diamond. He was staring at the floor, head in hands.

      “Those things,” he said. “And what the hell were those things?”

      Before Cody could say anything, the couple on the floor jolted in unison. It was a sudden, spasmodic movement that caused almost everyone else to jump in fright. The woman tried to say something to the man but the words appeared to clot on the tip of her tongue. All meaning was lost in the gargled mess that spilled out of her mouth.

      Cody looked over at Nick.

      “We’ve got to figure this out man,” he said. “We can’t go outside but we can’t stay in here forever.”

      There was a distant look in Nick’s eyes.

      “This is my fault Cody,” he said, looking up at his friend. “I told those people that I’d get them out of San Antonio. I told them they’d be safe with me – that their families would be safe with me. Their children.”

      “Don’t you dare,” Cody said, pointing a finger at Nick. “You’re not going to blame yourself for this, okay? Those people couldn’t get off this plane fast enough.”

      Nick closed his eyes. He grimaced slightly.

      Cody was about to say something else but a strange noise interrupted him. It was coming from outside the bathrooms again. The two people on the floor were making rattling noises with their teeth – a click-clacking sound – as if their mouths were percussive instruments.

      Cody shot them a furious look, wishing they’d shut the hell up. They looked like nice people. College educated, nice sweater, nice blouse, neat and inoffensive haircuts – the type of people you’d see sitting around the dinner table at an upper middle-class dinner party, strutting around the tennis club bar, and driving the latest BMW. The man was skinny and his wife was verging on the plump side.

      They weren’t paying any attention to anyone but themselves.

      The man’s head fell onto his wife’s shoulder. He was shaking violently and she struggled to keep a hold of him.

      “Hey guys,” Cody said, calling over to them. He couldn’t hide the irritation in his voice. He slid Rachel off his lap and she dropped onto the seat. Cody stood up and took a couple of tentative steps down the aisle. He didn’t want to get too close to the couple. He didn’t know why, it was just instinctive.

      “You’re safe now,” he said. He wanted to sound firm without seeming callous. “Please just try to calm down. It’s going to be okay – we’re going to figure it out.”

      They didn’t even look at him.

      “Nice people,” Crazy Diamond said. “I’m so glad they’re here.”

      Cody looked at her and shrugged.

      “Tell me about it.”

      He turned around – perhaps a little too fast. Cody saw flashing images in his mind – lightning fast, vivid and bloody memories of people attacking one another on the apron. The blood in his vision was black.

      Cody put a hand on the nearest headrest. He swayed on unsteady feet.

      “You okay?” Nick asked.

      Cody nodded but didn’t talk.

      “You want to sit down?” Nick said.

      “I’m good,” Cody said, as the feeling passed. “Look, we need a plan. I think we should stay here at least for now. There’s food, water – there’s a bathroom. We’re okay I think as long as we just keep ourselves inside the plane. If nothing else, it’ll give us some time to think.”

      Crazy Diamond nodded. “Yeah. I got nothing better.”

      “Yeah,” Nick said.

      Crazy Diamond stood up slowly. She looked at the old man a few rows along and walked over there. The man was sprawled out on his front. He was sobbing into the back of his hands.

      There was a look of curiosity intermingled with concern on Crazy Diamond’s face. She kneeled down at the edge of the aisle. The soles of the man’s stylish brown shoes were just inches from her face. His head was pushed tight against the side of the fuselage, like he was trying to bury it inside the plane.

      “Sir,” Crazy Diamond said. “Excuse me sir. Is there anything I can do? Bring you a glass of water? Something stronger? I’m sure there’s some whiskey around here somewhere.”

      The old man didn’t respond.

      Crazy Diamond stood back up and walked down the aisle. She unzipped her bag and pulled out a small bottle of water. Then she went back to the old man, unscrewing the lid as she walked. She took a sip and then offered it to him.

      “Some water?” she said. “Sir?”

      The old man didn’t answer but Crazy Diamond wasn’t deterred. She stayed beside him and although it took her asking several times, eventually he turned around, picked himself up and sat up straight in the seat. Cody looked at him and guessed he was about seventy years old. He had an impressive head of hedge-like white hair and a large, matching beard that covered most of his face. He was wearing a gray tweed blazer and sweater, with a pale shirt collar poking out at the neck. Cody thought the old man looked like a history professor who’d wandered far from the campus grounds onto the set of a horror movie.

      The old man looked at Crazy Diamond with bloodshot eyes. Cody knew that look well. He’d seen it in the mirror plenty of times.

      “Marianne,” the old man said. His voice was deep and quiet.

      Crazy Diamond offered him the bottle of water. The old man looked at it and shook his head.

      “No thank you.”

      “Your wife?” Crazy Diamond said. “Is that Marianne?”

      He nodded. “She was out there. She’s still out there.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Crazy Diamond said.

      She sat down on the floor and crossed her legs.

      “What’s your name sir?” Crazy Diamond said. “What do we call you?”

      The old man looked puzzled by the question. Like it didn’t matter.

      “Richards,” he said. “John Richards.”

      “Nice to meet you John,” Crazy Diamond said. “I’m Winona, but they call me Crazy Diamond.”

      “I’d prefer it if you called me Richards,” he said. “If you don’t mind.”

      She smiled. “Sure.”

      Richards looked at the bottle on the floor. A trembling hand reached for it and Crazy Diamond handed it to him quickly. Richards unscrewed the lid and took a long drink, letting some of the water spill down the side of his mouth and soak into his massive beard.

      “Thank you,” he said, wiping a hand across his lips.

      “You’re welcome,” Crazy Diamond said.

      Richards leaned his head back against the seat.

      “She walked ahead of me,” he said. “She was always walking ahead of me and I was always dragging my heels behind her. Everywhere we went it was the same. Oh Marianne, she wouldn’t take her time, not for anything. Not even me. When those things came out of the ground…I heard her scream. I couldn’t see her – it was too dark but I heard her over everyone else. Screaming my name. I was supposed to help her but what did I do?”

      Crazy Diamond shook her head. But Cody knew the answer and he had a feeling she did too.

      “I ran,” Richards said. He spat the words out like they were phlegm clinging to the back of his throat. “Like a coward. I didn’t even stop to think about what I was doing.”

      Crazy Diamond put her hand on the man’s arm.

      “You were scared,” she said.

      He shook his head.

      “But I heard her,” he said. “Yes of course I was petrified but I was in my right mind. And if I was in my right mind that means I abandoned her.”

      “If you’d turned around,” Cody said. “You’d be dead too.”

      Richards looked at Cody. There was a hint of surprise in his eyes like he’d forgotten there were other people in the plane.

      “And would that be any worse than this?” Richards said.

      Cody looked at the floor. It was a damn good question.

      “I don’t know.”

      “I’m a coward,” Richards said. He took another half-hearted sip of water and then handed the bottle back to Crazy Diamond.

      “It’s very kind of you to try and comfort me young lady,” he said. “But there’s none to be found.”

      A long silence lingered in the cabin.

      “Dad.”

      It was Rachel’s voice, coming from further down the aisle.

      Cody turned around. “What is it honey?”

      Rachel was pointing towards the bathroom.

      “Those people are acting weird,” she said.

      Cody looked at the couple sitting on the floor. They were both shaking violently. It was something else now – something other than fear. It was as if they were badly ill and caught in the grip of a disease-ridden fit. Their arms were wrapped around one another. Their faces were pressed up tight, their noses touching.

      “Oh for God’s sake,” Cody said. He couldn’t hide the anger in his voice anymore. “Think you can cool it a little over there? You’re scaring my…”

      Cody’s blood ran cold. This time they both looked at him.

      Their eyes were black.

      “Oh shit.”

      The woman unlocked her arms from around the skinny man’s waist. In a flash, she sprang onto all fours like a cat. Then she maneuvered herself around so that her head was pointing at the bathroom door. To the horror of the onlookers, the woman charged forwards at an unnatural speed and slammed the top of her skull against the door. The crunching noise was sickening and Cody’s insides lurched – it was like the sound was coming from inside his head, that’s how close it felt.

      She hit her head off the door again and again. It sounded like someone was slamming a battering ram into the side of the plane.

      “Stop!” Crazy Diamond yelled. She clapped a hand over her mouth.

      Crazy Diamond grabbed Richards by the arm and pulled him into the aisle. They hurried over to where Cody, Rachel and Nick, were watching events unfold with a look of horror in their eyes.

      Cody pulled Rachel tight towards him, keeping her close.

      “Don’t look,” he said to her.

      But Rachel looked.

      It took the woman less than twenty seconds to end her life. After a furious assault on the bathroom door, she dropped face-first to the floor. A splattering of blood slid slowly down the door. There was a high-pitched wheezing noise that came out of the woman’s mouth – the last sound she’d ever make.

      The skinny man leapt to his feet. With breathtaking speed, he ran down the aisle towards Cody and the others. He was like a rabid animal on the loose. He lunged at Crazy Diamond, grabbing her by the collar of her denim jacket.

      The man dragged Crazy Diamond back down the aisle. He pulled her hair, forcing her head back. Crazy Diamond shrieked in pain and tried to fight him off. She aimed a knee at his balls but the blow fell short. The man dragged her down quickly with a wild grin on his face. He was about to slam Crazy Diamond’s head off the floor when Nick ran over and tackled him, pushing the man backwards.

      Crazy Diamond jumped back to her feet. She kicked the man on the leg as hard as she could. Then she kicked him everywhere.

      “Asshole!” she cried out.

      Nick tried to seize control of the wriggling body underneath. It shouldn’t have been too hard for him to gain the advantage, judging by appearances. Nick Norton weighed well over two hundred pounds, compared to this slightly built man who probably weighed no more than a hundred and forty at most.

      That made it all the more shocking when the skinny man jerked his hips and tossed Nick backwards down the aisle.

      Nick landed on the floor with a crashing thud.

      “Nick!” Crazy Diamond said.

      The skinny man sprang back to his feet and leapt at Nick. He pinned the big pilot to the floor and threw punches to the body and head. His black eyes, like cold marble, stared through Nick like he wasn’t even there. The evil grin was still on his face.

      Nick tried to fight him off but the Fever had given the skinny man a freakish hit of strength.

      “We’ve got to help him,” Crazy Diamond said, turning to Cody.

      Cody grabbed Rachel and scooped her up in his arms. Clutching her tight, he ran back down the aisle, dropping her off in a row of seats at the other end of the plane. Far from the action.

      He kneeled down and cupped her face in his hands. Her wide, frightened eyes looked back at him.

      “Keep down,” he said. “Got it?”

      She nodded.

      Rachel dove down to the floor and curled up into a tight ball. It was a maneuver she’d practiced in the back of the Dodge on their way to the airport and now she had it down to perfection. She made herself small. Her arms were locked around Bootsy.

      Cody ran back down the aisle as fast as he could. “Give me my bag,” he called out to the others.

      Crazy Diamond and Richards looked at the floor, their eyes searching for the right backpack amongst the pile of luggage. It was Crazy Diamond who found it and she picked up Cody’s bag and handed it over to him.

      Pulling open the zip, Cody found the Glock 19 sitting at the top of a pile of badly folded clothes.

      There was a gargled choking sound. Cody looked up and saw that the skinny man had his hands wrapped around Nick’s barrel-like neck. He was throttling Nick Norton like a rag doll.

      “Quick!” Crazy Diamond said. “He’s killing him.”

      Cody checked the magazine for rounds. Then he walked down the aisle, pointing the pistol at the man’s chest.

      “Get off him!” Cody yelled.

      The skinny man paid Cody no attention. He continued to strangle Nick, whose bulging eyes were rolling to the back of his head. His massive, linebacker body looked almost limp and it was obvious that whatever fight he had left in him, it was fading fast.

      Cody waited for the skinny man to straighten up a little. When that happened, Cody took aim and fired a shot at the man’s chest. That skinny body, wrapped up in a cream woolen sweater, jerked backwards as the bullet struck.

      But he didn’t fall. If anything, the man was no more perturbed than somebody who’d just been bitten by a mosquito. He continued his brutal assault on Nick.

      “Fuck,” Cody said. What the hell was he dealing with here?

      He aimed again. The crack of gunfire exploded in the cabin.

      The second shot made the skinny man take notice this time. His long, well-manicured fingers released their grip on Nick’s neck at last. Upon letting go, Nick’s entire body made a loud gasping noise as his lungs begged for air.

      The skinny man stood up, looking at Cody. At the same time, a blotchy red stain was forming on the center of the cream-colored sweater.

      He walked down the aisle towards Cody.

      “Don’t,” Cody said. He knew the words were useless, long before they’d left his lips.

      The skinny man burst into a sudden sprint. He charged at Cody like a reckless bull. Cody squeezed the trigger and another loud crack exploded inside the plane.

      The bullet pushed the man back and tipped him off balance. But he stayed on his feet, his face twisted in an agonized rage.

      He ran at Cody again.

      Cody stood in the center of the aisle, his heart pounding furiously. He squeezed the trigger again.

      Crack.

      This time the skinny man dropped onto his knees. His sweater was soaked with blood – it was more red than cream now. And yet his limbs still twitched and jerked; the Fever was trying to pull him forward.

      But his body wasn’t up to it. The skinny man fell to the floor and started wriggling like a worm that had just been pricked by a sharp stick.

      “Jesus,” Cody said. He walked up to the man, kneeled down and pressed the barrel of the pistol against his temple.

      The man’s breathing was slow and labored.

      Cody glanced over his shoulder. He wanted to see if Rachel was looking. He couldn’t see her and hoped she was still hiding on the floor.

      Crazy Diamond was standing in the aisle, next to Richards. The old man’s eyes were wide with horror. Cody had to wonder – was he thinking about his late wife?

      Crazy Diamond nodded to Cody. She knew what had to be done.

      Cody nodded back. He pressed the gun harder onto the man’s temple. With a grimace, he squeezed the trigger and this time it was over.

      For a moment, Cody was lost in a daze. He stood up straight and looking down, he noticed a few droplets of blood splattered on his pants. Perfect, he thought. Just after I changed them.

      Nick was back on his feet. His mouth hung open and one hand was wrapped around his neck, rubbing at where the man had tried to strangle him. A trickle of blood ran down his nose.

      “Damn,” he said, looking at Cody. “I was just getting the better of that asshole.”

      Cody looked at Nick and managed a weak smile. “Sure you were.”

      Nick winked at Cody.

      “Thanks man,” he said. “You saved my ass right there.”

      “Guess that makes us even,” Cody said.

      “Yeah,” Nick said. “I guess so.”

      Nick’s expression turned to one of sudden surprise. He pointed to the Glock in Cody’s hand.

      “Wait a goddamn minute MacLeod,” he said. His tone leapt from grateful to pissed off in a heartbeat. “What are you doing with a loaded gun in the cabin? I specifically told everyone that all guns were to be locked in the hold during the flight. You had a gun in your bag the whole time?”

      Cody looked at the gun in his hand and shrugged. “We were late remember?” he said. “Guess I must have missed that part.”

      Nick stepped over the fallen corpse like it wasn’t even there.

      “Oh really?” he said.

      Cody nodded. “Really,” Cody said. “And I was shot – you gotta admit, I had other things on my mind man.”

      Nick’s face was deadly serious.

      “You listen to me MacLeod,” he said. “The next time I tell you to do something…”

      Nick charged forwards and then stopped. His face burst into a massive grin. He reached out and grabbed Cody, lifting him off the ground. Then he burst into a fit of raucous laughter.

      “The next time I tell you to do something you just ignore my stupid black ass,” Nick said. “Got it?”

      Cody was about to answer when he heard a rattling sound at their backs.

      “What the hell was that?” Nick said, putting Cody down.

      They both turned around at the same time.

      “They’re moving!”

      It was Richards who spoke. He was walking down the aisle, his arm outstretched, a finger pointing at the two fresh corpses sprawled out on the floor. They were twitching. It looked as if conducting rods had been inserted into the bodies, shooting a high dose of electricity into the nerves and forcing the limbs to move, even though the owners were beyond this world.

      The dead man’s fingers were going up and down like he was like tapping at a typewriter. The woman’s legs flinched like someone had pinched her.

      “They’re still inside them,” Cody said.

      “This doesn’t look good,” Crazy Diamond said, staring at the reanimated corpses. “We have to get rid of the bodies. We’ve got to throw them out of the plane. Quick!”

      Cody shook his head. “You saw how strong they were,” he said. “And besides, what if those things get inside us if we get too close?”

      “So what do we do?” Nick said. “I’m not too happy about leaving these people inside the plane with us. You know what I mean?”

      Cody looked over his shoulder to the opposite end of the fuselage. Rachel was sitting up in her seat, watching events unfold with keen eyes.

      “We can’t stay here,” Cody said. “We’ve got to get a long way from this airport. Everything’s fucked up. We can’t risk staying anywhere near all these bodies.”

      “Where are we going then?” Nick said.

      Cody turned sideways to face his companions. There was a look of resignation on their faces, like they already knew the answer.

      “Downtown,” Cody said. “There are people there and they’re signaling for a reason. Let’s go find out what that reason is.”
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      “Grab your bags everyone,” Nick said. “Let’s get the hell off this plane.”

      Nick ran to the tail end of the plane to let the stairs down again. When he came back this time, he ran down the cabin, past the twitching corpses, and stopped beside an overhead locker near the cockpit door. He looked sheepishly over at Cody and pulled a small silver key out of his back pocket. Nick unlocked the overhead door. Without a word, he reached in and pulled out an AR-15 rifle and a black Berretta pistol, placing them onto the seat below the locker. Several boxes of ammo followed. Nick crammed the ammo into his sports bag lying on the floor.

      “You asshole,” Cody said, shaking his head. “No guns in the cabin? That was Nick Norton’s big rule, right?”

      Nick shrugged. “Later MacLeod,” he said. “You really want to talk about that now?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Yeah,” Nick said, running back up the aisle with the sports bag and guns. “Well I don’t. C’mon everyone. Let’s go. We got a couple of weapons. We got enough food and water in our bags to keep us going till we get there. Leave the rest of your luggage in the hold. We’ll come back for it.”

      Cody lifted Rachel’s backpack off the floor as well as his own. He threw the bags over a shoulder each.

      Rachel reached up for her bag. “I can carry it,” she said.

      “Maybe later kid,” Cody said, grabbing her by the hand. “We gotta be quick getting out the airport.”

      Cody led her towards the back of the plane. They walked down the airstairs together as fast as Rachel’s legs would allow them. Crazy Diamond and Richards were close at their backs. Cody could hear the urgent, rhythmic tap-tap of their footsteps hitting off the stairs.

      Nick was the last man out – the reluctant captain leaving the sinking ship with a heavy heart. He was carrying a flashlight in one hand, pointing it ahead of the others to guide their step.

      “Good God,” he said, as he caught up with the others at the foot of the stairs.

      Nick pointed the flashlight straight ahead.

      The apron was littered with bodies. They looked like macabre works of art, sprawled out in a variety of tragic shapes, their wide-open eyes staring up at the black sky. Only a short while ago they’d been people, full of hope. The Black Storm was over – and to think they’d believed it. Now they were so dead.

      Cody and the others crept forward, their sights set on the terminal building just a short distance away. Their steps were slow and light. Cody felt an immediate chill in his bones. It felt like they were entering hallowed ground, intruding upon the aftermath of a terrible battle in which there had been no victor.

      It wasn’t long before Richards abandoned his sense of caution. There were no monsters and the bodies weren’t twitching like those in the plane – these corpses were well behaved, still like the dead ought to be. Whatever had infected them was gone. The old man hurried ahead of the pack, staggering towards the terminal building on unsteady feet.

      “Marianne?” Richards whispered. “Marianne?”

      Cody watched him go and cringed. What the hell? He didn’t like the thought of hanging around while Richards looked for his wife. It felt dangerous to linger here. He was certain that the others felt the same as he did but no one it seemed had the heart to interrupt Richards as he diverted from the straight path to the terminal, searching the bloody site for a glimpse of something familiar.

      “Dad,” Rachel said, squeezing his hand.

      Cody kept his eyes on Richards. “What is it Rachel?”

      “Do you hear that?” she said.

      Cody shook his head. “Hear what?”

      “It’s cats meowing.”

      Cody took his eyes off Richards for a second. He looked at Rachel and heard it – a faint, high-pitched sound coming from somewhere nearby. He remembered the old woman with the cat crate who’d been on the plane. The cats sounded like they were in distress.

      “Do you hear it?” Rachel said.

      “Yeah I hear it,” Cody said, his eyes going back to Richards.

      Nick and Crazy Diamond caught up with them.

      “Crazy Diamond,” Nick said, holding the Beretta aloft. “Know how to use this?”

      Crazy Diamond looked at the gun and hesitated. She shook her head.

      “I’ve shot a gun before,” she said. “But guns just aren’t my thing. Sorry Nick.”

      “Yeah that’s what I thought,” Nick said, tucking the black pistol into the waist of his pants. He threw the AR-15 carry strap over his shoulder and looked at Richards in the distance. “I doubt the old man has ever picked up a weapon in his life. Don’t matter. Looks like it’s you and me leading the charge Cody.”

      “Fine,” Cody said. “Speaking of the old man, we need to get moving.”

      They walked on, hoping that Richards would notice them moving and come back over. There was a wet squelching sound under their feet.

      “Don’t look down,” Cody said. “Keep your eyes straight ahead and concentrate on the terminal.”

      “Good idea,” Crazy Diamond said.

      Cody looked at her.

      “You thinking about your uncle?” he said.

      “A little bit,” she said. “I didn’t know him that well but he was the only family I had left and vice-versa.”

      “I’m sorry,” Cody said. “He sure as hell didn’t deserve to go out like that.”

      He tried to smile for her. But smiling here felt like a sin.

      “Look over there,” Nick said, pointing a finger at Richards in the distance. “I’ll be damned. The old man found what he’s looking for.”

      Richards was about twenty feet away from the group, kneeling down beside what looked like a pile of mangled remains. That was all Cody saw of the old man’s wife before he pulled his eyes away – it was all he wanted to see.

      They walked closer, but not too close. They heard Richards talking softly to the remains, whispering something that nobody else could hear.

      Nick was looking back and forth across the apron. Cody saw the worried look on the pilot’s face.

      “We’d better go,” Nick said. “I don’t like this place.”

      “Right,” Cody said. He looked at Rachel.

      “You alright kid?” he asked. “Want me to carry you or something?”

      Rachel was only half-listening. She was staring out across the apron, her eyes searching for something.

      “You’re already carrying my backpack,” she said. “I’ll walk just fine.”

      “Yeah but you don’t have to,” Cody said. “I mean, if it’s hard to...look down. Okay?”

      “I’ve already looked down,” she said. “More dead people.”

      She stopped walking before the last word left her lips.

      “Dad.”

      “What?”

      “Do you see the cats anywhere? They sound scared.”

      Cody sighed. “I can’t see anything Rachel,” he said. “All I’m doing right now is looking at the terminal over there. Getting to it – that’s what I’m thinking about.”

      “Two hundred people,” Nick said.

      Cody spun around and saw Nick looking back at the Alaska Airlines plane sitting on the tarmac. He wasn’t sure if Nick was talking to anyone in particular or if he was just thinking out loud. Or maybe he was talking to the two hundred ghosts lying on the apron. It was possible.

      “Five people left,” Nick said, turning back to Cody. “Wasn’t supposed to be like this man. Why did she bring us back? Doesn’t make any sense to let us live only to butcher us out here.”

      “C’mon,” Cody said. “Just keep walking.”

      Nick pointed over at Richards.

      “I think the old man would be happier if we left him behind,” he said.

      “Well we’re not going to,” Crazy Diamond said. “No matter what he says.”

      They walked over to Richards. Cody heard the meowing again. Louder this time. There was also a high-pitched clawing sound, which suggested the cats were scraping frantically at the door of their crate.

      “It’s the old lady’s cats,” Rachel said.

      “I know it is honey,” Cody said.

      “We can’t leave them in the box,” Rachel said. “They’ll die.”

      Cody felt his patience wearing thin. It wasn’t so much with Rachel as with the situation. Why the hell weren’t they out of that place already? They should have been long gone. And why did he feel a pulling sensation in his mind, a voice that kept badgering him to look down at the butcher’s yard at his feet? He didn’t want to see it.

      “Rachel, we…”

      But Rachel had already let go of Cody’s hand. She was walking off, trying to locate the meowing cats.

      “Kitty kitty,” she said.

      “Rachel!” Cody hissed at her. “Get back here.”

      He caught a glimpse of a bloody female corpse lying at his feet. A cold metallic smell shot up his nostrils. The woman’s dead eyes, half-open and glassy, were looking straight at him.

      Cody stumbled forwards, keeping his eyes closed to block out the carnage. Without the sense of sight, the squelching noise underfoot got louder. When he opened his eyes, Rachel had found the cat crate. She was kneeling down just a short distance away from Cody. He could hear her talking in a gentle voice, comforting the frightened cats. Cody walked towards her. His feet connected with bits and pieces of the dead. They felt soft and squishy, like human slush. He wasn’t looking forward to taking his shoes off anytime soon.

      “Rachel,” he said. “What are you doing?”

      “They’re scared,” she said. “I’m just trying to help them.”

      Cody looked inside the crate. The black and white cats were anxiously pacing back and forth, clawing at the plastic gate. Cody found himself thinking about the old lady. Where was she? Had he stepped on her remains on his way over?

      “Let’s go Rachel,” he said. “This is giving me the creeps.”

      “We’ve got to let them out,” she said. “It’s not their fault this happened.”

      “Alright,” Cody said. He didn’t want to kneel down and touch the crate. That meant getting closer to ground.

      “Lift the lever on the door and pull it open,” he said.

      Rachel’s face was a mask of concentration as she studied the front of the crate. She lifted up the metal lever and the door squeaked hideously as she pulled it open. Both cats hesitated for a second, as if they could sense something was wrong.

      “C’mon,” Rachel said.

      They dashed outside, side by side, their sharp eyes taking in the sights as they galloped away from the carnage.

      “You’re free,” Rachel said, watching them disappear.

      “Can we go now?” Cody said.

      She nodded and got to her feet.

      Cody took her hand. They navigated their way back through the sea of dead bodies. Cody kept his eyes straight ahead, ignoring the endless wet sounds under his feet. Looking further along the apron, he saw that Nick and Crazy Diamond were standing over Richards, who was still slumped beside his dead wife’s remains.

      “You’ve got to be kidding,” Cody said under his breath. “Hurry up old man.”

      “You’re not watching your feet Dad,” Rachel said. “You nearly fell over something there.”

      “Keep walking,” Cody said.

      They caught up with Nick and Crazy Diamond. Richards was on his knees, tight up against the remains. Cody caught a brief and unfortunate glimpse of Marianne Richards’ green cardigan, still buttoned up neatly at the front. Her hands were covered in blood and lying stretched out at her sides in a crucifix pose.

      Cody stood sideways on, so that he wouldn’t catch sight of her face.

      “Can we go now?” he said.

      “He doesn’t want to come with us,” Crazy Diamond said. “We’ve tried talking to him and he won’t listen.”

      Nick squatted down beside Richards. It looked like he was giving it another try.

      “Listen Richards,” he said. “I’m sorry for your loss. Truly I am, but we’ve gotta go now and I’ll be damned if I’m leaving you behind. Whatever passengers I’ve got left I’m hanging onto. That includes you.”

      Richards glanced over his shoulder at Nick.

      “Go away,” he said. “There’s nothing more you can do here.”

      Nick looked at Cody and Crazy Diamond. He shrugged his shoulders and straightened back up again.

      “I’ll drag him out of here if I have to,” Nick said. “By the beard.”

      “Can’t we just cut him a little slack?” Crazy Diamond said. “Give him a few minutes. I don’t think anything else is going to happen here or it would’ve happened already.”

      “I’ve given him plenty of slack,” Nick said. “Every second we stand here is a second too long.”

      “I’m with Nick on this one,” Cody said. “We should be walking.”

      Richards called over to them.

      “I have to bury her,” he said. “Help me bury her and I’ll go with you.”

      Nick shook his head. “There’s no time Richards,” he said, talking through clenched teeth. “Ain’t none of these people out here going to get a proper burial. But how about this? If we find the army in San Antonio then we’ll get back here and take care of her. You have my word – we’re not going to leave her here for long.”

      Richards’ expression darkened. “No,” he said.

      Cody saw Nick’s body stiffen. It looked like he really was bracing himself to grab the old man by the beard and drag him through the airport.

      Crazy Diamond stepped in between Nick and Richards. She kneeled down beside the grieving widower, getting close but keeping a respectful distance.

      Richards glanced at her briefly.

      “John,” she said. “Please come with us.”

      “Richards,” Richards said. “Not John.”

      “Sorry,” she said. “Richards, please come with us.”

      Crazy Diamond put a hand on the old man’s tweed sleeves. She tried to guide him back up to his feet but Richards resisted. He grunted, then moved closer to his wife, taking a hold of her bloody hand.

      Cody and Nick were both getting restless. They were trapped in an open graveyard against their will. The reek of death was everywhere and all they had to do to get it out of their nostrils was to walk away. But the old man’s guilt and stubbornness was holding them back.

      “I insist you come with us,” Crazy Diamond said in a calm, gentle voice. “We’re not leaving you here.”

      “But I have to bury her,” Richards said, his eyes still on his wife. “I can’t just leave her lying on the ground like this. Not like I left her to die.”

      “We’ll come back for her,” Crazy Diamond said. “But right now, we’ve got to go and check out that light in San Antonio. It’s our only chance and we can’t go if you don’t come with us. We won’t go. ”

      “I’m a coward,” Richards said. “You’re better off without me.”

      “You’re not a coward,” Crazy Diamond said. “And you’re not stupid either. That’s why you’re coming with us. Because you’re smart enough to know that our best chance of giving Marianne a proper burial is if we find someone to help us. You know that’s right don’t you?”

      She tried to encourage Richards back to his feet again. This time the old man didn’t resist. His wrinkled hand remained locked around his wife’s fingers until his arm ran out of reach.

      Cody rejoiced quietly at the sight of the old man standing up.

      “Let’s get moving,” Crazy Diamond said. She put an arm around Richards’s shoulder and guided him towards the terminal. Cody hoped that Richards wouldn’t turn around for one last look.

      The five survivors walked through the ruins of San Antonio International Airport. It was too dark to see much inside the terminal building. It felt like they were walking through a haunted house with no lights, waiting for something to reach out and grab them by the leg. Fortunately Nick, who’d been through the airport many times, knew his way down to the front entrance with no problems.

      They approached the front doors of the terminal.

      Cody looked through the entrance and stopped dead.

      “Oh no,” he said. “Don’t let it be true.”

      “What is it?” Nick said. “What are you talking about?”

      Cody didn’t answer. He was already running forward, still holding onto Rachel’s hand and taking her with him. She ran alongside as he hurried through the open doorway and outside into the balmy air.

      Rachel let go of his hand.

      “Dad,” she said. “Is that…?”

      “Yeah.”

      Cody dropped the two backpacks onto the ground with a thud.

      Father and daughter stood in silence.

      Cody’s 1970 Dodge Challenger was still parked outside the airport. But it was a burned out wreck. It was a rusting, decaying monument from another lifetime. The body, which had been classic white, was now covered in ugly splotches of metallic gray, red and yellow. The doors were lying wide open, as was the trunk, which suggested the car had been ransacked before it was torched.

      Cody trudged forwards. He felt lightheaded.

      “What happened?” Rachel said, walking behind her dad. Bootsy the bear swung at her side.

      Cody shook his head. “They got her,” he said. “They well and truly got her.”

      “Who?”

      He shrugged. “Somebody. It doesn’t matter.”

      Cody could only imagine what had happened. Some mad bastard, their brain swirling with the Black Fever must have torched the car during the attack on the airport. Either that or it was the Black Widow herself – she could have done it after their last encounter in the airport just to spite him.

      Either way, his beloved Dodge was a wreck.

      “Damn this fucking city,” Cody said.

      He looked at Rachel.

      “Sorry kid. Your old man’s not supposed to swear, I know.”

      Cody sighed and took a backwards step from the car. It had been hard enough leaving the Dodge sitting outside the airport. It had been like abandoning an old friend. But to come back and see it burned out and looking like a piece of scrap, barely fit for a junkyard – that was tough.

      He touched the pocket of his pants. The car key was still in there – it was attached to the Swiss army knife keychain along with the house key and a few other remnants of the past. Useless items, all of them.

      Nick, Crazy Diamond and Richards caught up with the MacLeods outside.

      “Oh shit,” Nick said. “I’m sorry Cody. That’s gotta hurt man.”

      Cody turned to face the other three adults.

      “Don’t suppose any of you guys got a car?”

      Crazy Diamond shook her head.

      “I carpooled here,” she said. “Came in my uncle’s car with some other people. He’s got the keys on him somewhere back there. We weren’t super close or anything like that, but I don’t think I want to go back there and start rummaging through the bodies. If I found him…”

      “I know,” Cody said. He looked at Richards. “What about you?”

      “We shared a ride too,” Richards said. “Nick set it up for us.”

      Nick stood beside Richards and nodded.

      “Some of the other pilots were using my car to shuttle their families to and from the airport,” he said. “I thought an armed escort would be a good idea, seeing as how crazy things were getting in the city. I guess I should have gotten the keys back off them.”

      Cody felt the black sky pressing down on top of his head. Pushing him down.

      “Looks like we’re walking to San Antonio,” he said.

      Cody turned around and touched the hood of the Dodge. It felt rough and alien to his skin. Rachel copied her father and put a hand on the car. It was a silent moment – a farewell to a dear friend, like touching the lid of the coffin that was about to be lowered into the ground.

      Cody picked up the two backpacks. He slid the straps up both arms and around the shoulders. They were already starting to feel heavy. It wasn’t going to be pleasant hiking downtown with those weights strapped to his body.

      He turned back to the others.

      “We’re all agreed then?” he said. “We walk to San Antonio. Find whoever’s flashing that blue light and hope they’re on our side?”

      Nick adjusted the rifle strap on his shoulder.

      “I’m game,” he said, stepping forward. “What choice do we have anyway?”

      “Agreed,” Rachel said, looking up at her Dad.

      Crazy Diamond walked over and put an arm around Rachel’s shoulder. “I’m with Rachel on this one,” she said.

      Richards was the most reluctant. He kept looking back over his shoulder like someone who suspected they were being followed. “I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know if I’ve got it in me.”

      “Sure you have John,” Crazy Diamond said. “You can’t walk any slower than me. I’m like a slug for God’s sake.”

      Richards smiled. For a moment, his eyes forgot his troubles.

      “Marianne always insisted on calling me John,” he said. “Fifty years of marriage – fifty years of asking her to call me Richards. My father – he was John, but I was always Richards.”

      “Good for her,” Crazy Diamond said. “Sounds like she didn’t take any of your shit.”

      “No,” Richards said, with a sad smile. “She didn’t take any of my shit.”

      Crazy Diamond walked over to the old man.

      “How about this Richards?” she said. “We walk to San Antonio together, nice and slow. And on our way downtown we can talk about how awesome Marianne was. Alright?”

      Richards nodded. “I’ll try.”

      Crazy Diamond bent down and picked Richards’ satchel up off the ground. She slung it over her spare shoulder while the other carried her own backpack. With a nod to the others, she led the old man away from the terminal building.

      Cody heard her talking to Richards.

      “So how long were you guys married for?” Crazy Diamond asked.
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      The five survivors walked down the McAllister Freeway towards downtown San Antonio.

      They passed several abandoned cars on the road. Upon closer inspection of some of these vehicles, Cody and the others found the occasional rotten corpse festering in the back seat. Usually there was a small army of flies buzzing around furiously in the glare of Nick’s flashlight, scavenging upon the shriveled human remains.

      It was a strangely hypnotic sight, too devastating to fully comprehend with a single glance. How many other bodies were lying in between them and the rest of San Antonio?

      It smelled terrible. They didn’t linger around the cars for long.

      The surrounding area was a desolate sight. The three-lane highway, both northbound and southbound, was empty for long stretches in between these scattered four-wheeled tombs. Several looping overpasses towered above the group as they walked towards the city. The trees that lined the side of the road were tall and overgrown, some of them spilling over onto old advertisement signs that would have been hard to miss under a blue sky. Whatever great deal was being offered on these billboards was lost underneath the ravenous foliage.

      Cody and Nick walked at the front of the group. Rachel was walking by herself in the middle, a couple of paces ahead of Crazy Diamond and Richards, who were bringing up the rear.

      Cody looked over his shoulder at Rachel. She didn’t look tired; on the contrary, there was a spring in her step as if the walk had revived her.

      “You okay kid?” he said, trying to sound cheerful. “Getting tired?”

      She shook her head. “Fine. Apart from the flies.”

      “Yeah,” Cody said. “Hopefully it won’t be so bad in the city. You warm enough?”

      “I’m fine,” Rachel said. She looked at him with an irritated frown.

      Crazy Diamond and Richards walked at a slower pace. The old man’s body was limp, his arms long and ape-like at his side. His eyes were distant – his mind far from the grim reality of the McAllister Freeway. Cody had heard Crazy Diamond talking to him, valiantly trying to keep the conversation going. Even Rachel had joined in, doing her best to raise the old man’s spirits. Asking him about anything and everything – his work, where he lived and other aspects of his life. But it didn’t take Richards long to tire of conversation – his answers had become more blatantly gruff and grunt-like. At that point, Crazy Diamond and Rachel decided it was better to leave him alone.

      “You guys okay?” Cody said.

      Crazy Diamond waved over. “All good.”

      Richards didn’t look up.

      Cody turned back to the front. A black horizon stretched out before them. Nick’s flashlight was a feeble speck of light in its presence, a flimsy blade of yellow trying to cut through a towering wall of darkness.

      “So this is what feels like,” Nick said.

      Cody raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

      “To be the last man.”

      “Huh?”

      Nick was staring into the emptiness.

      “Don’t you feel it?” he said. “It’s like we’re hanging on by a thread. Humanity, civilization – all that crap.”

      “Maybe,” Cody said.

      “Strangest thing,” Nick said, his fingers locked around the rifle sling that hung from his huge shoulder. “I always thought it would be great. No one else around to tell me what to do. Just me, myself and I in the Garden of Eden. Because we live in the Garden of Eden, don’t ever doubt that Cody. You fly as much as I have, look down on the world – it’s Paradise. Except for us. But yeah, I thought it was going to be great. No people.”

      “Changed your mind?” Cody asked.

      “As a matter of fact I have.”

      A hint of sadness crept into Nick’s brown eyes.

      “You know I got married don’t you?” he said. “Several times in fact.”

      Cody’s lips curled into a half-smile. “I was at your weddings Nick,” he said. “Every last one of them.”

      “Right,” Nick said. “And you know I never had kids from any of those marriages. I didn’t leave anyone behind to carry on my name. No little Nick Nortons running around out there – not that I know of anyway. My ex-wives all hate me and my folks and Grandma are long gone, thank God for small mercies.”

      “So what are you saying?” Cody asked.

      Nick let out a long sigh.

      “I’ve got no family,” he said. “So why do I give a damn if the world falls apart? I should be celebrating. Why do I feel so bad? I keep thinking about the little things you know, everyday things that we don’t notice at the time – people taking their kids to the play park, first dates, watching the sunset on a hilltop, sitting in the backyard with a cold beer…you know? I sound like an asshole, don’t I?”

      “Maybe you’re not quite as misanthropic as you thought,” Cody said.

      “Misanthropic?” Nick said. “You mean one of those miserable sons of bitches who hates everyone? That sounds like you Cody. You’re the one that turned your back on everything and became a recluse in Texas.”

      Cody laughed. “With good reason,” he said. “LA was chewing me up man. And Kate. We didn’t want Rachel to be born in a toxic environment.”

      Nick sighed. “Yeah I know man. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      “Hey guys!”

      Crazy Diamond was calling to them from the back.

      “Any sign of that blue flashing light?” she said.

      “Not since the airport,” Cody said, looking over his shoulder.

      “Are you sure it was coming from downtown?” she said. “What if we’re walking in the wrong direction?”

      “Downtown is as good a place as any to start looking,” Nick said. “Don’t worry so much CD. Whoever it is, we’ll find them.”

      They continued walking south along the freeway. Cody passed the time by checking out the sights – those that he could make out amongst the blanket of darkness that pressed down on them. He noticed a large public car park off to the left with few cars taking up a fraction of the space. Most of the cars were burned out wrecks, not unlike Cody’s Dodge Challenger outside the airport. Further south, they passed a large wooded area at the edge of the freeway, which appeared to stretch in a westerly direction for miles. Cody was aware that some of this scenery – the car park, the woods – was starting to look familiar. If his hunch was right, they were close to Alamo Heights, a small town located about five kilometers north of downtown San Antonio.

      “Look!” Rachel said.

      Her voice was full of shocked surprise. Cody jerked around – frightened that something was wrong.

      Rachel was pointing up at the sky.

      There was a loud whooshing noise over their heads.

      Cody looked up and saw a large flock of birds flying overhead. They raced past the travelers, a swarm of of black specks soaring effortlessly under a black canvas. Cody guessed they were looking at either crows or ravens. From a distance, they looked like a tribe of giant bats making a hasty getaway out of the city.

      “Holy shit!” Nick said. “That’s incredible.”

      Cody watched them fly overhead.

      “How do they know where they’re going?” he asked. “I thought they used the sun, sort of like a compass?”

      Richards and Crazy Diamond had by now caught up with the others.

      “They’re probably using landmarks to guide them,” Richards said, without taking his eyes off the display overhead. “It’s also possible that they might be using the Earth’s magnetic field. I guess we can’t ever know for sure.”

      “So many of them,” Rachel said, looking up in awe.

      She skipped away from the group, climbing over the short concrete wall that separated both sides of the freeway. Rachel ran into the northbound lane and reached both arms up to the sky.

      The birds seemed to linger for a few seconds, as if they were checking out the little girl standing on the road below. The massive cloud dipped in mid-air. Some of the crows flew in short, swooping circles overhead.

      Rachel was laughing and pointing, almost as if she was sharing a private joke with the birds. It was a strangely intimate encounter, and Rachel was having the time of her life.

      Soon, the misty ghost-like shape continued northwards. It faded out of sight.

      Rachel watched them go until there was no trace left of the birds in the sky. She started walking back towards the southbound lane when she spun around quickly, as if she’d heard something.

      She stood in silence for a moment. Staring towards the edge of the road.

      “Dad,” she said.

      “What?”

      “Do you see them?”

      Cody looked towards the edge of the freeway.

      “See what?” he said.

      “Over there,” Rachel said.

      Cody peered towards the northbound side. He heard something – a faint trotting sound in the distance. Seconds later, he saw a hint of movement close to a row of trees lining the edge of the road.

      Dark shapes hurried along the road in a northerly direction.

      Nick walked over for a closer look. “Are those horses?”

      “Zebras,” Rachel said. “Check out their stripes Nick.”

      “Oh wow,” Crazy Diamond said, tiptoeing over to the concrete wall. “She’s right.”

      Cody saw them clearly now. There were about nine or ten zebras making their way up the road in a swift but orderly procession. The travelers were allowed only a brief glimpse. Maybe the zebras saw five humans and got spooked – whatever it was, they disappeared back into the dense foliage again.

      “Did I just see a pack of zebras on the highway?” he said. “Have I finally gone crazy?”

      “A zeal,” Richards said. “A group of zebras is called a zeal. Or a dazzle.”

      “I’m dazzled alright,” Nick said.

      Crazy Diamond jumped the wall and stood beside Rachel on the northbound side.

      “Where did they come from?” Rachel asked.

      “Natural Bridge Wildlife Ranch,” Crazy Diamond said. “That’d be my guess. It’s not far from here. Or I don’t know – maybe they came up from the zoo. Things have sure changed around here though, right?”

      “Will they be okay?” Rachel said.

      “Sure they will,” Crazy Diamond said. “Doing better than us that’s for sure. They’ve got the pick of the grass in Olmos Basin and all those large parks scattered around the city. Don’t worry about them. Worry about us.”

      Cody didn’t feel comfortable standing still for too long. What else was creeping around the freeway in the dark?

      “C’mon you guys,” he said. “Let’s keep moving.”

      They walked in silence for a while. Tall, dark shadows sprouted up in the distance – these were the buildings in downtown San Antonio. The travelers were getting close to something but there was still no further sign of the blue signal in the sky.

      They approached a smaller overpass on the city outskirts

      Cody felt something land on his head and he jumped in fright. A drop of cool liquid trickled down the back of his head, running onto his neck. He felt his body stiffen with fear.

      “Hold it!” he called out.

      Nick stopped and turned around. “What is it?”

      A drop landed on Nick’s forehead.  “Black rain” he yelled.

      Richards hurried forwards, his face pointing at the sky. “It’s those things,” he said. “They’re coming after us.”

      Cody scooped Rachel up off the ground. He staggered backwards under the weight of the two backpacks and his daughter.

      “Under the overpass,” Cody yelled. “Move!”

      They ran in the glare of Nick’s flashlight towards the overpass.

      Cody and Rachel took cover first. Crazy Diamond and Richards were close behind them. They wiped themselves down in a panic, if the black rain was burning a hole through their flesh and sizzling its way down to the bone.

      Cody turned around. Nick was slowing down. He was still out in the open, not yet under the overpass like the others.

      “C’mon Nick!” Cody said. “Get your ass moving man.”

      But Nick had stopped dead. He was standing about ten feet from the shelter. With a look of pure concentration on his face, he was studying the raindrops running down the back of his fingers.

      “Wait a minute,” he said.

      Nick shook his head and laughed. For a split second, Cody thought his best friend had gone mad with Black Fever.

      “It’s just rain,” he said. “It’s normal rain.”

      Crazy Diamond stepped cautiously out of the shelter.

      “Are you sure?” she said. “You mean those things aren’t coming?”

      Nick’s eyes were wide and childlike with wonder. Slowly he tilted his head back and let the raindrops trickle down his face.

      “Been a long time since I felt that,” he said.

      Cody put Rachel down. Dropping the bags on the road, he took Rachel’s hand and crept outside. Sure enough, the water that fell was clear. It was rain – natural rain, which had been scarce since the early days of the Black Storm.

      Rachel and Richards joined the others standing under the light rainfall. They stood there in silence, allowing the cool water to wash over them, to soak their heads and hands. They drank the drops that met their lips. They rubbed the water over their faces and felt clean for the first time in a long time.

      It was a rare blissful moment. It ended when Cody heard a noise further down the highway.

      He spun around. The road was trembling under his feet.

      It was the sound of a car engine. Coming closer.

      “Now what?” Crazy Diamond said.

      Cody pulled the Glock out of his pants. He nudged Rachel towards Crazy Diamond. “You, Richards and Rachel,” he said. “Grab the bags and cross the freeway. Hide in the trees. Hide anywhere. Nick!”

      Nick had already taken up position at Cody’s side. His AR-15 was pointing towards the sound of the incoming vehicle.

      “Dad,” Rachel said, pulling on his arm. “I don’t want to go…”

      A pair of dazzling white headlights pierced the darkness up ahead. Cody saw a small van, a few seconds from reaching the overpass.

      “Go!” Cody yelled to the others. “Get out of here.”

      “It’s too late,” Crazy Diamond said.

      She was right and Cody knew it. The van was too close. It had bolted up the highway and caught up with them easily. There was little chance of anyone getting away on foot, especially with the old man in tow.

      A white Ford Transit van with a low roof skidded to a stop about fifty feet ahead of the group. Cody and the others stood still, caught in the trap of the blinding headlights.

      Nick’s rifle was locked onto the growling van.

      Cody pointed the Glock at the windshield.

      There was a loud click as the driver’s door was pushed open. A second click followed coming from the passenger side.

      “You won’t be needing those guns,” a man’s voice called out from the driver’s side. “We come in peace.”

      “Thanks for the advice,” Nick said. “But I think we’ll be keeping them all the same.”

      The driver’s door slammed shut. Cody saw the dim outline of a man with a baseball cap standing behind the headlights. A woman with brightly colored hair stood on the passenger’s side.

      “We’re not looking for a fight,” the man said.

      “Isn’t that what everyone says before a fight?” Nick said.

      “Yeah,” the man said, laughing. “That’s a good one. Let me guess, you’re traveling downtown, right?”

      “So what?” Cody said.

      “Did you see a signal?” the man said. “A flashing blue light in the sky? And now you’re looking for the people who sent that signal?”

      Cody and Nick exchanged a brief glance.

      “Maybe,” Nick said, turning back to the speaker.

      “Then maybe it’s your lucky day,” the man said. “Congratulations, you’ve found us. Or maybe we’ve found you. Either way, looks like we’ve saved you good folks a bit of walking. And if by any chance you want to thank me for that, you can start by putting those guns away.”
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      The man and woman took a couple of steps towards the travelers.

      As they came closer, Cody could see in the glare of the van’s headlights that they weren’t carrying guns. Or at least if they were, their weapons were concealed.

      “That was you?” Cody said. “You sent the signal?”

      “Sure did,” the man said.

      “So it wasn’t the army then?” Nick said, looking disappointed.

      The man shook his head. Cody guessed he was in his early to mid sixties at most. There was something fragile about the man’s appearance – he had a wiry build and a gaunt face with cheekbones that could cut through glass. A flamboyant green Hawaiian shirt was half-unbuttoned, revealing a hint of a white vest top underneath clinging to his skinny frame. Greasy strands of brown hair poked out from the edges of his cap, spilling over his cauliflower ears.

      In contrast, the young woman looked very much alive. She was wearing dark green camouflage pants and a tight-fitting black t-shirt over her robust build. Her shoulder-length hair was violent purple and her eyes were coated in black eyeliner, which made for a distinct Emo look.

      “Sorry,” the man said. “I don’t think there is an army anymore.”

      “We’re here to help,” the woman said. “So take your damn guns off us. Do you know how risky it us for to be here?”

      “No we don’t,” Nick said. “We don’t know jack shit. That’s why we’re pointing our guns at you.”

      The man coughed and hacked something up that landed in the back of his hand. Tilting his body to the left, he spat something onto the road – something that sounded more solid than liquid by the thud it made when it hit the ground.

      “I’m Harry and this is my daughter Layla,” he said. “There you go – now you know something. Who are you? Where are you coming from?”

      “The airport,” Cody said.

      “Airport?” Harry said, slowly reaching a hand into his shirt pocket.

      Cody’s trigger finger stiffened. “Hold it.”

      “Just getting a cigarette?” Harry said. “That okay?”

      “Slowly,” Nick said. “I see anything other than a cigarette coming out of that shirt pocket and it’s goodnight from you. Dangerous habit you got there.”

      “Sure thing boss.”

      Harry reached a forefinger and thumb into his shirt pocket. He pulled out a crumpled pack of Marlboro Reds and a matchbox. With a wink, he held them aloft as if to show Cody and the others that was all he was bringing out. Popping a cigarette in between his lips, he struck a match and raised the tiny flame to his face. He inhaled and blew a thick cloud of smoke into the air. Harry smiled, turning his face into a canvas of deep grooves and scars.

      “Good,” he said. “That’s better. You know, these things are like gold dust. Marlboro Lights? You’ll find them all over the city. Not even the end of the world makes me want to smoke Marlboro Lights. But Reds? That’s a different story. Shit, if you’re going to smoke, why not do it right?”

      “How did you know we were here?” Cody said.

      “We didn’t,” Harry said. “We always do a quick patrol after we signal. It doesn’t bring much in the way of results nowadays but old habits die hard I guess.”

      “You’re looking for survivors?” Cody said.

      “Sure thing.”

      “Why?” Nick said.

      “Lots of reasons dummy,” Layla said, scowling at Nick.

      Nick’s jaw dropped.

      “Easy Layla,” Harry said. “That’s rude. It’s only natural to be curious.”

      “I’d like to hear those reasons,” Cody said, looking at Layla.

      The young woman turned her scowl on Cody.

      “Alright then,” she said. “First up, we give a damn about other people. Gettit? Remember good old-fashioned human decency? Love thy neighbor? Nobody who’s still alive in San Antonio is having a good time believe it or not.”

      “Second reason,” Harry said, cutting in. “Recruitment purposes. We’re always looking for survivors to join us. I know we probably don’t look like much but along with a few friends, we’re the last of the resistance movement in San Antonio.”

      “Resistance?” It was Crazy Diamond who spoke. “What are you resisting against?”

      Harry took a long, labored drag on the cigarette. He inhaled all the way down to the pit of his lungs.

      “The Black Storm,” he said, shooting out a fine spray of smoke from in between his lips. “Well sort of. To say we’re fighting the Black Storm – that’s like saying in World War Two we fought against German guns and tanks – against the machinery itself. You know what I mean?”

      Cody shook his head.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about the Black Storm,” Harry said. “What else? The fires went out in this city months ago. Humankind was almost wiped out and I presume it’s the same all over the country, all over the world for all I know. But it’s still here – the Storm – finding new ways to get rid of the leftovers. That’s us by the way – any human being still drawing breath can consider themselves a leftover.”

      Cody lowered his gun. He felt like somebody had just punched him in the stomach.

      “Back up a minute,” he said, taking a step towards Harry and Layla. “Did you just say that the fires went out months ago? Months?”

      Harry nodded. “At least six or seven months. Wouldn’t you say?”

      Cody and Nick exchanged confused glances. There was a hint of panic in Nick’s eyes.

      “But the city was still burning when we took off,” Cody said to Nick. “That was today, wasn’t it?”

      Nick shook his head. “I knew something wasn’t right,” he said. “Listen Cody, I figured we might have lost some time up there but I didn’t want to say anything in case I sounded crazy. Think about it man. Look at how the airport was trashed when we got back. That didn’t happen in an hour.”

      “You guys aren’t making much sense right now,” Layla said. “Were you in a plane crash or something? Bump your heads?”

      “No crash,” Cody said. “But yeah we were in a plane today. The Black Widow brought us back.”

      Harry shook his head. “The Black Widow doesn’t bring planes back. She crashes them.”

      “We know,” Cody said. “Doesn’t change the fact that we’re still alive.”

      Nick swallowed hard.

      “We tried to get away,” he said. “It was always going to be a long shot and sure enough, she caught up with us. We ended up back at the airport where we started. Then we went outside and these things – ghosts or something – shot out of the ground. Hundreds of them. Killed the other passengers in seconds, drove them mad with the Fever and well...”

      “Sliders,” Harry said. “Yeah that’s a nasty way to go.”

      Cody pressed a hand up against the gunshot wound on his side. He felt nothing.

      “Maybe that’s why I healed so fast,” he said. “When we skipped forward, something must have happened.”

      “Like what?” Nick said.

      Cody shrugged his shoulders. “Beats me man,” he said. “If I ever read up on the effects of time travel on gunshot wounds I’ll let you know.”

      Harry smiled at the five survivors. “Sounds like you’ve had quite the adventure,” he said. “Must be quite a jolt to the system, knowing that you’ve missed six months of your life.”

      At last, Nick lowered his rifle.

      “What do you know about the Black Storm?” he said, looking at Harry and Layla. There was a desperate look in his eye. “What the hell’s going on down here? What did we miss?”

      “I know some things,” Harry said. “The Black Storm isn’t a freak of nature like some people wanted to believe. And it’s not a North Korean or Russian military weapon that leaked a shitload of chemicals into out brains and caused a mass hallucination. It’s not ghosts either.”

      “So what is it?” Cody said.

      Harry dropped the cigarette on the road and stamped it out.

      “Technology,” he said. “Plain and simple. That and otherworldly.”

      “Otherworldly?” Nick said. “You mean…?”

      Before Nick could say anything else, Harry looked over at Rachel and smiled.

      “Cute kid,” he said, looking at Cody. “Looks like you. She’s yours?”

      “Yeah,” Cody said. “She’s mine.”

      Harry nodded, a thoughtful expression lighting up his leathery face.

      “You know,” he said. “Before the storm, if anybody had come up to me and started talking about time travel I would have called them crazy. I’d have turned around and walked away before they started drooling all over me. But nothing surprises me anymore. So I hope you’ll extend the same courtesy to me and won’t think me crazy when I use words like otherworldly.”

      Cody shrugged.

      “I can accept otherworldly,” he said. “I can even accept the fact that we skipped time when the Black Widow took us back to the airport. It’s weird but I guess I can live with it. But there’s still one thing I don’t understand. One thing that’s really bugging me. Why? Why did the Black Widow bring us back? Why us?”

      Harry and Layla looked at one another. Cody couldn’t decipher the meaning on their faces.

      “Might be we can help you with that,” Harry said, turning back to Cody. “All those big questions you got swirling around in your brain – we might have the answers.”

      Harry stole a quick glance at Rachel. Then he pointed a thumb over his shoulder towards the growling van at his back.

      “Why don’t you all come back downtown?” he said. “Get yourselves under a roof. Eat some food. We’ll talk – what do you say?”
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      Cody and the others were driven downtown in the back of the Ford Transit. There were no lights or windows. They sat in darkness.

      The engine hummed and its gentle rattle was soothing.

      Cody was sitting on the hard floor next to Rachel. Although he couldn’t see her face, he held her hand. They talked little throughout the journey. Everyone was grateful for a little quiet time, so it seemed. It was a chance to catch their breath.

      It wasn’t a long trip. When the van slowed to a stop, Cody heard Harry and Layla getting out at the front. There was a brief muffled exchange of words with a third voice – a gruff male voice.

      Footsteps approached the back of the van.

      Cody secured his grip on the handle of the pistol. He was almost certain that Nick, sitting directly across from him, would be ready with the AR-15 just in case there was a trap waiting for them outside.

      When the door opened, they saw Harry standing on the street, a fresh cigarette dangling from his lips. The glowing ember of the white stick in his mouth was the only light in the city.

      “Hope it wasn’t too bumpy?” Harry said. “Damn potholes everywhere these days. We drive slow as a rule but they still have a way of sneaking up on you.”

      “Can we get out now?” Crazy Diamond asked. “My butt is killing me.”

      “Sure thing,” Harry said. He stood aside, gesturing for them to step outside. “Stretch your legs folks. We’re at the base. As soon as you’re out, my man Donnie here is going to drive the van to another location.”

      “Another location?” Cody said, getting to his feet. He reached a hand down and helped Rachel up. In turn, she grabbed Bootsy by the arm and scooped the teddy bear off the floor of the van.

      Harry nodded. “Another rule of ours,” he said. “We never keep ourselves too close to the transportation, not if we can help it. We park the vans on the street with all the other dead cars – a lot of those lying around the city. Nobody pays any attention to them.”

      Cody jumped onto the street. His stiff legs wobbled on something that felt like cobblestones. He helped Rachel out the van. As he did so, Cody saw the dim outline of a row of storefronts in the distance. It looked like a gang of haunted houses all bunched up close together, waiting patiently to swallow up the next passerby.

      He wouldn’t be going anywhere near that.

      Once Rachel was safely out the van, Cody turned his attention to the building they’d parked outside – the Resistance base. It was too dark to see much of anything. Upon first glance, Cody noticed a familiar hump shape located at the tip of the isolated structure. It took a few more seconds but at last, he finally realized where they were. In the dark, the outline of San Antonio’s most famous building did indeed look like, as someone had once described it, the headboard of a massive bedstead.

      “You’re kidding me,” Cody said. He couldn’t help but smile. “Are you for real Harry?”

      “Sure am,” Harry said.

      Richards walked up beside Cody. He took a long look at the Resistance base. “My eyes aren’t so good in the dark,” he said. “But is that…?”

      “Yep,” Cody said.

      “Welcome to Base Seven,” Harry said, nodding towards the building. “Or the Alamo as it’s otherwise known. C’mon, let’s get off the street.”

      Harry and Layla led their guests inside. As they walked in, the van’s engine sputtered into life behind them. Donnie drove it away, taking it into hiding.

      As they walked to the door, Cody glanced beyond the old wall, towards the modern buildings on the city horizon. Dead places. It would take the sunlight to fully expose the damage that had been inflicted on San Antonio. If the blackout was good for one thing, it was for blocking out the horrific aftermath of what had happened there.

      Walking into the Alamo was like walking into an old, empty church. Cody knew enough to know that the Alamo had started out that way – as a Spanish mission, the San Antonio de Valero.

      He looked around in quiet awe.

      It was like stepping back in time, like walking inside an old candlelit church in Europe. Stone walls, cool air, and pale light were abundant in the main room. It was a large hall with a number of carved benches lining the edges of the interior. About fifteen to twenty people were sitting on the benches as they walked in – a mixture of men and women, mostly between the ages of twenty and forty years old. There were a few children there and a couple of elderly members. They were all dressed in ragged clothes that had seen better days – withered shirts, torn pants and tattered shoes.

      The people inside the hall were eating as the guests were led into the hall. Breakfast, lunch or dinner – who could tell anymore? Their heads were down as they shoveled food into their mouths with a sense of urgency, like they hadn’t eaten in days.

      Harry pointed a finger to those gathered on the stone benches.

      “That right there is the last stand of mankind,” he said, loud enough so that everyone could hear him. “Isn’t it a pitiful sight?”

      “Go fuck yourself Harry,” one of the older women said, speaking through a mouthful of food. She fixed a contemptuous look at the newcomers. Then with a snort of disgust, she lowered her head and went back to her meal.

      “Love you too Maggie,” Harry said, tipping his cap to the woman.

      Richards walked ahead of the group. He was looking up, studying every intricate aspect of the Alamo’s interior design as if he was taking photographs with his mind.

      “It’s quite fitting isn’t it?” he said, looking back at Harry. “The last stand of humankind hiding out in the Alamo.”

      “Today we’re hiding out in the Alamo,” Harry said. “We move around a lot – that’s the nature of the game. We’ve got a lot of places that we call home but for some reason we always end up coming back here, at least for a while. I guess it’s good for moral.”

      “I’m sure it does,” Richards said.

      “So which one are you?” Cody said, looking at Harry. “Davy Crockett? Jim Bowie?”

      Harry smiled. “What’s your name son? You never did tell me back there.”

      “Cody.

      “Where do I know you from Cody?” Harry said, tilting his head. “Your face looks familiar.”

      Layla walked over from one of the tables, a plate of food balancing in one hand. With the other hand, she pointed a fork at Cody.

      “He’s that washed up actor,” Layla said. “You know the one. He’s the stutter kid from The Forever Boys.” She looked at Cody with a gleeful expression. “Didn’t you go on to become a famous tabloid junkie or something like that? Man, you sure blew it.”

      Some of the other Resistance crew looked up from their dinner plates. Cody felt their eyes linger on his face. Although he’d been in that situation before, he was certain that none of these people were about to come over and ask him for an autograph.

      At least he hoped not.

      “The Forever Boys,” Harry said, his eyes lighting up. “Good movie. Shame what happened to you after that, real shame. You had talent son.”

      Nick stepped forward. “I was an actor too,” he said.

      Layla looked at Nick with a blank expression. With a wry smile, she poked her fork around the pile of food on her plate.

      “Oh yeah?” she said. “Don’t recognize your face big guy. Sorry.”

      Nick shook his head in disgust and turned away.

      Harry looked at Richards.

      “You want to know why we’re really here?” he said. “The Alamo is just another building. It’s a broken down church and if you don’t know the history, it doesn’t look like much from the outside. It’s inconspicuous. It’s also still standing and the roof is intact - that makes any building around these parts appealing.”

      Harry pointed to a vacant stone bench in the corner.

      “Sit down and we’ll talk,” he said. “You must be hungry, right?”

      Nick glanced over at the food table. He pulled a face.

      “What’s on the menu?” he said. “Anything good?”

      “Lots of stuff,” Harry said. “And it’s all good. Doesn’t taste as bad as it looks either, I swear. We got tinned food – lots of tinned food. We got oatmeal and dried fruit. We can get you hot drinks – coffee, tea, hot chocolate. And we got plenty of water, straight from San Antonio Springs – the source of life. We boil it, we even got water purification tablets. You don’t want to get sick these days, you know what I mean?”

      Richards pulled gently at the tip of his white beard. “Remarkable,” he said. “You’ve adapted well to these circumstances.”

      “We’re alive,” Harry said in a matter of fact voice. “Planet Earth is still spinning. It’s not like the soil has been poisoned. There’s no radiation out there. Food grows if you plant it, just as if sunlight was still there. The animals are thriving – you’ll see more of them than ever before. The Black Storm – it came for us. People. Once you figure that out, it all makes sense. Sort of.”

      Harry led them over to a long wooden table covered in pots and a small pile of plates. With a large spoon, he scooped something out of a steaming pot, something white and lumpy that looked like oatmeal. He dumped it unceremoniously onto a plate and then reached a hand into a smaller bowl and sprinkled some blueberries on top of the oatmeal.

      Harry pointed towards the pot of oatmeal and some other bowls, containing salad, crackers, and assorted fruit dishes.

      “Help yourselves,” he said. “I recommend the oatmeal and blueberries. Keeps you full for a long time. Wish I’d known about this stuff before you know? All that fried greasy crap that most people eat – I used to live off that. Bad fuel. That ain’t no use when you need to run all the time.”

      Cody and the others helped themselves to a bowl of oatmeal. When everyone had something to eat, they followed Harry over to the vacant bench and tucked into the food. Nobody spoke while they ate. The food was warm and it felt good going down into their bellies. Cody didn’t realize how hungry he was until he started shoveling it in. It felt like he was filling a deep hole.

      When he was done eating, Cody drank several glasses of water. He made sure that Rachel did likewise.

      Harry waited till everyone was done eating before sliding another Marlboro in between his lips. He lit up and as he blew out the first cloud of smoke, he leaned his back against the wall and sighed.

      “Oatmeal is nice,” he said. “But a man still needs a wicked vice or two.”

      He looked at the others and smiled before taking another drag.

      Cody looked at Harry.

      “What can you tell us?” he said.

      Harry exhaled and wafted the smoke trail out of the others’ path. He looked at Cody and nodded.

      “There was an encounter,” he said. “A few months ago maybe. It let us know more about what we’re up against.”

      Richards leaned forwards, shifting onto the edge of the bench. His expression was one of deep concentration.

      “What sort of encounter?” he said.

      Harry looked at the old man. He lowered his voice.

      “Something came down here,” he said.

      Cody felt a shudder run down his spine. “Something?” he said. “What sort of something?”

      Harry hesitated. “It was…”

      Layla called over from one of the other benches where she was sitting down and eating. “Let Dani tell the story Dad,” she said. “She’s the one who saw it.”

      Harry looked relieved by his daughter’s suggestion. His eyes lit up.

      “Yeah that’s a good idea,” he said. “You’ll want to hear this one first hand.”

      Layla placed her plate on the floor and stood up.

      “Dani,” she said, calling over to one of the benches on the opposite side of the hall. “Hey Dani. Come here a second.”

      A young girl of about sixteen or seventeen got to her feet. She waved at Layla and walked over to her. With her long blonde hair and blue eyes, Cody thought the girl was a good indicator of what Rachel would look like when she reached her mid-teens.

      Layla and Dani had a brief, muted conversation.

      With a slightly anxious look, Dani walked over to where Cody and the others were sitting down. Harry scooted over, making room for her on the bench beside him. She sat down and pulled the collar of her green army style jacket up, as if her neck had caught a sudden chill.

      “This is Dani,” Harry said, pointing a thumb at the girl. “She’s one of our best scavengers. Brings a lot of good stuff back.” Harry pointed to his green Hawaiian style shirt and smiled. “She brought me this.”

      The girl looked at the newcomers. Her eyes lingered on Rachel.

      Rachel was pressed up tight at Cody’s side. Cody looked at his daughter and noticed her staring back at Dani; it was like they were having a first-to-blink contest. There was a frown on Rachel’s face – a frown that Cody couldn’t quite understand.

      “Tell ’em what you saw,” Harry said, giving Dani a gentle nudge on the arm.

      Dani looked shyly around.

      “Go on girl,” Harry said. “You think it sounds ridiculous? These people are time travelers, didn’t you know that? They took a plane ride that lasted six months today. They ain’t calling anyone crazy.”

      Dani took a deep breath.

      “I saw a spaceship,” she said.

      Up until that point, Nick’s back had been pressed up against the wall. The AR-15 was at his side, the barrel pointing at the roof. When Dani spoke, he jerked forward in his seat. His eyebrows stood up.

      “Did you just say…?”

      “Spaceship,” Dani said. She said it louder this time. “Here in San Antonio.”

      “An unidentified flying object,” Harry said. “Does that sound better? Is that a little less Star Wars for you big guy?” He dropped his half-smoked cigarette onto the floor and stamped it out. Then he rubbed his wrinkled hands together, like he was starting to feel the cold.

      “I know what I saw,” Dani said.

      “She knows enough about fighter jets, helicopters, that kind of thing,” Harry said. “Whatever this thing was that landed, it wasn’t one of Uncle Sam’s.”

      “For real?” Nick said, looking unconvinced. “I’m a pilot and at some point or another in my life I’ve flown pretty much everything that there is to fly.”

      “Not everything,” Harry said. “Go on Dani, tell the story.”

      The girl nodded.

      “I was out scavenging,” she said. “Going through apartment buildings, shops – that kind of thing. Looking for some supplies, I’m good at that kind of thing aren’t I Harry?”

      Harry winked at her. “Sure thing.”

      Dani grinned. There was a notable gap in between the girl’s two front teeth that emphasized her youthfulness. Her eyes were much older; it was like they didn’t belong to the rest of her face.

      “I was coming out of a store on Broadway Street,” Dani said. “That’s when I saw it coming down. It was so quiet – not a sound. There was white light at the front and back, sort of like head and taillights. It wasn’t round like the UFOs you see in books and movies – it was like a flat metal bird, with sharp silver wings, jagged edges – bright silver, the brightest silver I’ve ever seen. Almost hard to look at.”

      “That must have been pretty scary,” Cody said.

      “Not really,” Dani said. “Sure I thought it was people. Told myself that maybe it was an army jet or something, even if it did look like nothing I’d ever seen before. I hoped so bad that it was all those people who were supposed to help us. Government, army, whatever. Thought they’d come back for us at last so I stayed close and hid behind an old car and watched.”

      “Then what?” Nick asked.

      Dani hesitated.

      “It sat there for a long time,” she said. “Nothing happened for while. Eventually a door opened. Sliding doors. Something like a ramp extended out of the doorway from the ship to the ground. Again nothing happened. Everything seemed to be taking so long. Then…”

      She swallowed.

      “Machines came out,” she said. “These weird looking little machines, robots, or whatever you want to call them. They were bright silver, just like the ship. Fat cubes with wheels underneath – that’s what they looked like. They came out in a line, rolling down the ramp and onto the street. They split up fast, going their separate ways. I got the feeling they were looking for something. Survivors, I guess. By now I wished I ran off.”

      “Did they find anything?” Richards asked.

      Dani looked at the old man and nodded. “They found me.”

      “Good Lord,” Richards said, his jaw dropping. “What happened?”

      “I followed them around the city,” Dani said. “I knew it was dangerous but this was the first thing we’d seen in months. First sign of anything, of any life beyond the survivors that I knew.”

      Cody held up a hand, like he was back in school.

      “But there was no trace of anything up there,” he said. “I remember hearing it on the news at the time, back when the Black Storm first showed up. NASA, all those people in the know, they checked to see if anything was…”

      “Just because we can’t find something on our screens,” Harry said, “doesn’t mean it’s not there. Not if it doesn’t want to be seen.”

      “What happened next?” Crazy Diamond asked.

      “They spotted me hiding,” Dani said. “One of the machines released some sort of hook from its body and I was locked in its grip. I was trapped and it was real strong. Next thing I remember, I was standing underneath those jagged wings looking up and thinking how much bigger that ship looked up close.”

      “My goodness,” Richards said.

      Dani nodded.

      “It brought me up the ramp,” she said. “The doors slid open. And there was someone there inside the ship. Somebody was waiting for me.”

      “Who?” Richards said. “What did you see?”

      “I can’t remember much,” Dani said. “It’s fuzzy. Just blurry images – the outline of a tall man or something like a man. He was bigger than a basketball player, that’s for sure. I was strapped down on this countertop thing and he stood over me. Cold – I was so cold. The man – the thing’s features were hidden in the white lights that came down from the ceiling. I felt like I was an animal in a zoo. Felt scared.”

      “This person,” Richards said. “This thing. Did they speak?”

      “It spoke to me in English,” Dani said.

      “What did it say?” Cody said.

      Dani looked at Rachel briefly.

      “You are not the girl.”

      Nick jumped forward in his seat again. “Say what?”

      Dani nodded. “It said that I wasn’t the girl.”

      “She got lucky,” Harry said. His face was deadly serious. “Real lucky. We’ve had to fill in the blanks but the way I see it, they weren’t on killing duty that day. These things she saw. They were looking for something. Someone.”

      “A girl?” Crazy Diamond said.

      Harry looked over at Rachel and nodded. There was a hint of concern in his eyes.

      “A girl like you sweetie,” he said.

      Cody felt like someone had just pulled a rug out from under his feet.

      “What are you talking about?” he said.

      “If you folks ask me,” Harry said, “that’s the reason why your plane didn’t crash. The Black Widow brought you back because you had a special piece of cargo on board.”

      “Are you serious?” Crazy Diamond said.

      It was Layla who cut in from afar. “You’re alive aren’t you?” she said. “You should have died when she hijacked your plane. Just like all those other poor bastards who tried to fly out of here. I doubt it’s because of your movie star buddies sweetheart. It’s because of that girl right there.”

      Richards leaned forwards onto the edge of the bench. He was looking intently at Harry.

      “What is the Black Storm?” Richards said.

      “Our best guess?” Harry said. “It’s like a computer program, designed by something far beyond our technological comprehension. The Black Widow is one part of that program. Same with the Sliders and everything else that took us by surprise.”

      “And the technology has matured,” Layla said, looking over in their direction. “The Sliders are here to finish what the Black Widow started. They kill faster. Whoever’s doing this to us, it looks like they’re in a hurry to knock off work.”

      Cody was staring into blank space.

      “Yeah,” he said. “It all makes sense.”

      Nick looked at him with a puzzled expression. “What makes sense?

      “It is intelligent,” Cody said. “I just remembered something that happened when we were driving to the airport.”

      “What are you talking about?” Nick said.

      “The Black Widow appeared in my car,” Cody said, looking at Nick. “In the passenger seat. And she was pretending to be Kate, trying to talk me into crashing the car – into killing myself and Rachel. But the first time she came to me, she didn’t mention Rachel, not one time. That triggered me. I told her – what sort of mother doesn’t give a shit about her daughter? Well that got rid of her for a while. Then she came back. And second time around? She couldn’t stop saying Rachel’s name. Do you understand what I’m saying? It was like it had learned. Evolved. It was trying to get better at killing me.”

      Nick grimaced. “That’s creepy,” he said. He looked at Harry. “What are we fighting here? And what chance do we have?”

      “Of winning?” Harry said.

      “Yeah.”

      “None.”

      Nick nodded, like it was the answer he’d been expecting to hear.

      “Why us?” he asked.

      Harry pulled out another cigarette and tapped it off the pack.

      “You ever stood on an ant?” he said, looking at Nick. “Did you feel the need to justify yourself to it?”

      Cody locked an arm around Rachel’s shoulders. There was a cold, uncomfortable sensation gnawing away at his insides.

      “You’re the Resistance,” he said to Harry. “How do you resist?”

      There was a look of resignation in Harry’s eyes.

      “This isn’t a fight my friends,” he said. “It’s not a war either. What are we doing? We’re just avoiding the extinction of the human race for as long as we can. What is the Resistance? It’s our stubborn refusal to die. Pissing them off for a while – that’s the best we can hope for.”

      Harry stood up and dusted himself down for crumbs.

      “Now with those sparkling prospects in mind,” he said. “How about it comrades? Will you join the Resistance? That’s why we brought you here after all. And if whoever’s behind all this is looking for Rachel, we’ll do everything we can to protect her. Trust me on that one Cody. You’ve got a better chance if you stick with us.”

      Cody looked at Rachel. She was sitting on the bench finishing up the last of her oatmeal. She hadn’t reacted to anything. He wondered if she’d been listening closely to everything Harry had said.

      “Well?” Harry said, looking at his guests. “What do you think?”

      Cody was about to respond when the roar of an angry car engine shattered the silence.

      Everyone inside the hall jumped to their feet. Plates were dropped. Worried faces looked towards the front door.

      “What’s that?” Cody said, spinning towards the door. “Is that your people?”

      Harry’s skin was pale. His eyes were like two giant saucers staring into the abyss.

      “All my people are inside this building,” he said.
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      “Get out of here!” Harry yelled.

      Lines of people quickly got busy passing out the weapons they’d stashed in dozens of wooden crates at the back of the Alamo. Rifles and pistols were handed out. Those who didn’t take a weapon dealt with crucial items of baggage that had to be moved during the evacuation. Others dealt with food salvaging. It was rushed but orderly. Everybody seemed to know what to do except Cody and the others who stood in shocked silence. Their bags were taken off them with a promise that they would be put in a safe place and collected later.

      A fierce-looking man with a shaved head rushed past Cody with a black and brown AK-47 strapped around his shoulders. A young woman with flaming red hair was close on his heels, carrying the same weapon in her arms. They moved towards the front door. Cody guessed they were scouts, tasked with taking a look outside.

      “Okay everyone,” Harry said. He spun around doing a 360, taking a look as if to make sure everyone was listening. “You know the drill. Out the back door. You know where we’re going – the next hideout. Just a brisk run. Good exercise folks.”

      “Who the hell is out there?” Layla asked, looking towards the front door. Her eyes were spilling over with rage. “Who the hell followed us?”

      “Don’t know,” Harry said. “Let’s not stick around to find out.”

      Layla slammed her rifle butt off the ground. “Bastards.”

      Harry pointed to Cody and the others.

      “Don’t look so worried,” he said. “We have a bunker located nearby. We’re going to Denny’s folks! Once we get there, we’re going to be invisible for a while. It’s just a short run so old-timers and slowpokes – do your best to stick with the pack. We’ll be underground before anyone knows it.”

      Harry looked around the Alamo one last time.

      “Everyone ready?” he said.

      The reply was unanimous. “Ready!”

      “Let’s go!” a stocky Latino-looking woman called out. She had a ferocious voice that commanded respect. Clapping her hands together, she moved with the focus of a highly skilled sheepdog, steering the sheep towards the back of the building.

      Everyone moved as quickly as they could. Cody, Rachel, Nick, Crazy Diamond and Richards did likewise. They filed through the back door into the garden area.

      The sound of screeching brakes nearby was earsplitting. Doors opening. Doors slamming shut.

      The two scouts emerged from the side of the building. They caught up with Harry and the fleeing Resistance crew.

      “Two vans,” the shaven-headed man said to Harry, keeping his eyes straight ahead. “Big ones.”

      “Keep moving,” Harry said. “Don’t slow down.”

      They ran through the overgrown gardens behind the building. The flowerbeds were empty or cluttered with trash that had been swept along by the wind. Long grass and weeds spilled over the edge onto the pathways.

      From the Alamo, the Resistance ran onto East Crockett Street. They moved forward in one long line, a single procession with their feet tapping lightly off the concrete. The strongest and fittest, and those with weapons kept to the back of the procession as a last line of defense. The Resistance kept to the sidewalk, tucked up next to a burned out multistory building that might once have been an apartment block.

      They ran past the landmark six-story Crockett Hotel.

      Richards was slowing down. Cody could hear him at his back, breathing heavy and struggling with the pace of the group. Turning around, Cody saw that both Crazy Diamond and Nick had slowed down to help Richards. Crazy Diamond wrapped her arm around the old man’s shoulders and encouraged him to push harder.

      “Go!” Nick said, when he saw that Cody was slowing down to check on their progress. “Get Rachel to the hideout.”

      Nick slowed down further, allowing Crazy Diamond and Richards to run ahead of him. He covered their backs, his rifle pointing off into the darkness.

      The Resistance took a right onto Bowie Street. Cody’s heart leapt with joy when he saw the large Denny’s sign up ahead. It was indeed a well-placed bunker, located just a few minutes run from the Alamo. Cody wondered how many other emergency locations the Resistance had scattered around the city.

      Cody saw the Latino woman lead the procession through the empty Denny’s car park. She reached the door first and wrapped her fingers around the handle. Looking over her shoulder, she waited for the others to catch up.

      A set of squealing tires skidded around a sharp corner up ahead. Three sets of blinding headlights came racing down Bowie Street at high speed, heading straight for the stunned crowd gathered outside Denny’s.

      “Shit!” Harry said, stopping dead. “They’re trying to surround us.”

      Layla pulled up beside him.

      “Three vans?” she said. “Where are they coming from?”

      “Looks like Denny’s is off the menu,” Harry said. He ran up to the edge of the car park and stared in horror as the three vans sped down the street towards them.

      When Harry turned around, his eyes were wild with fright. He clasped his hands over his head, crushing his baseball cap in the process.

      “What have I done?” he said.

      Layla was pacing back and forth at her father’s side like a caged animal.

      “What do we do now?” she said. “Dad, we’ve got like two seconds to come up with a plan.”

      Harry’s face had dulled to a sickly gray color. He hadn’t exactly been the picture of health before but now he looked like death warmed up. Still there was a defiant look in his eyes as he turned to his daughter.

      He wasn’t beaten yet.

      “We’ll be alright,” he said, touching her shoulder.

      Harry ran back over to the crowd. The Resistance crew were still standing outside Denny’s, like a colony of rabbits trapped in the oncoming headlights of the three vans. Everyone appeared to be in shock. Cody was surprised to see that even though some of them had weapons in their hands, it didn’t look like they were willing to use them. There didn’t seem to be any fight in the Resistance.

      “Keep moving,” Harry yelled. “Follow me. Into the mall!”

      Harry and Layla ran across Bowie Street and the rest of the Resistance followed. Cody ran alongside them, keeping Rachel hidden amongst the huddle of fast-moving bodies. There were various pieces of rubble on the road that they had to skip over. Bricks mostly, but Cody noticed amongst other things, a set of large padded headphones and a plastic doll’s head.

      Richards sounded like a man on the brink of exhaustion. Crazy Diamond was by now literally dragging him across the street. His body was broken. Nick was still at their back, pointing his rifle at the vans that had almost caught up with them. Cody wished that some of the other Resistance soldiers – those with weapons – would stand with Nick and start firing at the vans. At least that would buy them time. But nobody wanted to fight – they were only interested in running away.

      It wasn’t just Richards slowing them down. The older Resistance members were struggling to keep up. They were lagging behind, forcing others to turn back, retrace their steps and help.

      The headlights shone brighter at their backs. The vans were getting closer.

      “Forget the mall,” a woman cried out. “‘Make for the river instead. Force them off the road.”

      “No,” a man replied. “We’re not going to win a footrace against anyone.”

      “To the mall,” Harry said.

      The Resistance closed in on the Shops at Rivercenter mall. Just as they did, two other vans appeared in the distance up ahead. They were speeding towards the mall, one van on either side of the road like they were racing against one another. Now the Resistance was trapped on both sides – they had three vans at their backs and two in front.

      There were cries of despair from within the Resistance line.

      Harry and Layla slowed down to a jog. Eventually they stopped and held their hands up in surrender. Most of the others did likewise.

      It was over.

      Five Mercedes Sprinter vans rolled up outside the Shops at Rivercenter mall. There were two silver vans and three black – they were long and fast and bulky vehicles. Big and reliable. Cody could see the outline of dark shapes sitting inside all five of the Sprinter cabins. None of the people sitting there got out immediately. There were double cabs located at the front of all five vans, which meant two rows of people. More people. That wasn’t good.

      The vans’ diesel engines growled in unison.

      “Oh shit,” Harry said, walking away from the mall entrance. He kept his hands up. “Now we’re in trouble.”

      Layla pointed her rifle at the nearest van. “Last option available,” she said. “We shoot the bastards.”

      Harry pushed the barrel of Layla’s rifle down.

      “Take it easy,” he said. “You want to get everyone killed?”

      Nick stepped forward.

      “What the hell are you talking about Harry?” he said. “It’s time to resist for God’s sake. Look – that’s just people sitting in those vans. I don’t see no spaceships or little green men coming after us with laser pistols, do you? Grow a pair old man. We’ve got guns. We’ve got the numbers to fight them.”

      Before Harry could respond, there was a sharp clicking noise. One of the van doors was pushed open and several people stepped out onto the street. Three men and two women, all approximately in their mid-thirties, made their way towards the side of the vehicle’s bonnet. To Cody’s surprise, those who had been pursuing them were dressed like everyday office workers, albeit a bit on the black side. Both the men and women wore dark, tight-fitting suits with black ties hanging down the front. It was a smart and deadly uniform – all five of them carried a pistol at their sides. The gun was low, but ready.

      More van doors opened. More people stepped onto the road. They were dressed in the same manner as the others – the office funeral look. Grim and tidy. They had guns too, either pistols or rifles that hung at their sides. Cody wasn’t sure why they weren’t pointing their weapons at the Resistance. They looked a little too relaxed.

      The last man to step outside wasn’t armed. The other suits immediately stepped to the side, opening up a path for him to cut through the middle.

      This man walked amidst the tunnels of light cast by the headlights. He was a strikingly handsome man with a chiseled jawline and slicked back, blondish-brown hair that ran down to the back of his neck. He was probably in his late forties or early fifties and with his sharp silver-gray suit, he stood in contrast to the darker clothes of his companions.

      Cody noticed a crescent-shaped scar underneath his bottom lip.

      “Hello,” the man said. His voice was like a sharp blade that cut through the air. “That was a good chase – a worthy effort on your part. I enjoyed that.”

      Nick pushed his way through the Resistance lines. He pointed his rifle at the man. Cody expected the suits to respond but they didn’t – Nick might as well have been shoving a water pistol in their face.

      “You ain’t no little green man,” Nick said. “I bet if I pulled this trigger you’d bleed red all over that expensive suit, am I right?”

      The man didn’t answer. His cold eyes scanned the Resistance lines, taking in each and every face along the way. When he saw Cody and Rachel standing near the front, the man’s stare lingered for a while longer. The interest was obvious.

      Cody knew what he had to do. He nudged Rachel towards Crazy Diamond. Rachel’s arms reached back for him, but Cody shook his head.

      Crazy Diamond took Rachel by the hand and stepped back.

      Cody reached for the pistol tucked in at his waist. Drawing the weapon, he walked up beside Nick and pointed it at the silver suit’s handsome head. He didn’t care about the rest of the suits. Let them shoot it if they wanted to – Cody was all for that. He was ready to die. Anything was better than letting them get their hands on Rachel. And already he had little doubt – that’s exactly what they wanted.

      If only the Resistance would fight alongside them. They would have a chance.

      Nick and Cody exchanged a curt nod. They looked over at Layla, who’d reluctantly lowered her weapon on her father’s orders. Layla’s eyes lingered on Cody. Her expression was ruthless. With a grunt, she turned back to the suits, lifted her rifle and took aim.

      “Fuck it,” she said.

      Layla’s actions encouraged some of the others who were armed to come forward. Cody’s heart rejoiced. They would take a stand against these people, whoever they were. There were about nine Resistance soldiers lined up alongside Cody, Nick and Layla. All had their weapons locked onto the suits.

      Harry groaned, so loudly that it could be heard for miles. He dragged his feet forward, like he was wading through quicksand. Without saying a word, he tucked himself into the line of soldiers, front and center.

      He looked down at the others and smiled.

      “I don’t know who you are mister,” Harry said, turning back to the silver suit. “And I don’t want to know. But if it’s a straight shootout you want, we’ll give you one. If you’re here to get what I think you are, you’re plain out of luck.”

      Harry pointed his revolver – an old-school Colt python – at the man’s head.

      The handsome man shook his head. “You can’t win.”

      Nick snorted in disgust. His AR-15, like most Resistance weapons, was pointing directly at the silver suit. “Maybe not,” he said. “But I can at least blow your head off before one of yours does the same to me. I got you in my sights pretty boy. You ready to die?”

      The man’s lips curved into a half-smile.

      “I’ve been ready for a long time. How about you?”

      “Are you sure you want to do it like this?” Harry called out. “Lot of people going to die in a gunfight like this. There’s other ways you know. Nobody has to die.”

      The man nodded. “Yes they do.”

      Harry shook his head in disappointment. “Have it your own way shithead.”

      The Resistance leader lifted up a hand. With the other, he pointed the Colt at the suits.

      “One…”

      Cody’s finger caressed the trigger. But something wasn’t right and he knew it. The suits didn’t look in the least bit perturbed that Harry was in the midst of counting down to a shootout. They didn’t look stupid either – surely they weren’t going to just stand there and let the Resistance open fire on them.

      “Two…”

      Cody exchanged a worried glance with Nick. The pilot’s face said it all. Something definitely wasn’t right…

      “Three,” the handsome man said.

      The Resistance soldiers swung their bodies to the side. It was a swift and sudden, maneuver that saw their weapons pointing at Cody and Nick. Harry rushed over and pressed his Colt against the back of Cody’s skull. The cold steel pushed Cody’s head forward so that he was forced to look down at the road.

      “Nothing personal,” Harry said.

      “Son of a bitch!” Nick hissed.

      Cody looked to his left. The Resistance had quickly encircled Crazy Diamond, Rachel and Richards. Three rifles closed in on the shocked looking trio.

      Crazy Diamond pulled Rachel in tight by her side. She clamped her hands on the little girl’s shoulders and scowled at the treacherous captors who surrounded them.

      “You bastards,” Cody said. “How could you?”

      Layla came forward, pushing the barrel of her rifle into Cody’s chest. At the same time, Harry took his gun off Cody’s head and took a backwards step.

      “Careful what you say stutter kid,” Layla said. “I’d gladly shoot you right here, right now. And by the way MacLeod, your movies suck big time. You’re a shitty actor.”

      “Back off Layla,” the man in the silver suit said. He looked at the fiery young woman with an unflinching stare. His tone was flat, almost uninterested.

      Layla looked at the suit, unable to contain the hatred in her eyes. To Cody, it seemed like she hated everyone with the exception of her father. She probably hated him sometimes. With a sharp snort, she turned around and nodded to the other soldiers. The armed men and women of the Resistance hurried over and formed a tight circle around Cody and Nick. A moment later, Crazy Diamond, Rachel and Richards were led over and pushed into the circle.

      “I mean it,” Harry said, standing outside the circle. He’d lit up a cigarette and was talking through a cloud of smoke. “Nothing personal.”

      Cody glared at the emaciated-looking man. “It was all bullshit wasn’t it Harry?” he said. “Everything you said back at the Alamo – a crock of shit.”

      Harry shook his head. “Not all of it.”

      “What about Dani’s story?” Cody said. “What about the Black Storm?”

      “Dani’s story was bullshit,” Harry said. “She’s never scavenged anything in her life. But what I said about the Black Storm – that was true. You’ll find that out for yourself soon enough.”

      Cody was disgusted with himself at falling for their tricks. They’d walked into the lion’s den, thinking it was a refuge.

      “And to think you brought us to the Alamo,” he said. “Of all the places in San Antonio you took us there. For God’s sake, I should have seen right through you. How’d you ever keep a straight face?”

      “Drop your weapons,” the handsome man said. “There’s not going to be any gunfight here today.”

      Cody cursed quietly to himself as he laid the Glock on the ground. Nick gave up his rifle and with a glint of defiance in his eyes, took out the Beretta he’d tucked in at the waist and set it down on the road.

      They were thoroughly searched for other weapons. Crazy Diamond, Rachel and Richards were patted down too.

      When it was done, the leader of the suits took a step closer to the captives.

      “I’ve been waiting a long time to meet you,” he said.

      The other suits stood at the man’s back like a pack of scarecrows, basking in the glow of the van headlights. Not one had moved or spoken since stepping outside the van.

      “Who are you?” Cody said.

      “That’s not important,” the man said. “But you can call me Mackenzie if it helps.”

      “Mackenzie?” Nick said, nodding slowly. “Is that your first or last name? I like to know these things.”

      Mackenzie smiled, but said nothing. The man oozed a slimy calmness that was unnerving.

      “What’s going on?” Crazy Diamond said. “The signal, the Resistance, you guys – it’s all connected isn’t it?”

      “You have a lot of questions,” Mackenzie said. “Well the good news is I have the answers you’re looking for. Me, and only me. I’m your best friend in the world right now. I can plug a lot of those holes in your mind.”

      Mackenzie tilted his head back and inhaled the cool air. For a second, it looked like he’d fallen asleep standing up.

      “Didn’t it all seem a trifle too convenient?” he said, opening his eyes again. There was a trace of disdain in his voice. Maybe it was pity. “You woke up on the plane, you saw a signal. The signal brought you to the city. The Resistance found you on the highway. They took you in and offered you answers about the Black Storm and most important of all – maybe they could protect Rachel.”

      “Fuck you,” Cody said. He stood in between the man’s cold eyes and his daughter. They’d have to go past him – they’d have to go through him. The objective hadn’t changed since leaving Spring Branch – he was going to keep Rachel alive. Cody would protect her at any cost.

      “It’s like I told you,” Harry said, looking at the captives. “Not everything we said was bullshit. They really are looking for a girl.”

      Richards took a step closer to the edge of the circle. When he spoke it was clear that he was still out of breath after the run from the Alamo.

      “My wife died after getting off that plane,” he said, looking at Mackenzie. “What do you know about it?”

      “I know everything about it,” Mackenzie said.

      Richards’ voice cracked with emotion. Both hands were curled into tightly clenched fists. “Tell me what you…”

      “Later,” Mackenzie said, cutting in. “We’ll talk later.”

      “Now,” Richards hissed.

      Crazy Diamond put a hand on Richards’ shoulder. At the same time, she looked at Harry and shook her head.

      “So there never was a Resistance in San Antonio?” she said. “You just rolled over and died, is that right?”

      “Of course there was a Resistance,” Harry said. His face turned red with anger. With a hand over his mouth, he hacked up a vicious cough and wiped something dark off his bottom lip.

      “We fought our damnedest to stay alive,” Harry said. “But back then we didn’t know what we were fighting. Sooner or later young lady you realize that some fights you just can’t win.”

      Harry turned to Mackenzie. There was a nervous look on his face.

      “Alright Mackenzie,” he said. “We’ve kept our end of the deal. Now give me back my wife. Give Layla her mother back for Christ’s sake.”

      Harry looked over at the five vans.

      “Where is she?” he said. “Where’s Francine? Is she in the van?”

      Mackenzie bowed his head. “Thank you Harry,” he said in a cool voice. “You did a great job.”

      “Give me back my wife,” Harry said. “Please.”

      Mackenzie nodded. “Of course.”

      Harry’s face lit up.

      “There’s just one problem,” Mackenzie said.

      “What?”

      “The captives get so bored,” Mackenzie said. “It was the same with Francine. So we played a game with your wife to pass the time. You know what I mean don’t you?”

      Harry’s face turned white. He staggered backwards. His eyes were bulging while his mouth slowly twisted into a macabre, disbelieving grin.

      “No,” he said. “Please, no.”

      Layla grabbed a hold of her father just in time, barely managing to keep him upright.

      “You bastard!” she yelled to Mackenzie. Her eyes flashed with anger. “You killed her didn’t you? You killed my Mom.”

      But Mackenzie didn’t seem to be listening anymore. He’d closed his eyes, bowed his head and taken a backwards step. It looked like he was praying on his feet.

      “You killed her!” Layla said, screwing up her face in rage. “We did exactly what you said and you killed her anyway.” She clung to her father and they swayed together, like two limp stalks in a wheat field.

      Mackenzie tapped a finger off his temple. It looked like he was turning on a button in in his head. His shoulders were taut and raised. His face was solemn.

      A moment later, he opened his eyes. He looked at Harry with a sober expression.

      “Forgive me Harry,” he said.

      Layla let go of her father and marched forwards. Her rifle was pointing directly at Mackenzie’s head.

      “What the fuck…?”

      She was interrupted by a burst of sudden noise. Everyone in the Resistance slammed their hands against their ears at once. The noise came from everywhere. It was a high-pitched, slow shredding sound – as if the dark sky was being torn in two like a giant sheet of paper.

      Cody’s heart was pounding. He looked around, staggering backwards. He grabbed Rachel, scooping her up off the ground as if a stream of hot lava was gushing towards her. He buried her head in his chest and tried to cover her ears.

      “Nick,” he yelled over the terrible noise. “Crazy Diamond. Richards. Stay close to each other!”

      The five survivors bunched tightly together.

      The Sliders sprouted out of the ground like demonic flowers. The shredding noise of their entrance was now intermingled in a chilling unison with the childlike screams of the Resistance. There were about twenty Sliders surrounding Harry and his companions. The phantoms were tall and lifeless – humanoid statues built of black mist that shone like marble. No features, just an empty form.

      The Sliders took the bodies of the Resistance soldiers.

      “Don’t look!” Nick said. “Everyone cover your eyes.”

      Cody buried his face in Rachel’s hair. But before he did that, he saw a massive Slider pierce straight through Harry’s gaunt frame. The Resistance leader barely had time for one last scream. Cody thought he heard a name in that mangled shriek – Francine. Harry’s hands grasped outwards, reaching for something that wasn’t there. Blackness seeped into his eyes. He dropped to his knees and convulsed violently on the road. The last thing Cody saw was Harry slamming his head off the road.

      Cody shut his eyes. It sounded like he was standing blindfolded in the corridors of Hell. There were screams on all sides. Hard thudding noises, fast crawling sounds and the frantic scraping of fingernails against the road.

      He clung onto Rachel with all his strength.

      It was a long time before absolute silence fell over the city. When it did, Cody opened his eyes and gasped at the pile of mangled bodies sprawled at his feet.

      The Sliders were gone.

      His stomach lurched as he caught a whiff of that musty metallic odor he’d smelled at the airport.

      “God,” he said. Surely this time he would be sick.

      Mackenzie walked over – as close as he could get without stepping in the numerous puddles of blood forming on the road. Cody thought he saw a hint of anguish in the man’s eyes – regret perhaps.

      “Put the bodies in the river,” Mackenzie said, turning to his companions. “Quickly.”

      The suits leapt into action, hurrying over to pick up the bloody corpses of the San Antonio Resistance. They dragged the dead away one by one, and threw them into the back of the silver van like they were trash bags.

      Harry was one of the last to be moved.

      To Cody’s surprise, Mackenzie saluted the old man. It was a clinical gesture – palm facing forwards, fingers almost touching the head – there was something effortless and authentic about it.

      “Nothing personal Harry,” Mackenzie said.
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      Cody and the others were led into the back of one of the vans.

      Fortunately it wasn’t the same van that contained the fresh, blood-soaked corpses of the San Antonio Resistance soldiers. That van was already on its way to the river.

      A pale light trickled down from the roof of the van. Cody sat on the floor next to a silent Rachel.

      Exhaustion and shock were intermingled in the eyes of everyone.

      It was only a five-minute journey from the mall to their destination. When the back door opened, they were dragged out of the van. Cody was slow to rise as one of the suits tugged at his arms. His body was numb with fatigue but he struggled back to his feet and took Rachel’s hand. They hurried outside and a cool breeze welcomed them with a caress. Cody looked around and saw that the convoy of Sprinter vans had pulled up outside a gloomy six-story building, a towering black shadow that looked untouched, unlike so many other buildings.

      Cody saw a sign on the lower floor exterior:

      

      Public Safety Headquarters

      City of San Antonio

      

      The five prisoners were taken to a large office on the sixth floor. The office space had been rearranged into an interrogation room. Several small tables had been pushed together in the center of the room to make one big table.

      There were five plastic chairs sitting on one side and one on the other – the interrogator’s chair.

      Three glass water jugs sat in the center of the table. There was one other jug that contained a reddish-purple liquid, thick and pulpy, like something out of a juice bar. It didn’t look appetizing, even to Cody’s thirsty mind.

      Five tall glasses had been placed next to the jugs. One glass sat on the interrogator’s side.

      Cody noticed a lumpy mound of well-worn sleeping bags and pillows that had piled up in the corner, underneath a small rectangular window that offered a view of the black sky outside and little else.

      They weren’t in the room for more than a minute before Mackenzie walked in.

      Two stern looking women dressed in dark suits followed Mackenzie like shadows. Their black hair was tied back into long ponytails that fell down to their backs. Cody wondered if these fierce-eyed women were Mackenzie’s personal bodyguards. They carried rifles at their sides and walked stiff and clumsy, like mechanical dolls.

      “Make yourselves comfortable,” Mackenzie said, gesturing towards the makeshift table in the center of the room. “Sit down, have a drink and refresh yourselves. I can arrange for some food if you’re hungry.”

      Nobody moved or said anything.

      Mackenzie sat down on the interrogator’s side. He ran a hand through his slicked back hair, then gestured once again for the others to sit down.

      “Please,” he said. “We have a lot to talk about.”

      It was Cody who made the first move. He put a hand on Rachel’s back and guided her towards the table. She dragged Bootsy along at her side.

      Cody and Rachel sat down. Nick, Crazy Diamond and Richards came next. They pulled back the cheap plastic chairs and sat down.

      Mackenzie waited patiently for everyone to settle.

      “Have some water,” he said, spreading out the five glasses and pushing one in front of everyone. “That was quite the workout you had back there.”

      He pointed to the jug of purple juice.

      “You’re more than welcome to have some of this,” Mackenzie said.

      “What the hell is that stuff?” Crazy Diamond said.

      “This is a miracle in a jug,” Mackenzie said. “This juice fulfills almost all of our nutritional needs. Vitamins and minerals – anything that we might have been lacking is taken care of right here. The recipe was what you might call a gift, given to us when we were struggling to survive. It tastes pretty good – once you get used to it that is. This along with the food that we grow ourselves means we’ve never been healthier.”

      He smiled, showing off his dazzling white teeth.

      “But if that doesn’t appeal,” Mackenzie said. “I can get you coffee or tea.”

      Mackenzie looked at Rachel and smiled. “What about a little chocolate?”

      Rachel shook her head and looked at Bootsy.

      “I’m sorry you had to see that today Rachel,” Mackenzie said, leaning forward in his seat. “By now you’ve seen more than a lifetime’s worth of horror.”

      “Are we prisoners here?” Cody said. “Is this an office or a prison cell?”

      “We’re getting to that,” Mackenzie said, with a hint of annoyance on his face. “This is your room. You’re going to be here for a while so try and make yourselves comfortable. You’ll want for nothing.”

      “Except freedom,” Cody said.

      Mackenzie clasped his hands together and laid them on the table. He looked at the five faces across from him one by one, as if waiting for someone to ask him something.

      Cody reached for a jug of water. Screw it, he was thirsty. He poured a glass for Rachel and then everyone else. Finally he filled his own glass. Both Crazy Diamond and Richards drank the water down in one. Nick took a tentative sip, his eyes locked onto the jug with the purple juice.

      “Tell me something Mackenzie,” Nick said, putting his glass on the table. “Now I ain’t got no love for Harry and his people after what they did to us – but man, that’s some cold shit you slung at the Resistance back there. Looks like you made a deal and then stabbed a lot of people in the back. Wouldn’t you say?”

      Mackenzie nodded without hesitation.

      “Yes I agree,” he said. “Harry and I have been fighting each other non-stop for the past five months. He was a noble man and he only tricked you because we captured his wife after a recent skirmish on the outskirts of the city. I’m not sure if he ever trusted me but he was desperate. So what choice did he have? He delivered you to the exact place we agreed upon. Unfortunately for them, once I had all the Resistance soldiers gathered in one place it was deemed too good an opportunity to miss. It wasn’t my decision. Anyway, to hell with the deal we made. It’s about winning.”

      Nick threw his head back and laughed out loud. Cody felt the ground shake under his feet.

      “Nothing changes,” Nick said. “Does it? Everybody still screws everyone else over. Not even the end of the world can get us on the same side. Man, I saw the Black Fever. I saw people running around this city, crazed out of their minds and doing sick twisted shit to each other. But at least they had an excuse – they’d been infected. Look at us now. Harry screwing us over, you screwing Harry over and I’m sure there’s somebody else waiting in line to screw you over when the time comes. Ain’t nobody infected with anything and the Black Fever is still here, it’s still inside us. It always was.”

      Mackenzie clapped slowly.

      “A wonderful speech Nick,” he said. “Did you just come up with that? Or were you rehearsing it in the back of the van on your way over here?”

      “Kiss my ass,” Nick said, flipping Mackenzie the middle finger. He fell back in his seat and shook his head in disgust.

      Richards leaned towards the table.

      “You knew those Sliders were coming,” he said, fixing Mackenzie with a hard stare. “Back at the mall. You knew didn’t you? How?”

      Mackenzie looked at Richards with a bored expression on his face.

      “I have connections,” he said. “In high places.”

      “Great answer,” Nick said. “You know I’m really glad you found us. I’m starting to like it here.”

      “And what about that girl’s story?” Crazy Diamond said. “Dani – the little storyteller. Spaceships landing in San Antonio – what was the point of all that?”

      Mackenzie shrugged.

      “The Resistance were given two pieces of information to convey to you,” he said. “They were to pass on information about the Black Storm and to let you know that somebody was looking for Rachel. The rest of it was entirely of their own making. Blame Harry or the girl for an overactive imagination. Their job was to draw you in. To make you trust them. To make you feel that you couldn’t possibly protect Rachel without them. That way you wouldn’t hesitate when it was time to run alongside them. But what Harry told you about the Black Storm is true – it’s not the wrath of God or Mother Nature. It’s a piece of brilliant, ruthless technology. It’s a killing machine – like a thinking pesticide. Which makes us the bugs.”

      “And who’s behind this technology?” Cody said.

      “I don’t know where they come from,” Mackenzie said. “I don’t really know what they are either.”

      “That’s helpful,” Cody said.

      Mackenzie stared past them all for a moment. His gaze wandered to the back of the room.

      “I used to read books about the possibility of extra dimensions in the universe,” he said. “Beyond those that we know. Parallel universes, do they exist? And if so, what lives at these higher levels of existence? If there are such realms out there, then perhaps anything is possible.”

      “Thanks for clearing that up man,” Nick said, raising his glass of water in a mock toast. “Now I understand.”

      Mackenzie reached over and poured himself half a glass of the pulpy juice. He took a sip and sighed. Meanwhile the two bodyguards stood behind Mackenzie, positioned on either side of his chair like statues. They were staring into empty space, distant and yet ready.

      “Maybe if I tell you what happened on the plane,” Mackenzie said. “It’ll give you a better idea of what you’re dealing with.”

      He looked at them with a stern gaze.

      “Everything still feels a little bit strange doesn’t it?” Mackenzie said.

      “The Black Widow brought us back,” Cody said. “We know that. And if Harry was telling the truth, it’s because of Rachel. She brought us back because you or whoever’s behind all of this wants Rachel. But why?”

      “She pulled us out of the air like we were nothing,” Nick said. “Dragged us back to this shithole of a city.”

      Mackenzie looked at Nick and shook his head.

      “No she didn’t.”

      The five survivors exchanged confused glances.

      “What?” Nick said. “What are you talking about?”

      Mackenzie leaned forward, like he was about to whisper.

      “Your plane never took off,” he said.

      Cody fell backwards in his seat. For a moment or two, the room swirled around like he was riding on a merry-go round.

      “Are you crazy?” Nick said. “I’m a pilot for God’s sake. You think I don’t know what it feels like to lift a goddamn sixty-five ton airplane off the ground? We took off and she brought us back. We didn’t know why at the time – now we know it’s because of Rachel.”

      “So you’re a time traveler?” Mackenzie said. “Does that sound right to you Nick? Anyone?”

      “What happened?” Cody said.

      “Your plane never took off,” Mackenzie said. “There was no magic or sorcery at work, only a form of technology light years ahead of our wildest dreams. The Black Widow was never on your plane.”

      Cody shook his head. “No.”

      “Six months passed,” Mackenzie said. “You were on the plane but you didn’t move. You didn’t fly anywhere. You were put in a form of stasis – something like a cryogenic sleep state. Every single person on that plane.”

      “Bullshit,” Crazy Diamond said. “I remember seeing the Black Widow too – that was real. Take off sure as hell felt real.”

      “Of course you remember take off,” Mackenzie said. “And you all remember the Black Widow too. Because that’s what you’re supposed to remember. To us, it sounds far-fetched. For them, it was like keeping hamsters in a cage. The fuselage became a hibernation chamber. Your body temperatures were reduced and you entered a deep resting state. You were provided with all the sustenance you needed – water, oxygen and whatever nourishment was required to maintain your bodies.”

      Mackenzie pointed a finger to the jug with the purple juice. “It’s incredible what they can do. What they know.”

      “Why make us dream about the Black Widow?” Crazy Diamond said.

      “Because that was something that would make sense to you when you woke up,” Mackenzie said. “It was feasible in your minds that the Black Widow would interfere with your escape plans. If you hadn’t shared that dream you would have been badly disorientated upon waking up. You needed something to fill the gaps. Of course, you were left wondering why she hadn’t crashed the plane. Nothing’s perfect.”

      Mackenzie smiled.

      “You know it’s true don’t you Cody?” he said. “How else could your gunshot wound have healed like that?”

      Cody put a hand to his wound.

      “Tell me something,” he said, looking at Mackenzie. “Why did they keep us there like that? What’s this all about?”

      Mackenzie pointed a finger at Rachel. “But you know that already,” he said.

      Cody was almost up off his chair and across the table. A voice in his head told him to break the nearest glass off the table and go for Mackenzie’s jugular. How far would he get before the two bodyguards sprayed him with bullets?

      He sat back in his seat, stiff and upright.

      “What the hell do you want from us?” Cody said. “What is this obsession with Rachel?”

      “Think about it,” Mackenzie said. “What Rachel did at the airport was incredible. She possesses something – an extraordinary power that she’s too young to fully understand. I don’t know what is – mind control, telekinesis, perhaps more. She stood up to the Black Widow. The Black Storm dropped out for at least a few seconds like somebody had pulled out the plug. They’re fascinated and curious about your daughter here Cody. It’s understandable that they want to find out what sort of power she possesses, especially if it can be used against them.”

      Crazy Diamond looked at Cody.

      “What’s he talking about?” she said.

      Mackenzie took another sip of the purple juice. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and laughed.

      “This little girl shooed the Black Widow away like a fly,” he said.

      Rachel looked at Cody. Her face was scrunched up in confusion.

      “Is he talking about me?”

      Cody squeezed her hand gently and smiled.

      “You can thank Rachel for your lives,” Mackenzie said. “The only reason that any of you are still alive is because you happened to be on that plane with her.”

      Richards slammed a fist off the table. All the glasses rattled and Cody felt Rachel jump in her seat. He got a fright himself.

      “Damn it!” Richards said. “You evil monster. My wife died a gruesome death at the airport today. If these things – whatever they are – wanted Rachel so bad why didn’t they just take her?”

      Mackenzie nodded, like it was a good question.

      “They were protecting her,” he said. “I’ll tell you something old man – San Antonio was like a war zone while the Black Fever raged. It was chaos and trust me, you don’t know what chaos really means until you’ve seen something like that up close. They didn’t want to risk Rachel’s life – she was too valuable to risk exposing to our human madness situation. The plane was a perfect chamber in which to set their subject aside for a while. They put the bug in a jar. Like I said, everyone else – including your wife – just happened to be there.”

      Richards’ eyes bulged with rage. Cody thought the old man was on the brink of having a stroke.

      “And they deemed us expendable,” Richards said “As soon as the rest of us stepped off that plane…”

      Richards was edging up off his chair. The educated old gentleman was on the brink of turning into a wild man. The two bodyguards were staring at the old man with cold, focused eyes. Crazy Diamond placed an arm on Richards’s chest and pulled him back onto his seat. Richards sat down but he was visibly trembling, his manic eyes leering at the handsome man sitting across the table.

      “Easy Richards,” Crazy Diamond said. “Don’t give them an excuse.”

      Mackenzie turned his attention back to Cody.

      “Perhaps now you have a better understanding of what sort of power you’re dealing with,” he said. “Don’t try to wrap your mind around it. You can’t.”

      “Assholes,” Nick said. “We’re dealing with assholes. You included.”

      Mackenzie wiped down a minor crease on the sleeve of his suit jacket.

      “It’s a terrifying prospect at first,” he said. “But then it becomes liberating. It’s incredibly comforting to find out how small and powerless you really are. You must stop fighting it by pretending to be something grand.”

      Richards’s face was burning red.

      “Enough of this nonsense,” he yelled. “I don’t care how great your masters are or how pathetic you think we are Mackenzie. My wife was killed by those things – these…”

      “Exterminators,” Mackenzie said. “That’s what I like to call them.”

      “They killed her,” Richards said. “Your Exterminators killed my Marianne. They kept us alive only to butcher us as soon as we set foot off the plane.”

      “They’re not interested in your wife old man,” Mackenzie said. “They never were. And to be frank, neither am I.”

      “How dare you?” Richards said.

      Cody looked at the old man. Richards was a ticking bomb waiting to go off.

      “How do you know all this stuff?” Cody said to Mackenzie, trying to steer the conversation away from Richards’ wife.

      “I know because they know,” Mackenzie said. “And there are other gifts too. They’re capable of great generosity to those who serve them.”

      “You’re a monster,” Richards said. “You sold out your own people.”

      A repulsive grin appeared on Mackenzie’s face. Cody got the feeling he was trying to push the old man’s buttons. So far, Richards was falling for it.

      “Where are they?” Cody asked. “These Exterminators.”

      “Everywhere,” Mackenzie said. “Nowhere.”

      Nick rolled his eyes. “Jesus.”

      An uncomfortable silence crept across the room. It felt like forever before it was broken.

      “Why you?” Crazy Diamond said. “Why are they working with you?”

      Mackenzie shook his head. “I don’t have an answer for that,” he said. “I hated the Black Storm like everyone else when it came. It took everything that I ever loved. I despised them before I even knew they existed. But then one day, they spoke to me. I saw things from their perspective. That’s all it is – a matter of perspective. Hard for a species like ours, full of self-obsession, to understand.”

      Mackenzie’s hands were still clasped on the table. His knuckles whitened as he tightened his grip.

      Cody edged forward on his seat. He clung to Rachel’s hand.

      “What exactly is going to happen here?” he said.

      “I take Rachel to a specific location,” Mackenzie said.

      “And your Exterminator buddies show up and take her?” Cody said.

      “They’re not here,” Mackenzie said. “Not physically at least. They don’t have to be on this world to take care of the likes of us. But yes, a gate will be opened and Rachel will be taken through it. A simple transfer. They get what they want.”

      Cody’s hands clenched into tight fists.

      “After that,” Mackenzie said, fixing his eyes on Cody, “she’ll be the equivalent of a lab rat for the rest of her life. Whatever natural power she has will be taken from her and used for research purposes.”

      Cody snapped. He jerked forwards and reached for the glass in front of him. But Nick leapt to his feet at the same time and wrapped his arms around Cody’s waist. While Cody struggled, Nick held him back.

      “Don’t do it man,” Nick said, whispering in his ear. “Don’t give this asshole the satisfaction.”

      Nick was right. Cody knew that. He also knew that he wouldn’t be able to help Rachel if he didn’t calm down. Although it was hard, he forced himself to take in a deep lungful of air and when he felt his heart slowing up, he sat down again.

      At the same time, Mackenzie pushed back his chair and stood up. He looked across the line of people – first at Richards, then Crazy Diamond and Nick. Last but not least, his gaze landed on Cody and Rachel.

      “Okay,” he said, with a twisted smile. “Now that we’ve got all that stuff out of the way – who wants to play a game?”
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      “A game?” Nick said.

      Mackenzie’s eyes were like blocks of stone as he took in the worried reaction on each and every face across the table. His perverse smile endured. He walked around the table a little. The two bodyguards kept close, making suitable adjustments to maintain their position as his shadow.

      “We used to play games in this room all the time,” Mackenzie said. “When the late Harry, his wife and lovely daughter still believed they could win the fight, we kept prisoners in here. They were brave people, some of them.”

      “So it is a prison cell,” Cody said.

      Mackenzie dismissed the remark with a lazy shrug.

      “These are our headquarters,” he said. “We live here, we work here. When my superiors decided that it would be helpful to employ a human presence to help manage the situation in San Antonio, we needed a base. I found this building and went to work.”

      “Went to work?” Nick said.

      “I built a good team of people around me,” Mackenzie said. “We fought hard to put a major dent in the Resistance. It’s a waste of time fighting against the inevitable. Work with them and they’ll reward you. We captured many prisoners and brought them here to gather information. They all believed they could escape, every last one of them. It was a problem. And so they took great personal risks to try and get back to the fight.”

      Mackenzie’s expression darkened.

      “I lost some good people during those escape attempts,” he said. “One very good friend of mine in particular died at the hand of reckless fools trying to escape through that window.”

      Mackenzie pointed to something that looked like a red wine stain on the cream carpet. The circular-shaped blemish had formed a few feet from the window ledge.

      “In my experience,” Mackenzie said, walking slowly towards the window, “it’s fear that makes a model prisoner. They have to be afraid of you, of what you’ll do. We learned that the hard way. Nonetheless we learned.”

      “We’ll be quiet,” Crazy Diamond said. Her voice trembled. “We’re not going to try and escape. There’s nowhere to go anyway, you’ve made it clear.”

      Mackenzie looked out of the window for while. Beyond his reflection in the glass, a fog of darkness had swallowed the San Antonio skyline. There was nothing but a black desert to look at.

      “That’s what the Resistance said,” Mackenzie said. He turned around and walked slowly back to the table, the bodyguards following his every move. “Almost word for word. All the prisoners say it.”

      “We promise,” Crazy Diamond said. “We…”

      “I don’t believe you,” Mackenzie said, cutting the young woman off. “I’ve seen what desperation does to people in here. I can see it in your eyes now. You’d be fools not to try something. Cowards even – and I don’t think you are cowards. You’ll charge at the guards, try the window, steal a weapon – the point is you’ll try something. Only fear can stop you. On top of that, you’re the most valuable guests I’ve ever had. I can’t risk losing Rachel. That means I have to scare you.”

      Mackenzie turned back to his ‘guests’.

      “And so back to the game.”

      “To hell with your game,” Nick said. “We won’t play.”

      ‘The girl doesn’t play,” Mackenzie said, pointing at Rachel. Then he looked at Cody and smiled. “Daddy’s out too, at least for now. The rest of you are in.”

      Mackenzie walked around the table, bringing the bodyguards with him. They stopped behind Nick, Crazy Diamond and Richards.

      “Stand up players,” he said.

      They didn’t move. Mackenzie clicked his fingers and the bodyguards stepped forward with their rifles pointing at the trio.

      “It’s easier if you just stand up,” Mackenzie said. “Less messy.”

      Crazy Diamond and Nick looked at one another, both seemingly unsure. There weren’t many options left unless they wanted to find out what Mackenzie meant by messy. It was Nick who gave the nod, signaling to the others to get to their feet. Crazy Diamond stood up alongside him. Richards hesitated, but upon seeing Nick and Crazy Diamond get up, he did likewise.

      There was a manic glint in Mackenzie’s eyes as he looked at them. Cody could feel a sinister excitement bubbling up underneath the cool surface.

      Mackenzie glanced at the bodyguards.

      “Is Michael outside?” he said.

      “Yes he is,” one of the women said. Her voice was booming, like a warning bark.

      Mackenzie turned back to the three captives. “Good,” he said. “Tell him to bring the boxes in.”

      The bodyguard nodded and walked towards the door.

      “It’s not much of a game,” Mackenzie said. He sounded genuinely apologetic. “But it’s a surefire way of making a point.”

      Cody looked at his three companions. There was a tight knot forming in his stomach and his palms felt sweaty. He couldn’t think of any way to help them. But he had to do something – he didn’t know what Mackenzie had in mind but he shuddered at the possibilities.

      “Look,” Cody said. “You don’t want us to try anything. I get it. Why don’t you just handcuff us to the table or something? How about that?”

      “You don’t think we tried that?” Mackenzie said. “That’s not pleasant for anyone involved. Some of the prisoners used to deliberately piss and shit themselves just to spite us. No thanks. The game is much more effective.”

      The bodyguard opened the office door. With a curt nod, she gestured to someone outside and seconds later, a clean-shaven man in a dark suit walked through the open doorway. He carried three cardboard boxes in his arms, all piled on top of one another.

      The man set the boxes down on the floor. He lifted the top two off and spread them out evenly so that they formed a straight line. Bending over, he ran a hand over the surface of each box, as if to check they were thoroughly sealed. When that was done he gave a thumbs up sign to Mackenzie.

      “Good,” Mackenzie said. “You can go Michael.”

      Michael nodded and took off in a hurry.

      Mackenzie turned back to the captives.

      “The rules are simple,” Mackenzie said. “Three boxes. Three people. Two of the boxes are empty – you’ll find nothing but air in those boxes. One box however, isn’t empty. If you find yourself sitting in front of an empty box, congratulations – you’re a winner. But if your box isn’t empty, well I’m sorry. You lose the game.”

      “And if you lose?” Nick said.

      “You die,” Mackenzie said.

      There were loud gasps across the room.

      “That’s the shittiest game I’ve ever heard of,” Nick said. “Don’t you have Monopoly or something else? Operation? Snakes and Ladders?”

      Cody let go of Rachel’s hand and jumped to his feet. “Are you crazy man?” he said to Mackenzie. “You’re going to kill one of us?”

      “You’re not involved,” Mackenzie said. With a curled finger, he beckoned for Nick, Crazy Diamond and Richards to move towards the boxes. “I think I’ve explained everything clearly,” he said.

      “Don’t do this,” Crazy Diamond said. “Enough people have died already today.”

      “Almost,” Mackenzie said. “One more to go.”

      He pointed to the three boxes lying on the floor.

      “Sit down over there please,” he said. “Cross-legged, in front of whatever box you feel most drawn to.”

      Still, nobody moved.

      Mackenzie sighed. “Walk over there, sit down beside a box or my guards will shoot all three of you. Remember this, you’re not necessary to my plans. Not one of you. What I’m offering here is the chance for two of you to live through this. You should be thanking me.”

      Cody felt helpless sitting on the sidelines. His arms were wrapped around Rachel who in turn, had her arms wrapped around Bootsy.

      “Dad,” Rachel said, looking back at him. “What’s going to…?”

      “Shhh,” Cody said, pressing a finger onto her lips.

      Nick was the first to walk over to the row of cardboard boxes on the floor. He glared at Mackenzie every step of the way.

      Crazy Diamond and Richards followed him.

      They stood in front of the boxes, like divers standing on a cliff edge.

      “Don’t overthink it,” Mackenzie said. “That’ll drive you mad. You’ve reached the starting point – well down. Now just sit down. Trust your instinct.”

      “Easy for you to say,” Cody said.

      They took their places. Nick sat down in front of the box on the far left. Crazy Diamond took the one on the far right, while Richards lowered his ageing body next to the one in the middle.

      “That’s good,” Mackenzie said. “This is starting to bring back so many happy memories.”

      Nick threw Mackenzie a hateful look. “So what now Bob Barker?” he said. “Do we just open the damn thing?”

      Mackenzie clapped his hands together in mock praise. “Bravo Nick,” he said. “I knew you’d be the one to start us off. And to answer your question, yes that’s all you have to do. And when you’ve done it, show everyone else in the room what’s inside your box. It really is a simple game.”

      “Yeah,” Nick said.

      “Can you at least take Rachel out of the room?” Cody said, calling over to Mackenzie. “She doesn’t need to see this.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Rachel said. She turned around and he was shocked at the stubborn look on her face.

      “You’ll go if I tell you to go,” Cody said.

      “There’s no time for that,” Mackenzie said. He was still looking at his players sitting on the floor. They looked like death row inmates waiting for their turn on the electric chair. “Besides Cody,” he said. “Don’t underestimate a child’s capacity to endure the horrors of this world. In my experience, it’s the adults who crumble first.”

      Mackenzie walked up behind Nick. He gave the pilot a pat on the shoulders and Nick flinched at the sudden contact.

      “Get it over with Nick,” Mackenzie said. “You go first.”

      “I hope you’re enjoying this,” Nick said.

      He looked at the box in front of him. Tentatively, he began to pick at the layer of Scotch tape that clung to the side of the box, peeling back a long thin strip of the transparent material. When that was done, he scrunched the tape up and threw it to the side.

      Nick took a deep breath. Slowly, he lifted up the flaps of the box and looked inside. The following seconds lasted forever. Cody’s heart was racing and he could feel a pool of sweat forming at his brow.

      Nick’s shoulders visibly sagged. His hands were shaking.

      Cody feared the worst.

      But when Nick lifted up the box, it was empty.

      “Congratulations,” Mackenzie said.

      “Fuck you,” Nick said. His voice was trembling slightly. “You sick, twisted son of a bitch – I hope you’re getting your rocks off.”

      “Next,” Mackenzie called out.

      It was Richards’ turn. The old man gave Nick a sad smile as he pulled back the Scotch tape on the cardboard box.

      Richards swallowed hard. He tilted his head forward and looked inside.

      His expression was blank

      “It’s empty,” he said.

      “Show me,” Mackenzie said.

      But Richards didn’t lift the box to show anyone. He was looking at Crazy Diamond, who was sitting to his right. He reached over and took the young woman’s hand in his own.

      Mackenzie leaned over Richards and stole a glance inside the box.

      “Congratulations old man,” he said. “Looks like that reunion with your wife will have to wait.”

      Richards didn’t react. He was still looking at Crazy Diamond. There was a calm expression on her face and Cody wondered if she was still in shock. To look at Richards’ face, anyone would have thought he’d just lost the game.

      “The final box is a formality,” Mackenzie said. “Ah what the hell, we’ll open it up anyway.”

      Richards squeezed Crazy Diamond’s hand. “You don’t have to,” he said.

      “Open it,” Mackenzie said, taking a step towards Crazy Diamond. “Remember what happens if you don’t comply.”

      Crazy Diamond released her hand from Richards’ grip. She opened up the last box, digging into the cardboard with her fingernails. Her stoic mask crumbled. There were tears in her eyes as she pulled back the tattered flaps.

      She looked inside the box.

      “You know the rules,” Mackenzie said. “Show the room.”

      “Fuck you,” Crazy Diamond said. But she lifted the box anyway, tilting it in mid-air so that Cody and everyone else in the room could see a small flower sitting at the bottom of it.

      “It’s a white stargazer lily,” Mackenzie said. He turned around, as if he was giving a presentation to the rest of the onlookers. “That’s one of several stargazers I laid over my wife and daughter’s grave. It means the soul of the departed has had its innocence restored.”

      Mackenzie looked at Crazy Diamond. “I’m sorry,” he said.

      Crazy Diamond dropped the box. She sat on the floor with her face buried in her trembling hands.

      “Jesus Christ,” Cody said, standing up. “She’s just a kid Mackenzie. She’s twenty years old!”

      Mackenzie clicked his fingers. The two bodyguards walked over and stood at Crazy Diamond’s back. They looked over at their boss, waiting for the next command.

      “Hold on a minute,” Nick said. He stood up with his hands in the air like he was surrendering. “Let’s talk about this man. We can…”

      “Don’t waste your time Nick,” Mackenzie said. “Or mine. It’ll only make things worse. She won’t feel a thing.”

      Cody saw Nick’s massive hands clench into tightly coiled fists.

      “You motherfucker,” Nick said. “I won’t let you do it. I’m not going to just stand here and let you kill her.”

      “Pick her up,” Mackenzie said.

      The two guards pulled Crazy Diamond up to her feet and dragged her towards the door.

      Nick jerked forwards, as if to run after them. The guards saw it and one of them turned her gun on the pilot.

      “Don’t Nick,” Crazy Diamond said. Her face was damp and tearstained. “It’s going to be okay.”

      Rachel was still sitting down, watching events unfold with a horrified look on her face. She looked back and forth between Cody and what was happening with Crazy Diamond.

      “Mackenzie!” Cody yelled. “Don’t do this. For God’s sake.”

      “What’s everyone complaining about?” Mackenzie said. “They played the game, knowing full well what was going to happen.”

      He turned back to the guards. “Put her up against the wall.”

      The bodyguards led Crazy Diamond over to the door. Crazy Diamond didn’t resist. They pinned her up against the wall and took a step back, their rifles pointing at her.

      Nick was pacing back and forth like a caged lion. He was shaking his head furiously.

      “You’re going to kill a girl?” he said. “You need to make a point about escaping right? Okay, shoot me instead. I’ll swap boxes. I’ll do whatever it takes.”

      Mackenzie smiled and shook his head.

      “It’s a bit late to start playing the tough guy Nick,” Mackenzie said. “And just in case you hadn’t noticed, this isn’t one of your B-movies. Spare us the heroics.”

      Crazy Diamond stood with her back up against the wall, looking through a gap in between the two guards. “Nick,” she said. “Just leave it.”

      “No I won’t leave it,” Nick said. Cody had never seen his friend so close to tears before. As a child actor, Nick Norton had been notorious with casting agents for his inability to cry on cue. It had cost him jobs but Nick had always taken a strange macho pride in this particular trait. He didn’t cry when he got divorced many times over. He didn’t cry when his Mom died.

      But he was close now.

      Cody looked at Rachel. She was up and standing beside him now. He reached down and wiped a tear off her cheek.

      “I can make it right,” Nick said, pleading with Mackenzie. “Shoot me for God’s sake. Make an example out of me. That girl’s got a life ahead of her.”

      Mackenzie slow clapped his hands.

      “That was beautiful Nick,” he said. “You’re full of great speeches today. And do you know what? I believe you. I believe you’d die for her, right here, right now. But we’ve played the game already. Believe it or not, you won.”

      Mackenzie turned back to the guards.

      “Do it.”

      One of the guards pushed Crazy Diamond, forcing her back up tight against the wall. Crazy Diamond looked the guards in the eye, defiant to the end. Her hands were trembling. Sweat was pouring down her forehead. But she wouldn’t look away or close her eyes.

      The bodyguards raised their weapons. They took aim.

      Mackenzie’s hand was held aloft. He was about to give the final order when Richards, who was still sitting on the carpet, spun around and grabbed Mackenzie’s legs, tipping him off balance and sending him crashing to the floor.

      Richards scrambled with remarkable speed and jumped on top of Mackenzie. He wrapped both of his gnarled hands around Mackenzie’s neck and squeezed as tight as he could.

      “You bastard,” Richards hissed. “This is for Marianne. This is for all the people you’ve betrayed and killed. You turned against us, you treacherous bastard!”

      The two guards hurried over with a shocked look on their faces. It was the first time Cody had seen any hint of emotion from either one of them. So they were human after all. They pointed their rifles at Richards and were just seconds away from blowing the old man’s head off when Mackenzie lifted a hand in the air.

      “No!” he said. “Don’t shoot him.”

      Richards wasn’t paying attention to anything else. He’d given up on trying to choke Mackenzie into unconsciousness. Now he was throwing a barrage of flimsy punches at the younger man’s face. His eyes were spilling over with hate. He was breathing heavy.

      “Bastard, bastard, bastard!”

      Mackenzie was laughing.

      Richards stopped when he saw this. He straightened up and looked at the man with horror in his eyes. He shook his head.

      “You crazy…”

      But Richards didn’t get to finish the sentence. Mackenzie pulled his knees towards his chest. Then, launching both feet at the old man’s stomach, Mackenzie kicked out and the old man was hurled backwards across the office.

      It looked like he’d been launched straight out of a cannon.

      Cody’s jaw dropped. He’d never seen anyone kick another person so far. He thought that Richards, who’d been kicked almost the entire length of the room, was going to crash through the wall and land in the next office amidst a pile of smoking rubble.

      “Holy shit,” Nick said.

      Richards hit the wall with a howl. He crumpled to the floor in a ragged heap but he wasn’t unconscious. To Cody’s surprise, a fire still burned in the old man’s eyes and he tried to claw his way back to his feet.

      “Richards!” Crazy Diamond yelled.

      On the other side of the room, Mackenzie stood up and dusted his suit down. He looked over at Cody and grinned.

      Cody looked back at the man and his blood ran cold.

      The irises of Mackenzie’s eyes were jet black. He looked demonic, like a supervillain out of a comic book – albeit a supervillain dressed like a lawyer.

      He walked across the office towards Richards.

      “No!” Crazy Diamond yelled.

      Richards had by now struggled back to his feet. But the fight – if it had ever been one, was already decided.

      Mackenzie seized the old man by the throat. Then he spun around and with one flick of the wrist, hurled Richards back over to the other side of the room. He might as well have been throwing a kid’s doll around.

      Richards crashed into the opposite wall and dropped to the floor. It felt like the building shook as the old man was tossed around. Richards’ howl had faded to a dull, prolonged groan. He wasn’t getting back up this time.

      “Stop!” Crazy Diamond said. She ran over to Richards but the guards turned their guns on her and she stopped dead. Nick and Cody made a move to help the old man but the guns were all over them.

      Mackenzie walked over and picked the battered old man up off the ground. He gripped onto the wrinkled skin at the back of Richards’ neck and held him aloft, like he was scruffing a naughty kitten.

      Richards opened his eyes and gritted his teeth. His eyes were alert and although the fire had dimmed, it hadn’t gone out.

      “You’re the coward,” he said. “Your wife and daughter would be ashamed of you. Coward!”

      He spat the last word out with contempt.

      Mackenzie’s black eyes flickered with rage. He punched the old man square in the face and there was a loud cracking noise as Richards’ head snapped back.

      The old man’s body went limp and he dangled in Mackenzie’s grip.

      “Stop!” Cody yelled. He made another move to run over.

      The guards turned their rifles on him.

      “Back,” one of them said in a cold, metallic voice.

      Cody and Nick looked at the guards, then over to the other side of the room.

      Mackenzie lifted Richards’ head up and studied the old man’s face. Richards’ eyes were open but they saw nothing. Mackenzie then lowered the body gently onto the ground. Kneeling down, he placed his index and middle finger against the side of Richards’ neck. He probed the soft hollow area below the windpipe and shook his head.

      “Dead,” he said.

      Crazy Diamond let out a high-pitched shriek of horror. She ran over and Mackenzie, whose eye color had returned to its normal green, signaled to the bodyguards not to stop her.

      “What have you done?” Crazy Diamond said.

      She kneeled down and cradled Richards’ limp body in her arms. With a pitiful wail, she buried her face in his tweed blazer while Richards’ lifeless eyes continued to stare up towards the ceiling.

      Cody felt dizzy, like the room was spinning.

      Mackenzie wiped his suit down and walked away from the body.

      “It was self-defense,” he said.

      Crazy Diamond lifted her head off Richards’ chest. She turned her head towards Mackenzie.

      “I’m going to kill you,” she said. “I don’t know how. But I will, I swear to God.”

      Mackenzie stopped and turned to face her. He pushed back a cluster of blondish-brown hair that was hanging loose over his forehead. He wiped a few specks of Richards’ blood off the tips of his knuckles.

      “Congratulations,” he said. “You get to live.”
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      Mackenzie called Michael back into the office.

      When the man who’d delivered the boxes returned, he walked over to where Richards was lying on the far side of the room in Crazy Diamond’s arms. With a poker face, Michael gripped the frail body under the arms and dragged it away from the young woman. He then moved back towards the door.

      Nick stepped over and put a comforting hand on Crazy Diamond’s shoulder. She protested the removal of Richards’ body with her eyes. Cody wondered if Nick was standing beside her, not just for comfort, but to prevent her from doing anything reckless.

      “Wait,” Rachel said, watching as Richards was being taken away. She wriggled free of Cody’s arms and ran across the room.

      Michael looked alarmed as Rachel ran towards him. It might as well have been a mountain cat charging his way judging by the look on his face. Even the two bodyguards looked uncomfortable as the little girl, who’d been quiet up to that point, approached them.

      Rachel looked up at Mackenzie. She held Bootsy aloft.

      “Can I give this to him?” she asked. “It’s my bear.”

      Mackenzie looked at the teddy bear dangling in mid-air. His lips moved, as if he was about to say something but no words came out. He could only manage a feeble nod.

      “Rachel,” Cody said. “What are you doing?”

      She spun around.

      “I want Richards to have Bootsy,” she said.

      “But Mom gave Bootsy to you,” Cody said. “Isn’t that why we brought him with us?”

      Rachel nodded. “Yeah but Richards needs him more than I do now,” she said. “The Sliders got his wife and she’s still back at the airport. He doesn’t have anyone. He doesn’t even have us anymore.”

      She turned back to Mackenzie.

      “So can he have it?” she said. “My bear?”

      Mackenzie was still cautious. “Well…”

      “You’re going to bury him aren’t you?” Rachel said. “Isn’t that what you’re supposed to do now?”

      “Yes, I suppose it is,” Mackenzie said.

      She offered Bootsy over to Mackenzie for a second time.

      “Will you put this in with him?”

      Mackenzie glanced at Cody. There was a dazed look on the man’s face. It was as if he couldn’t believe that Rachel would act so normal, so calmly, after what had just happened. A man had died – a brutal death. A child would be shaking, crying or screaming by now. But Cody knew what Mackenzie didn’t. Rachel had seen so much brutality since they’d left Spring Branch together. She was a creature of this ugly new world and the truth was that she’d adapted to it better than a lot of grown ups. It broke Cody’s heart to admit it but that’s what she was. Maybe Mackenzie had been right about one thing – it was the adults who crumbled first.

      Cody didn’t know if Richards was going to receive a proper burial. For all he knew, the old man was going to be tossed in the nearest dumpster. Still, Mackenzie took the bear off Rachel. He looked at it for a long time. Finally he handed it to one of the bodyguards standing behind him. The woman took it, a look of disgust on her face like she’d been handed a warm bag of dog shit.

      Richards’ body was removed from the room.

      “A noble death,” Mackenzie said, watching the body being taken away. “He died to save a life. There was more to that old man than I thought.”

      Rachel walked back over to Cody and they stood beside the table. Cody looked to his right and saw the last glimpse of Richards’ legs sliding along the corridor.

      “We’ll bury the body,” Mackenzie said, edging towards the door where the bodyguards stood waiting. “You have my word on that Rachel. And now I hope you all understand the situation you find yourselves in. Stay quiet, stay put and this doesn’t have to be painful. If you try anything, we’ll play another game. There are two guards posted outside this room. Knock on the door if you need anything. Food, more water, to use the bathroom – anything. You’re free to eat, drink and get some rest. But remember – there’s no way out of this building.”

      Mackenzie turned around and walked into the corridor. The two bodyguards followed and the door was locked.

      Cody sure as hell didn’t have any words after everything that had just happened. Nobody else did too.

      Crazy Diamond walked over to the mound of sleeping bags piled up in the corner. She pulled a faded blue bag out the pile, spread it out on the carpet and lay down. She turned her back to the others.

      “You okay?” Cody said. It was a stupid question but he felt the need to ask.

      “Tired,” she whispered.

      “Sure,” Cody said. He looked at Rachel.

      “Why don’t we try to grab some sleep?” he said. “I think we need it.”

      “Okay,” Rachel said.

      Cody walked over, grabbed a couple of bags and pillows from the pile, and spread them out on the floor. They climbed into their bags and lay down on their backs, staring at the ceiling. Rachel’s soft breathing was a comforting sound.

      Across the room, Nick sat at the table. His fingers tapped off the wooden surface, like he was typing on an invisible keyboard.

      Rachel fell asleep quickly. Cody turned onto his side and wrapped an arm around her tiny waist. She was warm and fragile.

      His eyelids grew heavy.

      The last thing Cody saw before falling asleep was Richards’ head snapping back. He saw it over and over in his mind. And it was always followed by a glimpse of Mackenzie’s black eyes looking across the room at Cody. Mackenzie would speak:

      “And there are other gifts too,” he would say. “They’re capable of great generosity to those who serve them.”

      Cody woke up later, feeling surprisingly fresh. If he’d dreamed, he couldn’t remember. He was unsure of how long he’d been asleep – it could have been ten minutes or ten hours for all he knew.

      He sat up in the sleeping bag. His body cracked and popped, like a bowl of cereal.

      Nick was still sitting at the table, staring out the window.

      When he heard Cody sitting up, Nick jolted forwards. It was as if he’d forgotten there was anyone else in the room with him.

      “Thought you were asleep,” Nick said.

      “I was,” Cody said. “How long was I out for?”

      “Couple of hours maybe,” Nick said.

      Cody looked down at Rachel. She was moving, groaning softly as her mind crawled back to the world. No point in talking to her now – Rachel was a slow starter, like her mother had been.

      Crazy Diamond still had her back to the room. Cody couldn’t tell if she was sleeping or not.

      “Did you sleep?” Cody asked, turning back to Nick. He kept his voice down.

      Nick shrugged. “Dozed a little,” he said. “Dreamed a lot. I was back on that damn plane, taking off and landing all over again. Hey, what was the name of that guy in the Greek myth? The one who had to roll the giant boulder up a hill, only for it to roll back down again every time he reached the top.”

      Cody shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      “Sisyphus.”

      It was Crazy Diamond who spoke. She turned over in her sleeping bag and faced them. Her brown eyes glistened under the pale light.

      “It was King Sisyphus,” she said.

      “That’s the one,” Nick said. “Well I was King Sisyphus, sitting in the cockpit of my plane. I took her up every time – a perfect takeoff. San Antonio was on fire down below. I got those people away just like I said I would. Then I see a pair of silver eyes up ahead, like two moons in the sky. They’re blinding me so I can’t see a damn thing. I close my eyes. When I open them again we’re sitting in the airport about to take off. It’s like Groundhog Day man.”

      “Except we didn’t take off,” Cody said. “Not according to that sadistic prick.”

      “Damnedest thing.” Nick said.

      Crazy Diamond sat up. She ran her fingers through her jet-black hair, pushing it over her forehead. With the back of her hand, she wiped away the damp tearstains that lingered around her eyes.

      “Maybe your dream’s telling you something Nick,” she said.

      “Oh yeah?” Nick said. “Like what?”

      “That you’re trapped,” Crazy Diamond said. “That there’s no way out of here.”

      “Screw that,” Nick said. “We’ve got no choice but to try. You heard what’s going to happen to Rachel. As for the rest of us, we’re expendable. That means we’re dead sooner or later anyway. Richards was just the first.”

      Nick shook his head.

      “What the hell happened to Mackenzie?” he said. “Did you see his eyes? Did you see how far he kicked Richards across the room? That shit ain’t real.”

      “He said something about gifts,” Cody said. “Remember? He sold his soul to the devil. Or something worse.”

      Crazy Diamond got up and walked over to the table. She picked up one of the jugs and lined up four glasses to fill with water. She stopped pouring before she’d filled the first glass. She put the jug down. Cody saw her staring into empty space. Was she thinking about Richards?

      “I’ve got an idea,” Crazy Diamond said.

      She turned towards the others.

      “I think there’s a way out of here,” she said. “It’s a long shot but it’s worth a try.”

      “I’m all ears,” Nick said, sitting up straight. Despite a lack of sleep, Nick Norton looked fresh.

      “Careful,” Cody said. His eyes roamed across the ceiling. He checked for signs of anything unusual poking out of the walls. “What if this place is bugged?”

      Nick shook his head. “Negative,” he said. “While you guys were sleeping I was combing every inch of this room. Top to bottom, side to side – it’s clean. They don’t have the technology to install fancy equipment like that anymore. I’m surprised they’ve even got electricity running in this place.”

      “Alright,” Cody said. “But what about those things – the Exterminators or whatever they’re called. What if they can hear us? What if they’re…what’s the word? Omnipotent – what if they’re omnipotent?”

      Nick shrugged. “Fuck the Exterminators. The girl’s got a plan.”

      Cody gave Nick a sarcastic thumbs up. “Okay,” he said. “Glad we had that discussion big guy.”

      He looked over at Crazy Diamond.

      “So what’s the plan?” he said.

      Crazy Diamond pointed to the large jug with the purple juice. It was still mostly untouched.

      “This,” she said.

      “The juice?” Nick said.

      “Yeah,” she said.

      “What the hell are we supposed to do with that?” Nick said, looking disappointed. “Throw it at the guards? I don’t think there’s any hydrochloric acid in it.”

      “Not quite what I had in mind,” Crazy Diamond said.

      “Then I don’t follow,” Nick said.

      “First things first,” Crazy Diamond said. “Did Mackenzie see any of us drink that stuff?” Her eyes darted back and forth between Cody and Nick. “Think fast guys.”

      “We didn’t drink it,” Cody said. “Nobody did, apart from Mackenzie.”

      Crazy Diamond’s eyes lit up. “That’s what I thought,” she said. “Now tell me this boys. What’s of value in here? Right here, in this room.”

      Nick and Cody looked around the office. Their eyes probed the furniture – the tables, the chairs, and then around the edges of the room, looking for anything remotely expensive looking.”

      “Nothing,” Nick said. “The tables are cheap, the chairs are plastic and…”

      Crazy Diamond turned sideways and pointed to Rachel, who was still buried deep inside her sleeping bag.

      “Guess again.”

      “Rachel?” Nick said.

      “What’s the one thing they care about?” Crazy Diamond said. “Why are we here? It’s Rachel.”

      “Where are you going with this Crazy Diamond?” Cody said.

      Crazy Diamond held up a finger, as if to say wait a minute. She picked up a glass of water off the table and took it over to Rachel.

      Rachel took the glass and sipped at the water. “Are you talking about me?”

      “We sure are gorgeous girl,” Crazy Diamond said with a grin. “Think we might have a way out of here and guess what? You’re going to be our secret weapon.”

      Rachel smiled, enthused at the idea.

      Cody wasn’t happy that Crazy Diamond had brushed off his question. He had a right to know what the hell was going on – especially if Rachel was involved.

      “What’s going on?” he said.

      Crazy Diamond took a deep breath and nodded.

      “Okay,” she said. “What if right now I’d just handed Rachel a glass of that juice instead of water? Mackenzie didn’t tell us what was in that stuff, right? It looks gross, it smells gross and I’m sure it tastes worse. What if Rachel was allergic to something in there?”

      Cody and Nick exchanged confused glances.

      “What is she got sick?” Crazy Diamond said. “How much would that scare the shit out of Mackenzie?”

      Crazy Diamond sat down cross-legged in front of Rachel. “What do you think sweetheart? Think you could pretend to be sick? Fool those people out there into believing it was real? That’s all you’d have to do.”

      Rachel smiled shyly. “Dad was an actor,” she said. “So was my Mom. But I’ve never done it before.”

      Cody looked at her and frowned. “Oh really?” he said. “What about all those mornings when you didn’t want to go to school? Remember? You tried to play sick even though I knew there was nothing wrong with you. Can’t kid a kidder honey.”

      Rachel giggled.

      “You think you could do it?” Crazy Diamond asked.

      Cody held both hands up in the air. “I don’t know about this Crazy Diamond,” he said. “She’s just a kid.”

      Rachel threw a furious look in Cody’s direction.

      “Hey!” Cody said. “I’m looking out for you. It’s my job.”

      “I’m not just a kid,” Rachel said. “How can you say that?”

      “I didn’t mean it like that honey,” Cody said. “It’s dangerous, that’s all.”

      Crazy Diamond nodded. “Your dad’s right Rachel,” she said. “It is dangerous. But it’s also our only chance of getting out of here.”

      She looked at Cody.

      “Mackenzie’s terrified of the Exterminators,” Crazy Diamond said. “He wants to put us off the idea of escape so much that he killed one of us, hoping it would scare us into submission.”

      Cody let out a long breath he didn’t even know he’d been holding onto.

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      “Lots of people tried to escape here CD,” Nick said. “I don’t think anyone ever did.”

      “You heard Mackenzie,” Crazy Diamond said. “The Resistance were predictable – they tried all the usual methods – charging at the guards, trying to get out through the window. But we have something they didn’t have – we’ve got Rachel. She’s the grand prize. Right? If Rachel gets sick he’s going to have to take her out of here and get some treatment. They must have some sort of medical room in a building this big with all these people. Rachel gets out of here. And she insists that you go with her Cody.”

      Cody’s eyebrows stood up. “Great,” he said. “You know Mackenzie won’t allow it.”

      “Rachel needs her Dad,” Crazy Diamond said. “Rachel insists. You go out, you’ve got a chance to make something happen. You’ve got time to think. Get a gun – seems like you know how to handle one of those. Then come back and bust us out. We grab Rachel and run for our lives. Look I know it’s a lot to ask Cody but it’s all I’ve got. It’s either that or we just sit here and wait for them to take Rachel.”

      Nick nodded in agreement. “What do you think Cody?”

      Cody looked at Rachel and sighed. He dropped into a sitting position beside her sleeping bag.

      “Looks like this is your big break kid,” he said. “Showbusiness. It’s in your blood. Think you can do it?”

      Rachel looked excited at the prospect, like it was game and nothing more.

      “Yeah,” she said.

      “Don’t overact like your old man used to,” Nick said, winking at Rachel.

      Cody looked at Nick and raised an eyebrow. “Remind me of something Norton. How many times did you get nominated for an Oscar?”

      Nick shook his head. “It always comes back to that doesn’t it? A friggin’ statue. Who gives a shit about the Oscars anymore?”

      “Yeah,” Cody said. “That’s what I’d expect somebody who was never nominated to say.”

      “Didn’t win though did you?” Nick said.

      “Boys,” Crazy Diamond said. “Are we ready? Looks like we’re all about to do some acting today.”

      Cody looked at Rachel. “You sure you’re ready?”

      “Stop fussing Dad,” Rachel said. “We need to get out of here.”

      “Now remember,” Crazy Diamond said to Rachel. “You’ve got to scream for your Dad when they take you out. He has to go with you. You do what you have to do – you raise hell and tell them how much you need him. Got it?”

      “Got it,” Rachel said.

      “Atta girl.”

      Crazy Diamond got up and walked over to the table. She took an empty glass and filled it to the brim with the reddish-purple juice. Then she brought the jug over to Rachel, glancing at Nick on the way.

      “This smells worse than your feet Nick.”

      “Very funny,” Nick said.

      Crazy Diamond dipped her index finger into the slushy liquid. Dropping onto her knees, she wiped some of the juice around both sides of Rachel’s mouth and then on her chin.

      “Make up done,” she said. “Looking good.”

      Crazy Diamond backed up a little and dropped the glass on the floor. It fell onto its side, the pulpy juice leaking out slowly onto the carpet.

      “Now we’re ready,” she said. “Everyone good to go?”

      “Let’s do it,” Cody said.

      Rachel looked a little more apprehensive this time. “Yeah.”

      Cody nodded. “3-2-1, action!’

      Rachel dropped down onto the floor, clutching her stomach in agony.

      “Scream,” Crazy Diamond said. “Make some noise Rachel.”

      The little girl screamed. It sounded like her toes were being dipped into a vat of burning acid. Her hands clutched at her stomach, as if she was pushing back some monstrous growth that was swelling up inside her body.

      “She’s good,” Nick said, looking at Cody. He was nodding along in appreciation. “She’s really good.”

      Cody nodded, slightly in a daze.

      “They’ll be coming in,” he said to Nick. “I’ll take the lead.”

      “Gotcha.”

      Cody ran over to the door and pounded his fists against the slim glass panels. Through the glass, he could see a couple of dark-suited guards sitting down in chairs playing cards. They looked up and ran down the corridor. Panic spread across their faces.

      They unlocked the door and rushed inside.

      “What the hell’s going on?” the taller of the two guards said.

      “What the fuck took you so long?” Cody yelled. His face was contorted with rage. “Didn’t you hear her screaming?”

      The tall guard looked stunned. Clearly he hadn’t been expecting that sort of response from the prisoner. Without saying anything, he looked past Cody towards Rachel who was writhing around inside her sleeping bag, next to the toppled glass and the juice stain on the carpet.

      Crazy Diamond and Nick were kneeling at Rachel’s side. Both had a look of anxious concern on their faces.

      “What happened to her?” the guard asked.

      “You’re trying to poison us?” Cody said. “Aren’t you? You’re trying to poison my daughter with that juice.”

      The guard turned a sickly pale color. “Oh shit,” he said. He looked at the other guard standing beside him. “Go get him,” he said. “Quick!”

      The second guard nodded. He turned and ran out the room.

      The remaining guard nudged Cody back to the other side of the office, using the pistol in his hand as a prod.

      “Get over there,” the guard said. “And get those hands up.”

      Cody walked backwards, his hands in the air.

      Mackenzie came storming into the room about two minutes later. The second guard trailed behind him.

      When Mackenzie saw Rachel on the floor, his eyes nearly popped out of their sockets.

      “What is this?” he said. “Is this a trick? After what happened earlier, you’re trying to trick me?”

      Cody knew he was going to have to put in the performance of his life to make this work. He charged forward and swung a fist at Mackenzie’s chin. Mackenzie ducked his head and dodged the blow.

      “You’re trying to kill my daughter!” Cody hissed. “After what you said? You’re the one that’s trying to trick us you bastard! Telling us how important she is and then trying to poison her.”

      Mackenzie’s eyes were bleak and stunned. “What are you talking about?” he said. “I need her alive you idiot.”

      Crazy Diamond was by now cradling Rachel, rocking her gently in her arms and whispering comforting words in her ear.

      “She took one sip of that purple poison,” Cody said. “One goddamn sip and now look at her.”

      Cody was secretly pleased at how horrified Mackenzie looked.

      Mackenzie gritted his teeth.

      “There’s a doctor in the building,” he said. “We’ll take her downstairs and have a look at her. Guard, pick her up.”

      The tall guard rushed over to Rachel and scooped her up in his arms, pulling her away from Crazy Diamond. He hurried back across the room towards the door where Mackenzie was waiting.

      Rachel pounded her fists off the guard’s barrel-like chest.

      “Dad! I want my Dad! I want my Dad!”

      “Let me go with her,” Cody said. His voice cracked. It sounded like he was on the brink of tears. And if Cody MacLeod needed to cry on cue, he could do it.  “She needs me,” he said. “She doesn’t know anyone down there.”

      Mackenzie shook his head. “No chance. Nobody else leaves the room.”

      “What the hell am I going to do man?” Cody said. A tear spilled down his cheek. “Don’t you want her to recover?” he said. “How’s she going to do that in a roomful of strangers, all of them standing around her with guns? She’ll be scared out of her mind. Watch me, don’t let me out of your sight – but let me go.”

      The guard lingered at the door with Rachel howling for her dad in his arms. He was waiting for Mackenzie to make the call.

      “Dad!” Rachel screamed.

      “Please,” Cody said, not taking his eyes off Mackenzie for a second. “She needs me.”

      Mackenzie glared at Cody.

      “You’re a clever man,” he said. “You’re trying to fool me, aren’t you?”

      “No,” Cody said. He was acting as intensely as he’d ever done before. “I’m just a father who’s petrified. I’m angry too – I’m very angry Mackenzie. Your lifesaving drink has poisoned my little girl. I don’t want her to die in this prison and if you’re being straight with me about how important she is then neither do you.”

      Mackenzie signaled to the man standing at the door. “Go,” he said. “Get her downstairs.”

      He turned back to Cody.

      “Just you,” he said, pointing a finger at Cody’s chest.

      Cody nodded. “Alright.”

      “Let’s go,” Mackenzie said. “You’ll be watched every second you’re outside this room. If I find out this is a trick…”

      “It’s not a trick,” Cody said. “We’re wasting time talking about it.”

      He followed Mackenzie to the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Mackenzie and Cody followed the guard and Rachel downstairs. They walked along a labyrinth of cold corridors until they approached a door near the front entrance of the Public Safety Headquarters building.

      “The doctor will be here in a minute,” Mackenzie said to Cody.

      The guard walked ahead of the others, pushing the door open with his back and entering the room. Cody watched through the open doorway as the man placed Rachel onto a single bed.

      The medical room was a small, plain-looking space. White walls surrounded the single bed, which was tucked into the side of the room. There was some equipment sitting on a countertop – a stethoscope, a variety of medications – but it was hardly a high-tech affair. Most of the higher end medical equipment in San Antonio had probably been lost amidst the chaos of the last days.

      About a minute later, a dumpy little man and a woman with tied back reddish-orange hair came hurrying down the corridor. They were both approximately in their fifties. Cody looked at the doctor, who wasn’t dressed to impress. The flustered-looking man was wearing an open dressing gown and Cody could see his crumpled, striped blue pajamas underneath. The woman, who Cody assumed was the nurse, was wearing a dark suit and tie, not unlike what the rest of Mackenzie’s posse wore.

      The chubby doctor glanced at Cody through narrow slit-like eyes.

      “This is our doctor,” Mackenzie said.

      Cody extended a hand towards the man.

      Mackenzie coughed. “No that’s the nurse,” he said to Cody. Mackenzie then gestured towards the woman. “Helen, she’s our resident doctor.”

      Cody cursed himself silently. Had Kate, his ex-wife heard that, she would have clipped him over the head.

      “Sorry,” he said looking at the doctor. “I…”

      The doctor looked at Cody like he was a clump of dog dirt stuck to her heel. When she turned to Mackenzie however, her blue eyes lit up. They walked over to the medical room together and the nurse followed like a worn-out lackey.

      Cody walked at the back of the procession.

      “I think it’s best if you wait outside,” the doctor said, turning back to Cody.

      “That’s my daughter in there,” Cody said.

      “I understand that,” the doctor said. “But it’s a small room and we don’t have a lot of space. We’ll have a better chance of finding out what’s wrong with your daughter if you’re not in our way. Thank you.”

      She smiled but her eyes were like daggers piercing a hole through him.

      “There are seats in the corridor,” the doctor said. “I’ll update you as soon as I have more information.”

      Cody’s jaw dropped “Now wait a goddamn minute…”

      Mackenzie pointed at two plastic chairs tucked up against the corridor wall.

      “You’re lucky to be here,” he said. “Sit your ass down or go back upstairs.”

      Cody backed off. He looked towards where Rachel was lying on the bed. She’d toned down the noise a little but her hands were still tightly clasped over her stomach. The occasional groan floated out into the corridor.

      “I’ll be right outside,” Cody called out. “Hang in there honey. These people are going to help you.”

      Mackenzie and the medical staff walked into the room. Brief words were exchanged between Mackenzie and the barrel-chested guard who’d brought Rachel downstairs. The guard listened to every word, nodding intently. A moment later, he stepped back out into the corridor and closed the door behind him. Cody saw the black pistol tucked into the man’s waist.

      “Take a seat,” the guard said.

      Cody sat down. It was cold in the corridor and he rubbed his hands together. The guard took up position beside the door, his back pressed up against the wall.

      There were noises spilling out of the medical room – muffled voices, the dull clunking of equipment being moved. Cody heard Rachel groaning and didn’t know if it was real or fake anymore. He couldn’t stand the thought of her being alone in that room with those people.

      Especially Mackenzie.

      Cody leaned his head against the cold wall. His nerves were jangling and he couldn’t help but think that it showed on his face. Did he look like a man with something to hide? What was he supposed to do now? According to Crazy Diamond, he was supposed to take it to the next level. Get a gun, she’d said. He racked his brains, trying to think of a way to lure the guard in, maybe try and coax him away from the medical room. It was a big ask.

      Mackenzie opened the door and stepped back out into the corridor.

      Cody leapt to his feet.

      “Well?” he said. “How is she?”

      “Sit down,” Mackenzie said, pointing at Cody’s seat. “They’re still checking her over. She’s complaining about a dull pain in her stomach. Might be there’s something going on. Mild food poisoning perhaps.”

      Cody wiped a layer of sweat off his brow. “She’s not dying?”

      Mackenzie looked at Cody like he was crazy. “I doubt it.”

      “Thank God for that,” Cody said, sitting back down.

      Mackenzie gestured to the guard standing by the door. “You can go,” he said. “I’ll wait here for a while.”

      “You sure?” the guard said, looking surprised.

      “I’m sure,” Mackenzie said. “Go back upstairs. Finish the rest of your shift.”

      “Yes boss.”

      The guard hurried down the corridor, like he couldn’t get away fast enough.

      Cody was left alone with Mackenzie in the corridor.

      Mackenzie walked over and sat down in the vacant seat beside Cody. He let his head fall back against the wall and yawned. There was only a few inches gap in between the two chairs. Cody squirmed in silence.

      They didn’t talk for a couple of minutes. Mackenzie appeared content to keep it like that but Cody wasn’t sure he could suffer such an unnerving silence for too long. He sat up in his seat, his body stiff like a wooden board.

      He had to say something. Anything.

      “Where’d you get the recipe for that juice?”

      Mackenzie’s eyes were fixed upon the corridor wall directly opposite.

      “It was inspired,” he said. “A gift. They know more about nutrition than we do. About what our plants can provide us with.”

      “What’s in it then?” Cody said. “Why did Rachel react so bad to it?”

      Mackenzie looked uninterested at the prospect of going into details.

      “There are lots of things in it,” he said. “Nothing dangerous to the average human. Does she have allergies?”

      Cody shook his head. “No,” he said. “Not that I know of. How many kids have you given that stuff to?”

      “Just Rachel.”

      “If anything happens to her…” Cody said.

      “Then we’re both dead,” Mackenzie said. His chiseled jaw tilted outwards as he leaned his head back against the wall. Cody imagined that the man came from good breeding stock with his rugged good looks and refined manner. Good family, good school, and a good job. Who was he? Was Mackenzie still recognizable as the man he’d been before the Black Storm?

      “You said you had a daughter,” Cody said. “Is that true?”

      Mackenzie smiled through pursed lips.

      “Once it was true,” he said.

      “What happened?” Cody said.

      “The Black Storm,” Mackenzie said.

      “That’s what I don’t understand,” Cody said. “Now you’re helping them.”

      “You’re right Cody,” Mackenzie said. “You don’t understand. It’s as pointless to fight them as it is to try and stop the tide coming in. Our time is up in this world. It’s a hard concept to grasp I know. But individual lives are no longer relevant – that means my loved ones, your loved ones and everyone else’s. You can’t waste your time clinging to a history no one will remember. The universe has moved on. We’re not invited.”

      “We still matter,” Cody said.

      “If you keep thinking like that,” Mackenzie said, “you’ll have more pain to endure.”

      Cody sat up straight. His back muscles were stiff thanks to the cheap seats.

      “So what happens to you?” Cody said. “When it’s over. When the last man or woman is gone. When they have Rachel and everything else they want. You’ve served them well. What happens to you after that?”

      “I’ll be betrayed and killed,” Mackenzie said. “Or perhaps they’ll keep their promise and take me out with Rachel. That’s as close to eternal life as I can hope for.”

      The door to the medical room swung open. The doctor walked out and approached Mackenzie with a toothy smile.

      She didn’t even look at Cody.

      “She’s still in pain,” the doctor said. “But it’s not quite as severe as it was. I’d like to keep her overnight for observation if I may. Usually I’d discharge, send her back upstairs to rest but considering who it is…”

      “You’re the doctor,” Mackenzie said, getting slowly back to his feet.

      “Can I see her?” Cody said, standing up.

      The doctor shook her head. “Not yet.”

      “Why not?” Cody said.

      But the doctor had already turned her attention back to Mackenzie. She reminded Cody of an overexcited schoolgirl, fawning over the local heartthrob who’d just pulled up outside the gate on a motorcycle. “You look tired,” she said. Her arm twitched, like she was desperate to reach out and touch Mackenzie. “When did you last sleep?”

      Mackenzie scratched at a dark shadow of stubble under his chin.

      “It’s been a while.”

      Now there was a stern look in the doctor’s eye, like she’d reverted to playing a mom role. “Doctor’s orders,” she said. “Get someone else to keep watch over him and you go get some shut-eye upstairs. You’re no use to anyone if you’re not firing on all cylinders. Okay?”

      She winked at him.

      “Okay,” Mackenzie said. “Thanks Helen.”

      “No problem,” she said. “I’ll go grab a guard from upstairs. Back in a minute.”

      The doctor walked down the corridor, her heels clicking off the floor tiles.

      “I think she likes you,” Cody said.

      Mackenzie dusted down his suit jacket with his hands. “You should go back up…”

      “I’m staying here,” Cody said. “I told Rachel I’d be here.”

      Mackenzie looked too tired to argue. Cody was counting on it.

      “Suit yourself,” Mackenzie said.

      It wasn’t long before the doctor came back down the corridor with a guard in tow. The guard was a young man in his late twenties. He was clean-shaven with a slim build, and dressed in a tight fitting black suit. There was a faintly exotic look about him, a hint of East Asian origins with his light brown skin and monolid eyes.

      The guard looked eager to please. He walked up to Mackenzie with a spring in his step like he was going to ask for the man’s autograph.

      “Want me to put him in cuffs boss?” the guard said, looking over at Cody. The guard reached a hand inside his suit, as if to pull out the restraints.

      Cody watched. At that moment, the seed of an idea sprouted in his mind.

      Mackenzie looked at the guard and shook his head.

      “No cuffs unless he misbehaves,” he said. “Just stay on him like a rash. If he goes for a piss then you hold his dick. Stay close, understand?”

      “Sure thing boss,” the guard said.

      Mackenzie turned around and trudged back down the corridor. The doctor watched him go, her ravenous eyes lingering on the man’s firm butt.

      When he was gone, she went back into the medical room and shut the door.

      The young guard settled into his shift. He leaned his back up against the wall and let out a bored yawn. Cody sat down on the plastic seat again, watching the man out of the corner of his eye. He noticed the black pistol grip poking out of the guard’s waist. Cody had a feeling the man was packing a Glock 19, similar to his own.

      It was a waiting game now. He’d make his move when it felt right.

      Cody was thankful that he’d gotten some sleep upstairs. His mind was alert. It had to be – they were relying on him.

      There was little chance of Cody striking up a rapport with the guard. What must the young man have been thinking? Here he was, watching over a stranger in the corridors of a random office building in the ruins of San Antonio. It sure as hell wasn’t what he’d dreamed of doing with his life. How many people had this young man lost? What had Mackenzie promised him in return for his service?

      “I need to go,” Cody said.

      The young man looked over at Cody. He lazily scratched his chin with the tips of his knuckles, as if out of boredom more than need.

      “Go?” he said.

      “Take a leak.”

      The guard’s eyes rolled over. “Can’t it wait?”

      “No,” Cody said. “I’m happy to go by myself. Or I can piss right here all over the floor. But I don’t think your boss would like either one of those options.”

      “Fine,” the guard said. He drew the pistol out of his waist. Sure enough, it was a Glock 19. Cody peered at the weapon but he couldn’t tell if it was the one that had been taken from him earlier.

      “C’mon let’s go,” the guard said. “On your feet.”

      Cody walked down the corridor with the guard at his back. The guard called out instructions, directing Cody to the nearest bathroom, a mere thirty seconds hike from the medical room.

      They walked inside and Cody ventured over to the urinal trough. He reached for the zipper on his pants. The guard followed him up to the trough, stopping just a few inches behind Cody’s back.

      “Are you serious?” Cody said, glancing over his shoulder. “You’re actually going to hold my dick?”

      “Not quite,” the guard said. “Don’t get excited.”

      “Give me a break,” Cody said, turning around and unzipping his pants. “I understand there’s not a lot of women around San Antonio these days but still...”

      “Shut up and piss,” the guard snapped.

      But Cody struggled to get the waterworks flowing. He wasn’t used to someone standing so close behind him while he emptied his bladder. His mind raced back and forth. The guard would get suspicious if Cody didn’t start peeing right away. Would that put him on red alert?

      Cody needed the guard to stay bored. He needed him off guard.

      With a grimace, Cody closed his eyes and envisioned waterfalls and heavy rainstorms. After a few seconds, he got going although it sounded more like a leaky tap than Niagara Falls going into the trough.

      When he was done, Cody zipped up his pants. He walked over to the sink and the large mirror that stretched across the bathroom wall. Once again, the guard followed close behind. Fortunately the young man’s face reflected a mood of profound boredom. He was operating on autopilot, like someone standing in a long queue at the bank.

      Cody took a deep breath. His heart was racing. He stole a glimpse at the guard in the mirror as he ran the hot water tap.

      The Glock was hanging at the man’s side.

      “Hurry up,” the man said in a flat voice. He moved closer to Cody. He couldn’t get any closer now without touching.

      Cody cupped his hands and pooled the water. A cloud of hot steam rose out of the sink, floating towards the white ceiling. The water was growing increasingly painful as it gushed onto Cody’s skin.

      This is crazy.

      The water spilled over in Cody’s hands. This was it. He had to do it now or his skin would melt. A voice screamed in his head.

      Think about Rachel.

      Cody spun around fast. He threw a handful of scalding water at the guard’s face. The guard was so close that he took a direct hit in the eyes. He yelped and staggered backwards, his arms flailing in the air. It wasn’t much – it was a distraction but it would buy Cody a precious few seconds.

      It was enough.

      Cody threw himself at the man, clamping one hand around his neck. He pushed backward to disorientate the guard further while he couldn’t see. With his other hand, Cody twisted the guards’ wrist backwards, trying to force him to drop the gun.

      The guard shrieked. The gun spilled from his hand and fell to the floor. With a howl of rage, he charged forward and threw a big left hand at Cody’s chin. Cody saw it coming and slid underneath the punch. At the same time, he dove in and locked his hands around the guard’s right leg, lifting it up and pushing him back to tip him off balance.

      Both men fell fast and hard.

      The guard took the worst of it. The back of his head cracked off the tiles with a sickening crunch and he went out like a light. His arms went limp.

      Cody jumped back to his feet. The man’s body had cushioned his fall and he was unharmed.

      With his heart pounding, Cody rummaged through the guard’s pockets until he found the handcuffs. He put them down on the floor, sliding them next to the Glock.

      Cody stopped.

      He looked up at the door. What was that? Footsteps in the corridor? For a second, Cody thought he’d heard the light tip-tap of someone walking towards the bathroom. He tried to listen over the sound of his heavy breathing.

      Nobody came in. Cody put it down to his overactive imagination and went back to work, removing the man’s dark suit jacket and pants from his body. The shirt and tie came off too. Cody dropped the pile of clothes on the floor and then dragged the unconscious guard over to the sink. He cuffed the young man to the drainpipe and thought about gagging him. In the absence of a decent gag, he let it go. With any luck, the guard wouldn’t wake up for a while.

      Cody undressed and put on the man’s clothes. They were a decent fit. Looking in the mirror, he ran a hand through his dirty hair, pushing it off his face. He had to look presentable if he was going back out there. A throbbing pain was growing in the back of his head, perhaps from the fall. There were no cuts on his face or visible signs of damage.

      He picked up the Glock. After checking the magazine, Cody tucked it into the waist of his pants. Then he walked over to the bathroom door open and pulled it open.

      Taking one last deep breath, he walked outside.

      His first instinct was to go back for Rachel. Cody wanted to get her out of that medical room as quickly as he could. But he knew it didn’t make sense to make that his first stop. That would mean he’d have to drag Rachel back upstairs to bust Nick and Crazy Diamond out of the office. That was putting Rachel at even more risk. It was best to leave her till the end. The medical room was close to the front door. Once they broke Rachel out, they’d be home free.

      Cody walked back towards the stairs. The journey up to the sixth floor was long and there were a few wrong turns on the way. As he climbed the stairs, his ears pricked up at the slightest sound.

      Fortunately he saw no one.

      He wandered onto a familiar looking corridor at last. In the distance, Cody saw two guards sitting in plastic chairs, playing cards. Further down the corridor, he saw the wooden door with the slim glass panel – the office prison.

      The guards were new. The man who’d carried Rachel downstairs was gone and so was his companion. These two men were probably just starting their shift.

      With any luck they hadn’t seen Cody before.

      He pulled the pistol out of his waist and kept it tucked behind his back. Then he walked slowly down the corridor towards the two men.

      Both guards looked up at the same time.

      “Hey guys,” Cody said. Nothing to worry about – he was dressed like they were. He was one of them. Still, Cody’s voice came out a pitch higher than usual.

      “Boss sent me up here to update the prisoners,” he said. “That little girl – she’s real sick.”

      Cody stopped a few feet back, keeping out of reach of the light bulb hanging off the ceiling.

      One of the men nodded and dropped his cards on the chair. With a sigh, he got to his feet and rummaged around in his pockets, searching for the office key.

      The other man didn’t get up. Cody could feel the man’s eyes burning a hole through him.

      “Wait a minute,” the guard who was sitting down said. He inched slowly off his seat and was about to stand up. “I know you…”

      Cody pulled the Glock out from behind his back.

      “Sit your ass down,” he said to the guard. “No wait. Drop your weapons on the floor first – both of you, do it now.”

      The man who’d been searching for the office keys held his hands up. He looked at his companion for guidance. After a moment of hesitation, both guards reached for the pistols in their suit pocket. Slowly, they put the weapons on the floor.

      Cody kept the gun on them. He kneeled down and picked up both pistols, slipping them into his jacket pocket, one on either side.

      “Now open that door,” Cody said, nodding towards the office. “Be quick and stay quiet or you’re dead.”

      The man with the keys walked down the corridor without protest. The other guard lingered, scowling at Cody. Had he been outside the mall earlier? Cody wasn’t sure how the guard knew him – he didn’t care. It was too late for that.

      “Move it,” Cody said, pointing the gun at the guard.

      The man turned around and followed the other guard to the door.

      The first guard unlocked the door and pushed it open. When Cody walked in behind the guards with a pistol on their backs, Nick and Crazy Diamond, who’d been sitting at the main table, leapt to their feet.

      “Holy shit!” Nick said, grinning from ear to ear. “Guess who’s coming to dinner?”

      Crazy Diamond ran over and gave Cody a hug. “You did it,” she said. “I knew you would.”

      “It’s not over yet,” Cody said. “We’ve got to get Rachel. Nick – how about you put on one of those suits?”

      Nick looked at the guards, both of who were significantly smaller and slighter in build than he was. There was a bemused expression on his face.

      “You serious?” Nick said. “It’d be like dressing up in a doll’s costume.”

      “Alright,” Cody said. “Screw that. We’ll just pretend I’m moving you guys downstairs or something.”

      Cody pulled out the guns in both pockets. He handed one to Nick, who took it and checked the magazine.

      “What about me?” Crazy Diamond said.

      “I thought you didn’t know how to use a gun,” Cody said.

      “I don’t like guns,” Crazy Diamond said. “But that’s not going to help us around here, is it?”

      Cody handed the spare pistol over. “You sure?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” Crazy Diamond said, taking the gun. “Needs must. C’mon Cody, let’s go get that girl of yours.”

      Cody nodded and walked over to the door. “You two hide your guns on the way downstairs,” he said, looking at Nick and Crazy Diamond. “You’re my prisoners remember?”

      They locked the guards in the office and crept back downstairs.

      Cody kept to the back of the line, whispering directions to the others while pointing a gun at them. When they reached the first floor, they crept down the long empty corridor that led towards the doctor’s room.

      “Almost home,” Cody whispered.

      “Thank Christ,” Nick said. “I never want to see this place again.”

      They slowed down as they approached the medical room. Tense glances were exchanged in the corridor. Crazy Diamond and Nick pulled out their guns and braced themselves.

      Cody’s Glock was pointing at the door. He gave the others a nod, then reached for the metal handle.

      The door swung open before Cody could touch it.

      The doctor was standing in the doorway. A smug grin was wrapped around her face. It stayed there, even when she noticed the guns in their hands. Rolling her eyes, the doctor pulled the door open further.

      Rachel was sitting up in bed. Mackenzie was standing beside her, along with his two bodyguards, plus a third male guard.

      All the suits, except Mackenzie, were pointing their guns at Rachel.

      “Oh shit,” Nick said, lowering his pistol.

      Crazy Diamond and Cody did likewise.

      Mackenzie walked over to the door. His stride was casual.

      “Welcome back,” he said, a half-smile on his handsome face. “The good news is that Rachel is feeling much better. She’s going to be fine. The bad news however, is that we don’t need you three anymore.”

      Mackenzie snapped out a crisp salute. Then he stepped backwards.

      “Nothing personal,” he said.
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      “Hand over your weapons,” Mackenzie said.

      Cody ignored the command. He was looking at Rachel who had three rifles pointing at her head. She was looking back at him. She sat up straight in bed with a sheepish look on her face, like a kid who’d been caught stealing. Cody wasn’t stupid – he knew that if they handed their guns over, Mackenzie was going to kill them anyway. Five minutes, ten minutes from now – it didn’t matter. They were dead. And with nobody to look out for her, Rachel would suffer an even worse fate.

      “Give me the guns,” Mackenzie said. “I won’t ask again.”

      There was a quiet voice in the back of Cody’s head.

      Kill him.

      But he couldn’t do it. If Cody started a shootout in the corridor, it was almost certain that Rachel would get caught in the crossfire.

      He handed the Glock over.

      Crazy Diamond and Nick followed Cody’s lead.

      “You’re an asshole,” Nick said to Mackenzie as he handed the pistol over. “You ain’t nothing without your invisible buddies backing you up. Isn’t that right?”

      Mackenzie ignored Nick’s jibes. He took the guns and looked at Cody.

      “The guard will be fine,” he said. “He’s going to have a bad headache for a while but he’ll live. You should have gagged him Cody.”

      “Thanks for the advice,” Cody said.

      Mackenzie handed the guns over to the male guard standing behind him. The guard took the three weapons and cleared a patch of space on the countertop, pushing a cluster of white-labeled pill bottles out the way.

      Cody saw the flustered-looking nurse back himself into the far corner. He was staring wide-eyed at the three guns on the countertop. They were only a few feet away from where he was standing. He looked like a pacifist who’d found himself trapped in a nuclear missile launching facility.

      “I’m very disappointed at how things have turned out,” Mackenzie said. He stepped out into the corridor and his guards followed. The doctor and nurse stayed behind in the medical room with Rachel. “I’d hoped that what happened to your elderly friend upstairs – what was his name again?”

      “Richards,” Crazy Diamond said.

      “Richards,” Mackenzie said. “I thought it would be enough to keep you in line. Apparently not. To tell you the truth, the game rarely worked with the Resistance either. I just like playing it.”

      Nick walked over to Mackenzie. At well over six feet and almost as wide as he was tall, Nick Norton was an imposing physical presence. Mackenzie was quite a big man himself, but he was well outmatched by Nick.

      The three guards readied their weapons.

      “You’re a traitor,” Nick said.

      Mackenzie stared back at Nick, not blinking.

      “You’re nothing,” Nick said. He spat out the words like they were poison. “Nothing but a filthy, cowardly traitor. You turned your back on your own kind. You’re pissing all over your wife and little girl’s memory. You’re in bed with their killers now. Hell I bet you killed them yourself, right? Is that what your masters told you to do.”

      Mackenzie’s face broke out into a manic grin. He started laughing.

      “You’re right about one thing Nick,” he said. “I am nothing. That’s what I’ve been saying all along – we are nothing. Now you’re starting to look at things the right way. You’re getting close.”

      He turned around and looked into the medical room.

      “Except Rachel,” Mackenzie said. “She’s something. Of that there can be little doubt.”

      When Mackenzie turned around, his eyes were black.

      Cody’s insides clenched in horror.

      Nick’s eyes grew wide with fear. “Son of a…”

      Mackenzie threw a hard right uppercut that landed on Nick’s stomach. Nick was lifted off the ground and flung back across the corridor by the force of the blow, crashing into the wall with a crunching thud.

      The building shook under Cody’s feet. It felt like King Kong was outside, trying to pick it up.

      Nick’s eyes were stunned. He sat up quickly, fighting for breath.

      Mackenzie stormed across the corridor, his black eyes seething with rage. With those charcoal irises, he looked more like a robot than a man.

      Cody tried to block Mackenzie’s path to Nick by jumping in between the two men.

      With a brief swat of the hand, Mackenzie pushed Cody out of the way. Cody toppled over backwards like he’d been tackled by a freight train. The lights went out. When they came back on, he was lying face down on the floor.

      “Dad!” Rachel yelled from somewhere. “Are you okay?”

      Cody looked up. The corridor was spinning. “Yeah,” he said, not sure where to look for her.

      Mackenzie’s fingers were by now clamped tightly around Nick’s throat. He lifted the pilot off the ground like Nick was a kitten. Nick’s legs kicked furiously in mid-air. His eyes were bulging out of their sockets. Large veins protruded from the side of his head and choking noises spilled out of his mouth.

      Crazy Diamond charged at Mackenzie. She jumped on his back, sliding her arm around his neck and trying to pull him backwards. He paid no attention to her until she reached over and tried to claw at his eyes with her fingernails.

      Mackenzie jerked backwards and Crazy Diamond crashed to the floor.

      Cody struggled back to his feet. Crazy Diamond leapt up to hers like a panther. They ran at Mackenzie together but this time the three bodyguards hurried into the corridor and forced themselves in between Mackenzie and his would be attackers.

      Three gleaming rifle barrels stared back at Cody and Crazy Diamond.

      “Let him go!” Cody yelled, looking past the bodyguards.

      Mackenzie’s response was to tighten his grip around Nick’s throat. He lifted the pilot further, reaching as high as his arm could stretch. Cody’s jaw went slack. The great Nick Norton was being manhandled like a baby.

      “Stop it!” Crazy Diamond yelled. She edged forwards but the guards met her halfway, blocking the route forward. “You’re killing him.”

      Mackenzie looked over his shoulder at Cody and Crazy Diamond. His black eyes lingered in their direction. A second later, he released his grip and Nick crashed to the ground in a disheveled heap.

      Mackenzie walked back across the corridor. He was breathing heavy. He looked like a man who still had a lot of steam to blow off.

      The bodyguards stood aside, making space for their boss.

      Cody and Crazy Diamond rushed over to Nick’s side. Taking a shoulder each, they pulled him back up into sitting position. Cody was relieved to see that his friend’s eyes were clear.

      Nick signaled that he was okay.

      “I almost had him,” he said, his voice mangled and hoarse.

      Cody and Crazy Diamond pulled Nick back to his feet. It wasn’t easy given the size of the man, but Nick wrapped his arms around their shoulders for balance as he regained his legs.

      Mackenzie and the three bodyguards stood on the opposite side of the corridor. Cody looked over that way and saw Rachel sitting up on the bed. She was peering out through the doorway, a look of shocked concern on her face.

      The doctor stood over Rachel like a personal guard. Making sure the little girl didn’t try to make a run for it.

      Mackenzie stepped forward. His head fell back like he’d suddenly lapsed into a standing unconsciousness. His eyes were closed, his face pointing towards the ceiling.

      His finger touched his temple.

      Cody pressed his back up tight against the wall. He knew what was coming. But despite that his thoughts turned to Rachel. His daughter was only a short distance away and yet there was no way for him to reach her. No way without getting shot. He might as well have been standing in front of a thousand foot wall.

      Rachel edged forwards on the bed. The doctor saw it and shot out a firm hand and clutching her by the sweater, pulled Rachel backwards. The young girl threw the woman a furious look.

      Cody wanted to call out to his daughter. If this was it, he wanted to tell her that it was going to be alright. To say all the things he was supposed to say. But as he stood there, watching Mackenzie in a trancelike state, he knew deep down that it wasn’t going to be okay. It was anything but and he didn’t want his last words to Rachel to be a lie.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      Mackenzie’s eyes opened and they were green again.

      A raucous din lit up the corridor. Cody had heard it before – a bloodcurdling noise that filled his soul with a sickening dread.

      It sounded louder than ever before. Maybe because it was coming for him.

      The three bodyguards exchanged worried glances.

      Crazy Diamond looked back and forth between Nick and Cody. Her eyes were wide with fear. She reached out and pulled both men close. It seemed important to her. This was the only comfort they had left in the world – to know that they wouldn’t die alone, without friendship.

      The shredding noise got louder. It came from everywhere. It sounded like a giant tidal wave had burst through the walls of the building and was at that moment racing along the narrow corridors of the building.

      Getting closer.

      Cody put his hands over his ears.

      “Rachel!” he yelled. But he couldn’t see her now. She was hidden behind Mackenzie and the bodyguards. Cody had never felt more terrified in his life. More than anything, it was the realization that he wouldn’t see her again. He couldn’t accept it.

      The Sliders shot up from the floor. Black demons on an elevator ride straight out of Hell. There were only three of them this time – one for each of the adult prisoners.

      They appeared no more than a few feet away from Cody and the others. The Sliders’ blankness, their sheer lifelessness – it was chilling in its lack of detail. Even more so up close. And yet there was something in there, something at work inside that marble-like exterior – a program, a purpose, with a target in mind.

      Cody’s fingers clawed at the wall behind him. It was a deep-rooted survival mechanism at work. He wanted to get away but there was nowhere left to go. It was no use trying to run either. He’d seen how fast those things could move. There was no way any human being on Earth could ever hope to outrun them.

      They were dead. And if this was the end, he couldn’t make peace with it.

      “Rachel,” Cody said.

      The Sliders bolted forward at a dizzying speed. Cody closed his eyes and tensed up – his muscles were taut like wire, and he braced himself for the end.

      He kept his eyes closed, wondering if the Sliders had already infected him. Was he numb? Was this as bad as it got? Maybe he was dead already. Maybe his brain was in the process of shutting down.

      Somebody gasped at Cody’s side. It was Crazy Diamond.

      He wasn’t dead.

      Cody opened his eyes.

      The Sliders were frozen on the spot. They’d halted their vicious attack just inches away from their targets. They were so close that Cody could have stuck out his tongue and touched the one in front of him on its black, gleaming head.

      Crazy Diamond and Nick were still in one piece beside him. The look on their faces – eyes bulging and mouths hanging open – said it all.

      It had been that close.

      Cody tilted his head and looked past the Sliders. On the other side of the corridor, Mackenzie looked every bit as shocked as Cody’s companions. Even more so. It was the same with the three bodyguards standing by his side. They looked dumbstruck.

      Mackenzie spun around. Frantically, he pushed the guards out the way whose stiff bodies were blocking the door to the medical room.

      “Move!” he cried out.

      A gap opened up. Cody looked inside the medical room.

      He fell to his knees.

      “Rachel,” he said.

      She was standing on the bed. Her eyes were locked onto the three Sliders. Both arms were outstretched, like she was pushing an invisible force away from her. Her face strained with the effort.

      The doctor and nurse shrunk back into the medical room. Their feet couldn’t carry them away from Rachel fast enough. The nurse dropped onto the floor in a clumsy sitting position, his satin dressing gown sprawled out underneath him like a crumpled cloak. The doctor pressed her back up against the wall, her eyes ablaze with terror.

      They all flinched when Rachel jumped off the bed.

      Rachel paid no attention to them. She walked through the vacant doorway, her arms still outstretched and reaching for the Sliders. Cody noticed her shoulders were trembling. Her breathing had become more labored.

      “Rachel,” Cody said. His voice was flimsy and hoarse – a shadow of its former self. “What…?”

      But Rachel didn’t look at Cody. Slowly, she lifted her arms over her head and both hands curled into tightly clenched fists. Her eyes closed and her knuckles whitened. She held this pose in place. Then with a fierce grunt, she pulled her arms sharply downwards, tucking her elbows tight into her side.

      The Sliders were flung back across the corridor. They crashed into the three unsuspecting bodyguards, their black, misty forms swallowing up their hosts.

      Rachel collapsed onto the floor.

      Cody ran towards her but the three guards, their bodies now possessed by the Sliders, toppled to the floor and blocked his path. They were like a moving roadblock – convulsing violently as the Fever took hold of their minds. Their twisted, wriggling bodies formed an impromptu barrier that kept Cody back.

      The bodyguards destroyed themselves in a fit of madness. Cody could barely watch as they crawled onto all fours and slammed their heads against the floor, again and again, like they were human-sized electric drills.

      Mackenzie backed towards the doorway. He looked at the bodyguards, not a trace of pity in his eyes. Reaching into his suit pocket, he pulled out a set of handcuffs. He kneeled down and locked the cuffs around the unconscious Rachel’s wrists. Then he scooped her up off the ground and threw her over his shoulder in a fireman’s lift.

      He ran down the corridor towards the front door. Rachel’s head lolled against his shoulder as he ran.

      “No!” Cody yelled.

      The bodyguards stopped moving on the blood-splattered floor.

      Cody, Crazy Diamond and Nick went to run after Mackenzie. A volley of gunshots rang out in their ears. They ducked down, unsure of what was happening. When they looked to the far end of the corridor, they saw three men in dark suits charging towards them, their arms extended, their pistols locked onto their targets.

      On the other end of the corridor, Mackenzie was running towards the door. Rachel was still unconscious in his arms.

      Cody was about to take off after him but the gunfire kept coming, forcing them onto the floor.

      “In there!” Nick said, pushing both Cody and Crazy Diamond towards the doctor’s room. “Move!”

      They crawled inside.

      The nurse was still cowering at the back of the medical room. Tears were streaming down his red cheeks as Cody, Nick and Crazy Diamond wriggled along the bloody floor.

      The doctor charged forward, a look of white-hot anger on her face.

      “Get out of here!” she yelled. “You sick bastards.”

      Crazy Diamond jumped back to her feet. She walked up to the doctor and threw a hard right to the jaw. The doctor’s legs gave out and she fell to the floor unconscious.

      “Bitch,” Crazy Diamond said, shaking out her hand.

      Nick grabbed their guns off the countertop and handed them out.

      “He’s getting away with Rachel,” Cody said. “I have to go.”

      Nick nodded. He edged over to the doorway and peered outside.

      “Shit,” he said.

      “What is it?” Cody asked.

      “I think they’ve holed up in one of those offices down the corridor. Looks like they want to keep us here for a long shootout.”

      Cody shook his head. “Screw that,” he said. “I can’t stay here. You know what he’s going to do, don’t you?”

      Nick’s face was grim. “Yeah.”

      Crazy Diamond crept towards the doorway. Her elbows were tucked in tight, as she readied the Glock in her hand.

      “What’s he going to do?” she asked.

      “He’s going to hand her over to those things,” Cody said.

      “Where?” Crazy Diamond said.

      Cody shook his head. “I don’t know. That’s why I have to follow him. But if I stay in here much longer I’m going to lose him.”

      “We’ll stay here and cover you,” Nick said. “You make a run for it. But it means you’re going to have to face Mackenzie alone.”

      “I know,” Cody said.

      “I don’t like it man,” Nick said. “The odd are bad.”

      “What choice do we have?” Cody said.

      He looked at the three bodyguards on the blood-splattered floor outside.

      “I need a van,” Cody said. “Mackenzie’s not going wherever he’s going on foot. With any luck, one of those guards might have a set of keys in their pocket.”

      “Alright partner,” Nick said. “Let’s do this.” He gave Cody a tap on the arm and then turned to Crazy Diamond.

      “Cover me,” he said.

      She nodded. “Right.”

      Crazy Diamond stood at the edge of the doorway and let off a couple of rounds of fire. At the same time, Nick dropped belly first onto the bloody floor. Sliding further out, he reached over and pulled on the legs of the nearest bodyguard. It was one of the women who’d stuck to Mackenzie like glue upstairs. She was barely recognizable as the same person.

      “Jesus,” Nick said, pulling the mangled body back into the room. “Those Sliders really know how to make a mess.”

      Cody grimaced as he rifled through the woman’s pockets. Everything was hot and sticky and covered in blood. He found a set of keys in the inside pocket but they were smaller keys attached to the chain – interior door keys and padlock-sized keys. Anything but a van key.

      “No,” he said.

      “Crazy Diamond,” Nick said. “Round two.”

      She fired down the corridor but this time the suits came back with shots in return. Nick dove onto the floor, crawling on his hands and knees. He had to go further to reach the next body this time – it was the heavyset male bodyguard.

      With bullets zipping back and forth above his head, Nick dragged the man’s body back into the doctor’s room.

      “Oh shit,” he said, getting back to his feet and looking at the blood smeared all over his clothes. “I hope I don’t have to do that again.”

      Cody searched through the man’s pockets. A panicked voice in his head was screaming at him to hurry up. Every second lost was a potential disaster. He pulled out a small wallet and a loose black and white photograph of a young woman with a kind smile. He threw them to the side. Cody eventually found a set of keys inside the man’s suit jacket and his heart leapt for joy when he saw a black flip key attached to the chain.

      “Here we go,” he said.

      Cody jumped back to his feet. “Ready,” he said.

      Crazy Diamond and Nick both looked at him. There was an anxious expression on both their faces.

      “Alright,” Nick said. “We’ll cover you man. But you’re going to have to be fast. Like grease lightning fast.”

      “I’ll be fast,” Cody said. “You just keep them off me.”

      Nick pulled Cody in and gave him a brief hug.

      “You bring her back,” Nick said. “You hear me?”

      Cody nodded. “I hear you man.”

      Crazy Diamond reached over and grabbed Cody by the shoulders.

      “We’ll see you again soon,” she said. “Both of you.”

      “Yeah,” Cody said. He picked the Glock up off the floor and tucked it into his pants.

      “I’m ready.”

      Nick and Crazy Diamond exchanged a curt nod. Tucking themselves in at the edge of the doorway, they opened fire down the corridor.

      Cody didn’t hesitate. He ran as fast as he could down the corridor. Raucous gunfire rang out behind him. There was still a chance he could take a bullet in the back. And what of Nick and Crazy Diamond? What would happen to his friends if they couldn’t fight off the suits?

      He couldn’t think about that now.

      Rachel. She was all that mattered.

      And she needed him.
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      Cody pushed the door open and ran outside.

      A gust of foul-smelling wind hit him in the face. He could still hear the high-pitched crack of gunfire at his back, although it was less immediate than it had been just seconds ago.

      The headlights on one of the black Sprinter vans parked outside the building lit up. The engine growled and the wheels started to roll.

      “Son of a bitch,” Cody said.

      He watched as the van drove off in a southerly direction.

      Cody pointed the flip key at the four remaining Sprinter vans. The silver van parked at the back beeped and the lights blinked. Cody raced over to it while keeping his eyes on the bright headlights receding in the distance.

      He jumped into the cabin and turned the engine on. After a frantic search for the headlights, he put his foot down on the gas and the van roared down the street.

      Cody gripped the steering wheel. The van felt heavy and sluggish. He prayed to God there was nothing wrong with it – that was the last thing he needed, to lose his daughter to something as trite as mechanical failure.

      “Okay we’re moving,” he said, keeping his eyes on the black Sprinter van up ahead. “Now where are you taking her?”

      He followed Mackenzie towards the South Pan Am Expressway, heading north. The wreckage of downtown San Antonio passed by in a blur. There was debris lying on the roads and sidewalks. Some of it was human. That would account for the rotten smell blowing in the wind.

      They traveled north on the McAllister Freeway. The black van took a right towards Brackenridge Park, about three hundred and fifty acres of public space that included the San Antonio Zoo, the Japanese Tea Gardens, and other local attractions.

      Cody followed Mackenzie as they drove along North Saint Mary’s Street – one of several roads that cut through a large section of the park. Mackenzie must have known he was being followed – he was an asshole for sure, but he wasn’t stupid or blind. Judging by the leisurely driving speed he’d maintained, the man had shown little concern that someone was on his tail.

      Cody leaned forward in the driver’s seat. There was something up ahead – a strange reddish glow that lingered low in the sky like a solitary cloud.

      “What the hell is that?” Cody said.

      Deep down, he already knew.

      Mackenzie rolled the black van to a stop at the edge of the road.

      Cody took his foot off the gas, crawling forward at a snail’s pace until the silver van stopped a short distance away from Mackenzie’s stationary vehicle. He looked up at the small cluster of light forming above a section of the park.

      It was getting brighter.

      He pulled the key out of the ignition. In the silence, he felt small. Cody missed the presence of Nick and Crazy Diamond beside him.

      The driver’s door of the black van fell open. Mackenzie stepped out onto the road and looked towards the red cloud in the near distance. He then walked over to the back of the Sprinter, throwing a disapproving shake of the head in Cody’s direction.

      Mackenzie opened up the back of the van, went inside and came out with an unconscious Rachel in his arms. She was still handcuffed. He then cut across the road and walked onto a stretch of withered grass. Cody had kept an eye on the signs as they’d entered the park and if he was right, Mackenzie was taking Rachel towards the Tony ‘Skipper’ Martinez Softball Field.

      Cody stepped out of the van and looked at the red cloud up ahead. Sure enough, it was descending over the softball field.

      “Oh man,” he said, closing the van door.

      His muscles were taut and tense as he followed Mackenzie and Rachel. He pulled out the Glock 19 and it nearly slipped through his sweaty fingers. With a grimace, he secured his hand on the rubber grip.

      The softball field was just a short walk from the road. Apart from the ball of light gathering overhead, it looked like any other softball field. The diamond infield consisted of patchy lumps of reddish-brown dirt while the grass on the outfield had worn down to a shadow of its former glory, although some wild flowers had shot through in its place.

      Cody approached the open gate.

      The gate was open. Mackenzie was standing inside the field, still cradling Rachel in his arms. There was a look of rapture on his face as he watched the mist forming above his head. It was swelling up in size. There were other colors now, intermingling with the initial red – blues and greens, the colors blending together in a dazzling collage that was in stark contrast to the black sky that surrounded it.

      Mackenzie placed Rachel on the dry grass, her face pointing to the sky. He dropped to his knees and looked up at the cloud in anticipation.

      Then he saw Cody standing at the gate.

      “It was a good try,” Mackenzie said. “But it’s inevitable Cody. Give up – we all have to let go at some point.”

      Cody’s gaze skipped back to the colors. It reminded him of photographs he’d seen of the Aurora Borealis – the dancing lights caused by collisions between electrically charged particles from the sun. Only this was a much smaller and more concentrated version.

      “I want my daughter back,” Cody said. He walked into the softball field and pointed the Glock at Mackenzie. “She doesn’t belong to you. Or to them.”

      His trigger finger flinched as a sudden noise seeped out of the colored lights. It was like a chorus of dissonant cellos playing in the sky. And over the wailing cellos came something else –a low-pitched frequency sound, like a massive pod of whales all talking to each other at once.

      Mackenzie dropped onto his knees. He looked up at the singing colors with a crazed look on his face. The colored mist descended, spreading itself out until it encircled both Mackenzie and Rachel.

      Mackenzie reached for the light. He was like a greedy kid grasping at a bowl of candy but the light evaded his grasp.

      “Yes!” he yelled. Mackenzie held his arms up in a victory pose and looked up at the sky. “I’m here.”

      The mist wrapped itself around them further. It was like a giant python, slowly seizing a hold of its prey.

      “Rachel!” Cody yelled. “Rachel, can you hear me?”

      She didn’t move.

      Cody dropped onto one knee, aiming the Glock at Mackenzie’s forehead. There was no way he could miss from here.

      “Give me back my daughter,” he called out.

      No answer.

      Cody squeezed the trigger and fired. The bullet should have ripped through Mackenzie’s head but instead there was a loud ping as it bounced off the mist.

      “Oh fuck,” Cody said. “That’s not fair.”

      He shot again. No luck – the mist was shielding Mackenzie. Whatever it was, it was bulletproof.

      Cody had never felt so helpless in all his life.

      Now things were getting worse.

      Rachel was fading away before his eyes. So was Mackenzie. They were both being absorbed by the colors that skipped and danced around them – every speck of which burned brighter than anything Cody had ever seen or dreamed of. Brighter than anything his imagination could conjure up. Whatever this light was, Rachel and Mackenzie were becoming at one with it.

      They were being taken away.

      Somebody was stealing his daughter.

      Cody’s heart was racing. He had to do something – anything to try and stop it happening. The trouble was he’d run out of ideas.

      All except one.

      Cody charged at the colored mist with a wild shout of rage. It didn’t matter if it sounded more like a scream of terror in his ears. He was a berserker with a gun in his hands. He was going to get his daughter back or die trying.

      Mackenzie saw him coming. He sprang out of the mist and intercepted Cody before he could get too close to the light. Both men fell backwards, away from the colors wrapped around Rachel.

      Mackenzie leapt to his feet first. He reached over, wrapped a hand around Cody’s throat and lifted him up off the ground.

      Cody felt like a Tyrannosaurus Rex had its teeth locked around his neck. The lights were going out in his mind – black walls closed in from all sides. The pain receded into a blissful, numbing sensation. Don’t give up. He choked and fought for breath. His legs kicked at Mackenzie, hitting nothing but air.

      Mackenzie looked at him. His eyes were two dead, black orbs.

      He threw Cody across the softball field. Cody hurtled through the air and crashed into the chain link fence.

      With a groan, he fell onto the diamond.

      His fingers clawed at the dirt. He fought his way back to his feet but his head was still spinning. Something was wrong. The gun was missing – he’d lost it during his mid-air flight across the softball field. There was no time to look for it.

      “I’m coming Rachel,” he said.

      Cody ran across the field towards the light. It was a blind charge, all heart. His body ached but his determination carried him forward.

      Mackenzie blocked his way. Cody looked past the silver suit, past the black eyes, towards his daughter.

      The light was dancing across Rachel’s body; it was a multicolored display of electric sparks that skipped over her legs, chest, head and hair. She was covered from head to toe. The low-frequency noise had dulled. There was now a spitting noise coming from the light, like the pop and crackle of a wood fire.

      The cloud was trying to lift Rachel up off the grass.

      “No!” Cody said.

      He raced towards his daughter. Mackenzie held his hands out like a soccer goalkeeper, grabbing Cody and throwing him backwards. Cody fell hard and his innards jolted.

      “Stop fighting it Cody,” Mackenzie said. “Remember what Harry said. Some fights you just can’t win.”

      Cody looked up.

      The light had elevated Rachel several feet off the ground. She was fading further into the misty depths that would swallow her whole. She would be gone soon – in a matter of seconds.

      Cody leapt to his feet.

      Mackenzie punched Cody in the stomach, forcing him to double over. Cody’s hands clutched at the crippling sensation around his solar plexus. It felt like an elephant had kicked him.

      Cody staggered and fell to the ground. He tried to get back up but his legs wouldn’t obey the commands of his brain.

      A steel-like hand shot out and seized his neck.

      Mackenzie dragged Cody up to his feet with brutal force. Cody choked as his lungs fought desperately for air. He tried to swing several punches at Mackenzie’s face. His blows were nothing – he might as well have been trying to swat a dragon with a rolled up newspaper.

      “It’ll be over soon,” Mackenzie said. “Stop fighting me.”

      Cody felt the lights going out for a second time. There was no pain. If not for Rachel, he might have welcomed the end.

      “No,” he said.

      And then he saw something – a flicker of movement over Mackenzie’s shoulders.

      Rachel was back on her feet. The colored lights still danced around her body like she was a living, breathing Christmas decoration. Red lights, blue lights, green lights. There was a sense of desperation about their attack now. They bounced off Rachel’s skin like tiny mosquitoes. The light would scatter. Then they’d come back and try again.

      She wasn’t fading away. Her body was fully back in Brackenridge Park.

      Cody smiled, despite the fact he couldn’t breathe. Mackenzie tilted his head in confusion. He looked over his shoulder and dropped Cody to the ground. Cody fell onto the grass in a crumpled heap; he was on the brink of unconsciousness but somehow he found the energy to get back to his feet.

      “What’s going on?” Mackenzie yelled. He was screaming at the mist like it had wronged him. Like it was an unfaithful lover. “I brought her to you. Take her!”

      The lights above the softball field had dulled. Those electric sparks were like the petals of a dying flower, still beautiful but not for much longer. An agonized groan bled out of the retreating mist – it sounded like a wounded animal, howling in pain.

      “Take her!” Mackenzie yelled.

      Rachel looked up at the mist. It was floating away, like a balloon rising towards the night sky.

      When she turned back to Mackenzie, her eyes were as black as coal.

      “Rachel!” Cody cried out. His voice was thin and raspy. He could barely hear it himself.

      Mackenzie shook his head in disbelief. “What’s happening?”

      Rachel’s arms were still bound by the handcuffs. She looked at the restraints and her lips moved, whispering something that no one else could hear. The cuffs clicked open and fell to the ground.

      Mackenzie reached for the retreating lights above their heads. His hands clawed at the sky.

      “Don’t close the gate,” he said. “You promised to take me with you.”

      The light continued to fade. The colored cloud over the softball field had become a pale shadow of itself. Soon there was only darkness.

      “No!” Mackenzie cried out. “Come back.”

      Cody dropped onto the grass. His head was spinning and he expected to pass out at any moment.

      Mackenzie looked over at Rachel. His eyes had reverted back to green. His body was as taut as tripwire. He turned around and with a frantic grunt, tried to reach for Cody’s Glock, which was lying on the grass nearby.

      The weapon flew out of range before he could touch it. It was as if somebody had pulled it away with hidden wires.

      Mackenzie spun around to look at Rachel.

      “What’s going on?” he said. “What happened to you?”

      Rachel’s face was like a block of white stone. Slowly, she tilted her head back and looked towards the sky.

      She pointed a finger at Mackenzie.

      “I said what’s going on?” Mackenzie shouted. His voice was screechy with fear. “I can help you Rachel. You’ve taken something from them, I can see that. Power. It feels like too much doesn’t it? Well I can help you understand. I can help you control it. Nobody else can help you – only me.”

      There was a whooshing noise.

      Cody looked up. He saw something in the sky – a sea of movement. An army of black shapes swooped down towards the softball field, their wings flapping in unison. The whooshing got louder – it sounded like a monster was running across the park towards them.

      “Oh God,” Cody said.

      The crows dive-bombed Mackenzie. They were like hundreds of jet-black missiles aimed at his face. They flew low, thrashing around him, their glistening beaks pecking at Mackenzie’s handsome features like a thousand woodpeckers drilling on a tree. They stabbed at his eyes, nose, mouth and pulled furiously on his ears with their beaks, twisting the flesh back and tearing it off at the edges.

      Mackenzie screamed. He tried to cover his face with his hands but it was no use. The birds tore at the flesh on his fingers, some of them trying to peel the fingernails off with one sharp pull of their mouths.

      Mackenzie’s mangled hands muffled his cries for help. He tried to run from the softball field but fell several times. The birds weren’t in the least shy of getting closer to the ground either – they went low, resuming their vicious attack on the fallen man. Not giving him a second to breathe.

      Rachel continued to point at Mackenzie.

      Cody crawled backwards, away from the carnage. But the birds weren’t interested in him. Those who weren’t pecking on Mackenzie were waiting on the sidelines, their wings flapping furiously as they searched for an opening.

      Mackenzie climbed back to his feet after yet another fall. He spun around several times, running one way and then another, searching for a way out. The crows had blinded him and shielded his escape route. In the end, Mackenzie charged in a straight line and vaulted the nearest fence. After that, he ran for his life with whatever strength he had left in his legs.

      Cody watched him go. In a matter of seconds the darkness had swallowed both Mackenzie and the birds.

      The screams lingered before silence filled the park.

      “Rachel,” Cody said. He climbed back up to his feet, ignoring the jolt of pain that shot up and down his body. He wobbled on unsteady legs. His arm reached out for something that wasn’t there.

      “Dad!”

      Rachel ran over and grabbed a hold of him. She took his arm and Cody waited for the dizziness to pass.

      He looked at Rachel and cupped her face in his hands. Her eyes were blue, thank God.

      “What happened?” he said. His voice was still hoarse.

      “They tried to take me with them,” she said.

      “I know,” Cody said. “But Rachel, your eyes, that light on your body…what’s going on?”

      Rachel tapped a finger off her head. “I took something from them,” she said.

      “What do you mean?”

      She shook her head. “They tried to steal me away. But I ended up stealing something from them. That’s how I knew how to call the birds for help.”

      Rachel’s expression darkened. “There’s something else.”

      “What?” Cody said.

      “I heard them talking,” she said. “When they were leaving.”

      Cody cleared his throat. “You did?” he said.

      “They’re angry,” Rachel said. “Angry with me because I wouldn’t go with them. Because they couldn’t make me go with them.”

      “Angry?”

      Rachel nodded. “They can’t beat us,” she said. “They can’t win. At least not from where they are.”

      Cody shook his head. “What does that mean?”

      Rachel hesitated. “They’re coming here,” she said.

      “The Exterminators?” Cody said. “Coming here?”

      Rachel looked up at the ocean of darkness above their heads. Her eyes drifted off into the depths.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Cody said. “Nick and Crazy Diamond are still back there. They might need us.”

      “Dad,” Rachel said, putting a hand on Cody’s arm to steady him.

      “What is it honey?”

      “I can fight them,” she said. “When they come.”

      Cody looked at her. “Fight them?” he said. “Rachel, you’re just a kid for God’s sake. I don’t care what powers you think you stole off them. I don’t care if you’re Supergirl. Now let’s go.”

      “We have to fight them,” Rachel said. “They’re coming.”

      “Let’s go Rachel.”

      They walked back to the van in silence.

      Cody opened the driver’s door and climbed behind the wheel.

      There were two steering wheels in front of him.

      “Damn it,” he said. “I think my vision is a little wonky.”

      He concentrated and tried to slide the key into the ignition. After a short struggle, he couldn’t find the slot. He tried again with no luck and punched the steering wheel in frustration.

      “This isn’t good,” he said.

      “What’s wrong?” Rachel said.

      Cody sat back in his seat. Both steering wheels looked back at him – challenging him to try again.

      Everything else was a blur.

      “Rachel,” he said. “We might have to wait a while before we go anywhere. Think I took a bump to the head back there.”

      “Alright,” she said. “But…”

      He looked at her. Her face was a blur like everything else. “But what?”

      “I think I can drive the van.”

      Cody managed to laugh, somehow. “You don’t know how to drive.”

      “I sorta do,” she said.

      Through his skewed vision, Cody saw Rachel screwing up her face in concentration. A long silence lingered in the cabin. Cody was about to break the silence when he heard the choking sound of the Sprinter’s engine.

      It was trying to spurt into life.

      Cody looked at his hand. The key was still there, locked in between his forefinger and thumb.

      “Wait a minute,” he said. “How…?”

      The engine coughed and spluttered but it wouldn’t start. Rachel’s eyes were still closed as she tried to tempt the van into starting. Cody wasn’t sure if he was seeing things, but he caught a brief glimpse of what looked like colored sparks dancing at the tips of his daughter’s fingers.

      After about a minute, Rachel fell back into her seat. She looked at her dad and smiled, like she’d almost mastered a new trick. She was breathing heavy.

      “You gotta start somewhere,” she said, sounding more Texan than he’d ever heard her before. “But it’s going to take a while.”

      “This isn’t happening,” Cody said. “Whatever it is, it’s not happening.”

      “It is,” Rachel said.

      Cody’s head fell back onto the seat. It felt good to stop for a moment. He closed his eyes and everything was peaceful.

      “Let’s just sit here for a while,” he said. “I’ll drive us back when my eyes are good. Then we’ll go help Nick and Crazy Diamond. Okay?”

      “Okay,” Rachel said.

      Father and daughter sat in silence together.

      Above Brackenridge Park, a gentle rain began to fall. It made a soft pitter-patter noise as it landed on the roof of the van. The black sky grumbled from afar; it sounded like a dark premonition of bad weather. It sounded angry.

      In the distance, Cody heard the flapping of bird wings.
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      Hi there,

      

      Thank you for reading Black Fever. I hope you enjoyed the book and with any luck, you’re looking forward to the third and final book in the trilogy - Black Earth.

      If you enjoyed Black Fever, it would mean a great deal to me if you stopped by Amazon and left a brief review. Reviews are the lifeblood of indie authors. A one sentence review is absolutely fine if you’re strapped for time.

      Thank you for all your support.

      Mark

      P.S. If you’d like to join my Reader List and keep up to date with release news, here’s a link to my website. Click here.
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