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 Chapter 1: Bull Harbor 
 
    Getting to the island of Bull Harbor, British Columbia, was tough. The short summer came to an end, and cold rain and even colder winds pelted Mack, Amber and Stephanie as they utilized a metal canoe to cross the Queen Charlotte Sound. 
 
    Why did they go to an obscure island in British Columbia, Canada? After their fight with Galatea in Oregon, none of them really knew what to do. They headed north, careful to avoid towns and cities. Basically anywhere that could have played host to large numbers of meat puppets were circumvented. 
 
    When they got to Washington state, the trio of survivors started seeing pieces of maps stapled or nailed to telephone poles and trees. They were all of Western Canada, and each of them had the island of Bull Harbor circled in red marker. Below those was the single word: “Haven”.  
 
    Obviously, given their past experiences with places meant to be safe sanctuaries, they weren't all that interested in the claims of refuge. In the new post infection world, if something seemed too good to be true, it was. Instead of following the maps, they kept wandering northward. 
 
    After a month in the wilderness of North America's Pacific Northwest, the trio of survivors faced an uncomfortable truth. There was no life to be had out on their own. If they were to have a decent and comfortable existence they needed help, they needed a community. And they needed to do so fast, because Galatea hadn't forgotten about them.  
 
    On three separate occasions, small hit squads bearing Galatea uniforms found and tried to kill them. They all failed. Most of that was due to a new found viciousness in Mack. 
 
    Ever since recovering from his fight with the late CEO of Galatea Systems, Ted Gorman, Mack changed. He was still the protective and caring man who did whatever it took to keep Amber and Stephanie safe, but what changed was the way he dealt with those interpreted as a threat. The level of violence he used scared his two fellow companions. 
 
    Stephanie was the one to suggest that they should check out the supposed Haven. She hoped that being around people again would temper the rage fueled fire inside him. Perhaps if he got some semblance of a normal life, he'd turn back into the man she met back in the rodeo arena in Oklahoma. 
 
    At first, Mack resisted the idea of trying to find Haven. He'd been burned too many times before. In his mind, the uninfected were even more dangerous than the meat puppets. The latter at least made it pretty clear they wanted to kill you from the get go.  
 
    It took some convincing but eventually Stephanie managed to convince the big man that he needed Haven. Or at least he needed the hope of finding it. Hope was sorely missing in their lives. 
 
    Instead of passing by the pieces of map, the trio started gathering them. After a little work they were able to get a rough idea where the island and Haven was. Their problem was that they had no idea where they themselves were.  
 
    Mack had made a point to avoid any of the last vestiges of civilization. Doing so made it hard to really pinpoint their exact location. They had no landmarks or signs to inform them, so they did what a person should do when lost in the jungle. First, find a body of water and follow its shores to a village or city. It didn't take long before they reached an inlet. 
 
    After following the inlet for a couple of hours, they reached a settlement. Margaret Bay, British Columbia was a small town that as luck would have it wasn't far from Bull Harbor. There were a few dozen meat puppets to take care of, but the trio got rid of them with ease. Once they knew it was safe they began to look for a way across the Queen Charlotte Sound. 
 
    The citizens of Margaret Bay must've had the same idea as the trio and escaped by sea. Problem was, they took their boats with them. That left Mack, Amber and Stephanie between a rock and a hard place. 
 
    Outside the lighthouse, Amber found an aluminum canoe. It took an afternoon of work to patch up any leaks and make it sea worthy. While Mack fixed the small vessel, the other two scavenged for food, water and weapons. 
 
    Before setting out for Bull Harbor, they got a good night's sleep in the lighthouse. Or at least Amber and Stephanie did. The big guy was up all night looking over the litany of maps and almanacs in the lighthouse keeper's office. 
 
    Although Mack knew that Bull Harbor and Haven wasn't far, he was no sailor. The man didn't really know how to navigate on the water. Floating aimlessly in the Pacific wasn't an appealing prospect, especially not in a damn canoe.  
 
    *** 
 
    What I wouldn't have given to live here once. It's both gorgeous and depressing at the same time. Time has a funny way of slowing down when you're waiting for something. Mack stood at the top of the Margaret Bay lighthouse looking out over the dark water. He waited for the sun to come up. When it did, he planned on waking up the rest of his adoptive family. The thick fog and storm clouds made it difficult to spot the rise of Earth's life giving star.  
 
    The gray and dark blue sky turned into a color closer to white. It was Mack's cue. He headed for the spiral staircase that led down to the ground floor of the lighthouse where Amber and Stephanie slept. Halfway down he smelled coffee. 
 
    “Did you get any sleep?” asked Stephanie as she poured Mack a cup.  
 
    “Him? He doesn't need any sleep. Just plug him into the wall for a couple of hours and he's good to go,” remarked Amber.  
 
    “If only it were that easy,” he laughed. 
 
    Stephanie handed him his coffee. “You should have tried to get some rest.” There was concern in her voice.  
 
    “That's one of the benefits of being infected. I don't need much. Those little machines in my blood take care of all that.” 
 
    “If you say so.” She poured out the left over coffee in the pot she found in the lighthouse keeper's office.  
 
    Mack savored every last drop of the hot beverage. He was a convenience store coffee kind of guy, so he thoroughly enjoyed it. 
 
    Once their breakfast of coffee and snack cakes was over, they packed up and left the lighthouse. They headed for the canoe which they stashed close by in some bushes. True, there wasn't anyone around to steal it, but old habits die hard. 
 
    Stephanie was the first to climb into the canoe that was half in the water, half in the sand. She helped Amber in, and as they settled into the small vessel, Mack brought over the oars. They were a bit rotted but seemed sturdy enough.  
 
    Mack used one of the oars to push off the shore. His back was to the direction in which the canoe headed, and Stephanie navigated from the other end. In the middle, Amber was just along for the ride.  
 
    After being on the water for less than five minutes, it started to rain. Frigid winds carried the icy drops. At first it was cold. Quickly the precipitation started to sting at the trio's exposed faces. All of them quietly wished for the shelter of the lighthouse.  
 
    Rowing a canoe from Margaret Bay to Bull Harbor wasn't an easy feat. They weren't quite as close as the maps made them think. Roughly thirty three miles stood between the two locations. And canoes don't move all that fast. 
 
    It wasn't until the six hour mark that they got a glimpse of Bull Harbor. Through the fog they could see a thick coniferous forest. The closer they got, the more wild and untamed the island looked.  
 
    Not only did Stephanie not see anything that could have been the Haven they were seeking, she didn't see any signs of human habitation at all. That didn't necessarily disappoint her. A community with other human beings would do them all good, especially Mack. But no humans meant no undead people.  
 
    For hours, Mack's arms and back burned. It was caused by a build up of lactic acid in his muscles. Non stop rowing like he did wouldn't have been possible for most men. An unnatural stamina was one of the gifts provided by the nanites in his blood, but even with those enhancements he was close to his limit. 
 
    “I see it. It's just up ahead,” said Stephanie. Instead of pointing, she nodded her head in the direction of the island. 
 
    “You know what would be really great?” asked Amber.  
 
    “What's that?” Mack managed to answer despite being so out of breath, so exhausted.  
 
    “If we don't crash the boat this time.”  
 
    “I'd be happy if we make it there. Crash or not.”  
 
    “You need me to take over?” Stephanie very carefully rose off the plank that served as a canoe seat.  
 
    “I'll be fi-” Mack felt something tear in his shoulder. He didn't scream out in pain or even grunt, though his face did scrunch up into a grimace. Stephanie noticed.  
 
    “You've been rowing for hours. Even with your abilities, there are limits.” She stepped around Amber. The canoe seemed like it was going to overturn a couple of times on her way to him.  
 
    Mack didn't put up a fight. He let go of the oars and got up. Both his knees ached from sitting in the same position too long. After a brief moment trying to figure how to switch places, he and Stephanie did so. 
 
    It's almost haunting. Mack stared at Bull Harbor. The settlement, located on the coast of New Hope Island, didn't look to be populated by many people. There were only a few buildings to be seen. A couple of small boats floated on a small dock.  
 
    This is where we'll find Haven? From the looks of things we won't find anything here. Mack was less than enthusiastic about the prospects of Bull Harbor before they set off from Margaret Bay. Seeing it just confirmed the reservations he had about Stephanie's plan.  
 
    “Are those walruses?” Amber pointed at some brown blobs laid out on some rocks near the shore. A noise that sounded like a mix of a roar and moan could be heard over the breaking waves from the direction of those blobs. 
 
    With his enhanced vision, Mack could see what she pointed at. They were sea lions. He'd never seen one outside of a zoo. What really mattered wasn't what they were but the fact that they didn't look to be infected. That meant the chances were good that the island was nanite virus free. But it wasn't a guarantee. 
 
    “They're sea lions,” he said, informing Amber.  
 
    “Sea lions, huh? Don't think I've ever seen a sea lion.” 
 
    “They look a lot like walruses.” 
 
    Amber didn't reply. She kept her gaze on the mammals, eager for a closer look. Before the outbreak, she was a fan of animals. So much so that when she was a bit younger she wanted nothing more than to work at a zoo. That of course was before the onset of puberty and death of her prepubescence life. 
 
    “Slow it down,” instructed Mack. He could feel that the canoe was being carried by the water towards the harbor. Any more rowing would just be a pointless losing fight against nature.  
 
    There were two options for the trio for where to come ashore. They could either go for the docks which they were already heading straight for, or they could aim for the boat ramp and simply get out. The obvious choice was the latter. Mack told Stephanie to put the oars back in the water and change their course just enough so that they were on target. 
 
    He felt the vibrations as the bottom of the canoe ground against the concrete boat ramp. The vessel came to a stop pretty quickly. All three gingerly got out. 
 
    Stephanie was the only one who manged to avoid getting wet. She stayed dry as the other two got there shoes and pants soaked by the chilly north Pacific. They didn't really care. All that mattered was that they didn't drown. 
 
    It's like a Middletown island. Mack looked out over the tiny ghost town that was Bull Harbor. There were a handful of buildings that were boarded up and weather worn. Food wrappers, bottles, and cans remained as some signs of past human habitation. Other than that, it might as well have been ruins. 
 
    “Hey guys! Over here!” Amber was the one to find another piece of map. 
 
    Stephanie and Mack went over to her, standing in front of a brick building. Nailed into the mortar was a piece of a map of New Hope Island. The other end of the island was circled with red marker. They were near.  
 
    “Well... what are we waiting for?” Amber tore down the piece of map and started following it. Stephanie was close behind. Mack took up the rear, still wary about the prospects of a safe sanctuary. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2: Road to Haven 
 
    New Hope Island was much bigger then what Mack anticipated. To make things worse, none of them really knew where they were going. All they had to go on was the red circle on the map they found back in Bull Harbor.  
 
    According to this piece of paper, Haven was on the opposite side of the island. Mack decided to follow the coast as best they could instead of crossing the middle of the island. New Hope was a rough place. Weather aside, the terrain was less than friendly. Rocks and dense trees/vegetation would have made progress laborious. 
 
    Unfortunately, they couldn't just follow the coast. They still had to contend with the harshness of of the island while keeping the water in view. Progress was slow. 
 
    What was that? Mack stopped trudging through bushes and other forest floor vegetation. He heard a sound he became familiar with since the outbreak. It was helicopter rotors.  
 
    Through the trees Mack barely got a couple of glimpses of a half a dozen helicopters. All but two flew past. Instinctively, he knew his little group of survivors were in trouble.  
 
    Before Mack could warn or reach Amber and Stephanie, the forest around him exploded into splinters and sharp wooden shards. One of the helicopters had opened fire with it's mini-gun, which always struck him as an odd name for a really big machine gun.  
 
    The bullets fired at them at such a fevered pace were tracer rounds. Intended to benefit the person firing, the projectiles contained bright burning phosphorous that were easy to see. They helped Mack sort of dodge them and reach Amber and Stephanie who were completely taken off guard and confused.  
 
    “What in the…?” Stephanie had no idea what was happening. Before she could finish her question, Mack grabbed her by the arm. With Amber in his other hand, they went deeper into the woods. 
 
    “Run, just run! Don't look back!” Mack was faster than both of them. If he was on his own, the bullets wouldn't have had any chance of catching up to him, but he had to worry about his two ladies. 
 
    He barely felt the shrapnel from the shredding trees. Splinters dug into and cut any exposed flesh. He was aware enough to know that those fast little pieces of flying wood could do serious damage to Amber and Stephanie, and they didn't have the ability to heal themselves.  
 
    The trio ran for a couple of minutes swerving back and forth in a serpentine motion to try and avoid the hail of gunfire from above. Problem was, it was catching up. Mack spotted what looked to be an overhang of rock. He pulled Amber and Stephanie underneath it.  
 
    “Who the hell is it!? And why are they shooting at us!?” asked Amber, loud enough to be heard over the sound of the mini-gun. Pieces of rock rained down in front of the group.  
 
    “I'm not sure but if I had to guess...” answered Mack. 
 
    “Galatea. It has to be.” Stephanie knew that the company hadn't given up trying to take them out. It must have been a result of killing their CEO.  
 
    “The real question is whether they followed us or if they were after Haven?” Mack asked the question that Stephanie and Amber were thinking.  
 
    “Does it matter?” Amber winced as she pulled little pieces of pine tree out of the skin on her arms. 
 
    After half an hour of no gunfire, Mack peered out from under the overhang to see if it was safe to exit. There wasn't a helicopter in sight. Even though he wasn't completely sure that that meant the coast was clear, they couldn't stay under the overhang forever. Not if they wanted to get to Haven.  
 
    Like ninjas creeping in the night, they moved as silently as possible through the conifer forest. They were mindful of every fallen branch and leaf. Just because the helicopters weren't flying overhead didn't mean they were out of danger. 
 
    In the distance they could hear gunfire and explosions. There was a fight occurring. None of them doubted that it was between Galatea and whoever lived in Haven.  
 
    Fucking... not now. Mack hear the unmistakable screech of meat puppets. It was unquestionably closer than the gunfire. The monsters were likely there to hunt him, Amber and Stephanie. 
 
    Let's see. We got two pistols with less than a full clip each. We have knives. I've got a trench shovel. That's about it. I guess we could pick up some rocks. Mack made a quick mental inventory of his group's weapons. It didn't look good. 
 
    Five minutes after hearing the meat puppets, he saw one. He thought after all the creatures he'd seen since the outbreak, he'd seen them all. He was wrong. To make matters more shitty, they had uniformed Galatea keepers; four of them. 
 
    The skin on the heads of the three meat puppets was half rotted off. Underneath there was muscle and other tissue that was almost black and metallic. Their eyes glowed an intense blue. Sets of sharp metal teeth that resembled bear traps looked like they were implanted, not a result of nanite virus evolution. 
 
    None of the creatures had arms. Instead they had a limbless torso covered by what looked like cuirasses made of putrid dead flesh. Chains lined with razor wire hung from hooks in the abominations' backs. 
 
    The strangest part of the armless meat puppets were their legs. From their shape they didn't resemble anything human. Fully formed from stainless steel, the legs were shaped kind of like a cheetah's. Looking at them it was clear that the monstrosities were made to run. 
 
    Mack didn't know how fast the armless monsters were, but he knew that they were probably faster than himself. Trying to outrun them wasn't really an option in his mind. So what could they do? 
 
    We're going to have to fight if we're going to get out of this alive. Or at least I'm going to. He stopped Amber and Stephanie. He looked them both in their eyes. 
 
    “Keep out of sight and keep moving. I'll try and slow these things down and buy you two some time. Move, now!” Mack didn't give them time to argue with him. As soon as he stopped talking, he headed straight for the armless meat puppets and their keepers.  
 
    Armed with a trench shovel, knife and pistol bearing five rounds, he knew he'd have to approach the situation tactically. There were more of them so he had to utilize his one and only advantage; his healing ability. Unlike his foes, he could take a beating and keep on ticking. 
 
    As Mack tried to figure out how he was going to approach the group, his enemies took the initiative. With a screech, each of the armless puppets sprinted towards Amber and Stephanie, completely ignoring or not noticing the big Viking.  
 
    Oh no you fucking don't! Mack had to get the armless brutes attention. All he had to work with was his pistol.  
 
    Without an alternative, he opened fire. He hit one in the head, taking it out. His bullets did their job and got the creatures' attentions. Unfortunately the Galatea Security members also noticed.  
 
    Before he knew what happened, two Galatea bullets ripped through Mack's shoulder and chest. He could hear the other projectiles whiz by his head. It hurt, but there was no time to dwell on his injuries. There was a fight coming, fast and swift.  
 
    The first armless meat puppet to reach Mack rammed into him head first. It happened so quickly that he couldn't dodge it or intercept the attack with a swing of his trench shovel. Caught completely off guard, it felt like a baseball bat to his chest. All the air was knocked out of his lungs.  
 
    Mack just managed to see and dodge the jaws of the second armless meat puppet. But he couldn't avoid the razor wire lined chains as the same puppet quickly turned. The blades mostly just ripped his jacket, but he still received a couple of small cuts.  
 
    The second pass at Mack wasn't as successful for them. After ramming him the first time, one of the meat puppets received a blow to its head from a sharp edged trench shovel. It wasn't a fatal blow but did manage to stagger the creature.  
 
    That's not good. Mack was in disbelief after he tried to stab the second armless monster in its gaping mouth with his trench as it rushed him. The creature bit down right away and snapped the tool in half. It proceeded to spit out the other end. 
 
    Mack reached for his knife. One of the meat puppets pounced on him, metal feet first. Mack fell down to the mud and fallen pine needles.  
 
    Immediately after dodging an attempt to bite his throat, he managed to grab his knife. When the creature on top of him tried to bite him again, he stabbed it in the side of its head. It was enough to take out his second attacker.  
 
    Sharp crushing pain screamed up through Mack's body from his leg. The remaining armless monster had a hold of his ankle. There was no doubt in his mind that it was broken. That pain only got worse as the creature lifted him up by one leg then began to drag him.  
 
    The agony that he felt was unbelievable. He almost passed out. Suddenly he was released. When he looked up he saw the barrels of assault rifles pointed straight at him. 
 
    “This the guy?” asked one of the Galatea Security members. 
 
    “Mr. Sebastian said that he was a big burly fucker. This guy is built like a brick shit house. So yeah, I think its safe to assume that its him,” responded one of the other men. 
 
    Another security member, who must've been the leader of the little group, spoke up. “Well, pick him up. Let's get the big bastard to Isaac. I'm sure there's a hefty reward waiting for us.” The other three picked Mack up off the ground. As they dragged him away, he felt his ankle slowly piecing itself back together.  
 
    Despite being detained and carried against his will through the conifer forests, Mack was happy. Stephanie and Amber weren’t anywhere in sight. They got away. In the end that was all that mattered.  
 
    Twenty minutes passed, and Mack's ankle was fully healed. He pretended it was still broken, faking winces and groans, while all the while he planned his escape. All the options involved savage brutality and violence. 
 
    Sounds of gunfire and yells got louder the farther he was dragged. His plans of beating the Galatea Security members to death, probably with their own weapons, were put on hold. They were taking him to Haven. 
 
    The density of pine and spruce trees started to thin out. Through them, Mack could see more Galatea men engaged in a firefight. With whom? There was what looked like a huge slightly rusted freighter that towered over docks made of rotted wood. From portholes and the bridge, people fired back. 
 
    Well, here we are. “Haven” was scribed in large white letters on the side of the freighter. Mack had made it. Finding what he, Amber and Stephanie looked for over the past couple of weeks should have been a good feeling. But his two ladies were nowhere to be found and the sanctuary they were after looked like more of the same shit they've dealt with since the outbreak.  
 
    If Stephanie was here I'd tell her, “I told you so”. Mack continued to be pulled along the ground until he reached a bald man with his back turned to the captive. This must be the boss man. 
 
    “We got em, Mr. Grey,” said one of Mack's captors right before throwing him down into the mud.  
 
    The bald man turned around. Mack knew he'd seen him before. It took a few seconds before he realized where he saw him last. It was a couple of months earlier, and the man had a mohawk or something ridiculous like that. 
 
    Mr. Grey turned around. It was Isaac, one of the late Ted Gorman's cronies. Mack was genuinely surprised to see him. He thought for sure he died outside the bait shop back in Oregon. That surprise turned to concern. Isaac was clearly a survivor. And survivors are typically the most dangerous type of person to run into.  
 
    “I seem to remember Mr. Sebastian's orders were to bring him three people. It was for a big guy, and teenage girl, and a woman. I only see a big guy. So where are the other two?” asked Isaac through teeth clenched down on a cheap cigar. He didn't even flinch in spite of the bullets flying by.  
 
    “They ran, Mr. Grey, sir,” one of Mack's captors was dumb enough to actually answer the question. 
 
    Isaac had a sarcastic surprised look on his face. “They ran huh? Did you, I don't know, think to chase them?” 
 
    One of Mack's captives, the dumb one, kicked him in the ribs. “This one killed our raptors. It took all four of us to take him down.”  
 
    “Four of you? For one guy? Really? Well, that's just sad.” Isaac took out his pistol.  
 
    The dumb captor took several steps back.  
 
    “Relax man, I'm not Mr. Gorman. I'm not a psycho.” Isaac raised his gun and pointed it at the dumb guy's head. “I'm a marine.” He pulled the trigger. It wasn't loaded. Mack's captors looked like they just soiled their pants. “I don't like failure. Now I would've shot you but we need all the men we can get. These bastards are dug in like fucking ticks.”  
 
    “Yes sir. Sorry sir. Where do you need us?” asked one of the men.  
 
    “Leave him here and go join the others on the docks. If you don't die, I'll forgive you and we'll forget this happened. What do ya say?” Isaac loaded his 1911 Colt.  
 
    “Yes sir, right away.” Mack's captors ran for the docks even though there was nothing but a storm of bullets waiting for them. They figured it was better to risk the possibility of death rather than refuse and court certain death.  
 
    Isaac looked down at Mack and smiled. “Remember me?”  
 
    Mack nodded as he tried to figure out how to disarm Issac and take his pistol. He knew that his size wouldn't give him any kind of leg up on a former marine. Then again, he had other abilities that might allowed him to prevail. Whether he tried to get away or not, there was a lot of pain on the way. That much was unavoidable. In the end his choice would determine just how much suffering he'd endure. 
 
    “Last we met was back during that shit show in Oregon. That was something wasn't it. Anyway...” Isaac noticed the look in Mack's eyes. He'd seen it before in prisoners when he was working a POW camp in Iraq. He raised his arm, resulting in the barrel of his pistol pointing straight at Mack's forehead. “Settle down, buddy.” 
 
    “Why? So it will be easier for you to kill me?” Both of Mack's eyes focused on the dark of the barrel. 
 
    Isaac laughed. Mack feared that he was dealing with another nut job. “Kill you? Nah, I'm not going to kill you.” The bald ex-marine lowered his gun. “My boss, he tasked me with finding you and bringing you to the Seattle site. He wants to extend you a job offer.”  
 
    Is this guy serious? “A job?”  
 
    “As a reward. For killing Ted Gorman. That guy was well… out of his damn mind. Mr. Sebastian needed him out of the way so that Galatea could move on, evolve. You see, his ideas about world domination were a bit far fetched. Instead of destroying the world, we want to rebuild it, better.”  
 
    “Is that why you're attacking those people?” Mack nodded his head towards the freighter called “Haven”.  
 
    “Those people are a problem. They preach sanctuary but really they're nothing but...” Before Isaac could finish his sentence a bullet exploded through his side, just below his ribs. He cursed up a storm and almost fell.  
 
    That's my girl. Mack heard Amber's voice. He saw her skinny little arms motioning him to join her and Stephanie behind some ferns about forty yards away.  
 
    Not wanting to leave without telling Isaac how much he appreciated letting him live, Mack punched Isaac with all the strength he could muster. He knocked the ex-marine onto his ass. It wasn't that impressive of a feat considering the man had just been shot. Still, it was very satisfying.  
 
    Mack somehow managed not to get shot as he ran towards the ferns to regroup with his two friends. They were just as glad to see him as he was to see them. But there was no time for talk or reunions. Haven wasn't going to wait for them. 
 
    Amber, Stephanie and Mack had less time to reach their destination than they originally thought. After a loud blast from its horn, the freighter's engines started up. The rather scrappy crew members who fought it out with the Galatea men on the docks retreated. They climbed up rope ladders rolled down from the hull. 
 
    “We gotta get to those ladders before they start moving,” said Mack. 
 
    “What? Through all those Galatea douche bags?” Amber's mouth hadn't gotten any cleaner since she first met him.  
 
    “Don't worry. They won't touch us.”  
 
    “Why's that exactly?” asked Stephanie, simultaneously confused and concerned. 
 
    “I'll tell you about it later. Just trust me.” Mack took Amber in one hand and Stephanie in the other. The three of them sprinted out from behind the ferns and made for the docks.  
 
    “Don't shoot them! Boss man...” Isaac coughed and held his recently acquired bullet wound. “Boss man wants them alive!” 
 
    Some of the Galatea men tried to subdue them. They either got a bullet, a fist, or a shoulder for their trouble. None of them managed to take the trio down. 
 
    Haven started to move. Its progress was slow, but a ship that big didn't take long to build up some momentum. If they didn't hurry their window of opportunity would slip away. If that happened they would have a bright future working for the company that almost destroyed humanity and tried to kill them. 
 
    Mack almost reached the end of the dock, with Amber and Stephanie close behind. Haven's ladders were out of reach. Those ladders were quickly being retracted by crew members. If they were going to get on the freighter, they'd have to take a leap of faith. Literally, it was the only way they'd reach them.  
 
    Stephanie went first on accord of her leg injury which she suffered at the hands of Ted back in Oregon. It wasn't too serious but prevented her from getting much of a running start before jumping. She banged her knee against the hull of the freighter but managed to grab the rope ladder.  
 
    Amber was up next. She had to wait for Stephanie to climb high enough to give her room. Once that happened, the teen easily made the leap. 
 
    Mack looked back at the shore. Isaac stared a hole in him. After smiling, the big guy ran to the end of the docks and jumped. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3: Ark 
 
    New Hope Island started to fade away into the distance. Mack couldn't help but wonder if he made a mistake leaving, especially since he left being at gunpoint on land with being at gunpoint on a really big boat. 
 
    “Who are you? What do you want? And what the hell are you doing on our freighter?” asked a middle aged woman with an Australian accent who pointed a large caliber revolver at him.  
 
    As soon as they reached the deck of Haven, they were met with a fair bit of hostility. It was understandable considering the circumstances. Not only did the crew just get done fighting with the Galatea henchmen, but then three strangers climbed onto their freighter. Chances were the new passengers weren't there for friendly reasons. Certain precautions had to be taken.  
 
    None of the trio said a word. 
 
    “Not going to talk huh?” The middle aged woman grinned. She glanced around at her rather raggedy crew. They looked as if they hadn't bathed in weeks. Their ship wasn't in any better shape. Every surface was covered in camouflage like patterns of rust. 
 
    This is Haven? What a dump. 
 
    “Maybe if we toss one of you overboard your mouths will loosen up. Josiah.” The middle aged woman motioned for the tall man with dreadlocks behind her. 
 
    Mack spoke up. “We're here looking for Haven, that's all.” 
 
    “Haven huh?” 
 
    “That's right,” said Amber. “Or did you leave those little pieces of map for people to follow just so you can turn them away. Because if you did, that would be a dick move.” It was only a matter of time till she lost her temper. She was a teenager after all. They were especially susceptible to such outbursts. 
 
    “Why wouldn't they shoot you?” asked the middle aged woman, after completely ignoring the teen girl. 
 
    “I'm not sure, seeing as I killed their boss,” said Mack. 
 
    The woman gave a look of disbelief. It wasn't the kind that one might give if they saw something unbelievable. It was the kind that you give someone who told an obvious lie and tried to pass it off as the truth. 
 
    “You killed Ted Gorman?” asked the middle aged woman with one eyebrow raised. “That's…frankly that's a little hard to believe.” 
 
    “What do you want? Proof? You wanna know how I did it?”  
 
    “If what you say is true, why wouldn't they want to kill you?” 
 
    “The man was a crazy person. They were happy to be rid of him. Hell, I did them a favor.” Mack's eyes never stopped staring into the woman's peepers. Every word he spoke was with confidence. 
 
    “You really killed him, didn't you.” The woman lowered her gun. 
 
    “I really did.” Mack and the woman stared at each other for almost a minute. Both were trying to read the other's face. 
 
    Finally, the middle aged woman laughed. “Lower you guns.” All the men and women on the deck did exactly as she ordered. “In that case, welcome to Haven. Let's get you three something to eat.”  
 
    Be wary, Mack. Who knows what these people want? All three followed the woman towards a thick steel door. 
 
    “I'm Jeanine Castle. I was elected to lead the crew here.” 
 
    “Mack.” He pointed at his own chest. Then he pointed behind him. “Stephanie and Amber.”  
 
    Jeanine stopped to look back at them. She shook all of their hands. “Pleasure to meet you. Sorry about the whole pointing guns at you thing. We have to be careful these days. I'm sure you understand.”  
 
    More than you can possibly know. 
 
    “Anyway.” Jeanine grabbed the hatch to the steel door and opened it. There was a slight groan as the slightly rusted hinges pivoted. “If you followed those maps than I'm sure that you guys have a lot of questions. I'm guessing first on your list is that you want to know what Haven is. Follow me, I'll show you.” 
 
    They traversed some narrow hallways and precarious metal staircases before reaching the bowels of Haven. There they found a miniature city. It was both impressive and surreal.  
 
    What struck the trio first was the smell and sounds of what lay ahead. It smelled like cooking food, cigarettes and body odor. The aroma wasn't terrible, but it was strong. They heard what almost sounded like a busy market full of voices. 
 
    Packed tightly together were little tents and shacks built around and into the ship. Men and women mingled, some worked, other walked around the narrow paths that cut through the makeshift homes. Children could be heard playing and running around. There were even dogs and cats wandering freely, like they belonged to everyone. It was a hot, humid and crowded shanty town on the water. Surprisingly, it felt inviting. 
 
    “These are the living quarters. I know there isn't much room, but it seems to work. We haven't had any problems so far. Everyone here is civil and doing their best under difficult circumstances. You'll notice that is an ongoing theme here at Haven. 
 
    “Everyone here works in some way shape or form. They either help keep the engines running, work in the kitchens, work security or help clean up the ship. It's our belief here that idle hands are indeed the devil's playthings.” Jeanine led them off the elevated walkway over the living quarters and into more claustrophobic hallways. 
 
    This is sounding a lot like the Golden Pony. I don't know if that's a good thing or a bad thing.  
 
    The tour of Haven stopped next at a spacious kitchen. Some crew members cut vegetables and fruit. Others watched and mixed big pots full of soups and/or boiling food. At the far end, next to the stoves, various meats and bread doughs were prepared. 
 
    “Not bad huh?” asked Jeanine with a toothy smile.  
 
    “It's... impressive,” answered Stephanie. 
 
    “Wait until you see where we get all that food. Before I show you that, I want to take you guys to the engine room. So if you'll follow me...” Jeanine guided them out of the kitchen and back into the apparently endless hallways. 
 
    The engine room was hell on earth, or the sea as it were. It was much hotter and cramped than the living quarters. Amber and Stephanie almost threw up from the overpowering smell of heavy fuel oil. Mack could detect hints of sulfur in it. 
 
    “I know, it's not pretty, but it's necessary work. We don't have anyone who's worked on boat engines before. It's a little touch and go. Despite some... difficulties, we make it work. I guess it would be too much to expect for one of you to have experience with such things?” Jeanine asked a question she already knew the answer to. 
 
    “You guessed right,” answered Mack.  
 
    “That's too bad. For me that is. It's actually a good thing for you because that's the worse job on the ship. I hate it in here. Let's move on.” 
 
    Instead of going down, Jeanine led the trio up towards the deck. None of them knew where the middle aged leader of Haven was heading. They had no doubt that it would be another surprise. Everything about the floating community was.  
 
    When Jeanine opened the door that led up to the deck, a blindingly bright light showered her and her new arrivals. A very welcome cool breeze barreled through the cozy confines of the stairwell. Amber was especially happy to get out of the stuffy innards of Haven.  
 
    Out on the deck, on the opposite side from where they boarded, was a virtual farm. There were rows of dirt with growing crops planted in them. Carrots, onions, tomatoes, potatoes and several different kinds of herbs all grew on the deck of a freighter that once held shipping containers full of electronic goods and cheap clothes. 
 
    More impressive than the crops was the livestock. The Haven crew somehow managed to raise and keep pigs, cows and chickens. From what Mack could tell, the animals looked to be in great shape. They munched away on grass and feed. 
 
    “As you can see, we're a self sustained community. All we need from dry land is fresh water and fuel. Otherwise we can sail out here for months. We're safe from the undead, from Galatea, and safe from raiders. In short, we are a sanctuary. Congratulations friends, you've made it.” Jeanine was very pleased with herself and the community she created. 
 
    That must've been why they were at New Hope Island and Bull Harbor. They needed to restock. Those maps were a bonus. No reason why they can't recruit too. Judging by their security, they probably don't need to worry so much about any bad elements. 
 
    What do you know. We found ourselves a utopia. They got their own food, plenty of water and they are far from land. So what's the catch? There's always a catch. There's no such thing as paradise. Not before the outbreak, and certainly not after.  
 
    “I'll leave you three to it. Marshall will find you and show you to your quarters. That's customary. New arrivals get their own private bunks until they get adjusted to life here. Tomorrow morning there's a service up here on the deck. Attendance is mandatory.” Jeanine smiled at them warmly and left them to their own devices. 
 
    I knew there was a catch. Mack watched Jeanine till she disappeared below deck. He turned to Stephanie and Amber.  
 
    “You see what I saw?” asked Amber.  
 
    Mack shrugged. “Not sure. What did you see?” 
 
    “I see a boat full of strangers,” said Stephanie. “We should probably get to changing that.” She looked out over the edge of the deck at New Hope Island. The cold, miserable clump of rocks and conifers quickly faded away from view. “It looks like we're going to be here for awhile.” 
 
    “We'll get right on that. We will. But first, Amber, you were saying?” 
 
    “They all wore crosses. They had them on necklaces, their clothes, some even had tattoos.” Amber's observation was right on the button. All of them wore that all too familiar religious iconography. Only they were different than the garden variety crucifixes. A triangle connected the top three points on all of them.  
 
    “Indeed they do. Good eyes, girlie girl.” He was pleased with his ward's skills of observation.  
 
    “You think they're some religious freaks?” Amber asked. 
 
    “Yeah. No. Maybe. Thing is no matter what they are, we need to make this work. This is all we ever wanted. And if it turns out it isn't? We'll get off the next time it stops.”  
 
    Amber and Stephanie didn't verbally agree, but from their body language it was clear that they were on the same page. 
 
    A short but strongly built balding bearded man found them standing on the deck. His name was Marshall Stokes. He served as the head of Haven security, a general and the chief of police. The man's demeanor and attitude screamed that he was not to be messed with. 
 
    Marshall took them back through the bowels of the ship to a hallway that led to what was once the freighter's proper crew quarters. There were only a couple of other residents in the relatively luxurious living space. They were families that featured new mothers and others who were sick and needed to be separated from the crowds of the communal living area. 
 
    To the sounds of crying babies and coughing, the trio of survivors settled into their small cabin. When Mack stood in the middle of the only room, he could touch both walls just by extending his arms, left and right. That didn't matter. The only thing that did were the bunks. 
 
    After a long day of rowing across the Queen Margaret Sound, traversing the cold rocky forests of New Hope Island and fighting Galatea yet again, he was exhausted. As soon as his head hit the pillow, he fell asleep. He hoped that a new, safer reality awaited them on Haven.  
 
    *** 
 
    That better be the right man. We need him. It's the only way we'll survive. Jeanine wondered whether she welcomed Haven's messiah onto the freighter as she left the new arrivals on the deck. While walking back to the door that led down into the hull, she tried to figure out how she would get what she wanted. 
 
    It's in his blood. We need his blood. It's our destiny. God wills it. Jeanine could hear her own footsteps echo as she descended the metal staircase. She took the walkie talkie off her worn leather belt. 
 
    “Marshall? This is Mother. Do you read me? Over.” Jeanine tried to raise her right hand man, Marshall Stokes. 
 
    Jeanine heard the signature beep from her walkie talkie. “This is Marshall. I hear you loud and clear, Mother. Over.”  
 
    “Meet our new guests up in the gardens. Show them to the cabins. Make sure you get them anything they need. I want them to be comfortable. Over.” Jeanine walked the hallways, scheming.  
 
    “Yes m'am.” 
 
    “Put some people on both entrances to the cabins. Don't want anyone leaving or entering that area until tomorrow. Over.”  
 
    “Understood. Over and out.” Marshall, having received his orders, endeavored to see them through. 
 
    Dr. Yen will know what to do. She'll know what's needed. Let's hope she's in the lab. Jeanine's destination, the makeshift lab, was located near the very bottom of the freighter. There, in secret, a team of scientists and doctors worked hard on the future of their utopia. 
 
    To get to the labs, Jeanine had to pass through seven different doors, three of which required a key she possessed to open. Other than the doors, she had to find her way through a maze like collection of dark and damp hallways. The floor of Haven in which the lab was located had no lights (with the exception of the laboratories). 
 
    A water tight bulkhead door served as a thick, sturdy and cold gatekeeper for the laboratories. It also served as a prison guard, because not one of the people beyond it were there voluntarily. They were prisoners forced into service.  
 
    It was true that every time Haven made port that the crew went out and found supplies. But those supplies weren't limited to food, water, weapons and tools. They also salvaged people. Not all of them were volunteers. 
 
    Four months before their visit to Bull Harbor and New Hope Island, the freighter was in the Yellow Sea off the Eastern Coast of China. They didn't just happen to end up there, they went for a purpose. Their purpose put them at odds with a post outbreak organization that translated from Mandarin as “The Phoenix”.  
 
    Under the employ of The Phoenix were the best surviving scientists from all of Asia. They kept them in one of the few major cities left intact, Shanghai. At the cost of twenty eight crew members, the denizens of Haven were able to kidnap some of those scientists and basically enslave them. 
 
    “Ms. Castle. What is it today?” asked Dr. Mei Yen. The thirty five year old scientist had on a dirty lab coat and similarly shabby clothes underneath. Her glasses were taped together. A thick chain and a manacle bound her to some nearby pipes. 
 
    Jeanine walked through the open water tight bulkhead door. In the labs beyond it there were eight scientist prisoners. Understandably none of them were happy to see their captor. At least most of them weren't. 
 
    One of the prisoners, a chemist from Mumbai, was pleased to see Jeanine Castle. It wasn't because he liked her or in any way forgave her. The prisoner planned to kill her. All that needed to happen was the Mother of Haven getting within arms reach. 
 
    “Today? Today is a fine day, Dr. Yen. For the Lord finally got us what you needed to finish your work. Well, sort of.” Jeanine smiled and spoke with a tone that would suggest friendliness. Haven's prisoners knew better. There was nothing friendly about Jeanine Castle. The manacles and chains were proof of that.  
 
    “Ted Gorman?” asked Dr. Yen. 
 
    “Better, we got the guy who killed him.”  
 
    Dr. Yen was confused. “The guy who killed him? What good does that do us?” 
 
    “He's infected with the same strain of the virus.” Jeanine sauntered around the lab. She wasn't even respectful enough to look at Dr. Yen as she did so.  
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “That's really not important.” 
 
    “What do you have? Blood? Saliva? Hair?” 
 
    Jeanine got closer to the shiv wielding chemist. But not close enough to be in any real danger. The Mother of Haven picked up and looked at random pieces of lab equipment scavenged in towns across the world. After examining them, she put them back down where she found them. 
 
    “We don't have any of those.” 
 
    “Then why are you-” 
 
    “I wanted you to know that we were close. And I wanted you to prepare. You'll get a sample of his blood later today.” Jeanine opened a drawer. She took out a couple of syringes. “I expect some results before we reach Australia.”  
 
    “Ms. Castle, I'm not sure I can...” 
 
    Jeanine interrupted her prisoner. “Sure you can. You have to. Or I can guarantee that you'll never step foot on land again.” The Mother of Haven was eerily calm as she threatened to end Dr. Yen's life. 
 
    Sensing his opportunity, the shiv wielding chemist came at Jeanine with his makeshift weapon. In a flash she grabbed his arm and twisted it back behind his back. What he didn't know was that she was a prison guard for twelve years. And in all her time she was never a victim of one of her inmates. He had the misfortune of finding out why. The chemist was disarmed and at her mercy. 
 
    Able but not willing to lose one of her scientists, Jeanine decided not to kill the would be assassin. Instead she shoved him into one of the nearby tables. He fell on the way down, slamming his shoulder into the edge of one. 
 
    “Get ready. It's almost time for you to finally start doing the Lord's work,” said Jeanine, just before leaving the labs and shutting the water tight bulk head door behind her. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4: The Fall of Shanghai 
 
    Look at them. They are so desperate for safety and civilization. So few of them will get through. None of them have the courage to do what needs to be done. Instead they wait in line and hope to be saved. Pathetic.  
 
    Suresh Devi looked out over the high walls of Shanghai. Below, he saw a sea of refugees clamoring to be let in. Armed guards at the command of General Xin lined the top of the walls and pointed their guns down. 
 
    Devi knew that no one was getting inside unless they had something to contribute. That was the way of the modern great walled city. There was no heart of sympathy involved. Survival and rebuilding managed much more than sympathy. Bringing your baby and trying to hand it to the guards at the gate didn't work. The pleas would be met by nothing but stone still faces.  
 
    When will they give up and focus on trying to survive? None of them seem to realize what is coming, right on schedule. Devi knew what was imminent. At nightfall, every day, infected from all around the city tried to attack the walls. They always failed, but each time they displayed more organizational skills and ferocity. Each time they slaughtered the refugees that stood between them and the doors. He knew that this sunset would be no different.  
 
    Devi heard the infected screeches. The sounds launched the refugees into a panicked frenzy. Most of them realized that they were in a bad spot. Either they retreated and tried to hide into the remains of the neighboring city of Minghang, or they could continue their futile attempts to enter Shanghai. Chances of living through the oncoming onslaught were extremely slim, no matter which option they chose. 
 
    At first all that Devi could see were shapes. That's how it always started. Dark silhouettes appeared in the light between buildings, staying off the open streets. Again, only at first.  
 
    The undead evolved differently depending on where they were when infected. Those in the Shanghai area were faster, swifter and fiercer than their American cousins. They moved in coordinated packs and were controlled with a hive mind. It made them considerably more dangerous, but also more predictable. 
 
    When they heard the re-animated dead, the guards on the wall knew exactly what to do. Each man and woman loaded and checked their guns. Those who manned the flamethrowers set up along the wall every forty to fifty feet poured fuel into the dangerous incendiary weapons. 
 
    All that was left was to wait for them to get within range. That meant watching and witnessing the killing of the refugees who didn't and couldn't escape in time. None of them were authorized to assist, not unless their commanding officers ordered them to “open fire”. 
 
    Divorcing emotion from their duty was the only way for the Shanghai way of life to work. Especially if you worked on top of the city walls. The horrors of the outside world had to roll off their shoulders. If not, their job would have been impossible.  
 
    Devi heard screams of terror and agony in the ruins laid out before him. He caught brief glimpses of the carnage. It was gruesome. And it was bloody, very bloody. The refugees were torn apart. 
 
    Poor bastards. Bad luck. Devi didn't feel a damn thing as he watched innocent people get massacred. The only thing he felt was a mix of anticipation and adrenaline. For the undead kept coming after finishing the refugees.  
 
    “Steady!” yelled a man named Alexei who was in command of the guards.  
 
    Devi was ultimately in charge of every man and woman on the wall. That included Alexei. But he saw no reason to give any orders. They needed no direction. His men knew exactly what to do. The same thing went down every day, and most of them were just going through the motions.  
 
    The undead got within range, and over a hundred pairs of glowing orange eyes reached the first rows of barbed and razor wire that started seventy yards from the wall. More rows were put in place every ten yards after that. A small narrow walkway to the front gate made for the only obstacle free approach. 
 
    “Open fire!” yelled Alexei. 
 
    All the guns along the top of the Shanghai wall erupted into gunfire. The infected didn't stand a chance. Most of them got caught up in the wire alongside the long dead and decayed corpses of the creatures who previously tried an assault on the city. The majority of those ended up being macabre ornaments next to the rotted remains of the ones who failed before them. 
 
    Some of the infected quickly advanced past the wire and headed straight for the gates. Of course the guards were ready for that. Positioned just above the main gates was a flamethrower, and it was used to great effect.  
 
    Fire didn't immediately stop them. The creatures bashed on the gate door, and they tried to climb the smooth walls which purposefully had no hand holds of any kind. Predictability, none of them made much progress. 
 
    The first wave of creatures were destroyed, but none of the guards on the wall relaxed. A meager force of basic worker bee type undead weren't the main threat.  
 
    Much louder and more guttural noises accompanied more screeches in the distance. Four massive monsters stepped out of the shadows, making their presence known. They were intimidating, even to those veterans on the wall who'd sen them before. 
 
    What the massive monsters were before being infected was a mystery. What was known was that they were almost as big as elephants and walked on all fours. Metal spikes jutted out of their bear-like heads that kind of resembled a triceratops. 
 
    The scariest aspect of the massive monsters were that they were mounts for the most dangerous undead ever observed. Those on top of the massive beasts didn't have any scraps of rotting skin or clothes left. Their bodies were wrapped in metal muscles. Their eyes glowed yellow. And they communicated with each other through shrill screeches. 
 
    “Reload!” yelled Alexei as he kept his eyes on the undead riders. 
 
    There was a stare down between the guards on the wall and the undead riders. The latter's intense glowing eyes surveyed the wall looking for any weaknesses. After a good five minutes, one of them raised its arms. It's mouth stretched open so far that its bottom jaw reached mid chest level. Out of it came a screech that would've shattered glass if there was any left intact anywhere near it.  
 
    A living tsunami of infected came rumbling from behind the riders. The sheer amount of them made the ground shake. Never had any of the guards seen so many of the monsters attack at once. There was a seemingly unending amount.  
 
    That's new. And that's not good. Devi didn't stick around to watch too long. As he left his viewpoint he heard Alexei.  
 
    “What should we do, sir?” asked the panicked, nervous man. 
 
    “Fight and die if you have to. None of those get in. Do you hear me? None of them!” Devi gave the orders and proceeded to abandon the wall. He needed to alert General Xin and get him to mobilize his troops. They were the only chance Shanghai had to stay undead free. 
 
    Alexei didn't know what to do. He didn't notice Devi climbing down the ladders and scaffolding to the city. His mouth couldn't and therefore didn't give the orders to fire on the wave of monsters. 
 
    One of the other guards gave the order instead. All anyone could hear for miles were their gunshots. Each of them atop the wall gave everything they had, but it wouldn't be enough. At least they stemmed the tide of them. For a little while. 
 
    *** 
 
    I'll never see them again. My time as sheriff of our little town is over. Still, I can do this one last thing. Then I'll be done. Which is fine, I'll live. That's all that matters.  
 
    By the time the second wave of undead came screeching towards the Shanghai wall, the citizens of Phoenix's city were scared. Fear led to confusion, which led to panic, as often was the case with people. They finally realized that their little slice of safety and comfort had reached its expiration date. 
 
    Idiots. None of them stand a chance. Running around like chickens with their heads cut off will do them no good. The chaos around Devi disgusted him. Sure he was afraid. He'd have to be crazy not to be. Unlike the citizens of Shanghai though, he had an escape plan. A boat waited for him at the port, and from there he'd escape to Yellow Sea and out to somewhere remote, somewhere he could start anew.  
 
    First, Devi had to reach the port. It wouldn't be an easy task. The wall was on the opposite side of the city. True, the new Shanghai was nowhere near as big as its full sized ancestor, but the water was still a couple miles away. Add streets clogged by hysterical people and it turned into a formidable journey. One that he eagerly started. 
 
    Devi made it a mile before he noticed the gunshots had stopped. It was an ominous sign. He had to hurry. Either the guards ran out of bullets or the infected overran them. No matter which was true, time was of the essence. 
 
    In the streets between Devi and the wall, carnage ensued. The infected had managed to scale the wall using their brethren as stools. Though the guards were brave and skilled, they didn't stand a chance. 
 
    Under the guidance of the undead riders, the horde easily overtook the wall and the meager amount of guards. From there, there was only one place else to go. They jumped down into a pen full of fresh meat and had at it. 
 
    Most of the citizens of Shanghai were useless in a fight. None of them offered any significant resistance. They served as cannon fodder as the smart ran for their lives. 
 
    Devi didn't see any of the infected, but he heard them. He heard the wet ripping sound of them rending flesh. He heard screams of desperate and intense agony. He heard random gunfire from those who had enough sense to keep their guns. He heard the end of warm showers and comfy beds. He heard the end of that chapter of his life.  
 
    Good riddance. Devi accepted the loss of Shanghai as he pushed his way through the throngs of fleeing citizens. His nose picked up the aroma of the sea. He was close. All he had to do was keep moving.  
 
    That can't be good. Devi and every other remaining denizen of Shanghai heard a loud crashing noise. It was like a high speed car crash or a twin engine plane hitting a mountain. The street below his feet shook.  
 
    What Devi didn't know was that an infected that was once an elephant barged through the city's wall. The gaping hole in the defenses not only allowed in more of the creatures at a faster rate, but it also paved the way for the riders. 
 
     There wasn't time for Devi to worry about what the loud crashing noise was. He needed to get to the port. If he didn't there was a good chance his ride would leave without him. After all, most people valued their own lives over a quick buck (or luxuries lost post outbreak). By his estimation he had less than a half an hour before he was stranded and left for dead.  
 
    That's not going to happen. I'm not like these people. I'm better. I deserve to survive. Devi literally stepped over other denizens of Shanghai. Nothing and nobody was going to stop him.  
 
    The port was within Devi's view. He saw the boat with General Xin and Dr. Katya Ivanova waiting for him. They were the trinity of the Phoenix.  
 
    General Xin already knew. He reacted the same way I did. He's just trying to get out. That cold bastard will leave without me. I need to… Devi felt a sharp pain in the small of his back. His arms reached behind him and tried to touch whatever hit him. He felt what bore a striking resemblance to steel cables. A barb, not much different from that found on a harpoon, was embedded less than a centimeter from his spine. 
 
    Before he could even think of what to do, Devi was pulled off his feet. The former head of security for Phoenix run Shanghai slammed face first onto the street. He was in good shape, relatively young and fit, but there was nothing he could do about being dragged backwards away from the port and his ticket out of the city.  
 
    Without knowing what had a hold of him, Devi reached for his sidearm. As he was dragged, he rolled over to his back and tried his best to ignore the almost blinding pain. What he saw when he rolled over made his blood go cold. 
 
    One of the undead riders sat atop its spike laden mount. The cable that was stuck in Devi's back was retracting into the rider's arm. It stared at him with emotionless yellow eyes. In them there was no pity, no mercy, no respect for life.  
 
    Devi opened fire. Every fired bullet was accurate. He could tell by the sparks created from each impact on the undead rider's body. None of them had any effect, not even when he emptied his whole clip. 
 
    This is it. Realizing that he couldn't even use it to kill himself, Devi threw away his pistol. There was no more running. He was fucked and he knew it. 
 
    When it's prey was close enough, the undead rider grabbed Devi by his throat and held him there. The former RAW (Indian CIA) agent tried to yell out when the harpoon and cable tore out of his back. A tight metal hand around his throat prevented him from making much noise. 
 
    General Xin watched the head of Phoenix intelligence get his neck snapped by an undead rider. Though it might have appeared otherwise, he felt the loss of not only a valuable asset but one of the few people he considered a friend. It saddened him. Nevertheless he needed move on. If he was to die there in Shanghai, then the whole organization would crumble. Seeing that he believed it was the only hope for mankind, that was unacceptable. Devi and the others left in the city would die so mankind might live.  
 
    “Five minutes, sir!” yelled the driver of the small boat General Xin and Dr. Ivanova escaped on. Before being re-purposed it was a modest fishing vessel. It was nothing special but was enough to transport them to their new home. 
 
    The last operational aircraft carrier in what was once the Chinese Navy waited for its General. Xin didn't even look at the vessel ironically named “Jiangshi”. He was too busy watching all his hard work get decimated by legions of the infected. 
 
    Never again. General Xin swore not to lose another colony. Humanity's morale couldn't take much more. Nor could his. If people were going to survive in the nightmare the world had become, they would need to adapt, change. 
 
    “Floaters!” yelled the solder at the helm of one of the dozen or so boats that made it out of the city.  
 
    Damn. I didn't even notice. Having been brought to his and every one else on a boat's attention, General Xin saw the floaters. They were infected who were bloated. Their extended bellies protruded above the water while serving as gruesome buoys.  
 
    “Don't shoot them if they get too close!” ordered General Xin.  
 
    Floaters were infected mines. When shot their bellies exploded, sending a mist full of the nanite virus into the surrounding air. That wasn't the only threat they posed. If a boat touched them they would spring to life and try to board the vessel.  
 
    Xin took out his pistol and started shooting the floaters. They popped like balloons releasing their infectious innards. The creatures wouldn't of posed a serious threat if it wasn't for their numbers. It didn't matter how his fishing boat maneuvered, he and the other passengers would have to run into and destroy some.  
 
    There is no survival without risk. General Xin knew what he had to do. “Put on your masks! Now!” 
 
    Kept in satchels that every high level member of Phoenix had attached to their waist at all times were gas masks. Just in case the virus went airborne they needed to be prepared, protected. 
 
    Dr. Ivanova and the three other soldiers with her and the General shot any floater, whether it got close or not. Their gas masks gave them the protection the other boats didn't have, but that wasn't enough.  
 
    Two floaters climbed onto the fishing vessel almost capsizing it. They were quickly dispatched by well aimed bullets. Infected guts splattered but didn't infect. The same couldn't be said for the others. 
 
    General Xin watched as floaters climbed onto some of the other boats. In a panic they shot at the creatures. Normally that would've been the right thing to do, but with floaters all they did was doom themselves.  
 
    After watching men and women under his command and protection get infected due to a simple desire to survive, Xin had a responsibility. He had to end them before they added to the enemies' numbers. Intent on doing it himself, he didn't give an order. Instead he put a bullet in the head of every newly infected denizen of Shanghai on the water. 
 
    Regrettable but necessary. Ivanova and Xin got clear of the bloated undead. The General looked back and saw all but two of the other boats struggling to make it through. He picked up his radio. 
 
    “Jiangshi?” General Xin radioed the aircraft carrier.  
 
    “This is Captain Long of Jiangshi,” answered a voice on the other end of the radio.  
 
    “Admiral, this is General Xin.” 
 
    “Sir, where are you?” 
 
    “Do any of you have a flashlight?” Xin asked the other passengers on his boat.  
 
    Ivanova had one. She took it out of her go bag and handed it over. The General turned it on and pointed it at the Jiangshi. With his free hand he covered the light and moved it in a pattern signaling the carrier.  
 
    “We see you, sir. Do you need a bird to pick you up?”  
 
    “We won't require a pick up, Captain. I need you to flatten the city and burn the water behind me.” General Xin knew that it was over. There was no point leaving all those potential recruits to become infected. 
 
    General Xin and everyone aboard his fishing boat covered their ears. They knew what was coming. And it was loud, the teeth rattling variety. 
 
    The massive guns of the Jiangshi blasted the beach. Shells as big as adolescents flew over General Xin, Dr. Ivanova and the rest of their shipmates. On impact they exploded, sending fire, debris and devastating blast waves. 
 
    Other guns on top of the Jiangshi riddled the water behind the General's boat. The other vessels were rendered into nothing but splinters. Their passengers turned to chum. 
 
    The Jiangshi didn't stop firing until General Xin got aboard. He was silent as he climbed the ladder onto the floating machine of war. From there he had a clear view of the remains of his city. A lesser man would've cried or at least teared up. It was in shambles, and smoke rose from burning buildings and bodies both. Undead screeches replaced the sounds of the once bustling city. There was nothing left. 
 
    The Jiangshi represented hope. General Xin was determined to propagate just that, despite the horrible blow that hope took that evening. So he turned away from Shanghai and turned towards the future. It was all he could do. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5: Church 
 
    The last thing that Amber remembered was laying her head down on a pillow. Before she knew it she wasn't aboard Haven. She was back in Dallas, at her house.  
 
    Amber's parents did all right for themselves, but her dad was a skinflint. Instead of getting a nice house with two floors where maybe she'd get some privacy, he chose a little ranch home. She hated it.  
 
    Amber's house had thin walls. She could hear everything. Often she heard her parents arguing. That all too familiar scenario was where she once again found herself. She was in a dimly lit version of her room.  
 
    The walls of her bedroom were covered in posters. Most were of her favorite bands. Some were from classic horror movies. She couldn't read any of the writing on them. They almost looked like they were written in some unknown language. What was on her walls was unimportant. It was what she heard through them. 
 
    Though she couldn't hear exactly what they were arguing about, Amber could hear the muffled sounds of their yells. She tried to move and leave her room but her limbs felt like they were moving underwater. It made it hard for her to put one foot in front of the other.  
 
    After some significant effort, she managed to exit her bedroom. As soon as she crossed the threshold into the hallway her parents' arguing stopped. It was dead silent. A sense of unease crept up on her. Something wasn't right.  
 
    There was a lamp that sat atop a small stand in the hallway. It was the only source of light. The closer Amber got to it, the dimmer it shined. By the time she reached it, it went out completely.  
 
    “Hey honey.” Amber heard her dad's voice. But for the life of her she couldn't figure out where it came from.  
 
    A cold slightly slimy hand grabbed Amber's arm. She tried to wrench it free. She couldn't. Another firmly grabbed her ankles.  
 
    Unseen by her, a force pushed her over onto her back. Suddenly she was back in her room. She tried to get up but couldn't. That's when she noticed that she was being held down by her shoulders. When she looked up at what was restraining her she saw the severely rotted corpse of her mother smiling down. A centipede crawled out of the toothless mouth of her dead mom and fell onto the teen's face. 
 
    As horrific as having her dead mom pinning her to her bedroom floor was, it was only the beginning. Her dead decaying father crawled up out of the hardwood and climbed on top of his daughter.  
 
    For the first time since before the outbreak, Amber felt something she hoped to never feel again. It was a nauseating sensation deep in her guts. There was also an overwhelming helplessness. That mix only came when her father would “visit” her at night.  
 
    Amber cringed at her dad's touch. He made his way up to her head. She made eye contact with the dead gelatinous spheres in his sockets. The horror leaned forward to kiss her on the forehead. There was nothing she could do to avoid it.  
 
    Before what was left of his lips touched her, his whole body turned into bullets. They cascaded over her. Her mom no longer restrained her. In fact, she was gone.  
 
    Amber slowly got up. She looked around and made sure there weren't anymore surprises waiting for her. There wasn't. Nor was she in her bedroom anymore.  
 
    Looking at her own sleeping self, Amber saw she was in their cabin aboard Haven. It wasn't only herself that slumbered, but her companions too. She tried to say something, anything. No words came out no matter how hard she tried.  
 
    She watched as a shadowy figure entered the cabin. It was as if shadows merged together to make something that resembled a human's form. A pair of meat puppet red eyes turned towards her. 
 
    The shadow person held up one of its hands. It presented it for Amber to see. That hand's fingers morphed into the shape of syringes.  
 
    She tried to warn Mack that the shadow person approached, but Amber still couldn't muster a word. All she could do was watch.  
 
    The shadow person closed his syringe laden fist leaving only his index finger (needle) extended. It took that finger and stuck it into one of Mack's arms. While it did so, the shadows laughed.  
 
    *** 
 
    Amber was woken up abruptly. Doing so to a teenager was never a good idea. They tend not to be jovial or understanding when forcefully shaken loose from their slumber. A growing gal needs her beauty sleep, right? 
 
    What the hell? Where's the fire? The sound of feet against metal floors was what awoke her. She looked out the always open door-less doorway. People hurried by, and it was clear that they were going somewhere. The question was where?  
 
    Amber groaned as she forced herself up out of her bunk. She couldn't sit up very far considering she picked the top bed. Her forehead bumped against the cold gray ceiling. Stupid wall. 
 
    When the sleep cleared from her eyes, she could see that she was the last one up. Stephanie and Mack were sitting on the bunk below her talking. She heard them but was still too tired to make any sense of their conversation. 
 
    The smell of coffee filled their cramped crew quarters aboard Haven. Shortly after waking up, Stephanie had managed to find her way to the mess hall and grabbed a couple of cups. She also got Amber an orange juice box and some toasted homemade bread. 
 
    “You sure you didn't have that before?” asked Stephanie. Her and Mack's voices were low as to not wake up their teenage companion.  
 
    “I'm sure,” Mack answered. 
 
    “Maybe you got bit by something back on the island?” 
 
    “It would've healed by now. I'm telling you, it looks like a needle mark. Someone stuck me with something. They must have done it just before I woke up, because this looks fresh.”  
 
    Amber looked over the edge of her bunk. She saw her two companions' legs. Mack's arm was held out for Stephanie to see. There was a red dot with a little dried blood dripping off of it.  
 
    “I don't know what to tell you. You might be right. But if someone did stick you, wouldn't one of us had seen them?” It almost sounded like Stephanie was trying to convince herself.  
 
    Should I say something? Will they think I'm a crazy person? Amber couldn't decide whether she should inform Mack of her dream. The memory of it quickly faded, but remained fresh enough that she remembered the shadow man. 
 
    Someone knocked on the wall just outside the trio's cabin. In unison they all looked to see who it was. The tall man with dreadlocks they saw when first boarding Haven, Josiah, appeared in the doorway.  
 
    “Good morning. I hope you all slept well.” He offered pleasantries from his mouth even though the rest of his face didn't convey the same pleasantness. 
 
    “We slept fine,” answered Stephanie, as she handed Amber her orange juice and danish. 
 
    “I'm glad to hear it. Now if you can get ready, the service is about to start.” 
 
    “Service?” asked Mack. 
 
    “Yes. The mother gives a sermon every Sunday. Attendance is mandatory.” 
 
    The service? Sermon? Is this guy talking about church? We're not going to freaking church. Do we look like church goers? These people must be crazy. There's no way we're going to… 
 
    “Sure. Give us a minute,” said Mack. He got up off the bottom bunk. 
 
    “Of course.” Josiah patiently waited with his back turned to the cabin.  
 
    “What!?” yelled Amber before jumping off the top bunk. Orange juice and danishes be damned. 
 
    “Calm down.” Mack wanted to avoid a scene in front of Josiah. 
 
    “Why? You don't believe in any of that crap. And neither do you.” She pointed first at Mack and then at Stephanie.  
 
    “No, we don't,” said Stephanie quietly.  
 
    “Than why!?” 
 
    “These people obviously take their religion seriously. We're their guests. We should try not to piss them off.” Mack finished his coffee then crumpled up his styrofoam cup. “C'mon. Let's get his over with.”  
 
    Amber reluctantly followed them. It was a silent trip up to the deck, on the opposite side of the gardens and livestock. Amber brought up the rear of their tiny caravan, dragging her feet.  
 
    From the lack of other crew members in the hallways, they figured they must've been late. 
 
    Finally the trio of survivors led by Josiah reached the deck of Haven. Every member of the crew stood out in front of a slightly elevated podium. Their collective attention was focused squarely on Jeanine, who was behind the platform preaching. The tall dreaded Josiah ushered them into the back of the “congregation” then joined his boss at the front. 
 
    This is some utter bullshit. Amber rolled her eyes as she listened to the mother of Haven go on and on about Jesus. In the world she's lived in since birth it seemed very unlikely that there was a loving God up in the heavens somewhere looking out for humanity. Even though she'd been alive for less than two decades, she'd seen more misery and suffered more than most who have lived double that. 
 
    Half way through the hour plus sermon, Amber completely tuned out Jeanine's voice. Instead, she focused on the open water all around them. She wondered where they were and where they were going. Then she spotted a dark blob in the water. 
 
    Bored by Jeanine and curious about what was out there swimming around, she wandered away from the crowd towards the edge of the ship. Even then she wasn't close enough to get a good look. So when she saw a pair of binoculars just laying on the floor next to the edge she picked them up. It must have of been providence. 
 
    Amber didn't know what she expected to see, but it wasn't an infected orca. The whale undead was chasing one of its uninfected kin. Just as the scene got too far away for her to see, even with the binoculars, the creature decided to cannibalize its relative. 
 
    As Amber drifted off, Mack paid close attention to every word Jeanine said. He wanted to make sure that the residents of Haven were just very religious and not a cult, because as strong as he was, he wouldn't be able to fight a ship full of zealots.  
 
    “Again we face a great flood. This time there are no great rains. There is no natural catastrophe. This is a flood of mans' own making! It was men who made the virus! It was men who released it! It was men who thought they could play God!” Jeanine had a wild look in her eyes as she ventured into wrath of God territory. 
 
    “All of us here are the chosen few. We are the future of mankind. Here on this great ark we continue our voyage that rivals Moses himself. I can assure every last one of you that when this storm finally passes, we'll be the ones building a better world. No matter what we have to do. That is God's will...” 
 
    Mack looked down at his arm. The needle mark was long gone, but the dry blood was still there. No matter what, huh?  
 
    “That is our will!” said Jeanine and the entire congregation in unison.  
 
    “Before we get to our daily duties, let's read a passage from Psalms...” Jeanine instructed the congregation to open up their bibles and read aloud with her. That was about the time that Mack had heard enough. 
 
    He looked behind him in order to make sure that Amber was still there. She wasn't. He didn't panic but he was anxious to find her. 
 
    Where'd you go, girlie girl? Mack didn't have to look for long. Amber stood near the edge of the deck with a pair of binoculars, looking out at the ocean. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” he asked as he walked up to her. At first she couldn't hear him over the sound of recited bible verses. 
 
    “Amber?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “What ya looking at?”  
 
    “Anything but that crazy lady up there.”  
 
    Mack smiled. “She does lay it on a bit thick, doesn't she?”  
 
    Amber turned to him. From her eye contact and voice, he could tell that she was being serious. “I got a really bad feeling about this place. Something's not right.”  
 
    You and me both kiddo. “Wasn't coming here your and Stephanie's idea?”  
 
    It was a rhetorical question. Amber knew it.  
 
    “Yeah but that was before we know that these people were crazy bible thumpers.”  
 
    “Fair enough. But we can't leave. Where are we going to go? Look around us. There's nothing but ocean open in every direction. We have to deal with it until this thing docks somewhere.” Mack tried to rationalize the situation. The truth was that he didn't want to admit to Amber that he too had a really bad feeling about Haven. 
 
    “We need to be ready,” Amber said as she looked back out over the edge of the deck at the seemingly endless ocean.  
 
    “I agree,” said Mack.  
 
    Both of them watched the waves. Neither of them noticed that Stephanie was still watching Jeanine. She was interested. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6: Landfall 
 
    The Jiangshi traveled across the Yellow Sea into the Pacific Ocean. From there it crossed the Banda and Arafura Sea. It briefly stopped in Indonesia and New Guinea for fuel and more food. Then it was on to Oz. 
 
    Nestled in the Gulf of Carpentaria thirty miles from the northern coast was the Australian city of Borroloola. It wasn't a paradise but that wasn't the point. The city was isolated and it didn't host a large population. Combine that with the size of the country, the fact that it was an island, and the Phoenix base there, made it an ideal place to start anew. All they had to do was get there. 
 
    Phoenix wasn't necessarily looking to build a new Shanghai in Northern Australia. Or at least not in Borroloola. It had a hot arid climate with a limited number of resources needed to start a new world. But it was a safe place to begin. In the end, that was what was most important.  
 
    The sooner we get off this ship, the better. General Xin wasn't fond of being out on the ocean. He didn't get sea sick or anything like that. He just didn't like it. 
 
    Xin stood on the inclined end of the Jiangshi deck. Originally it was designed to launch airplanes. Without any planes it was just a good place to be alone and look out upon the new world he was about to arrive in.  
 
    The waters in the Gulf of Carpentaria were a beautiful turquoise. From the lighter color it was clear to the General that the water was shallow. That was why Captain Long insisted that they drop anchor and not move an inch closer to the beaches of Northern Australia.  
 
    High above the slowly churning waters of the gulf, General Xin could see the shoreline. Despite being a little rough, the coast had plenty of places for him and his men to come ashore and unload their supplies. But they needed to get to it. The heat and daylight schemed to spoil those plans.  
 
    Shanghai, where Xin was born and raised, got hot at times. During the summer especially it became a rough place to walk around outside. That said, it had nothing on Australia in November. The average was thirty degrees Celsius (eighty six degrees Fahrenheit). The day of their arrival wasn't an average day. A thermometer on the deck of the Jiangshi read forty six.  
 
    Refusing to take off his uniform, even though there was no more People's Liberation Army, General Xin slowly roasted under a cloudless sky. He believed that it was important to keep up appearances. If he was going to lead the remains of the Phoenix Organization, than he should look the part.  
 
    Is that them? It better be. And they better have a good excuse as to what took them so long. General Xin spotted the dingy containing the scouts he sent to make sure the shore was secure. He sent them five hours earlier.  
 
    Xin walked down the sloped end of the Jiangshi. A short but strong and grizzled man waited for him. It was Captain Long. He had made it quite clear since the General gave him orders to leave Asia that he was not happy. Thing was, that didn't matter. Like any good military man, he followed orders issued to him from a higher ranked officer. 
 
    “The scout team is on its way back. I need them back up on the Jiangshi as quick as possible so they can be debriefed. I need you to oversee the transport of supplies onto the beach.” General Xin spouted orders as soon as he got within earshot of Captain Long.  
 
    “Sir, may I speak freely?” 
 
    General Xin sighed. “Of course, Captain.”  
 
    “Might I suggest that we wait until tomorrow morning before unloading onto the shore.”  
 
    Captain Long, you are so predictable. Always the careful option. Look where careful has gotten us. No matter how safe we think we are, the creatures always find us. We will not run. We will not cower. We will not show fear. Never again.  
 
    “While I appreciate your input Captain, I do not plan on spending another night on this ship. Neither will my men. Now, make sure those scouts get back on board and oversee the supply transport. That is an order.” General Xin walked away before Long had a chance to say anything. 
 
    Unable to disobey a direct order, Captain Long walked away fuming. He did as General Xin said. The first thing he had to do was make sure the scout team got back aboard safely.  
 
    It was a considerable distance from the water to the deck of the Jiangshi. A long rope ladder was the easiest and quickest way for sailors to get back on board. So Captain Long ordered one to be deployed. 
 
    They had to fight the surf, but the scout team in the dingy managed to steady their raft and start climbing the ladder. Immediately Captain Long noticed something was wrong. There were only four, instead of the five scouts that Xin sent out.  
 
    General Xin had the unnerving ability and habit of sneaking up behind people. One wouldn't know he was even there unless he spoke. He quietly watched the scout team climb onto the Jiangshi from behind Captain Long. And he didn’t like what he saw.  
 
    “What took you so long? This was meant to be a two hour long reconnaissance mission. And where is your lieutenant?” asked General Xin. 
 
    “We lost him shortly after landing, sir,” answered one of the members of the scout team. 
 
    “You lost him?” 
 
    “A snake, sir. It bit him minutes after landing. The snake was infected. We did what we had to do. Once he was dead we followed protocol and burnt the body and buried his remains. It took longer than we expected, sir.” 
 
    So the virus has reached every corner of the planet. This is not unexpected, but still disappointing. 
 
    “Understood soldier. What of the beach?” 
 
    “It is safe, sir. Other than the infected wildlife, there are no infected humans within miles. We were not able to search the town, but we scanned and did not get any hits on thermals. The beach is clear.” 
 
    “Good. We make for the shore.” General Xin walked away, rightly expecting his men to follow his command.  
 
    *** 
 
    The sun started to set before the move from the Jiangshi to the beaches of Borroloola began. And when it did get underway, progress was slow. There weren't many transportation options at Phoenix's disposal.  
 
    With what little boats they had, the remnants of Phoenix made for the beach. General Xin was in the lead boat, alongside his number one, Dr. Ivanova. His crew kept their eyes on the water. The last thing any of them wanted was to get attacked by infected wildlife. They were all but helpless in that stretch of water. 
 
    We need to move faster. They will catch up with us soon. I cannot let any of them know we are in danger. Unlike his men, General Xin's attention was not on the water. He knew where the real threat came from. 
 
    Hours before the fall of Shanghai, the General received a call. Not only had no one called him on his satellite phone for months, but who was on the other end was unexpected.  
 
    For years before the outbreak, Phoenix (which was then a corporation who developed and produced chemical weapons for countries across the world) and Galatea were competitors. They competed for military contracts and influence in the Asia, Africa and the Americas. It was a competition that Phoenix was winning. 
 
    There were theories floating around among those in the know that Galatea released the nanite virus as a last ditch attempt to overtake their rivals. The idea was that they released a virus that only they had the cure for. Those theories were wrong. They didn't take into account a crazed CEO who thought he could build a better world. 
 
    Wrong or right, the conspiracy theories about Galatea and the nanite virus persisted. Eventually they reached the ears of Phoenix, who joined a union of China, India, Russia and Japan against the growing hordes of infected. Together they fought against and destroyed Galatea bases across the continent. 
 
    It didn't take long before Galatea was at war with the world. The thing was, they won. Crazy as he was, Ted Gorman was brilliant. Strategic placing of headquarters and virus delivery systems made them nearly impossible to destroy. Combine that with their unparalleled understanding of the nanite virus and formidable force of mercenaries and other armies for hire, and the world was faced with a seemingly insurmountable foe. 
 
    A man who identified himself as Sebastian made General Xin an offer through their satellite phone conversation. It was simple really. Either Phoenix completely surrendered and got folded into Galatea, or he promised to burn their jewel, their crowning achievement, Shanghai, to the ground. The General refused. 
 
    Though technically, General Xin ordered the Jiangshi to destroy Shanghai, it was only due to being overrun by infected. It appeared that Sebastian kept his promise to see the city razed. And the General knew that Galatea was unlikely to just let him and the remains of Phoenix go free. It was only a matter of time before they came for them. 
 
    General Xin kept his eyes on the air and distant water. He wanted to spot Galatea before they attacked. It was an attack that he was sure was coming. That was why he insisted on unloading the Jiangshi as soon as possible. A battleship made for a convenient target, consolidating all of Phoenix in one place. How could anyone pass up the chance to take all of them out at once?  
 
    Other than the sound of the surf, Xin heard nothing but the low hum of boat engines. It didn't feel right. Was it because he was so used to things going wrong that a smooth operation freaked him out? No, the General didn't “freak” out. He was as cool a customer as they come.  
 
    Captain Long oversaw the unloading of cargo off the Jiangshi. By his estimation it was going to take a couple more trips back and forth from the beach. The sooner it was over the better. Then he could go back to his quarters and get a good night's sleep before informing the General that he was taking his crew and battleship as far away as possible. As far as he was concerned, Phoenix was just about over. There was no reason to stick around and watch it end. 
 
    “Captain!” Long heard someone call him. 
 
    When he turned to see who it was, Captain Long not only saw one of his men running up to him, but he also spotted light in the distant sky. And they were getting closer fast.  
 
    “Sir, we got some hits on radar. Three planes are coming in, straight at us, sir.” Captain Long's subordinate was almost out of breath.  
 
    “I know. Get some men on the FN-6's and Type 95's. Shoot those bastard down before they get any closer.” Captain Long gave the orders to man the anti aircraft missiles and guns, even though he knew it was futile. Judging from how high the oncoming planes were and how fast they approached, he figured they were fighter jets. Chances were they were too quick. If they got lucky and took one of them out with the missiles, two were more than enough to sink the undermanned ship. 
 
    Long decided not to warn General Xin. What good would it do? It wouldn't stop the planes. It wouldn't save anyone. Instead he simply accepted what was coming.  
 
    In the front pocket of his shirt, Captain Long kept a cigar. It was a gift from his daughter a little over a year before the outbreak. Apparently it was from Cuba, a real Havana stogie. He never smoked it. His little girl died shortly after the outbreak. He never smoked it. His wife got infected. He never smoked it. Shanghai fell. He never smoked it. Staring death bearing down on him from the sky at a fevered pace made him bite off the end and put it in his mouth.  
 
    The Type 95 anti aircraft guns started firing. If one wanted to know how they sounded, all they would have to do is imagine cannons fired like machine guns. It was deafening. Captain Long didn't care. He was too busy looking in his pockets for his lighter.  
 
    Next up were the FN-6 anti aircraft missile launchers. With a swoosh the explosive projectiles bore down on their targets. Bright flares were released from the fighter jets. They diverted the missiles and blew them up a safe distance from the planes.  
 
    Captain Long lit his cigar.  
 
    From the boats heading towards the beach, General Xin watched helplessly as the Jiangshi was assaulted from above. He watched as burning phosphorous lit up tracer rounds that tried to hit unseen fighter jets. They looked like living deadly dotted lines.  
 
    Missiles exploded in the air. It happened too far away from General Xin for him to feel a blast wave, but he did see the water around him rippled in the opposite direction. 
 
    “Who's... Why is someone attacking?” asked Dr. Ivanova who stood next to Xin. Her already fairly big almond shaped eyes were wide as saucers as she watched the light show in the air.  
 
    General Xin didn't answer. Instead he just kept watching. 
 
    One of the jets flew over then screamed past the Jiangshi. Captain Long watched a bomb fall straight towards him and his ship. He took a deep drag from his Cuban cigar. The earthy tasting smoke rolled down his throat. When he exhaled it had very subtle hints of citrus. It was good.  
 
    There were many terrible ways to die in the post outbreak world. The most unfortunate ones get kidnapped, tortured, and even raped by raiders or other twisted groups of survivors. Another bad end would be getting eaten alive or shredded by infected. A lack of hygiene and doctors made disease a real problem. Or you could get shot. To Captain Long, getting blown up, an instantaneous death, seemed like a good deal. Plus the struggle to survive would finally be over. 
 
    General Xin watched as the bomb hit the deck of the Jiangshi. That time he felt the heat from the gigantic ball of flame. It was blown into his face by a sizable blast wave. 
 
    Once they got over the initial surprise of the bomb blast, General Xin, Dr. Ivanova and those fortunate enough to be heading towards the shore, were subject to the sounds of burning men. They also watched as other sailors jumped into the Gulf of Carpentaria. Some of them were on fire. Others just didn't want to be aboard when another bomb hit. 
 
    Sure enough, another bomb fell on the Jiangshi. The second one hit the tower on the deck. A third hit the back end. Those were enough to sink the vessel.  
 
    They're going to come for us next. Unless… “Kill any lights!” yelled General Xin. He realized there was a good chance that none of the planes saw them. Before setting out from the Jiangshi, each boat was instructed only to use as much light as absolutely necessary. A cloudless sky and a full moon made it possible to navigate with none. 
 
    The Jiangshi began to sink into the Gulf. Some of the sailors who abandoned ship were able to survive the bombing. That didn't mean they were safe. Not in the post outbreak world.  
 
    Those who jumped overboard weren't in the water long before they noticed pairs of red eyes under the black waters. All sorts of things went through their heads. Most feared that sharks were going to eat them before making it to shore. They were wrong. 
 
    Infected saltwater crocodiles snuck up on the swimming sailors. Camouflaged by the reflected fires of the sinking battleship and dark night time waters, it wasn't hard for the creatures. At first the men and women were silently picked off one by one. When the remaining Jiangshi survivors realized what was happening they screamed and pleaded for help from Xin and his supply boats. Help wasn't coming. 
 
    General Xin saw the sheer amount of red eyes that converged on the area around the sinking Jiangshi. There was no saving them. It might have been a little cold hearted, but his and the other boats needed to keep moving. Once the crocodiles were done with the sailors in the water, they'd probably come after them. And unlike sharks, crocs had no problem coming ashore.  
 
    “Can this move any faster?” General Xin asked the man at the wheel of his boat. It wasn't a question asked out of cowardice. He knew that if he and his men didn't hurry they'd face the same fate as the Jiangshi crew.  
 
    The man at the wheel of Xin's boat pushed the engine to its limit. He put so much stress on it that smoke started to bellow out. Still, he didn't let up.  
 
    The bottom of General Xin's boat scraped against the sand and stone of the beach. Within seconds he jumped out. His usually immaculate shoes and uniform got soaked as he walked through nearly knee high water. He grabbed a rope from inside the vessel and took it onto dry land.  
 
    After tying the rope to the nearest tree, he rushed back to help unload the supplies. The more they could unload before the infected crocodiles came, the better. Other Phoenix members got out of their boats and did the same, following his lead.  
 
    We are making it to Borroloola. I do not care what it takes. Or how many lives it will cost. The Phoenix always rises. General Xin coordinated the unloading of the boats. He made it very clear they needed to hurry. Death shaped in the form of a thousand plus pounds of scaly muscle was almost done eating, and hungry for more.  
 
    Getting the supplies off the boat was cumbersome. It was made even harder by the lack of light. Since they could still hear the planes overhead, they had no choice but to keep it dark.  
 
    Not one to be lazy, General Xin helped unload supplies also. The good news was that they were packed in water tight buoyant containers. The bad news? There was a whole lot of them.  
 
    It took almost half an hour to get everything onto the beach. From there they had to drag them further inland. As long as they got them far enough from the water, that would be satisfactory. 
 
    General Xin took one last look back. Almost on cue, a dozen or so pairs of red glowing eyes poked up above the surface of the water. For the first time he could remember, he wished that he would have heard screeches. The silent creep of the crocodiles was so much worse.  
 
    “Get to higher ground! Now!” ordered Xin. He took out his sidearm and backed away from the creatures. That's when he noticed that not everyone was out of the water.  
 
    A lower level member of Phoenix, who manged to survive Shanghai, struggled to unhook a container that didn't look quite the same as the others. Not only was it a different color (red instead of gray), it was packed differently. Unlike the other containers it was strapped onto the boat. 
 
    “Leave it!” shouted General Xin. He was able to restrain himself from shooting the first of the infected crocodiles who crawled up out of the water. His men and women just got done dragging heavy boxes through the sand. They weren't ready for a fight, and not all of them were even aware that the creatures were coming for them. If he started shooting there would have been panic.  
 
    “Use your knife!” yelled Dr. Ivanova. It was the first time Xin heard the doc since they left the Jiangshi.  
 
    General Xin took his eyes off the infected crocodiles for a second to give Dr. Ivanova a sideways glance. “Forget it! Run!” 
 
    The Phoenix member still in the water decided to do as his General said and completely let go of the red container. He tried to run to the dry sand but found the wet version below his feet hampered his speed. In the end, he wasn't fast enough. 
 
    An infected croc lunged up out of the water. It grabbed the fleeing Phoenix member by the top of his thigh. There was no helping him at that point. Still, he was technically under General Xin's command. 
 
    “Fire!” General Xin shot the poor bastard who was in the clutches of one of the creature's maw. Better just to put him out of his misery before the infected saltwater crocodile went into a death roll.  
 
    The rest of the men and women on the beach turned and opened fire on the crocodiles as soon as they heard their General let off a few rounds. With as much firepower as they brought with them, they figured they'd be able to handle the infected pretty handily. But the crocs already came with thick scaly hides that turned to body armor under the influence of the nanite virus. Bullets had little effect. 
 
    “Hold your fire and fall back!” ordered General Xin. He released the magazine from his pistol and let it drop to the sand. After reloading he turned away from the infected crocodiles and started climbing the slight incline up off the beach. 
 
    Most of General Xin's men followed him. Those that didn't or couldn't became dessert for the infected crocs. Though they couldn't see them, the survivors heard their comrades being eaten. It was disturbing to say the least. 
 
    Motivated by a desire not to meet the same fate as those still on the beach, the remains of Phoenix followed their General further into dry land. There was no other viable option. 
 
    Upon reaching the apex of the small hill that separated the beach from the more stable drier lands, General Xin quickly scanned his surroundings. He knew what was needed was some shelter. And if he didn't find some, he and his men were screwed. Eventually the infected crocodiles (or something worse) would catch them and pick them off. 
 
    That will have to do. General Xin spotted what looked to be a hut. It was hard to see what condition it was in through the curtain of the night. 
 
    “This way!” General Xin rushed towards the structure. His men followed, constantly looking behind themselves in order to spot any undead crocodiles that followed. Sure enough, just as their General predicted, sets of red glowing eyes started to emerge over the hill's horizon. 
 
    The front door of the hut was closed. Not willing to let a padlock stop him, Xin took the butt of his gun and started whacking away at it. After about ten hits, the lock broke off. Not as young as he once was, all that exertion winded him, but there was no time to catch his breath. 
 
    Xin made sure that all his remaining men and women got in the medium sized one room hut. Before retreating inside himself he took a look to see how close the infected crocs were. Most of them were up the hill and heading straight for him. 
 
    “Everyone to the center of the room! Press your backs together! Prepare to defend yourself!” General Xin barked out orders as he joined his men and women. “Bar the door!”  
 
    In a burst of ingenuity that is often only found in life or death situations, the Phoenix members managed to tie the door closed with some rope. It wasn't as good as a lock or an actual metal or wooden bar, but that didn't matter. All that did was that it kept the door closed. 
 
    It was pitch black inside. At first all General Xin and the Phoenix members heard was each others' breathing. Then came the first bang on the outside walls.  
 
    Hashed together with pieces of corrugated metal and plywood, the hut wasn't terribly sturdy. Whoever built it must have only been concerned with keeping wind and rain out, not re-animated corpses. 
 
    The infected crocodiles slammed their heads, bodies and tails against the walls of the hut. Little pieces of the structure fell off and landed in the sandy dirt. Time was running out.  
 
    “Wait until they break through!” commanded General Xin. He pointed his pistol at the walls, tracking the latest banging noise. 
 
    The first scaly snout pushed through a wooden board near one of the corners of the hut. Several of the Phoenix members shot at it. Sound had no where to go inside the small enclosed structure. Instead of being released out into open air, it ricocheted from wall to wall. It didn't take long before no one inside could hear a damn thing. 
 
    Another infected crocodile burst through one of the walls. The creature managed to snag a foot. With a quickness not expected of a thousand pound reptile, it dragged the foot's owner to the wall, colliding with it. After a struggle the Phoenix member managed to get free but not before losing a leg. He didn't have to suffer long. 
 
    Soon after forcefully getting his leg amputated, the Phoenix member's veins and the blood flowing through them turned black. He screeched. Seconds later he got a bullet to his head and two to his chest from his comrades.  
 
    General Xin couldn't help but notice how rapidly the nanite virus took over. If he and any of his remaining team got infected, they would have only seconds before turning. It was valuable but distressing information. 
 
    More and more of the nanite crocodiles barged their way through the bottom of the hut's walls. General Xin's group tried its best to repel them. They managed to stay alive for the most part. Each one of them knew that sooner or later they'd be overrun. All they could pray for was a miracle.  
 
    Just as it looked like the hut off the beaches of the Gulf of Carpentaria was about to become a buffet, a loud explosion got everyone and everything's attention. From the flash of light in the sky it was clear that something in the air was just taken out.  
 
    I know that sound. Those are thirty millimeter automatic canons. General Xin lowered his pistol. The tables had been turned. No longer interested in meat, the infected retreated. That miracle that his group prayed for actually came true. 
 
    “General!?” Xin heard a voice speaking Cantonese over a loud speaker or some kind of PA system. “General, are you in there?” 
 
    One of Xin's men cut the ropes barring the door and the General went outside. Half of the nanite crocodiles that were attacking just moments before were dead. They had bullet holes as big as grapefruits in their hides. Black blood stained the sand and grass. It looked more like an oil spill than anything else. 
 
    Hovering above him, General Xin saw a helicopter. It was Chinese. On the side, near one of the lights was a red circle with an orange flaming bird curled up inside. The chopper was from the Phoenix organization. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7: Galatea Air 
 
    There wasn't a name for what was locked up in the hull of the refitted 787. Once, what seemed like a lifetime ago (in many ways it was), all three of the prisoners had names, they had families, friends, lives. Galatea stole not only all that from them, but they also took their humanity. There would be a reckoning, sooner rather than later.  
 
    “How far out are we?” asked Sebastian Monticello, the CEO of Galatea Systems. He reclined in one of the leather seats his predecessor, Ted Gorman, outfitted the 787 with.  
 
    “Fifteen minutes? The pilot said we were already making our descent,” answered Denise, his assistant and lover.  
 
    “Good.” Sebastian got up. “Very good.” 
 
    “Sir, the seat belt light is still on. Perhaps it would be best if...”  
 
    “I'm just getting myself a drink. It's what, ten feet away? I think I'll be alright.” Sebastian calmly strolled over to the bar. 
 
    “Mr. Monticello?” Isaac was the third person in the room and completed a triangle of trust. He and Denise were the only two Sebastian confided in. The CEO gave them their marching orders and they saw that they were carried out by the rest of the company.  
 
    “Hm, what's that Issac?” The CEO dropped two ice cubes into his drink. 
 
    “I suggest that I lead the team. What do you think?”  
 
    “No, I want to keep you with me, with us. Mack Ericsson is a very dangerous man. He proved as much back in the States. We'll let the canon fodder take down that so called Haven. They'll capture the anomaly and bring him back. There's no reason for you to risk your life needlessly. Besides. I sent one of the Alphas with the strike team. If the men fail, it won't. And it needs to come back to get it's serum.” Sebastian was very confident in his plan.  
 
    Down in cells, the leader of the Alphas, an alpha Alpha if you will, examined its cage. Through eyes that were formed and evolved by machines, it saw bars made of a new magnesium alloy. It was the strongest metal known by man. 
 
    The leader of the Alphas didn't just see metal bars though. At least not how humans saw them. It was able to break them down into the elements that they consisted of, and it liked what it saw. 
 
    Free, cage. The Alpha leader was able to put together the most basic of thoughts and words, but it learned more and got better everyday. Plus it had the ability to wireless communicate with the other two Alphas in the cages next to him and even the one heading with a Galatea strike team towards Haven. It's message was clear to all of them. 
 
    “Again, with respect, Sebastian, I don't know if that was a great idea.” Issac was not comfortable about sending out a relatively new and undeniably dangerous creature out with a team of his men. There wasn't enough information on how the Alphas would interact with human handlers. He'd never admit it but he was afraid that those men sent to find Mack would never come back. Though he was a bastard, he wasn't crazy. Their impending deaths already weighed heavy on his barely existent conscience. 
 
    “You're right, it wasn't a great idea. It's an amazing idea. Think about it.” Sebastian sat back down at the short table with his right hand woman and left hand man. “I'm not Gorman. I'm not nuts. I wouldn't send your men out with a monster without good reason.”  
 
    Issac gave Sebastian a look that said: “What reason?”  
 
    “It's a field test. But a controlled one. We've taken every precaution in order to make sure the Alphas stay in line. Trust me.” Sebastian had the utmost confidence in the decision to let an Alpha tag along with the strike team. 
 
    “Wasn't that what Shanghai was?”  
 
    “They were out on their own in Shanghai. From that operation we learned that they were able to coordinate, control and command other infected. Now we need to know if they can work side by side with the uninfected. Dr. Michaels left us an amazing gift,” said Sebastian.  
 
    The reason why the “gift” was left was due to the fact that the mad scientist of the Los Angeles facility was murdered under the new CEO's orders. All of those loyal to Ted Gorman and his ways of thinking were taken out within days of the regime change.  
 
    Sebastian waved his hand over a console on the table. Four projectors placed on the walls turned on and brought up a holographic computer screen. Those same cameras tracked his hand movements, making a mouse and keyboard out of thin air.  
 
    “The Alphas,” said Sebastian as he brought up a bunch of digital documents and pictures pertaining to the Alpha Program. “Our late not so great Mr. Gorman had a dream to improve upon humanity. He wanted to make them faster, stronger and immune from all disease and cancers. In his twisted mind he believed that if he killed enough people, the remaining ones could receive the finished nanite virus and rebuild humanity, better then before. 
 
    “So in secret Mr. Crazy Pants decided to keep testing the virus on prisoners in his little lab in Vegas. And wouldn't you know it, he succeeded. After kidnapping Mack Ericsson...” Sebastian swiped his hand and brought up another file. It contained a picture and detailed history of Mack. “He infected Ericsson with a perfected version of the nanite virus. That's after he infected himself. Then, as if that wasn't enough, he let his Viking pet get away, and later got killed by him. 
 
    “Our former boss's death would have been funny, even poetic, if it wasn't for what was lost in the process. Gorman's body burned, taking the secrets of his perfected virus with him. Now we need to find this guy if we have any hope of finishing the work his majesty started,” explained Sebastian. He pointed at the picture of Mack. 
 
    “But I digress. The failures of Ted Gorman paved the way for the success of Dr. Michaels. After successfully creating a strain of nanites that could follow orders, the next step was taken. Creating a completely artificial life form. Well... I don''t really get he specifics. Why not let the man himself explain it?” Sebastian waved his hand again. 
 
    A video player came up on the holographic screen. On it appeared Galatea's own Dr. Michaels. There was a big triangular play button over his face.  
 
    Me. Make part. Make part me? Now. The leader of the Alphas touched the bars of his cell with his organic metal hands. They scraped as he ran them across the Magnesium alloy. For the first time in its short life, it smiled.  
 
    To say that what happened next felt strange to the leader wouldn't be completely accurate. What it did feel was through artificial sensors, not skin and nerve endings. But when it absorbed the magnesium alloy into its metallic body, it felt exhilarating.  
 
    Sensing that the new metal was stronger than what its body was composed of, the lead Alpha rebuilt itself with it. First were it's legs. They unraveled and reformed, better. Then it changed it's torso and arms. Last to transform was it's head. 
 
    No cell. Free. Strong. The lead Alpha stepped out of its prison in the bowels of the 787. It looked around. There was a narrow hallway, and at one end was a wall, the other a closed glass door with a Galatea logo on it. Standing on the other side of the glass were two armed soldiers. 
 
    “This is the Mimic Strain,” explained Dr. Michaels in his recorded video message. Next to him a scientific diagram of the engineered virus came up. “It's a completely different beast than our base nanite virus. Unlike that strain, the Mimic variation wasn't made to affect an organic being. It needs no host. In fact, just the opposite. It creates the host. Let me elaborate.” 
 
    In the video, Dr. Michaels sat down in front of a desk with various objects on it. There was a wooden model of the human figure typically used by artists. There was a plastic brain that could be dissembled for teaching purposes, and there were a couple of metal bars.  
 
    “Where to start. I know. We'll start with the brain.” Dr. Michaels picked up the plastic brain from the desk in front of him. “This is the most complex organ in the human or any other body. I'm not going to list all the reasons because they should be self evident. If we were going to build a new life form from scratch, we had to give it a brain.  
 
    “The way the Mimic virus works, it's a living thing. And it has the ability to record, absorb and perfectly replicate almost any material it observes. So we harvested the brains of the freshly deceased and put them in a box with a vial of the virus. To our delight, in the morning there were two identical brains.  
 
    “So, we moved on and gave the virus the chance to replicate the rest of a human body. Like the brain, it worked perfectly. All we had to do was replicate an entire person all at once. The problem was that all the test subjects were too weak. Yes, the first Alphas were strong, but they lacked something.  
 
    “That's when you walked into my lab, sir. The illustrious CEO Mr. Ted Gorman. You volunteered to be replicated. Your biology was different. It was frankly magnificent. You were the perfect being. When the first of the new wave of Alphas mimicked you, immediately we knew we hit pay dirt. 
 
    “The Alphas have your ability to regenerate at a rapid rate and the potential for a genius level intellect. The more time we give them, the smarter and stronger they will get. Much like yourself, sir. There is no limit as to what they can and will become. 
 
    “Soon your 'children' will be ready for the field. Your dream of a world full of new and superior beings will be fulfilled. I await you activation order.”  
 
    The video ended.  
 
    “So you're fulfilling the psycho's dream? Congratulations, Sebastian.” Issac was a bit upset. Not being with his team as they went out into the field still bugged him.  
 
    The lead Alpha slowly and quietly reached the glass door with the two Galatea guards on the other side. Tendons, muscles and bones in its forearms unraveled, shifted and sharpened into thin knives. Their tips and edges were as sharp, if not sharper, than anything man has produced.  
 
    With a simultaneous thrust, the knives easily passed through the relatively thick glass and pierced the guards' throats. Blood sprayed from their carotid arteries as they fell down to the floor. The lead Alpha looked down at the console that controlled the lock on the glass door.  
 
    Open? The lead Alpha tilted its head sideways as it examined the console and lock. It looked like a confused dog. In reality it was looking through the outer layer of metal and into the innards of the mechanism. Understanding how to be a living thing might have been confusing to it, but machines were not.  
 
    Yes. Hears voices. Free too. Through wireless signals, the other two Alphas locked up in the cells next to the leader's asked to be freed as well. 
 
    The lead Alpha didn't feel any kinship or connections with the others even though they were the only other ones of their kind (minus the one on its way to Haven). Still, it found itself stepping away from the console towards the other cells. 
 
    After walking up to one of the cells holding another Alpha, the leader locked glowing yellow eyes with it's brethren. It pointed at the bars. Then it pointed at it's own body. The creature walked away and did the same in front of the other Alpha. Both got what was being communicated to them.  
 
    The other two Alpha's absorbed the magnesium alloy. As their bodies transformed, their leader returned to the door console. It held out its hand close to it with its palm facing upwards. Nanites detached themselves from his metallic skin and jumped onto and into the mechanism.  
 
    In a matter of seconds the little light on the door console turned green. There was beep, then the door opened. The lead Alpha looked back and saw the other two standing behind him, waiting to follow. 
 
    “I'm sure you're probably wondering what I'm getting at. I'm sure you're wondering what Mack Ericsson has to do with the Alphas. Dr. Michaels was able to create powerful and dangerous weapons with the Mimic strain. They are perfect in almost every way. Except they aren't human. 
 
    “Mr. Ericsson is human and has many of the enhancements the Alphas have but isn't as strong or durable. That is why we need to capture him and harvest as much organic material from him as possible. 
 
    “If we manage to combine the Alphas and the perfected nanite strain within Mr. Ericsson, we will have what we need to truly rebuild. And all of this destruction, all this death, all this awful shit will have been for something. I don't want to say it would have all been worth it, but in many ways it all would've been.” Sebastian finally made his point. 
 
    “I get what you're saying, but how do you plan on keeping the Alphas under control?” asked Isaac.  
 
    “Dr. Michaels made sure to program a fail safe into the Mimic virus. Every nanite in their bodies are programmed to shut down after twenty four hours if a serum full of nanites that extend that time frame aren't introduced into their systems. In other words, they need us humans to keep on living,” answered Sebastian, confident in each word he said.  
 
    The Alphas took in every detail of the 787's cargo area as they made their way towards the ladder that led to passenger area of the plane. Most of what they saw was new to them. Their minds cataloged it all.  
 
    Upon reaching the ladder, the lead Alpha couldn't see much of the ceiling of the fuselage. But it could hear all sorts of things. Chief amongst them were the voices of the staff just up above.  
 
    In way. Eliminate. The lead Alpha pointed up the ladder. Its two brethren knew what their leader wanted. Instead of climbing, they simply jumped up to the fuselage.  
 
    As the other two Alphas made mince meat out of the three stewardesses and staff who were chatting near the ladder opening, the leader calmly climbed up. It wasn't surprised to see blood and flesh covering the walls, ceiling and floor. Its two other brethren weren't nearly as elegant and efficient in killing as itself. Frankly, they were messy.  
 
    The lead Alpha searched. It was looking for the only piece of leverage it's captors had over it. That search was so all consuming that it didn't see the Galatea security officer standing fifteen feet away, frozen in fear. 
 
    With shrill screeches, the two omega Alphas sprinted towards the trembling officer. The first one to reach him impaled the man with a spike that formed out of its shoulder. It pinned the dead man against the wall of the fuselage, and in doing so it punctured the hull. 
 
    “What's that sound?” asked Isaac. He referred to the loud and pretty annoying siren that filled the entirety of the 787.  
 
    “It's the alarm. I'll go ask the pilot what's going on.” Denise sprung into action. Things like that were her specialty. She was all over it. 
 
    The plane started to rock a bit as Denise struggled to keep her balance in heels. She had a couple of close calls. Just as she reached for the door to the cockpit it flew open. In the doorway was the co-pilot.  
 
    “What did you guys do!” he yelled. In the split second that Denise could see inside the cockpit she saw the pilot frantically pressing buttons as all manner of alerts blared from the consoles. The door shut.  
 
    Denise gave the co-pilot a puzzled look. “Nothing.”  
 
    “You guys did something. The cabin is de-pressurizing. Under the seats there should be oxygen masks. Put them on and strap yourselves in!” ordered the co-pilot.  
 
    “What!? Why!?” demanded Sebastian. It was getting harder to breath. A roaring noise, like the one you might hear if you stick your head out of the window of a moving car, started low but got louder and louder. 
 
    The co-pilot didn't answer. He went back into the cockpit and closed the door. Essentially he left his passengers to their own devices.  
 
    “They got out,” said Isaac as he unsheathed his pistol. It was a high caliber weapon that no sane person would bring on an airplane. They'd have to be even more twisted if the gun was loaded. His was.  
 
    “What!?” asked Sebastian. He fumbled with the oxygen mask, trying to put it on.  
 
    “I said the Alphas got out! It's the only explanation!” Isaac checked his pistol. It was locked, loaded and ready to go.  
 
    “Why would they…?”  
 
    Look. Search. Here. Find. The lead Alpha wirelessly set orders for the omegas to hunt for the serum. Somewhere in its still evolving brain it knew that if they were here than the only means of imprisoning them had to be nearby.  
 
    The hole that one of the omegas poked through the wall of the 787 got bigger as the force from the suction ripped it open. Anything loose like paper or napkins spiraled and flailed out of the makeshift and deadly window. Left unattended it would become a serious problem.  
 
    Driven by a new emotion, hatred, the Alphas searched the cabin of the 787, thoroughly. They had little luck. That was until the leader came across a metal box with several locks on it. It only took a vigorous tug for those to break.  
 
    Hope. Future. The lead Alpha looked upon vials of serum, preserved and kept chilled by dry ice. It ran it's hand over the top of them and savored the moment. All that was left to do was dispose of the jailers who tried so hard to keep it and its brethren from freedom. 
 
    “Put that cannon away! You'll blow a hole in the plane!” shouted Sebastian. He removed his oxygen mask just long enough to get the words out.  
 
    “A little late for that,” replied Isaac. His vision started to get blurry and he became lightheaded. Perhaps he should have sat down and put on a mask like his boss, but he knew that monsters were coming for them. And he refused to face them unarmed. 
 
    As Isaac predicted, the door separating the rest of the 787 from the cabin he, Denise, and Sebastian were in burst open. Through it came three alphas. The creatures didn't have the most expressive of faces but it was evident that they meant harm.  
 
    “Jesus!” exclaimed Sebastian as he saw them. He'd seen them before but always behind bars or through a video screen. Seeing them in person was different. Men made of metal, it was both fascinating and deeply disturbing. They had all the strengths and none of the weaknesses.  
 
    Isaac opened fire. He felt words would be wasted on monstrosities. It was more likely that they would understand his bullets rather than reason.  
 
    Much to Isaac's surprise and horror, the bullets produced nothing but little sparks upon impact. None of them did any damage. They were his best shot, literally. The only means he had left to defend himself was his knife. If forty five caliber bullets didn't do the trick, a blade probably wouldn't. He refused to go out quietly.  
 
    Isaac charged the nanite creatures. He would've said a prayer first if he believed in such silly things. But if he going to die and God did exist, he'd meet his maker on his own terms. Much the way he lived his life.  
 
    The leader of the Alphas reached into its own arm. From it, the creature produced a metal bone with a sharp tip. It threw it at an impossible velocity at Isaac. Not only did it pierce the head of Galatea security's shoulder, but hit with enough force to completely take off the arm attached to it.  
 
    Denise screamed and backed up to the cockpit door. She banged on it and demanded to be let in. Those demands turned to tear filled pleas.  
 
    Sebastian removed his oxygen mask. He stared upon the future. “You can't kill me. You need me. Only I can get you the...”  
 
    The lead Alpha's chest unraveled like a nest of snakes and revealed the vials of serum safely tucked inside. It's intense yellow eyes never looked away from Sebastian's.  
 
    “I'm your creator! I'm your father!” desperately yelled Sebastian.  
 
    The lead Alpha's chest closed. It held out one of its clenched fists. It opened it. There was a metal ball about the size of a marble in it.  
 
    As fast as a bullet, the marble sized ball flew towards and into Sebastian's chest. The CEO tried to scream or yell out but the ball had punctured and taken a very temporary residence in his lung. He wanted to ask what was done to him but instead of words, frothy blood came out.  
 
    In the blink of an eye, a dozen spikes jutted out of the marble sized ball inside Sebastian. He died almost instantly as they impaled his heart and other vital organs. His body fell out of his seat. It looked like a gory twisted version of a sea urchin.  
 
    “You not father,” said the lead Alpha. They were its first words. Understandably they sounded a bit off. 
 
    “No, please, no!” begged Denise as the Alphas came for her. She turned and banged on the cockpit door some more, and to her surprise it opened and she fell into the cockpit.  
 
    “Shut the door!” she shouted. The co-pilot did just that.  
 
    “What the fuck are those things?” asked the co-pilot.  
 
    “I... where... when do we land?” It was the only question and cohesive thought that Denise could come up with. 
 
    The co-pilot pointed towards the pilot who was skewered by the same metallic bone that took out Isaac. Without anything to stop it, the projectile kept flying. It went through the man flying the plane and was finally stopped by the console. That shorted out the controls and burned circuits. 
 
    “Shit!” Denise got up and looked out the front windows of the 787. She got a good view of the oncoming ground. In that moment she knew it was the end. If the Alphas didn't get her, the inevitable crash would. 
 
    The door to the cockpit was ripped off. Accompanied by a loud screech, the Alpha's started to enter the cramped space. Denise and the co-pilot both closed their eyes and prepared for the worst. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8: Borroloola 
 
    Morning came to the beaches of Northern Australia. The last of General Xin's men in the hut emerged into the weak light of a new sun. The General was already out in the open, waiting to speak to whoever was responsible for saving them. 
 
    The helicopter with the thirty millimeter canon landed. Sand whipped up and around the vehicle, creating a mini sand storm that stopped Xin in his tracks. He wanted to know who saved him but wanted to have functional eyes that could see them. 
 
    Mrs. Meesang? How is this possible? When the rotors stopped spinning, General Xin saw someone he hadn't seen since shortly after the outbreak. She was a fifty year old Thai woman who looked ten or fifteen years younger. She was short but in good shape. Her hair was cut shoulder-length and had a face more friendly then most in the world those days.  
 
    “General. It's nice to see you again,” greeted Mrs. Meesang as she got out of the chopper and headed towards Xin. She was flanked by two burly men carrying assault rifles and equally threatening demeanors. They were clad in clean crisp Phoenix uniforms. 
 
    “Not as nice as it is to see you,” replied General Xin. He meant it. If it weren't for her, he and his men would have been crocodile food. 
 
    Mrs. Meesang smiled. It was the politician in her that made such smiles so easy. True, few of those she gave were genuine, but they were pleasant nonetheless. 
 
    “You and your people need to come with us. The Borroloola Base is only about thirty miles inland. We have food, water and even working showers if you can believe that.” Mrs. Meesang gave a very generous offer, one that Xin could not refuse. He nodded and forced a smile of his own.  
 
    “Good!” said Meesang enthusiastically. “That's settled. We sent for some trucks. They should be here any minute now.” 
 
    Trucks? Food? Showers? Does this woman have any idea how easy she has had it? There are so many in this world that would kill just for a taste of such things. “Good. If you will excuse me, I need to figure out who and what survived the night.”  
 
    “Of course. My men will make sure that all these things are down for good.” Mrs. Meesang gave the orders. Her men fanned out and started double tapping infected crocodiles, just to make sure they were dead.  
 
    Looks like a war zone. General Xin walked towards the beach where he and his men landed. Along the way were the remains of crocodiles with huge holes punched through them. The sandy dirt was soaked in their black oily blood. Then he reached the small hill they climbed the night before.  
 
    Out in the distance, nestled in the Gulf of Carpentaria, was the wreckage of the Jiangshi. The water was too shallow for it to sink and it still burned. Black smoke rose up into a partly cloudy sky in a pillar the size of a skyscraper. 
 
    All of the water around the Jiangshi was red. It almost looked like food dye but Xin knew what it actually was. Bodies of those who didn't make it to the beach floated face down in the water alongside the pieces of their comrades.  
 
    Some of the corpses washed up ashore. Their mangled bodies tossed by the tide and roasted by the sun. A couple of the boats were still anchored in the wet sand. Others slowly floated away. 
 
    Never in his life had General Xin seen so many flies in one place. It was as if a memo went out in the fly kingdom telling them all to converge at that particular beach. He didn't want to venture into their swarm but had to.  
 
    Why that box? What was so important, Dr. Ivanova? General Xin eyed the red box that was still on the same boat it was the night before.  
 
    Determined to make some kind of sense of the disaster that was the past week, General Xin headed down the hill to the beach. He hoped that maybe in that red box were some answers. If not, at least he tried. In his experience, trying, the effort, was important. 
 
    At first, General Xin tried to swat away the flies. It didn't take him long to realize that all his swatting was useless. He raised one hand to his brow and used it the same way people do when shielding their eyes from the sun.  
 
     Xin grabbed the red metal box. It wasn't heavy. A lack of food, water and sleep made it more hefty than it actually was. The man was a soldier though. There were no complaints.  
 
    It would be best to open this up out of view. General Xin dropped the red metal box he retrieved from one of the boats into the sand at the base of the small hill. Like a predator before eating it's kill, he looked around to make sure he was alone. 
 
    There were a couple of combination locks on the red box. Instead of trying to guess what the combo was, he bashed them with the butt of his gun. It took a couple of blows but they opened.  
 
    What are these? Put any gun or military schematic in front of General Xin and he could instantly identify it. Science and chemistry were a bit out of his comfort range. There was a vial inside a container inside another cylindrical container, that was nestled in thick foam padding.  
 
    Judging from the amount of protective measures inside the red metal box, it was clear that whatever it was, was important. General Xin knew he couldn't just leave it. Something that important would be safe with him.  
 
    There was no way to conceal and carry the big tube. It was about two or three times as thick as a paper towel roll and just as long. If he just put it under his shirt or in his pocket, people would start asking questions and he'd have no answers for them.  
 
     First I need to get that out. General Xin examined the small vial in the middle of the containers. He fiddled around with it, trying to find any way to open it up. The problem was he couldn't find one and it was frustrating.  
 
    “The top.” General Xin heard Dr. Ivanova's voice. She carefully made her way down the hill. Her feet had trouble finding any stable ground amongst all the sand. 
 
    General Xin looked over at her with one eyebrow raised.  
 
    “There's a finger print scanner on the top of the container.” Dr. Ivanova made it to the beach in one piece.  
 
    General Xin put his thumb on the indent on top of the container. A little red light shone under the hard black plastic. That light was accompanied by a beep.  
 
    “I'm sorry, General, but you're not authorized.” Dr. Ivanova held out her hand hoping that Xin would hand over the container. He just stared at her. 
 
    “What is it?”  
 
    “I'm afriad I can't tell you that, General. It's classified.”  
 
    “But you know what it is, yes?”  
 
    “I do.”  
 
    General Xin held the container down near his side. “I will ask again. What is it? You tell me, I hand it over. You don't and I toss it into the Gulf.” Both of his eyes were locked onto the doctor. His face showed no emotion. He was a statue.  
 
    She sighed. “It can end this. All of it. That's as much as I can tell you. Now will you give it to me or will you damn what remains of humanity?” Dr. Ivanova kept her hand outstretched. 
 
    General Xin handed over the container. “If I find out this is something other than you say, I will kill you myself. No more hiding things. No more secrets. Understood?”  
 
    Dr. Ivanova took the container. “Mrs. Meesang is waiting for us. It's time to leave.”  
 
    Xin followed Ivanova back up the hill. As the doctor said, Meesang was waiting for them with a small convoy of trucks. All of the remains of the General's men and women were packed in them ready to get the hell away from the death, sand and waves.  
 
    “Let's get going. All this noise is going to attract some unwanted guests. Best to get back to Borroloola.” Mrs. Meesang stood outside the lead truck. General Xin gave Dr. Ivanova one last glance, showcasing his mistrust, and got in.  
 
    The drive to Borroloola wasn't far. General Xin watched the tropical savannah landscape speed past his window. How can anything survive here? There's nothing but grass, sand and dirt. It is a wasteland. He knew about wastelands.  
 
    General Xin grew up in the deserts of Northern China. When he left he promised himself that he'd never again step foot in one again. Was Northern Australia technically a desert? No. But it was about as close as you can get.  
 
    There were signs of life every now and then. Cars and trucks were abandoned at the side of the road. Small neighborhoods smoldered. Gas stations with empty pumps lay subject to the harsh elements. 
 
    “Due to the remote nature of Australia, it took longer for the nanite virus to get here. The reports from China and India informed us on what to expect. We had plenty of warning and time to prepare.” Mrs. Meesang talked as they traveled to the Borroloola base.  
 
    I hoped that we would have beaten it here. If not, be in time to save some of those who were left. But it looks like this place is as dead as any other. Is this the end for us? Is this where we go extinct? General Xin was disappointed by what he saw out the truck window, though he didn't show it. He couldn't. That wasn't what leaders did.  
 
    “We eliminated and burned any infected and homes within a thirty mile radius in every direction in hopes that it'll give us and our base a bit of a safe zone. That failed. The infected are willing to travel. They came in from hundreds of miles, attracted by the smell of the living, I guess.”  
 
    “So this area is not secure?” asked General Xin, still staring out the window.  
 
    “Unfortunately no. The base is though. We should be there in a couple of minutes. You can check it out yourself. Perhaps that would put your mind at ease.”  
 
    General Xin didn't answer. He struggled to keep his eyes open. The man hadn't slept a wink for days. Most of Mrs. Meesang's words went in one ear and out the other.  
 
    The convoy of trucks reached Borroloola. It was a very small town. Before the outbreak it only had a population of less than a thousand. Tourism and the McArthur River Mine were the only real sources of income. 
 
    Erected next to the McArthur River was a compound of rather plain looking buildings. Surrounding them was several layers of fences, not unlike those in Shanghai. Eight watch towers looked out over the landscape and provided a view that extended out to the Gulf of Carpenteria. The men posted in them had large caliber guns to defend the base with.  
 
    The convoy of trucks stopped about fifty feet from the first layer of fences. Four armed guards in Phoenix uniforms approached the vehicles. On their backs they had hefty looking packs with all manner of wires sticking out. 
 
    “Please exit the vehicle,” ordered one of the armed guards.  
 
    “What is this?” asked General Xin.  
 
    “Relax, General. It's standard protocol,” replied Mrs. Meesang with a smile as she got out.  
 
    This may have been a mistake. General Xin reluctantly stepped out. One of the guards had something in his hand that looked like a portable grocery scanner. He waved it over the General's body. It was not unlike someone with a metal detector wand.  
 
    “Clear,” said the guard who scanned General Xin. The same was echoed from the other side of the truck and Mrs. Meesang. With the drivers taken care of, they moved on to the rest of the passengers.  
 
    Each man and woman in the truck convoy was scanned individually. It was time consuming. More than one of the new arrivals lost their patience, but there were no incidents.  
 
    Sensing General Xin own impatience, Mrs. Meesang felt it necessary to let him know what was going on. If for nothing else, an easing of tensions. “They're scanning for any signs of infection.”  
 
    That is... actually impressive. “We did not even have anything like that in Shanghai.”  
 
    “Unlike Shanghai we don't have many distractions here. Our labs aren't as advanced as those in the walled city but our techs were able to put those back together. I'm no scientist so I can't go real deep into the technical aspects. From what I know they look for the faint signals that each nanite sends to each other in order to communicate. As far as how? I don't have a clue. Looks like they're just about done.” Mrs. Meesang explained the purpose of the strange packs on the guards backs.  
 
    “You sure they work?” asked Xin as he watched the last of his men get scanned.  
 
    “We haven't had an outbreak in the base so they work well enough. C'mon, let's get back in. They're waving us though.”  
 
    General Xin joined Meesang in the truck. They slowly drove past the guards and the layers of fences. Before reaching the front gate there was a very deep and wide moat. What was strange about the moat was the barbed wire on the bottom and the wires attached to them. 
 
    “Those are to keep out the infected wildlife. We attached some leads wired to all the car batteries we could find. If anything touches the barbed wire, they immediately get electrocuted.” The smile never left Mrs. Meesang's face.  
 
    “That is some strategic thinking by a politician.” General Xin referred to the fact that before Phoenix, and before the outbreak, Meesang was indeed a politician. She was part of the Thai Prime Minister's cabinet. When the world went to hell, she did what any good politician would do, she survived. An invite to a coalition of Asian governments was too good an opportunity to pass up. 
 
    “Oh, I didn't come up with it,” laughed Mrs. Meesang. “That was Yamada's doing.”  
 
    “Your head of security?” asked General Xin. 
 
    “My husband. We don't have a head of security here. Everyone learns to shoot. Everyone takes turns up in the towers. Everyone pulls guard duty.”  
 
    “But you are in charge?”  
 
    “I was voted in. I don't have any real power. All I do is make some tough decisions every now and then. For that burden I get some privileges.”  
 
    That is ridiculous. How in the hell can you not have any real structure? This place should not still stand. The world that General Xin came from couldn't have been more different than the Borroloola base. Rigid was the best way to describe his life up to that point.  
 
    Xin's father was a career military man. His mother was a university teacher. As you might expect from parents like them, his upbringing was strict. If he was anything less than in the top five in his class, he was punished. Despite not being as smart as the others, he worked hard enough to consistently be a great student.  
 
    General Xin's parents forced him to work as soon as he was able. His young life consisted of school, home work, actual work then sleep. There was no time for friends or relationships outside of his house. Why? Because his parents didn't approve of anything outside of routine. Order was the key to success. That way of life never faded. It actually got more intense as he got older and joined the party and the army.  
 
    A life of rigidity, rules and structure made the Phoenix Borroloola base look like a hippie commune through General Xin's eyes. There were people tending gardens. Residents walked around in casual clothes. Those that wore uniforms wore them sloppy and loose. What bothered him the most? Their smiles.  
 
    It wasn't that General Xin was a particularly miserable person. He just came from a life where he and the other residents of Shanghai were assaulted daily. Fighting for their lives was an every day occurrence.  
 
    “Here we are,” said Mrs. Meesang after parking her truck. She turned off the engine. “I'll give you the grand tour.”  
 
    While getting out of Meesang's truck, General Xin looked back at the one that carried Dr. Ivanova. He hadn't forgotten about the vial full of the unknown substance that she was so insistent on not telling him what it was. One way or another he was determined to find out it's contents. 
 
    A studious looking man with a bald spot on the top of his head, flanked by long gray hair came out to greet Dr. Ivanova, She handed him the mystery container. They both headed inside one of the buildings in the compound together.  
 
    If I can not get answers out of her, I will get them out of him. And I will not have to be as gentle. General Xin watched the gray haired man and Dr. Ivanova until they were inside and out of view. He made a mental note of which particular building they entered. All those memorizations and studying drills his mother put him through became useful yet again in his life.  
 
    “Everything okay?” asked Mrs. Meesang. 
 
    “Everything is fine,” replied General Xin. He turned his attention to his host.  
 
    “Good, follow me.”  
 
    *** 
 
    Finally. After showing him around the base, Mrs. Meesang showed General Xin to his room. He waited until she closed the door behind her to start undressing. Every article of clothing, except for his beater, boxers and dress socks were meticulously folded and placed on the night stand. His shoes were put right next to the side of the bed.  
 
    Within minutes of getting into bed, Xin was fast asleep. After all he'd been through, he earned a little rest. It was unfortunate that it was only a little.  
 
    In one of the guard towers, facing the Gulf, a young resident of Borroloola base climbed up the ladder to start her shift. Her rifle, that she just learned to shoot a couple weeks earlier, was slung behind her shoulder. And she wasn't thrilled about having to stare out into the darkness for hours on end.  
 
    Being in the watchtowers was better than being on the ground guarding the front gates. It wasn't nearly as dangerous. On foot they'd have to worry about infected humans, lizards and the most insidious and lethal out there in the dark, the snakes. 
 
    The guard in the tower went through the same routine she did whenever on duty. Long periods of daydreaming and talking to herself were interrupted by her checking the area through a worn pair of night vision goggles. It was tedious but the price to pay if she wanted to be part of the community.  
 
    Most of her time was spent thinking about the life she once had. Back before the outbreak she lived in Albany, Australia with her parents and two little brothers. Things were good. Funny thing was, she used to hate her life. To her it was boring. Now all she wanted was to go back to that same slow boredom.  
 
    The guard in the tower had a hard time keeping both of her eyes open. She knew the day before that she was going to have to pull an overnight the next night. So she planned on sleeping during the day so she'd be alert and awake when she was tasked with watching over the base.  
 
    Sleeping was strongly discouraged while on guard duty. The last guard to get some shut eye in one of the watch towers found themselves cleaning out the moats for a week, by themselves. That man's ordeal encouraged everyone else not to slip up during their shift. 
 
    The guard in the tower slowly felt herself submit to the Sandman. She caught herself each time, but just barely. Then she saw something in the sky that woke her up.  
 
    After picking up her night vision goggles, and taking a look, she was shocked. She couldn't remember the last time she'd seen a plane in the sky. The one she spotted through the goggles flew low, really low. It flew only fifty feet or so over the Phoenix Borroloola base.  
 
    Everything in the base shook as the 787 flew overhead. The noise was enough to wake everyone up, including General Xin.  
 
    The guard in the tower kept watching the 787 through a green night vision filter. She could see that there was a huge hole in the side of the plane. Various objects flew out, such as papers and other miscellaneous items. 
 
    With a very loud boom, akin to a bomb explosion, the 787 crashed into the ground several miles from the Borroloola base. Soon after hitting the sandy dirt, there was an explosion that lit up the pitch black North Australian night. It lit up the guard's night vision goggles causing her to throw them away for the sake of her eyes.  
 
    General Xin popped up out of his bed. All the noise from the 787 flying over so low was what woke him. He didn't know what the noise was. Then he heard the sound of it crashing. That got him scrambling to get dressed. Lastly there was the explosion. By then he knew that a good night's sleep would have to wait. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9: Maluku 
 
    “Next stop, paradise!” said a voice over the Haven public announcement system. There were cheers from the crew. Mack, Amber and Stephanie's were quiet.  
 
    Paradise? What the hell do they mean? Where are we going? Mack stared up at the bottom of the bunk above him. In it laid Stephanie.  
 
    Amber was up on the deck, helping out in the gardens. Mack wasn't crazy about being separated from his teenage ward. But she needed something to occupy her time. Plus they all needed to work in order to earn their keep.  
 
    Stephanie worked in the infirmary. Her medical background definitely came in handy and was much needed on the freighter. During her shifts she was open to hearing what her fellow Haven residents had to say about God and the role of religion on the vessel. That worried Mack. When he looked he saw a bunch of fanatical cultists. She saw good people and a ray of light in a dark world.  
 
    Mack was asked to produce a newsletter for the Haven crew. The job was offered after he told Jeanine about what he did for a living while civilization still existed. True, he wasn't a writer or journalist but he decided to do it anyway.  
 
    Typing a newsletter every couple of days wasn't hard. The most laborious part was finding something to report on. Majority of each letter consisted of rants from Jeanine he transcribed.  
 
    Mack swung his feet off the bed and onto the cold floor. He yawned and managed to summon enough energy and will to stand up. After he stretched his back he looked over at Stephanie. She was reading. It was a black book with large gold letters that read “Bible”.  
 
    Really, Stephanie? Now you find God? Good timing. Mack wanted to confront her but in the end realized that he had no say in what she did or didn’t choose to believe. Plus it was fight he couldn't win. How can you disprove faith?  
 
    “You off to work?” asked Stephanie after closing her bible.  
 
    “Indeed I am,” Mack answered.  
 
    “It's a little early isn't it?”  
 
    “Well you know how it is. The news doesn't wait for anybody.” Mack had a hard time keeping a straight face. There was no news. 
 
    “Get over here,” she lovingly ordered. Mack leaned over towards the top bunk as he put his pants on. For his efforts he received a light kiss on his lips. “Don't cause any trouble. Okay?”  
 
    “I make no promises,” replied Mack with a grin.  
 
    He left his quarters and started towards a little office about a five minute walk away. It was a commute he grew accustomed to during the weeks at sea. To him though it wasn't simply a necessary trip to work. He also did a bit of reconnaissance. 
 
    I pass eight doors to get to the kitchen. In the morning there is always four or five people there cooking breakfast. Past the kitchen is the cafeteria. On the far end of the room is a stairwell up to the deck. In all, we can get up on deck in about six minutes, half if we hurry. Wait, those are new.  
 
    Mack looked up at the ceiling in the cafeteria. There were cameras. Were they just installed or were they always there and he missed them? His escape plans from Haven had altered. Just in case there was someone always monitoring those cameras. 
 
    Shit. That's not good. We can't be seen. Who knows what the hell these nut jobs will do if they catch us? I'm going to have to try something else. There has to be other routes out of here.  
 
    “Every crew member, please report to the deck. I repeat, please report to the deck,” said Jeanine's voice over the freighter's PA system.  
 
    Now what? Mack watched as everyone in the cafeteria got up and headed towards the stairwell. They left their breakfasts behind. Not wanting to draw attention to himself, he did the same. 
 
    It didn't matter how long someone was below deck. When they emerged from Haven's bowels, their eyes were assaulted by the sun. Mack had to squint for a little while after crossing the threshold outside.  
 
    When his eyes adjusted to copious amount of sun light, he saw that just about everyone was on deck with him. His first instinct was to find Amber, who he knew was already up there. It wasn't that she was in trouble, he'd just feel better setting eyes on her.  
 
    It took some looking but eventually Mack spotted her. He went over to join her when Jeanine started addressing the crew. She spoke through a bullhorn to make sure that everyone heard. 
 
    “Behold one of the most beautiful places on God's green earth. Welcome to Maluku. Today all work will be suspended. Other than those spoke to specifically by me, this will be a mini vacation. You've earned it. Remember, we set out at dark. Be back before then or I guarantee that paradise will turn into a living hell. Enjoy yourselves and be careful.” When she was finished addressing everyone, Jeanine joined Josiah and some other members of her inner circle. They engaged in an intense debate that Mack couldn't hear.  
 
    “Amber!” yelled Mack as he tried to get his teenage ward's attention. She heard and saw him. Instead of coming, she waved him over.  
 
    Mack pushed his way through the crowded deck to get to Amber who was standing near the edge of the ship. She was looking out over he landscape around the vessel. It was like she was in a trance and couldn't stop staring. Not until he joined her did Mack understand what had such a tight grasp on her attention.  
 
    Even in the post apocalyptic world they found themselves in, Mack and Amber couldn't deny the sheer beauty of the Maluku Islands. The water surrounded Haven was a very light blue and about as clear as it got. It was the kind of water that most only saw in commercials for island resorts or post cards.  
 
    The sand on the beaches of the Maluku Islands was white and untainted. A couple of huts could be spotted. Before the outbreak they were expensive options for vacationing foreigners. Beyond all of that was thick jungle covered in rich green hues.  
 
    “I always wanted to go somewhere tropical,” said Amber as she stared at the picturesque islands before them. 
 
    “If you did you probably never imagined it would be under these circumstances.” Mack stood next to her. 
 
    “It would be cool to swim in that. I've never swam in clear water, other than at the YMCA pool back in Dallas.” 
 
    “Okay. Let's go swimming then,” said Mack. “There's some rafts going over to the beach. Let's go.”  
 
    Amber smiled and followed him towards the ladders that were lowered in order for the crew to access the life boats that Haven residents used to travel away from the ship. Senior members of the crew helped coordinate.  
 
    They waited patiently in line for their chance to get off of Haven. Both of them couldn't wait. One wanted to swim in waters that she would never likely encounter in her lifetime. The other just wanted to get away from the overly religious atmosphere aboard the freighter.  
 
    “Is Stephanie coming?” asked Amber.  
 
    “I don't think so. They probably need to keep her aboard. Little vacation or not, the ship needs doctors.”  
 
    “That's too bad.” Amber scrunched up her face. She was disappointed.  
 
    “She'll be here when we get back. Let's just try and enjoy the day. Agreed?” Mack gently put his hand on Amber's shoulder from behind.  
 
    “Agreed.”  
 
    “Good. Now here comes the hard part,” said Mack as he and Amber reached the ladders. “Don't look down,” he laughed.  
 
    Amber turned around and punched Mack in the arm. “Shut up!”  
 
    Climbing down the ladder was a nerve racking ordeal. The slick sea spray made it even harder. Both had been through and conquered much worse. Slippery rungs weren't going to stop them. 
 
    They joined six other Haven residents in the life boat that floated under the shadow of the freighter. Mack was the last one in, almost tipping the boat over as he boarded. Once it settled, two of the passengers grabbed the oars from the bottom of the raft and started rowing for the shore.  
 
    Haven wasn't all that far from the beaches of the Maluku Islands. It would only take about ten minutes of rowing to get within water shallow enough to stand in. On the way, something caught Mack's eye when he looked back at the ship.  
 
    A much bigger boat than the one Amber and Mack were in set off from Haven. In it were a couple of familiar faces. Josiah was aboard along with Jeanine. Other big and strong crew members joined them. From the guns and other equipment they brought with them it was clear that they weren't just going swimming.  
 
    And what the hell are you guys up to? Mack watched the bigger boat closely as it headed for a part of the nearest island that was out of view. Whatever they were doing, it surely wasn't anything good. It reinforced Mack's suspicions, made them stronger.  
 
    “Look,” said Amber after getting Mack's attention by tugging on his shirt sleeve. She pointed at the perfect water next to her spot on the life boat.  
 
    “What is it?” Mack leaned over to see what she pointed at. There were some very colorful fish swimming just under and around the boat.  
 
    “I've only seen fish like that in an aquarium. It's kind of cool to see them in person. Right?” Amber was excited. Mack could see it in her face and hear it in her voice.  
 
     “That's pretty neat,” he commented.  
 
    Amber looked at him with one eyebrow raised. “Pretty neat? Jeez you're old.”  
 
    “That so? Maybe I push you so you can go swimming with the pretty neat fish.”  
 
    “Haha, very funny.'”  
 
    “I wasn't joking, girlie girl.”  
 
    They both had smiles on their faces as the bottom of their lifeboat scraped up against wet sand. Everyone got out. Mack helped drag the raft ashore so it didn't drift away.  
 
    “This is nice,” said Amber as she sat on the trunk of a downed palm tree that overlooked the beach. “It's peaceful.” 
 
    “That it is,” agreed Mack. He plopped down in the white sand next to her.  
 
    “All we need is one of those fruity drinks with the umbrellas in them.”  
 
    Mack went from sitting to laying down. He didn't care about the creepy crawlers that populated the sand. Nor did he care about the inevitable sunburn. What he cared about was a little rest and relaxation. But even in paradise, things nagged him.  
 
    There must be meat puppets somewhere on this island. If that's so, why did Jeanine allow this mini vacation? And where did she and Josiah go? Shit. Mack sat up. He saw Amber running towards the water whilst taking off her pants and shirt. She'll be okay here with the others. 
 
    Mack started walking down the beach. And he kept walking till those he came with were nowhere to be seen. He kept walking until he saw the big boat that Jeanine and Josiah took to get to the island.  
 
    Though not a tracker or hunter, Mack could make out the footprints on the sand. They led into the thick jungle of the island's interior. If he wanted to find out what the bible thumpers were up to he'd have to follow. So that's what he did. 
 
    The jungle on the Maluku Islands were pretty inhospitable. There weren't any trails or paths to follow. Without a machete to cut down some of the underbrush, Mack was going to have a hard time, but he had till sunset to look for them and make it back to the beach.  
 
    Trekking through the jungle was harder than he thought it would be. His shins got scrapped and cut. All manner of instincts took bites out of him, and it was extremely hot and humid. The man was miserable.  
 
    I should have stayed on the damn beach. I don't know why anyone would ever want to go to a jungle. There's literally nothing pleasant about this place. And who knew that they're so loud? 
 
    Mack tried to used his nanite enhanced senses to find Jeanine and her group. The sound of birds, bugs and other wildlife filled the jungle. It was impossible to find anything through all that racket.  
 
    All his eyes could see was jungle. Everything was green and most of it moving. It was also darker than he thought it would be. Dense tree cover meant that little sun got through, producing endless shadows. So he knew he probably wouldn't be able to spot Jeanine's group ahead of time.  
 
    There was only one sense left for Mack to use. His sense of smell. It wasn't one that he used often or liked. Going from having a normal nose to one that can smell when someone didn't wipe good enough from a quarter of a mile away wasn't a positive.  
 
    Mack stopped. The wind blew in his direction. He closed his eyes and tried to concentrate. What am I sniffing for? What do they smell like?  
 
    When Mack first met Jeanine he smelled a unique odor. It was the soap the mother of Haven used. In it were hints of lemongrass, an unmistakable aroma. 
 
    The jungle was full of strange smells. Few of them were familiar to Mack. He tried his best to block them out. After five minutes he picked something up. It was lemongrass. He isolated it and followed it.  
 
    Thank god that no one can see me. Mack walked around with his head out forward and his nostrils flaring. He looked silly, but he was on Jeanine's trail. That's when he heard a fallen tree branch snap.  
 
    Mack swung around and saw a boy standing in the bush staring at him. The boy held some kind of dead rodent by its tail. From the darker tone of his skin and lack of decomposition, it was evident that kid wasn't infected.  
 
    Did the nanite virus not reach this place? Are you kidding me? Did we actually stumble upon what Amber, Stephanie and I have been searching for? Wait, the kid is scared. Don't freak him out any more than you already have.  
 
    Mack waved at the boy. The boy didn't move. He just stood there and kept staring.  
 
    “Hi. I'm Mack. What's your name?” His question was asked slowly in that insulting way that native English speakers spoke to those who weren't. 
 
    The boy didn't answer. He just kept staring. Then Mack heard women's screams and the yelling of men out in the jungle, not too far away.  
 
    Upon hearing the screams, the boy bolted. He disappeared into the jungle before Mack could even say “wait”. He was confronted with a choice. Whether he went towards all the ruckus and risk being discovered, or he could wait, be patient and stay hidden. If he played his cards right he could follow them undetected and see what's truly going on.  
 
    Mack found some undergrowth to hide behind and waited until all the commotion in the jungle got closer. He didn't have to wait that long. A procession led by Jeanine and Josiah headed straight past him in the direction of their boat on the beach. 
 
    There's no way this isn't bad. Hidden behind vegetation and shadows, Mack saw something that seemed to confirm his fears about the true nature of Haven. Jeanine and Josiah led a procession of men, women and children bound by their wrists and tied together. They had bruises and cuts all over them. Some cried. Those that didn't hung their heads low. Behind and flanking them were the mother's armed henchmen. 
 
    Mack stayed hidden. Once the procession passed him by, he silently followed. Jeanine and her fellow Haven residents started singing gospel hymns. It was simultaneously enraging and really creepy. He knew those poor bound souls weren't going along with the bible thumpers willingly. Almost every part of him wanted to free them, but he had Stephanie and Amber to think of. Instead of intervening he kept watching. 
 
    I gotta go back to the beach. Amber's probably wondering where I am. When Jeanine's procession of henchmen and prisoners reached the end of the jungle, Mack stopped following. He watched the abductees get loaded into the boat the Haven group arrived on. Then he quietly made his way along the jungles edge back to the mini vacation. 
 
    She didn't even notice I was gone. Mack had been in the jungle for a couple of hours. When he stepped foot back on the beach he and Amber originally arrived at, he saw his teenage ward still in the water. Except she wasn't with the others who came to swim and socialize. She was off on her own near some rocks. 
 
    Mack buried what he saw deep inside his own mind. Not only did he not want to alert Amber but he certainly didn’t want anyone knowing what he saw. He knew enough to know that if they did he would probably be tossed overboard somewhere into the ocean. All the healing abilities in the world couldn't expel water from his lungs and stop him from drowning. 
 
    “What are you up to over here?” he asked as he climbed onto the outcrop of rocks that Amber was on. It's location and the incoming tide made several little tidal pools. Those are what caught Amber's attention.  
 
    “Nothing,” she said. She knelt down next to one of the tide pools. “Come look at this.”  
 
    Mack gingerly climbed over the wet rocks to her. When he reached her she pointed down. There was an array of colorful sea creatures that took residence inside of the rock pool. Amber seemed fixated on the urchins. 
 
    “They're so weird looking,” she said. “Like little living balls covered with spikes.”  
 
    “Never seen an urchin before?” 
 
    “I've seen them on TV and online. I've even eaten them before at this Japanese place my mom really likes. I mean, liked. But I've never seen one in person. Shit, I've never seen any of this in person before.” Amber had a smile on her face as she talked. In the world she and Mack inhabited a smile was worth so much, because like all things valuable, they were rare.  
 
    Mack knelt down next to her. “It is pretty cool. Wait, are its spikes moving?”  
 
    “I think so. It's so cute I just want to pick it up and take it with us.”  
 
    “I'd advise against that.”  
 
    Amber turned her head towards him. “You know, with your abilities you could pick it up for me without worrying about getting hurt.” She tried putting on her cutest face. It came off as more weird than anything.  
 
    “Not happening, girlie girl.”  
 
    “But you'll heal fast. It will be like it never happened.”  
 
    “I still feel pain.” Mack looked around the tidal pool. He looked for something else he could pick up to appease her. Everything living in it was spiny, slimy or just plain strange looking. So he decided to keep his hands to himself.  
 
    “Pussy.”  
 
    Amber and Mack were silent for a few seconds, but they couldn't contain their laughter. Once they got rid of the giggles, Mack stood up.  
 
    “C'mon. Let's see what else we can find,” he said. 
 
    For the rest of the afternoon they scoured the beach and waters for as many animals as they could. It surprised them just how much they discovered. Since neither of them had been to the Maluku Islands before, they couldn't say if that was normal. Or maybe the lack of humans let the other animals thrive. They didn't know and didn't care. In all it was truly fun.  
 
    Amber had a little more fun than Mack. He had something on his mind, a burden. Why did Jeanine and company kidnap locals? And what were they going to do with them? 
 
    *** 
 
    “Is everyone here?” asked one of the Haven residents as those on the beach gathered together to get ready for their return to the freighter. 
 
    The day seemingly flew by. Instead of being bright and high in the sky, the sun's light started to dim as it slowly hid beyond the horizon. A brilliant blue sky started to turn a vivid orange.  
 
    Mack and Amber got on their life boat. As it set off back towards Haven, Mack looked back at the little slice of paradise they were leaving. The boy he saw earlier in the jungle was standing on the beach. They made eye contact which faded as the distance between them increased. He didn't know why or when but the Viking was sure that he'd see that boy again. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10: Crash and Burn 
 
    “You just went through a hell of an ordeal, General. You don't need to go with them. It looks like you haven't slept in weeks. Get some rest. We'll need you at your best. Here.” Mrs. Meesang tried to convince General Xin to stay behind. He wasn't having any of it.  
 
    “Nonsense. You need me out there. That's where I belong.” General Xin finished buttoning his uniform. Then he got into the back of the jeep loaded with five other armed men. Two other jeeps with the same amount of men and women were on standby.  
 
    Mrs. Meesang sighed. “I'm not going to be able to stop you, will I?”  
 
    “No.” One of the armed Borroloola residents handed the General a rifle. He checked it, then laid it down on his lap.  
 
    Meesang handed General Xin a walkie talkie. “If you need back up.” Xin nodded.  
 
    “Let's go!” said the man in the jeep's passenger seat. The driver turned on the vehicle.  
 
    The jeep slowly drove towards the front gates of Borroloola. Once they were opened the all-terrain equipped vehicle sped out into the Australian savannah leaving clouds of dust and sand behind. 
 
    Xin watched the lights of Borroloola get smaller and smaller. His eyes started to close on their own. He saw flashes of Shanghai. They were extremely brief moments when he wasn't in the back of the jeep. Bumps on the road to the plane wreckage jostled him awake and back to reality, but sure enough, he drifted off again. 
 
    General Xin had gone days without sleep. As strong as he was, that need to slumber always wins. He found himself drifting in and out of consciousness. Though he didn’t know it, he was experiencing micro dreams. 
 
    Finding the plane crash wasn't difficult. In a vast desert of black, burning wreckage was easy to spot. It was a bright jet plane fuel fire.  
 
    The jeep bounced up and down as the driver took the vehicle off road. It certainly wasn't a smooth ride. But it was a necessary one. If they traveled on roads, getting to the crash would have taken twice as long.  
 
    Heat from the plane wreckage was so intense that those in the jeep felt it long before getting close. The winds conspired to blow the thick black smoke in General Xin's direction. It was enough to make the driver stop the car.  
 
    “We'll go on foot from here,” said the man in the passenger seat.  
 
    Though he wanted to lead the group, General Xin kept quiet. He certainly wasn't in any shape to be out there with them, let alone lead them.  
 
    Everyone got out of the jeep and approached the 787 wreckage. Through the smoke it was hard to see and breath. In it blew burning embers, carried by the winds. At least at first. The group covered their mouths and noses with bandanas or the collars of their shirts.  
 
    When the winds shifted and the smoke cleared up a bit, the group from Borroloola could truly see the full scope of the wreck. The huge plane was split in two. After hitting the ground, the nose of the 787 was flattened. The fuselage tumbled, breaking off the front. Then the back half burst into flames. 
 
    Pieces of the plane littered the ground all around the wreckage. The group could hardly take a step without something crunching under their feet. General Xin almost stumbled over Isaac's amputated leg.  
 
    “Who's plane is this?” asked one of the group as he sifted through the wreckage with the barrel of his rifle.  
 
    “Don't know. Whoever it was must have been important. This is the first plane we've seen in god knows how long,” commented another member of the group.  
 
    That looks familiar. General Xin saw something on the side of the 787's fuselage. There was soot and dirt covering it, but it looked like a logo. And it was one he recognized. Galatea. 
 
    General Xin unconsciously readied his rifle. He knew that Galatea meant trouble. Before that trouble arrived, he would be ready for it. At least that was what he thought.  
 
    “There's something moving under here. I think there's a survivor!” yelled one of Xin's group.  
 
    Get away from there! Move! General Xin knew there was trouble hidden in the 787 wreckage. He never had the time to actually warn the rest of the group before all hell broke loose.  
 
    The member of Xin's group that thought he found something still stood near the wreckage of the burning fuselage. With his free hand he tried to shield his face from the intense heat. He was fixated on the movement he saw through a broken window. Suddenly a spear made of nanites jutted out from that window and impaled him through the chest.  
 
    General Xin ran over to the impaled man. His desire and instinct was to help, even though there was no helping him. Before he reached him, the nanite spear exploded into a swarm, not unlike flies or other flying insects.  
 
    The swarm of nanites flew away from their now dead victim. They gathered together a couple of feet away. In a flurry of movement, they reformed into a humanoid shape. Once in that shape they magnetized and stuck together, forming the leader of the small pack of Alphas.  
 
    At first transfixed by the transformation of the nanite spear into an Alpha, Xin's group just stared. It was as if they couldn't comprehend what was happening. They couldn't believe it. That only lasted a few seconds. Because there was more than one Alpha in the wreckage, which quickly became apparent.  
 
    Them again? What are they? General Xin stared at the lead Alpha. He remembered seeing it back in Shanghai before the walled city fell. It stared back at him with intense, glowing yellow eyes that shined through the smoke.  
 
    General Xin heard one of his group members scream. It was the woman who drove the jeep. There was a hand and forearm sticking out of her chest. The portion of arm was metallic and reflected the nearby fire. Behind the driver, in the dark, was another pair of yellow glowing eyes Her screaming stopped. 
 
    Retreat! General Xin didn't even bother squeezing off a few rounds. Instead he made a mad dash for the jeep. He had to get away and return to Borroloola base. They had to be warned what was coming, or their slaughter would be ensured. Though in the back of his mind he knew that there was a better than good chance they would be slaughtered even if he warned them.  
 
    Xin heard gunfire. It was from the only other surviving member of the group. The man tried to fight off the third Alpha. His bullets did nothing.  
 
    There was no reason for General Xin to look back. Or wait. He knew that there was no helping his fellow Phoenix member. Instead he decided to do what he could to help those back at base.  
 
    General Xin reached the jeep. He was about to get in when he was grabbed by the back of his head. In a flash his face was driven into the side of the vehicle. There was shock followed haziness and dizziness. The General felt blood dripping down his forehead and face. Pain hadn't set in yet, but it eventually would.  
 
     The leader of the Alphas picked General Xin up by his shirt. Every limb of the General’s body was limp and unresponsive. His body still had not regained it's bearings. 
 
    “Where am me?” asked the lead Alpha. The tone and sound of its voice changed with every syllable making it hard to understand. 
 
    Xin didn't answer. Him not answering angered the lead Alpha. It's yellow glowing eyes squinted like human eyes did when upset.  
 
    “Where am me!” demanded the lead Alpha.  
 
    “Australia.” General Xin understood the lead Alpha the second time. 
 
    “Australia.” The lead Alpha perfectly mimicked General Xin's voice. Then it dropped him. It made an assessment that the unarmed older man wasn't a threat.  
 
    After unhanding General Xin, the lead Alpha summoned the two omegas to his side. Once they were reunited, it opened its mouth impossibly wide. It's bottom jaw reached it's belly. Out of that mouth it let out a screech that perforated both of the General's ear drums. The sound didn't do it, even though it was loud. It was the waves of pressure that accompanied them.  
 
    General Xin coughed up blood. It wasn't just his ear drums that were damaged. The wave of pressure expelled from the lead Alpha's distended mouth battered his organs. If that wasn't shitty enough, he couldn't hear the screeches coming from all around, near and far, in the dark. They were from all the infected within earshot.  
 
    Sensing an open window of opportunity, General Xin picked himself up off the dirt and climbed into the jeep. He was too nervous to look back. If he did, he knew he'd see the Alphas coming for him. So he turned the ignition and slammed on the gas.  
 
    Between the dust and dirt kicked up by the jeep's tires and the almost oppressive black of the very early morning, Xin had a hard time seeing where he was going. All he could see were those glowing yellow eyes. And his foot got heavier.  
 
    There was an intense ringing in General Xin's ears. He was disoriented. Due to his lack of sleep, his vision became like video, skipping frames. It was a minor miracle that he didn't crash the jeep. 
 
    The woman in the watchtower who first saw the 787 spotted the oncoming lights of the jeep speeding towards the front gates of the base. They're already coming back? That was fast.  
 
    Eventually General Xin reached the outer fences of Borroloola base. It wasn't until he stopped the jeep and fell out that he felt safe. The guards at the front gate rushed over to help him. They asked what happened and where the other team members were, but he couldn't hear a word they said. Aside from the ringing in his ears, he heard nothing.  
 
    The front gate guards picked Xin up They put his arms around their shoulders and carried him past the fences into the Borroloola base. Slipping in and out of consciousness, he had no idea what was going on. More importantly, neither did any Phoenix member in the facility.  
 
    Mrs. Meesang and her husband rushed out of the compound to meet General Xin. Right behind them were medics with a stretcher. Xin told himself he would stay strong so he'd be able to tell them what was coming. He wanted to save them or at least give them a chance. But his body needed mending. In order to allocate its energies properly, it shut him down. The General was finally going to get some sleep. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11: Deja Vu 
 
    “I'm telling you, they kidnapped them. There were men, women and children. They marched them right through the jungle at gunpoint,” said Mack. He was on Haven in the sleeping quarters that he shared with Stephanie and Amber. Both the girls were there with him.  
 
    “For what?” asked Stephanie, who didn't want to believe what Mack told her.  
 
    “Wait, when was this? I thought you were on the beach?” Just as Mack figured, Amber had no clue where he was for those few hours back at the Maluku Islands.  
 
    “I don't know what for. But I doubt it was for any good reason. People tend not to kidnap others just to show them a good time.”  
 
    “Jesus, listen to yourself. This is the first truly good thing since all this started. And you want to throw it all away because of what you think you saw in a jungle.” Stephanie wasn't ready to even entertain the idea that the residents of Haven were up to no good. Despite Mack's insistence that he saw some shady goings on in the past few days, she wouldn't believe him. She couldn't. Ever since losing her brother she wondered where she belonged in the post outbreak world. That was until recently.  
 
    In Stephanie's mind, Haven was a place to start anew. True, at first it was just an attempt to calm Mack down, to center him. Ironically it was her that was calmed and centered by the floating community.  
 
    “Don't take the lord's name in vain,” laughed Amber. “You know that's a sin right?”  
 
    Stephanie gave Amber a dirty look. The teen took the hint and shut up.  
 
    “What is it? Do you think I'm lying? You think I'm making things up? Why would I do that?” asked Mack.  
 
    “Because you like it out there! You tell yourself you want to find somewhere safe, free of all the chaos. But you're lying to yourself. You thrive in this new fucked up world. And now that we've found that safe place, you're scared to settle down.” Stephanie didn't hold back. All those thoughts that had been floating around in her mind since arriving at Haven came spilling out.  
 
    “I'll find proof. Tonight. I'll prove to you that this place isn't what it seems.” Mack gave up trying to convince her that Haven was not a good place filled with good people. At least with words. No, he'd need something more concrete, something that would erase any doubt in even the most stubborn mind.  
 
    “What are you talking about? What proof?”  
 
    “Dunno, I'm going to find some though.” Mack sat down and put on his boots.  
 
    “Don't be silly. How about the both of us just cool down. Maybe we can get some sleep and talk about this with clearer heads in the morning?”  
 
    “You can go to sleep. I'm checking this shit out.”  
 
    “Fine. I believe you. Just go to bed.” Stephanie rolled over in her bunk.  
 
    No you don't. Anyway, I need to find out what this place is. For me if for no one else. For Amber. Mack finished tying the laces on his boots. 
 
    Unless they had work detail that required them to be out of the communal living quarters after ten, all the residents of Haven were in bed. Even the main lights were turned off to conserve fuel and batteries. Only emergency red lights spaced out every twenty feet were allowed. It was just enough light to find one's way to the lavatories. 
 
    The darker the better. Now I know what lions feel like in the night. They see everything.  
 
    Mack stuck his head out of his living quarters. The halls outside were dark. Faint red lights colored corners. They reminded him of the Golden Pony. Those days seemed so far away.  
 
    It was hard to be quiet when wearing boots while walking the hollow halls of a ship. Mack managed to do it through some trial and error. He headed down to the engine room.  
 
    Mack had been all around the main floors of Haven. Everyone had. They consisted of the kitchen, the communal living area, a rec room and of course the decks. Never did they let people down into the bowels of the freighter, unless they were members of Jeanine's inner circle. That was where he needed to go. Problem was he had no idea how to get there.  
 
    The halls were empty. Mack hadn’t even run into the slightest hint of a guard or any other bible thumper. It was almost too easy. But only almost.  
 
    Mack tried door after door, only to find nothing, which was frustrating. 
 
    This is the last one. Please let there be something behind here. I really don't want to come back and hear “I told you so”. Or worse. She'll probably not say a thing at first and wait till I fuck up next and bring this back around and use it against me. 
 
    The door in front of him was of the bulkhead variety. Designed to keep out water and maintain water pressure if the vessel flooded, it was more substantial then all of it's rather simple brethren. Therefore he figured that if there was something to hide, behind a bulkhead would be almost as good as a vault.  
 
    In place of a handle, there was a wheel that unlocked and opened bulkhead doors. Mack grabbed it and expected to be able to easily open it. But the wheel fought back. It took the extra strength afforded him by the perfected nanite virus to even spin it a little bit. 
 
    Why the hell wont this thing open? The more difficult it was for Mack to make progress on the bulkhead, the more determined he was to get it open. Frustrated but still resolute, he looked to see if he could spot what prevented him from succeeding. He hoped that it wasn't barred from the other side. 
 
    How did I not spot that earlier? Mack saw that a portion of the door was welded to the frame at the seam. That explained a lot but presented a new problem. It was one that he had the answer for inside his body. All he needed to do was figure out how to access it.  
 
    Mack remembered Ted Gorman and the ways the late CEO transformed his body. He made spikes and blades, and they were sharp. Mack would know, he got stabbed with a few.  
 
    If we have the same form of the virus floating through our blood than I should be able to do it too. Mack wanted to transform parts of his body, but unlike Gorman, he didn’t want to turn them into blades. He wanted to make his body able to pry open a partially welded bulkhead door.  
 
    Not knowing how to shape-shift his body, Mack took the only approach that made sense to him. He concentrated on what he wanted. That became much harder once it started working.  
 
    Transforming part of his body hurt, a lot. Mack wasn't ready for it. In many ways it was worse than healing a grievous injury. The bones, nerves, muscles and skin twisted and contorted. But Mack didn't stop. Somehow he kept his concentration. He was determined to see his plan through.  
 
    Both of Mack's feet turned into forms that could best be compared to eagle's talons. He used both of them to dig into the steel door frame. His arms turned into pry bars, stronger than any that could've been found on the market before the outbreak. 
 
    With both feet about halfway up the bulkhead door height, he latched onto to the frame. He lifted his upper body up so that he could dig his pry bar hands into the seams up top. Then he pulled and leaned back at the same time.  
 
    It was difficult and loud, but Mack managed to pry open the top of the bulkhead door. The thick steel was bent. That wasn't what he wanted. Still, it was a start.  
 
    Mack got off the door frame and instead dug his talons into the floor under him. He grabbed the bent top half of the door and pulled with everything he had. Much to his own surprise, he wasn't able to break the weld but he did break the hinges.  
 
    That works. But I don't think there will be any hiding this though. Oh well. If I'm wrong about them, they wouldn't suspect I could literally tear the door from its hinges. If I'm right, well… I don't think it will be that big of a surprise. 
 
    Mack squeezed through the now opened bulkhead door. He didn't bother trying to cover his tracks. A bulkhead door bent in half and torn off its hinges would be impossible to hide. It represented the simple fact that there was no turning back. And that was fine with him.  
 
    Beyond the bulkhead door, Mack found a stairwell. It lead downwards into the bowels of Haven that Mack had sought to find. He prepared himself mentally for what he might discover down there. Whatever that may have been, he had to know.  
 
    *** 
 
    “Two minutes. We're two minutes out.” The members of the Galatea strike team en route to Haven heard their helicopter pilot's voice in their ear pieces.  
 
    “Prepare the asset for drop,” ordered Harris Yedlin, the leader of the Galatea Strike team. He addressed the youngest member of the team and the only one to have a science background, Corey Blunt. 
 
    Blunt wasn't a big guy. Compared to the other members of the strike team, he was like a child. But his presence was necessary. He was the only one to have any experience around the Alpha infected. Since they had one on board that was to assist in the operation, the young man's presence was a must.  
 
    Though he wouldn't admit it, Blunt was afraid. It wasn't just the Alpha that scared him. Which it absolutely did. He feared that the rest of the team would realize that his knowledge about the creature was limited at best.  
 
    As Blunt made his way past the real soldiers and towards the cage that the Alpha was held in, he almost threw up in transit. Helicopters didn't agree with him. 
 
    Of all the things that Blunt thought he'd see in the Alpha cage, a woman's form wasn't one of them. The creature looked like what it must've interpreted as a desirable female. It was a tactic to throw the members of the all male strike team off balance. What it didn't realize was that any form it took would've done the same.  
 
    “Can you understand me?” asked Blunt. He stood right outside the Alpha's cage. Wisely, he was on guard and ready to jump out of the way of any potential attacks.  
 
    “Understand. Yes,” replied the Alpha. Both words were spoken in different voices. It tried to find the right one, the right sex. Hearing a guy's voice coming from what looked like a gal's body creeped Blunt out even more than he already was.  
 
    “We are going to drop you out of this plane onto a freighter. That freighter is full of enemies of the company. You need to eliminate those enemies. Understood?” Blunt kept his distance.  
 
    “Why? This do? Why?” asked the Alpha as it cocked its head to the side and stared at Blunt with its glowing yellow eyes.  
 
    “Orders, I'm afraid.” Blunt misunderstood the question.  
 
    “Why me orders?”  
 
    “Oh,” Blunt started to catch on. He reached into a pouch on his flak jacket. From it he produced some of the serum that kept Alphas alive in a tough plastic vial. “So you can get some of this.” He held the vial up so the creature saw it.  
 
    Suddenly the Alpha tried to reach outside it's cage by growing an extra limb almost instantly, that was long enough to grab the vial of serum out of Blunt's hand. That attempt was thwarted by a security measure built into the cage. As soon as a part of the creature crossed the threshold past the magnesium alloy bars, a burst of electricity shocked and caused it to retreat.  
 
    “Sorry about that.” For some reason, Blunt apologized.  
 
    “Ten seconds till drop!” yelled the pilot's voice.  
 
    The back door/ramp of the large helicopter opened up. Usually it was used to load or disembark ground vehicles. In the case of the Galatea version, two rows of metal ball bearings attached to the Alpha cage engaged. That cage slid down the rows of ball bearings until it came to a rough stop right at the end of the door.  
 
    “Drop!” 
 
    The cage at the end of the door/ramp opened. When it did, the Alpha saw an opportunity to escape. So it jumped out. Just as Galatea planned.  
 
    *** 
 
    It wasn't until Mack reached the lowest levels of Haven that he ran into any security. First were cameras. They would have seen him but his eyes allowed him to spot them first. Getting past them took some time but wasn't difficult. 
 
    Sneaking around was tricky. The floors in the lower levels consisted of rusted metal grates that moaned at the slightest applied pressure. Narrower hallways meant the echoes of each step were louder.  
 
    To mitigate the noise he was making, Mack took off his boots. He was going to go forward in just his socks. It was quiet but slippery. So he took those off as well. After a little concentration he was able to harden the bottom of his feet, making it bearable. 
 
    Past the cameras was a ladder that led down. A sign next to it indicated that it led to the bottom floor. If Mack was going to find anything it would be down there.  
 
    This is it. Either I discover something that busts this whole thing open, or I go empty handed and wait till Jeanine and her cronies figure out I was down here. 
 
    The next floor down, Mack ran into the first guard. Not wanting to kill anybody unnecessarily, he snuck up behind the unsuspecting sentry and put him in a choke hold. There was no breaking out of the big guy's grasp. His muscles at that point were more like steel cable than tissue.  
 
    Within seconds the guard went down. Not bothering to cover his tracks anymore, Mack just left his unconscious body on the floor. If the guy was found, he was found. There was no reason to bother trying to hide him. 
 
    Mack heard another guard coming from around the nearby corner. He quickly assessed his options. Having little choice he picked up the unconscious guard's gun. Shooting the weapon was out of the question. It would've been too loud.  
 
    With the butt of a rifle in his hand, Mack waited for the second guard to come around the corner. As soon as he saw his face, that rifle would be flung into it. Sure enough, the second guard appeared. 
 
    Mack threw the rifle like it was a throwing knife. It hit the second guard in the face with enough force to knock him out. The guy went down like a sack of bricks.  
 
    Around the corner at the end of the narrow hallway, Mack ran into anther bulkhead door. Thankfully it wasn't welded shut. Beyond it he could hear some coughs.  
 
    There's people in there. Mack grabbed the wheel of the bulkhead door. He spun it until he heard a loud clank, then he opened it.  
 
    The Golden Pony all over again. What's with people and fucked up secret labs? Is that a prerequisite for being crazy these days? Mack wasn't terribly surprised by what he saw after opening the door.  
 
    People, scientists, were handcuffed to pipes and tables inside a sad looking laboratory. All the equipment looked second hand. Water dripped down from the ceiling. It was hot and humid. None of those imprisoned down there looked like they'd been fed in days.  
 
    “How long have you guys been down here?” Mack knelt down next to the nearest prisoner. She looked like she was in bad shape. Her long hair was a tangled mess. Her clothing was soiled by every kind of stain imaginable. She wouldn't make eye contact with him. Instead she stared at the rusty floor.  
 
    “Let me get that for you,” offered Mack as he reached for the prisoner's cuffed wrist. The skin around it was broken and bloody. Her arm was raised high above her slumped over body.  
 
    Not needing a key, Mack snapped the chain of the prisoner's handcuffs. That got the other captives' attention. Their lifeless bodies started to stir.  
 
    “It's okay. I can free all of you.” Mack moved on to the next prisoner. Some thanked him. Most of them stayed silent and nursed the wounds on their wrists.  
 
    What do they want with all these people? The more scientists that Mack saved, the angrier he got. But he also was confused. None of it made sense to him. Why would Haven need so many scientists. Unless… 
 
    “Why are they keeping you here?” Mack asked the group. “Why'd they lock you guys up?”  
 
    No one answered . One of the male scientists struggled to his feet but managed to stand. His face was bruised and swollen. There were even ring indentations on the side of his head. Whoever beat him fancied jewelry. 
 
    “Why are you guys here? What the hell did they do to you?” Mack got no answer. “Did they want you guys to work on the virus? Is that it? Nod if I'm right.” No one nodded their heads. “Is there anyone else?”  
 
    The battered and bruised scientist pointed towards a mold covered tarp on the floor. Mack looked at the guy then down at the tarp. Not satisfied with what little he knew at that point, he was determined to keep going. 
 
    Mack lifted up the moldy tarp. Underneath it he found a hatch in the floor. What do we have here?  
 
    A wave of body odor, urine and feces assaulted Mack's enhanced senses as soon as he opened the hatch. It was enough to almost put him on his ass. But he endure and took a look down.  
 
    There was a ladder that led down about eight feet. At the bottom, Mack saw pairs of eyes looking up at him. People were down there. 
 
    Gunshots erupted near the entrance of the labs. Mack looked to see what was happening. Josiah and other Haven residents were shooting the scientists. It was a massacre. Not only were the victims not armed, they were malnourished and weak. It was about as far away from fair as you can get. 
 
    Mack jumped down into the space under the hatch, closing it on the way. His hope was that none of the armed men saw him. True, they probably couldn't kill him. But he had no desire to be a bullet sponge either.  
 
    I've seen these people before. What are they saying? Mack might have been in pitch darkness under the hatch, but he could see just fine. He was surrounded by a bunch of people who looked terrified. They kept their distance. 
 
    Wait… these are the people I saw Jeanine and her guys kidnap from the island. Again, why? Mack stayed near the ladder. He didn't want to scare the people around him any more than they already were. So he waited and listened.  
 
    It was hard to sit tight and do nothing as Mack heard the slaughter going down up above. What made it harder was that he knew he could stop it. All it would take was a little exertion and he could've taken each and every one of the attackers down. But that wasn't why he was there. He was after answers. The dead don't talk.  
 
    “Kill them all. We don't need them anymore. Send them home. God will take them in with open arms.” Nanite enhanced ears made the talking up above clear to Mack. “When we're done we'll seal this place off.”  
 
    “Shit,” Mack accidentally thought out loud. One of the kidnap victims down with him actually shushed him. It caught him off guard. 
 
    “You got the torch? Good. Let's seal this place...” Mack heard one of the armed men above. He was interrupted by the loud blare of sirens. “That the alarm? Shit, we'll pick this up later. C'mon!”  
 
    Are they leaving? They're leaving! Mack waited until he heard the last of the attackers leave the lab. Then he climbed up the ladder and slowly opened the hatch back up.  
 
    Mack stuck his head up out into the lab. He looked around and saw no one except corpses. The coast was clear. Nothing would stop him from getting out of there and returning to Amber and Stephanie with all the proof he needed.  
 
    He was about to leave when guilt punched Mack in the stomach. Sure, he could've gotten away free and clear. But what about those in the storage space under the hatch?  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12: Book of Revelation 
 
    “What are you reading?” asked Amber. She doodled on a notepad with a pen.  
 
    “The bible,” answered Stephanie. 
 
    “The bible huh? Is it any good?” asked the teen girl with more than a hint of sarcasm. 
 
    Stephanie put the book down. “What's up? What do you want?” 
 
    “Nothing.”  
 
    Stephanie raised one eyebrow and stared at her. They both knew that there was a motive behind the question. And it wasn't a shitty one.  
 
    “He'll be fine. Stop worrying. He probably didn't find anything and will come back with his tail between his legs.” Stephanie was confident that Mack was wrong in his accusations of shady goings on in Haven.  
 
    “What if he isn't fine? What if he found something and got caught? What if he needs our help?”  
 
    “What if sharks could fly? It would be terrifying. That's why you don't think about it.” 
 
    Amber seemed confused by what Stephanie said. That was her intent. “But... what?”  
 
    “Stop worrying about something that isn't going to happen.” Stephanie picked her bible back up. “Get some sleep. They said we'll reach Australia tomorrow.”  
 
    Stephanie heard Amber's annoyed moans as she laid down in her bunk. Neither of them were able to fall asleep. Fake confidence aside, both worried about Mack. It wasn't just his well being but what trouble he'd dig up.  
 
    Alarms sounded. It was so loud, Stephanie and Amber could feel it through their thin mattresses. Damn it, Mack. 
 
    “Do you think it's…?” asked Amber after sitting up in bed.  
 
    “Yeah, it's him. C'mon. Let's see if we can stop the big lout from getting killed.” Stephanie got up out of bed and got dressed as quickly as she could. Amber did the same.  
 
    Before leaving their quarters, Amber reached under her bunk. She searched around with her hand until she found what she was looking for. Once she did, she presented them to Stephanie, who laughed and shook her head. 
 
    “What? He taught me to always be prepared,” explained Amber as she held up a handful of shivs she fashioned out of whatever she got her hands on. 
 
    Stephanie pulled Amber out of the doorway before she got ran over by the stampede of Haven residents who rushed down the hallway. They were in a panic. Something big was going on. 
 
    Once the way wasn't quite as crowded and hectic, Amber and Stephanie left their quarters. They needed to find Mack. An easy solution to that problem would have been to follow the chaos. First they needed to arm themselves with something more than shivs. To do so they had to reach the armory.  
 
    The armory was once a pantry just outside the kitchen. To get there, they had to find their way through the commotion that occurred all throughout the ship. Hopefully no one would be onto Mack and try to stop or detain them. 
 
    *** 
 
    Nothing but open air stood between the dropped Alpha and Haven. In those brief seconds before hitting the deck of the freighter, it felt freedom. It was at peace. One that would soon be shattered. All because the humans were the gatekeepers to the serum that the creature so desperately needed. 
 
    But what if the Alpha were to ignore the commands of it's keepers? Was the need for serum real? Or was it programmed into the countless tiny machines that made up it's body? There wasn't a more opportune time to test that supposed “fact”.  
 
    When the Alpha hit the Haven deck, it dissolved into a pile of nanites. The residents on that deck heard and saw the impact. Naturally they wanted to check out what it was.  
 
    Some heard the sound of rotors high above but saw no lights through the clouds. What came next took all of them by surprise.  
 
    From the pile of black particles, the feminine Alpha reformed itself. First it's head rose from it, followed by it's neck, torso and rest of it's body. To onlookers, it looked like a woman made of metal rose out of a puddle of mechanical insects. It was both horrifying and fascinating.  
 
    Reconstituted, the Alpha looked at the men and women on Haven's deck. They pointed their weapons at it. From the sound of their elevated heartbeats and smell of their perspiration, it knew the humans were nervous.  
 
    An unsteady trigger finger in the row of Haven residents accidentally squeezed off a round at the Alpha. The bullet ricocheted of it's stomach. Surprised, the creature looked down at where it was shot. It looked back up at the men and women in front of it.  
 
    “Sorry?” said the man with the itchy trigger finger.  
 
    The Alpha screeched. It was loud enough to make everyone on deck cover their ears. Before they could recover the creature charged. Metal tendrils formed out of it's back, and at the end of each one were wide curved blades, not unlike those on axes.  
 
    With claws on it's hands, the Alpha slashed at anyone in front of it. The blade tipped tendrils swung and flailed with minds of their own. Every person within a six foot radius of it was sliced up like lambs on spits. Except there weren't any gyros being made. Only the dead and the dying.  
 
    The strike team watched from the air as their Alpha laid waste to any and everyone on Haven's deck. They needed the creature to clear it so they could repel down and get to business. Failure wasn't something any of them were familiar with. That's why they were chosen for that specific mission.  
 
    Before they left home base, the strike team was informed that they were to restrain and detain the man known as Mack. Then they were to drag him back to the nearest Galatea facility. Anything or anyone who got in their way was expendable. The CEO himself assigned them the mission, in person, just to emphasize its importance.  
 
    “Okay, it's go time! You got the EMP, Blunt!?” Yedlin referred to the experimental weapon meant to keep the Alpha under control. It emitted concentrated but weak EMP bursts. The gun wouldn't have been enough to put the creatures down but it was enough to hurt them. Rather than kill, it was meant to deter.  
 
    “Got it,” said Blunt. He held the bulky weapon in his hands.  
 
    “Ropes!” Yedlin ordered his men to drop the SPIE ropes they were going to use to repel down. They all did exactly as ordered. 
 
    “Hook up!” On Yedlin's command, each member of the strike team hooked the SPIE ropes to harnesses they wore over their kevlar. They were ready to go.  
 
    Blunt had a little trouble hooking himself in. His hands were sweaty, and nerves robbed him of coordination. By the time Yedlin gave the order to jump, he was still struggling to secure himself to his rope.  
 
    There was a click. Blunt was sure his harness was secured to his SPIE rope. All that was left for him to do was jump.  
 
    Looking out over the carnage below, Blunt could see his fellow strike team members. They already were on the Haven deck, engaging with the enemy. Though he had no desire to, he had to join them.  
 
    Blunt took a deep breath and stepped off the helicopter. He felt the rope sliding underneath his gloves. For a brief second he imagined how much it would hurt if he didn't have them.  
 
    The deck of the freighter sped towards him. That was when he heard a click. There wasn't time for him to do anything about it. His harness wasn't completely secure. 
 
    “Where's Blunt with that EMO?” asked Yedlin as he and the rest of the team watched the Alpha rampage. One of his men pointed up behind him.  
 
    Yedlin turned to watch the split second before Blunt crashed hard into the deck. The young scientist shattered his skull, killing him instantly. Not one to lose sleep over casualties in the field, the commander of the strike team didn't even flinch.  
 
    “Harris! Grab that gun before that thing turns around and decides to turn us into human sushi.”  
 
    “Good to go, sir,” reported Harris after retrieving the EMP gun. 
 
    A Haven resident sounded the ship's alarms. The element of surprise was gone, which was unfortunate but expected. That's one of the reasons the Alpha was there. 
 
    “Okay. Let's find him!” Yedlin led his team under the deck into the innards of Haven, shooting anyone who tried to stop them.  
 
    *** 
 
    Stephanie and Amber headed towards the kitchen and armory. By then the alarms and sirens were so loud that it gave both of them a splitting headache. But there was no time for such petty ailments. They thought Mack was in trouble. As far as they were concerned, it was up to them to save him. 
 
    An explosion several decks away made Haven rumble. It was almost enough to make Amber and Stephanie fall mid-run. They didn't, but others around them did. 
 
    From a nearby hallway, just around a corner, they heard gunshots. Problem was, they needed to go in that direction. So Stephanie told Amber to wait as she took a peek around the corner. 
 
    Stephanie saw Josiah. He stood in the hallway closest to her. Two men dressed in familiar Galatea Security gear had their guns pointed at him. She could smell the aroma of burnt gunpowder. 
 
    As she kept watching, Stephanie witnessed the two armed men open fire on Josiah. The big man went down to one knee. Then he started laughing. Much to the surprise of not only his attackers but Stephanie as well, Josiah stood back up. He rushed the men and beat them to death with his own hands.  
 
    Oh no. Stephanie looked at the floor. There was black oily blood where Josiah was shot. Only the infected bled that color. 
 
    How did he…? If he's infected, how is he not a mindless monster? Is he like Mack? Stephanie stare in disbelief at Josiah who finished off his attackers with boots to their heads. He looked up and saw that he was being watched. 
 
    “Stephanie?” Josiah smiled at her with blood splattered on his face. “It is Stephanie, right?”  
 
    Horrified she backed away. Once she was out of Josiah's sight, she ran back to Amber, grabbed the teen by the arm and dragged her in the opposite direction. 
 
    “Whoa! Where are we going? The armory is that way.” Amber pointed in the direction where Josiah brutalized two members of the Galatea strike team.  
 
    “We can't go that way. It's blocked. We can go up a floor and go over it,” said Stephanie. She purposefully kept what she saw to herself.  
 
    “Are you sure? Mack said...”  
 
    “Trust me.”  
 
    Stephanie led the way through the hallways, up a stairwell and to the floor above. Amber noticed that she knew every twist, turn and door. How, she did not know. But she didn't care. That was a whole can of worms that could be opened at a later date.  
 
    The plan was simple. They'd go up one floor and bypass Josiah. Carrying out that plan was a different story, because in order to do so they had to make it to the stairs. 
 
    Haven's decks were set up in such a way that there were four stairwells per floor. One on each end of the ship were the main means to change floors. In the middle of each side of each floor were narrower stairwells. Those were what Amber and Stephanie had to take. But to get there they'd need to travel the equivalent of several city blocks. 
 
    Things were getting worse below the main deck. Amber could hear gunshots followed by screaming, that echoed through the cramped hallways. People ran back and forth in every direction. Most had no idea what was going on.  
 
    Stephanie pointed at the stairwell that was within view. She and Amber managed to push their way through the throngs of Haven residents. Just as they thought they were almost there, a hail of bullets halted their progress. 
 
    Yedlin and the remains of the Galatea strike team reached their floor. Having faced heavy resistance throughout Haven up till that point, they changed their strategy. Instead of trying to discern between innocent residents and defenders they just opened fire on anyone they saw.  
 
    Amber and Stephanie were lucky enough to have plenty of bodies between them and Yedlin's strike team. Though they didn't feel that way as they briefly watched Haven residents get gunned down. They snapped out of the shock from witnessing so much death at once and hurried up the stairs.  
 
    The first thing that Amber noticed upon exiting the stairwell was the smell. They both smelled the sickening mixture of coppery blood, urine, gunpowder and a fourth unidentifiable aroma. Then they saw the source.  
 
    Blood splattered the walls, ceiling and floor of the new hallway they found themselves in. Dead Haven residents were pretty much everywhere they stepped. From the state of their corpses it was evident that bladed weapons were used to dispatch them.  
 
    Both Amber and Stephanie didn’t have to say anything to each other. Both of them realized how terrible what they were seeing was. In place of the panic that such a sight might induce in most people, they focused on making progress towards the end of the ship. When they got there they would be able to descend back down to the level with the kitchen and make their way to the armory. It was a goal that seemed less and less worth it the farther they went. 
 
    The whole ship felt like it was hit with a battering ram. Sounded like it too. Unbeknownst to most of the people on board, the freighter was being bombarded with rockets from the circling Galatea helicopter. It was an all out assault.  
 
    The missiles from the helicopter knocked out the emergency power. Haven was completely without electricity. Lacking Mack's enhanced eyes, Amber and Stephanie had to move slowly.  
 
    In the distance, Stephanie could see the end of the hallway. The stairwell at the end of the ship was open to the elements, though the moonlight didn't provide much light.  
 
    A strange silhouette appeared at the end of the hall. It was strange because the shape of the silhouette kept changing. They weren't obvious and blatant alterations but more subtle ones. Whatever it was, it wasn't human, but it looked like it was trying to appear like one.  
 
    Stephanie held out her hand to see if she could touch Amber. When her fingers made contact, she grabbed Amber's arm, then she pushed the teen towards the wall and did the same herself. She hoped that whatever was at the end of the hall couldn't see them in the dark.  
 
    What Stephanie didn't realize was that it was an Alpha at the end of the hall. The creature started to walk in their direction, and when it reached them it stopped.  
 
    By then, Stephanie and Amber saw the glowing yellow eyes of the feminine Alpha as it examined them. They realized that they were dealing with the infected but they couldn't really see and had no weapons. Basically they were at the creature's mercy. 
 
    After it determined that the two humans in the hallway weren't a threat, the Alpha moved on. Both let out audible sighs of relief when they were sure the Alpha was gone. Already taking way longer than they wanted, the two of them hurried to the stairwell.  
 
    Stephanie looked out over the water when they reached the open end of the freighter. Judging from the direction the waves were breaking around the hull, she determined that they were at the bow.  
 
    “What are you doing!? Come on!” yelled Amber as she stood halfway down the stairs. Stephanie broke away from the railing and joined her.  
 
    *** 
 
    Yedlin led his strike team downwards. He and his superiors figured that if Mack was on Haven it would likely be somewhere hidden away. At least that was if the residents of the freighter knew who and what he was. It was a risk but a calculated one. 
 
    The strike team kept descending from floor to floor. It was like the freighter was endlessly deep. Finally they reached what appeared to be the bottom. If their target was on the ship, he had to be there.  
 
    With their night vision goggles equipped, getting around wasn't an issue for Yedlin and his team. They saw everything in the darkness of Haven's bowels. So they were surprised to see a group of scared looking men, women and children stumbling towards them.  
 
    “Sir?” asked one of Yedlin's men. He wanted to know what to do because the group was getting closer and they wouldn't have been able to just pass by them.  
 
    “Should we shoot?” asked Harris who was right behind Yedlin. 
 
    Before Yedlin could answer, he saw someone run out of the group of people and rush straight towards him. It was a big man that fit the description of their target.  
 
    Knowing that bullets might not work, Yedlin took the EMP gun off his back. The plan was to incapacitate Mack with the same weapon they'd use on the Alpha, but he never got the chance to pull the trigger. 
 
    Mack hit Yedlin so hard with the back of his fist that the strike team leader's jaw dislocated. As he fell, Mack went to work on Harris and the other remaining members of the team.  
 
    Through the brief muzzle flashes from the strike team, the prisoners that Mack freed saw him strike Harris in the neck hard enough to push his Adam's apple into his throat. As he rapidly asphyxiated, the remaining member of the team got his head grabbed and smashed into the wall.  
 
    Yedlin slowly got up. Blood streamed out his mouth. His vision was blurry. Not that that mattered. The night vision goggles he wore before getting hit were broken. He felt like he got hit in the head by a sledge hammer.  
 
    Mack turned and saw that Yedlin was still moving. He calmly walked over and picked the strike team leader up by his Kevlar vest with one hand. Yedlin, not one to give up, unholstered his pistol. He emptied it into the Viking's gut. It didn’t kill him, but made him let go.  
 
    Yedlin, from the rusty grated floor, aimed his gun at Mack. He didn't realize he was out of bullets. Annoyed and hurting, Mack kicked the strike team leader in the face, knocking him out.  
 
    Now I need to find Amber and Stephanie and get these people off this ship. Mack approached the group of prisoners he liberated from the hidden room under the laboratory floor. He didn't stop to think how that might have looked to them.  
 
    In the dark all that the group of former prisoners saw were Mack's glowing eyes (which happened unintentionally). That is after they caught glimpses of him killing two men, so they were scared.  
 
    Shit. “I'm not going to hurt you. We need to get out of here.” Mack held his hands up and tried to look as non threatening as possible, but it didn't work. They were terrified.  
 
    I can't stay here and try and convince them. There's no time. Who knows how many more of these assholes are on board. Plus there's Jeanine and her people. No, I need to get to Amber and Stephanie, and get the hell off this ship.  
 
    Mack backed away from the people he saved from below the hatch not ten minutes before. He had to accept that he couldn't help them anymore. With that said he believed he could still save his teenage charge and Stephanie.  
 
    *** 
 
    Amber and Stephanie reached the pantry that served as a pseudo armory. It was almost empty. All that was left were a couple of machetes and one small caliber pistol that was so useless that no one bothered to take it. So the duo took it all. 
 
    Neither Stephanie nor Amber spoke about whatever they ran into outside the stairwell minutes earlier. Part of the silence was due to the fact that nether of them really knew what they saw. It wasn't like any meat puppet they ran into before. The fact that it didn't kill or even attack them was somehow more disturbing.  
 
    Once armed with what little weapons they salvaged, it was time for them to look for Mack. They figured they'd start at the deck and go from there. From what they could tell, that's where whatever was going on in Haven started.  
 
    Amber and Stephanie crossed through the kitchen. The room was a complete mess. In a panic, the residents raided it for food and knives.  
 
    “I'm afraid I can't let you go any further.” They both heard a voice as they made their way towards the front deck. Someone stepped out in front of the doorway that led to that last set of stairs. It was Jeanine, alone.  
 
    “Sorry lady but you can't stop us,” said Amber as she readied her newly acquired machete. 
 
    Jeanine made eye contact with Stephanie. “I thought you believed in the work we're doing here, Stephanie. I thought you believed in God's work.”  
 
    “God's work? Are you kidding me? Look around you, Jeanine. What do you see? Me? I don't see anything holy or divine about any of this. It's just people killing people.” Stephanie didn't buy into Jeanine's weak pitch.  
 
    Jeanine gave a wicked smile. “I'm sorry you feel that way. But like I said. You two aren't going anywhere.”  
 
    Stephanie aimed the pistol at Jeanine's head. “We are going to find Mack and then we are getting of this death trap. Move! Or I will shoot you!”  
 
    “Go ahead.” Jeanine opened her arms wide. She dared Stephanie to pull the trigger.  
 
    “Okay.” Stephanie shot Jeanine in her left eye. The mother of Haven stumbled backwards and bent over a stainless steel counter. 
 
    “Good riddance crazy lady,” said Amber as she led the way past Jeanine and towards the stairs.  
 
    Stephanie followed. Her heart jumped up into her throat when she felt Jeanine's cold hand grab her by the arm. The grip was so hard it hurt, causing her to drop her pistol.  
 
    Jeanine rose up from the stainless steel kitchen counter. There was an oozing wound where her left eye used to be. It was rapidly healing itself.  
 
    “No...” Stephanie stared at Jeanine in disbelief. She'd only seen anything like it before with Mack. “That's…”  
 
    “Impossible?” Jeanine finished Stephanie's sentence. “It was, before we found you three. Thanks to your boyfriend, God's ultimate gift was bestowed upon me and a select other few. And now that we have our new and improved bodies we can be the Lord's hand and burn this worldwide Sodom and Gomorrah to the ground. From the ashes we will rebuild and populate the planet with the pious and righteous. It will be glorious!”  
 
    “That's why you took us in. You were waiting for us, weren't you? You wanted us aboard so you could somehow take what's inside Mack.”  
 
    “We didn't take anything. We were given it!” Jeanine wrenched Stephanie's arm and violently threw her to the kitchen floor. The impact was so hard that she felt a couple of her ribs crack. It induced a labored grunt.  
 
    “You cunt!” cursed Amber. She lunged at Jeanine with her machete. It found it's mark, cutting through the mother of Haven's collarbone.  
 
    “Amber...” Stephanie slowly got up of the floor while holding her ribs.  
 
    “You may be able to heal but that doesn't mean it won't hurt,” said Amber with a smile as she removed the blade of her machete from Jeanine's collarbone. Viscous black blood sprayed from the wound before it started closing.  
 
    Jeanine screamed as her wound closed. Stephanie and Amber passed by her as the mother of Haven's was in a pain driven frenzy. For such a reportedly religious woman, she cursed up a storm. They didn't stop hearing her until they reached the deck. 
 
    Once there, Amber and Stephanie were hit by a wave of intense heat. The far side of the deck, where the livestock were kept, was an inferno. A helicopter did circles around the freighter, sporadically firing at anyone in it's spotlight.  
 
    “Ah damn,” said Stephanie, wincing in extreme discomfort. 
 
    *** 
 
    Mack sped through Haven's hallways. He passed by people who probably could have used his help, but as far as he was concerned the residents of the freighter deserved their fates. Besides, he needed to find Amber and Stephanie. They were his first and only priorities. 
 
    Some of the panicked Haven residents stood in Mack's way. He simply shoved them out of his path. There wasn't going to be anything or anyone standing between him, and getting off that freighter.  
 
    “Mr. Mack!?” someone yelled. For the first time since leaving the prisoners he freed behind, he stopped moving. He turned around and saw Josiah standing in the hallway picking something from his skin. 
 
     That's not good. Upon closer inspection, Mack saw that Josiah was picking bullets out of his own body. He discarded them onto the floor. 
 
    “I'm getting off this ship. So move!” said Mack as he walked in Josiah's direction. 
 
    The big dirty looking and smelling dread locked man didn't budge. He just smiled. That was fine with Mack. It gave him an excuse to exact some vengeance on one of Jeanine's top cronies.  
 
    Well I fucking warned him. Mack cocked his fist back. Still Josiah didn't move. So the Viking punched him in his jaw.  
 
    The strike that Mack delivered was one of the finest he ever threw in his life. It would have killed a normal man, and that was indeed his intention. As Josiah's head snapped to the side and spine cracked, that was what Mack thought happened.  
 
    Like a scene from “The Exorcist”, Josiah's head spun back around to face Mack. There was a sick crunching sound that sounded like stepping on a pile of cereal, if cereal was made of meat and bone. And just like that, Jeanine's henchman looked as good as new.  
 
    That was very unexpected. So this is the fruits of their labors here. Ted had the same nanite virus in him too. And his corpse is in the middle of the Oregon woods. 
 
    Mack prepared to hit Josiah again. Then he felt his shirt get grabbed. In a swift motion, he was tossed bodily into a wall. The unexpected impact rattled his metallic bones. 
 
    Josiah picked Mack up by the back of his neck. Then he slammed him face first into the floor. That was flowed by a powerful kick to his midsection.  
 
    “Come. Get up. I need to properly thank you.” Josiah forcefully picked Mack up again. 
 
    Mack tried to punch Josiah in the gut on his way up back to his feet. The blow was caught mid swing and his arm was twisted back behind him.  
 
    “Thank god you were brought to us,” said Josiah a split second before smashing Mack in the face with the bottom of a closed fist.  
 
    I'm not going to be able to fight this guy hand-to-hand. He's too well trained. Hopefully he hasn't realized the full potential of the nanite virus yet. 
 
    “You're going to die now, Mr. Mack. But don't fear. The lord will reward you for this gift you've given us and humanity.” Josiah moved in for the kill.  
 
    In the same motion Mack swung his arm around. The side of his hand transformed into a blade. And that bladed hand took Josiah's head right off his shoulders.  
 
    Mack watched as Josiah's severed head rolled across Haven's hallway. There was look of shock on it's face. Then it blinked.  
 
    Yeah no. I'm not taking that chance. Mack raised one of his booted feet up above Josiah's head. With a mighty stomp, he splattered it under his sole.  
 
    Mack was ready to move on when he heard the loudest screech he ever heard. It made his hair stand on end. Something was different about it, more menacing somehow.  
 
    Lets not stick around long enough to find out what that was. Mack continued through the hallways of the now slowly sinking freighter. He was almost to the quarters that he shared with Amber and Stephanie. It wasn't that he actually thought they'd still be there, but it was a good place to start his search. Perhaps they left behind some clues, intentionally or not.  
 
     Wait. Mack stopped running. There's an easier way to do this. I can track them with my nose. It'll be like in the jungle. I just need to concentrate and pick out their smell. 
 
    Mack tried to find Amber's scent through the cornucopia of aromas in the Haven hallways. He managed to picked it up. She was in the direction of the kitchen. That's where he needed to go.  
 
    Though on the same floor he was, Mack had to cross the length of the ship to reach his destination. So he bent down and ran as fast as his enhanced legs could take him. But he didn't get all the way there.  
 
    Something jumped out from an open doorway that Mack was passing by. It grabbed him and pinned him up against the wall. What at first looked like hands broke up into hundreds of thousands of small metallic bug like machines and completely covered his arms. He couldn't budge. After seeing what had him pinned, not being able to move was pretty far down his list of issues.  
 
    “What the fuck are you?” asked Mack out loud. He was referring to the Alpha who had him stiffly retrained. 
 
    “What the fuck are you?” asked the Alpha back. It looked Mack up and down and scanned it with it's intense yellow eyes.  
 
    Mack had never seen anything like the Alpha before. It was at once frightening, fascinating and confusing. Then he heard countless voices speaking nothing but computer code. He looked at the Alpha's lips. It wasn't talking to him. So what was?  
 
    The nanites that the Alpha's own body was composed of were talking to Mack. Each one was synchronized in their questions. Even though he mastered how to transform his body, he had no idea how to talk back to the tiny machines.  
 
    Suddenly the Alpha let go of him. All those little machines that had him pinned returned to a shape more akin to a human hand once again. Even though it released him, neither of it's glowing eyes stopped staring him down.  
 
    Do I attack? Do I run? Or do I piss myself? What the hell is this thing? More importantly, what the hell does it want? Mack had no idea what to do. Any of the creatures he ran into since the outbreak were always more of the maim and maul first and ask questions later type. But the Alpha was different. It was like it he was fascinating to it.  
 
    “Like me?” asked the Alpha in the kind of creepy voice usually reserved for EMP playbacks on ghost hunter shows. The Alpha gently turned Mack's head to the side and examined him. Doctors did the same thing while checking a patients lymph nodes. “No. You more. Perfect.”  
 
    What's creepier? That this thing can talk? Or that it thinks I'm somehow perfect? That is what it said right? Mack slowly started to move. In the child like part of his mind he felt that if he went just slow enough that perhaps he would go undetected. You know, like the Alpha was a T-Rex.  
 
    Much to Mack's surprise and relief, the Alpha didn't stop him. It just stared at him as he backed away from it. He went slowly at first then started running. 
 
    Before he got to the kitchen, Mack heard some screaming. It came from the direction he was heading to. From the sound it was clear that it was a woman, an older one.  
 
    There's only one person I know that could get that kind of reaction out of someone. Mack knew he was close to finding Amber and Stephanie.  
 
    He arrived in the kitchen to find Jeanine freaking out. There was blood everywhere, especially on her clothes. He couldn't tell exactly what happened but someone must have hurt her pretty bad. Chances were that whatever he did to her couldn't make things much worse. So why bother? 
 
    The scene on the deck of Haven was somewhat alarming. Almost half the freighter was in flames and a Galatea helicopter took shots at survivors. After he understood the gravity of the situation, Mack spotted Amber and Stephanie hiding behind some shipping containers.  
 
    “Amber!” shouted Mack as he braved the high caliber bullets and ran over to meet his teenage charge and best lady.  
 
    “Where the hell have you been!? yelled Amber when Mack joined them behind the shipping container.  
 
    “I could ask you guys the same thing.”  
 
    “We need to get off this damn ship!” Stephanie kept peeking over the top of the shipping container. She had to make sure that the helicopter wasn't circling around behind them, thereby negating their cover.  
 
    “Yes, we do.” Mack looked around. With his enhanced eyes he could see the deck of Haven pretty clearly. What he looked for was maybe an inflatable life raft or even some life preservers. Basically anything that would keep them from drowning, because the only way off the freighter was going to be overboard.  
 
    There! Mack spotted life jackets attached to the wall of the conning tower, and it wasn't that far. But being shot at had a funny way of making any distance seem a little farther.  
 
    “Stay here!” he instructed. Stephanie and Amber had no time to protest as he sprung up and sprinted towards the conning tower.  
 
    Mack didn't make it very far before the helicopter caught a glimpse of him dashing across the Haven deck. The pilot, through his night vision recognized him as their target. Informed about his particular unique abilities, they had no problem trying to gun him down. 
 
    The deck below Mack lit up. And it followed him. He was in the helicopter's spotlight.  
 
    Large bullets meant mainly to damage and disable vehicles impacted and ricocheted around his feet. He tried to ignore them but a couple hit him in his back, sending him into a tumble.  
 
    The Galatea helicopter had to circle around again if its occupants wanted another shot at him. That meant that he only had less than a minute to get up and recover from his wounds. He knew he couldn't take much more of that punishment. 
 
    Mack could feel the bullets still embedded under his skin as he tried to stand. The pain was almost crippling. Sure his skin and flesh slowly healed. That didn't do anything about the hot lead that was likely to be stuck in him for the rest of his life. 
 
    Too slow. Mack had made it upright, wobbly, but upright. He didn't do so quick enough. The spotlight was right back on him and the chopper was ready to engage. 
 
    There was a crash from up above, high in the conning tower. Mack looked up and through falling shards of glass saw the Alpha he encountered down below leaping towards the helicopter. The distance of the jump was impossible. Still, that was what happened.  
 
    The helicopter pilot tried to pull up and out of the way, but he was too slow. With a thunderous crash the Alpha burst through the windshield. Over the course of that impact the pilot and copilot were killed instantly.  
 
    Without anyone to fly it, the helicopter spun out of control and fell onto Haven's deck. Mack watched as out of the wreckage emerged the Alpha, seemingly unharmed. As he, Stephanie and Amber all stared in disbelief, the creature casually walked across the deck to the corpse of the young scientist, Blunt. It rifled through his things and found the vials of serum that would extend it's life. Once retrieved, it jumped off the freighter. 
 
    That was... wow. Mack was in awe. What he witnessed was something that even in the crazy times he lived in, was unprecedented. It was damn impressive. 
 
    Mack hunched over from the pain in his back, finally reached the life jackets. He grabbed three of them, and aware that he was lucky to still be alive, he didn’t want to press his luck. He hurried back. 
 
    Amber and Stephanie put on their life jackets. Once those were on, they helped Mack put on his. With all three of them strapped in and ready to go, they headed towards the edge of the deck.  
 
    “Alright, girlie girl. You first.” Mack and Stephanie helped Amber up on the railing that was meant as a safety measure to prevent passengers from falling overboard. In other words, it was meant for the exact opposite purpose.  
 
    The railing was a little slippery but Amber managed to make it up without incident. Upon getting up there, a wave of butterflies assaulted her stomach. 
 
    “I don't know if I can do this,” she said as she stood on the edge of Haven's deck. The dark water was a long way down. Not a second passed after her voicing her misgivings that Stephanie pushed her.  
 
    Stephanie followed her into the black undulating waters. Mack was about to join them when he heard Jeanine. Against his better judgment, he turned to see what she had to say. 
 
    “Wait! We need you!” Jeanine stumbled across Haven's deck towards him. Something was wrong with her. Light from the fire provided enough color for him to see her skin. Black veins were spreading under it like jellyfish tentacles. “Something's wrong with us. We injected ourselves with the same strain of the nanite virus that was in your blood. So why are we turning?” 
 
    “I really don't give a shit. After what you did to those people you had locked down below, you deserve whatever is happening to you.” Mack got up on the railing at the edge of the deck. He took a moment to mock Jeanine before going overboard. “Don't worry. I'm sure God will save you.” The Viking jumped into the inky waves. On his way down he heard a meat puppet screech on deck. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13: Escalation 
 
    General Xin eyes slowly opened. It was not unlike being in a dark room when a door opens flooding it with sudden light. His focus was blurry. 
 
    What happened? How did I…? The wreckage! General Xin tried to sit up. Suddenly the blurry room started to spin, and that's when he felt the bandage on his head. 
 
    There was knocking at the door. General Xin looked around and realized where he was. He saw the room when Mrs. Meesang gave him a tour of the Phoenix Borroloola Base. It was an infirmary.  
 
    The knocking at the door didn't stop. Xin sat at the edge of the very uncomfortable infirmary bed. He felt a tugging at his arm. When he looked down to see what it was he discovered an IV stuck in the crook of his elbow. It was attached to a bag of fluids that hung on the other side of the bed near the wall. 
 
    Not one to passively be confined, General Xin ripped out his IV. With his movements no longer restricted he got up out of bed. He was off balance but managed to stabilize himself against the wall. 
 
     “General?” There was more knocking, followed by a voice that Xin didn't recognize.  
 
    When he tried to reply, General Xin felt how dry his throat was. Forming anything more than a grunt or moan hurt, so instead he just kept heading towards the door one step at a time.  
 
    By the time he got there, the General's vision began clearing up, and he saw the door knob and reached for it. That's when he noticed there was something wrong with his hand. It was wrapped up in bandages and hurt a lot. Even a tough old timer such as himself had to switch it up to open the door.  
 
    With his uninjured hand General Xin tried to open the door, but it was locked. What is the meaning of this? 
 
    “Why does this door not open? Open it! Now!” Commanded General Xin. Each order hurt.  
 
    “I'm sorry but I can't do that, General.” From the tone of his words, it was easy to deduce that there was a soldier on the other side of the door. Or at least what was once a soldier.  
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    “We're under strict orders from Mrs. Meesang, sir. You are to be quarantined until further notice.”  
 
    General Xin took another look at his bandaged hand. He didn't remember hurting it, but it felt wrong. Not only did it hurt but he felt like bugs were crawling all over his skin under the wrapping.  
 
    “Am I infected?” asked Xin. He wasn't one to mince words or cower from unpleasantness. Quarantine could only mean that he was either infected or they thought he was. Then it hit him. If he was infected than he would have turned by then. True he had no idea what time it was, but a window high above leaked in daylight. Afternoon daylight by the looks of it. That was plenty of time for the virus to take it's hold over him.  
 
    “I don't know, General. They don't really tell me those things. I'm sorry.” The tone of the ex-soldier's voice changed from stern to sympathetic.  
 
    “Can I speak to Meesang?”  
 
    “She said she'll be by later. She seemed really happy to see you alive.”  
 
    So happy she locked me up. General Xin retreated from the door. He knew he wasn't going to be able to talk his way out of there. Instead he'd wait. The man was nothing if not patient.  
 
    *** 
 
    Outside the infirmary was in disarray. No one knew what happened to the scout team sent out to examine the wreckage. They would have asked General Xin but he was in no condition to inform them, especially since he passed out shortly after getting back to Borroloola Base.  
 
    What Mrs. Meesang was left with were questions. What did they find out at the 787 wreckage? What happened to the team? If they were dead, what killed them? And how long before it came for the rest of those under her care?  
 
    Mrs. Meesang stood on the roof of the Borroloola facility. From there she had a view in every direction for miles. Under the bright afternoon sun, she could even see the still smoldering remains of the plane. That wasn't what got her attention though.  
 
    More and more infected started shambling around and forming groups. It was behavior that Meesang had never seen before. They were actually working together. To her knowledge that should have been impossible. 
 
    What freaked Mrs. Meesang out more then than the gathering infected was the fact that they hadn't attacked. In fact they seemed to be be purposefully keeping their distance. It was unsettling. 
 
    While looking around at how much trouble her people were in, Meesang saw something walking towards the front fences. From it's silhouette it looked human, but there was an intense reflection from the sun on it's body.  
 
    The two men assigned to guard the front entrance of the Borroloola facility had no idea what to do. An Alpha, the leader of the small pack, slowly approached them as calm as could be. All the while it stared at them with its unflinching yellow eyes.  
 
    Meesang heard the crackle of her radio. “Do we engage m'am?” asked one of the guards from the other end.  
 
    Mrs. Meesang didn't know what to do. Mainly that was because she had no idea what the Alpha was, it's intentions or capabilities. But she didn't have time to think it over.  
 
    “Do not engage. But don't let it into the facility. I'll be down there in a minute.” Meesang hurried off the roof. She took the stairs down to the ground floor and went outside.  
 
    “What's going on?” asked Mrs. Meesang's husband, Yamata. He met her as soon as she stepped outside.  
 
    “I don't know yet. Get everyone ready. We may have a fight on our hands. I hope it doesn't come to that, but we need to be prepared.” Mrs. Meesang told the truth. Yamata nodded. He went to go get everyone ready. She grabbed his arm first. “No one fires unless I give the command or they attack. I don't want this to escalate into something it doesn't need to be.”  
 
    “Understood,” said Yamata. He rushed off to spread the word.  
 
    The lead Alpha casually walked past the two front gate guards. They followed with their rifles at the ready. It didn't seem particularly worried about them. In it's short time free from captivity it learned what was really a threat and what wasn't. Human beings were weak and completely incapable of stopping it in small numbers. Control of the situation was in it's hands. 
 
    Mrs. Meesang stood behind the front gates. She watched as the intimidating metallic creature got closer and closer. As the leader of Phoenix's Borroloola Base she had to put on a brave face. But she was terrified. To her knowledge, no one saw anything like an Alpha before.  
 
    The leader of the Alphas stopped within five feet of the front gates. It heard the click of safeties being turned off on the guns held by the increasing number of men and women gathering around Meesang. Still it didn't feel too threatened. 
 
    “What do you want?” asked Mrs. Meesang. The question was a shot in the dark. None of the infected ever talked or seemed able to understand any language. They were feral and viscous. A calm demeanor and the shape of a person encouraged her to give it a try.  
 
    “Science,” replied the Alpha.  
 
    Hearing words come out of the creature's mouth took Meesang aback. But again she couldn't show how much that freaked her out. Instead she swallowed and continued talking. 
 
    “Science? I don't understand.”  
 
    The Alpha pointed behind Mrs. Meesang at the facility. “In there.”  
 
    “Do we do science in there? Are there labs? What is it you want?”  
 
    “In there.”  
 
    “You want me to let you in? I'm sorry but we can't do that.” Mrs. Meesang hoped her refusal to let in the Alpha wouldn't result in conflict. The men and women holding guns on the creature struggled to stop themselves from shooting.  
 
    “No in there? Why?” asked the Alpha as it cocked it's head to the side.  
 
    “Do you know what happened to our people who went out to the plane crash?” asked Meesang.  
 
    “Yes. We crash.”  
 
    “Did you kill them?” Mrs. Meesang swallowed hard after asking the question. She feared the creature's answer. 
 
    “Science. Lab. Now.”  
 
    “I'm afraid we can't let you in.”  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I believe you're dangerous.” Meesang managed to muster up enough courage to look the Alpha in its eyes.  
 
    “I dangerous? Yes. Correct.” The Alpha didn't turn the other way as much as shifted the nanites that made up it's front, to the back. And vice versa. It slowly walked away. 
 
    *** 
 
    Hours had passed since General Xin woke up. He grew tired of laying in bed, so he tried working out. It was hard for a man of his age. His stamina was nowhere near where it used to be. To make things worse his right hand hurt too much for him to use. 
 
    The only exercise that Xin could do was aerobic. If anyone saw him it would've been an embarrassing sight. A broken down old soldier running around in circles in a relatively small room was inherently both comical and a little sad.  
 
    There was knocking at General Xin's door. He wiped the sweat off of his brow. Before answering the door he needed to look presentable.  
 
    “Xin? Is it alright if I come in?” Only one person left alive called him just by his name without “General” before it. It was Mrs. Meesang.  
 
    “One minute!” General Xin finished buttoning up his shirt, and before opening the door he looked over himself and straightened everything up. “Come in!”  
 
    The older Thai woman looked a little pale. There was a vacant look in her usually lively eyes. 
 
    “How are things?” asked Mrs. Meesang in an attempt to break the ice.  
 
    How do you think? General Xin looked around silently. Then he stared back at Meesang.  
 
    “Yes, I'm sorry about that. We couldn't risk letting you interact with the rest of the base without first being absolutely sure that you weren't infected. But to be honest, that isn't really our main concern right now.” 
 
    General Xin looked Meesang in her eyes. “You saw one.”  
 
    “What was it?”  
 
    “I do not know.”  
 
    “You've seen one before? They were out there at the plane wreckage. Did they kill the rest of the team? Are they dangerous?”  
 
    Look at her. She is panicking. How did this woman become in charge of this place?  
 
    “I do not know much about them. They were there in Shanghai before it fell, and it seemed like they led the infected. It was a coordinated attack.” 
 
    “So these things are smart?”  
 
    “They rode other infected into battle. They organized an assault on the walled city and succeeded. So yes, I think it is safe to assume that they are smart, and very dangerous. If they choose to attack this base, they will succeed. But there is something we can do to avoid that.” 
 
    “Which is what?” 
 
    “Do not shoot at them or present ourselves as any kind of threat. I think that is why they didn't kill me at the wreckage. I was unarmed and not a threat.”  
 
    “So they did kill the rest of the team? I figured as much. Okay well I'll inform everyone not to fire at any of the...” As if on cue, Mrs. Meesang and General Xin heard gunshots.  
 
    Without another word, they rushed out of the infirmary and tried to figure out what happened. They hoped that it was an accident. The last thing they wanted to discover was that someone shot at an Alpha or any of the other infected. 
 
    What General Xin and Mrs. Meesang discovered was that an overzealous, or perhaps nervous, guard in one of the towers couldn't help but shoot an infected that wandered away from the rest. As if that wasn't bad enough, it didn't go unnoticed. The Alphas saw the whole thing and that was also when those at Borroloola Base discovered that there were more than one of the creatures.  
 
    “They're not attacking. Maybe they'll let that pass,” suggested Meesang.  
 
    “Put everyone able to fight on our defenses. And do it now. We probably do not have much time.” General Xin found himself falling back into the role he born to, a leader. There was no resistance from Mrs. Meesang. She knew when she was beyond her depth.  
 
    “You heard him. Everyone who can hold and use a gun need to take up positions at the fences and towers. The old, the sick and the kids meet with me in the cafeteria. We'll figure out how to get away if necessary. Now, people!” Mrs. Meesang basically echoed General Xin's commands.  
 
    For the rest of the day, denizens of the Phoenix Borroloola Base prepared for the fight they were sure was coming. As they set up extra impromptu defenses and schemed an escape route they ignored the danger within. There was an unknowing and willing wolf in the flock. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14: Fate 
 
    The night was long, cold and miserably wet for Stephanie, Mack and Amber as they floated southward towards Northern Australia. There was no fighting it. They went wherever the current took them.  
 
    That sounds like waves breaking. Mack snapped out of the fatigued trance that he and his two gals were in for the previous few hours. None of them could sleep, so instead they just rested. In order to stop themselves from drifting away from each other they managed to tie the straps of their life vests together.  
 
    There was indeed the sound of breaking waves. That was because the beach was only a mile or so away. Apart from Mack, the other two couldn't see it, but just the sound was comforting.  
 
    Out in front of him, Mack's enhanced eyes saw sparse tree cover, under which were rocks. From the way they were stacked it was likely that it was man made. Nestled in the trees was a small house.  
 
    “Okay, hang on,” said Mack right before he started swimming towards the house on the beach. Stephanie and Amber were both very rudely snapped out of their strange adrift state. Suddenly they were on the move, powered by the big man's labors.  
 
    Dragging two people with him it took Mack a little longer than he would have wanted to get to the outcroppings of rocks. Once there he unstrapped himself from Stephanie and Amber.  
 
    The rocks were slippery and uninviting. All the light they had to assist them was from a full moon. They needed Mack's guidance to avoid a sprained ankle, or worse.  
 
    This actually could have been kind of nice. It's pretty big. Mack took a moment to look over the beach house. Then he turned and looked back at the water. Nice view. 
 
    The mood in the modest beach house was a bit down. It was mostly due to fatigue, thirst, and hunger. An undercurrent of hopelessness was definitely there though. Every time they thought they found some peace, it always seemed to end with death and flames. 
 
    One downside of living on or just off the beach was the sand. The winds carried the grains onto and inside anything within range. Especially when your door hung on by only one of its hinges, and all your windows were blown out.  
 
    The furniture that still had some padding and cushion left were the only real options in which to spend the night. Stephanie and Amber cleaned off as much sand and rodent droppings as they could before laying down. After what they've been through, they needed some rest.  
 
    Mack stayed awake. He managed to climb up on the rickety rotting roof. His aim was to survey the area and see any threats coming long before they reached them.  
 
    Whoever lived here must've loved their peace and quiet. Mack didn't see any other homes or even buildings. There wasn't even a road. All that he could see was a sporadic spread of skinny sad looking trees and open space.  
 
    He heard something, and the direction it came from worried him. It came from the skies. 
 
    Mack was easily able to locate the source of the sound. He looked and saw something plummet towards the earth. It was much bigger than a helicopter. 
 
    Is that a fucking plane? Mack tracked the falling object in the sky until it fell out of view. He felt and heard it impact with the ground. He didn't know for sure, but the crash site seemed like it was at least twenty miles or so away. 
 
    Mack climbed down and went into the sandy abandoned beach house. All that was left for him to get some sleep on was a recliner that most likely was infested by some manner of tiny biting bugs. Still, he needed rest. In the morning he would set off to explore their new continent.  
 
    Luckily the reclining mechanism in Mack's chair worked. He leaned back and looked at a hole in the roof of the beach house. Through it he could see the stars. It was a porthole to the cosmos.  
 
    Somewhere out there, things are more peaceful. Somewhere there's someone looking at the stars and wondering who is looking back. Hopefully they got better luck than us. Mack slowly drifted away with thoughts of better worlds. 
 
    *** 
 
    Mack saw nothing but red. It was the back of his eyelids. He opened his eyes and found himself bathed in warm sunlight.  
 
    His whole body was sore as he got out of the recliner. He could hear some cracks as he stretched his back and let out a man sized yawn. It felt good.  
 
    He looked around but Stephanie and Amber weren't on the couch. Normally he would have panicked, but he smelt something unmistakable: cooking meat. 
 
    After going outside, he saw Stephanie sitting on a tree stump in front of a small fire pit. There was a grate over the fire and on it were some fish and what looked to be a pot of coffee. 
 
    “Looks who's up,” she said as Mack ambled towards her. Not one hundred percent awake, he just grunted in response.  
 
    Mack sat down on a stump right across the fire pit from her. He looked around and saw Amber was near the water's edge.  
 
    “Where'd you get the fish?” he asked as Stephanie poured him some coffee.  
 
    “Amber caught them.” She handed Mack a cup of brew.  
 
    Really? “Hmm.”  
 
    “I cleaned them too!” Amber came running over, excited to impress him. She succeeded in doing so. 
 
    “You caught and cleaned these? That's pretty awesome.”  
 
    “I learned how to do it from a book. Never thought I'd actually do it.” Amber looked over at a bloody spot on the beach nearby. There were some oddly colored fish organs. “I didn't quite get it right the first time. Whatever. Mucking up is the best way to learn.” 
 
    “Not the way I would put it, but yeah.” Mack took another sip of his coffee.  
 
    “It's nice here,” said Stephanie as she looked past Mack and out towards the sapphire waters. “I would have half a mind to just stay here.” Mack nodded and Stephanie continued. “We all could. It seems safe enough. I haven't seen or heard any of those creatures since we got here.” Stephanie was right. The previous night in the beach house was indeed quiet.  
 
    Mack wasn't as optimistic. “Just because we didn't hear any doesn't mean they weren't there. It's just a matter of time before we have to deal with them again.” The fact that the rest of his life would be on the move was accepted. It was reality. Dreams of settling down wasn't. But he kept that to himself. There was no need to pop her balloon, especially first thing in the morning. 
 
    “I speared them!” Amber was still psyched about the fish.  
 
    “Where'd you get the spear?” he asked. 
 
    “She got it from the trees over there,” Stephanie said. “I should know. Was woken up by her hacking away at one.” She pointed over towards a nearby crop of trees. 
 
    Amber shrugged. “I needed a spear.”  
 
    “You should keep it,” said Mack as he stood up. “Might come in handy later.”  
 
    “Where you going? The fish is almost done.” Stephanie watched Mack stand and wipe sand off the seat of his pants. She felt a sting on her arm and instinctively slapped. When she lifted up her hand she saw the smashed bug underneath.  
 
    “I need to drain the ole snake.” Mack smiled as he informed them of his need to urinate. Appropriately they were both grossed out. He laughed as he walked towards the trees. 
 
    Mack relieved himself on some kind of tropical plant. He leaned back and yawned. As he zipped up he looked out into what looked like a wasteland. Nothing but dry sandy land lay ahead. 
 
    He was about to head back when he heard something. It was faint, and could have been easily missed. Something was speaking to him. 
 
    Mack had heard the electronic language before. Back on Haven, an Alpha had him at its mercy, and from inside the creature nanites communicated with his own little machines. What they said was beyond him. He was really just their host. But this time, his nanites didn't talk back. 
 
    Out the corner of his vision, Mack spotted something sliver by. In the blink of an eye, he knelt down and snatched it out of the sand. 
 
    In his hand, Mack held a snake. From it's appearance it was hard to tell that it was infected. He knew a meat puppet when he saw it. It took little effort for him to pull it's head clean off.  
 
    He hadn't even considered the possibility of meat puppet snakes. It got him thinking as he walked back to Stephanie and Amber on the beach. If snakes could get infected then why not lizards and bugs? That danger had to be added to the long list of concerns that he felt burdened with. 
 
    We should move, take advantage of the daylight. I can see in the dark but they can't. And I don't want one of these creepy crawlers to sneak up on us. As nice as the beach house was, it had one major vulnerability. The most beautiful part of the property, the water, also presented opportunities for them to get pressed into a corner with nowhere to go. 
 
    “So... does anyone know where we're going?” asked Amber as Mack rejoined them at the tree stumps and fire pit.  
 
    “We're probably somewhere on the Gulf of Carpentaria,” Stephanie guessed. 
 
    Mack and Amber both looked at each other, then at Stephanie. She shrugged. “When I was on the ship with Jeanine and her crazies they talked about this place. Apparently this is where they were heading. They called it a new Jerusalem or something like that. I don't know. I feel kind of sick. I think I'm gonna go back inside and lay down for a little while.”  
 
    “Sick in the morning?” Amber elbowed Mack who stood next to her. “Morning sickness? Eh? Eeeeehhhhh?”  
 
    Mack walked over to the makeshift grill and grabbed some of the fish. “Shut up and finish eating. We need to start moving. Be ready to go in an hour.”  
 
    *** 
 
    “Ready to go?” he asked as he got his stuff together. That was when Mack looked around and realized that he spoke to no one. “Amber!? Stephanie!? You gals ready? We need to get going.”  
 
    Amber emerged from the beach house. The look on her face worried him. It was a mix of sadness and surprise. An overwhelming sense of dread took prominence in his gut.  
 
    “What's wrong? Where's Stephanie?” he asked. He finished tying a satchel around his shoulder he made from scraps in the beach house. 
 
    “I don't… I think she's infected.” Amber looked down at the sand when she broke the news. 
 
    “Let me see her. She's probably just sick.” Mack walked past Amber towards the house. The teen wanted to stop him to spare him the painful sight, but she was still too shocked herself to do anything about it.  
 
    “Stephanie?” He entered the beach house hesitantly. Stephanie lay on a couch in one of the few rooms. All it took was one look and he knew she was done for.  
 
    Her skin was pale and covered in sweat. Underneath it were visible black veins. Her breathing was rapid. Both of her eyes were closed and her face was grimaced. It looked like she was fighting a losing battle.  
 
    Shit. I can't just leave her here to die and turn. After everything we've been through together, she deserves to go quickly, quietly and not alone. 
 
    “Can you help her?” Amber poked her head inside the beach house.  
 
    “Out! Now! And don't come back in!” yelled Mack. From his tone, Amber knew he was serious. He didn't want her seeing what was coming next. 
 
    Stephanie's eyes opened. They were clouded over. She had seconds left before all humanity slipped away into a ravenous frenzy. In those last seconds she took out the machete from Haven's armory. There wasn't enough left in her to give it to him. Instead she just kind of dropped it in front of him.  
 
    Mack picked up the large blade. He knelt over and caressed Stephanie's hair. His forehead was pressed against hers.  
 
    “Don't worry. It'll all be over soon. You'll see Simon again. Me and Amber will be fine,” Mack whispered with his forehead still against hers and the machete raised.  
 
    He kissed Stephanie once, closed her eyes and stood up slowly. The idea was to behead her in one swing. With a sharp enough blade combined with his strength, it should've been easy. Unfortunately the blade was dull and took a couple of blows. It was still the kindest thing he could have done for her. 
 
    A lot of things had died by Mack's hand at that point. Most of them were infected, and those that weren't were trying to kill him or Amber. Killing Stephanie, putting her out of her misery, made him sick. He threw up all over the sandy beach house floor.  
 
    Once he was able, Mack cleared his head. He had to focus on the task ahead of him. He had to keep Amber safe.  
 
    The only explanation as to how Stephanie got infected were insects. If they carried the virus it wasn't hard to believe that she got bit by one. They were all over the place. So he had to find a way to keep them away from Amber.  
 
    It only took a little time to search the remains of the beach house. Mack did his best not to look at Stephanie's remains as he did so. Lucky for him, at the end of the world no one thinks to look for bug spray. There were three whole cans of it under the sink. 
 
    “Is she…?” Amber waited outside. She tried to wipe away her tears and snot to look tougher. But she couldn't stop them from coming. That was okay. If he were still able, Mack would've too. When he exited the beach house and saw her standing there he was reminded of how vulnerable she was. Sure her exterior was all rocks but inside she was still just a teenage girl.  
 
    Mack dropped the machete on the sand. He hugged her. She sobbed into his shoulder. He didn't shed a single tear.  
 
    This is reality. This is how the world is. I really wish it wasn't.  
 
    “It was quick,” he consoled. “She didn't feel a thing.”  
 
    That was a lie. But it was the good kind. The kind that spares pain, not causes it.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15: Extinguished 
 
    General Xin stood atop the highest roof in the Borroloola Base next to Mrs. Meesang. As he watched the numbers of infected all around them swell, he thought about what led him to that very point in time. He thought about all the mistakes. 
 
    It was all for nothing. Shanghai, Borroloola, Phoenix... all just wastes of time. This is the only way it could have ended. General Xin was a well respected military mind, which is why he knew the situation that faced him and the remains of the Phoenix Corporation were doomed. There weren't enough men, guns or bullets to last very long. As soon as the infected made their first move, they were done for. 
 
    As General Xin looked at the endless pairs of glowing red eyes that surrounded the base in the night, he thought about what a Phoenix was. Chinese mythology had something similar to the legendary bird called the Fenghuang. But that wasn't what the company was named after. It's namesake was one mired in flames and resurrection. 
 
    The Phoenix legend changes from culture to culture, but they all have certain aspects in common. They involve a great bird colored by brilliant shades of red, orange and yellow. Sometimes the end of it's feathers are always aflame. At some point the phoenix dies and is burnt to ash. From those ashes an even more majestic version arose.  
 
    Xin thought about the Phoenix legend because for awhile he thought it was apropos. When the world fell to Galatea's nanite virus, Phoenix rose up out of desperation and cooperation. When Shanghai fell, he survived and so did the company. The question was: How many times could the Phoenix rise? And what if there wasn't even ash left to rise from?  
 
    “General!” Xin heard someone with a Russian accent. It was Dr. Ivanova. He honestly forgot that she was even there. Her mystery box from the beach couldn't have been pushed further back into his mind. It was categorized as completely irrelevant.  
 
    “Doctor?” asked General Xin. He didn't even do her the courtesy of turning around. His impending doom was much more compelling. At least until he heard what she had to say. 
 
    “We've weaponized it!” Dr. Ivanova was very excited. 
 
    “Weaponized what?” asked Mrs. Meesang. General Xin may have been indifferent but the leader of the Phoenix Borroloola Base wasn't quite as ready to accept that it was the end. Even the slightest hint of hope and she was all ears. 
 
    “At the labs in Shanghai. We found a cure. Well not a cure exactly, but we found a way to kill the virus. We found a way to shut it down.” Dr. Ivanova speech was a little off because the science behind it truly excited her. The usually stoic Russian was like a little kid. “It started as a serum to control certain strains of the nanite virus but we managed to tweak it so that it just completely turns each nanite off.” 
 
    “Slow down. Not a cure? What do you mean it's not a cure? What would it do to someone who is infected?” asked Meesang. She completely ignored the most important part. They had the serum that the Alphas needed so badly. It was the only reason that they were there.  
 
    “It would kill them.” Ivanova was very matter of fact in her answer.  
 
    General Xin joined the conversation. “You said you were able to weaponize it. Explain.”  
 
    “Well, we'd need some time and equipment but we can make it into a gas that could be dispersed through explosives, hoses, aerosol, anything really.”  
 
    “We do not have time or equipment. Do you have anything that can help us now?”  
 
    “I think we can put together a couple of syringes.”  
 
    General Xin had completely deflated Ivanova's balloon full of enthusiasm.  
 
    “Fine. That will do. Get started, doctor.” Maybe we can find some way to use those on the leaders. If not I can use it on myself. No matter what happens I am not going to be one of them. 
 
    *** 
 
    It started with one screech, less than an hour before the sun started to rise. That one screech turned into two, into three and so on until no one could hear anything but infected screeches for miles around. Then the crowds of the creatures parted to make way for the three Alphas.  
 
    “They charge, you fire!” commanded General Xin through a bullhorn. Younger residents of the Phoenix Borroloola Base ran back and forth carrying bullets, water and anything else their older counterparts needed. 
 
    Come. We are as ready as we will ever be. General Xin felt his muscles tighten and loosen. His heart raced and his focus was at its height. He was prepared for his last command.  
 
    “What do you think they want?” Mrs. Meesang had no idea that Dr. Ivanonva had exactly what the Alphas wanted. 
 
    “They want to kill us,” answered General Xin. 
 
    The leader of the Alphas made eye contact with the General. It snarled. After dislocating it's jaw it let out a thunderous noise that dwarfed the joint screeches of all the infected under it's command. With that they charged the fences. 
 
    “Fire at will!” ordered General Xin. There was no turning back. 
 
    All hell broke loose. Gun fire and infected screeches created a soundtrack to the wanton destruction that was unleashed. From the roof, Xin got a bird’s eye view of the chaos. 
 
    They tried to scale the fences at first, but they were picked off by the waves of bullets that crashed over the open land outside the base. The creatures dropped off the chain link like flies. And to the overly and perhaps naive eye, it looked like the Phoenix members might have been able to hold off the intimidating assault. But there were more than one kind of infected creature.  
 
    General Xin heard crows. He heard a hell of a lot of crows. The problem was that he couldn't see them. Their black feathers against a night sky made it nearly impossible. 
 
    Mrs. Meesang and General Xin ducked at the last minute as a murder of crows flew just over them. If they hadn't of ducked they would have easily been taken out. Xin watched the newest wrinkle in their horrible situation.  
 
    Without proper warning, one of the Borroloola Base's watch towers was engulfed by infected crows. It's two occupants screamed as they tried to get the little pecking horrors off of them. They both fell to the dirt below and lay unmoving. 
 
    General Xin watched helplessly as the crows moved on to another watch tower. Just as he knew and feared, they were being steered. That was when a thought gained prominence within his mind. If he cut off the head, the snake would die. Or at least it would be easier to deal with.  
 
    Ivanova. I need that cure she was talking about. Then I will find their leader and take it out myself. I will end this before we lose everything.  
 
    “Where are you going?” Mrs. Meesang saw Xin head towards the door on the roof. 
 
    “To try and win this fight. Make sure that none of those things get over the fences. All it will take is one of them getting in to end us.” General Xin ran towards the door. 
 
    Xin reached for the door handle with his bandaged hand. He was so consumed with the idea of ending the battle that he forgot he was injured. Intense pain shot through his arm and radiated to the rest of his body as soon as he touched the cool metal.  
 
    Immediately upon reaching the other end of the roof top door, General Xin let his cool demeanor slip. Ever since he got back to Borroloola Base he felt off. He was feverish. He had a terrible headache. And his hands were starting to tremble.  
 
    General Xin rolled up the sleeve of his arm just above the bandaged hand. He had a feeling that he would see what he did. Still, seeing black veins going up his forearm like tree roots made him nauseous. There was no stopping himself from throwing up all over the stairs.  
 
    Pull yourself together. You are no good to anyone sick. Go get that serum. General Xin made his way down the stairs. It wasn't easy. The whole world felt like it was sailing on turbulent water. Not throwing up again was an impressive achievement.  
 
    The hallways of the Phoenix base were mostly empty. Every once in a while a kid would run through with supplies for the adults fighting outside. Every window he passed, General Xin took a glance at the fight. It didn't look encouraging.  
 
    Realizing that going over the fences wasn't going to work, the lead Alpha sent out the commands for his minions to try and topple them. In order to do so, they had to all bum rush them at once. 
 
    Mrs. Meesang watched as all the infected ran for the fences simultaneously. She had no military experience but General Xin did, and he had planned for the Alpha's new strategy. 
 
    “Blow them up and burn them!” ordered Mrs. Meesang through the bullhorn.  
 
    Flamethrowers originally intended to burn bush and undergrowth were re purposed so that the flames shot further and could be used as weapons. The brave men and women wielding them (and they were brave because it only took one stray bullet for them to burst into flames) stepped up to the fences.  
 
    Bright pillars of flame lit up the creatures at the fences. They burned but kept coming. That meant it was time to try and blow them up. 
 
    For numerous reasons, there was an abundance of explosives at Phoenix's Borroloola Base. None of them were meant for any offensive purposes. There were landmines, dynamite and shape charges. Xin had the shape charges and dynamite rigged around the perimeter to be used as last lines of defense. Things weren't that desperate yet so they used the landmines.  
 
    There wasn't time to bury them so instead General Xin had them modified. After the pressure switches were tripped there was a five second delay. That way they could be used like explosive frisbees reigning death on anything below them.  
 
    The explosives were thrown over the fences. Shrapnel and blast waves from the landmines took out handfuls of infected at a time. Some didn't quite make their way over the chain link though. There were a worrying amount of casualties from mines falling back down on the throwers.  
 
    General Xin's plan to burn and blow up the monsters was effective but it didn't account for their sheer numbers. The fences started to sway and bend as more and more of the creatures piled up. Having already delivered his hail mary, there was nothing left to throw at the enemy.  
 
    When he reached the lab, General Xin could hardly stand. He sweated profusely and his vision was almost gone. All he really saw were star bursts of light and blurry shapes.  
 
    “General? Are you... okay?” asked Dr. Ivanova. She couldn't help but notice his arrival as he stumbled around knocking into just about anything in his vicinity.  
 
    “I... serum... cure... we need it. Now!” General Xin's speech was slurred.  
 
    “It isn't ready yet. Are you sick? I think you need to sit down.” Dr. Ivanova dropped what she was doing and went over to help him.  
 
    “There is no time. We need to use it now.” General Xin kept trying to get his hands on the serum as Dr. Ivanova sat him down on a nearby chair.  
 
    “Soon, General.” She made sure that Xin wouldn't fall out of his chair, then she joined her colleagues.  
 
    They are hiding it from me. Depriving me. Killing me. Not if I do it first. Not if I take it. General Xin wasn't thinking straight. An irrational paranoia and rage was building inside him. Even for a highly disciplined man such as himself, there was no controlling it. 
 
    He kept his focus on Dr. Ivanova and the other scientists who appeared to be conspiring against him. His feet moved on their own. And with each step he got more and more angry.  
 
    “General! Please sit. You'll not well.” Dr. Ivanova saw Xin and tried to sit him back down. When she put her hand on his shoulder he snapped. He grabbed her and bit into the side of her neck. She screamed as he tore a piece out with just his teeth. 
 
    Warm. That was the last coherent thought that General Xin had. He had turned. The other scientists in the Borroloola Base's lab didn't stand a chance.  
 
    After a flurry of screams, screeches and carnage, the creature formally known as General Xin stood in the gore of his victims. Dr. Ivanova was the only one left alive. She crawled through her and her comrades' blood towards the case holding the serum. 
 
    Outside the Borroloola Base, the lead Alpha sensed General Xin's transformation. Immediately it gave commands for the General to get his hands on the serum. Once in hand, Xin was to deliver it. 
 
    Xin easily caught up with Dr. Ivanova. He planted his foot into the small of her back, stopping her from crawling. He let out a screech then started stomping on the unfortunate doctor. The stomping didn't stop until she completely stopped moving. 
 
    Two of the scientists that the beast formally known as General Xin savaged, got up. Their bodies contorted and spasmed. Black oily blood oozed from their wounds and mouths. They screeched. 
 
    Xin punched through the glass of the case holding the serum. With the serum in his hands, he left the lab with the two other newly turned behind him.  
 
    In the hallways outside the Borroloola Base labs, things were hectic. Kids ran back and forth trying their best to keep the defenders alive to continue the fighting. The lives of everyone depended on them, but the kids themselves couldn't fight. After all, they were just children.  
 
    The one formally known as General Xin watched the kids running back and forth before him and the other two creatures for a few seconds. He watched the bite sized meals with legs pass just out of arms reach. Then one got close enough to grab.  
 
    Mrs. Meesang was so busy keeping track of the battle below that she almost didn't notice the kids running out of the base screaming and crying. Even from the roof and over the fighting she could hear them. Her attention shied away from the fences and towards those completely terrified innocents. 
 
    The infected, led by Xin, burst outdoors. Almost like they couldn't help but announce their presence, they screeched. Then they scattered, each sprinting towards a different group of guards. To make matters worse, kids that were turned sped out of the facility like little bullets lined with teeth and claws.  
 
    “Breach!” shouted Mrs. Meesang through the bullhorn. “We have a breach!” She tried to warn her people but it was far too late. They couldn't defend themselves from both the outside and inside. The battle was over.  
 
    Meesang was helpless as she watched the nanite virus spread throughout the Phoenix members who could no longer hold up their defenses. Infected easily scaled the fences and the undead crows finished off anyone left in the guard towers. 
 
    “M'am! We need to get out of here. Our escape route is about to be cut off.” One of Mrs. Meesang's men tried to get her to flee the roof and the base all together. There was a tunnel that led from the basement to an exit a half a mile away. If they moved fast they might have been able to get there before the infected got to them. 
 
    “My husband?” 
 
    “Right here!” Yamada was in the doorway to the stairs that led off the roof.  
 
    Mrs. Meesang took one last look at her now lost base. She watched as her men and women were massacred by crazed beasts of all kinds. Not able to take the sheer scope of her failure anymore, she turned away and joined her husband and two other men, Phoenix security, into the stairwell off the roof.  
 
    The last group of Phoenix survivors descended the stairs as fast as they possibly could. Naturally there were some falls but that was to be expected. Whomever was behind them helped them back up to their feet. There was an unspoken feeling among them that they needed each other to make it through that waking nightmare. 
 
    One of the Phoenix security members had Mrs. Meesang and the rest of the group stop at the bottom of the stairs. He slowly opened the door marked with a big “B”. The basement was dimly lit, and from what he could see, the coast was clear.  
 
    “All right, let's go,” he said. Right as he opened the door wider, he and everyone else in the group heard screeches echo throughout the stairwell. “Double time!”  
 
    Maybe it was a sense of duty or training, but the two Phoenix security members stayed behind as Mrs. Meesang and Yamada ran ahead. The security guys shut the door behind them.  
 
    “No! We can all make it!” Mrs. Meesang tried to open the door to the stairwell again. Yamada pulled her back.  
 
    “They made their choice. Don't let it be in vain,” said Yamada as he pulled his wife towards the tunnel entrance, which was simply a hole in one of the cinder block walls. She fought but not for long. There wasn't time for drama. At any moment she knew that door was going to burst open and all sorts of death would be spilling through. 
 
    As Yamada and Mrs. Meesang entered the tunnel, they could hear the screams of the security men who sacrificed themselves so that they could get away. There were no more barriers. That was the last line of defense. Either the two of them ran as far and fast as possible, or they were dead.  
 
    The tunnels were dark, and when they got far enough away from the basement, Meesang and Yamada lost that last bit of light that the room provided. Yamada took out a mini flashlight he kept on his key chain. It was only meant to find door locks in the night. Still, it helped in the pitch black of the underground. 
 
    “We can't stop. We need to keep going,” urged Yamada.  
 
    Mrs. Meesang started to slow down. She wasn't young. Neither was he. As his knees screamed at him to cease, his mind and heart knew that stopping wasn't an option.  
 
    Undead screeches filled the tunnels. The creatures followed Yamada and Mrs. Meesang. There was still a considerable amount of distance to go before the tunnel ended, but both knew that they weren't going to be able to outrun them.  
 
    Mrs. Meesang took out her pistol. She checked it to make sure it was loaded and ready to go. She had no intention on using any of the bullets inside on their pursuers.  
 
    Yamada looked down the tunnel with his mini flashlight. In the small circle of light he saw infected packed from wall to wall, scraping, clawing and climbing over each other. The creatures all wanted to get to him and his wife to do god knows what.  
 
    Before Yamada could say a word, Mrs. Meesang pointed her gun under his chin. She pulled the trigger sending some of his brains and brain matter towards the tunnel ceiling. Tears streamed down her face as she pointed her pistol against her temple.  
 
    Mrs. Meesang waited until the last moment before pulling the trigger, killing herself. The infected were seconds away from grabbing her before she sent a forty caliber bullet through her skull and into her gray matter. Doing so spared her from being ravaged and mauled. After all she did to try and protect the Phoenix Borroloola Base, she deserved to be spared from such a fate. 
 
    *** 
 
    The leader of the Alphas walked through the ruins. It passed the butchered bodies of the Phoenix members who so bravely fought and failed to defend their home. It passed by all the nanite infected that were minutes before under it's command. Done with them, the creatures were released from its control. They ran wild, killing any survivors.  
 
    All the leader of the Alphas could think of was how none of the horror was necessary. If the humans had simply cooperated, they'd still be alive. Why were they so stubborn? Didn't they realize that the Alphas were superior? What other outcome did they expect?  
 
    The leader of the Alphas stopped and looked down. By it's metal feet it saw the corpse of a child. It didn't know why, but the sight saddened it. There was something unmistakably tragic about the death of such innocence. But guilt? That was something new to the creature. And it didn't like it.  
 
    Where was the leader of the Alpha's going? It headed for the main facilities of the Phoenix Borroloola Base. There it was to meet the one formally known as General Xin who had the serum that was so desperately needed.  
 
    The two other Alpha's joined their leader as it waited. With intense yellow eyes they watched the other infected go in and out of the building. Patience, it turned out was a very strong trait in them.  
 
    Finally the undead General Xin emerged. In his hands were a couple of vials full of what appeared to be serum. It handed them over to the lead Alpha. Disgusted with so much that occurred in the past hour, the leader took Xin's head off with one nonchalant swipe of it's hand. 
 
    The lead Alpha was suspicious of the vials. They looked like serum but it wasn't sure. Unfortunately being able to analyze chemicals was not included in the being's many impressive capabilities, so it had to test it.  
 
    Take. It handed one of the vials over to the Alpha next to it's left. At first the creature was dubious of injecting the mystery serum into it's body. But it was an omega. It either did what it's leader ordered or it would have to fight, and it knew that there was no winning such a battle.  
 
    Take. Now! The leader got more forceful with it's wireless commands. Left without a choice the Alpha to it's left injected the mystery serum into it's body. 
 
    At first the mystery serum seemed to work. The nanites that made up the Alpha's body started moving faster. They appeared energized. Shortly after that the first one of them exploded. It was a tiny explosion but was followed by another. All the rest of the nanites, the creature's whole body, was destroyed by hundreds of millions of tiny explosions.  
 
    A trick. The leader of the Alpha's watched as it's brethren died a gruesome and violent death. Immediately it crushed the remaining vials of the mystery serum in it's hand. Those it took from the 787 before crashing it was all the genuine serum it had left. That meant it only had a couple of days before it and it's remaining fellow Alphas died. Luckily, the Alpha assigned to strike Haven wirelessly reported some promising news.  
 
    All they had to do was find Mack. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16: The Wasteland 
 
    The mood between Amber and Mack was somber as they headed inland, away from the beach house. They could still see the black smoke rising up into a partly cloudy sky. It was from the crudely constructed funeral pyre that Stephanie's corpse was burned on top of.  
 
    At least we didn't leave her to rot. We gave her that much. As hard as it was, Mack tried to stay focused on the task at hand, which was formidable. 
 
    Not only were he and Amber on foreign soil in a landscape they knew nothing about, but they were also in a fairly sparse area. The majority of the Australian population lived on the eastern shore of the continent (which neither of them knew). That meant they were less likely to run into humanoid infected but also less likely to come across any resources. 
 
    “Australia is pretty well populated right? We should be able to find some supplies,” said Mack in an attempt to break the uncomfortable silence. Part of him wanted Amber to respond, confirming his hopes. It would also reassure him that she was okay.  
 
    Amber stared at the ground and literally kicked rocks as she walked. Losing Stephanie hit Mack hard, but it hit the teen harder.  
 
    Maybe I should've let her be a kid. Maybe she'd be able to let it all out instead of trying to be tough in front of me. Mack knew that Amber was suppressing a lot of emotion. She let some out back in front of the beach house but there was a lot more boiling inside of her. 
 
    We need something to distract us. Something. Anything. Wait, is that…? They had walked for almost two hours before Mack spotted a building. It's size was hard to determine from far away.  
 
    “Over there!” he pointed at the distant structure. Amber barely looked up before turning her gaze back to the sandy dirt.  
 
    Mack had lived in Dallas for years before the outbreak. It was considered pretty hot and arid by most American standards. That said, Australia was a whole different story. Though not too hot at that time of year, it was dry. There were very few trees or green plant life to be seen. Most of the vegetation came in the form of shrubs or inhospitable bushes.  
 
    The topography made up for the wasteland like characteristics of the Northern Australian expanses. Not unlike Arizona back in the States, there were beautiful rock formations, and the colors of the rock and soil were rich and vibrant. There was a beauty to the wasteland that was almost hypnotic. 
 
    When they got closer, Mack realized the building was pretty small and was more like a shack. There were emblems on it with “Australian Ranger Federation” wrapped around them. 
 
    Mack went inside the ranger station. Surprisingly it was relatively untouched by the elements. He found some maps, a backpack, some water and a first aid kit. Inside the kit was some gauze, antiseptic spray, bandages, alcohol and rubber tubing used for IVs. 
 
    Happy with what he was able to salvage, he returned to Amber who sat outside forlornly. He handed her one of the bottles of water he found. As she drank he unfolded one of the maps.  
 
    Getting his bearings, Mack saw that they were just outside a place called Karumba. That wasn't important. What was important was the Norman River which was only a few miles to the west. If they started walking he figured the two of them could reach the river in an hour.  
 
    Follow the river and find the remains of civilization. Mack's mind was made up as to where he and Amber needed to go. He might not have had a long term plan, but figuring out their next move was a much needed minor victory.  
 
    “Hey kiddo, come over here. Take a look.” Mack tried to show her the map, but she wasn't interested. Instead she stared off at the landscape.  
 
    Mack sighed. “You know I had to do it right?” he said. Amber didn't answer. “She was infected and would have eventually tried to kill us. She would have tried to kill you.”  
 
    “Would you do the same to me if I was infected?” 
 
    What kind of question is that? I don't know what I'd do. Mack took too long to answer. Amber got up and stormed away.  
 
    Shit. Mack quickly and clumsily folded the map back up and put it in his pack. He got up and ran over to her.  
 
    “I know you're mad at me. But you're going the wrong way. You don't have to talk to me but at least head in the right direction. Deal?” Mack got in front of her.  
 
    “Fine.” Amber rolled her eyes and changed direction according to the where Mack pointed.  
 
    The Norman River was a serpent made of water that cut through the sand and dirt of Queensland. Upon reaching it, both their moods lightened. Especially since they were lucky enough to come across a small boat on the banks.  
 
    Mack examined the vessel for any holes or leaks that might sink it. Amber doused herself in bug spray due to his insistence that she did so every couple of hours. The same thing wouldn't happen to her that happened to Stephanie, if he could help it. 
 
    This should do. Satisfied with the state of the boat, Mack prepared to launch it. He'd seen enough survival programs on television to know that it was always a good idea to follow water. Sure they could have followed the coast eastward instead, but he chose the river. 
 
    “This stuff smells awful,” complained Amber as she stepped out of the cloud of bug spray she immersed herself in. “Is that how this stuff works? It smells so bad that not even mosquitoes can stand it.”  
 
    “That smell means it's working,” he answered without thinking. What does that even mean? “I think it's okay. Let's get going.” He took out the oars from a compartment on the boat. It had an engine but without gasoline that was useless. Upon boarding the vessel he figured out how to detach the needless extra weight.  
 
    He helped Amber on to the boat, then with one of the oars he pushed off the river bank. And they were off, down the Norman River. Where they were going? They didn't know. But that was how things were those days, aimless.  
 
    *** 
 
    The Norman River provided a scenic route inland. Brownish green water was flanked on both side by overhanging trees. It was in stark contrast to the wasteland that Mack and Amber crossed to get to the body of water.  
 
    Birds chirped from the trees and flew overhead. Frogs could be heard calling out in their unique guttural way. Amber even spotted some fish in the water over the side of the boat. Both she and Mack wished that they didn't have to paddle and could just take in the scenery. 
 
    Mack had to fight against a current but he didn't mind. It was worth the extra work. Plus it gave them both more time to clear their heads and try to push the sadness of Stephanie's passing to the back of their mind. Nothing's better for burying feelings than physical labor.  
 
    Time passed and the sun got lower and lower. Since mother nature has one hell of a sense of humor, that meant that the day actually got hotter. A cool breeze up off the Norman River made things easier, but that breeze was accompanied by mosquitoes, biting flies and numerous other flying pests. Other than paddling, most of their time was slapping at any exposed skin.  
 
    Amber daydreamed about a life that never was and could never be. She imagined a house or cabin out in the middle of the woods. It was somewhere remote without even so much as roads. And there was a stream full of crystal clear water teeming with fish who literally jumped out begging to be caught.  
 
    In Amber's dreams she saw herself sitting in the grass with her back leaning up against a tree. She had a book that she read. It was just one of many inside. Stephanie cut firewood for long cold nights. Mack returned with a dead deer in tow. To the teen, at that moment, it would have been paradise.  
 
    Amber's oar bumped into something in the water. It snapped her out of her daydream. Was it the mud below the Norman River? Was it a rock? She had no idea and decided to ignore it. That was until she hit it again.  
 
    “My paddle. It's hitting something over here,” she said. She felt it prudent to mention it.  
 
    Hitting something? I thought this river was deeper than that. “I'll check it out.” Mack went over to her side of the boat.  
 
    Amber handed Mack her paddle. Standing up, he poked and prodded at the water. There wasn't anything there. He even submerged it almost down to the handle and didn't hit anything but the river bed. They both looked at each other. He shrugged.  
 
    Before returning to his side of the boat, he gave Amber back her oar. He sat back down and got back to his paddling. The man was satisfied that whatever his teenage charge hit was long gone. She wasn't so sure.  
 
    Amber put the oar back into the Norman River, but it wasn't long before it once again came into contact with something substantially more solid than water. She was sure it wasn't just her imagination.  
 
    Now determined to know what she was hitting, she started stabbing at the water with her paddle. A couple of times she hit something. That something decided to show itself in the most dramatic way possible.  
 
    Amber lifted her paddle, ready to stab at the river again. A split second before she stabbed downward, the head of a crocodile burst out of the water and grabbed the oar with it's mouth. She had to let go. Otherwise the beast would have easily dragged her down with it. 
 
    “Fuck!” yelled Amber as she let go of her paddle and fell backwards into the middle of the boat.  
 
    What the hell? Mack turned to see her shook up and on her back. 
 
    “What happened?” he asked as he got up. He looked down at her, and she pointed urgently at the river.  
 
    “The water. There's a... a... gator?”  
 
    “More likely that's a crocodile. Don't worry. I doubt it's going to try to get up here and snatch you. Hell, there's probably only one of them. Relax. We'll just float a little while. Take a break.” Mack had one hand on his machete.  
 
    Is that…? Oh no. This isn't good. We need to get off the water. Mack heard nanites nearby. He heard a lot of them. There were meat puppets all around them. Considering that he couldn't see them, they had to be in the river.  
 
    The shore is too far to swim to. Plus we have no idea how many of those crocs there are. Mack looked over to the riverbanks. They were lined with trees and completely out of reach. And with only one paddle there was no real way to get over there.  
 
    Amber got up and took out her machete. Armed with nothing but blades, she and Mack were at a loss as to what to do. They were more or less trapped.  
 
    “There's no way we're going to be able to kill those things. At least not with these.” Mack referred to the machete in his and Amber's hands.  
 
    “So what are we going to do?”  
 
    “I think I have an idea. Whatever happens, don't follow or try to help me. Understand?” Mack put his machete away and went to the bow. 
 
    Attached there, tied through and onto a metal ring was a small length of rope. It was used to help anchor the vessel to docks. For Mack it would serve as a tow line. 
 
    This is really going to suck. Mack hardened his nerve while looking down at the water. He knew that there was no way that what he was about to do was going to be anything but extremely painful. But he was confident that he'd survive. Because he was simply stronger than the beasts that laid in wait. 
 
    “Wait!” Amber shouted when she saw Mack about to jump into the crocodile infested river. He ignored her. His mind was already made up.  
 
    For the first few seconds, Mack was unmolested. It was like his jumping into the water was a shock to the infected crocodiles. After all, it was rare that dinner came to them. That shock only lasted a short while though. Not one to waste time, he grabbed the rope and dragged the boat in the direction of the nearby bank. 
 
    Mack's legs churned under the water. There was deep mud that made each step hard. Not only did he have to fight the water itself but his feet sunk down and needed to be pulled up out of the muck. But he made progress. That was until something grabbed him by the calf.  
 
    It didn't hurt at first when one of the infected crocodiles bit into Mack's leg. Instead it was a great pressure. The pain did arrive shortly after though. And it was intense.  
 
    At that point, after being grievously injured so many times, Mack could handle the pain. He didn’t like it, it still hurt, but he was able to manage it, to fight through.  
 
    Mack felt the crocodile try to roll. It could only go halfway. As strong as it was, the beast couldn't snap the Viking's metal bones. Nor could it rend his muscles. In the end it just took skin with it as it's teeth lost their grip.  
 
    Not deterred by having the lower half of his leg basically skinned, Mack kept going towards the riverbank. Two other crocodiles swam fast towards him and with killer intent. There was no dodging them. All he cold do was brace himself.  
 
    The first crocodile bit Mack around the waist. The second came out of the water and bit his shoulder. Naturally he lost his hold on the rope. Under the power and control of two of the beasts, Mack was dragged under the water.  
 
    Even with enhanced eyes, he couldn't see in the murky water of the Norman River, but he felt his flesh torn violently from his torso and shoulder. His arms and legs flailed as he was tossed and tumbled around. All the while he could hear Amber, distorted by the water, from up above screaming his name.  
 
    As tempting as it was to see if he could drown, Amber's voice spurred Mack to action. With his free arm emerged a trident like fork. He thrust it's tips into the the crocodile around his waist. The newly formed weapon was sharp enough to penetrate the armor like hide of the creature. Even though it was a blind thrust, he was lucky enough to strike just behind the head.  
 
    Mack felt the infected crocodile around his waist loosen it's grip and fall dead into the river mud. Dealing with the one locked onto his shoulder was simply a matter of which was stronger.  
 
    Free from the two meat puppet crocodiles, Mack surfaced. Amber felt like crying, laughing and yelling at the same time when she saw him emerge. He grabbed the boat's rope and continued to drag it towards the riverbank.  
 
    Amber did her best to fend off any overzealous crocs who tried to go after Mack. It was all she could do. Her survival completely depended on him in those moments. She thought she was beyond the point where she needed him to stay alive. Apparently, she was not. At least not yet.  
 
    Mack felt the mud underneath him rise. He was going up an incline. It was the riverbed. That encouraged him to pull harder until the boat stopped moving.  
 
    That sucked. Mack almost fell face first into the dirt. He wasn't just exhausted but his body needed to heal. There was very little energy left over. 
 
    “Mack? Mack!” Amber called out to him, still in the dirt. Infected crocodiles crawled out of the Norman River towards her guardian. It was time for her to step up.  
 
    She looked around and saw there was a plastic gas can on the deck of the boat. She picked it up and shook it. Inside she heard the highly flammable liquid. Next she picked up Mack's oar and then she ripped the sleeve off her shirt.  
 
    The meat puppet crocodiles had reached Mack. They were cautious and tugged at his legs. It looked like they wanted to drag him back into the river. 
 
    Realizing that she needed to hurry, Amber wrapped her shirt sleeve around the thickest portion of the oar. She twisted the top off the gasoline can and poured it's contents over the sleeve. All she needed was a way to light her make-shift torch. 
 
    The side of the boat was aluminum. Amber laid the gasoline soaked rag end of the oar on the metal. She struck at the hull with her machete until she produced some sparks.  
 
    “Whoa!” She jumped back as the sparks from her machete ignited the fumes around the oar. Just like that she had a torch. She used it to light the boat on fire.  
 
    Something came over her. Maybe it was the remains of some Amazonian gene. She jumped off the bow of the boat narrowly missing the open jaws of a couple of crocodiles, all while letting out some manner of battle cry. 
 
    Mack would have been amused or even thrilled to see her fearlessly jumping into the fray. He also would have been pissed. That didn't matter because he didn't see her. There was a crocodile trying to pull him back into the river and he had to claw at the dirt and exposed tree roots to try and find a hand hold.  
 
    Amber swung her torch at the crocodile that had it's jaws firmly clamped around Mack's leg. It didn't do anything. With as much power as she could, she swung her machete. The blade lodged in the top of the creature's head forcing it to let go.  
 
    Feeling the pressure go away on his leg, Mack flipped over to his back. He saw Amber getting surrounded by infected crocodiles. His teenage charge was keeping them at bay at that moment with a torch and machete.  
 
    That's my girl. Where the hell did she get a torch? Mack got up to one knee. His torso was fully healed, with the dirt inside the wound. But his leg, twice mauled, was far from okay. It was only skin though. The muscle and bone underneath was relatively unscathed.  
 
    “A little help!” Amber could see that her weapons wouldn't hold off the crocodiles for long. Even in their tiny brains the fact that the fire was pretty much harmless to them would make itself apparent. If and when that happened, she would be surrounded and screwed.  
 
    Mack knew that he could make his body into a weapon and even a crow bar. So maybe he could make it into something that could get Amber out of the serious pickle she found herself in. The only question was how. 
 
    It took focusing through the pain for Mack to stretch his arm. In his mind he pictured heroes from the comic books he read as a kid. There was one who's body was like rubber. He could stretch every part of his body to a near infinite degree. That was what the big man went for. Only he didn't count on it feeling very strange and extremely unpleasant.  
 
    The bones in Mack's arm didn't stretch. Everything around them did though. Each muscle tore and rebuilt itself longer. Before he knew it, his hand was around Amber's arm. He pulled back as hard as he could. Perhaps he pulled a little too hard. She went flying over his head. 
 
    She'd not going to be thrilled about that. The skin on Mack's leg healed over. He gathered his elongated arm, got up and ran towards Amber, away from the hungry crocodiles.  
 
    Mack's arm returned to it's regular shape and length by the time he reached her. She was on her hands and knees. Blood trickled from her forehead down into the dirt. 
 
    “Jesus, you okay?” he asked. He carefully checked on her. Fuck, I did that. Well it was either that or let her be eaten by nanite infected saltwater crocs. So all things considered… 
 
    Amber slapped him in the face. “Don't you ever do that again! Ever!” She was on her feet and wiping the blood from her forehead.  
 
    “Yes m'am,” replied Mack with smile. That was when he remembered that there were still crocodiles nearby who were almost assuredly coming after them.  
 
    Guttural roars came from the other side of the riverbank. Mack instructed Amber to run with a light push to her back. She did just that. 
 
    In the distance, Mack could see the remains of a small town. That was where they had to go but the crocodiles were faster than he thought. They hadn't caught up, but they would soon enough.  
 
    “You see that up there,” he pointed at the distant town.  
 
    “Yeah,” Amber answered.  
 
    “Good. Run there, don't look back. Don't stop.”  
 
    “Why do I feel like you're not coming with?” asked Amber through breaths labored by running.  
 
    “I'll meet you there. I need to take care of these bastards once and for all.” Mack stopped.  
 
    “You better!” yelled Amber as she kept running.  
 
    All right you scaly assholes. Now that we're not in the water, you guys are done. Let's finish this. Mack stood ready for the four meat puppet crocodiles who rushed towards him.  
 
    The tip of each finger on Mack's hands sharpened and transformed into claws. Used to using his mostly nanite body, it had become easy for him. Yes it still hurt but pain, like anything else, is something you can get used to over time.  
 
    You're not getting past me. No matter what. Mack readied himself. The infected crocs were almost within arm's reach.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17: Wild Things 
 
    Amber once again found herself in an abandoned town. The difference this time? It seemed like it was at the end of the world. Of course it wasn't. It was just out in the middle of Northern Australia. 
 
    Be careful. Who knows what's hiding where? Amber was conditioned during her time with Mack to always be cautious. She approached every situation as if it were dangerous. Because most of them in the post outbreak world were.  
 
    The night started to blanket the sky. It got harder and harder for her to see. She threw away her torch a ways back so had to rely on her natural human night vision, which was not good.  
 
    Mining was a big part of the Australian economy before the outbreak. The town that Amber arrived in was a mining settlement. There were basic buildings like a grocery store, pharmacy, restaurant and bar. Barrack like dormitories surrounded the tiny downtown area, which they used to house the miners.  
 
    Amber headed towards the downtown area. She figured she was most likely to run into meat puppets in the dormitories. The teen could take care of herself but had no desire to needlessly get into a fight.  
 
    There was an eery silence in the abandoned town. If she didn't have more dangerous and real things to worry about, she would've been scared of ghosts wandering around the husk of civilization. She wasn't looking for specters or phantoms. What she looked for were glowing eyes. 
 
    Damn. Amber heard a meat puppet screech. She ducked down behind an abandoned car.  
 
    A pair of dark silhouettes appeared, shuffling down the street. From their red glowing eyes it was clear that they were more advanced or evolved. That meant they were more dangerous. Amber was more than able to take care of them.  
 
    With her machete in hand, she stalked the two infected. She chopped at one of their necks and stuck the blade of her weapon in the top of the other's head. They fell down to the street thoroughly dispatched. 
 
    Amber moved on. She walked towards the town's only restaurant. It, like the mining town, reminded her of Middleton. Both were small, quiet and charming in their own unique ways. Even when they were empty.  
 
    Holy hell, this place smells. Amber was met with the unmistakable stench of rot when she entered the restaurant. It wasn't rotten food though. Dead people sat slumped over in chairs around empty tables. Others had their heads down. Insects crawled in and out of the corpses.  
 
    Unable to stomach the scene, Amber immediately exited and threw up on the sidewalk just outside the front entrance. Being the trooper she was, she wiped away the vomit and continued on to the bar.  
 
    There was only one dead person there. It must have been the barkeep because he was back by the bottles of liquor. His brains were on the ceiling and he had a shotgun in his hand.  
 
    Here goes nothing. Amber got up on the bar and bent the top half her body, managing to grab the shotgun. When she checked the breach she discovered the weapon wasn't loaded.  
 
    Amber scoured the bar looking for a box of shells, and found one on a mantle high above. There were only five rounds in it, but five was much better than none. Convinced she was secure in the drinking establishment, she loaded the shotgun.  
 
    After leaving the bar, Amber looked out towards the way she came. She wanted to see if she could spot Mack, but it was too dark to see anything. Confident that he'd survive and come for her, the girl kept exploring. 
 
    There was only two buildings left for her to investigate in the mining town's small downtown area. She chose the grocery store on the off chance that there were some canned goods or bottled water left. It was the wrong choice.  
 
    Amber looked through the still intact windows. She didn't see anything so she thought it was safe to go in.  
 
    The second she opened the grocery store front doors, a mob of meat puppets came barreling out. They exited with such force that they knocked her down to the street. There was no time for shock or surprise. She immediately started crawling as fast as she could in the opposite direction. 
 
    Amber got up to her feet and quickly walked backwards while keeping her eyes on the meat puppets who had their arms outstretched hoping to get a hold of her. A couple got close forcing her to fire two of her five shotgun shells. Their rotted heads blew up like melons.  
 
    The meat puppets were between Amber and the pharmacy, which left her only two choices. She could either escape out into the wasteland and hope to outrun them. Mack might have a hard time finding her if she went that way. Or, she could head for the dormitories. 
 
    Amber ran as fast as her legs could take her towards the miners sleeping quarters. While doing so she kept looking back to see how close the meat puppets were. There was a good distance between her and them.  
 
    There was no need to use a door handle. She kicked open the door. At that point she expected a terrible smell and sights, and she got exactly what she expected. She didn't see or hear any meat puppets though. That instilled a false sense of security.  
 
    Amber had to climb over bodies to make her way through. It was unpleasant, as her boots squished rotting flesh and other strange substances produced by decomposition. Whatever happened in those dorms, it was a slaughter.  
 
    Someone shot this place up. Amber noticed the many holes in the walls. A little bit of moonlight shone through. As terrible as that was, it was good news to her. If everyone who was inside was killed then that meant they were much less likely to be infected.  
 
    Amber felt kind of safe inside the dormitories, but something bothered her. It was hard to tell in the dark but it seemed like the walls and floor was moving. At first she just figured it was her imagination or her eyes trying to adjust to the lack of light.  
 
    It wasn't until Amber felt something crawling on her arm did she realize that something was very wrong in there. She swiped off whatever was on her, then she heard hundreds of quiet screeches. The dark was interrupted by what looked like an endless amount of tiny glowing orange eyes.  
 
    Okay. That's your cue to get the hell out of here. Amber retraced her steps and headed for the exit. In her mind she was less scared of the infected outside than the creepy crawlers inside.  
 
    Amber felt bugs crawl up her legs and onto other parts of her body. They were extremely aggressive. She would've screamed out in pain from all the bug bites and stings she suffered while trying to escape, but she was afraid that something would get into her mouth.  
 
    Dizziness took over her body, and every step was harder than the last. Her mind became clouded. Thinking was hard. Her vision and coordination became impaired. She dropped the shotgun and staggered towards the same door she came in.  
 
    Amber almost made it outside. She fell shoulder first onto the floor of the doorway. As hard as she tried, she couldn't get her body to move.  
 
    *** 
 
    Mack went to another place when he confronted the crocodiles. He went somewhere animalistic, primal. Full of rage and fury he charged the creatures.  
 
    The fight between them didn't last very long. Despite having the numbers advantage, the beasts didn't stand a chance. In a matter of ten, fifteen minutes, Mack found himself covered in black gooey blood.  
 
    Mack looked at the results of his fury. The hard scaled prehistoric creatures were ripped to pieces. Their natural armor put up about as much fight as a pillow.  
 
    He turned away from the remains of the crocs. That's when he heard the unmistakable sound of gunshots. From the volume of the blasts he deduced that it was a shotgun that was fired. He ran towards the town and the shots. Amber was there somewhere, and he'd be damned if he'd let anything happen to her.  
 
    It was a little creepy, but Mack followed Amber's scent to locate her. He ended up at the lone restaurant in the mining town. She wasn't there but there was some vomit on the sidewalk out front.  
 
    Mack looked around. There weren't any places that Amber could've hid. He decided to go to the bar. The smell of spent gunpowder still hung in the air. Unfortunately that obscured her scent which made tracking her down much harder.  
 
    Sure enough, Mack came across the bodies of the meat puppets that Amber blew the heads off of. They were splayed out in the middle of the street. Good job, girlie girl.  
 
    Mack was happy to see that she dealt with some meat puppets. He was also happy that she was armed. But he still didn't know where she was.  
 
    The only way to find her was to try and think like her. She'd search her surroundings first. Why? Because that's what he would do. And at that point the only things that really differentiated the two were age, sex and the nanites throughout his body.  
 
    Think. Think. Think. Where would I go next? The grocery store! Mack headed towards the nearby store.  
 
    He didn't even take a couple steps before he heard something that disturbed him. Nanites were talking to him. There were trillions of them, and they came from the direction of what looked to be dormitories.  
 
    This can't be right. There are too many of them. There's no way that there are that many meat... oh no. What happened to Stephanie was still fresh in Mack's mind. It was the insects. Somehow they were infected. Countless tiny meat puppets was a nightmare that meant only bad things for Amber.  
 
    Mack turned a corner and saw a small group of humanoid meat puppets wandering around the dorms. He started running faster than he ever had before in his life. If the creatures were still human he'd almost feel bad for what he was about to do to them.  
 
    After disposing of the undead humans, Mack watched a virtual parade of infected insects crawl, fly and slither past him. When he looked where they were coming from it felt like his heart was literally crushed.  
 
     No. No. No! This isn't happening. I'm not going to let this happen! Mack sprinted over to Amber. She was in bad shape. Her whole body was covered in stings and bug bites. He could see her veins through her skin. They were black. Each of her breaths were few and far between. His teenage charge's heart beat was dangerously slow.  
 
    “Don't do this. Please don't do this. Please...” Mack picked up Amber's limp body. For the first time since his mother died when he was a teenager, he cried. As far as he was concerned, Amber was his daughter. Losing your child is the worst pain that life can deal.  
 
    “I can't do this without you. C'mon fight it. You're strong. You're the strongest person I've ever met. If anyone can beat this, it's you!” Mack could feel that Amber was dying. At any moment she could slip away. In desperation he started beating on her chest. Not hard enough to hurt her, but he hoped that he could wake her up.  
 
    “Don't... please don't.” Mack's tears streamed down his face, dripped off his cheeks and onto her. Keeping her safe and alive was all Mack had to live for. He'd failed at so many things over the course of his life. Seeing to her well being was to be the one thing he got right. If she died, he'd die with her.  
 
    The tubing! Mack set Amber down on the ground. He tore his backpack off, straps and all. It didn't take long for him to find the IV tubing he salvaged from the ranger's station. 
 
    Mack stuck the hollow needle at one end of the tubing into his arm. It took him three tries to find a vein. Then he prepared to stick the needle on the other end into Amber's arm.  
 
    Wait. Do I really want to do this. When I changed it was extremely painful. Do I want to put her through that? Mack hesitated. He remembered the agony that Ted Gorman put him through when he was originally infected. The thought of putting Amber through that was terrifying. Do it! Do it or she dies! 
 
    Mack sucked on Amber's end of the tubing to get his blood flowing through. Then he stuck the remaining hollow needle into Amber's arm. He made sure to stay elevated above her so that gravity worked more efficiently. All there was left for him to do was wait and pray that she'd wake back up.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18: Lazarus 
 
    The last thing that Amber remembered was stumbling through the dormitories in the small mining town. She didn't recall why she was in such bad shape. There was no memory of losing consciousness. There was no recollection of Mack coming and picking her up out of the dirt.  
 
    Amber was somewhere dark. She couldn't see anything around her. Strangely though she could see her own body in clear detail.  
 
    A long silence was broken by the sound of footsteps against hardwood floors. She looked for the source and was surprised by what she found. She saw herself.  
 
    She saw a version of herself from before the outbreak. She was dressed like a little punk rock chick with dyed streaks in her hair and purposefully weathered clothes. There wasn't a visible scratch or scar on her body, but she knew that they were there, on the inside.  
 
    A hand came out of the dark behind her. It was big, about the size of an adult male. The hand was draped around her shoulder and rested on her chest.  
 
    The hand was Amber's father's. His face appeared out of the dark, taking the appearance of a floating head. Both of his eyes were missing. In their place were sunken black holes. He smiled. Black oily goop came seeping out.  
 
    Amber's father dragged the younger version of herself into the endless blackness. Wanting to save herself, the teen ran towards the spot that she saw them. When she reached it, her surroundings completely changed.  
 
    Suddenly Amber was at her elementary school. It was a public school in the decent Dallas School System. She saw herself as a kid in the playground.  
 
    Amber had a rough time in school. Other kids made fun of her. She didn't help her case by cursing them out and fighting, forcing teachers to constantly punish her. There was so much anger in her. Even from the outside looking in, she could feel the hate that built inside her little heart.  
 
    Kid Amber was surrounded by children all pointing, laughing, and throwing things at her. From out of nowhere she produced a pistol. With a smile on her face she shot each and every one of the kids bullying her.  
 
    Encircled by the corpses of her classmates, kid Amber looked at the older version of herself. Her face was spattered with blood. They locked eyes, and teenage Amber didn't recognize herself. That's when she realized that she wasn't that angry kid anymore. She was grown and more mature.  
 
    Kid Amber's veins started to turn black. Her eyes clouded over. Her mouth distended. She didn't let out a screech but it was bone chilling nonetheless.  
 
    Teenage Amber felt compelled to look down at her own arms. Black veins spread through them too. Her skin split. Centipedes, spiders beetles and roaches climbed out of open wounds. She wanted to scream and freak out but she found herself robbed of her voice and barely able to move.  
 
    There was a sharp pain in Amber's chest. Her hand rose up and grabbed at it. Before she knew it she fell down to her knees. Then down onto her back.  
 
    Amber found herself floating on her back down the Norman River. The sky kept rapidly changing from day to night. Mack stood over her but she couldn't see how or what he was saying.  
 
    The speed of the Norman River's current picked up. Amber couldn't move. She was along for the ride.  
 
    Other people looked over at her from just above her as she floated down the river. Stephanie was there and gave her a warm comforting smile. Simon stood next to her. He looked annoyed as per usual. She saw the mad former Galatea CEO Ted Gorman. Next to him were some faces she recognized from the Golden Pony.  
 
    The last face Amber saw before the Norman River ended at a waterfall was her mothers face. She looked remorseful. Amber didn’t know for sure but she thought she saw her mother mouth the words: “I'm sorry.” 
 
    Amber went over the edge of the waterfall. She couldn't see the bottom. What she did see was a very bright light. It got brighter the closer she got, almost to the point of being blinding.  
 
    An intense pain all over her body greeted her when she reached the light. She never felt anything like it before. It was as if every cell in her body was on fire. Was she in hell? After all, patricide and matricide were pretty big sins.  
 
    “Amber?” She heard Mack's voice. Was he in hell too? It wasn't until she managed to open her eyes a little bit that she realized she wasn't dead.  
 
    It worked. It fucking worked! Mack was ecstatic. Trying to heal Amber by transfusing his infected blood into her was a long shot. But she was alive. And all the bug bites and stings that covered her body rapidly healed. He knew that she wasn't out of the woods yet.  
 
    There was still a chance that Amber's body would ultimately reject the perfected nanite virus. And even if it didn't, she would have to endure the painful transformation, and by the look and sound of her it was already under way. 
 
    The only thing that Mack could do at that point was stay by her and protect her until her fate played out. In some ways it was harder than when he found her in the dormitories, because he had to see and hear her suffer. But he kept the fact that she would be stronger if she did. And that when it came down to it, she wouldn't need him to protect her anymore. He'd be there. But only due to the fact that he wanted to be there. 
 
    *** 
 
    Amber felt something cold underneath. When she looked around she saw that she was on a linoleum floor. Nearby there were empty aisles that according to the signs that hung above once held any product one might have needed for their dental hygiene.  
 
    A pharmacy? The top half of Amber's body bent up and forward. She was a bit sore and stiff but overall she felt good. Her condition was in step with just waking up from a long night's sleep.  
 
    She got up from the pharmacy floor and found it was surprisingly easy. Something as simple as standing up wasn't usually hard, but she never shot up like that. 
 
    At first she didn't realize the lights were out. She had no trouble seeing and getting around. All she wanted was to find Mack. He should be able to tell her what was going on. 
 
    Did I die? Memories of what she thought was a dream were still fresh in Amber's mind. Though it would've been more accurate to call it a nightmare rather than a dream. There was an awful vividness to what occurred during them that gave her a chill down her spine. 
 
    “Mack?” she said as she wandered the empty pharmacy aisles. Where the hell is he?  
 
    On top of the register at the front of the store were some of Amber and Mack's things. Finding those, she knew he had to be close by. And if he wasn't in the store he had to be outside.  
 
    This fucking place. Amber looked out the broken front windows of the pharmacy. Surprise, surprise, she was still in the small mining town.  
 
    “That you, girlie girl?” asked Mack. He was just outside leaning against the pharmacy's brick walls. In his mouth he had a menthol cigarette. The Viking puffed away.  
 
    “What are you doing out here?” Amber joined him outside. It was late evening and the sky was a beautiful mix of red, orange and blue.  
 
    “What does it look like? I'm enjoying the sunset and a smoke.”  
 
    “Where did you find cigarettes?”  
 
    “Turns out that no one smokes anymore. Even in the Apocalypse. There were cartons behind the counter in there.” Mack took a long drag after speaking.  
 
    Amber coughed. “It smells horrible.”  
 
    “Better get use to smelling things you don't want to. Soon you'll be able to smell just about everything, whether you want to or not.”  
 
    “I'll smell everything? What do you mean? What happened to me?” She had enough of Mack being vague.  
 
    Mack threw his cigarette to the sidewalk. “You died.”  
 
    “Okay... then how am I standing here talking to you?” Amber knew the answer to her question. But she needed to hear it from Mack's mouth.  
 
    “I uh… I saved you.” Mack looked down at the sidewalk. He was ashamed. For the life of her Amber didn't know why.  
 
    “How?”  
 
    “Remember that stuff we found at the ranger station?”  
 
    No. “Yeah?”  
 
    “I used that tubing to give you a transfusion. In other words I gave you some of my blood.” Mack waited with baited breath for a reaction.  
 
    “That's kinda gross,” laughed Amber.  
 
    Mack was relieved that she wasn't angry. She was a young woman. She had to know the implications of what he did.  
 
    “You think that's gross, you should have seen yourself. You were a mess.”  
 
    “Thanks. That's always what a gal wants to hear, you jerk.”  
 
    Mack and Amber laughed.  
 
    “Can I have one?” she asked as she leaned up against the brick pharmacy wall next to him.  
 
    “No. These things will kill ya.”  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 19: Perfection 
 
    “Is it going to hurt?” nervously asked Amber. She held a knife in her hand. 
 
    “Yeah,” answered Mack.  
 
    “I don't know if I want to do it.” 
 
    “I'm not going to make you. But you need to learn not to fear the pain.” 
 
    Amber looked at the knife in her hand. Then she looked up at the red and orange mountains around her and Mack. 
 
    You can do this. Don't think about it. Just do it. Mack watched her try and decide whether or not she'd cut herself. It wasn't that he wanted her to get hurt but he needed her to not be scared by the prospect. That was the only real gift that Ted Gorman gave him. Pain and injury became nothing more but hurdles.  
 
    Amber put the blade of the knife against her opposite palm. She figured that she should do it fast. That way it would be over and done with and she wouldn't have to dwell on it.  
 
    “That's it. Don't try and ignore the pain. That won't work. Embrace it. Learn how to accept it and move on.” Mack tried to deliver some sage words. Amber only heard some of them. She was too busy holding her bleeding hand against her body in a useless attempt to stem the steady flow of blood coming out.  
 
    “It really hurts. Like a lot,” she complained. 
 
    “Yes it does. Now do it again.”  
 
    Amber looked up at Mack with one eyebrow raised. He nodded towards her injured hand.  
 
    “Get the fuck out of here!” Amber was surprised to see the self inflected slash on her palm was almost healed.  
 
    “Again.” 
 
    Well, here goes nothing. Wait a minute. That sound? Both Amber and Mack heard a very loud screech. They only heard one that loud before. It came from an Alpha.  
 
    Amber heard some other strange noises just after the screech. The only way she could describe it was there were thousands of tiny birds all chirping at the same time. She'd never heard the nanites communicating with each other. It made her uncomfortable. 
 
    We can't stay here. I'm not sure we can take those things. Mack saw two figures approaching about a mile away. From the looks of them, they weren't in great shape. That made him feel a little better but still cautious.  
 
    “Are we…?” asked Amber. She saw the Alphas as well. 
 
    “Yeah.” Mack headed back into the pharmacy to get his and Amber's stuff. That included the shotgun.  
 
    “Is there a car in this town? Or maybe even a truck or something?” asked Amber.  
 
    “Afraid not. We're on foot.” Mack led the way out of the mining town.  
 
    They headed towards the mountains, but not because they were beautiful or picturesque. There was nowhere else to go besides back to Norman River. And fuck that. 
 
    *** 
 
    It took the duo till dawn to get deep within the clay colored mountains. The Alpha's didn't stop following them. They seemed determined, obsessed.  
 
    Amber and Mack reached the top of one of the not so tall mountains. It gave them a favorable vantage point to keep their eyes on their pursuers. It also gave them a chance to get a good view of the surrounding area. 
 
    “Nothing but a whole lot of nothing,” said Amber as she looked out over the vast expanse of land below her. Other than a couple of dirt trails, car or ATV, they couldn't tell, there were no signs of human habitation to be seen.  
 
    Not worried about that. I'm worried about them. Or at least I was. They look like they are in rough shape. Mack watched the Alphas. Their movements weren't smooth at all. Every second looked like a struggle, but they didn't stop.  
 
    “Are we really going out there?” Amber wasn't thrilled about the prospect of crossing what she only assumed was referred to as the “outback”.  
 
    “What's that?”  
 
    Amber went over to see what so fully captured Mack's attention. She saw the Alpha's struggle to climb the mountain. As far as she was concerned they weren't even a remote threat. Mack didn't feel the same way. Perhaps it was paternal instinct or paranoia. Those were the same things really.  
 
    “You know they aren't going to catch up with us right? So why worry?”  
 
    “Your probably right. Still, what do they want with us?” Mack kept staring at the Alphas.  
 
    “Kill us? Eat us? I don't know. Who cares? If we are going to have to walk across the continent we might as well get going while it's still dark.”  
 
    Mack looked over at her. He nodded. “Lead the way.”  
 
    *** 
 
    Walking isn't usually a strenuous activity. A lot of people don''t even sweat. If someone got exhausted after taking their dog for a walk then that someone needs to go see a doctor. In other words, it's easy.  
 
    Walking for over twelve hours straight was a strenuous activity. It's one that Mack and Amber took part in. And like the latter predicted, they found nothing but open wilderness. 
 
    I don't think I've seen a tree for hours. Mack looked around. There was nothing. It was intimidating.  
 
    He took a gander behind him. The Alphas still followed them. They had become a thorn in his side, a nagging nuisance on his mind. 
 
    “Enough,” he said. He stopped walking. 
 
    “Enough what? What are you talking about?” Out of the corner of her eye, Amber noticed that Mack had stopped. 
 
    “Those things clearly want something.” Mack pointed at the Alphas. “Let's find out what.”  
 
    “Is that a good idea? Those things are pretty dangerous.”  
 
    Mack watched the Alphas. From what he could see, they weren't very dangerous anymore. The lead Alpha had a strange gait that would be familiar to any human with an afflicted nervous system. It was a far cry from the agile and menacing creatures that he saw jump from Haven's conning tower into an airborne helicopter. In their state he'd be surprised if they could jump a foot.  
 
    The Alpha behind the leader started smoking. There was one tiny explosion. Tens, then hundreds, then thousands of the nanites that composed it's body started blowing up into sparks and smoke. Without anything to hold it up right, the creature fell to the dirt. Upon hitting the ground all of the cohesiveness of it's shape fell apart and it became a pile of burnt out non functioning nanites. 
 
    “Okay, maybe they're not that dangerous,” commented Amber as she watched one of the two remaining Alphas go down. The leader kept coming. 
 
    Mack stood his ground. He watched as the lead Alpha got within thirty feet. The creature started to smoke.  
 
    All the nanites in the lead Alpha's legs gave out. They combusted and took all support out from under the being's upper torso. It fell face first into a shrub. That didn't stop it. Determined, the Alpha crawled towards Mack. 
 
    The leader of the Alphas, the last of the Alphas, didn't make it all the way to him. It knew it was almost out of time. So it opened one of it's hands and stared into Mack's eyes with it's own glowing yellow pair.  
 
    In it's outstretched open hand, Mack saw that the Alpha was holding a couple of empty vials. He didn't know the meaning of them. Really, it just confused him. 
 
    “Wanted freedom. Even if kill me. Freedom,” said the lead Alpha. It had a hard time getting the words out, not unlike a dying man. The vials rolled out of it's hand into the dirt. 
 
    “You. You. Not like I. Perfect.” Those were the last words of the lead Alpha. It pointed at Mack and pointed at Amber. Then it collapsed into a pile of deactivated and overloaded nanites. 
 
    Mack and Amber looked at each other. Neither of them had any clue what they just saw. If they were honest, neither of them cared. They were both just happy to be alive. Which was rare in the post outbreak world. Whatever came next, they'd face it together. Family always does.  
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