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 Chapter 1: Outbreak 
 
    Twenty two years. Twenty two goddamn years in that place. Doesn’t that mean anything? Mack Ericsson stared at the generic patterns on the Homestead Diner counter. It was a sickly yellow color, completely unappetizing. Not that he was particularly hungry an hour after losing his job. 
 
    The other diners at the Homestead put a stool between them and Mack, on both sides. He didn’t smell or anything. At least not like bad body odor. In that part of Dallas, a surprising number of people reek of liquor. 
 
    All the other diners were scared of Mack because of his appearance. The man was large. Perhaps it was his Scandinavian heritage. But he was of unusual size. And very little of his substantial mass was fat. 
 
    I can’t be mad at Mr. Thompson. Isn’t his fault. He had to let me go. I suppose there isn’t much use for a prepress technician at an online magazine. 
 
    “Can I get you anything darling?” Mack heard a young woman’s voice. He looked up and saw its source. There was a petite teen on the other side of the counter, couldn’t have been any older than eighteen. She was chewing gum and staring at him. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “To eat? Or maybe just some coffee? It’s just… you’ve been here a while sir and haven’t ordered anything.” 
 
    How long have I been sitting here? “You guys got burgers right?” 
 
    The young waitress smiled. Her perfectly white teeth stood out against her rich crimson lipstick. Mack found his eyes transfixed on them. 
 
    “How would you like it cooked?” asked the waitress. She turned her head away slightly. Mack was making her uncomfortable. 
 
    “Well done I guess.” 
 
    “Fries?” 
 
    “Sure. Why not?” 
 
    After taking Mack’s order, the waitress walked away. Suddenly a cloud of weed smoke plopped down in the stool next to him. When he glanced over he saw an unshaven young man with a Rasta lion printed on his t-shirt and a green bead bracelet.  He had his smartphone in his hands. 
 
    “Shit’s crazy huh?” commented the stoner next to Mack. 
 
    Mack looked over at the clearly high young man next to him. He didn’t say anything. Instead he stared at him for a few seconds then back at the counter. 
 
    “Names Derrick,” said the young man. There was no accent to his voice. Like many of the kids in Dallas, he must’ve been a transplant. One of his hands was extended for Mack to shake. 
 
    Can’t leave him hanging. “Mack,” answered Mack as he shook Derrick’s hand. It was clammy and unpleasant. 
 
    “So Mack, have you seen the news?” asked Derrick. 
 
    “No,” Mack turned his attention back to the counter. 
 
    “Check this out,” Derrick slid his phone across the counter. It stopped in front of Mack. 
 
    There was a paused video on Derrick’s smart phone. Judging from all the grass and the view of downtown, it looked like Trinity River Greenbelt Park. There was a bunch of people there. They had signs. Must’ve been protesters of some sort. 
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “Press play,” urged Derrick. The young waitress came over to him to take his order. He wanted a roast beef sandwich. Once she got the order she walked away again. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Play it Mack. It’s some crazy shit. Took the video myself.” Derrick started gulping down the glass of ice water in front of him. 
 
    Mack press the triangular play icon on the middle of the smartphone’s screen. Like most videos captured by phone camera, it was shaky. To make it worse, it was captured in portrait mode. The sound was all blown out. He could barely see what was happening. 
 
    “I took it at the weed legalization rally down at the Greenbelt. There was almost four hundred people there. It was nuts.” 
 
    “Why am I watching this?” 
 
    “Just keep watching man. Things get… interesting.” 
 
    Mack could make out somebody talking on a megaphone. They were talking nonsense about marijuana legalization. Then there was screaming. At first it sounded like just a couple of women. That quickly snowballed into about four hundred people. 
 
    Following the screaming, the video got shakier. But Mack caught glimpses. People at the rally were attacking each other. And they were making an ungodly noise. It didn’t sound human. 
 
    Mack heard Derrick’s voice in the video. He was clearly scared. The camera turned its view from the crowd of panicking people to the Trinity River in the distance. Bubbles were forming on the surface, like it was boiling. 
 
    “When was this?” asked Mack. When the video ended he slid the phone back to Derrick, who just received his sandwich. 
 
    “About an hour ago.” Derrick took a big bite. 
 
    “And I’m just supposed to believe this is real? I don’t even know you. Why should I believe you?” 
 
    “First of all, you do know me,” answered Derrick with a mouth full of roast beef and rye bread. “I’m Derrick, you are Mack. Secondly, it’s been all over the news. Hell, look around. Nobody can take their eyes off of the TV.” 
 
    Mack turned around in his stool. Derrick was right. Everyone in the Homestead Diner was intently watching the three televisions on the walls. They were all tuned to the news. 
 
    There were reporters at the park. Behind them were battalions of police officers dressed for war. Underneath the babbling newspeople were scrolling orders for Dallas residents to stay out of the downtown area. 
 
    You’ve got to be kidding me. My life goes to shit and now the world follows? 
 
    “I’m at the rally, right. It was great. That band “Roach” was there. Everything was awesome. Then there was this screaming. Sounded like something out of a damn horror movie. The whole park turned into a stampede.” 
 
    Derrick finished his sandwich. 
 
    “That it?” asked Mack. 
 
    Derrick wiped his mouth with his napkin. He swallowed that last bit of his meal then continued. “I saw one of them. They looked like people, but not really.” 
 
    “Look, Derrick. Maybe I’m not in the right state of mind to follow. But what the hell are you talking about, ‘they look like people but not really’.” Even a patient man like Mack had his limits. 
 
    “I dunno man, they just looked different. They started attacking people left and right. It was some brutal stuff man. And the more people they attacked, more started acting like them. Before I knew it the whole damn park was filled with the savages. So I ran.” 
 
    Where’s my burger? “What about the river?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, that. I almost forgot. The whole thing was boiling. Don’t ask me how or why. As you might imagine, the river was the least of my concerns. I needed to get the hell out of there.” 
 
    The young waitress served Mack his burger. He thanked her then kept interacting with his new friend. 
 
    “Why’d you come here? If I were you I would’ve left the city or locked myself in my apartment.” 
 
    “I just wanted my favorite food from my favorite joint before leaving. Besides, have you seen it out there? It’s gridlocked on all the roads. Buses ain’t moving man. I walked here. There’s no way I’m walking out the city.” 
 
    You may be the weirdest man I’ve ever met. “Why tell me?” 
 
    “You sure do ask a lot of questions Mack.” 
 
    Mack stared at Derrick waiting for an answer. 
 
    “You looked lonely and kind of bummed out. Anyway, you’re alone, I’m alone. I figured we’d stand a better chance together you know?” 
 
    “Sorry Derrick but I’m not going anywhere. With you or otherwise.” 
 
    What was that? From outside the glass windows of the diner, Mack could hear the faint sound of screaming. He wasn’t the only one. The patrons of the Homestead heard it too. Some of them got up and looked out to see where it was coming from. 
 
    “Ah, shit. They’re here. Time to go Mack. You with me or not?” 
 
    Mack didn’t answer. He got up and followed Derrick to the front doors. Without looking he took a twenty out of his wallet and threw it on the counter as he walked away. 
 
    The scene outside the Homestead Diner was almost as chaotic as Derrick’s cellphone video. Just past the parking lot was the interstate that was packed with cars. None of them were moving. There was a lot of honking and frustration but the traffic jam was beyond fixing. Some drivers were outside their vehicles trying to see what was causing the hold up. 
 
    Looks like I’m walking too. First I have to cross that. Any other day that would be suicide. Mack walked down the handful of stairs that led up to the Homestead’s front doors and continued into the parking lot. 
 
    I-23 was the long six lane road that bisected a stretch of restaurants, gas stations, hotels and stores near the Dallas city limits. The two sides of the interstate were divided by cement with a dark green chain link fence. Mack needed to get to the other side. His apartment building was about a mile away in that direction. There, in a shelf in his nightstand was a .45 and a box of bullets. On top of it was his much needed heart medicine. 
 
    Suddenly there was a loud explosion. Mack and Derrick could both see an orange reflection on the windshields of the cars in the Homestead parking lot. Seconds later they could feel a wave of heat as it rolled down I-23. 
 
    Along with everyone stuck on the interstate and those inside the numerous establishments along it, Mack and Derrick stared at the fireball rising into the Dallas night sky. It was from what was once a gas station. Then there was a loud screeching noise. That was followed by another and another until the sounds of people were drowned out. 
 
    “I know that noise Mack. We need to leave, now!” Derrick’s eyes were huge. As he talked he slowly started backing away in the opposite direction of the explosion. 
 
    All the excitement made Mack a little lightheaded. His beleaguered heart was pumping hard. He needed his meds. And judging by how quickly the city seemed to be going to hell, a gun would also be nice. 
 
    “I need to go back to my place,” said Mack after his body gave him a reminder of his priorities. 
 
    Derrick cocked his head to the side and raised one eyebrow. “What? Whatever man, I’m out of here. You either come with me and maybe we live, or you can go home and probably die. Or maybe you’ll turn into one of those things.” 
 
    “Bye Derrick,” replied Mack. His new friend sighed, shrugged then ran the other way. 
 
    So much for our budding friendship. Time to go home. Mack hopped over the concrete barrier that bordered I-23. 
 
    Mack had trouble making progress across the interstate. It was clogged with people heading the same direction as Derrick. Families got out of their cars. Assholes pushed their way past the old and slow. All this while he was trying to go sideways against the tide of fleeing humanity. 
 
    Don’t look. Don’t do it. You want to, but you shouldn’t. Mack couldn’t help himself. He stopped and looked back towards the explosion. Against the still raging fire he couldn’t make out many details. But it was clear that something wasn’t right. 
 
    Dozens of twisted silhouettes quickly approached Mack as he stood staring and stunned. They had two arms, two legs and a head upon their necks. But their movements weren’t right. It was if they weren’t in control of their bodies. From car to car they grabbed anyone too scared or stupid to run away. 
 
    They’re like meat puppets. Mack was mesmerized by their flailing arms and jerky random steps. He was snapped out of it when he saw one of the puppets grab an innocent woman and bite into her neck like it was Derrick’s roast beef sandwich. 
 
    “Jesus Christ!” Mack’s felt his feet move backwards on their own. A lack of coordination and lack of attention as to what he doing made him trip over them. 
 
    One of the meat puppets noticed Mack’s fall. It was a woman, or at least it was once a woman. Her head violently jerked from one side to the other. A bone chilling screech came out of her distended mouth. Then she stumbled towards him with surprising speed. 
 
    Mack scrambled backwards while still on his rear end. His eyes never left the advancing meat puppet. He came to a stop as he ran into what felt like someone’s shins. Two loud bangs from above were accompanied by the puppet’s head practically exploding. Tar like black blood and brains cascaded across the interstate. Hot shell casings fell onto his uncovered forearms. That pain was enough for him to regain his senses and look up. 
 
    Above Mack was a rotund middle aged woman holding a large caliber pistol. She looked down at him, and they locked eyes. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Stop lookin like a possum in headlights and get up!” yelled the woman as she began to run the other way. 
 
    Mack took his mystery hero’s advice and got up. More of the meat puppets were coming. Every foot closer they got, their numbers swelled. He had to move. 
 
    The divider was still a lane away. Mack hurried towards it. There would be no hopping it. He’d have to climb. 
 
    The last time Mack scaled a chain link fence was in 1978. The public pool used to close at sundown. His brother convinced him to break in so they could go swimming at night. It was a bad idea. Within minutes of climbing over the fence, they saw flashlights and bolted. 
 
    Mack could remember that fear of being caught back in the summer of '78. And it was similar, but much tamer, than the extreme fear he felt now as one of the meat puppets grabbed the leg of his jeans. He was on top of the fence, straddling it. The puppet had a firm grip just above his ankle. 
 
    There’s no way in hell that you’re taking a bite out of me! Mack kicked at the meat puppet that had ahold of him. When he got a good shot into the creature’s jaw it let go. Adrenaline helped get his errant leg over the top of the fence. 
 
    More time was spent on top of the divider than Mack realized. The meat puppets had already reached his location on the other side of the road. Soon as he jumped down it would be into the fire. Either side of the divider was overrun, so he figured he might as well choose the side that got him closer to home. 
 
    Mack Ericsson wasn’t a violent man, not anymore. But he had no choice. And the things he was going to commit violence against, weren’t strictly human. 
 
    Seconds after his work boots hit the asphalt, the meat puppets were right on top of Mack. They attacked fast and with a wild reckless abandon that made fighting them hard. His strength and size was the deciding factor. The big Viking punched, kicked and slammed any puppet that got within arm’s length. 
 
    One of the meat puppets swiped at Mack. It was trying to claw at him, not punch him. He managed to dodge the attack. Once he grabbed the puppet’s arm, he leaned back and pulled. Mack used his own body like a fulcrum and swung the creature into the side of a nearby station wagon. The windows broke. 
 
    The meat puppet that Mack slammed into the car started to slowly get up. It was about to come after him when a muzzle flash from inside the vehicle stopped it. In a splash of thick black blood, the creature fell to the street. 
 
    Mack ran over to the car window that the gunshots came from. Before peeking in, he had to fight off another puppet. A couple of hard punches to its melon was enough to down it temporarily. 
 
    “Whoa!” Mack quickly backed away from the station wagon window after looking in. He backed up because when he looked inside he saw a small teen girl, maybe 14. She was aiming a pistol straight at him. 
 
    “Kid, you need to get out…” Mack began to try and get the teen to get out the car. But a couple of meat puppets assaulted him. Again the substantial man managed to fight them off. The more he fought, the harder it became to take them down. He needed to get off I-23 immediately. 
 
    “I don’t know you! I’m not going anywhere with you!” yelled the girl. 
 
    I don’t have time for this. “Look kid…where are your parents?” 
 
    The teen stared emotionless at the black blood stained Mack. “They’re on the street next to you.” 
 
    Jesus. Mack looked down and saw a man and woman.. It was hard to tell, but they were both clearly in bad shape, or dead. Under street lights the blood had a peculiar shine to it. The woman’s eyes opened. Her pupils and irises were clouded over gray. 
 
    Mack had no choice but to start stomping on the woman before she got up and tried to kill him. There were no thoughts to how the teen in the car might’ve reacted to seeing him take the soles of his boots to her mom. 
 
    “Get away from her!” yelled the girl before unloading another shot at Mack. It ricocheted off another car and disappeared. 
 
    That’s two times she’s shot at me. There won’t be a third. 
 
    “Stop shooting at me!” yelled Mack. He approached the car with both hands up. “I’m not going to hurt you darling. You need to come with me, out of here.” 
 
    “No you creep. You gonna touch me or something? I swear if you get any closer I’ll shoot you.” 
 
    What is it with this girl? You should just run Mack. Save yourself. “If you were actually going to shoot me you would’ve done it already.” 
 
    Mack ignored all the girl’s cursing and yelling as he opened the station wagon door and reached in. There was some hitting and scratching but he finally managed to get her out. Once on the street, she looked anything but imposing, gun or not. She looked like an innocent teen with tied back hair and a messy ponytail. On her torso she wore a loose black hoodie. Nothing about her was extraordinary. Except maybe the handgun she wielded. 
 
    “What the hell?” the girl asked as she shook off Mack’s hand. 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Amber. You?” The girl shot two more times in Mack’s direction. 
 
    Am I going to have to take her down? Mack gave Amber a look of utter disbelief. He was seconds away from completely losing it before Amber pointed behind him. When he turned around he saw her parents-turned-meat-puppets falling towards the ground with holes in their heads. 
 
    There was no time for Mack to process what he just saw. More meat puppets were coming. There were way too many for even him to handle. 
 
    “I'm Mack, wish I could say it’s nice to meet you. Let’s get the hell out of here.” 
 
    “Wait.” Amber went back into the car then came out with a tire iron. She handed it to Mack. 
 
    Meat puppets didn’t give breaks. They lost the concept of a 'time out' when they lost their humanity. So Mack and Amber had to move. Another explosion not far away distracted them for a moment. Only for a moment. 
 
    Mack led the way, crossing the interstate. He swung away with his newly acquired weapon. It was much more efficient than his fists and feet. Meat puppets were getting brained left and right. Amber followed close behind shooting the ones that he missed or didn’t see. 
 
    After jumping the short concrete barrier that separated I-23 from the Motorside Inn parking lot, Mack and Amber started checking orphaned vehicles. The interstate may have been impassable but they hoped the side streets weren’t. 
 
    “Got one!” yelled Amber as she easily opened the door of a red pickup truck. 
 
    Good girl. Mack ran over to Amber who was getting into the driver’s seat. He had no intention of letting her drive. “Move over.” 
 
    “No, I wanna drive,” said Amber, defiant. 
 
    Mack gave the fourteen year old a stern look usually reserved for drunks looking to pick a fight. She promptly moved over to the passenger seat, pouting the whole way. 
 
    When Mack slammed the door, meat puppets from the interstate noticed them. Four of them staggered towards the Motorside Inn parking lot. He saw them coming and heard their screeches. Unfortunately the truck’s engine didn’t seem to want to start. 
 
    Great. My luck just keeps getting better. Mack tried to turn the truck’s engine. It sputtered. He tried again. Still it didn’t start. 
 
    One of the meat puppets slammed its body against the driver’s side door. Black blood oozed from its mouth as it pounded on the window, cracking it. C’mon, c’mon. Finally the truck’s engine ticked over. Just before Mack managed to shift gears to “R”, the meat puppet’s fist hammered through the window. 
 
    As glass peppered Mack, he stepped on the gas. The truck zoomed backwards into another parked car. Both he and Amber whipped back then forward. For a few seconds they sat there, dazed and vulnerable. The meat puppets converged on the red pickup. Other puppets joined the four that initially came after Mack and Amber. They climbed up onto the bed and the front hood. Like apes they pounded on the vehicle. 
 
    “No! Save your bullets,” ordered Mack as he saw Amber raise her gun. “Get your seatbelt on.” Both of them buckled in. 
 
    Mack shifted gears again. The truck sped forward at an angle as he turned the wheel, sharply. One of the front corners of the truck hit another parked car, breaking the headlight. Meat puppets flew off the top of the truck. Two of them hit the windshields of the nearby vehicles. 
 
    Once he had enough space, Mack drove the truck towards the back of the Motorside Inn. There was no exit that led out of the property without getting on the interstate. So he navigated the large vehicle towards a small curb that led out to some side streets. 
 
    “Shit!” yelled Amber as a pair of hands broke through the small window that separated the truck’s cabin from its bed. They grabbed at her hair. Another hand grabbed Mack’s shoulder. 
 
    “Hold on!” warned Mack. The freakish strength of the hand that had a hold of his shoulder completely took away any control he had of the wheel. 
 
    The truck swerved off the narrow side street behind the Motorside Inn. It crashed into and through the front of a convenience store. Even though the meat puppets that were in the truck bed became messy black Pollock paintings, more were coming. 
 
    Mack slowly regained consciousness. Through blurry vision he could see a lot of movement. He heard gunshots and screeches. They weren’t from a handgun. A small hand started shaking him. 
 
    “Wake up!” Amber shook Mack back into the waking world. Blood streamed down from the top of Mack’s forehead. He wiped it away and observed the scene before him. 
 
    The truck was totaled. Its front hood was crumpled like an empty beer can. Smoke slowly floated up out of the wrecked engine.  
 
    Inside the convenience store, the clerk was shooting his shotgun at the meat puppets trying to get inside the big hole Mack and Amber made. Clearly the poor clerk wouldn’t be able to hold them back for long. It was only a matter of time before he had to reload and the creatures overwhelmed him. Amber had no intention of being there when that went down. 
 
    Mack stumbled out of the wrecked truck with the help of Amber. The clerk kept blasting away, hardly even noticing them. Amber pointed towards a door at the back of the store. 
 
    “I think that’s the way out.” Amber led Mack towards the door. 
 
    When they reached the back of the convenience store, they heard a scream. It was the clerk. Predictably he was overrun as soon as he ran out of ammo. The meat puppets tore him to pieces with their bare hands. Describing it as gruesome would have been an understatement. 
 
    “It’s locked,” said Amber as she tried the door knob. 
 
    “Move,” said Mack as he gently pushed her aside. Things were still a bit hazy but he was able to clear enough cobwebs to know what he had to do. With his shoulder and body weight he managed to break the frame and open the door. 
 
    Here they come. Mack let Amber through first, then he looked back before following. For the first time, under fluorescent light, he saw the meat puppets clearly. Their skin was pale and he could see black veins underneath. A gray film covered their eyes. Thick black blood oozed out of every open orifice. 
 
    Mack slammed the door shut. With a broken frame, it couldn’t lock. He looked around. They were in a stock room. A hallway led to a backdoor out of the building. 
 
    “Go, go, go!” yelled Mack. Amber did exactly that. 
 
    On his way towards the back door, Mack spotted a fire ax inside a glass case on the wall. Having lost his tire iron in the crash, he took the new melee weapon. 
 
    There was less than a mile to Mack’s apartment. If he and Amber reached it, they would be safe. All they had to do was get there. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Where are we going?” asked Amber. Along with Mack she was plastered against the brick outside wall of a chicken joint. Her Viking escort was looking around the corner. 
 
    So close. All we have to do is cross the street. Crossing the street was more daunting then one might have imagined. That was due to the fact that it was covered by roaming meat puppets. Behind them was the Hunters Grove apartment building. 
 
    Like most of the buildings in Dallas that night, Hunters Grove was besieged by undead creatures. Some climbed up the sides. The unsuccessful ones fell several stories down to the hard parking lot. Fires bellowed out of randomly distributed windows. Screams of panic and terror, gunshots and puppet screeches provided a soundtrack for the surrounding anarchy and horror. 
 
    “My place,” answered Mack knowing that it was a near impossibility. 
 
    Amber joined Mack at the corner and looked around it. “You’re kidding right?” 
 
    Mack pushed Amber back next to him with one powerful arm. “I have to.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    Mack sighed. “I need my heart meds.” 
 
    “What street is this?” asked Amber as she visually examined her surroundings. 
 
    “Fowler, why?” 
 
    “My dad’s pharmacy is only a couple of blocks away. Let’s go there instead of trying to get to your apartment.” 
 
    She’s right. Dammit. There’s no way we make it through that. Mack took one more long look at his home. 
 
    “Okay, lead the way.” 
 
    Mack followed as Amber jogged towards her family’s pharmacy. They stuck to back alleys in order to avoid the meat puppets. Still they had to deal with some. In order to conserve the small amount of bullets left in Amber’s handgun, he took them out with a fire ax that never ran out of ammo. 
 
    That took longer than I thought it would. Halfway to the pharmacy the power to the city went out. Way to go Dallas Power and Gas. Mack saw that as a good thing. Even though it would be a little harder to spot the meat puppets, that disadvantage worked both ways. Or at least he thought it did. For all he knew, puppets could’ve used scent or sound to track down their victims. 
 
    “We’re only a couple of minutes away,” encouraged Amber as she led Mack from shadow to shadow in the back alleys. He was lagging behind. Since crashing the pickup truck into the convenience store half an hour earlier, he had trouble. She didn’t know it, but he suffered a concussion when his head hit the top of the steering wheel. 
 
    The whole city appeared to be floating on top a turbulent sea through Mack’s eyes. His head injury made walking straight a chore. It took an inhuman amount of willpower for him not to throw up. Only the prospect of being ripped apart alive like the convenience store clerk kept him moving. 
 
    Suddenly the street underneath Mack lit up. Then the dumpsters and buildings that flanked him on either side lit up as well. He turned around and saw fast approaching headlights. 
 
    Amber saw the oncoming vehicle early and hid behind a foul smelling dumpster. Mack wasn’t as quick to hide. The headlights, which belonged to a work van, barreled towards him. With only seconds left, he dropped his ax and managed to jump out of the way. 
 
    From face down on the street, Mack watched the van go by. Inside were what looked like drunk or blood crazed people somehow enjoying all the chaos in Dallas. Behind the van they dragged what was left of someone’s body by a rope. 
 
    That was a little too close. 
 
    “You okay?” asked Amber as she walked up to Mack. 
 
    Mack was on his hands and knees. After shaking his head he stood up. Amber was ready to catch him as he was a little wobbly upon rising. She didn’t consider the fact that if he did fall on her, he’d probably squash her. Before moving on he retrieved his ax. 
 
    Once he regained his bearings, Mack looked down the alley. Like a light at the end of a tunnel he saw neon lights reading “43rd Street Pharmacy”. Other than the day Margret Jensen blew him in the back of his dad’s Cadillac, it was the happiest moment of his life. 
 
    Luckily the section of 43rd street that Mack and Amber emerged into was empty. It was the first bit of good fortune they had all night. Amber got the privilege of breaking the front glass doors. 
 
    “We need to hurry,” said Mack as a loud alarm followed the broken glass. 
 
    “The name?” asked Amber, moments before hopping the pharmacy counter. 
 
    “Digoxin.” 
 
    “Di…what?” 
 
    “Digoxin!” 
 
    “Got it, Dic-ox-kin. Shit, I can’t see a thing.” Amber had to take out her smart phone. With a flashlight app, she managed to generate enough light to read the labels of the shelves full of medicine in front of her. 
 
    Mack could see the erratic movement of puppet shadows approaching. The cloudiness in his head started clearing up. His grip on the cold red metal of the fire ax tightened. He was ready for them. 
 
    Amber’s eyes darted left to right as she scanned the medicine labels. With smart phone in hand she moved the light to align with her vision. She grabbed some additional medications, oxycotine, zolpidem tartrate, Vicodin and all the inhalers they had in stock. Then she found it. On one of the top shelves was a large white bottle with “Digoxin” printed above a bunch of medical mumbo jumbo. 
 
    “You good?” asked Mack. His palms were starting to get sweaty as the puppets got closer. More joined the few that first reacted to the pharmacy alarm. 
 
    “In a minute,” Amber ran her hands across a shelf beneath the pharmacy register. They hit metal and wood. It was the double barrel shotgun that her father kept in case another junkie tried to rob the place. Little did he know that his daughter would be doing the robbing and his deterrent would end up in her hands. 
 
    Next Amber had to get something to put all the medicine and other supplies she scavenged from the pharmacy. In the aisle that had school supplies, she found a backpack. She stuffed the medicine, box of shotgun shells, some water, chips and candy inside. Then she heard screeching over the blaring alarm. 
 
    “We’re out of time, kid!” yelled Mack, right before he almost chopped a meat puppet’s head off. With the pick part of the ax he downed another one. But it wouldn’t be long before he was overrun. 
 
    “Here!” Amber tossed Mack the double barreled shotgun. 
 
    “Where’d you get…?” before Mack could finish his question, more meat puppets surrounded him. He had no choice but to back up into the pharmacy. When the creatures tried to follow he blasted them with the shotgun. Its muzzle flash lit up the store in an extremely brief but bright orange light. 
 
    Out of bullets, Mack threw the shogun back to his young companion and started swinging his ax. The next few minutes consisted of an intense battle between him and eight meat puppets. He cut down everything that climbed through the broken front doors. Each swing was harder than the one before. But in the end he won. 
 
    Amber watched in amazement as Mack decimated the puppets. She was both impressed and in awe of his raw power. At that moment she decided that she absolutely needed him if she was going to make it out of Dallas alive. 
 
    “My dad kept a minivan out back. He was too cheap to pay for deliveries. Instead he used it to pick up whatever the pharmacy needed. It’s out back. We can use it to get out of here.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” said Mack as he breathed heavily, covered in splatters of black goo. “Only way we live is if we get the hell out of this city.” 
 
    Not again. Mack could feel his heart pumping. If he didn’t get his meds, he’d be in a bad way and no help to Amber or himself. 
 
    “Did you get the Digoxin?” asked Mack as he and Amber left the pharmacy and headed towards the alley behind it. He had to brace himself with one arm against the side of the building. 
 
    “What’s wrong? The van is just back there. We need to…” 
 
    “The meds!” 
 
    For the first time since meeting him, Amber was truly fearful of Mack. All that power and fury he used to save her could’ve easily been turned against her. She thought it best not to antagonize him. 
 
    “Here,” said Amber as she retrieved the big white bottle and tossed it to Mack. He struggled with the top. Once he managed to open it, he took out a handful and shoved them in his mouth. Then he closed it and gave it back to Amber to put in her bag. 
 
    The minivan was just where Amber said it would be. All the doors were unlocked. She smiled and got in the passenger seat, Mack in the driver’s. 
 
    So how am I supposed to start this…Amber opened the glove box. Inside were the keys which she handed over. Both of them prayed when he put them in the ignition. They prayed that the car would start. When it did they both gave sighs of relief. Thank God. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2: Wydell 
 
    Amber dreamed of I-23. Actually it was more of a memory than a dream. Her family was on their way out of town. Mr. Long, her father, saw the stories about Greenbelt on the news. He immediately demanded that his wife and daughter quickly pack their things. After stopping at the pharmacy and emptying the safe, they made the mistake of getting on the interstate. 
 
    Mister and missus Long were arguing in the front seat. To Amber, they always seemed to be arguing. And often their arguments were over nothing. She’d have to sit in the backseat and endure their nonsense. 
 
    A barrier made of earbuds and music off her phone usually kept Amber out of her parents’ quarrels. So she’d fully absorb herself in boom bap and 80s hair metal. It worked…most of the time. 
 
    With her forehead against it, Amber looked out the window. Some Def Leppard poured into her ears. She stared at the same car for fifteen minutes. It nor any other vehicle budged. 
 
    Amber heard her mother’s grating voice through the loud rock. At first she tried to ignore it. But Mrs. Long didn’t give up. Eventually she had to take out her earbuds and hear what the woman had to say. 
 
    Mrs. Long reprimanded Amber about something her daughter did. The fourteen year old teen didn’t really listen. Instead she rolled her eyes and half pretended to listen. That didn’t stop her mom. Only her father interrupting stopped the self-righteous chastising. 
 
    An explosion shut the Longs up. Both of them looked around to see what happened. Amber’s father got out of their station wagon. 
 
    Within a minute after the loud explosion, people started running past Amber’s window. They looked terrified. The whole scene reminded her of the old monster movies she’d watch with her friends. Except the people fleeing weren’t actors. Genuine terror spurred them. 
 
    Amber noticed that her father didn’t retrieve the Beretta his dead brother gave to him. Being essentially trapped in the station wagon, she decided to get the gun. She wasn’t going to leave her safety in her parents’ inept hands. 
 
    The one good thing that Mr. Long taught his daughter was how to properly handle a firearm. It was a risky move really. If she ever had a hankering to use a firearm on another human being, he’d be first on her list. 
 
    *** 
 
    “You up?” Amber slowly woke up to Mack’s voice. First thing that she noticed was the chill in the car. 
 
    “Wha…where…?” Amber was groggy and crumpled up in the corner of the backseat. 
 
    Mack glanced at the rearview mirror. Amber was wiping the sleep from her eyes. He didn’t know much about kids, especially teens. But he knew to tread lightly around a recently awoken adolescent. 
 
    “Still in Texas. About an hour from the border to Oklahoma.” 
 
    “Oklahoma huh?” Amber climbed into the passenger seat. It was a bit clumsy, but she made it the couple of feet in one piece. “I’ve never been.” 
 
    Stretched out before Amber, outside the car windows, were fields as far as she could see. They were lit blue by the dawn. On the highway were patches of abandoned cars. She couldn’t see any people. 
 
    “Why Oklahoma?” asked Amber as she fiddled with all the knobs and buttons on the dashboard. 
 
    “Storm cellars.” 
 
    “Expecting tornados?” 
 
    “Cellars have doors that lock. And they usually have food and water. I figure we can find one and get some shut eye.” 
 
    “Been in a lot of storm cellars, Mack?” Amber mocked. 
 
    “I grew up in a place a lot like this. My folks had a storm cellar.” 
 
    “You need some rest? I’ll take over.” Amber was only half joking. 
 
    That’s not happening. 
 
    “Can we stop, I need to pee and don’t see any empty bottles in here,” asked Amber. 
 
    “Sure, I mean I was going to wait till we reach Wydell. It’s only about ten minutes away.” Mack hoped that the teen would see reason. He was clueless. 
 
    “But I really have to go.” The tone of Amber’s voice subtlety changed. There was a bit more hostility. Most would take it as a warning. Mack didn’t pick up on it. Nor did he heed it. 
 
    “You can’t hold it?” 
 
    “Stop the car Mack.” 
 
    “Wydell is ten minutes away. Wouldn’t you want to use a toilet rather than some bushes?” 
 
    Amber’s eyes almost burned holes in the side of Mack’s head. 
 
    It’s not worth it. “Yeah, okay, sure. I’ll pull over.” 
 
    The truck came to a slow stop at the side of the road. There was tense silence inside, interrupted only by the sound of tires on gravel. Before Mack could ease the situation verbally, Amber got out. 
 
    There weren’t any bushes by the side of the road. The tree line of a small patch of woods was far off in the distance. She wasn’t going to walk that far to take a squat. But there was a barn and a harvested field of wheat. 
 
    Amber crossed her arms putting her hands under her armpits. It was considerably colder than Dallas. Since it was morning, the temperature was even lower. Limbs and appendages are the first parts of the human body to go hypothermic. She remembered that little fact from health class. 
 
    Upon getting closer to the barn, Amber was disturbed by what she found in severed stalks of wheat. There were bodies, looked like a family. Blood stained the soil around them. Immediately, Amber started to back up. 
 
    What’s taking so long? Mack decided to get out of the minivan. He needed to stretch. Three hours of driving without rest was taxing. 
 
    After he was done stretching, Mack checked out his and Amber’s ride. The vehicle was in rough shape. Black blood splatters from the meat puppets he ran into and over back in Dallas covered the grill and hood. Dents, scratches and scuffs from jumping curbs and charging through congested streets covered the minivan. But every tire stayed inflated. And the engine ran. So everything was good, appearance aside. 
 
    “Start the van!” Mack just barely heard Amber’s voice but he couldn’t see her. There was a small incline that separated the highway from the surrounding farmlands. In order to get a better look he walked over to the edge. 
 
    “Start the van!” Amber almost knocked Mack over as she ran up the incline just as he looked over it. Four meat puppets were chasing after her, but weren’t close. They were the family from the wheat shield. 
 
    Mack helped Amber up then ran over to the minivan. Both of them got in. Neither wanted to stick around another second longer. 
 
    “Did you, you know?” asked Mack as they sped away. The tires squeaked as he weaved around the abandoned cars on the highway. 
 
    “I think I’ll wait till we get to Wydell.” 
 
    Mack smiled. Amber turned her head to hide it, but she grinned as well. 
 
    *** 
 
    Wydell, Oklahoma wasn’t a big town. Back in the days of the frontier, it was a rest stop on the pony express. During prohibition it was one of many stash towns in the Midwest. But since then only ranchers and farmers lived there. 
 
    The minivan sat idle as Mack and Amber stared at Wydell. They were just outside town near a decaying sign intended to welcome visitors. There was no visible activity. It was spooky, even in the daylight. 
 
    Just beyond what looked like a downtown area was a cluster of houses that made a small neighborhood. A small road connected the two. The residential area looked just as abandoned. 
 
    “I dunno, that place looks kind of creepy.” Amber gave the town in the distance a suspicious look. 
 
    It does look creepy. But there might be some food and somewhere safe to sleep. Plus there might be some people. I can get rid of the extra baggage, leave her with them and not feel guilty about it. 
 
    “Doesn’t look like we got much of a choice,” Mack shifted from neutral to drive. 
 
    Wydell only got bleaker as the minivan slowly approached. From down the road, Mack and Amber could spot the sun ravaged exteriors and boarded up buildings. There were only a couple of cars, abandoned and parked in front of structures that surely would have been considered condemned in any other town. 
 
    All this place needs is some tumble weeds. Mack scanned the desolate town as they cautiously drove through. They passed a grocery store with broken windows, a hardware store that looked as if no one crossed its threshold in decades and what once might’ve been a one screen movie theater. But there were no people. 
 
    Mack turned the wheel at the only curve on Wydell’s main street. Once on the other side, they saw the first buildings that looked as if they may harbor life. There was a restaurant. Across the street from that was a pristine chapel. 
 
    The other half of the main street also bared gruesome signs of struggle. Streaks of blood went up and down the sidewalks. A burning body had to be driven around as it was in the middle of the street. Over the stench of burning human, Amber and Mack both smelled the distinct odor of death. 
 
    “Like I said, this place is creepy,” commented Amber as she looked out the passenger side window, wide eyed. 
 
    “We won’t be here for long. Let’s get some food and we can move on.” Mack had to fake bravery and confidence. Even he had no idea if Wydell was safe or not. It certainly didn’t look the part. 
 
    Mack parked the van outside the restaurant called “Mama’s Place”. The small dining establishment appeared to be intact. It also looked just as deserted as the rest of Wydell. 
 
    “This is a bad idea,” said Amber as she got out of the minivan. Before closing the door she retrieved her backpack. 
 
    “It’ll be fine. Let’s just get in there and eat something.” Mack hoped it would be that easy. 
 
    The little bell on the front door dinged as Mack opened the door with the barrel of his double barrel shotgun. He peeked through the crack, into the restaurant. There was no one there. At least he didn’t see anybody. So he used his freehand to open the entrance up all the way. 
 
    “It’s safe, c’mon.” Mack kept his shotgun at the ready as he surveyed Mama’s Place. 
 
    One of the first things Mack noticed was that all the lights were on. Ceiling fans were spinning. And there was a single television propped up high in a corner. It was on. There was still power in Wydell. 
 
    Inside, the décor of the restaurant was plain but pleasant. It was clear that whomever ran the business wasn’t rich. The walls were wallpapered with a pleasant and neutral floral design. There were about fourteen tables, each of them were wooden, surrounded by chairs made of the same. Simple white table cloths covered each tabletop. 
 
    At the back of Mama’s Place was a wide window meant for finished orders. Waiters and waitresses would retrieve their customers’ orders and serve them. Through the window, Mack saw a kitchen. 
 
    “I’m going to go fix something up,” said Mack as he lowered his shotgun and headed towards the kitchen. 
 
    “I’m gonna go pee.” Amber made way for the bathrooms. 
 
    Every surface in the kitchen was made of cold and shiny stainless steel. The morning sun shined through the couple of windows in the room, reflecting off the metal counters, shelves and appliances. Mack thought it was empty, until he heard a weak voice from behind one of the counters. 
 
    With his shotgun raised again, Mack slowly checked behind the kitchen counter. He saw a Hispanic man sitting on the tiled floor, leaning up against the shelves below the prep surface above. His neck was contorted and bulging to the side. On his chest there was a name tag that read “Gustavo”. 
 
    “Por favor, mátame,” pleaded Gustavo. He didn’t move. Only his eyes met Mack. 
 
    “What happened here?” asked Mack with his shotgun aimed directly at Gustavo. 
 
    “Mátame. Kill me,” still Gustavo didn’t move. 
 
    He must’ve broken his neck. 
 
    “Kill me before I turn into one of those monsters.” 
 
    “I’m not going to kill you Gustavo.” Mack lowered his shotgun. “At least not in here. Can you move?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Mack put his shotgun on one of the counters. “This is probably going to hurt buddy. But I don’t see any other way.” He spotted a wooden spoon. After retrieving it he put it in Gustavo’s mouth. “Bite down on it.” 
 
    Just as Mack predicted, moving Gustavo was very painful for the beleaguered cook. Screams of agony were muffled by the wooden spoon. Mack dragged the man by his shoulders through the swinging door that separated the kitchen from the dining room at Mama’s Place. 
 
    “The toilets work. Who’s that?” Amber was coming out of the bathrooms at the same time as Mack was putting Gustavo into a chair at one of the dining room tables. 
 
    “His name is Gustavo. I found him in the kitchen.” 
 
    “Is he…?” 
 
    “No he’s not dead. But I think he’s paralyzed.” Amber gave Mack a confused look when he explained. “He can’t move.” 
 
    “Oh. So…what are we going to do with him?” 
 
    “Leave him here I guess. We can’t drag him around with us.” 
 
    “Mátame,” pleaded Gustavo after he spit out the wooden spoon. 
 
    I’m not going to kill you. That’s one thing I don’t need on my conscience. 
 
    “What’s he saying?” 
 
    “He wants us to kill him.” 
 
    “We’re not going to, right?” 
 
    “Of course not. We’re not murderers, apocalypse or not.” Mack didn’t notice but Amber cringed at his answer. 
 
    “Okay. What are we going to do?” 
 
    “We leave him here.” 
 
    Mack walked back towards the kitchen. “Sit down, take a load off. I’m going to find something to cook.” 
 
    There was a large stainless steel refrigerator. Mack opened it up and found it stocked with all sorts of meats. The man wasn’t much of a cook, so he chose the easiest thing to prepare. He took out two frozen hamburgers. 
 
    The grill, where’s the grill? Not far from the fridge, next to a still on deep fryer, was the grill. Mack threw the frozen burgers on to it. They slid across like air hockey pucks and bounced off the back. He turned the knobs on the front. In less than a minute, the burgers started sizzling. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” asked Amber knowing damn well that the man propped up in the chair across from her was indeed injured. 
 
    “My neck,” answered Gustavo. His voice was affected due to his ability to only breathe through his mouth. 
 
    “Was it them?” 
 
    Gustavo didn’t answer. 
 
    “Yeah… it was them. So what happened here? It doesn’t look like the meat puppets ran through.” Amber was referring to the fact that Mama’s Place wasn’t a mess. The inside and out simply looked as if everyone got up and left. 
 
    “Fine, don’t talk to me.” Amber got up and decided to take a stroll around the restaurant. 
 
    On the industrial carpeted floor of Mama’s Place, Amber found a wallet under one of the tables. She picked it up and rummaged through, figuring that its owner wouldn’t mind. The first thing she took out was a card on the left side. It was a driver’s license. 
 
    “Bernard Pierce,” she read the name on the license. The picture on it was of a meek looking man with gold framed glasses and a brown goatee. “Hello Bernard. Let’s see what else we can find in here.” 
 
    In the opposite pocket of the wallet, Amber found what looked like another identification card. It also had Bernard's face and name on it. “Galatea Systems” was printed on the card in big blue letters. From the look of it, it was a logo. According to the ID, Bernard was the chief engineer. 
 
    “You want cheese!” yelled Mack from the kitchen. 
 
    “Sure,” answered Amber as she secreted away Bernard Pierce’s wallet, into her hoodie pocket. 
 
    Amber sat back down at the table next to Gustavo. She watched the television. It was either turned to the news or every channel became the news. Either way, that was what she was watching. 
 
    There was video after video of meat puppet attacks. Some were taken with cell phones. Others were captured with legit news cameras. What was clear was that the creatures weren’t contained to just Texas or even the United States. 
 
    No lettuce, tomato, onion or pickles. Oh well, beggars can’t be choosers right? All Mack had to work with was some buns and cheese. He put them on some plates and carried them towards the dining room. Mack emerged from the kitchen with burgers in hand. Wedged under in his armpits were bottles of water. He saw Amber with her attention on the TV. Gustavo just stared ahead, silent. A little bit of drool started to dribble down his chin. 
 
    “You seeing this?” asked Amber. Mack slid the plate with her burger on it, in front of her. 
 
    “The news? Let me guess, it isn’t good.” Mack took a bite of his hamburger. “Eat. Who knows when you’ll have hot food again.” 
 
    “It’s everywhere. How is that possible?” 
 
    “No clue. Eat, I’m serious. We can’t linger,” insisted Mack with a mouth full of bun and burger. 
 
    “It doesn’t look like anyone knows what they are. All they said was that people should stay inside.” 
 
    Stay inside and you’re dead. All these peoples’ homes will only serve as comfortable coffins. I need to keep moving. Hopefully there’s someone left here in town. There’s no way I can keep looking after this kid. 
 
    “What did you do before all this? Were you a fireman or a cop or something? I figure you must’ve been seeing how you used that ax.” Amber ripped her burger in half. While asking her questions she didn’t look up at the man she was addressing. 
 
    “I was a prepress technician.” 
 
    There was an awkward silence. Both Amber and Mack just ate their food. Gustavo didn’t chime in. Then Amber looked up at Mack. 
 
    She has no idea what that is. Why should she? She’s fourteen. Mack wiped his mouth and swallowed the food inside it. “Back before everything was online, newspapers and magazines were big business. It was my job to prepare the page, make sure it looked good before getting printed.” 
 
    “So, like what, font and stuff?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “My mom used to love magazines. She had a pile of them on our living room table. I don’t know about what was written inside, but I loved the pictures. They were so…I dunno the right word.” 
 
    “Vibrant, rich,” said Mack with a smile. 
 
    “Look at you,” laughed Amber. “Mr. Grumpy all night. Then I talk about magazines and you’re all smiles.” 
 
    “How about you? I assume you were in school. Where?” What are you doing Mack? Don’t ask her any questions. You might become attached. 
 
    “Well I did used to go to East Boone Middle School. That was before I got suspended.” 
 
    “For what?” Stop. 
 
    “Clarissa, this girl in my class was always being bullied. For whatever reason, she wouldn’t stand up for herself. I kinda got sick of seeing her cry. So I decided to beat up the kids making fun of her.” 
 
    “And you got suspended for that?” You’re hopeless. 
 
    “Well… I kind of put one of them in the hospital.” There was a calmness in Amber’s voice which was a little disturbing. 
 
    “Oh.” Mack was a little taken aback. The small teenage girl sitting across from him was more formidable and vicious than he thought. Part of him thought that was a good thing considering their circumstances. But her confession of her violent tendencies, combined with her willingness to shoot at people, worried him a bit. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I didn’t hurt him too bad. He just needed some stitches.” 
 
    “Just some stiches?” 
 
    “Whatever, my turn. You have any family? A wife? Kids?” 
 
    Tell her the truth. Tell her you’re a loser with not even a girlfriend. “Nope, neither. I wanted kids but my life just didn’t work out that way.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Why? How the hell am I supposed to answer that? “It just didn’t happen. Life has a funny way of speeding up the older you get. One moment I had all the time in the world to start a family. Next thing I know, I had more years behind me than ahead of me. It would be kind of selfish to try and start a family now.” 
 
    “Plus it’s the end of the world,” commented Amber before taking another bite of her burger. 
 
    “There is that.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Amber and Mack finished their burgers. As the latter cleaned up, the former endeavored to figure out a way to get Gustavo some water. If they weren’t able to feed him or take the poor soul with them, why not give him a drink. 
 
    “I know I need to be careful. Broken necks are tricky. Or at least I remember reading that somewhere.” Amber unscrewed the top of her bottle of water. Then she made sure that Mack wasn’t watching. For he wouldn’t likely approve. 
 
    “Open up,” asked/ordered Amber as she brought the water bottle nearer to Gustavo’s slowly opening mouth. “C’mon, help me help you.” 
 
    Gustavo tried to drink. But moving anything down his throat wasn’t just laborious but painful. And Amber, eager to help but still a child, poured too fast. The man was drowning trying to drink from a bottle. 
 
    Instead of sympathy, Amber became frustrated like a mother with a misbehaving child. Amber tried talking Gustavo into cooperating, but the ordeal was out of his control. He certainly didn’t want to die in such a mundane but horrible way. Paralysis had a way of mucking up an individual’s wishes. 
 
    In frustration, Amber tried to manually make Gustavo swallow. She manipulated his throat with her hands. With no medical knowledge, she squeezed and massaged a bit too rough. 
 
    “Drink.” 
 
    Gustavo gargled and choked on the water. The more he struggled, the more upset Amber got. Instead of doing the sensible thing and stopping, she titled the bottle up even more until it was empty. 
 
    Somehow, someway, Gustavo was able to will himself to swallow the water and not drown. He wanted to die minutes before. But the prospect of being drowned by a teenager was enough to make him fight for life. At least for that moment. 
 
    “You ready to go?” asked Mack as he came back into the dining room with a box full of canned food, utensils, water and other supplies. 
 
    Amber had already wiped up the errant water that ran down Gustavo’s chin and onto his shirt. He just looked at Mack with eyes wide with fear. The girl had her arms behind her back and was forcing a smile. 
 
    “I’m all set.” Amber replied with fake enthusiasm. It was the type that people often use to distract. Mack noticed. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” 
 
    “Nothing. What are we going to do with him?” 
 
    She’s lying. Forget it. It’s not important. “We leave him.” 
 
    “But he won’t survive.” 
 
    “No, I imagine he won’t.” 
 
    Amber and Mack stared at each other. They both understood that leaving Gustavo to die was morally wrong. As unethical as it was, taking him with them wasn’t an option. It was unfortunate. 
 
    “Can you take that to the van?” 
 
    Amber picked up the box full of supplies and headed outside. 
 
    Mack waited for Amber to leave the restaurant before speaking to Gustavo. He looked at the man and the still wet table in front of him. What stood out was the look of pure terror, mixed with relief in the paralyzed man’s eyes. 
 
    “Why are you so scared? What did she do?” 
 
    “Keep her away from me,” answered Gustavo in a raspy, breathy voice. Even through those filters, Mack could tell that something awful happened. 
 
    “Where we going next?” asked Amber as she left Mama’s Place with Mack beside her. 
 
    “The church.” Mack was referring to the chapel across the street from the restaurant. It was the only other building downtown that wasn’t boarded up. 
 
    “Didn’t take you as the religious type,” joked Amber as they walked across an empty street towards the chapel. 
 
    Please stop talking. 
 
    The chapel wasn’t a large building. It was built to hold about a hundred people comfortably. Neither Mack nor Amber had seen anything quite so beautiful. 
 
    Pristine white covered every surface of the exterior of the Wydell Chapel. It was a cloudy morning, but on sunny days the light almost made the chapel glow. Around it were well kept gardens filled with flowers of every color. Mack was not a believer, but if he was he’d want to worship there. 
 
    “What’s that smell?” asked Amber. 
 
    Mack and Amber passed through the white picket fence that surrounded the Wydell Chapel property. Immediately they were both assaulted by a stench strong enough to peel paint. Amber almost threw up her burger breakfast. 
 
    Large double doors with ornate crosses and gold handles served as the front entrance of the chapel. Mack hesitated a bit before opening them up. He looked back at Amber. 
 
    “Be ready for anything.” 
 
    Amber nodded her head and readied her almost empty firearm. Mack took a deep breath. Then he opened the doors. 
 
    A cloud of flies mixed with the aroma of death flew out of the open Wydell Chapel front doors. Mack swiped at the insects and entered the building. Amber followed with her pistol at the ready. 
 
    They lowered their weapons when they saw what was inside. They couldn’t speak or even look away. The depravity of the scene was morbidly fascinating. 
 
    I guess this is where all the townsfolk are. Piled near the altar at the front of the chapel were dozens of dead bodies. They were filled with bullet holes. Light coming through the various stained glass windows illuminated the wall behind them, which was splattered with blood and more holes. Spent shell casings were all over the place. And none of them had heads. 
 
    “Dead people. That was what that smell was. Dead people,” said Amber. 
 
    It hasn’t even been a day. How could everything fall apart so quickly? Who’s so depraved that they’d do something like this? Mack slowly walked towards the mound of human death in the front of the chapel. He wanted some answers. Because none of the victims were killed by meat puppets. 
 
    “Lab coats,” said Mack as he lifted a flap of one of the corpse’s coat with the barrel of his shotgun. “Hold on, there’s some sort of badge.” 
 
    “Does it say Galatea?” 
 
    Mack pointed his gun down to the ground with one hand. The other grabbed the badge and wiped off some of the blood. In big blue letters was “Galatea Systems”. 
 
    “How’d you know that?” Please don’t lie to me Amber. 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    “Galatea! How’d you know that!?” Mack had lost his patience with her. There was too much lying, too much evasion. 
 
    Amber took the wallet she found back at Mama’s Place out of her pocket. “It was on the floor in the restaurant.” She handed it over. “I didn’t think it was important. Sorry.” 
 
    Mack opened the wallet. He went through the pockets and found Bernard Pierce’s Galatea ID. Now don’t you feel like an asshole? 
 
    “No, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to yell,” said Mack after sighing and closing the wallet.  
 
    He gave it back to Amber and she promptly put it in her pocket. There was a short quiet as they both looked upon the horror before them. 
 
    “What do you think it means?” asked Amber, sheepishly. 
 
    “Don’t know. I’m sure nothing good.” 
 
    Mack gently put his hand on Amber’s shoulder. “I need to look around and see if there’s anything we can use. Then we’ll get out of here. You wanna wait outside, stand watch?” 
 
    “No, not really.” Amber was lightning fast with her answer. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have to see this stuff. You’re just a …” 
 
    “Kid? I’ve seen worst stuff online before my tenth birthday.” 
 
    Wow…That’s disturbing. Is she kidding? She must be kidding, right? 
 
    “We need a lookout,” said Mack sternly. 
 
    “I agree. So why don’t you get out there and ‘stand watch’.” 
 
    “I swear to god kid, I don’t know if I should hug ya or throw you out those lovely stained glass windows.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me.” Amber grabbed Mack’s shoulder and fluttered her eyelashes in an exaggerated sarcastic manner. He found it strangely adorable and nauseating at the same time. 
 
    Amber left the chapel and kept watch, just like Mack asked. While searching the chapel, Mack discovered a door behind the altar. With his shotgun raised again he opened it. 
 
    With my luck there will be a meat puppet waiting for me. Soon as I open, it’ll jump on me. Tear me to pieces. Stop it. You need to man up. 
 
    The door behind the altar slowly opened. It had the stereotypical creak. Mack took a deep breath and looked. 
 
    There was a small room beyond the door that housed supplies for the church. Candles were stacked on a shelf along with bibles, hymn books and extra religious garb. Nothing was of real worth to Mack or Amber. So he left and closed the door. 
 
    Amber walked back and forth in front of the Wydell Chapel. She’d kick some dirt and grass every once and awhile. Then she heard a gunshot. It came from Mama’s Place. Her natural reaction was to get down. 
 
    What was that? Mack heard the gunshot too. He knew he couldn’t look out the stained glass windows. So he moved towards the front doors. 
 
    “Shhh, stay down,” whispered Amber. She was lying down on her stomach in the grass. Mack didn’t question it. He laid down as well. Both of them could hear voices beyond the white picket fence. 
 
    “Good thing we did another sweep. We had a straggler,” said one voice. It was slightly muffled by a ski mask but intelligible. 
 
    “Dump him in the chapel with the others. Then continue patrols. I want to be absolutely sure that there’s not a single living soul in this town before we leave. Understood?” A second voice sounded more authoritative. 
 
    “Yes sir. You heard the man, go get him!” 
 
    “Shit, they’re going to come this way. Crawl, now!” Mack was the first to take action. Amber followed him as he crawled on his belly towards the back of the chapel, and out the side. 
 
    Luckily by the time they heard the white picket fence open, Mack and Amber were out of sight. It was a close call. The task ahead of them would prove to be harder. They needed to get out of Wydell without being seen by the mystery hit squad. 
 
    Mack and Amber listened as they dragged Gustavo’s corpse into the chapel. They heard the men laugh and joke as they disposed of a body. Then, a couple minutes later, they heard them leave the little white house of worship. 
 
    “This way,” whispered Mack as he got up off the grass and dirt. He headed towards the white picket fence at the back. Once he got there, he climbed over. Amber followed. 
 
    There was an open field between downtown Wydell and the residential area. They had to cross it without being seen. Or they would likely face the same fate as Gustavo and the rest of the townsfolk. 
 
    “We’ll never make it across,” said Amber as she looked around. A road crossed through the open field and parked in the middle of it was a black unmarked SUV with tinted windows. Around the SUV were men dressed in all black swat gear holding automatic weapons. 
 
    The black SUV wasn’t alone. All over Wydell, teams of the tactically dressed men combed for survivors. Amber and Mack could hear screams followed by the echoes of gunshots every couple of minutes. Whoever they were and whatever they wanted didn’t matter. It was clear that they intended nothing in the small Texas town to survive that morning. 
 
    Okay, assess the situation. What are our options? We can stay downtown but every place is boarded up. The only places we can hide are the chapel and restaurant. And they’re crawling with those guys. 
 
    We can try and leave town. But there’s nothing but wide open space all around this god forsaken place. Since we don’t have a car, it would have to be by foot. That ain’t happening. We’d get maybe fifty yards before getting shot. 
 
    Those houses are our only hope. But first we have to cross that field. We need a miracle, some miraculous distraction. 
 
    “There’s no choice. Now try and stay low and move fast.” 
 
    Amber swallowed hard. She saw the length of exposed land that they had to cross. It was about the length of two football fields. As much faith as she had in Mack, she knew there was no way they’d make it. So as he was watching and waiting for the right time to run, she was preparing herself for the end. 
 
    “Ready?” asked Mack as he tried not to show his nerves. Amber didn’t reply. She just nodded and held back her fear. 
 
    Just as Mack and Amber were about to take their chances crossing the long field, they heard a familiar screeching noise. Only one thing they knew of made such a skin raising sound: meat puppets. 
 
    Maybe there is a god. There was yelling and more gunshots. Amber and Mack watched as the men in the road got into their SUV and drove towards the residential area. 
 
    “C’mon, let’s go.” Mack headed towards the field. Amber reluctantly followed. 
 
    “Should we really be going towards the gunshots?” 
 
    “Like I said, no choice.” 
 
    Never in Mack’s life had time ever moved as slow as it did that morning while crossing the field. Every footfall was noticed. It was a strange mix of eagerness to reach their destination along with the nerves related to what they’d find there. 
 
    Getting closer and closer was a quaint two floor house that Mack aimed for. The home was a neutral beige color. If they could get there, he figured they’d be safe. 
 
    They were out of breath as they reached the beige house. Amber took a water bottle out of her backpack and took a couple of gulps. Then she handed it over to Mack. He finished it off. 
 
    “What now?” asked Amber. Her head was on a swivel, looking for danger. 
 
    “We keep moving.” 
 
    “Why not just go inside and hide?” 
 
    “Too dangerous. We need to find somewhere that even the meat puppets won’t find…” 
 
    One of the black clad men came running past Mack, Amber and the beige house. He didn’t even notice the two of them. All that mattered was escape. And it didn’t take long before what he was running from revealed itself. But it wasn’t what Mack or Amber expected. 
 
    Four dogs came running after the black clad man. He looked back and yelled some expletives. The canines were fast, but Mack saw enough of them to see their bullet hole ridden bodies and cloudy gray eyes. They were meat puppets. 
 
    I bet they weren’t expecting them to come back. Mack grabbed one of Amber’s little hands. They made eye contact. No words were needed, they both knew they had to run. 
 
    The residential area of Wydell looked like a warzone. SWAT gear clad men fought meat puppets all over the place. A couple of fires consumed ancient houses. One home had a car in its living room. Most importantly, through all the chaos, no one paid any attention to Mack and Amber. 
 
    Mack stopped in front of what looked like cellar doors in the back yard of one of the houses. He opened them up. It was pitch black below, lit only by what little sunlight squeezed through the gray clouds above. 
 
    “We’re going down there?” Amber didn’t like what she saw. 
 
    “It’s a storm cellar, give me your phone. There’s a light on it right?” 
 
    “Yeah, hold on,” answered Amber as she took out her phone and looked for the flashlight app. 
 
    Mack and Amber heard a loud screech. It was close. When they looked to see what it was, they saw one of the meat puppet dogs. Blood and saliva dripped down from its mouth. For a second it just stared at them. Then it charged. 
 
    Amber and Mack quickly got into the storm cellar. The last thing Mack saw before closing the doors were a set of what looked like metal teeth coming at him. As scary as it was, they were safe. At least for the time being. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3: Clean Up 
 
    The storm cellar was cold and depressing. Every wall was gray concrete. There was very little space and a good portion of it was occupied by piles of canned and pickled goods. A lone light bulb hanging on a thin chain was the only light source. In one corner was a metal toilet that provided no privacy. Not that Mack or Amber cared. Outside there were more dangerous things than mild embarrassment. 
 
    Mack sat on the rickety wooden stairs right below the storm cellar doors. When they first went down into the shelter, he held them closed. It wasn’t from fear of the meat puppet dog but from their resurrected owners who had hands. If caught in the cellar, he and Amber would have no chance of escaping or surviving. 
 
    “This shit is gross,” complained Amber as she ate some of the paste from a MRE (made ready meal). She turned the brown wrapper over. “How is this Salisbury steak?” 
 
    “Gross or not, you need to eat, girlie. You need your strength. Who knows what’s waiting for us up there.” 
 
    “Here’s an idea, how about we don’t go outside? I mean we got all we need here. Food, water, hell there’s even a toilet.” Amber gave Mack another one of her fake smiles. 
 
    You have no idea how much I’d like that. There’s no meat puppets or kill squads. All I’d have to do deal with is you. “Tempting as that is, we need to keep moving.” 
 
    “Why? Look around you. We can survive down here.” Amber motioned with her hands like she was presenting the storm shelter. 
 
    “Eventually someone or something will find us.” 
 
    “But they said on TV to…” 
 
    “Whenever someone tells you to stay calm and in your home, you should do the opposite.” 
 
    Amber pouted a bit. She obviously didn’t agree. But it had been nearly twenty four hours since she met Mack. And it was clear to her that she needed the big Viking. Whatever he decided to do or wherever he went, she’d follow. As sad as it was, he was all the family she had left. 
 
    No one spoke in the storm cellar for almost an hour. They sat in silence, Amber staring at the wall, Mack guarding the door. Both of them listened. Any little sound made their hearts race. Eventually the teenage girl got some sleep. 
 
    Mack gathered his courage and decided to take a look outside. He opened one of the heavy storm cellar doors just an inch or two. Night had fallen. From his limited perspective he didn’t see or hear anything. It seemed quite. 
 
    “I think it’s safe to move,” informed Mack as he slowly closed the storm cellar door. He was talking to himself. Amber was asleep. So he walked the handful of feet over to her. 
 
    How can you sleep at a time like this? Wish I could. I’m jealous. With a gentleness that he rarely used, Mack tried to wake her. 
 
    “Wha…are they here?” asked Amber, groggy and half awake. 
 
    “I need you to get up. We got to move.” 
 
    “Can’t I just?” Amber started to lay back down on the storm shelter’s only cot. 
 
    “No, it’s time to leave.” 
 
    “Ugh, fine!” Amber managed to roust herself up to the edge of the cot. “Oh, hey look what I found before passing out,” she reached under the uncomfortable portable bed and grabbed an olive green backpack. 
 
    “It’s got a flashlight and some pill thingies inside. And a water bottle,” said Amber as she handed the green backpack to Mack. 
 
    “Thanks. I can really use this,” said Mack with a smile. 
 
    “Are we taking any of this stuff?” 
 
    “Definitely.” 
 
    Amber surveyed the stacks of canned food and MREs. Having tasted the foul ready-made meals, she chose to ignore those. Instead she loaded her bag with some corn, spam, corned beef and vegetable medley. Despite her advanced maturity, she also grabbed some of the hard candy and chocolate. 
 
    Mack filled his newly acquired backpack with gear. There were batteries, hand warmers, a utility knife, medicines, a crank radio and a couple first aid kits. Those were all things he knew would come in handy at some point. 
 
    “So, what’s the plan big guy?” asked Amber as she knelt on the bottom steps, below Mack who was at the storm cellar doors. 
 
    “We look for a car.” 
 
    “The minivan is probably still there.” 
 
    “I doubt it. At the very least they would’ve slashed the tires. And your dad’s ride was on its last legs. Anyway, we need something a little faster. When we get out there stay close to me.” 
 
    Amber nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Okay, let’s do it.” Mack opened the storm cellar doors. 
 
    Wydell’s residential area was dark. Street lights and the occasional motion activated lights provided some relief. But the vast majority of the small neighborhood was draped in the night. 
 
    There were still some meat puppets roaming around. From their attire it was clear that they were once part of the kill squad that massacred the town. Like every other puppet, they jerked around erratically and wandered. If any of them survived, they were nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Stay low and stay quiet,” whispered Mack. He double checked the breach of his shotgun, then started to head deeper into the maze of houses and monsters. 
 
    The going was slow. Mack and Amber had to avoid detection. Getting seen or heard by the meat puppets would’ve been a disaster. And neither of them were sure they’d be as lucky as they were down in Dallas. 
 
    Amber pointed at one of the black SUV’s that was in the middle of the street. To get to it, she and Mack would have to go through the backyard and front yard of the house in front of them. Worse yet, the vehicle was parked right under a street lamp. 
 
    “You stay here. I’m going to go check and see if it works.” 
 
    Amber raised an eyebrow. “You’re kidding right?” 
 
    Thin Ice Mack, thin ice. “Fine, but stay close.” 
 
    While knelt down and with guns raised, they slowly approached the SUV. There didn’t appear to be anything around. Still, they needed to be alert. Meat puppets may not have been fast but once one screeches, the others close in with frightening numbers. Plus there were those dogs. No one in their right mind would want to run into them. 
 
    Mack looked around before trying to open the driver’s side door. It was unlocked. He leaned in to check if there were keys in the ignition. Much to his delight and relief, the SUV had a push button start. Thank god for modern cars. 
 
    “Get in,” whispered Mack. 
 
    Amber hurried over to the passenger side door of the black SUV. She was about to open it and get in when she saw something reflected in the window. Three meat puppet dogs were rushing straight at them. One let out what sounded like a high pitched howl. 
 
    “Shit, they’ve seen us!” said Mack before he opened the passenger side door from the inside. “What are you waiting for!?” 
 
    Amber jumped into the SUV. Seconds after slamming the door shut, the dogs collided with it. The loud thump of the collision made Amber scream. Then they tried to get in. 
 
    The dogs weren’t the same as the human meat puppets. Their teeth and claws changed into something metallic. Through the slobbery smears on the window, Amber could see the street lights shining off their chompers. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Mack’s question referred to the sound in the sky. It almost sounded like planes, but there was no airport nearby. 
 
    That can’t be good. Something is off. I’m not going to stick around to find out what. Mack pushed in the ignition button. The SUV roared to life. Mack and Amber sped through the Wydell residential area streets. They twisted and turned, as they tried to find a way out. The neighborhood was a labyrinth of rustic homes. Then the whole car shook. 
 
    “Faster,” said Amber quietly as she stuck her head out of the passenger side window and looked behind the SUV. In the distance she saw a brief flash of light accompanied by a loud boom. Another followed. And another. The explosions were getting closer, fast. “Faster!” 
 
    You got to be shitting me. Someone is bombing the town? The hits just keep on coming. Mack pressed all the way down on the gas pedal. He ignored the road and cut through a backyard, in the opposite direction of the oncoming explosions. 
 
    The commandeered black SUV bucked up and down as the tires and suspension dealt with the off road conditions. But Mack didn’t care. It could all fall apart or break down as long as it delivered Amber and him from the bombs. 
 
    Amber and Mack both felt each explosion. Blast waves ran through their bodies. Their chests and heads registered the extreme pressure changes. Mack wasn’t sure he’d be able to keep driving. Only his desire to stay alive kept him going. 
 
    “Faster Mack!” 
 
    “I’m going as fast as this thing can.” Mack stayed calm. Yelling at a teenage girl wouldn’t do either of them favors. 
 
    As Mack drove, Amber watched the fireworks behind them. Each dropped explosive was closer than the last. When she looked the other way, out the front windshield, she saw that they were almost out of Wydell. Then she turned back as the loud roar of an airplane passed over them. 
 
    The last bomb landed on the last house Mack and Amber passed. It was close enough that the blast wave shattered the back windshield into thousands of nasty little projectiles. Amber’s face was peppered with the shards. One piece hit her in the left eye. 
 
    Immediately, she screamed out in pain. It wasn’t just the injury to her eye and face that caused her to cry out, but the vision in her left eye went black. All the meat puppets in the world could throw at her wouldn’t conjure up the same amount of fear she had while facing the real possibility of being partially blind and disfigured. 
 
    “My eye!” cried Amber as she slumped down in the passenger seat. 
 
    “Find something to put pressure on it,” suggested Mack. His words fell on deaf ears. Amber was too busy freaking out. 
 
    Mack let his foot off the accelerator a bit. Then he tried to scrummage around in the back seat. There was still reason to watch where he was going. Even though he was in the middle of a field, he couldn’t afford to hit or run over the wrong thing. They needed that SUV. 
 
    Blindly feeling around the back, Mack’s hand felt something that Amber could use. It was a black long sleeve tee shirt. He gave it to the injured girl in the seat next to him. 
 
    “Hold it on your eye. We’ll find somewhere to stop and I’ll take a look at it.” As soon as he handed off the shirt, Mack turned his attention back to what was in front of him. 
 
    Not too far in the distance, he spotted the highway. His vision adjusted to the dark, allowing him to spot the obvious gap in the seemingly endless fields of Northern Texas. He turned the stubborn steering wheel towards the road. 
 
    The bumpy uneven terrain beneath the SUV was detrimental to Amber’s injuries. Every little static wave of soil made her inadvertently push harder on her left eye. All the way to the highway, she winced and moaned. That made Mack feel horrible and guilty, even though he did nothing wrong. 
 
    “How you holding up girlie girl?” asked Mack after they reached the highway. They were heading north towards the Texas/Oklahoma border. 
 
    Amber didn’t answer. She just grumbled and looked out the window with her good eye. 
 
    “As soon as we find someplace safe, we’ll stop.” Mack didn’t want to stop until he put some distance between them and the flaming remains of Wydell, Texas. 
 
    *** 
 
    Twenty minutes from Wydell was a gas station with a small convenience store. It was bigger than the one Amber and Mack fought their way out of back in Dallas. Difference was, the one off the highway was deserted and isolated. There were no buildings within sight, only cattle raising country. 
 
    The little bell above the front door dinged as Mack pushed it open with one arm. His other was around Amber helping her into the store. He had his backpack on with all the medical supplies he scrounged from the storm cellar. 
 
    Mack guided Amber to the front counter. She hopped up on top. While doing so she almost fell. Blood loss wasn’t the reason why she was out of sorts. Before reaching the gas station she took a couple of the oxycotin she stole from her dad’s pharmacy. 
 
    “Let me see it,” said Mack in a soft voice. 
 
    Amber hesitated at first. Then she took the long sleeve tee shirt away from her eye. Mack examined her wound under the fluorescent lights of the store. The glass cut through Amber’s eyelid. Mack could see the white of her eye through it, once he wiped away some of the blood. It was a gruesome wound. Luckily it looked much worse than it was. 
 
    “You want the good news or the bad news?” asked Mack as he took some gauze and soaked it in hydrogen peroxide. 
 
    Amber gave Mack a dirty look, then sighed. “The bad.” 
 
    “Well, the bad news is you have a really nasty cut on your eyelid. To be safe you’re going to have to wear something over it and I’m going to have to try and stitch it closed.” Mack started dabbing the gash. 
 
    Amber winced and sucked her teeth. The hydrogen peroxide stung, but she knew it was necessary. Back before the outbreak, she read a story online about a guy who left a simple cut on his face from shaving untreated. A month later, the man lost his bottom jaw. Antiseptics were important. 
 
    “You’re gonna bring a needle near my eyeball?” 
 
    “Indeed I am. I’d advise that you stay still,” said Mack with a slightly morbid smile. 
 
    Mack finally got a real good look once he wiped away the blood and sterilized the wound. He prepared the thread and needle. 
 
    “Have you done this before?” Amber voice almost trembled. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “Maybe you shouldn’t.” 
 
    “Shhh, stay still.” Mack slowly and carefully pinched Amber’s top eyelid and pulled it away from her eye ball. With steady hands he began stitching. 
 
    Amber closed her eyes. The image of her mother’s face formed in her mind. It was from the last time they saw each other. There was both terror and disbelief in Mrs. Long’s eyes. 
 
    “All done,” said Mack. “Let me just put something over it.” 
 
    Mack took a big piece of gauze and covered all four sides with medical tape. He then put the newly formed bandage over and around Amber’s left eye socket.  
 
    When Amber opened her eyes, she saw Mack cleaning up. There was no pain involved in the whole ordeal. Relieved, Amber hopped off the convenience store counter. 
 
    “We can’t stay. This place is too exposed.” Mack zipped up his backpack. 
 
    Amber had a little trouble navigating around the store. Having only one eye to see from was a change that would take some getting used to. Unfortunately she was amongst the zombie apocalypse. That time wasn’t going to be easy to come by. 
 
    “Not even for a little bit?’ asked Amber. The teenager knelt down and grabbed a bag of chips that was on the floor. She opened and started to eat before Mack could answer. 
 
    “No, not even a little. Let’s go.” Mack slung on his backpack and headed towards the door. Amber grabbed a couple more things, all junk food, and followed. 
 
    Mack and Amber left the convenience store. The former unscrewed the black SUV’s gas cap and started filling up. With each gallon in, there was a little ding. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4: The Red River 
 
    “We need to cross,” said Mack they observed the bridge in the distance. 
 
    “That’s not gonna be fun.” Amber was atop the SUV roof while Mack was on the street below. 
 
    About a mile ahead of them was a bridge that crossed the aptly named Red River. On the other side was Oklahoma. It was the only way over the long winding dark red, almost maroon body of water. And it was covered in abandon cars, much like I-23 back in Dallas. 
 
    The bridge was the only way over, and it was the only way into Oklahoma that Mack knew of. If he and Amber wanted to cross through instead of over they’d have to contend with thick shrubbery, mud and several feet of fast moving water. He liked his chances on top better. 
 
    How are you going to do this? We can’t on foot. So… 
 
    “Get back in,” said Mack as he got in the SUV. Amber climbed down and joined him inside the vehicle. 
 
    Mack drove towards the bridge. He went slow and turned the headlights on, as the sun was falling. Amber sat in the passenger seat and checked her gun. She wondered if she could still shoot straight with one eye. Over the engine, she could hear the crows and vultures outside. They were feasting on the carrion that covered the elevated path over the Red River. Thick black smoke rose over the arch of the bridge. It was an ominous sign, but one they’d have to ignore. 
 
    “Okay, here’s how we’re going to do this. I’m going to go out first, see what’s out there. Then when its safe and I’ve figured out what to do, I’ll signal you and you’ll follow.” 
 
    “Yeah…that’s not gonna happen. C’mon Mack you should know better by now.” 
 
    She’s right, I should know better. But I don’t. 
 
    “I’m smaller and quieter than you. I should go,” suggested Amber. 
 
    “You also are a little blinder.” 
 
    “Only a little. You’re big and strong, that’s what I like about you. But it also makes you less sneaky. Trust me big guy, I’m a ninja when I want to be.” Amber gave Mack the look that children perfect in order to get their way. 
 
     You should probably let her go. Not only is she right, but if I don’t let her go she’ll turn into a little monster. 
 
    “Fine. But if you see any meat puppets, you come right back. Understood?” 
 
    Amber smiled. Then she hugged Mack. It caught him by surprise, made him jump a bit. She didn’t care. 
 
    “I’ll be as quiet as a mouse. I promise.” Amber was about to get out of the SUV when Mack stopped her. 
 
    “How many bullets do you have left?” asked Mack. He made sure that he made eye contact. 
 
    “Two.” Amber didn’t need to check. That number was burned into her mind. 
 
    “You make damn sure that you save at least one of those.” 
 
    “For myself?” 
 
    Yes. You don’t want to be ripped apart by those monsters. I don’t want you to be ripped up by those monsters. “It’s better than the alternative.” 
 
    “It won’t come to that. I promise.” Amber gave another reassuring smile and got out of the black SUV. 
 
    Nervous didn’t even begin to describe how Amber was feeling. The moment the car door closed she realized that she might’ve made a mistake. And it was a mistake that could possibly cost not only her life, but her humanity. 
 
    Mack parked not far away from the bridge. He stopped right before the line of cars that were once trying to cross it. As a consequence, Amber had to make her way through numerous possible hiding places for meat puppets. 
 
    Amber crept towards the bridge entrance. Above her was a sign with its name in maroon letters. There was an empty toll booth beneath that. She looked inside. A long smear of blood went across one of the windows. It was empty. 
 
    There was a gate that Amber had to duck under before getting on the bridge. She was mindful of not banging into it. Any noise at that point could prove to be fatal. Caution was warranted and practiced. Up above her, Amber could hear squawking. The buzzards were circling the area around the bridge. Vultures meant the dead, or soon to be, were nearby. That realization made her even more nervous. 
 
    The smells on the Red River Bridge were putrid. A now familiar corpse aroma was mixed with ozone from still running cars. There was also the smell of burning rubber, cloth and flesh. It wasn’t until Amber got to the highest point did she know where that burning scent came from. 
 
    At the other end of the bridge was a little slice of hell on earth. A dozen or so vehicles were on fire. Vultures feasted on what looked like barbecued people. Overturned by the exit/entrance was a military vehicle, a Humvee by the look of it. 
 
    With a loud clang, like metal against metal, a vulture landed on top of a car just in front of Amber. Once she got a good look at it, she slowly started backing up. The bird’s eyes were clouded over. Its talons and beak shined like stainless steel. 
 
    The vulture spotted Amber. Out of its metallic beak came a sound so high pitched it almost shattered the car windows around it. It spread out its wings. She panicked and shot the creature. 
 
    “Shit!” Amber knew she was in trouble. She had to get off the bridge and back to Mack, fast. Her fears were confirmed by the swarm of buzzards who suddenly took an interest in her. 
 
    Amber turned around, ready to run. Something hit the windshield of one of the cars directly in front of her. The sound made her jump. There was a meat puppet inside. On instinct she shot at it. Her bullet missed and only shattered the very window that was holding the meat puppet back. 
 
    The puppet tried to climb out of the car. Right away Amber saw that it wasn’t like the others she and Mack ran into before. Its bared teeth were metallic and resembled a bear trap more than human jaws. Like the vultures and the dogs back in Wydell, its fingernails became little shiny knives. 
 
    Not willing to stick around and see if the meat puppet was able to get all the way out, Amber started running. She headed back towards Mack and the black SUV. But she hadn’t gotten used to using just one eye yet. And the bridge was covered in obstacles. 
 
    Amber’s shin collided with debris on the bridge making her want to stop and try to soothe them. Instead she kept running. Her elbows hit side view mirrors. Besides cursing, she did nothing about it. She just kept running. Then something tripped her up. 
 
    After hitting the asphalt on the Red River Bridge, hard, Amber scrambled back up to her feet. The meat puppet and the vultures were closing in. She knew that she wouldn't make it back to Mack. With no weapons or chance of escape, she closed her eyes and hoped that her end would be fast. 
 
    Amber heard the loud bang of a shotgun discharging. Then she heard a meat puppet shriek. She opened her eyes and saw Mack standing next to her. He unloaded the second barrel of his gun. It was enough to down the creature. 
 
    “Get up! Those fucking birds are still coming.” Mack held out his hand for Amber to take. She took it, enthusiastically. 
 
    They ran back to the SUV. A couple of the vultures swooped down and made passes at them. They missed. But each attempt they got closer, their shrill squawks making both their hearts race. 
 
    “What the hell?” asked Mack once he and Amber were inside the SUV, seemingly safe. 
 
    “I… one landed next to me, I freaked out. Then there was one in the car. It banged on the window and…” Amber was flustered and scared. She stumbled over her words and spoke too quickly. Mack didn’t understand. Which was okay. Because he didn’t care. All he cared about was that she was okay, physically if not mentally. 
 
    The undead, demonic dogs and birds from hell. It’s like a damn horror movie. If it is, we’ll be the last ones standing right before the credits roll. Mack shifted the SUV into reverse. 
 
    “There’s got to be another way over that river,” said Mack as he turned the vehicle around. 
 
    “They’re still coming!” yelled Amber as she saw the whole flock of vultures descending upon them. 
 
    Worse than the sound of nails against chalkboards was the sound of the vultures’ talons against the roof of the SUV. Their claws tore at the thin metal and their beaks poked little holes. From inside Amber could see the tips coming through. 
 
    “Get them off!” Mack was too busy driving to deal with them himself. 
 
    “With what?” 
 
    “The ax, use the ax!” 
 
    Amber climbed into the back seat. Under it she found the red fire ax. Some of the vultures decided they wanted to get in the SUV the easy way, through the broken back windshield. 
 
    There was no room to swing an ax in the confines of the backseat. But Amber could still thrust at the invading buzzards. Sometimes she hit their beaks which produced a clang. Others she managed to push out. It was a frantic and confusing struggle, but one that she won. 
 
    Mack had his own problems to deal with. The vultures were on the hood. Several poked at the windshield, cracking it. It got harder and harder to see where he was going. He almost drove off the road. Whether it was luck or skill, he managed to keep the sport utility vehicle on the highway. 
 
    What are we going to do? These fucking things are relentless. Mack was at a loss. He didn’t know what to do. They were going to die. There’d be no saving the troubled teenage girl he took under his care. 
 
    Something flew through the windshield and made the headrest on the passenger seat explode. It was an armor piercing bullet. At first Mack didn’t know what it was. Then he saw the muzzle flashes down the road through the cracks in the glass. And over the squawks, scraping and poking he heard the distinct sound of gunfire. 
 
    “Get down!” yelled Mack as he bent over to the point that he could just barely see over the steering wheel. Amber ducked down under the backseat just in time. A hail of bullets besieged the SUV. Vultures went flying leaving behind feathers and thick black blood. 
 
    Waiting just at the side of the road was a pick-up truck. Every surface of it was armored. Right before Mack and Amber’s SUV drove in front of it, the driver pushed down the gas pedal. The truck roared out of the darkness and slammed into the side of the sports utility vehicle. 
 
    I’m sorry Amber. Mack had time for one last thought before being knocked unconscious when the SUV flipped over. The driver of the truck was successful in immobilizing their vehicle. His armed companions down the highway walked over to the wreck to recover their prize. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5: The Pit 
 
    “We taking dem to da pit?” Mack could hear a voice but couldn’t see who it came from. Even though his eyes were open, all he saw was black. He realized he was blindfolded. 
 
    The pit? 
 
    “That’s the plan,” a second voice didn’t have the same heavy rural accent as the first. Mack couldn’t place where it was from. 
 
    What is this? 
 
    “That’s too bad. She looks ripe. One eye or not. I wouldn’t mind taking her back to da camp wit me.” 
 
    “Keep your hands off, Buzz. She’s for the pit. Sampson will take your head if you try anything.” 
 
    Or I will, you fucking pervert. 
 
    “C’mon man, he don’t ever got to know. We can take turns. Tell you what, you can go first.” 
 
    Mack heard the sound of a pump action shotgun cocking. “Fuck Sampson. I’ll shoot you.” 
 
    “Fine. Be dat way. Jus wanna have some fun is all.” 
 
    Both men stopped talking. All Mack could hear was the hum of an engine and tires against road. He felt something in his throat. In a second he was going to cough. There was nothing he could do to stop himself. 
 
    “You hear that?” asked the man with the accent. 
 
    “The big fucker’s awake!” The other man kicked Mack in the face, twice, knocking him out. 
 
    *** 
 
    Mack woke up in what looked like a basement. It was just barely lit enough for him to see his surroundings. The walls were concrete with dark mold running down them. Stacks of cardboard boxes with beer logos and different condiment brands were in every corner. There were metal poles that looked to him like supports of some kind. Tied to them were other men, women and children. All appeared to have been roughed up as well. 
 
    Shit, can’t move. Mack tried to get up but his arms were bound around a pipe at head level. Whoever kidnapped him used zip ties to keep him prisoner. As strong as Mack was, he couldn’t break free of them. 
 
    Amber! “Amber!” Mack’s throat and jaw hurt as he yelled. “Amber, where are you!? You down here!?” 
 
    “Shhh,” said a nearby woman. One of her eyes were swollen close and she was covered in dirt and grime. 
 
    Mack looked at the woman who wanted him to be quiet, and ignored her. “Amber!?” 
 
    “Dude, shut the fuck up. If they hear you talking we’ll all be in trouble,” said the man chained to the pipe only a couple feet from Mack. 
 
    “You don’t understand. I have to protect her. She…” 
 
    There was a loud metal creak of a door opening. Light spilled into the basement from atop a staircase that led down to it. That was followed by boot steps. 
 
    A rather “rural” looking man came down the stairs. He was wearing camo pants and combat boots. His gut stuck out past his feet. In his hands he carried an assault rifle. 
 
    “I told y’all to be quiet. Now you ain’t given me no choice. No dinner tonight. And if I hear jus one more peep out of y’all… someone’s gettin shot.” 
 
    The camo wearing, assault rifle wielding man headed back up the stairs. Mack watched him go. Everyone else in the basement stared angrily at Mack. 
 
    *** 
 
    Time moved slowly in the dark, damp and dank basement. There was no way to tell if it was morning or night. All Mack could do was count the amount of times one of their captors would come down and feed them slop. If his theory of them being fed once a day held true, he’d been a prisoner for three weeks. 
 
    With time Mack became numb to his surroundings. He stopped smelling the urine and feces collected in buckets emptied once a week. He stopped noticing the scurrying cockroaches. He stopped hearing the crying and the mumbling. He even stopped feeling the zip ties around his wrist. 
 
    Every day or night, one of Mack’s cell mates were taken upstairs. None of them ever came back. No one in the basement knew for sure what happened to them. All of them knew that whatever happened to the chosen was bad. 
 
    A myriad of gruesome scenarios went through Mack’s head when he pondered Amber’s fate. Despite being hard to think about, he did. Each one was painful for him. It was his job to protect her. But he failed. 
 
    Mack felt his strength slowly leave him. The slop that his captors fed him held just enough nutrition for him and his fellow prisoners not to starve to death. 
 
    For most of his captivity in the basement, Mack sat with his arms at around shoulder level, bound to some pipes. Every hour or so, he had to stand up to get the blood flowing down into his beleaguered appendages. The zip ties started to cut into his wrists, releasing little trickles of blood that the roaches were often interested in. 
 
    Hope was in short supply in the basement. Mack didn’t know how long any of his fellow cellar denizens had been there. But most of them were beaten down, defeated. He didn’t want to follow suit. The problem was, there was very little reason to hope. Every ounce of his rational brain told him that any day now he’d be chosen to die. 
 
    Mack was sleeping when the very unpleasant camo pants wearing man came back down. He slowly awoke thinking it was feeding time. Instead the man came straight towards him. 
 
    I guess today’s the day. It’s for the best. I was about to go crazy. Think maybe I did. 
 
    “Get up. C’mon now. Can’t be keepin da people waitin. They get mad when they gotta wait.” Mack could smell the camo wearing man’s breathe. Dumpsters in the Dallas summer sun gave off more pleasant aromas. Considering how little teeth the man had, it was not a surprise. 
 
    Even seeing the camo wearing man unsheathe what looked like a bowie knife didn’t raise Mack’s pulse. Accepting that he was as good as dead killed any and all emotion and life inside of him. For all intents and purposes he was the living dead, a meat puppet. 
 
    The lights of the floor above the basement were blinding. Mack hadn’t seen anything brighter than the flickering light bulb in his prison. It was a bit of a shock to his eyes. 
 
    Where the hell am I? Are those concession stands? What the fuck? After Mack’s vision adjusted to the light, he was still a bit confused. It looked like he was walking through the concourses of a stadium. There were food and beer stands with no customers. He saw a couple of bathrooms with no lines. Contrary to all that emptiness was the sound of a crowd. 
 
    Rednecks. I’ve been captured and imprisoned by rednecks. Mack passed several armed men. None of them looked like soldiers or even police men. Unlike the ones back in Wydell, they didn’t wear any SWAT gear. No, they were dressed in hunting gear over out of shape bodies. 
 
    The camo wearing man poked the barrel of his assault rifle into Mack’s back. It was to herd him towards a set of push-open double doors. He opened them and looked down the long narrow, twisting hallway before him. 
 
    “Keep going.” 
 
    Mack heard the camo clad man behind him. He poked with the barrel of the rifle again. Then he spat saliva from what Mack deduced to be chewing tobacco. There was no stereotype left unfulfilled. 
 
    Walking down the hallway was hard. For the previous three weeks, Mack hadn’t used his legs. They were weak and wobbly. If given some time he could’ve maybe achieved some stability. But there was no patience in the man marching him to what was surely his end. 
 
    Where are you taking me? Mack approached a bend in the hallway. The sounds of a crowd got louder the further down he went. Once around the curve he smiled for the first time since being abducted. 
 
    Amber. Standing in the hallway with an armed escort was a very familiar teenage girl. She could barely stand up. Her clothes were dirty and hair wild and unkempt. Since she was facing a gate at the end of the hall, Mack couldn’t see her face. He didn’t need to. 
 
    Mack reached the gate. Through it he could see and hear throngs of blood thirsty spectators. They were seated above a circular dirt floored arena. High walls separated them from whatever went on below. 
 
    “A fucking rodeo?” laughed Mack. There was no joy in the brief laughter. It was born of frustration and hopelessness. At that point someone could have put a knife to his throat and he would have found it humorous. 
 
    “Shut up!” The camo wearing man hit Mack in the small of his back with the butt of his assault rifle. That was enough to make the big Viking recoil a bit, and grunt. It brought a toothless smile to the redneck’s face. 
 
    “Are you ready for your two next combatants!?” There was a voice over a public announcement system. It crackled a bit and would cut in and out every few words. Mack figured that the place was powered by generators. The power must’ve gone out wherever they were. 
 
    The crowd was eager to see the next match. Only a handful of weeks had gone by since the outbreak and people already reverted to the barbarism of ancient ancestors. They actually came out to watch other human beings die. 
 
    “Tonight we have a special event. Father and daughter try their luck against our champion, The Buuuuuuull!” 
 
    Be strong girlie girl. Mack heard Amber quietly cry. She tried to hold it back, not give their captors the satisfaction, but she was just a scared teenage girl. At least she’s not a sociopath. That’s something I guess. 
 
    “Here,” said Amber’s escort. He dropped a machete and a lead pipe on the floor. They landed with a loud clang. Both he and the camo wearing man backed up with their guns still pointed at Mack and Amber. 
 
    “You take the machete,” said Mack as he bent over and picked the weapons up. He handed Amber the machete, which had a nicked and slightly rusted blade. But it was still sharp enough to cut. Plus the pipe would have been too heavy for her to wield. 
 
    “Open dat gate and walk on through,” ordered the camo wearing man. 
 
    “I don’t want to,” whispered Amber. 
 
    “Just stay close. We’ll be fine.” 
 
    Mack pushed on the gate at the end of the curved hallway. It was heavy. Two hands were required. 
 
    The gate opened. Mack was the first to step out into the dirt. As nervous as he was, he couldn’t show it. Amber needed him to be strong. They needed him to be strong. Or else they wouldn’t survive the night. Part of him thought that might’ve been a mercy. It was only a small part though. 
 
    Survival was all Mack cared about as soon as he fully entered the rodeo arena. He wondered if that was what the rodeo clowns thought when they did their thing. The stakes were higher for him. For he had to worry about keeping someone else alive too. Plus there would be no safety at the top of the walls for him. 
 
    Amber looked around at the large crowd in attendance. To her it felt like a dream, a nightmare. When the gate was slammed behind her she jumped. Mack noticed. 
 
    No matter what happens, she lives. You can die, you’ve lived a life. She’s just a kid. That’s how it goes. The old die so the young can live. Not the other way around. Whatever comes out of there doesn’t touch her. 
 
    Mack stared at the gate opposite the one he and Amber came out of. Behind it he could see something big, something wild. His grip tightened on the lead pipe in his right hand. 
 
    “All bets are final!” exclaimed the voice on the public announcement system. “This is the pit. And what do we do in the pit?” 
 
    “Fight!” yelled the announcer in unison with the crowd. 
 
    The opposite gate opened. At first nothing came out. All Mack and Amber saw was a massive shadow. They heard guttural grunts and heavy exhales. Whatever was waiting to come out was formidable. 
 
    With speed and ferocity, a bull charged out of the darkness. Mack didn’t know what else he was expecting. The announcer on the PA said “The Buuuuuull.” What he didn’t expect was a meat puppet version of the beast. 
 
    The bull was half rotted. Maggots crawled over and squirmed in its open wounds. It only had one eye and it was clouded over. Both of its horns were shiny metal. Almost all the flesh on one leg was missing, revealing grayish muscle and metal bone underneath. 
 
    Mack was the meat puppet bull’s first target. Even with weak legs he was able to dodge its charge. Its horns went straight through the wooden walls like a hot knife through butter. 
 
    If even one of those things hits target I’m fucking done. Mack readied himself for the second charge. Sure enough it came. That time he managed to hit the beast in its head after evading a potential gore. Vibrations went through the pipe, his hand and up his arm. 
 
    What the hell? Is this thing’s whole head metal? Any little bit of confidence that Mack might’ve had left with his failed strike. Then he saw the bull turn its attention towards Amber. 
 
    Making noise and trying to get the bull’s attention didn’t work. There was nothing Mack could do. The bull was already charging at Amber. She had to save herself. 
 
    Amber was scared. She was only a teenager. But she was not helpless. When the bull charged, she waited until the right moment and dodged. As it collided with one of the walls, she came down with her machete. 
 
    Black gooey blood spilt out the large slash wound in the bull’s side. Aside from the consequences of bashing its head against a wall at full speed, it wasn’t fazed. Instead it was angry. And Amber was still the closest. 
 
    This isn’t going to end well. How am I going to take this thing down? Mack was at a loss. That was until he heard the voice of the camo clad man. The fat man watched from the gate along with his cohort who brought Amber to the Pit. 
 
    You want a show chubs? I’m going to give you one you’ll never forget. 
 
    “Hey! Hey! Over here!” Mack yelled and waved his hands around in an attempt to get the bull creature’s attention. It didn’t work at first. The beast was too focused on Amber. So he threw the lead pipe, his only weapon. That worked. 
 
    Bad idea. The bull pawed at the ground with its hooves. After a loud snort, it charged at Mack. 
 
    Mack ran towards the gate where the camo clad man and his companion stood. Just like he planned, the bull followed. Keep on coming. That’s it, an easy kill. All you got to do is catch me. 
 
    He didn’t know if it was his imagination or real, but Mack felt the bull’s breath on the back of his neck. At any second he imagined being gored. In many ways that would’ve been a relief, a blessing. No longer would he have to worry about keeping Amber safe, or keeping himself alive. Quick and only painful for a few seconds, it would be the easy way out. 
 
    Neither the camo clad man, nor his fellow scumbag moved. They thought they were getting front row seats to that evening’s entertainment. It wasn’t until Mack jumped to the side at the last moment that they realized their safety might’ve been in jeopardy. 
 
    Armed with assault rifles packing armor piercing bullets, the two men behind the gate opened fire on the bull. It didn’t immediately stop the beast. When it reached the metal bars, its horns slipped through and impaled one of the men. The camo clad man fell back and kept shooting. 
 
    Black blood flew everywhere as 7.62mm rounds tore the meat puppet bull apart. Metal bones or not, the monster wasn’t bulletproof. Not when the bullets in question were designed to rip through Kevlar and armored vehicles. 
 
    Mack watched his little plan work out perfectly. The bull was down with the added bonus of taking one of their captors out. That satisfaction would be short lived. 
 
    “Face down in the dirt!” yelled another assault rifle wielding man. He had three more behind him. They came out of the same gate the bull did. 
 
    Amber looked over at Mack for direction. He nodded his head. Both of them followed the orders of the heavily armed men. 
 
    During his time in captivity, Mack got so used to the zip ties he couldn’t even feel them around his wrist. But he felt them in the pit. Maybe it was the knee pressed squarely in his back that punctuated it. But he felt them. 
 
    After binding Amber and Mack, the heavily armed men forced them up to their feet. One of them nearly pulled the teenage girl’s arm out of its socket when they lifted her by her plastic shackles. Her protector tried to intervene but got the stock of an AK-47 for his trouble across his forehead. 
 
    They’re cheering for us? Even through the fog of recent blunt trauma to the head, Mack could see the sick fucks cheering his and Amber’s victory. He could hear them, rabid with blood lust applauding their efforts to stay alive. And he prayed to himself that they would all get their comeuppance. 
 
    Amber and Mack were led towards the gate their downed foe originated from. The latter one again found himself with a bleeding head wound. That was three times since the outbreak that he took hard blows to his cranium. Potential concussions were the least of his worries though. Sure they survived one night in the pit. Chances were they wouldn’t be so lucky again. 
 
    “You all right?” asked Amber as she looked over to Mack. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me. I’ll… we’ll be fine.” Mack couldn’t wipe the blood off his face. It dripped down onto his shirt and into the dirt. 
 
    “Where do you think they’re taking us?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But whatever happens, if they split us up again, stay strong. We’re getting out of here, together, I promise.” And how the fuck are you going to promise that? They’re going to throw you back into that basement and there isn’t shit you can do about it. 
 
    It was much darker in the hallway behind the opposite gate. And it smelt like pure death. Mack and Amber didn’t have to walk that far before seeing why it was dark and stinky. 
 
    Cages and pens were built into the hallway, flanking both sides. Inside the cages were meat puppets of a stunning variety. Most of them were once human. It was hard to tell considering their metallic teeth and state of decomposition. 
 
    The pens held meat puppet dogs, bears and even horses. Whoever ran the pit had a virtual zoo of the undead. All Mack saw were his potential killers with only wood or iron to separate Amber and him from them. 
 
    These sick bastards must’ve been at this for a while. How many poor souls got killed by these monstrosities for nothing but entertainment? What I wouldn’t give to turn these loose on the crowd. See how much they cheer then. 
 
    Amber and Mack were led through some other double doors into another room. From there they were taken to another small room, together. From the looks of it, it was some sort of supply/janitorial room. There were huge industrial size spools of toilet paper and paper towels. Large white plastic jugs held liquid soap and were stacked in rows. 
 
    “Another cell. Fantastic,” said Mack as he set up a seat for himself out of the various boxes of toiletries. 
 
    “At least I’m not alone this time,” said Amber as she sat down in one of the corners. As soon as her rear end touched the floor, she took the bandages off her eye. They were barely hanging on and there was no real reason for them medically anymore. 
 
    “You were alone?” 
 
    “Weren’t you?” 
 
    Mack remembered the sad souls that he was previously imprisoned with. The still fresh memory of the smell of the basement almost made him gag. He would’ve been happy that Amber didn’t have to endure the same brand of hell he was subject to for three weeks, but he suspected she went through her own version. Trouble was, he didn’t know if he should’ve asked about it and if so, how? 
 
    If she wants to talk about it, she will. Don’t force it. Mack went over to check on her. 
 
    “How’s your eye?” Mack bent over and got a good look at Amber’s eye. It was pretty much healed. There were no signs of infection. 
 
    “Its fine I guess.” 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    “Am I what?”  
 
    Mack knew something was wrong. She wouldn’t look at him even though he was standing in front and over her. Instead she stared at his boots. 
 
    “Fine?” Don’t push. Mack tried to hold back. It was hard, but he was barely making do. For him Amber had become like a daughter, or at least a little sister. There was no hiding his concern. Even for a strong willed man such as himself, there was no hiding it. 
 
    “I… I don’t know.” Tears started to form in Amber’s eyes. The teenager was as tough as they come but what she endured over the previous three weeks brought the vulnerable kid out of her. “Jesus, I never thought I’d see you again.” 
 
    “It’ll take a lot more than some heavily armed good ole boys and a bull meat puppet to take me out.” 
 
    Amber wiped some of her tears and sniffled a bit. She tried to force a smile but it fell apart quickly. “Thank you. I would’ve been killed in there if it wasn’t for you.” 
 
    “You’re a tough gal. I’m sure you would’ve held your own.” Mack sat down on the boxes he set up, next to Amber. 
 
    “I just don’t get why.” 
 
    “There are some sick people out there girlie girl. If you take away the threat of jail, they act on all the sick shit they have going on in their heads.” Mack poked his own head. 
 
    “I guess I deserved it.” Amber’s words broke Mack’s heart. 
 
    “What are you talking about? No one deserves…” 
 
    Amber quickly leaned over and hugged Mack. She started crying lightly. That turned into heavy sobbing. At first he didn’t know what to do. It caught him by surprise. But he ended up wrapping his arms around her too, which made her hug harder. 
 
    “They’d visit me, take turns. I tried to fight back but…” Amber’s voice was muffled due to her face being planted in Mack’s chest. 
 
    “Don’t, you don’t have to tell me Amber. Just know that whatever they did, it won’t happen again, I promise. You’re safe.” 
 
     Mack gently turned the teenage girl’s head away from his chest and up in order to make eye contact. “You’re safe now. I’m here. You’ll never be alone again.” Never. 
 
    *** 
 
    Amber fell asleep with her head on Mack’s lap. It took him almost an hour to follow her to the realm of the sandman. When he did, it was a deep sleep; the best he had since the storm shelter back in Wydell. 
 
    Neither Amber nor Mack knew how long they were asleep. Much like the basement prison, no light got into the supply/janitorial room. However long they were out, it was more than either of them got since the outbreak. 
 
    Sweet dreams were interrupted by someone banging on the only door to the room. From the force behind it, it was clear that they wanted Mack and Amber awake. Then they opened it up. 
 
    Who the…what the? For a brief moment Mack forgot where he was. He forgot that he was a prisoner and apparently a gladiator. And it was sweet. 
 
    Oh yeah. Shiiiit. Standing in the open doorway were two men. One held a modern looking black shotgun. The other had a US military issue assault rifle. Mack didn’t even want to speculate about where the latter got his weapon. 
 
    “Get up! Let’s get going. You don’t want to keep your fans waiting do you? Its show time,” ordered the shotgun wielding man with a poisonous smile. 
 
    Mack had to wake Amber who hadn’t budged since she initially fell asleep. Like all teenagers, she put up a little fight and was stubborn. But most would be amazed by the motivation provided by having two guns pointed at you. She got up, sort of. 
 
    Amber was still groggy when Mack guided her towards the supply/janitorial room door. They were quickly separated. The shotgun toting man escorted Mack. His peer did the same with Amber. 
 
    Survive. All you got to do is survive. You can do it. You got this far. After the bull, what else can they throw at you? Please don’t be the bear. I wouldn’t want to fight a normal bear let alone a meat puppet version. 
 
    “I gotta pee,” said Amber. For her revelation she got knocked in the back with the butt of an assault rifle. That made Mack grind his teeth and clench his fists. 
 
    “Pee later,” responded the assault rifle wielding man. 
 
    “You can go ahead and take a squat if ya live,” chimed in the man with a shotgun in his hands. 
 
    “Don’t see that happening.” The two escorts laughed. It echoed throughout the claustrophobic confines of the rodeo arena bowels. 
 
    As Amber and Mack got to the door that led to the pens, they smelt decaying flesh. They’d have to pass their potential murderers. It made Mack wonder whether or not he was really the one confined in a cage. 
 
    A disturbingly familiar and recognizable aroma of carrion hit the two prisoners as one of their jailors opened the pen door. The pungent power of it almost floored them. Even the armed men behind Amber and Mack wretched. 
 
    Mack tried not to look at the variety of meat puppets as he and Amber passed by their cages. There was no reason or point. Why scare himself more than he already was? He couldn’t help but wonder about Amber’s mental state. 
 
    How’s she holding up? I can’t imagine what she’s going through. Will she be able to fight? I hope she can because I’m going to need all the help I can get. There’s no way in hell I’m going to get lucky like I did with the bull again. I guess I'm about to find out. 
 
    Amber and Mack stood at the gate to the arena. You’d think there’d be less nerves the second time around, but you’d be wrong. Knowing that some meat puppet monstrosity was waiting for them took away that little sliver of hope that maybe it was just a firing squad. At least then their deaths would be quick. 
 
    “Are you ready folks? Time for the night’s main event. When you saw them on the dirt of the pit last night. They ended the two week reign of the bull. Please welcome…” 
 
    Mack and Amber could hear the announcer on the public announcement system. Through the iron bars of the gate they saw the raucous crowd. They saw the blood stained dirt. 
 
    “Move.” The guard who escorted Mack poked the barrel of his gun into his prisoner’s back. 
 
    That’s the last time. I swear to god. Mack looked over to Amber. Both of them knew it was time to face fate. 
 
    “No weapons?” asked Mack as calmly as he could. 
 
    The two armed men looked at each other then laughed. In unison they answered. “No weapons.” 
 
    We have to do it barehanded? That’s great. Mack pushed open the gate. Amber followed closely behind. 
 
    “…your champions!” The announcer got the crowd into an even bigger frenzy. By the time Mack and Amber stepped on the dirt, almost every spectator was ravenous. 
 
    “And the challengers, our brave hunters found them outside of Lawton, the undead horrrrrrrrde!” 
 
    Mack heard something coming from the pens in the gate behind them, high pitch screeching. He held out one arm in front of Amber and they both backed up into the middle of the pen. 
 
    In the shadows beyond the gate, Mack and Amber could see shambling silhouettes. There were several pairs of red glowing circles. Not until the meat puppets came out onto the dirt that they realized the dots were eyes. 
 
    That’s new. Mack thought he’d seen it all. He’d seen meat puppet dogs, bears, a bull and even birds. But seeing puppets with glowing red eyes was a new and unsettling development. And it didn’t end there. 
 
    One of the meat puppets stayed back as the other four meat puppets advanced on Mack and Amber. In life the creature was a security guard. Its tattered beige uniform was covered in human and puppet blood. Both of its metallic eyes with glowing red irises stared at what it saw as dinner. Then its left arm started to jerk around wildly. 
 
    What the hell is it doing? Mack kept retreating towards the far wall of the rodeo arena. That clearly angered, annoyed and disappointed the crowd, but he didn’t care. All that mattered was survival. But he was at a loss as to how they could survive. He kept Amber behind him as he back peddled. 
 
    I-23. You took them on without a weapon. Then again, you were in better shape. Fuck it. I don’t have much of a choice. 
 
    “Stay back. Stay alive,” said Mack before he walked forward to meet the meat puppets. If the bastards in the audience wanted a show, they were going to get a show. 
 
    Any illusions that Mack had about his ability to take on the meat puppets hand-to-hand dissipated when his fist met one of their faces. It was like hitting a brick wall. He felt the damage to his knuckles immediately. 
 
    Mack dodged meat puppets attempts to grab and claw at him. Even with their changes, the creatures still weren’t nimble or fast. With that said, all they had to do was surround him and he would be screwed. 
 
    What-the-fuck? As he avoided the hands and metallic finger nails of the meat puppets, the actions of the monster in the security outfit caught Mack’s attention. The skin, muscle and fat that covered the creature’s arm split open and fell away. 
 
    Metal tendrils spilled out of what was previously the security uniform clad meat puppet’s right arm. They squirmed in the dirt before coming for Mack, with the locomotion of a nest of snakes. 
 
    Just when Mack and Amber were backed into a corner of the rodeo arena, with no escape, gunshots rang out. At first no one seemed to notice. Then came the first scream from the crowd. That was followed by a growing panic in the spectators that seemed to build à la the domino effect. 
 
    The crowd at the pit started to break apart. Their savage nature was turned against them. People got trampled and stepped over. All that mattered was escape while the gunshots continued. Over their yells, Mack heard what sounded like a fire fight. 
 
    “This is our chance.” Mack got down on one knee. He cupped his hands and held them just low enough for Amber’s foot to reach. 
 
    Amber didn’t hesitate. There were five meat puppets coming for them. And one of them looked like a nightmare from a science fiction movie or an anime. It was all the motivation she needed. 
 
    Mack boosted Amber up. She grabbed the top of the wooden wall behind them and lifted herself onto it. With her diminished physical condition, it was difficult. The fear of being mauled by meat puppets lent her the necessary strength. 
 
    Once on top of the wall, in the lowest tier of seats in the rodeo arena, Amber reached down. She intended on helping Mack up. He knew that there was no way she could help lift up all of his two hundred plus pounds. So he jumped up and grabbed the top edge of the wall. 
 
    The meat puppets in the pit reached and shrieked for Mack and Amber. But they were out of the creatures’ reach. That didn’t mean they were safe. Someone was attacking the rodeo arena. 
 
    “Stay low,” ordered Mack as he crouched. He didn’t know where the gunshots were coming from or where the dangers were. All he could do is carefully lead Amber towards an exit. 
 
    In the concourses of the rodeo arena, complete and utter mayhem took root. Two of the hunters were in a gunfight with unseen combatants down the hall behind a popcorn stand. In between them were almost a dozen bodies. Mack couldn’t help but feel that those dead former crowd members deserved their fate. 
 
    Be smart about this. Mack and Amber waited behind a corner in lieu of entering the concourse. They watched as the two groups of men exchanged fire. 
 
    A woman came running through one of the many doors in the concourse. She was drenched in blood and confused. Predictably she was cut down in the crossfire within seconds. 
 
    What was she running from? It didn’t take long before Mack’s internally asked question was answered. A half a ton bear came running out of the door behind the brood drenched woman. Immediately it pounced on one of the hunters. After quickly tearing him to pieces, the bear moved on to the other hunter. Bullets tore apart the meat puppet monster’s skin and fur, revealing a small glimpse of the metal bone underneath. 
 
    Keep firing idiots, all the bullets in the world aren’t going to stop that thing. We need to wait for the right moment. Mack motioned for Amber to stay quiet and hidden. He held his breathe as he peeked around the corner. 
 
    The meat puppet bear charged the two men behind the popcorn stand. Knowing that they were discovered, the men popped up and opened up on the monster coming at them. They were dressed in all black SWAT gear. 
 
    Them? Who the hell are these guys? They’re everywhere. Mack kept watching the gruesome scene that was unraveling in the rodeo arena concourse. He didn’t do so out of some morbid curiosity. No, Mack was waiting for an opening. 
 
    The bear feasted on the two men in black. With the beast’s attention diverted, Mack decided to move. He took Amber’s hand and they hurried into the concourse while still crouching. 
 
    Screeches, screams and shrieks echoed throughout the concourse. They drowned out the sound of Mack and Amber navigating their way out. It was auditory cover. 
 
    “Shit!” Mack ducked. A bullet flew by just inches from his head. Even though the exit was within sight, he and Amber had to jump over the counter of a concession stand and hide. A whole squad of SWAT guys were coming down the concourse in their direction. 
 
    Mack and Amber hid as the sound of the squad of SWAT guys marched past. They were shooting anything that moved. So the two stayed quiet and prayed that they wouldn’t be found among the stale nachos and empty fountain soda taps. 
 
    The men in SWAT attire were organized. Mack could hear them using military lingo. And they stayed calm. In that short time, Mack knew that confronting them would be the death of him. So he and his teenage traveling companion didn’t move.  
 
    Once the SWAT squad passed the concession stand, they poked their heads up. The squad was engaging the meat puppet bear, leaving the path to the exit clear. Hanging above it was a red glowing sign that promised safety and sanctuary. They hopped the counter of the concession stand and took one last look at the ongoing battle down the hall just to make sure. Then they made for the exit. 
 
    Outside the rodeo arena was a slaughterhouse. The people who were in the crowd earlier were mostly dead. Those who survived tried to take cover behind cars, trees and light poles. It was in vain. A row of SWAT men kept mowing them down. 
 
    “We can’t go out there,” said Amber, pointing out the obvious. 
 
    “No, we can’t. At least not this way.” Mack didn’t know what to do. Then he remembered the basement. “C’mon, I think I know some place to hide.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6: Big Bad Bear 
 
    I can’t believe I’m back here again. Mack looked around the rodeo arena basement. Other than Amber there were only a handful of people down there with him. After they freed a lot of the prisoners, they fled upstairs. Despite his attempts to convince them to stay, they left. None of them survived. 
 
    On their way back to the basement, Mack and Amber passed a room full of bags, clothes and other miscellaneous objects once owned by the hunters’ prisoners.  It was a huge pile of people’s memories and possessions. They were tossed aside like their owners’ lives. The adolescent spotted their bags. She grabbed them before they took shelter in the former prison cell. 
 
    “When can we get out of here?” asked Amber. She was sitting and leaning up against the same pipe Mack was previously bound to a couple of nights before. In her lap was her bag. Much to her relief the hunters didn’t bother looking inside. All of the meds she grabbed from her dad’s pharmacy back in Dallas were still there. So was the food she took from the gas station before they got caught. 
 
    Amber took out a bag of crackers. She was hungry and wanted to eat. But once she did, nausea overwhelmed her. The lack of food in her stomach was the only thing that stopped that from happening. 
 
    “I don’t know. When it’s quiet I guess,” answered Mack. He was referring to the constant screeches of meat puppets, gunfire and the cries of the few humans left alive. 
 
    Mack looked out at the others in the basement. There were only three of them. They were all in worst shape than himself. None of them knew what to do. 
 
    Did I make a mistake? Should we have taken our chances and left the arena? I thought I was being safe, but is this better? Who knows what these other prisoners are capable of? 
 
    *** 
 
    No one in the basement knew how much time had passed. Amber silently counted the time between meat puppets screeches. It was the only clock she had. Sitting with just the silence was too much to bare. She needed to do something to keep her sanity. 
 
    “Two hours,” said Amber. 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “It’s been two hours since I last heard a puppet.” 
 
    Mack stretched his back. Amber could hear the cracking noise, like breaking a chicken bone. He yawned and wiped his eyes. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “I’ve been counting.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s go.” Ask them. Sure, they probably won’t make it. They can at least make for pretty decent distractions. “Anyone else coming with us? Anyone else want to get the hell out of here?” 
 
    The group in the rodeo arena basement was motley. There was an older man, looked about seventy. In one corner stood a set of young adult twins, one a man, the other a woman. They were all that was left. 
 
    “We’re in,” said the female twin. She looked over to her brother. He looked a little angry but ended up nodding in agreement. “I’m…” 
 
    Mack interrupted the female twin. “Tell me your names once this is over and we’re far away from this godforsaken shithole.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” said the male twin. 
 
    “And you?” Mack turned to the older man. 
 
    “I’m staying,” answered the senior citizen. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Come with us,” urged Amber. 
 
    “They took her,” the older man had a faraway look in his eyes. 
 
    “Who?” asked Amber. 
 
    “My wife, Collette. They took her and she ain’t coming back. I’m gonna wait right here until she does.” 
 
    Poor bastard. “She isn’t come back. I think you know that.” There was no time for comforting words and explanation. They needed to move. And they had to do so immediately. Another opportunity wasn’t guaranteed. 
 
    “I’m just gonna wait here.” 
 
    Have it your way old man. I don’t blame you. 
 
    Mack led the way upstairs. Amber was behind him. The twins took up the rear. 
 
    The door that led out of the basement slowly opened. It didn’t creak but made Mack wince as he opened it none the less. A light in the hallway above flickered. Even with that limited and sporadic lighting, he could see the streaks of blood on the wall and the suspicious lack of bodies. 
 
    Mack opened the basement door all the way. Then he proceeded to the blood covered hallway. Amber and the twins followed. 
 
    “This doesn’t look good,” observed the male twin. He was of course referring to the crime scene like nature of their surroundings. The others with him thought the same thing. 
 
    “If you see anything that you can use as a weapon, grab it. Chances are we’re going to have to fight our way out of here. Hopefully we won’t have to but better safe than dead.” 
 
    “Well there’s nothing here.” The female twin pointed out the obvious. 
 
    “I didn’t mean… just keep your eye open.” 
 
    The rodeo arena was a maze of hallways and concourses around a circular ring. Although they were out of the basement, the group of former prisoners were still in the bowels, under the concourses. Before getting out, getting safe, they had to find a way up. 
 
    Amber, Mack and the twins crept through the dark, careful not to make any loud or noticeable noises. They wanted to be fleeting shadows. Meat puppets and tactical extermination squads couldn’t kill shadows. 
 
    The group entered what looked to be the loading docks of the rodeo arena. It was so dark in there that they could hardly see the person in front of them, so they held hands and made a human chain. 
 
    I can’t see a damn thing. But I can’t hear anything either. I guess that’s a good sign. 
 
    “Doors,” whispered Amber. She pointed towards a set of sliding loading dock gates just ahead of the group. They were the metal kind that were opened and closed with a pull chain. A sliver of light from the outside shined out from underneath them. 
 
    “Stay here.” Mack left the group and headed towards the gates. He pressed his ear against the cold metal. There was no noise beyond it. 
 
    This is it. This is our way out. Question is how do I open it? Mack tried to lift the loading dock gate. It barely budged. The rather loud noise trying to lift it echoed throughout the cavernous docks. He knew he couldn’t risk attempting it again. 
 
    “The chain,” whispered the male twin. Mack didn’t hear him. “The chain,” the second time he spoke a little louder. 
 
    Mack looked around. It didn’t take long before he saw the pull chain for the gate. Before even touching it he weighed the pros and cons. 
 
    There’s no way that this isn’t going to be loud. We haven’t seen any puppets or SWAT guys but that doesn’t mean they aren’t around. They’ll hear us down here and come running. And we’ll be utterly fucked. 
 
    Then again, if this gate does open, it'll probably lead outside. We can get out of here without even having to go to the concourses. Amber and I can slip away and find somewhere safe. If someplace safe still exists. 
 
    “Open it,” whispered the male twin. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” asked the female twin. Amber kept quiet. The same thing that went through Mack’s head went through hers. 
 
    Here goes nothing. Mack pulled on the pull chain. As he predicted, it was loud. The problem was that the chain wasn’t cooperating. Neither was the gate. Then something on the other side banged on the metal, hard. And Mack heard screeches, inside and out. 
 
    “Time to go,” said Mack, no longer concerned about the volume of his voice. He ran back to the group and convinced them to leave their cover. 
 
    A cacophony of meat puppet screeches echoed through the rodeo arena loading docks. They multiplied at a disturbing rate. Through the darkness, the group could see numerous pairs of glowing red eyes steadily getting closer. 
 
    All Mack could do was lead Amber and the twins towards the opposite side of the loading docks, away from the screeches. He hoped there was an escape from the docks in that direction. If not, they were very fucked. 
 
    Every step brought more fear for the group of former prisoners. At any moment they could be grabbed, or worse. Death was coming for them in the dark. And none of them knew the way out. 
 
    Thank you god. Thank you Jesus. Thank you Buddha. Thank you, whatever scientologists believe in. Mack had never felt relief like he did when he saw the sign on a door ahead that read “Stairs”. 
 
    Mack didn’t even bother with the door handle. Without breaking his stride, he slammed into the door with his shoulder leading the way. It broke the hinges and opened the path for the rest of the group. 
 
    “Go! Go! Go!” Mack stood at the doorway and made sure everyone got through. 
 
    As the meat puppets came closer, Mack started to get idea of the numbers. According to his count there was at least twenty. With no weapons, he had to make sure that the monsters never reached his group. 
 
    Unable to close the door to the stairs due to completely ruined hinges, Mack decided to just follow his fellow survivors. After every couple of steps he looked behind and down to make sure the puppets weren’t following. They were slow, but still they followed. 
 
    “What are you guys doing?” asked Mack, perplexed. Amber and the twins were at the top of the stairwell. They weren’t moving. 
 
    “Shhh,” Amber was at the front of the group. She had to turn around to shush him. 
 
    “Why aren’t we moving?” 
 
    “Shhh,” both of the twins proceeded to shush Mack in unison. 
 
    Amber had the door out of the stairway slightly ajar. Through the crack she could see into the concourse. There were meat puppets everywhere. Some were once the redneck hunters who captured her and Mack, others were part of the pit crowd, and sprinkled in were a few SWAT guys. 
 
    Within her reach, Amber saw an assault rifle, extra clips and a pistol. The weapons were on one of the SWAT guys who was missing his head. Rather than contemplate how he lost it, she tried to calculate her chances if she went for him. 
 
    “We can’t stay here,” whispered Mack. He couldn’t help but keep looking down the stairs. The meat puppets from the rodeo arena loading docks were slowly making their way up them. 
 
    “Hold the door open for me,” Amber whispered her request to the female twin who was directly behind her. 
 
    “Okay?” The female twin held the door open. From her new vantage point she could see into the concourse. What she saw terrified her, but she kept her cool. 
 
    Amber crouched and grabbed the headless SWAT guy’s corpse by his Kevlar vest. She used what strength she had to drag him towards the stairwell. All that work make her grunt a little bit. That caught the attention of some of the meat puppets. Not wanting to waste any more time, she stopped dragging, leaving the body in the doorway. 
 
    Clever girl. Mack saw Amber strip the SWAT guy’s gear. She threw him the vest and assault rifle, keeping the pistol for herself. The male twin got a baton. His sister got a taser gun. 
 
    “They’re coming,” said Amber as she watched more and more of the meat puppets in the concourse come towards her. 
 
    “Be careful. Make every bullet count. Move!” Mack held his gun at the ready, pointed at the puppets that came up the stairs. 
 
    Amber entered the concourse. She quickly scanned the area for any safe passages. In front of her were a dozen walking corpses. Behind her were six more. To her right, the stairway. To her left was daylight streaming through a tunnel. It led to the rodeo arena proper. 
 
    As tempted as she was, Amber didn’t let loose a single shot. Instead she led the group of former prisoners across the concourse and into the rodeo arena. They all made it without a scratch. Once in the main arena, Mack once again took lead. 
 
    The circular dirt “pit” area of the rodeo arena was filled with meat puppets. One of them was the bullet ridden bear. Mack knew they needed to get out of there before the beast saw them or they were dead meat, literally. 
 
    “What do we do now?” asked the female twin. 
 
    Good question. Mack looked around. He saw where the stands/bleachers ended. That was their way out. 
 
    “We go up and over. Maybe we can climb down the side.” 
 
    There was no time to contemplate Mack’s plan. The whole group heard the roar of the bear from the pit. It saw them. 
 
    “Run!” yelled the male twin. 
 
    They hurried up the oversized concrete stairs that cut through the rows of bleachers. In the pit, the dead bear climbed up the walls and into the stands. It lumbered over the metal seats as it came after the only living beings in the area. 
 
    “You want us to climb down that?” The male twin looked over the edge at the top of the arena. It was about sixty feet down to the parking lot, which was also populated by puppets. But there were plenty of places on the outside walls that could serve as foot and hand holds. 
 
    “It’s better than the alternative. If you want to stay here and get eaten by that thing, by all means.” In Mack’s mind there was no doubt that they had to climb down. He’d seen what happened to those who tried to take down the bear puppet. 
 
    Something had changed in Amber since she reunited with Mack. It was if she had lost all fear. Her captivity had hardened the already tough teenage girl. Perhaps coming face-to-face with the worst life could offer killed off any remnants of childhood within her? She was first over the wall. 
 
    The twins followed Amber down the outside walls of the rodeo arena. Mack took out a canister from his Kevlar vest. It had “WP” written on the side of it in big white block letters. He pulled the pin on top and threw it in front of the bear puppet. 
 
    Mack heard an explosion and saw a bright white flash of light as he started to climb down. And then he heard the bear roar. Dead or not, it was pissed. 
 
    “Hurry!” yelled Mack as he descended. He was yelling at the twins who weren’t moving fast enough. Before he knew it, he found himself climbing past them. 
 
    I don’t know how long these two were in that basement or what they went through. But I’m not risking my or Amber’s safety looking after them. They keep up or get dead. 
 
    Amber was the first one to reach the parking lot. Seconds after her shoes hit the asphalt, she had to start shooting meat puppets. That made Mack move a little quicker. Once he thought he was at a safe enough height to jump from, he did. 
 
    The saying “out of the frying pan and into the fire” was never more appropriate than Mack and Amber’s dilemma. They got away from the undead bear monster only to be surrounded by undead humans. Beyond them, he could see a tree line. 
 
    There were cars in the parking lot, but they were either shot up or burnt up. Besides, it would’ve been impossible to drive one out. They were packed in too close to each other. 
 
    We just got to make it to the woods. We can lose them in the woods. What the hell was that? 
 
    Mack, Amber and the twins all heard the roar of the bear. On the ledge at the top of the arena, stood the beast. It was still smoking from the white phosphorous grenade that Mack lobbed at it. What little flesh and fur it had left was mostly burnt away, leaving only musculature and metal bones. 
 
    What did I do to deserve this? Seriously, a smoking undead half robot bear? How the fuck am I supposed to deal with that? 
 
    Mack tried to keep one eye on it atop the arena. But it was hard. The swarm of human meat puppets in the parking lot demanded attention. 
 
    From seemingly every direction, the puppets closed in. The creatures completely covered the parking lot. Most of them were part of the rodeo crowd. Mack couldn’t help but feel that being turned into mindless undead monstrosities was an appropriate fate for them. 
 
    Amber was proof that teaching your children how to properly handle a firearm might be a good idea. She blew holes in every puppet that she aimed at. There wasn’t a single wasted shot. 
 
    In an attempt to conserve ammunition, Mack used the butt of his assault rifle to down any meat puppet that got too close. Luckily the puppets in the parking lot were newly turned. Their skulls were still just bone. Each blow resulted in a sick crunch and thick black blood. 
 
    The twins finally made their way down off the rodeo arena walls. As tired as they were, there was no time to catch their breath. Meat puppets immediately descended upon them. 
 
    With his baton, the male twin swung for undead heads. He managed to connect with a couple creating a lane to Amber and Mack. Sure that they wouldn’t survive alone, the twins wasted no time reuniting with their former co-prisoners. 
 
    The bear puppet jumped off the top of the rodeo arena. It didn’t bother climbing down. That was one of the advantages of having metal bones. 
 
    Shit. Mack saw the bear land in the parking lot. The butt of his gun wouldn’t be enough to take the creature down. He knew he had to think, and think fast. 
 
    Cars. We’re surrounded by cars. Sure driving out of here won’t be possible, but they still have tanks full of gasoline. 
 
    “Is he taking off his shirt?” asked the male twin. He was referring to Mack who quickly stripped off his Kevlar vest and started unbuttoning the shirt underneath. 
 
    “Normally I wouldn’t complain, but I hardly think this is the right time for that.” The female twin addressed Mack’s impromptu stripping. 
 
    “Just keep them off of me,” said Mack as he twisted up his shirt. He took a quick mental inventory of the cars near them. 
 
    I need something old. Nothing modern. There! Mack found what he was looking for. Not far away was an old pickup truck. 
 
    The rest of the group kept fighting as Mack ran towards the old pickup. They managed to keep the meat puppets back but just barely. It wouldn’t be long before Amber ran out of ammo though. And the male twin could only swing around his police baton for so long. Their survival depended on whatever their leader had planned. 
 
    Shit. Mack caught a glimpse of the bear puppet coming towards him and the group. More accurately he saw the white smoke over the other meat puppets get closer. He had to hurry. 
 
    First thing Mack did was break off the pickup truck’s antennae. Then he moved on to the gas tank. After managing to open the little door and unscrewing the gas cap, he tore the sleeve off of his shirt. The newly formed rag was wrapped around the end of the antennae. That was stuffed into the open gas tank. 
 
    “I’m out!” yelled Amber as she pulled her pistol’s trigger and heard the click. 
 
    Shit. “Come over here! Now!” Mack yelled as he unspooled the gasoline soaked rag. 
 
    Amber and the twins slowly backed up to Mack. The male twin beat off any meat puppets who got close. They had to weave through a couple parked cars but successfully reached Mack and the pickup. 
 
    “Run for the woods. Don’t wait for me, just go,” instructed Mack as he stuck the rag back into the engine. He left some slack out to serve as a fuse. 
 
    “No. I’m staying here, with you.” Amber refused to leave. 
 
    “Please Amber, there’s no time to argue. Just go. I’ll catch up. I promise.” 
 
    “You promised you’d protect me!” Amber got angry. 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m doing. Now go!” 
 
    The group did as they were told. They ran for the woods which weren’t far. All they needed to do was reach them before the bear puppet caught up. 
 
    The bear had no concern for any other meat puppets. It barreled through them like they weren’t even there. They might as well not have been. They didn’t slow the monster down at all. And it was close to its quarry, seeking fresh meat. 
 
    I should’ve asked them for a lighter. Mack realized he didn’t have anything to light the gasoline soaked rag with. The possibility of using the muzzle flash from his assault rifle came to mind, but it wasn’t a sure thing. So instead he looked in the bed of the truck. 
 
    Much to Mack’s relief he found a flare in the bed of the pickup. Not wanting to waste a single second, he tore off the top cap, lighting it. Then he held the bright flames of the flare to the gasoline soaked rag stuffed into the gas tank. 
 
    Run like your life depends on it. Because it does. Mack ran as fast as his legs allowed. Adrenaline carried him most of the way to the woods. 
 
    The undead bear climbed over other downed puppets and cars as it continued its pursuit. It didn’t pay attention to the flaming rag in the gas tank of the pickup it was scaling. All it cared about was killing and eating Mack, Amber and the twins. 
 
    Just before he reached the tree line, Mack heard an explosion behind him. He felt a wave of heat hit the back of his neck and exposed arms. To him it felt like heaven. Mack’s legs gave out. He fell to one knee. The male twin and Amber ran over to help him up and into the woods. 
 
    “Damn, you’re about as heavy as you look,” said the male twin as he had to take the brunt of Mack’s weight. 
 
    “Need to keep moving. That’s not going to stop them,” said Mack. He was right. 
 
    Flaming meat puppets moved slowly towards the tree line of the woods. The group of former prisoners weren’t out of it yet. Not even fire would stop the puppets from pursuing their fresh living flesh. 
 
    Hung around his neck on a strap was Mack’s assault rifle. It dangled back and forth until he grabbed it with one hand. He aimed it at the advancing undead, ready to fire despite barely being able to stand. 
 
    “Where are we going?” asked Amber. 
 
    “Just keep going in the opposite direction until we lose them.” Mack gently but authoritatively freed himself from Amber and the male twin’s helping hands. 
 
    “What’s that?” asked the female twin. She pointed towards what looked like a ball of flames running at them through the forest. It was a surreal sight. 
 
    Mack started laughing. It was in such a manner that it worried the rest of the group. There was an unnerving quality to it that was hard to define. The best analogue to it was a crazy person’s laugh. Why was Mack laughing? All he could find was humor in his ordeal. Every other emotion was spent. He knew what was in that fireball. 
 
    “We’re not going to be able to outrun that thing,” said Mack. 
 
    Amber squinted in an attempt to get a better look. Once she saw the metal hulking beast inside, her eyes opened wide. “Is that that fucking…?” 
 
    “Yep, it’s that bear.” Mack wiped the laughter induced tears from his eyes. He checked his assault rifle’s breach than readied himself for a fight. 
 
    “Then why are we stopping? Shouldn’t we run?” The male twin said what both he and his sister were thinking. 
 
    “There’s no point. It’s just gonna keep coming,” answered Amber as she looked around the forest floor for anything that she could use as a weapon. 
 
    “Either we stop it here or we run from it forever. Let’s finish this, here and now.” Mack gripped his assault rifle tight. 
 
    Don’t show them how scared you are. You crumble, they crumble. And Amber dies. You can’t let that happen. You made a promise. 
 
    Ablaze, the bear puppet was close enough for Mack to see its face. Almost all organic matter was on fire, leaving behind a shiny metal mobile skeleton. Intimidating doesn’t begin to describe the image of the flaming beast. But Mack stood his ground. 
 
    Mack went shooting only a couple times in his life before the outbreak. He owned a gun but never had to use it. Since his escape from Dallas, he’d become somewhat of an expert. His aim wasn’t as true as Amber’s, but was above average. Impending death was the most effective training method. 
 
    The first burst out of Mack’s rifle missed the bear and splintered the trunk of a nearby tree. Undeterred he pulled the trigger again. Those bullets hit and ricocheted off the beast’s upper back. Armor piercing rounds weren’t enough to down the creature. There wasn’t enough time for another shot. 
 
    Mack tried to jump backwards and avoid the swipe of the flaming bear puppet’s paw. The claws tore through his Kevlar vest but didn’t even scratch his skin. Another massive paw came for his head. He managed to duck the potential killing blow. 
 
    The bear reared up on two legs. Ancient embedded instincts told it that it needed to intimidate Mack, show dominance. Mack took it as an opportunity. He shot at the joint that kept one of the monster’s legs attached to his body. For the first time the armor piercing rounds did their job. A leg went flying off the beast. 
 
    When the bear tried to get back down on all fours it quickly fell to the dry fallen leaves and dirt. Mack backed up, still firing. The beast didn’t seem to notice. It struggled to get up and regain some sense of balance. 
 
    An empty clip fell onto the forest floor. Mack took a fully loaded one out of a little pocket in the front of his Kevlar jacket. Once it was loaded, he was ready to start firing again. 
 
    On three legs, the flaming bear puppet kept coming. It made one last attempt to lunge at Mack. The Viking fell backwards. There was nothing he could do. He would not escape in time. 
 
    The bear puppet fell apart like a jenga tower upon landing above Mack. Fire, white phosphorous, armor piercing bullets and an explosion managed to eliminate the tendons that kept the monster in one piece. 
 
    Mack put his bare arms up in order to try and shield himself from the bear’s torso that was falling on top of him. As soon as he felt the hot metal touch his skin he regretted giving up his shirt. The burning pain was bad, but it was compounded by the weight of a metallic body part. 
 
    Amber ran over. She tried to kick off the bear’s torso. It was too heavy. For her efforts she landed on her ass. 
 
    “Help him!” yelled Amber. She could see meat puppets through the trees. 
 
    Both twins hurried to help Mack. The male one threw his shoulder against the bear’s midsection while his sister helped up Amber. That combined with Mack’s efforts managed to knock off the torso. 
 
    “We have to go,” said the male twin as he helped Mack up to his feet. All the latter did in response was grunt and hold his burnt forearms out in front of himself. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7: The Cabin 
 
    When he was young, Mack used to spend summers at his uncle’s farm in Kansas. His father died when he was young, and his mother was a teacher at Solomon High School in Kansas City, Missouri. To make extra money she taught summer school students as well. Not wanting to have a stranger watch her son, Mrs. Ericsson left him with her brother. 
 
    Summers were long and boring for Mack. He didn’t know anyone and the nearest town was over thirty miles away. The majority of his time was spent exploring his uncle’s property and helping with farm work. 
 
    Mack found himself standing in the endless fields of corn that he once helped his uncle harvest. It didn’t make a lot of sense. He didn’t know how he got there or when. Nor did he know why he was there. But he knew he felt like he belonged. 
 
    Not a single cloud ruined the perfect blue sky above Mack. The more time he spent staring upwards, the more things seemed a little bit off. It was as if someone painted the sky above. 
 
    In the distance Mack saw the familiar farmhouse. Its brown worn wood exterior was unmistakable. Something drew him towards it. Before he knew it his legs started moving on their own. 
 
    Mack looked down. He expected to see the rich Kansas soil that provided for so many farmers. Instead he saw blood, a thin layer of it like a really shallow stream. Still he moved forward towards the farmhouse. 
 
    Peeking above the stalks of corn, Mack could see the top half of hundreds of faces. They were all staring at him with cloudy, dead eyes. There were black veins under their nearly transparent skin. Undeterred by the blood or the meat puppets amongst the corn, Mack continued on. When he got closer to the farmhouse he saw some sinister looking vultures on the roof. They too stared at him in silence. 
 
    Every survival instinct in Mack told him not to go into the farmhouse. There couldn’t have been anything good in there. He knew he wasn’t going to open the front door and find never ending chocolate cake and nude women who wanted to jump his bone. Again, he couldn’t help himself. 
 
    The front door to the farmhouse opened on its own when Mack reached his arm out for it. That’s when he noticed that the skin on his limb was black and crispy. It looked a lot like the end result of his attempts at frying his own chicken. 
 
    Mack saw nothing but pitch blackness in the open farmhouse doorway. Before he could back away, his entire surroundings were enveloped in the black. He found himself without any sense of direction. Then he saw a thin shaft of light cutting down diagonally. 
 
    In the shaft of light sat a girl in a chair. Mack could only see her from behind but knew who the girl was. It was Amber. 
 
    Mack tried to call out to her. He couldn’t. Some unknown force robbed his voice, snatched it from his throat. It didn’t matter. She knew he was there and turned around to meet him. 
 
    Amber’s eyes were red and glowing. She was missing the flesh over her bottom jaw revealing metal teeth. What little skin she had left were rotted, and there were little tears that wept thick black blood. 
 
    Never in his life had Mack felt so helpless. As the monster that once was Amber came for him, he couldn’t move. Her mouth opened wide. Instead of a screech, metal cable like tendrils came flying out towards him. They wrapped around his head and pulled him in towards her. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Wha…?” Mack awoke in a wheelbarrow. He was disoriented and still scared from his nightmare. In his confusion he fell out onto ground. 
 
    “Ahhh, fuck!” yelled Mack as his forearms screamed at him in pain. Even though his burns were properly bandaged, he had used his arms to brace his fall. 
 
    “Calm down man,” said the male twin as he helped Mack up to his feet. “Bad dreams?” 
 
    “It’s the pain meds,” explained the female twin. “They can cause some pretty vivid dreams.” 
 
    “How, where…?” Mack looked around. All he saw were woods. From the dark blue color of the sky and his surroundings, he surmised that it was near dawn. “Amber!? Where is she?” 
 
    “Right here big guy.” Amber waved her hand at him. 
 
    Thank god. She’s okay. I’m okay. Jesus, Mack you are one lucky son of a bitch. Mack winced as he wiped away the leaves and dirt from his bandages. 
 
    “You should probably get back in the wheelbarrow. What I gave you was pretty strong. I’m surprised you’re even walking.” The female twin gently tried to guide Mack back to the rickety cart. He brushed her off. At first she was taken aback. Then he held out his hand for her to shake. 
 
    “I said that if we make it out of that arena alive, I’d want to know your name. And seeing that we did…” Mack smiled with his hand outstretched. 
 
    The female twin shook Mack’s hand. “I’m Stephanie.” She pointed at her brother. “That’s Simon.” 
 
    “Pleasure to meet you Stephanie,” said Mack. He nodded at Simon, “Simon.” He looked around him. “So what happened? Where are we?” 
 
    “Not sure. We got away from the meat puppets and just kind of kept going,” said Amber. 
 
    “Then after about I don’t know, an hour maybe, you started shaking and mumbling to yourself. You were going into shock,” explained Stephanie. “Then you fainted.” 
 
    “We picked you up and carried you until we found that wheelbarrow,” Simon chimed in. 
 
    “Once we knew we were clear of those things, I took a look at your burns.” Stephanie pointed at Mack’s arms. “You’re lucky that Amber had all those medical supplies. Which was strange. I don’t know if I want to know where she got them.” 
 
    “What are you, a doctor or something?” Mack examined his bandages. 
 
    “Or something. I’m a nurse. At least I was a nurse before all this.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? If it wasn’t for you, my brother and I would still be in that basement. Or worse, we’d be in that bear’s stomach. You saved us. Cleaning and wrapping your wounds was the least I could do. Thank you Mack.” 
 
    How does she know my name? Who am I kidding? Amber probably told her. 
 
    “A nurse huh? Where’d you work?” 
 
    “Mercy General in Oklahoma City.” 
 
    Mack nodded like he knew where Stephanie was talking about. It was the polite thing to do. Neither of them acknowledged it. He started walking. The rest of the group followed. 
 
    It’s nice to talk to an adult for a change. Better take advantage while I can. Who knows how long these two will last? 
 
    “How about you Simon? What’d you do before all this?” 
 
    “Who? Me? I was in graphic design. Mostly freelance stuff. Nothing too exciting. You?” answered Simon. 
 
    “I was a prepress technician.” 
 
    “A what?” asked Simon. 
 
    “A prepress technician. Basically I worked on magazines and newspapers.” 
 
    “Ole fashioned, I like that,” said Stephanie with a flirtatious smile. Amber gave the woman a dirty look. Simon rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Newspapers huh? I guess you won’t have to worry about going out of business anymore.” Simon kicked at a fallen rotting log. “All you needed was the world to end to beat the internet.” 
 
    There was silence. All any of the group heard was their footfalls snapping twigs and crushing frail dead leaves. Simon, sensing he killed the first conversation any of them had in over a month had to do something about it. 
 
    “Too soon huh?” asked Simon. 
 
    Mack was the first to laugh. Maybe it was all the narcotics Stephanie gave him. Or perhaps all the absurdity of everything he’d been through finally caught up with him. Having expended all of his other emotions, all that was left was laughter. 
 
    Stephanie started laughing next. Followed by her twin brother. The only one that didn’t laugh was Amber. Mack noticed. 
 
    What do you do? She’s been through more than any of us. She needs somebody to talk to. But I don’t think you’re that somebody. 
 
    Mack looked over at Stephanie. Is she that somebody? It would probably be better for a woman to talk to her about it. She’d like that better than talking to me right? 
 
    Mack looked at Amber. Then again she might be pissed that I wasn’t there for her. Shit man, how the hell do you talk about rape with a teenage girl? 
 
    “So... as I asked before he woke up. Where are we going?” asked Simon. 
 
    “We don’t know. We’re just walking.” Stephanie seemed a little annoyed by Simon’s question. Mack figured that when he heard it, it wasn’t the first time it was asked. 
 
    “Well we gotta be going somewhere. We can’t just walk around aimlessly. Say anywhere, I don’t care. Lie to me. But ‘just walking’ isn’t enough.” 
 
    While walking Mack noticed an unnatural looking gap in the trees. He stopped and took a closer look. It was a path, specifically a narrow dirt driveway. 
 
    Driveways always lead somewhere. “This way,” said Mack. The rest of the group stopped and followed him. He hadn’t led them astray yet, so they trusted him. 
 
    Mack led the pack down the dirt path with Amber walking next to him. The twins, Stephanie and Simon, followed. Slowly, the sun rose, lighting up the woods around them. 
 
    With the sunlight, the group could see what looked to be a cabin in the distance at the end of the driveway. They could see the dark orange wooden sides of the small structure. There was a pile of wood out front. The area around it was cleared of any trees. 
 
    When they got closer Mack saw a SUV parked out in front of the cabin. One of its doors were open, on the driver’s side. Other than that they saw no sign of any people or meat puppets. 
 
    “Is it safe?” asked Stephanie as the group was only about thirty yards away from the cabin. They were off the driveway and in the clearing around the wooden structure. 
 
    Up close, the cabin looked to be in pretty good shape. Aside from one broken window, the place looked untouched by the chaos in the world around it. The same couldn’t be said for the SUV. 
 
    A car! A car is always good. It sure beats trying to go where ever the hell we’re going on foot. Mack hurried over to the open driver’s side door. Much to his dismay it was covered in smeared blood. 
 
    “Looks like there was a fight,” said Amber, breaking her silence. She knelt down and picked up the casings from a hunting rifle. 
 
    “Just as long as no one is here now, we got nothing to worry about,” replied Mack. Not wanting to sit in the blood stained front seat of the SUV, he leaned over it to check the ignition. 
 
    C’mon, start. Mack turned the key that was still in there. Nothing happened. The engine didn’t even try to start. He knew what the problem was. Usually when an engine doesn’t even attempt to roar to life, a faulty battery was to blame. Since he couldn’t just call for some roadside assistance, he gave up his hope of driving out of those woods. 
 
    The abandoned SUV was not a total loss. Inside Mack found a couple unopened bottles of water. But the biggest score was in the glove box. He hadn’t smoked a cigarette in years. Considering his circumstances, the smokes he found in the vehicle would absolutely be used. More immediate potential killers loomed, cancer wasn’t a fear anymore. 
 
    “It’s locked,” said Stephanie after trying to open the front door of the cabin. 
 
    “Is there a back door?” asked Simon. 
 
    Amber went around the rear of the cabin. There was no door back there. But she did spy an ax stuck into a tree stump, probably used to chop firewood. After some hard pulling, she managed retrieved it. 
 
    “No back door, but look what I found.” Amber held up her newly acquired ax. She walked over and handed it to Mack. “You’d probably be better with this.” He took it. 
 
    For a few seconds, Mack considered using the ax to chop through the door, or at least break it open. A little voice in the back of his head stopped him. If he broke the door then anything could get into the cabin. That was unacceptable since he wanted to stay here for the night. The group needed rest. He needed rest. 
 
    “Think you can climb through that window, girlie girl?” Mack pointed at the cabin’s broken window with the ax. 
 
    “Why don’t you just break the door down?” suggested Simon. 
 
    “No, we can’t do that,” answered Mack. 
 
    “Why not? It’s not like there’s anyone there. I doubt they’ll come back. So who gives a shit?” 
 
    This guy. “I give a shit. If we break down this door then anyone or anything can just stroll in.” 
 
    “Wait, we’re staying here?” asked Stephanie. 
 
    “Yeah… I figure we could all use some rest. And we can decide what to do inside, out of sight and out of danger.” 
 
    “I guess that’s a good idea.” Stephanie spoke, Simon mumbled to himself behind her. 
 
    While Mack, Stephanie and Simon talked, Amber climbed the piled up firewood under the broken window. She knocked away the jagged pieces of glass that remained. Then she turned to the rest of the group. 
 
    “It’s decided then,” said Amber before climbing through the broken window head first, and into the cabin. She had to twist her body while going through so that she didn’t fall on her noggin. After landing safely inside, she stood up and looked around. 
 
    The cabin was in good shape. Whoever once lived there kept the place clean. There was some dust but that was understandable. Amber walked over to the front door and opened it for Mack, Stephanie and Simon. 
 
    “Looks like whoever lived here loved the bottle.” Simon held up a couple bottles of whiskey. He and the other members of the group were searching the cabin. 
 
    “Great,” said Amber with a smile. Then she snatched one of the bottles out of Simon’s hand. She was about to run away with it before Mack stopped her. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” said Mack as he took the bottle out of her hand. “End of the world or not, you’re still too young.” 
 
    Stephanie was in the kitchen checking the cabinets for food. There wasn’t much there. A jar of peanut butter and a bag of rice were all that was left. She took them out and put them on the counter. Next up was the fridge. 
 
    The food inside the fridge had been in there for weeks. Over that time it all rotted and went sour. The rancid smell built up was just waiting patiently for some unlucky soul, and when Stephanie opened the fridge door, she started dry heaving and retching. 
 
    “You okay?” asked Simon, concerned for his twin sister. Whether or not that concern was genuine or just a polite gesture wasn’t clear. 
 
    Simon walked over to the refrigerator. He took a look inside and quickly moved away. “That’s awful.” As he backed up, he closed the fridge door with his foot. 
 
    “Any food?” asked Mack as he and Amber joined the twins in the kitchen. 
 
    “Just some rice and peanut butter,” answered Stephanie as she regained her composure. 
 
    “Great. Than all we need is a pot and we can eat.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Donna Winters,” laughed Simon. “That was her name. Jesus she was a mess.” 
 
    Simon, Stephanie, Mack and Amber all sat in the cabin’s living room. It was the early evening and they were relaxing. One of the many bottles of whiskey were already open and empty. Stephanie worked on opening another. 
 
    “Then why did you sleep with her?” asked Stephanie with a mocking smile. 
 
    “Because I have a dick and she wanted to.” 
 
    Mack actually found himself laughing. He quickly caught himself. 
 
    “Simon, she was almost three hundred pounds.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    The whole group laughed. 
 
    “Who’s next?” asked Stephanie. 
 
    “How about Amber? Who’s the last person you slept with before all of this?” asked Simon. 
 
    “She’s fourteen asshole.” Even a little drunk, Simon rubbed Mack the wrong way. 
 
    “You think that matters? It isn’t 1954 old man, kids are hooking up at younger and younger ages nowadays.” 
 
    Amber couldn’t answer. She could barely sit up straight on the couch. Despite his earlier protests, Mack let her drink with them. As far as he knew the world was over. It couldn’t hurt to let her have some fun. Especially considering what happened to her back at the rodeo arena. 
 
    “Let’s move on. Mack, you’re up.” Stephanie took a swig of the whiskey before handing it to Mack. 
 
    “Thanks, I’m probably going to need this.” Mack took a swallow. 
 
    “So, what was her name?” asked Simon as Mack handed the liquor off to him. 
 
    “LeAnn Murray.” 
 
    “LeAnn huh? She sounds like a sweet southern belle,” said Simon with a grin. 
 
    Mack stared at the floor and smiled. He tried to remember her face. “She was.” 
 
    “So, who was she?” 
 
    “My fiancé.” 
 
    “You were engaged?” Stephanie was intrigued. 
 
    “Yeah, what she said,” Amber slurred her words as she talked. 
 
    “I was.” 
 
    “Did she, you know, pass away?” asked Stephanie. The tone in her voice was kind and caring. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You don’t know?” Simon was as blunt as always. “She was your fiancé. How do you not know?” 
 
    “We separated seven years ago.” Mack’s eyes still didn’t leave the floor. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” consoled Stephanie. 
 
    “Wait, does that mean…? You haven’t had sex for seven years? How’s that even possible?” 
 
    “Simon…” Stephanie, as she often had to do, stepped in and tried to stop her brother. 
 
    “It’s simple. My day-to-day life before the world ended consisted of going to work, going home, eating, sleeping, and repeat. I’m too old to go looking for random women to ‘hook’ up with at the bars. Online dating wasn’t for me.” 
 
    “Well that’s just depressing man.” Simon wiped the whiskey off his mouth and handed the bottle back to his sister. 
 
    “Tell us about LeAnn,” said Stephanie. 
 
    “She was tall. Not as tall as me but still taller than most women. She kept her hair short. It always smelled a little bit like coconut. She had a thick Texan accent. Every time she talked I couldn’t help but smile. She was just one of those people. Her laughter was infectious.” 
 
    Mack ceased being in the cabin. His mind was transported to the restaurant where he met LeAnn. All the harsh realities of the meat puppets, hunters and mysterious SWAT guys disappeared. 
 
    Evangeline was a restaurant on the Gulf of Mexico. It was a nice place, casual and clean. Mack remembered the white Christmas lights that lined the pergola over the outside dining area. The smell of the establishment was an intoxicating mix of the ocean, seafood, barbeque and beer. 
 
    LeAnn was at the bar. Mack was at dinner with some work friends when he spotted her. She was alone sipping on a cocktail. He didn’t know why but he suddenly found himself walking over to her. 
 
    When he introduced himself, LeAnn smiled. She had dimples at the corner of her mouth, and her eyes were bright and playful. He’d never seen a more engaging smile. 
 
    The little seafood restaurant on the Gulf dissipated. Once again, Mack was back in the moment, in the cabin. Stephanie and Simon were staring at him. 
 
    “You okay?” asked Stephanie. 
 
    “Kind of zoned out on us there buddy,” said Simon. 
 
    “I’m fine. I was just, let’s move on.” Mack took the bottle of whiskey from Stephanie and took a couple large gulps. 
 
    “Hold up. I wanna hear more man. What happened? Why aren’t you with her anymore?” As Simon spoke his twin sister shot him a disapproving glance. 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    “C’mon don’t be like that.” 
 
    Amber threw up on the living room rug. Her timing was perfect, saving Mack. But no one likes vomit. That immediately broke up the good time the group was having. 
 
    That’s what we get for letting her drink. “Shit,” Mack got up. He gently grabbed Amber by her arm. 
 
    “I don’t wanna.” Amber sounded like a drunk child. Mainly because she was. 
 
    “Too bad. Time for you to go to bed.” Mack guided Amber towards the cabin’s only bedroom. 
 
    “What about us? Where do we sleep?” asked Simon. 
 
    “I don’t care.” 
 
    With the sun falling, the cabin grew dark. Mack lit a kerosene lantern and put it on a nightstand in the bedroom. It didn’t light up the whole room, but some light was better than no light. 
 
    Mack laid Amber down on the only bed. He took off one of the pillows and threw it on the floor, along with a sheet. That was where he’d sleep. They both lay in silence. For a little while they had the bickering of the twins to keep them entertained. Eventually that stopped and they fell back into an uncomfortable quiet. 
 
    “I deserved it,” said Amber. 
 
    Mack sighed. 
 
    “After what I’ve done. I deserve all of this.” 
 
    Ask her what she’s done. Don’t wimp out this time. If you’re going to keep traveling with her and seeing to her safety, you need to know. 
 
    “They had it coming.” Amber started tearing up. Mack didn’t step in and stop her. He needed to hear what she had to say. He needed to hear her confession. “What he did… and she didn’t stop him.” The teenage girl broke into full blown drunk crying. 
 
    Shit. You’re going to have step in. But you need to be strong. Get the truth out of her. 
 
    Mack threw off his covers. He stood up and proceeded to sit on the edge of the bed next to her. The grown man wasn’t brave enough to look at his young charge. Instead, he looked around the room as he talked. 
 
    “Who had it coming?” Is this wrong? She’s drunk. I don’t know if she’d talk if she was sober. Is this why you let her have a couple drinks? 
 
    Amber didn’t answer. She sobbed. Mack, still too cowardly and uncomfortable to look at her, gently embraced one of her hands. 
 
    “Look kid, it’s clear that whatever you’re not telling me is bothering you. Tell me. Unburden. Take the weight off.” 
 
    “Please don’t think I’m a monster or something,” pleaded Amber. That was an ominous preface to her coming confession. 
 
    “Think about all we’ve been through. We had to do some terrible things in order to survive. That doesn’t make us monsters.” 
 
    “What I did… it wasn’t to survive. I was angry. So I killed them.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Amber hesitated before answering. “My parents.” 
 
    What!? You killed your own fucking parents? Jesus Christ! Mack was more than a little rattled. Sure he knew Amber was hiding something dark and deep. But he instantly regretted trying to explore the recesses of the teenage girl’s secrets. With that said, the levy broke. There was no going back. 
 
    “I thought they were killed by meat puppets?” Mack dug deep into his memories to recall the sight of Amber’s parents dead on I-23. Gunshot wounds appeared on the image of their corpses. He didn’t notice them before. 
 
    “I…I shot them.” 
 
    Try to understand. Don’t overreact. There had to be a reason. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “My dad. He’d… he did things, bad things. Sometimes at night, after my mom drank herself to sleep, he’d come into my room. He told me that what he was doing was just another form of love. But it didn’t feel like love to me.” Amber was able to bury her tears as she explained what her father did to her habitually. The sadness before the confession turned to anger. 
 
    “I’m sorry. That’s… I’m sorry Amber. I had no idea. You don’t have to tell me anymore.” Mack suddenly felt awful for asking the questions he did. 
 
    “You don’t have to be sorry. I’m not. When I shot him, it felt good. He deserved it. And my mom? She knew and did nothing. She was just as guilty as him.” Amber squeezed Mack’s hand. “Ever since I feel bad about it.” She stood up in bed. “If they deserved it, why do I feel guilty?” 
 
    Mack had no choice but to turn around and look Amber in her eyes. She needed him more than ever. He gently put his free hand over their entangled ones. 
 
    “Look, I’m not going to lie to you and say what you did was right. Killing a living person is never a good thing. But if you think about it, what you did was no different than what we’ve been doing. You were surviving.” 
 
    Mack put his hand on Amber’s cheek. He could feel wet tears on the space between his thumb and pointer finger. “Thank you for telling me. I know it wasn’t easy. And know that this doesn’t change the way I feel about you. Now get some sleep girlie girl. We’re probably going to have a long day ahead of us tomorrow.” 
 
    Watching over Amber like a sentinel, Mack waited for her to fall asleep. Once he knew she was in a deep sleep, he got up, careful not to make much noise. He had to assume that the twins were asleep as well. 
 
    When Mack slowly opened the bedroom door, he could hear Simon snoring. That noise negated his need to tip toe through the living room to the front door. If the male twin’s sleep apnea didn’t wake his sister, neither will Mack’s footsteps. 
 
    “Where you going?” Mack heard Stephanie’s whispers as he tried to navigate the nearly pitch black space between the bedroom and cabin front door. 
 
    Damn. “To get some fresh air.” To get some fresh air? Very original. 
 
    “Can I join you?” 
 
    No. “Yeah, I guess.” 
 
    One of the many dark silhouettes in the cabin living room stood up. Stephanie slept on the only couch. Her snoring brother was asleep in the recliner chair. 
 
    Stephanie followed Mack out the front door and into the night. The woods around the cabin were alive with the sounds of wildlife and insects. Mack recognized the unmistakable call of owls. He heard crickets play their attached instruments creating a melody that held meaning only to them. There were even fireflies enjoying the last bits of summer before the fall. 
 
    Under any other circumstances, being with a comely woman in such a setting that Stephanie and Mack found themselves in would’ve been romantic. The latter had no such interests in the woman with him. It wasn’t that she wasn’t attractive. He just found little point to such a relationship in a world mired in violent chaos. At least that was what he told himself. 
 
    The truth of why Mack only allowed himself to be attached to Amber was simple. It became clear to him since the outbreak that emotional attachments were a liability. Sure he cared deeply about Amber, and felt responsible for her. But she was all he cared about. And he was determined to keep it that way. 
 
    Mack and Stephanie sat next to each other on the front steps of the cabin. The latter brought some whiskey outside with her. Who knows what her intent was? Did she just want to feel normal and share a drink and conversation with a handsome man? Or was her plan to get inebriated with him and indulge in base human instincts and needs? 
 
    “More whiskey?” asked Mack in semi disbelief. 
 
    “Why not?” Stephanie unscrewed the top of the whiskey bottle. 
 
    “I don’t know. Anymore and I’ll wake up with a hangover.” 
 
    Stephanie took a swig. “I think a hangover will be the least of our problems.” She handed the bottle to Mack. He accepted. 
 
    “I can’t argue with that logic.” Mack took his turn with the whiskey. When he was done he gave it back to Stephanie. The two of them went on like that till the bottle was almost empty. 
 
    “So what are we gonna do Mack?” asked Stephanie. 
 
    “I figure we can head west.” 
 
    “What’s out west?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “So…why?” 
 
    Good question. Pity that you don’t have a good answer. Tell her the truth. “Look, I don’t have a plan. Before all this I never led anyone, ever. I’m playing all this by ear. All I know, what I’ve learned, is that if you want to survive, you need to keep moving. I’ve chosen to head west. You and your brother can come with but I can’t guarantee you anything will be better.” 
 
    Stephanie put one of her hands on Mack’s thigh. She looked him in the eyes. “You’ve saved us. We’re complete strangers and you took us with you. Most people would have left us to rot. Or worse. But you didn’t. You saved us from, excuse my French, that fucking rodeo. You saved us from that bear. It may sound a bit cheesy but…” Stephanie smiled and batted her eyelashes in an exaggerated fashion. “You’re my hero.” 
 
    Mack laughed. “Is that so?” She has no idea that I would’ve left them behind in a second. They were supposed to be cannon fodder. 
 
    “As a matter of fact it is.” 
 
    Mack and Stephanie kept the mood light on the front steps of the cabin. They laughed and talked for over an hour. It was a nice timeout from the nightmare that continuously unfolded all around them. 
 
    During a break in their conversation, Stephanie got up. She took Mack’s hand and led him towards the abandoned SUV outside the cabin. When they reached it, she opened the door to the backseat and got in. Her body language was unmistakable. Mack was going to get laid. 
 
    Why not? This may be my last time with a woman. Make it count. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8: Rockies 
 
    Mack awoke to someone knocking on the windows of the SUV he and Stephanie spent the night in, together. The windows were steamed up so he couldn’t see outside. All he saw was a small fist. 
 
    “Get up. Get up. Get up.” Amber used the tried and true tactic employed by kids everywhere: being annoying. 
 
    Sleeping in the backseat of a SUV with another person wasn’t conducive to a comfortable night. Mack woke with aches and stiffness all over his body. All the running and fighting he did over the previous month plus, caught up with him. Worse, the burns on his arm weren’t numbed by narcotics. They really hurt. 
 
    “What is that noise?” asked Stephanie in a groggy voice. She was just waking up. 
 
    Mack didn’t answer. He looked over at her for a moment, then opened the door nearest to him. It was an ill-advised move. Hangovers and bright sunlight didn’t make for the most pleasant combination. 
 
    “Jesus, Amber,” said Mack as he got out of the SUV. 
 
    “What? I’m hungry. Simon’s cooking some rice for breakfast. So get Stephanie up so we can eat.” Amber walked back to the cabin. There didn’t seem to be any sign of her being upset or distressed like the night before. Did telling Mack her secret help? Or did she simply not remember divulging the secret? 
 
    “You know what time it is?” asked Stephanie after opening the door on her side. 
 
    “Not a clue.” Mack walked over to the edge of the clearing around the cabin. Once there he relieved himself on the side of a tree. 
 
    “My head is killing me.” Stephanie got out and stretched. 
 
    Your head is killing you? My arms feel like they’re on fire. And the rest of my body feels like I’ve been in a car crash. So excuse me if I don’t feel bad about your head. 
 
    “Amber said your brother cooked breakfast,” informed Mack as Stephanie met him near the front steps of the cabin. 
 
    “Let me guess, rice?” 
 
    Mack and Stephanie entered the cabin. Although they tried to ignore it, both of them couldn’t help but feel the uncomfortable atmosphere inside. After all, Mack was basically a stranger and he slept with Simon’s twin sister. 
 
    “Fun night?” asked Amber with a mischievous smile. She was already sitting at the kitchen table. Simon sat across from her and refused to look at either Mack or Stephanie. 
 
    Well isn’t this awkward. What did you expect? Is he pissed? You slept with his sister just feet away from where he was sleeping. Of course he’s pissed. You’d be angry too. That is if you had a sister. 
 
    Tread lightly. “Thank you for cooking, Simon,” said Mack as he sat down at the table. 
 
    “Mmhmm,” Simon didn’t look at Mack. He spooned rice into his mouth. 
 
    “So we were talking last night…” Stephanie tried to change the subject but was interrupted by Amber. 
 
    “Is that all you guys did last night? Talk?” 
 
    “We’re heading west.” Mack dug into his bowl of rice with his hands. That was until Amber gave him look of disgust and slid him a spoon. 
 
    “That so? You decide that all on your own?” asked Simon. 
 
    “No, we decided, the both of us,” informed Stephanie. 
 
    “Really? So what’s out west?” 
 
    “Don’t know,” answered Mack. 
 
    “You don’t know? Than why should we go west? Hell, we can stay here and become one happy family. You and my sister can get hitched and…” 
 
    “Simon, you can stay here if you want. But we’re leaving and going west. Hopefully we’ll find some place that is untouched.” Mack forced eye contact. 
 
    Simon dropped his spoon. It clanged as it hit the side of his bowl. “That’s fucking stupid Mack, and you know it. We don’t know what’s out there. Whereas here, we’re safe. Why risk it?” 
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “For how long will we be safe? We’re not that far from the rodeo arena. And that place is crawling with meat puppets. What’s to stop them from coming here, sneaking up on us in the middle of the night? What’s to stop more of those camouflaged assholes coming and taking us again?” 
 
    “I see. You’d rather walk towards danger.” 
 
    Enough of this guy. Mack got up from the table. “If that’s the way you feel, then fine. You can stay here. We’re leaving. Amber, get your things.” 
 
    “But I’m still eating,” complained Amber. 
 
    “Just do it. Please?” 
 
    Amber begrudgingly got up then proceeded to do as she was told. 
 
    Stephanie gently grabbed Mack’s hand. “Please don’t do this.” 
 
    Be strong. No attachments. “I think its best that we leave. Like I said, you two can come with us.” 
 
    Mack freed his hand from Stephanie’s loose grip. He met Amber who was leaving the bedroom with her backpack on and his in her hand. Once he put on his pack, Mack grabbed his ax and headed towards the door. 
 
    Amber took one last look at Stephanie and Simon. The former watched her and Mack leave. The later kept eating his rice. 
 
    Once they left, Mack and Amber followed the long dirt driveway out. Neither one of them said a word. Amber was annoyed that they had to go. Mack was already regretting losing his patience. But he was far too stubborn to admit it. And there was no way he’d go back for the twins. The decision was made. There was no turning back. Not in his mind. 
 
    They reached a road. It wasn’t surprising that there was no one on it. After getting his bearings, Mack led them westward. 
 
    *** 
 
    Since leaving the cabin, one question kept replaying in Mack’s head. Why go west? Why not just stay here? At first the query was asked in Simon’s voice. Within a day or two it was in his own voice. And he had no answer. Something was drawing him westward. Or maybe he was just too stubborn to admit that he may have made a mistake. Either way… 
 
    Almost a month had passed since Mack and Amber left the cabin. In that time they traveled out of Oklahoma northwest into Colorado. They kept near but off the roads. Towns were approached cautiously, and explored only for supplies. During those last five days they only ran into one group of meat puppets. 
 
    The further west they got, the less meat puppets they ran into. As the density of the population dwindled, the safer the road got. Then they ran into a formidable hurdle in early February, the Rocky Mountains. 
 
    It quickly became clear that the trek through the Rockies was going to be tough. Neither Mack nor Amber were used to both the weather and terrain. Texas was a relatively flat state. Colorado on the other hand was anything but. For the first time since the outbreak, the environment was their biggest enemy. 
 
    “We need a car. And somewhere safe and warm to sleep,” said Amber. She was sitting on the remains of what once was a large pine tree. She and Mack were up high looking down into a valley. Below they could see a small town. 
 
    “Yes we do,” agreed Mack. He pulled up the collar of his wool lined brown leather coat. With the coat, long hair and a beard, he resembled Grizzly Adams. 
 
    Having lived in Dallas so long, Mack wasn’t used to the cold weather. Sure he was raised in the Midwest but that was almost four decades earlier. Luckily he and Amber were able to score some winter gear from an outdoor recreation store that wasn’t pillaged yet. 
 
    Coats, hats, boots and gloves weren’t the only things that Mack and Amber found at the outdoor recreation store. They acquired survival gear like prepackaged meals and water purification tablets. More importantly they got weapons. 
 
    Mack was armed with a hunting rifle with plenty of ammunition. Amber was able to get a high tech crossbow with as many bolts as she needed. They chose those weapons even though neither of them ever used them before. 
 
    The learning curve for Mack was a little steeper than for Amber. For the young, learning new things is easier. But he was over the hill. Though you can teach an old dog new tricks, it was hard. 
 
    “Do you think it’s safe down there?” asked Amber. 
 
    “We’re going to find out. Let’s go. We don’t want to be out here when it gets dark.” Mack adjusted the strap on the hunting rifle slung around his shoulder, then started slowly walking down the slope they were perched on. 
 
    He knew they needed to find a car because traveling through the Rocky Mountains on foot would be too dangerous. They had to abandon their tactic of staying off the roads. It was a risk that wasn’t optional but mandatory if they wanted to make it through Colorado. 
 
    Mack led the way down. He did so for Amber’s benefit. If she were to stumble, he’d be there to catch her. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anywhere so beautiful in my life. Mack took in his surroundings. Everywhere he looked was picturesque mountainous landscapes dotted with rock, pine and snow. The air was fresh, crisp and cold. Hawks squawked and effortlessly glided through the air. If I don’t make it out of here, that would be okay with me. 
 
    Amber didn’t have the same reverence for the Rockies or nature in general. She was a city kid. The most time she spent in nature before the outbreak was summer camp, once. It was such a miserable experience that she refused to go back. 
 
    To Amber, nature always went along with being uncomfortable. She hated the creeping cold and moisture from the snow. She hated the frigid winds. She hated the sound of wildlife all around her, robbing any sense of security. She hated how dirty it was. She hated bugs. Her only relief was that they were too high above sea level for many insects. 
 
    Mack and Amber had to watch their step as they descended into the valley. Their footing wasn’t good. Both of them fell several times since entering the Rocky Mountains. Loose soil and rock combined with snow was hard terrain to trek, especially on inclines and declines. 
 
    It took four hours for them to make it down the two mile slope into the valley. They traded a really big unforgiving hill for thick pine forest. The trade-off for cover from the elements was the chance of running into meat puppets. 
 
    Not ten minutes passed before Amber and Mack ran into a small pack of walking dead. They were in noticeably worse shape than the puppets they’d previously ran into. As unkind as the mountains were to the living, they were even rougher on the undead. 
 
    “What do you want to do?” asked Amber. 
 
    “We could go around them.” That was a test from Mack. He wanted to see how Amber would react. 
 
    “Then we’d have to worry about them sneaking up on us from behind.” 
 
    Good girl. “So what should we do?” 
 
    “Take them out.” 
 
    Mack tried his best not to smile. Amber was learning how to survive in the fucked up world they found themselves in. And that made him happy. 
 
    “Quietly,” said Mack. He was referring to how they should take out the puppets. That meant Amber was up. 
 
    Firing a crossbow was different than firing a gun. Wind had more of an effect on the trajectory of a crossbow bolt than a bullet. And there was less speed which limited a bolt’s range. But it had advantages. Mainly the biggest upsides of the crossbow was the lack of noise and the re-usability of the projectiles. 
 
    Amber slowly inched towards the pack of meat puppets. She stayed low and was careful how much weight she put behind each step. There was no avoiding the crunch of the snow but she’d learned to minimize it. 
 
    Once she was satisfied that she was close enough, Amber aimed her crossbow. In the half loop sights she trained in on her first target. From what little was left of the thing, it was clear that it was at one time an older woman. To the teen behind the bow, she was practice. 
 
    Amber let loose a crossbow bolt. It missed. The wind of the Rockies carried it just inches to the left of the old woman meat puppet’s head. All three of the puppets in the pack converged on where the bolt hit a tree, but not on where it came from. 
 
    You can do this girlie girl. Take care of them before they screech. Even though Mack believed in Amber, he had his hunting rifle in his hands. Through his scope he had clear shots. But he didn’t fire. He wanted to give the girl a chance. 
 
    The truth of the matter was that Mack knew that eventually he’d be killed. His selfless dedication to protecting Amber meant that he’d put his life on the line on numerous occasions. He knew that on one of those times his luck would run out. When that happened, she needed to be able to take care of herself. 
 
    Amber cursed quietly as she loaded another bolt. Her second shot impaled the old woman’s head. It went down. The two other creatures finally saw her and let out loud screeches that echoed throughout the valley. 
 
    I'll give her five seconds before I step in. Mack put his finger on the hunting rifle’s trigger. And he watched and waited. He wouldn’t intervene unless Amber was in trouble. 
 
    The two remaining meat puppets came for her. She didn’t panic. Instead she controlled her breathing and loaded another bolt. All the while she would glance up to see how close the puppets were getting. 
 
    Another bolt was let loose from Amber’s crossbow. It skewered one of the meat puppet’s eyes. The pointed end exited out the back of the creature’s head. There were two down, one to go. 
 
    That’s it. Learn to conserve ammo. Mack watched as Amber took out the long hunting knife she got from the outdoor recreation store. She waited until the last puppet got close. Then she sprung up and buried the knife’s blade into it’s skull. 
 
    Mack slung his hunting rifle over his shoulder and walked over to her. The girl was a little high on adrenaline, but happy. That group of meat puppets was the first that she took down all by herself. It was an accomplishment, and they both were proud. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun fell as Mack and Amber reached the outskirts of Hidden Valley, Colorado. In front of them was a neighborhood filled with homes surrounded by the pine forest. Only brief clearings in the trees and roadside mail boxes gave any indication that there were houses. 
 
    Like much of the country, Hidden Valley was quiet. Amber and Mack were sure there were meat puppets around them. But they didn’t see any. Nor did they want to stick around long enough that they would. They just kept walking at a brisk pace through the streets until night enveloped the small town. They’d hoped to reach downtown before the last gasps of daylight were gone, but that didn’t happen. 
 
    Shelter. We need to find shelter. In Mack’s mind they needed to get indoors and do so fast. Days in the Rocky Mountains were not hospitable. Nights were even more so. 
 
    “C’mon,” kindly ordered Mack as he started walking up one of the nearby driveways. Amber predictably followed close behind. She raised one eyebrow as she noticed the partly deflated balloons attached by ribbon to the mailbox at the entrance. 
 
    They made their up the driveway. Both of them had their weapons trained on the woods that flanked both sides of the path. Their eyes adjusted to the dark and were able to see as much as they needed to. It was their ears that were on alert. Any attempts at stealth by meat puppets were thwarted by their own need to screech. 
 
    When they got close, Mack and Amber could see the house at the end of the driveway. It was huge. At three stories high and bigger than most department stores, whoever lived there before the outbreak was doing very well for themselves. The home was wide and long and had a minimalist modern design. 
 
    “Remember, stay close,” said Mack. He opened the front door and quickly raised his hunting rifle. Amber was behind him and turned on her flashlight. 
 
    There was a banner hanging above a staircase that lit up in the beam of Amber’s torch. It said: “Congratulations, Marie”. They both speculated in their heads as to what Marie was being congratulated for. 
 
    “You take the ground floor. I’ll check upstairs.” Mack slowly and quietly started up the staircase. Without Amber’s flashlight, it was a little hard to see. But he would make do. 
 
    This is a bit creepy. Amber was reminded of the horror movies she used to love to watch. Before the outbreak she thought that being in a real life horror flick would be fun. That was before she found herself living in one. 
 
    Amber started with what she guessed was a dining room. It was very stylish in a pretentious kind of way. There were paintings on the walls that looked like nothing but simple shapes in primary colors. Whoever lived here was a bit of a douche. 
 
    Was it her birthday? That’s a pretty shitty gi…there’s the presents! On the table in the middle of the dining room were a dozen or so presents. They were all stacked up in a pile of colorful wrapping paper and pink bows. 
 
    Considering that there was no one coming for them, Amber decided to open up the gifts. The other rooms could wait. Plus there could’ve been something useful wrapped in the gaudy paper.  
 
    The first gift was a pair of tiny shoes, booties. They were so small that she could fit them in one hand. Was Marie a baby? 
 
    Amber moved on to the next present. Wrapped in ribbon and bow on the top of it was a card. Now that couldn’t possibly serve any survival purpose. Still, she was curious. 
 
    With her flashlight in her mouth, Amber opened the envelope. There was a cartoon character woman on the front. Her belly was swollen in a substantial baby bump. The woman looked happy. Above her was the word: “Congratulations”. 
 
    Amber opened the card. The light from the torch in her mouth shook. Inside was the same cartoon character woman. She looked aggravated and stressed. There was a kid running amok behind her. Written above was: “See you in 18 years.” 
 
    Unsatisfied, Amber threw it aside. She dug into the second present. It was a box. According to the pictures and writing on it, there was some contraption called a bouncer inside. 
 
    I’m wasting time. Amber dropped the bouncer and moved on to the next room. It was large and her footsteps echoed throughout its open design. She checked every inch of the large room and found nothing useful except purses. And there were quite a few of them. A woman would only leave her purse behind if she was in a hurry. Glasses of flat champagne and wine on the room’s coffee table added to her determination that the outbreak reached Hidden Valley mid-party. 
 
    The small handbags housed some useless things like makeup and wallets. There were some breath mints and gum that Amber decided to take. She also took some “feminine hygiene products”. 
 
    Next up was the kitchen. The smell emanating from it wasn’t inviting, but Amber wanted to be thorough. Out of all the things human beings needed to survive, none were more important than food and water. 
 
    Amber didn’t expect to see any canned goods. Even the teen was smart enough to figure that any person that lived in a house like the one she was in wouldn’t be slumming it, eating out of a can. And any food that was there was sure to be rotten after almost half a year. 
 
    Speaking of rotten food, there was a large rectangular cake on the kitchen counter. Cockroaches crawled all over the moldy frosting. They scattered as soon as Amber shone her flashlight on it. 
 
    All around Amber were reminders of a world long gone. The time of parties and get-togethers were over. People were too busy trying to stay alive. Other human beings were a liability, a danger. 
 
    Amber didn’t even bother with checking the fridge. Instead she moved on to one of the three cupboards in the large kitchen. There were things like boxes of cereal and crackers that she and Mack could eat. 
 
    On the floor of the cupboard, Amber found what she was looking for. Still wrapped in a cocoon of plastic wrapping were bottles of water. The once abundant supply of H20 in a bottle had become scarce and precious in the months since the outbreak. And Amber just hit the mother lode. 
 
    The water was heavy but Amber managed to lift it up. She dropped it on the counter. It made a rather loud noise that got the attention of her big Viking protector. 
 
    “Amber!?” yelled Mack from upstairs. Sound carried in the open design of the house. 
 
    “I’m fine!” yelled Amber in response. 
 
    Amber moved on. She left the kitchen and went into what was previously an office or study. There were piles of mail and other papers on top of a dusty desk. What she gravitated to were the framed pictures. 
 
    She picked up one of the photos and shined her flashlight on it, revealing a young family. There was a man with glasses who looked to be in his mid-thirties, and next to him was his wife of a similar age. Between and in front of them was a little boy. 
 
    Hope you had it better than me, kid. Amber put down the framed picture. She plopped down in the rolling computer chair behind the desk. A cloud of dust rose up, displaced by the sudden introduction of her weight. 
 
    Amber went through the drawers of the desk in front of her. They were mostly filled with bills, envelopes, writing utensils and office supplies. The only things of interest that she found were batteries that were compatible with her flashlight. 
 
    As she rose from the computer chair in the office, Amber heard the screeches of meat puppets. She turned and looked outside the sliding glass door that separated the study from the backyard. At first she didn’t see anything. Then she saw what looked to be a pair of red glowing orbs near the back of the long yard. 
 
    Concerned that she was looking at the eyes of a meat puppet, Amber got closer to the sliding glass door. Her eyes adjusted and she could see not only a human like silhouette around the eyes, but several more pairs of them. She jumped and barely managed to swallow her scream as a decayed bearded face appeared, inches away from the other side of the glass. 
 
    Fuck! Just as I was starting to like this place. Amber slowly backed up towards the back of the office. The teen was enveloped by the shadows of the room. 
 
    *** 
 
    Mack made his way upstairs. He kept his rifle aimed in front of him. In case anything jumped out at him he’d be able to blow them away without a problem. Even if he couldn’t, it gave him some piece of mind. 
 
    Much like the ground floor, the second story of the house was very open. There weren’t many walls that separated rooms. In fact the only one with a door was the bathroom. 
 
    What the hell did these people have against privacy? I couldn’t live like this. He slowly explored the second floor. The first two rooms he searched were bedrooms. 
 
    There were no clothes strewn about or piled on the bed of the first bedroom Mack entered. All the drawers were closed. Nothing in the room was out of place. This reinforced the idea that whoever lived there left in a hurry. It resulted in an unavoidable sense of dread. 
 
    This isn’t a home. It’s a tomb. Mack moved on to the second bedroom. From the playful wallpaper and toys, it was clear that the room was meant for a child. Much like the previous one, nothing was out of place. 
 
    Mack found nothing of use on the second floor. All there was were useless relics of a world long passed. He thought about how much money and thought was put into decorating the home. He thought about what a waste it was. 
 
    The stairs to the third floor were a bit unusual. They didn’t really fit with the design of the rest of the house. Naturally that juxtaposition made him curious. 
 
    In the middle of a hallway on the second floor was a narrow black metal spiral staircase. It led up to a hole in the ceiling that separated the two levels. And there was an awful smell that Mack knew all too well at that point: death. 
 
    Bad idea. What do you think you’re going to find up there? Mack was about to start up the spiral staircase when he heard a loud bang from the ground floor. Amber? 
 
    “Amber!?” yelled Mack. He hurried over to a ledge on the second floor, waiting for a response from his teenage charge. 
 
    “I’m fine!” yelled Amber in response. 
 
    Maybe something doesn’t want you to go up there. Then again, when have you ever truly listened to reason? He returned to the spiral staircase. 
 
    The horrendous smell only got more pungent as Mack ascended the winding stairs. But he didn’t turn back. There was a chance that he might stay in the house for the night with Amber. If that was going to happen he had to make sure the place was safe. That meant no meat puppets. 
 
    There were no lights on the third floor. Nor were there rooms. It looked more like an attic or a storage space. On the farthest wall there were windows which must have lit up the floor on a sunny day. The moon provided just enough light for Mack to navigate. He maneuvered around stacks of boxes and random pieces of furniture. Despite stumbling a couple times, it was relatively easy to get around. Then he saw something near one of the windows. 
 
    Mack raised his hunting rifle. Barely lit by moonlight, he saw a dark shadow under one of the windows. It looked like a person slumped over, leaning against the wall. 
 
    A meat puppet? Mack quietly moved closer to the body. He had to lift the collar of his shirt over his nose. Still, the smell was overwhelming. It took substantial willpower not only to keep going but not to throw up. 
 
    How long was this guy up here? Mack looked down at a dead man under the window. His clothes were dirty and full of holes. The sorry state of his attire combined with his general dirtiness indicated that the man was some sort of drifter. The man was clearly dead. His mouth hung open, and the back of his head was a bloody mess. In one of his hands was a large caliber revolver. It didn’t take a detective to figure out that the man shot himself. 
 
    Poor bastard. Mack stared at the dead drifter for a minute. Then his attention turned to the gun in the corpse’s hand. It couldn’t hurt to have one more weapon. 
 
    As Mack wrenched the gun out of the dead man's fingers, he heard a screech. It came from outside. He quickly looked out the window. 
 
    We can’t get away from these fucking things, can we? In the dark woods outside the house were numerous sets of glowing eyes. Mack put his newly acquired revolver into the waist of his pants. He hurried through the rubbish of the third floor to the spiral staircase. 
 
    Mack was in such a hurry and panic that he tripped while descending the steps. Even though he took some bumps and bruises, he was okay. Without skipping a beat he got up and ran for the stairs down to the ground floor. The big man moved with such speed that he almost seemed to glide down them. 
 
    Through the small panes of glass that surrounded the front door, Mack saw more red eyes and shuffling silhouettes. It appeared that the whole house was surrounded. That didn’t matter. All that did was finding Amber. 
 
    Amber and Mack met in the kitchen. Both of them were wide eyed. Adrenaline pumped through their veins, supercharging their senses. 
 
    “What do we do? Do we fight them?” asked Amber. Her crossbow was at the ready. 
 
    Mack frantically looked around. In every window he saw meat puppets. “There’s too many of them.” 
 
    “So what are we gonna do? We can’t stay here. They’ll eventually get in.” 
 
    That’s a great question. What did we originally come to this town for? “A garage! Did you see a garage?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. There might’ve been a garage. But I don’t think there’s any way to get there from in here.” 
 
    Mack had a choice to make. Do they hold up in the house where there weren’t many places to hide? Or did they take their chances outside searching for a garage that may or may not be there. 
 
    Mack came to his decision. “We go out and look for the garage.” He silently prayed to himself that it was the right one. 
 
    “There’s a sliding door in the office,” said Amber. She led the way into the aforementioned study. 
 
    Outside of the sliding glass door were meat puppets. But none of them were that close. If they moved quickly and quiet enough, they might be able to sneak by. 
 
    Mack led the way. He’d try to avoid using his guns. It would be up to Amber to down meat puppets with her crossbow, if necessary. 
 
    Carefully, Mack slid open the sliding door in the office. It wasn't completely silent, but quiet enough not to get any of the meat puppets’ attention. The fact that it started snowing heavily didn’t hurt. A thick blanket of white served as camouflage for the duo as they crept around the perimeter of the house. 
 
    Before coming to Colorado, Amber had never seen snow before. Sure she saw some on television and in movies, but never in person. Outside the house in Hidden Valley she was witness to a surreal scene. 
 
    The snow not only hid Amber and Mack but did the same for the meat puppets. All they could see were the creatures’ eyes, floating in a sea of white. It would’ve been beautiful in an eerie sort of way; if not for the fact that the owners of those eyes would rip them apart if they saw them. 
 
    On the side of the house was a garage. It wasn’t attached to the home but was a separate structure all its own. And it was surrounded by the puppets. There was no way in other than through them. 
 
    We better make this quick. Mack rose up. He aimed his hunting rifle at the puppet closest to the door to the garage. 
 
    There was a loud crack as Mack fired. His aim was true and downed his intended target. As he worked the bolt action of the firearm, the whole area was filled with meat puppet screeches. In a matter of seconds they started descending upon him and Amber. 
 
    “Move!” yelled Mack as he shot another puppet. Amber followed, using her crossbow to take down anything that got too close. The problem was both of them were using single shot weapons. And there were too many puppets. 
 
    Mack ended up having to use the butt of his hunting rifle to try and clear a path to the garage. Amber did the same. Before getting overwhelmed, the former took his new revolver out of his waist band. 
 
    There were only three bullets in the revolver. But that was enough to get him and Amber to the door of the garage. He was relieved when he turned the handle and found it unlocked. Inside there were two luxury vehicles. One was a truck, the other a sedan. It was an easy choice as to which one to go with. 
 
    “Keys! Find some key!” yelled Mack as he held the door to the garage closed from the inside. The undead outside banged on it, trying to get to the fresh meat on the other side. 
 
    “Keys? Fuck that,” said Amber. She ran over to the truck, and with the butt of her crossbow she broke the driver’s side window. Then she reached in and opened the door. “C’mon!” 
 
    Mack took his weight off the door to the garage and ran over to the large vehicle. Amber climbed into the passenger seat. He got into the driver’s side. 
 
    Finally a break. The truck had a push button ignition. He didn’t need keys to start. Nor did he have to try and hot wire the vehicle. With a roar that echoed throughout the garage, the engine came to life. 
 
    The door to the garage burst open. Snow covered meat puppets came rushing at the four-wheel drive. Mack didn’t have a window on his side to protect him. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” asked Amber. After asking she put her hand on Mack’s chest and got him to lean back in his seat. She shot a bolt, inches past his face, into one of the meat puppet’s head. 
 
    “Hold on!” Mack proceeded to slam his foot down on the accelerator. The truck sped forward and crashed through the closed sheet metal garage door in front of them. Acting like of all things, a snow plow, the dislodged door gathered meat puppets until Mack took a sharp turn down the driveway. 
 
    Amber and Mack felt the tires on the truck try their best to keep a grip on the snow covered driveway. They slid but never lost control. While driving, Mack felt cold wind and snow hit his face from his missing window. 
 
    There were no attempts not to hit meat puppets on Mack’s way down the driveway and into the streets on Hidden Valley. Some made a wet meat sound as they met the front grill. Others made a clanging sound as the metal parts of their body hit the chrome of the wheel rims. 
 
    Mack slid the truck into the street and drove as fast as he could while staying in control of the vehicle. Their arrival in Hidden Valley unleashed all hell in the town. The sleepy abandoned village was actually populated by meat puppets. They came out of windows and bushes. Many of them shuffled out of the woods. There were even some that rose out of snowbanks. Everywhere Mack and Amber looked the undead roamed. 
 
    All Mack wanted was a way out of Hidden Valley, but there weren’t many options. Due to its location and insignificant size, the town only had one way in and one way out. And two infected moose stood in their way. 
 
    Moose were imposing animals while they were still alive and uninfected. They had two large racks of sharp horns on their heads. Some weighed up to and in excess of two thousand pounds. And most people aren’t aware of the fact that they had bad tempers. 
 
    Amber and Mack were looking out the front windshield of the truck and through the blizzard at two very big, and very angry looking moose. To make matters worse, they appeared to have been meat puppets for a while. Like the bear at the rodeo arena, the two animals were almost more machine than mammal. 
 
    Imagine a one ton mass of rotting flesh, metal stronger than steel and reinforced bone. Add to that glowing red eyes and a desire to do nothing but kill. All that culminates to an absolute nightmare. Those nightmares were preparing to charge. 
 
    “A full grown adult moose can grow up to two thousand pounds. It can run at upwards of thirty five miles per hour. At that weight and speed, getting hit by a charging moose would be like getting hit by car. The damage would be catastrophic.” A snippet from a nature program that Mack had seen years earlier flashed through his mind. 
 
    The beams from the truck’s headlights lit up the horns atop the mooses’ heads. They had turned to metal. When Mack saw that particularly scary feature of theirs, he involuntarily stomped on the brake pedal. The truck slid then fishtailed on the snowy road. They both gritted their teeth and tensed up their bodies. There were woods on either side of the street. It was only through sheer luck that they didn’t slam into a tree, but instead the back wheels fell into a ditch. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Why aren’t we moving?” Amber was trying not to panic but it was getting harder. The two meat puppet moose were charging at them. 
 
    Even though Mack was flooring it, the truck wasn’t making any forward progress. Instead it swayed left-to-right. The tires spun but couldn’t get enough traction to propel the vehicle forward. 
 
    “I’m trying!” 
 
    “Why’d you even stop? We could’ve run those things over!” 
 
    “Look at them, girl. Those aren’t some deer that might roll up on the hood. Those are full grown bull moose. We hit them and our ride would’ve been totaled. And we would’ve been screwed.” 
 
    “Screwed is exactly what we are.” 
 
    Mack looked over at the moose. They were seconds away from colliding with the truck, horns first. “Brace yourself!” 
 
    “Wha…?” Before Amber could finish speaking, the first moose rammed its horns into the side of the truck bed. The horns tore through the steel and were followed by the full brunt of the moose’s charge which dislodged the vehicle from the ditch. 
 
    Mack had no time to react. The second moose was coming for his side of the truck. He closed his eyes and prepared for the pain. But it never came. Instead he and Amber’s heads’ and bodies whipped from side to side from the impact. When he looked down he saw one of the moose’s set of horns just above his thighs. Thank god. 
 
    After charging at the truck, both moose backed up, retracting their horns from the metal of the vehicle. Then they got ready to do it again. Mack had no intention of letting that happen, for their ride would be lost. The prospect of walking out of the Rockies was enough to spur him into action. 
 
    With a sharp turn of the wheel and a generous amount of acceleration, Mack and Amber’s truck once again started down the road. Its tires had to work hard but they found their grip. And the duo was on their way out of Hidden Valley. 
 
    Amber looked in the rearview mirror and watched as the moose chased after them. It didn’t take long before they were just more red eyes floating in white. In a weird way it was a beautiful sight. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9: American Desert 
 
    Beautiful, just beautiful. Mack stared out the front windshield of the truck at the sun, watching as it rose over the mountain ranges in the Mojave Desert. The color was striking. Different hues of blue, yellow, orange and red made the sky look like it was painted. Below it was the elegant desert of Nevada. 
 
    Wind blew into Mack’s face from his broken driver’s side window. But he didn’t mind. If anything he kind of liked it. While it wasn’t hot or even all that warm, sixty degrees was a lot nicer than the frigid temperatures of the Rocky Mountains in February. And if he never saw a flake of snow again for as long as he lived, that wouldn’t be long enough. 
 
    When he was younger, Mack always loved movies that took place in the wide expanse between Utah and California known as Nevada. There was something romantic about the endless horizons and rocky formations. Even though the state had been well explored and populated before the outbreak, it had an air of the frontier about it. It was wild and unconquered by strip malls and cookie cutter suburbs. 
 
    One of the main reasons Nevada never crawled with people was the fact that it wasn’t a kind environment. The days were hot and the nights cold. You could drive for hours without coming across a tree or a natural source of water. Gas stations and rest stops were few and far between. 
 
    Amber wasn’t as enchanted by the desert as Mack. Where he saw natural beauty, she saw boring expansive nothingness. She leaned her forehead against the passenger side window of the truck. The only thing that kept her spirits from descending into the annoyed teenager depths was Las Vegas. 
 
    The torn up truck that Mack and Amber rode out of the Rocky Mountains, through Utah and into Nevada was holding up. Since leaving Hidden Valley they didn’t have any run-ins with meat puppets. Nor did they see any uninfected people. It was smooth sailing. 
 
    As nice as it was not having to fight anyone in a couple of days, there were some immediate concerns that could derail Amber and Mack’s trip westward. The needle on the fuel gauge was nearing “E”. 
 
    We really need some gas. Or else we’re in trouble. Mack glanced down at the dashboard. He’d been doing so for the previous hour or so. There was no sign of a gas station. Though he loved the desert, he had no desire to walk it. 
 
    “Have you ever been to Vegas?” asked Amber. She didn’t take her attention away from what she interpreted as bland scenery. 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “I’m kind of excited.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “I dunno. I’ve seen in movies and shows, it looked fun. I always wanted to go.” 
 
    Mack smiled. “In all your what, fourteen years?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “In all your fourteen years on this earth you’ve wanted to go to Las Vegas?” 
 
    “Are you making fun of me?” Amber turned her attention to Mack. “Be careful big guy. You almost made a joke. I don’t want you to hurt yourself.” 
 
    “Well girlie girl, it’s safe to say that Vegas probably isn’t all that fun now.” 
 
    Amber turned back towards the passenger side window. “I still want to go. I can check it off my… what do they call that list thing?” 
 
    “A bucket list.” 
 
    “Yeah, a bucket list.” 
 
    I guess that makes sense. The shape this world is in, you start making a bucket list no matter how old you are. There’s a good chance you won’t see tomorrow. 
 
    “Don’t get too excited. We’re not going there to sight see. We need gas if we’re going to make it to the coast.” 
 
    Amber took the last sip out of her water bottle. Then she held the empty bottle upside down. “Water too. If we didn’t have to run out of that Hidden Valley shithole, we’d have plenty.” 
 
    “Go easy on that. I don’t think we’re going to make it to a gas station on time,” Mack said after taking another glance the fuel gauge. 
 
    “So what are we gonna do? Walk?” 
 
    Mack didn’t answer. He just kept driving down the utterly empty road. 
 
    “I’m not walking to Las Vegas man!” 
 
    “To a gas station, not Vegas.” 
 
    Amber quickly reigned in her outrage. “Oh. That still sucks.” 
 
    “Yes, yes it does.” 
 
    They kept driving another half an hour. Finally the gas fumes ran out and the truck rolled to a stop. Even though they hadn’t seen another car in a couple days, they pushed the vehicle off the road. 
 
    Before leaving the truck, Amber and Mack took stock of what they had left. There were two one liter bottles of water, a couple protein bars, five crossbow bolts, thirteen rounds of ammo for the hunting rifle, an empty plastic gas can, and assorted medical supplies. They took all of that with them, lest they come back and find them gone. 
 
    The long stretch of road ahead of them looked daunting. It seemed to go on forever. There wasn’t even anything in the distance for them to shoot for or look forward to reaching. 
 
    Quickly it became clear that Mack and Amber had a very long walk ahead of them. Though it was only about sixty degrees Fahrenheit, there were no clouds to obstruct the sunlight. It didn’t take long for them to start sweating. 
 
    An hour passed, no gas station in sight. Mack wondered if he made a mistake. Again, Simon’s words replayed in his head. What if he and Amber made it not only to Las Vegas but the Pacific Ocean, and there was nothing there but more death? What would he tell the teenage girl who put so much trust in him? What would they do? 
 
    Two hours passed. In the distance, Amber spotted something shining in the intense sunlight. She lightly hit Mack in the arm to get his attention. 
 
    “Over there,” said Amber as she pointed at the shining light. 
 
    Is that a mirage? Are there mirages in the Mojave? I sure as shit hope not. I’m sick of walking. 
 
    Encouraged by the light in the distance and the potential end of their long walk, Amber and Mack picked up their pace. If it was a gas station or rest stop, they could get some fuel. Then they could walk back and be in their truck before sunset. 
 
    The abundance of walking that Mack had to do since the outbreak back in Dallas was hard for him. He wasn’t a young man. Although his stamina constantly got better throughout that time, he still got sore. 
 
    Both of Mack’s knees ached with each step taken on the hard asphalt. The soles of his feet were sore. Still, he pushed himself forward. If his body hadn’t betrayed him yet, it could hold up a little longer. At least that was what he hoped. Truth was, he knew he was on borrowed time. Eventually he’d fall apart physically. 
 
    As they got closer, Mack started to make out a building in the distance. Out in front of the building were what looked like fuel pumps. 
 
    Those better be fucking full of gas or I might just cry. Mack took off his backpack. While still walking he zipped it open and reached in. He was looking for some ibuprofen. It was somewhere in there. In order to find it he had to slow down and look in. 
 
    Amber pulled on the sleeve of one of Mack’s sleeves. She wanted his attention, and got it. Mack stopped looking for pain killers and looked over at Amber who was urgently pointing out in front of them. 
 
    When Mack looked at what she was pointing at, he saw three vehicles. They were speeding towards them. In a matter of a minute or two they’d converge on the duo. 
 
    Mack took the hunting rifle off his shoulder. Amber did the same with her crossbow. Neither of them wanted a fight. But both of them knew a fight was a very real possibility. And they were ready for it. 
 
    “Get off the road, see if you can find some cover,” ordered Mack. 
 
    Amber looked around. All there was to hide behind were shrubs and other small desert plants. None of them were conducive to hiding a human body behind. 
 
    “Drop your gun. And you, drop your bow,” ordered a calm voice from behind them. The voice was accompanied by the telltale click of a gun. 
 
    Where the hell did he come from? Mack looked over at Amber. When they locked eyes, he nodded indicating that she should follow his lead. And he was bending his knees and placing his hunting rifle on the road. Amber did the same with her crossbow. 
 
    “Turn around,” ordered the calm voice. 
 
    They’ve finally found us. This is it. Game over. Just make it quick you bastard. I’m sorry Amber. Mack and Amber turned around. There were three men in black SWAT outfits, pointing submachine guns at the duo. But there was something different about them. Unlike the SWAT guys in Middleton and the rodeo arena, they had patches. 
 
    Galatea? Mack saw a logo on the black uniform on the SWAT guys who had him and Amber by gunpoint. The insignia was white with a blue crescent moon, intersected with a black crescent moon. Under the crescents in blue letters was “Galatea Systems”. 
 
    We’re not going to be prisoners again. Amber isn’t going to go through what happened to her back in that rodeo. These fuckers are going to have to kill me… us. Mack tensed up. His fists tightened. He was ready to fight. One of the Galatea SWAT men noticed. 
 
    “Whoa, relax big guy,” the Galatea men lowered their guns. “We don’t mean you two any harm. Quite the opposite. We want to help.” 
 
    “Help us?” asked Amber while giving an untrusting look. 
 
    “There’s a colony in Las Vegas. It’s safe there. We have power and running water.” 
 
    When something sounds too good to be true, it usually is. “Why?” 
 
    “What’s that?” asked the calm voiced Galatea SWAT man. 
 
    “Why do you want us? I mean you supposedly have a safe place, a colony. So why are you out here and why do you want us?” 
 
    “We have orders, sir. Every morning we head out of the city and look for survivors, the uninfected. Then we offer them sanctuary. If they say yes, which they always do, we bring them back. As far as why? You’re going to have to ask someone a bit higher on the food chain than me.” The man seemed genuine. That didn’t necessarily make him trust worthy. 
 
    Mack and Amber stared at each other for a minute. The vehicles that they spotted in the distance were parked right in front of them. Two of them were black SUVs. They looked exactly like the ones from Middleton. 
 
    The third vehicle that pulled up was a heavily armored van. It looked like the sort of thing that banks used to transport money. There was nothing friendly about its appearance. 
 
    “Look, we won’t force you two to come with us. But I highly recommend you do. For your own sakes.” The calm voiced Galatea SWAT member had a charisma to him. It was hard not to believe what he was saying. 
 
    “We’re going to the same place. Why don’t we go with them? At least we won’t have to walk back to the truck.” The fact that Amber was willing to take a chance and go with those guys spoke volumes. It was her that was so horribly mistreated back at the rodeo arena. 
 
    “Fine, we’ll go with.” Mack agreed to go with the SWAT guys. But he still didn’t trust them. Every other time he’d run into people like them there was carnage and violence. To not expect the same that time would be foolish. He decided to go with it for as long as it was safe. 
 
    “You can take your weapons. When we get to the colony you’ll have to check them into the armory.” He signaled to the rest to depart. 
 
    Once they retrieved their weapons, Mack and Amber followed the SWAT guys to the armored van. One of their supposed saviors opened the back. Inside was a man and a college aged young woman. 
 
    Despite their doubts as to the intentions of the men in SWAT gear, Mack and Amber got into the armored van. It was a risk they needed to take if they were to advance to the West Coast. If anything went wrong, they stayed ready to fight. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10: Viva Las Vegas 
 
    The back of the armored van was dark. There were narrow slits in the side that let in some sunlight, but not much. They were just big enough to stick the barrel of a gun through. 
 
    Air conditioning wasn’t a priority for whoever built the armored van. Its four passengers in the back were hot. The slits on the side let in some wind but didn’t make the enclosed space very comfortable. 
 
    Amber was huddled close to Mack. He stared at the man and young woman who accompanied them. His intention wasn’t to make them nervous or intimidate them. That was what happened though. 
 
    The man, nervous, offered his outstretched hand for Mack to shake. “Spencer Wright,” said the man with a polite smile. 
 
    Don’t be a dick. “Mack, and this is Amber.” He shook Spencer’s clammy hand. 
 
    Spencer smiled at Amber. “Is she your daughter?” 
 
    “Something like that, yeah.” 
 
    “She’s lovely.” Spencer turned towards the young college aged woman next to him. “This is Janae. She doesn’t talk much.” 
 
    Mack nodded at Janae. True to what Spencer said, she didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Where are you guys coming from?” asked Spencer as he adjusted his miraculously still intact glasses. 
 
    “Dallas.” 
 
    “Dallas? No shit? I’m from Wilmington, North Carolina. And Janae… I haven’t the faintest idea where she’s from. She was in here before I ran into these Galatea guys.” 
 
    “Where were you heading?” asked Mack. He wasn’t actually interested. But he had no idea how far they were from Las Vegas. And he needed something to pass the time in the uncomfortable armored van. 
 
    “West I guess. The east coast was a mess. I had to get out of there. Originally we were just going to head to the Midwest. When we got there, we found it was just as overrun. So we just kept going.” 
 
    We? He was traveling with someone else? “You keep saying we. I thought you met Janae in this truck?” 
 
    “I was traveling with my family.” Spencer stopped looking at Mack but instead stared through him. “None of them made it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” There wasn’t a lot of emotion or sincerity in Mack’s voice. That wasn’t because he was cold or uncaring. It was because the carnage he witnessed since the outbreak took away any surprise when hearing something so tragic. He was numb. 
 
    “Don’t be. They went quiet, quick and painless.” 
 
    Wait. What? No one goes quick and quiet in this world. Did this guy off his family? Okay Spencer, I do not trust you. 
 
    “How about you guys? Where were you heading?” asked Spencer. 
 
    Mack didn’t want to answer, but what was he going to do. He was stuck in the back of the van with Spencer, the potential family killer. There was no telling how long the ride was. And he really didn’t want to have to fight a man in a space so confined he couldn’t even stand. 
 
    “We were going west too. I figured we could reach the coast and maybe find a boat or ship or something.” 
 
    Janae started laughing. At first it was quiet, like a giggle. Then she broke into a full on chest hurting laughter. Between Mack, Amber and Spencer, the last was the most surprised. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” asked Mack. 
 
    Janae didn’t answer, she just kept laughing. Once she couldn’t physically laugh anymore without choking on her own amusement, she spoke. “There ain’t no getting on a boat and getting out of the country, you fucking idiots.” 
 
    “Why not?” Mack stayed calm. 
 
    “They won’t let you leave,” answered Janae as she wiped the tears from her eyes and caught her breath. 
 
    Shit. We’re stuck in here with two crazy people. Maybe we should get the hell out. Do those doors open from the inside? 
 
    “Who’s ‘they’?” 
 
    “There are ships out in the ocean. Whenever someone tried to take a boat they sink it. So people tried to fly out. They got shot down. You get what I’m saying? There’s no way out. We’re stuck.” 
 
    Spencer was confused. “Ships? What kind of ships? What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “I don’t know, battleships I guess.” 
 
    Mack was not convinced. “That doesn’t make any sense. Why would American ships shoot down civilian planes and sink boats?” 
 
    “Who said they were American?” Janae posed a valid question. 
 
    “What else would they be?” Amber finally spoke up and joined the conversation. 
 
    “Chinese, Japanese, Russian and even Australian,” answered Janae. 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “We saw the flags. My friend’s building had a rooftop that was high enough to see the ocean. So we got a couple pairs of binoculars and watched people try to leave and get lit up. It’s messed up, I know. But what else were we going to do. There was no TV, no internet. We had to do something to get our minds off the mess that the city had become. 
 
    “When we were up there, we got a good look at the ships in the distance that were sinking everything. They had flags. We saw Chinese, Japanese, Russian and Australian flags. So we assumed that those were the countries they were from,” explained Janae. 
 
    “Why would they…?” Amber began to ask. 
 
    “Quarantine,” answered Mack. “They’re quarantining us.” That must mean the rest of the world isn’t infected. If we can somehow find a way around the ships, we can get away from all of this. Janae, I could kiss you right now. You’ve unwittingly delivered hope. 
 
    Mack, Amber, Spencer and Janae engaged in small talk until the armored van they were in reached the Las Vegas city outskirts. The first screeches they heard shut them up. Being near meat puppets brought nothing but tension, fear and anxiety. None of which were conducive to conversation. 
 
    The armored van didn’t provide a smooth ride. It’s thick, strong tires rolled over the many bodies that covered the Las Vegas streets. Even through the screeches and sounds of meat puppets banging on the sides of the vehicle, Mack heard the sickening crunch as their transport crushed the bodies of all they drove over. 
 
    “Hold on. There’s a lot of them up ahead. We’re gonna have to go through them,” said the calm voiced Galatea SWAT guy after sliding open the small rectangular door that separated the cabin from the back of the van. 
 
    As soon as the small sliding door closed again, the van felt like it was being tossed in a clothes drier. The noises were nightmarish. If sounded as if they were completely surrounded and being engulfed by meat puppets. But they didn’t stop. That was a good sign. 
 
    This is bad. What the hell are these guys doing? Where are the taking us? Are we going to die in the back of this van? I can’t take it anymore. I have to take a look. 
 
    Mack looked through the slit in the side of the armored van behind him. All he could see were bodies coming at the vehicle. There were thousands of them. If anything went wrong and the van stopped moving, it was clear that they were completely screwed. 
 
    In one of his hands, Mack felt his hunting rifle. He considered using it. That urge didn’t last long. Soon the sounds of machine gun fire surrounded the van. Bullets ricocheted off the thick steel exterior of the armored vehicle. Some of the projectiles hit the road near it. By the noise, it was clear that there were several machine guns being used. What Mack couldn’t figure out was where the gunfire was coming from. 
 
    Through the thin barrier between the men driving the armored van and the passengers in the back, Mack heard someone shouting for a gate to be opened. Then he heard what sounded like the perimeter gates of a prison opening up as the vehicle slowed down. 
 
    “We stopped? Why’d we stop?” Immediately after Amber finished asking her question, the armored van started moving again. The ride was much smoother and slower. Then it stopped again. 
 
    Everyone in the back was ready to defend themselves. Mack and Amber sat with their respective weapons pointed towards the back doors. Janae acquired a machete in her journeys and Spencer had a crowbar. They waited for the worst. 
 
    The doors opened up to the sight of steel wire. Three reinforced chain link fences with thousands of meat puppets banging on the outside layer were just feet away. Men dressed in the same SWAT gear as the guys who picked the group up were shooting any creatures who tried to follow the vehicle in. A familiar face came into view. It was the calm voiced Galatea SWAT guy. 
 
    “C’mon, we’re here.” The SWAT guy ushered them out of the armored van. None of them were prepared for what they saw upon getting out. 
 
    Four plus miles of South Las Vegas Boulevard, known as “The Strip” was made into an enclosed settlement. The three layers of chain link fence cut off the roads. Out of sight, and inside the casinos, were more barriers designed to keep out the hordes of meat puppets who desperately wanted to get in. 
 
    Towers were built out of metal scaffolding. On top of them were men clad in the familiar SWAT gear. With assault and high powered sniper rifles they stood guard, shooting any puppets who attempted to breach the outside fences. 
 
    More impressive than the security of The Strip was the fact that it was lit up. If you didn’t see or hear the meat puppets surrounding the area, you’d think nothing was wrong. All the glitz and glamour of Vegas shone bright. Even the grandiose fountains were still working. 
 
    How’s this possible? There’s no way this is all running on generators. Mack was stunned. What he expected to find at the settlement were some hastily built walls and gas lamps. What he found was a little slice of the world he thought was lost. 
 
    “Welcome to The Strip!” A middle aged woman walked over to a stunned Mack, Amber, Janae and Spencer. She was dressed in a tight dress that went down to just above her knees. On her face were very expensive looking glasses. The woman didn’t look like a survivor, she looked like she was at work in some office somewhere. 
 
    “This is Kerry. She’ll show you around and get you set up in a room,” informed the Galatea SWAT member who brought the group to The Strip. After making the introduction, he got back in the armored van and joined a convoy that was leaving. 
 
    Kerry held out her hand for Mack to shake. He did. It was soft. “And you are?” she asked with a smile. 
 
    “I’m Mack, this is Amber, Janae and Spencer,” answered Mack, pointing to each member of the group as he said their names. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you all. If you would please follow me, I’ll give you the tour.” Kerry started to walk towards the nearby casino named the “Golden Pony”.  The group followed. 
 
    The Golden Pony was one of the biggest casinos on the strip. Before the outbreak it was a very popular destination. It was home to three theaters, four floors of slots, machines and card games, numerous restaurants, shops and even two nightclubs. Massive doesn’t begin to describe the size of the building. There were stadiums that weren’t as big. 
 
    Outside the entrance to the Golden Pony was a light show. Yellow, gold, red and orange lights flickered on and off in such a fashion that they spelled out words and formed pictures. There was a video sign still playing advertisements for a magician who died months earlier. Through the thick glass front doors, they could see people inside walking around. 
 
    “This is the lobby and our last line of defense if the creatures get past the fences,” explained Kerry. 
 
    The lobby of the Golden Pony was huge. Mack looked up only to see that the decorated roof was over twenty stories above his head. From the ground level he could see a slice of every floor. 
 
    In the middle of the cavernous lobby was a golden statue of a horse. Around the statue were piles of sandbags. Behind them sat men, women and children. Anyone old enough to hold a gun. And they had plenty of guns. 
 
    “Once you’ve been trained you’ll spend a couple watches here in the lobby,” said Kerry as she turned her head around to talk to the group while still walking. 
 
    This place…it’s amazing. 
 
    Kerry led the group out of the lobby and into a large area that looked like it was converted into a huge dining room. Mack looked down at the carpet below his feet. It was crimson with gold ponies as far as he could see. At any other time he’d find things like that tacky. But after spending so much time out in the hell of the outside world, everything in the Golden Pony was beautiful to him. 
 
    “This is the public dining area. We moved out the slot machines that were here before so we could have a communal area for us to eat. It gives the residents here somewhere to socialize and bond. I’d love to tell you that we have a diverse menu, but we mostly eat canned and prepackaged goods. But you have to take what you can get, right?” 
 
    Next they passed through some game rooms. People were playing, but only with chips with no money behind them. Money was useless there. Kerry told them to pay attention to where they were going because it was hard for people to find their way around in the first few weeks. That was due to the fact that it was once a casino. All casinos were labyrinths so gamblers couldn’t find their way out. 
 
    “We kept the games around. It helps with morale. We set the machines to free play and volunteers act as dealers.” 
 
    Kerry led the group to an elevator. Like everything else in the Golden Pony, the elevator was big. They had no problem fitting in it. There was an annoying little tune playing on the PA system in the lift. 
 
    “Now when we reach the residential floors you’ll need to turn over your weapons. They aren’t allowed on those floors. As soon as we get off there’ll be an armory station. This is not optional. You will not be allowed on the residential floors if you are armed. Break this rule and you will be kicked out of The Strip.” 
 
    Mack looked over at Amber beside him. She was as bewildered and amazed by what they were seeing as he was. Then he looked at the panel of buttons near the elevator doors. Right above it was a screen that counted every floor they ascended. It stopped at ten. 
 
    The elevator doors opened to a long hallway. Like nearly everywhere else in the casino, it was carpeted. A few people walked by. In front of the elevators were a couple of men behind a desk, with a tall metal cabinet behind them. 
 
    “Here’s where you can check in your weapons. There’s one of these desks on all thirteen of the residential floors.” Kerry ushered the group towards the desk. 
 
    Mack went first, putting his hunting rifle down. He also gave up his hunting knife. One of the men at the station took out a finger length strand of yarn. He threaded it through a piece of paper, on which he wrote the number “23”. Lastly he tied the string and paper on the rifle. The same was done to the knife. 
 
    “Don’t lose that. You’ll need it to get your weapons back,” said one of the men at the desk as he handed Mack a poker chip. There was a number written on the poker chip that matched the number tied to his hunting rifle and knife. 
 
    Amber, Janae and Spencer did the same as Mack and checked in their weapons. Then Kerry led them down the carpeted hallway. The first thing that Mack noticed was the smell. Or the lack there of. He thought he heard their guide say something about running water. At the time he didn’t believe it. But the lack of a feces, urine or body odor aroma in the residential area made him a believer. 
 
    “We got two rooms for you guys. I hope that’s okay,” said Kerry as she led the group around a corner. She stopped in front of one room and took out a keycard and swiped it across a small black box next to the door. A green light lit up above the box and the door to the room unlocked. “So… who’s wants to stay in this room?”  
 
    At first no one in the group answered. Mack broke the silence. 
 
    “We’ll stay here.” 
 
    “Great. Here’s your key. Don’t lose it. And I’ll be back in the morning to give you two your working assignments. Until then, feel free to explore or sleep.” Kerry kept her smile plastered on her face then left with Spencer and Janae. 
 
    Mack and Amber entered their room. The former flipped on the lights. This is nice. 
 
    The accommodations at the Golden Pony were like a nice hotel room. All the sheets were pressed. There were no stains on the carpet. And it smelled clean. Amber went into the bathroom and found freshly laundered towels and brand new bars of soap. In the shower there were even little unopened bottles of shampoo. 
 
    “Dibs on the shower,” said Amber. Before Mack could protest, she closed the bathroom door. 
 
    How did they pull this off? There’s got to be more to this than meets the eye. Mack walked over to the large window in his and Amber’s room. He looked out over Las Vegas. 
 
    There’s so many of them. What have I done? If they break through, everyone here would be as good as dead. Amber will be dead. And I brought her here. Mack could see thousands of meat puppets in the streets of Vegas. They were all converging on The Strip. It was an awe inspiring sight. But it was also terrifying. 
 
    Mack moved away from the window and laid down in one of the room’s two beds. It had been a while since he’d laid in a bed. The sandman didn’t take long to creep up on him to try and close his eyelids. At first he resisted. As strong as Mack was, the sandman was stronger. 
 
    *** 
 
    The next thing Mack knew he was back in Dallas. He was sitting at the counter of the Homestead diner. Unlike the night of the outbreak, it was empty. 
 
    Half eaten plates of food sat undisturbed on the tables. Open newspapers sat in some of the red leather booths. Faucets ran spilling water all over the floor of the kitchen. The place was abandoned. 
 
    There was something playing on the TV in the Homestead Diner but Mack couldn’t make out what it was. Instead of a single, cohesive image, the screen showed a collage of random images. It was nonsense. So Mack turned his attention to what was outside. 
 
    As soon as he opened the front door of the Homestead he heard screams. From the sound of them, people were in pain and scared. But he didn’t see anybody. It was just like the diner, the streets were empty. 
 
    Mack climbed over the barrier that separated the diner parking lot from the interstate. Something drove him. He didn’t know why but his body kept moving. It took him across I-23 and into the city streets that he knew so well. 
 
    Suddenly Mack was in his apartment building. He could tell that was where he was by the peeling wallpaper in the hallways. Lining each wall were hunters, SWAT guys and other faces he saw since the outbreak. 
 
    The people in the hallway stared at him as he waked by. Some were whole. Other were shot up, chewed up or missing body parts. At the end of the hall he saw the door to his apartment. There was someone standing in front of it. 
 
    Gustavo, the poor man Mack and Amber found back at the diner, was standing there. His neck was crooked. There was a bullet hole in the middle of his head. It still looked fresh. Blood oozed out of it and down his forehead. 
 
    When Mack reached Gustavo, the dead man opened the apartment door. Everything was just as Mack left it. Except for the living/dining room. There he saw himself, sitting on the floor, slumped against the wall. 
 
    Written in blood behind Mack’s corpse on the wall was the word, “Galatea.” His corpse stirred back to life with dead cloudy eyes. It lifted up one of its arms and pointed at the bloody writing. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11: City of Sin 
 
    Mack awoke to a dark hotel room. The only light source was the dim blue glow of the early dawn coming through the window. He turned over and looked at the bed next to his. The sheets were disheveled. It was clear that it was slept in. But Amber wasn’t in it. 
 
    How long was I out? Mack stood up and swung his still booted feet off the edge of the bed and onto the carpeted floor. As he sat there trying to fully wake up, he spotted something on the foot of his mattress. 
 
    Folded neatly on Mack’s bed, in a little pile, were some clean clothes. They consisted of a t-shirt, long sleeve shirt, jeans, boxers and some socks. Mack picked up the pile, held it to his nose and took a couple of sniffs. It had been so long since he took in the aroma of freshly laundered clothes. He almost forgot what they smelled like. 
 
    Under the pile of clothes was a note. It was from Amber, in her handwriting. The note told Mack to wash up and meet her down in the communal dining area. 
 
    Mack headed towards the bathroom with his newly acquired garments. A part of him was surprised when he turned the knob in the shower and water actually came out. He’d gotten so use to living without running water or plumbing that it seemed like a minor miracle. 
 
    The water in the shower quickly turned brown when Mack got inside under the stream. Months of accumulated dirt and grime started to wash off. For the first time since the outbreak, he felt like a civilized human being again. 
 
    After finishing his shower, he got dressed and headed out of the hotel room. In the hallway there was a fair bit of activity. Other residents of the Golden Pony were getting up and starting their day. He blended into the crowd and made his way to the armory station. There was a line of people waiting patiently. Beyond that was another line for the elevator. As he waited, Mack took out the numbered poker chip the guy behind the desk gave him the day before. 
 
    After waiting for ten minutes, Mack reached the desk of the armory station. Just as advertised, he gave over his numbered poker chip and got his hunting rifle and knife back. Now all he had to do was wait for the elevator. Mack grew impatient. Only a handful of people got into the elevator at a time. It didn’t make any sense to him. 
 
    What Mack didn’t know was that at the Golden Pony they had a strict rule about how much weight could be on the elevator at once. The rule wasn’t in place for the residents’ safety. It was in place to minimize the maintenance needed. If it broke, they didn’t have any supplies that they could use to fix it. 
 
    Fuck it. I’ll use the stairs. Mack got out of the elevator line and headed down the stairwell. He wasn’t alone. Several other residents had the same idea. 
 
    When Mack made it to the ground floor he tried to find his way to the communal dining room. If it wasn’t for all the makeshift signs pointing the way, he would’ve gotten lost. 
 
    The dining area was very crowded. Of the two dozen tables, not a one was empty. Mack scanned the crowd for Amber. 
 
    There were all kinds of people in the communal dining area. It wasn’t just that they clearly came from vastly different walks of life, they were also dressed differently. Some wore lab coats. Another group wore construction vests. Then there were the army of men and women in SWAT gear. The sheer variety of different uniforms and work outfits was impressive. 
 
    I’ll get some food and then I’ll find her. Mack had to obey his grumbling stomach. Plus he trusted Amber wouldn’t wander away from the dining area. 
 
    Kerry wasn’t kidding when she said there wasn’t much variety in the food to be had in the Golden Pony. There were three components to a meal in the settlement. First they gave fruit drinks with names like “orange” and “grape”. None of them had actual juice but they lasted forever. For those who needed a little pick me up in the morning or at night, there was plenty of coffee. 
 
    The second component of Golden Pony meals were the canned goods. For breakfast there was a choice between fruit cocktail and peaches. Whichever fruit you chose, it came alongside some SPAM. Neither sounded particularly good to Mack. Still, beggars couldn’t be choosers. 
 
    Bread was the only food they made from scratch at the Golden Pony. They were able to make it due to how easy it was to produce and how little ingredients it needed. The only problem ingredient was yeast. After the stores of the miracle bacteria in the Vegas casinos dried up, they spread out to the surrounding grocery stores. But yeast goes bad and the days of fresh bread were limited. 
 
    By the time he was done standing in line for breakfast, Mack had a full tray of food. He had some fruit cocktail, SPAM and a generous slice of bread. In his free hand, he carried a cup of hot coffee. Like the shower earlier that morning, the smell of the brown beverage made him feel civilized again. 
 
    Okay, where are you girlie? Mack walked through the tables looking for the teenager. It didn’t take that long. Amber spotted him first. She stood up and waved at him. Relief brought the slightest of grins to his face. 
 
    When Mack got closer, he saw that Amber wasn’t alone. There were five other people at the table with her. Two of them were around her age. The other three were adults. 
 
    “You must be Mack,” greeted a man at Amber’s table. He had glasses that were held together by electrical tape. 
 
    Mack pulled out the chair next to Amber. Then, not to appear rude, he shook the bespectacled man’s hand. 
 
    “Larry, nice to meet you. I hear you two just got here yesterday?” 
 
    Mack eased his muscular frame into the seat, after setting his tray and coffee down on the table in front of him. He gave Amber a disapproving look. He wasn't sure how much information about themselves she had shared with the strangers. Amber noticed, but didn't dwell on it. 
 
    Larry continued talking. “I only bring that up because that means you haven’t been given a work detail yet. I’m just curious about what you want to do.” 
 
    “I’m not sure. What are these ‘work details’?” Mack took a sip of his coffee. 
 
    “Wow, you really are new ain’t ya,” commented one of the other adults at the table. 
 
    “What Albert is trying to say in his own unique way, is that you have to earn your keep around here. The rules are simple. You either work or you leave.” 
 
    That sounds fair enough. I guess. “And what do you do?” 
 
    “I’m a maintenance man. I help keep the lights and water running. Before all this I worked for the Las Vegas Power. Albert here works security. Rebecca is a teacher. And the kids, they clean rooms after class.” Larry pointed at each person at the table as he told Mack their jobs. 
 
    “Do you have any skills?” asked Rebecca. 
 
    What is this, a fucking job interview? “I was a prepress technician.” 
 
    Everyone at the table looked at Mack with blank looks on their faces. None of them had a damn clue what a prepress technician was. That was okay. He’d grown use to no one knowing what he did. 
 
    “So… what kind of skills does that involve?” asked Larry. 
 
    Mack heard a new voice behind him. “Typesetting, copy-editing, proofreading, graphic design, that sort of thing right?” 
 
    Mack noticed the mood at the table change upon hearing the new voice. It was like when kids are told to go to bed but instead stay up talking. Then one of their parents comes to their room to check on them and they shut up. Whoever was behind him was important. 
 
    When Mack turned around he saw a thirty something year old man with styled hair and a pristine suit. There wasn’t as much as a blemish on his skin or an ounce of fat on his body. He certainly didn’t look like a man who belonged in the post-apocalyptic world that everyone else was mired in. 
 
    “Theodore Gorman. CEO of Galatea Systems. My friends call me Ted,” said the well-dressed handsome man behind Mack. Like Larry he was quick to hold out his hand for Mack to shake. And like with Larry, Mack shook it. 
 
    Galatea? Images of the horror show in the Wydell Chapel and the dream he had the night before invaded Mack’s thoughts. “Mack.” 
 
    “Can you and your daughter please come with me, Mack.” Though Ted had a pleasant personable tone to his voice, Mack could tell that the man wasn’t giving him a choice. It was not a request. 
 
    “C’mon Amber.” Mack got up. So did Amber. Before following Ted, he finished his coffee, quickly. 
 
    “Please, this way Mack.” Ted led Mack and Amber out of the communal dining area. As soon as they left the room, three Galatea SWAT members joined them. “Don’t mind them. They have orders to shadow me.” 
 
    Now what? I swear if any more strangers introduce themselves to me my head will explode. I’m not sure I like this place. Yeah, running water and lights are nice, but there’s something wrong here. I just can’t put my thumb on what that is. 
 
    Amber seems happy. She seems to like it here. But as much as I love her, she’s just a teenager. That means she’s kind of dumb. All teens are. 
 
    Maybe I’m being ridiculous. Why can’t I just embrace something good? Why am I so suspicious? 
 
    Ted led Mack and Amber to one of the Golden Pony’s theaters. It was a little bigger than a movie theater, not including the stage. Magic shows, dances, and live musical acts were once performed here. The rows of seats were now empty, but the stage was filled with many raucous children. 
 
    “This is our daycare center. Residents of the Golden Pony who have children send them here as they work. We have several former elementary and kindergarten teachers who run it,” said Ted as he, Amber and Mack walked down one of the aisles. 
 
    On the stage were about fifteen kids. They ranged in age from three to eleven. Among the playing kids were two adults and another teenage girl. One of the adult women walked over to meet them. 
 
    “Good morning Mr. Gorman,” said the woman. She had long gray hair and a kind face. 
 
    “Mrs. Parrish,” Ted nodded at the woman. Then she motioned for Amber to come forward. “This is Amber. She’ll be working here from now on.” 
 
    Mrs. Parrish smiled and shook Amber’s hand. “Nice to meet you, Amber.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. She’ll be fine,” reassured Ted with a smile. He led Mack out of the theater. 
 
    Mack didn’t like the idea of leaving Amber on her own, but despite what other people thought, she wasn’t his daughter. He had no right to impede on her trying to find her own way in the new little world they found themselves. Besides, he’d see her back in the room later. And he had taught her how to take care of herself. 
 
    “When Kerry told me about your arrival, I was happy. You see Mack, I need someone big and strong, someone who can take care of themselves,” said Ted as he led Mack into the back areas of the Golden Pony. 
 
    You want me to be a guard? 
 
    “I was happy because I need someone like you for a very special assignment.” Ted pushed through a set of double doors. They entered an area that must’ve been some kind of counting room or vault. There were thick iron bars. Behind them, disturbingly, were people. 
 
    A group of very sad looking individuals stood locked behind the bars of the counting room. They smelled horrible. From their appearance and odor it was clear that they didn’t get to partake in the casino’s showers. 
 
    I knew it. Look at these poor bastards. Way to show me proof that this place is crooked, right off the bat “Mr. Gorman”. Mack stopped and looked at the prisoners. He knew what it was like to be held captive. It made his stomach turn to see others in the same position. 
 
    Ted saw that Mack had stopped and looked at the prisoners behind the bars. He sighed than put his hand on the big Viking’s shoulder. 
 
    “These people were raiders. They tried to break into The Strip and steal from us. That was when we knew we had to have some way to deal with people like them. Not wanting to kill them, we locked them up,” explained Ted. 
 
    I’m not sure I believe you, Teddy. I saw the fences and the armed guards. Not to mention the thousands of meat puppets just outside them. Who the hell would try and break in here? I’ll play along for now. “What are you going to do with them?” 
 
    “Hopefully they’ll be able to join our community and contribute.” 
 
    “If not?” 
 
    “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Let’s go, I have more, less depressing things to show you.” There was no remorse or empathy for his prisoners in Ted’s body language or voice. 
 
    Ted led the way through some narrow hallways. They ended at a much smaller elevator than the ones found in the residential areas. Mack’s guide had to wave a special keycard in front of a panel next to the lift before it opened. 
 
    Mack and Ted got into the elevator, but the latter’s bodyguards stayed behind. They didn’t have the security clearance to see what lay beneath the Golden Pony. That made Mack wonder what was down there. And why was he given clearance? 
 
    There was no music in this elevator. The only thing that interrupted the silence was the sound of cables and scraping metal. Luckily the uncomfortable ride didn’t last that long. 
 
    The elevator came to a stop. When the doors opened, Ted and Mack were greeted by an intense white light. It was jarring and almost blinding. 
 
    “Welcome to where the real work is being done here in The Strip.” Ted wasn’t fazed by the light. He sauntered out of the elevator, very pleased with himself. 
 
    Mack squinted, waiting for his eyes to accommodate the brightness. “What is this place?” Once his eyes adjusted, he found himself in a medium sized white room. There was a sterile feeling to it. That was not only in appearance, but also in smell. Faint fumes left over from cleaning chemicals hovered in the air. 
 
    The white room had one door. It was made of tinted glass. There was a desk against one wall and a couch against the other. A man who’d be big by most standards, but not Mack’s, met them both. 
 
    “Mack, this is Eugene. Eugene, Mack,” said Ted introducing the two men. “Now Mack, I’m betting you’re wondering why I brought you down here.” 
 
    “You’d be right,” answered Mack. 
 
    Ted laughed. It was clear that it was forced and insincere. “Honest, straightforward, I like that. Okay. I need you to work here in this room with Eugene. You’ll be responsible for guarding the entrance to our labs.” He pointed at the tinted glass door “Which are through there. Eugene here will explain to you the specifics. I have to get to work myself. So this is where I’ll excuse myself.” 
 
    Eugene and Mack watched as Ted swiped his keycard at the panel near the tinted glass door. There was a beep and it opened up. He gave one last creepy smile then disappeared into the labs. 
 
    “Welcome to the most boring job of your life,” said Eugene as he walked over to the chair behind the desk. He sighed and sat down. 
 
    “So what, we just sit here and do nothing?” asked Mack after being on guard for ten minutes. 
 
    “Don’t knock it. It could be much worse. We could be part of the survey or engineering teams. Now there’s a shit assignment.” Eugene put his feet up on the desk and leaned back in his chair. 
 
    Mack sat down on the couch. “Survey and engineering teams?” 
 
    “You see these lights? You take a shower this morning?” Eugene didn’t give Mack time to respond. “Those are possible because of the bat shit crazy folks in the engineering teams. They go out and make sure the power plant is still running and work at the water treatment plant. 
 
    “If you piss off Mr. Gorman you’ll find yourself on the survey team. They go out and look for supplies and give the folk back here an updated picture of what’s going on beyond the fences. A survey team picked you up and brought you here.” 
 
    “Those both sound like death sentences,” commented Mack. 
 
    “They are, for most who join them. Hell, the guy down here with me before you, Harry, got transferred to the survey team. That was a week ago. Nobody’s heard of him since.” 
 
    “He pissed off Gorman?” asked Mack. 
 
    “That he did.” 
 
    “What’d he do?” 
 
    “Why do you care?” 
 
    “So I don’t accidentally do the same and end up on a survey team.” 
 
    “He went into the lab. That’s a big no-no. Don’t go through that door and you’ll be fine. Now… let’s both shut up so I can get some sleep.” Eugene folded his arms on his gut and closed his eyes. 
 
    *** 
 
    There was no clock in the white room outside the labs. Mack had no idea what time it was, or how much longer he had to sit there. With nothing else to do, his mind wandered. 
 
    Labs? What the hell are they doing in there? Are they coming up with a cure? Or something more sinister? Mack’s thoughts were cut off when the door to the labs opened up. 
 
    A group of scientists in white lab coats came out. They were taking amongst themselves, completely ignoring Mack and Eugene. Their arrival woke up the latter. 
 
    The last man to come out of the labs was Ted Gorman. He took off his lab coat and threw it to Mack. “Get rid of that for me will ya.” 
 
    Mack caught the lab coat. It was damp. He looked down at it and saw red stains, splatters. There was no mistaking it for anything other than blood. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12: Breakdown 
 
    Three weeks passed in the blink of an eye. The everyday routine of waking up, getting breakfast, heading to their respective jobs, coming back to the room and sleeping, became Mack and Amber’s lives. Yes it was reliable, safe and uneventful. But there was always an undercurrent of fear. At any moment, all of the comforts around them could come tumbling down. 
 
    Amber liked her job. She enjoyed the company of her co-workers. One, Lucy, even became a friend. The teen also felt fulfilled watching over and helping with the kids at the Golden Pony. More importantly, her life wasn’t endangered for three weeks. That was a nice and very welcome change of pace. 
 
    Mack wasn’t as thrilled about his job guarding the mysterious labs. He knew that something sinister was going on under the Golden Pony. A couple times a day he could hear human screams from beyond the tinted glass door. 
 
    When the alarm on the clock radio blared, Mack swung his arm around and silenced it. He woke up in the dark once again. It was time to get ready for work. 
 
    Amber enjoyed her sleep as most teenagers did. That left a small window of opportunity for Mack to take a quick shower. He took advantage of that window every morning. The water washed away the last remnants of sleepiness. 
 
    His boots were the last things Mack put on before leaving his and Amber’s room. The sounds of meat puppet screeches in the distance reminded him that they lived in a little oasis in the desert of a monster infested world. He needed them to remember that the Golden Pony was only a temporary reprieve. 
 
    Mack was careful to close the door to the room slowly and quietly. He didn’t want to wake Amber up. That mistake was made a couple times before and he bore her wrath. It was an experience he wanted to avoid living through again. 
 
    Like every morning for the previous three weeks, the hallways of the Golden Pony residential areas were bustling with activity. The majority of jobs called for early starts. And no one liked being late. Word of any tardiness might reach Mr. Gorman. People who upset the CEO of Galatea Systems tended to disappear. 
 
    I don’t know how much longer I can do this. Mack looked around the elevator. Something bad is coming. I just know it. But how do I convince Amber that it isn’t safe here? What reason can I give her? And will she be willing to leave? I almost wish something would happen. That would make leaving all this behind much easier. 
 
    Mack proceeded to the communal dining area. He had his usual breakfast of fruit cocktail, SPAM, bread and coffee. There was no helping looking at his fellow residents and diners as dead men walking. Did they know what was going on below their feet? Did Mack truly know for that matter? 
 
    Am I just being paranoid? Mack finished eating and made his way towards the back rooms of the casino. To get there he had to pass through the lobby. He watched as the new shift of heavily armed guards took their places along the sandbags. 
 
    Next came the worst part of Mack’s day. He had to pass the prisoners in the count room every morning on his way to the labs and every evening when he left. Each time he passed there seemed to be less of them. Mack wasn’t naive enough to believe that Ted’s claims of rehabilitation were true. Even though he didn’t know what happened to them, in his gut he felt that their fates were nothing short of awful. He avoided any eye contact as he passed the smelly prison. 
 
    When Mack reached the elevator that went down to the lab, there were a couple of scientists waiting for it. So he waited with them. The two scientists in lab coats chatted about different test subjects. There was a carefree tone to their conversation that disturbed Mack. Were they the real monsters, or were the meat puppets? 
 
    “You coming? There’s room,” asked one of the scientists as they got in the elevator. 
 
    “That’s all right. I’ll wait,” answered Mack. He gave a fake smile. 
 
    When Mack finally got down to the white room outside the labs, Eugene was already there. They exchanged pleasantries and took their usual positions. Eugene was behind the desk, and Mack was on the couch. 
 
    Finding some way to pass the long hours of doing nothing was hard. He tried just about everything. Nothing helped. Most days he simply stared at the ceiling or wall and schemed about how to best escape the Golden Pony and The Strip if things took a turn for the worse. 
 
    *** 
 
    Amber woke up about an hour after Mack. Instead of dark blue skies, she was greeted by the oranges, yellows and reds of a rising sun. Unlike the big man, she had to pry herself out of bed. 
 
    Ugh. It took genuine willpower for Amber to roll out of the sheets. True, most adults wouldn’t find it to be an impressive feat. But many teens would. She got up significantly earlier than she would if she were going to school. 
 
    Just because Amber was technically awake didn’t mean her mind was. Hell, her eyes were barely even open as she somehow made her way to the bathroom. If she could just get into the shower, she’d be alright. She just had to get there. 
 
    Amber’s foot banged into a wall just outside the bathroom. It made her mumble some expletives but didn’t deter her. When she was done taking a shower, Amber brushed her teeth, then got dressed. Seemingly a completely different person than when she woke up less than an hour earlier, Amber left the room. 
 
    By the time she entered the residential area hallways of the Golden Pony, they were almost empty. She didn’t have to wait in line for her weapons, nor did she have to wait in line for the elevator. Unlike most jobs, working at the day care didn’t require her to be in early. As long as she showed up before eight, it was all good. 
 
    Amber grabbed some bread and peaches for breakfast. By the time she got to the communal dining area, it was almost empty. Only a couple of other residents lingered, enjoying their meals. 
 
    Before she entered the theatre/daycare, she took a deep breath. The calm that she enjoyed that morning would disappear as soon as she opened the doors. Chaos from energetic and playful kids awaited her beyond. 
 
    *** 
 
    How long have I been here? Is our shift almost over? I wish this place had a damn clock. Mack sat in near silence and stared at the opposite wall. The only noise was Eugene’s heavy breathing. 
 
    What was that? The silence of the white room was broken by the faint sound of screaming. That wasn’t that unusual. In his time guarding the labs, Mack heard at least one scream a day. The difference that time was that it was a man’s scream, not a woman’s. 
 
    Mack got up from the couch. He grabbed his hunting rifle, which was leaning against one of the arms. Slowly, he approached the glass lab door. It was hard to see anything through the tinted glass. But Mack thought he saw someone in the form of a dark shape. That shape got closer and closer to the door. Even though he should have been ready for it, he jumped when a hand hit the other side of the glass. 
 
    Mack slowly backed away. He aimed his hunting rifle at the glass and waited. At any moment he expected a meat puppet to come crashing through. Instead he heard a voice. 
 
    “Help!” Someone yelled from the other side of the door. 
 
    “I can’t! You need to open the door,” said Mack. He was referring to the fact that he didn’t have the proper keycard to access the lab. Which meant he couldn’t open up. 
 
    Mack heard a beep. Then the door unlocked. Before he could open it, it swung open. A scientist fell out from the other side. Before it closed, Mack grabbed the lab door. 
 
    The scientist’s lab coat was covered in blood, both human and the gooey black of the meat puppets. He looked terrified. Mack tried to ask what happened but he got no response. Instead the scientist got up and ran for the elevator. 
 
    Mack looked over to Eugene, thinking his fellow guard would have been awoken by all the commotion. Eugene was still asleep. Not wanting to waste time trying to wake him, Mack entered the lab. The sounds that Mack heard were terrible. There were meat puppet screeches mixed with human crying. It was enough to make Mack rethink his plan to investigate what happened. He almost jumped out of his skin when he heard the door close behind him. 
 
    Like everything else in the Golden Pony, the labs consisted of re-purposed space. Before Galatea, they were interconnected storage rooms that held everything from liquor to frozen food. The company converted them to laboratory workspaces. 
 
    The first area of the labs consisted of hospital beds surrounded by plastic tarps. Medical monitoring equipment accompanied each one. Mack slowly approached one to see if whoever lay there was all right. 
 
    Be ready for anything. Mack used one hand to open up one of the tarps. His other hand held and aimed his gun, just in case. 
 
    Jesus! Behind the tarp, in the hospital bed, was a woman. She was strapped down. Beneath her pale skin, Mack could see black veins. Her eyes were cloudy. The woman was undead. 
 
    Mack considered putting the meat puppet in the hospital bed out of its misery. But a shot would bring more. Instead he closed the tarp and backed away. 
 
    What the hell is this? Mack looked around at the other beds. He didn’t check them but felt it was safe to assume that there were more meat puppets strapped there. 
 
    Mack continued into another room. In it there was another makeshift prison. Behind metal grate doors were people who looked even more defeated than the inmates he passed on a daily basis. 
 
    Wait… I recognize him. Simon? You got to be kidding me. Mack wasn’t sure at first. The lack of meat on the prisoner’s bones and sickly look made identifying him hard. It was Simon. 
 
    Mack stood inches from the metal grate door. “Simon?” 
 
    One of the prisoners got up. His legs shook as they struggled to bear his weight. He was weak, malnourished and frail. But there was no mistaking his face. The last time Mack saw it was back in the cabin with his sister. 
 
    Stephanie? Mack’s eyes darted around the prison cell. He was looking for the kind woman he met at the rodeo arena. She was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Where’s Stephanie? Where’s your sister?” asked Mack despite having a good idea what the answer to his question was. 
 
    Simon’s wide eyes stood out on his dirty face. They started to tear up. That was all the answer Mack needed. 
 
    “I’m getting you out of here,” said Mack as he tried to open the padlock that kept the metal grate doors closed. He backed up and used the butt of his rifle to try and knock open the lock. It took some doing, but he managed to open the doors. 
 
    “C’mon, let’s go,” encouraged Mack. The prisoners didn’t move. 
 
    Get up! We need to go, now! What’s wrong with you people? None of the prisoners budged. That was when Mack realized that they were lost causes. He’d be better off leaving them behind. Hell, he’d be better off leaving the labs all together. 
 
    “Lost, friend?” Mack heard Ted’s voice. 
 
    Shit. Mack turned towards the voice. Ted Gorman stood about fifteen feet away. There was something different about him. 
 
    “I heard some screaming and I…I’m going to go,” said Mack as he slowly backpedaled. 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous. You came in here to look around.” Ted gave a devilish grin. His eyes started to glow, red. 
 
    That’s not good. 
 
    Ted’s cranked his neck sideways. There was a loud crunching noise. Then much to Mack’s surprise and horror, the CEO of Galatea Systems neck started to elongate. His skin tore. 
 
    For the first time in months, Mack was scared into immobility. He couldn’t move. Ted’s head got closer and closer, carried by an impossibly stretched out neck. It stopped a feet away from Mack. 
 
    “Let me give you the tour,” laughed Ted. 
 
    Mack’s arms moved with a mind of their own. He swung his hunting rifle at Ted’s face, hitting it. Upon contact there was a loud clang, like metal against metal. The vibrations from the impact ran through his hands, almost making him drop his weapon. 
 
    Suddenly, Mack’s legs returned to him. And he ran. He knew something was wrong with the Golden Pony. But even he couldn’t imagine something quite so horrible. Behind him he could hear Ted laughing. 
 
    I’ll go up, get Amber then find some way out of this place. What am I going to tell her? How do I explain this? 
 
    Mack ran past the hospital beds near the entrance of the labs. Their occupants were convulsing behind the plastic. Black blood sprayed on the tarps from the inside as he hurried towards the exit/entrance. 
 
    “Where are you going, Mack? There’s nowhere to go, nowhere to hide.” Mack heard Ted’s voice behind him. “Come on back. We’ll just talk. I promise.” Ted struggled to get the last sentence out without laughing. 
 
    When Mack reached the tinted glass door that separated the labs from the white room, he felt no relief. That was due to his inability to open it. He didn’t know that he needed a keycard to get in and to get out. 
 
    “Eugene! Open up!” yelled Mack as he pounded on the tinted glass. No one came to the door. 
 
    Eugene you lazy mother fucker. Wake up and open this damn door. Or I swear to god my ghost will haunt you. Shit, here comes Ted. 
 
    Mack turned, showing his back to the tinted glass door. He raised and aimed his hunting rifle. As soon as Ted showed his face, he’d start firing. Then the lights went out. 
 
    Down the hall, Mack saw two red eyes. It was Ted. The Viking didn’t wait. He fired his hunting rifle. Without skipping a beat he reloaded, using the firearm’s bolt action. Mack fired again. 
 
    Each gunshot lit up the dark hallway. In that very brief moment of light, Mack saw Ted get closer. The CEO of Galatea Systems had twisted features. It was as if his bones were constantly breaking and reforming under his skin. 
 
    Mack’s hunting rifle had to be reloaded. He didn’t have any extra bullets on his person. With no other choice, he took out his knife and prepared to fight to his death. 
 
    Suddenly the door behind Mack opened. It looked as if luck was on his side. That was until he turned around and was met with the butt of Eugene’s gun. Just like that, his fight was over and the world went black. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Who wants to go first?” asked Mrs. Parrish. She was talking to the only other two guardians at the Golden Pony daycare. Lucy and Amber looked at each other to see if either of them would jump at the chance. Neither was particularly hungry, despite all the kids under their care munching away on their lunches. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll go first. Lucy, you’re in charge until I get back.” Mrs. Parrish elected herself to take the first lunch break. 
 
    For the next twenty minutes Lucy and Amber did their best to corral the kids. It wasn’t easy. Lucy was better at it, probably due to her giving birth and raising a son of her own before the outbreak claimed him. With that said, Amber wasn’t bad at it. 
 
    There was a peace in her job that Amber thoroughly enjoyed. It’d been weeks since she had to fire her crossbow. Her life wasn’t in peril. And she genuinely liked spending time with the children. 
 
    Mrs. Parrish returned to the theater allowing Lucy to go and have her lunch. Watching the oldest worker at the daycare handle the kids was awe inspiring to Amber. While the teen had trouble keeping the children together in a cohesive group, Mrs. Parrish herded them with the same skill and confidence as a cowboy with cattle. 
 
    Another twenty minutes passed before Lucy returned to the makeshift daycare center. That meant it was Amber’s turn to eat. By that time she was practically ravenous. 
 
    The most exercise that Amber got since arriving at the Golden Pony with Mack consisted of ascending the stairs from the theater stage to the exit. It was considerably less strenuous than the endless miles she had to walk since the outbreak. She hoped that things stayed that way. 
 
    I don’t care how gross it is, I’m hungry and I need some lunch. Unfortunately the end of the world didn’t curb Amber’s teenage appetite.  As she passed through the lobby she fantasized about the SPAM sandwich she was on her way to eat. She couldn’t help but notice that there was something wrong in the cavernous entrance of the Golden Pony. 
 
    There was a sense of panic and confusion amongst the men and women assigned to the sand bags in the lobby. Some were checking their weapons. It seemed like they were preparing for a fight. 
 
    Naturally curious, Amber wanted to know what was happening. She deviated from her path to the communal dining area and approached one of the armed guards. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “We don’t know yet,” answered the guard. He didn’t take his eyes off the front doors of the casino. “Word is that they broke through one of the fences.” 
 
    Amber heard gunshots from outside. At first it was just a couple. Then the rate of fire increased. 
 
    “Go girl, get away from here. It isn’t safe,” ordered the guard before he flipped the safety off on his assault rifle. 
 
    I gotta see what’s going on. Amber speed walked right past the communal dining area and to the elevators that led to the residential areas. Her hunger was gone. Instead curiosity took a hold of her. It wouldn’t let go until she got a glimpse of what was occurring outside. 
 
    “Weapons please.” Amber didn’t even hear the attendant at the armory station. She kept walking. “Weapons!” The attendant was not amused. She thought the youth had ignored her. 
 
    That’s right. My crossbow. Amber ran back to the armory station. She gave the attendant a nervous smile. 
 
    “My bad,” apologized Amber as she checked her crossbow into the armory. Once she got her poker chip, she ran to her and Mack’s room. 
 
    The view from the window in their room allowed Amber to see the goings on in front of the Golden Pony. Her face was pressed against the cool glass as she tried to get a glimpse of what all the commotion was about. She wasn’t disappointed. 
 
    Guard towers made of aluminum scaffolding were stationed every fifty feet or so, just behind the last layer of chain link fence. Stationed at them were guards who were expending considerable amounts of ammunition. That expenditure was in the hope that they could keep the advancing meat puppets at bay. 
 
    Members of the security squads started sliding huge slabs of sheet metal behind the last layer of chain link fence. The large sheet metal panels were on trolleys with wheels designed to be easily removed. Once the panels were in place, forming a long interconnected wall, workers set up triangle shaped supports to hold them up. 
 
    With everything in place, brave men and women knocked off the wheels. The bottoms of the sheet metal panels fell onto the asphalt producing loud bangs. Each one made Amber’s heart race. 
 
    The guards stayed in their towers and kept firing, until they ran out of ammo. They used ropes to climb down, over the sheet metal panels and into the safety of The Strip. Amber couldn’t help but wonder how scary that must’ve been. 
 
    Shit, what time is it? Amber didn’t know how long she had stood at the window and watched the scene below her. But she was sure that it was longer than her allotted twenty minute lunch break. So she left the room and hurried back down to the theater. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13: A Lame Horse 
 
    Mack woke up groggy, with a pounding headache. He felt cold metal underneath him. Where was he? 
 
    Through his blurry vision, Mack could make out a cluster of bright lights above him. They were intense. He could feel the heat emanating from their white bulbs. 
 
    “You awake big guy?” Mack heard Ted’s voice. 
 
    Get up Mack. This Gorman guy is bad news. You have to get up and get out of here. Amber is all alone. 
 
    Mack tried to get up. But his arms and legs weren’t cooperating. They were bound with thick leather straps. The same restraints were used in hospitals to subdue patients.  
 
    Slowly Mack’s vision started to sharpen. As it did, the memories of what led to him being tied down to a table started to crawl back. I heard a scream. I went into the lab to see what it was. There were people in hospital beds and more prisoners. I saw that Ted guy and he…Oh shit. 
 
    “Coming back to you buddy?” asked Ted. He walked over into Mack’s vision. His neck wasn’t elongated. The skin on his neck was intact and flawless. Neither of his eyes were red. And he was smiling, as if nothing happened. 
 
    “You fucking…!” yelled Mack as he tried to reach out and strangle the CEO of Galatea Systems. Of course his restraints stifled his efforts. 
 
    “Calm down. You don’t want to hurt yourself do you?” 
 
    A woman came into view. She was wearing a lab coat with the Galatea logo on it. Within minutes she started an IV on Mack’s arm. 
 
    “You’re probably wondering what’s happening, right? I would be. Well, it’s pretty simple Mack. I’m going to inject you with a concentrated dose of weaponized nanites. Those are little microscopic machines that will multiply in your bloodstream and quickly turn you into something more than human. They will make you stronger, faster, smarter, better, like me.” Ted talked as he filled a syringe with gray liquid. 
 
    “Now, I know what you’re probably thinking. You don’t want to end up like those mindless things out there, beyond the walls. You won’t. I promise. I’m giving you the same dose I got. It took longer than I thought it would, but we’ve perfected the nanotechnology.” 
 
    “If you’re wrong?” asked Mack as he continued a futile struggle against his restraints. 
 
    “Then you’ll become one of those mindless things. Either way, your old life ends tonight, bud. There’s nothing you can do about it. I suggest embracing it.” Ted inserted the syringe full of gray liquid into Mack’s IV. 
 
    This isn’t happening. I have to be able to stop this. Try and talk him down. “Wait, wait, wait, wait. Don’t do this. You really don’t have to do this. Just put the syringe down and we can work something else out. I’ll keep my mouth shut. You can assign me to the survey team. Chances are the meat puppets will kill me. But at least I’ll have a chance. I’ve earned that much. We all have.” 
 
    Ted smiled. His eyes looked soulless, like a doll. “Don’t you get it yet? We broke the world. This virus is our doing. So we did the responsible thing. We cured it.” The CEO of Galatea Systems pointed at the syringe. “This is the cure. This is how we fix the world that we broke. This will give you a chance. Really, you should be thanking me.” 
 
    The world you broke? This is your doing? You mother fucker. Give me the damn cure so that I’ll have the strength to get out of here and strangle you to death with my own two hands. 
 
    Ted’s thumb slowly pushed down on the syringe’s plunger. Mack watched as the gray liquid drained into the IV stuck in his arm. He could feel nanites enter his bloodstream. They felt like millions of tiny insects, crawling under his skin. Then came an intense pain that again rendered him unconscious. 
 
    *** 
 
    Amber spent the night after her shift at the daycare staring out the window of her room. She watched as the new sheet metal walls that surrounded the Golden Pony and The Strip started to fail. It was only a matter of time before they fell. Once they did, the meat puppets will overrun the place, no matter how many weapons they had. 
 
    The puppets beyond the walls weren’t the only reason that Amber stayed awake. Mack didn’t come back to the room. That wasn’t like him. He always came back. Nothing could keep him from being there to protect her. 
 
    That’s it. I’m going to go look for him. He’d do the same for me. Amber got ready to leave the comfort and safety of their room. As she tied her shoes she couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d never be back again. And that was fine. Just as long as she found her guardian, she didn’t care where she was. 
 
    A loud blaring siren filled every room and hallway of the Golden Pony. Amber didn’t know it, but it was an alarm. It signified that there was a breach. Meat puppets were past the perimeter defenses of The Strip. 
 
    Amber hurried out into the hallway. There she found residents panicked, confused and still half asleep. But she was calm. 
 
    After wading through the sea of confused residents in the hallway, Amber made her way to the armory station. The attendants must’ve abandoned their post because no one was behind the table. She opened up the metal cabinet and retrieved her crossbow, along with someone’s pistol. 
 
    There’s no fucking way I’m getting on that elevator. As per usual there was a line for the elevator. Even with the panic and the sirens, people still waited. Amber wasn’t a sheep. She’d find her own way. 
 
    The stairs! Amber knew there had to be a stairwell. In case of a fire, no building with elevators didn’t have stairs for backup. She didn’t know where they were, but she was sure as hell going to find them. 
 
    Amber wasn’t big. She had a hard time pushing her way through the throngs of residents in the hallways. It took a while, but she managed to reach a locked door. There was a sign that read “Stairs”. 
 
    Time wasn’t a luxury that Amber had. Every second could push Mack even farther away from her. Or worse, he could die. The rules of the Golden Pony held little meaning to her at that point. 
 
    Amber aimed her gun at the door lock. She squeezed the trigger. Nothing happened. The safety, idiot, switch off the safety. With her now ready pistol, Amber fired at the door lock. It took a couple of shots but she broke through. 
 
    A wall of rotting human body aroma overtook her when the door to the stairwell opened. She’d smelt the dead before. This was different. They smelled worse, older. Nothing would deter her. She lifted the collar of her shirt and put it over her nose and entered the stairwell. It was dark, and only red emergency lights provided illumination. 
 
    Be careful. Don’t run. You’re no good to Mack if you fall and break something. Amber hurried down the steps but she was careful not to go too fast. She could hardly see her feet let alone where she was going. 
 
    The further down the stairwell that Amber got, the worse it smelled. When she was just a floor away from the ground level, the number of flies in the enclosed space increased. They were there for a reason. 
 
    Just through this door. Amber stood outside the door marked “G”, for Ground Level. All she had to do was open it and continue her search for Mack. 
 
    Where’s that smell coming from? If there are meat puppets already in the casino, people need to know. I can’t ignore this. 
 
    Amber backed away from the door and continued down the stairs. There were still a couple levels below the ground floor. She didn’t have to go far before discovering the source of the horrid smell. 
 
    Meat puppets weren’t the source. Amber didn’t have to go far to discover what was. Like a sight in a haunted house attraction, she saw piles of dead human bodies at the bottom of the stairwell. Lit by the red emergency lights, it looked surreal. 
 
    A strong stomach didn’t help Amber when she discovered the bodies. She threw up all over the stairs. It wasn’t just what she saw or smelt. It was the idea that the little oasis in the middle of the desert had a dark side. From the corpses, who had gunshot wounds to their heads, it was clear that something ugly was going on in the Golden Pony. 
 
    Amber steeled herself and went back up the stairs. She found that the door to the ground floor was locked. Just like the entrance to the stairwell, she was able to destroy the lock with a well-placed shot. There was no being ready for the chaos of the Golden Pony lobby that the door opened up to. 
 
    Sandbags and the weapons in their hands were all that separated the men and women in the casino lobby from the advancing meat puppets. The sheet metal walls were falling, one by one. 
 
    A week before the outbreak, Amber went to a concert with some of her friends. Not only was it fun but it was the loudest experience she ever had. Her ears rang for the rest of the weekend. She didn’t care. To her it was like a badge of honor. The necessary price for a life experience. 
 
    The concert was replaced by the scene in the lobby of the Golden Pony. A dozen guns fired at the same time. Each shot echoed throughout the cavernous space. Those combined with the security team’s yelling and the screeches of the meat puppets made for an extremely loud environment. 
 
    Empty shell casings covered the carpeted floor. The smell of burnt gunpowder stung Amber’s nose. A couple members of the security team guarding the front entrance were overrun and mauled by meat puppets before their comrades downed the creatures. 
 
    Amber managed to pry her attention from the fighting in the lobby. Mack wasn’t there, and she needed to find out where he went. He would never leave her. So she wasn’t about to leave him. The only problem was that she had no idea where he was. 
 
    Mack never told Amber exactly what he did at the Golden Pony. Nor did he tell her where he worked. All she knew was that he was a guard. Since she didn’t see him in the lobby, she had to move on. 
 
    As Amber reached the far end of the embattled lobby, the meat puppet screeches got louder than the gunshots. Before heading into one of the many casino floors, she took one last look at the fighting. The creatures were overtaking the security forces. She didn’t stick around to watch the slaughter. 
 
    *** 
 
    Becoming more than human was a painful process. The nanites injected into Mack’s body didn’t just stay in his blood. They spread out through his body and started changing his bones and organs. 
 
    Almost every bone in Mack’s body broke and reformed itself in a stronger metallic form. Nanites embedded themselves in his organs, taking away any need for food or water. He felt every excruciating change. 
 
    This can’t be happening. I spent the better part of a year killing meat puppets. Now I am one? What will I tell Amber? Is it even safe to go anywhere near her? 
 
    “Feeling better?” asked Ted. He sat in the corner of the Galatea Systems laboratory and watched Mack suffer. By the time he finished his apple, the transformation was almost complete. 
 
    You made a mistake Ted. You should have killed me. I’ll let you live long enough to see if there’s any curing this. But once I do, you’re dead. 
 
    “What, not going to talk to me? Going to give me the silent treatment? You should be thanking me, big guy. I just gave you all you need to survive this new America.” Ted got up. He threw the core of his eaten apple aside and approached the table that Mack was strapped to. 
 
    “You don’t believe me?” asked Ted. He picked up a scalpel. “I’ll show you.” Ted sliced through the skin and muscle in one of Mack’s forearms. It was painful but Mack refused to show it. He then felt like there were bugs crawling around the cut. Nanites in his body closed the wound, repaired and replaced the skin. 
 
    What…the...fuck? Mack watched as his new body healed itself. He’d seen some strange things since the outbreak but that put all the others to shame. It was like something out of a movie or comic book. 
 
    “You see? Pretty cool huh?” Ted started undoing Mack’s straps. “There’s no need for these. Besides I need your help. There’s work to do.” 
 
    That’s it you fucking nut job. Let me loose so I can kill you. Mack tried to stay calm as his captor slowly freed him. He prepared himself for what he was about to do to the unhinged CEO of Galatea Systems. Then it hit him. The guy’s crazy but he’s not dumb. He must have some kind of secret, an ace in the hole to keep himself safe. 
 
    “What’s to stop me from killing you as soon as I’m free?” asked Mack. There was no reason to be clever about it. He decided to just ask. 
 
    Ted stopped unstrapping Mack and reached into the inside pocket of his suit jacket. Out of the pocket he retrieved a small box. It looked like something you’d find inside a computer tower. 
 
    “Do you know what an electromagnetic pulse is Mack? This here is a device of my own design. It is capable of emitting an EMP up to a six foot radius. You so much as touch me, I’ll set this off. The blast would kill the nanites in our blood. Our biology’s have been altered to such a degree that if those wonderful little machines are disabled, we die.” 
 
    That won’t stop me. Let down your guard just once, and you’re dead. 
 
    Ted finished unstrapping Mack. He then turned his attention to a mirror where he made sure his hair was undisturbed. Once he was satisfied he turned back to Mack and smiled. 
 
    “What is this? What did you do to me?” asked Mack as he got off the surgery table he was previously strapped to. 
 
    Mack’s question brought Ted joy. “I thought you’d never ask. My company, Galatea was hired by the military to develop a way to use nanotechnology to heal injured soldiers on the battlefield. Those microscopic machines swimming around in your blood are the result of that work. 
 
    “I’ll admit, we didn’t quite have it figured out at first. See, each nanite is programmed to keep itself operational, to survive. In order for them to do that they needed a host, a body. 
 
    “Each nanite had three purposes programmed into them. The first was to heal injuries. As soon as a trauma occurred to the host body, they’d rush in to heal it. It’s actually pretty neat how they do it. You see, they copy the surrounding cells and are able to replicate them, seamlessly healing the wound. But they need live cells. That’s why those things out there can’t heal themselves. 
 
    “The second purpose was to make the host body stronger. We initially just thought they’d reinforce bones and muscles but instead they rebuilt them. Test subjects became radically strong. And their bones became a strange metallic substance composed of elements found in the human body. 
 
    “But then things started to go wrong. The nanites became, what’s the best way to put this? They became over vigilant in their third purpose of assessing and protecting the host from threats. Our test subjects became violent and irrational. 
 
    “Five of our test subjects died. Two were actually killed by malfunctioning nanites. The other three beat each other to a point that they couldn’t heal themselves. We burned their bodies after death, so we had no idea that the nanites could reanimate them. 
 
    “That’s about the time that the government cut off our funding. They said the work we were doing was sick and immoral. Who the hell were they to judge us and the work we were doing? Their job was to kill people. And they dared to judge us. 
 
    “So I did what I had to do to save my company. I released the stores of nanites that we had in facilities all over the country. As America tore itself apart, we kept working on perfecting the technology. A week ago, we did it. I injected myself with the first perfected dose of nanites. 
 
    “Now I’m more than human. We went far beyond just healing wounds. I’ll never age, never get sick and never get hurt. I don’t have to eat, even though I still like to. I don’t have to sleep. I’m perfect. 
 
    “Soon every survivor of this necessary purge will be just like you and me. And out of the chaos, we will rise out of the ashes like a phoenix. A new America will be born. It’ll be one without disease and without hunger. It’ll be a utopia.” 
 
    This asshole is responsible for all this? Yeah… I’m definitely going to kill you. 
 
    “Sacrifice, an unfortunate necessity. Can’t get something for nothing, right bud?” Ted stood there looking proud of himself. In his madness he truly believed himself not only a hero but some kind of new age hero. The fact that a million people died due to his actions didn’t seem to matter to him. That’s when Mack first truly saw what a real monster looked like. 
 
    Suddenly the lab was filled with loud sirens. Ted and Mack both knew what that meant. The former because he ordered the sirens to go off upon meat puppets breaching the outer walls. The latter because every resident of the Golden Pony was told what the sirens meant. 
 
    Amber. Free of his straps, Mack got up off the surgery table. Whether he was a meat puppet or not, he was going to save her. Killing Ted Gorman could wait. She was and would always be his first priority. 
 
    “And where do you think you’re going?” asked Ted as he watched Mack get up and head towards the only door in the room. 
 
    Mack didn’t answer. He tried to open the glass door. It was locked. His fist reared back and was ready to break through it. 
 
    “You’re going to go save that little girl you were with, aren’t you? What was her name? Amber, right? Notice how I said ‘was’ instead of ‘is’? That’s because she’s probably dead already.” Ted talked while trying to pick bits of apple out of his teeth with his tongue. 
 
    “How do you… you know what? I don’t care. I’m going to go save her. You can’t stop me.” Mack punched through the door. He hit it with enough force to shatter the glass. And he didn’t feel a thing. 
 
    Ted strolled over to Mack who was looking at his hand in disbelief. He put his hand on his shoulder. Mack’s reaction was to punch the CEO of Galatea Systems in the face. All it achieved was it messed up his hair. 
 
    Damn. Mack didn’t bother throwing another punch. He wasn’t a scientist like Ted Gorman. But he was smart enough to realize that trying to beat up a man who could almost instantly heal any injury was pointless. If he was going to kill him, he’d have to get more creative than that. Again, that had to wait. 
 
    Ted fixed his hair then wiped the black blood from his lip. “As I was about to say before you punched me in my face, you can’t save her. At least not by yourself.” 
 
    You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” said Mack. 
 
    “No. This would be the perfect chance to test the capabilities of our new bodies. Plus as strong as you are, there are thousands of infected out there. You need my help. And I need yours. 
 
    “Here’s the deal. I help you find your daughter or girlfriend or whatever the fuck she is. And you help me get to the roof. We installed a dispersal system up there for our new and improved nanites. The problem is it has to be activated manually. 
 
    “So… I help you, you help me and in doing so help America. Deal?” Ted stuck out his hand for Mack to shake. 
 
    Mack didn’t answer. He just climbed through the broken glass of the door. The next room was full of expensive looking medical equipment, and dead bodies. All of the corpses had on white lab coats. Most were in several pieces. 
 
    “Don’t worry about them. They are of no further use to me. Just forget you ever saw them.” Ted tip toed around his victims. 
 
    God it’s going to feel good killing this guy. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14: Overrun 
 
    Amber was stuck on the ground floor of the Golden Pony. Specifically, she hid amongst the seemingly endless electronic gambling machines. None of them were operational but they provide decent hiding places. 
 
    The Golden Pony lobby was overrun by meat puppets. Amber could hear the security forces who fought valiantly against the creatures get torn apart alive. It was gruesome. 
 
    As horrible as the slaughter was, Amber didn’t hide because she was scared. She hid because she knew she couldn’t fight the hundreds of walking corpses that infiltrated the casino. If she was going to get away and find Mack, she had to be smart. 
 
    Amber moved from gambling machine to gambling machine. She had to wait for her moments as some of the meat puppets wandered into the casino floor. As long as she stayed low and didn’t make any noise, she’d be okay. That was her mindset.  
 
    Until the lights went out. 
 
    There are no windows in casinos. That was done for the same reason that there were no clocks. The last thing a casino wants is for gamblers to know how long they’ve been playing. Because the longer they sat at the tables or machines, the more money they were likely to lose. Only the hotel rooms had windows. 
 
    Without a view to the outside world, the Golden Pony casino floor on the ground level was almost pitch black. The only reference points were the red exit signs required by Nevada State law in case there was a fire. To make things worse, Amber didn’t have her phone to use as a light. 
 
    Head towards the exit signs. All you have to do is reach them. Amber slung her crossbow across her mid-section. It would be useless in the dark. Instead she unsheathed a knife she took from one of the armory stations. In her other hand she held her pistol, just in case. 
 
    Some of the meat puppets on the casino floor were at a more advanced stage than others. That was to Amber’s advantage. Their glowing red eyes made avoiding them easier. 
 
    Shadows darker than the casino floor wandered around. Every couple of seconds, one screeched. Amber managed to make it halfway to an exit sign near a far wall. 
 
    Each step Amber took was a gamble. At any moment she could’ve run right into a meat puppet. Despite the danger she stayed low and moved quickly and quietly. 
 
    Almost there. Just a little ways to… Amber bumped into someone or something. She raised her knife and prepared to stab. Then she heard an ear piercing screech. Without delay, she stabbed upwards, hoping to skewer a meat puppet head. 
 
    Amber didn’t know where or what she stabbed but she sure as hell wasn’t going to stick around to find out. The teen stumbled over the fallen body that she stuck with her knife. Unsurprisingly she was tripped up. 
 
    I’m dead. All the noise Amber made attracted other meat puppets. They screeched and started to converge on her. She scrambled to her feet and ran towards the red exit sign. Luck was on her side and she reached a door. 
 
    “Over here! Hurry!” Amber heard voices in the dark. One of them sounded familiar. “C’mon!” Through dim red emergency lighting, she saw the silhouette of a man at the end of the hallway she found herself in. 
 
    There wasn’t enough time for Amber to think. She had to move. Behind her, the door that she used to exit the casino floor, swung open. A meat puppet that was barely more than a metallic skeleton came through, followed by two running puppet dogs. 
 
    One of the dogs was missing three fourths of its face. The metal skull underneath reflected the red emergency lights. Next to the faceless dog was one that was more intact but bared metallic teeth. Both looked crazed and willing to maul Amber. 
 
    Shit. Amber ran. Her feet underneath her moved faster than they ever had before, spurred on by slobbering monstrous mutts. Through her ribcage she could feel her heart pounding. When she reached the end of the hall and tried to stop, her feet slid. 
 
    The faceless dog lunged at her. There wasn’t enough time to raise and aim her pistol. She did the only thing she could. She ducked. 
 
    Amber’s pursuer slammed into the wall at the end of the hall, faceless head first. The girl looked up and saw a familiar face hold out his hand and encourage her to follow him. It was Spencer, the man whom she shared an armored transport with on the way to Las Vegas. 
 
    *** 
 
    “What are you going to do with all of them?” asked Mack as he and Ted walked past the tarp covered hospital beds near the entrance of the labs. He’d already seen the remains of Ted’s science team. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Ted was confused. 
 
    “These people,” said Mack as he pointed at the hospital beds. 
 
    “People? They’re not people, just spoiled meat. Leave them.” There was no sarcasm in Ted’s voice. There was only coldness. 
 
    “We can’t just…” 
 
    “Of course we can.” Ted took out a pistol. He started firing at the infected strapped to the tarp covered hospital beds. That spurred Mack into action. 
 
    You son of a bitch. Mack punched Ted harder then he’d ever hit anyone before in his life. The arrogant, psychotic CEO’s jaw was dislocated and partially shattered. 
 
    Ted laughed through his broken jaw as it rapidly mended. “You’re too sensitive.” 
 
    That felt really good. “You’re insane.” Mack didn’t wait for Ted. He headed towards the tinted glass door that separated the labs from the white room he used to work in. 
 
    Mack didn’t care that he didn’t have a keycard. He didn’t need one. His foot broke right through the tinted glass door. When he climbed through he was surprised to see Eugene sitting behind his desk. 
 
    Time for a little payback. “Hello Eugene,” said Mack. That time he had the sadistic smile. 
 
    “Jesus,” Eugene fell over trying to get up out of his chair. He put his hands up in front of him in a defensive position. “Whoa, hold up. I’m just an employee. I did what I was told to do. It wasn’t anything personal.” 
 
    “It sure felt personal when you knocked me out.” Mack slowly approached Eugene. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” laughed Ted as he followed Mack into the white room. 
 
    Before anybody could answer, Eugene grabbed his shotgun. He used the brief distraction to take a shot at Mack. A split second later, the lights went out. 
 
    The black of the powerless white room lit up for only a brief split second by the muzzle flash of Eugene’s shotgun. What the large man didn’t realize was that Mack was no longer just a man. And no matter how much buckshot he put in him, the big Viking would keep coming. 
 
    All that stopped Mack from laying a beating down on Eugene was the lack of light to see by. That didn’t last long. Ted’s eyes were the first to glow red. When Mack’s did the same, the room looked well lit. The glowing was some form of night vision bestowed by the nanites in the bodies of the infected. 
 
    Having the ability to quickly heal any wound was useful but didn’t mean that getting shot didn’t hurt. With his new found night vision, Mack watched as his body expelled the buckshot pellets from his wounds. Each little piece hurt as much going out as in. He watched and winced as his nerves, muscle and skin regenerated on their own. 
 
    Mack watched as Eugene struggled to load more shells into his shotgun in the dark. He fumbled, dropping a couple. Before he could finish, Mack rushed him. With one elbow blow, Eugene was knocked unconscious. 
 
    “You’re going to stop there? Finish him off. Trust me, it’ll feel good,” encouraged Ted. 
 
    Mack didn’t listen nor answer. 
 
    “There aren’t any stairs. So I guess we’re going to have to wait for emergency power to come on. Until then, that elevator isn’t going to budge.” Ted flopped down onto the couch in the white room. “Take a load off big guy. There’s nothing you can do about it.” 
 
    Mack didn’t sit down. Instead he leaned up against a wall across the room from Ted. They stared at each other. Ted broke the silence after a couple of minutes. 
 
    “How’d you end up here? I can tell from your accent you’re from Texas. How does a son of the lone star state end up in Vegas?” 
 
    Mack didn’t answer. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll go first. I was sitting in my offices in San Francisco and asked myself ‘where do I want to be during the end of the world?’. There was some internal debate. The answer became obvious, Vegas! I and a team of about twenty scientists and forty private security guys took my jet out here.” 
 
    “Why Vegas?” asked Mack, instantly regretting trying to have a conversation with a crazy person. 
 
    “Way I saw it, we needed to go to a city. The more populated, the better. That way we’d never run out of test subjects. But to be honest, I just wanted to play some poker before we released the nanites and everything went to shit. It’s that simple.” 
 
    That doesn’t surprise me. Only your crazy ass would want to play some poker before killing millions of people. 
 
    “You?” asked Ted. 
 
    At first Mack didn’t answer. Then he caved in. “I’m from Dallas.” 
 
    “Dallas! One of our biggest facilities were down in Dallas. How about that?” Ted was amused by Mack's answer. 
 
    Yeah, no shit. I’m not going to sit here and listen to his nonsense. Amber is still up there somewhere. “This is ridiculous! I’m not waiting here for the power to come back on.” Mack headed towards the closed elevator doors. He managed to wedge his fingers into the space between the doors. With a grunt he was able to pry them open. 
 
    What next genius? Mack stared at the empty elevator shaft for a moment. The only way up was to climb the cables. It wasn’t going to be easy, but he had to try. 
 
    With a short run and a leap, Mack jumped into the elevator shaft. He grabbed onto the cables, mid-flight. His hands slid down them at first, grating the skin off his palms. But he quickly got his grip, then started climbing. 
 
    “You’re just full of surprises aren’t you?” Ted got up off the couch after watching Mack start to climb the elevator cables. He was going to follow but took a detour over to an unconscious Eugene. “This is a mercy,” said Ted before stomping on the former guard’s head. 
 
    Mack felt a shockwave on the elevator cable as Ted jumped and grabbed it. After looking down and seeing the CEO of Galatea systems start to climb up, Mack kept ascending. Finally he reached the elevator car. I need to get in there. He figured there’d be some access point on the top. To get there, he had to squeeze through the two feet between the walls of the shaft and the car. 
 
    Once above the elevator car, Mack kicked in the panel on top and watched as it fell inside. He then followed suit. From the inside, he pried open the doors. 
 
    Mack didn’t wait for Ted. Instead he kept moving, down the hallway that led to the elevator. He glanced at the cell that he passed every day for the previous couple of weeks. Inside was a blood bath. Even under the red emergency lights, he could see the torn up corpses. Only one of the prisoners was still alive. It screeched at Mack but quickly lost interest. 
 
    Do they not attack their own? Can it sense that I’m infected too? 
 
    “It’s almost like a piece of art. Right?” Ted quickly caught up with Mack and stood next to him in front of the cell. 
 
    Mack looked over at Ted, then back at the makeshift cell. He shook his head slowly and moved towards the lobby of the Golden Pony. 
 
    There was a set of double doors that separated the back hallways from the casino lobby. Mack slowly pushed them open, just enough for him to see. He knew that the Golden Pony had been overrun. But he didn’t think it would be as bad as it was. 
 
    Shit. Amber, I hope I taught you well enough not to be in there. I pray you reached higher ground. No one was left alive in the lobby. Meat puppets streamed in through the broken front doors. They trampled the dead bodies of the Golden Pony security team. In other unseen areas, Mack heard people’s screams. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Ted as he watched Mack slowly close the double doors. 
 
    “We can’t go through there.” 
 
     “I’m afraid we’re going to have to. There’s no other way.” Ted seemed elated while he delivered the bad news. 
 
    “Did you not hear me? There’s too many of them. We’d never make it out of the lobby. There has to be another way.” Mack couldn’t see how he and Ted could possibly make their way through the droves of meat puppets. 
 
    Ted smiled and walked towards the double doors. “Don’t be silly. We’re pretty much invincible.” He kicked them open despite Mack’s protests. 
 
    Immediately he heard screeches. The meat puppets converged on Ted and the double doors. Mack had no choice. Sooner rather than later he’d be found. He had to help the man he wanted dead because that was the only way he’d stay alive. 
 
    Ted laughed as he punched and kicked his way into the lobby. Every wound from the infected healed itself. He drew from a never ending well of stamina. The only way he was going to be stopped is if he decided to stop fighting. Drunk with power, that wasn’t likely. 
 
    Mack took a more measured and careful approach. As soon as he passed the threshold of the double doors, he looked for a way out of the lobby. And he found one in the nearby casino floor. 
 
    If I can just make it… In seconds, Mack was attacked. Unlike Ted, who’d never been in a real fight in his life, Mack knew what he was doing. He took full advantage of the newly hardened bones in his hands. Every punch he threw was deadly. Not even the evolved meat puppets could withstand his onslaught. 
 
    As dominant as Mack was fighting meat puppets in the Golden Pony lobby, the numbers he was up against were just too much. It didn’t take long before he felt teeth bite into his arms and legs. That’s when he spotted the weapons of fallen security team members on the floor near his feet. 
 
    Mack managed to shake off enough puppets to bend over and grab an assault rifle off the blood soaked carpet. Once the bullets ran out, he grabbed another gun. The creatures started falling. 
 
    “Get the fuck off of me!” yelled Ted. The CEO of Galatea Systems had a much harder time than Mack. When he entered the lobby it was sans a plan. While he was able to fight them off for a little bit, they eventually swarmed him. 
 
    Leave him. He deserves it. Let them tear him to pieces. See if he can heal from that. Mack had a brief break in his fight. He saw Ted being overwhelmed. And as much as he wanted to, he couldn’t just watch a man get ripped apart alive. No matter how horrible that man was. 
 
    Mack aimed the assault rifle in his hands at the meat puppets on Ted. With a handful of shots, he managed to get enough of the creatures off for Gorman to be able to get up and keep fighting. 
 
    There wasn’t enough time for Mack to regret saving Ted. More undead were coming his way. He had to move. 
 
    Mack ran towards the adjacent casino gaming floor. Any meat puppet that stood in his path almost got their heads taken off by the butt of his gun. He knew he needed to get there. The search for Amber would start among those slot machines. 
 
    “Hold up!” yelled Ted as he watched Mack run by. Not willing to be left behind, he followed. 
 
    The casino floor didn’t share the little bit of light that barely illuminated the lobby. There were no doors or windows. Without power, the rows of slot, poker and blackjack machines were almost pitch black. Mack’s eyes glowed red and he could see everything. 
 
    Navigating the casino floor would have been easy if the less evolved meat puppets occupied it, as they had vision that was no better than an uninfected person’s vision. Instead, Mack was confronted with a room larger than a gymnasium filled with monsters whose bodies were made mostly out of metal. 
 
    “This isn’t good,” commented Ted as he caught up with Mack. They both stared at the substantial challenge in front of them. 
 
    “You should’ve picked up a gun,” said Mack before he started firing on the red eyed, almost metallic walking dead. 
 
    Ted laughed. “You’re probably right.” The mad CEO went over to the nearest slot machines and broke off their pull levers. With a broken, jagged ended lever in each hand he proceeded onto the casino floor. 
 
    Mack took out as many undead as he could with his assault rifle. But he had limited ammunition and the creature’s metal skulls were hard to penetrate. Fighting them would be a long drawn out affair. And he didn’t have the time. 
 
    After dropping his almost useless assault rifle, Mack dashed towards one of the exit signs. Any meat puppet that got in his way received a running punch to their head. Luckily, as evolved as some of the infected were, he was faster. 
 
    Ted tried to follow Mack. But the sadistic CEO didn’t make it more than five feet before something cold and strong wrapped around his midsection. Ted looked down to see metal cable like tendrils around his waist. He tried to pry them off but couldn’t. When he followed his bonds to their origin he saw a meat puppet with a twisted appearance unsettling enough to scare the sociopath. 
 
    The puppet that snared Ted was infected during the initial outbreak. No clothing was left on its body. Rotten flesh could only be found in small strips. Its head was tilted to the side with a grossly extended jaw, screeching at its prey. One of the puppet’s arms split open with tendrils extended and wrapped around Gorman. 
 
    Goodbye Ted. It was not at all nice to know you. Mack reached the exit sign. Before going through the same door Amber had less than an hour before, he watched as multiple meat puppets mobbed the CEO of Galatea Systems. The bastard didn’t even have a chance to scream. 
 
    Mack found himself in a long hallway that led to a door at the end. Above the door was a sign that read “Stairs”. He told himself that Amber must’ve made it that far. To find her, he’d have to follow her footsteps. There was only one problem. Or more accurately, three. 
 
    A humanoid meat puppet and two puppet dogs were at the end of the hallway. They stared at him for a moment. Then they charged. 
 
    Mack was without a weapon. His own natural strength was enhanced by the nanites in his blood, but would that be enough to take on meat puppet canines? There was little time to think about it. He was about to find out just how much the microscopic machines had changed him. 
 
    The first dog pounced. Mack tried to push the demonic mutt away but failed. Sharp metal teeth clamped down onto his forearm. He attempted to shake it off but there was no freeing his arm. 
 
    The second dog tried to bite down on one of Mack’s legs. Luckily he saw it coming. With a hard kick to the monster’s head, he managed to stun the puppet. That allowed him to focus on the creature clamped down on his forearm. 
 
    Mack started slamming the dog on his forearm into the walls in the hallway. When that didn’t work, he swung his arm down towards the floor, like he was hammering a nail. The puppet dog yelped and let go. Not willing to let his canine foe regain its senses, he stomped its head to death. 
 
    The second dog lunged for Mack’s neck. He caught it in midair by its jaws. With a grunt, he pulled the jaws apart and split open its head. Relieved, he let his guard down and forgot about the third, humanoid meat puppet. 
 
     Before he could react, the last puppet was on top of him. It was abnormally strong and overpowered the nanite enhanced Mack. One of the creatures’ hands jerked around erratically. The end of its finger tips split open. Long, sharp nails slowly pushed out of each. 
 
    That’s not good. The meat puppet tried to forcefully bring its spike like nails down on Mack’s chest. He managed to catch it by the wrist. But that didn’t stop the attack. Slowly, the nails elongated and stabbed into his chest. 
 
    Mack tried to get the monster off of him but the spikes through his chest nailed him down. The creature leaned forward till its face was only a couple of inches away. He could smell the nauseating aroma of rot. 
 
    The meat puppet on top of Mack opened its mouth wide. Under the monster, Mack could hear bones dislocating and breaking. It appeared that the puppet was trying to open its mouth wide enough to chomp off his face in one bite. 
 
    Mack let go of the meat puppet on top of him, and with two free hands he grabbed the creature’s head. With all the strength he could muster, he twisted. It took a little work, but he managed to break the puppet’s neck. 
 
    As soon as he got up, Mack started stomping on it's head. He didn’t stop until black goo oozed out of every orifice on the thing's head. When he was done, he examined his own wounds. The black blood that he normally saw when he killed the infected was now the same that ran through his veins. 
 
    Move. Don’t waste another second. It could be the difference between Amber living and dying. Mack stumbled and limped towards the stairs as his wounds started healing themselves. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15: Going Up 
 
    The group of Golden Pony residents that Amber joined stopped just a couple floors from the top of the casino. It consisted of Spencer and two other men. She didn’t know why, but the men made her uncomfortable. They were in one of the hallways, scrounging for any weapons or ammo they could find at the armory station. 
 
    This is ridiculous. Why are we stopped? And where the hell is Mack? Amber leaned against a wall in the hallway near a corner. She was supposed to keep watch. 
 
    Amber didn’t see any meat puppets coming. But she did hear the whispering of Spencer and the other guys. She only caught brief snippets. But what she did pick up didn’t sound good. 
 
    The group that Amber was with gave her looks. She recognized them. She’d seen expressions just like them before, at the rodeo arena. They were looks of lust and anger. 
 
    Unwilling to ever be used by anyone ever again, Amber waited for none of them to be watching. When she found an opening she slipped away. As she tried to silently make her way back to the stairwell, she unslung the crossbow from around her shoulder and held it at the ready. 
 
    I need to go back down. Mack must be down there somewhere. Amber paused for a moment after entering the stairwell. She had a very brief internal debate before heading down the stairs. 
 
    In the familiar stairwell, Amber heard the screams of people dying and the screeches of meat puppets. Then she heard footsteps coming up towards her. When she tried to look over one of the railings and see who or what was coming, she could only see a silhouette in the red emergency lights. 
 
    Amber stopped descending the stairs. She knelt in a corner and aimed her crossbow. Whatever came up those stairs would be met with one of her bolts. 
 
    The top of a shuffling silhouette came into view. After exhaling slowly, she put her finger on the trigger. Before the approaching being could reach the landing, she let a bolt go. 
 
    “Ah, son of a…” Amber heard a voice that she doubted she’d ever hear again. It was Mack’s voice. That meant she just shot her protector. 
 
    Mack reached the landing that Amber was on. 
 
    “Fuck, I’m so sorry. I thought you were a puppet. I didn’t know…” Amber dropped her crossbow and stood up. 
 
    “Nice shot,” laughed Mack before ripping the bolt out of his shoulder. 
 
    “We have to clean that up and put a bandage on it,” said Amber. 
 
    Mack held out his hand in a gesture to stop her. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Amber gave Mack a puzzled look. She just put a crossbow bolt in him. And he was acting like it was nothing but a scratch. Her joy in seeing him, alive, soon pushed those questions out of her mind. She hugged him tight, as if he would slip away if she let go. 
 
    “Where have you been?” asked Amber with her face buried just under Mack's uninjured shoulder. “I don’t care. You’re here now.” 
 
    “We can’t go downstairs. There’s hundreds, maybe thousands of them down there. No, we got to go up.” 
 
    Amber let go of him, and picked up her crossbow. “Where are we going to go then?” 
 
    We installed a dispersal system up there for our new and improved nanites. The words of Ted Gorman ran through Mack’s head. That guy was a kook. But he was far from stupid. He must’ve had some kind of escape plan. 
 
    “We go up,” said Mack. He didn’t give any time for Amber to argue. 
 
    They trudged up the stairs. They were three floors away from the top, and from there they’d try to find roof access. With Mack leading the way and Amber following, the duo went up two floors quickly. There was only one more to go. 
 
    I hope there’s some way to… Mack swung around when he heard Amber yell. A group of three men, led by Spencer, burst through one of the doors and grabbed the teenage girl. They seemed angry. Unfortunately for them, she had a guardian who was more than human. 
 
    Mack jumped down the handful of stairs between him and Amber. Seconds after his feet hit the landing, he grabbed the nearest man. Effortlessly, he threw the man down the stairwell. The next man was on the receiving end of a life ending punch. All that was left was Spencer. 
 
    With one arm, Mack grabbed and lifted Spencer by his mouth. He crushed the man’s jaw as easily as a potato chip. Blood and bits of teeth and jaw dribbled out of Spencer’s mouth as he fell to the ground dead. 
 
    “No…no!” yelled Amber as she backed away from Mack with wide eyes filled with disbelief. 
 
    What’s wrong with her? Mack looked down at his body. Oh. Somewhere during his slaughter of Spencer and his friends, he took a knife to his gut. Black blood ooze out of the wound. 
 
    “You’re infected! You’re a meat puppet!” Amber screamed with tears in her eyes. She ran up the stairs away from Mack. 
 
    How the hell am I supposed to explain this? I’ll just tell her the truth. But I have to catch up to her first. “Amber! Wait!” Mack chased after her. 
 
    When Mack reached the top floor, he was relieved to see that finding roof access wouldn’t be hard. There weren’t any rooms. Instead it looked like a storage area. Broken slot machines and extra chairs lined the walls. The stairs and a service elevator were the only ways to get there. And there was only one door that led to the roof. 
 
    “Hey buddy. Long time no see.” When Mack reached the roof of the Golden Pony, he was met by the sight of Ted Gorman holding Amber hostage. The teen tried to struggle and wiggle her way out of the psycho’s grip, but he was too strong. 
 
    “Let her go,” ordered Mack. 
 
    “Why? Seriously why should I? I mean, I thought we had a deal big guy. You help me, I help you. Instead, you left me to die.” Ted’s clothes were in shreds. It was clear to Mack that however Ted managed to survive, it wasn’t easy. 
 
    Mack looked around the large gravel covered casino roof. He was looking for the dispersal device that Ted told him about down in the lab. Other than vents and air conditioning units, there was only one other thing on the roof. Near the edge was a tall rectangular box. He deduced that it was what he was looking for. 
 
    “I’m here now. Let her go and I'll help you with that,” said Mack as he pointed at the dispersal device near the edge of the roof. 
 
    Ted looked at Amber. He sniffed the side of her face then smiled. “Sure, fair enough.” He released his grip on her. 
 
    Once free, Amber didn’t know what to do. She wanted to get away from Ted but was hesitant to go to Mack. He was a meat puppet. The same thing she spent the better part of the year fighting. 
 
    “Shall we?” Ted sauntered towards the dispersal device. “I’m telling you, we’re doing good work here. You may not see it now, but we’re going to change the world for the better.” 
 
    Mack didn’t say a word. He just followed Ted until they reached the dispersal device. 
 
    “Okay, first we need to…” Before Ted could get started, Mack rushed him. With a series of punches, the CEO of Galatea Systems was on his ass. 
 
    Time for you to go Ted. Mack reached into Ted’s pockets. He was looking for the EMP device the kook showed him earlier. After a brief search he found it. 
 
    With EMP device in one hand, Mack picked Ted up with his other. He dragged the laughing maniac towards the edge of the roof and rectangular dispersal mechanism. When they reached it, his finger moved to the top of the device’s only button. 
 
    “If… if you… if you press that button, we’re both dead. So press away.” Ted had a hard time talking through his laughter and a broken jaw. 
 
    I know. Mack closed his eyes and pressed the button, setting off the EMP device. Amber watched on in horror as Ted and Mack both fell, limp. The dispersal device started sparking, then smoking. 
 
    Ted’s listless body fell off the edge of the Golden Pony roof. It plummeted twenty stories into a sea of meat puppets. Mack almost followed. But only the upper half of his body hung over the edge. 
 
    “Mack!” The emotional roller coaster that Amber endured within the past ten minutes overwhelmed her. She fell to her knees and sobbed. For the first time since the interstate back in Dallas, she was alone. 
 
    Amber crawled over to Mack’s lifeless body. She pulled him away from the edge. With her head on his chest, she laid there, silent and traumatized. As far as she was concerned, she’d never get up. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you, girlie girl?” Amber heard the impossible. It was Mack’s voice. 
 
    “How…?” Amber lifted her head up and smiled at Mack with tear soaked eyes. 
 
    “Would you look at that.” Mack didn’t get up. He stared up at the sky. For the first time in decades, the stars were visible in the Las Vegas skies. There was no light pollution obscuring the view. 
 
    Amber and Mack laid on the roof of the Golden Pony for a good hour. Mack explained what happened to him. At least as much as he could. Finally, they got up. 
 
    “What are we going to do? How are we going to get out of here?” asked Amber as she looked around. They were on a roof, twenty stories up from the street. There were no escape routes, no helicopter or fire escape. 
 
    “We’ll figure something out.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 16: Epilogue (Three Days Later) 
 
    In a facility, thirty miles from Los Angeles, sat a scientist named Chris Granger. He was slowly falling asleep in his chair. In front of him was a computer monitor that hadn’t been turned off since the outbreak. Its purpose was to send and receive messages from any Galatea facilities that still survived. 
 
    Chris pulled the overnight shift. He hated it but at least it meant that he could spend time with his family during the day. It had been months since the last communication, so sleeping while on duty didn’t make him feel particularly guilty. 
 
    Moments away from fully falling asleep, Chris was awoken by beeping noises from the computer in front of him. He couldn’t believe it. Someone was sending a message. Curious and excited he read it. 
 
    In need of immediate evacuation. Send clean up squads. Location: Las Vegas Facility - CEO Ted Gorman. 
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