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 Chapter 1: The Strip 
 
    The Golden Pony enjoyed record profits in 2012. Like every other casino, the Pony was going through hard times for the previous decade plus. America was in a recession. Life was hard for almost everybody. Las Vegas wasn’t spared. 
 
    The owner of The Golden Pony, Franklin Durant, desperate for money, came up with a promotion to bolster its sales and number of guests. He guaranteed five times as many jackpot winners from the slot, poker and blackjack machines. That brought in droves of desperate gamblers. 
 
    Any reasonable person would figure that paying out more winnings would drive The Golden Pony deeper into a hole. And they would be right. But Franklin Durant was no idiot. He would be able to run his promotion with financial backing. All he had to do was make a deal with the devil. 
 
    Galatea Systems wanted a location that was both safe and discreet for their Las Vegas labs. They approached Mr. Durant with a check. It had a whole hell of a lot of zeroes on it. The only condition was that he was not to ask any questions about the work done below his casino. 
 
    At first Durant resisted. He didn’t like the idea of not knowing what Galatea was up to. What would people think if they knew there was a laboratory under the casino? More importantly, would the casino lose its license if or when the city found out? 
 
    Much to Franklin Durant’s surprise, Galatea had the labs built in nether regions of The Golden Pony in three weeks without anyone seeing or hearing a thing. He hadn’t even realized that building started until nearly two weeks in. 
 
    There was something unnerving about the clandestine goings on under The Golden Pony. No one who worked there even so much as said “good morning” to the hotel staff. Military types guarded the elevators that led down to the labs. Some guests claimed to hear screaming and crying coming from the vents in their rooms. 
 
    The money generated from the extra patronage and Galatea, allowed The Golden Pony to expand. An expansion, another building, was built two hundred yards away. It housed a parking garage, which was sorely needed. There was a skyway that connected the two, about fifteen stories up. 
 
    “That’s our way out of here,” said Mack. He looked over the edge of the Golden Pony roof and pointed at the skyway that connected the casino to its parking garage. Just how he and Amber would get to the skyway was still undecided. 
 
    Mack was in bad shape. The EMP device that was supposed to cure him and wipe out the nanites in his blood had some side effects. Not only was every moving part in his body sore, but his immune system was also severely compromised. He had a serious fever and was almost delirious. So it was up to Amber to help him move around and get out of the Sin City. 
 
    Amber laid Mack down against an air conditioner. With her small shoulders relieved of his weight, she was able to investigate the potential escape route herself. And she didn’t like what she saw. 
 
    Peeking over the edge of the roof, Amber saw the roof of the skyway. It was at least five stories down. Under the suspended tunnel was an undulating sea of meat puppets. 
 
    Shit. There’s no way. Amber stood at the roof edge as she tried to figure out a way down. Jumping would most certainly result in some broken bones. Plus she had no idea how much weight the top of the skyway could bare. The only path was to climb down. 
 
    I sure as hell can’t carry him down. He’s going to have to climb. Amber walked back over to Mack. 
 
    “We have to climb down,” explained Amber. 
 
    There’s no way in hell I’m going to be able to climb down. “Okay. Let’s do it,” said Mack before he tried to rise to his feet on his own. It was hard. It hurt. And he groaned. But the Viking managed to rise to his feet. 
 
    “You sure you can…?” 
 
    “I can do it. I have to. C’mon let’s go before those things make it up here.” Mack limped over to the roof edge. When Amber tried to help him, he gently pushed her away. 
 
    “Maybe I should go first,” she suggested as Mack sat down on the edge of the roof. 
 
    And have me fall on you? No. “I’ll go first. You follow.” 
 
    There were handholds and footholds on the walls of The Golden Pony. Ledges, windowsills and the fake brick pattern was actually ideal for Mack and Amber to climb. That was if they were both healthy. 
 
    Mack awkwardly turned his body around and lowered his legs down over the edge. His stomach was in his throat until his feet found a ledge below. That feeling of relief didn’t last. For he had a long way to go. And his limbs were already screaming at him, trying to get him to stop. 
 
    Amber watched warily as Mack slowly climbed down. He tried to hide his pain but she could see the grimace on his face as he descended. At any moment it looked like his body would give up on him and she would have to watch him fall. The only thing she could do was pray that he’d make it. 
 
    It took some time, but Mack finally neared the end of his climb. He had about twenty feet to go. His whole body was in agony. Reaching the skyway would ease the pain and his worries. 
 
    Mack’s legs dangled for a few seconds while resting on a windowsill. His fingers lodged into one of the cracks in the fake brick wall. He looked down to assess where to go next. Suddenly the glass of the window in front of his legs shattered. 
 
    Three pairs of arms jutted out of the broken window. They were pale with visible black veins underneath. Both Mack and Amber heard the screeches of meat puppets. To make matters worse, the screeches were coming from two different places. 
 
    Mack felt the puppet hands from the window try to grab his legs. They grasped and scratched, trying desperately to pull in their potential victim. He kicked at them and tried to dodge their attempts. 
 
    Ah fuck! Mack felt his feet slip off the windowsill. His fingers couldn’t hope to bare his weight. Before he could recover, he fell backwards. Luckily for him, he was above the skyway. Instead of plummeting to his death, he hit the skyway with a thud. For a few seconds the world went black. 
 
    Not now! Amber looked behind her. Meat puppets had burst through the door to the roof and were searching for anything living to tear to shreds. She had to start climbing down and do so fast. 
 
    “Mack!” When she started over the edge of the roof, Amber saw Mack on his back on the skyway. Screaming his name didn’t wake him. That added to her sense of urgency. 
 
    Amber hurried her descent. More concerned with getting down fast than safely, the girl slipped a couple of times. Each close call made her heart race. But she didn’t fall. 
 
    When she reached the window that Mack got thrown off from, the meat puppets inside were starting to climb out. Throwing caution to the wind, she jumped off the wall and landed feet first on the skyway. The jump hurt, but nothing broke. 
 
    There was no time for Amber to acclimate to the throbbing pain in her ankles and knees. The meat puppets were coming out the window, and others looked to be following suit from the roof. To make matters worse, she had to get Mack up and moving. 
 
    “Get up! Get…!” Mack heard Amber yelling. His eyes opened up to see a night sky full of stars. He tried moving but felt a sharp sting in his chest. A couple broken ribs were added to his already considerable list of maladies. 
 
    Mack managed to lift his head up and take a look around. What he saw spurred him to fight through his pain and stand. Amber was trying to fight off several meat puppets with nothing but a knife. He knew they’d eventually either maul or knock her off the skyway roof. 
 
    Amber wildly swung her knife back and forth. If it were human beings in front of her, that might have held them off. But they weren’t people. Not anymore. They were meat puppets. The prospect of being stabbed or sliced was not a deterrent. 
 
    Three meat puppets came out of the window and fell down onto the skyway. Amber managed to push one off right away, but the other two kept coming. Her knife swinging didn’t stop them. One lunged at her with its mouth open, black bloody drool oozing out. She stabbed it in its head. That left one more. 
 
    Mack struggled to his feet. When he managed to get up it was on wobbly legs. They straightened up quick when he saw the predicament that Amber was in. She was trying to dislodge her knife from one of the meat puppet’s head. The remaining puppet was an arm’s length away. 
 
    Suck it up. You can hurt when she’s safe. Mack rushed forward. He almost ran straight into Amber. Instead, he went past her and barreled into the meat puppet. It's head bashed against the wall behind it, leaving a splatter of black blood. 
 
    “Above you!” yelled Amber as she pointed towards the roof of The Golden Pony. 
 
    You’ve got to be kidding me. Mack looked up. A whole group of meat puppets were seconds away from stepping over the edge of the roof. 
 
    Amber ran over and grabbed Mack by the hand. She pulled him in the direction of the parking garage. He stumbled along behind her. The puppets cascaded off the Golden Pony roof. They had no fear. There was nothing to hold them back. 
 
    Both Amber and Mack felt them land on the skyway. Neither dared to look back. While most of the dumb creatures missed it and plummeted down to meet their friends at street level, a dangerous amount hit their mark. 
 
    There wasn’t any way to get inside the skyway. So in order to enter the garage, they had to climb into it. And they had to be fast about it. 
 
    Amber was the first into the garage. She jumped in, scraping her knee on the concrete floor. Mack had a little more trouble than his young charge. But he made it in. 
 
    The meat puppets were hot on Mack and Amber’s heels. It became clear that the creatures would follow them into the parking garage. Without any effective weapons, the only option was to run. 
 
    Mack tried his best to keep up with Amber. The problem was his whole body ached, his broken ribs made breathing painful and unbeknownst to him, he was concussed. With meat puppet screeches echoing throughout the garage and getting closer, he realized he wouldn’t be able to outrun them. He stopped. 
 
    Amber looked back. “What are you doing?” She saw Mack bent over with his hand on his knees, trying to catch his breath. 
 
    “We’re not going to outrun them,” said Mack through labored breaths. “I’m not going to outrun them. You keep going. I’m gonna hide.” 
 
    “We’re going to hide. I’m not leaving you.” 
 
    Mack scanned their surroundings. There were some cars left behind after the nanite virus hit Las Vegas. They started testing the doors. 
 
    After trying four cars, Amber found one with an open front door. She called Mack over, then got in. By the time he reached the vehicle, she’d already opened the back door for him. 
 
    Once inside, Mack tried to be as silent as possible as he closed the car door behind him. He laid down in the back and laid across the seats. Amber did the same in the front. They hoped that the dark of the garage and the car would hide them from their undead pursuers. 
 
    It wasn’t long before the meat puppets caught up. They watched as the ravenous monstrosities passed by the car they were hiding in. One got as close as a couple feet. 
 
    They held their breath. Neither moved a muscle. Both of their eyes were wide and focused on the puppet just outside. In a matter of seconds the temperature in the vehicle seemed to rise as sweat formed on both their bodies. 
 
    The meat puppet closest to the car Amber and Mack hid in, distended its jaw and let out a loud screech. At first they thought the screech meant they were discovered. To their relief, the creature moved on with the rest of them. 
 
    They stayed in the car for another ten minutes, just to be safe. Once they were convinced the coast was clear, Amber got out. When she was certain that they were alone, she helped Mack out of the backseat. 
 
    As he exited the car, he felt a sharp stabbing sensation in his midsection, below his chest, above his stomach. His breathing became labored. He was in trouble. But he couldn’t reveal to Amber just how hurt he was. 
 
    Careful to limit the noise they made, they slowly made their way down through the parking garage. The duo stuck to the shadows, and they stayed near any cars, just in case they had to hide again. 
 
    When they reached the exit of the parking garage, Mack leaned up against a wall as Amber checked to see if it was safe for them to leave. Luckily they found themselves in a side-street, separate from the meat puppet infested strip. One end was open to the popular row of casinos. The other ended abruptly with the back wall of a building. 
 
    A cop car! Maybe we’ll get lucky and find some weapons in there. Amber spotted an abandoned police patrol car. It wasn’t that far away. All she and Mack had to do was reach it without alerting the infected that were within view. 
 
    “All right,” said Amber as she popped her head back into the garage in order to retrieve Mack. 
 
    She walked slowly through the pitch black street outside the Golden Pony parking garage, towards the cop car. An all too familiar and atrocious smell hit her nostrils. It was the smell of death, rot and decay. 
 
    Mack struggled to keep up. None of his afflictions were better since the roof and EMP. He felt as if he was dying. There was no way he could show or tell those thoughts to Amber. At least not until they escaped Las Vegas, which looked much harder than Dallas. 
 
    That’s just gross. Amber discovered where the terrible smell was coming from when she and Mack reached the abandoned car. A police officer laid against the side of the driver’s side door. He was almost torn in half. Only a bit of rotting skin kept his upper body attached to the lower. 
 
    Amber kicked the dead cop’s corpse just to make sure it wasn’t a resting meat puppet. Satisfied, she pushed it with her foot off the door of the patrol car. In the new infected word there was little time for respecting the dead. All that mattered was not suffering the same fate. 
 
    Mack leaned against the trunk of the vehicle as Amber entered through the driver’s side door. He stared down the street at the opening to the puppet infested Strip. None of the creatures seemed to notice them. 
 
    Amber frantically searched the abandoned police car looking for anything she could use as a weapon. Her knife wouldn’t cut it if she was going to protect herself, and Mack. After searching the front seats and glove box, she found no weapons. Doubting she’d find anything in the segregated back seats, she got out. Before doing so she popped the trunk open, which startled Mack. 
 
    He moved out of the way as Amber walked over to the trunk and opened it. Inside there was a black tactical shotgun. Next to it there was a box of slugs. 
 
    Once she retrieved the shotgun, she started searching the rotting corpse of the bisected police officer. Mack gave her a queer look, cutting through his pain. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked in a hushed voice. “He doesn’t have a gun. I already checked.” 
 
    “I’m not looking for a gun,” answered Amber without looking up. 
 
    “What then?” 
 
    Amber popped up. She dangled keys in her hand. “A ride,” she said with a smile. 
 
    I can’t drive. Wait, she doesn’t think that she’ll… “You’re not driving,” said Mack. 
 
    “Of course I am.” Amber walked back over to the still open driver’s side door. “You can’t. Look at yourself. Now get in.” 
 
    Mack may not have liked the idea of being driven by a child. But Amber was right. He was in no shape to get behind a wheel. Instead of arguing he decided to sit in the passenger seat. 
 
    “Have you ever driven before?” asked Mack, even though he knew the answer. Amber was only fourteen. Of course she hadn’t. 
 
    “No. But I guess there’s no better time to learn. Right?” Amber smiled at him. It was forced. 
 
    “Give me the shotgun. Turn the key. Then put the car in drive,” instructed Mack. 
 
    “Which way are we gonna go?” 
 
    Mack looked down both sides of the street. “Doesn’t look like we got a choice, girlie girl.” 
 
    Amber gave Mack the shotgun and started the engine. He rolled down his window and stuck the gun out of it. 
 
    The sound of the police car starting got the meat puppets' attention. Suddenly the creatures on the strip turned towards the narrow dead end street that Amber and Mack were parked on. They screeched and started sprinting towards the headlights. 
 
    “Let’s go!” yelled Mack. 
 
    Amber struggled to find the right gear, even though the police cruiser had automatic, not manual. First she put it in neutral making the wheels spin in place. She moved one down and put the car in reverse, sending it careening towards the wall at the end of the street. 
 
    “D for drive! D for drive!” yelled Mack. Ignoring his intense discomfort, he leaned out the passenger side window, aimed his shotgun and unloaded a slug into a meat puppet who was mere feet away. 
 
    Amber looked down at what she was doing. She moved the gear shift into “D” for drive. Not having any knowledge about how to drive, she pushed the accelerator all the way down. There would be no gradual acceleration. 
 
    Mack almost dropped the shotgun when his body was pushed back into his seat. Amber was gunning it down the street. She barreled right over and through several undead. They bounced off the hood. Some rolled up on to the front of the car and crashed into the windshield. 
 
    The police car emerged into meat puppet clogged streets. Immediately both Amber and Mack had reservations about the choice to drive out there. Thousands of nanite driven undead occupied the infamous Las Vegas Strip.  Getting through them would prove to be extremely difficult. 
 
    “Whatever you do, don’t let your foot off the gas,” instructed Mack. He rolled up his window and brought the shotgun back into the car. 
 
    Meat puppets were bounced, pushed and run over. But with every foot the cop car advanced, its progress slowed. The engine struggled to keep going. 
 
    It’s not going to make it. We need to get off this road. And we need to do it now. “See that intersection?” asked Mack as he pointed towards an intersection not too far ahead of them. 
 
    The back windshield shattered, taking Mack and Amber by surprise. Both of them knew that chances were they weren’t going to get through the crowd of puppets without incident. But still, it surprised them. And that surprise turned into dread. 
 
    Mack turned around in his seat and saw a monstrosity on top of the trunk. It had red eyes and barely any skin left, revealing lots of metallic bone underneath. Under normal circumstances he would’ve told Amber to back up and maybe throw the stowaway off. That wasn’t an option. Any ceasing of forward progress would doom them both. 
 
    “Just keep driving!” shouted Mack over the screeches all around them. 
 
    Before he could aim his shotgun, metallic tendrils shot out of the red eyed meat puppet’s chest. They wrapped around the passenger seat and its occupant. As hard as he tried, he couldn’t wriggle free. 
 
    The red eyed met puppet started to climb inside the police car. Amber had to make a quick decision. She could continue to the intersection and risk the stowaway tearing her and Mack to pieces. Or she could improvise. 
 
    “Hold on!” yelled Amber as she sharply turned the steering wheel. 
 
    The police car sped towards the glass windows of one of the many casinos on the Strip. Free of undead creatures to slow it down, they picked up considerable speed. Seconds before crashing through the windows, Amber buckled her seat belt. 
 
    When the police cruiser crashed through the casino windows, Amber instinctively closed her eyes. But she didn’t take her foot off the wheel. 
 
    A thick concrete pillar brought the police cruiser to an abrupt stop. Amber’s seat belt kept her in the vehicle. An air bag cushioned her head and helped with the whiplash. The tendrils wrapped around Mack did the same. Only one passenger went flying out of the front windshield. That was the red eyed meat puppet. 
 
    What…where…? Mack was a bit dazed. He added his neck to his long list of injuries in the crash. The good news was that the tendrils that restrained him before were now loose, so he could move. 
 
    Amber groaned. The teen slowly raised her head from the deployed airbag. “Are we dead?”  she asked, groggily. 
 
    “Not yet.” Mack freed himself from the limp metallic tendrils around his torso and seat. He heard a cacophony of screeches. Shadows of meat puppets were rushing towards them and the wrecked car. “But we will be if we don’t get out of here.” 
 
    Mack got the shotgun and pushed open his door with his body weight. Amber followed suit. They both froze when they saw a pair of red eyes rise in front of them. Their brief moment of disbelief didn’t last long. 
 
    A blast from Mack’s shotgun almost took the red eyed monster’s head off. He and Amber ran together into the unknown darkness of the casino. Predictably, the meat puppets followed. 
 
    Having spent so much time in the powerless streets of Las Vegas, both Amber and Mack’s eyes adjusted to the lack of light. They had some night vision. The human version wasn’t great. Still, it was enough for them to get around. Even if there was some tripping and running into things. 
 
    Mack had two objectives. Finding a way out and to (relative) safety was their priority. Avoiding getting eaten was also very important. 
 
    The duo entered the casino in a shopping and restaurant sector of the complex, so they didn’t have to navigate the maze like layout of a casino floor. That helped. All they had to do was look for an exit. 
 
    Mack had to will his body to run. Even then he wasn’t at full speed. Amber slowed down a bit to match his pace. The problem was, that pace wasn’t fast enough. 
 
    “We’re not going to outrun them,” said Mack. He stopped running. 
 
    “Not if we stop. What are you doing?” Amber was dumbfounded that Mack stopped running. 
 
    Mack looked around. It was too dark to make out any signs or to tell what was what. So he gambled and just chose a mystery storefront randomly. 
 
    Turns out, he chose wisely. He and Amber entered what was a bar. That gave them the cover he wanted and they needed. From there he could pick off the meat puppets with his shotgun, with protection. 
 
    They both hurried behind the bar. Amber stayed down while Mack stood up and aimed his shotgun towards the entrance. All he needed to do was wait for the meat puppets to come to him. Being stationary helped him avoid moving, which was a painful endeavor for him. 
 
    The first meat puppet stopped in front of the entrance to the bar. It crouched, and looked to be sniffing at the air. After a few seconds its head quickly turned towards Mack. Without delay it ran inside after him. 
 
    Sure enough, the other meat puppets followed the initial one in. Mack didn’t hesitate. He fired away. Each slug found their mark, tearing chunks out of the advancing monsters. Each shot lit up the dark bar for a split second. Between the gun shots and screeches, the sound was deafening. Amber had to cup her hands over her ears, just so they didn’t ring. 
 
    Mack’s plan worked. The floor of the bar was littered with the remains of meat puppets. But there was no time to celebrate. There would be no rest. All the noise he they made would be sure to attract more of them. And he was out of ammo. 
 
    “That’s the last time you drive, girlie girl,” said Mack, as he looked over his handiwork. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 2: Retrieval 
 
    For some people, life does indeed flash before their eyes before dying. That was the case with Ted Gorman when he plummeted from the roof of The Golden Pony. What he saw wasn’t pretty. If there was a St. Peter and a heaven, he was screwed. From childhood to adulthood, his life was a highlight reel of depravity and cruelty. 
 
    It started when Ted was a kid. He came from a life of privilege. His father, Thomas Gorman, made a fortune manufacturing medical supplies for hospitals; such as gauze, tape, wipes, gowns and bandages. 
 
    The wealth of the Gorman family, and a privileged upbringing, spoiled young Ted. He got anything he wanted. And he was never punished for misbehavior. 
 
    Added on top of Ted’s generally shitty attitude and personality, were a litany of mental health issues. Although he was a genius, he was a sociopath. Emotions like empathy and compassion were completely foreign to him. And he was schizophrenic. 
 
    Thomas Gorman refused to accept that his son had some serious issues. He didn’t allow them to be addressed. Because addressing Ted’s schizophrenia and sociopathic nature would admit that they exist. Medication was out of the question. Therapy would never happen. 
 
    Untreated, Ted slowly became a maniac. First he hurt and killed small animals, like squirrels, dogs or cats. Then in high school he was a ruthless bully. In college, he graduated to assault and borderline rape. And he never once got disciplined. 
 
    When Thomas Gorman died (under suspicious circumstances), Ted took over the company. He promptly sold it and laid off its hundreds of employees. The fresh college graduate wanted to start his own business, Galatea Systems. 
 
    As he fell, Ted saw his father’s face as his old man died. He saw a neighbor’s cat that he burned alive when he was ten. He saw the groin of Eliza Denmore as he forcefully slid down her panties. He saw the convulsing bodies of soldiers he infected with experimental viruses. He smiled. 
 
    Ted fell on top of a mass of meat puppets, too dumb to get out the way. So instead of hitting asphalt, he landed on rotting flesh. It wasn’t enough to save his life, but it did stop his body from spattering upon impact. 
 
    In death, Ted Gorman became a carrion feast for some ravenous meat puppets. The creatures ate out of memory and habit, not hunger. For the nanites in their bodies didn’t need food. They had all the fuel they needed, inside their host. 
 
    Suddenly Ted came back from the black emptiness of death. He opened his eyes and was greeted by the agony of being eaten alive. No matter how much he wanted to, the CEO of Galatea Systems couldn’t move much. Just about every bone in his body was broken. 
 
    What…the…fuck? How am I alive? And am I…am I healing? Jesus, that hurts. Ted could feel the nanites in his blood, bone and tissue knit his body back together. His injuries were grievous, so progress was slow. But it was making progress. 
 
    After ten minutes of mending, Ted was able to move his head. He tried to ignore the burning pain and looked at the meat puppets who were still ripping chunks out of him with their mouths. The bites! They’ve infected me. Or re-infected me, to be more accurate. But why can I still think straight? Holy shit, am I a vegetable? Am I like one of those sad bastards who are prisoners of their own bodies? 
 
    Talk, Ted. Say something, anything. Prove that you can. Don’t let Mr. Mack win. Him and his little bitch are probably still up on that damned roof, laughing at you. Ted tried to move his arm. He achieved little success. The tendons and muscles were still being reconstructed. 
 
    “Look at you,” Ted heard a voice among the crowd of meat puppets around him. It was an all too familiar voice. 
 
    Shit not now. I don’t need him to add to my misery. Ted tried moving his legs. He managed to lift one up a couple of inches off the ground before he lost control and it flopped back down. 
 
    “My son. The fruit of my loins. Heir to our family fortune. Now look at you.” Ted saw Thomas Gorman amongst the meat puppets. His dead father was walking around him in a circle. He knew it was his father. No other man would be dressed in a ten thousand dollar suit just to haunt his son. “You’re pathetic.” 
 
    I need to get up, if only to get away from the old man. Ted groaned as he tried to sit. He could feel jagged shards of his spine trying to poke their way out of the skin on his back. That time he ignored the pain and kept trying. 
 
    As soon as he stood up, the meat puppets suddenly stopped biting him. They rose and joined the rest of the puppets. The change in their behavior was immediate. 
 
    “Would you look at that? You’re not even worth a midnight snack to these things. How worthless are you, boy?” Ted caught a glimpse of his father’s intensely green eyes. 
 
    Ted tried to ignore his father’s ghost. Fueled by equal parts determination, hate and adrenaline, he managed to get up to one knee. He would not fail. Especially not in front of his dad. 
 
    Ten more minutes passed before Ted managed to stand all the way up. When he did, he was shocked by the fact that the meat puppets paid him no attention. It was like he was one of them. 
 
    Upon looking up towards the roof, Ted couldn’t see Mack nor Amber. 
 
    They can wait. I need to know what the hell happened to me. What am I now? Ted limped towards the front entrance to The Golden Pony. It hardly resembled the casino he called “home” for the last couple of months. 
 
    The thick glass that served as the front doors to The Golden Pony were broken. What hit him first was the terrible smell. In essence, the casino had become a battlefield full of the dead and undead. 
 
    Blood, bodies and shell casings covered the floor of the lobby. Ted couldn’t take a step without bumping into a dead member of The Golden Pony colony or a vanquished meat puppet. In distant hallways and casino floors he heard the screams of the last remnants being killed. 
 
     Despite the horror that surrounded him, Ted was unfazed. He reacted no different than if he was strolling through a park. With utter calm he entered the back hall ways and headed towards the elevators that led down to his lab. 
 
    “Help! Heeeelp!” Ted heard someone pleading for assistance nearby. 
 
    Ted passed the money cage which he had turned into a make-shift prison cell for unfortunate souls, the ones his security teams caught and designated for testing. The bars of the cage were bent and torn open. Streaks of blood covered every wall. Pieces of human flesh were strewn about. Again, Ted paid it no mind. 
 
    When he reached the elevator, Ted discovered who was crying for help. There was a man, a Galatea security officer, trying to hold off a meat puppet. It was on top of him, scratching at his face. The security officer was just managing to hold it back from doing more damage. But it was only a matter of time. 
 
    “Thank god! Mr. Gorman? Please, get this thing off of me.” 
 
    The meat puppet on top of the Galatea security officer turned its head and looked at Ted. Its cloudy dead eyes looked into the CEO’s. Then it went back to its task. 
 
    “Sucks to be you,” coldly commented Ted as he proceeded to the elevator doors. 
 
    Damn, my card. After searching his pockets, Ted realized he’d lost his identification card at some point during the chaos in the casino. He wondered if along with regaining his ability to heal, he regained the superhuman strength that the nanites provided. If so, he should be able to pry the elevator doors open with his bare hands. 
 
    Ted could hear the screams of the Galatea security officer as he lost his struggle against the meat puppet. The screams were ignored. It didn’t take long before they stopped. 
 
    Here goes nothing. Ted wedged his fingers into the crack between the steel elevator doors. He expected some trouble opening them up. But they slid apart with ease. 
 
    I guess I got my strength back. Now how do I get down? Ted peered into the elevator shaft. It was pitch black. There was a tingle behind his eyes. Then the shaft suddenly looked as if it was lit by daylight. Interesting. 
 
    “Looks like you’re going to have to jump,” Thomas Gorman whispered into Ted’s ear from behind. 
 
    “That seems a little too far,” answered Ted as he looked at the car at the bottom of the elevator shaft. 
 
    “Pussy. Sissy Nancy boy,” mocked Thomas. 
 
    Ted turned around. Thomas wasn’t there. Of course he’s not there. He’s dead. You’re just imagining things. Still, he had a point. 
 
    “Why not?” asked Ted before hopping into the elevator shaft. 
 
    Ted broke an ankle upon landing on top of the elevator car. His legs gave out. His face slammed against a steel pole across the roof. Somehow, he stayed conscious. 
 
    That was a bad idea. Oh well, what’s done is done. Ted waited for his ankle and the huge gash on his forehead to heal. 
 
    Once healed up, Ted stomped on the roof of the elevator car. It didn’t take long for his labor to create results. His foot went through the relatively thin steel of the roof. All he had to do was open up the hole he made, and make it big enough for him to fit through. 
 
    After dropping into the elevator car, Ted pried open the doors. He found himself in the all-white lobby of his lab. In there he found the corpse of a former employee, Eugene. Like every other dead body he came across, he ignored it. 
 
    Ted was confronted with another door, locked by a card read system. There was only a glass door that stood in his way. One punch shattered the glass of the door and gave him access to his laboratory. 
 
    What Ted was after was the computers in the Galatea lab. Yes, he wanted to find out how he regained the abilities after the EMP blast on The Golden Pony roof, but there was something more important he had to do. He had to send out a message to be picked up. 
 
    A normal person wouldn’t strap test subjects to beds and inject them were experimental viruses. If they did, they would certainly cut them loose when the whole world went to shit. Ted wasn’t a normal person. There was not even an ounce of compassion in him. So he walked right by them on his way to the computers. 
 
    The computer that Ted used was connected only to other Galatea Systems labs all over the world. Its purpose was to keep the labs informed of what the others were doing. That wasn’t how Ted was planning on using it. He was going to send a SOS message. 
 
    Somebody better be around to get this. Ted sat down in front of one of the the computers that were set up in a row, and turned it on. 
 
    The nearest labs were just outside Salt Lake City, Utah, and another outside Los Angeles, California. Those were where he would send out his SOS. He hoped that they were still there and functional. Because he had no desire to walk out of Vegas. No, he’d much rather be picked up via helicopter. Who wouldn’t? 
 
    Ted typed: 
 
    “In need of immediate evacuation. Send clean up squads. Location: Las Vegas Facility - CEO Ted Gorman.” 
 
    Ted pressed the “enter” button to send the message. Then he waited. And he waited. The CEO of Galatea waited some more. Until finally he heard the beep he’d been listening for. 
 
    “Evacuation message received. Sending clean up squads. ETA 2 hours. Location: Los Angeles Facility - Christopher Granger.” 
 
    With the knowledge that he’d soon leave Las Vegas and The Golden Pony behind, Ted was free to try and find out what the hell happened to him. Step one was taking a look at his blood. 
 
    There was still full power to the basement lab. The rest of the casino was under emergency backup power, but the lab had its own power source, separate from the city grid. So every piece of equipment still worked. 
 
    After drawing his own blood, Ted entered most of it into the system for testing. The rest was put under a high powered microscope. What he found was surprising. 
 
    Reinfection re-activated the dormant nanites already in Ted’s blood. Those nanites then started to self-replicate. He didn’t quite understand why or how, but what he saw under the microscope was undeniable. His blood looked the same as it did when he originally infected himself. That made the sociopath genuinely happy. 
 
    Ted heard another beep from the computers. He rushed over to read the incoming message. 
 
    “EVAC ETA 12 minutes. Clean up squad ETA 10 minutes. Rendezvous on South Las Vegas Boulevard. Be advised, wait until after Hellfire strike. Location: Los Angeles Facility - Christopher Granger.” 
 
    Fuck that. I’m not waiting. How can I pass up a chance to see Hellfire jets do their thing up close? Ted decided to leave. Before doing so, he had to destroy the lab. Any criminal knows that leaving behind evidence was a bad move. 
 
     Every Galatea Systems lab had measures installed to destroy the site. In the case of the Las Vegas lab, thermite bombs were planted. They were designed to explode, lighting the highly flammable substance and spreading it all over. With temperatures reaching heights of three thousand degrees Celsius, the powdered metal was more than capable of destroying everything in the facility. 
 
    The thermite bombs were embedded in the ceilings of the Las Vegas lab. That way they were guaranteed to cover the most ground when set off. It was an efficient means to vanish any evidence of wrong doing on Galatea’s part. Plus, it would prevent any rivals from gaining their information or technology. 
 
    Ted entered in the self-destruct commands and hurried towards the lab lobby. Though he had the ability to heal himself from almost any wound, thermite would reduce him to nothing. He needed to leave, and do so in a hurry. 
 
    Time to go. Ted entered the elevator car. He lifted himself up through the hole he stomped into the roof. The added strength in his legs didn’t give him enough power to jump all the way up to the shaft entrance, but it was enough for him to climb the cables. 
 
    It took a little time, but Ted managed to make it up to the entrance to the elevator shaft. All it cost him was some skin from his palms. Having made it up, he hurried through the backrooms and hallways of The Golden Pony. He headed towards the entrance. There he would have a front row seat to the Hellfire show. 
 
    Ted stood near the broken front windows of The Golden Pony. From there he could watch the jets fly in and drop their payloads onto the thousands of meat puppets that shuffled through the Strip. It would be glorious. It would also probably hurt. That was okay. Pain meant less and less to him as time went on. And it certainly wasn’t a deterrent. 
 
    In the distance, Ted could hear the roars of jet engines over the random screeches of meat puppets. He grinned. The CEO knew what he was about to witness. Each Hellfire jet carried updated versions of British blockbuster bombs. They combined high explosives with incendiary chemicals. Anything in their path was sure to be destroyed. 
 
    This should be good. Ted saw the lights of the Hellfire jets. It was only a matter of seconds before the fireworks. He was practically giddy at the idea of all that destruction. That was until his father tried to ruin it. 
 
    “How can you be excited, you little monster. They were people once. They had families once. They were loved. Unlike you. Is that why you can just stand by and gleefully watch? Are you bitter? Are you mad that I never loved you? Get over it, boy.” Thomas appeared on the opposite side of the broken glass. His green eyes stared at Ted, who tried to ignore it. But he couldn’t. 
 
    The Hellfire jets flew over South Las Vegas Boulevard, The Strip. As they passed over, high above, they dropped their loads of blockbuster bombs. Ted watched as the explosives seemed to fall in slow motion. 
 
    When the bombs hit the street below, they detonated. First came a blast wave, strong enough to kill anyone in its radius. It sent meat puppets flying. Others were simply blown apart. As it was designed, the explosion ripped off pieces of nearby buildings, shattered any remaining glass, tore up nearby sidewalks and made a crater in the asphalt. Then came the incendiary component. 
 
    Clouds of flames erupted from each detonated blockbuster bomb. They consumed everything they came into contact with. The Strip lit up with an intense light. None of the meat puppets stood a chance. 
 
    It’s beautiful. If Ted were capable of crying, he would’ve. He was enamored with the wanton destruction unfolding before him. Due to his fascination, his mind didn’t register the fact that the next bomb would land not far from The Golden Pony entrance. It exploded, quite close to him. 
 
    The blast wave threw Ted off his feet and into the middle of the lobby. He immediately felt the damage done to his insides. That alone would have been enough to kill any other man, instantly. 
 
    Following the massive blast, flames blanketed the street in front of the casino. They spread into the lobby and set Ted on fire. No matter how accustomed to pain he’d gotten, burning alive is too much for any man or woman to bare. 
 
    Ted frantically rolled around on the singed carpet of the casino lobby. He tore off his clothes. In that moment he regretted his fascination with the Hellfire jets. His dead father laughed at him. 
 
    “What’s a matter, boy? Is it hot in here or is it me?” joked Thomas Gorman as he smoked a cigar and watched his son burn. 
 
    Ted managed to extinguish the flames that threatened to destroy him. Never before had he felt such agony. Even his fall from the roof of The Golden Pony didn’t hurt as bad. But there was little time for him to dwell in his newfound misery. He could hear rotor blades. 
 
    Three Galatea helicopters came into view, to both drop off heavily armed clean up squads and evacuate their CEO. All three had door gunners that mowed down any meat puppet left moving. They sprayed the streets and sides of the casinos as they passed. 
 
    In the lead helicopter was Sebastian Monticello, the second most powerful man at Galatea Systems. The younger more ambitious Sebastian was hoping that they’d recover Ted’s corpse. Secretly, most in the company felt the same way. 
 
    “There it is. Set us down,” ordered Sebastian as he pointed towards what remained of The Golden Pony. 
 
    The helicopters stopped advancing, then started to descend. Winds produced by their spinning rotors caused the fire below to become displaced, producing swirling flames and embers. It made for a relatively safe landing site. 
 
    As soon as the first helicopter touched down on the street, Sebastian got out, flanked by four of the company’s best security officers. They headed towards the blown out entrance of The Golden Pony. 
 
    Out of the smoke and fire, someone came walking out of the casino entrance to meet Sebastian and the security officers. All they could see was a silhouette. 
 
    “Stop! Cease, or you will be fired on!” yelled Sebastian. His security officers raised their assault rifles and aimed them at the silhouette. It did not comply. “Prepare to fire.” 
 
    “Stand down,” a voice emerged from the smoke and fire. 
 
    “Mr. Gorman?” asked Sebastian. Immediately he recognized the voice of his superior. He tried to hide his disappointment. 
 
    Ted came out of the swirling smoke. He barely resembled the man who ran Galatea. All of his hair was burnt off, including eyebrows. His body was nude and badly burnt. It was hard for him to walk with all of his internal injuries. They were mending, but their grievous nature meant it would take some time. 
 
    “Mr. Gorman, is that you, sir?” asked Sebastian with a look of concern on his face. 
 
    “What, don’t you recognize me?” laughed Ted as he kept walking towards his men, his employees. It hurt to laugh, but he didn’t care. “Is it my new haircut?” 
 
    “Sir, you need medical attention. Please, hurry up and get in the chopper. We’ll get you to the LA site so you can get treated.” Sebastian faked concern. But he faked it well. He figured that with such serious injuries, Ted would die long before he got to the Los Angeles labs. 
 
    “No, I don’t think so. I’m in no hurry. I mean to see to it that this city is cleansed.” Ted waltzed out into the hell scape that was once the infamous Strip. 
 
    “But sir…” 
 
    “Do me a favor and shut up, Mr. Monticello,” said Ted, interrupting his second in command. 
 
    There’s no way Mack and his little bitch got out of the city yet. We’ll find them and kill them. Ted watched as the other two helicopters landed and unloaded their cargo of highly trained killers. 
 
    “Can’t we just get out of this shit hole and send the Hellfires back to finish the job?” asked Sebastian. It was a reasonable question. That would make the most sense. 
 
    Ted turned his head around so Sebastian could see his face. The burnt skin was rapidly repairing itself in front of his second-in-command’s eyes. “I want to personally see this done. We’ll send in the planes afterwards.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3: What Happens in Vegas... 
 
    Mack and Amber made their way away from the strip and were heading for the outskirts, then out of Las Vegas proper. First they needed to find another ride, despite their increasingly bad luck with them. Trying to escape on foot would just be suicidal. 
 
    The duo passed behind a strip mall. They could hear the meat puppets in the parking lot on the other side. Even though his injuries were getting worse, Mack started getting used to the pain. As long as his broken ribs didn’t stab him in his lungs. Still, Amber took point. 
 
    She stopped. “Do you hear that?” Amber asked. Her head moved, tried to locate the noise. 
 
    “What? I don’t hear anything. And keep it down. They’ll hear us,” whispered Mack as he caught up. 
 
    “Be quiet and listen. Do you really not hear that?” 
 
    Mack shook his head. Please tell me you aren’t going crazy. “No, what did you hear?” 
 
    “Airplanes.” 
 
    “Airplanes? There haven’t been planes in the air since…” Mack stopped talking when he heard the sound of jet engines. “Wait, I hear it too.” 
 
    “Why would there be planes here?” 
 
    Middleton. Mack remembered the small town of nightmares months earlier. That was the last time he saw or heard a plane. And those aircrafts were dropping bombs. He had a feeling in his gut that the ones above Vegas were there for the same reason. 
 
    Before Mack could say anything, the ground shook and the night sky lit up orange. Then they heard the explosions. It caught both Amber and Mack off guard. From the sounds of the surrounding meat puppets, they were shocked too. Unlike them, the puppets hurried towards the noise. 
 
    Mack bit his lower lip and stood up straight. He started walking again, but with a quickened pace. Amber noticed and followed. 
 
    “We need to get out of this city immediately,” said Mack as he struggled towards the exit from behind the strip mall. 
 
    “Why are we in such a hurry?” 
 
    Dammit don’t ask questions, just follow me. “Remember Middleton? Remember what happened to it? That’s about to go down here.” 
 
    “But this a city, that was just some small town. They can’t erase a whole city. Can they?” 
 
    “They put labs under god knows how many cities without anyone knowing. They released a nanite virus that pretty much destroyed the country. These guys can do pretty much anything. They’re going to burn this city. We need to not be here when that happens.” 
 
    “Okay, but you need to take it easy,” pleaded Amber. 
 
    “I’m fine. We just need to…” Mack started coughing violently into his cupped hand. He felt something on his palm. It was blood. It was then that he realized that he was in trouble. His ribs must’ve punctured his lungs. With so much adrenaline, he didn’t even feel it happen. 
 
    Amber worriedly watched Mack wipe his blood off onto his jeans. For the first time since they’d been together, she seriously worried that he might die. And when he was gone, she’d be all alone in the most hostile of worlds. 
 
    Shit, don’t look at me like that. It breaks my heart. Get her mind off of you, old man. “Don’t worry about me. Let’s just keep on going. We don’t have any time to waste.”  Mack was insistent that he and Amber not stop moving. He felt that any moment the planes could be over their heads. No amount of luck or survival know-how would save them. 
 
    The first explosion was followed by several more. Though not as shocking, each of them caused the city to shake. Each one made Mack and Amber quicken their pace just a little bit. Las Vegas was being bombed. 
 
    Who the fuck builds a monorail instead of a subway? Whoever built this damn city must’ve mistaken it for Disney World. If there was a subway we could at least take shelter, wait it out underground. Mack looked up at the elevated tracks above him as he and Amber passed under them. They looked so ridiculous and out of place. Just like the rest of Sin City. 
 
    Outside of The Strip, Las Vegas, like Atlantic City, wasn’t much of a city. The suburbs were nice but the inner city was dangerous and in rough shape. There were as many liquor stores as abandoned buildings. Before the outbreak the streets were plagued by vice and gangs. 
 
    Without any living or uninfected people on the desolate streets of Las Vegas, all that was left was urban decay. For Amber and Mack, the cityscape was advantageous. There were plenty of places for them to hide. 
 
    After passing under the Vegas monorail, they took refuge in a liquor store. Mack watched as meat puppets outside marched towards the falling bombs. They were drawn to them like moths to flame. 
 
    “The entrance is pretty secure.” Amber referred to the wooden planks that she and Mack squeezed through to get in the liquor store. “The back door is padlocked. There’s plenty of food, or rather, snacks. We got water, soda juice and a wide selection of beer. We can hold up here, wait this out till morning.” 
 
    Mack opened a bag of chips. “Eat something. Then we move.” 
 
    Amber was a little annoyed. “Didn’t you hear anything I just said?” 
 
    “Yeah I heard you,” answered Mack while chewing. “But like I said before. We need to get out of this city as soon as possible. Soon as we’re done eating, we got to find a vehicle.” 
 
    “Fine, whatever. Just don’t get mad when we’re out in the desert and run out of food and water. By the way, what happened to us last time we were out in the desert? Oh yeah, that’s right, we got picked up and brought here. To this shithole!” 
 
    Better to just let her blow off some steam. She’s tired, frustrated and a teenager. Some battles just aren’t worth it. Mack did the smart thing, stayed silent and kept eating. 
 
    Mack and Amber both put down their respective snacks when they heard a screech just outside the liquor store. What caught their attention was how it sounded. It was different, deeper, more guttural. 
 
    Both of them hurried over to the boarded up entrance. They peered through the cracks at the street outside. At first neither of them could see anything. Then their eyes adjusted. Immediately they wished that they hadn’t. 
 
    This is really bad. And that thing is really big. Walking down the street was a massive meat puppet. It was twice as big as any of the others. Strips of loose skin hung over what looked like muscles made of steel cables. Both of its eyes were glowing white, not red. In one of its hands it dragged a mangled dead body. 
 
    The brutish meat puppet was surrounded by what looked like a pack of five or six infected coyotes. They had glowing red eyes and seemed to be following the brute. All of them stopped at once. 
 
    Three of the coyotes turned their heads towards the liquor store. That made both Mack and Amber’s hearts skip a beat. Their hearts sank when the coyotes both opened their mouths wide, revealing metal teeth and let out horrific screeches. 
 
    “Back up,” instructed Mack as he slowly did exactly that. Amber followed. 
 
    The coyotes ran towards the liquor store door. Their metal claws clicked against the street and the sidewalk. Before long they were scratching at the boarded up front door. 
 
    “How’d they know we were here?” asked Amber. 
 
    Mack picked up and started to load shells into the breach of his shotgun. “Doesn’t matter. Go try and get the back door open.” 
 
    “It’s got a padlock on it.” 
 
    “Then break it open. We don’t want to be in here when that big fucker gets in.” 
 
    “You think he’ll get in?” 
 
    Mack pointed the shotgun at the liquor store entrance. “Let’s hope not.” 
 
    As soon as the last words left Mack’s mouth, the glass on the front door shattered and he heard a loud thud. Amber didn’t stick around to argue, and ran towards the back of the store. 
 
    The meat puppet brute threw its shoulder into the boarded up front door, over and over again. Frustrated, it let out another guttural scream. Then it changed tactics. 
 
    Out of each knuckle on one of the meat puppet brute’s hand grew metal spikes. They were formed by nanites staked on top of each other. With its new mace-like fist, the monster started breaking through planks, one-by-one. 
 
    Amber reached the back door. First she tried kicking it open. That didn’t work. She just wasn’t strong enough. So she looked around for something to bash it with. 
 
    There wasn’t much in the backroom. A broom was leaning in a corner. Useless. A rolling yellow plastic mop bucket was next to it. Unworkable. Then Amber saw an expired fire extinguisher on the wall. Voila. 
 
    Amber hit the back door as hard as she could with the fire extinguisher. It didn’t open but it looked like it might work. So she hit it again. A couple screws flew out. She hit it again, another screw came loose. On her third hit she managed to bash it open. 
 
    “Shit!” yelled the teen. As soon as she opened the liquor store back door, Amber was confronted by six infected coyotes. They seemed as shocked to see her as she was them. She quickly closed the door. 
 
    She ran back to Mack. 
 
    “Did you open it?” asked Mack as he slowly backed away from the liquor store front entrance. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Good, let’s get the hell out of here.” Mack turned to leave out the back. 
 
    Amber grabbed his arm. “Don’t!” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Mack pointed towards the nearly broken down front door. “You hear that? In a few seconds whatever is making that noise is going to get in here. We really don’t want to be here when that happens. So let’s…” 
 
    “They’re waiting for us. I opened the door and there was a whole pack of puppet dogs or coyotes or whatever, waiting. We’re trapped,” explained Amber. 
 
    Do we try and fight off that thing trying to punch its way in, or do we take our chances with the coyotes? Choose, Mack. You’re out of time. 
 
    The spiked fist of the brute broke through. Seeing the huge mace-like hand made his choice much easier. 
 
    “Out back. Now!” ordered Mack. He hoped that his shotgun would be enough to take out the meat puppet coyotes. 
 
    They both ran to the back door. They could hear the clanging sound of the puppet coyotes outside. Amber desperately looked for a weapon. She found none. 
 
    “I’ll go first. You stay in here,” said Mack as he reached for the back door handle. 
 
    “Give me the gun. I’ll go out.” 
 
    “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “You’re hurt, I’m not. Who do you think will stand a better chance?” 
 
    She’s got a point. Her way would make more sense. Mack pushed Amber away. Then he quickly opened the back door and slipped outside. 
 
    Now what? Mack found himself standing in front of six snarling meat puppet coyotes. They slowly inched towards him. He aimed his shotgun at the closest one. 
 
    A hail of gunshots erupted from behind the coyotes. Mack heard and felt bullets whiz by his head. On instinct he cowered, not wanting to be shot. 
 
    When the smoke cleared, all six of the undead coyotes were down. And Mack was left stunned and confused. Then he heard a voice. 
 
    “Put the gun down, sir. Do it slowly.” Standing in the shadows behind the liquor store were a group of five men. All of them were heavily armed with military grade assault rifles. The men were dressed in the same black SWAT gear that Mack had seen numerous times since the outbreak. Only it was heavier, more armored. They were Galatea Systems security. 
 
    “Why, so you can shoot me?” Mack asked the question loudly. His hope was that Amber would hear him on the other side of the door. 
 
    “Drop the gun or that’s exactly what we’ll do!” 
 
    Better do what he says. I can’t shoot them all. Mack raised his arms above his head. Then he laid down his shotgun slowly. 
 
    “Now turn around and face the wall!” The Galatea SWAT guy was referring to the back of the liquor store. 
 
    Unexpectedly, the back door of the store swung open. Amber came running out. She looked to be in a panic. The Galatea security members opened fire on them. 
 
    Mack had no time to think. He tackled Amber. Bullets flew over their head and ricocheted off the wall and metal door.  What the hell is she doing? 
 
    The meat puppet brute emerged from the back door of the liquor store with a head full of steam. Immediately the security team’s gunfire focused in on the brute. But it had very little effect. 
 
    Mack and Amber didn’t stick around to see the Galatea security team get annihilated. They got up and ran. Both of them could hear the screams as they fled. 
 
    Amber turned her head to see if she and Mack were being followed. She didn’t see anything, but heard the guttural sounds of the meat puppet brute. 
 
    “Don’t look back just…” Mack started coughing, violently. He slowed down. Then as his coughs got progressively worse, he was forced to completely stop and go down to one knee. 
 
    “Shit,” said Amber as she ran back to him. “C’mon.” She tried to help Mack up. “Jesus, you’re heavy.” 
 
    Amber took another look back. She saw a figure running away from the liquor store towards them. In that moment she wished that she picked up the shotgun before getting away. They were defenseless. 
 
    “I need you to help me,” pleaded Amber as she tried to walk with a mostly limp Mack draped around her small shoulders. 
 
    Amber kept looking back. She started to be able to make out the details of the figure coming towards them. It was a member of the Galatea security team. His uniform was torn up. In the darkness the blood he was covered in looked like oil. 
 
    Behind the security officer, the meat puppet brute was in hot pursuit. It caught up with him, and Amber watched as the brute pounded on the security officer with both hands, like a gorilla, until he was reduced to a bloody pulp. 
 
    There weren’t many places for Amber and Mack to hide. In front of them was a parking lot. Behind them was a monster. One of them was hobbling. The other was unarmed. They were thoroughly screwed. 
 
    The only question left was if Amber and Mack would die running, struck down from behind. Or would they die defiant, with a fight. Either way, there was no hope for them to keep on living. 
 
    “Looks like this is it, big guy,” said Amber as she turned herself and Mack around to face the charging meat puppet brute. 
 
    “Seems so, girlie girl.” 
 
    They stood and waited. Simultaneously, they decided on option “C”.  They weren’t going to die running. But they weren’t going to fight the meat puppet brute either. That would’ve been futile. Both lived much longer than either of them had any right to. If it was time for it to end, a least they faced that end together. 
 
    Is that…? Mack heard the spinning rotors of a helicopter. Through the night, a spotlight shone down on the charging meat puppet brute. Then he heard an eruption of gunfire. It was louder than normal guns. 
 
    Fifty caliber rounds reigned down from above, peppering the huge behemoth. It wasn’t enough to put down the beast for good, but it did stop it in its tracks. And that brief opening was all Mack and Amber needed. 
 
    Using a nearby overpass for cover from the surely hostile helicopter, they fled. They heard the guttural sounds of the meat puppet brute and the loud hum of the fifty caliber behind them. That time, neither looked back. Instead, they kept moving and looked for any shelter. 
 
    A food truck! That’s not ideal, but it works. After all, beggars can’t be choosers. Mack pointed at a food truck left abandoned on the side of the street. Amber changed their course to head towards it. They just hoped that it was unlocked and open. 
 
    When they reached the food truck, which was little more than a trailer that could’ve been towed by a pick-up, Amber leaned Mack against the wall near the door. Then came the moment of truth. She held her breath and tried the door handle. It was open. 
 
    The stench of rotting food needed to be endured. Both Amber and Mack were willing to tolerate it in order to get off the street. In order to do that, the former needed to help the latter get inside. 
 
    Once in, they stayed silent. Amber looked for any potential weapons. She found a large knife used to chop vegetables. And that was it. That wouldn’t do much against the meat puppet brute if the helicopter failed to deal with the hulking monster. But it was better than nothing. 
 
    “Is it coming?” asked Mack as he sat on the floor, propped up against a wall inside the food truck. 
 
    Amber got up and headed towards the closed serving window. She slowly opened it up. The creaking noise it produced made her cringe. 
 
    Visibility wasn’t great outside. There was a lack of light due to the power being out. Even with her eyes adjusted as much as they could be, Amber saw nothing aside from a few normal meat puppets aimlessly wandering around. 
 
    “I don’t see it.” She sat down next to Mack. “What was that thing? It didn’t look like the others.” 
 
    “I have no clue. And I’m not sure I want to know. Just as long as we don’t run into it again, I’m good. We can wait here for a little bit, then we have to move again.” 
 
    Despite everything that went wrong since they escaped The Golden Pony, Mack was going to stick to the plan. There would be no sleep or real rest until they got out of Las Vegas. 
 
    Amber got up. She looked carefully around the food truck. Under one of the counters was what looked like a freezer. Inside, in tepid water, she found some cans of soda. She eagerly took two out, and after offering one to Mack, she chugged the other. It was warm, but not flat. It tasted great. 
 
    Damn, this is actually pretty good. Mack never liked soda. It was a bit too sweet for his tastes. With that said, the warm can of cola he drank in the food truck was heavenly. 
 
    Amber moved over to the door once she was done drinking her soft drink. Like the serving window before, she just cracked it open enough to look around. She spotted an old family station wagon parked in the lot the truck was posted in front of. The problem was, it was the only car in the whole lot. Getting there would leave them exposed. So they had to move fast. 
 
    “What are you looking at?” asked Mack. 
 
    “Our way out of this city.” Amber went over to Mack. She knelt down. “There’s a car parked out there. I think I can make it.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” said Mack as he tried and failed to rise to his feet. 
 
    “I’ll go alone. You stay here. It’ll be quicker that way.” Amber hugged Mack to reassure him, and herself. 
 
    She opened the food truck door and immediately ran towards the brown station wagon. A meat puppet stood in the way between her and the vehicle. With a swiftness that almost looked practiced, she stabbed the creature in the forehead and retracted the bladed weapon so fast that she barely broke her stride. If Mack had seen her, he would’ve been proud. 
 
    The door to the station wagon was locked. No matter. Amber struck the driver’s side window with her elbow, but it didn’t break. She hit it again, and the glass shattered. 
 
    Mack heard the glass shatter from inside the food truck. That meant that any nearby meat puppets, or even worse, Galatea security, heard it too. He waited with bated breath and listened for the sound of a car engine. 
 
    There were no keys in the ignition or behind any of the fold down mirrors. Amber didn’t know what to do. That was until she remembered the good ole days when she could waste a whole night watching bad movies or playing video games. In those fictional stories, characters would hotwire cars. She would try her luck doing the same thing and hope that there was some shred of truth to it. 
 
    Amber popped off the covering on the ignition. The small metal piece flew off surprisingly easy. That was the simple part. She reached into the newly opened hole and pulled out some wires. Confronted by the multiple colors with no knowledge of which ones she needed, she decided to try them all. 
 
    With her knife, Amber started stripping the insulation off of each set of wires. She kept looking up and checking on the food truck. The process was taking a while but she was confident that she was making progress. The teen could pull it off, and she knew it. 
 
    Are those footsteps? Mack heard something outside the front of the food truck. He started to get up so he could take a look, but he was thrown back down violently. 
 
    The meat puppet brute ran at full speed and slammed shoulder first into the food truck. That caused the trailer to almost topple over. After letting out what sounded like a roar, the massive creature started rocking the truck back and forth. 
 
    Mack tumbled around inside the food truck. Rotted food, sodas, cooking utensils, pots, pans and water tossed with him. It was chaos. And the meat puppet brute had no intention of stopping until the trailer was turned over. 
 
    Amber looked up from the bunch of wires in her hands. She saw the trailer being rocked back and forth. Though she couldn’t see the meat puppet brute, she could hear it. If she didn’t hurry, Mack would be screwed. 
 
    The exposed wired cut at Amber’s hands as she hurried to try and figure out which wires to connect to which. It was a trial and error process. Though less than ideal, she had no choice but to go about it that way. 
 
    Mack felt like a piece of underwear in a dryer set to a high spin cycle. There was no time for him to catch his breath or his bearings. He knew that eventually he’d hit his head or neck on something and get seriously hurt. The problem was, he couldn’t do anything to get himself out of his situation. 
 
    Oh damn, it’s going to flip it. Hold on old man. You can’t die here. Mack felt the food truck tilt a little further. Then just as he predicted, the trailer was flipped over. The meat puppet brute pushed it so hard that it actually rolled a couple of times. 
 
    “C’mon, c’mon, c’mon, work!” Amber started to panic inside the old brown station wagon. The fact that the food truck got rolled with Mack inside raised her anxiety to new heights. Luckily for her, surviving in the post-apocalyptic U.S. forced her to get real good at working under pressure. 
 
    The old brown station wagon’s engine started to turn. It took a couple of times until Amber actually got the engine started. Once it was humming she shifted gears from “P” to “D”. Without any hesitation she drove towards the meat puppet brute. 
 
    Laid out on the top of the food truck interior, Mack was in a bit of a haze. He was dizzy from all the rolling. The extra pain didn’t help. At that point though, the latter didn’t matter that much. Things couldn’t get worse. 
 
    Mack heard the car engine outside the overturned food truck. He knew he needed to get out and get to the station wagon so he and Amber could escape. Problem was, he doubted that the meat puppet brute outside would just let him go. 
 
    The meat puppet brute started pounding on the over-turned food truck. Each blow bent the relatively thin metal. Mack needed to get out. He’d take his chances outside with the beast rather than get crushed by it inside. 
 
    This is what it’s come to? I’ve been reduced to crawling away? Mack was on all fours inching his way towards the food truck door. Above him, the ceiling (or floor) was slowly but surely caving in from the meat puppet brute’s brutal pounding. 
 
    Amber had to drive out of the parking lot, which had dividers that separated it from the street, preventing her from driving straight towards the food truck. Once in the street she aimed for the brute. Her foot slammed down on the gas pedal and the old station wagon accelerated towards the hulking monster. 
 
    The meat puppet was too busy trying to get to Mack to pay attention to the ton or so of metal speeding towards it. All Amber had to do was keep the station wagon on target. That was easier said than done. 
 
    There were other meat puppets in the street between Amber and the brute. They were attracted by all the noise. Compared to the bigger brute, they weren’t nearly as intimidating. The teen had no problem knocking them out of the way with the front bumper. 
 
    Just before reaching the meat puppet brute, Amber turned on the headlights. It made the beast turn just before impact. Instead of turning on the brights she should’ve remembered to buckle her seatbelt. 
 
    The force from driving a car into a big heavy meat puppet at nearly forty miles per hour was a little more severe than Amber predicted. Without safety restraints, she was thrown forward into the steering wheel. She busted her lip on the wheel and may have been a little concussed. 
 
    With a major headache and blood dripping down from her mouth, Amber looked to see if her plan of attack had the intended effect. The brute was knocked off its feet, but it quickly started getting up again. In her mind, there was only one option. Hit it again. 
 
    Amber put the car in reverse and backed up only enough to provide room for her to accumulate some speed again. The brute was up and a little stunned. If she was going to hit it once more, she’d have to do it quickly. Something told her the monster wouldn’t passively or patiently wait for her to make her next move. 
 
    He stopped. It’s now or never. Noticing that the pounding on the ceiling (or floor) had stopped, Mack quickened his crawl towards the food truck door. If the meat puppet brute was to snatch him up and kill him upon exiting, that would be better than dying in that trailer. 
 
    Mack pushed open the food truck door and threw up. He got half of his body out when he heard the sound of screeching tires. Amber had managed to get a car. There was hope. But where was the monster? 
 
    Amber aimed the old brown station wagon at the meat puppet brute. She once again floored the gas pedal. The vehicle sped towards the monster who was ready for it that time. 
 
    Before Amber could hit the brute with the front of the station wagon, the beast swiped at it. The force from the blow dented the passenger side door and caused the wagon to spin out of control. Not skilled enough to get her vehicle under control, she failed to prevent it from slamming into a nearby light pole. 
 
    Mack was up and out of the food truck. He hid behind one of its corners and watched Amber try to ram the meat puppet brute. What he ended up witnessing was her car being knocked away and colliding with a light pole. 
 
    Amber! Without thinking it through, Mack ran towards the old brown station wagon. The pain that racked his body seemed to melt away. Adrenaline took over. He was going to reach his charge no matter what. 
 
    The meat puppet brute would have seen and taken Mack out if it weren’t distracted. Up above, the helicopter was back. It reacquired its target after losing it under the underpass. And it opened fire. 
 
    Amber slipped in and out of consciousness. Through that concussion fog, she saw the driver’s side door next to her open. It was Mack. He gently pushed her to the passenger side. Then he took the wheel of the still running car. 
 
    Mack quickly turned the old brown station wagon around and drove fast in the opposite direction of the meat puppet brute and the helicopter. He didn’t look back. The only times he took his eyes off the road were to check on Amber in the passenger seat. She was dazed and had a bloody lip but she appeared to be okay. 
 
    The density of the buildings around the station wagon started to diminish. Mack and Amber were reaching the end of the Las Vegas city limits. They thought they were home free. Then they heard the unmistakable sound of a helicopter. 
 
    Let’s push this old bitch to its limits. The door gunner in the helicopter started sending fifty caliber rounds down at the duo. Mack took the first turn he saw without slowing down. All four tires skidded as the old station wagon barely avoided slamming into a chain link fence. 
 
    Mack did everything he could to try and evade the helicopter attacking him and Amber. He took every side street and alley in an attempt to dodge the hail of bullets raining down from above. Despite all his best efforts, the old brown station wagon was riddled with bullets. But that didn’t matter. What did was that the passengers weren’t hit. 
 
    Finally, Mack managed to pass the city limits. The helicopter still followed them but had stopped firing. All he could figure was that their pursuers ran out of ammo. 
 
    About five miles out of Las Vegas, the helicopter finally turned around and headed back towards the city. Mack and Amber had made it out. Though they were in terrible shape, they were alive and uninfected. 
 
    Can’t say I’m surprised. The old brown station wagon started to die. Mack heard the engine slowly shut down. Smoke bellowed out of the bullet holes in the car’s hood. Every meter and gauge on the dashboard started to wind down towards “empty” or zero. 
 
    The station wagon finally gave up. It stopped in the middle of the road in the desert. They both got out. 
 
    “Another car bites the dust,” said Mack as he looked over his and Amber’s defunct chariot. 
 
    “So will we if we don’t find some cover.” Amber had recovered somewhat from her concussion. 
 
    We’re in the desert. There is no cover. Mack surveyed his surroundings. All he could see was almost pitch black desert and the vague outlines of rock, sand and dust covered mountains. 
 
    “The mountains!” Amber also saw them. She pointed towards the nearest peak. 
 
    “The mountains it is,” agreed Mack. He started walking towards the nearest one. Not three steps in, his legs got wobbly. All the adrenaline had left his body. His myriad of injuries were only dulled by it, not healed. Without that boost, he was weak. 
 
    Amber ducked under one of Mack’s arms and helped him up, bracing his weight the best she could. “I got ya, big guy.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4: Home Base 
 
    From the air, Ted watched Las Vegas burn. The Hellfire jets made several more passes since he’d been picked up. Their terrible payloads dispersed the inferno across every section of the city. 
 
    Even from high above, Ted could hear the screeching of burning meat puppets. It made him happy. Out of all of his clean up team, he was the only one who was enjoying it. 
 
    Remarkable. Ted shifted his gaze from the fire to his own arms. They were almost completely healed. All the burnt skin had flaked off, replaced with new nanite produced layers. 
 
    “Sir, the last of the blockbusters were dropped. Do you want to set a course back to LA HQ?” asked one of the helicopter crew. 
 
    Ted didn’t even hear his employee. He was too busy looking at the great work his little machines had done on him. 
 
    “Sir?” 
 
    Is someone talking to me? “What was that?” 
 
    “Are we clear to return home?” 
 
    “Sure. We can do that.” Ted didn’t seem to care. His thoughts were elsewhere. He wondered if Mack and Amber were somewhere out there in the burning city. He hoped not. Their deaths or salvation will come by his hands. And no one else’s. 
 
    “You happy? You satisfied? You sad little boy. What does this achieve? A whole city destroyed. For what?” Ted’s dead father whispered in his ear, then faded away into the noise of the rotors. 
 
    In the helicopter behind Ted's, Sebastian watched the city burn and was filled with remorse. Though certainly no angel, the wanton destruction ordered by Ted bothered him. It was just the latest in a series of atrocities, started with the release of the nanite virus. 
 
    Sebastian didn’t expect to find his boss alive. When he heard that Ted was traveling to the Las Vegas lab to work on a way to counteract the nanites, he thought Galatea Systems was as good as his. Vegas was rumored to be completely overrun with meat puppets. No one heard from the lab there since the outbreak. 
 
    When Sebastian was informed that Ted was alive and needed a ride from Las Vegas, he considered stopping the rescue party. Galatea, the new rulers of the United States, was split into two parties. One followed and believed in him. The other long time loyal employees followed Ted. 
 
    Those loyal to the Galatea CEO outnumbered those loyal to his second in command. Sebastian knew if he didn’t save Ted, more than half the company would revolt. That was unacceptable. When he took over it would be unopposed. His boss would need to die in a manner that wouldn’t shed any suspicion on him. 
 
    Sebastian looked at Ted’s helicopter. He prayed for it to crash. Nothing would have made him happier than seeing his mentally ill superior plummet into the flames of Las Vegas. Those prayers weren’t answered. 
 
    Jeez, I’m hungry. I really want a cheeseburger. When we get to Los Angeles I’m going to have the cook prepare a big juicy hamburger, with bacon. Ted completely disconnected from the events of the last night. His thoughts turned to food. 
 
    “How long till we get back to LA?” asked Ted. 
 
    “About an hour and a half, sir,” answered one of Ted’s staff in his helicopter. 
 
    “Hmm. Anyone have anything to eat? Maybe a granola bar or even some candy, anything?” 
 
    One of the men handed Ted a half-eaten bag of chocolate candies. He gobbled it up, then rested his head against one of the chopper walls, and slept. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ted found himself at his childhood home in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. He was in his bedroom. Scattered across the floor were toys of every conceivable kind. There was no mistaking the awful wallpaper that lined all four walls. Pink and purple bunny rabbits hopped across them. It was meant for a girl. That was yet another way that Ted was a disappointment. 
 
    In the middle of the room sat a little boy. His legs were crossed and had is back to Ted. Immediately Gorman recognized the child. It was him as a youngster. 
 
    Ted slowly approached his child self. The younger version didn’t seem to realize he was there or pay him any notice. Instead, he just kept playing with his toys. 
 
    As he got closer, Ted noticed that a couple of things about the scene were just wrong. The open windows with blowing curtains opened up to a blood red tinted outdoors. There was a bookcase full of things to read, but he couldn’t make out any of the writing on the spines. And there was no ceiling, just blackness above. 
 
    Not wanting to spook or scare his child self, Ted tried to speak but found himself robbed of voice. Even if he could talk, he didn’t really know what to say. Any thoughts were jumbled and confused. 
 
    Ted grabbed his younger self by the shoulder. He tried to turn him around. But each time the child’s head started to turn, it snapped back forward. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t get a look at his own face. 
 
     Compelled by an unknown force, he gave up and started to back away. Without Ted noticing the change, the room transformed from his childhood bedroom to the Las Vegas lab. That freaked him out. Fear was not a feeling he was acquainted with. He didn’t know how to handle it. 
 
    Ted’s back hit a back wall of the Las Vegas lab. His child self, who was still in the middle of the room, stood up. Slowly young Ted turned around. There were no eyes, only black holes, no mouth, only a black hole. 
 
    The younger version of Ted let out a loud screech and sprinted towards his adult self. There was nowhere for the latter to go. Suddenly the wall behind him started to move. 
 
    Behind Ted, the Las Vegas lab wall turned into his countless victims. They all had black eyes and mouths like his child self. They grabbed the CEO of Galatea Systems and started pulling him apart, piece by piece. He could feel every rip and tear. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Sir? Sir? Are you awake? We’ve arrived,” said one of Ted’s helicopter crew. 
 
    Ted awoke a little groggy. He noticed that the helicopter was on the ground. In front of him was a member of the crew. Gone were the black eyed and black mouthed horrors that tore him apart in his slumber. 
 
    Well that was unsettling. “Good.” Ted got out of his helicopter. It was nice to feel terra firma under his feet again. “Good.” 
 
    “Sir, would you like some clothes before going inside?” asked the member of the helicopter crew. 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “For the rest of the staff? Seeing you walk around nude might be a little… distracting for everyone.” The member of the helicopter crew was clearly uncomfortable. That was exactly the reaction Ted was after. 
 
    “Alright, I guess.” 
 
    The Galatea Systems lab just outside Los Angeles was one of their biggest and most advanced sites. Fifteen foot high walls surrounded the partially submerged facility. Armed guards stood at towers behind the fence every fifty yards. It looked more like a military base than a place for science. That level of security is required though when the science is dirty and cruel. 
 
    Denise Kilgore stood near the sliding garage door sized entrance of the Los Angeles lab. The twenty-three year old former intern held a full suit zipped up in a bag hanging on a hook. In her other hand she carried a pair of shoes, sneakers with no socks, just as Ted liked it. 
 
    The helicopter crew member who suggested that Ted wear some clothes motioned for Denise to come over. As she ran, wind produced by the rotors blew her hair in her face making her weave a bit. Once the vehicle’s engine was shut down, the wild haired young woman handed her boss his clothes. 
 
    “Thank you, Denise,” said Ted as he took his suit from her. She looked away embarrassed. Seeing her squeamish gave him some semblance of joy. Or at least as close as he could get to it. 
 
    It’s important that you look your best. The men and women stationed here can’t see you as anything less than together and competent. Ted hummed commercial jingles as he got dressed. 
 
    “Looks like you found some clothes,” observed Sebastian. His chopper landed shortly after Ted’s. “Are you ready? They’re waiting for you inside.” 
 
    Sebastian referred to the Galatea board of directors. They came from all over the world. With countries in disarray and governments rendered useless, the small collection of executives were the most powerful people in the world. And Ted led them. 
 
    “Waiting for me? I like the sound of that. Okay, let’s go.” Ted walked towards the doors to the facility with a pep in his step. 
 
    Ted led a small procession into the facility. Ten people followed him, including his second in command, Sebastian, and his assistant, Denise. The rest were armed guards. Ted pressed his index finger against a biometric scanner on the door. After a few seconds it beeped and the entrance opened up. 
 
    The lobby was a long concrete hallway slanted downwards. It was about a quarter mile long. Back before the outbreak, when resources were plenty, staff would use golf carts. Like so much else, the carts were cannibalized for the greater good of the facility. 
 
    “Every member of the board is here. Even Mr. Yamahada got here last night,” informed Denise as she quickened her pace to keep up with Ted. 
 
    “Why? They should be back in their own countries, watching over my labs.” 
 
    “I called them in for a meeting,” explained Sebastian, who was just behind his boss. “We thought you were lost. I called them in to vote for a new CEO.” 
 
    Vote for a new CEO? What a joke. You really mean that you called them in so they’d bend the knee and pledge their loyalty to their new leader. You. “I’m happy to disappoint you. Well, as long as they’re here I guess I should take the opportunity to inform them of the next phase of our plans. I’ll tell them the future.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, boss. But I should warn you, they aren’t happy,” said Sebastian. 
 
    “That so? Are they angry? Do they want to give me a good talking to?” Ted feigned a look of fear in a fashion that clearly wasn’t serious. “I’m shaking in my loafers.” 
 
    “With all due respect, sir, you should be. They’re threatening to go independent. That would mean their staff and security teams would go with them. Some are even talking about ousting you as CEO. This is serious.” 
 
    Near the end of the long concrete hallway there were crates of supplies on both sides. In them were everything from canned food to ammunition. Past them were another set of biometrically locked doors. They led to the facility proper. Outside of them were two guards. 
 
    With all due respect? You’re a fucking riot Monticello. “Relax Seb, once they hear what I have to say, they’re not going to go anywhere. Nor will I. That I promise you.” 
 
    Ted opened the second set of doors and entered the bustling facility beyond. Galatea Systems employees dressed in black uniforms and white lab coats were scurrying around like busy ants. All of them had work to do. 
 
    “I sure missed this place. And I missed all my minions.” Ted held out his arms. “Hello minions!” A couple of employees stopped and looked. Others did so while speed walking. Most just ignored him. “They’re just as warm and fuzzy as I remembered.” 
 
    Sebastian looked at Ted embarrassed. How could such an ass run the company, the country? What he wouldn’t give to stand over his corpse. 
 
    “Wait sir, you’re going the wrong way. They’re waiting for you in the conference room. That’s this way,” said Denise as she tried to gently pull Ted in the right direction. It didn’t work. 
 
    “Nonsense, I got some work to do. The board can wait. I’m going to the lab.” Ted strayed from the path his assistant and second in command wanted him to take. 
 
    *** 
 
    The labs at the Los Angeles facility were eight times the size of the one in the basement of The Golden Pony. They included pens for all the monsters created by Galatea. They also included tanks with a variety of chemical weapons. There was even an area for patients, prisoners and test subjects. 
 
    “Mr. Ted?” A tall lanky man with a bad mustache and thick glasses met Ted and his entourage shortly after they entered the labs. 
 
    “Dr. Michaels!” greeted Ted without taking his attention away from the thick glass in which he watched his scientists through. 
 
    “I’m so glad to see you here, sir. I have so much to show you.” Dr. Michaels’s enthusiasm was dampened a bit by the angry stare from Sebastian. 
 
    “Really?” Ted took his attention away from the glass and looked at Dr. Michaels. “Please, go on.” 
 
    “Follow me,” said Dr. Michaels, careful not to use a tone that sounded like an order. 
 
    Ted held up his hand in order to stop his security escort. “You guys stay here. We’ll be fine.” The only people who had the security clearance to go with Ted and Dr. Michaels were Sebastian and Denise. 
 
    “Sir, we really need to go to the conference room. The board is waiting for…” Sebastian tried to sway Ted. But it was too late. Dr. Michaels had his boss’s full attention. 
 
    What do you got for me you beautiful, strange, awkward looking man. As Ted followed Dr. Michaels into the labs and towards the area reserved for experiments on living things, he was almost giddy with excitement. His imagination ran wild with the possibilities of what his favorite scientist concocted. When they reached the pens, he wasn’t disappointed. 
 
    Pacing back and forth in their small cages were a half a dozen infected chimpanzees. They were at an advanced stage. And they barely had enough flesh between them left on their metallic bones to cover one chimp. All six of them stared back at Ted through the glass with glowing blue eyes. 
 
    “So what’s so special about these? We’ve infected animals before,” Ted tried to hide his boyish excitement of seeing monster chimps with a good and relevant point. They had infected all manner of animals in the years leading up to the release of the nanite virus. 
 
    “Notice their eyes, sir?” asked Dr. Michaels. 
 
    “Yeah, they’re blue. So?” 
 
    “That’s an indicator that they’ve been infected with what we’re calling the ’marionette’ strain of the nanite virus.” 
 
    Marionette? I like the sound of that. 
 
    “This is what you’ve been waiting and working for, for years. We’ve achieved the goal of controllable bioweapons. Come with me to the testing floor and I can show you what I mean.” 
 
    Dr. Michaels led Ted, Sebastian and Denise to another room where two infected chimps were behind one way glass. On the observation side of the glass were chairs, a desk and a laptop. 
 
    “I got this set up as soon as we heard you were coming.” Dr. Michaels sat down in front of the laptop. 
 
    “What did you set up? Furthermore, what the hell are we doing here?” asked Sebastian, annoyed. 
 
    “Do you see those two chimpanzees, Mr. Monticello, Mr. Gorman?” Dr. Michaels referred to the two docile apes just beyond the two way glass. 
 
    “Of course,” answered Ted. He smelled cigar smoke. 
 
    “You belong on the other side of that glass. You know that right? You’re nothing but a vicious chimp, an animal.” Thomas, Ted's dead father, stood next to Ted and busted his balls. 
 
    “At this moment they are docile and calm. But with nothing more than a simple command entered into an even simpler application,” Dr. Michaels started typing into the laptop, “that all changes. Observe. I’ve commanded them to beat each other to death.” 
 
    Ted laughed. Sebastian scowled. And Denise looked away. 
 
    The meat puppet chimpanzees instantly started fighting. They displayed a ferocity that was frightening even to the man pulling their strings. Using their teeth, hands and legs, the two apes tore each other to pieces. It was the definition of brutality. Their battle didn’t end till one of them managed to pull the head off the other. Black blood covered the walls and floor of the room beyond the one way glass. Once the victorious chimp was done, Dr. Michaels typed in commands for it and once again it become docile. 
 
    “That was… amazing.” Ted was the only one in the room who was ecstatic. He caught Dr. Michaels off guard by hugging him. “Truly great work, doc. You never disappoint.” 
 
    “There’s more,” said Dr. Michaels. 
 
    More? If I were a gay man I’d marry you, you wonderful son of a bitch. “More?” 
 
    “In case things get out of control or you need to get rid of evidence,” Dr. Michaels typed in some more commands. 
 
    The remaining meat puppet chimp started to convulse. Smoke started to seep out of the ape’s orifices. Under what little skin it had left, Michaels, Ted, Denise and Sebastian could see an orange glow. It was the creature’s metallic bones melting. Without warning it burst into flames and fell apart. 
 
    “How, what just happened?” asked Sebastian. Even he was amazed by what he saw. 
 
    “A failsafe. Each individual nanite in the marionette virus has a small amount of thermite explosives packed in. Individually they don’t do much, but joined with millions of others? They make for a hell of a show and the complete destruction of the infected.” Dr. Michaels was clearly happy with his work. Plastered across his face was a big smile as he explained what he and the other scientists did. The man was pleased with himself. As was his boss. 
 
    “That’s fantastic. Have we started with human trials yet?” asked Ted as he watched the remains of the meat puppet chimp burn away. 
 
    “We were just waiting for your authorization, sir.” 
 
    “You have it. Start them, right away. I’ve already got some plans for this new strain of yours.” 
 
    “Of course. We’ll start today.” 
 
    Sebastian turned to Ted and touched him on his shoulder to get his attention. “We need to go meet with the board. “ 
 
    “Fine, Sebastian, we’ll go meet with the board. Doc, let me know the results of the human trials as soon as they’re done. Let’s go please the extended family.” Ted led the way out of the labs to the board room. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 5: The Mojave 
 
    “Are they gone?” asked Amber. 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t see any more helicopters,” answered Mack. 
 
    “Great.” Amber and Mack got out from their hiding places amongst the rocks of the mountain. 
 
    The duo spent the previous hour hiding from a group of three helicopters that circled the area. They had search lights on that scanned the Mojave Desert. It was clear that they were looking for something or someone. There was something imposing about them. Thankfully they gave up and left. 
 
    Amber and Mack sat atop a mountain, overlooking the rest of the vast Mojave. They were watching a massive fire in the distance. It was so big that it lit up the whole desert. The blaze was almost hypnotic. 
 
    “Hell of a thing, to watch a whole city burn,” said Mack. As he talked he held his ribs and grimaced. 
 
    “I seem to remember telling you to rest. That includes not talking,” said Amber. 
 
    “I guess some of your stubbornness must have rubbed off on me.” 
 
    Amber laughed. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.” 
 
    “Well...” 
 
    Amber looked over at him. “What are we gonna do?” 
 
    “For now? We’re going to sleep,” said Mack before lying down in the dirt and rock. 
 
    “You go ahead and take a nap. I don’t think I’m sleeping tonight.” She got up and started walking around the top of the mountain. Her progress was slow since she had no desire to fall. It would be a long way down. 
 
    Amber was restless. The path out of Las Vegas was rough. Being so injured, Mack had to rely heavily on the teenage girl. Though she tried to hide how taxing it was on her both mentally and physically, it took its toll. But she was too alert to be able to take as much as a nap. 
 
    This must be what he felt like for… well… since Dallas. Amber looked at the slumbering Viking that she came to care for. Even though she knew and appreciated all he did for her, she never really realized just how hard it was. One night escorting Mack out of danger was nearly more than she could handle. The fact that he did it for months was nothing less than awe inspiring. 
 
    Finally she laid down next to him, and stared up at the desert night sky. There was some smoke from burning Vegas, but she could see some stars too. After about fifteen minutes she was able to get some shut eye. 
 
    *** 
 
    What is that? Is my face wet? Why do I smell dog breath? Amber awoke to something blocking the bright morning sun. It was furry and adorable. A Labrador retriever was licking her face. 
 
    “She likes you,” said Mack with a smile. He had already awoken and was drinking one of the protein drinks they nabbed before leaving Las Vegas. 
 
    Amber moaned as she sat up. Her back was a bit sore from sleeping on dirt covered rock. Overall though she was feeling pretty good. They both desperately needed the rest. 
 
    “Hey pooch, what’s your name?” Amber checked the collar around the dog’s neck. There were some metal tags. One of them said 'Lily'. “You’re name is Lily, huh? That’s a pretty name.” 
 
    It’s so quiet and calm. I could definitely get used to this. Mack looked in the opposite direction of Las Vegas over the desert spread out below his and Amber’s little mountain. It was still and vast. An orange and red sun rose over the horizon. There wasn’t a meat puppet in sight. 
 
    “Where did she come from?” asked Amber. 
 
     “Don’t know. I woke up and she was hovering nearby.” 
 
    Amber petted Lily. She could feel the dog’s ribs under her fur and skin. “Maybe she’s hungry.” 
 
    “She came to the wrong place. We hardly have enough for ourselves.” 
 
    Amber reached into her pocket. From it she produced an energy bar, and opened it up. Lily watched her intently and wagged her tail. The young girl tore the bar in half and gave one to the dog. 
 
    “Which way is California?” asked Amber as she munched away on her half of the energy bar. 
 
    Mack pointed behind himself. 
 
    “Back towards Las Vegas?” Amber had doubt in her voice. 
 
    “Unfortunately. We’ll go around what’s left of the city.” Mack crumpled up the carton of his protein drink and tossed it away. “If we don’t go out and find some more supplies we’ll be as skinny as the mutt.” 
 
    When Mack tried to get up his legs gave way. Dizziness overwhelmed him. He quickly fell back down to the rock he previously sat on. 
 
    Amber got up. “You’re not going anywhere, big guy. At least not until you get better. I’ll go out.” 
 
    “And what, I sit out in the sun and bake all day while worrying about you? I don’t think so.” Mack tried to get up again. His legs and back ached as they tried to bear his weight. In spite of his struggles, he managed to stand. But it wasn’t long before he started getting a bit wobbly again. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s not happening,” said Amber, after hurrying over and catching Mack before he fell. “The car.” 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “I’ll help you down to the car. It should still be there. Then you’ll wait there and I’ll go out and find us some food and water. Agreed?” Amber laid down the law. Before Mack could answer, she said, “Agreed. Good.” 
 
    They slowly and carefully made their way down the mountain with an enthusiastic Lily leading the way. It wasn’t easy. The momentum generated by going downhill was amplified by the fact that Mack was using his much smaller charge as support. That meant a portion of his weight was on her shoulders. She was strong, but she was still just a young girl. 
 
    Progress wasn’t fast but they made it down to the desert without incident. Though it was early, the sun started beating down on the duo. It was hot. Too hot for eight in the morning. 
 
    The old brown shot up station wagon remained where Amber and Mack abandoned it. It gathered some dust and sand but otherwise was in the same sorry shape it was when they left it behind. Though it didn’t run, it would provide decent shelter from the harsh desert sun. 
 
    Amber helped Mack into the back seat. The injured man laid out across it. He had a half of a sports drink and two small bags of chips. That would have to hold him over. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. After all, I got Lily with me. You just worry about getting better. I’ll be back by sundown.” Amber gave Mack a smile meant to reassure her protector. 
 
    She’s going. There’s nothing you can do to stop her. Just like there’s nothing you can do to protect her. At least not right now. Get better so you can get back to being the adult. “Is there anything I can say to stop you?” asked Mack. 
 
    “Before dark. I’ll be back before dark,” said Amber before walking out into the Mojave Desert with Lily close behind. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was hot in the station wagon. True, Mack was shielded from the sun but he traded being roasted on a fire for being roasted in an oven. Nothing about the situation was ideal. 
 
    The heat made it harder for Mack to breath. It also sapped the energy out of his broken body. Every second felt like an hour. Every hour felt like a day. 
 
    There wasn’t much for Mack to do other than think. He thought about Amber, thought about her safety. He thought about what happened back in Las Vegas. He thought about all those people from the Golden Pony who he knew must’ve been dead. He thought about a thickly packed hoagie from Katz Deli. 
 
    Occasionally during his time alone in the station wagon, Mack thought about LeAnn and the little restaurant on the Gulf of Mexico. In his head he could still picture the vivid red of her favorite lipstick. If he remembered correctly it was called “Candy Apple Red”. He smelt the pleasantly sweet coconut of her perfume. It drove him insane. 
 
    At one point, Mack could have sworn he saw LeAnn walking barefoot in the desert. Her red dress blew in the wind along with her short brown hair. Behind her he could see the still smoldering gambling capitol of the United States. 
 
    It’s just a mirage. She’s dead asshole. Just like everyone else. Mack knew what he was seeing and smelling wasn’t real. The combination of heat, thirst, and hunger was playing tricks on his mind. But they were damn enjoyable tricks. 
 
    Mack wished he still had access to some pain killers. The man wasn’t a pussy by any stretch of the imagination. He had a high tolerance for pain. Even for someone as tough as him, the litany of injuries that ailed his body were too much. It was hard for him to put together a clear cohesive thought. 
 
    Before Mack knew it, the sun began to set and temperatures began to drop, sharply. His sweat drenched clothes started to get cold and chill him. That didn’t matter. Amber wasn’t back. 
 
    Where is she? Should I go out and look for her? Or am I just panicking? If I’m not, can I even look for her? Shit, I wouldn’t make it a mile. Mack sat up against the back passenger side door of the station wagon. He looked out the nonexistent back windshield. Tell me I’m not seeing this. 
 
    Two hundred yards away, coming from the direction of the city, were dozens of pairs of red eyes. Not all of the meat puppets in Las Vegas were consumed by the fires. Those that were left were converging on Mack’s old brown station wagon. 
 
    Damn it, damn it, damn it. Mack frantically searched the station wagon for any kind of weapon. He locked his pain away in a deep part of his mind as a sense of urgency took over. If he didn’t find a way to defend himself, he was as good as dead. 
 
    The eyes got closer and all Mack found was an ice scraper and a road flare. Why would someone living in Las Vegas need an ice scraper? Whatever their reason, I’m happy they did. This is all I got. It’s not good but it’s better than nothing. 
 
    Armed with his makeshift weapons, Mack laid down in the area below the backseat meant for passenger’s legs. All he could do was hope that the meat puppets would pass him and the station wagon by. Because there was no way he was winning a fight. Hiding was his only realistic option. 
 
    Mack could smell the distinct aroma of burning flesh as the meat puppets got close. All he could compare it to was spoiled meat burnt in an oven. He heard their heavy footsteps. And he found himself silently reciting prayers that he wouldn’t be discovered. 
 
    Through the broken windows, Mack saw the meat puppets go by. None of them seemed to notice him. They were a ghastly sight. Most of them still had pieces of burnt flesh, muscles and tendons that clung on to their metallic skeletons. Almost none of them had anything that resembled a human face. Smoke still rose from their recently flaming bodies. 
 
    One of the meat puppets stopped next the car door near Mack’s feet. It suddenly turned towards him. His hiding spot was discovered. The creature’s mouth distended and it let out an ear drum piercing screech. 
 
    Before Mack could recover from the jarring meat puppet screech, the door nearest his feet was ripped off. He was exposed. The creature grabbed him by the ankles. It tried dragging him out of the station wagon. 
 
    Mack tried to find something to hold on to. Half his body was out of the old brown station wagon before his hands found a seat belt. Metal claws gouged pieces of jeans and skin off of his legs as more meat puppets joined the impending frenzy. 
 
    With one arm holding the seat belt, Mack used his other to start hacking away at the hands and arms trying to pull him out. The ice scraper didn’t last long. It was made of plastic. And not a particularly thick or strong kind either. 
 
    Unable to fight off his attackers, it was only a matter of time before Mack lost his grip on the seat belt, and he knew it. Rather than get dragged out against his will, he let go. If he was going to die on that night it would be by his own terms. 
 
    In the middle of a pack of smoking meat puppets, Mack didn’t have any time to think. All he could do was fight with every last scrap of energy he had in him. And that’s what he did. He used his fists, his feet and even his head. With so much adrenaline, he didn’t feel their swipes taking chunks out of his body. The Viking didn’t feel one bite his arm. 
 
    Mack took out the road flare he retrieved from the station wagon and removed its cap, igniting it. He swung it around to back up the pack of meat puppets that attacked him. That only worked for less than a minute. Sensing his only shot at escaping, he tried to limp away. 
 
    The meat puppets didn’t hesitate to follow him. They harassed him as he fled. All he could do was wave his flare and try to push them back. It was a miracle that he managed to stay on his feet. That changed though. 
 
    The ground beneath Mack’s feet gave way. Unbeknownst to him, he stepped on the thin ceiling of a mine. He fell twelve feet into one of the mine’s tunnels. Sand, dirt and rock followed him down, along with two meat puppets. 
 
    Mack dropped his flare during his fall. As soon as he got his bearings he scrambled to grab it. When he found it, there was a nice sized rock next to it for him to hold in his other hand. The meat puppets that fell into the mine with him attacked. 
 
    With a swing that took a good deal of the strength left in his body, Mack swung his rock. He could hear it collide with one of the meat puppet’s metallic skull. Unfortunately it didn’t take it out. Instead it only staggered it. Once it recovered, it lunged at him. 
 
    Thinking fast, Mack stuck his lit flare into the meat puppet’s open mouth. The rock may not have worked, but that did the trick. Its head lit up reddish orange and the creature fell to the dirt. That marked the last of the fight the big man had left in him. 
 
    Mack fell back onto the dirt floor of the mine. He leaned up against one of the walls. More meat puppets fell into the mine tunnel and joined the one he didn’t dispatch. They all started beating on him. 
 
    There was no way to tell how many times Mack got hit. However many blows he took, it was enough to put him out. The curtains came down. Everything went black.  
 
    He died. 
 
    *** 
 
    Amber looked back at the station wagon that was becoming smaller and smaller with each step she took. Part of her wondered if she’d ever see it or Mack again. She shifted her attention to Lily who happily walked beside her, and shook such macabre thoughts from her mind. 
 
    “It must be nice being you, Lily,” said Amber. Lily of course didn’t respond. Instead the dog shook its tail and looked back up at her. “You don’t have a care in the world, do you?” 
 
    Look at it. It’s like something out of a nightmare. Amber looked up at a burning Las Vegas. She’d never seen something so surreal. Few people ever had. The smoke created a thick black and gray cloud that hung around, carried away only by the wind. 
 
    Amber had a destination in mind. She saw it that morning atop her and Mack’s mountain. There was a rest area outside the city. It was located on a highway that cut through the desert and led to Las Vegas. For travelers before the outbreak, it was the last stop for gas and food that wasn’t within the city limits. 
 
    It’s a lot farther than it looked. I thought it'd take me an hour or two, tops. Amber’s trip to the rest area seemed to stretch on and on. But that was okay. She needed the calm. There was something comforting about the stillness of the open Mojave Desert around her. 
 
    Amber didn’t have to worry about a meat puppet jumping out and trying to kill her. There was nowhere for them to hide. She didn’t have to worry about being ambushed by other people. She’d see them coming. It was just her and Lily. 
 
    There’d better be something to drink in there. Or we’re screwed. Amber took the last sip of her sports drink. Not too concerned with littering, she threw the empty plastic bottle over her shoulder. 
 
    Amber’s demeanor changed as she got close to the rest area. She saw the sign outside that read 'Peter Buol Rest Area', was splattered with dried blood. It was a reminder of just how dangerous the world she lived in was. And it heightened her alertness that had dissipated a bit on the walk over. 
 
    “Lily! Lily!” Amber yelled after the dog who sprinted, barking, towards the open doors of the rest area. 
 
    All Amber had was a knife to defend herself with. She brandished it as she approached the rest area. The reaction of her new dog had put her on edge and on the defensive. But turning back was not an option despite probably being the smart move. 
 
    This isn’t creepy. No, not creepy at all. Amber tried to ease her fears with sarcasm. It didn’t work. The main reason was due to the horror movie like nature of the place. 
 
    When the nanite virus reached Nevada, denizens of the state headed west. They hoped to outrun it not knowing that it was airborne. There wasn’t anywhere to run. So a number of people decided it would be better to hold up somewhere and try to wait it out. That place was the Paul Buol Rest Area. 
 
    The logic behind choosing the rest area was sound. It had food, water and even bathrooms. And the forty or so people that took shelter there were fine for a while. That was until the virus made its way into the building. 
 
    Only five of the forty were infected initially. But they were enough to slaughter the rest of the inhabitants. With relentless ferocity they killed or infected everyone they came across. The remnants of the horrible events rotted where they dropped. An atrocious smell permeated every inch of the building. There was no power, adding to the nightmarish nature of the place. 
 
    Amber wasn’t bothered by the state of the rest area. The smell and sight of the dead and rotting was all too familiar to the teen. The carnage displayed in blood splattered walls and floors didn’t faze her. Not even the prospect of there still being meat puppets inside deterred her. There wasn’t anywhere to get food or water for an unknown amount of miles in every direction. She had to explore. 
 
    Without a flashlight, Amber had a hard time getting around in the rest area. It wasn’t like back in Vegas where her eyes had adjusted to the darkness. For the previous few hours she was in the bright sunlight of the early morning. The floors, covered in the bodily fluids leaked from decomposition, were slippery. That didn’t help. 
 
    The first place that Amber checked was the small food court. There was two fast food stalls and a coffee place. She was realistic enough to figure that there wouldn’t be any fresh food. Not even the mutant ingredients that they used would last almost a year without refrigeration. But anything in a can may have still been good. And those would do. 
 
    Most of the dead bodies were in the dining area of the food court. Amber had to tip toe around their bloated corpses to reach the counter of the first fast food stall. Once she did, she hopped it. 
 
    The rot from the food in the stall was worse than the dead. Or perhaps it was just that Amber was used to the smell of the deceased. Whatever the case, Amber searched with her hand over her mouth and nose, forming the least effective mask in history. She managed to find a can of plum tomatoes, some pizza sauce and mushrooms. 
 
    In the second food stall, Amber didn’t find anything. That was disappointing. So she moved on to the coffee joint. The first time she had a cup, she thought it was gross. Since the outbreak, she developed a taste for it. And she knew Mack loved the stuff. She took as much instant coffee as she could find. 
 
    I need a book bag. Where in this cemetery can I find a bag? The gift shop! Amber set down the food and coffee she found in the food court on the ground near the entrance of the rest area. Then she headed back in to try and find the gift shop, and maybe visit the little girl’s room. 
 
    I’m actually happy that there aren’t any lights in here, so I don’t have to see how filthy this seat is. Amber sat on one of the toilets in the rest room. She wouldn’t have been able to even see it let alone use it if it wasn’t for the small amount of light that bled through the only window. 
 
    Wait, what’s that? Amber’s stream of piss stopped when she heard what sounded like footsteps. Then she heard the sound of men’s voices. 
 
    Amber slowly rose off the bowl and pulled up her pants. She took out her knife. With the soft step of a prey animal, she made her way over to the wall next to the restroom entrance. 
 
    Every step outside was amplified in Amber’s ears. If she wasn’t so terrified, she would’ve pictured herself like a deer. Like one of those poor scared animals who heard a twig break under a hunter’s boot. 
 
    “Check the bathrooms,” Amber heard someone say from outside the rest room. “There might be some survivors in there.” 
 
    “Sir, there’s no survivors. Look at this place. It’s a fucking mausoleum. We should get the hell out of here before the smell sticks to our blouses.” There was another slightly annoyed voice. 
 
    “Check the bathrooms, then we’re Oscar Mike.” 
 
    Shit, they’re coming in. Do I fight or…? What the hell should I do? All I got is a knife. Amber looked around. The only places for her to hide were stalls. All whoever was coming had to do was kick them open. That was when she realized she had only one choice. 
 
    A heavily armed man entered the women’s bathroom. Amber couldn’t make out many details. She feared that he was from Galatea. If that were the case, she was fucked. The girl was in the middle of the bathroom with her empty hands in the air. 
 
    “Sir, we got a live one!” yelled the man who entered the bathroom. His gun was pointed at Amber. He moved into the light. “Put your hands down. Sir, in here!” 
 
    Are they from the army? Amber could see the man pointing his gun at her. He was dressed in desert camouflage, had on a Kevlar vest with more pockets than she could count, and he wore army boots and a helmet on his head. When he waited for his superior to come in, he took off his night vision goggles. 
 
    Another man came into the women’s bathroom. He too was decked out in military gear. Like his fellow soldier, he removed his night vision upon entering. 
 
    “Well I’ll be damned. What’s your name, honey?” asked the higher ranking soldier. 
 
    Amber didn’t answer. She just stared at the two soldiers and tried her best not to look nervous. 
 
    “You don’t want to tell us your name? That’s fine, hell, that’s smart. How many people are with you?” 
 
    Still, Amber didn’t answer. 
 
    “C’mon little miss, who’s with you. I know you’re not out here by yourself.” 
 
    Nothing from Amber. 
 
    “Look, its better you tell us than us finding out for ourselves. We’re not going to hurt you or anyone with you. We’re here to help.” 
 
    They might have a medic or someone who can help Mack. If they’re bad than they’ve already got you, so why not cooperate? You got nothing to lose at this point. 
 
    “My name is Amber. And no one else is here. But my dad isn’t far away, and he’s hurt.” Amber broke her silence. 
 
    The higher ranking soldier walked up to Amber with his gloved hand outstretched. “I’m Lt. Spence.” The lieutenant pointed at the other solider in the rest room. “That’s Private Marks. We’re from the third battalion eleventh marines out of twenty nine palms.” 
 
    Like I have any idea what any of that means. “What are you doing here?” asked Amber. She looked down at Lt. Spence’s hand but didn’t shake it. 
 
    Spence retracted his hand. “You don’t trust us. I don’t blame you. There’s a whole hell of a lot of bad people out here. I’m sure if you’ve survived this long you’ve run into a couple. But I assure you, we aren’t those people. We’re marines. Our job is protect civilians like you and your dad. So we’ll earn your trust. 
 
    “Come with us and you can lead us to your dad. We have a medic with us that can help. Once we have him we’ll go back to our town. You’ll both be safe there. And there’s other kids there, too.” 
 
    “I’m not a kid.” 
 
    Lt. Spence laughed. “No, I guess you’re not. Do we have a deal?” 
 
    Amber took a little over half of a minute to answer. “Yeah, we have a deal.” 
 
    Spence smiled. “Great! Pick up your knife and follow us.” 
 
    Amber bent over and did as Lt. Spence instructed. Even though there was kindness in the lieutenant’s voice, there was also a sternness that demanded obedience. 
 
    The second any of you assholes try anything, I’m going on a stabbing spree. Amber cautiously followed Lt. Spence and Pvt. Marks out of the bathroom. She decided she’d go with them only to help Mack. For the moment she’d trust them. But only for the moment. 
 
    There were other soldiers in the rest area. Amber counted five. She passed by the gift shop, but it was completely emptied out. She saw Lily sitting by the feet of one of the soldiers, her tongue lolling. That at least made her smile. 
 
    Outside the Paul Duol Rest Area was a LAV (Light Armored Vehicle) and a military cargo truck. Next to the vehicles were three other marines, bringing the total up to ten marines. They were all armed and covered from head to toe with gear generally reserved for wars. 
 
    These guys mean business. Amber was wary of the professional killers around her. But she needed their help. Throwing her lot in with them was a risk she would have to take. 
 
    Lt. Spence leisurely walked over to Amber. He offered her an MRE (Meal, Ready-to-Eat). She was starving, so she took it, and started to eat. 
 
    This is horrible. Is this supposed to be food? It tastes like ass. 
 
    “Good huh? Let’s go find your old man.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6: The Board 
 
    Ted Gorman entered the conference room of the Galatea Systems Los Angeles facility. Waiting for him were twelve company executives from different facilities worldwide. Behind him trailed Sebastian and Denise. 
 
    “Good afternoon ladies and gentlemen. I thank you for your patience. I took a bit of a detour on my way up.” Ted was the only cheerful person in the room. Everyone else was annoyed and angry that they were kept waiting for so long. But none of them said anything about it. Instead they had other more serious concerns. 
 
    “So… what can I do for you?” asked Ted as he sat down at the head of the long table. He looked at his execs who hailed from every continent but Antarctica. 
 
    At first none of the board members answered Ted. They looked away, angry, or they looked at him, angry. Finally after an awkward minute or two, the head of the Hokkaido, Japan facility stood up. 
 
    “Mr. Okada,” Ted addressed the man. 
 
    “Mr. Gorman. Can you explain to us what you are doing? What you’ve done?” Mr. Okada spoke good English, although with a heavy accent. 
 
    Where’s my damn cheeseburger? I asked for it almost a half an hour ago. Ted motioned for Denise. His assistant leaned in. “My cheeseburger?” asked Ted, just loud enough for everyone else in the room to hear. 
 
    “Mr. Gorman! This is serious! You released the nanites without even so much as a warning. It’s decimated my whole country!” Mr. Okada was infuriated by Ted's indifference. 
 
    Okada wasn’t alone in his anger towards the CEO of Galatea Systems. Vladmir Ivanov, the head of the Moscow site also stood up. “You did not even ask for our input. Now the world’s in chaos. And this is your fault. Instead you order cheeseburgers and laugh at us!” 
 
    Ask? I don’t have to ask any of you for anything. What a bunch of ungrateful assholes. I handed them whole countries and now they give me shit? Let them air their grievances. Then I’ll deal with them. Ted leaned back in his chair. “Is that it? Does anyone else have something to say? Now is the time.” 
 
    Three other executives stood up and spoke their minds. All of them were very upset. Ted didn’t warn any of the other facilities that he was going to release the nanite virus at every site at the same time. He didn’t want them to know. There were contingencies that the head of each facility could’ve used to prevent the release. That would have been unacceptable. 
 
    Ted's cheeseburger came in the middle of his executive’s yelling at him. He went ahead and started eating it. That incensed them. Again, he didn’t care. As their ire reached a fever pitch, he chewed away. 
 
    That was just as delicious as I thought it would be. Now that that’s done, it’s time to deal with the problems in front of me. What to do? What to do? 
 
    “What are you going to do about this?” asked Mr. Ivanov. Every other member of the board stared at Ted with a look on their faces that said they wondered the same thing. 
 
    Ted calmly wiped his mouth with the napkin that came with his burger. Then he stood up and stretched his back. There was a bit of a crunch and he groaned. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” said Ted as he pointed towards the plate that his burger came on. “I was famished. As to your concerns, they are understandable. I get where you’re coming from. But that’s only because you aren’t aware of the whole picture. 
 
    “First off, I want to commend you all on your handling of this… situation. I know it’s been hard. I get that you’re angry. Let me explain to you the particulars of the company plan.” 
 
    Ted started to walk around the table, behind the chairs of the Galatea Systems Board. It made them all a little nervous. And it was intentional. He had a reputation of being unpredictable and at times violent. 
 
    “Are you going to take that from these bastards?” Ted’s dead dad was at the other end of the table. As per usual he had a cigar in his mouth and was puffing away. Even though Ted knew that it was all in his head, he looked around to make sure that no one else saw his father. “You always were as soft as baby shit.” 
 
    I really want to tell him to shut the fuck the up. But I can’t let Sebastian know just how nuts I really am. “As you all know, the company was in trouble. The US military was going to cancel their contract with us. In order to cover their tracks they gave us up to the FDA and FBI. That left us with only one option.” 
 
    “Destroy the whole damn world?” asked the executive from London. There was mix of sarcasm and anger in the way she asked it. 
 
    “Pretty much. Yeah. I figured the only way to go was to release the nanites. I knew there would be catastrophic consequences. I knew that a hell of lot of people would die. But in the end it would be worth it. Because out of the ashes, not only would we have the government off our backs, we’d be one of the most powerful entities on the planet.” Ted finally explained his motives to the board of directors. 
 
    As Ted explained his actions, Sebastian held his tongue. He didn’t believe a word his boss said. It was clear to him that there were other ways to handle the investigation into the company. There was no reason to release the virus and essentially destroy civilization. Ted just wanted the carnage and chaos that would follow. Why? Because the CEO was out of his mind. 
 
    “That still does not answer why you did not tell us,” said Mr. Okada. 
 
    Ted waltzed over to Okada. He put his hands on the older Japanese man’s shoulders. “I’m telling you now.” 
 
    Three Galatea Security Team members entered the conference room. They had modern automatic shotguns in their hands. All of them looked as if they meant business. 
 
    “Personally, I don’t like any of your tones. I don’t think you guys and gals are fit to lead your respective facilities. So I’m afraid you’re all fired.” Ted walked towards the exit as he talked. He pointed at the security personal. “These gentlemen will give you your severance packages.” 
 
    Ted left the conference room with Sebastian and Denise following. Seconds after the frosted glass door closed behind them, they heard loud gunshots. They made his assistant yelp in surprise. 
 
    “Denise,” said Ted. 
 
    “They… you…” Denise was in shock. 
 
    “Denise!” 
 
    The young assistant snapped out of her shock and horror. Denise didn’t want to upset her boss. Lest she would suffer the same fate as the board members. “Yes, Mr. Gorman.” 
 
    “I need you to get someone in there to clean up. And I don’t want any other employees to see. Make sure the custodial staff is discreet.” Ted acted like the dead board members were nothing more than trash or debris to be cleaned up and thrown out. The grim fact of the matter was that he was right. There was no one to hold him accountable or to care that they were gone. 
 
    “Yes sir. Right away, sir.” Denise took out her radio and got on it. She couldn’t do so fast enough. It gave her an excuse to not think about the room full of dead people she walked away from. 
 
    “This is really hard for me to say, but that was the right move. Did those pricks really think they could fly over here and tell you what you should or shouldn’t have done? Did they think there would be no consequences?” Thomas walked next to his son. A thick cloud of smoke that only Ted could see followed the dead man. 
 
    Do my ears deceive me, or did my old man actually say that I did something right? Is the world coming to an end? Is this the sign of the apocalypse? “Thank you. I guess,” replied Ted. 
 
    “For what, sir?” asked Sebastian. 
 
    Damn it. I actually replied to him. Out loud. Seb already thinks I’m nuts. This isn’t going to help. 
 
    “What’s that? I didn’t say anything.” Smooth. Deny it till the end. 
 
    Sebastian gave Ted a queer look. He shook his head and moved past it. “What next?” 
 
    “Next we choose new execs to head the rest of our facilities, seeing that those that did are now very much dead. So, get London on the LAN line…” Ted was interrupted by the muffled sound of an explosion. The vibrations could be heard throughout the facility. Little pieces of concrete and dust fell from the ceiling. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” asked Ted as he ducked and covered his head. As if that would protect him. 
 
    Sebastian took out his radio. “Security team Alpha, what was that?” He took his finger off the button on the radio and waited for an answer. One did not come. “Alpha, come in.” 
 
    Ted and Sebastian heard gunfire. That made the reality of the situation clear. Someone was attacking the Los Angeles facility. And they already took out the twenty man Alpha security team that manned the perimeter and the entrance. 
 
    “I’ll mobilize Bravo and Charlie. You should probably retreat to the panic room, sir. Denise can show you the way down,” advised Sebastian. 
 
    “Not gonna happen, Seb. In fact I’m going to do exactly the opposite. I’m going to go and personally make sure that these invaders are properly dealt with.” Ted had a sick smile on his face. He took off his suit jacket and handed it to Denise. 
 
    “That’s not a good idea, sir. It is way too dangerous.” Sebastian’s warnings didn’t sound very sincere. 
 
    “Seb, shut the fuck up. We both know that you want me dead so you can take over. You should be jumping for joy.” 
 
    “Just be careful, sir.” 
 
    “I will. Before I head off to slay our enemies, I’m going to have to make a stop at the lab.” Ted’s smile got wider before he strode away. 
 
    The concrete tunnel that led to the entrance to the Los Angeles facility was filled with gunfire. Attackers armed with a variety of assault rifles, hunting rifles, handguns and whatever other firearms they could scrounge up slowly made their way towards the door. Remnants of Alpha and some newly arrived Bravo team members tried to repel them but were simply outnumbered. 
 
    “Keep pushing!” yelled the leader of the invaders as he reloaded his rifle. “They’re about to break!” 
 
    Bullets few by both sides of the fight. Those that didn’t get hit heard the lead projectiles whiz by their heads. Not an inch of the tunnel went unaffected by the gunfire. 
 
    “Push!” The invaders slowly moved forward. Security team members dropped like flies. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Galatea Security to get overrun. Not one of them were left alive. One of the invaders stuck high explosives to the thick door that served as an entrance to the facility. 
 
    “Fire in the hole!” yelled the leader of the invaders. Every one of his men and women took cover. 
 
    The high explosives were detonated but didn’t successfully breach the entrance. On the other side, a row of security team members aimed their guns directly at the door. They were ready to mow down anyone who came through, while staying far enough away not to be killed by the impending second explosion. 
 
    Sebastian and Denise headed towards the Los Angeles facility panic room. Frightened staff ran by like chickens with their heads cut off. No one seemed to know what to do. Spinning yellow emergency lights and emergency sirens added to the bedlam. 
 
    Denise and Sebastian were joined by the scientists on site. Other than a little bit of security, that was all the people allowed in the vault like room. There they would be safe. Anything less than an unreasonable amount of explosives wouldn’t get through the thick steel door. 
 
    “Again!” ordered the leader of the invaders. Undeterred by the failure to blow the door on their first try, the invaders placed some more high explosives. Their second attempt succeeded. Before the smoke cleared they stormed in. 
 
    Galatea Security team members were ready beyond the tunnel and blown open entrance. Only one of them took any damage in the explosion. The rest waited to see silhouettes emerge from the smoke. 
 
    The invaders were stopped in their tracks by the sounds of meat puppet screeches. They saw glowing blue eyes through the smoke. Then a pack of infected chimps came screaming towards them. 
 
    In a flurry of bites, scratches and torn off limbs, the meat puppet chimps massacred the invaders. Galatea Security team members cringed at the sounds of their enemies’ screams and cries. When the smoke cleared they saw the end results. 
 
    Pieces of men and women covered the floors, walls and ceiling of the Los Angeles facility entrance. Thinking that the meat puppet chimps would turn on them, the security team members prepared for a fight. They didn’t want to end up like the massacred invaders before them. 
 
    “Don’t shoot!” commanded Ted. He emerged from behind his security team. “They aren’t going to hurt you.” 
 
    The infected chimpanzees sat down next to Ted. They were covered with gore and as docile as could be. It was a disturbing sight. 
 
    That worked like a charm. “Someone remind me to kiss Dr. Michaels next time I see him,” said Ted. 
 
    With all of the danger out of the way, Ted went to inspect the remains of the invaders. None of them were dressed in any military gear. There were no fatigues or helmets or sewn on American flags. If they weren’t army or marines, who were they? 
 
    “They’re survivors from the city,” Ted heard Sebastian walk up behind him. “Jesus, what a damn mess.” 
 
    “Why did they attack us?” asked Ted genuinely confused. 
 
    Sebastian tried his best not to ruin his well-polished shoes by stepping in the innards of the city survivors. He also avoided the blue eyed meat puppet chimps who lingered around Ted. “They know. Word got out that it was Galatea.” 
 
    That’s not good. But I guess it was inevitable. “How? Did someone squeal?” 
 
    “Doctor Bajwa left almost a month ago. She took up residence with the survivors in Los Angeles,” answered Sebastian. 
 
    “Bawja? Why does that name sound so familiar?” 
 
    “She used to work with you down at the Dallas facility.” Sebastian tip toed around a limbless torso. After that bit of tight rope walking, he was right next to Ted. 
 
    “Bawja. Oh wait, I remember. She’s the one who developed the aerosol delivery system. I remember she had a world class pair of legs on her. We couldn’t have done all his without her. Why’d she leave?” 
 
    “I dunno. Guilt probably. We’ve had assets out in the city to look for her and bring her back into the fold. But none of them came back.” 
 
    “Has the word spread, that it was us?” asked Ted as he took an electronic cigarette out of his pocket and started taking some drags. 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe. Probably.” 
 
    “Is the good doctor still in the city?” 
 
    “Last we heard.” 
 
    Ted took the electronic cigarette out of his mouth. “Get in contact with the Arizona and Seattle facilities. Have them send some men. We’re going to kill off the survivors. Then we’re going to burn the City of Angels.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7: The Dark 
 
    Not a very comfortable ride. I guess comfort isn’t high on the marine priority list. Amber bounced up and down on her seat in the bed of the military cargo truck. There were two marines with her. 
 
    The group of marines that Amber traveled with had a little trouble finding the abandoned old brown station wagon that Mack was left in. The sun started to fall down past the horizon. Night approached. 
 
    Amber looked out of a hole in the canvas cover of the cargo truck bed.  She recognized the area and the burnt smell coming through from Las Vegas. They were close. 
 
    Shit, it’s dark. I’m sorry big guy. I’ll be there soon. I hope you’re okay with the marines coming back with me. The last bits of sunlight were gone. A blanket of exceptional darkness fell over the Mojave Desert. 
 
    Please still be alive. Please still be alive. Amber prayed that Mack was still alive and well. She’d never forgive herself if she had left him to die. 
 
    The military cargo truck that carried Amber came to a sudden stop. It almost threw her to the floor of the bed of the truck. Outside, she could hear the other vehicles stop too. Then she heard screeches. 
 
    “Stay in here,” ordered one of the marines in the back with Amber. They hopped out. 
 
    Yeah that’s not going to happen. Amber took out her knife and headed for the end of the truck bed. She was surprised by what she saw after getting out. Points of red lights, in pairs, peppered the dark Mojave Desert. By her estimate there must have been hundreds of meat puppets out there wandering in the night. 
 
    Mack! There’s no way he could… not in the shape he was in. Amber found herself unable to move. It was fear. But not for herself. She feared that something horrible had happened to Mack. 
 
    When Amber left him to forage for food and water, he was in terrible shape. She doubted he’d be able to fight off even one or two meat puppets. A whole desert full of them would definitely be too much. If he was still out there, he was either hiding, dead, or one of them. 
 
    “I told you to stay in the truck!” The marine who ordered Amber to stay, yelled at the teen when he saw her outside. 
 
    “Forget her. Turn on your NVG’s. We’re not getting out of here without a fight,” ordered Lt. Spence. 
 
    After moving the night vision goggles attached to their helmets down over their eyes, the marines turned them on. Seconds later they opened fire. Through the brief light of their muzzle flashes, Amber saw meat puppets fall in droves. 
 
    “Give me a gun!” Amber needed some way to protect herself.  
 
    “Are you kidding me? I’m not giving you a gun. You’re a kid.” One of the marines refused to hand over one of his firearms. Suddenly his assault rifle swung over and pointed at Amber.  
 
    “What are…?”  
 
    “Duck!” yelled the marine. She did exactly what he told her. He fired and downed a meat puppet who managed to get within feet of her. “Get back in the truck!”  
 
    “Not until I find my dad!” Amber wasn’t running. Not until she got what she came for.  
 
    “God damn it. Then stay down so we don’t accidentally shoot your ass.” The marine turned his attention from Amber to the advancing horde of meat puppets. 
 
    Is that the wagon? Amber caught the reflection of the marines’ muzzle flashes on the hood and pieces of the broken front windshield of the old brown station wagon. It wasn't far. There were a lot of undead around, but with the marines dropping them like flies, she thought she could make it. She was small and fast, after all. 
 
    Amber somehow managed to dodge the outstretched hands and claws of meat puppets as they tried to grab her. She got splattered by thick black blood as the creatures she passed by were shot. It was a miracle that she didn’t catch a bullet herself. 
 
    When she reached the station wagon, Amber frantically searched the vehicle. One of the doors was missing, and she quickly saw the car was completely empty. That just made her panic even more. Then something grabbed her from behind.  
 
    On instinct, she swung around and tried to stab what she thought was a meat puppet in the head. Someone grabbed her wrist. She turned and saw it was Lt. Spence.  
 
    “Are you out of your god damn mind? They could’ve torn you to shreds. And that’s if we didn’t shoot you first.” Lt. Spence wasn’t happy, that much was obvious. 
 
    Amber and Spence were quickly surrounded by meat puppets. The lieutenant had run after her alone. They were lucky that the undead creatures had their tendons and muscles burnt away. None of them were very fast and mobile. It was the only reason the two of them weren’t overwhelmed, because there were still a lot of the creatures between them and the rest of the marines.  
 
    Foot prints, big ones. Work boots. They have to be his. Amber didn’t pay attention to Lt. Spence firing away at the approaching monsters. If they didn't want to give her a gun, then let them do the shooting. She was focused on finding Mack. With her head down she started following his tracks. The fact that she had no experience as a tracker didn’t give her pause.  
 
    “Jesus! Are you fucking kidding me?” Lt. Spence cursed as he saw Amber crawl away with her head down and hands in the sandy dirt. She appeared to be completely disregarding the danger all around her. 
 
    Amber felt wet clumps of dirt, which she thought might have been blood. It quickened her pace. Then her hands hit a void. There was no more ground. Instead there was a hole she couldn’t see inside. 
 
    “Lieutenant!” shouted Amber. He didn’t hear her. Not willing to wait, she considered jumping down. 
 
    How deep is it? Shit. He might be down there and hurt bad. Amber jumped down into the hole in the desert. 
 
    Luckily, the fall wasn’t far. She hit the dirt of the mine floor without sustaining any injuries. She looked around, letting her eyes adjust somewhat to the gloom, but couldn’t make out any details. But even in the almost pitch black, she still recognized him. 
 
    “Mack!” Amber hurried over to her friend on the floor. “Lt. Spence! He’s down here!” 
 
    Amber took Mack by the shoulders, but he didn’t move. So she shook him. Still, nothing. 
 
    “Lieutenant! I need help!” 
 
    After some more frantic gunshots, the hole in the desert lit up. Lt. Spence stood above with the flashlight on his gun highlighting the scene below. The young girl was draped over a rather large dead man. And she hugged him. 
 
    “Is this him?” asked Lt. Spence. 
 
    Amber didn’t answer. She just cried. Spence looked around the hole. There were a couple of dispatched meat puppets scattered in the mine tunnel. 
 
    “I’m sorry he didn’t make it, but we need to get out of here. Right now.” Lt. Spence turned around and emptied his clip into the growing mass of meat puppets. 
 
    “I’m not too late. He’s not dead,” muttered Amber. She rested her head against Mack’s chest. His shirt was soaked in his own blood. And he wasn’t breathing. 
 
    “C’mon! We need to go, now. Don’t make me come down and get you!” Lt. Spence wasn’t exaggerating. If he didn’t get her out of the mine and retreat, they would be overrun. 
 
    Amber didn’t budge.  It was the second time in a couple of days that she thought Mack was dead. Just like on the Golden Pony roof, she wasn’t going to just leave him.  
 
    Lt. Spence’s patience approached its end. “He’s dead! And unless we want to be dead too, we need to get out of here.” He was a good man, and had no desire to leave a teenage girl in an abandoned mine among countless meat puppets, but he also didn’t want to die. “Girl! Now!” 
 
    I’m not… wait. Amber felt Mack’s chest slowly move up, then down. She heard him gasp for air. At first she didn’t believe it. Then he took several more breathes.  
 
    “He’s alive! Help me get him up!” 
 
    Lt. Spence gave a look of complete disbelief. In his experience, someone in that bad a shape didn’t survive their injuries. There was only one logical explanation as far as he was concerned. Amber’s father was infected. He was reanimating as a meat puppet.  
 
    “Step back,” said Lt. Spence calmly. He pointed his assault rifle at Mack. 
 
    Amber quickly shielded him. “What the fuck are you doing!?” 
 
    “Killing that thing. Now move!” Lt. Spence didn’t back down. 
 
    “He’s not a meat puppet!” 
 
    “Move!” 
 
    “If you’re not going to help than just leave us alone.” 
 
    Meat puppets started attacking Lt. Spence from behind, distracting him. He struggled to fight them off. 
 
    I have to get Mack out of here. That psycho is going to shoot him. Amber got up, and picked Mack up as far as she could by his shoulders. She started to drag him away from the hole, further into the abandoned mine. 
 
    “You might be the heaviest man left alive in the apocalypse,” she wheezed through labored breathes as she struggled to drag him. 
 
    Mack’s body slowly healed as he was dragged down the slightly rocky dirt floor of the mine tunnel. It was excruciating. And he was confused. The last thing he remembered was fighting for his life against smoking meat puppets. 
 
    “Amber?” asked Mack. He looked up and saw his teenage charge struggle to move him. “Put me down. I need to… put me down.” From his tone it was clear that it was more of a request than an order.  
 
    Amber let him down gently on the ground. She looked around, but couldn’t see a thing. There was absolutely no light.  
 
    “Just let me rest for a few minutes,” said Mack. 
 
    She didn’t feel like arguing. Instead she flopped down into the dirt next to him. Her adrenaline had worn off. Running and dragging had sapped her energy, and she was beat. 
 
    *** 
 
    They sat in the mine for almost an hour. During that time, Mack tried to keep calm as his body healed itself. He grimaced but didn’t make any noise, not wanting to worry Amber. 
 
    Amber was too tired to pay attention, even to the creepy crawlers all around her. In the dark, she fell asleep with her head leaning up on Mack’s shoulder. 
 
    Did I die? Mack had plenty of time to sit in silence and wonder what happened. The last thing I remember is running away from those damn creatures. Everything just went black, like falling asleep. Mack looked round. He realized he could now see. The form of night vision bestowed by the strain of nanite virus Ted injected him with back in the Las Vegas lab kicked in. The lightless mine tunnel looked as bright as day. 
 
    A centipede crawled up with its dozens of creepy little legs onto Mack’s knee. The nearly healed man put his hand in the way of the insect, and it crawled into his palm.  
 
    I didn’t see any white lights, I didn’t see any angels come to take me to heaven or demons to drag me down to hell. There’s no afterlife. Mack clenched his fist. The centipede inside was crushed. Its gooey insides ran down the sides of his hand. There’s nothing after this. 
 
    When he stopped hearing distant gunshots from above, he woke Amber up. He helped her to her feet and they brushed themselves off. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here, girlie girl. Hold my hand.” 
 
    Amber took a few seconds to find it in the pitch black. As soon as she did, he led her further down into the mine tunnel. 
 
    “Can you even see where you’re going?” she asked, after the sleep left her eyes. 
 
    “Yup.” He saw the rocky walls and the ancient looking wood beams holding up the ceiling. Nothing about the place looked safe. Perhaps it’s better that you can’t.  
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I think I’m still infected. Or I was infected again. I don’t know. But it doesn’t matter. I’m alive and don’t have the urge to do you any harm.” 
 
    Amber was silent for a moment. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I’m glad you’re infected.” 
 
    “You and me both. I don’t think I’d still be here if I wasn’t.” 
 
    “So you have night vision and you can heal? Cool. What else can you do?” 
 
    “I don’t know yet. I think I’m stronger. And I can hear and see better. Other than that, time will tell I guess.” 
 
    “That sounds pretty awesome. I want to be infected with whatever you got.” 
 
    Mack laughed. It hurt a little, as his ribs hadn’t completely healed yet. “Trust me, you really don’t.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The tunnels were a labyrinth. They twisted and turned in a maze like layout. Several times during their traversal through them, Mack wondered if they’d ever get out. It took another couple of hours of walking through the mine until they saw daylight.  
 
    Amber squinted as she saw the literal light at the end of the tunnel. “I never thought I’d be so happy to see a morning.” 
 
    The closer they got to the mine exit, the warmer it felt. It was if freedom from the cold dark embraced them in a warm hug. Such comfort was in very short supply in the world they lived in. 
 
    There was enough light spilling into the tunnel that Amber didn’t have to hold on to Mack anymore. Momentarily blinded by the bright morning sun, she squinted and partially covered her eyes with her hands. She had no idea where they were. But anywhere was better than in the mine behind them. 
 
    Suddenly they both heard clicks. They knew what caused those sounds. The unique metallic noise was unmistakable. Gun manufacturers must have made the safeties on their firearms that way for a reason. 
 
    “Amber?” asked a stern voice the teenage girl had became acquainted with the previous day. 
 
    “Lieutenant Spence?” Amber’s eyes came back into focus. She saw the third battalion eleventh marines lower their rifles. 
 
    “Hells bells, we thought you two were some of those undead bastards,” said Pvt. Marks. He spit out excess saliva produced by the chewing tobacco in his mouth. It made a reddish brown stain on the pristine desert floor. 
 
    “Is that your father?” Lt. Spence was surprised to see the man he thought was surely dead hours earlier walking around looking like he didn’t have so much as a scraped knee. 
 
    Mack looked at Amber with one eyebrow raised. She shrugged. “Yeah, I guess so.”  
 
    Lt. Spence walked over to Mack with an outstretched hand. “I’m Lieutenant Martin Spence of the third battalion, eleventh marines out of twenty nine palms.” 
 
    Mack shook his hand, and introduced himself. “Mack. How do you know Amber?” 
 
    “We ran into her at a rest area outside of Las Vegas. Willful girl, your daughter.” 
 
    Mack looked askance at Amber, then back at Spence. “That she certainly is.” 
 
    “We’re heading back to Camp Rattlesnake. Do you two want to come with? We got food, water and some other survivors there.” 
 
    Another settlement? The Golden Pony didn’t turn out that great. Neither did that fucking rodeo arena. And these guys are heavily armed trained killers. I don’t see that going well for us.  
 
    “Thank you, that’s good of you. But no. We’re heading to the coast.” 
 
    “The coast, huh? You sure?” 
 
    Mack nodded and smiled politely. 
 
    “Okay. Well, at least let us give you a ride as far as our camp. There are still some of those things wandering around out here.” 
 
    “That sounds fine. Thank you.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8: The City of Angels 
 
    Doctor Devi Bawja squatted over a bucket behind the New Babylon Apartments. She sighed as she looked around. The building had seen better days. 
 
    Like all of Los Angeles, the apartment building didn’t survive the outbreak in one piece. Aside from the myriad of bullet holes, a whole quarter of the structure was blown apart. In an effort to halt the spread of the virus the military bombed the city, then sent in troops to clean up the leftovers.  
 
    The military’s destruction of Los Angeles was called an “unfortunate and acceptable loss”. Every day for months, Dr. Bawja woke up to the results of that unfortunate and acceptable loss. The City of Angels resembled post war Baghdad or Berlin.  
 
    Dr. Bawja finished relieving herself, stood and slipped up her underwear and jeans. She took out a pack of cigarettes. After hitting the bottom, a single smoke popped out. Three years earlier she stopped smoking. That changed when the world went to hell. There were much worse ways to die then lung cancer or a heart attack. Few would know that better than her. 
 
    Sins have a way of haunting men and women. They are rarely at the forefront of the sinner’s mind. Usually it takes seeing or hearing something that reminds them, something that forces them to confront what they’ve done. The problem for Dr. Bawja was that everywhere she looked, the consequences of her sins were apparent. Because of her, the world was ending.  
 
    Dr. Bawja put the cigarette sticking out of the pack into her mouth. She took out a plastic lighter and lit it. For the few minutes that it lasted, she forgot her problems. Those brief respites were all she had to look forward to every day. Once she came out from the back of New Babylon, the horror she had a huge part in causing would stare her in the face. 
 
    Finished with her cigarette, Dr. Bawja threw away the butt and snuffed out the burning embers with the bottom of her boot. There was no escaping the day. Her short time away from the world had ended. She steeled herself then headed towards the New Babylon back doors.  
 
    Immediately upon entering the New Babylon apartments, Dr. Bawja smelled the strong aroma of coffee. That time in the morning almost every resident drank some. It was easy to make and took a while to go bad. If you went to any hotel or motel, you could find boxes of the individually packed instant version of the hot beverage. So its popularity was really a matter of availability, not preference. 
 
    Holes in the walls from bullets and bombs let in light from the outside. Any dark room in the apartment building was lit by gas or battery powered lanterns. Finding her way from the back of New Babylon to the lobby where her comrades met every morning wasn’t hard for Dr. Bawja. 
 
    Along her way, she passed the families and friends of the resident fighters. They came in a variety of ages, sexes and races. All of them had jobs to do in their new post infection lives. And they all got up at the crack of dawn. 
 
    Bawja smiled and waved at the residents of New Babylon that she knew. They were her friends. She had no family in the United States. Her parents and siblings both lived across the Pacific in Mumbai, India. As far as their safety, she could only guess and speculate. Every family she saw at the apartments made her think of them. 
 
    On her way to the lobby, Dr. Bawja stopped in her apartment. It was silent and empty. She grabbed her machete and semi-automatic rifle she found at a sports supply store outside the city. Armed, she was ready to start her day. 
 
    The lobby of the New Babylon apartments were filled with men and women healthy enough to fight and salvage. Like Dr. Bawja, each of them were armed with weapons they found across the city. They drank their coffee and ate what little food there was for breakfast while waiting for their assignments. 
 
    A man in his early forties with graying hair and beard stood up in front of the boarded up front doors of the lobby. He coughed to get everyone’s attention. The man was known simply as “Lincoln” by the residents. 
 
    “Good morning, New Babylon. I know all of you are wondering about any news from the attack on Galatea last night. I’m afraid no one has heard anything. The Center, Hollywood, Venice Beach and Griffith haven’t had any contact with their teams. Neither have we. 
 
    “I know many of you are concerned about what happened to them or if they are coming back. I get it. But you need to try your best to get your mind off of it. I promise as soon as we hear something, we’ll let you know immediately. 
 
    “Now, for today, I’ve informed team leaders on what needs to be done. Meet with them and get your assignments. Remember, you need to be back by nightfall. Be fast and be safe. I’ll see ya’ll again tonight.” When Lincoln finished speaking, he met with his own team. 
 
    Teams consisted of anywhere from five to ten people. All of them were armed and experienced at venturing outside. All understood the danger they were willingly putting themselves in.  
 
    Dr. Bawja's team consisted of two twins, Stephanie and Simon, two former police officers, a teenager named Freddy and rather mysterious older man named Ulysses. The older man was their team leader. 
 
    “We’ve got a scavenging mission. The kitchen needs propane. We’re to scour the city for any we can find. Questions?” Ulysses was straight to the point. As per usual. 
 
    “Propane again perro? Has nobody told Lincoln how hard it was for us to find some last time? I don’t think there’s any left in Los Angeles County.” Freddy Martinez was a typical teenager. He had to question everything and give the adults a hard time. Even after a half a year he hadn’t learned that Ulysses wouldn’t be swayed by whining. 
 
    “Yes, Freddy, propane again. If we can’t find any in the county then we’ll widen our search. We aren’t coming back here without some. So finish up your breakfasts and meet me in the garage.” Ulysses picked up his old shotgun and walked off. 
 
    “Leave the county? Is that dude serious?” asked Freddy. 
 
    “When is he not,” answered Karin, one of the ex LAPD on the team.  
 
    “What do you think, Doc?” asked Daniels, the other ex LAPD member.  
 
    “I think we should do what our team leader says,” said Dr. Bawj. She left the team to get some coffee and whatever snack cakes were available. 
 
    “Feels like deja vu,” said Simon. He looked at his twin sister, Stephanie.  
 
    *** 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Dr. Bawja headed towards the garage. To get there, she and the rest of her team had to go outside. It wasn’t very far but still, they were exposed. One foot felt like fifty.  
 
    Surrounding the New Babylon Apartment building were several miles of protective measures. Cobbled together from razor wire, sharpened metal poles, improvised explosive devices and chain link fence, the structure was safe from meat puppet invasions. 
 
    Dr. Bawja’s team walked through a path that connected the building to the garage. Both sides were flanked by chain link fence wrapped in razor wire. There were a couple of meat puppets who at one point tried to cross the barriers. They got caught in them and rotted way in the sun. The smell was terrible.  
 
    Inside the three story parking garage were ten different automobiles. Six of them were cars. Two were SUVs. And the last two were vans. Why no trucks? There weren’t many people who drove trucks in Los Angeles before the outbreak. Those that were within the limits were on the highways, which were death traps. 
 
    The work-area inside the garage was well stocked. Taken from garages and mechanics from throughout the city, New Babylon had all the necessary tools to fix and modify vehicles. Lined up against a back wall were numerous plastic cans of gasoline. 
 
    “Here comes my favorite team.” Louis Baez, one of three mechanics at New Babylon turned around and saw Dr. Bawja’s group enter the garage. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” He wiped the grease off his hands onto his pants.  
 
    “Louis. You got a SUV for us?” Ulysses shook Louis’s hand.  
 
    “Your timing is perfect. I just got done with the finishing touches.” Louis turned and presented the SUV behind him. “This one’s a beauty. I’ve really outdone myself.” He looked over at the other two mechanics. “I mean, we’ve really outdone ourselves.”  
 
    “What’d you do?” asked Daniels.  
 
    “Other than the regular fixes and tune ups, we’ve put in a roll cage and a new grill. Check this bad boy out,” Louis showed the team the front grill of the SUV. It was three times as thick as a normal vehicle of its make and model. The grill was also extended about a foot and half out from the hood of the car.   
 
    There were other modifications to the SUV that were made months before. Every window had chain link fence over them. The protective measure was put on in layers so there were only openings big enough to fit the barrel of a gun through.  
 
    Every tire on the SUV was rated for extreme off road driving. That was necessary so it could drive over bodies, or whatever other forms of debris were in the streets. They were brought in by a scavenging team from a shop that customized vehicles.  
 
    Freddy started inspecting the SUV and speaking Spanish to Louis. They conversed and laughed, leaving the other members of the team confused. 
 
    “English please, Freddy,” said Daniels. 
 
    “What? Oh sorry. I was just telling him how much I admired his work. That’s all. Ain’t that right, dawg?” 
 
    Louis nodded and smiled.  
 
    “Enough giggling, we have a job to do. Louis, the keys?” Ulysses had little patience. It was because he knew they had a hard task in front of them. And it would likely take them most of, if not the whole day to accomplish, barring incredibly good luck. 
 
    Dr. Bawja’s team entered the modified SUV. Two got into the front seats, Daniels behind the wheel. Three sat in the backseat. The doctor and Freddy, the two smallest team members were in the trunk. All settled in, they were ready to go. 
 
    The SUV slowly drove through the parking garage towards the gated exit. There a man was posted to not only open and close the gate, but to check and make sure the coast was clear. If as much as one meat puppet got inside, the results would be absolutely disastrous.  
 
    There was protocol as far as letting any vehicles in or out of the parking garage. First the guard manning the gate had to look outside and check for the monsters. If there weren’t any close enough to be a threat of getting inside, the gate would be opened. 
 
    Whenever a vehicle returned to the garage, there couldn’t be any meat puppets coming after it. Once let inside, every person in the vehicle would be checked for bites, scratches or any other form of injury that could infect. Any potentially infected team member would be locked up in a cage built inside the garage. If the person in question didn’t display any signs of infection, they’d be let go. A mercy filled bullet to the head would end any who did display signs of infection.  
 
    Everyone in New Babylon knew the protocols. They all knew the risks of leaving the property. Still, no one ever backed out of a mission. 
 
    “Abandon all hope, ye who enter here,” said Dr. Bawja as the parking garage gate opened.  
 
    “What’s that?” asked Freddy as he opened up a piece of chewing gum. 
 
    “Nothing. I was thinking out loud,” answered Dr. Bawja. 
 
    “Nah, I’ve heard that before. Where’s that from?” 
 
    “Dante’s Inferno.” 
 
    “The game? I knew I heard it from somewhere.” 
 
    Dr. Bawja just shook her head. 
 
    *** 
 
    The city was just as bleak as Dr. Bawja remembered it. Most of the dead were either rotted away by the sun or wandered around under it. Evidence of the hard fought battles for control of the streets, supplies and people’s lives were all over the place. Los Angeles was a warzone.  
 
    There was only one positive aspect of the jewel of the West Coast. Unlike many or even most major metropolises in the U.S., it was spread out. Buildings weren’t stuck up against each other. Getting from one side to the other didn’t take an hour, but several. Being spread out meant that the Los Angeles streets weren’t clogged with meat puppets. 
 
    Even though there weren’t many roaming creatures to contend with, there was an excess of debris. While fleeing the city and the infected, people left behind their vehicles, suitcases and other valuables. It was a good thing that the proper modifications were made to their SUV. Otherwise the team might have gotten stuck and stranded.  
 
    “Get ready,” said Ulysses as his team’s vehicle pulled up to a gas station. Outside of it were a couple of abandoned cars at the pumps and four wandering meat puppets. 
 
    Daniels tested out the new SUV grill by slamming into one of the infected. That got the other creatures’ attention. The others were newly turned. They screeched and ran at the vehicle. Their mobility caught the team a little off guard. 
 
    Stephanie, who was seated on the side of the SUV that the meat puppets were rushing, stuck the barrel of her automatic pistol out the chain link covered window and let loose. She managed to take down one of the creatures and injure another. 
 
    The remaining meat puppet ran full speed into the side of the SUV. Predictably it didn’t make a dent. Instead it knocked itself for a loop. Sensing an opportunity, Ulysses got out and quickly took the puppet out with a hatchet blow to its head. 
 
    “Let’s make this quick. Their screeches are going to bring more,” instructed Ulysses. 
 
    Everyone on the team got out of the SUV. As per usual, Stephanie and Simon stayed close together. They searched the outside. Daniels and Karin went inside. Dr. Bawja and Freddy kept watch. Ulysses coordinated. 
 
    The two former LAPD officers entered the gas station convenience store first. They entered with the same kind of tactics used when they were still enforcers of the law. It didn’t take long for them to realize there was nothing of use in there. Looters cleaned it out months before they got there. Next they moved on to the garage section. 
 
    Stephanie and Simon did a slow lap around the exterior of the gas station. Both were highly alert and aware of their surroundings. They knew that at any moment, from any shadow, a meat puppet could spring out and try to kill them. Having survived so much, they weren’t going to die just because they didn’t check every nook and cranny. 
 
    Dr. Bawja and Freddy stood almost back-to-back. They both checked different sides of the street. Neither saw any approaching infected or survivors. 
 
    “How does it look?” asked Ulysses. The question was directed at Freddy and Dr. Bawja. 
 
    “Clear,” answered Dr. Bawja. 
 
    “Clear,” echoed Freddy. 
 
    Ulysses removed his radio from his belt. “How’s it looking inside, officers?” 
 
    Daniels and Karin were inside the gas station garage. It was dark and hot. Like the convenience store, it was empty. An earlier scavenging team took all the tools and anything else of use inside. 
 
    The former LAPD officers scoured the garage for any propane tanks. There were none. Then they heard a muted screech and something moving. 
 
    Karin and Daniels tried to find the meat puppet they heard. Their search ended at a closet locked with a padlock. On it was written “Do not open!” in engine grease. Something inside pounded on the doors. 
 
    “How’s it looking inside, officers?” Daniels heard Ulysses’s voice over the radio on his belt. 
 
    “There’s nothing in here. It looks like someone’s already been,” answered Daniels into his radio. He motioned for Karin to follow him out of the gas station garage. 
 
    Simon and Stephanie were done searching the outside of the gas station. Like their other team members, they found nothing. It was clear that the place was already cleaned out. The gas station represented the futility of salvage missions at that point. Everything valuable or useful in Los Angeles had already been found and pillaged. Still, they weren’t discouraged.  
 
    Satisfied with their search, Ulysses called back the team. They all got into the modified SUV and drove off to their next stop, a big box hardware store. It was about five miles away.  
 
    *** 
 
    “This wasn’t here before,” observed Ulysses. He referred to what looked like a man made road block. Made out of burnt out cars, dumpsters and various other refuge, it completely blocked the street. 
 
    “I don’t like this. Ulysses, we need to get out of here,” said Karin. 
 
    “I agree,” added Daniels. 
 
    “I’ll try and find another way. Just give me a second.” Ulysses took out their map. Without the satellites, GPS was useless. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Dr. Bawja from the back seat. She turned around from the trunk and tried to get a better look. 
 
    Freddy looked forward out of the back window. He didn’t care what his teammates were talking about up front. His attention was squarely on the three guys approaching the SUV with weapons in hand. 
 
    “Guys,” Freddy tried to warn everyone of the encroaching danger. They ignored him. 
 
    “It looks like we can take Stockton to Birch,” said Ulysses as he pointed out a route for Daniels on the map. 
 
    “Guys!” Freddy tried again.  
 
    “Not now, boy! We’re trying to find a way out of here.” 
 
    “Yeah but…” The three guys were within thirty yards of the SUV. 
 
    Dr. Bawja turned back around. “What is it?” she asked while looking at Freddy, not out the window.  
 
    “Raiders!” yelled Freddy as he pointed out towards the three guys who were within fifteen yards.  
 
    “Where!?” asked Ulysses. Freddy finally got his attention. 
 
    “Behind us!” answered Freddy. 
 
    The business end of a baseball bat connected with the back window of the SUV. That blow broke the glass but didn’t get through the chain link barrier over it. If anything it got everyone’s attention. 
 
    Daniels put the SUV into reverse and stepped on the gas. The vehicle hit two of the three raiders. With broken bones, they weren’t a threat any longer. 
 
    The third raider had a spiked wooden baseball bat. He managed to dodge the moving vehicle. Out of immediate danger, he swung and stuck one of the nails embedded in his weapon into the vehicle’s back right tire. All the team members inside heard a loud pop.  
 
    “Shoot that son of a bitch!” yelled Daniels as he turned the wheel sharply while still accelerating. He tried to turn the vehicle around. 
 
    Sparks flew as the rim of the right back wheel scraped against the pavement. Dr. Bawja stuck her rifle threw the chain link and started firing. Freddy hesitated. He’d shot meat puppets before but never a living breathing person. It gave him pause. 
 
    Due to the erratic movements of the SUV and her bad aim, the doctor didn’t hit anyone. It wouldn’t have mattered if she did. Because more raiders started coming out of the buildings on both sides of the street. Fighting clearly wasn’t the answer. They needed to flee. 
 
    “Simon, Stephanie, Karin! Open fire!” ordered Ulysses right before he started shooting. 
 
    Muzzle flashes and bullets flew from every window of the SUV. Though they hit some of the raiders, there were many more who ran through the gunfire and almost reached the team. Daniels managed to turn the vehicle all the way around.  
 
    “Time to leave!” yelled Daniels as he put the SUV in “D”.  
 
    Over the gunfire, and screaming, Dr. Bawja heard helicopters. That was bad. Only Galatea and the military had copters. And the military abandoned Los Angeles a long time ago. 
 
    Dr. Bawja watched as the raiders around the SUV were turned into bloody mists by high powered guns. The helicopters were firing on them. Then through the chain link, she saw a missile flying towards them. 
 
    “Missile!” shrieked the doctor. 
 
    Daniels cut the steering wheel sharply. He meant to dodge the incoming explosive projectile. Neither he nor the SUV was fast enough. Instead of dodging it, he put himself in its way. 
 
    What happened next was mostly a blur to the passengers in the modified vehicle. There was an explosion, and everything inside went upside down, then right side up. That happened several times over. Through smoke and fire, Dr. Bawja watched as her team members tumbled around the inside of the vehicle. 
 
    When all was said and done, the SUV was turned over on its side. In it, the team members struggled to either regain consciousness, or their bearings. All of them moved, except for Daniels.  
 
    *** 
 
    The driver of the SUV was destroyed instantly. Force from the explosion mashed his organs to pulp and tore the flesh off his bone. There was nothing left of him but his hands which still gripped the steering wheel. 
 
    Daniels was the only one who died in the explosion and crash. But everyone else got injured. Some worse than others.  
 
    Freddy tried to open the trunk door. It didn’t seem to want to budge. The crash warped and bent the metal making it harder to operate. So he braced his back against the seat and kicked at the door. 
 
    After a little work, Freddy managed to open the trunk. He shook Dr. Bawja awake. Stephanie, Karin and Simon tried to open their own door. Ulysses groaned.  
 
    From outside, every member of the team heard screeches and helicopter rotors. If they didn’t get out of the wrecked SUV, meat puppets or Galatea would finish them off. None of them had any intention of letting that happen. 
 
    “Hurry. They’re coming. We need to get out of…” Ulysses was interrupted by the passenger side door above him being ripped off. A split second later a pale black veined hand reached in, grabbed him and dragged him out. 
 
    “Ulysses!” shouted Karin. “We need to help him!” 
 
    “We need to get out of here first,” said Simon, before managing to open the door above her. 
 
    As Simon, Stephanie and Karin climbed out, Freddy and Dr. Bawja were already outside on the street. A pack of meat puppets shambled towards them. Almost all of the creatures were in advanced stages of the infection. They were more metal than man. In other words, they were the last thing the team wanted to run into. 
 
    The two trunk dwellers looked around for Ulysses. They didn’t see their leader. But they heard his screams from inside a nearby abandoned nail salon. It was too late to help him. 
 
    “Help them get out. I’ll hold these things off,” said Dr. Bawja as she fired on the advancing meat puppets. Due to the concussion she suffered in the crash, her aim was off. Most of her bullets completely missed. Those that didn’t ricocheted off metal bones. None of her shots had any effect.  
 
    Freddy climbed on top of the turned over SUV and helped his remaining teammates. First he got Simon out. Then came Karin. Then Stephanie. And they got out just in time.  
 
    A swarm of additional meat puppets joined the ones Dr. Bawja was firing at. There was no beating them or even keeping them at bay. The only viable choice was to run. 
 
    Maybe it was her police training or the fact that she was the least injured in the crash, but Karin took the lead. She ran to and over the road block that earlier halted the team’s progress. The rest of the team limped after her. 
 
    Just as the team made their way into what was a hat store before the outbreak, the Galatea helicopter that took out their SUV flew by. It was looking for them. They didn’t know that for sure but they felt like they were being hunted. 
 
    “Stay down. I’m going to see if there’s a back way out,” instructed Karin as she headed towards the rear of the hat store with her sub machine gun raised. 
 
    The team kept low and quiet. They watched as the meat puppets passed by. All of them were thankful that the monsters weren’t particularly smart. In that moment it worked to their favor. 
 
    “Okay, c’mon,” said Karin as she came back to get the rest of them. 
 
    Stephanie, Simon, Dr. Bawja and Freddy followed Karin out the back. They found themselves in some pretty open alleyways. There weren’t any meat puppets in sight. 
 
    “I know you’re all hurting. I am too. But we need to get back to New Babylon. And we need to get back quickly. The others need to be warned that Galatea is in the city.” Karin led the team through the alleys. 
 
    *** 
 
    “This isn’t happening,” muttered Freddy in disbelief. 
 
    The team made it to New Babylon around sunset. They expected to find a safe haven, their home. Most of them had families or friends that were waiting. What they found was destruction.  
 
    New Babylon had been reduced to smoldering rubble. Nothing was left standing. The team was in shock.  
 
    Freddy slowly walked towards the debris. Dr. Bawja tried to stop him but he shrugged her off. 
 
    “There’s no one left, Freddy. There’s nothing here for us.” Dr. Bawja tried to reason with the distraught teenage boy. She failed. 
 
    “My grandmother. She’s in there,” said Freddy as his pace picked up. 
 
    “Freddy! We need to keep moving. They could come back,” Dr. Bawja pleaded. She had no idea what else to do. The doctor couldn’t relate to what he was feeling. His grief wasn’t something she shared. 
 
    For Dr. Bawja, the ruins of New Babylon represented more deaths on her conscience. It was something else to feel guilty about. All of it, the outbreak, the millions of deaths, the fall of human civilization, the destruction of New Babylon, it was her fault. At least that was what she believed. If she hadn’t gone to work for Galatea, none of it would have happened. 
 
    “There’s nothing here for us!” said Dr. Bawja as she hugged Freddy from behind to restrain him. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9: The Highway  
 
    “Looks like this is about as far as we go,” said Mack as he turned off the engine of the jeep the marines generously let them take. The soldiers didn’t try to make them stay at their camp. They were good men. Instead they gave the duo a vehicle, water, weapons and a box of rations. 
 
    Part of Mack wondered if he’d made a mistake by not taking Lt. Spence up on his offer for sanctuary at their camp. There they’d have protection, food, water and shelter. But they’d have to put their safety and trust in strangers. 
 
    The other part of Mack’s mind was glad that he didn’t take the kind marine up on his offer. Sure, they seemed like they were nice. Problem was the last time they trusted anyone and settled down, they both almost died. 
 
    “I’m sure we can find a way around them,” suggested Amber.  
 
    No, there really isn’t. And even if there was, it would take us hours to make our way around them. “We go on foot. First we need to hide the jeep, in case we need it later.”  
 
    Amber looked around. The highway in front of her seemed to be endless. It stretched out to the horizon. And it was stuffed with cars. Los Angelinos tried to get out of the city when the nanite virus hit the city. Evident from the amount of abandoned vehicles, most of them never made it out.  
 
    “Where are we going to hide it?” asked Amber. They were out in the open. Where could they hide a military grade jeep? 
 
    “In plain sight.” 
 
    Amber followed him out of the vehicle. “We’re just going to leave it here?” 
 
    Mack walked over to a nearby minivan. He chose it because its interior was covered in blood. To Amber’s disgust he stuck his hands into the gore.  
 
    With hands covered in stranger’s blood, Mack started making streaks on the jeep exterior. It became clear what he was trying to do. He wanted to disguise their vehicle as just another abandoned car.  
 
    “That should do it,” said Mack as he wiped the strange blood off on his pants. He reached into the driver’s side of the jeep. When he came back out it was with a modified assault rifle. The weapon had several attachments including a night vision scope that would almost certainly come in handy. Amber had the same. 
 
    Guns, food and water wasn’t all the duo got from the marines back in Nevada. They gave them belts with extra ammo, backpacks and even flashlights. Once Amber and Mack put on all their gear, they looked like paramilitary. 
 
    After stuffing their packs with as much food and water as they could carry without slowing them down, they started walking down the car clogged highway. The teen periodically looked up in the air to make sure there weren’t any infected crows like the ones that attacked her back at the Oklahoma and Texas border.  
 
    Mack kept an eye out for human infected. With so many vehicles on the highway, some of their occupants must’ve gotten turned. After all he’d been through, he knew that meat puppets had an uncanny ability to pop up out of nowhere. 
 
    The other thing that both Mack and Amber kept an eye out for was an exit. They knew that their current path was dangerous. Highways offered little to no cover. In the post infection world, being out in the open was too dangerous. 
 
    This is just depressing. Mack led Amber through the maze of abandoned cars. In those forgotten vehicles were remnants of normal families and lives. It reminded him more than the silent cities of what was lost. 
 
    Mack stopped at a minivan. Inside he saw a gruesome scene, even by the lax standards of the new world. Through steamed up windows he saw what looked like a family. Their corpses were a greenish grey. Flies flew above their maggot ridden remains.  
 
    There were what looked like blood splatters on the back window and passenger side of the minivan. The man behind the driver’s seat had a revolver in his hand. It didn’t take a detective to figure out what happened there. 
 
    “Why’d you stop? What are you looking at?” asked Amber as she climbed over a car hood towards him. 
 
    That could’ve been her. That could’ve been Amber. Don’t let her see. “Nothing,” said Mack as he turned his attention form the minivan to helping his young charge down off the hood. 
 
    “Doesn’t look like it was nothing.” Amber tried to sneak a peek inside the minivan. Then they heard the screeches. 
 
    Shit. Mack knelt behind a nearby automobile. He grabbed Amber and brought her down to his level. The screeches multiplied. 
 
    Mack pointed under the car. Amber gave him a look of disbelief. He gave her one back that told her that he insisted. Both of them crawled underneath. 
 
    From beneath the abandoned car, they watched meat puppets pass by. They saw worn sneakers, deathly pale bare feet and even boots. Instead of being scared, all Mack could think was: who wears boots in LA? 
 
    Once they were sure the meat puppets were gone, they climbed out from under the car. They looked down the highway and saw the meat puppets were long gone. Both of them thought it was safe to keep moving. And that’s what they did. Because the afternoon had almost passed. Evening fast approached. 
 
    How long have we been fucking walking? I’m going to enjoy getting on that boat. No dry land under my feet would be nice. Mack and Amber walked. It took them hours. Night fell with them still elevated above the streets of Los Angeles. 
 
    Progress hadn’t picked up much. The abandoned cars were packed so close together that they had to climb over some. Others took to squeezing past to advance. Some, like trucks, were avoided.  
 
    This was a mistake. I should’ve figured the highway would be hard. If we don’t get off it’s only a matter of time before... ah shit. 
 
    Mack spotted red dots of light about half a mile down the highway. They were heading straight towards the duo. He took a look through his night vision scope. There was nothing good about what he saw. 
 
    The meat puppets that came down the highway towards Mack and Amber had advanced infections. They were more metal then organic. Leading the pack was something they hadn’t seen before. 
 
    A hunched over, bloated meat puppet that dragged its feet with pulsating blister like bubbles all over its skin was at the front of the pack. Bodily fluids leaked and dripped out of every orifice. It was a sickening sight. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” asked Amber, clearly worried. 
 
    Good question. “Give me a minute.” 
 
    Mack looked around. They couldn’t hide again because the approaching pack of meat puppets were more evolved then those before. And their numbers were greater. He and Amber would certainly be found. 
 
    With hiding out of question, Mack had to consider fighting. It wasn’t something he wanted to do. But it started to look like they’d have to. Luckily they had the armaments to do it. 
 
    Then Mack saw something that peaked his interest. Just up ahead there was more highway below them. Essentially it was an overpass. If they managed to get down there, they might be able to get away without a fight. The prospect of not wasting ammunition or risking their lives appealed to him. 
 
    How do we get down there without hurting ourselves? Underneath their overpass was a truck with a large storage container. He figured that they could jump down to it without seriously injuring themselves. Was it a risk worth taking? The screeches from the meat puppets answered that question for him. 
 
    “What are we doing?” asked Amber again. Her rifle was up and ready to be used. She thought they were going to have to fight. 
 
    “Follow me,” said Mack as he hurried forward towards the pack. That took Amber by surprise and gave her pause. But she trusted Mack and did what he said. 
 
    Meat puppets had no expressions. If they did, they would have been shocked. Their prey ran straight towards them. It was only a matter of minutes before the pack collided with Amber and Mack. 
 
    Suddenly Mack diverted his path towards the edge of the highway. He slung his assault rifle over his shoulder and held out his hands for Amber to take. His plan was to help her down to a gentle landing on top of the truck below. 
 
    Unnoticed by Mack and Amber, the fat meat puppet started to move fast. It quickly closed in on them, followed by the other creatures. In less than a minute, it would reach the duo. 
 
    Amber slung her weapon over her shoulders and took Mack’s hands. She climbed over the railing meant to keep people and their vehicles on the highway. Still holding on, she was slowly let down onto the storage container attached to the truck below.  
 
    All of Mack’s attention was focused on getting Amber down to the highway below safely. He didn’t notice or care about the fat meat puppet who was just a couple of yards away. The creature lunged at him. 
 
    Mack felt himself get pulled backwards. He had no choice but to let go of Amber. She fell to the storage container hard but unharmed.   
 
    As soon as she collected herself, Amber unslung her gun and aimed up. She saw Mack get pulled out of view. Unfortunately, meat puppets jumped over the railings of the overpass and landed all round her. 
 
    Mack was thrown away from the railing into the side of a nearby car. Glass shattered upon impact with his back. The blow stunned him. Before he knew it the surprisingly fast fat meat puppet had a hold of him again. 
 
    The pulsating blisters on the obese meat puppet exploded. Clouds of what Mack could only guess were made up of the nanite virus blew into his face. He was immune. Instead of choking on the mini clouds, he took out his knife and stabbed his attacker in its forehead. 
 
    Free from the fat meat puppet’s grip, Mack took out his assault rifle and emptied almost an entire clip into the grotesque monster. While finishing off the creature, metal tendrils flew towards him and wrapped around his leg.  
 
    Amber was outnumbered. So her position on top of the truck storage container was fortuitous. She had the high ground, allowing her to pick off the meat puppets who tried to climb up and get her. But due to their strong, metallic skulls, the creatures took a lot of bullets to fell. If she wasn’t careful, she’d run out.  
 
    Literally swept off his feet, Mack hit the asphalt hard. Then whatever creature the tendrils belonged to started to pull him in. After struggling to find a handhold, he managed to grab onto a tire. He grunted as he felt his leg get pulled out of socket.  
 
    Despite being in a considerable amount of pain, Mack managed to reach his side arm. With one hand holding on to the tire and the other a pistol, he followed the tendrils to an advanced meat puppet’s chest. He aimed his gun and unloaded on it till the creature let him go.  
 
    Free from the tendrils, Mack quickly got up. An acute pain rippled through his body originating in his injured leg. He didn’t have the time or knowledge to pop his limb back into socket. With no time to think he did the only thing he could. The Viking steeled himself, ignored the hurt and limped quickly to the railing. 
 
    In an effort to conserve ammunition, Amber slung her assault rifle back over her shoulder. She took out her pistol and knife. With efficiency usually reserved for experienced, trained killers, she picked off meat puppets that tried to climb up. When possible she used her blade instead of gun.   
 
    Amber was in such a heightened state of alertness, she almost shot Mack when he fell onto the truck storage container behind her. She stopped fighting and ran over to help him. Her priority shifted from fighting to making sure he was okay. 
 
    With her knife sheathed, Amber helped him up. He was in pretty bad shape but she could already observe his body stitching itself back together. Mack pushed her off as soon as he reached his feet. At first that upset her until she saw him take his rifle in hand.  
 
    More meat puppets jumped down from the overpass. The situation looked hopeless. There were just too many of them for just Amber and Mack. 
 
    That might do it. Mack noticed that one of the meat puppets ruptured the big rig’s large gas tank with its talons as it tried to climb up to get him. Gasoline poured out.  
 
    Without skipping a beat, Mack took a flare out of his well-equipped backpack. He ripped off the plastic top, lighting it. Then he tossed into the growing puddle of gasoline. 
 
    Mack picked up Amber, eliciting a stream of expletives from the teenage girl. Then he jumped off the big rig’s storage container. His unrepaired leg gave way causing him to let go of her as soon as he landed. She gently rolled on the road to a safe end. 
 
    Behind them, the truck went up in flames. It made for an effective barrier that stretched across the width of the highway. Mack knew that it wouldn’t last though. He and Amber moved as fast as they could in the opposite direction.  
 
    *** 
 
    Free and clear from the meat puppets that tried to kill them earlier, Mack and Amber kept looking for a way off of the highway. It wasn’t nearly as easy as they thought it should’ve been. Tensions rose alongside their rising frustration. 
 
    They walked in silence. Mack grimaced with every other step. His leg was back in its socket but something went wrong. There was a dull pain every time he moved it. That pain got much more intense and acute when he put weight on it. In short, he was miserable. 
 
    “Over there. I think it’s an exit,” said Amber. She had her assault rifle up to her face. Through the night vision scope she spotted an exit for Fernando Boulevard. 
 
    Thank god. Mack knew that he and Amber were on borrowed time as long as they stayed on the highway. It was far too dangerous up there. Plus it eased the unpleasant tension between the two as fatigue and frustration took its toll. So when she pointed out a nearby exit, he was relieved.  
 
    “Not a second too soon. C’mon,” after taking a look at the exit through his rifle scope, Mack led the way towards the off ramp. 
 
    They reached the exit, but before going down it they heard a sound they learned to dread; helicopter rotors. When they looked up they saw the lights of three different helicopters. 
 
    Galatea. Why does that not surprise me? Through his scope Mack saw the Galatea Systems logo across the side of one of the helicopters. 
 
    “Are they after us?” Amber tried to hide the concern in her voice. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” answered Mack as he watched the helicopters fly past them into the heart of Los Angeles. 
 
    The choppers started firing rockets at a building Mack couldn’t see. There were multiple explosions that lit up the Los Angeles sky. It was loud and intimidating. Two of them broke off from the other and went too low to spot. The remaining one disappeared just as quickly as it appeared.  
 
    “Hurry. We don’t want to be out in the open when those other two come back.” Mack started down the off ramp. Amber followed close behind.  
 
    They found themselves in an area just outside of downtown. Looking down the street they saw the skyscrapers and the wide roads. The first thing they needed to find was a map. That way they could find the coast, preferably a port or docks.  
 
    *** 
 
    Los Angeles was much like every other city and town Mack had been through. It was desolate. There were very few signs of uninfected life. Every once and a while they had to dodge or hide from meat puppets. The overall feeling of the place was hopelessness, and a sense of the civilization that once was. 
 
    They eventually reached a gas station. With teamwork that was born of repetition, not training, they carefully entered. In there they found a tourist map of the city. From that and their memories of landmarks they passed, they figured out where they were and how far they were from the Pacific Ocean. Their goal was within reach. 
 
    Something horrible happened here. It may be fucked up but better them than me. Mack looked at an overturned SUV. It looked as if the front half was blown apart. There were the remains of people all round it. They looked as if they were run through a wood chipper. There were little craters in the street. Something fired on those poor souls from above. Overall it was a pretty gruesome scene. 
 
    “Let’s keep moving,” said Mack as he and Amber passed the overturned SUV and a man-made roadblock that wasn’t far away. 
 
    *** 
 
    Amber and Mack kept walking for a while. The spread out nature of Los Angeles helped them avoid meat puppets but made going on foot a daunting and time consuming task. It wasn’t until about ten at night that they decided to stop and rest. 
 
    When trying to find someplace to sleep during the zombie apocalypse, it is important to find the most secure place that no other survivors would have any reason to wander into. Mack found just that in the First Angeles Bank. 
 
    Like a mini well trained SWAT team, Mack and Amber entered the First Angeles Bank with their rifles up and ready. Through the eerie green light of their scopes they searched the big, old building. It was one of those banks that had a European feel to it with granite and pillars. 
 
    Mack jumped the bank teller counter. Behind it were stacks of crisp bills. Not far away from the stacks were the burnt charcoal like remains of a fire. Whoever was there used the money for tinder. That was all it was good for anymore. 
 
    Someone was here. They still might be. “Stay here.” Mack wanted Amber to stay in the bank lobby as he searched the rest of the building for any other squatters. “I think someone might be here.” 
 
    “I’m not staying here by myself,” said Amber with the defiant tone that only teenagers can muster. Mack didn’t bother arguing. He knew better. 
 
    Mack and Amber checked the bank offices together. They were very empty. Then they moved downstairs. 
 
    At the end of a hallway was the bank vault. It had a large, thick circular door made of dense steel. That door was open, and something hung from the ceiling inside the vault.  
 
    As they got closer, Mack could finally make out what was hanging from the ceiling. It was a woman. She had a rope typically used in queue lines tied around her neck. Under her were some feces and urine, voided when she died. 
 
    “That’s creepy,” commented Amber as they lowered their rifles.  
 
    “This is perfect,” said Mack as he looked around the bank vault. He completely ignored the dead woman. 
 
    “Perfect? There’s a dead person in here.” Amber didn’t dig the idea of spending the rest of the night in the vault. 
 
    “So? We’ll cut her down and clean up a bit. No one will find us down here. We’ll be safe. That’s all that matters.” 
 
    “But… what if it’s haunted,” Amber really grasped at straws.  
 
    “Haunted? Really? Of all the things to worry about, ghosts are pretty far down the list.” Mack pulled over the wooden chair that the woman used in her own hanging. “Now help me out and keep this chair steady. I’ll cut her down.” He took out his knife and started to saw at the rope. 
 
    Amber got a mop and bucket from a janitor closet. In a matter of minutes the vault was cleaned up. The duo slept among millions of dollars and an untold amount of expensive items in lock boxes. None of that mattered. What they cared about was considerably more valuable: sleep.  
 
    *** 
 
    The next morning a refreshed Amber and Mack were ready to travel. They ate military rations, washed them down with water and enjoyed every second of it. Fed and well rested, the two of them left the First Angeles Bank. 
 
    For a little less than two hours, they walked westward. They thought that if they went west, eventually they’d reach the Pacific Ocean. It was a solid idea. 
 
    “Excited to go to the beach?” asked Mack. 
 
    “Thrilled.”  
 
    Mack shook his head. Even after the fall of human civilization, teenagers still held onto their sarcasm.  
 
    “We can stop at the store and pick you up a bathing suit.”  
 
    Amber looked over and up at Mack. “I’d rather hit up a gun shop.” 
 
    Mack laughed. “That’s my girl.” 
 
    Amber smiled, then turned her attention back to the street ahead of them. 
 
    That sound, that smell. Is that the beach? Mack heard the sound of breaking waves. He smelt the unique fishy, salty aroma of the ocean. But he didn’t let himself believe it until he saw the water. 
 
    They walked a couple more blocks until they made a turn to see a large space between buildings. In the distance, just beyond the buildings, they could see tall palm trees. The street leading up to the space was blocked off by metal poles about four feet apart. At the end of the street was a wooden sign, tagged with graffiti. 
 
    When Mack got closer to the sign he could read what it said in dark blue letters against a light blue background: Venice Beach. Both of them smiled. They were ecstatic, almost to the point of tears. For months they tried to get there, to get to the Pacific. And there they were, less than a mile away. 
 
    Walking on the asphalt boardwalk, they saw in both directions long rows of abandoned stores. Everything from head shops to food stands stood empty and run down. A combination of humid salty air, lack of upkeep and the outbreak, left Venice Beach as a shell of its former lively self. 
 
    As bleak as the commercial section of Venice Beach was, the beach itself was unaffected. Past the sand and trees was endless blue water. When they caught a glimpse of the Pacific, Mack fell to his knees and laughed. 
 
    Amber seemingly forgot all the dangers around her. She threw off her backpack and guns into the sand and ran towards the ocean. For the brief time she spent playing around in the water, she was a child again. It felt great. 
 
    Mack watched as Amber enjoyed frolicking in the Pacific. In that moment, all the hardships, all the pain and all the terror seemed worth it. Seeing her truly and innocently happy for the first time since meeting her was overwhelming. He started to tear up. 
 
    After wiping the tears from his eyes before they could fall, Mack stood up and looked out at the vast ocean before him. That was when he noticed black dots on the horizon and plumes of smoke rising up into the perfect blue sky.  
 
    Those must be ships. Mack took out a pair of binoculars from his backpack. His view was a bit fuzzy. After adjusting the focus, he saw numerous, large ships out in the water. 
 
    There were what looked to be a mixture of battleships, shipping vessels and even fishing boats. None of them moved. In fact they looked in no shape to move. It was a miracle that they hadn’t sunk. Almost all of them were on fire. 
 
    Mack kept watching the ships in the distance. He remembered what he was told back in Las Vegas. No one was to leave the country. The burning ghost ships in the Pacific were proof. 
 
    Who or whatever prevented them from getting out of the country can’t possibly still be around. If we can just find a small boat, we can get out of here. Or at the very least we could go north without having to risk traveling on land. 
 
    Mack was too busy looking through his binoculars and formulating plans to notice Amber making her way up the beach back to him. It wasn’t until he heard her laugh that he stopped looking at the ships. 
 
    “The water, it’s unbelievable,” exalted Amber. “Really, it’s great. You should check it out. What ya looking at?” 
 
    “Just some boats,” answered Mack as he lowered his binoculars. “Get your weapons. We need to go and find a boat of our own.” 
 
    Amber did as she was told and retrieved her guns. She did so with a smile still plastered across her face. What Mack didn’t know was that she’d never been to the ocean before. The teen hadn’t even been to the Gulf. That experience of feeling the cool salt water against her skin was a first. It was like someone living in the desert all their life seeing snow for the first time. 
 
    “Where are we going to get a boat?” asked Amber as she and Mack returned to the asphalt boardwalk. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 10: Wipe Them Out 
 
    “How many?” asked Ted Gorman as he sat in the Galatea Systems board room. The blood of the board members still covered the walls and table. Pools of blood soaked into the carpet beneath his feet. 
 
    “Fifteen members of our security personal were injured. Nine died. In all, twenty four casualties,” answered Sebastian. 
 
    “Twenty four? That can’t stand. You can’t just let that go, boy. Hit back! Take revenge! If not for yourself, for them.” Thomas paced back and forth behind Ted with his customary cigar.  
 
    I know that, father. What, do you think I’m just going to let this go? “Who were they?” 
 
    “When Dr. Bawja left she took the secrets of the company with her. We have reason to believe that she shared some of those secrets with survivors in the city. Since she’s left we’ve been tricked several times. But none of them were as bad as today’s attack.” 
 
    “Why do you believe Dr. Bawja was involved?” asked Ted. 
 
    “Well,” Sebastian had a folder in his hand. He carefully stepped around the bloody stains on the carpet to get to Ted. The second in command at Galatea Systems handed his boss the folder. “We’ve had someone on the inside. One of our security personal infiltrated one of these groups of survivors. He relayed to us that the doctor had told the other survivors that the company was responsible for the outbreak.” 
 
    Ted opened up the folder. Inside there was a picture of a man in his early forties. He had a stern look about him and a close buzz cut. The information next to the picture had the undercover operative’s name: Ethan Daniels. 
 
    “Mr. Daniels had a brother who was a cop before the outbreak. That gave him the necessary information for his cover as a former LAPD officer. With that as the backstory we concocted, he fell into a group of survivors in the New Babylon Apartments in Los Angeles. As luck would have it, that was the group that included Dr. Bawja.” 
 
    “Kill them. Kill them all.” Thomas was like a gnat constantly buzzing in Ted’s ear. 
 
    “So we know where they are?” Ted already had a plan formulated in his head as his dead father had his ear. 
 
    “Yes.” Sebastian backed away, just as careful not to step in blood as he was when he gave Ted the folder. 
 
    “Okay… mobilize our security personnel from not only here but also our Washington and Utah facilities. Have them ready to go by this evening. No more attacks against us. We’re going on the offensive.” Ted stood up out of his chair. “Come on, let’s get this done. Let’s wipe them out.” He headed towards the door. “If you need me, I’ll be in the labs.”  
 
    Hours later, at about nine at night, helicopters landed in front of the Los Angeles Facility. They carried the best, most highly trained security personal from Galatea Systems facilities in Washington state and Salt Lake City, Utah. All of them knew they were there to kill.  
 
    “Mr. Gorman, I don’t think this is a good idea. Surely you could coordinate this from here,” suggested Sebastian as he walked on the right side of Ted.  
 
    The CEO was decked out in full tactical gear. He had on a Kevlar vest with pockets full of extra ammunition and even a couple of explosives. In his hand he carried a shotgun. On his hip was large caliber pistol. And on his face was a determined look. 
 
    “These men, they’re trained for stuff like this. That’s why you hired them. Let them get their hands dirty.” 
 
    Ted ignored Sebastian and kept walking.  
 
    “Tell him, boy. Tell this panty waist fruit that you’re immortal. Tell him you can’t be killed. Maybe that will make him shut the fuck up.” Thomas walked next to Ted on the left side. 
 
    “Sir…?” Sebastian kept trying to get through to Ted. But it didn’t work. The mad CEO was already formulating plans in his head. His second in command begging him to stay back didn’t even register. It wasn’t an option. 
 
    Sebastian and Ted emerged from the concrete tunnel that served as an entrance to the Los Angeles facility. Outside there were three helicopters and enough heavily armed men to fill them. Every man out there was ready for war, or in that case, a massacre.  
 
    “Good evening, Mr. Gorman, sir,” the head of the Salt Lake City security team greeted Ted. He was decked out in all the requisite gear and had a short Mohawk. Tattoos of flames adorned both shaved sides of his head. 
 
    A guy with tattoos on his head. He must be impulsive and probably a bit crazy. In other words, he’s my kind of guy. “Good evening, mister…?” 
 
    “Grey, Isaac Grey. Head of security at your Salt Lake City facility. It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir.” Isaac and Ted shook hands.  
 
    “What happened to Jefferson?”  
 
    “As I’m sure you know, there was an accident at our facility. The virus was released and most of the staff was infected, including Jefferson. I’m the son of a bitch that put the bullet in his brain pan. Then I inherited his job.” 
 
    Ted smiled. “That so? That’s good enough for me.”  
 
    Isaac and Ted headed towards one of the choppers. Sebastian followed close behind. That’s when the black metal crates next to the helicopters came into view.  
 
    “I brought ten of my best with me. They’re battle tested. Together we wiped out infected and survivors alike in Salt Lake City. None of them have any qualms about doing what needs to be done,” assured Isaac as he and Ted walked past the aforementioned security team members.  
 
    “That’s good to hear. I look forward to seeing them in action, Mr. Grey.”  
 
    Ted separated from Isaac and moved on to another helicopter where another team leader waited for him. A tall, well built and stern faced African American man stood patiently. His equally serious team behind him checked their weapons and gear. 
 
    “Mr. Gorman?” asked the stern faced team leader. He held out his hand for Ted to shake. The CEO shook it. “I’m Tyson Wright, head of security from your Spokane facility. I brought ten of my best with me. We’re ready to roll. Just give the word.”  
 
    “Good. We’ll be leaving in a couple of minutes.” 
 
    “Sir, if I may, might I ask what our mission is. We weren’t briefed before coming down here. All I know is that we were instructed to come fully armed and ready for a fight.” Tyson asked questions. Ted didn’t like that. But he thought it rude not to answer. 
 
    “There are some, well I guess the best term for them, is that they are rebels. We need to track them down and exterminate them. Is that a problem?” If Tyson answered wrong or took too long to answer, Ted would have no qualms about having him killed right there on the spot.  
 
    “None at all, sir. I’ll load my men up on the helo.” Tyson answered correctly and quickly. 
 
    “Great! Let’s get started.”  
 
    Ted went over to his helicopter with his small escort team from the Los Angeles facility. Once in the air, the CEO’s transport lifted up the black metal crates by tow cables. The assault on LA was officially underway. 
 
    Sebastian watched as the helicopters flew off towards the nearby city. He was happy. There was little doubt in his mind that Ted wouldn’t come back again. The company was as good as his. All he had to do was wait. 
 
    What a view. The enhancements bestowed upon Ted from the nanites in his body allowed him to look out on Los Angeles with perfect clarity. And he liked what he saw. It was desolate and quiet and void of life. Perfect. 
 
    Compared to the other men and women in the helicopters, Ted was lightly armed. He had a couple of pistols and that was it. His real weapons were hanging below, carried by cables. Once he broke those out, any fight they might encounter would be over.  
 
    The co-pilot of Ted’s helicopter turned around. “Sir, we have gunshots to the east, on the highway. Should we engage?”  
 
    Ted moved over and looked out the other side of the helicopter. There were indeed gunshots. But from what he could tell, there were only two people down there shooting at meat puppets. “No, stay on mission.” 
 
    “Twenty seconds!” yelled the pilot of Ted’s helicopter. 
 
    “Remember, level the place first, then you’ll drop us off. Is that clear?” Ted made sure that his pilot knew the deal. He didn’t want anything to go wrong. By the time the sun set he wanted the survivors and his missing scientist dead.  
 
    “Target in range,” the pilot’s voice over the radio was like music to Ted’s ears.  
 
    With a Cheshire grin plastered across his face, Ted gave the order. “Open fire!”  
 
    “Roger that,” Ted could hear the voices of the other two pilots in his headset. They responded almost in unison.  
 
    Rockets flew from all three helicopters. They bombarded the New Babylon Apartment building. It would have only taken a couple to bring the structure down, but Ted was always one for overkill. He ordered them to keep pelting it.  
 
    “You think that was enough? Maybe you need to fire off a few more. You know, just to be safe.” Thomas chimed in sarcastically. Ted shrugged his father’s ghost off. There was killing to be done. Nothing would distract him from that.  
 
    “Okay, set us down,” Ted pointed at the street in front of the burning and crumbling apartment building.  
 
    “Sir, that’s too dangerous. There are some rooftops nearby. That would probably be a better option. A safer one,” suggested Ted’s pilot. 
 
    When we get back you’re fired. “I don’t care about what’s safer! Set us down in front of the fucking building. Now!” 
 
    “Dial it back, boy. You don’t want them knowing you’re a psycho, do you? That could be bad for you.” No matter how hard Ted tried to ignore his father’s ghost, it wouldn’t go away. At least that time it gave him sound advice.  
 
    The helicopter pilot did what he was told. He descended towards the street outside the New Babylon Apartment building. Wind from the rotors sent burning embers spinning. First he detached the steel tow cables that carried the mysterious black crates. Once that cargo was unloaded, he set the bird down.  
 
    Ted was the first out of the chopper. As soon as his boots hit the asphalt he could smell the devastation. It was like perfume to him.  
 
    The other helicopters set down as Ted’s lifted back off, having already unloaded its passengers. Isaac and Tyson’s teams joined their CEO outside the burning apartment building. That was the only thing that stopped Ted from admiring his handiwork for the rest of the night.  
 
    “Sir, our next move?” asked Isaac.  
 
    A man came stumbling out of the wreckage of the New Babylon Apartments. He was badly burnt. His clothes barely hung on to his body. Either the fire took his eyesight or he was concussed. The man didn’t seem to notice the hostile heavily armed men before him.  
 
    Ted took out one of his pistols and shot the burnt man several times in his chest. “Check for any survivors. Kill any that you find. Then spread out through the area. If anyone comes back, I want someone here to meet them. We’ll all regroup back here at the designated time. Simple huh?”  
 
    “Sir, yes sir,” answered Isaac.  
 
    “Good, let’s do it.” 
 
    “C’mon boys,” ordered Isaac as he led his men around the rubble. Tyson’s team spread out throughout the block. Ted had other plans.  
 
    Calmly, Ted approached the black metal crates. There were two of them. He opened the first one. Two meat puppet black bears came storming out. Their eyes glowed an intense blue.  
 
    Calm down. Come to my side. Ted used his mind and the nanites in his blood to control the two intimidating beasts. They did as commanded and sat next to the mad CEO like obedient dogs.  
 
    Ted moved on to the second crate. He opened it up. Four infected chimps came out. Like the bears they had glowing blue eyes and were made to heel to his commands. What purpose they were going to serve was known only to himself.  
 
    Isaac and his team patrolled the perimeter of the New Babylon Apartments property. There was no going inside to check for survivors. The structure still crumbled and burned.  
 
    Since they couldn’t go into the rubble, Isaac ordered all of his men to throw in one of their fragmentation grenades. Ten of the baseball sized explosives landed in the wreckage. Seconds before they exploded, the team took cover. 
 
    The ten small explosions only served to hasten the collapse of the New Babylon Apartment building. They were the last nails in the structure’s coffin. No one could have survived. At least no one in the main building. 
 
    Isaac’s team heard the sound of car engines. He looked around to see where it was coming from, and spotted headlights inside the parking garage next door. 
 
    “The garage!” yelled Isaac as he raised his rifle and pointed it at the headlights. He followed them all the way down till the exit. “When they come out, fire at will!” 
 
    The garage gate slowly opened. A sedan came roaring out. Whoever was behind the wheel looked to push the car to it limits. But they never really got their chance. 
 
    Isaac’s and his team lit the sedan up with gun fire. They could see blood splatter on the windows from the inside. The sedan careened out of control and crashed into a telephone pole. 
 
    “They didn’t get very far,” laughed Isaac. He approached the bullet and blood ridden sedan. Before he could open the door and check out the damage, another car came roaring out of the parking garage. 
 
    With tires screeching, the second car sped out into the street and turned the opposite direction from Isaac and his team. It started to go down the street, then the driver slammed on the breaks. Then it turned around. 
 
    “Looks like someone wants to play,” said Isaac with a smile. He aimed his rifle. 
 
    The second car went full speed at Isaac, who walked out to the middle of the street to meet it. It was clear the driver meant to run him over. That wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    Isaac emptied his clip into the windshield of the oncoming car. Like the sedan before it, the second vehicle started to go out of control. But then it corrected itself. The cocky security team leader was so confident he killed whoever was inside that he wasn’t able to move in time. With a thud he was struck and rolled up onto the windshield. 
 
    The rest of Isaac’s team tore the renegade car to shreds. With that many bullets, they ensured that anyone inside was well and truly dead. It slowly came to a stop.  
 
    “Fuck,” mumbled Isaac as he got up off the street. A laceration on his forehead dripped blood into his eye. Getting hit by the car resulted in him suffering a fracture in his arm. But he only needed one to hold a gun. 
 
    “Sir?” One of Isaac’s men watched his leader struggle to get up and rejoin the team. “Are you…?” A shotgun shell burst through the back of the man’s neck and almost took his head off. 
 
    Out of the second car emerged Lincoln. He was covered in blood. The leader of New Babylon had several gunshot wounds but didn’t fall.  Instead he lifted up a double barrel shotgun and unloaded on Isaac’s team. Two were hit, one died. 
 
    Lincoln didn’t make it very far. Isaac blew the back of his head off. The former leader of the New Babylon survivors fell dead face first in the street. 
 
    Isaac groaned and stretched his neck. “What the fuck was that about? Why the hell didn’t he just leave? We wouldn’t have been able to catch him.” 
 
    “Over here, sir,” said one of Isaac’s men.  
 
    Isaac walked over to the first car whose engine was still smoking, wrapped around a telephone pole. His man who beckoned him over stood next to the open driver’s side passenger door. The Salt Lake City team leader took a look inside. 
 
    “Oh, now I get it,” said Isaac as he looked into the car. There were dead women and children in every seat. Their blood splattered every surface. Bullet holes had made Swiss cheese out of their bodies. “Guess this is why that guy was so pissed.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Tyson’s group meticulously checked every building within a couple of blocks of the New Babylon remains. They were looking for any of the survivors that weren’t in the building when the helicopters attacked. After checking every single one, they found nothing.  
 
    “The area is all clear, sir. We’re the only ones here,” reported one of Tyson’s men. 
 
    “Shhh, quiet.” Tyson’s group were ready to extend their search when they heard the distinctive high pitch screech of meat puppets. And from the sound of it, there were a lot of them.  
 
    “All right, we saw this coming. Blowing up that building made a hell of a lot of noise. It was only a matter of time till those things showed up.” Tyson proceeded to order his men to take up defensive positions. In his time up in Washington state, he knew that there was no running from the meat puppets. You either avoid them completely or be prepared to stand and fight.  
 
    Red eyes came out of every alleyway and building. They all ran straight for Tyson and his team who were positioned behind empty cars in the street. As soon as the creatures were in range, the order was given to start fighting.  
 
    It didn’t matter how many bullets Tyson’s team had. The number that really counted, man power, wasn’t enough to overcome the waves of ravenous undead that descended upon them. Those that escaped the hail of gunfire either ran past them or tried to kill them. 
 
    Tyson found himself shooting meat puppets seconds before they reached and either infected or killed him. Each one got closer. In an extremely brief break in the action he spotted two strange looking creatures. They were very fast, and very fat.  
 
    Not one to test his luck, Tyson fired on the two fat and fast monsters. He hit them, but he didn’t slow them down. Instead each impact brought a cloud of nanites. But they were too far away for him to notice. 
 
    With an empty magazine, Tyson prepared to load another. That’s when he felt a sharp pain across his back. The Washington team leader was so focused on downing the fast and fat meat puppets that he didn’t see the one behind him. 
 
    Tyson felt the blood drip down his back, but the pain quickly dissipated. He had no time to worry about it. Before he knew it, he was in a wrestling match with an undead monstrosity. The puppet that took some flesh from his back jumped on top of him. 
 
    It took all that Tyson had to keep the meat puppet from biting him in the face. He still had his sidearm but no free hand to reach for it. As strong as he was, he couldn’t wrestle for as long as the meat puppet could. If he didn’t figure out something fast, he was done for. 
 
    Every attempt at leverage only resulted in the fat puppet getting closer to Tyson's face. The Washington team leader could smell the creature’s breath. It smelled of sour milk and rotten meat. All he could think was: Is this the last thing I’m going to see and smell? I would’ve been better off being killed during the outbreak.  
 
    Moments before Tyson ran out of strength and the meat puppet took a bite out of his face, something jumped on the creature’s back. It ripped the monster right off of him. What saved his life? He had no idea.  
 
    Tyson got up and looked around in shock. All of his men were either dead or dying. The meat puppets turned them into something resembling ground mince. Almost as upsetting were the blue eyed meat puppet chimps that were running rough shot all around him. It was one of them that saved him. And it was all of them who were dispatching the other infected that wiped out his team.  
 
    “You okay?” Tyson heard someone ask him. He turned to see who it was. Standing there as calm as could be was Ted. His boss, the CEO, just smiled at him. 
 
    “I think so. I got scratched but that’s it.” Tyson picked up his gun.  
 
    “Glad to hear it. We need good men like you.” As soon as he was done complimenting Tyson, he shot him in the head. “That is, we would need men like you if you weren’t infected.” 
 
    Fall in my pretties. Ted gave the mental command and the chimps obeyed. They promptly stopped savaging the other meat puppets and fell in beside him. That’s when he spotted the fat and fast meat puppets who weren’t deterred by the arrival of the vicious apes.  
 
    Those are new. I don’t believe we made those. Interesting. “Take them down, and bring their bodies to me,” ordered Ted, even though he didn’t have to say so out loud.  
 
    The infected chimps screeched their version of a war cry and charged the fat and fast meat puppets. Ted watched as his little super soldiers took down their targets. He wanted to believe the monsters took joy in it. In reality he knew that they had no choice. And if he wasn’t the one in control, they’d turn on him in a second. So he had to make sure he didn’t take any strong blows to his head or he might become one of their victims. 
 
    While dragging the bloated corpses of the two fat and fast meat puppets, the chimps returned to the side of their master. They followed Ted back to the rubble of the New Babylon Apartment buildings, where Isaac and his team were waiting. 
 
    “There’s no survivors on site, Mr. Gorman,” reported Isaac, who looked a bit banged up.  
 
    “Tyson and his team are gone. I need yours to take over their assignment. Survey the area. Make sure none of these little roaches are hiding in any of these buildings.” 
 
    “What about you, sir?” 
 
    Ted mentally commanded his meat puppet bears to follow him. “Me? I’m going hunting for a doctor.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11: The Docks 
 
    “Do you even know how to drive a boat?” asked Amber as she and Mack walked along the beach. She was closer to the water, and let the incoming tide wash over her bare feet. The shoelaces were tied together allowing her to carry her boots around her neck. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ve never tried,” answered Mack, who was right beside her. 
 
    “Do you think there’ll still be any left? I mean, wouldn’t someone have already taken them and tried to get out of here?” 
 
    I sure hope not. Because I’m all out of options. “I’m sure there’s something left. Remember what they said back in Vegas? Any boat that tried to sail out of here was sunk. That probably made a lot of people think twice about escaping by sea.” 
 
    “Ocean.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You said by sea. Seas are smaller than oceans and are usually where the water and land meet.” 
 
    Mack grinned. “That so?” 
 
    “Yup. It’s one of the few things I remember from Oceanography class. One of the few things I remember from school, period.” Amber looked down. She saw a rather alluring looking shell in receding wet sand. Not able to resist, she bent over and picked it up. 
 
    “Can I ask you something?” asked Mack. 
 
    “Yeah.” Amber admired her newly acquired sea shell.  
 
    “Why’d you tell those marines that I’m your dad?” 
 
    Amber didn’t answer for about a half a minute. “Why do you care?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Call it curiosity.” 
 
    Amber didn’t look up from her sea shell or the sand. “My real dad, as you know, was an asshole. Since I met you, you’ve been more of a father to me than he ever was. You took care of me. You looked after me. I don't know... I feel like we're family.” 
 
    Throwing his tough guy exterior away, Mack pulled in Amber with one arm and hugged her. She was a little embarrassed, even though there was no one around. It was a sweet little moment in the bitter world they lived in. 
 
    They continued walking down the beach. It stretched on and on, until finally the masts of boats appeared in the distance. Seeing their goal within reach, Mack hurried up. The night was still a few hours away. Ideally they wanted to be on the water by the time the sun went down. And hopefully the docks ahead were meat puppet free. 
 
    There wasn’t much security around the dock area. Mack didn't see any fences topped with razor wire. The only thing that resembled a protective measure was what looked like a guard kiosk. That caught his eye. 
 
    Mack kept low as he and Amber speed walked towards the lone kiosk. When they reached it, they smelled human decay. The nearby ocean covered up the scent until they were right on top of it. What was left of the guard was slumped in a corner on the floor of the little structure. More important than the corpse were the rows of glistening keys hanging on one of the walls. 
 
    “Guess we need to choose one. C’mon, let’s check these boats out.” Mack led Amber down one of the eight rows of boardwalk. 
 
    There were boats of all sizes, with the exception of yachts. Some were old, wooden and in bad shape. Others were newer fiberglass vessels with clean white surfaces. Most were somewhere in between those two extremes.  
 
    A midsized fishing boat made from fiberglass caught Mack’s eye. 
 
    “Did you find one?” asked Amber, as she noticed Mack had stopped to admire one of the boats. 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    She read the boat's name. “Sarah’s Gambit, huh? Why this one?” 
 
    “I don’t know. It just seems right.”  
 
    Amber walked down the dock to the side of the boat. She put one of her feet on the side, and the vessel moved slightly. Under her foot she felt it pitch a bit. It made her nervous. 
 
    “I’ll go get the keys,” said Mack. He left her by the boat and headed towards the guard kiosk. Would he be able to find the set that matched up with the Gambit? That was the question he asked himself as his boots made a unique sound against the wooden dock. 
 
    Where are you? You got to be here somewhere. Mack’s eyes did their best to find the set of keys that went with Sarah’s Gambit. But there was a problem that should have been obvious. The keys were organized by numbers, not names. 
 
    “Amber!” he shouted from the guard kiosk.  
 
    “Yeah!?” 
 
    “Do you see any numbers anywhere near the boat? Maybe they’re on the dock or a sign.” 
 
    “No, I don’t see… wait!” After looking around, she saw a number painted on the dock below her. “One hundred and four!”  
 
    One zero four, one zero four, ah there you are. Mack found the appropriate keys, and was about to head back to the Gambit when something caught his eye. Walking up to the main entrance of the docks were some people. 
 
    He quickly knelt down inside the kiosk, causing his feet to slip a little bit on the rancid bodily fluids on the floor. The smell alone was almost enough to make him hop out and take his chances with the approaching strangers. 
 
    Periodically, Mack peeked out of the guard kiosk. He could see that the strangers were indeed human and not infected. He took a longer look than was safe. That was because he thought he recognized two of the strangers. 
 
    *** 
 
    Karin, Freddy, Stephanie, Simon and Dr. Bawja headed towards the docks. They had decided to leave Los Angeles behind. Their choices were limited to leaving by foot, car or boat. The group chose the safest of three shitty options. 
 
    “This isn’t right. We should be out there killing those fools. Not running away.” Freddy wasn’t happy with leaving LA with unfinished business. He wanted revenge. What he didn’t realize was that everyone else in the group wanted it too. But they realized that doing so would be suicide. 
 
    “We’re not running, Freddy. We’re surviving. That’s what they’d want,” said Karin as she led her group. “As soon as we get a boat we’ll head north.” 
 
    “Why north?” asked Simon.  
 
    “There’s less people. Right now, less is what we need,” answered Karin.  
 
    Dr. Bawja wanted to warn her group that they couldn’t go too far north. She knew that Oregon and Washington were practically run by Galatea at that point. Problem was, she couldn’t say anything. If she did, they might ask how she knew. Only Lincoln knew about what she did before joining the New Babylon survivors. If the rest of them found out, who could say what they’d do?  
 
    “I see it,” said Stephanie as she pointed at the docks. 
 
    “Stop! Let’s make sure it’s safe.” Karin ordered a halt to the group’s process. She looked through the scope of her rifle. After making a few adjustments to the aperture, she carefully scanned the area ahead. 
 
    “Is it clear?” asked Simon.  
 
    “Looks like it.”  
 
    “I’ll take point,” volunteered Simon. He did just that with the barrel of his gun leading the way. 
 
    Stephanie followed her twin brother. Karin, Dr. Bawja and Freddy trailed behind. Like Amber and Mack before them, there was no security to keep them out. They simply waltzed up, then into the entrance. All of them passed the guard booth without even looking inside. 
 
    Mack held his breath as the group of strangers passed his hiding place. Once he was sure that they had moved on, he stood up and climbed out of the kiosk as quietly as he could. He crept stealthily, stalking the group. They were on a path that could lead them to a confrontation with Amber, and he didn't want that to happen. 
 
    Amber heard multiple footsteps coming down the dock. Seeing that Mack only had two feet, it obviously wasn’t him. She decided it best to hide. The only good places were in the water or on the boat she was standing next to. It was an easy choice. She climbed aboard the boat. 
 
    It was filthy inside Sarah’s Gambit. Not only did the lack of upkeep after the outbreak take its toll, but its owner hadn’t been much of a clean freak. Amber didn’t care. The new world wasn’t exactly pristine. She was used to it. 
 
    She tried to stay out of sight as she observed the new strangers through Sarah’s Gambit’s windows. While looking at them she noticed something. Two of them she’d met before. 
 
    “Stephanie?” asked Amber as she crawled out of Sarah’s Gambit. 
 
    One of the women turned around to see a teenage girl she hadn’t seen since the cabin out in the middle of the woods. Her comrades, except for Simon, didn’t know Amber so they had their weapons trained on her. Young girl or not, any unknown human was a threat. 
 
    On instinct, Amber reached for her sidearm. What if she was wrong? What if Stephanie and Simon weren’t the friends she once briefly knew? Her fingers wrapped around the grip of her pistol. 
 
    “Don’t!” yelled Karin. 
 
    “I know her.” Stephanie walked in front of her groups’ guns. 
 
    “What are you doing?” asked Freddy. “This girl, she isn’t our friend.” 
 
    “Yes, she is,” said Simon. “Put your damn guns down.” 
 
    Karin, Freddy and Dr. Bawja reluctantly lowered their weapons. Amber took her hand off of hers. The potentially explosive situation was defused. 
 
    “How’d you, where’d you, why are you guys in Los Angeles?” asked Amber, bewildered. 
 
    Stephanie smiled. “It’s kind of a long story. But in short, you and Mack helped us in more ways than you think. When you guys saved us from the arena, you showed us that is was possible to be strong, to survive. And then you guys left.”  
 
    “Look, that wasn’t my…” Amber stuttered a bit as she tried to explain herself. Stephanie interrupted. 
 
    “No, no, you don’t have to explain a thing. You guys leaving made us realize that we had to learn how to survive on our own. To do so, we had to adapt. We fought and ultimately learned how to live in this messed up world. Thank you, Amber. We’re stronger because of you and Mack. Speaking of, is he still…”  
 
    “Alive? Yeah, he’s alive. In fact, there he is,” said Amber as she pointed behind Stephanie. 
 
    Dr. Bawja’s group turned around to see the tall muscular Mack standing just feet away, with his rifle in hand, pointed directly at them. Once he got a clear look at Simon and Stephanie he cautiously lowered his weapon and gave the slightest hint of a grin, mixed with slight confusion. 
 
    “I don’t believe it,” he said. “Stephanie? Simon? I thought for sure you guys were dead.” He remembered passing by the money counting vault back at the Golden Pony. He remembered the malnourished man he saw imprisoned there; the man he would have sworn was Simon. 
 
    Did Mack see Simon back in Las Vegas? Or did his guilt push that idea into his eyes and mind? Either way, there was no doubting that the man before him was Simon. Since Amber saw him too, he knew he wasn’t going completely insane. 
 
    “Don’t look so disappointed,” said Simon.  
 
    “Sorry it’s just… well, last I saw you two, you were different.” 
 
    “We were weak and you left us to die,” Simon’s face was stern. And he wasn’t wrong. 
 
    Mack half shrugged. 
 
    “Relax man,” Simon smiled. “Not only would I have done the same exact thing, but because of you, we got stronger. My sister just explained how to Amber here. I’m not going to have her say it again so you’re just going to have to trust me. You leaving was the best thing for us.” 
 
    Simon held out his hand and Mack shook it. 
 
    “I hate to break up the love fest but who the fuck are these people?” asked Freddy. 
 
    “Freddy may be rude but he’s right. Who are you?” asked Dr. Bawja. 
 
    “My name is Mack, this is Amber. Like you, we’re survivors.” 
 
    “How do you know the twins?” asked Karin. 
 
    “We met them in Oklahoma, months back,” answered Amber. 
 
    Freddy approached Amber. He held out his hand for her to shake. She didn’t. With a smile he retracted it. “The name’s Freddy.”  
 
    “Yeah, I know. I heard her say it.” 
 
    Dr. Bawja laughed, “Down boy.”  
 
    “Why are you here?” asked Karin. She still didn’t trust Mack and Amber. Stephanie and Simon might known them, but to her, they were strangers. And strangers represented danger.  
 
    “I imagine we’re here for the same reason you are. We need a boat.” Mack pointed at the rows of boats in the docks around them. 
 
    “You know anything about boats?” asked the former LAPD member. 
 
    “Not a thing. You?” 
 
    “My husband and I used to own one years ago. We sold it after the divorce.” 
 
    “We think we found a good one. But you know more then us, so maybe you can tell us whether its good or not.” 
 
    Karin cocked her head sideways. “You assume that we’ll help you?” 
 
    “Look around you, miss…” 
 
    “Karin.” 
 
    “Look around you, Karin. This city is done for. Galatea probably has the whole place surrounded. Right now, they’re out there hunting survivors like us. You want to get out of here? We do too.”  
 
    Karin squinted her eyes as she sized Mack up. “What do you know about Galatea?” 
 
    Memories of being strapped into a surgery table and getting injected with the nanite virus flooded into Mack’s mind. He remembered Wydell and the church full of bodies. He remembered trying to escape from the helicopters outside of Vegas. Most of all he remembered Ted Gorman’s smiling face. 
 
    “We’ve had some run-ins.” 
 
    Karin quietly studied the strangers. She tried to decide whether or not to trust the newly introduced duo. In the end, she decided to work together. If worse came to worst, they outnumbered the strangers two to one. And though the man was big, she’d taken down bigger in her days as a police officer. 
 
    “Want to show me that boat?” she asked. 
 
    Mack nodded and headed down the dock. He brought the New Babylon survivors to Sarah’s Gambit, and Karin started to look her over with a practiced eye. 
 
    As Karin checked the boat for seaworthiness, Mack and Amber was introduced to Dr. Bawja and Freddy. They were told the cover story about the doctor that she and Lincoln concocted. She was a doctor at Los Angeles Mercy Hospital. 
 
    Freddy’s origins were discussed. He, his mom and sister came from a low income section of LA. They lived through the outbreak and made their way to a shelter, where they met Lincoln. He took them in, and for a little while they lived happily and safely at New Babylon. 
 
    Tensions were eased after the intros. All that remained was for them to learn to function together. Unfortunately they didn’t have much time to practice. Out of view but within earshot were meat puppet screeches. Only they weren’t the normal sounds made by the human infected. These were more primal. 
 
    “Sounds like our time is up,” said Simon. “Is this thing ready to go?” 
 
    Karin was at the controls of the Sarah’s Gambit. “It just needs gas.” 
 
    “Where the hell do we get gas for a boat?” shot Freddy. 
 
    Karin came out onto the deck and pointed towards a gas pump on one of the adjacent docks. She threw Freddy three plastic gas cans from inside the cabin. He caught one. The other two landed at his feet and in the water next to him. 
 
    Mack fished one of the cans out of the water. “There’s no way he’ll be able to carry three of these. I’ll go with him.” 
 
    There were more screeches. They were closer. “Hurry up!” Amber knew she couldn’t stop Mack from helping Freddy out. But she wanted him to be quick about it. After what they’ve been through, she wasn’t going to lose him over something as stupid as gas cans. 
 
    Freddy filled up the cans as Mack kept watch. With nanite enhanced eyes he looked towards the city only four or five blocks away. At first there was nothing, then he saw something that made his stomach turn. 
 
    Pairs of glowing blue eyes emerged from the shadows of the Los Angeles buildings. He thought it was weird. Not only hadn’t he seen that color of eyes yet from the meat puppets, but they were low to the ground, on something short. 
 
    Mack checked his rifle in preparation for the approaching trouble. “You almost done?” 
 
    “Just give me a minute,” answered Freddy, annoyed.  
 
    “Not to rush you kid, but we don’t have much time.” Mack aimed his gun at the blue lights. 
 
    Jesus fucking christ. Are you kidding me? Infected chimps? Mack lowered his firearm out of sheer disbelief at what he was seeing. A group of five infected chimps came bounding out over the boardwalk towards the dock at dizzying speeds. He knew that they couldn’t outrun the little monsters. 
 
    “Done!” yelled Freddy as he put the cap on the last gas can. He picked up the other, totaling one in each hand. 
 
    “Good. Run,” said Mack as he picked up the third gas can and followed close behind him. 
 
    Mack had his back to Freddy and shot at the infected chimps. Since he tried to shoot an assault rifle with only one hand, his aim was off. Not one of the meat puppet primates were hit. But his gunfire alerted the rest of the group. 
 
    “We’ve got trouble, guys,” said Amber when she saw Freddy and Mack hurrying down the dock.  
 
    “I still need a little time. You need to hold them off.” Karin ran back into the boat’s cabin. 
 
    As soon as they reached the Sarah’s Gambit, Freddy and Mack unloaded the gas cans. The former looked for, found and started filling up the gas tank. The latter went down on one knee on the dock and started taking well aimed shots at the infected chimpanzees.  
 
    Two of Mack’s bullets found the head of one of the puppet chimps. The primate’s skull burst open and it fell into the water. That still left four of them. 
 
    Stephanie, Simon, Dr. Bawja and Mack all tried to hit them. The problem was their agility. Being infected didn’t seem to take away any of their mobility or speed. Instead of hitting the little monsters, most of their bullets sailed through the air or hit other boats. 
 
    Realizing that they weren’t going to hit the chimps, Mack turned his attention to the gas pumps. In a matter of seconds, the meat puppets would pass them by. So he aimed at those instead. But he wasn’t going to use bullets. He tossed his one and only grenade. 
 
    The vicious explosion ripped up the wooden planks of the docks and sent pieces of debris in every direction. Whether by shrapnel, blast wave or flames, two of the four chimps were taken out. One went flying out into the ocean on fire. 
 
    “Did you fill it up!? Is it full!?” asked Karin. 
 
    Freddy threw the empty plastic gas cans onto the deck. “Yeah!” 
 
    “Everyone get in!” ordered Karin as she turned the key in the ignition. The engine stuttered. It didn’t want to start. 
 
    First onto the boat was Freddy. He was followed by the twins. Amber was next. Mack was still on the dock trying to hit the remaining infected chimps. His time was up. 
 
     The first chimp to reach Mack jumped on him. It caught him off guard as he tried to change his magazine. What happened next occurred so fast that there was nothing he could do about it.  
 
    With a ferocity he’d never seen before, the infected chimp on Mack started ripping pieces off his body. First went a piece of the Viking’s cheek.  Then the little beast took a couple of his fingers. The second chimp went straight for his legs and bit into his calf.  
 
    “Mack!” screamed Amber. She tried to get out of the Sarah’s Gambit. It took both of the twins and Freddy to keep her from leaping off. 
 
    Mack dropped his rifle. He managed to fight through the intense pain and unsheathe his knife. With a grunt he stabbed one of the chimps in its blue glowing eye. It fell off onto the dock. The other chimp climbed up his leg and torso on its way to Mack’s face and nose. 
 
    With one strong tug, it ripped Mack’s nose clean off. Blood sprayed out of the severed capillaries. The pain was indescribable. It was enough to almost make him pass out. 
 
    “What are you doing? We can’t leave! Mack!” Amber started to wrench free from the other members of the group. 
 
    “We’re still tied to the dock. Someone cut that rope!” ordered Karin. The former cop was behind the wheel of the Sarah’s Gambit and ready to get the hell out of there. Her attention was on the scene playing out outside the cabin on the deck. She didn’t pay attention to what was happening out in front of her. 
 
    Unnoticed, one of Ted’s meat puppet bears swam towards the bow of the Sarah’s Gambit. Even as it climbed onto the boat, no one saw it. It wasn’t until it smashed through the glass that separated the cabin and front of the vessel that it was noticed. And by then it was too late. 
 
    After squeezing the front half of its body through the broken glass, the infected bear grabbed Karin by the shoulder with its teeth. The former cop screamed out in pain and was helpless as the powerful undead beast dragged her out onto the bow. In a matter of seconds it savaged her, leaving behind nothing but a torn apart corpse. 
 
    “Karin?” Simon heard the commotion in the cabin. He went in to check out what it was. There was a broken window and a streak of blood that went over the console and led outside to the bow in front of it. “What the fuck?” 
 
    “Simon? What’s wrong?” asked Stephanie. Seeing her twin brother slowly back out of the cabin gave her reason to think something wasn’t right. 
 
    “Karin… I think she’s…” Simon was equal parts confused and terrified.  
 
    “She’s what? Karin!?” Stephanie let go of Amber and headed towards her brother and the cabin.  
 
    With only Dr. Bawja and Freddy holding her back, Amber easily broke free. She jumped onto the dock and started firing away at the remaining chimp assaulting Mack. Once the last of the little monsters was dispatched, she caught the big man moments before he passed out from blood loss.  
 
    “Help me!” Amber struggled to drag Mack into the boat. 
 
    “You need to leave him. He’s done for,” said Dr. Bawja.  
 
    “Fuck that! Help me!” 
 
    “If he doesn’t die from those wounds, he’s certainly infected.”  
 
    Amber didn’t have the time or patience to explain why neither of those reasons Dr. Bawja stated were true. Instead she pointed her gun at Freddy. “Help me or I swear to god I’ll shoot you.”  
 
    Freddy did as Amber commanded. He jumped off the Sarah’s Gambit onto the docks. And he helped her bring Mack to the boat. 
 
    Meanwhile, Dr. Bawja stood on the deck with no idea what to do. There was chaos all around her. She heard a screech that morphed into a roar halfway through. It was coming from above. She looked up to see where it was coming from and saw something on the roof of the cabin that made her blood run cold. 
 
    She was looking at what was once a polar bear. Its white fur was heavily stained with blood. Parts of its skin were missing, exposing metallic muscles underneath. Its teeth looked like the tips of steak knives. With glowing blue eyes it stared at Dr. Bawja. 
 
    “Doc, move!” yelled Stephanie as she pushed Dr. Bawja out of the way, before she could even react.  
 
    Stephanie unloaded her full clip into the meat puppet bear. The shots didn’t put the beast down but it did stagger and stun it. It may have been the sound of gunfire or the prospect of imminent death, but both Simon and Dr. Bawja snapped out of their states of shock and joined Stephanie in attacking the infected bear.  
 
    Three sets of guns were enough to knock the bear off the roof of the boat and into the water. But Stephanie, Simon and Dr. Bawja weren’t done. They kept shooting at the beast after it went overboard. In doing so they expended all their ammunition. To them it was worth it. 
 
    The undead bear sank to the bottom of the Pacific. All that remained as proof that it was even there was its thick gooey black blood on the Sarah’s Gambit, and the oil like slick on the water.  
 
    While the rest of the group fought off the bear, Amber and Freddy managed to drag Mack onto the boat. They put him down on the deck. Simon took the controls of the Sarah’s Gambit.  
 
    Simon tried to steer the boat away from the docks, but the vessel only went so far before coming to an abrupt stop. He barely figured out how to drive the thing let alone what was wrong.  
 
    “Cut the rope,” said Stephanie. She was referring to the thick rope that anchored their boat to the docks. Dr. Bawja was trying to help the severely injured Mack. Freddy was helping her. The only one not actively doing something was Amber. 
 
    She took out her knife and started cutting the rope. She saw something out of the corner of her eye. Walking down the dock towards the fleeing vessel was a man. From his gait and leisurely pace it was clear he wasn’t a meat puppet. When the man got closer, she got a look at his face. 
 
    It can’t be. There’s no way. Amber knew the man walking calmly down the docks. The last time she saw him was on the Golden Pony roof. It was Ted Gorman. And he was smiling. 
 
    Not willing to take any chances, she stopped cutting and instead used her pistol to sever the rope that kept the boat anchored. As soon as she did, the Sarah’s Gambit jerked forward and they sped out into the Pacific. Before she knew it, Ted was just a little black dot in the distance.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 12: The Pacific Northwest 
 
    Where do they think they’re going? Ted watched the Sarah’s Gambit disappear over the horizon. The only remaining meat puppet under his command, an infected bear, slowly walked up next to him. 
 
    Was that…? No, it couldn’t be. But it sure looked like my favorite duo. How would they have gotten out of Vegas, let alone made their way all the way here? If that was them, there’s no way I’m letting them go. We have unfinished business. 
 
    “Are you just going to stare at them, boy, or are you going after them?” Thomas Gorman appeared, standing several feet above the water with his arms folded and his customary cigar in his mouth. 
 
    “I’m going after them,” answered Ted. He looked down at the mauled dead body of Karin, floating in the dark blue water. “But I’m not a big fan of boats or the water. So I’ll follow them, but not by sea.” 
 
    “By ocean,” Thomas corrected his son. 
 
    “Sea, ocean, same difference.” 
 
    “No, a sea is…” 
 
    “Bye”. Ted walked away from the ghost of his dead father.  
 
    Ted took out his satellite phone, the only kind that worked post outbreak. He dialed the number for the Galatea Los Angeles facility. As he waited for his call to be answered, he stepped over the remains of his meat puppet chimps and proceeded to leave the docks. 
 
    “Mr. Gorman? Ted?” answered Sebastian from the other line. 
 
    “Seb?” Ted kicked the infected chimp with a knife wound to its eye off the dock and into the water. 
 
    “Sir? We were worried. The Salt Lake City team said you didn’t meet them at the rendezvous.” 
 
    “I did not. There was something I needed to take care of. Which is why I’m calling you now.” 
 
    Sebastian was quiet for a few seconds. “What do you need, sir?” 
 
    “Reroute the Salt Lake team to me, then send a fully fueled helicopter out to pick us up.” 
 
    “And take you where?” 
 
    “We are going north, my friend. I have some loose ends to tie up.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “I don’t know if he’s going to make it,” said Dr. Bawja in a concerned and sympathetic tone. She knelt down beside Mack on the deck of the Sarah’s Gambit. His blood sloshed back and forth on the deck as the vessel glided over and through waves.  
 
    “He’ll be fine,” said Amber. She got up from beside Mack and looked out over the ocean.  
 
    “I don’t think you understand. He’s lost a hell of a lot of blood, and this doesn’t have what I would need to treat his wounds.” Dr. Bawja held up a small plastic box with a red cross on it. The box contained basic medical supplies like gauze and hydrogen peroxide.  
 
    Amber didn’t answer. She just kept her eyes on the vast Pacific Ocean. It was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. 
 
    Mack stopped breathing. Dr. Bawja did mouth-to-mouth, pounded on his chest and did everything she could to resuscitate him. Nothing worked. 
 
    Stephanie wiped the tears that were on the verge of falling from her eyes. Part of her was angry at herself. She was supposed to be stronger than that. After composing herself, she stood up and joined Amber near the edge of the boat. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Amber. He was a good man. Truly.” Stephanie tried to console her, but the teen was having none of it. She knew that he wasn’t dead. What worried her was how the rest of the group would react when they found out why. 
 
    “He’ll be fine. Just wait.” 
 
    “For what? I’m sorry, Amber, but he’s gone. Don’t worry though. We’ll be here for you.” 
 
    “Give it a second.” 
 
    “Give what a second?” 
 
    Mack started coughing. It scared everyone on the deck of the Sarah’s Gambit half to death. Freddy almost fell off the boat. 
 
    Dr. Bawja quickly got over her surprise and became fascinated by what she saw. Mack’s body started regenerating a nose, cheek and even his calf. She could literally see the different layers of cartilage, muscle, fat and skin form out of seeming nothingness. 
 
    “How?” asked Stephanie as she backed away from both Amber and Mack. 
 
    Mack tried to speak but his cheek hadn’t fully healed. He waited a minute until it closed at least a bit. His calf knitted itself back together and he managed to stand up with a little help from Amber. 
 
    “Can someone explain to me how this is possible? How are you not dead? And how did you…?” Freddy was beside himself. He knew what he witnessed but didn’t want to believe it. It was like something out of a comic book. 
 
    “I’m infected,” said Mack. 
 
    “You’re what?” Freddy raised his gun slightly. “Did you just say you’re infected?” 
 
    “Not like you think.” 
 
    “That so?” Freddy pointed his gun at Mack. 
 
    Amber quickly drew her pistol and aimed it at Freddy’s head. “Put the gun down or I put you down!” From her tone it was clear that she wasn’t joking. 
 
    “If you’re infected how are you not one of those mindless things?” asked Stephanie, who tried her best to wrap her head around what was transpiring. 
 
    “My god, he actually did it,” said Dr. Bawja. She looked at Mack not with fear, but with fascination. He noticed the difference. 
 
    “Did what?” asked Stephanie. 
 
    “Ted Gorman. The CEO of Galatea Systems. He took me prisoner and injected me with something. Ever since I can see better, I’m stronger, and apparently I can’t die.” 
 
    “It’s because of the nanites.” Dr. Bawja looked down at the deck. She didn’t want to make eye contact. 
 
    Mack turned his attention to her, but she wouldn’t look at him. He thought it was because of his nose reforming on its own on his face, but it was something else, something more familiar. It was guilt. 
 
    “Do I have to ask?” Mack knew that Dr. Bawja was hiding something. But it was up to her whether or not she’d tell him and the rest of the group. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Dr. Bawja switched her gaze from the deck to the endless waters around the Sarah’s Gambit. 
 
    “For what?” asked Stephanie, who just got over seeing Mack’s body heal itself and his revelation that he was infected. She cautiously stepped forward towards the doc.  
 
    “It’s my fault.”  
 
    “What is?” Freddy kept his distance from Mack, but was just as curious as the rest of them.  
 
    “All of it. All of this. It’s my fault. I made this possible.” 
 
    Mack was a smart man. He started piecing things together in his head. His conclusion? Dr. Bawja worked for Galatea Systems. Or at least she used to. Though he had no idea what she did and how serious her crimes were. Whether they were intentional or not. 
 
    “I… I used to work for them, for Galatea.” Dr. Bawja was so ashamed with herself that she couldn’t look her group in the face, out of fear that she might have made eye contact. “I never worked at Los Angeles Mercy. I worked at the Galatea Los Angeles facility.” 
 
    “You’re shitting me.” Freddy felt betrayed. Between Mack’s revelation and Dr. Bawja’s, the Hispanic teen was liable to blow a gasket. 
 
    No one else in the group said a thing. Some were angry. Others were surprised. Mack was neither. He was curious and wanted some answers from Ted’s former employee.  
 
    “What’d you do for them?” asked Mack.  
 
    “I helped develop the aerosol based delivery system for the nanite virus.”  
 
    “Those guys from Galatea, they were after you weren’t they?” Stephanie, like Freddy felt betrayed.  
 
    “Probably. Yes.”  
 
    “Why would they care what happens to you?” Stephanie pushed for more answers. 
 
    “The virus. They don’t want anyone left alive to know that they are responsible for it. There are still soldiers out there, military. If they knew that Galatea was behind all of this, there’d be, well, for lack of a better word, war.”  
 
    “And so they want to silence you,” said Mack.  
 
    Dr. Bawja nodded. 
 
    “Did you know?” asked Stephanie.  
 
    “What they were going to do? No. No one did. At least no one outside Mr. Gorman’s inner circle.”  
 
    “Then you have nothing to be sorry about,” said Mack. “I’ve had my fair share of run-ins with Gorman. He tricked you. Did the same to me and Amber. Not to mention all those poor souls back in Las Vegas.”  
 
    “I guess you’re right but…” 
 
    Amber cut off Dr. Bawja. “But nothing. You stuffed up in your past life. Most of us have. Time to move past that.” 
 
    “So we’re all one big happy family again?” remarked Freddy. “Great. Now can we clean Mack’s blood off the deck? I don’t want to get infected too.” 
 
    “It’s my blood. I’ll take care of it,” said Mack.  
 
    *** 
 
    The Sarah’s Gambit headed north. Simon eventually got the hang of steering the vessel. He taught the rest of the group how to steer so that he could take a rest, because they had been on the water for a while. 
 
    Night came. Nobody on board the Gambit predicted how dark it would be out in the ocean after the sun fell and the moon rose. To make things even blacker, rain clouds concealed the stars. They could see the lunar glow through them, but that was all the natural light there was. 
 
    Simon climbed into one of the boat’s two beds below deck. Amber and Freddy slept in the other. Mack insisted that they position themselves in opposite directions in the hopes of deterring any funny business. He and Stephanie stood watch on the deck. Dr. Bawja took the helm. 
 
    The group gave the impression that they forgave Dr. Bawja. Some even said it. She didn’t believe it. There was only one way for her to deal with the guilt, at the wheel, alone.  
 
    At the helm, Dr. Bawja found the quiet required to search her own thoughts. Out in the open water, life was simpler. Only a handful of things mattered. None of the nanite virus infected horrors. All Dr. Bawja had to worry about was not sinking the ship. 
 
    “You have any idea where we’re going?” asked Stephanie. She sat across the deck of the Sarah’s Gambit from Mack. Both of them sipped on bottles of water they found below deck.  
 
    “Not really. North, I suppose.”  
 
    “But we’re going anyway?”  
 
    Mack swallowed almost half the bottle of water in a single gulp. He wiped an errant trickle from his mouth. “Yes, we are.”  
 
    “Why?” Stephanie knew there wasn’t any reason other than it gave them something to do. She asked anyway.  
 
    “The further north we go, the less people we’ll run in to. That’s the theory anyway. Truth be told, I don’t know what we’ll find or where we’re ultimately supposed to end up. I’m flying blind. Just like I have been since this all started.”  
 
    Stephanie got up, and walked across the deck. She sat down next to Mack. “Ever since all this happened, I think it’s normal to be lost. None of us know what we’re doing. At least you have some semblance of a plan.” 
 
    “A plan? I guess you can call it that,” laughed Mack. 
 
    “So…” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “What happened with you guys after you left me and my brother at the cabin?” asked Stephanie. 
 
    “Jesus, where to start?” 
 
    Stephanie slowly leaned over and put her head on Mack’s shoulder. She wanted to see if he’d be okay with it. He was. “How about you start after leaving the cabin?” 
 
    Mack smiled. “Okay, well as you might’ve already guessed, we headed out west. It took some driving and long walks but we made our way across the Rockies.” 
 
    “The Rockies, huh? They’re supposed to be beautiful. I always wanted to see them.”  
 
    “They were beautiful. Except for the infected moose. And the forests full of meat puppets. Other than that it was great.” 
 
    “Your sarcasm isn’t appreciated.” 
 
    Mack kept smiling. “Then we moved on to Nevada and the desert. That was… unpleasant. We got picked up by some guys who took us to Las Vegas. Did you guys go to Vegas?” 
 
    “Can’t say that we did.” 
 
    “There was a colony of survivors there living in a casino. They had running water, flushing toilets, lights and food. It seemed too good to be true.”  
 
    “I’m guessing it was,” added Stephanie. 
 
    “You guessed right. Turns out it was a front for the Galatea lab below the casino. I pried into what was going on there and was taken prisoner by the CEO and leader of the colony, Ted Gorman. 
 
    “While I was a prisoner I had to listen to that psycho Gorman go on and on about what he did and why. Apparently he wanted to make humankind stronger. So he released a nanite virus.”  
 
    “Nanites?” 
 
    “Little microscopic machines. His company made quadrillions, maybe more of them. Who knows. His machines failed. Instead of liberating people from illness, injury and age, they consumed them and turned them into those things out there. They made them into meat puppets. Nothing but dead flesh animated by nanites and slowly transformed into something more machine, like them, then human.” 
 
    Stephanie was quiet for a little while. She looked up at Mack. “So… all of this was because of little microscopic machines?” 
 
    “Surprised?” 
 
    “A little bit. Not because of the size. I figured it had to be some kind of virus. But I didn’t imagine that we even had that kind of technology.” 
 
    “I can assure you that we do. Or maybe Gorman was lying. I wouldn’t put that past him. But he really had no reason to.” 
 
    “After Vegas you two kept heading west?” asked Stephanie. 
 
    “Indeed we did. After everything went to shit in Las Vegas we needed something good. We needed some hope to keep our spirits up. So we came to Los Angeles and that brings us up to the present.” 
 
    “Why do I feel like you’re leaving some stuff out?”  
 
    Mack started petting Stephanie’s hair. It wasn’t in a weird way like she was a dog or cat. He did it in a loving way, a sweet way. She was receptive to it. Then he asked the inevitable question. “How about you? How did you guys get all the way out here?” 
 
    “Us? Fair enough. After the cabin my brother and I didn’t really know what we were going to do. We were scared. It was the first time we were on our own in a very long time. I mean, we were picked up and taken to the arena shortly after the outbreak. In many ways, it was all we knew for months. 
 
    “We didn’t have any real experience fighting those things, or other people. We didn’t know how to survive out there on our own. We grew up in the fucking suburbs. What survival skills did we have?” 
 
    “But you guys were okay. How?” Mack was genuinely curious. 
 
    “We didn’t have much of a choice. Staying in the cabin wasn’t an option because we ran out of food. Neither of us knew how to hunt or what plants were edible. If we were going to find food we’d have to leave and find some in a city or town. 
 
    “Luckily we didn’t have to go far before we reached this charming little rural town. As you might guess, there weren’t any living people there. There was however a huge superstore just outside the limits. 
 
    “That superstore had everything. I mean there were canned goods, bottled beverages, clothes and hunting supplies. It was hard but we managed to kill the meat puppets that took up residence there without getting infected ourselves. It was ugly, but we did it. That was the start.  
 
    “Simon and I stayed in that store for a good week. We recovered from the hell that was that damn basement. And more importantly, we worked on our shooting.”  
 
    Stephanie laughed. “Before we practiced, neither of us could hit a target ten feet away. By the time we left that store we were virtual sharp shooters. Shooting targets and those things is a whole lot tougher than shooting people. We found that out the hard way.” On her last sentence, the tone of her voice changed to one more somber. 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me.” Mack did his best to be understanding. 
 
    “I do. I want to. So you can know.” 
 
    “Look, I already feel guilty about leaving you two. Hell, I felt guilty immediately after I did it.”  
 
    “That’s not… I want you to know how much stronger we’ve gotten. For you to understand, you have to know what we went through.”  
 
    “Okay, go ahead,” Mack accepted it. 
 
    “We were in Utah, on our way out here. We walked alongside the highway, careful to stay out of view. We ran into a group of people. They invited us back to their camp. Despite the fact that the food we took from the superstore was running out, we declined their invitation.  
 
    “Later that night we noticed that we were being followed. It wasn’t obvious, but we heard them and saw their silhouettes moving in the dark. We knew they were human because of the way they moved, with purpose. And they tried to stay hidden. 
 
    “Anyway, that went on for a couple of days. Me and Simon pretended not to notice them. Part of us hoped they’d just go away. Of course they didn’t. And we knew that eventually we’d have to fight them. 
 
    “One unusually cold night, they attacked. It was bad, really bad. All we had to take cover behind was a boulder. That’s what we did. 
 
    “There were eight of them. I think we surprised them when we started firing. The first ones were difficult. Neither of us had killed before.” 
 
    Mack expected Stephanie to break down at that point. Not because she was a woman. It was due to the fact that she was human and a good one at that. But she didn’t. In a weird way, that made him proud. 
 
    “I just imagined them as those creatures. I told myself that they were infected, as good as dead. That lie didn’t last long. When I heard the first guy I shot scream out in pain that illusion was wiped away. And the strange thing was, I didn’t care. I didn’t feel bad. I kept shooting.  
 
    “We killed all of them. Every last one. Then we got as far away as fast as we could. We didn’t talk about what we did. We didn’t have to. We knew we changed. And we were fine with it.” 
 
    Mack and Stephanie were both silent for a minute. 
 
    “How’d you hook up with the people back in LA?” 
 
    “They found us, shortly after we entered the city. It wasn’t long until their leader, Lincoln, took us in. At New Babylon we found what we thought would be a new home. The other survivors there were our family. We knew it wouldn’t last forever, but it was good.” Stephanie stared off into the darkness. 
 
    “I’m happy that you guys found some peace no matter how long it lasted. And I’m glad that you’re alive. Although I gotta admit, that happiness is a bit selfish.” 
 
    Stephanie looked up at him. Mack looked back. “I need to ask you something.” 
 
    “Sure, I’ll marry you, Mack.” Stephanie tried to keep a straight face but couldn’t for very long. They laughed till it hurt. “What’d you really need to ask me?” 
 
    “I know we really don’t know each other all that well. But I need you to promise me that if something happens to me, that you and your brother will take care of Amber.” 
 
    The question took Stephanie by surprise. “Of course we would. And you really didn’t need to ask.” 
 
    “I did. I had to hear you say it. I had to know for sure.”  
 
    *** 
 
    “Land!” yelled Simon. 
 
    Stephanie awoke in the same position she fell asleep in. Her head rested against Mack’s chest. Through sleepy eyes she looked around and saw her twin brother pointing towards something on the opposite side of the Sarah’s Gambit. She tried to speak but all that came out were some jumbled mumbling. 
 
    “Good morning, sis,” Simon addressed his waking sister but didn’t look at her. His eyes were focused on something else entirely, something urgent. 
 
    Mack felt Stephanie moving and woke up himself. They both slowly rose and stretched their backs and necks. All the commotion stirred Freddy and Amber out of bed and up onto the deck.  
 
    Thick fog enveloped the Sarah’s Gambit. It was hard to see anything more than a handful of feet in any direction. That made Simon’s claims that land was nearby hard to confirm. Then again, why would he lie? 
 
    “Where?” asked Mack. 
 
    Simon saw a dark shape close by, high above the boat. He’d heard of the ocean side cliffs of the Pacific Northwest. He always kind of wanted to see them. The fog made that difficult. Since he couldn’t get a good look, he didn’t know for sure that’s what it was. 
 
    “Stop the boat,” said Simon. 
 
    “What?” Dr. Bawja barely heard him. The fact that she didn’t get any sleep the night before didn’t help her hearing at all. 
 
    The Sarah’s Gambit got real close to the large dark of the mystery in the fog. It got close enough that it stopped being a mystery and became high, sheer cliffs. And the boat was heading straight for them. 
 
    “Cut the engine! Now!” yelled Simon. Everyone else in the boat stared at the cliffs that quickly approached. What they should have stared at and worried about were the jagged rocks that jutted out of the water at their base. 
 
    Dr. Bawja turned off the engine but she was too late. Momentum and the waves carried the Sarah’s Gambit straight towards the rocks. There was nothing that they could do to stop it.  
 
    The sharp rock edges went through the hull of the boat like a sharpened pencil through a sheet of notebook paper. They cut with loud crunching noises. Everyone on board the vessel was thrown off their feet. Amber went overboard and into the drink. 
 
    Shit. I don’t think she can swim. Mack jumped into the turbulent surf, after her. The teen tried her best to keep her head above water. It was a losing battle. In a matter of seconds she’d sink into the Pacific, then would likely be slammed against the rocks. Water is a powerful thing.  
 
    Mack wasn’t the strongest swimmer. The extra weight of his boots and soaked clothing didn’t help. He found himself happy that he was infected with the nanite virus. It gave him the strength necessary to power through those encumbrances. 
 
    Amber began to sink. The water was cold and murky. She thought she was done for. That was until a hand grabbed the collar of her shirt and pulled her up to the surface.   
 
    Mack did his best to stay afloat with Amber in tow. Even with his enhanced strength, the waves were too much for him. Either they headed back towards a literal sinking ship, or they had to climb. No matter what, they needed to get out of the water. 
 
    Back on the Sarah’s Gambit, Simon, Stephanie, Freddy and Dr. Bawja were in a full on panic. Water rushed onto the deck and into the cabin through the large holes punched through its hull. It was clear that they needed to get off.  
 
    “We need to jump!” yelled Simon. 
 
    “I don’t think we can swim through that,” said Stephanie as she looked at the violent water around them. 
 
    “A life raft! There must be some kind of life raft. Help me find it,” said Dr. Bawja as she started lifting up seats and checking anything with a door or resembled a cabinet. Freddy joined her. Stephanie and Simon followed. 
 
    “There isn’t one.” Freddy was the first to realize that the Sarah’s Gambit had no life raft. Their search was useless. It would bear no fruit, or in that particular case, a yellow inflatable dingy.  
 
    There was hope. Under one of the seats on the deck of the boat, Freddy found a hidden compartment. Inside were life vests. Conveniently there were exactly four of them.  
 
    “Here!” Freddy threw his comrades their respective life vests. One almost flew over Simon’s head. He managed to snatch it from the air but instead of putting it on right away, he stared at it.  
 
    “Are you serious? If we jump into that water, we’re as good as dead.” Simon wasn’t happy with the new plan. 
 
    “If we stay in this boat, we’re dead. So you can either take your chances floating in the water or you can go down with the ship.” Stephanie knew there wasn’t time to contemplate whether or not to get off the Sarah’s Gambit. She could feel the vessel slowly sink into the deep.  
 
    “Shit,” replied Simon as he put on his orange life vest.  
 
    Freddy and Dr. Bawja were the first to leap into the water. They tried their best to avoid the sharp rocks that acted like mines protecting the base of the cliffs. Stephanie went next. Simon was a little hesitant but had no choice except to jump in behind them. 
 
    Up ahead, Mack had reached the cliff, and had Amber hold onto his back. He looked for a handhold. The rocks were slippery. Moss made his grip precarious, but he managed to start climbing. 
 
    Stephanie, Freddy, Dr. Bawja and Simon were subject to the whims of the waves. Almost all of them suffered scratches, bruises and cuts from the unforgiving underwater rocks. As bad as it was, it seemed that they were all going to make it through the surf okay and reach the cliff face.  
 
    Mack felt the extra weight hanging on his back. He ignored it. All he cared about was finding the next hand and footholds. It wasn’t long before he didn’t notice his extra burden. The nanites running through his veins, tissue and slowly turning his muscles into something akin to metal cables, dealt with the strain.  
 
    Dr. Bawja lagged behind the rest of the group. She tried to fight the relentless waves and reach them. But with each second she lost more and more control. Each time the tide rolled in, she barely missed getting impaled and each time it went out, she was pulled further out to sea.  
 
    “We made it!” yelled Freddy as he clung to the cliff face. To his left were Stephanie and Simon. To his right was…where was Dr. Bawja?  
 
    “Doc!” Freddy saw Dr. Bawja struggling to make her way to the cliff and the rest of the group. He had to make a decision. Would he try to help her and risk being in the same position? Or would he start climbing and hope that everything turns out okay for her?  
 
    Through the waves and chaos, Dr. Bawja saw the pained look on Freddy’s face. She knew what he was thinking. And she wouldn’t allow it. If she was going to die, it will be on her own terms, and not cost the life of a child. 
 
    There were two plastic buckles on the life vests. Dr. Bawja unbuckled one. She watched as Mack almost reached the top of the cliff and the twins start to climb. She unbuckled the second.  
 
    The last thing Dr. Bawja heard before sinking into the ocean were the screams from Freddy. She sunk into the dark green deep, unable to see a thing. Instead of trying to hold on, or waiting to smash into some rocks, she exhaled. Then she proceeded to let the cold salty water rush into her lungs. It wasn’t long before she drowned. 
 
    Freddy couldn’t bear to watch Dr. Bawja die. Instead he turned towards the moss covered rocks of the cliff face. There was no time to mourn and no time for regret. He had to climb. Or he’d join the doctor in Davey Jones’s locker.  
 
    Even with his enhancements, Mack started to have a hard time climbing. It was the combination of the hostile conditions of the rocks and the extra weight on his back that started to get to him. So when one of his hands hit grass at the top of the cliff, he was relieved.  
 
    Amber climbed off of Mack’s back and onto the top of the cliff, just a few feet away. When she got up there, she rolled over onto her back and sighed in relief. Mack joined her less than a minute later, and looked back over the edge to check on the rest of the group.  
 
    Stephanie, Simon and Freddy struggled to make their way up the cliff face. None of them were experienced climbers. It wouldn’t have mattered if they were. The rock was too slimy and slick with moss and sea spray. Watching them, it was clear to Mack that they weren’t going to be able to make it to the top. 
 
    “We need to help them up,” said Mack as he stood. He looked around for anything that he might have been able to use as a rope, or fashion into one. 
 
    Not far from the top of the cliffs were thick forests partially hidden by fog, consisting mostly of pine trees and ferns. It was beautiful, but he doubted he’d find anything he could use as a rope. That was until he spotted something high in some of the trees.  
 
    “Stay here,” ordered Mack as he headed towards the pine forest.  
 
    “Sure, no problem,” responded Amber as she stared up at the sky.  She was soaked and exhausted. She had no problem staying behind. 
 
    There was a corpse hanging high above the forest floor. Its parachute chords were tangled in pine tree branches. Mack figured that the chords, or even the parachute itself, would make a great rope to help the rest of the group once he retrieved it. 
 
    Climbing the pine trees was considerably easier than the cliffs. Mack got up them quickly and reached the hanging dead man. From the corpse’s tattered uniform and helmet, it was apparent that while alive, he was an air force pilot. The advanced state of decomposition meant that the body was there for months.  
 
    Mack ignored the smell and the bugs that hovered and crawled around the dead pilot. He took out his knife and cut some of the chords. The dead pilot plummeted to the forest floor, leaving the parachute behind.  
 
    “I’m stuck!” shouted Stephanie. She desperately looked around her and couldn’t find another handhold on the cliff wall. There was no turning back. The struggling climber was already halfway up. 
 
    Simon looked down. He was the highest out of the three still left on the cliff. His twin sister was frozen in place. And he knew he couldn’t save her. It was torture. 
 
    “Hold on,” Freddy was almost up to where Stephanie was. And he planned on helping her. There wasn’t a chance that he’d let another member of the group die. Not if he could do anything about it.  
 
    When she looked for a new handhold above her, all Stephanie found were slick rocks that barely stuck out from the wall. None of them looked safe. The task of climbing to the top seemed impossible. That was when she heard Mack yell to those on the cliff face. 
 
    “One of you grab on! I can pull up one at a time!” Mack lowered down a red parachute. 
 
    “Stephanie, you first!” Simon shouted down at his sister.  
 
    “No, Freddy should…” 
 
    “You first!” yelled Freddy.  
 
    Reluctantly, Stephanie grabbed the parachute. She made sure that she had a good grip. “Okay!” She let Mack know she was ready.  
 
    Mack started hoisting up the parachute and its passenger. Pulling the load of a full grown adult was more strenuous than carrying Amber, but it was well within his abilities. Once he got Stephanie up to the top, he lowered the parachute again and prepared to bring the other members of the group up out of danger.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13: The Pursuit 
 
    “You sure you don’t want to head back and get that taken are of?” asked Ted. He was addressing Isaac. The Salt Lake City security team leader nursed his injured arm.  
 
    “I’m positive, sir. With all due respect, there is no way I’m heading back until the job is done.” Isaac smiled as he slowly stretched out the arm that got hurt when Lincoln hit him with a car outside the New Babylon parking garage.  
 
    “That’s what I like to hear. Let’s go,” ordered Ted. Those orders were directed at the pilot of the helicopter he and Isaac were in. They were joined by the remaining members of the Salt Lake City team. 
 
    Attached by cable and contained inside a metal cage was the infected bear that Ted had complete control over. The beast snarled and paced around the small enclosure. It was ready to kill. And that was exactly how Ted liked it. 
 
    “You better hurry up, boy. Or they’re going to get away.” Thomas stood next to the helicopter as its rotors started up. The spinning made a little vortex out of the cigar smoke.  
 
    “They aren’t going anywhere,” Ted accidentally responded out loud. 
 
    “What’s that, sir?” asked Isaac.  
 
    Shit. I did it again, didn’t I? Damage control dumb ass, damage control. “They won’t get away.”  
 
    “No they won’t, Mr. Gorman,” agreed Isaac.  
 
    “That one is too dumb to know how nuts you are,” said Thomas. “Then again, I think he’s a toy short of a happy meal himself.”  
 
    That’s why I like him. Birds of a feather right?  
 
    The helicopter took off, rising above the Los Angeles streets. From up high, the devastation wreaked upon the City of Angels was apparent. Smoke rose across the city. Meat puppets wandered the streets and alleys. It was a lost cause.  
 
    Ted took out his radio. “Seb?”  
 
    “Yes, Mr. Gorman,” answered Sebastian from the other line.  
 
    “Send in the Hellfire jets. Burn this city to the ground.” 
 
    Sebastian was in a communications room back at the Los Angeles facility. It was dubbed “The War Room” by the staff. When he heard the orders from Ted over his radio, he cringed. He knew that it wasn’t a tactical decision, but a personal one. Destroying an entire city over his psychotic boss’s need for revenge was extreme. Then again, he was used to the extreme whims of the CEO. And unless he wanted to be subject to them, he had to do as ordered for the time being.  
 
    “Yes sir. Right away.” Sebastian put down his radio, and sighed. He turned to one of the staff at the rows of computers next to him. “Give the order.” 
 
    Sebastian left the War Room and headed out into the hallways of the Galatea Los Angeles Facility. Denise followed him. The two of them made sure no one was watching. Then they kissed.  
 
    “What are you going to do?” asked Denise, still in Sebastian’s arms. 
 
    “I’ve had enough. He’s gone too far. It’s time to push for leadership. It’s time for Ted to go.” Sebastian had said those words before. The difference was that that time, he had conviction. He meant it. 
 
    “That isn’t going to be easy. He still has a lot of support here.” Denise was right. She would know. Ted’s assistant heard everything. That included not only conspiracies against her boss, but also those who supported him. The latter outnumbered the former. 
 
    “We’ll do whatever it takes. No matter what, those were the last orders he gives anyone here. I need you to start recruiting. I’ll start with the other suits. If I get them on our side, this’ll be a lot easier.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Hellfire fighter planes screamed past Ted’s helicopter. They were just far enough away that their jet streams didn’t toss the bird into turbulence. But they were close enough that he could see the heads of the pilot’s lit up by console instruments. 
 
    Fly my pretties. Burn this fucking place down to its foundations. Ted seemed mesmerized by the destruction reaped by the Hellfire’s blockbuster bombs. Upon hitting the ground or buildings, the incendiary devices exploded into huge balls of flames setting anything they touched ablaze. Los Angeles burned, and the man who ordered it just smiled.  
 
    I should’ve done this while there were still people here. I don’t even think I would’ve got in trouble. The rest of the country, maybe even the rest of the world, would’ve thanked me. Ted’s eyes were as big as saucers as the city wide fire reflected off of them. 
 
    “How are we going to find them?” asked Isaac. 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Find them. How are we going to do it?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Isaac raised one eyebrow and gave Ted a strange look. He spoke slowly so that there was no doubt that his employer heard him. “The survivors, the rebels, the people we came out here to kill?”  
 
    “Yes, of course. Tell me something, my friend. What do all the dead have in common? I’ll give you a hint. I’m not talking about their odor.” 
 
    Isaac took a moment to think about it. Ted half expected smoke to come out of the man’s ears. “I’m not sure what you’re getting at sir,” responded the Salt Lake City team leader.  
 
    “They’re cold. As opposed to the living who are…?” 
 
    “Warm. You’re going to use thermals.” If real life were a cartoon, a lightbulb would’ve lit up over Isaac’s head. 
 
    “Exactly,” confirmed Ted. He leaned forward in between the pilot and co-pilot. “Stay close to the coast line. Turn on the thermals and let me know if and when you get any hits.” 
 
    Ted’s helicopter hugged the coast and swept for any signs of body heat and therefore life. All the readings they got were of wild animals who thrived with the absence of people. But nothing shaped like a person showed up. 
 
    The helicopter kept searching. It was long until the sun rose, and fog obscured the passengers’ view. However, that didn’t affect the electronic eyes of the thermal imaging camera. And after a whole night of searching, it found some people. 
 
    “We got something, Mr. Gorman,” informed the pilot.  
 
    Ted had fallen in and out of sleep during the flight. When he heard the pilot tell him that there were some hits on the thermal, he shot up out of his seat and took a look at the monitors.  
 
    Finally. I found you, Mack. There’s no getting away, no running from our destinies. There were two heat signatures in the water. Three others were on a boat. The chances that there was another boat out there with the same exact number of people that Ted and his team were hunting was remote at best. 
 
    “Set us down,” ordered Ted.  
 
    “We can’t. At least not right here. We need to find a clearing.” The pilot had reservations about landing on the top of the cliff below. One strong wind and they could be sent tumbling into the ocean. 
 
    In that moment, Ted fantasized about murdering his pilot ten different ways. The problem was he couldn’t fly. And he had no intention of crashing, despite the fact that he’d probably survive. Nor did he want to walk home after he took care of business. 
 
    “Fine. Hurry up. The more time we waste the further away they’ll get.” Ted had half the mind to jump out the copter and take them down himself. He might have been crazy, but he wasn’t quite that crazy. 
 
    Ted and his helicopter flew around the area till they found a suitable place to land. There was a small clearing in the pine forests a couple miles from the ocean side cliffs. The chopper slowly descended, careful not to clip the tree tops. 
 
    First the meat puppet cargo had to be dropped off. When it was feet off the ground, the co-pilot released the cable holding the metal crate. After hitting the ground, the door of the crate opened and the infected bear bounded out. 
 
    As soon as the Galatea helicopter touched down on the deep green grass, Ted, Isaac and his men disembarked. Ted gave instructions for the pilot and co-pilot to take off and meet them back at the same clearing in twenty four hours. 
 
    “Is that thing safe?” asked Isaac as his finger moved to the trigger of his rifle, his eyes on the meat puppet bear.  
 
    “Sure,” responded Ted with a laugh. “As long as I’m alive, you got nothing to fear from my buddy here.” He tried to pet the meat puppet bear. Pieces of skin, fur and flesh came off on his hand. He quickly wiped it on his pants.  
 
    “And if you die?” asked Isaac. 
 
    “Keep me breathing and you won’t have to find out. Sound like a deal?” 
 
    Isaac grinned. “No promises, boss man.” 
 
    The Salt Lake City team leader and his three remaining men followed Ted and his bear into the pine forest. They only had two ways to track down the New Babylon survivors. Ted’s infected bear could sniff them out. Or they could return to the cliffs from memory. Why not do both? 
 
    Oregon was home to vast stretches of untouched wilderness. Pine trees loomed above. Thick vegetation consisting of ferns and other ground based plants prevented any kind of fast travel. Add to that the wet weather of the Pacific Northwest and you’d have some rough terrain. 
 
    As hard as it was to move through the pine forest, there was no denying how stunning it was. Ted had no idea that there were shades of green that vibrant and lush. Almost everything was covered with some kind of plant life, be it grass, moss or ferns. Even someone as sick and demented as him could appreciate the beauty. 
 
    It took about an hour, but Ted and his security team made it to the cliffs where the thermal cameras registered the hits. There wasn’t anyone there. But Ted spied some things left behind. 
 
    “What’s that?” he asked to no one in particular. He walked over towards the edge of the cliff where there was a large red piece of nylon. 
 
    “Looks like a parachute,” answered Isaac. 
 
    Ted looked over the edge. The cliff was steep, slippery and overall, hostile. He realized what the parachute was used for. 
 
    “They must’ve used it to climb up.” Ted stated the obvious.  
 
    Ted turned his gaze out over the water. Almost completely sunk into the Pacific, he spotted the Sarah’s Gambit. Or to be more accurate, he saw the very top of the cabin. The rest was claimed by cold and salty water. 
 
    Oh well, now that tickles me. There was something else in the water, floating face down next to the top of the boat. Ted couldn't have known, but it was Dr. Bawja. All he saw was a member of the New Babylon survivors that stopped surviving. 
 
    “Looks like we got one less to worry about,” said Isaac as he unwrapped a stick of gum. “I don’t know if that’s good or bad. I was kind of looking forward to killing those stubborn pricks.” 
 
    Ted backed away from the edge and turned to the team leader. “Is there anything here that we can use to track them, or whatever?” 
 
    “Sure.” Isaac look down at the ground, softened by sea spray and moist air. He observed several pairs of foot prints. “I’m no expert, but their tracks lead into the woods. And seeing that there really isn’t anywhere else to go, I’d say that’s our best bet.” 
 
    “Then back into the woods we go,” said Ted. He addressed his bear. “C’mon Smokey, it’s time to track down some little weasels.” 
 
    Ted looked down at the corpse of the pilot Mack swiped the aforementioned chute from. He had on a uniform that the Galatea CEO recognized. It was from the United States Air Force.  
 
    He must’ve come from Crawford Air Force base. Come to think of it, that’s not far from here. From the looks of him, he’s been outside for a while. 
 
    “Mr. Gorman!” Isaac tried to get Ted’s attention. The security team leader knelt down and cleared some pine needles and leaves away from the soft dirt. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Ted as he tore his attention away from the dead pilot. 
 
    “More tracks.” Isaac stood up. “They’re heading north.” 
 
    “Why? What the hell are they doing going north? What do they think they’ll find? It’s the same everywhere.” 
 
    “No clue, sir. And frankly, I don’t care. All I care about is putting them down.” 
 
    “You and me both, bud. Let’s get on that.” 
 
    Ted, Isaac and the Salt Lake City guys searched the Western Oregon woods for hours. It wasn’t long until their search breached the night. Still, they didn’t stop. Their ride was set to arrive the next morning, and they intended to finish their task and be there to be picked up.  
 
    The group of killers came across a town called Plymouth. It was small. Back before civilization fell, it was a tourist spot. People came there to go hiking, camp, fish and even hunt. 
 
    Plymouth didn’t have a downtown. There weren’t two buildings within a mile of each other. The first Ted and his men came across was a bait shop.   
 
    “Check it out, Smokey,” said Ted out loud, even though he didn’t have to. 
 
    The infected bear ran ahead into the shop. Ted and the group heard some screeches shortly after, coming from inside the store. But seconds later, more screeches came from the surrounding pine forest. Before they knew it, dozens of meat puppets emerged from the dark. More followed close behind.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 14: Plymouth 
 
    Welcome to Plymouth. The Steelhead capitol of the Great Pacific Northwest. That so? Mack looked at the sign a few feet in front of him. Amber, Freddy and the twins kept their attention on the surrounding woods. None of them wanted to be caught off guard by meat puppets, or worse, people.  
 
    The sun fell slowly but surely. None of Mack’s group wanted to be out in the open when that happened. They needed to find somewhere to spend the night, and Plymouth was the first and only town they came across. 
 
    “Let’s find somewhere safe to sleep,” said Mack. “But be careful. And stick close together. We’re not losing anyone else.” 
 
    The group did as Mack said. They stuck close. There was no more than a couple feet between them. 
 
    Freddy was the first to spot the bait shop. It was the first building they saw in Plymouth. Before the group could even consider spending the night there, they’d have to clear it and make sure it was secure. 
 
    “We’ll take a look,” said Mack as he raised his gun. He motioned for Amber to follow. 
 
    While they approached the bait shop, Freddy, Simon and Stephanie swept the area around the small structure. 
 
    Pieces of thick plywood covered every door and window of the shop. They were nailed in place, never meant to be removed.  
 
    Mack pressed his face against the plywood over one window. He tried to see through the cracks to get a glimpse inside. All he saw through his nanite enhanced eyes were shelving. Not satisfied with that, he put his ear next to it to see if he heard anything. 
 
    A loud bang against the plywood made Mack jump back. Whatever hit it did so hard enough to crack the board. Mack readied himself for whatever was going to burst through. 
 
    Amber went around to the back door. The wooden board on the exit was loose. Several nails were torn out and on the ground. Written in blue paint were the words, “Run away”. Not one to give in to such hysterics, she wanted a look inside. Like Mack, she pried open the corner without nails and took a peek.  
 
    There wasn’t much to see through the backdoor. The lack of electricity nor light coming through windows left it nearly pitch black inside.  But she did spot what looked like a large hulking silhouette. Then she heard whatever was inside bang on the plywood near Mack.  
 
    Amber ran back to him out in front of the bait shop. Freddy, Simon and Stephanie joined them. From the look on their faces, it was clear that they were all thinking the same thing.  
 
    “This isn’t going to work. We need to move on,” said Mack, vocalizing everyone in the group’s thoughts.  
 
    The group left the bait shop and moved on. They chose to follow the roads, as there wasn’t time to wander the woods. Buildings were more likely to be found along it, and that was all that mattered.  
 
    In an hour of walking they only passed a couple of man-made structures. One of them was a gas station that looked like it was derelict long before the outbreak. They didn’t even bother checking it out. The second was a school. It held some promise. 
 
    “How do you want to do this?” asked Simon, as he stood next to Mack and stared at the school. It was much bigger than the bait shop, but not huge. There was no way it housed more than a couple of hundred kids whilst it still operated. In the small parking lot beside the front of the building was a school bus. 
 
    “Not sure,” answered Mack. With his enhanced eyesight, the woods lit up like it was mid-afternoon. He didn’t see any meat puppets. But within seconds he heard them. 
 
    The whole group heard bone chilling screeches. None of them could see where they were coming from. Not even Mack. It was like a signal notifying them that it was time to get indoors. And to do so in a hurry. 
 
    “Turn off your flashlights and follow me.” Mack walked quickly towards the school entrance. The walking turned into jogging after a few steps. His fellow survivors followed him and did the same.  
 
    All around them, Mack saw countless pairs of red eyes emerging from pine and birch trees. They were accompanied by numerous screeches. There were far too many for the group to either fight or outrun. 
 
    The only thing they could do was take refuge inside the school and try to barricade themselves. As he approached the front doors, Mack noticed that they had large glass windows that represented a clear liability. 
 
    Son of a bitch! Mack tried to pull open the front doors, but they didn’t want to open, no matter how hard he yanked. Without time to try and pick the locks or try to open them some other way, the Viking punched through one of the windows. He grimaced as little sharp shards of glass embedded themselves in between his knuckles. 
 
    Ignore the pain. You’ll heal. Just get them open, or we’ll be slaughtered.  
 
    “Give him a little time!” yelled Amber, before she started firing at any meat puppets that got too close. Stephanie, Simon and Freddy joined her in shooting the creatures as they tried to swarm the group. Their muzzle flashes lit up the area, giving them very brief glimpses of highly evolved infected. 
 
    C’mon. C’mon. C’mon. Mack’s hand blindly fumbled for any kind of locking mechanism. It was the only means he could think of to get inside. He bet not only his life, but also Amber’s and the rest of the group on his ability to pull it off. 
 
    About time! Mack felt the latch of a lock and turned it. Even over the gunfire, he heard the door unlock. He quickly swung it open. A rush of stale putrid air hit him, but he didn’t care. To him it smelled like relief. 
 
    “Get in!” Mack held open one of the front doors of the school. Still firing, the others backed into the building. Before slamming the door closed, Mack saw a hulking meat puppet lumbering towards them. It wasn’t the same one from Vegas, but looked to be the same breed. 
 
    When he got inside the school, the first priority for him was finding some way to reinforce the doors. If they managed to get in, the meat puppets would too. 
 
    “Here,” Simon was way ahead of him. He handed Mack some chains.  
 
    “Where’d you…?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” asked Simon as he helped Mack chain closed the front doors.  
 
    They finished barricading the doors not a moment too soon. Meat puppets slammed into them, shattering the remaining window and sending one half of the twins to the floor. Arms reached through the broken glass and tried to grab anyone they could.  
 
    “I don’t think that’ll hold them for very long,” said Stephanie. 
 
    “So let’s move!” Mack took up the role of the leader of the group. It wasn’t on purpose, but worked out that way. He led his group down the hallways of the school as they looked for a safe place to hide out. What was to come after was a mystery to him. All he knew was that he wanted to survive. And he wanted to keep his comrades alive. 
 
    As they searched for safe refuge, the group of survivors heard meat puppets trying to get into the building. They broke windows and tried to bash open doors. Some of them succeeded.  
 
    “They got through!” yelled Amber. 
 
    The rest of the group looked to see what she was talking about. When they did, they wished they hadn’t. There was a back door they neglected. Unfortunately the meat puppets didn’t. 
 
    Dozens of monsters came screeching down the school hallway towards them. They were unique in that they were mostly metallic skeletons with bits of flesh clinging to the reflective bones. Thick, strong tendons held everything together and allowed them to move. There was something in their glowing red eyes, some semblance of intelligence. That scared the hell out of Mack. He hoped it was just his imagination.  
 
    We have to get out of this hallway. Or we’re going to become supper. Mack body checked the nearest door. The force of his weight easily broke it open. Once inside he wished the door didn’t break. 
 
    There was a classroom filled with little corpses. Most of them were huddled together, but some were laying on the floor. All around them were empty plastic cups. They must have been the students. From what he could see, he figured their teachers poisoned them. Better to die peacefully than by the hands of savage monsters. 
 
    Of all the horrific things that Mack saw and bore witness to, the contents of that classroom was the worst. It disturbed him. All that innocence, thrown away in hopes that it wasn’t torn to shreds by the infected. He wondered if it came down to it, could he do the same to Amber in order to spare her from a more gruesome fate. Meat puppet screeches snapped him out of his thoughts. 
 
    “Is it safe?” asked Stephanie when she saw Mack leave the classroom. 
 
    “Keep moving!” Mack answered. He closed the door behind him, making sure that no one else had to be subject to what he saw.  
 
    There was a bend in the L-shaped hallways of the school. With Simon and Stephanie leading the way, the rest of the group followed. Freddy brought up the rear.  
 
    Shit, we’re running out of hallway. Mack could see the end of the school halls. They finished in a set of double doors that looked ominous, with moonlight spilling through the windows. He knew his group needed to either find a safe place soon, or they’d have to run out into the danger filled night.  
 
    The group heard Freddy scream. When his comrades heard him they immediately stopped, then turned around. None of them liked what they saw. 
 
    One of the skeletal meat puppets had Freddy by the ankle. It easily pulled the teenage boy off his feet and dragged him away from his group. He tried his best to try and find a grip but there was none to be found on the linoleum floor. Instead, he broke a fingernail off in the futile attempt.  
 
    Mack didn’t have to give the order. The group shot at the meat puppet who dragged Freddy. Every one of their bullets simply ricocheted off the creature’s metal skeleton and produced little explosions of sparks. 
 
    The skeletal meat puppet grabbed the back of Freddy’s neck and lifted the boy up into the air. With a sickening crunch, it crushed his spine. Just like that, he died and his body went limp. Blood poured from his mouth. His killer tossed him backwards into the crowd of meat puppets behind it. It discarded him like he was trash. 
 
    There was no time for anyone in Mack’s group to mourn their newly dead member. They had to keep moving, or else they’d die in a similarly gruesome way. 
 
    “In here!” pointed Stephanie. Simon, Mack and Amber hurried over to her. None of them looked back behind them in fear of what was coming and seeing how close the creatures were. 
 
    Mack was the last to enter the doorway. He slammed it behind him and stuck his rifle through the door handles, barring them shut. When he finally looked around, he saw an office with a counter and two smaller rooms adjacent. 
 
    “Freddy! They…” Amber had a hard time catching her breath. Stephanie embraced and comforted her. 
 
    “I know. I know,” Stephanie tried to sooth the frantic teenage girl by rubbing her back. 
 
    We won’t last long in here. We have to find our next move. Mack and Simon looked around the office. They searched for weaknesses and possible refuges. Neither of them found any of the latter. But they did find five or six windows against one wall. 
 
    The windows could’ve either been possible escape routes, or possible entrance routes for meat puppets. As long as they acted quickly, the choice was the groups’ to make. That was if they could keep the meat puppets out. And that was a big “if”. 
 
    Something banged on the doors. With Mack’s rifle jammed in the handles, they held. But the door frame was damaged. Little splinters of wood broke off as the screws and the plates in the wall weakened. 
 
    Damn, it caught up with us. Mack knew what was on the other side of the principal office’s door. He and Amber had run into one of them back in Vegas, and barely survived. Chances were they wouldn’t survive another encounter. 
 
    There was another bang on the door. The second one was louder. Screws flew off and landed twenty feet away, against the wall with the windows. 
 
    “Out the windows! Now!” Mack took out his only firearm left, his pistol.  
 
    Stephanie stood up with Amber. They joined Simon in a mad dash towards the office’s windows. Mack followed them with his back to the group and front facing the doors. 
 
    The third time was the charm for the hulking meat puppet that burst through the principal’s office doors. Unlike the one in Vegas, this monstrous creature had no hands. Instead, it had metallic tendrils that almost looked sharp. It stared at Mack with glowing intensely white eyes. But only for a minute. 
 
    With a roar the meat puppet brute charged. There was no way Mack would make it out the window in time. Dodging was the only possible course of action. He leapt and rolled. 
 
    The meat puppet brute broke through the wall with the windows and into the field out behind it. That took the rest of the group by surprise. Especially since they didn’t have Mack’s enhanced vision, it was more of a huge shape in the dark that burst through the school out in front of them.  
 
    “Jesus, not again!” exclaimed Amber. The twins might not have known what almost ran them over, but she did. And it rightfully filled her with dread. Without the interference of a fifty caliber machine gun wielding helicopter, a beast like the one outside the school would have killed her and Mack. 
 
    “What the hell is that!?” Stephanie screamed in confusion and fear.  
 
    “Nothing good,” answered Amber.  
 
    She heard gunshots coming from inside the building. She saw Mack unloading his pistol into the brute’s back. He might as well have been throwing pebbles. They had no effect. 
 
    The brute turned halfway towards him. It raised one of it’s arms, and razor lined tendrils were propelled forwards at a frightening speed. There wasn’t any way of dodging them. 
 
    Fuck me! The tendrils wrapped around Mack’s arms, legs and torso. He couldn’t move. As the sharp tentacles tightened around him, he could feel them slice through skin, fat and eventually bone. In short, he was trapped. 
 
    “Mack!” Amber tried to run in to save him, but Stephanie stopped her. She had made a promise. If something happened to Mack, she’d take care of Amber. And it sure as hell looked like something was about to happen to him. 
 
    The brute swung his arm and released Mack mid-swing. He got even more sliced up as the creature released its tendrils and sent the big man spinning towards one of the rooms of the principal’s office. After hitting a wall hard, he fell to the floor. 
 
    While he lay there bleeding on the carpeted floor, Mack watched a legion of the skeletal meat puppets spill into the principal’s office. They followed the brute out the building, after Amber and the twins. None of them bothered with him. The way he was cut up, they must have figured he was already as good as dead. 
 
    Mack waited for the last meat puppet to run out through the big hole in the office wall, then he tried to get up. As great as the nanites in his body were at healing and repairing, they didn’t work fast enough. It didn’t take long before he fell back to the floor. He had to wait. 
 
    Damn it! Mack’s knees hit the carpet. Stay alive, Amber. Stay alive until I can reach you. All he could do was hope that Stephanie and Simon could keep his charge safe. Or, the other way around. 
 
    Outside in the woods of Plymouth, Amber and the twins ran between the trees. Behind them they could hear the heavy, earth shaking steps of the brute meat puppet. Smaller infected ran around and past it, closing in on group.  
 
    Every ten steps or so, Amber turned around and fired at her pursuers. Unless she hit them in their eyes or tendons, the skeletal meat puppets weren’t going down. Taking such a shot on the run was nearly impossible. In the end she was just wasting bullets. Still, she tried. 
 
    Stephanie and Simon kept their eyes open for anywhere they might be able to hide. But there was nothing but woods. There was nowhere to go. For the first time since the firefight in the stark landscape of Utah, they felt that they were going to die. 
 
    Like in Utah, something inside Stephanie and Simon changed. Perhaps it was the primal fight or flight instinct in every person. Whatever the reason, they fought. 
 
    The skeletal meat puppets were much faster than those faced by the survivors for the majority of the outbreak. They were more pure. Without rotting flesh and organic tendons and bones, they became quicker and more agile. 
 
    With their speed, it didn’t take the red eyed skeletal meat puppets long before they caught up with them. Simon was the first to shoot one. His shot hit its mark perfectly in the creature’s eye, sending it tumbling into the dirt and pine needles. 
 
    Once they saw Simon put down one of the skeletal puppets, Amber and Stephanie did the same. It took several shots each, but they managed to kill a couple of the creatures. The problem was that there were a lot more where those came from. And they were closing in fast. 
 
    The three of them stumbled out of the woods. They found themselves on the main road through Plymouth. Sick of dodging trees and hopping over underbrush, they collectively chose to run on the pavement. 
 
    Skeletal meat puppets emerged out of the wilds of Plymouth. They kept their chase going. Shards and splinters from trees exploded onto the road not far behind Amber. The tendril wielding brute barged through the woods and out into the road. 
 
    Amber took a look back while still running. She saw way more sets of red eyes than she was comfortable with. But those weren’t her main concern. That honor went to the pair of glowing white eyes that loomed over the others.  
 
    “Faster! Run faster!” screamed Amber as she increased her running speed. The teen ran through and past Simon and Stephanie. 
 
    The chase lasted almost an hour. As it went on, Amber, Stephanie and Simon felt their thighs and calves burn. That burning turned to seeming weightlessness. Their legs disappeared beneath them. At that point, they mistakenly thought they could keep it up indefinitely. 
 
    Even in the dark, Stephanie recognized where she was. Their chase lasted so long that they were able to reach the bait shop near the entrance of Plymouth. They were back where they started.  
 
    Just as he was the first to spot land while still on the Sarah’s Gambit, Simon was the first to spot the lights approaching the bait shop. They were flashlights. And if he, his sister and Amber stayed on their course, they’d run right into whoever held the torches. Figuring that it was Galatea coming after them, the solution to the precarious situation they were in was obvious.  
 
    “Follow me,” instructed Simon through labored breaths. Amber and Stephanie were both too tired to argue. 
 
    Simon led his sister and Amber straight towards the mysterious flashlights in the dark. He looked back in order to make sure that they were still being followed. Sure enough, they were. With his plan in mind, he couldn’t help but smile, which worried Stephanie.  
 
    “Now!” yelled Simon as he dove behind the bait shop and hid behind a rusted dumpster. Stephanie and Amber did the same.  
 
    Simon’s plan counted on the meat puppets spotting the new group of people before seeing him, his sister and Amber behind the dumpster. The creatures certainly didn’t show any signs that they had any intention of giving up on chasing them. So to bet on them moving on to someone new was a gamble. 
 
    Luckily, the meat puppets that chased them for so long saw the flashlights. Whether they were excited by the new meat or sick of chasing the old, the creatures screeched and shifted their attention to the new group of people. All of them except for the biggest problem, the hulking brute. It barreled straight towards the dumpster.  
 
    The twins and Amber managed to jump out of the way of the tendril wielding brute. With a head full of steam the beast burst through the back of the bait shop. It was like the wall was made of wet toilet paper. 
 
    “Oh c’mon! You have to be shitting me!” Amber couldn’t believe her eyes. Breaking through the walls of the bait shop released a meat puppet not quite as big as the tendril wielding brute, but looked just as dangerous. 
 
    The new meat puppet was about seven feet tall. Jagged pieces of metallic bone stuck out from its shoulders, arms and torso. It looked like a porcupine made from steel and rotting human body parts.  
 
    Right behind the spiked meat puppet was the tendril wielding brute and an infected bear. Not counting the skeletal puppets and group of men, which made three big threats for Simon, Amber and Stephanie to deal with. The three of them knew they were in real trouble. 
 
    “Great. Something new,” said Simon sarcastically.  
 
    *** 
 
    Mack picked himself up off the carpeted floor. He’d never been in so much pain before in his life. It went beyond broken bones or being mauled. All over his body were very deep cuts. No part of his being was spared. But he healed. 
 
    Slowly the huge gashes all over Mack’s body closed. Once the pain reached a point that it was tolerable, he rose to his feet. He was a little wobbly but managed to right himself. The effects of his extreme blood loss wore off. 
 
    How long was I down? How far did they get? Are they still alive? I’m not going to find that out standing here in this fucking school.  
 
    Mack climbed out the gaping hole in the wall of the principal’s office. There wasn’t any blood on the grass, and he didn’t see any shell casings. Good, they didn’t fight. They ran. If they kept moving they might still be alive. 
 
    With his nanite enhanced eyes, Mack scanned the area. He saw nothing but a whole lot of trees. The parking lot. That bus. I can use that. 
 
    Mack needed to get to the parking lot at the front of the school. There was no way he was going back into the hallways. So he decided to circle around the perimeter.  
 
    He quickly reached the parking lot without incident. He had to force the doors of the school bus open. Once inside he looked to see if there were any keys, and to his surprise he found them in the ignition.  
 
    That’s got to be them. Mack heard gunshots. They were far away but unmistakable. He turned the key and started the bus’s engine. It was time for him to save Amber and the twins. Nothing was going to stop him from doing so. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 15: Burn Baby Burn 
 
    “We really don’t have time for this shit. Kill them. Kill them all.” Ted gave the order for Isaac’s team to start shooting. 
 
    Isaac and his men froze. Their wide eyes observed a small army of skeletal meat puppets charging straight at them. Even if they had their boss’s pet infected bear, who was in the nearby bait shop, they didn’t stand a chance. And each one of them knew it.  
 
    “Sir? What do we do?” asked a member of the security team.   
 
    Isaac snapped out of his state of pure fear and disbelief, and into one that only the marines could teach a man. “Open fire!” 
 
    The forest lit up with gunfire. Sparks flew as the lead from the guns collided with metallic skeletons. Some puppets fell. Others kept advancing. 
 
    Finally. A little fun. I was starting to get painfully bored. Let’s get bloody! Ted grinned from ear to ear. He concentrated. His fingernails sharpened themselves and grew to twice their size.   
 
    “C’mon boy. Let me have it!” Thomas mocked Ted as he stood in between his son and the meat puppets. That didn’t stop his son. 
 
    Ted did what he wanted to do for a very long time. He took a swing at his father. His dead dad disappeared and the CEO of Galatea’s elongated nails and nanite hardened hand took a meat puppet’s jaw clean off. 
 
    After feeling the power his body contained, Ted went primal on the skeletal monsters. Like a wild animal he slashed and clawed every one of the infected that dared to attack him. It was a sight to behold. Too bad Isaac and his men were too busy trying to stay alive to witness it.  
 
    Isaac avoided a dozen close calls during the battle outside the bait shop. Somehow he managed to avoid the mouths and claws of the re-animated dead. When he ran out of ammunition for his rifle, he used the firearm as a blunt weapon. When one of the creatures caught his gun mid-swing and wrenched it from his hands, he took out his pistol. 
 
    There was a very brief break in the action for Isaac. He’d dispatched all the meat puppets that were close. It afforded him a chance to reload his gun. As he slid the magazine into the pistol he heard a loud crash. The noise came from behind the bait shop. 
 
    Amber knew they needed to move. A fight against the meat puppet bear, brute and spiked creature would end in slaughter. And all three of them rushed at her and the siblings. 
 
    “Climb!” shouted Amber. She was the first among her small group to realize what they had to do. If they got to the roof they might be able to avoid the brute, at least. And it might buy them a little time. 
 
    Amber led the way up on top of the dumpster and from there to the roof. The teen had little trouble climbing. Her companions didn’t fare quite as well.  
 
    Stephanie managed to make her way up to the roof of the shop. She needed Amber’s help but got up there nonetheless. Her twin brother tried to follow. 
 
    Simon boosted himself up onto the top of the dumpster, and quickly got up and reached for the outstretched hands of his sister and Amber. Suddenly he felt a sharp pain in his leg. Something grabbed him with such force it crushed the bone in his shin. Then that same force tugged, making him fall face first on the top of the dumpster. Before he could react, he was pulled off onto the ground. 
 
    The bone crushing force around Simon’s leg released him. That allowed him to roll around on his back and get a look at which one of the meat puppets had grabbed him. It was the spiked one, and it wasn’t done. 
 
    “Simon!” cried Stephanie as she raised her gun and unloaded on the spiked monstrosity. 
 
    Stephanie’s bullets only annoyed the beast. It screeched at her. A jagged piece of metallic bone protruded from its forearm and stretched past its fist. From there it was pretty obvious what the monster would do next. 
 
    There was nothing Stephanie or Amber could do. Simon was at the mercy of the spiked meat puppet, but the beast had no mercy. In a punching motion, the creature stabbed the metallic bone protruding from its forearm into Simon’s chest. Like a spear, the bone went straight through and penetrated the ground beneath. 
 
    Simon tried to scream but couldn’t find the air. The spiked meat puppet had stabbed his lungs. Blood rose up through his airway and spilled out his mouth. So instead of a scream, he let out more of a gargle. 
 
    Stephanie tried to jump off the roof and try to save her twin brother. Amber wasn’t having it. She knew that he was dead. And she wasn’t going to let his sister share the same fate due to a futile attempt to rescue him. 
 
    With Amber holding her back, Stephanie was forced to watch the spiked meat puppet repeatedly stab her brother. After a couple, he was clearly dead. But the enraged creature didn’t stop. The two of them on the bait shop roof were so busy they didn’t notice Ted’s infected bear who climbed up the opposite side. 
 
    Ha! Life is truly funny. With a dozen or so downed skeletal meat puppets at his feet, Ted took a moment to observe the scene unfolding around him. It was pure brutal chaos. Isaac fought hard and he managed to avoid being killed or infected. Most of his team was dead or in the process of dying. His own employees didn’t interest him though. His enhanced eyes found and locked onto the two on the bait shop roof. He recognized one of them. He saw Amber. 
 
    Tear her to pieces. Ted gave his orders to his meat puppet bear. He was confident the animal would get the job done. That freed up his attention to his main objectives, which were to find Dr. Bawja and Mack. 
 
    If that little brat is here, then my buddy Mack can’t be far. Where oh where did you go, bud? Why would you hide from your best friend?  
 
    There were still skeletal meat puppets between Ted and his quarry. That was no matter. He would tear through them and get his revenge. As far as he was concerned, nothing and no one would or could stop him. What happened to Isaac and whatever men the security team leader had left was inconsequential. 
 
    Amber heard footsteps on the roof behind her. While still holding a sobbing Stephanie, she craned her neck to take a look. Even in the dark of the night she could see the intimidating figure of an approaching bear. The sight that made her let go of Stephanie was the two glowing eyes that sat like burning coal in its skull. 
 
    “Jesus. We’re going to die.” In a matter of minutes all the survival skills and instincts that Stephanie learned over the past year went out the window. She just witnessed her twin brother, the only family she had, get stabbed to death. There was an infected bear slowly coming to eat her. If it didn’t, the spiked beast or the impossibly large monster below most certainly would do her in.  
 
    The spiked meat puppet did more than kill Stephanie’s brother. She killed the woman’s spirit, her hope. Death no longer scared her. Survival was no longer a priority. All she wanted was revenge. 
 
    “Stephanie? Stephanie!?” yelled Amber as Stephanie stood up and walked towards the meat puppet bear, unarmed. 
 
    Stephanie stopped within about eight feet of Ted’s infected bear. She slowly unsheathed her knife. With her free hand she wiped away the tears and snot from her face. In that moment, that second, she was ready to die. Hell, she welcomed it.  
 
    The meat puppet bear stood up on its hind legs. Instead of the traditional screech it let out a thunderous roar that made Stephanie’s constitution waver. When the beast landed back on all fours, she could feel the vibration under her feet. 
 
    Amber didn’t hesitate. She ran full speed at Stephanie. Throwing caution to the wind, she tackled Stephanie off the roof before the infected bear took a swipe at her. 
 
    They both landed with a thud on the hard dirt next to the bait shop. The two of them got up and tried to catch their breaths. They needed to hurry because the spiked and brutish meat puppet came for them. Undeterred, the infected bear also climbed down from the roof and stalked them. Those three beasts didn’t care if the two ladies were ready for them. 
 
    Amber didn’t know what to do. Behind her and Stephanie was a battlefield consisting of what she assumed to be Galatea men and skeletal meat puppets. In front of them were three highly dangerous mutated puppets. They were cornered. Then she spotted headlights coming straight towards them. 
 
    The sound of a bus horn sent Amber and Stephanie diving back into the dirt. A school bus slammed into the meat puppet brute. It sent the beast tumbling into the dirt not far from the duo. On its way, all fourteen tons of the school bus rolled over the spiked puppet, eliminating it instantly. 
 
    Amber didn’t have time to wonder where the bus came from, or who was behind the wheel. She needed to move. The meat puppet brute was within arm’s reach and recovering from its collision with the bus. 
 
    With her attention on the meat puppet brute, Amber didn’t notice the bear who wasn’t anywhere near the bus. It came up from behind and lunged at the teen. At the last minute, some hidden primal sixth sense made her move out the way. The infected bear was quick to recover and was ready and eager for another try. 
 
    “It’s eyes! Shoot it in its eyes!” Amber looked to see where the shouting came from. Through the open door of the school bus, she saw Mack behind the wheel. Other than some cut up and bloody clothes, he looked as good as new. 
 
    Amber took his advice. She shot at the meat puppet bear and in doing so, expended the last of her pistol ammunition. But it was worth it. One of her bullets passed through the creature’s right eye and went into its brain. Nanites or not, everything needs an intact brain to continue living. The bear fell dead for the second time. 
 
    “Grab Stephanie and get in!” hollered Mack. He stood at the open door and fired on the meat puppet brute. 
 
    There you are. Nice of you to show your face, bud. Ted saw Mack in the doorway of the school bus. He grinned and nearly tore the head off of a skeletal puppet. 
 
    Ah shit. How the hell did that maniac find us? Mack locked eyes with Ted. Seeing the mad CEO of Galatea Systems only hastened Mack’s desire to get far away from the bait shop.   
 
    Amber helped Stephanie into the school bus, and once they were inside, Mack hopped into the driver’s seat and closed the door. He proceeded to put the large vehicle into reverse. Then he lined the front up with the meat puppet brute who was up on its feet. 
 
    Mack stepped on the gas. The meat puppet brute attempted to side swipe the school bus with its tendrils. They banged against the thin metal, and cut through a little, but didn’t budge the heavy vehicle. There wasn’t enough time for it to move. 
 
    The school bus knocked over the brute. Amber and Stephanie almost fell as the vehicle rolled over the massive creature. As soon as he finished running over the monster, Mack put the bus in reverse and ran over it again. 
 
    Mack watched the meat puppet brute to make sure it didn’t move. It did. So Mack put the school bus back into drive and sped towards the creature to run over it a third time.  
 
    It turned out that the third time wasn’t the charm. The beast managed to wrap it’s tendrils around the middle of the vehicle as it rolled over it. When it squeezed, the power and sharpness of the squid like appendages started to slice through the relatively thin metal of the bus.  
 
    Mack pushed down on the gas as hard as he could. Only the two back wheels were still on the ground and kicked up a cloud of dirt. The beast wouldn’t let go. 
 
    Isaac and Ted were the only two still standing amongst the corpses of the security team and dispatched skeletal meat puppets. “Where are you going?” asked Isaac. 
 
    There’s no way I’m letting that thing take my kill. Ted ran with abnormal speed towards the school bus.  
 
    Amber saw Ted running at them. “Is that…? Give me a gun!”  
 
    “On the seat behind me!” Mack kept trying to pry the bus out of the brute’s tendrils. 
 
    Amber got Mack’s rifle. She checked to make sure it was loaded, then found a good window to shoot from. After finding one, she broke it out with the butt of the gun and aimed at Ted. But she didn’t shoot when she saw what he was doing. 
 
    Ted started clawing and tearing pieces off of the meat puppet brute’s neck. He tried to behead the beast with a neck as thick as a tree trunk. And he surprisingly succeeded. 
 
    Covered in oil like black blood, Ted looked up and smiled at Amber, who was in too much shock to shoot, and simply stared back. The insane CEO picked up the meat puppet brute’s head and threw it onto the hood of the bus. 
 
    Mack saw and felt the tendrils that held the bus in place, loosen. He accelerated straight towards the smiling Ted. The bus managed to clear the monster underneath. But it missed Ted, who jumped out of the way.  
 
    “What now?” asked Amber. 
 
    “I don’t know, but whatever happens next will be far away from here. Far away from hi…” 
 
    Stephanie cut Mack off. “He’s coming!” 
 
    Mack looked in the mirrors of the school bus. He saw Ted chasing the vehicle on foot. The psycho was actually close to catching up. It would’ve been impressive if it wasn’t so crazy.   
 
    “Shoot him!”  
 
    Amber went to the window she previously knocked out. She stuck the top half of her body out and started shooting at Ted. He nimbly avoided most of them. Those shots he couldn’t dodge didn’t slow him down at all. The loon kept smiling and kept coming. 
 
    Ted saw his dead father in the back window of the school bus he pursued. The bastard was smoking, pointing and laughing at him. That only encouraged him like a spurred horse. A part of him thought that once he took out Mack, Amber and the other random woman with them, his dad’s ghost might disappear with them. It was an unrealistic hope. Still, it was one he clung to for inspiration. 
 
    What I wouldn’t give for some highway right now. Mack tried his best to drive fast in the school bus. Not only was the vehicle not made for speed, but the road he was on was claustrophobic. Trees boarded the asphalt, which was only wide enough to fit one car going both ways. Despite those handicaps, Mack floored it. 
 
    “Where’s Simon?” asked Mack as he drove. 
 
    “He’s dead,” answered Stephanie in a somber, sullen tone. She sat in the seat behind Mack with her head leaning up against the padding of the driver’s seat. He could hear her sniffling.  
 
    Mack didn’t know how to respond. He was never very good at reassuring or comforting people. He never knew what to say. How do you console someone who just watched their brother die in front of their eyes? 
 
    Ted was getting closer to the school bus. He was too close for Amber to keep on shooting at him from the window. She quickly withdrew her top half into the bus and hurried towards the back emergency door. 
 
    With claw-like nails extended, Ted grabbed onto the back of the bus. He lifted himself up off the road and stood on the bumper. It would only take one hand for him to rip off the emergency door. That was what he planned to do. 
 
    “Is he on the bus?!” yelled Mack after he heard the sound of Ted’s claws embedding themselves into the metal bus body. The noise made him completely give up on trying to think of something to say to Stephanie. That could wait.  
 
    “I think so,” answered Amber. She put her face up to the glass of the back emergency door in an attempt to see if Ted was indeed there. 
 
    The back emergency door of the school bus was suddenly ripped off. Amber almost fell forward, out of the gaping opening. Her feet teetered on the brink. A clawed hand reached through the opening, grabbed her by the arm, nails dug into her skin and she was thrown out onto the road.  
 
    Amber’s body went limp like a rag doll as she tumbled on the street. It hurt, a lot. By the time she stopped rolling around on the asphalt, she was rendered unconscious.  
 
    “Amber!” Mack slammed on the brakes after he saw Amber get forcefully ejected from the bus in his mirrors. 
 
    The school bus skidded. As hard as he tried, Mack couldn’t keep the big vehicle under control. There wasn’t anything he could do as the wheel turned sharply on his own and the bus went perpendicular to the road.  It kept spinning and came to a violent stop.  
 
    When the bus started to skid and spin, Ted jumped off. As a result, he was barely scratched. Those healed up quickly and he was free to finish what he started. 
 
    The side of the school bus hit the trees that bordered the road. Stephanie was thrown out of her seat and knocked out when her head hit the nearby window, cracking it. Mack was ejected out of his window and flew into the woods. 
 
    Let’s see. What do we have in here? Ted walked over to the bus and climbed up the side so he could look in what windows were left intact. He saw Stephanie unconscious on the floor. 
 
    “Tempting, but no.” Ted jumped off the bus and headed towards Amber who still lay in the street. That little brat needs to be taken care of first. Lest she sneak up on me and stab me in the back. 
 
    Amber was down for the count. She was nowhere near ready to get up, let alone defend herself. Instead she lay motionless on the street. Easy prey. 
 
    Fuck. That really hurt. Mack slowly rose up out of the dirt and pine needles. It took him a few seconds to survey the damage done to his body. One of his arms were broken, the bone stuck out of his skin at the elbow. He was bleeding from the head. But those injuries didn’t worry him. He knew he’d heal. Amber wouldn’t. 
 
    Amber! Mack almost fell a couple of times as he hurried through the woods, back out into the street. He needed to get to her before Ted did. Otherwise she was as good as dead. 
 
    “Hey!” Ted heard a woman’s voice behind him. He stopped and turned to see Stephanie standing next to the wrecked school bus. Blood streamed down her face from the cut on her forehead. Her legs looked weak and barely able to hold her upright. In her hands she held a piece of metal from the bus. 
 
    Hmmm? What’s this? What a pleasant surprise. Looks like she wants to play. Time to be a gentleman. Ted changed his target and walked towards Stephanie at the pace of a killer from a slasher movie. As far as he was concerned, he had all the time in the world to tear her, Amber and whatever was left of Mack to pieces. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m talking to you! Ya sick fuck! Come pick on an adult, see how that goes!” called Stephanie. She slowly backed up as she talked. 
 
    Ted just smiled and kept walking. He reached the bus and had no intention of stopping till he reached Stephanie, who was only a few feet away.  
 
    “Now!” shouted Stephanie. 
 
    Damn, I think I’ve been bamboozled. Ted looked to his left. The school bus was leaning towards him. There was no chance for him get out of the way.  
 
    On the other side of the bus was Mack. He leaned against it and pushed as hard as he could with his legs. Under his skin he felt muscles and tendons tear as he forced them past their limits. The pain was worth it. 
 
    The school bus tipped over and fell on Ted. He tried to move but the whole bottom half of his body was pinned under the multi-ton vehicle. His pain laden scream when his bones were crushed was music to Mack’s ears. 
 
    “Look at you now, boy. Pathetic.” Ted’s dead father stood over him. He blew smoke in his face. “To think, I actually thought you were going to pull this off.” 
 
    “It isn’t over,” responded Ted through gritted teeth. 
 
    “You smell that?” asked Mack. He limped over to the trapped Ted. 
 
    “It’s diesel fuel.” Stephanie pointed at the rapidly growing puddle forming around and underneath Ted. 
 
    “It is over,” said Mack. Stephanie handed him her piece of metal. He scraped it against the street a couple of times right next to the pool of diesel. It took a few tries but it finally sparked. 
 
    Ted and the school bus went up in flames. Like any human being he screamed, cursed, writhed and cried in agony as his body burned. With a callousness born from being hunted, Mack stood and watched for a little bit. He enjoyed it. 
 
    When Ted stopped moving, Mack and Stephanie walked away. They went to go check on Amber, who was just waking up down the street. Not wanting to upset the teen, Mack forced the bone protruding from his arm back under his skin. It was excruciating, but it was worth not worrying her.  
 
    “That’s it. Give it up, boy. Just lay here and burn while they get away. Let your, no our, legacy end here, stuck under a damned school bus.” Even through the fire and burned ears, Ted heard his dead father mocking him. He wasn’t going to let the ghost win. 
 
    Ted slowly sat up. The pain involved in even trying to move while burning to death was beyond anything any person alive could relate to. It was only exceeded by the sensation of him clawing away at his own legs in an attempt to sever them and free himself. 
 
    “Are you okay?” asked Mack. He knelt down next to Amber who was sitting on the road checking out her scratches and bruises.  
 
    “I’ll live.” Amber looked up at him. “You look like shit, big guy.”  
 
    “You’re not looking so great yourself, girlie girl.” 
 
    Mack and Amber smiled at each other, and then hugged. The teen closed her eyes to try and stop herself from crying. It didn’t work. Tears forced their way out, ran down her cheeks and landed on his shoulder. 
 
    “Is he dead?” asked Amber. She didn’t let go of Mack. 
 
    “He’s toast. Literally,” answered Mack. 
 
    Stephanie looked up at the stars and sighed. She was thankful that it was finally over. At least for the moment, they could rest and mourn those they lost. 
 
    Amber opened her eyes. When she saw what was crawling at them they widened into saucers. “Mack, look out!” 
 
    Ted crawled, still on fire and with no legs, reaching towards Mack. There was a wild look in his eyes. She could see the white of his teeth that stood out against his blackened skin. But he wasn’t smiling. He looked very angry. 
 
    One of Ted’s clawed hands stabbed into Mack’s back, making him yell out in pain. Stephanie realized what was happening and tried to help but got a slash to her calf for her troubles. Amber didn’t know what to do. It was a nightmare. 
 
    Ted hugged Mack from behind. Spikes formed from the nanites still left in his body, jutted out of his chest and impaled Mack. Then with the last bit of energy and life left in him, he started cutting away at the big Viking’s neck with his claws. 
 
    Mack was helpless. He was impaled. The fire from Ted’s body jumped to his. If he didn't do something, he was as good as dead. But he found himself unable to move. 
 
    The only noise Ted made was an animalistic growl that turned into a meat puppet screech. There was very little left of the man he was in him. 
 
    “No!” Amber scrambled over then jumped on Ted. The flames burnt her arms and caught her clothes on fire but she didn’t care. She was saving her dad. A little pain would have been an easy price to pay. 
 
    Ted and Amber tumbled on the street, separating Ted from Mack. Amber took out her knife and wildly stabbed at the mad CEO of Galatea’s Systems. She stabbed so fast and violently that the blade slipped and cut her hand. That was the only reason she stopped. 
 
    The last thing Ted saw before finally dying was Thomas Gorman looking down at him. His dead dad clapped and laughed. Then his ghost/hallucination dissipated. With that Ted finally died. 
 
    Amber got up and ran over to Mack’s side. An obscene amount of his blood was spilled out onto the street. His skin was severely burned. And his neck was gouged open. She didn't think he would make it. 
 
    Overcome with grief, Amber collapsed to the street next to him and sobbed uncontrollably. She’d never cried like that before in her life. In her mind, it was over. Mack was dead. 
 
    Stephanie picked Amber up, lifting her under her arms. She took Amber into her embrace and let the girl cry into her chest. While holding her, Stephanie looked down at Mack and locked eyes with him. 
 
    Mack’s body tried to heal itself. The wounds on his body were fixing themselves up, but not his neck. It didn't look good. 
 
    “Don’t look,” said Stephanie as she gently pushed back Amber. She took out her knife and got down on one knee next to Mack. There was no way she was going to leave him to suffer and bleed out on the street. 
 
    I can’t leave him like this. You have to do this. You have to be the strong one now. Stephanie was about to stab Mack in the head, giving him relief and mercy. 
 
    Mack tried to speak but blood came out instead of words. He tried to point towards his neck. Stephanie looked closer and saw the nanites trying to stitch the wound together, but the cut was deep and wide. 
 
    “Find something to use as a bandage!” yelled Stephanie. It caught Amber off guard. The teen wiped away her tears and took out her blade. She cut off the bottom part of her shirt. 
 
    Stephanie gently lifted Mack's head and wrapped the piece of t-shirt around his neck. He groaned as she tightened it. After sitting with him for a while and waiting for his wounds to slowly heal, Stephanie and Amber helped him to his feet. 
 
    “Don't you ever fucking do that again!” cried Amber. “I've seen you dead way too many times!” She gently hit Mack on his chest. He gave her a punch drunk smile. 
 
    “I won't, I promise.” 
 
    I'm not leaving this to chance. With Amber and Mack helping him walk, Mack went over to  Ted's corpse. After looking at him for a few seconds, he stomped on the mad man's head until it was nothing but brain and skull puree. 
 
    Satisfied that Ted was dead and they were safe, Mack, Amber and Stephanie limped away. They stuck to the original plan and headed north, where they hoped to finally reached safety.  
 
    In the woods, out of sight, Isaac watched them leave the scene. As soon as they were gone he went to go check on his boss. He didn’t need to be a doctor to tell that Ted was very much dead. 
 
    *** 
 
    Isaac reached the Galatea site where the helicopter dropped him and Ted off. It was there waiting for him. 
 
    “Where’s Mr. Gorman?” asked the pilot. 
 
    “Mr. Gorman’s dead. Take me back to the Los Angeles facility. I have to inform our new boss that he’s the head honcho now.” 
 
    The Galatea helicopter lifted off. As they flew away, Isaac looked out at the Oregon pine forests. He had one thought going through his mind. The king is dead. Long live the king. 
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