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CHAPTER 1












Abbey’s cell door opened once per week at 5 pm, when the guards would take her to a slightly larger area to stretch her legs. Abbey’s cell door was open and it was not 5 pm. 

“Changing the time you take your pet for a walk, eh?” she questioned into the space beyond the door. “Hurry up I haven’t got all day!” she shouted. 

But of course I have. 

Abbey stood, walked to the door, and looked out. The cell door to her left was also slightly ajar. From that direction came a noise, it sounded almost like a child crying. 

No animals allowed in here. She walked into the hallway. Beyond the next cell, twenty feet away was the main door to the control hub, that door was also open. A loud crunching noise echoed out from the next cell. Abbey flinched and took a slight step back, then started moving towards the source of the sound. 

Maybe somebody’s hurt and the guards have gone to get medical assistance.

The light in the next cell was flickering although Abbey couldn’t ascertain why. It was strictly disallowed to talk to other inmates and this would be the first time in three years she would get the chance. A strange sense of excitement started to fill her then quickly faded when she saw what was in the far corner of the cell.

A trail of milky liquid formed a path from where she was standing near the door, to a mass of limbs that inhibited the corner. Arms and legs at wrong angles like a Picasso painting come to life. Abbey stood mouth agape then burst out laughing.

“Seriously? You have nothing better to do than play jokes on us?” she said, addressing the guards no doubt laughing their asses off in the control room. The mass in the corner quivered, the arms and legs started to unravel and its form started to grow in size. Abbey started to back up. 

“I must admit I’m impressed…” she spoke more to herself than in any direction. Her mind started to fight her widening eyes and her mouth started to contort as just a car-length away something impossible started to rise up. Multiple limbs attached to what seemed a human shaped torso moved uneasily towards her as if just been born. Hands on the end of spindly arms felt the walls on both sides of the cell leaving a stain then slowly swung around in her direction. Abbey backed up so quickly that her legs tangled and she fell on her rear, all the time transfixed by this thing in front of her which was now just a few feet away. 

In a panic she kicked the door closed and scrambled away from it pushing her back up against the opposite wall.

Feeling sick she feared if she stood up she would faint. From where she was she could just see the ceiling light flickering, with multiple shadows dancing around it. She waited for that thing to appear, like a cheap thrill in a horror movie. Nothing appeared. More seconds passed. She pushed herself upwards with the help of the wall behind her, each inch higher seeing more of the cell. Just as she was fully erect the light flickered one last time and went black. Now only the one above her penetrated the gloom of the cell. I need to go. It was the obvious thing to do, but she had to know. It was the same mentality that had made her a great hacker. Am I losing my mind? I’ve been here too long…no it had to be a military experiment gone wrong, had to be. Her mind was already making excuses for what she had seen.

She edged closer. Realizing that some of the milky liquid was on the bottom of her shoe, she looked down in disgust then back up.

The black eyes were staring at her, black watery pits set inside a pinky smooth skin. The thing’s face was pressed up against the cell door glass, one-foot away from her own. Abbey screamed and ran.


CHAPTER 2












Zachariah watched the moisture gather on the glass. There was no sun down here, only perpetual florescence, it reminded him of the times he would bust up a pot factory and there were these rows of lamps to simulate daylight. The twelve by twelve solitary cell was barren but he liked it that way, it provided more space to do the daily routine of sit-ups, push-ups, and anything else he could push his body to do. He may never get out but he will be damned if he’s going to wither away.

The military prison was not known to many in the outside world. This was the place the mistakes ended up. Men and women who liked killing a little bit too much. 

Zachariah or Zach to the few he was close too, had been military police. It was his job to put people in places like this. That used to make him laugh but now none of it mattered. He had been found kneeling, expression frozen in the front yard of his army home, covered in blood, his wife’s and children’s. Most of their body parts were inside, but not all. Eight consecutive life sentences, in the harshest regime allowed under any human rights convention. This was his life. And everyday he woke up knowing he deserved it.

At a particular time during the day or night, he knew not which, moisture would start to creep down the glass on the inside of his cell door. This was an event. It meant the universe was still working.

The blanket of sleep was drawing down on him when something else happened. Something that should not happen. His cell door opened. 

For a few seconds, he lay watching the space between door and cell, the space that was the difference between guilty and innocent, freedom and solitude, gray mush and a Friday night hotdog. 

He sat up waiting for a sound. The light in the hallway flickered slightly, as if being attacked by an insect but Zach knew that wasn’t the case, there was no innocent life down here. Minutes passed. Zach waited for a guard to appear, or an alarm, either would be satisfactory so he could go back to watching the inside of the cell door, then to sleep.

“It appears the guards have gone.” An elderly voice bounced a few times off the smooth gray-blue walls outside his cell and Zach stood up.

What’s this gig Nothing about this event made sense. The door shouldn’t be open, instead he should be hearing Earl, the guard, not some old guy.

“Maybe the world has ended. Wouldn’t that be a ride.” 

The old guy again. Zach looked back at his bed to make sure he wasn’t dreaming. It was empty. Taking a few steps forward he peered into the gap and pushed the cell door slowly open. The cell next to his was also open.

“I saw them bring you in six years back, name’s Ray if you’re wondering.”

“I’m not.” Zach’s words came out more aggressively than he planned. He hadn’t heard his voice outside his head for some time. Zach walked out into the hallway and stood, waiting to be jumped. No attack came. Ray’s head appeared from behind the other cell door. 

“Hell, maybe it is the end of the world,” said Ray, looking up and down the hallway. Zach judged Ray to be in his sixties, maybe older, it was hard to tell as there were only flickers of hair to get a fix on. Ray was roughly the same height as himself, but slimmer.

“After all this time alone I would have thought you would be more of a conversationalist,” remarked Ray walking into the hallway. 

Zach looked at Ray then turned away, looking towards the hub door, which was also open. This has got to be some kind of military game or test. Who knows what they are trying.

”I’m not playing!” shouted Zach while looking around, his words echoing through the hallway and fading into the distance.

“Hey, can’t we enjoy our freedom a bit longer?” replied Ray. Zach frowned, and walked towards the hub. It was time to see what was going on.

Zach had only glimpsed the facility he had been thrown into, but he knew from previous experience that it was likely to be designed like a wheel, with each level having its own spoke, housing a few prisoners, and a control hub at the center, this would then be repeated downwards however number of floors they had the federal budget to dig. The worst of the worst were at the bottom. Zach had no idea which floor he was on as there were no signs or numbers on the walls, just a few symbols.

They stood a few feet from the hub’s entrance. Beyond the light was dim. This was also wrong. The only times Zach had been through this section was blind folded and he could still see the lights. There was also no sound. Zach wasn’t sure which was worse. The open door in front of them was impossibly thick.

“With a door like that you’d think we were worth something,” said Ray half smiling. 

“We’re not worth anything,” replied Zach, and leaned on the door to push it wide open.

They looked onto a large space housing a smaller octagonal control room. Papers littered the floor. A small lamp shone a beam at a wrong angle onto the wall inside the control room, like a searchlight that had forgotten its purpose. No guards. 

He walked forward and peered through the glass of the control room. More papers, a knocked-over chair and a smashed mug, which had contained coffee but now was just fragments and a brown stain. The computer screens looked operational. Gently pushing open the control room door, Zach walked in and looked at the screens. A plan view map of this floor, with the words, “Emergency: Doors open” flashing in red above it, was on one of them. Zach also noticed, “Floor 7/12.” Ray appeared behind him. 

“Maybe it really is the end of the world, I knew they would do it eventually,” said Ray, looking resigned.

“We don’t know what’s going on, but I’m not staying here,” replied Zach. They both walked outside and into the hallway that led to the stairwell. Zach started to expect the doors to be open and the door to the stairwell was no different in that regard, the only difference was the severed arm that lay just beyond the door.

A loud crashing sound made Zach and Ray ducked instinctively.

“What the hell was that?” Ray whispered. Zach noticed Ray’s hands were slightly shaking.

This is wrong, very wrong. 

The sound came from the stairwell a few floors above them, there was also the sound of someone running, jumping down steps, someone in a panic.


CHAPTER 3












Abbey stood in the gloom of the stairwell breathing heavily, the hallway hub door closed behind her. I’m in a friggin’ horror movie. She promptly let out a small laugh at the absurdity of her situation. Abbey loved horror movies, something her parents tried in vain to drive out of her. She had watched all the classic slasher movies by her sixteenth birthday and often watched stuff which made her boyfriends squirm on the sofa next to her. 

Abbey’s mother gave her that name because it meant intelligent and beautiful, and she was both, a math wizard from an early age and with a level of attractiveness that meant she could have made a career from her looks alone. The former was what interested her, although she hated the jibes that the school kids would give her about being Jewish and being good with numbers, hated it so much that instead of going into the family business at the age of sixteen, she shaved all her hair off and started to learn the ways of a hacker.

At the age of eighteen and a half she hacked the Pentagon, niftily circumventing their firewalls and accessing national security secrets. So impressed were the military with what she achieved that they intervened in her trial and asked for her sentence to be a military academy. The idea horrified her at first, but after a year she grew to like her newfound freedom to infiltrate enemy government’s computer systems. This lasted until the second time she rebelled, but this time she did a lot more than just cut her hair off.

Her horror viewing mostly fell by the wayside while she was at the academy, but late night she still managed to squeeze in a film or two while doing her patriotic duty. She also knew the rules of horror movies and decided that next time she heard a strange noise she’d definitely not investigate. Luckily right now there were no strange noises, just frozen silence.

She looked up the stairs into a wall of broken chairs, computer terminals and filing cabinets all stacked precariously to form a makeshift barricade. Beyond that was only darkness. Was there some kind of riot? She knew the kinds of inmates that were housed here and much preferred the idea of bumping into a guard than one of them. Going upwards was her instinct but it would take too long to clear that junk, so down it was.

She slowly descended the stairs and as she did way off in the distance above her came a strange sound. She paused. The sound was hardly noticeable but sounded like bacon frying, a low crackling so compacted it almost became white noise.

In a different place at a different time it might have been the sound to send you to sleep but right now not something she wanted to hear. It was still quite far away, so she continued to descend, quickly arriving at the entrance to the floor below. Slowly walking down the first hallway, the door was open to the hub and revealed a scene of devastation. Abbey counted five guards, or what was left of them scattered around and inside the control room. The door to the cells is closed. She was relieved at that. Moving into the control room she could see the computer screens were all smashed. Damn. Amongst the bodies was a mixture of name badges with, “3/12” and, “4/12” on. Abbey placed a few of these around her neck. There were also stun batons but a quick tap on their triggers produced no electric charge, just an empty click. Whatever did this to these guards nine-million volts wasn’t enough to save them, but it was still a weapon, so she grabbed two batons placing one down the front of her orange jump suit and her left hand through the strap of the other.

Off in the distance the meat frying noise was now echoing around the stairwell. 

It’s getting closer Abbey thought without understanding what it was. She just knew she couldn’t stay where she was for too much longer. There must be some kind of floor plan or map. She looked through the various binders that were on the desk, but without any success. 

She did see a page with, “COUNTER MEASURES: ONLY TO BE USED IN MASS INMATE BREAKOUT,” followed by a number of options the authorities had to quell any insurrection. One, which caught her eye, involved the use of XH12 gas. She had heard of XH12 from her hacking days and knew it was pretty nasty stuff. She was surprised it was even down as an option.

The frying noise now filled the stairwell. Whatever was causing it seemed just outside the door. Abbey tore the counter measures page out of the binder and moved swiftly into the stairwell without looking upwards.

The sound of wood and metal smashing into each other came from above. The makeshift barricade she’d discovered had given way. Filing cabinets, chairs and whatever else was used could be heard tumbling down the stairs and smashing up against the wall in front of it. Without pausing Abbey ran down the flights of stairs to the level below and was confronted by a closed door.

Closed! How can it be closed! She pulled on the handle but it would not budge, standing on tiptoe she looked through the glass to an empty hallway and gloom beyond. It’s close, keep moving warned the voice in the back of her mind and she turned and ran down the stairs, leaping three or four steps at a time, turning at the bottom steps she abruptly stopped. Standing in front of her were two men, and a severed arm on the ground.

One was older with hardly any hair, the other was maybe in his late thirties stocky build and dark graying hair.

“They housed females here as well? Who would have guessed?” said Ray smiling. Abbey stood breathing heavily in front of Zach and Ray.

“You caused that racket above?” said Zach standing his ground.

“We have to get inside it’s just behind me!” yelled Abbey while running past both men and into the hallway they had just left. The stairwell was full of the strange sound, which was now more recognizable as scurrying. Zach wanted to be sure there was a real threat above and walked to the front step and looked up. 

“What…run!” He turned and ran back to the hallway pulling Ray with him. Not having time to close the stairwell door they still managed to make it into the control room and closed the door behind them. Crouching down they waited for the source of the sound to arrive. They didn’t have to wait long.

“What is that?” Ray peered through the glass of the door towards the stairwell. “Is it oil?” A black mass, which could best be described as having the consistency of tar, flowed past the stairwell entrance.

“That’s not a liquid, look more closely,” said Abbey and they all squinted best they could. For what on first glance looked like a single mass was actually hundreds of smaller creatures, but of what type it was hard to tell.

“Insects?” said Ray.

“I’ve not seen any insect like that, and how they move it’s more like a flock of birds,” replied Zach.

The mass flowed around the stairwell like a liquid being swilled around the bottom of a glass, until it stopped in front of the floor’s entrance. Looking at it was like looking into a nest of ants, a continuous moving mass but somehow overall seemed to have purpose. The mass rose up to form a monolith that completely covered the entrance like it was searching.

“What is it doing?” said Ray slightly panicky.

The mass melted down into a form about the size of a small car and slid along the hallway towards the control room. They all crouched lower.

With no warning the mass leapt forward, landing on the outside of the control room window, and slowly started to spread around all sides.

“Do you know what that is?” said Zach while looking at Abbey. 

“How the hell should I know what it is? Can’t you see I’m an inmate like you?” She indicated her orange jump suit. “I don’t know what it is, I just know the guards tried to set up a barricade floors above and lets just say it failed…” Her voice trailed off as her attention turned to the computer screen. The message regarding the doors was still there. 

“That work?” Zach nodded towards the charge baton. Abbey put her hand on the handle unsure to be honest or not.

“You can keep it I just wondered if it’s going to be any help.”

Behind Zach Abbey noticed “BATON CHARGE POINT”. “Here, I have two, charge them both there.” Abbey handed both charge batons to Zach and pointed to a socket on the wall. “I might be able to help our situation,” said Abbey, standing up in front of the screens. She pulled the crumpled counter measure page out of her top pocket and placed it next to the keyboard. Hundreds of needle legs swarmed around the control room windows, constantly moving, searching. The white noise, which had now been replaced by the sound of glass being scraped and scratched, was incessant.

“We can use the gas,” said Abbey, intently scrolling through menus on the computer monitor.

“What gas? And how are you going to make that happen?” replied Ray sitting on the floor half under one of the desks. Zach picked up the lamp taking care not to shine the light directly on the windows.

“XH12. It’s similar to mustard gas, our lovely hosts had it as a last resort kind of thing.”

“Why didn’t they use it against whatever the hell that is?” said Zach standing next to Abbey.

“No idea, maybe never got the chance. Just need a few more seconds to target it.”

“What about us? Won’t the gas get us in here?” Ray looked worried.

“I don’t see any gas masks, so I’m hoping these control rooms are air sealed, either way we are about to find out.”

A message on the computer screen changed to, “GAS ACTIVATING IN” together with a countdown. “Here we go, I’m Abbey by the way.”

Zach and Ray gave up their names and they all watched the swirling mass. An alarm sounded and all the doors around the control hub closed then hissed.

“Is it working?” said Ray while seemingly trying to hold his breath.

“Breathe. We need to give it time,” replied Zach, sitting on the floor in front of the computer screen. Abbey leaned against the computer desk.

“My friend here thinks the world has ended, what’s your take?” Zach looked at Abbey trying to get a read on her.

“Some years back I used to hangout on conspiracy forums on the web, there was some pretty kooky shit on there, but nothing like this. Military experiment gone wrong maybe.” Her head sunk.

A whimpering sound could be faintly heard, like the sound of an injured dog and the creatures that made up the mass slowly started to fall away from the windows, landing with a thud on the paper littered floor around the control room. After a few minutes the windows were clear.

“How long until we can leave?” said Zach looking out of the windows towards the stairwell door.

“We have to wait for the all clear. The message on the screen above me will change. It might take a while.”

Ray was breathing heavily, his face looking flushed.

“We would be dead by now if the gas could get in here,” said Abbey, looking concerned at Ray. Ray’s breathing picked up pace, his eyes were widening, his hands tensed trying to grip at something that wasn’t there. 

“So how long you been in here?” Abbey said with urgency looking at Ray, while her eyes glanced at Zach.

“Since the early eighties.”

“Wow, how you not crazy?”

Ray smiled. His breathing seemed to slow down. “Maybe I am, and I never left my cell.”

“What about you?” Abbey looked up at Zach who was still watching the stairwell.

“Does it matter?”

“Guess not.” Abbey looked away.

A clunk then a click sound came from the control room door.

“FLOOR 7/12 CLEAR” flashed up on the computer screen. Zach reached for the door handle.

“Hold on, I might be able to find us a way out.” Abbey spun round, and flicked through various interfaces, pausing on a screen which displayed a plan view map and various red dots.

“This is a scan of the facility. Obviously we are not alone down here.”

Zach and Ray stood behind her, all watching the neon dots move around.

“How do we know who are us and who are them,” said Ray while swallowing.

Abbey looked towards the stairwell.

“We don’t.”


CHAPTER 4












Cal was dreaming. He did this a lot. He was a kid visiting his grandparents in the summer. The sun baked the earth so hard it felt artificial, but his grandma’s homemade ice drinks made the heat durable. This was the summer that he first learned to fire a rifle. His grandfather used to take him out back and in movie cliché fashion taught him to fire at rusty cans. Never at people Cal his grandfather used to tell him, never people. The scene changed, he’s in Kandahar, Afghanistan. Part of a unit that has been sent to watch a local village, to make sure Al-Qaeda don’t infiltrate a local meeting of elders. The sun is strong above him like when he was a kid, so strong that he can feel the skin on his forehead blistering. His cap isn’t doing its job. The villagers are going about their daily routines, women in huddles, children playing. The sun is too hot; his face is burning. The only way to cool down is to start shooting so he does. He starts shooting at the small figures in the village. One after one they go down in a cloud of pink mist. He’s now completely on fire, but he keeps shooting, he reloads and keeps shooting.

Cal awoke. His clothes were wet through. He blinked a few times and sat up. After seven years he was still dreaming the same dream, he stopped calling it a nightmare long ago. A cool breeze washed over him, which brought him to his senses. Door’s open. He looked at the open door of his cell and stood unsteadily.

“Hey, you out there?” he shouted into the gap, prepared for a sarcastic remark. No response, just the cool breeze mixed with a kind of metallic smell. Walking forward he peered out into the hallway expecting to see guards but there were none. Part of him was still in the dream, still burning, he wondered if he’d finally lost his mind. Uneasily he walked into the hallway and looked down towards the control hub area. It was gloomy but lit with a red light and still no guards to be seen. 

What’s that smell? And where the fuck are the guards?

The metallic smell was stronger now he was in the hallway, but he couldn’t quite pin down its source. The cell door next to his was wide open but was completely empty. He’d spent seven years confined to this tiny space, but he’d never felt more alone than standing in this hallway.

“The cell doors are open!” Cal shouted towards the control room. He was tempted to go back into the cell. They are going to bust on me for being outside. I know it. But the temptation to explore, to expand his world was even more tempting and with that he walked down to the control hub entrance. 

The whole of the control room was bathed in red light. Walking onto the floor of the hub Cal realized what the source of the metallic smell was. Usually he was far away from the killing. That was the only way he could do it. A feeling of lightheadedness crept over his skull, down his face and started to close down his vision. Too much blood. Cal fell to his knees, partially because he had no choice and partially because it removed from his sight what was inside the control room.

A mixture of limbs, faces, body parts covered in dark red blood lay in the bottom of the room. Cal could feel the floor starting to move independent of his head and raised his hands to his face to stop the motion. Get a grip. He stood up, avoiding looking into the control room and started to move away when he heard a noise from inside. It wasn’t much of a noise but Cal recognized it for what it was, breathing. He turned his gaze back to the inside of the control room and searched the scene for movement. Amongst the scene of death one of the bodies was intact and was looking straight at him.

“What the fuck?” Cal jumped back while still looking at the blood-covered whites looking at him. The body started to rise from the others until it was standing on the opposite side of the control room’s window.

“Name’s Michael.” A slim man of Asian descent emerged from the control room while wiping the blood from his face.

Cal took a small step back. “What happened?”

“Beats me, brother, I figured the animals got loose somehow and tore up the place, when I saw you appear from your cell I jumped in amongst that mess hoping you would pass me by.”

“You from the other cell?” Cal pointed behind him.

“Sure am, nice to finally meet my neighbor.”

“You seen anyone else? Guards?”

“Other than these, none.”

They both looked back in the control room. This time something else caught Cal’s eye, one of the computer screens showed dots moving around on a plan view map with the words, “FLOOR 7/12”.

Cal moved uneasily into the control room, side stepping bodies and wiped the blood from the screen.

Michael peered over Cal’s shoulder. “What you see?”

“There’s people on floor seven, two floors above.”


CHAPTER 5












Abbey stood in the stairwell, Zach and Ray slightly behind her. All of them were silently listening.

“I vote we go up,” whispered Ray.

“All I know is that’s where those things came from, and there was also something in the cell next to mine that I can’t explain.”

They had all seen the glowing heat signatures in the facility. This represented life and it was above and below them. There were also two exits, one directly above them many floors up and one through the lowest level, level twelve.

They stood, uncertain on the direction to take.

Zach walked towards the down steps. “We go down.”

Both Zach and Abbey had a charge baton, which now appeared to be working. They slowly descended. The lights in the stairwell were bright meaning shadows were at a minimum, which helped. They arrived at floor, “8/12” moving into the hallway, the hub’s door was open but hanging off its hinges.

“Jesus.” Ray looked closely at the door. 

Zach indicated to Abbey to look inside the control room, while he walked around the opposite side to the cell’s entrance. She knew from the facility scan that there was nothing alive on this floor but who knows if those things even were alive. Nothing could be taken for granted. She opened the control room door slowly, for an instant the image of the guards bodies floors above flashed across her mind, but the place was empty. The screens flashed warnings, and more binders similar to before lay scattered amongst upturned swivel chairs. Abbey picked up one of the chairs quietly and sat down in front of the terminal. There must be something here about what happened.

Zack looked down the hallway to the two open cell doors. There was no noise, no life at all. Smears of blood on the floor created a trail which linked both cells together. Zack looked more closely at the smear, amongst the red flow were shapes.

Footprints, a guard’s boots? There were no other clues to be seen. Zach joined Abbey in the control room. Ray was also there. “Anything?”

“She’s a smart one,” said Ray.

“It seems there was some kind of disease outbreak, created mass panic amongst inmates and guards, caused some of them to go crazy and kill the rest,” Abbey said, intently looking at the pages of text in front of her.

“Do you think we are we infected? And where is everyone?” asked Zach.

“I don’t know.” Abbey switched the display back to the facility scan.

“Originally there were twenty-four inmates and it looks like sixteen guards, count the number of heat signatures.” Ray and Zach leaned forward their eyes jumping from one fuzzy red dot to another.

“That makes no sense,” said Zach.

“Does anything about this make sense?” replied Abbey.

“How can there be forty-four heat signatures?” questioned Ray.

“Can you get any other info?” said Zach.

“If it was connected to the net absolutely but they used an intranet, no outside connection. From what we can see most of the heat signatures are in the lower levels.”

“Can you see who the inmates are on each floor?” said Zach.

Abbey clicked a few times and a scrolling list appeared of stone-faced individuals. “These are or were the inmates below us,” replied Abbey.

“FLOOR 9/12




CAL RODRIGEUZ: INMATE 34:

MARINES SNIPER

RANK: CAPTAIN

CONVICTED OF MASS HOMICIDE 2009.

LENGTH OF SENTENCE: 24 years.




MICHAEL CHANG: INMATE 35:

NAVY

RATING: CULINARY SPECIALIST

CONVICTED OF MASS HOMICIDE 2011.

LENTH OF SENTENCE: 22 years.




FLOOR 10/12




DALE CLAYMAN: INMATE 36: 

AIRFORCE

RANK: COLONEL

CONVICTED OF MASS HOMICIDE 2002.

LENGTH OF SENTENCE: 14 years.




FIONA PARKER: INMATE 37:

NAVY SEALS

RATING: WARRANT OFFICER

CONVICTED OF HOMICIDE OF SUPERIOR OFFICER 2013.

LENGTH OF SENTENCE: 25 years.




FLOOR 11/12




RESTRICTED ACCESS. ENTER LEVEL 1 CODE.




FLOOR 12/12




RESTRICTED ACCESS. ENTER LEVEL 2 CODE.”

“America’s finest,” remarked Ray.

Zach pointed to the text at the bottom. “Why are those files restricted?”

“I have no idea.”

“What about a way out?”

“When we get to the lowest hub it will be first door on the right, from there it looks like we take the service lift.”

“Sorry for interrupting, but can you get porn on that thing?” A man covered in blood was standing just outside the control room door. Slightly behind him a tall Hispanic man with a heavily tattooed left arm was standing emotionless. “I’m Michael the big guy is Cal.”

Zach and Abbey both tightened their grips on their batons. 

“We know,” replied Abbey.

“Hey no need to threat. Looks like freedom came early, it’s a beautiful day…or night,” said Michael moving into control room.

“Have you seen anything…strange?” asked Zach.

“You mean apart from torn up guards and the inmates running the asylum? No can’t say I have.”

“There are things down here, not human things,” replied Zach.

“Right, okay well why…”

A loud thundering boom shook the control room. They all ducked as if being shot at. Small bits of dust fell from the ceiling and the lights flickered.

Michael spun around. “What the fuck?”

“We need to keep moving down.” Zach moved past Michael and Cal to the entrance of the stairwell.

“You all coming?”


CHAPTER 6












The group arrived at floor nine quickly, but then slowed their descent. The scan showed a heat signature on the floor below.

“So there’s monsters in here,” remarked Michael, while slowly moving down the stairs.

“It seems so,” said Zach who was on point. The loud boom that shook the entire facility, to all their relief did not repeat.

“End of the world,” whispered Ray to Michael, who responded with a discouraging shake of the head.

Abbey descended behind Ray, conscious of the tall scary looking guy behind her. They arrived at floor ten to find another open door and complete silence. Zach stood at the entrance to the hub and looked in.

“There’s nothing here, brother, maybe they moved on,” said Michael. Zach stood his ground.

“Wait here.” Zach moved cautiously into the hub and looked into the control room. The usual upturned chairs, papers and computers but no life.

“If you don’t mind I’ll tag along.” Abbey had crept up behind Zach.

They both walked to the cell’s entrance and straight away heard breathing coming from the far cell. Raising their charge batons they walked slowly forward. Blood smeared the walls of the hallway and gathered in richness the closer they got to the cell door. Moving as slow as a cat about to end its prey they peered around the open door into the cell.

Spindly long arms, legs, hands and what looked like a torso lay scattered across the floor. And blood, lots of blood. The source of the breathing was now obvious, an athletically built woman with straggly blonde hair, knelt, head down, facing the far wall.

Zach and Abbey looked at each other. The woman’s breathing slowed.

“You know it’s not nice to sneak up on a girl right?” Fiona remarked.

“No ones sneaking, what happened here?” Zach replied.

“Fiona one, monster zero,” said Fiona.

“Oh man I like this chick,” said Michael who was now with the rest of the group huddled around, looking into the cell.

“We’re moving to the exit. It’s two floors down, you should come with us,” remarked Abbey.

Fiona sighed and stood up. Brushing off parts of something else, she turned around.

“Okay,” said Fiona, leaving the cell brushing past whoever was in the way.

The rest of the group followed walking back into the stairwell. As they passed the control room Ray noticed three charge batons nesting on the wall and promptly grabbed one for himself, while giving the others to Michael and Cal, he figured Fiona didn’t need one.

Fiona started walking down the stairs.

“Hold on, there’s something you need to know,” said Zach, indicating to the newer members of the group. “We saw a scan of the facility and there’s lots of heat signatures on the next two floors, we have no idea what they are.”

“Who cares,” responded Fiona shrugging off Zach’s grip and continuing to descend.

“Maybe we should go back up,” said Cal.

“Your choice but I have a feeling we are better off staying together,” said Zach while following Fiona. The rest of the group followed, except for Cal, who stood for a moment on the landing looking up the stairs, he then started to descend.

They approached the open door to floor eleven cautiously. All the lights were out in the hallway beyond.

“Do we need to go down there?” remarked Michael to Abbey.

“No.”

“That’s real good.”

The group filed past the open door and continued down to level twelve. The door was open and the hallway beyond was also filled with darkness, the difference this time was a distant moaning. The six of them stood around unsure of moving forward.

“How do we get the lights on?” remarked Ray.

“They must be broken otherwise it would have been indicated on the facility scan for these floors,” replied Abbey.

“Does anyone else hear the moaning or is it just in my head?” said Michael.

Cal smiled. “What moaning?”

“That’s not funny brother,” said Michael.

Fiona tutted and walked into the darkness.

“Wait!” Zach half whispered half shouted after her. Sighing he raised his charge baton and walked into the shadows. The rest of the group leaned forward into the gloom trying to see, when a crackling noise made them all flinch. 

“Use the batons to light the way,” said Zach, standing next to Fiona ten-feet down the hallway, their faces illuminated by an intermittent blue hue. Abbey walked into the hallway followed by the rest.

As they approached the door to the hub the moaning grew louder.

“What’s the smell,” whispered Michael. “Smells like rotten fish and I know rotten fish.”

“There’s light in there,” whispered Ray. They all slowed. Even Fiona looked unsure of what was ahead. 

Zach and Fiona reached the hub entrance, the door was wide open, and moaning bounced off the walls all around them. Hanging from the ceiling were people wrapped in a white wooly substance, some wearing guard uniforms some wearing orange. The ones that were moaning were gently swinging back and forth.

“What the fu…” Michael couldn’t finish his sentence before another loud boom shook the facility. Three bodies fell to the floor, one wincing on impact. Abbey ran over to the source of the sound, but stopped a foot away and started to back up. What was once a guard was now something else, something in transition, its eyes were pure white and it’s skin hung from bones that were slightly protruding. It writhed in front of Abbey lost in a torment she did not want to see. She turned away and looked about for the exit to the elevator.

A third boom impacted the facility this time rocking the group on their feet making them spread their arms to stop from falling. The booms were louder than before. Abbey spotted the exit to the elevator and moved towards it while beckoning the others. A few feet away from the hallway entrance she froze in her tracks. At the end, in front of the elevator was something she recognized from a newly formed nightmare. A form, part humanoid part something else with multiple limbs was waiting, looking at her. If a human had evolved along the same lines as an arachnid this is what it would look like. The whole group were now standing behind in silence, some not believing what they were seeing.

“Who’s for going another way?” said Michael.

“There was one like it in the cell next to mine, although not as big,” replied Abbey.

“It looks…human in some way. Fuckers they must have been doing experiments on us,” said Michael.

“Whatever it is it’s blocking our way out,” said Zach.

“I’ve already killed one like it, and I’m not going back up,” replied Fiona starting to move forward, Zach grabbed her arm, Fiona shrugged him off.

“Buy me dinner first.”

“We don’t know what it is, but I can guess it created all the mess in here,” said Zach, “We need to lure it out, distract it somehow, then make a run for it.”

“How pray tell do we do that?” asked Ray, looking anxious.

“Bait,” replied Fiona and stepped forward into the hallway, some twenty-feet from the creature. “Hey, you, over here,” she shouted towards the mess of limbs. The creature did not react. The rest of the group apart from Zach hurried behind the control room, peeking out towards the lift hallway. Fiona moved closer. “Hey ugly? Ov…” Before she could get the last word out there was another boom, this one so pronounced that it knocked her off her feet slamming her into the side wall. A body fell from the ceiling and landed on Michael. He jumped back, while another narrowly missed Cal.

For what could be only guessed as the creatures face turned towards Fiona. Its long limbs slowly moving from their rigid posture. Fiona lay on the ground dazed. Zach seeing her distress ran forward. “Come on, you got its attention.” Then pulled her to her feet. 

The creature’s legs felt along the walls to both sides of the hallway pulling its body towards them. The rest of the group was crouching watching in silence. Zach and Fiona backed out of the hallway more slowly then they wanted, but falling was not an option. They all watched from behind the control room as the creature moved uneasily towards the door, almost as if it was learning how to walk. A sea of limbs filled the doorway then with a thrust it burst onto the floor of the hub just a few feet from Cal who froze. A long spindly limb started reaching out towards Cal’s face, who stood looking horrified. At this distance they could all see blue veins running up and down the creatures limbs, blood flowing and tendons stretching. The creature made no noise as the spiny fingers on the end of the limb flickered and probed towards Cal.

“Hey over here!” Abbey appeared off to the side of Cal, charge baton fizzing in her hand. The creature immediately noticed and its limbs lunged for her, making Cal duck, as they swung past. Abbey jumped back while Zach and Michael started waving their crackling blue batons as well, pulling the creature towards them around the left side of the control room. Cal joined Ray who was already inside the hallway to the elevator.

“Get to the elevator.” Zach anxiously indicated to those around him, “I got this.” Abbey hesitated then turned and ran with Michael to join the others. Running up the hallway they arrived at the elevator and pushed the most obvious button. A beep noise sounded, together with a message on a small screen next to it.

“PLEASE CONFIRM IDENTITY”

“Shit!” said Michael his voice panicking. Abbey felt her neck then chest and pulled out one of the ID cards she’d earlier found. Swiping it across the screen, the elevator door started to open.

Fiona stayed behind Zach both of them slowly pulling the creature further around the control room to be positioned on the opposite side of the hub to the elevator hallway.

“Now!” Zach and Fiona ran. Zach paused to close the door while Fiona ran to the lift where the others were standing. The creature started to appear around the other side of the control room, its arms sliding along the glass of the windows.

“Damn door.” Zach pulled on the door but it refused to budge. He looked back at the creature a few yards away. “Screw it,” he said and ran for the elevator. As he entered, Abbey hit the button marked, “surface” and the elevator door started to close. At the end of the hallway the limbs of the creature started to appear. The elevator started to rise.

The biggest boom yet slammed the elevator against the steel walls housing it, its internal lights flickering. The bodies inside hit each other at the mercy of their steel cage. The elevator resisted the attempts to knock it off course and proceeded to rise up through the floors.

“Surface,” announced a female voice and the doors opened.


CHAPTER 7












Dust and smoke blasted the inhabitants of the elevator. Zach staggered out onto dusty concrete, keeping low, trying to make sense of where he was. It was nighttime, but the lights above the lift entrance illuminated a deserted scene in front of them, which contained a few wooden shacks that in a previous life could have been latrines. They were in the desert and a fierce wind swirled around them forcing them to cover their eyes. They all walked forward into a large flat area. Off in the distance to the south a glow hung low in the sky hugging the horizon with a cloud of mist above it. A similar smaller glow to the north. As the wind died down they found themselves standing, hesitant to make a definite move in any direction.

“From the stars and plant life I would say we are in North America, somewhere in the Chihuahuan Desert,” said Cal, “which would make that Albuquerque and that El Paso.” He pointed to the glows north and south.

“I was right,” said Ray, looking a little lost.

“We should stick together,” said Abbey. 

Fiona looked irritated. 

Zach wiped his hand over his face. “Look, we don’t know what happened down there and we don’t know what’s happening out here, maybe the world ended, maybe not. Either way we should stick together until we do know.”

“It’s easier for us to be caught as a group,” replied Fiona.

“Do you see any guards or MP’s here? They obviously have something else on their minds,” replied Zach. “I say we still have a few hours of darkness until it’s going to get mighty hot around here. Let’s scope the area, find what we can then move out.” They slowly turned and walked away. Cal and Michael headed for one of the shacks, Abbey, Ray and Zach walked to another. Fiona hesitated and joined the latter group.

Zach kicked open the shack door. In the gloom they could see a small space about five by five-foot with shelves. Zach’s baton illuminated bottles of clear liquid on dusty shelves, and various pieces of farm equipment were leaning up against the far wall looking like they had been there since the great depression. Fiona saw a pickaxe and picked it up.

“Now this is something I can work with.”

Ray grabbed one of the bottles of liquid, ripping off the top and chugging it down without thought. Zach went to say something then stopped, figuring if it wasn’t water it was already too late anyway. Ray wiped away the moisture from his face and looked at everyone staring at him. Zach and Abbey grabbed the remaining bottles and they all left, pulling the door closed.

The second shack was larger and the door was already open. Michael and Cal peered in. There was a cobweb-covered battery operated lamp, which surprisingly lit when switched on. Scattered around were barrels with skulls and cross bones on them, and a few empty backpacks which they both took before leaving.

“There’s no obvious roads out of this place, I think we were all brought in by chopper, but let’s say those glows are Albuquerque and El Paso, that would put us somewhere south of White Sands. If we head west towards those mountains we should run into a town,” said Zach.

“I’d prefer to stay off the map,” replied Fiona.

“Staying off the map out here in the noon sun means dehydration and death, but that’s your choice.” Zach pointed to Cal’s lamp. “That needs to be turned off, only use it if we really need to.” Cal turned it off. “Stay close to each other.”

The sand swirled around them as they started walking across the concrete towards the intense darkness of the desert.

After an hour of walking the wind had died down. Luckily the moon provided some indication of shape and form for the group to follow each other, and the occasional baton trigger gave a course correction when it seemed someone was veering off course.

“What was that?” said Abbey to Zach who was walking a few feet in front of her. Zach slowed and strained to absorb the silence around him. There was a noise of something but it was hardly indistinguishable from the sound of the sand being blown over the ground.

“Probably nothing.”

“I can hear something. It sounds like…galloping?”

Zach stopped and put his hand up for the group to stop as well.

“Why the fuck are we stopping?” said Michael.

“You can’t hear that?” replied Abbey. By now the group was in a small circle all trying to extend their hearing into the void around them.

“Sounds like something’s coming this way, I can’t pin down from what direction though,” said Zach. The group looked around trying to see into the gloom. “Spread out, keep low but don’t go too far.” Zach, Abbey and Ray moved behind a small dune, the others crouched behind some cacti.

Abbey pointed. “Look.” To their north a cloud of pale dust was just visible, something heavy was moving fast towards them. The ground started to shake slightly.

“Maybe a patrol? I’m not going back without a fight,” said Michael. Fiona looked sarcastically at him.

“It’s not a Humvee, no lights,” said Cal.

The dust started to have form the closer it got, eyes could be seen and a snout of sorts, large powerful legs beating down on the desert floor.

“Is just a horse, maybe we can capture it?” said Ray standing up, then running down the dune into the gloom. Abbey made a lunge to grab him but it was to no avail. The creature that had created such a dust storm changed direction and was now heading straight for Ray. The intensity of the ground shaking increased and was now a constant drumming. Twenty yards to his right the other group were gesturing to Ray to go back but he kept on walking forwards his arms stretched out in a welcoming fashion. 

“Ray get back here we don’t know what that is!” shouted Zach in Ray’s direction.

Ray stopped where he was. His eyes fixed on the creature now bearing down on him and all emotion left his face. He turned and started to run back to the Dune. Zach staggered out from his position and ran down the sand half falling half jumping to try to get to Ray before the mass of dust and anger engulfed him. Ray was now running as fast as he could, but his old legs were no match for the uneven desert floor.

Abbey watched the creature tear though the desert towards Ray. He’s not going to make it. Twenty-feet away, ten-feet away, five-feet away. The creature charged nose down at Ray’s torso but not before Zach tackled Ray and brought him down in the best linebacker tradition. Ray and Zach fell to the ground then both scrambled to their feet. Zach pivoted and pushed his charge baton out in front of him, the electricity crackling lighting himself and the creature.

“He needs our help.” Cal scrambled to his feet. Baton in one hand, lamp now illuminating his path in the other, closely followed by Fiona.

In the glory of the neon glows of their batons and shallow light of the lamp the creature could be seen. It was horse-like, like a horse had been used as a template of some kind as this creature was bigger than a horse, its head and neck were longer and were covered in a kind of plating similar to an armadillo, as was its back. Its head whipped around between the members of the group that were now on both sides, showing teeth more at home in a wolf. Stamping its hoofs, the dust flew up making it hard for Zach to know exactly what to strike at. Cal thrust his baton forward, while Fiona swung the pickaxe connecting with the front leg of the creature. A sound half scream half something else bellowed out and its head whipped around knocking Cal off his feet. It then reared up on its hind legs and was about to slam down on Cal when Zach and Abbey thrust their charge batons into the underside of the creature making it fall backwards. It then turned and galloped off into the darkness taking with it a cloud of dust. Ray and Michael both appeared from their positions and joined the group. Zach reached down and helped Cal to hit feet.

“Any damage?” said Zach. Cal felt his ribs, which were bruised but shook his head.  They were all covered in dust, and breathing heavily. Cal’s lamp lay on the ground casting a shallow circle of light against them all.

“That wasn’t a horse,” said Ray, looking confused. Zach noticed his arm was bleeding.

“It got you?” said Michael to Zach.

“No I think I managed to avoid it, maybe when I landed on the ground, must of hit a rock or something. It’s just a scratch.” The thunderous noise was now far away.

“Look, something is very wrong here, the things in the prison, that thing, what the hell’s going on, is this even Earth?” Ray said looking anxious walking around on the spot. ”Back in the eighties I saw some shit, but nothing like this.”

“The stars,” said Cal. Ray looked puzzled. “I’ve looked up at those stars for many years as a kid, this is New Mexico, no doubt.” Ray went to say something, Cal replied before he could. “I don’t know what is going on.”

“We need to keep moving, only an hour of night left and I don’t want to be caught out here when the sun comes up. Everyone keep alert. If something doesn’t feel right fire up your charge baton,” said Zach.

They all fell back into a fractured line and continued walking. As Abbey walked her mind was deep in thought.

There are monsters out here, in the real world, what the hell has happened? What were those loud booms? Is my family still alive? How can I get to Boston?

Abbey wasn’t the only one lost in thought but no one was willing to share.

By time the sun was rising over Organ Mountain the group had made it to the outskirts of the small town of Baldo. The sun glinted off various cars and trucks, some military, proudly laid out in neat rows. Their pace had slowed but they had made it. Unassuming single and double story buildings lay out in front of them. As they approached the first building Zach crouched behind a metal fence.

“Don’t see any sign of life,” said Zach.

“Maybe this place was abandoned, it’s pretty remote,” replied Cal.

“We should split into three groups of two, each explore in a different direction then meet back here when the sun’s at thirty degrees. Which I’m guessing is about three hours from now. Find some more water if you can,” said Zach.

Zach and Abbey walked to the south, Michael and Cal walked west down the main street, leaving Fiona and Ray who stood looking at each other until Fiona turned and walked north, Ray trying to keep up.
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Ray and Fiona stared at the thirty-one-foot missile sticking out of the ground at a forty-five-degree angle. It was one of many forming a steel tubular forest that was the Rocket display at the Baldo museum. In front of it was a small plaque “AirStar 10, First fired 1947.” The “Airstar” wasn’t the only missile leaning at the wrong angle.

“Looks like a storm blew through here,” said Ray half running after Fiona.

“Try and keep up,” said Fiona without turning around.

The glass doors at the entrance to the museum were broken with shards lying on the floor. Fiona looked inside. An empty foyer with a reception area resided in a large light colored room with large images adorning the walls of bygone successes. Fiona kicked open one of the doors and moved slowly into the foyer. The smell of death hit her instantly, it was a smell she knew too well. Walking forward she peered behind the counter and saw two bodies lying on the floor, both with large gashes on their faces and arms. Animal attack? She had once seen a friend attacked by a bear and he had similar injuries but had survived.

“Hey, anyone in there?” asked Ray peering through the broken glass.

“Quiet!” said Fiona angrily.

“You see any food anywhere? Maybe in that vending machine?” Ray pointed.

Fiona breathed heavily. “Wait.” A wide hallway was to the right of the counter, which led down to a larger room. Glass cabinets housing various metallic cylinders lined the walls. She looked down the hallway for any signs of life but there were none. Walking over to the vending machine, which was almost empty she used the pickaxe to hit the glass front until it broke, then grabbed the remaining chocolate bars and cans of soda and handed them to Ray.

“Hold these. Don’t move.”

“Look young lady I’m military too you know. I’m not useless just because I’m a little over the hill.”

Fiona’s cold expression wavered somewhat. “I never said you were old, but I need you to keep watch, make sure nothing comes in behind us.”

“Okay, that I can do.”

Fiona’s attention returned to the hallway housing the cabinets. She strained her hearing best she could in the direction of the room at the end of the hallway but no sound could be heard there. She slowly walked down the hallway into a large room mostly empty save for a few large glass cabinets containing rocket engines. Off this room were three open doors leading to offices. Fiona entered the nearest one. Typed papers littered the floor and lay on a single desk. Filing cabinets were open. A large window offered a view onto some other non-descript buildings nearby. In the middle of the desk in front of a computer keyboard was a piece of paper with a message written in scrawling handwriting.

“James, we have tried to get to the camp near Austin. Can’t stay here Military have told us threat too severe. Love Sylvia.”

What threat? The creatures we have run into?

Standing near the window the sun poured through the glass warming her arms. It had been many years since she had felt that kind of warmth and as she stood there eyes closed in the silence of the office, her mind drifted to thoughts of her daughter playing in her front yard.

The sunbeam that was warming her momentarily became blocked and she was plunged into darkness. Opening her eyes she looked out the window but could see nothing, not even a cloud in the sky.

The sound of glass hitting the ground came from the foyer behind her, she spun around and ran back to the foyer where a clearly distressed Ray was standing.

“Did you see it?” said Ray.

“See what?”

“The giant bird thing?” said Ray.

“There was a shadow but no I didn’t see it.”

“Big as a truck. Flew right over.”

“So you’re freaking out because you saw a big bird?”

“How many birds have you seen with human legs and arms? At least that’s what it looked like, I don’t think it spotted me but it landed behind some buildings over there.” Ray pointed to the southwest.

“There’s nothing here of any use anyway, we should keep moving,” said Fiona stepping over the glass and through the exit door of the museum. Ray looked uneasy about going outside, but followed anyway looking at the sky.
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Zach looked at the rotting corpse in the seat of the semi-truck. The door was open.

“He put up a fight, look at his hands, defensive wounds,” said Zach. Abbey tried not to look. “For someone doing hard time in a military prison you seem kind of squeamish.”

“I don’t like death in real life. I was in that place for other reasons,” replied Abbey.

“Like what?”

“I’m good with computers, they trained me to infiltrate enemy systems, stir the shit.”

“You’re a hacker?” Zach tugged on the body being careful not to touch the skin and blood and pulled it down to the asphalt, then climbed up into the cab.

“I don’t like that term, but yeah,” replied Abbey.

“Half a tank of gas and keys still in the ignition, he must have been trying to leave when what happened, happened, we’re only half a klick from the meeting point, let’s leave it here for now and we will bring everyone back here, don’t want to start it up incase it draws unwanted attention. How the hell did you end up in a hole in New Mexico?” Zach climbed down from the cab, while putting the keys in his chest pocket.

“Does it matter?” said Abbey with a sarcastic expression.

“Nope, just curious.”

They were standing in a diner car park. Along with the truck, a few other cars sat, some with doors closed, others open, but no other bodies.

“What do you think happened here?” said Abbey.

“This place is probably deserted at the best of times but there doesn’t seem to be anyone around, maybe our bosses were experimenting on animals and some got loose?” replied Zach.

Abbey looked around uneasily. “What about the glows we saw in the directions of the big cities?”

Zach looked at her, in some ways she reminded him of his wife Jaclyn.

“Let’s look in the diner maybe we can find some food and see if a TV or radio are working, hell maybe you can do your computer thing as well,” said Zach. 

The outside of the diner had seen better days, with sand caked up against the windows. As they approached the door, a beeping could be heard followed by a male voice.

“I think it’s coming from behind the counter,” said Zach. The inside of the diner was deserted. Half eaten bagels and stagnant coffee resided along the counter at various points. Zach picked up a stained and torn newspaper, which lay on the floor behind a stool. On the cover was a picture of a front of a school with kids running and hundreds of large birds filling the sky above them like they were being chased by an angry cloud.

“BIRDS ATTACK SCHOOL CHILDREN! GOVERNMENT ADVISES NATION TO KEEP CHILDREN INDOORS WHILE IT INVESTIGATES.” The date of the paper was June seventh.

“That paper doesn’t look recent,” said Abbey.

“No it doesn’t. We need to find out when now is,” replied Zach. They both walked around to the back of the counter where a small radio played a constant drone noise, it then changed to male voice.

“THIS IS AN EMERGENCY ANNOUCEMENT BY THE GOVERNMENT. AN EPIDEMIC HAS HIT ANIMAL LIFE AND IS CAUSING MANY ANIMALS TO CHANGE. THIS CHANGE IS CAUSING THEM TO ATTACK HUMANS. PLEASE REMAIN IN YOUR HOMES AND WAIT FOR FURTHER ANNOUNCEMENTS. THE DATE OF THIS ANNOUCEMENT IS JULY, TWENTY-THIRD.”

“Animals change? Why was that such a big deal? It’s July twenty-third?” Abbey reeled off the questions in quick succession.

“Not necessarily, we don’t know how long that message has been playing. By the slight chill in the air I would say it’s autumn, maybe mid September, maybe later.”

Abbey’s expression changed. “Look this is crazy. I’m sorry I have to leave. I have to get back to Boston.” She started backing away towards the diner entrance.

“And how you going to get to Boston from here?” 

“I don’t know I’ll think of something.”

“I’ll take you, in the truck, or as far as we can go in it,” said Zach, his hand lifting slightly towards her, Abbey stopped. “Going towards Boston is as good as any other direction, and like you said before, it’s good we stick together.”

“No offence but all I know about you is you were stuck in a hole for the militaries worst problems, the kind that rape and kill.”

Zach’s head hung, and he sighed. “I know this won’t mean squat to you right now, but I will help you get to Boston. You have my word on that. But if you want to find your own way well that’s your choice.”

Abbey looked unsure, placing a hand on the diner counter. “Ok fine, for now I’ll see how things play out, let’s see if there’s any food around here, there’s not much time before we need to be back at the meeting point.”

They both moved behind the counter and with batons raised walked through a small swing door to the kitchen. In the gloom, burnt pans lay on a small stove and cutlery lay scattered on the grease stained beige floor. Two other doors, both closed where ahead and to the right of them. The right one had, “Storage” written on a piece of paper nailed to it. They both slowly moved towards it, Zach moved his head near the note trying to hear any noise inside. He then pressed on the door gently and pushed it open. A large tin labeled new potatoes rolled away from the door banging up against a rotting foot. They both put their hands over their mouths and tried not to breath as the stench burst out of the small space looking for freedom. Zach pulled on a small piece of string just inside the door and a dirty bulb came to life illuminating the source of the smell, as well as numerous cans of food lining both sides of the small room. Zach took a step back.

“Similar wounds as the semi driver. Her clothes are torn, ripped, looks like she bled out in here.”

Abbey stood frozen looking at the corpse of the middle-aged woman whose final resting place was a food storage room.

“Hey, we can’t do anything for her, but we can use that food. Let’s find some kind of rucksack or large bag we can put this food in.” Abbey blinked a few times and breathed once heavily then started looking around the kitchen.
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“BEYOND THE DESERT MOTEL. $39 PER NIGHT”

Cal and Michael stood looking at the sand blasted motel sign. After leaving the others they had walked past some burnt out cars and a few empty storage units but this was the first place they came across which might contain anything useful, the only problem was the damaged police car sitting in the parking lot. They crouched down.

“We need to get out of these clothes,” said Michael.

“Agreed, let’s check those rooms, see if there are any clothes in them,” said Cal gesturing to the open door of the closest room to them. “It’s so quiet. Have you noticed that? No insects, no birds, nothing. It feels like the world died.” 

“Just as long as that includes no cops as well,” said Michael, studying the police car.

Taking the lead Cal ran to the first room, ducking as low as he could. Michael followed closely behind. 

Rotting Chow Mein hanging out of various red cartons lay strewn across the minimalist carpeting. The room also contained a single bed, nightstand and a desk with a flat screen TV on top of it. Even $39 per night seemed too much.

Cal closed the door behind them. Michael collapsed on the single bed. “Oh man, a real bed, wonder if you can still get porn.”

“What is it with you and naked flicks?” replied Cal.

“A real bed, porn and a good Chinese takeout, whoever had this room before had the right idea.” 

At the back of the room was a door to a small bathroom. A laundry basket lay knocked over, containing two shirts, a sweat shirt with the phrase, “I’m not your bitch” on the front, one orange t-shirt, a pair of jeans, underwear, and socks, none of which smelt particularly good. Cal pulled the prison jumpsuit off and put the jeans on, followed by the light gray shirt, which fit tighter than he would have wished. Michael repeatedly pushed the buttons on the side of the flat screen TV, which resisted his attempts to turn on.

“Maybe the power’s out,” said Michael while looking at the back of the TV.

“While you continue your porn quest I’m going to check out these other rooms. I’ll see if I can find you pants, but put on that other shirt anyway just in case I don’t find anything,” said Cal as he left the room. 

A light breeze blew some trash across the parking lot. Cal wondered if the cop who drove the cruiser was still around. He looked for any signs of life amongst the windows of the various single rooms both on the ground floor and the second, but none could be seen. Cal quickly made his way past the rooms to the last one. It was like the one he had just left apart from a stack of food on the bed and the dead guy in his underwear on the floor, maybe this was the guy from the first room. He looked in his forties. The carpet around him was dyed dark brown and across his back, two large gashes made by something jagged. He had obviously tried to make it to the safety of this room and failed. Sweat started to collect on Cal’s forehead, making him wipe it away with his hand. He took the backpack off and stepped over the body towards the food. As he was placing the chocolate bars, cans of soda, and a few tins of canned fish into the backpack he heard a noise from outside. Quickly turning he saw an elderly dark haired man dressed in a cops uniform half walk half, limp back into a room on the second floor, across the parking lot. Cal slowly pulled the room door closed, keeping his eyes fixed on the room the cop went into. He then hurriedly put the rest of the food into the backpack. Looking through the nicotine smelling curtains to see if there was any movement outside, he reached for the room door handle then stopped. Clothes. Cal looked around the room. Nothing. Entering the bathroom his attention was immediately caught by the dark pants on a towel rail, luckily they looked roughly Michael’s size so Cal pushed them into the backpack, which was now pretty full. He had another quick check outside, then walked quickly back to the room were Michael was.

As soon as Cal entered the room he could hear water running in the bathroom.

“Waters not that warm but it still feels great!” Michael shouted from the bathroom. Cal appeared in the doorway.

“I saw the cop, think he also saw me, he’s holed up in a room on the second floor, I think he might have been injured.”

“You think he’s going to be a problem?” replied Michael, washing with some soap in the ink-spot stained sink.

“Not if you put these on.” Cal held out the pants.

Cal returned to the main room while Michael finished washing and finally emerged in his new clothes.

“So what’s the plan? Do we talk to the cop or leave him and move on?” said Michael. Cal stood looking out of the window at the cop’s room.

“He’s the first person we have seen alive, but we don’t know what went down out here, maybe he’s infected, crazy like the rest,” said Cal.

“Crazy with a gun, reminds me of some of my exes.”

Cal smiled. “There’s no way of knowing if he saw us come in with our jumpsuits on.”

“If he did then why isn’t he banging on the door?”

“World ended, maybe he doesn’t care anymore, or maybe he doesn’t like his chances with that injury,” said Cal who stood in thought for a few seconds. “I say we just leave him and move on.”

“If he’s got the keys, that cruiser might come in real handy,” said Michael. 

“And what if he shoots us the first chance he gets? It’s not worth it. There will be other vehicles, let’s get out of here, we can split up, there were some homes across the street I’ll check them out, you have a look around the back of the motel. Give it fifteen minutes then we both meet back in the street and head back,” said Cal.

Cal stood in the main street outside the motel. The town of Baldo looked like the kind of place the desert tried to forget. An assortment of single story wooden houses lay on both sides of the street. No sign of life thought Cal. The house on the opposite side of the street was the only place that looked like it had been inhabited recently. Wind chimes sung their tune and the screen door clattered in applause. Cal walked over to the front porch, pulled the screen door open and looked through the front door. A pleasantly laid out hallway, gave way to a kitchen and two doors on both sides. Children’s drawings lay on the floor of the hallway. One in particular caught Cal’s eye, a figure lying with bright red crayon all over it with the word, “Momy” above, and next to that what looked like a child’s version of Satan. Wings, horns, and a wide smile.

The carport to the left side of the property was empty but it was well stocked with tools. A large oil can sat on the floor which gave Cal an idea, whatever vehicles they came across might be out of gas so this oil can might be useful to collect some if he found any. He picked up the can and walked around back of the property through an unlocked gate. A rusty barrel and a white wooden door lay covered in autumn leaves. At the back of the yard a child’s swing with a red-flaked plastic seat swayed in the morning breeze. To the right another carport, this one contained a blue pickup. Cal tried the back door to the property but it was securely locked like the first. It crossed Cal’s mind to break a window but something about the silence disturbed him and he wasn’t eager to make too much noise.

Crossing the yard, he tried the pickup’s doors but both were locked, he then wondered about the gas this pickup might have, returning to the workshop he grabbed some garden hose which hung on the wall. Cutting the hose down with some garden shears he grabbed the remains and returned to the pickup and opened the hubcap, he then slid the hose down into the opening, then back out. The end of the hose was covered in a brown liquid. Gas. Placing the end back into the hole, he sucked on the other end until he saw something rising up the tube then placed the other end in the can, the gas started to flow freely. As he stood there he thought about his sister and his niece, and how he used to enjoy going to the park with them whenever he was back. He was resigned to what he had done, he knew he would never see them again, but now he was out, out in this silent world he wondered where they were now. Maybe all he would ever have were his memories of them. The gas overran the top of the canister burning his hand. He judged the canister would provide at least a half a tank for an average sedan. He started walking back to the street outside the motel when two loud bangs rang out.

There was no mistaking the sound of gunfire, and it was coming from the motel’s direction. The cops shot Michael. Running as fast as he could with the gas-laden canister he got back to the front of the motel, but there was no sign of anyone. He then picked up the sound of talking from behind the motel, where the pool was meant to be. Putting the canister down, he ran along the front of the rooms, then stopped when he got to the alleyway, still no sign of life but the voices where louder. Cal moved quickly but quietly along the alley until he got to an iron gate that was open at the end, and saw Michael lying on the floor with blood on his arms. Standing next to him was the elderly cop, but Cal wasn’t looking at him, instead he was looking at the winged humanoid form writhing around in the bottom of the pool.


CHAPTER 11












Fiona lay on the hood of a green sedan, Ray sat on a small wall reading a paper he picked up, and Zach and Abbey were sitting silent on the grass nearby when the gunshots rang out from the west. All but Ray jumped up looking towards where the sound came from.

“Abbey, wait here with Ray,” said Zach, Fiona gave a small nod and they both ran off down the main street, stopping after a few hundred yards.

“I think it came from near that motel over there,” said Zach. They approached the parking lot slowly using what cover they could. Just as they were about to cross the parking lot, Cal appeared from an alleyway along with Michael, who’s face had some cuts, Cal was also helping what appeared to be an injured policeman. Zach went to move forward then realized what he was wearing. Fiona looked at them then Zach.

“Screw it,” said Zach, launching himself forward and towards the group, Fiona following behind. Cal, Michael and the cop stopped as Zach and Fiona walked up to them.

“They’re with us,” Cal told the cop. “Guy’s Zach, woman’s Fiona.”

Zach looked at the cop’s holstered gun. “There were shots.”

“Jacob saved me,” said Michael still looking dazed.

“Names Jacob Duran, I’m…well I was the chief here in Baldo until it all changed, I can see you boys…and girls were imprisoned, none of that matters now, but I suggest we get inside in case we draw any more attention from the…creatures, my room up there has supplies. Your friend here could do with some bandages on those wounds,” said Jacob.

Zach could see Cal and Michael already had some trust in this Jacob guy, so that was enough for now. He nodded and they all walked up to the second floor and into Jacob’s room. It was of similar dimensions to the others but seemed much smaller due to the many-labeled boxes it contained.

“CANNED FISH”, “NUTS AND SEEDS”, “CANDLES”, “CLOTHING”. 

“Every time I come across something I categorize it so I know how much I got,” said Jacob, standing in the middle of the crowded room. Michael was in the bathroom washing his wounds clean, Zach and Cal were sitting on some makeshift chairs made out of piles of tied together magazines and Fiona was standing near the door.

“That looks like a fresh wound,” said Zach, gesturing to the patch of blood seeping through his pants, half way up his leg.

“Two days ago I had just parked the cruiser outside when the creature that attacked your friend attacked me. Its talons or whatever you want to call them clipped my leg, I only just made it back to the room. Luckily it missed the artery,” said Jacob.

“I’m sorry about your leg, but what the hell happened out here? Where are all the people?” Fiona asked. Jacob sighed and sat on the end of the bed, Michael appeared from the bathroom.

“Look at the boxes in the bathroom you will find one titled ‘Medical’, inside you’ll find some bandages, use one on your wound,” said Jacob to Michael before turning his attention back to Fiona’s question. “To be honest I don’t know much, it all happened so quick, the creatures came and killed a lot of folk, most that survived took off for the big cities,” said Jacob.

“But you stayed,” said Zach.

“It was my duty, son,” replied Jacob looking straight into Zach’s eyes.

Michael reemerged with a Band-Aid across his forehead, eating a candy bar.

“We need to tell Abbey and Ray, maybe bring them back here,” said Zach.

“There are more of you?” said Jacob.

“Yeah…that a problem?” said Zach.

“Not at all, but there’s only so much food to go around.”

“We’ll find more,” said Zach, standing up, “You okay staying here while I get the others?” he asked Fiona who nodded.

Zach was only gone twenty mins before returning to find everyone eating. “This is Abbey and Ray,” he said to Jacob.

“Nice to meet you both of you. There’s still running water in the bathroom and towels if you want a wash.” Abbey grinned and moved into the bathroom closing the door behind her, while Ray just stood staring at Jacob.

“Can I help you with something?” said Jacob to Ray.

“I can’t help have this feeling that I’ve seen you somewhere before,” said Ray.

“Well maybe you have, I’ve been chief in this town for a long time, been in a few papers over the years,” said Jacob.

“Hmm maybe. Anyway, where’s the food,” said Ray, looking at all the boxes.

A few empty boxes of food later, they all lay and sat in various parts of the room, the sun beginning to sink below the mountains.

“So what was your plan? Just stay holed up in this room hoping to not be found by the creatures?” said Zach to Jacob.

“I was leaving when I was attacked, since then I’ve just been waiting for the bleeding to stop and hoping that it doesn’t get infected. What’s your plan?” said Jacob.

“Boston,” said Abbey.

Michael and Cal raised their heads. Ray seemed asleep and Fiona’s head remained motionless.

“That’s quite some way young lady,” said Jacob.

“I’ve got family there, I need to go.”

“You don’t know what’s out there between you and your family, maybe more of those creatures maybe worse.”

“I’m taking her,” said Zach. Michael and Cal looked at him then at each other.

“And what about you two? You going to ‘Boston’ as well?” said Jacob to Michael and Cal, who looked at each other again.

“That’s the plan,” replied Fiona looking at Jacob. Ray snorted, his head falling on her shoulder, which she pushed back up.

“You’re going to need a few vehicles and plenty of gas then.”

“We found a semi-truck in a parking lot near a diner about one click south from here, has a pretty full tank of gas, could probably hold maybe six or seven of us,” said Zach.

“I think we should avoid Albuquerque,” said Cal, “You must have heard the loud booms last night?”

“I was in a fever for most of the night, didn’t hear a thing,” said Jacob.

“How’s you leg now?” said Fiona.

“Still hurts, still bleeding, beyond that I have no idea.”

Fiona got up and sat in front of Jacob. “Take your pants off I’ve got some medical training, I’ll take a look,” said Fiona. Jacob stood, lowered his pants, and sat back down.

“Now lift your lower leg.” Fiona placed his leg on a small box and inspected the wound. “Were you a doctor in a former life? Because this is expertly sewn up.”

Jacob smiled. “Many years on the job you learn a thing or two.”

“You got any antibiotics in these boxes, that’s what you need.”

“Couldn’t find any on my travels.”

Fiona looked around the room at the various boxes until she came across one titled, ‘Veg’. She rummaged through it and pulled out some garlic. “Peel these, and chew on it, might help.” 

Jacob pulled his pants back up and lay further back on the bed near the top. “When the sun’s completely gone light some of these candles but not too many.” 

Zach pulled the already mostly closed curtains even more closed, and rammed a small piece of wood under the door to give it a bit more resistance should something tried to open it. Abbey found a small box of matches and lit three candles in the main room and one in the bathroom. Cal and Michael had both gotten more comfortable, while Fiona had thrown some old clothes in the bath and laid down in there. Abbey lay in a corner of the room, a few pillows behind her head, while Zach sat on the floor near the door. Ray continued sleeping.


CHAPTER 12












Zach stood looking down at the creature presumably dead in the bottom of the pool. It reminded him of those fake fairground monster attractions that his grandfather used to tell him about. Something so impossible that it had to be fake, something you laughed at. Fiona jumped down into the pool, pickaxe at the ready. Strewn around the pool were various pieces of furniture, and what looked like bones, but it was hard to tell if they were human or animal. This creature had been using the pool as some kind of nest.

“Slowly,” Zach said to Fiona, as he pulled himself down into the pool as well. Jacob stood above them watching. As Zach moved closer to the creature he could see it was very real. Tiny short feathers covered most of it, including two huge wings, one of which was folded. The torso was three-feet in length similar to humans in size but slimmer. The head was monkey like but also had bird features, with a short beak and large bird like eyes. As well as the wings it had two small-feathered covered arms but instead of hands at the end were claws, each one with three talons. And lower down were two small legs, with primate looking feet, except the nails were longer. Two deep red bullet holes were in its torso, Zach could also see one of its wings was badly damaged. It was quite dead as parts of it had already started to turn blue and the smell was something you covered your mouth for.

Fiona nudged one of its wings with her foot. They both froze just in case there came a reaction but there was none.

“What the hell is it?” said Fiona. Zach stood shaking his head, trying to think what it could be. He never was that interested in biology at school, and always-switched channels when a wildlife program came on. He always found humans more than enough to understand anyway. Zach looked up at Jacob who was uneasily crouching down, trying to get as good a look as he could from being twelve-feet away.

“Any ideas?” Zach said to Jacob.

“None come to mind,” replied Jacob.

“Whatever it is it’s dead, can’t harm us now, let’s get back,” said Zach.

“I’m going to scope out nearby buildings some more, never know what we might find,” said Fiona.

“I have to get the truck and bring it back here so I’ll go with you, but I want to be leaving in an hour,” said Zach, lifting himself out of the pool then helping Fiona do the same. Fiona, put her pickaxe back in her custom made holster and they all walked back to parking lot.

“I don’t know of any prisons around here,” said Jacob.

“We were being transported some miles from here, bus was attacked, we survived best we could until we made it to this town,” Zach replied without hesitation.

Jacob smiled. “As far as I’m concerned all past sins have been forgotten, for all we know we are the last people alive on this planet, the past is the past, agreed?” He held out his hand, which Zach took.

“How about you come with us?” said Zach.

“To Boston?”

“Or as far as you want to go. There’s nothing left in this town of yours, why stay? Maybe you could be of help elsewhere.”

Jacob rubbed his chin. “I think you may have a point.”

“Tell the others about the creature. We should be back within the hour,” said Zach, jogging out of the parking lot onto the main road followed by Fiona, Jacob returned to the room.

“Left or right,” said Zach, looking down Main Street to where they entered the town. He then looked upwards to the sky. Nothing seemed to be up there but he didn’t want to take any risks, he also wasn’t sure how much charge the baton had left. 

“Let’s go left, then left again that should take us back to the area you were but we will see a bit more of this dust bowl town,” said Fiona. They both set off down main street, half jogging half walking, stopping to look in the homes and shacks which littered both sides of the street. Eventually they got to a junction and took left again, on the right was a sign that caught both their eyes.

“PATTERSONS USED CAR LOT, BUY/SALE/TRADE”

A wire fence stood between them and an assortment of dirty looking vehicles, most of which would have been old a decade ago.

“They will probably have keys in the office and we can find gas…actually Cal said he found some gas yesterday,” said Zach. After crossing the street, he was about to climb the fence when he noticed another sign, “BEWARE THE DOG”.

He stopped, and peered through the wire fence, but nothing could be seen or heard. Kicking the fence a few times, still nothing from beyond, so he climbed up and over helping Fiona do the same. They both crouched down, listening best they could for any sign of life, but only complete silence came back to them.

“Maybe the dog’s dead or gone, but be ready in case,” said Zach in a hushed voice, “I say we take the blue pickup, looks the newest here anyway.” He gestured towards a nineties looking pickup, with white writing on the windshield.

“1 PREVIOUS OWNER $3500”.

Fiona stared at the vehicle. “I used to drive my husband’s.”

“You were married?”

“You don’t have to sound so shocked, it was a long time ago.”

“You ok getting the keys? I’ll check its gas and see if any of these other rust buckets have any we can siphon.”

Fiona nodded and moved off swiftly towards the office. Zach picked up a piece of wire he had spotted laying on the ground, pulled the gas cap off, then fed the wire into the hole until he hit resistance then pulled it back out. Quarter of a tank, not too bad. He looked over towards Fiona and just caught her going inside the office. He then moved onto the next vehicle and did the wire dip again, this time half a tank. He just needed some tubing, but looking around the car lot couldn’t see any. The office seemed the best bet so he went inside. Fiona wasn’t to be seen, but he was immediately hit by the smell of death. The front office was small, and completely covered in wood veneer paneling. Hanging on the wall was a photo of a middle-aged man with a dog. If that was the aforementioned dog then there was never going to be anything to be scared of anyway.

“You in here?” Zach questioned to the open door behind the counter.

“Back here,” said Fiona. Behind the counter was a small back office, and another door which opened to what looked like a garage. A middle-aged man lay dead in a black leather chair, head blown backwards by a gun blast, and a piece of red speckled paper clenched in his hand. Fiona was just standing there.

“I found the keys.” She gestured to the rack of keys on the wall, which sat next to two adult themed calendars. Zach moved forward and grabbed the pickup’s keys, while looking at one of the calendars.

“We have more important things to do with our time,” said Fiona.

“Look at what’s written.”

They both leaned in for a closer look at the blue handwriting in the calendar’s boxes.

“August third, Date of evacuation.”, “August tenth, second attempt at evac.”, “August twenty-fourth, Communications stop.”.

They both stood there, trying to absorb what must have unfolded over the previous few months.

“I’m going to look in the garage, I need some tubing to siphon more gas, you ok?” said Zach.

“Yup.”

Zach moved off into the garage. Walls lined with various oil-covered tools sat on both sides of two car lifts, one which had a car raised a few feet in the air. The garage was surprisingly well stocked considering how remote they were and it didn’t take long for Zach to spot some tubing in a wooden box under a worktop. The car on the lift was a yellow 1970s sports coupe which had seen better days. They must have been working on it when they had to stop, leaving it doorless, and tireless. 

Zach walked up to it and felt the paintwork, in a different life he had one similar and used to take his family on rides in it.

“Ready?” Fiona appeared in the garage doorway. Zach half smiled and looked around the garage again. He was sure there were many things here that might come in handy in the days ahead but most were heavy, and he didn’t have time to think about it. He did see a hand torch on the wall, which seemed to be fully working and a small pack of tools in a pouch, so he grabbed all of that along with the tubing and walked back out with Fiona. When passing the dead man in the chair he noticed the note he was holding was laying on the floor, letting Fiona walk on ahead he put some things down and picked up the note. Written across the middle of it in hardly legible writing was a message that chilled Zach to his bones.

“I WON’T BE EATEN—DALE.”


CHAPTER 13












Cal opened his eyes, after the first night for a long time of no dreams. His arm had gone dead a few times during the night, which woke him but each time he had no trouble returning to sleep. The sun shone through small gaps in the curtains like laser beams full of pixie dust. Cal lay there watching the particles dance, when he realized Michael was tugging on his foot. Cal looked up and saw him gesturing to the bathroom. Cal got to his feet and it was this moment he realized Zach and Jacob were not in the room and Ray and Abbey were still asleep. Cal looked into the bathroom and Fiona was gone too. Cal and Michael moved slowly into the bathroom, and closed the door.

“You onboard with this Boston thing? I got family in San Francisco,” said Michael, keeping his voice low. “They disowned me when I was convicted but still it’s family. Maybe I need go west instead.”

“We survived this long because we stuck together. We don’t even know if San Fran is still there, we don’t know anything, yet. Let’s go along for the ride we can always do our own thing when the time’s right,” said Cal.

“What do you think of our merry band of fellow inmates? That Zach guy seems to like to be in control.”

“I’m almost certain he’s an MP, or was. As long as he keeps making the right choices I’ll back his plays.”

The front door opened and someone was heard entering. Cal opened the bathroom door. Abbey yawned. Ray lifted his head and blinked a few times.

“Zach and the other lady have gone to get the truck,” said Jacob, wincing as he sat on the bed. “We went to check that the thing out back was properly dead. It is.”

“Any idea what it was?” said Cal.

“No good ideas. There’s legends in these parts of giant birds, but I don’t think it’s that,” said Jacob.

“There’s more than just giant birds out here now, we have seen…” Said Abbey.

“Harmadillo’s,” said Michael, appearing from behind Cal. Abbey stopped, and everyone apart from Jacob smiled and gave a stifled laugh.

“That’s what I’m calling that thing in the desert,” said Michael.

“It’s a lot scarier than it sounds,” said Abbey.

“I’m sure it is. We need to pack,” replied Jacob. 

“We?” said Cal.

“Zach asked if I wanted to come along, I agreed. There are a few boxes of bottled water around here somewhere, along with that we are going to need all the food, clothes and candles as much as we can get into that truck along with ourselves. It might be a good idea for those of you who are still in your bright orange clothes to find something else in these boxes, we might come across law enforcement who, well, still want to enforce the law. It’s a discussion I would rather not have to have.”

Abbey and Ray set about changing their clothes while Cal and Michael piled boxes up on the landing outside the room, according to Jacobs’s instructions. After fifty or so minutes the truck pulled into the parking lot followed by a blue pickup. Zach got out of the truck wearing jeans, and a dark t-shirt, Fiona got out of the pickup also wearing jeans and a light gray jacket.

“Any trouble?” Cal shouted down to Zach, who shook his head.

“Five in the truck, two in the pickup,” Zach shouted up, while pointing to both each vehicle in turn. “We can get a lot of those boxes in the truck as well, the rest will go in the back of the pickup.”

Cal nodded. After a short amount of time, the motel room was now its original size with all the supplies being packed between both vehicles. They all stood in the motel room around a large map that was laid out on the bed.

“If we are heading towards Boston, then we need to head north east along highway seventy,” said Jacob.

“No,” replied Fiona. 

“Why not?” replied Jacob.

“It takes us past that air force base.” Fiona pointed at the clearly marked base on the map. The original members of the group looked at each other.

“And why would that be a problem?” said Jacob.

“We could cut across to the 54, then onto the 506 and head towards Roswell,” replied Zach.

“There are birdman creatures, giant armored horses and who knows what we saw before that and you want to go through Roswell?” said Ray. Most of the group went to laugh, then smile then it didn’t seem such a crazy question.

“We can detour around Roswell if we have too. We should get to Roswell or in that vicinity about midday, we don’t stop unless we see an easy way to top up the gas for the vehicles or we see more food or water supplies, agreed?” said Zach looking around the group, everyone nodded. “I’ll take the truck, Abbey, Ray, Jacob and Michael can be with me, Cal and Fiona in the pickup, I’ll let you decide who drives,” he said, looking at Cal and Fiona.

“I’ve driven these pickups for many years,” said Fiona still looking at the map.

“Okay then,” replied Cal and with that they all filed out of the motel room and into the vehicles. As the small convoy was leaving the town of Baldo, Fiona slammed on the brakes of the pickup, got out grabbed a bicycle, threw it in the back and jumped back in. Cal looked at her.

“Might come in handy,” she said, pulling out to catch up with the truck.


CHAPTER 14












Abbey had never been on a road trip before and as the distant blue mountains, small desert bushes, and sand rolled by, she tried closing her eyes to imagine that’s what this was, but she couldn’t. She had pretended to sleep most of the night before and now was no different. She wasn’t sure who she could trust or not in this group but Zach was the closest to someone she thought she could. But who knew? What had he had done to be thrown into a hole in New Mexico? What about the rest of them? She had never killed anyone, but these people? Most of them were probably killers of some sort or another. They all seemed relatively sane, but then from her studies she knew psychopaths’ and sociopaths could fake sanity without anyone realizing their true intentions. She needed to be on her guard all the time, but for now with the others just a few feet behind her head, pretending to be sleeping seemed a good course of action. 

Zach said they were lucky to find a truck that still had a CB radio, but even though it was turned on nothing could be heard on the other end, Zach would talk into it and static was the only response.

The trucks cabin was spacious, and would have allowed plenty of room for three people if it wasn’t for the boxes fighting for the same space. They were piled up against the back and along one side, which meant someone had to sit on top of them, while on the left was just enough room for two people to sit more or less comfortably on the leather padded seats. Above their heads were various cupboards, which Ray was searching through.

“What you hoping to find?” said Jacob who was in the far left corner.

“A good book. It’s the one thing you didn’t deem important with all your hoarding,” replied Ray, opening and closing small wooden doors. “Ah!” A moment of delight was quickly followed by disappointment. “Of Mice and Men, seriously?”

“That’s a fine book,” said Jacob.

“It is, but I’ve read it, guess I can read it again.” Something caught his eye at the back of the small cupboard he’d just pulled the novel from. It was a small notebook, with a few handwritten scribbles but mostly empty. Next to it was a pen Ray put both in his back pocket.

After an hour they were onto the 506, a lot of which was more dirt road than a highway. Their pace slowed as Zach didn’t want to risk the truck getting stuck at any point. Eventually buildings appeared on the sides of the road, but none with any sign of life and Zach wasn’t stopping to find out.

A few times Abbey thought she saw puffs of smoke in the distance of similar shape and form to their night in the desert, when they came across the horse like creature, but she thought better not to mention them. Eventually they joined the 24, then finally back onto the main highway. If possible the landscape became even more barren and devoid of green, just miles and miles of sand and rocks.

“You could be forgiven thinking we were on another planet out here. It’s been two hours since I’ve seen a tree,” said Cal.

“Where were you before you ended up back there?” Fiona asked.

“I grew up in southern California, near San Diego.”

“When’d you sign up?” Cal thought about asking why all the questions, but this was the first chance to talk since they left and he needed it.

“Eighteen, straight outta college, it was either the Marines or football. My grandfather had taught me to fire a rifle and I always thought I was pretty good so Marines it was. You?”

“I got pregnant when I was seventeen, typical young trailer mom with the abusive husband, eventually I lost the kid and the husband.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“No, she’s still alive…I think. They just took her from me, husband blamed me for her ‘injuries’, no one believed it when I said he was the cause of it. After that I had nothing to live for so I joined the army. Turned out it was the right place for me.”

“Do you know what happened to her?”

“No idea.”

Cal went to say something else but thought better to change the subject. “So what do you think happened?”

“Out here in the world?”

“Yes.”

Fiona was silent for a few seconds. “Some scientist in some lab controlled by some government did something wrong, the usual.” She followed the truck onto the main road into Roswell.

To Zach’s right a shiny red looking semi-truck sat parked on the side of the road. Ahead of it a car was parked in the middle of the highway. Zach slowed then pushed it aside clearing the path for Fiona and Cal behind.

As they got closer to Roswell, green fields appeared on both sides. After so many miles of yellow and beige Abbey sighed with relief just to see some form of life even if it were of the plant variety. As they traveled on, trailer homes appeared along with junkyards and larger homes. After twenty minutes they arrived at a junction with a gas station on one of the corners. Zach pulled the truck onto the forecourt along side the diesel pump. He looked around at Abbey then over his shoulder to the rest, they were all asleep. Zach jumped down from the truck, closing the door quietly. The pickup stopped along side.

“Can’t see there being any diesel in these pumps but I thought it was worth a try,” said Zach towards Fiona as she lowered her window.

“We’re going to look inside,” said Cal.

Zach was right, there was no diesel in the pump, but hoped there might be some canisters of fuel inside the station. He stood in front of the truck looking around, down the main street to the assortment of motel signs, and up to the sky. There was no sound, not even the wind to break the silence. The early afternoon sun meant you couldn’t be outside too long and Zach suddenly realized how thirsty he was. He entered the gas station shop, which was well lit by the sun. A few rows of shelves contained candy and other snacks, and some more useful items like batteries and rope. The interior looked pretty well ordered considering people must have left in a hurry. Along one of the walls was a rack of magazines and newspapers one of which Cal was reading.

“WORLDS ANIMAL LIFE CHANGING, SCIENTISTS BAFFLED, July 2nd.”

“I saw elsewhere that they tried an evacuation around the start of August, so whatever happened, happened quickly,” said Zach to Cal.

“Maybe everyone is holed up in camps somewhere,” replied Cal.

“Maybe, where’s Fiona?”

“In the john.”

“We should probably grab as much of this stuff as possible, along with shovels, put as much in the back of the pickup as we can,” said Zach.

The glass door behind him opened and Abbey came in. Zach looked over at the truck. Jacob and Ray stood outside of it, stretching their arms and backs. Abbey walked straight past Zach and in the direction of the bathroom.

As he was watching the truck, Michael leaned out of the window waving his arm. The others around leapt up on the running board. Zach’s first instinct was they were being attacked and looked up at the sky but nothing could be seen. Whatever they were doing it was getting them pretty excited. Zach ran outside and jumped up inside the trucks driver seat.

“What’s the fuss?” he said, but instantly he saw the source of the commotion as Michael had the CB handset to his mouth.

“Say again, where are you?” said Michael.

“You have to say ‘Over’,” said Ray.

“Over,” said Michael.

“Michael was talking to himself on the CB radio when someone replied,” said Jacob to Zach. They all waited for a reply. Cal appeared from the gas station arms full of supplies and dumped them into the back of the pickup, then walked over to the truck.

“My names Michael, I’m in…”

“Don’t’ say where we are,” said Zach, interrupting Michael.

“Are you near Roswell? Over,” said Michael. Still only static.

“Are you sure you heard someone?” asked Ray.

“Yes, a guy’s voice said, ‘Stay off Main Street.’” They all stepped back from the truck and looked around, trying to ascertain what street they were on.

“Look.” Ray pointed to the west at a green street sign on the traffic light.

“MAIN ST”.

“Hello, can you say again, over.” Michael once again tried getting a response to whoever was on the other end of the airwaves, but no reply came.

“I’m going to take a leak,” said Ray, who set off for the gas station entrance, but was stopped in his tracks. A sound of what could only be described as a deep thundering howling noise bellowed out from nearby.

Zach looked at the glass windows of the gas station and quickly realized they were not going to provide any kind of protection. “Everyone back in the truck now,” he shouted, running into the station. Abbey and Fiona came running out of the back.

“Did you hear that?” said Abbey.

“Back in the truck and pickup now, we need to find cover.”

Abbey and Zach ran back to the truck, Fiona and Cal back to the pickup. Just as Zach turned the ignition something appeared on a roof about two hundred yards to their north, on the opposite side of the street. They all strained to see what it was.

“Hold on,” Zach shouted, revving the trucks engine and pulling off as fast as the truck could manage, Fiona did the same behind him. A second howl boomed out, the sounds somehow even more evasive because of the lack of other noise. Zach looked in his wing mirror and saw not one of these creatures but three.

The truck careered straight into the side of a green sedan. Luckily it proved of little resistance, but the inhabitants of the cabin were thrown forward. Michael slammed into the side cupboard, while Jacob and Ray hit the back of the front seats.

“You all okay back there?” said Zach.

“We’re fine, don’t stop.” shouted Jacob. Zach looked again in the side mirrors and his heart missed a beat as the first of these creatures had jumped down from the roof, and was now pursuing them, being only twenty yards from the pickup. 

“Did you see it? It looked like a…” Said Fiona.

“Werewolf?” replied Cal, looking over his shoulder.

“Is it gaining on us, I’m already doing fifty,” said Fiona, as she moved along side the truck. Various UFO related buildings flashed by.

“It’s right behind us!” said Cal, just as the snarling gothic form leapt forward swiping and catching the back of the pickup.

Fiona fought with the wheel and managed to keep their direction straight. “Is your seatbelt on?” she shouted.

“Yes.”

“Then hold on.” Fiona looked in her rear mirror, the creature was thirty-feet away. Slowing slightly to let it catch up, she slammed on the brakes. Both of their bodies pushed forward, straining the fabric of the seatbelts to their maximum. The rear wheels of the pickup lifted, throwing some of their supplies out onto the street. The creature slammed into the back of the truck, howling in pain. Fiona slammed the pickup into reverse, trying to roll back over the creature, but there was no bump, just the creature screeching.

“I think we’re just pushing it backwards. Let’s get the hell out of here,” Cal shouted. Fiona floored the accelerator and the pickup roared forward, leaving the creature snarling and whimpering behind them. In the distance its companions ran towards it. 

“Where are they?” said Cal, looking for the truck.

Fiona pointed. “There.” 

The truck was parked, outside a six-story office building.

Zach was beckoning them to pull up in front. “Inside,” he shouted.

Cal and Fiona jumped out of the pickup. Looking back they could see the creatures three hundred or so yards away, they seemed to be standing around the injured one, but looking in their direction. Cal grabbed some of the supplies from the pickup, including torches, and they all ran into the office’s foyer.

The office’s entrance had strong glass doors, laced with steel bars.

Zach grabbed one of the chairs. “The others have gone up to the next floor, follow me.”

They all filed into the stairwell.

Zach closed the door behind, then jammed the chair against the handle. “Small entrance, small hallways, we can defend this place,” he said, moving up the stairs. They came out to a smart looking landing, with three doors. Following the sound of voices they walked into a large open plan office area with cubicles and chairs. The others were standing and sitting. Abbey was close to the window looking in the direction from where they came.
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The afternoon sun made the glass windows warm to the touch. Once they made it to the first floor they could see the creatures in the distance, sniffing the air around them. Whatever these things were they saw the direction the group went in but did not pursue them, instead after thirty or so minutes they dragged the body of the injured one behind a building and out of site. There had been no more signs of the creatures. The group had spent the time since then making quick runs to the truck and pickup pausing every thirty minutes, but grabbing as much as each of them could. One person would carry while the other would be look-out with Ray and Jacob watching from the first story windows, which gave them a good view in three directions. They had decided soon after entering the building that they would hole up there for at least a few nights, if for no other reason than to find the source of the CB message they received at the gas station. The last thing Zach grabbed was the CB radio, before pulling the pickup and truck up even closer to the front entrance.

Finally after some hours they all sat on various desks and chairs, tired out, with boxes and other supplies scattered across the floor.

“We should see what’s on the other floors, maybe we are not alone in here,” said Jacob.

“If there’s anyone or anything in here it’s kept very quiet,” said Cal.

“Either way we need to be sure, three groups of two, me and Abbey will take the next floor, Cal and Michael the next, Ray and Fiona the next, Jacob you hang back here and take stock of what we have. What’s the situation with your charge batons?” said Zach clicking his own baton, which promptly came to life. The others tested theirs too.

Cal’s refused to spark. “I’ll be fine.” 

They all walked to the stairwell, and ascended. Jacob sat rubbing his leg, looking at the CB radio.

Zach opened the stairwell door onto another bright open plan space filled with cubicles. He thought this is how it must look early morning before work starts, like a hive without its bee’s. Abbey appeared behind him. There were a few chairs slightly out of place, but there was nothing that said panic about the arrangement. The last time workers were here they must of like it was any other day. Just to be sure they both moved along the rows and checked each cubicle, cautiously but also half in hope that maybe someone was hiding and needed saving.

Cal’s and Michael’s floor had cubicles with higher partitions and it was also obviously the floor of a gaming company. Large posters of space ships and brightly coloured furry animals adorned the walls.

“Hey do think one of these things came to life?” Michael pointed to one of the posters. Cal gave a wry smile. “Wow graphics certainly have come on in the last ten years.”

“Let’s keep looking, might be some useful tech here,” replied Cal. They wandered past the small foyer and into a recreation area, with a table tennis and pool table. Michael immediately rolled one of the balls across the pool table making it clatter into the rest. Cal gave him an angry look.

“Look, we’re definitely alone in this pl…” Said Michael as a rustling noise came from across the room. Cal immediately picked up a pool stick. Michael raised his charge baton.

“Don’t use it until we know there’s a threat,” said Cal.

They both looked to the far corner of the room, but something else caught Cal’s eye. Empty food packets and soft drink bottles were strewn across the stone colored carpet. Cal pointed for Michael to move around the right side of the room, back past the stairwell entrance while Cal moved up the left channel between cubicles. He noticed at the end of the row, cushions lying on the floor sticking out from one of the cubicles. A suspicion, which started with seeing the soft drink bottles, crystalized in his mind.

“Hey we’re not here to hurt you,” he said. Just as he finished speaking a young boy of around ten years wearing jeans, and a hooded top, sprang out from the cubicle and fled down the end row, knocking over a box of bottled water. Looking behind himself the boy ran straight into Michael.

“Let me go,” said the boy, struggling.

“Chill kid, I’m not going to hurt you,” said Michael, struggling to hold him.

“Let him go,” said Cal. Michael let go and the boy backed up against a desk shifting his gaze between both of them.

“What’s your name?” Cal asked.

“Darian, ” said the boy cautiously. ”People call me Dee.”

“I’m Cal, this is Michael. We didn’t know this was your place,” said Cal.

“That’s okay…” said Dee, looking nervous.

“How long you been here?” said Michael, sitting on one of the desks. Dee was about to answer when Abbey and Zach emerged from the stairwell.

“Who are they?”

“They’re with us,” replied Cal. Abbey and Zach walked up to them.

“Looks like we were not alone in this place, Hi I’m Zach, this is Abbey.” Abbey smiled as best she could.

“We were just finding out how long he’s been here,” said Michael.

“Do you need any food? We got plenty downstairs,” said Zach.

“Yeah, what you got?”

“Why don’t you go down and have a look, but tell me is there anyone else in here?” said Zach.

“Nah, only me.”

Zach gestured to Abbey. Dee appeared to relax slightly, and pulled his hood down. He and Abbey walked away then left the floor.

“Three more floors to check, maybe we should check them together,” Zach suggested, and they all walked to the stairwell.
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Ray and Fiona stood looking at walls lined with important headlines from the past. Alongside these carefully framed newspapers was metal lettering.

“ROSWELL TRIBUNE”.

“If anyone knew what was going on it would be journalists right?” said Ray. Fiona rolled her eyes and walked forward onto a scene of paper carnage.

“I guess they must have been old school,” said Ray following. Sheets of printed-paper, typed articles and hand written notes lay strewn across the floor and desks. Fiona picked one up, it was an editorial from September first.

“Roswell Editorial. By Jeff Holden.




This will be the last edition of our great paper, and my last editorial. Please excuse the briefness of it, but the army will be here soon to take us to the camps. It pains me to type these words, but I fear newspapers will be a thing of the past all too soon. For thirty-five years I have worked for this newspaper in one form or another, starting with delivering the paper in my teens to becoming chief editor seven years ago. This town became famous for a kooky story to do with ships from another planet, but nobody thought humanity’s end would come about the way it has. But I’m not going to talk about the animals, or what they became. That’s for others to discuss in the days ahead, if there are any days ahead. Instead I would just like to say, thank you. Thank you for reading the Tribune, we all did our best to inform this town of ours and hopefully make it a better place to live. I wish you and yours safe passage in the days ahead.”

Fiona dropped the piece of paper back onto the floor.

“Learn anything?” Ray asked.

“Nope.”

“There’s got to be more here for us to go on.”

“Keep looking,” Fiona suggested, while walking among the paper sheets, like walking amongst autumn leaves.

“Think I might have something, look at this.” Ray was holding a list.

“EVACUATION CAMPS IN THE USA




CAMP ALPHA - BOSTON

CAMP BRAVO – NEAR AUSTIN

CAMP CHARLIE - PORTLAND

CAMP DELTA – SAN DIEGO

CAMP ECHO – NEAR CHICAGO”

They both looked over the list. Apart from the camps it went onto say that each camp is well fortified and could hold off an attack from E.L.F’s.

“Elves ended the world?” said Ray.

“It’s obviously an acronym, but doesn’t say of what. But at least we now have a reason for what happened.”

“Yeah, elves,” said Ray.

“Bravo Looks like it’s the closest camp, near Austin, and it’s sort of in the direction we are going in. Anyway, this floors clear and I’m not going through every scrap of paper, let’s move on,” said Fiona. As they entered the stairwell, Cal, Michael and Zach came up the stairs. Fiona handed the piece of paper to Zach and continued up the stairs. Zach read silently, then passed the paper to Cal. Michael leant into read as well.

“I’m heading back down. My legs aren’t too compatible with going up and down, I’m sure you got this,” said Ray who was already descending.

“Hey wait up,” shouted Zach in the direction Fiona went in.

“So that’s where everyone is, in these camps? What are E.L.F’s? apart from, you know, pointy eared Santa’s helpers?” said Michael.

Cal played with the acronym in his mind, but nothing made any sense, he folded the paper and pushed it into his pocket.

“Let’s get these floors checked then get some food.”

Fiona and Zach stood amongst a completely empty open floor, no desks or chairs, just a large open space and a thick layer of dust on the medium gray carpet. Fiona walked over to the windows. The sun was setting.

“Must be later in the year than I thought, the sun’s gone down pretty quickly, maybe November, I wouldn’t get too close to those windows,” said Zach.

“I know what I’m doing, the angle of the sun on this side means all anyone from the outside is going to see is blinding reflection,” said Fiona, who looked out over the city. This wasn’t the highest point of the building, there were still two more floors above them but the setting sun over the desert in the distance made most of the buildings look pink which made her smile. She was always more of a sunset than sunrise kind of girl her abusive husband used to tell her.

“You know, I didn’t notice when we drove in, but from up here the road and sidewalk look wrong,” said Fiona.

“What do you mean?” said Zach, walking over to her then following her gaze down to the streets below. At first he wasn’t sure what he was looking at, like a graffiti artist had been let lose with an obsession for the colour red, dark red. But then the realization started growing in his mind to what he was seeing. Splashes and dark patches of crimson lay scattered everywhere.

“That much blood, there must have been a lot of people,” said Fiona breaking the silence.

Zach looked away. “I’ll check out the floors above.” He ignored where his own mind wanted to go. Entering the stairwell Cal and Michael were coming up the stairs.

“This ones clear. What’s your thoughts on that piece of paper,” said Zach.

“The camp near Austin is the closest, the chances are no ones looking for us, not even the military, we could go take a look on the way to Boston,” said Cal.

Zach nodded. “I was thinking the same.”

“We shouldn’t try and stay completely off the grid?” said Michael, as they all walked up to the next floor.

“I don’t think there’s a grid anymore,” replied Zach, opening the stairwell door to the floor. A rush of warm air hit them.

“Well this is different,” said Michael.

Instead of the usual open plan arrangement of cubicles they were confronted with a corridor going left and right of them. To the right were three doors all closed and to the left the corridor continued around to the right.

Cal cautiously moved to the left and looked around the corridor. “More doors, ones open down the end.”

Sprawled across the wall in front of them were the words. ‘RIVERSIDE SECURITY’.

“All these doors have keycard access, let’s check the open one first,” said Zach, as they all walked down the corridor and towards the open door. Straight away a voice could be heard and they all backed up against the walls. Zach made a hand sign to Cal, which he understood. Zach crouched down, while Cal and Michael pushed themselves up against the left side wall to be as hard to see from inside the room as possible, and Zach pushed the door open. The room was quite large with banks of computer screens on the left sidewall. Ahead of them and to the right, were a number of computer desks and computers, but apart from that there were no people inside. On the far wall, under a desk were some blankets on top of what looked like cushions from a sofa. Zach stood up.

“Where did the voice come from? Sounded like a man’s voice,” said Michael. They all walked into room, their faces being lit up by flicking images on the screens.

“We need Abbey up here,” said Zach, but before he could say anything else the male voice coming from one of the speakers stopped him.

“This is Brad Crenshaw broadcasting from Roswell New Mexico, the date is September twenty-fifth and this message will continuously loop. Friends, I don’t know if there’s anyone else left alive in this area, but I’m holed up at Westside Avenue. I have enough provisions for over a year, and you’re welcome to stop on by. I’ve seen two types of E.L.F’s since the cascade, both land-based. No idea what they were before…not that it matters, but those alone took out most of the towns defense forces and its inhabitants, I’ve only survived by staying here. One more thing, they seem to be nested around Main Street so stay away from that area. I’ll be broadcasting on different frequencies and the internet for as long as it still exists.”

“That’s the guy! It’s him!” Michael said excitedly. On of the screens a small photo of a guy in his fifties with glasses was positioned next to the text “RECENT EMERGENCY BROADCASTS”. 

“Cascade?” Cal said looking at Zach, who stood stony faced.

Fiona appeared behind Michael making him jump. “Jesus, you a ninja or something?”

“Looks like this floor might be useful, it also has better protection by being sectioned off into rooms and being higher. We should probably bring the supplies up here, but first we need to get into those other rooms, I don’t want any surprises,” said Zach. The recorded message started to play again, Zach walked over to the speaker it was coming from, and turned the volume down.

“I’ll get Abbey,” said Michael. Cal walked closer to one of the screens that had a map of the USA. Various cities were flashing red, while two white circles pulsed.

“This floor must run off its own power supply,” said Zach, looking around. “No windows and well insulated, probably why the light in here didn’t attract any attention from the things outside.”

Cal nodded. “I’ll tell the others we are moving everything up here.” He then disappeared off down the corridor. 

Zach turned to Fiona. “We better check the remaining floor.” They left the computer room and moved up to the floor above, this time though they came out onto a very small landing, with only one door. It also had a keycard access.

Zach stared at the door. “Wonder what the hell is in there.”
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“How did you end up here? Where are your parents?” said Ray.

“I came here looking for my dad. He was a coder. He made Cloud Pirates.” Dee said proudly. Ray had a blank look on his face.

“You know, the best selling game of last year?” said Dee waiting for some kind of response.

“The last game I played, kid, I had to load with a tape recorder,” said Ray, now it was Dee’s turn to look confused.

“Why did you stay? Didn’t your parents come for you?” said Abbey.

“I was going to leave, when I saw those wolf creatures attacking everyone, so I came back inside, I waited for my dad to come, but he never did.” Abbey placed a hand on Dee’s shoulder.

“How far do you live from here?” said Ray.

“We live over at Sandy Heights, it’s like fifteen minutes by car, I kept thinking about making a run for it, but each day I see those wolf things in the streets, it never looks safe. My dad always said to me if I’m ever in trouble I should stay where I am until he comes.”

“Here.” Jacob handed Dee a bottle of water which he gladly accepted. Michael appeared from the stairwell. “Abbey you’re needed up stairs, fifth floor.”

“Find anything useful up there?” said Jacob.

“There’s some kind of computer room on the fifth.”

“Yeah that stuff is still working, but I couldn’t figure it, all password protected or something. That’s where I sleep because it’s got some light and it’s warm at night,” said Dee.

Abbey walked towards the stairwell. “Why don’t you come and show me what you know of it?” Dee dutifully followed.

“So how long you been here?” said Abbey.

“Five weeks, three days, my dad had a calendar on his desk, I use that to keep track.”

They both arrived on the fifth floor. Zach was standing facing them. “All these doors got keycard access, you reckon you can get inside the rooms? There’s another one above us.”

Abbey bent down in front of one of the keycard slots and examined it closely. “Pretty standard stuff, if we run electricity through it, it might short, but you said there was a ‘computer’ room?”

Zach gestured. “Just round the right there.”

“Let’s take a look at that computer room shall we,” said Abbey to Dee.

“So where you from?” said Dee.

“Originally Boston.”

“I’ve never been to Boston, but it looked nice on the web, old time like.”

“It certainly is that,” said Abbey as her thoughts drifted to the home she grew up in. They entered the computer room.

Dee pointed. “That’s where I sleep, under that desk.”

Abbey looked around the room. “Smart to sleep here.” Dee smiled.

“So what do you know about what’s on these screens?” said Abbey. They both looked up at the two rows of three screens, positioned one row above the over.

“The top one on the left, that’s like a map of the USA, and sometimes it has red dots flashing on cities I think, not sure what the white dots are, but there were more weeks back.”

“And this one?” said Abbey pointing at the monitor with the title “Feeds” on it.

“Yeah that’s a message from the UFO guy, everyone around town knows him, used to have a radio show that crazy people listened to, listen,” said Dee, walking over to the speaker, and turning the volume up. They both stood and listened until the whole message had been played, then Dee turned the volume down.

“Why do you think they were crazy to listen to his show?”

“Dad always said crazy people listened to it, but now I’m not sure. I kind of liked hearing someone, so I would leave it on sometimes.”

Abbey tried typing something on the keyboard, a message flashed up on the screen.

“PLEASE INPUT SECURITY PASSCODE”. Abbey’s fingers furiously tried various combinations. “Sometime the passwords on these systems are ridiculously easy…but looks like I’m going to have to circumvent it.”

“That’s so cool, my dad would have liked you.”

Abbey smiled and grabbed one of the chairs with wheels. Sitting down she started to go to work. Zach entered the room.

“You might want to sit down, or join the others downstairs, this is going to take a while,” said Abbey.

Dee hesitated. “Do you have food?”

Abbey stopped the typing and turned around. “Sure do, go downstairs and see what there is.”

“I’ll show you what we got,” said Zach then turned to Abbey. “Let me know when you can open those doors.” He and Dee then left the room.

Zach showed Dee a box of sweets they had snagged from the gas station, then approached Fiona. “I Feel we should check out the lobby before we close up for the night, want to come with me?” Fiona nodded.

Zach stood in the ground floor stairwell, head pressed up against the door to the lobby. “Can’t hear anything, but we don’t know how quiet these things can be and the lights going to be pretty dim in there.” He removed the chair keeping the door to the lobby closed, and gestured to Fiona who was holding her pickaxe to be ready. He then opened the door. None of the light from the setting sun made it to the area near the stairwell and shadows lurked in all directions. The lobby though and the statue in front of it was still relatively well lit because of the large glass windows near the entrance to the building. Zach moved into the lobby cautiously looking in as many directions as possible, but mostly concentrating on the entrance and the street beyond, which almost looked peaceful, bathed in the setting sun.

In the center of some sofas towards the front left of the lobby a three-foot high statue sat, circular in nature and abstract enough that anyone could make a random guess as to what it is and probably be correct.

“Keep an eye on the street,” said Zach who then moved around the left of the counter where another door was with an ‘Exit’ sign just above. 

He noticed another card access point but tried to open the door anyway, it didn’t move.  He then turned and looked at the statue and an idea came to mind.

“Give me a hand with this thing,” said Zach, walking over to the statue, “We could use this up against the bottom stairwell door, and just roll it out the way when we want to leave.” Fiona nodded in approval.

Their first attempt was a failure, but with a deep breath Zach and Fiona managed to lift it from its stand, and shuffled across with it to the open stairwell, placing it just beyond the open door. Fiona then pulled a latch across above the main entrance door securing it, and pulled one of the lobby sofas across the front of it. When they closed the stairwell door they slid the statue up against it.

“It might not keep one our wolf friends out but it should slow them down,” said Zach.

When they arrived back on the fifth floor Dee was sitting on a chair next to Abbey eating a chocolate bar. One of the screens in front of her was black with white programming code scrolling by faster than Zach could read it.

“Are you in?” said Zach to Abbey.

“Almost, another few minutes, if I were…hacking from the outside this would take days, but from in here piece of cake. I’ve already turned off the alarms for this floor, and I found this.” Abbey typed some key combination, made one of the bottom screens come to life showing the outside of the building as well as a changing view of the different floors.

Zach put his arm on Abbey’s shoulder and gently squeezed. “Now that’s impressive,” he said with a smile. “We will need someone in here pretty much twenty-four seven to monitor those feeds, we will work out a schedule.”

“I’m good to be in here most of the time, this feels like home.” Abbey looked a bit embarrassed. “I guess that’s kind of sad.”

“Hey, geeks took over the world, nothing to be sad about,” replied Zach, smiling. “Me, Cal and Fiona will be ready to open these doors when you give the shout, but when you unlock them, you and Dee stay in here with this door closed, we can’t be sure what’s in those other rooms, I’ll let you know if we find anything interesting.”

Abbey nodded while still looking at the screen.

Zach, Cal and Fiona stood in front of the first door, charge batons and pickaxe at the ready. They just about heard Abbey shout ‘Unlocked’ then they heard a click from the three doors close to them. Zach put his hand slowly on the first door and pulled the handle down.

It opened with little effort and a rush of cold air hit them all making them hesitate moving forward, but they quickly realized it was a room of computer servers with blinking lights, but nothing else of any use. Dee peered around the left corridor wall, then followed them into the server room. He walked around the walls of plastic boxes in awe, while the three others left and opened the two other doors. These were just were just plain offices, with mundane looking desks.

“One more left, whatever’s upstairs,” said Zach. He told Abbey to unlock the top floor door in about thirty seconds then himself, Cal and Fiona raced up the remaining stairs to be in front of the door when it unlocked. With perfect timing soon after they got there a click was heard. Zach opened the door revealing a penthouse apartment in darkness. Glass windows were on two sides gave an unparalleled view over the town. A three-part white leather sofa sat towards the windows and an open plan kitchen area was to the right. Just in front of them, to the left and right were open doors with large bedrooms with en-suite bathrooms.

They all walked slowly forward into the gloom, their eyes adjusting to their surroundings.

“Well I know where I’m sleeping tonight,” said Fiona, wandering into the right bedroom.

“We will need the supplies up here, but this looks like…” Said Zach, as memories of his former life flooded his view, and the gloom around him transformed into a room filled with light and sunshine, with his wife and children. Zach junior ran around the marble table, and his wife was cutting vegetables in the kitchen. Terra sat on the sofa playing with a redheaded doll. Zach knew he had to look away, he knew soon the scene of perfection would spoil, the horror could not be kept out for long, but he wanted to stay in this moment, it seemed more real to him than the life he was living. As he watched, the doll sprouted legs and climbed over his daughters face, but she still smiled, he tried to run forward but his legs felt as cold and solid as the statue he had just carried. He looked to his wife, who was still cutting, but instead of the vegetables on the wooden board in front of her, it was fingers, a small neat pile of them. He wanted to scream for them to run, to hide from what was happening but no sound came from his throat, only rasps.

“Zach?” Cal’s voice snapped him out his trance. “You okay? You were just standing there, not replying.”

Zach slid his hand over his face; he was sweating. “Yeah, I’m fine, I wonder if the water still works.” He walked into a small bathroom to the left of him. Standing in front of a marble sink, turning one of the golden taps, he splashed the water over his face, its coolness making him feel more at one with his surroundings but the image of the spider doll crawling over his daughter’s face clung to the front of his mind. He shook his head then dried himself with a towel that was hanging on a chrome bar on the wall. In the gloom he looked at himself in the mirror, it was a man he did not recognize. I probably look like my father he said to himself smiling, knowing that he had never met his father.

When he came out of the bathroom Cal stood near the windows looking through an old brass telescope, in a southeasterly direction. “There’s movement down there, near that cream building and those cars, four hundred and fifty yards away, can’t see exactly what it was, but it was something fairly large moving quickly.”

Zach squinted best he could but couldn’t see anything, he noticed how at home Cal seemed with the scope. “Sniper?”

Cal looked to his left slightly then continued looking down the eyepiece. “Marines corps, scout sniper,” said Cal.

“We should probably have someone up here or on the roof twenty-four seven as well as in the computer room, Abbey’s got the external security cameras working, if those wolf things try to attack, we need warning. Although I don’t see where the roof access is,” said Zach, looking around the room.

“Fiona’s gone to tell the others, and to start shifting the supplies up here.”

“Whoa cool,” said Dee admiring the penthouse apartment. “Dad used to say that a rich man lives at the top of the building but we never knew it was this cool.” He wandered over to a computer console in front of impressively large TV and picked up its controller, playing with the small joystick and joy pad like there was an actual computer game to play. “I miss games.”

“There are still games, just ones that don’t require electricity,” said Zach, but Dee still looked sad.

“I’ll go see what else Abbey can learn from their computers, how you feel about keeping watch up here?” said Zach to Cal who nodded.


CHAPTER 18












Abbey’s head was in her hands as Zach walked up to her, Jacob was sitting on a chair behind her.

“I’m guessing the news is not good. I already know about the camps, Ray and Fiona found paperwork downstairs, there’s five mentioned,” said Zach.

Abbey tearfully looked up at him. “This screen monitors the camps across the USA. The white dots are the camps that are still responding to the automated signal this networks radio mast is sending them. As you can see only two camps are still responding, the last one went dark three weeks ago.”

Zach stood looking at the white flashing circles on the screen trying to ascertain where the remaining was. “Portland and Austin.”

Abbey’s head fell and she put her hands over her face. “The camp at Boston fell silent six weeks ago, my parents must have been there,” she said through the sobs.

Zach knelt down beside her. “We don’t know that for sure, maybe they didn’t want to go, if you still want to go to Boston I’ll take you.”

“I don’t know, I need to know more.”

“That’s not all of it,” said Jacob.

“Dee mentioned to me there were red dots before, I wasn’t sure what he meant because as you can see there are none now, but looking through the records, the red dots were what this system used to symbolize a nuclear event,” said Abbey. Zach put his hand over his mouth then quickly moved it to his brow.

“They were on or close to two of the camps, San Diego and Minneapolis.”

“For now, let’s secure what we have here then we can decide what’s best going forward,” said Zach.

Abbey nodded then wiped her eyes and concentrated back on the screens in front of her. Zach heard noises from the corridor behind him.

“Where you want these boxes?” shouted Michael. Zach stood up and walked into the corridor near the stairwell, Cal and Ray were also there.

“Upstairs in the penthouse, we will be sleeping up there as well,” said Zach. 

“Penthouse?” said Michael momentarily frozen. “Why didn’t you tell me already.” He disappeared up the stairs.

“This I gotta see,” said Ray who followed Michael. Zach and Cal looked at each other.

“Right let’s get these other boxes,” said Zach as Dee appeared walking up the stairs carrying a box.

“Drop it upstairs, then follow us, more needed up there,” said Zach to Dee.

“No problem, happy to help,” said Dee cheerfully, which made Zach and Cal smile.

After seven trips all the boxes of supplies were all on the penthouse floor. Abbey found the building’s plans on the network and discovered the roof was accessible via the kitchen in the penthouse. On the roof they found some garden chairs and some reasonably well-stocked mini-fridges. There were also large solar panels, which seemed to provide enough power to the penthouse to keep its refrigeration and electrics going. Zach stood against the west wall which ran along the edge of the roof and looked out towards the direction they had originally come, but nothing could be seen. There was no moon and without artificial light only the vaguest rectangular forms could be seen in the intense darkness. The stars above bristled intensely.

“Beer?” Fiona offered Zach a bottle. “It’s a bit warm I’m afraid.” Zach smiled and took the bottle, knocking the cap off with a pocketknife he had picked up at the gas station. Dee and Abbey were sitting behind them. Zach was concerned the effect of learning about Boston would have on Abbey so it was good to see her up here having a break. Fiona joined Zach looking out into the void.

“Do you think we are the only people left alive?” she asked.

Zach sighed as he sipped on his warm beer. “We need to pay a visit to the UFO guy, see if he’s still there, and at some point we need to take a trip to Austin. Beyond that who knows.” They both looked out from the roof, trying to make out shapes.

“Do you feel it too?” said Fiona.

Zach looked straight ahead. “The feeling we are being watched?”

“Yes.”

“We need to be ready,” he said.







* * * * *









Everybody slept well. Abbey had tried to convince Dee to sleep on the sofa in the penthouse but he stubbornly resisted and remained under the large desk in the computer room. She stayed awake longer than anyone else. The feeling of the keyboard beneath her fingers made her feel free even if the sadness of what she learned tried to creep over her, eventually she checked that Dee was sleeping and fell onto one of the sofas in the penthouse. Zach and Cal arranged to take turns sleeping for six hours, then going up onto the roof to look in all directions to make sure nothing was approach the building, they had also placed some chairs and other pieces of furniture in one of the lower stairwells to block anything coming up the stairs. Ray and Jacob shared one of the double beds, Michael a sofa, while Fiona took the other bed. The intense black of the desert night was starting to give way to a misty blue when Cal tapped Zach on the shoulder who was half on, half off one of the garden chairs.

“Sun’s coming up,” said Cal.

Zach sat up, looking dreary eyed and shook his head. He let go of the blanket that he had over him. “Yup, see anything yet.”

“Still too dark, but I reckon twenty to thirty mins and we will start to have some kind of visibility.”

“You better get some shut-eye, I’ll wake you if there’s any drama,” said Zach, taking the old telescope from Cal, who didn’t need any persuading to fall onto the reclined garden chair and pull the light green blanket over him. Rubbing his eyes Zach walked over to the east wall, and looked to the where the sky was now an intense peach orange. He then grabbed an already opened carton of orange juice and drunk down a few gulps. It had been many years since he had tasted fruit juice and it tasted every bit as good as he remembered it, even if this particular carton was somewhat out of date. He looked up at the sky. Ever since their encounter with the bird creature he had a distrust of the skies above him. Creatures that run and jump are one thing, but things that can swoop down from the heavens and pick you right up, that was something else. The streets and buildings of the city could now be clearly seen if there details could not. Zach raised the old telescope to his eye and scoured the gloomy scene in front of him. He could make out the gas station some way off, but no creatures. He then checked the other three directions before returning to the east wall. The door to the penthouse opened, and Fiona appeared with a packet of chips.

“Hope you like BBQ flavor,” said Fiona trying to walk quietly across the roof. Avoiding bottles and glasses scattered around she handed Zach the packet who took it gratefully.

“You should take the opportunity to get more sleep,” said Zach.

“Prison routine is hard to break, this is when I would usually wake, anyway who says it’s the men that have to do all the hard stuff,” said Fiona, snacking on her own packet of chips.

“Amen to that.”

“No sign of our furry friends?”

“No, but they must be out there somewhere.”

“You think they are waiting for us to leave here?”

“Could be. I know dogs, grew up with two German shepherds, but what we saw yesterday once you had hit one of them, it wasn’t dog like, it was like they were considering their options.”

“If these things are evolved from dogs, then maybe they are more intelligent?” said Fiona. Cal grumbled something in his sleep, and turned over. Fiona looked over to him.

“He doesn’t seem to sleep very well. Bad dreams by the looks of it. We don’t know much about these evolved creatures, maybe they are intelligent as us, maybe more,” said Zach.

“We need more intel, we need to know what we are up against,” said Fiona.

“Question is how to get that without ending up as their next meal. Abbey was up until the early hours she’s probably learned a lot more, once everyone’s awake in a few hours we need to discuss plans.”

“I can keep you company if you want?”

Zach smiled, “I’m good, even if it was your routine waking up now, we’re not in prison anymore, maybe more rest would be good”.

Fiona walked away still facing Zach. “Enjoy the chips.”

“Best breakfast I’ve had in years.”

The roof was now bathed in an orange hue and the streets could be seen clearly. Zach swept across the scene with the telescope, intently looking for movement but there was none.


CHAPTER 19












“Man, that smells good,” said Fiona. The fragrance of newly made coffee drifted from the kitchen to the living room. The group was now sitting around the marble table. Michael was in the kitchen putting together breakfast but still within earshot of the conversation that was happening. Dee was reading a comic on the floor. Spread out over the table were various print outs, copies of newspapers and articles from what was once the world wide web. Abbey stood up and walked around the table to face everyone else.

“Okay so we now have some idea of what happened. The servers here kept backups of websites the operators visited. Luckily they visited a lot of sites, I’ve printed out some of them, what you see on the table.” Fiona and Jacob leaned forward and picked up some of the articles.

“Zach mentioned something about the ‘Cascade’, what exactly is it?” said Jacob.

Abbey picked up one of the sheets. “It’s probably better I just read this out.” Abbey cleared her throat and started to read out the article in her hand.

“ANIMAL SPECIES EVOLVING AT ALARMING RATE

Scientists across the globe are in Geneva today for an emergency conference on what some have termed the ‘Cascade’. Due to the growing number of deaths caused by E.L.F’s (Evolved Life Forms) and scientists lack of any explanation as to the cause of their exponential change, governments have brought the best and brightest in the fields of micro-biology, chemistry, physics, and zoology to try and slow down the speed at which various species appear to be evolving. Doctor Markus Stewart of the Scottish laboratory of microbiology has been quoted as saying that what is happening could be part of this planets natural Darwinian cycles. When asked what that means for the human race, he replied.

‘We still don’t know the true evolutionary history of this planet, maybe this is just the natural course of things. Perhaps this is what happened to the hominids at a distant point in history and what led to us dominating the other species, we really don’t know but obviously if the human race is to stay dominant on this planet we must find a way to stop this from happening again.’

The group sat quiet silently digesting the information. “From what I can piece together, animal species across the globe evolved into something else. The first to evolve were the most genetically simple organisms so insects were first, then fish, amphibians, lizards, birds, small mammals and finally larger mammals and primates,” said Abbey.

“Ok so if all the animals evolved where are they all? We have seen some, but wouldn’t we of seen like a lot more?” said Ray. Michael walked out of the kitchen with coffee, toast and a few bowls of cereal on a tray.

“Breakfast,” said Michael, placing the tray on the table in the only gap not covered with paper, “Choose toast or cereal.” Ray, Cal, and Dee grabbed a slice of toast, Jacob, and Fiona a bowl of cereal. There was none left for Zach and Abbey but that didn’t bother them.

“Oh I didn’t make enough, okay hold on,” said Michael.

Abbey returned her attention to Ray. “That’s a good point, I have no idea, the only thing I can think of is survival of the fittest, what’s left is what dominated all the other evolved species.”

“So what’s out there are the biggest and the baddest of these new super animals? Great,” said Fiona.

“Not necessarily the biggest, just the most effective at surviving and killing,” said Abbey.

“Even better,” replied Fiona sarcastically.

“So where’s our comrades, where’s the friggin military?” said Ray.

“Gone, most were overwhelmed before they even managed to put up a fight. In the early days, there were many more evolved species, all fighting each other and us, and it seems we didn’t come out too well,” said Abbey.

“So if we had been released a few months ago we wouldn’t have survived?” said Cal.

“I don’t think so, but that brings us on to the nukes,” said Abbey, “Two tactical nukes were dropped on ‘hotspots’ around the country.”

“I can’t believe we are discussing the end of the world over coffee and super loopy flakes,” said Fiona.

“One was dropped on California and another just outside Chicago. Each of these locations was picked due to the high concentration of E.L.F’s or evolved life forms. And it looks like it helped, but by then it was too late.”

Michael came to a halt between the kitchen and the living room, with more toast on the plate. “It has to be too late to drop a nuke on your own country. So monsters and nukes? That’s our life now?”

“We don’t know if we are what’s left but there’s probably more people out there, right now I’ll priority has to be find others and survival, maybe it’s time we all told what our jobs were when we were formally part of the military, we need to know our specialties. I’ll go first. Zach Felton, Military Police,” Zach looked around the group for whom to go next.

“So you and Jacob here are practically the same,” said Ray. Jacob grinned.

“Ok I guess I’ll go next, I served in the EOD.” Dee looked up at Ray. ‘I stop things going boom.” That seemed enough of an explanation for Dee who continued reading his comic.

“My role was to protect the countries networking infrastructure and when required infiltrate the same in enemy countries,” said Abbey.

“So you were a hacker?” said Jacob.

“Yes.”

“Marines corps, scout sniper,” said Cal.

“I guess there’s no such thing as national security anymore,” said Fiona looking down at her fingers. “I joined the marines, but it wasn’t long before I got drafted into the CIA and used by other agencies.”

“That just leaves you Michael,” said Zach, all eyes fell upon Michael, wearing oven mitts.

“Culinary specialist, Navy,” said Michael the words more falling out his mouth than being spoken.

“You’re a cook?” said Fiona.

“Yeah, hey we all gotta eat right?” Fiona and Ray burst out laughing. The others smiled.

“So, we have a specialist in security, computers, covert warfare, a long-range marksman, explosives, and food,” said Jacob. “If you guys can’t survive this no one can.”

“But we got to work together,” said Zach, the others agreed. “And I think we all know what each of us need to do moving forward. Cal, your job is to monitor our surroundings, basically let us know if drama is moving our way, Michael you need to keep us fed, but you also got to make sure we don’t run out of supplies.”

“That I can do,” said Michael.

Zach turned to Ray. “You think you can build some devices to use against whatever’s out there?”

“I’ll need to go on a supply run but yeah.”

“Fiona, you and I need to go over our strategies going forward, how we are going to survive. Abbey keep on doing what you’re doing, the more intel you gather the more prepared we will be.”

“So what’s on todays agenda?” said Fiona.

“The problem is we don’t know what else is out there, we are probably not as safe as we think up here. These glass windows would have been great before, but now won’t offer any protection if one of the flying creatures attacks us. The UFO guy, he seems to know a lot, and if he’s still alive he could be useful, Dee how far away is Westside Avenue?”

Dee looked up from his comic. “Not far, maybe ten minutes from here.”

“Is it close to where you live?” said Zach.

“Yeah but…” Replied Dee.

“I know your dad said you should stay, but we should check out your home as well,” said Zach.

“Okay,” said Dee looking down.

“You up for a ride Ray?” said Zach.

“Reckon I am.”

“Me, Ray and Dee will take the pickup and check out Dee’s house, then see if the UFO guy is still around. After I grab some food, we will head out, Fiona maybe have a look at all the info Abbey’s come up with and piece together survival strategies?” said Zach walking into the kitchen.

Fiona picked up more pieces of paper. “Sure thing.”


CHAPTER 20












Ray went to open the passenger’s door of the pickup.

“It’s probably better if Dee rides up front,” said Zach.

“Fine, I’ve written out a list of things I need to make some small ordinance, kind of thing you can ignite and throw, maybe also set up some trip wires. We’ll need to stop at a hardware store,” said Ray, climbing into the back of the pickup.

The pickup seemed big to Dee standing next to it, and he had to hop onto the passengers seat.

“You know where there’s a hardware store, one that’s not on Main Street?” Zach said to Dee as he was putting his seatbelt on.

“Yeah there’s one a few streets over, sells all kinds of things.”

“You all set back there?” said Zach to Ray, who grumbled something in response. “Keep your eyes open for anything following us.” Zach put his belt on, looked down Main Street and around him via the trucks mirrors and turned the key to the engine. “Okay Dee, which way?”

“Right for about a minute then left then straight for a bit.”

Zach resisted driving too fast as he wanted to be able to react quickly, without losing control of the truck. They drove along pleasant tree-lined streets with deserted single story homes on both sides, until they got to the large forecourt with a few shops on both sides. One of stores was ‘Al’s Hardware’.

A few cars sat at odd angles to where they should have been parked, some of them also had their doors open. There were more dark red splurges here and there on the concrete floor, Zach tried hard not to weave around them. He parked the pickup up on the sidewalk close to the already open entrance to the hardware store. A stained red American flag attached to the front of the store window fluttered in the wind. Turning around he could see Ray was getting agitated sitting in the back of the pickup.

“Dee, stay in the pickup. Do not get out unless I say so, okay? If you see anything coming our way, bang on the horn,” said Zach, Dee nodded. Zach got out and looked around. Ray awkwardly climbed out the back then took out his small notebook. Zach walked ahead and they both headed into the store.

The inside of the store was quite large with a high ceiling, but natural light still had a hard time penetrating the aisles. Trolleys and baskets lay scattered around. Zach and Ray stood at the entrance waiting for their eyes to adjust. 

“Looks like most things are still here. I expected we would find empty shelves,” said Ray picking up a basket and walking down one of the aisles.

“By time people realized they needed stuff it was already too late,” said Zach. He watched where Ray went then took a quick look at Dee in the truck to make sure he was ok. Walking along the ends of the aisle looking at the cans of paint and fixtures he smiled. It reminded him of his time as a teenager working in his parent’s hardware store back in Maine. Hammers He loved hammers as a kid. His father would take him with him when he did building work in the local area, and one of his favourite tasks was any kind of hammering. His old claw hammer was one of his favourite objects as a child. His mum used to scold him for sleeping with it under his pillow. As Zach stood there, admiring the rack of hammers a noise came from the back of the store. Grabbing one of them from the rack he slowly walked up the aisle trying to ascertain from where the noise came from.

“Ray?” he said in a hushed voice, but no response came.

A sound of metal items clattering against each other caused Zach to instantly raise the hammer. It appeared to come from out back of the shop in whatever rooms were there.

“Ray!” This time Zach spoke a bit louder, he didn’t want to accidently end Ray because the old guy was hard of hearing. Still silence. Zach took in a deep breath and looked back down one of the aisles to the light at the front of the store. He could just about see the back of the truck. Everything looked ok down there, it looked like the direction to go in. Turning back to the gloom at the back of the store Zach regretted not picking up one of the many pocket torches on special offer. As he stepped forward towards an open door at the back of the store he strained his hearing for any other noises or even the sound of breathing but he couldn’t detect either. Why would Ray be back here?

“Had to go into the room out back to get some parts,” said Ray bursting out of the darkness then raising his hand when he saw Zach had his arm raised. “Hey steady!”

Zach let out a breath and lowered his arm. “You got what you need?” he said looking at basket full of wires, plastic tubes and various tins with skull and crossbones symbols on them.

“I’ll know later when I’m trying to put it together, but yeah I think so. Also found these out back thought they might come in handy.” Ray lifted up a box of four transceivers.

“Walkie Talkies, nice going,” said Zach, taking the box from Ray.

“And you got… a hammer?”

“We can get some more…”

The sound of the pickup’s horn bellowed from outside the store.

“Dee!” Zach ran down the aisle. Straight away he could see Dee pointing off into the distance. As Zach exited the store and stood on the sidewalk he looked to where Dee was pointing. A middle-aged man with glasses was running towards them down the center of the street adjourning the forecourt, but Zach realized that’s not what Dee was pointing at for behind the man was a large wolf like creature chasing and bounding from obstacle to obstacle.

Ray appeared behind Zach breathing heavily.

“How quickly can you make one of the devices?” said Zach.


CHAPTER 21












Cal studied the roads around the building. He followed the pickup with the telescope as far as he could, eventually seeing it disappear behind some trees. As far as he could tell nothing had followed them. It felt good telling the group what he used to be before the incident that got him thrown into a hole in New Mexico. For most of the time he was in there he had tried to forget his military past, but doing that also meant he forgot the good times. He was also glad Zach didn’t ask him to recite his crimes. They all have done something bad he thought otherwise they wouldn’t have been in there. No reason going over the past. The early morning sun warmed his arms as he stood scouring the streets and buildings around him and for the first time in years he felt free.

“It’s a fine view up here,” said Jacob. Cal was a bit startled, as he never heard him approach, but did not show it.

“Yup.”

Jacob smiled. “You’re a man of few words, me too, although it can make conversation a bit hard going.”

Cal looked away from the telescope and smiled back. Jacob sat in the garden chair, pulling the back up. “How’s it looking out there?”

“Haven’t seen any movement. Whatever those things were they don’t seem to be bothering with us.”

“Nosce hostem tuum,” replied Jacob, before drinking the remaining fruit juice. “You know what that means son?”

“Yes, I’m not sure it applies to evolved super animals though.”

“Heck it applies to everything on Gods green earth. We learn what makes them tick, we learn how to defeat them.”

“Hopefully they are not thinking the same about us.”

“So what’s your view on Zach, everyone seems to be ok with him being in charge.”

“He’s got us this far,” said Cal still looking out with the telescope.

“That he has.”

Michael appeared from the stairwell, with a pen and paper in his hand. “I’m doing an inventory of all the food and liquid we got, just need to have a look in the storage they got up here.” He opened the first of the fridges they had on the roof. “Any sign of those wolfmen?”

“Nothing,” said Cal.

“I’ll be happy not to see them again, right that’s all that listed, from now on food, drinks and electricity will need to be rationed. Enjoy that fruit juice, Jacob, it might be the last for a while,” said Michael, disappearing off down the stairwell.

“Happy guy that one, I wonder what landed him inside,” said Jacob.

“Does it matter?” said Cal.

“I guess not.”

Fiona looked over the pieces of paper that were strewn across the living room floor as well as the table. Paper versions of their digital counterparts each telling the same story in a different way. She started to arrange them in chronological order, trying to decipher how things got so bad. Doing this helped. Things had changed so much over the past few days that there were times she wasn’t sure what was real and what wasn’t. As it turned out it was all real. 

Michael appeared in the kitchen. “Rations from now on,” said Michael leaving the penthouse by the front entrance.

“Figures,” said Fiona looking down at the paper, the first of which was a report dated April first.

“STRANGE SPECIES OF BEE DISCOVERED IN AUSTRLIA




A twelve-year-old boy today was stung by a bee. Nothing strange in that you might think, except the bee that that injured the young boy was very strange indeed. Apart from being slightly larger than its brethren this bee had what appeared to be plates of armor across its back.

‘I thought it was a beetle at first, but then I saw it was a Bee with armor!’ said Garry Pome. Local apiarists are baffled by this new creature with some calling it a new species altogether.”

The timing of the article was unfortunate Fiona thought, as well as its being posted on a well-known conspiracy theory site. Most of the early news stories about evolving creatures were from conspiracy websites and that must have been why they weren’t taken seriously by the mass media. Even though, she knew from her intelligence days that all news regardless of source is at least looked at by the various government agencies, so they must of known something was going on.  The other news pieces showed the growing realization amongst the world’s population that something very serious was happening, but by time they truly got organized to try and stop it the ‘Cascade’ as it was termed was irreversible. Still the question of what the intelligence services knew of the event bugged her, as the world’s secret services were conspicuously absent from most news stories.

Were they responsible and wanted to try and put the genie back in the bottle before it went mainstream? And if so, might have they had some kind of fix but couldn’t implement it before it was too late? It was an intriguing thought, not that she was in any position to act on it. Right now the most important thing was to find out if there were survivors and where was the most likely place for them to be. She pulled forward a large map of America that was once in a silver frame on the wall, and looked at the piece of paper from the newspaper office downstairs with the bases on it. Abbey had told her only two bases were sending back a message, Austin and Portland. She wondered if there was any method to contact them. She had done rudimentary radio electronics as part of her communications training and wondered if she could rig something from what they already had. Maybe with Abbey’s help She pondered. 

She stood up and stretched, pushing her arms out and arching her back. Walking forward to stand in front of the large glass window something caught her eye far off in the distance. She moved her face close to the glass window and squinted best she could to try to increase her focus. In another time and place something moving in the distance on rooftops would have been birds, but Fiona knew different. Whatever they were there were more than one and they were moving towards the building. Need to tell the others. She turned around and saw Cal and Jacob appear from the kitchen.

“We see them,” said Cal rushing past.

“What are they?” said Fiona. Cal tossed her the telescope. Placing it to her eye she looked again. Her arm dropped down her side still holding the telescope. Those things again. Putting the scope back to her eye she could see at least eleven of the wolf creatures jumping from rooftop to rooftop heading in their direction, at the speed they were moving they might have a few minutes max before they reached them. Fiona ran down the stairs to the floor below where she found Jacob and Abbey in the computer room.

“I’ve found how to lock the doors of the building remotely, the main doors are now electronically sealed, as well as the doors to the bottom stairwell. I’ll seal all the lower floors doors once Cal and Michael are up here,” said Abbey.

“What about Zach and the others getting back in?” said Fiona.

“Right now they are better off outside if these creatures are intent in getting in here, once it’s clear I’ll unlock the doors. Cal and Michael are making sure there’s no supplies left on the lower floors then piling as much furniture as they can into the stairwell.”

“If we just had some weapons,” said Fiona.

Jacob reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out his handgun. “I’ve got this, it’s got ten rounds left.”

“If we can barricade ourselves on the top floors, and they can’t get in maybe they will give up and leave, they might be evolved, but they’re still animals. The cameras on the outside of the building work so we can see where they plan to get in,” said Abbey, bringing up the outside camera feeds.

Fiona ran down the corridor to the stairwell. “I’ll see if Cal and Michael need any help.”

Michael and Cal were dragging desks and chairs into the bottom stairwell as Fiona appeared above them.

“Grab anything of any weight on this floor and throw it down this stairwell against the ground floor door,” said Cal. Fiona grabbed two chairs and threw them down the stairwell. She then moved over to the windows and looked out onto the street. She couldn’t see the wolf creatures yet, but she felt unnerved by how close this floor was to the ground.

“I’ve seen those things leap twenty to thirty-foot, they could jump off the roof of the truck and through these windows,” said Fiona.

“We are working our way up, barricading as many as we can before they get outside,” said Michael.

“They are just a few streets away!” shouted Abbey down the stairwell.

“We need to get up to the next floor, now!” shouted Cal. He, Michael and Fiona ran up to the floor above, and manically started pulling and heaving as much furniture down the stairs as possible.
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Ray frantically stuffed various components into a piece of the plastic piping he took from the hardware store. “He’s not going to make it.”

“He’ll make it,” said Zach, who was driving the pickup in reverse towards the middle-aged guy. They had opened the back so whoever this guy was could jump in. Dee was in a huddle in the foot space around Ray’s feet. “You okay down there, Dee?”

“Yes, sir,” replied Dee nervously.

“Don’t worry it will be okay, just going to pick this guy up and we are going to be off, which direction is it to your dads,” said Zach intently, steering the pickup the best he could while watching the middle age man stagger forward in their direction. The snarling vision of canine anger was only a few hundred yards behind him and gaining fast.

“Err, straight then do a left, then straight for a few mins,” said Dee.

“Hold on everyone.” Zach slammed on the brakes, making them all lurch forward. The middle-aged guy collapsed onto the flat bed at the back of the pickup and grabbed hold of the sides. Zach hit the accelerator and the truck roared forward. The wolf creature bounded towards them for a few yards then skidded to halt, it then raised its head to the sky like something had called it, and turned and bounded off. They lost site of it when they turned the corner at the end of the street.

“Has it gone?” said Ray.

“Looks that way,” said Zach. Ray let out a sigh of relief and his arms collapsed in his lap while still holding the device.

“That thing is not live yet is it?” said Zach.

“No.”

A bang came on the cabin window, the middle-aged man with glasses breathing heavily, gave the thumbs up.

“Dee, can you sit up a bit I need directions of where to go.” Dee sat up just enough to see the surroundings.

“Hey watch it kid, I’m holding explosives here,” said Ray.

“Right, yes, oh I know where we are. Go down Malvern Avenue, then do a left and second right and you will be in my street.” 

Zach caught sight of the road sign and proceeded down the Avenue as instructed. He kept looking around where they were driving as much as possible while still keeping his eyes on the road incase one of the wolf things jumped out in front of them.

After a few minutes they were in Dee’s street. “Fifth house on the right, it’s the one with the green door.” Dee’s head was still just high enough to see the houses, but Zach could tell he didn’t want to look. Zach rolled up to a decently sized single story house, with a fifties era red pickup in the carport.

“Now that’s my kind of pickup, not like these modern things,” said Ray.

“My dad rebuilt it,” said Dee in a subdued tone.

Zach drove onto the drive. “Dee stay here, I’m going to say hello to our guest and check things out, okay? Same as before you see something hit the horn.” Dee nodded. “Ray, you reckon you can finish that device outside of the truck? Maybe in Dee’s dad’s car port?”

“I’ll try,” said Ray, getting out of the truck carefully taking his components and the backpack full of other important items with him. The guy in the back climbed out the back of the truck, and approached Zach with his hand out.

“Names Brad T Crenshaw. Thanks for the rescue back there.”

Zach got out of the truck and shook his hand. “No problem, glad we were there when we were. I’m Zach, that there in the carport is Ray, Dee’s in the truck.”

“Actually, I knew you were there, my microphones picked up your truck moving down Shrove Drive, unfortunately so did one of the canine E.L.F’s as well, they have exceptional hearing and smell,” said Brad.

Microphones? Zach thought. “Great, well I have to check out this building, you can wait here if you want or you can come inside with me,” said Zach, backing up towards the front of Dee’s house, then turning and looking through the front window.

“Happy to help,” said Brad who was following, “Why are you here?”

“This is Dee’s house. He hasn’t been back here for a while, and he’s not seen his dad since it all went down.”

“This whole area was cleared out by the army in the evacuation, I doubt anyone’s in this house, and if the kid’s dad never found him then the news is probably not good,” said Brad.

“Yeah well, I gotta look anyway.”

“Of course.”

Zach cupped his hands over his eyes and pressed his face up against the glass of the living room, inside it looked messy, but there was no sign of anyone. Turning back to the truck he gestured to Dee that he was going to go around the back. Moving through the carport, and past Ray who was sitting on an upside down bucket near a small worktop, Zach arrived at a shut gate to the back yard, which he opened slowly. Zach and Brad walked past a small empty pool.

“The canines drink the water from the pools. Here in Roswell we have a lot of them,” said Brad.

The patio doors at the back of the property were closed and locked.

“Going to have to break in,” said Zach, looking around for something to break the glass. Brad handed him a small boulder, “we want to try and do this as quiet as possible.” In one of the corners of the yard was a dog kennel and just inside of it Zach could see a blanket. He grabbed it, then placed it up against the part of the glass door near the inside latch, and hit it with the boulder, a small circular piece of glass fell onto the linoleum inside, Zach then reached through and opened the door.

“Hello?” said Zach and swore to himself that he never asked Dee’s what his dad’s name was. “Anyone home? I’m here with Dee.”

Brad stepped through the door and stood for a moment cleaning his glasses. He was wearing a light gray t-shirt with a hunter’s jacket on top, each pocket seemingly containing something. His combat pants pockets the same.

The interior of Dee’s father’s home was well decorated. Film posters adjourned the walls, and a large flat screen TV hung proudly on another. Zach picked up a picture of Dee and his dad that was on the floor and smiled, he then took the photo out of the frame and put it in his pocket.

Brad went into the kitchen and opened the fridge. “Still a few bottles in here, hope the young man doesn’t mind me taking them.”

“It’s fine,” said Zach as he walked into the hallway, then into a large bedroom. Various clothes were scattered around the floor, and some drawers were left open. Brad appeared behind him in the hallway.

“What’s crazy about this whole situation is how most places I’ve seen don’t look that disturbed, it’s like there wasn’t a panic, which considering what was happening don’t make sense,” said Zach.

“People had no idea what was happening until it was too late, well apart from the ones that listened to my show. The government gave some bullshit story to everyone about how everything was under control and they all should grab some belongings and move out to camps.”

“Yes but people must of seen the changed animals?”

“The people that saw changed animals didn’t get a chance to tell the story. The number one driving force of all the E.L.F’s is to kill and dominate their surroundings. When the government brought large numbers of people together for evacuation it just acted like a magnet for the E.L.F’s. You see any of those nature films back in the day of thousands of wildebeests attracting predators? Well it was like that. The nukes they dropped were almost like the human race giving the E.L.F’s the finger. It took a lot of them out, but not enough.”

A noise made them both turn around. Dee was standing looking at them.

“Your dad’s not here,” said Zach. Dee looked down and burst out in tears. Zach went to go to him but Brad reacted first, bending down in front of him.

“Dee is it? Ok well can you do something for me?” Brad reached into his pocket, and pulled out a small flat black box with a grid of thirty-six LED’s on it. Dee shook his head in the affirmative while tears rolled down his cheeks. “This little black box is very important, you see these little lights? Well if you see any of them light up at this point,” Brad pointed to a section of the lights, “you let me know okay? It’s a real important job.” Brad handed Dee the box.

“What is it?” said Zach.

“It’s wired up to my radio microphones. Over six miles square, if the microphone picks up a loud noise, the LED will light up. Basically, suped-up baby monitors.”

“Wow that’s smart,” said Dee, wiping the tears from his face.

“Where are we on that grid?” said Zach.

“Roughly D3. The building you are holed up in is roughly B2,” said Brad.

“You knew we were there?” said Zach.

“Sure did.” Brad smiled.

Zach didn’t know how to respond but thought it was a discussion for later.

“Dee is there anything you want to take with you?”

“Yes, give me a few minutes.” Dee opened a door opposite the large bedroom revealing a medium sized room with a single bed and more film posters intermixed with posters of pop stars. Dee carefully put the black box down on the bed, and pulled a backpack out from under it, he then started to throw some clothes in it. On the wall was a comic from the 1960s in a wooden frame. On the plastic protective cover, it was signed, “Never stop dreaming, love Dad.” Dee carefully pulled the back off and placed the comic and its bag inside the backpack. Dee looked around his room. He knew this would probably be the last time he was here and the weight of choosing what to take with him started to overwhelm his mind. There’s no electricity anymore so no point bringing a game console, but that’s stupid anyway, maybe I should bring more things that Dad gave me, no, no I need to think like an adult, what would Dad want me to do in this situation. Dee took a deep breath and calmed his nerves, then looked around the room again. He opened a drawer next to his bed and grabbed a pocketknife and put it in his pocket. His dad told him never to take the pocketknife outside but he thought his dad would understand. He also grabbed his computer tablet. He knew there was no Internet but it had lots of good games on it, and maybe Abbey could get it charged somehow. He then remembered his solar powered radio and torch his dad got him for his tenth birthday last year, but couldn’t remember where it was.

“How long Dee?” Zach shouted from the living room.

“Not long,” Dee shouted back. A solar powered radio would be a good thing to have. He looked around his room and tried to remember the last place he saw it then remembered he left it on the window seat in the living room to charge up. Running in the living room past Zach he grabbed the radio and went back into his bedroom. Pushing the radio into his already bulging backpack, he took one last look around and sighed. Turning, he put the backpack on both shoulders and left his room.

“Your dad was USAF?“ said Zach holding a picture of a man in uniform. 

“Yes, he worked in…” Dee searched for the correct terms, “Operations Intelligence. He helped find bad guys before he made games.”

“For what it’s worth Dee, your dad seemed liked a great guy,” said Zach. Dee smiled. “You got everything? We need to move out.”

“Yes. Where’s Brad?”

“He’s outside, think I heard him talking to Ray. You been watching that box of tricks he gave you.”

“Shit!” Dee ran back into his room. He slowly reappeared with the black box in his hand, intently looking at it. He then held it up in front of him with the LED’s facing towards Zach. 

Two lights near the top of the grid flashed intermittently. “What does this mean?”

“It means we need to leave.”
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Fiona, Cal and Michael had managed to throw various large desks and chairs into the first and second floor stairwells, before running up to the computer room floor. Abbey then locked all of the lower floor doors remotely. Michael, Fiona, Jacob and Abbey stood and sat in the computer room watching the outside camera feeds.

Cal was in one of the adjacent offices looking out in the direction the creatures were coming. Nothing could be seen. Where the fuck are they? “Do you see anything?” he shouted.

“Nothing, you?” replied Abbey.

“Nothing, I’m going up on the roof,” said Cal running up the stairwell. A cool breeze swept across him as he looked at the nearby buildings. There was no sign of the wolf creatures. Have they turned away?

For a moment time seemed to stop as there was only silence and stillness out there in the city of Roswell, not insane creatures that shouldn’t exist. But then he caught sign of movement near a car and a brown fur covered creature like something out of a fifties horror movie stood up on its hind legs, then leapt forward and within seconds slammed into one of the large glass windows on the ground floor, shattering it and causing glass to fly out onto the steps in front of the building. Only one? Thought Cal. He scoured the area just around their building but again there was no sign of anything. Even from the roof he could hear the paws of the creature on the ground floor scratching on the smooth polished surface. He then ran back down to the computer room. Everyone was watching the foyer camera.

“What’s it doing?” he said. The creature was standing on its hind legs and looking left and right, seemingly sniffing. It then walked forward. Everyone jumped slightly at the oddness of seeing a wolf-like creature move in such a way.

“Wow that’s creepy,” said Michael. “Cool in movies, not so much in real life.”

Slowly the creature moved towards the ground floor stairwell door and sniffed it.

“If they get up here I don’t think your ten rounds is going to be much help, there must be something else we can do to defend ourselves,” said Fiona.

“Maybe if we kill that one the others will…”

The sound of multiple windows shattering rang around the building. Abbey brought up extra internal camera feeds for the lower floors and at least five wolf creatures could be seen recovering their footing on the first floor. They snarled and growled at each other, then immediately their heads turned towards the stairwell exit.

“Look at their front legs, they look like…” said Michael.

“Arms,” replied Abbey.

One of the creatures bounded up to the stairwell exit and sniffed the door, then reared up on its hind legs and slammed into it with its teeth and front claw like paws. The door held but seemed to splinter slightly.

“That door’s not going to last, and there’s no point us hiding in here they can obviously smell us, that’s why they are moving upwards,” said Fiona. “Okay we need to leave this room and get up to the penthouse, we can defend that area better, and if all else fells we move to the roof.”

“And have no means of escape?” said Jacob.

“Right now it’s kill or be killed. Let’s move everyone!”

The others ran upstairs, while Abbey switched off the screens so to not draw any attention from the creatures, she hoped if they survived this the computer room still be in working order. 

Abbey and Fiona were the last to leave the computer floor and as they entered the stairwell, they could hear the creatures slamming into and gnawing the door four floors down. 

They both ran into the apartment and Fiona almost slipped on the floor. She gathered herself then stood bolt upright lost in thought for a few seconds as the others piled up furniture against the front door. She then ran into the small en-suite bathroom and turned on the tap, fresh cold water poured out. She then quickly returned to the living room. “Michael how much water do we have still.”

“Right now a few weeks worth, why?”

“We need piping.” She frantically looked around, then focused on a ream of garden hose someone had grabbed from the gas station on Main Street. Grabbing the hose she ran into the bathroom and connected one end to the tap, and fed the other end out into the living room. She then ran back into the bathroom and turned the tap on full. Water poured out onto the apartment floor.

“What are you doing?” Michael shouted. “We are going to need that water!”

Jacob put his hand on Michael’s arm. “Leave her alone kid I think she’s got an idea.”

“Abbey, I need you to find any kind of extension cord, I think there’s one in the kitchen. When you find it, pull the covering off the end so the wires are exposed.’ Abbey went to ask why, then realized what Fiona was planning.

With an almighty crash something heavy and angry slammed into the penthouse door. Cal, Michael and Jacob where holding the furniture in place best they could, but the initial slam pushed all of them back momentarily before they could gather themselves and push back. The floor of the apartment was now more akin to a large puddle, with water splashing everywhere when anyone moved in it.

“They got up here quick, so much for the barricades,” said Michael.

“The access to the roof is slim, we might be able to defend that spot, Abbey, you done with the cable?” said Fiona, Abbey shouted it was ready, “Good plug one end in the wall, but for gods sake don’t drop the exposed end, hold on to it.”

Something slammed into the door and they were all pushed back momentarily again. The door splintered and huge canine teeth appeared in the tear.

“We can’t hold this much longer!” Cal shouted.

“We need to wait until more than one is in the apartment we are only going to get one shot of this. Jacob and Michael get to the roof! Abbey, pull the cable into the roof stairwell. Then get up to the roof!”

Another solid impact slammed the door, making furniture fall away and land with a splash on the floor. The door was disintegrating before their eyes.

“They are almost through!” shouted Cal, barely audible through the sound of snarling and frantic clawing at the door.

“Now!” shouted Fiona. She and Cal turned and ran into the kitchen splashing and trying not to slip, then into the stairwell. Fiona grabbed the cable, pulling the stairwell door as closed as much as she could, giving her a small gap to look through.

The furniture exploded backwards into the apartment and two wolf creatures bounded into the living room sliding on the wet floor and slamming up against the glass windows and sofas. Quickly gathering their footing one of stood up on its hind legs and sniffed the air. It was at this point that Fiona truly grasped how big these creatures were because standing upright it was easily nine-foot high. Another one of them skidded into the apartment and it was at this point that Fiona thought now or never. Opening the stairwell door some more she threw the exposed end of the cable extension down onto the kitchen floor. The effect was immediate. All three creatures froze then started squealing and shaking, falling to the floor as the wall socket where the extension was plugged into popped with a large bang making sparks.

A loud bang was also heard on the roof were Abbey, Cal, Michael and Jacob where moving the fridges across towards the stairwell.

Cal ran over to the stairwell as soon as the bang was heard and found Fiona slumped over on the bottom step. He immediately realized that the ground in front of her was wet. “Michael! Abbey!” he shouted behind him as he quickly walked down the stairwell steps.

“Don’t touch her she might be still touching the current!” shouted Abbey. Cal ignored the advice and grabbed Fiona, while pushing the roof door closed.

“There’s no current, it shorted,” he said, pulling her up onto the roof. “Quick, get those fridges down the stairs.” 

“Is she breathing?” said Abbey, as Michael and Jacob did what Cal asked. More sounds could be heard coming from beyond the apartment.

Cal checked for Fiona’s pulse. “It’s there but very faint. I think the electric shock knocked her out. Let’s get her onto the chair.” He pulled her to it. “Stay with her,” he said, then ran back to the stairwell which now contained two large fridges.

“That’s not going to hold them back,” said Jacob.

“She took out three, maybe that will put them off,” said Michael.

Something large crashed into the opposite side of the roof door. The fridges hopped in their positions as the door shuddered.

“Jacob, get ready, when you clearly see one of them, shoot, aim for the head,” said Cal. 

Jacob stood at the top of the stairs, both hands on the gun, aimed at the door that was now being chewed and eaten. The sound of the creatures furiously attacking was incessant and filled the air around them.

Michael handed Cal and Abbey large kitchen knifes. “I grabbed these on the way through the kitchen.” He held a chopper which he flipped from one hand to the next.

“If they get through…” Cal was stopped before he could finish the sentence by the sound of gunfire. His reaction was to look at Jacob, but he had not moved or fired. A deep howling sound echoed around the streets below.

Cal ran to the east west wall and looked over. “Good timing Zach,” he said with a smile on his face.
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As Zach pulled up in the pickup outside the office building, he could see two wolf creatures already in the foyer and multiple windows on the first floor shattered. They had gone back to get Brad’s own pickup, then back to his home to grab some of his prized possessions, two M4 Carbine assault rifles, a few handguns and extra ammo. Brad’s home was surprisingly close, and it was only a few minutes before they got to the base of their building just as Fiona six stories above them had dropped the live cable onto the drenched apartment floor.

Ray and Dee stayed in the pickup with a handgun ready to shoot anything that came close.

“Watch your six!” shouted Brad, “These fuckers like sneaking up behind you.”

Zach had a quick look over his shoulder, but couldn’t see any creatures. They both approached the foyer, guns raised.

“I got the one on the left, you go for the right,” said Zach.

A large brute of a creature with dark brown mottled fur swung its head around in Zach’s direction. It immediately hunched its shoulders and lowered its head and snarled. Its clawed hands clenched and opened as it lowered its head even more, bending its back legs.

Zach pummeled it with bullets, pushing it backwards up against the foyer desk. The other creature scrambled forward with the velocity of a sprinter, its hands clawing at the space in front of it. Brad fired two shots, which missed it completely ricocheting off the foyer walls. Zach looked across at Brad.

“I got this,” said Brad, dropping down on one knee to steady his hand. He then let loose a volley of three more shots each one connecting and dropping the beast instantly.

The other creatures left in the building heard the howls of pain and leapt from windows on the lower floor, over Brad and Zach’s heads and onto nearby roof tops and out of sight. 

“Yeah! Get going!” shouted Brad as their snarls faded into the distance. Dee’s head appeared in the pickups window. Zach opened the passenger’s door and Dee climbed out followed by Ray.

“Stay close.” Zach said to Dee, as he, Ray and Brad walked past the corpses of the wolf creatures and through the hole where a twelve-foot high pane of glass used to be. As Brad walked past the creatures he pushed his gun into each to make sure there was no reaction.

The remains of the foyer stairwell door broke open and Abbey appeared, half crying half smiling and ran and hugged Zach with an embrace that took him by surprise. With the hand that wasn’t holding the M4 he held her too. Cal, Michael and the others appeared out of the stairwell door as well, stepping over pieces of furniture best they could. The last one to appear was Jacob, still holding his handgun. Abbey finally let go and stepped back.

Zach walked to Cal and passed him the gun. “I suspect you’re better with this than I.” Cal grinned and immediately checked the magazine. “This here is Brad and he’s the reason you’re all still alive.”

Brad for a moment looked a little embarrassed. “I could never take them on alone, feels good to give them bastards a kick in the teeth.” He slung his M4 on his back. 

“You’re the UFO guy who left the message?” said Abbey.

Brad smiled. “I am.”

Dee stayed closed to Zach but was watching the closest wolf creature with wide eyes.

“Don’t worry Dee it’s not going to hurt anyone now,’ said Zach.

Abbey looked at Zach with tearful eyes, but these were sorrowful tears not the joyful ones from a few moments ago. “Fiona was hurt.”

“How bad?” said Zach, fretful of the answer.

“The young lady was electrocuted, saving our asses, she’s still alive, but hasn’t regained consciousness,” said Jacob.

Zach rushed to the stairwell and ran up the stairs best he could, the others followed closely behind. Finally he made it into the penthouse and stepped through the sodden carpet and out onto the roof, pushing past the fridges. Fiona was laid out in the reclined garden chair, kneeling he checked her pulse. Cal, Michael and Abbey appeared from the stairwell.

“Pulse seems ok, a bit intermittent, but she’s alive. You say she was electrocuted?” said Zach, Cal nodded.

“She should be conscious by now,” said Zach. He then felt her head and found a small bump at the back of her skull. “Ah, it wasn’t the shock, it was when she fell she must of hit her head and it knocked her out, have we got any strong spirit anywhere around?” 

“There’s a bottle of whiskey in one of the boxes,” said Michael.

“Bring it here.”

Michael ran off and quickly returned with the bottle. Zach opened the bottle and sniffed. Taking a swig he then placed the bottle under Fiona’s nose. She started to stir, then swiped the bottle away with her hand, almost knocking it out of Zach’s grasp.

“I don’t dring,” she slurred.

“Yes!” shouted Michael. Abbey instinctively hugged Cal and Michael.

Zach helped Fiona sit up, placing the bottle of spirit on the floor. “Someone grab me one of those water bottles from the fridge.” Abbey quickly found one and passed it to Zach who twisted the top of and gave it to Fiona. She gulped a few mouthfuls down then started to shake her head but quickly stopped, wincing in pain she felt the back of her head.

“They didn’t kill us all then,” said Fiona.

“You, Zach, the UFO guy saved us,” said Michael.

“UFO guy? You found him?” she said, becoming more alert.

“More he found us, but yeah he’s downstairs. When you feel up to it, we need to have that chat I mentioned before I left, but for now rest here,” said Zach, smiling. 

“I’m going to keep watch up here for a while,” said Cal, Zach nodded his approval then walked back into the penthouse and observed the scene of devastation. Abbey appeared behind him in the kitchen.

“Quick thinking, electrocuting them,” said Zach.

“Yeah it gave us the extra few seconds we needed for the cavalry to arrive,” said Abbey smiling, her expression then changed, “The computers,” she said and ran past Zach jumping over one of the wolf creatures, broken furniture, and out of the apartment. 

Zach followed her down to the computer floor, as he approached the computer room he could see a flashlight beam haphazardly moving across the walls and screens. Entering he saw Abbey pushing some buttons on the terminals.

Abbey sat down heavily on the office chair. “It’s all fried. I hoped this system had a surge protection but if it did it didn’t stop us losing these computers.”

“Hello?” Brad’s voice could be heard from the corridor outside.

“In here,” Zach shouted back.

Brad walked into computer room brandishing his own pocket light, illuminating Zach and Abbey in front of him. “Fried?”

“Looks that way,” said Abbey, shaking her head in disappointment. “We were getting a signal back from the two remaining evacuation camps.”

“You talked to them?” Brad asked.

“Talked?” replied Zach.

“I’m in frequent contact with Brigadier General Halsted in Portland and General Trow near Austin. Last communication was with Portland at twenty-two hundred hours last night,” said Brad, looking glum, “They are just hanging on up there.”

“You got comms at your home?” said Zach.

“Sure do, and you are all welcome to come back with me. Looks like this place is done,” said Brad.

Abbey looked at Zach with a hopeful smile. Zach stood for a moment weighing up the options. “I think, that’s what we should do.” He held out his hand to Brad, who shook it briefly but welcomingly. “We have maybe four hours left before sunset, should be long enough to get everything packed up.”
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Even though Brad’s place was just a mile from the office building, they were all tired by time they arrived at his home. A lot of the boxes of supplies were water soaked, meaning they had to find other containers to move everything in, and they only just managed to get to Brads as the sun was setting.

“You live here?” said Michael to Brad as Brad parked his pickup.

“Not all conspiracy theorists live in a bunker out in the desert,” replied Brad.

Michael smiled then became serious when a thought struck him. “You guys were right.”

“About what?”

“Everything.”

“We didn’t want to be.”

Zach and Fiona parked up behind Brad. Zach had caught a glimpse of Brads place before, and had been impressed by the two story brick built mock Victorian property with a hint of Spanish revival in the arches and windows. Most of which were boarded up. Something he’d missed the first time he was there though and now was more apparent due to the setting sun behind them were the antennae and satellite dishes perched on the roof. They all got out of the vehicles and looked around anxiously before setting off for the front of the house.

“Not the front, I don’t use that, there’s an entrance to the basement around the side,” said Brad leading everyone down some steps to the entrance which Brad had covered with a piece of wooden fencing. Visible at the back of the property in its large grounds was a tower with a wind turbine on top. At the bottom of the steps, Brad keyed in a number combination and opened a secure looking steel door. He flicked some switches and lights came on. They all filed into a good-sized space, with walls of computer screens, server boxes, electronic components and bookshelves. To the right the space opened up to a single bed against a wall, a small table and another door. Against one wall was a large worktop area with tools, circuit boards and wires, and above it white boards with diagrams and words on. The wall space that was left was filled with newspaper cuttings and images of various supernatural phenomena.

“So this is where I broadcast and try to stay in touch, with who’s left out there. I usually sleep over there, I like to be close to the radio incase a message comes in. Let’s move upstairs and I’ll show you the rooms,” said Brad, closing the outside door, and moving towards the other one.

Fiona lingered near the outside door. “This is the only way in and out?”

“It is.”

“And the code to unlock it?”

Brad smiled, and walked closer to one of the walls, pointing at a small piece of paper. “I wrote the code here, if I ever forgot the number I didn’t want to be trapped in here.” Brad opened the other door.

Abbey and Dee both looked thrilled at all the equipment and were still looking at the screens when the last of the group started to walk up to the first floor. “There’s four good sized bedrooms upstairs, including my own but like I said I hardly sleep there these days anyway, so feel free to use it.” Brad lit two candles, which illuminated a moderately sized hallway. No natural light made it’s way past the boarded up windows. 

“We need to start getting those supplies in here, before its dark,” said Zach to the group. Fiona turned and started to walk away. Dee came up the stairs as they were going down.

“Fiona, maybe take it easy for the next few days?” said Zach.

“I’m fine, who’s helping,” said Fiona disappearing through the basement doorway. Cal and Michael followed her back down into the basement.

“Might be an idea to pull the truck and pickup as close to the side of the house as possible,” said Brad to Zach.

“Sounds good, I’ll just take a quick look around if that’s ok and get right on it.’ Zach walked up the main stairs to the second floor.

“You weren’t joking about these rooms,” said Ray, looking into a room with a double bed, dresser and shelves. “It was a shame leaving the penthouse but this will do nicely.” Ray sat on the end of the bed.

“You and Jacob get to share again,” said Zach with a smile.

“Maybe I’ll take the floor,” said Ray dejected.

Zach had a quick look in the other rooms then went downstairs to move the vehicles and help the others with the supplies. 

Dee walked into one of the rooms at the back of the house and put his backpack on the single bed. It wasn’t a large room and even in the gloom it reminded him of his own room back home. Looking around it he saw there were a few black and white pictures on the walls, one of which was of a man in uniform, Dee wasn’t sure if it was Brad or maybe his father. Dee knew he should unpack but still didn’t feel completely safe to do so. He thought to himself maybe he will just keep his stuff in his backpack for now. Standing up he looked out the window just managing to see through a small gap in one of the wooden planks. In the large garden at the back a wind turbine stood proud in the center of a large rectangular area part sand part grass, the blades turning at a slow but constant pace. Beyond that was a single-story workshop area, which enveloped the garden on two sides to the west and north. Small and dirty windows were staggered along a stretch of it and on top it was covered by a series of solar panels. Various thick looking cables ran across from the turbine and solar panels into the workshop.

“Dee, you hungry?” A voice drifted up the stairs from who Dee thought was Michael. Leaving his backpack, he ran to the top of the stairs and shouted in the direction he thought it came from, then walked down into the hallway.

“Watch out Dee,” said Cal as he walked past holding three boxes, placing them down near the front door.

“Where’s Brad?” Dee asked.

“Showing Abbey all the tech,” said Cal. Dee followed him back down into the basement where Abbey and Brad were talking.

“I’ve got a number of short wave receivers, some good old ones and a few more of the portable types,” said Brad, pointing at part of the table with some metal boxes on it. “Everything connects to the broadcast antennae on the roof. All the signals I get I funnel through the computers so I can control everything with software. There’s no Internet of course but these babies,” Brad turned and put his hand on a small rack of server boxes, “still make me feel connected.”

“How do you power it all?” Abbey asked, as Cal, Michael and Zach all came through the open steel door with arms filled with boxes.

“I’ve got three lithium-ion home batteries, two outback and one in here. To actually generate the power I use whatever I can, got a wind turbine out back, and my workshop is covered in solar panels. I’ve also got two gasoline generators, and plenty of gas to last me…well a long time. Foods a bigger problem then power, and water is a bigger problem than food,” said Brad.

“Most of the stores we have seen have been well stocked with both still,” said Abbey, with an enquiring tone.

“The problem isn’t the availability of it, it’s getting it with the E.L.F’s around,” said Brad. “You see all the E.L.F’s I know of are carnivores, and seeing most of the earth’s animals evolved into something which was hard to kill, humans became the easy option. Because of that it was the big population centers which drew most of the E.L.F’s, even a small city like Roswell.”

Abbey swallowed hard.

“Don’t worry young lady we are quite safe in here. Please sit down, take it all for a spin Zach tells me you are quite the computer wizard.”

“Yeah, she’s great with computers!” said Dee, speaking up from the bottom of the stairs.

Abbey beckoned him over. “Dee, come and take a look at all this cool stuff.”

“Mr. Crenshaw…” Dee started to say.

“Call me Brad.”

“Can I charge my computer tablet anywhere? I miss playing games…I know it’s dumb with all that’s happened,” said Dee, looking guilty.

“Not dumb at all, we all need to remember what our lives were like, sure have you got the right cable for it? If so you can plug it into any these ports,” said Brad.

Dee’s face lit up and he ran up the stairs. “I’ll be right back.”


CHAPTER 26












The group all sat in the candle lit living room, on various chairs and a sofa eating a stew that Michael had made. Fiona looked at the black stained hole that was the fireplace.

“Nothing more I would like to do than get that fire burning, but the smoke would literally be a smoke signal to our canine friends and whatever else is out there,” said Brad.

Fiona gave an accepting smile and carried on eating. Silence fell upon everyone as they eagerly chowed down on the stew. “So you guys were all locked up until recently?” Ray choked a bit on his food. 

“Not me,” Jacob said. “I served the good people of Baldo New Mexico for twenty years.”

“You’re a cop?” said Brad.

“Sheriff.”

“I see, I just mention it because it’s remarkable to me that the world ended and most of you had no idea.” Brad looked around the group. “I’m not sure if that was for the better or worse.”

“From what we learned, I’m thinking for the better,” said Zach. Brad nodded.

“So what do you know?” said Brad.

Zach and Abbey took turns telling Brad what they had learned over the previous forty-eight hours. “So you know part of the story, but you don’t know how it all played out with the people and the military?” The group shook their heads in the negative. “I had been running a weekly internet radio show called ‘Roswell Central’, which was basically me trying to put out into the world what the government were really up to.” Fiona shifted in her chair. “Yeah I know what you are thinking, I’m one of tinfoil-hat brigade.”

“Pretty much,” said Ray. Abbey shot him a frown.

“No, no it’s okay, I’m used to it. My father worked as a contractor on the nearby airbase, and on his death bed…which was 1987, he told me some things, as well as leaving me a bunch of official papers which he ‘found’ shall we say, when he was working on the base during the fifties and sixties. The only stipulation he gave me was that our family name should never be associated with those papers.”

“Aliens right?” Michael said enthusiastically, “No, I’m not making fun, everyone knows the little guys from another planet crashed near here.”

“Well that’s the thing, the papers my father gave me mentioned nothing about aliens, what they did mention however was advanced propulsion systems, the kind that you can travel to other planets with. It was a prototype that crashed near here.’

Michael looked disappointed. “So no aliens?”

“Oh there are definitely aliens…”

Michael punched the air. “I knew it.”

“Just none that crashed at Roswell that I’m aware of,” said Brad smiling, “But back to more important matters, anyway I got these papers and it opened my eyes to what was really going on in the so called secret government. Back then I just broadcast my ‘show’ to a few on the Ham radio, then the Internet happened and the rest as they say is history. I was receiving reports from other conspiracy theorists around the world at the end last year, reports which nobody was taking seriously, at least not officially.”

“Do you think the CIA, DOD knew what was happening?” said Fiona trying to keep her tone neutral.

“Undoubtedly,” said Brad.

“So why didn’t they get the government to act sooner?” said Cal.

“My sources told me that what happened was a result of a black project that got out of hand, and the other branches of the secret services wanted to shut it down without anyone the wiser. Avoid embarrassment and all that. Problem is they waited too long.” Brad paused then continued. “Even when it hit the mainstream, the whole situation was ridiculed with the press putting it all down to chemicals in the water or some such nonsense. But the governments largely ignored it until the first waves of attacks happened back in February. First one was in southern Spain, a small town was attacked by an E.L.F. which they said used to be a locust, but had become these two to three-foot long flying spiked insects that attacked as a swarm, imagine flying piranhas and you get the picture, anyway most of the town was wiped out, women, children there was no difference to the creatures attacking them. After that the world sat up and took notice but more and more attacks were happening globally and the frequency of attacks was increasing weekly. The simpler life forms that changed first, took out a lot of the more complex un-evolved life forms before they themselves evolved, which in turn took out a lot of the simpler evolved life forms, it was complete chaos. All life on this planet had been thrown back into the melting pot.”

Jacob put his bowl down. “So what you’re saying is that man went from being at the top of the food chain to the bottom in a matter of a few months.”

“Yes...” Brad said with a sigh. “The scientists got together in May in Geneva…”

“We read about that,” said Abbey.

“Yeah, all the brightest minds humanity had to offer, and the conclusion they came to was there’s nothing they could do to stop it. Something had affected the genome of most of the animal-life and they said to reverse it would be impossible because it would mean genetically mutating all those creatures back to their original state, which not only did they not have the technology to do, but with all the creatures out there running wild they didn’t have the means to do either. So the message to all humanity was try to survive and kill as many of the E.L.F’s as possible, essentially ending all animal life on the planet for humanities survival. That didn’t go down so well with some folk.”

One of the candles flickered and died making the light in the room even dimmer. Brad got up grabbed another candle from a box, lit it and sat back down again. “Then came the dumbest idea in our history, and when I say ‘our’ I mean mankind’s. The decision was taken to create huge camps all around the world, which would defend as much of humanity as possible. Like you mentioned, there were five created in the United States, two in the UK, twelve across mainland Europe etc. It varied but each one could hold around fourteen million people. And covered forty or so miles square…” Brad went to continue but could see Zach was about to say something.

“My math’s has never been that great, but last I heard the population of this country was around three hundred million, five times…”

Brad interrupted. “Meant a whole lot of people were left outside the camps.”

“Jesus,” said Ray.

Abbey looked anxious, “How did they decide who got into a camp and who was left outside?”

“They supposedly used a lottery system, random selection and all that, but the rich and powerful all somehow managed to ‘win’ and get in, not that it helped them any,” said Brad.

“What do you mean?” said Abbey.

“That brings me back to the ‘dumb’ part, I mentioned some of this to Zach earlier, all the E.L.F’s, at least the ones I’m aware of are carnivores, they go to where the most meat is. By putting everyone in one place, they just up a huge sign saying…”

“Yeah we get it,” said Fiona.

“But you said these areas were well defended?” said Zach.

“They were, latest state of the art weaponry, each camp had its own runway, underground storage facility, factories, and a hundred and ten-foot high wall running the entire length of the perimeter, with manned and automated machine gun posts. Some were even built into mountains. Wait I’ll show you…” Said Brad standing and walking down to the basement and returning with a few pieces of paper with faded images on them. “This one is Portland.” Brad handed Zach an aerial image of a huge complex, made up of newly built multistory houses laid out in a grid formation, intermingled with larger buildings. There were also rows and rows of tanks and other military vehicles. Zach found it hard to believe it was only forty miles square in size, as the grid seemed to run on forever. Lower down in the image was a huge concrete wall with pill boxes two-thirds of the height, roughly every fifty yards. In front of the wall was a ditch similar in depth as the wall was high. The whole scene to Zach looked like a futuristic medieval castle.

“And that wasn’t enough defense?” Zach handed the images to Cal.

“The problem was they had no idea what they were up against, all of this weaponry was designed to fight humans, not creatures that had evolved million years in a few months.”

“Yeah but we put those canines down with the M4s,” said Zach.

“That we did, but that was one type of E.L.F. and maybe ten we were up against. Don’t get me wrong, I watched those canine fucks take out…well kill a lot of the people in this town, but these camps attracted thousands of E.L.F’s, made up of hundreds of different types of creature, with many kinds of capabilities,” said Brad.

“Capabilities?” said Jacob.

“Ultimately this is what did for those camps. Or at least that’s what I’ve been told by the guys holding out in the other camps. Think of all the abilities that some animals had, for example echolocation in bats, these critters could find objects roughly seventeen meters ahead of them, now make that a hundred meters, and make the bat itself the size of a man with a twenty-foot wing span. then there’s the other stuff…” Brad looked down, looking every bit his fifty-three years.

“More?” said Fiona.

“I have multiple reports, of E.L.F’s showing signs of advanced thinking. Some of the attacks on the camps by more than one E.L.F. showed strategic planning. There have also been signs of these things forming social groups, I’ve not seen any hard evidence of that myself but it has to be a possibility. It’s one thing if the nine-foot high creature with claws is a mindless beast, it’s a whole other kind of scary if it looks you in the eye and knows who you are,” said Brad. 

Different members of the group shook their heads, lost in their own thoughts, and everyone seemed to sigh at almost the same time.

“So basically it’s the end of the world. I knew it would happen,” said Ray.

“You said you had contact with the remaining two camps? They are surviving?” Zach asked.

“Barely, Portland is in a worse state than Austin. They’re are down to maybe twenty thousand people. I give them maybe a few weeks. If it wasn’t for the nukes I doubt there would be any humans left alive on this planet, and that even includes all of you.”

“We heard they were dropped on hotspots?” said Abbey.

“’Hotspots’ meant camps, unfortunately. Those particular camps were overrun, then the E.L.F’s attracted more of their kind, it couldn’t have been an easy decision but it might have saved the human race, at least given us all some more time,” said Brad. 

Abbey noticed Dee’s head was down, with his knees up against his face, she put her arm on his shoulder.

“Question is, what do we do now?” said Cal.

Before anyone could answer Abbey interjected. “Dee, you must be tired, maybe now’s a good time to get some rest?” He solemnly nodded, slowly got up and walked upstairs.

Zach’s expression was one of deep thought. “Can’t the Portland people get to Austin?”

“Twenty thousand people across the country? Even without the E.L.F’s that wouldn’t work. It’s just bad luck that the two remaining camps are the furthest apart.”

“An airlift?”

“They don’t have the fuel anymore.”

“Did they try chemical or biological weapons against the E.L.F’s?” said Fiona the words rushing out of her mouth.

“They tried both at various locations across the planet, sometimes it worked, sometimes it had no effect, there were just too many E.L.F’s to take out.”

Silence enveloped the living room once again, the candles almost making their own noise.

“Austin is surviving?” said Abbey, but before Brad could answer Zach spoke.

“What about people who were left outside the camps, do you have any contact with anyone?”

Brad looked at Abbey first. “Austin is holding its own, they started with the lowest population, that might have helped their cause, and they have a large underground complex, also for some reason they haven’t been attacked by huge numbers of E.L.F’s like the other camps were. As for people outside, well there are small pockets of survivors dotted around, mostly keeping their heads down, that’s pretty much how I’ve survived, I used to be off the government’s grid, now I’m off the E.L.F’s grid.”

He smiled at these last few words then turned to Cal. “Cal, is it?” Cal nodded. “You asked what do we do now? Well that’s up to you and your friends, I’m doing ok here, I’ve got supplies to last a few years. If you’re thinking of fighting back? There is no fighting back, there’s just not being one of those bastards meal today, or tomorrow or the day after.” Brad got up, “Anyone want a drink? I’ve got some whiskey and spirits around here somewhere. I don’t usually drink, but then I don’t usually have guests.”

“I’ll have a shot,” said Ray. Brad indicated to the others.

“Sure, whatever spirits you got,” said Fiona.

“Same here,” said Abbey.

“Yup,” said Michael. Zach, Cal and Jacob shook their heads. Brad picked up a candle and disappeared into the gloom of the other half of the house.

“So what’s the plan?” said Jacob in a steady tone of voice. Brad could be heard opening and closing cupboards, muttering to himself.

“You mean apart from stay alive in this world that no longer wants us?” said Michael.

“Yes,” replied Jacob.

“We have seen maybe four types of these things, and yet there are hundreds more out there?” said Fiona.

Brad reappeared with a bottle under his arm and another in his non-candle holding hand. “This is all I got.” He put the bottles and candle down on the coffee table. He then went to a cupboard along the wall and pulled down some glasses and poured out the drinks. “You folks must be a bit bewildered even being pretty tough sons-a-bitches.” Brad smiled, handing out everyone’s drink.

“We were just wondering what our options are,” said Cal.

“I guess there’s no point any of us trying to find our families.” Abbey’s words came out more as a statement than a question.

Brad, took a small sip of whiskey. “Unless your family made it to the Texas camp, probably not.”

“If there’s nothing that can be done for the Portland camp, then that just leaves Austin,” said Zach.

“I’m sure Trow would be happy to have you, regardless of your pasts.”

“We were in a military prison, maximum security,” said Zach.

“I see, well still, beggars can’t be choosers as they say, I can talk to Trow on your behalf if you want, see what she wants to do, but I suspect she doesn’t care what you did before the Cascade happened.”

“We keep hearing that word ‘Cascade’, what does it mean?” said Fiona.

“It was the term the scientists came up with, an evolutionary event which happens exponentially, basically run-away evolution,” said Brad. “Looks like some of you need to hit the sack.” Michael was slumped in the armchair, head on a pillow behind him.

“Yeah maybe we should pick this conversation up in the morning,” said Zach.

Brad stood. “I’ll be up for some hours yet, if anyone wants to have a chat you know where to find me.” He then walked into the hallway.

Cal went to nudge Michael, but noticed Zach motioning to leave him where he was. Fiona finished the rest of her drink in one gulp.

“You up for sharing?” said Fiona to Abbey. “That means you should all have a single bed to your own, unless of course you want to share with each other as well.” Zach smiled. Ray grumbled.

“Sure,” said Abbey.

Everyone but Zach walked up the stairs. He sat looking at the pictures of the camp in Portland, then picked up the bottle of drink and walked down to the basement.


CHAPTER 27












“Crenshaw you there? Over.” A stern but concerned female voice interspersed with crackling, emerged from a paint chipped green metal speaker box. Brad woke with a start, not quite being aware of his surroundings. Sitting up he grabbed at his bedside lamp, almost knocking it off the small wooden table it sat on. Turning the lamp on, he pushed his glasses onto his face and looked towards his work desk and radios. “Crenshaw, come in. Over.” The old glow-in-the-dark UFO clock that hung on his wall displayed 7:45 am.

“Damn.” He stood up and ran across to the desk, sat down and picked up a silver metallic looking mike. “I’m here. Sorry was bit of a late one. Over.”

“Did you make contact with them? Over,” said General Trow.

“Yes, yesterday. They’re all here. Over.”

“Will they be useful? Over.”

“Yes, I believe so, they are all…well they are all your colleagues so to speak. Over.”

“Military? Over.”

“It’s a bit of a story, which I’m sure you don’t have time for me to tell you. They were all in a military prison in New Mexico, got out a few days ago and made their way here, they had no idea of what happened, were completely cut off.” Brad paused trying to shake the sleep from his mind, then continued, “Over.”

No response came from the speaker then, “Which branches?”

“I don’t know all of them, but ones Military Police, one EOD, one computer systems, another a sniper, not sure about the others, although I think one of the girls is intelligence services of some kind, maybe CIA.” Again there was a pause on the other end of the transmission.

“Tell them that if they come to Austin I will reinstate them at their previous ranks, with a full pardons.”

“Even without knowing what they did before? What if they are psychos? Over.”

“You have been watching them for the past few days. Do you think they are psychos? Anyway I’ll take what I can get.”

“They’re not the most trusting of the military.”

“Can you pass message on to them. Over.”

“No problem, I will do that. How are things there? I’ve not heard from Portland now for over twenty-four hours. Over.”

“We had a transmission from them last night, there’s less of them now…so the supplies they have will last longer, if they can survive the attacks. If things get worse I will send a rescue mission to see if we can grab any of them and bring them here. Over.”

“That’s quite some way to try a rescue mission. Over.”

“We have to try…Over.”

“And in Austin? Over.”

A muffled knock came from the door to the upstairs.

“Come in,” said Brad over his shoulder.

“Sorry to interrupt, do you want some coffee?” said Abbey, peering around the door.

“Sure.”

Abbey closed the door quietly.

“Had a few that made it over the walls last night, but nothing we couldn’t take care of. Over,” said Trow.

“Good to hear, well you take care and I’ll let you know what they say. Out.”

Brad put the mike down, and sat in his technological cave still trying to wake up. Realizing he was sitting there in his underwear, he laughed to himself. The sound of muffled chat and knocks emanating through the ceiling above was as alien to him as the sounds the E.L.F’s made, but these noises were comforting. He had always been happy with his life as a loner and even after his wife Marie died he preferred his solitude and never felt lonely in all the empty space the house offered. But the cascade changed that, for the first time in years he had felt alone. The sounds above his head reminded him it was possible for life to continue. He heard someone start to walk down the stairs to the basement and quickly ran back to his bed and jumped into some pants. A knock similar to before came from the door.

“Come in,” said Brad.

“Sorry I forgot to ask if you wanted milk or sugar,” said Abbey, offering Brad the mug.

“First time in fourteen years anyone has made coffee for me in this house, I’m sure it’s fine,” said Brad smiling, the coffee fragrance somehow more rich than when he made his own. “Who else is awake?”

“Fiona, Michael, Cal and Jacob, I think Ray is still sleeping and Zach is just getting up.”

“Me and Zach were up to the early hours exchanging war stories. He might have a heavy head this morning.”

Abbey smiled. “Was that one of the camps, I heard you talking to someone?”

“That was General Trow, at the Austin camp, we keep in touch usually around this time.” Abbey looked impressed. “Me and Catherine go back a-ways.”

“What’s the situation there?”

“Considering everything, Austin is doing okay, thank God, Portland though…” His voice trailed off. “General Trow said she’s willing to attempt a kind of rescue mission if things get to the point of no return. She also gave me a message to pass on, but I think it’s better I explain to all of you at the same time. I’ll be up in a bit.”

“Okay,” said Abbey, turning, and starting to close the basement door.

“Abbey?”

“Yes?” said Abbey with one foot on the bottom step.

“How’s the kid? All what he heard last night must have been a lot for someone so young.”

“I had a quick chat with him this morning, he seemed okay, was busying playing a game on his tablet.”

“Good,” said Brad his mind seemingly elsewhere for a moment. “Okay thanks, I’ll be right up.” Abbey closed the door and continued up the stairs.

Brad smelled the coffee then took a small sip knowing it was probably too hot, but not caring. From across the room he could see the computer monitor with his microphone grid across Roswell displayed in simple neon lines with numbers next to each node showing the level of noise the microphones were picking up. The node near the office building showed a small amount of noise but nothing to get bothered about. He would spend hours looking at that grid, watching the numbers rise and fall, plotting the movement of creatures around the city but not knowing exactly what they were. He’d programmed his software to alert him to speech, incase a human was near the mike but had never received such an alert until a few days ago. Putting his coffee down he put on a flannel shirt, tucking it into his light khaki combat pants, then picked up his coffee, opened the basement door and walked up stairs.

“Morning,” Brad said to Ray as Ray walked through the hallway to the living room. Ray grumbled something back, which Brad didn’t pick up.

Zach came out of the kitchen with a coffee. “Hey, any communication with the camps?”

“That’s what I want to talk to everyone about, Trow has given me a message for all of you.” Brad looked into the living room to see who was in there. Cal and Michael were on one of the sofas, Ray was in the armchair, but nobody else. “Where are the others?”

“Abbey’s in the kitchen with Jacob, Fiona I’m not sure,” said Zach.

Fiona had crept past Brad after Zach told her he was in a deep sleep, and escaped up the outside stairs and into the back garden just before sunrise. Following the cables from the wind turbine she made her way to the back of the area and with a pocket knife managed to shimmy the lock open to Brads large workshop area. Exploring the workshop with a key ring torch she discovered large amounts of canned goods, plastic bottles of water and two gasoline generators, but beyond that nothing that Brad had not already told them about. She returned to the house and made it through the basement without Brad even moving in his sleep.

“Did I hear my name?” said Fiona walking down the stairs.

“Brads got a message for all of us from Trow in Austin,” said Zach.

“Can we all gather in the living room for a moment,” Brad said, raising his voice in the direction of the kitchen. Abbey appeared, Jacob was still nowhere to be seen but Brad thought this was just for the rest of them anyway. They all stood and sat around the mahogany coffee table facing Brad who was at one end of it.

“So I talked to General Trow in Dallas and she has told me that if you go to Austin to help out she will reinstate all of you to your former ranks and give you a full pardon of your crimes.” A shocked silence descended in the room.

Ray scratched his chin. “Uh huh. The world must have really ended.”

“And she’s going to give us this in writing, right?” said Michael.

“Seriously?” said Abbey to Michael.

“I just want it to be official,” said Michael.

“If Trow gives her word it’s official,” said Brad.

“Why does she want us in Austin? Hasn’t she got enough personnel?” said Zach.

“She’s heavy on the personal but what she needs is guys.” Brad paused. “Excuse me, and girls who can do what needs to be done. She didn’t hesitate to make this offer once I told her about your group.”

“Sounds like an offer you can’t refuse,” said Jacob, standing in the doorway sipping on coffee.

“I’m not sure I want back in,” said Fiona.

Brad stood. “I’m going to check on the perimeter alarms, you discuss it amongst yourselves.” He then left the room.

“We should do our bit, help out,” said Cal.

“You heard the guy last night, talking about lots of people being in one place being an easy target for these creatures, why would we go and add to that?” said Ray. “If we stick together we can get by fine.”

“I get that you have been away longer than any of us, but she’s offering us a full pardon and a chance to change this shit around, maybe Austin is all there is left of the human race, and if I can do something to help I’m going to,” said Abbey in a tone, which came across as prouder than she planned. Everyone looked at Zach, who was staring intently into his coffee.

“Zach? You going to pitch in on this?” Fiona asked.

Zach sighed. “I guess it comes down to what kind of life we all want. Most of us had a life before we ended up in New Mexico, maybe even a good life.” He paused, then continued. “Then all of that was taken away from us, and we thought our lives were over.” He put the coffee down and looked up at the group. “Then we got out and discovered that the world was over, but strangely our lives weren’t. This is the world we got, and we can either crawl back into a hole like we just came out of, or we can kill those things out there that are trying to take our home from us. I’m going to Austin.” 

Abbey swallowed, her eyes glistening. “Me too.”

“God damn it,” said Ray.

“I guess they always needs cooks right?” said Michael.







* * * * *









Brad pressed buttons on his keyboard and brought up different maps of the surrounding area. White circles pulsed out from various points on the map which didn’t cause him any alarm, and he switched to a different screen showing his inventory. He checked this daily and amended it accordingly. He liked the routine and just because his house was full of people didn’t mean he wasn’t going to do it. He heard them debating whether to go to Austin above his head and had to stop himself from guessing what their answer would be. He didn’t have to wait long as fifteen minutes after he first sat at his desk, he heard feet coming down the basement stairs. Then there was a stronger knock than before.

“Come in,” he said. Zach opened the door and walked into the basement. “Did you vote on it?”

“Didn’t need to, most of us felt we need to go to Austin, the ones that didn’t can do what they please, but I think we will all end up going. Why don’t you come with us?” said Zach already knowing the answer.

“And leave my palace here?” Brad smiled. “I’ve lived here for over twenty years, and this is where my final days will be. Anyway Trow likes me out here, gives her some eyes in a place where she doesn’t have any.”

“We need to work out the route, and go over that with you and anyone at the Austin camp who has ideas as to what’s between us and them. Ideally, we will leave tomorrow, if we can get our supplies sorted out before then.”

“Sounds like a plan.”


CHAPTER 28












It was still dark with a chill in the air when Zach, Cal and Michael started putting their supplies into the truck and pickup. They didn’t need to take as many as before, but still filled both vehicles up with a good amount. Brad had told them that a lot of the E.L.F’s hunt at night, but they felt moderately secure being outside due to Brad’s early warning system. Still though, they ran between the basement and vehicles as fast as they could, trying not to spill their boxes contents. Once all the supplies were packed, they filled up the vehicles with diesel and gasoline from Brads supplies. Brad had told Trow the group agreed to go to Austin, and they had worked out a complicated route that kept them away from large towns, and known areas of high E.L.F. activity. Austin also didn’t want them drawing any E.L.F. attention to the camp so it was agreed they be met at an abandoned nearby town then be taken by guard the rest of the way. That didn’t sit too well with Zach, but they were told it was the only way. The route was roughly six hours. They calculated they should get to their destination around early afternoon. The group stood in the basement, in front of them on the ground was a number of different colored backpacks.

“So I guess this is it then,” said Brad. “Me and Fiona, got these backpacks ready for each of you last night. Each one contains a few days of food, a bottle of water, a few medical supplies, compass, small flashlight, rope, lighters and a few rounds of ammo for whatever gun you chose. There’s a small label on each so you know which one is yours.” The group started looking through and picking up the backpacks. “They weigh a bit, but might save your life. With comms, I’ve given Zach and Fiona a mobile transceiver each, you could have also used the CB, but what you have now has greater range. You have also all got Walkie-Talkies, some that Ray found and others I already had, the range is limited, maybe two miles in flat terrain, but it’s something.” The group stood holding their backpacks, nobody being sure what to say next.

“Definitely a flying visit,” said Abbey, forcing a smile, she then moved forward and hugged Brad. “Thank you for everything you have done for us.”

Brad smiled. “Well it’s been good to have company in this old house.” He keyed in the code to the outside door and pulled it open. The sun was only just coming up and a chill wind from the outside rushed in making everyone brace themselves.

“The M4s you have, together with the other weapons should allow you to get to where you need to be and the radios will allow us to stay in contact for about two thirds of your journey,” said Brad. The group started to file past him, when Dee was close Brad picked up a small wooden box with the words ‘Chess set’ on the side and offered it to Dee. “Sorry I didn’t get a chance to see your games, but you can have this for when your tablets battery is flat.”

Dee’s glum expression changed to one of a large smile as he took the wooden box from Brad. “Thank you,” he said looking at his new treasure, his smile continuing as he walked up the steps. Finally only Zach was left, who held out his hand, but Brad ignored it and pulled him in for a hug. 

“Stay safe,” said Zach, smiling then leaving the basement.

Brad watched him walk up the steps and followed a little to see them get in the vehicles. He waved and disappeared back down the basement steps pulling the dirt-covered fence on top of the entrance then closing the steel door.

“Brad says there’s no activity south of here as of five minutes ago. We all ready?” said Zach to the others behind him. An assortment of affirmatives came back. He then picked up his new mobile transceiver and talked into it at an agreed frequency.

“Fiona you ready? Over.” 

“Sure am,” said Fiona, then continued. “Over.”

Zach fired up the trucks engine and pulled off, Fiona following a few car lengths behind. They were soon onto the 285 which ran south past Roswell airport, moving at a good pace. Single-story dusty looking buildings on both sides raced past, along with the occasional retail sign standing high and reflecting the morning sun as it rose. Zach kept checking in with Brad to make sure there was no activity as far as he could check, but soon they were beyond his grid of microphones.

“Stay alert, we’re blind out here,” said Zach to his passengers and to Fiona on the radio. The main difference with this journey compared to the long trip from White Sands was this time they were armed with M4 assault rifles, as well as a few grenades from Brads extensive stock, and a few Glocks. This should have made them feel more secure but because of what they had learned the previous night, they all felt on edge.

“On the way in to Roswell I got to the point I couldn’t stand to see any more flat featureless desert, but now that’s what I want so I can see what’s coming,” said Fiona. “I also know now you’re a sniper.” She smiled at Cal, who smiled back.

Cal had his window down with the M4’s barrel resting just outside. Every now and again he would look down the scope which Brad had put on especially for him, at a shadow only to lower the gun when it was nothing of concern. As the road flashed by he was taken back in his mind to one of his previous tours, and how he seemed to be back there again, back in a war. Something about that felt comforting, but in almost equal amounts terrifying. He leaned his head out of the window and let the rushing desert air cool his face.

This time it was Jacobs’s turn to sit in the passenger seat, mostly because it was decided he would be a better shot with the M4 than Abbey. Ray, Abbey, Michael and Dee sat in the cabin. Ray was busy writing in his small notebook, while Abbey and Dee were playing chess on the set that Brad had given Dee. Michael sat with his back up against the back of the cabin, reading ‘War of the Worlds’ by H.G. Wells.

“It’s not aliens dumbass,” said Ray, looking at Michael, “You heard Brad.”

“Do people still say ‘Dumbass’? Must be an old-timer thing,” replied Michael. Abbey looked at Dee and they both smiled.

“How far until we get onto the highway?” said Abbey stretching.

“Another twenty minutes maybe, not far,” said Zach. “How’s it looking back there, Fiona? Over.”

“Nothing on our six. Over.”

“The airport is on our right in a few minutes. Brad said there was a lot of activity there when it all went down. Keep alert. Over,” Zach said. 

The ground became flatter on both sides of the highway, which made the multiple cars and other assorted vehicles even more obvious in the morning sun.

“Holy…you seeing this?” said Fiona to Zach forgetting to say ‘Over’.

“We are. Keep looking around us. Over.” Hundreds of vehicles, some twisted like they had been plucked from a junkyard, lay across fields and ditches. Way off in the distance, what looked like birds, but were too big to be so, fluttered around. 

“You see them? Over,” said Fiona, while Cal looked down his scope. “What are they?” Fiona said to Cal, who pulled the scope down from his eye, and put his hand over this mouth then moved it to his chin.

“Honestly I don’t know what to call them, not something we have seen before. They don’t seem to have noticed us yet.”

“We see them, what does Cal make of them with the scope. Over,” said Zach.

“They’re not what we have seen before. Over,” said Fiona. 

Beyond the civilian vehicles broken shells of large planes sat at wrong angles on the runway. Everyone in the cabin of the truck was leaning forward to get a better look, no one was talking and a silence hung in the air.

“You should be at the airport around now. Over.” Brads voice burst out of the transceiver making them all jump. “What do you see? Over.”

“Lots of carnage, hundreds of vehicles, some planes. It seems lots of people tried to evacuate through here but never made it. Over,” replied Zach.

“Any sign of E.L.F’s? Over,” said Brad.

“There’s some about two miles off, near the runway, Cal says they are nothing we have seen before. Over.” Zach turned to Jacob who had a map folded over in his hand. “How far for the turn off.”

“Should be the next one coming up on the left.”

“Any chance of giving me their descriptions, I try to keep track of them if I can. Over,” said Brad.

“We are already moving away from them, don’t want to attract their attention. Over,” said Zach, turning the truck in a large arc onto a smaller road and off the highway. He was glad to be leaving the scene of ruin behind him. 

“Cal said they were winged and big as a small truck maybe, but hard to tell size from this distance. Over,” said Fiona.

“That’s helpful anyway. Thanks. Out,” said Brad. 

Up until now it felt like they were in a bad B-movie complete with nightmarish monsters, but seeing the cars, the dropped children’s dolls and remains of clothes made them all feel like they were waking up for the first time.

After a short distance they moved over some railway tracks and through a small town. In the distance, some E.L.F’s were drinking at a river where the road crossed over a small wooden bridge. Zach brought the truck to a stop.

“Harmadillos!” pronounced Michael not hiding his excitement. A large herd of the creature they ran into in the desert on their first night of freedom, stood arranged in a row lasting a few hundred yards, most of them drinking from the river. Brad had warned them to avoid large cities and any natural source of water because that’s where the E.L.F’s were likely to be, this river however was one they thought was worth taking the risk for to allow them a more direct route to their destination. The Harmadillo’s seemed oblivious to the vehicles.

“Look at them,” said Abbey, “it’s like going back in time and watching dinosaurs.”

“What’s the plan? Over,” said Fiona. 

Just as Zach was about to reply a large dark form burst from the river, grabbing one of the Harmadillo’s with huge pincers. Everyone watching jumped back or cowered down slightly.

“What the fuck was that?” said Ray.

A creature looking like a giant centipede struggled with its new meal and quickly sunk back into the river. The other Harmadillo’s let loose a high octave roar, turned and stampeded off away from the river, causing a huge cloud of dust to rise up.

Zach put the truck in gear and rolled forward. “This is our chance, stay close behind. Over.”

“Let’s cross this river quickly,” said Michael.

The truck pickup passed over the small bridge. Everybody inside looked out the side windows for any sign of what ended one of the Harmadillo’s, but there was no sign beneath the green froth of the river. 

“Your turn. Over,” said Zach.

Fiona drove across at a good pace. Not too fast, but not too slow.

Cal watched the river closely as they drove over the wooden planks. “What’s that?” he shouted as a dark shape formed under the bridge. Wooden planks and splinters flew up in the air as a huge insectoid type creature crashed upwards through the bridge grabbing the back of the pickup with its pincers. The front wheels rose off the ground as Fiona tried flooring the accelerator. Zach and the others looked on in horror as the pickup strained against the grip of the creature. Zach grabbed the M4 from Jacob and jumped out of the truck.

“My foots all the way to the floor!” shouted Fiona. Smoke and the smell of burning rubber rose up from the back of the pickup. Cal leaned out of the window and fired off five rounds from his gun, the bullets bouncing off the things leathery plates of armor. Zach ran onto the bridge which was now in the process of collapsing from the end they came from, and walked forward gun raised firing into the creature at the same time as Cal. One of the bullets hit something soft and the creature momentarily loosened its grip and the pickup roared forward across the bridge. Fiona pulled up behind the truck, and as Zach ran up behind them he inspected the back of the pickup. Its bumper was hanging off so Zach pulled it completely off and threw it in the back.

“Had to pull that bumper off, think it’s time we got out of here,” said Zach.

As they drove off they looked behind them half expecting the creature to come tumbling after them but the rivers water soon returned to stillness.

Soon they were on a long straight piece of road, which Ray, Michael and Dee took advantage of to get some sleep.

“It’s hard to believe it’s all gone,” said Jacob.

Zach wasn’t sure if it was a question or statement. “The world?”

“No more governments, no more military-industrial-complex, no more NGOs,” replied Jacob in a way again making it hard for Zach to engage with.

“We are still here, and from what we heard there’s millions still in the camp near Austin,” said Zach. For the first time Jacob turned and looked at Zach, and smiled.

“God has hit the reset button and it’s a time for new kings,” said Jacob who started laughing but quickly lowered his voice.

Zach smiled. “Let’s hope they do a better job this time.”

 Jacob returned to scouring the barren landscape ahead of them once again. “I’m sure they will.”

Monotone landscape passed by only interspersed by the occasional oil drill and refinery. At one point Zach informed them all that they were traveling south for the next few hours, before turning onto another dust covered tarmac road. After almost three hours, Jacob told Zach they had just entered Texas. After four hours, Zach turned the truck onto the 190, and informed everyone that they were on the main route to their destination and they just have another two hours to go.

Everyone but Jacob was still asleep, who seemed as eagle eyed as ever. The landscape now was less flat with the occasional rocky outcrop and bush-covered hill. Brad told them that this was close to when they would lose contact with him, so Zach got on the transceiver and had one last chat with Brad, before informing Camp Bravo that they were two hours out from the rendezvous point.


CHAPTER 29












Fifteen minutes out from the small town of Crow Lake the river found it’s way not that far from the road. Zach had discussed with Brad that this was going to be a dangerous way into the town due to the locality of water, but they agreed it was worth the risk. Zach slowed the truck to try and get a better view of their surroundings but unfortunately the river couldn’t be seen from the road.

“We’re almost there everyone, time to clear your heads,” said Zach over his left shoulder. “The rivers to our right. Stay alert. We’re fifteen minutes from Crow Lake. Over.”

“Copy that. Over,” replied Fiona.

“Going to see if our welcoming party is ready, so I’m changing the frequency for a bit. Over.”

“No problem. Over,” said Fiona.

Zach hit a small button on the transceiver and it automatically found the agreed frequency to talk to the small group that had been sent to Crow Lake to bring them into the camp.

“This is Zach from Roswell. Are you are the pickup point? Over.” Only a quiet hissing sound came from the black molded box. Zach tried again with the same no-reply result. Where the hell are they? He changed the frequency back to talk to Fiona.

“No response from them, I’m going to try the camp itself. Over.” Zach switched frequencies once again.

“This is Zach from the Roswell group, we are not getting any reply from your people, are they at the meeting point. Over.” Only white noise responded.

“We’re in a black spot,” said Abbey.

Zach looked frustrated. “Okay well it looks clear around us so let’s keep going into the town.”

The early afternoon sun shone above as they moved into the outskirts. Small leafless trees covered the landscape on both sides.

“I don’t like this, our visibility just went from miles to yards,” Fiona said to Cal, who now had his scope permanently at his eyes.

“Nothing so far,” he replied. 

Pulling up to a junction they looked across to a large brick built building, which was their meeting point.

Suddenly the transceiver in the truck sprung into life. “Camp Bravo to Roswell group, do not go to Crow Lake! Town has high concentration of amphibious based E.L.F. New pickup point will be given shortly. Please respond. Over.” Zach and Jacob looked around them, but there was no sign of any movement. He then picked up the transceiver.

“This is the Roswell group, we are at the pickup point. No sign…” Zach saw something move in the trees about one hundred yards left of the truck. He then switched frequencies. “Fiona, on our left. Over.” Zach looked in the mirror and saw Cal jump out and back into the flatbed.

“Also on our right, Cal’s jumped in the back to give him better line of sight. We can’t stay here, they could be about to ambush us. Over.”

“That building in front of us, the original pickup point, park in front of it, then we will see if we can get inside. Over,” replied Zach.

“Why don’t we just keep going?” said Ray.

“We don’t know what’s in front of us or if we are being tracked by those things, we need to get inside then figure it out.” Zach then revved the engine and tore off moving across the small humps to separate the roads and swung the truck around so it was close to a small loading bay area in front of the building. The pickup pulled in close behind.

“Grab your guns and your bags, we are going into this building. There’s things in the woods, could be what Bravo is warning us about, but we need to lay low until we know what’s what,” said Zach to the occupants behind him. He and Jacob then jumped out. Looking across the road he could see trees moving, but no clear sign of what was causing it.

Fiona ran up to the small door to the building and with some effort pushed it open. “Over here!” she said in a raised voice but being careful not to shout. 

Cal knelt, looking down the scope of his M4, while Jacob standing did the same standing, the others ran inside. Cal was the last in, before closing the door.

Even with the sun almost directly overhead, the small office to the company they had just entered was blanketed in shadows. Fiona moved ahead slowly, her handgun raised while her other hand held a small flashlight. Cal secured the door behind them best he could by sliding a rusty bolt across, then pointed his gun in the same direction that Fiona was going. At the end of the confined office was a closed door, with the sign, “Warehouse” on it. Nobody talked and when Fiona got close to the door, she pressed her ear up against it in the hope of getting fair warning of anything that might be on the other side. Dee appeared to be shaking slightly so Abbey put her hand on his shoulder and the shaking stopped. Fiona raised her hand for everyone to stand back from the door, then slowly clenched the chrome handle and turned. The door squeaked as she pulled it open, making her cringe slightly, but she quickly focused her torches beam into the gloom behind.

The warehouse was of medium size, with a ceiling that was at least forty-foot from the ground. Windows high up on both sides allowed light to stream in and light up rectangular areas of the oil-stained floor. Fiona moved her flashlight around the empty space, illuminating walls of graffiti with plaster holes, like it had been the backdrop of a firing squad. Moving into the warehouse their torches darted in different directions trying to verify they were alone. Apart from damp wooden crates the warehouse was empty.

“I’ll try Bravo camp again. Jacob you got this door covered? Cal and Fiona, best check out that other door,” said Zach, gesturing to the far wall, some eighty yards away.” Cal and Fiona walked forward quickly, guns trained on the far door.

“You okay, Dee?” said Abbey. Dee was looking scared.

“I left my chess set in the truck.”

“That’s okay, we will get it later. For now let’s sit down here and have some water.” Abbey and Dee sat on a damp wooden crate. Michael joined them. 

Ray paced around, but kept looking up at the windows. “If something comes through those windows, we’ve got a problem.”

“We won’t be here long,” replied Abbey.

“How do you know? We were warned not to come here! They might not send anyone. We need to get out of here.”

Dee looked more agitated.

“Ray, we got an armory with us, we will take care of whatever comes our way,” said Michael. Ray looked exasperated and sat down on a different crate.

“I can’t get anything on the radio, we might be in a black spot again,” said Zach.

Fiona and Cal slowed as the approached the far door. It looked like it had already taken a beating, with a few inches of wood at the bottom missing. The sun shone through the gap pushing the grayness back a few feet. Fiona lay flat to the ground, and tried to see through the gap.

“Hard to see, can’t see anything moving, but I can only see into the parking area,” said Fiona, who got up and wavered slightly on her feet, causing Cal to put his arm out to grab her.

“I’m good, just a bit light-headed, give me a sec.” Shaking her head slightly, she then put her hand on the rusted handle and slowly turned it. Cal had the M4 raised at the door. She opened the door about a foot and looked through the gap.

“Oh shit.” The same leafless trees that they saw before were moving and shaking, but this time the reason was obvious. Wet looking dark forms each about the size of a small car, were writhing and pushing amongst the trees. She looked to the left and right, but the tree line ran for miles in both directions. Pulling her head back in, she closed the door quickly but gently. “Fuck.”

“What did you see?” Cal asked.

“I don’t know, looked like some kind of frog-like creature, huge, the forest was full of them.”

“Are they coming in this direction?” 

Just as Fiona was about to answer, a loud deafening deep gravel croaking noise bellowed out from all around them. The sound immediately made everyone cover their ears. Dust fell from the steel beams above their heads and the glass rattled in its frames.

“We need to secure this door!” Fiona shouted to Cal, who started looking around for something to do that with. Grabbing a crate he smashed it on the floor, breaking it into four-foot long planks, and rammed a few into the gap under the door to act as a wedge and another up against the handle.

Fiona ran back to the others. “There’s things out the back, hundreds of them, I think they know we are here.”

“We can tell.” Shouted Michael as the creatures bellowing continued.

Zach looked upwards. I need to get higher. He then looked around at the walls. About fourteen-foot off the ground a thin pipe ran along the entire length of one. Probably too high to grab by jumping, but with the crates maybe.

“Help me stack these crates,” Zach shouted. They started grabbing the splintered wooden crates and pushing them up against the wall. He then took the rope from his backpack and tied a piece of wood to the end of it, also tying it around his waist so he would have both hands free.

“Try and hold them steady,” shouted Zach as he climbed onto the highest crate, meaning he was about five-foot already off the ground. He then jumped and grabbed the pipe which immediately lagged where his hands held it, but it resisted breaking. The constant droning of the creatures outside made him feel as if his skull was being shaken from the inside. He started to wonder if this was one of the super abilities which Brad talked about. Pulling himself up on the pipe, he got both boots on it, then clinging onto what holes in the bricks he could find, pulled himself upright. Looking up he was still a good seven-foot from one of the steel beams, which stretched across the width of the warehouse. Untying the rope from his waist, he swung it around then let it fly in the direction of the closest beam, looping over it, and falling down the other side. Grabbing the other end of the rope he made a knot and pulled on one end sending the knot up to the beam, to secure the rope. He then let go of the wall and with both hands pulled himself up to the horizontal beam. Trying not to look down, he pulled himself along the beam on his backside, until he was near the windows. It was only at this point that he allowed himself to look down.

Damn that’s some way down. 

Abbey, Ray, Michael and Dee were frozen watching him climb, but the others were trying their best to secure both doors. Zach gave a little thumb up to the watchers to try and sway their nerves. His view out of the small square window was mostly obscured by the building next door, but in the distance to the far left he could see these creatures moving slowly towards the back of the warehouse. Amphibian E.L.F’s. 

Pulling the transceiver out of his leg pants pocket, he held it up and instantly the sound of voices burst from it. “Roswell group, are you there. Over.”

Just as he was going to reply, the sound the creatures were making stopped and the sound of silence flooded into his ears instead. He steadied himself. “Yes. The E.L.F’s are close, what do you advise. Over.”

“Good to hear from you Zach. We’re going to try an air evac. There’s a chopper inbound, ETA. fifteen minutes. Can you hold out until then?” Zach recognized General Trow’s voice.

“We will try. Over.” His body was starting to ache, holding himself steady on the beam.

“The chopper will land out front, close to your vehicles, most of the E.L.F’s are attacking from your north, at the back of the warehouse. Over.”

“How do you know that? Over.”

“We have a UAV overhead, unfortunately it’s not armed. Try and keep the E.L.F’s at the rear of the building, if they surround you we will have a problem. Over.”

“Understood. Out.” Zach put the radio back in his leg pocket and looked down. Getting down looked a lot more difficult than what he did to get up. He went to grab the rope, when something heavy and solid slammed against the far door, Cal immediately knelt, pointing his gun towards the door, Fiona did the same. The door rattled but held. Zach leaned back to have one last look out of the window to the far left, when something flashed past his view.

“What the…” Zach pulled his head away from the window. It looked like something or someone had thrown a rope or some kind of cord past the window, then it snapped back, all in an instant. He went to lean forward again to try and see what had caused the projectile, when the glass in front of his face shattered as a pink slimy looking cord streaked past his nose missing him by inches. Zach flung himself backwards and lost his balance. Falling from the beam he pushed his hands out in the direction of the rope and managed to grab it with his right. The rope slid through his hand, burning his skin but he managed to hold on then grabbed the rope with his left as well. Dangling on the rope he banged up against the wall.

He hadn’t heard the yelp from below, but looking down he could now see Abbey and the others looking up at him in horror.

“I’m ok, but I don’t know what the fuck that was.” He shouted out, lowering himself down from the rope then onto the pipe.

The back door was slammed again, this time it shook hard enough for the hinges to loosen.

“This door is not going to last much longer,” shouted Fiona towards the others.

A loud crash came from above as more windows shattered by the impact of these long pinky looking cords, that instantly snapped back to their source outside. With glass shattering around him, Zach jumped down onto the crates, which partially collapsed sending him falling onto the floor.

“It’s tongues,” said Ray, not liking the words.

“What?” said Abbey.

“Tongues!” Ray pointed to his mouth. “They said they were amphibious right? Well these things have tongues like a chameleon, they flick out.”

“Yeah, but those windows are fifty-feet from the ground!” said Michael.

Zach got to his feet. “They’re sending a chopper, maybe thirteen minutes until it’s here.” 

“You’re bleeding,” said Abbey, pointing to his face.

Zach felt his cheek. It felt sticky and warm. “I’m fine, we need to keep the creatures at the back of the building. They will try and land out front.”

“Fire,” said Dee quietly.

“What was that Dee?” said Zach. Ray answered for him.

“Fire! The kids a genius. Look at all this wood, we pile it up out the front…” Before he could finish his sentence the back door exploded open, and a lumbering dark gray hulk fell through the gap, its feet sliding around underneath its weight. Dark eyes the size of small boulders swiveled around as it tried to understand its surroundings, but before it made another moved multiple rounds of M4 bullets landed in its side making it squeal, and fall backwards.

“Again!” shouted Fiona, as she joined in with the handgun. This second round of bullets stopped it from moving, its carcass lying in the doorway.

Fiona and Cal looked past the body of creature and started to walk backwards, almost tripping on their heels. The car park at the back of the building was filled with these creatures, sliding over each other, and most looking in their direction.

Cal suddenly sprung forward, and knelt against the body of the fallen creature, placing his M4 on top of it and started firing.

“I’ve got this! Go,” he shouted. Fiona hesitated. Jacob moved past her, kneeling down doing the same as Cal, and started firing. Multiple squeals filled the air around them. 

“Fiona, we’re going to build a firewall out-front, can you hold the back for a few minutes?” shouted Zach from the other end of the warehouse.

Fiona looked back and saw the others, arms full of wood, running through the door to the office.

“Yes! Go!” she shouted. Just as she was turning to see how Cal and Jacob were doing one of the creature’s tongues flew over their heads and past her, but as it snapped back it rolled around her waist, its stickiness burning into her skin causing her to scream. It then yanked her back pulling her off her feet in the direction of the doorway. Fiona grabbed at the air as the creature pulled her backwards, but she couldn’t get a hold on anything. 

Cal dived and grabbed at her, pulling her body to ground with the tongue still trying to pull on her. Seeing the pink and purple cord holding her, Jacob fired and severed it. Fiona fell forward and pushed what was left of the creatures tongue onto the ground.

More tongues flew past them, making them all duck. Fiona lifted her shirt, her stomach had bruises around it, but no broken skin.

“We can’t hold this, we need to retreat,” shouted Jacob. Fiona looked back towards the office door, the others were still ferrying wood out of the door.

“I’m getting low, just one more clip left,” said Cal to Fiona. The bodies of the fallen creatures acted as a makeshift barricade, but more of them continued to slide over and make it to the door.

“Okay, pull back,” shouted Fiona. Her, Cal and Jacob got to their feet, and ran to the other side of the warehouse, just as they did one of the creatures climbed over the body in the doorway and looked in their direction.

“They’re inside!” Fiona shouted. The creature leaned back then leapt forward, flying through the air covering the entire length of the warehouse and landed ten-feet from them. Jacob and Cal had already started firing at it as it was airborne, and by the time it landed, it just collapsed on the spot.

Zach appeared from the office. “Everyone out now!”

They all ran through the small office. As soon as they appeared back into the sun, the smell of smoke filled their lungs and eyes. A large ring of broken flaming wood arched around the forecourt in front of the loading bay and vehicles. A few of the creatures moved around beyond the flames but most were still at the rear of the building. When the last of them were through the office, Zach through some lit pieces of wood onto a heap of papers in the office and slammed the door closed.

The tongues of the creatures out front kept flying forward then snapping back instantly as they felt the heat of the ring of fire. Zach went to try the radio again, but stopped when he heard a low rumbling sound. The all looked at the sky as the sound got louder. “Cal, watch the roof.”

The chopper descended through the smoke and landed in the center of the available space, thirty-feet from the truck. A soldier jumped out and beckoned in their direction.

“Run, run now!” said Zach to the others. They all started running towards the chopper. Fiona and Michael got there first and jumped in. Cal and Jacob were shortly behind. Abbey, Ray, Dee and Zach were the last to run, and made it to the chopper just as a small pile of wood collapsed and one of the creatures stumbled through squealing from the pain of the burning hot cinders.

“My chess set!” shouted Dee, who turned from the chopper and ran back towards the truck. Abbey made a forlorn grab for him, but he moved too quickly and was a few feet away from her while another of the soldiers inside was strapping her into her seat.

“No!” she screamed.

Zach and Ray turned and moved towards Dee but as they did pink thick cords streaked across the cement pushing Ray off his feet and Zach back into the side of the chopper knocking him unconscious. One of the soldiers grabbed Zach and pulled him into the chopper.

“We have to leave!” shouted the soldier. Cal and the others tried to unfasten their belts, but were pushed backwards by the soldiers inside.

Ray staggered to his feet, seemingly unclear on his surroundings. More tongues flew past him, but none connected. He then looked towards the truck and saw Dee climb in. Quickly glancing at the chopper he ran towards the truck, ducking best he could. He made it to the side door in a few seconds and climbed up on the rail.

“Dee, we have to go!” he shouted into the cabin. Dee pushed the chess set into his backpack and climbed back into the front seat. The creatures were now in front of the truck and behind.

“I’m scared,” said Dee.

“You and me both, kid.” Ray felt blood dripping down his forehead. He looked over at the chopper and saw the soldiers shooting at multiple creatures all closing in on them. The chopper started to rise.

“Kid we gotta go. I’m going to lift you up onto the roof of the truck, okay?” Dee nodded. Pushing the trucks door open, Ray immediately fired four shots into a creature that was only ten-feet away. One of its eyes exploded and it fell to the ground writing in agony. 

Dee slid down beside Ray, who then lifted him up.

“Climb Dee, climb up,” Ray said, his arms quickly losing strength. Creatures fell all around, as the gunner in the chopper let rip with the mini gun, hovering just above the truck. Pink cords flew towards the chopper, some connecting with the sides, making it wobble as it hovered. Dee climbed up onto the roof of the cabin then onto the roof of the truck. Go on kid Ray said to himself as he fired off the few remaining rounds in the Glock. Ray grinned as pink reams of cord all slammed into him, knocking him from the truck onto the cold tarmac ground. As the creatures moved towards him, he looked up seeing Dee climb into the chopper then it slowly rise into the sky.


CHAPTER 30












Nobody spoke apart from one of the soldiers, whose words seemed to float in the air as the chopper flew over the fields and trees. Dee sat in the arms of Abbey both silently crying. The other soldier who had a white and red armband was checking on each of them, and paying special attention to Fiona and the bruises on her midriff.

“Are you Zach?” One of the soldiers said, shouting.

Zach nodded.

“I’m Sargent Jones. ETA at camp Bravo is ten minutes. There will be a medical team on the ground when we arrive.” Zach nodded again, and looked around the group. Dee and Abbey huddled together, Michael hugging his backpack, Fiona, Jacob and Cal looking drained, and everybody covered in black soot from the fire.

Zach looked out of the window at burning buildings and creatures, many he had not seen before, moving across the landscape. The overwhelming feeling that someone is missing started to bare down on him, and he clenched his fists. His mind went back to that first moment when his cell door opened and Ray’s voice echoed around the hallway outside. Ray called it right from the start. It was the end of the world.

One the horizon a thin gray line appeared, enveloped in mist. As the chopper grew closer, the thin line grew thicker, and buildings could be seen beyond. The group’s attention was now outward rather than inward and they all sat in silence watching their approach to a scene of a landscape giving birth to a city. From this height it was possible to see over the wall, into the scrawling buildings and bustle that was happening on the other side. What was once mostly countryside had been transformed into a mini metropolis, buildings of all shapes and sizes all jammed into each other spread out as far as the eye could see. Streets filled with people jutted between the buildings, and where there was space, there was construction. From this height it was easily possible to imagine there really was almost fourteen million people between these walls.

As the chopper approached the walls, carcasses of hundreds of various E.L.F’s lay dormant and rotting. Zach caught sight of something moving a hundred yards from the wall, and a fiery red dotted line streaked out from one of the machine gun posts. The wall seemed to be made of a combination of cement and steel sections and as they flew over it they could see soldiers walking on the top part that was easily thirty-foot across.

“It’s some sight,” Jones said to Zach, who gave an agreeing nod. “Our landing zone is just a few minutes to the east.”

Below the drone of the chopper, people milled around between shops and homes. Kids even ran around happily in makeshift play areas. Many buildings were still being constructed and intermingled with everything were towers standing seven to eight storys high, with gun emplacements on top of them.

The chopper approached what looked like an old highway, with flat sandy looking ground all around it. Soldiers with stretchers, and a small group with Humvees stood near an off colored landing pad. The chopper descended sending sand and dust swirling. Once on the ground, the soldier slid the door open and jumped out. Zach and the others followed and were led towards a middle-aged, slim-faced, red-headed woman in military uniform, who instantly put her hand out as Zach approached.

“This is Zach, General,” said Jones.

“I’m General Trow. I understand you lost one of your group during the rescue. Please accept my condolences.” Zach nodded again, shaking her hand. The rest of the group repeated the gesture.

“Our medical team is going to take you to our hospital, then we should talk,” said Trow.

“Okay,” said Zach. It was the first words he had said since Ray’s death and they almost got stuck in his throat.

Climbing into the back of the Humvee, felt just as unreal for Zach as the past previous days. It had been eight years since he had rode in one. Daily he would patrol the base with his, and for a fraction of a moment he was back there on his previous base riding in his vehicle and everything else seemed like a dream. His eyes felt heavy, he was more tired than he had realized, and a bed of any kind right now seemed a good idea. The short journey to one of the military bases in Camp Bravo took them past small groups of people in the streets, and newly constructed multistory homes. Eventually they pulled up in front of a two-story building with a broken sign on the front that read, “Amery School”, a few nurses in military attire were waiting outside, and led them all into a room on the second floor with beds.

Zach collapsed into the one near the door, his whole body feeling drained of usefulness. Hardly having the strength, he pulled his boots off, and dropped his backpack onto the floor. Looking across at the rest of the group, he could see each person falling into their own bed, including Fiona who groaned as she did. 

A nurse entered the room, with a tray of syringes.

“I need to take everyone’s blood,” said the nurse.

“And why’s that?” said Fiona.

“We take samples from all new arrivals, it helps us keep track of any infectious diseases that have arrived in the camp.”

Zach thought that if Ray were here he would be complaining right about now. He held his arm out. “Sure do what you got to do.” After the nurse took his sample, he lay back in the bed. He knew he should probably get back up, and learn more about where they were, but he was too tired. Sleep came quickly.
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“Zach…Zach.” Abbey nudged Zach’s arm, which was hanging out of the hospital bed. Slowly Zach opened his eyes, and saw Abbey close to him. Behind her everyone else was sitting up in their beds. General Trow and another high-ranking officer were standing next to the door. 

“Wake up, we have to go to another room,” said Abbey.

He slowly pushed himself to a sitting position, and looked over at the general. “What can we do for you, General?” He started pulling his boots back on.

“It’s more what we I can do for you. But you all need to follow Captain Jackson.”

A tall, slim dark-haired man in military uniform, stood near the general, holding the door open. “This way everyone.”

Zach got up, followed by everyone else, Cal was the last to stand. As they walked out into the hallway, General Trow stood waiting.

“Captain Jackson is our liaison officer and has a very special role in the camp. Later I’ll need to talk to all of you individually. But for today please get to know the camp.” Trow then disappeared off down the stairs with some accompanying soldiers.

“This way please.” Jackson led the group along a winding route through the makeshift hospital. Eventually they came to a large room, with many chairs and tables with food on. In the center were four people sitting, a dark-haired man in his forties, a teenage girl, and an elderly couple. They stood up as the group started to enter.

“Mother?” Michael said in Mandarin.

The elderly woman started to hold out her arms, as Michael not believing what was happening staggered forward into her embrace.

“Dee?” Ethan Lee stepped forward his face lighting up with a smile, while tears started to roll down his face.

“Dad!” Dee sprinted forward into the arms of his father, and hugged him tight.

The thin teenage girl with long mousey brown hair stood looking awkward, every now and again glancing at Fiona. 

Captain Jackson walked to the girl prompting her to step forward. “Fiona, we believe Stephanie is your daughter.”

Fiona, put her hand to her mouth, and started to cry.

“Hi,” said Stephanie. Fiona ran forward, wrapping her arms around her daughter and squeezing her tight. Tears ran from the eyes of most of the group as they all stood watching the happiness in front of them.

“We have taken in quite a few from the other camps, when we do, their names go into a database which quickly tells us if anyone is related or not. It even includes court related cases such as adoptions,” said Jackson with a big smile on his face. “I’ll give you folks some time alone.” he then left the room.

“You never came for me,” said Dee, in between sobs.

“I looked everywhere for you son, I returned home, hoping you were there, but then the army came and forced me to evacuate, I kept trying to return to Roswell, but they kept telling me it was too dangerous,” said Ethan. “Are you hungry? Let me look at you.” He pushed Dee gently away from him and knelt down, feeling his arms.

“I’m good, everyone took care of me.”

Ethan looked up at the group. Zach stepped forward and put his hand out.

“I’m Zach. We found your boy at your office, he had been living there.”

“Thank you so much for taking care of him,” said Ethan, shaking Zach’s hand. Michael sat down with his parents, who were talking at a furious pace.

“I could sure do with one of those ham rolls,” said Jacob moving to the table with food on it.

“Shall we all eat?” said Abbey.

Everyone sat at the tables. Fiona finally let go of her daughter, both sitting next to each other. She started to say something but hesitated being unsure how to word her thoughts.

“You want to know if my parents are here?” said Stephanie.

“Yes, sorry, I don’t know anything…about you,” said Fiona.

Stephanie looked down, her hands locked together. “My family was killed early on trying to get to the San Diego camp.” She sighed then continued. “Me and some others were picked up by helicopter and eventually we ended up here.”

Fiona held her hand. “I’m so sorry.”

Across the table, bowls of fruit, packets of chips, ham rolls were being attacked at a good pace, in between conversations full of monsters.

Zach noticed Abbey was quiet. “They could still be out there. There’s always hope.” He put his arm around her shoulder.

She looked up at him and forced a smile. “I know.”

After an hour of eating and conversation, Captain Jackson returned.

“I hope you are all caught up. I’ll now show you to your accommodation in the camp. Feel free to take any of the food with you, we try not to waste anything for obvious reasons,” he said with a smile. Jacob and Stephanie both grabbed some chips and some more ham rolls.

Jackson led the group down some stairs to waiting cars.

“I know you probably prefer to be housed together, but due to accommodation shortages, we have to put people where we can. Ethan, you and your boy will go in this car,” said Captain Jackson holding the car door open.

Ethan went to get into the back of the car, when Dee ran and hugged Abbey.

“Thank you for helping me,” said Dee, who then backed off a bit and held out his hand to Zach.

“You’re welcome young man, I’m sure we’ll meet up soon,” said Zach, shaking Dee’s hand. Dee then turned and ran back to his father, who waved then got into the car with Dee.

Captain Jackson led Zach, Abbey and Jacob to the next car. “If you don’t mind sharing, we have a newly built apartment with three singles in it.”

Zach, turned to Michael and Cal and went to shake hands, but Michael pulled him in for a hug.

“Congratulations on finding your parents,” said Zach.

“More they found me,” replied Michael with a smile.

“Will you be staying with them?” Michael looked at Captain Jackson.

“If they want him,” said Jackson. Michael, Cal, and Zach laughed. Cal put his hand out and Zach shook it.

“I have no idea where they are going to put us, but we should stay in touch,” said Zach. Michael, Cal and Fiona nodded. They then got into the car.

Michael’s mother walked up to him and put her hand on his shoulder and said something in Mandarin.

“Ok, looks like I better go now, don’t be a stranger okay?” said Michael, hugging Cal then Fiona. Cal and Fiona stood, the last two of the group. Jackson led them and Stephanie to the last car.

“Stephanie has been staying with a family, but we have a room with two single beds for you and Cal,” said Jackson. Fiona went to say something, but Jackson interjected. “It’s not far from where Stephanie is staying. We will drop Stephanie off first.”
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The green sedan with military markings on it, raced through streets that were still being constructed and past buildings that would soon contain extra floors. Building was happening everywhere, most of it vertical. Fiona held her daughters hand. She wasn’t sure her daughter wanted that but she didn’t care. It felt distinctly weird for Fiona to say the word “Daughter” but weird in a good way. Looking at Stephanie she felt proud and guilty at the same time, but from the first moment she saw her she had not stopped smiling.

Cal held onto his M4, its barrel pointing down between his legs. He was glad nobody tried to take it from him. That might have been a problem. 

The driver told them they were going to the southeast quadrant, which the people who lived there now called ‘Granite’ due to the fact that it contained Granite Falls along its south border. He told them it had acted as a good buffer from many attacks from the south, and was a great source of water. After about a fifteen minutes drive they arrived in a well-kept street, with single story homes on both sides. The car pulled up to one, with a man and woman in their late thirties waiting outside. 

“This is me,” said Stephanie.

“Oh, okay good. Are they your foster parents?” said Fiona not letting go of her daughter’s hand.

“No, just a couple who I stay with, they have other kids staying with them too,” said Stephanie. 

Fiona could feel her daughter pulling her hand so she let go. Stephanie opened the car door, and stepped out. Fiona went to get out as well, but Stephanie had already closed the door behind her, and ran towards the couple.

“By for now! I’ll check in with you tomorrow!” said Fiona as she lowered the window in the back of the car. Stephanie waved then retreated inside. Fiona glanced over to Cal, who seemed not to notice the pause in their journey.

After another ten minutes they arrived at a newly built tower block.

“This block is cleaner than the one I grew up in,” said Cal, looking upwards at the twelve floors above their heads.

“Give it time,” said the driver, leaning back and throwing a set of keys to Fiona. “Tenth floor, Apartment C.”

As they entered the building, fresh paint filled the air, and kids ran around them, playing chase in the lobby.

An old man with a scar on his forehead, sat on a chair. “Takes me a while to get up these stairs, you would have thought they would have built an elevator!”

The walk up ten flights took more out of them than they thought it would and they arrived outside Flat C just wanting to find more beds. Fiona turned the key and they both walked in. The interior was one large room, with two single beds at one end and an old sofa and TV at the other. One room led to a small bathroom, and another to a kitchen. A window in the middle of the room looked south towards the wall, and another above one of the beds looked west back towards the rest of the camp. Fiona dropped her backpack on the floor and walked into the kitchen, opening the fridge.

“Eggs.”

“Better than no eggs,” said Cal, dropping his backpack on the bed near the window, and leaning the gun up against the wall. Kneeling on the bed he looked out across the camp. Compared to where they had come from the view in front of his eyes was the opposite. Trees and hills for miles in each direction, interspersed with roads and various red brick buildings. There was construction here as well, but not nearly as much as the areas they had previously come through.

“I think we lucked out with being in this quadrant. There’s still room to breath here,” said Fiona.

“For now. There are a lot of people behind these walls.”

“What do you mean?”

“The worlds ended. Humanity is just about hanging on and what’s left of America is crammed behind these walls. All races, creeds, religions, and genders desperate to survive. And whatever the fuck those things are outside trying to kill all of us.”

Fiona sighed. “The odds are not good are they?”

“No.” Cal turned and sat on the bed, his head up against the window frame. “Must have been weird seeing your kid.”

“I’m still getting my head around it.”

A knock came from the front door. Cal picked up his gun.

Fiona walked over to the door. “What do you want?”

“I saw you come in, just wanted to say hi.” A woman’s voice came from beyond the door. Cal put the gun down.

“Yeah, thanks," said Fiona, unsure how to respond.

“Okay then. Well if you need anything I’m across the hall.” Footsteps could be heard followed by a door opening, the sound of a screaming baby, then the door closing.

“Shit. I should have asked her about where to get food. Three eggs aren’t going to last us long,” said Fiona.

Cal picked up his gun for the second time. “Why don’t we go and find some?”
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Zach, Abbey and Jacob remained quiet for the journey to their new home. The driver informed them that the southwest and northwest quadrants were the most populated, holding nearly eight million people, and that some architect working for the council had told him that it was the quickest a city had been built in history. What were once lush fields and trees was now awash with concrete tower blocks and pulsing streets full of vendors selling home made goods and everything else you could imagine.

As Zach watched the buildings flash by he thought how artificial it all looked, mostly because it was still so clean. He remarked to the driver how there doesn’t seem to be many cars around, and was told that gasoline is expensive, so most people ride bicycles, especially seeing how flat most of the terrain was. Eventually they arrived at a tower block with the unexciting name of ‘Block fifty nine’.

“You’re on the second floor. Apartment A,” said the driver handing the keys to Zach who looked up at their new home.

Laundry hung from many of the windows, and tattooed young men sat on walls outside, with seemingly nothing to do. Before leaving, the driver told them he would be back in the morning to pick them up, but before Zach could ask why, he had driven off.

The young men sniggered as they walked past them. “Welcome to paradise,” one of them said, smiling.

After a short walk up to the second floor, they walked into their new home.

Zach sighed after seeing there was just one double bed and one single. “I’ll take the sofa, you take the double and Jacob you can have the single.” He then put this backpack down in the living room. Abbey went to say something but instead just nodded.

“So we have TV, I don’t imagine much is on,” said Jacob from the living room, which was a small size with just enough room for one sofa, and table and chairs up against the wall under the only window. Behind the sofa was an old looking bicycle. 

“I guess that’s how we will be getting around,” said Zach.

There was also a main bedroom and a small bedroom with the single bed. A small kitchen ran off from the living room together with a small bathroom. Abbey sat on the double bed.

“Let’s see what food we got,” said Zach as he passed the main bedroom and walked into the kitchen. “Three eggs.” As he stared into the fridge he thought back two days before when Michael made them a breakfast, so much had happened since then. He sighed then closed the fridge door. “Did anyone tell us how to get food? Or what everyone uses for currency? Are they still using the dollar?”

“They gave me some ration vouchers,” said Abbey, standing in the hallway. “I have no idea how you use them.”

Zach emptied his backpack onto the sofa. The only food he had left was a can of tuna.

“Anyway, I’m tired, I think I’m going to have a sleep. I’ll leave the vouchers here.” She placed the ration book on the table and wandered back into the bedroom, closing the door.

Jacob turned on the TV. Surprisingly it sprang to life, showing a cartoon. “Well, I guess I was wrong.”

Zach walked over to the window and pulled back the curtain. It was impossible to see much of the camp beyond just the windows of the tower next to them. He started to feel the closeness of the walls around him. Closing his eyes, he tried to calm his heartbeat, but it was no good and he could feel sweat building on his forehead. “I’m going to take that bike for a spin, maybe see if I can find us some food,” he said. Jacob just looked at him and smiled.

Bringing the bike down the block’s stairs, Zach was glad they were only on the second floor. The young guys sitting outside had gone, and all around him was only the sound of the wind blowing around the base of the blocks. Without the other buildings to block his view he could see that they were actually on top of a small hill, which allowed him to see some distance to the west. The silver-grayness of walls glistened in the distance, and between were a myriad of small towns with buildings at various heights. There were also the gun towers, almost as high as the block he had just left, with large gun emplacements on top. A man came out of the opposite tower block. Zach waved to him but the man didn’t see.

“Hey!” shouted Zach. Still the man carried on walking.

“Hey, bro you needing something?” A young man appeared behind Zach startling him.

“I’m good,” said Zach, but then continued, “actually where the hell does anyone use these?” Zach held up the ration book. The young guy looked intently at the rations.

“You sure got a lot there, you want to sell them?”

“I want to use them. Where’s the grocery shop around her?” said Zach. The young guy looked Zach up and down.

“You an army guy or something?”

Zach ignored the question and got on the bike. He hadn’t been on one since he was a kid, and wobbled slightly, but soon was moving down the new sidewalk trying to figure out which direction to go in.

After riding for a few minutes down a hill, he came across a forecourt with some stores. One of them had a grocery sign above it and standing in front of it were a few hundred people. Zach sighed, and wheeled his bike over.
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By the time Zach got back to the apartment, the sun was setting. He opened the door to the sound of laughter. Jacob was still sitting on the same chair, while Abbey was sitting on the sofa with an elderly woman. On the table near the window were a few plates with left over food.

“Hey, where did you go?” Abbey sounded anxious.

Zach placed the bike up against the wall. “Lots of people waiting to get food.” He took his backpack off.

“Yes, it’s always best to go very early in the morning, I try to get down there before 8 am, otherwise I’ll starve,” said the elderly lady.

“This is Janice. She lives across the hall. She’s been telling us how she got here,” said Abbey.

Zach smiled, it was good to see Abbey happy. She always struck him as someone with a lot of self-belief but over the past twenty-four hours, that belief took some beating.

“Good to meet you.” Zach opened his backpack and emptied it on the floor. “Do you need anything from this stuff?”

“Oh I like him,” said Janice, laughing while holding Abbey’s arm. Zach looked awkwardly at Abbey and her new friend.

“Ha, well…”

An air-raid sounding siren boomed out filling the air. Zach ran to the window. In the onset of the night sky, searchlights strafed left and right.

Janice stood up. “Oh no, sorry I have to go.”

“What’s happening?” said Abbey.

“One of those things is over the wall.” The word ‘things’ almost sticking in her throat. “We might have to go to a shelter, please I have to go.”

A ringing sound rang out from inside the apartment. They all froze. It sounded like an old telephone and was coming from inside a small chest of drawers near the TV.

“You have a telephone? Nobody in this block has a telephone,” said Janice bemused and disappointed.

“What…we..” Stuttered Abbey.

Zach opened the drawer and picked up the receiver. “Hello?”

“Is this Zachariah Felton?”

“Yes, who is this?”

“This is the council, you and the rest of your group are required at the Core. A car will be there shortly to pick you up.” The person then hung up.

Zach slowly put the receiver down. “Someone’s coming to pick us up.” He looked at Janice. “What’s the Core?”

“I really must be going, please all of you be safe. Goodnight,” said Janice closing the apartment door behind her.

Zach quickly refilled his backpack with its early contents.

“Best take some supplies with you in your backpacks, we don’t know what the hell this ‘Core’ is.” Zach then checked the clip on his gun, and told the others to do the same. Shortly afterwards a knock came at the apartment door. Zach opened it to reveal a man in his early twenties in military uniform.

“Are you…” said the young man.

“Yes I’m Zach, what the hell’s going on? Are there creatures over the wall?”

“Please all of you come with me.” 

They all filed down the stairs and into the car. Streetlights stretched in all directions as the car sped along deserted highways, eventually pulling up to a checkpoint then onto a brightly lit area, with a small building. Getting out of the car the soldier hurried them along into the small building and down some steps to an elevator. Zach felt tense and the quick glances he got of Abbey he could see she felt the same way. Even though it felt like a lifetime since they were imprisoned in that pit in New Mexico, being in a confined space somehow felt right to them and that in turn made them feel ill. Standing in the silence of the elevator Abbey grabbed Zach’s hand. 

The door opened to a small dull corridor, with people rushing left and right. The soldier walked them to the end of the corridor and opened a secure looking door, which was guarded by two more soldiers. A cacophony of sound hit them immediately.

Row after row of desks, each with a person busy either looking at a computer screen or talking on a headset. All the desks were arranged to point towards the right where stood a wall full of more screens, easily thirty-feet high. General Trow was standing next to a tall thin man in his fifties, and a stout woman of similar age. Both dressed formally. Standing near one of the desks was Cal and Fiona.

The general noticed them entering and walked over. “Welcome to the Core. I was hoping to introduce you to this place tomorrow, but needs must as they say. We call it the Core…well for obvious reasons, it’s our central base of operations. From here we monitor the one hundred and sixty miles of wall, and with our UAV’s miles beyond. We still miss things though, like the day you arrived in Crow Lake.”

“Why are the air-raid sirens going?” said Zach.

“Because we are about to be attacked on the east wall.” General Trow then put her hand to her earpiece. After replying to something asked of her, she continued, drawing their attention to one of the large screens. “Here’s a view from one of UAV’s above the E.L.F’s.”

The screen showed hundreds of winged serpent-like creatures, flying in formation.

“What were they before?” said Abbey.

“We have given up trying to guess that, they are what they are now, that’s what matters,” replied General Trow, who then held her earpiece again. “Don’t engage them until they are two hundred yards out, we don’t want them dispersing. Over.”

“Why are we here?” said Zach.

“Each of you is high ranking in your field, and you have been out there surviving on your own since you got out, I need people like that trying to hold the line, and when the time is right pushing back.”

A young-looking officer woman with two stars on her shoulder walked up to the general and told her the E.L.F’s are three minutes out.

“This is Major General Garland, she’s my second in command,” said Trow.

Garland smiled. “I suggest you find yourselves somewhere to sit, it might be a long night. And if you have any useful suggestions, feel free to voice them.” The general then walked off with Garland to join the two formally dressed individuals. 

Cal and Fiona joined Zach and the others and sat down against the wall, feeling that taking chairs would be just getting in the way. After a few minutes, the sound in the large cavernous room dropped to a hush and they listened in on the solders who were on the wall, manning the anti-aircraft guns and desperately trying to ‘hold the line’ as Trow said.

A handful of the creatures did make it over the wall and into the northeast quadrant, only to be brought down by one of the gun towers. Their bodies flailing in the air and crashing into cars and buildings on the ground. After two hours the air-raid siren had stopped.

General Trow walked over to them clearly tired but still full of resistance. “We think that’s all for tonight, but you can never be sure. My driver will take you back to your homes, but I’ll need you all back at zero-eight hundred hours for a proper debriefing.”

As Zach was leaving, he stopped and turned back to General Trow.

“The two people I saw you with earlier, they officials or something?”

She smiled. “They were members of the ruling council, they take care of civilian matters in the camp.”

Zach nodded and left.
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On their second trip to the Core, Zach noticed that its entrance was actually the opening to an old cave system. After descending in the elevator he, Abbey and Jacob were taken to a waiting room where Fiona, Cal and Michael were already seated.

“Hey man, good to see you,” said Michael as Zach appeared. 

This had been the first morning since leaving the hole in New Mexico when Zach was able to do some kind of fitness routine. He hadn’t wanted to do it, but he needed the structure, it was the only thing he missed from his years incarcerated.

“I’m good, how’s life with the parents?”

“Some things never change,” replied Michael smiling “Any idea why we are here?”

“None.” Zach and the others sat down. A door opened and out came a well-kept woman in her thirties.

“Ah, good you are all here. Major McCain will see Mr. Rodriguez first.”

Cal took a quick glance at the others, then got to his feet, disappearing through the door.

“Please take a seat,” said a guy in his forties, with mostly gray hair and a stubbly square jaw. Cal sat down.

“I am Major McCain, but you can call me Jim, at least for the next twenty minutes before you get reinstated.”

On the desk was a plethora of forms, with important sounding headings. Cal looked at them, then looked back up to the major.

“Yeah, it’s just a shit ton of words which basically say if you go loco while on duty you will be executed,” said McCain with a smile on his face. He then opened a folder and dropped it on the desk in front of Cal. “This is the report of what you did in Kandahar. Twenty-four citizens in three minutes, that’s some impressive shooting. The kind of shooting I need taking out the things which believe they now rule the planet.” The major opened a packet of cigarettes and offered one to Cal who refused. Lighting one up, he continued. “The world has literally come to an end and my wife is still on at me about smoking. But anyway, where was I. Oh right, yeah so you put your John Hancock where the X is, and you will be given a full pardon and reinstated at your previous rank,” said the major leaning forward with a pen.

“No.” Cal got up and left the room.

The door in the waiting room opened and Cal came out looking at the others. “We need to discuss some stuff, somewhere private, not here.”

Walking down some nondescript corridors they eventually found a room with some chairs in it that might in a previous life have been a classroom.

“What do we need to discuss?” said Abbey.

“They are offering us a pardon and reinstatement, but if we go along with that, we all get split up, we end up in different units, it’s like the last few days never happened,” said Cal, pacing around. The others found some chairs and sat. “We survived because we worked together. We were in solitary for all those years, but we went through the same shit, before and after.”

“So what you saying?” said Fiona.

“He’s saying we tell them we form out own unit,” said Zach, smiling.

“Fuck yeah!” shouted Michael, who then realized that was maybe not the best response. “I mean that’s a good idea.”

“Why would they give us that?” said Abbey.

“They need people who get the job done, and I’ve only been in this camp for two days but it’s already obvious that the situation is just one E.L.F. attack away from going to hell…and Trow seems a reasonable woman.”

“My grandma always used to say ‘No harm in trying,’” said Jacob.

They all agreed and started making their way back to the waiting room, when an agitated young officer ran into them.

“Major McCain is freaking out, he wants all of you back there now.” Following the officer back, McCain was waiting.

“You do realize that without a pardon I could throw all of you back into prison, right? We do have them here.”

“I need to talk to General Trow,” said Zach.

The major was about to reply when General Trow appeared from the corridor, causing him to instantly salute.

“At ease, Major. I hear your latest recruits went AWOL before they were even…signed up.”

McCain went to reply, but again was stopped.

“We need to talk,” said Zach. The general showed Zach into McCain’s office and closed the door.

“This is a good deal you are being offered Zach.”

“I know and we appreciate it, but I don’t think it’s making the best use of our talents.” Zach then proceeded to tell the general some of the events of the past few days, and how they managed to survive, apart from the loss of Ray. “If you want us to be the most effective then let us do what we were already doing. You said last night you wanted to push back, let us do the pushing.”

“The council wants you split up, they think you are a threat to the people behind the wall and looking at all of your crimes I can understand why,” said Trow sitting on the edge of the desk.

“We know the things out there, use us to help find other survivors, and bring them into the camp, that way we are not behind the walls.”

The general looked down and sighed. “I guess it would be a solution. And we do need a team out there. Okay, then if that’s what you all want. You will all still need to sign these papers though,” said the general holding up a form. “And you even want the cook?”

“We all got to eat right?”

Zach and the general appeared from the room, shaking hands. The group sat all looking up at Zach.

“What’s the plan?” said Fiona.

“Looks like we are putting the band back together,” said Zach, smiling. “Let’s get some air.”

“Jacob can I have a moment with you.” It was said more as a statement than a question. The others looked at each other, but Jacob dutifully got to his feet and went into the room.

“I’ll send him along in a bit,” said General Trow, smiling, then closing the door.

After a short ride to the surface, they walked out of the small building which they could now see was a former gift shop, and into the winter sun. Small patches of ice clung to leaves and some of the ground glistened.

Zach explained the agreement he had come to with the general.

“So you want us to go back out?” said Michael.

“I do, but it’s up to you. If you stay the general tells me you will still be pardoned and reinstated, but you will be assigned an appropriate unit inside the walls,” said Zach, leaning up against a wall.

“Fuck,” replied Michael. “My mom’s not going to take this well.”

“So a slave for the man in here or a slave for the man out there,” said Abbey.

“There are people out there that could do with our help. Being behind these walls, it just feels…” Said Zach.

“Like you’re still locked away,” said Jacob, walking up to them.

“Yup. What did the general want?”

“Oh just wanted some good old fashioned police advice. I know about the agreement you came to, and I know I’m old but if you want me I’m in.”

Zach went to reply, but Fiona started talking.

“Someone told me it’s Christmas day in a few weeks time.” She looked off into the distance, her breath taking form in front of her. 

“Oh…your daughter. I’ll understand if you want to stay.”

“I’ll give you my answer tomorrow night,” said Fiona walking off to the nearby waiting driver.

Zach looked at the others.

“If you’re in, then we might as well get those forms signed, I’ll pick up Fiona’s at the same time.”

On their way back to Block 59, Zach, Abbey and Jacob drove through a bustling street market. The car slowed to a crawl due to the number of people in front of it. 

“Because there are no big stores anymore, most people buy what they want from street markets like this one…although there’s rumors the council will be clamping down on them soon,” said the driver.

Looking like a cross between a Moroccan Bazaar and a flea market, products old and new jostled for space amongst the hordes of people. Zach noticed Abbey was wide-eyed and smiling at the scene around them.

“Hey, wait up,” said Zach, leaning forward then turning to Abbey. “Let’s get out. Jacob we’ll be back later.” The car stopped and Zach and Abbey climbed out into the throng.

“You know how to get back?” said Abbey.

“No idea,” he replied as he took her hand.


CHAPTER 36












As the car Fiona was in pulled up outside her daughter’s house she was nervous. A plastic Santa and reindeer sat somewhat uneasily on the front lawn, and tiny lights stretched across the front of the house just under the roof. It looked liked the kind of house she always wanted to live in as a kid. She felt her eyes moisten, then cleared her throat.

“Are you going inside? Do you want me to wait here? Or come back and pick you up?” The driver asked while warming his hands.

“What? Oh, I won’t be long, twenty minutes maybe.”

“I’ll wait here, but if I get a call from the Core I’ll have to leave.”

“No problem, I understand,” said Fiona getting out of the car. She stood for a moment, trying to ascertain if anyone was home, but then saw movement in the living room. Walking across the road, trying not to slip on the morning ice she arrived at a light wooden front door. She raised her hand to ring the doorbell when the door opened. The young boy on the other side of the entrance looked nonplussed.

“You’re not the delivery person?”

“No, I’m…” Fiona hesitated not knowing how to end the sentence. A blonde woman in her thirties appeared from along the hallway, and approached Fiona.

“Can I help you?”

“I’m here to see Stephanie. Is she available?”

The blonde woman suddenly realized who was standing in front of her. “You’re Fiona? Yes she’s just in her bedroom right now, she’s meant to be doing homework but I suspect she’s just trying to find Christmas presents!”

Fiona smiled. These are good people, don’t mess it up for her.

Stephanie appeared from a door down the hall, and walked slowly forward smiling meekly.

“Please come in, I’m Sarah. My husband James is at work right now.”

Fiona stepped inside, the warmth of the house immediately making her feel at home. Sarah brought Fiona and Stephanie into the living room, telling a young girl and boy to go play in their rooms.

“Tea? Once upon a time I would have offered you coffee, but that’s not something most of us can afford these days,” said Sarah.

Fiona declined. Stephanie sat with her hands in her lap, her eyes looking everywhere but at Fiona.

“You have a nice home here,” said Fiona to Stephanie.

“Thank you…It’s not really mine though…” Stephanie attempted a smile that quickly faded back into awkwardness.

Fiona suddenly felt too warm, and unbuttoned her jacket. “Boy this is difficult,” she said, puffing out her cheeks and half smiling. Stephanie’s eyes widened.

“Sorry I didn’t mean you’re difficult. It’s just well, the last time I saw you, you were about a foot long.” Fiona placed her hands apart demonstrating Stephanie’s size as a baby. Stephanie smiled. “But even then I could tell you were going to be a good kid. You used to have a scar…” Fiona reached forward towards Stephanie’s forehead, but Stephanie pulled back. “Well you used to have a scar on your forehead, I just wondered if it had disappeared over the years.”

Stephanie pulled her fringe back, revealing a slight blemish that was hardly noticeable. Fiona sighed in relief.

“Look, I might be…” said Fiona as her daughter started to talk as well. “No, please, what did you want to say?”

“I, just, I really need to get back to my homework. Sorry.”

“Oh, no that’s okay. It’s good that you do it.”

Stephanie stood up and held out her hand. “Thank you for coming.”

Fiona stood too. “You’re welcome. Maybe I can come back some other time?” Fiona shook her daughters hand.

“Sure, if Sarah is ok with it. Ok I should get back now then.” Fiona reluctantly let go of her daughter’s hand and watched her walk away. As she got to the door, Fiona suddenly remembered.

“Merry Christmas!” she shouted. Stephanie replied in kind and was gone. Sarah reappeared, and spoke in a hushed voice.

“Everything okay?”

“Everything’s fine. I will be leaving the camp for a while…I have a job, but I expect to be back. Please take care of her.” Fiona felt wrong saying those last few words, but couldn’t help it.

“Of course, she’s a great kid.”

Fiona walked over the threshold of the house, turned and waved. She knew this might be the last time she would see her daughter but knowing Stephanie was happy made her feel like the world had purpose, that she had purpose. Looking across the road, the car had gone.

“Shit,” she said under her breath, and hugged her arms around herself. She looked back at the house, but pressing that doorbell again was not an option, so she started walking. The late winter sun was almost directly above, and took the chill from the air unless she walked in the shade. Fiona had memorized the route all the way from the makeshift hospital to their apartment block on the first day so she had a fairly good idea of which way to go. Orientation was something her government trainers always told her she was particularly good at. 

Walking down the street with trees on both sides, she started to feel anxious. She knew nothing was on this side of the wall, but it was hard to shake the feeling that there was always something out there.

The worst that can get me out here is an angry chipmunk She went to laugh then realized there are no chipmunks anymore. A world with no animals? Walking down the newly tarmacked road, that realization fully struck her for the first time and she felt sad. Can humanity even survive without animals? These thoughts started to percolate around her mind, are we all vegetarians now?

A car beeped behind her making her jump, she hadn’t released she had been walking down the center of the road. Turning around, a guy in his forties wearing a hard hat and looking too big for his car, was leaning out of the window.

“You need a lift? It’s a long way before you get to any of the apartments if that’s where you’re going.”

“That would be great thanks.”


CHAPTER 37












The sound of Christmas tunes together with the smell of baking filled the air as Zach and Abbey walked up the stairs to their apartments floor. Jacob was hanging tinsel around the hall.

“I never saw you as the tinsel kind of guy,” said Zach, trying not to laugh.

“I so do love Christmas,” said Janice, coming out of the other apartment. “Hello, you two, did you have fun?”

Zach held up a bag. “Spent some of our rations on things we don’t need but that’s Christmas,” he said as he and Abbey went into their apartment. Zach took the contents of their time at the market and placed them on the table, one of which was a many-branched candleholder.

“Thank you for letting me get this,” said Abbey holding the candleholder. “I’ve never been the religious type but my parents were and I just felt…” Her throat felt tight and her eyes started to moisten.

“No need to explain,” said Zach.

The apartment door opened and Jacob appeared holding a plate of cookies. “That woman sure does like Christmas.”

“It’s good that there are still people in the world that do,” said Abbey. Jacob nodded. “Hope you like vegetable lasagne because tonight that is what we are having. Soon even that won't be on anyone's menu once the last of the cheese has gone.”

“We figured we might as well have one last good meal before leaving here,” said Zach.

“Sounds good to me,” replied Jacob.

The evening became a blur of good food, laughter, and a locally made spirit which also doubled as something to run gasoline generators on. Once the time neared midnight they were all tired.

“I think that’s me done for tonight, I bid you both goodnight,” said Jacob, getting up from his chair. “What do you think Fiona will choose to do?”

Zach paused for a moment. “Whatever she thinks is best for her daughter.”

“Hmm, night then.” Jacob closed the door to his room.

The flames from the candles created shadows, which danced on the ceiling of the small apartment.

“I think I best be getting sleep as well, I suspect tomorrow will be a long day,” said Zach, sitting down on the Sofa. Abbey stood up, walked half way to the main bedroom and held out her hand.







* * * * *









Most of the night Zach and Abbey just held each other, after all the years without any human intimacy it was enough. An hour after sunrise the old phone in the living room started to ring again. Zach got to it quickly due to lying awake for the last few hours, feeling free for the first time since he left his cell. The officer on the other end told them they needed to come in for a briefing. The phone had woken Jacob too and it wasn't long before they were standing in a briefing room at the Core, Cal, Michael and Fiona was also there. Zach handed Fiona the reinstatement forms without saying anything.

General Trow, Major McCain and a man in his late twenties wearing a white shirt were standing at the front of the room in front of a few computer screens.

“As I understand it, all but one of you have agreed to forming a new recon unit,” said the general.

“Actually, all of us have agreed. Anyone have a pen?” said Fiona. McCain threw her a pen and she set about putting her signature where needed.

“Good. Right then. After some persuasion, the council signed off on this, they thought your talents would be best served out there,” said the general with a smile. “Major McCain will be taking point on this operation. You will be the first dedicated recon team that we have sent beyond the walls to operate in-country. Captain Felton will be in command, but beyond that we leave how you designate your roles within the team up to you. You came a long way to get here and I don't see any point in changing that up. You will be allowed to operate autonomously but there are certain protocols you will be expected to follow and due to the fluid nature of the situation, there will be times when there will be specific missions which you will be expected to carry out. And with that I’ll leave you in the capable hands of Major McCain. Be safe and bring our people home.” The major saluted again and the general left the room.

“How all of you pulled this off I don’t know but let's see if you bunch of misfits can actually do some good beyond the walls,” said McCain, pointing to one of the screens. “We have had reports of survivors held up here in the town of Brownstone, fifty klicks north-west of the camp. Your mission will be to find and retrieve anyone there. There has been reported E.L.F. activity at these points, of what type we don’t know. I was told some of you were packing M4s, well now all of you get them with the day and night scope upgrades, together with a full supplement of supplies in your backpacks, including field comms. Considering you lost your munitions expert, Sargent Jacks will also be joining your team.”

The team stirred and looked around at a blonde haired man in his thirties sitting at the back of the room, with his hands in his lap. When everyone looked at him he raised his hand.

“Hi, that would be me. Accept my condolences on the previous guy,” said Jacks.

“His name was Ray,” said Abbey.

“Right yeah, that was a tough situation.”

“You will be given one Humvee with a top mounted gun, and a smaller four by four which we have adapted for military use. You move out in one hour, but before you do, Dr. Joshi here wants to show you some things in the lab.”

“One hour? I thought this was just a briefing?” said Michael.

“Technically you have been on the military pay roll since the moment you signed those forms yesterday,” McCain paused then continued. “We can get a message through to someone if needed.”

The man in the shirt stepped forward. “My name is Dr. Raj Joshi. I work in the labs here trying to find ways to combat the E.L.F’s. If you would all please follow me.” 

They all followed Joshi down some corridors and into the elevator. After dropping a few floors the door opened into a bland corridor, with three doors. Guards were posted at all of them. The group moved along to the far door where Joshi placed his hand on a flat vertical device causing a secure door to open. The room they entered was almost like another corridor and had low lighting. On both sides were five clear fronted cells, each containing a live E.L.F.

“As you can see, we have a number of live specimens here, which we use for study purposes.”

“I imagine if we were to take creatures from alien planets and put them in a zoo it would look something like this,” said Abbey.

Michael moved up close to one of the creatures then stepped back as it seemed to notice him. It looked like one of those fish that live at the bottom of oceans with countless spindly teeth and soulless eyes. The difference with this creature though was the small legs and arms that it used to move around the cell with.

“They cannot see you,” said Joshi, walking up to Michael.

“Oh, yeah I knew that.” As Michael stepped back closer to the glass, the creature’s scales changed from a silvery green to a vibrant blue then back to green. “Whoa.”

“It has the ability to change the pigmentation in its scales, gives it a kind of camouflage capability,” said Joshi.

Another of the cells contained a black form of hundreds of creatures moving as one around the cell. It would take shape one moment then lose cohesion and flow off to another corner.

“We have seen this thing before,” said Zach.

“We actually have a good idea what they were before they changed, Rattus norvegicus, otherwise known as the brown rat,” said Joshi, walking up to the cell’s window. “They seemed to have evolved into a kind of hive like creature, giving up their individuality for more advanced emergent behaviour, they really are extraordinary. We have had them even solving simple logical problems.”

Jacob walked up to a cell, which contained a tan colored large insect, covered in bony looking spikes, which flew from one wall to the next.

“We think these were locusts before, they were one of the first reported cases of E.L.F’s and were probably some of the first to evolve. They attack in a swarm.”

“What’s the point of the spikes?”

“They contain a toxin which momentarily paralyses their targets, which they then as a group devour. They were among some of the most successful early predators, which is why there were not wiped out by the more advanced E.L.F’s that came along afterwards.”

“Have you seen any spider human looking creatures?” said Abbey.

“We have had reports of arachnids evolving into a more humanoid form, perhaps that is what you refer too, but we have not been able to capture any as they tend to prefer living underground,” Joshi paused as if aggrieved “The council will not sign off on any missions to retrieve creatures. All of these have attacked the walls. Anyway we don’t have long so I need to brief you on some things we have learned.” Joshi walked to the far door and repeated the hand scan.

The door opened into a large lab area, the brightness of which almost being a strain on their eyes. An abundance of lab worktops, vials, screens and scientific equipment stretched many yards in all directions, with people in white coats intently working. On some of the worktops were dead specimens of E.L.F’s and along the far wall were more cells with clear fronts containing live E.L.F’s. None of which the group had seen before. 

Joshi led them past rows of worktops to a section which contained chairs, a table, and some computer screens. He held up a small ringed booklet. “Each page in this contains a description of each E.L.F. that we know of as well as any weaknesses we have discovered. The pages are color coded according to the categories we feel they fall into, so amphibious, flying etc. Each of your packs contains one. Take care of it. It might well save your life. A lot of the creatures fare better at night, so try to travel in the daytime.” Putting the booklet down, he picked up a small black plastic tube. “They also have exceptional hearing and smell, but this can also be a weakness for them, because it means they are also very sensitive to high frequency sounds, and pungent smells. So your packs also contain a high frequency sound generator, and a few spray bottles of something you really don’t want to spray on yourselves unless you have too.”

“So why did it happen?” said Fiona to Raj.

“Why did what happen?” said Raj as someone in a white coat came up to him whispered something in his ear then walked away.

“This! Everything!”

“Oh you mean the Cascade?”

Fiona nodded.

“There are a number of different theories…but our current best guess is it was due to unnatural environmental factors.”

Abbey went to respond but Fiona spoke first. “He means pollution.”

“Not necessarily, but perhaps yes.” He was about to continue when a soldier walked up to the group and an alarm started sounding.

“The camp is being attacked. Dr Joshi you are needed in the operations room. The rest of you, dispatch is in thirty minutes, you all need to follow me upstairs and change into your new gear.”

“Okay, I hope to see you all again, perhaps you could capture some specimens at some point,” said Joshi as the group were led away and back up to the briefing room.

Jacks was still there, but this time his backpack was on.

“Lets get acquainted with our supplies and what we are going into, Fiona you got the planning covered?” She nodded and picked up a printout of the route. Jacks walked forward.

“It’s okay I got the route covered,” said Jacks to Fiona.

“I’m going to go over it anyway,” replied Fiona.

After a short amount of time they had changed into their military uniforms, had looked over the maps of the town of Brownstone and were waiting outside the facility. The air-raid siren was sounding across all four quadrants of the camp and military personal were running everywhere. Major McCain stood close to Humvee and a pickup truck both painted in yellow and black.

“What's the deal with the paint jobs?” shouted Michael.

“Our enemies are animals not humans. Animals generally know to avoid those colors, it’s clever thinking,” said Abbey.

McCain waved them all to form a group. “Listen up, we’re currently experiencing a fierce attack on two sides of the camp wall, first time that’s happened. You lot are going to creep out the southern side across the bridge. So far it looks quiet down there. I’ll be expecting you to make it to Brownstone by nightfall. Report in every hour. You got that people?”

“I think he expects us to salute or something,” said Fiona to Zach.

“Yes, sir,” said Zach, moving to the side of the Humvee. “I’ll drive the Humvee, Fiona you okay with the pickup?” Fiona nodded. “Cal you on the main gun. Jacob you’re with Fiona. Michael, Abbey you’re with us in the Humvee.”

“And me?” said Jacks.

“Cabin of the pickup or the Humvee. Your choice.”

Jacks climbed in the cabin of the pickup, behind Fiona and Jacob.


CHAPTER 38












Zach led them away from the Core facility and down barren dusty roads. The sound of the gun towers firing could be heard from all directions amongst the constant drone of the siren.

“Above!” shouted Fiona on the radio. In both vehicles they all looked up at a scene reminiscent from previous world wars as in the sky large dark winged forms soared high above. Streams of dashed lines converged, making some of them spiral downwards.

“Never seen that many get past the wall defences before,” said Jacks.

“Where are they heading?” Fiona asked without expecting an answer.

“Focus on getting to the bridge at the south wall. Over,” said Zach.

After a few minutes they turned into a small town near Granite Falls, and a large shadow passed overhead, Zach stopped. “Cal, what do you see?”

“Something flew behind one of these buildings on the right, looked like the thing we saw in Baldo. If I see...” Before Cal could finish he suddenly started rising out of the Humvee.

“Above us!” shouted Zach, as Michael reached forward grabbing Cal’s boots. He started being pulled upwards as well, his grip sliding on the leather.

“I got you man!”

Fiona, Jacob and Jacks were already out of the pickup, and firing above Cal. A feathered creature with a wingspan of twenty-feet was trying to pull Cal from the Humvee, its talons gripping onto his backpack. Cal frantically tried grabbing above him and pulling his arms free from the backpack.

Zach jumped out of the Humvee and they all shot into the creature, which screeched and fell to the side of the road. Cal dropped back into the roof of the Humvee.

Other large shadows blanketed the road. Cal quickly ducked back into the Humvee.

“You okay man?” said Michael. Cal quickly checked his back and neck and found no sign of blood, he then pulled his backpack off. The top had two large tears.

“Yeah I think I’m fine.”

“Everyone back in the vehicles, we need to get across this bridge,” shouted Zach.

Zach drove them onto the main road to the bridge crossing and the south exit. The wall stretched east and west in front of them, as flying creatures crossed the sky above.

“Ops, we are nearing the south wall. Is it clear to cross? Over.”

A hurried voice responded, “Yes, south wall exit clear. Over.”

The road they were on was wide, with motels and buildings that were previous stores on both sides. Within a few minutes the wall reared up in front of them, and ahead stood a large steel gate with more Humvee’s and soldiers. The siren still wailed but their hearing had almost become adjusted to it.

As they neared the wall the grand steel gate was already opening revealing a short tunnel and a bridge on the other side. It was a good-sized bridge with multiple lanes and a view of the river that in other times you would have admired.

The vehicles drove through slowly but without stopping. As they cleared the second gate, Zach stopped the Humvee to survey the scene ahead. The gate behind them slowly closed while making a grinding metallic clanging sound.

“Across the bridge then it’s the first major road on the right, which takes us along the wall. Once we hit the south west corner of the camp we head north,” Jacks said to Fiona. “You might want to tell the captain.”

“We know which way we are going,” said Fiona.

In the Humvee, Zach leaned over his shoulder. “Cal, any sign of those flying E.L.F’s?”

Cal spun the gun around. “Nope, nothing I can see close to us, they seem to be concentrating on the camp.”

Zach moved forward across the bridge.

“Really not a fan of bridges anymore,” said Michael.

From this height it was hard to see any details below them, but they watched the river closely anyway. It wasn’t long before they were across the river and on the other side. As they moved away from the walls and the wailing of the air raid sirens softened, a silence fell upon the inhabitants of each vehicle.

Fiona’s thoughts were of her daughter. Driving away she could feel the pull of her child in the camp behind her, a feeling she had not felt for over a decade. A part of her wanted to stop and go back, but she felt that would be betraying her new family.

Cal intently watched the area around them as buildings and trees flashed by. His bad dreams had stopped over the past few days. He now woke wondering what the day would bring.

Michael’s thoughts were of his parents. After he was sentenced they disowned him and the shame was almost too much for him to bear, but then the world ended and his parents forgot about all that. When he saw them again he was shocked by how old they looked, and he wondered if they would still be there if he ever made it back to the camp.

Jacob thought about possibilities, the political situation in the camp. When he got back he would look into what this ‘council’ was and perhaps get to know who the players were.

Abbey thought about her parents as well, and whether there was any chance they would still be alive. She knew she shouldn’t think about them, that there was no real chance they were out there, but the nagging feeling that she should be looking kept creeping into her mind.

Zach thought about Ray. He thought about how Dee wouldn’t have ever got to see his father if it wasn’t for him. He was a grumpy old so and so but Ray stepped up when it mattered. He knew the others missed him too but their world had turned upside down so quickly that most of them felt that they were on borrowed time anyway. Still, as he clenched the steering wheel and looked out at the urban landscape around him, he couldn’t help but feel that Ray was owed a debt.

“I think it’s been roughly an hour, I’ll check in with Ops,” said Zach, picking up the mike.

“Ops, this is Recon-1. Come in. Over.”

“Recon-1, what’s your status? Over.”

“We are about to move west of the west wall. What’s it like over here? Over.”

“West wall still being attacked, but we have cleared all E.L.F’s from inside the camp. Over.”

Fiona then interjected. “Ops, did any of the creatures hurt anyone? Over.”

“Light injuries to a few people in the western quadrants, but that’s all. Over.”

Zach carried on. “Okay, we will let you know if we see anyone over here, otherwise we will check in again one hour from now. Out.”

As they drove away from the camp, they could see a few streams of tracer fire, fly out from the turrets towards unknown targets, the air-raid sirens had also stopped. The roads shrunk in size and the ground became more uneven as they drove from east to west, until eventually coming back out to a highway, which headed north. After another hour and another check in with Ops, they moved through a small deserted town and to a junction, which led north and west. Zach stopped the Humvee.

“Why we stopping?” said Jacks.

“No, idea,” said Fiona.

Zach took his hands off the wheel and sighed. Michael and Abbey looked at each. Abbey was about to say something when Zach started to talk.

“We’re going back to Crow Lake.”

“Ok…” Said Abbey.

“Ops might not be too happy about that,” said Michael.

“Screw-em. We got unfinished back there.”

Abbey wanted to ask what unfinished business but she felt the same without really knowing why.

“Fiona, change of plans, we’re going back to Crow Lake. Over,” said Zach. He waited wondering what the reply would be.

Back in the pickup they heard the message.

“What the fuck is he talking about, that’s not our orders,” said Jacks.

Ignoring Jacks’ protestations Fiona replied. “Good idea. Are we telling Ops. Over.”

“We still have another hour before checking in again, we will be almost there by then. Over,” said Zach.

Fiona leaned over her shoulder. “Look, when we get back to the camp you are welcome to file a complaint, but Crow Lake is where we are going. That okay?”

Jacks sat back in his seat. “Sure, let’s go to Crow Lake.”

After thirty minutes of driving they approached the small town of Crow Lake from the south and slowed their movement.

“I think the river’s to our north, keep a watch out for those frog like things,” Zach shouted to Cal. The windows of all the vehicles were down in the afternoon sun, and a chill wind blew as they all pointed their guns in the directions of the trees around them.

The last time they had seen this scenery it was all a blur below them. As they drove closer to the point where they had to fight their way out, their stomachs tightened.

“Any movement? Over,” said Zach.

“None that we can see. But that was the same as last time, until…” Fiona’s voice trailed off.

“I know. The warehouse is just up ahead. Over,” said Zach.

Zach drove at a good pace over a small bridge and along a tree lined road. In the distance piles of dark shapeless bodies lay across the roads and sidewalks. The truck and pickup stood out amongst a ring of charred wood.

As the Humvee pulled on to the forecourt near the burnt wood, Abbey breathed in hard. They stopped.

“Anything, Cal?” said Zach. Cal replied in the negative and Zach, Abbey and Michael got out. Zach waved to the others in the pickup to stay where they were.

He stepped over charcoal black planks of wood and looked towards the truck. He didn’t know what to expect to see. Maybe Ray would still be there, maybe not. Ray’s body was not there, but the jacket he was wearing was, covered in blood. Zach bent down and picked it up. Abbey walked up slowly and stood near Zach. He looked through the pockets, which were empty apart from a small notebook and pen.

“Here,” said Zach, handing them to Abbey. “Cal, keep a close eye on those trees. Everyone else, move the supplies from the old pickup into the other pickup. We are taking the semi-truck with us.”

After twenty minutes all the supplies had been moved across and they were leaving Crow Lake by the north. As they moved onto a northeast highway, Abbey took the bloodstained notebook out of her pocket and opened it. At first it was just random thoughts and some surprisingly good sketches of some of the creatures they had come across, but then the entries started to talk about Jacob more and more.




“2nd Day of freedom.




Came across a cop called Jacob, strangest feeling I’ve met him before, but couldn’t be.”




Finally, she got to the last entry.




“When I was in ‘Nam, there were rumors of a young guy working for higher ups who would be used to take out enemy officers. They called him the ‘Architect’, the story goes that he grew up in the projects during the fifties and sixties, joined the army in the early days of the draft and was at the top of every class he was in, something of a prodigy, IQ off the charts. The army knew he was special so they took him into some kind of black ops team specializing in assignation, the weird thing is, or so the story goes was that he never actually killed anyone directly, he somehow managed to get them to kill themselves unknowingly. Nobody knew his real identity but one day I saw this guy coming out of the HQ tent, and my buddy whispered to me, ‘That’s the ‘Architect’. I just laughed, I mean, this kid coming out the tent looked more like science nerd than a military genius. I wasn’t sure at first, memories a bit flaky these days, but that kid? Add on forty or so years and that Jacob guy looks a lot like him.”
















The End.





Thank you for taking the time to read my first ever novel, Survive!. The second book in the series Rescue is available here at Amazon (US) https://www.amazon.com/dp/B01MA3QE11 (UK) https://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B01MA3QE11. As a new author, it would be greatly appreciated if you could leave me a review on Amazon. Sign up to my mailing list at www.digiterium.com/newsletter to find out the latest on my writing! 




Thank you again. Phil.
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