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  ​​Book Description

Continue to follow this ragged bunch of misfits as they fight through the civil unrest and persecution of the second seal.

(Book 2) Ragtag survivors of the first seal (White Horse) successfully rid Earth of the aliens. Staying clear of nuclear power plant meltdowns seemed to be the worst thing they would have to deal with, aside from an occasional zombie. That was, until the second seal (Red Horse) was opened and civil unrest began. Zombie cocoons hatched into mutants, children became gunmen, and animals turned violent, even one of their own people began changing into a zombie. When they finally reached the prepper compound where they thought they would find safety, they found something unexpected, instead.

 A suspenseful and frightening journey of persecution, offset with optimism and hope, keeps this ragged bunch of misfits together as they fight through the seven seals of the Book of Revelation.
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  ​​ONE

Revelation 6:3–4. 3 When he opened the second seal, I heard the second living creature say, “Come!” 4 And out came another horse, bright red; its rider was permitted to take peace from the earth, so that men should slay one another; and he was given a great sword.

* * *

“Wake up you sleepyheads,” Sarah Van Dam shouted. Her voice echoed throughout Owl Observatory’s lobby and the dome above as she walked out of the ladies’ room combing her wet hair. Washing in the sink of a public bathroom was inconvenient and likely unsanitary, but it was her only option.

All she had in her messenger bag for clothing was one pair of underwear and a T-shirt. A few travel-size toiletries were already stashed in an inside pocket. She was not expecting never to return to her house when she left to get her teenage sons, Willis and Georgie.

When the sky turned red from the spores released into the atmosphere by the aliens, her goal was to get Willis and Georgie from her ex-husband Larry Sallo and take them back home where she knew they would be safe. However, her plans changed while they were running from zombies and spider drones. Even though they were able to make the aliens leave Earth by using malicious computer code and the influenza virus, there were consequences; including the imminent meltdown of nuclear power plants when their emergency generators run out of fuel.

They have also had to deal with alien spores that altered Earth’s environment and turned people into zombies, and the half-breed Rausuca, the leader of the planet Carenderlaa, who had raped Sarah.

“I’m never drinking again,” Max moaned as he leaned forward in the lobby’s overstuffed chair where he had collapsed after the night’s celebration. He rested his bony elbows on his knees, held his head, and then asked, “Does anyone have an aspirin? I think I drank too much Scotch last night.”

Clare walked over to the dome’s railing and looked down toward the lobby. “Here’s a bottle.” She tossed it down for Max to catch, but instead it smacked the brown tile floor next to him and rolled under his chair. “Nice catch, Max.”

“I need a couple of those, too,” Professor Jerry Dillon, an astrophysicist at Western Michigan University, said as he walked out of the breakroom. “I have a throbbing headache but it’s not from drinking. I think it’s because I’ve run out of my lisinopril and my blood pressure is too high.”

Max was on his hands and knees fishing the bottle of aspirin out from under his chair when he looked up at the professor’s red face. “You’d better set down before you have a stroke.”

Sarah walked over to the professor as Clare ran down the dome’s spiral staircase. They looked at the wobbly professor standing next to Max.

“Dad, sit on the couch, now,” Clare demanded as she grabbed his arm and guided him to the plaid fabric Davenport where Sarah had slept. “Sarah, you’re a nurse, what do we do?”

Sarah sat down next to the professor. She felt his wrist for the radial pulse. “Your pulse is bounding. I don’t have a way of checking your blood pressure, but I’m sure it’s high. We need to get you more medicine, Professor.”

Jack and Tony came down the stairs and stood in front of the Davenport. They looked at the professor’s tired face, concerned for his health.

“What’s going on?” Jack asked, standing with his hands on his hips.

Sarah looked up at Jack. When she had released him from the Paw Paw jail, his face was clean-shaven; now he had dark stubble on his face and throat. In fact, all the men were growing a short beard. Even though his excuse for being in the jail because of too many speeding tickets did not seem very plausible, he had done nothing but protect Sarah and the boys since she helped him escape. “We need to get the professor more blood pressure pills.”

Tony sat next to his wife, Clare. “We can go to a pharmacy and get the medicine. Sarah knows what she’s looking for.”

“Well, whatever we’re doing,” Jack said, shifting his weight. “We’d better get on the ball and do it because I don’t want to be here when Palisades melts down.”

“I’d like to be at least one-hundred miles away from here by the end of the weekend,” the professor said. He watched as Max, his assistant scientist, walk into the men’s room and then return wiping water from his mouth with the sleeve of his wrinkled khaki, janitor-style shirt.

Max walked up to the professor and handed him the bottle of aspirin. “Are you sure you’re supposed to be taking these?”

“Max does have a point,” Sarah said, watching as the professor took the small white plastic bottle from Max’s hand. “They do make the blood thinner.”

The professor turned and faced Sarah. His breath smelled of stale cigar smoke as he spoke. “It depends. If I’m going to have a stroke from a clot, then I need thin blood.”

Sarah stood to avoid his odor. “Not if you’re having a stroke from a bleed caused by your high blood pressure bursting a blood vessel; then you don’t want thin blood.”

The professor frowned and turned toward Clare. “Get me something to drink.”

“You’re as stubborn as an old mule, Dad,” Clare said. She stood and walked over to the bottom of the staircase and yelled up towards the dome, “Dawn, can you bring down a bottle of water?”

In less than a minute, Dawn, Clare’s teen daughter, was descending the steps with Willis and Georgie behind her. Jibber, a Labrador-German shepherd mix, brought up the rear. 

Willis took the little teacup poodle, Miss Foo, that he had tucked inside his sweatshirt, and sat her on the floor. He then walked toward the side door. “Mom, we’re taking the dogs outside.”

“Watch out for zombies,” Sarah called after them. Using the word zombies in a sentence seemed less bizarre now, than when the invasion first started. It was becoming as commonplace as saying cheeseburger.

After the spider drones had previously broken through the glass front door, they boarded it up with plywood. Since she could not see through it, she walked over to a lobby window. The morning sun did its best to shine through the pink haze, high in the sky. Sarah could not tell if the environment had stopped changing, as the half-breed Rausuca agreed he would put a halt to.

“Where’s Father Mitch?” Max asked. He collapsed back into the chair where he had spent the night.

“He’s in the dome praying, meditating, or something,” Tony said as he stretched his arms and legs, and then yawned. “We should probably start packing our gear into the vehicles.”

“So where are we going to go, to get away from the radiation?” Jack asked, sitting on a wooden chair across from Max.

“Jackson?” Father Mitch asked as he walked down the spiral staircase to the lobby. “Is that far enough away from the nuclear power plants? I’d like to get back to St. Joe’s.”

“Sorry, Father,” Max said, watching him adjust his Roman collar. “I went over the map last night and we have to either go north, south to Kentucky, or out West.”

“Kentucky would have warmer weather,” Sarah said, sitting in a high-back chair next to Jack.

“West won’t work,” the professor said. “We’d have to go past too many nuclear reactors to get where it’s clear and it’ll take too long, we would end up being caught in the middle of nuclear fallout. Some plants could be melting down right now, if their backup generators never kicked on.”

“North is perfect,” Clare said, leaning into Tony. “There’s a prepper compound in the northern part of the lower peninsula, near Mio, in the Huron National Forest area. They are completely off the grid. I hear it has solar panels and wind turbines to power the community. It even has a bunker and is on a lake.”

“That could work,” the professor said, setting the bottle of water on the side table next to him. “It is far enough away from the reactors here in Michigan. However, there are some in Wisconsin, on the other side of Lake Michigan, that we could be downwind from, but I think we would still be safe.”

“So what happens when the nuclear power plants meltdown?” Jack asked as he leaned forward in the creaky chair.

Max shook his head. “We can always count on you, Jack, to ask the same questions over and over.”

“Before I die of a brain attack and blood fills my skull,” the professor began, “let’s go over this one more time. Nuclear power plants are like giant pressure cookers. They typically use enriched uranium to fuel the process of nuclear fission to produce heat that boils water and causes steam to drive turbines and generate electricity. They rely on a coolant, usually water, to cool the reactor’s core. Since we were able to shut down most all nuclear power plants with a computer virus, their emergency generators likely kicked on but will soon run out of diesel fuel and stop cooling the reactors, causing the core to overheat and meltdown.”

“You said before that the emergency generators will last seven to thirty days; when they stop cooling the core, then what happens?” Jack asked, avoiding direct eye contact with everyone in the room. He probably sounded like an imbecile for not paying attention earlier, but this was important to know.

The professor coughed green sputum into his used handkerchief, inspected it, and then shoved the cloth back into the pocket of his camouflage jacket. “I’m not a nuclear physicist or a survivalist, Jack, but like I said before, when the radioactive cloud is released from the nuclear power plants, we should stay at least one-hundred miles away, and avoid being downwind from them.”

Max took his thick-lensed glasses from his face, wiped them with his shirttail, and then placed them back over his bloodshot eyes. “The NRC says most of the radiation will be within ten miles of the plant and recommends being fifty miles away, but I agree with the professor and being as far away as possible.”

Tony stood up. “Does everyone agree to go up North to the compound?”

Everyone exchanged glances then nodded in agreement.

“Let’s get Dad’s medicine first,” Clare said as she took her military camo cap off. She ran her fingers through her bob cut before replacing it.

“Okay, it’s settled; after we get the professor’s medicine, we’re heading north to the compound,” Tony said, walking toward the staircase. “Let’s pack and get out of here before it’s too late.”

“I wonder what happened to those cocoons at Palisades,” Sarah said, looking at Jack.

“Yeah, I was wondering that myself,” Jack said, running a hand over his stubbled jawline. “Are they going to hatch into more zombies or into something like the Gill-Man in the Creature from the Black Lagoon?” He laughed.

The professor coughed into his handkerchief, again. “A more likely scenario is that the stalks that sprouted from the back of those dead people’s heads probably released spores that will infect other people who come into contact with them.”

“What about animals or insects,” Jack asked. “If a dog walked through the spores would it turn into Cujo?”

“God, I hope not,” Sarah said, as she stood and walked toward the side door. She opened it and looked across the yard toward the woods; she did not see the kids, or dogs. “Willis, Georgie, where are you?”

  ​TWO

No one answered.

Sarah stepped through the door and stood on the small concrete slab. Even though it was the first day of November, the air felt warm and humid. Patches of pink moss covered the damp grass and crept up the lower third of tree trunks. She called again, “Kids, where are you?”

Then she heard talking and laughing coming from the parking lot. She walked through the yard toward the sound. At the far end of the lot, the kids were walking away from Max’s 1964 white Ford Mustang convertible, toward Sarah, lifting their feet as if they were marching.

“Why are you guys walking like that?”

“That slime turned to glue,” Georgie said, looking at his shoes. “I hope we don’t get stuck to it like houseflies on that fly paper you had hanging from the ceiling of the porch.”

Sarah stepped onto the tacky pavement. It reminded her of varnish that was not fully dry.

“We want to ride with Max,” Willis said with a big smile. “Do you think he’ll let me drive?”

Sarah shook her head. “I don’t think so. You know how picky Max is, especially when it comes to his car.”

When they reached the observatory, Jack and Max were walking out the side door toward the shed.

“What are you guys doing?” Sarah asked as Jack walked past her.

Jack turned and looked at her. “I’m gonna help Max put his portable telescope in his car.”

Max unlocked the shed door and pulled it open. The generator was almost out of fuel as it spewed its exhaust outside through a rear vent in the wall. He shined his flashlight to the far corner of the room, past spider webs, where a brown tarp covered a man-sized object. Max removed the thick protective plastic. Underneath was an eighteen-inch truss tube Dobsonian telescope.

“Help me move this light bucket to my car,” Max said, lifting up on the wheelbarrow handles of the portable scope’s base.

Jack helped guide the eighteen-inch tube out the shed door. “I don’t want to burst your bubble, but how are you going to fit this into your short deck?”

Max lowered the handles and released his grip. He adjusted the glasses on his nose, spit into the moss, and then said, “We’ll disassemble it when we get it wheeled to the car. You can push it the rest of the way.”

While Max and Jack wheeled the Dobsonian to Max’s car and worked on taking it apart and placing its pieces into padded containers, the rest of the group finished packing supplies into St. Joseph’s school van and Father’s old gray sedan, affectionately known as, Old Nelly.

Sarah and Father Mitch walked to the distant end of the parking lot as Max placed the last truss into the trunk.

Jack turned and looked at Sarah. He smiled when he noticed her 12-gauge shotgun slung over her shoulder. “Looks like you’re ready to rumble.”

Sarah rolled her eyes. “You know we have to have our guns with us, just in case we’re attacked by zombies, or whatever.”

Jack pulled his Kimber custom pistol from the back waistband of his blue jeans. He ejected the magazine, inspected it, and then reseated it before returning it to the makeshift holster. “I think we’re good to go.”

Sarah watched Max lower his convertible top. “Max, I think you are the only one without a weapon.”

“I think Tony’s armory is empty,” Jack said, looking toward the van. “But I wouldn’t be surprised if he has a weapon hidden somewhere.”

“He can have my handgun,” Father said as he pushed aside the front of his clerical suit coat, revealing the shoulder holster. “Especially if you’re driving by yourself, you never know what may happen.”

Max got in the driver’s seat and closed the door. He cranked down the window and rested his elbow on the window felt. “Why don’t you come with me, Father? You can be the gunner.”

“No problem, but I’ve got to warn you, I’m not a good shot. In fact, I’ve never even used one of these before, aside from the target practice I got from Tony and Clare.”

“We’ll drive in the middle of the caravan,” Max said as Father walked around to the passenger side bucket seat. “We should be safer there.”

Max put the Mustang in gear and looked at Sarah and Jack. “You two might as well get in the backseat. I’ll give you ride up to the others.”

Tony was closing the van’s back doors when they reached it and Old Nelly. “Are you ready? I want to get to the compound before dark,” he said, walking over to the Mustang as Max turned it off.

“In a minute; I need to make sure the observatory is shut down properly and I need to get some stuff before we leave,” Max said, grumbling as he got out. “Is the professor still inside?”

“Yep,” Tony said, watching Max turn and walk down the sidewalk.

Tony leaned against the van and crossed his arms. “We can head into Kalamazoo, stop at a pharmacy, get the professor’s medicine, and then drive to the compound.”

“Sounds good,” Sarah said as she shifted the weight of her heavy gun.

After what seemed like an unacceptably long time, the professor and Max walked out of the observatory with a briefcase and a cardboard box. They walked to the shed and turned off the generator, closed the shed’s door, and then joined the others.

Max put the box in the backseat then turned toward Clare. “I need a Coke and more of those aspirins.”

Clare retrieved the items from the van. “Here, you may want this sweet roll, too,” she said, shoving the items at him.

Sarah noticed Max’s eyes widen and fill his round eyeglasses as if Clare had handed him a hundred-dollar bill.

“Okay, let’s get this convoy on the road,” Clare said, helping the professor climb into the backseat of the van.

Tony drove the van with Clare, Dawn, and Professor Dillon. Max and Father Mitch drove in the middle, while Jack, Sarah, Willis, Georgie, and the two dogs brought up the rear.

The tires of the vehicles made a ripping sound as they rolled along the sticky road of Blue Star Hill. When they picked up speed and left the area, the sound stopped.

While the boys and dogs goofed around in the backseat of Old Nelly, Sarah stared out the window. She felt sad as she watched familiar scenes pass by. Pumpkins sat outside for sale at the Old Orchard store; she had planned to buy some to set on her front doorstep for Halloween. A park where the boys had played football and baseball, and the empty bleachers where she had cheered them on, was empty. Leaving the happy memories made her heartbroken.

When they neared Kalamazoo, Jack’s cell phone rang. He took it from his pocket and handed it to Sarah.

“Hey,” Clare said. “Do you want Walgreens, Walmart, or Meijer, to get Dad’s pills?”

“Whichever one looks like it doesn’t have zombies hanging around it,” Sarah answered with a chuckle.

They followed the others to the front entrance of Walmart, parking their vehicles in a line over the yellow painted crosswalk.

Tony got out of the van and walked toward Max and Father Mitch. “You guys aren’t in a very safe vehicle, with the roof down like that.”

Max lifted his Coke to take a drink when a gunshot rang out and knocked the aluminum can from his hand. Pop splattered over his whiskers, glasses, and already dirty clothes. “What the hell!” He looked at his trembling hand and felt the side of his face, expecting to find blood.

“Take cover,” Tony yelled as he dropped to the concrete next to Max’s car. “Someone’s shooting at us.”

  ​THREE

Jack sat in the driver’s seat of Old Nelly, gripping his Kimber pistol next to his thigh. No one moved as four children, appearing to be between the ages of seven to fifteen, walked out of Walmart’s front entrance, next to the three parked vehicles. Each held a rifle and was dressed in plundered hunting clothes. Red and blue bandannas covering the lower half of their faces, made it clear the three boys and one girl were not playing war.

The kids stood on the sidewalk, next to three-foot tall yellow security poles, with their weapons pointed at the cars’ occupants. No one moved, however, Jack could see Tony reaching for the Bowie knife in his boot. He doubted if Tony knew that it was children, and not adults, who had fired upon them.

The oldest boy spoke. His blue paisley patterned mask bellowed with each breath. “You’re trespassing. This is our building and our land.”

Max and Father Mitch had their hands raised high as if they were cowboys caught by a bandit. They said nothing while the oldest boy walked up to the vintage Mustang. Max could tell by the boy’s eyes that he wanted his car.

“Get that van and that car out of here, now!” the boy shouted. Then he looked at Max. “Except you, the pony car stays here.”

Max nodded. He was not sure what was worse, zombies or a gang of kids with guns.

Sarah looked at Jack and whispered, “What should we do?”

Jack let out an exasperated breath and quietly said, “I’m afraid if we don’t do what they say, a gunfight will break out and someone will get killed.”

Then the second tallest boy fired a shot into the air and yelled, “Get out of here before you regret it. If you come back, these two die.” He pointed his rifle at Max and Father Mitch.

Jack paused only a moment before pulling around Max’s car and past Tony, who was still sprawled on the ground. He followed the van out of the parking lot. They turned left, and when they were out of sight, they pulled into an area behind a strip mall. Hiding behind the building would make it appear as though they had driven away, while staying close to Max and Father Mitch.

The hooligans admired the Wimbledon white refurbished body and red interior of the classic car. As they began to walk around it, Tony jumped up and attempted to grab one of the kids, but they all turned their guns on him and his inadequate five-inch knife blade.

“Drop it,” the oldest said, with a voice not quite low enough to be that of a man’s.

Tony slowly sat the knife on the pavement, next to Max’s gunshot shredded pop can, and then raised his arms. He looked at the gang; they appeared to be a cross between brutal thugs and innocent kids playing a game. Given all they had been through, Tony knew they were dangerous and not to be taken lightly.

“Get something to tie them up with,” the oldest said, his gun still aimed at Tony’s chest. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kill you.”

Tony was still in a state of shock; he was not expecting such young opponents. “What do you want?”

The girl looked at Tony’s muscular arms and the form of his pecs underneath his tight olive drab T-shirt and stainless steel dog tags. “We can use him for the heavy lifting. He can lift the metal panels for our Hummer.”

The youngest of the gang returned with a bag of plastic zip ties. He approached Tony, and with a high-pitched child’s voice said, “Turn around and put your hands behind you.”

Tony knew he could overtake the boy, but the others probably did not have their gun safety catches on and would likely shoot him, either on purpose or by accident. He turned around and lowered his arms. The child’s little hands grabbed his wrists and restrained them; then the boy leaned over and picked up the Bowie knife.

The oldest boy looked at Max and his dirty beige work shirt. Max’s eyes darted about behind his Coke bottle glasses. He was unsure whether to focus on the boy or somewhere in space.

The bags under Max’s eyes and scruffy beard prompted the oldest to say, “You don’t look so good.”

Max did not say anything. He felt like he might wet his pants.

The girl said. “He looks like a mechanic. He must’ve fixed up this car.”

The oldest asked Max, “Are you a mechanic?”

Max was unsure how to answer. He was not a mechanic; he was a scientist. However, the thought crossed his mind that he had better tell them he was a mechanic; a mechanic was what they wanted for that car of theirs. The lie would keep him alive; at least until they found out he was not mechanically inclined and had paid to have the Mustang restored.

Max nodded to the affirmative.

“He’s an old man and a priest,” the second boy said, looking at Father’s clerical collar. “What would he be good for?”

The girl said, “It would be bad karma to do anything to him.”

“Okay then,” the oldest said. “Tie them up and take them inside, so I can drive this baby.”

Max’s jawline and lips tensed. No one drove his Mustang but him.

  ​FOUR

“Get out of the car,” the second boy said, “and keep your hands in the air.”

With sweaty palms, Max and Father Mitch slowly opened their doors and got out. With rifles pointed directly at them, the youngest tied their wrists behind their back with zip ties from his bag.

“Get inside,” the second boy said, motioning with his gun.

As they walked inside Walmart, they heard the Mustang’s tires squeal and the engine roar. Max cringed as the odor of burnt rubber filled his nostrils.

“Juvenile delinquents,” Max mumbled.

“What’d you say,” the girl asked, nudging Max with the muzzle of her gun.

Max jumped. “Nothing . . . just clearing my throat.”

Once inside, the armed children ordered them to face the wall across from the checkout aisles, next to a coin-operated pony. The kids lowered their bandanas and looked at each other.

“Should we put them to work right now, Vin?” the girl asked the second boy.

Vin shrugged, then said, “Half-Pint, keep an eye on the doors. I have a feeling those other people are coming back.”

“Sure, Vin.” The boy sat the zip ties on top of a self-checkout counter and walked to the entrance, like a Civil War drummer boy too big for his britches.

“Shoot ‘em if you see ‘em,” Vin said, looking at the backs of the three men standing in front of him.

“You know the nuclear power plant is going to meltdown at any time, don’t you?” Father asked
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