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“I missed you too, little buddy,” Tank said, his voice like rolling gravel. “I've thought a lot about you since we last met. I've been waiting a long time to catch up.”

I felt the sword slipping in my fingers as fear spiked through me. I'd seen him die. It wasn't possible. But here he was, standing in front of me, a walking nightmare come to life. 

It can't be, I thought. He was turned into a zombie. I saw it. He couldn't have come back, unless...

“You two sound like you've got a whole lot of catching up to do,” John said, jumping in to move things along. “Tell you what, let's take this little reunion back up to base camp.”

John turned to walk back to the Jeep, but no one followed him. The rest of us stayed rooted in place. Tank stared me down with an icy, gloating smile, while I did my best to hold the katana up and block Felicity from him. The ring of ninjas kept their guns trained on our heads, never letting up for a second. John realized he was on his own and wheeled around with a practiced laugh like a cheesy villain on a bad television cop drama. 

“What seems to be the holdup?”

“He's not disarming, sir,” the head ninja said without hesitation, never taking his eyes off us. 

“And I don't plan on disarming,” I reminded them, speaking in a loud, clear voice so I wouldn't have to continue repeating myself.

“If you don't want me to start killing people you care about, you might want to rethink your attitude,” John shouted, his usually honeyed speech slipping as his anger began to undermine his nice guy act. “Now put down the sword and get moving.”

“No,” I said, not taking my eyes off Tank, who burst into laughter.

“What's so funny?” John demanded.

“It's nothing,” Tank guffawed, doing his best to pull himself back together. “It's just he ain't changed a bit. Didn't I tell you? If anything, he's worse than the last time we crossed paths with him. This isn't going to work, John. Why don't you just let me kill him here and now with my bare hands. At least that way one of us will get something out of this, other than a huge hassle.”

Tank began inching in my direction and I brought my sword back to full attention, seeing the ninjas lean in gun first as I moved. 

“It is going to work!” John roared. “Playtime is over, kiddies. You can drop the act now!”

I smiled slightly at seeing him come unhinged. I had forgotten how watching him lose control always gave me a sense of satisfaction. It reminded me of what Moto always said. I did seem to have a supernatural ability to get under people's skin when I wanted to. I had also forgotten how dangerous John could be once he was pushed into a situation where his leadership was tested. The mad look in his eyes reminded me, and I began to worry he might try to make an example out of Felicity. Still, I knew that once I was disarmed, any chance we had of ever leaving alive dropped to almost nonexistent. 

“You've got us surrounded by armed guards,” I said at last. 

“That's right, Xander,” John said, “so now that you've stated the obvious, let's get moving. I have a lot more to show you and it's gonna be dark soon.”

“If I tried to do anything, you'd cut us down in a hail of bullets,” I replied, ignoring his instructions again. 

“Yeah, that about covers it,” John grumbled in a condescending tone. 

“We'll come with you,” I offered, “but I'm not putting my weapon down.” I turned and looked John right in the eye, then looked back to Tank's malicious, grinning, deformed face. “Not while he's around.”

“Come on, John,” Tank groaned. “You gonna let this kid talk like that to you in front of your men? He's the prisoner, and he's making demands.”

“If you give me your word you won't hurt us, I will come with you,” I cautiously continued. “Despite our differences, I feel like I can trust your word. But I'm not going to give up my only chance to defend myself against the man who tried to set me up and murder me. I'd rather die here and now, than come along and have Tank make up some story about how I was trying to escape so he had to twist my head off like a chicken.”

“And what am I supposed to do if you decide to get all brave and try to slice and dice your way out of our friendly little campground?”

“You've got more than enough firepower to turn us both into Swiss cheese if we try anything stupid,” I laughed. “You want me to come along, those are the terms.”

“Fine,” John said without hesitation. “This whole thing is boring me half to death anyway. I forgot what a pain in the butt you are. I've still got a big reveal yet to come, unless you've found a way to ruin that too. Now let's get going.”

“Are you serious?” Tank looked like he was ready to explode in a fit of rage and kill us all. 

“Xander will sit up front with me,” John said, ignoring the outburst. “Tank and Haki, you bookend his lady friend in the backseat. I'm done with this conversation. Do I make myself clear?”

There was a dark look that crossed his face with the last sentence like none I'd ever seen before, as if John's true face, his true nature, was shining through. It was scarier than anything Tank had ever shown me. I gulped as acid rose in my stomach. 

“Yes sir,” Tank acquiesced, his face transforming from outrage to stone. 

“Good,” John said, still not relaxing. “Let's move on to phase two then. And Haki, let's see how fast we can get word out to our riders to call off the search. We could use the reinforcements back at base camp, despite how much I hate having to share close quarters with biker scum. I wanna make sure the handoff goes as smooth as possible.”

“What handoff?”

“I thought you'd never ask,” John said, flashing me the most wicked, self-satisfied grin I'd ever seen in my life. “Hop on in and I will tell you all about it.”

I was expecting John to launch into his grand plan, but he wasn't ready to tell it just yet. We rode in silence toward the Great Hall where Bryan Crowe had once ruled over a religious cult of thousands, not even a year prior. The last time we'd been here the main road had buzzed with craftsmen working, women cooking, and children laughing and playing. Their functioning community thrived on interdependence, hard work, and the pride of self-reliance that comes from being labeled martyrs. They'd been religious zealots, brainwashed by a charismatic leader strung out on happy juice and group chanting, but they'd also been content with the lives they'd chosen, for the most part. Instead, now those happier sounds were replaced with a growing chorus of hungry moans from the starving masses of zombies tethered to the trees by unyielding metal chains. The closer we got, the more of them there were. I tried to see if I could recognize any of them from my last trip to the promised land of Ojai, but I couldn't make out any familiar faces. 

I turned and looked behind me to see Felicity wedged between Tank and Haki. I gave her a grim smile and she returned it with a blank stare of disbelief. Things weren't looking all that great. I had to agree with her there. 

This hasn't been the kind of day I'd expected, I thought. So far, we've seen zombie clowns, resurrected neo-Nazis, and ninjas. I'm not looking forward to what comes next. 

“You're going to love what I've got to show you,” John merrily told me, making me jerk my head in his direction like he'd just read my thoughts. He was back to his easygoing casual self, the early rage he'd shown us safely tucked away again. 

“I can't wait,” I sarcastically remarked, trying to keep from freaking out. Inside, I kept wondering how far Felicity and I would make it into the woods before they started shooting if we were to jump from the moving vehicle. 

“You say that now,” John laughed, “but you just wait. If you thought Tank was a surprise, your mind’s just gonna explode when you see what's next.”

“What's with the zombie army, John?” I asked, ignoring his jovial taunt. He looked like I'd sucker punched him for a minute.

“You noticed that, huh?” John winked at me. “I'll tell you what – that was no easy task getting them all rounded up and placed like that. You have no idea how difficult it was. Plus, we lost three guys in the process of turning them. You gotta really pay attention when you're making zombies. One small distraction and the zom's got your fingers for a tasty snack, just chomping away. Then all that's left to do is wait to turn. God, can you imagine? I guess you can. From what I hear through the grapevine you weren't much different than Tank at one point after we parted ways, except for maybe you didn't get bit all to hell and have your eye eaten out of your skull while you were still alive. He's still pretty pissed off about it too, in case you didn't notice.”

“How could you do that to all these innocent people?”

“Innocent?” He cried out indignantly. “You know they kept zombie pits up in the hills where they made human sacrifices during the full moon, right? Besides, most of them were already walking around like zombies anyway, spouting all this religious mumbo jumbo and praising their great leader, a first-class con artist with a sweet tooth for underage girls. You ask me, did I do these people a favor putting them out of their misery?”

“How are they out of their misery? You chained them to the damn trees!”

“I'm not gonna let you ruin it for me,” he said, shaking his head. “Not this time!”

We pulled up the dirt drive toward the Great Hall. There were armed men in every direction I looked. They'd cleared a section near the outdoor dining tables and set up a base camp of tents, like a military installation or an open-air prison. John pulled up and parked right in front of the main entrance to the building.

“Let's try this one more time. Xander, you are my guest,” John began. “I expect you to behave like a guest. If you get hostile with me or my men, if you try to interfere or escape, then I'm going to lose my temper and start cutting pieces off your pretty friend back there and feeding 'em to the royal zoms. Are we clear?”

“Yes,” I said without hesitation.

“Good,” John said, looking slightly relieved. “Sorry to be so short with you, but it had to be done. Now, on to your next round of reintroductions.”

“Who are the royal zoms?” I asked, almost not wanting to know the answer. “Can you tell me that at least?”

“I'll do you one better,” John grinned. “I'll let you see them in the rotting flesh.”

I got out of the Jeep and waited for Felicity to make her way out from between her terrifying escorts. She scurried across the flattened seat and into my arms. I held her tight, and she squeezed so hard the air in my lungs rushed out.

“What are we going to do, Xander?” she whispered in my ear. “They'll kill us both.”

“I don't know,” I admitted. “For now we've got to go along with whatever this is. What other choice do we have?”

“You coming or what?”

John stood holding the front door open. 

“Yeah,” I said, pulling away from Felicity and taking her hand. “We're right behind you.”

“Ladies first,” John sweet-talked as he showed the way. Tank smiled.

When we walked in, I expected to find something terrible, like a guy with a chainsaw waiting to cut us in half – or a full-on torture chamber. What I didn't expect was that so little would have changed. The walls were still painted with depictions from the Bible. There was a man chained onto the throne wearing a plastic crown, like something a child would wear at a birthday party. By his side, chained to the wall, was a small woman with glossy black, matted hair. As we approached, he lifted his head and let loose a hungry roar that filled the room with a rotten stench. His consort lunged out at us, her arms outstretched with her twisted, bloody fingers scratched down to the bone in places. She stopped just short of us, the chain around her waist going taut as she snapped her gray, splintered teeth mere inches from our shocked faces. From behind us, I heard John laughing like someone had just told the funniest joke of all time. My heart hammered in my chest so hard it hurt. I could taste my sudden fear, like I'd been sucking on a handful of warm, freshly washed pennies.

“Careful now,” John cooed. “You don't wanna get on the wrong side of the Lord. You do recognize him, don't you?”

“It's Bryan Crowe,” Felicity said in a small voice, “and his Alpha wife, Rowena.”

“We didn't think it was right that he had so many wives,” John interrupted, walking forward and using the muzzle of his handgun to push her snapping head back. “She was the most devoted of all his child brides, the one most willing to sacrifice herself for him. We thought it would be a shame to separate them. After all, we're not animals.”

Tank roared with laughter as Felicity turned and shot John a dirty look. I just shook my head. Bryan Crowe had finally gotten what he deserved, so why didn't I feel better about it?

“My new friends helped us broker a peace deal with the Unity Gang. After that, overrunning the barricades down past Santa Barbara was a piece of cake. Let's just say those Golden Dawn dudes never saw it coming. It was a slaughter! And just like that we rolled into the Promised Land, hallelujah!”

“Praise the Lord!” Tank said, looking up and shaking his hands high in mock faith.

“Me and the King here didn't quite see eye to eye,” John said. “No offense, Tank.”

“None taken, your majesty.”

“You turned him and all his people into zombies?” I asked.

“That is an abbreviated version of events,” John sighed. “But I suppose it's factually correct. I tried bribing him at first. I thought he'd see how hopeless fighting us would be and that the instinct to save his own skin would override his devotion to his cult.”

“What did you offer him?” Felicity asked.

“Protection,” John explained. “For him and all his wives. He'd be relocated of course, so he wouldn't have to stick around and watch us go to work, but he'd be given blocks of his own prime real estate up north of Lompoc. It was a pretty sweet deal by anyone's standards, especially considering the alternative.”

“You tried to bribe him into letting you kill all his followers? You honestly thought that would work?” I couldn't help myself. It just seemed so ludicrous. 

“Pretty much,” John agreed. “I figured a guy as egotistical and power hungry as Bryan would be willing to sell out his own mother to save his own backside. Why wouldn't he sell out a few loyal followers in the process and get set up for the rest of his life by the most powerful warlord on the West Coast? I honestly thought he'd appreciate my direct approach.”

“I can't believe he turned you down,” Felicity stated in disgust.

“That makes two of us, honey,” John said. I flashed him a glare that he ignored.

“It just doesn't make sense,” she continued. “Bryan was a very dangerous man, delusional and drunk with power, sure, but he wasn't stupid, and he wasn't loyal. If anything, his little sacrifices proved that. I wonder what made him decide to stand behind his followers?”

“Oh see, that's where you've got it wrong,” John guffawed. “Yeah. I can see your confusion on that one. Bryan started out negotiations by giving us most of the zoms held in his pits. After that, he offered to give us nearly a third of his devotees to stay here, so he could stay in power.”

“That sounds like the Bryan Crowe I met,” I chimed in. 

“He couldn't see the big picture,” John went on. “I kept trying to tell him that everything was gonna change, that it was out with the old and in with the new, but he just didn't want to hear it. In the end, he declared a holy war on my men and me. Didn't cost us a single soldier. These religious nuts were used to looking scary, flashing their steel for the intimidation factor. Gunning down living people, well that's a different story.”

“You'd know all about it,” I mumbled.

“We put down a few of them and they fled like scared kids,” John bragged, looking more than a little pleased with himself. “It was sad really.”

“That's when you turned him and Rowena?”

“We had a little fun with him first, as you can see,” John winked at her. “I couldn't help myself. I'd tried to be generous, and I even appealed to his greedy nature, but Bryan just kept throwing it in my face. 

Just like I had, I thought as I turned to look at Bryan Crowe again. That could just as easily be Felicity and me. For all I know it's just a matter of time before it is. 

I felt a cold chill race down my spine as I realized that at any moment the sweet tone could drain from John’s speech, and he could start torturing us to death.

“I'm surprised he didn't try to offer you some of his brides,” I said, trying to keep my teeth from chattering.

“He went the other way, started saying God would avenge him and that he was the second coming of Christ, whole lot of other rubbish too. We brought his wives in one at a time and turned them while he watched. It wasn't until we got to this one that he seemed to come unglued. He said he'd never leave no matter what I offered him. I figured if he liked it here so much, the least I could do was honor his dying wish to never leave the Promised Land.”

The door opened, and one of the armed men walked in with another teen zombie and a small, nervous-looking child.

“Thanks, Haki,” John said. “How's the plan to get back our hygienically challenged, two-wheeled brethren coming along?”

“Already working on it, boss,” Haki said.

“Good. Hold up a minute. I might need you.” 

The kid looked up at me with eyes full of tears. Immediately I recognized him. It was the face that had haunted all my worst nightmares for over a year now.

“Xander? Is that really you?”

“Sam,” I said, kneeling down to hug him as he darted into my open arms. “How is this possible?”

“Oh, I found him,” John said, taking the teen zombie by the chain and walking him over like a subdued pet pit bull. “Well, with a little help of course.”

“Is that Joel Parker?” I pointed to the teenage zom.

“What's left of him,” John clarified. “You're getting good at this. I guess after Tank, these two are pretty easy.”

“I don't understand.”

“No,” John understood. “How could you? Let me give you the short version so you'll be all caught up to speed.”

“He came up to Vandenberg and found me,” Sam sputtered. 

“You wanna let me tell it, kid?”

“Sorry,” Sam said, looking timidly at his feet.

“How did you turn them all back?” I asked, growing impatient with the whole charade. 

“Let's just say I've got connections on the inside,” John said. “After you left Tank for dead, I went back and found him. Took me five guys to get him back to New Lompoc. We kept him locked up in a tool shed for a while. I didn't know what I was going to do with him, to be honest. I just knew I couldn't leave him out with the rest of the monsters.”

“How noble of you,” Felicity sneered. He ignored her taunt. 

“Some of my brothers from Special Forces had fought their way through the nightmare of war, only to get back Stateside and find that the whole world had gone to hell in a hand basket. These aren't the kind of guys used to being told what to do. Most of them have more kills under their belts than you've got hairs on your head. Let's just say they didn't plan on sitting back and letting a patchwork of weekend soldiers, and old guys too fat to fight their own battles, just boss them around. They're like me. They're not content to just reclaim the ruins of the world. They're more interested in what comes next.” 

“Why don't I like the sound of that?” Felicity asked.

“What does that have to do with how you brought these people back?” I demanded, still staring at the youngster, unable to believe it was really Sam.

“Let's just say I got friends in high places now,” John claimed. “These friends of mine have access to all sorts of things, including classified military documents on secret biological weapons-grade viruses and their antidotes. Turns out someone was just sitting on a whole load of anti-zombie juice, keeping it all to themselves. Now that's just selfish, if you ask me.”

“They have a good reason for not letting people know about it yet,” I insisted, but somewhere in the back of my mind my nagging doubts were beginning to return. 

“You keep telling yourself that,” John chided. “You see, you think you're so different from me, but you're not...and neither is your brother. When push comes to shove, you manage to get what you need to survive no matter what the cost to other people around you. I can respect that. But then you walk around like you're better than everyone else, like your moral code somehow puts you above the rest of us. That's just hypocritical.”

“My brother is nothing like you!”

“You're right,” John laughed. “He used the antidote to save himself and his kid brother, then actively worked to hide the truth of its existence from the rest of us. Me, on the other hand, I'm more of what you'd call a man of the people. The first thing I did when I saw that the antidote worked on Tank was to track down that Parker kid. The other twin got his eggs scrambled, but this one here did okay.” 

“But I saw them both go down in a hail of bullets,” I protested. “If you brought him back, he'd have bled to death.”

“His twin brother took most of the heavy fire. Joel here had a shattered femur and a bunch of bites. His right leg never did come all the way back, but other than that I had him looking like a shiny new penny for about a week. He told me a lot about you in that time, about how you'd all met up and what happened along the trek to New Lompoc, even how he blamed you for the death of his brother. He was even the one to find your little friend.”

“I went back to the house where you found me,” Sam explained. I stayed crouched down by his side and listened to him tell his sad tale. “I made it, Xander! I got all the way there and locked all the doors, but by then I was really sick. The last thing I remember was passing out on the sofa and having this horrible dream. I was so angry, but also terribly hungry. Joel was in my dream. But I didn't know it was Joel. I didn't recognize him until after I bit him.”

“Oh God,” Felicity moaned, putting her hand on my shoulder. “He turned him back again.”

“I didn't mean to hurt him,” Sam cried, looking guilty. “I didn't know what was happening. I...”

“He got a hold of him good, too,” John laughed. “Blood was spurting everywhere. It was disgusting. I blame the bum leg for him getting changed back to a flesh eater. Since then, Joel's been more like a mascot than anything.”

“It's okay,” I cooed at Sam. “It's not your fault.”

“I tried to apologize when I saw him later in the blue world,” Sam sputtered, his little eyes spilling tears out like a leaky faucet. “But by then, I was just a floating cloud, and he was an angry wasp made out of bleeding lemons. He was too heavy to follow me up toward the light.”

“I don't recall seeing a light in my trip,” I said.

“It was so beautiful,” Sam insisted. “All I wanted was to live inside of it where there was no more pain or suffering.”

“Yeah,” John said, jumping in. “Truth is, we almost lost him. I think maybe giving him the whole dose was a little too much for a guy his size, but he made it through like a champ.”

“John said he was going to bring us all back together again,” Sam said, wiping his tears away. “He said he was part of a group of people who were going to fix the world and end the infection. Isn't that wonderful?”

“I'm glad we get to be together again, buddy,” I began, “but I'm not sure John and I want the same thing.”

“Why not? Don't you want things to be okay again?”

“It's a little more complicated than that, Sam,” I sympathized, shaking my head. John had filled the kid’s head full of fantasies that justified him hurting innocent people. Had Sam not seen John's handiwork nailed to the trees around town?

“Actually,” John interrupted, “it doesn't have to be complicated. Trust me, I know how hard it can be to work with your sworn enemies. I never thought I'd see a truce between us and Unity Gang, but in the end, it's worked out better than I ever could have imagined.”

“You're both murderers and thieves,” I spat. “You both enjoy killing and hurting other people. What's to argue about?”

“Look,” John said, growing impatient again. “There is an easy way to do this, and a hard way. I'd like to give the easy way a try first, despite your usual ungrateful attitude.”

“I will never work with you,” I said flatly.

“Haki, take young Sam back to his room,” John ordered. 

“Yes sir,” Haki said, moving forward swiftly and pulling Sam back by his waist. 

“Wait,” I cried out. “Where are you taking him?”

“Come to think of it, take Xander’s pretty friend along with the little mister to keep him company,” John instructed. I drew my sword.

“Not a chance,” I said, stepping between them. 

“Now Xander,” John laughed, “I thought we talked about this.”

“She's not leaving my side,” I growled.

“No one will lay a finger on her while we're gone,” John promised. “I give you my word on that. You said you trusted my word, right? Isn't that how you got to keep your shiny toy there?”

“Xander,” Felicity said, gently touching my arm. “It's okay. I'll be okay.”

“I'm not leaving you,” I said, turning and staring into her pleading eyes.

“What other choice do we have right now?” Felicity asked.

I put my sword away. Tank chuckled. John gave him a smug look of satisfaction.

“Well now that we've got that settled,” John sang out, back to his usual cheery self. “Let's take a walk. I'll fill you in on the way.” 

He threw his arm around me and began guiding me out the door. I looked over my shoulder to see Haki leading Sam and Felicity off to the same building I'd been locked in during my last stay. Tank didn't follow us back outside, which made me way more nervous for some reason, not knowing where he was. No matter what John promised me, I was certain Tank would stop at nothing to get his revenge against me. One way or another things weren't going to end well between us, and I knew it.
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“I find taking a daily walk helps me clear my head,” John said, as we began to march up to where the zombie pits were the last time I was a guest of Bryan Crowe. “I love all this open country out here. Back in New Lompoc, if I wanted to go for a walk, I'd have to loop around a bunch of tract homes that all looked the same, plus I'd need an armed escort. Out here all you have to do is let your feet do the walking.”

“And you brought me out here to experience the joys of nature with you? Is that it?” I asked sarcastically.

“Actually I've got big plans,” John said. “The wheels are already turning, in case you didn't notice. That's where you come in.”

“How's that again? Looks like you've got everything you need here in Ojai to start plenty of trouble,” I said, trying not to picture what terrible fate John had in store for me.

Maybe he's going to hang me publicly as a warning to others not to rebel, I thought darkly. Or draw and quarter me. Or worse yet, turn me.

“You're right,” John beamed. “But this is just a small part of a much bigger, more beautiful picture. By the way, your little girlfriend looks awfully familiar. Mind telling me why my men seem to recognize her when she goes past?”

“She was a child movie star,” I shrugged, not really wanting to give him much, but realizing it was just a matter of time before his men started lining up to gawk at her and ask for autographs.

“What's her name again?”

“Felicity Jane,” I mumbled, my mouth going dry at his sudden interest in her.

“Felicity Jane,” he repeated, scratching his chin. “And how do you know her again?”

“She's my wife,” my voice now barely above a whisper. The look in his eyes was terrifying. I no longer feared for what he might do to me. All I could think about was protecting her, even if it was already too late.

“That will do the trick,” John said with a big, evil smile.

“Look man, whatever you're going to do to me, just leave her out of it,” I said, blood rushing to my face as I fought to control myself once again. “If you want to make an example out of me, I get it, but Felicity didn't do anything wrong.”

“Oh Xander,” John laughed, shaking his head. “You haven't changed a bit. You know that? Still just as eager as ever to be the big martyr, still first in line to sacrifice himself for some lost cause, and worst of all, still so fully self-absorbed that you think everything is about you.”

“What's that supposed to mean? How is this not about me when you sent people to hunt me down and bring me here?”

“Sure I was hunting you,” John kept on talking. “But not for something as petty as revenge. You think I went through all this trouble just so I could give you to Tank and let him rip your arms off? Is that it?”

“I'm not here as your present to Tank, wrapped up with a big bow on my head,” I taunted him. “Sure. I'm not here to show your men what happens to people who cross you? Is that what you're saying?”

“Yeah, slick,” John said, looking less amused by the second. “That's what I'm saying. And to be clear, Tank owes me a favor for bringing him back from the land of the brain-dead. I don't owe him a damn thing!”

“Then why am I here?”

“Ibogaine,” John concluded, “in a nutshell.”

“Why do I know that word, and what does it have to do with me?”

“Everything and nothing,” John said, walking ahead slowly and making me follow him. “Ibogaine is just one of the ingredients to make the antidote. It's a powerful hallucinogenic given to junkies to help them kick, as part of experimental addiction therapy. Before that, it was used by Shamans and medicine men.”

“It was what caused me to have those wild dreams while I was in a coma recovering from my bite,” I recalled, realizing at last what John was talking about. “It's what made me see melting clocks in the desert and dead people from my childhood.”

“I hear it's better than anything synthetic that’s been made up since,” John added. “That's why they use it on the addicts I suppose. It's a trip so hard and heavy you never wanna trip again, a last ride to Psychedelic Town that permanently rewires your consciousness.”

“What does Ibogaine have to do with me again?” I wasn't trying to upset him. I was just genuinely confused at that point.

“Nothing per se,” John said. “Except that your brother, Moto, stole the last traces of it from the base and hid it where we can't find it.”

“That's not possible,” I claimed in disbelief. “He told me there isn't a plant anywhere closer than Tijuana, and that no one can get through the hordes down in Mexico to get it.”

“Well then, he either lied or didn't trust you,” John sourly replied. “There was a grow house on the base with several plants coming along, that is until Moto and his accomplice broke in one night and stole them.”

“If that's true, then he's been charged as a criminal,” I interjected. 

“Not exactly,” replied John. “Moto is smart. I'll give him that. He had his partner pull off the robbery, and then claimed he didn't have any knowledge of it. They found him sitting up in uniform, playing cards, waiting for someone to come question him. He also made it clear that he's not sorry the Ibogaine is missing and that he won't help the military locate new sources.”

“Then he must have a good reason,” I threw out defensively. I didn't like people talking about my brother like he was a criminal. 

“That's what I think as well,” John said, “but the trouble is that he’s misguided. He's only looking at the here and now. My plans go well into the next decade and beyond.”

“Why does it matter? I mean from what I can see so far it looks like you're building a zombie army, not trying to heal the sick.”

“I need them, Xander,” John admitted. “It's the only way we can turn things back around and restore some version of society. I know it's hard to understand.”

“Then why make the antidote at all?”

“For influence. Think about it. Money is obsolete now. I could pay you a million dollars and you'd trade it for a week's worth of water at the drop of a hat, if push came to shove. Resources, on the other hand, are very valuable, including land and water rights. Ever since Z Day, small kingdoms have been growing across what used to the United States. Mexico already had them in the form of cartels. The rulers of these wild lands all have one thing in common, a whole lot of space and too many zombies. They'd gladly hand over some of it for a way out of this mess.”

“I thought that was what the zombie army was about...,” I paused, “...to march in and take it from them by force.”

“That's shortsighted,” John countered. “Sure, you wanna let them know that you're a serious force to be reckoned with
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