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Assaulted Souls III


Chapter One

 


 


“We’ve got incoming,” Nathan shouted.

“The only thing incoming is your head,” Ed
said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Nathan
said.

“Your head … it’s coming in from the
cold.”

That much was true, Nathan thought. They had
been foraging for food earlier on the decimated landscape and the
cold wind had chilled him to the bone. But hadn’t he killed a
rabbit with a crossbow, something he had been unable to do
previously? He thought so, but as he closed the metal door to the
network of caves and followed Edward Sole, his protector all along,
he now realized, his hands were empty. No crossbow. No dead rabbit.
Maybe Ed had it? “Do you have the rabbit?”

“What fuckin’ rabbit?”

“The one I killed earlier.”

“You didn’t kill shit.”

“I did. I killed a rabbit.”

“Like fuck you did.”

They walked down a winding dark tunnel,
guided by Ed’s small flashlight. The beam was so small that Nathan
had trouble seeing where he was going. He tripped over a rock,
landing hard on his knees.

Ed stopped and trained the small beam on
bloody, bare knees. “Watch where you’re going—some gnarly rocks in
here.”

“Tell me about it,” Nathan said, wiping away
rivulets of blood snaking down his shins. “Fuck sakes.”

“Come on,” Ed said, turning and continuing
on. “We need to get a fire going before it gets too cold.”

Shivering, Nathan followed. For the first
time he wondered what in the hell he was doing in this freezing
wasteland walking around barefoot and bare-chested, with only a
pair of torn Levi shorts for protection. And then it hit him like a
derailed locomotive travelling at 190 kilometers an hour. He
shouldn’t be here. No. Not at all. He should be dead. Maybe he was.
Escaping District 101 with Doctor Stan Imes and Velvet Jones in a
small black submarine, they had been blown to smithereens by an
underwater missile. All they wanted was freedom from a government
bent on genetic modification, turning them into perfect
warriors—warriors who would go to battle at the sound of a simple
letter-number combination, or violence-activation code. An enhanced
population. Good when you want them to be. Bad when you want them
to be. The perfect utopia.

But it hadn’t worked out that way at all.
More like a dystopia; a place of terror, oppression and
deprivation.

Nathan stopped abruptly. “Ed, am I
dead?”

“We’re all fuckin’ dead. You call this
living? Fighting savage Neanderthals, mutant animals, fuckin’
zombies, and now the Canadian military. What kind of life is it
anyway?”

“No … me. I mean me. Am I dead?”

Ed stopped, turned around and shone the
flashlight in Nathan’s eyes. “Not that I can tell. You look very
much alive to me.”

“You mean I never left here?”

“We’ve just been hunting. We left.”

“I don’t mean that. I mean the Island. I’ve
never left Prince Edward Island? I’ve never been to District 101,
where I was … enhanced? Where they turned on Doctor Imes
because he wasn’t getting the desired results with P-744? Where
everyone seemed to have their own fuckin’ agenda to control the
world?”

“I have no clue what you’re talking about,”
Ed said. “I think you’ve gone bat-shit crazy.”

Cold terror gripped Nathan. “No …
no … no … it can’t be! It can’t be! I was on District 101
with Velvet, Melvin Tierney, Captain Sterling, Commander Randall
Stiessman … you see, I know all the names. How could I make
them up?”

Ed ignored him.

They arrived at an opening with a vast rocky
ceiling and a small rock-lined fire pit in the center. “You’ve got
a vivid imagination,” Ed said, approaching the fire pit and sitting
down cross-legged. He snapped small branches and threw them into
the makeshift pit. “You used to work as a journalist. Journalism is
art, I think.”

Soon Ed had a respectable blaze going. He
warmed his hands on the fire while Nathan just stared around the
cave, incredulous, without saying a word. I’ve never left here.
The accident when the world was normal, before the nuclear bomb was
dropped, falling off the roof, the amnesia, maybe it also caused me
to go bat-shit crazy, as Ed says. No. That was too real. It has to
be real. And then he did remember. They had escaped Prince
Edward Island prior to landing on District 101. Ed had died a hero
aiding their escape.

“Ed,” Nathan said, “you’re dead.”

Ed looked at Nathan and grinned. Macabre
black war paint lines extended from the corners of his mouth,
across his cheeks and along his nose. The shit-eating grin made him
look like a demented clown. His beady eyes glowed black and red.
“I’m not dead. You can’t die. You just pass over to another realm,
sometimes worse, sometimes better. Don’t worry. Reality and dreams
are one and the same, life and death, one and the same. You’d do
well to remember that.”

A loud boom suddenly rocked the cave. Nathan
staggered back, almost falling. The ceiling began cracking and
rocks large and small began crashing to the ground. Nathan dove
near a cave wall for protection. Ed grinned maniacally, warmed his
hands by the fire, and watched. “What are you afraid of? I told
you. We can’t die.”

Water poured through the cracks. The larger
network of caves began collapsing.

Ed’s face was suddenly enveloped by the
fire. He grinned knowingly as water poured in and Nathan clung to
the jagged edge of a boulder for survival. But I’m dead.

The cascading water had no effect on the
fire. Instead it grew, Ed’s face growing with it, rising above the
pooling water, fiery spears spanning out like a star in motion.
“You can’t die,” Ed said. “Don’t worry. I’ll meet you in the Second
Realm.”

Then a massive torrent of rushing water tore
through the cave, dislodging Nathan’s precarious grip and washing
him rapidly down one of many tunnels. He fought to try and keep his
head afloat, but the water was too powerful, its volume too great
to defeat. His head submerged. He held his breath and counted in
his mind. Why? He didn’t know, but that was all he could think to
do … one, two, three, four, five …

When he reached forty-seven he felt his
lungs tighten up and begin to ache. He couldn’t hold his breath
anymore, probably the result of smoking too much for too many
years, he thought grimly. He frantically pushed his head to the
surface and exhaled. As he inhaled, a wave clapped his face hard
and a few mouthfuls of water filled his mouth, pouring into his
lungs. He started coughing violently but was instantly submerged by
the ferocious flow. He fought to bring his head above water again
and finally managed, spewing mouthfuls of water only to inhale and
swallow three more mouthfuls, before being swept underwater
again.

He repeated the death-defying procedure once
more, was swept under water again after inhaling more water and
decided it. Maybe Ed’s right. I can’t die. Let’s hope he’s
right.

He opened his mouth and exhaled. Water
flowed out. He inhaled. Water flowed in, filling his lungs. He felt
the life slowly drain from his body. He closed his eyes, welcoming
the blackness, wanting to end it all; end the misery of life in the
real world. Maybe life in the Second Realm was much better
anyway.

His body felt weightless, like he was
floating, somewhere far beyond Earth’s gravitational pull.
Blackness was replaced by a purple rainbow that slowly transformed
into vibrant reds, oranges, greens, blues, yellows—he could even
see bright pink at the end of the rainbow. But then the rainbow
faded and vanished. It was replaced by something else. A blinding
and all-encompassing yellow light, powerful, heat-producing and
healing, like the sun’s rays.

He smiled serenely. It’s true. The only
difference is it’s not a white light. It’s yellow. He felt
calm, finally at peace. Then a vivid collage of images flashed
through his mind and he was overcome by emotion. His life’s
memorable events, rolling by his mind’s eye like a
three-dimensional color film on fast-forward. At the good deeds, he
smiled, while the bad deeds, indiscretions, and there had been
many, produced frowns, the footage of Nathan cheating on his late
girlfriend Cadence Whittaker even causing his eyes to well up with
tears.

“Cadence,” he said. “My true love. I’m
coming, baby. I’m coming to be with you forever.”

But if this was purgatory, he thought, that
halfway judging ground between heaven and hell, would he make it to
heaven, had he done enough charitable and selfless deeds to ascend
to that hallowed ground?

He didn’t know. The intense heat from the
blinding light was all at once too much. He shut his eyes and
prayed. God, if you’re out there, please, please bring me to
heaven to meet Cadence. I need to be with her. Please, please,
please …

 


~~~~

 


Nathan felt hot, full lips touch his. The
blinding yellow light slowly faded to black. The lips breathed warm
breaths into his lungs; one … count them … two, three,
four, five …

Nathan jerked up, puking yellowish-white
foam along with a stream of water, and opened his eyes. When he
finished vomiting and coughing, he looked up. Beneath a black and
fiery orange turbid sky, penetrating green eyes stared down
intently at him. Her lips were pursed. He coughed, puked again and
breathed in panicked gasps as a hand gently lifted his head,
tilting him to one side. When his head cleared somewhat, he
regarded the woman staring at him concernedly

Her, Nathan thought. It’s really
her.

“Cadence,” he said weakly, unable to lift
his head. “It’s really you. God’s answered my prayer.”

“It’s me,” Velvet said. “Not Cadence. She’s
dead. Remember? And, as far as I know, there is no fuckin’ God. If
there was—” she waved a hand to a rubble-strewn wasteland—“he
wouldn’t have allowed this shit to happen.”

“You … you saved my life.”

“You can thank me later,” Velvet said,
adjusting the gauze wrapped around her head. It was blotted with
blood. “We need to go. They’ll be choppers, fighter jets, whatever,
coming soon.”

“I saw … I saw the light. We don’t
really die. Just pass over to another realm. The Second Realm,
heaven.”

“Tell me about it later,” Velvet said,
helping Nathan to his feet. “We need to go. Now!”

Doctor Stan Imes stepped forward, grabbing
Nathan’s other arm, and the three slowly walked, stepping over
rubble and bomb-demolished buildings. There were other
abandoned-looking turn-of-the-century houses with windows smashed
out. The wind whipped up, and a bank of black clouds rolled in,
obliterating what little remained of the setting sun.

“Where to?” Velvet asked Imes.

Imes scratched his chin stubble, glancing
around. “I think we’re in Georgetown, or what’s left of it. We need
to get to Montague.”

They froze suddenly, listening to the sound
of helicopter rotors in the distance, growing louder. “We’ve got
incoming,” Nathan shouted.

Velvet pointed to a two-story brick house
with windows intact. “Over there. It’s the best of the bunch.”

“You’ve gotta run,” Velvet said to
Nathan.

“You’ve got to,” Imes said, nudging him.

“I feel weak,” Nathan said.

“You should,” Velvet said. “You’ve been dead
for over five minutes.”

“Push yourself,” Imes said. “The adrenaline
will take over.”

Nathan grunted and groaned, commanding his
legs to move faster. They were slow to react, but finally, with the
help and prodding of Velvet and Imes, he managed to find a pace
akin to a marathon walk. They arrived at the house. Velvet entered
the unlocked front door first, and Nathan and Imes stepped in just
as the chopper arrived directly overhead.

“We need to get in the basement,” Velvet
said, extracting a handgun and checking rooms as she walked down a
narrow hallway.

Nathan checked his holster, found the
handgun intact. He followed Velvet.

She went into the kitchen and noticed a
rectangular hump in the throw rug on the floor. She pulled the
carpet aside and heaved on a trap door. A loud explosion rocked the
front porch. A ball of flame engulfed it and the door blew off its
hinges, crashing and splintering on the hallway floor. The blast
sent Nathan flying into a countertop. Imes bounced into a kitchen
table and fell on his ass.

Velvet clung to the trap door. She lifted it
up. “Get in. Quick.”

Imes produced a flashlight and led the way.
Nathan followed and Velvet closed the trap door just as another
bomb smashed through the roof, shaking them while they descended
the ladder.

They reached a dirt floor and Imes, looking
for an escape route, began shining the flashlight beam as deafening
explosions rocked the foundation. He trained it on a small hole in
a dirt wall as ceiling boards cracked, splintered and fell. A rat
poked its head out, eyeballed them calmly with glowing red eyes,
and then skittered away. “In here,” Imes said. “It’s a tunnel.”

Velvet and Nathan crawled in and Imes
followed. They crawled down the dark, dank-smelling tunnel. It
wound down for about fifty feet before leveling out. Every so
often, bomb blasts would shake the ground and shower them with
dirt.

But after a few minutes of crawling, the
bomb blasts grew faint, the ground beneath their hands and knees
becoming firm and steady.

They stopped, all breathing deeply.

Between gasps, Nathan said, “That house is
toast.”

“Keep going,” Velvet said. “This tunnel
could cave at any time.”

They carried on.

Eventually the dirt tunnel led to a straight
steel tunnel. They stopped as Imes shone the beam down what was
obviously a sewer main. The beam illuminated little red dots,
hundreds of beady eyes, surrounded by blackness, staring at them.
The rats squeaked and squirmed, slowly and methodically scattering
farther into the steel tubular abyss.

Very faintly, chopper rotors thumped
outside.

A loud explosion shook the ground and a wall
of dirt caved in about twenty feet behind them.

“One way out,” Velvet said, glancing back as
Imes trained the beam on the mound of rock and dirt that had
collapsed.

“We hope it leads out,” Nathan said.

“Shut up and listen,” Velvet said.

They obliged. The faint sound of chopper
rotors was coming from wherever the sewer main led to.

“You’re right,” Nathan said. “There must be
an opening there.”

“Got to be,” Imes agreed. “The rats went
that way.”

They moved along for fifteen minutes amidst
squeaking and scurrying rats and arrived at a partially dislodged
manhole cover. “There,” Imes said, pointing to it. “Let’s get out
of here.”

They climbed up a steel ladder. Nathan poked
his head up just in time to see the black shadow of a man point a
rocket launcher at a descending chopper, fire, and blow it into a
raining shower of debris and flames. The shadowy figure disappeared
behind a dilapidated house.

“We’ve got company,” Nathan said, climbing
out onto cracked pavement and extending a hand to Velvet. She took
it, pulled herself up onto the road and stood up, Imes following.
“Someone blew up the chopper.”

“It’s The Neanderthals, likely,” Imes said,
pointing a tiny beam of light onto a nearby house window. A shadowy
black arm extended briefly from the house and then vanished
instantly.

“Come on,” Velvet said. “We’re in no
position to find out.”

The wind whipped mini debris-tornadoes
through dimly lit, desolate streets as they searched for a safe
place to hole up for the night. But no chopper rotors could be
heard. At least for the time being, the military had called off its
search-and-destroy mission.

“Over there,” Velvet said, pointing to a
brick house that sat beside two demolished remnants of what had
once been homes on a quiet and peaceful residential street in a
quaint historic town on a calm, beautiful, Gentle Island. “There’s
a light on.”

Behind sheer bay-window blinds, candlelight
flickered in the living room.

They walked up the concrete path leading to
a small porch. Velvet knocked three times on the front door and
they waited in silence. A metallic click suddenly echoed from
inside the house—the hammer of a gun cocking.

“Get down,” Velvet yelled, pushing Nathan
away and diving onto the small porch.

They ducked.

A loud shotgun blast rang out and buckshot
tore through the front door, sending splintering wood and glass
flying everywhere.

Then the weak but determined voice of an old
woman: “Get the fuck outta here … I said get the fuck outta
here if you know what’s good for ya.”

The door creaked open, its deadbolt lock
destroyed by the blast.

“We mean you no harm,” Velvet shouted.
“We’re in trouble. We need help.”

The shotgun fired again and more buckshot
splintered glass and wood, raining down a shower of debris onto
three prostrate bodies on a porch.

The blast reverberated into the night
eerily, caught a gust of wind, and was swept away.

“Poke yer head out,” the woman said, her
voice growing weaker. “I dare ya.”

“We’re not Neanderthals,” Velvet offered.
“We mean to kill them.”

They heard a clang inside, like the noise a
shotgun would make dropping to a wooden floor.

“Wait here,” Velvet said, getting up,
kicking out what remained of the door and stepping into the house,
gun drawn.

She saw an old white-haired waif of a woman
sitting on a tattered armchair, blood oozing from a gunshot wound
to her right shoulder, a hand clenched tightly on a hand grenade,
another hand hovering shakily over the metal pin. “Take one step
closer and get blown to bits,” the woman said.

Velvet kept her weapon trained on the
woman’s wrinkled and grimacing face. To say she looked like death
warmed over would have been an understatement. Velvet froze in the
hallway. “You’re injured,” she said.

Nathan stood up, drew his gun and stepped
inside.

Imes stood up, peered into the hallway, but
stayed outside.

“I said stop,” the woman demanded, clenching
the pin.

Nathan stopped. “Let us help you,” he said.
“There’s a doctor in the house.”

There was a moment of tense silence and the
woman finally removed her hand from the pin. “You’re not
Neanderthals?” she asked.

“No,” Nathan and Velvet said.

“Who are you then?”

“We’re survivors … just trying to stay
alive,” Velvet said. “Let us help you.”

“Where you from?” the woman asked,
forefinger crawling closer to the pin.

“We’re from here,” Velvet said. “We were on
District 101, the government’s experimental island, before it was
destroyed by a tsunami wave.”

“I heard about that place,” the woman said.
“Nothing good.”

“No,” Velvet said.

“All right,” the woman said. “Help me or
kill me. My time has about come anyway. An end would be good.”

“There’s no end,” Nathan said. “You pass
over to the Second Realm.”

“He a bible thumper?” the woman asked,
relaxing her skinny arms. The grenade popped out of her hand and
rolled down her knee.

Velvet dove, extending a hand and catching
it just a few inches before it hit the wooden floor.

“I see you’ve learned a few things about
survival,” the woman said as Velvet stared up at her, holding the
grenade with an unsteady hand.

Velvet nodded and slowly stood up.

“I’m Mary Anne,” the woman said. “Mary Anne
Sole.”

 


~~~~

 


Twenty minutes later, Doctor Imes had removed
the bullet from Mary Anne’s shoulder, poured alcohol over the
wound—a full bottle of vodka was all he could find—and cauterized
it with a butter knife he had heated bright orange on a small
propane torch he had found in a spare upper bedroom, alongside an
arsenal of weapons. During the procedure, Mary Anne had taken three
large swallows of the vodka. She winced when the bullet was
extracted and the wound cauterized, but didn’t utter a single cry
of pain. She was a trooper.

Nathan found a few chunks of plywood and
bits of door casing, and nailed them to the front door while Velvet
rummaged around in the kitchen, found three tins of canned tuna, a
can opener, three forks and a serving tray. She brought them into
the living room, setting the tray on a coffee table beside a
flickering candle.

They ate tuna while Mary Anne pulled on the
vodka. “I don’t want to ruin my alcohol buzz,” she replied when
Velvet had asked if she was hungry. “But help yourselves.”

While they ate, Nathan studied Mary Anne.
Something she’d said, and her hollow unfocused eyes, reminded him
of someone. Then it came to him. “Did you say you’re Mary Anne
Sole?”

Through vacant eyes glittering orange from
the candle’s reflection, she nodded.

“Do you know Edward Sole?” Nathan asked.

“My grandson,” Mary Anne said. “He was
killed by The Neanderthals.”

“He saved our lives,” Nathan said, pointing
to Velvet. “He died a hero. But he’s in the Second Realm now, and
happy I think.”

Mary Anne swallowed more vodka, cradling the
bottle in her lap when she finished. “Such a lost soul Ed was. But
a heart of gold once you got to know him.”

“He was my neighbor and friend,” Nathan
said. “I believe he’s still looking out for us. For you too,
probably.”

Mary Anne arched an eyebrow. “Ed had a hard
enough time looking out for himself, never mind anyone else.”

“That was then,” Nathan said. “This is now.
I died escaping District 101. Velvet here brought me back to life.
She died escaping 101. Imes brought her back to life.” He turned to
Velvet. “Did you see the other side, when you were dead?”

“I didn’t see fuck all,” Velvet said.

“I saw the other side,” Nathan said. “I was
there with your grandson. He told me to embrace death as merely
part of the journey, part of the passage into the Second
Realm.”

“It all sounds rather touching,” Mary Anne
said. Her pink nightgown had slid part way down her arm and she
pulled it up so it concealed the white gauze wrapped around the
injured shoulder. “But I don’t believe in any of that. To me, when
we’re gone, that’s it—a big, black, meaningless, lifeless void is
all that remains. Do you know I’ve lost a husband, three kids,
three dogs, two cats, two sisters and six grandsons, Ed among them?
I haven’t seen any visions showing a better place than here. Mind
you, it wouldn’t take much to beat this place, would it? Even hell,
I’m sure, would be better than this. I’ve outlived my entire
family. Do you know how hard it is for a mother to outlive her
children?”

Her voice trailed off. Her eyes moistened
and a lone tear slipped down her cheek. She ignored it, her gaze
settling on the vodka bottle that had been three-quarters full not
a half-hour ago. She raised it, contemplating another drink, and
then set it down in her lap. “I should offer you a drink,” she
said. “There’s wine under the kitchen sink. Join the party.”

Velvet stood. “Don’t mind if I do.” She
raised her eyebrows at Imes and Nathan.

“Sure,” Imes said. “I’ll take a nightcap
before I turn in. Awfully tired.”

Nathan raised a thumb. “Sure.”

“Let’s have a right PEI-style shindig,” Mary
Anne said, lifting the bottle with renewed vigor and swallowing two
mouthfuls before setting it between her legs.
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