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Prologue: The Place of Death

━┅━┅━┅━┅━┅━┅━┅━┅━┅━

––––––––
[image: ]


June 28th, 2007

South American Jungle

1630 Hours
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“I’m well versed with the area’s outlying tribes,” Dr. Avery said to her Brazilian

guide, Eugenio, “but I’ve never heard of the Nethiwakin people.” Her blonde hair was in a ponytail today, and she wore casual business attire even though traveling through a dense jungle. Getting dirty was part of what she did, and clothes could be washed no matter how nice, or thrown away—worst case scenario.

“This is a highly recluse collective,” Eugenio answered, “so secretive they petitioned the local government for anonymity on any public maps.”

“I see,” she nodded. The Doctor gripped the side door handle of the jeep as they hit a bump in the road. That one almost tossed her out! “May I ask why I was specifically requested to investigate a possible new species?” She was distraught by her interrupted vacation, yet intrigued to visit a remote village she had never heard of before.

Dr. Avery worked for a semi-unknown US government organization as a biological researcher, her specialty in parasitic organisms. She had numerous unanswered questions about her new assignment—the main one being why she was sent to find a new species of animal when it seemed out of place with her area of expertise. However, she was a tool of the government and did as she was told.

“That was the local government, Doctor,” Eugenio said. “They feel that whatever this thing is, it poses a hazard. Rumor says at least one militia man has been killed by it, or rather ... taken over.”

Taken over? That was a rudimentary description of how parasites functioned, but the way he said it?

The two remained silent as they drove down the dirt road of a small, quiet village. Dr. Avery and Eugenio were welcomed with glares by the tribe members, so she instead focused on the scenery with curiosity. 

The homes were primitive—more so than other tribes spanning multiple continents she had visited in the past. The huts were thrown together with mud and grass, it was a wonder how they held together during the rain storms common to the region. There were two wells she noticed, but doubted the village had running water or electricity. The Nethiwakin people were out of place in an industrialized country, but perhaps they preferred the archaic way of life. She wasn’t an Anthropologist so it failed to be her concern.

“What was the location I’m surveying called again?” Dr. Avery asked when they passed the village borders.

“According to the villagers, ‘Tandi Maka Bon’. Roughly translated, it means ‘The Place of Death’.”

“That’s comforting,” she said. “What’s the history? The Nethiwakin must have tales or legends. Any stories of the alleged creature plaguing the village?”

“There’s only one legend that's been passed down. Supposedly, hundreds of years ago a star fell from the sky and the creature came afterwards.”

“So you’re saying I’ve been sent here to research an alien?”

“It’s just a local legend,” Eugenio said. “For all we know the meteor aspect could be truth. The species in question could have dwelt beneath the ground and the impact forced it to the surface.” He brought the Jeep to a stop. “But the villagers are a superstitious bunch. They walk to this place once a week to feed it so it remains satisfied.”

“Has it always been this way?”

The guide shook his head. “Long ago, some of the villagers became infected with a venom the creature carries. The Nethiwakin got sick, turned savage and attacked their fellow villagers. Similar to the rabies virus, I suppose, though the exact means of infection were unknown.

“The villagers ended up fighting each other—the infected nearly impossible to kill. At the turn of the century, the village Elder made a treaty with the creature. They agreed to bring it food and the creature promised to never leave ‘The Place of Death’ or  attack any Nethiwakin who enter.”

“Then what about the militia man it allegedly attacked?”

Eugenio shrugged. “He wasn’t Nethiwakin so I suppose he wasn’t part of the treaty. This is all oral history that’s been passed down, we can’t be certain what the truth of it all is.” He stepped out of the Jeep. “We better put on our protective gear.”

Dr. Avery nodded and stepped outside. There was an ominous feeling in the air. It had been humid throughout the jungle, but this particular area was cold—like death itself. The trees were sapped of their green, yet the leaves and bark were alive. Another oddity—no animals. No birds or other critter chatter. It was a place for the dead, nice and quiet.

They put on their biohazard gear equipped with full oxygen tanks. With Nethiwakin folklore as their only guide, they knew the creature was able to spread some kind of infection but the method of transmission was unknown. Wild animals had the potential to spread a variety of disease, whether it was bacterial, viral or parasitic. If it was airborne transmission they were safe, but whatever it was they searched for was aggressive. It had potential to damage their suits and spread the illness through contact.

Perhaps that was her real reason for coming—not to study the animal, but instead the disease it carried. 

Eugenio guided her down a slope that led from the main road that couldn’t be called a road— just trodden down grass from years of villagers walking the same path. The landscape beyond was alien to her. A mysterious fog hovered above the ground, thick and gray. The plants and dirt were overrun with a shimmering violet goo. There were areas of ground where the substance collected in mounds as if something were buried. Some were large, some small. 

“This is unlike anything I’ve seen before,” Dr. Avery whispered. “The whole environment has been altered.” A number of things could have done it, her first guess considered an unknown species of fungus. Rigorous testing would reveal the source but she didn’t have half the equipment needed. A large animal could have been infected with the goo and became the creature the villagers spoke of.

“Where has the creature in question been spotted?” she asked.

“Over there I believe,” Eugenio pointed to a cluster of gnarled trees. Dr. Avery thought she saw something moving between the branches but couldn’t be sure. She stepped forward but her guide held her back. “This is as far as we should go in with regards to our safety, Doctor.”

She nodded. “I’m going to need to return here with more advanced equipment.” She turned to leave. “I might require a large team of armed men so we can venture in further. We could even—”

She flipped around when Eugenio shouted. 

Something that stood over six feet tall had grabbed hold of Eugenio, who struggled to break free. It could have been human once, but was grotesque—muscle and bone bulging where skin used to be. The thing ripped off Eugenio’s oxygen tank and lifted him in the air. His shouts for help ended when the creature snapped his back in half like a dried twig. It turned to her and growled.

Dr. Avery ran all the way back to the Jeep—to her fortune the keys were still in the ignition. She hit the gas pedal and was gone. She wasn’t a coward. Eugenio was as good as dead—the crunching bones could have been heard for miles. If she had a weapon she could have fended off the monster, but what about the infection? No, fleeing the scene was the correct choice. 

She kept the exact location fresh on her mind so she could find her way back—and yes—she would come back. She had her connections with other government agencies. A few calls and there would be enough man power to storm the place and capture the monster, or whatever it turned out to be.

​
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Chapter 1: Trouble for Numont
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━┅━┅━┅━┅━┅━┅━┅━┅━┅━

Francisco—Captain Cox—Dr. Carson

––––––––
[image: ]


August 30th, 2009

Galiban Family Farm

0930 Hours
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Francisco Galiban sat inside his home, resting his sore feet and  arms that were thankful for the short break he allowed them. The morning chores were complete, but the day—as far as work was concerned—had just started. On a farm such as his, there was always something to do. The cows had been milked and the pigs and sheep fed. A faulty irrigation system had been fixed in the western field where corn was ready to grow. Now, there were deteriorating fences to mend and baby chicks to tend to. Work still needed to be done at sunset which carried over into the next day, a cycle that had no end. 

As Francisco drank from a glass of ice water, the windows started to rattle. His initial thoughts imagined it to be an earthquake, but the pattern had a mechanical consistency. 

His wife, Martha, came from the back—a concerned look on her face. “What’s going on?” 

Francisco shook his head. Standing now, he peered out the nearest window. 

A helicopter.

As it came into view, no longer obstructed by the surrounding trees, he saw it was military grade. The old farmer was unfamiliar with the names of such contraptions, but recognized the look from war movies. The thing circled about the air as if making ready to land, but why? There wasn’t enough open land free from crops to hold the great metal beast. All he had were fields where his livelihood supporting produce thrived.

“Stay here,” he said to Martha. He never ordered her around and felt a stab of guilt, hoping it didn’t come across that way—Francisco was over zealous when it came to her safety. Cautious, he walked outside the house as fast as his old legs would step. 

The farm hands already stood outside with their eyes fixed upon the helicopter as it made ready to land. They weren’t professionals by any means, just a group of hard working college kids  recruited from the nearby city of Numont. He’d normally have scoffed at the young men and women for slacking, but shared the concern and uncertainty they must have felt. It wasn’t a normal incident, and only happened when there was an extreme need or cause. To his gratitude, the helicopter pilot chose to touch down on a section of field where he had just planted wheat two days prior. The ground would need to be tilled again and re-seeded, but at least nothing ripe and valuable was lost.

“What’s going on?” Terrance—his senior farm hand—asked. Francisco didn’t answer, but watched as the helicopter descended..

Once landed, five men wearing military uniforms hopped off and walked over—armed with some kind of automatic rifles. One of the soldiers—the commanding officer, Francisco guessed— stepped forward and asked, “Who’s the owner of this property?”

“I am,” Francisco said. “What is the meaning of this?”

“Sir,” the soldier said, “I am Captain Reginald Cox, of the United States Special Containment Unit.”

“Special Containment what?” Francisco asked. “Does such a branch exist?”

“Sir, we’ve come on evacuation orders,” Captain Cox ignored the question. “Your cooperation in the matter will be much appreciated. The sooner we make preparations to leave, the better.”

“Evacuations? I can’t leave my farm! What are you—”

Cox stepped closer, “Allow me to rephrase my wordage. Your explicit cooperation in this matter will ensure nobody gets hurt.” The other soldiers had their rifles aimed now. Francisco and the farm hands were silent. “I’m glad I have your attention. We request your land to be used as our base of operations.”

Francisco’s father had purchased the plot fifty years and turned it into a successful business. The house he and his wife lived in the last thirty-five years was built with his father’s own hands. Francisco planned on dying and being buried on the property, but now? He sighed in defeat. “Do I have much of a choice?”

Captain Cox smiled. “You learn fast, Mr.? ...”

“Francisco Galiban.”

“Mr. Galiban,” Captain Cox nodded and went on, “you are very fortunate to live outside the city. We believe something has broken out in Numont—a lethal and highly contagious disease.”

“What kind of illness?” Francisco asked. “Are ... we okay?”

“You and all those with you will be evacuated,” the Captain ignored the question. “You will not be permitted to take anything with you. Shelter, food and clothing will be provided. Your full cooperation in this matter is expected.”

“My family’s in Numont!” Terrance protested. “My Mom and Dad! My sister! My—”

“There is nothing you can do for them, son,” Captain Cox said. “Comply with our orders and you will be taken care of.”

“This is bogus!” Terrance started to walk away. “I know my rights, you can’t just barge in here and—”

Francisco wasn’t sure what happened first—the gunshots or Terrance falling over dead. The girls shouted in terror while Francisco was left dumbstruck. “What did you just do?” he asked, tears forming. Terrance was only twenty-two and had a bright future ahead of him. 

Captain Cox didn’t show the slightest bit of remorse. “You and all with you will be evacuated,” Captain Cox said again. “You will not be permitted to take anything with you. Shelter, food and clothing will be provided. Your full cooperation in this matter is expected. Do we understand each other?”

Neither Francisco or the other farm hands said a word or made a single gesture of disobedience. He didn’t know what kind of trouble Numont was in for, but feared for the city. His son, Franky—a trouble maker who estranged himself from the rest of the family—was trapped there now. What could Francisco do about it except get shot like Terrance? He prayed God would forgive him for not doing more. The only one he could save at the present was Martha through their compliance, and that’s what had to be done.

September 3rd, 2009

Special Containment Unit HQ (Galiban Farm)

0530 Hours
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“Are you coming down with something, Corporal Adams?” Captain Cox asked the soldier assisting him for morning patrol.

“Not sure, sir,” the Corporal coughed. “I won’t lie though, I’m ... not feeling too good.” The soldier coughed again and fell to his knees.

“Let’s get you to the medical room,” Cox muttered as he helped Adams to his feet. They still end up coming down with nasty bugs despite all the vaccines they’re forced to take. He walked the Corporal into the head quarters.

Captain Cox saw something was wrong the second he entered.

The hall lights flashed red instead of the normal pale white fluorescent. A blaring alarm would have been more useful, but audio alerts had been disbanded as to to not draw unwanted attention from Numont. Scientists and lab technicians should have filled the halls and work rooms, but everything was abandoned. It was quiet too. “I’m going to place you down right here,” Cox said to the soldier who was now unresponsive.

He was lifeless now—no pulse. “Corporal?” Cox gave him a shake. Nothing. The Captain was at a loss. Could Adams have contracted the illness? From what he knew, the disease could only spread by direct contact with an infected. Not one person sent to the city observation site was allowed back to HQ. How could this have happened?

“Ahhh!” Captain Cox’s leg burned with pain. Adams had revived and bit a chunk out of his leg, but Cox shook himself free. The man was alive again somehow! Cox backed away. The soldier looked dead—grayish-green skin, eyes glazed over. He lurched towards Cox with a raspy moan. The Captain kicked the soldier away and he didn’t even flinch—just moaned and came again.

Captain Cox limped down the hallway. “Help!” he shouted, hoping someone was still alive and could hear him. “Help!” he shouted again. There were sluggish footsteps from some of the darkened rooms. Moans that were muffled at first grew louder each second.

The serum! He thought with some measure of hope. Some high-up doctor had created a cure for the virus or whatever it was. It could save his life if it wasn’t already too late. Cox continued to limp through the halls and was starting to feel the warmth of a fever setting. “Help me!” he called again in desperation.

Then he saw someone, a man in white. He could have been a scientist or lab worker, he would know where the cure was! “I need the serum,” Cox asked him, out of breath.

The man frowned. “The serum doesn’t work.” Cox felt his heart sink. “We don’t know how the infection spread here, but the serum doesn’t work on this method of transmission.”

“I thought ... it only spread by contact,” Cox said, feeling weak.

“We were wrong,” the man in white coughed. “Perhaps it’s airborne in certain situations. Everyone is either dead and turned, or worse ... being devoured.” The man fell to the floor and sat against the wall. He still breathed but said nothing else.

Captain Cox was unable to stand any longer. He knew he had only minutes left, maybe less than that. He could only hope that he turned first or the man in white would eat him alive.

Perhaps there was another option. ...

The Captain pulled out his sidearm. He steadied his aim—it being a struggle—and shot the man in white through his skull. It was an act of mercy, the only ounce he had left in his soul. Then he turned the gun on his own head. It wasn’t an act of mercy, but that of selfishness and cowardice. He pulled the trigger and all went black—the moans echoing in the halls faded to nothingness.

September 3rd, 2009

Observation Facility (City of Numont)

0600 Hours
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“Have you seen Dr. Simmons?” Dr. Carson, an overweight cellular biologist in his early forties asked Sylvia, the pretty brunette lab technician. Simmons had arrived hours ago and was supposed to bring some data files from the Special Containment HQ for Carson to go over, but he had been so lost in his work he didn’t realize what time it was.

“I haven’t seen him around the hallways for at least a half hour now,” she turned and leaned over the counter top to continue filing some papers. At least being locked up in the observation bunker wouldn’t be completely dull. ...  Dr. Carson wasn’t a fool. He knew a young thing like Sylvia would never fall for a man his age—doctor or not. He at least had something interesting to look at aside from rows of data on an eye wrenching computer screen. The epidemic so far hadn’t spread as much as they had first calculated, but it was spreading nonetheless. It was up to his team to study and record what was going on inside of Numont and document their findings.

Glass shattered in one of the rooms in the back and a woman screamed. “What was that?” Carson stood and asked.

Sylvia shrugged. “Sounded like Jess. Maybe she tripped over something. Or saw a rat? There are rats here, right?”

Jessica Perkins ... she was an intern—albeit a clumsy one. But that scream? It sounded more grave than a typical shriek from an accident or rodent sighting. Jess continued to scream as if in pain until her shouts stopped altogether. “Come on, Sylvia!” Carson whispered.

The doctor and technician did a silent jog to the back room where Jessica shouted from. When they reached the doorway, Carson thought he was going to be sick. The young intern lay dead in a pool of her own blood. Two men in red-stained lab coats crouched over her, ripping out her torso with their hands and teeth. 

“This isn’t good,” muttered Carson, and he closed the door without a sound.

Sylvia was a sobbing mess now, but at least she had the sense to keep her voice down. “What are we going to do?” she asked between the sniffling.

“We have to get out of here,” he said, “follow me. This way!” They went down the hall towards the main entrance.

Only a few feet away from their escape, red lights flashed overhead and an alarm blared. “No!” Dr. Carson shouted. He pulled on the door handle. The emergency protocol had been activated and the lock refused to budge. If the disease had somehow managed to contaminate the observation bunker the whole place was to be put on lockdown, only able to be opened from the outside. It was something to protect the data collected—not the workers. An outside team would salvage the research at some future point.

“There’s no way out,” Carson muttered. Sylvia only cried more.

“Of course ... you can’t leave,” a hoarse voice moaned.

Carson turned to see another researcher, Doctor Frederick. It didn’t take a science degree to see the man was infected. His skin had already turned a light gray pigment, but it also looked soft and spongy. Translucent in some places—like gelatin. “What’s wrong with you?” Carson asked. “You’re not displaying the normal symptoms!” Even when his life was in peril he’d continue to assess and learn.

Frederick nodded, his head bobbing like it would fall off. “I have to ... hide myself. ...”he muttered. “To protect. ...” and his feet slowly dragged him to the back of the building.

“James!” Carson shouted. “James! How did the infection spread here?”

“Much ... we don’t know,” he rasped back, “other means of ... contagion. ...” Frederick opened the door to a supply room. He hobbled inside and sealed the door.

Carson shook his head. They were doomed. He would die trapped behind the walls that were supposed to keep him safe! “Sylvia!” he turned around. “Let’s try and get to—”

The girl didn’t have a chance to scream. One of the infected had its teeth around her throat— choking off any noise as her trachea was crushed. It pulled away, dropping her as blood poured out. She hit the ground, twitching. It didn’t continue to eat, but instead turned to him and moaned, lurching after. That wasn’t the expected behavior either.

He ran. 

He turned down hall to hall, ignoring cries for help and the horrific moaning. He came across an empty room and hid. There was gunfire and shouts from his former associates. It could have been hours, maybe even days when the commotion of fighting ended.

But the moans, they were always there. It never stopped day or night.
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Chapter 2: The Nightmare Begins
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Sebastian—Randall
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September 3rd, 2009

Oakwood Gated Community

0700 Hours
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“You’re up early this morning,” Sebastian Summerland said with a smile, his breath taken like always by the sight of his beautiful wife, Jane. 

“I have to be at the university early,” she said as she finished combing her shoulder length blonde hair, “we have a huge exam today, but I have to take care of some other errands before hand.”

“But I thought you were the professor!” Sebastian said with a grin.

She rolled her emerald green eyes at him and shook her head. “The test is for the students.” She walked over and messed up his light brown hair with her hands. “So much to prepare for!” Sebastian followed as she walked to the kitchen and poured her morning coffee. “I still have to run copies, pick up a new stapler and other supplies—” Sebastian pulled her in for a hug and interrupted her tangent with a kiss. “What are you doing?”

“The kids are still sleeping. ...”

“Oh, Sebastian!” she pulled away with a smile. “I don’t have the time.”

Sebastian laughed. “Can’t blame a guy for trying! After all, I am working the next twenty-four hours.”

“Well, since you’re here right now,” Jane said as she put together her meals for the day, “why don’t you wake up the kids? I still need to finish getting ready.”

He saluted and made his way towards the back of the house. His oldest son Peter would be the most difficult to rouse—a problem since he had been six and only got worse over the years. The seventeen year old always clung onto as much sleep as he could, and he didn’t even work! Sebastian wrote it off as a teenage thing and hoped he’d grow out of it. “Peter!” he shouted through the door—which was locked more often than not. “Wake up, sleepy head! Time to get up for school!”

There was a long moan and a grumble from the other side. That was enough to tell Sebastian Peter was awake.

“Wake up, Sarah, it’s—” the door to his daughter’s bedroom opened and his fifteen year old—a carbon copy of his wife aside from being brunette—was dressed and ready. He patted her head. “I always knew you were my baby.” He smiled and she rolled her eyes at him. 

Sebastian went into the last room where his four year old, Kyle, slept. He looked peaceful curled up on his toddler bed, tightly wrapped in an Elmo blanket. It was a shame to wake him. “Kyle,” he nudged him. “Hey, Kyle, it’s time to get up.”

Kyle sprang awake in an instant. “Hi, daddy!” he said with a smile.

“Come on, little guy, let’s get you ready so mommy isn’t late for work.”

In less than a half hour the whole crew was ready for departure. Jane waited with a semi-impatient stance by the door, wearing a black skirt and white blouse. She looked amazing. It was bound to be the longest twenty-four hour shift of his life. Sure, he kept a picture of her in his wallet at all times but it would never compare to the real thing.

“Why are you staring at me like that?” Jane asked.

“Like what?” Sebastian shrugged, playing innocent.

“Like ... this is the last time you’ll ever see me again,” she shook her head with a smile.

He walked over and put his arms around her. “You know, in my line of work that’s always a possibility. ...” He kissed her, ignoring the ‘ewwwes’ from Peter and Sarah. “I love you,” he whispered.

“I love you too,” Jane said, “and don’t talk like that! We’ll see each other tomorrow—like always.”

“Have fun at work,” he said to her, then noticed a box inside of her bag. “Cookies!” He tried to snatch them.

“They have walnuts,” Jane stuffed them back into her bag. Sebastian sighed in disappointment. “My parents sent them, but they must have forgotten your allergy, and the fact that you passed the wonderful trait down to our kids. I’m going to let my students have them. After their test of course.”

“I thought you taught college, not kindergarten, Professor Summerland.”

“They still like cookies all the same, Captain Summerland.”

“Please drive safe,” he said to her as she left the house.

Jane nodded and looked to Kyle. “Come on, lets get you to daycare.” Kyle ran to the door, but Sebastian scooped him up and tickled him while he laughed in an uncontrollable manner. 

“Have fun at daycare, son,” he said and kissed him goodbye. “I love you both.”

Sebastian turned to Peter. “Don’t forget to pick him up.”

“Yes, sir!” Peter saluted.

“I’m a Fire Captain, not military,” he muttered as Peter and Sarah made to leave. “You two behave yourselves. Give me a hug!” Sarah was always willing, but Peter had been stand-offish the last two years—he forced him to anyway.

The wife was on the way to work, dropping off the baby at daycare. Peter was taking Sarah and himself to school. It was almost eight now! He needed to be off so he wasn’t late for work! What kind of example would he be to the station?

Lucky for him traffic was minimal, it meant there’d be less accidents too—an added bonus. He hoped anyway. A slow and uneventful day was ideal but there never was such a thing. Numont wasn’t the largest city, but hitting every stop light tended to make the main streets feel longer than they really were. He made it to work before eight-thirty, but it was a struggle.

“Good morning, Captain!” a tall man with dark blonde hair said with a smile as Sebastian walked into the locker room to put his things away. Larry McCormick. They had gone through school together many years ago and remained good friends, close as family. Larry now served as his lieutenant. Not because of their personal relationship, but because Larry was the best fireman he knew.

“Good morning, Lieutenant,” he nodded, “is everyone ready for the morning meeting?” Best friends they may be, but at work Sebastian was boss and Larry the subordinate.

“Just waiting for you, Captain.”

“I wasn’t late,” Sebastian muttered as they walked up the stairs to their meeting room. 

At the large square table occupying much of the rectangular room, sat eight others. Five men and three women, all looked in good spirits and had an aura of readiness for whatever the day threw at them.

“Good morning, crew,” Sebastian addressed them. “Glad you could all make it in today.” He stopped and frowned, seeing the table void of any sugary refreshments. “Looks like our rookie forgot the orders,” Sebastian shook his head at Jackson Smith, a short stocky man in his twenties. “It’s always the new guy’s job to bring donuts to the meetings.” There were boos and a couple of wadded up paper balls thrown at Jackson.

He wasn’t entirely new. Jackson had been a firefighter for three years with a different company, but had only been with Sebastian's for two weeks. “Let’s take care of all the business before dispatch floods us with calls,” Sebastian said. “Now, I was doing equipment checks the other day and was surprised to see that. ...” And on he went. He hoped it just looked like none of them were paying any real attention.

The meeting was over and Sebastian was only one hour into his twenty-four hour work day. He yawned, but sprang awake in a blink when the alarm sounded. Sebastian raced to the garage where the two fire engines were held. Larry was ready to go with his team. “I got this one, Lieutenant,” Sebastian said, Larry giving him a disappointed frown. “You can have the next one, promise!”

When his crew was ready, they hopped into the engine. 

Sebastian sat in front with his faithful driver, Sharon Lewis. His three fire fighters in the back were Smith, Garcia and Watson. “Let’s go!” Sebastian ordered. Lewis blared the sirens and lights, the garage door opened and the engine sped off down the street.

The accident they were responding to was on a stretch of road called Crestwood Lane, an area he was familiar with. Then again, his job allowed him to be familiar with most of Numont. Other stations covered the different sectors of town, but Sebastian had to move from station to station to fill in as needed. It was useful because he was now familiar with all the sections of the city and could perform his job all the better. 

Lewis pulled in on the side of the road near the accident scene. From his primary assessment, it looked like only one vehicle was involved. Sebastian stepped out of the engine with the other fireman, because like himself, they were all trained paramedics and licensed to provide advance life support until an ambulance arrived on scene. 

A young lady stood outside a yellow VW bug, tears streaming down her cheeks. Her face was bruised below the right cheek and she had an open wound on her left arm, something the accident couldn’t have caused. She looked up as Sebastian approached, looking relieved for the arrival of help. “Are you okay, miss?” Sebastian asked.

She nodded. Poor thing, Sebastian thought. She was only a few years older than his own daughter. The accident shook her up pretty good. “My friend is still in the car though.” She pointed to the busted VW. Sebastian looked over to Watson and Garcia who peered into the car already. They shook their heads with a frown. 

Sebastian sighed. “Miss, was that wound on your arm caused by the accident?”

“No,” she sobbed, “April, my friend ... she went nuts! She started acting all crazy and took a bite out of me! I crashed as I fought her off me and escaped. Is ... she okay?”

“The police are here now,” Sebastian said, “and an ambulance will be here in a few minutes if you choose to accept medical care. I suggest getting that bite looked at, it looks infected already.” Strange for an infection to set on so fast.The girl nodded and Sebastian went to check on her deceased friend.

“Come look at this, Captain,” Garcia said, looking stunned. “I don’t believe what I’m seeing.”

Sebastian peeked through the window. “Looks like she suffered severe blunt trauma to the head during the crash. ...” and then he noticed the skin color. “What? ...”

“I know,” Garcia shook his head. “It’s like decomposition already set in. Very strange.” An ambulance pulled up to the scene.

“We’ll let the medical experts handle this one,” Sebastian muttered. He was curious as to what kind of explanation the ME would give. In his whole career he had never seen anything quite like it. “We’ll help the paramedics get the body out, but make sure you glove and mask up. This girl might have had some kind of illness.”

Sebastian watched the paramedics drive away with the wounded girl, and another vehicle carted off the dead one. Her eyes, skin color ...  even the teeth weren’t right.

The dispatch called he and Larry’s company several times over the next few of hours. All of them involved some sort of altercation ending in bites or scratches. In some instances a family member or friend mauled one another to death. Was there some kind of bug floating around Numont? Rabies? Nothing he knew about behaved in such a manner. He tried calling Jane to warn her but she didn’t answer her phone. Perhaps class was busy. He could only hope that was the case.

September 3rd, 2009

Outside of Jenkins’ Warehouse—Belmont Road

1200 Hours
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“Jake, you’re not looking too good,” a twenty-one year old Black man named Randall Cross said to his friend.

Jake’s usual light complexion was even more pale than normal. His red hair looked matted from sweat too. He couldn’t have caught a cold in the summertime. Then again, summer was almost over and heading into the fall. “I’m fine,” he mumbled, “maybe I just ate something bad.”

“You and I ate the same stuff!” Randall said, anxiety growing. “We had those donuts before our English exam and those chicken burritos for lunch. I’m feeling okay.”

“You forgot those cookies Professor Summerland gave to us,” Jake said with a smile. Earlier he said he could have eaten a whole pound of them.

“Well I didn’t eat any of those!” Randall said, disgusted. “They had walnuts! I bet it’s the walnuts that made you sick! I’ve never trusted walnuts.”

Jake shook his head. “I’m not really nauseous anymore, I just feel tired. A little dizzy too.”

“You don’t look right, man,” Randall said. “I don’t think you should come to work. You’ll end up getting everyone there sick!”

Jake laughed. “I’ll be fine. I have no sick time either. If I don’t come in today I might not make my rent for the month. Come on, let’s get going before we’re late. We don’t want to upset old man Jenkins.” Randall nodded in agreement. 

They walked into work. Randall just hoped Jake was telling the truth and he really was okay to work. The last thing he needed was to catch something himself.
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September 3rd, 2009

Numont South Fire station

1245 Hours
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Sebastian and his company pulled into the garage of their station to restock supplies that were getting low. He was tired already, and there was twenty more hours of his shift to go. Larry and his crew had been out all morning as well. What was happening? The dispatch was too busy to answer questions and the police were caught up in domestic violence cases all over Numont. There was nothing for a fireman to do but be a fireman—he supposed. The details would trickle down to his ears at some point.

Dispatch called again seconds after the last bags of saline were stocked. There was a huge fire that broke out in the suburbs off of Demonte Avenue. All available companies were to report there to combat the blaze. Three houses had already caught fire and it threatened to consume the whole block if unchecked. As usual, they were geared up and ready to go within minutes.

“Lieutenant!” Sebastian called to Larry before they left, and had to shout above the roar of the fire engines. “Be careful! Something weird is happening out there!” Larry nodded, and they climbed on their engines.

The garage doors opened—sirens blared and lights flashed—and the two engines sped away towards Demonte Avenue.

While they drove, Sebastian thought it was time to ask his boss what was happening. He picked up the radio and tuned it to the proper frequency. “Chief Edwards, this is Captain Summerland, do you copy?”

After a few seconds of static a voice came onto the radio. “Captain!” the Chief’s voice came in spurts. “... careful when...  any accidents. ...”

“Chief, what’s happening out there?” 

“... details sketchy. ...” the  Chief cut in and out. “Hostiles everywhere. ... Don’t ... if approached then—” and his voice cut out altogether. The line was dead.

“Hostiles?” Lewis asked.

“Chief?” Sebastian yelled into the radio hoping for some clarification. “Chief?” Still silence. He put the unit down, but felt like slamming it.

“Captain?” said Lewis.

“We’re going to the scene,” Sebastian shook his head. “I don’t feel right about this, but we have a job to do, don’t we?” He was hoping for a protest, an excuse to turn around and abandon the call, but Lewis was quiet. She continued to drive without another word.

Numont had turned into a war zone.

The police had erected barricades sealing much of the main roads. Cars were left abandoned in the streets. Some people waited in their vehicles—perhaps hopeful the traffic blocks would free up. A small section of road was left open for EMS vehicles, and Lewis was guided through the chaotic mess by police and other emergency workers. A crowd waited outside the hospital where rarely seen triage tents had been erected.

What was really going on? Did it have something to do with the sickness people were contracting? Or was it something more dire.

Numont wasn’t the largest city in the nation, but it housed several gangs. A massive riot could explain all the precautions the police were taking—not to mention the hostiles Chief Edwards mentioned. 

Jane still hadn’t returned his phone calls which did nothing to ease his fears. The kids—whom he couldn’t reach either—how were they holding together with the mess Numont had become? He shook his head to drive out the thoughts.

They all had to be okay. They had to be.

In record slow time, the engine made it to the scene. Larry’s engine parked further up the road. Sebastian hopped out and helped ready the crossover lines. He looked around to see if any home owners were standing around in case he needed to clear a crowd. Some people across the street were staring at the blaze, but as long as they stayed put he wouldn’t bother telling them to leave. For some reason, people loved to watch burning buildings. 

Sebastian looked over to Larry’s engine where some commotion was happening. A group of people were coming over to the firemen as they readied their hoses, and ... attacking them?

“Help me!” Smith’s voice cried out. Sebastian looked behind him.

The seasoned rookie was jumped by a ragged looking man who couldn’t have been over the age of thirty. The assailant knocked Smith to the ground and dug his teeth into Smith’s shoulder. While Smith shouted in agony, Sebastian pulled the man away, but not before he tore out a chunk of flesh. Sebastian didn’t know what stunned him the most—the fact of the bite itself or that human teeth could rip through such a thick coat.

“What’s the matter with you?” Sebastian shouted at the lunatic who stumbled to the asphalt. The man looked up, and Sebastian stepped back in shock.

His skin was the wrong color. It was a greenish gray, like meat that had been left out too long. He bore several infected gashes on the arm and neck, but no blood dripped from the gaping wounds. He, or whatever it was, let out an awful moan. It was the eyes that grabbed Sebastian’s attention the most. There was a film covering the unblinking stare. The man had all the signs of a decomposing corpse.

Smith got to his feet as the creature dragged itself to a standing position. It lurched for Sebastian who was too stunned to react. Suddenly it fell without a sound—an axe was edge in its back.

Sebastian’s brain couldn’t wrap around what he witnessed, but seeing it was Larry who cleaved the ax in the man’s back snapped him back to reality. “What are you thinking, Lieutenant?” Sebastian asked. Maybe it was still a man—he didn’t know—but Larry killed him!

“Captain!” Larry said out of breath. “My whole crew is dead or dying.”

“What?”

“We were ambushed. Whatever these things are, they started to. ...” he swallowed and shook his head. “They started to eat. They fed on everyone wounded and knocked to the ground.” Sebastian shook his head in disbelief. He looked over to Larry’s engine. He couldn’t see any of his fire fighters, but saw people in street clothes huddled over something, a few more staggering over to join. It just wasn’t possible. 

Larry gripped his shoulder hard. “We need to evacuate,” Larry said with a sternness that snapped Sebastian back to the situation. “There’s nothing more we can do.”

Sebastian nodded in slow motion. He remembered the short lived conversation with Chief Edwards. He had tried warning them about something—maybe this was it. “We’re leaving!” He called out. “Drop everything and get back in the engine, fast!” Before Sebastian climbed back inside he looked down at the man with an ax in his back. He was still alive and trying to stand! Whatever it was, it wasn’t anything human.

When they were all boarded, Lewis fired up the engine. More of the things crept down the roadway, looking towards the fire truck with unblinking dead eyes. Some had wounds on them, but there were one or two who were unscathed other than the decayed appearance.

They tried reaching dispatch but to no avail. It either was too flooded with calls to answer or no longer working. Sebastian doubted the police would respond to the scene anyway, since people were dying in a similar manner all over the city. 

“What were those things?” Lewis asked. Her eyes were red from crying, though she did a good job hiding it.

“I don’t know,” Sebastian muttered. He got on the intercom to talk to the rest of the team in the back. “Attention everyone,” he said, and regretted what he spoke next. “We have to abandon our post. My last order is for you all to go home to your families. Until this situation in the city is resolved, I am no longer your captain. You are all relieved from duty once we drop Smith off at the hospital.”

Sebastian didn’t hear any arguments, but wasn’t expecting to anyway. He knew none of them would want to go back out there to be murdered in the streets like their friends. The order must have come as a shock, he could see it in Sandy’s eyes as she drove. What was Sebastian to do? It was his responsibility to keep his men and women safe and that was his intention. If he lost his job in a few days when the mess cleared up, so be it.

Lewis pulled the fire engine to the side of the road near the hospital. Sebastian and the others climbed out to give their regards to Smith. “I’m going to be okay,  right, Captain?” Smith had already gone pale—his face drenched in a cold sweat. The flesh seen through the marred jacket had already turned a sick green color.

“The doctors are going to see you through this,” Sebastian lied. Perhaps the hospital did have some antibiotics or other medicines that could cure the infected wound if treated in time. 

Sebastian said farewell to his company, each left to their own destinations. He could only hope they stayed safe until the outbreak was under control. He lived only about four miles away and that would be his first stop. That's where his family all agreed to meet in case of an emergency. Sebastian tried calling his wife and kids one more time, but there were no answers. They had to be okay though.

“What are you doing, Lieutenant?” Sebastian asked Larry, who hadn’t departed with the others.

“I’m going to tag along with you, Captain,” Larry said. “You know I don’t have any family in town, or significant love interests to try and save. You might need some help.”

Sebastian laughed.

He had always teased Larry about being a life bachelor, but his fear of committing to one woman came in handy for once. He was glad for the help. What if he froze again instead of reacting if an infected came upon him? Sebastian clasped Larry on the shoulder. “I appreciate it. And, I’m not your captain anymore. For now.”

“Then I’m not your lieutenant either. Just Larry and Sebastian, two friends.”

“Agreed,” Sebastian said. “I don’t know about you, but I’m taking off this heavy gear. There might even be some useful things from off the engine we could take with us.” It wasn’t stealing. When the mess was over he’d return everything borrowed to the station.

In a few minutes Sebastian was less encumbered and had an axe and halligan tool tied to his belt. They grabbed the medical bag, a few respirators and whatever useful thing they could carry. A gun would be better, but at least the they weren’t completely unprepared for a hike through the 

hazardous city. 
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Chapter 3: The Outbreak Spreading
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Boomer—Charles—Tessa
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September 3rd, 2009

Merle’s Alcove

1320 Hours
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Boomer Koins sat in a dank alley corner with his ... well, he wouldn’t call them friends. The ragged group were his distant associates at best. More often than not his fellow hobos shared scraps of food with one another, or supplied the less fortunate homeless with spare coats and blankets when it was cold. The most useful thing others of his kind were generous with was information.

When one discovered a good trash bin filled with half rotten or half eaten food it was passed along. Some places around Numont were better to sleep at than others and locations were shared, whether it be park benches or alleyways such as the one he was crowded in at the present. It wasn’t the best life—being a bum—but it was still a life.

Days like this one, Boomer was glad for the homeless life. Cars were filling the streets, police and emergency vehicles went every which way. Was he bothered? Certainly not! Craziness in the city didn’t effect him or the other street dwellers—they would just continue doing their own thing.

“Hey, Gats!” Boomer called over to an ancient hobo who’s face was more beard than skin. The old man mumbled an acknowledgement. “Didn’t Marty come in a few minutes ago?” Gats shrugged, and continued to open up a can of beans with a pocket knife. A lot of help that one was!

There were three other men and two women besides himself, Gats and Marty, who hunkered down in Merle’s Alcove for the day. It didn’t have a lot of space, but it offered a relative measure of protection from weather conditions and thieves. Gats might have been the only one old enough to know why it was called Merle’s Alcove. Boomer assumed it was named after a legendary hobo who discovered the secret refuge wedged between a set of buildings. 

Boomer stepped through the narrow living area, mindful not to step on anyone’s already sullied bedding materials. It was strange that Marty didn’t even say ‘hello’ when entering. He was the closest thing Boomer had to a friend in Numont. 

Marty usually made camp towards the end of the alcove. There—in a bundle—Boomer saw his matted brown hair poking out like a half-dead rat. It was too warm for him to be wrapped up so tight.

“Marty,” Boomer said, and the other hobo didn’t respond. “”Marty!” he said louder and gave him a shake. Marty didn’t  respond at all! Boomer felt his head and discovered the man was colder than ice! He must have been sick! That’s what cold meant—he figured anyway. “You feeling okay, buddy?”

Boomer stepped back and tossed his pack on the ground. He pulled out a half drank bottle of whisky—the good kind. It would be more than enough to perk Marty back to health. “I have something for you, Marty!” Boomer smiled and shook the bottle, the whisky sloshing back and forth. It was making his own mouth water.

Hearing the sound, the bundle Marty was wrapped in shuffled and he let out a disturbing moan. 

“Hey, guys?” Boomer turned to the rest of the homeless. “I don’t think Marty’s doing too good. Anyone have a mobile phone to call 911?” Most of them would have cellular service, smart phones at that.

Marty moaned again and rose from his blankets. Boomer stepped back. Marty’s skin was sun darkened, but it looked different. It was a pale green, maybe an off gray? His eyes! They looked like they belonged to someone dead. At least that’s what movie and television shows made them look like.

“Fellas,” Boomer said, “something is really wrong with Marty.” He was scared now, and backed away. When the rest of the homeless group saw Marty, some began scooping up their things. “Edith! Get up!”

Edith raised her head from the wall she was sleeping against. “What?” She was hard of hearing.

“Marty! What are you doing?” Boomer shouted.

Marty fell on Edith as she tried to stand, or maybe he lunged at her. She swore and tried to shove him off with her elbow but he ... bit into it? Edith screamed, and now there was a mouth sized chunk of flesh missing and the gaping wound bled. “Help me!” she screamed.

Boomer, Gats and another hobo pushed Marty back and helped the sobbing Edith to her feet. Gats gave her an old sweater to wrap the wound. Those who hadn’t fled already, ran from Merle’s Alcove.

“I’m going to the police!” Boomer said. “I don’t know what’s gotten into Marty, drugs maybe?” Marty was on his feet again and limped towards him.

“The police don’t help our kind!” said Gats.

“Maybe, but for sure the ER does!” Boomer said. “Can you take Edith over there? The police need to take care of Marty before he hurts somebody else.” Gats nodded and walked off with Edith.

The commotion on the streets only seemed to get worse. Maybe there was a riot going on. It was always a good way to snag free food, but he had to get to the police. Hopefully somebody would be there to lock Marty up until he sobered.

September 3rd, 2009

Manor District

1340 Hours

Charles Dumont sat in the giant den of his three story house. Most of the common people in Numont thought it a mansion, but he owned far more exquisite properties in and out of the country. While there was nothing special about his hometown, it was a quiet place to go and relax. A place to forget about the stresses of work. That, and he felt obligated to return home to visit his wife every now and then.

On a leather couch—large enough to seat ten—was his true love. A twenty seven year old black haired beauty he met on a business trip in Europe. She wasn’t his wife, but he hoped one day to marry Emilia De’Crouse. He was expecting his wife home any moment and couldn’t wait to tell her the wonderful news. It would come as a surprise—he was sure. He hadn’t dropped any hints there were troubles in their marriage. At the same time, he didn’t need to.

He should have felt guilty for the turn of events.

After all, his wife, Patty, was a key contributor in building Dumont Enterprises into what it was at the present day. Despite her contributions, he planned to leave her with a tiny fraction of his fortune—his team of lawyers had all but promised the outcome. He didn’t hate the woman, but they had grown apart over the years. Their relationship flipped from romantic bliss to business meetings and financial discussions. Charles needed that certain spark back in his life he’d been missing out on for too long, and Patty just wasn’t the one to bring it anymore. 

He couldn’t say Emilia was the prettier of the two. While Emilia was younger, Patty was the kind of prize a man of any age would die for. While looks were important to Charles, they weren’t everything. Patty would understand someday, and if not? Meh. 

The front door opened but didn’t close, and high heeled footsteps clacked their way to the den. “It’s almost time to tell her about us,” he smiled at Emilia.

Patty looked frightened when she first entered the room, but when her eyes fell upon Emilia it was replaced with confusion and anger. “Charles?” she asked. “Who’s she? What’s going on here?”

Charles stood up. “Patty, I want you to meet Emilia. She’s the woman I’m leaving you for.” Blunt was the way to go with this sort of thing, no sense in a drawn out explanation.

Patty looked stunned and hurt. She folded her arms. “You’re what?” she asked, a rage building up behind her green eyes.

“Listen,” Charles said, “things have been bad between us for a long time. I’m in love with Emilia now.”

“So you’re going to leave me? Just like that?” she shouted. “I’ve been faithful to you for over a decade and this is the thanks I get?”

“I’m sorry,” Charles said with a shrug, not meaning it. “You know how the world works. I want you out of my house. I’m also going to make sure you don’t get a penny more than you’re entitled to.”

Patty looked infuriated, he expected more shouting but she held her tongue. With a sigh, she said, “I’ll leave, Charles. Whatever. There’s nothing I despise more than a liar and cheater. But, have you heard about what’s gong on?” She laughed and shook her head. “You know what? Never mind, goodbye!”  She stomped away, not bothering to close the front door. 

“She took that well,” Emilia said with a laugh. 

Charles smiled. He made the right decision.

He and Emilia sat on the couch for a while, discussing their plans for the future. Where they would live, vacations they could take together now that their relationship was no longer a secret. Things were looking up for him.

“Patty?” Charles shouted and stood when he heard some footsteps by the front entrance. “I told you to leave!” He walked into the kitchen to grab the phone. The the police would have to get involved now. He listened and noticed there were more than one set of footsteps in the house. Something wasn’t right.

“Charles!” a frantic scream came from Emilia. “Charles, help!”

He ran back into the den. It was unbelievable, the den was filled with no less than ten people. Men, women, and even a kid. Their clothes were dirty and some ripped. More than a few had blood on them. “Hey!” Charles shouted. “Get out of here, you—”

One of them turned to face him—his eyes looked funny. They were glazed over and milky. Whatever is was, it uttered a raspy moan. “Charles!” Emilia shouted again. The people were right next to her. One lunged forward and bit into the arm she defended herself with. Another bit her shoulder, another the side of her neck. She screamed as the things continued to bite into her and tear off flesh, blood gushing all over the couch. In a few more seconds she was quiet.

Charles was in shock. He knew it had to be a nightmare. His fiancé couldn’t have just been cannibalized right in front of him. He must have fallen asleep beside Emilia after Patty stormed out of the house. 

Patty! She always kept a gun! It was somewhere around, if only he could find it.

There were more moans, and additional sluggish steps entered the front of the house and dragged towards him. He picked up the phone again to dial 911. The line was busy! How could an emergency number be busy? Charles ran into the kitchen and grabbed a knife. 

Five, then ten of the creatures—he couldn’t call them people since they looked like walking corpses—entered the kitchen and lumbered towards him. A woman with a festering wound on her neck reached him first and he plunged the knife into her chest. She didn’t so much as flinch! Charles shouted when his right arm burned. He shoved away one of the things that bit him, but more surrounded.

The pain was too real for a nightmare. 

They forced him to the ground and he screamed as his gut was ripped into with filthy hands. His shouts stopped when another bit into his throat and broke his airway. He laid there in silent torture waiting to bleed to death. Patty was the last thing that flitted through his mind before everything went black.

He made the wrong decision.
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September 3rd, 2009

Crestwood Housing District

1400 Hours
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Tessa held her two children close to her, the panic in their eyes breaking her heart every second it lasted. She feared for their lives but did her best to hide it for their sakes. The windows and doors were being pounded on and she doubted the old structure of their home would hold much longer.

It was all confusing. 

She heard on the radio about some kind of outbreak spreading, and even some broadcasts on the news urging Numont citizens to stay in doors for safety. A lot of good that did! The sickness—nobody knew what it was or how it spread—but it turned ordinary people savage. Reports came all around the city of bites, even some being eaten alive. She almost thought it a hoax, until she looked out the window and saw firsthand the outbreak spreading, and transforming her neighborhood into a horror movie. 

Tessa didn’t have a chance to escape, she realized that early on. Diabetes took her right leg below the knee years ago and she was wheelchair bound.

Her kids had been at school half the day. When word of the epidemic spread, the schools shut down and sent everyone home. To her relief, her daughter and son, Hannah and Jacob, came straight to the house. They were only ten and eight years old! At least she would be able to see them one last time before dying. Her oldest son was at work and she could only hope he was safe.

“What’s happening, momma?” Jacob asked.

“I don’t know,” she answered. Just then, her cell phone rang. Her eyes were in tears. “Are you okay, son?”

“Yeah, why?” he answered. “Just took a quick break to call you back. What’s wrong? What’s all that noise?”

“There’s a sickness spreading,” Tessa said, “you need to stay indoors and hide! Stay safe! It turns people into monsters.”

“What?” he sounded worried now. “I’m coming home right now!”

“You can’t!” she pleaded. “Stay where you are! The infected are already here. I love you, son.” Windows broke and the front door was busted down, the infected began to squirm inside. She set the phone on her lap. She looked to her daughter. “Hannah, I need you to go through the back and get Jacob out of here.”

“We can’t leave you, mom!” Hannah cried.

“You have to!” Tessa shouted, not bothering to hold back the flow of tears anymore. “Promise me!” Hannah, with a reluctant nod, pulled Jacob out of the room while he screamed in protest. “I love you both!”

“Mom!” her oldest son shouted from the phone. “Mom!”

Her phone hit the floor as she trembled in fear. Those people, they didn’t look sick—they looked dead. Like they had been dead for days and were already decaying. All at once they pulled, clawed and bit into her while she was helpless to defend herself. She screamed in agony knowing nobody would hear or help. The pain only lasted a minute and her eyes closed for good.
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Chapter 4: Descent Into Chaos
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Sebastian—Captain Jameson Cole
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September 3rd, 2009

Willow Street

1350 Hours
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Sebastian and Larry darted through the madness of the hospital parking lot. While he hated to think Smith wasn’t going to get the help he needed, a gut-wrenching feeling told him the whole area was going to turn south any minute—if it hadn’t already began within the hospital walls. He couldn’t think about Smith, he had his family to worry about.

The two men jogged down a quiet street that hadn’t descended into chaos yet. It looked abandoned, a handful of cars on the road. He noticed some of the houses had boarded up windows. Some front doors were barricaded as well. He hoped the best for them, and that those quick preparations would be enough. Smoke rose to the sky down another street. While it would have been faster going that route, he thought it better to avoid whatever was happening there.

Sebastian led Larry through an alleyway he hoped would shave some time off their hike. There were shouts and commotion at the other end, and a frightened group of people came running from the north. “Run, you fools!” a man with a mustache shouted as he ran passed.

Then they heard it, the sickening moans of the infected.

“Up and over!” Sebastian said, pointing to the nearest fence. He had a little more trouble scaling it then Larry. They were both in fine shape but Sebastian’s shoes slipped on the wood.

The back yard they broke into was larger than what the average Numont home afforded, which meant the owners were well to do. The grass was a healthy green, and potted plants lined the sidewalk. The stone fountain and other ornate decorations almost made him forget they were in serious trouble. 

“Sebastian?” he looked to where Larry pointed. On the back steps of the large house was a body slumped over. He hoped it was dead.

Sebastian readied his axe and approached the still body with caution. It was a young man in his twenties. His face was disfigured, skin in the early stages of decay. He had two bullet holes in the chest and one in the head. Sebastian motioned for Larry to approach. The young man had been one of the creatures, but he was dead. Perhaps there was a permanent way to kill them.

The back door was opened and they walked through without a sound. They entered the dining area where an older man was dead on the table. It was another infected, this one had a wound on his neck and a bullet hole the size of a dime in his forehead. An older woman lay dead on the ground, part of her face had been bitten off, but her skin looked the normal color. If she wasn’t one of the infected creatures why was she shot?

“Don’t move,” a voice whispered. Sebastian and Larry looked to see a man standing in a doorway, gun pointed. He was bald and wore glasses, but not sick from the looks of it.

“We don’t want any trouble,” Sebastian held his hands up, “we just came inside for refuge.”

“Have either one of you been bit?” he asked. They shook their heads and he walked closer. “Scratched?” He came over and inspected them head to toe. “No sign of the illness.” He nodded and lowered the gun. “You’re welcome to stay here, though I can’t say how long this house will remain safe.”

“Do you live here?” Sebastian asked.

He shook his head. “I’m Frank Alonzo, the gardener. You’ve met the Williams, my former  employers.  ...” He pointed to the dead man and woman. “Bill and Alice, they were good people. Their son Robby is the one on the back porch.”

“Did you do all of this?” Larry asked.

“Of course I did,” Frank said. “The boy, Robby, came home sick while I started trimming bushes in the front yard. I heard Alice scream so I came inside to see what was wrong. Robby was already a walking corpse and had eaten part of his dad. Alice tried to calm him down and he bit her face off! I ran for a gun.”

“And then  you just ... shot them all?” Sebastian asked.

“What would you have done?” Frank asked. “I’ve read about this sort of thing in comic books. People coming back from the dead as ghouls and hunting the living. ... I didn’t think it was real. I managed to lure Robby outside away from Alice, and that’s how I discovered a shot to the head kills these things. Bill came back to life and I got him too. It was then that I realized this sickness spreads from a bite.”

“So that’s why you killed Alice,” Larry sighed.

“I had no choice, right?” Frank said with no remorse. “She was already getting sick and wouldn’t stop screaming—I did her a favor.”

Everything Frank said made it clear he was  some kind of lunatic who needed a tight cell. However, everything he had done was the most sensible thing for the situation. What was happening in Numont?

“So if it spreads through bites,” Sebastian asked, “how did Robby get it? He wasn’t bit at all.”

Frank shrugged. “It’s been puzzling me. It must have another means of transmission. Poisoned water supply or food?” He shrugged. “I’ve been watching the madness from a window upstairs. It’s not just the ghouls we have to worry about.”

“What do you mean?” Sebastian asked.

Frank was quieter when he spoke. “Big things, straight out of a nightmare. Strong enough to rip off doors and pick up grown men and snap them in half.”

Sebastian couldn’t believe it, but Frank had no reason to lie. “Are there any spare guns here you’d be willing to part with?”

“There should be,” Frank motioned for them to follow, “the more of us humans armed the better.” The firemen followed the gardener to a huge game room where a large iron-wrought storage locker sat.

It was already pried open. There were wads of cash, precious jewels and other things it appeared that Frank had ignored. After some rummaging he pulled out a silver handgun with a half-full box of ammo. Sebastian wasn’t sure what type of gun it was, he’d never been interested in learning the names. He did know how to shoot though. 

“Here,” Frank handed it over, “and remember—with the ghouls, aim for the head. The big things, I’m not sure they can die.” There was a thump from the back of the house. Frank sighed in defeat. “Please tell me one of us closed the back door?” He scurried out of the room, Larry and Sebastian followed behind.

When they reached the living room, Frank yelled, “We’ve been breached! I’ll hold them off while you pry the boards off the front door!”

Larry nodded and took off his Halligan tool. Frank must have not secured the planks good because they came off with little effort—they wouldn’t have been much use against the ghouls, as Frank called them. Two gunshots came from the back. “Run!” Frank shouted. Moans filled the back of the house and two of the infected limped into the living room.

The three men ran out of the house—closing the door behind as if it
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