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Dedication
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I would like to dedicate this book to my parrots; Nymza and Turtle Dove. They’re my new babies and I wanted them to have book they could call their own. You know how parrots love to brag. 
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Chapter 1 


(Marmaris, Turkey – The Order of the Elders)
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The decaying scent of ancient sheepskin scrolls and dusty, leather-bound books made the air feel thick and oppressive. On the centre table, candles droned a monotonous drip-drip-drip, while their flickering lights cast moving shadows on the library’s mahogany panelling. Beyond the walls, the ocean waves crashed against the cliff where the house was perilously perched. The angry roar of the water, as it launched its endless assault against the black rocks, was far from soothing, at least in Berat’s opinion. He had always hated this depressing place and now, more than ever, he wished he was somewhere else - anywhere else. 

A sharp pain shot through Berat’s arm and a heaviness pushed down on his chest. He was probably having a heart attack and, if so, it was for good reason. In his hands was the map of City of the Dead; the document the Order of the Elders had been tasked with protecting for the last thousand years. Their three religious symbols - one from Christianity, one from Judea and one from Islam - had been crossed out. Near the crossed-out symbols, new ones had been added praising Nymza, the God of the Dead. The writing was a deep red, the colour of blood; knowing the legend of the cult, he knew it was indeed the real thing. He touched one of the letters and it smeared... the blood was fresh...

The cult was here - and recently! They may even still be here now, hiding somewhere within this massive house, thought Berat, worrying not for himself, but for the world they were trying to protect. For if the Order of the Elders lost this battle and the cult of Nymza won, it would most certainly mean the death of all. 

Just a few feet away, several of the brothers in the Order were arguing. He had to warn them, but the discovery had left him momentarily dumbstruck, the shock and fear overloading his senses. 

“I am telling you, I heard about a tour at the resort that will take people to the City of the Dead next week,” said Sal, his dark eyes which peaked out from under his green hood appeared crazed as the dancing flames of the candles reflected back in his pupils. “It is called, ‘Sunset Safari’. The Cult of Nymza has returned, and I am certain they are behind this tour!”

“That is impossible,” scoffed Mehmet, shaking his large head covered in snow-white hair, his hood having fallen down to his shoulders unnoticed in the heat of the argument. “We pay the owner of the hotel very well to keep people away from that area. Even still, Mr. Ahdi’s family has been in this area for many generations. He knows why it is important to keep people away from the city. He knows the Cult of Nymza looks for a way to raise the dead and bring about the end days. He knows-”

“Mr. Ahdi has gone missing!” interrupted Sal, nearly shouting the words.

Mehmet fell silent. Benedictine, who abhorred confrontations and had been standing back in the shadows away from the two arguing men, let out a short cry of fright. This announcement even broke Berat from his paralysis. He looked first to Mehmet and then to Benedictine, the shock on their faces no doubt matching his own.

“Do you not think I would go to his office as soon as I heard of this disastrous tour?” continued Sal. “But his secretary told me he has been missing for three days. No one knows where he is, and the hotel is now being run by a man from America who knows nothing of this area’s ancient curse and the war we are fighting.”

“Brothers, you must see this,” said Berat, carrying the map to the centre table. He laid it near the candles for all to witness. “The cult has been here! They have reversed our blessings on the cursed map and instead have used it as part of their spell to resurrect the dead. The Cult of Nymza has indeed returned and is finishing what they started so very long ago; they are bringing upon us the end times!”

“No, no!” cried out Benedictine, his voice unnaturally high in his excited state. They were empty words for all of the evidence was before them; the cunning cult had outsmarted all of them. “It is not too late to reverse this, it can’t be! The tourists on this Safari Sunset are surely sacrifices for their ritual. If we can stop the tour before it starts, we can break the spell.”

“They may have collected some of their sacrifices already,” said Mehmet. “There are many, and several are very specific.”

Berat nodded. “Yes. Nymza named eight pillars of humanity, all a mixture of human drives and characteristics that will be eradicated when the undead rule the Earth: love, innocence, faithfulness, lust, greed, decadence, murder, and stealing. The last two in particular they may not find in the group of tourists.”

“Where is Omar?” asked Sal. “He is our leader. He must be notified.”

Mehmet scoffed. “Where do you think he is? He’s in the wine cellar picking out a bottle of wine for our meeting. He treats this like it is a gentleman’s club and does not take our duty as seriously as he should.”

Sal angrily whirled toward one of the immense bookcases, his green robes flapping in the air behind him. He pushed a hidden panel under one of the shelves and the bookcase slid to one side. Berat, with map in hand, lead the charge into the dark space and onto the landing of a hidden spiral staircase. As they began their descent, creaking metal reverberating in the tiny space, he did not hesitate to flick on the electric lights; for while Sal liked to stray true to the old ways, using only candle light during their rituals, he knew now was the time for bright illumination. A tingle of apprehension prickled his skin as he continued to wonder if the intruders were still present in the house, hiding somewhere in the many darkened rooms.

On reaching the wine cellar, Berat threw the door open which hit the stone wall with a bang. Omar squawked and dropped an unseen object in his hand, which fell beyond the sphere of light cast by the single candle sitting on top of a small bar made of dark wood and leather. The object shattered loudly, filling the previously quiet room with the unpleasant sound of destruction. Berat hit the light switch, and the three pendulum lights above erupted into a harsh yellow glow. On the floor, lay the shattered remains of a wine glass and dark red wine which flowed across the white tiles like blood at a murder scene.

“What are you doing?” Omar yelled, blinking his eyes hard. “You startled me...”

“You should be far more than startled, Omar, you should be terrified!” yelled Berat, waving the map at the man. 

Omar took the map and continued to blink. He held it under one of the lights, then moved it in toward his face then away until his arms had reached their full limit. “I can’t make it out, what is it? What does it say?”

At first, the other three men didn’t say a word, each one staring at Omar as though they were seeing the man for the first time. He was unnaturally pale with nearly black circles under his eyes, his normally well-coiffed hair was in shambles and his green robes were improperly buttoned.

“Omar... are... are you well?” asked Benedictine. While his words were caring, they quivered with fear. 

“I... I did not sleep well,” said Omar, shaking his head and leaning against the bar as if this admission were a relief. “I had nightmares all night. Terrible, terrible nightmares.” He stared off into space, clearly focusing on his dreams as though they were playing out again right before his eyes. “I was kidnapped by the dark cultists and taken to the City of the Dead. They stripped off my shirt and pants, put a hood over my head and gloves on my hands. Then they tied me to stakes on the ground. I was spread eagle, unable to defend myself from the red mosquitos which spread the disease of the dead. It was a very vivid dream; its hold I could not shake until just a few moments ago when I awoke in my bed. I apologise for not letting you in, but I knew you had a key... and, well, I needed a drink...”

Sal stepped forward, grabbed Omar’s arm and pushed up the sleeve of his green robes. The other men gasped. Black and blue welts, oozing with yellow pus covered his arm; the stink of decay caught Berat in the face and he backed away, covering his mouth and coughing. Sal, however, was not deterred. He unbuttoned Omar’s robe and shirt; the black welts covered his chest as well, the smell of rot now filling the room. Berat fought to keep down his dinner, nausea and fear fiercely fighting each other for centre stage.

“It was no dream, Omar,” said Sal, and for the first time that Berat could recall, the man’s voice was soft and sympathetic. “We must... quarantine you.”

Berat swallowed hard. This was not the truth, and he knew it. A bullet to the brain was the required action at this point. Sal knew this as well, but to say it... to say that they must on this night execute one of their own... none of them were willing to utter the words, even though they would indeed carry out the act.

Suddenly, Omar gasped and his eyes grew wide with shock. Berat followed his gaze, but the man was only staring at an empty doorway. Apprehension filling his heart, Berat rushed to the doorway and looked this way and that; there was no one and nothing there, other than the spidery silhouette of the staircase. He turned back to his brothers and shook his head.

“What is it, Omar?” asked Benedictine. “What do you see?”

“The Everlasting Light!” he gasped, his hand pointing out into the still empty doorway. “I have feared death my entire life, and here I am, walking in the Valley of the Shadow of Death and I can feel the love of the most famous light.”

The three men glanced among each other perplexed. Was he speaking metaphorically, since he knew that his execution needed to be carried out?

“How did we die, brothers?” asked Omar, as Berat returned. “I hear your voices; you must be in the realm of the after-world with me. It does not matter; we will now meet our final reward and leave the troubles of this world behind us. The light... Look upon it. It is glorious!” 

Delirium, thought Berat. Pity overwhelming him, he placed his hand on the man’s shoulder then quickly jerked it back.

“He is not breathing!” gasped Berat to the others. 

Sal put his head to Omar’s chest, then stumbled back. “I hear no heartbeat.”

“How is that possible?” argued Mehmet. “He is still standing and talking. You are both mistaken.”

First Benedictine and then Mehmet placed their ears against the man’s chest and both looked so horrified Berat did not repeat the action. He could tell they had confirmed Sal’s assessment. Instead, Berat began to move toward a long buffet in the room... to the drawer with the revolver...

“Is that you that I see approaching? It is so dark here; I can only make out shadows... Yes, let’s run to the light together!” called out Omar, still speaking despite being verified by the group as no longer living. 

His attention still focused on the terrifying drama, Berat pulled the drawer open with a shaky hand, then reached in and... and felt nothing. He reluctantly pulled his eyes away from Omar and immediately saw the gun was gone. A curse escaped his lips.

“Wait... that’s not you... who are you?” said Omar, and then he screamed. “No! They are things, demons! Run, brothers, run! They have come to drag us away from our final reward. Angels of Heaven, help us!” Omar released a pained wail that echoed against the stone walls and raised the hairs on the back of Berat’s neck. With arms flailing as though trying to fight back unseen attackers, he yelled, “Save yourselves, they have me surrounded! Their claws burn like brimstone and they are dragging me to the flames of Hell. Run! Oh brothers, pray for me, the smoke and the heat... please pray for me... NOOOO!!!!”

His terrified words finally stopped, yet his face remained frozen in a rictus of terror, eyes and mouth wide in a silent scream. The men looked to each other, their brows wet with fearful sweat and their breathing rapid. No one moved or offered any words of action; they were paralysed in place, staring at Omar’s unnatural expression. A second later another jolt coursed through the group as the grandfather clock unexpectedly began to chime. Dong... dong... dong... Berat glanced to the clock and saw it had just turned midnight: the witching hour. 

“Look at his eyes!” cried out Benedictine. 

As the others watched, tiny streams of red blood flowed into the whites of Omar’s eyes; this, they all knew, was the mark of the undead. 

“We must leave, now!” Berat nearly shouted, already backing away, heading for the door. 

“No, no,” said Mehmet, nervously running his fingers through his wild hair. “If Omar has made the ultimate sacrifice, we should not let this opportunity to study the undead go to waste.”

“What?” gasped Sal, anger lighting up his eyes. “You would do this to one of your brothers? Turn him into a case study?”

“Omar would not want his death to go to waste,” he said. “Perhaps we can even revive him later if we can find a cure.”

“He’s dead!” snapped back Sal. “You cannot cure the dead.”

“He is a danger to us all!” exclaimed Berat, taking another step toward the door. “Not just to us, to the world. We must stop the plague.”

“No,” said Mehmet. “We do not need to fear him. He is undead and therefore his body will be slow and weak...”

Something changed on Omar’s face; horror was replaced by something more akin to surprise. Blood-filled eyes flitted from one man to another, drool beginning to drip from his open mouth. 

Mehmet took a step forward. “Omar, can you hear us? Do you know where you are?”

Almost as if in response, Omar chattered his teeth rapidly like automatic gunfire, and Berat grasped his own mouth in sympathy as he heard what sounded like teeth snapping under the strain. 

“EeeeEEEEeeeEEEE!!!” Omar released an unnatural shriek, his voice not that of a man but that of a chorus of roars from a hundred demons, harmonising into an evil song of murderous rage. The sound bounced around the stone room, surrounding and penetrating the other three men, their own souls withering back at the notes from the unclean beast. 

“Get the gun!” yelled Sal, pointing to the buffet, his hands shaking.

“It’s not there! We must leave now! Run!” returned Berat, realising with great sadness that this was the same advice Omar had given - the very last words the man would ever speak.

Half a second later Omar leapt into the air - his strength and agility far out-performing the man in life, as well as any of the other three’s wildest expectations - and landed upon Mehmet. His victim crumbled underneath him, with a pained yelp and limbs flailing, before Omar was on him, latching his teeth on Mehmet’s throat and tearing away a hunk of muscle and tissue, which he swallowed in large gulps like a ravenous dog. Blood shot out of the wound, spraying Omar and the other men as well as the ceiling above. Mehmet stared at his brothers with pleading eyes, a wheezing sound escaping his throat, for it would seem that the undead creature had only nicked his windpipe.

But it was Omar who reacted first, lunging his teeth back into the wound, shaking his victim’s throat and head back and forth violently. Mehmet no longer looked their way, but instead convulsed in the puddle of blood that was now forming on the floor, his white hair turning a brilliant red as it soaked up his life’s fluid like a mop.

Berat saw no more after this, for now he was running, charging blindly up the metal stairs. In his haste, he stumbled and fell every couple of risers, his hands growing bloody from landing repeatedly against the metal tread. Sal and Benedictine were not far behind, and with a loud bang he heard one of them slam the door to the wine cellar shut. Almost immediately he heard a pounding as Omar attempted to pursue. On reaching the door to the library, three new sounds reached Berat’s ears: the first one was of the door cracking, the second was of someone running up the stairs behind him and the third was that of someone retching - someone who was still very far away, most likely still standing at the bottom of the stairs.

“Move!” ordered Sal, as he pushed Berat forward. Berat’s eyes searched the stairwell, but he already knew Benedictine had not followed them.

More retching ensued farther down the stairwell and the door cracked louder.

“Benedictine!” screamed Berat, stepping further onto the stairs landing. “Run! The door is only wood; it will not last.”

“Benedictine!” called Sal. “You must take control of yourself.”

Again, they heard the man continue to be sick just as a momentous crash filled the tight space and threatened to damage their ear drums. 

“Benedictine!!” screamed Berat.

His calls were answered by a ferocious roar followed by an agonised wail. Berat flinched, the sound triggering every instinct the man possessed; this was not the yell of a man, but the pathetic cries of an animal taken to slaughter. 

“Berat! Sal! Please help me!” cried Benedictine. “Please hel-”

Crunch.

The sound of a human body falling to the ground followed, and Berat closed his eyes and turned away. A terrible ripping and tearing ensued, followed by slurps and smacks of the lips as Omar enjoyed his second meal for the night. 

Sal grabbed Berat by the collar and pulled him into the library, then slammed the door shut behind them. 

“Get a hold of yourself, Berat. I cannot afford to lose you, too.”

Berat nodded, wiped away the tears and dutifully examined the room, trying to locate something to shove against the door; there was nothing other than a useless, leather chaise longue and a small, ornate table. None of these items possessed the weight they needed to block the door.  

“That door will not stop it,” he said, internally flinching on the word ‘it’. But how else could he refer to the thing that was once their brother? Their friend was gone and all that remained was an insatiable beast who craved human flesh - their flesh. “We must kill it before it escapes.”

But Sal was not finished. He knocked over the table with the candles and smashed a small kerosene lantern in the middle of the mess. The carpet exploded into a fireball as tall as man, just as a new pounding sounded at the door to the library. The flames spread to the books and sheep skin scrolls - truly, the perfect kindling for the perfect inferno. The fire continued across the walls and scorched the ceiling. Meanwhile, the bookcase shook with another impact, the mindless creature only wanting his next meal and either not caring or understanding the fate that awaited him on the other side. 

“The creature shall burn with the house. Come! We cannot stay.”

Berat nodded and followed, choking on the black smoke that already filled the ceiling and pressed down on the occupants. It would not be long before the library and the house with it went up in flames. The question, however, remained; would the beast escape first? 

The two charged down the dark hall which stretched on for a good distance before it reached the massive front room. The room felt like a tomb; cold, dark and unwelcoming, reminding Berat of his hatred for the house. He did not reach for the lights, wishing only to hide in the dark, unseen like a frightened little mouse. Outside, a storm had arrived unnoticed, and the rain and wind raged against the old building. Sal marched purposely forward through the shadowy room toward the front door, but Berat skidded to a stop. Hundreds of icy prickles ran up his skin; something didn’t feel right. A flash of lightning soon revealed why. Figures in red robes stood outside of the house, looking in at the panicked men.

The Cult of Nymza! Thought Berat. They are here to see the fruit of their evil deeds and ensure there are no survivors to warn others.

Sal came to a halt just short of the front door, finally seeing the many eyes focused upon them. Rather than running away, as any sane man would do, he screamed at the men, shook his fists in defiance and cursed them. His words were delivered with such fury and intensity he did not seem to notice a strange sound building in the room, something akin to the sound of angry rattlesnakes before they strike. It took Berat a moment to recall the sound - Omar’s strange chattering of teeth before he attacked Mehmet - when the unholy, echoing shrieks erupted from different points in the room. 

The lightning flashed again and Berat saw the black silhouettes of four men, arms raised, charging toward Sal who was still yelling at the cult, oblivious to the danger around him. Darkness fell, once more, like a curtain and he heard Sal’s screaming which was quickly overshadowed by the roars of the undead. Sal, as Berat had always suspected, did not come to his end without a fight. A terrible struggle took place, with furniture crashing to the floor and fists connecting with flesh. Another flash of lightening and he saw, for just the briefest of seconds, two of the undead leaping into the air like lions upon Sal. The three bodies crashing to the floor made a momentous sound and Berat swallowed hard. The room grew black and silent once more, save for a tearing sound, similar to that of cloth being rendered. Soon a slurping and lapping noise filled the room followed by a soft chattering of teeth, reminding Berat of a contented cat purring. The demons were happy.

CRASH!

The sound came from behind Berat from the old library, and he knew that Omar had broken his way through. Berat began to shake violently; he was trapped in a house with five or more undead beasts, his only protection the darkness of night. Terror-stricken, knowing that he no longer qualified as a human being, valued for his intellect and talents, but was now nothing more than prey for the monsters, and entertainment for the Cult of Nymza, Berat bounded away from the front room and the library, back down the hall.

Where do I go? Where do I go? he asked himself over and over again, as he ran blindly forward through passages which took him farther away from the library and the front room. He couldn’t get to the back door, that was through the kitchen which was in the opposite direction. He couldn’t hide; he was in a burning house! Then a memory slipped into his thoughts; one of the workmen renovating the old bathroom showed him that there was a closed off hallway behind the shower wall that connected to another spiral staircase and led to a sub-basement. The sub-basement had a door that opened out onto the cliff side, to safety. The path was so hidden, he doubted anyone knew of its existence.

“EEeeeEEeee!!!”

A bright light erupted in the hallway behind Berat. Turning around, he saw Omar following him into the hallway, his body completely engulfed in flames. Berat could not take his eyes off of the spectacle; the man was burning away, molecule by molecule dissolving, turning to carbon and floating away into the thick, smoke-filled air, yet with Omar’s waning strength he still pushed forward, continuing his pursuit of the living. An instant later, Berat realised he had made a potentially fatal error; with the hallway aglow in flickering orange and yellow, all could now see him... the last living member of the Order of the Elders. The other creatures, snarling and gnashing their teeth, rushed past Omar toward Berat. The one who had once been his dear friend Sal, barely recognisable due to a hunk of flesh ripped from his face exposing his now empty eye socket and white protruding cheek bone, dropped to all fours like an animal, increasing his speed and leading the angry pack toward the defenceless man.

Time was up.

Berat ran as fast as he could to the end of the hallway, the creatures gaining on him with every passing second. On reaching the bathroom door, he opened it and shut it quickly behind him, then turned on the lights. The zombies knew where he was, there was no point hiding in darkness now. 

As the pounding started on the door, he pushed aside the shower curtain and stepped into the tub. On the wall was a temporary white, spring-loaded plastic panel, allowing the inhabitants to shower while the repairs remained unfinished. The man remodelling the bathroom had shown him how it worked. Berat pushed in on the sides of the panel and the mechanism on the back condensed, becoming small enough to allow him to pull the panel free from the hole in the wall. Without giving it a second thought, he closed the shower curtain, stepped through the hole and into the darkness beyond. He could hear his feet contacting with the metal stairwells landing and cringed at the sound. Quickly, he replaced the plastic panel just as he heard the door break. 

Berat froze in place. Would they recognise the white plastic panel as a door? Probably not, it was against the white shower backing and blended in very well. But he was just on the other side. He wouldn’t stand a chance if they attacked the thin panel, a single strike would knock it through. Waiting and listening in the dark, beads of sweat formed on his forehead and eventually dripped down into his face; yet the man did not dare move to wipe away the perspiration which stung his eyes. He waited to hear a strike against the plastic, but he heard nothing except the echoing shriek of the creatures; so far, they hadn’t even figured out that there was a space behind the shower curtain. Truly, the minds and intellect of the men had been erased in the transition.

Carefully, Berat stepped forward, feeling with his feet as he went. There were various tools and other odds hidden in the shadows, so he didn’t dare walk fast. With a rush of relief, he located the first step and silently lowered himself upon it. With this new success he found the courage to take the next step. The scent of smoke bit into his lungs, but he suppressed the urge to cough, for that would surely be a fatal mistake. 

As he made slow progress down the staircase, Berat wondered what he should do once he escaped the house. I must stop the Sunset Safari tour! He decided. They are lambs to the slaughter, sacrifices to open the gates of hell and release the undead upon an unsuspecting world. 

He remembered a passage in an ancient text that said that humans once possessed instincts like the animals, and on such a day that their species approached the brink of extinction men and women throughout the land would experience strange visions warning them of the end, helping them prepare for what they must do to survive. It was even said that a hero would rise among the masses and spearhead the assault against the creatures. He almost laughed at the idea of that person being among the tourists; they were weak, domesticated like kittens by their safe lives in America, Europe and Canada. The harsh struggle of life and death was unfamiliar to them and they were no match for what they would soon face. 

Tink. CLANK... clank... clank... clank... clank.

Berat wasn’t exactly sure what he’d accidentally kicked - one of the plumber’s tools no doubt - but as he listened to it fall down the metal staircase one tread at a time he knew it would be heard. Berat, of course, was correct; the undead instantly grew silent. Forcing himself to become as still and silent as the grave, Berat waited to see what they would do. Nothing came. He forced his breath to calm and did the only thing he could: He prayed. As the practiced verses passed through his head he suddenly remembered the door in the subbasement: it was reinforced metal. The undead monsters could not get him once he was on the other side. 

How far away is the door? he wondered. Maybe another half a flight of stairs?

Breaking him out of his thoughts, in the bathroom one of the creatures let out an ear-piercing shriek and dived forward, hitting the wall. The plastic panel vibrated, but held, while the shower curtain rod fell loudly into the tub. Now all of the beasts were screaming.

That was it; he’d had enough of this game.

Berat charged forward, racing down the metal staircase, far faster than he ever thought a man of his years would be capable of accomplishing. Above him, he heard the creatures smashing through the wall and the plastic panel fall into the stairwell, but it no longer mattered. He had reached the door and he slammed it shut behind him, weeping openly as he locked it.

“You have done an excellent job,” came a voice with a strange accent. 

Berat whirled around, but it was pitch dark in the subbasement and he saw nothing. Briefly, his mind reminded him of the flashlight the worker had left on a shelf near the wall; with shaking hands he reached for it. His fingers felt the stone wall and then the wooden shelf; carefully, his finger moved along the wood. Fear mounting, he persisted his search. 

“For your clever escape, we have decided to give you a chance to prove yourself, man. Should you succeed we will know Nymza has judged you worthy to live. Otherwise, you will be the sacrifice representing faith and you will be used to bring back his greatness.”

Finally, Berat’s fingers felt the cold metal of the flashlight. In a single fluid motion, he latched on to it, turned it on, and whipped it around to illuminate the face of the man speaking. 

The face, partially concealed under the red robes, was a horror. The glowing orbs that served as its eyes reflected back the flames of hell. The skin was that of a dead fish which had been left on the beach to rot, and knotted things that resembled snakes extended down from the sides of its head. Berat would have thought it was one of the undead except the thing had talked and was smiling back at him.

Having reached the limits of his sanity, Berat screamed and collapsed to the floor in a heap. 
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Chapter 2


(United States – Portland, Oregon – Jason and Kirsty Patterson)
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As the massive tank charged forward, the little girl stood in its path. The roar of the killing machine grew in a cacophony of metallic clanks and growls from the diesel engine, nonetheless, the child did not run away or react. She remained frozen, either resigned to her fate or in a state of numb terror, Jason Patterson could not tell. It was a game of chicken between an eight-year-old girl and a sixty-ton tool of war: there could be only one outcome.

Kirsty leapt to her feet, her fists clenched. Jason could not see the expression on her face; her features obscured by her thick, blonde mane that cascaded down her trim, athletic figure, but the muscles under the back of her shirt flexed as though the woman he loved was preparing to charge into this nightmare. Has she lost her mind? He wondered. 

“Kirsty?” he called out to her above the sound of the tank. God, that thing is loud, he thought, resisting the urge to cover his ears. “Kirsty, honey, what are you thinking?”

Kirsty did not answer, and to Jason’s horror, he saw her take a determined step forward. Holy cow, she really has lost her mind! he thought as he raised his hand and flexed his thumb.

There was a loud click from the remote control nestled in the palm of his hand, and the television set went dark.

Kirsty whirled around to face him, her sapphire blue eyes that had hypnotised him when the two first met in college were wild and furious. “What the hell did you do that for!? I need to know what happened!”

“She’s fine,” he dismissed it with a wave of his hand, taking off his reading glasses so he could look her in the eyes. “Someone saved her,” he lied. “I heard it on the news on the way home from work.”

Kirsty crossed her arms and glared at him, unsatisfied with his answer. “The newscaster said she was in the jungles of Guatemala. Who would have been around to save her?”

“Well... well...” he stumbled, feeling beads of sweat forming on his upper lip. Who would have been around? Red Cross... a missionary... her parents? Then the most obvious answer came to his mind and he blurted it out before he could stop himself, “The cameraman, of course. He was there filming the whole thing, right? Yeah, the guy... um... Eric something... he put down the camera, ran in and saved her. All’s good. She’s fine. He... um, took her home, and her parents... uh, yeah, yeah, uh... invited him to dinner...”

Kirsty groaned, rubbed her temples, turned away from him and dropped down to the bed. “The camera man...” she grumbled, venom dripping from her words. “Of course, the cameraman was there, they’re always there, aren’t they? Always there to watch, but never to help, right?” She turned to Jason. “I’m not going to get mad at you for lying to me - not this time, at least - because we both know you were just trying to calm me down like my therapist asked you to do. I’m not an idiot, you know. I know that’s what the two of you talked about after my session last week. But the lies stop here, you got it? Lies won’t make the nightmares go away. I need you to be my husband and partner, not my therapist or a protective daddy, got it?”

Jason sat down on the bed next to her and put his arm around her, unsure what to say. “Yeah... sorry, that was really dumb. But... he... he could have saved her...”

Kirsty snorted an angry laugh. “The cameraman didn’t save her; he had to get his shot for CNN or whoever he sold the footage to, the bastard. Just like at the shooting at my school. I’ll never forget it. My friends and I were running out of the school - running for our lives! - with that psycho right behind us. We were about the same age as her, the little girl on the TV set. I remember calling to some cameraman who had somehow snuck past the police blockades. I thought we would be saved. The guy chasing us, his gun had jammed, and he had taken up a baseball bat. Surely this cameraman, an adult who was standing just a few feet away, would save us, right? But, no, of course he didn’t! He stood there filming it, as that monster caught up with my best friend and beat her to death right in front of my eyes... oh, God, Melissa...”

She covered her face with her hands, and he felt her thin body tremble under his embrace, like a frightened bird. But she didn’t cry... no, she never cried, almost as if the well that contained her tears had dried up years ago. He didn’t think he’d ever seen her cry, not even when her parents died. 

Jason mentally kicked himself for not thinking about the cameraman. He’d been married to Kirsty for five years and had heard this story far too many times. Was it some kind of Freudian slip that he would say something so stupid? Did he maybe want her to get mad at him... it would certainly make things easier if she did...?

Stop thinking of yourself and start thinking about her! He scolded himself. Say something; find a way to make it all better.

“Look, honey, this is the twenty-year anniversary of the attack on your school. This is going to be a rough one for you... not to mention...,” but he stopped short as he realised he really should not mention it. Twenty-eight children had survived the attack, but to date only twenty-three remained alive as five of her classmates had committed suicide over the following years. Dave, the boy who had lived next door to Kirsty at the time of the attack, had in fact killed himself just a week ago. In his suicide note - the one where he begged forgiveness from his family for his weakness at finally succumbing to the grief – he had stated he simply couldn’t face the attention from the press on the twentieth anniversary. 

Jason sighed, his line of thought completely broken now. He briefly contemplated the way the press had contributed to the horror of the situation. In fact, the footage Kirsty had just mentioned - it was infamous. Every year the news agencies played it... over and over again...

Jason swallowed hard and closed his eyes, trying to force the images from his mind. 

Politicians yelled gun control, analysts discussed the trend of shootings in schools, but rarely did anyone ever mention the irresponsible behaviour of the cameraman who did not aid those children. In a brief moment of shame, he realised until he’d met Kirsty and heard her version of the events, he had never thought about it himself. It was just another violent video on the television screen, as distant and unreal as a late-night zombie flick. 

Funny how the human mind works... in this civilised existence of ours we sanitise everything, even horrific news reports. We just decide they’re not real; a movie, fiction - unless you’re a victim of a violent crime, like Kirsty, and spend twenty years seeing yourself on those news reports. Then your mind does the opposite: everything becomes a moment of horror. 

After they were married, Jason found out that Kirsty’s parents had looked into prosecuting the cameraman, only to learn that their state did not have a law requiring people to provide aid during a crime. It was disgusting. The cameraman was paid over a million for the video clip, and while the news agency who bought it claimed to be responsible by not showing the part with Melissa being slaughtered, they still ran the scene right up to that moment in newscasts every year. 

Jason could understand why Kirsty still had nightmares about it. The truth was, he had heard the story so many times he was having nightmares now. “You have Holocaust Syndrome,” is what his own therapist told him. “The children of the Holocaust survivors often ended up with PTSD because of all of the stories. It is the same for you.”

Of course, Jason didn’t tell Kirsty he had started seeing a therapist himself. 

Kirsty took Jason’s hand in hers and massaged it, her soft, velvety skin feeling like heaven to him. He could easily get lost in her electrifying touch and ignore the anxiety and fear behind the action, sanitise it like his mind did with the news reports. But he could never do that to her. She was the love of his life. He would be what she needed - a partner and a husband who stood by her side. He wouldn’t dismiss the monsters in her dreams, pretend they weren’t there, or try to joke them away; he would acknowledge them and stare them down.

For as long as their marriage lasted...

“What are the odds I’d see a report like that on the news tonight?” she muttered, leaning her head against his shoulder. Her golden, fairy-tale tresses dropped across his shirt and the intoxicating scent of coconut blossoms from her expensive shampoo seemed to envelope him. He closed his eyes, once again caught up in the moment. The dim lights... the red wine... the beautiful woman on the satin sheets, he thought to himself.  “What are the odds,” she continued, “that I’d see yet another cameraman abandon a child in need?”

Jason’s eyes snapped open and he turned to her. In response, Kirsty stared back at him, her eyes questioning.

“Wait a minute, what do you mean you saw him abandon her? We didn’t see the end of the report. I guessed at what happened, yes, but now you’re the one guessing.”

Kirsty rolled her eyes. “You see everything through rose-coloured glasses. I know that’s what happened because that’s how those guys...”

“That’s how that guy was twenty years ago,” stated Jason firmly. “You know nothing about this guy. And if I see everything through rose-coloured glasses, then you see everything through, I don’t know, zombie-coloured glasses.”

The edges of Kirsty’s lips twitched, threatening to turn into a grin. “Zombie coloured? That would be like what?”

Jason sat up straight and locked in a serious grimace, knowing full well he looked completely ridiculous. “Zombie colour is a greenish-greyish colour. Everyone knows this; it’s common knowledge, woman...”

Kirsty broke into a full smile and shook her head. He had her on the ropes now. If he could just get her to laugh, he could reign her in.

“Look, we both know what time of the year it is and that’s why we made our plans, to get out of here. But it’s more than that; you need to understand that your mind is going to start manufacturing things to support the apprehension you’ve been feeling. Your subconscious is going to look for trouble, interpreting things in a negative light. You need to stop your inner eye from going there, and you need to stop it before it builds into something horrific.”

For a second, Kirsty looked away and Jason cringed. As his mind’s gears began to develop a way to back pedal - a difficult thing to do when you’re not sure what you said wrong - she turned back to him. Her face seemed softer, more thoughtful.

“You know... you may be right,” she said. “The past few days I’ve felt like my entire body was clenched. But why? The gunman is dead; he’s not coming back.” She stopped momentarily as if considering her next words, then nodded to herself. “Yes, I... I think I like what you’re proposing.” Her eyes lifted up to meet his, showing far more hope than he would have ever expected. “I’m going to try it this year. I won’t let my mind manufacture dark images. It’s time I took control of this. Yes, I’m going to do it!”

“Fantastic!” said Jason, having to stop himself from shouting out the words. He felt like a drowning man grasping for a life preserver. Any chance of pulling themselves out of this depressing tradition was worth trying. “And on that topic, I think it’s time you and I talked Turkey, sister,” he added, with a wink.

Kirsty practically choked as she attempted to suppress her mirth. “Oh, dear God, will you ever get tired of that stupid joke?”

Jason pulled her into his arms, “No, never!”

The two chuckled and Jason’s hands began to wander. She squealed and wiggled, and in their moment of joy Jason didn’t notice the television remote drop out of his pocket and land on the carpeted floor. Jason and Kirsty both jumped as the television set erupted into life.

“What do you see around you?” came the voice of a man. 

There was a woman on the screen, her clothes were torn and she was standing on the roof of a building. Behind her the sky was lit up with beautiful colours: orange, pink and purple.

“I see a sunset,” she said, with a wistful tone in her voice. “I see bright lights and amazing colours. I see hope.”

The man barked out a cruel laugh and stepped forward. “It’s just like the human race; we only see what we want to see. You see a false lie. The truth is, our future is greenish-grey. It is the colour of zombies!”

The man walked past her and pointed out over the city. The camera panned, showing the streets filled with a horde of zombies, a mass of ghoulish bodies shuffling their way through the city. “There it is, the truth before you!” said the man, a typical muscular Adonis actor with high cheek bones, Jason noted. No doubt the hero of the story. “That is the colour of our future!”

The woman on the television screen began to cry and another older man (the patriarchal figure of the story, Jason figured) began to talk. “The human race has always known this was coming, you know. In Biblical times they talked of the undead; ancient texts from Israel, Turkey, Persia and Greece all spoke of these coming days.”

“They were just stories,” responded the woman, through broken sobs. “This is from a virus that terrorists created in their labs.”

“But would they have strived for this goal if our own stories had not told them about the undead?” asked the older man. “It was our own dark stories created by our own dark thoughts that have led us to this fate...”

Click.

Jason blinked hard and turned to look at Kirsty who had the remote in her hand. He had not even noticed her pick it up, he had become so mesmerised by the movie.

“I know you like this crap,” said Kirsty. “But seriously, that was the worst dialogue I’ve ever heard.” But then she seemed to grow thoughtful, her teasing manner momentarily dropping away. “Weird about him mentioning ‘zombie-coloured.’ You said that just a few seconds ago, right? Still, the guy is right. Our own dark thoughts make a dark future. You said that too...” A knowing smirk crept across her face and she added, “Then again, maybe this is what gave you the idea to ‘accidentally’ turn on the TV. Heaven knows you’ve seen all of these stupid films. Good advice, no matter what the source. I think that’s what I’ll do, look for the sunset and ignore the zombies. Thanks, sweetie,” she said, giving him a peck on the cheek, dropping the remote on the bed and then playfully jumping to her feet. “Well, I’m going to get ready for bed.”

Kirsty walked to the bathroom with a spring in her step, his plan for dealing with the dismal twentieth anniversary apparently working - at least for the moment. Jason smiled briefly, then picked up the remote and clicked the on button. A newscaster was announcing the weather. His brow furrowed; where was that zombie movie?

While he waited for Kirsty, Jason scrolled through the channels but could not find the movie. The truth was, he had never seen it before, he’d swear to it. And she was right, he loved seeing zombie movies and this one looked old. How could he not know it?

As his frustration began to build, he clicked the remote button faster. The bright flashes of light in the dimly-lit room and abrupt sound bites from the late-night movies and newscasts entered the room like an assault. “Died in his...,” “Fell to his...,” “Terrorists...,” “Cultists...,” “Killed by gunpoint...,” “Bang! Bang!” “Dead...,” “Foreign tourists kidnapped...,” “Dead...,” “Killed...,” “Killed...”

Jason roughly hit the off button and plopped down on the bed, allowing the silence and darkness to close in on him and settle his rattled nerves. In the bathroom, he could hear the shower and Kirsty happily humming to herself. Sighing heavily, he rubbed his tired eyes. 

I must have seen that movie as a kid, it was just too close to be a coincidence. But like the lady said, who cares? We have a way to deal with the next few weeks; we’ll go off on our vacation to Turkey, far away from the press and news stories and think only happy thoughts. How did Kirsty put it? Yes, we’ll look for the sunset, not the zombies. So, seriously, stop thinking about it. 

Yet, somehow, the strange movie still left him unsettled for the rest of the night. 
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Chapter 3

(Marmaris, Turkey – Local Market District - Rocky)
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In the bright, early afternoon light, Rocky stared at the window, not seeing the window or the offerings beyond the glass, but instead watching the reflection of a young, blonde woman walking down the opposite side of the street with a toddler in tow. He had been watching them for a good hour now, and he liked what he saw. The woman seemed oblivious to everything around them, other than exploring this exotic Turkish town, from the ancient architecture to the spicy treats being served by the street vendors. The excited child also seemed enthralled with all of the strange new sights and smells, her corkscrew pigtails bouncing as the girl jumped up and down in the way only a small child can.  

He smiled. Perfect, he thought. 

Originally, he planned on playing his game with one of the local girls. But it had proved to be a little more difficult to get near them than he had anticipated. The people in the towns surrounding the resort were very wary and mistrusting of the tourists. In frustration, Rocky shook his head.

And being a black man with a slight British accent, I stand out like a bloody dead rat on a wedding cake. For a moment he paused and considered this mental image: the rat’s twisted, broken neck... the jaws spread open wide in a silent scream... it’s curled up toes as if its last few moments in this world were pure agony... the bright red blood trickling
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