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ZOMBIES ON THE ROCK BOOK 4: EXTINCTION
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The End of The End.

The Island of Newfoundland, and the world with it, have fallen to the Zombies that roam free over every fragmented section of the world. Only a few brave survivors stand up for what's left of humanity and keep back the mobs of the undead, preserving their way of life.

Paul Carberry's incredible Zombies on the Rock series comes to a close with its final chapter, Extinction.

See how the end, ends.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1: AND I WISHED FOR SO LONG
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Frigid winds cut through the dead trees, throwing off drifts of snow from the pale grey trunks. Snow clung to the withered branches overhead, giving the woods a skeletal appearance. With each gust, cold seeped into Eric’s bones. White powder snuck into his boots and melted around his ankles, magnifying the coldness numbing his feet. Stars danced at the edge of his vision every time he closed his eyes. Desperately wanting to rest, he couldn’t allow himself the luxury, pursued by the dead relentlessly, their gnashing teeth snapping at his heels. No matter how hard he pushed himself, he struggled to distance himself from their grasps. His heavy breathing produced a mist rising in front of his face; his ribs ached. High above, the clouds were threatening to burst. Each time the wind picked up, it displayed mother nature’s capability to shift this gentle snowfall into a blizzard.

Orange hues outlined the woods, the waning embers of a dying sun refusing to go softly. Eric used his forearms to shield his eyes from the protruding branches. Obscured by swirling snow, stray branches poked at the tender flesh of his face, the rigid twigs finding various ways to cut into his cheeks. Several trickles of blood warmed his numb flesh, serving as a grim reminder that he was still alive. Just six months ago he would have taken it for granted, would have cursed every time the branches slapped him in the face. Things were different now. Undead abominations wandered the earth, craving flesh without remorse. Relentless, they chased after him through the snow-covered forest. Eric kept his eyes down, not willing to turn around no matter how distressing the cacophony became. Hungry growls, hollow moans, anguished cries, and snapping jaws joined in a sinister symphony. Thousands of footsteps caused the earth to tremble in their wake. 

“Just follow the hoofprints,” Eric said between laboured breaths, “not that much further.” 

Spooked, his horse tossed him into the snow, demolishing Eric’s plans. Destiny is elegant, maddeningly so. Now, everything he had struggled for was in jeopardy. The thick layers of white crust tugged at his ankles, putting a strain on his knees. Lactic acid accumulated in his calves and thigh muscles, approaching near critical levels, threatening to go on strike. With each stride, the muscle fibres twitched and cramped, every second a grueling struggle.

Slap

A tree branch whipped across his face, providing a jolt of energy. Another wave of adrenaline elevated the burning sensation in his quadriceps. He embraced those stinging jabs with open arms, keeping him alert. Light snow, falling for hours now, had left a delicate powder over everything. Eric knew if this kept up, it would bury the prints he had been following. He looked up at the solemn grey clouds that had swept overhead, casting gnarled shadows that stretched out for him.

He tripped on a concealed root. Pain ripped up from his foot and raced all the way up his exhausted legs. With an unbraced crash, Eric’s mouth filled with snow. Until then, he’d been ignoring how dry his mouth had become. Dehydrated and cracked lips stung with fierce pain as water dribbled over his lips. Tremors from the ground raced into his heart, urging it to beat faster. With an anguished groan, Eric pulled himself to his feet, using an old birch close by to haul himself up. Instinct took over. His hand found its way back to the grip of his revolver resting in the holster dangling from his hip. He craned his neck to peer over his shoulder, surprised to find that the herd was still lagging, having gained some ground on the shuffling corpses. His hand traced the wooden butt, never resting long enough in one place to gain a grip on the weapon. Fear escaped his lungs in a deep, drawn-out sigh. With enough distance between them, Eric allowed himself a moment to catch his breath. Zombies staggered through the snow, their clumsy feet finding fallen branches and twisted roots. The unfortunate ones fell hard into the snow, the pressing herd behind them had no remorse. 

A sickening crunch popped in the crisp air as the dead trampled their fallen comrades. Before long, the sound shifted to a wet slapping. It reminded Eric of walking through deep muck, the thick substance tugging at your boots. He laughed with glee at the disturbing noises. He took another glimpse at the depth of the herd. Unable to find an end to the enormous swarm of shuffling cadavers, it cut his laughter abruptly short. He turned back to his trail. On the first step, his legs felt like cinder blocks. It took several strides before he discovered his rhythm again. 

Smack

A tree branch dug into his forehead, tearing open a deep cut just above his eyebrow. Crimson tears dripped over his eye, falling onto his jacket and jeans. The surge of adrenaline gave him the false hope that he could sprint all the way back to Grand Falls. He didn’t know if he would make it there in time to start the assault. They would just have to wait. The Republic of Newfoundland was counting on him.
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Hours passed with excruciating slowness. There was a lingering thought in the back of Eric’s mind that rose with the setting sun. He was at risk of getting lost. The clouds obscured the stars from him. Not that it mattered to him. If Jason were here, he could have navigated by them. Eric wished that he had never let Jason go search for Tracy—or maybe he should have gone with them. Things could have been different. A squall of wind picked up a wall of snow and pelted him in the face. Mockery from mother nature. After an open stretch of field, Eric had ducked back into another stretch of forest. His pace slowed. Branches and bushes grouped closely together made it harder for him to maintain his distance from the herd.

Stumbling through the darkening evening, Eric searched for any source of light. The sky above was a rich shade of black. No stars pierced the blackened canvas, the clouds spitting snow. He heard the trees snapping and groaning against the undead as they advanced into the forest. Dead bodies pressing against each other, cramming each other through any crack or crevice between the trees. The staggering corpses stuffed into the thick woodland like midday traffic on a lively street. They pressed so hard against each other they toppled over some weaker seedlings. Loud, snapping cracks echoed into the night air as the tree trunks split. Thunderous booms echoed nearby. Every booming thud sent shivers down Eric’s spine. The relentless noise and foul smell nipping at his heels never once allowed him a chance to gain his breath. 

A narrow opening revealed itself just beyond the branches ahead, and an interminable stretch of barren white stretched out ahead. He dragged himself towards the gap, his fists gripping the branches to aid him through. The moment he reached the clearing, the snow underneath his feet deepened. No longer sheltered from the harsh blizzard that was brewing, Eric was forced to push forward with his head slanted down into his chest. He trudged through the knee-deep snow with feverish determination. 

The wind let up, allowing Eric to survey the surrounding landscape. He needed to get his bearings before he lost his direction completely. A green sign jutted out of the snow, the writing on the enormous billboard obscured by a cloak of white. He shuffled over to the sign, trudging through the snow, pounding his fist against the wooden poll. Dollops of snow fell off the distance marker, revealing reflective white letters on the board.

Grand Falls-Windsor 12 KM

“Almost there,” he announced. “Better late than never.” 
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Eric spotted a set of snowmobile tracks and followed it towards Grand Falls. It didn’t alleviate the difficulty of navigating through the deep snow, but it kept him on course. Purple hues gave way to a soft, silvery glow from the town’s light pollution. Darkness loomed over the township like a predator waiting for its opportunity to strike. Behind him, the blackness of the herd spilled onto the highway from the forest. The pavement trembled beneath their death march. Eric wasn’t sure if they were following him anymore, or if they were drawn to the lights like moths to the flame. It didn’t matter. The plan was going ahead, albeit behind schedule, just as the Republic had envisioned. Another hour and Eric would send up the flare. He wondered if they had waited for him, or if they’d lost hope and retreated.

He swung around, gazing back at the shuffling herd. The black mass appeared to flow as one giant, hideous creature. The swarm of shadows flowed like mercury over the snow, swallowing up the white surface in its wake. Far in front of him, the road twisted up the hill and faded out of view. Once he reached the crest of that hill, the town would be close enough to fire the flare. It had to be. Or he would be too late. His legs burned; every strand of muscle fibre sizzled like a string on fire beneath his skin. He cursed himself for letting the horse get spooked. That flare should have gone up a long time ago. At any moment he expected to hear the eruption of gunfire, signalling the beginning of the war between the Republic of Newfoundland and The Highway Hangmen. Outnumbered and under armed, the Republic wouldn’t stand a chance in a fair fight. Backed up by the Silver Skull Cartel, the Hangmen held the clear advantage on paper.

BRRRAAAAAPPPPPP

A deafening clap cut through the frosty midnight air. The unmistakable grumble of a snowmobile engine tore across the tundra. 

“Damn it,” Eric muttered in frustration. 

Realization set in. This wasn’t some arbitrary route. It was a patrol path. Eric was caught in a stretch of wide-open space. The only place to hide lay behind him now, inhabited by the undead. Two pairs of headlights appeared at the bend in the road, the rumble growing louder. Light flooded across the drifts of snow at the edge of the road. Thousands of tiny sparkles of light caught in the freshly fallen snow. Eric’s hand shot down to the handle of his revolver. This time he didn’t hesitate to draw it. 

BRRRAAAAAAAPPPPPPP

The engines growled and grumbled angrily, drawing attention to the two riders as they drifted into view. Eric found himself trapped between a rock and a dead place. The purr of the snowmobiles caught the attention of the undead herd, driving them mad. Their groans strengthened, deeper and more determined. Two snow machines sped into view, the bright LEDs casting the drivers in a stark silhouette. Eric knew there was no where hide. A raised hand brought the two snowmobiles to an abrupt halt. Behind the brilliant headlights, the vague outline of the two figures neared each other. They had seen him and were deliberating what they would do next. Moonlight caught on the steel barrel of a rifle. Even from this distance, that threatening image could not be ignored. It stood out starkly against the darkness behind them. Drawn to the ready position, the gleaming light faded into a faint flicker as they pointed the barrel toward Eric.

Eric dove into the snow, trying to burry himself beneath the fallen powder. Even though he was a sitting duck out here, he wasn’t about to make the shot easy. His heart thudded, waiting for the thundering reverberation of gunfire to explode. Moments dragged past slowly, drawing out the ordeal as the pressure in his heart built up to the point of bursting. The low grumble of the snow machines roared to life again. With a quick glance Eric noticed that the two riders had separated, approaching him from the left and the right.

The repugnant scent of the dead was slithering up behind him. It washed over him in waves like the rising tide, the wind pushing it back momentarily before the next wave pushed further over him. Eric closed his dominant eye now, trying to protect it from the bright light. He turned around and noticed that the herd was no longer a shifting black mass. The faint rays of light now crashed over them. Their forms beginning to materialize, growing out of the shadows, coming into focus. Countless shuffling limbs took shape, the disfigured faces still silhouetted by their own shadows. The whirr of the engines focused in on his position. Eric had to shield his face with his left arm against the bright lights. He tucked his revolver into his waistband, the cold metal sending a shiver down his spine as it pressed against the flesh of his back. Hopefully they hadn’t seen the gun—it would have been a last resort. Firing off the revolver out here would be detected in Grand Falls. He needed to get the herd closer to town. If the warning came too early, the Republic’s plan wouldn’t work out the way they needed it too. Everything needed to fall into place for this to work.

“Hands in the air,” a demanding voice boomed. They cut the engines, the low grumble immediately giving way to the hungry moans. “You think you could escape from town without the boss knowing?” His speech was soaked with too much alcohol, slurring his words. The hairs of his overgrown moustache dipped into his mouth with globules of frozen saliva. 

“Hey, do you hear that?” a female voice questioned from the right, the harmony of the undead drawing her attention. Her gaze wandered past Eric, towards the shuffling corpses as they poured out of the shadows. Her strawberry blond hair poured out from underneath her orange toque, the wind tossing the split ends.

The man cut the engine to his snowmobile, ignoring his partner’s question. The springs sighed with a mechanical grunt as he stepped off the running boards. “Now you count your lucky stars the boss needs workers, or I’d shoot you here on da’spot.”

“Hey, Harry!” She tried to catch his attention with a wave of her hands. “Look over there!” Her voice shivered with fear. 

“What is it, Helen?” Harry shot back, his voice full of venom. “You’re interrupting my fun.”

“I’ve never seen so many of them in one place.” Helen’s voice heavy with awe, the words falling out of her mouth. “We have to warn the others. We don’t have time to deal with this fucker.”

Eric couldn’t let them escape. If they warned the others of what was coming, before he could signal the others, their assault would fail before it began. He raised his hands over his head and got down on his knees. “You can’t leave me here. They will eat me.” He tried his best to sound fragile and afraid.

“Harry, come on, lets go,” Helen urged her partner. She pulled the throttle and thrusted the snow machine around in a tight circle, ready to flee the surging hoard.

“Now wait a second, Helen.” He let the gun fall to his waist, the strap bearing the weight. “This will only take a second. Now put yer hands behind your back. Nice and easy, mister.” Harry took out a length of rope underneath his leather vest. A sliver of silver light reflected off the Highway Hangman skull embroidered on his vest, the wind forcing the flaps of the open vest to ruffle. Frankie shifted his shotgun behind his back, freeing his hands to tie the rope. 

Eric studied Helen, waiting for his opportunity to strike. An expression of fear distorted her face, her bright red lips pressed tight against her teeth in a thin frown. She bobbed up and down on the seat, eager to ride away. The sour stench of death poured over them, the hungry snapping teeth chattering together. “Harry, we have to go.” Her voice had raised another octave. “They are heading straight for town.”

“Now, mister,” Harry burped, the sickly-sweet aroma of whisky gushing out of his belly, “just take your medicine.” He nodded his head down towards the rope, allowing the length of rope in the middle to droop down. 

“Goddamn, Harry, please,” Helen pleaded.

Hysteria was settling in, acting like a vale, distracting Helen’s attention. Harry was leaning in, his breath hot on Eric’s neck. Her whimpering cry invited his impatient glare. “For fuck’s sake, Helen.” He turned his head to bark at her. Eric let his hand fall down to the handle of his revolver and moved quickly. The deafening clap of the gun cut off Harry’s sentence, the bullet cutting off his final thought abruptly.
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CHAPTER 2: ALL THE PRECIOUS MOMENTS
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Clarence was as pale as a ghost. Janet stood behind her husband in the doorway, her eyes wide with panic. “I said my water broke.”

“What do I do?” Clarence asked, his tone laden with terror and doubt. Overwhelmed by the dire situation he was facing, he looked like a child afraid to ride their bike for the first time.

“First thing we need to do is get her comfortable,” Dana replied without having to think. “Where is your bedroom?” Surprised by her own sudden outburst, Dana took control of this situation without retaining control over her own emotions. She wasn’t certain of what she was doing and had no formal training; she just let the words tumble out of her mouth. Maternal instinct. It was necessary for her to experience this firsthand. There was a life growing inside of her. If she didn’t know how to deliver a baby, how would she face the problem herself? It would fester and nibble away at her confidence until it conquered her. This was an important test. A scientific experiment—identifying what worked and what failed so she would have a fighting chance when the moment arrived. She felt guilty for a moment, but that faded. It didn’t matter what her motives were; she was trying to do the right thing, and that was all that mattered.

Hank eased over to Janet, nudging his shoulder under her own. “Lead the way, Clarence.” He appeared lost, his eyes immense and distant. “Clarence?” Hank snapped his fingers, drawing him back from whatever universe he had wandered off into. 

“Just up these stairs. It’s the door at the end of the hallway.” Clarence pointed towards the wooden staircase. Old pine panels, lacquered to a gloss and well looked after, glistened with the faint flicker of the old propane lamps. The antique brass lamps adorned with intricate designs gave the log cabin a Victorian charm.

Dana glanced over towards Clarence. His broad shoulders sagged, and his chin was bent down to his collar. “We need extra blankets and pillows.” Dana reached out and shook him. “Do you have those?” She wanted to reach up and slap him. He drifted back and forth from reality. For a moment he’d appear focused, then his eyes would slide down a slippery slope, and he’d vanish again. “Clarence!” Dana screamed. “Wake up. Janet needs you to be with her.”

His heavy eyes peered down at her. An icy shudder traveled up Dana’s spine. A gapping frown accompanied his vacant stare. “Sheets are in the linen closet.” Clarence paused for a moment. “In the bathroom.” 

“Clarence, can you help Janet get comfortable?” Dana wished they didn’t need him. Concerned that he was just going to get in the way, or something much worse, she avoided making eye contact with him, afraid that his condition was catching.

Clarence lumbered up the stairs, his heavy footsteps rattling the floorboards of the cabin. Dana waited for him to disappear from view before allowing the reality of the situation to unnerve her. A trembling sigh escaped her throat. She took a moment to control her breathing, trying her best to regain her composure. Dana drew a deep breath and held it in her lungs before exhaling—repeating this until she found herself back in control. The floorboards above her head creaked with commotion. Janet’s soft voice consoled Clarence. For the second time tonight, Dana let out a hearty chuckle from deep inside her belly. She could scarcely contain herself, muffling the noises with her hand as best she could, not wanting anyone upstairs to overhear her. The fireplace was pushing out a lot of heat, and the radiant waves of energy washed over her. She sat on the arm of a chesterfield, not daring to sit down into the cushion. Daydreams came to life, bleeding into reality, causing a feverish dream to spring to life. 

Eric sat across from her in the rocking chair, an infant child nestled into his shoulders. A white blanket covered them both. His eyes were closed, and his head was tilted to one side to monitor the baby. Dana could see herself knitting a hat and matching mittens, her chair facing the warmth of the fireplace. A cup of tea rested on the side table beside her, the steam rising in swirls around her rosy cheeks. The gentle click clack of the rocking chair lulled her to sleep. A gentle breeze blew outside, tossing snow harmlessly against the window. 

A blood curdling shriek from upstairs shattered Dana’s momentary paradise.
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Sprinting upstairs, skipping every second step, Dana rushed towards the door at the end of the hallway. It was slightly ajar, obstructing the view of what was awaiting her on the other side. Screams and sobs echoed off the wooden walls. “What’s going on in here?” Dana called out, forcing the door open.

Janet lay in the bed, her knees curled into her chest, her hand crushing Clarence’s. Sweat dripping down her face, eyes squeezing shut, and the corners of her mouth scrunching into her cheeks, Janet was misery personified. Hank stood at the foot of the bed with a bundle of bed sheets tucked underneath his armpit. “Contractions?” He shifted to stare at Dana. After everything they had been through together, this was the first time she noticed a concerned expression plastered on his face. Before, even when things appeared bleak, Hank had remained tranquil and collected.

“It’s okay, sweetheart,” Clarence cooed, “it will pass.” His voice sounded convinced, but his pale complexion betrayed his tone.

“Jesus Christ,” Janet cursed, “that hurts!” She sobbed into her knees. “I can’t do this.” 

“You can do it, honey,” Clarence reassured his wife. “You can do this.” 

“Do you have anything for the pain?” Hank spoke up. “Anything at all?”

“We have codeine tablets,” Clarence admitted.

“Is that safe for the baby?” Hank asked Dana. 

Dana didn’t have the answer. “I don’t think so?” Her eyes engaged Janet’s, passing along her condolences to the suffering woman. “I wouldn’t want to risk it.”

“It’s not your risk to take.” Janet glared back at Dana. Feral hate fumed from her eyes. “Clarence, I need something for the pain, or I won’t make it,” she ordered.

“I don’t feel comfortable with that.” Clarence looked distressed. “They may be right,” he declared.

Janet reached out and snatched a fistful of his sweater. “I may pass out with the pain,” she growled. “Now go get me those fucking pills.” A fearful scream escaped her throat, full of self-pity. Clarence turned to face Dana, searching for an answer, searching for guidance. Once he realized that she didn’t have any, he sauntered past her and lumbered into the bathroom. Cabinet doors opened and banged closed; scrapping and rattling sounds filtered out of the bathroom as he rummaged for the pill vial. 

Dana didn’t understand what Janet was going through. She wasn’t about to make a choice for her. Hell, she may have a made a valid point about fainting. Nobody there was capable of making that decision for her; she was the only person who understood how much pain she was experiencing. Not Hank or Clarence. Fear tightened its grip on Dana’s heart. Realizing that she would soon suffer the same fate as Janet crippled her. Janet’s eyes were wet with pain. Drenched with sweat, her skin tone took on a translucent glow. Purple veins ran like raging rivers underneath the skin. Her chest rose and fell in heavy, heaving sighs. Expecting the next contraction was just as exhausting as the actual pain she was bracing herself against. 

“Here you are.” Clarence rattled the tablets in his hand, the tablets battering off the plastic vial. He tossed the bottle to his wife. “I’m going down to the kitchen for a moment. I’ll be right back.”

“What the fuck are you going down there for?” Janet’s neck tensed as another contraction took hold.

“There’s a bottle of George Street Rum above the fridge.” Clarence walked away.

Dana reached out and grasped him by the wrist. Her hand didn’t even come close to wrapping around his thick forearm. “I am sure she shouldn’t be drinking.”

“It’s not for her,” Clarence said with contempt. “I need something to calm my nerves.” He lumbered down the hall. The entire top floor seemed to sigh with relief when he headed down the stairs.

“FFFHHHHUUUUUAAAA!!!” 

Janet screamed bloody murder, turning her face shades of red and purple. Spittle escaped from the corners of her mouth. She doubled over in pain, burying her face back into her knees. Hands turned into fists and pounded her legs as she attempted to deal with the pain.

Dana grabbed a pillow and slipped it between Janet’s wailing fists and her legs. The pillow absorbed the brunt of her punishment, the jolts silenced by the down feathers. “Try to breathe.” Dana tried to coach Janet, placing her hand on Janet’s back, rubbing it in circular motions. Sharp, boney segments of her spine pushed outwards at the curve of her backside. The bottle of pills rested in a fold in the bedsheet at Janet’s feet. 

“FFFFUUUCCCCCCKKK!” 

Tears welled up in her eyes, and her eyelashes stuck together. Veins rippled across her forehead as her face turned a reddish shade of royal purple. Dreadful, guttural sounds caught in Janet’s throat as she tried to stifle her pained screams, which carried throughout the entire cabin and deep into the woods. To ease the pain, she tried to control her breathing, but quick breaths did little to ease the pain, and deep breaths were hard to hold on to.

Dana recognized the expression on Hank’s face in the window’s reflection. “What is it Hank?”

“I don’t know?” Hank leaned in, cupping his hands on the window. “It looks like a giant shadow creeping towards us through the blackness.” 

Clarence appeared in the doorway, a bottle half full with amber fluid dangling from his hand. “Janet, you will be all right.” 

“I think we need to leave.” Hank’s skin went pale, his eyes wide with terror.

“What’s going on out there?” Dana questioned. 

“I think we are about to have some unliving guests joining us soon.”
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CHAPTER 3: IT’S NOT LIKE WINGS HAVE FALLEN
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Gilbert Byrne shivered against the frigid winter winds, kicking up a swirling white cloak around him. Cold seeped up from the ground beneath him, forcing him to suffer through it. He didn’t know how much longer he should remain up on the top of this hilltop. There was nothing to shelter him from the elements. With nothing to break the wind and snow, he found it challenging to see anything through the high-powered rifle scope. Doucette, long vanished into the blizzard, had stepped into the thick of the trees below twenty minutes ago now. Worried, Byrne continued to scan the patrol on the other side. He was afraid that if he got up, he would get disoriented and lose sight of the clearing. He held the perfect angle. The perfect angle, everything below was on display from this vantage point—when the weather cooperated, that was.

Byrne traced out the patrolman’s entire route. At the center was the gas station. Heading to the east was a church with a green roof and a center spire topped off by a giant white cross that vanished when the snow picked up. After that, the path lead down a paved street with a sparse scattering of households, some of them lit up with an electrical radiance. At the end of the path was a red, two-story Cape Cod house with a blazing fire on the front lawn in an oil drum. The patrol would meet up with another guard at this house. Huddling over the warmth of the fire, they’d have a short conversation and then head back on their separate routes. The path to the right curved down a road between the houses, leading to a small park with a giant brick building in the center. Often, the patrol man would take a drink from his flask at his last post, sharing it with the person tending the fire or the next patrolman.

“What have you got yourself into, Byrne?” he muttered to himself. Anticipation built up and boiled over. His trigger finger itched. He waited for a pause in the weather. Byrne could pick out the patrolman down below, the halogen flashlight bobbing up and down as he walked the boundary of an old gas station. At the edge of his route, he met up with another patrolman. Byrne watched them have a smoke and a joke. Jealousy grew every time he saw that tiny red circle flare to life. He wanted a smoke so bad it was causing his skin to crawl all over from withdrawal. “If you had stayed with the boys, you could have as many smokes as you wanted.” If he had been in one of the foxholes, he could’ve sneaked in a few fags, depending on whose trench he found himself in. Smith would have shared one or two with him.

A howl of wind picked up a blanket of snow, tossing it across his vision like a sheet being spread over a bed. When it died off, he scoured the horizon again. Right to left, just as he was instructed. Something caught his attention. A figure moved in the shadows at the edge of the treeline. The figure was wearing army fatigues. He realized it was Doucette. He searched for the patrolman and found that he was talking to the guard on the far left. Byrne determined that this would be the perfect time to make a move towards the gas station. The guard on the right would be farthest away at this moment, leaving the building deserted. 

Doucette moved out of the darkness and sprinted across the field towards the gas station. He must have been watching the patrol and figured out their timings. Byrne didn’t know what he was up to. He pushed himself up from the snow. His back cracked and his knees ached from being in the prone position for so long. He took a moment to look through the scope and found Doucette kneeling in front of the gas station door, trying to pick the lock. Byrne turned his attention back towards the patrolman, who had already made his way back. If Doucette didn’t find a place to hide, the guard would spot him in under two minutes—less if the weather calmed. The light from the gas station sign lit up the entrance to the store, placing Doucette in plain sight. Once the guard made the turn around the old church, he’d discover Doucette trying to break into the building.

Byrne took off his glove, unable to operate the radio with them on. The green power light gave off a luminous glow. He turned the dial, making sure it was on the correct channel. “Doucette, come in.” Static crackled. An ensuing lengthy pause was finally interrupted by Doucette’s rough voice.

“What is it Byrne?”

“The patrol is headed your way. You got a minute tops before he spots you.”

“Thanks for the heads up.”

“Do you want me to take him out?” 

Laughter erupted from the other end. Byrne took up aim with the scope and found that Doucette was making his way back around the building. “When the patrol heads back to the left and gets behind that church, give me a heads up. I’ll try to get in that building again.”

“You got it,” Byrne responded. He kept his eye on the patrol man, waiting for him to complete another rotation of his route. Byrne found that his trigger finger itched even more now.
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“Okay, you can make your move now. He just rounded the corner.” Byrne watched as the patrol rounded the edge of the church. 

“If he comes back and I’m still out here, you can shoot him.”

Byrne’s heart skipped a beat. “No problem.” Waves of joy and excitement crashed over him, the surge of adrenaline wrecking havoc on his deprived system. It had been hours since he last ate. The endorphins made his head swim.

“Don’t get trigger-happy up there.”

“Roger that.” Byrne let go of the call button. “I got this, don’t you worry about a thing.” His finger itched more than ever now, anticipation doing little to relieve the sensation. Through his scope, he watched Doucette run back to the door. Once he discovered him fiddling with the lock, Byrne took another glance around. Scanning from right to left, he didn’t expect to find much. When the wind picked up a puff of snow, he didn’t wait for it to die down. He just kept scanning the area back and forth. Every time he crossed the gas station, Doucette was still knelt there, making no progress with the door. On his fourth pass, a blur of colour passed through the periphery of his scope. 

“What the hell was that?” Byrne took a break from the scope, looking over the top of the sniper rifle. Below, shadows shrouded the silvery landscape. Panic settled in, establishing a home deep in his chest, causing a chain reaction. Until now, his eyes hadn’t felt dry, and his hands weren’t trembling. The rifle rattled in his grip, the tripod legs shifting back and forth. He looked through the scope, finding it difficult to focus. His field of view danced before his eyes.

“How are things looking up there?”

Byrne tried his best to concentrate, unable to look through the scope, it was giving him a headache. “Damn it, tunnel vision.” Tears of frustration welled up, the frigid air freezing them on his cheek. With no other choice, he had to squint over the top of the scope, giving his eye a respite from the high-powered lens. 

“Hey, how much time do I have?”

Must have been a figment of his imagination, the blur of colour just a ghost. There was nobody on the path near the front of the church. “You still got time.” He responded.

“Good, I’m just about in. There, I got it.”

Byrne watched him with his bare eye, slipping into the gas station. “What do you see?” 

“Oh shit.”

A loud, high-pitched wail of static forced Byrne to drop the radio. He heard muffled voices and heavy breathing over the incessant hum of static. Byrne got to one knee—his position vulnerable. If anyone down below looked up, he would be in plain sight. Something deep inside told him it didn’t matter anymore.

“Fuck he got me.”

Surprised, Byrne took a moment to process what Doucette had said. “Who got you?” He didn’t understand what was happening.

“There was a guy taking inventory in the back room when I roamed in.”

Bile and acid ran up Byrne’s throat as the realization settled in over him. He retched the noxious fluids over his knee, long ropes of clear, thick vomit dangled from his lips. 

“He got one marvellous shot in before I put him down.” Doucette choked on his own words. His voice sounded wet, like he was speaking under water.

“Do you need me to come get you?” Byrne wiped his face with the back of his sleeve.

“No, it’s too late for me. Would you do me a favor?”

“Anything you want, brother.” Another wave of nausea rose over Byrne. The fear of being out here alone wasn’t something he had expected. 

“Don’t miss the shot.”

“What shot? You told me not to open fire until the flare went up.” Doubt had already settled in about Eric. Byrne wasn’t about to start the war.

“Jones didn’t make it.” Doucette coughed, the fluids in his throat dampening the noise. “There’s no turning back. Take out the patrol’s silen.....” Silence fell over the radio.

Byrne looked up at the dreary night sky. Black clouds over head opened up, spilling out a heavy, cascading load of snow. With the wind pelting snow in his face, he took another peek through his scope. There was nothing except a wall of white flurries shielding everything from his vision. Even if the sight in his eyes settled down, there was no way he could make the shot from here in this weather. At least now he could move underneath the cover of the terrible weather. He bolted to his feet, his joints cracking and his lower back stiffening. His legs argued at first, but thanked him after they got to stretch out a little. Slowly, his body shook out the kinks, and he ran down the hill towards the tree line. He didn’t want to get caught out in the open. Byrne caught a flash of light piercing through the snow ahead. A mysterious figure remained concealed from view as it approached him.

“I’ll be back in a minute, Jerry. I gotta take a piss.”
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CHAPTER 4: BUT STILL SOMETHING’S MISSING
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Beads of perspiration rolled down Jason’s back. He felt the earth tremble as the Boeing 747 twin turbine engines grumbled overhead. High-pitched, metallic screeches rang out as the brakes toiled to slow down the massive hunk of metal. For a moment, it didn’t look like the airplane would stop in time before careening off the tarmac and into the forest. Commotion from a hanger bay at the end of the terminal erupted. A group of Pharmakon men wearing orange reflective jackets scurried across the runway with a giant ladder. Jason walked towards the scene, hoping to get close enough to observe.

“You just keep doing what you were doing.” A voice broke in over the receiver on Jason’s helmet. When Jason tried to peek at the plane, the figures behind the window blurred. “It’s no use, you won’t be able to see them. He won’t let you.”

“Tracy? Is that you?” Jason asked. A response of interminable silence was all he got. “What’s going on?”

“Get back to work.” A soldier grabbed Jason by the shoulder. A finger dug into the meat of his deltoid. The excruciating pain was an exclamation point to the order.

Jason bent over at the knees and grabbed a leg. He decided to get back to work hauling the bodies off the runway. There was no point in trying to reason with anybody here. He had turned into their slave, waiting for his opportunity to slip away. The field was too open, and David Steele was up in that tower, his cold eyes gazing down at him. Resistance from the corpse forced a slight jolt through Jason’s arm as he pulled back. Anger rose deep inside of him. He let it out with a forceful tug on the limb. For a moment, the undead freak clung to the bare pavement, the congealed blood beneath it frozen to the runway. Then, without warning, there was a sickening, wet explosion as the leg ripped loose from the hip. Jason tumbled backwards with the immediate release of pressure. The leg fell out of his hands and into his lap. He landed hard on his backside, still clutching onto the foot as a jolt of pain raced up his tailbone. A trail of blood stretched over the pavement, blackened fluids emptying from the massive wound. Yellowed bone jutted from the ragged wound; rotted strands of flesh and muscles, stretched out from the tear, dangled over it. 

“You will clean that up.” A Pharmakon soldier threw a shovel at Jason, the metal head clanging off the pavement. “We can’t have this runway getting ruined. When you’re finished scraping it up, get back to dragging the bodies away. Once you’re done, we will come out and get you.” The soldier turned around and walked away. “Come on, boys, Mr. Cook volunteered to finish the job.”

Jason sat alone with his head slumped over the severed leg. “Goddammit,” he cursed as he tossed the leg back at the frozen carcass. The sun was going down now; he could see it retiring behind the mountains. 

Not wanting to get stuck outside in the cold, Jason wasted little time. He set his mind to his task. The scraping of the metal shovel over the pavement turned his stomach. The frozen corpse tore from the tarmac with a long, drawn out ripping noise. Strands of blood, filthy cloth and ribbons of flesh clung to the ground, not wanting to let go. Jason eased the body down, giving him room to wrench the zombie upwards. Tearing from the torso, the cotton shirt remained on the ground, frozen in a puddle of blackened blood. Jason carried the bulk of the cadaver away, having to come back and scrape up the rest. It was hard, tiring work. He had to continue scraping the shovel against the mess—morsels of flesh and disintegrated clothing peeling off the pavement. Frozen slivers of blood curled off the ground until the strands got too long and broke off. He gathered the revolting mess into tiny piles, scooping it away with the shovel, flinging it off to the side of the runway.
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Dead corpses littered the runway. They ushered the passengers from the plane through the maze. Jason tried to glimpse what was happening, but every time he tried his visor scrambled his vision. The blurred images gave him a headache, which combined with the revolting task, was making him sick to his stomach. His arms were heavy, his shoulders burned, and his neck ached. Cramps in his forearms made it challenging to maintain his grasp on the lifeless bodies, dropping them several times. Knots in his backside threatened to immobilize him. Now, with the last zombie in his clutch, he staggered backwards, dragging the creature across the asphalt. Bumps from the built-up ice jostled the lifeless head around, its teeth chattering with the motion.

Crunching footprints approached him from behind. Jason pulled off his helmet. The bitter wind nipped at his sweat-soaked skin. “Excellent work.” 

Jason ignored the compliment, letting the fresh air fill his lungs. With the sunlight fading away, the darkness of the evening crept in. Snow was falling at an alarming rate. Fierce winds swept across the boundless stretch of open runway, blowing swirls of white powder in every direction. A hand settled on his shoulder, offering to turn him around but never forcing him. Too tired to resist it, he allowed the stranger to guide him around. Tracy stood in front of him, her blond hair whipping around her face, concealing her expression. Thoughts of escaping developed into ideas, which grew into elaborate plans. “We have to get out of here.” Jason reached out for Tracy’s arm.

She avoided it, taking a deliberate step backward, standing just out of reach. “Get inside and eat. You wouldn’t survive a day out there in this condition.”

Jason snorted. “I’ve survived far longer on much less,” he spat. “We can leave together. The dead won’t bother us.”

Tracy glared at him. A disappointed, scolding stare that made Jason shrink. “It’s not the dead you need to worry about.” She spoke to him as if he were a child. “David is observing us, so I suggest you do as I say. You do not understand how much convincing it took to allow him to talk to you alone without our helmets on. Now if you ever want to get out of this nightmare, trust me.”

Jason craned his neck back to peer up at the tower. David leaned against the window sill, glaring down at them with malice. “All right, I’ll head inside.” Jason hesitated, holding the hatred inside, his blood boiling at the sight of David. “When it’s time for us to leave, I’ll be ready.”

“Jason, it will not be easy.” Tracy turned her neck to glance back at David, nodding her head when he matched her gaze. “We probably won’t make it. Are you willing to take that risk?”

Jason locked eyes with David. “Anything worth fighting for is never easy.”

“One of you will have to die.” Tracy sounded disheartened. “That’s the only way out of this for you, isn’t it?”

“You don’t think I’ll win?” His wife’s lack of faith hurt Jason.

“If it was a fair fight.” Tracey looked back at Jason. “It will never be a fair exchange with him. He’ll do whatever it takes to tilt the scale in his favor.”

Jason realized she was right. There was only one advantage Jason had: the element of surprise. “I’ll do whatever it takes. I have more to lose.”

“You don’t understand, Jason. He’s a certifiable maniac. His ego means more to him than anything else you could possibly imagine.” Tracey said in a hushed tone. “Now come inside, get some food in your belly and rest. If we don’t do this tonight, we won’t get another chance.”

“You think there will be an opportunity tonight?” Hope, along with the wind, carried Jason’s voice a little too far. If anyone were outside, his voice would have reached their ears.

“We are heading to Grand Falls. There is a girl in the area they need to find.” Tracey held her helmet to her chest, looking down at it. Green light cast a glow across her face, the whites of her eyes mirroring a delicate emerald hue.

“What’s so special about this girl?” A sinking sense of dread crossed Jason’s mind. What if his wife had left on her microphone, trying to lure Jason into a trap?

“She has natural immunity to the zombie virus,” Tracey said before placing the helmet back over her head. “Now let’s go inside. We have to move soon if we will make it there on time.”

Jason followed Tracey towards the airport terminal. A pleasant aroma of food was a welcoming replacement for the stench of the dead he had grown accustomed to; his mouth watered at the aroma of maple baked beans. Even though he knew they were from a can, he realized that this may be his last meal. The lengthy walk towards the door allowed him to reflect on all the potential scenarios the night could bring.
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“Maple baked beans, my favorite,” Jason quipped. No one paid him any attention. He dragged out a chair and sat down. Tracy sauntered past two guards and retired upstairs, heading into the radar tower with David. He wished they had discussed escaping before she took off.

Everyone minded their own business, attending to their lunch, absent minded of their surroundings. Jason couldn’t believe such discord would exist amongst a group of survivors during the apocalypse. The incessant drone of chewing provided the background music for this evening’s meal. Metal forks and spoons clanked off the sides of bowls or scrapped along the bottom, adding to the beat. Having lost his appetite, Jason’s spoon lingered in the beans, swirling them around. Instinct forced him to grab a slice of bread from the centre of the dinner table, his hands going through the motion of buttering it. He realized that he was holding onto a knife. No one recognized, so Jason slipped the blade into a large pocket on the thigh of his pants.

“So, what do we know about this girl we are after?” Jason asked the man sitting next to him.

Perturbed, the man swallowed a mouthful of beans and wiped his face. “Why should I tell you anything?” He glared at Jason with a vacant expression. Large, black pupils filled his eyes. Only a thin ring of brown iris showed. 

“Aren’t I supposed to be part of the team?” Jason sighed, dragging out the last word. This elicited laughter from everyone seated at the table.

“You are a foot soldier, same as the rest of us.” He gestured around the table, his finger stopping at the head of the dinner table. “Except for Samuel. He’s the only one of us with any actual knowledge. I doubt that he will suffer the need to inform us grunts of any superfluous details to accomplish our mission.”

“Hey, Samuel,” Jason called out, “what’s the deal with the girl.”

Samuel looked up from his plate, brown sauce smeared on his chin. “You have your orders. You are to kill her on sight.”

“Isn’t that a bit extreme? Pharmakon terrified of some teenage girl.” Laughter erupted from deep in Jason’s gut, making his ribs hurt. No one else found his statement amusing. Everyone stopped what they were doing, gawking at him.

“You are trying to trick me into talking about it.” Samuel said, returning to his meal. “Try again.”

The others followed his lead. Soon, the room filled with the low, droning sounds of chewing and utensils clanging off glass dinner ware. Jason looked down at his bowl and spooned a mouthful of beans; his mouth watered with the flavor of maple, his appetite returning. He dipped his bread into the sauce, broke off insignificant pieces and chewed on them, savouring the butter. A chair scrapped across the floor. Jason glanced up and observed Samuel walk away from the table, leaving behind his dishes. “How rude,” Jason muttered to himself, thinking no one would have been paying attention.

The soldier sitting next to him reached over and snatched away Jason’s beans. “You will learn your place, the hard way if required.”

Defiantly, Jason took a bite of his bread, chomping with his mouth open. He watched with joy as the soldier’s face filled with spite, his face turning red with anger. “You must be hungry?”

“Don’t push your luck.” He stood up tall, dropping the bowl. It shattered against the table, shards of glass flying in all directions like a bomb had detonated. Flecks of brown sauce landed on Jason’s suit. “Another peep from you and we will make you do the dishes.”

“I’ve never been so fucking scared in all my life,” Jason mocked him, pushing his boundaries.

A malevolent smile crept over the man’s face. “Derrick, would you be kind enough to boil the water for Mr. Cook? He’s volunteered to do the dishes for us. What a sweetie.”

“I don’t take orders from you, Sid,” Derrick grumbled.

“Just do it, Derrick. Trust me, you will enjoy this,” Sid chuckled. The brown ring around his pupils disappeared. His eyes looked like two drops of oil. “You three with me. The rest of you head up and prepare the vehicle. We shouldn’t be long.”
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Three soldiers held Jason against the industrial-sized sink, shoving him against the metal edge. Cold steel dug into his stomach. Derrick stood in front of an oven, waiting for an enormous, stainless steel pot to boil. “A watched pot never boils,” Jason scoffed.

“Ignorant prick.” Sid thrust his fist into Jason’s kidney. A jarring pain dropped Jason to his knees. His throat came dangerously close to striking the corner. “Stand him up!” Sid barked. The others obeyed without hesitation. 

They hoisted Jason to his feet, accompanied by the struggling groans of the men lifting him. The florescent light above him shined off the grimy metal surface of the sink. Sid placed the plug in the drain, preparing for the water. The water churned, lazily at first, before shifting into a rolling boil. Loud, gurgling bubbles rose to the surface and exploded. Derrick let the pot boil for what seemed like an eternity before removing it. When the pot passed by Jason’s face, waves of heat radiating from the steel poured over him. Derrick dumped the water into the sink. A large waft of steam ascended, leaving beads of water on Jason’s forehead.

“Time to put the dishes in the sink.” Sid pointed his finger in Jason’s
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