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The cool ocean air breezed past Eddy Royse’s face as he whipped the fishing rod back and swung it forward with a snap, sending the lure flying into the air to finally land in the calm ocean waters with a satisfying plop. The night’s weather was perfect, and if one could let go of thoughts about the turmoil, the world had sunk into after the alien invasion—it still sounded strange to him—then they might almost feel normal, as if life was the way everyone still remembered it being.   

Eddy was tired, and the cool night air and the sound of the small waves brushing against the dock made it hard for him to keep from nodding off. The only thing keeping him at his task was the growling in his stomach. He tried to think of how long it had been since he had a good meal. At least a few weeks, I guess. He spat into the water with disgust. He had packed up as much as he could carry and fled his home, leaving behind his wife and two kids—or what physical resemblance they still had, anyway. That was all that was left. Like so many others, they had fallen victim to the alien infection. They had been stripped of all self-control, and he’d had to fight his way out of the house. He sighed at the memory of hitting his younger son in order to break free of his other son’s grasp. He rubbed his arm where a bandage was wrapped around it; his wife had slashed at him with a knife before he got away. She had been injected with the serum moments before. A tear streamed down his craggy face. The noise of bone crushing from the hit he’d dealt his son reemerged in his mind many times a day. I’ve never hit my kids. Why did I run? I should have just let them take me. They were my life, and I left them. Guilt crept through him, but he shook it off like he’d done so many times before.

“You were scared; no one can blame you for that,” he told himself out loud.

Sounds of singing helped him to pull himself out of his self-pity, and he turned to look at the church that sat at the end of the winding trail leading up from the dock.    The light from inside the building spilled through the stained-glass windows, forming shadows on the ground below. Eddy shook his head.   

“Got nothin’ better to do than sing? Am I the only one with half a damned brain? Let’s just shine the damn light around and call the bastards to us.” He reached down to pick up the almost empty bottle of whiskey sitting beside him and took a swig, not even noticing the nibble at the end of the fishing line. Shit, that ain’t right. Those people have been good to me, and that’s all that is left—around here anyway, Eddy scolded himself. I’m drunk, that’s all, and there ain’t any damned fish tonight.   

Reeling the line back in and frowning at the empty hook, he set the pole beside him on the dock and gave in to dizziness. He fell back, resting his head on his backpack to stare at the stars. He thought about how fast it had all happened.

Eddy had been unloading his boat from the day’s catch. Few fishermen were working that day because of the event taking place at the Washington Mall. Everyone was excited to find out what the newcomers were going to say. The president had made it clear that he felt they came in peace.   

Eddy didn’t give a “rat’s ass,” as he told his family when he’d left for work that morning, about any damned alien mumbo jumbo. Either it was the end of the world or it wasn’t. Nothing he could do about it. That’s when all hell broke loose. He rubbed his forehead as if to rub away the thoughts. The radio repeating the alien message over and over, the chaos that was taking place. So many people burned to a crisp.

“My wife! My kids!” he shouted to sky now, as if someone were listening to him ramble. “God, how could you do this to us? So many people . . .” his voice trailed off, and his eyes were heavy. The church music from up the hill continued as a strange rumbling noise reverberated from in the distance. Eddy tried to keep himself steady as the dock shimmied from side to side. I drank too much! he thought.

Pulling himself upright the best he could, he gasped, his breath lost. The ocean water around the dock had receded. Crabs and other sea creatures under the dock scrambled for protection as their homes disappeared. Eddy, head spinning, raised himself to stand. The water continued to pull away from the shore a moment longer before a slight pause. A red glow shone far in the distance, becoming brighter and brighter. Eddy squinted, trying to see in the darkness what the light was from. The churchgoers continued their singing, unaware of what Eddy was witnessing.

A large, dark shadow rose and was approaching fast. “What the fu—” Eddy couldn’t finish his favorite phrase. He realized what the shadow was. Water, lots of it, rushing straight to him. Eddy grabbed a dock post before the water crashed into the old wooden platform. Planks ripped and flew into the air like they were cardboard.

Gasping for air, Eddy shivered as the cold water splashed over him and knocked him back. He grabbed for anything he could, but he was flying backward. His shoulder hit something hard, and he could feel a pop. No pain, which was odd.

Rolling to his side, he took in his surroundings. He was some distance away from the dock. The water was back to where it should be, but the dock was gone, except for two dock pilings. Looking back to the red light he had seen a moment before, it was now steady and bright. A dark shape approached, gliding across the water.

Eddy’s pulse quickened. The shape was moving silently and fast. He scurried to hide behind a nearby rock on the shore. The dark figure was now where the dock had once stood. It was tall and resembled the aliens that had invaded, but it was different; this one appeared to have an aura around it as it hovered near him. More alien shitheads.

The figure stopped and turned slightly toward where Eddy had hidden. He felt his knees give, and if he’d had any need to shit, he’d have done so. He held his breath steady, hoping the shape would move on.

When it did, Eddy fell to the ground. Remembering the church, he glanced up the hill to see the figure halfway to where the building stood. The figure stopped.

A flash of light blinded Eddy. It was not his eyes. It was in his head.

“Come. Come see who you will now worship. See my power,” a voice echoed in his mind.

“What are you?” Eddy yelled to the shape that did not move.

“Your lord, who you now worship. I am Nezbollah, leader of the Netarius.”

“No, my lord is Jesus Christ. You are not Jesus Christ.”

“No, I’m not. I am more.”

Pain spread through Eddy’s body, and he fell back to the ground. He shrieked into the night. Curling into a ball, he could not pinpoint the pain. It was throughout him. Blood pooled on the ground under his head, and his vision became red.

“Please . . .” He couldn’t say more. It hurt too much, and he coughed up a ball of blood. His mind felt like it was crawling. Something—or someone—was in his head. You bastard! Get out of my head! he thought.

“Who do you worship?”

“Christ!”

The pain became stronger. Eddy grabbed his head. The aliens had taken his family. Now they were taking him. “Kill me! I don’t care anymore!” Eddy shrieked, unable to steady his voice.

Ah, family. A voice in his head—his own voice—said.

“Yes, you hate our enemies, too. They took your family from you.” The shape stood still staring at him, its eyes glowing white in the night.

Eddy clenched his teeth. The pain lightened, and he took a breath of relief.

“The pain they caused you,” the voice in his mind became deeper, “the pain they caused us!”

Images of another world flashed through Eddy’s mind. An alien who looked much like the shape standing before him sat in front of many electrical panels. The window in front of the alien showed a dusty land, full of smog and pollution. Another alien being knelt behind the other. It wore what appeared to be a robe, embellished with elaborate patterns, much like what Nezbollah wore. It appeared to Eddy that the alien kneeling was pleading to the other. In a flash, the kneeling alien disintegrated into ash. The vision faded, and Eddy found himself staring at the figure again.

The voice, now lighter, began again. “Our race divided into believers—the Netarius—and nonbelievers—the Solaryu. The Solaryu created new technologies, thinking they could live forever. They mined our home until there was nothing left and the air became foul. The male gender became extinct, and we could not multiply. We believers found strength in our faith and challenged the scientific scum for control before it was too late for us. They killed our leaders, and only a few of us escaped. We have been lying under your sea on life support. We knew our brethren would seek out the human race to use your bodies to carry forward our race once again. We will kill them before they can do this, once and for all.” A blinding white glow surrounded the shape. Eddy raised his hand to shield his eyes. “We will link with believers of your race, and together we will be strong. We can protect your race from our sick sisters.”

“Why do you need me?” Eddy, now kneeling, shook his head. “What can I do? I’m a fisherman.”

“You are loyal to your friends, I can tell. I need you to seek one of your own—a strong believer. His name is Joseph Baxter.” Images of a young man of medium build filled Eddy’s mind. He was a sharp-looking boy, but his dark-blue eyes hinted at something dark within.

“There is one you must watch for. A human and a creation of my race, Marcus Mireles. He is powerful, and he will kill you if he discovers who you are. Find Joseph at all costs. Do this and we can help your family.”

Eddy’s pulse quickened. “You will help me?”

“Yes, bring Joseph to me, and we can help you and yours. Submit to me.”

Eddy found his head lowering until it touched the ground, as though someone was pushing him down, but he did not fight. His mind crawled and tingled as what felt like clamps were being pressed into his brain. The pain he once felt dissipated, and he sensed warmth flood his limbs. He felt good.

“Who do you worship?”

His lips moved, and the words flowed without him willing them. “You, my savior.”

A pleased voice responded, “Come, witness my power. We have much to do.”

Eddy rose, his eyes focused on his leader. The mere thought of anyone who might bring harm to his lord infuriated him. He could never let that happen. He’d lay down his life for this amazing being.

Eddy followed the dark shape to the church to witness the savior’s arrival.​
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The singing of the choir and parishioners echoed in the church. Ryan Francis was happy to see that even Darren and his son Rudy were singing. Darren was a tough man, and his son was a little twerp who always did stupid things like stick his tongue out at other kids or laugh when disciplined. Neither would typically take part in any church events, much less singing. Perhaps they are finding God, he thought and glanced back at his music notes. The priest’s voice, though out of tune, was loud. Father James enjoyed the singing and always complimented Ryan for his singing voice.

Things had quieted down, it seemed, in the past week. Father James called those who were still in the outlying towns to attend mass. God would see to their protection, and it was important to pray for all those who were lost in the invasion. Darren brought his brat son, and they are singing. We need this!

Ryan glanced at Father James, who nodded to him with a smile as he belted out the lyrics. He smiled back and sang louder. No one would bother them. God was present. He could feel it. Closing his eyes, he sang strong and clear. He didn’t hear the opening of the large wooden doors at the entrance to the church. He also didn’t notice the singers’ voices fading. It wasn’t until he realized he no longer heard Father James’s voice that he opened his eyes, and the lyrics stuck in his throat as he tried to gasp at the being in front of him. A scraggly older man he knew to be a grumpy fisherman by the name of Eddy cowered near the large being dressed in elaborate robes.

It was tall—no, extremely tall. An alien, much like those that had invaded and destroyed so many lives recently. The robe was embroidered with a pattern Ryan had never seen before. A white glow surrounded the figure. It turned and looked at him, and its eyes were dark like the sea in the night, surrounded by a white glow. A chill passed over Ryan’s spine, and he shivered. Slowly, it turned and looked around the church. Father James slowly stepped forward and cleared his throat.

“This is a house of God. No violence needs to happen. You may pray with us.” Father James motioned to an empty pew.

The alien spoke with a loud voice, “I am your god. I am Nezbollah.”

“No, Jesus Christ is our lord.”

Stand in front of Father James, Nezbollah towered above the overweight priest. Father James backed away and tripped on one of the steps to the pulpit, but he caught himself.

“You will bow to me, and your followers will bow to me.” The alien pointed down to the priest with a long and dark finger. “You will find salvation with me.”

“No! You are not welcome in the house of God.” Father James shook as he held his ground.

Ryan watched as the glow around the alien grew to an almost blinding hot white. The alien raised its arms and shrieked. The stained glass windows lining the sides of the church shattered, sending small bits of glass to rain down on the parishioners, but instead of landing on them, hovered above their heads. Father James looked above in amazement.

“You are not welcome—”

“Enough! Bow to me.” Nezbollah waved her hand and sent the priest flying back to land on the floor. The boards beneath him creaked with the impact, and the priest gasped for breath.

Ryan moved to help Father James, but to his surprise, Darren stepped behind the alien and raised a pistol.

“Your kind took my wife. Time for you to rot in hell,” Darren shouted and pulled the trigger. The sound of the gun echoed in the halls. The bullet hovered in the air. Nezbollah didn’t turn. The bullet fell to the floor, clinking as it did so.

Darren screamed. Light blasted through his eyes. A moment later, the screaming stopped, and what had once been a large man was now a cloud of dust.

“Daddy!” Darren’s son, Rudy, sobbed.

That was last breath Rudy would breathe. A moment later, he was gone, like his father.

Ryan’s legs buckled, and he fought to keep his balance. He glanced at Father James, who was still gasping for air. Blood dripped down his chin to the floor, and he coughed, spewing the red fluid into the air. Father James looked at Ryan, and he could see a tear in the priest’s eye.

Nezbollah turned to face the parishioners. Some tried to run, but the doors slammed shut before they could. Eddy Royse stood in front of the doors with a strange look about him, as if he were being controlled, much like the others who were taken in the invasion. His eyes were vacant and his face devoid of expression. His lips curled upward in a slight smile.

“Bow to me. Submit to me. Then you shall live.” Nezbollah raised her arms.

“Don’t do it. This is a false god,” Father James tried his best to yell.

The glass bits, still hanging in mid-air, floated to the center of the church and formed into a ball. Slowly they drifted closer to where Father James lay on the floor. He glanced at the ball, then at Ryan.

Father James, glanced at Ryan as if to say, run, and looked back to the glass ball, now above him, and reached for his cross around his neck.

Nezbollah, still focused on the other parishioners, didn’t see Ryan as he crept closer to the side exit of the church. Ryan’s heartbeat pulsed in his neck. I can’t leave him. He glanced back at Father James, who was focused on the glass directly above him. Ryan reached back for the doorknob and turned it slowly so as to not make any noise.

Father James closed his eyes and prayed. “Our Father, who ar—”

The glass shards rained down on Father James with force. Blood sprayed into the air. Ryan covered his eyes. When he opened them again, he saw his friend, Father James, in pieces, glass stuck into his limbs. Run! Run! He told you to run! Ryan opened the door and stepped into the night. He ran. Shrieks replaced music and praying. Fear replaced hope. He stumbled on a rock and fell to the ground. Glancing back, the light shot out of the broken windows. The screams faded, and the only sound Ryan could hear were the waves in the distance. In the distance, the lights of an enormous vessel illuminated the ocean.

Ryan tried to catch his breath. His ankle throbbed, but his mind was on what he witnessed in the church. I need to warn others. That’s what Father wanted me to do. He nodded to himself and limped into the night.​
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Eddy stood quietly as he was instructed in front of the church doors. Seeing the big man and his boy disintegrated was odd. He should have felt sorry for them, he knew that, but he didn’t. For a moment, he thought he felt some emotion, but it was rubbed away as if an eraser were applied to his mind. He also felt some concern for this, but that, too, disappeared as fast as the concern rushed upon him. Instead, he stood and held his ground as he was told.

Hands reached for him, and tried to pull him away from the doors so others could escape, but as quickly as they touched him, they were pulled back followed by painful cries. A baby cried from somewhere in the room. It reminded him of when his own baby boy was in his arms. So he started humming a lullaby he used so many times to get his child to sleep. He smiled at the memories and the tune he hummed, not noticing a bloody hand reaching up for him from the floor. Nor did he notice the people stepping on each other in a panic trying to find an escape.

Eddy, the voice he longed to hear from spoke to him, Look to the other end of the church. A man is leaving. He does not worship me.

Eddy’s face flushed, and he clenched his hands. “I will make him worship you!” he shouted above the screams.

No, follow him. See where he is going and befriend him. He could lead others to our cause.

Eddy nodded and walked mindlessly through the throng of people in front of him. Some were dead on the floor. Others were bowing to their lord, as they should be. He saw the bloody heap of the priest and walked through a pool of blood, not paying attention to where he was stepping. He didn’t care. He had a mission.

The door was slightly ajar from where the man had slipped outside. I will make him know who his lord is. Eddy smiled. Nezbollah had enlightened him; she’d enlighten this man as well.

The night air was laden with salt and moisture. He could see faint footprints in the dirt path.

“I’ll find you, and I’ll save you, too,” he said to himself and smiled.

***​
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Stumbling, Ryan regained his balance before tripping again. His ankle throbbing, he stopped to sit on the ground beside the deserted road. A chill crept through his body and he shuddered. Late into the night, the air was cold and heavy with moisture. The changing leaves on the trees dripped with dew. Ryan massaged his ankle and glanced up to the night sky. Images of the scene he’d run from at the church flashed in his mind, and he closed his eyes to shut them out. I can’t think of that right now. I have to keep moving and find some shelter. It was warm during the days, but nights were cold now. A few nights stranded outdoors would be the end of him, and he knew it.

Rustling in the woods nearby startled him. He squinted to try and make any movement in the dark in front of him, but it was quiet again. Something is out there. Time to move! He pulled himself to his feet, fighting the urge to cry out with the pain he felt in his ankle. Spotting a stick nearby, he picked it up as a makeshift crutch and walked along the side of the empty road.

A twig snapped behind Ryan as he hobbled down the road. My God, what if that thing at the church is after me? He picked up the pace, and before each step on his bad ankle, he took deep breaths. A car sat vacant with the doors open a short distance ahead. He ran. Please! Please work! he thought as he ran faster. His heart pounded, and he forgot the pain in his ankle. Barely using the stick he’d picked up for a crutch, he gripped it tightly. I won’t let it get me! I have to warn everyone I meet.

Looking in the driver’s side, Ryan could see a pair of keys in the ignition. He reached in and turned the key with no luck. Panicking, he turned to look behind him. Nothing. He glanced back along the road, and everything was still. He needed a break, even if it was for only a moment. Cautiously, he sat in the driver’s seat and glanced at his ankle. It was swelling now and turning a dark shade of purple. He pictured himself sitting at home with the fire glowing, drinking a cup of cocoa and playing a game of cards with Father James. The priest’s smile and joyous laughter that he’d never see or hear again. Father James was his friend and mentor. He hoped someday, he’d be able to follow in Father James’s footsteps and lead the church as his mentor had done.

A knock at the other side of the car startled him, and he turned to see a face peering through the glass. Ryan yelled but regained himself when he saw the man smiling.

“You! How did you get away?”

“I was tricked somehow. Someone hit me and I came to. I ran out the door and never looked back. Messed up shit.”

Ryan sat for a minute, watching the man. He looked normal. If he wanted to kill me, he’d have found a way by now. Reaching over, Ryan unlocked the passenger side door to let the man in.

“Thank you . . . I’ve been following you for a while. You looked like you could use some help.” The older man smiled and held out his hand, “I’m Eddy. We never really met.”

Ryan shook the man’s hand. Something about the way Eddy looked at him seemed off. “Why didn’t you stop me then? Why were you next to that thing?”

Eddy pulled his hand back and squinted, “It took over me for a little time. During the commotion, someone hit me when they were trying to leave.” He rubbed his head. “I blacked out for a moment; that’s where I managed to sneak out. You can’t be sure who to trust now, can you?”

“No, you can’t.”

“Maybe you are one of them, sir. How could I know? That’s why I followed behind you—just to make sure you weren’t.”

Ryan studied his visitor. He doesn’t look like he wants to rip me apart. “What made you decide that I wasn’t one of them?”

“A little ankle pain wouldn’t stop one of them. And one of them wouldn’t be jumping at every little noise a clumsy fisherman makes.”

Ryan smiled. “Yes, I guess I am a little jumpy.”

Eddy nodded and smiled. “Now that we decided we aren’t about to kill each other, where you planning on driving this car with an empty gas tank?”

“I don’t know where I’m heading now. I just watched all of my friends die or join that vile thing from hell!”

Eddy shifted in his seat and clenched his fists as they rested on his legs. Ryan peered at him, his brows furrowed.

“Sorry, I lost friends, too.” Eddy relaxed.

“I need to find someplace to rest my ankle—it hurts so bad.” Ryan glanced to Eddy. “Do you know anyplace I can go that is safe?”

Eddy thought a minute. “So long as we agree we aren’t in the mood for killing each other, I have a shack on a side road not far ahead. Near one of my secret fishing holes—you can’t tell anyone.”

Ryan nodded and winced as he stood. Eddy ran around the car to offer support, and Ryan gladly accepted. The man’s arms were muscular and offered excellent support. The smell of booze was strong, and it amazed him that for smelling that drunk, Eddy could still walk by himself. He didn’t appear affected at all.

Ryan took a step forward and nearly fell. He was glad to have Eddy supporting him or he’d be on the ground.

“One step at a time, boy.” Eddy patted him on the back. “I got you.”​
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Eddy opened the door to the small cabin and let Ryan into the house first. Watching him made his blood boil. A young punk, all in his preppy clothing and pretty feathered brown hair; no respect for the Lord. Ryan limped ahead of him, and Eddy clenched his fists. It would be so easy. I could kill him now and be rid of this nonbeliever!

No! a commanding voice told him. We need to use him. He’ll lead us to other nonbelievers. Then we’ll make them believe or destroy them.

Eddy smiled. It would feel so nice to crush those who stand in their way—and with the force of the true god behind him, no one could stand a chance. Releasing his hands, he stepped behind the limping man and lit a nearby lamp. Power had been out for months now. “Have a seat. I’ll get something to take away the pain”

Ryan nodded and limped to an old leather recliner, breathing a sigh of relief when he sank into the chair. He took off his glasses to clean them before returning them to his round face.

“I’ve never been a religious man, but I have been to the church from time to time. You and the priest were pretty close?” Eddy asked as he walked to the kitchen to rummage for something to drink.

There was a silence before the other man spoke, his voice wavering, “Yes. I’ve known Father James since I was little. When my parents passed—were killed—Father helped me.”

Father! Father of what? A priest of a false god! Eddy gritted his teeth. He took a deep breath and pulled out the half-empty bottle of whisky, knocking over a photo of him and a young man at his side. Eddy picked it up and looked closer. The boy’s face sent an odd feeling through him. Why was the boy standing near him, and why was his arm around him? His head pulsed with the threat of a looming headache.

You have a task to do! the voice echoed in his mind. That picture is nothing. Just a boy you knew once, that is all.

Eddy slammed the photo on the counter and let go of thinking any further of the strange boy. The pressure he felt in his mind vanished. It felt so good to belong to his new family. He looked through the kitchen opening to see Ryan wiping away some new tears. So sad. He must feel so lost without the connection to the true lord. Eddy shook his head. He walked to where Ryan sat and handed him the bottle of whiskey.

Ryan tried to refuse, but Eddy handed it to him anyway.

“I don’t drink.”

“It will help your ankle. I’m sure your g—” He cut himself short. “I’m sure God will understand.”

Ryan took a swig of the whiskey and scowled at the burn.

“There ya go! A couple more of those and you’ll feel right as rain.” Eddy patted him on the shoulder.

“You drink this stuff? How?”

“It gets better with each sip.”

Ryan shook his head in disbelief and downed another sip, scowling slightly less this time. Eddy nodded in approval and lit the fireplace. The small cabin took on a warm glow from the growing fire, and Eddy sat in a nearby rickety rocking chair that creaked with every movement. Catching himself frowning at the other man, he forced himself to relax again. Ryan had another good swig of the whiskey and was relaxing in the chair. He didn’t seem to notice his ankle now at all.

“Feeling better, son?” Eddy asked.

“Yes, thanks. This drink isn’t bad after all.” The young man smiled. “When Father and me played chess together, we’d often drink wine.” He wiped another tear forming under his eye.

Just what kind of friend was this priest, anyway? Eddy was disgusted at the thought. “You said your family was taken?”

Ryan nodded and stared in to the fire. “We were home when it all started. We saw it all on the TV. My mom and dad knew they were evil. We all gathered around and prayed.” He wiped his eyes. “God wouldn’t let anything happen to those who followed him. That’s what we thought, and we were wrong.”

He took another swig of the whiskey. It was clear Ryan was past his threshold for booze. His face was slack, and his words were slurring.

Ryan smiled, a forced smile. “Why didn’t God help us?” The cup of booze in his hand slipped, and Eddy reached forward to catch it in time before settling back in his chair.

Sniffling, Ryan continued. “Mom wanted us to go to camp; she thought it would be safer than our house. My dad felt differently and said we needed to keep praying. That the Lord will use us as he needs.”

Eddy scoffed, and Ryan ignored him.

“So we stayed, and then they came. No one fought them. We all held hands and prayed.” Ryan sobbed now. “God didn’t help us! My mom, my dad, my brother . . . all of them, turned into those things!”

“How did you get away?” Eddy asked the younger man.

“I ran. My mom called for me. My dad tried to stop me, but I hit him. I hit my dad, hard. God, I can still hear my mom and brother begging me not to go and my dad on the floor, wiping the blood from his face. I ran out the back door as the infected men took my family.” He wiped his face once more and looked at Eddy, his eyes red in the firelight. “I left my family to be turned into those mindless things. God deserted me. I went to the only person I knew I could go to. Father took me in and helped me to understand I wasn’t alone. What about you? Did you lose anyone?”

Eddy jolted in his seat at the question. His head hurt again. “What?”

“Did you have family?”

Did I have family? The question made his heart race. “I . . . I . . . I don’t know.”

Ryan’s eyes appeared heavy and his head was tilted to the side. He was murmuring something about family that Eddy couldn’t make out.

He dug for memories, but nothing came. The more he dug, the more pain he felt in his mind. Family. He collapsed to his knees on the floor, the bottle of booze falling with him, rolling across the room.

Stop! The voice was back. Sleep. The light of the fire faded, and all became black.​
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The doors would open soon, and the infected would rush in and turn him into a mindless drone. Tim Eddins’s heart pounded. Think! He looked around the morgue room frantically. A stiff body lay on the examining table. About my size, he thought.

“Open the door!” a voice shouted, and the door was becoming loose.

Tim tore off his clothing down to his underwear and dressed the dead body. He stepped back a moment to review his work. The clothes fit fine enough. Plus, the drones wouldn’t know the difference. Now, for one more thing. He ran to the cabinets and pulled them out in a rush, searching. The drawers landed on the ground as he yanked them free. An extension cord lay in one and he smiled, snatching it up.

“Time to hang thyself!” he whispered, smiling.

Another bang at the door sounded. The chains Tim had draped around the handles shook. The drones must have found something to bash against the door.

Tim ran to the body and draped the cord around its neck. Climbing onto the table, he wrapped his arms around the stiff body and pulled it up as best he could. The body smelled of chemicals, and he tried not to breathe in the odor. He stood holding the body and the table wobbled, almost sending him to the floor. Well, wouldn’t that be great? Just break my leg and make it easier for them. With one arm still around the stiff body, he threw the remaining length of cord over the light hanging from the table.

Taking a deep breath, he hoisted the body up, and the light held. He wrapped the cord over the light several times before tying it off. Another bash at the door interrupted the process, and Tim was relieved to see the door was still closed. He jumped from the table and looked at the body dangling from the light, its feet resting oddly on the table. He released the brakes on the wheels. Carefully, he rolled the table from under the body. The light swayed and creaked, but it held.

“Thank god!” he grinned and rubbed his arms to ward off the chill of only wearing a pair of briefs. He scanned the room again looking for where to hide, but the only viable place was one of the body lockers against the wall. This day gets better and better. Sighing, he opened one of the doors and pulled himself inside to lay on his back. He closed the door behind his head, but left a crack so as not to lock himself in. The medical smell of past body storage made him want to gag.

CRASH!

Tim closed his eyes and did his best to steady his breathing. The metal bed underneath him was cold, and his back was aching already. He wanted to shift his position, but didn’t want to risk being heard.

The sound of footsteps stopped near what sounded to be the center of the room. It remained quiet for a moment, and then he heard shuffling away from the room and the door closing again. Tim exhaled quietly. Maybe it worked?

With no space to move, Tim listened intently for any additional sounds of movement outside. He glanced at his watch but couldn’t see anything. He could hear his heart beating. God, I can’t do this much longer, and I have to piss like the dickens! Wet underpants or potential conversion to a mindless alien. What to do?

Tim listened a moment longer for sounds that did not occur, then he took a deep breath and squeezed his arm past his head to push open the door. He turned to glance into the room and breathed a sigh of relief to see the people after him had given up the effort. He pulled himself out of the morgue cooler. Freezing, he ran to where the body hung and tugged on it. It wasn’t that secure anyway.

“God, he’s heavy!” he muttered and let the body drop to the floor. It landed with a thud, its head dented in from hitting the tile. “Thank you for your service!” he said quietly and removed his clothes from the body. It felt good to get dressed again, even if his clothes smelled funky now.

Rushing to the sink, Tim unzipped his pants and let loose. For as miserable as life had become, peeing, when really needing to go, was still a wonderful thing. Now to get out of here! He spotted the chain that had once kept the door locked. It was snapped in half. While it wouldn’t hold a door shut any longer, it would make a suitable weapon if necessary, so he grabbed it before leaving.

Peering out of the morgue, the hallway was empty. He crept around a corner to where the exit to the staircase was. Afraid to make a sound, he reluctantly opened the heavy door, gripping the chain in his hand.

To his relief, the stairwell was empty as well. The building had become eerily quiet, save for an occasional sound of a door opening somewhere in the distance or sometimes faint sounds of screaming. The emergency lights were active, casting shadows in the hallways. Watching his step in the dimly lit stairwell, Tim glanced at a body hunched over at the next landing. He inched forward to make sure it wasn’t moving, and it certainly was not. The deep indent in its head took care of that. He moved the corpse’s head up to look at its face and recognized him as an ER nurse. Spent his life saving people, and this is how he went out. Lowering the body to lay on its back, Tim rested the man’s hands over his stomach and gently closed his eyes.

“It’s the least I can do. Wish I could do more.”

A door closing from the stairwell above echoed in the empty space, signaling for him to keep moving. Keeping his steps as quiet as he could, Tim made it to the bottom of the stairs and stood behind the building exit. He cracked open the door to peer out before exiting. Daylight spilled into the stairwell, and he waited for his eyes to adjust. Whatever was in the stairwell with him was getting closer, and he didn’t want to find out if it was a drone. It’s clear, time to go! Tim took a deep breath and stepped out, letting the metal door shut tight behind him and wrapped the chain he still held around the handle.   

As he turned to leave, the door opened and was snagged by the chain. A hand reached out and grabbed him by his wrist.

“Join us! There is no escape!” a man’s voice yelled through the crack in the door.

Tim jumped and tried to pull himself away from the grip of the drone, but it would not give. “Let me go!”

“Be one with us.”

The drone’s grip on Tim’s wrist was strong. Too strong. Motion from ahead of him caught his eye. A group of people were walking toward him, faces devoid of expression. No! I didn’t come this far to end up like this! Blood pulsed through his veins, and adrenaline kicked in. Slamming his shoulder into the door, he heard the snap of bone breaking, but the hand still grasped his wrist. Pain did not bother the drone. Behind him, he could hear the people speaking the same verse in harmony: “We are one. Join us.”

Tim pulled the door back and slammed his shoulder into it again. Blood splattered through the door, and the hand that held him was connected only by some tendon and muscle. He glanced behind him, and the group was close now. This is it. My last chance. As hard as he could, he pulled the door back and rammed it one more time with his shoulder. There was a sick gushing noise as the door closed shut. Tim looked down and the hand still gripped his wrist tightly, but the arm was no longer connected to a body. It just hung in the air. I am hard to let go of! Prying the hand off his wrist, he looked behind him to see the group of closing in on him.

Nowhere to run, Tim picked up a brick laying on the ground and backed against the wall. Sweat trickled down his forehead and stung his eyes. There was no opening for him to escape. He knew he’d have to fight his way out or die trying. “Let’s get it over with!”

“You must joi—” a man closest to Tim stopped mid-sentence, and his face went slack. Any spark that was in the man’s eye’s dissipated and was blank.

The crowd stopped moving and stood still a moment longer. Only one person, an older woman, seemed to still be focused on him. She seemed as confused as Tim about the rest of the crowd’s loss of motivation. She picked up the speech, “You must join us!”

She took another step closer, and the rest of the crowd turned their gaze to the old woman.

Run! Tim didn’t hesitate and bolted past the crowd as their focus was on the older woman.

“No! What are you doing? You are all part of us!”

Tim heard the older woman command the crowd to stop, but they encircled her. Looking back as he ran, he could no longer see the woman, but the others were crowded around her and tearing at her. Pieces of bloodied clothing were torn and thrown into the air above the mob. Two others that had separated from the crowd were running after him. Tim turned and focused on his path ahead, on losing the two behind him. His attempts at keeping fit were paying off today. His heart pounded, but he refused to focus on it. I can’t let them get me alive.
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