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PRAISE FOR ASHLEY FONTAINNE

“I absolutely love this woman’s style and plots. Have to read anything and everything she writes. Awesome talent! Thanks, Ashley Fontainne, for creating such memorable works!”


~ Janelle Taylor, New York Times bestselling author



“Ashley Fontainne proves with Number Seventy-Five that she’s a talent to watch.”



~ Raymond Benson, author of The Black Stiletto series



“Ashley Fontainne has written her best and most compelling book to date. A multi-layered thriller with strong characters and emotions that grab the reader from page one to the shocking ending. Murder, betrayal, and lies bind a Southern family in a very Fatal Agreement.”



~ Elaine Raco Chase, bestselling author



“A gritty, realistic, deftly crafted novel, Ruined Wings is a simply riveting read from beginning to end…a significant, relevant, and highly recommended addition for personal reading lists, as well as community and academic library collections.”



~ Midwest Book Reviews



“Ashley Fontainne has penned a captivating story with her prime character torn between deep personal anguish and a new danger to the people he has sworn to serve and protect…This is a must read for anyone who likes getting the hell scared out of them, which is what Ashley Fontainne does best in her writings.” 



~Arkansas Hall of Fame writer Del Garrett, author of WHILE THE ANGELS SLEPT 



“…hooked me into this story from the very first line. Tidwell is an empathetic character that readers will root for in his rise to heroism. Tidwell is reminiscent of Craig Johnson’s Walt Longmire: rugged, aloof, extremely broken, and far more complicated than what he appears to be on the surface. As for the plot, fans of Frank Perretti’s This Present Darkness Series will enjoy it. Though Fontainne’s story has an obvious Christian message, I believe the story’s pervasive darkness and eventual redemption can be appreciated by the secular reader as well, especially one who is into paranormal thrillers. Overall, Many is profoundly engaging and emotionally wrought. At times, I’d even say it is outright terrifying. Ashley Fontainne is truly a master of the description required for the short story, revealing just enough to draw the reader into the plot.” 


~ Timothy R. Baldwin for Readers’ Favorite
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Chapter 1 - Paralyzed


Saturday, December 20th – 10:15 a.m.


EVERETT SITS ON THE cold chair in the lab while staring at all the dusty, ruined equipment. Though he’d been to the facility twice to clean up after Daryl Riverside kidnapped him and killed the rest of the staff and test subjects, the area is still messy. Riverside had destroyed all the computers, leaving piles of crushed plastic and metal innards strewn across the room. He breathed a sigh of relief while conducting an inventory earlier, discovering the only items Daryl ruined were the computers. With no human inhabitants to care for what was left of the workspace, dust accumulated over all the shiny metal and glass surfaces.

Even though Dirk and the others had removed the bodies of Dr. Thomas and Dr. Flint, along with the twenty-five former addicts, the entire underground haven retains the rancid odor of death. The worst of the stench emanates from the lab. Dirk had been preoccupied with burying the twenty-seven innocents murdered in a secluded spot near the cave and neglected the lab. When Everett returned to the facility for the first time three months after the nightmare in Laredo, he’d been greeted by carnage. Rows and rows of cages housing hundreds of mice for testing were full of rank, rotting little corpses.

The stench faded over time yet traces of it remain embedded in every crevice of the workspace. When the small group arrived earlier and the doors were unlocked, the odor nearly made him puke.

He is exhausted; mentally and physically spent, with no reserves left to get up and find a pen or figure out what to do next. His mind is awash in a buzz of white nothingness. Everything around him is familiar yet seems out of place. Vials, beakers, syringes, cages, computers, all of it. He feels just like a prepubescent boy who spent countless hours looking through his father’s stash of porn, and then actually seeing his first naked girl. The sensation of not having a clue what to do next has left him dazed and confused.

The nightmare of the fact dead people are now walking around eating the living makes him feel like he is the star of the most colossal horror movie ever conceived.

“Dr. Berning?”

Without raising his head, he sighs, long and deep. “Yes?”

Dirk walks across the room and sits on a stool on the other side of the counter. “Have you eaten or drank anything yet?”

“No.”

“I figured. Here.” Dirk slides over a bottle of water and a protein bar.

“I’m afraid you’d be wasting precious supplies, Dirk. I’d just throw it up. My body’s reaction to the unreal chain of events won’t be pretty. Old man’s stomach, you know.”

“If you don’t eat, you’ll pass out. I’m the only one here qualified to start an IV and believe me, that’s not saying much. Haven’t done it in years. I’m rusty, so it would be a painful experience.”

Blowing out his breath, he grabs the bottle and bar, taking two small sips and one little bite. “There. Happy?”

Dirk’s lips curve into a snide grin. “First thing that’s made me smile all day.”

He stares at Dirk’s face, noting the worry and stress behind the man’s dark eyes. “Huh. Guess we won’t take even the smallest of things for granted anymore, right?”

“Nope.” Dirk leans across the counter and picks up an empty vial, rolling it around with his fingers, studying it with mild curiosity. “Now, stop moping around and tell me what you need from me.”

“And us.”

Both men turn at the sound of Kevin Warton’s voice. The former soldier stands in the doorway, cheeks flushed, hands clasped in front of a slender waist. The rest of the men are behind him.

“I…I don’t even know where to start. All this is just too unreal to even grasp.” Everett hangs his head in shame. “I’m at a loss as to what to do next. My mind is in total gridlock. Overstimulation of my neurons has rendered me useless.”

“Getting the lab cleaned up and ready to use seems like a good place to start.” Kevin steps inside; the others follow and in seconds, the lab is full of six men, all staring at Everett and waiting for instructions.

“Excellent idea. This place stinks.” Thomas Porterfield crinkles his nose. “I hate the stench of death.”

“If we don’t want to keep smelling it above ground then we need to get going. We’ve got faith in you, Doc. None of us would have signed up for this gig if we didn’t.”

Kevin’s comment snaps Everett out of his funk. He pulls his gaze from the dusty table and stares into the man’s eyes. “Your loyalty was sorely misplaced, Mr. Warton. As I told Mr. Kincanon earlier, my contribution to mankind was to wipe out addiction. That’s been accomplished but it certainly doesn’t matter now. The world has been hit—no, invaded—with some sort of biological contagion never seen or heard of before. I can’t fix this. We can’t fix this. It’s over, don’t you get that?”

Thomas moves closer, bright green eyes full of anger, stopping less than five feet from Everett and glares at him. The familiar, childhood fear of a burly bully ready to pounce on him makes his heart race.

“Pull yourself together, Dr. Berning. Fall apart later after you figure out what sort of bug we’re dealing with. At the very least, we need to know how it’s transmitted and how to protect ourselves from getting infected.”

“Thomas—please.” Dirk holds up his hand, silencing Thomas’s fury. “Anger isn’t going to help either. Dr. Berning? I know you’re upset—we all are—but we’re safe here. No one knows the location and the doors are secured. No one will get in here unless we let them inside. We have plenty of food and supplies to last for a year—longer if we ration wisely. Treat this nightmare as your degree thesis. Figure out what the hell we are dealing with first and then formulate a counterattack. You’ll be graded on your success.”

He tries stopping the anger from seeping into his voice, but it doesn’t work. He glares at Dirk. “We left those people out there and didn’t even check on them. What if they survived the crash and needed our help?”

Kevin opens his mouth to reply but Dirk snaps his fingers, and the man remains silent. “Trust me, they didn’t survive. They came in too fast, and no one ejected before the jet slammed into the ground.”

“You can’t possibly know for sure! If I recall correctly, you were on top of me plus the cloud cover blocked any visibility. What if one of them survived the initial impact? We condemned them to death without even batting an eye!”

“Dr. Berning, I realize you have no combat experience, but we all do.” Dirk lowers his voice and eases his tone. “No one could have lived after crashing at such a high rate of speed. With all the shit going on, that’s what you’re worried about?”

“Yes!” He rises, pacing the floor like a maniac. “It took us what—less than two hours—to turn into selfish creatures? Ones unwilling to help save lives. We just walked away so we could save our own asses, and now all of you are looking to me to save the remainder of humanity. Hypocrisy at its finest. You’re all government grunts for sure!”

“I don’t recall seeing you turn around and run to their aid, ol’ noble Dr. Berning.” Thomas glares at him, cheeks flushing to deep crimson. “Nor do I remember hearing you ask any of us to render assistance. Congratulations on your newest discovery—you’re just as human as the rest of us and when it comes down to brass tacks, you save your own ass first.”

In a fit of rage, Everett grabs the closest beaker and launches it against the wall. “You’re right, Mr. Porterfield. I’m a selfish bastard, which is why I won’t do a fucking thing to solve this—but it’s not because I don’t want to—it’s because I simply cannot.”

The room falls silent after his tirade. Without looking at any of them, he storms out of the lab and limps toward his old room as terror, fury, and shame jockey for control of his mind.

By the time he reaches the door, terror takes control. He succumbs to the overwhelming fear and collapses onto the old cot, body quaking as the magnitude of the situation sweeps through his mind.

He sobs, wishing Dr. Flint and Dr. Thomas were still alive because he has no clue what to do in this strange, new reality.


Chapter 2  - Liberating the School


Saturday, December 20th – 10:15 a.m.


WALT ADDISON GLANCES in the rearview mirror just in time to see Martha’s Humvee take out two of the shuffling corpses in the parking lot. Blood and gore explode over the hood and windshield as the vehicle bobs. Tires mash the bodies, pulverizing them into piles of flesh, leaving behind nothing except a mangled conglomeration of flesh and torn clothing. His stomach lurches when a small horde of the dead descend on their downed comrades.

“Interesting. At least I know they aren’t picky eaters. Good information to hang on to for later.”

Focusing back on the road in front of him, he guns the engine. The tires squeal after cranking the wheel to the right, turning onto Highway 270. An unmanned roadblock of several Humvees and barricades looms in the distance. Squinting, he searches for any signs of soldier, sees none, and pushes his foot down harder on the pedal, blowing through the wooden markers. Glancing in the side mirror, he sees Martha, Reed, Turner, and the others follow his lead.

While driving, thoughts of what happened during the last three hours are threatening to shove him over sanity’s edge. He’s prepared for a variety of catastrophic events, including a biological attack. Curt Campbell’s vision of the end happened because of an electromagnetic pulse attack either from a foreign or domestic enemy. Lamar Wilson’s was global warming, and his basement is full of all sorts of charts, graphs, research reports and the like, all touting the immense damage created by millions of people living on Mother Earth. During monthly prepper meetings, Lamar bent ears about environmental pollutants, dumping of toxic waste, and climate change, among other things.

Another member who was quite vocal in his opinions was Cary Woodson. His end of the world scenario revolved around some nutso dictator sitting in his office, pushing the red button, and detonating a nuclear bomb. During the last few years, Cary also voiced concerns over the likelihood of some terrorist group bringing or even manufacturing a dirty bomb on American soil.

Yet another member feared invasive species taking over. He quietly chuckles at the memory of Ronald Hope standing in front of the group with a PowerPoint presentation of the dangers of kudzu overtaking everything with their clingy vines. Ronald believed the plant would choke out the ground, thus ending the ability of farmers to grow enough food to feed an ever-growing society.

Though some reasons seemed almost comical, all the members of the prepper group agreed the world couldn’t survive another fifty years. Most of them are his age, and there was an unspoken common understanding the end probably wouldn’t happen during their lifetimes. However, for the sake of their families and future generations, they all agreed to be prepared.

Ever since leaving the military, he’s leaned toward a biological attack because he’d seen up close and personal the effects of chemical weapons on soldiers and innocent civilians. Any madman with money could acquire access to dangerous, volatile chemicals. A man with power and connections could hire—or force—scientists to create new strains, new forms, new atrocities capable of destroying flesh by dangling money.

Yet none of their training, none of the off-the-wall scenarios came close to preparing them for what is happening now. The thought of people turning into walking corpses feasting on the flesh of others was too preposterous and laughable to even contemplate, and yet, that is exactly what they are dealing with—horror movie shit.

“Fucking government. I guarantee you they did this. In their quest to conquer the entire world, they unleashed something deadly into the populace.”

Pushing the insanity aside, he forces himself to concentrate on the task at hand because there simply isn’t time, and he certainly isn’t the person, to figure out how the hell dead bodies reanimate.

The plan to storm the school is extremely risky, and since he is alone with his thoughts, his true feelings emerge. No matter the moral reasons behind the crazy quest, the group is heading straight into a death trap. He is a good bullshitter and could make it past the freaked-out grunts with minimal effort, but the infamous Lt. Pack—and others like him still inside the school—won’t be so easy to manipulate. The best course of action would be to take Lt. Pack out of the picture.

The thought makes his head spin. As the school parking lot comes into view, he slams a fist against the dashboard. “Dammit, Turner! All over a piece of ass! We should be arriving at the cave, or at least close, by now.”

Releasing a bit of anger helped calm his nerves. In seconds, he pulls into the parking lot of Malvern High School and the place is packed and not one space available. Cars, trucks, and SUVs litter the blacktop, some even parked along the small berm separating the school from the street. He zigzags through the silent vehicles until reaching the back area where the teachers and staff normally park, only to find more Humvees crammed in the spaces than when they fled earlier.

Numerous dead bodies lay on the blacktop from the earlier skirmish, so he averts his gaze, refusing to let the horror of the situation take control of his mind.

Swinging around so the vehicle is facing the exit, he shuts the engine down and waits until the remainder of the group arrives and parks in the exact same manner. Deputies Bailey and Allsop are the final stragglers. Taking a deep breath, he offers a silent prayer for God to watch over them and exits the Humvee.

Lamar walks over to the window and peers inside, scouring the interior. Walt waits until everyone else gathers close to speak. “Allsop and Bailey—since you two are still in uniform and locals will recognize you, stay stationed by the back door. Once we get groups outside, they won’t hesitate to follow a friendly face. Keep your engines running and leave together once full up.”

“Gotcha,” both men reply in unison.

“The first item on the agenda is finding Lt. Pack, and anyone else ranked sergeant or above. Let me do the talking. I’ll convince them an urgent message from the governor awaits and they need to follow us. We’ll bring them out back, secure them, and then start evacuating the civilians.”

“This ain’t gonna work, Dad. What if—”

“No time for what ifs, Turner.” Reed interrupts. “Your dad’s right. We must do this now. Time’s wasting. We walk in with a purpose and don’t veer from it. All those people trapped inside are depending on us to get them to safety, they just don’t know it yet.”

“Walt, what happens if we come across someone who’s sick?” Martha asks.

“Bypass them for now. We must get the healthy out first.”

Lamar joins them with a smile on his face. “Don’t worry, y’all. This is gonna be a piece of cake. There’re twenty-five grunts inside, two sergeants, and only one dirty lieutenant.”

Walt grins. “What’s their position?”

“A lone grunt is stationed by the main door, and the lieutenant and other sergeant are huddled together in the kitchen staring at maps. Both look scared outta their granny panties.”

“Guess there ain’t no need for my little story to lure them out with then.” Walt chuckles. “Easy pickings.”

Reed points to the building. “How many people are inside, Lamar? Do any look sick?”

“Didn’t see any that looked sick, but kinda hard to tell without a closer look. I counted about two hundred civvies, and they’re all gathered near the kitchen doors. There’s a slew of dead bodies close to the front entrance. Seems they’re steering clear of them.”

“Jesus, how in the world will we get everyone out in time?” Turner’s face blanches. “And what about everyone else who ain’t here? How we gonna warn them what’s going on?”

“One crisis at a time, son. Okay, here’s the plan: Martha, you and Turner come with me. We’ll get Lt. Pack and his cohort. Lamar, you go with Reed and fetch the other fool. Deputy Bailey, you and Allsop got your cuffs with you?”

“Yes.” Bailey nods. “But we each only have one set.”

“Then I guess one of them will just need to take a nap.” Walt pats the butt of his rifle. “After we secure the trio, we’ll round up the remaining grunts and then get our friends and neighbors to safety. Got it?”

They all nod in agreement.

Walt and Martha lead the group across the blacktop toward the back door, guns ready and hearts pounding with dread.

Once in place, he glances at his beautiful wife, noting the fear behind her eyes, along with determination. Her blue eyes shimmer in the bright sunlight. He winks and motions with his head for her to move behind him. She returns the wink and complies.

Yanking the door open, he bursts inside the kitchen, gun pointed at the head of the lieutenant. Martha and Turner split off and flank right, their own weapons trained on the sergeant.

“Hands up and mouths shut, or my face is the last one you’ll ever see.” Walt orders.

The two men freeze. Lt. Pack stands next to the seated sergeant, his hulking frame crammed inside an ill-fitting uniform stained with blood. Two rifles sit on the counter out of reach, Beretta M9s resting snugly on both of their hips.

Sizing his quarry up, he surmises the lieutenant is six-foot-two, possesses the solid build of a linebacker, has a harsh face with a square jawline and dark brown, unreadable eyes. Lt. Pack is a formidable opponent, maybe forty, judging by the deep lines on his forehead and around his orbital bones. From his periphery, he sees the sergeant is smaller yet leaner. Maybe thirty tops.

Reed and Lamar come up from the right, moving past them until reaching the entryway to the cafeteria. He gives a slight nod and the two disappear through the doors.

The lieutenant’s steely, furious gaze never leaves his own, and with slow, calculated movements, he raises his arms in compliance with Walt’ order. The sergeant next to him is young, scared, and stupid, and like a fool, he reaches for his weapon. His arm moves less than two inches before Martha rams the butt of her rifle into his wimpy face, knocking the bastard from his perch.

“That wasn’t necessary. He is just doing his job.”

“Shut up, Lt. Pack.” Walt’s deep baritone commands attention. “I ain’t got no time for giving orders twice. Here’s a new set: help your buddy to his feet and let’s take this out back. No tricks or sudden movements or we will shoot. Got it?”

The hatred behind the soldier’s eyes is almost palpable. Walt grins, but it isn’t a friendly gesture. Martha and Turner move to the door and open it. The lieutenant finishes giving Walt the evil eye, bends down, and yanks the sergeant to his feet. In seconds, they are back out in the bright daylight.

Allsop and Bailey are ready. They cuff both soldiers.

“Local militia. I knew it.” Lt. Pack glares at his captors. “Been begging for years for the higher-ups to wipe you all out. Now, when the world crashes around us, you bastards swoop in and try to take control when you have no idea what’s really going on!”

Walt’s right arm connects with Pack’s bulbous nose, and the force of the punch knocks the big man to his knees. “That’s for not keeping your hole shut and for giving the order to kill innocent people. Fucking pussy! You’re supposed to help your fellow citizens, not kill them!”

“That’s enough! We don’t have time to see who has the bigger dick between the two of you.” Martha stomps her feet. “Lt. Pack, are you still in communication with HQ?”

“Like I’m really going to answer that honestly.” Pack spits out a mouthful of blood in Walt’s direction. The heavy dollop lands next to his boot.

Martha immediately reacts, jamming the tip of the rifle against Pack’s temple. “There’s a bullet in here with your name on it. If you want it to remain in the barrel and not rip through your head, you’ll comply.”

“Fuck you, bitch.”

“Hold up there, honey.” Walt fears she’s about to make good on her word as anger flashes behind her vibrant blue eyes and the electrical current in the air shifts. “Geez, you’re just as antsy as Chief Parker. Let’s see what happens with this.”

He snatches the radio from Pack’s waist, but before getting the chance to test his theory, Lamar and Reed return with a captive soldier who looks like he is close to pissing himself or fainting. He mentally bets a wet stain will appear on the front of the fatigues right before the government tool passes out.

“Let’s get you tied up real nice so you can join your fellow killers.” Lamar extracts a short length of nylon rope from his pocket and in a flash, binds the third hostage.

“What’s your call sign, boy?” Walt directs the question to the soldier Martha clocked earlier.

A pair of defiant green eyes already swelling from the impact of the rifle glare at Martha, yet the boy remains silent. For emphasis, she raises her weapon above her head as though a baseball bat. “I’ll give you to three, and I’ve already ticked off one and two.”

“Don’t you say a word!” Pack yells.

Shifting his gaze between the lieutenant and Martha, the boy’s defiance dims, replaced by dejection. “Contain 2 Actual. Won’t do you a bit of good though. Ain’t nobody answering on the other end. Been silent for the past ten minutes.”

Walt ignores him and presses the button. “Contain 2 Actual to base.”

The sounds of static fill the back parking lot. He tried three more times, each with the same results.

“I told you. We’re on our own,” the sergeant mutters.

“Then there ain’t nobody to miss you.” Walt glances around and notices a small area to the right used to store garbage. It is surrounded by a ten-foot chain link fence to keep foraging animals out. The only way in or out is from a door outside the kitchen. Motioning toward the area, he addresses the group. “Let’s get them secured in there and get to work. Got a lot of people to rescue.”

“We can help. you know.” Pack offers.

“Pft! You’ve been so helpful already.” Martha grumbles.

“I’m serious. You don’t really think we were going to just kill those poor people and leave, do you?”

Turner steps forward, aiming the barrel of his rifle inches from Pack’s head. “Right up until the end, government puppets still lie. Move!”

Walt grins, proud of his boy for finally seeing the light, yet sad it took him so long.


Chapter 3 - Adventures at Walmart


Saturday, December 20th – 10:25 a.m.


REGINA IS SHAKING by the time she pulls into the parking lot. Squinting through the bloody windshield, she silently curses the fools who prepped the Humvee. After demolishing the first dead corpse she hit leaving the jail, brain matter and other chunks of gore stuck to the glass and when she turned flicked on the wipers, no cleaner came out because someone neglected to check the windshield washer fluid levels.

Then again, who had time to address such a minute task when people are turning into undead cannibals?

Susie cried the entire four-minute drive and no amount of comfort offered by Jesse seemed to help. Regina remained silent, using all her concentration on navigating the clogged roads full of stalled vehicles and the dead. However, the minute the familiar location appeared, the girl’s tears dried up. She almost laughs at the absurdity.

Welcome to Walmart. Get in and hunker down as the world ends! That should be their new motto.

She scans the area, grateful there are only a few cars parked in the spots, yet even without all the crazy shit happening, it is sort of eerie to see the vast expanse of blacktop empty. The only other time she’s seen so many available spaces was after the building suffered major damage from an F-3 tornado in 2003.

“Mom?”

“Yes?”

Jesse leans forward while peering out the window. “I think we’ll need to use the back bay door in automotive.”

Regina slows the Humvee down to a crawl and follows Jesse’s gaze, homing in on the front glass doors. Inside the first set are countless bodies in various states of dismemberment, and a throng of at least fifteen creatures surround the pile, ripping and chomping their way through the bloody mess.

Susie screams.

“Hush, Susie!” Regina’s heart skips two beats as the ghoulish diners turn their attention toward the noise.

Jesse climbs into the backseat and cradles the terrified girl in her arms, trying to quell her fears, but the gesture doesn’t work because Susie continues screaming at the top of her voice, forcing Jesse to clamp her hand over the girl’s mouth.

Regina tromps on the gas pedal and jerks the wheel, zigzagging through the parking lot toward the back of the store.

“Hurry, Mom! Look! Only one bay door is open!”

Seconds later, she pulls into the first bay, thankful all the other doors are shut, and no one is inside. She exits the Humvee and whispers, “Stay put.”

In a few steps, she is at the bay door, grabs the latch, and pulls the rollup metal door down. A a cold shiver races up her spine at the sound of feet running and the disgusting, mewling grumbles, which grow louder. Refusing to look and see how close the horde is, she focuses all her attention on securing the bay door. The second it shuts, she steals a peek through the small, dirty window. Her mouth goes dry upon seeing the mob of dead less than twenty feet from the door.
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