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​​Dear Reader,
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The release of the first story in the Sandbox corner of The Rise Universe has been far too long in coming. I started it right after Rise Mind Over Matter was released, but a great many things hindered the process. There were life & health issues I did not see coming, and while those things did slow the progression of Sandbox down, I don’t feel they were the main cause of the delays. The biggest cause of the delays was me. I’d get several pages or even chapters written and find they just didn’t feel right, they didn’t speak to me. Knowing if they didn’t speak to me, they wouldn’t speak to you, I’d scrap them and begin fresh. There were a few times I decided I was simply overthinking it and went forward with announcing release dates, each time something delayed it. At least one of those times, I believe some sort of intervention took place because my software went completely nuts and corrupted the file. I was furious and frustrated at the time, but looking back on it, I’m glad it happened because that version of Sandbox was not what it should have been. 

I feel the story and characters were leading me to where I was meant to go with this story. I have always believed a writer should listen to their characters and trust them. I had failed to do that with Sandbox in the beginning, and boy, did they teach me a lesson for that. Once I stopped fighting them, they took me on a wonderful if sometimes heartbreaking adventure, and I hope they do the same for you. I sincerely hope I have done their journey justice, as well as lived up to your expectations.

As you read this, I am working on the next addition to The Rise Universe, City of Hope, along with the third installment of Rise. Soon, you will also see the release of a new series I am working on, Hearts and Stars. This series will be considerably different than what most of you have come to expect from me, but it is something I have wanted to do for a long time, and I am particularly passionate about it. The first two releases from the series will be Like the Waltons and Popaw’s Country Store. I hope you will join me on those journeys as well. To keep up with progress and release dates for City of Hope, the third Rise installment, Like the Waltons, or Popaw’s Country Store keep an eye on our website, cmstarscreations.com, or join our Discord, CM Stars Creations Town Square. You can find a link to join the Discord via my Twitter, @MandyC_Moore. I’d love to see you there!

Thank you so much for the support you have shown for my work, and I hope I continue to earn that support. Now, welcome to Sandbox! 

Much Love and Hugs!

Mandy

P.S. Don’t forget, keep reaching for the stars! ​
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CHAPTER 1
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JC watched the Virginia countryside roll by as Mike steered the SUV along the bumpy, winding dirt road. While JC couldn’t deny the beauty of the area, he couldn’t figure out what Mike found so important he’d had him fly in from Chile.

“Cousin, you know I love you like a brother, but I am beginning to think you’ve lost your marbles,” JC told Mike. “Where are we going, man?”

Mike glanced over with a grin. “Relax. I promise you’re going to love it.”

“Love what?”

Mike pointed ahead of them. “That.”

Initially thinking a glare on the windshield was causing him to see things in a distorted manor, JC leaned up to get a better look. It took a moment for him to realize he was in fact seeing what appeared to be the top of a castle peeking out from above the trees. “What the hell?”

Mike beamed with pride. “Magnificent, isn’t it?”

Soon Mike brought the SUV to a stop in front of a medieval village, complete with a castle. The grounds were horribly overgrown, and the buildings were quite rundown. Nevertheless, it was still a medieval village hidden away in the hills of Virginia.

“Explain,” JC demanded.

As they explored the village, Mike told JC the story behind Virginia’s unlikely medieval town and how he’d come to find it. Mike had been in Virginia for work when there’d been a delay on one of the projects he was heading up. He could have gone back home to Texas until things were resolved, but he’d decided to use the down time as a mini vacation and get to know more of Virginia. He’d rented the SUV and started visiting sites and areas the locals told him about. On one of those outings he had gotten lost in an area with unreliable cell reception. He was initially very frustrated, but then he stumbled across the village. His frustration quickly gave way to curiosity and wonder. He spent some time exploring it before forcing himself to leave and find his way back to civilization and the bed and breakfast he was staying in. After grabbing a bite to eat, he’d went back to his room and pulled out his laptop. He wanted to find out everything he could about the village, including who owned it.

Through his research he learned it had once been a Renaissance faire. The faire had been extremely popular at one time with visitors coming from across the country to experience it firsthand. It was so successful during its first few years of operation the company had made plans to expand it, but those plans would never see fruition. Business began to decline, visitors citing the heat and insects as the main reasons they stopped going. The company struggled to keep the faire open for a few more years but ultimately closed it for good in the late nineties. The village had been left to rot ever since.

JC smacked a mosquito that had landed on his arm. “It is a tad warm for fall, and the mosquitoes are the size of pelicans.”

“Look past that,” Mike pled. “Picture the grounds cleaned up and landscaped. Picture the buildings completely restored and new buildings of the same style or complimentary styles intermingled with them.”

“Why should I do that?” 

Mike nervously took a deep breath before launching into an impassioned explanation. He wanted to buy the village, restore it, build new additions, and turn it into a community for creative and intelligent people, the “nerds” of the world. It would be a place where they could live and work together with complete freedom from the unkind judgements and taunts so many still heaped upon them. In this community “nerdy” kids would be revered instead of tormented. “Geeky” adults would be surrounded by like-minded people. They would gladly accept and welcome those who also accepted them.

“Sounds like a hippie commune,” JC teased.

“Seriously?!”

JC sighed. “Seriously, I love the idea. A whole town where creativity and intelligence are nurtured and celebrated would be amazing on every level, but you must be realistic. This is a massive undertaking, and the cost will be astronomical.”

Mike rolled his eyes. “Come on! We’ve both made more money than we’ll ever need in our lives. As for the heat and bugs, if we can’t figure out a solution, we know enough scientists and engineers that one of them will be able to come up with something. With the right materials and contractors salvaging these buildings and constructing new ones it will be a breeze. In short, it’s all simply a case of mind over matter.”

“So, you want me to invest in this?”

“I want you to be my partner, my co-founder,” Mike beamed. “I want this to be the eutopia we both retire to and live out our golden years with people we can relate to.”

“Under one condition. I can make the appropriate fortifications.”

Mike rolled his eyes again.

“Mock me if you wish,” JC retorted, “but there is no doubt in my mind this world is heading for a catastrophic event. If it turns out I am wrong, which it will not, then no harm, no foul.”

“Can you do it without making the place look like an army bunker?”

“Um, yes. Yes, I believe I can do that.”

A big smile spread across Mike’s face as he held his hand out to JC to shake. “Alright then, partner.”​
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THREE MONTHS LATER, after negotiating an acceptable purchase price, Mike and JC closed on their very own medieval village and wasted no time getting to work. Their first order of business was to hire a crew to help them clear the property of debris and overgrowth, a task that took several weeks. They then had each structure on the property evaluated to determine which ones were salvageable. To their delight, only two were deemed to be completely beyond salvation, and the castle was among the salvageable. They decided to use materials from the two buildings that couldn’t be salvaged to build unique structures and features in the courtyard they planned to build behind the castle.

From there they had the first of three of the new buildings resurrected, two houses and a workshop. The workshop was very large to accommodate many of the materials and tools they anticipated needing in the restoration of existing structures as well as the construction of new structures and features. One of the two houses was for Mike and the other was for JC. Each house was specifically designed to suit the personality and style of its new owner.

Mike’s house very much reflected the medieval theme of the town but did incorporate some basic modern comforts such as electricity, running water, appliances, and televisions, but that was the extent of how much he would allow the modern world to creep into his new home. His reasoning behind it was he spent all day every day working with some of the most advanced technology in the world and wanted his home to reflect a simpler life. In stark contrast, JC considered technology to be life, despite the fact he’d grown quite fond of the medieval architecture since they’d bought the village. As a result, his home was equipped with every modern convenience found in most homes along with some that only a tech obsessed scientist would install in a home. JC did take measures to ensure it was all cleverly designed to blend in with the medieval style of the home.

After their homes and the workshop were completed, the cousins had each turned their attentions to the projects they were most passionate about. For Mike that meant the restoration of the other structures on the property, and for JC it meant fortifying the property against the catastrophic event he felt certain was coming. While Mike started by getting to work on the castle, which he intended to house all the village’s major operations and government offices, JC went about designing an elaborate wall that would encompass the entire perimeter of the town. In keeping with the medieval theme, he decided to put a moat around the exterior of the wall with a reinforced drawbridge being the main entrance into the town. In his eyes, not only did the moat preserve the medieval feel, but it was also one more measure of security. He considered building the wall and moat to average medieval specs but decided it might be overkill. There was no doubt it would be a big financial hit, but he still wanted them to present an extraordinary obstacle for whoever or whatever might pose a threat to their town. In the end he decided the moat would be made of reinforced concrete seven feet deep and twelve feet wide while the wall would be twenty feet tall and four feet thick and also made of reinforced concrete. To make the concrete more aesthetically pleasing he opted to cover it with a layer of thin stone.

The cousins installed sewer and solar power systems and erected a large farm at the back of the town with the intent of making the town as self-sustaining as possible. At JC’s insistence, a series of underground facilities and panic rooms were put into place, all with the catastrophe he predicted in mind. Mike thought JC was being a bit paranoid and going overboard, but he was so thrilled to have JC working with him that he didn’t attempt to rein him in. Besides, he thought the farm and solar power were good ideas. He even suggested adding some windmills citing they would be a good source of backup energy on top of being charming. By the time they completed the town a few years later it consisted of the castle, an eight acre farm, a small water treatment facility, the sewer system, the solar system, the windmills, the underground facilities, Mike’s home, JC’s home, a two acre lake, two restaurants, a theatre for plays and musical performances, a movie theatre, a park, a school, the workshop, a medical facility, a small ten unit apartment building, and thirty more houses of varying sizes.

JC and Mike began to look for residents to populate their town by mentioning it to like-minded friends and colleagues who ran in the same circles they did. It didn’t take long for word to spread resulting in JC and Mike receiving calls from the likes of artists, writers, scientists, and computer wizzes to name a few. Dozens of people looking for a place to belong were excited to learn of this new town and eager to become part of it. The cousins began the process of screening prospective residents and decided the time had come to name their town. After much consideration they christened it Sandbox, a name that was tied to JC’s love of gaming. In the world of gaming a sandbox game is pretty much unrestrictive, giving the player the freedom to explore and a great degree of creativity. JC found it fitting as they’d started the project with the goal of giving people a place to be creative, freely express themselves, and explore their chosen fields, much like a sandbox game.

With a name for their town, they welcomed their first new citizens, a thirty-year-old woman with artistic aspirations, a married couple comprised of a pianist and game developer along with their five-month-old son, and finally a graphic novelist who went by Hobo. Soon afterward they welcomed a middle-aged couple. The husband was a retired farmer who still enjoyed gardening, and the wife was from NASA and was enjoying her retirement making candles. JC saw them as particularly valuable additions to Sandbox. From there the community continued to grow.
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JC AND MIKE TRIED TO spend as much time as they could in Sandbox getting to know their new community, but their lives and careers often kept them away for weeks on end. At the time of the outbreak in Roma, Arizona they hadn’t had a chance to make it back to Sandbox in several months, so when JC arrived at Sandbox in the box truck with Mike, Capp, Gracie, Gray, Jordan, Tooter, and Giga in tow, he had to wonder what he was about to find inside. He had built Sandbox to withstand almost any threat, but he knew there was always the possibility of something going wrong in any situation. Despite his concerns, when he looked over to Capp and saw his jaw drop and the expression of awe on his face at his first glimpse of Sandbox, JC couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride.

“Welcome home, Capp. Welcome to Sandbox.”
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​​CHAPTER 2
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Capp’s jaw dropped as he gazed in awe upon the massive wall surrounding Sandbox with the top of the castle peeping over it. JC had told them all about Sandbox back in Florida. He’d told them how fortified it was to protect its citizens, but Capp had never imagined the true extent of it. “You and Mike financed all of this,” Capp asked, the shock obvious in his voice.

“Yes, that’s right.”

Capp shook his head in amusement. “Man, I obviously chose the wrong career path.”

JC simply smiled as he opened the driver’s side door. “Sit tight for a second.”

Capp watched JC walk to the front of the truck. JC’s eyes were fixed on a space of the wall next to the drawbridge. Capp followed JC’s gaze. At first glance, that area of the wall looked no different than any of the rest of the wall, but after straining his eyes for a bit, Capp realized there was an extremely thin laser light projecting from the area JC was focusing on. After standing there for a few seconds, JC let out an exasperated sigh.

JC stepped closer to the wall and looked into the tiny camera lens just above the laser motion sensor he’d installed years earlier. “GLaDIS?” After a brief pause with no response, he spoke more loudly. “GLaDIS, come on! I know you’re probably mad at me, but it could be dangerous out here.”

Capp wondered who JC was speaking to and rolled his window down so as to hear any response he got more clearly.

“Good,” a woman’s voice replied over an intercom.

The sound of her voice startled Capp. He hadn’t expected the unusual sound of her voice. She sounded almost robotic. Capp thought surely his ears couldn’t have heard what he thought they did. He decided to write it off as some sort of distortion in the intercom system.

“GLaDIS, come on! Please,” JC pled with the disembodied voice.

“Why should I, you monster,” GLaDIS retorted.

JC wanted to tell her what she could kiss, but he knew that would only reinforce her resolve to keep him out. He knew it would be better to play her game. He ducked his head sheepishly. “Look, I’m sorry, but I have others with me.”

“Others?”

“Yes, I have other people with me, including a child and two small dogs.”

GLaDIS was silent for a moment. When she finally responded the tone of her voice clearly gave away how begrudged she felt. “You should thank them.”

“For what?”

“Because they are the only reason you’re getting in, you monster.”

JC smiled and hurried back to the truck as the drawbridge began to lower.

Capp watched JC slide back into the driver’s seat. “I don’t know who she is, but GLaDIS seems to be a bit harsh.”

JC rolled his eyes. “You have no idea.”

The box truck rolled across the drawbridge with Gray, Jordan, and Tooter following in an old Ford pickup. Gray and Jordan took Sandbox in with awe as Gray steered the truck across the drawbridge and into the village.

“When JC told us about this place, I didn’t picture this at all,” Jordan commented quietly.

“Growing up not far from here, I knew about this place and saw pictures of it back when it was still in operation, but it looked nothing like this,” Gray replied.

The castle was located a few yards just inside the walls, JC parked the box truck in front of it and motioned for Gray to park next to him. Several people rushed to greet them, many of them obviously delighted to see JC return to his beloved Sandbox. JC appeared to be equally delighted to see them. After exchanging warm greetings, hugs, and handshakes with them, JC proceeded to introduce Capp, Gracie, Gray, and Jordan to them as well as the dogs accompanying them, Giga and Tooter.

JC scanned the crowd. “I see some new faces here.”

A voice from behind JC and his traveling companions offered an explanation for the new faces he saw in the crowd. “We had new residents move in after you left, and we took in survivors after the world went to shit.”

They all turned to see a thin man with long hair and a long beard smiling at JC.

“Gentlemen, and little lady,” JC began, making sure to include Gracie, “I’d like you to meet our very own Hobo Jesus.”

“Just Hobo will be fine,” the man informed them.

“I know you,” Capp announced, “You streamed on Twitch, and we followed each other on Twitter.”

Hobo blushed slightly. “I’m honored you remember, Capp. I’ve always been a fan of yours.”

Capp extended his hand which Hobo immediately shook. “Nice to finally meet you.”

“It really is a small world,” Jordan mused.

Gracie, who’d been chatting with some of the children in the crowd, tugged on her father’s arm. “Daddy, can I take Giga and Tooter to play with these kids. They said there are a couple of other dogs here and they have a playground.”

Capp looked at his daughter and the children with her, all of them staring up at him with hopeful, pleading eyes. He wanted her to have friends her age and to be able to be a child, but having only gotten her back a short time before, he was hesitant, especially considering the state of the world they now lived in. “Well, honey, I can’t make decisions about Tooter. That would be up to Gray. Besides, we just got here.”

Picking up on Capp’s concerns, Hobo tried to reassure him. “I promise, she’s perfectly safe within these walls. Probably safer than she was even before the apocalypse.”

“I think Tooter would enjoy it,” Gray interjected.

Jordan spoke up. “I could use a little fun. I’ll keep an eye on her, Capp.”

Capp looked to Jordan, then back to his little girl. “Know what? I think you’ve earned some fun,” he relented.

The child flung her arms around her father. “Thank you, Daddy!” She then happily trotted off with the children of Sandbox, Jordan, Giga, and Tooter.

After the children were gone JC pulled Hobo to the side. He quietly told Hobo he was going to take the box truck to the ZRI lab and asked if the doors were unlocked. Hobo assured him they were and let him know a professor had a team of students doing research in the lab at that very moment. JC asked him to escort Capp and Gray over to the lab while he drove the truck over.

Hobo used the short walk to the lab as an opportunity to chat with Capp and Gray. He enjoyed getting to know them both a bit, but he couldn’t help but notice there was no sign of Mike, and JC hadn’t asked about him. It led Hobo to believe JC already knew of Mike’s whereabouts and fate. Once they’d reached the lab and JC backed the box truck to the doors, Hobo considered asking about Mike but decided to wait until they’d squared away whatever JC wanted to do at the lab. With that in mind, Hobo joined the other three men at the back of the truck and immediately sensed a change in their demeanor as they stared in silence at the truck’s roll-up door.

“You guys got a bomb or something in there,” Hobo joked. The men turned to look at him in unison. The serious expressions on their faces unnerved him. “What’s going on?”

“Do you think it’s safe for the people here to know,” Gray asked JC.

JC shook his head emphatically. “Absolutely not! They wouldn’t understand. Their fear would override any reasoning.”

Capp felt a need to defend the innate human nature of the people he’d met only moments before. “And that would be a perfectly natural reaction.”

“Of course, it would be,” JC responded. “However, you know the situation at hand and understand it, you understand why I am doing this. You know this must be done because you’ve been there from the beginning, which makes a difference. You’ve seen it all firsthand which is why you have been able to overcome that completely natural and understandable fear. The people here didn’t have that opportunity which will make it harder for them to overcome it, and I fear it would lead to a very ugly and possibly violent situation. All of that having been said, we will have to trust a select few though.” He turned to Hobo. “Which professor is in the lab?”

“Professor Jorgen,” a bewildered Hobo answered.

The smile on JC’s face told the others he was pleased by the answer. “Jorgen will understand the situation completely, and he can be trusted.”

Gray motioned to Hobo. “What about him?”

JC didn’t hesitate with his reply. “Without a doubt. Hobo proved himself to be invaluable and completely trustworthy to both me and Mike long ago.” With that, he reached for the handle on the truck’s roll-up door.

“Speaking of Mike,” Hobo began, but before he could finish JC flung up the door. Inside Hobo saw something that caused him to take a few unsteady steps back. Horrified, he exclaimed, “You brought a zombie in here!”

“Take a closer look,” JC instructed.

Hobo’s instincts told him to kill it or run, but his mind told him JC would never put anyone in Sandbox in jeopardy. He decided to trust JC and slowly started to take timid steps forward, squinting into the dark interior of the truck’s cargo bay. As he got closer to the creature in the truck, his eyes adjusted, allowing him to see that the creature was actually smiling. At that point his curiosity overrode his fear. He’d never seen one of them smile before. He continued to move forward. Once his eyes adjusted more, he was able to make out the features of the smiling face and was immediately overcome by feelings of shock and sadness. “Oh, no. Mike,” he uttered.

“O-bo,” Mike half grunted to the amazement of all four men.

“He... he... he...” Gray stammered.

Capp finished the sentence for him. “He spoke! He recognized him and said his name!”

JC’s eyes sparkled. “He did indeed.”

“Okay, guys, I’m really going to need an explanation here,” Hobo demanded.

“You will get one,” JC assured him. “First, we need Professor Jorgen to get his students out of the building, and we need to get Mike into a containment room. Then I will tell you and the professor the entire story.”

Hobo reluctantly went inside. He told the professor that JC was back and needed to speak to him privately. Professor Jorgen told his students to put away their equipment and dismissed them. Hobo escorted the students out a door on the opposite end of the building, insuring they were well away from the contents of the box truck. Locking the door behind the students, he motioned for the professor to follow him. When they reached the door the truck was backed up to Hobo paused.

“Professor, I can’t think of any way to prepare you for what you’re about to see. The only thing I can do is tell you it is imperative you stay calm, trust JC, and don’t draw any attention in our direction. Got it?”

The professor was puzzled. “You’ve aroused my curiosity, but I will do as you have instructed.”

Hobo opened the door. Upon stepping out Professor Jorgen saw JC and two men he didn’t recognize. He also saw a truck containing a zombie he did recognize. He didn’t jump back, gasp, or run. He remained perfectly calm. “Oh my,” was his only reaction.
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THE PROFESSOR AND HOBO helped JC, Capp, and Gray get Mike into the building as quickly and quietly as possible. To their relief, it seemed no one took notice of their activity. Once Mike was safely strapped to a chair in one corner of the containment room Hobo and Professor Jorgen couldn’t tear their eyes away from him. They cautiously circled him and marveled at how calm and alert he was. The usual frenzied, mindless aggression they’d witnessed from other zombies was nowhere to be found in Mike. Rather, he sat quite calmly and still in his chair, save for the random twitch of a limb or slight jerk of his head. He didn’t wear the usual blank stare of others in his condition. In its place was a smile and the distinct look of recognition emanating from his eyes. If not for the discoloration of his skin and slight yet obvious smell of decomposition, they would have thought him to be a fully living, functioning human being.

“How did this happen,” Professor Jorgen probed.

Capp smirked. “You should probably take a seat for this.”

“Rest assured I can handle whatever you are about to tell me,” the professor replied indignantly.

JC cleared his throat. “Professor, Capp meant nothing disparaging about your strength or character. I believe he was referring to the fact it is a very long story.”

Upon hearing that the professor thought it was perhaps best if the story were told over a meal. JC, Capp, and Gray couldn’t deny they were hungry after their long journey from Florida. Professor Jorgen told them one of the couples who lived in Sandbox had made an exceptionally large pot of stew to feed everyone for the day.

“Make yourselves comfortable while Hobo and I fetch some stew and sweet tea.”

Hobo nodded, “And I’ll make sure Gracie and Jordan get some too.”

After Jorgen and Hobo left Gray turned to JC, “How much are you going to tell them?”

JC was confused by the question. “All of it of course.”

“Including the work you and Mike were doing for the government,” Gray pressed.

JC nodded. “I will indeed.”

Capp was concerned. “Aren’t you afraid of their reaction or that they may tell the others? I have a feeling they might react even worse to that than you worried they would over Mike. It could go very badly.”

JC thought it over for a moment before responding. “As for Hobo and the good professor, I have not one doubt they can be trusted and will understand what Mike and I were doing. As for everyone else, I agree with you. I know Hobo and Jorgen won’t tell them, and I don’t believe any of us should either. Some of them won’t understand the work we were doing or what we are currently attempting to do with Mike. We should wait until we have more research and progress to show them.”

Other than a few grunts and groans from Mike, the room fell into an uncomfortable silence. Gray and Capp were both contemplating the same question, but neither wanted to be the one to ask it. They knew JC loved Mike and that the entire situation had been hard on him. Neither of them wanted to cause him more pain, but Gray finally decided the question had to be asked.

His voice heavy with sympathy, Gray asked, “Realistically, do you think Mike will make progress?”

JC gazed at his cousin with both love and pain. “He as to,” he muttered.

The door opened, and the professor and Hobo wheeled in a cart loaded with bowls, spoons, napkins, glasses, bread, crackers, a pot of stew, and a pitcher of sweet tea. The professor set about sterilizing a lab table while Hobo gathered stools.

Hobo gestured for the men to take a seat around the table. “Dinner is served, gentlemen.”
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THEY ATE AND CONVERSED about a variety of topics; mainly what JC had missed during his time away from Sandbox. Had they not been in a lab with a zombified Mike sitting just a few feet away it would have been much like any normal gathering of old friends. However, Professor Jorgen was acutely aware it wasn’t a normal gathering and didn’t intend to let anyone forget that.

Jorgen dabbed at the corners of his mouth with a napkin. “JC not to be rude, but enough chit-chat. How did Mike end up in this condition, and why is he not like the others?”

JC sighed. “That’s a fair question. I could give you the short, simple explanation, but I respect you too much for that. You deserve the complete story, from the beginning.”

JC inhaled sharply. “As you already know, I was a bioengineer, and Mike and I both worked for the Biological Warfare and Disease Control Division of the Department of Defense. I specialized in disease control, prevention, and treatment. In Chile I was considered top in my field. When the U.S. found itself deep in conflict with another country and on the verge of war, some government officials sought the help of some of the top scientists around the world to develop a defense against a biological weapon they feared might be used against their troops.” He paused to take a sip of his tea and collect his thoughts.

JC continued to explain he had been approached to work on that defense but had refused on the basis biological warfare went against his core beliefs. Several scientists had accepted though, including another from Chile. His name was Louis Russo, and JC had worked with him in the past. Russo arrogantly considered himself to be the most brilliant scientist of his generation and felt he had not been shown the respect and admiration he deserved. He’d seen the invitation from the U.S. as a way to obtain that respect and admiration. He’d dug into the project with passion. However, he’d soon decided the best defense would be a better offense. Operating under that theory, he’d developed a highly contagious and deadly virus meant to alter brain function, making victims docile and submissive.

As brilliant as Russo was, his arrogance prevented him from realizing he’d made some devastating mistakes. Due to his miscalculations the virus actually resulted in death with a strange brain mutation occurring shortly after. The result of that mutation had been the zombies, or the afflicted as Capp’s and Gray’s group had called them. After learning of this, the U.S. government had promptly pulled the plug on the project and ordered everything associated with Russo’s research and virus to be destroyed, but before the order could be carried out, an enraged Russo had managed to slip away with most of his research and work, including a sample of the virus. A highly classified task force had been formed to find him and a new team of scientists assembled to develop a counter to the virus which had been nicknamed the Resurrection Bug, or R-Bug for short.

It had been then that Mike reached out to JC on behalf of the BWDCD, who had been warned of the Russo situation and was frantically working with the new team to head off a possible disaster. Mike’s plea worked, JC decided to help, partially due to the great love and respect he had for his cousin but also because he knew the potential worldwide devastation the R-Bug could cause. While JC and the others fervently worked on the development of an antivirus, the task force worked around the clock to locate Russo. During their search they learned he had always felt some resentment towards the U.S. because his father had abandoned him and his mother for an American woman when Russo was six. He also harbored a strong dislike for the retail giant, Danterford’s.

Danterford’s stores were big box superstores that came in two varieties, Danterford’s Emporiums and Danterford’s Mega Centers. At a Danterford’s Emporium a customer could easily buy groceries, clothing, pet supplies, housewares, and gas among a few other things. While the Emporiums were impressive the Mega Centers were the ultimate middle class shopping experience; complete one-stop shopping for just about anything one’s heart could desire. Danterford’s Mega Centers offered everything the Emporiums did and more, including a restaurant, lumber, building supplies, automotive repairs, and a gun shop. The Mega Centers also housed the warehouses for Danterford’s Wholesale Distribution. Over the years Danterford’s had been the target of two activist groups. One blamed the retail giant for the downfall of countless mom and pop businesses, and the other believed Danterford’s didn’t pay their employees a fair living wage. Both groups had regularly expressed their disapproval of the company through vandalism and theft at several of the chain’s locations, forcing the company to up their security measures, such as putting tall fences around their stores, particularly the Mega Centers.
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