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Chapter 1

The men swept into Max’s Café American more quickly than the light receded from a blown-out candle. This was a dangerous prospect for them, the men, that is. Café American, as it was locally called, was known to cater to dangerous individuals; Ne’er do wells, ex-military, both American and Cuban, foreign men and women fleeing from the world-wide zombie apocalypse and, even worse than the dead, fleeing from the living. 

To move on an establishment filled with such entities took no small amount of courage, but to move on the owners, that took a whole different level of chutzpah. The bartender, Max, looked up with some concern as the men moved in. Former cartel, brutal, hungry. Working with a few zeds of their own. Max thought. Get Nick out of here. This last was to his partner in crime, Jane Stewart, who was working the floor as a waitress. He didn’t have to vocalize commands to her, because neither of them was what one might properly call ‘alive’ anymore. Max’s son, Nick, was still among the living and Max aimed to keep it that way.

Stewart nodded and slipped out the swinging doors that led to the hotel proper during the commotion, before any of the men spoke. When the hub-bub had died down one of the men, a wiry looking man two meters tall, stepped up to the bar with his short double-barreled shotgun and asked, “You the owner of this dump?”

Max nodded and poured the man a beer, putting it in front of him. The glass immediately started to perspire from the difference between the ice-cold beverage and the heat of the room.

The man looked at the beer and then at Max, “I said. Are you the owner of this dump?” He stared hard at Max, his eyes squinting.

“I am.” Max answered, pretending that he didn’t understand that the man was requesting a formal transfer of ownership.

The man raised the shotgun to shoulder height and aimed it at Max, “One more time. Are you the owner of this dump?”

Max leaned forward until his forehead was resting against the barrels of the gun and said in a low tone, “I am.”

The sound of the gun going off was deafening, Max’s head exploded outward over the bottles of liquor and the mirror behind the bar. Ragged lumps of blue-gray matter and blood, speckled with ivory flecks of bone were sprayed everywhere.

The triggerman laughed, “Hah! See Edwardo? Zombie or man, he still died.”

The zombie beside him, armed with a pistol, carrying a rifle and with three knives in his belt nodded. He leaned over the wide bar to look at Max’s body laying behind it and saw blood, lots of blood. As he watched it spurted one last, weak time from a heart that only beat because that was what Max was used to, the fluid from the body joined that in the pool already there on the worn rubber floor mat. “Easier than I thought, Matías. Easier than we heard. I thought the owner was supposed to be some sort of cabrón?”

“Oh, he is.” This came from a short, stocky man wearing sunglasses, unlike the others in this place, he had only a knife at his belt, an ugly, sturdy looking thing that paid homage to Jim Bowie.

Matías nodded at one of his men, who went to stand and loom over the man sitting on the edge of his booth. The regulars, all started edging very slowly away from the two men. “Don’t you mean, ‘was’?” Matías laughed again, “English is such an imperfect language, perhaps I misunderstood?”

“Well, don’t take my word for it.” The short man said, “Ask him yourself.”

Matías turned back around to see Max standing behind the bar again, pouring a fresh beer.

“Cojeme!” Matías swore, breaking open his gun and speed loading two more shells. 

Edwardo, put a hand on Matías’s shoulder, “Brother, it didn’t work the first time.”

“That’s impossible. His fucking head was gone! Zombies don’t survive that.”

A grunt drew his attention to the short man, who was pulling his blade out of the thug next to him. With a smile the guy said, “Some reputations are ‘more true’ than others. Do you want me to kill them all, Max?”

“Sit down, Gus.” The short man did, adjusting his dark glasses. Matías caught a peek of his opaque eyes as he did so.

“Ciego...” With a flick his gun was ready to fire again.

“We need to leave, Matías.” Edwardo said, he turned to Max, “Please forgive me. Us.” He tugged Matías backward, only to have the other man angrily shrug him off.

“I want to know what this shit is! What are you?” More grunts and yells followed, Matías looked around the bar to see his men falling to the predations of the patrons.

“Stop!” Max yelled out. The violence ceased. “Matías, is it?” Matías nodded, taking a step back. “Well, I am tired of killing people. I had an idea you might be paying me a visit; you wrapped up the south side pretty well, got people worked up and I’m in your way. So, I understand why you had to come here. You didn’t want an island of resistance as you consolidated your power over the barrio. In a way, I have to thank you for not making me come to you. You’ve been bad for business. I am willing to accept a certain amount of that, but we don’t need another petty thug ruling like a dictator over our people.”

“We were wrong...” Edwardo said, before Matías interrupted him.

“Who are you?”

Max ignored the question, “Matías, go on, get out of here. Take your men with you. Be happy with what you’ve got and rest up for that day when your second in command or some other young wannabe comes gunning for you. It only ends in violence for you.”

Matías started to say something, but Edwardo grabbed him from behind, in a wrestling move, forcing his head down. “We’re going.” Edwardo assured Max. The pair struggled, the zombie was ‘super’ in every aspect, Matías himself smashed one of Max’s heavy tables like it was a toothpick, indicating he’d slain his own share of zombies. The pair backed out of one of the wide doorways into the street, where the music had never really died down, of his men, three of the twelve made it out, the rest had been taken care of by the customers.

“Gus. Take over for me? Go get Maggie, she’s about had a stroke.” Maggie was the newest bar maid, a saucy favorite of the clientele, who was already famous for sleeping around.

Gus sighed and went after the woman, who was crying in the kitchen, under the watch of the two cooks, one armed with a meat cleaver, the other with a Bushmaster. “Come here, dear. It’s okay, it was just a flesh wound. Max is alright.” To the two cooks he said, “We have bodies to process, ASAP. Nine, I think.” The cooks nodded and then Gus added, “And get Rambo behind the bar!” The two went out into the main room and started yelling at the workers and offering up free drinks to any who helped drained the living of their blood for later resale to the zombies. 

When Gus finally stepped back into the bar itself, Maggie given the night off and three shots of tequila for her nerves, he went behind the bar next to Rambo. The muscular young man, perhaps twenty years old nodded at him and continued to pour drinks as dictated by the cooks. Knowing already what he would see, Gus looked anyway; there was no body, no blood, no indication that Max had been blown away here ten minutes before. No, that’s wrong. Behind the bar, the mirror was cracked, where a bone or shot fragment had hit it. One of the bottles of top shelf was cracked open as well, with half the liquor gone.

“Rambo, hand me the Laphroaig.”

“What’s that?” 

Gus pointed, “That one, in the broken bottle.”

“Oh, yeah, shit, Max is going to be ballistic, we ain’t ever gonna see one of those again.” He gingerly took the broken bottle down, careful to conserve what whisky remained in the bottom of it.

Gus took it and cleared off the top, there was a snit of the amber fluid left in the bottle. He looked at Rambo, who looked away and went to pour another beer. “Could be full of glass shards.” Gus’s body went rigid for a moment, then softened and he nodded, “What doesn’t kill me, must be good for me.” He pressed the cracked bottle to his lips and drained perhaps a third of the remaining spirits into his mouth. He tilted his head back, face almost to the ceiling and very, very slowly swallowed. A trickle of blood dribbled down his chin, from where he’d cut it on the bottle while drinking.

“Rambo, you got this?”

“Sure thing, chief.”

“I’m going to be right over there, enjoying my whisky.” Gus pointed to ‘his’ table, which remained empty.

“I’ll yell if I need you.”

Gus already knew Rambo wouldn’t be yelling tonight, sometimes Café American had two or even three exciting moments an evening, not lately though. Things had been quiet. Matías was the first bit of excitement and the first strong man to come by, since Nick had arrived nearly six months ago.

***
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“We’ve been in tighter spots.” Matías said.

“Name one.” Edwardo told him. They were almost back to their home base, a massive mansion on Old Cutler Road. 

“He has to have a weakness. I thought you checked him out? This is your fault, you said he was just a dude, a human.”

“I said he looked like a human. He was not a human. He is not alive, not like you, not like me. I don’t know what he is, but we better go around him.”

“Leave him in place? Like a mole hill in my perfect lawn? No. We take his son, his girlfriend, that one called Stewart. We take them and use them as leverage.” Matías kicked in the front door to his mansion, it weighed upwards of two hundred kilos, yet he pushed it off the hinges. Edwardo cringed; repairing things was more difficult these days, it wasn’t like anyone was still making parts anymore. Fixing Matías’s damage was becoming an expense the gang could ill afford.

Once inside the two gunmen there relaxed when they recognized their leader. One of them spoke up, “They are out back, jefe, just like you asked. We called them all in.”

“What?” Matías asked.

“Oh fuck.” Edwardo said, he stopped dead in his tracks.

“Who the fuck is out back? What do you mean like I asked?” He leveled his gun at the hapless guard and fired one barrel into his stomach, “I don’t ask. I order, you stupid pendejo!”

Despite this Matías continued forward, through the foyer and out onto the back deck, most of his gang was assembled, waiting for him, a man in a dirty flannel shirt was among them. A few bodies were down, carefully near the edges of the walled yard. “Why the hell are you all here? Who is out controlling the streets?”

“They came because we asked them to. In your name, sorry if we were out of line.” Called the man Matías didn’t know from the lawn. Matías him over, he looked...ill, but was still on his feet, dirty even by today’s standard when washing clothing was for the wealthy “Gringo, you don’t give my men orders.”

Back in the foyer, Edwardo had stopped, not following Matías, a woman’s voice said, “You too, Edwardo.”

He turned around and slowly raised his hands, the barmaid, Stewart, stood there, unarmed and seemingly helpless against his own weapons. The debate on whether to run or not was cut short by Stewart’s words, “If you run, you die. I promise you.”

Keeping his hands away from his armaments. “I don’t know you. I also know Matías has made a terrible misjudgment.”

“Yes, and?”

“I don’t want to die again.” Edwardo said.

“Funny how we have different feelings about our own mortality. What are you proposing?”

“I...I don’t know. Could you use me? I mean...for something? I could take over the gang, go around the Café American.”

Stewart didn’t say anything.

“At least...make it quick.”

“I’ll see what I can do.” Stewart nodded at him, before motioning for him to proceed to the back.

Outside Matías was cussing his men, the dirty gringo and the world. Finally, he seemed to run out of steam, “So? Why are you still here? Get back on the streets!”

None of his men moved. 

“What are you waiting for?” Matías screamed.

“Me.” Three stories above him, on the roof of his house, sat Max. Next to him was an Hispanic man, also sitting.

“It was a lie then, to get me out of your bar? You’ve come to kill me.”

Max slid off the roof dropping the three stories to land on his legs, making no effort to cushion his fall, yet he touched down like feather. The Hispanic man dropped as well, but he did flex his knees as he landed.

“You’re going to let them do this? To me? To us? Kill them!” Matías yelled to his men.

No one moved.

“We got here before you by a goodly amount.” The man on the lawn said, “We had a talk, we may have busted a few heads. This is the worst of your lot too.”

“Hank is right. They aren’t going anywhere.” Max said.

“You’re taking over then? Is it your gang now? Cabrón.” The word came out quietly. Matías swung his gun up, drawing on Max. He was fast, but as fast as he was, the Hispanic man by Max’s side was faster, knocking the short gun out of the man’s hands into the side of the house. The barrel of the gun pierced the façade, leaving it hanging there like the world’s bluntest throwing knife. A sharp slap with the back of the man’s hand sent Matías to the ground. 

Matías tried to rise, but found he was held by a pair of strong arms dressed in dirty flannel. Max stepped forward onto the chest of the man and addressed the people on the lawn below the deck. “Things change. Power shifts and new leaders arise. Hank was right, you’re the worst of the worst that Matías had to offer. You can be proud of that, I guess. Or embarrassed by it. For being the worst, it means you’ve raped, murdered and extorted the people here, turning them into chattel. If I were you, I’d be repentant and appalled at my own actions.” Beside him, the Hispanic man repeated what Hank said in Spanish.

“Thank you, Juan, Hank, for getting these men here.” Several of the men in the crowd had gone down on their knees, a few had tears streaming down their face and more than a couple were making the sign of the cross.

“Now I’m going to kill you. Not because I want to, not because I hate what you’re doing, though I do, but because I must. You came to my Café, your threatened me and my blood, and you subjugated the people who were doing better without you around. I hope this lesson will be taken to heart by any other gangs who attempt to move in.” Without another word, Max sunk into Matías’s chest, his feet pulping his body with no more effort than a child popping a balloon. There was no blood, that precious liquid flowed into Max. In seconds where Matías had been only dust and gear remained. “Do it.”

Hank and Juan sprang into action. Stewart took a moment to lean into Edwardo and say, “Don’t go anywhere.” Before she joined the fray, cutting through the gathered men like a knife. Some of the men were no longer normal, many of them were super zombies themselves, of these few were able to match any of their opponent’s skills, and they all fell, one by one until only some of the kneeling men were left.

Max looked over at Stewart and Edwardo, “I thought he died too?”

“I have had a change of heart. He asked for a job and mercy, in that order.”

With a grunt Max turned back to the dozen or so men still existing on the lawn, “You men, come up here.” He added, “Now.” As some of them hesitated.

He gestured for them to stand with Edwardo, back near the house. With a weary sigh he said, “I left you alive to pick up the pieces of the neighborhood. If I killed all of you someone worse would move in. Also, you’re alive to send a message to anyone else who wants to come in here and try this again. The message is, ‘Don’t try this again.’ Can you deliver that message?”

“Yes.” Or “Si” come from the men’s throats, Edwardo’s included. 

“He’s the leader now.” Stewart said, hitching her thumb at Edwardo. “If you fuck things up, we’ll be back.”

“I can’t, I can’t control the streets with what I have left.” Edwardo said, “I know not everyone was here, but that leaves us only a couple of dozen men...”

“Fuck, does it always have to be this hard?” Max asked, “First, open the house up, bring the neighborhood in, show them what happened and tell them we let you live and that you’ve changed your ways. Second. Change your ways. Restore what you’ve taken from the people here, that means give it back. Tell them the rape and extortion are going to stop and find something productive to do. You’ll have no trouble with the neighboring gangs, but there will always be troublemakers coming in. Form a fucking militia to deal with that. Just get it done.”

Edwardo nodded.

“And get more than a few women into the militia. This machismo shit has got to stop.” Stewart swore, “Listen to your goddamn morals! If something in the back of your head says you are doing something wrong, you damn well better listen to that voice. If it helps, make your inner voice sound like me. I will come back and finish the rest of you if I hear there are more problems.”

Swallowing hard Edwardo nodded again, “We can send people to the Café, to let you know what we are doing.”

“Why the fuck would you do that? I’m not your leader and what makes you think I won’t know what’s going on? Just try to be decent.” Max said. “I have a lot more going on than settling neighborhood disputes.”

He walked forward and the men spread apart to give him a clear path. When he reached the gut shot man in the foyer he paused to touch him. The others watched as the man crumpled to dust much as Matías had. There was a round of gasps and more praying. 

Hank, Juan and Stewart stayed back to have a few more words with them while Max walked out. They caught up with him easily after they left; Max was not walking back to the Café, but to the beach. He was quiet and brooding. Silently they flanked him and walked the many blocks to the ocean. Stewart broke that silence by asking, “How long will they last?”

“Six months.” Max answered, “We’ll have to ask Gus when we get back, but I give it six months before what went down tonight wears off and the next tin-pot dictator tries to take over.”

Stewart nodded, “This isn’t working, is it?”

“No, Jane, it is not.”
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Chapter 2
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Is this how it ends? Finally? Max was looking out on the barren, almost lifeless world stretched out before him. To the east was a massive ocean, in his world it would be the Atlantic, here, well, Who really knows?

Scanning the horizon, he looked for any sign of his companions, new, old, good or bad. No Sentry even. No Gus. No Stewart. Even his son, Nick, was nowhere to be seen.

“I’m right here!” He shouted into the strong, salt-laced wind. The worlds carried overland and disappeared with no effect that he could tell. Now, there was nothing. No way back. Maybe the others made it through?

Max shook his head, he knew there was no way anyone had gotten past him, friend or foe. Thinking of foes, Where are they? 

Their errand had been a foolish quest, something mythical and mystical, chasing magic in a world so fraught with science that the difference between the two could no longer be discerned. They had come into this other world through a gateway ripped open by new age weapons, one of which Max himself had delivered to kill the man who had started the zombie apocalypse. As if that would have helped anything! He saw things much more clearly now; he hadn’t been on a mission to save anyone, only a mission to punish the person responsible for destroying his world. A lot of good that ended up doing us too. I lost the last few things I had left; my son, my daughter, my friends.

Of course, other people had it worse and some small few had it better, call them the new ‘one percent’, if you would. Humans who had killed zombies running around like superheroes, zombies who devoured humans playing the part of supervillains. Except no one knew or played their part very well. We had noble zombies and depraved humans with superpowers. At least I came here on the side of the angels. Where the hell is Ruben? Of all of us I would have thought he would make it to the end.

This world, parallel to Max’s own, had suffered the apocalypse sooner than his had. How much sooner, no one really knew; there was no one to ask about it. Their best guesses varied from two to five years before. One year, five years? What difference does it make? The world had died, leaving only a few hundred thousand zombies fighting over a few thousand humans. 

Three other groups had gone into this world before their expedition. A few other people may have blundered through as well, but it was very unlikely as on Max’s side the portal had been surrounded by close to a hundred thousand zombies ringing the void and absorbing a sort of energy from it, a trickle of the life force they could garner from eating a living human true, but it was constant and it was risk free. It seemed even the dead wanted to live as safely as possible. 

The first main expedition had gone in to try and reason with the powers that existed to come to some sort of compromise to find a solution to the ‘zombie problem’, only one person came back from that. Gus. He hadn’t come back in any condition to say what had happened on the other side and he wasn’t much use for the follow-up missions sent in to recover the first one either. The portal zombies were obliging in letting the human and zombie groups pass through their ranks. They had turned into some sort of benevolent hippies, with a sense of duty to jump on any zed from the other side that tried to come through. None had, at least not until recently and this was because of Thomas Sentry. The man who had started it all in a quest for immortality. He became zombie number one, head honcho, tip of the hierarchy, the Ayatollah of rock-n-rolla. Zombies were a pyramid scheme of the greatest order. Each zed further up the rank could exert some control over those beneath them.

Sentry wasn’t the first zombie, from what Max knew the first one was put down after Sentry was infected, but before gaining any energy from the living. That left Sentry at the top of the heap. Sentry never really told the same creation story twice, now I guess I’ll never get it.

When the portal was created, Sentry, Max and Stewart were all caught up in the blast and became, as Stewart liked to say, “One hundred percent body impaired.” They didn’t cease to exist and none of them knew why. Sentry was angry for about three minutes, that’s about how long it took for something on the other side to notice the nice new hole in their reality and try to get through it to feast. Sentry had to step up, of the three of them, he was the most powerful. He didn’t win the fight by himself, and the three of them barely won it at all. A brief jaunt into the other world let them know that the single foe they had faced, the one that was just close by when the rift in reality was torn open, was one of the weakest of those that remained on the other side. The trio quickly figured out that they could not fight these other entities, but they could, with Sentry’s power, hide the gate from them. He had remained vigilant on the other side for the last eight years, it was a full-time job without a break, and he relied on Max and Stewart to help him, for the most part this meant that they had to stay close and loan him their power to keep broadcasting to the other world that the hole didn’t exist.
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“On the right, on the right! God damn you lazy fuckers!” The sergeant screamed at his men who were too focused at the group of men distracting them from the left to pay attention to the troops moving around to what was almost their rear.

“On it, sarg!” Private Cooper yelled, a second later a bullet hit the young man in the neck toppling him back into the arms of a corpsman. 

“Zed Protocol!” the medic yelled. He snatched a blue tube off Cooper’s vest. He spent a moment breaking it and then plunged the enclosed syringe past the private’s upraised hands into the bloody mess that was his neck. 

The sergeant stood up and fired a burst into the flanking troops, forcing about half of them down into cover or back. The rest made it to the side of the building out of his sight. Rick Avery was a naval man, attached to the army, fighting about as far from any ocean as you could get in North America. Despite this he insisted on being called a corpsman, not a medic.

“How long until he’s up?” The sergeant barked at the corpsman, to another solder he yelled, “Ortega! Yang! Get your asses up and over to that corner! Now!” The two men were sluggish to respond and kept looking at Private Cooper.

The corpsman responded, “It should be less than a minute, Aiden, hopefully Sonja is paying attention.”

“Her dead ass better be! I swear if I have to put down another man because she’s off powdering her nose...” Aiden yelled to his men again. “God damnit, shit for brains! They are not moving up over there, they are distracting you so they can ram a telephone pole up our asses! Corporal Ng!”

“Dead, sir!” Came a yell, “Dead-dead.”

Aiden hadn’t heard anyone yell ‘Zed protocol’ from that position, so Ng must have taken a bullet to the head...or worse. In the ever-changing battle lines their foes were quick to adapt and they fought with everything they had. “Dumbfuck Iowans.” He muttered. Louder he called out, “Private Czeznick? You still alive?”

“Here, sir?” called a timid feminine voice from the end of the line.

“Battlefield promotion, welcome to Corporal! Peel off two men and lead them back through the warehouse, a couple of their guys got through. Also split one more man off to help me cover this end.” 

A barrage of gunfire forced everyone prone, this was followed by a handful of grenades, one of which landed between the corpsman and Aiden. “Fuc...!” Private Cooper rolled over onto the grenade, absorbing the blast with his body armor and torso. 

The ringing in Aiden’s ears cut off all other noise for the next thirty seconds. He was happy to see Czeznick’s guy had made it over and even more pleased when Cooper crawled forward toward the corner of the building, his body drawing dozens of shots from the enemy.

The corpsman pulled Aiden over and was mouthing words at him, which slowly started to penetrate Aiden’s blasted eardrums, “Are you okay, sarg? Aiden? Can you hear me?”

Aiden nodded and shook him off, letting the corpsman pull him up into a sitting position. No sooner was he up than he was thrown back down with the medic on top of him. “C’mon Rick, up, man!” He pushed him off, there was blood pouring from his mouth and his hand fell to his chest and fumbled for the blue vial there. 

“Shit. You sure?” Aiden liked Rick, he was a square fellow, reliable and he took care of the men. The last thing Aiden wanted to do was turn him into a zombie.

“H-h-hurts, bleeding out...armor pierced.”

“You got hit in the back, no trauma plates.” Aiden told him, breaking the small blue vial and plunging it into the corpsman’s neck. “Fuck. Gonna be me and all zeds around here if this keeps up.” Aiden picked up his rifle and took aim at where he knew several of the enemies were taking cover. A short three shot burst let them know to keep their heads down and the man Czeznick sent over...was it Fallow? Yeah, Kim Fallow, brought his own gun up in line to fire toward the same position. Fallow’s shot was rewarded with a cry of pain and Aiden saw a young woman fall back out of position. He shot her twice, just to be sure. 

“Zed protocol?” Kim asked him, looking at Rick.

“Shit, yeah, private.” Aiden called out loudly enough for his troops to hear, “Zed protocol!”

His cry was answered to his left, “We got two more down, we’re going to administer to them too, Zed, Zed Protocol.” 

“Did Czeznick and her guys get out?”

“Negative, sarg. She’s one of the zeds.”

“Yeah, Orson made it, but Spaz is down, thigh shot, not zed-dead. Yet.”

Aiden fumbled for his radio, “Sergeant Aiden for Lieutenant Garret. Over.” They were down to, if not Vietnam era communication, then something between that and the first Gulf war for equipment. 

A buzz squelch came back over the line, indecipherable. “Repeat, Sergeant Aiden for Lieutenant Garret. Come in Garret!”

Rick started to revive, and Aiden took out his 911 pistol, aiming it at the new zombie, just in case. “Come in HQ!” another brief squelching. Rick turned away and started crawling forward, toward the Iowan’s position. Aiden’s relief was short lived as someone landed behind him, between him and the building he was positioned in front of.

“Son of a bitch!”

“I resent that.” It was woman, she was dressed in fatigues like Aiden’s men and she carried a pistol similar to his own, strapped to her waist. She was wearing some sort of body armor, a metal mesh, spray painted with dark greens and black, a crude but effective camouflage. She had a name stripe over one of her vest pockets that read, “Lopez.” Aiden’s eyes, however, were drawn to the weapon she was carrying, a stubby black nozzle with a flame burning inside the wide barrel, a tube led up and around one arm somewhere behind her. A pistol, based off a classic 1911 design, hung from her belt.

“Surrender.” Lopez commanded. 

Aiden fired his pistol at her, aiming for the tubes wrapped around her arm.

“Ow! Ow! You, asshole!” Lopez yelled, drawing her own pistol to return fire, hitting Aiden in the chest twice. The blows stunned him, but his armor prevented severe damage.

Behind Lopez Aiden saw three of his people rise as zombies and he smiled, “Okay.” He grunted, letting his gun hand fall to one side. 

She stepped forward, pressing her gun hand over the spraying fuel nozzle that Aiden had hit. He kept an eye on her and on the zeds behind her. The zombies paused, turned, and latched onto of his other troopers, causing them to scream and start head butting their former companions. 

“Fuck!” Aiden yelled, with a grunt he tried to bring his pistol up, but Lopez kicked it from his hand and thrust the flaming nozzle in his face.

“Wanna see if this thing works with a burst fuel line? I don’t mind, I don’t burn. Let. Go. Of. Your. Gun.”

“The zombies are out of control!” Aiden said.

Lopez continued to stare at him, he could discern a tight smile on her face under the masking armor. She shook her head, “I don’t think they are. Regardless,” She used the nozzle of her weapon to push the blue vial hanging from Aiden’s vest over, “You seem to be okay joining team Zed if you have to.”

“The zeds. Please.” 

“Drop the gun, put your hands over your head.”

Aiden did as she asked when it became apparent that the zombies were not going to attack them. Lopez called out across the open space between where she was and where the Iowan’s were taking cover. “Move up! We need to clean this place up and keep moving forward.”

Enemy soldiers loomed into view above him; one young woman kept her rifle pointed at Aiden’s face.

“Theresa, lower your weapon. Loomis, come and restrain the good sergeant here please.” The young man Lopez had spoken too, didn’t move. “Is there a problem? I have a prisoner, and we need to get him back so our guys can chat with him.”

“He killed Gabby.” Theresa said.

“I say we waste him.” One of their comrades added to the nods of the others.

“No. I captured him, and I get to keep him. If you want prisoners to kill, go get your own.” Lopez said, “Loomis, cuff him, now.”

Theresa grunted, raised her weapon to the sky and fired off several rounds while screaming, in anger or agony, Lopez couldn’t tell. Loomis moved forward and did as she asked. “Careful with him, he’s a non-zom and I shot him a couple of times. Don’t let him die before our boys have a talk with him.”
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“Jonas, I am having a tough time selling your setbacks to the others in power.” Senator Elisa Parker.

“We have their backs to the Missouri river. We had a toe hold in Iowa City even. I need more troops; I need more ammunition. I need someone in power who can talk them into giving up. We are not going to win this easily with four air strikes a day!” Jonas told her. The last comment was the maximum number of strikes Jonas could call in each day, due to fuel and supply constraints.

“Well, they don’t even have an air force, so four strikes are more than they have to hit you with.” Parker said, “Your campaign is a grinder, churning our human volunteers into dead meat and mincing our zombies until they can fight no more. You told me six months ago the battle would be over, won, in fact.”

“You also said you would clear the way in congress to give me a carte blanche to deal with the Iowan’s if negotiation failed. I made plans based on your statement, and you didn’t deliver.” It was dangerous what Jonas was doing. The senator was quick to forget her own shortcomings and remembered those of her underlings forever.

The long pause lingered on, with Jonas refusing to soften his tone or offer excuses for his failings other than the lack of support. 

“Jonas.” Parker began, “I see your point. Politically things became complicated when we nuked that group in Wyoming. The world’s gone to shit, and I have liberal snowflakes worried about a couple of low yield nuclear weapon detonations. I was sanctioned and barely beat that. I took a hit, and the support I could gather for you was...less than I had promised.”

“I understand this. I refuse to be held to my original estimates when what I was promised never materialized. You’ve sent me two hundred thousand dumb zombies. You know what the Iowans are experts at? Fighting dumb zombies. They are the Spartans of fighting dumb zombies and they have run into enough of the super zeds to know some tricks on dealing with them as well. Plus, aside from the aid I never received, the intelligence about their fuel reserves was dead wrong. They have biodiesel. They had REGULAR diesel. Where are they getting their goddamn fuel from? Last I heard there were no oil fields around here.”

“I’ve read your reports, you might not think I have, but I follow them closely. I think their fuel is coming from Texas.”

Jonas laughed, “Hah, right. No one knows what’s going on in Texas. I was lucky to get Doug as far east as I did.” Mentioning his missing, and presumed dead former driver hurt. “We need some eyes east of the Iowans, and south and north.” Jonas sighed.

“Okay, Jonas you’re the commander on the ground, how do you want to proceed in a way that will give me a victory?”

“Cease fire.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“We can’t win here. Send the Iowans a diplomate, a living person! Propose that we pull back to say, Lincoln and call an immediate cease fire.”

“How is that a win?”

“It’s not a loss. The way things are going we are not going to win this, unless I get the resources I was promised. Go back to the senate, tell them their efforts to thwart you have resulted in this mess and that if they had backed you, we’d control everything from the west coast to Indiana.”

“Jonas.”

“Yes, ma’am?”

“Don’t advise me on politics.” Parker said.

“Don’t tell me how to run my military campaign.” 

“Fair enough. What I hear you saying is that you cannot win this war against the Iowans?”

“No.” Jonas said, “What I am telling you is no one can win this war against them without the support I requested, and was promised, six months ago. Not me, not some up and coming braggart who will promise you everything so he can take over.”

“What about just pulling back, letting the Iowans go on the offense and then grinding them up?” 

“That’s pretty close to telling me my business. And, not to be picking ‘your’ plan apart, is close to what I just suggested.” Jonas hesitated a moment, “It would be better than continuing to try and press forward. The main problem is that they are already on the offense. Yes, they are trying to take the ground they lost back...wait, that’s wrong, they ARE taking their territory back. We are just barely holding on trying to contain them. They will drive us west of Omaha in a matter of days. Lincoln will be the next stop.”

“I hear you. I understand. I will send one of our best negotiators to deal with the Iowans.”

“I think we need to get some people in place all around them too.” Jonas said.

“I agree, we need someone down in Florida. If I send you someone, can you get them inserted?”

Jonas shook his head, but said, “I’ll do my best. Doug was under the radar, and I think he was our best bet at infiltrating without drawing too much attention to ourselves. If we throw a super zed into the region everyone is going to know it.”

“What about a pair, one human, one zed?”

“Who?”

“Well, I have the zed, you could peel the best fighter you have to send with him.” Parker said.

“Were you not listening when I said what would happen if I do that? The locals will eat whoever we drop in alive.”

“Jonas, you tried stealth. Doug wasn’t the weakest of our assets; he should have been able to infiltrate. Now we need to try the other way. Someone strong enough to take care of themselves, sending a discrete pair will serve two purposes. First taking them out will take more effort.”

“We think. We don’t know.” Jonas said.

“Right, this is a learning experience. The second message they will get is that we are not afraid to lose a couple of assets if we must. We’ll send them with a message: Together we are stronger.”

“I don’t think that will work. I have an alternative, it borders on me telling you how to do your job, do you want to hear it?”

“What can it hurt?”

“We have had contact with a zombie mercenary group; their leader is named Jake. He and the Iowans had some sort of falling out right before this whole thing started, but from what I understand, the two groups are working together again. They are not staunch allies.”

“You think you might be able to turn Jake against them?”

“Probably not unless we are going to deal them a knockout blow. You know mercenaries; if they get a reputation for turning on their employers no one will hire them again.”

“I thought the Iowans didn’t work with the dead?”

“They don’t allow them inside their borders. My proposal is to get Jake to do the insertion for us. Either into Texas or further east. He helped with Doug, but I don’t think he has assets all the way to the east coast. It won’t hurt to ask.”

“I can send my man. And you’ll pair him up with your best guy and handle the insertion effort?”

Jonas knew he wasn’t going to win this battle, so he conceded as graciously as possible, “Yes, ma’am, I’ll take care of the ‘effort.’”

“Who will you send?”

“I was thinking Sergeant Mumong.”

“Haris? The hero of Wyoming? I don’t know that that is your best idea.” Parker said.

“He is good at close defense, the best really.”

“He’s also a nationally known hero for bringing down those holdouts in Wyoming. If we lose him, we could lose a lot of the popular momentum for the war effort.”

“I know that which is why he has not been back to the front lines in six months. But he is more powerful than ever, and I can’t keep having him on escort duty for our supply caravans. It’s a waste of a resource.” Jonas told her.

“It’s risky. I said you could send who you want, so if it’s him, it’s him. He’s Muslim isn’t he?”

“Sikh. Or was, who is anything now that we are living in the end of days? Does it make a difference?”

“We have a vocal minority of Muslims to appease...and a louder majority who thinks they caused the end of the world. I won’t play the religious angle, unless it comes up.”

“You deal with the politics. Who is your guy?”

“I am going to send you Mister Black.” Parker told him.

Jonas said nothing, he was too stunned to reply.

Parker asked, “Are you still there?”

“I’m here.”

“You don’t approve?”

“I...I didn’t even know he was back from Asia.”

“We’re keeping it quiet. He works best if no one knows where he is.” Parker told him.

“Black and Mumong. That’s not a team I would have imagined together. Black hates zombies, as one himself I never understood that. He also isn’t big on Muslims as I recall.” 

“You said Mumong is Sikh. Black hates disorder more. And he is good at what he does.”

“What exactly does he do?” Jonas asked.

“Whatever is necessary.” Parker replied, “I’ll have him on the next supply caravan, arrange to have Haris escorting that and brief him that he’ll be Mr. Black’s companion so they can get to know each other.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Jonas said.

They hung up, leaving Jonas shaking his head about what had just happened. He called out to Gina, his assistant and Parker’s chief spy in his camp, to get the orders ready to pull the troops back to Lincoln.
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On a black scorched plain in Wyoming a shallow graved stirred and a claw like hand pushed up from beneath the dirt. A low sound pierced the otherwise quiet of the prairie. A dust-choked voice whispered out, “Oh Dios de quién Único Hijo nos ha otorgado los beneficios de la vida eterna, concédenos la gracia que te pedimos mientras meditamos los Misterios del Mas Santo Rosario de la Bienaventurada Virgen María, debemos imitar lo que contienen y obtener lo que prometen, a través del mismo Cristo Nuestro Señor. Amen y gracias senor.”
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“How was this end of the operation?” The question came from Hank a pale, sweaty man who stood just a little over two meters tall. Beside him Juan, with his scruffy beard raised his eyebrows, he too was looking a little pale, the reasons why were entirely different. Both were dying, of that there was no doubt. One of a zombie bite, one of what was called ‘Power Sickness’ from when just too many super zombies were killed by one of the living. Both were in the Café American, with Gus. The mood in the bar was low-key excitement, now that the local threat had been beaten back. 

“Went about as expected Matías came in and tried to kill Max. You finished the job we started here.” Gus said. “I heard your end went smoothly.” Gus had heard the military truck drive up a few minutes ago and some of the staff were processing the bodies. 

“Yeah, but you know how they are, very tight lipped about things. We got back and Max just disappeared.” Hank asked. 

Gus nodded. “Jane’s still working though.”

Hank slid into the booth across from Gus, “I’m not going to bother her for details, you’re a little easier to talk to.”

“I don’t blame you. She’s got resting bitch face going.” Gus replied.

“Reminds me of my ex-wife.”

“Most men don’t learn from such mistakes.” Gus said.

“Juan here has been a good influence. You ever been married, Gus?”

“No, I was born wise.”

“Girlfriend?”

“No.”

“Boyfriend?”

Gus just shrugged.

“Not that we care in this post-apocalyptic age or anything.”

“Si.” Juan added.

Gus looked up after the man spoke, “Something on your mind, Juan?”

“Oh, yeah, he has a whole tassel of questions. Of anyone here you, Max or Jane might be the only ones who can answer them.” Hank said.

“Such as?”

“Has anyone gone into the hole?”

“Yes.” Gus answered.

“Y?” Juan prompted.

“Only one guy came out.”

“How many went in?” Hank asked. 

“Two squads of Navy guys, a half-dozen civilians.”

“What happened to them? What did they find out?”

“It’s a dead world. People wise. Mostly. It’s just like ours otherwise. Their outbreak, it was earlier and faster than ours was. There were a few other differences too. Elvis died in Vietnam.”

“Oh, no!”

“Yeah, Morrison lived into the 90’s. Had a huge resurgence in the mid-eighties, practically worshipped as a God. President Bush declared a national day of mourning when he passed. This was during his second term in office.”

“No shit?” Hank said. “They bring any of his recordings back?”

“Yeah, they hit a record store, there were music disks and some type of solid memory sticks, but they aren’t compatible with anything we have. No one thought to bring a player back. Plus, their batteries run at different powers, makes things complicated.”

Juan echoed with “Mierda.” A split second later.

“Yeah, it would be nice to hear what he came out with.” Hank said, then asked, “The place is empty now?”

“No. I didn’t say that.”

“Full of zombies?”

“Not exactly. There are just a few of them left, maybe twenty in the entire world. They run all over the place, there are, or were, some people left, but zombie wise, nope, they were all absorbed.”

“Absorbed?” Juan asked this time.

“Yeah, apparently, they could eat each other and got more and more powerful when they did so. I guess the ‘soul to power’ rate was better on their side of the curtain.”

“So...what you’re saying is that their super zombies all killed each other until only twenty were left? And those twenty are super, super powerful?”

Gus nodded very slowly, “Extremely powerful. That’s what Sentry does. Ironic, isn’t it? He guards this world now.”

“Ironic because he destroyed it?”

“Well, not that so much as because of his name.”

“Oh, yeah, missed that.” Hank ran a hand through his greasy, sweaty hair. 

“He fights them?” Juan asked.

“Not if he can’t avoid it. I think he mostly tries to keep them from coming through to this side. We have an advantage though. They can’t assimilate our zombies. Eating ours doesn’t make them more powerful.”

“How do you know?”

“One came through a couple years ago, despite Sentry’s efforts.”

“Really? What happened?”

“It was bad.” Gus said.

“How did they get through?”

“They followed the lone survivor back. It was touch and go there for a while. Sentry needed Max and Jane and the Navy and even some of the Cubans to help destroy the fucker.”

“Jesus.”

“Hank!” Juan admonished.

“A lot of people died.”

“So, the guy that made it back...”

“No one knows. Max thought it best not to mention his name to anyone.”

“But you know, don’t you, Gus?”

“There are very few things I can’t find out.”

“Who is he?”

“I will not tell you who they are. What do you want to know for? What good will it do? He was debriefed. It was a ‘he’, by the way.”

Juan and Hank looked at each other, then Juan asked, “What is the world like, in bad shape?”

“Well, like I said, their apocalypse happened earlier and more forcefully than ours. Our world is shitty now, in the time since the outbreak, theirs is worse. More bridges are gone, more destruction has happened, and everything is being reclaimed by nature. Geographically the place looks the same, but honestly no one really knows. They didn’t see any dinosaurs or aliens or anything and in some places the cities and towns are almost pristine.”

“The hole opens in their Florida?” Hank asked.

Gus nodded.

“What about their stores and cars and things?”

“They said the stores were almost fully stocked still, so canned goods and glass stuff was still viable. They mentioned `Charlie’s Beans` as being everywhere, and delicious. Car wise, the rubber is in rough shape, but yeah, they had their Fords and Chevy’s and Toyotas. No gas would be good, after this long. Why are you asking?”

“I...just a thought me and Juan came up with. Hear us out.” Hank said.

“Si.” Juan added.

“I’m listening.”

“We move over there. Settle it, get out of this place.”

“We, who?”

“Everyone who wants to go. Defending one gate would be easier than dealing with what Max told us of the thousands of supers coming out of California. We could send word up to Iowa, tell them to beat a retreat to here. Go through, loot what we can to get set up and maybe settle on the other side somewhere nice.”

Gus shook his head, “Aren’t you forgetting their super zombies?”

“How bad was the fighting when one came through?”

“Well, you remember the lake you had to boat across to get to the portal?”

“Yeah.”

“There used to be more than thirty thousand undead around it. You see, I haven’t mentioned this part yet; I did tell you they can’t feed on our zombies. Something about the portal attracts our zombies, like a moth to flame. It, I dunno, ‘feeds’ them too, slowly. Our slow, stupid zeds become smarter after a few months around the portal. Some of them had been sitting around the portal for years. Can you imagine how strong they got in that time, just basking in the glow of that trickle of power?”

“Their one zombie killed them all?”

“It was over in less than three minutes. Every zed within about five kilometers of the portal was killed. Those three minutes bought the rest of us a breather and we counterattacked. Everyone in the area owes those thirty odd thousand their lives. Or unlives. Even after their sacrifice it was a close thing. You have no idea how close you came to being killed that day. About how many zombies were around it when you left?”

“A lot. Not tens of thousands, but maybe a thousand. They didn’t mess with us. Didn’t talk to us, didn’t ignore us, just let us pass.” Hank said.

“They don’t need you, not anymore. They still come, but there are not as many and they are not as strong.”

“There are other portals.” Juan said, “Tel him, Hank.”

“Denver. There’s one in Denver too.”

“I know. There are seven, as far as I can tell.” Gus said.

“Do they all lead to the same place?” Juan asked.

“No.”

“How can you be sure?”

“Because I can imagine a future where I travel to each one of them and go through. And what I’ve found is no better than the rift we have here. In some cases, it’s worse, most of the time it’s about the same. I am sort of glad that’s the way it is though.”

“Why?”

“Because if they had had an easier time of things, the creatures there would be busting into our world to colonize it. It looks like we were the only ones to make these bombs.”

“Do we have more? Bombs that is?” Hank asked.

“Perry isn’t saying.”

“But you know, don’t you?” Juan asked.

Gus looked at Juan for a minute, “How are you feeling Juan? You aren’t looking too good.”

Hank leaned back as Jane dropped a plate of toasted chips in front of him, “Thank you, darling.”

She favored him with a withering look and marched back to the bar.

“I don’t think she likes me.” Hank said.

“She ‘doesn’t like’ everyone.” Gus nodded. 

“I am okay. Still sick. I wasn’t supposed to be sick anymore.” Juan said.

“You were given the Maxson strain, weren’t you?” Juan nodded and Gus continued, “Not a lot of people take it when they are suffering the power sickness. You were, from what you told us, a fairly advanced case. It might take a while.”

“It might not work.” Juan said. “You can see the future, what do you see for me?”

Gus nodded, “That didn’t take long, asking me to see into your future. That is pretty hard for me to say.”

“Doesn’t everyone ask?”

“Almost always. Some of you come at it sideways, some of you just asked outright. I am much better at telling you my future. I can look down that path more reliably. To see your future, I must imagine gluing myself to your side, something I could, in theory, do. And it takes time. I get all catonic if I try to see too far. I’ve gotten better the last few years; I don’t go so far.”

“So now you don’t tell anyone what happens to them anymore?”

“I can approach a person’s future sideways too. Like I see you and Hank in most of my futures, my near futures. Don’t get cocky though, there are plenty of futures without either of you in them. I see future interactions is all. Potential future interactions. If you survive tonight I see us talking tomorrow.”

“About what?”

“You’re yelling at me, Hank. Juan is more levelheaded.”

“So now I can throw caution to the wind, and I know I’ll live to be mad at you tomorrow?” Hank asked.

“That’s the danger. I only see you mad at me in most of my futures. I can take a different path and that anger will never manifest, if I choose. You can drink yourself into a stupor and they’ll be hauling your zombiefied ass off the beach too. Those are both possibilities. I must play the odds on what is actually going to happen, will making you mad at me serve some purpose? Will that purpose be worth it in the end?”

“Nothing is set in stone.” Juan said.

“See?” Gus said, raising his drink to Juan, “He gets it.”

“I think I do too. It’s why you’re still alive, isn’t it? Because you can see futures where yours stops?”

“Bingo.” Gus called out, “Cubans over here, Jane!” 

“Fuck off.” Her voice sailed over the crowd and brought a laugh from some of the people in the bar.

“She’ll bring them.” Gus predicted. 

“What you see is always shifting, always changing?” Hank asked.

“Always. It’s easy to get lost. I can reset to certain points, so I can play the twenty questions or actions game and keep trying new things. It’s faster than living real life, I mean it’s the speed of thought, but that doesn’t mean it takes no time at all.”

“It must be very hard to be you.” Juan told Gus. He finally raised one hand to take a couple of the chips from the basket in front of them.

“You better eat those!” Came Jane’s voice as she slapped down three cigars and a cutter on the table in front of them, “I have paying customers who would have taken them.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Hank dutifully reached out and took some chips.

“Si.” Juan added.

“What’s her story?” Hank asked Gus.

“I thought you knew her, from before?”

Hank shook his head, “No. I ran into her group, with Max out in Denver, like the day the outbreak started. We didn’t trade much in the way of stories back then.”

“Oh? I’d heard otherwise.”

“Wait.” Juan said, raising one hand, “Why do you talk to us? You would know everything you want by having these discussions in your head.”

“True.” Gus said with a shrug of his stocky shoulders, he nodded ‘thanks’ to Jane as she dropped off three cigars, a punch and a lighter, “But then you wouldn’t learn anything would you?”

“Oh. Yes, I see.” Juan said.

“I get it now, what you said, Juan.” He pointed one thumb at Gus, “He’s gotta be bored out of his mind.”

Gus trimmed and punched the cigars one by one and handed them out to the others. Once they were distributed, he passed around the lighter.

Hank coughed after taking in a lungful. “Ah, not used to smoking.”

“Well, that and you’re dying from a zombie bite.” Gus said.

“Gus!” Juan said, “You shouldn’t say such a thing. Hank is doing fine.”

“He won’t turn tomorrow, if he survives the night. He isn’t a zed when he gets mad at me. What’s wrong with having this on the table?”

“It’s just...not polite.” Juan said.

Gus laughed and coughed and took a huge swig of his drink, “You’re dying of power sickness, he’s succumbing to a zombie bite and I’m blind and going crazy living in all my futures. Any other secrets that need to be on the table? I think it’s better if we just show our hands so we can plan better.”

“I think you’re right, Gus. No, he is right Juan. A little honesty never hurt anyone, if applied in the right manner. In that vein, how about you tell me why Max wanted me and Juan to head up north to see the portal and crater?”

“We keep tabs on it.”

“If I’m not mistaken, didn’t we meet you on the road coming from the portal? And isn’t there a Navy watch station with five very, ah, nervous men in it at all times?”

“Yes, and yes. We like to keep very close tabs on it. There is almost always someone going up there at Max’s urging, he sent two guys up there just today. It’s like a rite of passage; it’s just a couple hundred klicks, but it isn’t a cake walk. If you can do it, then maybe you’re worth doing other things for him. For us.”

“I brought his kid from Iowa, over a thousand miles, um, sorry kilometers. I don’t think I have much to prove travel wise, not to anyone.”

“Have you looked at yourself lately, Hank? You still might have a thing or three to prove. I mean who knows when your heart is going to give out and you’ll turn?”

“You said not before tomorrow.”

“If you live.” Gus added.

“If I live.” Hank took a long draw from his cigar, then puffed out a couple of smoke rings above the table.

Gus laughed, “See? No matter how much I can see into the future, I miss some things. Who knew you could blow smoke rings? Not me. It’s these trivial things that make me happy; that keep me from being bored.”

“Well, you are probably focused on the bigger picture.” Juan said.

“I am. Right now, it is consuming most of my time.” They smoked for a while in silence, letting the waves of noise and commotion from the bar wash over them without adding to it.

“Do you ever see your own death?” Hank asked eventually.

“Yes.”

Hank looked at Juan, then back to Gus, “Just yes?”

“Yep, just yes.”

“How much time do you spend avoiding it?”

Gus thought for a moment before he set his cigar down in the ashtray in front of them. He held up his hand with all ten fingers splayed out, “These are my thoughts, everything I have.” He wiggled his fingers. Slowly he pulled one thumb back into the palm of his hand, so only nine digits remained facing Hank and Juan, “This much. I spend this much time just trying to stay alive. All the paths lead to darkness, my friends, every single one of them. Keeping myself off of those takes a lot of effort.”

“Ninety percent. Are you really in that much danger?”

“I am lately.”
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“Dad.” Nick said, trying to rouse his father into talking to him. “What happened?”

“Stupid people, doing stupid things. They never learn. You know they never learn.”

“I wasn’t there, I don’t know what you did.”

“I killed a man. A stupid man. A man who probably deserved to die, I mean who doesn’t these days, but the fact that I had to do it, doesn’t make me happy.”

“You’ve killed a lot of people.” Nick said.

“It’s so pointless. There is nowhere left to go, nothing left to do. So little left to try and achieve. Fighting here. Fighting up in Iowa. Fighting everywhere you passed through on the trip down here. Just like there was fighting before. Nothing ever changes.”

“You changed.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good thing. I could kill everyone in this place, you know? I could probably wipe out Miami, all of it. Stewart might stop me or Sentry could come back and put an end to it. Probably. What would be the point though? I don’t even know if there is an end to it, can I die? What happens if I do? Am I rea?”

“Of course, you’re real! I mean you’re here with me. I can touch you.” Nick reached out and patted his father’s forearm.

“Only if I let you.” Nick’s patting hand passed through flesh that simply wasn’t there on his next touch. “See?”

“Do you still feel? Like can you tell when I’m touching you?”

“Yes, of course I can!”

“And you’re still concerned about things too. You don’t like killing. That’s feeling of the emotional kind.”

“True. I can’t turn that off; I wish I could.”

“If you could you’d be a monster.”

Max turned his head and looked at his son for a moment. “You’re right. I’d just turn that part off and never bother turning it back on.”

“Good that means you’re still human.”

“For now.” Max said with trace of bitterness.

“Maybe you’ll age out of it. What happened in the bar?”

Max nodded, “Okay, I’ll tell you. It’s nothing you won’t hear from someone else tomorrow.” Max detailed what happened I the bar earlier in the evening, adding that it wasn’t the first time someone warlord wannabe had come into the bar to make a name for themselves.

“How many, do you think? Over the years I mean?”

“A dozen? Eighteen? It happens every few months. It has been slowing down a little, I think.”

“Things are getting better.”

“I wouldn’t say that.”

Nick left his father brooding and moved into the bedroom of the suite that his dad and Stewart had told him stay in. He hadn’t seen the man in eight years and didn’t know where to start with him. I get more answers from Stewart.

Nick pulled off his shirt and selected a clean one from his meager inventory. His dad had found him a few more articles of clothing, he still lacked almost everything. Living out of a backpack was okay for a while and his short stint in the military had taught him how to pack light, that didn’t mean he liked it.

After getting dressed again he headed for the door.

“Nick.” His father called him.

“What?”

“Where are you going?”

“Out for a walk. Maybe along the beach.”

“It’s dang...”

“Dangerous out there. I know. I’m not eleven anymore and I know how to handle myself. You didn’t have to have Stewart hustle me out of the bar tonight; I think I would have survived. You don’t need to babysit me when I go out and take a walk along the beach.”

“There are people, things, that will want to use you to hurt or manipulate me.”

“Then they are fools; if you cared about what happened to me you would have gotten word to me and Jessica sometime in the last 8 years.”

“Nick.” Max’s voice began, cut off by the slammed door.

The young man marched to the stairs at the end of the hall and went down the stairwell. Outside Max was waiting for him.

“I tell you, what’s happened to me does make it almost effortless to keep up with you.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. It’s a shame my gifts don’t impede your abilities too.” Nick said, starting across the street for the beach. His father followed him quietly and the people ahead of him gave him a wide berth.

“Do they all know who I am?”

“It’s probably more me.” Max said, “I am sure most of them do. Look, Nick, I’m sorry.”

“Sorry for what part of it? The last eight years, tonight? Last night, the previous two weeks?”

Max held his hands widespread before him, “How about all of it?”

“Okay.”

“Okay?” Max asked.

“Not, ‘okay, I forgive everything.’ More like ‘okay, we can move forward a little.’ You haven’t told me anything. Not really. Yeah, yeah, I get that you need to be close to keep an eye on the portal or rift or whatever you call it. In case something comes through... That doesn’t make any sense to me.”

“What part of it confuses you?”

“I didn’t say ‘confuse’, I said it doesn’t make any sense. Look, a second ago you teleported to the sidewalk from my room. Poof.” Nick put his two fists together and then rose them up while spreading his fingers. “What you’re saying is that you couldn’t do that to get to Bill’s house? Not even once? In eight years? Not even to let us know you were alive? Or not dead, at least.”

“Every millisecond counts. These things are fast.”

“So why aren’t you camped out at the rift?”

Max looked away from his son.

“See?” Nick started to shake, his fists clenched, then the anger seemed to drain out of him. “I see through that. Like I said, I’m not 11 anymore. You didn’t come back because you didn’t want to.”

“I didn’t think it was a good idea. After the bomb, after me and Stewart died, it wasn’t fast, you know. Our recovery. It took months. By the time I could appear, well everyone who had come down here was gone and the thing we thought we were trying to fix was still a problem.”

“Why didn’t you lead with that?”

“Sometimes I forget that you’re not eleven anymore.”

“Dad, I say this with as much love as I can; fuck you. You made a choice; you have to live with the consequences. You’ve been making choices for the last two weeks and I think you’re still covering and lying and trying to tell me what you think I want to hear. You know all I want to really hear? The truth. Is the truth too hard for you?”

“You want the truth? You think you can handle it?” Max stepped in front of his son, the people around them were watching closely, not quite closing in, but no longer stepping away either.

“Yes. It’s all I came here for. When I found out you were alive...I couldn’t think of anything else, but to get down here. Either to curse you out or hug you.”

“And what do you want to do now that you’re here?”

“I haven’t decided yet. I still don’t know anything.”

“I feel like you’ve done some cursing. Not that I approve. I do, however, understand. You know, I don’t really know what going on.” Max said.

“What?”

“That’s the truth. You wanted the truth that I’m afraid to tell you and there it is. I’m ashamed. I’m scared. I’m dead. But it doesn’t take those things away from me. I just don’t know what’s going to happen. I don’t know if I should leave, I don’t know if you’re safer here or if you were safer in Iowa. I simply don’t have any answers. How can I tell you what you need to hear when you I don’t even know it myself?”

Nick stood there for a moment, looking at his dad, then quietly said, “Oh.”

“Can I tell you a story?”

“So long as it’s true.”

“It is. This story began about 18 years ago, a little more, actually. It began the night you were born. I picked you up and held you and realized I had no idea what to do with you. You were my first-born kid. Your mom, she was out, it was a hard birth, something you probably remember us telling you.”

Nick nodded.

“So, she is out and here I am holding this purplish looking little life, you weren’t crying, not really fussing, but when I held you in my hands, do you think it was magical? Do you think I was filled with wonder and excitement for what would be? I was scared. Scared shitless, wondering what I had done. I knew everything was going to be different from that moment on, and I wasn’t wrong about that. But I also knew I had no experience in the daddy business. I had no idea what to do with you. I could have killed you, I was afraid I would drop you on your head and you would die. Or maybe when I put you on the table with the heat lamp that you would fall off somehow. I didn’t want to put you down. I was afraid.”

“Isn’t that normal?” Nick asked.

“Exactly. Humans have been doing this for hundreds of thousands years and the species somehow survived. I wasn’t alone. There are literally enough books on raising your child that you could fill a library...or your phone memory. No, I calmed down. You had grandparents I could talk to and my dad, your grandfather, he must have seen that fear in me when he came to see you that morning. He took me by the hand, led me out of the room, the room I hadn’t left because I was afraid to and out of the hospital to the parking lot.” Max shook his head, “I remember looking back the whole time, but your grandma was there, and I didn’t have any excuses not to go with my dad. We get out to the parking lot and he doesn’t say anything. He takes two cigars out of his pocket, clips them off, hands one to me and pulls out a lighter.”

Max smiled, “Your old granddad wasn’t cheap, these weren’t cigars he bought from a gas station on the way to the hospital. These were planned, Churchills, big fat thick cigars like we sell in there.” Max hitched a thumb back to the bar. “My point is they took a while to smoke, maybe forty-five minutes. We hardly said a word the whole time, I think he said congratulations or something. He pulled a flask out, whiskey, we passed that around a couple times to rinse out our mouths. We finish smoking and then my old man says to me, ‘You’ll do fine. You’ve got nothing to be afraid of. If there were anything wrong with that boy the doctors would know by now. You’re not going to drop him or sit on him. You might step on him, but you won’t hurt him permanently. You can’t live in fear for him, because that’s not living. He can survive out of your sight and he will. I know it’s true; you did.’ And that was it, that was the sum of his parenting advice to me. I felt a little shortchanged at first, but then I was too busy with you and work and your mom’s postpartum depression.”

“He was right, then.” Nick said.

“He was, yes. But he didn’t need to say anything, I would have figured it out, he just made it easier. That’s how this relates to now. There is no one here to make this easier for me. Or Stewart. There are no books to read, there are no grandparents to ask for advice. There is not a hundred thousand years of history to draw upon. I live in fear that I will make a mistake, and every single person will pay for it with their lives, or unlives.” 

“You have Stewart. And there is whatshisname, Doctor Sentry.”

“Neither of whom have any idea what they are doing either. I suppose Gus has talked to you a lot?” Max asked. Nick nodded, “Yeah, you wouldn’t have heard much from Jane, but Gus always likes to keep people filled in.”

“What’s so special about Gus?”

“He’s a character, says he sees the future.”

“Like Ruben?”

“No. I know about Ruben’s angels. They give him commands to keep him alive and commands to be certain places at certain times and do things, and he does them, because he thinks they are angels.”

“Are they?”

Max shrugged, “I really couldn’t say. There are ghosts and goblins aplenty out there now and one man’s ghoul is another man’s angel. Ruben has a very limited precognition that helps him avoid death, or it has so far. Gus, now he really can see into the future. Just don’t buy into the hype that he knows everything that is going to happen.”

“Why not?”

“Gus only knows what’s going to happen to Gus and even then, he really only has a limited view of what might happen. Nothing is set, according to Gus. Ruben, on the other hand, would tell you that everything is set and going according to God’s plan.”

“Wait, so if Gus only sees his future then how is that helpful?”

“He can look into what may happen if he were to drop everything and stay with you or me or anyone he sees what will transpire and then tells you. The fact is though, that just by doing that Gus is altering what may happen, isn’t he? Your future is going to be lived by you alone, not you and Gus, he has no intention of going with you everywhere to find out what you are going to go through. Even if he just goes along to observe and doesn’t interact at all...it would still change things.”

“Just by being there. I get it. He might get shot if he were in the way of someone trying to shoot me.”

“Exactly. He is useful, but only in a smaller sort of way.”

“Everyone says you’re a god now. Why can’t you see into the future?”

“Everyone is probably wrong about that.” Max stepped aside and gestured to the beach, and they started walking towards it again. A group of people fell into step behind them, keeping pace.

“Why? I mean Gus said something bad came through the portal and nearly killed everyone, but you and Stewart and Sentry killed it.”

“True. It was a mess. How do you fight a ghost? How do you kill me? Many have tried over the years too, but just because I am a ghost, or can be, doesn’t provide me with any insight on how to defeat another thing like me.”

“Could you kill Stewart?” Nick asked.

“Maybe.”

“Sentry?”

“No.”

“But you could hurt either of them?” 

Max nodded, “Yes, they are like me enough that I could damage them, maybe even permanently.”

“How?”

“We’re like, similar, so we can affect each other easier. The thing from the other side, it wasn’t really like us at all. I guess their version of Sentry did things differently. He’s dead, by the way, their version of Sentry.”

“How do you know?”

“Gus found out. They are different from us, but he figured how to talk to the one before we killed it. All in the future, it never ‘really’ happened, of course. Their Sentry, as near as the one we killed could tell, died in the first few hours of the outbreak.”

“He told me there are maybe twenty of them left on the other side.”

“I think there are twenty-three, in their whole world of 8 billion souls, twenty-three came out alive. And now they are fighting each other and have nowhere to go and nothing to do. Gods without worshippers.”

“Unless they come here.” Nick said.

“Unless they come here.” They walked down into the surf and let the waves crest over their feet, the people behind them did the same, some carrying low lit hurricane lamps, their followers seemed to be in a good mood, with some laughter trickling over to interrupt Max and Nick’s conversation.

“How did you kill the one that came over here?” Nick asked.

“The three of us were not up to it, we would never have done it on our own. Fortunately, we weren’t alone, there must be a hundred thousand people in the area now, back then there was probably close to that number too, maybe eighteen or so died.”

“Eighteen?” Nick said, wrinkling his brow, “That’s not so many...”

“Thousand. And we had the Navy, they had weapons that helped. Well, not weapons so much as defenses. A few toys and gizmos that some superhuman churns out for them were effective. Their lead gizmo maker died that night though, but the well isn’t dry yet, there are others. The zombies helped a lot too. As a distraction. Sentry figured out how to get the guy into a physical form so we could pummel on him. Gus figured out which of the gadget maker’s toys could hurt him, by process of future looking. Stewart and I, well, we held on as best we could. The guy we fought was named Jared, a native of their Florida, Hispanic, very angry, hot headed and easily baited. Honestly he wasn’t the smartest dude either. I think that’s why we got lucky. So much of that fight was luck. We’re still getting lucky. Their world is divided into regions of control, Jared had about one twenty fourth of their world and they fought each other for territory pretty much every single day.”

“Wait? What? Wouldn’t they figure out that Jared is dead? Wouldn’t they come looking for him? Wouldn’t they find the portal?” Nick’s voice was rising with each question.

Max put a hand on his son’s shoulder, “We know. You’re smart, you know that? We’re not too dumb ourselves. We knew they would notice him missing, so we did what we had to do.”

“What?”

“Nick, where exactly do you think Sentry spends his time these days?”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 8
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“Sarah. Wake up, Sarah.”

“Where am I?” Her thoughts were muddy, and the room was dark. She felt old, like a lot of time had passed. “Nick?”

“No, Sarah, Nick isn’t here.”

“Jessica?”

“Your family isn’t here, Sarah. What is the last think you remember?”

“She...bit me. Through the ceiling. No.” Her brow furrowed in thought, “I was in my attic. There were a lot of people there that I didn’t know...Someone...Max!”

“Good, good, take it slow. I know you have a lot of questions. Are you hungry?”

Sarah was nodding before she even thought about it. A warm coffee mug with a lid on it was thrust into her hand.

“Not really thirsty...” She began, then she caught a whiff form the small hole in the top of the cup, it took only a second to raise it to her lips and she drank down the contents like a hyena on a Serengeti. When she finished, she looked up at the man talking to her, she could see him more clearly now. “Who are you?”

“My name is Doctor Malcolm Taylor.”

“Are you black or is it just that dark in here? You look funny.”

“Sarah, you have been through some very bad trauma. We have a lot to catch up on, trust me, my staff and I will get you back to a hundred percent in no time. Could you eat some more?”

“Yes.” Sarah felt like she could drink a hundred more mugs if they were offered. Doctor Taylor took the empty one back from her and thrust another into her waiting palm. She drank it down in a frenzy, taking frantic gulps and spilling the contents over her cheeks and chin, which she then pushed into her mouth with her fingers. The cup, unneeded and forgotten, dropped from her hand and Malcolm caught it with supernatural prowess.

“That’s all for today, I’m afraid. We’ve brought people like you back before and find it works best if we progress slowly and educate you as we go. So today is the beginning of your new existence.”

“My new existence...” Sarah’s eyes went wide, “I remember...I...there were cannibals, eating people in the street. Some of them burst in and I...there was a woman named Nancy...”

“Good. I am glad you can remember that much, it helps put things in context for what I am going to tell you later. Do you love your children, Sarah?”

“Beyond anything.”

“And your husband, what is his name?”

“Max.”

“Do you love him?”

She paused for a moment. “He was in the attic. He had a gun. I think he was going to shoot me. They weren’t cannibals. They were...zombies?”

“Good, but focus on your children and Max. You loved them. You would want to protect them, it’s only natural for a mother and a good wife to protect the ones she loves. You would need to find them first, wouldn’t you? That would be one of the first things you would have to do. You would have an overwhelming desire to find them, so you could protect them.”

“I would. If I could find them...”

“You’ll find them, Sarah. I am going to help you find them.” Malcolm brushed his hands over Sarah’s hair, pausing and keeping them pressed against her head for a moment until the woman’s eyes closed and she appeared to go to sleep. Sleep would imply a pulse, which she was lacking, and the dead didn’t need rest. Still Malcolm left the room, and she stayed there, standing upright, face smeared with blood, hands slowly clenching and unclenching by her sides.

“Well, Malcolm?”

“Elijah, always good to see you taking a direct interest in your projects.” Malcolm said to Elijah Last, his creator. “How have you been?”

Elijah made a brushing off motion with one hand, “No complaints. Now, how about it, doctor? How is she?”

“She is probably the oldest recluse zombie I have had to deal with. I don’t have her in a direct relation, so working with her is only going to be possible for a little while longer, if she becomes much stronger, we’ll have to find a better ancestor to work with her.”

“That’s unlikely to happen, most of that region’s creators died in the Denver blast.”

“Then we’ll make do. I’ve done all I can to set her on the path of developing the skills you wanted, if it works. You know this subtle suggestion strategy isn’t foolproof.”

“I know it’s hit and miss, Malcolm. I’ll be disappointed if it doesn’t work out, however I won’t hold you to blame. I know the track record and the risks.”

“Psychology isn’t an exact science, and I am dealing with zombie psychology, which is still in its infancy.”

“Really, Malcolm, I already told you I won’t crucify you if it doesn’t work out, stop downplaying your abilities. Just keep feeding her slowly and get her to the point where another pint or two of blood will bring her beyond your control. Then keep her on ice until we need her.”

“She is damn close to that point now.”

“Then cut her off. Just bring her out of her stupor and keep working your magic.”

“As you say. Have you heard from Parker?”

“As much as I want to, so no.”

The doctor looked away, “Probably for the best, I don’t see what she can offer us.”

“Politics. We have to try and keep Parker and her lot from destroying the world in a nuclear holocaust.” Elijah said.

“I get that, sort of. I’d rather not all the humans died. Parker is such a snake. The thought of working with her is disgusting.”

“We agree on the good Senator, then.” Elijah clapped Malcolm on the back “I never said I liked working with her, but until we can replace her, she is who we must deal with, if we want to deal at all. Right now, I’d rather deal with her than destroy the west coast. Thank you for your work here, Malcolm. I really appreciate it and all the help you’ve given us over the years.”

“Yes, senator.”
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Chapter 9
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Something was very wrong. He heard voices. “I’ll fucking kill them all. Look what they’ve done to us!” The man turned around, looking for the woman who spoke. She wasn’t there. No one was there. He was alone and in the scrubland. For the past half hour or so he had been working his way toward the only thing that looked interesting in the surrounding area. A few steps away he realized it was a pile of vehicles. Trucks. Melted.

The wreckage was twisted from the heat and seemed to flow like wax down into the earth. It was also cold to his touch, whatever happened here had happened a long time ago, days or weeks, but not months. Around the outside of the pile there were scattered debris, things that might have been broken off the trucks before whatever happened to them had occurred. And other things as well. He saw a finger and many spent shell casings. Some crude clubs and a strip of colorless plastic caught on a bit of scrub brush. He plucked the plastic up with his hand. Invisible. It was light deflecting technology, a piece of a plastic cloak that was battery operated, and when worn, could make the wearer disappear. It was effective against zombies as well as humans. A charged casing caught his eye and he bent to pick it up. It was a seamless box just large enough to not fit into his hand comfortably, it was heavy. It felt important.  
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