
        
            
                
            
        

    




Chapter One
Two shamblers swayed mindlessly in the shadows of an abandoned trailer home, gurgling and slobbering as the occasional flash of lightning illuminated the walls. A storm raged outside, with heavy rains that rumbled on the tin roof, and strong winds that shook the flimsy structure with their ferocity.
Nearby, a shuffler bumped into the walls of the hallway, trying desperately to navigate the darkness. It moaned and grunted, confused and seemingly trapped. But the shamblers mostly ignored it, not interested in its moldy flesh.
Then, one of the shamblers began sniffing, capturing the attention of the other. A familiar scent was nearby, and the two creatures began excitedly seeking its source. They turned toward the aluminum door that flapped in the wind, neither of them aware of their doom.
A crash sounded as the back door was bashed in. The shamble closest to it spun as quickly as it could, met by the hard wood of a baseball bat that crushed its face in one fell swing. The other shambler hissed, charging the dark figure that had burst in, but it was met by a metal spear that drove it back, followed by the bat that splatted its skull in a cloud of mold, blood, and brains.
“Nasty mother fuckers,” Royce said as he flung the shit from his bat.
“Take the hallway and I’ll check the kitchen,” Toby said.
A bang sounded from the hallway, and Toby pulled out his Glock. A shuffler emerged, wide-eyed and indifferent. Toby put one silenced round in its head, dropping it like a sack of crap.
“A’ight,” Royce said, holding his bat out and heading toward the hall.
Toby holstered his Glock, dropping his spear on the moldy couch that was against the back wall. The kitchen was dark, dank, and smelly, and he squinted as he headed toward it. Most of the cabinet doors were hanging open, one of them by a single hinge. They were empty, except for a few mice, rotted fruit, and moldy bread.
He opened one of the upper ones, struggling to reach it as he tried to avoid the sink full of shit water. He grinned when he saw its contents. There, on the upper shelf, was a row of boxes labeled “Shelf Stable Milk”, and two jars of peanut butter.
“Sweet!” he said out loud.
“What?” Royce called out as he pushed open the bathroom door.
“Found some good shit,” Toby called back. “Meet me in the kitchen when you’re all done.”
Royce grinned, peering inside the darkened bathroom. He pulled out his flashlight, shining it in the bathtub. There was a corpse there, rotted and stinking, not much but slimy flesh and bones. It looked like it had been there since the beginning.
“Damn,” he said, pinching his nose shut.
The medicine cabinet was full. He set down his bat and shined the light inside. There were meds of all types. Mostly OTC crap that might be useful, but also three prescription bottles.
Oxycodone, Metformin, and Prozac.
“Hmm,” he said. “Diabetic, chronic pain, and crazy to boot.”
He looked over at the corpse, trying to get some sense of who this person was. Though the hair was long and ratty, it looked like it was a man. There were a few wisp of facial hair left on what little skin there was, and there was large ring on the right hand. A man’s wedding band.
“Sorry dude,” he said. “Gotta take yo’ shit.”
He pulled a plastic bag out of his pocket, staring at the corpse as he swept the contents of the medicine cabinet into it. For a brief moment, he wondered how the man had died. Most of the original dead had woken up and were now walking around, but this guy was still dead in the bathtub. Why had he not woken up?
He scrunched the bag closed and stepped toward the tub, looking down at the murky water. Through the rot, he saw the man’s hand and found his answer. The wrists were cut, and there were even notches in the exposed bone.
“Suicide,” he whispered. “I guess the Prozac didn’t work. Rest in peace, bro.”
Dan trudged through the trailer park, shielding his face from the rain. It was letting up a little, but visibility was still low. He could barely see the trailers around him through the mist, and the one where Toby and Royce had headed was even harder to see because of the trees around it.
Jake emerged from another one nearby, cursing and nearly slipping off of the porch. Dan stopped, turning to him as he stepped down looking like the Undertaker in his hat and trench coat.
“Find anything?” he asked.
Jake shook his head. “Nothing but dead cats,” he said. “Want some smelly pussy?”
Dan chuckled, looking around for the others. “Where did everyone else go?”
“Eric is heading toward the truck,” Jake said. “He found some shit Max might be able to fix.”
“What about Cliff?”
Jake shrugged. “I thought he was with you.”
“He was,” Dan said. “He had to take a piss though.”
Jake laughed. “With this rain, he should have just pissed himself.”
Dan grinned. “I’m heading into this trailer,” he said. “If you find Cliff, let me know.”
Jake made a clicking noise with his tongue, slung his rifle over his shoulder, and headed in the opposite direction. Dan headed toward Toby and Royce’s destination, seeing some movement inside the structure and hearing laughing. At least he knew the boys were okay.
He chuckled when he realized he had called them “the boys”. Though they were well apart in age—Royce being in his early twenties—the two of them had become like brothers. Toby was more like the older brother, though, but Royce seemed to be okay with it. He knew Toby was probably smarter than he was, and sort of looked up to him in a sense—at least from an intellectual standpoint. In return, Dan knew, Royce provided the muscle.
“I guess that makes me dad,” Dan thought with a smile.
He stepped into the trailer, looking toward the sound of laughter. He couldn’t see anything in the kitchen area other than the counter, but an upended flashlight providing light that pointed up toward the ceiling. He walked up to the counter and looked over. Toby and Royce were sitting cross-legged on the floor, each of them with a spoonful of peanut butter, a glass of milk, and a milk mustache.
“Sup bothhhh?” Royce said. Toby laughed with a mouthful of peanut butter.
Dan shook his head, laughing. “Grab everything and come on,” he said. “Time to go.”
“How about a little head?” Cliff asked Jake, holding the still-moving severed head of a young dead one.
Jake cocked his head, reaching up to poke the thing’s face with his gloved finger. “Where’d you find that?”
“Back in the woods,” Cliff said. “I went to take a piss and saw a bunch of them. They were all chopped up, like somebody messed them up real good, but they were still kickin’.”
“Did you leave them kickin’?”
Cliff tossed the head away. “Most of them,” he replied. “Not until after looking them over really good. Some of them were bikers, others were military. All of them were chopped up.”
“Sounds like somebody didn’t realize they needed to destroy the brain and just left them there.”
“Probably,” Cliff agreed. “What was this place anyway?”
Jake looked around, seeing the diverse types of trailers. Some of them were fixed, others were mobile, but all of them were on cinder blocks.
“Looks like some kind of temporary park, or something,” he said. “White trash campground, maybe.”
“Hillbilly heaven.”
“Something like that,” Jake said. “We should make sure Eric is alright. I think I hear Dan coming.”
Eric set down the stack of boxes he had grabbed from the trailer park. He had filled them with items that Max might find useful for their camp. There were batteries, regulators, inverters, small communications devices, etc. Being the genius he was, Max could probably perform miracles with any one of them.
The big man pulled out his walkie-talkie, keying it into life. After a few seconds, Max responded.
“What’s up, Eric?”
“Got some stuff here for you,” Eric said. “Electronics you might be able to fix.”
“Cool. What kind?”
“Some power stuff, old cell phones, something that looks like an Atari logo.”
“Ah,” Max said. “A microcell. That’ll definitely be useful.”
“What’s that for?”
“4G and 3G signals. I might be able to make some long-range broadcasts.”
“Cool. I think we’re ready. I hear them coming. We’ll be home in a bit.”
“Alright. Max out.”
Eric tossed the walkie on the RV’s couch, turning toward the approaching group. Off to the side, there was a shuffling sound. A stumbling shuffler appeared, looking in his direction, its face blank and hypnotic. He pulled his knife from his belt and began walking toward it. But, a muffled shot sounded and the shuffler collapsed.
Dan had shot it with his Blackout.
“I had it,” Eric said, slightly miffed.
“With a knife?” Dan said. “That wasn’t a dead one.”
“I know,” Eric said. “But… aw fuck it.”
“We’re ready. What did you find?”
Eric motioned toward the boxes. “It’s all in there. Not sure what some of it is but Max knows.”
“We found peanut butter and milk,” Toby said with a grin.
Max sat on a wooden lounge chair in front of the hardware store. He had heard the drawn out and high-pitched screams of the creature he called the “screamer” and decided to wait and see if it approached. He was intrigued with the whole thing, having read Maynard’s notes about it. It was an anomaly, he realized; something not directly related to the infection, and weird to boot.
According to Maynard, the creature appeared and disappeared in some kind of daisy pattern, materializing at the tips of the “petals” and in the center for a split second before disappearing again. It was completely mind-boggling, and Max had become obsessed with it. Maynard had killed on of them, chopping its head off with an axe right as it appeared. But, unfortunately, Maynard had abandoned the whole thing after that.
Max was still interested though.
He wanted to know what it was, why it appeared as a little girl, and why it was appearing and disappearing. He had his own theories as to why, but none of them made any sense. Maybe it was some kind of ghost or specter, or perhaps it was an alien related to the shadow people somehow. That was another thing. No one had figured out the shadow people.
Most people didn’t even believe they existed.
But the screamers… what an obsession. Both creatures appeared to exist in another dimension, only appearing in this one briefly for one reason or another. Dan had said the shadows helped him defeat the Robert creature the first time; they had attacked it, and the second similar creature they had met in the woods.
What was her name?
Whatever the case, they didn’t like the demon creatures for some reason, but seemed to ignore the others. Maybe the demon creatures were an anomaly too; something that didn’t belong. It was all confusing, but Max had the feeling everything would be revealed eventually.
Of that much he was sure.
“Max,” Toni said as she came to sit outside with him. “I brought you some coffee.”
“Coffee?” Max said. “Coffee at… um… nighttime?”
“Sure, why not?” she replied, sitting in the chair next to him. “What are you doing?”
“Waiting,” he said. “I thought I heard that screaming thing.”
“Oh shit,” Toni gasped. “That thing. That was scary shit me and Jake saw in that house.”
Max sat forward. “That’s the strange part. It was inside a house, not out in the open.”
“And?”
Max shook his head. “I don’t know. Maybe it makes sense. Maybe it doesn’t. But Maynard had no theories about it other than its pattern. He didn’t know what it was either.”
“It was scary as fuck,” Toni said. “That’s what it was.”
“I suppose,” Max relied, sitting back. “Where’s Grace? Maybe she knows a little, or can hazard a guess.”
“She’s asleep. She don’t know shit.”
Max chuckled, taking a sip of the coffee. “Instant?” he asked.
“No,” Toni replied, giving him a questioning look. “Why?”
Max cleared his throat, shaking his head. “Nothing.”
In the distance, Max heard the faint screeching he was looking for. He bolted upright, dropping his coffee cup. He paused mid-stand, listening for the sound again, craning his ear towards the direction he had heard it.
“What?” Toni asked, sitting her cup down on the small wooden deck table between them.
“I thought I heard the screamer,” he said.
Toni stood, cocking her head to hear. They looked at each other, waiting for scream to sound again. When it did, Toni’s eyes lit up.
“I’m getting the fuck inside,” she whispered. “You should too.”
“No,” Max said. “I have to know.”
He bolted toward the sound, which seemed to be coming from the back of the building, where customers would pick up their supplies while some pimply-faced dipshit loaded them up from storage. Toni was behind him, but he ignored her pleas to stop.
As he turned the corner, he smelled something that was oddly ozone-like in nature. He knew it was her… or it, whatever the case may be.
“What’s that smell?” Toni said, her face scrunched up.
“Ozone,” Max said, looking at the gravel. “That tells me she has some kind of atmospheric effect when she appears.
“Yeah,” Toni said, trembling but searching around. “We smelled the same thing at the house when saw it. It just didn’t occur to me then.”
There was a flash, and the scream sounded again. This time the flash appeared near the tree line just as the scream sounded, and Max could make out the faint outline of the child-like figure. The hairs on the back of his neck stood out, as if there was electrical charge in the air.
Or maybe he was just scared shitless.
“Holy fuck,” Toni said, her eyes as big as baseballs.
Max glanced over at her, amazed at how terrified she seemed. He had never seen her this way. She was tough as nails, and could handle a .44 Magnum in each hand. Now she was as scared as a little girl. It scared Max a little.
“Maynard killed one of them,” Max said. “Chopped its head off when it appeared. I just need to figure out where it will appear next.”
“Why?” Toni asked, turning her head his way. “What are you gonna do?”
“I’m going to catch it.”
“What?” Toni exclaimed. “Nigga you crazy.”
“Look. If I can catch it, then Grace can study it. It might hold the key to the cure, or maybe just some answers we need to survive.”
“Or maybe it will electrocute yo’ dumb ass,” Toni reminded him. “Or worse.”
“Maybe,” Max said, just as the scream sounded again.
This time, the gravel was left furrowed, as if a shovel had been dragged along it briefly. It smoked a bit, and the smell was stronger. Max looked there, and the place it had appeared last time. The smoking gravel seemed to be the center. He could catch it there, he realized. What he did after that was a mystery, but he wasn’t thinking that far ahead.
He quickly moved to the location, stopping there and turning to look back at Toni. She was motionless, her head cocked in a “don’t you do it” way.
“Don’t you do it mother fucker,” she said.
“I have to,” Max said, waiting.
The scream sounded again, and the flash appeared around six feet from the time before last. The petal, he knew. Next time, she would appear right here where he was standing. He crouched, bouncing up and down in anticipation. He had no idea what he would actually do. He reasoned that maybe he would simply grab her and hold on.
It seemed like a logical plan.
“Here she comes,” Max said, feeling the electrical charge again.
“Max!” Toni screamed. “Get the fuck outta there!”
The flash appeared right in front of him. He clenched his eyes shut, reached out, and grabbed hold of the apparition. It felt hot and sparky, but he held on and clenched his jaw tightly.
Then the world disappeared.




Chapter Two
Toni was frozen in horror, her jaw hanging open and her eyes unblinking. Max had disappeared, just vanished from sight, and now she was staring at a smoking dent in the gravel where Max used to be. Now, there was nothing.
Max was gone.
“Max,” Toni whispered. “God damn it, Max. Come back you mother fucker.”
There was a slight flash of light on the trees around her. She flinched for a second, thinking the creature was returning, but she realized it was headlights. She turned and ran around the corner of the store, hoping that the guys had returned. Grace had come outside, and was tying her robe around her waist.
The RV and pickup truck came into the parking lot, and Toni was relieved to see them. But what would she tell him. Grace looked at her curiously as she stopped and turned to look back.
“What was that noise?” Grace asked.
“Um,” Toni stammered. “Uh, Max…”
Grace stormed toward her, realizing something was wrong. “What?”
“Max, um…”
Grace grabbed her by the shoulders. “What the fuck happened to Max?” Grace demanded. “Where is he?”
Toni shook her head. She was still in shock. She barely heard Dan coming toward her.
“What’s going on?” he asked, his Blackout in hand.
Toni turned to look at him. The others were still at the vehicles, beginning their unpacking. She said nothing.
“Toni,” Dan repeated. “What’s going on? Where’s Max?”
“I—I don’t know,” Toni said.
“What happened?”
“He’s… gone,” Toni said. “He’s just gone.”
“What the fuck?” Dan said, his brow furrowing. “Where did he go?”
Toni shook her head. “I don’t know mother fucker,” she hissed. “He grabbed the thing and just disappeared.”
“What the fuck are you talking about?” Dan said, slinging his rifle over his shoulder. “What thing?”
“The little screamin’ bitch,” Toni growled. “The daisy ho’. That monster thing.”
Dan stared at her in shock for a moment. His eyes blinked rapidly as he processed the info. He then turned to Grace.
“What the fuck is she talking about?”
Grace wasn’t sure, but had an idea, it seemed. “The creature Jake was talking about,” she said. “The one that appears and disappears.”
“Yeah,” Toni said. “He grabbed it, and then… he was gone.”
“Show me,” Dan said.
The whole group stood in a circle around the smoking crater, staring in shock at the emptiness that seemed to embody it. Nobody spoke. Everyone was speechless. Except for Royce, who grunted.
“Huh,” he said. “Damn.”
“He’s gone?” Jake asked.
Toni nodded.
“Lovely,” he said.
“There was a smell, like ozone or something.”
“Like when you burn out a socket?” Royce asked.
“Yeah, or turn on an old TV or some shit.”
“Lovely,” Jake said again.
“What the mother fuck?” Cliff said. “He just up and vanished, then.”
“Yeah. He gone.”
“We gotta find him,” Toby said. “Right Dan?”
Dan looked down at him. “Right. We gotta find him. But how?”
“Maybe that little bitch will come back,” Jake suggested.
“I don’t think so,” Toni said. “She would have come back by now. She’s gone, too.”
“Then we have to figure out where she’ll appear next.” Eric said. “Wherever that is.”
“Follow the smell, I guess,” Jake said. “Bitches always smell.”
Everyone looked at him. He shrugged. “Well? Am I wrong?”
“Shut up, Jake,” Toni said. “Grace, you gotta figure this out. Use that white girl brain of yours and figure out where he went.”
Grace stared at her blankly. “I… have no idea where he could have gone. He could have been vaporized for all we know.”
“No,” Toni said, shaking her head. “He’s not mother fuckin’ vaporized. He went somewhere. Jake, you remember that thing, right?”
“Yeah,” he said. “It was like she was there and then she wasn’t. I smelled toast or something. The same smell my cousin said he smelled when he had his seizures.”
“Seizures?” Grace asked. “He had seizures?”
“Epilepsy,” Jake said. “He had electrical shit happen in his brain, and then he blacked out until the shit was over. He felt like he was in limbo or something. Or Hell, more likely.”
“He’s gone either way,” Toby said. “And we gotta find him. We have to. We owe him.”
Max was dizzy. He was laying on his back, staring up at the sky. There were no sounds around him except for his own breathing. There were no stars in the sky, either, only red and orange bits of sky poking through a thick layer of black clouds. As he listened, he could hear a slight wind. But there were no crickets, or locusts or anything else.
There were before, but not now.
Then, he heard a moan. He sat up, looking around. Everything was dark, with a slight reddish cast to it. But he could see someone crumbled up a few feet away. It was a small figure, lying in the fetal position, moaning and groaning.
It was a little girl.
Max scooted over to her, putting his hand on her trembling shoulder.
“Are you alright?” he asked.
The little girl jerked upward, turning her horrified face toward him, her eyes ablaze with terror.
“Get away from me you freak!” she shouted, scrambling to her feet.
Max jumped up, trying to catch her, but she was faster, stumbling and tripping as she darted away.
“Wait!” Max shouted, running after her. “Where are you going? Who are you?”
He stopped, realizing that she was gone. He also had another realization. He was not at the hardware store anymore. All around him there was rubble. There were twisted steel beams, small fires, and piles of broken concrete and asphalt. As he looked up and at the horizon, he realized he was surrounded by a ruined city.
There were toppled skyscrapers as far as he could see. There were strange-looking cars, twisted trees that didn’t look like trees, and strange-smelling smoke filled the air. He was no longer anywhere he recognized. He was in another place.
Another world perhaps.
“What the fuck?” he whispered.
There was no wind that he could feel, nor any warmth. The air was cold, and the sky was blanketed in thick clouds. Only a tiny bit of moonlight poked through, making a giant glowing disk in the layers. All else was black, and was nothing to stir the silence. It was dead calm.
“Hello?” he tried to shout, but his nerves only allowed a faint croak. “Damn.”
Then, there was a distant rumbling, as if a giant boulder was rolling toward him. It was footsteps, he realized; big ones. They were metallic sounding, and heavy like a dinosaur’s might be－or maybe an elephant.
He turned toward the sound, seeing large scraps of metal being thrown out of the way as a tall, dark figure plowed through the debris. Something was coming, and the hair on the back of Max’s neck stood on end. He was frozen.
“You better run!” a shout came from nearby. It was a little girl’s voice.
Max turned toward the voice, seeing nothing but scraps and shadows.
“Go, dumb ass!” the voice came again.
Already breathless with fear, Max took off toward what looked like a crashed passenger jet. Its tail was broken off, and against his better judgment, he headed toward the opening. Behind him the sound became louder, followed by a deafening hiss, and the clank of some device being activated. Then, there was a flash, and the ground exploded near him. He was thrown off of his feet and onto the rocky ground.
“Run!” the voice came again.
Winded and about to collapse, Max rolled to his feet and sprinted the rest of the way toward the dark opening. Behind him, his pursuer gained ground, and the footsteps increased in speed and ferocity.
“Jesus Christ!” Max exclaimed, breaking through a thick layer of webs as he fell into the darkened fuselage of the strange object. It smelled like soot, and it was dark, but at least here he could hide. He hoped whatever was chasing him wasn’t small enough to follow him.
He ducked into the shadows, pressing himself against the metallic walls. There was small portholes he could look through, round but seemingly made of plastic that had aged and weathered. He could only see shadows through them, but that was enough. In the distance, closing in, was his pursuer. Whatever it was had lights on it; red light that shone and scanned the area.
Some kind of laser scanning device, he reasoned.
Outside, the moonlight, such as it was, showed the outline of a tall and slim humanoid form. It was at least seven feet in height, and as thin as a rail. It appeared to be wearing some kind of metal suit, with a visor that was opaque like a one-way mirror. In the creature’s hands was a rod-like weapon, capsule shaped at the tip, and with several accessories attached to it.
“Tacticool.” Max whispered.
The creature stopped and scanned the area with its red lasers, and Max slowly squatted down to his knees, hiding behind a metal box. He could see the light on the opposite wall as the scanner was pointed in his direction. But, much to his relief, the lasers were turned off or pointed in another direction.
He seemed to have gotten away.
For now.
The footsteps resumed, and Max could feel the ground shake as the creature passed by him outside. He held his breath in terror until they faded into the distance, then turned to look out the porthole. He couldn’t see the creature, or anything else for that matter. He wondered if the little girl had gotten to safety.
“Hello?” he called out softly.
No answer.
Max crept to the other side of the cylindrical object, looking on the porthole nearest to the jagged opening. He could see nothing outside; only debris, fog, and the faint flashing of a distant blue light.
Then a long and pointed weapon smashed through the metallic wall, knocking Max aside as it burst through. He crashed to the floor, uninjured but startled. The weapon was withdrawn, and the heavy footsteps sounded again, this time with much more ferocity. The weapon was poked through again, then withdrawn. Max scooted backward across the floor, pressing against a metal crate behind him.
The footsteps came around to the opening, and he could see two long legs, encased in metal armor. The creature stopped in front of the opening for a moment, then squatted down. Max could see that it wearing bluish armor, a spacesuit, perhaps. The helmet that stared back at him had a mirrored visor that slid back to reveal two black and shining eyes that stared back at him like some insectoid demon.
“Holy shit,” Max whispered, breathless.
With his heart pounding and his eyes clenched shut, Max gave up. He knew this was the end. The whirring of a motor of some kind told him that the creature had readied some kind of weapon and had pointed it right at him.
“Do it!” he shouted. “Just fucking do it!”
There was an explosion and a blast of heat, and Max reached up to shield himself. He had thought the creature had shot him, but he felt no pain other than the slight singing of his exposed flesh. He dared to open his eyes, and saw that the creature was nothing but a smoldering pile of steaming debris. It had been blown to pieces, and all that was left were the twisted remains of that metal suit.
And the most grotesque-looking head he had ever seen.
The slit-like mouth was open, revealing a strange suckered tongue. The eyes, black and hollow stared back at him in death, and the pale skin seemed translucent, with spider-webbed purple veins just under the surface.
Then, there were light footsteps as several smaller figures walked into his view. They were human from what he could see, some young and some old. They were dressed in rags the color of the landscape around them, and they all carried bizarre rifles; weapons Max had never seen.
And one of them was pointed right at him.
“Don’t fuckin’ move,” someone said.




Chapter Three
“Grace,” Dan said as they all sat in a circle around the outdoor fire, “you’re probably the smartest one of us left. Do you have any clues as to what happened?”
Grace shook her head, her gaze locked on the small fire. “No,” she said. “Not my area expertise.”
“Max was reading Maynard’s journals,” Toby said. “The one you got from his coat. There were things about the girl creature he mentioned.”
“Like what?” Dan asked.
Toby shrugged. “Inter-dimensional stuff. Things I didn’t understand. Something about a daisy.”
“Daisy pattern,” Jake clarified. “The pattern she took when she appeared and disappeared.”
“Didn’t you and Toni see one of them out on the highway in a house?” Cliff asked him.
“Yeah,” Jake replied. “Just outside of Bloomington. Right before we saw another stalker.”
“That shit was fucked up,” Toni said. “She came out of nowhere, but she was right there in the house.”
“She was there, and then she was gone,” Jake added.
Dan sighed, sitting back in his padded deck chair. He was dumbfounded. Despite his interest in science, he never really understood the mechanics of it. And when it came to multiple dimensions, well… forget it. He felt like a dumbass.
“Is there anything here at the store that might have also been at that house?” Nathan asked Jake.
Jake slowly shook his head as he looked around, assessing the things that were in the parking lot.
“Not that I can see. Just random stuff.”
“Magnetic points or something,” Royce said, drawing stares from everyone else.
He shrugged.
Grace sat forward and looked at the young man with interest. “That might be something there,” she said. “There are points all around us where the magnetic field is weaker or stronger. I’m not sure what that has to do with parallel dimensions though.”
“Maybe at the strong points the fabrics of the two dimensions are closer,” Jake offered. “Close enough to cross over with some kind of power or something.”
Dan pursed his lips. “Well,” he said. “I’m not sure what that could be.”
“Some kind of magnetic or electrical field the creature generates maybe?” Grace said.
“What could a human do to produce that kind of field?” Jake asked.
Grace shrugged. “We don’t even know if she’s a person or what. She could be some kind of illusion.”
“An illusion that sucks people into a black hole?” Toni asked skeptically. “What kind of shit is that?”
Royce sat forward suddenly, drawing everyone’s attention. “Damn,” he said, pointing off into the distance. “Check it out.”
Far behind the nearby McDonald’s, there was the glow of a rapidly approaching light. They all stood, Dan grabbing his rifle and motioning for the others to do the same.
“Should we hide?” Toby asked. “Or just shoot them?”
“Wait,” Dan said. “The idea is to rebuild, right? We can’t just go shooting everyone we see.”
“Our history with other people hasn’t been real great,” Jake reminded him. “I say we shoot ‘em.”
“It’s just one car,” Cliff said. “Looks like something mid-sized and sitting high. Minivan maybe.”
“Nigga, how you see that shit from here?” Royce asked.
“Shut up,” Cliff said. “Just look.”
“Let’s spread out, just in case,” Dan said.
Everyone crouched and wandered off in different directions. Dan and Jake took opposite sides of the parking lot entrance, hiding behind the fancy brick pillars that marked it. Cliff climbed up to the top of the RV and took a prone position, ready to snipe. Everyone else split up and hid behind various supplies; stacks of potting soil, rolls of fencing, and farm equipment that was underneath the building-wide awning.
The vehicle slowed and turned onto the road, passing in front of the IGA and stopping there at its entrance. A flashlight was produced, and its bright beam swept the nearby parking lot. From what Dan had seen, the store was mostly looted clean, so whoever these people were wouldn’t score much if they decided to enter it. But the hardware store was still well-stocked with outdoor supplies, tools, and even a good supply of common ammo.
It would be a good score for anyone, and nowadays it was take or do without.
“Fuckers,” he heard Jake say. “I bet they come here next.”
Dan nodded. “Unless they want rotten fake burgers from Mickey D’s.”
“Mmmm, burgers,” Jake whispered. Dan grinned.
The light shut off and the minivan began creeping in their direction. The headlights had been turned off, probably to avoid attracting mutant attention, and it looked like the windows were down. Small amounts of smoke billowed out of the driver’s side, telling Dan that whoever was in there was a smoker.
A cigarette sounded fucking great.
“Here they come,” Jake whispered.
Dan checked his safety, flicking it off as he turned around to lean out the other side of the stone pillar. The vehicle turned down the hardware store’s road, speeding up a little as it came. Dan raised his rifle, ready to unleash hell just in case.
The vehicle stopped a few yards away from the store’s entrance. Dan looked back at Jake, who shrugged. As they watched, an older man in a leather jacket got out. He had a cigarette hanging from his mouth, and his hair was mid length, greasy, and mussed. He wore jeans and an untucked burgundy-colored button up shirt.
Strange.
“See anything?” a voice from the car asked.
The man looked around, took a drag off his cigarette, and shook his head.
“Just vehicles,” the man said. “RV, couple trucks, a weird little pussy car.”
The passenger got out, laughing. “Can’t be any less pussy than this piece of shit.”
The driver grinned, detailing the scar across his cheek. “It’s all we had to haul shit. Joe still hasn’t fixed that fucking truck. Doesn’t matter though. This place looks occupied. Don’t wanna cause any trouble if I can help it. I am a gentleman, after all.”
Jake snickered.
Dan stood, keeping his rifle ready. The two men stopped short, reaching but not drawing the pistols they each had at their sides.
“It’s occupied,” Dan said. “But if you have anything to trade, we’d be willing to share.”
The driver flicked his cigarette away, smiling as he walked slowly toward them. “Name’s Jeff,” he said. “We were just out looking for supplies. Medical stuff, mostly. We have some people who need medicine.”
“This is a hardware store,” Dan said. “Nothing but hardware.”
“I would assume they sold things like scissors, other things like that. We’re also in need of a few tools if you can spare them. We have some things to trade.”
“What do you got?” Dan asked.
“Well, first things first. What’s your name, friend?”
“Dan. And this is Jake. We have more people.”
“A black guy on the roof with a sniper rifle for one,” Jake added.
Jeff laughed, holding up his hands. “No need for that, Dan. Nice to meet you gentlemen. This here is Frankie, my little brother. He’s an asshole.”
“Hey Frankie,” Dan said, nodding.
“He looks like he could use a smoke,” Frankie said. “And maybe a drink or two.”
“Yes he does,” Jeff said, reaching into his pocket to produce a pack of smokes.
Dan lowered his rifle just as Frankie brought out a bottle of liquor. He could hear Jake sling his own rifle over his shoulder, and see him turn to signal Cliff that all was well.
“Welcome to the hardware store,” Dan said. “Let’s have a drink or three.”
“Who are you?” a masked man asked Max.
“My name is Max.”
“Where are you from?” the man asked. “I don’t recognize you. And why aren’t you wearing your mask?”
“Indiana,” Max said. “And I don’t have a… mask. Sorry.”
The man pulled off his own mask, revealing his scarred and dirty face. He was bald except for a thin and floppy mohawk.
“What the fuck is Indiana?” he asked. “Where’s that?”
Max rubbed his head, confused and bewildered. “It… was right here,” he said. “I was there and suddenly I was here. That little girl…”
“Rose?” a woman asked, taking off her own mask. She was a hot blond with green eyes. “Where did she go?”
Max shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said. “I just grabbed her to catch her and—”
“You grabbed her? Where were you?”
“In Indiana,” Max repeated.
“Yeah,” the man said. “You said that. Doesn’t ring a bell.”
“Well,” Max stammered. “What is this place?”
“This is, or was, Yukona,” the girl said. “Before the comet, that is.”
The comet, Max thought. At least they knew about the comet. Maybe it actually hit in this… dimension?
Max stood, pointing out the giant hole in the vehicle. “I need to look at the sky,” he said.
“Why?” the man asked. “You can’t see anything but shit.”
“What happened here?” Max asked, looking up at the sky.
The man was right. He couldn’t see anything. There was nothing to indicate constellations or anything else other than the moon.
“What do you mean what happened here?” the girl asked. “The comet fucking happened. Were you asleep or under a rock?”
“Well then, what was that thing? That creature that attacked me. What was it?”
“You really don’t know shit do you?” the man asked, shaking his head. “Tell me the truth. Where are you from and how did you get here?”
“I told you,” Max said, shaking his head. “I’m from here. Just a different here.”
The group stared at him for a moment, confused by his statement it seemed. Finally, the leader shouldered his rifle and grabbed Max by the sleeve, pushing him toward the structure’s exit.
“You’re coming with us,” he said. “Maybe Barty will know what’s going on.”
Barty? Max thought. Who’s Barty?
“Move, asshole!”
Max was led through a maze of rubble, most of it covered with tarps and military-style meshes. There were broken down gun emplacements everywhere, probably built and used by some military force early in the… whatever it was that happened here. The longer they, the more Max realized that something even more disastrous than just a comet passing had happened.
He was beginning to think the comet had actually hit.
Finally, after what seemed like hours, the group came to an iron door that was deep in a trench surrounded by stacked vehicles and broken chunks of asphalt. The leader knocked with the butt of his rifle, and a second alter a small door was opened at eye level.
“’sup?” a voice said.
“We got somebody with us,” the leader said. “Claims to be from somewhere else. I think he needs to talk to Barty.”
“Just a sec,” the voice said, now a pair of eyes in the small opening.
There were several clanks, clunks, and sliding metallic sounds before the door opened, and Max could see another strangely-clad soldier type standing there.
“Micah,” the little man said. “Look at this guy.”
The leader turned and looked at Max for a moment. Max was nervous, realizing that Micah’s face was slowly becoming an expression of recognition. Why?
“Holy shit,” Micah said.
“This is Barty,” the girl said. “What the—”
“Come in,” the little man said. “Barty’s gonna wanna see this guy.”
So, Max thought. I look like Barty. Maybe I am Barty. What was going on? Was there another Max on this world; one who had a different name? Maybe this Barty was someone he could relate with; especially if they were the same person.
He was led in, and as they passed, everyone he saw inside pressed themselves against the wall. They all stared at him, some of them whispering under their breaths. All in all, they seemed to recognize him, as if he had been here before. It was an exciting prospect. If he really was an other-worldly version of this Barty, maybe he would get some respect.
Or maybe they would burn him at the stake.
But, as the group finally reached another door—this one more intricate and with electronic locks—he realized things were getting stranger and stranger. There, sitting in a tall office chair in front of an endless line of computer monitors and blinking lights was Max himself.
…or Barty.
Barty—or Max—stared right back at him expressionless. He was not as surprised as everyone else, but looked like he had found his long lost brother. He stood, just like Max would, and spoke…
…just like Max.
“Dude,” he said, smiling. “Get out and close the door. I wanna talk to this guy.”
Max grinned, looking back at himself like a child in a newly found mirror. This was definitely his other worldly twin, an extra-dimensional Max, complete with the same goofy grin. But even as amazing as this situation was, he could only think of one question to ask:
“Do you know a guy named Dan?”




Chapter Four
“It’s a great place,” Jeff said as passed Dan the half gallon-sized whiskey bottle. “Secure walls, barbed wire, scouts, guard towers. The whole shebang.”
“Sounds great,” Dan said. “But we’ve been doing alright out in the world.”
“I can see that,” Jeff said, smiling. “But there comes a time when the road gets old and well… you get old too. You’re here in this little shit going from house to house gathering supplies like scavengers. But eventually all that will be gone. You’ll run out of houses to plunder, and then you’ll have to move on. It’s an endless cycle, my friend.”
Dan nodded. The man was right. Even with the widely spaced homes in this rural and wooded county, they’ll eventually hit them all, then there will nothing left. They’ll have to find another county, one which will eventually run dry as well.
“But when guys like us settle down, even with our attitudes of not giving a fuck about civilization—which I know you don’t—it really does work. We don’t like rules that tell us what to do, and at our place we don’t have those. We just have a few simple rules to go by, and even folks like us can get along and get shit done.”
“What rules are those?” Toby asked, seemingly intrigued by the thought of being around other people—especially biker types like Jeff and his cool jacket.
“It’s simple, really,” Jeff said, lighting a smoke. “Typical biker shit. The code, little brother. Don’t steal from your brothers, don’t kill unless it’s absolutely necessary, and always have your buddy’s back. We grow crops, go out on supply runs, and everything we produce or find goes into the common store. The only exceptions are those little personal things you find along the way. Find something cool you want to keep, you say the word and it’s yours. No questions asked.”
“What are the punishments for breaking the rules?” Jake asked.
“Simple. Depends on the offense. Murder—killing a bro—is punishable by death. Lying is punishable by either death or banishment, depending on the severity of the lie.”
“Jesus Christ,” Toni said.
“It’s not a crazy as it sounds,” Jeff said. “It’s pretty simple. If a lie results in the death of a bro, or his ultimate ruin, that’s death. If you lie about stealing, you’re out. Not as severe as you might think.”
“Has anyone ever been executed?” Nathan asked.
“Not a one,” Jeff said. “No need so far. We all respect each other, our privacy, and our beliefs.”
“What about the walls?” Cliff asked. “How secure are they? You know there are creatures that can climb walls.”
“Yes there are, my friend. That’s why we have lookouts and scouts. The big fella here says you’re one of the best snipers you guys have. We could use you. Let me guess, military?”
“Third Herd,” Cliff said, referring to his battalion in Desert Storm. “Eight years active. Three tours in Iraq.”
“Respect,” Jeff said, holding his hand over his heart. “We’d be more than happy to have you. All of you. I know you all have skills that our community could use.”
“What’s it called?” Toni asked. “Your community.”
Jeff smiled, took a swig from the bottle, and gave his brother a wink.
“Freedom,” he said.
“Dan?” Barty asked. “No. That’s a weird name anyway. Yours is… Max?”
“Yeah.”
“Sit down, Max,” Barty said, motioning toward the office chair that was beside his own.
Max sat down, looking at the monitors before him. They were jam-packed together in a giant wall, clusterfucked like some strange steampunk security system. Some were LCD, some were old CRT, and still some looked like tiny cell phone screens. They all showed areas within a compound, probably this one, and some seemed to be attached to drone cameras.
“So where are you from, Max?”
“Earth,” he said. “Indiana. The land of corn and guns.”
Barty chuckled strangely, much like Max did. “Indiana, huh?”
“Yeah. This is Earth right?”
“Of course,” Barty said. “But it’s obviously not the same Earth you know.”
“What happened here?” Max asked. “That guy mentioned the comet.”
“Yeah, the comet,” Barty said. “It hit about a year and a half ago. Slammed right into the ocean and threw up trillions of tons of debris. We’ve been in a nuclear winter ever since. And then… they came.”
“Who? Those big things? What are they?”
“Aliens,” Barty said. “Inter-dimensional lifeforms that came here from another Earth. They created the comet to alter the genome of this Earth so they could inhabit it. It’s not quite their atmosphere and such, and the animals were incompatible with their own physiology, so they had to change it. Unfortunately for them, and us, the sun happened to throw off a gravitation wave just as they transported the device from their own world. It was thrown off course and slammed right into our planet.”
“So why are they here?”
“They are trying to figure out how to travel to the next Earth, yours probably. They’re stuck here because of the gravitation wave. It rendered their equipment useless.”
“The dimensional travel equipment?”
Barty nodded. “Yeah. So what happened on your world?”
“We just passed through the tail of it,” Max said. “My friend Grace says that the pathogen it carried infected some fungus in the atmosphere and altered it enough to cause a weird fungal infection. The remainder of whatever it was fell to the ground and killed off or changed the lifeforms here.”
“So the sun is still shining?” Barty said, his eyes wide.
Max nodded. “Yeah, but things are fucked up. Monsters, fungus monsters, genetic mutants, strange plants that have been popping up all over. Lately, too, there are some creatures we’ve run across that can animate the dead. So, now we have zombies and shit.”
Barty was speechless. He sat silent for a moment, then looked Max in the eye. “Are… they there?”
“Who?”
“The Dark Ones,” Barty said. “Did any of them ever travel through?”
“I’m not sure. Dan and a few others have seen what they call shadow people. They’re tall, skinny, and creepy. That’s what Jake says.”
Barty nodded. “That’s them. They can’t go through, because of the damaged equipment, but they can peek. They may appear as only shadows.”
“They don’t appear hostile though,” Max said. “In fact, Dan says they have been hunting the big creatures that wake the dead.”
Barty nodded. “I’m guessing you mean their arch enemies. Within their genome is a mutation that caused an entirely separate species to evolve from their own. I’ve seen one. How did this creature get on your world?”
“The two we’ve seen were once humans,” Max said. “One of them a serial killer, and the other a woman who worked in a slaughterhouse.”
“Interesting,” Barty mused. “Both of them were killers in a way. Sociopathic behavior.”
“That was my guess.”
Barty clasped his hands together on his lap, smiling as he leaned in. “Tell me, what is the sun like? It’s been a long time since we’ve seen it.”
“It’s the sun,” Max said. “I suppose we take it for granted. But things aren’t normal. Like I said, we have the strange creatures, the plants that popped up after the fragment hit.”
“Fragment?”
“Yeah,” Max said. “The moon pulled the comet apart, and its pieces began coming back. A few of them hit. The first one hit somewhere out west and darkened the sky for a few weeks. It got really cold and a lot of the creatures died. But once everything settled down and the sun came back, there were the weird plants.”
“That’s amazing, man,” Barty said. “But at least you have the sun. It’s still warm here for some reason, but I’d love to see the sun. Tell me, what happened to bring you here?”
“Well,” Max began, “I was studying the journal of a guy that one of our crew met. He was studying this creature that would appear out of nowhere. She would flash like fire and let out a shrill scream as she appeared. Then, she would disappear just as fast. He figured out the pattern she would use, some kind of daisy pattern. She would appear at the peaks of the petals, and at the center. When I saw here, I watched for a minute to figure out where she would appear next, then when she did, I grabbed her. Then I was here.”
Barty was nodding the whole time he told the story, but then he said, “That’s Rose. She has epilepsy. She had a twin sister, but she had a seizure a while back and never came back to this dimension.”
“Epilepsy caused it?”
“Yeah. For some reason the magnetic field generated by the aliens caused her seizures to emit powerful gravitation waves that could cause parallel realities to touch for just a moment. She could actually appear in another dimension. The aliens can do it, too, that’s how they travel. But they can only project themselves and observe, maybe interact in small ways. They’re looking for her because they can use her to escape.”
Max sighed. He wondered why these people didn’t just kill her to save the day, then realized that meant the aliens would be stuck here. Then there was the whole murder thing.
“We can’t catch her either,” Barty said. “She’s good at evading the aliens, but they can sense whenever she has a seizure, and then they hunt her down.”
“Barty,” a voice came over a radio. “Check sector six dash one. Looks like we have seismic activity.”
Barty turned to the monitors, flipping on one of them that was labeled 6-1. There was definitely movement there; a strange spinning object hovering over the ground. It reminded Max of the Nazi bell that Hitler had smuggled away after the allies invaded Germany.
“What is that?” he asked.
Barty sighed, looking at Max with wide eyes that had a twinge of fear in them.
“Devastator,” he said. “They’re trying to disrupt our communications so we send out standard radio signals. They’re on to us, I think.”
He picked up the radio, which max realized was not a radio at all but some kind of weird communicator that used technology other than radio.
“We have to kill it,” Barty said. “Use EMPs and a fragger. Be careful.”
“Copy.”
Barty set down the radio and turned back to Max. “So,” he said. “Let me give you the grand tour.”
Barty stood, and Max noticed that he was using a cane. His right leg appeared thinner than the left; at least it did through his pants. The boot looked crooked as well.
“What happened to your leg?” he asked.
“It got blew off,” Marty replied. “Shot with some kind of energy weapon. It hurt like hell, but the doc took care of me. Now I have an inoperable robot leg.”
“Why is it inoperable?”
Barty shrugged. “It just doesn’t work. We didn’t have the gemstones to get it powered, so it’s basically just a peg leg.”
“Gemstones?”
“Power stones,” Barty explained. “Energized quartz crystals that used to be pretty common. It’s what powered most of our cities. The aliens took them all. I think that’s why they’re here.”
“Wow.”
That was an interesting revelation, Max realized. He had never heard of quartz carrying that much energy. Certainly the quartz on Earth could transmit and received energy waves, such as wireless signals, etc., but none of them ever actually generated it. Things were obviously different here.
“Who came up with the Theory of Relativity?” Max asked.
“Alfred Bornstein,” Barty said. “Why?”
“It was Albert Einstein on my world.”
Barty laughed, making his way out the door and down the hallway. “Einstein was a composer. I doubt he could figure anything out other than maybe music theory.”
Max shook his head, thinking how odd it was that such a genius was confined to the world of music. He couldn’t imagine the scientist sitting at a piano banging away classic tunes, twiddling his mustache and scratching his furry head. Strange.
“This hallway leads to the living areas,” Barty said. “The bunkers and such. Everyone lives there in kind of a dorm-like setting. There’s a kitchen, a weight room, showers, etc. We don’t use the showers much. No reason, really. Nobody gives a shit how they smell anymore.”
“Yeah,” Max said, crinkling his nose as the smell of body funk wafted down the steel corridor. “I got that.”
Barty nodded at a sentry as they arrived. The man opened up the door, revealing a dark stairway. Barty began downward, using the came to help him negotiate the stairs. He had some difficulty, but it looked like he was doing alright.
“The lights here are powered by geothermal energy,” Barty said. “That was one thing the aliens couldn’t take from us. We just dig a pit, put some shit in it, and the generators begin producing power. It’s pretty simple, really.”
“How many people are left?” Max asked. “I mean, in the world. What percentage of the population was killed?”
Bart shrugged. “Ninety percent, probably. More every day. We’re pretty close to being wiped out. That little girl is our only hope.”
“Why is that?”
“Well,” Barty said. “She holds the key to transporting us into another world. The problem is, the aliens could potentially follow us wherever we go unless we can find a way to close the portal afterwards. Plus, who knows how many other kids in the world are like her. There was her sister, but she disappeared like we said.”
Max nodded. He decided not to tell Barty that Maynard had chopped her head off. That might sound bad.
“So how do we catch her? I want to go home.”
“We’ll figure it out. But we must figure out how to prevent the aliens from following us.”
“Surely they have some kind of name. You don’t have to keep calling them aliens.”
Barty sighed as they reached the bottom of the stairs, and paused. He looked down at the floor, tapping his one good foot.
“That’s the thing,” he said. “They’re not really alien at all. I mean, they are from a different universe, but they’re…”
“What?”
Barty sighed again, this time loudly. He looked up at the ceiling for a moment, bobbed his head a bit, and then looked Max in the eye.
“Genetically speaking,” he said, sadly. “They’re human.”




Chapter Five
Max stared blankly for what seemed like hours. It took him quite a while to process what Barty had just said. Surely this was impossible, he thought. Though he hadn’t gotten a good look at the creature he saw, he was surely it wasn’t human. It was too tall, and the facial features he saw were nowhere near human.
“You’re shitting me,” he said, finally.
“Nope. We ran the DNA of the one we captured. With a few extra genes at the end of the genome, the rest was completely human. They are one step above us, like we are to Homo Erectus, I would imagine.”
“So on their original world, they simply evolved faster?”
“It would seem so. Come, I’ll show you some cool stuff on the way.”
They entered the living quarters, where dozens of people were huddled together for comfort. It wasn’t cold, so to speak, but the gloomy atmosphere had dashed their spirits. There were large archways leading to other areas; children’s’ playroom, exercise area, kitchen, cafeteria, etc. But the one that Max noticed first was the infirmary. It was a glass door, through which Max could see what looked like a containment area.
“Quarantine?” he asked.
“Yep,” Barty said. “People get sick, and there’s nothing we can do about it.”
“What kind of illnesses?”
“Infections from injuries mostly,” Barty said. “But some colds and flu, too.”
“Injuries? Can’t you treat them with antibiotics?”
Barty stared at him for a moment. “Antibiotics?”
Max grunted. “Yeah, like penicillin, you know.”
Barty shook his head.
“Seriously?” Max blurted out, catching the attention of others.
They all began to stare at the two of them, noticing how identical they looked.
“You’ve never developed antibiotics?”
“I’m not sure what you mean.”
“Antibiotics, invented using fungus. They kill bacteria.”
“Fungus? No.”
Max sighed. “I can help them. Do you have any moldy food? Bread maybe?”
“Are you kidding? Of course we do. It’s all moldy. We just tear it off and eat it. Nothing goes to waste.”
“Get me some, and get me a work area. I’ll make you something that will cure everyone with a bug.”
Barty nodded. “Cool. The doctor is in.”
“We found the casino and resort mostly intact,” Jeff said as Dan showed him around the hardware store. “From there we just repaired the damage, gathered supplies, and made a home base. Ever been there?”
“To French Lick?” Dan asked. “Once. It was nice. I never thought of using a hotel as a base.”
“The center dome is the common indoor area where we gather during storms and such,” Jeff said. “It was hard to heat during the dark times, but we managed. Plus, we’ve been left alone mostly.”
“What about fences and shit?”
“Corrugated steel with outward angled barbed wire,” Jeff explained. “The only things that can get in are the jumpers, like I said earlier. It’s secure.”
Dan stopped in front of the gas-powered outdoor appliance section. “Sounds good,” he said. “But why us?”
Jeff chuckled. “Dan, Dan, Dan,” he said. “We need more people like you guys. People like us. Folks that, in the real world, just wanted to be left alone to live their lives the way they saw fit. No rules, no government, no bullshit. Just life, day in and day out. You all look like you have some skills. That black chick looks like a badass, and the big guy… well, he’s pretty mean-looking. I’m guessing he’s as nice as they come, though.”
“Pretty much,” Dan said, smiling. “But we’re missing our tech guy.”
“Where is he?”
Dan shrugged. “We’re not sure. He went after one of the weirder creatures and disappeared.”
Jeff lifted an eyebrow. “Disappeared?”
“Into thin air. Toni, the black chick, said he grabbed the thing when it appeared and then was gone.”
“So where do you think he went?”
“I don’t know, man. But if we go, we’ll have to leave him some kind of message where to go.”
“French Lick Resort,” Jeff said, holding his hands out. “That’s the place. We could use a smart guy, too.”
“He definitely fits the bill.”
Jeff patted Dan on the back. “So, what do you say? Are you in?”
Of course they were in, Dan thought. He knew the others would be on board. “Yeah,” he said. “We’re in.”
“What do you think?” Jake asked Eric as the two wandered around the parking lot.
“He seems alright,” Eric replied. “I’m not getting any kind of weird vibe from him, other than he may be a little crazy.”
“Yeah,” Jake agreed. “He never said he was the actual leader, either. I wonder who is.”
“Who knows? It didn’t sound like there was a leader, just a bunch of guys living together. Some democracy shit.”
“Small D though, right?”
Eric laughed. “I hope so.”
Jake took a deep breath, turning his head to glance at Toby and Royce. The two seemed like good friends, he noticed, which was good. Jake’s initial impression of Royce was wrong, he realized. The kid wasn’t some dumb ass punk with no morals or brains. He was alright, and it was good to see Toby finally having someone a little closer to his own age to talk to. Not that Royce was a ten year old, but he was still basically a kid at twenty-something.
“Jake,” Eric whispered, suddenly pulling back the bolt on his rifle.
Jake turned, seeing Eric pointing off toward the McDonald’s. In the moonlight, Jake could see the faint white outline of a stalker prowling around the outside of the building. It was lurking, sniffing the ground, and occasionally looking in their direction.
“I don’t think he sees us,” Eric said. “We need to tell Toby and Royce to shut up.”
Jake took off running, quietly making his way toward the two boys, trying to get their attention.
“Pssssst!” he hissed, waving his hands.
Royce looked in his direction and the two boys stopped talking.
“What?” Toby asked, loudly.
“Quiet,” Jake said. “There’s a stalker over at the Mickey D’s.”
They both ducked suddenly, turning toward the restaurant as they backed away toward the hardware store.
“Just keep quiet, and go inside. We’ll keep watch. Tell Dan it’s out there.”
“Where’s everyone else?” Toby asked.
“They went around back,” Dan said. “Cliff is showing them the grounds.”
“I’ll go back there and tell them what’s up,” Royce said.
“Alright,” Jake said, looking back at Eric. “Go inside, Toby.”
“Fuck that,” Toby said, pulling out his revolver. “I’m fighting too.”
Damn kid.
“Nobody’s fighting, dumbass. We’re trying to stay quiet. Any shooting happens and every fucking piece of shit rotten ass is gonna hear.”
Toby sighed. “Alright,” he said. “I won’t shoot. But I’m staying.”
“Nigga get yo ass inside,” Royce said. “You’re about as trigger happy as a cop with a bitch ass wife.”
Jake had to laugh. That was a good one.
“Just go, Toby. Eric and I will take care of it.”
“Fine,” Toby said, stuffing his revolver back in his belt. But if he sees us, I wanna fight.”
Jake waved him away and watched them go. Royce snuck around the corner to warn the others. Eric was still watching the beast, which couldn’t see now. He stayed and watched until Toby was inside, then joined Eric again. Nathan had come around the corner and was sneaking across the lot in Eric’s direction.
“What’s going on?” he asked as Jake returned.
“Stalker by Mickey D’s,” Jake said.
Eric raised the rifle. It was then that Jake noticed there was a suppressor on it; a homemade one, fashioned from PVC pipe and other random tidbits from the hardware store.
“Does that work?” he asked.
“I tested it yesterday,” Eric said. “It works pretty well.”
He raised the rifle and looked through the scope. Jake could see the creature again. It was still, but was now facing them, pressed low against the blacktop as if ready to pounce. Its tentacles, shorter than usual, were still and seemed stiff. They appeared to be shrunken and useless. That was a good thing. Eric had almost been killed by a set of those tentacles.
“Better get a headshot,” Jake said. “If you can, that is.”
Eric snickered sarcastically, crouching down to brace his elbow on his knee for stability. Jake crouched down nearby, watching as Eric followed the beast with the rifle, waiting for it to stay still. Then, the stalker froze. As the two watched, the creature began to convulse. Its tentacles began swirling, seemingly flopping off chunks of some unknown and slimy material.
“What’s it doing?” Eric asked, lowering the rifle.
Jake shrugged, reaching out to ask for the rifle. “Let me check it out.”
Eric handed him the rifle and he raised the scope to his eye. He peered through, watching as the creature continued its convulsions. Strange, orange slime spewed from its mouth in heaps, as if it were vomiting blood and bile. Its skin began to stretch over its bony frame, cracking and splitting as its inner form began to change shape.
“It’s metamor… meta… changing shape,” Jake stammered. “What the fuck?”
“Just kill it,” Eric said. “If you can.”
Jake grinned, taking aim for the head. He pulled the trigger when the creature bent down to release another flood of bile. The head exploded in a gloppy cloud of bone, flesh and brains, splattering the window of the McDonald’s behind it. The glass shattered as the bullet broke through, causing Eric to gasp.
“Shit,” Jake said, lowering the rifle.
Then, the creature stood, headless, waving its disintegrating tentacles around it as they threw off glops of flesh. Footsteps sounded behind Jake, and he turned to see Dan and Jeff, followed by Frankie and Royce.
“What the fuck?” Dan whispered harshly. “What are you doing?”
“They’s dead fuckers around,” Royce warned him. “They coming from behind the store.”
“The glass is far away, though,” Frankie said. “Maybe they’ll go that way.”
“We’d better get inside,” Eric said, standing. “Just in case.”
Dan was frozen as he watched the creature in the distance. “What’s it doing?” he asked.
“Dunno,” Jake said. “But’s it weird and I don’t like it.”
“Fuck,” Jeff cursed. “I need to get some shit out of the car.”
“Screw that,” Frankie said. “We don’t need any of that shit.”
“We’ve got booze inside,” Dan said. “Whatever else you need.”
“Alright,” Jeff said. “After you.”
After administering his homemade antibiotics, Max sat down to take a breather, plopping down on a rotting couch that sat along one of the walls. He watched everyone in the large room, saddened by how destitute and hopeless they all seemed. These were human beings, shoved into a rusty metal can underground, fighting and hiding for their lives.
No one should live this way.
He wondered how many others there were out there, alone and terrified. How many of them had the will to keep going, or even go out to find food and water? They were likely sick like these people; dying off one by one because nobody had ever had the sense to make medicine out of common fungus.
Every child he saw here looked like he or she was dying. They were a mass of bundled sticks, crying and suffering like starving animals. Like… Jewish folks in concentration camps. That was it, he realized. That’s what this reminded him of. An entire roomful of people not knowing which hour would be their last.
It made want to cry.
Every sound around him was one of suffering. There was coughing. There was crying. There was the sound of frustrated men pounding their fists on the furniture. But all of these sounds slowly faded away as Max looked into the eyes of every child. There was fear there. There was sadness. These were children who would live their entire lives—however short those lives may be—thinking that this was just the way life was; a long series of suffering where only the strongest would survive to pass that same misery onto the next generation.
But not if he could help it.
He stood, clearing his throat and preparing his voice.
“Listen to me,” he shouted, just loud enough for everyone to hear.
Everyone stopped what they were doing, looking at the strange fat guy with the glasses.
“This is not the way it’s supposed to be,” he continued. “The world is a beautiful place. There are trees, grass, the sun, all beautiful things. But these assholes that are roaming the Earth ruined it all. These kids will never know what it’s like to sit under the sun, or to have a glass of lemonade on a lounge chair by the pool.”
Everyone was silent, listening to Max’s words.
“But it doesn’t have to be this way. We have two choices; we can fight for our lives or we can find a way to get back to where the sun still shines down. I know where that place is, and how to get there. Sitting here and dying is not an option.”
“Max,” Barty said. “What you’re saying is nice. But these people can’t fight for anything. They’re half-dead as it is. Most of them are too weak to hold a rif—“
“Then we have to fight for them!” Max hissed, coming inches from his twin’s face.
Barty didn’t flinch, but stayed right where he was, staring into Max’s eyes. Slowly, a smile spread across Barty’s face when he realized Max wasn’t backing down.
“You’re right,” he said. “We can help them. I know what you’re thinking, too. We have to catch Rose and figure out a way to use her sickness. She will help in some way. I know she will, for humanity.”
“Then let’s find her,” Max said. “Now.”
Barty nodded. “I’ll get the guys and we’ll hunt her down.”
Max smiled, looking out over the people who still watched him.
“One way or another,” he said. “Your suffering will end soon.”
There was an explosion outside, and the bunker shook violently. Max was nearly thrown from his feet, but caught his balance. He looked at Barty, who grabbed him and took off toward the main corridor.
“He have to gather the troops,” he said. “You’re coming with us.”
“Right behind you, brother,” Max said. “I’ll need one of those ray guns.”




Chapter Six
“Did you hear that?” Dan asked Jake as the two of them pressed their ears up against the door.
Jake nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “That was weird. Like something in the distance, but it felt like it was up close.”
“What are you two talking about?” Cliff asked.
“Explosion,” Dan said. “Big one, there but not there.”
Cliff said nothing, but went to the window to look out. “I thought I felt it too. But I figured it was just my imagination.”
“You’ve heard explosions before,” Jake reminded him. “Bombs and shit in Iraq. Did that sound familiar?”
Cliff shook his head. “No. Nothing specific. But it did feel like it was…”
“There but not there?” Dan finished him. Cliff nodded.
Another explosion sounded, this time closer. The building shook a little, causing everyone inside to stop and stare at each other momentarily. Toby ran up with a shotgun in his hand, pumping it and holding it up.
“Let’s get out there,” he said, confidently.
Dan looked at him, seeing the fire in his eyes. He wondered what Toby’s plan was, as there really was no reason to go outside. It would be a better idea to prepare to get the fuck out of there.
“Why would we go outside?” Dan asked. “If someone is dropping bombs, we’d be stupid to confront them.”
“But we can’t just stay here,” Toby protested. “If someone is bombing us we need to fight back.”
“No one knows we’re here,” Dan said. “Unless…”
They all looked back at Jeff, who shrugged. “What?”
“Was anyone following you?” Jake asked him.
“No,” Jeff said. “And I don’t know what you’re hearing. I felt the tremors, but I didn’t hear anything. I don’t think there’s an earthquake machine, my brother.”
“No earthquake machine,” Frankie repeated.
“Well fuck,” Jake said. “What the hell’s going on?”
“I don’t see anything out there,” Cliff said. “If there are explosions happening, they ain’t anywhere near us.”
“But we felt them,” Jake said. “I can’t believe you didn’t feel the first one.”
Cliff shook his head. “Look man. I heard it just like you did, and it sounded far off. It might be Gephardt doing some shit. Who knows?”
Nobody spoke, but Jake sighed, looking at Dan. Dan could see the concern in his eyes. He wasn’t telling them something. Something he saw maybe? Something else?
“What is it?” Dan asked.
Jake shook his head, sighing again. “Something outside when I looked out. Another shadow…”
“Shadow person?” Dan said, his heart racing.
Jake nodded. “There but not there.”
Max was blown to the side with the impact of a nearby bomb, but regained his footing, blending into the group of soldiers that swarmed out of the compound. They were intent on repelling the attack, and for some reason he couldn’t fathom, he was too. This wasn’t his battle, but he felt that he needed to help.
For those people, he realized. He needed to help those poor people.
He raced along with the group, leaping over rubble and debris, his heart racing with not only fear, but excitement. It was a feeling he had only felt on the digital battlefield, which was real enough for him at the time, but now paled in comparison. This was the real deal. These were real weapons. These were real enemies. This was real death.
There would be no respawning this time.
A flying vehicle appeared over a giant pile of rubble and began firing greenish lasers at the scattering crowd. Everywhere the beams hit, the ground exploded, and Max could smell the vaporous rock.
“Jesus Christ,” he shouted, ducking behind an overturned truck… or something. He could see Barty nearby, breathing heavily and wide-eyed as a Manga version of a white guy. Barty was scared shitless, likely never having been outside during an attack. He could feel for the guy.
Max raised his rifle, aiming at the craft as it made another pass. He didn’t know what the hell it was but something had to be similar to an Earth craft. He spied an engine on the side, thrusting downward like a hovercraft or Harrier jet engine. It spewed a column of bright red plasma that held it aloft as it slowly passed overhead. Shots from his companions bounced off the hull harmlessly, and even the darkened window in the front seemed impervious.
But Max decided to take it down anyway.
He aimed straight up the engine as it passed overhead, firing several shots into the plasma beam. The engine exploded with a loud burst that knocked him off his feet. But the craft began spinning out of control, turning on its side as the failed engine lost its thrust. The others fired at it, hitting the damaged wing and crippling it further. The craft flipped over in the air, heading straight for a nearby mountain of rubble and garbage.
It exploded on impact, knocking everyone from their feet and shaking the ground. Something flew out of the cockpit, bouncing on the ground a ways away. It looked humanoid, with two arms and legs, and fully engulfed in flames as it flopped dead on the rocks. Max looked over at Barty, who was smiling.
“Did you see that shit?” Max shouted.
“I saw that shit!” Barty shouted back.
But the battle wasn’t over. The soldiers were still firing off into the distance, shooting at what looked like a group of enemies marching in their direction. They were excessively tall, each with a fully armored suit, and long rifle to boot.
“What are those?” he asked a soldier as he ran up to the line.
“That’s them,” the soldier shouted, sounding familiar.
Max looked at the man’s face, realizing he was looking at…
“Drew?” Max shouted.
The man turned to him, raising a brow. “Barty?”
“No,” Max said. “Max. Are you Drew?”
It was Drew. It had to be.
“Andy,” the man said. “Some people call me that. Shut up and get ready.”
“Fire!” a voice shouted nearby.
Everyone let loose, firing toward the approaching group. Max joined in, taking aim and sending his own fire down the line. Though most of their shots bounced off, some of them knocked their targets back. But then more explosions sounded.
Another craft rose up behind the line of enemies and fired into the crowd. Everyone scattered as the ground exploded, and Max lost sight of Drew. He ducked behind the same overturned truck, looking around. He saw Barty again, but this time his double was lying face down in the rubble.
“Barty!” Max yelled, rushing toward him.
As he reached Barty, with explosions sounding all around him, he realized there was a blackened hole in the thick coat that Barty was wearing.
“Oh no,” Max said, flipping him over.
On Barty’s chest, there was a giant hole, blackened and burnt. Barty was barely breathing, but he was alive. For the moment. He opened his eyes, took a few breaths, and then focused on Max.
“Don’t let them die,” he said. “Get them back to your world. Find…”
He began coughing heavily, spewing blood from his mouth as he struggled to speak again.
“Find… Rose,” he said. “She can help. But you may… have to kill her. Flashing… lights. Epilep… seizure.”
With that, Barty slipped away.
“Shit,” Max said, not sure how he felt at the moment.
“Dude,” he heard a voice call out.
Then, a hand grabbed his coat and pulled him up. It was Drew, or Andy. Whatever his fucking name was.
“He’s fucking toast,” Drew yelled over the deafening sound of engines. “Let’s move!”
Max took one last look at his counterpart and followed Drew, leaving himself behind, it seemed. The two joined the larger group, who were fleeing away from the compound. Evidently they were trying to draw the aliens away to protect the others. That was a good idea, but what if they didn’t care? What if they decided to attack the compound?
Everyone would die.
“We can’t just leave them!” Max shouted.
“Dude, we’re drawing them away!” Drew shouted back.
“I know,” Max said. “But what if the fuckers don’t fall for it?”
Drew stopped running, looking back at the compound. He sighed. “True. Let’s go.”
They changed direction, heading back toward the compound. They ducked behind a large scrap pile, which was actually a tunnel of sorts that led to the south side of the bunker, opposite from the attackers.
“Where are we going?” Max asked.
“There’s a platform back here with four cannons,” Drew said. “Plasma cannons. Powerful shit. Big enough to rip a hole in time and space.”
“Well that’s not a good—“
He saw Rose scrambled away ahead of them. She was obviously hiding out in the tunnel, and saw them coming. Barty had said to find her.
“Rose!” he shouted.
“Fuck her,” Drew said. “We need to fight back and protect the others. She’s on her own.”
“But we might need her,” Max protested. “I might need her.”
“For what?” Drew asked. “You some kind of perv?”
“What?” Max said, shaking his head. “No. I just need—“
“Forget her. Those cannons aren’t gonna shoot themselves.”
Fire. Max thought. The proper word is fire.
Jake and Dan crept out the back door of the hardware store, still miffed about the strange explosions. Neither of them smelled any smoke, nor saw any fire anywhere. Even so, every baddies that was around before was gathered in a circle around the entire building, seemingly afraid to approach.
There was a shamble in sight, sniffing and switching, intent on attacking. But, the two noticed that, like everything else, it was being held back by something. There was a strange quality to the air as well, as if a giant TV had been turned on and was emitting that weird smell, high-pitched whistle, and staticy ambience.
“Do you feel that?” Jake asked.
Dan nodded, still looking around at the swirling and writhing mass of shufflers and shamblers. He was confused and bewildered, but still intent on finding any shadow people out there among them. As he remembered, the dark figures seemed to either avoid or attack the creature for some reason he couldn’t fathom.
“Where did you see the shadow person?” he asked.
“Out front here,” Jake replied. “But it was just for a brief second. It looked like it was holding something. Maybe a gun. But it disappeared as soon as I saw it.”
“Well,” Dan said, seeing nothing but darkness in the parking lot. “I don’t see shit. But let’s look around some more. The air feels weird.”
Just then, the ground shook once more. They froze, looking at each other. They had both felt a blast of heat—Dan could see it in Jake’s eyes—but there was no explosion anywhere. There was just the jolting and the shaking along with the heat.
“What the fuck’s going on man?” Jake whispered.
Dan shrugged, looking around the corner to the front of the building. He though he saw movement of some kind, but he couldn’t be sure. He wasn’t really even sure if it was movement, maybe some kind of shimmering, like heat coming off of a highway. But it was there.
“Take a look,” he said, urging Jake to peek around the corner.
Jake looked for a moment, then stepped back. His lips were pursed and a brow was cocked. “That’s weird,” he said. “What the fuck?”
“Do you see the shimmering?”
Jake nodded. “Maybe that’s what happened when Max disappeared.”
Dan clicked his teeth together. Of course. Maybe that’s what Max had seen and as he went to investigate…
POOF! He was gone.
“If that’s what made him go bye-bye maybe we should stay away from it. Who knows what actually happened to him.”
“Yeah,” Jake said quietly. “Fried like buttered eggs or turned into inter-dimensional goo. Toasted on the spot.”
Then, there was a scream. A little girl’s scream.
“She doing it again, damn it!” Drew shouted angrily. “She’s going to give away our position.”
“What’s happening?” Max said, following Drew to the cannons, breathless and about to collapse.
“Seizures,” Drew replied. “Every time she has one, those fuckers know where to target us.”
“I thought you were all trying to help her.”
Drew shook his head as they reached a metal staircase at the end of the makeshift tunnel. “No way, man. Fuck her. She causes more trouble than she’s worth. She’s like a stray dog that eats all of your outdoor cats’ food and chases them away.”
He vaulted the stairs, pulling Max along with him. There, at the top, were three giant guns mounted on swiveling platforms, each with its own comfy-looking chair. Drew smiled as he turned to Max.
“Hop on one and follow my lead,” Drew said.
Just then another craft flew overhead, its spotlights flaring downward as it searched for anything below it.
“Don’t worry,” Drew said. “It can’t see the guns, only our heat signatures. But we’re alright. I don’t think it saw us.
The ship swiveled in the air, searching the ground nearby. Max could hear Rose scream, and his eyes went wide with fear.
“We have to help her,” he protested.
“She’s alright. We need her to distract the ship so we can blow it the fuck out of the sky.”
Drew hopped on one cannon and began flipping switches. The cannon came to life and began swiveling its barrel toward the alien craft.
“Get on one of the others!” he shouted.
Max ran to one of the other cannons, taking a quick look at the switches and controls. There were two joysticks, much like a 1980s robot fighting game. There was a big red button nearby, along with some gauges and dials. And the chair… boy was the chair comfy. He hopped on, looking down at the controls. Though the writing was in an unfamiliar language, Max could figure it out.
Big red button.
The cannon whirred into life, and Max smiled large. He spun the cannon around toward the ship as Drew had and gave him a nod.
“Light it up!”
Both cannons blazed, sending twin jets of some kind of green and blue swirling plasma toward the craft. The entire thing exploded, sending debris everywhere. Max raised a fist in the air, seeing Drew do the same. Then, Drew swiveled around toward him.
“Go for the foot soldiers,” Drew shouted. “These will blow the shit outta them!”
Max gulped and spun his gun around, looking for the alien soldiers in the distance. He spotted their guns blazing, and it reminded him of a future scene in The Terminator when an entire army of naked T-800s descended upon a hapless, ill-prepared assembly of resistance fighters. He gritted his teeth, curling his upper lip in kind of a crooked smile.
“For John Connor!” he shouted.
He pulled the triggers, blasting a beam of liquid sunshine into the alien line. Fire exploded around them, blasting them away and leaving a hole in their offensive. He shouted in triumph, looking over at Drew, who had spun away and was aiming elsewhere.
“What are you doing?” Max yelled.
“I’m trying to blast a hole in the tunnel so Rose can get out!”
“Why!?”
Drew shook his head. “It’s starting! She’s doing it! Goddamnit!”
Then, a bright flash of light appeared down below where the two had vaulted the stairs. It flashed on and off quickly like a strobe light, but reddish in color and with much more intensity. It seemed to be moving, heading out the way they had come, and toward the line of alien soldiers. Max watched closely, seeing the spinning form of Rose rising into the air as her screams increased.
Then, there was another bright flash, and she was gone.
“I hear her,” Jake said. “That same screech.”
Dan peeked around the corner. He began to feel the static in the air getting stronger, and the smell of ozone become overpowering. The screeching that Jake had described before was an understatement. It not only creeped him out, but seemed to jab at his very soul. He gritted his teeth, preparing to close his eyes when he saw her.
The flaming form of a small girl flashed into existence for a brief second, disappearing just as quickly as it had come. Then it appeared again just a ways away, then was gone again. Dan’s heart began to race with wonder. What was happening?
“What the fuck, man?” he said, realizing he was shouting.
But he had to.
The noise was reaching deafening levels, and the ground began to shake. He looked back at Jake, who seemed confused and surprised as well.
“This didn’t happened before,” the big guy said.
“What didn’t happen before?”
“This noise, the shaking.”
He raced around the corner, aiming his rifle at the area where the creature was flashing in and out of existence. Dan watched the strange process, realizing that there was as pattern. Something like a design a kid could make with a Spirograph toy on paper with colored pens.
A daisy? A fractal? Some other shit?
He joined Jake, watching the dizzying display. The flashing being was getting faster and faster, and the screeching was growing louder, coupled with a strange whirring noise that seemed to vibrate the air.
“Something weird’s going on, man,” Jake said. “Something different.”
“What the fuck is that thing?”
Jake couldn’t answer. He only had time to turn his head toward Dan before the explosion, and the bright light that blinded them both.
Then there was silence as the brightness faded.
From the boarded up window of the hardware store, Toni watched Jake and Dan disappear into thin air in a bright flash of light. Remembering Max’s departure, she froze in terror.
“Mother fucker,” she whispered.




Chapter Seven
“What was that?” Max asked as the giant flash settled down.
Drew dismounted his gun, walking over to the edge of the bunker. Max followed, curious as to what had just happened. As the smoke began to clear, he could see the dismembered bodies of dozens of troopers in the distance.
“They’re dead,” he said. “We got ‘em. Or… something did, at least.”
“Dude,” Drew whispered. “Look.”
Drew pointed down toward the center of the blast where Rose lie on her back, sprawled out like a passed out drunk. Max could see her stomach rising and falling, telling him that she was still alive. But it wasn’t Rose that Drew was pointing at.
There near the edge of the blast, were two men; one large and one about Max’s height. They were both familiar, and Max grinned widely as he recognized them.
“Dan! Jake!” Max shouted at the top of his lungs.
The two men looked up at him, bewildered and a bit disoriented, but alive. Dan shrugged.
“What the fuck!” Dan shouted back.
“Let’s go,” Max said. “Those are my friends.”
“Wha… okay.”
“What the hell is going on?” Jake asked, scratching his head. “What is this fucking place? It looks like Obama’s basement.”
Dan was shocked at the scene around him. Everything was dark, foggy, and crumbled. It was like a giant earthquake had leveled a large city, and choked out the sun with massive clouds of dust. He couldn’t see the sky at all, only the faint glow of the moon as it shown through the layers of clouds.
“I think we’re still in the same place,” Dan said. “Just a different…”
“Something,” Jake finished him.
“Yeah…”
“Guys!” Max called out as he emerged from a nearby rubble pile.
The kid smacked into him, hugging him tightly. Dan patted him on the back, not sure what the hell was going on. Max pulled back, grinning like a little kid.
“Drew’s alive,” Max said. “Look.”
Dan looked at the other guy who was following Max. As he neared, Dan’s heart fluttered. It was Drew; alive and in the mother fucking flesh. Dan was even more bewildered than before, and from the look on Jake’s face, he was too.
“What the shit?” Dan exclaimed. “Dude!”
Drew just stood there, his mouth open and his head cocked.
“You don’t know me, do you?” Dan continued.
“Look,” Max said. “I think we just ended up on an alternate Earth. Here, the comet actually hit instead of passing by. It leveled everything and there are very few survivors. But there are aliens…”
“Aliens?” Dan repeated.
“The shadow people,” Max said. “The ones that Jake saw.”
Jake’s eyes went wide. “Here but not here.”
“There but not there, technically,” Max corrected. “They were able to look into our dimension, but not come through. What you were seeing was just their astral projections, I guess. That’s what Barty said.”
“Who’s Barty?” Dan asked.
“The smart guy here,” Max said. “The other me. He really was me, just this Earth’s version of me.”
“What are the odds?” Drew said. “Right?”
Dan smiled, seeing that same grin that his own Drew had. It was somewhat heartwarming. He missed the real Drew, and this guy was almost identical. There were a few minor differences in his posture, possibly due to not constantly drinking wine like the Drew he knew. But he could see that they were definitely identical in most other ways.
It’s too bad he never got to meet this Barty fellow.
Nearby, the folks that were running were beginning to return. They came out of the rubble little by little, a few of them gathering around the little girl that was lying in the center of the clearing.
“Is she alright?” Max called out.
A woman who had knelt nodded her head as she helped the girl to her feet. She seemed to be crying, and looked like she had been through the ringer. Dan wasn’t sure what was going on, but somehow he felt that she had something to do with the screaming creature on his world.
“What’s her story?” he asked as they began to join the others. “And how do we get back home.”
“She might be the key,” Max said. “She is the thing that Maynard spoke of in his journals, and that Jake and Toni saw at the house. There were two of them, twins, but Maynard killed one of them. This one’s sister.”
“How…”
“Something about her epilepsy,” Max said. “The presence of the comet’s materials amplifies them to the point where she actually rips a hole in reality.”
“Are you fucking kidding me?” Jake said, shaking his head. “That’s just nuts. How is that even possible?”
Max shrugged. “We didn’t get that far into the conversation.”
Though listening intently, Dan was unable to take his eyes off Drew. It was almost like having his friend back, even though Drew obviously didn’t know who he was. He was glad to see him nonetheless. Jake seemed a bit glad, too. The three of them had been through a lot together despite the short amount of time they had known each other.
“Stellar,” Dan said to himself, grinning.
Drew looked back at him, smiling. “I say that,” he said. “Nutso.”
Nathan snuck around the back corner of the building, looking toward the spot where Jake and Dan had disappeared. The others had gone inside, but he decided to watch the strange scene that unfolded before him. A flash of light, a shrill scream, and a burst of freezing air preceded the disappearance, followed by a strange and deathly silence.
The creatures that had gathered in the area fell silent, as if mesmerized or confused by what had happened. Nathan was too, but he was still curious. The stalker that was across the street was gone, and the shufflers and shamblers had scattered somewhat. He wanted to know why.
He crept onto the blacktop, feeling the air around him grow colder as he approached the very spot where the rift had appeared. That’s what he called it. There was no other word. Something had opened up and swallowed his friends. He saw it all, and he saw the bizarre scene on the rift’s other side.
They weren’t just vaporized, he realized. They were drawn into some weird and scary place. It was some kind of other world. Some apocalyptic mirror image where darkness reigned. It was fascinating to him, and it made him wonder if where they went was even worse than where he was now.
There was a suddenly whipping sound nearby, and Nathan stopped short, spinning toward the sound. There, near what was once the front gate of the hardware store, was the stalker. Its tentacles were gone, and its skin was loose and falling away, but it was still alive. And it was looking at him.
Nathan spun back the other way and sprinted toward the back of the building. He heard the stalker growl and give chase, its claws clicking heavily on the pavement. Nathan ran as fast as he could, already breathless and his heart pounding rapidly. He rounded the corner, but was quickly knocked forward as the stalker’s bulk slammed into his back.
The ground came up fast, knocking the wind out of him. Nathan grunted with pain, quickly rolling onto his feet to escape. The stalker’s claws ripped at the air, slicing his shoulder as he spun away. The pain was excruciating, and the sting that followed grew rapidly as the creature’s venom—or whatever it was—began coursing through his veins.
“Goddamn it!” he hissed, stumbling toward the metal sliding door.
He collapsed against it, struggling to push it open. As he lost his breath and fell against it, he realized the creature was no longer chasing him. He stopped, looking around for any sign of his pursuer. There was nothing. The stalker had given up—he hoped.
“Jesus Christ,” he whispered, clutching his shoulder.
There was a single puncture wound that he could see. It was deep, puffy, and growing redder and redder by the second. Whatever the creature had done to him, he knew it wasn’t good. The wound would get infected, at least. By what, he couldn’t guess. Maybe some antibiotics would help.
He quickly covered it up, slipping between the door and the siding. The store was quiet. Everyone else was up front, watching through the windows or hiding in safety. He wondered if they even knew he had gone outside again. Whatever the case, he couldn’t let them know he was hurt.
They would throw him out if they did.
“I can’t believe they just disappeared,” Cliff said, shaking his head. “Like out of thin air?”
“They were there, then they weren’t,” Toni replied. “Like mother fuckin’ magic.”
Royce let out a skeptical hiss. “Girl you out yo’ damn mind.”
“Shut up, OG Dipshit,” Toni said. “You can drop the whole ghetto thing. You’re about as ghetto as Grace.”
Grace chuckled as Royce’s face reddened. He wasn’t angry, but a little embarrassed.
“Look,” Toni continued. “I don’t know what’s going on, but I saw what I saw, and then I didn’t. They went out to investigate, there was a flash of light, and then they were gone.”
“Okay, okay,” Cliff said, nodding as he sat down next to Grace. “We’ll figure this out.”
“Excuse me,” Jeff said then. “I don’t know what’s happening either, but we should all be thinking about getting out of here.”
“Not without Dan and Jake,” Toby said. “No way.”
Jeff shrugged. “I feel ya, little brother,” he said. “But me and Frankie have to get back eventually, and we’d like you all to come with us. You seem like a tough bunch of assholes, and we could really use you.”
Cliff sighed, turning to Grace. “You got any ideas, baby?”
Grace shook her head.
“Is she a scientist?” Jeff asked.
“A biologist,” she replied. “Not a quantum physicist.”
“Quantum physics,” Royce said with a smile. “Something to do with quantum physics, definitely.”
“What do you know about it?” Toni asked, skeptically.
“I watched them science shows,” Royce said. “All the ones about parallel dimensions and dark matter and all that.”
“So then, Einstein,” Toni began with a grin. “What’s your theory?”
“Something happened to rip a hole in our dimension,” Royce said. “A hole that closed up right away, but not before swapping some shit from one universe to another.”
Toni stared at him for a moment, completely flabbergasted. “Swapping some shit, huh? Well, what got left behind here?”
Royce shrugged. “Don’t know. Don’t even know if that’s what happened. Maybe they just got vaporized and the mother fuckers are dead in a little pile of dust out in the parking lot.”
“That’s a pretty good theory, actually,” Jeff said. “Your friend Max disappeared before. You said he was after some kind of monster?”
Toni nodded.
“The monster has something to do with it, then.”
“You guys ever see the shadow people?” Toni asked.
Jeff shook his head. “Not that I remember. What about you Frankie?”
There was no answer. It was then that Toni noticed Frankie was gone. Nathan was also gone. Where the hell did they go? She looked at Cliff then, drawing her pistol from her belt.
“We gotta find them before they disappear, too,” she said.
“Frankie!” Jeff called out, walking toward the back. “Frankie, you back there?”
Nobody saw anything down the aisles. There was no noise, no lights, nothing. Frankie and Nathan would have heard them if they were. Toni followed Jeff and Cliff, with Royce and Toby behind her. She kept her pistol out in front of her, ready to bust a cap in anybody’s ass.
Then a metal swinging door creaked open slowly, causing everyone to freeze in their tracks.
“Guys,” Frankie whispered as he poked his head through. “Be quiet and come look at this. There’s something back here.”
Toni drew her pistol and slowly made her way to the door. Jeff and Royce flanked her on either side and Frankie stepped back a ways to allow everyone to see in. The back room was dark except for a few rays of moonlight that shone through the slightly opened door.
“Damn,” Toni said. “Door’s open a little. Something could have slipped through.”
Something had. Frankie pointed to the upper corner of the room near the door. Plastered to the wall was a cocoon of slime, dripping and pulsating rapidly. The vague shape of a human body was inside, slowly being transformed into something else.
It was Nathan.
“Oh my god,” Toni gasped. “Close the door.”
“But we need to—“
Frankie was cut short by an explosion of goo. A tentacle shot out of the cocoon, wrapping itself around his neck. He dropped his gun and grasped the slimy thing as his face contorted in agony.
“Frankie!” Jeff shouted, pushing Toni out of the way.
She raised her pistol, trying to aim around Frankie’s struggling form. Jeff saw her, pushing Frankie down out of the way. He fell to his knees, leaving Toni a clear shot. She fired several times, striking the fleshy pulp, tearing giant holes in it with her large caliber rounds.
Royce was there beside her, firing round after round of his own. A loud screeching sound erupted from the cocoon, and the tentacle let loose. Jeff pulled Frankie back into the store, dragging him by the shoulders.
“Close the door!” Toni shouted. “Brace it shut!”
“We gotta kill that mother fucker,” Royce said. “It’ll get inside and do more shit.”
“Gotcha!” Toby said then.
The kid had grabbed a propane torch from the shelves and pushed his way through to the door. He pulled the torch’s trigger sending a massive fireball of flaming propane right into the cocoon. The screeching sounded again, and the flesh quivered as it tried to escape the agonizing flames.
“Die fucker!” Toby shouted, spreading the flames as best he could.
The cocoon itself began burning on its own, and Toby lowered the torch and stepped back. Cliff slid a heavy shelf in front of the swinging door as it closed, bracing it with more heavy items that were nearby. Frankie continue to convulse and choke, and Jeff tried his best to get him breathing again.
“The tentacle crushed his windpipe or something!” Jeff shouted. “Come on, Frankie! Breathe man!”
Toni watched in horror as Frankie’s wide eyes slowly went dull as his trembling faded away. Her heart was pounding, afraid of what would happen next.
“We gotta get him outta here,” she said. “He’ll change. I know it.”
“How do we know that?” Jeff hissed. “He’s dead already.”
“I don’t know,” Toni admitted. “We don’t know how any of this works. Shit’s different now than it was. The freaks are changing.”
“She’s right,” Grace said. “That stalker at McDonald’s was transforming right as we watched. It was becoming something else, or something inside it was changing. We can’t be sure of anything anymore. We have to burn him.”
“Fuck…” Jeff cursed. “Goddamn it Frankie!”
“We can’t do it in here,” Cliff said. “We gotta get him outside. I think all the weird shit is gone. The parking lot should be safe.”
Toni nodded, waiting for Jeff to respond. He nodded slowly, standing up to gather his thoughts.
“Alright,” he said. “Let’s do it.”




Chapter Eight
Max looked over all of the equipment that was at Barty’s station. He felt like a king upon a throne, gazing out over a kingdom of electronics; monitors, gauges, keyboards, computer towers and everything else gadgety that he always loved. For some reason he couldn’t fathom, all of it seemed familiar to him.
He couldn’t figure out why, but it felt like he had always sat here. He knew how every little piece of equipment worked, what it was for, what it monitored—everything. It was like everything that Barty knew, he knew. It was the strangest feeling he had ever had.
“This is weird,” he said out loud, looking over at Dan and Jake.
“What’s that, buddy?” Dan asked.
“I feel like I’m Barty himself. It’s like he transferred everything he knew right to me.”
“Everything?”
Max thought about it for a moment. As he went over all the equipment within his vision, he realized that it was more than just knowledge of this little booth. He seemed to be remembering things that happened to Barty.
“Yes,” he said. “I think I’m… absorbing Barty’s memories or something.”
“How is that possible?” Jake asked.
Max shrugged. “How is it possible that we were brought to this dimension?”
“About that,” Dan began. “What is this about a girl named Rose?”
“Ah,” Max said, raising his eyebrows. “That’s the thing. The screaming little girl that Jake and Toni saw was an actual little girl. Her epilepsy, combined with the weird quantum fields caused by the shadow peoples’ equipment causes the two dimensions to overlap. Somehow, she and her sister were able to project their images into our universe. But, I have no idea how we actually came here in physical form. That’s the mystery part of it.”
“Damn,” Jake said. “Fuckin’ weird shit all over. The world’s gone to hell and we’re playing Doctor Fucking Who.”
Max chuckled. “Doctor Who didn’t travel between dimen… never mind. What’s important is Rose. She may be our only chance of getting home.”
“What about the people here?” Dan asked.
“I suppose we could take them back with us,” Max suggested. “That is, if we can create a portal large enough to do it. The problem is, we have to get the fuck out of this bunker before the aliens return.”
“So who is the leader here?” Jake asked.
“A guy named Micah,” Max said. “But I’m not sure he survived the attack.”
“I thought I heard someone yell his name earlier,” Dan said. “As if they were calling out to him or something.”
The door opened behind them, and Drew poked his head in. Dan looked at him briefly, seemingly still confused about the whole thing. Memories began to come back to Max; memories of this Drew.
“What’s up?” Drew asked. “We need to scoot, fellas.”
“We’re ready, I suppose,” Max said. “Do you have any idea where we’re going?”
Drew shook his head. “Not sure, but if you guys want to get back home we have to find Rose and bring her back here.”
“Wouldn’t she have to have a seizure in order to activate the portal?” Max asked.
Drew shrugged. “I have no clue how it works,” he said. “But if that’s true, I’m sure we’ll have a stellar time convincing her to have a seizure upon demand.”
“We can use a strobe light,” Max said. “Either way, we can’t go far.”
“Dude,” Drew said. “We can’t stay. We’ll have to come back once the fuckers leave. If we’re not here when they bomb the shit out of this place, then they’ll go out and search for us. That’s when we return and get shit going.”
“So you’re willing to help us get back?” Max said.
“Yes, but not for your own sakes. Some of us want to go with you. We can’t live on this Earth anymore. If we do, we’ll die in a nuclear winter. I don’t know how long the darkness is going to last.”
“I noticed one thing,” Jake said. “The moon is a lot bigger here than it is on our Earth.”
Everyone looked at Jake then, and Max had a sudden realization; Jake was right. The moon was bigger here. He hadn’t really acknowledged it before, but it was true. And if the moon was bigger, that could mean only one thing.
“The comet must have knocked it out of orbit,” Max said. “It’s falling toward Earth. It’s going to crash into this planet.”
“Holy fuck,” Drew said. “That’s not good.”
Max slapped his hands onto either side of his face. “Fuck no it’s not good! That would completely destroy the planet! We have to get all of you back home.”
Drew was speechless for a moment, but then pursed his lips and nodded. “I’ll tell Micah,” he said, turning to leave.
Max looked over at Jake and Dan, his heart pounding in terror. They too were wide-eyed and seemed a bit nervous.
“Jesus,” Jake said. “We gotta get the fuck outta here.”
Max nodded. “Let’s go,” he said. “We need to find Rose before the aliens return.”
Toby struggled to carry the propane cylinder with him as he followed the rest of the group outside. Though small enough for an adult to carry on his or her back, it was a bit too big for the kid. Royce helped him out a bit, easing some of the burden.
Jeff and Cliff carried Frankie to the center of the parking lot as everyone else kept watch. There seemed to be no activity around the area, as if all the creatures had disappeared when the big explosion sounded. Something strange had happened.
“Where is everything?” Toni asked. “All the monsters, zombies and shit.”
“Something scared them off,” Grace said, keeping close to the front of the store. “Or maybe they were transported like Dan and Jake.”
“We don’t even know if that’s what happened,” Toni said. “That’s just Royce’s idea.”
Royce shook his head, snickering at Toby as the kid got the torch ready to go. Toby smiled back at him, and stepped forward toward Frankie’s body.
“Frankie,” Jeff said. “You were an asshole. I love ya, man, but we gotta burn ya.”
With that, Toby pointed the torch at the body and turned on the flow. He clicked the ignitor, and the flames sprayed out, engulfing Frankie’s body immediately.
But Frankie wasn’t dead.
He jumped to his feet, screeching loudly and flapping his arms in the air. Toby backed away, keeping the flames on him. Jeff looked wide-eyed, and Toby thought for sure he would yell at him to stop. But Jeff evidently knew Frankie wasn’t Frankie anymore.
“Keep going,” Jeff said, pulling out his revolver.
He took aim and shot Frankie in the head. Frankie continued to flail and scream, but fell to the ground. Strange limbs tore through his flesh, slamming onto the asphalt in an attempt to get the burning body mobile and escape.
Toni and Cliff drew their guns as well, firing into the flaming bulk. The screeching continued, and now the strange limbs were dying down as their flesh was charred and blistered. Jeff stepped forward and fired one last shot at the head. Frankie’s brain splattered all over the pavement, sizzling and boiling as they gushed out.
Now Frankie was dead.
“Jesus Christ,” Cliff said. “That was fucking intense.”
“Hey, guys?” Toni said. “Has anyone seen Eric?”
“Fuck you,” Eric hissed, chopping through the head of a shuffler as he stalked the McDonald’s.
“Fuck you,” he said again, killing another. “And you. And you. Fuck yourself. And fuck off.”
He stopped, staring down at the half dozen shufflers he had just killed. His stomach turned, and his throat tightened. Not that he was squeamish—not about killing the creatures, anyway—but the thought of having to live the rest of his life doing this same shit over and over again did not appeal to him at all.
He wanted it to end. He wanted to settle down and just live.
“Fuck you,” he hissed again, stomping the head of a dead shuffler.
Jeff’s offer to take them back to his camp was appealing. The man said it was like a whole city nestled there in the old French Lick resort. He had been there several times with Travis, losing a shit ton of money every time, but enjoying it nonetheless. And that’s when he began to sob to himself. He missed his dad. The old pot-smoking hippie bastard.
“Dad,” he whispered. “I wish I could have saved you.”
He dropped his machete and punched the nearby wall, cracking the strange, plastic covering that was molded to look like plaster. It hurt, but he didn’t give a shit. However, within just a few seconds, there was a hissing sound in the back, somewhere in the kitchen.
“Alright, fuckface,” he hissed, bouncing the flat side of his machete against his other hand.
He climbed up on the counter, slowly lowering himself on the other side. He kept crouched as he walked toward the fryers, where he stopped and peered around the corner into the kitchen. Though it was dark, he could see a shadow cast by the moonlight that came in through the windows. Something was crawling on the floor, quietly hissing—breathing. Something.
“What are you?” he whispered.
The walking stopped, followed by a deep rumbling hiss. Eric froze, his machete held to his side, ready to strike. He took a few steps forward into the kitchen, realizing that whatever was stalking around was on the other side of the grill line. He grinned, ready to leap to the side and expose himself to the creature.
He jumped, landing square on his feet with his machete reared back to strike. There was nothing there.
“What the fuck?” he asked outloud.
Then, the hiss returned… from above. Eric jumped back and swung his machete just as a claw swiped at the empty air. His blade caught flesh, and he heard a creature hiss and howl as he turned and bolted over the counter. When he reached the glass door, he turned, crouched down and ready. He watched in horror as a spindly, fleshless creature crawled over the counter. Its eyes glowed red, and a huge, fanged maw opened and closed as it dripped thick saliva.
It was the lack of skin that was the most disturbing. Eric remembered something like it at the impound lot. Something like a stalker, but with transparent skin that showed the corded and squirming muscles underneath. It wasn’t easy to kill.
“Come on, you ugly shit,” Eric said, ready to slam his weight onto the door if the creature pounced.
It did.
Eric pushed back against the door, opening it with his weight. The creature sailed right passed him, swiping thin air with its razor sharp claws. Eric followed his movement with a back hand swing of his machete as it passed. Slicing open its flank. The creature crashed into the concrete, rolling a few times before gaining its balance.
Black fluid dripped from the creature’s wound, but it didn’t seem fazed at all. Eric backed into the restaurant, pulling the door closed. The creature pounced again, smashing into the glass, but only bending the handle that stretched across the midsection of the door. Eric brought the machete down hard, splitting the creature’s skull in half. Its brains leaked out, forming a wretched pile of gray matter on the floor.
Eric laughed, flinging the blood off of his blade. He would return to the hardware store a new man, he realized; one that took on a beast by himself. He was no longer Eric the beta male. He was Eric the mutant slayer.
He would take the creature’s claw as a trophy.




Chapter Nine
Dan, Jake, and Max followed Drew through the maze of ruins. It was dark; the area being lit only by the glow of nearby fires. The air was strangely hot and dry, and Dan found it hard to keep his mouth moist enough to speak. There seemed to be some kind of dust in the air that stuck to his teeth, as well.
“Where do you think she is?” Max asked Drew.
“Not sure,” he answered. “We should have caught her when she was here last time, like you said. My bad.”
“Surely you know of a place where she usually goes to hide,” Jake suggested.
“She does have a few places,” Drew replied. “Places we’ve found her all the times we tried to get her to come back with us.”
“Why didn’t she ever join you?” Dan asked.
Drew stopped at the edge of a large, broken wall, peeking around the corner. Then, he turned back to look at Dan.
“She didn’t trust us,” he said. “She thought we would use her for our own purposes.”
“Like we’re about to do now?” Max said.
Drew shrugged. “No point in hiding it. We need her. Not only to get you guys back, but to maybe get some of us through to your Earth, too.”
“That’d be awesome,” Dan said. “It would be like old times.”
Drew shrugged again. “It’s nice to meet you guys, I suppose. But I don’t know any of you. It wouldn’t be the same.”
“Don’t be so sure of that,” Max said. “The Drew of our world is dead, just like Barty is here. I’m absorbing Barty’s knowledge, I think. Maybe you’ll absorb Drew’s knowledge, too.”
“That’s fuckin’ weird, bro,” Jake said. “But kinda cool at the same time.”
There was a high-pitched shriek that startled everyone, followed by a distant explosion. Drew’s eyes went wide in a knowing expression.
“What was that?” Jake asked. “More bombs?”
“Not sure,” Drew said. “They usually don’t whistle. Let’s just keep going. One of Rose’s hiding places is just ahead.”
He led them through a tunnel made of debris and old vehicles. It was lit by glowing bits of green material that Dan was unsure of. Maybe some kind of radioactive lighting he guessed. They emerged in what looked like the courtyard of an old building, with the four walls mostly collapsed. The rooms beyond the inner walls were alight with fires, as if it had been recently bombed.
“She hides here?” Max asked.
“Not quite,” Drew said. “There’s a sewer grate ahead that leads to the drainage for this building. She goes there, along with some other weirdos who are too cowardly to fight for their own lives.”
“Lefties,” Jake joked.
They approached a concrete pad with a large square hole in the center. Drew looked around quickly and then turned on his rifle light, shining it down into the hole. Everyone else looked down, seeing nothing but a broken concrete floor.
“This is it,” Drew said. “Down we go.”
Eric had ignored the ruckus at the hardware store, knowing that whatever it was causing trouble, Toni and the others would take care of it. But now, after everyone had gone inside and left the smoking pile of whatever it was on the asphalt, Eric noticed another figure skulking around in the dark.
It was not a creature of any kind, he noticed, but what looked like a man dressed in strangely clean and normal clothing. He was carrying some sort of device in his outstretched hand, and a metal briefcase in the other. He wore a backpack, and carried a shotgun strapped across his shoulder as well as a handgun of some type at his belt.
Eric shrugged, walking out of the shadows near the man. He fully expected a reaction, but all he got was a “Hey.”
“Um,” Eric said walking toward him. “Did you know I was here?”
The man looked up. Eric noticed that he was Asian and about in his mid to late thirties.
“Yeah,” he said. “I didn’t sense any danger. You didn’t look like an asshole.”
“Well, thanks. Who are you, and what’s all that shit you have?”
The man hung the device at his belt next to his gun and held out his hand in greeting. “George Wong,” he said. “I’m a scientist. Or I was at least… before all this.”
Eric took his hand and shook it. “What kind of scientist?” he asked. “We have one of our own.”
“Oh?” George said. “I’m a microbiologist. Who is this scientist who is with you?”
“Grace Hill,” Eric replied. “Not sure what kind of scientist she is.”
George shook his head. “Never heard of her, but I’d like to meet her. It would be interesting to share what I’ve found with someone who would actually understand it.”
Eric wasn’t sure what he really meant by that, but he ignored it. “Alright,” he said. “We’re in the hardware store over there. Let’s go.”
The bunker—or whatever it was—was dark and damp. The floor was broken in several places, with mud and slime seeping up through it. The walls were mostly intact, but cracked and sprayed with graffiti. Dan was reminded of the times he and his friends would sneak into the storm sewers at night and smoke weed or drink beer. The smell reinforced it.
“Memories,” he sung softly to himself.
Jake snickered, but followed along, shining his own light ahead as Drew led on. The tunnel turned to the right about ten yards in front of them, and that’s where a shallow channel of mud showed where the original flow was.
“Watch your step,” Drew said. “It’s shallow but you never know what’s underneath the mud.”
“I can’t believe she hides here,” Jake said. “What a fucking shithole.”
“The aliens don’t like it here,” Drew said. “They stay away mostly. They’ll only send drones down here but Rose smashes them every time. Or, at least, somebody does.”
“Stay away!” came a little girl’s voice from around the corner.
They picked up their pace, turning the corner to make sure Rose wouldn’t get away. Dan’s heart pounded with excitement, knowing this girl could be the key to getting back home.
“I said stay away!” she said again.
As they rounded the corner, they could see Rose’s little fort. There were a number of slab of OSB, crates, and other scraps arranged like a little shanty hut. There was a fire pit in the center of the chamber, with the smoke of a recent fire trailing up through a vent that led to the surface. Rose was there, huddled around the dying embers, wrapped in a blanket and rocking back and forth.
“Rose,” Drew said quietly. “We need your help.”
“I know what you want,” she said. “You want to poke and prod me with your knives and blinky things.”
“No,” Drew said. “I’m not a scientist, and I promise nobody is going to hurt you. We just need you to help us get away; back to Dan’s world.”
“Why? How?”
“You know how,” Drew said. “These guys want to get home. You’re the one who brought them here. You can send them back, and maybe some of us can go with them.”
“You could see the sun again,” Dan said. “The comet didn’t crash on our world. It just flew by.”
“A few pieces crashed,” Jake began, but Drew held up his hand.
“Their world has promise,” Drew said. “We could all start a new life there.”
“It’s fine here,” Rose said, shaking her head. “I don’t want to leave.”
“I don’t really want to either,” Drew said. “But everything here will be destroyed soon.”
“Why?” Rose asked.
“Have you noticed how the moon is getting bigger?” Max asked, finally speaking up.
“It always gets bigger when it rises or sets,” Rose said. “It’s called atmospheric lensing, stupid.”
“No,” Max said. “It’s getting bigger, even when it’s high up in the sky. That’s because it’s getting closer and closer. It’s going to crash into the Earth.”
“Nuh uh,” Rose said, her face scrunching up sadly.
“It will,” Drew said.
“Are you a scientist?” Rose asked Max.
Max shrugged. “Not really, but I’m a lot smarter than most people. In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m the same person as Barty. There might even be a Rose on our world.”
“There isn’t,” she said. “There can’t be. That would mean…”
She began crying then, and Dan realized it was because her twin was dead. Maynard had killed her, having figured out her pattern of “blinking” between dimensions. Max had figured it out, too, which is what got them in this fucking mess to begin with.
“Look,” Max said. “We can’t recreate another seizure in you and open a portal we can all go through. I can use some of the equipment to amplify the effects.”
“But it hurts,” Rose said. “And if you make it stronger, it will hurt even more.”
“I won’t make the seizure stronger,” Max said. “Just the field that it creates.”
Rose was quiet for a moment, as if in deep thought. Everyone sat in silence as she pondered the situation, all of them having their fingers crossed. Finally, Jake spoke up.
“We have puppies and ice cream,” he said.
Rose smiled, throwing her blanket off. “Okay,” she said. “Let’s go.”
“This is George Wong,” Eric said, introducing him to the rest. “He’s a scientist. George, this is—“
“Ahhh!” George exclaimed. “Grace! I do know who you are. You were at the microbiology symposium at the IU campus in 2010, I think.”
Grace smiled, cocking her head. “Okay,” she said. “I think I remember you vaguely. You were the student who asked all the questions about exobacteria.”
“Right,” George said. “It’s good to see you again.”
Cliff cleared his throat.
“Oh, this is Cliff,” she said. “He’s my…”
She patted her belly, smiling.
“Baby daddy,” Toni finished for her. Royce and Toby snickered.
Eric introduced the rest of them, noting that they had just lost two of their friends. He wasn’t sure whether he should even go into Max, Dan and Jake’s disappearance, though.
“So George here knows what’s going on,” Eric said.
“Well, mostly.”
“Alright, let’s hear it,” Grace said.
“Okay,” George began. “Here’s what we know:
The comet contained some kind of biological time bomb, like a virus but not exactly. A virus is a strand of DNA surrounded by a protein shell. When that virus invades a living cell, the DNA strand is injected into it, and the cell’s own DNA is altered and forced to reproduce more viruses.
This new thing is like a virus, but the protein shell was engineered; artificial. Someone or something created it. Why? We don’t know. What we do know is that it has the ability to mutate the entire host, or kill it almost instantly. It all depends on the lifeform it inhabits, its overall health, and its mental state.
We experimented with it when it first showed up, and found that the key factor in what really happens is the subject’s brain. In most normal specimens, the virus kills immediately. Some lifeforms were immune, and others were susceptible to mutation. The first lifeform it encountered was fungus; floating spores that were in the upper atmosphere.
It was these fungi that caused the orange fog as it descended to the ground. The mutation caused the fungus to attack and invade the brains of humans and turn them into raving lunatics. Only humans seemed to be affected by it. But the virus itself also fell to the ground. It killed off a large portion of the population almost immediately. Others weren’t so lucky.
The mutative nature of the virus cause those it infected to undergo changes to their biology. They weren’t just mutants; they were changing into completely different lifeforms. What’s really crazy is that most of them had similar features—the tentacles, the shiny white skin, everything else. But there was one type that was horrifying, and it’s what finally destroyed our facility.
George paused then, swallowing nervously.
“I know what you’re talking about,” Toby said. “We’ve all seen one. Two actually.”
“Really?” George asked.
“Our friend Dan actually knew who the first one was. His name was Robert Rathburn.”
George cocked his head. “I’ve heard that name before.”
“He was a sociopath,” Grace said. “A serial killer that had been stalking Dan and his friend Drew. Dan said he left a diary of his transformation as well as how he tortured his victims.”
“I see,” George said. “Our research concluded that sociopathic subjects turned into the strangest and most dangerous of creatures. They retained the memories of their former lives, unlike most. Who was the second one?”
“It was a woman named Betty, I think,” Grace said. “She worked in a slaughterhouse and lived deep in the woods with her husband at a cabin. There was something about her…”
“What?” George asked, leaning in closer.
“She laid a bunch of eggs.”
Jeff sighed loudly, baffled. “Are you fucking kidding me?”
“Dozens of them,” Grace said. “But Dan destroyed them.”
“Crazy,” George remarked. “That’s mind-blowing. We had never considered that a female subject could reproduce.”
“My mom was infected by a baby monster that burst through its own mother’s gut,” Toby said.
“What happened to her?” George asked.
“She’s dead.”
“I had no idea that the mutants could infect others, either,” George said. “That’s new.”
“Another friend of ours was bitten but didn’t get infected,” Toni added. “He thought he was gonna die but he didn’t. Almost blew himself up though.”
“Fascinating,” George said. “I wish I had a way to share this info with my colleagues. If they’re still alive that is.”
“Maybe Max can help when he gets back,” Toby said. “He knows everything.”
George grinned. “Okay. We’ll wait for Max.”




Chapter Ten
“It’s cold,” Rose said as they silently crept through the ruins.
Dan gave her his coat, knowing full well he would be freezing in a few minutes. But, anything to keep her quiet. As he draped it over her shoulders, she looked up at him with a blank expression then tightened it around her.
Drew pulled out his radio and began contacting the base. “Micah,” he said. “Come in.”
“How ‘bout ya, Drew?”
“We have Rose. Where should we meet you?”
“We are at the power station like Max suggested. Plenty of equipment here to do what he wants.”
“Right,” Drew said. “Out.”
He stopped for a moment to gain his bearings, looking around at the rubble.
“Where is it?” Max asked.
“To the north,” Drew said. “But it’s hard to judge direction at the moment.”
“I know where it is,” Rose said. “Follow me.”
She took off ahead of them, beckoning them to follow. They all shrugged and started after her, ducking under the metal beams that she so easily run under. The rubble was getting thicker in this direction, and it became harder and harder to navigate through.
But then, large figures melted from out of the shadows, and the group stopped. Alien weapons were trained upon them, and the tallest of the creatures stepped forward, seemingly laughing as it looked down at Rose through its glass visor.
“Damn it,” Drew cursed, dropping his weapon and raising his hands. “Just drop them. They won’t shoot us unless we—“
Drew was cut off by the loud crack of what sounded like a whip. The alien leader’s head flew from its shoulders, causing the others to scatter. Another darker figure appeared from above, using its tentacles to attack the other creatures, impaling them and beheading them one by one.
Dan froze then, realizing something horrifyingly familiar about the creature. Jake and Max seemed frozen as well. Drew jumped forward, grabbing Rose and pulling her back. The creature, having slaughtered the entire troop of aliens, dropped to the ground in front of them. It was tall, slender and ghastly. Though black and glossy, it was a familiar creature. The group had all seen them before.
“Hi Lanny,” Rose said, walking up to the creature and taking its claw in her hand.
She led it back to the group, smiling and looking up at it horrifying face.
“This is Lanny,” she said. “And Lanny, these are my friends. I’m going to help those three get back home to their world.”
The creature cocked its head, speaking just like the Robert creature had. “There is no hope for anyone else,” Lanny said. “Why care about them?”
Max stepped forward, boldly standing in front of the creature. “If we can generate enough power, Rose’s portal can be opened large enough for everyone here to escape.”
The creature nodded. “I know this,” it said. “But she may die if her illness is allowed to take hold.”
“We will make sure that doesn’t happen,” Max said. “All she has to do is initiate the field, and we can do the rest.”
Lanny leaned down, his tentacles swirling around him. “If you harm her, or allow her to be harmed, I will come to this world with you and lay it to waste.”
Dan could hear Max gulp. “She won’t be harmed. I promise.”
“Where is this world of yours? Why is it different?”
“The comet never struck the Earth in our world. Not all of it anyway. Maybe a few pieces here and there.”
“And the sun?”
“The sun is still visible, as is the blue sky.”
Lanny nodded, his strange, skeletal face glinted in the moonlight. “Then she will be happy there. Take her with you.”
“We planned on it.”
“Then let us continue,” Lanny said, leaping onto the top of the nearby wall. “I will get you there safely.”
“You hear that?” Royce asked as he and Toby searched the parking lot for any sign of Dan’s disappearance.
Toby stopped and turned his ear toward where Royce was pointing. He listened for a moment, hearing nothing but the light wind, the rustling of the trees, and what sounded like a distant shuffling—of hundreds of feet.
“Herd?” Toby suggested.
Royce sighed, reaching up to look through his riflescope. He shook his head as he watched, then lowered his gun.
“I don’t see shit,” he said. “But I sho hear it.”
Toby raised his own rifle, which was equipped with a nightvision scope. There were very few features he could see. There was a dog or coyote in the distance, its colorful presence showing that it was alive and looking for food.
“Dog,” he said.
“You sho?”
“Yeah.”
He kept sweeping from side to side, still seeing nothing alive but the dog. Then he realized he may never see something coming if it wasn’t alive. His heart dropped at that moment. He realized he could see black shapes. He thought they were just shadows of the trees, but then recognized them as human shape.
Undead.
“The fuckin’ dead ones,” Toby said. “Why are they still around?”
“Maybe we should tell e’erbody.”
“Yeah,” Toby said. “Maybe George will what they really are.”
Toby quickly shouldered his rifle, and the two headed back toward the store. They hoped George would know an easier way to deal with the dead. He was a scientist, after all.
“Who is that?” Dan asked Drew.
Drew shrugged. “Only Rose knows, I guess.”
“His name is Lanny,” Rose repeated. “That’s all I know. I thought he was a monster, but he was nice. He helped me escape the bad guys a few times.”
Dan remembered Betty, the overlord type creature that actually helped them defeat the horde in the woods along with Enoch’s fuckstick gang. This Lanny was different than Robert, for sure, but he was also different from Betty. His outer skin was black, pitch black, and shiny like plastic. Could he have been black in real life, or was the mutation just different for him?
Or was he even a mutant at all?
“Was he human once?” Dan asked Rose.
She shrugged. “I don’t think so. If he was a man once, why would he be an alien now?”
“It’s just that we’ve seen creatures like him before and they were people before the comet came.”
Rose giggled. “That’s weird. I think Lanny is just one of them, a boss or something. There are others like him, but they aren’t nice like he is.”
“So he’s a rogue alien,” Dan said to himself.
“Hey,” Jake said, nudging Dan’s shoulder. “Remember that TV show V?”
“I do,” Max said, smiling. “That was kickass. But I only watched the reruns.”
“Maybe it’s the same thing. He’s the Willy of these aliens.”
Willy, Dan thought. Robert Englund’s character, long before the days of Freddy Krueger.
“One, two, Freddie’s com—“
“Shhh!” Drew sounded, squatting. “I think we’re here.”
Lanny had stopped and had stood straight up, looking down upon the group. “We have arrived,” he whispered. “Your people are about. They see me.”
“Micah,” Drew said through the radio. “You can come out. The alien is with us.”
“What!?”
“He’s with us. Trust me. He’s protecting Rose.”
There was a minute of silence, then a group of people, at least fifty of them, melted from the shadows. Micah stepped toward Drew, keeping his eyes on the dark alien standing above them.
“Who is he? Is that one of the Archons?”
“I think so,” Drew said. “I didn’t think of it before. I’ve never seen one.”
Lanny jumped down, landing near them in a squat. He was still their height. “I will need electricity before I can help you. But I must make contact with the generators if I am to amplify the field.”
“What is he talking about?” Micah asked.
“He can help,” Max said. “He can do it without any special equipment. I suppose it’s some kind of ability his kind has. Just start the generators and we can open the portal.”
Micah nodded. “And you say we can come back to this other Earth with you?”
Max nodded.
“What about everyone else around the world?” Micah reminded them. “They’ll all die eventually if they’re stuck here.”
“I will stay behind and find others like Rose,” Lanny said. “I will help them escape one way or another. Start the generators and we can begin.”
“I’ll need a strobe light,” Max said. “That’s the only way I can trigger Rose’s brain.”
“I’ll find one,” Micah said. “This is… crazy as Hell.”
“The dead?” George repeated, dumbfounded. “That’s… new.”
“You’ve never seen them?” Grace asked.
George shook his head. Eric got the impression he was genuinely confused, which he thought was weird since his own father had come to some startling revelations all those months ago.
“My dad dissected them,” he said. “Plus most of the other types of creatures.”
“What did he find?” George asked.
Eric shook his head. “Grace could probably explain it better.”
George looked at Grace, who cleared her throat. “Well, from what he said I gathered that the people who initially died instantly didn’t really die. That just laid dormant, rotting like a corpse, but growing some kind of strange parasite in their brains that was inactive until something woke them.”
“Something?” George said.
“One of the more advanced creatures,” Grace explained. “The sentient ones that mutated from sociopaths.”
“The overlords,” Toby said.
“Ah,” George sighed. “And how were they… activated?”
“Some kind of enzyme in their tentacles,” Grace said. “That’s what Travis said, anyway.”
“Look,” Royce said, interrupting. “These mutha fuckas ain’t no joke and they comin’ this way. We need to get strapped and do somethin’ about it.”
“We could probably just put out the candles and torches, lock up and stay quiet as shit until they pass,” Cliff said.
“That sounds good,” Eric agreed. “How many do you think there were?”
Toby shook his head. “I don’t know. I just saw a line of dark bodies. No heat signatures, but they were moving. The only thing they could be are the dead ones.”
“They can smell us, though,” Toni said. “They’ll know we’re here.”
“Frankie’s body is still in a smoldering heap in the parking lot,” Jeff said. “Maybe his scent will throw them off.”
“Who’s Frankie?” George asked.
“My brother,” Jeff said. “AKA, the smoldering heap of burnt flesh in the parking lot.”
“That’s another thing,” Toni said. “He was infected almost instantly by another one of us who also mutated in less than an hour. The difference is the first guy cocooned himself. Frankie just threw out slimy octopus legs and big ass teeth and attacked us until we fried his ass.”
Jeff lowered his head a bit, but nodded. “She’s right,” he said. “Things are getting much worse than before. I think whatever it is might be mutating itself. Becoming more advanced or something.”
“Jesus Christ, we’re fucked,” Cliff said.
“Come on, then,” Royce said, slapping a mag in his AR. “Let’s get rid of these mother fuckers.”
“Wait,” Toby said. “Maybe we can at least try to let them pass. We’ll keep close watch on them and take out any that look like they’re on to us.”
“That’s a good idea,” Cliff said. “I’ll get my sniper rifle and attach the suppressor. That mother fucker is silent as hell. I’ll take the rooftop and somebody else can take the other sniper rifle and maybe get on the other side.”
“Good plan,” Toby said.
“I’ll take the other rifle then,” Eric said. “I’m a good shot.”
“Word.” Cliff said. “Grab that shit and we’ll find a way up before they get here.”
“What is it about this town?” Eric wondered out loud. “This is the third or fourth time this herd has passed through.”
“Good question,” Cliff replied.
The two of them climbed through a hatch that led to the steel rooftop. Eric looked down at the store’s logo painted in white on the roof, remarking how neatly the edges were painted. It was like a giant stencil had been placed over the steel and then sprayed on.
“This is good work.”
Cliff snickered. “Fuck that logo,” he said. “I’ll take the south west corner, you take the east. Only fire if necessary.”
Eric nodded and crept over to the corner closest to the McDonald’s. He could see that the sun was coming up on his side, and the herd was nearly visible by now. It was still shadowy, but bright enough to see movement. He only hoped that there were no mutants among the dead. They would be able to sense movement and smell.
That would not be good.
As he watched, the herd approached the McDonald’s, not even stopping to sniff or investigate. Evidently they knew crap when they smelled it. It likely smelled now different now than it did then. Eric chuckled a little.
The herd continued down the highway, staying away from the road that led into the shopping center. The IGA would be the first building they would encounter, but none of them seemed to care. There was, however, a small group of them toward the tail end that veered away from the rest and came stumbling across the grocery’s parking lot.
They were coming right for the hardware store.
“They’re coming,” Eric whispered loudly. He could see Cliff nod and look through his scope.
Eric gritted his teeth, taking aim at the nearest stumbler. He watched the creature and its three dozen or so companions as they came right for them. He couldn’t figure out why they were heading this way, or why the bulk of the herd stayed on course. Maybe this group had a better sense of smell than the others.
Then he realized they were attracted to the smell of Frankie’s burnt flesh. They were close enough to smell it, but the others weren’t. The wind must have shifted and this small group in the back had caught the scent.
“Fuck,” he whispered.
If this little herd found the remains, they would likely gather around it or even search the area for more. He hoped the others were watching so they could prepare.
“There’s a small group coming this way,” Toby said to the others.
He pulled out his semiauto pistol; a Ruger .22 with a suppressor. He watched through the tiny hole in the OSB they had placed over the front door. As he scanned the lot, he realized the group had been attracted to Frankie’s remains. He cursed to himself, thinking he should have at least dragged Frankie’s body out of the way.
“What’s up dog?” Royce asked behind him.
Toby moved away so Royce could look.
“Fuck,” Royce whispered. If they can smell that, they can smell us. We smell like a bunch of dirty twats in a gym bag.”
“I have this pistol,” Toby said. “I’ll take out any that get too close. They won’t hear shit.”
“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” George asked behind them.
“With a good suppressor like this one,” Toby explained, “this isn’t any louder than a bottle cap falling on the floor.”
“I don’t have a gun,” George said.
Royce moved away, thinking for a moment. “There’s some rebar in the back corner of the main room. We could grab some of it and use it as little spears. Just a good pop right in the brain and these mutha fuckas go right down.”
George smiled. “You have a way with words, my friend.”
“Shit, they’re coming closer,” Eric said to himself.
Cliff began picking off the deadies in the rear, pausing between shots to make sure nothing was heard. Thankfully, the dead were mostly deaf at this point, so even the high-pitched pops went unnoticed. Eric took aim and picked off a few as well, but the bulk of the small horde was heading for the front of the store.
Obviously they smelled something other than Frankie.
Eric looked through the scope again, scanning the dead ones, trying to find out if any of them were paying attention more than others. They all seemed to be focused on the store now, most of them abandoning the smoldering pile of Frankie flesh. Something had gotten their attention and had drawn them to the front of the store. But one thing stuck out in Eric’s mind, and in his vision.
One of them was staring back at him.
“What the fuck,” he whispered.
He took aim, squeezing the trigger when the creature’s face was centered in the crosshairs. Its head exploded in a cloud of blood and brains; unusual for something that was supposedly dead. Once it fell, Eric looked toward Cliff. The man was staring back at him.
“Did you see that?” Eric mouthed silently.
Cliff nodded and went back to looking through his scope. He fired a few shots, taking out more of them in the back. Eric scanned more, hoping he wouldn’t see what he had just seen. The thought that there was a sentient dead one was unsettling, but even more unsettling was the fact that it may be something else. What if a human was walking among them?
Nathan had done that once.
“Fucking shit,” he whispered again.
Things were getting even more bizarre.
“They’re getting closer,” Toby said as he peered out of the small gap in the OSB.
One corpse came within a few inches of the barrier and almost looked as if it were peering inside. Toby stuck the barrel of his pistol out of the hole and capped the corpse in the head. The sound was almost non-existent, but it still attracted the others. Even though the corpse fell, others came to replace it.
“Shit,” Toby cursed. “They heard it.”
“Eric and Cliff are cappin’ them outside,” Royce said. “But they can’t get ‘em all.”
Toni came up, her revolver in her hand. Toby glanced at it, hoping she wouldn’t be stupid enough to start firing a .357 Magnum when there was a horde nearby.
“I don’t like this new gun,” she said. “But it’s good for close encounters. It’s loud as a mother fucker. I can go outside and try to draw them away.”
“No,” Grace protested. “You’ll draw the bulk of the whole herd here if you do.”
“They’re already here,” Toni insisted. “If Eric and Cliff keep cappin’ this little horde, the rest will come for sure.”
“Guys,” Royce said. “We got bigger problems. There are a few that keep looking this way like they know we be here and shit.”
“What?” Toni said.
Toby looked outside, looking at all the faces that he saw. They were all mindless zombies, he noticed. But when a few of them parted, he saw what Royce meant. There were two among them that were heading straight for the doors, their eyes perfectly trained upon them.
They weren’t dead.
Toby raised his pistol, knowing there was just enough space to use his sights. He aimed carefully, making sure his eyes were at the right spot. With a slow and purposeful pull, he pressed the trigger and watched as the creature was transfixed by the tiny hole that Toby’s bullet put in its head. It slowly stumbled forward, dropping to the pavement.
The other one looked down at its companion, scowling as it looked back up.
“Is it a person?” Royce wondered out loud. “What the fuck is going on?”
“It can’t be,” Toby said. “It’s rotted just like the others. Not only that, but it’s angry now.”
“They was angry before.”
“I have no clue what’s happening,” George said. “But I don’t like it. We need to get out of here.”
“No way,” Toni said. “Not without the others.”
“That’s right,” Jeff said. “I want Dan with us. Jake too. And we need Max. He’s smart and we have shit that he can get running.”
As Toby watched, the second sentient creature fell to a bullet. He guessed that either Eric or Cliff took it out. Thankfully, he noticed, there seemed to be no more of them. However, the bulk of the herd was beginning to turn their way.
“God damnit,” Toby said. “We’re fucked.”




Chapter Eleven
“We’ll need more fuel,” Micah said. “What we have left is only enough to keep the generators running for a few minutes.”
“Fuck,” Drew cursed, looking at Dan. “We have to scavenge for more.”
Dan nodded, somewhat expecting this situation. “How much do you think we will need?”
Max leaned in, shaking his head slowly. “I have no idea how long this Lanny thing needs to focus the energy.”
“Why don’t we ask him?”
“It doesn’t matter,” Micah said. “With the amount of fuel we have around the area we can only run it for about a half hour. That should be enough.”
“I would hope so,” Max said. “The amount of power we’re about to generate would definitely be picked up by the baddies.”
“That creature is one of them,” Micah said. “One of the Archons that rule over them. They fear them, and might stay away.”
“Unless of course they realize what’s going on,” Max said.
“Let’s not worry,” Dan said. “Just tell me what we’re looking for and we’re off.”
Drew led them away, leaving Micah with the generators. He did his best to describe the fuel cells, and where to find them.
“They’re about a foot long,” he said. “And six inches wide and six inches high. There is a glowing green strip going all around the middle, with two big copper plugs on one side and a metal handle on the other. Look for old cars, tractors, and other shit like that. We’ll need as many as we can find but four should do it. Maybe.”
“There were some cars I saw on the other side of that crumbled wall,” Jake said.
“Check ‘em,” Drew replied. “Most of them have probably been taken, though.”
Dan followed Jake around the other side of the wall. It looked like it was once a stone barrier, something decorative; maybe there was a park here at one time. The vehicles Jake had spotted were typical passenger cars that were eerily similar to models one would see on Earth; compact sports cars, sedans, and even something that looked like a Corvette.
“I wonder what they called this,” Dan joked.
“Probably a Shovey Dorkette or some shit.”
Jake opened the door, pulling it hard as it squeakily protested. Then, with one jerk, Jake ripped it off its rusty hinges.
“Damn, Conan.”
Jake grinned, reaching inside to pop the hood. “I’m guessing the fuel cells are under the hood,” he said.
They were. Jake spotted two metal handles and grasped one of them. He tugged hard, and the cell came out with a bit of difficulty. The green stripe wasn’t glowing.
“Dead.”
He pulled out the second cell, chuckling as he saw that it was still charged.
“Well,” Dan said. “There’s one.”
Drew led Max toward a cluster of construction vehicles. There was tractors with a logo on them similar to the ones he had seen in his own life. Barty’s memories began to creep in as they approached, and Max realized he knew where at least two cells were.
“That big backhoe there,” he said. “That one has two.”
“How do you know that?” Drew asked.
“I don’t. Barty did.”
Drew picked up the pace and headed toward the backhoe, going around to the engine compartment. There, nestled among the electrical parts were four cells; not two.
“Two are dead,” Max said, grinning.
Drew pulled one out. Dead. He pulled another out. Still glowing. He pulled the third one out. Still glowing. The last one was dead just as predicted. Drew shook his head, smiling.
“That’s creepy, man.”
In the distance, Max could see Dan and Jake. They were walking toward them, Jake having one cell in his hand. Then, Dan veered off and approached what looked like a cop car. After fiddling around under the hood for a bit, he emerged with a glowing cell, and Jake pulled out another.
“Looks like we have five,” Max said with a grin.
“We’re in business.”
Cliff scanned the herd again, looking for more of the strange sentient creatures. When he couldn’t find any from his vantage point, he slowly rolled over to where Eric was positioned. The larger bulk of the herd was beginning to cross the parking lot of the nearby grocery store, stumbling along seemingly blindly, but also with a strange sense of purpose.
Something was leading them this way.
“Maybe those dead ones that looked around are some kind of shepherds,” Cliff suggested. “Whatever woke these things up may also create smarter ones.”
“That’s a thought,” Eric agreed. “That might explain why this same fucking herd has been wandering around Nashville. A real herd would just keep walking until they were gone.”
“Yeah, but I wonder why they are being led around in circles.”
“I wonder if this is the same herd we saw at the impound lot,” Eric said.
“Maybe. But I thought the explosion led them away. Besides, there was that little nuclear winter right afterward.”
“True,” Eric said. “So when were these things awakened?”
Cliff shook his head. Good point. Maybe one of the Robert creatures was recently born and woke them. Who knows?
“There’s one,” Eric said.
Cliff looked through his scope in the direction Eric pointed. He saw it immediately. Unlike its companions, it wasn’t stumbling. It appeared to be looking around, bumping against the others to keep them in line. It was almost human-like.
But then it jaw fell off.
“Well,” Eric said. “That answers one question.”
He pulled the trigger, and Cliff saw its left arm fly off at the shoulder. The creature kept walking, looking around, and herding its cattle toward them.
“Definitely not alive,” Cliff said. “Curiouser and curiouser.”
“See any more of them?” Royce whispered.
“No,” Toby replied. “But the bigger herd is headed this way.”
“Mutha fucka.”
“This might help,” Toni said from behind them.
She had a crossbow in her hands, a nice one with a compound bow setup.
“I’ve never fired one of these before,” she said. “Trade me, Royce.”
Royce grunted. “I ain’t never shot one, neither,” he said.
“Yeah but you’re probably stronger than I am and I can’t pull this mother fucker back.”
Royce shook his head, handing Toni his handgun. He placed the nose of the crossbow on the floor and put his foot through the cocking handle. With a seemingly effortless tug, he pulled the string back and locked it into place.
“Smart ass,” Toni said.
Toby saw another strange zombie go down after its jaw and arm were blown off. He chuckled to himself, realizing his initial thought was wrong. He remembered Nathan approaching the house in the woods by walking amongst the dead and moldy creatures, acting like one of them and smelling like them too. This was different. These things were actually dead… just different.
That was a relief.
“We might have to lead them all away like Toni said,” Toby whispered to them. “But we’ll need to get rid of the… herders first. Yeah, that’s a good name for them.”
“Herders,” Royce repeated. “Yeah.”
Dan lugged his share of the burden, straining against the weight of the power cell. The four of them met after the line of the cars and headed back toward the generators. As they approach, Dan could see the strange creature standing in the center of the generators, crouched over Rose. Micah stood by, keeping the other people at bay until the time was right.
“They go in the big slots in the bottom of each generator,” Max said. “Right below the high voltage signs.”
Dan and Jake each picked a generator and plugged in the power cells, looking at each other nervously as a high-pitched ringing sound began, as if the generators were charging up to begin their spinning.
“Stand back,” Max said. “Micah, you have the strobe?”
Micah handed Max a contraption that looked like a medieval lantern, but Dan recognized it immediately. It was a dance club strobe light, altered to be hand held and operated with a small battery.
“Everybody ready?” Max asked.
He nodded to Micah, who reached up behind the main operator’s panel to pull the switch. Lanny’s tentacles immediately went to metal walls of each generator, and he held his strange back as he absorbed the magnetic fields. His eyes began to glow blue, and with a quick nod to Max, he signaled for the strobe light.
“I’m sorry, Rose,” Max said as he held the light out in front of him. “This might hurt, but you’ll be alright.”
Rose swallowed and looked up, ready to begin. Max turned on the strobe, and the whole complex was awash in the rapidly blinking light. Everyone peaked around the corner, curious to see what would happen.
“We need to hurry,” Lanny hissed. “The others will be drawn here. Make the strobe brighter.”
Max turned the dial on the strobe light, increasing the intensity of not only the light, but its speed as well. Rose’s eyes began to roll back, and her body began to tremble. To Dan’s horror, and Jake’s as well, she began screaming like a banshee. Her form blinked quickly in and out of existence as Lanny’s eyes glowed brighter. She was in pain, and so was he.
Just when Dan’s heart was about to explode, there was another flash, this time from Lanny. Rose began to appear and disappear in the same daisy pattern that Max described, screaming loudly and shrilly as she opened the vortex.
And that’s when all hell broke loose.
“Damn it!” Cliff cursed as the horde began to cross into the store’s lot to join the others. “Something’s drawing them here.”
He looked at Eric for a response, but he noticed that Eric was patting his hair. His curls were standing straight up, and he was licking his lips.
“What the fuck, dude,” Cliff said, suddenly realizing that his body was tingling.
What was happening?
Below, among the smaller horde, a blue glow began to appear. There was the faint sound of a girl screaming, and a blue flicker began to surround the center glow, appearing and disappearing seemingly randomly.
“I think we should get the fuck outta here,” Eric said.
Cliff nodded. That was a good idea.
“Maaaaaan,” Royce said, dropping the crossbow. “What the hell is going on out there?”
“Are they getting closer?” Toni asked, looking through the peep hole.
Toby laughed. “Nope,” he said. “Something else. What did it look like when Dan disappeared?”
Toni leaned her head back, laughing at the ceiling. “Just like this shit. Those mother fuckers.”
“They’re coming!” Lanny yelled over the deafening vortex. “Give me more power! Fire at them!”
Rifles blasted in the air as the people began firing into what Dan saw was nothingness. It was only after the missiles exploded that Dan saw the aircraft. They came quickly, firing lasers everywhere. Dan grabbed the nearest rifle he saw lying on the ground, trying to aim at the shimmering battle ships.
“Just go into the vortex!” Micah screamed at him. “Go home!”
“Not without everyone here!” Dan shouted back.
Max grabbed him by the arm, roughly pulling him away. “Someone has to stay with Lanny until the vortex closes,” he shouted. “Otherwise Rose will die.”
“Then I’ll stay!” Dan shouted back.
“No!” Max hissed. “The guys need you!”
“We need you too, you fucking prick!”
There was a sudden woosh of energy as the portal fully opened. Rose was nowhere to be seen, but Dan could still hear her screaming. He saw Micah pushing people through, making sure everyone alive stayed that way. But then, Micah’s chest exploded as a laser blast blew him to pieces.
“No!” Dan shouted.
“Go, Dan!” Max shouted again. “I will get them all through! Fucking go!”
There was another bright flash, and then silence. Dan opened his eyes, seeing that the entire world was still. Lasers hung in midair, people were mid stride, and the aircraft hung there like they were painted onto the smoke.
But Lanny was approaching him.
“Dan,” the creature said. “Go home. You do not belong here.”
“Come with us,” Dan said.
“No, I am needed here. There are others like Rose around the world who can help me take all of the survivors to other worlds.”
Dan shook his head, confused about the whole thing, especially the fact that time had stopped.
“Who are you?” he asked.
“I am called an Archon,” Lanny said. “I am a subspecies of what you call the aliens. My kind rule over them, but like me there are others who rebel.”
“There are humans on my world that become like you after the infection.”
“Yes, and we do what we can to kill them, and the other mutants that threaten us… and you.”
Dan thought for a moment, realizing that Max had said the aliens were human. That explained a lot.
“Why the comet?” Dan asked.
“Your kind is not ready to join the collective, and never will be. It was decided that the human race must be destroyed, but other lifeforms on your world should be saved or altered so that someday, they join the higher orders. The alien creatures, including myself, were tasked with doing so, as we are the most modern evolutionary incarnations of the human species.”
“Then we are doomed, no matter what?”
“No,” Lanny said. “On your world, you may survive and evolve the necessary minds to transcend your primitive nature. That is my belief, and that is why I rebelled.”
Dan looked around at everything; the death, destruction, and the chaotic strands of energy that hung still in the air.
“How do we stop them?”
“You cannot,” Lanny said. “In your universe, the Archons do not exist, other than those humans that were mutated. You may find more of them, and you must kill every one of them. My kind will aid you from across the dimensions as we did before in that parking garage on your world.”
“Holy shit,” Dan said. “You are the shadow people.”
Lanny cocked his head.
“I get it now,” Dan said. “The comet was meant to force a new line of evolution; one that humans could not survive.”
“In layman’s terms,” Lanny said. “Now go. Go home.”




Chapter Twelve
There was a giant blast in the parking lot that blew back all the dead, disintegrating them into clouds of dust. Though it shook the building, it left it unharmed. Despite this, the blast also wiped out most of the dead in the major part of the horde, leaving the rest of them disoriented.
“What the fuck was that?” Toby shouted as he watched out the peephole. “Something blew up—“
There was the sound of a huge crowd of people, but he could see nothing. The screaming of a little girl was interspersed with the sound of other explosions and what sounded like laser blasts. Still, there was nothing but mist, and the bright blue glow. It was even brighter than the morning sun.
“What the hell is going on out there?” Toni shouted.
“I don’t know, but the dead ones are gone. Let’s get out there!”
Toby took off toward the back entrance, expecting to see Eric and Cliff along the way. Somehow, he knew he find what he really wanted to find; Dan.
“Max!” Dan shouted from beyond the vortex. “Come on!”
“Not until everyone else is through!” Max shouted back.
Dan pulled everyone through that he could, looking up to the sky. Through the dimensions, Dan could see the morning sun, clouds, and even the faint impression of a McDonald’s sign.
He was home. Almost.
“What is this place?” someone shouted.
“I can see the sky!” another yelled.
“Go!” Dan shouted at the top of his lungs.
He saw Jake and Drew helping the others, and it was right then that Dan realized what had been happening to Max might just happen to Drew as well. The guy might start absorbing Drew’s memories. He could have his friend back.
“Drew! Go through!” he shouted.
“He’s going!” Jake replied, pushing Drew all the way through.
After what seemed like forever, the last person stepped through. But Max hesitated.
“Max!” Dan shouted.
Max dropped to his knees, his eyes wide with horror. “Shoot… the gener…rator.”
Dan’s heart stopped at Max toppled forward. There was a large burn mark between his shoulder blades. He had been struck by a laser blast. Dan gritted his teeth in anger, raising the strange rifle and taking aim at what he could see of the nearest generator.
“Do it!” he heard Lanny call out.
He pulled the trigger, blasting the generator into oblivion.
Then, all was quiet.
Dan was standing among a huge crowd of people, all of them dressed in fighting gear or the rags of the desperate. Everyone was staring at the sky, dumbfounded at the blue color, and the sounds of the birds flying overhead. Jake and Drew there, both of them watching the crowd as well.
“Max didn’t make it,” Dan said.
Jake nodded, pursing his lips. “I saw,” he grumbled. “But we saved a lot of people.”
“Rose saved them,” Dan said. “I wonder if she’s…”
“Who the fuck are all these people?” a familiar voice called out.
It was Cliff. He was walking among the folks, looking them over strangely. As he approached, he broke out into laughter.
“What the hell is going on here?” he asked.
Dan chuckled, pointing to Jake and Drew. “We’re back. Plus one, minus another.”
“It was a strange place,” Dan said at the fireside.
The entire crowd was gathered in the lot, sitting around dozens of fires. They were all laughing and talking happily, realizing that they no longer on their own world.
“How did you guys get back?” Toby asked. “And how did you find Drew?”
Dan looked over at Drew, who was enjoying a bottle of local IPA, his favorite.
“It’s a different Drew,” Dan said. “But Max began absorbing the memories of his other self on that world, and I think this Drew is doing the same.
Drew chuckled, licking the foam off of his lips. “Dude, this is the shit!”
“Keep going,” Toni said. “I saw you mother fuckers disappear. I was pissed you didn’t take me with you. I thought you all rode off into the sunset without me.”
“Kind of the opposite of a sunset, chicky,” Jake said.
Dan explained the situation with Rose, and how she was the identical twin of the creature that Maynard had killed. He told them how Max had crossed over by trying to catch her, unlike Maynard, who had chopped the other’s head off. It was a fascinating story for everyone.
Dan left out what Lanny had told him.
“Dan, my man,” Jeff said as he came over. “I’m glad to see you. Glad to see all these people too.”
“Got room for them at your place?”
“Hell yeah, brother,” Jeff said, seemingly beaming with glee. “Plenty of room for everyone.”
“What happened to Frankie?” Jake asked.
“Frankie didn’t make it,” Jeff said sadly. “But he went out doing what he loved best. Absolutely fucking nothing.”
Dan couldn’t help but chuckle.
“Nathan didn’t make it, either,” Jeff continued. “Sorry about that.”
“Well, we’ll manage,” Dan said. “We’re stronger now, especially with all these people. They know how to survive, and seeing all the shit I saw on their world, there’s nothing here that can scare them.”
“Good,” Jeff said. “I’m glad to hear that. Excuse me a second.”
Jeff moved a few cinder blocks around and stacked them up into a little platform. He then banged his knife against the beer bottle in his hand, getting everyone’s attention.
“Listen up, folks,” he began. “I know you’re all bewildered and a little disoriented, I’m guessing, but let me assure you that the sun comes out every day on this lovely little planet of ours. It’s not always as bright and sunny, but it does rise. I know some of you might remember the way it was on your… planet, or whatever…”
“Some us do,” an old man said, smiling. “I missed it.”
“Well there you go,” Jeff said, holding his hand out toward the old man. “Now, let me tell you there is scary shit going on here, but nothing like eternal darkness or weird aliens. Weird monsters sometimes, but no aliens as far as I know. And I can tell as I look out at all of you, that none of you are afraid of shit. You look tough, and we need tough. Down south a few miles there’s a nice community set up. We’re just in the late early stages of building everything, but the four dozen or so of us are doing well trying to build something.”
“Is there room for us? Or are we own our own.”
Jeff smiled. “Well, I wouldn’t have brought it up if I wasn’t gonna invite you. We need you, and it looks like you need us. Of course, if you wanna go out on your own and explore, nobody’s stopping you, but I hope you’ll all consider joining us and helping rebuild the world into something we can all enjoy.”
Dan laughed as everyone nodded and chattered among themselves.
“Then it’s settled!” Jeff yelled. “The world begins anew!”
The folks cheered, some of them even standing up to clap. Jeff jumped down from his bricks and shrugged, a huge smile spread across his face.
“Nice speech, William Wallace,” Jake said. “Now we gotta find some damn busses.”
“There’s a high school down the street a little ways,” Toni said. “They got plenty of busses.”
Dan and Drew sat in the front seat of the big jeep, Jake riding bitch with Royce and Toby. Though he didn’t really mind, he grumbled a bit—something about not being the most popular guy in the car.
Old school Metallica played on the CD player, prompting all of them to bob their heads a bit with the beat. Drew was smiling constantly as the memories began coming back. Dan had hoped it would happen, and evidently he was right. He wondered how many of the other people who had come through were gathering the memories of their other selves—if any.
It was worth contemplating later.
There was just a nagging feeling in his mind. Though the promise of civilization was somewhat appealing to him, there was just nothing like the freedom of just going wherever you wanted. He was never any good at civilized life. And as he looked at everyone in the car, he got the feeling they felt the same way.
He stopped the car, looking at the long line of busses and cars ahead of them on the road. The others of the group were in the car ahead, and he saw that they had been aware of him stopping.
“What’s up, man?” Drew asked.
Dan sighed, looking at everyone again. “Wanna be cowboys or Stepford people?”
“What you mean, dawg,” Royce asked.
“I don’t wanna go,” Dan replied. “I miss the old shit with Drew and Jake. You know, just poking through shit and doing whatever we want.”
“Hell yeah,” Toby said. “I’m in.”
Royce laughed, and the two of them fist bumped.
“What about you guys?” Dan asked Jake and Drew.
Jake cocked his shotgun. Drew grinned.
“Stellar,” he said.
“What do you mean you’re not going?” Grace asked.
“Look,” Dan began. “It’s just not for us. But I think you all should go. Grace, you’re pregnant. Toni, you’re tired of the road. I know you don’t really want to ride off into any sunset with us.”
Toni snickered, looking up at Jake. “I’m gonna miss you, you fat mother fucker.”
“Fuck you too, bitch,” Jake said, reaching down to hug her.
“Eric, these guys need your farming skills. You can help them become farmers, and teach them how to grow shit. Cliff, they need your skills with a sniper rifle. You’d be the best guard ever.”
Cliff nodded, smiling. “Man, I’ll never forget how you guys saved my ass. If it weren’t for you and Drew, I’d be burnt at the stake, or worse.”
“Grace,” Dan said. “They need your brain, and that other guy’s brain.”
“George,” Grace said. “His name is George, and I think we can work together to make sure everyone keeps using their brains.”
“Alright, guys,” Royce said, reaching out to hug Toni. “You take of yourself, girl.”
“You too, Royce,” Toni said. “And you still need to drop that gangsta shit. You ain’t no G, mother fucker.”
“Right, right,” Royce said. “I’ll remember that.”
Toni hugged Toby. “You take care of Dan and these guys. I know you can do it. You’re one tough little sucker.”
“You take care of yourself, too,” Toby said.
Over the next few minutes, they all said their goodbyes. Dan watched the others get back into the car, feeling his throat tighten up as he saw Cliff’s devil horn hand signal pop out of the driver’s side window. He gave the symbol back, holding it high for all of them to see.
“So, where we going?” Drew asked as the line of vehicles disappeared over the hill.
Dan shook his head, walking back to the Jeep. “Well,” he began. “Let’s find a bigger car so Toby doesn’t have to sit in the middle like some dipshit kid. Next, who knows?”
They all slammed their doors, and Dan started the engine. He looked at everyone, sticking out his bottom lip in a gesture of satisfaction.
“Let’s ride,” he said.
The cowboys were back, this time with a bigger posse.




Epilogue
Lanny collapsed, holding the dead body of Rose in his bony arms. She was dead, and there was nothing he could do about it, lest he awaken her as a drone. He would not do that. Around him, the ships carrying the Archons settled down to the ground, and their hatches opened. The dark figures of his own kind appeared through the mist, closing in on him as he wept.
“Harvester Eight Two three,” one of them spoke. “Your work here is finished. Your life is forfeit.”
Lanny dropped Rose’s body, standing up to his full height. “I am ready,” he said.
The lead Archon raised his vanquisher, cocking his head to the side as he regarded Lanny’s slumping but erect form.
“You have regrets, Harvester?”
Lanny raised his head, looking at each Archon in turn. He then smiled, thinking of how he had helped the humans escape. He could never help any others, but he knew there were other rebels like him who would get all of the humans they could to safety. His tentacles swirled around him in a jovial gesture.
“None,” he said.
The vanquisher fired with a blinding light and Lanny was no more.
Another figure stepped forward from the mist, his small and squat form otherwise black and glossy like the others. He regarded the lifeless form of his Harvester with curiosity. He had never witnessed one of his own disobeying the rules. Not once in his thousands of years of existence did he ever imagine this would happen.
It was unheard of.
“Such a pity,” the Keeper said, staring up at the ever-growing moon. “This world had such potential.”
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