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Foreword:

So before we truly dig into the meat of An Ill Wind, I’d like to chit chat about where it came from, and the future of the Tales series to which it belongs.

Latter first.

An Ill Wind is the 5th installment in the Tales from the World of Adrian’s Undead Diary series. Books 1 and 3 are anthology collections, and books 2 and 4 (and the 5th you’re reading) are novellas written by myself.

I went all-out on the 1st anthology. I paid professional rates, gave 6 copies to each other, paid for an expensive cover by a new artist, and paid the price for that. Despite pretty strong sales it’s only barely made money. For the 2nd anthology (3rd in the series) I dropped the rates to a more reasonable amount, and had a cover done by my normal go-to guy, Alan MacRaffen, who I should’ve had do the first cover. Sorry Alan. I love you.

I think the anthology has only barely broke even.

Which means…

I might not do anymore anthologies for the Tales series. Reviews are very good for them, and the authors had a blast writing for them, and I’ve had a blast reading submissions and seeing what others do with Adrian’s world and the characters and ideas contained within, but the reality is… if I want writing to be my day gig, I need to make a little money.

Willow and Leah have to eat, and starting next March, the new kid will too. I can skip a few meals for the sake of my writing, or eat Ramen until I get scurvy, but I won’t make them.

So moving forward, unless I can stomach dropping rates enormously for the stories I buy, or doing a better job of advertising them, or exploring a Patreon/Kickstarter funding model, I won’t be doing more anthologies.

But I will be writing more novellas.

London Burns was gobbled up, and The Shed was too, though to a slightly lesser degree. I also had a ton of fun writing them, and I’m stoked to write this one. They’re a reasonable length in terms of investment and I can write them pretty fast. I’d expect more of these, so long as you keep picking them up, and leaving reviews with your thoughts on Amazon, Audible and Goodreads.

An Ill Wind came from my deep thoughts about ‘that day.’ I’ve never been satisfied with how I’ve described the unfolding of the apocalypse in the core AUD series. I’ve written a bunch of stories that took place on ‘that day’ but they never illustrated how the plague of the undead spread fast enough to overcome the authorities, and armed civilians. At least, I never wrote it well enough for my satisfaction.

I sat down and thought about a hundred different scenarios that could’ve happened. I’ve already written about car accidents, and hospitals, and nursing homes, and first responders. Some of the anthology authors talked about bank robberies, accidental shootings (intentional shootings) looting, etc. I wanted something a little off the beaten path. Something perfect for the date of June 23rd.

So I started thinking about what kind of events happened in the summer? What kind of large gatherings happened? What kind of opportunities would pure evil pounce on to carry out its task?

We have a local balloon festival in the town I grew up in, and I thought, “Wow… how fucked up would it be if an outbreak occurred at one of those?”

And now you’re reading An Ill Wind.

I’ve blathered on enough. Thank you all for you continued support with everything I’ve written, thank you for your support with all the things I want to write, and as always…

The Devil’s in the Details.




Chris Philbrook

Marlow NH August 2017













An Ill Wind


- Part One -

Amazing Feats of Stupidity




June 23rd, 2010




The warmth of the summer sun grew as the festival came to life. The mornings of fairs and festivals were Tim’s favorite times. This was his 30th, and it felt like the 1st.

They were always summer, or fall mornings and that meant he got to feel the cool night air give way to the warm day. He was able to experience the morning dew, and how it made his toes chilly in his sandals. And on his silent ride in, he got to see the final animals of the night flee for the woods as the human world woke up. Just this morning on the drive into the balloon festival he saw a fox cross the road and scamper up a hill into the forest.

It meant he got to see all the exhausted food vendors show up and spin up the good work they would do all day and he got to see them plow through their Dunkin Donuts coffees, and then start acting like the idea of a whole day inside a food truck or trailer would be fun and maybe profitable.

He knew how hot those kitchens on wheels got. Hell, he’d eaten at them more than once, and felt the humid touch of the fryers as they churned out paper dog bowl after dog bowl of fresh cut fries, or funnel cakes, or fried dough. Kitchen work in the summer was something Tim had abandoned with his teen years and while he’d love to be a teenager again (certain points, at least), he had no intention of returning to the work he did at that age.

Not since he’d retired and started up his part-time business in the sky.

Feel the Skies, with Tim Feely.

His daughter told him the hot air balloon company name felt far too much like an 80’s porn movie title, but Tim disagreed. Feel the Skies was hopeful, youthful, and sounded magical in a way that he was certain wasn’t in the least pornographic. To date, he’d never had a single person make mention of the name, or any connotation other than its intended one.

Tim tried not to think about why his daughter immediately went to the pornography association.

He chuckled, and looked up from the outfield grass of the park’s baseball field to the golden side of his hot air balloon as it extended forever upward to the clouds. He’d just finished his pre-flight inspection and everything was ready; the basket was safe, the fuel topped off, the emergency equipment ready to go, and the chase team on duty.

The chase team consisted of his daughter Malinda in their beaten but reliable Silverado pickup with the trailer for the balloon attached.

“Malinda, can you hear me?” Tim said into the walkie he’d taken off his hip.

“Yeah, Dad. Loud and clear,” she replied after a few seconds.

“Excellent, thank you.”

“Your second booking arrive yet?”

“Not yet,” Tim said with a huff. “Ten minutes late. This is why the afternoon fares always get off the ground late. Just like the dentist office. Early problems push everyone after around.”

“Yeah, yeah. Try not to take it too seriously, Dad. You fly a hot air balloon around for fun, you’re ravishingly handsome, single, and you’re retired.”

“How’d you get so wise at your age?” Tim asked his daughter.

“I had a very wise mother.”

“Ah, that’s good. I bet your dad was intelligent and kind as well.”

“Ehhh….”

“Oh, I see. That’s a tough break on the dad situation,” he said with a chuckle.

“I’m making do.”

“When was the last time you talked to your mom?”

“Couple days ago. She called right before her and Tim were boarding a flight for Ireland. He had a death in the family,” she said. “She wanted to speak to me before I went back to school. Guess they’re gonna be over there for a few weeks.”

“That sucks about the death. Tim’s a nice guy,” Tim said about the man who’d married his ex wife, and overstepped his bounds having the same first name as him. “Speaking of which, why is it again your mother married another guy named Tim?”

“Because she’s still smitten with you, but doesn’t know how to rebuild your failed marriage due to the damage you did working too much in banking. You need anything from Dunks? I’m about to go through the drive-thru.”

“With the trailer? You should’ve parked on the side and gone in. You’re taking up 3 spots in that lane. People are taking a picture of the logo right now and swearing they’ll never book a hot air balloon ride with us.”

“What’s done is done. Any publicity is good publicity. Medium regular? Maybe a napkin for all that spilled milk?”

“Medium regular, please. Thanks. And get a receipt.”

“I’m on it.”

#

“One medium regular,” Malinda said as she handed her father his Styrofoam cup of coffee.

“Thanks. You got here fast. I thought you were running back home to Westfield to get our lunches out of the fridge.”

“No I decided not to. Traffic’s picking up. Still no fare?” she asked him.

“Nope. I’m about to tell the people over at the microphone that I’ve got a balloon ready to go. Might be able to get someone to take a deal on a last second ride before the winds start to pick up.” Otherwise we’re dead on the ground until the late afternoon.”

“Didn’t they prepay?” Malinda asked as she too craned her head back to take in the envelope of her father’s enormous balloon. He’d picked the color of the fabric; gold like the corn that was coming into season.

“Yeah online,” he said.

“That’s $250 down the drain. I can’t believe someone would no-show for something that expensive,” she said.

“People are capable of pretty amazing feats of stupidity, in my experience,” Tim said to his daughter. “Many major in the liberal arts, for example.”

“Dad I’m a liberal arts major.”

“It’s not too late for you, Malinda. I have faith,” Tim teased.

Malinda made a lunge for the hot cup of coffee he’d just opened but he turned his shoulders in time to avoid her knocking it out of his hand. The two shared a laugh as a young couple appeared around the corner of the closest food trailer.

Hot pretzels. The bread smelled delicious.

The tanned couple couldn’t have been older than 30, and the woman probably a year or two younger than the man. Both sported dark hair with trendy, short cuts and the man had an impeccably trimmed goatee. The two wore balloon fair t-shirts they’d obviously just purchased from the fair’s merchandise tent but they wore nice slacks that didn’t match. The woman carried a plastic grocery store bag bulging with knotted, dirty clothes. Tim saw what could’ve been a bloodstain on a shirt.

They walked with urgency towards the hot air balloon, and Tim and Malinda near its basket.

“Hi, are you Tim?” the guy asked. His expression told a story about their lateness.

“I’m Tim,” Tim said back.

“Hi, I’m sorry we’re late. I’m Lucas. This is my fiancé Julie,” the man said, showing a bit of fluster.

“Everything okay?” Tim asked the pair. He couldn’t place the man’s accent. It wasn’t from the east coast, of that he was sure.

“We had an issue early this morning at our hotel,” Julie said, then looked at Lucas’ arm. Tim saw a bandage wrapped around the forearm midway between the wrist and the elbow. The bandage wasn’t professionally applied. The layers were inconsistent and the tape holding it in place was wrapped around the limb in a haphazard way.

“Accident?” Malinda asked. “Are you going to be okay to fly?”

“I think I’ll be fine. It’s sore right now, but we stopped at the pharmacy on the way here and got bandages and Tylenol. No arteries severed, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“Did you get cut?” Tim asked. “Road rash?”

“No. We were getting into our car an hour ago in the parking lot of the hotel and some guy jumped us. He was so sick. Pale with messed up eyes. He had a damn needle hanging out of his arm too. Rubber band around the bicep. Must’ve been high as a kite. He tried to get in the car and when I fought him off he frigging bit me.”

Tim noticed then that Lucas had the brightest blue eyes he’d ever seen. They had a crystalline quality to them, like they were transparent, but they weren’t. Those very eyes had helped him break the ice with Julie, Tim was sure of it.

“Did you call the cops?” Malinda asked.

“We did, after we left,” Lucas said. “They said they were busy, but they’d send a unit when one came free. Cop was a dick on the phone. The guy never said anything. Just came at me like a shark. Creepiest thing I’ve ever seen.”

“Yeah. I’ll have nightmares about it,” Julie said. “But whatever. Lucas smacked him in the face with a metal travel mug and busted his nose. I hope he gets the help he needs.”

“Yeah that’s sad. Drugs are such a menace,” Tim said, his voice somber. “I’m glad you’re okay. That must be terrifying. Do you need to file a report or something? Get checked at the hospital? Did you guys still want to go up? After all that?”

“Are you kidding?” Lucas said. “Your rides are very well spoken of, and we already paid. Not to mention, one of the most relaxing things I think Julie and I can experience right now is the serenity of a hot air balloon ride. There’ll be plenty of time to go to the station later.”

“You know, you’re right,” Tim said. “Feel the skies with Tim Feely promises serenity. This is my daughter Malinda, she’s the ground crew that’ll be chasing us as we drift in the world above. She’s our ride back here.”

“Pleasure to meet you,” the couple said in unison.

“Glad you could make it,” Malinda said back to them.

“Now if you’re ready, there are quite a few things to go over in the event of an emergency in the air, and I’d love to teach you all about hot air balloons,” Tim said with a smile. “The good news, is you won’t be attacked by a junkie, or bitten by me while we’re in the air.” They laughed at him. “Shall we get started?”


- Part Two -

Signs of the Potential Apocalypse




Tim hit the switch for the burner above their heads and the propane-fueled engines roared to life. The balloon’s envelope was already filled with hot air; he’d prepped it for their arrival before Lucas and Julie got to him, so take off would be prompt.

Malinda hustled around on foot, undoing the ropes that held the balloon down against the grass of the baseball field. As soon as she undid the last of the anchor ropes Tim felt the same buoyant rush as the balloon lifted the first few inches into the air.

“Whoa!” Julie exclaimed, grabbing the side of the basket with one hand and Lucas with the other.

Tim watched as Lucas’ face split from a slow, satisfied smile. The man might’ve had a bad morning, but the moment of liftoff seemed to erase the majority of it.

“Quite the feeling, eh?” Tim yelled over the roar of the propane burner. “When people ask me, ‘Tim, what’s taking off in your air balloon like?’ I tell them it feels like flooring the pedal on a Corvette, or when your first roller coaster hits its zenith and starts down, or that moment right before you kiss someone you’ve missed for a long time.”

Lucas leaned over and kissed Julie.

“It’s transcendent,” the man hollered back as the balloon ascended into the sky.

“See you at the crash site!” Malinda shouted up from the descending ground.

Tim leaned over the edge of the basket and waved down at her. She had a shit-eating grin on her face.

“Crash site?” Julie asked after Tim paused gassing the loud burner.

“My eloquent daughter loves to refer to where the balloon lands as ‘the crash site.’ She chooses to call it that when we’re ten feet up, of course. My little angel.”

“So we’re not going to crash?” Julie asked after looking at Lucas.

Tim laughed. “It’s always possible, but unlikely. Winds are gentle and blowing towards the fields east of town, the forecast is clear, and I’m a decent pilot.”

“That’s a relief. Worrying about crashing would be a terrible distraction,” Julie said with a nervous laugh.

“Distract yourself with that Ferris wheel,” Tim said, pointing at the massive ride as it spun its lazy circle.

The early morning saw the ride half-full of people looking to start their fun before most folks had lunch, but the children and teenagers sitting in the buckets as they rolled up into the sky and back down again were still elated. Tim watched the faces of his riders as they took in the giant wheel that slid down and away like it was sinking in the ocean below them. The enormous structure of the ride shrank and shrank until it was no larger than a quarter held up, and sliding away behind them along with the rest of the fair. The sound of children laughing drifted upward, and made the adults smile.

“That’s so beautiful,” Lucas said, and coughed once. “Looking up at it before you go on the wheel it seems insane that you’ll be so high. Now here we are a hundred feet above it, and it seems so small. So safe.” He winced and his hand went to the bandage on his arm. Julie leaned in and offered the press of her body as comfort.

“Sore?” Tim asked him.

“Yeah. Itchy. Kinda burns. I feel like I’m gonna get sick.”

“If you do, heave-ho over the side and aim for a pigeon. I’ve got water, Tylenol and Advil in the first aid kit. Just say the word,” Tim said.

“Thank you. Fresh wounds are just tough, I think.”

“Yes they are,” the pilot said, and fired the burner to gain elevation. Now once we get away from the warm air right here we’ll gain some quick elevation. With any luck we’ll hit about 2,500 feet today.”

“Half a mile up?” Julie asked, shocked.

“Just about,” Tim answered. “If you lean over a little bit, you can see we’re about to pass over Bridge Street, and right over there is the intersection with Main Street. See the lights?”

“Yeah, wow. It looks so small,” Lucas said.

“Like ants, right? That’s the old joke?” Julie said.

“Yep. And over there, up the hill a little bit is the elementary school, and behind that the middle school. Almost 120,000 square feet of educational facility. Of course all the kids are on summer break right now. You can see some of them are doing summer football and soccer in the fields just behind the lower building there. And the whole of it looks about the size of your palm.”

The balloon soared over the tops of the small town’s homes and the large trees that dwarfed those. They slid a mere 10 feet above the top of an oak tree that had to be 150 feet tall. The rush of the close encounter made the young couple exchange worried glances but the confidence of Tim allowed them to relax. The din of the traffic in the town coupled with the music of the fair and the general hustle and bustle of the world below faded away. When Tim paused the roar of the burner the only sound the three of them had was the wind.

Out of the serene silence a tiny noise grew from below, shrill and familiar.

“Po-po,” Lucas said, nodding his head down towards the east along Main Street. “Lit up and going like a bat out of hell.”

Tim and Julie leaned over and watched as the black and white Crown Victoria weaved around traffic heading east. Its speed crept up and up as it approached, passed almost directly underneath them and then sped away. It made a sharp turn behind some houses and disappeared down a side street heading in the direction of the school and kids playing sports. When the noise of the siren abated another joined it.

“Two cops? In a small town like this?” Lucas said. “When I grew up here we only had three cops total. They swapped shifts to cover town most of the time. We’d sneak out at night when we knew none of them were working. One of the officers was my friend’s dad so we always knew.”

“Teenagers. I tell ya,” Tim joked. “Ever since that condo complex went in on the side of town, and then the strip mall over on Preston Street they’ve had a full force. Tax base supports it now.”

“Cool. My parents must feel safe,” Lucas said, and gripped his arm again.

“Still hurts?” Julie asked as she reached out a gentle hand to his ramshackle bandage.

“Yeah, I had a druggie bite me, Julie. It hurts like hell.”

A third siren appeared, this one flaring to life in their vicinity. Tim went to the other side of the basket and looked down as a white ambulance sped away from the fire station in the direction the cruisers went. It passed several vehicles on the solid yellow in its haste to get to whatever it was that the cops were already at. The electronic bleating of the emergency vehicle faded when it turned away down the same side street, dying off like the moan of a whale singing its song in the deep.

“That’s not good,” Tim said. “Where’s Malinda?”

He leaned over the basket in the opposite direction they’d been looking and peered down at the streets below and behind. He searched the side streets that led to the town park where the festival was being held and tried to see through leaves on the trees that lined the rural streets. He could only make out the yellow line on the center of the streets, and the occasional vehicle roof, but couldn’t see the Silverado or the white box trailer they transported the balloon in. He felt tightness in his chest. He’d felt it before; during the worst days of the divorce.

He lifted the walkie off his belt and thumbed it alive.

“Malinda, you on our tail? I can’t see you beneath or behind.”

A few second later she replied. “Hey, Dad. I got caught behind a National Guard humvee as they were towing in their recruiting flatbed. I meant to walkie and hadn’t. I’m sorry.”

“That’s fine. We just saw some police cruisers and an ambulance scream through town and I had a dad moment.”

“Yeah, traffic sucks, but it’s clearing up. I’m fine. I’m about… a quarter mile behind you on Gamble Street. I’ll be turning on Main Street heading east towards Westfield in a second.”

“Perfect. We’re moving at about 15 miles an hour right now.”

“Alright. Over and out.”

Tim put the walkie on his belt and inhaled a deep lungful of the cool morning air. Summer air. He smiled, and lifted his sunglasses off his chest where the tether around his neck let them lie. They were heading east after all, and the sun was bright as it departed from the dawn the wind carried them towards.

“Enjoy this, you two. You may never get another ride in a hot air balloon and I guarantee you no other ride after this will compare.”


- Part Three -

Actual Signs of the Impending Apocalypse




“Is it normally this loud up here?” Julie asked Tim.

“No. I’m very sorry. I don’t know what’s going on down there, but the amount of sirens is just out of control,” Tim said. “It’s normally quite serene at a typical altitude, but we have to sit a little lower than I’d like. The air is a smidge warm this morning and I’ve got us in a good groove of cool air.”

Lucas coughed. “When do we land?”

“About 10 minutes. If you look on that rise over there to the northeast you’ll see some beautiful old farms. Big white houses with big red barns. That’s where the wind almost always blows us.”

“It’s so pretty,” Lucas said.

“It is,” Tim said. “You don’t live near here anymore? Am I picking up what you’re putting down?”

They laughed.

“Yeah,” Lucas answered him. “I went to school at UConn and then got a job in tech on the west coast. We came back here to visit family on vacation. It was their first time meeting Julie,” Lucas said, then looked at her, proud.”

“The left coast, eh? It’s a different world than this, that’s for sure. My daughter goes to school in Michigan. That’s a whole different world too. Judging by your smile and the fact that she’s still around here the meeting with the parents went well?”

They clutched hands in excitement and grinned.

“Yeah I thought so,” Tim said. “Congratulations. Love is literally in the air.”

Just as Tim finished speaking a gust hit them, rocking the basket and sending them all off balance. Julie grabbed the lip of the basket and stayed afoot but Lucas couldn’t hold on with his injured arm. His hand slipped off and he went to the floor, rolling against the side of the container and into a whimpering heap. He sat up and clutched his damaged forearm. Somehow in the fall the bandage had torn free and the wound had opened. The oval bite mark looked deeper than Tim had imagined, and judging by the amount of blood running from the wound, the damage had been severe.

“Luke!” Julie yelled and dropped to his side. Tim knelt as well to render aid to his fallen passenger but the man was already pushing them away, trying to pull his way back to his feet. Blood began to spatter and coat the floor of the basket.

“Stop, I’m alright!” He barked.

But he wasn’t.

“Your arm, Lucas,” Tim said, pointing at the deep bite wound exposed to the air and the blood streaming down his arm from it. “You’re bleeding again.”

Lucas looked down at his arm as he tried to stand up in the basket and Tim noticed how pale the man had become. In the golden glow of the late morning light his washed out color had been obscured but now, in the shadow of the basket Tim could see the man and his true condition. The man wasn’t just feeling ill; he was deathly ill. He might be dying.

“Lucas, I’m a licensed pilot in command of an aircraft and I’m gonna ask you a serious question that needs a serious answer; how bad do you feel right now?”

He gave up on standing and his weight hit the floor of the balloon’s passenger basket with a thump, shaking it. He looked from his bleeding arm to the blood on the floor. He looked at Julie, then up to Tim. He tried to smile but instead his face soured into a silent sob.

“I’m not good. I feel awful. Feverish. Real cloudy. I’m so hungry and thirsty. My arm is murderous right now. I just wanted to finish the ride. I wanted it to be perfect for my girlfriend.”

“Fiance,” Julie corrected with a smile.

Lucas gave a look that was an apology.

“I understand. Okay, thank you,” Tim said, and got to his feet. He grabbed his walkie off his belt. “Malinda, come in.”

“Yeah, Dad?” she replied. In the background Tim could hear the radio going. Sounded like talk radio, or the news.

“Hey Lucas up here isn’t doing well at all. Not feeling well, so I’m putting the balloon down as soon as we’re over flat, clear terrain. Can you speed ahead of us and get ready? And can you call 911 and let them know I’ve got an ill passenger with a bite wound?”

“They won’t be surprised,” she replied.

“Say again?”

“Radio got taken over about ten minutes ago with emergency broadcasts. People are going a little cray-cray.”

“Say again,” Tim asked her, feeling his frustration level with his daughter rise.

“They’re warning folks about attackers biting. Africa and Europe are experiencing a ton of people biting everyone. And then get this; when they die, they’re getting back up as zombies. I think there’s something in the water.”

“Night of the Living Dead style?”

“Yeah. Way better than the 2004 remake of Dawn of the Dead style. Fast zombies are just too much to handle,” his daughter said.

“Okay, so let’s assume I believe that’s true. If that’s the case, then I have a bite victim here that needs immediate medical assistance, and we’re still putting down as soon as we’re over that flat area about a mile ahead of our position. The Crane farm.”

“Okay, I can see it. Hey; the people on the radio say to watch out for fever, jaundice, and the eyes hazing over. Losing color.”

“What’s that mean?”

“Death and reanimation are imminent,” Malinda said in her best Vincent Price impersonation. “They can go from bad to worse in a hurry.”

“Call 911 and have them send an ambulance to the field. There are paramedics staged at the fair already for this. If you call now they’ll be ready for us where we land.”

“Okay. Be safe Daddy.”

She hadn’t called him Daddy in ten years.

“I will. I love you.”

Tim hooked the walkie on his belt and looked down at his bitten passenger. The conversation he’d just had with his daughter was out in the open to Lucas and Julie; the walkie had no earpiece. They’d heard every word and judging by the looks on their faces, they weren’t happy, or equipped with the skills to deal with the situation at hand.

“She was kidding right?” Lucas asked Tim. “Like… like earlier when she said crash site?”

“Sir, I have no doubt that she’s exaggerating. She’s 20. That being said, we are going to land as soon as we get over that hill ahead of us, and we’re going to get you to the hospital. I’ll drive you there myself if I have to.”

“Because you think he might become a zombie? You’re just going to take her word on that?” Julie asked, her emotions starting to get the better of her. “Listen to yourself. That’s the cray-cray here.”

“No, not because I think he’s going to become a zombie, Julie. Because he has an open, bleeding wound, a fever, and probably some kind of blood infection,” he said to her, firm but gentle. “Look at the rest of his arm. The discoloration. He’s sweating bullets and shaking like a leaf. I don’t know what jaundice looks like, but I bet Lucas fits the description. No sense risking his health.”

She looked down at Lucas’ arm. Dark red streaks spread out under the skin like a spider web. Thick strands of infection ran out from the oval teeth marks in the meat of his arm. The threads of illness grew thinner as they grew longer, terminating at his elbow and wrist. The rest of him looked better but not by much. He was pale; sallow and covered in a thick sludge of cold sweat. His breathing was growing harder, and shallower with each passing second.

Julie looked away and covered her face with both hands.

“I’ll be okay. Just land us. The doctors can fix me. Thank you, Tim,” Lucas said, and started to cry with Julie.

“I’ll take care of us getting on the ground. You bet your biffy. Now, with time being a factor… Julie please grab that first aid kit, and let’s get a proper, fresh bandage on Lucas’ arm. I don’t like how that bite looks, and we’re at least 10 minutes from landing.”


- Part Four -

Any Landing You Can Walk Away From




“We are good and clear from the power lines,” Tim said to his daughter on the walkie.

“Yep. I see you. I can’t see an easy way to drive out into that field,” Malinda said back.

“You gotta drive around the corner of the Crane property to the north side. There’s a gap in the stone wall there. They leave the fence open all weekend so balloon pilots and their crews can come and go for the fair.”

“Oh yeah, I see it. Looks like you’ll be able to land right in the middle.”

“That’s the plan,” Tim said. “See you in a minute.” He turned to the lethargic Lucas and the increasingly manic Julie, who was beside herself over the whole situation. “We’re descending well. The air is being easy on us. Now if there’s an issue, when we get low, I’ll have to pull the rip line. That’s essentially the reverse of an eject button. It opens a flap at the top of the balloon and the hot air keeping us aloft gets vented out like a whale spout. That means we can get dumped on the ground pretty hard. Could be a rough landing, but we’ll be okay.”

Lucas nodded his head, but Tim wasn’t sure how much of it sank in.

“Is there anything I can do?” Julie asked in a moment of clarity.

“Stay low like you are. Lay down, in fact. Spread your mass out and watch me so if I fall you see me coming. It can be scary as we come in. Feels like we’re going a hundred miles an hour but we’re not. If we hit the ground hard, just expect it, and know that we will be okay. We’re gonna walk away from this.”

“Okay.”

Tim returned his attention to the balloon’s descent. Like he’d said; he was a good pilot, but even the best pilots aren’t able to control the wind, or air temperature, or humidity. Nonetheless, he felt good about the abrupt call for a landing. He felt just as good about pulling the rip line if it came down to it.

He saw the full field now. Inclining up and away maybe ten degrees, the lush, grassy expanse was a balloonist’s paradise. No rocks, no trees, no power lines, no tractors or cars to dodge. Just soft grass. Sitting about a hundred yards away from where he had the balloon heading he saw his Silverado with the trailer attached. Leaning against the front wheel well was his daughter. She had one hand on her brow to shield her eyes from the sun as she watched them approach.

“Malinda, where’s the ambulance?”

He watched her lift the walkie to her mouth.

“They don’t have any to send,” she replied.

“There isn’t a second ambulance in town? The one at the fair should be here. It exists for this. We have a critical injury here,” Tim said, his ire rising.

“Don’t kill the messenger. I called 911. First call they answered and said they’d send someone, but it would be a long time as they were really busy. Then I called the festival people and asked for their ambulance, and they said 911 called it away. I’ve tried calling 911 twice more now, and Dad… they’re not picking up.”

The way she spoke chilled Tim. A hopeful woman, young, vibrant, intelligent, funny, Malinda never talked like that. She never used such… finality. Such… fear.

“What’s the radio saying?”

“More insanity. Reports of the biters spreading east and west. I don’t think this is a joke, Dad. You need to land and we need to get home. No more balloons for a week or two.”

“Okay. Start unhitching the trailer. We’re going to put Lucas in the truck and bring him to the emergency room ourselves.”

“Dad…”

“Malinda, do it,” Tim said as the ground seemed to come up faster and faster.

“Dad, please.”

“Don’t make me tell you. Just do it. After we drop them off at the E.R. we’ll head straight home. I promise.”

“Fine,” she said, pissed.

Tim watched her toss the walkie on the hood of the Silverado (dinging the paint for the hundredth time without doubt) and stomp around to the rear of the pickup.

“Coming in a little faster than I’d like. Lucas, Julie, get ready for a bump and a tumble,” Tim grabbed hold of the basket’s lip and took the burner’s ignition in hand. He tugged on the cord and the propane engine roared to life. The balloon’s descent slowed a tiny fraction and Tim felt immediate relief. He fired the burner again, then again to coax the elevation and speed in and out of the physics.

Tim was good at this. He had the feel for the fire of the burner, the density and speed of the air. Flying a hot air balloon wasn’t just lift and letting the wind take you where it wanted. There was a science to it. Several sciences in fact, and Tim’s banker mind knew them inside and out.

The balloon slowed, descended a few feet, and began the drop of the last ten feet.

Something far above shifted.

Tim would’ve described the feeling as being the idle tip of a bullwhip right before the snap of the wrist. Laying on the ground, connected to the handle in the hand of a performer, or maybe a cowboy, or whoever it was that used bullwhips nowadays. Sensing that something nearby was about to change something–everything–but unable to do a damn thing about it.

If Tim, Lucas and Julie in the basket were the idle tip of the whip, then the top of the balloon far above was in the hands of something very strong, and very violent. Tim knew a massive gust of wind above them was about to fling them. Maybe higher in the air, maybe on the ground just below, but he had a split second to react.

Tim grabbed the rip line and yanked on it. As the basket shot forward like it was being hauled by a herd of fleeing colts, the red cord of the safety line fell down on top of him.

Tim saw a frayed end pass before his eyes as the basket heaved upward into the air, just before his head smacked into the metal upright of the basket.


- Part Five -

The Blood Basket




“Tim,” Julie said to him. “Tim wake up. Tim you gotta wake up, right now!” She shook him. “I don’t know how to fly this thing!”

Tim opened his eyes and regretted it. The glare of the blue sky that filtered in around the circumference of the massive golden balloon and the face of Julie above burned his retinas like stove pokers and triggered a stabbing pain in the middle of his forehead. Growing to match that discomfort was a sweltering spike of agony just above his ear. From his sitting position in the basket he reached up with eyes closed and probed at the spot on the side of his head near his ear. He opened his eyes and looked at the tip of his fingers.

The tips were slick with blood. He reached back up and ran his finger up and down the edge of a clean gash that went all the way to the bone. The cut ran across the curve of his skull near his ear almost to his scalp.

He pried his eyes open and looked at his polo necked shirt. His entire left shoulder and sleeve was soaked in blood, down to below his nipple. He couldn’t feel the blood running down his neck, couldn’t feel anything yet, really, but the damage had been done.

“Water, please. There’s a bottle here somewhere,” he croaked after closing his eyes.

A few second later Julie pressed it into his hands with a crinkle and he unscrewed the cap. A few refreshing swigs later he felt a tiny bit better. The wind ruffled the hair on the top of his head, and he could feel the sway of the basket as well. They were still aloft. That was bad.

“How long have I been out?” Tim asked.

“Three, maybe four minutes, I don’t know,” Julie responded.

Tim looked at her. She had blood covering her arms up to the elbows and her cheeks were smudged with it too. Some of it belonged to Lucas, and likely some of it was his too. At this point the inside of the basket was covered in the stuff from shoe to belt. Her eyes were pinned wide, manic but not panicked. She seemed freaked out but in control, and that made Tim feel good. She’d found a reservoir of tough stuff to draw on while he was ko’d.

“Are we still heading east?”

“Like I know what direction we’re going in.”

“Is the sun mostly in front of the way we’re moving? Are the clouds keeping pace with us?”

She stood, steadied herself using the lip of the basket and looked around. She leaned out into the open air and looked up beyond the horizon of the balloon above.

“I think so.”

“That’s good. Now, how high up are we? Does it look the same as when we were flying around before we tried to land?”

“Maybe a little higher. It’s hard to tell.”

“Where’s my walkie?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t heard it go off since you last talked to your daughter,” Julie said, and looked around.

“Shit,” Tim said. “Did you look for it yet?”

“Not specifically. I was trying to bandage Lucas’ arm and hold a shirt to your head while praying we didn’t smash into a fucking tree, Tim. I was busy.”

“It’s okay, you did great. I owe you one.”

Tim rummaged around the floor of the basket looking for the communication device. He moved the shirt Julie held against his head while he was out and then the first aid kit, and the cooler with food and water. He’d brought strawberries for the couple to share.

He opened his backpack with a change of clothes and his rain jacket on the outside chance it had opened the zipper and fallen inside on its own. He gave up after a minute of looking. The walkie was gone. All he found was the frayed, busted rip line. The impossible. He’d checked the rip line twice that morning already and it was brand new. No way in Hell it frayed naturally that fast. But sabotage? How?

“Was I holding the walkie when the wind jerked us up? I can’t remember.”

“I think so,” Julie said.

“I must’ve dropped out of the balloon when we got yanked,” Tim said and groaned. “How is Lucas doing?”

“Not good. Look at his arm. It’s all messed up. He’s sweating, his breathing is like, almost not there. He’s twitching and moaning. I can’t get him to come-to anymore.”

“Fuck,” Tim muttered. “Pardon my French.”

He got to his feet and leaned against the basket. The act of standing made his head pound and triggered a swamping slash of pain in the cut on his head. He almost blacked out but fought it off with his eyes shut and his hands knotted on the side of the basket. After a few seconds of focusing on the sensation of the wind against his face he was okay enough to look around at their surroundings.

Hills rolled to the north and south as they slid along the current of air in the rural valley. He looked to their rear back towards the town they’d departed the festival in and he could barely make out the small blot of buildings and streets in the trees. He could see the much larger expanse of Westfield a few miles ahead. Situated in a wider area of the valley and surrounded by farmlands the small city he lived in was hard to miss. They were headed straight towards it. Beyond that would be the small town that had the snooty private school his wife had wanted Malinda to go to. Auburn Prep-something.

“Where are we?” Julie asked him.

“Well you were right about the elevation. I think we’re about 3,000 feet up. I’ll check the altimeter, but I’d bet on it. We’re still heading east, and it looks like we’re halfway to Westfield.”

“Are we going to be okay?”

He looked her in the eyes and shrugged. “I don’t know. If we can stay aloft over the river and forests below us, and out of the trees, we can aim for the farms near Westfield. Good, open ground near there.”

“Okay. Okay. Lucas talked about Westfield. They were his high school’s rivals. He hated them.”

“No one likes Westfield around here, unless you’re from Westfield. Running joke in the county,” Tim said, trying not to touch the throbbing cut on his head. “I live there now, but I don’t tell people that.”

“Right.”

“Now our larger issue is Lucas. Just looking at him… he’s not long for this world.” He paused when her eyes filled and flowed with tears. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, don’t cry. I should’ve been a little more… tactful. But Julie, it’s like you said.”

“We have to land. We have to get him help. We were talking about marriage. I met his family.”

“We’ll land in Westfield, but I don’t know what kind of help we’ll find there.”

“Why do you say that?” Julie’s face twisted up in confusion.

“We can try calling with our phones when we get a little closer, but there’s no telling how good cell service will be, or whether or not 911 will pick up. My daughter said they were a bit busy at lunch earlier. My walkie is history, and I can’t see Malinda on the roads below us. We’ll have no truck to move in when we set down.”

“Shit. Pardon my French.”

“We’re all French today, Julie. Now if you can, I’m going to get us some elevation to try and get us in a faster wind going east, and I’m gonna try and get Lucas and I bandaged up. While I’m doing that, if either of you have a smart phone, I’d appreciate it if you’d look up the news, and see if my daughter was playing an elaborate joke on us, or if we’re really dealing with the plot of B-grade horror movie down there.”

“You mean up here?”

Tim looked down at the man who gave every indication that he was dying.

“We need to find some kind of weapon, because if he turns into a zombie… we need to do the right thing for your fiancé.”

“I can’t believe this is a conversation that’s actually happening in the world,” Julie said. “I won’t do it. I can’t do it to him if it’s real.”

“Let’s just hope it’s all an overblown mistake.”

Tim looked at the twitching form of the unconscious Lucas and fired the propane burner to get the balloon higher in the air. He worried about his daughter, and thought about his cell phone in his backpack. He resolved to call her as soon as the balloon was in a good level of air.

He also had to call the Federal Aviation Administration, and let them know he had gone a bit awry. He might lose his pilot’s license over it all, but that was a small price to pay. Right now, he had to land his balloon, and save Lucas.


- Part Six -

Sometimes You Become the News You Hear About




Malinda didn’t care about getting a ticket. When her dad’s balloon got snagged and flung upward by a freakish gust of wind right before touching down she’d lost any semblance of spare shits to give. With the trailer already half unhitched and the balloon rocketing upward and eastward and her walkie transmissions going unanswered, she made the call to finish unhitching. She was more than half done with it, and she’d be able to drive the truck far faster to chase them down.

She’d apologize later for flooring the truck in the Crane’s fields and tearing their property to shit. Malinda couldn’t help but think of the stern talk her dad would give her when he found out she’d tore up the field. Not even his safety was worth the trouble of fixing the grass, or apologizing to the Crane family.

Sometimes he was a bit rigid…

But she loved him.

As she bombed through the side roads heading back to Route 18 she weaved around the oblivious drivers putt-putting their way to the boring Wednesday activities they had. If they knew what was happening in the world, they’d be driving faster. She crossed over the center of the lineless back road and passed a Honda Civic doing 5-under the limit. The elderly lady driving the compact ejected a middle finger at Malinda as she crossed the big 4x4 truck back into the correct lane. The oncoming SUV honked its horn at her and she waved out the window at the two.

“Eat a fatty, people. I got places to be,” she hollered in glee. This is liberating. Not the maybe-zombies, but the not-giving-a-shit of getting to Dad. Being an asshole feels good. Speaking of zombies…

Malinda thumbed the radio volume up and listened to the broadcast; it didn’t matter what station she chose. They all said the same things.

More or less.

First station: “And we’d just like to tell folks that the reports of people biting each other are confirmed. The volume of reputable reports from Asia, Africa and Europe can’t be denied. What we’re… what we’re trying to confirm for everyone is this ‘getting back up when dead’ fact. That’s a little too unbelievable for us to report as fact until we hear something from Washington, from the White House.”

Second station: Remember people; aim for the head. Even if you can kill them by shooting them in the chest, play it safe and aim for the head. Play it safe. Shoot anyone who doesn’t look healthy. Remember; you’ll have a decent defense in court based on media reports sensationalizing it, and it’s better to try your luck with a jury than it is to try it with a zombie. Better to be judged by 12 than ate by 1.

Third station: Water, people. Basic services might be disrupted if this gets out of hand. Get to the grocery stores right now, and buy a few gallons of spring water. Canned goods, bandages, all the things you need for safety and well-being. Now I’m not saying start fights, but make sure you get what you need.

Fourth station: Just a reminder that everything you read and see on the internet isn’t always true. Remember that scary movie that came out, with the ghosts? The one that was nanny-cam footage? Paranormal Activity? People thought that was real and it wasn’t. And uh, the one in the woods. Blair Witch. That one was fake and they tried to make it seem real, so please use caution, but remember most things like this are fake. It’s all media hype and spin to sell movie tickets. Stay inside, ride the next 12 hours out, or at most, head to a safe place where you know everyone.

Fifth and final station, a gospel one: Do you think this is what God really wants, people? Come on. I assure you God is not a George Romero fan, otherwise he’d have had that movie’s copyright go through properly. And let’s not even get into the idea that the dead are coming back to life. That’s just absurd. The science doesn’t support any way for a virus to do it, and there are no fungus’ out there that can do it either. Hogwash. No biker gangs are coming through, there are no helicopters heading to mall rooftops. Just hole up in your house, pray and pray again for the safety of your family and those around you to the Lord Jesus above, and all will be provided to you.

“I find it a little amusing that the man preaching on the Christian station is a clear and obvious fan of zombie movies,” Malinda said and chuckled. She stopped laughing when she saw the flash of blue lights ahead. “Uh-oh.”

Malinda eased off the gas using the sudden shit she had to give. A Westfield police cruiser was parked diagonally across the oncoming lane, tail end towards her. It had crossed the line and formed a safety block, obscuring her view of the oncoming lane. Just beyond the cruiser she could make out the tail end of a spun car in the middle of the road. Some kind of traffic accident. She slowed more, and flinched when she heard a series of loud, sharp snaps.

The scene unfolded at 20 miles per hour out her driver’s side window.

Two vehicles had hit each other head on. A sedan in her lane had crossed over into the other and hit a minivan. The two cars were totaled, but worse yet, two adult bodies had been ejected out of the minivan and into the middle of the street. One had the skull dashed open with a stream of pink, puffy material spread out around it. The other body–a mangled woman of indiscernible age, tripping and stumbling, blood oozing from a multitude of cuts and breaks–approached the bulky officer who was trying to pry open the driver’s side door of the sedan.

The hurt/dead/zombie woman from the minivan hurled herself at the distracted cop as his partner snapped off several shots from his pistol at her. His shots strayed across the lane Malinda drove in, and the partner collapsed out of the way. The zombie abandoned the peace officers and went through the busted window at the trapped driver.

Malinda gagged as the obvious dead woman ravaged the teenager that hit her car. The cop who dropped out of the way got to his feet and grappled with the woman, screaming at her to leave the kid alone, but when he wrapped her up and went to take her to the ground, Malinda watched as the cop’s meaty forearm crossed her busted-up chin and went right between her teeth.

Malinda floored it past the handful of stopped cars in the oncoming lane as the cop screamed out in pain. Several car doors opened as the civilian onlookers got out to either help, or to get a better look.

“That just fucking happened. That just fucking happened.”

She drove in silence–both hands grasping the steering wheel, speedometer pegged at 70–for several minutes. Each car that passed her heading towards the accident, shooting, and bucket of crap triggered a wave of guilt in her. She should be stopping them. Telling them to turn around. Telling them what was ahead.

“They’d never believe me. Or maybe they would, today,” Malinda said over the droning doom and gloom of the radio station. She changed the channel to one that had an easier to listen to morning show.

Above and ahead, through a break in the tree cover over the road she saw the golden false-sun of her father’s balloon. It steamed eastward towards the small city of Westfield ahead at a remarkable pace.

“Thirty miles an hour, easily. Wow. They’re in a bad wind. How the hell is Dad going to land that thing? I saw the rip line break… He’d need a gun to pop the canvas and make a large enough hole.”

Her phone rang.

“Ah!” she barked out in surprise. She’d forgotten about her phone. The walkie had been her only lifeline. She snatched the flip phone up and saw the caller was her dad. “Daddy! Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. How are you? Tell me you’re alright.”

He sounded off. Tired.

“I’m okay. Stuff is going down though. I just passed a car accident and watched someone bite a trapped driver and a cop. One of the cops shot at the zombie, Dad. This is really happening.”

“My God, that’s crazy. Are you safe? You’re not hurt are you? Tell me you’re getting the Hell away from that,” her dad blurted.

“Yeah, I’m fine. I’ll have bad dreams the rest of my life, but whatever.”

“Okay, good. Dreams we can deal with. I’m glad you’re safe. Let’s look at the bright side; now we know what we have to do. No need to wonder if it’s true or not.”

“Yeah, super liberating.”

“Bad news often is. I’m glad you’re safe.”

“Hey that bitten dude… how’s he doing?”

“Well,” her dad said, his voice dropping an octave or two, “he’s not feeling well.”

“Throw him overboard. As soon as you are over an open space where you won’t hit anybody, you push him out,” Malinda said, feeling some panic creep up her spine. She squirmed in her seat, feeling the anxiety eat her up.

“Malinda, I can’t do that. That’s cruel. I promised I’d take care of them when they got on board this balloon.”

“Wait until he’s dead, Dad. Jesus. I’m not condoning throwing a live dude out. But look, he will become a zombie, and it’s gonna happen real soon. If you get bit, or that girl gets bitten, it’s over for all of you. Toss him, land the Golden Nugget, and let’s head home.”

“I hear you.”

“Dad you have to land that balloon. Mom is in fucking Ireland, and if you get hurt or die, I won’t have anyone. All of my friends are out of town.”

Her dad didn’t say anything for almost a minute.

“You could find Patty, from the bank. You liked her daughter, Abby. Remember them?”

“Dad, stop.”

“Okay, I’m sorry. I’m aiming for the farm just to the north of town. The one with the big chicken coops, just north of the development. I forget the name of the road.”

“I know the one. Mom used to take me there for corn and eggs during the summer. The McDowell farm. The mom is super sweet.”

“Yeah that one. The farmer always wears a Navy hat.”

“Yep.”

“Good,” Tim said. “We’ll be there in… ten minutes at most. We’re in a brisk wind and I can’t get above it or below it. If I were a suspicious man, I’d say a conspiracy to head us east was afoot.”

“Dad. Dad, I’m serious. You need to throw him overboard,” Malinda pleaded with her father.

“I’ll take your suggestion under advisement.”

Malinda ended the phone call no longer feeling guilty.

Now she was mad, and afraid. Mad that her dad wasn’t listening to her, and afraid of what would happen if he didn’t.

She floored the gas pedal and sped towards downtown Westfield and the side streets that would take her to the farm her father was going to land at.

Going. To. Land. At.


- Part Seven -

That Man is Not Sleeping




Tim watched the sitting Julie as she stroked the forehead and cheek of the laying Lucas. Julie was strong; she wasn’t crying, and she was in control. Tim felt proud of her, and he wasn’t sure why. Lucas on the other hand… wasn’t doing well at all.

He lay still; so still Tim was sure he was dead but fear stopped him from asking Julie to check. Lucas’ skin had taken on a sunken color, yellowed like old paper but dark and bluish gray in the deepening folds of flesh. His lips were turning a deeper shade of purple by the minute and Lucas hadn’t opened his bright blue eyes since Tim came-to after splitting his head open.

Malinda was right.

The bitten man was going to die in the next few minutes, if he wasn’t dead already.

Malinda said she’d seen a dead person get up and bite someone. With her own eyes, right below where Tim, his balloon, and his passengers flew.

Tim was pretty sure Lucas was about to do the same thing, and his available selection of bite victims was slim 3,000 feet up in the air, dangling beneath a giant canvas bag of hot air. A commercial for Shark Week jumped into the foreground of his mind and he shunted it away.

He had to do something. He had to make a plan. A plan he could live with after the balloon landed. He looked around at the limited supplies he had in the basket and saw a way out.

“Julie.”

She looked up from Lucas’ suffering. “Yeah?”

“Malinda said she saw a car accident. Saw a dead person get up and bite a cop.”

“What? When?” Julie shook her head slow, as if Tim was pulling one over on her.

“Just now,” Tim said, and then pointed at the ground below, “down there.”

“She’s seeing things.”

“She saw a cop shoot a zombie. Malinda isn’t the type to make stuff up like that, especially when her dad is in a balloon that just busted a landing.”

“She’s crazy. I’m sorry, but she’s crazy.”

“She’s 20, of course she’s crazy. But she’s telling the truth. And at the bare minimum, Julie, for the safety of this aircraft, I have to operate like she’s telling me the complete truth. There’s nothing to be lost in listening to her.”

Julie’s face contorted into defiance–nearly rage–after Tim spoke.

“You want to kill him, don’t you? Shoot him in the head? No fucking way. Uh-uh. You’ll have to shoot me first, Tim,” she said, and balled up her fists.

“I just want to tie him up,” Tim said, keeping his voice calm. “We can use the drop line right there. No gun play, not that I have one on the balloon anyway. All I want us to do is tie his arms to his sides so he can still breathe easily, and we don’t have to worry about him becoming aggressive. Does that sound reasonable to you?”

Her rage abated and her cheeks flushed. “I’m sorry. I just…”

“Don’t worry. Don’t say a thing about it. I’d be just like you if our roles were reversed. Will you help me tie him up? Snug but not painful?” Tim’s memory slid around to when Malinda was a little kid, and he had to talk slowly, and kindly to get her to do even the most basic things. Things like not throwing a fork at their beagle, or not climbing through the rails at the top of the steps.

“Yeah, that’s okay. He’ll be able to breathe? Will I still be able to hold him?”

“Let’s do it in a way he can breathe, and you can still hold and comfort him. Remember though; if all this is true, he might bite, so you need to be in a position to avoid his mouth, if he tries.”

“Right. Okay. I’ll sit behind him. Hand me the rope,” she extended an open palm to Tim.

He checked their altitude, forward path, and speed then bent over to scoop up the yellow rope he’d eyeballed earlier. The thin nylon was spooled in the corner, one end fastened to the basket with a steel ring and the other tied to a bag of sand that they could use to land. Toss the bag, the rope drops, someone on the ground grabs the rope, and helps pull/guide them to ground.

Worked great.

The frayed red rope of the rip line sat on the floor beside it. That hadn’t worked so great.

Tim slipped his small Buck knife from the sheath on his belt and flipped the blade open. Still as sharp as the day he bought it, he knelt, looped the rope and cut near the basket, and did the same near the bag. He folded the knife closed and put it back in the sheath on his belt. Restraints in hand, he pivoted in the small space and faced the couple.

“You look scared,” Tim said. “Don’t be. We will have this done in a minute, and he’ll understand. It’s for his benefit as well as ours.”

“I know,” she said, and took a deep breath. “Where do we start?”

“Um, I think we tie his left wrist off, then wrap it around him a few times snug, but not too tight. Sound good?”

She nodded.

Tim reached down and slipped the end of the rope around the limp wrist of the unconscious man. He tied a slipknot with his eyes locked on the shallow rise and fall of Lucas’ chest. That done, he paused and reassessed Julie. She was disconcerted, running her fingers through her fiancé’s sweat-soaked hair, but okay.

“Let’s sit him up so we can wrap the rope around his midsection.”

“Okay,” she replied.

Between the two of them they lifted the man’s torso upright and leaned his shoulder against the side of the basket. Julie put her palms against her boyfriend’s back and held him upright as Tim looped one circle, then two, then three more around Lucas. His head lolled around back and forth as the basket swung in the air, and as the two adults moved his body to make the process easier. Tim kept his eyes fixed on the chest at first, but couldn’t see the man breathing, so he switched his focus to the man’s face.

Lucas had opened his eyes.

When Lucas boarded the balloon, he had sparkling blue eyes. Eyes like the waters of the Caribbean, eyes as bright as crystals in the sun. Eyes that Julie had fallen in love with.

They were still blue, but the sparkle was gone. They’d become hazy, covered with a drained cataract-caul that made them eerie and dull. The blue-gray pupils swung towards Tim and locked onto him. His soul had vacated the body, and something else had taken its place.

“Julie…”

Lucas’ face twisted into a snarl and he threw his body at Tim.

A few years prior, Tim might’ve had the agility to get out of the way, but the onset of arthritis in his body, the loose ropes around Lucas, and the small space colluded against him. He landed on his ass, but his escape was incomplete.

Lucas’ face and the teeth within crossed the foot between the two of them and bit. Tim felt the horrid burning of the jaws clenching just below his knee, straight through the jeans he wore.

Julie screamed as Tim put an awkward roundhouse punch into the side of Lucas’ head. The blow freed the jaw somewhat, but the man chomped down again and got a better hold on the firm flesh of the joint. The pain was tremendous, and Tim punched again.

He rabbit-punched over and over, pummeling his attacker’s face, ruining his nose and cheeks, splitting the skin over the cheekbone and eyebrow as his own knuckles bruised, cracked, and bled. No matter how many times Tim punched, Lucas kept biting, kept his alligator-grip and kept pushing for a deeper, bloodier wound.

“Julie, grab my knife!” Tim begged as he rolled over to expose the sheath and the blade within. “He won’t let go!”

Without a word the woman went to Tim’s side and grabbed the folding knife. As slow as a stale August wind she picked at the back of the blade until she pried it open, and it locked.

“What do you want to do with it?” She asked him, half in a scream.

Tim abandoned the 5th round of the prize fight on Lucas’ face and snatched the knife from her. The razor-sharp blade sliced his palm wide open as he grabbed it, but he had it. With both hands he spun it, gripped it, and slammed the five-inch blade into the side of Lucas’ head just behind the end of the left jawbone.

The piercing blow didn’t kill Lucas, but it did jam his jaw open long enough for Tim to push away. He lost the handle of the knife in the process, but he was away, and crawled on his ass–unable to stand–until he was in the corner of the basket furthest away from the monster.

“Jesus, Tim! You stabbed him! Lucas, no!” Julie pleaded and dropped down to help Lucas. The flailing maniac loosened the already failing ropes with each jerk and tug, and as she went to pull the knife out of his neck, one of his arms came free.

Wild, and unplanned, the sallow man threw a half-open fist into Julie’s face.

She was already off-balance and the blow sent her careening into the opposite side of the basket. Had she been standing all the way she’d have stood a chance of going overboard, but instead she bounced her head off the hard side of the passenger compartment, ringing her bell again from the other side.

She’d have had a better chance of living had she gone over the side and fallen into the streets of Westfield below. She’d at least have found peace.

Lucas grabbed at the fair t-shirt she wore and yanked her stunned body closer to his maw. Tim scrambled to reverse his polarity and get closer–to help–but his ruined knee screamed in pain and he gassed out halfway. He watched as Lucas tore into Julie’s arm near the end of her sleeve and seized onto her skin and muscle with the same terrifying resolve.

The pain made her lucid.

She fought like Tim had. She punched with her free hand as hard as she could, she pushed away–shoved away–but still, Lucas kept on. He gnashed his teeth, pulping her tender skin and muscle until blood poured down to the increasingly blood-filled space.

Tim fought through the pain and crawled over to the struggle. He knew pulling Lucas off of her would cause more damage, so instead he went for his Buck knife. His blood slicked, palm-slashed hand found the antler inlaid handle and he tugged the knife out of the dead man’s neck. He felt the blade skip against the broken bone of the jaw.

Invigorated somehow, Lucas let go of Julie and went back to trying to maul Tim.

As Lucas lunged forward, mouth agape, teeth bared like a wolf about to kill, Tim pointed the tip of the knife forward and lunged too. The thick blade popped Lucas’ left eye like a fat, hot grape and pierced the thin skull behind. The tip found the soft brain inside and Lucas’ forward momentum disappeared. His other eye opened wide, almost in shock, and Tim used his other hand to grab Lucas by the nape of the neck.

“Screw you,” Tim said, and pushed the blade forward with all his might while pulling the man’s head toward him. Tim felt the crunch of more bone breaking and the knife slid deeper into the bite victim’s head. His one remaining eye rolled upward, disappearing behind a flickering lid.

Lucas twitched, then went limp, and fell to the floor, as still as a dead man ought to be.

Tim looked over at Julie as blood ran from her savaged arm. He closed his eyes, and built the strength to look at his knee.


- Part Eight -

Shut Up With That




Julie’s life faded away faster than Tim could’ve imagined. Her head bobbed up and down, and her eyes refused to focus, no matter how much he yelled at her to cover the wound on her arm.

“No… fucking tourniquet!” Tim barked at himself as he tore apart his first aid kit. Why would he need a tourniquet in a hot air balloon? If he needed a tourniquet, he would’ve certainly needed an ambulance, as they would’ve just crashed.

It didn’t matter. Lucas was laying an arm away with Tim’s knife buried to the hilt in his eye, and Julie spurted a steady stream of blood out of her arm where Lucas had gone to town. The damage was amazing. Entire chunks of flesh gone, muscles severed, veins laid out to the open air, and apparently… one severed artery.

Tim gave up hope when her chin hit her new fair t-shirt and didn’t rise again. A moment later, the pulsing stream of blood escaping her arm slowed, then stopped gushing. Lucas had killed the woman he’d just brought home to his family. Tim turned his attention to his knee as images of her arm danced across the insides of his eyelids.

He undid his belt and laid back on the floor of the basket as best he could. There wasn’t much room with the two corpses. Using his good leg he propped his ass up and pulled his blood soaked pants down, letting slip multiple groans of pain at the mauled joint. He got his pants around his ankles, and looked at his bitten knee.

Bruising. Horrid, dark circles, crescents and ovals marred his hairy kneecap and shin, but no blood came from his body. All the blood he’d seen on his leg must’ve come from Lucas or Julie. He’d been bitten, but his skin hadn’t broken.

“Oh thank God,” Tim said with a sigh. “Holy shit.” He put his head against the floor of the basket and closed his eyes. He had about two seconds of peace before the sensation of the basket swaying beneath the balloon made him realize he had no idea where they were, how high they were, or where they were going.

With a grunt he got to his feet and assessed the world below. High enough, still fast, and now over the downtown area of Westfield. He looked below and saw a high school with several National Guard humvees in the parking lot. Soldiers armed with what looked like their own personal weapons were posting guard, directing traffic, and attempting to be professional. A hundred cars flooded the streets and pavement surrounding the school. Families streamed out of their abandoned automobiles to head towards the armed soldiers. The men and women in uniform seemed to be making a small bit of order. Of course their presence confirmed Malinda’s assertions of the chaos that spilled out across the land below. Tim sighed.

“Ok, good. That’s good. People are doing good things to help. Where’s my phone?”

After finding it, he called Malinda.

“I can see you. I’m like, a few hundred feet behind you on a side street. You’re on course for the farm, like you wanted,” she said to him.

“Malinda they’re dead,” Tim said. He couldn’t think of anything else to say to her.

“What?” she replied, shocked. “Who? Your passengers? What happened?”

“Lucas died. The bite he got killed him. An infection maybe. Awful fast. I tried to tie him up, but then he attacked me, and wound up biting my leg, and then bit Julie. She died.”

“You… got bitten?” The sound of Malinda’s voice faded into oblivion. Her whole life just disappeared for her. Tim’s heart broke.

“It didn’t break skin. Just real bad bruising. Might be sprained. I’m okay. I’m okay.”

“Oh God, Dad. I thought, I mean. Wow. Can’t do that to me. I’m too old for it.”

He chuckled. “I’m sorry. I’m out of sorts. It’s been a pretty unique ride up here. Not one I’m going to repeat anytime soon. I’ll be okay. Are you okay?”

“For now, yeah,” she said, but Tim wasn’t convinced. “Another car accident. I think I might’ve seen two assholes robbing the bank here. For sure saw someone looting a few stores. No one makes their purchase and runs out the door with it tucked under both arms, dropping shit as they go. I’ve heard several gunshots.”

“You need to get out of town,” Tim said, looking over the side to look for her. He saw their Silverado just where she said she was. He waved down at her.

“Hi, Dad,” she said back.

“I love you, Malinda. Whatever’s going on, whatever happened in the past, whatever happened to your mom and I, I love you. Always have, and always will.”

“I know, Daddy. I love you too.”

“We’ll get through this. I’ll get this big golden turd on the ground, and we’ll head out. North. To the mountains. Uncle Mike’s cabin in the woods. Get away from the city, and all the craziness. We’ll make it. I promise you.”

“I know, Daddy. Just get on the ground first. Jump into a pond if you have to. What did you do with Lucas and Julie? Did you destroy the brain?”

“So clichéd. I stuck my knife in Lucas’ eye after he bit me and Julie.”

“Oh my God. Seriously? That’s so hardcore. Did you scream Worldstar when you did it?”

“What? Did I scream what?”

“Not important. You gotta take care of the woman. If she’s dead, and you haven’t stuck a knife in her eye too, then you gotta do the deed. Throw her overboard if you can’t manage that. The fall is guaranteed to split her gourd. Don’t wait, hang up and do it now.”

“Malinda, I can’t. That’s not, I mean, she’s dead. I can’t mutilate a dead girl. What will the police say?”

“How about, ‘Good job, sir.’ Or maybe, ‘Only stabbed her once? Were you tired?’ Do it, Dad. Do it right now.”

Tim looked over at the dead women and wondered how long it’d be before she sat up and tried to kill him like Lucas had. Not long, Tim bet. He looked at the yellow rope and its silent failure. It had been a bad day for ropes in Tim’s world.

“Malinda, you still can’t through to 911?”

“I haven’t tried since we last talked, but I couldn’t then. I can try again if you want.”

“Might as well. Look, if they’re getting overloaded with calls, then the whole network might be too. We could lose the ability to call entirely. If that happens, just be where I’m going, and we’ll figure it out. And get gas. Get it right now. If I wind up not making it down… then you find friends. Patty and her family, like I said. That or head north, someplace rural. Play it safe.”

“Shut up with that.”

“Did you hear me? Promise me if anything happens to me, you’ll do as I say. Promise.”

“Fine, whatever, I promise. Just land the balloon, Dad. And first, stab that dead chick in the head. I’m not losing my dad to her.”

“I will. I love you. I’ll call if I need to tell you anything. You do the same.”

“I will.”

“See you on the ground.”

They ended the call.

Tim looked at his bunched pants around his ankles, his skinny, pasty legs and dark socks, and allowed himself the luxury of a laugh.


- Part Nine -

It’s Not the Fall that Gets You. It’s the Sudden Stop at the End. Usually.




Tim’s first order of business was managing the flight of his balloon.

Near the center of Westfield as he slid north over the town he caught a strong gust a hundred feet lower. The steady and gentle decline in elevation was good for landing, though it meant he was only a hundred feet or so above the tops of the city’s brick downtown. The lucky shift in wind direction would put him straight on course for the farm he wanted to land at.

“Lucky break,” Tim said out loud. He felt absurd, and laughed. “Who am I talking to, Timmy?” He looked down at the dead body of Lucas, then over at the slightly less dead body of Julie. She hadn’t moved an inch since her chin hit her chest, but Tim could feel the menace coming from her idleness. His stomach itched with anxiety, knowing that she might stand up, and try to take a chunk out of him like Lucas had. He felt pure, unadulterated fear.

“What am I going to do about you?” He asked her corpse. “I can barely stomach the idea of getting my knife out of Lucas, let alone sticking it in your eye after.” He sighed. “And tossing you overboard isn’t an option. What if you don’t break your neck when you land? The way today is going you’d bounce off a stack of hay bales and get up to go bite someone else.”

He leaned over the side of the basket and looked down. They were in the suburbs of the city, spilling north out of the cluttered brick center of Westfield. Streets ran north and south, forming a homogenous grid packed with 3 bedroom houses, reasonable back yard, used cars and plush shrubbery. The bastion of the middle class. Tim lived in a small, two-bedroom home on the south side of the city. His neighborhood wasn’t quite as nice as this, but after a divorce, you do the best you can. Besides, chasing a large house didn’t have the payoff spending time with Malinda did. She’s all that mattered.

Most of the houses looked empty; no cars visible, no one in the yards. Some houses did have vehicles, some had cars with adults frantically loading their life possessions in their open doors. A small number had armed men sitting in lawn chairs on decks or patios, protecting their homes from a threat they hadn’t seen in person yet.

A man with a bolt-action rifle across his lap watched Tim drift by overhead, and the seated stranger waved up at him with a lethargic hand. Tim waved down with a smile out of reflex. The man tipped his Giants hat and returned his attention to the dead streets in front of the home he defended.

“I wonder if he could see the blood on my arm? I bet he would’ve shot at me he if he had.” Tim mused as he too saw the dried blood that covered his arm from wrist to armpit. He laughed. “What’s happening to the world? This is a nightmare. I gotta get out of this damn balloon.”

Tim returned his attention to the two corpses in that balloon. Lucas still lay on his back with a knife in his eye, and…

Tim looked at Julie’s feet.

Not her legs as she sat on the floor, covered in her own blood, but her reddened boots, and then her blood-soaked pants, then her ratty fair t-shirt and toothy, angry face.

“Oh no,” Tim said, and she launched at him.

A part of Tim’s brain told his body to go for the knife in Lucas’ head. Drop low, yank it out, use it. The knife was his only weapon, if you discounted the rope, which wasn’t a weapon because you can’t strangle a dead body.

A different part of Tim’s brain wanted him to punch the young–dead–lady right square in the jaw.

Another part of Tim’s brain wondered in an instant if punching her and cutting his knuckles on her teeth would transmit enough of the infection to kill him.

A fifth part of Tim’s brain wanted to use some undiscovered judo skills to use her momentum and fling her over the side of the basket to her doom a hundred empty feet below.

The next part of Tim’s brain reminded him he didn’t know Judo, or Aikido to do anything even close to that, and that he wouldn’t be discovering them in the balloon, in a split second.

The end result was that Tim stood there, paralyzed by indecision as the dead woman plowed into his chest like a starving dog with a busted chain. His shirt tore apart as she dug her manicured nails into the fabric–and his skin beneath–and ripped downward. Buttons popped and flew away into the wind between her face and his, and Tim laughed out loud.

Complete, abject horror coupled with excruciating pain makes you do crazy shit.

Julie physically launched into the air to get at his face and throat; to better maul and murder him. This wasn’t a slow, lumbering creature. With his blood in the air it had found a malicious vigor to rip him apart.

Tim got his hands up just in time to deflect her momentum the tiniest bit. In effect, he punched her almost where Lucas had, adding more insult to her earlier injury. The slight blow bought him an inch of space between her incisors and canines and his throat, and that space and momentum allowed him to twist away from her.

He used his much larger body and arms to shove away, breaking her nails off in his shirt or chest, and throw her to the bottom of the confined basket. She landed on Lucas, cutting Tim off from the weapon lodged in the head of his former passenger. Even the two asshole ropes were underneath her.

He had few options.

Without making a noise, she clumsily clawed her way back to standing. Tim tried to figure out what to do next. When she turned, and flashed her fingers open as wide as her snarling face, Tim still had no idea what to do. He never learned how to deal with this kind of situation during his banking career.

She took two steps, and was on him.

He was ready. Tim grabbed her wrists with all the strength he could muster and held her at arm’s length. He used her momentum, and lack of coordination to wobble her limbs back and forth, crossing the hands and keeping her off balance as she tried to bite him, then his arms, then his hands ineffectually.

He had her under control.

For the moment. Not for much longer than a moment.

“Now what?” Tim pleaded to the world around him. He couldn’t hold her forever. He could start to feel his fortitude waning as hers didn’t falter, or pause. She had time on her side. She could fight him with all her power and savagery until he felt asleep, or died of a heart attack standing there in the balloon, high in the sky.

Or when the balloon smashed into a power line. Like it absolutely would if they kept their current rate of descent.

Tim doubled his focus, tightened his grip and looked her in the white, dead eyes. He prayed in his mind for her soul, and for the forgiveness that he knew he would need in a few seconds. Once he found a tiny morsel of peace about the immediate future, he dug his heels into the corner of the floor and basket wall, and drove his weight forward.

Julie almost fell back from his shove. Her dead legs tripped on Lucas’ body and her upper back slammed into the basket wall opposite. She didn’t grunt in pain, or even acknowledge that she’d been slammed into a hard surface by a grown man. An hour earlier she would’ve screamed out in pain as her muscles were bruised to black.

Tim pushed harder. He lowered his aging, sore back and bent his knees–the good one, and the bad–and put his shoulder up under her armpit, and lifted with all his drained might. She clubbed down and bit hard at the air between the two of them as Tim lifted her weight up, over, and beyond the rim of the basket.

Then, suddenly, her weight was gone from his shoulder, and Tim felt the balloon bounce slightly up from the loss of weight. He leaned over the edge of the basket and watched as she fell like dead wood straight to the ground of the suburbs they flew over. She watched his face the entire time, looking up, serene, until she smashed into the hood of a parked car in a driveway, and rolled off onto the pavement.

Tim could almost hear the screams of the mother, father, and two kids as they watched a woman fall from the sky onto their station wagon, then get up.

“NOOOO!!!” he bellowed into the wind, but the sound of his alarm didn’t reach the family far below.

The father went to Julie’s aid, and Tim lost the scene behind the leaves of a massive maple. He couldn’t hear screams, and he couldn’t see blood, but…

Julie would find that malicious vigor again.

He might’ve just killed that family.

Good thing he already prayed for forgiveness.

He stood up straight, then collapsed to the floor of the basket as his damaged knee gave out. The failed pilot started his grief process with some good old fashioned hyperventilating, and transitioned smoothly into sobbing into his blood-stained hands.

The balloon drifted downward and northward, aiming its giant, golden mass towards a power transformer at a street corner, right near a few houses that would certainly suffer the consequences.

Tim didn’t have long to pull himself together before something dire happened to his giant golden turd.


- Part Ten -

Worst Case Scenario




Worst case scenario for most hot air balloon rides is being pushed off course by errant winds, or bad piloting sending the balloon into a live power line. The power of the electricity would set fire to the flammable canvas of the balloon in a flash, and with the multiple tanks of propane just hanging out in the basket, things would go from bad to worse real fast.

Most “bad” hot air balloon rides wouldn’t include a pair of passengers that died and transformed into murderous, mindless, savage undead monsters.

Only the tiniest of number of hot air balloon rides would be overtaken and ruined by zombies, then hit a power line. Tim would likely be the first, and last hot air balloon pilot to suffer such a rare and horrible experience.

Tim saw the green leaves of a tree peeking over the top of the basket edge. You should never see leaves there, unless you were in the middle of landing a balloon under control. Grabbing the edge of his basket, he hauled his entire weight up and got to one good foot after wiping the tears out of his eyes.

Crying, aching in pain all over, Tim was not in control of his balloon.

The bottom of the basket collided with the upper leaves and limbs of the gargantuan sugar maple he just saw, snapping several of the long branches off and tossing him about. He fell, grunted in pain and got to his feet again. He snatched at the burner cord as it swung back and forth like a crazy pendulum while trying to assess where the balloon would come to a stop.

Just beyond the tree he saw a street running east-west, and hanging along its length was strung power lines. Blossoming away from each pole was another line going to each home.

Tim’s hand clutched the burner cord and he yanked on it. Burn equaled elevation, and it was his only salvation. He pulled the cord down harder than he ever had, wishing that his strength would somehow make the fire hotter.

The roar of the propane heaters aimed into the center of the balloon floating above his head sounded like a jet engine taking off. His head warmed like he’d stepped into the sunshine and the balloon’s forward movement slowed, then halted as he kept the corded pulled down with all his weight.

“Come on, you big golden turd! Come on! Up up and away!” Tim yelled, coaxing the balloon to a safer path. He looked from tree to burner, burner to balloon and back again.

The balloon didn’t listen. At least, the previously helpful wind blowing him north didn’t. The top of the stalled balloon swung forward but the basket stayed still, and the whole airborne vehicle started to shit the bed on Tim. He felt his feet rise up as the whole basket tilted up, and started to throw him forward into the crown of the leafy maple, and then the electricity lines just beyond.

He saw the tree, and knew he had two options; jump into the limbs, and pray to hit a few on the way down to the hard sidewalk or street below or; wait for the balloon to tear free from the tree, and pray that it didn’t touch the lines that would fry it, and him like chicken in a pot of bubbling oil.

Easy choice.

He jumped.

If photos were taken of the moment, it would look more like a wounded albatross plummeting from the clouds, arms and wings cart wheeling, covered in its own blood and the blood of unexpected enemies. Tim screamed and willed his stiff, hurt body to fall towards a thick branch that he could grab onto.

His will didn’t work. He snapped through 20 feet of thinner branches, puncturing his legs in several places as his weight bent or broke the tree limbs into shards. A stick of wood lacerated his cheek and tore a flap of skin off, exposing the teeth and gums beneath. Something caught his right leg and spun him ass over tea kettle–head down––––and he smacked his forehead into a branch that would’ve been strong enough to support his weight.

Feel the tree, with Tim Feely.

He didn’t feel the ground when his body hit it.

Tim wasn’t aware of the moment when his balloon hit the power line, or the exploding boom of the electricity arcing from the line. He didn’t hear the propane tanks catch, or explode, and he certainly didn’t see the maple erupt into fuel-enraged flames above him, as his body decided to give dying a shot on him.


- Part Eleven -

Why You Have a Ground Crew




Malinda lost her mind when she saw the woman go overboard. Part of it came from the complete shock of knowing that her dad–a banker by trade, a peaceful, loving man in all walks of life–had just tossed someone out, a hundred plus feet above the earth.

Knowing that the plummeting body was already dead didn’t really help her sanity.

Her misplaced sanity took another hit when she saw the basket brush into a few trees, then snag on a giant leafy monster at the end of the street she’d just turned onto. She gunned the Silverado as the balloon tipped over at the top, buffeted by another powerful wind.

Her father fell out of the basket, and disappeared into the dense foliage of the tree.

“DADDY!” she bellowed through the windshield of the speeding pickup truck. A second later she saw his limp, spread-eagled body fall out the bottom of the tree and land either on the sidewalk, or the grassy slice beside it.

A powerful snap broke the relative calm of the late morning, followed by an enormous electrical explosion above the tree. The balloon had touched the wire.

The propane tanks erupted, spewing tongues of gas-fueled flame into the center of the tree, igniting the old growth in an instant. As she approached it the tree erupted into a firebomb, consuming her father’s passion–the balloon–above it, turning it into so much ash.

Her father lay still below the raging firestorm just ten feet above.

Malinda wiped tears of panic and fear from her face and maneuvered the truck around a car backing out of a driveway. She screamed obscenities at them as her tires screeched on the pavement. She flew directly at her dad’s body beneath the fire-engulfed tree and skidded to a stop. She threw the truck in park and leapt out the door. He’d landed mostly in the grass with only his feet on the curb.

“Dad! Wake up, we gotta go!” she yelled at him through a series of gasps and sobs. She stopped all movement–didn’t even breathe–when she saw his body.

Head to toe he was covered in blood. His pants were soaked with it, his shirt was ripped open and his chest sported a cluster of ragged tears in the skin that seeped blood. Worst of all, his face… his cheek had been torn open on the left and the teeth were exposed all the way to the back of his jaw.

“Dad?” she whispered.

He didn’t move. Didn’t respond. Above the tree’s heat grew, and she heard branches breaking and falling. Some hit the ground a few feet from her, snapping into bits and sending red embers in all directions. The heat grew.

She leaned over him, cautious now of his being alive or dead, and brushed the gray strand of hair off his brow. A dried bit of blood broke free and the clump of hair moved for her. With the same hand she reached down to his neck. She pressed her fingers into his wrinkled skin, and felt for a pulse.

Throb.

She laughed out loud and kept her fingers against his neck. Another throb came, slow, but strong. He wasn’t leaking blood in any serious manner, so unless he had broken bones… he might survive.

“Dad!” she yelled in his face. “Dad you gotta wake up. I need to move you,” she said, shaking his shoulders.

Her dad’s eyes popped open, revealing the same hazel eyes she had. Through the pain she knew he was in, he smiled.

“…Malinda. Good. You’re safe,” he whispered. No sooner had he finished talking he winced. Something hurt him badly.

“Daddy, can you move? The tree is on fire. The balloon is history.”

Tim closed his eyes and Malinda knew he was taking stock of his body. He nodded.

“Fuck the balloon. It’s not important. Yeah. Fingers and toes are all moving, I think. Quite the fire, eh? Did I do that?” Tim’s eyes looked directly up into the center of the tree that burned out of control.

“Yeah Dad,” she said, laughing. “Take my arm, sit up.”

She got him to sitting, then to a knee, then to his feet after far too long. Thicker and thicker branches fell around them, one landing on the hood of the truck and leaving a dent across the entire length of it. The branch rolled off and into the street where its leaves burned bright and hot. She walked her father around it, and opened the door for him. A minute later she had him in and seated, and was running around the safer rear of the vehicle to get in the driver’s side. As she slammed the door shut, a branch as thick as her thigh came down, bouncing off the front fender and obliterating the headlight and hood edge. A car filled with passengers screamed down the street, racing the burning tree to get past.

“We should move,” her dad mumbled. His voice sounded wet, and hollow from the tear that made a hole in his cheek.

Malinda chuckled and threw the truck in reverse as a loud, rumbling crack emanated from the burning tree. She paid no heed to what was behind her; she had to escape the tree, nothing else mattered.

As the truck careened over the curb across the street and up onto a lawn the burning maple toppled, felled by the propane fed flames across the street, taking down multiple power lines, crushing the car that tried to pass, and came to a catastrophic rest between two houses placed close to one another. Both homes had their roofs caved in from the tree and lost more than a dozen windows. Two cars were crushed in driveways in the process as well.

Flames caught on the eaves of both homes, and by the time Malinda had the truck in drive, both homes were engulfed in flames, and she could hear the screams of the people inside the cars, and the houses.

“Should we help them?” she asked her dad, who came in and out of consciousness.

“With what? We’re not firefighters. We’d burn to death trying to get to them. We need to get you safe. Go, get gas and head north.”

Malinda floored the truck, ruining the lawn of the house she’d already driven on. She turned away from the spreading conflagration and headed back towards the center of Westfield.

“How did this get so bad, so fast?” she said aloud, putting her hand on her dad’s leg.

“The will of Satan, dear,” he muttered before resting his head back in the chair.

“Satan doesn’t exist, Dad.”

“Look around you. This is the work of something. Does this look like the work of God, or his arch nemesis to you?” It hurt him to speak.

She sighed.

“Any chance you tried illegal drugs?” he asked her with his mashed face.

“What? Dad, no. Jesus. What kind of a question is that?” She slapped his leg.

“I can’t believe you hit me, in the state I’m in. I’d hoped you might have something to take the edge off the pain I’m in. Mary Jane. Meth. I’ll take anything right now. I hear cocaine makes your face numb. There’s a hole in my mouth, Malinda, I stabbed a man in the eye earlier, and I threw a young lady out of my balloon just a minute ago.”

“Life’s hard, Dad.”

“Worldstar.”

She rolled her eyes, smiled, and drove the truck faster.













One Hell of a Field Trip


- Part One -

A History Lesson




“Why do they keep them here?” Mary asked her teacher as the classroom of sophomores trampled down the granite floored hall of the museum. “It’s sad, and dangerous.”

“Because we need to remember,” Mrs. Parker said back to her. The middle aged teacher with mousy brown hair streaked with strands of gray and glasses that needed a new prescription looked over her shoulder. She would’ve tooted a tune on her pipe to keep the kids in line if she could.

“No one is forgetting anytime soon,” Aiden said in his ‘I’m never not the quarterback’ voice.

“But they might, Aiden,” Mrs. Parker said as they reached the end of the echoing corridor. “And with something so vast as a potential extinction level event… there can be no cutting of corners, and no coddling. For your generation–the first generation that didn’t experience the outbreak first hand–you must see the unvarnished horror.”

“That’s so bleak,” Mary said.

“That so metal,” Todd said. Unlike the jersey wearing brute Aiden, Todd was a waif who wore old black band shirts salvaged from before the Ravaging. His long black hair sat atop his head in a man bun.

Aiden scathed at him.

“Metal indeed, Todd,” Mrs. Parker said as she and her posse of hormonal teenagers came to a stop at a T intersection. “Ah, over there. They must’ve moved the habitat.”

“Why again do they keep them in museums? Why not zoos?” Mary asked.

“Too few zoos still,” Mrs. Parker explained. “Not enough money to capture and rehabilitate wild animals I guess. Did you know there are still cities across world that are in ruins? Counties where the entire population turned or died? We’ll be looking at the voids left in the world in next week’s work.”

“I heard County Cork in Ireland was wiped out,” Aiden said. “We had family there.”

“I believe that’s true,” Mrs. Parker said.

“Jakarta, Shanghai, most of Sri Lanka, Ireland got hit hard,” Todd said, his face growing more worried as they pushed deeper into the oddly empty museum. The place should’ve been busier at midday. “South America and Africa didn’t do well at all either.”

“That’s right, Todd,” Mrs. Parker said, happy and surprised. “Neither did the rural south here in America, or the inner cities. Treatments took too long to be delivered. Local police and military couldn’t maintain order, or control the spread of the outbreak. How do you know all that?”

“I read ahead,” he said and looked away from Aiden, who’d found another reason to give him a dirty look.

“Good. The more you know,” Mrs. Parker said. She said that a lot. “We’re very lucky, here in California. Our restrictive pre-outbreak laws kept the tainted vaccines out a little longer than most other places. We didn’t suffer the worst of the initial weeks. One of the few examples of over-regulation of anything proving to be a complete boon to the public.”

“Boon?” Mary asked.

“A benefit,” the teacher explained.

“Terrorists did it, right?” Aiden asked as the quiet class followed their teacher down the stone hallway towards a large, open room ahead. Just out of view were lights shining down from the ceiling that illuminated some kind of large display. Maybe a dinosaur skeleton?

“A very wealthy family that owned a biomedical conglomerate. They were swept up into a cult that promised them salvation when some alien overlords came to destroy us all, or something like that. Craziness. They were proactive about their fanciful invasion though,” the teacher said, her voice dropping. “They developed an inoculation against the infection their cult leader told them the aliens would bring. They hid their precious life-saving vaccine inside a real flu vaccine that their company was already producing, and then paid enormous sums of money to produce it in large scale and pay off federal officials, allowing the poison to enter the markets across the world.”

“That’s insane,” Mary said. “So many corrupt people.”

“It didn’t take many bribes, as I understand it. Very few people are actually in that role, the watchdog role. A few checks written here, a boat left a dock there. Greed is a terrible thing,” Mrs. Parker said. “And corruption… well… Let’s just say that there were entire countries whose governments functioned on how fat the pockets were made by those who wanted something done. It’s a shame.”

“Whatever happened to them?” Mary asked. “The rich family?”

“Took their own vaccine,” Todd said before Mrs. Parker could. “Army found them in a bunker beneath a mansion in the Montana mountains. Dead as doornails and still trying to kill people. Their whole cult died like that, in the mountains. Echoes of Jim Jones. Twisted shit.”

“Who is Jim Jones?” Aiden asked.

“Cult leader who tricked his followers into drinking cyanide laced punch. Hundreds died because they were devoted to him and his ideology,” she explained.

She came to a halt ten feet short of entering the large room and the display beyond and to the right. The teacher spun on her heels and faced her class. Her face was the face they all dreaded. The serious face. The, “you’re about to get a lecture” face. Todd took it personal. He’d just cursed. She’d never let that slide.

“How many people here have seen an infected on television?”

The entire class raised their hands.

“How many people here have seen an infected behind bars, or glass, in a habitat, in person?”

About a quarter raised their hands.

“Okay good. Your families are doing a good job, then. How many people here have seen an infected in the wild? Not restrained, dangerous to everyone who can’t find shelter, or isn’t armed?”

No one raised their hand.

“That’s good. That means we are doing our job as a society to protect ourselves from another outbreak. Treatments are now administrable to those freshly exposed and still alive to halt the sickness, the vaccines have been removed and destroyed meaning only bites can spread the infection, and with our new community policing laws, and gun disbursement requirements we stand a very good chance of never having to live through what happened before. Now, there will be infected ahead. They will be in cells, behind thick, bulletproof glass. They should be restrained as well. If you find the need to take space to gather yourself, please return to this spot in the corridor. If you need to vomit, please take one of these bags,” she said, and offered out a handful of flat, brown paper bags.

Paper, because plastics manufacturing was still lagging in its recovery, even now, over ten years on. Half the class took one of the small bags. Aiden took his last.

“Follow me, and please ask any questions that come to mind. Now is the time.” Mrs. Parker paused, assessed her kids, and pushed into the large atrium space beyond. Her bravery had an effect on the kids.

She paused and took a breath. Even she wasn’t prepared for this.

“Holy shit,” Todd said, and halted at her side.

The new habitat for undead specimens had been built with a whole new vision. Instead of a row of cells reminiscent of Hannibal Lector’s room from Silence of the Lambs, there instead was an enormous glass cube, reinforced with evenly spaced metal bars. A glass ceiling lined with steel beams rained sunlight down, illuminating a created nightmare. Inside the raised cube a diorama of a city had been built, ostensibly designed to look like a snapshot of the worst days of the outbreak; during the military bombings. During Operation: Debridement.

A burnt out minivan had been placed and flipped on its side, and a false corpse draped to hang out the shattered windshield. A pavement base was littered with prosthetic limbs, fake blood, and debris, and a false brick wall against the back was plastered with missing posters, authentic contagion flyers from the days of the outbreak, and more than its fair share of fake blood spatter.

What wasn’t fake were the mass of zombies roaming the scene. A dozen maybe.

They wore tattered, old clothing stained with blood. Maybe real blood, maybe fake blood. Some were missing an arm, one had its face split wide open from a hatchet or axe strike. They were gaunt, emaciated creatures straight from history, and with their dead eyes, and dead flesh, they bumped errantly into one another, and picked at the fake flesh in the fake world they’d been confined to. A horrid memory stuck in repeat for all time. The room around the glass enclosure even smelled like smoke.

If the scene wasn’t so grotesque, it would’ve been sad.

“Are those real?” one of the students in the rear of the class asked. He pointed a trembling finger at the zombies roaming the scene.

“Yes,” Mrs. Parker replied. “Get close if you wish. See them in the flesh. Understand them. Expect them. You mustn’t be shocked if you encounter one in the open world. Pay close attention to the young lady in the corner. She died right after turning, it looks. Very fresh. No decay or severe weight loss the dead usually suffered. Also look at how much damage they can sustain, and remain active. No arms there, et cetera. They are hard to kill.”

No one looked at the dead teenager. Their attention was affixed to the worst of the corpse-spectacles. The smashed face man, the severed arms lady. One of the men had a loop of gray-green intestine hanging out from under his torn polo shirt. He was popular too.

“How old are these zombies?” Mary asked, then looped a lock of her dark hair behind an ear.

“Half are from the original outbreak,” a tall black security guard wearing a heavy leather coat, and what looked like canvas uniform pants said from a few yards away. On a waist high table to his side sat a helmet with clear faceguard. “Some were brought in from the Gulf Coast a few months ago when the exhibit was being rebuilt.”

“Thank you, Sir,” Mrs. Parker said to him. “How are they kept alive?”

“They’re fed a concoction of bloody garbage or something every few days. A bucket of… gross,” he said, and wiped his mouth like he’d tasted it.

“All for the sake of history and education. Is this… this thing safe?” she asked him, gesturing at the giant cube. “Why aren’t they frenzied, trying to break the glass to get at us?”

He smiled, and shrugged. “It’s a fishbowl. Mirrored on the inside. They can’t see us. As far as safe goes, the platform the habitat is on has gyros and is independent of the building. Earthquake proof. The glass is two inches thick and can take repeated hammer blows before marring. I couldn’t break it with a fire axe even I wanted to. Each of the exits here have steel shutters that drop in the event of a breach. Cameras, three veteran guards on site. It’s pretty safe. Plus I’m right here,” he said, and tilted his hip to show the teacher his holstered sidearm.

“Now kids, I’m sure you know that this man, Officer…” Mrs. Parker looked at his nametag, “Officer Tamani wears his heavy coat and protective pants to protect against any bites he might suffer if he had to grapple with the infected.”

“Because they spread their illness through bites?” Mary asked, half as an answer.

“Correct. The ‘vaccine’ created a viral state in the host body that was transmittable via saliva, and through sexual fluids. Now stop laughing, I already know what you’re thinking. No zombies spread the outbreak by being romantic.”

“That you know of,” Todd said under his breath.

“So… why aren’t they rotted?” Aiden asked. “If they’re over ten years old, they should be skeletons by now.”

“Correct, that’s astute, Aiden, thank you,” Mrs. Parker said to him. “The virus killed the host’s frontal lobes, and slowed down their base metabolisms to what we would recognize as dead. If you feel their pulse when they aren’t trying to kill someone, it’s so slow, you wouldn’t find it. Ergo, they bleed slower, breathe slower, age slower, heal slower, and die slower. A fun side effect of the virus was that it kept vermin away too, which meant no maggots to eat them, and enormously restrained microbial damage. A perfect storm of calamity.”

“So they’re not really dead,” Todd mused, and brushed some lint off his Cannibal Corpse shirt.

“No, but they’re not really alive, either,” the teacher answered. “They’re mindless now. Base creatures that serve the twisted, man-made virus they were given, or transmitted by attack. They seek to spread their sickness, eat anything to fuel their existence, and the byproduct of that, was the near extinction of mankind. Eight people in ten were taken the first year of the outbreak.”

“Why do they eat people?” Mary asked the teacher.

“Convenience, it seems. It’s also a bit of a myth. The virus works best with human hosts, and they attack humans to spread that contagion. In the bite attacks, they eat some flesh, but on an instinctual level, once the virus is transmitted, they give up their attack. They will eat dead bodies though.”

“Gross,” Todd said, and made a retching sound.

“And you kill them by shooting them in the head?” one of the students asked.

“That’s the fastest way. Technically, any mortal wound will kill them, but their basic functions are so lethargic, it takes a good long time for them to die. Even when they’re spun up, trying to kill someone, they take a minute or more to perish after being mortally wounded. Hence why people said they were unkillable, why they called them the undead. Now, if you destroy the nerve center of the infected; the brain, or spine… they can’t control their bodies, and they become harmless until they die.”

“Crazy,” Todd said. “I always thought it was like those old movies.”

“It kind of is,” Officer Tamani interjected. “Listen to your teacher. She’s good.”

“Mrs. Parker…?” Mary asked.

“Yes?”

“Have you… killed any of these things? When they were still all over?”

The teacher stiffened and adjusted her purse so she could smooth out the fabric of her long dress. Her hands lingered on a large peony in the floral print, then came back to the purse. She started to say something, then stopped, tried again and stopped again, then finally nodded.

“I’m sorry,” Mary said, and put a hand on her teacher’s arm.

“Thank you. I survived. I’m lucky. Feel sorry for the people who didn’t learn fast enough. Or run fast enough. The people in there,” she said, and inclined her head towards the giant fish tank filled with animated semi-corpses.

“How many did you kill?” Todd asked her, almost salivating at the idea of an answer.

“Todd, Jesus,” Mary said.

“Sorry, shit. Just curious,” Todd said, shying away from Mary as she clocked an arm back to whack him. Suddenly the Cannibal Corpse shirt seemed a bit ironic to everyone.

“More than I can remember. But I can recall a special few. The people I knew. Look, that’s not important. Just listen, and learn, kids. See them. Watch them. Know that this happened. Know that your parents experienced a world teeming with these things. Never mind food, water and shelter. They sought safety for ten minutes, then another ten minutes. Know that they had to do anything they could to survive. Know that despite all hope being lost, they persevered. They lived, they loved, and they brought a new generation into this world. Your generation.”

“Are you insinuating that my parents were badass, Mrs. Parker?” Todd surmised.

“Yes, Todd. They were metal.”

Todd laughed. “Alright. I can get behind that idea. My mom does strike me as the ‘stabbing type’ after all.”

“Knives were good. They didn’t make any noise,” Mrs. Parker said, and after an awkward, horrified silence, the class let out a collective, nervous laugh.

Suddenly, the footing in the room shook.

“Earthquake,” the tall security guard named Tamani said. “Everyone to the hall, please. Exit to the south,” he pointed in the direction they had come from. “Follow the exit signs.”

“Everyone out,” Mrs. Parker said, spinning on her heel and opening her arms to corral her posse of teenagers out the way they came.

The ground shook harder and several of the students lost their balance and fell to the floor. A loud series of cracks reverberated through the room as the newly refurbished museum’s stone structure warped from the quake. Something metal groaned as it was pulled and twisted by the building’s suffering.

The class fled, led by the pleasant and large officer and followed by the teacher towards the hall. Todd looked over his shoulder towards the habitat and his mouth dropped. Mrs. Parker turned and looked.

A steel beam the width of a student’s torso and 30 feet long broke free from the center of the glass roof above the habitat. The shattering glass on both sides fell like a rain of daggers, breaking further and scattering all throughout the room. But worst yet, the enormous beam struck down on the top of the unbreakable glass, cracking it in every direction across the top, and sides.

But it held as the world continued to shake.

“Holy shit. Did you see that?” Todd exclaimed, making devil horns with his hands. “That ain’t no regular glass box.”

Mrs. Parker let slip a rare grin of satisfaction. “So it would seem.”

“Alright everyone,” Officer Tamani said, “we still need to exit, and we still need to do it fast. Quake isn’t over, and I don’t trust that—“

A new groan of metal interrupted him. The entire class spun and looked. It took seconds to happen.

The minivan the curators of the exhibit brought in and placed carefully on its side shook from the quake. It tipped towards the glass, breaking free of the bolts that held it upright. The heavy vehicle struck the glass where the shattering was worst, and the dam broke. With a terrible crescendo of snapping and shattering the wall of the habitat broke apart, spilling the car off the platform and into the room, crushing several slow moving visitors and trapping more.

One compromised wall gone, the weight of the beam grew impossible to bear, and the whole house came down. Glass and metal exploded in every direction.

A klaxon sounded and behind the students, teacher, and security officer, a giant metal gate fell from the ceiling and blocked off their exit. The two other corridors that led away from the zombie habitat had gates of their own that slammed down. They were locked in the atrium with the infected.

The guard drew his pistol, and prepared to do his job.

Almost everyone else screamed


- Part Two -

Phys. Ed.




Mrs. Parker took control. The veteran survivor of what the kids now thought were a hundred battles against vicious undead corralled her charges against the gate and into the corner, putting her body between them and the zombies that spilled off the platform and onto the floor.

The lethargic, disinterested zombies got to their feet and surveyed the world that had been denied them inside their mirrored prison. They changed. Their sluggishmetabolism sped into overdrive, and every ounce of energy inside them was released. Snarling, hissing and wild they sprang into a frenzy, storming the nearby museum visitors like rabid football linebackers hungry for flesh.

A couple in their 50s–elderly by the standards of the new world–were taken first. Tackled to the floor as they clutched each other’s hands, they punched and kicked against the half dozen undead but their defenses were futile. Their savagery coupled with their dulled senses made strikes ineffective. They only slowed when their teeth met warm skin, and the blood and muscle beneath.

The room soon filled with the sound of biting, and sucking as they ate their victims until they gave up fighting. Then they moved on, leaving the wounded to ripen with infection, and join their ranks. The change was fast; less than a minute from multiple bite wounds. The survivors had little time left.

Officer Tamani already had his revolver up as he moved out of the alcove in the hallway created by the shut gate. He carried the standard .357 magnum pistol most armed guards carried, though his weapon was loaded with the less powerful–but more accurate and available–.38 special rounds. He cocked the hammer.

The horrified field trip watched on as he drew a bead on the blonde woman with no arms as she stormed directly at him. He pulled the trigger and the gun barked, echoing in the room like a clap of thunder. His shot slammed into the soft flesh of her chest, perforated her bloody blouse and blowing a hole out her back. A fine mist of the woman’s blood fell to the tile floor as she opened her mouth and growled a wet, angry noise at him. The guard fired again.

His second shot tore a hole in the center of her neck, puncturing her trachea with a wet slap and ripping a hole in the back. The bullet severed at least a portion of her spine and she reacted in what might’ve been dismay. She furrowed her brow and fell to the floor, smacking her skull off the tile. A pool of blood spread around her head.

The kids cheered. The monsters heard.

The sound of the jubilant and terrified teenagers was a clarion call–a dinner bell that rang out over the sounds of the small crowd–for the undead, and they abandoned all other potential victims to seek out the source of the noise. They scrambled over the diorama like animals, using their hands and feet to move fast, oblivious to the pistol-wielding guard who fired into their number.

Tamani was accurate; he was well trained, calm, and wasted few shots despite the floor of the museum trembling from the earthquake. He fired the 4 rounds remaining in his revolver and stood his ground as he pulled the cylinder open and dumped the spent casings out. He went to his belt to pull out a speed loader as the closest zombie reached out to grab him. It would test the strength of his leather jacket without doubt. He couldn’t reload in time.

Mrs. Parker did her job.

In her knee length floral print dress and cardigan sweater she reached into the purse she’d clutched and produced a Glock. Gun in hand, the calm teacher wearing a pretty floral print dress tossed the purse off, and went proper ape shit on the zombies trying to kill her kids.

Her first bullet dropped the entrails-drooping, polo-wearing monster that grabbed at Officer Tamani. She put the round right through his cheek and after his brains flew out the back of his head he went to the floor like his plug had been pulled. She stepped forward and aimed her second shot at a zombie with arms that had been degloved of flesh to the elbow. Its brains went for a trip sans the skull they originally came in, and she stepped further forward, deeper into the escaped zombies that surrounded and closed in on her and her babies.

One by one–one shot each–Mrs. Parker dropped the undead. She was a machine, a well trained, battle honed veteran who had a job to do, and did it without hesitation, and without question. At her side, brave and calm just as she was, stood Officer Tamani. Both hands on his pistol like her, he fired in one direction, controlling his area.

When her pistol ran dry she ejected the magazine, lifted her skirt and pulled a spare from a thigh mounted strap that carried several, and slapped it home. She was up and dangerous again in seconds. Shot after deafening shot she and her partner built a bigger and bigger pile of bodies, stacked up 3 deep in places as the newly fallen museum visitors consumed by the infection they’d just contracted in the attack stood and became aggressive. When the gunfire stopped, the air was thick with the smell of gunpowder, and the floor was covered in spent brass and blood.

“Clear?” Mrs. Parker asked the man at her side. Her breathing was ragged, but controlled.

“Clear,” he replied, almost out of breath. “I’ve got six doses of serum on me. There’s a few bitten over there I think I can save.”

“Be careful,” she said.

Officer Tamani left to render aid, and she turned to the kids. Her pistol went to her side. The children were open mouthed. Shocked and utterly in awe of their teacher. Aiden–the toughest kid in the school–stood and looked at her as if she was the angel Azrael, come down from the heavens to visit death upon God’s enemies. He had never seen anything more badass, and never would.

Mrs. Parker slapped a fresh magazine into her pistol and put the depleted magazine into the strap under her dress.

“And that kids, is why teachers carry guns now.”
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