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CHAPTER ONE




Barry sat on the RV’s floor, under the rear window with his knees up against his chest. In his hands was a small flashlight, the only source of light, and he made sure to keep it pointed down. The prison’s siren wailed in the distance.

“They’re going to come back… they’re going to come back…” he whispered.

They had left the RV in a driveway of a two story home, in a once nice neighborhood, roughly six miles from the southeastern walls. The only sign of the scourge was a few smashed windows and the dark red mark that they parked on top of, and until the siren filled the night with terror the suburban street had been completely silent.

A noise came from somewhere outside, and he flicked his head in that direction.

A year ago he would have dismissed the sound as a critter looking for food amongst the trash, but he was pretty sure all the small creatures had been exterminated by much larger predators.

It’s just the wind. Don’t be a baby…

It happened again making him shudder. This time it was clearly something scratching across concrete. He stood and walked slowly out of the back room and into the main aisle. The drapes were closed and the door locked but he placed a finger on the latch to make sure it was down anyway.

He stood frozen, waiting for the sound to repeat but there was only the noise of what was happening at the prison. He started to walk back to the rear room but stopped. What if there was something outside? Shouldn’t he know?

He walked to the drapes at the back of the driving compartment, and pulled the edge of one back slightly, making sure to keep his light pointed at the floor.

He let out a breath. Clouds covered the moon but he was still able to see the front of the drive and the street beyond and it was completely empty.

He moved to the right-side window and pulled the—

A vamp was standing a foot away between him and the fence. He immediately dropped the curtain as it began to swing around.

It didn’t see me. It’s—

Something heavy slammed into the side door, making him jump back. He ran in the back room closing the flimsy partition, as another impact made the RV rock and now a screeching, snarling sound was all Barry could hear outside.

He slid to the floor placing his back against the door, as the impacts became heavier and heavier when suddenly he heard the latch break and the door fly open. A smell of old rotten clothes wafted past him and the floor creaked as something labored up the metal steps.

It can smell me. It will know where I am…

He looked at the drapes a few feet in front of him, and the windows beyond, but knew they were all sealed.

No way out…

His world had reduced to a six-foot square space, and his beating heart in his ears was all he could hear.

Plastic and wood split as the thing on the other side of the door, slowly slid a nail down the center. Barry looked up in horror, swinging his light around, wanting to run, but not having anywhere to go.

Gonna die, gonna die, gonna—

He yelled as the door exploded into fragments and the creature with fangs and claws burst through. He scrambled across the bed, but the thing caught his calf, slicing it. He screamed in pain then collapsed into the gap between the bed and rear wall. A final useless refuge.

“Get away from me!” he cried out, as the vamp slowly came around the front of the bed until it could see its next victim.

Its smiling. Its happy it’s going to kill me…

Barry closed his eyes. He would be with his mother soon.

There was a sound of breaking glass and the ripping of fabric. He flicked his eyes open to the vamp shaking, while flailing its arms at the walls looking for support. Its demonic face appeared stuck in an anguish he had not seen before, and then it fell beyond the front of the bed.

Barry got up slowly, walked forward and peered down at the thing that was still moving, but appeared to be convulsing, its skin covered in black veins…

An engine roared at the end of the street outside, but he was too shocked at what had just happened, to fully notice.

Brakes screeched and light from a vehicle squeezed through the drapes at the front of the RV, lighting the rear wall to his right. He pulled his eyes away from the thing on the floor, climbed over the bed, through the hole and to the front, then pulled the drape back. Anna’s pickup was parked out front. Without thinking he ran down the steps and threw his arms around her just as she got out.







*****

“Shouldn’t we stay off the main road!” shouted Corine from the rear seat of the pickup.

“I can’t see him? Is he still up there?” said Kizzy, trying to look out of the window to the sky above.

Joel had the gas to the floor, but he wished it was further. The siren was rapidly growing distant, but he knew the corporation’s people wouldn’t be far behind. He also couldn’t reach Anna on the radio.

“Anna? Are you—”

Her voice came from his speaker. “Joel! I’m at the rendezvous point with Barry. Are you okay? Did you get them? Over.”

“Got them. Dalton’s got a chest injury, but he’ll live, Amos and Kizzy are fine. We’re about—” A man lay in the middle of the road. Joel had flashbacks to Marina’s husband, but this time managed to swerve around the obstacle, avoiding the pylons and street lamps and skidded to a stop.

“What the fuck!” said Corine.

Joel looked around. “Is everyone okay?”

Kizzy was rubbing her head. “What happened?”

Joel pushed open his door, grabbing his M4 and looked into the shadows, then at the prison lights some miles to the west. He was sure he could feel the distant vibrations of vehicles. The body on the ground wasn’t moving. “Hey!” he shouted while raising the barrel. There was no reaction from the body twenty-feet away, which his senses told him was still alive.

Amos flicked his head to the side, then pushed her door open.

“Stay inside!” Joel shouted to him but the young man ran around the back of the pickup.

“I think I know him,” said Amos walking forward.

Joel ran alongside as they both approached the person strewn across the concrete.

“You got a flashlight?” said Amos to Joel.

He produced one from his jacket then highlighted the face of an old man with a collar around his neck.

“He must have escaped… I know him. We met in the prison yard earlier.”

Joel could now hear the sound of engines. “Help me get him into the back of the pickup. Corporation will be here within minutes.” As they moved quickly to the bed, he looked up into the night sky, sensing Copeland was still with them.

Hasn’t bailed yet.

They placed the old man next to a seated Dalton.

“Aren’t you going to break his collar?” said Amos.

Joel closed the back. “Not until I know if he’s a threat or not. Get back in.”

It wasn’t long before they pulled up behind Anna’s pickup.

Joel pushed the door open and she rushed into his arms. They briefly kissed, then became conscious of the show they were putting on for those behind them. He went to speak, when Anna’s eyes became big and a gust of wind washed across them both.

“It’s a Drak!” she shouted.

“He’s with us!”

She looked at Joel completely confused. “What?”

Copeland’s huge wings beat near the ground, then he landed, wavering, then stood fully. He lumbered towards them both.

“I don’t have time to explain. But Copeland, Anna. Anna, Copeland.”

She flipped between the towering creature and Joel. “What?”

Joel placed his hand on her shoulder trying to get her attention. “Anna!” she looked at him. “We have to go. They are coming!”

“Err… okay.” Dalton got out of the pickup. She quickly moved to him, examining his wound, and nodded back to the Drak. “You’re going to have to tell me how that happened.” He grumbled in reply as she helped him up the steps of the RV.

Copeland stood near Joel. “We cannot stay here. We do not have long.”

Joel briefly looked up, while being aware of Amos in the pickup’s passenger seat, watching them both. “We’re leaving.” He nodded towards the back of the pickup. “There’s space in the back, if you need to… rest or something.”

“What is your plan? You had your chance to kill Rynon and you failed.”

Anger began to bubble within Joel. This time he looked up and held the cat-like eyes in his gaze. “They’ll be another time. Right now we have to get to the Florida coast. Find a ship, boat, anything we can and head south.”

The Drak’s expression changed, his head tilting a little, but before he could speak the prison’s siren stopped and he looked to the east. “How many will be leaving these shores?” he said, studying the lights in the distance.

“Everyone here. Why?”

Copeland looked down at Joel. “Because I have a better way to do that.”


CHAPTER TWO




Rynon paced up and down inside the prison’s sport recreational room. Gym equipment sat against one side, while a basketball half-court and hoop the other. The raven-haired woman from the yard stood behind him, while others sat nearby and on a TV screen was a live feed of Galen and Adrian Kee on their knees, with two hybrid soldiers standing behind them.

The king stopped then looked at those trying not to show their fear. “How could this be allowed to happen!”

One of those on the seats kept repeating the same phrase, “praise be to the scourge,” over and over.

A middle-aged woman with shoulder length dark wavy hair tried not to frown at the strange man next to her. She looked at Rynon. “I can track the girl.”

He looked at her as if seeing her for the first time. “And who are you?”

Margery went to speak, but a man around her age, wearing a suit, spoke first. “That is Margery Wilson, sir, she is a type—”

Rynon held his hand up. “I know what a tracker does.”

“I made contact with the girl, a day ago. Would have gotten closer, but…”

“And you can find her? And the others?”

She nodded. “If I got a piece of her clothing, or something she’s been close too, yeah.”

“Sire, if I may—”

Rynon whipped around to face the large screen, stopping Galen from continuing. “There was a girl on the roof, who was moving the metal construction…” He walked closer to the digital representations of the two humans, who were roughly a hundred miles to the southwest. They both were visibly shaking. “Could she have been the Alkron that escaped the blood farm days ago, Galen? The one that you said you would find within twenty-four hours?”

“I… there…”

Rynon turned away. “Kill them both.”

“No, sire!”

“Wait!” said Adrian.

The guards held their assault rifles to the heads of the two below them.

“I know where the other two tablets are!” shouted Adrian.

Rynon slowly turned. The soldiers looked at the camera pointing at them, hesitating to shoot, then lowered their weapons when the king gestured. “I am not Copeland, human. If you are lying, your death would not be quick as it would have just been.”

Adrian shook his head nervously. “I’m not lying. I won’t do that. We had intel that they were on an island, now we know which one!”

Rynon nodded. “Hmm… interesting. Okay, just kill Galen.”

The eyes of the gaunt looking older individual grew large but before words could leave his mouth, there was a boom and blood sprayed across Adrian’s face. Galen fell face forwards onto the smooth floor. Adrian’s mouth hung open as he watched the pool of blood grow.

“And where is it?”

Adrian looked back at the camera. “Err… If I tell you. You will just kill me…”

“This may be true. But if you do not tell me, I will definitely kill you. Your choice human.” He gestured towards the solder behind the scientist.

“Okay! Stop! They are at an old base on the island of Puerto Rico!..” He hunkered down, his head receding into his shoulders. “Please don’t kill me…”

The barrel wavered behind his head.

“And where is that?”

Adrian looked up. “In the Bahamas…err… off the south coat of Florida, then south.”

The king exchanged a brief look with the woman behind him, then looked at the camera.

“Very well human. I will let you live for—”

The door to the room swung open and Eltir and Faulkner entered, the older brother with concern written across his face. Before he could speak Rynon raised his hand. “Yes brother, Copeland has gone, as well as some Alkrons but we will find them, and we now have the location of two of the tablets.” He looked at Faulkner then to Margery. “Go with this woman. She says she can track those that escaped. Find them, but do not engage. Just relay that information to us.” Faulkner nodded, while Margery stood. He nodded to the distraught man who had not stopped babbling to himself the entire time. “And take that thing with you.” The three of them quickly left. He then looked at the governor of the prison, the man in charge of ‘re-education.’ “You told me some weeks ago Becker, that you can turn the Alkrons that we capture into an army. Do you still stand by your word?”

“Umm yes. Yes indeed… but we need more time, some of them are…” The king’s expression made him stop talking and just nod.

“They will be my legion. Talk to the human female… Iona. I want them ready to leave by the morning.”

“But—” On seeing the king’s reaction to another possible question, Becker put his head down and left.

As soon as the door closed, Eltir walked briskly to this brother. “Tyror died because of your games Rynon! Just kill the humans! Be done with them!”

“We cannot kill them all, Eltir…” said the woman. The older brother threw her a look of hate, but she held his gaze.

“This is not your business Rosetta.”

She walked slowly to Rynon and placed a hand on his shoulder, her eyes not leaving the older brother. “We have information, that you do not.”

Eltir looked at his brother. “What?”

“My contact with the humans has told me they have found Freon’s tomb…”

Eltir’s eyes grew large. “Where?”

“They will not tell me, but have agreed to destroy it.”

“And you are trusting them?”

Rynon walked away leaving Rosetta’s hand to slide from his shoulder. “Of course not brother, but they were heading south with the other humans… south to the coast, where they boarded a ship…”

“Which just so happens,” said Rosetta. “To be sailing in the same direction as where we were told the tablets are…”

Eltir looked away. “That cannot be… coincidence…”

Rynon sat. “No brother, it cannot.”







*****

“And we’re really going to trust him? Over.” said Anna into her radio. She was awkwardly driving the RV, while Joel was driving her pickup. The other they left behind.

Joel took a moment then held his radio to his lips. “Amos says he’s telling us the truth. He’s got a plane at Lake Tahoe airport. Over.” There was no reply. He continued. “But no, I don’t trust him. It’s a risk. But flying south is better than the kings chasing us across the southern states for days. Over.”

“And Amos will know if he lies? Over.”

Joel looked in the rear mirror at the young man seated behind, who nodded. “He’ll know. Over.”

There was another pause before Anna spoke. “Has he asked you about Jasper? Over.”

“No. How’s Dalton? Over.”

“Sleeping, last I looked. How much longer will we be on the road? Over.”

“If we can keep to the highway, just over an hour. Copeland should be somewhere above… Over.”

The four-lane highway wound through and over low hills and forests, with no sign of life amongst the darkness.

In the RV, Dalton emerged from the rear room, walked past Barry and sat opposite him at the small table.

The Boy winced at the dark red stained sheet that had been tied around the big guy’s chest. “Does it hurt?”

Dalton waved his hand. “Ain’t nothing.”

“Did you kill what did that to you?”

Dalton frowned, his eyes looking up. “Not yet.” He turned awkwardly in his seat to those at the front. “We making any stops on the way to find blood?”

“One way trip all the way to Lake Tahoe,” shouted Anna over her shoulder.

He turned back to face the table and let his head fall back.

In the back of the pickup, Kizzy rested her head on Amos’s shoulder. He wanted to sleep too, but needed to keep probing the Drak’s mind, a few hundred feet above them. He had already discovered that the former CEO was double crossed before he had a chance to do the same to the kings, and that all he wanted was to kill them and get his organisation back, even if it meant working with the original enemy. Amos had no idea how everything would work out, but right now Copeland was the best chance they had of escaping.

The man in the pickup’s bed behind was still unconscious, his mind shutdown over the strain of fighting against the collar, and because of that Amos wasn’t able to gleam any memories from it. It was pure instinct he was going on that whoever the old man was, he wouldn’t want to kill all of them on waking.

The highway rose and they ascended through a wall of pine, covering steep slopes above and below.

Joel tried to keep his thoughts and guilt to himself, for he was acutely aware of who was seated behind.

“I don’t blame you,” said Amos. It was a lie. He did blame Joel for leading them into an ambush, even if he missed the other mind reader. But if the plan to leave the mainland for warmer climbs was going to work he needed the FBI operator driving to be free from baggage. He needed him to help keep himself and Kizzy alive.

Joel sighed. “I appreciate that but what happened is on me. It was my idea to rescue Anna… and I led the team.”

“And I should have known there was another mind reader. We all make mistakes.” Amos looked out into what he could see of the trunks and branches moving past.

“You learn anything from Copeland?”

“He thought he would rule alongside the kings… that didn’t work out too well for him.”

“And now?”

“He wants control of his company back, and Rynon and Eltir dead. If you help him do that, he will play by our rules.”

“Has he thought about Jasper?”

“Some, but it’s more a distant sadness… regret maybe than a thought. He thinks you have him somewhere, and you will use the boy against him.”

Joel stayed silent, as did Amos.

The air grew ice cold as they moved into the mountains, the trees embedded amongst a rich void, so close to the two-lane road that no view of the lighter sky was possible. Dalton was the first to hear the howl even though he was half asleep.

Static came from Anna’s radio followed by Joel’s voice. “I think I heard a howl. Over,” he said.

The two vehicle convoy continued as the road veered around a bend.

“Far off, maybe it was a real—” A cascade of howls now were echoing off the hills and rock faces around them.

Dalton got up uneasily and walked to the front. “They ain’t no dogs. That’s the real deal.”

“How far away?”

He sniffed. “Hard to tell. Few miles maybe.”

“We got a problem. Over,” said Joel as the brake lights on the pickup in front of Anna burned red.

“What? Over.”

“Looks like trees have fallen across the road. We’ll have to stop. Over.”

They pulled up near a group of fallen trees, some forty-feet in length with splinted trunks that were lying across the concrete.

Joel got out, leaving his M4 behind and walked to the closest of them, then placed a hand on the bark and pushed. It moved a few inches before he gave up. He looked at the other vehicle. “Going to need some—”

Howls boomed out, filling the air and he spun around to try and gather their exact location. The RV’s door flew open and Dalton walked down the steps.

Joel jogged over to him. “What’s going on?” His breath took form as white mist.

Dalton shook his head. “I don’t know. Something ain’t right. They know I’m here but…”

Silence returned to the forest as both men extended their senses as far as they could. Kizzy went to get out, but Joel waved her back inside.

Tree branches snapped. Dalton whipped his head to the right, but more wood broke to the left. Joel noticed Dalton’s form slowly changing.

“Get back inside, I got th—”

A snarling shape leaped from the darkness at Dalton, who changed to his wolf form just as the werewolf smashed into him, both of them barreling into the side of the RV and denting the metal plating. Joel’s eyes were now black, his hand’s claws. As both werewolf’s slashed and tumbled to the ground, he went to help but more branches cracked and other creatures burst from the trees, one landing on the pickup’s hood, crumpling it, then smashed the windscreen. Joel went to run towards it, when a gust of wind blew across him, and the wolf-man was gone. Claws beneath beating wings taking the flailing creature up into the air.

Corine screamed as the window around the other side of the RV shattered, and grunts and growls mixed with the clatter of gunfire as Anna fired at three new beasts scrambling towards the RV. Joel ran to the first, slashing across its face, making it howl in pain, but another crashed through the now open gap into the RV. Anna spun around, but the creature who filled most of the interior space smashed her weapon away and lunged at her. Joel turned just as the thing was about to bring its foot long claw across her, but instead it stopped as if frozen. A tip of a levitating blade appeared through the front of its skull. Corine let out a breath as the beast collapsed.

Joel spun around to the fourth creature as it tore into the side of the pickup. Kizzy and Amos scrambled out of the other side’s door, blood coming from the young man’s nose. Kizzy’s body enlarged, muscles bulging but the creature leaped over the pickup’s cabin and slammed into her, knocking her backwards. Joel not understanding Amos’s inaction joined the fight, running forward and slashed across the back of the beast, which whirled around to attack, but just as it took a step forward, a branch as big as a small tree smashed across the things head, its neck and skull cracking. Kizzy dropped the wooden club, and looked at Dalton who was still battling his own foe. They both ran towards the werewolf that was getting the better of him, when there were a series of thuds. The werewolf snarled, staggering back with blood running from chest wounds. Anna fired again, this time at the creature’s skull. It fell to the ground dead.

Everyone looked anxiously at the wall of darkness they were within for the next attack, but silence had returned to the forest.

Dalton fell back against the RV. Joel ran to him, holding him up, with Anna doing the same, taking his other shoulder. “They…” He swallowed.

“Don’t try to talk,” said Anna. We need to get you inside.

“They weren’t human anymore… wild… like…” His eyes closed and they took his full weight.


CHAPTER THREE




The RV’s engine whirred then chugged, then gave up. Joel swore under his breath and lifted his head from beneath the hood. He looked at Anna by his side, holding a flashlight at the engine block. “I can’t see any reason why it won’t start. Maybe a stray bullet or something.” He looked back at the other vehicle. “Pickup’s totaled as well.”

Anna’s eyes looked up. “Is he still...”

Joel closed the hood. “Yup.” He glanced at the old man, still unconscious in the bed, then walked with Anna to the RV’s side door and walked inside. Spaces were cupboards used to be sat between broken wooden panels and a hole in the ceiling. Dalton was lying in the rear bed, while Barry and Corine sat at the table, and Kizzy and Amos on the ripped padded seat on the other side. Joel wanted to know why Amos couldn’t handle the wolf attack by a quick mental exertion but the young man had his head down, a dark red stain still visible beneath his nose. Kizzy had her arm around him.

“I’m going to check on Dalton,” said Anna moving to the back room.

“Both vehicles are out of commission,” said Joel to the rest. “So we’re going to have to walk out of here.”

“But what about the monsters?” said Barry. His eyes drifted to the wall of black, visible where the side window used to be.

“We just got to hope the ones that attacked were it. But we can’t stay here. The corporation’s force will probably come through here sooner or later.”

“But… where are we?” said Corine.

“About forty miles from where we need be… If we stick close to the road, but not on it, then if any military vehicles pass by here, we should’t be detected.”

“Unless they got another Jasper,” said Anna emerging from the shadows of the rear part of the RV.

“If we can find another vehicle, then it won’t matter if they do. How is he?”

“He needs blood.”

“We all do,” said Kizzy.

“What we going to do with the old guy in the back of the pickup?” said Corine. “I ain’t carrying his sleeping ass all the way to Tahoe.”

“Maybe that’s his Alkron ability,” said Kizzy. “He can sleep through everything!”

Stifled laughter rippled around the group, but Amos remained stony faced.

“We’ll have to carry him,” said Joel. “We still got ten hours till sunup. Everyone get your stuff.”







*****

Amos marched at the back of the group. He had no light of his own but Joel’s and Corine’s in front was enough for him to traverse the moss-covered twigs, loose rocks and sodden dirt. An hour earlier when the howls rang out, he pushed his mind into the thick blanket of trees around, but just as he started to intrude into another’s consciousness, his own snapped back exploding pain into his skull. As the clawed fur covered things slashed and hacked at those around him, he sat like a terrified child, useless to help with blood running over his top lip 

As he trekked across the uneven wet ground, he wondered if the collar had done permanent damage to his brain, or maybe going up against the woman in the yard was too much. Was this what happened when two mind readers met? The loser’s brain melts?

And now I’m like a human… no, worse… a weak human that needs blood to live…

Kizzy crunched through the undergrowth, her body bigger than it should be, while carrying the back of a makeshift gurney, with the old man strapped to it. She didn’t need to be a mind reader to know something was wrong with the young man behind her. Once in a while, she would twist her neck like an owl, to make sure he was still there, but would only hold the strange pose for a second so not to freak him out. When the attack happened she cried out for him to do something, but the blood streaming from his nose gave her the answer. His ability was broken, and she decided there and then that she needed to protect him until it returned… if it ever did.

Anna carried the front of the piece of bed that they tore from the RV, but her eyes were continually looking skyward. Every now and again she would glimpse the cross-like shadow beyond the tops of trees, or would feel the breeze be stronger than it should be and her heart would beat faster. She still hadn’t come to terms with their former enemy working with them, or stranger still, helping them. She was sure it was a trick of some kind, and when that was revealed she needed to be ready.

Joel kept throwing some light towards where he thought the highway should be, to make sure they were going in the right direction and making corrections where needed. The terrain though was tough going, sapping even his hybrid stamina so he knew it would be a lot worse for those behind him that didn’t have that. They wouldn’t make it to the lake by morning. A place to rest for the day was going to be required.

As the minutes turned into hours, he tried not to curse their luck. Tried not to let the constant misfortune cover his thoughts too much, but as his legs grew heavy he wondered if that was part of the scourge as well. Once infected, your fate of suffering was sealed. And now, he was betting everything on the thing still flying above them. A human that ended the world.


CHAPTER FOUR




Dalton grumbled something as he staggered along behind Barry but in front of Anna. Before she could ask him to repeat it, she saw the same silhouette in the distance between the branches that he had. A large arched roof with smaller flatter ones on both sides.

“Looks like there’s a building up ahead,” said Joel. “It’s on the other side of the road.”

They awkwardly climbed up the slope which became increasingly steep as it approached the concrete, made sure there were no vehicles coming and then moved as quickly as they could to the other side. Joel broke a lock on a door and they all bundled into the entrance area of a bar.

Anna and Kizzy placed the gurney on the ground, the former sitting, catching her breath. Dalton grabbed a bottle from behind the large counter which sat at the center of the establishment, and then disappeared off through a door at the back of the room, Amos following. Kizzy went to speak but held her tongue.

Anna closed the entrance door, jamming the back of a chair beneath the handle, then looked around. Glass bottles and glasses hung from their usual spots on walls, along with framed photos of a middle-aged couple. “Doesn’t look like they had any trouble here,” she said.

Joel nodded. “Not sensing any vamps. We should be okay…” He looked to the others who were seated. “But we’re close to the road so keep light to a minimum.” They all agreed.

Kizzy looked down at the man she had just carried. “What are we going to do with him?”

Joel scanned across the rough but dignified features of the still unconscious inmate. “Leave him there. I’ll write a note and place it near him, so if he wakes he’s got some idea of how he got here.”

“What if he wakes and freaks out?”

Joel searched around the back of the bar, quickly finding what he needed. “Find a room to sleep in with a lock on it.”







*****

Amos looked at the curled up young woman in the bed behind him. Unlike she, he couldn’t sleep. He put his jacket and boots back on and made as few boards creak as possible as he left the room on the second floor. Attached to the bar building at the back was a bed-and-breakfast with five good-sized rooms, which were now all filled.

He needed some air. He made his way down the stairs, through the hallway to the connecting corridor to the bar, and pushed open the door. If his abilities had still functioned he would have known the old man was seated across the room, a bottle and half full glass on the table in front of him.

“Oh… hi,” said Amos to the figure lit by a hint of moonlight.

The old man didn’t reply or look in Amos’s direction, instead he took another sip from the glass.

Amos took a few more steps into the room, trying to adjust his eyes. “You’re awake… I mean, conscious…”

The man put the glass down. “Yup.”

“I’m—”

“I know who you are. You’re the clown who wouldn’t shut up in the yard.”

“Err… yeah I guess.” Amos took a few more steps closer. It was hard to tell but it looked like the collar was no longer around the old man’s neck. “My name is Amos. What’s yours?”

The long wrinkled face looked across to the young man. “Nelson. You carry me here? The note—” He gestured to a piece of paper on the table. “— Says there’s a group of you. All otherhumans?”

Amos nodded. “Yeah…”

“What can you do?”

“You first.”

Nelson smirked, then took another sip from his drink. The door behind them creaked open. Joel was standing in the doorway.

“Thought I heard conversation.” He walked to the old man’s table, slowing a little on seeing his neck. “Good to see you’re doing better. I’m Joel.”

Nelson held out his hand, which Joel shook. “Nelson. I owe you a thanks for bringing me out here.”

Joel pulled a chair across and sat, while Amos leaned up against the bar. “We found you in the road. You escaped?”

“Yeah. They took from me a small town down south. Thought I would be willing to join their jackboots. They were wrong. So they sent me to that place to try and convince me otherwise. They were still wrong.”

Joel smiled. He gestured towards the bottle. “Mind if I join you?”

“Sure…” Nelson sniffed. “You’re a hybrid?”

Joel smiled while bringing his flashlight out of his pocket and switching it on, then placing it on the table. “Do I smell that bad?”

“Hybrids have a certain smell about them.”

Joel quickly moved to the bar, got a glass then sat back down, pouring himself some of the clear liquor, then took a taste.

“You a wolf?” said Amos to the older man at the table.

“Ain’t no animal.” Nelson looked at Joel. He could tell the hybrid wanted to know what his ability was. He sighed. “I can move stuff with my mind. Metal.”

“Ah…” said Joel. “We have a girl with us that can do the same.”

Nelson’s eyes briefly grew large and he raised his eyebrows. “I’ve not heard of any like myself.” He looked back to Joel. “You were law before…” He looked around the room. “Everything went to shit?”

Joel nodded. “Yeah. HRT. You?”

The older man raised his eyebrows again, while nodding.

Joel smiled. “You could smell that too, eh?”

Nelson laughed.

“You?”

“Did a stint in the military… Infantry, then when I got out, became a fireman. Eventually ended up as fire chief in Hullstop.”

Joel cleared his throat. “Hullstop?”

“Yeah, why?”

“I’ve been through there a few times.”

Nelson placed his glass on the table, leaning forward. “Recently?”

“A few days ago.”

“What was it like there? Did you speak to any of the folks there?”

Joel’s mind pushed memories before him, which he didn’t want to see. “No. Stayed on the outside, was purely reconnaissance.”

“The corporation still in charge?”

Amos replied before Joel could. The young man could tell how uncomfortable Joel had just become. “They are in charge of every town.”

Nelson sat back, sighing. “They’re were good people…” He looked at the hybrid next to him. “So where do we go? We can’t stay in this bar forever.”

Joel looked at the bottle which was mostly empty, then at the old man. “We’re going to need another bottle. There’s a lot you need to know.”


CHAPTER FIVE




Anna woke and immediately realized the bed was empty to her side. She frowned, but knew Joel hadn’t been able to sleep, it had been night after all. She just hoped he would have returned when he got done what he needed too. It was still dark behind the plush drapes, but she could feel the threat of the sun waiting to emerge on the eastern horizon. Her mouth felt dry, her limbs heavy. She needed blood. They all did. She got up, put on her pants, top and boots and walked out onto the landing, hearing the sound of voices wafting up from the nearby building.

She went to move down the stairs but then stopped outside the door she was fairly sure Dalton had disappeared behind, hours earlier.

“Keep on moving, doctor,” he said from inside the room.

She sighed. “Just wanted to see how your wounds are healing?” There was no reply. She hadn’t known him long or well, but she knew he wasn’t the kind of guy to languish inside a small room. She also knew the reason had nothing to do with his physical pain. She carried on down the stairs and walked the short distance to the bar.

Barry was reading a book on a bar stool at the counter. Corine stood up from behind it with a bottle of beer in her hand.

“Hey!” The young woman shouted, making Barry scrunch his face up.

“Your breath smells.”

She waved her hand. “Meh. Smells good to me.”

Barry looked at Anna, who had a slight smile on her face. “She’s drunk a lot.”

Anna went to reply then realized the old man’s body was no longer on the floor. “Where is—”

“Oh, he’s awake. He’s like me!”

“What?”

“He can move things with his mind,” said Barry. “Like Corine.”

Anna walked forward. “Where is he now?”

“He, Joel and Amos went outside. Think they’re looking for blood… I dunno.” Corine wavered a bit, her hand resting on the countertop. “I don’t feel so good.”

In a blur Anna was standing beside her, then put her hand around her to hold her up. “Why don’t we go sit down.”

A mile away, at a much higher altitude Joel surveyed the expanse of woods below him. Amos was leaned up against a tree behind him, while Nelson was further down the valley. They hadn’t found any animals large or small.

“Strange how there’s nothing out here,” said Amos.

“Yeah… I think the wolf pack has something to do with that. They probably ate everything for tens of miles in all directions.” He looked at the rockier terrain and the snow-covered peaks higher up. “Going to be too hard trying to get up there.”

Amos nodded.

“So what happened with the wolves?”

The young man kept his eyes fixed on the ground.

“I saw the blood. I know you tried to stop them.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Amos. If something is happening to you, I need to know.”

Amos’s head flicked towards Joel. “So I can save everyone like how I didn’t do when Geri died? So my brains broken. Who cares!” He turned and walked down the path they had just trekked up, passing Nelson moving the other way, slightly out of breath.

The old man walked into the clearing where Joel was. “He alright?”

Joel let out a breath. “No. You find anything down there?”

Nelson shook his head. “Nothing’s alive around here. Reckon it’s those wolves you mentioned.”

“Yeah…”

A short while later they were walking along the route to the back of the boarding house. Joel picked up the scent of blood and broke into a sprint. Nelson tried to keep up, but quickly gave up. Joel claws started to grow. He burst in through the rear gate, moved across a small stone yard and then through the hallway and finally into the bar, from where the smell was coming from. He stopped inside, his eyes returning to more human versions.

Corine waved a blood pack at him from her slouched position on one of the chairs. “Hey Joel, my man. You want some blood?”







*****

Anna and Joel looked at a box with blood bags in it, on a table in the bar.

“He just left them outside then took off again,” she said.

Joel picked up the plastic sack and squeezed the crimson liquid within between his fingers. “There’s no way of knowing where he got these from, or who…”

Anna swallowed. “We need this Joel, if we’re going to make it out of here. Make it to the island to join the others. We need to heal. Be strong.”

He nodded then pulled the cap from the bag and drunk. She picked up a bag and did the same. Their eyes black, they both wallowed in the wave of almost kinetic energy flowing through their bodies. Once the bags were empty they looked at each other, returned to normal selfs, out of breath.

“Well… I didn’t realize how…” she said.

“Worn down we were?”

“Yeah…”

Joel felt Nelson standing in the doorway behind. He took a bag and tossed it to the old man. “Drink up.”

“I’ll see if Dalton wants some,” said Anna.

“How is he?”

Her expression gave her his answer. She took a bag and moved past Nelson who was already drinking.

In the yard behind the main building Barry laughed. Kizzy was around ten feet tall, twice as slim as she usually was, and dancing to a tune only she could hear. She had no idea where Amos had gotten off to and felt her time was better off keeping the kid entertained, but then Amos opened the rear gate to the property. She shrunk back to her original size. “Hey, we got some blood.”

He looked at her surprised. “Where from?”

“The big lizard guy got it.”

“Copeland?”

“Yup. It’s inside.”

He continued across the dirt and concrete, she trying to keep up.

“How are you?”

He pushed the rear door open. “Fine.”

Anna reappeared in the bar area, as Amos came in behind her. He walked to the box of blood, took one then pulled it open, gulping it down.

“Might want to go easy on that,” said Joel seated next to Nelson.

Amos continued until the bag was empty. He then looked down as if searching for something lost. After a pause he shook his head in anger and stormed back the way he came. Passing Kizzy. She started to go after him.

“Maybe he needs more time alone…” said Anna to her.

Kizzy frowned and followed her boyfriend regardless.

A heavy creaking on the floorboards above them, heralded heavier footsteps growing close. The door to the bar swung open and in walked Dalton. He kept on going to the box, grabbed another bag, then left.

“So that’s the wolf,” said Nelson.

“Yup…” said Joel.

Anna looked in the box. “Three bags left. We should keep them for the journey east.”

Joel got up. “There are some vehicles in the lot next to us. We should see if we can get them running.”


CHAPTER SIX




A calm sea swept below Marina as she held onto the guardrail on the bow of the ship. Jess stood on tiptoes by her side to see the tiny points of light sparkling against the coming night, just above the horizon.

“Is that the island?” she said looking up at her mother.

“It is.”

Salvation.

The pain of loss had subdued somewhat within the last few days, partly because she needed it too, and partly because of her growing friendship with Carla. It was slow going at first, neither of them wanting to discuss the past few months, but Jess took a liking to her, the young girl bringing a smile to the lieutenant’s face, and from that came late night conversations of their shared military experiences. Marina now counted her as something she never had much of in her previous life. A friend.

From what she had heard the capital of the island had been hit hard from the virus, but those stationed on the base had managed to put the vamps down, and quarantining those that had gotten infected. From then on, nobody was allowed in or out without express permission from the base commander, Colonel Winston Travers, an old friend of the generals. There were also rumors that the other tablets had been sent there months earlier, in a desperate attempt to keep them from Copeland’s grasp.

The door behind opened. Both dogs ran ahead of Jasper and Carla although Flint limped a little.

“Don’t go far!” Carla said to the animals who ignored her, disappearing around the side of shipping containers.

“Jasper, come look,” said Jess. “You can see our new home!”

The boy trotted forward but couldn’t see over the steel wall. Marina picked him up. “Look. That’s where we’re going.”

He smiled.

Carla stood alongside. “I’ve been talking to the general. There’s been reports of the corporation’s forces taking the remaining camps across the mainland. The only resistance now is small bands of people, keeping mobile.”

“Can they come here?”

Carla nodded. “There’s talk of that, but first we need to secure the island as much as we can. It won’t be long before the king’s turn their attention to our new home.”

As the ship glided into a channel between two peninsulas, others joined them until every space was full with people, and the air was filled with excitement and hope.

“Is that a castle?” said Jess looking at a fort with a lighthouse sat on a pinch of land to their left.

“I don’t know. Maybe,” said Marina.

Ahead of them the more modern multi-storey buildings of a port city stood dark against the sky. A row of lights highlighted the dock the ship was heading towards, with equally lit cranes.

“You know anything about the man in charge?” said Marina to Carla.

“Not much. Galloway just said they went through the academy together, and that he’s probably the reason the island has survived this long.”

As night completely fell, the ship eased in along the dock.

Marina looked and listened to the tired but enthusiastic faces and voices around her. She hoped their optimism was justified.

“That’s the base,” said Carla nodding to a glow that was just visible on the other side of a series of hills to the southwest.

They both looked down to a parade of military vehicles parked on the concrete lot around the cranes, which were already in use.

Marina looked down to Jess. “Time to go. Lets get our stuff.”

A short while later they, with Evan, Sasha and Shannon, were all stepping off a steep set of stairs to the concrete, joining a few hundred that had already gathered, and were being loaded into the backs of trucks. Shipping containers glided through the air above them, being deposited on top of others.

Galloway’s voice was just audible over the throng, and they moved through the crowd to waiting humvees. She was standing near one.

“No need to go with the others. Get in the back of these. We’re going straight to the base.”

Carla, Marina, the kids and the two dogs squeezed into one humvee, while the others got in the back of another, with the general and Clement in the third.

Marina’s eyes penetrated the darkness as they drove past five and six-story buildings, which looked as if the world had stayed the same. She imagined holidaying tourists shopping in the luxury stores at their base, but then they drove past walls of sandbags and abandoned vehicles.

“How was it here?” Carla said to the male driver to her left.

“In the early days bad. But after a few battles we got on top of things. Now the islands clear of vamps, but we still have some other problems.”

“Like?”

“Not for me to say ma’am.”

The lights from the base filled the night sky, and they drove past office buildings and warehouses, until finally arriving at a main entrance with two guard towers on both sides, bordered by more sandbags. Without pause they kept going, through the already open gate, and into an industrial area until large structures gave way to smaller buildings sat across concrete lots full of tanks, and other military vehicles.

“They look brand new,” said Carla.

“Most are,” said the driver. “As the situation on the mainland got worse the army stockpiled what they could here, with a view to fighting back…”

Carla sighed. “But they never got a chance to use it…” Flickers of remorse swept through her.

“No.”

More gates came and went, the area becoming dense with forest until finally the trees thinned out and they approached a five-story monolithic structure with a large glass entrance and a parking lot out front, which is where they eventually stopped. A small group of two men and one woman were waiting out front, with one of the men, the oldest standing slightly in front of the others.

Marina and the others watched as Galloway got out and briefly hugged the colonel before he could fully salute. Those behind him though held their posture, until she waved them to relax. The hybrids got out.

Galloway and the three officers walked up to them.

“Everyone, this is Colonel Winston Travers, and as you can see he’s about as attractive as his namesake!” The general and the colonel laughed, while everyone else stood awkwardly. “And these are our special friends I’ve been telling you about. Marina—” Marina smiled. “— Carla, who is a damn fine soldier. And the three young people, but equally impressive Evan, Sasha and Shannon.” They stood not knowing where to put their gaze but smiling as well.

The colonel who was slightly shorter than Marina, and about twenty pounds heavier, smiled in return at her. “The generals told me a lot about all of you. It’s a shame it’s come to this. But I’m glad you are all here. We could certainly do with more boots on the ground. We err… lost a lot of good people keeping this place scourge free.”

As the colonel continued Marina noticed a man standing behind the glass door entrance, which the colonel saw, gesturing behind him. “And that would be our local indigenous expert, Alfredo Narvaez. The guy has almost as many PHDs as I got ex-girlfriends and is the reason the other tablets ended up here. He’s something of an expert on ancient things.”

The dark-haired man stood silent in the shadows, watching the newcomers.

“I’m tired…” said Jess.

Winston bent down a little. “And you must be Jessica.”

She nodded sticking close to her mother.

“I’ve heard you have been brave too…” He looked for Jasper who was hiding behind Carla. “And you!” He looked at the adults. “We have accommodation in the officers’ section of the base. Captain Ayers here—” The female officer with shoulder-length brown hair, stepped forward. “— will take all of you to where you need to go. I would like to say take the evening off, get some rest and we’ll talk in the morning, but times as they are I’m going to need all of you to give your side of what you have been through to the Captain within the hour. For now though go with Ayers, store your belongings and maybe eat…” He laughed to himself. “Ha, well maybe not do that.” Marina stifled a laugh. “But you will find what you need in your apartments.” He nodded and with Galloway walked back inside, where he introduced the man to the general that Marina couldn’t take her eyes from.


CHAPTER SEVEN




The engine of an 80s metallic-blue van with silver painted stripes along the side, roared. Nelson stood up from beneath the hood with a smile. “She’s an olden,” he said to Joel sitting on a tool box at the back of the small garage. “But they don’t make them like this anymore. With the gas in the tank, she’ll get you to Tahoe and a few more miles if you need it.”

There was a slight breeze and Anna poked her head around the open front of the structure. “You did it!”

Joel nodded to the older man. “I had nothing to do with it, it was all Nelson.”

“So we’re leaving?”

“Yes, tell the others to get bags packed. I want to be on the road with in twenty.”

Not long after, the van was driving along the two-lane highway, the twin-beams splitting the dark, with Joel driving, Anna in the passenger’s seat and the six others in the back.

Amos looked at Dalton seated near the front, in the corner, his eyes closed. He wondered what the big guy was thinking. Now he wasn’t able to pry, he found himself wondering what everyone was thinking, and had to pull his eyes away from them before the staring became too intrusive. Luckily his girlfriend was easier to read, her emotions being continually on display. But even though he knew her cheery bravado was just a front to hide deeper feelings, he hadn’t the energy to delve into them with her. She was still an Alkron. Still ’special.’ He was anything but. He hoped the influx of blood would fix him. And he did feel stronger after digesting it, but his ability still stubbornly remained switched off, showing no sign of coming back and facing the world, no better than a human, terrified him.

Corine watched the strangers around her, including the kid. When the wolves attacked she felt useless. Again. Unlike the others, she had no ability to move out of the way of an impending attack, to jump clear or heal quickly. She was like the mind reader in that respect, although she thought maybe the change had made her a bit physically stronger than him. Her eyes shifted to the old man. She had hoped finding another like her would contain clues as to how she could survive in this new deadly world. Tricks, so she wouldn’t end up slaughtered by those that had sharp fangs or claws, but the old man was as in the dark about his ability as she was. In the small town he had come from, he had used his telekinetic ability to help fortify defenses, sliding trucks and cars into place, but apart from that he was as exposed to the vamps as she was.

She sighed and let her head fall back against the metal wall behind her, thoughts of her family making her smile and feel sadness in equal measure. Maybe if they made it to the island, she would find a place to fit in.

The steep banks of pine trees slid by along with the occasional roadside bar or convenience store, and the higher they rose the more the distant peaks glistened with white.

Anna hated lying to the man driving. He had noticed the damage to the interior of the RV, but she said it was her that killed the vamp that had found Barry hiding inside. Now she knew the boy could also kill vamps, would that mean he could kill Alkrons? Either way that needed to be kept a secret until they weren’t being hunted night and day and she could do some tests. Hopefully give the kid a better handle on how to control his ability. And if the situation turned bad, she would make sure he wasn’t near any humans… or others.

The highway turned north, with hotels and restaurants, all wooden constructions, nestled amongst the pines and bark.

“I don’t think the airport is far,” said Anna. “Are you sensing—”

A dark humanoid shape descended from the sky landing ahead of them, making Joel slam on the brakes. Copeland stood in the headlights.

Amongst the swearing that came from the back of the van, Joel jumped out onto the road and walked up to the Drak. “What’s going on?”

“We have a problem. The corporation is already at the airport.”







*****

Sparkles and cones of light moved amongst the complex of buildings which sat at the west side of the landing strip.

Joel looked through binoculars at the humvees patrolling and the parked trucks, already emptied of their black uniformed contents, which were now surrounding the large hanger.

“It’s in the hanger?” he asked Copeland kneeling next to him.

“It is.”

Joel looked at him. “A C-130? Fully fueled?”

The Drak looked down at him. “You do not believe me?”

Joel frowned, placing the binoculars back to his eyes. “That’s a lot of plane for one person.”

“It was my backup. When I still… looked as you do, but the blood lust would make me do things… I knew I might need a way to escape. So I purchased that plane from my military contacts. And filled it with what I thought I would need to live elsewhere.”

The idea a billionaire would fill a cargo plane with things to live a luxury life in a warmer climate wasn’t so far-fetched, thought Joel. “I presume you also bought a pilot which we now don’t have.”

“Yes, but I studied many simulations also to how to fly it… in case a pilot was not available.”

Joel looked at the huge figure next to him again. “And now you are too big to fit in the cockpit anyway.”

“I can tell someone else what to do.”

“That plan might have worked before the corporation had a hundred soldiers guarding it. And who knows how many are Alkrons. I’m ready sensing a few down there aren’t human.”

Copeland stood, his wings stretching out breaking some nearby branches. “I will kill as many as needed.”

“Hey, easy there. There might be a way to do this that doesn’t involve all of us being shipped back east, or worse.”

The Drak looked down. “What?”

A few hundred yards behind them, in an apartment, one of many in a two-story block, Anna and the others sat and waited. Kizzy’s knee bounced up and down, while Amos sat in a reclining chair to her side, looking down.

“We can’t fight a small army…” said Corine.

“Hopefully it won’t come to that,” said Anna. Barry sat on the floor by her feet reading a magazine. She could sense his fear and hoped that’s all it remained.

“I’m not going back to the facility,” said Nelson. “If I die tonight, that’s fine by me.” Anna shot him a look and he frowned, turning away.

“Ain’t nobody dying,” said Dalton looking out the living room window to the distant lights. The first words he had uttered for almost a day.

The front door opened and Joel walked into the room. “Okay, I’ve seen what’s down there. There are a lot of troops. That’s the bad news… but if we can draw them away from the plane’s hanger, then maybe we have a chance of getting in there, and getting the plane off the ground. But it needs to be a real big diversion.”

“Like what?” said Amos.

Joel looked at Corine and she gulped in reply.


CHAPTER EIGHT




Joel and Corine traipsed through the forest, trying not to break twigs and branches in case the echo could be heard beyond the reach of human ears. The ground descended to a wire fence, with the runway, a few hundred yards away, stretching left and right. Beyond were small hangers on either side of the main airport building, which was well lit. But that wasn’t what they were moving towards, for sitting on the concrete in neatly arranged slots were four single engine planes, and one business class twin engine jet directly opposite them.

They stopped at the tree line, making sure to keep some trunks between them and the fence.

He scanned across the lights in the distance, and the shadowy figures behind, then focused on the largest of the planes. He looked at Corine. “You can do this.”

She looked at the sleek aircraft. “Plane’s lighter than a car right?”

“Of course.”

“Umm… can we get a bit closer?” She went to step forward when she felt his hand on her shoulder.

“Any closer and we might be spotted. We have to do it from here. This is easy. The cars you lifted on the highway, were further away.”

She nodded, focusing on the dark form of the wings and fuselage. “Okay… I got this.” She stretched out a hand, her eyes narrowing while Joel looked back through the eyepieces.

It was hardly noticeable but the plane started to roll forward.

“That’s it! Its moving! Keep it coming towards us, then if you can—”

Gunfire echoed across the runway from the buildings beyond. The plane stopped moving. Joel flicked his head towards her. “What’s wrong?”

She started to back away. “Maybe we should just leave…”

He looked back through the binoculars at the humvees and soldiers moving towards the now motionless plane, then to the frightened young woman in the dark by his side. “Corine. I know you’re scared. But I’m telling you, if you don’t do this, you will end up in a facility like the one before, and there will be no one to rescue you. Do you want that?”

The sounds of engines and shouts were now clear, traveling the few hundred yards across the runway.

“No… It’s just…”

“Corine. This is our only chance…”

Even in the dark she could feel his eyes on her. She looked back at the plane and concentrated again on its central section. Immediately the wheels started to turn and it started to pull away from the vehicles baring down on it.

Joel looked back through his binoculars. “That’s it… towards us… yes… You’re doing it. Now turn it onto the runway, and if you can increase its speed as much as you can.” He watched it slowly turn as sparks of bullets pinged off it, then briefly looked at his radio, pressing the talk button twice.

A mile to the south, Anna and the rest had seen and heard the commotion from the airport as they were hidden in the shadows of the forest which ran down to the back of the largest hanger. The one the Drak had said contained his airplane.

Two clicks came from her radio. “This is it. We go now.” She looked back to Barry who was behind her. “Stay close.” He nodded. She looked at Dalton as they moved down the slope. “You getting anything?”

He kept sniffing the air. “Alkrons are here, but I can’t tell where. Too much engine oil and stuff.”

They all arrived at the fence which parted with a wave of Nelson’s hand, and kept going weaving between small block-like cabins then seeing it was clear, running across a forecourt, arriving at the back of the hanger and a nearby door.

Dalton grabbed the handle, pushing it open and breaking the lock. They all continued along a small narrow corridor, passing an open door to an office, and onwards to another with ‘Hanger’ marked across the top of it.

Anna wondered where Copeland was for he was not in the sky above, and for a moment when Dalton pushed the final door open, her heart fluttered at the possibility that everything had been some strange game he and the kings had played on them…

“Damn that’s big,” said Nelson standing in the cavernous space looking at the tail fin of the C-130 transport plane.

Anna had her flashlight turned on and was panning it across the right wall, trying to locate a particular section. “One… three… six.” She ran to the steel beam that ran to the height of the ceiling, and felt behind it for a small metal box, when Dalton let out a roar and the lights above them turned on, flooding the whole area with light. She spun around as the plane’s ramp began to lower, and soldiers emerged from the corridor they had just come through.

The six of them backed together near the hanger doors, as footsteps came from the back of the plane then onto the smooth floor.

“Margery?” said Kizzy, her face one of confusion.

The middle-aged woman appeared around the back of the plane, with a slightly younger man Anna recognized. An empty pit opened in her stomach as memories of ‘Powder man’ flooded back.

“Hey deary,” said Margery.

“I… thought…”

The soldiers, with their rifles aimed at the group walked forward with the two Alkrons.

“I know… you thought we were friends. But as you can see, I work for the corporation. Maybe we would have become friends if I had more time with you, but then your other ‘friends’ did the whole rescue thing, and now here we are.”

Barry grabbed hold of Anna’s waist, she putting her arm around his shoulder. “It will be okay Barry, keep calm.”

“Who’s the kid?” said Faulkner.

“Not your concern,” said Anna. She teetered on the edge of letting her vamp fury loose, but knew that wouldn’t help the boy next to her, and if he lost control…

Margery held up a small black box, its lid open. “You were looking for this? Once I got an idea of your direction, it was obvious this was where you were going to end up. Then we looked—” she waved her hand at the wing above her head. “— and found this beast. And it didn’t take a genius to work out he needed, and by ‘he’ I mean Copeland. Would need the key to get the thing started. Which I now have.” She waved a small set of keys around.

“You ain’t going to take me back!” said Nelson.

She scoffed. “Shit, no one’s being taken back. We’re just going to keep you here until the boss arrives, and…” she looked at the man next to her. “Just how long, do we have to wait for that?”

Faulkner looked at his watch, then back to the huddle of Alkrons looking for a way out, smiling. “Any time now.”

Anna could hear the heartbeats of those around her, and Joel’s and Corine’s nearby. She looked at Amos, who was sneering at those aiming rifles at him.

Be a great time to get your powers back kid, she thought.

“Ah uh,” said Faulkner seeing the exchange of looks between the two. “As soon as you do any mind shit boy, there’ll be a hole so big in your girlfriend’s head that even she won’t be able to come back from it.” He smiled at Anna. “Unlike the doctor here who can’t regrow appendages.”

Two words drifted on the breeze. Not loud enough for those under the wing of the plane to hear, but loud enough for a hybrid to pick up.

‘Get ready.’

She took a step in front of Barry.

“Aww look at that Marge. The cripple is protecting the kid. How c—”

The sound of glass shattering filled the air and with the falling shards came Joel dropping like a stone from the hole where the skylight used to be. He landed with a thump on the plane’s roof, projectiles splitting the air just above him.

“Keys!” shouted Anna to Nelson, who immediately flung his hand in Margery’s direction. The keys pulled from her fingers and landed in the old man’s hand. Dalton surged forward with a roar towards Faulkner, but just as the werewolf got to him, he had become transparent, the claws swiping right through him.

Before Margery could tell the soldiers to stop, shouting. “They can’t escape!” A clatter of gunfire set forth a volley of bullets at the group that were now dispersing. A bullet tore through Amos’s shoulder, another just missing Anna’s cheek. Kizzy dragged her boyfriend behind a wall of metal shelves, full of tools, while she grew in size to cover him from any more impacts.

Anna ran with Nelson and Barry around the side of the plane, using it as cover. “Keep him safe,” she said to the older man. She crept along the fuselage then spotted Joel fighting a group of soldiers, and Dalton struggling with the Brit. Her hands turned to claws, her eyes blackened and she tore forward swiping across two soldiers, both not turning their weapons around quickly enough to fire. Without thinking, she grabbed both weapons, throwing one back towards Nelson then used the other to take down three soldiers who were embroiled with Joel. She ran to him. “Rynon will be here soon!”

He nodded and they both looked at Dalton desperately trying to lay a claw on the thing changing density in front of him, when suddenly the great wolf held his own throat and started to choke.

“No… not again,” said Anna. With Joel she sprinted forward, but charged straight through the whispery form of the man killing Dalton from within. A whirl of claw slashed where it seemed an arm, or leg was something other than dust, but each time it evaporated before impact until Anna stopped. “He’s killing him!”

Kizzy stood with Amos by her side. She looked at him. “Amos. I don’t know what’s been happening with you, but this would be a really good time to do your mind thing!”

He looked at her and swallowed, then closed his eyes. Immediately blood poured from his nose, his hands’ shook then his body, as the mighty frame of Dalton’s wolfen state fell to its knees, gasping for one final breath.

Amos and Dalton Collapsed to the floor at the same time as a man’s scream rang out.

Joel and Anna looked at Faulkner’s face in agony, trying to form from particles, but each time the construction fell apart until finally there was nothing.

Dalton coughed then got back up, now in his human form, while Nelson and Barry ran around the back of the plane.

Joel looked at the older guy. “I need the hanger doors open!” He looked at the others. “Everyone get onboard!”

Nelson nodded and stretched his hands towards the front of the space. The huge metal doors immediately started to creak, pulling apart and revealing the night outside and a demonic figure standing with a much smaller female human.

Corine ran forward with Copeland.

“There are lots of soldiers coming!” she shouted, while the Drak lowered his head, walking up the ramp with Kizzy carrying an unconscious Amos.


CHAPTER NINE




Marina sat on a sofa in a clean apartment, with captain Karen Ayers in front of her. On the coffee table was a computer tablet which the hybrid had just spent the last hour typing into.

“I think that’s everything that happened,” said Marina. Jess and Jasper were asleep in the other room, the dogs the same.

Ayers briefly smiled, picking up the tablet and switching it off. “That’s some story. I’m sorry about your husband.”

“Me too… Umm…”

“Yes?”

“What’s it like here? I mean, this apartment is great, but the others appeared dark? Not used? Where is everyone?”

“There are roughly four-hundred people spread out over the base. This is just one apartment complex, there are many others. Everybody that came with you, from Jankle will be housed in temporary accommodation that we have set aside in the industrial area. Before they can be moved to more suitable places.”

Marina noticed the captain did not answer the first part to her question, but she had been cold towards Marina’s attempt at small talk throughout the debriefing anyway.

Ayers stood. “Most on the base are human, so we keep normal daylight hours. The colonel will want to see all of the Alkrons in person, in the morning at zero eight hundred hours, if that is acceptable?”

“That’s fine.”

Marina followed the captain to the apartment door, but as she walked out into the hallway a final question came to her, something that had been scratching at her thoughts. “There was a man, standing just inside the base we were at earlier. What—”

“Narvaez?”

Marina nodded. “The colonel said he was the reason the tablets came to the island?”

Ayers stood in the hallway, facing away from the front door. “I’m not cleared to discuss the tablets, but Mr. Narvaez heads up a team of scientists that have studied the scourge.”

Ayers entered the stairwell before Marina could ask anything more. She went to walk back inside, but stopped. The night was still young and there were no vamps in a thousand mile radius.

Safe…

She briefly returned to the living room, grabbed the keys, then closed the door, quietly moving down the stairs, eventually ending up on the sidewalk. The captain’s car had already left. Her building was one of many, located along consecutive circles of roads with a much larger fenced off area at the center. She felt a breeze then spun around.

A handsome man with a mustache and short beard stood ten feet away.

“Sorry I did not mean to startle you,” he said.

For a moment she was lost for words, seeing she had just asked the captain about the very person standing in front of her. Now she could see him more clearly, she could see he was of similar age to her, or perhaps a few years younger.

He walked forward with his hand out. “I am—”

“Alfredo Narvaez. I saw you at the headquarters building.” She shook his hand, which felt warm and secure.

“Please, call me Fredo.”

“Okay… why—”

“Am I hanging around, outside your building?”

She smiled.

“That would be because you and your group are the first Alkrons I have come across for… a very long time. And I just wanted to say… ‘hello’… so hello.” He smiled as did she again, although she wasn’t why she did.

She looked at the dark buildings around them. “There’s nobody living here?”

He turned as well. “Not yet no. These buildings were kept for dignitaries from other countries, but umm as you can see, they did not make it here…” He turned back to her. “But you and your friends did…”

They started to walk together and she recounted the same story that she had told the captain, with the man by her side politely asking questions when there were pauses, which were few. She had no idea why she was opening up to a stranger, but she couldn’t shake the feeling she had met him before she had.

“It is remarkable that you and your friends made it here. And you do not know of Joel’s or the others’ whereabouts?”

For the first time since stepping off the ship she felt a tinge of sadness. “No…”

“Well, from what you have told me, he seems a very resourceful individual. If anyone can make it here, it will be him. And you think this… Rynon and his brother will attempt to come here?”

She stopped, not realizing how far they had walked. “How far have we walked?”

A wall with an iron gate sat in front of her, beyond which were trees which a drive dissected. In the distance an old residence stood, out of place against the modern apartments around it.

“Quite some way.”

She remembered his initial question. “Sorry, yes, if they know we are in Puerto Rico. I’m sure they will come here too. Especially knowing we have at least one of the tablets…”

She started to turn back but he remained near the gate. “This is me,” he said with a smile.

“This is you, what?” He looked back at the drive and mansion behind. “Oh… this is your… house…”

He produced a small black box and clicked, causing the iron gate to slowly open. “You are welcome to come in. Zelma makes the world’s best late night coffee.”

“Oh, no… I left Jess and Jasper alone. I really should be getting back.” She looked around trying to get a take on where she was.

“Um.” He walked closer to her, pointing to the distance. “If you take a left at the end of this lane, you will come to the main road. Follow that for about ten minutes, and then it’s just two rights, and a left. If I had a car I would drive you back myself, but unfortunately, fuel is heavily controlled here.”

“For the first time in a long time, I won’t mind getting a bit lost.”

He smiled, then moved towards the gate. “It has been a pleasure, Marina. I hope we can get to know each other more.”

She smiled as he turned and walked inside, the gate closing behind him. She lingered a few seconds longer than she needed to, then set off back to the apartment.


CHAPTER TEN




Kizzy pushed a wave of emotion somewhere deep, trying not to think about Amos still unconscious beside her, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that part of his condition was her fault. Despite her encounter with ‘Marge’ only being brief, she had completely believed the middle-aged woman was like her, captured by the corporation and that they would become friends. It hadn’t been the first time in her life she had too quickly presumed the best of someone and paid the price, but as she sat within the cargo hold and deafening sound of the four engines, she was determined it would be the last.

They had been in the air for thirty minutes and up front, Nelson sat in the left pilot’s seat, with Joel in the right and Copeland seated at the bottom of the stairs to the flight deck. A combination of the Drak’s instructions and Nelson’s limited experience of piloting a few planes from his service days had got them taxiing along the runway past the remains of single engine planes and the approaching humvees and soldiers. With throttle pushed forward and the flaps in the right position, they gained enough velocity and the heavy plane took to the air.

Barry looked at the palettes of boxes and crates which packed the central aisle. “What’s in them?” he said to Anna, seated to his right. Corine and Dalton were seated further away to his left.

“Probably nothing useful,” said the doctor. She looked down at the boy next to her. “You were very brave. It must have been scary.”

He nodded. “I guess. But I knew you, Joel and Dalton would save us.”

She smiled, then leaned her head back, allowing exhaustion to take her.







*****

Anna awoke with something tugging her arm. She looked up at Joel, who leaned in close. “We’re almost at Cancun for refueling. I don’t want to be on the ground for long. We don’t know what’s down there.”

She nodded. “How you feeling?”

He smiled. “Good. You?”

“Relieved.”

He looked along the aisle to Kizzy cradling Amos’s head in her lap. “How’s he doing?”

She shook her head. “He’s unconscious, but there are no external or obvious internal injuries, so it must be something else, something connected to what he did, stopping that son of a bitch.”

“Will he come out of it?”

Her mouth opened but her lack of response gave Joel’s his answer. He nodded and moved towards the entrance to the flight deck, passing Barry sleeping, laying across two seats and the same for Corine who had her head resting on Dalton’s shoulder.

As the engine pitch changed and the plane descended the others woke. Up front Nelson made use of Joel’s eyes to keep lined up with the runway, which was just a thin gray strip amongst dark shadows. They both watched the altimeter as Nelson lowered the flaps. Below, the coastal city was as dark as the sky above.

The plane landed with a bump, and he instantly pulled back on the throttle as they moved along the runway, then applied the brakes and they slowed to a stop.

“You should see a hanger at the end of the runway,” shouted Copeland. “That is where the fuel truck should be.”

“It’s hard to see anything,” replied Joel. “It’s too dark even for me.”

“Go to the end and you will see it.”

A heavy clang of clawed feet was just about audible over the engines, and then a light appeared on the instrument panel.

“One of the side doors is open,” said Nelson.

Joel went to go check, when a shadow moved across the lights of the plane and swept through the air towards the dark blocks of buildings a few hundred yards to their left. “I need to go with him.” Nelson nodded in reply and Joel descended the stairs instantly feeling the cool breeze on his face from the open crew door. He walked into the cargo hold and looked across at Anna. “I’m going outside to make sure the fuel is there. Nelson needs you up top to help him steer. Close the door after I jump out.” She nodded as he dropped to the concrete and sped off into the shadows. She pulled on the cable and closed the door, while Barry appeared by her side.

“Are we getting out here?” 

“Not unless we have too.”

Joel jogged across the concrete, the thunderous four engines of the plane being the only sound in any direction as it followed on behind. A few hundred yards to his left sat the black silhouette of the airport, but his target were the curved roofs of the buildings ahead. Near one of of them he sensed the Drak and ran to it, getting to the entrance just as Copeland kicked in the smallest of the doors. He ducked down and moved inside.

Joel switched on his flashlight and followed. Unlike the clean hanger they had found the transport plane in, this one was full of parts of aircraft. Nose cones sat near sections of fuselages, with ladders rising to huge exposed engines hanging from cranes.

“Over here!” said Copeland, his voice filling the space.

Joel moved along narrow avenues, between the forgotten bones of aircrafts until he found the Drak standing near a green truck with a large canister at its back.

“This! This is our fuel!”

Joel swung his light back to the heavy metal refuse covering the path to the hanger main doors and sighed. “It’s going to take a while to clear all this stuff out of the way.”

Copeland walked forward to a tail fin from a passenger plane and leaned on it. “Then we should get started.”

Back on the plane, Anna got the message from Joel and Nelson powered down the engines.

“We should stay on the plane,” said Joel to Dalton who was opening the crew door at the bottom of the stairs from the flight deck.

“Ain’t spending more time in this tin-can. I want some air.” He walked down the steps.

“Don’t go far!”

Corine appeared from the cargo hold with Barry in tow. “We want to go out as well.”

Anna frowned. “Fine, but stay together, and take this.” She descended the stairs and handed Corine the military radio. “Joel’s on the other end. If you run into trouble, let him know.”

She nodded and walked down the metal steps with Barry close behind.

“Stay with Corine!” Anna shouted to him. He nodded over his shoulder with an excited smile. Anna continued into the cargo hold, walking to Kizzy. “If you want to go outside, I can look after him…”

Kizzy shook her head. “I’m staying.”

Anna kneeled and held her finger to Amos’s neck. “His pulse is strong. This must be some kind of healing process his body is going through. I’m sure he’ll wake up.” She went to move away, when an extended hand grabbed hers.

“He couldn’t do it anymore…”

“He lost his abilities?”

“Yes, but he didn’t want anyone to know. That’s why he couldn’t stop the wolves when they attacked. But he knew he was our only chance when that smoke man had Dalton.”

Anna sat. “He’ll wake up Kizzy, and when he does we’ll be in a place where the Corporation aren’t. A place we can start again.”

Corine and Barry walked quickly across the concrete towards the main airport building. A stiff breeze brushed across them both.

“Do you think the candy will still be good in duty free?” he said to her.

“Shit. I’m going to find out!”

They laughed and increased their speed to a jog, soon reaching a nondescript door at the side of the building.

“Agh, I should have brought a flashlight,” said Corine.

“Can’t you see in the dark like the others?”

She shook her head with a frown that Barry could hardly make out. “Nah. Can’t see better, smell better, all that stuff’s the same.” She placed her hand on the handle and turned. The door swung open to blackness.

“Maybe we should go back,” said Barry.

“We’ve been in the air for eight hours with just blood to drink. Which is great, don’t get me wrong, but I need some sugar.” She walked forward. “Just hold on to my belt. We’ll go slow.”

They walked into the stairwell, her hands finding the handrail, and both started ascending.

With Copeland holding the engine, Joel pushed the crane at the bottom across the floor, scratching groves in the previously smooth surface until it crashed up against a row of other pieces of planes and machinery. He took a moment to let out a breath.

“You tire?” said Copeland.

“I’m fine. That looks like it. You got the keys to the truck?”

“Yes, they are kept within the wheel arch…”

Joel could tell the Drak had more to say. “Yeah?”

“My son…”

“What about him?”

Copeland looked away. “Do you know if he is okay… is he safe?”

“Last I know he would have been on his way to the island with the others.”

Copeland nodded to himself then realized the small hybrid was standing directly below, looking up.

“I don’t know what the fuck you did to him to make him so scared of you. But you should know, if you try and harm him when we get to Puerto Rico…”

Copeland looked away.

Joel frowned, then jogged over to the truck and felt up under the wheel arch not finding anything. He tried the second and a set of keys fell to the floor. He held the radio to his lips. “Anna? We’re ready to do the refueling. Over.” Only static came from the speaker. He looked at the walls of metal around him, then unlocked the driver’s door and climbed up. As he started the engine a clang and screeching of metal rang out, as Copeland heaved and pushed the huge door, spanning twenty feet, upwards. Joel drove the truck forward but stopped when the door couldn’t be pushed any higher, still not being clear of the truck’s roof. The Drak beat his huge wings, taking to the air, but couldn’t budge it the few feet it needed to be lifted. He landed with a frustrated grunt.

Joel nudged the truck up against the door, then pushed the driver’s door open and jumped up on the roof. “Do your flying thing again, when I pull upwards.”

Copeland took to the air once again, his clawed wings beating inches from Joel’s face as they both stressed and strained their scourge enhanced muscles and the door jolted upwards a few more feet. The Drank landed, while Joel slumped to his knees, then quickly slid off the roof to the door seal, climbed into the seat and drove the truck forward, under the door and towards the plane.

At the back of the runway, Dalton slowed to a jog, then a walk. A rich darkness enveloped a forest which ran the full length of his view, which for some reason he had no desire to explore, so he walked towards it, his curiosity being peeked. Decay hung in the air, but this wasn’t the kind he had become used too. He walked into the darkness, his eyes quickly adjusting to the lack of light, and pushed past branches and trunks and a rich undergrowth which swallowed him to his waist when he came to a clearing. A pile of rotting things, almost as tall as the trees around him, sat at its center. Instinctively he started to change form, but kept himself mostly human, and looked around at any possible danger, but couldn’t see any. He walked forward snapping bones as he went until he was just feet away from a wall of skulls, not of people but of vamps. Something had eaten them.

A mile away Corine and Barry walked across a large room with a low ceiling and dark shapes scattered across the floor.

“There are suitcases everywhere,” she said, kicking something which collapsed into pieces. “This must be luggage collection. We just gotta go through here to get to the departure lounge, then its candy heaven.”

Barry gave a nervous laugh, but then wrinkled his nose. “Whys it smell so bad?”

“Pfft, bad food or something, I dunno.”

Moving around a corner, huge multi-planeled windows allowed faint light from the sky to light rows of seats, and across to the right stood racks of chip packets, with seemingly fully stocked shelves just behind.

“We have a winner!” shouted Corine. She took off towards the entrance of the open plan store, Barry’s hand slipping from her belt.

“Hey slow—” A distant noise from behind made him spin around. His head flicked back to Corine who had arrived at the store and was busy opening a packet. The noise happened again, pulling his attention back to the luggage area. He took a step forward. “Hello?” There was no response. An odor wafted across his nose making him put his hand to it and he continued slowly walking to the corner wall which was lit with a hint of light from the windows behind. He peered into the dark of the large room they had transgressed, straining his eyes, trying to decipher one black form from another.

“Barry!” shouted Corine from the lounge, making him jump. He turned and started to walk towards her when something moved tens of yards behind him. He slowly turned back, daring not to move too quickly and scanned from one side of the dark room to the other, his eyes jumping from shadow to shadow when…

His breath stopped in his chest. One of the shadows had eyes, with a green mist emanating from them, and they were rising, higher and higher, until they stopped just below the ceiling.

He spun around and ran towards the store as something heavy beat against the floor, pushing things out of its way.

Corine heard the commotion and saw the boy running towards her as he reentered the dimly lit area of seats. At first her brain couldn’t make sense of the ten foot high shadow that was almost on top of him, but then she saw the eyes, and the claws and screamed.

Outside, the pipes from the truck were connected to the side of the plane, the truck’s engine powering the pump that was sending the fuel into the tanks.

Joel heard the faint scream at the same time he saw Dalton running towards him.

Dalton skidding to a stop, out of breath. “We got to get the hell out of—”

 A roar, so primal in nature it caused both men to become their Alkron versions, was quickly followed by the sound of glass shattering.

“It’s coming from the central airport building,” said Joel. They went to run in that direction when static then Barry’s voice burst his radio.

“Help! Help u—” The signal cut out.

“Hello? Barry? Are you there?”

They sprinted forward, into the dark, towards the three story building.

Anna, Nelson and Kizzy ran down the plane stairs to the concrete as the other two were lost to the gloom. Kizzy went to move off after them, but Anna’s hand flicked across her. “No, stay here.” She looked at Nelson. “Copelands got a crate of guns inside. Grab the largest caliber ones you can find.”

Inside the large building the creature tore and flailed at the row of metal seats which it was entangled within, easily slicing the metal with its two foot long claws. Corine stood at the back of the store, her arms outstretched, directing another set of chairs to slam into the thing she had no conception of. Its form was of a bear, but its skull was more cat-like, and as it slashed at anything metal she could fling through the air at it, she swore it was partly covered in scales like a lizard.

Barry was crouched in terror behind her, and when the woman in front of him started to cough, he was filled with a different kind of fear. He quickly turned and ran out of the store, taking his ability with him, or that was his hope.

Corine coughed again, her chest feeling heavy and she doubled over trying desperately to dislodge the only metal left that she could sense, the girders across the ceiling above her. But it was no good and she collapsed to the tiled floor, her hands popping chip packets, spilling their contents. The creature roared again, but this time its fury was closer.

I’m going to die, she thought as she spluttered, trying to crawl away from the thing lumbering towards her, the ground trembling.

Another roar, this one less in guttural ferocity but just as fear inducing, echoed around the walls, and the thudding of clawed feet stopped. She managed to stand and look out over a counter just as Dalton leaped onto the creature’s back, his size dwarfed by the thing he was wrestling with.

Joel ran into the store. “Are you okay? Where’s Barry?”

The creature clawed at its back trying but just missing the werewolf behind it.

Corine looked into the dark corridor beside her. “Along there, he went that way.”

Joel grabbed her hand and pulled in that direction, while she looked back.

“We can’t leave him!”

Joel pulled harder, almost dragging her into the dark, he coughed slightly as they ran forward, using the stinging in his throat as a guide as to where the boy had gone, and finally found an open door and heard the young heart beat. “Barry! You in here! We have to go, now!”

More roars came from the lounge along the corridor as the patter of feet came from outside, and Dalton in his human form, slammed into the doorframe, almost falling to his knees. “We have to go, it won’t be down for long…” he said between breaths, blood seeping from lacerations.

Barry appeared from behind a shelf as distant crashing and crunching echoed around the walls outside.

Joel peeked into the hallway looking towards the lounge, which was now completely silent but he could sense a creature lost to the darkness down there. He swung his light’s beam the other way. Stores sat on both sides of a wide, empty thoroughfare. He waved the others towards him. “We’re going to run,” he said in a low voice. “Find some stairs, then get back to the plane. Lets go.”

At the plane Anna stood with an M4 in her hand, as did Nelson. The truck’s pump continued to push fuel along the pipe and it was the only sound that filled the night. “Come on Joel,” she said under her breath.

Joel and the others descended some stairs they had found as quietly as they could, but with each passing step a stench grew stronger. Dalton recognized the smell. He tried to make an effort to warn those around him but it was taking all his strength to stay upright. With the others he arrived at the ground floor and Joel pushed open the exit.

His flashlight hit upon a wall of broken bodies, stacked or rather thrown into piles, hardly allowing any room to walk between.

“Oh, hell no,” said Corine not wanting to leave the stairwell.

Joel turned to convince her that this was the only way they could go, when a roar reverberated through the walls and she scuttled forward into the corridor, bringing Barry with her.

They moved as quickly as they could, walking across decaying appendages, while Joel shone his flashlight at any signs still readable, and not covered in red stains. One indicated an exit and he eagerly pushed it open. They came out between buildings, each person enjoying the fresher air.

Joel whirled around trying to orientate himself. “This way.”

They ran along the sidewalk between concrete walls, trying to stretch their senses into the shadows, eventually coming out to a junction. The sound of the rumbling fuel truck’s engine came from their left.

“Through that gate!” said Joel.

Passing an abandoned checkpoint, they moved past bent and twisted metal gates and were soon running towards the points of light at the end of the runway.

“Get the plane’s engines started!” shouted Joel, running towards Anna and Nelson.

Nelson hesitated. “I…”

“Pull the pipes free, and get the blades turning, we’re leaving!” shouted Anna. She turned back to the group of four that were halfway across the huge expanse, their flashlight bobbing up and down, when a crash of glass was following by a heavy thump behind them.

Corine and Barry pushed their muscles as much as could, as Dalton staggered along with them. Joel looked over his shoulder just catching glimpses of a huge shadowy form beating the concrete, gaining on them.

Anna ran forward as the two youngest rushed past her and jumped straight up the steps and onto the plane. Dalton reached out catching her arm to stop himself from falling. She threw her M4 back to Joel, who immediately spun around and started firing at the creature who was bounding at them. Neon streams sliced through the air, but appeared to not slow the truck-sized monster down. He could now feel the ground shaking and it wasn’t just from the plane’s engines.

He kneeled to get better aim and fired again, the projectiles finding their target but having no affect.

“Joel!” shouted Anna from the crew door behind. “Come on!”

The plan was slowly rotating on the runway.

He looked at the encroaching creature, which was easily big enough to destroy a part of the plane, then back at her, waving her away. “Get moving, I’ll catch up!”

Anxiety washed across her face, but she stepped back inside and climbed up to the cockpit.

Joel kept firing until his trigger finger produced nothing, and went to ready his claws when he caught sight of the fuel truck. Running to it, he pulled the door open and starting the engine. Without pause he floored the gas and surged forward, slamming into the side of the creature and sending it careening across the concrete and wailing in pain. But it scrambled back to its feet and leaped at the truck, smashing the vehicle so hard it tilted and fell to its side.

The sound of a frenzy of claws slicing through metal pulled Joel from the daze of hitting his skull against the inside of the cabin and he climbed up, then immediately fell back in as a paw with inches of razor sharp bony protrusions smashed into the door, then pulled it from its hinges.

Through the splinted windscreen he just made out the lights of the plane moving away and kicked the glass, then crawled out, leaping to the ground and broke into a sprint towards the aircraft that was picking up speed. The ground shook from the galloping creature behind as he pushed his limbs, the hot foul breath from the growls and snarls smothering his senses.

Amongst the glare of the twin tail lights he could see the loading ramp was down, but the plane was almost at takeoff speed and the thing was almost on him.

A gust of wind knocked him forward as the creature screeched in pain. Joel saw the shadow of wings around him, but kept on running and in a final push jumped onto the ramp as the plane left the earth. He walked forward into Anna’s embrace and turned around to see an almost prehistoric scene of a demonic creature diving and clawing, while the thing on the ground leaped and slashed at its sky born attacker. One huge impact sent Copeland barreling to the ground. He slowly got to his clawed feet as the plane gained altitude and as the beast hurled itself at him again, he took to the air once more, just evading the lunge.

Anna leaned in close to Joel. “We can leave him, Joel. All we have to do is raise the ramp and soon he won’t be able to get back on board.”

He looked into her eyes, momentarily unsure of what to do, then shook his head.

Copeland’s huge wings beat as the two of them stepped back, and the Drak landed on the ramp falling to his knees, then stood again and staggered forward into the cargo hold.

Joel turned and walked through the plane, ascended the stairs and sat heavy in the copilot’s seat. “Raise the loading ramp.”

Nelson leaned forward and flicked a switch. He then tapped a nearby gauge and leaned back in his chair. “We got a problem…”

“What?”

“We haven’t got enough fuel to get us to the island.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN




Barking dogs and shouting kids jolted Marina back to full consciousness. She could feel the sun sliding above the horizon without having to open her eyes, but did so anyway. Someone was knocking at the apartment’s front door, and then a different person was knocking at her bedroom’s.

“I’m coming, hold up,” she said, then opened the door to Jess.

“There’s someone at the—”

“I know.” Marina walked through the hall and peered through the spyhole at Carla, standing on the other side. She pulled the latch aside and opened the door.

“Have you had a rest? Because we got a meeting to get to.”

She hadn’t, with the night being a mixture of confused obsessive thoughts about a certain archeologist, worry about those that they left behind on the mainland and tentative plans for the future. She braved a smile regardless. “Sure—” She stepped back.

“I can’t come in. We’re already late. It was the best night’s rest I’ve had in a while. I guess it helps for the floor not to be swaying, who knew.”

“I’ll have to bring Jess, Jasper and the dogs.”

Carla smiled, that’s fine.

Soon, she was better dressed and packed into the back of the humvee with the kids and animals, with Carla in the front passenger’s seat, and a male soldier driving. A light rain fell upon the road which wound through a forest.

“Have you had a chance to see much of the base yet?” said Carla.

“No… well, I went for a walk—”

“It’s amazing,” said Carla over her shoulder. “They got a swimming pool, gyms, their own stores.” She looked back to the road and trees. “It’s almost like how it was before…”

“Do you know if there’s been any word from the others?”

“You mean Joel?”

“Yeah.”

“Not that I’ve been told, but I’ve only been given limited access. Hopefully we’ll find out more this morning.”

The road emerged into fields on both sides, with people working with trowels between rows of dirt mounds.

“They have started to grow their own crops,” said Carla. She looked at the young man in uniform to her left. “Private Garcia tells me they have a few hundred acres and plans for a few thousand, enough food eventually for who is on the island.”

Marina politely smiled knowing that Carla was referring to the humans on the island as she just needed the red stuff. But then, no humans, no blood.

They moved onto smaller roads, which were surrounded by block-like white and cream, metal and brick buildings, the warehouses she had been told about before. People milled around the entrances watching the humvee pass by. They were moving past forests again, until coming out to a large clearing and the large multi-storied headquarters, with sloped roof which ran all the way to the ground. They stopped just outside the entrance, with other vehicles already parked up.

“Garcia will look after Jess and Jasper… and the dogs,” said Carla, who noticed the frown on the face of the man next to her and couldn’t help but smile.

Marina hesitated.

Garcia turned around with his own smile, looking at the youngsters. “Hey kids, how about we go and explore the park nearby?” Jasper smiled but Jess looked doubtful.

“It’ll be fine, Jess. I should’t be too long.”

The private continued his sales pitch. “And I think they might have some ice cream…”

“Really?” said Jess and Carla at the same time.

The private laughed. “Sure, I know a guy.”

A short while later, Marina and Carla were walking up a wide staircase, past multiple floors until reaching one of the highest, which gave a fine view of the base and island beyond, with gray skies above. Two guards waited outside the meeting room.

“Sorry, I’m late. I’m captain Carla Antos, and this is—”

One of the guards opened the door.

“Thanks.”

They both walked inside. The room looked more akin to a corporate boardroom, than a space within a building that was more bunker than offices. Various uniformed and non-uniformed people sat around a long table, most of whom the women didn’t recognize. At the head of the table was the general, with the colonel to her left and Gus and Clement to her right. Marina spotted Alfredo about two seats further down, seated next to Amanda and Maddison. She tried to catch his gaze, but he was the one person in the room not looking at her.

“Sorry we’re late,” said Carla.

“Only by five minutes,” said the general. Carla couldn’t tell if she was being sarcastic or not, but the older woman continued. “Take a seat. As I was saying, most of my people have now been debriefed and I believe some of you here have had a chance this morning to read through the long and difficult road we have had to get to his beautiful island.” She sighed. “I had hoped Jankle could survive what the corporation threw at it, but it turned out I underestimated the kings’ resolve to destroy human settlements.”

“We also thought us having one of the brothers, would stop the attack,” said Clement. “And look how that worked out.”

“Yes, and we don’t even know what happened to the rescue mission to find the doctor, but we have to assume the worst seeing we have not heard from them.”

An emptiness wanted to open within Marina, but she suppressed it best she could. Now was not the time for grieving. That could come after she established a home for her and the kids.

The colonel looked around the newcomers. “In the early days we had it bad here, and there were a few times there when we weren’t sure if we would come through the outbreak. A large percentage of the island fell to the scourge, but the people that were left, we managed to keep alive, and more than that, managed to form into a community, which is who lives within the bases walls today. With the influx from Jankle and the more kick-ass individuals—” He looked at the general who smiled in returned. “— that stepped off that ship, I feel good about the future. People is what we were lacking to fully get this island working again, and now we have them.” He looked at Marina, as did most of the others. “I want you to know that despite what the scourge did to you, we don’t think of you as monsters.” He looked around the others again. “We already had a few Alkrons here before you arrived, and they have been very useful in helping keeping things running around here. We run a blood donation program for ourselves and for those that need it. So you don’t have to worry about that.”

“Right then,” said the general. “On to pressing matters. As some of you already know we brought the third tablet with us, which is now—” she looked at Alfredo. “Is in the hands of doctor Narvaez’s team. What most of you here do not know, is we think we have located another of the king’s tombs. Using my blood to reactivate the tablet we used it to—” Marina detected a heart rate spike from the archeologist, which then quickly dissipated. “— give us information on the final of the original four Sumerian King’s, known as Freon. And as I have told the doctor and Winston, the tablet told us the tomb is located deep within this island’s cave system.”

Marina looked at Alfredo who was looking down.

“However the doctor thinks this is highly unlikely…”

Most eyes fell upon Alfredo, who looked up at Galloway, then at those looking at him. “I have studied the cave network on this island for over a decade as my father did before me. And even though it is true we have not explored every inch of it, we have never come across any evidence of such a location within the caves.”

“But there are legends though,” said Maddison, pushing her oversized glasses up her nose. “Correct?”

He looked across to her, Marina felt, stifling a frown. “There are as many legends as there were groups that inhabited this island, young lady.”

“But there is a legend, one of the earliest, that mentions there was a fountain of youth within the caves, that if you were willing to give your soul to a particular deity, and if you were judged honorable, that it would grant you external life. You know that legend?”

Alfredo sighed. “Of course. There are many similar tales from hundreds of cultures across the world. Puerto Rico is no different.”

The young woman leaned forward. “But don’t you see? A fountain of youth?” She looked around the others at the table. “How similar is that to what the scourge has done to Alkrons? And now the tablet tells us Freon’s tomb is here? That can’t be coincidence.”

Winston looked at the archeologist. “She has a point, Alfredo.”

“Yes she does,” said the general. “And we have no time to waste. If we can find this tomb, locate the sarcophagi, and bring this king back to the modern world, perhaps he will enable us to defeat what’s on the mainland.”

“I’m still not clear on how he would do that?” said Clement.

Galloway looked perturbed by the interjection. “I’m not a scientist, Clement. Maybe he knows how the scourge was started and how it can be stopped, or maybe just wants revenge on the remaining kings. Either way, we want him in our corner.” She looked at Alfredo. “I understand your reluctance to explore old caves, but I want an expeditionary team sent to the coordinates we have got from the tablet—” she looked at her watch. “— by thirteen hundred hours.” This time Alfredo did frown, but nodded. She looked at the others around the table. “Because I can assure you, the king’s won’t let any human colony stand, and that includes the one on this island. Now, moving to the business of the island’s resources…”

A short while later Marina was outside sitting on a bench in a playground, watching Jess and Jasper climb a small set of stairs then slide down the other side, giggling all the way. Flint was barking at them, while Shadow seemed content to sit by her side and watch. She looked at the space on the wooden seat to her side and a wave of sadness moved through her. She swallowed and looked back at the children, trying to find refuge in their joy. Footsteps came from the main building and continued growing close but she resisted turning around, she knew who was approaching anyway.

“You didn’t seem too happy in that meeting,” she said to Alfredo, keeping her eyes on the playground. He walked to her side and gestured towards the empty spot. “Please.”

He smiled. “It was that obvious.”

She looked at him. “Yes.”

“From early on, after the scourge hit these shores, and the civilian authorities were wiped out, the colonel has been in control… with help from others. And that is the reason your children are playing in front of you now and not running from vamps.”

“You think he should still be in control?”

“Ha, well he is a soldier, and outranked by the general. Far be it from me to argue against that, but Galloway and those close to her have not lived here, they did not have to go through what we did. We know this island…” He sighed. “I do not want to lose what we have.”

She looked back at the playground. “I don’t want you to lose it too… the general though made good choices before. Jankle would never have survived as long as it did without her. Maybe this place can last longer, because it’s an island… Unless vamps can swim.”

He chortled. “I do not think they can, but do not quote me on that!” They both laughed. “Well, I hope you are right because if you are not…”

She turned, looking directly in his eyes. “I want this place to be my home, Fredo. There is nowhere else to run. I will defend it will my life.”

He nodded in silent agreement as she looked back to her kids. “When we explore the caves. I would like you to come with us. What do you say?” He noticed her hesitation. “I will find someone I trust to look after them while you are gone, and it should only be a few hours. I do not expect us to find anything!”

She smiled while nodding. “I would like that.”


CHAPTER TWELVE




Nelson placed the notebook on his lap, then looked at Joel in the copilot’s seat. “So we got ourselves a good and base news situation.” Both were wearing headphones and talking into the attached mikes. 

“Bad news first.”

Outside the sun beamed across a clear sky and the tops of clouds which they were flying over.

“We got enough fuel to get most of the way to Puerto Rico.”

“Okay…”

“And that’s also the bad news. We’re going to have to put her down somewhere over Haiti, if we’re lucky maybe as far as the border with the Dominican Republic.”

Joel looked away in thought. “The earlier we land the more vamps we have to fight through to get to the east coast.” He looked at Nelson. “Can we make it to the border?”

“Maybe, but we’ll be running on fumes. If we were lighter, I reckon we’d make it and that’s if there’s a runway there. You know what’s in those crates in the hold?”

“No idea, but why don’t we find out.” He placed the headphones on the seat, and descended the steps to the cargo hold, and examined the first of the huge crates. He then looked along the aisle at the winged creature taking up three seats.

“What’s wrong?” said Anna seated near Joel.

“We need to be lighter.” He walked to Copeland, who looked up.

“What do you want?”

“What’s in these crates?”

“What is it to you?”

“Because the lighter we are, the further we can fly.”

“Are we going to crash in the sea?” said Corine anxiously.

Joel turned to her. “No. We can make it to Haiti—”

“We’re not going to the island?” said Barry.

Other concerns flew at Joel. He raised his hands. “We’re not going to crash. We’ll find a safe place to land, but we can’t make it all the way to Puerto Rico. We don’t have the fuel. But—” He looked back to Copeland. “If we were to lose some weight—”

The Drak sprung up, hitting the curved ceiling and making something there creak. “This is my plane! And my crates!”

Dalton stood, as did Kizzy. Joel didn’t budge, but had to lean back someway to keep the gaze of the creature leering over him. “I appreciate what you’ve done for us, helping us get this far. But we need to lose weight. Otherwise we land on the ground, and have to fight a long way to the east coast. Or we fly longer and fight less. What would you rather do?”

The Drak let out a breath looking away, then to the crates. “You can get rid of the first two, but the last one stays.”

Joel looked at the first five-foot square metal net covered box. “I can live with that.”







*****

A three vehicle convoy of humvees weaved between abandoned cars and trucks, on an eight-lane road. Fast food restaurants sat between palm trees at the side, as the rain began to fall heavier.

Marina sat in the middle truck, with a dark-haired woman to her right who had been introduced as Sophia, one of Alfredo’s team, and the man himself was in the front passenger’s seat, while a soldier drove.

They moved past what appeared to have been the scene of a battle with a burned out armored personnel carrier and small walls of sandbags, then took an exit and moved onto the highway. It wasn’t long after leaving the outskirts that the lanes had reduced and a rich dense green forest slid by on both sides.

“How do you know there are no vamps out here?” said Marina, trying to look into the gaps between the leaves.

“We don’t,” said Alfredo. “But vamps need blood and the city is where that is. The last attempt to climb the fence was a month ago, so we assume there are no more.”

As Marina looked further into the shadows of the lush tropical vegetation, his comment sounded more like hope than a concrete plan, but that was good enough for now.

As they moved deeper inland, heading west, he told stories of how he met Sophia and some of the discoveries they had made on the island. Marina smiled and nodded when appropriate, but had trouble staying engaged. The landscape around them was too idyllic. She was on vacation after the world had ended, and grinned despite what her instincts were telling her, that the corporation were coming. It was just a matter of when and how they would be stopped when they arrived. Looking for a mythical fourth king seemed like a waste of time. The island needed to prepare, but then, maybe that’s exactly what Galloway was doing back at the headquarters.

The hour to the cave system felt like minutes and she was surprised when they slowed near a turnoff with a large curved sign above it. “This cave system is the one?” she said.

Alfredo frowned. “That is what the longitude and latitude indicate.” He looked over his shoulder to Sophia. “But we have explored these caves many times, us and other archeologists and sure there are unexplored areas, which are impossible to get to and history that goes back thousands of years, but nothing more than that. This is not Egypt, there are no ‘hidden’ rooms to be discovered.”

The convoy passed under the sign, then past a ticket booth and along a single winding road, bordered by a forest and with red and yellow blooms almost lost to the undergrowth.

“It’s beautiful here,” said Marina.

Alfredo nodded. “Yes, that is something the scourge could not take that away.”

They passed an empty parking lot, as the road curved around ending in another. The vehicles parked up and everyone got out onto puddle infested concrete, including Evan with excitement in his eyes. The rain had stopped with hints of blue amongst the clouds.

Marina looked around as soldiers waved their assault rifles at the damp forest around them, and Alfredo, Sophia and Maddison placed backpacks on their backs. He passed one to Evan then Marina who did the same, then held up a plastic device with a small digital readout and a series of numbers. He moved it left and right then settled on the correct direction.

“This way,” he said.

They moved along a concrete path, four soldiers ahead of them and four behind, heading towards a series of single-story buildings. Sat against one of the white walls was a tourist buggy with accompanying train.

They moved further in, passing restaurants and signs mentioning ‘tickets, this way’ in English and Spanish while Alfredo kept his eyes on his electronic guide. Marina kept her attention on the wall of trunks, branches and leaves, tens of yards away, as did the soldiers around her.

The drenched ground angled downwards as the forest climbed steep slopes in the opposite direction, and they moved into a concrete walled structure with a set of stairs that descended deeper.

Alfredo turned to the group. “This is where we start to enter the cave system. There are probably no vamps here, but we will be in a tight space, so stay alert.”

Marina nodded, being more nervous than the human soldiers around her, who in turn switched on flashlights strapped to their helmets.

They quickly ascended two flights to another, longer tunnel and kept going, turning a corner to a huge jagged, stalactite covered cave entrance lost in a sea of vegetation. The path moved steeply down into it, which they followed and Marina looked up as the sky became an ever shrinking patch of brightness. They walked past ancient rock faces covered in green flora, moving deeper until finally the sun had been extinguished completely and their light beams lit beige and yellow walls of a cave interior.

Shadows clung to the walls but Marina could see through them and was amazed at how far back the space went.

Alfredo waved his box around, then moved off along the path. “This way.”

The group bent down to move under a low hanging ledge and emerged into a cathedral-sized area, with small whispers of sunlight visible through breaks in the cave ceiling above them. Towers of rock as big as redwoods sat on both sides of the path, while other structures extended all the way to the ceiling, combining with rock teeth which threatened to crush anyone beneath.

The path ended and Alfredo looked back at the others. “This is as far as the visitors go. But my little box here is saying we need to go further.”

“Is that a problem?” said Maddison.

He leaned over the guardrail to where the cave fell away to a void. “See for yourself.”

Maddison looked down, lighting surging, rushing water.

“Even without the recent rain, we would need diving equipment to explore those other tunnels, with no hope of finding anything!”

Maddison looked at Evan then Marina. “They can do it.”

“Err… what?” said Marina.

“Are you insane?” said the archeologist. “They may have many abilities we do not, but they can still drown!”

Marina wasn’t actually sure she would, but she had no desire to find out.

Before the young scientist and Alfredo could argue some more, Evan had grabbed the GPS device and was over and off the edge of the cliff. A large splash quickly followed and everyone looked over the rail in shock.

Evan flailed amongst the turbulent waters and was quickly lost from sight as the river moved into another tunnel.

“Shit,” said Marina. She climbed over the rail and dropped into the oily depths as voices shouted at her from above.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN




Bubbles mixed with flickers of light as Marina’s flashlight went out. She was submerged within the torrent, swept along with no control over where she was heading. Solid rock surfaces came and went, some she bounced off with a crack or a scrape, her hybrid healing quickly mending the damage until a hand grabbed her arm and pulled her free from the chaos.

She landed on a smooth rock plateau and took her first breath in minutes. She still wasn’t sure if she could drown or not, but water spluttered from her mouth when she tried to speak. Hitting the side of her hardhat produced a weak beam, giving a limited view of where she was.

Evan stood a few yards in front of her in a small cave, waving the box across what appeared to be a sheer wall of rock, with a network of vines entrenched across it.

“The last reading on the GPS said we go through here, but there is no ‘here’, it’s just rock.”

Marina slowly stood. “That wasn’t very smart, Evan. You could have been killed.”

He started to pulled the reeds and branches away. “We’re hybrids. We can’t die remember. Anyway, nobody made you come with me. I was fine.”

“You know that’s not—” She noticed a patch of rock which appeared smoother than the area around it, and walked forward.

“What is it?” he said.

She cleared more leaves away revealing a split in the surface which looked rectangular and before he could tell her to stop, she pushed her palm into it, pushing the square inwards. She turned around to him crouched, his hands over his head. “What you so—”

The ground shook with dust falling from the ceiling just feet above their heads, and in the beams from their flashlights the rock wall slid slowly away. They both stood, mesmerized, until it and the ground stopped moving.

“Have you not seen the movies!” he shouted, looking in three different directions at once. “You push shit in old caves and you’re on the end of a spike! Or a giant—” he looked upwards. “Boulder crushes you!”

“I admit, this is weird. Never seen a stone wall do that before, but look around, nothings trying to kill you.” She looked back at the void that had opened up. “There’s another tunnel. Lets go.”

Stalactites and their inverse brethren, meshed together to form walls which they quickly made their way past, but the deeper they moved into the heart of the earth the more regular the shapes appeared on the surface of the tunnel, until they were clearly moving through an artificially created space. She stopped and drew her fingers across ridges and raised areas. “This wall’s been… constructed. This is no longer a cave…” She looked at the smooth ceiling. “I think we’re somewhere else…”

“I knew it!..”

She looked along the tunnel, which narrowed. “I think there’s an end up there.” They quickly arrived at another rock face, but on this one were distinct lines.

“That… looks like a—”

“Another stone door.” She looked at the walls on both sides for any holes and then at the ceiling inches above her head. Maybe the movies were going to be right. She looked at Evan. “You ready?” He nodded and she placed both hands on the four-foot wide surface and pushed, but this time nothing happened.

Evan held up his positioning system, which now showed ‘Error’ on its screen, then looked back at the vertical stone slab. “This has to be it.”

She looked at her hands, the palms of which were completely covered in dust and grime, then at Evan. “If it’s true, and a fourth Alkron king is behind this door, which...” she studied it again. “I can’t see any keyhole for. What else would be used to gain entry?” She already had an answer and waited for the young man to catch up, but after a few seconds of him not knowing she licked her finger revealing a dried smear of blood from her earlier aquatic journey through the cave system.

“Blood!” he shouted.

“Yup.” She placed her cleaner hand back on the cold surface and this time the ground trembled and the solid block of stone slid back as before. As it did a rush of cool air emerged from the widening gap and once it was big enough for her to squeeze through, she pushed past into a cavern so large it dwarfed the earlier ones at the entrance.

“Woah…” said Evan behind her.

Sunlight filtered through leaves and plants hundreds of feet up in the ceiling, lighting a central mound, upon which sat a large ornate sarcophagi, covered in reeds and flowers.

“We found it!” His excitement was momentarily tinged with sadness. This was a culmination of many late nights and hours spent studying with his grandfather. He would have been proud to have found it with him.

They both walked forward across stone slabs in silence until the GPS box beeped, making them both jump.

Evan held it up. “Hey, we got a signal and… yeah, this is it. Exactly where it should be.”

But Marina didn’t care. She walked up a series of stone steps, each one with symbols carved into it, until reaching the summit, some twenty feet above the temple floor and ripped the plants that had taken root across the kings resting place. It wasn’t long before she could see the guilt metal and stone surface, still reflective despite its age, and on the sides, stone etchings depicting battles. She went to place her hand on its surface but hesitated, then went to move her hand forward again.

“Hey don’t touch it!” said Evan stopping her. “We don’t know what kind of magic or technology it is. Maybe touching it will do something to you. Who knows.”

He had a point. She pulled her hand back then looked down at the surrounding rocks, some of which looked like weathered statues and further to the walls around the circular room. “I don’t know about you, but I don’t fancy another swim.” She looked up at the small circular region of light. “How good are you at climbing?”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN




“Joel!”

He opened his eyes, blinking and trying to take in the lit dials in front of him combined with the complete lack of anything outside the plane’s windscreen. He looked at Nelson to his left. “I’m awake. What is it?”

Nelson pointed to the headphones and Joel put them on. “You been asleep a good while and I thought you should know. We only got forty minutes’ worth of fuel left.”

“What?” Joel sat further up in his seat, trying to see any sign of the land below, but it was shrouded in darkness. “Where are we?”

Nelson handed him a sketch of some coastlines. “Hopefully somewhere over Haiti. That’s if my old orienteering skills haven’t left me. Otherwise we’re about to land in the ocean.”

Joel looked at him.

The older man waved his hand briefly. “I’m sure we’ll be fine, but I could do with you finding me a place to put down with those enhanced eyes of yours.”

Joel rubbed his eyes then refocused his view out of the window and started to pick out shapes, but nothing suggested a large enough space to land even a C-130 on. “Not seeing anything yet. Can you get lower?”

“That might not be a good idea. If I remember correctly Haiti has a whole load of mountains.”

“Everywhere has a lot of mountains. I can’t see anything down there. We’re too high.”

Nelson pushed forward on the yoke. “You’re the boss.”

Joel picked up the faint sound of footsteps at the bottom of the stairs behind him, and lifted one of the earphones.

“Are we landing?” shouted Anna.

“If we can!” he shouted back. “Tell everyone to get ready, it could get a bit bumpy…” Angular jagged details were emerging from the darkness below, but there was still no sign of any roads. He dropped the earphone onto his ear. “All I’m seeing is jungle and mountains. There’s nowhere to put down.”

“At least we’re over land…” said Nelson. “Thirty-five minutes of fuel left.”

Anna moved through the cargo hold. “We’re landing soon. But it might not be on a runway, so—”

“What?” said Corine.

“This planes tough,” grumbled the huge figure bathed in shadows behind the last of his crates. “It’s why I picked it.”

Corine frowned. “Some of us aren’t built like crocodiles!”

A murmur came from Kizzy’s right and her head whipped around to the first sign of movement Amos had made since they boarded in Tahoe. “You’re awake!”

He immediately felt his head while looking around. “Too much noise… Where—”

Anna heard him speak and rushed forward, kneeling in front of him. She tried to see his pupils but his lids kept falling across them. “You’re been unconscious for a long time Amos, don’t try to get up. Just stay where you are.” She turned back to Corine. “Get me some blood.”

Corine moved to an open box, pulled a bag out and tossed it to Anna who gave it to the young man. He immediately drank the liquid with one hand, while holding his head with the other.

“How do you feel?” said Anna.

He looked at her, then to a smiling but concerned Kizzy, then back to the doctor. “Splitting headache. Where are we?”

As if to answer him, Joel appeared in the hold. “We’re landing soon whether we want to or not,” he shouted. “Everyone grab hold of something.” He looked at Copeland. “When we’re a bit lower I’m opening the ramp. You can jump out.”

The Drak’s eyes remained fixed on the crate. “I’m not going anywhere.”

Joel walked closer to him. “I don’t know what’s inside this box, but you don’t need to go down with it. You can fly out of here before we… land.”

Copeland slowly looked up at Joel. “I’m not leaving.”

Joel sighed. “Fine.” He looked across to Anna. “Strap yourself in.”

Amos frowned. “I wake up just in time to be killed in an air crash. Great…”

A smile hadn’t left Kizzy’s face. “But you’re awake! And not brain dead!”

He looked at her. “I guess that’s something.”

Joel kneeled in front of Anna, making sure the straps which she had pulled across her were secure. “It’s going to be okay. We haven’t come this far to die now.” She nervously smiled as he squeezed her hand, then quickly made his way back to the cockpit, immediately seeing what Nelson already had, a thin pale line amongst the black void below. Joel sat back down, pulling his own harness across him and put the headphones one. “Looks like a road!”

Nelson nodded. “Sure does. It’s not too wide though. We’re probably take some damage, so we won’t be getting back up when we land.”

“It’s going to have to do. Take us down. I’ll guide you in.”

Nelson extended the flaps, and throttled back a little.

“Slightly to the left… yup… that’s perfect, keep this heading.”

“How clear is it? Any vehicles?”

“Not that I can... Pull up!”

Nelson flicked his head towards him. “What? Why?”

Joel could see the ground was moving as if alive, and the lower they got the more clearly he could sense the thousands of vamps. “Pull up! We can’t land here!”

Nelson pulled back on the yoke, while pushing the throttle forward and they roared back into the sky. “What you see down there?”

Joel let out a breath. “Vamps…. thousands.” He looked at the fuel gauge, it was almost at the bottom of the red zone. “How much longer can we stay in the air?”

“We’re already flying on fumes. Five minutes max.”

Joel scoured the flat landscape below. The road continued, but he could still feel the masses below. Equally, the blood lusting things could hear and see the points of light sliding across the night sky and were drawn to it. Food used machines. A wave of vamps cascaded through the undergrowth following the plane.

Joel leaned forward. “Wait… there’s… a patch of land… it looks like a runway.”

“I was hoping we would see one sooner or—” One of the two engines to his left spluttered, then re-ignited, then coughed again, then cut out, the blades slowing.

Nelson pushed the yoke down. “Whatever is down there, we’re landing on it!”

The buzzing in Joel’s mind abated slightly, but was still there. “More to the left! More!.. That’s it. Put us down!”

An engine on the right died and they descended faster. Now even Nelson could see the dark forms of forests, roads and the rectangular shapes of small buildings, but more importantly he could see a clear strip between the trees. A runway. He flicked a switch on the control panel titled ‘landing gear’ and a motor below pulled open a hatch as the wheels lowered.

The dividing line between the lighter sky and black terrain could now be clearly seen and as the cockpit shook, both men held the yokes trying to keep the massive plane directed at the light patch of ground, stretching into the gloom.

Both remaining engines stalled then stopped and the sound of rushing wind was all that the night contained as they glided towards the ground.

“Get ready to pull back!” said Nelson. “We get one shot at this! Here we go!”

The ground rose up quicker and quicker. They both desperately pulled on the yoke.

“We’re coming in too steep!” shouted Nelson. “Keep… pull—”

The front of the plane tilted upwards but they slammed hard into the grass-covered surface, immediately bursting one of the tires, but they kept moving forward, the whole plane violently shaking.

Nelson pushed on the brakes while trying to steer but without engines they were just a heavy sled hoping not to run out of runway. Joel noticed the older man’s eyes were closed when suddenly the plane veered away from where the faded grass met the forest and they rapidly slowed, then stopped. Both men let out a breath.

Joel went to remark how impressed he was with what Nelson had just done when the buzzing surged back into his mind. “Open the ramp! We have to go! They’re coming!” He pulled off his headphones and safety harness.

Nelson flicked a switch above him, then did the same, following Joel descending to the cargo hold.

“Is everyone okay?” said Joel. They all acknowledged they were, but Copeland was pulling the five by five crate to the back of the plane. Joel ran forward. “You have to leave it!”

“No!” boomed the Drak pulling the huge box onto the downward slope. Outside was a sheer wall of darkness, but the hold filled with the fresh odor of earth and grass.

“Can’t you feel them?” Joel pointed off into the distance. “There are thousands of vamps coming this way. We can’t move with that thing! It’s too heavy!”

Copeland now had the crate, which was a struggle even for him at the bottom of the ramp, but it refused to be dragged across the uneven, overgrown runway. He heaved and roared pulling it a few more feet, then took to the air, his huge wings beating against it and the ground. His clawed hands gripped the straps but no matter how much he strained against the weight, it wouldn’t lift. He landed and let out a roar of frustration.

While the others grabbed what they could, Anna and Joel jogged down the ramp. “What’s inside it that you need?” said Anna.

For the first time since she had set eyes upon him, Copeland’s demonic looking eyes had a flash of humanity within them. He looked down, shaking his head. “I can’t leave his… things…”

“Whose things are—”

Joel put his hand on Anna’s shoulder. He knew what was inside. He looked at the box, then up at Copeland. “Is there something in here that belongs to Jasper that we can carry?”

Copeland nodded. “Yes… I think so.”

“Are we leaving?” said Corine standing with the others at the side of the plane, packs and rifles already across their backs.

Anna ran back up the slope. “I’ll get our things.”

As the constant drone inside Joel’s mind increased, with Copeland he tore the straps off the crate, then smashed the lock between them, and pulled the lid open. Inside, lit by the lights from the cargo hold was a young child’s life. Furniture, clothes, toys, large and small, books, and other boxes. One of which Copeland reached in and pulled out.

Anna ran back down the ramp handing one of the backpacks to Joel, along with a rifle which he put over his shoulder. He moved to the Drak. “Will that do? Because we need to go.”

“It will.” Copeland beat his bat-like wings and took to the sky, taking the new box with him, while the others ran into the forest.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN




Marina looked at the military hardware sliding by past the humvees window, as she made her way to Alfredo’s home. It had taken her and Evan some time to escape from the forgotten buried temple in the heart of the mountain and then even longer to trek down the side of the sharp, slippery slopes, eventually finding their way back to the tourist trail and then Alfredo and the team. At first the archeologists refused to believe what they had found, but from the descriptions both the hybrids had given, even they had to accept they had found the final tomb.

Once they made it back to the base, Alfredo and Sophia rushed off but not before he invited Marina for dinner, later that evening.

She had managed to find a dress belonging to someone a few sizes bigger in the apartment she was in, and Evan, Shannon and Sasha had agreed to look after the two children for a few hours.

As her vehicle moved through the newly created living quarters of the camp, they passed a small nighttime market full of candle and oil lit stalls of people selling food and survival equipment. She had seen human society try to restart a number of times and wondered if this was the last chance it would get.

The humvee pulled up, pausing for the gate to open, then continued up the driveway, past statues almost lost to an entanglement of weeds. As the road emerged from the forest the true magnificence of Alfredo’s home became apparent. A balance of blended historic themes, from Greco-Roman pillars, gothic walls and windows to an overall colonel structure with hints of mesoamerican styling.

The ground-floor windows were brightly lit, including the area above a grand arched entrance. Its splendor made her gulp, feeling underdressed despite it being the first time in almost a year she had worn anything other than pants, a sports bra and any warm top she could find.

The driver opened the rear door and she stepped out, just as one half of the wooden entrance swung back and the archeologist, looking a lot tidier than earlier, stood in the doorway with a big grin. She walked forward over well worn-slabs of stone and they met halfway to the house.

“I wasn’t sure you would come.”

“I… wasn’t going to miss the chance of a cooked meal.”

He smiled. “You look—”

Now it was her turn to smile. “Different?”

“I was going to say lovely… But yes, different as well!” He turned and they both walked inside.

An entrance lobby larger than most houses she had lived in greeted her. Floor tiles with mosaics, covered by ornate rugs sat beneath pillars, with various glass cabinets in-between filled with an assortment of items she had only seen in museums. A central path led to a grand staircase, ascending past old paintings and photos. The scene almost made her miss another presence standing off to her left.

An old lady wearing a black and white uniform stepped forward from the shadows.

“Ah, this is Zelma who does all the cooking, and various other duties around the house.”

“Oh, Zelma, yes… I thought…”

The stern-looking woman briefly raised her eye-brows. “Dinner will be soon, what would like you like to drink?”

It was a question so formal that it almost made her chuckle with the absurdity of it. “Umm…” In a different life she used to like white wine. “White—”

“Wine?”

“Yes, if you have any?”

“Of course we do. Dinner with be in thirty minutes.” Zelma then turned and moved through one of several doors.

“This is a large place for one housekeeper,” said Marina quickly moving on from her obvious surprise at ‘Zelma’ not being Alfredo’s wife.

“It is. I have tried over the years to bring others in to help, but she won’t hear of it. This place is as much her home as it’s mine.” He noticed Marina standing near one of the display cases. “That’s a Kabuto Samurai helmet from the mid-sixteenth century, I picked that up on my travels through Japan.”

She marveled at the black and gold metal work and layers of leather. “It’s beautiful.” She looked at the seven other cases, each one seemingly holding a priceless object. “You have traveled widely…” A whisper of embarrassment moved across her face. “I did some tours with the army across the Middle East, but apart from that I haven’t been anywhere.”

“I was lucky that my job took me far and wide, allowing me to create this—”

She stood near the last case, the item inside it pinging a recent memory. “This looks a lot like—”

“The tablets we have back at the lab. Yes, that’s a Sumerian clay tablet. Not like the ones we have, obviously, because that really is just clay. Perhaps that and those similar were the Sumerian’s attempt at creating sometime similar to the technology that was dug up by Copeland.” He stood near Marina looking at the etchings made many thousands of years ago. “The humans of that time were brave and ambitious. Unfortunately, much of the breakthroughs they made were lost during the centuries following…” He sighed. “Eventually society caught up.”

Marina caught site of the rendered images on the wall at the back of the wide curved staircase. A large oil painting of a beautiful raven haired woman held pride of place.

He walked towards it. “That is Leola Cruz. The Cruz’s owned this house a long time ago. Some of these paintings came with it. It felt strange to remove them…”

Marina went to walk closer to them but he walked away and towards where Zelma had gone minutes before. “I can smell diner, perhaps we should move to the dining room.”







*****

Joel stopped on the road, putting his hand to his head. The others continued for a few steps then realized he wasn’t with them. They were surrounded by a rich dense wall of forest, which even their flashlights did little to penetrate.

“You okay?” said Anna.

He looked back along the miles of concrete they had just trekked along, and then up to the sky. The shadow appeared above, and then the gust of wind confirmed his suspicions.

Copeland landed, then placed the foot long box on the ground and kneeled next to it, taking deep breaths. “They are not following you any…. more… But I am not able to fly for some time.”

“Umm… thanks,” said Corine.

Joel nodded to him. “Did you see any villages or vehicles around here that we can use?”

“There is a bridge, then some buildings just beyond. Maybe five miles or so.”

Corine and Barry almost groaned in unison.

“That’s not far,” said Joe to them. “We should be there in around an hour. Lets keep going.”

“What if the vamps pick up our scent again?” said Corine.

He walked past her to the front. “We better hope they don’t.”

As they trekked forward Kizzy looked at the young man in front of her trying to judge whether his abilities had come back to him. She wanted to know if the freedom she had been enjoying within her own mind had come to an end, but couldn’t bring herself to ask. She wanted him to be back to his old self and did not, at the same time. But if he could read minds again, he would know how she felt. She sighed and kept on walking.

The river crossing came sooner than they thought. They stood at where the bridge began, their cones of light only pushing the shadows away by ten feet or so. Lost in the gloom below came the sound of rushing water. In silence they pushed on, each individual exhausted and focused on finding shelter.

“Stop!” shouted Joel to Corine and Nelson ahead of him.

Nelson’s flashlight turned to him. “Vamps?”

Joel nodded beyond them. “No, look…” Nelson did, his beam revealing a gaping hole where one of the two lanes used to be.

“Shit, I was too busy thinking about resting my legs.”

Joel walked to the edge of broken concrete and steel and shone his own light down tens of feet to the tumbling waters. Amongst the stones and rocks were smudges of bodies.

“Vamps,” said Nelson observing the same pit of death.

The group pushed on and it wasn’t long before rectangular shapes appeared amongst the dark forest canopy around them.

Nelson’s flashlight illuminated a turnoff which ended at a gate, and a mailbox on a small post. “There’s a house here!” he shouted back to the others. With a thought he broke the chain and pushed the flimsy wooden beams, edging back the gate and directed his light up a short drive to a single-story cream colored house. Its small garden was bursting with large-leafed plants with rotting fruit below. The six of them walked around the side past boarded up windows until stopping at the entrance.

‘VAMPS INSIDE’ was painted in white across the red door, which had a length of chain across it.

Joel listened against the wood. “Not sensing anything.” He turned to the others. “Be ready in case.” They raised their weapons and he snapped the rusting links and leaned on the wood breaking it open. Old decay drafted out, making some cover their mouths and nose, but he walked inside to a small hallway and followed the stench until he found the source. Things with skin stretched over bones lay across the tiled floor of a kitchen, one on top of another, their heads reduced to skulls with hardly any recognizable features.

Anna stood by his side. “They starved to death…”

“Ugh!” said Corine behind her. “That’s what happens if we don’t get blood?”

“Yes. I saw it happen once before, in the town I used to live in. It’s agony for them. The scourge infected cells look for blood within the body, eating the person from the inside out. Eventually the heart—”

The topmost beings hand twitched making them flinch and Corine yelp.

“It’s not—” A pop echoed around the walls before she could finish.

“It is now,” said Joel.

The sound of an engine broke the ringing in their ears, and Joel quickly moved outside, then to a garage where Dalton, Nelson and Barry were standing alongside a few decades old, pickup. The taller of the small group switched off the ignition. “Had to hotwire it. Got maybe ten miles of gas left. What was the gunshot about?”

“Just a vamp.” He looked around the others. “Get your things in the truck, we’re leaving.”

“I’m tired,” said Barry.

Joel smiled. “I’ll make sure you get a comfy spot.”

The boy sleepily nodded.

After driving for a short while they found a car to siphon fuel from and kept on moving east. As the twin beams lit dusty roads, Anna in the passenger’s seat thought about what life on the island was like for those already there, and how an influx of ‘otherhumans’ would be a welcome addition or not.

“Can we live alongside humans…” It was a question whispered to her reflection but Joel who was driving, answered anyway.

“We have before. We just have to make ourselves useful, and hopefully in return we get blood…”

“But it never works… Something always pulls things apart.”

“It has to work,” said Corine seated behind Joel. Barry shifted a little in his awkward sleeping position by her side, while Amos continued to stare out of the window on her left. “I’m the last one left of my family. I didn’t ask to be… different. To want blood, to not be human. But that’s what I am.”

“Nelson told me his ability came in useful in the small town he was from. I’m sure it will be the same for you.” Joel smiled at the young woman in the back seat in the rear mirror, but she looked away. He looked back to the road. “But first we have to get there.”

“How you know where we’re going anyway? I ain’t seen you look at a compass or anything?”

Anna smiled. She already knew the answer for she could also tell which direction they were heading.

“I can feel the star…” said Joel.

“What… like the sun?”

“Yeah, even when it’s dark. I know roughly where it is, and from that can work out what’s east or west. Right now we’re heading towards where it’s going to come up. The east and hopefully the coast.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN




“And then the Bedouin tells me they only have camels! After we had paid them a thousand dollars for transport!” Alfredo laughed and Marina joined him. “Trust me, you do not want to travel across a desert on top of an angry camel!”

They laughed again.

Marina’s plate was empty as was her hosts. Without realizing she was there, Zelma stepped forward and picked up both pieces of dining ware, then paused focusing on the guest.

“What did you think?”

Alfredo frowned. “Zelma, I’m sure she enjoyed it.”

Marina smiled. “It was amazing. Maybe you can give me…” The older woman had already turned and left the room. “The recipe…” It wasn’t a falsehood, it was the best tasting piece of meat she had since becoming a hybrid. There were even a few times she had to control her emotions so her vamp side didn’t make a sudden appearance.

“Don’t mind her. We do not get people here very often. She’s also a little—”

“Protective?”

He nodded. “Yes, and I love her for it.”

Marina took another sip from her glass. “So umm have you ever been married?”

He leaned back in his chair, placing a napkin on the table. “A few times. You?” He noticed the shadow fall across her face. “Oh, I do not mean to pry, if you do not want to—”

She shook her head. “It’s okay, it’s a bit of a long story…”

“I am in no rush to be anywhere.”

She smiled. “Okay…” Recalling the last few months brought a tear to her eye on more than one occasion. From leaving her sisters in the hope of finding Russel, to meeting Joel and learning what had become of her husband, to becoming a parent to another child and the battles she had fought across the mainland, ending eventually in arriving at the island.

“You are a warrior…”

It was not the response she expected, but it made her happy anyway. She nodded. “I just tried to survive, for Jessica and then Jasper… I have no idea what the future will hold…”

Alfredo went to stand when the side door opened to the long room once again, and Zelma walked forward. “Sir, I do not wish to disturb you, but the general did ask that you to be at the headquarters very early.”

Marina could sense the archeologists anger amongst his increased heart rate.

He forced a smile and looked at his guest. “Zelma is correct. It is quite late. I will have my driver take you back to your apartment.”

Soon they were outside the entrance. Marina rubbed her shoulders. The chill in the air was biting.

“Oh… wait,” he said to her. “There’s something I have for you.” He disappeared back into the hallway, through a doorway and returned with a shoal.

Marina’s eyes widened on seeing it, for it was inlaid with gold and silver thread making up a scene from another time. She raised a hand. “I… can’t take that.”

He walked forward and placed it around her shoulders, lingering just a second more than he needed too, then stepped away. She immediately felt warmer.

She smiled. “Thank you.”

He nodded to the driver, who opened the rear door. “I will see you at the headquarters in the morning.”

She nodded, then turned and walked to the humvee and got in. As she passed through the backstreets of the base, her mind replayed the evening, emotion threatening to overwhelm her. For the first time in weeks. She felt… human.

The humvee stopped and she got out with a smile on her face, but then stopped and looked out over the buildings across the street. Tiny sparkles of light were sliding across the night sky.







*****

In the open bed in the back of the pickup, Copeland sat nearest the cabin, weighing the vehicle down, with Kizzy by his side, Dalton sat opposite and Nelson near the tailgate. Each of them avoided catching the eyes of the other.

Roadside signs came and went, some mentioning population centers but Joel avoided them all, a distant buzz in his brain telling him of what lay in that direction. Instead, he kept the pickup to the more uneven tracks.

He felt like he had been traveling constantly for a week, even though it had only been a few days. He knew what the island meant to those with him, a final destination which they wouldn’t need to be moved on from. No kings, no corporation, and maybe no vamps if what Galloway had mentioned was true, that those on the island fought and won their battle against the scourge. But unlike the woman sleeping to his right, or those in the seats behind, he knew the struggle would not be over until Rynon and Eltir were dust. The kings were coming for revenge, and for the tablets. There was no hope of something close to a normal life until that particular problem was taken care of. At least they wouldn’t have to travel to the kings. The war would come to them.

He looked at the mileometer, quickly doing the math and worked out they had already traveled a few hundred miles. The dark shapes which hung over the valleys that enclosed the narrow roads they had been on, no longer dominated the landscape. The scenery was flatter, more spread out with a hint of some hills slowly descending to a point ahead of them. He hoped that meant they were nearing the coast.

Dalton picked up the salty taste in the air before anyone else, but then the shapes of buildings appeared at the back of fields, bordered by palm trees and they all knew they were close to civilisation again.

Joel knew it too, and continued on the route taking them into the town, his mind free of the background noise which meant danger lurked in the shadows.

Their headlights revealed single and double story colonial style buildings in various states of disrepair. Boarded up windows sat in the gloom behind verandas, with street walls covered in brightly colored graffiti showing death and destruction.

“A friend of mine always wanted to come here for a vacation,” said Corine.

“We’re close to the ocean, I can smell it,” said Joel. “We’re find a place to rest, then in the morning see if we can find a boat big enough to take all of us to Puerto Rico.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




Marina stood outside the glass doors of the headquarters entrance. Evan had expected to be with her, but when the soldiers came they made it clear the ride was for her only. She could tell despite his silence he didn’t take the news well, but Shannon had happily agreed to look after the kids again, which she was glad for.

She heard the general’s voice inside the building before she was visible through the glass. Alongside her was the colonel, Maddison and the two archeologists, her dinner host from the previous night and Sophia.

Galloway smiled on seeing Marina, pushing open the door, as two humvees pulled up.

“I can’t thank you enough Marina for finding the tomb.” The general briefly gestured towards Alfredo. “If you had listened to Alfredo we would have never have found it—” Marina caught the flash of anger across the man’s eyes next to her. “— And today we will explore it properly. Perhaps even meet this fourth king.”

“Well, it was more Ev—”

Galloway slapped her on the shoulder, then kept on going, climbing into the front of the first humvee, taking Winston, Maddison and another soldier with her. Marina followed the archeologists into the second vehicle, while a truck laden with more personnel stopped behind.

The ride to the cave system was quicker than the first, but gave Marina a better chance than before to fully absorb the beauty of the landscape they were moving through. The island’s exotic plants had begun to reclaim the man-made structures and roads, giving the landscape an almost pre-historic feel to it. If this was to be the place humanity would try to survive, they could have picked a worse spot, she thought.

The convoy parked close to where they had the first time, in the parking lot close to the small complex of buildings, covered in signs for tourists. As before, Marina quietened her senses for even the slightest hint of movement amongst the trunks and branches that bordered the overgrown lawns, but felt no vamps.

Instead of taking the tourist trail into the caves, she led the group of officers and soldiers, most who were carrying crates full of equipment, into the undergrowth, the ground rising and becoming steeper with each heavy, awkward step.

After a long trek which consisted of a few rest stops, she found herself some way in front of the others and spotted the change in the landscape ahead. Standing on a path in one of the few clearings which gave a view of the mountainous summit, she tried to better see her destination against the bright sun.

Where have the trees gone…

She didn’t realize at first, but Alfredo was standing beside her looking at the exact same spot as she was. “Something’s not right…” When he didn’t respond she looked at him, and for a moment thought she was standing next to a stranger, for rage was evident across his face. His eyes flicked to hers and his emotion dissipated.

“What… do you see up there?” he said.

“Umm… the landscapes wrong. The forest continued to the summit. That’s why it was never spotted from the air before. But you can see what I’m seeing, right? There is no forest up there anymore…”

The general caught up with them, standing nearby out of breath. “I sure do hope this king, whoever he is, is worth it!” She produced a cloth and wiped the sweat from her face. “I had hoped being different would make this journey easier, but it hasn’t.”

Winston emerged from the forest and stopped near her, also short of breath. “We stopping for a bit?”

Marina walked forward. “No, we have to keep going.”







*****

Anna stood on a corner. Above, the blue sky did little to shield her from the burning heat, and her eyes watered if she even attempted to look up. She wiped away the wetness and looked around. A half completed four-story building sat to her right, its insides exposed while a series of small triangular roofed buildings sat alongside, each one a different pastel color to the next. At the center, directly opposite her was a small park with trees and grass that was now a few feet in height. Just visible amongst the lime green reeds was a stroller.

She walked across the road to the entrance and leaned over the gate, not wanting to look inside the red and silver buggy, but did so and was relieved to find it empty.

She reached around the back of her neck, dragging the sweat from it and wiped her hand on her pants, while studying the town around her. No doubt, idyllic before the end, a place such as the one she was standing in would have had no defense for the disease which turned its citizens into blood lusting monsters, despite the lower population.

In the distance between the tops of trees a tall building could be seen. Perhaps a steeple? She walked quickly past store fronts with various pieces of decaying wood across their fronts, and arrived at another junction. A white brick church stood proud, slightly raised and behind what was once a garden but was now a chaos of plants all vying to be closer to the sun than the others. For some unknown reason rather than moving to her left, towards what suggested to be the more built up area of the town, she continued across the road, and up the stone path to the arched entrance of the old building. She listened at the wooden door and heard something she did not expect. A human heart beat. Distant, but definitely somewhere within the solid building in front of her.

Just as she placed a hand on the door, she heard a rifle cock behind her.

She spun around in shock at somebody being able to creep up on her. An elderly but stout man with a handlebar mustache stood about ten-feet away, his rifle aimed squarely at her chest. He spoke in Spanish then seeing her confusion tried again in English.

“Back away from the door, lady.”

She stepped to the side, her arms raised. “I’m not here to harm anyone.”

The man looked around. “Your friends here? Saw you come into town.”

“We’re in an apartment block, not far from here…”

“Why you here? There’s no blood in this town if that’s what you’re after!”

She knew he meant humans, and she also knew that was a lie. “We thought this town was abandoned. We got our own blood… You’re like me aren’t you? A hybrid?”

She heard the heart beat suddenly get louder, and the wooden door creaked, while the old man’s expression changed to one of panic, and he waved his hand to the small face that appeared around the door. “Get back inside!” The boy quickly closed the door.

“Do you need blood? We can spare some if you need it.”

“What I need is for you and your friends to—” The man’s eyes grew wide. “El Diablo!”

She felt the breeze before she felt the lack of sun due to the huge beast blocking it from above. Copeland descended from above, but not before the old man could turn his barrel upwards, his eyes widening, and got off a shot, which merely bounced off the Drak’s scaley skin. She knew what was about to happen and ran forward grabbing the weapon and waving Copeland off. “Get away! He’s just an old man!”

The door was open again, now with two young faces peering out in terror at what was beating huge wings in the sky. The old man broke free, ran to the door pushing the children back inside and slammed it shut behind him.

“No, wait, we mean you no harm!” she shouted at the closed door.

Copeland landed looking confused. “He had a—”

She pushed the old style rifle into his hands. “Stay out of this!” She then turned and walked back to the door just a shotgun blast disintegrated a hole in the middle of it. The pellets slashed across her face, but missed doing any major damage.

Copeland, his eyes wide marched towards the church, but she held a hand up. “Leave! You’re making it worse!” He frowned, then took to the sky. She turned back to the church, seeing the old man waving his double barrel gun in her direction and dived to the ground just before the shot sliced through the large-leafed plants above her.

“Please stop firing!” she screamed, but she could hear him trying to reload. In a blink of an eye she had got to her feet, smashed through what remained of the door and pulled the shotgun from his grasp. He took a swing at her, which she easily avoided it and even with one hand was able to push him to the ground, where he looked up at her, his eyes dark, his hands claws. She quickly bent down, picked up a cartridge and loaded one of the barrels, then to his surprise handed it back to him. He took it tentatively checking it was loaded then aimed it back at her, his eyes now more human looking.

“What the hell was that?” he shouted.

She sighed, then walked and sat on the nearest pew. “That’s a long story.” Fifteen feet away, a child looked out from a small gap in a door at the back of the church. She smiled and waved. He waved back. She looked at the old man. “My names Anna. What’s yours?”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




Marina staggered out from the thick network of leaves and stalks to a landscape devoid of forest. The others were far behind, apart from Alfredo and Sophia who were closer.

As she walked forward jumping from one uneven broken slab of stone to another, moving towards what used to be the pinnacle of the mountain, a flattened landscape came into view.

“No… no…” she said as she climbed higher, scrambling over a mix of boulders and dirt until finally stopping, wavering on the edge of a massive piece of splintered stone, a newly formed ledge which looked down to a crater.

“It can’t be…” she said under her breath.

What used to be quarter of a mile of forest, covering the mountain summit, was now a depression. A noise came from behind but she remained looking at the quarry-like terrain of dust and rock.

Alfredo stood by her side. She briefly looked at him, “It was here… It wasn’t like this. There was an entrance to the temple…” She wasn’t sure if he was listening, for his eyes were wide. He jumped down from the ledge. “Wait! It could be dangerous!” She jumped down too, following him as he quickly made his way lower until they were both standing in the bottom of the bowl shaped terrain.

Soldiers appeared at the rim, looking down at them, then Maddison.

Alfredo picked up some rocks, then let them drop back to the ground. “It’s gone…”

“I don’t understand,” said Marina. “How could this have happened?”

He looked at her, his mouth half open when Galloway appeared at the ledge above. She waved them back up.

They both climbed back to the top.

“This… can’t be our fault,” said Marina. “The place was old yeah, but sound, solid, there’s no way...” A memory of the night before struck her, but one with a conclusion so absurd she couldn’t regard it. She looked at the general. “Last night I saw lights in the sky, over the base. Aircraft.”

Galloway looked bemused. “Nothing was cleared to fly last night. But even if they were, what would that have to do with… a cave in? I don’t understand your thinking here, Marina.”

The younger woman turned away, trying to make sense of the crater. “I don’t know… could this have been caused by an explosion?”

The general screwed her face up in disbelief. “Even if it could have happened like that, why? Why would someone from the base want to destroy the temple?”

Marina’s eyes widened. “You have a spy! Someone from the corporation is on the base! They destroyed the temple to stop the fourth king from waking up, or whatever it is they do! And now—” She looked back at the thousands of tons of fractured rock. “— They have. You have to find them!”

Galloway shook her head then looked at Maddison. “What do you think? Could this have been caused by explosives?”

The young woman traced her fingers over a large split boulder. “Possibly. But to be sure we would have to move thousands of tons of rock to get to some that has explosive residue on it.”

The general turned to Winston. “You suspect anyone on your staff? Hardly anyone knew about this place.”

The colonel rubbed his chin. “Not until now I haven’t.” He looked at Alfredo who was standing with Sophia a few feet away, seemingly looking beyond the rubble. “What about your team, Alfredo? Anyone you’re not sure about.”

“I trust my team,” he said without turning around.

“Well, maybe it was just a case of bad luck,” said Galloway. “The temple hasn’t been entered for who knows how long, maybe hundreds or thousands of years.” She looked at Marina. “You and the boy could have triggered something. Maybe it was meant to collapse if someone entered it?”

Marina sighed, shaking her head. “I don’t know…”

Galloway looked back at the crater. “Well, whoever is under all of that, is now truly dead, and can’t help us. No matter what that sarcophagi was made from, it couldn’t have withstood all of this rock on top of it.” She looked back to Marina. “But I will keep what you said in mind. We should be more careful with how we disseminate information in the future. Just in case.” She looked back at the path they had come up and the soldiers seated around her. “There’s nothing for us here. Lets get back.”







*****

The sound of children laughing filled the large area inside the church, which was filed with kids. Kizzy’s hand flopped back and forward like it was a snake, astounding and entertaining the youngsters in equal measure. Amos sat nearby smiling, while Corine sat with Barry, the young woman elevating a metal chair with another kid on it.

Joel stood near the entrance watching Anna talk to the old man at the opposite end of the room. She nodded then turned and walked to him.

“His name is Hector Santos,” she said. “He was the groundsman for the church when the scourge hit. He doesn’t know how he got infected, but he woke up one morning not liking the sun and really wanting blood.”

“Has he taken lives?”

“He says he hasn’t. Been hunting since he was a kid. He just went out into the wilderness and killed animals. Slowly the kids starting showing up at the church. The priest here was with him for a good while until a vamp got him. He’s been looking after the nine kids, ever since.… And he wants us to leave.”

Joel’s eyes flicked to Hector then back to Anna.

She stepped in closer. “We can’t leave these kids here, Joel. Sooner or later if vamps don’t get them, the corporation will.”

He knew she was right, he also didn’t see how they could travel with a troop of kids. He nodded then walked over to the old man, who had his shotgun across his folded arms. “What do you know of Puerto Rico?”

“I know I do not like people from Puerto Rico. That is what I know of Puerto Rico! When are you leaving my town?”

“Do you know what you are?”

Hector looked down briefly. “I… am a vamp. I do not know why my mind is still my own. Got lucky I guess. As did you and your friends.”

“You’re a hybrid. Half vamp, half human. I presume it’s why you were able to look after these kids.”

Hector straightened his back. “I might look like an old man, but I was in the army many years ago. I know how to fight. Demons or human.”

“Vamps are not demons… we’re not demons…”

Hector raised his eyebrows while nodding towards Kizzy who now had an extra arm.

Joel frowned. “She’s not a demon… it’s complicated.”

“Outside! I saw the winged beast! Tell me he is not el diablo!”

Joel went to talk again, when the church door opened and Dalton appeared then walked along the aisle to where the two men were talking.

“You find anything?” said Joel to him.

Dalton shook his head. “Nothing bigger than a rowboat.”

Hector narrowed his brow. “What are you looking for?”

“Something to take us to Puerto Rico. Then we can leave, like you want.”

“You need something larger, or you will all drown.”

“We know… why?”

“If I show you where you can get what you need. You will leave, yes?”

Joel nodded. “We will.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN




“There has to be a spy in the camp. Someone with access to aircraft,” said Marina. She was standing with Evan and Clara in her apartment. She looked across them for their reaction.

Evan was seated on the end of a sofa. He briefly looked down. “Maybe it was a cave in? We don’t know what us being in there could have done…”

“Do you really think that? You don’t think it’s convenient, that just when we discover the tomb of the last king, it gets destroyed?”

“I don’t know… I’m just saying we shouldn’t discount it happened naturally.”

Marina looked at Clara. “What do you think?”

The only human in the room looked away, her mind working behind her eyes. “Corporation people could have been in Jankle. Maybe some came with us to the island. It’s what I would have done if I were them.” She looked back at the woman in front of her, nodding. “I’ll look into it.”

“Be careful. If I’m right then they will probably know we’re on to them.”

Evan shook his head. “I can’t believe it’s all gone… all that time it was sitting there. The king in his tomb, waiting to be brought back, and now he’s dead for real.”

Clara put a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t sweat it. We don’t know if he would have been with us. Maybe he would have sided with the corporation.”

He shook his head. “Not from what Joel told us of what he saw in his visions. The fourth king was against the others…” He sighed.

An idea pinged inside Marina’s mind. She turned and grabbed her jacket. “Can either of you look after Jess and Jasper for an hour? I need to talk to someone.”

Evan nodded. “Sure.”

She picked up Flint and Shadow’s leashes, and without having to whistle for either animal, attached the leather straps to their collars after they came running.

The sun in the street outside the apartment was so intense she felt as if a weight was pushing her into the ground, and she made a vow to find a hat at some point over the coming days. Both dogs pulled her towards the nearest tree, where they peed and proceeded to shelter under. “You feel the heat too, eh?”

She walked quickly out of the cul-de-sac and onto the main road, which from memory took her in the direction she needed to go. Moving along a path through a forest, she passed triangular bomb shelters almost lost to nature. Heavy chains sat across their rusting doors. She kept on going, moving faster because of the two dogs pulling her along and came out at a road with warehouses either side. She quickly orientated herself then set off again, hopefully in the direction of the headquarters.

Walking along, past a metal fence, Flint barked at something on the other side, but from her view, all she could see was mostly wall. She continued until she arrived at an open gate, an entrance to a series of large warehouses, sat both sides of a concrete path. Flint barked again.

“Sshh!” she said, then looked around at an apparent lifeless scene. She went to move away when she heard the sound of voices and then the nearest door sprung open. A disheveled looking older man staggered forward.

“Lady, do you have food?”

She shook her head. “Sorry, no… What is this place?”

An elderly woman’s face appeared in the shadow within the doorway. “She got food?”

He briefly looked back. “Be quiet woman, you’ll scare her away.” He focused again on Marina, a smile growing across his face. “Do you know those in charge? Can you ask them to give us more food? We’ve been donating our blood like they asked, but the food packages have stopped being delivered. We got young’uns back inside—” He gestured towards the first warehouse. “— They’ve been crying cos they’re hungry see.”

Concern spread across Marina’s face. “Are you from Jankle?”

“Yeah, most here are, but there are some that been on the island from before… you know before the disease hit.”

“And you’re sleeping in these…” she looked around. “Warehouses?”

“Yup.”

She thought about the empty luxury apartments, her own home was surrounded by. “But this was meant to be temporary.”

“No one said that to us! They just keep coming, asking for the blood!”

“Can I look inside?”

He stepped aside. “Not sure why you’d want to, but sure.”

She looped the two leashes over the iron gate, and followed the old man through the doorway and into the dark, her eyes quickly adjusting. Despite being glad the radiation from above was no longer slowly cooking her skin, she stood aghast at the site and smell of the cavernous space filled with people. The lucky ones had tents, others had to make do with partitioned off areas made from parts of wooden crates or worse a combination of cardboard and plastic.

A baby screamed in one of the shadow infested back corners.

The two dogs started barking, and this time they didn’t stop. “Sorry, I have to see what’s happening. But I’ll be right back.”

The old man nodded then frowned, and she quickly ran back outside just as a humvee pulled up and two soldiers jumped out, one waving a rifle in her direction.

“Ma’am, this area is off limits to civilians!”

She grabbed the leashes just as one of the dogs threatened to pull theirs free of the gate. The rifle was now pointing at Flint, who was growling in return.

“Ma’am, control your animals!”

“Okay, Okay! I’m leaving!” As she walked away, she looked back at the old man being pushed back inside by one of the soldiers.







*****

A spindly green leaf sprung back and hit Corine smack across her cheek. “Ugh! Watch it Amos!”

He smirked but kept on going. In front of him was Joel, Anna and the rest, with Hector at the front, leading the way through the heavy lush undergrowth.

“How much longer!” shouted Corine to anyone who would listen ahead of her.

Hector turned with a smile. “Big bad demon getting tired are we?”

She frowned, and he turned back to the trees, laughing.

Suddenly he stopped, then ran forward leaving the others behind. Joel ran to keep up and burst out from the trees. A heavy arm flicked across his chest, which he ran into, then staggered back. They were both standing on a cliff edge, towering a hundred feet above rocks, and a pale blue sea which stretched to a hazy horizon.

“Oh you got to be kidding me,” said Corine. “Where’s the boat?” she said to Hector looking over the edge, as was everyone else.

“Ah, I see as a demon, you do not have faith!” She rolled her eyes, making him chuckle again, but then he caught Joel looking at him. “It is here. You just cannot see it from—”

A gust of wind was accompanied with the sun being eclipsed and Copeland, his wings extended, glided past above them, then dived to the base of the cliffs. Hector frowned.

“Where is it?” asked Joel.

Hector walked along the grassy ledge. “Follow, and you will see.”

Joel and Anna exchanged a brief look. The former groundsman had insisted they all go with him. He would not trust any of the strangers alone with the kids. So everyone, including Barry had been trekking through the forest for over an hour. It had crossed Joel’s mind that the old hybrid could have been leading them all into a trap and he had spent most of the journey pushing his senses to their limits, and scanning every shadow.

Hector stepped off the cliff to what looked like nothing, but instead he landed a few feet lower down on a rocky outcrop, then continued down a dusty stone ridden path, only a few feet wide with only certain death ninety feet below.

Anna looked back to Barry. “Stay in Barry and stay close.” The boy nervously agreed, and the group kept descending, quickly making it to just above sea level, where to everyone’s surprise was an entrance to a cave. Without pause Hector moved into the void in the rock face, pushing some reeds to one side. The sea continued to crash against the pieces of rock below, covering everyone in spray.

Anna tugged on Joel’s arm, pulling him back for a moment. “You’re not sensing anything, right?”

He shook his head. “No, but my senses don’t go through rock too well. There could be anything in there.”

“You coming or not!” came from the small dark entrance.

Joel pulled away and entered the cave. The space was narrow but good enough for an adult to walk without having to bend over too much, and he followed the path which echoed with the sounds of waves around two bends until he came out to a much larger space.

“You see! Did I not tell you!”

A luxury superyacht sat in a huge cave. A natural marina for the boat. Copeland was stood on the top deck.

“Woah, cool,” said Barry.

“Yes!” shouted Kizzy. She high-fived Amos standing to her side. Dalton grunted then nodded.

Nelson pushed past Hector who frowned at him, and jumped aboard the front deck of the hundred-foot long boat.

“I think it belonged to smugglers or something,” said Hector. “Then the disease came, and no one came back for it. So congratulations. Now you have a boat. Goodbye!” He turned and disappeared back into the tunnel.

Anna’s eyes grew large as she nodded to Joel. He quickly followed, catching the old man at the exit near the sea.

“Hey wait!”

Hector continued up the path. “I have given you what you wanted, now you can leave!”

Joel sped forward moving past him in a blur, then spun around, stopping the old man in his tracks. “We will leave.”

“Then what do you want!”

“There are thousands of vamps in the major cities. And now you know, there are other things. You’ve been lucky so far in your town, but if—”

Hector pushed past him and kept ascending. “I do not need your help!”

Joel sighed, then an idea came to him. “We need fuel!”

Hector slowed.

“For the boat. There’s not enough to get us to Puerto Rico. But I presume you know where some is in the town?”

The old man stopped, but remained facing away. “Come to the jetty off the beach before you leave, there will be some waiting for you.”

“Thank you…”

Hector continued to climb.


CHAPTER TWENTY




Marina pushed open the glass door, leaving the dogs barking and tied to a nearby pole, and despite the guard trying to question her, kept on walking into the main foyer.

“Ma’am, I need to see your ID!”

The soldier behind the counter talked into his headset.

She spun around to the man who had followed inside. “I don’t have one. Where’s the general? I need to speak to her.”

“The general’s not here ma’am,” said the soldier behind the counter. “You need to leave. Without ID I cannot allow you too—”

The door to the stairwell pushed opened and Alfredo came out. “Marina! Thank you for coming, but I think you are a bit early no?”

She looked between the archeologist and the soldiers. “Err… yeah, well I don’t like being late. So here I am…”

Alfredo looked at the soldier with the headset, who looked confused. “She’s my guest.”

“Sir, she needs to ID. She also needs to sign in.”

“Of course.” Alfredo waved her towards the counter, where she quickly signed a piece of paper, and thirty seconds later a laminated piece of card was handed to her. “Now you have your ID,” he said to her, then smiled at the soldiers who remained stony faced. With Marina, he walked back inside the stairwell.

She started to talk but he quickly placed his hand to his mouth, silencing her. He nodded upwards, and they both ascended to the second floor, where they emerged into a bland-looking corridor with various closed doors, and a guard at the end. He walked to the second entrance, typed a sequence of numbers into a keypad, and when the door hummed and clicked, pushed it open, closing it quickly behind them.

An open plan floor sat in front of Marina, divided into cubicles with seated men and women, and rooms around the edges, one of which Sophia was standing outside of. Alfredo smiled at those who looked at him, and with Marina walked to Sophia’s room, and with her, walked inside. She closed the door.

They were in a small office with filing cabinets and a desk. Sophia returned to her seat behind it.

Alfredo spoke before Marina could. “Why are you here?” His words had a force that almost offended her.

“I came to talk to you, but then… I saw the conditions the humans were being kept in, and… well, I need to talk to Galloway. She can’t know…” Alfredo was looking away. Marina looked at Sophia.

“You both know what is happening to the humans?”

“It’s complicated,” said the woman behind the desk.

“What’s complicated? The humans are being kept as farm animals for their blood. This is no different to the blood farms the corporation were running on the mainland!” She looked at Alfredo. “Did you know about this?”

He shook his head. “Not until this morning.”

“We have too—”

He raised his hand placing it on her shoulder. “Keep your voice down. You can only trust those in this room.”

“I thought you said you trusted your team?”

“His team, is in this room,” said Sophia.

Marina momentarily looked confused. “I don’t understand. What’s going on here? At the base?”

Alfredo sat on the edge of the desk. “Until recently the humans here were well looked after. When the others arrived we—” he glanced at Sophia. “— understood that due to the logistics of looking after hundreds of people, they would be kept in the industrial district of the base. I… we were told they would be moved to more suitable accommodation by this morning. When I returned from the mountain, I checked for myself and found there were still in the warehouses.”

“And you brought it up with the general? Or the colonel?”

“I tried. She told me that they would be moved on soon…”

“And that’s it? They’ve not even being given food. There are children, babies in those buildings!”

“I agree, but it’s up to the general, Marina. She’s in charge of the base now.”

“They are taking their blood, Alfredo…”

His head tilted to the side slightly. He then slowly looked at Sophia. “That changes things…”

“Exactly, we have to act!”

He nodded. “We will, but there is something else you should be made aware of. We agree with what you said this morning. About the mountain top being—“

“That’s why I came here to talk to you! You think it was destroyed by explosives too?”

“I do.”

“So you think there’s a spy on the base? Someone or some people working for the corporation?”

Alfredo looked away, suppressed anger evident across his face, then looked back. “We need to talk.”

“That’s why I’m here!”

He grabbed his jacket from the back of a chair. “Not here.” He looked at Sophia. “If anyone asks, I’m giving Marina a tour of the grounds.”

Sophia nodded and he opened the door, a false smile plastered across his face, and waited for Marina to compose herself and join him. They quickly made their way outside and were soon walking alone in the woods, not far from the building.

When she could no longer hear soldiers’ heartbeats, a strange urge came upon her. Rather than asking him to explain why they were out there, she spun around, sped forward and kissed him. Momentarily stunned he then relaxed until he pulled away. “There’s something you need to know about me…”

She stood slightly out of breath. “What? Oh… you’re married?”

He took a step away. “No.”

“Then wha—” She was talking to an empty space where Alfredo was just standing. Momentarily phased, she whipped her head from left to right trying to see where he had gone, then hearing the heartbeat behind her, spun around to nothing other than fall leaves and bark. She spun around again to an archeologist with black eyes, and fell back, uneasy on her legs. “What’s happening…” Despite the hundreds if not thousands of black eyes she had seen, her mind still entertained the idea that the man in front of her was playing a trick on her, that he wasn’t a hybrid. Nothing else made sense. He couldn’t be half vamp, half human, she would have known. She spent time with him… she liked him and she was sure he felt the same. “What’s going on here?.. Why didn’t you—”

A cascade of images, thoughts and implausible ideas crashed together in her mind with such force she had to reach behind to the tree to stop herself from dropping to her knees. She looked up at the man, almost out of breath. “You’re him… the fourth—”

He moved as a blur offering his hand to help her stand, but she waved him away as she staggered backwards, getting some distance between them.

“I know it’s a shock…”

She nodded. “I… I… don’t understand…”

“Ask me anything you like. But be quick, soldiers patrol these woods.”

She stood, trying to organize her thoughts. “How could I have missed it…” She looked at him. “What do I even call you. What’s your real name?”

“I was born Freon, son of Agil. Alfredo is my most recent name… I would prefer you called me that, especially around others, otherwise it gets confusing.”

“This is not a time for jokes!”

His smile quickly disappeared. “No, sorry, continue with your questions.”

“What… how long have you been awake? In the real world? How did your sarcophagus even get here?”

“These are questions that would require more time than we have. I have been ‘awake’ as you say for a few thousand years. After the final battle with the brothers was lost, I ran…” He looked down. “My fate was sealed, as would have been that of the humans of the kingdoms, for that was the kings’ plan. To enslave all of humanity. So I entombed myself, deep underground where I knew they couldn’t reach me.”

“You… just left the humans to them?”

“No… not exactly. I could not defeat the brothers armies. They had too many Alkrons. I led some that did not believe in what the kings wanted, and with the humans we battled and fought but the king’s forces were too many. So instead I came up with a different plan. I used the power of the tablets…”

“But… how?”

“Not so long ago, you used one in a similar fashion I believe?”

Marina remembered. “You mean what we did at the prison? The explosion that killed the vamps?”

“Yes, but that was tiny compared to what the three tablets can do if their power is combined. This has been my plan from when I first heard of the scourge. I used my contacts in the American government to convince them that I needed the tablets here. That only I could decipher them, unfortunately one of them did not make it…”

“Joel’s tablet…”

“Yes, but now—”

Her eyes widened and she briefly looked away, her mind lost in the possibilities of a world without vamps. “You have all three… You can stop the scourge…”

He nodded. “I can, and I will soon… but there is something you should know…”

“Something else?”

“If I do this, the scourge will be wiped from all of the earth, all vamps will die—”

“And? How is that a bad thing?”

“— And all traces of the disease will be wiped from all infected…”

A thought dawned in her mind.

“You will become—”

“Human…”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




Kizzy laid back on the sofa in the living room area on the top deck of the boat, with a smile on her face, and looked up at the white ceiling. “I’m going to call her… Poppy…”

“Poppy is not a name for a boat,” said Amos seated just beyond her feet. “Anyway, it’s already got a name. The Algamera.”

“That’s the old name, by the old owners. Now we own it, and she’s called Poppy.” In her hand was the remote for the screen that was built into one of the central columns. She clicked it on to an image of white noise.

Nelson emerged from the main-deck, walking up a small flight of stairs. The control flew from her hand and landed in his, where he promptly switched the TV off.

“Hey!”

“We need all the juice this things got for other slightly more important devices, such as radar—”

Amos looked surprised. “It’s got radar?”

“Sure has. And sonar. It’s a regular Nasa control center below this room. I guess whatever it was used for before, that kinda stuff was useful.”

Joel came halfway up the stairs and looked at Dalton who was sitting outside, at the stern with Corine and Barry. “Untie us. We’re leaving.”

The big guy got up, jumping to the rock ledge at the edge of the cavern, untied the thick rope and jumped back onboard.

Joel looked at those nearby. “We’re going to make a stop at the jetty off the shore of the town, and give Hector another chance to do the right thing.”

Amos shook his head. “He’s not going to come with us. Looks to me like his mind’s made up.”

“You know that for sure?”

Amos smiled. “You want to know, is my brain fixed?”

“Yeah…”

Amos looked away. “It’s not. It’s just an instinct.”

Outwardly Kizzy showed disappointment and empathy, but inwardly she felt relief.

“We have to try. At least one more time,” said Joel.

Dalton was standing in the doorway. “We could just take the kids. Old man won’t be able to stop us.”

Joel nodded to him. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

As the mostly white superyacht left the shelter of the cave, heading into the night, orange and pink ripples covered the ocean behind them.

Joel and Anna stood in the cockpit. He increased power to the engine while she looked at the setting sun. Even though she was glad for the burning star to move below the horizon, she couldn’t help but feel her past was dissolving into the waves as well.

“You okay?” he said.

She turned around with a smile. “Can’t believe we’ve made it this far…”

He glanced in her direction, while making sure to keep the correct heading. “Yeah, we’re a long way from Bellweather.”

She glanced through the front windows to the winged figure seated at the bow. “Do you think the kings will stop coming for us?”

Joel briefly looked down, then back to the sea. “They blame us for that psycho’s death, and now there’s no one to stop them from gaining complete control on the mainland. I think it’s a safe bet they won’t let it go. Just a matter of when and how they come at us.”

Silence came back to the small room.

“If things go bad with Hector,” he said. “It’s not going to be easy to separate him from the children. He still thinks we’re demons…”

“We have to convince him. We can’t leave…” She could tell Joel had been distracted by something. “What is it?”

“Take the wheel.”

She did and he quickly stepped outside around the front of the cabin window, studying the coast. Copeland slowly turned, trying to see what he was looking at. Joel rushed back inside.

“The vamps are in the hills, and they’ve heading towards the town.” Taking the wheel, he pushed the throttle all the way forward.







*****

“Have you got a cave below this house with bats or something?”

Alfredo smiled at Evan’s suggestion. They were standing in his hallway, with Shannon, Sasha and Marina.

“There are caves all over this island, but none that I’m aware of beneath our feet… unfortunately.”

Evan’s eyes grew large at the sword that resided behind a glass case, while Shannon looked at an ornate necklace opposite. Marina looked at Alfredo.

“Perhaps we should go into my study, we have much to discuss.”

“You got more cool stuff in there?” said Evan.

“I do indeed.” He opened one of a set of double doors to a room which looked surprisingly lived in. Old vellum volumes lined bookshelves against a wall with a sofa and chairs opposite, while a piano sat at one end and a desk, with cabinets and shelves full of items belonging to another century, the other.

As they walked inside, Zelma appeared in the hallway catching Alfredo’s attention. “Shall the guests be needing refreshment?”

Now that Marina knew the truth about the owner of the old house, she wondered if ‘refreshment’ meant the red stuff.

Alfredo looked at the others, now in his study. “Does anyone want a drink? Wine or… I think we might have some soft drinks?”

Everyone declined. He told Zelma then closed the doors.

“So why we here?” said Shannon. Sasha studied the shelves full of curiosities.

He glanced at Marina, which Evan caught. “You two getting married?” said the younger man.

Marina snorted, a brief smile crossing her face.

“What’s funny?” continued Evan. “There’s obviously something big you need to tell all of us. What is it?”

Alfredo leaned back, resting on the front of his desk. “There’s something you should all know about me…”

Marina rolled her eyes. “Alfredo is the fourth king. He’s Freon.”

There was a few seconds of silence before Evan started giggling, then realized how serious they were being. “He’s not even a vamp! I can tell. His heart rate is definitely human!”

“And no offence Marina,” said Sasha. “But you hybrid’s got kind of an odor…”

“None taken, and no we don’t. He’s still the fourth king though.”

The three youngest in the room exchanged a brief look. Shannon grabbed the nearest thing from a shelf and threw it across the room. Half way to the wall a hand whipped up and pulled it from the air, while Evan became a blur, ending up where the vase would have hit, but never made it. The young man looked at Alfredo holding the vase with shock. “You can’t be him… he’s…”

“Not buried under a thousand tons of rock and not in the sarcophagus,” said Marina. “He came out of it a very long time ago.”

Alfredo walked to the shelf, passing Shannon who quickly stepped out of his way, and put the vase back on the shelf, smiling as he did so. “A king… a good one, gave this to me.”

“Oh… Sorry…”

Evan took a step closer to Alfredo. “So… you’re the king Joel mentioned. The one that was on the human’s side?”

Alfredo smiled. “Not so much a king anymore. Just an archeologist.”

The young man briefly looked down in thought. “So… who else knows? Does the general know? The colonel?”

“Until this morning,” said Alfredo. “There were only three who knew. Now there are—” A knock came on the door. “Enter.”

Zelma stood in the doorway. “A car is pulling up outside. Shall I send them in here?”

“Yes, please.”

The old housekeeper left.

“So you’re like thousands of years old?” said Sasha.

“I have been walking the earth a very long time.”

She smiled. “That’s really cool.”

Not being as impressed, Evan took a step towards the hybrid king. “But why didn’t you stop them? Why didn’t you stop the scourge?”

Marina could feel the anger building in the young man. She stood, taking a step towards him. “Evan, there’s more to this.”

The door opened again, freezing everyone in their tracks and Sophia and Carla walked inside.

The latter looked around the room. “What’s going on?”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




The boat crashed through the waves. Each set of eyes onboard looking inland, trying to gain any glimpse of what they knew to be out there, but the darkness was too rich and was keeping its secrets.

Staying close to the coast, it wasn’t long before the angular shapes of buildings could be seen in the evening gloom, and then the dark strip which extended from the beach a hundred yards out, into the water.

Joel carefully maneuvered the boat alongside the jetty, being watchful of the depth, then dropped the anchor.

With Anna he moved to the outside deck and rotated one of the powerful lights towards the collection of rocks and wooden supports. Three, two-foot high red canisters sat together.

He went to talk when everyone heard the waft of air as Copeland took to the air, quickly being lost amongst the darkness above. Joel turned to Kizzy and Amos, both with rifles across their backs. “Keep the path to this jetty clear. Use the radio if that becomes a problem.” They nodded and jumped off to the planks of wood.

He looked at Dalton, Nelson and Corine. “Let me know when you first see the vamps. Then keep them from the church long enough for us to get the kids back here.” Each nodded, then jumped down to the jetty and kept on going, following Kizzy and Amos. He then turned to the boy looking scared, and nodded to the radio in his hand. “Any vamps get close to this boat, you let me know. Anyone who’s close enough will get back here. Okay?”

Barry nodded.

Anna kneeled in front of the boy. “Stay on the boat and you’ll be fine. We should’t be long. Okay?”

He nodded and she got up and jumped to the jetty, then quickly tossed the canisters to Joel, who stored them, then joined her. They swiftly ran along the narrow causeway, bounding across gaps in the wood with waves a few feet below and stepped off to a concrete path, moving past Kizzy and Amos, then continued across a parking lot, their enhanced vision helping them avoid abandoned rusting bicycles then cars when they moved onto the road. The hills loomed large beyond the town and the slight buzzing he had felt on the boat had become an ache. “They’re getting closer,” he said as they ran.

Retracing their steps best they could remember, they moved deeper into the built up area of stores and hotels, moving quickly along narrow streets, until finally their destination appeared atop a small hill. The white walls of the church glistened amongst the moonlight.

They didn’t walk far into the garden before they heard a shotgun cock and were bathed in a light. Hector was standing near the entrance, two barrels and a flashlight pointing at them.

“You said you would leave!”

Anna held her arms up and stepped forward slowly.

“Don’t come any closer or I’ll shoot!”

Joel concentrated between the surging presence in his mind and the sound of the shotgun’s trigger. If either changed he was going to have to act fast.

Anna stopped. “Hector! They’re coming. Vamps, thousands of them!”

He scoffed. “We are a small village, why would they…” He noticed Joel holding the side of his head as if the FBI operator had a headache. “What’s wrong with him?”

“He can feel them. He knows when—”

Joel’s radio came alive with Dalton’s voice. “Picking up the stink. They’re a few miles out and moving fast. Over.”

Horror then anger spread across the old man’s face. He stepped back waving a finger at the two in front of him. “You brought them here! You have brought the evil to this town!”

Joel stepped forward ignoring the gun flick in his direction. “Look old man, we don’t have time for this. A wave of certain death is going to sweep through here, turning everything into dust. If you want to stay, that’s on you, but the kids are coming with us!”

The old man grimaced.

Anna took a tentative step forward. “Hector, there will be plenty of churches where we are going. You can start again, where there will be no vamps. I will help you, but please for the sake of the children, we have to go now.”

He shook his head until his frustration gave way to resignation. “Fine!” He turned and ran to the door at the back. Anna following, then ran down a narrow set of stairs to a basement area. Joel held the radio to his mouth. “We’re coming to the jetty with the kids now. Any sign of the vamps? Over.”

“Oh yeah…” said Dalton quietly. “They coming into the town from the hills.”

“Get back to the church with Nelson and Corine. Over.” Joel ran to the door at the back and descended into the bowls beneath the church, moving along a narrow corridor and then following the noise to an open doorway of a much larger room full of beds, a kitchen area and kids. Hector and Anna were busily placing coats and backpacks on them.

“Ramon, leave your toys,” said Hector to a small boy in Spanish. “Just bring the bag with your other things.”

Anna quickly moved from child to child, making sure they were ready.

“We gotta go Anna,” said Joel. She nodded as static and noise came from his radio. He held it to his lips. “Dalton? Kizzy?” Broken words came through the speaker that he couldn’t put a name to. He looked back at those in the room with him. “We’re leaving now!”

Hector gestured to the two tallest and presumably oldest children. “Layla, get to the front. Issac you at the back.” The nine children quickly formed a line. “Now we are ready to leave. Everyone stay close to me!”

Three blocks away, Dalton looked down from a tiled roof to a wide street. Despite the scant light provided by the moon, he could clearly see the sniffing, rancid creatures emerging from between buildings, adding to those already staggering along, forming larger groups, each being trying to locate what their hunger had been leading them towards. The nourishment of blood.

He looked higher to a window above a store, and Corine and Nelson looking back at him, then held his radio aloft and pointed back to the church. Nelson nodded and with the young woman moved out of sight.

A vamp’s head flicked up to the falling drapes and the creature moved towards the entrance, with another two following. Dalton went to rise, to draw their attention when an SUV that was parked out front, slid across the concrete flattening both creatures until it hit up against a nearby tree. Corine and Nelson ran out from an alley, across the road and down the side of the building Dalton was on top of, but not before other vamps further away, all in unison spotted them and surged forward.

He turned and dropped to the yard at the back near the two Alkrons. “They saw you! We gotta move!”

At the start of the jetty, Kizzy kept her head low to the ground. Hopefully the vamps moving slowly across the back of the beach wouldn’t look in their direction, but then one did. “Shit,” she said trying to sink even lower, Amos doing the same. After a few seconds of hoping they would move away, she dared to raise her head, her nose catching the smell of dried blood mixed with the scent of brine and sucked in a breath. Dark forms were now moving down the beach towards the parking lot and themselves.

Joel, Anna, Hector and the kids ran along a narrow side street, the children holding each others hands, with Layla holding Hector’s. Joel went to move left.

“No, no, derecho… right!” said Hector, pointing. “Down the alley over there!”

The group ran across the road, weaving around abandoned cars when one of the children screamed. Vamps poured around the corner building at the end of the street. Joel and Anna immediately ran in front of the kids, as Hector shepherded them past.

Joel scanned his surroundings. “Get them to the boat at the jetty!” he shouted at Hector, then ran forward, grabbing a metal street pole and with a heave snapped it from its base and tossed it to Anna just in time for her to swipe across the first vamp to reach them. Its head fell from its shoulders. Joel’s eyes were now black, his hands claws. He stepped forward, lifting a motorbike that was lying on its side, and ran forward throwing the bike into three more snarling creatures, smashing them against a wall. Spinning around he ran and sliced across a vamp that Anna was battling with, taking it to the ground, then grabbed her and together then ran into the alley, the vamps only yards behind. As they sprinted he held the radio to his mouth. “Everyone get to the jetty!”

The foul breath and growls were at their necks as they burst out onto the road to the parking lot, Hector and the children ahead. Gunshots accompanied neon streaks cutting the darkness and creatures alike, as hundreds of vamps converged from all sides.

Anna spun around spearing two vamps, but as she tried to dislodge the pole, dark angry forms lunged at her. Joel barreled into them, taking some down, but others sliced across him, sending burning sensations across his body. Resisting the pain he punched and smashed the creatures around him, but more claws and fangs bit into him, pulling him down. He tried to stand, his own hybrid rage trying to keep him from being swallowed by the ferocious things on top of him, but their fury was too much.

Suddenly screeches and squelches added to the fury and the pressure from attacks fell away as he scrambled forward onto an empty patch of concrete. Some of the vamps were fighting the others. Above, a dark shadow hovered against the sky.

“Joel!” Anna’s voice came from somewhere behind. He tried to get to his feet, pushing a vamp away, but his strength had left with his blood. A gust of wind accompanied the winged beast swooping low across the lot, scything through the mass of creatures, creating a channel towards the jetty. Joel pushed himself up and staggered forward, ducking and punching when he could, and finally collapsed into Anna’s arms. She and Kizzy helped him onto the wooden platform, as Amos continually fired at the things that kept on coming.

“Where are—”

The sound of a horn interrupted Joel’s question, being just audible over the chaos across the beach.

“There!” shouted Anna, pointing at headlights amongst the swarm. The car barreled through the vamps, smashing and crunching as it bumped and swerved over the sand and pebbles, and skidded to a stop at the start of the jetty. Dalton jumped off into a group of vamps, dispatching them to the ground.

Corine and Nelson jumped out, both running onto the jetty.

“Help me get him to the boat!” said Anna to Nelson, who took Joel’s other shoulder and quickly made their way past the young woman, who had her arm aloft.

“Get on the jetty!” shouted Corine to Dalton.

He turned and leaped the fifteen feet to the wooden beams behind her as the car lifted into the air. She waved her hand left, the vehicle moving the same, slamming into vamps, then again to the right, but there were too many of them, and they flooded past the car like ants. Others tore into the waves, and then the supports of the platform she was on, which tilted then fell forward taking her with it towards the hungry waiting creatures.

Just as a scream was about to release from her throat, clawed hands grabbed her shoulders, lifting her into the air.

Dalton, who had been ready to launch himself forward to try and grab her, watched Copeland glide through the sky taking Corine with him to the boat. He looked back at the vamps trying to climb up the rocks to get to him and roared, then turned and ran to the boat, leaping onboard and landing next to Corine and the others.

“They’re here!” shouted Amos on the bow.

The engine roared as it pulled from the dock, vamps climbing up then leaping from the end of the jetty and falling short, sinking below the waves.

“So long suckers!” shouted Barry to his left.

Amos turned, a smile across his face which turned to horror. Anna screamed out, as he lunged forward trying to push the boy away from the thing that had climbed over the handrail, but he was too late. The sound of wet meat being sliced filled the air just before a boom rang out exploding the creature’s skull.

Barry, his eyes wide and white collapsed to the ground as blood began to flow across the deck. Anna fell to his side, her knees already in a puddle of crimson liquid, desperately trying to pull the two flaps of skin across the boy’s waist, back together. “Someone help me!”

Corine threw her a blanket, while Joel unsteady on his legs, pulled open any cupboards around him, until finding a first aid box and as quickly as he could, moved outside, passing it to Anna who hands were red.

“No, no, come on Barry!”

Joel dropped to his knees by her side. “What can I do?”

Ignoring his question she pulled the gauze from the plastic box and pressed it against the gaping wound, but then they both heard the boy’s heart stutter then stop.

She turned him onto his back and started chest compressions. “You can’t die… no. I won’t let you!”

Blowing air into his lungs, she compressed his chest again, but Joel could hear there was no murmur from the muscle below her palm. He placed his hand on her arm, but she pushed it away.

“I’m not losing him!” Tears flowed from her eyes as she furiously worked.

The edge of Joel’s mind was picking up an argument happening in the main room inside, but his thoughts were with the woman in front of him, the woman he loved. “Anna… it’s too late. He doesn’t have a healing ab—”

“I can help him,” said a young voice from behind him.

Anna’s head fell to her chest, as she sobbed.

Joel looked around to Layla and Hector standing by her side. “What?”

“Let her help,” said the old man.

Anna spluttered then turned around, her eyes red, and watched as the young girl kneeled next to Barry then placed her hand on the boy’s lower back. Just as Joel and Anna realized the young girl’s eyes had turned black, Barry drew in a breath.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




Carla studied the athletic looking hybrid who had just told her and everyone else of his plan to end the end of the world. She wasn’t sure if she believed it or him. Another immortal being from a long time ago who wanted to change things again. Anyway, the world was broken. There was no putting it back together.

“So… I would be like how I was before?” said Sasha looking at her hands.

Alfredo nodded.

“I’ve kinda gotten used to it…”

“And you have done this before?” said Evan.

“Yes, just before I entered my tomb.”

“Why didn’t it affect the kings?” said Carla.

“Their sarcophagi shielded them from the effects. As did mine.”

An idea bubbled up into Marina’s mind. “So you’ll become human?”

He nodded.

“All the vamps will be destroyed?” said Evan. “Everywhere?”

“The virus will be destroyed wherever it is, and in whoever it is in. Creatures that are mostly virus will die with the virus, but those who are mostly still human, such as those of us in this room, will merely return to normal.”

Everyone tried to understand what that meant for themselves and the world.

“You already had two tablets,” said Carla. “Why didn’t you use them to create the bomb again?”

“Individually the tablets are not that different to modern computers, although with vastly superior storage capacities, and of course they have enough power, if used once to destroy vamps within a few miles. But to destroy the scourge completely, to cover the entire planet requires all of them. Each tablet amplifying the others, similar to how a nuclear explosion works.”

“But it’s not going to actually be a nuclear explosion right?”

Alfredo shook his head. “No, this is a different kind of energy.”

“You have had all three tablets for two days,” said Evan.  “Why didn’t you do it straight away?”

It was a thought that had crossed Marina’s mind too.

“Because the tablet you brought to the island is depleted. It required time to recharge.”

“How much time?” said Marina.

“Roughly four days…” said Sophia.

Carla quickly did the math. “So… it will be ready the day after tomorrow?”

“Yes. At first light…” He frowned. “But Galloway installed new security protocols when she arrived with the third tablet. She thinks the kings will try to steal them and she’s right. They will. Now we know there is a spy on the island—“ Carla shifted uneasily, Marina noticing the jump her in heart rate. “— there’s every chance they will try and steal them, and get them to the kings. They are guarded at the lab night and day, in a security vault. When my team and I work on them, there are soldiers present. Even using my abilities I am not able to take them without being detected… but together…”

Carla looked down in thought. “We might be able to get them.”

“Yes.”

“Won’t they know they’re missing?” said Shannon.

Marina looked at her. “Once we destroy the scourge it won’t matter.”

Sasha looked confused. “Why can’t we just tell the general? She will probably help!”

Carla looked at Marina. “Actually, I wanted to talk to you about the general…”

“What about her?” said Marina.

“I did some digging into what took off from the base last night. There was no flight plan logged, but I spoke to a technician, and he said he and his buddies were told to go home early. Thing is… he was late leaving, and saw a humvee pull up and two pilots get out and go into one of the Apache hangers. He left shortly after that, so didn’t see any aircraft take off. I wondered who had the juice to okay a secret nighttime flight, and from what I’m told it would have to have come from either the colonel or Galloway herself.”

Evan stood, concern across his face. “You’re telling us, the general is working for the corporation? I don’t believe it.”

Carla shook her head. “I don’t know about that. I just know, she or the colonel could have been the only officers who could have made a flight to the mountain top possible.” She noticed those around her lost in thought, especially Marina. “I’m getting the impression this is not exactly a shock to some of you…”

“Have you seen the conditions those that came with us from Jankle are being kept in?” said Marina.

“I know they were being kept in temporary housing in the industrial area when they arrived, but they had been moved on since then?”

Marina shook her head. “Turns out it’s not so temporary…”

“And they are taking their blood…” said Sophia.

Silence fell upon those in the study.

“I have known Winston for some years,” said Alfredo. “He’s a good man… and it would seem that things have changed since your group arrived…”

Evan shook his head. “I still can’t believe Galloway is working with the corporation. She fought against them every chance she got.”

Marina looked around the room. “Regardless of who the spy is, we need to get those tablets.”







*****

Hector stood at the bow, looking out into the night. The salt from the sea spray mixing with the single tear rolling down his cheek. He wiped it away and sniffed, realizing there was someone behind him.

“Mind if I join you?” said Joel.

Hector shook his head.

Joel walked forward. “We need to talk about what happened earlier…”

Hector glanced at the hybrid next to him, then turned back to the waves. “What do we have to talk about? You saw what happened.”

“I saw it. I just don’t understand it. I’ve seen a whole lot of crazy since the scourge started, but I’ve not seen that. Is Layla why you did not want to trust us? Because of what she can—”

“It is not just what she can do!”

“Okay…”

Hector let out a breath. “It is because of who she is… She is the daughter of Father Garcia, the priest of the church you saw. He… came to our town some years ago. Before he came…” He frowned. “There was much crime.” He shrugged his shoulders. “People were poor. We were not like other towns on the coast, where the tourists would go. But Father Garcia changed that. He had a daughter from a previous relationship, Layla. Ah… he loved her. And slowly the town changed. It was as if his…” He placed a clenched fist on his chest. “Faith changed what was inside people’s hearts… But then the disease came. We thought if we kept newcomers out, put up roadblocks it would stop people from getting infected, but of course, we failed.” He looked at Joel. “The father became infected first. He tried to protect Layla and the others by keeping away from them, but she insisted on seeing him, and became infected too… He left instructions of what should happen to him and her, and when he changed.” He straightened his back. “I did what needed to be done. But with Layla? I could not do it… There was a voice… I do not know where from, but something told me that she needed to be spared… It was not long after that I realized she was different. She was still… umm herself. She needed blood sure, but apart from that she was no different.”

“Did you know she could heal people?”

Hector shook his head. “Only after I had changed. I became badly injured after I came across… well… the previous owners of this boat… I made it back to the town, but I was sure I would die, even with my healing ability. Layla found me and did what she did for the boy.” He faced the hybrid next to him. “We… you and I… the others… we are the fallen… devils who devour the earth, but she…” A wave of emotion flowed across his face. “She is an—”

“Angel?”

Hector looked at Joel. “Si. I had to protect her for when the devils would be gone. But—” He turned back to the ocean. “You came to my town and brought the evil with you.”

“The vamps would have found you eventually. At least this way you, Layla and the other children have a chance of a life where we’re going. From what I’ve heard, it’s like it was before. People just trying to live their lives.”

Hector remained silent and the boat crashed through a particularly large wave making them both grip the handrail. He turned back to main deck entrance. “We should get inside, there is bad weather coming.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




A humvee pulled up at the headquarters entrance. A guard immediately moved forward to the driver’s window, then spotted Alfredo in the passenger’s seat.

“Working late tonight, sir?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, you have a new driver, sir?”

“Yes, I’ve given Sanchez the night off. Antos is driving me tonight.”

Carla produced her best false smile at the flashlight in her eyes.

The soldier nodded. “Plenty of room in the parking lot sir.”

“Thank you.”

They followed the road around and pulled up close to the building.

“It’s clear,” said Alfredo.

Marina, Evan and Sasha sat up from the back seat.

“Are you all clear where you have to go?”

“Stairwell to the left, in the lobby,” said Evan.

“Move down to the basement and the generator,” said Marina.

“Yes, there are no cameras down there. So you shouldn’t be seen when you cut the power, but when you do all hell is going to brake loose.”

“We know the plan,” said Evan. “We’ll get it done.”

“You sure no one here has seen someone like me?” said Sasha.

Alfredo turned around in his seat, with a smile. “I have never seen one like you!”

She smiled in reply.

“Yeah, she’s real rare.” said Carla. “We doing this or not?”

Alfredo nodded and Sasha opened the door and got out immediately becoming translucent.

Evan spotted the former king’s reaction. “Yeah, still freaks me out as well.”

A strong gust of wind monetarily dispersed the mist that she consisted off until she reformed, then jogged forward towards the entrance.

They watched as the guard, at first not sure what he was looking at, raised his rifle instinctively, then lowered it as she became completely invisible. He scratched his head, then yelled as she appeared right next to him, then ran off. He broke into a run trying to catch her and both moved into the forest beyond the road.

“Lets go,” said Carla.

They got out, most moving towards the entrance, but Alfredo paused, looking at the fast-moving clouds above.

“What is it?” said Marina.

“A storm is coming. We need to get this done.”

He went to take a step forward, but Marina stood her ground, while the others waited impatiently in the shadows. “If the spy finds out who you are…” she said.

“Then they will try to kill me… again. I know.”

“And if that’s the colonel or the general, then that’s going to be a problem…”

He placed his hand on her arm and smiled. “It wouldn’t be the first time an authority figure has tried that.”

He jogged forward around the corner of the building and with Carla opened the glass entrance doors and walked to the soldier in the lobby. He immediately pointed at the lack of guard out front, while Carla held the door open. Bemused, the young man came out from behind his counter and walked outside. Alfredo pointed to where the first soldier ran, and to plan, the other soldier moved in the same direction. Alfredo then opened the stairwell door and with Carla, followed two blurs as they swept inside.

The four nodded to each other, then Marina and Evan descended while Alfredo and Carla moved the other way, quickly getting to the second floor, where he gained access to the main corridor and walked to the lone soldier at the end of the space.

“Can you believe I left my research papers here!” He said to the guard, who remained silent. “Anyway, I won’t be long.” He keyed in his code and walked inside, while Carla stayed outside with the muscular man, two inches taller than her.

Three floors below Marina listened to the metal door for any sign of life beyond, and not sensing any, pulled it open, then with Evan ran along the narrow gray hallway doing the same again at another door.

This time they emerged into a wall of humming machinery. They quickly navigated through the channels of pipes and valves coming out to a wall of boxes of blinking lights.

Evan pulled open a small door and tried to make sense of the sea of wires and switches. “We can die from electrocution right…”

Marina walked forward with a metal chair. “Stand back.” He did, and she smashed the seat into the box sending sparks into the air, and after a moment of flashes, the room and every other in the building fell dark.

The guard outside the lab went to speak into his headset, but stopped when he collapsed to the floor unconscious.

“Sorry, buddy,” said Carla with her handgun in her hand. She quickly typed Alfredo’s code into the door, pulled it open and dragged the soldier inside. Then stood trying to make any details out in the absolute darkness. Images of the textile warehouse in Jankle tried to edge into her mind, but she fought the fear. “Where the fuck are you? I can’t see anything!”

A rustling sound came from ten feet ahead of her, and she spotted a red glow which she moved towards, painfully walking into a desk, then taking a step to the side, saw an open door to a room-sized vault. “Alfredo! Are you there?”

He appeared in the doorway, his eyes wide and walked quickly towards her. “We have to go.”

She tried to see if he was carrying anything. “Have you got them?”

“No, and we got sixty seconds before the backup generator kicks in.”

“What do you mean you haven’t got them? Where are they?”

He keyed in the code once more, pulling the door open. “They’ve been moved. You staying or coming with me?”

They moved back into the hallway and then the stairwell where Marina and Evan were waiting.

Marina immediately noticed the lack of anything in Alfredo’s hands. “Where’s the tablets?”

“They moved them,” said Carla.

“To where?” said Evan.

“I don’t know,” said Alfredo. “But if we stay here, we’ll never find out.”

The hybrids could hear the panicked voices and increased heartbeats in the floors above and below. Luckily, there weren’t many of them.

“Shit, someone’s coming into the stairwell!” said Evan beating Marina to saying the same thing. Before they could open the second floor door again, the one on the ground floor swung back, with two soldiers running inside then without pause move down the steps towards the basement.

“Lets go,” said Marina. They quickly descended, Alfredo listening to the door to make sure the lobby was clear, then pulled it open and waited for Carla to walk to the main entrance and do the same. There was a blur as Marina and Evan ran outside, the other two quickly joining them at the humvee.

“Where’s Sasha!” said Evan looking around the parking lot while the lights on the headquarters building lit up the night once again.

“I’m here!” said the young woman already seated in the back.

Evan shook his head, and with the others got inside. Angry voices came from inside the building as they drove steadily back to the main road.

Carla swore and slammed her hands down on the humvee. “Where could they be!”

“We got a bigger problem,” said Marina. “If Galloway is working for the king’s, she’ll now know that you and Alfredo just tried to steal the tablets.”







*****

A beeping came from the panel in front of Joel as he threw a hand out to steady himself.

“Got no idea what that is, but I think it’s trying to tell me we shouldn’t take a superyacht out in the—” The deck tilted the other way, making him catch himself falling to his left. “— Ocean, when there’s a tropical storm.”

The boat crashed back down into another wave, the engine straining to keep the vessel on the correct heading. He glanced at Anna doing her best to hold on with only one hand. “How’s the kids doing?”

“I always forget how much a kid can throw up.”

He smiled and they both burst out laughing.

“Everyone else?”

“Dalton’s handling it like the kids, Kizzy can’t stop laughing, which I think has something to do with what she found in one of the cupboards and Amos appears asleep.”

“Barry?”

She looked back to the main living area to make sure no one was paying her attention, then unsteadily moved closer to Joel. “It’s a miracle. That’s about the only word I can think of. He’s completely healed. Even hybrids can’t heal completely.”

He frowned. “Tell me about it.”

She smiled and kissed his cheek. “You look fine… but we both got scars. Barry doesn’t have anything there. No scar or muscle tissue damage, and somehow… his body appears to have replaced the blood he lost.”

“I thought the body did that anyway?”

“Not that amount of blood, this quick.”

“I guess we just add it to the long list of things that don’t make sense about the scourge.”

She nodded. “What did Hector say when you talked to him?”

“He thinks she’s an angel.”

“If I hadn’t seen her eyes go black I might have agreed. She must be another type of Alkron, but extremely rare. Either way, Hector was right to protect her like he has… Nobody other than those on this boat must know what she can do.”

“Agreed.”

She looked at the array of neon dials and displays in front of the wheel. “How long until we got there?”

“If we don’t sink, we should see the island by the morning.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




The humvee skidded to a stop outside Alfredo’s home as the gate at the bottom of the driveway automatically closed.

They all got out and walked quickly to the already open door. Without stopping Alfredo moved through the hallway to another door under the stairs, an entrance Marina had never seen opened before. As the others argued behind him, he produced a small key, unlocked the door, a light automatically coming on, and looked back. “Can you all come this way.”

“I knew you had a cave under this place!” said Evan.

They descended at least two floors, coming out to another corridor with a door at the opposite end, which was quickly opened and they all followed Alfredo into a much larger version of his study in the house above. The brick the walls were constructed from reminded Marina and Evan of what they had seen in the temple, and the ceiling similarly but on a smaller scale, was chiseled into a dome.

Sophia and Shannon stood near a large fireplace containing an already raging fire that lit multiple shelves, some containing old volumes and weapons, the rest, food and supplies. Jess and Jasper, immediately stood from a small circle of toys and ran forward, hugging their mother. Flint barked, while Shadow’s tail swept across an ornate rug.

“Tell me you got the tablets?” said Sophia.

Alfredo shook his head, leaning forward on the back of a chair. “They weren’t there. I don’t know where they are.”

“So what do we do now?” said Shannon.

Sophia looked at Alfredo. “They’re going to be coming for you.”

“For all of us,” said Carla.

“This is a big island,” said Marina. “We can run. Find a town.”

“Did you use your abilities?” said Sophia.

“No.”

“That’s something. So they know you tried to steal the tablets, but they don’t know who you are, and they don’t know why you wanted them.”

Alfredo nodded. He looked at Carla. “I can say you were acting on my orders. The soldier was only lightly concussed.”

“And what reason are you going to give for trying to steal them?”

“He was afraid they were going to be taken by the corporation’s spy…” responded the other archeologist.

Marina looked at those around her. “Are you all forgetting that Galloway might be working for the corporation?”

Footsteps came from the corridor outside, with Zelma appearing in the doorway. “There are military vehicles pulling up outside the main gate.”

Alfredo moved across the room between bookshelves to a wall of monitors, one of which showed a view of the gate. Two humvees sat facing each other just outside.

Marina stood behind him. “Is there another way out of here?”

He looked over his shoulder with a frown then back at the black and white image. “There is, but now is not the time to use it. I’m going to give myself in.”

“That’s a risky plan,” said Carla.

Marian looked at both of them. “Plan? What plan? You get thrown in jail, or if she works for the corporation, worse!”

Alfredo turned and held her hand, which the others tried not to notice. “They don’t know who I am, and if there are spies on the base, there’s only one or a few of them. I’m not willing to give up what we have created here just yet. We just need to find out who they are, and we can act.” She looked away not totally convinced. He looked at Carla. “I’m going to need you to come with me. You ready?”

She sighed then nodded.







*****

Daniel Copeland sat beneath the cockpit window. His back up against the hull, his clawed feet gripping the deck and his green box gripped by one of his huge arms, the other being used to stop him from being washed into an angry sea. There was just about enough room for him to fit inside the main deck area but he knew he wasn’t wanted there. And that was fine. He was trapped with his enemies, but at least he was free. A wave crashed over him and he held the box firmer, nothing on earth could make him part with it.

By time he had been pushed out into the prison yard he wanted to kill whoever they put in front of him. Days of continuous light and little blood had made him delirious. The kings were torturing him for his betrayal, but the visions of his son, Jasper were worse. The young boy with white eyes would stand in the corner of his tiny cell and ask him, why he had left. Over and over. He knew it was his mind breaking apart but strangely as time went on, it also became his hope. A reminder that his son was out there, being cared for by people that… cared. They had not given up on the old world like he had. They still gave a shit.

He hadn’t recognized the young people he was tasked to kill for the pleasure of his captors, nor the wolf-man that charged at him. It was only when he had been struck down by the king’s witch that within the searing pain a moment of clarity allowed a memory to emerge. He had met the young mind reader before. He had escaped with the others, eventually joining up with those that had his son.

It was in that moment that he realized through finding his son, there would be salvation.

At first he had made sure to sleep away from those that he was traveling with, and with each rising sun when he slept he expected not to wake again. Surely they would take their pound of flesh? But slowly by observing them, usually when they did not realize, he had come to see them for what they were. Flawed, but determined to fight for a better life. The scourge had turned some humans into heroes, and others into villains. He had become the latter.

Another huge wave battered the hull and washed over him. But that was okay. He was enjoying nature’s display of power. A reminder of how little he always had. And perhaps, somewhere out there in the darkness was a little boy who would want a father again.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




Alfredo sat in a small interrogation room. One of a few in the basement of the headquarters, where the military police for the base were located. They took him at gunpoint, amongst shouts and accusations, and he and Carla had calmly nodded then allowed their hands to be bound. He had not seen any rank higher than a sergeant so far, but his enhanced hearing picked up the sound of footsteps and heart beats he recognized.

The door opened with Galloway standing in the doorway. She told the soldiers outside they do not need to be in the room, and walked in, closing the door and sat confidently in the other chair, across from the small table.

She let out a breath before starting. “So you wanted to steal the tablets… I gotta admit when I was told I was surprised. As was Winston. It was only when I told him you had admitted to trying to take them that he started to believe it.” She leaned forward. “But we still don’t know why… are you working for the kings?”

It was back in the room beneath his house that the idea came to him of how to out the spy. And he was about to find out if he was right. He smiled, looking directly at her. “I know you’re working for the kings, because I’m working for them too…”

He sensed her increased heart rate, but that wasn’t confirmation. “You’re working for the kings?” she said.

“Yes, and they told me about you.” His senses absorbed all of hers. He had had a few thousand years of reading humans, and was pretty good at it.

She gazed into his eyes, trying to find any hint of a lie. “If what you say is true, then why did you feel the need to steal the tablets? If I’m working for them, why not just tell me who you—”

Alfredo leaned back. “Because they do not trust you general. They did not trust you to destroy the tomb and they do not trust you to return the tablets to them.” Her heart was now racing and the anger she was having a hard time controlling told him all he needed to know.

“I did what they—”

Before another word left her mouth, he had snapped the plastic straps and had his hand around her throat. Despite her hybrid strength, he was stronger. Her eyes spoke of shock as she struggled to be free. Rasping sounds came from her throat in an attempt to shout for help.

He leaned in closer and her eyes widened. “If you shout for soldiers to come to your aid general, I will tell them who you are working for, and if you think it will be your word against mine? I will tell them I can prove it. Which I can.” It was a lie, but one he felt confident to tell. “If I release my grip. Will you be willing to talk?” She nodded and he relaxed his clawed fingers.

“They sent you to kill me!” she croaked.

Disgust welled up within him, the temptation to snap her neck overpowering.

“I did what they asked. I took care of the last king! They made me a promise!”

“What promise?”

“That they would leave this island to us! That we would rule it how we wanted!”

“I have seen how you want to rule general. Humans used as cattle for their blood!”

She looked confused and he internally chastised himself for making such an obvious slip-up. “What do you care about the humans?” she said.

His grip tightened for an instant, her eyes starting to bulge, but then he let her go taking a step away. She immediately coughed, bending over, trying to get air into her lungs.

“You’re… not… going to kill… me?”

He turned back to her. “You have been lied to general.”

She looked up, not understanding.

“The kings had no intention of leaving this piece of land for you. They just used you to destroy the last tomb.”

She looked away. “If that is true, then I have the tablets, which if they attacked I would destroy. They would not chance that…” She looked again at the hybrid. “Who are you?”

“I am the king you failed to kill.”

“What?” She took a step back, not realizing the wall was so close behind her.

He sat back in his chair. “I am Freon. And as you can see. I left my sarcophagus a long time ago.”

She shook her head. “You’re him? You mean you have been… living amongst humans for—”

“A long time. Now, take a seat general, for if you truly do want this island to be free from the kings’ control, we have a lot to discuss and do, and not much time to get it done.”







*****

Anna sat on a small padded seat at the back of the cockpit. Outside, winds howled and waves crashed against the hull. She was tired, but not as tired as the man whose eyelids kept threatening to close. “Let me take the wheel for a bit.”

He smiled. “I’m—”

A bleep came from one of the displays in front of Joel, but his exhausted brain couldn’t work out which one. It happened again, and this time he was able to narrow it down. A mass of neon green was just visible at the top of the circular screen. They looked at each other as a smile broke out on their faces at the same time.

“Is that it?” she excitedly said. “Is that Puerto Rico?”

He leaned down slightly to try and get a better look. “I… don’t know. It’s definitely something large and solid. About… ten miles from us.” His head flicked to the drenched windscreen but it was too water logged to see any detail through. “Take the wheel.” She did and he walked to the door, pushing it open as a gust of wind almost pulled it from his grasp and looked out into the dark. Tiny sparkles of light were just visible on the horizon. He pulled it closed. “I think it’s land!”

The internal door behind opened, with Nelson appearing in the gap. “What’s all the commotion?”

“I think we made it. There are lights on the horizon!”

Nelson continued through the cockpit area, pulling the door open once again and briefly stared out into the dark, just about seeing what Joel just had. “I think you might be right.”

Joel looked at the radar again. “Bearing is due east, which is where the coast should be.”

“I’ll tell the others,” said Anna. She threw her arms around him, squeezing him tight then moved off through the door to the other decks.

He leaned down and picked up his binoculars, handing them to Nelson. “Take a look outside, tell me what you see. If there are lights, maybe there’s a town there.”

Nelson braved the wind and waves once again and leaned out just enough for the eyepieces to fit through the gap. “We’re too far away still. Can’t tell if their buildings or maybe boats or ships in a bay.” The older man looked behind him. “You got any maps of this part of the island?”

Joel shook his head.

“Well, we’ll know soon enough.”

The other door opened and Corine, Kizzy and Barry moved into the small space. Kizzy kept on going, walking up to Nelson. “Gimme, gimme, I want to see!”

“I wonder if they got hamburgers!” said Corine.

“I miss apple pie,” said Barry.

Nelson frowned, giving the young woman what she wanted, and she leaned out placing them against her eyes. “Hey I can see… looks… like… a ship… large one…”

“What kind of ship?” said Joel, trying to be heard against the howling wind coming through the opening to the weather outside.

“Umm… like a war ship… you know like the navy has.”

“Yeah, there’s an army base on the island. Galloway never mentioned a naval presence though.” He asked Nelson to take the wheel and moved to the external door. “Let me take a look.” Turning the dial on the binoculars, the dark shape of a large ship was visible against points of light beyond. He pulled the door closed. “War ship of some kind. Appears to be moored a mile from the shore. The bay must be two shallow for it to get any closer. We’re—”

A heavy thump landed on the foredeck and demonic cat’s eyes appeared in the darkness just outside the windscreen.

Joel opened the door to Copeland who peered inside, bending down slightly, his clawed hands on the door frame. “Corporation is already on the island.”

“What?”

Joel leaned out once again, making the Drak lean back and scoured the horizon trying to see more details but it was too dark. He looked at Copeland, wind and rain battering both of them as the boat rocked and swayed. “Are you sure?”

“Black uniforms on the ship and the town. Military vehicles have been offloaded from the ship, including some light tanks, but they can’t get directly to the shore so that’s slowing them down.”

The cockpit door opened with a smiling Anna, who’s expression soon dissipated. “What’s going on?”

Joel turned to face her, his windswept hair partially covering his face. “The corporation have beaten us to the island.”

She let out a breath.

“Do you think the general and the others know?” said Corine.

“We’re still a long way from San Juan, so probably not.” He looked back at Copeland. “Can you find us a place to get to shore, away from the town?”

The winged man leaned forward, his box in one hand. “I need you to look after this…”

Joel took it, nodding, as the Drak turned and leaped into the storm.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




Anxiety bubbled within Marina’s stomach as the humvee she was in drove down an innocuous dirt track surrounded by a forest, which was battling sheets of rain and wind. Despite the sun having just risen the sky was a dark swirl of gray. The vehicle momentarily paused, as a gate was raised, then continued deeper in. She wasn’t sure if they were still on the base, as they had been driving for some time but then she saw what they were driving towards. A triangular bomb shelter, the like of which she had seen before. This one looked just as old, with strands of green covering its roof.

They pulled up near a small path to the entrance, where two guards stoically stood. She got out with Carla, Evan, Shannon and captain Ayers.

When the trucks came to collect them, they were reluctant to believe the message that had been relaid from Alfredo via the captain. That he had talked to the general and they had come to an ‘understanding,’ whatever that meant. Ayers went on to explain that they are to be taken to a meeting which was happening in a secret location, and that Alfredo and the general would be there. It could have all been a ruse to get them to hand themselves over to the authorities, but the alternative was to run. To disappear into the wilds of the island, hoping Galloway had better things to do than chase them all down during a storm, but unlike the mainland, there were only so many places they could hide out. She was also done with running. When she discovered that the corporation’s reach had stretched across the ocean, her instinct was to pull further away. But Alfredo was right. He and the colonel had struggled to make the island somewhere special. A vamp free zone. It was worth finding out if what the captain was saying was true. So once she knew Jess and Jasper were safe with Sasha and Sophia, she agreed to the meeting.

Quickly escorted by Ayers, who waved her ID at the guard in front of the sturdy looking entrance, they made their way inside, which was completely different to what Marina expected, being bright and new. She also realized that the part of the bunker she had seen was just the top section, for they were soon descending a set of concrete steps to another door, this one also guarded but appeared twice as thick once it was pulled open. Another hallway, but this one had a series of doors. Ayers ignored them all and walked to the one opposite, where she typed in a key code and this time when the door sprung open a cacophony of voices escaped.

The room the two hybrids and one human had entered appeared to be a command center of some kind. Screens sat upon the far walls and desks, with uniformed men and women busily working.

“Follow me,” said the captain. They moved down the central aisle to the front, passing another guard into a smaller conference room.

Relief and anger struck Marina at the same time. She was glad to see Alfredo seated at the table, but had the opposite reaction on seeing the general. Gus and Clement were also there, each of them not wanting to meet the newcomers’ eyes.

“Ah, I’m glad you are all—”

“You’re a fucking traitor!” shouted Evan at the hybrid woman with the four stars on her lapel. He went to walk towards her, but Marina walked partially across him blocking his progress. “We trusted you! And you were working for the kings! People died! And what about Joel and the others? Is that why they never made it back?”

Galloway’s expression was a mixture of shame and fear, neither of which made any difference to Evan or Marina.

“I did what I felt I needed to for the town to survive. Maybe once you’re older—”

Marina could feel the young man’s anger about to explode, his vamp side wanting to be let free. She felt the same, but there must have been a reason Alfredo arranged the meeting. She looked past him to an anxious looking young woman behind, who immediately realized what Marina wanted.

Shannon placed her hand on Evan’s arm. “Evan…” He leaned away, but she held on tight. “Evan!”

He turned around. “What?” he shouted.

“Not here. Not now… Let’s go outside.”

Marina could feel the affect the young woman was having on his heart rate. He nodded and they left.

“Well… that was exciting,” said Clement. He looked down, sighing. “Not that I can blame the young man. But we have bigger fish to fry.” He looked at Galloway, who appeared frozen. “General? You were saying?”

She looked at him. “Yes, umm…” Then briefly looked at Marina and Carla asking them to take a seat, before looking around the table. “Alfredo, who we now all know is much older than we thought—”

“Who you tried to kill…” said Marina.

Alfredo looked at the woman opposite. “Marina. She didn’t succeed. And now, we are all here with a common purpose. Trying to find a solution to what is surely about to crash down upon our heads. The king’s think I’m dead. That’s good. Unfortunately, it also means they will also be on their way here to reclaim the tablets.”

“If they come at us with just a group of Alkrons,” said Gus. “We can handle it.”

“The problem is if they have upgraded their abilities since Jankle,” said Clement.

Galloway glanced at the ancient king, then looked at the two men by her side. “Actually, there is one other thing I’ve not told both of you yet.”

“Now what?” said Clement.

She looked at Alfredo, who continued for her . “I have a way of destroying the scourge.”

“Destroying the scourge?” said Gus. “What does that mean?”

“It means no more vamps. Anywhere,” said Carla.

The two men looked at her, then back at Alfredo.

“How?” said Clement.

“The tablets,” said Marina before Alfredo could respond.

“Ah, yeah, that vamp bomb you exploded before with one of the tablets?” said Clement. “I take it, that’s what we’re talking about? But on a larger scale?”

Alfredo nodded. “Yes.”

“It also means no more Alkrons,” said Galloway.

“And that’s a good thing,” said Marina staring directly at her. The general frowned.

“The virus will be removed from all living organisms across the planet,” said Alfredo. “If there is a heavy viral load in a body, that body will die with it.”

Clement slid a hand through what little hair he had. “Right…” He looked back to Alfredo. “And you’re certain it will work?”

Alfredo nodded.

“Why haven’t you already used the tablets to do that then?” said Gus.

“The tablet that you brought with you, needed time to recharge. That time is almost over. Tomorrow we will end the scourge.”







*****

Joel struggled to steer the boat towards the small rocky shore, that was miles south of the town the corporation had settled in. The bow crashed up and down, the engine straining as they neared the concrete ramp which descended from a beach of wooden houses on posts, some of which had collapsed into the waves.

“Take the wheel!” said Joel to Nelson. “I’m going to try and tie us to the top of the ramp.” The old man nodded as the whimpers of scared kids filtered up through the floor to Joel’s senses. He pushed open the door to the storm, holding the handrail best he could, then pulled the mooring rope free and leaped towards the rocks, but he slammed into a gust of wind which pulled him back into the ocean where his hands scrambled to get purchase against the seaweed and concrete slabs. Water surged into his lungs as he battled against the waves tearing into the beachside homes. Refusing to let go of the rope, he pushed his boot between two worn pieces of concrete and heaved himself up and onto the drenched surface, gulping for air, then flung himself backwards as the boat crashed into the ramp just missing him. Realizing the rope was about to be pulled from his grasp, he sprang forward, wrapping it around an iron post multiple times, finishing just as a wave sucked the boat back into the ocean. The rope tensed almost to breaking point, its threads starting to splinter.

Dalton and Kizzy staggered on to the main deck.

“We need to get the kids off now!” he shouted at them, his words being taken by the howling wind and rain, but each nodded and quickly moved back inside. He sensed a presence by behind him and spun around to Copeland, leaning into the storm.

“I can help get the kids off!” he shouted.

“Yes!”

The Drak beat his wings, momentarily being driven back but then took to the air and glided the short distance to the deck where Hector appeared, the old man forcing his way forward against the wind with a trail of children behind him, some with lifejackets.

Joel could see the old man protesting, who then looked his way. He waved his hands. “Let him help!” Even through the sheets of rain he could see Hector frown. The old hybrid turned, mentioning something to the children who were huddled together, hanging onto the handrail, then helped one closer to Copeland, who wrapped his arm around the boy and sprang into the air, making the jump to the top of the ramp in one swift move. He gently placed the child on the drenched concrete, who quickly ran to Joel then leaped back to the deck again.

Anna appeared with Barry, both with full backpacks on.

The rope snapped. In a blur Joel grabbed it with one hand, and the iron pole the other, the force of the boat almost pulling his arm from his socket. Seeing the danger, Dalton leaped to his side, both men now fighting against the might of the sea to hold the vessel close.

Copeland grabbed two more kids, one in each arm, leaping to the top of the ramp, then back to the boat which in a sudden rush of waves surged forward, smashing up against the ramp, momentarily beaching on the concrete. Seizing the chance Hector picked up the other kids, lowering them to Joel and Dalton while Anna did the same for Barry.

Kizzy and Amos jumped down, and just as the waves started to pull the damaged boat back into the ocean, Nelson ran from the cockpit and leaped onto the shore.

As the bedraggled individuals walked away from the sea, Copeland looked out, panic in his eyes. “Where is it!” He moved towards Joel with fury in his eyes, but Anna stepped in front.

“I’ve got it!” she said to the Drak, then placed her pack on the floor, lifting the flap, and pulled out the wooden box stashed inside. Relief washed over the taller creature. She handed it to him. “We wouldn’t leave it behind.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




Marina sat in the high-backed chair in front of the flames from the basement fire. Jess and Jasper were asleep on a sofa opposite and being almost noon she felt the same, but her mind wasn’t letting go. She wondered if the days of running from vamps, and then the corporation were about to come to an end, and what life would be like being… human. Joel’s blood had given her a thirst the like of which she had never experienced before. She imagined it similar to an addict jonsing for another hit. A chemical pull so powerful that she would literally kill to have someone else’s blood cascading through her mouth then throat. She wouldn’t miss that. But the strength, agility, speed, she would, and she wasn’t sure if she was ready for them to be gone.

Footsteps reverberated through the metal door and it opened to Alfredo entering the room. He smiled on seeing her as she did him. He looked at the sleeping children then nodded for her to follow him.

They were soon on the other side of the large room, where the banks of screens showed trees on the grounds being bent and pulled, while debris mingled with blankets of rain.

“Looks pretty bad out there,” she said.

He nodded. “It is, but it will get worse. We no longer have satellites of course, but from the years I have spent on the island, this feels like it will become something more dangerous. Perhaps a hurricane.”

She looked at the ceiling.

He smiled. “Don’t worry we are quite safe here.”

“Did they let you see the tablets?”

He sat in the single chair, as she sat on the edge of the desk. “Yes. The third tablet is on track to be fully useable by sunrise. I have set the Alkron bomb to detonate at the same time.”

She let that idea settle for a moment. “You trust her?”

He scoffed. “Not one bit. But I convinced her the kings will be coming, and this is the best way to defeat them. Once the tablets detonate, there will just be two human brothers, with no power over anyone.”

“What if those that follow them, still do?”

He stood, moving close to her. “Then we defeat them the old fashioned way.”







*****

The wind howled outside a school hall, while a piece of roof on the single-story building clattered in reply. Neither sound was enough to wake the eight children who were sleeping on bundles of clothes on the tiled floor. The two that remained awake, the two changed by the scourge sat in a corner, laughing at a book that Layla had brought with her.

Joel sat with his back against a wall, watching Anna move from child to child checking they were sleeping okay, and then to the adults doing the same. As he felt the depth of feeling for the woman who always put others ahead of herself, he realized that despite the world ending, he was in a new relationship. He had allowed some hope to build within him during the perilous journey across the ocean, but all of that had been washed away on seeing that the corporation had beaten them to the island. Was the military base in San Juan even there still? Had the kings already removed it from the map?

Anna sat by his side and let out a deep breath.

“How is everyone?”

“All things considered, pretty good. We’re low on blood though. Got maybe a day and a half left if we ration. So expect everyone to start getting grouchy.”

He nodded towards the two kids still awake. “Good to see Barry’s got a friend… I didn’t think she spoke English?”

Anna smiled. “She knows a few words. Seems like it’s enough.”

“I’ve been thinking—”

“That’s never a good thing.”

He smiled. “Hey, I have good ideas sometimes!”

She laughed, grabbing his arm and briefly shaking it. “Yes, I can remember at least two times!”

He nodded, still with a grin. “At least two times… umm, but I think, we need to split into two groups…”

Any humor she had quickly left, for she knew what his comment would mean for them. “We should stick together. All of us. Head east to San Juan.”

He looked down then back to her. “I need to know what’s happening with the corporation in that town.”

“Why does it have to be you!” Her voice was louder than she wanted, and some of the children stirred. Barry and Layla looked across then continued with their discussion.

Joel held her hand. “Because we need to know. The world may have ended but some of us still have a job to do… if we can. You, Dalton, Hector, the kids, Amos, Kizzy—”

A side door opened and the young man appeared, looking briefly around the room and then walked over and sat with them. “Actually, I want to go with you,” said Amos.

Joel’s surprise only lasted a second when he realized the Amos’s ability had returned. “Are you sure?”

“This island is the last stop. If we can’t stop the corporation here, we might as well all jump in the ocean. I’m sure.”

“Does Kizzy know?” said Anna.

The young man let out a breath, then got to his feet. “No…” He moved back through the way he had just entered by.

“So the people I mentioned, and Corine and Barry will be the group that goes directly to San Juan. Myself, Nelson and Amos will head north and learn what we can, before moving east to the base.” Joel looked around the drawings from children still on the walls, then stood. “Get some more rest, but I want us to be leaving by the end of the hour. Dalton and Nelson are out looking for vehicles. If they find some, you could be at San Juan by nightfall.”

“Where you going?”

“To chat to a winged demon.”

Joel made his way along the street, fighting against the constant barrage of wind and rain, the strength of which would have pushed a normal man to the ground. He jogged past an abandoned silver coupe, half on the sidewalk, past homes fast deteriorating, and kept moving towards where his senses were telling him to go.

A two-story high auto-repair shop sat on the corner, its large metal shutter down, but rippling against the storm. Joel ran around the side of the building, pulling open a door and made his way past the back office and into where a Drak was sitting on the oil sodden floor, besides an old truck raised on bricks.

He tossed him a half-used bag of blood. “Thought you might be needing this.”

Copeland looked up at him, picked up the bag and finished the contents in seconds. “Thank you… Are you always aware of where I am?”

“Pretty much.”

“The king’s must have had the same ability.”

“So what happened between you and them? How you end up in jail?”

Copeland sighed and looked straight ahead. “I thought they would be willing to work with me. Turns out they do not work with anyone other than themselves.”

“Yeah well, there’s one less to be bothered about now.”

Copeland smiled, nodding.

“We’re splitting into two groups. The largest heading for the base, and myself, Nelson and Amos heading north—”

“To find out what they are up too.”

“Yup. I know you want to see your—”

“I’ll come with you.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




Anna threw her arms around Joel, not wanting to let go. They pulled apart then kissed, making some of the children giggle and Hector frown. They were standing with others inside the school hall, while the sound of splintering branches and shattering tiles filled the air just a few feet away behind the double doors of the entrance. Almost lost within the noise was the sound of three engines running.

“Take a look, then head east. Okay?”

Joel nodded. “I’ve got no intention of being caught by the corporation again. We’ll get some intel then get out of there.” He briefly looked up. “Hopefully they will be more concerned with this storm than spies.”

“I mean it, Joel. We need—” She looked at Amos standing near the door. “— All of you to make it to the base.” The young man nodded. Kizzy sniffed, her eyes red, while Corine stood impatient to leave.

“You just concentrate on getting there yourselves,” said Joel.

She nodded then looked back at the ten children. “Is everyone ready to go on a journey?” Most couldn’t understand her words, but nodded anyway.

“Come on, let’s go,” said Hector to them in Spanish.

Amos pulled on the door handle with some effort, the wind not wanting it open, then falling back, as in a rush it did. He held it as the group going directly east ran outside, huddled together and holding hands and jumped into the back of a green SUV and a brown minivan.

Joel waved to Dalton upfront in the van, while Anna kissed his cheek once again and ran outside, jumping into the driver’s seat of the SUV. The minivan pulled off then the SUV, with Anna giving a brief final wave, Joel doing the same.

He let out a breath. A part of him was disappearing into the gloom of the storm. He turned to Amos. “Ready?”

The young man nodded and they moved outside, closing the hall door, and ran to the pickup, which Copeland was seated in the bed at the back of. They both climbed inside.

“I’m thinking the coastal road is going to be pretty flooded,” said Nelson in the driver’s seat. “Which is exactly why we’re going to try and take it. If there’s corporation further in, we should hopefully avoid them.”

Joel nodded. “Lets try.”

They drove west, past brightly colored single-story brick built homes, with flat roofs, some of which were flapping against the wind, and weaved around fallen trees and scattered mail boxes, arriving at a junction. It was one they had walked past on their way from the shore hours earlier, but this time it was as if the beachside homes were stranded in a lake, their supports and posts submerged.

Nelson nodded to the route that headed north. “That’s us.” He looked at Joel in the passenger’s seat. “What you want to do?”

“Try it.”

Nelson eased forward, the wind battering the side of the vehicle and they moved into the few feet of seawater. The pickup kept moving, its clearance just enough for the engine to not get waterlogged and they followed the two-lane road as it moved past holiday homes and apartment complexes, with parking lost beneath the ocean waves. As they moved away from the coast, the newly formed river becoming shallower, and each man breathed a sigh of relief, but it was short lived for their route soon veered back towards the ocean, their vehicle working harder to not be swept away.

“How much further we got to go?” said Amos.

“Not far, we should see the bay soon… Look,” he gestured up ahead as they left the last line of trees which blocked their view of the ocean.

“Fuck…” was what Nelson said on seeing what the sea contained, but it was echoed in the others’ minds.

The bay was full of cargo ships. The kinds of vessels that were once the reserve of the oceans, ferrying cargo from one far-flung location to another, were now lined up, their decks full of containers, from one side of the bay to the other. Those trying to absorb the scene hadn’t realized that the road had raised up out of the water and they were stopped on a bridge.

“It’s got to be to shallow,” said Nelson. “How they getting them offloaded?” He looked at Joel for an answer, who had none.

Joel looked along the road, which looked dry compared to what they had traveled through. “Park up ahead, we’re on foot from here on.”

Nelson drove up a driveway to a luxury villa and parked outside its white stone entrance. Immediately the back of the pickup lifted, and a shadow briefly fell across the hood as Copeland took to the windswept sky.

Joel looked at the other two. “From here on, there’s a chance we could be—” He winced, touching his forehead, then looked back out to the bay, and the plethora of shipping fighting the huge waves. “I know what’s in the containers…. vamps.”

Nelson and Amos joined him counting the numbers of containers that filled the decks of the enormous ships.

“If they all make it to land, that’s tens of thousands…” said Nelson.

“We need to get closer,” said Joel, then grabbed his backpack and rifle and pushed the door open to the storm.

They tried to keep to the road, but where it was too deep they headed inland, climbing over walls, running across saturated squares of long grass and then across huge swathes of standing water that hid parking lots.

Joel drew closer to the other two, then pointed at a three-story apartment block. They nodded and moved onto the grounds, splashing through a foot of water until running up steps to the nearest entrance and bundling through the door to the hallway and relative silence.

“If we get to the top,” said Joel, rubbing his temple again. “Maybe the roof, we should be able to see the town.”

They both agreed and all three quickly ascended to the topmost landing, then with Joel breaking the lock, pushed open the door and forced themselves out into the gales, but it wasn’t the wind that drew their breath but what had become of the shoreline and part of the town. The towering seafaring leviathans had beached, crushing everything beneath them. Homes, restaurants, parks and sea front stores all now rubble beneath the five-story steel hulks, and at the side of their hulls a beehive of activity. Transport helicopters struggled against the winds to offload the containers, dumping them on the ground which was a mass movement. Thousands of humanoid figures were wading through waves and across what was left of the coastal town.

“Shit,” said Amos.

“That’s a lot of vamps,” said Nelson.

There was a thud, making them turn around to Copeland retracting his wings. He walked forward. “It’s not just vamps. They got some military vehicles. Look like missile launchers, and there’s something else.”

“What?” said Nelson.

“The king’s are here…”

Joel nodded. “I can feel them. Which means if we stay here any longer they’ll be able to do the same to us. We need to get to the base and warn them what’s coming their way.”







*****

Winds were a distant howl outside the windows of the smart apartment. Marina smiled as the old man and woman behind him walked tentatively inside, both of their eyes wide. He looked at her with a bemused expression. “You sure this ours?”

Marina smiled. “Two bedrooms, a shiny kitchen with modern appliances. All yours for free.”

“Free?” The woman said, then continued before Marina could respond. “Nothing in this life is free.” She walked into the bedroom. “I bet they will still want our blood!”

“Only if you want to give it and they will pay you for it.”

The old men raised his eyebrows in approval.

“My apartment is just across the street, so if you ever want anything let me know. Oh I almost forgot. There are two food packages in the kitchen, with stuff you might want to get in the refrigerator.”

The old man smiled, while cupboards closed and opened wherever the old woman was.

“I have to go. But remember I’m just across the way.”

The old man nodded and Marina quickly made her way down the stairs to coaches, and a street full of people, which despite the storm force winds were trying to find their own new homes.

She ran forward and helped a child back up that had fallen, her mother thanking Marina. The family quickly made their way into a ground-floor apartment.

She was about to cross the street to her own home, when through the sea of people she picked up her voice being shouted and turned around to a humvee and captain Ayers standing beside it waving. Pushing through the people stepping off school buses with what little possessions they had, she approached the captain.

“Why are you here?” said Marina.

“You have to come with me immediately. There are some new arrivals at the west gate of the camp, saying they know you.”

Marina looked confused. “Who?”

“She says her name is Anna Faraday.”


CHAPTER THIRTY




Layla said something in Spanish to Hector who replied in kind, both sitting in the back of the SUV with two other children, the rest being with Dalton in the minivan. Both vehicles were parked outside an impressive steel gate, with a humvee on the other side and a gaggle of soldiers, some of which were talking on their radios.

“How long do we have to stay here?” said Hector to Anna in the driving seat. The wind howled just outside, rocking their vehicle.

“I thought you knew these people,” said Corine on the passenger’s side.

“Not these people exactly, just some of them. But I don’t know if they even made it here…”

Hector uttered something in Spanish which Anna didn’t need translated to understand.

Another humvee pulled up behind the first and even with the windscreen being full of mist and drips of rain Anna recognized one of the raven haired women who emerged, then ran towards the gate arguing with one of the soldiers.

Hector started to talk again but Anna was already pushing her door open, stepping out into the sheets of rain.

A humming rang out just audible over the sound of the weather, and the gate started to slide open. She ran forward just as Marina slipped through the gap, both women embracing, then hugging while slightly jumping up and down in joy.

“You’re alive! You made it here!” said Marina, rain sliding down her race. Her eyes flicked to the vehicles behind.

“And you! Where are the others? How’s Jess, Jasper and Mary?” Marina’s sudden neutral expression stabbed at Anna’s heart. “What happened?”

“Mary didn’t make it.” Marina’s tears mixed with the natural ones from the heavens. They hugged again, she pulled away then looked down to Anna’s missing appendage. “I’m so sorry what happened to you…”

Anna held her arm up. “Ah, yeah. Well I manage…” Anna suddenly realized just how much the woman in front of her didn’t know of the previous week’s events.

Marina spotted her reaction. “What is it?”

“Geri didn’t make it…”

“What?” Marina looked at Dalton sitting in the minivan. His stone cold expression was visible even through the steamed up window.

“It happened when they came to rescue me. It was a trap…”

“Joel?”

Anna nodded. “He’s okay… took a bit of beating, but you know Joel.”

It was a small spark of relief amongst the rage bubbling within Marina. She looked back at the vehicles wondering if now was the time to tell the tortured woman in front of her, about Galloway’s betrayal.

Kizzy pushed her door open and leaned out waving. She waved back.

“Joel should be here soon. But there’s something you and Galloway need to know.”

“What?”

“The corporation are on the island.”

“What? Where?”

“West coast, where we made shore. About two hours from here.” Anna could tell the news shocked the hybrid woman in front of her. She looked back at the vehicles. “We have children with us, is there somewhere we can take them?”

“Yes. Follow us.” Marina ran back to her vehicle, Anna doing the same. The other humvee backed out of the way and the convoy of three vehicles drove along a road bordered by forests of broken branches and then out past forecourts of military vehicles and buildings.

“Where are we going?” said Marina to the captain who was in the passenger’s seat.

“We have orders to take them to the headquarters.”

“No. That’s not where we’re going. Take them to Alfredo’s home.”

“But the general—”

“I don’t give a rat’s ass what she said. Take them to Alfredo’s. If Galloway wants to talk to them, she can do it there.”

Ayers nodded at the soldier who was driving, and they headed in a different direction. As the exotic looking home appeared at the end of the tree lined street, Marina found her heart beating with emotion. She couldn’t believe they had made it to the island, but knowing the corporation were nearby filled her with dread.

The gate pulled back and the three vehicles made their way up the drive, parking outside the grand entrance, where Alfredo was waiting with Zelma.

Marina jumped out and ran to him. “The corporation have landed on the island.”

“Where?”

“West coast.” She looked back at the civilian vehicles. “My friends saw them. They have children with them. I thought I should bring them here…”

“You did the right thing.” He looked at Zelma who nodded then walked forward, waving at those inside the vehicles to come with her. As the children made their way into the large house, he walked closer to Marina. “Joel is here?”

“No. But he’s on his way.”

Hector walked with Layla. Marina spotted Alfredo’s reaction to the girl, and wanted to ask why, but Hector approached and said something in Spanish to the archeologist, who nodded and Hector and Layla continued past and into the hallway.

The others quickly followed. Zelma led the children and Hector up the wide stairs, while everyone else followed Alfredo and Marina into the study. Kizzy sat heavily in a chair.

Dalton sniffed towards Alfredo. “You’re a hybrid…”

Alfredo smiled. “I never could hide my true self from your kind. I am.”

“He’s the fourth king…” said Marina.

All eyes landed on her, then Alfredo.

“What?” said Anna.

“My birth name is Freon…”

Kizzy got to her feet and walked to a few inches of the ancient king, making him lean back slightly. “You don’t look that old.”

“It’s him,” said Marina.

Anna took a step forward, placing her rain socked backpack and her rifle on the ground near the door. “So, the last tomb was here? And they released you?” She looked around the room.

“I left the tomb a long time ago and made Puerto Rico my home. I traveled across every inch of this planet since then, but I always return.”

“Umm… there’s something else you need to know,” said Marina.

“More?” said Anna.

“We have a way to end the scourge…”

For a fraction of a moment Anna contemplated this last piece of news was a joke. But she knew the woman in front of her well enough to know it wasn’t. Somehow it was true. She reached for the nearest chair and sat near Corine.







*****

Rynon stood on the bow of the Helios and looked out a landscape broken by his will. A sea not of crashing waves but of obedient blood thirsty slaves filled every street, park and plaza. The seething mass stretched for miles before being swallowed by a wall of gray.

“We have enough of them now brother to end this,” said Eltir. “Why wait?”

The wind and rain battered the two kings standing on the almighty ship that was now one with the coastline, but Rynon stood proud. “What will happen to this island, brother, will serve as a lesson to any that might come after. Any remaining humans, wherever they are on this planet will look upon the devastation we have brought to this place and realize their only use is to serve us. I want the contents of every last one of the containers emptied, before the march east.”

“The longer we leave it, the greater the chance they will know we are here! They have modern weapons as well, brother. They may attack first.”

Rynon looked back to the older king. “That is why we have the vehicles that launch missiles. Iona informed me they will be quiet affective at softening the enemy, rendering much of their weaponry useless. And then our children will arrive at their gates and devour what is left.”

Eltir sighed. “We cannot be sure of where the tablets are. What if the missiles destroy them?”

“They will be well protected. Probably underground. And you know as well as I brother, that they were made by the gods. Man made fire will not be able to damage them.” Rynon stepped to Eltir, placing both hands on his shoulders. “This is a day of celebration! We will honor Tyror, by wiping from history those that took him from us. A thousand years from now there will be statues of us brother, but no one will remember the names of those we defeated. It will be as if they never existed! But we, brother… we will be eternal. Like the gods that gave us our gifts all those eons ago. Do you remember what the villagers used to say about us?”

Eltir sighed, looked away. “I remember.”

“And now we are on the verge of ruling over this kingdom, the one they called the United States.” He looked back as another container was dropped heavily to the ground. “And then we will move on to another, until we rule them all.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




Evan walked alone in a heavily forested part of the base as the watery sun was almost gone from the gray sky. The density of bark and branch meant the storm only threatened to lift him from the ground, without actually achieving it. Shannon wanted to come with him, but he was out the door of the apartment before she took a step forwards him, leaving her with Anna, Sasha and the others. He needed to be alone. To think how he would fit in on an island run by a traitor.

What would my grandfather say? he thought, as he trekked across the sodden leaves and fallen branches. But he knew the answer. He would tell him to leave the base.

That’s because he was human…

There’s no way he would have been happy with Galloway running things after they learned she had been playing both sides.

He was killed by my kind…

A well of emotion erupted from somewhere within, and his eyes became as dark as the deepening shadows. He slashed at a nearby tree with extended claws, again and again as it creaked then fell to the ground, close to others already brought down by the storm.

He stood, back in human form, panting, when he heard the whooshing noise coming from the west. At first he wasn’t sure if it was just another gust of wind, but this was constant, regular and was growing gradually louder.

Up ahead the dark triangular form of one of the old bomb shelters was visible in the gloom. He ran between the trees then leaped up the sloped back of the building, grabbing hold of vines until he was perched on its roof, just slightly above the forest around him.

Scanning the western horizon for the source of the noise, he quickly picked up on a series of sparkles within the gloom.

Helicopters?

He chastised himself for not bringing some binoculars, then strained to see any detail amongst the coming night.

A siren broke through the sound of the wind and rain. A wail which could only mean one thing. They were under attack, and then in an instant the sparkles became larger and scorched the sky above him, one of which slammed into the forest and his world became one of heat and flame.

Two miles to the east Marina was pulling children to the floor of Alfredo’s dining room. One of the windows had shattered, showering her with tiny fragments of glass just before she managed to throw herself in front of Jess and Jasper, the boy who had remained frozen in his seat near the head of the table. Marina was on the floor, her back protecting the children who were crying. She turned and looked into the face of a terrified young boy, and started to try to ease Jasper’s fear when another window exploded inwards, taking a part of the building with it. Masonry smashed through glass cases and then interior walls, until the screams of the children were lost within the fury of the storm. Everyone huddled together when another explosion lit up the room once more.

Three miles to the south Joel and the others had seen the rockets come across and land on their destination. They had been too late and now the people on the base were paying for it. He accelerated up a small hill, across a junction and smashed through a gate without guards. His sole focus being to find Anna.

Warehouses flashed by on both sides, then one of them disintegrated as it took a direct hit, and a wall of heat hit the outside of the sedan they had been driving.

In the sky above, Copeland hovered, watching as the place where his child had been brought was turned into a vision of hell. Explosions continued covering every part of the base until the deathly rain stopped and only raging fires remained. One of the buildings, one which had remained untouched by the missiles appeared to be a source of movement, with soldiers running in and out. It was also the location that Joel appeared to be driving towards. He dived, landing at the entrance just as Joel skidded to a stop outside.

The hybrid ran inside and past injured soldiers to one busily talking into his headset, behind the large counter.

“I’m Joel Garret. Where is general Galloway?” The solider ignored him, continuing to talk into his mike. In a blur he leaned across grabbing the soldier’s lapel. “Where is she?” Rifles cocked, no doubt in his direction.

“Not here!” said the frightened young man. “She’s in a safe location!”

“I need to speak to her! The corporation has an army of vamps, and they’re on their way!”

The wide eyes of the soldier then looked past Joel, as the glass doors to the entrance shattered and the barrels swung in a different direction.

Copeland walked forward as soldiers scrambled out of his way. “Where is my son!”







*****

“She’s dying, Layla! Quickly!” said Hector in Spanish to the young girl who was already trying to heal the broken body of a boy. His leg had been shattered by part of the ceiling which collapsed on one end of the table.

“I’m trying!” she said in kind.

Their voices drew Marina back to consciousness and a weight on top of her. With a heave she pushed the table to side, then went to move again when a wave of pain cascaded along her spine. Ignoring it, she turned over and looked at Jess’s lifeless body a foot away.

“Wake up,” said Jasper to her. “Wake up!”

Blood seeped from various lacerations across Marina’s body, but she felt nothing other than blind fear. She scrambled forward, looking but not finding a pulse on the young girl’s body. Her head flicked to Layla. “Over here!” she cried out, hoping she would understand. The boy that had the broken leg scrambled backwards against the wall, healed, as Layla quickly moved to the girl near Hector. Blood was seeping from the child’s mouth that was laying in Hector’s arms but then let out a deep breath, as Layla laid her hands on the girl’s chest.

“Here! Come here!” shouted Marina again while trying to get air into Jess’s lungs.

Layla stood, wavered, then before Hector could stand to support her, walked quickly to the girl near Marina, kneeled and laid her hands again, but this time there was no movement in reply.

“Why it’s not working?” said Marina with panic in her voice, but the girl next to her just shook her head. “No… she… Try again!”

Masonry and wood fell to one side at the dining room’s door, Alfredo appearing and pushing through a gap. One half of his face was blood soaked and his shirt was the same. He looked in horror around the room then staggered forward to Marina who did not appear to know he was there.

Hector tried but failed to get to his feet, his legs being pierced by splinters. “The other children?” He shouted to Alfredo in Spanish. “How are they?”

“They are okay.” Alfredo looked at the woman fighting to save her child.

Marina grabbed Layla’s hand and pushed it onto her child’s fragile chest. “Again… try again!”

Layla squinted, then let out a breath. She spoke in Spanish then looked back to Hector, who looked down.

Alfredo placed his hand on Marina’s shoulder, but she brushed it off as Jasper started to cry and leaned forward to force air into Jessica’s lungs once more, but stopped when the young girl coughed.

Jessica looked up at the concerned faces, blinking.

Marina embraced her, tears flowing across her cheeks then quickly pulled back, checking her other limbs. “Does anything hurt?”

Jess coughed again. “My throat hurts. Can I have some water?”

Marina smiled then laughed, then threw an arm each around the two girls by her side. She whispered ‘thank you’ to Layla.

Alfredo looked at the young girl who had just saved the children’s lives. “I need you to come with me, there’s someone else that needs to be healed.”

Marina turned around. “I thought you said the children were okay?”

“It’s Zelma.”

Layla stood slowly, her eyes flickering.

Marina quickly supported her, allowing her arm to be held by the young girl. Hector said something in Spanish to which Layla replied angrily. Hector threw his arms up in the air, then started to pull wooden spikes from his legs.

As Alfredo helped Layla outside Marina looked back to Jasper and Jess. “Stay there! I’ll be right back.” They both duly nodded, and she followed the other two into the hallway, then a corridor which the wind and rain had made its own, treading across a half collapsed wall, and finally into a large kitchen that looked as if it had been frozen in time, around a hundred years ago.

“We are here! She can…” Alfredo rushed forward then dropped beside the body of the old woman, who was laying near a traditional iron oven. He felt for her pulse. “You can’t die…” His head flicked around to Marina and the child. “Please, you need to bring her back…”

Layla looked at Marina then with her help, walked forward and kneeled, placing her hands on a bloodied arm. She closed her eyes, her face becoming one of pain, then let out a breath and fell into Marina’s arms.

“Layla?” said Marina with no response. “I think she’s passed out…”

Alfredo gently shook Layla’s arm, his eyes red. “Please… Layla… She can’t die like—”

Children’s screams broke through the sound of the winds, and they both looked at each other. Alfredo was out of the room becoming a blur, with Marina doing the same once she had laid Layla down. They both sped through the corridor, skidding to a halt in the hallway, where a towering demonic figure had Hector dangling a foot off the ground, by his neck.

“Where is my—”

Before Copeland could finish Alfredo had transformed into his hybrid self and smashed into the body of the Drak, taking him and what was left of the entrance out into the windswept driveway. Copeland tried to take him into the air, but he was too quick and slashed a claw across part of Copeland’s wing, making him groan in pain. He swung the other wing around, which connected with Alfredo and threw him through the air, crashing into the building’s front wall.

“You will never have him!” cried out Marina as she sprinted forward, slicing Copeland’s arm. Anna had told her about Copeland, but she had remained silent throughout. She didn’t care what the former CEO wanted. He threw out a hand trying to stop her next blow, but it connected and he staggered back. Alfredo shook his head, then stood and sprang the ten or so feet, landing with a claw across Copeland’s face, knocking him to the ground, where he immediately raised his hands.

The two hybrids, their eyes full of hate and rage, drew back their claws.

“I just want to see my son!”

Marina blinked, her arm wavering, as was Alfredo’s.

“I came here with Joel!”

“I know!” said Marina. “But you’re not taking him from me!”

“He’s my son…” His words were pitiful amongst the howling gales.

Jasper was standing in the ruins of the stone entrance.

Copeland slowly lowered his hands, his eyes fixed on the young boy. “Jasper…”

Marina whirled around.

“You’re a monster!” shouted Jasper, then turned and ran inside.

Marina swung back to Copeland as Alfredo looked between both. The giant of an Alkron was on his knees, his head lowered.

“What’s going on?” said Alfredo, but Marina was too angry to speak.

The sound of a vehicle came into the street outside, then the driveway and a humvee skidded to a stop. Ayers got out, as did someone she hardly recognized.

Joel stepped forward as rain swiped across all him. “Marina… he’s with us…”

She shook her head. “I don’t care. How could you let him take Jasper from me?”

Joel went to speak, but the huge Alkron suddenly stood and despite the injury to his wing took to the sky, soon being lost within the dark monotone clouds.

“I wouldn’t,” said Joel. “But it’s complicated… Is Anna H—”

She spun around and ran back inside.

“Hello Joel, I am—”

The former FBI operator walked past the hybrid king towards the broken house. “I know who you are.”

“And do you also know I have a way to end the scourge…”

Joel stopped, then turned back around. “What?”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




All Sasha could see was wall. Not a few inches from her eyes, but literal brick and cement infused into her skull. A few seconds after the air-raid siren wailed, her world turned white and she was falling. She felt pressure and instinctively became less than solid, then just a fine mist and passed out.

She tried to move in any direction but the density of debris around her was such that even in her transformed state she was unable to squeeze through any gaps. There was no air where she was, which was beneath a few thousand tons of cement and steel. She wanted to scream, and as her panic threatened to overwhelm her, she could feel pressure build once more as her body wanted to return to its more normal version, but couldn’t.

Stay calm, stay calm, stay—

A banging reverberated through the masonry. She wanted to respond, and tried to expand into any space she could, but there was only inches to contain everything that was her particle filled being, not enough for her to move anything around her.

I just need to stay like this… maybe I can find a way—

The debris that she was almost a part of shook and shuddered, then suddenly there was the merest of breeze and she knew she could escape. Allowing herself to flow through a crack in the compacted strata she rose higher and higher until there was light and then freedom.

Anna staggered back as a ghostly apparition appeared within the beam of her flashlight, spewing from the holes she had created in the mound of compacted cement blocks.

A naked Sasha reformed and immediately collapsed to her knees gulping for air.

Anna dropped to her side, trying to see any sign of blood or damage but couldn’t see any. “Are you hurt? Can you breathe?”

Sasha nodded while breathing slowly, then slowly got to her feet and stood looking down at fires burning amongst trees and buildings, their street now a series of blackened and scorched ruins. People with burned clothes staggered around what used to be their new homes, shouting for loved ones. She looked up at Anna. “Where’s Shannon? She was standing right…” She looked back at the ground, with Anna doing the same.

Tears came from the young woman, who fell back to her knees, her hands touching the dense concrete block below. “She… she can’t be dead… why did they do… this…”

“No!” came a guttural scream from the street. Anna looked down at Evan, soot and blood in patches across what was left of his clothes. He scrambled upwards, leaping from one jagged piece of masonry to another until he was by their side, then looked at the ruin beneath his feet, falling to his knees and starting to pull pieces away. “She might still be alive! Sometimes there are air pockets!”

Anna placed her hand lightly on his shoulder. “Quieten your thoughts Evan… and listen for heart beats… tell me what you hear…”

He didn’t want to. He wanted to dig. Shannon wanted to go with him, but he left her. He wouldn’t accept she died because of that, but as his hands, then claws became red and sore from the rough cement and steel he was tearing apart, a small voice was working to confirm what Anna was hinting at. There was no heartbeat below them. There were just their own, and then others far away in the street. There was nobody alive in the crushed building. She was gone.

He looked up to Anna and started to sob. She kneeled next to him. Another to help grieve.

A few miles away in what used to be a full warehouse of the people from Jankle, but was now half exposed to the continuous rain, Dalton, Kizzy and Corine pushed away the pieces of sheet metal and wooden palettes that they had dived beneath, and walked out to a drenched floor. The whole other side of the building which they were standing beneath when the first explosion deafened them was now a crumpled heap of iron and steel.

Roughly thirty minutes before, some of them wanted to see the base for themselves and Shannon was tired of being the one to take the dogs out for a walk, so Kizzy volunteered and with the other two, she ended up in the industrial region when the sky lit up. 

“It’s okay boy,” said Dalton to Flint, both leashes in his grasp, the canines subdued.

Corine waved her hand and the girders and beams creaked and moaned, becoming untangled. The metal which was once a building, parted, creating a path to the street outside. They jogged forward then abruptly stopped at the edge of a crater.

Fires roared on the other side, reducing many of the other warehouses to raging infernos. Waves of heat radiated across those watching, despite the rain hitting their faces.

“We need to get back to the apartments,” said Dalton. He tilted skyward looking at the roof of the building behind them, then handed the leashes to Kizzy. “Wait here.” Leaping up at the side of the wall, he smashed a clawed fist into the scarred concrete, then grabbed hold of a pipe and climbed until he reached the roof some twenty-feet above.

“What can you see?” shouted Kizzy.

Dalton looked out a landscape of orange glows amongst the night. The black plumes that consumed the horizon in all directions threw off his senses but he was just able to pick up the smell of hybrid and blood, from the direction they had originally come from. He jumped back down. “We gotta get back.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE




Anna pulled a few hundred pounds of concrete block free from where it was lodged and listened again. She was across the street from her own apartment. Shouts, chatter and the howling winds made it almost impossible for her to hear what she thought she had. She turned around angrily. “Everyone quiet!”

Those in the street at the bottom of the mound hushed. Even the wind almost fell silent.

She focused her senses, placing her ear next to the rain socked debris. As if it was coming from across the far reaches of space, she picked up the sound of a heartbeat.

She grabbed another piece of masonry and slid it to the side then dug again, but with only one hand it was tough going.

Crunching came from behind. She looked back at Evan grabbing an exposed iron pipe, pulling it free then tossing it away. She thought about saying something, but no words settled in her mind, so she returned to the debris, reaching for another piece of the apartment that used to belong to the old man and woman.

“Can you hear something?” said Sasha, now wearing pants and a zipped up jacket, a few yards below them on the scorched sidewalk.

“I think so,” said Anna. “But it’s some way…” She looked back to the young woman. “Sasha, if there’s someone down there, you can get to them. See how they’re doing.”

“I… I… Don’t know if I can do that…”

“And I wouldn’t want you to do it either, but you might be the only chance they have of getting out…”

Evan looked back at Sasha with an expression that evaporated any reluctance for her to go where she had before. “Okay…” she said, then walked forward, stopping near a small gap amongst a compacted wall. She quickly looked around at those tending to their own families, then pulled her jacket and pants off, becoming a whisper of air, and streamed through the one inch crack in the brick, then into a larger space, expanding and filling each gap she could find and when possible listening for the vibrations which would indicate the sound of a heart beating. She didn’t need to search for long though as a voice echoed around the shards of concrete. An old man was shouting for help. She followed his calls, until coming out into a space of a small car, formerly a corner of the basement. Part of the ceiling was lying on top of a washing machine, and beneath were two elderly people, one holding the other in his arms.

He immediately saw the strange mist shaped person, then with tears in his eyes looked down at his wife. “Look Rose, the angels have come to take you.”

Sasha reformed, crouching nearby. “Hello? My name is—”

“You are an angel…”

She shook her head. “Sorry… I’m not that…”

The old man looked confused. “Then what…” His eyes widened. “You’re one of them? An otherhuman…”

She nodded. “I am. My name is Sasha. Your wife is—”

He nodded, swallowing, then looked back down, caressing the gray hair of the woman in his lap. “Yes. She… has left me.”

“I’m going to go back up top and tell them you are down here. We’re going to dig you out. Okay?”

He nodded and she was back in her gaseous form and making her way to the surface. As she reformed in front of the expectant eyes of the two looking down from above, the sound of an engine came from the other end of the street.

“Someone’s coming,” said Evan watching the humvee weave around fallen trees, cracks in the road surface and desperate people.

Sasha quickly reclaimed her clothes. “He’s down there!” she said to Anna. “Maybe ten feet further in, and the same beneath street level. He’s in a corner in the basement…” She swallowed. “His wife is dead…”

Anna let out a breath then looked down at the pile of destruction that they were going to have to clear, to get to him. The humvee pulled up, and even before the passenger’s door was open she could hear Joel’s heart beat. She ran and jumped from block to slab and threw her arms around him just as he stepped out. “I knew you’ll make it here!”

Marina and Amos got out the other side of the humvee.

He briefly smiled. “Are you okay? Everyone else?” He looked at where the apartments used to be.

She looked down. “Shannon…”

Within him a wave of shock only lasted as long as his anger needed to overcome it. He looked past her to the young man at the top of the ruins and let out a breath, then back to Anna. “These people can’t stay here. The main headquarters building is still standing. There’s shelter there, and Alfredo’s took a near hit, but it’s still standing as well.”

Anna looked back to the collapsed building. “There’s an old man in—”

A bark rang out at the opposite end of the street. Marina grinned then ran forward, kneeling as Flint and Shadow bounded towards her, almost knocking her over.

From the dark came three figures, Amos already knowing who they were. Kizzy ran forward embracing then kissed him. She looked around. “This place took a pounding… Where’s Shannon?” Amos’s reaction gave her the answer and a tear flowed from her eye.

Anna looked to the newcomers, then back to Joel. “There’s an old man under the rubble behind me. In the basement.”

Joel put his hand on her shoulder. “Then lets get him out.”







*****

A convoy of trucks and one humvee drove through driving rain, then parted ways, the smaller vehicle moving deeper into the forest.

Joel looked out at smoldering embers appearing as lanterns in the void. They slowed, steering left and right around or over the fallen branches.

His mind kept returning to the usually frowning, but sometimes smiling face of Shannon. An awkward, angry young woman he felt he had met a hundred years ago, and Mary, whose journey started in Bellweather and ended in the bowls of a ship. Both deserved better, and both were following the path he had laid down. One of hope, that ended in their deaths. That was on him.

Servare Vitas.

Despite the world being brought to its knees by the scourge virus, the motto that he learned on his first day in HRT training was what he had held on to. Human words that applied to a monster. He had spent every waking moment trying to live up to them, but his friends still died. The sadness of their loss was only slightly subduing his anger for what he had learned about the general.

He knew Amos in the seat behind knew how he felt, but then you didn’t have to be a mind reader to figure it out.

As the vehicle pulled up outside the bunker where the tablets were being kept it was still fifty fifty whether he would lose control and kill the woman that had been responsible for the trap they walked into trying to rescue Anna. But he had made a promise to a certain wolf-man, who still didn’t know the truth. Once he learned of Galloway’s betrayal, he asked to be the one to tell Dalton, as for now they needed the base commander alive. At least long enough to help get them through the next twelve hours, and maybe to the end of the nightmare.

They got out with Ayers. The captain approached the two guards at the entrance, and the three of them quickly moved inside with a flash of an ID, and then deeper into the facility which looked untouched by the bombardment.

They walked into a chaos of sound and movement. Nearby two soldiers argued, while others listened to their headsets and monitored screens which were only showing static. Joel spotted the general before she him, his growing disgust close to exploding into murderous anger, when Carla stepped through a nearby doorway and his rage was replaced with sadness. He stepped towards her, but she talked before he did.

“Anna told me about Keller...”

“I’m—”

She shook her head. “This is not the time. We can talk more after this is over.”

Joel nodded and they both looked at the general who turned, seeing the newcomers, her face full of fear. In front of her was a table full of maps, with red circles and crosses drawn across them. Joel and the others walked forward, while she took a step back.

“Are the tablets okay?” he said.

Her mouth fell open but no words emerged.

“Yes, they are in the vault,” said Carla. “Alfredo is with them.”

Galloway’s eyes flicked between those she had betrayed.

Joel could hear her heart thundering in her chest, while Amos saw a combination of dread and shame in her mind.

Joel looked down at the contents on top of the table. “How much damage have you taken?”

This time she started to talk but Gus looked up from a nearby desk, beating her to an answer. “Nearly all the fixed-wing aircraft and Apaches are toast. We have two C-130’s, a few drones and that’s it.”

“Tanks? APC’s?”

“Half the M1 Abrams were taken out, leaving us with twelve, but we lost most of the heavy munitions stores. So unless the enemy lies down for us to run over them, they won’t be much use. They missed most of the Bradleys. Still got twenty-three of those, and about the same in APCs.”

“You got ammo for the secondary armaments?”

“Lost about twenty percent,” said Carla. “But we’re good on that front.”

Joel looked back at the general. “What happened was just the first attack. They got tens of thousands of vamps being offloaded from ships, all about to reduce this island to a wasteland.”

She looked down at the map and surrounding areas, her trembling hand falling upon the paper. “I thought they would let us live…”

Joel gritted his teeth and clenched his fists to stop his rage from overwhelming his mind, then flicked a hand out as Amos took a step towards her. She noticed and moved further around the table. Joel looked back to Gus. “How many of these bunkers are there?”

“Umm…”

Winston emerged from the nearby conference room just catching Joel’s question. He handed off a piece of paper to an officer. “Eighteen more. But most have been falling apart for forty years.”

 “How many people are on the base? Can you fit everyone into them?”

The two colonels looked at each other, with Winston nodding, then looked back to Joel. “It will be a tight fit, but yeah, reckon we could.” Winston immediately issued orders to those around him.

“Spread any Alkrons you have between each of the bunkers, we can use them to protect who’s inside.”

Winston nodded.

Galloway cleared her throat. “Get the C-130’s and drones airborne.” She looked at those around her. “We need to know how much time we got left.”

The colonels and Carla disappeared into the throng around them, while Joel stepped closer to the general. She leaned back slightly.

“Make it right by keeping this base alive.”

She went to reply, but he turned and walked away towards the vault. A guard went to stand in his way but Galloway shook her head, and he kept on going, into a corridor.

“You don’t want to go with him?” she said to Amos who was leaned back against the wall.

He shook his head. “I’m good where I am.”

Joel descended a small set of stairs, pushing open another gray door and came out to a large room with desks manned by mostly civilian dressed individuals. Alfredo looked up. “Joel! This way, I will show you the tablets.”

A door, which wouldn’t have looked out of a place in a heist movie, was unlocked then pulled open. Immediately light streamed out and Alfredo handed Joel a set of darkened goggles, then put on a pair himself. Joel did the same and they stepped inside the small room. On a plain looking desk the three tablets were immersed within a cloud of blue-white luminescence, which swirled and danced between each of the otherwise dark objects. Across their surfaces the symbols which he had been able to activate scrolled past, as if they really were modern examples of their ancient names.

“Eleven hours, Thirty-nine minutes, forty-two seconds, left,” said Alfredo.

“You can read that stuff?”

“I can. Do we have that long before they get here?”

Joel let out a breath. “No.” His mind flicked to the maps he had just seen on the table upstairs. Looking away from the magical scene in front of him, he rubbed his bristling chin, then turned and walked outside.

“Where are you going?”

“We’re going to need explosives.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR




Marina could feel the heartbeats of her children despite them being across the room on the sofa. She looked at Jasper. He was hers. She couldn’t imagine anything different. The idea of handing him back to someone who was a monster long before the scourge ever took grip of the world, was something she couldn’t stomach, and yet… the creature she and Alfredo fought was defeated before they inflicted their blows. He was not there to fight. He actually appeared to want to make amends for what he had done to his son.

If that were possible.

Joel and Anna had told her of what Copeland had done to help them get to the island, and if she hadn’t seen the look of despair in his eyes after what Jasper had shouted, she would never have believed it. But she did see it. And now the hate she had for the man that plunged the world into hell, was tinged with doubt. And she hated that.

Most of the floor of Alfredo’s large basement was full of sleeping children lost within a sea of pillows and blankets. Hector, despite being a creature of the night was also asleep. His back was up against the door. His head on his chest, and snoring.

She looked at the large fireplace, and the dying embers that were consuming the last log she had placed there, and thought about what Joel had told her of what was coming for everyone on the base.  The blood thirsty would level the island, and running, even trying to escape again on the ship that brought them wouldn’t be enough this time. For those that still lived, the scourge had run its course. The coming day would bring death… or a new life.

A floor above in the smaller study, the sheets covering the blown out window, bellowed and strained against the old pieces of furniture that were holding them in place. But everyone in the room still felt as if they were outside in the wind and rain.

Kizzy paced up and down on an ornate rug, covered in some books and a broken vase. She leaned down picking up two pieces and seeing if they still fit. They didn’t, but she placed them gently on the shelf anyway.

Dalton was seated behind the desk, Corine at the piano, Sasha standing near the covered window, and Anna and Nelson on the sofa with the dogs lying beneath them.

“Amos can take care of himself,” said Dalton to the young women who had trouble standing still.

Kizzy bent down again, this time picking up a book, then looking at its title but not absorbing anything it said. “Maybe. He’s only just got his powers back.”

“What if there’s another bombardment,” said Sasha.

A single piano note stung the air, making Anna looked back at the young woman behind. Corine frowned.

“If they had more they would have used them,” said Nelson. “No. That was everything they had.”

“And we’re still alive,” said Corine.

“Not everyone,” said Anna.

“Has anyone seen Evan?” said Sasha.

“He said he wanted to spend some more time with Shannon…” said Kizzy. Silence fell again to the room. “I don’t know how I feel about—”

“Being human?” said Sasha.

“Yeah. I mean… having to drink blood, after the first few pints, ain’t that bad…”

The younger people in the room chuckled.

“I hear that,” said Corine.

“It’s the only way,” said Anna.

Sasha looked at her. “If it works, and the scourge is gone. What you going to do next? Will you go back to the mainland?”

As she took a moment to think, everyone waited for her answer as if, knowing what she thought would give them a clue to their own futures.

“I think I might stay here.”

“This place has taken a whole lot of damage,” said Dalton.

“How’s that different to anywhere else?”

He nodded.

“And anyway, those children in the basement, below us, need a teacher.”

“None of them talk English,” said Corine.

Anna turned around with a smile. “Then I guess I’ll have to learn Spanish.”

Most in the room heard the humvee pull up, and the footsteps of the individual walk into the hallway.

Joel opened the door and looked around the room. “No one’s getting rest?”

“Marina’s downstairs with Hector and the kids. They’re sleeping,” said Anna. “What’s the situation?”

He looked at his watch. “It’s simple. We keep the people of this base alive for another eleven hours.”







*****

Marina, Joel and Anna stood in the main hallway which was lit by headlights from two trucks outside.

“Are you sure this is the right thing to do?” said Marina to him.

“I am. The humans, you and the children will be safer. And it will be hard for the vamps to get to you.”

“But, they will get there eventually…”

“I’m going to do everything I can to stop that from happening. We just have to hold out until sunrise.”

The two dogs came down the stairs ahead of Jess and Jasper, both kids wrapped in warm clothes and with a small backpack each. Marina picked up her own pack, then an assault rifle, placing it over her shoulder. She leaned forward and hugged Joel then the doctor who could tell Marina wanted to speak more, but was resisting doing so. Anna walked over to the two kids, making sure their coats were correctly fastened.

“We’ve come a long way together,” said Marina.

He nodded. “When you jumped in my car, who would have thought we would end up in Puerto Rico!”

She smiled, then swallowed, the moment of humor quickly passing. “Try and stay alive. We’ll going to need you once all of this is settled.”

“You too.”

The door near the stairs opened and out walked Hector, with a sleepy looking Layla and the other children behind her. He grumbled something to them in Spanish then looked at the two hybrids looking back at him and frowned. He started to walk to the entrance, when Anna moved forward and without pause hugged him. His hard expression softened but never quite made it to a smile.

She stepped back. “Next time we see each other…”

“I know. My back pain will have returned!”

She smiled and this time so did he. He nodded to her and the other hybrids, then led the children out, the last of which stopped near Anna.

She leaned down and hugged Barry. “Remember to stay calm, and if you can’t…”

He nodded. “I know. I’ll make sure I’m alone. Hector and Layla know what I am, but still wanted me to come. I would never hurt them or the other kids.”

He left Anna’s embrace and walked across the hallway

“When all of this is over,” said Joel to him. “We gotta arrange a film night. See some of those super hero movies everyone told me I should have seen.”

Barry smiled, nodding, then walked outside with Marina and her two kids.

Anna and Joel followed and watched as they climbed into the back of the trucks. Just as the vehicles pulled away, the two hybrids picked up a distant boom, and a flash of light appeared to the north on the horizon.

He looked at his watch. “That’s the first. Right on time.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE




A cone of light swept across a mountain of concrete, glass and household belongings being drenched in sheets of rain.

Anna shook her head to rid the rain from her eyes. “He said he would be here!”

Joel, standing near their vehicle, looked out into the darkness at silhouettes of former buildings, but no sound or smell came back to him of another hybrid in the gloom. He looked back to the doctor. “We have to go. We can’t stay here. We need to get to the bunker.”

Anna shook her head again, this time in frustration. “Okay, okay.”

They got back into their humvee. As their doors closed, his radio crackled.

“Twenty miles. Over,” said a male voice.

A series of “copy that,” replies came through Joel’s radio speaker, with him adding his own.

The voice continued. “Good luck to us all. Over and out.”

Anna looked across to the man next to her and briefly grabbed his hand. Then back to the darkness ahead. “Lets do this.”

The wind howled outside and a piece of wood which used to be a piece of furniture flew across their headlight beams, crashing into a bent and twisted lamp post. Joel pushed down on the gas and weaved a path out of the crescent then headed west.

Roughly three miles ahead of them Dalton and Kizzy made their way through dense undergrowth, climbing higher, until reaching their destination. The dark shape of a spindly square tower with a triangular roof stood out against the fast-moving clouds above.

“Don’t think that’s going to stop fifty thousand vamps,” said Kizzy.

Dalton glanced at her with a frown. “We’ll be long gone before it comes to that.”

They jogged forward, quickly climbing the three sets of wooden stairs and stood in the small open space at the top. The wooden construction creaked from the force of the wind. They put their packs down then flipped NVG’s down over their eyes.

Dalton grumbled. “Still can’t get used to these damn things. My eyes are better in the dark!”

Kizzy ignored the comment and looked out over a shallow river a hundred feet below, and beyond to a busy landscape of the dark rectangular shapes of the city. She tried to see into the voids between the apartments, office buildings and shopping malls. “They can get pretty close before we see them.”

“We’ll hear and smell them before that.”

The wind picked up again, making the structure they were on shudder.

She glanced at the large individual next to her. “You really think they can get rid of the scourge?”

“Don’t know, but I want to be around in seven hours to find out.”

A low rumbling made itself known through the boards below, which at first they both thought was the wind, but then Dalton’s radio came to life with a voice.

“Moving into place. Over.”

They looked down to a wide highway on their side of the river. Heavy military vehicles trundled along the concrete, each one stopping at intervals, while the rest continued. Eventually a row of battle tanks were lined up facing west.

“Ten miles. Over,” said a different officer from Dalton’s radio.

“When will they—”

Interrupting Kizzy, the wind and rain suddenly become lost within a series of almighty booms, as explosions ripped from multiple barrels, sending neon projectiles streaming across the buildings in front of them.

“Here we go,” shouted Dalton.







*****

Joel’s humvee skidded to a stop outside bunker number thirteen. He and Anna threw open their doors, immediately catching the sound of the barrage taking place a few miles away being carried on the winds blowing through the forest. Outside the solid building’s entrance was a ring of pillboxes built from sandbags, behind which sat a Bradley fighting vehicle, and behind that the secure metal door to what was below.

They ran through a gap in the wall which was quickly resealed, and up to Nelson who was in full combat gear.

“They’re all inside,” said the older man. Joel patted him on the back as they walked past, through the already open door and down the concrete steps to the underground headquarters. The large room was as busy as usual, but he could smell more fear in the air than before.

“Where are they?” he said to the nearest officer, who pointed him to the conference room. They ran past soldiers and officers and entered the cramped space. All attention was on a live feed being shown from inside a C-130.

“Good timing,” said Gus. “We’re about to drop the incendiary bombs.”

The door closed behind Joel and Anna, and they watched as soldiers pushed a series of black cylinders off the back of the plane’s ramp. A second later the screen became so bright all detail was lost.

“We can’t see shit, what’s happening? Over,” said Gus into his headset.

“First wave of bombs have been released successfully,” said the pilot. “Coming back around for a second pass. Over.”

The view from the camera became less saturated and shook, as a soldier pointed it outside at the ground which had become a blanket of rolling fire.

Relief and a few claps came from the ten or so people in the room, including Galloway.

Gus smiled. “Good job. Over.”

The camera view suddenly jolted then whipped around to the cargo hold, showing the other bombs and concerned soldiers. It shuddered again, this time causing them to reach for the walls.

“What’s happening? Over.” said Gus.

“We seem to be hitting some bad turbulence, from the storm or—”

Fear came across the soldier’s eyes, some quickly grabbing their rifles and aiming them towards the ramp. The camera operator ducked out of the way, while swinging around to face the back. Flashes from gunfire lit up a Drak clambering inside. Its wings retracted as it lunged forward and the screen went black.

Everyone held their breath in dismay and shock. The screen reappeared, showing a massive explosion in the night sky and molten fire falling to the ground.

“What view is this?” said Joel.

Gus looked at him, then let out a breath. “It’s from a drone a few miles behind the plane.”

Atop the wooden observation post, Kizzy and Dalton could see a raging inferno beyond the sheets of rain, and tracked a sparking glow crash into the ground. The tanks had fallen silent, being replaced with the howls and gales and the constant white noise of the weather hitting the roof.

Dalton tilted his head, then flicked up his goggles and leaned forward into the water droplets and took in a lungful of air.

“You smell something?” said Kizzy.

He picked up his assault rifle and looked down the scope, scanning across the faint grays of roads and stopped. Still not answering the woman next to him, he unclipped his radio. “Got movement to the west. About two m—” He suddenly raised the barrel and started firing but it was too late to stop the figure from the sky crash into him, taking them both and part of the structure to the ground.

Kizzy clung onto a smashed piece of wooden handrail as branches broke amongst the clatter of more gunfire below. She stepped to the other side as the floor began to drop and jumped from the platform just as it collapsed, landing heavily amongst the sodden ground. Quickly righting her helmet she flicked her goggles back over her eyes and looked up as demonic shadows glided across the backdrop of the clouds.

A roar ripped through the night. She turned and ran towards it.

“I’m coming!” she shouted as grunts and thuds played out amongst the storm. Running past branches she caught glimpses of two huge creatures fighting in the dark. She raised her rifle and fired at the one with wings, neon streaks bouncing off its back. It swung around, its cat-like eyes reflecting in her screens, and then with a jolt and a spray of blood fell to the ground.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX




Gus nodded to the voice in his headset. “Acknowledged. Over. ” He looked at those in the room around him. “Thousands of vamps are moving through the city. They will be at our west gate in minutes. Most of the Abrams are out of rounds, and are trying to pull back.”

Joel missed the last few words from the colonel as his audio senses were picking up the sound of distant gunfire.

The door to the conference room burst open, with a wide-eyed young soldier in the gap. “We’re under attack!”

“Get everyone inside!” shouted Winston.

Joel looked at his watch.

Too soon.

“No!” he shouted. “We need to hold them off for longer!”

“Then do what you can son.”

Joel looked at Anna who nodded and he quickly left, grabbing a flak jacket from a rack and an M4 and in a blur ran up the stairs to the external door, then pushed it open to chaos and the clatter of automatic weapons. A soldier screamed as he was lifted up into the night sky, still firing at his abductor, while the .50 Cal on top of the light tank lit up the surrounding forest, felling some attackers, but missing others. Dark lumbering shadows surged forward, almost making it to the sandbags but the humvee Joel had arrived in crashed into them, as directed by Nelson’s hand.

Joel ran forward and kneeled near the older man, firing repeatedly at anything that was moving, but the bullets just pinged off the artificially armored beasts bearing down on them.

A blood filled gargle made him spin around. A figure slashed across the neck of the young soldier on the big gun. Joel took two steps and leaped to the top of the armored vehicle, crashing into the other hybrid, both of them flying off the back and into the wall at the side of the bunker. The hybrid soldier pulled a handgun and fired, but Joel was too quick and moved forward in a blur grabbing the weapon in his left hand and slamming his claws into the neck, with the other. He turned wanting to return to the fight near the entrance when he felt the ground shake and threw himself to the side just as a wing with a razor sharp claw at the end, swiped where he was standing, knocking masonry from the wall.

The Drak lunged from the gloom with huge hands, but missed as Joel leaped directly upwards while twisting to grab hold of the reeds and branches that had made the roof their home. Ignoring the creature trying to find space to stretch its wings and follow him, he ran to the front and looked down as the sand filled wall crumbled. Nelson staggered back towards the entrance, waving his hands in front of him, turning what metal from his surroundings he could into projectiles, but the Drak almost on him just batted the objects away.

Joel jumped down, landing on top of the light tank, grabbed the big gun and fired it almost point blank into the huge Alkron, tearing it apart despite the armor it was wearing. More screams came from his right and he directed his fire in that direction, but the forest was alive with dark menacing shadows and nothing else. He jumped down, grabbed the back of Nelson and pulled him inside, slamming the solid door closed.

Three miles to the west Kizzy and Dalton were running. Despite the rain that was fallen around them, like an advanced warning, the air was thick with the smell of dried blood and sweat, and just audible above the wind was a din of screeching. The tanks had fallen silent and the two Alkrons, both transformed into stronger, faster versions of their human selves, were pushing every muscle to outrun a tsunami of death.

Kizzy lifted her radio to her mouth. “Bunker eight! Make… Sure… The door… is—” Branches and whole trees crashed to the ground as the vamps, packed together like desperate starving rats tore through the forest behind them. “— open!”

A light became visible through the trees ahead. Dalton dropped his helmet, then his gun, as did she so they could run quicker, both moving faster than any human had ran before, leaves and branches slashing across them as they leaped over logs and rocks, the ground now a constant tremor.

Two soldiers frantically waved them on, then fell to their knees firing, the bullets searing the air just inches away from the Alkrons who sprinted across the clearing in front of the bunker.

Dalton and Kizzy threw themselves through the opening as the soldiers jumped back inside, closing the door and pulled the heavy latches down. They all ran down the stairs as a thundering barrage slammed into the entrance behind them, making dust fall from the ceiling.







*****

Rynon looked down at the fires that still burned amongst the ruins of the base, paying particular attention to the islands of concrete which stood out against the broken and splintered trees. One structure felt different. He looked across to the panicked face of the human scientist who was trying to speak, his weak jaw not being able to withstand the force of the wind long enough to release words. Still, maybe he device was confirming what the ancient king could also sense.

“Take me down!” Rynon commanded to the Drak above.

He landed on the rain soaked ground, stepping over the remains of a soldier and vampire. Others landed nearby, including his brother Eltir, and Adrian, dressed in combat gear with a harness strapped to his back.

The scientist waved a small black box around, eventually facing the strange triangular roofed building that the others were looking at.

“There!” said Adrian. “I’m picking up signature energy from inside that bunker!”

Rynon took a step forward but not before Eltir had. The older brother looked back. “Let me go with our warriors to claim the prize for you.”

The hybrid king looked at Adrian. “If you are wrong about this human, you will be food by the morning.”

Adrian’s head shook. “Yes, the energy the tablets produce is definitely coming from inside that building.”

Rynon looked at his brother and nodded, who in turn looked at an armored Drak to his side. The menacing creature lumbered forward, then fell upon the door with a series of blows. The group of corporation soldiers raised their weapons, and the once secure layers of iron shook then blew open.

A hail of bullets filled the air until Rynon raised his hand, and the woods returned to the sound of the wind and flames.

Eltir looked inside, then at Adrian.

“Err… okay,” said the scientist, stumbling forward, then switched his flashlight on, peering into the gloom of the narrow corridor. He looked down at his instrument, then nodded, walking inside with Eltir and soldiers behind.

They walked cautiously down the steps until reaching the second secure door. Eltir slammed his shoulder against it, but it remained steadfast. He frowned, looking back to the human. “You sure this is the—”

Rynon’s world became burning heat and flame as the building in front of him exploded.

A hundred yards away beneath the earth the tunnel Joel was running along shuddered, almost making him drop the silver suitcase he was carrying.

Images of him doing the same months earlier flashed through his mind, but this time nothing was going to stop him from making it to his destination.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN




Marina looked at the hundreds of people within the damp dungeon walls of the old fortress, that was perched on the end of the islet, guarding the entrance to the bay. Children huddled together, while adults talked in hushed tones.

Is this it? All that’s left of humanity?

She wasn’t sure, but it felt like it. The last chance to defeat the scourge, something she didn’t even think possible a few days ago.

Joel’s plan to evacuate the most secure locations was a bold but risky plan. Some explosives were used to make connections to the sewers that ran under the base, linking some of the bunkers together, and allowing those cocooned inside a way to escape to another location that could offer some hope of being alive by sunrise.

She had arrived with most of the population from the base before the three bridges were blown, with the remaining C4 being set to explode on a few of the underground refuges should anyone be foolish enough to enter. She hoped they had.

“How will we know when it’s safe to go back upstairs?” said Jessica by her side.

Marina smiled. “When the sun rises it will be safe. But we have to stay down here until then, okay?”

“The monsters can still get us?”

She hugged her daughter closer. “That won’t happen. We’re safe here.” She did her best to hide her doubt and fear. Jasper played with a toy robot, one that he had kept with him since Hector’s church. Emotion welled up within her. She wondered what effect seeing his father had on him, but the words he shouted at Copeland were the last he had uttered. She looked at Sasha, who was seated near Corine. “Can you—”

The young woman nodded and she looked at her two children. “I’m just going to talk to some people. But I won’t be long, okay?” They both nodded. “Sasha is here, and so are Flint and Shadow, and all of these people!” They both smiled. “I’ll be right back.” Marina got up, stretched, then made her way across the well worn slabs, past boxes of supplies and to the iron gated entrance, where two soldiers were standing guard. They opened the door and she ascended a narrow stone staircase, then walked through a series of corridors, moving closer to a bastion of noise. Another soldier opened a door to a former restaurant and accompanying gift shop, which had been transformed into the new base of operations. She spotted Anna chatting to Winston and walked past other officers talking into headsets while working on mobile computers. “Any news?”

Anna turned around, shaking her head.

“He’ll make it. That’s what he does. Where are the vamps?”

“Doesn’t look like they can swim, thank God,” said Winston.

“We think about ten thousand survived everything we threw at them,” said Gus. “And if that’s all they got, we might make it…”







*****

Joel stood beside a rusting door, listening for the slightest of noises besides the wind then looked at his watch.

Just under six hours to go.

The sewer had emerged inside a warehouse, which from memory he hoped was at the far eastern edge of the base, with just the fence and road beyond. The incessant gnawing in his brain confirmed that vamps were not far, but his other senses were telling him none were too close. That was good enough.

He pulled the handle down and pulled the door back, it sending a high pitch creak out into the night. Luckily the wind and rain hadn’t let up and were louder. He looked left, then right with his NVG’s and not seeing any movement, sprinted forward, leaping across the pieces of security fence that had been trampled to the dirt and kept on going towards the safety of trees on the other side of the two-lane road.

He could feel the blood lusting creatures in the city ahead of him, the direction he needed to go. Keeping within the small strip of trunks and branches, he moved fast, but being careful not to make too much noise. If even one vamp discovered his presence the whole herd would soon be alerted.

He moved beneath an overpass, being acutely aware of the echoing his boots were making and increased his speed, coming out to a more open area of a building site. Diggers sat on their sides, alongside mounds of dispersed bricks. The ground was sodden but quiet, and he ran across the sandy ground, trying to spot any danger in the green shades around him.

Despite the rain falling, he picked up the sound of crashing waves, and a salty odor hung in the air.

Getting closer.

The vamps were to the south, his right, no doubt searching every avenue and narrow street for any sign of life.

A huge drenched parking lot lay in front of him.That and other expanses of concrete stretched all the way to where he needed to be. Other routes would take him further into the city, towards certain death.

He quickly plotted a path which gave him some cover, and sprinted forward, a single hybrid man carrying what would end the scourge, running through the storm. As he ran he looked to both sides for any sign that he was being followed but there wasn’t any glowing eyes amongst the dark, and he made it to his first waypoint. Stopping to catch his breath beside the empty shipping container, he looked out towards the dark towers of the city.

The buzzing in his mind was louder. But he couldn’t tell if that was because he was moving towards them, or they, him. Either way he needed to get to the dock. The sound of the ocean was clear, even through the falling rain. He looked out into the gloom once more, then towards his next point of refuge and sprinted out into the dark quickly making it to the side of a number of semi-truck trailers, and slid down between them. The roar of the sea was just tens of yards away, the massive waves spraying the dockside. He walked down the side of the trailer and looked at the silhouette of the towers of the fortresses of old San Juan. For a moment the scene of hope eclipsed his thoughts, almost masking the thundering ache in his mind. The vamps were coming.

He broke free from the metal walls and ran through the spray, hoping the waves would somehow cover his existence. Then past the bases of huge cranes, some of which had fallen into the sea. An almighty crash of metal came from his right. He flicked his head across to see shipping containers toppling about a hundred yards away, at the edge of the parking lot.

Ignoring what was pouring over them, he pushed his arms and legs faster, surging along the dockside.

Not going to make it. Time for plan B.

He leaped fifteen feet into the air and grabbed the ladder of one of the towering cranes and climbed as fast as he could, reaching the first level and kept on going, as he did he looked down at the ground being flooded by vamps, coming from all directions.

He stepped out to the topmost level, holding the guardrail against the winds threatening to push him off, then looked to the heavens. “I know you’re up there!” he shouted into the storm. “I can sense you! So if you want to be a hero, this would be the time!”

The supports holding the crane vertical creaked and the structure shuddered under the weight of the claws and weight pressing on it.

Joel looked out to the sea. He really didn’t want to try ‘Plan C.’

Come on…

Then he felt it. A presence was falling at a great speed. He raised his arms and in an instant was lifted into the air.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT




“Unless your vamps gonna grow gills, I don’t see how they are getting on that island,” said Iona to the ancient hybrid king standing at the edge of a jagged hole, that was once a bridge.

He looked at the neat dark shapes of the historic town and hotels across the turbulent waters, and the more recognizable buildings to him beyond. Fortresses.

The armored vehicle in front of the bunker’s entrance took most of the explosive blast, but he still slammed heavily into a tree behind, knocking him momentarily unconscious, a state he had not been in since the capsules. His healing ability quickly cured him of the physical pain, but as he approached the mound of rubble that used to be a building, he was in no doubt that he was alone in the world. The last king. Rage came but was quickly smothered by hate. A burning far hotter than the flames from the bomb he had just experienced. This was blinding, and his thoughts only consisted of one thing. Revenge. He would not only raise the island to the ground, casting it to a barren wasteland, but on returning to the mainland would continue to do the same to all settlements. It was time the world returned to the old, wiping it clean of any human infestation. He now understood why he had been brought back from his age old slumber. Fate had given him, and only him the chance to make the world anew.

He stepped forward, closer to the crashing waves. “The low beasts will no longer be necessary. They have done their job. Nor will I need your human machines to achieve my objectives.” He turned to a black suited hybrid soldier. “Have my legion arrived in the city?”

“Almost, sire.”

Iona looked confused. “What is your le—” Her eyes wide, she looked down at the silver blade that had penetrated her chest armor. She grabbed it with both hands, then fell backwards, dead, to the ground.

Rynon looked down with disgust. “You will no longer be needed as well, or any of your kind. You are the true scourge, and I will end all of you.” He held his blade out over the harbor wall and let the spray from the ocean wash her blood from it, then slid it back into its sheath on his back as a middle-aged woman was dragged forward, manacles around her wrists. She was thrown down into a puddle at the back of his feet.

Margery’s face was pale and covered in bruises. “How can I help sire…”

Rynon’s eyes remained fixed on the shadows of buildings, a few miles away. “Are the tablets on that island…”

She let out a breath in despair. “I cannot track things, only people sire…”

In a blur he turned, grabbing her by the scruff of her jacket, lifting her clear of the ground. “Then where are the people!”

Her bloodshot eyes looked past him to old San Juan.







*****

A soldier on the rain-soaked fortress walls, pointed into the air. “Drak!”

Joel soon realized he was an easy target for terrified soldiers and looked up. “Let go!”

Copeland did and he dropped the twenty or so feet to the ground, landing like a cat, then looked at the beams of light all focused on him. He raised the hand holding the suitcase. “You think you can lower your—”

Before he could finish he saw a figure rushing towards him, and before he could fully form a smile Anna almost bowled him over with her embrace, then meeting of lips.

“Is everyone okay?” he said.

She nodded, while Marina, Carla and Alfredo jogged over to them.

The ancient king smiled. “There was a moment where I had doubts this plan would work.”

“It hasn’t worked yet. How long we got?”

“Just over five hours,” said Carla.

Joel looked back towards where he had come from and the city beyond. “The vamps didn’t make it across then.”

“No,” said Anna. “Not big on swimming.”

“Have they made any other efforts to get to us?”

Marina went to respond when a soldier ran across the grass. “The general needs you all inside!”

They quickly followed him back, being glad to be out of the wind and rain and walked into a room full of heat, light and anxious faces.

Joel nodded to Amos who was sitting behind Galloway. The young man replied in kind.

The general listened some more into her headset, nodding, then looked to the newcomers. “Our forward sentry points, at the far southern points of this island are telling us the vamps have all moved back from shore.”

“Wouldn’t it be great, if they had decided to just pack up and go home,” said Anna.

“They know the tablets are on this island,” said Joel. “They won’t want to go back to the mainland empty handed. They’re coming, it’s just a question of how.”

Marina looked back at the windows to the restaurant that rattled against the wind. “This weathers going to make it hard for them to land from the air, or breach the island by sea.”

Joel looked down at a map of the island sprayed out on a dining table. “If the bad weather holds, then the only way they get to us is where the shores are only forty-feet apart. That’s the weakest point.” He looked at the general and the two colonels. “And we’re out of explosives?”

“Plenty of frags,” said Gus. “Some shoulder mounted launchers, but nothing that would stop an army coming across there if they build pontoons.”

“Units?”

Gus pointed at the map. “Five platoons. Two at the forward posts, one at the fallback position, which is in and around the old capitol building, and two guarding this fortress. Around two hundred soldiers in total… not counting your kind.”

Joel nodded. “Be ready. They will be coming before sunrise.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE




Joel walked amongst the candles and battery operated lanterns, looking at the scared and cold people locked deep within the old fortress walls. Some he recognized from Jankle, others were new to him. They smiled and nodded as he passed, offering him more reverence than he thought he deserved.

Hector, the kids from the church, Jasper, Jess and Barry were seated together, with hardly a word being said between them and some of the younger children sobbing.

“How is it going up there?” said Hector.

“No sign of them yet. But we don’t have long until we’ll all be safe. Not much longer now.”

Hector nodded and Joel went to walk away when Barry spoke up.

“I can help…”

Joel turned back with a smile. “Being down here with everyone else is helping. I need to know you are all safe.”

The boy frowned but nodded.

Joel continued over to Sasha and Corine, both seated on a blanket laid across the cold hard floor with the two dogs. He kneeled and patted Flint first then Shadow.

“Did Evan make it here?” said Sasha.

He paused, then continued stroking the dogs. “No.” He looked up at the young girl. “We don’t know where he is. Maybe he found a place to hide. Don’t give up hope.”

She nodded.

He heard the sound of the boots before the gate opened across the room. A soldier quickly scanned across the bodies. Joel got up and jogged across to him.

“You’re needed upstairs,” said the soldier.

They were both soon entering the makeshift headquarters.

“What’s happening?” said Joel to the senior officers. Amos, Anna and Marina stood with them, around a series of others operating laptops.

“We’re picking up some weird sounds on the seafront,” said Marina.

Winston handed a headset to him, and he listened. At first there was only the wind and waves but then he heard it, a chanting. He focused to pick it out from the elements, then heard it again. A rhythmic thudding accompanied with grunts. It reminded him of a Māori haka.

A female soldier with her own headset looked at those around her. “Forward post alpha is reporting…” She listened to her headset again. “Oh… yes, hold on. Over.” She looked at Joel. “There is a Dalton here to—”

Joel exchanged headsets, instantly hearing the continued guttural voices in unison. “I’m here Dalton, what you seeing. Over.”

“Figures moving on the opposite bank. Maybe around two hundred, and Joel, they smell like Alkrons… Over.”

It was the one possibility he wanted to avoid. A bombardment of conventional weapons, thousands of vamps, all could be survived, but hundreds of super powered humans?

“They making moves to get to this island? Over.”

“They’re moving… along the bank, following the road… towards the bridges… I think they’re gonna try and cross. Over.”

Joel looked at Galloway and the colonels. “How many Alkrons you got on this island?”

“Not including your people, maybe eight.”

“Where are they now?”

“Some are here, some are—”

“Get them all to the forward posts, now. They’re the only ones that can stop what’s coming.” He held the headset’s mike back to his mouth. “Dalton. We’re on our way.”

“I’m coming with you,” said Anna.

“No. You and Marina need to stay here. You know what to do if things go bad.” Anna rushed forward and hugged him.

“What’s going on?” said Corine entering the busy room.

Joel looked across to her. “How you feel about kicking some corporation ass?”

She smiled while nodding.







*****

Dalton stood on the roof of a three-story building, and looked down at what was left of one of the destroyed bridges. The ocean crashed and slid across the ruins of three concrete pillars that spanned the distance to the other side. He nodded to himself. If he had too, he could leap the twenty or so feet between them no problem, which meant the enemy could too, even in the stormy conditions.

In the street below he could smell the nervousness of the young soldiers. That was good. It would keep them sharp. Hopefully mean they would live longer.

“Ah, I hate waiting,” said Kizzy by his side. She looked again through her rifle’s scope. “Why don’t they attack already. So we can get this—”

The entire opposite bank, covering quarter of a mile lit up with the booms and clatter of automatic weapons, sending neon red streams across the angry ocean and making everyone in the bullets’ path dive for cover.

“Why the fuck do they need guns, they’re Alkron’s!” shouted Kizzy hunkered down below the top of the small wall which was slowly disintegrating. The soldiers nearby returned fire.

Dalton edged higher and watched a flood of shadowy figures leap from the broken start of the bridge to the first concrete plateau. Neon projectiles missed them, until one hit, knocking an armor suited creature into the ocean, but others leaped again.

“They’re halfway!” shouted Kizzy.

Bullets pinged around the intruders who then leaped again, this time landing on the last concrete outcrop.

“Here we go,” said Dalton, stepping onto the roof’s wall, then dropped, transforming into his full wolf self by time his clawed feet hit the concrete of the road. Bullets streamed past him, as three Alkron’s leaped a final time, two of them landing by his side, while he slashed across the third, its head tumbling to the ground separate from its body. Screams made him pivot to blurs that had already killed two soldiers. He roared forward ploughing into one of the hybrids, knocking it into a wall, grabbing it by its neck, then smashing it again into the concrete. Before its neck snapped, he heard the sound of others reaching the road behind him.

Creatures landed and kept on running, moving faster than he was able to track them, while others immediately became smoke as streams of projectiles from the windows and roofs of surrounding buildings slid straight through them.

Thirty feet above, Kizzy emptied the magazine of her M4 then dropped it. Standing on the wall, she readied herself to join the fight when a clawed hand tore through her shoulder, knocking her back to the roof. A huge winged beast landed ten feet away, its eyes glowing amongst the shadows, and then surged towards her, whipping its clawed wing at her face but missing due to her deforming body swaying backwards. She suddenly grew in size, her arms and legs quadrupling in mass, her hands becoming claws and barreled into the Drak, taking it and her off the side of the building. Its wings tried to beat the air, but she gripped her huge hands around its neck as they both landed then rolled off the roof of a sedan. It slashed across her but the wound resealed and her grip tightened. The huge monster flailed, staggering into a nearby wall but she wouldn’t let go, and then with a final shudder it fell lifeless to the ground.

She staggered back, attempting to take a breath of her own, then realized the whole island was alive with the sound of battle.


CHAPTER FORTY




Joel’s humvee skidded to a stop amongst flashes, explosions and red streaks. A missile scorched the air, being launched from the window of a nearby apartment building and exploded near the start of the bridge. Bodies flew but he couldn’t tell on what side they fought. What he could sense were the Alkron’s in the streets around him.

“Above!” shouted Corine.

With Amos he flicked his head upwards to a dog-headed figure clinging to a window frame two stories above. Knowing it was spotted it roared and leaped towards them. With a wave of her hand a lamp post swung across slamming into the creature, sending it careening through the air into another building.

An explosion of wood and glass came from a cafe to their left, bringing with it a whirl of claw and fangs to the street. For a moment they didn’t recognize Dalton fighting an Alkron similar to Kizzy, the other creature standing at least the same height as him, and moving so fast they couldn’t make out its true ever changing form.

Dalton fell backwards against a truck, the creature about to inflict another blow when from the shadows another shape changer slammed into it, knocking it to the ground. It quickly grew in size, now fifteen feet tall, its head becoming that of a serpent. Kizzy stepped back not knowing what to make of what she was seeing.

Amos stepped forward, closing his eyes and clenching his fists in the direction of the misshapen beast and concentrated. A small trickle of blood seeped from his nose but he kept his thoughts focused and just as quickly as the beast had enlarged, its form shrunk until it was a man barely half Dalton’s height.

Dalton sprung forward and with one blow broke his neck, then fell to one knee, wrapping his hand around his stomach. As the gunfire fell silent around them, Joel ran forward and helped him back up.

“Look!” said Amos gesturing towards the bridge. More figures landed in the dark, joining those that were already there.

Joel’s radio crackled. “Fall back to Bravo! Over,” said Gus.

“Everyone in the humvee!” shouted Joel. He jumped back in the driver’s seat, while glancing at his watch.

Too soon.







*****

Marina stood with Alfredo on the forward battlements of the fortress and looked at a landscape of orange flashes and glowing streaks flying out into the night. Around them soldiers readied their weapons, large and small, all directed towards the eastern part of the island.

She looked at the man to her side. “I guess you have seen this scene many times…”

He nodded, sighing. “And I never get used to it. The first time was against a local village. There were maybe twenty warriors on both sides, armed with spears and hand axes. I quickly learned the futility of war.”

“But now we have no choice. They won’t stop until we are all dead.”

He turned to her, holding her hand. “It won’t come to that.”

“What will you do after? When you are no longer—”

“So old?”

She smiled. “I mean, you have been a hybrid for a lot longer than you were not…”

“It will take some time to get used to… Perhaps you know someone who can help?”

She nodded, continuing their moment of light relief, then both looked back to the battle raging a few miles off.

She turned to speak again, but he leaned in and kissed her. Pulling back he looked into her eyes. “Promise me after all of this is done, you will be here to help lead those that are left?”

“I… am not—”

“I have seen many leaders in my time. You, Joel and Anna are some of the most impressive I have met. The coming day will see the end of the war against the scourge, but you will all need to fight to rebuild what you had before.”

She nodded.

“Now, I need to prepare.”

She went to reply but he quickly turned, then jumped down to the wet gravel and ran back to one of the entrances to the lower levels.

Two miles away, the secure doors to a vast neoclassical local government building were pulled closed and latched, the last base before the fortress. Joel and the others ran past soldiers checking their magazines, while others pushed heavy furniture up against the wooden doors.

They ascended the wide curved staircase, quickly finding the route to the roof, and came out to the lessening wind and rain. Sandbags were along the perimeter wall, with LMGs sticking through gaps, pointing towards the streets below. The ocean waves crashed just a few hundred yards away to their right, and even closer on the opposite side, the building being at a pinch point, roughly halfway from the downed bridges and the fortress behind.

He looked at his watch.

Two and half hours…

“Good of you to join us,” said Carla with a smirk, holding up an M4. She looked towards the east. “How bad was it down there?” Joel’s silence gave her the answer.

“How long we got left?” said Kizzy to him.

“Few more hours.”

She let out a breath then instinctively hugged the young man by her side. “Thank you for saving me…” Amos smiled.

“If you two can find the time to stop making out,” said Dalton. “Maybe we can kill some more corporation.”

Kizzy laughed and punched him lightly in the arm. They all walked to the southeastern corner wall and looked down to a barricade of multiple trucks and cars pushed across the narrow stretch of streets.

Joel clicked on his radio while watching the shadows of the old town. “We’re at the capitol building. Over.”

“Joel? Is everyone okay? Over,” said Anna.

“We’re fine. Just waiting to see what they do next. There must be a lot of Alkrons on the island now. Over.”

“We still got—”

“I know. How’s everyone there? Over.”

“Prepared. Over.”

“I love you… Over.”

“That’s good, because I feel the same way. Over.”

He smiled.

An extra gust added to the blustery wind blowing across the rooftop and a soldier shouted that something was coming from the sky.

Joel looked up already feeling the lack of dangerous intent from the winged creature. “Hold your fire! He’s with us!”

Copeland landed with a thud, his body now being covered in some of the black clothing that once belonged to the enemy.

“I see you found yourself some armor,” said Joel as the others walked away.

Copeland nodded. “It has been useful.” He looked to the east. “I can feel the sun beneath the horizon, but the Alkrons will be here long before that…”

“They will, and we will stop them.”

The Drak moved closer. “I know what will happen when we reach sunrise. Those that are less than human will… cease to be.”

Joel nodded.

“Will you do something for me?”

“If I can.”

“My box that I brought to Puerto Rico. I have left it on the roof of Alfredo’s home. Can you give it to my son?”

“I will.” Joel went to speak again, but large bat-like wings beat the concrete and Copeland was soon lost to the sky once more.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE




Rynon looked out from a luxury penthouse hotel room, twenty floors up, towards the west and his final prize. The tablets and those that had taken so much from him were out there, at the edge of the small island, no doubt waiting, but not knowing what fate awaited them.

He smiled. He could feel the presence of the burning sphere of fusion wanting to emerge above the horizon behind him, but he would make the terrified humans and the traitors that helped them contemplate how they would die, just a bit longer. Allow them to stew in their anguish at least until the sun rose and they could see their own blood and entrails in vivid daylight.

A knock came on the door which he at first ignored, but then it came again, harder. “Yes, what is it?” he said without turning from his view of the smaller older buildings.

“I know you did not want to be disturbed, but we need to talk. It’s urgent,” said Rosetta.

He sighed. “Yes, come in. Tell me what is so important that you feel the need to disturb my grieving.”

The door swung back and in walked the mind reader, head to toe in black body armor. “We got a problem.”

“What?” said the ancient king.

“I looked into the minds of some of the soldiers we captured and despite their attempts to hide it from me, they were all trying to conceal the same secret.”

“I suggest you get to the point.”

“They have got some kind of anti-scourge bomb, and it’s—”

Rynon spun around with an expression she had not seen before on him. Fear. The king walked closer. “Involving the tablets?”

She nodded. “That’s what I saw.”

He looked around as if the answer to a question was in the room with him. “But how could that even be…” His eyes grew wide. “She lied… he lives…”

“Who li—”

He grabbed her armored jacket. “When? When will it detonate?”

“I… I don’t know! None of them had the exact time, but it felt—”

He let go, spinning around to the large windows. “Tell everyone to attack now!”

“I thought you wanted to—”

“Now!”

Before Rosetta had raised her radio, the hybrid king had leaped through the glass panels, falling to the smaller roof below, then leaped again.







*****

Joel heard a low rumbling and sprang to his feet, looking to the east. He quickly checked his watch.

Forty minutes. So close…

He clicked on his radio as Dalton and the others stood nearby, looking over the wall in the same direction. “Something’s happening. Over.”

“Yes. Lookouts are seeing movement,” said Anna, her voice tinged with stress. “Alkrons are moving towards you. Over.”

He looked to Dalton. “You seeing anything?”

The big guy shook his head. “Not…” He leaned forward over the wall studying the dark coastal road, then moved right slightly to see the tree-lined main route which ran along the center of the island. “Yeah… we got movement… coming this way.”

Joel heard the increased heart rates in the humans and Alkrons alike around him, and weapons being cocked. He jogged to the right and looked down into the dark at the uniformed bodies crouching behind trucks and cars.

“Got movement on the southern coastal road. Over,” came a male voice from his radio. He looked to the south at the five-story apartment block sitting at a junction a few hundred yards away, then slid his view east and saw what they had. Dark shapes were leaping between rooftops.

“Here they come!” shouted Carla readying her rifle.

The din was suddenly broken by gunfire in both directions, the streets, sidewalks and trees lit by streaks of neon and pings from ricochets.

Joel leaned on the wall, aiming at shadowy figures moving amongst the trees in the grounds surrounding the large building, but they moved too fast to get a lock on.

“More coming from the left!” shouted Kizzy, repeatedly firing.

Something slammed into the building below them, followed by a crunching sound.

Dalton leaned over and saw glowing wolf’s eyes staring back at him. He fired down, but the bullets missed and the creature clawed at the masonry climbing higher. “They’re climbing up!”

The sound of windows shattering combined with the clatter of automatic fire within the building beneath their feet.

“They’re inside!” came from Joel’s radio. He looked at those around him. “We gotta move!” As everyone ran to the exit he glanced at this watch.

Thirty minutes.

They barged open the door to the second floor landing, the only light coming from lanterns below, and began to run to the grand staircase, when one of the office doors exploded in a shower of wood, a fur covered creature of fang and claws grabbing a soldier and pulling him back into the shadows with a scream being cut short. Other shoulders kneeled and fired into the darkness but the creature burst from the room slashing across them. Amos began to focus his thoughts when a blur slashed across his back, sending him to the ground. Kizzy turned and fired, spraying bullets above him, one of which caught the attacker, who fell backwards tumbling over the handrail to the ground floor.

Dalton roared at the wolf-man that looked up from three dead soldiers, blood dripping from its fangs. It leaped forward, both creatures coming together in a whirl of rage.

Ignoring the chaos around her, Carla kneeled, calming her thoughts then aimed and fired her M4, shooting the other wolf-creature perfectly through its skull. It fell in a heap to the crimson drenched carpeted floor.

Kizzy held Amos up with one arm and looked over the handrail to the Alkrons standing amongst tens of dead soldiers, two stories below. “We got a problem.”

Joel looked down at the ground floor, then at the doors around them, spotting a ‘Staff only’ sign. “Over there! Through that door!”

Kizzy grew in size, carrying Amos over her shoulder and they all ran to the exit, bundling through. Corine spun around being the last in and slid a number of pipes across the door just as it shook on its hinges.

They continued down the narrow stairs, quickly arriving at the basement level, then ran along a small corridor to an external door. Joel listened against it, hearing nothing but some gunfire a few streets away. He could sense Alkrons nearer though. He looked back to the others in the gloom. “We all know the plan. We stick to the track along the top of the beach.” He pulled the door open slowly. The smell of metallic sulfur hung in the air.

Running up a set of stairs, they came out to a small parking lot, all of their senses probing the shadows around them, then feeling nothing too close, ran across the concrete. Joel looked back at the bodies strewn against the barricades, then kept going, across the coastal road then between some trees, and finally out to a path with crashing waves just yards away.

Corine waved the others ahead, being out of breath but Dalton swept her up in his arms hardly slowing.

As they ran towards the western tip of the island, listening for anyone following, Joel went to click on his radio, but Anna’s voice beat him to it. The clatter of gunfire came from behind her words.

“They’re here! Joel! Are you out there! Over.”

“We’re a few minutes out! Just hold on!”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO




Three humvees skidded to a stop outside the sandbags at the eastern edge of the fortress. Soldiers staggered out, most bleeding, and ran best they could, trying to avoid the gunfire flying past them in both directions.

As a tinge of blue in the sky highlighted the tops of the buildings to the east, Anna and others on the old castle walls, fired their M4s at the hundreds of figures emerging from the gloom across the expanse of muddy ground. A torrent of red streams tore from the battlements towards rapidly moving dark forms. Most projectiles missed their targets, the creatures being to quick.

“I’m out!” shouted Nelson.

Fur covered beasts, others with wings smashed through the bags of sand, slicing and gouging the defenders as they went, while blurs zipped from one machine gun post to another, silencing them.

Two creatures, four then too many to count surged forward, leaping up and landing on the walls, while others kept on going to the forecourt behind.

Anna turned and sliced across the helmet of a hybrid, but the blow just glanced off and in return a solid punch landed in her stomach doubling her over. Marina dispatched a black suited attacker with her boot, then the butt of her rifle, turned and saw what was about to befall the doctor. Just as she moved to help, an iron post which had contained a sign, ripped from its mooring and speared the hybrid, collapsing it on top of Anna, who quickly pushed it off, then nodded in thanks at Nelson. The pole swept through the air, but stopped short of his hand as it smashed across another two hybrids near him.

A Drak landed on the wall, immediately swiping its wing across two soldiers, killing them instantly then spotted the black eyes of Marina and charged towards her.

“Marina!” shouted Anna, seeing the danger. Marina spun around then stepped back against the wall in preparation, but just as the giant horned beast was upon her, there was a thud of paws, and Shadow then Flint slipped through the fighting and leaped at the demonic Alkron, their transformed jaws latching onto its arm and leg. It roared in pain, trying to rid itself of the animals. Anna then Marina leaped forward, slashing away at the huge figure until it fell to one knee, its wings trying to get purchase to escape the melee, but with one hefty blow Anna slashed across the only exposed area she could see, the back of its neck and with a spray of blood it fell forward onto the damp stone.

“We need to get down below!” shouted Marina to Anna, then spun around to get Nelson’s attention. The old man was laid on the ground, a wolf creature feasting on his neck.

“He’s gone, Marina!” shouted Anna, tears in her eyes. “We have to get to the others!” An arm pulled Marina back, then as the human screams on the walls started to decline, with the two dogs they ran into a tunnel, pulling a gate closed and descended into the bowels of the castle.







*****

As Joel and the others ran along the path with waves crashing to their right, he could see and hear the fury of the battle on the battlements in the distance. And then the light and sound died.

No…

He held his radio to his mouth. “Anna! Are you there? Over.” There was no answer. He glanced at his watch.

Eight minutes.

As the dark blue on the eastern horizon began to change to mauve, he turned to the others while still running. “It’s almost time! We have to get there!”

Each of them bounded over fences and walls, finally reaching the large expanse of sodden dirt, scarred by battle. He tried his radio again. “Anna?” Again there was no reply.

He looked to their right then ran to the cliff edge. “Come on, we need to get around the back of the fortress.” They quickly descended a stony path to the sand and large boulders of the beach and ran around the base of the old walls, until he picked up the sound of jeering. He waved his hand and they all crouched, but kept on moving towards the smell of fear.

Two hundred and twelve humans huddled together, terror in their eyes, on a concrete viewing platform at the extreme tip of the island. Behind them the Atlantic Ocean crashed and spluttered. Between them and the few hundred members of the corporation were seven Alkrons, and two growling altered canines.

Hector stood in front of Layla, Anna in front of Barry and Marina in front of Jess and Jasper. Flint and Shadow snapped at the air, towards those standing on the battlements above, goading and laughing at those below. Suddenly they fell quiet and through them stepped another.

“I know you are down there Freon!” shouted Rynon. “Why don’t you show yourself!”

The human crowd parted, and through them walked a warrior belonging to the eons of pre-history, replete with a sword and armor that was ancient even by the days of Sparta. Alfredo looked at Marina as he passed, his eyes telling her all he needed to, and he looked up at the hybrid standing on the edge of the wall.

“Ah, there is my old friend!” said Rynon. “It has been too long!” He leaned to the side, closer to Rosetta. “Find them.” He then stepped off the top of the wall and dropped the seventeen feet to the ground, landing on the opposite side of a circular stone area, some ten feet across and slowly pulled his sword from his back. He glanced at Galloway standing next to Hector. “Ah, I see the betrayer stands with you.” She straightened her back in reply. “You will die a particularly painful death.” He looked back at Alfredo. “I know you have the tablets Freon, and I know what you mean to do with them. Return this planet to the humans!”

“The scourge was not meant for this Rynon! You know what the gods said to us! It was meant for us few! Or all will be destroyed!”

“I can feel the power of the three is almost complete. Give them to me now, and I will let you live. You can serve in my—”

Alfredo roared forward, his body becoming a blur and slashed the sword across Rynon, but the other hybrid’s reaction was as good, and the blade glanced off. Marina winced as they parted again.

“I defeated you once, Freon. I will do so again! Why sacrifice yourself for these animals!”

“We were born human! Do you not remember? I walked among them for thousands of years, I saw them change. Try to do better.”

Rynon sneered. “They are only good for food! Now give me the tablets!” He charged forward swiping his sword through the air, just short of Alfredo’s head, in return Alfredo’s blade slid through the top of Rynon’s armor, making him groan and stagger back.

“I’m not the foolish young man from the village anymore Rynon!” Alfredo jumped forward bringing his sword from high, but Rynon slid to the side and drew his blade across Alfredo’s stomach, doubling him over. He staggered backwards, his sword falling limp against the concrete. Marina ran to his side, but he waved her away.

“I have to do this Marina!” He grimaced and raised his sword again.

Rynon stood tall. “You have taken a female. One of us I see. I will use her well once you are dead.”

Alfredo readied himself for a final surge, when a voice shouted out to his right.

“I have them!” shouted Rosetta, a Drak standing behind her. She lifted a suitcase high. A ripple of shock ran through human and Alkron alike. “They had them on a buoy, just off the rocks. Thought no one would—”

Without pause Anna ran at her, rage in her eyes, but just feet from her claw connecting to the mind readers face, she collapsed to the ground, holding her head and screamed in pain.

“Give me the suitcase!” Rynon shouted.

Rosetta threw the silver case, it dropping by Rynon’s feet. He looked at those above. “If any of them move towards me, shoot them all.”

Weapons were cocked and aimed.

The crowd drew closer together, the Alkron’s wanting to run forward, but also seeing the rows of barrels point at them and those behind.

Rynon lifted his blade high and with a thunderous blow brought it down on the front of the suitcase, slicing it open. Luminescence spiraled around the three tablets, leaking out to the air. He picked up the first as symbols danced and slid past the black and gold surface. “Hmm…” With a touch of a finger, the countdown stopped.

Alfredo let out a breath and looked down.

Rynon looked at him, holding the tablet up. “It would appear there were mere seconds...” A flicker of concern moved across his face, and he held his throat and coughed. “As… I was saying…” He cleared his throat then coughed again. “I…” He fell forward. Hector and Marina looked at Barry. The boy’s eyes were black.

“Barry no! You’ll kill—”

Layla’s hand fell upon the old mans. “It will be okay…” She looked at the boy in front of her. “Go on Barry…”

He stepped forward, Rynon’s eyes falling upon him.

“Kill him! Kill them all!” the king shouted then fell to his knees, just as Joel, Dalton and the others clambered over the walls. Bullets seared the air, some instantly bouncing off an invisible force as Corine threw her hand out, others hitting people, but as the projectiles began their journeys through their human targets, light poured from Layla instantly healing the muscle, organs and skin of those struck.

Marina turned, using her body to cover Jess and Jasper, but as she tried to gather them closer a blur swept down from above, grabbing both of the children and took them instantly beyond her grip and desperate cries. They were quickly gone over the side of the seawall.

As Joel scrambled forward, bullets pinging off the stone around him, Amos, barely able to stand, saw the woman from the prison yard and with every fiber of his being focused his mind on her. She screamed, falling to the ground, then noticing the young man, returned her own psychic attack. Waves of pain vibrated through him, his legs giving out, but as he collapsed to the stone, blood pouring from his nose he clung onto her mind. 

His lungs burning from the poison in the air, Joel staggered towards the fallen king and smashed a boot down on his wrist, making him drop the tablet. Rynon lunged, but Joel kicked ancient device away, sending it sliding across the floor to Alfredo who with one mere touch, started the timer again…

Rynon roared between choking. “Get the tablet!”

All fire focused on the former archeologist, a wall of bullets so thick even Corine’s and Layla’s abilities couldn’t withstand the attack. They tore through him, the tablet falling to the ground as Alkrons landed from above.

A hybrid soldier sped forward, bent over, grabbing the tablet, then with a flick of a wrist threw it towards the king, but the ancient device never made it. A blur had it clutched within clawed hands, mighty wings taking it into the brightening sky. As the hail of bullets followed Copeland upwards, piercing his armor, littering his serpentine body with holes, he beat the air harder, flying higher than he ever had, then just as he broke through the clouds, into the silence of pristine air, there was an explosion of energy and his body instantly disintegrated into dust.

A fraction of a second later, in Denver, Marina’s sister looked down her grandfather’s old scope at a vamp that suddenly collapsed, while in a deep forest near the Canadian border, Donnie and Lucas, out on an early morning hunting party for wild game, got back to their feet after being knocked to the ground by a wave none of them had seen. Donnie looked with human eyes at the older man and knew everything was different.

And in in Nevada, Shirl stood near her newly dug vegetable garden and felt a faint breeze move across her and smiled.

Joel looked up at the sun breaking through the clouds, his body feeling twice as heavy, his limbs awkward appendages which he had to concentrate to move.

The hybrid known as Rynon was getting to his feet, still coughing. He looked at the walls above. “Kill them! Kill th—”

Rynon’s head hit the old stones with a wet thud, his body landing nearby.

Joel dropped the sword and looked around at the former scourge infected, who seemed bewildered at their new human status. “It’s over. The scourge has gone. Not just here, but everywhere, across the whole planet! You got guns. You could kill all of us, or you could remember who you once were…”

The black suited soldiers looked at each other, one stepping closer to Joel, then pulled his helmet off and tilted his head to the warmth of the star above.

Marina spun around trying to locate her children, then looked down desperately at Alfredo. “Anna! Please do something!”

The doctor kneeled next to the former ancient king, looking at his wounds then let out a sigh. He forced a smile, while Marina sunk to her knees, tears falling from her cheeks. “You have to live…”

Alfredo placed his hand on hers. “It’s time…” And with that his heart stopped.

“Mom!” shouted Jess from below the nearby wall.

Marina sprung to her feet, running past those around her and looked down upon the face of her two children.


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE




Three weeks later…




Marina stood on a cliff which overlooked an expanse of blue calm ocean, then kneeled next to the first of eight wooden crucifixes. Etched into it was the name. “Shannon.” She placed one white flower, then moved to the next marked ‘Freon’ doing the same, continuing until she finally reached Mary’s.

She didn’t need to be a hybrid anymore to hear the footsteps behind her. Joel walked up the weathered stone path.

“Thought I’d find you here.”

She kept looking at the graves. “Eight doesn’t feel enough.” She sighed. “Too much blood… You’ll keep placing flowers here when I’m gone, right?”

“I will…”

She nodded.

“So your minds made up?”

She looked at the ocean. “It sure is nice here… but I have to go back to the mainland.”

“Even with Dalton with you, it could be pretty wild out there.”

“Carla and Clement’s going with us as well. Says he’s got in contact with some people who are starting something back up… Anyway you make it sound like Kizzy and Amos won’t be any help!”

He briefly smiled then looked out to the smooth waves. “I’m surprised Evan isn’t going with you.”

She sighed. “He lost so much…”

“I still don’t understand how the vamps didn’t find him in that old building… but then he was due some luck.”

“He was...”

They walked forward and hugged. “If you ever want a vacation, you know where to come.”

She nodded. “You better believe I’ll be back!” They pulled apart. “You know, they could definitely do with law enforcement here. The army’s not really cut out for that kind of thing.”

“Yeah… I’m not sure about that. Maybe. What about you? Any long-term plans?”

“I think I’m just going to concentrate on being a mom…”

A mile to the east, inside the ruin of the old local government building, Galloway righted a picture frame and sat in a leather chair. She looked down, trying to open a drawer when the door in front of her creaked open. Dalton stood in the doorway, a backpack across his shoulder. Her hand slid towards her side.

“I wouldn’t go for that gun if I were you. I could fill you with holes and no one would care. Hell, they would probably thank me. So put your hands on the desk.”

She nodded, doing as asked. “I thought I was doing—”

He held his hand up. “I don’t care about the ‘why’s.’ Because of you a good woman, and hundreds of others died.” He stepped closer making her lean back in the opposite direction. “And if there were more than a few hundred people left on this island, and by ‘island’ I mean the whole of Puerto Rico, I reckon I would end you.” He sighed, briefly looking down then smiled to himself. “But I’m going to start, how I mean to keep on, and if you can help these people stay alive, then I think Geri would want you to keep on living.” He turned and walked away.

Galloway let out a breath.

“Right, children.” said Anna in a classroom a hundred yards to the south. “Open your biology books to the first page.” She looked across the room of thirty-four young faces, including Barry and Layla. “Today we learn what it means to be human.”

Outside an apartment block nearby, Corine and Sasha waited impatiently, both in bikinis with a towel over their shoulders. They watched as Evan ran up the steps to his new apartment.

“Come on! I want to get to the beach!” said Sasha.

He waved back, smiling. “Just give me a few minutes before I join you, I need to get sun lotion. I burn easily!”

“Oh, ha ha.”

He smiled then quickly walked up the stairs, using the key and moved inside, closing the world out. Without pause he walked into his bedroom, then to the closest, pulling it open and in the faint light from the window, kneeled and pulled back some carpet, then the same again for the floorboard below.

Reaching beneath the wooden beams, his fingers touched the cool plastic of the bag of blood.













The End.


Thanks for reading The Scourge book 6: The Last Tomb.




Sadly this is the final book in the series. I hope you have enjoyed it!




Two other post-apocalyptic series are also available for me on Amazon (both in Kindle Unlimited). These are…(The links may not work on Apple mobile devices. Please copy and paste the link into a browser).




The Cascade - https://www.amazon.com/dp/B084NHLZWJ




The Glitch - https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07VVM79X7




As an indie author it really helps if you leave me a review for this book on Amazon, thanks if you do.




If you would like news on my latest releases, special offers or a free book, you can sign up to my mailing list on my website at www.philmaxeyauthor.com .
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