The Catacomb

Chapter 1
Once, perhaps, the town had been blessed with the sun’s face, multicolored leaves swirling about in a permanent autumn, and the graveyard a resting place for the departed residents of Threed and nothing more.  

To Robert Lazares, this time seemed to be an eternity ago, when in fact it had been perhaps a few weeks.  Slowly at first: Rumors of strange, grotesque creatures in the north side of town.  A sighting here, a brief encounter there.  There was an unsettling aura in the cool air.  Zombies began populating the cemetery, turning it into an isolated, grave-covered area of terror and the stuff that haunts the dreams of children. The sun seemed to shine a little less brightly, disappearing along with the morale of the town, until day became synonymous with night.  Things had devolved into nothing short of a nightmare.  As though waiting for this occurrence, the monsters began to move from their haven in the field of the dead, to the town proper, a place just waiting to be filled with the stench of death and terror. 
And now?  Now the risen dead had nearly accomplished their goal.  Their numbers seemed to swell every day.  And it wasn’t just the undead.  On their side were huge insects and grotesque creatures formed from the very trash the populace of Threed generated.  But the humans had not been content to simply submit to the monsters’ reign.  Many had gathered supplies and barricaded their homes, willing to let the zombies in when the undead legions had stepped over the resistor’s dead bodies.  Many others had flocked to the center of town, the last organized garrison against the monsters.  
Robert himself had chosen to fight.  Threed was a mostly a peaceful town (or at least, it had been) and as such did not have many options should the need arise to defend itself, as it had now.  Thus, Robert and his allies were forced to improvise.
His favored weapon had come to be an air gun he purchased from a shady arms dealer who had become instrumental to the arming of the anti-zombie militia.  Though his toy firearm certainly didn’t look threatening, its appearance certainly betrayed its effectiveness against the zombies.
He peaked out from behind the tree where he was taking cover, air gun loaded and ready.  To his surprise, he saw there were no zombies, ghouls, or monsters of any kind barring the path.  He took a walkie-talkie out of his jacket pocket.

“Whitney? Whitney do you read me?” He spoke into the device, hoping that his partner guarding the motorcycle had not been attacked.  Heaven knew the amount of sneaking around he had to go through to avoid the sentries and reach this path.  And then to find it so undefended?

“I read you, Rob,” she replied to his relief.  “Have you reached the path?”

“Affirmative, there don’t appear to be any monsters in the immediate area.”

“Could be a trap.  Go ahead, carefully.”

“Ten-four, proceeding.”  Rob slid the walkie-talkie back into the packet of his windbreaker (Not exactly the standard zombie hunter dress) and grinned to himself.  He supposed the instincts he had back in his days as an Onett cop were resurfacing.

He crept cautiously along the path, weapon raised and tracking for targets.  He slid into the cover of a nearby tree as he saw what was up ahead: Two zombies.  They didn’t look like they were on guard duty; they were slouching and gazing aimlessly around.  Zombies rarely ever stood still, and when they did, they stood to attention with soldier-like discipline.  Robert figured if he took them by surprise, he could dispatch both of them with little fuss.  Then again, his air gun wasn’t much in the way of range; he would have to get closer.  
After closing the distance by a few meters, he sprang from cover and rushed the zombie sentries, weapon braced and ready.  One of the zombies suddenly snapped to attention, but rather than blindly attack fresh meat, the living corpse affixed a deathly stare on Robert.  He had faced down zombies before.  They had red, hungering eyes that saw only prey to be killed.  But this one… its eyes were so deep.  They had such a hypnotic quality that Robert could not turn away.  He felt as though he was drowning in this creature's undead eyes.  It was like the thing was staring into his very soul.  
The air gun began to slip from Robert’s fingers as he grew ever more enchanted by the hypnotic spell the zombie’s eyes seemed to be casting.  No thought entered his brain, only he and the eyes remained.

Robert was broken from the gaze as he felt something reach into him.  It was cold and intangible, but at the same time very real.  He spun around, wildly swinging his weapon at whatever had attempted to ambush him.  He saw the half-transparent image of a sinister ghost before it melted out of sight and reappeared several feet away, dodging his clumsy strike.  He saw that the apparition was not alone.  With it were at least half a dozen of the undead, which had no doubt crept up on him as he was trapped in the guard zombie’s stare.  
Confound it! How had he been so easily cajoled?  Cowed by simple parlor tricks?  The zombies had arranged themselves in such away that there was no hope of getting around them.  He would have to go through them.

Robert raised his firearm and shot several rounds into the middle of the zombie gang.  A few twitched as the rounds impacted their dead flesh, but continued their relentless approach.  Robert rushed them, shooting more pellets into their midst until he was within touching distance.  He brought the butt of his gun down on the head of the center zombie, as the rest turned to surround and devour him. His undead victim slowly dematerialized into a handful of dust as Robert fired his gun point-blank into the zombie behind his previous combatant.  The creature stumbled back enough for Robert to push past it and sprint down the path.  He burst from the corridor of trees into the graveyard.  The monsters had been alerted to his presence and began a slow advance toward him.
Cursing his carelessness, Robert leaped atop one of the larger tombstones to gain some high ground.  Robert didn’t care about the disrespect of the action; at the moment, he wasn’t a big fan of the dead.  Before the monsters could surround his position, Robert leaped to the next large tombstone.  His stocky, 43-year-old body was not suited to the task and he grunted in pain upon landing.  He unloaded a few shots into the mob of enemies before leaping down from his perch and sprinting in the general direction of the bike.  It’s hard to keep one’s sense of direction consistent while one is being pursued by zombies and monsters.
*
Air bursting from his lungs, Robert finally spotted the motorcycle.  Unfortunately, he also saw Whitney fending off a gang of bulbous No Good Flies and a stinking creature that seemed to be made of the very essence of unseemliness which had been nicknamed the Putrid Moldeyman.  A flash of an aerosol can from Whitney’s sleeve, and the punk insects dropped like, well, flies.  Whitney brought up her bat and assaulted the trashcan-dwelling Moldyman with a barrage of strikes.  The repulsive monster did not waver but instead opened its gaping maw and let loose a huge belch.  Dozens of tiny mold spores flew out of its mouth and stuck to Whitney’s clothing.  The spores that got in her eyes made her eye well up with uncontrollable tears.  Robert brought up his air rifle and unloaded his remaining ammunition into the monster.  Even it could only take so much and hid inside its trashcan as it scuttled away.  

“Thanks,” Whitney sobbed as she shed her now-moldy jacket.  Robert fished out a tissue from his pocket and handed it to her.  After dabbing her eyes she was immediately on the bike. 


“Let’s go. Those fellows don’t look too friendly.” She pointed to the small mob of zombies, bugs, and other assorted hell-spawned nastiness that had been following him.  


“Couldn’t agree more,” he breathed heaving his stocky self into the side car. “Gun it!”

Whitney was almost too happy to oblige.  Even when they had first met as members of the Zombie Relief Corps., Whitney seemed like an energetic, fun-loving girl.  Though he was far too old for her and he never had any thought of temptation in his mind, he had to admit, he had a growing affection for the young freedom fighter, in a fatherly way.  He put his hand to his chest and found just how fast his heart was beating.  Whether it was from the zombies or her presence, he couldn’t be sure.


“Rob! Gun!”  Whitney’s shout broke his thoughts as he saw them up ahead, two of them.  Each one was the size and shape of a small boy, but they were made of dark wood, marching around in a twisted masquerade of a child’s puppet show, strings held by floating hands.  The puppets turned toward them and reacted with speed that betrayed their ponderous manner.  Pulled by their hovering puppeteers, the marionettes zoomed toward them abreast, as though daring their victims to try and swerve out of the way.
As the distance closed and Rob reached for his air gun, his leg brushed a small, spherical object at the bottom of the sidecar.  He grabbed the bomb and flung it at the pair of aggressive dolls.  At this distance, it was impossible to miss.  The explosive struck one of the marionettes and was obscured from view by an explosion which presumably destroyed it.  
Meanwhile, the second attacker had already impacted the bike with a crack of wood.  Whitney let out a cry of desperation as the puppet lodged on the handlebars shot out a hand and wrapped it around her throat.  Recklessly, she brought one hand off the handlebars and socked her strangler repeatedly in the face. 
Robert prepared to bludgeon the puppet with the butt of his weapon, but turned at the feeling of a hand on his shoulder.  He turned and saw the remains of the second attacker, clutching the sidecar while its shattered lower torso dragged on the road.  It leered up at him lifelessly with its one good eye, the remaining half of its wooden jaw clacking madly.  Robert shattered its face with a back fist strike and winced in pain at the wood splintering against his hand.  He noticed the motorcycle slowing down; no doubt an attempt by Whitney to avoid a collision.  He turned back to the struggling pair and thrusted toward the doll the rear end of his air gun.  The impact was enough to send the manikin flying off the bike and crashing into the street.  
Whitney didn’t hesitate.  She gunned the engine, sending them from 20 to 60 miles an hour within about 5 seconds, something Robert had previously considered beyond the capabilities of the old motorbike.
“You alright Rob? Those Handsome Toms can hurt.”

“You gave them names?” Rob asked in confusion.

“We gotta call ‘em something.  I remember some puppets they used to sell that were called that.  Then there are the Smilin’ Sams.  Those things can repair themselves like magic!”

Inwardly, Rob chuckled at her naivety. “There’s not such thing as magic, Whinnie.”

Whitney shrugged, both at his statement and the nickname he had come up with. “What else would you call all this?”

Rob couldn’t think of an answer.

  In no time at all, he saw the gigantic yellow circus tent, now the headquarters of the Zombie Relief Corps.  Spotlights set up on the roofs of the surrounding buildings swept the area, determined to protect this last sanctuary for the citizens of Threed.  

Patrolling the streets were other Relief Corps. Members, holding weapons ranging from improvised melee weapons like Whitney’s bat, to bottle rockets and other firearms acquired from the arms dealer.  Whenever he saw this, Robert couldn’t help but feel a fierce pride swell up in his breast.  

Here were citizens, who in everyday life may not have even known each others’ names, yet here they were; they were working together toward the defense of their homes against an otherworldly enemy.  In the face of enemies who were by all rights not even supposed to exist, they had shown morale and conviction to their cause.  Robert remembered his childhood excitement at seeing the yellow circus tent, flag waving high.  Now, it excited him for a different reason.  It was a beacon of hope for this doomed town, a shining light amidst the darkness.
But for long it would be so remained to be seen.

*

Chapter 2

The young man was filthy.  There was no other way to describe him.  His clothes had not been washed since the beginning of the invasion, his hair messy and filled with dirt and grime.  His appearance was not surprising though, considering his affiliation.

He scurried along the outskirts of town, passing darkened houses and abandoned vehicles.  Crossing the main road, he could hear the moans of the ghosts inside the tunnel and quickened his pace.  His sweating hands held the jar close to his chest, to prevent it from slipping.  Though he had willingly chosen his side in this conflict, he was at least as afraid as the other townsfolk, if not more, of his new masters.  In a way, he was in more danger than anyone.  If he were to fail, the monsters would do away with him without a second thought, if thoughts truly went through their rotting heads.  He was merely a convenience, someone who could do the menial errand-running and message-delivering as they focused on their goal of taking full control of the town.  
The scruffy lad passed by the empty circus cages that marked his destination.  In the center of this clearing was what appeared to be a small circus tent.  But looking upon it, it was impossible to say that its purpose was as jolly. 

It was hued a deep purple, though it seemed to swim with all different shades of its dominant color.  Looking upon it, one could swear that the surface of the tent was shifting, as if alive.  If one was close enough, they could hear the distant echo of screams and pleas of mercy.  It seemed the tent was comforted by this, seeing as it seemed to relax with pleasure whenever a particularly horrified cry was emitted.  It was like a twisted mockery of the circus tent used by the resistance as their base of operations.  
The vagrant chap approached it fearfully; the precious item he was sent to deliver remained clutched under his rags.  As he neared, the tent shifted a little, like it was turning in its sleep.  Then, from one of the folds in the tent, an eye opened.  It was a bestial eye and in its reflection, one could see all manner of atrocities and horrors from the long history of the world.  The young man winced a little under its scrutiny.  The eye regarded him for a moment, and then closed back into the folds of its body, as an opening in the tent appeared of its own accord.  The courier wasted no time entering.  On the inside, the tent seemed unremarkable, were it not for the subtle, ever-shifting designs on the walls depicting one horrifying vision after another, swirling together with the speed at which they transitioned.  One could say that collectively, it looked like a tortured face summoned from the bowels of a devil machine.  
The young man kept his gaze forward and concentrated on the task at hand. In the center of the tent, two zombies stood erect, flanking what looked like a plain metal trashcan.  The undead guards remained still and sentinel as their comrade shuffled forward and inserted the precious jar, containing a sickly, syrupy liquid, into the trashcan.  
He wasted no time getting out, rushing past the empty cages as he made his way back towards the graveyard for his next assignment.

*

“Who goes there!”

Whitney rolled her eyes. “It’s us, Tom.  We’re back.”  She regarded her fellow freedom fighter with a weary eye.  His youthful enthusiasm and gung-ho attitude were getting rather tiresome.

“Can’t be too careful,” Tom replied, unaffected by Whitney’s casual tone.  “Those monsters… well, it’s horrible to think-“

“Yes, we’ve all been briefed on the turncoats.” said Whitney.  She remembered, of course, because in the briefing, Tom had asked her about fifty-nine questions, most of them twice.  She pushed past him, her partner in tow, and headed into the tent.  
The inside of the tent had been cleared out and replaced with desks, lockers, computers, and other equipment used by the ZRC.  In the center of the improvised base was a large table, around which sat a rather motley crew of individuals.  There was a timid looking man in an ugly orange overcoat and thick spectacles, a short, tubby man in an expensive suit, now ruffled and dirty from the resistance’s battles, and many others.

The blond woman at the head of the table, though, commanded the most attention.  She wore a black skirt and white blouse that would not have looked out of place on a business secretary.  Over it, she donned a red leather jacket and large, very dark sunglasses.  This last accessory had become her trademark, despite, or perhaps because of, the fact that the sun was essentially a thing of the past now.  No one was sure if she was blind or not, and nobody Whitney knew had ever worked up the nerve to ask her.  

She stood from her chair as Whitney and Robert entered. “Ah, good to see you two,” she spoke these words in her usual brisk tone, saying them as though they were merely a formality.  Quickly, she got down to business. “The recon? How did it go?”

Robert cast a glance at Whitney before answering.  “Basically successful, Sophia.  I did manage to infiltrate the graveyard and I did find the hidden path we suspected of being there,” Robert paused.  All present were discomforted by the fact that this path had existed unknown for years, right in their own town.  He continued: “I worked my way up the path, until I found two zombies guarding something, some sort of entrance leading down.”

“A tunnel?” suggested the pudgy businessman.  

“I’m not sure, I didn’t reach it.  The zombies-“he gulped before continuing.  He knew this next part was rather shameful to him. “They seemed to stare into my soul.  There’s no other way to describe it.  In any case, they used some sort of trickery to distract me while their fellows snuck up from behind.  At that point, I was forced to retreat.”  Robert uttered those last words with distaste.  Though he knew he couldn’t have possibly taken on all those monsters, he still disliked the idea of fleeing, leaving enemies living (or unliving, as the case may be) and his objective unfulfilled.
Sophia remained inscrutable as ever behind her shades, as though she had to pause to process this information.  No doubt she was thinking of how this discovery may play into the situation.  The tension was broken by the bespectacled, intelligent-looking man.  

“There’s been a development since you left,” he said uneasily.  It was clear he wasn’t generally accustomed to speaking to an audience.  “Sophie?”


At his gesture, Sophie produced what looked like a normal paper.  Upon further inspection, though, the newly-arrived scouts could clearly see it wasn’t exactly ‘normal’.  It was printed in ink that seemed to shift with microscopic runes.  The print itself was written in a gothic font, sinisterly flowing, curving, and sharp.  It may have been considered elegant, but anyone looking at the context would think no such thing.

Across the top, it read “ZOMBIE HERALD” with every article dedicated to glorifying the monstrous force ravaging Threed, using such demagogic and persuasive wording so as to make victory for the undead seem inevitable. 

“This hit shelves today in place of the normal papers,” Sophie informed them.  “Mr. Samwell,” she gestured at the intelligent-looking, orange-clad man, “Brought this to our attention not half an hour before you two got back.”

“But what does it mean?” exclaimed Whitney is exasperation.


“Propaganda,” Robert replied.  “Demoralizing tactics.  Though I can’t for the life of me comprehend how they’re printing or distributing this, there’s no doubt that they’re trying to scare us.”

“Well it’s working isn’t it?” Sophie stated, rather than asked.  “I’m certain that this will raise desertion.  There have already been a few Stockholm-syndrome nuts going and betraying their very race, but this may well make it a more serious danger.” As always, Sophie spoke as though giving a briefing, which she had grown used to in her role as leader of the resistance. 

“Agreed, it will have a poor effect on morale,” said the large, suited man.  He took a tissue from his pocket and dabbing his sweating face with it.  Nobody knew exactly how old he was, but it was clear he was on the wrong side of middle age.  Balding, pot-bellied, and fretting constantly.

“Back to Robert’s and Whitney’s discovery,” said Samwell.  “As we suspected, they were guarding something, probably a tunnel, as Mr. Lehbert suggested.”  Samwell scurried over to a nearby desk, returning with a large world map. He spread it across the table and indicated the area just north of Threed.  “But if so, it would come out here, at Grapefruit Falls.  The Falls are relatively rural and uninhabited, but it possible that, in such a secluded place, that is,” he stumbled over his words. “That someone, or something, may have set up shop.”


“Unless it’s come from the town itself,” Whitney suggested.  She had been perusing the Zombie Herald as Samwell had droned on.  “It’s possible that that’s a storehouse or something.  This paper talks about the ‘Boogey Tent.’ Care to let me in on it?”

This time it was Robert who spoke up.  “It appeared only recently, a few days ago, in fact.  It is a large, purple tent that seems to be important to the zombies.  I can’t be sure of what it’s for.  We do know, however, that it is not the origin of the undead, as it appeared after they began their ravaging.”

“But, there is one possibility about what that tunnel is.” Sophie’s voice cut into the air and Robert immediately fell silent.  “Town legend tells of there being pagan practices common in the area.  After Threed was settled, the practices appeared to cease, but in reality were absorbed by the town.  They had one site, a burial site, for which to practice their clandestine ways.” She seemed oblivious to how dramatic she sounded to the other members.   “It was called the Catacomb, rather fittingly, and I daresay that is the source of this undead scourge.”
*


Lone pedestrians were a rare sight in Threed’s current state.  Many residents did not leave their homes, and those that did ventured in large, armed groups.  But, even so, he was: A solitary man, dressed in a dark suit and fedora remiscent of an old gangster movie.  He carried no visible weapon and showed no signs of having one concealed.  Many that tried to hide weapons on their person usually fingered them nervously.  He carried only a nondescript black briefcase, like an everyday businessman.  
There was also something that distinctly set him apart from the other residents of Threed.  That thing was fear, or lack of it.  He walked tall, his eyes staying focused on the dark road in front of him, as opposed to darting from side to side.  Even under hellish circumstances, despite the darkness and uncertainty all around him, this man was alone in that he was free of the shackles of fear that kept the rest of the town bound to their homes.  He smiled.  
“What are you doing out so late, sir?” inquired a voice from behind him.  The suited man slowly turned to face his questioner.  

He was a mere boy, age 10 to thirteen years by the look of him.  He wore a plain orange shirt and a green scarf.  But what set this youngster was the carved pumpkin he wore on his head, making him look like some demon-headed monster.  Hanging from his waist were 2 gourds, rattling with the seeds inside.

A Trick or Trick Kid, one of those anarchistic little punks who were reputed for their skill in spitting their pumpkin seeds with astounding force.  They were named for the line they asked each of their victims before attacking.

This one, however, did not appear to care for such honorable practices and, without warning, lifted several seeds into his mouth and spat them out like a machine gun: Fast, rapidly, and with bullet-like force.  
The man was quick to react, bringing his briefcase up to deflect the barrage as he moved his free hand to his pocket and pulled out a small, round object.  He raised this hand and spun the yo-yo against his assailant’s head.  The punk was thrown off balance, and the man could see blood dripping from out of the ‘mouth’ of the boy’s mask.  He brought his briefcase down on the Trick or Trick kid’s head, bringing him down and smashing his disguise.  He then skimmed his yo-yo across his attacker’s battered form: The popular ‘walk the dog.’
He retracted the toy and slid it back into his pocket, turning nonchalantly away from his unfortunate reverse-victim.  “Just walking my dog.” He said, as though engaged in a nice chat, even though the boy could no longer hear him.  The man continued strolling towards his destination, a single, focused man amongst fear and madness.
*

Several streets away, a fellow not possessed of such a nature scurried through the streets, eyes darting, hand clutching at his improvised weapon- a piece of lead piping.  He had been of noble cause- ensuring the safety of his family in their house which had become their prison- but he himself, to the eyes that watched him from the shadows, was nothing but a cretin, a blind beast jumping at shadows.  Nervous, afraid, clumsy.  The perfect prey

The lifeless eyes that gazed at his hunched form belonged to 4 undead: 3 former humans, and the reanimated remains of a dog.  Their flesh was mottled, grey and blue.  Their teeth were exaggerated and their eyes crimson and unfocused.  They looked like some perverse caricature of a human, something from the minds of normal people who clearly did not want to be associated with them, making them appear as far from the human form as possible.  And yet here they were.

One of their number, the canine, was not like them, aside from the obvious species difference.  While their movements were slow and shambling, the zombie dog was quick, with the movements of a hunter.  His eyes gazed hungrily at his prey, his bestial cunning making him ironically more intelligent than his ‘handlers.’  
They were cold husks, while he burned with the thrill of the hunt.  They were naught but bogeymanish monsters; he was the stuff of nightmares.  Their attacks as ponderous and inevitable as death itself, while the leaping and tearing of this maddened devil struck immediate terror into the victim, seconds before he was upon them,  tearing into supple joints and yielding flesh with bladelike teeth, desiring only to feed and relish in their terror.

This one would be no different.

As the timid man crossed in front of the alleyway in which the undead unit waited, the predator leaped forward, even before the zombie above him had released its restrictive hold.  The man- no- the hunter, this was no man.  Merely a mobile collection of flesh and organs.  Prey. 
The prey brought out his arm; pipe in hand, but it only served as a target for his aggressors teeth.  Maw closed around limb, nearly severing it.  The prey futily tried to shake the hunter off, discarding his weapon in the process.  If the undead creature were capable of conscious thought, it may have pondered on the effects of panic on a human’s survival, but the hunter would have cared not for such philosophy.  
It sunk its teeth deeper, until they pierced bone.  The victim cried out- worthless noise.  The undead hound released its grip, dropping perfectly onto the hard ground as the prey clutched its injured arm in immense pain.  All the while, the predator’s anthromorphic allies had been slowly advancing, penning the man in.  They closed in, disjointed arms held out in front of them, decaying fingers grasping air.  They brought him to his knees as they began to rip hair from his scalp and skin from his bones.

Even as the zombies ripped him apart, the man kept screaming and screaming, for all the good it would do him.  The hunter, forgotten in the melee, leaped from its place outside the killing zone and onto the man’s chest, digging sharpened claws into snapping ribs.  The last thing this man would see would be the image of this hellhound, the very incarnation of terror and death, a hunting cry erupting from its unnatural throat.
*
Chapter 3


The circle of resistance members looked at Sophia as though they expected more.  Her last comment had been left dangling in the air for two full minutes before Samwell spoke up:

“So, how do you propose we get down there?  You heard what Rob said about those zombie guards: They’ve got some sort of hypnosis power to them.  And if that’s not their only talent, we’d be hard pressed to sneak up on them.”  


Sophia grinned, a rare thing indeed, and spoke with that gave everyone the feeling that she was waiting for just such a question.  “Our answer will be here any mom-“


“He already is.”  This speaker was a tall, well-dressed man, wearing a rather cocky expression and carrying a briefcase, though none could guess at what it contained.  “And if I may say so, Ms. Bergston, you really should have less… excitable people on guard detail.  It tends to reduce the risk of them inadvertently letting a stranger into the resistance’s vaunted base.”  
There were several reasons all eyes in the room  were on this newcomer: First, he had gotten past the notably overzealous Tom.  Second, he had spoken to Sophia with the utmost audacity, something many had suspected would have immediately in the offenders head parting company with their shoulders.   And third, he knew Sophia’s last name.  This detail, like so many others, had evaded even the most prominent members of the Relief Corps.  Everyone immediately began to contemplate what else he knew.
Sophia acted utterly oblivious, though she spoke between gritted teeth.  “This is our ‘inside man,’ so to speak.  He has agreed to get us past the undead guards.” At the confused glances of Robert and Whitney, she added: “I have, admittedly, suspected the path guarded by some monsters outside of the ordinary.”  She spoke to the entire room once more.  “This man originally defected to the side of the monsters.  His name is, allegedly, Conan Smith.  He has told me, however, that as a natural con man, he is willing to betray them, using their trust to get us down there.”
“But how do we know we can trust him?” Robert snarled.  He was not usually a man of anger, but such duplicity made his blood boil. ‘Conan Smith?’ Obviously fake, and he had a feeling everyone in the room, most of all Sophia, knew it as well. “So, he’s triple-crossing, is he?  And a con man!  I know his kind, Sophia, and after my experience with those like him, I think I can say that we cannot trust him so easily!” If the con man was offended by their speaking as though he was not present, his features did not betray it.

“Be silent.”  Sophia’s voice now had an icy edge to it.  “If we do not strike at the heart of the infestation, then what can we do?  Allow the people of Threed to remain forever fearful behind locked doors?  No.”  Her tone had become more earnest, that of a born leader.  “This man’s loyalty is, I’m afraid to say, irrelevant.  What matters is that he has proven to me to be able to get us in.  It’s the only real chance we’ve got.”

Robert, though recognizing the action as necessary, still did not like the idea of trusting and working with such an unctuous character.  In his days as a “Blue Fuzz” he had met many such men, the lot of them liars and undesirables.
“They will be off guard, they will not expect another attack so soon.”  Sophia paused, as the ones assembled knew what she was about to say, right down to the drill sergeant-esque order giving.  “Rob, form up a seven-man team of whatever men and women you see fit, including him.  You will have full access to the armory. Talk to the arms dealer, if you have to. You leave in four hours.”

*

The shades-wearing back-alley dealer bid the squad farewell with a whispered “Watch out for bad guys,” as they embarked, each one taking their procured weapons and slipping them into pouches and holsters.  There was Robert, in the lead, keeping a close watch on Conan beside him.  Behind them were Whitney, as well as four other Relief Corps. Members.  
There was Bailey, who was originally a timid cubical slave, who had managed to barricade and defend his office when the zombies came in force.  Samuel Harris, a former heavyweight champion, had smashed pashed a host of monsters to get his family to safety, but was denied even this when ghosts in the highway tunnel out of Threed held him down and tortured his loved ones.  Garfield Nomlin, an overweight war veteran who had become quite trigger happy (And a very good shot) since his beloved tank had been destroyed.  Finally, there was Gideon Ezumiel, who was even more of an enigma than the group’s new companion.  He had appeared mysteriously, trained and possessed of vast intellect, claiming to want to help the resistance much like Conan had.  Many suspected him to be a government agent of some sort, mostly due to his name, dark dress style (And of course- sunglasses), and enigmatic demeanor.  But, he had proved himself a skilled specialist, but had proven to be extremely scrutinizing. 
The motley crew approached the graveyard.  They had taken great pains not to be detected by the creatures roaming the town, but in the graveyard, it would be nearly impossible.  They had no idea how well their ruse would work on these mindless beasts.  As they came to the cemetery gates, Conan Smith shifted to the front of the group, indicating for them to stop.  Figures melted out of the darkness in front of them: Waste-spawned devils, gigantic insects, and half-transparent ghosts that made the air around them cold and devoid of any happiness.  The con man reached into one deep pocket and pulled out a small glass bottle containing a sickly, yellow, honey-like liquid, but looked altogether unappealing, even deadly, to eat.  The monsters, upon catching sight of the jar in the man’s grasp, slowly drew back into their former positions, leaving the path free for the ‘courier’ and his companions.  
The con man walked confidently, either used to it or a very good actor (He was probably both), but the resistance members, though they kept their weapons where they were, were clearly uneasy at the thought of marching through this place of death and horror without attacking the wretched creatures that had tormented them for so long.
At last, Robert recognized the path, seemingly unguarded as it had been when he had come through just a few hours ago.  Once more, he strode down the path, begrudgingly following the swindler they had followed into the belly of the beast.  Once more, they reached the undead sentinels, their lifeless gaze burning with their malevolent power.  Once more, the scam artist produced the bottle of revolting syrup from his person, and the guards, as though a switch had been flipped, glided smoothly to the walls of this corridor of trees.  The con man glanced at Rob, who could have sworn he saw a look of triumph, and led the way past the guards, down the trap door, and into the abyss.
*

The first any of them knew of danger, was that it had already sunk its teeth into them.  It was Bailey who caused it.  They had crept through a small tunnel and into a large cavern.  Zombies lurked in the shadows, ready to pick off any intruders who had made it past their entrapping brethren at the entrance.  But the man leading them held in his hand a jar of fly honey.  So all was well.  That is, until Bailey had taken a shot with his air gun at a zombie dog moving swiftly through the darkness.  The shot went wild and the canine had already changed direction and leaped, digging his claws into the young man’s chest and snapping at his eyes.
Everything fell apart.  Whitney fell upon the hellhound with her bat, her heavy blows eventually felling the beast, but not before it had ripped open Bailey’s chest and practically tore his face off.  The other zombie’s the sounds of combat stirring something in their decaying brains, lurched forwards.  The pudgy Garfield had taken up a firing position alongside Robert, and fired his own air gun with the precision of a master marksman, destroying a zombie’s head with every shot. Samuel raised his fists in a practiced fighting stance with Gideon, creating a protective wall against the approaching undead.  The con man had knelt down and opened his briefcase.
The cavern was filled with a dozen or so zombies, and one more zombie dog.  The firing field set up by Garfield and Robert began to lose ground as they simultaneously paused to reload, the zombies closing the distance every time such action was taken.  The hellhound lunged at Samuel who knocked it from the air with a lightning-fast jab, then proceeded to smash it into the rocky ground with his foot.  
Garfield had paused to reload once again, but this time, a zombie reached out and grabbed his hair.  Screaming, Garfield now found himself being clawed and bitten at by the undead, as he was buried in a tide of rotted flesh.  Robert raised his gun, intending to bring it down on the nearest zombie attacking his friend, when he found himself having to fend off zombies intent upon doing the same to him.  Without the firebase, even the martial prowess of Gideon and Samuel were quickly losing ground.  More undead streamed in from the tunnel up ahead.  Conan rose from his briefcase, something held in his hand.  He fired it.
The bottle rocket slammed into the encroaching forces with devastating force, reducing three zombies to dust in the earth once again.  Samuel spun toward him, blood running down his face, his arm hanging limp by his side.
“How many more of those you got?”  he asked breathlessly.

“Not enough,” replied Conan.  “But enough for this.”  With that, Conan pulled another improvised explosive from his briefcase and launched it at the undead hoard about to devour Robert.  With a cry from Robert, it detonated, throwing the zombies off him.  
“You could have killed him!” Whitney screeched at him.  “Are you mad?”
“He would have been just as dead otherwise,” replied the con man as Robert, with some help from Whitney got to his feet.  He was burnt from the explosion, his clothed torn, and bleeding from a dozen small cuts.  His right arm and shoulder were almost completely blackened by the bottle rocket’s impact.  His air gun lay on the ground, its barrel twisted and stock crushed.  
“We’ve got no hope for getting through,” Robert replied, each word taking an entire breath to say.  “You,” he pointed at the con man, his voice displaying that he did not necessarily like being hit with explosives.  “Samuel, Gideon, and Whitney get out of here.  Better you survive than we all get eaten by these freaks.”

Gideon continued fighting off zombies behind them.  Whitney was about to object to object when Samuel stepped in front of her.  “I’ll help to Rob.  Even if I get out of here alive, I wouldn’t be of much use.” He smiled as he punched his useless left arm.  
Conan knelt down, his briefcase open.  In it was a very strange contraption.  It essentially looked like about eight bottle rockets strapped together and rigged to a single firing mechanism.  

“Multi-bottle rocket,” Conan explained as he demonstrated quickly how to load and fire it.  “Of my own invention.  It should wipe out a number of ‘em.  You’ll need to be close, though.”  Robert reached up and grabbed Conan by the collar, pulling his ear down to Robert’s mouth.

“Keep her safe.” Robert breathed, teeth gritted to bear the pain.  “Make sure Whitney gets back.”  Robert released him.  The con man quickly rose, giving a curt nod of his head in acknowledgement.  “Gideon! Fall back!” Robert called.  As he did so, Samuel came piledriving into the fray, his good arm thrashing at the undead tide.  Gideon joined Conan and Whitney as they ran toward the exit.  Even when they got out would they be safe?  Would they find an army of ghouls waiting for them?  It didn’t matter.  Robert had done all he could.

Whitney looked back at Rob over her shoulder.  He could see it in her eyes; she wanted to call out, to give some words of parting.

“GO!” he commanded, his voice pained.  He hoped- prayed- she would survive.  He had been married long ago, but had never had children.  Whitney was as close as a daughter to him.

Samuel’s voice broke him from his thoughts.  “Fire, will ya!”  Samuel was in the middle of a deluge of pressing bodies.  He had scant seconds to spare before he was completely overrun.  Rob had already loaded the weapon.  He took aim, not that it would be easy to miss.  One day, the streets of Threed would have sunshine again.  One day, the monsters would be cast down, banished from their kingdom of fear.  One day, Threed would be free from its nightmare.  

He pulled the trigger and eight rockets fired at once.  The cave was filled with the resulting explosion as, far away, through the main tunnel into Threed drove a loud bus, containing within it two souls who would cast out the darkness, not just from Threed, but from time itself.  And faraway, in another time, another space, a being with a mind not meant to be understood be mortal creatures, laughed inside its machine of darkness.H
