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Chapter One – You will never find a more wretched hive . . . 
 
   “This weekend is going to be awesome!” a male voice said from somewhere behind him.
 
   Jack grunted as he heaved another plastic tote box out of the back of the van.  “Yeah, great Simon.  You wanna help me get this crap unloaded?  It’d be nice if we can get the van into the parking deck before it fills up.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   Simon reached past the much taller Jack and grabbed the end of another tote.
 
   “Careful, they’re not all taped shut.”
 
   “Well why not?” Simon asked as he pulled the tote out and deftly swung it onto the luggage cart without dropping it or spilling the contents.
 
   “Because I let Sherry help with the packing.”
 
   “I heard that.”
 
   Jack straightened and gave his wife a tired look.  “I love you sweetie, more than life itself, more than Lucas and lightsabers, but you can’t pack worth a damn.”
 
   “Maybe I won’t help then?”
 
   “Don’t be like that.” Simon said as he lifted another tote box out and added it to the growing stack on the cart.  “You can punish Jack all you want, but don’t hurt me too.”
 
   “Sometimes, in order to hurt someone very badly . . .” Sherry began in a cheerfully ominous voice.
 
   “. . . you have to tell that person terrible lies.” Jack and Simon finished in unison, completing the Penny Arcade quote Sherry had been fond of for several years now.
 
   “Right.  So ask me no questions, and I’ll poke out no eyes.”
 
   Simon groaned.  “Is she going to be like this all weekend?”
 
   Jack glanced across the steadily mounting chaos in the Marriott Marquis’ covered, circular front drive.  The building’s second floor loomed above them, held up by pillars of concrete.  Peachtree Center Avenue was a good half minute’s walk away from the front doors of the hotel on his right, that’s how big the roundabout drive was.  Even though it was only a little after nine in the morning, there were easily at least a hundred people in view, with more moving about inside the double doors of the hotel.
 
   The enormous fountain pool in the middle of the space made the area loud, but idling engines, shouting bellhops and fans, and the occasional whistle of the Atlanta Police officer standing in the middle of the street managing the pedestrian jaywalk crossing all added to the aural assault.  And all this just after 9 on Friday morning.
 
   Just as he turned back to the unloading of the van, he spotted a teenager dressed as Cloud Strife crossing from the Hyatt over to the Marriott side of the street as the cop tweeted his whistle and motioned the crowds on both sidewalks to come ahead.  Jack wasn’t a big Final Fantasy fan, but even he knew Cloud Strife.  If the distinctively spiked and overhanging hair didn’t give the costume away, the eight foot styrofoam sword the kid had slung over his shoulder like a bazooka sure as hell would.
 
   “Damn, people get into costume earlier every year.  This keeps up, we’re gonna have to build ourselves a real spaceship to come in instead of the van.” Sherry said.  Jack glanced at her to see she had followed his look and was studying the kid’s Cloud costume.
 
   “See, that’s what I’m saying.” Simon insisted.  “It’s gonna be awesome.”
 
   “It’ll be less awesome if we don’t get the van put into the parking deck where it can’t be stolen.”
 
   “Downtown is safe these days.”
 
   “Safe, not safe, I don’t care.  It’s my van and I want it in the deck with cameras and rent-a-cops keeping an eye on it on their monitors.  I don’t want to have to fool around with police reports or renting a truck or arguing with some asshole tow company about whether or not I paid the parking fee come Monday.”
 
   “Okay, but when we get up to the room you need to have a couple of drinks so you’ll loosen up.”
 
   “It’s not even ten am.” Sherry observed as she took another tote from Jack when he slid it out from the back of the vehicle.
 
   “So?” Simon shrugged.  “It’s DragonCon!  Who cares?  We’re here until Monday.  In fact, I may start drinking myself.”
 
   “Dude, no one likes a drunk trooper.” Jack said.
 
   “Are you kidding?  Last year Dante DJ’d a dance party right over there for three hours on Sunday night.” Simon grinned, pointing at a section of sidewalk just underneath the hotel’s overhang, but still near enough to the street to qualify as sidewalk.  “And he was drunk as hell.”
 
   “That’s Dante.  He’s got style.”
 
   “I’ve got style.”
 
   “You’re gonna have my foot up your ass if you get moving.” Jack muttered, looking at the guy who seemed to be in charge of the Marriott bellmen.  He was making no secret of how he was trying to hurry the guest vehicles in and out of the roundabout as quickly as possible.
 
   Jack didn’t blame him.  The official stats for the attendance this weekend were forty thousand, but the real numbers were likely to be more like sixty or sixty-five.  As far as Jack knew, every hotel room within a ten block radius of the Hyatt and Marriott was sold out, had been since they opened up for reservations by each facility.
 
   Simon didn’t cease his running commentary of how awesome and fun the weekend was going to be, but two minutes later all the totes had been transferred from the back of the van to the cart.
 
   A bellman came over when Jack raised his hand, the five dollar bill clearly displayed.
 
   “Yes sir, want me to move this over to holding while you get checked in?”
 
   “Already did.” Jack said, handing over the five and a post-it note Sherry had jotted the room number down on.  “514.  Can you get this upstairs if my wife goes with you?”
 
   “Certainly.”
 
   “Thanks.” Jack said, closing the van’s back doors and reaching in his pocket for the keys.
 
   “What about me?” Simon asked.
 
   “Well if you’re going to drink, all the booze is on the cart, so come on.” Sherry observed.
 
   “I’ll be up when I’ve got this parked.” Jack promised.  Sherry nodded, the smiled at the bellman.  As the cart was rolled into the hotel, Jack hopped back into the van.  It took him twenty minutes to get the parking sorted out and registered to his room, then he took one of the elevators up into the hotel..
 
   “That might be about the last time this weekend I’ll be able to use the damn thing.” Jack muttered as the doors opened with a ding on the fifth floor.  He had told the reservations operator he didn’t care which room they gave him back in ’94.  They’d ended up on the twenty-seventh floor, spending half an hour each time they wanted to go up or down, waiting five minutes between elevators, that were usually beyond full, would finally show up.  Now he always took a room on a floor low enough to walk from the lobby.
 
   When the door opened to his keycard, he heard voices he didn’t recognize, and frowned mentally.  The convention was officially open, but it was kind of early for a room gathering.  But when he got out of the entry and into the room proper, he saw the television had been tuned to the convention’s closed circuit channel.
 
   A trio of people were sitting behind a table in a room he easily recognized as the Hyatt’s Centennial Ballroom.  They were reading out off changes to the schedule and guest bookings for the weekend, which he ignored.  He had the convention’s mobile app downloaded to his phone.  Any change the convention staff was discussing on the tv feed would already be punched into the app’s updates.
 
   “Where’s Sherry?” Jack asked Simon, who was sitting on the edge of the bed with a open bottle of Jack Daniel’s and a metal flask in his hands.
 
   “Bathroom.” Simon said without looking up as he carefully poured whiskey into the flask.
 
   “Are you seriously going to start drinking now?”
 
   “Sure, why not?”
 
   “Dude, it’s Labor Day and we’re in freaking Georgia.  You’re going to dehydrate if you drink all day.”
 
   “This ain’t my first DragonCon you know.” Simon said as he finished filling the flask.  “In fact, if memory serves, I’ve been here longer than you.”
 
   “Never gonna let that go, are you?”
 
   “You’re the one that said it sounded like a little local con that wouldn’t be around the next year.”
 
   Jack frowned and opened his mouth to respond, but he heard the bathroom door open behind him and turned.  Whatever he was going to say to Simon died in his throat as he caught sight of Sherry posing seductively in the doorway.
 
   His wife smiled as he let his eyes drift across her body, which was quite on display in the Slave Leia costume.  The metal bikini did wonderful things for her chest, and the drape hanging from the bottom bared her tanned legs from ankle to hip in a way that he never got tired of looking at.
 
   “I love you.” he said when he managed to get his gaze back up to her face.
 
   “I know.” she said with an impish smile.
 
   “Nooooo, please don’t tell me you guys are going to quote the movies all weekend.” Simon said with a groan.
 
   “No time to discuss this in a committee.” Jack and Sherry said in unison, both looking at Simon.
 
   “I’m getting my own room next year.” Simon said darkly as he took a long swig from the fifth of Jack before putting it down and screwing the cap back onto the metal flask.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Two –I’ve got a bad feeling about this
 
   “Ooooh, um, excuse me?  Excuse me . . . can I get a picture of you two?”
 
   Jack turned and centered his helmet on the woman with the camera who had tapped him on the shoulder.  Actually, to be fair, she’d knocked rather briskly on his shoulder; the ABS plastic was rigid and hard.  There was no chance he could feel her just tapping him.  Which she’d seemed to know.
 
   “Sure.” he said, his voice coming out flat and ‘radio-ified’ via the mini-loudspeaker he had in the helmet.  “Princess, we have a fan.”
 
   Sherry looked up from her phone and saw the newcomer waiting there with camera poised eagerly.  As Jack hefted the ‘blaster rifle’ into a cross chest grip that made it look like he was ready for battle, Sherry arranged herself next to him and leaned in close, hiding the phone behind her so it wouldn’t be in the picture.  The woman with the camera raised it and fiddled with a setting while the stormtrooper and ‘slave’ waited, holding their positions.
 
   “There, got it.  You two are great.  That’s one of the best Slave Leias I’ve seen in years.” the woman said.
 
   “Thanks.” Sherry said with a brilliant smile.  Jack canted his helmet down to look at his wife, then up at the woman and smiled behind the plastic obscuring his face.
 
   “Okay, move along now, move along!” he said cheerily, making a motion with one hand like he was chivying her into action.
 
   “Yeah, they’re getting pretty mercenary about traffic flow this year.” the woman said, headed past them.
 
   “I don’t blame them, every year there’s more people.” Sherry said in a voice pitched just right to carry to him through the helmet.
 
   “Where else can you have this much fun with your clothes on.” Jack grinned.
 
   She batted her hands at the plastic armor covering his chest.  “Maybe you can.”
 
   “I didn’t beg, you put that on without any prompting.”
 
   “TK-419, who is this prisoner?” another radio modified trooper voice said from Jack’s right. 
 
   “O’Riley!” Sherry shrieked as she looked past Jack.  She flung herself at another man in stormtrooper armor.  He had his helmet in his left hand, so his grin as he wrapped the barely dressed woman in the metal bikini up in a hug was quite obvious.
 
   “Now I’m wishing I’d worn my officer’s outfit.” he said as he hugged her.
 
   “Letch.”
 
   “Guilty.”
 
   Jack took his own helmet off and sighed in relief as the air conditioning hit his face directly.  “Who else have you seen so far?” he asked O’Riley as Sherry stepped back.
 
   “Stacy and Bill are posing in the lobby, but George is around here somewhere.” O’Riley said, gesturing vaguely upstairs.  “It might take him a few minutes to catch up, he wanted to grab something to drink from the gift shop.”
 
   “Idiot.” Jack laughed.  “Three dollars for a soda?”
 
   “Yeah, well, he never learns.” O’Riley shrugged.
 
   “Speaking of which, I’m thirsty.” Sherry announced.  “And I need to put my phone away.  Turn around trooper.”
 
   “Sure thing, but I’ll need to get this armor off first.” O’Riley said.
 
   “Not you letch, my husband.”  Sherry laughed as she pushed at Jack’s shoulder.  “Come on, assume the position.”
 
   Jack turned and bent at the knees so his wife could reach the top of the backpack he wore.  It looked like part of his costume, and to be fair it was.  It was cast and sculpted and painted to look just like a pack worn by the stormtroopers in Star Wars.  But this one, unlike most similar costume backpacks, was an actual backpack.  She flipped up the hinged top and pulled a bottle of Dr. Pepper out of the little soft sided cooler inside the pack.
 
   “You want anything?” she asked.  “And what about that late lunch you mentioned?” 
 
   Before Jack could answer, he heard screaming.  He straightened curiously as his brain registered the sound, and then evaluated it as sounding real.  Most fans were pretty well behaved, but it wasn’t unheard of, literally, for some to occasionally whoop and holler for some reason or another.  This sounded like actual screaming though, and more than one person.
 
   “What’s all that about?” O’Riley asked, looking through the nearest open doors into the ballroom.  The level right below the Marriott’s lobby was used by the convention as exhibition space, or in the common vernacular an extension of the dealer’s room on the floor below.  Jack and Sherry had decided to hang out sort of near the wall, where they could see most of what was happening elsewhere in the fairly open expanse of the floor while still being out of the way so they didn’t get yelled at to move by either hotel or convention security.
 
   “I don’t know . . .” Jack said slowly.  There was something about the screaming, something that was making the back of his neck tingle a little.
 
   His first thought was that there was a problem, but he told himself to calm down.  He was over reacting.  It was a convention.  There were dozens and dozens of reasons why someone or something might be making all that racket without there being any cause for alarm.  If one of those were true, it was kind of rude, and whoever it was would probably get told off by the convention security staff for doing it, but everything would be fine.
 
   While he was trying to convince himself, more screaming erupted.  Some of it was in the exhibition hall, but some of it was coming from the open floor.  He turned his head in time to see a man trying to pry a girl who couldn’t be more than ten, maybe eleven, off his left arm.  She was hanging onto him with both hands, and her teeth were working as she chewed on his flesh.
 
   “Uh . . .” Jack heard O’Riley say.
 
   “Is that something the Nightmare Factory people are doing?” Sherry asked uncertainly, and not entirely unreasonably.  The display booth advertising the Halloween Haunted House company always setup at the base of the escalators, which was about twenty feet beyond where the man was struggling with the girl.
 
   “I don’t think so.” Jack said as a couple of people, one of them wearing a radio headset that marked him as a member of the convention’s ‘security’ staff closed in on the altercation.
 
   Jack heard running, and turned just in time to see a good number of people rushing towards the doors from inside the exhibition hall.  Most of them were just running, but two were cradling injured arms, and a third man was being carried between two men as blood streamed down his leg.
 
   “What in the fuck is going on?” Jack said in a very loud voice.
 
   “Dude, I think someone’s been dropping a the wrong acid or something.” one of the running people shouted back.  “They think they’re zombies.”
 
   “Acid?” O’Riley asked, sounding skeptical.
 
   “Zombies?” Sherry asked, sounding confused.
 
   “Where?” Jack asked, ignoring them both.
 
   “In there, toward the back wall.”
 
   Jack stepped out from the wall for a better angle and looked in through the doors.
 
   “What are you doing?” Sherry asked immediately, grabbing his arm.
 
   “Trying to see what’s going on.” Jack answered.
 
   He barely had time to register a sort of scrum that seemed to be going on about halfway down the aisle aligned with the doorway when he heard still more screaming start behind him.
 
   Turning, his jaw dropped.  He saw over a dozen people being attacked by others.  In every instance except one, the attacker was gnawing or biting their victim and blood was flowing around their teeth.  The exception was a fairly tall man wearing furs and a crown, probably going for a sort of barbarian king look, who had managed to shove the smaller man who’d bitten him away.  The biter struggling to get to his feet, eyes locked on the barbarian.
 
   “Zombies!” was starting to be shouted, barely audible over the screaming.
 
   Jack opened his mouth, then stopped himself before he said the kind of thing he usually threw things at the movie screen when the characters in the story said.  Instead, he looked around.  “Where’s hotel security?  What about that cop I saw wandering around earlier?”  Convention security weren’t cops, and for something like . . . this . . . a cop, someone trained for a physical confrontation, who had a gun, seemed called for.
 
   He heard more running, and turned back to the exhibition hall in time to see a serious stampede of people starting to flood through the doors.  Maybe one in four had blood on them, or some sort of obvious injury.  He saw one man carrying a little boy in his arms, struggling to control the child as the kid squirmed and tried to bite.  There was already blood on the boy’s face, and a woman right behind the man was dragging a girl maybe a couple of years older than the boy by one arm.  Both the girl and the woman had blood streaming from bites on their arms.
 
   “Jesus, you’re fucking kidding me, right?”
 
   Jack turned to look at O’Riley and saw a fat man stumbling towards them.  He was only a step away, and his hands were reaching towards Sherry.
 
   “Move!” he blurted, grabbing his wife and yanking her roughly away.  The fat man’s hands closed on empty air, and he almost fell as he tried to turn in mid step to follow.  Jack shoved Sherry behind him and swung the helmet in his hands without thinking.  The hard plastic slammed into the man’s face, and his head snapped back from the impact.
 
   Jack stepped back, expecting the man to fall over or back away, but the head came back to level with a blank stare he recognized only too well from just about any zombie movie he might decide to name.  The hands came up next, and the fat man staggered toward him.
 
   “Behind us!” he heard Sherry yell, and he turned just in time to see another zombie lurching toward them from through the exhibition hall doors.
 
   “I got this one.” O’Riley said abruptly, interposing himself between Sherry and the doors.
 
   Jack turned back just in time to see the zombie was almost in reach to get its fingers on him.  He kicked out instinctively, aiming for the fat man’s knee, and was rewarded when the zombie fell over.  Jack realized he still had the helmet in his hands, started to drop it, then stopped himself.
 
   “Hell, what can it hurt?” he muttered, jamming it back onto his head.  He wanted his hands free, but he had a strange notion that the helmet might actually be of use to him if he wore it.
 
   Stepping back, he saw O’Riley struggling with the other zombie.  It was a woman wearing a spangled red, white and blue outfit exactly like the ones from the chorus girls in the Captain America movie.  There was a lot more red in the costume now, dribbling down her chin and across her top.  Jack noticed almost absently that there was a deep cut on the side of the female zombie’s cheek that went right down to bone, and it didn’t seem to bother her in the slightest.
 
   He circled around the two and grabbed the zombie around the waist with both arms.  “Try to step back when I pull on her.” he said, his voice again modulated by the little microphone and speaker setup in the helmet.
 
   “Got it.” O’Riley said, holding his head canted back from the woman as she tried to lean in and bite his neck.  His voice was strained as he tried to hold her back, which struck Jack as odd.  O’Riley was getting older, well into his forties now, but the woman didn’t look near strong enough to be a problem.
 
   “Now.” Jack said, dismissing the speculation in favor of action.  He heaved, pulled, and turned to his right, trying to spin and sling her away.  He almost fell as she moved, surprisingly separating from O’Riley , but he managed to complete the turn and throw her.  She stumbled away before falling flat on her face to the carpet.
 
   “Look out!” Jack shouted, his voice still modulated just like a real stormtrooper’s.  He hadn’t meant to, hadn’t even seen them, but he had thrown the Captain America USO girl directly at a man and a woman dressed like musketeers – both were in velvet doublets of rich blue and creamy white lace, with feathered, broad brimmed hats on their heads.
 
   Rather than moving away, the man drew a long rapier from the sheath on his hip and flicked it against the carpet.  Something that was bright orange tumbled away from the end of the metal blade, then, before Jack could say anything, he stabbed down into the woman’s leg.
 
   Jack flinched automatically, but there was hardly any blood, which surprised him.  Especially when, as his mind caught up with his startled eyes, he saw the musketeer roughly wiggle the rapier out of the woman’s leg.  That opened a rather large wound right in the meaty portion of her leg, but other than a sort of red seepage, that was it.  There was none of the flow or gush of blood he instinctively expected should be present in such a serious wound.
 
   “Jack!”
 
   He spun and saw Sherry had scooped up the chair that had been positioned next to the doors for the use of the convention security staff who were normally stationed there.  Jack idly wondered where that person was right now, he hadn’t noticed him leaving, but dismissed it.  His wife was using the chair to fend off the fat zombie, who was trying to reach her around the obstacle.
 
   O’Riley stepped in from the side and swung his leg like he was kicking a ball.  The toe of his plastic stormtrooper’s boot connected with the side of the zombie’s head with a resounding crack.  The zombie rolled, flopped really, over on its back, but didn’t stop moving.
 
   “Allow me.” a woman said from behind Jack.  He barely had time to turn his head before the female musketeer stepped past him with a blade in her hands as well.  She thrust with a smooth and economical motion, leaning forward and down with her body weight behind the weapon.  The blade entered the side of the man’s neck as easily as if it were cheese, and she grunted as she twisted wrist and weapon before yanking it out.
 
   “You stabbed him.” O’Riley said, sounding shocked.
 
   “Yeah, but he’s a zombie so it’s okay.” the female musketeer said.
 
   “How can you be sure.”
 
   “Seriously?” the male musketeer said, stepping up to stand beside the woman as she flicked a bit of something red and wet off the end of her rapier.  Jack saw the fat zombie’s head still sort of wobbling around on its neck, but its body was motionless.
 
   “Shut up O’Riley.” Jack said abruptly.  His last flicker of doubt vanished.  No one got stabbed in the neck without there being a freaking huge puddle of blood on the floor, and they sure as hell didn’t keep moving around when their spine was severed.  The fat zombie’s mouth was making chewing motions, and the eyes were rolling toward them.
 
   “Perhaps we should consider an escape plan?” the male musketeer said in a calm voice, as if he were discussing the weather.
 
   “Good idea.” Jack nodded.  “Want to work together?”
 
   “Sounds good to me.” the female musketeer said, glancing behind herself.  “You’ve got the armor.”
 
   “These are costumes.” O’Riley said, still sounding shocked.  Before he could do more than blink, the woman reached out with her rapier and rapped its flat sharply against the white plastic of O’Riley’s breastplate.
 
   “Sounds like armor to me.” she said.  “Or do you think teeth can chew through that?”
 
   “Shut up O’Riley.” Jack said again.  “Jack, Sherry.” he said, pointing to himself and his wife, who was hovering very close to him.
 
   “Ike.” the male musketeer said.
 
   “Nikki.  We’re married.”
 
   Sherry giggled nervously.  “So are we.”
 
   “Right then, so, up or down?” Ike asked briskly.
 
   Jack considered briefly, looking around.  The floor was sort of emptying out, but there were still a lot of people.  Unfortunately almost a third of those he could see seemed to be zombies, and almost everyone else left was struggling or fighting with one of these.  The Marriott lobby was right above them, but if they went around to the left they’d be able to go down to the bottom level.  That was where the dealer’s room was, and it opened out onto Courtland Street.
 
   Right as he opened his mouth, he heard a fresh bout of screaming, and saw, from the left, a bow wave of people running from the escalators that led down.  Many of them were bloody, injured, or both.
 
   “Up it is.” Nikki said with a shrug.
 
   “Some of our friends might be up there.” Jack nodded.  “If they’re still okay I mean.”
 
   “More stormtroopers?” Ike asked.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Good.  Well then, for the now, you lead, you follow, and we’ll hold the middle with Slave Leia here.  You guys use your armor, we’ll do the stabbing.  Try to keep moving, and let’s get the hell out of here.  Questions?  No?  Great, let’s go.”
 
   Jack blinked at the note of command in Nikki’s tone as she pointed at O’Riley and himself, but he moved to take the lead position.  “O’Riley, you got that?  Bring up the rear, keep anything from hitting us from behind.”
 
   O’Riley was staring at the fat zombie, whose head was still wobbling around on its half severed neck.
 
   “Dude!” Jack snapped, shoving at his friend.
 
   O’Riley blinked, then looked up and nodded.  “Right, cover the rear.  Got it.”
 
   “Good, put your helmet back on.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter Three – Someone has to save our skins!
 
   Jack could feel Ike hovering right behind him as he headed for the lobby escalators.  There were about a dozen zombies between where they’d been and those mobile stairs, but all of them were busy trying to eat someone else.
 
   He felt a surge of gilt as he kept walking, not running, but walking with a brisk quickness that covered ground rapidly.  Three of the zombies had their victim down and dead and were contentedly settling down to start feasting.  What they were doing with teeth alone was . . .as impressive as it was disgusting.  Blood was everywhere.
 
   He circled around a man in a Spider-man t-shirt who was bleeding from both arms and trying to pry another zombie, this one a man wearing a convention shirt, off himself.  Jack wondered why he was avoiding all the zombies, even the ones they could probably deal with pretty easily.  Weren’t they supposed to be helping people?  Or trying to help people?  Or doing something?
 
   But he thought of Sherry.  He had next to no peripheral vision in the helmet, but she was supposed to be right behind Ike, just ahead of Nikki.  If Jack stopped, if he delayed, he was risking her life.  If he sent her out with the musketeers, she was still in greater danger.  He wouldn’t be there to help, and it would lessen her chances.
 
   Whatever the cost, he knew he wouldn’t be able to live with himself if he tried to play hero and got his wife killed.  Or worse.  With zombies on the board there was definitely ‘worse’ that could come into play.
 
   He kept walking.
 
   They didn’t have any problems until they were almost to the base of the escalators.  As he approached them, which were still industriously rising toward the lobby above, a older woman staggered around from the opposite side of the moving railing.  Her hands came up in the classic zombie reach, and she lurched toward him.
 
   Jack stepped forward and grabbed both of her hands.  The zombie leaned in toward him, and he dropped his chin to better cover his neck.  He heard her teeth scraping against his breastplate, then a sort of slicing sound, like a watermelon being cut, arose as Ike put the tip of his rapier against her temple and pushed.
 
   As the blade entered her skull, she went limp within a second, and fell away.  Jack released his hold on her hands and let her fall, stepping around her and getting on the escalator.
 
   “I thought costume weapons were never sharpened?”
 
   “They usually aren’t.” Ike said.  “And neither are these, not really.  We just maintain them to look good, which leaves them a little less blunted than is normal.  But there’s not much to rapiers.  Even blunted, the tip’s enough to stab with.”
 
   “Good to know.” Jack said, taking advantage of the escalator to turn and look at Sherry.  She was standing between Ike and Nikki, looking scared and faintly ridiculous in the Slave Leia costume.  Jack smiled, but didn’t laugh.  Nothing about zombies and people dying was all that funny.  Maybe if they got out it might be.
 
   Maybe.
 
   “Heads up.” Ike said.
 
   Jack turned back to face front and groaned.  The escalator was about five seconds from dumping him off at the top, and the lobby was a bloodbath.  The normally immaculate white tile of the floor was splattered with red and strewn with debris of people who were either dead or had already fled.
 
   There were pieces of costumes, hats, more than a few shoes and sandals, and a lot of papers.  No, not papers, he realized as he looked again.  Most of them were convention programs and newsprint schedules of convention events.  The schedules’ rough and cheap paper was especially good at soaking up the blood on the floor, almost as good as sponges would have been.
 
   And there were zombies.  He risked two looks to either side, then focused on the area directly ahead.  There were more people who were down, dead or immobilized as zombies began dismembering and eating them.  There were another two dozen zombies between the escalators and the doors that led outside, all struggling with someone.  There were two sets of doors, ahead and to the left, or ahead and to the right, but neither was really less blocked than the other.
 
   “Head right.” Ike said.
 
   Jack glanced to the left again, and nodded.  There was a corridor that stretched off past the concierge desk there, and there were more zombies fighting against people that way.  That made right a better choice.  Any victim might fall at any time, or turn and flee toward Jack and his little group.  That would bring zombies, and that was dangerous.
 
   “There’s Bill and Stacy!” Sherry said suddenly.
 
   Jack stepped off the escalator and moved forward, knowing if he didn’t the others would ram up against him from behind.  The lobby floor was a little slick with blood, but he’d soled his stormtrooper boots with a pair of old sneaker soles.  The rubber gave pretty good traction.  Or maybe blood just wasn’t as frictionless as water might have been.
 
   He got three steps from the escalator and turned to look around more thoroughly.  The Marriott lobby was sort of multi-tiered.  The level below was encircled with railing and open, so you could look down or up through the area that wasn’t floored over.  And the level above was similarly left open with more railings.
 
   Every year the best ‘people watching’ at the convention happened in the Marriott, and this area was always quite crowded with costumes, picture takers, and people watchers.  Now the open design sufficed for him to spot a pair of stormtroopers who were backed up against the line of ‘front desks’ on the north side of the lobby.
 
   They were trying to beat off five zombies with their hands.  Stacy was shoving at them, but Bill was using kicks and the plastic guards armoring his forearms to hammer at the encroaching undead.  The zombies were ignoring the blows, which probably would have been enough to at least annoy humans, as they got in each others way and tried to latch onto the warm humans in the strange white costumes.
 
   Both troopers were wearing helmets, but he’d know Bill and Stacy anywhere.  It wasn’t that female fans with stormtrooper costumes were exactly rare, but there weren’t really a whole lot of them either.  And most of those there were didn’t form their breastplates with actual breasts.  But that wasn’t made Jack sure he knew it was Bill and Stacy.
 
   Bill was known as the Hawaiian trooper, because he almost invariably threw on a red shirt with a festive tropical pattern on over his armor.  And Stacy was invariably with Bill, or nearby, at a convention.  Jack didn’t see the straw hat Bill usually topped the ensemble off with, normally perching it at a jaunty angle right atop his helmet, but the important thing was both were in their trooper armor and had their helmets on.  Their armor was blood splattered, but it looked like splatters, not bleeding.
 
   “We can’t just leave them.” Sherry said.
 
   “I guess they’re your friends, but are they worth dying for?” Ike demanded.
 
   “Jack!” Sherry demanded.
 
   Jack looked at the right hand doors again, which were also the northern most doors.  The distance between those doors and the pair of besieged stormtroopers was maybe fifty feet.  That wasn’t so far, was it?
 
   “Bill!  Stacy!” Sherry yelled.  “Hey, over here!  Bill!  Bill!  Hey!  Stacy!  This way!”
 
   “One’s getting too close.” Ike said, stepping past Jack.
 
   He looked further to his left in time to see Ike thrust the rapier through the open mouth of a teenager wearing a black and gray jumpsuit.  As the zombie crumpled to the floor, Jack realized abruptly it was the Cloud Strife from earlier that morning.  He wondered where the kid’s enormous sword had gotten to.
 
   There was a heavy thud that was sickeningly audible, and he heard O’Riley yell, get cut off, then yell some more.  Jack turned to see O’Riley on the floor right in front of the escalator with a man atop him.  A man who wasn’t trying to get up, but who was instead attempting to grab hold of the stormtrooper beneath him.  A man whose right leg was clearly broken right in the middle of his shin and who didn’t seem to mind.
 
   “Get it off!  Get it off!” O’Riley was shouting.  The zombie was gnawing on O’Riley’s forearm, trying to bite through the ABS plastic.
 
   Jack stepped forward, but Nikki was faster.  She squatted down, laid the tip of her sword against the zombie’s head, then just pushed.  It went through the skull and came out the other side, and the zombie stopped moving.  O’Riley shoved and rolled, dumping the body off himself.
 
   “You okay there?” Nikki asked calmly as she stepped back.
 
   “My shoulder.” O’Riley said in a thick voice as he scrambled back to his feet.  “He landed on my shoulder.  I think it’s broken.”
 
   Jack looked up.  The railing above them showed a number of people, some struggling with the others.  There was no way to tell who was who from down here, and it didn’t matter.  “We should get under the edge so more don’t fall over on us.”
 
   “Or get thrown over.” Ike said with a shrug.
 
   Jack headed for the right hand lobby doors, avoiding the zombies in the way.  It wasn’t hard, they were mostly all eating someone and interested only in their next bite.  One that wasn’t seemed barely able to stay on its feet, wobbling badly as it staggered slowly toward them.  Four steps put him under ceiling again, or rather, put the floor of the level above him over head so nothing could reach them from that direction.  He kept moving, the doors were pretty close now.
 
   They were a pair of double doors, set in an airlock sequence that was supposed to help reduce how much air conditioning was wasted out them every time someone went through.  Now, even with the power still on so the eyebeams that automatically opened them when someone approached were working, he saw the ‘airlock’ as a defensible position.
 
   “Hey, they’re trying to get to us.” he heard Sherry say.
 
   “Let’s hold here for a moment.” Jack said as he stepped into the airlock.  He took a fast look out at the roundabout of the Marriott’s drive up, but it was hard to make out much detail.  The helmet’s eye pieces were effectively sunglasses, and that made it difficult to see clearly.  But he thought they would be okay at least for a minute or two.
 
   “Okay, I’ll give it a minute.” Nikki said as Jack turned to look over his shoulder.  “But I’m not getting besieged in here.”
 
   “They’re coming, just wait.” Sherry said.
 
   Jack looked back inside the lobby.  Bill and Stacy had managed to shove past the zombies and were now making for the doors where Jack and his group were sheltering.  Stacy was moving freely, but Bill was having to drag a woman along as she clung to his ankle.  Jack was impressed, the female zombie was not exactly in trim ‘Slave Leia’ condition, but Bill was managing to keep a pretty decent pace.
 
   Nikki stepped through the doors, past O’Riley who was slumped against the inner partition of glass, and stabbed a zombie who was staggering toward them.  She stepped back and flicked her rapier.  “They better hurry up, I see at least five coming this way.”
 
   “Just wait.”
 
   “I’m not dying for two people I don’t know.”
 
   “They’re our friends.”
 
   “Yeah, and he’s my husband.” Nikki said, jerking her thumb at Ike.  “Nothing personal, and I’m sorry to have to say it, but if it comes down to a choice . . .”
 
   “Right.” Jack said, not saying he’d already arrived at the same conclusion.  The only reason he was waiting was because Bill and Stacy were in motion, and because Sherry would be mad as hell at him if they left without at least trying.
 
   But Jack knew he was willing to live with the guilt if that’s what it took.
 
   He glanced out into the roundabout again, but he still thought they were okay for the moment.  Stepping away from those doors a little, he turned sideway so he didn’t have to do anything except turn his head to look either outside, or back at the lobby.
 
   Stacy reached them a few seconds later.  She was a good fifteen feet ahead of Bill.  “Jesus, are you guys believing this?” Jack heard Stacy say, her voice unmistakably female even through the modulation of the helmet’s speaker.
 
   “Is he going to make it?” O’Riley asked, sounding like he was in a lot of pain.
 
   Jack looked, glanced the other way in the lobby, then back to Bill.  “Nikki, Stacy can cover the door here.  Go stab that one hanging off his leg, and we’ll be out of here in ten seconds.”
 
   For a moment he thought she was going to refuse, as he watched her check the situation in the lobby.  Then she stepped back through the doors and sort half-skipped, half-glided over to the Hawaiian stormtrooper.  Her rapier flicked out and down, and the zombie went limp.  Bill was right behind her as she hurried back to the door.
 
   “Thanks.” he was saying.
 
   “Let’s go.” Nikki said, ignoring his gratitude.  “You two, Bill and Stacy, take the sides.”
 
   “What?” Stacy asked, sounding confused.
 
   “Keep any zombies back so us musketeers can kill them.” Ike explained.
 
   “Oh, right.  Sure.” Bill said.
 
   Jack stepped out through the outer doors.  “Ike, we can’t see too good in the helmets.  You need to say–”
 
   “Take the right side.” Ike interrupted.
 
   “Got it.”  Jack headed around the big fountain in the middle of the roundabout, curving around on its right.  There was a ramp down into the Marriott’s parking garage over on the left side, but it didn’t matter.  His keys were up in the room.  The van was useless to him.  There was no way he was going back into the hotel.
 
   He had to grapple with another teenager zombie halfway across the roundabout, but Ike stabbed it pretty quickly, then they were on the sidewalk.  Jack looked in both directions on Peachtree Center.  The street was littered with bodies, easily two dozen just on this block alone.  All of them had at least one zombie leaning over or crouching beside them, and the blood was flowing.  One of the victims was the cop who’d been directing traffic, his neck already eaten clean like a chicken wing.
 
   “I guess north?” O’Riley panted as they all stood looking.
 
   “Why north?” Bill wondered.
 
   “Because the street south is uphill.” O’Riley said.
 
   “Good point.” Jack nodded, turning and heading north on Peachtree Center.
 
   The lane next to the sidewalk had cars parked in it almost bumper to bumper, all of them with special passes on their dashboards that were supposed to make sure a cop or a meter maid didn’t ticket or tow them.  Jack didn’t care, but as he neared the intersection he heard Ike inhale sharply like he was about to say something.  At the same time, Sherry shouted something, but he didn’t have time to hear it.
 
   There was a blur of motion from the left, then someone tackled him.  Jack stumbled right and bounced off a stone pillar that anchored the edge of the steps up to the building that was to the Marriott’s north.  He looked down.  A zombie, a fairly muscular one, had wrapped him up in a bear hug.  It wasn’t a fan, he could tell almost immediately.  He didn’t see a convention badge, but really it was the Tennessee football jersey that gave it away.
 
   Jack tried to shove the zombie off, but it was strong as hell.  He staggered sideways as the zombie leaned in on him.  He didn’t know if the zombie was trying to bear him to the ground, but it didn’t matter.  He didn’t want to end up on the ground with the thing on top of him.  No way.
 
   There was shouting, but he couldn’t hear it through the helmet and the sound of teeth scraping against his breastplate.  He staggered further and almost tripped when his foot descended an extra couple of inches past where he expected to find ground.
 
   “Curb.” his mind supplied almost absently as he struggled with the zombie.  “I’m in the stre–”
 
   Something hit him from behind, hard.  Really hard.  He distantly heard an earsplitting crack of shattering ABS plastic, heard a screech of tires and the smell of burning rubber, then his head snapped back from the force of the impact.  Glass shattered and there was a second impact across his back and shoulders.
 
   The next thing he knew, he was flying forward.  The pavement of the street rushed up to greet him, and he realized he was skidding forward on his front.  He stopped moving, then smelled the tang of iron.  There was blood in his mouth.  He couldn’t breathe.  His lungs felt like they’d been completely emptied of air, and when he tried to draw a breath to fill them, there was only intense pain that perversely interrupted his attempt to breathe.
 
   “Jack!  Oh my God!  Jack!” he heard Sherry shouting, screaming really.  He wheezed again, and tried to reach up to take the helmet off.  Maybe that was why he couldn’t breathe.  His arms didn’t seem to want to cooperate though.  It was like they didn’t belong to him anymore.
 
   Other hands fumbled on the helmet, and abruptly it was being eased off him.  Gentle hands were beneath his head, keeping him from banging it on the asphalt as the helmet was removed.  He blinked, wheezed, wheezed again, then managed to resolve Sherry’s face above his.
 
   She was leaning over him, her beautiful features drawn white with stress and worry.  There were tears on her cheeks.  They were causing her makeup to run.  “Are you okay?”
 
   Jack wheezed again.  His lungs felt like they were empty, even though he kind of thought he was managing to breathe at least a little now.  A cough, barely a cough, sputtered wetly from his lips and he realized his mouth was full of blood.  There was no pain.  He heard a car engine idling really close.  He couldn’t breathe, and there wasn’t any pain for some reason.  Why wasn’t there any pain?
 
   “Sherry?  We need to go.”
 
   Ike was above Sherry, looking around as he gripped his rapier.  Jack blinked up once at the musketeer, then refocused his gaze on his wife’s face.  She was past tears now, she was openly crying.  He couldn’t understand why there was no pain.
 
   “I . . . I . . .” he said weakly, trying to force his voice to work.
 
   “Oh Jack.” Sherry sobbed, clutching at his armor.
 
   “Lov . . . yu.” he finished, hoping that would make her feel better so she’d stop crying.
 
   Sherry scrubbed her hand across her cheeks, under her eyes.  She wiped them twice, then reached down with wet fingers and brushed them across his lips gently.  He tried to smile, but he didn’t know if it was working.
 
   “Sherry, if you want to stay with us you need to come, now.” Ike said, gripping her shoulder.  “He’s gone.  Come on.  He wouldn’t want this.”
 
   “I know.” Sherry said softly.  She leaned down and kissed Jack, then got up and suddenly he was only looking at blue sky.  It looked so peaceful.  He wanted to nod, to call after her, to say everything was going to be fine.  But he just felt like laying there.  It was so nice just laying there.
 
   Sherry was safe.  She’d gotten out of the hotel which was overrun with zombies.  That was all that mattered.  A cloud was drifting past above him, one of several.  He was enjoying watching it when his view was suddenly obstructed by another face.  It was someone he didn’t recognize, but there was blood smeared across it and staining the teeth.
 
   Jack wanted to frown, but it seemed like such an enormous amount of effort.  And he wasn’t sure if he could.  But he couldn’t see the cloud anymore, and that annoyed him.  The face leaned down, and he heard a ripping sound.  Then the face above his leaned back, chewing on something.  There was a warm and wet sensation on his cheek, and he smelled something like iron and salt.
 
   The face leaned down again.
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   If you enjoyed this short, you might find Apocalypse Atlanta entertaining.  Free samples are available, so why not give it a try?
 
    
 
   Also by David Rogers
 
   Apocalypse Atlanta – We’ve all seen it on the news every year.  A hurricane, a tornado, a tsunami, a flood.  A BAD thing happens, and all hell breaks loose.
Some people are caught in the chaos, others are victims, some run, others wait for help, most sit at home watching for everything to be fixed for them, and a few dive in to do whatever they can.
The thing about a zombie apocalypse is whether or not you’re in that initial wave of people who get hungry and start snacking.  And where you are as few turn to many.  As we all know, when it’s zombies, soon many turns to most.  And it’s over when most become all.
Apocalypse Atlanta follows three people as the zombies start eating and bring the world down around them a bite at a time.
One is a retired Marine.  The second is a widowed single mother.  And the third is a biker.
Are there right or wrong answers when zombies are involved?  Do things like morality and decency matter?  Is it better to be alive to feel guilty, or dead an honorable?  Who decides who’s right or wrong when a single mistake can make you dinner for a ravenous horde of the undead?
The story that started it all, the preceding book to Apocalypse Aftermath.
http://www.amazon.com/Apocalypse-Atlanta/dp/B00D538D6M/
 
   Apocalypse Aftermath – the follow-up to Apocalypse Atlanta, continuing the stories of Peter, Jessica, and Darryl.
 
   When an apocalypse starts, there's always running and screaming. Sooner or later, most of that starts to fade; if only because most of the runners and screamers are dead. Once the end of the world gets going in earnest, the sprint becomes a marathon. You can’t run all the time, can you?
 
   Saving someone is easy. Helping them is what's hard. Heroes happen all the time. After those moments when you become someone's saviour, what comes next? One day turns to two, and then the days are a week. Time keeps ticking by, and if you're going to keep from being ground beneath the clock’s relentless push, you've got to find the essentials for life. Food, water, shelter, safety. Everything else is negotiable.
 
   Apocalypse Aftermath picks up where Apocalypse Atlanta leaves off; following three people, each going in three different directions, all trying to survive the end of the world. The same question faces Peter, Jessica, and Darryl; what’s next? What’s a safe path to follow, one that doesn’t place them and those they’re with at risk of becoming a meal for the zombies? What’s the right move, and how do they see it for what it is in time to act? Which way is the right way?
 
   Because whether you’re an aging retired Marine, a widowed single mother, or a biker who bounces, the problem is the same.
 
   Zombies.
 
   http://www.amazon.com/Apocalypse-Aftermath/dp/B00KKB43E8
 
    
 
   Bite Sized Apocalypse – an anthology of five short stories set in the universe of Apocalypse Atlanta.  The common thread are the zombies.  Each story looks at a different little slice of the apocalypse as it gets going for those particular characters.  Little bite-sized chunks of it.
Is that a dinner bell I hear?
http://www.amazon.com/Bite-Sized-Apocalypse/dp/B00DUFWNKW/
 
    
 
   The five stories in Bite Sized Apocalypse are also available individually.
 
   Better to be Lucky – You've thought about it. What would the first few hours of a zombie apocalypse be like? For one company of military police, it was like almost any other job in the service. Boredom with flashes of sheer, howling terror.
http://www.amazon.com/Better-be-Lucky/dp/B00DENSDNG/
 
   Marching through the Apocalypse – Many things might be happening when a zombie apocalypse begins. For some of the most genre aware people in Atlanta, their survival wasn't so much who or where they were, but rather what they were wearing when people started getting hungry.
http://www.amazon.com/Marching-through-Apocalypse/dp/B00DEKA1IY/
 
   There goes the Weekend – A bail bondsman's, er . . . woman's, day can be boring or interesting. Boring can be profitable, and interesting can be fun. But there is such a thing as too much fun. When Darla goes looking for a wife beater right when the zombie apocalypse kicks off, there goes the weekend.
http://www.amazon.com/There-goes-Weekend/dp/B00DSGFGBQ/
 
   Smoke ‘em if you’ve got ‘em – Life is about rules. Lots of rules. But when zombies start eating people, the rules change.
http://www.amazon.com/Smoke-youve-got/dp/B00DTI8S7C/
 
   A little me time – Every year, Lloyd spends a week hiking in the North Georgia mountains. This year, while he's getting away from it all, everything goes straight to hell.
www.amazon.com/little-me-time/dp/B00DR5IPF2/
 
    
 
   Individual short stories
 
   You are what you eat – When a zombie apocalypse starts, everyone has problems.  Well, everyone who’s not a zombie I guess.  For one student in a small South Georgia town, her problem was zombies don’t respect dietary restrictions.
www.amazon.com/You-are-what-you-eat/dp/B00ELLZGX0/
 
   Gut Check at the Choke-and-Puke – Lauren is a truck stop girl, just one more service provider riding the interstates and making a living. A layover south of Atlanta turns into more than just a fuel, food, and rest stop when zombies turn up. One thing leads to another, and soon it's everyone for themselves. Lauren has to hold on to both her stomach if she's going to hold onto her life.
www.amazon.com/Gut-Check-at-Choke---Puke/dp/B00KMJNNTE/
 
   Working with Zed – One of the biggest problems someone faces in the middle of a zombie apocalypse is who to trust.  One nine-year-old boy doesn’t have that problem.   He knows who to trust.
His dog.
http://www.amazon.com/Working-Zed/dp/B00MXKIF84/
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